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PART ONE
CHAPTER 1

“It'snot far now, my lad,” said Tier. “ That's smoke ahead, not just mis—we Il find anicevillageinn
where we can warm up.”

Hishorse snorted a him in reply, or morelikely at a bothersome drop of rain, and continued its steady
progress down thetrail.

The horse, like the sword Tier carried, was of far better quality than his clothing. He d scavenged both
the horse and sword from men he' d killed: the sword in hisfirst year of war, the horse earlier thisyear
when his own mount had been killed beneath him. A warhorse bred and trained to carry anobleman,
Skew had carried Tier, abaker’ s son, through two battles, six skirmishes, and, by rough reckoning,
amog athousand milesof trail.

Hewas avauable horse, though in thefirst few weeks of Tier’ sjourney the avarice in the eyes of the
ragged men in the areas torn by years of war had as much to do with hunger as gold. Tier had waited
eagerly for one of them to attack him, to ambush him if they could. But something, maybe the
battle-readiness that till lurked under his calm facade, kept them away from him.

But in the more prosperous areas away from the Empire’ s borders, the chances of an attack were
greetly lessened, damn theluck. A fight would have given him momentary respite from the dread he felt
toward his current task—going home.

So many were deed. The two young men from hisvillage who' d signed on with him to fight in awar half
acontinent away from their home had died, as had many other young men hoping for gold, glory, or
escape. Tier had survived. He still wasn't quite certain how that had happened—he certainly hadn’t
planned on it. He had never sought deeth, but any soldier knows his demise could come at any time.

If thewar had lasted forever, Tier would have fought until he died. But the war was over, and the post
the Sept he' d served offered him was nothing he wanted. He had no desire to train up more young men
for battle.

So now he rode back home. It would have never occurred to the boy who'd crept out of the family
home almost adecade ago that returning would be so much harder than leaving.

Tier' smassve gelding shook his black and white mane, splattering Tier with water. He patted the
horse’ s neck.

“There, what did | tell you, Skew?’ Tier said. “ There' saroof down there, you can see it between the
trees.”

He looked forward to the warm common room of an inn, flooded with noise and ale—thingstofill his
emptiness. Maybe abit of cheer would stay with him until he was home.

He was getting closer. Even without amap, the bitter taste of old magic thét filled these mountainswould
have told him so. Though the battle had been over long ago, wizard' s magic had away of outlasting even



memories, and the Shadowed had been a great wizard. Closer to the battlefield of Shadow’sFdl, riding
the forest paths could be dangerous. Near his home village, Redern, everyone knew to avoid certain
places dill heldinfell magic' sgrip.

Unconcerned about magic of any kind, the bay and white patchwork-colored gelding picked hisway
down the narrow mountain pathway, and, as the dope turned gentle, onto adirt track that in turn
widened into a cobbled road. Shortly thereafter the smdl village Tier' d glimpsed from the hills above
emerged from beneath the trees.

The wet stone houses, so different from the wooden villages he' d ridden through these past nine years,
reminded him of home, though there was a softness to the architecture that hisvillage did not have. It
wasn't home, but it was a proper village. It would have a market square, and that’ s where the inn would
be.

He envisoned asmal, warm room, bathed in golden light from the fireplace and torches—someplace
where asoldier could get agood, hot meal and stay warm and dry.

Ashedrew closer to the town market, the smell of smoke and roasting mest filled the air. It wasreflex
only that had him loosen his siword and made the gelding flex and snort: too much war, too many villages
burned. Tier murmured to Skew, reminding him they were done with that part of their lives, though he
could not make himsalf resecure his sword.

Asthey turned into the market square, he saw aburning pyre.

Evening was an odd timefor afunera; Tier frowned. This close to home they would bury their dead, not
burn them. He looked through the crowd and noticed there were no women or children watching thefire.

It was an execution, not afunerd.

In most places where the memories of the Shadowed lingered, they burned witches. Not the highborn
wizards who worked their magic for the nobles who paid them—they were above village justice—but the
healers, hedgewitches, and Travelers who offended or frightened the wrong person could find themsalves
in serious trouble. When such a one burned, the village women would watch from darkened
windows—safe from the wrath of the dead.

Strangers like Tier sometimes found themsalves taken for Travelers or hedgewitches. Still, he was armed
and had hard coin to pay hisway—and from the smell of smoke and flesh, thisvillage had already daked
its bloodlust. He rested his hand on his sword hilt, and decided it would be safe enough to stop for the
night.

Tier rode by the pyre with little more than aglance, but that quick look had told him that the man in the
center of the burning wood had been killed before the fire was lit. A dead man was beyond aid.

The sullen crowd of men gathered around the pyre quieted further as he crossed near them, but when he
took no notice of them, they turned back to their grim entertainment.

AsTier had expected, he found the inn on the edge of the village square. There was a stable adjacent to
the inn, but no one manned it. Doubtless the stable boy could be found in the crowd in the square.

Tier unsaddled Skew, rubbed him down with arough cloth, and led him into an unoccupied stall.
Looking for hay, he noticed ahandcart bedecked in Traveler’ strappings, leather fringe and bright paint,



sadly faded. So the man they’ d burned had been a Traveler.

Tier walked past the cart and took aforkful of hay back to Skew, though his eagernessto spend the
evening in the tavern had ebbed considerably since he' d ridden into the village. The nearness of violence
had set his nerves on edge, and the quiet stable soothed him. He lingered until full darknessfell, but finaly
the thought of something hot to eat overcame his reluctance to face people.

Ashewalked out of the stables, only afew figures were |eft Slhouetted againgt the light of thefire:
guards to make sure the man didn’t come back to life and flee, Tier supposed.He d never seen aman
with histhroat dit come back to life and cast magic. Oh, he'd heard the tales, too—even told afew
himsdlf. But he'd seen alot of death, and in hisexperienceit wasfinal.

When he entered the tavern, he was taken aback by the noise. A quick glance told him that no one had
noticed him enter, so he found a place between the stairs and the back wall where he could observe the
room for amomen.

He ought to have redlized that the mob wouldn't have dispersed so easily. After akilling, most men
sought acohoal, and the inn’s common room wasfilled to bursting with men, most of them haf-drunk on
ale and mob-madness. He considered retreating to deep in the stables, but he was hungry. He' d wait a
while and seeif thingswould cam enough that it would be safe for astranger like him to egt here.

The room rumbled with frantic laughter, reminding him of the aftermath of battle, when men do crazy
thingsthey spend therest of their lifetrying to forget.

He had cheese and flatbread till in his saddliebag. It wasn't ahot meal, and the cheese was a bit bluein
spots, but he could et it in peace. He took a step toward the door.

Asif hismovement had been aclarion call, the room hushed expectantly. Tier froze, but he quickly
redlized that no onewaslooking at him.

In the silence, the creaking of wood drew his eyesto the Stairway not an arm’slength from where he
stood. Heavy boots showed firg, the grest bull of aman who wore them followed &t last by agirl he
pulled down the stairs. From his splattered gpron, the man had to be the innkeeper himsdlf, though there
were old calluses on his hands that might have come from awar axe or broadsword.

Theinnkeeper stopped four or five steps above the main floor, leaving his captive in plain view.
Unnoticed in his position near the back of the room, alittle behind the stairs, Tier faced the growing
certainty that he was not going to get a hot meal and a soft bed tonight.

The digtinctive silver-ash hair that hung in deep-frayed braids dmost to her waist told Tier that shewasa
Traveler, ardative, he supposed, of the dead young man roasting outside.

He thought her achild at first, but her loose night rail caught on arounded hip that made him add ayear
or two to her age. When she looked up at the crowd, he could see that her eyes were clear amber green
and older than her face.

The men in the inn were mostly farmers; one or two carried along knifein their belt. He had seen such
men in the army, and respected them. They were probably good men, most of them, with wives and
motherswaiting for them a home, uncomfortable with the violence their fear had led them to.

Thegirl would bedl right, Tier told himsalf. These men would not hurt achild aseesily asthey’ d killed



the man. A man, a Traveler, was athreat to their safety. A child, agirl-child, was something these men
protected. Tier looked around the room, seeing the softening in several faces asthey took in her
bewildered darm.

His assessing gaze fell upon abearded man who sat eating stew from a pot. Finely tailored noblemen’s
garments set the man agpart from the natives. Such clothes had been sawn in Taglaor some other large

aity.

Something about the absorbed, precise movements the man made as he ate warned Tier that thisman
might be the most dangerous person in the room—then he looked back at the girl and reconsidered.

In the few seconds that Tier had spent appraising the room, she’ d shed her initia shock and fright as
cleanly asasnake shedsits skin.

The young Traveler drew herself up like aqueen, her face quiet and composed. The innkeeper wasa
foot taller, but he no longer looked an adequate guard. Theicein the girl’s cool eyes brought achill born
of childhood storiesto cregp down Tier’ s spine. Ingtincts honed in years of battle told him that he wasn't
the only one she unnerved.

Supid girl, Tier thought.

A smart girl would have been sobbing softly in terror and shrinking to make hersalf look smaller and
even younger, appedling to the sympathies of the mob. These weren’t mercenaries or hardened fighters;
they were farmers and merchants.

If he could have lft then, he would have—or at least that’ swhat he told himsdlf; but any movement on
his part now would draw attention. No sensein setting himself up for the same treatment received by the
dead man in the square.

“Where sthe priest? | need him to witness my account.” asked the innkeeper, sounding smug and
nervous at the sametime. If he had looked at the girl he held, he would have sounded more nervous than

smug.

The crowd shuffled and spat out a thin young man who looked around in somewhat bleary surpriseto
find himself the center of attention. Someone brought out astool and arickety table no bigger than a
dinner plate. When arough sheet of skin, anink pot, and aquill were unearthed, the priest seated himsdlf
with abit more confidence.

“Now then,” said the innkeeper. “Three days lodging, four coppers each day. Three meals each day at
acopper each.”

Tier'seyebrows crept up cynicaly. He saw no signsthat the inn had been transported to Taela, where
such charges might bejustified. For thisinn, two coppers aday with mealswas more likely.

“Twenty-one coppers,” announced the priest findly. Silence followed.
“A copper aday for storing the cart,” said the nobleman Tier had noticed, without looking up from his
mesdl. By his accent he was from more eastern regions, maybe even the coast. “ That makes three more

coppers, twenty-four coppersin total: one silver.”

Theinnkeeper smiled smugly, “Ah yes, thank you, Lord Wresen. According to the law, when a debt of



adlver isincurred and notremanded "—from the way the word was emphasized, it was obviousto Tier
thatremanded was aword that seldom Ieft the lips of the innkeeper—" that person may be sold to
redeem the debt. If no buyer isfound, they shdl suffer fifty lashesin the public square.”

Flogging was acommon punishment. Tier knew, asdid al the men in the room, that such achild was
unlikely to survivefifty lashes. Tier stepped away from the door and opened his mouth to protest, but he
stopped as he redlized exactly what had been happening.

His old commander had told him once that knowledge won more battles than swords did. The
innkeeper’ s motivation was easy to understand. Sdlling the girl could net him more than hisinn usudly
made in aweek, if he could sl her. None of the villagers here would spend awhole silver to buy a
Traveler. Tier would give odds that the innkeeper’ s knowledge of law had come from the
nobleman—L ord Wresen, the innkeeper had called him. Tier doubted the manwasa“lord” at dl: the
innkeeper was flattering him with thetitle because of his obvious wedth—it was safer and more
profitable that way.

It didn’t take a genius to see that Wresen had decided he wanted the girl and engineered matters so that
he would have her. She would not be beautiful as awoman, but she had the lovdiness that belongsto
mai dens caught in the moment between childhood and the blossom of womanhood. Wresen had no
intention of letting her be flogged to deeth.

“Doyou haveaslver?’ theinnkeeper asked the Traveer girl with arough shake.

She should have been afraid. Even now Tier thought that alittle show of fear would go along way
toward keeping her safe. Sdlling ayoung girl into davery was not a part of these farmers' lives and would
seem wrong. Not even the innkeeper was entirely comfortable with it. If she appedled to hismercy, the
presence of the other men in theinn would force him to release her.

Instead, she amiled contemptuoudly at the innkeeper, showing him that she, and everyonein theinn,
knew that he was exploiting her vulnerability for profit. All that did wasinfuriate the innkeeper and sllence
his conscience entirdly—didn’t this girl know anything about people?

“So, gents,” said the innkeeper, glancing toward Wresen, who wasfinishing the last few bites of his
medl. “A dead man cannot pay his debts and they areleft to hisheir. Thisone owesmeaslver and has
no meansto pay. Do any of you need adave or shall shejoin her brother where he burnsin the square?’

Theflush of anger that had highlighted her cheeks paled abruptly. Obvioudy, she hadn’t known the other
Traveler had been killed until the innkeeper spoke, although she must have suspected something had
happened to him. Her breathing picked up, and she blinked hard, but otherwise she controlled herself
until &l that showed on her face was anger and contempt.

Supid girl, he thought again—then hefdt thetingle of gathering magic.

He d been ninelong yearsin the Imperid Army under a Sept who commanded six wizards—doubtless
that was the reason Tier was contemplating helping the Traveler rather than running out the door likea
proper Rederni. Those years had taught him that mages were just people like anyone ese: thisgirl was
unlikely to be able to save hersdlf from amob of frightened men. After they saw her work magic, no one
elsewould be able to save her either.

Shewasnothing to him.



“Onedlver,” Tier sad.

Wresen started and shifted to dertness, his hand touching his sword, staring at Tier. Tier knew what he
saw: atravel-stained man, tall and too thin, with asword on his belt and his yearsin the Emperor’ sarmy
recorded in the myriad small scars on face and hands.

Tier opened his belt pouch and sorted through asmattering of smal coins before pulling out asiiver
round that looked as though it had been trampled by adozen armies.

“Take off your hood,” said the innkeeper. “I’ll see aman’sface and know his name and kin before |
take hismoney.”

Tier tossed hishood back and let them see by hisdark hair and eyesthat he was no Traveler. “ Tieragan
from Redern and late of the Imperial Army under the Sept of Gerant. I'm abaker’sson, but | gaveit up
for the battlefield when | was young and stupid. Thewar’ s ended by the Emperor’ swrit, and | am
homebound.”

Thegirl’smagic died down to adow smmer. That’ s it, hethought,take the time I’ m giving you to
remember that one man is easier to take than a whole room. You don’t really want revenge; you
want escape. He didn't know whether he was saving her from these men, or the men from her.

“If you take her, you won't stay here,” blustered the innkeeper. “1 don’'t want her kind in my inn.”
Tier shrugged, “I’ ve camped before, and my horse will take me afew hoursyet.”

“Two slver,” said Wresen abruptly. The nobleman set his hands on his table with enough force that his
sword bounced and the big silver ring on hisleft hand punctuated his wordswith abang. When al eyes
turned to him he said, “I’ ve dways wanted to sample Traveler bread—and that one looks young enough
tobringto hed.”

Tier couldn’t afford to offer much more than Wresen' stwo silver. Not because he didn’t have it, the
better part of nine years of pay and plunder were safely sewn in his belt, but because no one would
believe that he, a baker’s son and soldier, would spend so much money on a strange woman-child no
matter how exotic. He could hardly believe it himsdlf. If they decided he was a confederate of hers, he
might find himsalf sharing the pyre outside. On the other hand, a bored nobleman could spend as much as
he wanted without commen.

Tier shot Wresen alook of contempt.

“Y ou’ d be dead before your pants were down around your knees, nobleman,” Tier said. “You aren't
from around these mountains, or you would understand about magic. My armsmate was like you, used to
the tame wizards who take the Septs’ gold. He saved my life three times and survived five years of war,
only to fdl at the hands of a Traveler wizard in aback dley.”

The mood in the room shifted as Tier reminded them why they had killed the man burning outside.

“We'—heincluded himsdf with every man in the room—*we understand. Y ou don't play with fire,Lord
Woresen, you drown it before it burns your house down.” He looked at the innkeeper. “ After the Traveler
killed my fighting brother, | spent years learning how to ded with such—I look forward to testing my
knowledge. Two slver and four copper.”



The innkeeper nodded quickly, as Tier had expected. An innkeeper would understand the moods of his
patrons and see that many more words like Tier’ slast speech, and he' d get nothing. The men in the room
were very closeto taking the girl out right now and throwing her on top of her brother. Much better to
end the auction early with something to show for it.

Tier handed the innkeeper the silver coin and began digging in his purse, eventualy coming up with the
twenty-eight coppers necessary to make two silver and four. He was careful that anumber of people
saw how few coppers he had left. They didn’t need to know about the money in his belt.

Wresen settled back, asif the Traveler’ sfate was nothing to him. His response made Tier dl the more
wary of him—in his experience bored noblemen seldom gave up so0 easily. But for the moment at leedt,
Tier had only the girl to contend with.

Tier walked to the gairs, ignoring the men who pushed back away from him. He jerked the girl’ swrist
and pulled her past the innkeeper.

“What shehaswe |l take,” Tier sad. “I'll burniit al when we rein the woods—you might think of doing
the same to the bed and linen in that room. I’ ve seen wizards curse such things.”

He took the stairs up at a pace that the girl couldn’t possibly match with the awkward way he kept her
arm twisted behind her. When she ssumbled, he jerked her up with force that was more apparent than
real. He wanted everyone to be completely convinced that he could handle whatever danger she
represented.

There were four doors at the top of the airs, but only one hung gar, and he hauled her into it and shut
the door behind them.

“Quick, girl,” he said, releasing her, “gather your things before they decide that they might keep the silver
and kill the both of us”

When she didn’'t move, hetried a different tack. “What you don’t have packed in acount of thirty, I'll
leave for the innkeeper to burn,” he said.

Proud and courageous she was, but also young. With quick, jerky movements, she pulled apair of
shabby packs out from under the bed. Shetied the first one shut for travel, and retrieved clothing out of
the other. Using her night rail as cover, she put on apair of loose pants and along, dark-colored tunic.
After stuffing her deeping shift back in the second pack, she secured it, too. She stood up, glanced out
the room, and froze.

“Ushireh,” she said and added with more urgency, “he' sdive!”

Tier looked out and redlized that the room looked over the square, alowing aclear view of thefire.
Clearly visblein the heet of the flames, the dead man’ s body was dowly sitting upright—and from the
sounds of it, frightening the daylights out of the men left to guard the pyre.

He caught her before she could run out of the room. “Upon my honor, mistress, heisdead,” he said with
low-voiced urgency. “I saw him as| rodein. Histhroat was cut and he was dead before they lit thefire.”

She continued to struggle againgt his hold, her attention on the pyre outside.

“Would they have left so few mento guard aliving man?’ he said. “ Surely you' ve seen funerd pyres



before. When the flame hests the bodies they move.”

In the eastern parts of the Empire, they burned their dead. The priests held that when acorpse moved in
the flame it was the spirit’ s desire to look once more upon the world. Tier’ s old employer, the Sept, who
had a Traveler’ sfondness for priests (that isto say, not much), said he reckoned the heat shrank tissue
faster than bone as the corpse burned. Whichever was correct, the dead stayed dead.

“He'sdead,” Tier said again. “I swear toit.”

She pulled away from him, but only to run back to the window. She was breathing in shaking, heaving
gasps, her whole body trembling with it. If she' d done something of the same downgtairs, he thought
sourly, they wouldn’t be looking to ride out in the rain without dinner.

“They were so afraid of him and hismagic,” she said in alow voice trembling with rage and sorrow. “But
they killed the wrong one. Stupidsolsenti, thinking that being a Traveler makes one amage, and that
being young and female makes me harmless.”

“We can't afford to linger here,” he said briskly, though his heart picked up its beat. He' d gotten familiar
with mages, but that didn’t make them any more comfortable to be around when they were angry. “Are

you ready?’

She spun from the window, her eyes glowing just alittle with the magic she' d amassed watching her
brother’ s body burn.

Doubtless, he thought, if he knew exactly what she was capable of he’ d have been even more frightened
of her.

“There aretoo many here,” he said. “ Take what you need and come.”

The glow faded from her eyes, leaving her looking empty and lost before she stiffened her spine,
grabbed both bags resolutely, and nodded.

He put a hand on her shoulder and followed her out the door and down the stairs. The room had cleared
remarkably—doubtless the men had been called to witness the writhing corpse.

“Best be gone before they get back,” said the innkeeper sourly, doubtlessy worried about what would
happen to hisinn if the men returned after their newest fright to find the Traveler lass Htill here,

“Make sure and burn the curtains, too,” said Tier in reply. There was nothing wrong with any of the
furnishing in the room, but he thought it would serve the innkeeper right to have to spend some of Tier's
money to buy new materia for curtains.

Thegirl, bless her, had the sense to keep her head down and her mouth shuit.

Out of theinn, he steered her into the stable, where the stable boy had aready brought out his horse and
saddled it. The Traveler handcart was set out, too. The girl waslight, so Skew could certainly carry the
two of them asfar asthe next village, where Tier might obtain another mount—but the handcart
proposed more of a problem.

“We ll leavethe cart,” he said to the boy, not the Travder. “I’ ve no wish to continue only asfast asthis
child could haul acart like that.”



Theboy’schinlifted. “M’ father saysyou haveto takeit all. He doesn’t want Traveler cursesto linger
here”

“He sworried that they'll firethe barn,” said the girl to no onein particular.

“Serve himright,” said Tier in an Eastern dialect a stable boy born and raised to this village would not
know. Thegirl’ s sudden intake of bregth told him that she did.

“Get mean axe,” Tier sad frowning. They didn’t havetimefor this. “I'll fireit before we go.”
“It can be pulled by ahorse” said the girl. “ There are shafts stored underneath.”

Tier snorted, but he looked obediently under the cart and saw that she wasright. A clevis pin and toggle
allowed the handpull to dide under the cart. On each corner of the cart sturdy shafts pulled out and
pinned in place.

Tier hurriedly discussed matters with the boy. The inn had no extra mountsto sell, nor harness.

Tier shook hishead. As he’ d done atime or two before, though not with Skew, Tier jury-rigged a
harness from hiswar saddle. The breast strgp functioned well enough as a collar with such alight weight.
He adjusted the stirrups to hold the cart shafts and used an old pair of driving reinsthe boy scavenged as
traces.

“Y ou’ ve come down in the world once more, my friend,” said Tier as heled Skew out of the stable,

The gelding snorted once at the contraption following him. A warhorse was not acart horse, but, enured
to battle, Skew settled into pulling the cart with calm good sense.

While he' d been leading the horse, the girl had stopped at the stable entrance, her eyesfixed on the
pyre.

“You'll havetimeto mourn later,” he promised her. “Right now we need to move before they return to
theinn. You'll do well enough on Skew—just keep your feet off hisribs.”

She scrambled up somehow, avoiding histouch as much as she could. He didn’t blame her, but he
didn’t stop to say anything reassuring where the stable boy might hear.

He kept Skew’ sreins and led him out of the stable in the opposite direction that he'd come earlier in the
day. Thegirl twisted around to watch the pyre aslong as she could.

Tier led Skew a awak through the town. As soon as they were off the cobbles and on awide
dirt-track, Tier broke into a dogtrot he could hold for along time. It shortened his breath until talking was
no pleasure—so he said nothing to the girl.

Skew trotted at hisside aswell asany trained dog, nose a Tier's shoulder asthey had traveled many
miles before. Therain, which had let up for awhile, setin again and Tier dowed to awak so he could
keep asharp eye out for shelter.

At last he found a place where a dead tree leaned againgt two others, creating asmall dry area, which he
increased by tying up apiece of oilskin.



“I’d do better if it weren't full dark and raining,” he said to the girl without looking at her. “But this |l be
drier at any rate”

He unharnessed and unsaddled Skew, rubbing him down briskly before tethering him to anearby tree.
Skew presented his backside to the wind and hitched up ahip. Like any veteran, the horse knew to
snatch rest whereit came.

The heavy war saddlein hand, Tier turned to the girl.

“If you touch me,” she said coally, “you won't live out the day.”

He eyed her small figure for amoment. She was even lessimpressive wet and cold than she had been
held captive in the innkeeper’ s hand.

Tier had never actudly met a Traveler before. But he was well used to dedling with frightened young
things—the army had been filled with young men. Even tired and wet as he was, he knew better than to
address those words head on—why would she believe anything he said? But if he didn’t get her under
shelter, sharing hiswarmth, she was likely to develop lung fever. That would defegt his entire purposein
saving her.

“Good even, lady,” he said, with afair imitation of anobleman’s bow despite the weight of the heavy
saddle. “I am Tieragan of Redern—most people call me Tier.” Then he waited.

She dared at him; he felt a butterfly-flutter of magic—then her eyes widened increduloudy, asif she'd
heard something more than he'd said. “1 am Seraph, Raven of the Clan of Isoldathe Silent. | giveyou
greetings, Bard.”

“Well met, Seraph,” he said. Doubtless her answer would have conveyed alot to afellow Traveler.
Maybe they’ d even know why she addressed him asbard, doubtless some Traveler etiquette. “I am
returning to Redern. If my map is accurate—and it hasn’t been notably accurate so far—Redern is about
two days travel west and north of here.”

“My clan, only Ushireh and |, wastraveling to the village we just | eft,” she returned, shivering now. “I
don’t know where Ushireh intended to go afterward.”

Tier had been counting on being able to ddiver her back to her people. “I1t wasjust the two of you?’
She nodded her head, watching him aswarily as ahen before afox.

“Do you have rdlatives nearby? Someone you could go to?’ he asked.

“Traveling clansavoid thisarea,” she said. “It isknown that the people here are afraid of us.”

“So why did your brother come here?’” He shifted the saddle to a more comfortable hold, resting it
agang hiship.

“It isgiven to the head of aclan to know where shadows dwell,” she replied obscurely. “My brother
wasfollowing one such.”

Tier' sexperience with mages had led him to avoid questioning them when they talked of magic—he



found that he usudly knew less after they were finished than he did when he started. Whatever had led
the young man here, it had left Sergph on her own.

“What happened to the rest of your clan?’ he asked.

“Plague,” she said. “Wewelcomed a Traveling stranger to our fires one night. The next night one of the
babies had a cough—by morning there were three of ours dead. The clan leader tried to isolate them, but
it wastoo late. Only my brother and | survived.”

“How old are you?
“Sixteen.”

That was younger than he expected from her manner, though from her appearance, she could have easily
been as young as thirteen. He shifted his saddle onto his shoulder to rest hisarm. As he did so, he heard
athump and the saddle jerked in his hold. The arrow quivered in the thick |eather of the saddle skirt,
which presently covered his chest.

He threw himsdlf forward and knocked her to the muddy ground underneath him. Holding her il
despite her frantic battle to free hersaf of him, ahand keeping her quiet, he spoketo her in atoneless

whisper.
“Quiet now, love. Someone out thereis sending arrows our way; take alook a my saddle.”

When she dilled, hedid hisweight off of her. The grasswas high enough to hide their movementsin the

dark. Sherolled to her belly, but made no further move away from him. He rested ahand on her back to
keep her in place until he could find their attacker in the dark. Her ribs vibrated with the pounding of her

heart.

“He' stwo dozen paces beyond your horse,” she whispered, “alittleto theright.”

Hedidn't question how she could see their attacker in the pitch-darkness of the forested night, but
sneaked forward until he crouched in front of Skew where he held till, hoping that the mud that covered
him head to toe would keep him from being atarget for another arrow.

He glanced back to make certain that Sergph was till hidden, and stifled a curse.

She stood upright, her gaze locked beyond Skew. He assumed she was watching their attacker. Her
clotheswere dark enough to blend into the forested dark, but her pale hair caught the faint moonlight.

“Sergph,” said asoft voice. It continued in aliquid tongue Tier had never heard before.

“Speak Common,” answered Seraph in cold clear tonesthat could have come from an empress rather
than a battered, muddy, half-grown girl. “Y our tongue does not favor Traveler speech. Y ou sound likea
hen trying to quack.”

Well, thought Tier,if our pursuer had intended to kill Seraph, he'd have done so already. He had a
pretty good ideathen who it was that had tried to put an arrow in his hide. He hadn’t seen that Lord
Wresen carried abow, but there might have been onein the man’sluggage.

“I havekilled the one who would hurt you,” continued the soft voice.



Tier supposed that it might have appeared that he’ d been killed. He' d thrown himsdlf down half a bregth
after the arrow hit, and the saddle and blanket made alump on the ground that with the cover of tall grass
might look like abody from adistance.

“Comewith me, littleone,” Tier’ swould-bekiller said. “I have shelter and food nearby. Y ou can’t stay
out heredone. You'll be ssfewith me.”

Tier could hear theliein the man’ swords, but he didn’t think Seraph could. He waited for the man to
get close enough for Tier to find him, hoping that Sergph would not believe him. After spending two slver
and four copper on her, aswell asmissing hisdinner, Tier had something of an investment in her
well-being.

“A Ravenisnever done,” Sergph said.

“Seraph,” chided the man. “Y ou know better than that. Come, child, | have a safe place for you to
abide. Inthemorning Il take you to aclan | know of, not far from here.”

Tier could see him now, a shadow darker than the trees he dipped between. Something about the way
the shadow moved, combined with hisvoice, gave hisidentity to Tier: he' d been right; it was Wresen.

“Which clan would that be?” asked Seraph.
“1—" Someingtinct turned Wresen before Tier struck, and Tier' s sword met metdl.

Tier threw hisweight againgt the other man, pushing Wresen away to get some striking distance between
them—where Tier' s superior reach would do him some good.

They fought briskly for afew minutes, mostly fegling each other out, searching for weaknesses. The
older man was faster than Tier had expected, but he wasn't the only one who' d underestimated his
opponent. From the grunt Wresen let out the first time he caught Tier’ s sword, he’ d underestimated
Tier's strength—something that was not uncommon. Tier wastall and, as he’ d often been teased, dight
asadripling.

By the time they drew back to regroup, Tier boasted a shallow cut on his cheekbone and another on the
underside of hisright forearm. The other man had taken ahard blow from Tier’spommel on thewrist
and Tier was pretty sure he'd drawn blood over hisadversary’ seye.

“What do you want with the girl?” asked Tier. Thiswastoo much effort for amere bedmate, no matter
how Wresen' stastes ran.

“Naught but her safety,” inssted Wresen. Thelie echoed in Tier’ sears. “Which ismore than you can

He made an odd gesture with hisfingers, and Tier dropped his sword with acry asit became too hot to
hold.

Wizard,thought Tier, but neither surprise nor dismay dowed him. Leaving hissword whereit lay, Tier
charged, catching the other man in the scomach with his shoulder and pushing both of them back into a
meass of shrubs, which caught at their feet.



Wresen, unprepared, ssumbled and fell. Tier struck hard, aiming for the throat, but his opponent rolled
too fast. Quick asaweasdl, Wresen regained hisfeet. Twice Tier jumped and narrowly avoided the
other’ sblade. But he wasn't afool; unarmed, his chances weren’t good.

“Run, Seraph,” he said. “ Take the horse and get out of here.”

With luck he should be capable of holding her pursuer long enough that she could lose him in the woods.
If he could keep him busy enough, Wresen wouldn’t have time to work magic.

“Don’'t be more of afool than you can help, Bard,” she said coldly.

The other man swore, and Tier saw that Wresen's sword had begun to glow asif it were dill inthe
blacksmith’ sfire. Steam rose from his sword hand as he made odd gestures toward it with hisfree hand.
Wresen was no longer giving any heed to Tier a al—which wasthe last mistake he ever made.

Tier pulled hisboot knife out of the man’s neck and cleaned it on the other’ s cloak. When he was
finished, helooked at Seraph.

Her pale skin and face were easy to find in the darkness. She reminded him of ahundred legends: so
must Loriel have stood when she faced the Shadowed with nothing more than her song, or Terabet
before throwing herself from the walls of Anarorgehn rather than betraying her people. Hisfather had
adways said that his grandfather told him too many stories.

“Why choose meover him?’ Tier asked her.
Shesad, “I heard him at theinn. Hewas no friend of mine.”

Tier narrowed hiseyes. “You heard me at theinn aswell. He only helped the innkeeper add coppers—|
bought you intent on revenge.”

Shelifted her chin. “I’m not stupid. | am Raven—and you are Bard. | saw what you did.”
The words were in Common, but they made no senseto him.

He frowned at her. “What do you mean? Mistress, | have been abaker and asoldier, which isto say
swordsman, tracker, spy, and even tailor, blacksmith, and harness maker upon occasion—and doubtless
ahdf dozen other professions. But | make no claim to be abard. Evenif | were, | have no ideawhat that
hasto do with you. Or what being araven means.”

She gtared at him asif he made aslittle sense to her as shehad to him. “Y ou are Bard,” she said again,
but this time there was awobblein her voice.

Hetook agood look at her. It might have been rain that wet her cheeks, but he' d bet his good knife that
there would be st in the water. She was little more than a child and she'd just lost her brother under
gppalling circumstances. It was the middle of the night, she was shaking with cold, and she’'d held up to
more than many aveteran soldier.

“I'll dispose of the body,” he said. “Neither of uswill get any deep with him out here attracting
carrion-eaters. Y ou get out of the rain and into dry clothes. We Il talk in the morning. | promise that no
onewill harm you until morning &t leest.”



When she was occupied getting her baggage out of the cart, he led Skew to the body and somehow
wrestled the dead man onto the horse’ swet back. He had no intention of burying the man, just moving
him far enough away that whatever scavengers the body attracted wouldn't trouble them. It occurred to
him that Wresen might not be alone—indeed, it would be odd if he were because noblemen traveled with
servants.

But al he found was asingle grey horsetied to atree about a hundred paces back down thetrail and no
sgn that another horse had been tied nearby.

Tier stopped beside the animal, and let the body dide off Skew’ s back into the mud, sword still welded
to his hand. Skew, who' d borne with everything, jumped three steps sideways as the body fell and
snorted unhappily. The grey pulled back and shook her head, trying to break free—but the reins held.
When nothing further happened the horse quieted and lipped nervoudy at abunch of nearby leaves.

Tier rifled through the man’ s saddlebags, but there was nothing in them but the makings of afew meals
and apouch of slver and copper coins. Thislast he tucked into his own purse with asoldier’ sthrift. He
took the food as well. There was nothing on the body either—except for achunky silver ring with abit of
dark stoneinit. He deemed thering, like the horse and the man’ s sword, too identifiable to take, and left
it whereit was.

In the end, Tier found no hint of who Wresen was, or why he' d been so intent on getting Seraph. Surely
amage wouldn’t have the same unreasoning fear of Travelersthat the villagers here had.

Hetook hisknife and cut most of the way through the grey’ sreins near the bit. When she got hungry
enough she' d break free, but it wouldn't be for awhile yet.

By the time he rode back to camp, Tier was dragging with fatigue. Seraph had taken hisadvice; he
found her huddled under thetree.

A second oilskin tarp, bigger and even moreworn that his, increased the size of their shelter so that he
might even be able to keep hisfeet dry. His saddle was in the shdlter too, the mud wiped modtly off. He
rummaged in the saddlebags and changed to his second set of clothing. They weren't clean, but dry was
more important just now.

Seraph had turned her face away while he changed. Knowing she’'d not deep for the cold on her own,
nor agree to snuggle with astranger—especidly not in the present circumstances, he didn’t bother to say
anything. He wrapped an arm around her, ignored her squeak of surprised dismay, and stretched out to
deep.

Shetried to wiggle away from him, but there wasn’t much room. Then shewas till for along timewhile
Tier drifted into alight doze. Sometime later her quiet weeping woke him, and he shifted her closer,
patting her back asif she were hislittle sster coming to him with a scraped knee rather than the loss of
her family.

Hewoketo her strange pae eyes staring a him, lit by sunlight leaking through morning clouds.
“I could have used thison you,” Seraph said.

Helooked at the blade she held in her dirty hands—his best knife. She must have been into his
saddlebags.



“Yes,” heagreed, taking it from her unresisting hand. “But | saw your face when you looked at our dead
friend last night. | was pretty certain you wouldn’t want to deal with another dead body any time soon.”

“| have seen many dead,” she said, and he saw in her eyesthat it wastrue.
“But none that you havekilled,” he guessed.

“If I had not been adeep when they werekilling my brother,” shesaid, “1 would have killed them dl,
Bard.”

“Y ou might have.” Tier stretched and did out from under the tree. * But then you would have been killed
aso. And, asl told you last night, | am no bard.”

“Just abaker’sson,” she said. “From Redern.”
“Wherel amreturning,” he agreed.
“You are nosolsenti, ” she disagreed smugly. “ There are nosolsenti Bards.”

“ Solsenti?” He was beginning to get the fedling thet they knew two entirely different languages that
happened to have afew wordsin common.

Her assuredness began to fdter, asif she' d expected some other reaction from him. “ Sol senti means
someonewho isnot Traveler.”

“ThenI’m afraid | am most certainlysolsenti .” He dusted off his clothes, but nothing could remove the
sainsof travel. At least they weren't wet. “I can play alute and alittle harp, but | am not a bard—though
| think that means something different to you than it doesto me.”

Shedared a him. “But | saw you,” shesaid. “| felt your magic at theinn last night.”
Startled he stared at her. “1 am no mage, either.”

“No,” she agreed. “But youcharmed the innkeeper at theinn so that he didn’t dlow that man to buy my
debt.”

“l anasoldier, mistress,” hesaid. “And | was an officer. Any good officer learns to manage people—or
he doesn't last long. The innkeeper was more worried about losing hisinn than he was about earning
another silver or two. It had nothing to do with magic.”

“Youdon't know,” shesaid a last, and not, he thought, particularly to him. “How isit possible not to
know that you are Bard?’

“What do you mean?’

She frowned. “I am Raven, you would sayMage —very like asolsenti wizard. But there are other ways
to use magic among the Trave ers, things yoursol senti wizards cannot do. A few of usare gifted in
different ways and depending upon that gift, we belong to Orders. One of those Ordersis Bard—as you
are. A Badis, asyou said, amusician first. Your voiceistrue and rich. Y ou have aremarkable memory,
especidly for words. No one can lie to you without you knowing.”



He opened his mouth to say something—he knew not what except that it wouldn't be kind—but he
looked at her first and closed his mouth.

She was s0 young, for dl that she had the imposing manner of an empress. Her skin was grey with
fatigue and her eyeswere puffy and red with weeping she must have done while he dept. He decided not
to argue with he—or believe what she said though it caused cold chillsto run down his spine. Hewas
merely good with people, that was all. He could sing, but then so could most Rederni. He was no magic
useY.

Heleft her to her speculations and began to take down the camp. If Wresen's horse made it back to the
inn, there might be people looking for him soon. Without saying anything more, she stood up and helped.

“I’m going to take you to my kin in Redern,” he said when their camp was packed and Skew once more
attached to the Traveler cart. “But you' Il have to promise me not to use magic whileyou'rethere. My
people are aswary as any near Shadow’ s Fall. Redern’ s atrading town; if there are any Traveer clans
around, we' |l hear about them.”

But she didn’t appear to be listening to him. Instead, when she' d scrambled to Skew’ s back she said,
“You don't have to worry. | won't tell anyone.”

“Tell what?" he asked, leading the way back to thetrail they’ d followed the night before.

“That someonein your family, however far back, laid with a Traveler. Only someone of Traveler blood
could beaBard,” shesaid. “ There are nosolsenti Bards.”

He was beginning to resent the way she saidsol senti; whatever the true meaning of the word, hewas
willing to bet it was also adeadly insuilt.

“Il won't tdl anyonedse,” shesad. “Being Traveler isno hedthy thing.”

She glanced up at the mountains that towered above the narrow trail and shivered.

There were not as many thievesin that part of the Empire asthere were in the lands to the east where
war had driven men off their lands. But Conex the Tinker, who found the dead body beside the trail, was
not so honest as dl that. He took everything he could find of vaue: two good boots, a bow, a scorched
sword with scrgps of flesh il dinging to it (he dmost eft that but greed outweighed squeamishnessin the
end), abdt, and aslver ring with abit of onyx stone setiniit.

Two weeks after his unexpected good fortune a stranger met up with him on the road, as sometimes
happens when two men have the same destination in mind. They spent most of the day exchanging news
and ate together that night. The next morning the stranger, asilver ring safely in hisbelt pouch, rode off
done.

Conex would never more go a-tinkering.

CHAPTER 2

“Y ou see those two mountains over there?” Tier gestured with his chin toward two rocky peaks that



seemed to lean away from each other.

Sergph nodded. After severd days travel she knew Tier well enough to expect the start of another
story, and she wasn’t wrong.

Tier was agood traveling companion, she thought as she listened to his story with half an ear. Hewas
better than her brother Ushireh had been. He was generally cheerful and did more than hisfair share of
the camp work. He didn’t expect her to say much, which wasjust aswell, for Sergph didn’t have much
to say—and she enjoyed his stories.

She knew that she should be planning what to do when they reached Tier’ svillage. If she could find
another clan, they’ d take her in just for being Traveler, but being Raven would make her vauable to
them.

If Ushireh had been less proud they would have joined another clan when their own clan died. But
Ushireh had no Order to lend him rank; he would have gone from clan chief’ s son to being no one of
importance. Having more than her share of pride, Seraph had understood his dilemma. She' d agreed that
they would go on and see what the road brought them.

Only see what the road brought, Ushireh.

There was no reason now not to find another clan. No reason to continue on with thissolsenti Bard to
hissolsenti village. There would be no welcome for her in such aplace. From what Tier sad, it lay very
near Shadow’ s Fall. There would be no clans anywhere neer it.

But instead of telling him that she would be on her way, she continued to ride on his odd-colored gelding
while Tier walked beside her and amused them both with awondrous array of storiesthat touched on
everything except his home, storiesthat distracted her from the shivery pain of Ushireh’ s death that she'd
buried in the sametightly locked place she kept the deaths of the rest of her family.

Arrogance and control were necessary to those who bore the Raven Order. Manipulation of the raw
forces of magic was dangerous, and the dightest bit of self-doubt or passion could let it dip out of
control. She' d never had trouble with arrogance, but she’ d had aterrible time learning emotiond control.
Eventud|y she had learned to avoid things that drew her temper: mostly that meant that she kept to
hersalf as much as possible. Her brother, being aloner himself, had respected that. They had often gone
dayswithout spesking at dl.

Tier, with his constant speech and teasing ways, was outside of her experience. She wasn't in the habit
of observing people; it hadn’t been a skill that she' d needed. But, if truth be told, after journeying with
Tier only afew days, she knew more about him than she had most of the people she'd lived with al her
life

Hewas't one of those soldierswho talked of nothing but the battles he' d fought in. Tier shared funny
stories about the life of asolder, but he didn’t talk about the fighting at dl. Every morning he rose early
and practiced with his sword—finding a quiet place awvay from her. She knew about the need for quiet
and let him bewhile she did her own practice.

When he wasn't talking he was humming or snging, but he seldom talked of important things, and when
he did he used far fewer words. He didn’t make her talk and didn’t seem uncomfortable with her silence.
When they passed other people on the road, he smiled or talked asit cameto him. Even with Seraph’s
slent presence, amoment or two of Tier's patter and the other people opened up. No wonder she found



hersdf liking him—everyoneliked him. |solated as most Ravens were kept, even within the clan, she'd
never paid enough attention to anyone outside of her family to actualy like them before.

“What are you smiling at?” he asked as he finished his story. “ That poor goatherd had to live with a
wedlthy man’s daughter for the rest of hislife. Can you imagine aworse fate?’

“Traveling with aman who talks dl thetime,” shereplied, trying her hand a teasing.

Thankfully, he grinned.

It was evening thefirgt time Sergph laid eyes on Redern, amiddling-size village carved into the eastern
face of a steep-sded mountain that rose ponderoudy from theicy fury of the Silver River. The settling
sun lent ared cast to the uniform grey stones of the buildings that zigzagged up from the road.

Tier dowed to look, and Skew bumped him. He patted the horse' s head absently, then continued at his
normd, brisk pace. Theroad they were on continued past the base of the mountain and then veered
abruptly toward anarrow stone bridge that crossed the Silver at the foot of the village.

“The Silver isnarrowest here,” he said. “ There used to be aferry, but afew generations ago the Sept
ordered abridge built.”

Seraph thought he was going to begin another story, but hefell silent. He bypassed the bridge by taking
anarrow track that continued along the river’ sedge. A few donkeys and a couple of mules occupied a
series of pensjust afew dozen yards beyond the bridge.

He found an empty pen and began to separate Skew from the cart. Seraph climbed down and helped
him.

A boy appeared out of one of the pens. “I’ll find some hay for’em, sir,” he said briskly. “Y ou can store
the cart in the shelter in the far pen.” He took a better look at Skew and whistled, “Now that’san odd
one. Never seen a horse with so many colors—like he was supposed to be abay and someone painted
him with big white patches”

“He' sFahlarn bred,” said Tier. “Though most of them are bay or brown, I’ ve seen anumber of spotted
horses.”

“Fahlarn?’ said the boy, and he looked closer a Tier. “You' reasoldier then?’
“Was,” agreed Tier as heled Skew into the pen. “Where did you say to put the cart?’

The boy turned to look at the cart and his gaze touched Seraph and stuck there. “Y ou're Travelers?’
Theboy licked hislips nervoudy.

“Sheis” said Tier closing the pen. “I'm Rederni.”

Tier was good with people: Sergph had every confidence that the boy wouldn’t make them move on if
sheleft Tier to talk to him.

“He said to put the cart in the far pen,” murmured Sergph to that end. “I'll takeit.”



When she got back to Tier, the boy was gone, and Tier had his saddle and bridle on his shoulder.

“The boy’ s gone to get some hay for Skew,” he said. “He'll bein good care here. They don’t dlow
large animals on the streets—the streets are too steep anyway.”

Hedidn't lie about that. The cobblestone village road followed the contours of the mountain for dmost a
quarter of amile, with houses on the uppermost side of the road, and then swung abruptly back on itsalf
like asnake, climbing rapidly to anew level asit did so. The second layer of road <till had houses on the
uphill side, but, looking toward the river, Seraph could see the roofs of the housesthey’d just passed.

Stone bencheslined the wide corner of the second bend of the zigzagging road, and an old man sat on
one of them playing awooden flute. Tier paused to listen, closing his eyes briefly. Seraph saw the old
man look up and start a bit, but he kept playing. After amoment, Tier moved on, but his steps were
dower.

He stopped in front of ahome marked by sheaves of wheat carved into the lintel over the doorway and
by the smell of fresh-baked bread.

“Home,” he said after amoment. “| don’t know what kind of welcome to expect. | haven't heard from
anyone heresince | left to go to war—and | lft in the middle of the night.”

Seraph waited, but when he made no move to continue she said, “Did they love you?’
He nodded without looking away from the door.

“Then,” shesaid gently, 1 expect that the men will bluster and the women will cry and scold—then they
will feast and welcome you home.”

He laughed then. “ That sounds about right. | suppose it won't change for putting it off longer.”

He held the door open for her and followed her into alargish room that managed to be both homey and
businessike at the same time. Behind the counter that divided the room in half weretilted shelves
displaying bread in adozen forms and a burly red-headed man who looked nothing like Tier.

“May | hep you, good sir?’ asked the man.

“Bandor?’ said Tier. “What are you doing here?’

The big man stared at him, then paled a bit. He shook hishead asif setting aside whatever it was that
had bothered him. Then he smiled with genuine welcome. “Asl live and breathe, it's Tier come back
from the dead.”

Bandor stepped around the counter and envel oped Tier in a hearty embrace. “It’ s been too long.”

It was odd to see two men embracing—her own people were seldom touched in public outside of
childhood. But Tier returned the bigger man’s hug with equd enthusiasm.

“You're herefor good, | hope,” said Bandor, taking a step back.

“That depends upon my father,” Tier replied soberly.



Bandor shook his head and his mouth turned down. “ Ah, there is much that has happened since you | eft.
Draken died four yearsago, Tier. Your sister and | had been married afew years earlier—I’ d taken an
gpprenticeship here when you left.” He stopped and shook hishead. “I’'m telling thisdl topsy-turvy.”
“Dead,” said Tier, hiswhole body silled.

“Bandor,” said awoman’ s voice from behind a closed door. The door swung wide and awoman came
out backwards, having bumped open the door with her hip. Her arms were occupied with alarge basket
of rolls. “Do you think | ought to do another four dozen ralls, or are the eight dozen we have enough?’

The woman wastaller than average, thin and lanky like Tier. And as she turned around, Seraph could
see that she had hisdark hair and wide mouth.

“Alinath,” said Bandor. “1 believe you have avistor.”

She turned toward Tier with a polite smile and opened her mouth, but when her eyes caught hisface no
sound left her lips. She dropped the basket on the ground, spilling rolls everywhere, then she was over
the top of the counter and wrapped tightly around him.

“Tier,” shesad inamuffled voice. “Oh, Tier. We thought you were dead.”
He hugged her back, lifting her off the floor. “Hey, sprite,” he said, and his voice was as choked as hers.
“Wekept it for you,” said Alinath. “We kept the bakery for you.”

Alinath pulled back, tears running fredly down her face. She took astep away from him and then
punched him in the belly, turning her shoulder to put the full force of her body into the blow.

“Nineyears,” shesad hotly. “Nine years, Tier, and not even anote to say that you were ill alive. Damn
you, Tier.”

Tier was bent over wheezing, but he held up threefingers.

“Wereceived nothing,” she said angrily. “I didn’t even know where to send you word when Father
died.”

“| sent three | etters the first year,” he said, huffing for breath. “When | had no reply, | assumed Father
washed his hands of me.”

Alinath put her hands to her mouth. “If he ever got your letters, he didn't say anything to me. Darn my
fiendish temper. I’'m sorry | hit you, Tier.”

Tier shook hishead, denying the need for apology. “Father told me that someday I’ d be sorry | taught
you how to hit.”

“Comewithme,” she said. “Mother will want to seeyou.” She tugged him from the room, leaving
Seragph aone with the man at the counter.

“Welcome,” Bandor said after along awvkward moment. “1 am Bandor, journeyman baker, and husband
to Alinath of the Bakers of Redern.”



“Sergph, Raven of the Clan of Isoldathe Silent,” Sergph replied with outward composure, knowing her
wordswould tel him no more than his eyes had aready noticed.

He nodded, bent to right the basket Alinath had dropped, and began to collect therolls that had fallen
onthefloor.

When he wasfinished he said, “ Alinath will be busy with Tier; I'd best get to the baking.” Heturned on
his hedl and headed back through the door that Alinath and Tier had taken, leaving Seraph truly alone.

Uncomfortable and out of place, Seraph sat on asmall bench and waited. She should have left on her
own as soon as Tier had killed the nobleman who pursued her. She’ d have been safe enough then. Here
in Tier' svillage shewas as out of place asacrow in ahummingbird nest.

But she stayed where she was until Tier returned aone.

“My apologies,” hesad. “1 shouldn’'t have left you here done.”

She shrugged. “1 am hardly going to come to harm here, nor do | have aplace in your reunion.”

He gave her afaint smile. “Yes, wel, come with me and I’ ll make you known to my sster and mother.”

She stood up. “I’'m sorry that your father was not here aswell.”

Hissmileturned wry. “1 don’'t know if I’ d have been welcomed hereif my father were fill dive.”

“Maybe not right away, but you' re persuasive. He d have relented eventually.” Shefound hersdf patting
his arm and stopped as soon as she redized what she was doing.

Tier smother and Sster awaited them in asmall room that had been arranged for asick person. Alinath
sat on astool next to the bed where Tier’ s mother held court. The older woman’s hair was the same
dark color as her children’s, though streaked with spiderwebs of age. Shewasn't old, not by Traveler
gandards, but her skin was ydlow withillness.

Both women looked upon Seraph without favor as Tier made hisintroductions.

“Tier tels usyou have no home, child,” said Tier' s mother, in a begrudging tone—asif she expected
Sergph to impose onher for aplaceto stay.

“Aslong asthereare Travelers, | have ahome,” Seraph replied. “It only remainsfor meto find them.
Thank you for your concern.”

“1 told them that | would escort you to your people,” said Tier. “They don’t come near Shadow’ s Fall,
S0 it might take usafew months.”

“Sowearetoloseyou again?’ said his mother queruloudly. “Alinath and Bandor cannot keep up with
the work—every week they toil from dawn to dusk for the bakery, which isyours. When you come
back in afew months, | will be dead.”



It was said in adramatic fashion, but Sergph thought that the older woman might be speaking truth.
“I can find my people on my own,” said Seraph.

“Do you hesar that, Tier? SheisaTraveler and can find her ownway,” said Alinath.

“Sheissixteen and awoman aone,” returned Tier sharply. “I’ [l see her safe.”

“Y ou were younger than that when you went off to war,” said Alinath. “ And you weren’t awitch.” She
bit off thelast word asif it werefilthy.

“Alinath,” said Tier in agentle voice that made hissgter pale. “ Sergph ismy guest here and you will not
sharpen your tongue on her.”

“| can take care of mysdlf, both here and on theroad,” said Seraph, though his defense touched her—as
if the words of asolsenti stranger could hurt her.

“No,” sad Tier, hisvoicefirm. “If you' | house usfor the night, Mother, we' Il start out tomorrow
morning.”

Tier smother and sster exchanged alook, asif they’ d discussed the Situation while Tier had left them
aoneto retrieve Seraph.

Tier smother smiled at Sergph. “Child, isthere ahurry to find your people? If you cannot tarry here until
| passfrom thisworld into the next, could you not stay with us as our guest for a season so that we might
not lose Tier so soon after we' ve found him?’

“A Traveler might be harmful to business,” said Sergph. “As| sad, thereisno need for Tier to escort
me. | amwell capable of finding my people by mysdf.”

“If you go, he'll follow you,” said Alinath with resgnation. “It may have been along timesincel’ ve seen
my brother, but | doubt that he has changed so much asto go back on his sworn word.”

“Stay, please,” sad hismother. “What few people who will not eat from the table wherea Traveler is
fed will be more than compensated for by the new businesswe'll get from the curious who will cometo
the bakery just to catch aglimpse of you.”

Seraph was under no illusion that she’ d be awelcome guest. But there was no doubt elther that they
wanted her to Say if that were the only way to keep Tier for awhile.

“I'll tay,” she said rductantly and felt aweight lift off her shoulders. If she were here then shewasn't
fighting demons and watching people die around her because she hadn’t been able to protect them. “I'll
day for alittlewhile”

“Whereismy brother?’ Alinath’ s voice sounded dmost accusing, asif she thought Seraph had done
something to Tier.

Seraph looked up from gfting the never-ending supply of flour, one of the unskilled tasks that had falen
to her hands. She glanced pointedly at the empty space next to her where Tier had spent the last three



weeks mixing various permutations of yeasted bread. Sheraised her eyebrowsin surprise, asif she
hadn’t noted that he hadn’t taken hisusud place this morning. Then she looked back at Alinath and
shrugged.

It was rude, but Alinath’s sharp question had been rude, too.

Alinath’ sjaw tightened, but she was evidently ill intimidated enough by Seraph’s status as Traveler not
to speak further. Sheturned on her hedl and left Seraph to her work.

Tier didn't return until the family was sitting down for lunch. He brushed akiss on thetop of Alinath’s
head and sat down across from her, beside Seraph.

“Where were you thismorning?’ Alinath asked.

“Riding,” he said in atone that welcomed no questions. “ Pass the carrots please, Sergph.”

The rhythms of the bakery came back to Tier asif he'd not spent the better part of the last decade with
asword in his hand instead of awooden spoon. He woke before dawn to fire the ovens and, after afew
days, quit having to ask Alinath for the proper proportion of ingredients.

He could see the days stretching ahead of him in endless procession, each day just exactly like the one
before. The years of soldiering had made him no more resigned to spending the rest of hislife baking than
he' d been at fifteen.

Even something as exotic ashisstray Traveler didn’t dter the pattern of life at hisfather’ s bakery. She
worked as she was asked and seldom spoke, even to him. Only hisnightly rides broke the habits of his
childhood, but even they had begun to acquire a sameness.

He ought to sall the horse, his mother had told him over dinner yesterday, then he could use the money
asabride price. There were anumber of lovely young village women who would love to be abaker’s
wife

Thismorning he' d gotten up earlier than usual and tried to subdue his restlessness with work—to no
effect. So as soon as Bandor had come in to watch the baking, Tier left and took Skew out, galloping
him over the bridge and up into the mountains until they arrived at asmal valley he'd discovered asa
boy. Once there, he' d explored the valey until the lather on Skew’ s back had dried and hisown
desperation loosened under the influence of the sweet-grass smell and mountain breeze.

Part of him was ready to leave this afternoon, to take Seraph and find her people. But the rest of him
wanted to put the journey off aslong as he could. Onceit was over, there would be no further escapes
for him. He wasn't fifteen anymore: he was aman, with aman’ sresponsibilities.

“You'requiet today,” said Seraph asthey worked together after lunch. “1 was beginning to think that
dlencewas athing that Rederni avoided &t al cost. Alwaysyou aretelling stories, or snging. Even
Bandor humsdl thetime heworks.”

He grinned at her as he kneaded dough. “I should have warned you,” he said, “that every man in Redern



thinks himsdf abard and most of the women, too.”

“Inlove with the sound of your own voices, thewholelot of you,” said Seraph without rancor, dumping
hot water in the scrubbing tub where a collection of mixing bowls awaited cleaning. “My father dways
said that too many words cheapened the vaue of aman’s speech.”

Tier laughed again—but Alinath had entered the baking room with an armful of empty boardsintimeto
hear the whole of Sergph’s observation.

“My father said that aslent person istrying to hide something,” she said as she dumped thetraysina
stack. “ Girl, get the broom and sweep the front room. See that you get the corners so that we don't
attract mice.”

Tier saw Sergph stiffen, but she grabbed the broom and dustpan.

“Alinath, sheisaguest in our house,” Tier bit out as the door closed behind Seraph. “Y ou don't use that
tone to the hired boy. She has done nothing to earn your disrespect. Leave her be.”

“SheisaTraveler, " snapped Alinath, but there was an undercurrent of desperation in her voice. “ She
bewitches you because she is young and pretty. Y ou laugh with her and you'll barely exchange aword
with any of us”

How could he explain to her hisfrugtration with the life that so obvioudy suited her without hurting her
fedlings? The bakery was smothering him.

When he said nothing, Alinath said, “Y ou’ re aman. Bandor isthe same—neither of you seewhat sheis.
Y ou think she' sapoor familyless, defenseless woman in need of protection because that’ swhat she
wantsyou to see”

A flush of temper lit Alinath’s eyes as she began to pace. “1 see awoman who looks at my brother asa
way to wedlth and ease that she' |l never have when she finds one of those ragtag bands of Travelers. She
doesn’'t want to go to her people—even you must seethat. | tell you that if you just give her the chance,
she'll snatch you into amarriage-bed.”

Tier opened his mouth and then closed it again. Hetried to see Seraph as his sister described her, but
theimagedidn’t ring true.

“She'sachild,” hesad.
“I was married when | was her age.”

“Sheisachildand aTraveer,” he said. “ She' d no morelook at me that way than she’ d think of
marryinga. . . ahorse. Shethinksof all of usasif we were adifferent species”

“Oh and you know so much about women,” his sister ranted, though she was careful to keep her voice
down so she couldn’t be heard in the front room where Seraph was. “Y ou need to find agood wife. You
awaysliked Kirah. She' swidowed now and would bring afair widow’ s portion with her.”

Tier put the dough in the greased bowl he' d set out for it, covered it with cheesecloth, and then
scrubbed his handsin Sergph’ stub of cooling water. He shook them dry and took off hisfather’s apron
and hung it on the hook. Enough, hethought.



“Don’'t wait dinner for me,” he said and started to leave. He stopped before he opened the door to the
front room. 1’ ve been counting too heavily on manners and the memory of my little Sster who saw me
leave without telling anyone because she understood me enough to know that | had to leave. | seethat
you heed a stronger reason to leave Sergph done. Just you remember that, for dl of her quietness she
has atemper as hot asyours. Sheis a Traveler and awizard, and if she takes anotion to teach you what
that means, neither your tongue nor your fist will do you abit of good.”

Heleft before she could say anything, closing the door to the baking room firmly behind him.

Seraph glanced hisway as he stalked past her, but he said nothing to her. She' d be dl right; hiswarning
would keep Alinath away from her for awhile.

He couldn’t face Seraph right now, not with hissSster’ saccusations ringing in his ears. Not that he
believed what Alinath had said about Sergph for amoment—but Alinath’d opened the way for

poss bilities that made him uncomfortable. He' d never thought much about the peace that Seraph’ start
commentary and quiet presence brought him: he’' d just been grateful for the rief from the demands of his
family. He didn't want to examine what he felt any closer. So Tier nodded once at Sergph and dso to
Bandor before leaving the bakery.

Once outside, his steps faltered. He' d worn Skew out this morning, so it hardly seemed fair to take him
out again. He could walk—Dbuit it wasn't exercise he needed, it was escape.

The Hero'sWelcome was atavern and an inn, aconglomeration of several older buildings, and the first
building on the road through Redern. It was seldom empty, and when Tier entered it there were anumber
of men sitting near the kitchen entrance gossiping with each other while the tanner’ sfather, Ciro, coaxed
soft musicfrom hisviol.

It made Tier think of his grandfather and the grand concerts he and Ciro, who had been the tanner
himsdlf then, had put on. If Seraph ever heard the old man play, she' d know why Tier would never
consider himself abard in any sense of theword.

He seated himsdlf beside these men he' d known since he was a child and greeted them by name, older
men, al of them, contemporaries of his grandfather. The younger men would comein later, when they
werefinished with their work and chores.

One of the men had been asoldier in hisyouth, and Tier spent alittle time exchanging stories. The
innkeeper, noticing that there was a newcomer, offered Tier de. Hetook it, but merely nursed it because
the oblivion he sought wouldn’'t come from acohal.

Ciro gradualy shifted from playing broken bits and piecesinto arecognizable song, and an old, toothless
man began humming, histone uncertain with age, but his pitch absolutely true. One &fter the other the old
men began to Sing. Tier joined in and let the healing music make the present fade away .

They sang song after song, sometimes pauising while one man tried to hum enough of something he'd
heard long ago for Ciro to remember it, too—that man had amemory for music that Tier had only seen
his grandfather equal.

It wasthefirst time that he was happy to be home.

“Boy,” sad Ciro, “sng ‘ The Hillsof Home with me.”



Tier grinned at thefamiliar gppdlation. It no longer fit aswdl asit had when he d tagged dlong after his
grandfather. He stood and let the first few notes of the viol pull him into the song. He took the low part of
the duet, the part that had been his grandfather’ s, while the old man’ swarm tenor flung itself into the
more difficult melody. Singing aduet rather than blending with agroup, Tier loosed the power of his
voice and realized with momentary surprise that Ciro didn’t have to hold back. For thefirst time, Tier's
singing held its own with the old musician’s. Then the old wordsleft no more room for thought. It was
one of the magic times, when no note could possibly go astray and any foray into countermelody or
harmony worked perfectly. When they finished the last note they were greeted with a respectful silence.

“Inal my wandering, I’ ve never heard the like. Not even in the palace of the Emperor himsdlf.” A
stranger’ s voice broke the silence.

Tier turned to see aman of about fifty, awell-preserved, athletic fifty, wearing plain-colored clothes of a
cut and fit that would have done for awedthy merchant or lower nobleman, but somehow didn’t seem
out of placein arurd tavern full of brightly dressed Rederni. Hisiron-grey hair, ashade darker than his
short beard, wastied behind his head in afashion that belonged to the western seaboard.

He smiled warmly at Tier. “I’ ve heard agreat ded about you from these rascals since you
returned—and they didn’t lie when they said that your song was araretreat. Willon, retired Master
Trader, a your service. Y ou can be no one but Tieragan Baker back from war.” He held his hand out,
and Tier took it, liking the man immediady.

AsTier sat down again, the retired master trader pulled achair in between two of the others so he sat
opposite Tier at thetable.

Ciro smiled and said in his shy speaking voice, so a oddswith hissinging, “Master Willon hasbuilt afine
little store near the end of the road. Y ou should go there and seeit, full of bits and things he' s collected.”

“Y ou areyoung to beretiring,” observed Tier. “And Redern is an odd place to choose for
retirement—these mountains get cold in the winter.”

Master Willon had one of those faces that appeared to be smiling even in repose—which robbed hisgrin
of not abit of its effect.

“My son made Master last year,” he said. “He sgot afirethat will take him far—but not if he spendsall
of hisdays competing with mefor control of thebusiness. So | retired.”

Willon laughed quietly and shook his heed. “But it wasn't as easy asthat. The men who serve my house
had been mine for thirty years. They'd listen to my son, nod their heads, and cometo meto seeif | liked
their orders. So | had to take mysdlf out of Tagla, and Redern cameto mind.”

He raised histankard to Ciro. “My first trip as acaravan master | came by this very inn and was treated
to therarest entertainment I’ d ever heard—two men who sang asiif the gods themselves were their
audience. | thought I’ d heard the finest musiciansin the world in Taeld s courts, but I’d never heard
anything like that. Businessis business, gentlemen. But music isin my soul—if not my voice.”

“If it smusic you like, there s plenty here,” said Tier agreeably asasmal group of younger men came
through the inn door.

“Waell look what decided to drop by at last,” said one of them. *Y ou wiggle out from under your Sster’s



thumb, Tier?’

Tier had greeted them all since he' d returned from war, of course, but that had been under different
circumstances, when they were customers or he was. The tavern doors made them al kindred.

Too much so.

With the younger men came less music and more talk—and they must have been talking to his mother
because most of the talk had to do with his upcoming marriage. The question was not when he was going
to marry; it wasto whom.

Tier excused himsdlf earlier than he had expected to and found himsdf leaving with Master Willon.
“Don't let them fret you,” Willon said.

“I won't,” Tier said. He dmost stopped there, but couldn’t quite hat his bitterness—maybe because a
stranger might understand better than any of hisfriends and kin he’ d lft behind in the tavern. “There' s
moreto life than wedding and breeding and baking bread.”

He started walking and Willon fdll into step beside him. “I” ve heard as much praise for your baking as|
have for your singing. Y ou don’t want to be a baker?’

“Baking . ..” Tier struggled to put afinger on the thing that bothered him about hisfamily’ sbusiness.
“Baking islike washing—the results are equdly temporary.” He gave a hdf-laugh. “ That’ s arrogant of
me, isn't it? That I d like to do something that means more, something that will outlast me the way these
buildings have outlasted the men who built them.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way before,” said Willon dowly. “But immortdity . . . | think that’ sabasic
ingtinct rather than the product of pride. It goestoward the same things that they were trying to push you
into. How did you put it? Wedding and breeding. A man’ simmortdity can befound in his children.”

Children?Tier hadn’t been aware that he' d thought about the matter at al, but the need wasthere,
buried beneath the“I can’t breasthe with the weight of my family’ swishes’ tightnessin hischest.

“So what do you want to do, if not bake?” asked Willon, betraying his foreignness with the question. No
Rederni would have suggested that he do anything else. “Would you go back to fighting if therewerea
war to be had?’

“Not soldiering,” Tier sad firmly. “1’ve killed more than any man ought—the only product of warmaking
isdesth.” Tier took adeep bresth and closed hiseyesbriefly as he thought. Maybe it was seeing hislittle
valey again on hismorning ride, but something ingde of him vibrated like one of Ciro’sviol stringswhen
hefindly sad, “I'd liketo farm.”

Willon laughed, but it was acomforting laugh. “I”d not think that growing crops would be much more
permanent than baking bread—just takes a bit longer to get to the final product.”

But it wasn't. It was different. Tier sopped waking so that he could encompassthat difference in words
that didn’t sound as stupid out loud asthey did to himsdlf, stupid but true.

“I'veknown farmers,” he said dowly. “A lot of the men who fought the Fahlarn were farmers, fighting
for their lands. They are as much apart of their lands asflour isa part of bread.” He shook his head at



himsdlf and grinned sheepishly because it sounded stupider out loud. “Theland isimmortal, Master
Willon, and afarmer hasa part of that immortdity.”

“So areyou going to be afarmer?’ asked Willon with interest.

“And marry and breed?” Tier said lightly over the longing Willon' swords produced. “Not likdly.” He
began walking again, though they’ d passed the bakery awhile back. He had no desire to go home yet.
“There’ snot awoman in Redern who'd marry me and let me go farming. | know the money farming
bringsin and that bakery bringsin ten times as much—and it would break my family’ s heart.”

“Farmers don’t make much,” agreed the magter trader. “But if you look around you might find awoman
who' d rather be afarmer’ swife than livein the village under the tyranny of her neighbors.”

That night Seraph got up out of her cot in the small room they’ d given her and climbed out of the
window into the garden that backed the house, her blanket serving as a cloak. The solid walls made her
fed closed in and trapped. Mogt of her nights had been spent in tents rather than buildings.

She found the bench that had served as her bed on more than one night since she' d chosen to stay here
and lay down onit againto look up at the sars.

She needed to go. These people owed her nothing, not the food she ate or the blanket she wrapped
hersdlf in. She did not belong here. She hadn’t heard the argument that Tier and Alinath had while she
swept the front room, but she' d heard the raised voices.

Tomorrow, she would go. In two weeks or three she would find aclan that would take her in.

Resolute, she closed her eyes and willed herself to deep. A long time later, exhaustion had more success
than her will and she rdlaxed into dumber.

A rotten tomato hit Arvage’s shoulder while thesolsentiboys bounced with nervous bravado.
Didn’t they know that the old man could kill them all with a touch of the magic he knew? Didn’t
they know that he and Seraph had spent the better part of the past two days banishing a khurlogh,
a demon spirit, that had been preying on nighttime visitors to the town well?

Instead her teacher’s arthritic fingers touched the mess on his shoulder and transformed it into a
fresh, ripe tomato.

“ My thanks, young sirs,” he said. “ A rare addition to my dinner.”

The scene faded as Seraph stirred restlesdy in protest of the old memory. She quieted and her dream
took up again at adifferent point intime.

Her father’ s fingers petted her hair as she leaned against his knee, half-asleep in the aftermath of
a full meal and the warmth of the nearby fire.

“The entire clan gone?” her father said, a small tremor in hisbassy voice. “ Are you certain it
was the Imperial Army?”

Their visitor nodded his head wearily. “ Asfar as we' ve been able to determine, the last village



that they passed through complained to the commander of the imperial troops stationed nearby.
Told them that the Travelers kidnapped a pair of young women. The troops came upon the clan
and massacred them from grandfather to day-old babe. Turns out that the women were taken by
bandits—the imperial troops found them on their way back to the village.”

They buried Arvage in a wilderness glen, just as he had wanted. Seraph herself had thrown in the
first, symbolic, handful of earth. He' d died trying to work magic that he could no longer harness
because the pain in hisjoints broke through his fearsome control. He' d known the risk.

In one of those things possible only in dreams, Arvage stood beside her while her father and brothers
buried him.

“Itisour task to take care of themor die,” hetold her. “ Our purpose isto keep the shadows at
bay for thesolsentiwho are helpless against them. Thisis a Raven’ s task before us, and | am
Raven—as are you. You aren’t old enough and | amtoo old, but we do as we must.”

Tier hadn't lived in the comfortable safety of the village long enough to deep through small noisesinthe
night. He' d heard Seraph go out, as she often did, and he' d gone back to deep afterward. But he'd
awakened again.

Hewaited for the noise to repest itsdlf, and when it did he pulled on his pants and dipped out his
window to the garden where Seraph whimpered in the helpless throes of anightmare.

The man was from the Clan of Gilarmist the Fat, running a message to another clan. He'd flirted
with Seraph’s oldest sister and died in the night. Her sister died the next morning, drowning in the
fluid that they couldn’t keep fromfilling her lungs.

By the time four days had passed only Seraph and her brother Ushireh were left to bury the dead.
Ushireh worked until he passed out. She'd been so afraid that he was dead, too; it had taken her a
long time to convince herself that he was only unconscious. She' d dragged him away from the
dead they’ d gathered together in the center of the camp, then she’d burned it all—camp and
bodies alike. It had been weeks before she could work enough magic to light a fire.

When she managed it at last, Ushireh’s body sat up in the pyre, and his head turned until he could
fix his glowing eyes on her. Seraph shrank back and tried to close her eyes. Asif in death he'd
acquired the magic he'd so envied her inlife, hiswill kept her from looking away from him.

“You left me,” hesaid. “ You left your duty. You cannot run forever, Seraph, Raven of the Clan of
Isolda the Slent.”

She awoke with agasp and a cry and was gathered into warm arms and rocked gently.
“Shh,” said Tier, “it wasadream. You're safe”

Sheburied her head in his shoulder and gave up alifetime of self-control to sob raggedly against him. “I



can'tdoit,” shesaid. “1 don’'t want to bea Traveler. They al die, and | have to burn them and bury
them. I’'m so tired of death and duty. | want . .. | want . . .” What she wanted wastied away from her in
strands of guilt and duty, but she found afair gpproximation of it in the safety of Tier’ sarms.

“Shh,” hesaid. “You don’'t haveto go if you don't want to.”

Hiswords passed over and around her, the senselost to her grief and guilt, but the sound of hisvoice
comforted her.

From thethird of the three windows that looked out into the garden, Alinath watched her brother hold
the witch he' d brought home and she clenched her fists before she turned away.

When the worst of it had passed, embarrassment made Seraph turn away and wipe her face with the
corner of the blanket.

“Sorry,” she muttered. “It was anightmare.”

“Ah,” said Tier ashelet her pull away from him. “It sounded worse than that to me.”

She shrugged, not looking at him. “Memories make the worst nightmares, my father alwayssaid.”
“Y ou don't haveto go find another clan,” he said. *Y ou can stay here.”

Shetried to dtifle her involuntary laugh. It wouldn’t be polite to disparage the hospitaity of hisfamily.
“No, | can’t. Thank you. But no.”

“I can't leave now,” said Tier. “But | fear it won't be long. Mother complains and frets until it's hard to
believe that she'ssick at al—but she' slosing weight and her color ismuch worse. Can you wait?’

Sergph held hersdlf ill. Could she wait to take up her duties?Oh, yes. Walt forever if she could. But
wasit theright thing to do?

At last she nodded. “I’ll wait.”
1] ij.”

Tier sat with her abit, while the swest dried on her back. With the air of aman coming to adecision, he
took something from around his neck and put it into her hands.

“This came with meinto war and kept me safe enough through any number of battlefieds. Asl am
unlikely to need it now, I'd like you to takeit.”

She fingered the collection of large wooden beads carefully.

“They'renot muchtolook at,” he said hastily, and with alittle embarrassment, she thought. “But they
carry the blessing of our priest. Y ou’ ve met Karadoc?’



She nodded. The priest had sought her out to give her his sympathies on the death of her brother. The
only Rederni asde from Tier who had. She hadn’t been quite sure how to ded with apriest—Travelers
had little use for the minions of the gods—but he’ d seemed like agood person.

“Karadoc gave methat for helping him tend his garden after he broke hiswrist one summer.”
“It must have been morethan that,” Seraph said thoughtfully. “ People don't give giftslike thislightly.”
He stiffened, “It’ s just abunch of wooden beads, Seraph.”

She put them againgt her face and rubbed againgt them like a cat, soaking in the warmth that emanated
from the battered wood. “ Old wooden beads,” she said. “I can’t tell exactly how old, but they’ ve been
giveninlove and worn that way for along, long time. They comfort me—did they comfort you while you
werefar from your home?” Shedidn’'t wait for hisanswer, “ Tdl methe story of your gardening for
Karadoc?’

“l wasyoung,” hesaid finaly. “Karadoc is.. . . well, you' ve met him. He awaystook timeto talk to me,
listening to me when my father and | fought.”

Hisvoice hadn’t fdlen into the cadences of storytdling; hetold this story hesitantly. “Karadoc broke his
wrig; | told you that. Hisgarden ishis pride and joy, and it started to get overgrown amost immediately.
| suppose being the priest of the god of green and growing things has a certain influence on your garden.”

“He hired aboy to tend it, but when harvest season came the boy had to help hisfather in the field, and

Karadoc couldn’t find another one. So | started getting up alittle earlier in the morning so | could work
onitabit.”

Seraph smiled alittle; the beads and Tier's company had worked their own magic. “He didn’'t know you
weredoingit.”

“Wel, | wasn't certain that | would do it more than once or twice. A baker gets up early to miss
cooking in the hesat of theday. | didn’t want to promise something | couldn’t do.”

“And Karadoc found you out,” said Seraph. “When you wouldn’t take any pay, he gave you these.”

He nodded.

Seraph put the necklace around her throat. Gifts could not be returned, only appreciated. She would
find something she could do to repay him for hiskindnessto her and his gift. A Traveler’ sblessng could
be aussful thing.

“Thank you for this” shesaid. “1 will treasureit aslong asit remainsin my hands and passit on asyou
have, as Karadoc did.”

They lapsed into a comfortable slence.

“A man asked metoday what I’d do if | could do something besides baking and soldiering,” he said at
last.

“What did you answer?’



“Farming,” hesaid.
She nodded. “ The land gives back everything you put into it and alittle more, if you have the knack.”
“If you could do anything, be anything, what would it be?’

She dtilled. She knew about villages, knew that most men’ s fates were set in one when they were little
more than children and apprenticed to a trade—or else they were cast off never to be more than itinerant
workers or soldiers. Women'slives were dictated by their husbands.

Travelerswere alittle more free than that usually. A bowyer could decide to smith if he wanted to, as
long as he continued to contribute to the clan. There were no guildsto restrict a person from doing as he
willed. And women, women ran the clan. Only the lives of the Ordered were set out from the moment a
Raven pronounced them gifted &t birth.

No Traveler would ever have asked a Raven what she wanted to be.

The silence must have lasted too long because he said, “ That question took me aback, today, too. But |
learned something. What would you do?’

“Ravensdon't marry,” she said abruptly. He was easy to talk to, especially in the dark. “We can’t afford
the distraction. We don't do the normal chores of the clan. No cooking or firewood gathering. We don't
darn our own clothes or sew them.”

“Y ou cook well,” he said.

“That’ s because Ushireh couldn’t cook at dl. | learned alot when we were left on our own. But being a
Raven' s not like being abaker, Tier. You could leave it and become asoldier. Y ou can leaveit now and
become afarmer if you want. But | can't leave being a Raven behind.”

“But if you could—what would you do?’

She leaned back on her hands and swung her feet back and forth, the bench being somewhat tall for her.
Inadreamy, smiling voice she sad, “1 would be awife, like the old harridan who runsaninnin
Boarsdock on the western coast. She has a double handful of children, dl of them taller than her, and
they al cringe when she walks by. Her husband is an old sailing man with oneleg. | don’t think I’ ve ever
heard him say anything but, ‘yes, dear.” ”

She caught him by surprise and Tier gave acrack of laughter that he had to cover his mouth to suppress.

Smiling her satisfaction in the dark, she thought that the oddest thing about her statement wasthat it was
the truth. That old woman ran her inn and her children and their wives and husbands and they dl, every
one of them, loved her. Shelived in the daylight world, where shadow things wouldn't dare show their
faces and the children in her family had no more responsbility than grooming afew horses or cleaning a
room could provide.

But the thing that Seraph envied the most was that one winter evening, when Sergph’ s uncles entertained
the boisterous crowd that gathered beneath the grest fireplace and told them stories of haunts and
shadow-things, that wise old woman shook her head with alaugh and said that she had better thingsto
do than listen to tales of monsters fabricated to keep children up dl night.



So it was that she stayed when she should have gone. But aweek or amonth would makelittle
difference to her duties—alifetime or two would make little difference asfar as she could tell. So she
Stayed.

“Don’t pull that up. That'saniris bulb, trimmed down now that it'sbloomed,” said Tier' ssster severd
weeks later. “Don’'t you know how to weed?’

Seraph released the hapless plant unharmed, straightened, and amost groaned at the easing in her back.
“No,” she said, though she' d told her as much when Alinath had set her to the task. How would she have
learned to weed? The herbs and food plants she knew, but she’ d no experience with flowers at dl.

Tier had stormed off a lunch, beset by both his sister and his mother, who had gotten out of her bed
only to try and push him into finding awife. Since then Alinath had been picking at her asif it had been
Seraph who'd sent Tier off to seek peace. Seraph had been set to half a dozen tasks, only to be sent to
do something e se because of someinadequacy in her work, real or imaginary.

“Well leave off then,” said Alinath. “Bandor or | will havetofinishit, | suppose. You are utterly useless,
girl. Cannot sew, cannot cook, cannot weed. The baking room floor needs cleaning—but mind how you
doit. Don't let the dust get into the flour bins.”

Seraph stood up and dusted off her skirt; she' d left off wearing her comfortable pants when she'd
noticed that none of the Rederni women wore anything except skirts.

“It' sashame,” shesaid findly. “That Tier, who wears courtesy as close as his skin, should have asister
withnoneat dl.”

Before Alinath could do more than open her mouth, Seraph turned on her heel and entered the house
through the baking room door. She regretted her comment as soon as she' d made it. The womenfolk in
the clan were no more courteous in their requests than Alinath was. But they would have never turned
their demands upon a Raven.

Moreover, Seraph knew thesolsenti well enough to know that Alinath’s rudenessto aguest wasa
deliberate dight. Especially since, except for that first time, she was careful to soften her orders around
Tier.

Seraph had done her best to ignore the older woman. Shewas aguest in Alinath’s home. She had no
complaint with the work she was asked to do—which was no more work than anyone el se did, except
for Tier’ smother. And, by ignoring Alinath’ s rudeness, Seraph bothered her more than any other
response could have.

There was a more compelling reason to ignore Alinath’ s trespasses.
Seragph let her fingernails sink into the wood of the broom handle as she swept with careful, dow
strokes. A Raven could not afford to lose her temper. She took a deep, calming bresth and sought for

control.

The door opened and Alinath walked in. When she started to spesk her voice was carefully polite.



“I'have beenrude,” shesaid. “I admit it. | believethat it istime for some plainer speech. My brother
thinksyou areachild.”

Seraph stared at her amoment, bewildered, her broom il in her hands. What did Tier’ s opinion have
to do with anything?

“But | know better,” continued Alinath. “1 was married at your age.”

And | killed the ghouls who killed my teacher when | was ten, thought Sergph.A Raven is never a
child. But she saw where Alinath was headed.

“I told Tier what you are up to, but he doesn't seeit,” said Alinath. “ Anyone who marries my brother
will havethis bakery.”

Anyone who married your brother would be safe for the rest of their life,thought Seraph
involuntarily, and envied hisfuture wifewith al of her heart.

“But you will never have him.”
Seraph shrugged. “ And he will never have me.”

She went back to sweeping—and longing to be an old innkeegper who thought that ghouls and demons
were storiestold to frighten children. She crouched to get the broom under the low shelf of the table
where Tier kneaded his bread.

“Where did you get those?’

Alinath lunged at Seraph. Startled, Seraph dropped the broom as Alinath’ s hand clenched around Tier's
bead necklace; it must have did out of her blouse when she crouched.

“Dirty Traveler thief!” shrieked Alinath, jerking wildly a the necklace. “ Wheredid you get these?’

Sergph had heard dl the epithets—but she’ d been fighting her anger for weeks. The dight pain of the
jerk Alinath gave the necklace was nothing to the outrage that Alinath had dared to grab her in thefirst
place.

She heard the door to the public room open and heard Tier’ svoice, but everything was secondary to the
rage that swept through her. Rage fed by her clan’s death, Ushireh’ s death, her desperate, despairing
guilt a surviving when everyone ese died, and lit by this stupidsol senti woman who pushed and pushed
until Sergph would retrest no more.

Alinath must have seen some of it in her face because she dropped her hold on the necklace and took
two steps back. The necklace fell back against Seraph’s neck like akiss from afriend. Just before the
wave of magic left her, the warmth of Tier’ sgift dlowed her to regain control. It saved Alinath’slife, and
probably Seraph’saswell because magic loosed in anger was not choosy initstarget.

Pottery shattered as the stone building shook with a hollow boom. Cooking spoons, wooden pedls, and
baking tiles flew across the room. The great door that separated the hot ovens from the baking room
pulled from its hinges and flew between Sergph and Alinath, hitting the opposite wall and sending plaster
into theair in athick white cloud as Alinath cried out in fear. Flour joined plaster asthe door fell to the



ground, taking two tableswith it and knocking abarrel haf-full of flour to itsside.

Closing her eyesto the destruction and Alinath’ sfrightened face, Seraph fought to pull back the magic
she'd loosed. It struggled in her grasp, fed by the anger that had engendered it. It made her pay for her
lack of control, sweeping back to her cal, back through her like shards of glass. But it came, and pedlers
and tiles sttled gently to thefloor.

Seraph opened her eyesto assess the damage. Alinath was fine—though obvioudy shaken, she had quit
screaming as soon as she' d begun. The wall would have to be replastered and the door rehung, the jamb
repaired or replaced. Thejars of valuable mother, used to start the bread dough, had somehow escaped,
and the number of broken pots was fewer than she'd thought. Neither Tier, nor the four or five people
who had followed him into the room, had more damage than a coating of flour and plaster.

Shame cut Seraph amost asrawly asthe magic had. It was the worst thing a Raven could do—loose
magic in anger. That no one had been hurt, nothing irreplacesble broken, was atribute to Tier' sgift and a
little good luck rather than anything Seraph had done and so mitigated her crime not awhit. Seraph stood
frozen in the middle of the baking room.

“I told you that she had atemper,” said Tier mildly.

“Thiswasanill way to repay your hospitdity,” said Sergph. “1 will get my thingsand leave.”

Tier cursed the impulse that had led him to invite the men he’ d spent the afternoon singing with to try out
an experimental batch of herb bread he' d been working on. That he' d opened the door to the baking
room when he—and everyone e se—heard Alinath cry out had been stupidity. He' d been warning his
sister not to antagonize Seraph for the better part of aweek.

“Mages aren't tolerated here,” said someone behind him.

“Shesaid she'd leave,” said Ciro. “She hurt no one.”

“WEl leaveinthemorning,” sad Tier.

“Strangers who come to Redern and work magic are condemned to death,” said Alinath in atone of
voice he'd never heard from her.

Helooked at her. She should have appeared ridiculous, but the cold fear-driven anger on her face made
her formidabl e despite the coating of white powder settling on her.

Someone gave agrowl of agreement.

The ugly sound reminded Tier of theinn where he d rescued her—or rescued the villagers from her. He
redlized that unless he managed to stop it, by morning his village might not be in any mood to let Seraph

go.

An odd ideathat had been floating in his head since he' d talked to Willon and then held Sergph in the
wake of her night terrors crystaized.

“Sheisnot asranger,” lied Tier abruptly. “ Sheismy wife”



Silence descended in the room. Seraph looked at him sharply.

“No,” said Alinath. “I’ll not haveit.”

Shewasin shock, he knew, or she' d never have said such aridiculous thing.

“Itisnot for you to have or not have,” he reminded her, hisvoice gentle but firm.

“I won't have her inthishouse,” Alinath said.

“We would have had to leavein any case,” said Bandor, who'd pushed through the crowd and into the
baking room. He walked over to Alinath, and put his hand on her shoulder. “ Once Tier had chosen his
wife, whoever she was, we' d have had to leave. I’ ve made some inquiriesin Leheigh. The baker there
told me he' d be willing to take on ajourneyman.”

“There' sno need,” said Tier. Now that his choice was made, the words he needed to convince them all
flowed eadily. “ There saplace| intend to farm about an hour’ swalk from here. I'll haveto get the
Sept’ ssteward’ s permission, which won't be difficult to obtain snce the land is not being used. There's
timeto build ahouse before winter. We'll live there, but I'll work in the bakery through the spring when
planting season comes. Then I'll deed it to Alinath.”

“When were you married?’ whispered Alinath.

“Lagt night,” lied Tier, holding out his hand to Seraph, who' d been watching him with an expression he
couldn’t read.

She stepped to his side and took his hand. Her own was very cold.

“Yes,” said Karadoc, coming forward and putting ahand on Tier’ s head as he used to when Tier wasa
boy. “There have been Rederni who were mages before. Seraph will harm no one.”

The crowd dispersed, and Bandor took Alinath to their room to talk, leaving only Karadoc, Tier, and
Seraph.

“Seethat you come by the templetonight,” said the priest. “I don't liketo keep alie longer than
necessary.”

Tier grinned a him and hugged the older man. “ Thank you. WE Il stop by.”

When heleft, Tier turned to Seraph. “Y ou can stay here with me and be my wife. Karadoc will marry us
tonight and no one will know the difference.” He waited, and when she said nothing, he said, “Or | can
do as| promised. We can leave now and I’ ll go with you to find your people.”

Her hand tightened on histhen, asif she' d never let it go. She glanced once around the room and then
lowered her eyesto thefloor. “I'll stay,” shewhispered. “I'll stay.”

PART TWO



CHAPTER 3

When Seraph reached the narrow bridge, the river was high and the wooden walkway was dick with

cold water from the spring runoff. She glanced across the river and up the mountainsde where Redern
hung, terraced like some ancient giant’ s stone garden. Even after twenty years, the sight till impressed
her.

From where she stood, the new temple at the very top of the village rose like afalcon over itsprey. The
rich hues of new wood contrasted with the greys of the village, but, to her, that seemed to be merely an
accent to the harmony of stone buildings and craggy mountain.

Seraph crossed the bridge, skirted the few people tending animals, and headed for the steps of the steep
road that zigzagged its way up the mountain face, edged with stone buildings.

The bakery looked much asit had when she d firgt seen it. The house was newer than its neighbors,
having been rebuilt severa generations earlier because of afire. Tier had laughed and told her that his
severd times great-grandfather had tried to make the building appear old but had succeeded only in
making it ugly. Not even the ceramic pots planted with roses could add much charm to the cold grey
edifice, but the smell of fresh-baked bread wafting from the chimney gave the building an aura of
welcome.

Seraph amost walked on—she could sl her goods elsewhere, but not without offending her
sster-in-law. Perhaps Alinath would be out and she could deal with Bandor, who had never been
anything but kind. Resolutdly, she opened the bakery door.

“Sergph,” Tier'ssgter greeted her without wel come from the wide, flour-covered wooden table where
her clever hands wove dough into knots and set them on baking tiles to be taken back to the ovensfor
cooking.

Sergph smiled politely. “ Jes found a honey-tree in the woods last week. Rinnie and | spent the last few
daysjarring it. | wondered if you would like to buy somejarsto make sweet bread.”

Tier would have givenit to hissister, but Seraph could not afford such generosity. Tier was late back
from winter fur-trapping, and Jes needed boots.

Alinath sniffed. “That boy. If I'vetold Tier once, I'vetold him athousand times, theway you let him
wander the woods on his own—and him not quite right—it’sawonder abear or worse hasn't gotten
him”

Sergph forced hersdlf to amile politdy. “Jesis as safe in thewoods as you or | herein your shop. | have
heard my husband tell you that as often as you complained to him.”

Alinath wiped off her hands. “ Speaking of children, | have been meaning to talk to you about Rinnie.”
Seraph waited.

“Bandor and | have no children, and most probably never will. We' d liketo take Rinniein and
apprentice her.”



Sergph reminded hersdf sternly that Alinath meant no harm by her proposal. Even Travelersfostered
children under certain circumstances, but it ssemed to Sergph that thesol senti traded and sold their
childrenlike cattle.

Tier had tried to explain the advantages of the gpprenticing system to her—the gpprentice gained a
trade, ameansto make afair living, and the master gained free help. In her travels, Seraph had seen too
many places where children were treated worse than daves; not that she thought Alinath would treat
Rinnie badly.

S0, Sergph was palite. “ Rinnieis needed on thefarm,” she said with diplomacy that Tier would have
applauded.

“That farm will go to Lehr, sooner or later. Jeswill be aburden upon it and upon Lehr for aslong as he
lives” said Alinath. “ Tier will not be able to give Rinnie adecent dowry and without that, with her mixed
blood, no onewill have her.”

Calm, Sergph told hersdlf. “ Jes more than carries his own weight,” she said with as much outward
serenity as she could muster. “Heis no burden. Any man who worries about Rinnie’ s mixed blood isno
one | want her marrying. In any case, she' sonly ten years old, and marriage is something she won't have
to worry about for along time.”

“You are being stupid,” said Alinath. “I have gpproached the Elders on the matter aready. They know
that scrap of land you have my brother trying to farm is so poor he hasto spend the winter trapping so
you havefood on your table. It doesn't really matter thatyou have no care for your daughter; when the
Eldersstepin, you' |l have no choice”

“ Enough,” said Seraph, outrage lending unmistakable power to that one word. No one was taking her
children from her.No one.

Alinath paled.

No magic, Tier’ svoice cautioned her,none at all, Seraph. Not in Redern.

Seraph closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to cleanse herself of anger, and managed to
continue speaking more normally. “Y ou may talk to Tier when he returns. But if anyone comesto try and
take my daughter beforethen . . .” Shelet the unspoken threat hang inthe air.

“| agree,” said amild voice from the kitchen. “ Enough badgering, Alinath.” Bandor entered from the
baking room door with alarge bow! of risen dough. “If any of Seraph’s children want to apprenticewe’ d
be glad to have them here—but that’ sfor their parentsto decide. Not you or the Elders.” He nodded a
greeting toward Seraph.

“Bandor,” managed Seraph through her rage-tightened throat. “1t' s good to see you.”

“You'll haveto excuse Alinath,” he said. “ She' s been asworried about Tier asyou are. I vetold her that
it snot fair to expect aman trapping in the wild to come home on time every year. But he' s her brother,
and shefrets. Tier' sonly afew weekslate. HE || show up.”

“Yes,” Sergph agreed. “1’d best be going.”

“Didn’t | hear you say you had some honey?’ he asked.



“Jes found some in the woods last week. | brought afew dozen jars with me,” she answered. “But
Alinah didn't seeminterested init.”

“Hummph,” said Bandor, with aglance a hiswife. “We |l take twelve jarsfor haf-copper ajar. Then
you go to Willon up on the heights, and tell him we' re paying a copper each for anything you don’t sdll to
him. HE Il buy up your stock for that so he can compete. Y oursisthefirst honey this spring.”

Without aword, Seraph took out her pack and pulled out twelve jars, setting them on the counter. Just
asslently, Alinath counted out six coppers and set it beside the jars. When Seraph reached out to take
the money, the other woman’ s hand clamped on her wrist.

“If my brother had married Kirah”—Alinath said in alow voice that was no less violent for itslack of
sound—"he' d have had no need to go to the mountainsin the winter in order to feed his children.”

Seraph’s chin jerked up and she twisted her writ, freeing it. “It has been near to two decades since Tier
and | married. Find something el se to fret about.”

“| agree,” said Bandor mildly, but there was something ugly in histone.
Alinath flinched.

Seragph frowned, having never seen Alinath afraid of anything before—except Seraph hersdlf on that one
memorable occasion. She' d cartainly never seenanyone afraid of Bandor. Alinath’ sface quickly
rearranged itself to the usua embittered expression she wore around Seraph, leaving only aglint of fear in
her eyes.

“Thank you, Bandor, for your custom and your advice,” Sergph said.

As soon as the door was closed behind Seraph and she' d started up the narrow, twisty road, she
muttered to her absent husband. “ See what happens when you are away too long, Tier? You' d better get
home soon, or those Eldersarein for arude surprise.”

Shewasn't redlly worried about the Elders. They weren't stupid enough to confront her, no matter what
they thought should be done for Rinni€' s benefit. Once Tier was home, he could talk them out of
whatever stupidity Alinath had talked them into. He was good at that sort of thing. And if she waswrong,
and the Elders cameto try to take Rinnie before Tier washome. . . well, she might havefailed in her
dutiesto her people, but she would never fail her children.

Shewasn't worried about Rinnie—but Tier was another matter entirely. A thousand things could have
delayed Tier’ sreturn, she reminded hersalf. He might even now be waiting at home.

Even hardened by farmwork, Seraph’s calves ached by the time she came to the door of Willon's shop
near the top edge of the village. When she opened the homey door and stepped into the building, Willon
was talking to a stranger with severa open packs on the floor, so she walked past him and into the store.

The only other person in the store was Ciro, the tanner’ sfather, who was stringing asmall harp. Theold
man looked up when she camein and returned her nod before going back to the harp.

Willon' s store had once been ahouse. When he d purchased it, he' d excavated and built until his store
extended wdl into the mountain. He d stocked the dark corners of the store with odds and bits from his



merchant days—and some of those were odd indeed—then added whatever he felt might sell.

Seraph doubted many people knew what some of histhings were worth, but she recognized silk when
she saw it—though doubtless the only piece in Redern resided on the wall behind a shelf of carved ducks
inWillon's shop.

She seldom had the money to shop here, but she loved to explore. It reminded her of the strange places
she' d been. Here was abit of jade from an idand far to the south, and there achipped cup edged in a
design that reminded her of a desert tribe who painted their cheeks with asimilar pattern.

Some of Willon'swareswere new, but much of it was secondhand. In aback corner of one of ahalf
dozen acoves she found boxes of old boots and shoesthat still had abit of lifeleft in them.

Shetook out the string she’ d knotted and began measuring it against the boots. In the very bottom of the
second box she searched, she found a pair made of thinner leather than usua for work boots. The sole
was made for walking miles on roads or forest trails, rather than tromping through the mud of afarmer’s
fied. Her fingerslingered on the decorative stitches on the top edge, hesitating where the right boot was
stained with blood—though someone had obviously worked to clean it away. Traveler’ s boots.

She didn’t compare them to her son’sfedt, just set them back in the box and piled a dozen pairs of other
boots on top of them, asif covering them would let her forget about them. In athird bin, she found what
shewaslooking for, and took asturdy pair of boots up to the front.

Thereisnothing | could have done,shetold hersdlf.| am not a Traveler and have not been for
years.

But even knowing it wastrue, she couldn’t help the tug of guilt that tried to tell her differently: to tell her
that her place had never been here, safein Tier’ slittle village, but out in the world protecting those who
couldn’t protect themselves.

“I can't sl those here,” she heard Willon say to a stranger at the front counter—atinker by the color of
his packs. “Folk ' round here get upset with writing they can't read—old traps of the Shadowed il
linger in these mountains. They know to fear magic, and even astupid person’s going to notice that those
have Traveler’ s marks on them.”

“I bought them from aman in Korhadan. He claimed to have collected them dl,” said thetinker. “I paid
him two slvers. I’ ve had to carry them from there to here. Il sell them for ten coppers, the entire bag,
gr, for I’'mthat tired of them. Y ou’ re the eighth merchant in as many towns as told me the samething,
and they take up spacein my packsas| might use for something ese. Y ou surely could melt them down
for something useful.”

On the counter lay an assortment of objects that appeared something like meta feathers. One end was
sharp for afew inches, dmost daggerlike, but the other end was decorative and lacy. Some were short,
but most were aslong as Seraph’ sforearm, and one nearly twice that long. There must have been nearly
ahundred of them—mermori.

“My son can work metal,” said Seraph, around the pulse of sorrow that beat too heavily in her throat.
There were so many of them. “He could turn these into horseshoes. | can pay you sSix coppers.”

“Done,” cried the felow before Willon could say athing. He bundled them up in aworn leather bag and
handed it to Seraph, taking the coins she handed him.



He gathered his packs together and carried them off asif he were afraid she' d renege if he waited.

Willon shook his head, “Y ou shouldn’t have bought those, Seraph Tieraganswife. Poor luck follows
those who buy goods gotten by banditry and murder the way those probably were.”

A merchant to the bone, Willon should have objected to her buying outright from the tinker rather than
cut himin for a percentage—but things like that happened whenmermori wereinvolved.

“Travders spdlsdon’t hurt those of Traveler blood,” she said in alow voice that wouldn't carry to
othersin the store.

Willon looked startled for amoment. “Ah. Yes, | had amost forgotten that.”
“So you think these were gotten by banditry?’ she asked.

“My sonstel methat they don’t cdl it that anymore.” Willon shook his head in disgpprovd. “The
present emperor’ sfather declared the Travelers beyond the protection of hislaws. The old man’ s been
dead for years, but his son’s not going to change anything. He shuts himsalf up in the palace and lisensto
people who tell him stories without questioning the truth from fal sehood, poor boy.”

He spoke asif he knew him, but Sergph let it pass without comment. Tier had told her that he thought
that the caravanning busi ness Willon had retired from had been richer than he let on. He hadn’t changed
much from when he d first come, other than the gradud lightening of his hair to white. Though he must
have been nearing his seventh decade, he looked much younger than that.

“Ahwel,” shesaid. “They’re pretty enough, but they’ Il make shoesfor horses and bucklesfor harness,
sr—saurely if Travelers had that much magic |eft they’ d have used it to save themsdalves.” She set the
boots she' d selected on the counter. “Now, | need these for Jes, but I’ ve spent my coppers on the metal
bits. In my pack | have somewild honey. I’ ve sold adozen jars to Bandor at the bakery below for a
half-penny apiece, and I’ ve alittle more than twice that |eft.” She' d looked, and hadn’t seen any honey in
the section where he kept avariety of jarred and dried goods.

“My brother-in-law told meto tell you | sold him hisat acopper each,” she added withasmal amile.
Willon was one of the few villagers she felt comfortable talking to—probably because he was an outsider
too.

“Aye, and he should have paid you that,” said Willon with asnort. “ Doubtless you know it, too. Taking
advantage of hisownkin.”

“If Tier were home, we d have given him the honey,” she said, “which Bandor knows aso.”

Willon grinned. “I'll buy what you' ve |ft for acopper esch—that’ safair price. Especidly if when that
boy of yoursfinds more honey, you bring it to mefirs.”

“I'll do that,” she said. “Thank you, Willon.”
Thirty coppersfor the honey minusten for the boots | eft her with twenty coppers, dmost awhole silver.

She tucked the coinsin her satchel as sheleft Willon's shop, closing the door gently on thefirst few notes
of Ciro’sharp.



Her mind more on themermori she’ d bought from the trader than on where she was going, she dmost
ran over aman who stood in the way.

“Excuseme,” she said gpologeticdly, looking into hisface.

It was agood face, even-featured and wide-mouthed. He was no one she knew, which was unusual.
The village was smdl enough that even with aslittle time as she spent there she knew everyonein it—at
least by sight.

“A Traveler,” hesaid in atone of near ddight that shocked her.

Her reaction must have been easy to read because he laughed. “1 must sound like an idiot—I just hadn’t
expected to run into a Traveler here. | thought your people avoid coming here. Some aversion to being
S0 near Shadow’ s Fall?’

Aversion to being near people so fearful of magic,she dmost answered him, but not even surprise
could loosen her habitua control over her tongue.

A look of comprehension crossed hisface. “Y ou must be Sergph Tieraganswife. That’swhy people
speak of you. . .” he seemed to redlized that however people spoke of her wouldn't exactly be flattering
and sumbled to a halt.

If she had not been holding abag of mermori that reminded her of the plight of the Travelersand her
falureto live the life she' d been cdled to serve, she might have helped him. But he' d talked hisway into
offense, and shelet him find hisown way out.

“I am sorry,” he said sincerdly after amoment. “When | am excited | tend to talk too much. Let me
introduce myself properly. | an Valis, priest of the Path of the Five.”

“Sergph Tieraganswife,” shereplied shortly, though she made no moveto leave. He was distracting her
from her guilt, and for the moment she was content that he continue to do so.

She' d known that there was anew priest in town, of course. Even if she' d forgotten, the new temple a
the very top of the road would have reminded her. He' d come from Taglawith the new Sept last fdll, and
stayed when the Sept returned to his duties in the capitol of the Empire. But she hadn’t paid much heed
to the news—she was gtill too much Traveler to worship in the houses of the gods.

Voalisgrinned at her, “I wasright. I’'m sorry to overwhelm you, but the Travelers are ahobby of mine,
though I’'ve only met afew of them.”

What was she to say to that? she wondered and said nothing.

“Do you have awhileto spare?’ he asked. “I have awealth of questionsto ask you—and I'd liketo
show you thetemple.”

She glanced at the sun, but her business had taken very little time and the pack of mermori wasacold,
hard thing she would have to deal with as soon as she left Redern.

So sheraised an eyebrow and nodded her head. Tier would have laughed and called her “Empress’ if
she had done such athing to him. Thisboy merely smiled, asif he' d been certain she would follow him.
He had, she thought, atithe of Tier's charm and was used to having people obey him.



He turned and led the way up the road, which was so steep that it was set in stairs.

“I would have been just as happy with something like the rest of Redern,” he said. “But the new Sept
was convinced that | would be happier in something more modern looking.”

“The Sept isafollower of your five gods?’ Seraph asked.

“Gods save us, no,” laughed Valis. “But he was willing to do afavor when afew of the Path’ s Elders
twisted hisarm to place atemple here.”

“Why here?’ asked Seraph. “Why not in Leheigh, which aso belongs to the Sept? Surely you would
find morefollowersinthelarger city.”

Volisamiled. “I have not done so badly here. Y our own family attends my meetings. In fact, | was on my
way to consult with Bandor when you ran into me—and | couldn’t resist the chanceto have a Traveler to
speak to. But the main reason | am here—ingtead of aredly big city, like Korhadan, for instance—is
Shadow’ sFall. Wefed that there are things on the old battlefield that might enlighten us.”

Shadow’ s Fall?Seraph bit back her opinion of the stupidity of anyone who wanted to explore there.
Doubtless the battlefield could educate thissol senti fool better than she.

Like Willon's shop and many of the buildings on the steeper dopes, the temple had been built into the
mountain. The facade was raw timber and crude, except for the doors, which were smooth and oiled
until they were amost black.

Volisushered her insde, and Seraph had to stop in the threshold to alow her eyesto adjust from the
brightness outside.

Theroom was arichly appointed antechamber that would have been more at home in a Sept’ s keep
than in avillage temple. Either the—what wasit Volishad called it>—the Path of the Five wasarich
church indeed, or the Sept owed its Eldersalot of favors.

“Thereare only threetemples,” said Volis, seeing her expresson. “Two in Tadlaand this one. Weintend
thisto be aplace of pilgrimage.”

“Shadow’ s Fdll,” said Seraph, “aplace of pilgrimage.”

“Where the Five triumphed over evil,” said the priest, gpparently obliviousto the doubt in her voice.
“Come and see the refuge, where | hold services.”

Sergph followed him through a tapestry-curtained entrance into aroom like none she’' d ever seen
before.

The excavations were far more extensive than she had thought. The ceiling of the chamber soared
overhead like an upside-down bowl. Near the edge it was a single handspan over the doorway, in the
center of the room it rose threetimes the height of atall man. The sonewalls, floors, and celling were as
smooth as polished marble.

This. . . thiswas built in the short season since the new Sept came to explore hisinheritance?



The celling was painted alight sky-blue that darkened gradudly to black on the walls. The light that
illuminated the room seemed to emanate from that skylike celling.Magic, thought Sergph, solsenti magic.
But her attention was on the figures that occupied the false firmament. Chasing each other endlesdy
around the perimeter of the calling werefive life-sized birds painted with exquisite detail.

Voliswas slent as she walked past him to the center of the room.

Lark, she thought, chills cresping down her spine. A cormorant’ s brilliant eyesinvited her to play inthe
stormy winds. An owl glided on silent wings toward the black raven, who held a bright silver and ruby
ring inits mouth, while next in line afa con began its soop. Together they circled the room, caught in
endlessflight.

In the center of the celling, twice aslarge as any other, ariver eagle caught the winds and twisted its
head to look down upon theroom asif to examineits prey.

Each bird arepresentative of the six Orders of the Travelers.

“Behold the Five,” said Volis softly in alanguage Seraph hadn’t heard since the day her brother died.
“Lark the healer, Cormorant who rules the weather, Owl of wisdom and memory, Raven the mage,
Fa con the hunter. And above them al, trapped in darkness is the secret god, thelost god. Y ou didn’t
know about the lost god, did you?’

“They arenot gods,” said Seraph in her tongue. Though, she remembered, in the old stories of before
they Traveled, her people had believed that there were gods as he had described. But asthe Old
Wizards had grown in knowledge and power they had put those fallacies behind them.

Asif she hadn’t spoken, Volis pointed to the eagle. “1 found him, in books so old they crumbled at my
touch, in hintsin ancient songs. For generations the Elders of the Path have worshiped only the
Five—until | found thelost god.”

“The Eagle?’ said Seraph, caught between an urge to laugh at the idea of solsenti worshiping the Orders
asgods, and distaste. Distaste won.

“The Eagle.” Helooked pleased. “My discovery led meto be honored by this gppointment,” he waved
ahand to indicate the temple.

“Congratulations,” said Sergph, because he seemed to expect her to say something of the sort. She
glanced at the ceiling again and wondered what her father would have said if he'd seenit.

“I have gleaned somethings,” he said. “The Eagle is protected by the others, so that he can rescue them
in somefuture time, when they are dl at risk and the world hangsin the balance.”

She' d taught Tier that song in trandation, a child' s tune to teach them about the Orders. Obvioudy the
trandation that Volis had happened upon had been less careful. He made it sound asif the Eagle's
purpose as Guardian was for some single, predestined event.

Eagerly the young priest turned to Seraph and took her hands. “1 see from your face that you know
about the Eagle”

“We do not speak of the Eagle to outsiders,” said Seraph.



“But I’'m not an outsider,” he said waving an impassioned hand at the celling. “1know about Travelers,
I’ve spent my life studying them. Please, tdl me what you know of the Eagle.”

Sergph didn’t suffer fools gladly—she certainly didn’t aid and abet their stupidity. It wastimeto go
home. “1 am sorry,” she said. “1 have work awaiting me. Thank you for showing me around; the artwork
isvery good.”

“You haveto tell memore,” he caught her arm before she could leave. “Y ou don't understand. I know it
isthe Elders of the Path of the Five who must freeit.”

“Freeit?’ she asked, and that chill that had touched her upon seeing the Birds of the Ordersin asolsenti
temple strengthened, distracting her from the encroaching grip of hisarm.

“Inhiding him,” said Volis earnestly, “the Five trapped him, for his protection. ‘ Siegp on, guarded be,
until upon waking destroys and saves —"

Seraph started. That bit of poetry had no business being spoken in the mouth of asolsenti, no matter
how well he spoke Traveer. It had nothing to do with the Eagle, but . . .

“Hemust befreed,” said Valis. “And the Master of the Path has foreseen that it iswe of the Path who
will freethe Stdker.”

“The Stdker isnot the Eagle,” Seraph said involuntarily, then could have bitten off her tongue. This was
dangerous, dangerous knowledge. He was mistaken about the Eagle, about the Orders being
gods, but the Salker . . .

He turned his mad gaze to her. He must have been mad. Only amadman would spegk of freeing the
Stalker.

“Ah,” hesaid. “What do you know about the Stalker?’

“No morethanyou,” shelied.

Shefought to draw in afull breath and reminded herself that this man was asol senti, asolsenti possessed
of more knowledge that he should have—but even if he were so mistaken asto confuse the Eagle with

the Stalker, he dtill should be harmless enough.

She gave him ashort bow, Raven to stranger rather than good Rederni wife to priest, and used the
motion to break free of hisgrasp.

“I havework,” shesaid. “Thank you for your time—I’ll see myself out.”

Sheturned on her hedl and strode rapidly to the curtained entrance, waiting for him to try and stop her,
but he did not.

By the time she was on the bridge, she'd lost most of the fear that her visit with the new priest had
engendered. The Stalker was well and truly imprisoned, and not even the Shadowed, who had almost
destroyed the human race, had been ableto freeit. Asolsenti priest with ahandful of half-understood
information was not a threst—at |east not to the world asawhole, but she would still have to consider



what Valis sfancieswould mean to her and hers.

Dismissng the priest as an immediate threst |eft her with no disiraction for the burden she carried.
Though the honey jars were gone, almost a hundred weight of them, her pack carried stonesthat
weighed her soul more than her back. As soon as Seraph |eft the main road for the cover of thetrail, she
stopped and pulled out the bag of mermori and counted them. Eighty-three,

Her hand tightened on the last one until the sharp edge of the end drew blood. Hurriedly she wiped off
themermora; it was never agood thing to expose magicked things to blood. When she was certain it
was clean, she put them back in the leather bag and returned the whole bundle to her pack.

“There' snothing | can do,” she said fiercely, though there was no oneto hear her. “I don’t know
anything . I have no more ability than adozen other Ravenswho have dl failed to prevent the demise of
the Travelers. Here, in this place, | have three children who need me. There arefields to be planted and
gardensto tend and a husband to welcome me home. Thereis nothing | can do.”

But, by Lark and Raven, eighty-three. She swalowed. Maybe Tier would be home when she returned.
She needed him to be home.

Theland that Sergph and Tier farmed wasin avery smdl hanging valley, most of which wastoo rocky
to plant. They had no close neighbors. It had been virgin land when they had come there as newly
married strangers.

From the vantage point of aknoll above the valey, Sergph fought back the feding that it would dl go
back to wild within the decade—she was no farseer, just tired. She adjusted her pack and started down
thefant trail.

Trees gave way to grass and field. As soon as she started on the path above the cabin, ajoyous bark
preceded Gura as he charged up thetrail to welcome her home.

“Hello, fool dog,” she said, and herolled at her feet in rapture at her recognition of him, coating histhick
fur in goring mud.

He was huge and black, covered with hair that needed daily grooming. Tier’ d come home from town
one evening with ablack eye and afrightened, half-starved puppy with huge feet. Always collecting
strays, was her husband.

Seraph bit back tears, and shook her head at the dog. “ Come, Gura, let’s see how my lad did on his
own today.”

The huge dog lumbered to hisfeet and shook himsdlf off, doughing off the puppy antics with the mud.
He accompanied her to the cabin with solemn dignity.

With Gura swelcometo warn her family, Seraph wasn't surprised to find Lehr and Rinnie quietly
working in the cabin.

“Mal” sad her youngest in tones of utter relief. “Lehr wasso mean. Heyedlled at me when | was aready
doing what he asked meto.”



At ten, Rinnie had recently adopted the role of family arbitrator and informant—which was having the
expected resultswith her siblings. Shetook after Sergph more than anyone in the—family at leastin
looks. Rinnie was short with Seraph’ s pale hair that stood out so in Redern’ s dark population. In
temperament she more resembled her father, sharing both his calm good sense and hisflair for drama

Seraph hugged her and looked up at Lehr.

“Wefinished turning the garden,” said Lehr repressively. “And we planted agood third of it before
Rinniewhined so much | let her goinside”

“He made meworkhard, ” said Rinnie, till not giving up the hope of getting her brother in trouble.

When Rinnie stuck her tongue out at Lehr, heignored it. Last year he would have retaliated—or smiled
at her, knowing that her reaction would be worth whatever trouble he'd get in.

“Thank you, Lehr,” Seraph said, standing on her toes to kiss his cheek. “1 know it'snot an easy job to
keep thislazy girl working. | can tell by the stew on the hob and the pile of carded wooal that the both of
you came ingde and rested like the high-born.”

He laughed and hugged her. “ She was fine. We d have gotten the whole garden done, Mother, if Jes
had stuck around. He left sometime after lunch—I didn’t even seehim go.”

“l cantak to him,” she offered.

Lehr shook hishead. “No, it'sdl right. | know he doesthe best he can. It' sjust that with Papa gone, we
need him. When he can keep hismind on it, he can work as well as Papa does. Mother, the Sept’s
steward was here today.”

“Forder?’ Seraph asked, taking her cloak and hood off and hanging them on the cloak tree by the door.
“What did he want?’

“Helooked at the fields and asked if Papawas back yet. When | told him no, he said the new Sept was
demanding quarter again as much for our tithe payment this year as last—of the garden and thefields. He
sad that it' samost past timeto get the fieds plowed.”

Seraph put her pack againgt thewall. “1 know, Lehr. We ve waited aslong as we could. We' ll just have
to break ground without Tier. We can start tomorrow—no, day after tomorrow so | havetimeto look at
the harness and plow to make repairs. Don't worry about the increased tithe; Tier said to expect some
kind of increase with the new Sept.”

“Forder said the Sept had ahorse we could leasg, if we needed.”

“No.” She shook her head. When he' d left, Tier had taken the young mare they’ d bought last year,
leaving their old gelding to hisretirement. “ Skew knowsthese fields, and old as heis, he'll do the job until
Tier gets back. We can't afford to start leasing ahorse, not if the Sept is taking more of the harvest.”

Outside the door, Gura gave a howl more suited to adire wolf than adog, which was answered by a
wail both higher and wilder.

“Jesishome,” said Rinnie unnecessarily, for the door flew back on its hinges and Sergph’ s oldest child
bounded in the door.



“Mother, Mother,” he sang out. “1 found arabbit for dinner.” He held out an enormous jackrabbit,
aready gutted, beheaded, and skinned.

“Jesaphi, my love,” Sergph said. “1 am very glad that you found arabbit. But you need to shed some
mud before you comeinside.”

Of dl her children, Jeslooked the most like hisfather. Taler by ahead than Lehr, Jeswaslean and
dark. Lehr waslean, too, but he had Seraph’s pale hair. Like Tier, Jes was not handsome; his nose was
thin and too long. A deep dimple peered out of hisleft cheek, and his eyeswere dark, velvet brown.

“I’'m sorry, Mother,” he said shedding his exuberance like acoat. “1 didn’t mean to—to get muddy.”

It was Jes s voice that gave him away even to the least observant. There was something wrong in the
pitch and the singsong way he talked.

Hewasn't smple, like the cooper’ s son, but his affliction appeared very smilar and people assumed
they were the same. Sergph had seen no reason to confuse anyone but Tier with the truth.

“Not toworry.” Seraph soothed Jes with one of the light touches, which were usualy al he could bear.
“While the others set the table, you and I'll go clean you up.”

“Did | do something wrong?’ he asked anxioudy.

“No, love, comewith me.” Shetook his hand and led him outside to help him scrub off.

In the middle of the night, unable to deep, Seraph rose quietly out of her too-empty bed in the loft and
dressed. She opened atrunk and took from it alarge bag that dangled heavily from itsworn cords. The
ladder stepsweretight and let out no sound that might wake Lehr, who was alight deeper.

The pack by the door still held the boots she' d gotten Jes; she' d forgotten to give them to him. Sergph
took them out and set them to the Side. She put the bag she' d taken from her room into the pack where
the shoes had been, then quietly let hersalf out.

On the porch, Gurawatched her with glittering eyesthat hinted at wolf somewhere in his background.

“Shh,” shesaid. “ Stay and watch.”

Gura subsided and dropped his face back down on hisforepaws, jowls diding loosdly to either side.

“I'll be back soon enough,” she explained asif he'd understand. “| just can’t deep. Therearethings|
have to work out.”

Guraclosed his eyes—sulking, she knew, because she hadn’t asked him aong.

Shefollowed a path behind the cabin that led into the forest. The moon was high and her night vison
was better than most so she had little trouble finding her way.

She waked amile or so until she came to the meadow she sought. She set her pack down and opened



it.

“Eighty-three,” she said to herself, taking out the leather bag she' d gotten in town aswell asthe bag from
her trunk, “and a hundred and forty-one.”

She took one of themermori out and stuck it into the ground, point down, so it stuck up like ashort
fencepost. Shetook another out and measured it with her fingers then paced out a distance from the
second. She did the same with the third and the fourth as the moon crept across the sky.

“What do you do, Mother?’

She' d been soinvolved in themermori that she hadn’t heard him. The low, velvety voice sounded so
much like Tier’ sthat she had to swalow. Despite her excellent eyesight and the moon she couldn’t see
Jesinthe night.

“I'vetold you some stories about the Travelers,” she said, setting the lastmermora she held into the
earth, and walked back for more.

Hedidn't reply immediately. She heard no footstep, but was not surprised that he’ d followed her back
to the pack.

“Yes,” he said close enough that the warmth of his breath touched the back of her neck. Traveler-bred
though she was, the vast difference between her daytime son and this, more dangerous Jes disconcerted
her; amother should not fear her child.

“We are the descendants of the wizards who lived in Colossae long before the Shadowed came to
destroy mankind,” she said, ignoring the shiver Jes s voice had sent down her spine.

“Yes” he acknowledged, pacing beside her as she took a handful of themermori to an empty spot in
the meadow and continued to measure out distances. He was barefoot.

Only sheand Tier knew what her gentle-natured child became away from the safety of the cabin.

“Colossae was agrest city of learning, and wizards came from dl the earth to study and learn there. For
generations they gathered and learned magic and forgot wisdom, until at |ast they created the grestest evil
their hearts had ever imagined.”

She had told her children very little about the Travelers, hoping that they would all become Rederni, like
Tier. But Lehr and Rinnie carried the Travder’ slooks, and Jes carried the Traveler’ scurse.

It had occurred to her, lying awake in her bed before she' d Ieft it, that with a priest who knew too much
and garbled truth with lies, it might be agood ideato teach her children more. She' d sart tonight with
Jes.

“By thetime the wizards redlized what they had done, it was too late to undo their making, amost too
late to control it. Asit was, only agreet sacrifice could stop their creation, and Colossae was killed to
imprison the Stalker, before it could destroy theworld,” she said. “ The wizards who survived were sent
to Trave the earth and keep it free of the Stalker’ s corruption, because such evil, even bound, was not
without power. Even so great a sacrifice asacity of light and knowledge could not hold it completely,
nor keep it forever.”



“Yes” Jessaid again. Thistime she caught aglimpse of eyes glowing abit red in the night.
“What isit?’ she asked. “Isthere someone here?’

“Not now,” hesad, at last, agrowl in hisvoice that wasn't quite human. “But there have been huntersin
the forest who do not belong. They hunt for sport and that offends the forest—and they’ ve come too
near to the cabin for my liking.”

“The new Sept is supposed to be quite ahunter,” shetold him. “Some of the nobles the Sept brought
with him from Tagla stayed when he left. Isthis hunting something that you must sop?’

“No,” hereplied after amoment. “The forest king told me he will take care of these men if necessary.”
Sergph shivered alittle at the tone of her son’ svoice when he said “men”—it told her that her son, inthis
aspect at least, did not consider himsdlf one. “ Thisforest yet has the power to keep out killerswho hunt
wagefully,” hesad.

Seraph set anothermermora.

“Y ou were talking about Colossae,” he reminded her after she' d placed themermora she held and was
walking back for another handful.

“Ah, yes” She decided it was too much trouble to keep coming back so she transferred dl that were left
into the largest bag and carried that with her.

“It was decided after the wizards left and the city died, that they should meet in secret every year. But
they had truly bound the evil, and there was no great need of the wizards in those early years so the
meetings began to take place every two years, then every five.

“Themermori ”—she sorted through and held up a fragile-seemingmermora no longer than her index
finger—*were created by the wizard Hinnum and gifted to each of the wizardswho left the city. They
were passed down to the edest of each family and in the beginning it is said they numbered five hundred
and four. Until the Shadowed rose to power, some five centuries ago, eachmermora was held by alarge
clan, but when the Army of Man gathered to fight the creatures the Shadowed had gathered, Travelers
were forefront in the armies—because the Stalker, till imprisoned in Colossae, controlled the
Shadowed. More than hdf of thearmy fell that day, taking with it most of the Travelerswho fought
there”

“Y ou never told me that before—that the Shadowed was caused by the thing the wizards bound in
Colossee”

She amiled alittle grimly, “1t’ s not something that we talk about openly. If people knew that we
Travelers held oursalves responsible for the Shadowed, they’ d make certain we suffered for it. Even
some of the clans claimed there was no connection between the two—or that the Shadowed wasthe
St ker itself and that we should be freed of our tasks.”

She set anothermermora into the ground. “I remember adiscussion a the last Gather | went to. One of
the Clan Fathers proposed that we quit searching out evil. He said thingslike, ‘We destroyed the
Shadow, completed the tasks the Old Ones gave us. We should settle while thereis still good land
unclaimed.” Then my father sood up and said, ‘ Arrogance has aways been the Traveler’ sBane. The
Shadowed was not the Stalker, but merely aman corrupted by it. My grandfather had this story through
his line. When the Raven who faced the Shadowed and reduced him to ashesreturned to hiscircle, he



told them that the creature he' d killed had never touched the stones of Colossae. We fought true evil on
that day, but our task remains.” ”

Seraph laughed alittle at the memory. “ My father was a showman. He didn’t wait for the debate that
followed, but excused himsdf to histent and would spesk no more about it. My grandfather dways said
that if you don’t argue, you can’t be proved wrong.”

“So your father was the only reason the Travelerskept Traveling?’

Sergph shook her head. “No—it wouldn’'t have worked if they’ d redly wanted to settle down. It was
hard enough for meto stay here—and | would have followed your father through the Shadowed' s Realm
if I'd had to. Staying was more difficult. Travelersarewdl named.”

Jesfollowed her slently as she began her task again. Jeswas good at silence.

“I remember going to two Gathers asachild,” she said, taking out anothermermora and setting it
upright. “ There were two hundred and thirtymermori held by just over two hundred clans at the first one.
| can remember my mother fretting about how few there were. She died before | went to the second
Gather, when | was thirteen. There were fewer than two hundred then—and many clans carried more
than one”

Thelargestmermora she had saved for last, having left an extensve corner of the meadow for it. “The
mermori were too dangerousto alow them to exist without safeguards, so Hinnum spelled them so thét,
eventualy, they would find their way into the hands of the eldest of the closest rdlatives of those who had
died and left themermori logt.”

“Mother,” said Jes, after abit. “There are two hundred twenty-fourmermori here.”

“I' know,” she whispered. “I’ ve been acquiring them afew a atime since | married your father. Today |
bought eighty-three from atinker.”

“Eighty-three,” he said, startled into losing, for amoment, the aura of danger he carried. “How did you
pay for them? They are solid silver and worth more than—"

“People don't dways seethat they are silver,” she said, trying to pace off the areafor the largest of them
agai n—she kept losing count. “ Sometimes they appear to beiron or even wood. Most people didike
them on sight. | paid six coppersfor them, and the merchant | bought them from will shortly forget
exactly what it was| bought, except that he came out ahead on the dedl.”

“Ah,” he said and walked beside her for awhile, gradudly blending into the darkness until she couldn’t
seehimiif shelooked straight on.

She caught glimpses of him sometimes when she wasn't quite looking. Sometimes she saw aman who
looked like her hushand, but more dangerous. At others she saw adark animal that prowled on four legs.
Sometimesif she turned her head and looked at him directly for too long, he disappeared into the night. It
was only illusion, she knew, though he could take on shapes of animasif he chose. But illuson or nat, it
was disconcerting.

“What do they do?’ he asked finally.

She st thelast onein. “1I'll show you. Come with me.”



The meadow was set on arise and she took her son to the highest point. She had never done thiswith
S0 many before. At the Gathers, the eldersfrom all the familieswould stand in acircle and chant together.

She held out both hands and shouted imperioudy,“ | shavan shee davenadre hovena Hinnumadraun.”

It had been s0 long since she d alowed hersdf this much magic. Shedid only alittle magic now and
then—when they planted their crops, and when she warded the farm to keep the more dangerous
cregtures of the mountains away.

Even after solong, it came eagerly to her cal, thrumming from her bonesto the earth, reverberating
through the dirt, rotting vegetation, and newborn sprigs of grass.

Jeslet out a startled snarl asthe meadow lit up with the windows of two hundred and twenty-four
houses. Some were smdler than their cabin, but most were aslarge asthe largest of the housesin
Redern. By chance she'd put two in such away that they blended into each other, sharing awall—it
looked so right that Seraph wondered if the houses might have stood in just such ardative location in
Colossee. In the very corner of the meadow stood asmall castle. The architecture of the houses was
distinctly foreign, the windows open and rounded, the roofs covered with some kind of green pottery
tiles

“It'sdl right,” she reassured Jes, though her eyeswere held by the castle. “They aredl illuson. The
wizards could take only the most necessary of articles because they could not risk giving warning to the
enemy before they fled. They couldn’t take any of their libraries—So Hinnum created themer mori,
which remember the homes of the wizards asthey stood in Colossae so long ago. Come with me.”

Sheled her son to one of the smaller ones, a brick-faced home no bigger than Alinath' s bakery, though
much more gracile. Ebony wood doors were worn near the latch, giving testimony of the age of the
building. “Thiswas themermora my father carried from hisfather. It belonged to Isolda the Silent, who
died when they sedled the city.” Sergph pulled the door latch, felt the metal cool againgt her fingers. The
door opened with a soft groan, and she stepped inside.

“Illusion?’ Jes questioned, stepping in beside her. Thelight from Isolda s oil lamps showed ayoung man
rather than abeast. “I can smell oil and herbs—some | know, like anise, henbane, but there are many |
can'tidentify.”

“Hinnumwasavery gredt illusonist. Legend says hewas four hundred years old when the city fdl,” she
sad, trailing her fingers over the familiar shawl that hung neetly on the back of achair asif it only waited
for Isoldato return from some errand.

“But dl that thisis, isilluson.” Sheturned to her son. “If it israining outside and you comein, you will
not fed the rain—but when you walk out you will be wet. If you are freezing to deaeth and comein, you'll
fed warm and till diefrom the cold.”

“How long ago did the city die?’ asked Jes, touching a carved table.

For amoment Seraph allowed herself to see the house anew, recognizing how aien it appeared to him.
Perhaps alord’ s house would be furnished with wooden tables and shelves polished like the surface of a
windlesslake, but no dwelling in Redern held such treasures.

“I’'m not certain,” shereplied. “It was|long before the Shadowed came to rule—and that was about Six



hundred years ago if the stories crediting him with ahundred-year reign are correct. Colossae was acity
with over amillion people, three timesthe Sze of Taela, and only the Travelersremember its name.”

“Wheredidit lie?’
“I don’'t know,” answered Seraph. “It doesn’'t matter. The city is protected against intruders.”
13 I§’

“Asfar as| know the city is ill there—if it weren't, the Stalker would be free. The people died dong
with the less tangible things that make up a community and the bones of the city sedl the Stalker’ s prison.

Jes turned from where he was examining one of the walls, which had amura depicting aforest scene. “If
thisisal illuson, then why were the ancient wizards so concerned about themermori? ”

Seraph smiled and headed through a narrow doorway. The room beyond was twice as big asthefirst
room and the walls were lined with shelves of books.

“Thisiswhat they tried to save—within these buildingsisal that they knew of magic. But many of the
languages the books are written in werelot. | know only four or five. My father knew more—and | fear
they arelogt with him, and with the others who are gone, because | hold dmost haf themermori that
were made.”

CHAPTER 4

“Go catch somefish for dinner, you two.” Sergph made shooing motionsat Lehr and Rinnie. “I’ll take
care of the breakfast dishes and getting the plowing equipment ready. There'll be work enough for usdl
in the coming weeks, and we've but little salt meet left. | for onewill be glad of someriver trout. Y ou two
pack alunch and catch what you can.”

“What about the stew we made with Jes srabbit yesterday, Mother?” said Lehr. “There s plenty I€ft.
Checking the harnesswon't take al day; we should get started on the fields as soon aswe can.”

“Tomorrow is soon enough for plowing,” Seraph replied firmly. “ Guraate the last of the stew this
morning.” Or he would as soon as she fed it to him. She needed time and quiet to think.

“Papawould not leave you unprotected,” said Lehr, clearly torn between duty and pleasure.

Rinnietugged at hisdeeve. “| think Gurais enough to scare off anyone—you know how heiswith
srangers. And how often do people come here?’

Lehr clenched hisjaw. “1 haven't seen Jesthismorning,” he said.

“He spent the night in thewoods,” Seraph replied. “1 expect he'll be back thisevening. If you see him,
you might tell him I’ m baking bread today.”

“He' Il be homethen for sure,” said Rinnie. She’ d dready collected cheese and crackersin acloth and
was busy tying it together. “Comeon, Lehr. If we don’t get out soon, thefishwon't bite.”

Hisresolve broke. He kissed Seraph on the forehead, grabbed his sister’ s arm, and made for the barn,



wherethey stored the fishing gear.

Sergph smiled after them and turned back to wash up after breskfast and begin mixing dough for bread.

“Aren’'t we going to theriver?” asked Rinnig, lifting her skirtsto scramble up arise behind Lehr. It
was't often that she got to join in on fishing expeditions. Usually it wasjust Lehr, or sometimes Lehr and
Jes. When she went, she had to go with Papaand Mother.

“Not firdt. | thought we' d try the creek. Jes showed me agood place where he says the trout like to sun.
| haven't tried it yet, but—"

“But if Jessaysit’sgood, we're sure to catch something,” replied Rinnie happily.

The soft leather sole of her shoe skidded on arock, and Lehr turned and caught her shoulder to steady
her before shefell.

“Bealittlemore careful,” Lehr said sternly. “The rocks are still wet with snow runoff here. | don’t want
to bring you back with too much damage.”

Rinnie made aface at him behind his back then paid strict attention to her feet so hewouldn’t haveto
help her again. He wasn't abad older brother—if he'd just quit trying to be Papa.

Rinnie watched her brother’ s back as he navigated the zigzag route through old downed trees. Hard
musclefilled last year’ s shirt and stretched the shoulders taut. HE' d need a new shirt soon. She sighed;
she knew who would get to sew that shirt. Mother could sew, but she didn’t likeit.

She wondered when they’ d meet up with Jes. She' d never gone out in the woods without him that he'd
not come upon her sooner or later. Lehr liked to say it was the most dependable thing about Jes.

Jesworked hard, but he was as apt as not to leave the plow in the middle of thefield, horseand dl, if
the whim took him. He was aways worse in the springtime. Papa said it was because the winter snows
kept him too confined. By midsummer Jeswould cut down histreksto once a g nnight or o, rather than
every day. Last year at harvest he' d worked amost the whole time.

Ahead of her, Lehr turned off the deer trail they’ d been following and started down the steep Sdeinto a
ravine and began skidding downhill. About hafway down he had to dow and pick hisway through the
underbrush that lined most of the lower ground. The branches caught at Rinni€ s skirts until shefell some
distance behind Lehr, who was dready off the dope and starting up the valley. Shetried to hurry and
ended up with her hair tangled around the thorns of awild rose.

“Wait up,” she caled, and began working the errant strand free with impatient jerks that did as much to
worsen the mess asto free her.

“Wait up?’ said an interested male voice from the ridge opposite the one she and L ehr had traveled to
Oet here.

She jerked her gaze up to see Storne, the miller’ s son, with a couple of the boys he ran with peering
down at her. Papa dways said that the miller gave Stornetoo little to do. Leave ayoung man without a
task, and he' || make mischief instead, he'd said.



Then Papa d looked at her and told her to stay away from Storne when he had other boys with him, no
matter how polite he was when they met at the mill, for aboy out to impresshisfriendswill do things he
wouldn’t do on his own. The boys Storne had with him today were no prizes. Olbeck, the seward’ s son,
and L ukeeth, whose father was one of the wedlthier merchants from town.

Rinnie drew the knife out of her belt sheath and cut her hair, stepping out of the bushes. She made no
move to leave, because you never run from predators. The knife she kept in her hand asif she'd

forgotten about it.

“Rinnie?’ Lehr caled impatiently. He must not have heard Storne, who' d spoken no louder than he had
to.

“Here” shecdled.

She didn’'t want to start trouble by implying that she was worried about Storne and the boyswho
watched her o shedidn’t say anything more, but something in her voice must have derted Lehr because
he came crashing through the trees at arun. His eyesroved over the strands of hair dangling from the
rose bush and traveled uphill to Storne and hisfriends.

“Should havetied your hair up,” he snapped.
Rdief gave way to hurt that he would criticize her in front of such an audience.
“Wadl, if itain't thelittle Traveler boy,” said Lukeeth, doe-eyed and dightly taller than Storne.

“Doesyour father know you walked out on your tutor again?’ replied Lehr with such mildnessthat
Rinnie' s jaw wanted to drop, especialy after the nasty way he’ d blamed this on her. Lehr had Mother’s
quick temper and over the last couple of years, “boy” had become an epithet.

“My tutor wouldn’t dare tell him,” Lukeeth laughed. “Then I d tdll Father what the Silly asskeepsin his
water flask and he' d be out like the last one. That your little sster? Another Traveler’ shrat, just like

you.”
“Pretty thing,” said Olbeck casudly.

Rinnie began to get redly worried. Lehr was tough; her father had taught him afew tricks, and her as
well for that matter. But Olbeck was dmost afoot taller than Storne—who was as big as Lehr—and he
didn’t have that soft look that most of the village boys had. She couldn’t read histone, but it sent the

other boys off into laughter that sounded more predatory than happy.

“I’d heard you’ d taken to running with scavengers, Storne,” chided Lehr before turning to the ringleader.
“Olbeck, | thought you' d decided to stay out of the woods after you ran into Jesthat time last fall.”

A flush rosein Olbeck’ s face. L ukeeth snickered but subsided when Olbeck glanced a him.

“Predators, not scavengers,” said Olbeck. “Y ou're just disappointed that Storne decided he' d rather
hunt with the wolves than graze with sheep like you, Traveler’ sbrat,” he sneered. “ Asfor your
brother—if I'd redlized hewas crazy I'd have just dit histhroat that day, amercy killing, likeI’d do to

any other poor beast.”



Until Olbeck’ swords reminded her, Rinnie’ d most forgotten that Storne and L ehr had once been best
friends. But something had happened severa years ago, Lehr wouldn't say what, and he' d even quit
going with Papato themill.

“I'll tell Jesyou'd liketo meet him again,” said Lehr pleasantly. “1I'll relay your exact wordsto him. I'm
sure he'll beimpressed—since you' ve never so much as gutted acow. Rinnie, why don’t you go home
and let ustak ahit.”

“No, Rinnie,” said Olbeck. He smiled at her, 1 think you' d better just stay there. The two of us can
have aconversation after we' vefinished . . .conversing with your brother.”

Lehr turned to her and whispered, “Run, Rinnie, now. Don’t stop until you get home.”

Knowing that without her there, the other boyswouldn't be asinterested in fighting, she fled back up the
hill asfast as she could without looking back, the smadl knife cold in her fist. Home wasn't so far away. If
she could get within hearing distance she could call Gura. Even agrown man would think twice before
taking on the big dog.

She heard the dull thud of fist on flesh before she topped the ravine. But she couldn’t worry about the
fight now because at least one of them had gotten past Lehr and wastrailing her up the side of theridge.
She could hear him crashing through the brush like an ox.

When she reached the trail and her footing was more certain she glanced back and saw that it was
Olbeck who' d taken up the chase, and she stretched out to run asfast as she ever had.

With Olbeck following her, Lehr had a chance. Storne was the only one of the boys who had enough
muscleto give Lehr ared fight. Her brother was tough as an old wolf; he' d use therough terrain to his
advantage.

Thetrail’ s upward dope robbed her legs of speed and her chest of breath, but she didn’t dare dow
down. Her eyeswere focused firmly on the ground in front of her. When someone reached out and
snagged her off her feet she thought it was Olbeck.

She kicked him once, before sheredlized it was Jes and stilled, gasping for breath. He set her down
gently, the expression on hisface different than she' d ever seenit. She didn’t have time to understand
what the difference was before he stepped in front of her and turned his attention to Olbeck.

“Thought | told you stay out of my woods,” said Jes, only it didn’t sound like Jes at all. Menace clung to
his voice and promise. Thefamiliar sngsong softnesswas gone asif it had never been.

“Thesearen’t your woods,” said Olbeck, who' d stopped afew lengths down thetrail, though he didn’t
sound intimidated. “My father is steward for the Sept. If these are anyone’ swoods, they are mine.”

Safe behind Jes, she couldn’t see the expression on hisface, but Olbeck blanched.
“Run, boy,” purred Jes. “ See if you can outrun your nightmares.”

Rinnietried to step around Jes s shoulder, but he stepped sideways, keeping her behind him. Showing
the whites of his eyeslike a spooked horse, Olbeck turned and ran.

“There redill two fighting Lehr,” Rinnie rasped and then threw up.



It was messy and nasty, as she had to gasp for air between convulsions. Jes gathered her hair out of the
way and waited for her to finish.

“Rantoofast,” hesad. “Lehr’ sdown that way?’

She spat to clear the taste out of her mouth. “Y es. Toward the fishing hole you showed himin the
creek,” shesad. “It's Storne and Lukeseth.”

Jes|looked at her, and the oddness was still there—a sharpness she wasn't used to seeing. “All right,
now?’

“Yes” shesaid.

He nodded and took off at ajog. It took her amoment to recover her breath. As soon as she knew she
wasn't going to be sick again, she scrambled to her feet and headed down after Jes. Somehow with Jes
there she wasn't afraid of the village-boys anymore. She wouldn’t have thought that Jes, of al people,
could make her fed sife.

Going down thetrail was less demanding than her run up it had been. She made it to the place where
Lehr had origindly |left thetrail just as Jes wasfinishing a controlled dide to the bottom.

Rinnie looked down, hdf-afraid of what she' d see. But Lehr was safe. He held Storne in some sort of
mysterious wrestling hold, and Lukeeth was lying unconscious nearby with blood running from his nose.

“IsRinniedl right, Jes?’ sad Léehr.

“Fine,” answered Rinniefor hersalf. “ Jes scared Olbeck. From the expression | saw on Olbeck’ sfacel
bet he won't leave his house for aweek.”

“Good,” grunted Lehr as he held on while Storne struggled with renewed energy. He waited until the
other boy was Hill. “Y ou drink too much,” Lehr said calmly, “and you think too little. Just because
Olbeck’ sfather isthe steward doesn’t make him invulnerable or someone you should listen to—you're
smarter than that. And to try and”—he paused and looked at Rinnie for an instant before changing what
he was going to say. “Y ou heard Olbeck. He likesto ‘ have conversations' with children now? My sster
isten yearsold, Storne. Y ou are better than that.”

It was strange hearing L ehr lecture someone el se besides her or Jes. She could see that Storne felt that
quiet voice cut through his skin, too.

Lehr stepped back and let Storne up. The miller’ s son brushed off his clothes and, with awary look at
Jes, turned to leave.

“Aren’'t you forgetting Lukeeth? If you leave him here he might never find hisway out of theforest,” Lehr
sad.

Storne hefted the other boy across his shoulders without aword, and started up the hill.

“Y ou take care of your friends, | remember that,” said Lehr softly. “But the question is, would they have
taken care of you? Olbeck |eft you to us.”



Storne spun around, almost overbaancing. “ At least they can keep their tongues from wagging too
fredy. Unlike some | know.”

“Y ou idiotswere going to get yoursalveskilled,” said Lehr explosively, asif it was something he' d kept
bottled for too long. “ Swimming at night isafool’ s game—and there are thingsin the river—"

“Things.” Storne spat on the ground. “ So you went whining to your father who ran to tell mine. Let me
tell you something, Traveler’ sbrat. Y ou don't know haf what you think you do. Y ou' d better just stay
out of my way.”

Jes put hishand on Lehr’ s shoulder, but no one said anything until Storne was at the top of theridge.

“Isthat why you aren't friends anymore?’ asked Rinnie. “Y ou told Pgpa they were going to go
svimmingintheriver a night?’

Lehr shrugged. “ That was the excuse. But Storne' sfriends didn’t like that he ran around with a
Traveler’ s brat. He would have dropped me sooner or later.”

“Storne traded you for Olbeck?’ she said, knowing how much it hurt him. She knew exactly how much
it hurt; there were girlsin town who wouldn’t talk to her because Mother wasa Traveler. “Heis stupider
than | thought.”

“They are dangerousin apack,” said Jes. “If Rinnie had been alone. . .”

Lehr gave ajerky nod. “When Papa gets back, I’ll talk to him about this. He' Il know what to do to see
that they don’t hurt anyone.” He reached up to pat Jes's hand, which was still on his shoulder. “Let’sgo
home” hesad.

Jesreleased hishold and picked up the fishing rods that lay scattered about on the ground where Lehr
had dropped them. “Fishing' s <till good,” he said.

Rinnie looked at him, but the air of danger that had surrounded him was gone, and he looked and
sounded as he dways did except for acertain lingering crispnessto hisvoice.

Lehr touched his reddened cheekbone tenderly. “I suppose they’ |l not bother us anymore. Mother will
be safe enough with Gura.” Hetook acloselook at Rinnie. “Y ou look pae.”

Rinniesmiled a him and tried to look lesspale. “I’mfine. Ma s counting on afish for dinner. Y ou dways
bring one back; she won't have anything else ready.”

So they went down to the creek and fished.

Sergph heaved asigh of relief. The harness collar that fit Skew had been neglected, but the leather was
only very dry, not cracked. If it had cracked they’ d have had to wait until Tier got back with Frost
before starting the plowing.

She oiled the collar carefully until the lesther was butter-supple under her fingers. Then sheturned her
attention to the harness. She untied the leather strings that kept it together and oiled each piece as she
went, carefully organizing the straps on the freshly swept floor of the tack room so she could put the



harness back together when shefinished. Broken down, the harness |ooked like random scraps of
leather.

Thefirst time she and Tier had taken it apart and oiled it, she thought they’ d never get it back together
correctly. Even Tier had been al but ssumped. A grin pulled at the corners of her mouth when she
remembered the ook on hisface when she'd called himin for help. Maybe if he had been the onewho'd
taken it gpart he' d have stood a better chance. They' d finally taken Skew out and put the harness back
together on him one strap at atime.

From hisloose box in the stable, Skew snorted at her. He was frustrated that one of his people was near
enough to see, but not near enough to give him the attention that was his due.

“Do you remember thelook on the steward’ s face that first year when he came and saw the furrows
we' d plowed?” Not the current steward, but his uncle, who had been akind man. “No two lines
anywhere near straight. None of us had ever plowed afield before.”

The steward had come by the next morning and worked side by side with Tier for the whole day. He' d
made a point of stopping by now and again throughout the season to lend a hand and dispense a bit of
advice.

Skew wickered a soft entreaty at her, so Seraph set down the cropper and wiped her hands off on her
skirts before rubbing Skew’ sface. The dark oil would clean off of her skirts better than it came off of
Skew’ swhite patches.

“How the old steward hated seeing you in that plow harness,” shetold the old gelding. “He offered to
buy you from us, did you know? Offered two horses trained for farm work because he thought it
disgraceful that a gentleman of your breeding should pull aplow. Tier said that agood soldier hateswar,
and you were agood soldier so farming would be dl right with you.”

She rubbed theridge just in front of Skew’ s ear and smiled when hetilted his head sdeways and closed
hiseyein pleasure. “Y ou didn’t mind the plow anymore than you minded pulling my wagon, did you?’
She smiled again. “ Tier saysthe best warhorseis onewho'll do what he’ s asked.”

Skew rubbed his head against her, knocking her back a step.

“So what do you think?" Seraph asked softly. “Am | seeing problemsthat don’t exist? How much of a
threat isone misguided priext? If | tell my children what they are, it' [l change them forever.”

“| should have told them along time ago,” she whispered. “Tier told meto. But they deserved achance
a . .. innocence.”

She closed her eyes and rested her face against the old horse' s neck, breathing in the sweat-straw scent
of hisskin. “I think it' stime, though, old friend.”

She stepped away. “ They need to know what they are. | have no right to keep it from them, and the
priest isagood excuse.” She nodded her head briskly. “Thank you. Y our advice is aways correct.”

She finished the harness, ingpected the plow and found no significant damage from itswinter in the barn,
then returned to the cabin and started shaping her risen dough for loaves, putting some aside for fry bread
as an after-dinner treat. She' d just taken the loaf of bread out to cool when Jes, Lehr, and Rinnie camein
the door with three fat trout, cleaned and ready to cook.



Sergph took agood long look at the bruise on Lehr’ sface, theripsin Rinni€' s clothing and the place
where her hair had been hacked short. Only then did she take the fish Lehr held out to her.

“Jesand I'll set up the smoker and we' Il smoke thesetwo,” Lehr said hastily and retreated outside with
his brother.

With hard-won forbearance, Seraph set the trout on abaking tile, sdted it, and filled the body cavity
with onions and herbs. After wrapping it tightly in leaves, she used the pedl to set thetile on the cod's of
the fire below the oven. She put the tool where it belonged, dusted off her hands, and turned to her
daughter.

“Now,” she said. “Just what happened today?”

Rinnietook awashing rag and began to clean the table. “We ran into alittle trouble with Storne and his
friends—Olbeck, the steward’ s son, and Lukeeth. | got caught up in somethornsand | had to cut my
hair to get untangled. But Jes showed up and the other boys took off.

“Mother,” Rinnie said, taring unnecessarily hard at the surface she was cleaning. “ There was something
odd about Jes. | mean, he didn’t doanything and Olbeck took off like astartled foolhen. Has Jes ever
hurt anyone?’

Seraph took off her apron and rubbed her cheeks, hot from the work with the ovens. It wasindeed time
for afew truths, she thought, but not right now.

She gave Rinnie part of thetruth. “For dl that our Jesis different, he's strong and accurate with his
fists—your Papa saw to that. Olbeck came out poorly in an encounter with Jes not too long ago.”

After dinner,thought Sergph.We'll talk after dinner.

“Thisisasgood as anything you' d find on the Emperor’ stable,” declared Rinnie, finishing the last of her
fish.

“Thanksto the fearlessfishing folk,” agreed Seragph, aready up and tidying.

She'd tried so long to let her children fit in with thelife of the village, and had hoped they’ d be happy
here, free of the never-ending quest to protect people who feared and hated the Travelers more than the
thingsthe Travelersfought. Tonight that innocence would be over—but it wasn't fair to keep their truths
as her secrets either.

“Rinnie,” Sergph said, abruptly impatient to talk. “ Get the basket of fry bread with ajar of honey. | think
we' |l take awalk and find agood placeto talk.”

“It’'ll be dark soon,” said Jes, sounding subdued.
Sergph gave him agtraight look. “I think that might be just what is needed. | have some things to discuss

with you al that will be easier to do in the meadow above the farm—and afew of those thingswill be
more believablein the darkness of the forest than they will here.”



“Mother—" began Lehr, but Seraph shook her head at him. “Not now. Let’ stakeawalk.”

Jeswas right; by the time they got to the meadow the sun had sunk behind the mountains. There was ill
plenty of light, but Seraph was glad of her warm cloak in the evening chill.

At her direction, her children sat in arough semicircle and divided the fry bread, consumingiit like
voracious wolves, even Lehr. Sweets were not acommon treat for any of them.

“I haven't told you much about my family,” Sergph began abruptly.

“They were Travelers,” said Rinnie. “ Everyone but your youngest brother, Ushireh, died of plague
brought by a Traveler they took in for the night. And when Ushireh was killed, Papa rescued you when
you were alittle younger than Lehr and Jes.And you blew up the bakery and Papa said you were
married to each other before you really were to save you again.And | know about the Wizard Ancestors,
too. They called up the Stalker and then killed everyone who lived in the city to containit. But it didn’t
work aswdll asthey’ d hoped. So from that time until thisthe Travelers have had to fight the evil that
leaksfrom the city.”

Sergph laughed. “Right. But thereismoreto tell you.” Shelooked at each of her childrenin turn.
“Undergtand that thiswas my decision, not Tier's. | didn’t want you to know about my folk. | wanted
youto fit in with your father’ s people, but . . . there are things that you need to know.”

Shetook a deep breath. “ Y ou know | an amage.”

“But you don’tdo any magic, Ma” said Rinnie suddenly in tones of complaint. “ Aunt Alinath says that
there are no such things as mages, just people who are good at making others see magic in ordinary
deight of hand.”

Jes began to laugh. It wasn’t hisusua full-throated, joyful laugh, but something low and unamused.

Rinnie looked up a him and shifted alittle awvay from him.

“Jes, it'snot her fault,” Sergph chided gently beforelooking a Rinnie. “I'm afraid your aunt is
wrong—and she knows better, too. She was there when | blew up the bakery—your father was there as
well. And despite what you' ve heard, not all Travelers are mages, nor are dl mages Travelers”

“Remember the stories Papatold us sometimes, Rinnie,” said Lehr, “ about the magesin the army?’

“Right,” agreed Sergph. “But | am aspecid kind of mage—aRaven.”

The cool power did over Sergph’sskin likealover's caress as shelit amage fire in the pam of her
hand. When the magic stabilized she took Lehr’shand and put the light in his pam whereit flickered
chearfully.

“Let metdl the sory from the beginning,” Seraph said. “ There once was agreet city of wizardswho
were arrogant in their power. In the blindness of pride, they caled into being the Stalker, agreet evil. To

contain that evil they sacrificed the entire city, al of the non-wizard residents of the city, man, woman,
and child—including their own wives, husbands, and children.”



Shetook a deep breath and closed her eyes, trying to hear the cadence of her father’ svoice so that she
didn’t leave anything out. “When the wizards sacrificed their city to bind the Stalker, the cost of the magic
they wrought killed al but afew of the most powerful mages and most of the very weakest. The survivors
had virtualy nothing but the clothes on their back. At firgt, they thought that would be enough, but the
world is not kind to a people who have no place. Asthe years passed and the people dwindled, the
remnants of the wizards of Colossae discussed what could be done.”

She amiled abit grimly. “Arrogant in their knowledge and power, even with their city sealed in desth
behind them, the wizards till meddled where they would. The Stalker was caged, but astime passed the
bars of that cage would loosen. The wizards decided that their descendants, not having Colossae to
nourish and educate them, would not be able to stand against the thing they had crested, so it was
decided to change their children and give them powers less dependent upon learning. They created the
Orders”

“I’'mamage,” shesad. “There are other Traveler mages who are much like the Emperor’ s mages who
helped Tier fight against the Fahlar. But | bear the Raven’ s Order. | don't need complex spdlls, | don't
need to steal power as other mages do. | can do things that have not been written in abook and
memorized. But the Raven isonly one of six Orders bestowed upon Travelers.”

Jes had withdrawn from the family until hisface was hidden from the light of magefire. Sergph roseto her
knees and stretched until she could touch hisarm lightly.

“Peace, Jes,” shesaid. “It'snot just you—and I'm sorry | let you think it was. Y our gift isjust more
difficult to hide”

Jes s gift was so terrible that there had been nothing she could do to shield him as she had the other
children,

When he settled reluctantly where he was, she sat back down and said, “I am Raven. But there are dso
Bard, Hedler, Hunter, Weather Witch, and Guardian. But, like Mage, we call the Orders by the birds
who are symbalic to each Order because it isless confusing. Ordinary wizards are dso called mages, but
Raven dways meansthe Order of Mage. The other five Orders are thus: Bard is Owl; Hedler isLark;
Hunter is Falcon; Weather Witch is Cormorant; and Guardian isEagle.”

She watched them closely, but they seemed to be following her words so she continued. “My father told
me that once the Orders were far more common. Among my clan, in my generation only three of uswere
Order-bound, Raven, Eagle, and Falcon. Other clansfared lesswell—and | knew of only one Lark il
livingwhen | |eft the clans, and shewas very old.”

Sergph drew abreath and wondered how to say this next part. “Imagine my surprise, then, when all of
you were born into Orders.”

Lehr passed the light across the basket of fry bread to Rinnie and rubbed his hands on histhighs. “But
there’ s nothing different about any of us,” he said. “Except Jes. And his oddities are surely nothing that
would have served the purposes of the Travelers.”

“Nothing different about you? |sn’t there?’ asked Seraph softly. “Have you ever come back from ahunt
without game, Lehr? Have you ever been lost, my Falcon?’

He stared at her scarcely breathing. “ Father taught me how to track, and to remember thingsso |
wouldn’'t get logt,” hesaid tightly.



“Did he?' shesad. “That’ s not what hetold me.”

“What am |, Mother?” asked Rinnie eagerly, staring into the light she hdd. “ Can | make alight like this?’

Seraph smiled. “No. Y ou are Cormorant—Weather Witch. Not everyone knowswhen astormis
coming, Rinnie”

“What about Jesand Papa. . . and Aunt Alinath?’ asked Rinnie eagerly. “Lehr is Falcon, and that
makes him a hunter, right? What do Falcons and Cormorants get to do if they can’t build fires?’

“Pagpaand Aunt Alinath aren’'t Travelers,” said Lehr.
“We re only hdf, and we have Orders,” Rinnie defended hersdf hotly.

Seraph held up her hand. “Hold amoment. Let’s see. Uhm. Yes. Lehr isright, the Orders belong only to
Travelers. Or that' swhat | dways thought until 1 met your Papa. Tier is Owl—that meansBard. I’ ve
thought about it alot over the years, but the only explanation | haveisthis: the old Raven who was my
teacher told me that the Orders cannot be bred for as we breed for certain traitsin horses. They attach to
someone suitable to their purposes at the moment of birth.” She smiled to hersdlf. Her old teacher,

Arvage, would have been outraged at the mere suggestion that an Order would attach itself to someone
outsdethe Traveler clans.

She cleared her throat and continued, “In the Traveling clans, the Owl is responsible for keeping the
history of the clans because one of their talentsisfor memory. But the Owl holds music, too—and music
has always been apart of Tier.

“Y ou had some more questions.” Seraph clucked her tongue to her teeth as she checked her memory.
“Fdconstrack and have some &ffinity for wegponry. Cormorants can predict—and, if they are careful,
control the westher. There are more things, but | don’t know them al. Some things vary from person to
person; these things you will haveto discover for yourself. Others’—she shrugged—" we might eventudly
have to find someone to teach you.”

“What about Aunt Alinath?’ Rinnie asked again.

“Your aunt is exactly what she appears—asolsenti baker.”

“What doessolsenti mean?” asked Jes abruptly.

“Stupid people,” said Rinniewith smug wisdom. “ Especialy Aunt Alinath.”

Sergph said, “Quit snickering, Lehr. In Traveler’ s speechsol senti means someone who'sblind or

crippled, but most of us useit to refer to anyone who is not of Traveler blood. Now, what else did you
ak, Rinnie?’

“Jes” sad Rinnie.
“Jesis Guardian.”

“And Guardian isfurthest from human,” Jes broke in bitterly. “They took the spirit of ademon and
bound it to their will. Inthe night | am this.” He stood up and let his cloak fal so he stood before them dl,



revealed in thelight Rinnie held. For amoment he was as human seeming as any of them, but then his
shape flowed and darkened. A panther the size of Gurastood before them, his eyes gold flecked with an
edritch light.

It was the speed of the change that Sergph used to gauge whether what she saw wasillusion or redl.
Thistime she was pretty certain the panther was solid and not created of her fears.

“The Guardian isthe caretaker of the clan,” said Seraph camly. “Where danger threatens, in the forests,
in the darkness, he adapts to protect us. No magic works on him except his own. In the daytime—and

I’ m not talking about just when the sun is up, but in safety—the Guardian deeps, taking part of Jeswith
him.”

Rinnie gave the light back to Lehr and walked al the way around Jes with wide eyes. Seraph could see
her son cringe under that steady gaze, though he moved not a hair—but she had more confidencein
Rinniethan Jesdid.

“You're beautiful,” said her daughter in awe, reaching out to touch the grey-black coat.

L ehr watched the cat narrowly, then laughed. “What, did you expect us all to shriek and run away, Jes?
No oneraised around Aunt Alinath could be afraid of amere demon.”

“I don't get to turn into apanther either?’ asked Rinnie plaintively as she sat down next to Jes.
“No, only Jes,” replied Seraph.

Lehr frowned. “If I’d known about this, | wouldn’t have gotten so mad at you when you took off for the
forest dl thetime,” he said to Jes. “1 suspect it'll take afew daysfor dl of usto understand what

Mother’ stold ustonight.” He paused, then said the important thing. “1 think you need to know that I'm
glad you are my brother, day or night.”

“Don’'t | even get fangs?’ asked Rinnie.

The cat let out ahuff of laughter and shifted back into amore familiar form. “No, Rinnie. No fangsfor
you.” Hereached over and ruffled her hair. “But don't worry. If you want me to bite someone for you, |
will.”

Jes settled back on hishedls, though he didn’t relax enough to sit. “Papatold me | should tell dl of you,
but | didn’t want to. | didn’t want you to be afraid of me.”

Sergph frowned a him, “'Y ou know better than that,” she said. “No matter what they redlly think,
they’regoing to bealittle afraid.” Turning to the rest of them she explained, “Dread is one of the gifts of
the Guardian. If he wantsto, he can panic horses or wild game. But just hisvery presence will make
people nervous. It' s not that you are afraid of him, but that he triggers your fears.”

Sergph smiled at a sudden clear memory. “My oldest brother was Guardian,” she said. “Hehad a
wicked sense of humor. He used to stalk people through the forest. They’ d arrive a our camp panting in
fear and trying not to show it, because there had been nothing to be afraid of. My grandfather used to
scold him so.” She shook her head in amusement at the memory of the bent old man shaking hisfinger a
her brother, so fierce and large. He could have broken the old man with asingle blow, but instead he' d
stand there, head bowed as his grandfather chastised him—and afew weeks later another terrified
wanderer would approach their camp.



“That' swhy Olbeck ran,” said Rinnie. “ Jesredly did frighten him away.”

Seraph nodded. “If it was only the dread, he'll remember that he ran, but not why he was afraid. It'|l
make him angry. He |l haveto prove himsdlf. Be careful.”

“Mother,” said Lehr. “Why are you tdlling us about the Orders, now?’

“It’ sthat priest the new Sept brought back from Taegla,” Seraph said.

“I don't likehim,” said Jes abruptly.

“Have you met him?’ asked Seraph, surprised; Jes hardly ever went into the city.

“I saw him once riding with the new Sept’ s hunting party,” he answered. “I don't like him.”
“Good,” shesad. “I'd likeyou dl to avoid him if you can. There' ssomething . . . odd about him.”
“What?" asked Lehr with asudden grin. “Does he turn into panthers or cadl light out of nothing?’

She smiled back, but shook her head. “He worriesme.” She explained what the priest had told her
about hisbeliefs.

Lehr shook his head when she was done. *'Y ou mean awhole bunch of sol senti —paossibly sol senti
wizards, from the magic they’ ve used to light their temple—have started areligion based on the
Travelers Orders?’

She nodded. “1 thought you ought to know the truth of what you are before he managed somehow to
corner you and feed you the muddle he and hisreligion have been brewing.” She hesitated. I should
have told you sooner—and there’' s one other thing. I’ ve never worried over it before because Travelers
don’t believe in fate the way those who live here do.” And because Tier had always made her fed asif
no evil could ever befdl them. “For generations the Orders have been fading from the Travelers. Y €,
from the marriage of Traveler and an Orderedsolsenti, thefirst Orderedsolsenti I’ ve ever heard of,
comesthree Ordered children? My grandfather said, ‘Where great gifts are given great evilscome.’ |
want you dl to be careful.”

Jesflowed to hisfeet, dl of hisattention toward home. “Mother, there’ s someoneriding into the farm.”

CHAPTER 5

Even from the vantage point of the knoll behind the house, Seraph could only pick out vague shadows of
horses near the porch, but Jes said, “It' s the steward and aman in the Sept’s colors—ah, him. | think it's
the Sept’ s huntsman himsdlf, Mother.”

“Well,” she said after amoment, “let’ s go see what they want.” Sheled her brood out of the trees and
down to thetrail that led from field to house.

Gura barked welcome as they neared, and Seraph saw that he' d kept the men from gpproaching the
house too closaly. Now that Seraph was nearer to the house she saw the steward’ s distinctive braid,
which he wore to hide the balding spot on the top of his head.



“Hello, Forder,” Seraph said. “Welcome.”
At the sound of her voice Gura quieted, hisjob done.

“Seraph Tieraganswife,” said the Sept’ s teward. “Where have you been?” He asked it asif it were her
fault he' d been kept waiting, asif he had clan-father rights over her.

Part of her flexed, like acat testing its claws. So many yearsin Redern and she still couldn’t get used to
the way women were treated—as if being a man gave them theright to hold sway over any woman who
crossed their paths.

Sengtive to her moods, Guraleft the porch, alow growl hovering in hisbarrdl chest. He quieted at her
gesture, but stayed on hisfeet.

“We break ground tomorrow,” Lehr said peaceably, drawing attention away from Seraph so that the
steward wouldn’t notice her gathering ire. “We took time to walk the fields tonight. Pray accept our
apologiesfor keegping you waiting. We had no idea that you would come again today. If you had sent
word we would have awaited your pleasure.”

“No more had | intended to return,” Forder grunted. Ignoring Seraph completely he addressed Lehr.
“The Sept’ s huntsman has found something; | thought you should hear from him as soon as possible. If
I’d known you had the habit of walking theforest in the night, | would have waited for amore convenient
time”

If Lehr' shand hadn’t tightened on her shoulder, Seraph would have said something rash. It wasn't like
her to lose control of her temper so easily, but it was easier to cling to temper than to wonder why the
steward, who was aman who enjoyed his comforts, would put himself to the trouble of coming here a
second timein two days.

Bad newstravelsfad.
“Thank you,” said Lehr, though he was enough his mother’ s son that he didn’t gpologize again.

“I was out with apair of my men,” said the huntsman, who upon close inspection was vaguely familiar to
Seraph. Helived in Leheigh, where the Sept’ s keep was, but he’ d come down to Redern a number of
timesto hear Tier ang in the tavern at the edge of the village. “We were up past thefals, tracking a deer
that had taken an arrow, when we came upon what must have been a Blighted Place.” He shuffled his
feet uncomfortably.

Seraph reached up and took Lehr’shand in afierce grip.

“I tell you,” the huntsman said with sudden intensity, “I, my own sdif, have ridden by there a dozen times,
and never seen anything untoward, but | can think of nothing else but the old evil left by the Shadowed
that could have donewhat | saw.”

“What wasthat, Sir?” asked Lehr tightly when Seraph said nothing.

“The body of agrey mare,” replied the huntsman. “ Her hooves were scorched asif she had been burned

in afire—and not much left but bonesin front and abit of flesh and hide behind. There was a human skull
there, clean and white, and afew bones. | knew that Tier was ill out trapping, and one of my men



recdled that your husband had just bought a grey horse. We buried the remains where we found them, as
isproper for Blight-kill but | brought what was I €eft of the bridle in hope we could identify the man.”

Hetook a bag from his saddle and withdrew a handful of leather, both scorched and cracked, and the
half-melted remains of a copper bit.

When Sergph made no moveto takeit, Lehr freed himself gently from her hold and took the scraps of
leather and the bit. He stared at it amoment, then knelt by the porch. He rearranged the pieces on the
wooden boards until he reveded the remains of a bridle with enough of the beaded browband | ft that
Sergph couldn’t deny it belonged to her husband.

“Itismy father’ sbridle,” Lehr said. “Frost, the horse he was riding, was dappled grey.”
“I regret bringing you such news,” said the huntsman, asif he meant it.

“My father isusualy home much earlier than this” said Letr.

“Papa?’ said Rinnie,

Her voice broke through the numbness that encased Seraph. She couldn’t afford to lose hersdlf in grief;
she had children. She took a step toward Rinnie, but Jeswas aready there, holding her against him. He
nodded at Seraph: the Guardian would watch over hissister until Seraph could send the steward on his

way.
“Where did you find them?1’d liketo bring Tier home,” said Seraph.

The huntsman didn’t look at her, instead giving his answer to Lehr. “There was nothing left but askull,
and we buried that,” he said. “ Shadowed magic is nothing to play with. | won't lead aboy or awoman
there. One man is dready dead; there is no need for more.”

“l see,” said Lehr over Seraph’ s soundless snarl.

“Y ou know, of course, that | should serve you notice’—the steward changed the subject—" since your
brother isssimple and you are not yet fully of age. But it istoo late to bring in another family to farm, and
you areastout lad. The Sept will giveyou thisyear asatrid.”

L ehr bowed his acceptance to Forder, and Seraph bit her tongue. No one else would farm thisfar into
the mountains. If the steward drove them out there would be nothing for the Sept. But she knew Forder,
knew that if she antagonized him enough he' d send them away for spite.

“The Sept isgenerous,” said Lehr. “We will do our best to deserve the chance he gives.”

“Huntsman,” said Sergph, seeing adim reflection of her own wild grief in hiseyes. “ Thank you. There
are very few who would have the courage to get near a Blighted Place just to identify a dead man.
Knowing is better than waiting with false hope.”

Few men aswell would have roused the steward to bring the news as soon asit cameto him. It had
been the huntsman, of course, who had forced Forder to come out at night instead of waiting until
tomorrow. Gratitude and grief ripped through years of habit and she sketched aglowing Sgil intheair
that hung between them briefly.



“Traveler’ s blessing upon you,” she said, “and upon your house. Good fortune hold by you and yours.”

In the darkness she could see the whites of Forder’ s eyes, but the huntsman was made of sterner stuff,
as befitted aman who braved Blighted Places.

“And to yours,” he said with a quick nod before he mounted his horse.

As soon as the huntsman’ s foot was in the stirrup, Forder had his own horse in motion. Then they were
gone, disgppearing into the night, leaving only the lingering sounds of trotting hooves behind them.

Seragph ushered her children into the cabin and lit the fire with awave of her hand. A corner of her mind
noted how easily she shed the cloak of good Rederni wife she’ d held to since she married Tier, but she
tucked the thought back with her grief as she dedt with the more immediate problem of her children.

The Guardian lurked in the room like arestless spirit, adding fear to the mix of shock and sorrow. Rinnie
clung to him, sobbing heartbrokenly. Lehr was pale and still wore the air of calm he' d donned for the
benefit of the seward—but his hands held the remains of Tier’ sbridiein awhite-knuckled grip.

Tier would have known how to ease their sorrow. He would have said something wise and soothing. He
would have held Rinnie until shefell adeep. Then he would have talked to his sons until therewasa
bandage of comfort between them and their grief.

Seraph wanted to scream and rage until she wastoo tired to fed any more.

“Therewas nothing,” she said, “that Tier loved more than you three.”

Lehr' sface whitened and she went to him and hugged him fiercely. She knew it was the right thing when
he wrapped hisarms around her and lifted her so he could press hisforehead to the crook of her neck.

She would keep them safe, she vowed silently, as she had not been able to keep her clan or Tier. And if
shecried, only Jes could see.

Rinniefell adeep findly. Jes carried her up the ladder to her half of the loft and rejoined Seraph and Lehr
wherethey sat on abenchin front of thefire.

“Shewasn't afraid of me,” hesaid.
Seraph smiled and patted the space beside her. “ She didn’t seem to be, did she?’
Hedidn't 9t down. “Everyoneis afraid, even you and Papa.”

“And me” said Lehr with atired smilethat was morein his eyesthan on hismouth. “ Still, itisjust a
generd unease, isn'tit? 1’ m not redly afraid of you, just twitchy.”

Seraph nodded. “ She might have fdt that, but there are worse things than fear.”

“People don’'t touch me,” said the Guardian, looking down &t his hands asif he missed the weight of
Rinnie swarm body.



Lehr looked a him sharply, because Jes almost couldn’t bear to be touched most of thetime,
“Y ou comforted her,” said Sergph. *Y ou reminded her that shewas't alone.”

The Guardian looked at her and between one breath and the next became Jes again. “ Oh, Mother,” he
whispered, “we are so sad.” He dropped bonelesdy to the floor in front of her and began sobbing softly
with overwheming grief.

Seraph started to put a hand on his shoulder, but caught herself. As overwrought as Jes was, he wasn't
going to be ableto stand her touch at all.

Instead, she got to her feet and opened the front door. “Gura,” shesaid. “In.”

The big dog gave her an astonished |ook—though during the day he sometimes came insde, at night he
guarded the farm.

“In,” shesaid again.

Gura padded past her to thefire. As soon as he saw Jes, he flopped out beside him with asigh. Jes,
unable to bear the distraction of human touch, wrapped his arms around the dog and pressed hisface
agang him.

When Seraph sat back down beside Lehr he said, “Why doesn’t he like to be touched—when .. .” he
hesitated. “Thisisredly confusing. Why didn’t it bother him to be touched when he was being
Guardian?’

“Jesis sengtive to the touch of others. Many of the Eagles have the gift of empathy. Because he must
aways keep the Guardian contained, athird person’ sfedlings are just too much.”

“Y ou make it sound like he' stwo people.”

Seraph nodded. “From what my oldest brother who was also a Guardian told me, it’ svery much like
that. | don’t know why the Eagleis so different from other Orders, why it is so much more difficult to
bear. My teacher believed that the old wizards were trying to make something quite different—a superior
warrior perhaps—and they made some mistakes: mistakes that Jes and those like him have to pay for al
of their lives” She paused and glanced at Jes. He wasn't paying any attention to them, but she lowered
her voice before continuing. “Most Eagles die before they reach Jes' s age, SO my people are very
protective of them; we keep them away from strangers when we can, and don’t speak of them outside of
the clan. The Guardian is both the most dangerous and most vulnerable of al the Orders.”

Seraph crossed her arms over her chest, realizing that his surviva was up to her done now. Lehr put an
arm around her shoulder and drew her up next to him. “It will be dl right, Mother,” he said.

They stayed there until Jes stears grew silent and Gurafell into a doze, snoring softly. Sergph wanted to
do something, anything—Dbut there was nothing more she could do to help Tier, nothing more she could
do to help Jes, Lehr, or Rinnie. Her gaze fell upon the scrgpsof Tier'shridle,

She picked it up and | eft the bench for the better light in front of thefire.

“What are you doing, Mother?’ asked Lehr.



“I’'m going to see what this bridle hasto tell me,” said Sergph, sounding much more confident than she
felt. She had failed her Order so badly that it seemed wrong that it hadn’t failed her. “I told you that
within each Order, thereis till some variation in abilities. One of the things| could do that my teacher
could not was read an object’s past.”

“Y ou' re going to see what happened to Papa?’
“I’'mgoingtotry,” shesad.

Shetook a deep breath and braced hersdlf, because reading objects closely associated with death was
painful. Tentatively she rested her fingers on the browband. Delicacy was more important than power in
thiskind of magic. She let threads of magic drift through her fingers and touch the legther.

Nothing.

Thinking she’ d migudged the necessary power, she opened hersdlf until the ends of her fingers
tingled—till nothing. She pulled her fingers away asif they had been burned.

“Lehr, could you find something . . .” Seraph’s gaze scanned the room and brushed the corner where
Tier' ssword hung under Lehr’ s bow. The sword certainly had enough history for her to read. “The
sword. Get the sword for me, please.”

“What' swrong?’ asked L ehr as he took the sword down and brought it to her.

Seraph shook her head and took the sword and unsheathed it. “1 don’t know.” She set the bridle aside
and lay the sword on the floor. She had to push Gurato get him out of the way, disturbing Jes, who sat

up.
“Papa’ ssword,” he said.

She nodded absently at him and rubbed her fingerstogether lightly, waiting until she felt the magic ready
and eager—just as it had been when she touched the bridle. She opened hersdlf aswidely as she could
to the traces time left on objects and touched—death and darkness.

She had amoment of fiery pain as gold light gathered under her fingers, then it was gone. She opened
her eyes and had the odd fedling that time had jumped without her noticing. Her earsrang, her elbow felt
bruised, and she was lying back with her head on Jes sknee.

Jes patted her cheeks gently, his eyesflickering with the Guardian’ s presence. “ Did the sparks hurt you,
Mother?’

“No, Jes” she sad, Sitting up on her own and resting her head on her raised knees while visions from the
sword flashed behind her closed lids.

“I’'mfine” shesaid, seeing Lehr’ sanxiouslook. “Just abruise or two. | haven't donethisin along time,
and I migudged. The sword was a poor choice.”

Solsenti warriors used their blades for generations until rust robbed the blade of its strength. They even
named them, never dreaming of the pseudo-life imbued by so much death—or the danger in giving such a
thing aname. There were stories about swordsthat held against al odds and others that tended to dip
and bite their wielder, butsolsenti never seemed to heed the warning. Travelers cleansed their weapons



after each life taken and discarded the blades of dead men.

Tier ssword was old. Newly sensitized, Seraph could fed its hunger for Tier' s hand and battle even
though it lay severd handspans from her skirts. But the Tier the sword longed for was aversion of her
husband Sergph had never seen: acold-faced killer who let his sword drink itsfill of blood.

Seraph touched the bridle again, running her fingers over the blue and red beads on the browband,
lingering on the bit. After amoment shefdt adullness, the bare touch of Lehr’sgrief ashe held the bridle,
adusting of timelacking in power. Asif thebridle, bit and al, had somehow comeinto being just afew

days ago.

“Nothing,” Seraph growled in frustration. Her hand fisted on ascrap of |eather, both hand and leather
glowing with power, but there was no flash of vision, only emptiness, asif whatever trgp Tier had sprung
had wiped the bridl€' s history clean.

“What doesit mean?’ asked Lehr.

She shook her head. “1 don’t know. Tier’s death should be emblazoned upon the bridle. | haven’t done
thisinavery long time, but | didn’t have any trouble reading the sword.”

“It was Shadow Blight,” Lehr reminded her. “Maybe the Shadowed' s magic affected it.”

Seraph frowned. It felt asif the bridle had been wiped clean of its past, not blasted with magic. “Fire or
running water can clean something of its past; | suppose Shadow Blight might do the same.”

Weary in spirit more than body, Seraph rubbed her face. “ Jes, could you put Papa s sword in its sheath
and then put it away?’ She didn’t want to touch it again. Logicaly she shouldn’t sense anything unless she
looked for it, but she could fed it waiting. “We d better get to deep. Tomorrow you two will haveto
gart plowing. | will takeword of Tier’ s degth to your aunt and uncle.”

Seraph waited until they were all adeep before sneaking out. She used enough magic to keep from
disturbing Jes or Gura, both still curled up before the cods of thefire.

She waked until she was far from the cabin; the ground was uncomfortably cold on her bare feet. When
she stopped, she bowed her head againgt the rough bark of atree, seeking the peace resident inits stolid,
dow-growing, long-lived presence—but al shefelt wasrage.

It seethed from the soles of her feet and coiled through her body until it was forced into the long strands
of her hair. Her hands shook with it asthey curled and clawed at the haplesstree. Her breath |eft her
throat in alow, moaning growl.

And with the rage came magic, destructive and hot, and as aimless as her wrath. Because the focus of
her anger, of her pain, was dead.

“Tier,” shewhispered and then in avoice of power that shook the ground under her feet, she asked,
“Why did you leave me?”



“Ligtento Jes,” Seraph told Lehr the next morning. “He'll take care of Skew and see that he doesn’'t
overdo. Skew’ sgoing to have to do thewholefield and you' Il have to watch to see that he does't hurt
himsdf.”

“Yes, Mother,” said Lehr patiently. Seraph was pae, tired, and obvioudy dreading thetrip into
town—and he didn’t blame her.

“Rinnie, make sureto run water out to the boys a couple of timesthis morning. That’ s more important
than getting the garden done.”

“Yes, Mother,” said Rinniein such ablatant imitation of Lehr’ stone that he had to turn aside so no one
saw hisgrin.

“Right.” Sergph gave aquick nod. “I should be back in timeto fix the midday meal—but if not, thereis
bread, honey, and cheese.” With that she turned on her heel and began walking briskly up the path
toward town, leaving her children to begin their assigned tasks.

They rested Skew rather more often than Lehr would have, but he let Jes decide when to stop. After
each rest, Lehr and Jes traded who held the plow. The soil was somewhat rocky, and the plow bucked
and wallowed unexpectedly until they were astired asthe horse.

By midmorning Skew’ s head waslow, and swest washed out from under his harness. They’ d made
some headway: five mostly straight furrows in and twenty-three more to go. Lehr walked beside Jes,
whoseturn it wasto hold the handles. Thelong reinstrailed though the meta hoopsin the harness down
Skew’ s back and wrapped around Jes's shoulders so when he stopped, so did Skew.

“Hecan't betired again,” protested Lehr. “We haven’'t comefifty pacessancethelast rest.”

“Hush,” commanded Jes.

Lehr had quit looking for the stranger inside his brother about halfway up the first furrow, but he saw him
Now.

Abruptly Lehr redized how till theland was. Not abird sang; not a cricket chirruped. Silently he
unbuckled the sheath that held hislong knife and rested his hand on its haft. The forest seemed somehow
darker than it had been just amoment earlier.

Skew’ s head came up and he tested the wind with fluttering nostrils. Tossing his mane unessily, he
wickered once.

Whatever it was that Lehr waswatching for, it wasn't the man who stepped out of the woods. He was
dight and dark, but otherwise unremarkable—until Lehr met his gaze.

Fathomless black eyes examined him coolly, and the hair on the back of Lehr’ s neck crawled.
“Hunter,” said the stranger.

Lehr' seyestold him that the man in front of him was a nondescript man dressed, more or less, like any
other man to be found wandering in the woods. But another sensewasringing like an alarm bell, warning



him that he stood before a Power.

Skew shoved his nose against Lehr’ sarm and breathed in little huffs, ears pinned forward asif he
perceived some threat and readied himsdlf to do battle.

Lehr glanced at Jes, who stood at his back, watching the stranger steadily but without tension.

Turning back to the man, Lehr half bowed, becauseit felt asif he should. “Sir. What can we do for
you?”

The man smiled, but histoo-knowing eyes stayed cold and clear like theriver in winter. “I found achild
wandering my forests done. She smellslike one of yours, so | thought | would offer her to you rather
than thewolves”

“Rinnie?’ asked Jes, glancing toward their home, but when Lehr looked too, Rinniewas plainly visble
planting the kitchen garden with Gura stretched out nearby.

“Go ahead, Jes,” said Lehr. “I’ll keep at the fields until you get back. She' s probably one of the
villagers, so you might haveto take her dl the way to Redern.”

Jes ducked out of the reins and followed the dark man into the woods without aword. Lehr remained
by Skew’ s head until the gelding quit staring into the trees.

Rubbing under Skew’ s browband where the sweat gathered, Lehr spoke quietly to the horse, “I believe
you and | have just met the forest king. | dways thought hewas just afancy of Jes's.” So many strange
things had happened in the past few days that the forest king rated no more than a shake of the head
before Lehr turned to take up the plow again.

The Guardian paced beside the boar who was the forest king and tested the areafor threat. Finding
none, he dlowed hisirefull sway.

“Youwill leave my brother done,” the Guardian said in avoice that held the winter winds.

The boar snorted, unimpressed. “Why would | do that? Y our brother’ stiesto the forest are closer than
yours. Something has happened to him to make him aware of his power. If | had caled you today as|
usually do, he would have heard me. It was time to acknowledge the Hunter. | cannot say | welcome
him, for it ismy job to protect those within my realm. But your brother has long hunted these forests and
he does not kill indiscriminately. Degth is seldom awelcome guest, but it has aplacein thelife of the
forest.”

“Just |eave him a one—he takes on enough without you.”
The boar laughed, his hoarse voice squedling high in merriment. “Am | so chance a comrade then, Jes?’

“Who is being dragged through the forest at your whim?’ returned the Guardian roundly. “1 should be
helping my brother coax Skew over the fields rather than chasing off after some child.”

“Not that kind of child,” grunted the boar, scrambling over alargish log in hispath. “1 believethat she's
older than you.” He seemed to find amusement in something, for he snorted awhile before continuing.



“Child of Travelerssheis, though not exactly like you or your brother either. She passed meby as| was
eating my bregkfast thismorning and the smell of her magic intrigued me, so | followed her.”

The Guardian waited until he was certain the boar wouldn’t continue without prompting. “Where did she
g7

“Through my lands,” said the forest king. “1 amost stopped at the border, but by then | was curious. |
followed her to a place where magic blackened the ground and anew rip in the earth contained the body
of ahorse—agrey mare who used to graze in your fields.”

“Y ou know where my father waskilled,” said the Guardian dowly.

“Y our father isdead?’ The boar consdered it amoment. “| tell youwhat | saw: itisup toyou to
discover what you' Il take fromit. But first you must ded with the child—or allow meto do s0.”

The Guardian knew how the boar would deal with one he must have decided might be athreat. The
Guardian recognized the same grim spirit lived ingde of him as well—though he' d never killed anyone.
Not yet. Never wanted to kill anyone—because he was afraid that by that act, something the daytime Jes
could not comprehend, he would somehow sever the ties that held the two disparate parts of himself
together.

“What did you find at my father’ sgrave?’ asked the Guardian. “My mother thinks that there was more
to his death than we have been told.”

“Y our mother may beright,” said the forest king. “But that is not for my judgment.”

By thistime, the Guardian wasfairly confident he knew where the forest king was taking him. There
weren't actudly al that many placesto store a person safely in the woods without worrying what might
happen to them—even for aspirit as powerful asthe forest king.

The old building was so covered in vines and surrounded by treesthat it wasimpossible to see from the
outside. It was, asfar as he knew, the only building he’' d ever been in that had been built before the reign
of the Shadowed. The only entrance required some undignified scrambling for anything larger than the
boar.

Not knowing exactly what he would face, the Guardian chose to stay in human form and crawled under
the foliage, through the crumbling tunndl that had once held water and still bore the mark of ancient algee.

Inside, the boar waited with bright red eyesthat glittered in the dark interior, standing over adeeping
person who certainly was no child. Pde Traveler’ shair looked more slver than ashin thefaint light that
poured in through the leaves that guarded the barren rafters that must once have been thatched.

“Traveler,” said the Guardian, crouching down and pushing her hair aside to reassure himself that it
wasn't hismother who lay there. But the features of the woman who lay deeping intheforest king'slair
were those of a stranger, younger than his mother—but as the boar had said, older than Jeswas. “You
say she came from town?’

“Y es. She came from the town, walked almost directly to the place where the horse lay dead then
started back.” He paused. “ She wasn't going back to town.”

“Wherethen?' asked the Guardian.



The boar stared at the deegping woman. “It looked to me asif she were headed directly toward your
home. But there is dark magic about her, and power. Her path would have taken her through the heart of
my lands, and | decided | preferred that she not trespass unguarded.”

The Guardian contemplated the woman. Was it someone his mother knew? Seraph hadn’t mentioned
finding another Traveler in the village the day before yesterday. Surely she would have said something if
she had.

“Will you awvaken her?” said the Guardian findly, deciding that her mysteries would be better answered
by the woman hersdlf. “Or do you wish meto take her away from this place first?

“Takeher.” Theforest king turned back toward the entrance of the building. “When you are far enough
from here, I'll lift the deep from her.”

The Guardian sghed; though the woman was dight, the tunnel was narrow. Still, he gathered her up and
scrambled hisway out with only afew extrabruises—on him. He managed to keep her safe from harm.

In the sunlight he could see what features she shared with his mother and what differences marked her.
His mother was a smaller woman, and this woman had athinner, longer nose that gave her face an

arrogant beauty.

He d never seen anyone except hisfamily who bore Traveler blood. He wondered where her people
were, if they were among those who werekilled or if they awaited her somewhere.

Walking in the woods with the sun on his back, Jes dowly filtered into being, easing the Guardian to
deep. Untroubled by his burden he continued on toward home. Mother would know what to do with
her.

They were close to the edge of the woods when she stiffened. He glanced down at her and saw that her
eyeswere open. He amiled into pale eyes that matched her hair and continued on, ignoring her attempts
to get down. If she were on foot it would be harder to bring her home, and Jes knew that he needed to
take her home so she would be safe from the forest king.

When she couldn’t free hersdlf, she began asking him rapid questions that ran through hisearslikerain,
firgt in words he could have understood if he’ d bothered, then in theliquid silver tongue that his mother
used sometimes when she was very angry or very sad.

“Hush,” he said, shaking his head, and he began humming the song his mother had used to Sing Rinnieto
degp when she was a babe and fretting in the night.

She dtilled a his song, then said dowly, “Who are you?’
“Jes” hesad.

Shedtared a him amoment, “1 can walk.”

He hegitated. “Y ou have to come with me.”

“I'll come with you—but let mewak.”



He set her down then, but kept agrip on her hand because he liked the way it felt. She was closed
down so he didn’t fed the annoying buzzing of her thoughts, just the warmth of her skin. His mother
could do that, too.

“Youdon't look Traveler,” she said, amost to herself.
“Mother’saTraveler,” hereplied. “Papa s aRederni.”
“What happened to me?’

But he' d said as much as he was going to. It was too complex and he couldn’t be bothered explaining
everything. He shook his head at her and continued toward home.

Thefield they’ d been plowing was empty, the plowshare raised out of the ground and cleaned of ol
and dampnessto keep it free of rudt. If it had looked like rain, Lehr’ d have brought it in.

With aglance at the sky, Jes measured the time he d spent in the woods. Asusudl, it waslonger than
he' d thought but not so long that Lehr should be finished plowing. Something must have happened to
Skew.

He started to increase his pace, but dowed when the woman stumbled beside him. She didn’t havethe
knack of walking over plowed ground. He swooped, picked her up, and carried her over their field.
Remembering her request, though, he set her down on the other side and continued his determined
courseto the barn.

Lehr carried a heavy, steaming bucket to the barn and was oblivious to them until Jes called out his
name.

Lehr halted and set down the bucket. “ Jes? | thought you were out looking for achild?’

Jesfrowned. “1 found her inthe woods,” he said, because it somehow fit Lehr’s questions. “1s something
wrong with Skew?’

“No, no,” hisbrother automaticaly soothed, staring at the woman. “He' sfine. But hewas sotired, |
thought it would be better to stop. I'm bringing him some hot bran mash and Rinni€ sgivinghima
rubdown so he’' snot so stiff and sore tomorrow.” He frowned. “ Jes, whois this?”

Jes frowned back, though he knew hisfrown wasn't asimpressve asLehr’s. “ Thisisthe one | was sent
for,” hesad.

Lehr smiled suddenly and shook his head. “All right, Jes. Good afternoon, lady. | am Lehr Tieraganson.
Y ou've aready met my brother Jes”

The stranger he' d brought back with him tugged at Jes's hand gently and he released her.
“| am called Hennea,” she said. “1 am looking for the Traveler called Seraph.”
“This one went to where Father waskilled,” said Jes, because the Guardian reminded him that it was

important. “ The forest king followed her and then held her for us. He thought she was coming here, which
wasfinewith him.”



“So why did he send for you?’ asked Lehr after amoment, and the woman, Hennes, looked asif she'd
like to know, too.

Jessighed. “I’'m not sure.” But it was something Mother should know, and Lehr would remember to tell
her. So he prodded the Guardian, who could make a better answer.

Lehr took astep back when the Guardian came, and that made Jes sad. The Guardian didn’t like
frightening hisfamily.

“Theforest king said that she had dark magic and power and he didn’t want her in histerritory.”

Jes came back quickly, because the Guardian was unpredictable and might decide that the woman could
be athreat to histerritory, too. Jes didn’t want him to scare her because.. . . because he liked her.

“Dark magic?’ asked Lehr, with alook at Hennea.

She put out her hand and showed him her wrist and tapped on the bracel et there. Jesdidn’t likeit, nor
did the Guardian—it smdled wrong.

“| expect that he' stalking about this. Who isthe forest king?’

Lehr smiled suddenly and shrugged. “1 don’t know, actually. | thought he was a story that Jes made up
until I met him today.” He turned to Jes. “Who isthe forest king?’

Jes squirmed, uncomfortable with al the attention that they had been paying him. The Guardian didn’t
like peoplelooking a him too much. “He stheforest king,” he mumbled, dmost forgetting the question in
his discomfort.

L ehr seemed to sense how Jes was fedling because he said, “ Come with me,” picked up the bucket, and
continued out to the barn.

Depressed and weary of both grief and anger, Seraph amost didn’t notice that there was something
wrong as she walked up to her cabin.

Alinath had aready heard about Tier—Forder had stayed overnight in Redern and spread the news.
She' d gpproached Alinath expecting to deal with shock and grief, but found Tier’ ssister waiting for her
with anger and blame, instead.

It was only when Guradidn’t greet her that Seraph set the stress of the unhappy meeting she' d had with
Alinath asde and looked around. The boysweren't in thefield, and Rinnie wasn't working in the garden.

Shewhistled and was rewarded with a bark, and Gura dashed out of the barn to welcome her with a
wuff of apology for histardiness. Hefollowed at her heels as she headed for the barn.

Something must have happened to Skew, shethought.

Theinterior of the barn was dim in comparison to the afternoon light, so she was till haf-blind when she
heard Lehr say, “Here sheis, now. Mother, we have avidtor.”



As her vison cleared, Seraph saw Skew with his head buried in agrain bucket. Rinnie was standing next
to him with abrush in her hand. Jes douched against the barn wall afew feet from Lehr and awoman: a
Traveler woman wearing asolsenti dress who stared at Seraph with pale eyes.

Sergph felt her eyebrows climb in surprise and ingtinctive dismay. She had enough trouble on her hands,
and alone Traveler could only be bringing more.

“1 am Henneg,” the woman said. “ Raven of the Clan of Rivilain Moon-Haired.”
“Sergph, Raven of the Clan of Isoldathe Silent,” replied Seraph. She waited and Lehr obliged her.

“Jes sforest king camethismorning,” he said, sounding a bit bemused. “ He told usthat there was a child
loose in the woods and asked Jes to fetch her. Jes brought Hennea back. He told me that the forest king
didn’'t want her in histerritory because she held dark magic and power.”

“Thisisdark magic,” said Hennea, holding up her wrigt.

Sergph closed the distance between them and set her hands on elther side of the leather and bead
bracdet. “ Solsentiwizardry,” she said shortly. “Ageas? ”

Henneanodded. “Yes.”

Seraph knew of only one wizard anywhere near Redern. “Volisthe priest has bound you to his service?’

Henneasmiled faintly. “Yes”

He' d been hiding her then. Sergph had not the dightest doubt that if any of the villagers knew that there
was another Traveler in the vicinity they would have told her so.

“I can help you rid yoursdlf of this.” Seraph didn’t know the exact method, but she was confident it
would bein one of Isolda’ s books: wizards of Isolda s time had been fond of binding othersto their
services. Any spell that could break a spell woven by the Col ossae wizards could be adapted to sever
the bonds of asolsenti wizard without too much trouble.

“No,” said Hennes, curling her hand into afist. “Not yet. When thetime comes| will rid mysdif of it.”

“Jes said the forest king told him that she went directly from Redern to the place where Father was
killed. From there, he thought that she was trying to reach us,” Lehr’ svoice was neutral.

“Ah,” said Seraph, narrowing her eyes at the other woman. “Why don’t you tell me more about yoursdlf,
Hennea, Raven of Rivilain Moon-Haired?’

“Thank you,” said Hennea, who appeared to have been waiting for Sergph’ sinvitation. “1 am no Owl,
s0 | ask that you bear with my tale as| tell it. Two yearsago | and my lover, who was a Raven and my
student, were taken by solsenti wizards who bound uswith Raven magics.”

How couldsolsenti bind with Raven magic? Hennea paused asif she expected Sergph to ask, but
Seraph seldom interrupted. Doubtless it was a question to be addressed later in Henneal s story.

When Sergph said nothing, Hennea continued. “We were taken to some sort of stronghold where these
wizards—there were six of them and some greater number of lesser wizardlings, performed aritua of



magic upon me.”

She stopped again, but Seraph didn’ t think it had anything to do with her audience. It looked more asif
she were fighting the memory’ s hold; her hands were clenched a her sde and sweat gathered on her
forehead. Jes stepped forward and set ahand on Hennea' s shoulder, the unexpected action telling
Seraph that the Guardian had accepted Hennea.

“Arethedetails of the spell important now?’ asked Seraph more gently than she' d first intended.

“Not now,” said Hennea. “Only that their magic failed. They blamed the failure on one wizard who had
not done the spell before—Valis. They coached him, and tried three more times. After thelast time they
conceded that the spell had been performed perfectly, but that something about the way it had been
misworked thefirst time had rendered me an unfit subject. So they took Moselm, he who was my
sudent.”

She was breathing heavier now, and Seraph saw her blink hard. “1 didn’t even notice at first—I wastoo
wrapped up in my own pain—>but then he began screaming and screaming.”

She closed her eyes briefly, asif that could shut out the sound. With her eyes closed, Hennealooked
very young; Seraph had thought her ten years older than Jes, but she wasn’t so certain now.

“When they finished with him,” Henneasaid, “they took him out of the room, still screaming. | never saw
him again. | didn’'t even know what their spdll casting did because | wastoo raw from what they had
doneto me”

She gave Sergph abitter smile. “ These wizards were as confident asif they had come fresh from
Colossae. They talked of killing me, as| was no good for their purposes, but the young wizard—Valis,
who isthe priest of their twisted religion here—asked if he might keep meto seeif he could discover
what he had done. So they let him bind me with this’—she held up her wris—*and made me his

plaything”

“| accused them of arrogance,” she said. “But | was arrogant, too. | could have broken free of thisgeas
—it might hold asolsenti wizard or even a Traveler who was not Raven, but as you have seen, it will not
hold a Raven long. But they presented a puzzle to me. How hadsol senti wizards worked Raven magic?
Even more worrisome, | didn’t think that we were the first Ravens they had taken. They knew too well
how to neutraize anything | might have done for my defense—and with the exception of Valis, they had
al performed their ritual before. | reasoned that whatever they had done to Mosam, it had already been
done. If | could reverseit, | could reverseit later as well—after | discovered what they were doing.”

“So you waited,” said Seraph.

Hennea nodded. “For ayear or so | bided my time and learned what | could. Wewerein Tagla
secreted within the Emperor’s own palace. The wizards ruled over agroup of solsenti called the Secret
Path of the Five Gods. | saw only the wizards, who are relaively few, but there are apparently many
others, al men—noblemen and high-ranked merchants and the like—men of power.”

“Volis seemed sincerein hisdevotion,” said Seraph. “ Obsessive even. Not a man who is seeking after
politica power.”

Hennea nodded. “Oh, they take themselves very serioudy, including this rdigion that someone thought
up afew centuries or so ago asaway to encourage bored young noblemen to join up. Can you think of



anything ayoung man would like better than to shock hisfamily? Worshiping likea Traveler isbeyond
offendve”

“Travelersdon’'t worship gods,” said Rinnie, who' d been brushing Skew as Hennea talked.

“No, indeed,” agreed Hennea. “But Volisdoesn't believe that. We Travelerslike to keep our secrets,
and he thinks he knows them. He likes me to spout his own theories back to him. | don’t think he redlly
knows how thisgeas really works. He thought it made’ —she glanced over her shoulder at Rinnie and
gave Sergph an ironic smile—"made usfriends. But he likesto believein lies. One night, while we were
dill in Taela, he cameinto hisroomsalittle worse for drink—something he seldom did. He was wearing
acrude ring made of silver and rose quartz and reeking of tainted magic.” She sat down abruptly on the
smal bench Rinnie used asamounting block.

“Unto Raven itisgiven to know the Order,” she whispered. “ Somehow they had stolen Moselm's
Order and put it into thering. Voliswas drunk from celebrating Mosdm'’ s desth—and worried because
it hadn’t gone quite as planned. It seemsthat capturing the Order onceit’ staken from a Traveler isvery
difficult and sometimesfails”

“They did what?’ asked Seraph, appalled.

“They killed him and retained the power of the Order in the stone,” said Henneawith Raven cam. “Their
spell dowly ripsthe Order away from a Traveler over aperiod of some months. Many of the stonesare
all but usdless, but the ones that work can beworn in aring or necklace. Then thesolsenti wizards
become Raven, Falcon, or Cormorant asthey wish.”

Dread closed Sergph’ sthroat. It was starting again, asif themermori had been harbingers of thingsto
come. Tier had died, and now Seragph would be forced to live as she had before she met him.

“1 don't know what | can do to help you,” she said a last, because, in the end, there was no choice. “I
can take amessage to the clans, though | don’t know where any are at present. | will give you what aid |

“You don’t undergtand,” Henneasaid. “I’ ve cometo help you.”

CHAPTER 6
“You are going to help me?’ asked Seraph. “With what?’
Hennea smiled grimly. “Y our new Sept travels with quite an entourage.”

“Including you and Valis,” Seraph said. “Isthe Sept one of the. . . what did you call them, something
stupid . . . the Secret Path?’

“The Sept?’ shesaid. “No, not him, at least | don't think so. HE' s charismatic, the Emperor’ s best if not
only friend, and he' svery good at political games. No oneis surprised at the number of people who
follow him around. VVolis said that someone called in afew debts and offered afavor or two so that the
Sept would agree to build a Temple of the Five Gods here.”

Hennea stood up and began pacing in abrupt, quick steps. “ The Secret Path decided to bring the religion
out into the public. They don’t tell peoplethat they get their five gods from the Travelers' Orders, of



course.”
“Thereare six Orders,” observed Rinnie.
“They don’t know about the Guardian,” said Jes. “Travelersdon't talk about their mistakes.”

“You are not amistake,” said Seraph, though Jes was more right than wrong about the Travelers
reasoning regarding the Guardians. “ Travelers protect the Guardians' secrets because your Order works
better that way.” Asif that settled the matter, Seraph turned back to Hennea, and sorted through her
story for some way to change the subject. “Why did this Path of yours change and decide to bring their
church to the masses?’

Henneashook her head. “1 don't know. Valisthinksthat it’ s because the truth must be made
known—but Voliswouldn’t know thetruth if it tore histhroat out. | don’t think that al of the wizards
believe in their made-up gods, so there must be another reason.”

“Voalistold methey choseto set histemple here because of Shadow’ s Fall.”

“I’ve heard him say that, too,” agreed Hennea. “I don’t know what they want with Shadow’s Fall, but |
suppose that whatever power still lurks there can defend itsalf more than adequately.”

“Indeed,” said Sergph. “My husband is proof of that.”
“No,” said Hennea. “I don't think that heis.”
Sergph gtiffened. “Oh?’ she said softly.

“There were some wizards who traveled with usfrom Tagla. They stayed with the Sept when Valis
moved us into the new temple.” She stopped her pacing to frown down at Seraph. “Understand, please,
that I’ ve had to take afew facts and string them together. A few days ago, Volis got some
correspondence from Tadla. It wasn't signed, but from the content | think that it was from one of the
wizardswho came here with us. Theletter devoted an entire paragraph to your family—unlessthereis
another family with a Raven, Falcon, and Cormorant?’

“No,” said Seraph softly.

Hennea nodded once and began to pace again. “ Someone' s taken a Raven' s eye to your home—and a
real Raven would know that you had a Guardian, too. So it must have been one of the Path’ swizards
wearing one of their stones.”

Seraph nodded.

“I"d been listening to talk sSince we came here, and | heard of a Traveler mage married to asol senti
farmer. Sinceit was unlikely that any other Travelers had settled here, | could only suppose that you'd
been blessed with two Ordered children, half-blood or not. | decided to warn you as soon as | could,
though there seemed to be no particular urgency. Then, last night, aman cameto tell Volisthat your
husband’ s dead horse had been found with afew human bones. Tier' s dead, they said, and they
mourned the loss of hismusic.”

Hennea stopped again, rubbing her wrist absently. “And | thought on thet letter I'd read. Thefirst line
reed, ‘we have the Owl safe here.” ”



Sergph froze as her heart legpt to her throat. “By Lark and Raven,” she said, imbuing the words with
compulsion, “do not midead me on this”

Hennea nodded to hersdlf in satisfaction. “Y our husband was Traveler and Owl and they took him to
Taelato work their magic on him.”

“My husband was Rederni born and bred—but given to the Order of the Owl,” corrected Seraph
absently to give hersdf timeto regain control. Tier was alive? “If therewas Traveler blood in hislineage
itwasalongtimeago.”

“Ah,” said Hennea, reveding mild surprise. “1I've never heard of something likethat.” She rubbed her
wrigt again. “Anyway. | waited until Volisleft on business this morning and set out to find the place where
the huntsman found your husband' s horse. It waan't difficult to follow the huntsman’ strail.”

“What did you find?" asked Seraph, her voice so soft that L ehr shifted uncomfortably.

Hennea shook her head. “Not much.” She shivered and clenched her hand over her wrist whereValis's
geas band held her. “1 have to get back soon.” She straightened dightly and continued, “ The huntsman
and his men buried both the horse and the skull, and | had no meansto dig them up. | found hints of old
magic, but nothing that would cause a person’ s death. There were afew tracks—but I’'m not a Falcon to
be certain of anything the tracks could tell.”

“Lehris” sad Rinnie

“Yes,” said Henneg, “I know. | had hoped to prove my suspicions before | talked to you—but I'm
unlikely to get achance to come so far again. Take your Falcon and find out what they did. Then come
and help me dedl with VVolis—and I’ll help you find your husband.”

“I don't likeleaving Rinnieaone,” said Lehr as heled Sergph through the partialy plowed field.

“She'll be safewith Gura,” Sergph said, though she wasn't happy with it either. “ And Jes will be back
soon.”

She' d certainly be safer a home than investigating a place that might have been Shadow Blighted. If
Seraph hadn’t needed Lehr’ s help, she' d have found some way to leave him behind, too.

Jes, she'd found excuses to send off with Hennea. The forest king' sterritory extended on either side of
thetrail to town, but Jes thought that aslong as he was with her the forest king wouldn’t slop Henneaa
second time. Thegeas had obvioudy been very painful by thetimethey’ d left—Jes could get Hennea
back to the temple sooner than if she had to find her way hersalf.

So now she only had to risk one of her children to find out if Hennea had been right. Tier was alive.
Seraph was too much a Raven to alow hersdf to believe it without more proof, but even o, the thought
thrummed through her. She would have the chance to save him, as she hadn’t been able to save Ushireh.

“There stwo places | could pick up thetrail,” Lehr said. “But knowing Jes, | thought that it might be
shorter to follow the path he took with the forest king than to try and follow thetrail he made bringing
Hennea back.”



“You'rethe Hunter,” Sergph said. “I trust you.”

Lehr stopped where the field turned to forest. “The forest king came here,” he said, but he didn’t
immediately start on thetrail, just stared at the ground. “ Are you certain that I’ m a Hunter? Papa
could. .. cantrack aswell as| can.”

Hedidn't look at her as he spoke.

L ehr, she thought, saw beyond the power to the cost of acknowledging his Traveler blood. He knew
that a Falcon could never belong to Redern.

“It doesn't matter,” she said gently. “Wejust need to track Jesto where he found the girl, then follow
her trail towhere. . . where the huntsman found whatever he found.”

“Right,” he said and started through the forest.

Sergph followed Lehr’ srapid gait with an effort, but made no complaint. The afternoon waswell spent
and he would need light to track. Whatever he hoped, she could fed the hum of magic asit passed from
him and seeped into the woods around her. She had learned basic tracking skills herself, but she could
see no sign of bent grass or footprint in the trail Lehr followed—she doubted that anyone but a Hunter
could have followed the forest king through his own territory.

But she said nothing of it. Lehr would have to accept his abilitiesin his own way—or not.

When Lehr began asteady jog, Seraph left off her musings and concentrated on keegping up with him.
Heran amile or so before dropping back to awalk in aglade of wild whesat edged by forest on three
sdesand aformidable rock formation on the other.

“I think thisiswhere Jes picked up the girl,” he said, glancing around at the ground. He turned his back
to the stone formation and knelt in the thick, spring-short grass. “ There are severd sets of histracks. Do
you see how much deeper Jes sprint isherethan it usudly is?’

A branch moved behind his head. Sergph hissed awarning and called her magic.

“Now thereisno need for that, Raven,” said the man who rolled nimbly out from under a particularly
thick area of foliage that gathered in front of the stone formation. “It is you who have invaded my home,
not the other way around.”

Lehr got to hisfeet and dusted off the knee of hisbreeches. “Mother,” he said. “Thisis Jes sforest
king.”

He looked more like agrubby farmer fallen on hard times, thought Seraph. The tunic he wore was
patched on top of older patches. His feet were bare and his hands were the knobby-knuckled,
dark-nailed hands of aman who had worked the [and.

She' d dways wanted to see Jes s friend, and on any other day she would have had anumber of
questionsfor him. But nothing mattered except Tier.

Sergph bowed her head shalowly so she could keep her eyes on him. “We are sorry to disturb you,”
shesaid. “We arefollowing the woman’ stracks to the place where my husband' s horse died.”



“Youwon't find it trying to track her from here, Hunter. | didn’t bring her by waysyou can follow.” The
forest king grinned, revedling yellowing teeth that |ooked sharp, and his eyes stayed cold and watchful.
“The place you speak of isoutside my realm, but you can follow the girl’ stracks sarting from the big
waterfal. Let meloan you aguide.”

Heturned and looked at the brush behind him. It shuddered briefly then arangy vixen emerged. Seraph
felt no magic, though beside her Lehr stiffened asif he heard something odd, but the vixen stared at the
bedraggled forest king asif he weretalking to her before setting out at atrot without looking at Seraph or
Lehr.

The forest king waved his hand at the fox. “ Follow her—shewon’t wait.”

“My thanks.” Seraph bowed again and started out after Lehr, who was already headed deeper into the
foredt.

It was chilly near the fallswhere the cold river water was pounded to vapor at the bottom of its descent.
The fox shifted nervoudy while Lehr paced by theriver. The moment he found Hennea strail and knelt
besdeit, she left without waiting for gratitude.

Lehr roseto hisfeet and set out at agait scarcely dower than he’ d used to follow the fox. Even so, the
sun was low when they broke free of the trees at last and began climbing anarrow path up the
rock-strewn side of amountain.

“Lotsof traffic here,” said Lehr, pointing at arock scored by ashod hoof. “More than usud for such a
remote place.”

“Henneawas here,” Sergph reminded him. “The huntsman and hismen.”

Lehr shook his head. “More people than that have been here. Some of the tracks are pretty faint, but I'd
say five or sx horsemen were here amonth or more ago. Their tracks go up the mountain and back
down again. Isn't that what we' relooking for?’

Sergph nodded. “If you find anything that might have belonged to them, abit of cloth or hair, get it for
me.” She wiped the sweat from her faceto clear her eyes. “I can useit to get more information.”

“Like you did from Frogt’sbridle,” Lehr began moving again, but only a awalk. His change of pace
might have been to adlow him to observe the tracks more clearly, but Seraph suspected it was more likely
to alow her to catch her bresth.

They didn’'t dow long, and after afew miles Lehr seemed to forget she wasthere. Thetrail he followed
snaked across the foothills and into the crevices of the Ragged Mountains.

Seraph’ s calves ached, then burned asthey hadn't since her Traveling days. Farming was hard, but
climbing at ajog in the mountains was a different sort of work. Lehr didn’'t seem bothered by it, even
though he wore the pack she' d filled with things they might need.

When Lehr stopped, she wondered if he were findly getting tired, but then she really looked a where
they were.



The deer trail they’ d been following had widened into a piece of open level ground as big as the kitchen
garden. In the center of the cleared area, awaist-high white rock with an unusual flat top broke through
thedirt.

Thegrassin the clearing was knee-high, unusudly tall for thistime of year this high in the mountains. It
carpeted the ground in dark bitter green, except for alarge mound of disturbed earth to one side, aburia
mound large enough for ahorse.

“Why did they bury the horse?’ asked Lehr.

“Sometimes,” said Seraph, “the Blighted Places can recharge their magics. The bodieswill tend to
atract people or animals, and it' s best to get them safely buried. There are dso stories about odd things
happening to the bodies of people who die of Shadow Blight—things that don’t happen if the bodies are
safdy buried.”

“Weren't they afraid of the magic?’

“Maybe,” said Seraph. “ There are alot of Rederni who can sense magic—especidly the oneswho
spend alot of time out in the mountains. Maybe because in earlier times, when the Shadowed' s hand was
heavier on the mountains, the people who couldn’t sense the Blighted areas didn’t survive.” Tier had said
that he could sense such places—she pushed hope away and said, “ Thereisn’'t any magic that | can fed
now—Ilikely the huntsman felt the same. Take alook around, would you, and tell me what you find.”

Lehr nodded, then stopped. “Do you believe her, Mother?” he said, hisvoicetight. “Do you believe
Papamight be dive?’

“I don’'t know,” she said, because it was the answer that would hurt him the least. Seraph took a deep
breath. “Thisdoesn’'t fed like one of the Blighted Places to me. Hennea said there was old magic here,
but | can't senseit.”

“What does that mean?’ he asked.

She shook her head. “I think | would sense anything that had |asted here from the time of the
Shadowed' sFall, especialy power sill strong enough to kill.”

“So thisis not ashadowed place.”

Sergph nodded dowly. “A month islong enough to dissipatesol senti magic,” she said, and then forced
hersdlf to point out the obvious to both of them. * Just because it was not old magic that killed here,
doesn’'t mean that thosesol senti wizards of Hennea sdidn’t kill Tier outright. | need you to look and see
if you can tell what happened when Frost was killed here. Remember to look especialy closdly for any
scrap of hair or clothing that | might be able to read.”

She moved back to the edge of the clearing as he began to quarter it thoroughly.

“Theclearest thing | see,” hesaid at lagt, “isthat something burned here. Y ou can see where the earth
was scorched—the patch goes all the way around the grave—see here where the grassis a bit shorter?’

She nodded.



“It looks to me that there have been three groups of people here recently,” he said. “ The most recent
was Jes s Hennea. She walked the meadow, just like | did, stopped there’—he pointed to a place just to
the right of the large stone—" and stopped again to press her hand into the dirt mound. Then sheleft. The
party who came before her, was here afew days ago—three horsemen. One of them was the
huntsman—see the way that off foreisangled?’ He didn't ook at her so Seraph didn’t bother shaking
her head. “ That’ sthe horse he was riding when he cometo tell uswhat he' d found.”

“The earliest group, though, iswhat we' re interested in, and they worked at hiding their tracks. They
were here after the snow started to melt—so no earlier than amonth and ahaf ago. | can't tell you how
many of them there were here for certain, but they were here about the same time as Papa.”

Lehr gestured for Sergph to follow him and led her to the far Side of the clearing, through athicket of
elderberry, to astand of trees.

“He saw them, Mother,” said Lehr. “He stopped Frost here for awhile and watched them, maybe for as
long as aquarter of an hour. See how Frost stood here, shifting her weight?” He turned and walked back
the way they came without taking his eyes from the ground. “ Then he walked Frost out into the clearing.
Therewas no fighting, or scufflethat | can see. But Frost’ s printsarelost in thisburnt area.”

He glanced around again. “1 can pick up the tracks of the other men lower down and backtrack them.”

“WEe Il dothat if necessary,” said Seraph. “Did you find anything they |eft behind?”

He shook hishead. “Nothing. I'm sorry | couldn’t find out anything more. Are we done now?’

“Just beginning,” Seraph answered. “Give me your pack,” she said. There was acamp shovel tied to the
back and shetook it. “Now we dig.”

“Y ou' re looking for something that can tell you what happened?’ asked Lehr. “Like the saddle or
Papa s pack?’

“If there’ s something to read, I'll try—but mostly I’ m looking for the human bones the huntsman buried
with Frogt.”

Before she set cold iron to earth, she touched the dirt, trying to find the old magic that Hennea had
spoken of. “There sdeath here,” she said. “ Sudden and painful.”

“Papa?’ he asked.
“I don’t know,” Seraph replied, rubbing the grains between her fingers. “Ravens are not necromancers.”

She got to her feet and started digging with the shovel—refusing Lehr’ s help. Thiswas not something for
children, no matter that the child in question was afoot taller and amost twice her weight.

She dug until the metal edge of the shovel blade bounced off bone. They hadn’t buried Frost very
deep—hut ahorseisalarge animal. Scraping gently with the blade, she pushed away dirt and saw,
beneath a coating of soil and ash, the familiar pattern of Frost’s dapples.

“Let me, Mother,” said Lehr, taking the shove from her.

He shouldn’t have been able to read anything from her face, but he was almost as sensitive as Jes or



Tier. Shewastoo tired from thetrip here, from digging, from hope and fear to fight him.

“If we'relucky,” Lehr said as he began digging, “they’ d have set the skull beside the horse and not
beneath her.” We don’t have ropes and horses to move Frost the way the huntsman did.”

“I can move her if we haveto,” said Seraph—not as certain as she sounded. “But I' d rather not add
more magic here until I’ ve sfted dl theinformation the grave contains.”

He probed the disturbed ground and uncovered, little by little, Frost’ s poor burnt corpse. Asthe
huntsman had said, her head and neck had been charred to the bone with just enough tissue to hold the
vertebrae together. But the hindquarters were almost intact—Ieft that way by the chill of the mountain
spring. Therewas only afaint odor of mest turning rotten.

“How did the bridle survive?’ asked Lehr after he' d cleared a space around the blackened skull of the
horse.

“There are spellsthat only attack theliving,” said Sergph. “I think that the damage to the bridie was
secondary—the spell burnt the horse, and the burning horse burnt the bridle in turn. Hold up, there’ sthe
saddle blanket.” Part of it, anyway. Where the saddle had been was gone, leaving only ablack scorch
mark on Frost’ s back.

She knelt and touched the cloth. Nothing. She whispered words of power, but they did past the saddle
blanket and sank deeply into the soil asif something sucked them down and ate them. And deep below
the surface of the earth, something very old stirred then subsided, its deep too deep to be awakened so
eedly.

Cautioudy she withdrew her magic, letting it die down until it no longer fed whatever it was that waited
beneath. She looked again at the flat-topped stone and saw that it could have served as an dtar. Shefelt
the dirt again and looked at the deep green grass. Blood had once flowed over the dtar, enough blood
that generations later the grass till fed upon it. Hennea had been right, there was old magic here—ol der
than Shadow’ s Blight.

Thiswas not aBlighted Place. If any magetried to set atrap here, the magic would be eaten by the
same thing that had eaten hers.

“Mother?” Lehr asked, pausing in his steady paceto look at her.

“Something’ swaiting here,” she said. “But it had nothing to do with any recent deeths. It'll likely lie here
until your grandchildren are dust unlessit’s awakened.”

“What about the blanket?’
Sergph shook her head. “Nothing. | need the skull. I'll be abletotell if it' s Tier's”
His shovel hesitated before he resumed his search, widening the cleared space around the horse.

Seraph cleaned the dirt from her fingertips absently and watched as Lehr at last unearthed a
fire-blackened human skull, set near the horse’ s neck bones.

Gently Lehr took the grim thing into his hands and handed it to her. Seraph stared at the wide brow and
looked for ahint of familiar features. Had Tier’ s front teeth been so square? She couldn’t tell. Therewas



no jaw boneto give the skull baance.

Asghe'd told Tier, necromancy was not something Ravens used—Dbuit it was prudence rather than ability
that stopped them. Meddling with the dead was no light thing. If her need had not been so great she'd
haveleftit alone.

Her fingerstold her nothing; the bone could amost have been astonein afidd that had never fdt a
human hand, o little of its past stayed withit.

She st it down and touched Frost’s skull. Nothing. Someone had deliberately cleaned these bones as
they’ d cleaned the bridle and saddle blanket. No random magic could rape the memory of lifefrom a
bone.

She picked up the human skull again and sent more magic seeking throughit. A bridle or ablanket could
be cleaned of livesthat brush past it, but not even agreat dedl of magic could clean away awholelifetime
completely. There had to be bits of it left, if shetried hard enough.

Beneath her fingers she felt atentative response. She pressed the cool bone to her forehead and I eft it
there along time as she sought to touch the faint pulse of experience.

The sun was setting when she placed the skull gently beside Frost’s.

“Thisman was not Tier,” she whigpered around the throbbing pain in her temples. “Hewas a Traveler,
dead of ablade, not magic fire—and he died somewhere far away, though not long ago.”

“It doesn't mean that Papa salive,” he said, obvioudy hoping she’ d contradict him. “ Someonetried to
make usthink him dead with the skull and Frost’ s body—but they might smply have taken his body
away, or taken him off to kill esewhere.”

“It only meansthat Tier probably didn’t die here,” she agreed, fear and hope both held in firm contral.

Lehr began filling in the grave, skull and al, and Seraph thought about what she knew.

“Lehr?’ shesadfindly.

“Hmm?’

“These people who killed Frost took alot of trouble to obscure their tracks. They weren't good enough
to fool you, but they tried very hard. If you hadn’t seen their tracks below, would you have noticed them
here? If we werelooking for Tier' sremains rather than evidence that he was taken?’

He frowned, “Maybe not.”

Seraph nodded. “1 think they knew about you. They were careful to take Tier outside of the realm of the
forest king—I think they knew about him aswell. They cleansed Frost’ s body and the leather and cloth,
leaving them no past for meto read. They spent along time trying to make that skull silent—and amost
succeeded.”

“No one knows about the forest king,” said Lehr, turning over the last spade of dirt. “But Henneasaid
that whoever sent the letter to the priest knew what we are.”



“Yes,” agreed Seraph. “How did they know, not only that | am Raven, but exactly what my skills are?
Most Ravens cannot read the past in an object. These men knew what trail Tier would take home—and
it' snot theway heleft.”

Lehr frowned. “Not even | knew what path Papa takes home. He kept it quiet because the fursare
worth alot of money—did you notice that thereis no trace of the furs? They would have been packed
over Frost’ s hindguarters, which weren't even scorched.”

“No, | hadn’'t noticed,” said Seraph. “ So thrifty of them.”

Lehr packed in alayer of dirt with hisfoot. “1 suppose that someone could have overheard Jestalking
about the forest king—but Jes seldom talks to anyone but the family. No one el se really pays attention to
what he says anyway. And if none of us knew what magic you could do until Forder brought back
Frost' s bridle, who would know what you could do?’

Shewaited, watching him think about it. If he came up with the same answer asshedid. . .

“Bandor used to hunt with Pgpa, didn’'t he?” Lehr whispered it. “During the first years when the bakery
used to have to support the farm, too? Jeswas just a baby.”

“That’sright,” Sergph said.

“And, after you and Papa got married, Bandor was the only one who used to talk to you. He knows a
lot about the Travelers—did you tell him what kinds of things you could do?’

“Yes” shesad.
“And Bandor knows about Jes s stories of the forest king—but he doesn’t believe them, Mother.”

She smiled at him grimly. “ Do you know who your father thinks the forest king is? | mean asde from
Jes sdedingswith him?’

“No.”

“What if | told you that in avery old language, €l meansking or lord andvanail isforest. If you put them
together—"

“Ellevand?’
Seraph had never seen anyon€e' s jaw drop before; it was an unattractive expression.

“Do you mean,” whigpered her son, “that Ellevand, god of the forest and growing things,the Ellevand,
Karadoc's Ellevand, is Jes sforest king?”

“l don't know,” shesaid. “Today isthefirst timel’vemet him, and | didn’t ask. Hedoesn't look likea
god, does he?But | know that Tier was convinced of it, and he told your Aunt Alinath what he thought.”

Alinath had been a her worgt, telling Tier that Sergph couldn’t give Jesthe kind of attention that he
needed. That Seraph encouraged Jes' s problems by listening to his stories about his made-up friend. A
boy, she' d said,needed to understand that lying was not acceptable . She hadn’t liked it when Tier
suggested Jeshadn’t lied at all.



Sergph smiled grimly. “ Bandor wastherewhen he said it.”

But Lehr was till worried about other matters. “ But the forest lord belongs here, to our forest. Ellevand
isworshiped everywhere—I mean, Karadoc has had apprentices, and there salarger churchin
Korhadan.”

“I don't worship gods,” said Sergph. “You'll haveto takeit up with the forest king next time you meet
him.”

L ehr thought about her answer, but it seemed to satisfy him because he changed the subject. “Uncle
Bandor lovesus, loved . . . loves Papa. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt Papa.”

“So | believe,” agreed Seraph. “But you and | both came up with his name. HE s become one of Volis's
followers. | think that we need to be cautious around him until we know more.”

“So what are we going to do now?’

“Firgt we'll finish here, then | have afew questionsfor the priest. Can you take us by the quickest route
to Redern?’

“Yes” hesad. “But wewon't makeit before dark.”

“No matter,” Sergph said coldly. “I don’t mind waking up afew people.”

Or tearing them limb from limb if she had to. Tier had been taken, dive—because she couldn't bear it
otherwise—and she intended to find out where he was. And tearing someone limb from limb sounded
very, very good. Let Volisface a Raven who knew what he was when he didn’t have a cadre of wizards
to protect him. Oh, she would have her answers from him before she dept this night.

“What about Rinnie?” asked Lehr.

“Jeswill have gotten back from taking Henneato the village by now. Rinniewill be safewith him.”

Gurabarked, and Rinnielooked up from her gardening. But whoever had disturbed the dog was on the
other side of the house.

Rinnie jumped to her feet and dusted off her skirt. She put her hand on Gura s collar and set off to see
who had come.

CHAPTER 7

He opened his eyesto utter darkness and a cold stone floor under his cheek, though he didn’t remember
going to deep. Hetook a deep, shaken breath and tried to determine how he got here, wherever here
was. Thelast thing Tier remembered wasriding Frost down the mountain on the way back home.

Undeniably, he was no longer on the mountain. The stone floor beneath hishandswas level, and his
fingers found the marks of achisdl. He wasin aroom, though he could hear water flowing nearby.



Herose cautioudy to hands and knees and felt hisway forward until his hands closed on grating set into
the floor, the source of the sound of water. The barswere too closeto let him put anything wider than his
finger through and the water flowed well below that. Hetried to pull up the grate, but it didn’t so much as
shift.

Hourslater he was hungry, thirsty, and knew that he was in aroom six paces wide by four paceslong.
An ironbound wooden door wasinset flat against one of the narrow walls with the hinges on the outside.

The stonemason respong ble for the walls had been very good, leaving only the smallest of fingerholds.
Tier' d falen three times, but hefinaly climbed the corner of the room until he touched awooden celling.
By hisreckoning it was about twice his height to the floor. With afoot braced on adjacent wallshe
couldn’t put any significant pressure against any of the boards, though hetried al the ones he could reach
from his perch.

At last he climbed back down, convinced that the room he wasin wasn't anywhere in Redern—or
Leheigh ether for that matter. HE d been insde the Sept’ skeep atime or two, and thewallsin this
room—which had obvioudy been designed as a prison cell—were better formed than the walls of the
great hal in the Sept’ skeep.

Why had someone gone to the trouble of hauling him off the mountain and imprisoning him? 1t wasn't as
if he, himsdf, would be worth money to anyone, not the kind of money that would be important to
anyone who could afford acdll built like this one was.

He had along timeto think about it.

Emperor Phoran the Twenty-Seventh (Twenty-Sixth if he didn’t count the Phoran who united the
Empire—it was the first Phoran’s son who had declared himself emperor) stretched hisfeet out before
him and cast a practiced leer at the woman sitting on him. Shewasal but baring her breasts at him, the
stupid cow. Did sheredly think that hisfavors were likely to be won by such as she?

He snagged amug from anearby serving tray and drank deeply, closing his eyesto the party that had
somehow spread from the dining hall to his own private rooms. The laughter of anearby woman cut
through his spinewith itsfalseness.

He wondered what his so-long-ago ancestor would have thought about such decadence. Would he il
have set asde his plow to organize hisfellow farmersinto amilitiato defend themselves againgt bandits?
Or would he have turned back to his farming, ashamed that hisloins could breed such adegenerate
creature as the current emperor?

Phoran sighed.

“Am | boring you, my love?’ asked the woman on hislap archly.

He opened his mouth to inflict the kind of cruel remark that had become second nature to him over the
past few years, but instead he sghed again. She wasn't worth it—dumb as a sheep and obliviousto fine

nuances of language.

Instead he pushed her off and away with apat. “ Go find someone e se to cuddle tonight, there salove.



Thisfine de suits me better than awoman.. . . tonight.”

Someone giggled asif hisremark had been witty. The woman who' d been on hislap swayed her hips
and half staggered onto the lap of a handsome young man who' d been seated on the end of the bed,
watching the party with ajaundiced eye—Toarsen, Avar’ s younger brother, who' d doubtless been told
to watch over Phoran while Avar was out in the wilds taking stock of his new inheritance.

Phoran swallowed the better part of the contents of his cup then closed his eyes once more. Thistime he
left them closed. Maybeif he feigned a drunken stupor (acommon enough occurrence) they would al go

away.

Helet hishand fal away from hislips and the mug fell on the plush rug his great-grandfather had
imported from somewhere at great expense. He hoped the dark ae ruined the rug. Then the chatelaine
would run to Avar when he returned. Avar would listen gravely, and when the chatelaine | eft, he would
laugh and pat Phoran on the back—and pay attention to him again.

Avar, mentor, best friend, and Sept of Leheigh now that his miserly old father had died hadn’t had much
time to spend with hisemperor lately. Spitefully, Phoran wondered if he should take away thetitle and
lands that kept Avar from noticing that his emperor needed afriend more than he needed another Sept.

Tears of sdlf-pity welled up and were firmly repressed. Tears were something he shed done, never,
never in front of the court no matter how drunk he was.

Sdf-indulgence asde, Phoran had no intention of taking Avar’ sinheritance away. He even knew that
Avar had to attend to his duties; he just wished he had dutiesto attend to as well. The endless parties had
become. . . sckening—like too much gpple mead. When would he be old enough to start ruling his
empire?

Someone patted his cheek and he dgpped at the hand, purposefully making the movement clumsier than
necessary. He could drink afair bit more than he had tonight before it affected him much.

“He sunconscious.” Phoran recognized the voice. It was Toarsen. He must have gotten rid of the cow,
too. “Let’ sget thisroom cleared out.”

The Emperor listened while people shuffled away. At last the guardsmen camein to gather the few
who'd passed out in the chamber. His door shut behind them and he was alone. Without people around,
without Avar to keep it at bay, the Memory would come for him, again.

Before he could sit up and call them back, someone spoke. It sartled him so that for amoment he didn’t
quite recognize the speaker.

“Some emperor,” sneered avoice quite closeto hisear. Not his Memory but someone who' d stayed
after the guardsmen had left—Kissdl, the younger son of the Sept of Sedl Hold. Therdief of hismistake
amogt blinded Phoran to thewords. “ A beardless boy who drinks himsdlf to deep every night.”

“Got to hand it to Avar,” agreed Toarsen. “1 thought that the boy would be harder to tameand we'd
have to have him killed like the Regent was. But Avar’ sturned him into a proper sot who jumps when
Avar aks”

“Well I'd rather not have to be on the cleanup committee. He sgoneto fat like a capon. Come help me
heave him to the bed.”



They managed it with grunts and swearing while Phoran concentrated on being as heavy as possible.
How dare they speak of him like this? He' d fix these imbeciles. Tomorrow his guards would have their
heads. He was emperor, they’ d forgotten that. He'd have Avar . . . Avar was hisfriend. Just because
Avar’ s brother talked that way about him didn’t mean that Avar felt the sameway. Avar liked him, was
proud of the way he could outdrink and outinsult any man in the court.

“And why isn't Avar hereto do the honors?’ asked Kissdl. 1 thought he was going to see the Emperor
tonight after resting yesterday.”

Avar wasin Tagla?

“He had some pressing business,” grunted Toarsen, pushing Phoran toward the center of the bed. “He'll
admit to coming in late tonight and greet the Emperor over bregkfagt.”

When the men left him aonein hisroom, the Emperor opened his eyes and rolled off the bed. He
walked to the full-length mirror and stared at himsalf by the light of the few candles that had been left

burning.

Mud-colored, too-fine hair that had been coaxed into ringlets this afternoon hung limply around his
rounded face, spotty and pale. Hands that had once had sword calluses were soft and pudgy, covered

with rings his uncle had eschewed.

“Ruins your sword grip, boy,” the regent had said. “ A man who can’t protect himsalf depends upon
others, too much.”

Phoran touched the mirror lightly. “But you died anyway, Uncle. Y ou left meaone.”

Alone.Fear curled in his tomach. Unless Avar was with him, the Memory came every night.

If Avar wasin Taglg, as Toarsen had claimed, he' d be staying with his migtressin the town. Phoran
could send amessenger to bring him here.

The Emperor stared at hisimage in the mirror and rolled up the deeve of the loose shirt he wore. In the
reflection the faint marksthe Memory Ieft on him each night were dmost invisblein the dim candldlight.

Avar planned to lieto hisemperor: Avar, who was Phoran’sonly friend.

The Emperor made no move to summon a messengey.

Food came at irregular interva s through a small opening near the floor that Tier had somehow missed on
hisfirgt, blind, ingpection of the cell. An anonymous hand opened the metal covering and shoved atray of
water and bread through, shutting and latching the cover before Tier' s eyes even adjusted to the light.

Stll, he' d grown grateful for those brief moments, for the reassurance that he was not blind.

The bread was dways good, flavored with st and herbs and made with sifted wheat flour rather than
the cheaper rye. Bread fit for alord’ stable, not a prison cell.



Firg he' dtried to fit his Situation into somelogical path, but nothing about his captivity made sense.
Findly he' d cometo the conclusion that he was lacking some information necessary for asolution.

Only then had he raged.

He' d dept when he wastired, worn-out from anger and fruitless attempts to find away out of the cell.
When hel d redlized that he was losing track of time he told himsalf stories, the ones he' d gathered from
the old people of Redern, saved word for word from one generation to the next. Some of those were
songs aswell as stories, ballads that took amost an hour each to sing.

When thetoll of the hours grew too greet, he' d quit Singing, quit thinking, quit raging, and giveninto
despair. But even that left him adone eventualy.

Finaly, he developed habitsto fill the empty hours. He did the exercises he' d learned when he d been a
soldier. When heran out of the ones he could do in his confined space, he made up others. Only after he
was swesting and panting, he’ d sit down and tell one story. Then he d either rest or exercise again asthe
impulsetook him.

But it was the magic that had given him purpose.

He' d known some of the things his magic could do. Seraph had told him what she knew—and, despite
the danger, he'd used it some over the years. It helped that his magic wasn’t the showy sort that people
al knew about, like Seraph’ s.His magic was more subtle.

He could cam an angry drunk or give afrightened man courage with his songs. Such thingsasany music
could do, but with more effect. When he chose, he could commit asong or letter to memory and recdl it,
word perfect, yearslater. When he' d sung at the tavern in Redern, he almost dways gave hislast song a
push to cheer hisaudience.

It had made him fedl guilty, because Seraph had given up her magic entirely. But she' d never seemed to
mind, never seemed to miss the power that she' d set aside.

He could never have set asde hismusic.

There were some things he d avoided. Some things were harmful to his audience; music done shared the
darker emotionswith his audience, never magic. He was very careful not to use his magic to persuade
othersto hiswill—words were enough. And then there were the things too obviously magic to usein
Redern.

Aloneinthe darkness of hiscell, he'd succeeded in creating smal lights to accompany his songsthefirst
time hetried. They wereflickering, faint things, but they comforted him.

Sounds were more difficult, even though he' d accidently called them once before. After aparticularly
nasty battle, he and abunch of the other officers got roaring drunk and someone thrust asmal lyre, part
of the spails, into his hands. The song he' d sung had included fair maidens and barnyard animals. He was
pretty certain he' d been the only one who noticed that the moos and quacks of the choruswere
accompanied by thered thing.

He had been trying to re-cregate the experiment the first time his visitor arrived.

The constant dark had honed his other senses, and the scuff of afoot on the boards above him stopped



him midword. He d sat slently, waiting for something more.

Finally, barely audible over the burble of the water that flowed under the grating in the back corner of his
cdl, he d heard it again.

It hadn’t been arat; arat wastoo light to make astout board creak under its weight. He' d been amost
certain that the noise was made by a person.

“Hdlo,” he d said. “Who isthere?’

The boards had given asmall, surprised squeak and then there was nothing. Whoever it had been, he
hed | ft.

Some unknowable span of timelater, while Tier was doing push-ups, he'd heard it again. He' d tilled,
too worried that he would drive whoever it was off again if he made another move. He hadn’t heard
another sound, but somehow he knew that hisvisitor was gone. Desperate for company, Tier turned his
thoughts toward enticing hisvisitor to Say.

Tier awoke with the knowledge that there was someone nearby. He hadn’t heard anything, but he could
fed that someone stood above him listening. He sat up, leaned his back againgt thewall, and began his
story with the traditiona words.

“It happened likethis,” he said.

If he pretended that his eyeswere closed, he could think himsalf leaning againgt the wadll & hometelling
storiesto his own restless children so they’ d fal adeep faster. Seraph would be cleaning—she was
awaysin motion. Maybe, he thought, she would be grumpy as she sometimes got when Rinnie wastired
and the boys were restless. Her face would be serene, but the tautness of her shoulders gave her away.

I wonder if she knows that something has happened to me? Is she looking?

It was an old thought by now, and held a certain comfort.

“A boy cameto be king when hewas only sixteen,” Tier said, “when hisown father died in battle. War
was common then, and the kingdom he inherited was neither so large nor so powerful that the king could

gtin safety and leavethefighting to hisgeneras”

The story of the Shadowed was one he knew so well that he had once told it backwards, word for
word, for ahaf-drunken wager. He' d missed one phrase, but his comrades hadn’t noticed.

“Thisyoung man,” he said, “was agood king, which isto say that he promoted order and prosperity
among his nobles and usudly kept the rest from starvation. He married well, and in time was blessed with
five sons. Asyears passed and his sons became men, his kingdom waxed in wealth because the king was
skilled a keeping the neighboring kingdoms fighting among themsdvesrather than attacking his people.”

The floor above him made asound, asif alistener were settling in more comfortably. Tier added his
unknown listener to hisaudience.

A boy, he decided with no more evidence than hisvisitor’ swillingnessto travel without lights. There



were spaces between the boards that would have let light into Tier'scell, if his unknown guest had
brought so much asasingle candle with him.

He would be a boy old enough to be alowed to wander about on his own, but not so old asto have
other dutiesto attend to; an adventurous boy who would venture into the dark corners where prisoners
were kept.

“The king had many of theinterests of hiskind. He could hunt and ride aswell as any of hismen. He
danced with grace and could play the lute. None of his guardsmen or nobles could stand long againgt him
with sword or staff.” Tier had dways had some doubt about the king' s prowess—what kind of fool
would begt hisking a swordplay?

Tier fought to picture the king in hismind, pulling out details that weren’t in the story. He'd be adender
young man, like Tier's son Jes—but his hair would be the pure, red gold of the eastern nobles. . . .

Sergph had told him that some of the Bards had been able to creste pictures for their listeners, but his
cdl stayed dark as pitch.

“But what the king loved most was|earning,” he continued, in the proper words. “He established
libraries a every village, and in his capitd he collected more books than had ever been assembled
together then or since. Perhaps that was the reason for what happened to him.”

Tier found himsdlf grinning as he remembered Seraph’ s contemptuous sniff thefirst time he’ d told her
that part. Booksweren't evil, she' d explained loftily, what people did with the knowledge they’ d gleaned
was no judgment against the books that held it.

“Time passed, and the king grew old and wizened as his sons became strong and wise. People waited
without worry for the old king to die and his oldest son to take the crown—for the heir was every bit as
temperate and wise as hisfather.”

Tier took asp of water, experience guiding his hand to the place where he left the earthen bowl. He let
the pause linger, as much a part of this story as the words which followed. “Had that happened, like as
not, our king would have gone to earth and be as forgotten as his name.”

“One evening the king' s oldest son went to bed, complaining of a headache. By the next day he was
blind and covered with bails; by that evening he was dead. Plague had struck the paace, and, before it
|eft, the queen and every male of roya blood was dead.”

Tier' svoicetrembled on the last word, because he heard, as clearly as he' d heard his own breath, a
woman'svoicewailing in grief. He'd done it—and he found the thread of magic that powered the eerie
sound.

A board creaked above him, closer than the sounds of the mourning woman, recalling Tier back to the
dark cell where there was no plague, no dead women and children.

“The king became haunted, spending hours donein hisgrest library. But no one took much note,
because the plague had spread in short order to the capital city and then to the towns and villages
beyond. A horrible, ravening sickness that touched and lingered until itsvictim died aweek later, deaf
and blind to anything except pain.”

Cautioudly hetried to feed energy toward the path that had alowed the woman’ s cry to sound. It



seemed to him that he could feel the unhedlthy miasmaof evil coating the emptiness of hiscdll floor. He
stood up abruptly, but the fedling ebbed as he stopped feeding the story. The control reassured him. It
wasonly astory, hisstory.

He resumed his efforts as he continued the story. “One day, after the last of his grandsons died, the king
went to deep an old, broken man and woke up ayoung man of eighteen again. They cdled it amiracle at
firgt, somekind god’ s ddiverance from the ghastly illnessthat killed two of every threethat came down
sck. But the plague spread further, unaffected by the king's miraculoudly returned youith. It traveled
across borders, devouring the roya houses of the kingdoms all around, until there was only one kingdom
and oneking.”

Tier’ svoice stuck there, as the magic of the generations-old words caught him in brutal understanding of
the numberless dead whose degth had fed the evil that wasin the king.

“Heatether lives,” said avoice abruptly from the ceiling above Tier.

A shiver ran down Tier' s spine, though the words were the exact ones he' d intended to use himself.
Somehow the oddity of hislistener knowing the words to a Rederni story was part of the strange shape
the story wastaking.

The soft, sexless voice continued relentlesdy, “ He ate them al to preserve himself—and so helost
himsdf intruth.”

Tier waited, but when hisvisitor said nothing more, Tier continued the story himself.

“Asthe years passed and the king lived far beyond hislife span, what few of his old advisors who
escaped the origind plague died, old men that they were, one by one. Asthey did the king replaced them
with dark-robed, namel ess men—it was these who gave him away at last.”

“Theking syoungest daughter, Loridl, discovered them feasting upon achild in her father’'s
antechamber,” Tier said, drawing the horror of that into his dark cell. He could hear the sound of fangs
crunching the fragile bonein hissoul.

Hecould seeit.

A woman, older than he' d pictured her, stood in an open doorway. Her hair, like Seraph’s, was pale,
though washed in sunlight rather than moonlight. Two figures crouched before her, anonymousin heavy
brocade robes. They were too occupied with what was before them to notice that they had been seen.
Between them lay aboy of ten or twelve years whose freckles stood out against histoo-white skin. His
shouldersjerked rhythmically back and forth in amockery of life asthe king's councillors buried their
headsin his abdomen and fed.

Tier'sshock kept him from holding theimage, though the wet sound of their feeding accompanied his
voice. “And shefled to the last of her father’ s advisors, amage.”

He stopped speaking and tightened his control until the only sounds remaining in the cell were the ones
that belonged there.

“And so they gathered,” said hislistener.

“And so they gathered,” repesated Tier, and the repetition felt right, felt like the rhythm of the story. He



relaxed; it was only astory, onethat he knew very well. “The remnants of people who had survived the
plague. But the sickness had taken the experienced warriors, the lords, and commanders, leaving only a
broken people. Loriel led thefirst attack, hersdlf.”

“Shedied,” whispered the listener and the magic coaxed Tier aswell, raising needs he' d never redized
he' d fdlt.

“Shedied,” Tier said, “but left behind ahandful of men who had learned what |eadership meant, left
them with the ancient mage who taught them and fought by their sde. They battled the minions of the
Shadowed. Ashisfollowersdied, the king called upon ahost of evil; ancient creatures woke from their
dumbersto fight at his behest.”

Tier let hismagic free, finding the places where he had bound it too tightly over the years. The bindings,
he saw, had been the reason he' d had such difficulty. Asthe magic swept through him, exhilarating and
frightening by turns, the words came to him, as well-worn and soft as an old cotton coverlet, but full of
unexpected burrsthat pricked and stung.

“Helogt himsdlf and hisname. There remained only atitle, given by the men who died fighting him. They
cdled him the Shadowed.”

“Numberlesswere the heroes.. . .” The other’ s voice became part of the Story, too. Tier felt hismagic
rush up to envelope hislistener.

“Numberless were the heroeswho fell,” continued Tier. “ Their songs unsung because there was no one
left to Sing.” He paused, letting the other do his part.

“Then came Red Ernave who fought with axe and bow . . .”

“A giant of aman,” sad Tier. “He gathered them dl, dl the men, women, and children who could pick
up astick or throw astone. He called them the Glorious Army of Man, and he taught them to fight.”

Asif therewere no wallsin hiscedl, the people of the Glorious Army gathered before Tier. Gaunt-eyed
and battered, they stood in silent, unmoving defiance of the evil they fought. There were afew men, but
mogt of them were hollow-cheeked women, old men, and asmal, precious gathering of children worn by
hunger and fear.

Tier knew, by the Owl-borne bond that formed by magic between storyteller and audience, that his
listener saw them, too.

“And in thefirst days of autumn the king' s old mage took council with Red Ernave. They talked alone dl
night, and when the morning sun came, the mage' s days had found their number. He was burned in great
ceremony, and asthelast cods died, Red Ernave assembled hisarmy. He brought them to aflat plain,
just beyond the Ragged Mountains.”

Tier had been there, once. He' d been following the track of adeer and found himself, unexpectedly, on
the plain of Shadow’ s Fal. There was no marker to warn the unwary, but he' d known where he was.
Even so many centuries later, under ablanket of pure white snow, there was death in that place. He
could dmost fed the soil of the wounded land under hisfest.

The meadow stretched out before him now; he recognized the shapes of the peaks that surrounded it.
There was no snow on the ground to hide the shape of the bodieslittering the ground.



“There there they faced the hosts of the Shadowed and fought. The sky grew black and blood drenched
the ground.” Tier smelled the bitter scent of old blood and dmost gagged at the familiar odor of war.

“Bodies piled and the battle raged around them for days. And nights.”

His cdl rang with the sounds of battle, and he redized he' d forgotten how overwheming it was. the clash
of meta on meta and the screams of the dying.

“The Shadowed' s creatures needed no deep and they fed upon the dead. The Army of Man fought on
because there was nothing el se to do; they fought and died. But not so many died on the third day as had
falen on the second day. By the fourth day it seemed that the evil host was thinning, and hope rose
among the ragged band—and for thefirst time they drove the host back.”

Tier found that he had to stop to catch his breath, and dow his heartbest. In his pitch-black cell he saw a
red-maned, scarred warrior with his axe held wearily againgt his shoulder, waiting for Tier to continue
teling hisstory.

But it wastoo real now, and the words were gone, lost in the desolation of the long-ago béttle.
“And hope flooded the Army of Man for thefirst time,” said the other, inavoiceasragged as Tier's.

“But even asthey cheered, the skies darkened, though it was yet midday, and another assault began.”
The wordswere Tier’ sagain, though they seemed oddly unreal compared to the scenes that unfolded
before him.

It was hard to breathe, the air was so foul. Red Ernave' s hands were weary from the endless
fighting. His axelaid into a creature that looked asiif it had once been a wolf before the
Shadowed’ s magics had gotten to it. It died hard and Ernave had to hit it a second time before it
lay ill.

He found himself on a small rise without an immediate opponent. He took the chance to rest
briefly and ran his gaze over the fighting—and saw the Shadowed for the first time since the
battle had begun.

The Shadowed was less than he' d expected. A full head shorter than Ernave and half his weight,
he looked no more than a lad. He bore more than a passing resemblance to Loriel—though her
eyes had never been so empty. The Shadowed smiled, and Ernave, who had thought he wastired
beyond fear, found that he was wrong.

Avoicebeside himsaid, “I’'m here.”

It was Kerine, the scrawny Traveler who was now their only wizard. He' d staggered into
Ernave' s encampment several winters ago and been a thorn in Ernave’ s side ever since.

“1t only needed that,” said Ernave sourly.
Surprisingly the wizard laughed. “ When the Shadow oneisdead, I’'ll wash my hands of you, you

hard-headed bastard. But from this moment until that we are brothers, and I’ [l stand with you.
It'Il take more than that axe of yoursto kill the Shadowed.”



Ernave said, “ Come then, brother,” and cut a path through the battle to the Shadowed.

The Nameless King fought alone. His own creatures granted him a wide berth—asiif there could
only be so much evil in one place and the Shadowed’ s presence made all other dark things
unnecessary.

Ernave approached from the side and swung, but the king’ s shield intercepted the blow. Ernave’'s
axe sank through the thin metal outer layer into the wood underneath and stuck.

Ernave jerked his axe hard and forced the Shadowed two wild steps to the side before he slipped
his arm out of the shield’s straps.

Ernave slammed the shield into the ground, splitting it as he would have a log so that his axe was
free. It was a swift and practiced move, but he just barely managed to bring his weapon up to
parry the king’'s strike.

The Shadowed fought as well as the old mage, his advisor, had warned Ernave. Time and again
the sword slid along Ernave’ s axe, turning the blows so that the heavier steel of the axe didn’t
damage the sword blade.

The king’ s mouth moved with magic-making the whol e time he fought. For the most part Red
Ernave forestalled the spell with heavy blows that forced the king to lose his rhythm and
concentrate on swordwork. Doubtless there were more spells that Kerine deflected, but, every so
often, a spell touched Ernave with white-hot heat that drained his spent body even more.

The king was fresh, and Ernave had been tired unto death before the battle began. Even so,
Ernave planted his feet, and, with a swift pattern of his axe, he forced the king to leap away.

The axe felt heavy in his hands, and every time it jerked as the king turned aside another blow
the shock shot up Ernave’ s forearms and through his shoulders and neck in a flash of pain.

Ernave stumbled over nothing and, as he fell, his axe caught the king a glancing blow in the knee
and laid it bare to the bone. Ernave didn’t hesitate, but kept rolling until he staggered to his feet
and turned back to face the king.

The Shadowed shrieked and the semblance of the young man the king had been fell away, leaving
behind something that was little more than sinew clinging to bone. There was no time for horror.
Ernave surged to his feet and struck at the king’ s sword again.

The blow hit fairly at last, shattering the elegant blade. Ernave set himself for a killing blow, but
the Shadowed dropped his sword and lashed out with his hand. Claws that belonged on no human
fingers sunk deep into Ernave' s side.

Ernave cried out, but the pain did not slow his strike and the axe cleaved sweetly through the
Shadowed’ s neck.

Bleeding and breathing heavily, Red Ernave stared in astonished shock at the body of the old, old
man who lay on the ground.

Who' d have thought the Shadowed could really be killed?



“How did you do that? How did you withstand his magic? | couldn’t block it all.Youare no
mage.” Kerine's nagging voice broke through the buzzing exhaustion that made everything seem
oddly distant.

“The old mage,” said Ernave, his breathlessness growing worse until he breathed in shallow
pants. “ He gave the last of hislife to hold off the dark magic long enough for me to kill the
Shadowed. | thought he was a fool to believe it would work . . . but it didn’t matter as we were all
dead anyway.”

As he finished speaking he fell to his knees.

Buried deep in Red Ernave s heart, Tier, knowing how this story ended, redlized his danger and
struggled to surface, but there was nothing to cling to as Ernave began to submit to the death bequeathed
him by the Shadowed.

A thinwhisper rang in hisears.
“And so the great warrior died in the wake of the Shadowed and left . . .~

“Left the battlefield.” Tier grasped the words. “ Left hisarmy to mourn.” But he couldn’t remember the
next—

Kerinetried uselessly to save Ernave with what little remained of his power.

“They burned the thing that had once been aking,” continued Tier’ svisitor softly when Tier stopped
Speaking.

Tier fumbled alittle but the familiar words began to flow again, separating him from hisstory. “And. ..
and scattered his ashesin stream and field so that there would be no grave nor memoria to the king who
hed no name.”

Thepainin Tier' ssdefaded and he was once more safe in the dark of his prison.

“They buried Red Ernave in the battlefield, hoping that his presence would somehow hold the host of
darkness at bay. They trailed into the empty city where the Shadowed had ruled and pulled down the
king' s palace until not one brick stood upon the other. Then the remnants of the Glorious Army of Man
waited, for they had no placeto go. Thelast of the cities and villages were years sSince ground to dust
under the weight of the Shadowed. Only when the food ran short did the army drift away in twos and
threes”

Tier found himsdf shaking in the dark asthe story faded away. Next time he experimented with magic,
he decided firmly, it would be with a story whose hero survived.

“What have you done, Bard?’ said the voice from above him. “Magic for music, both becoming more
red. What have you done?’ And, severing the bond that till held him to Tier, the listener departed
without asound.

Avar, Sept of Leheigh, looked just as a Sept ought, thought Phoran, playing with his breakfast without
enthusaam.



Ava waslean, tdl, and heroic. Hisface was chisded, his chin firm and his mouth smiling
sympatheticaly. He d come, unannounced, into the royal bedchambersasif he had theright to be there.

“Not hungry thismorning, my emperor?’ he said, looking a the mess Phoran had made of his plate.
“When | heard that you were breaking your fast in your room | thought that might be the case. My new
man has a potion againg drink-sickness. He' sahaf-blood Traveler, or so he clams. He' scertainly a
wizard with potions and medicines”

“No, thank you,” Phoran looked down at his plate. Avar was home.

Relief and joy were severely tempered by his suspicion that Toarsen’ swordslast night were truth. Last
night he' d been certain, but in Avar’ s charismatic presence Phoran’s need for Avar’ s gpprova vied with
the words of a couple of haf-drunken lords and scored a narrow triumph. Narrow enough that Phoran
didn't ask Avar to join him—although there were extra plates and plenty of food.

Phoran forked up abit of fruit and ate it without enthusiasm. 1 don’t need potions—I’m not sick from
drinking.” 1t sounded too much like a pouting child, so Phoran continued speaking. “ So you' re back from
your sept dready?’ Did he sound casua enough? 1’ d thought you intended to be gone longer than this?’

Avar looked disgruntled, Phoran thought, feeling a bare touch of triumph. Perhaps Avar had expected a
warmer greeting—or even the scold Phoran’ d intended to hand out to the Sept before overhearing that
conversation last night. Cool composure wasn't amood the young emperor often indulged himsdlf in.

“WhereisLeheigh, anyway? In the South?’” The indifference in Phoran’ s voice wasless of an effort.
There. See how little I concern myself with your affairs?

He' d looked up the ancient deed in the library and followed the path on severd of the mapsin the map
room. He could have discussed the cropsin the Sept’ s new inheritance with knowledge gained from
poring over tax records of the past few centuries. But now he would not admit to knowing anything.
Avar’ s brother wouldn’t have dared to show such disgust for the Emperor if he had no encouragement
from Avar himsdlf.

But Phoran needed Avar. He needed his praise. He needed his support againgt the older council
members who weren't happy with an emperor who indulged himsdlf in nightly parties, and yet they il
refused to let him do anything more useful. Needed him because Avar, when he stayed at the palace,
often dept in abed in the Emperor’ s suite—and when Avar was there, Phoran was safe.

“Leheighis southwest, sire, dong the Silver River below Shadow’ s Fall,” said Avar, hisface settling into
itsusud warmth. “I didn’t havetimeto vigt the battlefield—but | will next timel go there, if | canfinda
guide. All indl, I'm very happy with the lands, my father wasn't ahunter so he lft the forest wild and
filled with game. The keep dates back to afew centuries after Shadow’ s Fall—the family legend clams
that my many times great-grandfather was asolder of the Remnant of the Army of Man, and afew of
those soldiers settled aong the river after thefind battle. There sacouple of townsin thedidtrict, a
largish village near my keep, and a smdler town on the banks of the river. The Redern villagers—that’s
the smaller town—dltill talk asif the Fall of the Shadowed happened yesterday. | suppose because
nothing interesting has happened there since.”

“I see,” said Phoran. “When did you get back?’

“The day before yesterday,” Avar said. “My agpologies for not coming to you directly, but | had to make



arrangements for someitems| brought back.” He hesitated. “ And, | came back and found that my
mistress had afew extramen warming her bed while | was gone. By thetime | dedlt with that my temper
was none too sweet.”

A good reason for waiting,thought Phoran with secret jubilation. Maybe Avar’ s brother was jedl ous of
the time Avar spent with him; maybe that’ swhy he' d said such hurtful things. Phoran could understand
Toarsen'sjedousy.

“I thought I’d go riding today,” said Phoran, changing the subject asif Avar’ strip and return were
something that held no interest. “Will you accompany me?’ He hadn't intended to ask for company. But
Avar’s presence soothed the hurts Toarsen and Kissel had dedlt. Avar was his friend—anyone could see
it by the warmth of his gaze.

Avar's eyebrows climbed up that perfect forehead. “ Of course, my lord. I'll send word to the stables. |
left my horseat home.”

“I’ve donethat dready,” Phoran said, setting hisfork aside. “Y ou can ride the horse my armsman was
totake.” He' d have no need of aguard with Avar by hisside. “1 fed asif | haven’t been out of the castle
inmonths.” Only after hesaid it did heredlize that it was true. When was the last time hel d been out? Oh,
yes, that tavern crawl in disguise on Avar’ s birthday four months before.

“Ah.” Avar frowned alittle. “Is something bothering you?’

Phoran shook his head and stood up. * Just bored. Tell me about your new curiosity. A Traveler, you
sad. Isheamage?’

Avar grinned, “Aren't they al?But truthfully, | don’t think he hasadrop of Traveler blood—heis,
however, askilled heder.”

And asthey strode through the palace to the stables, Avar chatted cheerfully about histrip, not at al like
aman talking to someone he held in contempt. Phoran wondered whether he should tell Avar what his
brother had said—and decided not to. Not because he was afraid to hurt Avar, but because he didn’t
want Avar to know that anyone held Phoran in contempt.

Under the cheerful flow of Avar’s attention, Phoran began to rethink the whole of last night’ s debacle. It
was traditiona for people not to like their rulers—and he probably misunderstood what they were saying
about hisuncle. They hadn’t said that they had killed him, just that he had been killed. Phoran hadn’t
been drunk, precisely, but he hadn’t exactly been sober either. It was easy to misinterpret thingsin that
deate.

Phoran relaxed and let himsdlf revel in hishero’s company. It had been weeks sincehe'd had Avar’'s
undivided attention. His contentment was somewhat shaken when they brought his stallion to him.

Phoran, who had learned to ride as soon as he could walk, had to use amounting block to attain the
saddle.

Fat, indeed, he thought, red-faced as the stablemen who' d known him from the time he was atoddler
fought not to meet hiseyes. At least they had trusted him with his own stalion, who had responded with
hisusud fury to the weight of arider—perhapsalittle worse for having not been ridden for so many
months.



By the time Blade quit fussing, Phoran wastired, quite certain he' d pulled amusclein hisback, and
thoroughly triumphant. Not everyone could have stayed on such an anima, and he' d managed it. The
gtallion snorted and settled down asif the previous theatrics had never been.

“Nicely ridden, my emperor,” murmured Avar with just the proper amount of admiration to make the
comment too much.

Phoran watched the stablemen’ s faces change from approval to velled contempt.Had Avar done that
on purpose? thought the smal hurt part of Phoran that was still writhing under Toarsen’ sderision.

Avar had thingsto look after that evening, and Phoran did not follow hisimpulse to plead with Avar to
day. Theride had reminded him of hisuncle, who had taught him horsemanship. His uncle, who would
have been disappointed in the man Phoran had grown to be.

“You have brains, mi’lad,” he remembered his uncle saying. “Emperor or not. Use them.”

So it wasthat as darknessfdl in hisrooms and the flamesin the fireplace died to bare glowing embers,
Phoran was aone again when the Memory came.

It stood taller than aman and stopped some few feet away. Doubtless, Phoran thought with humor that
barely masked histerror, it was taken aback that he was not in a drunken stupor or crying in the corner
as he had been on more than one occasion.

It looked like nothing at dl, asif ahuman eye couldn’t quite focus on what it was—though tonight it
looked, somehow, morereal than it had been before.

Its hesitation, if it had hesitated at dl, was only momentary. For thefirst time, Phoran stood quietly asit
enfolded himin its blackness, taking away his ability to move or cry out. He d hoped that it would be
better if he hed till, but the burning pain of fangs piercing theinner skin of his elbow was asterrible ashe
remembered. Cold entered Phoran from the place where the Memory fed, asif it was replacing what it
drank with ice. When it was done it said the words that had become too familiar.

“By thetaking of your blood, | owe you. One answer. Choose your question.”

“Areyou afraid of other people?’ Phoran asked. “Isthat why you don’t come if someone' sin the room
withme?’

“No,” it said and vanished.

Shivering asif he' d been hunting in winter, Phoran the Twenty-Seventh curled up on the rug on the floor
of hisroom.

CHAPTER 8

Thistime it wasn't the grating that opened, but the door. Tier shot to hisfeet and had to stop there
because the sudden light blinded him.

“If it please you, my lord,” said a soft tenor voice that could have belonged equaly well to ayoung man



or awoman, “Would you come with me? We have arranged for your comfort. | am to offer you also an
apology for how you have been treated. We have not been ready to receive you until now.”

Tier wiped his eyes and squinted againgt the glare of what was, after dl, afairly dim lantern to seethe
backlit form of awoman.

The sight, he could tell, was staged. She held the light carefully to exhibit certain aspects of her form. The
dight tremor in the hand that held the lantern might be faked as well—but he’ d have been worried about
facing aman who' d been caged for aslong as Tier had, so he gave her the benefit of the doubt.

“I'mnolord,” hesaid a last. “ Tell mejust who it is| haveto thank for my recent stay here?’
“If it pleeseyou,sr, ” shesad. “I'll take you to where dl of your questions can be answvered.”

Tier could have overpowered her, and would have if she had been aman. But if they, whoever they
were, sent awoman to get him, it could only be because overpowering her would get him nowhere.

“You'll haveto give meamoment,” hesaid, “until | can seeagain.”

Ashisvision cleared, he saw that the woman was arrayed in flowing garments that hinted broadly at the
body benesth.

A whore' s costume, but this woman was no common whore. She was extraordinarily beautiful, even to
aman who preferred hiswoman to be less soft and breakable. Even if the net of gems and gold that
confined quite abit of equally golden hair was paste and brass—and he wasn't at dl sureit was—the
cloth of her dresswasworth afair penny.

“Canyou see, yet, Sr?’ she asked.

“Oh aye” hesaid congenidly. He d bide histime until he had enough information to act. “Lead on, fair
|x,y.”

She laughed gently at his address as sheled him out into awinding corridor. Behaving, he thought, asif

he were a customer, rather than aman who' d been imprisoned for weeks.

The hal ceiling was so low he could have easily touched it with ahand. On either Sde of hiscell there
were doorsthat opened to his hand and revealed rooms that looked much like his. The woman was
patient with him, waiting without murmuring and pausing with him when he stopped by an iron door twice
aswide asthe onethat led into his cell. The door stuck fast when hetriedit.

The woman said nothing. When he took the lantern from her and adjusted it brighter so he could look
more closdly at the doors, she merely folded her arms under her full breasts.

Heignored her until he was certain that the door was hinged on the other side, with two iron bars (barely
visble in the narrow space between door and frame) in place to keep the door shut. If he'd accessto a
forge he could fashion something to unbar the door—but they were unlikely to alow him such.

He handed the lantern back to his hostess and alowed her to lead him.

The hal continued around a sharp bend and ended in double doors. Just before the walls ended, there
was adoor on ether side. It was the left-hand door the woman opened, stepping back for him to



precede her.

The smell of steam and the sound of running water emerged from the opened door, so hewas
unsurprised to enter a bathing room. He knew what one looked like because the Sept of Gerant had held
war conferencesin his—saying that the sound of the water kept people from overhearing anything useful.
But that austere chamber had as much to do with this one as adonkey had with awarhorse. A golden
tub of a size to accommodate five or six was brim full of hot, seaming water with atall table near it
holding avariety of sogpsand pots of lotion. But by far the most impressive part of the room wasthe

cold pool.

Water cascaded from an opening in the celling high above and poured onto aledge of fitted rock where
it was spread to fall in awide sheet to the waist-deep pool below. He could tell the pool was waist-deep
because there were two naked, frightened, and obvioudy cold women standing iniit.

“Sssst,” hissed hisguidein sudden irritation. “ Y ou look asif you are about to lose your virtue again.
Doesthislook like aman who' d hurt women?’

She softened her voice to velvet and turned back to Tier. “You'll forgivethem, my . . . ar. Our last guest
was none to happy with his captivity and took it out on those who had nothing to do with it.”

Helaughed with honest amusement. “ After that speech | would certainly fed like astupid lout to try any
suchthing,” hesad.

In the brighter light of the bathing chamber he could see that she was more than beautiful—she was
fascinating, awoman who'd draw men’s eyes when she was eighty. He mentaly upped her probable
price again. So why was he being offered such service? The thought pulled the smile from hisface.

“So I’'mto clean mysdf before being presented, en?” he said neutraly.

“Wewill perform that service, gr, if youwill dlow us,” she said, bowing her head in submission. “When
you are finished bathing, there are clean clothes to replace the ones you wear now. Thisisfor your
comfort entirely. If you choose, you may stay asyou areand I’ll take you in now. | thought you would
prefer not to appear at a disadvantage.”

“Disadvantage, eh?’ He glanced at hisclothes. “If they kidnap aman at thetail end of athree-month
hunt, they get asthey deserve. I'll wash, but you ladies get yourselves out of here or my wife will have my
heed.”

Thewomen in the pool giggled asif he' d been witty, but they waited for a gesture from the woman he'd
followed before they left the pool. They wrapped themsalvesin a couple of the bathing sheetsfolded in
piles on a bench and exited the room through the same door he' d entered.

“Youtoo, lass” hetold hisguide. “The high-born you serve may be comfortable with help, but we
Rederni are competent to wash ourselves.”

Smilingly she bowed and | &ft, shutting the door behind her. He hadn't noticed alatch, but he heard a
click that could be nothing else so he didn’t bother to try the door. The waterfadl was more intriguing.

Four leaps gave him afingerhold on the lowest ledge and he climbed the rest with relative ease. When he
found the opening the water fdl through in the corner of the calling, it was grated with iron barsset in
mortar.



He did back down and splashed uncaring of his battered clothing into the cold pool of water. He hadn’t
expected such an obviousway out, but he needed to know what he dealt with. Eventually he'd manage a
way out—in the meantime there was no need for filth.

He washed the clothes on his body firgt, then threw them into the waiting hot tub, where he’ d sogp down
both them and himsalf when he was ready.

The cold water poured over hisface, clearing his head and his thoughts as he scraped away dirt.

He hadn’t heard anyone enter, but when he stepped out from the waterfall, there were clean clothes
waiting for him.

Heignored them and settled into the tub of hot water, soaped himsdlf off, and gave rough serviceto his
clothes. Rinsing everything in the cold pool, he draped his clothes where he could. Shivering now, he
dried himsdlf and examined the clothing she'd left for him.

It was servicedble clothing, very like thefilthy garments he' d taken off, though lessworn. He fingered the
shirt thoughtfully before donning it. The leather bootsfit him aswell ashisold ones, lost somewhere

during his captivity.

As hetied the laces of hisboots, his guide returned, her timing too accurate for guessing. Someone had
been watching him—he hoped they enjoyed the show. She held atray with acomb and aplain silver clip
and held them out. He ran the comb through his hair and pulled it back into a queue which he fastened
with thedip.

He turned around once for her perusa and she nodded. “You'll do, gir. If you'll follow me, the Master
awaits your presence.”

“Master?’ he asked.

But she'd given him dl the information sheintended to. “Come,” she said, leading him back to the
corridor.

The double doors at the end of the hall were open thistime and a haze of smoke drifted into the corridor
aong with adesultory drumbeat and ahum of conversation. But he had only amoment to glanceinsde
and get an impression of some sort of public room with tables and benches scattered around, before the
woman opened the door directly across from the bathing room and gestured him in.

In size and lack of windows, the room resembled the cell Tier had been living in, though here the stone
floor was covered with atightly woven rug that cushioned hisfeet. A pair of matching tapestries hung on
onewadl. Theonly furnishingsin the room were two comfortable-looking chairs flanking asmal round
table.

In one of the chairs sat aman in ablack velvet robe sipping from agoblet. He was a decade or so older
than Tier with the features of an eastern nobleman, wide-cheeked and flat-nosed. Like hisface, hishands
bel onged to an aristocrat, long-fingered and bedecked with rings.

He looked up when Tier’ s guide softly cleared her throat.

“Ah. Thank you, Myrcerig,” he said plessantly, setting his goblet on thetable. “That will bedl.”



The door shut quietly behind Tier' s back, leaving the two men aonein the room.

The robed man folded his hands contemplatively againgt hischin, “You don't look likea Traveler,
Tieragan of Redern.”

Traveler?

Tier raised an eyebrow and took the empty chair. It was alittle short for him, so he stretched out hislegs
and crossed his ankles. When he was comfortable, he looked at the man most probably responsible for
his recent imprisonment and said courteoudy, “ And you don’t ook like afestering pustuleon adug's
hind end ether. Appearances can be deceiving.”

The other man’sface didn’t change, but Tier felt a pulse of power, of magic—just as he was meant to.
The surge of magic died and the wizard smiled. “Y ouare angry, aren’t you? | do believe we owe you an
gpology for keeping you locked inyour cell, but it has been along time since we had an Owl in our
keeping. We had to be certain that we could contain your magic before releasing you.”

Contain his magic?

“Y ou seem to know alot about me,” Tier commented. “Would you careto return the favor?’

The other man laughed, “Y ou’ll have to excuse me—you' re not quite what | expected. | am Kerstang,

Sept of Telleridge.”

Tier nodded dowly. “And what would the Sept of Telleridge want with a Rederni farmer?’
“Nothing at dl,” said Telleridge. “1 do, however, have ausefor a Traveler and Bard.”
“I toldyou,” said Tier mildly. “I am not aTraveler. What do you need mefor?’

Telleridge smiled asif Tier’ sanswer had pleased him. “In addition to my dutiesasa Sept, | find mysdlf
with the ddlicate charge of the youth of the Empire. The law of primogeniture, however necessary, leaves
many of the younger sons of noblemen without any congtructive outlets for their energies. | run an Eyrie
for theselost young men and I’ m responsible for their entertainment.”

“I’'m the entertainment?” said Tier. “ Surely there are bards who don’t need abducting to be persuaded
to provide entertainment.”

Tdleridge laughed, “ But they would not be nearly asamusing.” Thelaughter drifted away asif it had
never been. “Nor would they be Owl. All you need to know at the moment isthat you are, will you or nil
you, my guest for the next year. During that time you will entertain my young friends and occasiondly
participate in our ceremonies. In return you may ask for anything that you wish, short of leaving, and it
will be arranged.”

“l don't think s0,” said Tier.

“Refusing isnot an option,” said the wizard. “For ayear and aday you will have whatever you want—or
you can struggle; it matters not one whit to me.”



That phrase struck a chord of memory. “A year and aday,” Tier said. “ Y ou'll make me beggar king for
ayear and aday.” He hummed abit of the old tune. “ And | suppose, like the beggar king, you'll sacrifice
me to the gods at the end?’

“That' sright,” said thewizard asif Tier wereaprized pupil. “I seethat an Owl will be different than a
Raven—which iswhat we' ve had the lagt three times. The Hunter was interesting, though wefinally had
to cagehim. | think you'll do. But first .. .”

Heleaned forward and touched Tier lightly; as he did so, the Silver and onyx ring on hisindex finger
caught Tier’ sattention briefly.

He was digtracted by the ring when the wizard’ s voice dropped afull octave and he said in the Traveler
tongue,“ By Lark and Raven, | bind you that you will harm neither me nor any wizard who wears a
black cloak in these halls. By Cormorant and Owl, | bind you that you will not ask anyone to help
you escape. By Falcon, | bind you that you will not speak of your death.”

Magic surged through Tier, holding him il until the wizard was done.
“There,” he said Sitting back again.

There indeed, thought Tier, shaken. No one had ever laid aspell on him before. Hefdt . . . violated and
frightened. It had been so fast and he hadn't been able to defend himself fromit at all. Cold sweat did
down his neck and he shivered, fighting nausea.

“Sick?’ Tdleridge asked. “It takes some people like that, but | couldn’t depend upon theword of a
Traveler peasant—even if you'd giveit. My young friends are easily influenced. | would hate to lose any
of my Passerines too soon.”

“Passerines?’ asked Tier, breathing shalowly through his nose and hoping he didn't ook as shaken as
hefdt. “Y ou have song birds here?’

Thewizard smiled. “As| said, aBard will beinteresting. Myrceriawill tell you what you need to know
about my Passerines. Ask her about the Secret Path if you wish. Sheiswaiting for you outside the door.”

The woman was indeed waiting for him, kneeling on the cold stone of the floor with her hands at rest.
Prepared, Tier thought, to ded with aman in any mood he might emerge with. She sat unmoving until he
closed the door gently behind him.

“If you like, | cantakeyou into the Eyrie,” she said, using her right arm to indicate the open double
doors. “There are othersto talk to if you wish and food and drink are available to you there. If you
would prefer to ask me questions, we can go back to your room. Y ou will find it much improved.”

“Let’'sgotdk,” he sad after amoment.

As Myrceriapromised, the cell had been transformed in his absence. 1t had been scoured clean and
furnished with abed such as the nobles dept in rather than the rush-stuffed mattress over stretched rope
he had a home. Rich fabrics and rare woods filled the room,; it should have looked crowded, but it



managed to appear cozy indtead. In the center of the bed aworn lute rested, looking oddly out of place.

Hetook a step toward it, but stopped. He wasn't like Seraph: he didn’t feel the need to do the opposite
of whatever anyonetried to get him to do, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed being manipulated either. So
he |eft the Iute for later examination and chose to investigate another oddity. The room waslit by glowing
stones in copper braziers placed in strategic places around the room.

“They’'re quite safe,” said Myrceriabehind him. She moved againgt him, pressing close until her breasts
rested againgt his back, then reached around him to pick the fist-sized rock out of the brazier he' d picked

up.

He st the brazier down gently and stepped away from her. “Y ou are quite lovely, lass” he said. “But if
you knew my wife, you' d know that she' d take my liver and egt it in front of my quivering body if | ever
betrayed her.”

“Sheisnot here)” Myrceriamurmured, replacing the rock and turning gracefully in acircle so that he
could see what he was refusing. “ She will never know.”

“I don't underestimate my wife,” hereplied. “Nor should you.”

Myrceriatouched the net that confined her hair and shook her head, freeing waves of gold to cascade
down her back and touch her ankles. “ She'll believe you're dead,” she said. “They have arranged for it.
Will she befaithful to you if you are dead?’

Seraph thought he was dead?He needed to get home.

“Telleridge said you would answer my questions,” he said. “Where are we?’

“Inthe palace,” she answered.

“InTad@?’

“That’sright,” sheleaned into him.

He bent until hisface was closeto hers. “No,” he said softly. “Y ou have answersto my questions, and
that isal I'minterested in.” Therewasaflash of fear in her eyes, and it occurred to him that awhore was
hardly likely to be so interested in him on her own. “Y ou can tell Telleridge whatever you like about

tonight; I'll not deny it—but Il not bresk the vows I’ ve made. | have my own woman; | need answers.”

She stood very till for amoment, her eyes unreadable—which told him more about what she was
thinking than the facile, convenient expressions of awhore.

Sowly, but not seductively, she rebound her hair. When she was finished she had tucked away her
potent sexuaity aswell.

“Very well,” shesad. “What would you like to know?’
“Tel mealie” hesad.

Her eyebrowsraised. “A lie?’



“Anything. Tl methat the coverlet isblue”
“The coverlet isblue”

Nothing. Hefdt nothing.

“Tel meit'sgreen,” hesad.

“The coverletisgreen.”

He couldn’t tell when she waslying. Just about the only useful thing his magic could do. He opened his
mouth to ask her to help him escape, just to seeif he could, but no word of his request |eft histhroat.

“Gods take him! " heroared angrily. “ Gods take him and est his spleen while he yet lives.” Heturned

toward the whore and she flinched away from him needlesdy. He had himsdlf under control now. “Tell
me about this place, the Passerines, the Secret Peth, Telleridge. . . dl of it.”

Shetook astep back and sat gingerly on the edge of the bed, on the far sde of the lute. Speaking
quickly, she said, “The Secret Peth is a clandestine organization of nobles. The roomsthat you have seen
today and afew others are under an unused wing of the palace. Most of the activities of the Path involve
only the young men, the Passerines. The older members and the Masters, the wizards, direct what those
activities are. The Passerines are the younger members of the Secret Path. They are brought in between
the ages of sixteen and twenty.”

“What do they call the older members?’ asked Tier.

“Raptors,” shereplied, rlaxing alittle, “and the wizards are the Magters”

“Who isin charge, the wizards or the Raptors?’

“The High Path—which is made up of a salect group of Raptors and Masters and led by Master
Tdleridge”

“What is the requirement for membership?’ he asked.

“Noble birth and the proper temperament. None of them can be direct heirs of the Septs. Most of the
boys come at the recommendation of the other Passerines.”

“Telleridgeisa Sept,” said Tier, trying to put his knowledge into an acceptable pattern.
“Y es. Hisfather and brothers died of plague.”
“Did hedart this. . . Secret Path?’

“No.” She settled more comfortably against thewall. “It isavery old association, over two hundred and
fifty yearsold.”

Tier thought back over the history of the Empire. “ After the Third Civil War.”

Myrcerianodded her head, and smiled alittle.



“Phoran the Eighteenth, | believe, who inherited right in the middle of the war when hisfather waskilled
by an assassin,” he said. “A man known for his brilliance in diplomacy rather than war. Now what exactly
wasit that caused that war . . .”

Her smilewidened, “1 imagine you know quite well. Bards, I’ ve been told, have to know their history.”

“The younger sons of anumber of the more powerful Septs seized their fathers —or brothers' lands
illegaly while the Septs were meeting in council. They claimed that the laws of primogeniture were wrong,
robbing younger sons of their proper inheritance. Thewar lasted twenty years.”

“Twenty-three,” she corrected mildly.
“I bet the Path was founded by Phoran the Eighteenth’ s younger brother—the war leader.”

She cleared her throat. “ By Phoran’s youngest son, actudly, athough his brother was one of the origina
members”

“The Path,” said Tier, having found the pattern, “draws the younger sons, young men educated to wield
power but who will never have any. Only the oneswho are angriest at their lot in lifeare alowed into it.
Asyoung men, they are given a secret way to defy those in power—a safe outlet for their energies. Then,
| suppose, afew are guided dowly into places where they can gain power—advisor to the king,
merchant, diplomat. Places where they acquire power and an investment in the hedlth of the Empire they
despise. Old Phoran the Eighteenth was amaster strategist.”

“You arewd| educated for a. . . abaker,” shesad, “from alittle village in the middle of nowhere.”
Hesmiled at her. “I fought under the Sept of Gerant from the time | was fifteen until the last war was
over. He has areputation as being something of an eccentric. He wasn't concerned with the birth of his

commanders, but he did think that his commanders needed to know as much about politicsand history as
they knew about war.”

“A soldier?” She consdered theidea. “I’ d forgotten that—they didn’t seem to consider it to be of much
importance.”

“Y ou are well-educated for your position aswell,” he said.

“If younger sons have no place in the Empire, their daughters have—" she stopped abruptly and took a
step backward. “Why am | telling you this?” Her voice shook in unfeigned fear. “Y ou’ re not supposed to
be able to work magic here. They said that you couldn’t.”

“I"'mworking no magic,” hesaid.

“I haveto go,” she said and | &ft the cell. She didn’t, he noticed, forget to shut and bolt the door.

When she was gone, he pulled hislegs up on the bed, boots and al, and leaned againgt the wall.

Whatever the Path was supposed to have been, he doubted that its only purpose was to keep the young
nobles occupied. Tdleridge didn't strike him as the sort to serve anyone except himsalf—certainly not the
gability of the Empire.

Thinking of Telleridge reminded Tier of what the wizard had done to him. Hismagic wasredly



gone—not that it waslikdly to do him much good in asituation like this. Alone, without witnesses, Tier
sat on the bed and buried his head in his hands, seeing, once more, Telleridge' s hand closng on hisarm.

Wizards weren't supposed to be able to cast spellslike that. They had to make potions and draw
symbols—he d seen them do it. Only Ravens were able to cast spells with words.

Telleridge had spoken in the Traveler tongue.

Tier sraightened up and tared at one of the glowing brazierswithout seeing it. That ring. He had seen
that ring before, the night he’ d met Seraph.

Though it had been twenty years, he was certain he was not mistaken. He' d aknack for remembering
things, and the ring Telleridge had worn had the same notch on the setting that thering . . . what had his
name been? Wresen. Wresen had been awizard, too. A wizard following Seraph.

How had Telleridge known that Tier was Bard? Tier had supposed that his unknown visitor had told the
wizard, if it hadn’t been the wizard himself. However, it sounded asif Tier being a Bard was the reason
they’ d taken him in thefirst place. No one except Sergph knew what he was—though she' d told him that
any Raven would know.

They had been watching him. Myrceria had known that he had been a baker and asoldier. Had they
been watching him and Seraph for twenty years? Were they watching Seraph now?

He sprang to hisfeet and paced. He had to get home. When an hour of fruitless thought left him il in
the locked cdll, he settled back on the bed and took up the lute absently. All he could do was be ready
for an opportunity to escape asit presented itself.

He noticed the tune that he' d begun fingering with wry amusement. Almost defiantly he plucked out the
chorus with quick-fingered precison.

A year and a day, A year and a day, And the beggar’ll be king For a year and a day.

In the song, in order to stop a decade-long drought, desperate priests decided that the ultimate sacrifice
had to be made—the most important person in the nation had to be sacrificed: the king. Unwilling to die,
the king refused, but proposed the priests take one of the beggars from the street. The king would step
down from office for ayear and let the beggar be king. The priests argued that a year was not long
enough—so they made the beggar king for ayear and aday. The drought ended with thefind, willing
sacrifice of the young man who' d proved more worthy than thered king.

Just asthe Secret Path’s Traveler king, Tier, would die at the end of hisreign.

He thought of one of the bindings Telleridge had put on him. The young men, the Passerines, didn’t
know he would die—otherwise there would be no reason to forbid him to spesk of it with them.

No doubt then his death would serve a purpose greater than mimicking an old song. Would it appease
the gods like the beggar king' s sacrificein the story? But then why hide it from the young men? What
would awizard want with his death?

Magic and degth, he remembered Seraph telling him once. Magic and desth are avery powerful
combination. The better the mage knows the victim, the stronger the magic he can work. The mage' s pet
cat works better than astray. A friend better than an enemy . . . afriend for ayear and aday.



He had to get word to Seraph. He had to warn her to protect the children.

Hisfingers picked out the chordsto an old war song.Myrceria, hethought,| will work on Myrceria.

Phoran held the bundle of parchment triumphantly as he marched alone through the hdls of the palace
toward hisstudy. They’d look for him in hisroomsfirst, he thought. No one but the old librarian knew
about the study. They’ d find him eventualy, but not until he was ready for them.

It had been impulse, really. When the old fool, Douver, set down the papers the Council of Septs had
for him to sign, Phoran had just picked them up, tucked them under his arm, and announced to the amost
empty room that he would take them under advisement.

He d turned on his hed and walked out, dipping through acomplex system of secret passages—some
of which were so well known they might be corridors and others he rather thought he might be the only
onewho knew. He d given no one achanceto follow him.

For mogt of hislife, he' d signed what they told him to. At least his uncle had done him the courtesy of
explaining what he' d sgned—though he remembered not caring much about mogt of it.

But the empty room had been an insult. When the Emperor signed the proposalsinto law twice ayear,
there should be people present, and would have been, if anyone thought that the Emperor would do
anything but sgn what he wastold.

He entered the library through a secondary door, passed unnoticed among the bins of parchment and
shelves of booksin the back corner of the room, and unlocked the door of his study. It was asmdl
room, but it locked from the insde aswell asthe outside, which was dl that he required.

He settled himsdlf into his chair and thought. It was al very well to decide to be emperor in fact aswell
asname, but he didn’t redlly have the support he needed. The Sept of Gorrish fancied himself defacto
ruler, and the Septs who followed him, Telleridge, and the like, would do their best to fight any sign of
independence.

Redlly, he d best sign the damn things and get it over with.

Instead he uncorked hisinkwell, trimmed his pens, and began to read. Thefirg three parchments he
signed—complex trade agreements between various Septs, and nothing the Emperor should interfere
with. But, dmost involuntarily, he made mental notes of the names involved and the dliances the new
lawsreveded.

The fourth parchment was another of theincreasingly punitive laws amed at the Travelers. He signed
that one, too. Most Travelers were thieves, his uncle had said, though not without a certain amount of
sympathy. Having no land they could settle on, because no Sept would have dlowed such athing, they
were forced to earn their bread as best they could.

Hours passed. Occasionally, Phoran would sneak out to the library to retrieve maps or books. But he
sgned the parchments one by one—setting only afew asdefor further review.

Two hefound that might serve his point. They were regional mattersthat most of the council would not



care unduly about; each was sgned by only afew more than haf the council with no protests.

Thefirst act would give the Sept of Hollaexclusive fishing rightsin Lake Azalan. Phoran had checked his
maps and found Lake Azalan to be asmall body of water in the Sept of Holla slands. The law was so
odd—the Septs usudly had effective exclusive rightsto any fully enclosed body of water—that Phoran
knew there was a story behind the ruling. The second concerned asmall section of land awarded to the
Sept of Jenne for his* servicesto the Empire.”

He pored over the smple words to mine them for clues and regretted the indifference that had kept him
from the council the past few years, because he no longer knew al of the different aliances. Geography
helped—all of Holla s sgnatures were from Septsin the Northeast, Holla s neighbors. All except one of
his neighbors. The one, thought Phoran with sudden comprehension, who had been sending fishermen
into hisneighbor’slake.

That one would work—Holla had little influence in the council. But he' d rather come down on the sde
of justice.

The second one was frustrating because the land in question was so small that he couldn’t find out much
about it.

He looked up from amap and the Memory was there.

He hadn’t redized how long he' d been in his study. He' d trimmed the lamps absently as he' d needed,
and there was no window to tell him that the sun had set.

Sowly Phoran set his pen down and shed the heavy state robes so he could bare his arm. The hope that
had cloaked him for most of the day evaporated at the touch of cold, cold lipson his skin.

It hurt, and he looked away asit fed.

“By thetaking of your blood, | owe you one answer. Choose your question.”

Tired beyond reason and till trembling with the remnants of pain, Phoran laughed harshly and said, “Do
you know someone who could help me understand what’ s so specia about asmall dice of the Sept of
Gerant’ slands that the council would gift it to the Sept of Jenne?”

The Memory turned and drifted toward the door.

“| thought you owed me an answer,” said Phoran without heat. That would have taken too much
passion, and he' d aready, redly, given up on his plans. He would not hurt an innocent man just because
his petition was convenient for his purposes, and he was beginning to believe that the library did not
contain the information he needed to refuse to Sign Jenn€e' s petition.

He' d aready begun to go back to comparing two well-drawn mapsto athird, less clear, but more
detailed when the Memory said, “ Come.”

Phoran looked up and saw it waiting for him. It took him a moment to remember exactly what he'd
asked.

“Youknow someone who could help?’



It didn’t answer.

Phoran stared at it and tried to think. If anyone saw him. . . He glanced at the parchments and maps
scattered around and gathered the ones that might prove helpful.

CHAPTER 9
They camefor him shortly after Myrcerialeft.

Tier set the lute down, and stood up when the door opened to admit five men in black robes like the one
Telleridge had worn. Their hoods were pulled down over their faces and they walked in asif they each
had a predetermined place to stand. Tier had the oddest feeling that they did not seehim at al.

They took up positions around him. One after the other they began chanting, alow, droning, off-pitch
sound that he could not decipher because the words they used bel onged to no language he' d ever heard.
Magic, he knew, but he was helpless to stop them because of Telleridge’s command.

Asone, they raised their hands above their heads and clapped . . .

He awoke lying on the floor, naked and sweeting. The memory of pain lent nausea to the cacophony of
tingling body parts. He sat up, frantically trying to remember what had happened after the wizards had
clapped their hands, but the thought of the sound made his earsring.

They had taken his memories. Even so, there were things that he knew, asif the events he couldn’t
remember had left avisceral resdue on hisbody. He d been violated, not physically raped but something
that was anear kin.

He sat up straight and held hishead like awolf scenting a hare. He remembered that, remembered
someonetdling him . . . rememberedTelleridge telling him that he would not know what had happened.

Owls had very good memories.

Tier' slipsdrew back in asnarl. Hatred was aforeign emotion to him. He' d fought for years against an
enemy hewastold to hate, but he' d never found anything in his heart but agrim determination to
persevere. The Fahlarn were not wicked, just wrongly ambitious. He had seen people do terrible things
because of stupidity, ignorance, anger, but he' d never met evil before.

Now hewas befouled by it.

Staggering to hisfeet, he looked for his clothing. When he was clothed he could fed lessvulnerable.
They’ d taken hismemories and his magic, but surely they would leave him clothes.

A cursory search of the room turned up atunic and pants, though not his own. They were looser in fit
than he was used to and darker colored: Traveler clothesfor their pet Traveler. Nevertheless, he pulled
them on quickly.

Ingtinctively helooked for something he could useto clean himsdlf, and noticed there was no water in the
room. Even as he regretted the lack, he knew that it wouldn’t have mattered if they’ d Ieft him in the



bathing room—the filth that coated him could not be cleaned that way.
Hisgaze fdl upon the lute.

No matter how fine the instrument, alute dways needed tuning. He sat down beside it and cradled it to
him.

There were eight courses on thisinstrument, two strings per course except for the highest note, and this
Iute hadn’t been properly tuned in awhile. As he settled into the familiar chore, the shaky, frightened
feding in his somach began to sttle.

He tightened pegs by dight movements, because there were no extrastrings sitting around if he broke
one. Asthe lute started to come up to tune, he noticed that the man who' d set the fretting had had an ear
as good as his own—yperhaps he' d been a Bard, too.

Hetried asmplerefrain and knew in arush of rdlief that thiswas what he' d needed. For along time he
just played bits of thisand that, |etting the music save the hurt that had been doneto him.

At last hisfingers hit upon atune that his ears enjoyed, a piece his grandfather had written to welcome
the coming of spring. He closed hiseyesand let the music fill him until everything else was distant, where
it could no longer harm him. He took a deep breath that filled hislungs with the scent of lilacs.

Magic.

He opened his eyes, tilled his hands, and took another breath. The scent had faded, but he could il
amdll the sweet flowers until his snuses closed. His eyes watered and he sneezed twice; Lilacsdways
made him sneeze,

Perhaps, he thought,they don’t know as much about Traveler magic as they think they do.

There was a scuffle outside his door, asif someone fumbled with akey.

“Drat,” said ayoung man’'svoice. “Drat, drat. Thiskey is supposed to open any door in the palace.
Wait, ah. A turnkey box.” There was some more rustling and ajangle of keysrattling together. The door
of hiscell creaked open.

“Er, hallo?’ A rather pudgy young face peered around the edge of the door.

“Helo,” Tier said mildly, though his body was tense and ready to act.

“Look, | hopel didn't wakeyou or . . . your light was still onso | thought . . .” The young man stumbled
toahalt.

“Comein,” invited Tier genidly.Keys, hethought,lowering his eyedlids. This boy would be no—
Herolled to hisfeet abruptly. “What in the name of the seven flaming hellsisthat? ”
The boy looked over his shoulder at the dark, nebulous shape behind him for amoment.

“You can seeit?’ he asked, sounding unhappy. “Most peoplecan't. It's. .. ah. . .itcdlsitsef a
Memory—asif that' saname. | haven't figured it out exactly mysdif. It does't usudly linger likethis”



Asthething moved into the room, Tier took a step back from the overwheming presence it carried with
it. He sat back on his bed and tried to look peaceful.

“I’'m sorry,” the boy apologized.

Tier turned his attention back to him with an effort, and noticed for the first time the qudity of the clothes
he was wearing. Ve vet embroidered in heavy metd threads that |ooked asif they wereredly gold.

“Look,” said the boy again. “1 don’t know why you' re here. These aren’t the regular holding cells. But
for some reason”—he gave an odd, short laugh—"“I think you might help me with a problem I’ ve been
looking into.”

And the boy took a piece of parchment he’ d been holding and thrust it at Tier. He sat beside him on the
bed, started to point at something and then stopped.

“Doyou read?’ he asked. “Not to be offensive, you understand, but you' re dressed like—"

“I can read Common,” said Tier. He'd learned under the Sept of Gerant, making him one of the double
handful of people who could read in Redern.

Since the Memory, whatever that was, had decided to stay on the far Sde of the cell, Tier alowed
himsdlf to look more closdly at the writing on the parchment.

“Look here,” said the boy, sounding more authoritative. “Thisisnomindly just asmple award for ajob
wdll done. Except that usualy propertiesthat belong to one Sept aren't gifted to another—certainly not
with avague ‘for servicesto the Empire’ See?”

Tier looked at what he held with disbelief. It gppeared to be alaw document of some sort.

Firgt Tier had thought that the boy might be one of Telleridge swizards, especidly with the thing that had
followed him in. Then he' d been amost certain that he was one of the Passerines Myrceria had told him

about. Now . . .
He cleared histhroat. “ Are you amember of the Secret Path?’
“If I'm not, does that mean you can’t tell me the answver?’

The disingenuous answer made Tier laugh in spite of hisgenerdly lousy mood. The young man gave him
apleased smile,

“Actudly, I've never heard of the Secret Path. Though, if you put any three nobles together, they’ll Sart
four secret societies of something.”

Tier nodded his head dowly. “I"d been given the impression that the Path members had taken over this
bit of the palace and made it their own. I you're not one, how did you find your way here?

The boy shrugged. “ The palace has enough rooms to house the whole city and then some. Thefirst
fifteen Emperors Phoran spent dl their time building the place and the next ten tried to figure out what to
do with al the rooms—mostly close them up. At least two of them, the eighth and the fourteenth—or the
seventh and the thirteenth if you' d rather not give anumber to the first Phoran—were fascinated by



secret rooms and passages. By happy chance | ssumbled upon the plans of Eight and actively sought
Fourteen’s. Once | had them, | hid them myself. At any rate, they give me ready accessto most of the
palace. Not that there' s usually much to see”

“I see” sad Tier, rather dazzled by dl the eights who might have been sevens—there was asong in that
somewhere. He hadn't redlly thought abouthow the Path had managed to secret off such abig chunk of
building. He had a hard time wrapping his mind around a building so large that the Path could use a
section for generations and not have it discovered.

“I'mnot alawyer,” Tier said findly. “Nor do | know anything about the Septs. | don’t see how | can
help you.”

The boy frowned. “| asked if there was someone who could help me find out more about the piece of
land in question. Isthere any reason that you would know something about the Sept of Gerant’ s lands?

“The Sept of Gerant?” exclaimed Tier, distracted from the question of who knew enough to send this
boy after him.

“That' sright,” said the boy. “I don’t know him by face, but it sounds asif you' ve met him.”

“He' |l not have been at court,” murmured Tier, reading the rest of the document rapidly. “He san old
warrior, not fitted for wearing silks and such. The Sept of Jenne, hmm.”

“I havethis, if it helps,” said the boy, and he pulled asmall, faded map from a pocket. “I can show you
where the land in question is—I just don’t know what’ s S0 important about it.”

The soft hand that handed Tier amap had asignet ring oniit. Tier noticed and catalogued it, but he was
thinking about the map o it took him amoment before he redized who was Sitting on his bed beside him.

The Emperor?

Hisnight had acquired anew level of strangeness. Tier glanced a the Memory. Wasit some sort of
body guard?

Heforced his eyes back to the map. If the Emperor had wanted him to know who he wastaking to, he
would haveintroduced himsdlf.

The boy tapped a spot on the old map. “ That’ swhereit is. It doesn’'t even connect to Jenne' slands.”

Tier closed his eyes and thought back twenty years, trying to make the lines on the map correspond to
the land he had known rather well a onetime.

“Water rights,” he said finally. “That’ s the headwaters of the creek that gives Gerant’ s people water.
This piece of land belongs to the Sept of Jenne' sfather-in-law—or it did twenty years ago. The current
Sept might be the son or grandson of the man I’ m thinking of, but at any rate, theland’ sin Jenne's
family’ s hands. It’ s pretty useless despiteits Size, becauseit’ sin the rainshadow of Brulles
Mountain—won't grow anything but sagebrush. If Jenne had control of Brulles—that strip of map should
be marked to show the mountain—he could hire awizard to divert the flow of water and send it down
the other sde of the mountain, or find some way of diverting the smal river that runs on the wrong side

for thelr purposes.”



“Hah,” the boy exclaimed happily. “It'sa payoff. That’ s the one want, then. What can you tell me
about Gerant'sallies?”

Tier hestated. “Gerant’ sagood man,” he said.
The boy raised an eyebrow. “1’m not planning on hurting him. 1 . ..” Now it was histurn to hesitate.

“I sugpect,” said Tier softly, “that there’ salaw or two against acommon man like me sharing aseat with
the Emperor. If you' ve aneed to beincognito, it might be better to take off that ring.”

Phoran (doubtless the boy’ s name was Phoran—though Tier couldn’t remember the number that went
with the name) looked upset for amoment, glanced at the ring that was the Emperor’ s sedl, then
shrugged.

“I'll keep your advicein mind. Well enough. If you know that much, ook here.” He tapped the paper
impatiently. “I need something | can use as afulcrum to move the power structurein the Council of Septs
sothat | don’t continueto be just afigurehead, and this document isit. It wasin my twice-yearly stack of
petitionsto be signed into law. There aren’t many signatures on this—only afew people who owed Jenne
something. Like as not most of them didn’t know what it wasthey were signing. You can’'t eventell that
thisland is Gerant’ swithout this map.”

“Right,” said Tier. He hadn't redlized that the boy was a figurehead, but then he hadn’t concerned
himsdf with any news outside of Redern since he’ d left Gerant’ s services severa years before the last
Phoran died. “ Twenty-sixth,” he said doud.

“Only if you don't count the first Phoran,” said Phoran, not the least discomposed. “I like to, though my
fether didn’t. Areyou Hill with me?’

“Right,” Tier nodded. “Y ou have ahill, obvioudy afavor, but not for a Sept who isvery powerful. Soif
you decide to declineto sign it, you' re not going to make adew of enemies. Who could object to your
refusal to grant one Sept’ slands to another without better reason than you’ ve been given? And I ll put up
my right arm that Gerant isno traitor or mischief maker that will embarrassyou on this. He strue as oak.
So you refuseto signit, and the rest of the council elther supportsyou, or makesit look like they think
the council should have the right to take land from whatever Sept they want without giving an adequate
reason.”

“That'sit,” said the boy, gathering up his map and document. “And | have atoehold into ruling on my
own. So, you have done me afavor.” Carefully he folded the parchment so it fit into his pocket with the
map. “| owe you an equa favor. Before | determine how best to repay you, tell me what you are doing
here, what this Path that I’ m not amember of is, and what the two have to do with each other.”

“It' sfaster if | start with the Path,” said Tier after thinking about it for aminute. “ The rest of the story
should fal out of that.” Briefly he outlined theinformation Telleridge and Myrceriahad given him.

Phoran stopped him. “They kill the Traveler wizards for power, these wizards who wear black robes?’

Tier nodded. “So I'mtold. I’ve only met two people—three with you—since | was brought here.” He
thought the ladiesin the bath didn’t count. “1 haven't actualy seen any of thisfor mysdlf.”

“You gill haven't told me what you are doing here,” said Phoran. “Or who you are, other than someone
who fought under Gerant in the last war.”



“I am afarmer who occasondly singsfor afew coppersat theloca tavernin Redern,” Tier said. “I
usualy spend the winter months trapping for furs. | was on my way home. | have avague memory of
seeing agroup of strangers, and then | awokein thiscell. Telleridge—that’ sthe man | told you about—"
“Tdleridge?’ said Phoran. “I know him, though I didn’t know he was awizard. Did hetdll you why they
wanted you enough to take you from Redern?’ asked Phoran. Then a strange expression came over his
face. “Isthat the Redern that belongs to the Sept of Leheigh?’

“Yes” Tier agreed.

“Avar?’ said Phoran dmogt to himsdif.

Avar, Tier recaled, was the given name of the new Sept, the new Sept who was supposed to be so
influentid with the Emperor.

“Is Avar amember of this Path?’

Tier shrugged. “I don't know. The only two I’ ve met by name are Telleridge and Myrceria—and | don’'t
think she'd be considered amember.”

Phoran got to hisfeet and began pacing. “Why you?’ he asked again. “Why did they go dl theway to
Redernto find you? You aren’'t a Traveler, not if you' re afarmer in Redern who used to be a solder.”

“Because | have amagicd tdent usualy associated with the Travelers” replied Tier. Preempting the next
question, he began telling Phoran what he knew about the Orders.

Phoran held up ahand. “Enough,” he said. “I believe you. Let’ s get you out of here, then you can explain
anything you fed necessary.”

Tier followed him to the threshold, but when he leaned forward to step through the door, white-hot pain
convulsed hisbody and ashock of magic threw him back severa feet into the cell.

“What wasthat?’ said Phoran, Sartled.
“Heisbound,” said the Memory. It sounded like acrow’ s mating call or therattle of dry bones.
Tier wobbled to hisfeet. “It talks?’

The Emperor looked at the Memory. “ Sometimes. But thisisthefirst timeit's ever volunteered
information. Areyou dl right?’

Tier nodded. “Y our Memory isright. There must be some sort of magic here | cannot cross.”

“Can you do something with it? Didn't you say that you have magic?’

“Heisbound,” said the Memory again.

“Stop that,” said Tier, acommand that usually worked when Jes began to get too creepy. He turned to

Phoran. “1 don’t have the kind of magic that could counter this, and they have managed to keep me from
what little useful magic | do have. It lookslike I’ m stuck here.”



Phoran nodded. “Very wdl.” He came back into the room and shut the door. “ There are wizardswho
are supposed to serve me, or servethe Empire at least, but | don’t know if any of them are the oneswho
bel ong to the Path. Find out who the Path’ swizards are, and then maybe | can find awizard to undo
this”

He gave Tier an apologetic look. “1 am more emperor in namethan in reality or | could just order your
release. The twentieth—nineteenth by common reckoning—had real power.”

Tier grinned, “That's because he' d ordered the degath of fifteen Septs by the time he was your age and
accounted for another three or four personally.”

“I'm rather finicky in my food choices,” said Phoran with mock sadness. “1’ [l never manageto be
properly terrifying.”

“Y ou wouldn’t have to suck the marrow from their bones the way the Nineteen—ah, excuse
me—Twenty did,” said Tier solemnly. “1 suspect a cooked heart or two would do just fine.”

“I don't eat heart,” said Phoran firmly. “Though | suppose | could feed it to the grieving heir—that might
haveasmilar effect.”

Tier and Phoran gave each other alook of mutua approval.

“| dready oweyou afavor,” said Phoran, “but your experience is different than my own. I’ d like your
opinion on my problem.” Hewaved at the Memory.

“I am, always, your servant, my emperor,” Tier was rather pleased to find that he meant it.

“For the past three months,” Phoran began, “I’ ve had this creature. Not thet it follows me dl thetime,
you undergtand. Usually, it just visits me once anight.” He smiled grimly and sat down on the bed.

Tier followed his example and collapsed on the other end of the bed. He should have waited until the
Emperor bid him sit, but between whatever happened during the time he couldn’t remember and the jolt
the doorway had given him, hisjointsweredl but jely.

“Sometimeswhen | can’'t deep,” Phoran said, 1 go exploring the shut-off placesin the palace. | have
thiskey,” hetook one out of his pocket. “It’'s supposed to open every door in the palace. It didn’t do
yours, but it opened the turnkey’ s box that had your key init.”

He put it away and began his story again. “ Anyway, one night afew months ago | was wandering
through the Kaore wing—that’ s one of the ones my father shut down, I'mtold. It susually pretty boring:
long corridorswith identical rooms on either Sde, that sort of thing. But thistime | heard some noise a
the end of one of the corridors.

“No one's supposed to be there—but sometimes people are. | sneaked down to adoor that was gar.”
He pulled the velvet fabric of his pants and absently rubbed it between thumb and index finger.

“There were anumber of peoplein dark robeswith hoods over their heads. They were standingin a
loose circle, chanting. A seventh man was knedling, blindfolded and bound in the center. If I’d known
what they were going to do, I’ d have tried to stop it somehow. But by thetime | saw the knife it wastoo
late. One of the robed men had aready dit the bound man’ sthroat.”



Phoran got off the bed and began to pace restlesdly. “ There was blood everywhere—I hadn’t
redized. . . It wastoo late for the dead man, and | thought that they might not be too excited a having a
witness0 | left asquickly as| could. The Memory came to methe next night.”

Phoran looked at the creature solemnly, then sank back onto the bed and began rolling up hisdeeve. “It
comesto me every night,” he said, showing Tier marks on theinside of hiswrigt that climbed in fading
scarsto the hollow of hiselbow.

“After it feedsit tellsmethat in return it owes me the answer to aquestion. Usudly itsanswersaren’'t
very ussful. Tonight | asked if it knew someone who could tell me something about the Sept of Gerant’s
lands and it brought me here.”

Tier said, “Y ou think that you interrupted them killing their last Traveler prisoner.” He consdered it. “I
think you are right—how many groups of dark-robed men do you have going around killing peoplein the
palace?’

“There might be asmany asfiveor ten,” he said. “But not that manage to summon or create something
likethis” He pointed at hisdark comrade. “ Thisiswizardry.”

Tier nodded dowly. “I’m not awizard, but I’ ve dedt with them. If thiswas something that might result
from their meddling, I’ d think they’ d be careful that it would not attach itsdlf to them. Maybe some magic.
That would mean that you were the only onethereit could attach itself to.”

He got off the bed and walked closer to the Memory. His eyeswouldn’t quite focus on it, reminding him
forcibly of the way Jes could fade into the shadows when he wanted to.

“How did you know that | could answer the Emperor’ s question tonight?’ asked Tier.

Thething shifted restlesdy. “You fed metrue,” it said at last. “1 know you as| know Phoran,
twenty-seventh emperor of that name.”

“I fed you?’ Tier asked.

“ *Numberless were the heroeswho fell,” ” whispered the Memory in avoice quite different than it had
been using: it was no longer without inflection. The change was remarkable.

“Youweremy listener?’ said Tier.

“I was Kerineto your Red Ernave,” agreed the Memory.

“What elseareyou?’ Tier took astep nearer toit.

“I am death,” it said and was gone.

“Did you understand what it meant?’ asked Phoran.

Tier rubbed hishands together lightly. “Only abit of it,” he said. “ Apparently it feeds on more than just

blood. | gaveit astory and it took more than | offered—whichishow it knew that I’ d been one of
Gerant’s commanders.”



He d invoked magic in that story—more magic than he' d ever brought forth before—and it had only
been shortly after that when Telleridge had informed him that his magic was contained. He d thought that
Telleridge had meant that they’ d taken his magic avay—»but perhapsit was more subtle than that.

“Would you tell mealie?’ he asked Phoran.

“My ddlioniscow-hocked,” he said immediately, apparently unfazed by the abrupt change in subject.
“What are you doing?’

“Well,” said Tier. “1 misunderstood what Telleridge meant when he said they had contained my magic. |
cantel if you lie—but not Telleridge or Myrceria”

“Y our magic works, but not on the members of the Path,” Phoran said.
“Soit seems.”

“I have two more requests before | go,” said Phoran. “Firdt, | ask that you not tell anyone about the
Memory.” He gave Tier another blegk amile. “It'smore than asocia problem for me, you know. If a
whisper of the Memory got out I’ d face aheadsman’ s axe. The Empire cannot forget the lessons |earned
from the Shadowed: the Emperor must be free of magic.”

“Without your permission, no onewill hear it frommy lips,” promised Tier.

“Would you seeif you can find out if your Sept, Avar the Sept of Leheigh, isamember of the Secret
Path?’ Hesighed. “Tédleridgeis. . . aspider who avoidsthe light of day while he spinshiswebsand
sends hisfriends and foes whirling in deadly earnest, unaware whose threads pull them thisway and that.
If he isinvolved with the Secret Path, then they are athreat to me and vice versa. | need to know who |
cantrust.”

“If I candiscover it,” Tier agreed, then gave hisemperor awry grin. “Since | don't have any choice
about gaying, | might aswell make mysdf useful.”

He dept for awhile after Phoran |eft. He had no ideahow long because his cell dlowed for no daylight,
just the endless glow of the stonesthat lit hisroom.

Longing for home brought him to hisfeet. Frustration sent him pacing. He hadn’t been ableto ask if
Phoran could get a message to Seraph. His tongue wouldn’t shape the words.

By Cormorant and Owl, | bind you that you will not ask anyone to help you escape . . . Sergph
would help him escapeif she could. He supposed that was enough to invoke Tdleridge s magic.

If Sergph knew whereto find him . . . but she did not. She probably thought him dead after al thistime.

He probably would die without seeing her again: there was something in the arrogance of Tdlleridge that
told Tier that many Travelers had died here.

Tier closed his eyes and rested hisface againgt the cool stone wall. Without the distraction of sight, he
could pull her into his heart’ s thoughts. Owl memory, she caled it, when he was able to recal
conversations held months before. Gifted, his grandfather said, when he could sing asong after thefirst



time he' d heard it. Blessed, he thought now, visudizing the pale-faced child Sergph had been thefirst time
he’ d seen her. Blessed to have hismemoriesto keep in his heart in this place.

In hismind’ seye, he built her face asit had been, little by little, loving the curve of her shoulder and the
odd pae color of her hair.

Proud, he thought,she had been so proud . It wasin the stubborn set of her chin, raised in defiance of
the men in that tavern. He could see the bruise on her wrist where the innkeeper had grabbed her and
yanked her out of bed.

He' d been intrigued by her then, he thought as he had before. In the clear light of his memory he could
see how young she' d been, little more than a child, and yet they’ d been married less than a season later.

Eschewing the luxuries his cell now offered, Tier sat on the floor and set hisback against thewall. He
remembered the very moment that he knew heloved her.

Two days after Jeswas born, Tier came back from the barn to find Seraph sitting on the end of the bed,
back straight as a board, with Jesheld protectively in her arms.

“| have something to say to you,” she said, aswelcoming as an angry hedgehog.

Hetook off hiscoat and hung it up. “All right,” he’ d said, wondering how he' d managed to offend her
thistime.

Her eyes narrowed, shetold him that their son was a Guardian. She explained how difficult Jeswould
find it to maintain abaance between daytime and nighttime persondities.

“If hewereagirl, hewould stand a better chance,” she said in the cold, clear voice she only used when
shewasredly upset. “Male Guardians sldom maintain their balance after puberty. If they become
maddened, they will kill anyone who crossestheir path except for those in their charge. Once that
happens, they must be killed because they cannot be confined.”

Jes began to fuss and she set him againgt her shoulder and rocked him gently—Kkeeping Tier at a
distance by the force of her gaze. “1 had a brother who was a Guardian, adopted from another tribe.
Often Guardians are given to other clansto raise because the norma anxieties of birth parents seem to
add strain to the Guardian’ s burden. It isan honor to raise a Guardian child, and no clan would refuse to
takehim.”

Give up his son?The shock of the suggestion ripped cleanly through dismay that had encased him ashe
redlized the terrible thing that the gods had laid upon his small son.How could she think that he’ d
entertain a suggestion that they throw Jes away because he was too much trouble? How could she
consider deserting her child?

She wouldn't. Not she. She who fought demons for people she didn’t even know, would never, ever,
ghrink at anything that would threaten her second family.

“How old was your Guardian brother when he died?’ asked Tier findly.

“Risovar wasthirty,” she said, her hands fluttering restlesdy over Jes, asif she wanted to clutch him
close, but was afraid she might hurt him if she did. “He was among the first who died of the plague.”



“Then you know how itisdone,” Tier said. “Jeswill stay with us, and you will teach mehow toraisea
Guardian who will dieof ripeold age”

Her face had come dlive then, and he saw what it had cost her to be honest with him. When he cradled
hisfamily againgt him, mother and child, she' d whispered, “1’ d have killed anyone who would have tried
totakehim.”

“Me, too,” Tier had said fiercely into her moon-colored hair. No one would ever separate them.
“Me, too,” sad Tier, inhiscdl inthe pdace a Taela

How best to weather this captivity? The answers came to him in Gerant’ s dry tenor.Know your enemy.
Know what they want so you know where to expect their next attack. Discover their strengths
and avoid them. Find their weaknesses and exploit them with your strengths. Knowledge is a
better weapon than a sword.

He smiled affably when Myrceriaentered hisroom.

“If you would come with me, gr,” she said. “We |l make you ready for presentation. After the ceremony
you' I be given the freedom of the Eyrie and al the pleasuresit can provide you.”

The women who'd tried to bathe him once before were back in the bathing pool, and thistime Myrceria
wouldn’t let him send them out. They scrubbed, combed, shaved, trimmed, and ignored his blushes and
protests.

When one of the women gtarted after hishair, Myrceria caught her hand, “No, leaveit long. W€ ll braid
itandit will look properly exctic.”

They persuaded him into court clothing, the like of which he' d have never willingly put on. He might
actudly have refused to wear them, even with his resolution to be ameek and mild guest while he
gathered knowledge of hisenemy, if it weren't for thefear in their eyes. He could seethat, if they didn’t
turn him out pretty asalady’ smare, it wouldn't be him that suffered. So he protested and made rude
comments, but heworethe slly things.

There was a polished metal mirror embedded in the wall, and the women pushed and shoved him until
he stood in front of it.

Baggy red velvet trousers, tight at waist and ankles, were half-concedled by atunic that hung straight
from shoulder to knees. From the weight of it, the tunic wasred cloth of gold. Under the tunic, his shirt
was blood-red silk embroidered with metalic gold thread. They’ d shaved hisface smooth, then oiled his
hair with something thet |eft flakes of metd init that caught the light as he moved. Then they’ d braided it
with gold and red cords that gradually replaced his own hair so the braid hung down to his hips, whereiit
ended in gold and red tassels. On hisfeet were gold dippers encrusted with bits of red glass. At least he
hoped it was glass.

After looking at the full effect, he hung his head and closed hiseyes.

“Lasses, if my wife ever saw melikethis she'd never let meliveit down.”



Myrceriatapped him playfully with one manicured finger. “ Y ou look handsome, admit it. We did agood
job, ladies, dthough he wasn't so bad to art out.”

Tier looked a himsdf in the mirror again. If helooked carefully, he could see how the outfit might have
been inspired by Traveler' sgarments. They wore the |oose pants and the knee-length tunic—but one of
the things that Seraph liked about Rederni clothes was the bright colors. Her own people wore mostly
undyed fabrics or earth tones.

Tier sghed, “I’'m glad there’ s no one here who knows me. I d never live thisdown.”

They covered his magnificent gaudiness with a brown robe and pulled its hood down to hide hisface.

“Therenow,” said Myrceria. “You areready.” She hesitated, and the practiced manner of a court whore
faded alittle. “Y ou' ve made our job easier,” shesaid. “Let me hdp you alittle. Thewizardswill be
waiting when we take you out the door. Go with them quietly; they won't hurt you. They’ll escort you
through the Eyrie—the largest room that belongs to the Peth. It s an auditorium tonight, but usudly it is
just aroom for peopleto gather in. The wizards will take you to the stage at the end and introduce you to
the Passerines and whatever Raptors decided to come.”

Hetook her hand in hisand bent to kissit. “Thank you for your kindness, Myrceria. Ladies.”

There were four men in black robes waiting for him, just as Myrceriahad promised. Like him, their
hoods were pulled over their faces.

Tier hestated in the doorway, unprepared for the fearful reluctance hefdt at the sight of them and the
sudden conviction that he' d seen the knobby hands of the man nearest him holding asmall knife wet with
blood.

He repressed his fear and the anger it cdled. With asmal smile he sat himsdf in the center of the
procession.

“Shdl we go, gentlemen?’ he said pleasantly.

The Eyrie was made up of broad shelves of level flooring with short drops between sections; thelevel
shelves narrowed as they neared the stage at the far side of the room.

The uppermost section, where Tier and his escort entered, was mostly occupied by abar laden with
food. Behind the bar was an open doorway where servants appeared with trays of food or armloads of
demugs

Therewere afew tables againg the wal with white-robed men who watched Tier mostly indifferently.
But most of the peoplein the room were young men in blue robes who quieted as the procession passed
them by. By the time they reached the stage, the room was eerily silent.

The wizardswalked Tier onto the stage and stopped in the middle, turning as one to face the audience.
As soon asthey stood there, the lightsin the Eyrie dimmed except for the stonesthat lined the edge of the
dage.



Squinting againgt the odd light, Tier saw that everyone in the room was dowly moving down to the chairs
st in front of the stage. When they had dl gathered, a hollow boom made the Eyrie shudder, and in a
cloud of smoke and magic, afifth black-robed man appeared: Telleridge.

He stood bareheaded before the crowd so that every man there could see him.

“My friends,” he said. “ For some of you, thiswill be thefirst introduction to the secrets of our path.
Traveler Magic from the hands of the Five Gods.” He lifted hisright hand up and displayed an implement
that looked like amorningstar without the spiked ball. Instead, dangling on the end of the chainwasa
large, Silver owl.

“Owl whoisBard,” hesaid.

The man on Tier’ sleft front held up asimilar item with araven rather than an owl. “Raven who isMage,”
hesad.

Five gods?thought Tier. If they were using the Orders they were missing one. The other wizards called
out Lark, Cormorant, and Falcon; but there was no Eagle. He would have fretted about it more, but he
remembered where he' d heard of the Five Gods before: the new priest in Redern. Seraph, hethought in
panic,my children—who would they take next?

A flood of magic interrupted Tier’ sworrying.

“For centuries,” Telleridge said, hisvoice carried to the far corners of the room by magic, “the Travelers
hid their power from us—just asthe Emperor and his Septs hide their lands and titles away from us,
thinking that they have rendered us powerless, helpless. But we are the Followers of the Secret Path and
Hidden Gods. we worship the Birds—Raven for magic, Lark for life and desth, Cormorant to rule the
sess, Facon to find our prey, and Owl to lead men into our darkness. Tonight, my friendswewill dl
partake of darkness.”

Hetook a step to the side so the audience had an unobstructed view of Tier; at the same time one of the
wizards who stood behind Tier pulled off hisrobe. He said something as well, too soft for Tier to catch,
but whatever it was, it froze Tier motionless.

“Ravenisflown,” said the man who held the raven symboal. “ Gone from our keeping.”

At hiswords Teleridge flung his free hand up and the whole room erupted into howls, like a pack of
hunting dogs. Tier would have been impressed if the effect hadn't had a practiced polish. Thiswasa
response trained into the Passerines, awar cry without passion.

Thewizards Tier could see put the chains over their shoulder, balancing their symbolswith the handle
hanging down their back, leaving the birdsin front where they could be seen. With their hands free, they
began to clap in adow, restless rhythm. Fourteen beats into it there was an echo from the audience. By
the twentieth beat the noise was loud enough to account for everyone in the room except for Tier. Onthe
thirty-fifth beat, everyone sopped, leaving only Tier’ s heart beeting ill.

Thewizard with theraven said, again, “Ravenisflown.”

An older man in white stood up and said, “ So farewell the Raven. What guest have you brought?’



Tdleridge said, “We bring the Owl, cunning and beautiful, that he will give usthe gift of music.”

The Passerinesreplied then, asif one man spoke with ahundred mouths. “By blood shal we bind him,
by fire shal we sed our bargain. By blood shall we free him after ayear and aday.”

“Asyouwill,” said Telleridge. He touched the owl and asmall blade shot out &t the end of the owl’s
feet. With measured steps he walked to Tier' sside. Hetook Tier’s hel pless wrist and made ashallow
cut. Then he held the knife beneath the wound until the silver blade was completely covered in blood.

He went to the wizard with the raven and touched afinger to the blade and then touched the wizard' s
raven.

“By blood,” said the Raven wizard.

Telleridge repeated the procedure with the others. When he was finished he resumed his former position
to theright of the Raven wizard.

The ceremony was nonsense asfar as magic went, Tier knew. The only magic that had been done was
the spdll that kept him still—but Tier could read audiences. Excitement filled the room like some heedy
wine

“Raptors, Passerines, Magtersdll, | give you the Owl!” Telleridge called, and the audience roared to
their feet.

When the cheering and hooting died down, Tdleridge held up his hand, snapped hisfingers, and alute
appeared in hishand.

“May for us, Bard,” said Telleridge. “ And we will grant you guesting rights.”
Asessly asthat Tier could move.

Quickly, he considered his options and chose the one that appealed to him the most. He took the lute
the Owl Master held out to him—a beautiful instrument to look at—but when he played afew notes he
shook his head.

“Myrceria, lass,” he said, letting his voice find her wherever she waited in the darkness that disguised the
further rows of the audience. “Hie you back to my rooms and bring my lute, please. Thisone your
Magters provided isgarbage for dl it’s pretty.”

The problem with solemn ceremonies and young men, Tier knew, was that the urge to bresk the
solemnity wasamost irresistible. They greeted hisinforma request with aroar more spontaneous than
the onethey’ d given Tdleridge, if not asloud. Aseasily asthat he took the crowd from the wizard and
lessened the effect of the earlier ceremony in the minds of everyone present.

Hewouldn't havetried it if hiscell werefar away, but it should only take amoment to retrieve the
lute—not long enough to make his audience restless.

“Bard,” caled ayoung man. “I thought that an Owl could play any instrument.”

Tier nodded his head. “I’ ve heard that, too. But no one ever said theywould play any instrument just
because they could.”



It wasn't Myrceria, but one of the Passerines, who ran up with the lute from Tier’ scell. Tier took up the
battered lute and sat on the edge of the stage, one long leg hanging over the edge. He' d only had her a
night, but the lute felt like an old friend as he cradled her and coaxed her back into tune, again.

“Now,” he said, “What kind of song should it be?” He played arippling series of scales so quickly it was
hard to pick out the individua notes. “No,” he shook his head, “No one except another musician would
likethat.” He tightened a peg again to bring a string back into pitch. He' d have to watch that one, he
thought, probably anew string.

“War songs sound stupid on alute,” he said, picking enough of afamiliar melody out that afew heads
began to nod, “ at least they sound stupid without adrum.”

“Play * Shadow’sFall’,” said someone over the suggestionsin the crowd.

Tier shook hishead. It'd be awhile before he used that story again. “No, everyone knows that. What
about alove balad?’ He struck afew chords of aparticularly flowery piece and laughed at the groans
from the audience.

“Fine” hesad, “Try thisonefor sze.”” And he began the song he' d intended to sing from the very firgt.

It was awickedly funny story of alowborn killer who, on impulse, stole the clothes of arich young man
he' d been paid to kill and set himself up as anobleman. Tier smiled to himsdlf as he saw that the young
men in the audience enjoyed rude double meanings and clever wording as much asthe soldiershe'd
fought with.

Thelute, for dl that it was battered, was easily the finest he' d ever played. Responsive and clear-toned,
it sang out, complementing hisvoice and lending just the right accent to the words.

He started into the third verse, the crowd silent, muffling their laughter so that they wouldn’t missaword.
Even with such afineinstrument, it was difficult to get the volume he needed before this many people.
With his encouragement, they joined in the final chorus, making the stage vibrate with the sheer volume.

He ended it with aflourish. He could sense the wizards moving forward, but he decided to end the
performance without them.

“Now,” he said with addiberately engaging grin. “Come join mefor the feast and drink or two—and I’ll
do my best to be entertaining.” Lute in hand, he jJumped off the high stage, away from the wizards, and
led the horde to an invasion of the bar in the back of the room.

CHAPTER 10

It was dmost dark when Jes got back to the farm.

Guragreeted him from the porch and Jes ruffled hisfingersthrough the wiry hair. The Guardian had been
demanding today; Jeswastired and his head hurt. He tried not noticing that there was something wrong
because he didn’t know if he could keep the Guardian under control thistimeif there was.

Rinnie hadn’t come out when Gurabarked.



The Guardian aso knew he wastired, and he waswilling to wait until they knew for certain. So it was
Jeswho walked to the back of the cabin and saw that Rinnie had done afew hours worth of work
before putting her tools away where they belonged.

Had Rinnie grown impatient and set out after Mother and Lehr? He didn't think so, especialy since
she' d left Gura here. He followed Mother and Lehr’ stracks to the woods, but he couldn’t see anything
that indicated Rinnie had come here today. The ground around the cabin was too packed-down for him
tofollow atral there,

Reuctantly he gave way to the Guardian.

He shouldn’'t have stayed so long watching the new temple, thought the Guardian unhappily. But he'd
never seen anything like the taint that spread from the temple through Redern. He' d been worried about
Henneg; the forest king had made him responsible for her safety, and there was nothing safe about the
temple. Thegeas that bound her made it impossible for him to stop her from going in, but he' d stayed and
fretted over it until Jes had convinced him that Mother would know what to do about it.

Inwalf form, the Guardian looked for Rinni€' s scent along the edge of the forest, but Jes had been right.
She hadn'’t followed Mother.

He went back to the cabin. Guraflattened himsdf submissvely, but the Guardian ignored him. Gura
shouldn’t have et Rinnie go off aone. Dogs did not make good guards—they were taught to obey the
commands of the people they guarded.

Rinnie' s scent was here, but it was difficult to pick out onetrail from another. He needed Lehr for this
kind of job. Helifted his head from the porch step and cast an irritated glance toward the forest; judging
by the time Hennea had taken to get from the village to the place where something had happened to
Papa, Mother and Lehr should have been back by now. As he turned his head he caught awhiff of an
odd scent.

What had Bandor been doing at the farm?

He seldom visited his aunt—both the Guardian and Jes found the village distressful. There were too
many peoplefor Jes, and he got confused by their unguarded emotions. To the Guardian, there were too
many possible threats. Even so, he knew Bandor’ s scent of yeast, sdlt, and soap.

The sound of rapid footsteps made him blend into the side of the porch so that he remained unseen. The
wind was coming from the wrong direction, so he couldn’t tell who it was until Hennea.came out in the

open.

One deeve was burned away and blisters started at her fingertips and trailed up fire-blackened flesh to
her shoulder. She dowed to awalk, staggering dightly as she camein sght of the cabin.

“Seraph,” shesaid. “ Jes, are you here?’

The Guardian shook with theimplied violence of her condition, even though Jestried to soothe him with
the observation that she might have done the damage to hersalf because the hurt was concentrated on the
wrist thegeas band had been on. Hennea smelled of anger, fear, and pain, and Jes wastired. The beast
snarled slently.

Hennea gasped dightly, and the Guardian knew that she felt the dread of hisanger.



“Jes” shesad, closing in on the cabin. “ Jes, | need to talk to you. There’ s none here to harm anyone.
Please. | need to talk to you.”

A tear did down her face, and she wiped it away impatiently. “Please. | need your help.”

If theforest king hadn’t given her to him, the Guardian could have ignored her; but she was one of his
now. So he dunk away from the porch and let her see him clearly, though Jes would rather have resumed
his usual form because he didn’t want to frighten her anymore than she aready was. Jesliked Hennea.

“Jes,” she said, unfazed by the monstrous wolf that stalked toward her. “Guardian. I'm so sorry. I've
betrayed you dl. | don’t know what he' s planned, but it’ s my fault.”

It was difficult to get human speech out of hiswaolf throat, but the Guardian managed. “Who?’

“Heplanned it,” she said, holding her burnt arm awkwardly away from her body. “1 thought | was so
clever, figuring out that he was playing agame with your family—but his game was more subtle than |
expected. He set me up, al but sent me out to find Seraph and tell her that | thought your father hadn’t
been killed. Heknew that she' d go and take Lehr. He knew Rinnie would be |eft here unprotected. He
didn’t care about you, he doesn’t know what you are. But he wants Rinnie.”

Jes helped the Guardian cool hisrage, and the beast welcomed the calm that would alow him to
accomplish what was necessary.

“Hehasher?’ he asked.

“Not when | left—I thought | might beat him here—but she’ sgone, isn't she? That' swhy you're here
and not Jes.”

“My unclewas here,” the Guardian said. “Bandor, the village baker.”

“Lark takethem dl,” she whispered. “Bandor isone of Volis sfavorites. Would he turn your Sister over
toValis?

“Hewouldn't hurt her knowingly,” said the Guardian after amoment. “But hisintentions are not
important.” Since Jes controlled his savagery, the Guardian was able to think clearly again and focus his
purpose. “We need to find them. Can you run?’

Lehr wasright, it was late when they reached Redern, and Seraph was exhausted, both emotionally and
physically. Only her obsessve need to force answers out of thesolsenti priest gave her thefortitude to
start up the steep street of Redern.

She dmost walked right past the bakery. If there hadn't been alight in Alinath’ sroom, she might have
been ableto doit. Alinath loved Tier, too. Seraph hesitated outside the door.

“Shewon't believe you, Mother,” offered Lehr.

“Yes,” said Sergph, “ she will—because she needsto bdieveit asmuch as| did.” She gave Lehr atired
gmile. “She'll ill think itismy fault—Dbut at least shewon't think he/ sdead. She hastheright to know.”



Seraph knocked briskly at the door. “Alinath, it's Seraph, open up.” She waited, and then knocked
again. “Alinah? Bandor?’

Lehr tested the air, “1 smdl blood. Is the door locked?”

Seraph tried the latch and the door swung open easily. Therewas no light in the front room, nor the
bakery, but Lehr didn’'t need light and she followed him to Alinath’s room. The door was gar and Lehr
opened it cautioudy.

“Aunt Alinath?’ he said, and the concern in his voice sent Sergph ducking under the arm he held the
door open with.

Alinath was gagged and bound hand and foot on her bed. Her face was bruised; someone had hit her
cheek and split the skin, which had bled copioudy dl over the bedding. When she saw them she began
gruggling furioudy.

“Shh,” said Sergph, ditting beside Alinath. She took out her knife and carefully did it around swollen
flesh to cut theropes. “I’ll have you freein amoment.”

“Rinnie,” said Alinath as soon as the gag dropped from her mouth.
“What?" asked Sergph.
But Alinath had begun to shake and Sergph couldn’t understand what she was saying.

“Sow down,” she said, keeping her voice cam so she didn’t upset Alinath further. “What about Bandor
and Rinnie? Did Bandor do thisto you?’

Alinath tried to St up, but it was obvioudy painful and Seraph hurried to help support her.

“It was Bandor,” Alinath said, bresthing shalowly around soreribs. “He' s gotten so strange lately—I
don’t know what' s wrong with him. This afternoon, after the priest came, he started muttering about
Rinnieand you.”

She stopped and swallowed. “ Y ou and | have never seen eye to eye, Seraph—but you’ d die to protect
your children. | know that. So when he started saying dangerousthings. . . things that would get the
wholevillageriled up if they heard . . . Wdll, | told him hewas afool. That there was nothing evil about
you, and he had no call to accuse you of being shadowed.”

Seraph’ s tomach clenched.

Alinath turned her head away. “He hit me. HE' s done that a couple of timesin the past month. I’'m not
saying I’m the easiest person to livewith, but . . .you know Bandor; he was never like that.”

“Goon,” said Seraph.
“Thistime, it was more than acasua dap. | didn't know if he was going to stop. Ellevana help me, |

don’t think he did ether. Then he muttered abit more and said something about not needing my
interference. He tied me up and left. Seraph, | don’t know what he' s gone to do.”



“He dtarted after the priest left? Volis, not Karadoc?’ asked Seraph.
Alinath nodded. “I don’t like that man. Did Bandor go out to the farm?”
“Did he say that was what he was going to do?’ asked Seraph.

“He said that he was going to save Rinnie.”

“We haven't been there since early this afternoon,” said Seraph. “1 |eft her with Gura, but Guraknows
Bandor. | haveto go find her. Will you bedl right here?’

Alinath nodded. “Find him before he hurtsher,” she said.
“Wherewould hetake Rinnie” said Lehr, “if hedidn’t come back here?’

“The priest,” said Seraph. “If he thought she was shadowed he' d take her to the priest. We'll find them,”
shetold Alinath.

“Becareful,” said Tier' ssgter. “Be careful, Sergph. Bandor’ s not the man you know.”

Outside the bakery, Seraph frowned in indecision; go to thetemple or al the way out to the farm?
“Canyou tdl if Bandor and Rinnie came by here?’ she asked Letr.

He shook hishead. “Not even if it were full noon—there’ stoo much . . .” He stiffened and looked
around.

Sergph fdtit, too, acold chill fluttering down her spine and alump in her throat that madeit hard to
swalow.

“Jes,” shecdled. “Areyou here?’

“Listen,” said Lehr. “ Someone' sriding ahorse up theroad.”

She saw Skew first, hiswhite spots clearly visible in the starlight as he legpfrogged up the steep corner,
hooves dipping and diding. As soon as he was on the more level part of the road he broke into asmooth

trot and stopped in front of her.

“Thepriest,” said Henneatightly, diding off the horse. “1 was afool. He sent meto get you to leave your
daughter unprotected.”

Seraph nodded. “I’' ve cometo that conclusion myself. Do you think they’ d take her to the temple?’
113 Yaﬂ

“WEe ll leave Skew here,” said Sergph. “He Il lose hisfooting on the cobblesin the steep parts. Lehr, can
you find some place to secure him?’

“Therée Il be space by the woodshed,” he said and took the horse.



Hennea stood alittle crookedly, asif shewerein pain. Seraph called amagelight and took a good look
at Hennea sburnt arm.

“There are easier waysto break ageas, ” shesad dryly.
“I wasinahurry,” replied Henneg, her lips curving in apae smile. “And | wasangry.”
“That’ sgoing to hurt,” observed Seraph.

“It dready does. I'm not going to be much help in any kind of fight; my concentrationisgone. | can feed
your magic, though.”

“Good enough,” Sergph said.

Lehr came back and Seraph turned and started up the road at arapid walk. Jesand Lehr could
probably run al the way to the temple, but she and Henneawould have to take it dower or they wouldn't
be any good when they got there. She knew that Jes was with them by the clenching of her ssomach, but
she only caught aglimpse of him now and again out of the corner of her eye.

“Tell meabout Valis” said Sergph. “Whatever you think will be useful.”

“He ssmarter than | thought he was, obvioudy. The other magesin the Secret Path respected his
power—but he' s young by solsenti standards and complex spells frustrate him. Because of that, he tends
to use the Raven ring more than his own magic unless he’ sweaving anilluson.”

They cameto asteep bend in the road, and Hennea quit speaking until they were on flatter ground. “|
told you that the wizards steal Orders and wear them. Usually asrings, but there are some stones set in
earrings and necklaces. He told me that some of the rings are painful to use, and some of them don’t
work all thetime. Most of the wizards can only use onering at atime, but Volis hastwo he uses. Thefirst
one bearsthe Order of the Raven. With it he usudly has an Owl, though I’ ve seen him with aHunter’s
ring atimeor two aswell. You'll know which one he wears when you see him, justlook. ”

“How well does he bear the Orders?’

“About asyou' d think,” she said. “He seemsto believe the Raven Order isjust like hismagic, except
that he doesn’t have to userituals.”

Seraph smiled in satisfaction. “ Tell me, does he have a bad temper?’

Asthey got closer to the temple, Lehr stopped and bent down asif to touch the ground, but he pulled
his hand back before it touched.

“What' sthis, Mother?’ he asked.
“What?" Seraph stopped, too, but she didn’t see anything.

“Ataint,” said Jes. He must have been close to Hennea because she gave a nervous squesk.



“What doesit look like?’

“It looks asif afoul substance was spilled over the ground,” said Lehr. “It smells bad, too.”
“Shadowed,” said Henneaiin asmall voice. “I’ d wondered.”

“It comesfrom thetemple,” said Jes. “It’sdarker there.”

“It'sredly there?’ asked Lehr. “Why can't you seeit, Mother?’

“I don’'t know why Ravens can’t see the Stalker’ sinfluence, or why Larks can't either,” replied Seraph.
“I can understand why the ancients didn’t fed it necessary for Owls or Cormorants, but Larks and
Ravens have to ded with shadowing.”

“Unto each Order . . .” murmured Hennea.

“ * Arethe powers so given' —yes, yes, | know. Itisill stupid. So Volisis most likely shadowed.” It
was avery rare condition. Seraph had never dealt with someone who was shadowed, though her teacher
had. He' d died before he taught her much about it because there was so much else to learn. She knew
the Stalker needed some destructive feding or act to gain influence and the amount of influence varied.
The Shadowed had been different, her teacher said, because the Shadowed had invoked the Stalker’s
power and wel comed the shadowing.

“Let’sgo,” shesaid. “We need to get to Rinnie.”

They reached the templefindly, and Lehr tried the door.

“It'slocked,” he said. “Barred from theingde, | think.”

Sergph said something short and guttural, a summoning she would not have remembered if she'd
stopped to think about it, and the door blew apart, reduced to splinters and bits of metal that covered the
floor of theinner chamber.

“Careful,” cautioned Hennea. “ Anger and magic don’t mix well.”

“Where will hetake her?” Seraph knew that Henneawas right, but ever since the huntsman had cometo
tell her that Tier was dead she' d been more frightened than she’ d been since the night her brother
died—and fear, like grief, made her angry.

“Follow me”

Thetemple was brightly lit with wall sconces, so Sergph had no trouble picking her way through the
debris|eft by the door. But the room on the other side of the curtain was quite different than the one she
remembered. It was arectangular room with alow ceiling. There were no flying birds, no arched ceiling.
“Isthisthe rea room or isthe chamber with the Orders the real room?’ she asked Hennea.

“Which do you think?’

Thisroom was more in keeping with abuilding that had been put up in lessthan aseason’stime. It was
not too different from Willon' s store, and she couldn’'t smell magicinitatdl .. .but. ..



“The other oneisred,” she said with conviction.

That room had been too detailed to have been anillusion set up just for her, but he couldn’t show that
room to just anyone. This chamber |ooked just asthe villagers would expect.

Henneanodded her head. “As| told you, heisavery good illusionist.”

Therewas asmdl door set unobtrusively near the back wall and Hennealed them through it and down a
narrow stairway.

“We're close now,” Henneasaid. “We should be as quiet aswe can.”
“Rinnie’ sbeen here,” whispered Lehr.
“I can smdll her fear,” agreed Jes, dready at the bottom of the stairway.

The stair ended in ashort, dark hallway that smelled of earth and moisture to Seraph; but Lehr’ s nose
was wrinkled with disgust and he was careful not to bump against the wall. Light pooled by an open
doorway.

Seraph brushed by the othersto enter the room first.

Rinniewasthere; like Alinath, she' d been tied and gagged, but Seraph didn’t see any bruises. Relief
washed over Sergph; Rinniewasn't safe yet, but shewas dive.

Severd hundred candles were set out to form five circles on the floor with Rinnie in the middle of the
center circle. The others each contained abit of jewery with asingle large onein the setting.

Voliswasthere, too, peering over afragile-looking scroll laid out on atable dmost too smal for it. He
didn’t look up asthey entered. As Hennea had advised, Seraph looked at his hands and saw two rings.
One of them should be Raven. Seraph focused her magic andlooked at the rings. Raven and Owl, just as
Hennea had predicted, but twisted somehow and empty. Wrong.

Inthefar corner of the room, Bandor sat cross-legged on the floor, rocking back and forth and
muttering to himsalf. Owl-sick, thought Sergph. Unbound by Traveler laws, Volis had forced Bandor to
do something againgt hiswill, and Bandor was paying the price.

She took another step forward and ran into abarrier of magic. With aquick flick of thought she made
the barrier visble. It arched across the room, leaving Volis, Bandor, and Rinnie on one side of the barrier
and the rest of them trapped on the other: trapped, because the barrier now covered the doorway and
seded them dl in. At least she assumed they were dl there. She hadn’t seen Jesin the quick glance she'd
taken.

“Volis” Seraph sad.
Her voice trembled with fury; she' d thought she had herself under better control. She was so angry a
him and at those unknown men who were like him and played havoc in their ignorance. They had stolen

Tier, Rinnie, and Sergph’ s peace; they would pay, dl of them.

Painfully, she drew the serenity of her training around her like acloak; it was Voliswho had to lose his



temper. When she was certain shewas cam, she said, “What are you doing?’

“Summoning the Stalker,” he said, without looking up. “I’ ve been expecting you—as you can see. Once
my little Raven took flight I thought she d bring you here. At first | was upset with her, but then | thought
it would not be a bad thing to have an audience—as long asthey didn’t become part of the ceremonies.”

Guardianswere al but immune to magic—Jes could go through the barrier. It wasjust possible he could
get through, retrieve Rinnie, and return across the barrier with her. But if he couldn’t, he would never
leave her. Trapped there, he would try to protect Rinnie from Volis—and that was unacceptably
dangerous. She' d send him there only if there was no choice.

She could tell that Jes had reached the end of his control because the temperature in the room was
dropping rapidly.

“You are an ignorant fool,” she said coldly. “The Eagleis not the Stalker. The Stalker iswhat made the
Shadowed what he was. If you manage to summon it, you will not be more—you will be nothing. The
Stalker has no followers, because anything that answersto it becomesathing just asitis.”

“Don’'t think | don't know about peoplelikeyou,” said Valis. “My first teacher liked to tell me how
ignorant | was because he was afraid of me and what | could do. So for years| did hisbidding as his
apprentice. When the Master of the Secret Path found me and told me the truth, the first thing | did was
arrange for my teacher to receive alesson ensuring that he never had achance to midead anyone again.”
Satisfaction colored hisvoice. “ Take warning from that. Y ou say | am wrong, but you don’t know me,
don’'t know what | can do.”

The growing cold made Seraph shiver, but she trusted that Jes would hold on afew minutes more. She
needed to make this boy angry.

“Oh, I know what you can do,” said Sergph serenely. Do you think that Hennea spent the whole day
slent? Or do you think that | should tremble before anillusionist ?” She saw her tone made him flush.
Solsenti wizards looked down upon illusionigts, saw their magic as alesser thing because it neither
created nor destroyed. Solsenti wizards were fools about many things. “A boy barely old enough to dress
himsdf? Asolsenti conjurer who defiles himsdlf with the dead because he has to steal their magic or
everyone would know how ignorant he was?’

“I may beanillusonist,” he said with careful dignity, “but | trapped you—both of you Ravens and your
Hunter son, too. And thisignorant boy found out your secrets. | know how to summon agod.”

“Y ou can't even keep a Raven withgeas, ” said Seraph. “How could you summon agod?’

She' d hoped to anger him with the reminder of Henneal s escape, but he was too excited about his
discovery.

“It will beeasy,” said Valis. “ The Cormorant was the key.”

And then, pacing back and forth, he began to pontificate upon pseudo-complexities of the Orders that
the wizards of his Secret Path had “ discovered” over the years.

“Lehr,” Sergph said softly underneath the flow of Volis swords. “Is he shadowed?’

“Y es. Uncle Bandor, too—though not as deeply.”



Sergph nodded her understanding, then turned her attention back to the ranting VVolis.

“I took therings, onefor each Order. The Secret Path only hasfour Healer rings, but none of them
work right. So they gave methisoneto do as| wish. | have onefor each of the Orders, but with your
daughter | don’t need the Cormorant.”

He looked at Seraph, hisface flushed with triumph. “I tried it with just the rings, but it didn’t work
because the spell callsfor blood and death. Getting someone of each Order isimpractica—but then |
remembered something | read about sympathetic magic, usng one thing to represent other things, like
using afeather for air. | wroteto Telleridge and he said he thought it might work. So all | needed was one
of you.”

Helooked at Hennea and said spitefully, “1 could have used you, but | thought you liked me. | didn't
want to hurt you. | could have saved mysdlf alot of trouble, couldn’t 17’

“Y ou might have,” Henneaagreed mildly.

Hedidn't know what to say to that, so he turned his attention back to Seraph. 1 thought that it would
be easier to use the youngest one. It wasn't hard to persuade Bandor that she wasin danger and | could
help her. Y ou should be proud, Seraph; your daughter’ s death will return the Eagle to the world.”

Sweat dripped from hisforehead, though on the other side of his barrier, Seraph’ s breath fogged in the
cold. Evidently the barrier blocked the effects of Jes'sire.

“Solsentiwizards,” said Sergph, dowly shaking her heed, “adways making things much more complicated
than they redly are. The Stalker isdready here a your request.” She smiled at him. “Y ou know | speak
thetruth.”

His eyeswidened for an ingtant as his stolen Owl ring, once she' d cdlled his attention to it, told him she
was right. Then he narrowed his eyes accusingly. “Y ou just think you spesk the truth, that’ sal it means.
You arewrong.”

“I can't give you proof of the Stalker,” agreed Sergph mildly. “Y ou’ d have to be Hunter to see what you
have donein your stupidity.” Hedidn't like to hear the wordstupid, especidly as he knew that she meant
it. But he wasn't going to lose his temper enough for her purposes; he was too buoyed up by his plans.
She'd haveto bring Jesinto it.

“| can show you what Eagleis,” shesaid.

Thewholetime they’ d spent talking, Seraph had been sorting through the intricate work of the spell
holding the barrier together. If he'd just usedsolsenti magic, she might not have been able to break it, but
he' d woven Raven andsolsenti magic together and the result was unstable.

“Jes,” shesad, “go get Rinnie and keep her safe. Lehr, when you can, take Bandor.”

Volisfrowned at her words. “ Jes? |sn't that the name of your idiot son? He snot here.” He shivered
once.

“Yes” sad Seraph, “heis. You just aren't looking. Jes, the priest wants to get agood look at you.”



The Guardian was nothing if not dramatic, coaescing out of candle smoke into the oversized wolf he
favored over other forms. He stood not two pacesfrom Valis, frost shading his coat and moving from his
pawsto the hem of Volis srobes. Jes growled, alow rumbling sound. Seraph’s pulse picked up until she
could hear the sound of her heartbest in her ears.

Voalis, who had no warning or understanding of what Jes was, cried out in terror. That fear did for
Voalis's magic what anger had once done for Sergph’s. His control of Raven magic failed, and Seraph
ripped the barrier into pieces with a sweep of power.

“Thisismy eldest son, Jes,” she said. “Who is Eagle and Guardian—and in no need of your summons.”

She kicked aside the carefully placed candles, breaking the circles and removing any temptation he might
have had to kill Rinnie.

As she walked she continued speaking, quoting from the book of Orders. “ *Thusisit said that when the
Elder Wizardstook upon themselves the need to fight the Shadow-Stalker, that they created them the
Orders. Six Orders created they them, after the six who dept forever. First, Raven Mage, second,
Cormorant Wegather Witch to aid their travels, and third created was Hedler who is Lark that they might
survive to continue the fight. They rested and then made fourth, the Bard and Owl to ease their way
among strangers, fifth, Falcon the Hunter to feed them at need, last created they Eagle who is Guardian
for dl tofear.” The Guardian, Valis, isan Order like any other, though, as you can see, more difficult to
detect.”

Jestook back his human form and gathered Rinnieinto hisarms. “The priestiswrong ,” he said, and the
voice thundered in bass notes dmost too deep to hesr, asif he still held part-way to the wolfshape.

“He' s been shadowed,” agreed Seraph.

But Seraph had given the priest too long. He threw a blast of raw magic at her and she was forced to
counter it—more than counter it, because she had to protect those around her. She held the magic for a
moment then returned it to him. Because it was hismagic, it did not harm him, just alowed him to
reabsorb it. Not an ideal solution, because he retrieved the energy he' d sent at her, but no one else got
hurt.

While she' d been trying to decide what to do with it, he’ d had time to gather more power and heflung it
at her, forcing her back severa steps. She caught it and flung it back again, but it was more of an effort.
She couldn’t keep doing it indefinitely because she continued to lose power and he didn't.

He dso learned quickly. The third shot was no less powerful, but he broadened histarget to include
everyonein the room. She had no choice but to absorb the full force of his hit, or let something escape
whereit might hurt one of her children.

Tears of pain dipped down her face as she staggered and swayed, then someone touched her and the
pain lessened.

For a dazed instant, the voice and strong hands that pressed into her shoulderswere Tier's. Then, asthe
effects of the priest’ s attack faded, she redlized it was Hennea behind her, offering her support and

power.

She needed ashidld like the one Volis had set to encase them when they had entered the room, but she
didn’t have time to throw ashield around everyone. Instead, she created a shield and et it around Valis.



For amoment the whole areaaround Valislit up, but then the shield fell apart, avictim of its hasty
congtruction.

Helaughed. “Try this” he said and sketched adgil intheair.

She blocked most of it, but the straining of her magic past her reserves dmost blinded her with pain, and
the remnants of his sorcery sent both Seraph and Hennea tumbling to the ground.

She wouldn't be able to hold out against a second such blast.

“Hennea,” shewhispered. “When | tell you, jump away, then get the others out of here.” If she could
digtract Volislong enough, maybe her children could escape.

“No,” said Hennea,
A breeze blew astray lock of hair into Seraph’s eyes.

Wrath lighting hisface, Volisdrew back his hand in the manner of a man throwing arock. Henneatook
control of the remnants of Seraph’s shields and refined them as Volis s hand released whatever it was
he' d formed and the spell bounced off harmlesdly.

Wind cooled the sweat on Sergph’ s forehead—she had just enough time to redlize that there shouldn't
be awind when a sudden gust of it knocked her to her knees.

The wind picked up even more speed, turning Sergph’s hair into a vicious whip that stung her eyesand
cheeks as her |eft knee made painful contact with the floor. The table Volis had been working on skidded
acrossthefloor, hit thewall, then flung itsalf &t the priest’ s head.

Temporarily occupied defending himsdf from hisfurnishings, Volis quit concentrating on Seraph; but any
magic would draw his attention.

Seraph drew her knife and staggered to her feet, bracing hersdlf against the wind.
“Hennea,” she said, her voicelow. “Isthere a cure for the shadowing that you know and | do not?’

Seraph thought for amoment that Hennea had fallen too far away to hear her, but then Hennea said,
“No. Thereisno cure but death.”

Seraph crouched and used the motion of the wind and a feathering of magic to creep up behind Valis.
When she was close enough she rushed forward, and stepped on the back of his knee, collapsing the
joint so the wizard staggered backward, off balance. She threw her left arm around his chin to hold him
steady and jerked her knife into his neck as Tier had once taught her. The sharp knife cut through Volis's
throat, severing skin and artery.

Seraph stumbled back, fighting the wind for her balance. Victory came so quickly, brought to her by the
sharp blade of her knife. Her first kill. Shewondered if she’ d used magic to kill him, if it would seem
morered to her.

The young man’s body fought for awhile, but pain blocked his own magic and the extremity of his
emotions kept Raven magic from coming to hisad—rings or no. Sergph watched because it seemed an
act of cowardice to turn away from adeath she had summoned.



When he was dead, Seraph turned away to survey the room. Lehr, bless him, had remembered what

shetold him. He had Bandor pinned face against the wall in some sort of wrestling hold. Hennea had
gotten to her hands and knees and crawled against the wind toward Volis s body. Jes, looking
exhausted, sat on the floor near—

Ah, Seraph thought ruefully,that’ s wher e the wind came from.

Rinnie' shair spread out in pale flames as she ood motionless, arms spread with pams out like some
ancient statue, her skirts absolutely till though the wind il tore furioudy through the room. Jes must
have cut her loose because there were no ropes on her, though lines on either side of her mouth showed
where they had been. Her eyes glowed with an eerie gold light that obscured her pupils.

Words of warning, long forgotten, came back to Seraph. To be aweather witch was dwaysto long for
the energies that coursed and strew themsalvesin tempestuous weether, always to bein danger of being
so caught up that there was no way back.

“Rinnie,” shesad firmly. “We are safe, cdll back the winds and let them deep.”

Her daughter stared blankly at her with incandescent eyes and the winds swirled and played. An inkwell
flipped out of nowhere and caught Sergph painfully on the elbow.

“Rinnie!” barked Seraph in the same tone she used to break up sibling squabbles.” Enough.”

Rinnie blinked, and the wind died down to gentle gusts and then nothing. Smadll items dropped to the
ground with clattering noises. Rinnie fell to her hands and knees, and Seraph hurried across the room and
crouched beside her.

“How isit with you? Areyou well?’

Rinnie nodded. “ Sorry, Mother. I'm just abit dizzy.” Then she gave aghost of her usua grin to Jes.
“That was better than changing into an animal.”

“Mother,” said Lehr, “What do you need to do with Uncle Bandor? | can’t hold him here forever.”

Bandor was shadowed. Her hand tightened on her knife—but before she could do more than rise back
to her feet, Hennea said, “No, Seraph. | lied. The shadow can be cleansed.”

Seraph tlled. “What?”

Hennea sat on the floor beside the dead priest, her cheeks painted with hisblood. “I lied. | swore that
thisonewould die. It isfitting that he should diein hissins. But | can cleanse the baker with your help.”

“Sergph?Bandor?’ Alinath’ s voice rang down the corridor.
If she and Hennea were going to help Bandor, Seraph didn’t have time to be angry with her now.

“Jes? Can you keep Alinath at bay without hurting her or yourself?” asked Seraph. “If we are working
more magic tonight, we can't have her interrupting us.”

“Yes” said Jes, usng thewall to get to hisfeet. He took a couple of half-drunken steps and cameto the



doorway. Alinath got therefirst, but stopped just short of Jes.

“We need to get thisdone,” said Sergph. “1 think | could just possibly light a magelight. Do you have the
magic, and can you concentrate well enough to useit?’

Hennearose painfully to her feet, using her good arm for leverage. “1 think I'm too numb to hurt and |
am not aspent asyou are. It'll bedl right.”

She limped over to Lehr and Bandor and spoke aword. Glowing lines circled Bandor’ swrists and
ankles.

“Release him, please,” she said, and Lehr stepped away from him.

With the silvery threads of magic, Hennea forced Bandor around so that he stood with his back flat
agang thewall.

He spat at her. “ Shadowspawn Witch. Y ou should burn in the fires of good rowan and oak.”

Ignoring him, Henneareached for his head and forced him to look at her. Seraph stood as near as she
dared.

Henneatook afirm grip on Bandor’ s hair and then set another glowing line about his forehead to hold
his head where she wanted it.

“You can't dlow them to distract you,” she explained to Seraph in Traveler’ s speech. “If you haveto
dart againit’ stwiceashard to grasp it.”

Once she had him unable to move she reached up to place ahand on hisforehead. He struggled then,
fighting the restraints like a madman—but Hennea had done a good job, and his head never moved.

“It' shard to find—the shadowing. It'Il hep if I'm more familiar with him. Tell me something of
him—how the shadow caught him.”

“HisnameisBandor,” said Sergph. “Heis married to my husband’ s Sster. He has aways been aman of
even temperament, afair man if abit greedy.” But only abit. Thelow price he'd given her for Jes's
honey had been out of character, she redlized. With family, he' d aways been inclined to be generous.
“His parents were not Rederni and he was never really accepted until he married Alinath, my husband's
gder”

Hennea sent of f questioning tendrils of magic, which passed through Bandor like a hot knife through
butter, dipping and diding.

“What does hewant?’ Hennea asked. “What drives him?”

That was harder. “I don't know,” Seraph said findly. “ Reducing aman to ahandful of wordsisno gift of
mine.” She turned to her youngest, who knew him best.

“Rinnie,” she said in Common tongue. “If Uncle Bandor could be, or have, anything in the world what
would hewant?’

“Children,” said Rinnie promptly, though her voice shook. “He and Aunt Alinath want children more than



anything. He also worries that Papa might decide to return to the bakery. Last year when the harvests
weren't good, he was certain Pgpa would take the bakery. Nothing Papa said could reassure him.”

Seraph remembered that now; it hadn’t seemed important at the time.

One of the tendrils of Henned s magic snagged and went taut, like afisherman’s net. Another did to the
same place and stuck fast aswell. A third caught another place.

“More,” said Hennea. “Tdll me more about him, child.”

“Heloves Aunt Alinath,” Rinnie said with more confidence. “But he worries that she loves Papa better.
He wants her to see him as a better man than Papa.”

The rest of the tendrils snapped taut like the strings of aviolin and emitted asound asif aninvisble
musician plucked at the instrument.

“Envy,” murmured Henneaiin the Traveler tongue. “ Small darknessesthat allow the shadow to take hold
and shake him abit until the smal darkness grows like ablot on his soul. Y ou haveto ferret them al out,
Seraph, and not missany. Could you have your Hunter seeif I’ ve missed anything?’

“Lehr,” said Sergph. “Come here and look. Does the net she’ swoven encase the taint?’

Lehr examined his Uncle closdly. “Missed something,” he said.

“Hewants,” murmured Sergph. “Heloves. He hates. Hefears.”

“He safraid of you, Mother,” said Rinnie at last. “He doesn’t much carefor Jes either.” She gave her
brother’ s back an apol ogetic look. “He doesn’t like to be around people who are odd like Jesis.”

Hennea, lines of strain gppearing around her eyes and mouth, sent out more magic.

“Done” said Lehr.

“Mother,” said Jes.

Seraph turned and saw that Alinath had company in the doorway. Karadoc was with her. He d
managed to take afew steps forward, so he stood severa pacesin front of the door. But when Jes

looked at him, he tilled once more.

“WEe |l be done momentarily,” said Hennea. “I wouldn't try this without one who can see the shadow.
Otherwiseit’ stoo easy to fail—and you'll not know it until the shadowed one kills those nearest to him.”

“Like the Nameless King, the Shadowed,” said Seraph. “When he killed his sonsfirst.”

“Hedlowed no Travelerswithin hisream,” said Hennea. “ So now we go where we are needed, not
where we are wanted.”

“What next?’ said Seraph.

Hennea smiled wearily. “The last part is more strength than finesse. I'll try to burn the shadow from him.”



“Let mehelp,” said Seraph. “I’m dl but done up, but you may fredly take what magic | haveleft.” She
followed her words with action, setting the blooded knife on the floor and placing her hands on Henned's
shoulders.

Hennea thanked her with anod and then set about destroying the hold the Stalker had taken on
Bandor’ s soul. It was, Sergph saw, much the same as burning wood with magic, just using adifferent
fuel. If shehadto do it herself, she' d know how.

“Done,” said Hennea, but Seraph, fedling the last of the shadowing leave, had aready stepped away.

Bandor had long since stopped his struggles, but now he hung limply in the bonds that held him to the
wall, hisface blank and his mouth drooping on either side. A drop of spittle dripped dowly off hischin.

“Lehr,” shesaid. “Come help me with Bandor.”
Lehr helped Seraph brace his uncle so that Hennea could release him. Once on his feet, Bandor seemed
to recover ahit. At least he could stand on his own and his face Sarted to | ose the blankness and adopt

some of Bandor’ s own persondity, like awineskin refilled with wine.

Lehr ill braced him, but Seraph stepped away—remembering what Rinnie had said about hisfear of
her. She didn’t want to cause him any more distress than she had to.

“All right, Jes” she said cdmly, “Y ou can let them in, now.”

He stared at her amoment, then bowed his head shalowly. She hid her sigh of relief: the next few
minutes were bound to be interesting enough without Jes running amok. Alinath dipped around them dll
without alook and stood in front of Bandor.

“Isittrue,” shesaid, “is he better now? Is he unharmed?’

Seraph raised an eyebrow and looked at Hennea, who had collapsed against the wall. She nodded.

“He Il bedl right,” Sergph said. “Give him awhileto recover and he'll bedl right.”

Alinath’ s mouth trembled and she took one more step until she stood againgt her husband, looking small
andfrall. “Bandor,” she said. “Bandor.”

Karadoc, leaning heavily on his staff, looked closdly at Jes. “Ellevand favors you, boy, though you never
cometo histemple; that told me there was more to you than it appeared. | didn’t expect quite thismuch
more. Some of your mother’ smagic in you, eh, that kept usfrom coming in?’

“Yes” agreed Seraph. “ Jesis more than he appears.”

“Traveler,” Karadoc said sternly, asif reminded of hisduty. “ Traveler, what happened here?’

“Shadows and magic, priest,” she said. “Volis and Bandor were shadow-touched. If | had known that
the priest could be cured, | would have—" she remembered the satisfaction of stopping him with her
knife and stopped, saying merdly, “I wasill-informed.”

“How did you know they were shadowed?’ The old man, she thought, was playing the stern priest role
to thehilt. It wasagood sign. If he’' d been frightened by all the magic, he wouldn't be taking the time to



perform for hisaudience; he' d be getting the rest of the Council Elders.

“She found me tonight as Bandor left me,” said Alinath, as she and Lehr helped Bandor St on the floor.
“Bruised and bound. | told her that there was something wrong with him, abile of jeal ousy toward my
brother after dl these years.” There was a pause, then she said, “1 don’t know what exactly he did, but
he had ahand in my brother’ s desth.”

She sat beside her husband and raised her chinin afamiliar gesture. “1 have never gpproved of the
choices my brother has made,” she said. “1 have no use for magic or Seraph. Y ou know as much,
Karadoc. | would never take her sde against my Bandor. But | know that Bandor, if he were himsdlf,
would never hit me. He would never have made himsdlf daveto another’ swill as he has endaved himsdlf
to that false priest.” She spat out thewords. “If Seraph says that he was shadow-taken . . . well, | for
one haveto agree with her.”

No one, thought Seraph with secret amusement, could miss how much it bothered Alinath to agree with
Seraph.

Karadoc nodded formally. “ Accepted.” He grinned at Seraph, transforming in an instant from sour old
man to mischievous gnome. *Y ou should know that Alinath came to me severa days ago—concerned
with the oddities of her husband’ sbehavior. | told her to keep watch, for aswe al know, those of us
who livein thelee of Shadow’sFall have awaysto be on guard against such.”

He shook his head, “But of course we' |l haveto tell adifferent story to everyone else or Seraph won't
be able to stay here, and no one will redly believe that he was cleansed.”

Bandor was huddled againgt hiswife, bowing his forehead to touch the top of her shoulder. Sergph
could hear his soft, half-coherent gpologies.

Karadoc leaned on his saff. “Let metell you what happened tonight. Volisisan evil mage, not ared

priest. He needed a death to feed some dark magic and chose Rinnie, because he thought she was
without protection. Her father is dead—"

“Actudly,” said Lehr. “Probably not. That'swhat Mother and | were doing when Rinnie was taken. We

wa ked up to the place where the huntsman thought he found Father’ s remains. The bones weren't
Father's. We think agroup of human mages surprised Papa and took him.”

“Alive)” said Alinath. “Tier isdive?’

“Alive?’ asked Rinnig, grabbing Jes shand in atight grip.

“I think s0,” said Seraph.

“Ah,” said Karadoc, “then VVolis was one of agroup of corrupt mages who helped himin hisevil doings.
He was responsible for anumber of terrible happenings, Tier’ sdisappearance. . . oh, I'll think of afew
more things. I’m sure someone had a pet diein the last month or so0. Valis has been watching your farm
with hismegic—"

“Magic doesn’'t work likethat,” said Seraph. “Not evensolsenti magic.”

“They won't know that,” said Karadoc repressively. “When he saw that you were away from home, he
kidnapped Rinnie. Alinath saw him take Rinnie by the bakery. She came to my temple to get Bandor,



who had cometo talk to me about suspicions that he had about Volis. | am an old man. Bandor and
Alinath confronted VVolis—he hurt Alinath, and Bandor killed him.”

“What about us?’ asked Seraph.

“Y ou, none of you were here. | don’t know who you are, young lady,” he said to Hennea, “but | can see
what you are, and you' d be safer away from here.”

“She can deep at thefarm tonight,” said Seraph.
“How do you know that Tier isaive?’ asked Alinath.

“Because they took him to use hismagic,” replied Hennea. “ They can’t use it with him dead—not this
soon.”

“Liar,” said Alinath, rising to her feet. “My brother had no magic.”

From his position on the floor, Bandor reached up and took hiswife shand. “Yes,” hesaid. “Yes, he
did”

Alinath froze, staring at the hand she held. At last she sank down again.

“Do you know where they took him?’ asked Karadoc when it became apparent Alinath wasn't going to
say anything further.

“ToTaela” answered Hennea. “To theimperia paace a Tagda”

“Before we leave here, Henneaand | will search the temple to make sure there’ s nothing left that could
hurt anyone,” said Sergph tiredly. They’d find al the Order stones, too. She glanced at Valis, but his
hands were bare. Hennea must have aready taken the rings Volis had worn.

“WEell go look for Pepatomorrow?’” asked Lehr.

Sergph considered it. “The day after. We'll have to pack for the trip.”

“If you leave, the Sept’ s teward will take away your land rights,” observed Alinath.

“No,” replied Karadoc. “Hewon't. HE d never get anyone elseto farm that close to the mountains. I'll
have atak with him mysdf.”

CHAPTER 11

Early the next morning, Alinath cameto call. Seraph had dready sent the boys and Rinnie out to the barn
to sort through the tools and harnessfor things that they would need on their travel. Henneawas il
adeepintheloft.

“I didn’t know how soon you were going,” said Alinath, in asideways gpology for the hour of her cal. “I
brought this.” She set down alarge basket of journey bread on the table. “We made it yesterday so it
should last you amonth or moreif you need it.” She hadn’t met Seraph’s eyes Since she camein.



“How isBandor?’ asked Seraph.

“Almost himsdlf again, though he doesn't remember much,” said Alinath, at last looking up. “Thank you
for giving him back to me.”

“I’'m glad you came,” Seragph said after they’ d both taken a seat on the kitchen bench, which was pulled
away from its customary place a the table. “ Otherwise | would have cometo you. Thetripto Tadaisa
long one, and getting Tier back might be dangerous. | hate to take Rinnie on ajourney like that. Would
you watch her for me?’

“Of course,” Alinath said after amoment of shock. “Of course | will. There' s plenty of space—she can
have Tier’ sold room.”

“Thank you,” smiled Sergph. “1 told her that Bandor would not be feding well for awhile and you
needed her help. Give her something to do so she doesn’t think I'm aliar.”

“I’ll dothat,” said Alinath. “ Karadoc wanted meto tell you that the other Elders were happy with his
story. All except Willon, who saw Bandor carrying Rinnie up to the temple. But Willon agreed to keep
thered story quiet.”

Alinath reached into alarge pouch she carried and brought out severa pieces of folded parchment.
“Willon sent these. Maps, he said. And Seraph”—Alinath set abag of coins on the table—"these are
from the bakery’ s accounts. Use them as you need to—I"d like to have Tier back also.”

Seraph took the coins. “Thank you. | won't deny that these will make the journey easier.”

“I'll come tomorrow morning about thistime,” said Alinath, getting up briskly. “To get Rinnie, and to see
you safely on your way.”

“Thank you, Alinath,” said Seraph.

Alinath stopped at the doorway and turned back. “No, Seraph. Thank you. | appreciate your trust,
especidly after .. .”

“He had no choice,” said Seraph. “Remember that. Even shadowed, Bandor believed he was saving
Rinnie”

The next morning was cold and the sun a pae line against the mountain as they adjusted the packs on
Skew. Gurawhined at Sergph from his self-gppointed guard post by the packs still to be loaded.

“Fool dog,” Seraph said, not unkindly. “Y ou’ re coming, too.”

“But not me,” said Rinnie from the porch.

“I need you to take care of your aunt and unclefor me,” said Seraph. “ Aunt Alinath would like nothing
better than to drop everything and come with us, but she needs to take care of Bandor and the bakery.”
Shetook a deep breath, “And | need you safe. Please.”

Rinnie sared & her hard. “All right,” shesaid. “I'll stay.”



Sergph, Hennea, Jes, and Lehr set out for Taela before the sun wasfull up while Alinath and Rinnie
watched from the porch.

A few milesto the south, the path from the farm joined to the main road. Though Willon's maps were
useful, finding aroad to Taglawas no more difficult than finding a stream that would lead to the ocean.

“It'shard leaving Rinnie behind.” Lehr patted Skew’ s neck. “1 missher aready.”

“I misseverything,” said Jes happily.

Lehr logt hisgrim air and thumped Jes on his pack where it rested between his shoulders, “I see that you
do.”

“Do you know where your clan is?” Seraph ask Hennea, who waked beside her at the back of the
amadl caravan.

“No,” said Hennea. “But | can find them when | want to. I’ [l be of more useto you than I'll be to them.”

“Hennea,” said Seraph softly.

“YS?’

“If you ever lieto mefor your own ends again—as you did when | killed the priest for you—there will
be areckoning.”

“1 will bear that in mind,” Henneasaid.

“Seethat you do.”

Sergph ddliberately cut thefirst day’ stravel short. Henneawas |ooking pale and drawn; though her arm

was heding nicdly, it was il painful. The tent that they’ d brought was the old one Sergph had used when

she' d traveled with her brother. Seraph expected it would take afew days of practice before they could
put it up in the dark.

After supper, sheleft the boysto clean up and took out Isoldathe Silent’ smermora.

“So you arethe last survivor of your clan,” said Hennea.

Seraph loosened the top of her bag so Hennea could see the assortedmermori she carried. “Thelast of
any number of clans,” shesaid.

“How many?’ Hennea asked in ahorrified whisper.
“Two hundred and twenty-four,” replied Seraph.

Hennea frowned. “Why did they al cometo you?’



“Y ou mean as opposed to a clan leader who actualy had aclan?’ Sergph shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ ve
givenit alot of thought over the years. Thelast eighty-three | found in one cache, presumably taken from
one leader. That could mean that themermori are being drawn by the othermermori. The moremermori
someone has, themore likely it isthat alost clan’ smermori will cometo them. Or perhaps Shadow’s
Fal might have someinfluenceonit.”

“It' smorethan that,” said Henneadowly. “How did you find asolsenti who was Ordered? Why did the
two of you have three Ordered children? It isn’t like breeding horses; the Orders go where they
will—though | redly did think that the Order bearer had to at the least be of Traveler blood. | don’'t
know many clanswho can claim five Ordered people, nor have | heard of afamily where every sngle
person in the family was born to an Order.”

“It frightensme,” admitted Sergph, glancing &t the boys, who were packing away the last of the
dinnerware. “My father’ s favorite saying was, ‘When you find acoin on theroad and pick it up, it's
certain that you' | need twice that ere you walk another mile” He used to say that the Orders went where
they were most necessary. | don’t want to be in the middle of an event that needs a Raven, Owl, Eagle,
Fa con, and Cormorant.”

Henneaamiled alittle. “Neither do |. Maybe | should go my own way.”

Shewasjoking, but Seraph nodded solemnly. “1 would keep that in mind. Having you help usfind Tier
would be very helpful—but certainly dangerous. Thereisno need for you to risk your life for someone
you' ve never even met.”

Hennealaughed and shook her head. “ That’ sthe Raven’ s calling, you know that. Go out and risk your
life for someone who' d just as soon that you burned aslived.”

“Perverse,” grinned Sergph. “It did always seem that the ones who most needed help were the ones
who wanted it least. Anyway, | got themermora out to cal Isolda s house and seeif someonein her time
had managed something like the Ordered stones.”

“They didn't have the Orderswhen Isolda’ s library was collected,” said Hennea.

“No,” agreed Sergph. “But they did alot of evil in the search for knowledge. They might have come up
with something that will help us. | don’t want to destroy those stones without understanding what that will
do to the Order trapped there.”

Jes and Lehr, finished with their tasks, came to see what Sergph was doing. She pushed themermora
into the dirt and called Isolda’ s house into being.

“Comein,” shesaid, “come and be welcome to the house of |soldathe Silent.”

They settled into the patterns of journeying that Seraph remembered. Henneaand Jesin front, Seraph
and Lehr bringing up the rear with Skew. Gura scouted about, taking anxious trips back to make certain
they weredl still walking ashe' d left them. After aweek’ stravel, Seraph felt asif she were dowly
doughing off the skin of the Redern farmer’ swife she had been.

Every evening shetook out Isolda smermora and searched through her library to find out what to do



with the Ordered stones.

“Why don't you use them?” asked L ehr, one evening. He was seated on the other Sde of thelittle table
from Seraph, playing with the game piecesto agame no one knew how to play. “Weamost logt dl to
Volis—and there will be more wizards with Papa. Wouldn't the extra power be useful 7’

“Travelersdon't like to dedl with the dead,” said Jes. He was curled up on the floor with as much of
Guraon hislap as he could get, grooming the dog with a silver comb that |solda had kept by her bed.

“It' snot that exactly,” said Hennea, looking up from abook. “But we understand that it can be
dangerousto play with dark magics.”

“Egpecidly when doing so leaves you vulnerable to the Stalker,” agreed Seraph. “ Since we have seen
that heisalready concerned in these matters, we' d be foolish to alow him an invitation to one of us”

“I likewdking,” said Jes contentedly.
Hennealooked over at him. His eyes were haf-shut and his face raised toward the sun. Seraph and
Lehr had dropped behind them awhile back; Jes' s usua pace was faster than Skew liked. Seraph didn’t

want to push the old horse, so Hennea and Jes would walk ahead and then sit and wait for the othersto
catch up.

“What do you like about it?’ she asked him.

“The Guardian is happy, because we' re going to get Papa,” he said. “ And Rinnieis safe with Aunt
Alinath. | don’'t like Aunt Alinath, but | know that Rinnie does. | know that Aunt Alinath will keep her
safe. Mother and Lehr are safe, too, because they are with me and with Skew and Gura. | am outside
and the sun is shining and making my face warm.”

“I likewalking, too,” Hennea admitted.

“Why?" He bounced once on his hedls and then turned his head to look at her with abright smilethat lit
his eyes and summoned the deep dimplein his cheek.

She smiled back; she’ d found that it was impossible not to respond to Jes when he was happy. “ For the
same reasons you have. Walking means that right this moment, nothing bad is happening. There are
interesting thingsto look at. My feet like to fed the road under them.”

“Yes” hesad contentedly. “It’ sjust like that.”

After aminute he said, “Lehr isnot happy.”

“Hedoesn't likewaking?' she asked.

Hefrowned, “1 don't think that’ sit. | think he worriestoo much. Heislike the Guardian, you know. He
thinks that he needs to take care of everyone. He doesn't know about walking. He finds thingsthat are
bad and tries to solve them before they happen.”

Henneasaid, “Y ou know your brother pretty well, don't you?’



Jes nodded. “Heismy brother and | love him. Heis not afraid of the Guardian; he loves the Guardian,
too. | likethat. Rinnieloves us, too. But she doesn't want to be a Guardian anymore because she can
play with thewind.”

“I likeyour family, Jes” Henneasaid softly.

Hesmiled again. “I dotoo.”

A week’ stravel from Korhadan, thefirst of the large citiesthat lay between them and Taela, they
stopped to eat lunch alittle distance from another, larger party that they’ d been trailing for afew days.

“We could eat on the road, Mother,” said Lehr to Seraph as she sat down beside him. “We could make
another milein thetimeit takesfor Jesto finish egting.”

She shook her head. “ And lose more milesin afew dayswhen Skew istoo tired to go on. It'sdl right
to push hard if your journey’send isin aday or two, but we have to strike a speed that we can hold on
to for amonth or more. How isthat blister you had?’

13 Fi ne.”

“Traveler whore!”

Sergph was on her feet before the young man' s bellow had finished; her eyesfound Henneastanding by
the sde of the swift-running creek, her drinking cup loose in her hand while achunk of wet mud did from

her cheek. Shock made her ook young and vulnerable, but that wouldn’t last.

Before Seraph could take more than a step or two, Jes, with Guraat his side, stood between Hennea
and the smdl group of young men.

“Apologize,” whispered Jes.
Seraph increased her speed.

The men backed away, most of them mumbling apologies. If they stared at the huge growling dog, or
Jes, rather than looking at Henneg, it was understandable.

“Go,” Jessad. “Leave usaone and we |l do the same.”

“Hey, what goes on here! Are you vagabonds threatening my song!”

“Jes, I'll ded with this” said Seragphin alow voice, moving until she was between Jes and the young
men. When the older man, presumably their father, was close enough to hear her, she said, more camly

than shefdt, “There were no problems until your sons made them.”

The man strode past his sons and stopped not two paces from Seraph, clearly intending to intimidate her
with hissze. “ Mysons, Traveler?’

Anger was going to make her do something stupid, she knew it—and Jeswould be no help at al. Where



was Tier when adiplomatic word was needed? She could have l€ft it to Hennea, but the younger woman
had aready been seen asweak: if she had to prove hersdlf there would be blood shed here.

“One of your boys decided it was agood game to throw mud at awoman who was doing him no harm,”
said Seraph. She should have stopped there, but she couldn’t abide bullies. “ Obvioudy he was poorly
raised; he has no manners”

“Poorly raised, Traveler bitch?” he snarled. “Who are you to say so?’

Jes, Seraph noticed gratefully, had taken her at her word and dampened the fear he generated. Fear fed
anger, and might make the man do something more stupid than he otherwise would. Of course, she
hersalf would have to control her tongue or risk pushing the man too far anyway. She knew, even before
she spoke, what choice she had made, throwing away years of iron-willed control and prudence.

“Indeed.” Seraph kept her tones polite, even though she knew that would inflame the man more than if
sheydled. “It seemsthat they were not the only ones who wereiill-taught.” She paused for effect and
then borrowed Jes s whispering technique. “ Didn’t your mother teach you that bad things happen to
people who annoy Travelers? ”

Shedidn’t know if she wanted to scare him away, or force him to attack her. She' d assumed she'd long
ago buried dl thisanger a thesolsenti who hated and needed the Travelers. But al it took was abit of
mud to prove her wrong. The anger that flooded her felt good, even cleansing.

Whatever she' d wanted to gain by her threet, the people from his group who’ d begun to gather around
forced him to act rather than run. Perhapsif she had been aman he could have backed down and not
lost face.

Perhapsif shedidn’t have afull bag of mermori to remind her how dangerousit was whensolsenti began
to losether respect for Travelers she would have given him agraceful way out.

“Have acare, Seraph,” said Henneaiin Traveler.
The man took another step closer. He was abig man, but Seraph was used to looking up at people and
afew inches more didn’t make much difference to her. “Y our man should have taught you respect for

your betters, whore,” he said on the tails of Henneal swords.

Seraph held her tongue. A raised eyebrow and a speaking look at him did the job nicely: You? My
better? | don't think so.

Heraised ahand. Gura sank a bit, ready to defend her and she could hear the sheath of Tier'ssword
rattle as Lehr readied himsdlf to draw it. She till might have let him hit her but for Jes breething heavily
beside her.

With aword and a breath of power, she froze hisarmin place.

When she smiled at the crowd of solsenti , several of them backed up hastily. She had the fedling that
her victim would have backed up, too, but he couldn’t move hisarm from where it was stuck.

“What' sgoing on here?’ said an authoritative voice—and a young man pushed hisway through the
crowd.



Adh-pde hair in awast-length braid announced his Traveler bloodlines aswell asawritten sign. Soon
he had awide circle around him.

“Look by the road, Mother,” whispered Jes.
Seraph looked, and sure enough, there was an entire Traveling clan waiting on dert.

Silence had fdlen, mostly because thesolsenti group hadn’t yet noticed the Travelers beside the road
and didn’'t know what to make of aman whose arm hung unmoving in the air.

“Wadl,” he said again, “What goes on here?’

“I am Sergph,” she said. “Raven of the Clan of 1soldathe Silent. This on€e' s half-grown sons offered
insult to my young friend. We were discussing theissue.”

The stranger tilted his head at the man’sarm. “Interesting discussion?’

“No,” said Sergph. “1 wasdmogt finished. If you'll excuse me amoment.” She turned to the man. “|
have no more patience with you. | curse you and your sonsthat if you ever hit awoman or child, you'll
lose the use of that which men value most. Now go.”

She released his arm and met the eyes of the fewsolsenti indined to linger.

The stranger waited until they were gone before he started laughing. “1’m no Raven, but even so | could
tell there was no magic to power that curse.”

She smiled. “It doesn't need magic, doesit?” If any of them ever hit awoman or child they’ d remember
her words and worry about it. Worry could achieve the effect she wanted more easily than magic.

“Who are you?’ asked Jes, breaking into the shared moment.

“Ah, my gpologies, sr. | am Benroln, Cormorant and Leader of the Clan of Rongier the Librarian.” He
bowed shdlowly. “If wemay join you in your eating we might exchange stories.”

“Come and be welcome,” agreed Seraph.

Therewas afair bit of confusion asthe Clan of Rongier organized amea stop and thesolsenti group
packed hadtily and left, most eating the remains of their mealsin one hand while they started out.

Thefear on their faces didn’t bother Seraph nearly as much asthe catcalls that came from the
Librarian’s clan. Her father would never have stood for such athing, but Benroln was young, and
perhaps he felt much the same as the young people who teased thesol senti . Still there were older heads
about, and Seraph thought that someone should have said something.

A glance a the clan’ swagons and clothing told her that having ayoung leader hadn’t hurt the clan
materialy, even if their manners had suffered. Their clothing was without holes or mending and their
wagonswere dl freshly painted.

Sergph’ ssmdll family stayed close to her asthe strange clansmen laid out food and attended to the



chores of medl preparation. Doubtless the boys were intimidated by the foreign tongue and sheer volume
of noise SO many people set to asingle task could make. Sergph finished the last of her med as Benroln
approached her with three other men.

“Seragph, thisismy uncle, ISfain,” he said, indicating the eldest of the men. “My cousin, Cdahar” wasa
young man with unusua raven-black hair. “Kors’ had reached middle age and middle height with dightly
stooped shoulders.

“This” continued Benroln, “is Sergph, Raven of I1soldathe Silent, and her family. Thisyoung man hereis
E@le.”

The older man Benroln had introduced asIsfain smiled. “Well blessed in the Order your family is. Will
you introduce them?’

There was nothing in the words they spoke to raise Seraph’ s suspicions, but there wasjugt alittle extra
stressin Benroln’ s voice when he named the Orders. That stress had been answered with athread of
smugnessin Isfain’svoice,

Seraph bowed her head. “Thisismy son, Jes, Eagle. My son Lehr, and my friend Hennea.” No one had
ever accused Sergph of being atrusting soul. She couldn’t hide the Orders Benroln had noted, but there
was no need to share information unnecessarily. Time enough to clear the matter up if necessary once
Seraph knew more about the Clan of Rongier.

“May | inquire how it isthat there are so few of you?’ asked Korsdiffidently. “I had heard that the Clan
of Isoldathe Silent fell to the Sicknessyears ago.”

Seraph nodded gracioudy. “Only my brother and | survived. When my brother died we were left
without kin.” Two decades of living withsolsenti had not lowered her awareness of the disgrace of what
she had done—so shelifted her chin, daring any of them to comment. “1 married asolsenti man and we
lived with him and hisfamily until he died this spring. His rdlatives turned us out—but they did not know
that he had investmentsin Tagla. We are headed there to recover hismonies.”

The men consdered what she told them. For a Traveler to marry or even lie withsolsenti was expressly
forbidden. It happened, but avery grict clan leader could punish the offender with banishment or degth.

Only Korslooked taken aback, and Benroln tapped him on the shoulder before he could say anything.
Isfain merely said, in tones of apparent delight, “ Ah, we take the same road. Our clan has business that
liesaong the road to Taela, and we have friends in the city who are willing to aid us. We' d be more than

pleased to lend you escort until our roads part.”

Therewas no way out of Isfain’s generous offer without offense, so Seragph nodded. *Y our escort
would be most welcome.”

Calahar glanced over at Skew and then moved toward him. “Nice horse,” he said.

“My hushand' swarhorse,” replied Sergph. “ Careful. HE' s old now. But he wastrained not to let
strangers approach too closaly.”

“I've only seen afew horses with his coloration,” he said. *'Y our husband get him asawar prize?’



HYaﬂ
“Too bad he'sagdding.”

“Yes” replied Sergph. “But he servesuswdll asit is. Lehr, would you check to make sure we' ve gotten
everything packed?”’

Henneawaited until they were walking again and the fuss of adding new members had died down before
approaching Seraph.

“Y ou were less than forthcoming,” Henneasaid quietly. “And Skew’ s never objected to me.”

“But they don’t need to know that. I’ d rather not have people ruffling through our packs. There's
something off about thisclan,” Sergph replied. “ Though it’ s been along time since | walked with
Traveers, so perhgps |’ m misreading something.”

“Perhgps you are right to be suspicious,” agreed Henneathoughtfully. “ They certainly aren’t going to be
looking for Lehr and | to be Ordered, not when they know that two of us are Order-Bearers. Although if
they have aRaven who looks at us, they’ Il know what you are up to.”

“I’ve beenlooking, " said Seraph. “The only Order-Bearer I ve seen isBenroln himself.”
“| suppose there will be no harm done,” said Hennea.
“No harm to whom?’ asked Benroln.

Seragph carefully maintained her smile. “To us. It' sardief to find aclan to journey with—but it bothers
me that we might need your protection. Thisisamain road, there should be no danger for Travelers
here—but | worry al the same.”

“It' snot just those hotheaded men either,” said Benroln in grim tones. “ There hasn't been a Gathering in
along time. Thelast one was disrupted by solsenti soldiers, and the clansfelt that another Gathering
might just be setting ourselves up for asol senti sword. Theillness that Sivept through our clans twenty
years ago took out more than just your clan. If thesolsenti have their way, in another twenty there will be
no Travelersat al.”

The clipped note in his voice when he said“ solsenti” reminded her forcibly of the way some of the more
frightened Rederni said “magic.”

“Thenitisthar doom,” sad Henneaindifferently. “ Travelers exist to keep thesol senti from paying the
price of afalure that was not theirs”

“What fallure?” said Benroln explosvely, but Sergph saw cadculaion in hiseyes. Hewas playing to his
audience. “ A gtory nattered at by the elderly? It isonly a story—and it was old before the Shadow’s
Fdl. It samyth, and no more accurate than the twaddle thesol senti spout about the gods. There are no
gods and therewas no logt city. Thereisno evil Stalker. We have paid and paid for acrime committed in
an Owl’stde. If we don't wise up we' Il be nothing more than asolsenti mingrel’ stale oursaves,
something told to frighten smdl children.”



“Wise up and do what?’ asked Seraph.

“Survive,” he said. “We need to keep food in our mouths and clothes on our backs. We need to teach
thesolsenti to leave us alone—as you did to thatsolsenti bastard who tried to injure Hennea.” He
paused, then said softly, “Y ou taught that man and his sonsto leave usbe. If you had dlowed your Eagle
to teach them, the rest of thesolsenti in that group would have taken the story to hisvillage and they dl
would havetrembled in fear.”

“Maybe someone did,” said Seraph coally. “Maybe that’ swhy, instead of welcoming us and looking to
usto help them when my brother took usinto the village years ago, the villagers feared us so much that
they burned my brother.”

“Thesolsenti dready fear us, that isthe problem,” said Hennea. “ Fear leadsto violence. Thevillagers
who killed Seraph’ s brother were very afraid and too ignorant to know that they had nothing to fear from
aTraveer. Perhgps because, in the last few generations, we have taught them that they should fear us.”

“Rot,” said Benroln curtly before turning his atention back to Sergph. “Y ou have lived among them for
what?’ He glanced at Jes and Lehr and came up with an accurate guess, “ Twenty years or more? Y ou
are beginning to sound like one of them—or worse, one of the old ones who sit around the fire and say,
‘We are supposed to protect them.” ” The anger in his voice was honest now. “L et them protect
themselves. They havewizards.”

“Who are hel pless againgt the evil wefight,” said Seraph.

Benroln'slip curled. “Whensolsenti soldiers caught my father and our Hunter and Raven out alone,
there was nothing we could do but bury them. Had my father not believed the old folktaes, he could
have taught that village what harming a Traveler might mean. When those villagerskilled your brother—
youcould have saved him. Could have made them o afraid that the thought of harming one of uswould
never occur to them again. How many of usdied because you didn't teach them what you taught that
man today? How many more will die because you didn't loose the talons of your Eagle upon them
ingtead of tricking them into thinking you’ d set aspell on them?’

Part of Seraph agreed. Part of herhad wanted to burn the village to the ground. She had spent most of
that first night at Tier' s Sde wondering how long it would take her to get back to the village and avenge
her brother.

She could havekilled them dl.

“Y our father waskilled?” said Hennea softly, taking Benroln’sarm in sympathy and distracting him from
Seraph.

He nodded, his anger dissipating under Henned s attention. “Our Clan Guide took us to the Sept of
Arvill’skeep. My father said that they’ d never admit awhole clan, so he, who was Raven, took our
other Raven—my cousin Kiriswho was only fifteen—and our Hunter to see what was amiss. They didn’t
even make it to the gate of the keep before they were shot from ambush.”

“Terrible,” agreed Seraph. “When | think about that village where my brother waskilled, | think of how
helpless they would have been against my power. | think of the children who lived there, and the mothers
and fathers. More death never solves acrime, no matter how regrettable.” Shetried to keep her tones
conciliatory, but she could not agree with him.



Benroln met her gaze for amoment, then dropped his head in the respectful bow of avanquished
opponent. “And so | learn from your wisdom.”

Lehr, who' d come upon them as Sergph had been giving her last speech, snorted and then grinned at
Benraln. “ Sheknows better than that. That’ s whatshe always said to Papa when she didn’t want to agree
with him but he was winning the argument.”

Seraph smiled gently. “We can agree to disagree.”

The Travelerswere a highly organized people—just like awell-trained army, and for the same reasons.
Every person had an assigned role.

Seraph hadn’t realized, not redly, how independent the life that they’ d led in Redern had been. Aslong
asthe Sept’ stithes madeit to him, they were left largely done to do asthey wanted. If she'd been
married to another Rederni man, that might have meant that she would have been a hismercy. But Tier
was Tier. He' d sought her advice, and she' d worked shoulder to shoulder with him both in the fields and
in the kitchen. She' d grown used to the freedom of making her own decisons.

When Isfain had pointed to a place and told her to make camp there, she’ d nearly told him whereto
take hisorders. If she hadn’t caught Lehr watching her expectantly, Seraph would have done just that.
Instead she' d just nodded and gotten to work.

At least they accorded Seraph some leeway for being Raven, and clan leaeder, if only just of her family
plus Hennea. Lehr they treated like agreen boy—Tier had never treated him so. Shejust hoped he was
enough hisfather’ s son to hold his peace until she' d had time to learn more about this clan: they might be
agrea hdpinretrieving Tier.

Sergph pitched in to help prepare the evening meal. Some of the men tended horses and goats, some set
out to fish, and asmaler group set out into the forest to see what game they could find. Jesand Lehr
joined the latter group. She' d had time to talk with Lehr, and Sergph knew he wouldn’t give himself
away. Hedidn't carefor Benroln much either.

“My Korstold methat you married asolsenti, ” said the woman on Sergph’ sleft, while her clever
fingers and sharp knife were making short work of deboning one of the rabbit carcassesthat were the
bassfor tonight' smed.

There was such studied neutrality in the words that Seraph didn’t reply, pretending that skinning her own
rabbit took up dl of her attention.

“What wasitlike? " said the woman on the other side of her with hushed interest. “1’ ve heard that
solsenti men—"

She was quickly hushed by severd of the other women who were giggling asthey chided her.

“Would you look at thisl” exclaimed awoman in gravelly tones. Seraph turned and saw atiny, ancient
crone approaching the tables set up to prepare food. Her hair was pale yellow and thin; it hung in abraid
from the crown of her head to her hips. Her shoulders were stooped and bent, and her hand as knobby
asthe gtaff she baanced hersdf with. “You' d think you' d never had aman before the way you act herel
Sheisaguest. Ah, you embarrassthe clan.”



“Brewydd,” said the woman who had begun the conversation. “What brings you here?’

“Brewydd?’ said Seragph, setting down the naked rabbit carcass and wiping her hands on the apron
someone had given her. “Are you the Hedler?” Even twenty years ago, Brewydd the Hedler had been
ancient.

The old woman nodded. “That | be,” shesaid. “I know you child—Isolda s Raven. The onewho
survived.”

The woman on Seraph’ sright put aside the food she was working with and hurried over to tuck her
hand under Brewydd's arm and lend support. “Come, grandmother. Y ou need to get off your feet.”
Scolding gently and prodding, the woman took Brewydd away toward awagon built up on al four sdes
and roofed like asmall house on whedls—akaris it was caled for thekari, the Elders, who were the only
Travelerswho rodein them.

“Raven,” said the old woman, stopping for amoment to turn back and look at Seraph. “Not al shadows
come from the evil one”

“People can be evil dl ontheir own,” agreed Seraph.
Satisfied with Seraph’ sreply, the old woman tottered back to herkaris.

“She can till heal,” said the woman on Sergph’sleft. “ But she salittle touched. It'sthe years, you
know. She won't tell anyone how old sheis, but my Korsis her great-grandson.”

Three days of travel with Rongier’s clan taught Seraph alot about them. Benroln and the old Hedler
were the only Ordered among them, though they had afew who could work magic in thesol senti
fashion—with words and spell casting that hoped to gather enough stray magic to accomplish their task.

It was mogt remarkable, she thought, watching as ayoung man named Rilkin used aspell to light adamp
log, that they got any results at al. Her father had been gifted that way, and they’ d spent many a
Traveling day exploring the differences between her magic and his. Asolsenti spell cast out ablind net
into the seato haul in whatever stray magic might attach itself to the net; Ordered magic was more like

putting apail inawdll.

She turned back to grooming Skew and to her current worries. Tier she could do nothing about until
they reached Tadla, so she tucked her fear for him away until it might be useful. Lehr and Jes were more
immediate concerns. They were growing more and more unhappy with the continued association with the
Traveing dan.

Skew stretched his neck out appreciatively when her brush rubbed a particularly good spot. Skew, at
least, was having thetime of hislifewith dl the attention he was getting.

Lehr, however, chafed under the commands that al of the men and most of the women of the clan felt
freeto throw a him. Without hinting at what he was, he couldn’t win their respect by his hunting skills so
they treated him asthey treated dl the other young men.

No one gave Jes orders—they al knew what he was. Her daylight Jes was bewildered by the way they



lowered their eyes around him and avoided him. Sergph didn’t remember her clan treating her brother,
the Guardian, that way. The Librarian’s clan hurt Jes sfedlings by their rgection, and that made the
Guardian restless: Jes was one of the people he protected.

Hennea helped. She knitted in the evenings, and found things that required Jes said. He was camer
around her, too; perhaps it was the discipline of being Raven that made Henneaeasier for Jesto bear.
Some people, like Alinath, were hard for him to be in the same room with.

“Mother?” 1t was Lehr. “Have you seen Jes? He was with me at dinner, but someone decided they
needed adray mule and | was the nearest they could find. When | went back to the dining tables, Jes
wasn't there. | checked the horses and he wasn't there either. Henneawas looking for him, too. He' s not
in the camp, Mother. | told Henneall would check with you.”

To seeif shewanted him to search, even though someone might notice what he was doing.

“1 don't—" Seraph stopped speaking abruptly.

Over Lehr' s shoulder, Seraph saw Benroln, Kors, and Caahar approach with intent. Isfain, the fourth
man, was nowhere to be seen. Theair of grim triumph Benroln wore was as damning asthe guilt on
Kors sface.

She stepped around L ehr so she stood between him and the leadership of the Clan of Rongier.
“Issomething wrong?’ asked Benroln.

“I don’'t know,” Seraph replied softly. “1 think that’s something you can tell me. Whereis Jes, Benroln?’

Benroln held hisarms out open-palm to show her he meant no harm. “Heis safe, Seraph. | won't harm
him unlessthereisno other way to save my clan.”

Seraph waited.
“Jesisin one of thetentswith Isfain at watch.”
“What do you want?’ she asked.

Benroln smiled asif to say,See, | knew you' d do it my way. Three days had obvioudy not taught him
much about her—she hoped that her other secrets were as well-hidden.

“My uncle has been scouting for work for us, and he found some not five miles down the road.”

“What kind of work?’ asked Seraph.

“Thereisamerchant who buys grain and haulsit to Korhadan to sell. Last year one of the farmerswith
whom he had a contract delivered his grain himsalf and cost our merchant money and reputation when he
wasn't ableto deliver the grain he had promised his buyers. He went to the courts for redress, but they
were unableto help him.”

“| see” said Sergph neutraly.

“I want you to curse thisfarmer’ sfields.”



“Toteach himalesson,” shesaid.

“Right,” he smiled engagingly. “Just like that man who assaulted Hennea”

“But this merchant will pay you money.”

“Yes” Hedidn't even have the grace to look uncomfortable.

“Andwhat will | get out of it?’

“Y our family will haveahomeat last. A place where they fit in and no one tauntsthem for their Traveler
blood. Wewill sharewith you dl that isours,” said Cdahar, asif he were offering her agift instead of
blackmailing her.

Benroln was smarter than that. “ Safety,” he said. “For you and your family.”

Sergph stared at them for aminute.

“You can't hold Jesfor long,” said Lehr confidently. “He doesn't like strangers much—he' Il know that
thereis something wrong.”

He was right—or should have been. Seraph watched, but Benroln's confidence didn’t falter.

“You have afoundrael, ” she said, suddenly certain it wastrue. There weren’'t many of them, but then
there weren't many clans|eft either. They weren't such fools asto try to keep a Guardian prisoner
without something to keep him under control.

“What isthat?’ asked Lehr.

“Guardians can be difficult to control,” she explained without looking away from Benroln’ sface. “ They
aredriven to protect their own at the expense of everything else. Sometimestheir imperativesare
inconvenient; guardians don’t follow orderswell at dl.” Shewas't going to tell them how common it was
for an Eagle to lose his daytime persona and become completely violent, even toward the people he had
previoudy protected. “ A Raven along time ago came up with a solution. She created tenfoundraels
—collarsthat keep the Guardian from emerging—before she redlized what the end effect of repressing a
Guardianis”

“What' swrong with it?” asked Lehr. “1s Jesin danger?’
Sergph fingered the knife at her hip. “Let’sjust say that if they thought they had problemswith their
Guardians when they decided to use thefoundrael, they had red problemsthefirst time they decided to

takeit off. The use of foundraels isforbidden except under the most dire conditions.”

“My father will kegp him calm—your Guardian will experience no difficulties unless you give him reason
to think that thereis danger,” said Caahar, stung by the contempt in her voice.

“Seraph—I’"velooked al over . . .” Hennedl s voice died out as she recognized the confrontation.

“These men have taken Jes,” Seraph told Hennea. “ So that | will aid them in curang aman'sfied. They
will receive gold for their efforts.”



She saw Henned sface asworry faded, leaving behind afacade as cold asice—just such aface had
Henneaworn as she knelt beside the dead priest in Redern.

“They take gold to curse people?’

Seraph spat on the ground in front of Benroln. “ They have chosen to forget who we are. But they have
me at adisadvantage.” She shook her head in disgust and then looked at Lehr.

She needed someone to tend Jes, someone he trusted who would sit by him camly until she could get
Benroln to take thefoundrael off—the collars could only be taken off by the person who put them on.
But Lehr wastoo angry, she thought in near despair; Jes would know that there was something wrong.

“Where' s Jes?’ asked Hennea.

Seraph looked at the other woman’ s expressionless face thoughtfully. “Kors,” she aoruptly, “will take
you to Jes. He s being held with afoundrael —Isfain is supposed to be keeping him cam. 1 would
appreciateit if you would do your best to see that Jesis not discomforted while | go with Benroln.”

“Afoundragl? ” If anything, Hennea s voice was colder than before. A blush rose on Kors's cheeks.
Henned s mouth was tight with anger, but she nodded her head at Seraph. “I'll take care of him—he's
been helping me knit in the evenings since we met up with this clan. Sometimes smpletasks help.”

“Thank you, Hennea,” said Seraph, fedling vast relief at Hennea s confidence. She pointed to the tent
entrance. “ Gura. Stay. Guard.” The last thing she wanted was for one of these foolsto get their handson
the Ordered stones. Once the dog was sitting where she' d asked him to, she said, “Lehr, my dear, it
looks like you might missthe Hunt today. Y ou will come with me—I have no desireto lose anything
morethan | can help on thisfool’ serrand.”

CHAPTER 12

Hennea stalked behind Kors, the canvas bag that held her needles and woolen thread clutched tightly in
one hand. Her anger was partly self-disgust. She knew better than to getinvolved; that aways brought
unnecessary pain. Poor Moselm . . . he’ d been such akind man, uncomplicated. They’ d been lovers
before they’ d been taken, but it had been little more than a convenience to both. Mosalm’ swife had died
severd years before of one of the mysterious allmentsthat plagued the Traveling clans. They had come
together for comfort.

But it wasthe Traveler’slot inlife to confront things that no one ese would face. If Mosdm’ s desth
brought the light of destruction to the Path, he would have counted hislife well-spent. But Jes. . .

There was no peace in dying among kinsfolk—and Hennes, like Seraph, knew that every minute that Jes
spent collared by thefoundrael brought him that much nearer to madness and amerciful deeth at the
hands of those who loved him. She didn’t want to do that ever again.

ThatTravelers would cometothis, Travelers sworn and taught to aid thesolsenti. For gold and hatred
they betrayed their oaths, and put agood man at risk—perhapsthey all deserved the fate that thesol senti
intended to mete out.

Kors, subdued and somber with doubt, led Hennea toward one of the more distant campsites. The



clansfolk they encountered on the way bowed their heads and refused to look her in the eye. They knew,
she saw, and they were ashamed—but angry at the guilt they felt. Before long, she thought, they’d turn
that guilt into righteousindignation.

See what thesolsenti have turned us into, they would say to one another, so lacking in pride that they
could not even accept the responsbility for their own downfall.

Kors stopped in front of alarge tent and they both heard Isfain’ s harsh voice snap out. “ Sit here and
wait, boy, as| told you. Y our mother has business with Benroln and then you may do asyou wish.”

Henned s eyebrows climbed. “ Supposed to be keegping him cam, ishe?’” she murmured to Kors,
pleased when she saw that he was unhappy with what they’ d just heard aswell.

She swept open the tent with none of the usual courtesies. Isfain was standing in front of her and she
shoved him ungently aside to see Jes perched unhappily on atall stool in the middle of the tent. It wasthe
only object in the tent—if Benroln had indeed given orders to keep Jes cdm he had failed marveloudly.
“Woman, watch what you do!” snapped Isfain.

Evidently, hedidn’'t carefor her entrance. Sheignored him.

“Hennea,” Jes said in soft-spoken relief. “1 need to see Mother.” One hand rubbed at the lesther strap
he wore around his neck, turning it about asif to find abuckle or lacing that wasn't there. To Henneal's
eyesthelesather was as smooth asif it had just grown around his neck.

“What are you doing here?’ said Isfain. “Does Benroln know you are here?’

Sheignored him again.

“It'sdl right, Jes,” she said to the dark young man sitting restlessly on the battered old stool. “Benroln
wantsto force your mother to curse some poor farmer’ sland for money. They’ re holding you with an

artifact that kegps your other spirit at bay—there' s nothing wrong with you. Lehr went with your
mother.”

Shedidn’'t know how much he' d understand in his current state so she was gratified when Jes s swaying
dowed down.

“They are safe?” he said.

“I don’t think that Benroln will be able to do anything to Seraph that she doesn’t want to happen. Lehr is
with her.”

He swallowed, “And you are safe here.”

“Yes” sheagreed. “I'm safe with you. Would you help me with my knitting until your mother’ sbusiness
iscompleted?’

She opened her bag and gave him askein that she’ d tangled just for this purpose. After alittle hestation
hetook it from her. He stared at it for aminute, but at last hislong-fingered hands began to work
patiently at untangling knots. The rough woal thread had amind of its own, and it would take awhile to
unravel the mess she'd made.



She sttled a hisfeet and began knitting with aball he' d rolled for her yesterday. Sheleaned lightly

agang hisleg, prepared to shift away if she made him uncomfortable. Thelong musclesof histhigh
softened and relaxed, so she let him take a bit more of her weight.

She glanced into his eyes and saw the fury trapped impotently in the net of thefoundrael . She shivered
and looked back at the sweater she knitted. For awhile he seemed calmer. Perhapsif the tent had not
been so starkly furnished, or if that idiot Isfain had quit looking at Jes asif he expected him to explode,
Jeswould have been dl right.

“I don't likethis,” said Jes, abruptly throwing hisyarn on theground. “1 need . . . | need to be
somewhere”

Hennealooked up at him and saw the despair in his eyes. Enough, she thought. “Wait amoment,” she
toldhim.

Korswas not a problem. He knew what was right when someone shoved it in hisface, asmuch ashe
wished hedidn't. Isfain, though, Isfain might be more difficult.

He was one of those gifted with magic, though not Ordered. Hennea knew that other Ravenshad a
tendency to look upon unordered mages as weak, but she was not so foolish. A good wizard used
subtlety aswell as power, and like awell-knit wool swester, their spells could be difficult to unravel.

Thetrick with wizards was not to give them timeto do anything.

“Igan,” shesad amply. “Hush, be till.”

It wouldn't have been worth doing to a Raven, because they needed neither word nor movement to call
magic. A wizard could call magic that way, too—but it was a poor business they made of it. It would be
along time before Isfain worked hisway free of her binding.

“What?" asked Korsincredulously, surprised at Henneal s rudeness.

She put her knitting away carefully, then she took the yarn Jes had thrown and set it in the top of her
bag. Time enough later to unspell it so it could be organized more eesly.

“He' stoo far,” shesad.

“What do you mean?’ asked Kors, who still hadn’t noticed that Isfain was now immobile because of her
magic. He didn’t know what she was.

“Have you ever seen a Guardian released from thefoundrael? ” she asked. “I1t’ snot bad if they haven't
been upset—>but your Isfain precluded that.”

“Mother,” said Jes sadly.
She nodded. “I know. Lehr will keep her from harm, but that is your job. To protect your family.”
“Yes” hesad.

Sheturned to Kors. “If | wereyou I'd leave thistent, so that you aren't the first thing he seeswhen he's



free”

She' d given him warning enough. If he didn’t choose to follow . . . sherelaxed as she heard him leave.
Redly, Korswasn't a bad sort.

“All right, Jes, I’'m going to teke thisthing off.”

She reached up, but he caught her hands. “ Can’'t. Benroln said only him.”

“Wel,” Henneasaid. “I' m not as powerful as your mother, Jes, but | have spent along time studying. |
think I know how to take the blasted thing off. I’ [l not lie to you, there is some danger—but not as much
asleavingiton.”

“Tome,” hesaid, catching her hands before she could touch thefoundrael . “Not you.”

“Only toyou,” shelied, but she'd had alot of practice lying and it came out like the truth.

Helet her set her hands on the soft band around his neck. The leather was soft and new-looking, asif it
had been tanned yesterday instead of centuries ago. That made it easier, because she knew which oneit
was.

“No,” hesad, pulling her hands away again.

“It sdl right,” shesaid.

“No,” Jessad again. “ The Guardian will kill the big man. That would be bad. He thinksthat killing
would be very bad for us. Killing is bad, but he would have no choice. Heisvery angry.”

Hennea consdered him. Everyone had atendency, she thought, to ignore the daylight Jesin their fear of
the Guardian. Oh, Seraph loved him in either guise, but she treated him with the same indulgence and
disciplinethat she treated their dog and the others followed her example.

Jes, thought Hennea, was more than just a disguise where the Guardian resided. Impulsively she put her
hand, till clasped loosdly by his, on his cheek. He closed his eyes and leaned againgt it, moving so the
light stubble, new-grown since his shaving thismorning, prickled her fingers,

Hewasjust aboy, she thought, uncomfortable with the instant response hisinnocently sensua gesture
had caled from her.

He might be right about killing. The Order of the Eagle came only to people who were empathic, arare
gift and usualy week. If Jeswere astrong enough empath, killing might very well be enough to damage
him.

“The Guardian won’t cadm until wetakeit off, Jes. HE Il just fed worse and worse,” she said, though she
didn’'t move her hand from hisface. “The longer we wait the more difficult it will be.”

He nodded, but didn’t open hiseyes. “He sso angry,” he said. Dark lashes brushed her fingertips, and
she shivered.

Helooked at her then, hiseyes dark and hungry. “Y ou could make him not angry,” said Jes. “Helikes
you, too. Kissme.”



His suggestion startled her. She d never heard of anyone trying something likethis. Likely because only
anidiot would think of kissing an angry Guardian.

Her lipswere till canted in a smile when they touched his. It was an innocent kiss at first, because he
caled that from her—though not without arousd. Hislips were alittle chafed, and the rough surface
scraped hersin butterfly-wing caresses.

She could fed him tense when her hands touched his neck again, so she opened her mouth to nip lightly
a hislips, digtracting him from what she did.

It distracted her, too—but not so much that she fumbled the Unlocking.

As soon as shefinished, fear washed through the tent like aflash flood, taking her breath with its
strength. She dug her fingersinto Jes s shoulders, which had turned to iron. But he didn’t fight her as she
held him to her and touched his lipswith her tongue.

Fear had driven away the embarrassment she felt at seducing him, but it hadn’t erased the desire he
caled from her. When hetook charge of the kiss, she softened for him and alowed him to vent hisfury

into passion.

It was the Guardian who gentled the kiss again and shifted hisweight away from her. He rubbed hisface
againg hers, like acat marking histerritory, and then pulled away despite the tension that shook his

body.
“Benroln has Mother and Lehr?’ he asked hoarsely.
She had to clear her throat before she could say anything. “Yes,” she said.

She averted her face, knowing her cheeks were red, so she didn’t have a chance to move away before
he touched her again. He pulled her against him, and set his chin on top of her head.

“WEe I go find them,” he said. Then he must have noticed Isfain, because he stiffened.

“What have you done to that one?’ he growled.

She used the excuse of looking at Isfain to step out of Jes sarms. “Not as much as|’d have liked to,”
she said. “Benroln was young when he stepped up to the leadership—if | understand the history that led
to thisstupidity. But you,” shetapped Isfain’s nose reprovingly, “you knew better. He was your sster’s
son and you taught him poorly.”

“Releasehim,” said the Guardian.

She cocked her head at him warily. “Why?’

When he growled at her, she found herself smiling despite the way the skin on her back flinched. 1 think
we d better just leave him as heis until we find Lehr and your mother, don't you?’

“Soft-hearted,” he said.

“Better than soft-headed,” she replied. “ Should we go after Lehr and Seraph?’



He stepped around her and held open the tent flap. “I’ d rather eat someone,” he said—she thought it
wasfor Isfain’s benefit, but shewasn't quite sure. “But we' Il head out looking for Mother firgt. Is Gura
here?’

“Sergph told him to guard the tent,” she said.
As she ducked through the flap he put hislips near her ear and said, “Don’t fed guilty.”

She stopped 0 abruptly that the top of her head collided with his jaw hard enough that she heard his
teeth click.

“Why should | fed guilty for kissng ahandsome youngboy? ” she said sarcastically, without lowering her
toneat dl.

To her amazement he grinned a her. Guardians didn’t grin. They smiled with pleasure while they choked
thelife out of some poor fool who crossed them. They bared their teeth. They didn’t grin.

“I don’t know. We both enjoyed it very much, Jesand I,” hisgrin widened. “And we' d liketo do it
again as soon aspossible”

“Hereyou are,” said ayoung man inrich clothing who awaited them in asmdl clearing set in the Sde of
ahill and overlooking atwenty-acre field with atidy cottage at the far end. 1 thought you might not make
it”

Benroln smiled congenidly. “1 don't break contracts, Sir.”
“And besides,” said the young man, “you knew there was more gold where you got thefirst, eh?’

He looked too young to have been amerchant for long, thought Seraph, then she reconsidered. There
was a softnessin hisface that made him look exceedingly young, but his eyes were sharp and old.

I'll bet that he uses that young face of his, Seraph thought as she revised her estimate of hisage
upward by ten years.

“Of course, gr,” said Benroln after he laughed politely at the merchant’s comment. “ Thisisthe woman
who will set the spdll.”

“Andthisisthefarm right here,” replied the merchant in alight, pleasant voice. “1 want it cursed—you
understand. Paid good money for amageto curseit last year—but Asherstd till got aharvest out. | told
that sorcerer | wanted nothing to grow on these fields, not even aweed. | want the other farmersto
avoid Asherdtd for fear whatever befell him will happen to them. | want him shamed. Y ou’ d better do the
job or maybe someill might befall you, en? Like happened to that mage | hired last year.”

Benroln looked taken aback, and Seraph wondered if he' d believed that sweet, innocent air the
merchant exuded.

“Your mage scurseisgill here,” she murmured. “Perhaps you had him killed too soon. I'll haveto take
it off before | can work.”



“1 don’t tell atanner how to do hisjob,” said the merchant. 1 just pay him for good work.” He made an
odd motion with his hand that might have been accidenta—but Tier had taught the boysthe sgns soldiers
used. It had the look of one of those.

Lehr had caught it, too, she thought. He faded back slently into the night. Neither the merchant nor
Benroln seemed to notice—she doubted the merchant had ever seen him to begin with.

“I'll have to go down to the edge of thefield,” Seraph said.

“Fine, fing,” he agreed. “It’s dark enough that they won't see you. We can wait in the trees that border
thefidd.”

He led the way down. If Benroln wasworried by anything, Seraph couldn’t tell—but she thought not. If
he' d been properly worried about the merchant, he wouldn't have left Isfain and Korsto tend Jesand
Hennea. Morefoal he, to trust aman who' d curse another man'sliving.

She suspected that the hidden men were to come out when she finished to make certain neither Benroln
nor shetold anyone that he' d paid to have this poor farmer’ sfields cursed.

Lehr wondered if his mother had caught the signd the merchant had sent. There were men out here
somewhere, men waiting to kill Benroln and his mother when the merchant decided he was finished with
them. Persondlly, Lehr wasn't worried about Benroln one way or the other, but his mother was another
meatter entirely.

L ehr backtracked the merchant until he found a place where the man had waited with four others.
Enough men to account for a couple of Travelers aslong as they took them by surprise. Each had taken
adifferent path.

They left no tracks that he could see, because the forest was inky-dark; not even the starlight illuminated
the ground under the trees. But he knew they had been there because he could smell them.

He shuddered. What was he that he could scent aman like adog? He drew his knife and picked atrail
to follow.

When they came to the edge of the woods, the merchant motioned Seraph on. He and Benroln settled in
to wait under the cover of the treeswhile she worked her magic.

She sat down on the ground at the edge of thefield, just outside of the area of planting. She could see
the weaving of magic through the soil. The mage this merchant had hired had done well; it was going to
take her along timeto clean thefield. Timefor Lehr to find the merchant’ s men. Time for Jesto belost
to the effects of thefoundrael.

She began plucking the threads of the dead mage' s spell without further ado. Asshe did so, the
familiarity of what she was doing settled around her with afedling of rightness: thisiswhat she had been
born to do.



After awhile the merchant became impatient. “I don’t see anything. | don't pay good money for
nothing—and | don’t put up with people who try to sted from me.”

“Tell him | can’'t work unlesshe' squiet,” said Seraph serendly, knowing that the calmer she wasthe
worse the merchant would takeit. His sort dways liked to see people cringein fear of him. She could
have given him alight show, but the people her magic told her were degping in the cottage might be
awakened. She didn’t want them coming out to investigate with the merchant’ sarmsmen lurking
about—the wrong people might be killed.

“Come away,” Benroln said to the merchant with an air of determinedly cheerful deplomacy. “ Thiswill
takeawhile. | brought apair of dice with me. We can pass the time while Seraph works.”

Just aswell he' d intervened before she’ d pushed the merchant too far, she thought and turned her
attention back to the field. Lehr needed dl the time she could buy him.

Now why didn’t you wor k?she asked as she pulled the cursing magic away from stalks of wheat only
half the sze they should be thistime of year. Nonetheless, with the strength of the spell shewas
unravelling, thisfield shouldn’'t have grown anything more than asprig of cheetgrass.

Night fell, but she didn’t pay any attention—what she was looking at didn’t require light for her to see.
Findly, she detached the last of the spelling and, unanchored, the weave fell apart and lost itsform.

The magic the wizard had imbued in his casting drifted off when the spell lost its power. It didn’t go far
before it was caught firmly, and pulled back into the earth to enrich the soil. That was when Sergph
redized how it was that the farmer had managed to grow whest in thisfield.

There were other creatures that used magic besides the shadow beasts who lived in the Ragged
Mountains. Most of them had died fighting at Shadow’ s Fall. But some of them escaped.

This one hadn’t been strong enough to remove the spdll, but it had done agrest dedl to mitigate the
effects. Likely whatever it was, it had fet her meddling and was watching from nearby.

“Mmm,” she murmured, smiling in pleasure as she leaned forward and pressed her hands onto thefield,
sanking her handsinto the soft ground where the magic held in the grains of dirt made her fingerstingle.

Sergph sent out adrift of Seeking magic again, thistimelooking for a creature not human. She found
something amost immediately, but it was different than she expected: darkness but not shadow,
somehow more natural, more elementa than the woods around her, something frightening. It could only
be Jes.

Thetime had come whether Lehr wasfinished or not. She set the mystery of the farm’ s protector aside
and began her show.

She stood up and held both arms out thestrically, caling out in the Old Tongue. They weren’t words of
power—she didn’t need them for this. She didn’t know many words of the Old Tongue, but she was
willing to bet that Benroln knew even less.

Thestrics, her father would have scolded her, but her grandfather would have understood. Some people
wouldn't believein magic until it camewith light and sounds.

The merchant himsdlf had given her theideafor this, and the magic embedded in the soil gave her the



power. She called light filaments to sparkle and grow like cobwebs on the wheet, dancing from stalk to
gak until thewholefied glittered in light that shifted rapidly through the shades of the rainbow in waves.
It was a pretty effect, she thought, though it was merely light.

But there wouldn't be asolsenti aive who would turn their heads from the field to look behind them
when Seraph’s children approached. Benroln and the merchant stepped out of the trees, but aflicker of
magic held them where they were.

Now to |leave the merchant in no doubt of what his gold had purchased for him. Thiswas more difficult
and she would never have even attempted it if it hadn’t been for that dark, tingling soil that ached to aid
the growth of the plantsrooted iniit.

Sowly sheraised her armstogether as she pushed her magic into plants. Grow, she urged them,grow
and be strong.

Stalks thickened dowly and stretched up . . .

A defter hand than hers touched them and straightened and strengthened; baancing root, stalk, and
bearding head in away that Seraph would not have, though she knew, from therightness of the path of
magic, that thiswas how plants ought to grow.

Since her magic was not needed, she glanced toward the source of the magework and saw it, Sitting
near afencepodt. It wasn’t much bigger than acat, asmall, mossy creature with rounded, droopy ears
and large eyesthat gleamed with power. Its coloring matched the earth and wood so closdly that she
doubted that she would have seen it if thefied hadn’t been thrumming with its power.

“Earthkit,” she said softly to hersdlf. “ Thisfarmer must keep to the old ways.”

“When he had naught but old bread and milk for hisown children he didn’t forget me,” agreed avoice
shefelt as much as heard. “ Such acts are to be rewarded.”

“Indeed,” agreed Seraph. Since she wasn't doing anything else, she added a crackle to the lights so that
the merchant and Benroln wouldn’t hear her talking to the creature. “1 would not have been able to hed
this so well without you.”

“Nor could | break that other spdlling,” said the earthkit in itsrusty voice. “But | am donenow.” The
magic ceased abruptly and it left in ascuttling run that her eyes could not quite follow.

The wheat siwayed under Seraph’ slights, ready to harvest now—at least two months early. She lowered
her arms and dlowed the glitter and noise to die away dowly.

“I won't do thework of petty criminals” shesad clearly.

“Raven,” spat Benroln. “Fine. See what happensto your children now. And asfor this” hewaved a
hand at thefield, “Y ou may be Raven, but | am Cormorant.”

Electricity began gethering inthe air.

Supid, stupid, arrogant Raven, Seraph thought, bitterly ashamed. A storm with the heavy wheat heads
atop dender, drying stalks would be disastrous.



If she'd just left the field alone once she' d broken the curse, the earthkit would have seen to it that the
wheat grew normaly. She knew what Benroln was, and being afarmer’ swife she should have
remembered what disasters the weather can bring.

“Benroln,” shesaid harshly, “you are afool. Thisman has nsin the woods—do you think they
lurk there to watch the magic?’

“I don’t know what you' re talking about,” said the merchant.

Benroln stopped his casting and looked at the other man.

“Why do you think that aman like thiswould come here without guards?’ said Seraph. “ There has
always been a problem doing the work of solsenti who are willing to hire Travelersto make evil upon
othersof their kind.”

“What do you suggest?’ Benroln said bitterly. “My people will starve. | tried it your way. We were
driven from one place to another, sometimes by people who feared what we might do and sometimes by
people because we wouldn’t do asthey asked. I’ ve had four—four—mer mori come to me. Four more
clans dead and gone.”

“Do not air our quarrels beforesolsenti, ” she said sharply.

Benroln glanced at the merchant and bit hislip.

“Lehr took care of three of the men who werewatching,” said Hennea, coming out of the woods with
Guraat her sde. “Jes hasthe other oneimmobilized.”

“So what do we do with him?” Benroln asked.
Jes appeared and grabbed the merchant’ s hand.

“Y ou don’t want to draw that knife,” Jes said quietly. “My brother’ s over there with one of your men's
bows. No use anyone e'se dying tonight.”

The merchant al but collapsed at Jes stouch, and Sergph’s oldest son relieved him of several throwing
knives.

“Asherdd,” said Seraph, snapping her fingers. “ The owner of thisfield. He has managed to surviverthis
long; | suspect he can handle thisone if we deliver him. Hennea, Jes, could you escort him there?” She
turned to Benroln and said, “I need you to call ameeting of your peopletonight. I'd liketo tell you some
things that you need to know.”

If she could persuade the entire clan to follow her to Taela, she' d have the clan’ s hedler for her husband
when she found him. She just wished she were as good at persuading people as Tier was.

Benroln didn’t wait for her, but somped off, angry at her, at the merchant, and at aresponsibility he
didn’t know how to fulfill.

When Benroln was gone, Jes said, “He bears no open wounds, Mother, but Lehr ishurt.”

Seraph nodded. “ Take this one to the farmhouse and don’t get anyone hurt in the process, and I’ll do



my best for Lehr.”

She waited until Jes and Henneawere hafway to the cabin, but before she called out, Lehr came. It was
too dark to see him well, but she could smell the blood on him.

“Thank you,” shesaid. “If you had not been here tonight, Benroln and | would doubtless have been
dead.”

“There are three men dead instead,” he said. “ Jes tied the fourth one up before | got to him.”
“They were men who were willing to kill for no cause but gold,” said Seraph. Words were not her
strength, but for Lehr she searched for the right ones. “ They have doubtless killed others on the
merchant’ sorders. Now they will not kill anyone again.”

“When | killed them,” whispered Lehr, coming toward her, “it was so easy. Easier than hunting deer.
What am |, Mother?’

“Thisiswhat it meansto be an Order-Bearer,” shetold him. “None of the Ordersare easy. You are
Hunter, and among the tasks of the Hunter isthe bringing of degth.”

She opened her arms, and, when he dropped to hiskneesin front of her, she pulled him close. He
buried hisfacein the crook of her neck.

“l don't likeit,” hesad.

“Shh,” she held him and rocked lightly back and forth, as she had when he' d been achild. “Shh.”

“Someone swaiting in front of our tent,” said Jesjust as Gura gave ahappy bark and ran forward with
histail wagging.

“So,” said Brewydd from a bench someone must have carried over for her. “Y ou stopped Benroln from
hisfolly. That’smorethan I’ ve managed to do.” Gura sat beside her and put hisbig black muzzle on her
knee and heaved a contented sigh.

“Hardly,” said Seraph. “I just pointed out that the merchant he chose to do business with was athief and
akille—and that any othersolsenti he'd find to pay for the same sort of favor will probably be equally
baj-”

The old woman cackled, “I never thought of that.”

“Itwon't stop him,” said Seraph. “He' s obvioudy done smilar things before; he'll do them again.”

“Most of them weren't thisbad,” said Brewydd. “ Though making certain that a village was dry amonth
or morein high summer, then forcing them to pay him to bring therain isno noble deed.”

“No,” agreed Hennea dryly.

“Tdk to him at this meeting tonight,” Brewydd told Sergph. “Make him understand what he doesis
fally.”



“What good will talking do?’ asked Lehr. “Haven't you told him what he' s been doing iswrong? Why
would he listen to Mother when hewon't listen to you?”

“Hah!” exclamed Brewydd. “A man would rather listen to a beautiful woman than awrinkled old crone.
You, boy,” she said pointing at Lehr. “Y ou can help an old woman to her home.”

Lehr took a deep bregath, tightened his jaw, and nodded his head. When he took her arm, Brewydd
patted his bicepslightly before using himto lever hersdf up. “Y our mother teaches you well, boy. Itis
good when ayoungling iskind to old women.” Shewinked at Seraph and continued to mutter at Lehr as
he led her back to her wagon.

“Right,” said Seraph, hoping Brewydd could do better for Lehr than she’d managed. “Let’sgo find
Benraln.”

“Sergph,” said Hennes, “if you go and start attacking Benroln for what he' s done, you' Il make Lehr
happy and we' Il dl go our separate ways tomorrow. Benroln will still take gold from the nextsol senti
who wantsto pay to have his neighbor’ sfields destroyed, and you' Il have the satisfaction of telling them
what you think of them.”

“Y ou have another suggestion?’ said Seraph.

“The Secret Path is very powerful,” said Hennea. “ They claim that they run the Empire, and that might
very well be true. Having more peopleto cal on for help could be very useful.”

“I’ve thought of that,” said Sergph. “But—Hennea, | an not aBard. Ydling | can do, but persuasionis
another matter entirely. Would you try?’

She shook her head. “To Benroln and his people, you are our leader. To have me speak to them would
be aninsult. Y ou can do this. Just remember that Benroln is frustrated because ther€’ s nothing he can do
to keep his people safe. Give him something to do other than rob thesolsenti of their gold, someway to
strike back, and he' Il forget about the games.”

Isfain was angry with Hennea, Seraph observed as she sipped her hot tea. But Hennea had told her the
gtate she’ d found Jesin, and Sergph didn’t mind seeing him grit his teeth when Hennea got too close.
What chance had given Hennea the knowledge of loosing thefoundrael, Seraph didn’t know, but she
was grateful for it dl the same.

Hennea had certainly impressed afew people with her freeing of Jes. The whole Rongier clan, at least
those present at the small gathering in front of Benroln' stent, were treating Henneaasif she'd grown a
third head.

Or maybe Henneawas just Sitting too closeto Jes.

Jes had no intention of forgiving anyone for imprisoning him. He lurked in awalfish form only
haf-reveded by theflickering light of the bonfire. It might have been easier if he'd chosen to bewolf in
whole, but the wolf’s muzzle and eyesin an otherwise human body was particularly disturbing. Low
growlstold everyone that he was unhappy with them al. Sergph rather thought the shepe wasanilluson,
but it was difficult to tell.



Brewydd had brought Lehr with her. He looked tired, but the sickness had faded from his eyes. When
the old woman griped at him and ordered him to move her camp chair threetimes before she st iniit, he
actudly grinned.

Benroln came out of histent at last, and looked around to see that everyone wasthere. He sat down
directly opposite Seraph and nodded his head at her: so the meeting would begin with her comments.

Unhappy people, all,she thought, glancing around at the faces of the clan.

“We could spend the night throwing accusations and debating ancient history,” said Sergph. “If you were
not honest with what you wanted of us, well then, we were not entirely honest either.”

“I"d liketo rage at you, and tell you how wrong what you’ ve been doing is, but you aready know what |
think.” Shetook adeep breath. “So I’'m going to tell you the things that we didn’t tell you when you
invited usto journey with you to Tagla It will takeawhile, and | am no Bard. | ask for your patience just
the same.”

“I am Sergph, Raven of Isoldathe Silent and wife to Tieragan of Redern, Owl in hisown right, though he
has not adrop of Traveler blood . . .”

By the time she brought them into the present she was hoarse. Benroln refilled her cup and urged it upon
her solicitoudy—asif they had not just fought a battle over afarmer’ sfield.

Asclan leader, it was his place to respond, so everyone sat silently while he considered her story.
“ThisPath,” he said, “they have been taking our people for years and stedling their Orders?’
Seraph nodded.

“Y ou have some of the stones?’ asked Brewydd.

Seraph had thought the old Hedler was adleep.

“yes”

“I'd like to seethem,” Brewydd murmured. “ Bring them here when we are doneand we' Il stinthe
Librarian’shome, you and |, Hennea.and Benroln, and see just what evil thesolsenti have wrought.”

“All right,” Seraph said and then changed the subject. “Tomorrow, my family and | will continueon to
Tadlawhere my husband is being kept.”

“You say your husbhand is Ordered,” said Isfain. “But heisasolsenti? ”
“That’sright.”

“Could this Secret Path you told us about be the reason that thesolsenti laws have become so stringent
against us?’ asked Kors.



Seraph thought that they could look to themselves and to other clans who had gone after gold rather
than fighting evil for the cause of the antipathy solsenti had toward Travelers, but she wasn't such afool
asto say 0.

Benroln, unaware of Sergph’s thoughts, nodded intently. “It could be. If what we have heard tonight is
true, this Path could be very powerful.” He nodded his head once more. “Then thisiswhat we will do.
Isfain, send out messages to the other clans we know of and warn them of this Path and their methods.
Seetoit that they in turn passthe message on.” He waited until 1sfain nodded. “ Tomorrow we aso strike
out at speed for Tagda”

Heturned to Sergph. “ There are things that we can do to help. We have friendsin Tagla.”

Sergph looked at his eager face. “1 would be very grateful for any help you can give,” she said.

Seraph was exhausted, but she found herself as unable to say no to the old Hedler as everyone else was.
Besides, she wanted to know what the Healer could tell her about the rings. So it was that she found
hersdlf ingde the house of Rongier the Librarian with Hennea, Benroln, and Brewydd.

Rongier’ shome had been larger and more prosperous than Isolda’s. Hislibrary had atable large enough
to seat eight or ten people.

Seraph took the seat next to Brewydd and dumped the bag of rings on the table.

Brewydd hestated and lightly fingered each ring before settling on an old ring set with a stone of rose
quartz.

“Well,” she murmured, “how did they do that then?Y ou told me that they took the Orders and bound
themtoaring.”

“Right,” said Seraph. “That’ swhat Hennea said, and that’ swhat seems to have happened.”

“Indeed.” Brewydd put the ring down and pushed it away from her. Her hand was shaking alittle. “ So
that’ s one of thereasons,” she murmured.

“Reasons for what, Brewydd?’ asked Benroln. He'd made no moveto look closer at therings.

“There were only ever so many Orders,” shesaid. “1 don’t know the numbers, I’ m not certain where to
find an exact count of most of them—but there were only ever ten hedlers. One would die and another
would be born. But now there are only six.” She pointed at the ring she’ d been handling. “ That oneisone
of themissng.”

“Do you mean to say that the Ordersare. . . likea. ..” Seraph searched for aproper comparison.
“Likeasuit of armor,” said Brewydd. “Onethat isfitted at birth and stayswith you, growsto be a part
of you until itislike your skin. When you die, the skin doughs off and cleansesitsalf of everything that
was yours—your scent, your shape, the sound of your voice. Then, once more only asuit of armor, it
goes off and seeksthe next person tofit itself to.”

She folded her hands and rested her chin on them. “ The Orders don’t go to just anyone.” She nodded



her head toward Seraph. “Y ou would have been amage even if you hadn’t been Raven. Y our husband
would still have sung. Benroln would have been one of those people who dways seemsto know when a
bad storm is coming in. The Orders go where they will be welcomed.”

“So when they made these stones,” said Benroln somberly, “each ring was another Traveler born
without an Order.”

Brewydd nodded her head. She looked at Hennea. “Y ou said that the wizards of the Path, these
Masters, find that they cannot use some of these. | believe that they took the Order too soon, that there
are bitsof persondity dill clinging to the sones. The only time I’ ve ever seen something Smilar iswhen |
had to dedl with aRaven’sMemory.”

“A Raven’'sMemory?’ asked Benroln.

“A Raven’'sMemory,” said Brewydd, “happens only when a Raven is murdered. A Raven can teke the
power that always comes with death and a part of himself to the Order and bind the result to afdselife
until it carries out vengeance againgt his murderer.”

“But it snot only the Raven stonesthat . . .” Seraph’svoicetrailed off because she wasn't certain how
toexplanit.

“No.” Brewydd sorted out a half dozen rings. “Hereisthe Lark, a couple of Ravens, aHunter and
Bard, these dl contain part of their last Order-Bearer. They’ re bound, tied to the stones so they can’t act
like Raven Memories—but | bet the wizards who tried to wear them got arude surprise.”

“Do you know what to do with them?’ asked Hennea.
“Not yet,” said Brewydd. “Do you mind if | keep these?” Sheindicated the jewdry.

“No,” said Seraph. “If you can figure out what to do with them, how to free the Orders, it ismore than
Henneaand | have managed.”

Brewydd nodded and collected the rings into Seraph’ sbag. “ Tell that boy of yoursto cometo my
wagon tomorrow when we stop to camp,” she said.

“Lehr?’ asked Sergph cautioudy.

Brewydd nodded. “1 know afew odd things about Hunters he might be interested in.” She got to her
feet. “1 know alot morethan | let on,” shesaid. “But | only sharewith those| like. Y our boy was
exhausted and heartsick, not to mention tired of taking orders and angry with the whole of my clan—yet
he still was courteous and gentle. | like him.” She glared at Benroln.

He got up off the chair with a crack of laughter. “1 love you, old woman.” He leaned over and kissed her
cheek. “I’'m going to get some deep before | fal over. You'll want to keep themermora until you've
solved this puzzle with the rings, and you are welcometo it, Brewydd. Good night.”

Brewydd turned to Seraph. “I’ m an honest woman, so I ll tell you that I’ m not used to learning wisdom
from those younger than 1. | thought that | had to convince him that what he was doing to earn gold was
wrong. | never considered trying to find something else for him to do instead. Thank you.”

Seraph shook her head. “I’'m afraid you have Hennearto thank for that.”



Hennea amiled and got up. “Y ou' re welcometo any bits of wisdom | pick up. Now, I’'m with Benraln;
it' stimeto deep. Can | escort you to your wagon?’

Brewydd laughed and winked at Seraph. “I’ll say yes, only because that handsome young Guardian
who's been waiting outside will come, too.”

Seraph laughed, yawned, and |ft for their tent.

“Seraph, wake up,” Henned s voice was soft and disappeared into the dream.

“Mother,” murmured Jes.

At the sound, Seraph sat up and opened her eyes amost in the same motion. “ Jes, areyou dl right?’
He amiled his sweet amile. “Fine, Mother, but you' re going to wake the camp.”

Seraph yawned and tried to find the reason they’ d woken her up in what Jes had just said. It was till
dark out and everyone except her was lying down. Hennea had a gentle grip on Seraph’sarm.

“Y ou were having nightmares,” said Lehr, rolling on his side so he could see her more eesily.

When he said it, she remembered. Tier had been sitting on athrone of oak, ash, and rowan while aspell
was worked around him. He' d been playing one of the songs he played often at the tavern, though she
couldn’t remember which oneit was. She'd run to him, knelt at hisfeet, and set her head in hislap asshe
had sometimes when the nightmares had been so bad after her brother had died. But there had been
something wrong. He' d kept playing, ignoring her entirely. Findly she’ d reached up to touch the skin of
hisarm and screamed. His flesh had been warm, she could feel blood pulse under her fingertips, but she
knew that he was dead.

Nervoudy sheran her fingersin her hair. “ Thank you for waking me,” she said, lying down again.
“What did you dream of 7" asked Hennea.

“I don’'t remember,” Seraph lied. She had no talent for foreseeing, she reminded hersdf firmly. It had
only been adream.

Shelay back and stared at the top of the tent. She knew that Jes and Lehr assumed they’d find Tier hale
and whole and the only problem would be getting him out, but Seraph had too much experienceto
believein happy endings.

He might be dead.

She' d never told Tier that sheloved him. Never once.

She had done her best to turn hersdlf into a good wife, tried to become the person he needed as
helpmeet. She knew he’ d assume that she’ d never told him that she loved him because she didn't.

Hewaswrong.



Tier fet guilty for so much: that she’ d been forced to marry him, that she' d been so young. Their
marriage had freed him from the burden of taking over the family bakery and he felt guilty about that, too.
He' d gained hisfreedom and she' d lost hers, lost her chance to rgoin her people. If she'd ever told him
that sheloved him, he' d have told her that he loved her, too.

He d havelied for her.

Tier wasthe mogt truthful person she knew. He' d have lied to her out of guilt, and she couldn’t abide
that, so she'd never told him.

Dry-eyed, she stared at the tent ceiling and hoped that she’ d get the chance to hear him lieto her.

CHAPTER 13

Phoran nervoudy caressed the stack of parchment on his bed. He had aready carefully organized it,
placing the one that would make hisfirst bid for power fifteenth down. Far enough down that many of the
Septswould have relaxed their guard, but not so far that they would have quit listening entirely.

A light tap at his door made him take three quick steps away from the bed. Then he realized that the bed
was an odd place for forma documents, so he ran back, snatched them up, and placed them on his
writing desk. He wouldn't want anyone to think that he' d spent al day and most of the night going
through them. Most of the Septs would think that he was merely tormenting Douver, the council
secretary: everyone knew that Phoran couldn’'t stand the worm.

The quiet tap sounded again. “Y our Highness?’ said the guard who stood his watch at the door to the
Emperor’ s bedchamber. “My lord, Avar, Sept of Leheigh, begs entrance.”

“Avar?’ Phoran said distractedly. Now that he thought of it, the writing desk was an odd choice aswell.
He couldn’t remember ever actudly dtting at it—something Avar would have noticed.

“Yes, Your Highness”

“Yes, yes, lethimin.” It wastoo late to change anything anyway.

The door opened and Avar made his entrance. “Phoran,” he said as soon as the door was closed behind
him. “1’ ve been looking for you since yesterday afternoon. Did you really take all the proposed laws and
run off with them?’

Surprisingly, Phoran didn't have a prepared reply. He hadn’t even thought about what Avar would say.
Not that he didn’t care—but it didn’t seem asimportant anymore.

Avar misread his hestation.

“Not that you didn’t have every right to—but you might have warned someone you intended to teke a
closer look. It wasn't necessary to give poor Douver an anxiety attack.”

Phoran found himsdf amiling. “Wasn't it? You'll haveto forgive meif I’ ve forgotten that | could have
just called the thingsinto my review. | suspect everyone el se hasforgotten aswell.”



A frown chased itsdlf across Avar’ s perfect brow. “What are you up to, my friend?’

“Do you know anything about the Secret Path?’ It was an impulsive question born of years of trust,
blind trust he was no longer certain he felt. But even after the question Ieft hislips, Phoran didn’t regret it.

“The secret, secret club that everyone knows about?’ asked Avar with agrin. “Where abunch of young
hotheads go to pretend they are villainous Travelers? My brother, Toarsen, and his tagalong,
muscle-bound friend, Kissd, belong to it.”

Phoran walked back to his bed and perched on the end, offering a nearby padded bench to Avar with
hishand. “Tell me everything you know.”

“Does this have something to do with taking the proposals?’ asked Avar as he availed himsdf of the
offered seat and leaned back against thewall.

“I don’t know,” said Phoran truthfully.

“Well then.” Avar put his head back and relaxed. “ They choose young men of noble blood when they're
fifteen or sixteen and induct them in some sort of secret ceremony. They don't pick alot of boys—no
more than five or ten ayear. | don’t know what they do at the ceremony—but my brother carried bruises
from it for aweek or more. The people they choose are usualy the oneswho are . . . well, problemsfor
their families”

Helooked at Phoran a moment, then sighed. “I know they had something to do with that messlast year
when some young thugs destroyed the weavers market. | saw Toarsen coming home in the wee hours of
the morning, dead drunk with ahatchet in his hand. | should have said something, but”—he shrugged
ruefully—"he smy brother.”

“Do you know any of the older members?’ asked Phoran. “The Raptors?’

“Some,” answered Avar with aquick grin. “ The ones my brother gripes the most about. The council
leader—the Sept of Gorrish is one of them and Telleridge is another. My father was—I think that’s how
my brother was selected.”

Phoran closed his eyes and thought. “ Didn't the Weavers Guild fileacomplaint againgt Gorrish just
before the market was destroyed? They dropped it because he was insrumenta in getting fundsto help
them rebuild it.”

“You'reright,” said Avar in an arrested voice. “1 never thought to look for a deeper motive. I’ ve aways
thought of the Secret Path as a game for boys who are at |oose ends.”

“1 have heard that you cannot be an heir to a Sept and belong to the Path,” said Phoran.

“Gorrigh’ sfather and three older brothers died in the plague that hit the Empire about twenty years ago,”
sad Avar. “He snot the only younger son who hasinherited.” He smiled. “My own father was a second
son.”

Phoran had aterrible thought. Maybe it was because he' d just spent the night talking to a bard that he’'d
thought of the old story of the Shadowed. How the first magic the Shadowed had |oosed was plague.
Maybeit was dl thetak of magic—or maybe it was his current affliction of Memory. “How many of
those second and third sons, or cousins who inherited a Sept were members of the Path?’ he asked.



“1 don’t know exactly—I was about four at the time, Phoran. The younger sonswho inherited
unexpectedly . . . oh, Sed Hold, Telleridge, Jenne, and afew others. You aren’t going to tell me that the
Secret Path isresponsible for the plague, are you?” Avar shook his head. “ A lot of people died, Phoran.
Most of them weren't Septs with heirs who happened to be members of the Secret Club.”

“Doubtless, you'reright.” Phoran smiled and changed the subject. “1 am caling a Council Seating for
tomorrow,” he said.

“Youare?' asked Avar, surprised into insult.

Phoran smiled at him grimly. “1t may have become usud, since my uncle died, for Gorrish to call the
Sedt, but itistheimperia prerogative he uses. | am cdling it, and I’ d like you to ddliver the messages.
Seeif you can convincethem that it' sjust asilly whim of mine—that | said something about being
bored.”

Avar stared a him for along time, then nodded hishead. “I’ll do thet. Tell mewhat timeyou'd liketo

The Memory came again that night. Phoran waited impatiently for it to finish. At last the cold tongue
licked the puncture wounds clean and the Memory gave him the usud offer.

“Wereyou a Traveler held by the Secret Path?” Phoran asked.
“Yes” it said and was gone with its usua abruptness.

Pdeand alittle dizzy, the Emperor went to his closet and pulled on arobe. With only alittle
caution—because the Path’ s rooms were in an obscure corner of the palace—Phoran made it back to
the bard’ s cdll with little trouble. He found Tier’ s door unlocked, but when hewent in, Tier lay unmoving
on hisbed and nothing Phoran could do would awaken him.

Phoran took up aseat on the end of the bed and stared at Tier’'s face—but other than being alittle pale,
he seemed hedlthy enough. At last Phoran arose unhappily and returned to his suite.

When Tier awoke, he knew they’ d come for him again, though hislast memory was of settling in to play
abit of music after leaving the party in the Eyrie. He moved and the lute tucked beside him dug into his
ribs.

He sat up with sudden anxiety and ingpected it for any damage it might have taken. He found something
that could have been anew scratch on the finish, but nothing that would impair its use. He settled back
againg thewadl with asigh of rdief. His head throbbed, his body ached, and his mouth was
uncomfortably dry—Dbut the lute could not hedl itsdlf.

He hugged the lute againgt hisbody.

What was it that they did to him?



Someone knocked on the door. Tier gathered himself together and stood up.

“It'sdinnertime, sir,” Myrceriaexplained after he' d opened the door to her. “1 can have food brought to
you, or you can egt in the Eyrie with the Passerines.” She hesitated, then said, “'Y ou might have noticed
that your movements have been restricted unless you have an escort. | wastold to inform you that you
now can move freely around most of the rooms used by the Passerines. If you' d liketo wait and go
alone, you may do that also. Food will be provided at any time upon your request.”

He stood up dowly, but the movement seemed to help some of hisachesand pains. “By dl means,” he
said with as much charm as he could muster over hisfading headache. “Let usgo to the Eyrie.”

The room was dmogt full to bursting. When Tier stepped insde, the dull roar quieted as the young men
all watched him. Like aduck who had theill luck to drop to earth in the midst of apack of wolves, Tier
thought with amusement.

Food of every description was spread out on the bar for the taking. Tier, following Myrceria s example,
took awooden platter and began filling it. When she led the way to an unoccupied table he followed her.

He ate without seeming to look up, but his peripherd vision was very good. He saw the boys' cautious
approach.

Thefirst to arive and St a Tier’ stablewas atall boy, too thinfor his height. Before he opened his
mouth, Tier knew afew things about him. Thefirst wasthat he was aloner. The Passerines, he noticed,
tended to travel in packs, and there was no one moving with thisboy. The pads of hisfingerswere
caloused from instrument strings and in one of those calloused hands was alarge case.

He sat down beside Myrceriaand put the case on their table in the place of the food dishesthat an
efficient servant had just whisked away.

“You sad lagt night that aBard could play any instrument,” he said. “Try thisone.”

“What' syour name?’ asked Tier. Heignored the shuffle as anumber of young men pulled up stools and
benchesto listen in on their conversation; instead, he kept his eyes on the case as he undid the various
hooksthat kept it closed.

“Collarn,” said the boy. “1 am an assistant at the Imperid College of Music. What do you think?’

The challengein Collarn’ s voice was such that Tier wasn't surprised to discover that the case held an
instrument he’ d never seen before. He coaxed the thing out of its close-fitting case and scooted his stool

back so that he could rest it on hislap for acloser look.

It looked somewhat like alute, he decided, but it was squarer and deeper-bodied. There were tuning
pegs, but the strings were hidden inside the body. Below the pegsit had two rows of buttons on the side.

Onthesdewasa—"A handle?’ Tier said, and turned it. At once an odd, penetrating, grinding sound
issued from the bowel s of the instrument. He grinned in ddlight.

Tier tilted hishead and closed his eyes, turning the handle again. “1t' slikeaviolin,” he said. “Or pipes.
What do you cdl it, Collarn of the College of Music?’

“It' sasymphonia. There'sawhed-bow insde that turnswith the handle.”



Collarn had obvioudy come to flummox the Bard—probably for usurping his place asthe Passerine' s
musical entertainment, but he shared Tier’ slove of music too deeply not to fal into adiscusson with
someone willing to explore the possibilities of his obscure instrument.

Tier hid hissmile—heliked Collarn, and the boy obvioudy took himself too serioudy to enjoy alaugh at
his own expense. After trying severa positions, Tier shifted the symphoniauntil he could turn the handle
with hisright hand and touch the buttons on the sde with his|eft.

After amoment he managed asmple melody—but he heard the possibilities of much greater things. The
instrument was louder than his lute, making it agood choice for performing outdoors or before alarge
audience. A pair of strings played the same note continuoudy like a bagpipe s drones, lending a
sonoroudy eerie accompaniment to the rest of the notes that changed at the touch of hisfingerson the
buttons.

Tier stood up and handed the instrument to Collarn. “Would you play something for me?” he asked. “1'd
liketo hear it played by someone who knowswhat it can do.”

The boy was tdented—though his grandfather’ s old friend Ciro could have taught him something about
softening the straight rhythm Collarn held to when the song wanted to fly.

Finished, the boy looked up, hisface alittle bright. “ That’ sthe only song | know onit. We have no
music written directly for it. The masters a the college don’t think much of the instrument—it’ s an odd
thing someone brought to the college a dozen years ago.”

“May | try it again?’ asked Tier, and the boy handed the symphoniaover.

“The piece you played’—Tier played ahit, deliberately more hesitant than Collarn had played so that he
didn’t rob the boy of his performance—*is something written for violin. It' sagood choice, and playsto
the ingrument’ s strengths.”

“I candoit better onaviolin,” said Collarn. “There sno dynamic range to the symphonia.” He grinned
and the sweetness of the unexpected expression reminded Tier of Jes. “It just doesn’t do quiet.”

“Bagpipesarelikethat,” said Tier. “Y ou might try piping music.”

Hefdl slent and searched the instrument for range and effect. When he turned the handle at just the right
speed and the instrument added a buzz to its aready odd sound, Tier stopped and laughed outright.

“I can seewhy your college masters have aproblem. It'sjust abit brash, eh? A little boldnessisn't
necessarily abad thing.” He hummed alittle tune under hisbreath. “Let metry this. . .”

He knew he had it right when the toes of the boys nearest him started moving. When Collarn took a
small slver penny-whistle out of his pocket and added afew runs, it made Tier think of playing with the
old men in the afternoons at the tavern in Redern. He played through the song twice—the second time his
fingersfound their own way as he looked around the room at al the young faces.

He' d come here this afternoon to gather information, and instead he' d gained afriend. Speculatively,
Tier' seyesfdl on apromising young man who was using the haft of hisknifeto tgp out arhythmon a
tabletop.



Tier knew about recruiting young men.

Phoran was deliberately late going to the Council chambers. He wanted them to gossip, to fret. If Avar
had done as he asked, they would be more annoyed than worried.

The Emperor stopped before the door, took a deep breath, and nodded to the chamberlain to announce
him.

“Risefor the Emperor Phoran, may hisreign never ceasel”
If it doesn’t ever begin,thought Phoran,can it ever cease?

Silencefdl in the room and Phoran strode leisurely through the doorway, followed by the young page
he' d chosen for hissmall size to make the stack of parchment the page carried look even larger than it
was.

Phoran himsdf wasin hismost glittering, gaudy clothes—clothesthat had caused his valet to mutter
about street whores. Phoran had started out to wear a more conservative outfit—but he’ d decided that
would send the wrong message. He didn’t want to announce,Look! I’ ve changed for you. He wanted to
force them to acknowledge him emperor on hisown terms.

Hishair was curled, and his face was powdered paler than any court dandy. A small blue star painted
beside his eye matched the glittering blue and silver stars embroidered on purple velvet portions of his
costume.

Hedidn't hurry, forcing himself to keep his appearance languid while the impatience of the Septs grew
amost papable. At last he reached the place reserved for the Emperor. A thin coat of dust covered the
inlayed surface of his podium, where he gestured for the boy to set the parchment before waving him off
in the generd direction of Douver, the council secretary.

The page relayed the message he' d been given and the secretary looked up at Phoran increduloudly.
Phoran stared back, doing his best to look neither nervous nor smug as his page rejoined him.

Douver cleared histhroat. “ Septs of the Empire. | call agenera roll so that His Glory the Emperor shall
know who attends this meeting. Each Sept will cal out as| read hisname.” He took up a paper and
Phoran made a show of removing the top sheet of parchment, which was a copy of theclerk’s.

In the end, twenty-four Septs were absent. Phoran was careful to mark each of their names with astylus
while the council watched. Everyone in the room knew that at |east eighteen of those named werein the

palace.

“Thank you,” said Phoran gracioudy, and without a speech or any further delay, he picked up the first of
the proposed laws. “ The matter of the trade agreement between the Septs of Isdaw and Blackwater is
declared to be Imperia Law.”

He set the first parchment to one side and picked up the next. By the tenth parchment the Septs began
shifting uncomfortably in their seets—except for Avar, who sat in his chair with amsfolded acrosshis
chest, and stared at Phoran thoughtfully as Phoran continued his show.



Phoran took the fifteenth parchment and read, “ For his servicesto the Empire, the Sept of Jenneisto be
awarded the land from Iscar Rock to the eastern fidld of Kersay Holm in a path no more than ten miles
wide”

Helooked up and found the Sept of Jennein hisusua place in the council. “ So, what service did you
perform for the Empire, Jenne?’

The man he' d addressed stood up. A contemporary of Phoran’ sfather, hewasin hislate middie years,
with iron-grey hair and ashort beard. He bowed. “If it please Y our Imperid Mgesty, it wasin the matter
of thetrouble the Weavers Guild had last year. | found mysdlf in the position of being ableto perform
somelittle service in the matter of raising fundsfor the displaced merchants.”

“Ah,” said Phoran. “We had wondered. In any case, this proposa isdenied. Y ou may reseat yoursdlf,
Jenne.” He st it to hisleft, away from the neat stack of signed documents.

He' d picked up the next proposal when the paralysis wore off and the Sept of Gorrish jJumped to his
feet followed by afair number of hisfollowers.

“| protest!” he said, and that was the last thing that anyone heard clearly for severa minutes asthe
Council of Septsroared its digpleasure with the Emperor.

Phoran set the parchment he' d picked up back where he' d gotten it and waited for the uproar to die
down with as cool amanner as he could force over his pounding heart. Hisingtinctstold him that if he
were not able to take control of the Septs at this meeting, he never would.

He watched the flushed faces of the men who protested, seeing the hidden satisfaction on Telleridge' s
countenance at the strength of the Septs’ outrage, though Telleridge said nothing. Avar caught Phoran’s
gaze and raised an eyebrow, then he made a subtle gesture toward himself asif to ask, “May 17’

Avar thought he could do something about this? Phoran raised his own eyebrows (he had never learned
thetrick of raising only one) and nodded his head.

Avar stood up, jumped the waist-high barrier and landed on the council floor, six feet or so below the
segting area. His action caught the attention of the Septs, buying him amomentary [ull in the noise.

“Gentlemen,” he belowed. “ Any man who is <till standing and talking after acount of five, | shall
persondly challenge to armed deadly combat. Even if | haveto fight each of you. HisImperid Mgesty
will then have amuch more pleasant time with your heirs. One. Two. Three”

Avar could do it, too; Phoran knew. Could defeat each and every one of the Septs. That they agreed
with Phoran’ s assessment was demonstrated by the fact that they were seated and silent before Avar
reached “four.”

Avar scanned the seats to make certain they were occupied, then with that easy athleticism that Phoran
envied s0, he jumped up, caught the bottom railing and scaed the barrier to resume his own sedt.

“We give thanksto the Sept of Leheigh for his serviceto the Empire,” said Phoran with more gplomb
than hefet. Avar’ s audacious and effective ploy to silence the Septs had | eft Phoran the opportunity for a
bit of cleverness—or stupidity depending upon how it turned out.

Phoran turned his head to the council leader. “ So, Ombre, Sept of Gorrish—you object to my reection



of this proposed law?’ He picked up the offending document and appeared to look at it more closely.
“Permission to speak, please?’ Gorrish ground out between clenched teeth.
“Oh, of course,” said Phoran in surprised tones. “We are dways glad to hear your concerns, Gorrish.”

The council leader dropped his eyes and took adeep breath. “ Thisis amatter that was aready put forth
and approved by the council.”

“For meto consider putting into law,” agreed Phoran lightly. “1 decided that it wasill-consdered.” He
reached for the next parchment again.

“Please, Y our Mgesty, hear meout,” said Gorrish. “ The particulars of the case were made known to
the council at the time the lands were granted. There were no objectionsat dl.”

Phoran raised his eyebrows again in surprise. “What, none?” He looked around the room. “ Avar?’
“Yes, Imperid Mgesty?” Avar stood.
“Did you not just put your lifeat risk in Our Service?’ questioned Phoran.

To Phoran’sddight, Avar looked at the Septs around him and shook his head dightly. “1 suppose
someone might have gotten in alucky blow, Y our Mgesty, but | did not fed imperiled.”

“Nonethdess,” said Phoran, “there wasrisk and you did not hesitate to serve me. Isthisnot agreater
deed than raising fundsto help afew merchants? A matter, | understand, of some two hundred and
thirty-five gold pieces?’

Theair went gill asthe more observant Septs began to redlize that Phoran knew more about the affair
than he' d appeared to at fird.

“Perhaps, Your Mgesty,” agreed Avar with seeming reluctance.

“Avar, Sept of Leheigh, please enlighten those here with the amount that you spent on that magnificent
mare you purchased yesterday.”

Avar cleared histhroat. “ Ah, two hundred and forty gold pieces, Y our Mgesty.”
“We bdlievethat thelife of a Sept isof morevaluethan ahorse” said Phoran firmly. “ Therefore Avar,
Sept of Leheigh, | put it before the council that | intend to gift you with apiece of land from Tid to

Rieding of awidth not more than three miles—"

“ But—" Servish, the hotheaded young Sept of Allyn, surged to hisfeet. Servish, though, wasloyd to a
fault and he caught histongue and began to sink down.

“But what, Allyn?’ invited Phoran gently. He had picked Servish especidly for thisrole.
Servish swalowed and straightened up. “I am, dways, your loyd servant, Mgesty.”

Phoran nodded. “Please,” he said. “What wasit you were going to say?’



Servish flushed and took a deep breath. “ The land you spoke of iswithin my Sept, Mgesty.”

Phoran smiled at him and then looked at Avar, who had remained standing. “Avar, | am afraid that |
cannot grant you lands that belong to aloyd Sept. It would not beright.”

“No,” agreed Avar.

“What say you, my lords?’ Phoran |ooked to the Septs. “Those who would grant me or any other such
powers, stand and say, ‘Aye now.” The room was silent.

“Nor, Gorrish, can | take lands away from any loya Sept just to grant them to someone who performed
some smdll service to the Empire. The Sept of Gerant has never shown me anything but loyalty. It would
be apoor emperor who took lands away from Septs who have committed no offense. You may dl take
your sedts.”

He could fed it happen, Phoran thought. He could fed the reins of the Empire dip into hishands. He
kept hisface clear of triumph and picked up another piece of parchment.

“In the matter of the border dispute.. . .” And the Septsal sat silently in their seats as Phoran read
through every last one of the documents.

“What isyour purpose?’ Phoran asked, his hands only alittle shaky as he pulled down hisdeeve. The
triumph of this afternoon was such that even the Memory’ s bite wasn't enough to sour hismood. If he
could control the Septs, then surdly he could rid himself of this curse.

“To destroy the Masters of the Secret Path,” it said.
“Ah,” said Phoran.

He' d known the answer, but he hadn’t thought of a better question. He had to steady himself when he
stood up. “I’m going to seeif our friend in the Path’ s dungeonsis any better. Y ou may join meif you'd
like”

Truthfully, he was tempted just to go to bed. He had been tired before the Memory showed up, and
losing more blood hadn’t helped any. But the memory of Tier' sunnaturally deep deep had been with him
al day. The Memory, for whatever reason, followed himto Tier' scell.

There was music coming from the Bard' s cell, but the door was too thick to hear more than that.
Drawing his short sword, Phoran tapped lightly on the door.

“Comein.” Impossibleto mistake that voice: it was Tier.

Phoran sheathed his sword and opened the door. The Bard was Sitting on hisbed with alutein his
hands. He was pae and looked nearly astired as Phoran felt, but when Tier saw that it was Phoran, he
st theingrument aside and got quickly to hisfeet. “My emperor.”

“Just Phoran,” Phoran advised him and shuffled over to plop down on the end of the bed. He scooted
back until his back was braced against the wall and motioned for Tier to do likewise. “I’m glad to see
you in a better sate than last night.”



“You camelast night aswdl?’ Tier sat down and pulled the lute back into hislap asif it were ababy.
He glanced over at the Memory, which had taken up the same place it had on thefirst night.

“I couldn’t wake you,” Phoran yawned. He d forgotten that he hadn’t gotten much deep the night
before. At least he had a better excuse for being tired. “I waited for afew hours, but decided that I’ d
giveyou anight to recover from—7?’

“ Something the wizards have cooked up,” said Tier unhappily. “I’'m not certain what.” He shook his
head and gave Phoran asmdl smile. “Nothing anyone can do about it right now. | do have some
information for you. Y ou asked about Avar, the Sept of Leheigh. | heard his name mentioned, mostly
because his brother, Toarsen, isaPasserine, but if he'samember, the Passerines don't know about it.”

Phoran heaved asigh of relief. He' d been amost certain after the council incident, but it was good to be
sure.

“There are anumber of Septswho are Raptors,” said Tier and rattled off alist of thirty or forty.

Phoran would have been more impressed if the list hadn't frightened him so badly. “ Could you go
through them again, please?’ he said tightly.

Tier complied, listing the same peoplein the same order.

“Did you hear any other names?’ asked Phoran, amost afraid to ask. “Not of the Passerines, but the
wizards”

“The Masters, the wizards, except for Telleridge, keep their identities hidden,” said Tier. “I do havethe
names of more Raptors.”

Phoran listened to arecitd that consisted of people ranging from Douver, the council secretary, to the
captain of the palace guard, including any number of influentia tradesmen and scholars.

“Y ou have aremarkable memory,” said Phoran neutrdly. “Y ou heard dl of those in the past two days?’

“Modtly today,” agreed Tier. He gave Phoran asmall smile. “Bards have to have agood memory, and
the Passerines weren't at dl unhappy to discuss the glories of membership in the Secret Path.”

Phoran believed him, and wished unhappily that he did not. “What if,” he said dowly, “what if | told you
that the Path recruits the restless younger sons and cousins among the nobles of the Empire at the age of
fifteen—the kinds of boyswho are an embarrassment to their families. Remember, the one rule the Path
has when the young men join isthat they cannot be direct heirs of any Sept.”

“I have noticed that there are alot of Septs among the Raptors,” agreed Tier, clearly seeing what was
bothering Phoran. “But since | haven’t heard of awave of nations of Septsand their heirs, |
assumed there was an explanation—the last war or that plague.”

“Y ou told the Memory the story of the Shadowed,” said Phoran.
Tier wasn't stupid; he understood where Phoran was going. “Y ou think that one of the Masters of the

Path created that plague?’ he asked. Unlike Avar, Tier had no incredulity in hisvoice; he was consdering
Phoran’ stheory.



Thus encouraged, Phoran continued. “ The plague twenty years ago was very convenient for anumber of
Raptors. Tomorrow I’ll bring paper and ink so you can write down thelist of Septsfor meagain. Then
I’ll do alittle research, but | know that Telleridge, Gorrish, Jenne, the old Sept of Leheigh, and adozen
others you named inherited then. Some of them were Sx or seven people away from inheritance.”

Phoran glanced at Tier.
“Goon,” theBard said.

“My father died in the plague. His brother, my uncle, was named regent. When | wastwelve hewas
poisoned by his mistress, and the council, under Gorrish, took over an informal regency. The Sept of
Leheigh’sson, Avar, took me under hiswing.” Phoran smiled without humor. “He' smelowed out alot in
the past few years, but when | met him hewas alot less respectabl e than his reputation would have
shown him.”

Phoran had done alot of thinking since his conversation with Avar before the council meeting. “He was
aboy, and his own father had encouraged him to be wild. It wouldn't have struck him odd that the old
Sept would encourage him to take a twelve-year-old places that were a best unsavory and at worst
outright dangerous—I don't think that he’ d have sought out my company without hisfather forcing him to
do s0.” It hurt to admit that, but he knew it wastrue.

“Y ou have gained areputation of being volatile and unrdigble,” said Tier dowly. “Evenweinthe
hinterlands of Redern have heard so much.”

“Not to say that | wasn't awilling participant,” Phoran said staunchly, though he wanted Tier to like him
and it was difficult to admit respongbility. “But if my uncle had lived | would never have been dlowed the
excesses | havevidted.”

“And you would have come to power by now,” said Tier. “Y ou are what, twenty-four? The Septs
would have been under you directly for five years”

“Am | seeing shadowsthat don’t exist?’ Phoran asked.

“I don’'t know,” said Tier. “But if you are, then so am I. I’ ve been looking upon them as my problem, or
even a Traveler problem. But so many Septs would make any group powerful, and powerful groups seek
more power. | don’t know that wizards can create convenient plagues, but it is odd that so many of the
Peth survived to inherit.”

“| sent aletter to your wife,” said Phoran hesitantly.

Tier'shead jerked up, but Phoran couldn’t read his expression.

“| told her that you were herein the paace,” Phoran continued quickly. “I told her you were dive, but
that it would be dangerousto come. | told her that she could send word to me or you through the
messenger—he was one of my uncle smen, retired this past decade. My uncle was a canny man; | doubt
that any of hiswould be suborned to the Path.”

Tier laughed abruptly. “Told her it was dangerous, did you?’

Phoran nodded. “| thought it best.”



“We can plan on her showing up aweek after shereceivestheletter, then,” hesaid. “And we' |l bethe
better for it. I'm not a Travedle—but my wifeis, and, if you gave her enough information, she'll bring the
whole of the Travelers with her when she comes.” Helaughed again. “ Thank you.”

“I wroteto Gerant aswell,” Phoran said. “ Directly after the council meeting. | thought he ought to know
what the council had dmost done.” He hesitated. “ It was along letter. | told him of the Stuation I’ ve
made for mysdlf, then asked him to come here and help clear out the Peth. | told him that | had it on
good authority that he was an honest man.”

Tier laughed. “He |l want to thank me for that—but he' Il come, right enough. He' saimost too old for
fighting—fifty or thereabouts by now—but he had severa sons, good men al.” He began to play aquiet
melody as hetaked. “If the Path is as bad as we think, then it will be good to have Gerant at your back.
Thewizardswon't scare him off either; one of his daughters-in-law isawizard, and he employed afew
morewhen | knew him. | takeit that you saved hisland?’

Phoran launched into the story of histriumph. Tier wasagood listener. He laughed in the right
places—grinned, when Phoran told him about the way Avar had silenced the court.

“| can seewhy you like him. Phoran,” said Tier, “would you take some advice from an old soldier?’
“Try me,” Phoran replied.

“There are alot of the Passerines here who might turn out to be good men if they had some goa, some
task to work a. No oneis moreloyal than someone who fedls good about himself and his

accomplishments—someone who has a stake in the stability of your throne. Find them jobsto do.”

Phoran laughed. “If anyone should have hope that reformation is possible, it should be me. Get mealist
of namesand I'll come up with something.”

“Military would work for most of them,” said Tier. “Bloodless dueling seemsto be a pastime around
here—and there are anumber of fine swordsmen in the bunch.”

Phoran shook his head. “I don’t know where |’ d put them. The city guards are politica appointments
through the merchant guilds. The pa ace guards are mostly inherited positions—and one of the Raptorsis
the captain of the guards. Neither troop is one a nobleman would willingly join.”

“You'rea Sept yoursdf, aren’'t you?’ asked Tier.
“Yes, Sept of Tadlaand of Hawkshold—but Hawkshold isameaninglesstitle. It's been part of Tadla
for severd hundred years. My lands are cared for by the palace guard, the city guard, and, if those won't

do, I can cdl upon the Septsto create an imperia army.”

“If the council leader were to countermand one of your orders to the palace guard, who would they
obey?’ asked Tier.

Phoran didn’t answer, because the answer was obvious.
“Gerant’smen will obey him, and he'll obey you,” said Tier, his question answered by Phoran’sslence.

“But his Sept isin aborder area. He cannot stay in Taglafor long without risking disaster to hisown
lands”



“You'resaying that if | make up atroop of the Passerines they will obey merather than the Raptors?’

Tier smiled alittle grimly. “The Raptors provide the Passerines with drink, sex, and aplaceto lurk about
and pretend to be dangerous. They are sent out periodicaly to destroy atavern or rape and pillage or
maim. There are Sixty of them and I’ ve seen five or Six dready that | wouldn’t want at my back—~but
there are some good men. If you make them fed like men, not boys, they will follow you to hell and
back.”

Phoran was flattered, but he knew what he was. “They won't follow me, Tier. A drunkard and astupid
fop.”

“Youmay beright,” agreed Tier readily. “But that’ s not who you are, Phoran. It iswhat you once
alowed yoursdlf to become. But you do not smell of acohal tonight, and there’ snot astupid man dive
who ever got the best of the Council of Septs. Be honest with them, Phoran; they know what you have
done. Lead and they will follow, my emperor. Just as Gerant and | follow.”

Phoran swalowed hard. “ Get me aligt of the men you think could work.”

“I’ll dothat,” agreed Tier. “Let me have some more time with them first, maybe a couple of weeks. Then
I’ll have a better ideawho is suitable and who isnot.” He hummed a haunting descant to go with the song
he played, and then suddenly he smiled. “1 have one for you aready. There sayoung man named
Collarn. Do you know him?’

Phoran shook his head.

“Heisamusician, but one with more technical ability than talent. What he is good with are instruments
and their care. And the stranger the instrument, the better helikesit.” Tier silenced hisstrings. “Am |
mistaken in assuming that thislabyrinth of yours might have amusica insrument or two?’

Phoran laughed and held up ahand. “1'll find out.”

After amoment, Tier said, “If the Raptors are playing games with the merchant guilds as you think, you
might go to them if you need more support. It ssemsto methat agroup who's being blackmailed, like the
Weavers Guild is, wouldn't be unhappy at removing their blackmailer’ s ability to hurt them.”

Phoran smiled back, “Likely not.”

He closed his eyes and listened to the music, wondering when he' d ever been this content before. This
was the fedling he' d been looking for since hisuncle died. He had alarger purposg, if he could hold on to
the gains he' d made today. But there was more, too: for thefirst timein hislife hefdt like an adult. He
amiled to himsef—Tier wasright, it was apowerful feding.

CHAPTER 14

Tier staked out atable on the edge of the Eyrie where he could observe the Passerines. Myrceria sat
with him as she usudly did, never giving the appearance of being bored. He wondered at her attentions,
though he said nothing to her. Shewasin charge of the running of the Eyrie: the servants, whores, and
cooks all looked to her for guidance. From little things the Passerines et drop, she was agrest favorite of
severa of the Raptors and afew of the older Passerines. Even so, none of them approached her while



shewaswith him, and, if hewas out of hiscdl, shewaswith him.

She was not the only one who attended him, though. Wherever he went there were dways afew
Passerineswho came to gossip and quiz him about hislife asa Traveler. Since Tier had never so much as
seen a Traveler clan, hetold them stories of being asoldier instead—which they seemed perfectly happy
with.

All the while he watched them. Sorting the salvageable from the worthlessin a process the Sept of
Gerant had called “seving theferrets.” The Sept would gather al of the new recruits together and start
them training with two or three veterans. Then he’ d send in aman just to observe—usualy Gerant
himsdlf, though Tier had done that duty more than once.

At the end of severa weeks, the observer would pick out the troublemakers, the cowards, and the men
just not physicaly cut out for warfare and send them on their way with abit of silver for their trouble.

Tier found that sorting the boys of the Silent Path was a bit more difficult because the Path encouraged
just the kind of behavior he was|ooking to weed out. He d found five or six that he' d not have in any of
hisfighting troops, and ten more that he' d have been able to whip into shape eventua ly—but he was
going to turn these boys over to Phoran, not an experienced military leader.

Phoran had good ingtincts, but he also had some things that would make commanding agroup like the
one Tier proposed difficult. First of al, he was young. But worse was his reputation. It would make
leading the Passerinesin anything but drunken debauchery difficult.

Tier had decided that he'd haveto do alittle training first. Hetook ajudicious sip of hisade. He d just
walit until the next fight broke out—which, if the night ran to form, would be in the next hour or so.

“Came and knocked on our suite thismorning,” Collarn was saying with pa pable excitement. “My father
thought they’ d come to arrest me for something stupid I’ d done. | thought he' d die of shock when they
told him that the Emperor had decided that the Keeper of Music needed help and that the masters at the
School of Music had recommended me for the position.”

Tier smiled a him. “ So are you going to take the job?’

Collarn grinned back. “ And have to dave around after an old man for years, cleaning, tuning, and
refinishing ingruments? Absolutely. Do you know the kinds of thingsthat are rabbited away in these
rooms?’ He gave avague wave around to indicate the palace. “Neither do |. But I’ ve already gotten to
play insrumentsthat are worth more than al my family’ s holdings combined.”

Tier talked with him abit more, and gradually turned the conversation over to Myrceria. When she had
Collarn’ s atention fully engaged, Tier excused himsalf and began meandering through the auditorium
because the unmistakable sounds of another fight were starting to rumble from somewhere near the stage.

He spoke casudly to afew boys as he passed. By the time he made it to the fight, a crowd had gathered
around to call encouragement to the combatants. They parted for Tier willingly enough. Once he had a
clear view of the action, Tier folded his arms and watched.

Thefirst boy was Toarsen, who was a hotheaded, bitter young man and, like most of hisfellows, spoiled
by too much money and nothing to do. But he was smart, which Tier liked, and he wasn’t a coward.

His opponent was alittle bit of a surprise, one of the twenty-year-oldswho Tier had pegged asthe



worst kind of troublemaker, the ones who sat by and let other people do their dirty work. Nehret was
not one of the boyswho usudly found themsdvesin duds.

Watching them closdly, Tier could see signsthat both of them had been trained to sword since birth, as
many noblemen were, but they were trained as dudigts, not as soldiers.

When he’ d seen enough, Tier turned to the boy on hisright, “May | borrow your swvord?’

The boy flushed and fumbled, but handed the weapon over. When Tier asked the boy on hisleft for his
sword aso, that young man laughed, drew with aflourish and presented it to Tier on one knee. With a
short sword in either hand, Tier walked into the makeshift combeat floor.

Hewatched closdly for amoment, staying out of both opponents immediate line of Sght as he tested the
swords he held for balance. They werelighter than the one he' d left in Redern and of adightly different
design—madefor letting blood rather than killing, he thought.

Finished with his preparations, he darted forward and attacked. Toarsen lost his sword atogether.
Nehret kept his blade, but only at the cost of form and balance. He landed ignominiously on his rump.

“If you'regoing to fight,” said Tier. “At least do it right. Nehret, you |lose power because your shoulders
are stiff—you’ re making your amsdo dl thework.” Tier turned his back to Nehret, knowing from the
past few days of observation just how well the boy would take being criticized and what he would do
about it.

“Toarsen,” Tier said. “Y ou need to worry less about trying to scratch your opponent, and more about
defending yoursdlf. In ared fight you' d have been dead ahaf dozen times.” He turned and caught the
blade Nehret had aimed at his back.

“Watch thisand seewhat | mean,” continued Tier asif he weren't fending off the angry boy’ sblows. It
wasn't as easy ashe made it look. “Nehret is extending too much—ah, see? That attack iswhat | was
talking about earlier. If you' d had your body behind it instead of just your arm it might have accomplished
something. Look, hewantsto really hurt me, but he' s been so trained to go for touches rather than hits
that he doesn’'t stand a chance of hurting me beyond a scratch or two. That' s the problem with too much
duding, you don’'t know what to do in ared fight.”

Tier put hisleft hand behind his back to get that blade out of hisway. Then he turned the blade in his
right so that when he hit Nehret he didn’t take off hisarm, just numbed it so the boy lost his sword.

Tier tapped him on the cheek. “By theway,” he said, “never go after an opponent when hisback is
turned unlessthereismore at stake than your pride.” Then he turned his back to Nehret again, knowing
that he’' d gone afair way to reducing the amount of influence the boy had upon the other Passerinesin the
last few minutes. “Toarsen, why don't you try around against me?’

After the council meeting, Phoran found that he was quite popular. People followed him wherever he
went—to his bedchamber if he didn’t get the door shut fast enough. Tradition would keep all the Septs at
the palace until just before harvest; if they kept thisup until then, he’ d have the whole lot of them thrown
out. Finaly, having had enough of the fawning, resentful Septs, Phoran sent for Avar to go riding with
him.



He d been avoiding Avar, since he' d put words to the fears he’ d aways had. 1t was poor payment for
the Sept’ s swift support during the council meeting, and Phoran had to do something to changeit.

In the stable, he mounted without aid, but he had other things on his mind and took little note of it. For
hours he dragged Avar from one merchant guild master to the next. It was not out of the ordinary for the
Emperor to visit aguild master’ s shop—an emperor would hardly buy goods from alesser man. If
anyone was watching Phoran—and he thought there was at |east one man following them—they would
see that Phoran purchased something at every shop.

Phoran knew all the guild masters of course, but thiswasthe firgt time he’ d set himself to be pleasant to
them. After they left the Weavers Guild, Avar gavein to the curiosity Phoran had seen building all
morning.

“Y ou don't need abed hanging,” said Avar. “Y ou could care less about silver candy dishes and tables
with fluted legs. Just what are you doing?’

Phoran had cometo believe Avar innocent of anything other than being assigned to keep the Emperor
company and told to keep him occupied. Even so, he didn’t quite trust his own eva uation. He should not
have had Avar comewith him.

Blade tossed his head, and Phoran let hisreins dide through hisfingers then gradudly shortened them
again to keep alight hold on the stdlion. “ After my uncle died, who told you to befriend me?’

Ava Hilled.

“It' sdl right,” said Phoran, though he watched the crowded streetsrather than Avar. “I just would like
to know who it was.”

“My father,” said Avar. “But it wasn t—

“I suspect it was,” said Phoran ruefully. “I was, what, twelve? And you seventeen. It would have been
an unhappy chore—and | thank you for it.”

He took a deep breath and chose to trust. “I’m trying to build some kind of a power base. The Septs
will require alot of work on my part before | know who will back me and why. But the city isas
important to the stability of the Empire asthe Septs. | thought it would be good to find backing here,
where the Septs are too proud to look.”

“I dolikeyou,” said Avar quietly. “I dways have.”

“Ah,” said Phoran, for lack of anything better to say. How could Avar have liked him when everyone,
including Phoran himself, had despised him? What had there been to like? But Avar had done his best to
forward Phoran’s plans, and for that, and for so many years of duty, Phoran owed him the chance to
keep hiswhitelies.

They rodein silence to the shop of the master importer, who brought goods from al over the Empire
and beyond.

“IsGuild Master Emtarig in?” asked Phoran of the boy who manned the shop.

“Not now, sir. May | hep you?’



He was new, this boy, and Phoran doubted that he knew even who it was who entered the shop.
Phoran was dressed in riding clothes without imperial symbols—there was nothing to say who he was
except hisface.

“Boy,” said Avar, gently enough, “tell your master that the Emperor awaits himin his shop.”

The boy’ s eyes darted between Phoran and Avar, trying to decide who was the Emperor. At last he
bowed low to Avar and scuttled through a curtained passage and, from the sound of hisfeet, up the stairs
to the master’ s private lodgings.

Phoran began sorting among the items on the laden shelves and hid hissmile. Avar couldn’t help that he
looked more like an emperor than Phoran did.

By careful negotiations with the other guilds, the importer’ s guild members could sdl itemsthat were not
madein the city. There were beautifully tanned skins of animals Phoran had never seen—and likely never
would. Vauable blown-glass goblets stood on a high shelf where no one was likely to knock them off
accidently. Phoran was fingering ahandful of brightly colored beads that caught his attention when he
heard the boy leap back down the stairs.

Hedidn't turn until the guild master said, “Most Gracious Emperor, you honor my shop.”

“Master Willon?” Phoran said with honest delight. He had to turn back to put the beads away. “I
thought that you had retired to some gods' forsaken province, never to return to Tagla?’

“Careful, Phoran,” said Avar, who was grinning. “He went to Redern, which is part of my Sept.”

“And Leheighistruly agods forsaken place,” agreed Phoran. “What business brings you back? | hope
that thereis nothing wrong with Master Emtarig.”

“My soniswell,” said Willon. “But | have not seen my grandchildren in too long. | thought it wastimeto
visit. My sonisout to the market to speak with the Music Guild about adrum | brought back with me.
Also, | had some peopleto see here.”

“Good,” said Phoran. He thought of asking Willon what he knew of aman named Tier—but when he
spoke, al he said was, “What would you take for three of these hangings?” Hewould ask Tier about
Willoninstead.

They bargained briskly until they reached a price both thought fair. Phoran let it drag on for longer than
he might have, hoping to catch Emtarig. Willon was an old friend of hisuncle's, but Emtarig was the
measter guildsman now, the man Phoran needed to impress. But Emtarig did not return, so Phoran paid
for the hangings and asked Willon to send the goodsto the palace at hisleisure.

They went to three more guild masters and bought a cobalt blue glassjar, four copper birdsthat sangin
the wind, and an eating knifeinlaid with shell before Phoran headed back to hisroomsfor a private
evening meal with Avar. They talked, but not about anything serious.

Soon, thought Phoran, he'd tell Avar all that he' d found out about the Path—but not yet. Avar wouldn'’t
believe him as eadly as Tier had; he wasn't used to Phoran being anything except ajaded drunkard.
Though to do him justice, Avar didn’t have the motivation to believein evil that Tier had.



Tier returned to hisroom tired, bruised, and ultimatdly satisfied—ausud state these days. Hisdaily
sword lessons had become more of afavorite activity than the dueling had ever been.

The Passerines blossomed under his attention and some, especialy Toarsen, had come around and
grown more than he’ d thought possible. He' d dways had aknack for turning boys into fighting men,
which waswhy Gerant offered him ajob in his persona guard when there were other men, borninthe
Sept, who were as good or better with weapons.

There were afew that weren’t worth saving. Nehret was one, and there was one of the youngest batch
who was, if Tier wasn't mistaken, one of those very few who seemed to be born without any morasor
courage at all. He d toady to those more powerful and hurt anyone he saw aswesker. In afew years, if
he wasn't dready, he' d be arapist and murderer, and never lose anight’ s deep over it. Tier had set
Toarsen and hislarge friend Kissel to watch over that one and protect the younger Passerines.

The door to his room was open. Some of the boyswould stop in at night, so nothing struck him as odd
until he saw who it was.

“Myrceria?’

Sitting on hisbed, her legsfolded neatly undernesth her, she smiled at him brightly. “1 hope that you
don’t mind that | came here thisevening.”

“Not at dl,” hesaid.
She looked away. “ Play something for me, please,” she said. “ Something to make me laugh.”

He closed the door and sat on the foot of hisbed, taking the lute off the hooks he' d had ingtdlled in the
wall. He played abit of melody on the lute, tuning automatically until it was acceptable.

“How do you do it?" she asked. “ Collarn doesn't like anyone—and they generally return hisfeding with
interest. The only thing helovesismusic. Heworks so hard &t it, and he is never good enough. He hated
the thought that because of your magic you would play better than he, no matter what he did or how

much he practiced. | saw you take his hatred and turn it to hero worship in less than an hour. Tdlleridge
sad that you can't use your magic on us.”

“It'snot magic,” Tier said. “ Collarn loves music, and that is more important to him than al the hurtsthe
world has dedlt him. | just showed him that | loved music, too.”

“What about the rest?’ she asked. “ The Passerines follow you around like lost puppies.”

“I like people,” said Tier with ashrug. “I don’t think most of these boys are used to dealing with
someonewho likesthem.”

Unexpectedly she laughed, but it wasn't ahappy sound. “ The Masters are very concerned with what
you have doneto their control of the Passerines. Be careful .”

She turned her head and he saw that there was a bruise on her jaw.

“Who hit you?’ he asked.



She picked up apillow and began straightening the fringe. “ One of the Masterstold Kissdl that they
were worried because Collarn was spending so much time away from the Eyrie. They told Kissel that he
wasto remind Collarn where his loyalties should lie—and Kissdl refused them. He said that you would
not gpprove of him picking on someone weaker than himsalf.”

Tier dilled hisstrings. “1 don’t suppose it even crossed his mind to agree and then either fake it—or tell
me abouit it. Ellevand save me from honest fools. Why couldn’t they have gone to Toarsen?’

Myrceriastared a him, her hands tilled. “Y ou’ ve doneit on purpose, haven't you? Y ou' re taking
control from the Masters on purpose. A month ago Kissel would have been happy to please the
Masters, to win the fear of the other Passerines. How did you do it?’

Tier played afew notes of adirge Collarn had played for him on aviolin—it sounded odd on alute.

“They aretrying to ruin those boys,” he said &t lagt, “to turn them into something much less than they
could be”

He d been certain that shewas aspy for Telleridge, and that might till be true—but hisingtinctstold him
that it wouldn't take alot to turn her againgt the Masters of the Path. He would just haveto find the right
words.

He played afew more measures. “What happens to the oneswho don’t play their little game, Myrceria?
Boyslike Collarn who would never agreeto the kinds of real damage the Path metes out? Or oneslike
Kissd, who is discovering that protecting someone weaker than heis makes him fed better about himsalf
than tormenting them ever did?’

Shedidn’t say anything.

“There aren’'t as many Raptors asthere should be,” he said gently. “Not for the numbers of Passerines
they have.”

“That’ show they progressin the Path,” she whispered. “ The boys who would be Raptors are given the
other boys names—the oneslike Collarn. They have to bring back proof that they have killed the bearer
of the name they were give before they are Reptors.”

She set the pillow aside. “How do you do that?’ she said. “If they knew what | told you, they would kill
rre”

“You know itiswrong,” hetold her. “Y ou know they must be stopped.”

“By whom?’ shesaid, her incredulousnessfueled by anger. “You? Me? Y ou are aprisoner in their
power, Tier of Redern. You will dieasthey dl do at the end of their year. And | am as much a prisoner
asyou.”

“Evil must dwaysbefought,” Tier said. “If you don’t fight—then you are apart of it.”

Sheroseto her feet and walked without haste to the door. “Y ou know nothing of what you face, or you
would not be so arrogant, Bard.”

She shut the door tightly behind her.



WA, thought Tier,that was unexpected. Whoreslearn early that surviva meansthat they have to look
out for themsalves. Myrceriahad been awhore for along time, but she was't talking like awhore who
cared for no oneelse.

She cared about those boys. She wasn't happy about it, but she cared.

Tier dapped one of the scrawny fird-year Passerines on the shoulder after the boy finaly executed the
move Toarsen had been struggling to teach him for days.

“Drills,” Tier cdled. There were groans and haf-hearted protests, but they formed up in three ragged
lines, linesthat straightened a his silent frown.

“Begin,” he called, and worked with them. Drills were the heart of swordplay. If aman had to think
about his body and how to move his sword, he' d be too dow to save himsdf. Drills taught the body to
respond to information from eyes and ears, leaving the mind to plan larger strategy than just how to meet
the next thrust.

The sword he held wasn't the equa of the one he' d taken from some nobleman on the battlefield, but it
was balanced. Myrceriahad brought it to him when he requested it.

Tier d continued to work with his sword over the years, but the past weeks had sharpened him until
he' d dmost reached the speed and strength he' d held while hewas a soldier. Hisleft shoulder was
awaysahit stiff until he worked it out, but otherwise he hadn’t lost much flexibility to age.

Hedrilled with the boys until sweat made his shirt cling uncomfortably to his shoulders, then he brought
his sword around in aflashy stroke that ended with it in its sheath.

“Pooldl” shouted the boysin one voice, and they dashed, swordsin hands, to the washroom to play in
the cold pool.

Tier laughed and shook his head when Collarn stopped to invite him to the waterfight. “I’'ve nowish to
drown before my time,” he avowed. “I’ [l wash up in my rooms.”

Loyalty, he thought, watching the last of them disappear into the hall, was won by sweeting with them.
“They' veimproved,” said T leridge.

Tier hadn’t noticed the Master, but he’ d been concentrating on the boys. He took a glass of water from
aservant.

“They have,” he said, after taking along drink. “ Some of them had further to go than others.”

“I knew that you were a soldier, but you were more than that—I’ ve been looking intoit,” Telleridge
said. “Remarkable that a peasant boy, no offense, could be set to command soldiers. Are you one of the
old Sept of Leheigh’sby-blows?’

“Do you know whereI’m from?’ asked Tier with alazy smile as he handed the empty glass off to one of
the slent waiters.



“The Sept of Leheigh,” replied Tdleridge.

Tier shook his head. “I’'m from Redern, the first settlement the Army of Man created after the Fall of the
Shadowed, named for the Hero of the Fall, Red Ernave. We are farmers, tanners, bakers. ..” He
shrugged. “But scratch a Rederni very deeply and you' Il find the blood of warriors. If you' Il excuse me, |
need to wash up and change clothes.”

When Tier reached his cell, he closed his door and washed quickly with water from the basin Ieft there
for that purpose. Once he' d changed into clean clothes he lay down on his bed.

The last time Phoran had visited, afew days ago, Gerant had sent word that he was on hisway. It
couldn’t be too soon for Tier'scomfort: the Masters weren't going to wait forever while Tier wrested
control of the Passerinesfrom them.

He woke for lunch and spent the rest of the day in his usual manner, talking and socidizing in the Eyrie.
In the evening he played for them, mostly raunchy army songs—but he feathered in others, songs of glory
in battle and the sweetness of home.

Looking over the faces of the men who listened to his music he knew triumph because, given achance,
most of them would grow into fine men. Men who would serve their emperor, a boy who was showing
sgnsof being the kind of ruler aman could take pridein serving: shrewd and clever with astresk of
kindness he tried hard to hide.

When he returned to hisroom for the night, Myrceriatucked her arm flirtatioudy in his and accompanied
him.

When they were insde his room, she dropped her flirtation and his arm and settled on his bed. Stroking
the coverlet absently she said, “1 swore | was done talking to you. | have survived here along time—and
| did it by keeping my mouth shut. How dare you demand more of me?’ She said it without hegt. “1 have
no power to affect the men who rule here. | am just awhore.”

Tier leaned againgt the wall opposite the bed, crossed hisfeet at the ankles and did his best to ook
neutrd.

“1 haven't seen the sun since | wasfifteen,” she murmured, almost to hersdlf. “ Sometimes | wonder if it
dill risesand sets.”

“It does,” said Tier. “It does.”

“Tdleridgeis planning aDisciplining.” She flattened her hand and stared at it as though she' d never seen
it before.

“What isaDisciplining?” asked Tier, not liking the sound of it at dl.
“When a Passerine disobeys a Raptor, they hold ameeting to decide what his punishment will be. Then

they are punished in the Eyrie with al the Passerinesin attendance. They usudly do one every year, just
asareminder.”



“Who isbeing disciplined?’ asked Tier. They wouldn’t pick him, he thought; they were too smart for
that. They didn’t need amartyr, they needed an example.

“l don’t know,” she said.

“Collarn,” he said. “Or maybe Kissdl or Toarsen. But Collarn if they’ re smart. If they hurt Toarsen,
Kissel won't stand for it. If they hurt Kissdl, Toarsen will go to his brother—and Avar has enough
friends, including the Emperor, to hurt the Path. Collarn has no close friends except for me, and he’ sthe
kind of person that people expect bad things to happen to. When it does, it won't disturb the Passerines

“That' swhat | thought,” said Myrceriasoftly. “I like Collarn. He has avicious tongue when he wantsto,
but he' saways polite to the people who can't defend themselves.”

Tier heard the grief in her voice. “Thisis more than acaning or abeating,” he said.

“All of the boys are forced to participate in the Disciplining in some way—and the punishment can be
anything,” shesad. “Tdleridgeisvery cregtive. Whipping isthe most common, but some of the others
areworse. One boy they forced to drink water . . . he passed out, and | think he died. They poured
water on his face while he choked and gagged. And when he stopped, they just kept pouring.”

“Can you make sure | know about it before it happens?’ he asked.

She kept her eyes averted, but nodded quickly. “If I know in advance. | don’t always.”

“Canyou get word to Collarn?” If they couldwarnhim . . .

“Tomorrow,” she said after amoment. “1 haveto do it mysdf—I can’t trust any of the girlswith a
message like that. And | can’'t leave the Path’ s rooms anymore than you can. Tomorrow should be soon
enough.” She spoke those words quickly, asif she could makeit truejust by saying so. “It should take a
day or two for them to arrange to get word to everyone anyway.”

“Right,” hesaid. “Tdl himto find areason to leave town for aweek.”

She nodded, started to get up to leave, but then settled back, wrapping her arms around her middle.
“Would you play something for me? Something cheerful so | can deep?’

He wastired, but she wastired, too, and no more than she could he have dept—not with the knowledge
that the Masters had decreed that one of his boys was going to suffer for what Tier had done.

“I’'m not going to deep anytime soon either,” he said. “Music would be nice”

He sat on the other end of his bed and started to tune hislute again. He d just finished bringing the
second course of stringsin accord with the rest, when the door opened unexpectedly.

Tier’ d grown used to the respectful knocks of his captors—even Phoran knocked. It wastoo early for a
visit from Phoran. Tier opened his mouth for areprova but stopped, shocked dumb when Lehr entered
the room wearing Tier’ sown sword.

Joy lit Lehr’ sface, then dimmed a bit when he looked past Tier and saw Myrceria. He made amoveto
block the door—perhaps Tier thought with atouch of amusement that threaded past his astonishment, to



dlow Tier to assume aless compromising position. Did Lehr actualy think that hisfather would take a
lemen?

But the door popped open wider before Lehr could reach it, and Jes took two full stridesinto the room.
The comfortable temperature of the room plummeted until Tier could see his own bresth, and Myrceria
let out an abortive squeak.

Tier got to hisfeet dowly, because it was never smart to move too quickly around Jesin this mode, and
opened hisarms. Jes' s glance swept the room comprehensively. But he apparently didn’t see anything
too threatening in Myrceria because he took two steps forward and wrapped hisarms around Tier.

“Papa,” he breathed as the room warmed. “Oh, Papa, we thought we' d never find you.”

“Of courseyou did.” A woman’'svoice, deep, rich, and beloved filled the room like the sound of acello.
Tier looked over Jes s shoulder to see hiswife enter. “Ever since Henneatold usthat he' d been taken
dive Areyouwd|?

Seraph looked so much like the empress-child he' d first met that it made him smile. Anice princess, his
sster had cdled her with contempt. Being a straightforward person herself, Alinath had never seen that
the cool facade could hide all manner of emotionsthat Seraph chose not to share.

“I'mfine,” Tier said, and seeing that she was not going to run into hisarmsimmediately, he continued
speaking, “and much happier than | was afew minutes ago. Lehr, come here.”

Lehr had grown in the months since he' d seen him lagt, Tier thought, hugging him tightly. So had Jesfor
that matter; his oldest son was alittletaler than Tier now.

“We missed you,” said Lehr, returning his hug.
“I missed you, too.” He held him for amoment more.
“Lehr killed some people,” said Jes. “He saved Mother.”

Lehr giffened in hisarms, but Tier merdy hugged him tighter. “I'm sorry, son,” he sad. “Killing another
man is not something that should rest easily on your shoulders.”

When he stepped back at last, he looked at Seraph, who' d stayed by the open door. “Is Rinnie out
there, too?’

Aswas her habit with him, she answered the real question he asked. * She' s safe with your sister. Frogt,

it seems, wasthe only family casudty of this mess—though we were quite worried about you until just

“They killed Frog?”

She nodded, “To makeit look asif the both of you had walked into one of the Blighted Places. We
might have believed it if acousin of mine hadn’t straightened us out.”

She hadn’t looked at Myrceria, but he knew that she didn’t have any cousins. She must have met
another Traveler.



“It'snot safe for your cousins here,” he warned.

She smiled like awolf scenting prey. “ Oh they know that,” she said. “I just hope thesesol senti of the
Secret Path chooseto try their tricks again.” Her tongue lingered on “ Secret Path,” making it sound
childish and stupid, which, of course, it was.

“Y ou know about the Secret Path?’ he said.

“We know about the Secret Path,” said Lehr. “ They' rekilling Travelers and stedling their Orders.”

“What?" said Tier, looking at Seraph.

She nodded. “They take them from the dying Traveler and place them in astone that they wear on
jewdry so that they can usethem.”

“How did you find out so much?’ he asked.

“Henneatold us,” said Jeshdpfully.

“My cousin,” agreed Seraph.

“They have someone in Redern who has been watching our whole family,” said Tier.
“Not anymore,” said hiswife coally.

“Mother killed him.” Jes had found a perch on top of asmall table and was playing with the vase that
had occupied the tablefirst.

Tier glanced back at Myrceria “I told you they’ d be sorry if they ever ran afoul of my wife. Myrceria,
I’d like you to meet my family. My wife, Seraph; my eldest son, Jes; and my youngest son, Lehr. Seraph,
Jes, Lehr, thisis Myrceria, who has hel ped make my captivity bearable.”

Jes nodded with the shy manner that characterized him in front of strangers, Lehr made astiff bow, and
Sergph turned on her heel and walked out the door.

Lehr’ssmiledied, so Tier took amoment to explain to him. “ She knows me too well to think I’ ve taken
amidress after adl these years—as you should. Myrceriaisan dly, so be palite. | need to take a moment
with your mother.”

Hefollowed Seraph and closed the door behind him softly. Seraph was studying the stone wall of the
hall asif she' d never seen stone laid upon stone before. They were safe enough, he thought. Anyone who
walked down thishal was coming to see him—and at this hour that meant one of the Passerines. There
wastime, so hewaited for her to show him what she needed from him.

“Thereisdeath magic in these stones,” she said. Shedidn’t sound asif it bothered her.

“They’ ve been killing peoplefor along time,” he said. “ There' samessage awaiting you in Redern telling
you that I'm il aive. It should have gotten there by now.”

“Hopefully someonewill direct the messenger to Alinath,” said Sergph, without looking away from the
wall. She set apam againgt it and said, “ Once we convinced her you were dive when you left, she was



most eager to hear if you' d stayed that way.”

She pushed away from the wall abruptly. When she turned toward him he thought she'd look at him at
last, but her eyes caught on the floor and stayed there.

“We need to get you out of here,” shesaid in alow voice. “ This placeisalabyrinth, but Lehr found you,
which wasthe difficult part. HE |l be able to backtrack on the way out.”

“I can't leave, Seraph,” he said.
Her face came up at that.

“There’ saboy about Jes' s age who' s going to be hurt because of meif | can’t put astop to it—and
they’ ve put some sort of hex on me anyway so | can’t wander around at will.”

She reached out to touch him for the first time since she’ d appeared at his door. Gripping his hands
lightly, she turned his hands over to ook at hiswrigts.

“I can break this,” she said pogitively after amoment. “Buit it will take time—and will do usno good,
snceaslong asthisboy of yoursisin danger you won't leave anyway.”

Hetwisted his hands until he could grip hers. “Seraph,” he said. “It' sdl right, now.”
Her hands shook in his but he could only see the top of her head. “I thought you were dead,” she said.

Shelooked up, and the empress was gone, lost in aface wild with emotion. Unexpectedly hefelt thelick
of her magic caresshispams.

“I can’tdo that again,” shetold him. “I can’'t lose anyone | love again.”

“You loveme?’ He moved his handsto her shoulders and pulled her close. She leaned againgt him likea
tired infant.

It wasthefirst time she' d said that to him, though he knew that she loved him with the same fierceness
that sheloved her children. She had been trained to maintain control, and he knew that she was
uncomfortable with the strength of the emotions she felt. Because he understood her, he' d never pushed
her to tell him something that he'd known full well.

He knew it would make her angry but he had to tease her. “I had to get myself kidnapped by a bunch of
stupid wizards and dragged halfway across the Empire to hear that? If I’ d known that’ swhat it would
take, I’ d have gotten myself kidnapped twenty years ago.”

“It'snot funny,” she said, sscomping on hisfoot in her effort to get away from him.

“No, it'snot,” hesaid, pulling her tighter. The ferociousjoy of holding her when he' d been half-certain
he' d never see her again kept him teasing her beyond prudence. “ So why didn’t you tell me you loved
me before? Twenty years didn’t give you enough time? Or did you only figure it out when you thought |
was dead?’

“Oh, aye, if I'd have told you—you' d just have said the same back,” she said.



Her answer made no sense to him—except that sherealy didn’t find anything amusing in the Situation.
Hedidn't want to hurt her fedings, so he tucked the laughter of her presenceinside his heart and tried to
understand what had upset her.

“If you had told me that you loved me,” he said carefully, “I’d have told you the same.”

“Y ou wouldn’t have meant it,” she said firmly. “Haven't you spent the last twenty yearstrying to make
up for marrying me by being the perfect husband and father?”’

Her words stung, 0 hiswerealittle sharp in return. “I’ d have meant it.”

“Y ou married awoman you thought a child, married her so that you would not have to take over the
bakery from Alinath and Bandor. Y ou felt guilty.”

“Of course | did,” he agreed. “1 told them we were married. | did it knowing that you were too young
for marriage and that you would have to give up your magic and your people. | knew that you were
frightened of rgoining the Travelers and having to take responsbility for so many lives again—but | knew
that was where you felt you belonged and | kept you with me.”

“You did it to save yourself from being forced into the bakery,” Sergph said. “And that made you fed
guilty. If I'd told you then that | loved you—you'’ d have said you loved me, too, because you wouldn’t

hurt my fedings”

Abruptly Tier understood. He pulled her back to him and laughed. He started to spesk, but he had to
laugh again first. “ Sergph,” he said. “ Sergph, | was never going to be a baker—even Alinath knew thét. |
wanted you. And | was extremely glad that circumstances forced you to turn to me. | don’t know that |
loved you then—I just knew that | couldn’t let you get awvay from me.” He stepped back so he could
look into her face. “1 love you, Seraph.”

Hewatched, delighted, astearsfilled her eyes and spilled over, then he kissed her.

“l was s0 afraid,” she said when she could talk. “I was so afraid that we' d betoo late.” She sniffed.
“Plagueit, Tier, my noseisrunning. | don’t suppose you have something | can wipeit on?’

He pulled back and stripped off his overshirt and handed it to her.

“Tier,” shesaid, scandaized, “that isSlk.”

“Andwedidn't pay for it. Here, blow.”

She did. He wadded up the shirt and wiped her eyes with a clean spot. Then, the expression in hiseyes
holding her motionless, he tossed the shirt on the floor. He put ahand on elther side of her face and
kissed her, open-mouthed and hungry.

“I loveyou,” she whigpered when he pulled his head away, breathing heavily.

He kissed the top of her head and hugged her close. “I know that,” he said. “I’ ve dways known that.
Did you think that you could hide it by not saying the words? | love you, too—do you believe it now?’



Seraph started to answer him, but then remembered that he' d know if shelied. Did sheredly believe
him when he said that he loved her?

Whatever he believed now, she knew she was right about the reasons he’ d married her in the first
place—he needed a reason to |eave the bakery that would alow him to stay near enough so that he
didn't fed that he was running away from hisfamily again. But that didn’t mean that he wasn't attracted
to her. It didn’t mean he couldn’t have grown to love her.

Y es, she believed him. She started to say so, but she' d waited too long.

“Y ou know, for an intelligent woman,” he said, exasperated, “you can be remarkably stupid.” He threw
up his hands and paced away from her. “All right, al right. Maybeif | married awoman and felt I’ d taken
advantage of her, if she asked me, | might tell her that | loved her. Maybe | wouldn't want to hurt her
feelings. Y ou could be right about that. But why do you persist in believing that | couldn’t love you even if
| felt guilty about marrying you so young? Isit impossible that I’ ve lusted after you since you stood on the
Sepsof that inn and defied the whole ot of grown men who' d just gotten finished killing your brother?”

Shetried to hide her amile, but he saw it, and it only made him angrier.

So he did what he dways did when she' d pushed past that air of pleasant affability he showed the
world. He dragged her back against him and kissed her again. Hot and fierce he moved hislipson hers,
forcing histongue through before she could welcome him. The stone was cold on her shoulders as his
hips settled heavily againgt her midriff and demonstrated quite admirably thet, if nothing ese, hislust was
quiteredl.

“All right,” shesad mildly, if abit breathlesdy, when he freed her mouth at last. “I believe you love me.
Likely our sons and that poor woman you left with them believe you love me, too. Shall we go see?’

Helaughed. “1 missed you, Seraph.”

CHAPTER 15

Insde Tier'scdl (for that’ swhat it was, even decked out in luxuries befitting royalty) Seraph saw that
she had been exactly right about what everyone had been doing. Lehr looked uncomfortable, Jes,
inscrutable, and the woman, Myrceria, looked vaguely panicked.

“| am sorry,” said Seraph sincerely to Myrceria 1 meant no insult to you, Myrceria, but crying in front
of strangersisnot something | do willingly. We had al but given Tier up for dead these months past and |
could hardly bdlievethat heishere safe.”

Myrcerialooked digtinctly relieved at Seraph’s calm manner. She got to her feet. “ Of coursel
understand; I’ll leave you, Tier, to your reunion.”

“Thank you,” said Tier. “Let meknow about the Disciplining.”
She paused by the door. “I won't tell them that your family ishere,” she said.
“I didn’t think you would,” said Tier. “Seegpwdl.”

“1 think | will,” she said and closed the door behind her.



Tier sat down on the bed, pulling Sergph down next to him and tucking her under hisarm. Lehr sat on
the other side of him, not quite touching, but close.

“S0,” sad Tier. “Tell me about your adventures. Not you, Seraph, | want more than the bare bones.
Lehr, what happened? Y ou thought | was dead?’

Seragph was happy to let Lehr do most of the talking. Tier seemed to think that they were al safe here
for now, and she was content with his assessment. She closed her eyes and breathed in Tier’ s scent, felt
hiswarmth againg her sde.

At the end of the story, Tier shook hishead. “My love,” he said, and she saw the laughter in his eyes.

“Y ou have changed: you brought awhole Traveler clan out to Taglato rescue me. When did you learn
how to be so persuasive?’

She scowled a him. “When | discovered it was more useful to have pawnsto do what | wanted them to

than it wasto kill them al and do it mysdf.” Triumph flooded her when she saw that Tier wasn't
absolutdy certain she wasjoking until Lehr laughed.

Tier rolled hiseyes. “Leave for a season and see what happens. The women and children don't
remember the respect they owe you. What are you planning on doing with awhole clan?’

“WEe d have never found away into the palace without them,” said Seraph.

Lehr laughed. “ Turns out that one of the emperors hired Travelersto work some magic for him afew
generations back. He didn’t want to be seen consorting with them, so he brought them in by a secret

way.”

“We went under the ground,” said Jes, hisvoice dreamy. “ Fungus hung from the sides of the tunnd like
strings of melted cheese.”

“Jesfound agirlfriend,” said Lehr.
Tier looked a Sergph, but it wasthefirst she'd heard of it. Jes smiled swestly, and said nothing.

The girls of Rongier’ s clan wouldn’t come within adozen yards of Jesif they could help it. “Hennea?’
shesaid.

Lehr grinned. “I think that's how she fedls about it, too—sort of shocked and dismayed, but Jesis
snug.”

“Henneaisthe Raven you found, right?’” asked Tier.
She nodded.
“Don’'t worry so, Mother,” said Jes.

Tier smiled and kissed the top of her head. “Trust Jes,” he said. “He |l bedl right.” Helooked over at
Lehr. “How do you like being aHunter?’

“He saways been aHunter,” said Seragph acerbically. Shewasn't certain that she wanted to hear



Lehr’ sanswer to that question. She didn’t want her son to be unhappy. “Hejust didn’t know about it.”
“The Lark of Rongier's clan has been teaching me some things that are pretty interesting,” said Lehr.

Tier reached out and patted Lehr’ s knee sympatheticaly.

“Rinnie wanted to be aGuardian,” Jes said, hisgentle eyes gliding over Lehr. “Shewanted to turninto a
panther, likeme.”

“I'll just bet she did,” said Tier. “I’'vemissed you dl.”
“We should go, Papa,” said Jes abruptly.

“Wecan't,” answered Seraph. “One of Tier’ sfriendsisin danger,and the wizards here have bespelled
Tier s0 he can't leave the Path’sdomain.” She saw the Guardian rising through her son’seyes and said,
“It' snothing | can't fix, but I'll need alittletimeto study it. In any case hewon't go until hisfriend is out
of danger. Tier, Lehr’ stold you our story, tell uswhat happened to you.”

They weren't as polite an audience as he had been, interrupting him frequently. Seraph pestered him for
details about whet little he recalled from the times the Path’ swizards had taken him. Lehr teased him
about the women who' d bathed him and braided his hair and fretted when Tier told them how he was
imprisoned by magic. Jeswas quiet until Tier told them about hisroya vistor.

“The Emperor?’ said Jes. “ The Emperor visited you in your cdll?’
“How did he know you were here?’ asked Lehr suspicioudly.

“I’m sworn to secrecy so | need to get his permission before| tell you,” said Tier. “But that’ s another
dory entirely.”

Both of the boys enjoyed Tier' s explanation of how he’ d begun winning over the Passerines.
Seraph shook her head. “ They didn’t know what they were doing, kidnapping you.”

“Wadll,” said Tier. “1 may have outsmarted myself. Seems Telleridge tried to set one of my boysout ona
bullying mission, something that boy had done anumber of times. Kissel refused and, being a
sraightforward sort of fellow, hetold Telleridge that the reason he' d refused was because | wouldn’t like

it”
“Is he the one that you were worried about?’ asked Seraph.

“Myrceriatold metonight that the Magters, the Path’ swizards, are organizing something they cadl the
Disciplining.” Hetold them what he knew of it. “I don't think that they’ Il actudly go after Kissel; he'sgot
friendsin high places. | think they’ll take the boy that they tried to send Kissd after.”

He leaned his head back againgt the wall. * Seraph, you said that Bandor and the Master in Redern were
shadowed.”

“Y es. Lehr and Jes both could seeit.”

Heinhaed. “When Phoran and | combined al the information that we had about the Path we cameto



some disturbing conclusions. That plague that swept through the Traveling clanstwenty years ago dso
vidted the noble houses of the Empire and when it was finished, the Emperor was dead, leaving only an
infant on the throne. Also ahigh percentage of the followers of the Path found themsalves Septs, though
they might have been as many as eight or ten people away from the inheritance when the plague hit.”

“Y ou think that there might be another one,” she said, cold chillstightening her spine. “Not just
shadowed, but willingly shadowed like the Unnamed King. Y ou think it might be this Telleridge?’

He nodded. “ Phoran’s sent for my old commander, the Sept of Gerant. HE' s on hisway, now. With his
military and tactica advice, Phoran hopesthat he can break the Path. If we take them by surprise and
Phoran isruthless enough, he'll beright.”

“But Gerant won't be herein timeto save your boy,” said Seraph softly.
“Probably not.”

“These Passerines of yours,” said Seraph thoughtfully. “ They won't willingly participate in hurting another
my.”

“I don't think s0,” said Tier. “ Some of them, maybe, but most of them won't.”

Sergph amiled. “Then the Magterswill be straining to enforce their will upon them with their stolen
Bardic Orders. Tdl me, Tier, if dl of the Path were in the same room together, how many would there
be?’

“There are about sixty Passerines,” he said. “I don’'t know exactly how many Raptors—I have the
names of about a hundred. Perhaps double that.”

“Andthewizards,” said Sergph. “Y ou said there werefive.”
“Five” heagreed. “ And ahandful of apprentice and hedge-witch types.”

“We have an Owl, aFacon, an Eagle, and two Ravens,” said Sergph. “1 don’t know how many
ordinary wizardsthe clan has, but they’ll come dong. There are probably fifty Travelerswho would love
nothing more than an excuse to attack abunch of solsenti who' ve been preying upon Travelers.”

“You are short one Owl,” said Tier. “They’ ve done something so that my magic doesn’t work on them,
remember?’

Seraph frowned. She didn’t like the mysterious magic that these Masters had been working on Tier.
“That kind of thing works better on wizards than it does on Order-Bearers.” She tapped her fingers
agans her lipsas sheworked it out. “ Y ou said that it just kegps your magic from working on them,

right?’
He nodded.

“That would be avery difficult and odd thing to do on purpose,” Seraph said. “They’ d haveto have
something personal from everyone who isafollower to do that—blood or hair. It would be an incredibly
complex spell and the power it would require. . .” She stopped when a better idea occurred to her. “I'll
ask Henneato be certain, but it soundsto methat it ismore likely that their spdl isimperfect and erratic.
Henneatold methat they don’t realy know as much about the Orders as they think. Blocking the powers



of an ordinary wizard would be smpleif they had enough power. But in order to block the powers of an
Order-Bearer they’ d have to be very specific about everything they want to stop. I’ll bet that some of the
odder magics gtill cometo you without a problem. Because they didn’t get it right, their spell will be
unraveling dowly.” She nodded because the explanation fit what she knew of magic and Tier's
experience here. “Y our magic didn’t work on them, because they and you know it won’t work. But even
that effect will fadewith time.”

Shesmiled a him. “But even if it doesn't fade, you have dready made your contributionsin the number
of Passerineswho will take your side. If we attack them during the Disciplining, we || havethe Travelers,
both warriors and wizards; our Order-Bearers, and most of the Passerines. Y ou said that the Disciplining
ismandatory for the Passerines, but not the Raptors.”

“That doesn't mean that they won't be there,” he said. “But | see where you're going. They'll dl be
there, the Masters who are the redl danger. Once they are gone, Phoran can take histimeto eliminate the
rest. We Il haveto tak to Phoran, though. I’ll not bring aclan of Travelersinto his paace without his
permissonif | canhdpit.”

A light knock sounded at the door, sending Tier to hisfest, “A moment, amoment,” he said, glancing
around the room, though he knew there weren't any hiding places.

“Peace,” whispered Sergph. “Hewon't see Jes, and—" She turned to Lehr, but couldn’t see him either.
“I'm going to have atak with Brewydd about what she steaching Lehr,” she murmured. “ Go ahead and
open the door, Tier. Hewon't see me either, not unless he's one of your wizards.” With awhisper of
magic she ensured that she' d not attract any notice. Tier’ s visitor would see her, but he would just ignore
her presence unless something called her to his attention.

Tier' seyebrows climbed and his mouth quirked with amusement—at himsdlf, she thought. It was one
thing to know everyonein your family could work magic; it was quite another to havethem doit.

“Toarsen,” he said when he’ d opened the door. “Comein.”

“I cameassoon as | heard,” said Toarsen. “The rumor’ s being passed dl over the Eyrie. There sgoing
tobeaDisciplining.”

“I heard,” said Tier. Sergph could see her husband weighing some decision.
“Toarsen,” hesaid, “if you needed to get in to see the emperor, could you? At thistime of night?’

“I—I suppose | could,” Toarsen said, “but not without my brother Avar’ shelp.” He hesitated and thrust
hischin up. “But | won't do anything that will imperil my emperor—even if he'sastupid sot more
interested in the newest wine from Carek than in running his Empire.”

“Agreed,” said Tier. “What I’ d like you to do is persuade your brother to get you in to seethe
Emperor—tell him it’ s urgent that you do so. Then—" Tier paused and shook his heed. “ Then tell Phoran
you have amessage for him that you can’t give him in front of anyone except for Avar. The Emperor
knows too much about you, my lad, to trust himsdlf to you, but he trusts Avar. When the three of you are
aone, you tell Phoran that his Bard would like an urgent word. Tell him that you and Avar will
accompany him, if he doesn’t mind. Tell Phoran that | have aplan, but timeis of the essence.”

Toarsen stared at him. *Phoran knows about you?’



The Bard grinned wickedly. “Don’'t go dismissing your emperor out of hand, lad. | have afeding that a
lot of people have underestimated him, and they’ re about to get arude awakening.”

Toarsen nodded dowly. “All right. I'll doit. If | can’'t get in, I'll come back aone.”

“Good, lad,” said Tier, patting his shoulder and shooing him out the door. He waited until the sound of
Toarsen’ sfootsteps grew faint.

“That was Toarsen, the Sept of Leheigh’ syounger brother,” he said, sitting back down beside Seraph.
“He |l find Phoran for us”

“Y ou know,” muttered Seraph, who' d been working through Tier’ s story while he talked with the boy,
“I knew that we were in trouble when al of our children were born Ordered. | should have resgned
myself to fighting against another shadowed with the Emperor a my sde yearsago.”

Jes|ooked back at her impassively, but Lehr smiled. “Maybe the gods are making you make up for
those wdls and blightsyou didn’t fix for adl these yearsin onefell swoop.”

Sergph stole Tier' seye roll—she could do it when she chose. “Cheeky. Carry them for nine months,
feed them, clothe them, and what do | get? Impertinence.”

“Sergph,” Tier asked, “if they want my Order—why didn’t they just take it? Why wait for ayear?’

“I’'m not certain,” said Seraph, “but magic works better on something you know well. | could cast a spell
better on you than | could on astranger. Their magic isn't fool proof; alot of their ssones don’'t work
right. The year wait might be time for one of their wizardsto get close to you so that their spdlswill
succeed.”

Tier rubbed hisface. “1 can’t tell asolsenti wizard from anyone e se unless he' s gathering magic, can
you?’

Seraph shook her head. “I can seethe Orders, if | look. But smple wizards, no.”

Tier yawned. Seraph frowned at him.

“How many nightsdo you sit up plotting?’ she asked briskly, but didn’t wait for an answer. “Boys, can
you settle yoursalvesto being quiet? Tier, you won't do anyone any good if you fal over adeep. Youlie
down here, and the boysand | will keep watch until the Emperor comes.”

He started to protest, and it was amark of how tired he was that he stopped himsdlf. “My love, if you
make yourself comfortable, I’ll lay my head upon your lap and dream swestly for ayear.”

“See” said Lehr in astage whisper, “that’ s how you get women to do things for you. Y ou ought to try it,
Jes. Think Henneawill let you rest your weary brow upon her 1ap?’

“Lehr,” said Jes, “shut up and let Papadeep.”

Sergph didn’t deep, though truthfully she wastired aswdll, but sitting peacefully on the soft bed with her
husband’ s head in her |ap was as effective as aweek’ sworth of deep. While she waited she worked on



loosening the magic net thesol senti wizards had bound around Tier. She didn’t fight them but just
encouraged the unraveing that time would have brought.

When she had done what she could, she half-opened one eye and saw that Lehr was degping Sitting up.
Jes was dert and watchful—he nodded his head at her so that she would know that he’ d seen her
looking. The very peace that had settled in her heart told her it was redlly Jes who watched and not the
Guardian. She thought it was agood sign that the Guardian would trust in Jes.

She closed her eye and let herself enjoy the quiet.
“Someone' scoming,” said Jes softly.

Tier rolled to hisfeet and stretched. “Thank you, love. Would you dl please stand so that you aren't
directly in line with the door—but no disguises, en?If thisisn’t Phoran, I d rather keep your presence
quiet, but if it is Phoran, | don’'t want him thinking that we' re trying to ambush him.”

“There sthree of them,” said Lehr as he obediently shifted over without getting up. “ One of themiis
Toarsen, one of them iswearing alot of metal, and the third isin soft-soled shoes.”

Tier looked at Lehr in surprise. Well, thought Seraph, she'd told him that the children had been growing
into their powers.

“How do you know it's Toarsen?’ Tier asked.

Lehr grimaced, “I know. It bothers me, too. Mother says|’Il get used toit. But | liked it better when |
just thought | was agood tracker—bringing magic into it robs me of the satisfaction of having askill.
Toarsen’ swearing lesther-soled boots and there’ sanail sticking out of one hed. Giveshima
stomp-click, ssomp-click kind of walk.”

There was a soft knock on the door, and Jes's soundless response made Seraph shiver with the cold.
“Whoisit?" asked Tier, deliberately sounding groggy and irritable.

“Phoran,” replied afirm tenor not awhit lessirritable. “Here a your command.”

Tier grinned and opened the door. “ Thank you for coming, Y our Greatness. Comein.”

“I redly hate that one,” said ayoung man who could be none other than the Emperor. Hisbright eyes
did over Sergph and Jes, paused on Lehr, and returned to Tier. “It’ s bad enough to be Y our
Mightinessed and Y our Highnessed by people who consider you afool. But to beinsulted for my extra
weight”’—he patted hiswaist, which was plump—*is beyond the pale. | hope you didn’t wake me up to
meet your family—athough your wifeis certainly lovely enough to be worth any effort on my part. I'm
afraid that Avar is miffed with his brother for having the audaciousnessto force him to get me up—and
twice as miffed that | hadn’t told him that | was meeting a prisoner in the bowels of the palace.”

Tier grinned a him. “How did you know they’ re my family?’
Phoran snorted. “A lovely Traveler lady and two boys—one who lookslike her and the other like you?

Please, I'm supposed to be adrunkard but | am not acompleteidiot. | know that you told me she'd
come, but isn't she alittle early?’



He turned gracefully and indicated the big man who' d closed the door behind them—the one Lehr said
waswearing metd. “Avar, I’ d liketo introduce you to Tier of Redern—from your own Sept. Tier thisis
Avar, Sept of Leheigh, and my friend.”

“My Sept,” Tier said, bowing hishead briskly.

“Who are you that you cal the Emperor to attend you?’” said Avar, ignoring Tier’ sgreeting.

Jeal ous?thought Seraph.

“I am hishumble servant,” said Tier smoothly.

“He' shelping me,” said Phoran. “The Path is more dangerous than you think. It isthanksto Tier that |
realized how dangerous. He' s been helping to find out who the Raptors are and at the sametime
subverting the Passerines.”

“That' swhy you started the sword drills” said Toarsen, sounding disillusoned.

Seraph, being a mother, heard the unspoken—you didn’t really care about us.

“Hetold me,” said Phoran, not looking at Toarsen, “that there were anumber of young men who
wanted but alittle direction to be the best chance | had of controlling my empire.”

“Y ou thoughtwe could aid the Emperor?’ said Toarsen, sounding almost shocked.

Asif, thought Sergph with exasperation for the mae haf of the species, being used by the Emperor were
agrest thing.

“I know you can,” said Tier. “Where dseis helikdly to get abunch of hotheads who can fight and aren’t
sworn men of some Sept or other?’

“Collarn’sjob,” said Toarsen. “Y ou arranged Collarn’sjob.”
“Actudly,” said the Emperor, clearing histhroat. “That was me.”

Toarsen’ sface was bewildered when he turned to Tier. “The Emperor isadrunken sot,” he said, asif
the Emperor weren't standing next to him. “Hefollows Avar around like alost puppy and does whatever
Avar tdlshimto. You, Tier, are abored soldier who hasfound a hobby to help make ayear in captivity
pass more quickly. Y ou find the Raptors annoying and the Masters even more so. So you decided to see
what you could do to twesk their tails and gain the admiration of the Passerines. When you started, you
found that you actudly liked afew of us.”

“I was never alowed to be anything but a drunken sot,” said Phoran coolly, but without anger. “And
everyone follows Avar around like lost puppies.”

“I saw abunch of rowdy boysbeing led into hell by apack of carrion-eaters,” said Tier. “As| rather
liked some of you and despise men who play gameswith other peopl€’ slives—I decided to seewhat |
could do about the Situation.”

“It works because he does care,” added Lehr. “If he'd just been trying to use you, you' d have seen
through him.”



Avar, leaning againgt the door, rubbed hisface. “Would someone care to tell uswhy we' re here now?
Certainly there are better timesfor thestrics than the wee hours of the morning.”

“The Path is preparing amove to preempt me from taking control of the young men from them,” said
Tier. “Myrceriatold me that they are intending to have a Disciplining—a particularly brutal method they
employ to keep their secrets. One of the boysis singled out and punished by everyone. | gather that the
boy who is punished sometimes does't survive. | think that they’ || choose Collarn—»but they might take
Toarsen or Kissel asthey are the three who are my closest associates.”

Phoran humpfed, then said, “1 can warn Collarn on my way back to bed without anyone being the wiser.
But we ought to finish the introductions before we attend to business further. Do be a credit to your
parents ingructionsin manners and introduce usto your family, Tier.”

Tier bowed and grinned sheepishly. “ Thisis my wife Sergph, Raven of the Clan of Isoldathe Silent. My
son Jesaphi, whom we call Jes, Guardian. My younger son Lehr, Hunter. Seraph, Jes, Lehr, may |
introduce you to Phoran the Twenty-Seventh.”

Over the polite murmurs and shuffles, Toarsen said, “ Twenty-Sixth.”

Phoran grinned. “Only if you don't count the first one. | dways do, since without him there wouldn’t
have been an Empire, whatever his son Phoran the First or Second said.”

Toarsen smiled reluctantly. No wonder her husband liked this boy who happened to be emperor,
thought Sergph. They were very much dike.

“I had intended to warn Collarn,” said Tier, returning to the matter at hand. “But my wife pointed out
that this Disciplining isthe best chance we |l have of clearing thewholelot. Everyoneis supposed to
attend them. They’ |l be expecting some res stance from the Passerines—too many of them have begun to
look at the things the Path wants of them—but they won't be expecting an outside attack.”

“When will it be?" asked Phoran.

“Sometimein the next few days,” replied Tier.

Phoran shook his head. “ There are two hundred of them—and five wizards, and the Sept of Gerant and
hismen aren't here yet. | have—"

“I havetwenty men here,” said Avar, “who are my men, not my father’s.”

“And my wifetells methat she can bring another fifty or so—light foot, armed mostly with kniveswith a
few swords,” sad Tier. “Travelers”

Suspicioudy, Avar asked, “Why would you Travelers beinterested in this?’

“Because our people are dying out,” Sergph said. “For aslong as| remember the Septs have been
trying to destroy them. If my friends help you, Phoran—would you be willing to return the favor?’

Phoran nodded his head dowly. “I’ll do what | can. | don’t have the power that an emperor should, and
championing the Travelersis not going to help. But I'll do what | can.”



“Will that be good enough?’ asked Avar.

Seraph smiled. “ The Path have been killing Travelersfor centuries. We just didn’t know about them until
now—if Phoran would not invite usin to help him, we would go after them on our own. But it’ smuch

safer to invade the paace under imperia command.”
“Myrceriawill try and find out when this Disciplining will take place,” continued Tier.

“I'll know sooner,” said Toarsen. “Myrceriawill haveto wait until someonetells her about it—me they
have to send for. With your permission”—he glanced from Tier to Phoran asif hedidn’t really know
whose permission he needed—*I"ll let Kissal know, too, in caseit's me they’ ve decided to use as an

example”
“How much lead time do you need to bring in the Travelers?” asked Phoran, and they all began
planning.

Seraph settled back and gave them information asthey asked for it. Clearly the Emperor, Avar, and Tier
were having the time of their lives, and the younger men were almost as bad—except for Jes, who

seemed content to stay in the background.

It amused Seraph to see that the Emperor, the Sept of Leheigh, and his younger brother al ceded the
leadership to Tier, though they dl outranked him—and he had them hanging on his every word.

CHAPTER 16

The next morning Tier was bone-tired, but more peace- ful than he' d been for along time. Seraph was
here. Wédll, nothere . She' d gone off to play diplomat among the Travelers, which was pretty
strange—the only person that he knew less suited to diplomacy was Alinath.

“Keep your guard centered,” hetold one of his Passarines. “Remember thisisn't about first blood, it's
about who lives and who dies. Make sure you' re one of the former and not the | atter.”

He paced behind histroops, watching foot positions, when a servant caught hold of hisdeeve.

“Telleridge requests amoment of your time.”

“Toarsen,” cdled Tier. “Kissdl. Runthedrillsfor me. If I'm not back, break when every man’sshirt is
wet through.”

Toarsen stepped out of the line and made a quick mocking slute ashe did. He didn’t look nearly as
tired as Tier felt, and he’ d had no more deep. It made Tier fed old.

The servant took Tier to one of the smaler rooms that served as the Raptors mesting halls and opened

the door for Tier’ sentrance. The room had been partialy screened off with adelicately carved wooden
pand. Four black-robed figures sat in gold upholstered chairsringed in front of acheerful fire, two empty

charsin the center. Telleridge, dsoin hisrobes, stood in front of thefire.
Telleridge looked up when Tier entered, though the others kept their eyes on the fireplace.

“Ah, thank you for attending me. Baskins, you may leave.”



The servant shut the door, leaving Tier done with the Path’ swizards.
“Come have a seat, Bard,” Telleridge said in an unreadable tone.

Warily, Tier sat on the edge of one of the empty chairs as the Master took the other. He had the odd
impression that Tdleridge' scadm wasjust athin film spread over turbulent waters.

“Y ou have cost usmuch, my friend,” Tdleridge said. “Whatever possessed you to try and take the
Passerines from us? Did you think that we would alow it?’

“Y ou aren’t doing anything with them,” replied Tier. “ There are anumber of fine young men amongst the
Passerines—and afew who are awaste of shoe lesther.”

“They are useful to us.” said Telleridge, sounding distantly amused. Tier took note of the effect, planning
to saveit for some time when he wanted to be obnoxioudly patronizing. “Just asthey were. We ve called
aDisciplining, which will return control to us, but | fear that very few of these Passerineswill makeit to
Raptor now. | was particularly upset when you took the Sept of Leheigh’s young brother. | had great
hopesfor him. And it' stoo bad about the young musician, Collarn—we shall misshaving musicin these
halls when you both are gone.”

“| see” said Tier, deciding to let the Master direct the conversation into the gently ironic toneshe
seemed to prefer. “| take it that my demise will happen alittle sooner than you planned?’

There was anoise from behind the screen, but it wastoo faint for Tier to identify.

“I’m not any happier about it than you are,” the Master said. Apparently the others had all beentold to
st and be silent, because none of them had done anything more exciting than bresthe since Tier entered
theroom. “Owls arefew and far between, and this haste will destroy our plans. That makestwo fallures
in as many years. We ve never had this much trouble controlling a Bard—I assumeit' saBardic talent
you are using to win over the Passerines?’

Tier frowned at him. “How could it be? Y ou' ve told me that you have my Order under control.” He d
used the methods Gerant had taught him instead, because he' d never relied on his Order for
much—unlike a Traveler-raised Bard.

“1 wonder that none of our other Bards have done such athing,” said the Master.

Because a Traveler Bard was hardly likely to worry about the lives of abunch of sol senti
thugs-in-the-making, thought Tier, but he didn’t say anything.

The Magter waited politely, but when Tier didn’t respond he shrugged. “ At any rate, |, persondly, am
most distressed at afew other thingsyou’ ve cost us,” he got to hisfeet and strolled to the screen,
“Come, Bard. And maybe you will be sorry aswell.”

For want of abetter thing to do while surrounded by five mages, Tier got dowly to hisfeet and followed
the Master’ s beckoning. The others got up silently and followed.

A woman was tied naked to a chair, and someone had obvioudy been testing, in the time-honored
fashion, how well flesh fared againgt knives and other things. Her face was so battered that it was
unrecognizable—but Tier knew the hair.



“Myrceria” hesad.

She gtiffened when he spoke, and he redlized that her eyes were so swollen that she must not be able to
seeatdl.

“Myrceriahas been telling usthings,” said Telleridge. “Haven't you, my dear?’ He patted the top of her
head, then took out a dagger and cut off the gag.

“I'msorry,” shesaid, her face turned blindly toward Tier. “I’ msorrysorry.”
“Shh,” said Tier, putting some force behind the words. “ 1t doesn’t matter. Shh.”

She kept shaking, but she quit apologizing. Either hiswordsworked, or Seraph was right about the
unraveling of the Master’ s spells and she d flt the magic push he' d given them.

“| was angry about the Passerines,” said Tdlleridge. “ Angrier till when | questioned Myrceriathis
morning and redlized that instead of keeping an eye on you as she was supposed to—you had taken her
from us, too. She has been avauable tool for years, and you' veruined her.”

His movement was so quick, so unexpected that before Tier redlized what the Master had done,
Myrceria s blood showered him from chest to knee.

Tdleridge pulled up her head and held it through the throes of death. “ She’ s been so useful over the
years. Where am | going to find another wizard who is so good at getting close to our Traveler guests?|
have no more daughters.” He dropped her head and wiped his hands on hisrobes. Black robes hid the
blood much better than Tier’ slight-colored clothing.

It wasn't, thought Tier, that he hadn’t believed they were evil. He had just forgotten how sudden death
could be, and how final. He d liked Myrceria

Tier gill had his sword from practice, but thiswas too well-orchestrated. If his sword would have done
him any good, they’ d never have let him keep it.

Had Myrceriabetrayed their plans? She hadn’t known it all—but she' d known enough.

“But you know the thing that bothers methe most?’ asked Telleridge, intruding on Tier' sgrief and anger.
“How did you get to the Emperor? Do you know how long it took usto come by aharmlessruler? How
many people gavetheir lives so that | could mold the proper emperor? Then suddenly, heis making an
effective grasp for power. It wasn't until | spoke with you the other day that | drew aparald between
what you' ve done to the Passerines and what happened to the Emperor.”

Tdleridge shook his head. “ And what have you left usto rulein his place? Avar is next for the throne;
but athough heisanidiot, heisawell-meaningidiot. Y ou' veruined Toarsen.” He heaved atheatrical
ggh. “Not that it will matter to you how much trouble you' ve caused, but | thought you might enjoy
sharing the stage tonight. I’ ll leave you for last so you can watch your little projects die.”

Tier stared sllently at Myrcerid s corpse.

“Ah, nowordsfor me, Bard?’ taunted the Magter.



Y es, thought Tier, it wastime to see just how much control they had over his Order.

“Only cowards torture women,” he said, not bothering to dodge the staff that took him acrossthe
cheekbone.

Toarsen rubbed hishair dry with atowe as he walked down the secret ways that would lead him back
to therest of the palace. Alone, he alowed himsdf to smile with remembered satisfaction at Avar’ sface
when Toarsen had burst into his rooms and demanded to be taken to the Emperor.

Firmly convinced that it was some stupid wager, Avar had dmost refused him. But he hadn't.

Toarsen was surprised about that. His brother had seldom paid any attention to him at al, except to
order him about.

When he’ d sworn on his honor that he carried an urgent message to the Emperor, Avar had heaved a
martyred sigh, rolled out of bed, dressed, and done as Toarsen asked. On the way back to their rooms

after they’ d spent the night in councils of war, Avar had patted him on the back, an affectionate,
respectful gesture he' d never given Toarsen before.

The passage Toarsen had taken opened not far from hisroomsin an obscure storage room. He glanced
cautioudy out of the room, but there was no onein the hall to see him as he dipped out of the storage

room and into hisown.

He d changed into the uncomfortable clothes of court and was hafway to the door before he redized
that there was a vellum envelope on the cherrywood table near his bed.

His pulse picked up as he dit it opened and read the invitation.

“Now?’ hesaid.

Seraph curled up, enfolded in the bedding that smelled of Tier. She'd left him whilethe sunwasonly a
faint hint in the sky. It had been even easier than she expected to talk Benroln and his clan into serving as
the Emperor’ sfoot soldiers. She' d left Lehr and Jes deeping and | eft the sheep farm just outside of Taela

where they’ d been staying to come back here.

Tier hadn’t been here when she' d returned to tell him of her success, but she' d known that he would
have to continue his normal habits or risk aerting someone. So she' d climbed into hisbed and reminded

hersdlf that hewas dive. If someone camein, they’ d not see her unless she wanted them to.

Someone knocked at the door.

“Tier? It s Toarsen. Areyou back?’

Reluctantly, she got out of the bed and pulled the coversflat. She opened the door and motioned the
young manin.

“He' snot herg” shesaid.



“I can't find him anywhere,” Toarsen said, sounding alittlefrantic. “The Disciplining is set for early this
evening, and | can't find Tier.”

“It'sdl right,” said Seraph, hisanxiety lending her calm. “He' Il want to know, but it's Phoran, your
brother, and my people who redly need to know right now. Go to your brother and tell him to get word
to Phoran and to get his men and meet my people in the passages we discussed. I'll get the Travelers,
and after you' vetold Avar, you go about your day asif nothing were wrong. Avar can get word to
Phoran. Just make sure you are armed when you go to the Disciplining.”

He nodded and | eft the room. Seraph set out at a dead run through the [abyrinth of passages—there was
no time to waste. She needed to get Benroln. Tier had survived along time here without her to watch
over him. She had to believe he d be dl right.

Avar and hismen waited for them ashe' d promised, in along, dark corridor large enough to have held
twice as many people. Relief crossed his face when he saw Sergph and the Librarian’s clan.

“I don’t likethis” he said without waiting for introductions. “ Toarsen said he couldn’t find Tier
anywhere. Helooked for Myrceriato give her amessage for him, but he couldn’t find her either, and
none of the other whores knew where she was. He said that he' d last seen Tier at sword practice, but
that one of the Masters cdled him to ameeting. Then | couldn’t find Phoran in any of hisusua haunts,
though hishorseis4ill inthe sable.”

Sergph pushed her anxiety aside and forced hersdlf to think clearly. The Path were upset with Tier for
taking control of the Passerines. . . so they took himand . . . Her thoughts stuck there. Would they
smply havekilled him?

“| don't see anything to do except follow the planswelaid out last night,” she said at last.

Beside her Benroln nodded his head. “If what Sergph told us about this group istrue, thisisthe best
chance to destroy them. It would be better for usif the Emperor isthere to bear witness for us—but the
Path needs to be destroyed here and now.”

“Neither Tier nor Phoran are essentia to the destruction of the Path now,” said Seraph with painful
honesty. “Without Tier, though, we might have to fight the Passerines, too. And if Phoranisnot there,
Benroln, your men will haveto try and get out as soon asthisisfinished and take dl of our falen, too.
Maybe Tédleridge has taken them for part of the performance tonight. If the Masters have hurt Tier,
they’ll have a hard time controlling the Passerines.”

“You don't know the Passerines,” said Avar.

“I know my husband,” she said.

She didn’'t missthe uneasy way Avar’ s people surveyed the exotic lot of armed Travelers or the puzzled
looks aimed at Brewydd. Old women were not usudly part of a battle force—but Healers could look
after themsalves on a battlefield.

“We need to take them tonight,” Seraph said again.



Avar nodded dowly, then turned to the troops around him. In short, punctuated sentences he described
what they were doing and why.

The white robes she' d taken from an unwary Raptor were woolen and itchy, but Sergph stood quietly
next to Brewydd, who was carrying on a conversation with the white-robed Raptor beside her, talking,
of dl things, about growing tomatoes.

Henneahad laid spellson dl of them: look-away spdllsto keegp them from being noticed and minor
illusonsto hide things—like Sergph’ slack of height and her sex—that would otherwise attract attention.
When Hennea had told them all to avoid being noticed, Seraph didn't think that exchanging gardening
tipswith the first Raptor they happened upon was what she'd had in mind.

Seraph looked out over the room. Jes was somewhere, too, though he hadn’t bothered with the white
robes. No one would see him until he wanted them to. Lehr waswith therest of their little army.

The Passerines were gathered dready; she' d counted them. Assuming Tier’ s protégé was the boy they
intended to produce, dl of the Passerines were there. Though they didn’t have hoods on their robes,
Seraph found that the robes obscured enough differences that she had a hard time picking out Toarsen,
the only Passerine she knew, from the rest. There were chairsin rowsin front of the stage, and the
Passerineswere dl directed to those; even as she watched, the last of them took his seet.

There were more Raptors than she’ d hoped, nearly three times the number of Passerines. Well, enough,
shetold hersdlf, it would be even less likely that anyone should spot the cuckoosin the mix.

“Followers of the Secret Path.”

Sergph tiffened at the whiff of magic that accompanied the words so that they rang out and appeared
louder than they redlly were.

Theroom quieted. Brewydd softened her voice to amurmur, but continued comparing the benefits of
growing tomatoesin various soils.

It had been Raven magic that gave power to the words the black-robed man standing in front of the
curtained stage had said. Why hadn’t he used the Bardic Order? A Bard would have done more than
just overpower the talking of the crowd: he could have caught the attention of everyone, even tomato
zealotslike Brewydd' s conversation partner, and held it.

Perhapsthey didn’t know that, or maybe they just preferred to work with more familiar powers. A
solsenti mage, she thought, would be used to having magic work a certain way—like Raven or even
Cormorant. They wanted the Orders for power, but even VVolis had had no use for subtlety.

“When you cometo our Eyrie you take vows,” said the wizard. “First, never reved to anyone what we
do here. Second, to attend the Eyrie at least three evenings aweek. Third, to obey the Raptors and the
Masters over and above all other oaths. One of you has broken the last two of these rules. We are here
today to discipline him—not in hope of reformation, because he will never again be welcometo our
Eyrie”

“Tdleridge sure knows how to capture his audience, doesn't he,” marveled the Raptor talking to
Brewydd, hisvoice shaking with age, but he returned to his favorite subject with more ado. “I find that



the tomatoes | grow in the orangery—"

“But that isnot al we are herefor.” The Master’ s voice dipped into sorrow, but Seragph thought he
overdid it ahit. “In recent weeksit has come to our attention that our Passerines have been led astray by
the magic of our Traveler guest. The magic that keeps his at bay, herein our hdls, is dependent upon
your resstance. If you want to be hisfollower, his servant, there is nothing our magic can do to protect
you. So we have to take more stringent measures with him.”

They had Tier. Washe dive?

“Thereisathird problem that has held our attention these past few years. Our Empire, founded by
heroes, built by men of vision, men of intdligenceis, even now, presided over by adrunken sot. Bored
with the available women and wealth, he has decided to interfere with the men who try to preservethe
Empire. Who isto save uswhen our frivolous Emperor chooses to change the ancient boundaries of the
Septs? Who? We shall save ourselves.”

He raised both hands and the gresat curtains behind him creaked and squealed as they dowly opened to
the Master’ smagic.

On the stage was afrightened young man, naked and chained by hiswriststo aring in the floor of the
stage. In the center position was the Emperor. They hadn't stripped him—too worried about arousing the
wrong emotion in the crowd, judged Seraph—but he was wesaring the same robes he' d been in last night,
and they looked the worse for wear. But it was the third man, Tier, her eyesfound and locked on.

Hewas dive, she thought with arush of relief; she could see hisribs move as he breathed. Likethe
Passerine he' d been so worried about, he' d been stripped naked and chained, but he lay curled up and
dtill, hisskin red and black from besting.

Ragerose up in Seraph like ared tide. She stared at the Master who orchestrated this mess and took
what her magic could tell her. He was asol senti wizard of moderate power, aided by two Raven
rings—one of them very old.

“We ded first with the greatest offense. Phoran the Twenty-Sixth, we, the Followers of the Secret Path,
judge you unfit to rule our Empirel” The Master turned to the audience and gave the Sgnad for aresponse
of somekind. A roar of approval perhaps?

But it never came, because Phoran spoke.

“Actudly,” he said with dignity that caught at the heart of every person in the room, “it’s Phoran the
Twenty-Seventh. I’ ve dways felt that since the old farmer started the Empire, he ought to get credit for
it”

Even Brewydd' s new friend quit spesking.

Sergph felt arelieved grin tug at her lips. Tier was doing better than he appeared if he could give
Phoran’s mundane words that much power.

Phoran looked alittle taken aback by the response his quip had drawn.Go, Tier, thought Seraph
fiercely. She glanced at Tdleridge, but even with the partid immunity the Raven rings he wore gave him,
he was too close to Phoran to do anything except listen.



Phoran was not at aloss for more than a breath. “ Some of what Telleridge has said is correct. | have not
been the best of emperors, but | didn’t redlize that anyone needed me to be that. Like you, | thought that
the Council of Septs—ruled by people like Telleridge here—were far more capable than | ever could be.
That should have been true.”

He was taking too long, thought Seraph, watching Telleridge struggle against the Bardic touch. Tier
couldn’t possibly maintain his hold on the whole room for very long, not in the condition hewasin.

She stepped away from the wall and began making her way down toward the auditorium. If she could
get to him, she could help.

“They areintdligent men, and well-trained to their office. If they choseto rulejustly, they could surely do
s0. But they ruleinstead for persond gain. Some of you were encouraged to work alittle mischief inthe
street of the weaverslast year. Did you know that the council leader’ srichesincreased by haf after that
incident because the weavers now pay him for the right to sdll their goodsin their own craft stalls?
Gorrish isone of the Raptors who sent you out to attack the weavers—did any of you gain from that?’

Phoran took a deep breath, and Seraph felt the crowd stir as the Bardic touch faded momentarily and
then strengthened again. With the shifting of the crowd, her only path to the stage closed up.

“Those Raptors among you will know that maost half the Passerines who are here will die mysteriousy
shortly after they graduate to being Raptors. Some of you know that it is not so mysterious, because you
aided in those men’ s deaths. Why kill so many? Because some of you are aready outgrowing the
trappings of childhood. Some of you redlize that it is not necessary to prove who you are by how much
destruction you can cause—you are the first onesthey will kill. Like this young man beside me who was
targeted only because he loves old instruments more than he loves tormenting the younger Passerines.”

“I haven't been much of an emperor,” Phoran said. “ I’ ve disgppointed people who cared about me all of
my life—just asyou have. Mostly, my failures have been passive failures—things not done rather than
great and terrible acts. Just as yours have been, until today. If you harm men whose only crimeisto fall
afoul of apower-mad politician, then you take a step that cannot be undone.”

Tier crooked his neck and peered out of his one good eye to see how Phoran was holding up.
Something, he thought, something had walked close to the Emperor. It leaned nearer asif it were
whispering something in Phoran’ s ear, then faded from Tier’ sview.

Jes, he thought. Anxioudly, Tier looked at the audience, but they didn’t seem to have seen that nebulous
shape.

Phoran took abreath. “Y ou have a choice tonight. Y ou can hold to the oaths you made to the Masters
of the Path. Redlize that they have not given you an oath in return—as | did when | became emperor. |
owe you fair hearing in disputes, | owe you aplacein our society, and | owe you an emperor worth
serving in return. Y ou must choose now.” Helooked up, scanning the crowd. When he saw what he
sought he nodded once. Then he began speaking rapidly. “ Choose who you fight carefully, becausethis
isabattlefor the soul of the Empire.”

He swung one of his chained wrigtsto indicate thewall of the Eyrie and, asif he'd wielded the magic
himself, thewall disintegrated into so much plaster dust and splintered wood. The noise and magica
backwash distracted Tier, and helost histenuous hold on his own magic.



Thefailure of hiscontral hit Tier like ablow to the head. It awvakened every inch of the screaming flesh
the Masters had abused. He cried out, and his vision blackened. The sounds of battle erupted around
him, and half-dazed as he was, he couldn’t remember where he was or what he was doing here without a
sword.

The destruction of the wall caught Seraph by surprise. She had been supposed to help bring it down,
but, unable to see over the crowd, she must have missed the signal—or Hennea had used an opportune
moment in the Emperor’ s speech.

[rritably, Seraph poked the tall, bulky Raptor who stood in front of her. Since she' d used atouch of
magic, he jumped asde with ayelp, pushing severa other men over and briefly clearing avisua path for
Seraph just as Avar’ s men and the Travelers began pouring into the room with awar-cry that was even
more effective in aroom designed as atheater than it would have been on an open battlefield.

The astonishment of such strangeness held the Followers of the Path oddly il until thefirst of Avar's
men gutted the nearest Raptor.

A man near Sergph drew his sword, but he was |ooking toward the far side of the room for his enemy,
30 he never even noticed Seraph until her knife intersected hisbelly. A young blue-robed boy drew his
sword and finished the job—but gave her white robes awary look.

“I'mTier' swife,” she said, tossing back her hood.

“Pleased to meetyou, ” he said, grunting the last as he used his sword to catch the blade of a Raptor
who was a bit quicker than most to redlize that the Passerines were as much athreset asthe fighting men
who'd come through thewdll. “I'm Kissd.”

She had to get to Tier. Discarding the robes both because they got in her way and because they might
get her killed by one of Tier's Passerines, she amed for the most direct path to Tier, whom she till
couldn’t see.

The fighting was widespread by now, and the heaviest fighting lay between her and the stage. Seraph
caled her magic to her.

Blindly, ingtinctively, Tier tried to riseto hisfeet, since adown man on a battlefield was a dead man, but
something held hiswrists and he couldn’t call any strength to his muscles.

“It'sdl right, Sir,” said Toarsen’ sfamiliar voice. “I’ll keep you safe.”

“The Emperor,” managed Tier, falling back to his damaged knees and biting back amoan. Screams
were for people who weren't as weary as he was.

Therewas aseries of clanking sounds, battle sounds that ended in agrunt and a thunk. Toarsen, panting
abit, said, “Kissd’ swith him, and someone cut him loose and gave him asword. | never knew that
Phoran knew how to fight. Never thought” —another thunk and gasp—"“someone asfat asheiscould
move that fast.”



“The Masters?’ asked Tier. Seated and camer, he found that his vision was coming back abit, but not
well enough to sort through the chaos of battle. He wiped his good eye with the back of hishand. His
hand came away wet, but he could see again.

“I don't see’em,” Toarsen said. “I waswatching Avar and his men boil into the room. When | looked
back, this place was covered in fightersand | thought | might come up here and bear you company abit.
We veaniceview of thefighting up here—those two boys of yours can surdly fight.”

Someonein white blundered into the small area of stage that Toarsen was guarding, and he sent the
Raptor on hisway with akick that impaed him on asword held by aman with moon-pae hair.

“ Gessa,” sad the man.
“Anytime,” said Toarsen.
“Collarn?’ asked Tier, hisreturning vison alowing him to see that the boy’ s place was empty.

“Naked asanewborn,” said Toarsen cheerfully. “Y ou' re not able to get high enough to enjoy the sight,
but | can see him from here. Remember al those times you told him that he carries hisguard too high?’

vy e
“Y ou should have made him fight naked.”

Tier laughed, one short bark, then held his breath and hisribs. “No joking right now,” he managed.

Lehr rolled onto the stage and then bounced up and ran over. “Good to see that you' re dive, Papa. But
| think | speak for usdl when | tell you that I’ d rather not worry about you again for awhile. Parents are

supposed to worry about their children, not vice versa. Let me get alook at those chains.”

He held the manaclesin his hands and closed his eyes. After amoment, the locks clicked open. Lehr
grinned a hisfather’ sexpresson.

“I don't know how opening lockstiesin with being a Hunter either, though Brewydd explained it to mea
dozen times.” He sounded pleased with himself. He looked at Toarsen.

“Go ahead,” said Toarsen. “I'll stay here.”

“Thanks,” said Lehr, and he legped off the edge of the stage.

Having completed the task Hennea had given him, the Guardian took a quick glance around the room.
Lehr wasfighting at Avar’ s Side and accounting for himsdf quite well. Just as his gaze found Seraph, she
raised her hands and tossed a haf dozen men into the air. Obvioudy shewasin no need of immediate
protection.

Heturned to go to hisfather, but the Sept of Leheigh’ s brother was standing over Papa’ s crumpled form
and seemed to be having no trouble fending off attackers. The wizards, who posed more of athreat, had
other things on their minds than hurting hisfather. A double handful of Passerines were doing their best to



get onto the stage and attack the Masters—too many of them to allow thewizards magic to bean
effective wegpon. The Guardian knew—remembered from other battles fought long ago, before
Jes sfather’ s father had been born—that keeping the Passerines away would soon weaken the
solsenti wizards too much for them to be adanger to Tier.

Satisfied that they were al safe for the moment, the Guardian jumped off the stage to return to Henneal s
sde, dipping between fighters who mostly moved out of hisway without ever looking at him directly.

The noise of swords clashing and men screaming excited him amost as much asthe smell of blood.

A man bumped his arm and the Guardian turned on him with asnarl and aflash of fangs. If the man
hadn't retreated, faling backwards over abody on the floor, even Jes could not have held the Guardian

back.

Hennea stood aone near the fdlen wall. He couldn't tell if her spellsto avoid being seen were working
on everyone ese, or if they were just smart enough to stay away. Mother had told him that spellsusually
didn’'t work right on him.

There were two men attacking a boy who was stepping back rapidly to avoid being overrun. The
Guardian could see that the boy wouldn't stay away from their blades for much longer. He glanced at
Henneg, but shewas dl right. The Guardian dropped the sword he held and reached for the form of the
great cat—he wanted to taste blood, not fedl flesh part against stedl.

He picked the nearest Raptor and leaped onto his shoulders, driving him down to the floor. Ashis claws
sank deep into mest, the man’ s pain and fear washed through Jes. The Guardian reveled in the searing
sensations, which only raised hisbloodiugt further.

The other antagonist paused to Stare, but the Passerine recovered alittle faster and killed his opponent
before beating arapid retreat. Death and the boy’ s fear fed the battle rage and Jes turned his attention to
the man who lay benesth him.

H‘m ”

The gresat cat hated, his mouth aready opened to still the struggles of his prey.

“Jes, come back. | need you!” Hennea sounded frantic.

Her hand touched his tense back. “ Jes,” she said.

Trembling, fighting, Jes forced the Guardian to step away from the downed man even as the beast
roared itsthwarted rage.

“What?" he managed, the emotions and pain of the battle raging around him raw without the Guardian’s
protection.

Hennea smoothed her hands over him and the worst of the clamor faded until it was managesble. The
Guardian would have been better, but Jes couldn’t let him loose until he had a moment to calm down.

“Look on the stage,” Hennea whispered. “What do you see?’

There had been wizards on the stage when he’ d carried Hennea' s message to the Emperor. Five stood



in plain view, but the other held to the shadows. When hisfather had lost control of them, they, like
Hennea, had stood back from the battle and aided their people asthey could.

Now four wizards lay crumpled on the ground, and something—something that caused the Guardian to
take control again—fed on thefifth.

“What isthat?’ asked the Guardian.

“A Raven’'sMemory,” shesaid. “A vengeful ghost—though I’ ve never seen one so subgtantidl. It's
amog dive”

The sixth wizard, anonymousin his robes, dipped off the stage and toward the destroyed wall. No one
looked at him, though he passed afew men quite closdly.

“One of thewizardsis getting away,” the Guardian observed to Hennea, calm again.
“Where?’ she asked, but when he pointed, she didn’t see him.
“I'll follow him,” he decided and Jes, anxiousto get away from the battle, agreed with the Guardian’s

decision. Neither of them listened to Henned s protest as the great cat |eaped over aheap of rubbleto
follow the escaping man.

Seraph blew her hair out of her eyeswearily and kept moving forward. The large young man who had
been so helpful in digpatching that first Raptor had stayed by her Sde as she used whatever means
necessary to push through the battle.

Therewasalimit to her magic, and after thefirst blast won her only afew yards before the fighting
spread into the cleared area she’ d made, she decided that she was going to have to use more subtlety
and less power. With asword she scavenged from the floor, she used magic to lend force to her blows
until the blade did through bone asif it were water. She' d taken the time to add her ownsee-me-not sl
to Henned s efforts. Blood covered her from the elbows down, weighting down her clotheswith more
than physical burden—but she was't hereto fight fair. She needed to get to Tier.

“You know it'strue what he said,” panted her young friend Kissd.

“What'sthat?’ she managed, dropping another Raptor who was raising his sword to attack a
blue-robed man from behind.

“A man would be smarter to face an enraged boar than to cross my wife.” The boy managed to imitate
Tier'sstyle.

“Huh,” she grunted, kicking an unsuspecting man behind his knee and dropping him onto his opponent’s
blade. “How flattering.”

The boy grinned wearily. “He doesn’'t seem to mind.”
“Canyou seehimyet?’

“No,” hesaid. “But | can see Toarsen on the stage—he’ |l do his best to keep him from harm.”



Tier knew that he should get to hisfeet and claim a sword, but he just couldn’t manageiit.

Asif heread hismind, Toarsen said, “It'sdl right, Sir. Just having Avar in herefighting for the Emperor
took mogt of the heart out of the Raptors. All the Passerines called out his name as soon asthey saw
who it was—even that squid you' ve had Kissal and me watching was attacking the Raptors. Remind me
never to let him behind me with something sharp. All that’ sleft now isjust afew of the Reptors and
mercenarieswho didn't leave fast enough. Avar will cal quarter in aminute, as soon as he thinksthat his
men have had enough of killing.”

Sure enough, through the sounds of battle—all the louder for being insde the cavernous
chamber—came a bass rumble il distinguishable asthe words: “ Quarter give quarter! Surrender or
die!” picking up in volume as more voicestook up the cry.

“Waste of time,” murmured Tier, just before he passed out. “ They’ re al guilty of treason—Phoran will
haveto hang’emdl.”

Hewasn't actually out dl that long because there were il clashes, as afew desperate men continued to
fight, when he woke up.

He opened hiseyesjust as an old, quavering voice said, “Woo-eyah. | see that those giggling twits were
right aboutsolsenti men.”

Tier stared at the oldest woman he' d ever seen, then grinned. “Y ou must be Brewydd,” he said, “the
Heder.”

“And it'sagood thing for you, young man,” she agreed. “Y ou must be the Bard that woman' s been so
upset about. Now let me see what this old biddy can do about making you want to stay with the living.”

She clicked her tongue against her teeth when she saw what they’ d done to his knees. “ Good thing you
did thiswith aLark nearby,” shesaid. “If you’ d done it somewhere & se you wouldn't be walking on
theseagain.”

“I’d giveyou akiss” said Tier, then he had to stop and grit histeeth as her touch brought burning pain
that was worse than the origina blows had been. “ Except that my wife would finish what the Path

began.”

“Itisgood that aman knows hisplace,” said Seraph comfortably from somewhere behind him.

He hurt too much to turn so he could see her, so he gave her avague wave.

She crouched down on her heelsbeside him. “So,” she sad, “I know where there is awhite robe you
can have—but that might make you atarget. On the other hand, parading around in nothing at al might
make you adifferent sort of target.”

Helaughed, then moaned. “Why isit that the first thing someone does when you' ve cracked your ribsis
make ajoke?’



“You don't have cracked ribs,” said the Heder, looking up from his battered knees. *Y ou have broken
ones. And hold off on that robe, girl, until | seeto them aswell. He doesn’t have anything that | haven't
Seen better.”

“Hello,” said aTraveler, crouching down on Tier’ sother side. “Y ou must be the Bard.”
“Tier,” said Sergph, “thisisKors. Kors, my husband, Tier. Kors, what do you want?’
Ah, thought Tier contentedly, dl that in under abreath, my Sergph at her charismatic best.

“We were wondering if you d seen the Guardian? We know he was here, but none of us can locate
him”

“Mosgt dl of what I’ ve seen isabunch of people from the knees down,” quipped Tier. Then he added,
“Actudly | saw him—or at least something that was probably him, whispering to Phoran. | suppose he
wastelling Phoran that Avar was waiting as planned because it was just after that that Phoran signaled
the Ravensto bring down thewadll.”

“I didn't seeit,” said Seraph sourly. “1 wastrying to get down to you and | got caught in the crowd.
Hennea brought down the wall by herself—I didn’t even get to singe that bloody wizard to ash. By the
timel gotintheclear, dl of the Masters were down and dead—or at least not moving.”

“Wadl,” said Kors, clearing histhroat alittle, “that’ skind of why Benroln sent me over to seeif you could
find your son. A lot of us saw something kill the Magters, one after the other, but we couldn’t quite seeit.
We d dl gppreciateit if you could find Jes and make certain he does't mistake anyone ese for the

“Jesisn’'t that stupid,” said Tier. But he worried about what al the violence had done to the Guardian,
too. “He' s probably gone off to find someplace quiet.”

“Wait until I’ ve gotten the ribs stabilized, young man,” chided the Hedler, moving creskily from hisknee
to hissde—pushing Kors out of the way. “And then you can go looking for your boy.”

It took more than afew minutes, but finaly with Lehr under one shoulder and Toarsen under the other,
Tier gained hisfeet, Seraph’ s robe stopping afew inches below hisknees. Thejointsin question gtill felt
like they’ d been hit with aclub—which they had—Dbut at least he was able to shuffle over to take alook
a thevictims.

Hisfirst cluewasthe rather sick look Phoran sent him before he turned back to talking with Avar.

They’d piled dl the Masters' bodies together. When Tier arrived, Kors and Kissel hauled one of the
bodies out and pulled back the cowl. The dark veil that lined it, making the robes a more effective
disguise, had been ripped so that the face could be reveal ed.

Tier had the boys help lower him until he was Sitting on the ground. The sight he had out of hisgood eye
was getting worse, and he supposed it would be swollen all the way shut by tomorrow, but he wanted to
see them, to know that they were dead.

Tier' sfirg reaction was adull sort of surprise. HE d never actualy seen any of the Master’ s faces except
for Telleridge's, but somehow hefdt asif he ought to recognize them anyway. He didn’t even know



which oneit was. His second was aredization that the dried, sunken look was due to more than age.
Almost hidden on the man’ s neck were two fading puncture wounds.

“The Travelerstdl usthat your son is capable of this,” said Avar as he and Phoran approached. “And
that he has magic that can make him hard to see—much like what they saw kill these men.”

Tier opened his mouth, then saw Phoran’ s pale face behind Avar and redlized what had killed the
wizards. “Must have been him, then,” he said, trying to hide the rush of relief. Jes hadn’t been running
amok—the Memory had.

Lehr stiffened, and Seraph put ahand on Tier' s shoulder. He patted her hand, then Lehr’sleg. “Do the
rest of them look the same?’

“Yes,” said Phoran. “Just the same. Asif they’d been drained.”

“Work of the Guardian,” said the Hedler briskly. Tier hadn’t redlized she’ d followed them. “Work of the
Guardian to protect his own. Get that man up off the floor and don’t put him down until he’' s somewhere
he can rest comfortably. Do you have achamber where we can store him overnight?’” She asked the last
question of Phoran.

He bowed. “I suspect that the one that he' s been occupying will be the easiest for him. He'swelcometo
take aslong as necessary—and as soon as he' sup to it, I’ d be happy to find him better
accommodations.”

Brewydd looked at Seragph. “Y ou wanted to burn him to ash, girl, do it now. It'snot agood thing to
leave wizard' sbodiesintact,” she said.

Lehr and Toarsen managed to lever Tier up once more. Seraph waved a hand and the bodies of the
Magters burst into a dark blue-white flame that consumed them utterly in amoment. She gave Tier alook
that told him that he' d better have a good reason to put Jesin a position that would make it even more
difficult for othersto accept him.

“Let’sget himback to hiscell,” shesaid. “Then Lehr can hunt Jes down and bring him to usthere.”

Thetrip down that short hallway was miserable. Hafway there, Lehr exchanged alook with Toarsen,
and with hishelp, shifted Tier until Lehr could pick him up and carry him therest of the way.

Sergph sent Toarsen off to help Avar with akiss on his cheek, ignoring Tier’ sindignant “Hey.”

When Toarsen was gone, she said to Lehr, “ Doubtless your father will explain why he blamed Jesfor
that nasty business. So just find your brother and bring him back here so Tier can explain it to Jes, too,
before he gets hurt by the reception he gets.”

The Heder had accompanied them, and she checked Tier over thoroughly to make sure the mending
she’ d done on him would hold. When she was through she patted him on the shoulder.

“Hardest thing that a Hedler learnsiswhen to stop heding,” she said. “ There sawaysapriceto pay.
Y ou're going to be very tired in ashort period of time, and you' || spend the next few days more adeep
than awake. So you' d better tell me quickly why you' re blaming that poor lad for the work of a
Memory.”



Seraph drew in her breath. “A Memory?’

“Can't,” sad Tier. “Promised.”

“Promised what?’ asked Phoran, dipping into the room and shutting the door behind him.

“Not to explain why he' d want his son to bear the blame for deaths caused by a Raven’sMemory,” said
the old Hedler sourly. She took another look at Phoran. “Y ou have the signs of being &fflicted by a
Memory, boy.”

Seraph raised an eyebrow, but cleared her throat. “ Emperor,” she reminded Brewydd.
“Whenyou'reasold asl am,” said Brewydd. “Y ou can cal anyone anything.”

Phoran smiled. “It'smy Memory,” hesaid. “It'sdl right, Tier. Goto deep, I'll tell them.”

The Emperor patted the end of the bed and found a safe place to sit. He spoke quietly and told them
how the Memory came to be bound to him. At some point in the story, Tier drifted off.

“They were guarded,” said Brewydd, after Phoran finished his story. “It couldn’t take them. Inthe
normal course of things, unableto feed, it would have just drifted away. But you were there.” She
nodded her head. “1’ ve heard of something like that happening. The Memory attaching itself to the wrong
person. Aslong asit gave something back, itsvictim will continueto live. What did it give you?’
“Answersto my questions,” said Phoran. “That’show | found Tier.”

“Why was it ableto kill the Masters now?” asked Sergph. She was touched by the way that Phoran
kept patting Tier' sfeet.

“They were draining themsalvestrying to control the Passerines and fight our wizards,” explained
Brewydd. “1 expect that weakened the protections that kept the Memory from killing them before.”

“It will leave Phoran in peace, then?’ asked Seraph.

“If it has accomplished itstask it should,” said the old woman. “1 suppose your son will understand that
the life of an emperor who just might be what this Empire needsisworth alittle discomfort. Tell your man
to try not to make anyone mad enough to hit him in those kneesagain and he/'ll beright asrainin amonth
or so. I’ d better go back and see if my services are needed el sawhere.”

Phoran got up reluctantly. “1 suppose I’ d better go as well—before someidiot thinks1’m lost.”

“I'll befing,” Tier said faintly. “ Go reassure theidiots.”

Phoran was laughing as he left. Seraph shut the door and took Phoran’ s place on the end of the bed.

“Isthere anyway | can lay down beside you that won't make it worse?’ she asked.

“No,” he 9ghed without opening his eyes. “ Come here anyway.”



When shewastucked againgt him, he buried hisfacein her hair.

“Telleridgekilled Myrceriain front of me,” he said. “He d had her tortured, but shedidn’t tell him
anything. Teleridge didn’t know about you.”

“There was nothing you could have done,” Seraph said, hurting for him and for the woman she' d met
only briefly.

“How do you know that?’ he whispered, because he needed to believe shewasright.
“Becauseif you could have done anything, you would have. It' sdl right, Tier.”

“Hewas her father, and he tortured her and killed her,” said Tier. “ And he enjoyed doing it. Was he
shadowed?’

“Can't people be evil ontheir own?’ she asked with asigh. “You'll have to ask your sons; Ravens can't
see shadowing—nbut | think so. Shh,” shesaid. “1 love you. Shedid, too.”

Shelet him hold her while he cried quietly into her hair until the tiredness of being hedled overwhelmed
him. Then, between one breath and the next he dept.

Seraph awoke from adoze to alight knock on the door. Carefully, she extracted hersalf so Tier dept on
undisturbed.

Lehr and Jeswaited out in the hall. Seraph motioned them out, went out herself, and shut the door so
they wouldn’t disturb Tier.

“I told him what Pgpasaid,” said Lehr. “Jessaid he didn’t kill anyone.”

Seraph looked up and down the hall and quietly explained.

“It'sfine, Mother,” said the Guardian. “No one will be much more afraid of me than they aready are.”
“Mother,” said Lehr, “Y ou need to hear why Jesleft the Eyrie.”

“I wasfollowing ablack-robed wizard,” said the Guardian. “Father wasright, all the wizardswere
tainted. But therewasone. . . did you seehim, Lehr?’

“No,” Lehr said. “1 only saw the five wizards the Memory killed.”

“There was one who left when the wall disintegrated. He wasn't just tainted, Mother, he was the taint
itsdlf.”

“Likethe Unnamed King?’

The Guardian nodded. “I didn't seethetaint at first, Mother. | followed the wizard out of the room and
into the hals on the other side of the wall. Before | could get close, the Memory wasthere. It touched the
wizard.” The Guardian flinched. “I don’t know what the Memory did, but it felt asif aveil had been
pulled away and revedled the wizard for what he redly was.” He took a shaky bregth. “ Jesis very brave,



Mother, even | don't scare him—but what hid beneeth the wizard' sillusionary veil was evil. Thewizard
hit the Memory with some kind of magic, and the Memory wasjust gone. Thewizard didn’'t see us.
When it left, wedidn't follow.”

“Good,” sad Seraph, reassuringly. “You did the right thing.”
“When | caught up with him,” said L ehr, “he showed me where the man had gone—and | couldn’t find

histrail. Mother, | could see where rats had been running down the hal, but | couldn’t pick up his
tracks.”

Sergph touched Lehr’ sshoulder. “It’sdl right,” she said and hoped it wastrue.

CHAPTER 17

If it hadn’t been for Skew, Tier would have had to wait another week before setting out for Redern, but
the old horse' s soft gaits were easy on Tier’ sribs. He seemed to understand that Tier was hurt: not even
Gura sanxiousweaving in and out around hislegs caused Skew to dter his smooth stride.

If he remembered to breathe shdlowly, it didn’'t even hurt too much—but he didn’t like to do that,
because it only increased the number of Seraph’s anxious glances. She had wanted to wait, but he
needed to get home to Redern—needed to have al of his children together where he could protect them.

There was another Shadowed who walked the land.

There were other explanationsfor al that had passed. Hewasn't certain if even Seraph redly believed it
inthelight of day—but the Hedler knew. She hadn’t said anything, but he could seein her eyesthat she
believed.

Tier glanced over at the brightly colored cart that Brewydd rodein. It was her voice, he thought, that
had made Benroln insist on accompanying them back. Benroln had said that Phoran would do better
without Traveler aid now that the Sept of Gerant was there.

Doubtless Benroln was right about that. The Sept of Gerant had said as much when he' d come to see
Tier off in lieu of the Emperor. The palitica situation was unstable and Phoran clung to the throne
primarily because there were so few of imperia blood around to fight him for the Empire. Phoran had
wished him good travelsin secret the night before they’ d | ft.

“I likeyour Gerant,” said Sergph. “Heremindsme of Ciro, alittle. Quiet and unassuming until hisskill is
cdled upon.”

Tier smiled down at hiswifewho waked at hisstirrup asif shewere afraid he' d fal out of the saddle.
“Heliked you aswdll. Told methat I’d made agood exchange when | choseto follow you instead of the
sword.”

“Helaughed when you told him you were afarmer,” she said.

Tier glanced at her sharply, but her face wastilted down, watching the ground.



“Not thisyear,” he said. “But with the money Phoran sent us back with we'll be able to survivethisyear
and buy another horse to replace Frost for next planting season.”

“Y ou don't think we' |l be planting next season either,” she said softly, her hand coming up to grip his
caf.

He shook his head, then redlized that she wasn't watching him. “No,” he said.

Shetook a step closer to Skew, until her shoulder pressed againgt hisleg. “I don’t know what awaits us,
but | don’t think the Stalker is through with usyet.”

Jeslaughed, and Tier glanced up to seethe Traveler Raven Hennea stalk away from hisson. He'd
thought at first that she was younger than Sergph until he' d gotten agood look at her eyes. When he'd
asked Seragph, she'd told him she didn’t know how old Hennea was either. Ravens seldom lived aslong
asLarks, but it could be very difficult to tell how old they were.

He' d worried until he' d seen how she watched Jes when she thought no one was watching. He knew
what love looked like.

“Today,” Tier told Sergph, “the suniswarm on my face. Let’s save tomorrow’ s troubles for tomorrow.”



