ONE LAST LESSON

Alissa is steadily advancing in her magica studies with the last surviving Master
a the legendary Hold. But she's haunted by dreams—dreams revealing that other
Masters have survived. ..

Alissa's dreams lead her to adistant idand, where she and a rescue party discover
countless Masters, dive and part of a flourishing magica society. But instead of
being welcomed, Alissa finds that she herself may need to be rescued. The
Masters leader, Keribdis, believes that she should be Alissa's teacher, whether
Alissa likes it or not. And when Alissa rebels, she endangers not only her magic,
but also her life...
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The hdf-dozen chicken eggs cradled in her ridiculoudy long, clawlike fingers threatened to dip. Alissa
drew them close to her body, knowing she wouldn't be able to catch them before they hit the ground,
even from this height. She flicked a glance down. Below, the tdlest outcrops of the mountains dipped
soundlesdy under her, gray in the moming light. The fog was beginning to rise with the sun, making a
patchwork with low areas peeking out from under flat-topped white clouds and high crags sharp in the
clear air.

Damp and dinging, the breeze tugged at her as she flew, and Alissa fdt her secondary, nictitating
eydid shut againg the wind. It was oring, and she was restless. This was the best she had fdt dl
week—headed west, with the riang sun sending the shadow from her batlike wings to scare the
occasond deer or goat into panicked dashes.

This morning, before the stars had vanished, she had flown across the mountains to her mother’s
abandoned farm in the foothills with the excuse of gathering eggs from the chickens that remained there.
In truth, she was seeing if the snow was gone and dl the passes were open. They were, thrilling her to no
end. Now perhaps she could convince Usdess to let her leave and find her mother.

In dl his scheming wisdom, her teacher. Usdless—or Talo-Toecan as everyone ese properly cdled
him—had decided that having been raised in the foathills, Alissa would adhere to foothills traditions
concerning marriage. Her mother needed to show favor to one of her suitors before she could wed. But
her mother had returned to her desert homeland, leaving only a tear-marked note on the abandoned
stove, Alissa knew Usdless didn't care one whit about foothills traditions. He was just usng the Stuation
to keep Strell and Lodesh at arm'’ s length from her, hoping she would lose interest and turn her atentions
to a match more suiteble to her new Master standing. His scheming only made Alissa dl the more
determined to marry one of them. The question remained, though, as to which one.

Sowly on the thin updrafts of the morning, she glided toward the Hold. The energy of the rigng ar
currents stained the perfect sky with upweling shades of a darker blue, vishle through her raku eyes. To
her right, a stark rock face threw off a steady stream of violet, swirling heat. Alissa's somach clenched
as she found hersdf angling toward it.

“Do you want to try rising on it?" came a thought that was hers, but not. It was Beast, and Alissa
grimaced.

“No,” Alissa answered shortly in her mind, peeved Beast would even ask. “You do it.”
“You need to learn to fly,” her dter consciousness said.
“ And you need to learn to hoe your own row of beets.”

Beast snugly withdrew her control over ther levd glide. Finding hersdf responsible for their motion,
Alissa panicked. Immediatdy they stdled. They hung motionless for a heartbeat. Wings flaling, they
dropped.

With a snort of laughter, Beast resumed command to catch their fal in an eegant swoop.

Alisas tal brushed againg the top of a dew-wet hemlock. “Burn it to ash!” she shouted in their
shared thoughts, dutching the eggs close as her racing heart dowed. “Don’t do that!”

Beadt twisted her thoughts to give the impresson of a smirk in their shared mind.

Glandng down, Alissa shuddered, knowing from experience how hard the ground was when one
barrded into it at this speed. “I’ve been stuck at the Hold all winter,” she thought, sending a trace of
rueful emation to Beast. “Now that the passes are open, | want to find my mother ”



“You want to go,” Beast said suddenly. “I like to fly. The sky isclear. Let's go.”

Alissa nervoudy shifted the eggs. She hadn’t known her very rea—and often annoying—dter
consciousness fdt the same. | can't,” Alissasaid. “ After the fiasco in the plains last summer. Useless
said | had to find her thought signature first My range isn’t that good yet.”

“It's an excuse,” Beast sad shortly. “I don’'t think even he could pick one person out from
thousands. Not half a continent away.”

Alissa bobbed her great head, and Beast eadly adjusted for the shift in momentum. “Even so, | can’'t
just fly away.” Alissa's mood turned soft and content. “ Srell and Lodesh can’t keep up.”

“Oh.” Beadt’s thoughts were tinged with disgust and a grudging confusion. “I understand love. It
grounds you when you want to fly.”

“No, Beast,” Alissaindggted. “ You don’t understand at all.” She Sghed, hearing the exhdation come
out in a primitive, guttura sound. Despite the nights spent trying to explain. Beast didn’t seem to have the
cgpability to comprehend what Alissafdt for Strell and Lodesh. It wasn't as if she could ask Useless for
help, ether. Only two people knew that Alissa had broken the Hold's oldest lawv and kept the bestid
consciousness that evolves when a Master learns how to shift forms. If Useless ever found out, he would
rectify the Stuation with a savage vengeance that would destroy Beast and probably leave Alissa bruised
and battered—and less for the lack of her ater consciousness.

A sudden tightening at the back of her Snuous neck where it met her shoulders sent a wash of tenson
through her, driving her idle thoughts away. Something wasn't right.

“We're being followed,” Beast said in unconcern. “ Connen-Neute has been behind us since we
left the ground. You're just now noticing him?’

Vexed, Alissa snaked her neck around and saw a golden form, twin to her own, a valey behind.
Connen-Neute knew of Beast, accepted Beast, and was admittedly a litile afraid of Beast. But as a
fdlow student Master, Connen-Neute was her only peer. Seeing him, Alissa spurred Beast into a faster
pace. She had no problem sharing the sky with Connen-Neute, but his skulking made it obvious that
Usdless had sent him to shadow her.

“Bone and Ash,” she muttered into her thoughts. “Doesn’t Usaless trust me?’ Then her annoyance
hesitated, shifting to arigng anticipation. “Beast,” she asked, “can we lose him?’

Beast made a short puff of scorn. “Do updrdfts rise?” Stll she waited. Beast moved by indinct; dl
decisons were deferred to Alisa

Anticipaion sent a shiver to set her wing tips to tremble. Alissa modulated her thoughts so
Connen-Neute, avaley behind, could hear her. “Tag,” she sent loudly, tingaing it with expectation to let
hm know she was't angry. “You're it.”

Alissa gasped as Beast took over with a frightening intengty, dropping them into a steep dive. A thrill
of darm struck through Alissa, mirrored by the faint excitement she fdt from Connen-Neute. In three
breaths, they had raced over a vdley that had once taken her two days to traverse on foot. Skimming
over a lake, she looked back to see Connen-Neute in hot pursuit. A dow thrum from in her mind told
Alissathat Beast was enjoying the chase far too much. Alissa' sferd side angled them high as if to dimb,
and when Connen-Neute matched their path, Beast dove to the Sde into a mature forest of beech and
dm.

“Beast, no!” Alissa cried, remembering the shame of tearing her wing, but Beast found an opening
into the clear understory. An ancient beech loomed before them. Alissa cried out, her hind foot bending
forward to push off it. The barrel-sized tree snapped. She ricocheted over a patch of wild blackberries
sweet with flower. Birds flew and branches crashed.



Lungs heaving, Alissa looked back at the destruction. Connen-Neute was stuck in the briars.
Scratches made red lines on his wings. His golden eyes focused intensdy on her as he sruggled to get
free. “Go up!” she demanded of Beast. “ The trees are too close. Go up!”

But Beast ignored her. Alissafdt her lips pull back from her long canines as Beast's excitement grew.
No one had ever brought her down but Usdess. Wings hdf closed, Beast jumped them through an
opening and out over afast mountain river. Her wings sorang open. Beast flew them downstream,, taking
advantage of the open space to gather speed.

Risking a quick look behind, Alissa saw Connen-Neute hop awkwardly to the river's edge. His feet
pushed off from the rocky ground, wedging a boulder the sze of a horse into the soft bank. She had a
gap but not much of one. His eyes widened with excitement.

Alissalooked forward, her enjoyment suddenly fatering. The river had grown wild. Spray made her
bdly chill and her long tal cold. The rumble of water had grown loud. They were flying downstream to a
waefdl.

The banks closed in and the flight space grew tight. “ Ah, Beast?’ Alissa quavered, seeing a dead end
before them. They might have been able to fly out over the waerfal and into space but for the
surrounding growth of forest that made the river a dead-end tunnd only water could escape. Branches
and vines made an impregnable wal on every sde. Over them, the trees arched and intertwined. The
water frothed and ralled agang the boulders, and trunks jammed againg the drop-off. And Beast
showed no sign of stopping.

“Beadt, we can't get through that!” Alissa warned. She glanced up, imagining the pain of breaking
through the thick calling of branches. Her wings besat in time with her heart.

“Then we will go under,” Beast thrummed, exdting in the chase.
“Beast!” Alissacried. “ You don’t know what’s under the water!”

“Water, wind, they all move the same,” Beast said. “H€Ell go around. WE' Il gain the span of a
hundred wing beats.”

Alissa's confidence in Beadst's ahilities fdtered. “1 changed my mind. He can follow us.” Alissa
hesitated. “Beast?’ Fear gripped her. “ Oh, no-0-0-0!" she shrieked as Beast took a gasping bresth and
dove them under the water to fdlow it over the diff.

A rush of bubbles carried the rumble of the river. The thunder of water beeting the bottom of the diff
pounded through her. It was the roar of the earth’s pulse. Her second eydid closed to make everything
green, black, and gray. Pebbles abraded her skin. Unseen forces buffeted her as boulders appeared and
vanished behind her. Beast swam through the currents as if they were air. The water flung them down,
and Alisa's eyes widened. Her stomach dropped. They had fdlen over the edge! They would be
crushed!

“Beast!” she screamed into her mind, frightened by Beast's savage desire to fly. Her haunches
bunched. As they fdl, Beast pushed off from the wal of the diff behind them.

Green light flashed to gold as Beast shoved them out of the waterfdl and into space. Heavy with
water, they dropped. Her wings sprang open, and they rose on the cold, violent updraft from the
upweling migt. Alissa shrieked aoud, hearing her triumph come out as a savage roar. “You did it!” she
cried.

“Burn you to ash, Alissa!” came Connen-Neute's thoughts from above and behind them. Alissa
snaked her neck back to see him cdambering awkwardly through the branches. “Beast is going to kill
you someday!” he shouted at her.

“See you at home!” Alissa called back, finding hersdf doing a barre roll.



Beast shook them, and they flew through a rainbow. “And we still have your breakfast,” Beast
thought smugly.

Eye ridge riang, Alissa glanced at the cluster of eggs ill secure in her grip. They dill had the eggs.
Alissa puffed out her ar in dishelief, letting Beast take whatever updraft she wanted on the way home.
Gradudly her pulse dowed as the excitement from ther flight eased. Alissa didn’t think she would ever
learn to fly. To let go and trust the wind was asking too much. Perhgps as much as asking a beast to
understand love.



The wind had dried Alissa by the time she passed the abandoned cdity of Ese’ Nawoer. The thick
wadlsthat encircled it directed the rigng heet into a soft upward blue swirl that she imagined looked like
restless souls rigng to heaven. She skirted the updraft, feding eerie, even though dl but one of Ese
Nawoer’s ghosts were gone. Just ahead lay the Hold. The nearly empty fortress rested shug agang a
towering crag. Behind it, the mountain dropped in a sheer diff, plunging down to the floodplain that led to
the distant sea.

Once the Hold had been a hidden place of learning where raku Masters taught sdect humans,
Keepers, how to use ther stunted-by-comparison magicd abilities. But of dl the Magters, only Usdess
and Connen-Neute remained. Twenty years ago, Balie, a Keeper, had convinced the Hold that a map
Alisa s father had drawn led to afabled lost colony of Masters. But it was an argument between Usdess
and hiswife, Keribdis, that prompted the strong-willed, sdf-proclaimed matriarch to take the rest of the
conclave and fly across the sea to find them. She had been hoping to cause a shift in power. What she
did was empty the Hold and make it vulnerable.

Bailie murdered the Keepers that remained, Alissd's father among them. With the Hold empty and
Usdless trapped in its cdlar, Balie was free to set his plan in motion. He wanted to force the ghodts of
Ese Nawoer to spread their madness among the foothills and plains, stepping forward as the land's
grand and glorious redeemer when he deemed the plains and foathills punished enough for having
shunned him.

Between Alissa and Lodesh, they had stopped him, but the skies had been empty of dl but ferd
rakus for dmog twenty years. Despite Usdess's searching by wing and mind, he had never caught a
glimpse or whisper. The rest of the raku were dead, perished inther search.

The Hold's tower glinted ydlow in the sun just now reaching the surrounding falow fidds and
hearth-wood forest. But it was to the waled garden surrounding the Hold that Beast angled them. Wings
moving in aflurry of backward grace, Beast put down in a dearing Alissawould have said was too smdl
to land in. The chaos that twenty years of neglect had wrought in Useless's garden brought a grimace to
Alisa tangled fruit trees, beds of flowers overwhemed by grass, pathways overgrown and
moss-covered. It was a mess.

Faigue fdl upon Alissa as Beast seemed to disgppear. Only flight, fear, or Beast’'s newest
preoccupation with dancing would bring her to the forefront of Alissa's thoughts. Weary, Alissa settled
the eggs on the grass so as to not accidentaly incorporate them when she shifted to her origind, human
form.

Alissa sent athought into her source, indigating the loop of power that gave her wards strength. She
st the tracings in her mind to glow with the proper pattern. A touch more energy, and the disconnection
of time plucked her as the ward jumped from her thoughts to her body.

In a heartbeat, the tangled garden vanished. She dissolved to a thought, changed that thought to her
humen form, then made the thought a redlity. At the last moment, she added a second ward to the fird to
ensure she would be clothed when she reappeared. She swirled back into the physcd world, her
ill-made shoes sanding in the large ova she had pressed out in the wet grass. Alissa sraightened as the
dhill of the spring morning shocked her awake. Clutching her arms about hersdlf, she looked over her
Master's garb.

It had taken her dl winter, and more attempts than she would like to admit, but she had findly fixed
another thought-form into her memory. Smiling in satisfaction, she shook out her floor-length skirt. It
waan't the elaborate attire Connen-Neute and Usdless could fashion, but it adhered to the basic outline



that designated her a Master instead of a Keeper.

A knee-length, dark green deeveless vest was bound tight about her waist with a black scarf whose
hem brushed her ugly shoes. Below the vest was a maching green skirt edged with a gold ribbon. A
blouse the color of sand finished the outfit, its deeves deep enough to serve as pockets if she wanted.
The shadows of ivy leaves were woven into the fabric of both the vest and blouse. Connen-Neute had
patiently spent two months teeching her the pattern.

Lips pressed, Alissa ran her hand over her hair. It had gotten down to the middle of her back this
winter. Strell had threstened to punch Lodesh in the mouth if Lodesh gavein to Alissa's pleading and cut
it for her. Strell was from the desert plains, and long har was synonymous with status. Alissa had been
raised foothills, and long hair was synonymous with irritation. Being fair asit was, it didn't make her look
any more like a plainswoman, and she saw no use for it. Her features were a scandalous mix of foothills
and plains. Strell said the coastal people were much as she was, and she would love to be able to wak
down the street with impunity.

Wondering what time it was, Alissa bent to retrieve her watch from the ground, where it had fdlen
when she shifted. Metd was too dense to break down and so remained unchanged. The oversized bland
ring with a hole in the band was too large to wear as aring in her smdler form, and Alissa dropped it into
apocket. When dangled in the sun, the ring would show her what time it was by where the light fdl upon
the hours scratched on the ingde of the band.

The repeated thunk of an ax into wood drew her attention, and she gathered her eggs into the flgp of
fabric her deave made. They made a comfortable waight as she picked her way through the damp grass
to the overgrown path. Usdess's formd gardens were too extensve to keep up with by hersdf. In its
prime, Usdess had kept dl his Keeper sudents out here.

Now it was jus her and occasondly Connen-Neute when he did something to irritate
Usdless—which wasn't as often as she wished.

She dowly made her way to the kitchen, mindful of the eggs. The rhythmic crack of wood grew
louder, and the banter of two voices brought her to a sandtill. She peeked around the corner of the path
to see both Strell and Lodesh before the door to the kitchen, splitting wood for the fire. Her heart gave a
lurch, and she drew back into the shadows.

Strel had stripped to his waist. The morning sun had yet to find him, and his dark skin glinted in the
shadow-light. Though he looked too thin and tdl to be able to widd the heavy metd, he moved with a
confident precison, griking the wood Lodesh was seiting up for him with dmost a vengeful force. His
musdes did smoathly as he swung the ax. Swest trickled down his shaven face, catching into drips a the
deftin his chin. His shoulder-length hair was tied out of hisway, the loose waves dl the darker for being
damp from his swest.

Her eyes traveled over his lanky build as he worked, and she warmed from her thoughts. Strell had
gpent much of hislife as amingrd, and his occasiona, worldly-wise comments attracted her as much as
his exatic plains appearance. They had met by chance: she traveling to the Hold, he flesing the pain of
learning that his family had died in a freek soring flood. That they had fdlen in love while sruggling to
aurvive Balie had been a shock to both of them. Usdless wasn't timid in expressng his unhappiness with
the Stuation, but Strel and Alissa didn't care. They had not overcome the scorn of two cultures to be
hed back by athird. Especidly when it was one neither of them cared anything about.

Besde Strell, Lodesh was a study in opposites. Dressed in traditiond Keeper garb, he carried a
refinement that spoke of an easy nobility and confidence. His green eyes glinted more often in mischief
then anything else, sanding at great odds to his past responghbilities as Ese® Nawoer’s Warden. Shifting
forward and back, he wove between Strell’s drikes with a well-earned dancer’s grace. He wore a
gurdy but eegant cloak againg the morning chill, and a hat covered his short, blond waves. His cheeks,



too, were clean shaven after Alissa had pointed out last winter the beard he was growing made him look
old. He was Es2 Nawoer’s last ghost, brought back to life to absolve his curse.

As Warden of the once populous city, he had denied entrance to the long-ago refugees from a plague
of madness. Tumning a deaf ear to the people as they cried for succor, or a the very least, a cleen desath,
he and the other ditizens of Ese® Nawoer had watched in horror as the women and children outside tore
themsdlves gpart againg the gates. For so heinous a crime, a onetime friend condemned Lodesh and his
dty to an eternity of servitude uniil they made amends. The city’s population had since found their rest,
but as the one making the decision to keep the gates closed, Lodesh remained.

A whigper of regret tinged with guilt swept over her. It had been over a year since Lodesh—driven
by alove she had yet to experience—had betrayed her, dlowing her to go 350 years back intime to a
Hold that was dive and flourishing. She met him anew as an innocent youth, balanced on the cusp of
becoming the Warden and beginning the inexorable dide to his fate. Thinking that a return to Strell was
impossible, she had been captivated by his ardent desire and her wish to spare him his tragic future. But
she had found her way back to Strell, complicating her ties to both of them. She could not bring hersdf to
hete Lodesh for what he had put her through, but neither could she trust im completely.

“You'rewrong,” Strell said to Lodesh between blows. He was speaking with a hard plains accent, as
he did when agitated. “She loved mefirs.” The ax bit deep, with a dull thunk, to deanly split the wood.
“That means more than you want to admit.”

“Loved you fird?’ Lodesh answered, his careful speech making Strell’s accent sound even more
exatic. “That depends on your point of view. And what can a plaingman know of love? You dl marry for
gan. Love has nothing to do with marriage in the desert. Nothing at dl.”

Alissa hestated on the path. They had fdlen into one of their noncombetive jousts with words. The
winter had been panfully ful of such conversations, caculated to start when they knew she was nesr.
Each believed he would be the one Alissa wed. Tendons between the two men were as srong and
hidden as the current of a deep, fast river.

Strel chuckled. “Marry for gan? Not by choice. But perhaps we understand love better for having it
unrequited most of thetime” He lifted the ax and brought it down a bare hand’ s width from Lodesh. The
well-dressed Keeper started, then looked up askance at him. Hislips pressed together as he put another
chunk of wood inits place, boldly keeping his hand upon it.

Theax rose agan. “I know for a fact she will choose me when it comes to the gicking point,” Strell
sad as he swung. Thunk. “I’'ve saved her life more times than a beggar goes hungry.” Thunk. “A womean
won't throw that aside for fancy manners and sweet words that mdt with the morning sun.” Thunk. Strell
paused, leening againgt the handle as he wiped the sweat from his forehead. It was cold, and steam rose
from his bare shoulders.

Lodesh brushed the bark from his deeve as he draightened. “She doesn’'t need your protection,
Piper,” he sad, and Alissa fdt a flush of gratitude. It vanished as he added, “Not with Talo-Toecan
looking after her. Shake the sand out of your ears and ligen. A woman wants a man who can move her
body and soul. A man with power, my desert friend.” He grinned, but she could see the seriousness
behind his green eyes.

“Power?” Strdl blew as he caught his breath. “The last time | looked, your city was. empty. And if
you're talking about your Keeper skills, she makes you look like a commone—my dead friend.” Strell
sent the ax into the wood.

“I'm not dead,” Lodesh asserted, sounding hurt as he set another log in place.
Grunting with effort, Strell brought the ax down. “You're not dl-living,” he shot back.
“I'll outlive you,” Lodesh said, and Alissa drew hersdf up, thinking the Warden had stepped over the



line But Strel laughed, leaving the ax stuck in the block as he kicked the solit wood from his feet.
Though their words were light and their manners avil, it was obvious their underground competition hed
grown fierce,

Sill breathing heavily, Strell looked at Lodesh. “The extra years your curse gives you won't mean a
thing after Alissaweds me, and she will.” He yanked the ax free. “Love stretches beyond the grave. Y our
patient waiting will mean nothing.”

Anger flickered across Lodesh' s face, then vanished. He sraightened to hisful height and ran a hand
under hiselegant hat. “No,” he said, sheking his head as if explaining something to a child. “Despite her
humen beginnings, Alissais araku. They livein the present. Once you're gone, shéll forget.” His manner
shifted, becoming lighter. “But I'll tdl you what. We'll switch off, if you like. | get her for the firg fifty
years. You can have her the next.”

A smdl sound of outrage dipped from Alissa

“Untie your tent and blow away,” Strdll said with a chuckle. “I get her the first fifty years. After that, it
won't metter to me”

She diffened. Angry, she strode forward, her shoes crunching on the gravel Usdless had set down
just this week. The men spun to face her. Lodesh found his voice firdt, carefully brushing his short
Keeper’'s vest smooth. “Alissal Can | help you with those eggs?’

She pushed between them, her temper worsening as she tripped on the scattered wood. She had no
ideathat it had gotten this bad. With one hand, she yanked the door to the kitchen open. Leaving them to
dare a each other in amasculine bewilderment, she dammed the door.

“Alissa?’ came Lodesh’'s menta question, and she blocked him out, thinking it was unfar the K eeper
would try to talk to her through the wals when Strell couldn'’t.

Fuming, Alissa fdt her way across the Hold's kitchen to the dry snk as her eyes adjusted to the
dimmer light. A globe of warded light glowed in a corner, setting her tracings to resonate when she came
within a raku length of it. “Good morning, Usdess” she said aullenly, sensaing his presence with a quick
mental search. There was a welcoming chitter of noise from the open rafters, and she wasn't surprised
when Taon, her pet kestrel, dropped to her shoulder.

The amdl bird's claws dug panfully into Alissa, and she moved her to the back of a chair. Alissaran
afinger over the bird's markings, long since gray with age, as she snuck a glance a Usdless to edimate
his reaction to her less-than-respectful greeting.

“Good morning,” the Master said dowly as he looked up from his work. By the stench, she guessed
he was mixing up a batch of masonry paste to repair another crack inthe Hold's twenty years of neglect.
Her teacher was in his human guise, seeing as a raku couldn't fit in the Hold's kitchen. As her eyes
adjusted, she took in his gold, floor-length, deeveless vest, cream-colored shirt, and matching trousers.
He had the same black scarf around hiswaist as she did. The light from his ward made odd shadows on
his white eyebrows and his short hair, cropped so close it was dmos nonexistent. Wrinkles edged a
serious-looking face and a hawklike nose.

More old than young, he nevertheess appeared to be in his 9xth decade, not his eightieth. The fingers
gripping the tirring rod were abnormaly long, with four segments rather than the usud three. They, dong
with his golden eyes, gave away his raku origins even when in his human form. But Alissa returned
without fal to her origind short fingers and gray eyes when shifting from raku to human. Even as a
Madter, she didn’t quitefitin.

Avoiding his questioning look, Alissa washed and stacked the eggsin a bowl. One was cracked, and
she put it on top. Still upset, she dumped at one of the narrow black tables. Taon hopped close to bump
her head under Alissa s fingers. Fingers moving amlesdy over her bird, Alissa stared at nothing. She had



to get Strell and Lodesh sorted out in her mind. Soon.

The chirping of sparrows intruded as the kitchen door opened and closed. Alissa didn't look up,
knowing it was Strell and Lodesh. The soft and certain sounds of wood being stacked intruded.

Lodesh bused hmsdf at the smdlest of the three hearths. “Would you like some eggs with your toast,
Alissa?" he asked chearfully.

Alissalooked up, thinking his courtly figure looked odd with the heavy pan in his hand. “Of course |
want eggs,” she said. “Why would | bother to bring them back if | didn’'t?”

Usdless heditated in dirring his paste. His eyebrows bunched, and Alissa added contritely, “Sorry. 1'd
like some eggs. Thank you.”

Her gaze fdl upon Strell, naticing he had put his shirt back on. His shoulders pulled at the brown
fabric as he stacked the wood. There was a click as Usdess set his girring rod down. “Are you feding
wedl, Alissa?’

She flicked her gaze up and away. “No. | mean, yes. I'm fine” She took a dow breath, settling her
eyes and fingers on Tdon. She wasn't going to tdl Usdess what she had overheard. He would only put
more redirictions on her. Rules were his answer to everything. “It's spring,” she said impulsvey. “1 want
to go to the plains”

“Have you found your mother’ s thought Sgnature yet?’
“No-0-0-0,” she moaned. “But—"
“Then you know your answer.”

Alissa's brow furrowed. There was a soft flutter as Taon retrested to the rafters. Strdl and Lodesh
glanced a each other uneesly, but Alissa's forthcoming complaint was interrupted as Connen-Neute
pulled open the garden door. In his humen guise, he was tal and scholarly, dusky of har and solemn of
manner. His long face was pinched in gpology as he gave Usdess a sheepish look. Connen-Neute
wouldn't meet her eyes, and she was pleased to see him sweeting under his black and gray Master’s vest
and trousers.

Tado-Toecan sghed and pushed out a char across from him. “Come here, Alissa I'd like to speak
with you for a moment. Alone, gentlemen, if you don’t mind?’

A quick bregth of worry and defiance shifted Alissa as Lodesh pulled the pan he had set over the fire
off the flames. “Not again,” he said sourly under his breath, avoiding her gaze as he headed for the open
archway and the rest of the Hold.

Strel was a soft blur of brown as he brushed past her, “I'll be at the firepit, Alissa” he murmured,
taking the opposite direction of Lodesh and going back into the garden.

Connen-Neute rose with an effortless movement, but Usdless, cleared his throat. “Connen-Neute?
Stay,” he said, and the young Master blanched.

From the dining hal came Lodesh’s voice: “Wdl, why didn’t you just say no humans?’

Alissa didn’'t move, shunning the chair Usdless had pushed out for her. She hated his rules, and she
didn't appreciate the way he kept trying to get Connen-Neute and her together.

Connen-Neute hovered by one of the unused hearths, histdl frame hunched and nervous looking. He
exchanged a weary look with Alissathat told her he, too, guessed this was going to be one of Usdess's
matchmeaking exercises.

Alissacleared her throat. “No,” she said clearly. “I’'m not gaing to pick berries with Connen-Neute or
dig a pond with him or go hunting poor defenseless sheep, or even go down to the holden and copy texts
from the pillars onto paper. | want to go to the plains and find my mother. You promised | could once the



passes were open.”

Connen-Neute' s eyes widened, but Useless kept his reaction to adow breath. “No,” he said. “I sad
you could go once you pinpointed her locetion.”

“But you can't search past the curve of the earth,” she protested. “I didn't know that when | agreed
toit. She'stoo far away! At least let me get close enough so | have a chance.”

Usdless rose. Moving with a predatory downess, he eased himsdf down across from her. The irate
firmness in his golden eyes made her more angry yet. “It’'s time for you to put your fancies asde and
accept that you can't follow your heart,” he said, his few lines seeming to deepen. “There are bigger
issues here”

Alissa's symied emoations bubbled over. “You don't think | know that Strell will die before my firg
wrinkle?’ she said, keegping just enough presence of mind to keep her tone soft. “You don’t think | know
thet | can never have raku children with either of them? | hate it. But maybe I'm supposed to be the last.
Ever think of that? Maybe it will be better this way.”

“Alisa...” he cgoled. His eyes flicked to Connen-Neute in gpology. “What, by my Sre's ashes, is
wrong with Connen-Neute?’
“Nothing,” she admitted. “But | don’'t love him.” The words were easy to say as she knew it wouldn't

hurt the sengtive Master a dl. He was the only digible raku left. But Connen-Neute was frightened of
Beast and wouldn't think to pursue Alissa, much to Useless's confusion and bother.

Usdless leaned back in his chair with aheavy sgh. “Alissa” he tried again. “We are taking about the
red risk of extinction. You may not care, but are you going to deny Connen-Neute the chance to live a
ful life? Yes, | know right now he's bound and determined to have nothing to do with you, but he is
young. Give him a chance.”

Connen-Neute cringed. “ Sorry. Not my idea,” he whispered privatdly into her mind.
Alissa said nothing, her eyes aullenly on the table, her ankle tapping the leg of her chair.

“Be patient,” Usdess said softly. “ Someday you will be free to go where you want. But not yet. You
are too young, too inexperienced. Lagt fdl, you got out of the plains by the skin of your tegth.” Clearly
frugtrated, he raised his abnormaly long hands in explanation. “Y ou can pass for human. | can’t. For dl
my strength, I'm usdless. | can't come rescue you, and | won't let you risk your life again urtil 1 know
you can handle yoursdf.”

“| can take care of mysdf. I'll be fing” she muttered.

“You'll be saying here” Usdless crossed his arms, making him look more like a dignified teacher than
usud. “Sometimes,” he said in a serious voice, “you learn more by not doing something than by doing it.”

Alissatook an angry, frustrated breath. “What the Bone and Ash does that mean!” she exclamed as
she stood up.

“Alissa” Usdess said, thefirg hint of red anger crossing him. “I’'m going to be very clear about this. |
am confining you to the Hold. | don’'t want you even in the foothills”

For three heartbeats, she stared a him. “But you let me go before—"
“Not anymore” Usdless' s jaw was st firmly.

Her breath came fadt, and her body demanded action. Heart besating wildly, she stood. “You
overgrown, snotty, know-it-dl lizard!” she shouted, sending Connen-Neute staggering backward in
fright. “Y ou're hiding behind rules invented for your convenience. Rules were made to be broken. Only
the law must be obeyed!”

Frustrated, she spun to the garden. She took three steps, gasping as she jerked to a hdt when a ward



snapped over her. Her thoughts white-hot and angry, she burned the ward aside.

Shocked Usdless would even try to bind her that way, she soun round to find him right behind her.
“I'm going into the garden,” she said, hating her sudden fear.

He reached out and gripped her arm. “Where did you hear that?’
Frightened, she jerked away. “What does it matter?” She stormed out, damming the door behind her.

Her steps quick and gtilted, she ssomped down the new gravel path to the firepit. Arms clasped tightly
about hersdf, she fumed. Useless was being overprotective. Getting confined in a plains jal for dissdent
behavior hadn’t been her fault. And she had gotten out on her own.

The door to the kitchen opened behind her, hitting the supporting wal with a bang.

Alissa whipped about. Her eyes widened. Usdless stood tdl, framed by the archway. His usudly
placid face was fierce. His golden eyes were intent, as if on prey. He caught Sght of her. “Alissal” he dl
but shouted, griding forward.

In a surge of fear, she shifted to her raku form. Beast dtirred to life, the full awareness of the inqults
Alissa had heaped upon Usdless crashing down on both of them. “Fly!” Alissa shrieked into their shared
thoughts. She had pushed Usdless too far and findly found hislimits

Beast took over. Haunches bunching, they legpt into the air. An dmog crippling tug on her thoughts
told her Usdless had shifted to his raku form as well. Fghting for height, Alissa circled the tower. Her
wings struggled to beat faster. She had to outdistance him. He would thrash her. He would ground her
and not et her read anything for a week!

“Alissa!l” came Usdless s thought. “Wait!”

She didn't. Frantic, she looked behind her. Usdess was falowing her wrathfully. His golden wings
were dmog a third again as large as hers. “Hy!” she shouted out loud, hearing her cry as a terrified,
gutturd sound. He was the only thing that could catch her, the only thing that had ever brought her down.
The only thing she was afraid of.

They reached the top of the tower. Alissa clutched & it, her long, dawlike hands scrabbling. She
propelled them forward. Stll flying, Beast ran them across the top of the flat roof.

They reached the edge. Beast gathered them for amighty leap to add to their speed.
“Go!” Alissa exclamed. Haunches bunched, breath gathered, and they lespt.

She shrieked as a savage claw gripped her ankle. Jerked to a hdt, Alissafdl. Her chin smacked into
the raling, and she cried out. Tears of pain and fear blurred her vison. Wings flaling, she cowered,
backing her bulk into a corner. The long claws dipped from her. Her tal whipped around her
submissvey, and she lowered her head dmog to the paving stones. Beast vanished from her thoughts,
leaving her done to suffer what her mouth had gotten her into.

“I'm sorry!” Alissa thought franticaly. “I’'m sorry! I'm sorry! I'll never talk back again. Please,
Usdess,” she pleaded, afraid he was going to hit her. She had said so many disrespectful things. “I'll
stay here. I'll be good!”

“Where did you hear that?" he asked, the intentness of his thought shocking her.

Head on the paving stones, she peered up a him. Her wing tips quivered. She had forgotten how
much bigger he was as a raku than she was. Usdless towered over her, the sun ginting through his greet
wings as he was dearly too agitated to fold them.

“What?' she asked. He took a step forward. She gasped as his shadow fdl over her. Hind legs
scrgping at the stones, she tried to scrunch her greet bulk farther into the corner.



“Where did you hear that?’ he asked. “Who told you that only the law must be obeyed?’

Shelet out her held breath, holding the next one as well. Frightened, she snuck a quick look at him.
She wasn't very good at reading raku expressions, but she would be blind not to recognize his agitation
from the way his stubby, truncated tail whipped the air.

He reached out one clawed forearm with incredible suddenness. Her bresth came in a panicked
sound as he pinned her wing to the paving stones. “1I’m sorry!” she cried out. “I won't do it again. |
promisel Usdless, I'm sorry!”

She cowered, watching his shadow tremble. “ Alissa,” he said, his thoughts precise and impatient as
they did into hers.

“1’m not going to strike you. Though the Navigator knows you deserve it.”

She angled her head up, disbdieving. Usdess's triangular head dropped to hers. “ And if you ever
speak to me like that in front of Connen-Neute again,” he intoned into her thoughts, “1 will lock you
in the holden for sixteen years.”

“Yes, Usdless,” she sammered, her pulse dowing. She released the breath she'd been holding in a
quick sound as he lifted his grip on her and backed up a step. With atug on her thoughts, he disappeared
inaswirl of gray, codescing back down to hisless formidable, human shift. He squinted in the sun as he
cameto stand by her head.

“Now,” he said, able to tak as he again had voca cords. “Who told you that?’

“Glla,” she said. “Slla told me that.” He paced forward, his eyes fever bright. Alissa jerked her
head up out of hisreach. “I’'m sorry!” she cried. “Isit wrong? | won't say it again!”

Usdess jerked to a stop. He clasped his hands behind his back and took a dow breath. His lips
pursed. “Who is Slla?’ he asked, his voice deceptively soft.

“Just a dream,” Alissa said, mydified. “1 used to dream about her when | was lonely. Before |
became a Master.” Alissa fdt hersdf blush. Looking down, she noticed her gold color had shifted to
amog pink. It was embarrassing to admit that she had dreams so red that Silla seemed like a friend.

Useless made a dow, srength-gathering blink. “Raku or human?’ he asked softly.

“Ah... raku,” Alissa said, remembering Silla s long fingers and golden eyes. Alissa had firg dreamed
of Slla even before she had found the Hold, catching the young woman hdfway out her bedroom
window during a dream of her father. Her imaginary friend had since found her occasond way into
severd other dreams, usudly when Alissa was unusudly tired or upset, coming to cheer her up with taes
of her own trids and frugtrations with her own teacher.

Alissadowly lowered her head, easing into a more comfortable crouch. It suddenly struck her as odd
that she would dream of a girl with araku’s long fingers and golden eyes even before she knew Masters
hed them in their humen shift.

“How—how old is she?” Usdess asked.

He was pacing, and Alissa stared until he did to a hdt before her. She had thought she was going to
be beaten, or a the very least chastised severdly. “ Younger than me,” she said. “But not much.” She
fdt her pulse dow. “Should | not say it?" she questioned.

He ran a quick hand over his short white hair. “That would make sense. That might explain it. Do you
dream of her every night or just Sometimes?’

Bewildered, Alissalowered her head to hisheight. “Hardly at all anymore. | dreamed of her a lot
when | was recovering from that burn across my tracings three winters ago.” Her pulse dowed, not
bdieving that he was more upset about what she had said than her inaults.



“The daytime,” Usdess said, darming her with the intentness of his words. “You dream of her in the
daytime”

Alissa nodded, just now redizing it.

“What does she wear?’ he demanded. “Y ou said she was a raku. She can dhift to human form, yes?’

Alissa drew back, wondering if Usdless might be losing his grip. Sowly she looked over the edge of
the ralling, wishing Connen-Neute would appear. “ Master’s attire.”

“No,” Usdess sad impeatiently. “Whet color?’

“Purple, with a red sash.”

Usdess's eyes lit up. “Connen-Neute!” he shouted with his thoughts, and Alissa winced a the
grength of it. “Come to the roof!” A amile, looking not out of place but rather giddy, blossomed over

him. “They'redive” he said dmog to himsdf as he went to the edge and looked down into the garden
for Connen-Neute. “They’'re divel And you have again done the impossible”



3

Alissa anxioudy blew out her bregth, ruffling her hair with her exndation. “But I'm not deepy,” she
complained, her eyes darting from one man to the next.

Usdless settled himsdf to the back of his chair in exasperation. Running a hand atop the bristles of his
short white hair, he scowled over the curtain-darkened dining hdl. Strdl and Lodesh were in separate
corners, trying to stay out of the way. Connen-Neute sat Sdeways on a hard-backed chair, looking
aullen that she was being taught a new ward and he wasn't.

The fire was high and the room was duffy. Redal-Stan’s old chair before the fire seemed to cradle
her, and she drew her legs up under her, pushing hersdlf back farther into the cushions. The overstuffed
mongrogty was a sdute to comfort, and Alissa dways fdt near to the gruff, fatherly Master from the
Hold's past when she sat init.

She ran a nervous thumb across the faded pattern, wishing he was here. He would understand, and if
not, she would fed comfortable enough to tdl hmwhy she was afraid to put hersdf into a trance. The old
Master had helped her when she found hersdf shifted into the past, accepting with a shocked wonder
who she was and where she had come from, trying to help her when it was clear she was going to dowly
lose her mind from her jump through time. Though she had known him for only a short time, she missed
him. Inhaing deeply, she imagined she could amdl book paste.

Tdon cluttered soothingly from the arm of her chair, and Alissa brought hersdlf back to the present
with adgh. Her tenson returned as she met Usdless' s gaze. “It doesn't matter that you aren’'t deepy,” he
sad with amix of understanding and impatience. “You aren't trying to deep. It's atrance, a deep date of
concentration. Y ou' ve done this before—"

“Not on purpose,” she interrupted, showing a questionable lack of common sense. Eyes dropping at
his sudden frown, she whispered, “Sorry.”

Her thoughts sivung wildly back to Bailie and the trance he had lulled her into three winters ago. The
insane Keeper had been more powerful than she, fluent in the skills Alissa was only just learning. She had
been hdpless in his grip; with his voice done he had unknowingly opened the way for Useless to enter
her mind and spesk through her. It had ultimately saved her life, but looking back on it now, it frightened
her.

She put a hand to her middle. To do as Usdless asked would put her where the ground might fal out
from under her feet. Bad things happened when she logt her valition. She had gone ferd when her book
of First Truth had taken over her mind to teach her how to shift. When Bailie had Iulled her into a
trance, the evening had ended with her burning her mind so deeply she dmost died. Beast had once
unwillingly taken her over when Alissa loosened her grip in an indant of anger. And to voluntarily put her
will in another’ s hands again, to dlow them to manipulate her at their whim, was too much to ask.

Usdess adjusted his sash, obvioudy not seeing the problem. “As | was saying, you've done this
before. You can do it again. I'll run the ward for you, if that's what concerns you.”

“No!” she exclamed, unwilling to admit the reason for her reluctance. “I'll do it mysdf.” She
hestated. “Maybe we should wait and try tonight. The sunis nearly crested.”

“That is the whole point!” Usdless burst out. Teking a dow breath, he set his hands on his lap. “I
don't understand dl of it,” he said camly. “But you said when you dream of Slla the beach is white
sand, not gravel. You dream of her only when the sun is up. Sllais a Magter, born to those that left
twenty years ago. They're dive, and | think they’re so far away that it's night there when it's day here.”



Alissa arched her eyebrows in dishdief. Even Connen-Neute, usudly able to accept anything on faith,
cleared his throat in doubt. “Y ou—ah—can't send thoughts beyond the curve of the earth,” the young
Master protested meekly, flinching when Usdless gave him a black 1ook.

“Perhgps Alissa is bouncing her thoughts off the bottoms of clouds” Usdess sad in a bother.
“Perhaps because they are both adeep they only need to go hdfway. Perhaps it's because Alissa was
born ahumen ingtead of a raku. How should | know what she is doing? But Sllais red, and she knows
Keribdis. My wife was forever throwing that phrase about rules and the law at me. Every burning-ash
time we argued.”

Connen-Neute moved uneesily in his charr. Brow pinched, he fingered the red sash around his was.
Alissawent dack in thought. Slla wore a red sash as well. Sashes were marks of teaching lineage. Her
eyes widened. Keribdis had been Connen-Neute' s teacher?

“Alissa” Usdless sad, jerking her atention back. “Y ou' ve memorized the pattern needed to maintain
a trance without sacrificing your ludid state. Just set it up and run it. I've tried to reach both Silla and
Keribdis. | can't doit.” His expresson was fierce with longing.

Anxidly tightened her shoulders, and she glanced a Strel and Lodesh. Lodesh gestured she should
try, but Strell had a helpless, knowing look. Miserable, she met Usdless' s golden eyes, the fire setting the
brown flecks within them aglow. His pain was obvious. For two decades he had bdieved Keribdis was
dead, and ther last words to each other had been harsh and unforgiving. “I—I can't...” she sad,
ashamed to admit she was frightened.

“Why not?’ he shouted, gesturing wildly.

Her eyes widened. Staring fiercdy at thefire, she refused to cry. She wanted to run, but the memory
of being pinned to the Hold's tower kept her unmoving.

Seeing her obvious misary, Usdess fdl back againg his chair. “Please, Alissa” he amended oftly.
“I'm your teacher. Tdl me why you can't?’

Sill she wouldn't say anything, keeping her hands tight in her lgp and her eyes riveted to the fire. The
dlencein the dark, Suffy room became uncomfortable.

“Um,” Strel offered, hislow voice hedtant. “Can | tdk to Alissafor a moment?’

Usdless jerked himsdf to his feet. Clearly in a sour mood, he gestured for Connen-Neute and Lodesh
to precede him out. The well-dressed Keeper seemed as bothered as Usdless, dearly not liking Strell
imegining he could help when Lodesh could not. Usdless's long vest swirled as he ssomped out. She
lisgened to ther hushed voices echo as they went into the great hall.

Tdon chittered, and Alissa took the amdl bird, finding comfort in running a finger over her grayed
markings. Ashamed of her cowardice, she glanced at Strell, relieved to see the understanding in his eyes.

She gave him a thin amile as he pulled his hard-backed chair over to st facing her with their knees
amog touching. Taon chittered aggressvely at how close they were to each other, and Alissa st her
asde. He hadn't yet shaved, and the prickly black looked awful.

“l know what's bothering you,” Strdll said softly, and she dumped.

Leaning forward, she dropped her forehead to his shoulder. The scent of dry sand filled her senses,
and she fdt the prick of tears. Strell leaned forward as well to rest his head againg her. They sat for a
moment, Alissa taking strength from his silence.

“l can't do it, Strell,” she whispered, her fingers running over the cdluses on his fingers. “What if |
lose control? What if [—”

“Youwon't,” Strel soothed, interrupting. She took a bregath to protest, hating as he put a finger atop



her lips. “Alissa, ligen,” he asserted gently. “When you're in a trance, you haven't given your will to
another, just freed your inhibitions. You're no more likdy to do something you don't want to do than
when you're fully awake. I'm amingrd. Trust me on this?” Strdll tucked a strand of har behind her ear,
hisfingers rough and warm againgt her neck.

She nodded, miserable, as she wiped the moisture from her eyes. Shame for her cowardice filled her.
Usdess had spent twenty years away from his wife, his colleagues, everyone he had known. And now
her weskness was kegping them from coming home. She was being foolish. No one in the Hold would
hurt her. No one.

Alissatook a steadying breath. “You'll stay here with me?’ she asked.

Strell’s brown eyes glinted with what 1ooked like pridein her. “Yes, I'll even keep everyone out until
you wake up, if you like” He ran his hand over his hair and gripped the dip that kept his dark har back.
“If that’ s dl right with you?’

Her heart gave a pound a his last words, and she searched his anxious expresson. Ashes, she
thought, her heart going out to him. He wanted to help, and as a commoner incapable of working wards,
he thought there was nathing he could do. He had no idea the strength she took from him smply being
there, keeping her from being done.

Unable to hold his gaze, she nodded. Taking three dow, practiced breaths, Alissa fdt the tenson
drain from her. She focused on Strdl and his encouraging smile before she closed her eyes and prepared
to set up her newest ward.

Deep in her unconsciousness lay a glittering, siver sphere of power, a gift from her papa before he
died. It had been giveninlove, and therefore she was Ieft in the unique Stuation of owing no one a debt
of dlegiance for her strength. Not even Usdless. He taught her to pass on his knowledge, and she put
hersalf under his direction out of respect done.

The glowing sphere was her source, the beginning of everything. Surrounding it to bind it into shape
were uncountable threads. The arrangement gave Alissa the impresson of a loosdy wound bdl of wool.
Glimpses of force eked out, making the sphere glow brighter than a star. Never had Alissa been adle to
foom any impresson of what lay encased by the threads. Usdess once told her it was because
limit-bound thoughts balked at infinity.

Alissa dipped further into her mindscape, enjoying the dow immerson instead of the usud dash and
crash she used to indigate wards quickly. As the fire hissed and popped, her thoughts dowed, and her
tracings, a close companion to her source, seemed to mdt into focus behind her mind's eye. A twisted
chaos of blue-black lines spread indl directions about the glowing sphere. The lines were nearly invishle
agang her thoughts. Dewdrops of a more intense blue marked where tracings met and fractured. A gold
shimmer followed the tracings in wisps visble only when she looked at them sSideways.

Alissa sent athought to pierce her glowing source. A silver-lined ribbon of energy shot out and made
the jJump to her tracings. Touching a a Sngle juncture, the energy made a curving arc back to her source,
crossing over itsdf to make a twisted, crossed loop. It was the primary circuit, according to Usdess.
Alissapreferred to cdl it “nothing,” as that’s exactly what it did.

Her awareness focused as she brought back the memory of the ward Useless had shown her earlier.
Double-checking as she went, Alissa dlowed the energy from the primary circuit into selected tracings.
The pattern of lineslooping in and amnongs themsaves was what made a ward. 1t wasn't magic, she 4ill
contended, but it didn't hurt to let everyone think it was. It was easier than trying to explain what redly
happened.

The pattern filled with a hissng energy, lighting her mind-scape with a brilliant glow that wasn't gold
or slver but somehow both. Assuring hersdlf again that nothing would happen to her aslong as Strell was
near, Alissa set up afidd within hersdf to give the ward a place to act. She dlowed a tinge more energy



to flow into the completed circuit. Her tracings went dark as the ward made the jump from her tracings to
her fidd.

The warmth of the fire on her face seemed to increase as something dowly settled over her. It was
the ward, and though smilar to being adeep, it was different at its most basic level. The ward sharpened
her thoughts, and Alissa intentiondly imagined hersdf in the Hold's garden in the snow. Silla liked snow,
and in her dreams they had often compared the snowflakes thet fdl upon thar deeves. Alissa shivered in
the imagined chill, feding agust of wind in her hair. She waited in the moonlit garden, watching the stars
grow sharp as the ar cracked in her lungs. Still, no Silla

Perhaps, she wondered, | should try to find Slla? This was harder, and Alissa had sddom
managed it. Rdaxing further, she fdt hersdf settle deeper into the cushions. The snow-blanketed garden
vanished. Again she fdt the suffy warmth of the dining hdl. This, too, she worked to block out, bdieving
she should fed nothing, emptying her thoughts so she could find Silla's.

In her dream dtate, she closed her eyes to ligen with her entire being the way Beast had taught her.
Sowly she recognized the wind. It was steady, and with it came an increesngly familiar scent of sdt. In
her dream, Alissa opened her eyes and gasped.

She was dreaming. She knew tha. She was dso sanding at the edge of a diff overlooking more
water than she had ever seen. It was flat like a tabletop, and so far below her that its motion was logt.
“Alissal” came a high-pitched voice.

Alissa turned, ailing in recognition. “Hi, Silla” Alissa pulled her hand up to shade her eyes from the
imaginary sun. With new understanding, she looked at the young Master in her human form. Slla was
admog as tdl as Alissa, not yet having grown into her ful height. Thin with late adolescence, her face
angled to agmdl chin, its shape accentuated by her cheekbones.

Sllagmiledin greeting as she held awisp of black hair out of her eyes with an overly long hand. Her
cascade of ringlets were held off her neck and shoulders by ribbons, and the arangement gave Slla a
regd demeanor only strengthened by the golden eyes Masters had, even in thar humen form. Alisa's
gaze dropped to the red sash about Silla s waist, comparing it to Connen-Neute's. They were the same.

Sllagrinned as she saw Alissa's new Master’s attire. “I like it,” she said, taking an expansve deeve
in her hands and running a thumb across the shadow of ivy leaves woven into the fabric. “How long did it
take you?’

“All winter. Two months to learn how to weave the ivy leef pattern. After that, it was easy.” Alisa
turned to the drop-off. “Thisis nice. Why haven't you shown me this before?’

Slla shrugged, looking embarrassed. “I come up here sometimes to st. It looks like a good place to
learn how to fly.”

Alissa sat down on the conveniently placed dream rock. “Don’'t you know how, yet?’
Sllaturned away. “Of course. I'm just not that good yet.”

Seeing her obvious embarrassment, Alissawinced. “ Sorry. I'm not that good yet, mysdf,” she added,
and Sillaflashed her a quick, grateful amile.

“Ligen,” Alissa said. “I'm glad | found you today, or tonight, rather. You're redl. | mean, I'm red.”
Sllas heart-shaped face went dack in asonishment, and Alissa added, “You remember me tdling you
about the Hold?’

“Yes” Sllasad cautioudy. “That's where we came from. It's cold there.”

Alissa stood up in excitement. “ Cold. Like snow! Remember | showed you that? That's where | am.
With Usdless. | told you about him. But his red name is Tao-Toecan.” The proper name for her
ingtructor sounded odd coming from her lips.



Slla's eyes widened. “Tao-Toecan? He s—he's Keribdis s—

“Yed” Alissa cried. “Her husband. Is she dl right? Usdless—| mean Tao-Toecan—has been trying
to reach her ever snce he redized you were ared person, or raku rather, and that it was possble to
reach another from so far away.” Her words tumbled over themselves.

“You're—red?’ Sllalooked ill. “I thought you were a dream.”
“And Connen-Neute and Lodesh are here” Alissasaid as she took Silla s hands.
Slladrew her hands from Alissa and backed away. “Connen-Neute isferd.”

Alissagrinned. “Not anymore. | accidentaly brought his sentience forward from the past. It was sort
of my fault he went ferd in the first place. But ligen. I'm a Master, just like you. Talo-Toecan says these
aren't dreams but a communication that’s possible when the mind is relaxed and free to believe in the
impossible. It's fantadtic that we can reach thet far.”

Face white, Slla took another step back. “I saw you dream of your father,” she said. “He wasn't a
Master. How can you be one? Y ou don't look like one.”

Concerned at Sillas fright, Alissa stepped forward. “I've got ancestry from the plains, foothills, and
even the coast somewhere. | made the jump from Keeper to Master,” she said. “Wait. | can prove I'm
redl,” she pleaded. “I know your teacher is Keribdis. You never told me that. Connen-Neute wears the
same red sash you do. She taught him, too.”

Sllas head shifted vidlently in denid. “Connen-Neute is ferd. | heard the Stories. You're a dream,
tdling me things | dready know. Keribdis sad | shouldn’t think of you. That you're madness. Thet |
might go ferd if | ligen to you!”

“Slld” Alissa cried, seeing in her the desire to flee “Ask Keribdis about Lodesh Stryska. He's a
Keeper. He's here a the Hold. Blond hair, green eyes, dways trying to get me to blush. Keribdis will
remember him. He makes redly good tea,” she finished weakly.

Slla looked terrified, and Alissa scrambled to find a way to prove neither one of them was insane.
“Ask Keribdis about the cups he can make from his thoughts,” she said suddenly. “They’re the Sze of
two fiss No one ever told you thet, did they?’

“But he's dead,” Silla whispered. Eyes wide, she gazed at Alissa. “He was the last Warden of Esef
Nawoer.” She backed to the amdl footpath leading down.

“Slld I'mred,” Alissacried. “ Tao-Toecan wants you to come home.”

“I can't fly!” Slla shouted. “I1t's my fault we can't get off the idand!” Her face shifted back to fear.
“You're adream. You' re madness. Get out of my dream! Get out!” she shrieked.

Alissa started awake, gasping. Her heart pounded, and she dmog rose from her chair. Strdl was
oripping her shoulder, his eyes crinkled with worry. Usdless stood behind him. He glowed with hope, but
it turned to ash as he took in Alissa s cold face.

She swallowed hard as her pulse dowed. The fireé s warmth fdt chill after the bamy strength of the
aun on Slla s diff. She glanced at Strell, and he let her go. “ She thinks... She thinks I'm a figment of her
imagingtion,” Alissa said, sheking insde. “She thinks I'll make her insane. I'm sorry, Usdess” she
whispered. “1 found her. | tried to tdl her | wasn't adream. | told her aout Connen-Neute—"

“The lasgt they knew, he was fard,” Usdess interrupted. “She didn't believe you.” Face gray and
pained looking, he closed his eyes asif unable to tolerate the heartache.

“And trying to convince her with Lodesh was just as bad. And it didn’t help that I'm a transeunt; |
don't think she even knowsiit's possible for a human to become a Master,” she added, thinking of Sllas
long stares at Alissa s short-by-comparison fingers.



Tdon hopped to Strell’ s shoulder, peering a Alissawith an odd, unbirdlike intengty.

“WEIl try agan tomorrow,” the old Master said softly as he turned away to hide his grievous
disappointment.

Somehow, Alissadidn’t think it would make any difference.
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“It's not working,” Alissa said in exasperation, trying to hide her frudraion as Usdless 9ghed. “We
should just fly out there and get them.” Sumping in one of the kitchen's chairs, she pushed her plate of
sew away. Strell, hafway across the room, diffened. Alissa closed her eyes at his abhorrence of wasting
food, then gestured he could haveit.

Usdless said nathing, his attention upon repairing a bowl that would be easier to replace then fix. His
usud upright countenance had degraded over the last few days, worn down as thelr attempts to convince
Slla that Alissa was red faled. His craggy feetures remained quiet as his abnormdly long fingers
manipulated the blue-glazed shard of pottery into place.

Connen-Neute fidgeted—he was hiding in a corner, if the truth be told—and it rankled Alissa that his
nervousness was because she had found fault with Usdless's plan of action.

There was a scrape as Strell pulled her stew across the table and retreated with it to the hearth. His
travel-worn pack rested by the garden door beside Lodesh's far newer one. Alissa eyed the packs in
frudration. Strell was ready to go to the coast and charter a boat to find Slla And as Slla believed
Alissa was a dream-demon, someone would have to go fetch them.

Usdess set the mended bowl down with a soft dink. His eyes medting hers across the table were
tired but held a daunting determination. “WEe ll try again tomorrow,” he intoned.

“But she's scared of me” Alissainggted. “She wakes hersdf up when | find her. Ever ance she told
Keribdis what | said, the poor girl is convinced that | will make her go ferd.” Alissas lips pursed. Slla
never would have come to that conclusion by hersdlf. Keribdis must have told her that, and Alissa wasn't
pleased to have been shelved with dream-demons and nightmeares.

Useless made anoise of disagreement. They dl looked up as Lodesh burst into the kitchen. “Where
are my other shoes?’ the degant Keeper muttered. His green eyes were pinched as he riffled through his
pack. “Has anyone seen my other shoes?’ he asked. Waving his hands in bother, he strode out before
anyone could answer.

“Tomorrow, I'll share your trance” Usdless sad as Lodesh disappeared. “If | pickaback my
consciousness on yours, well share the same vison. I'll cadm Silla down and convince her she's not
going ferd.” His expresson darkened as he looked a Lodesh's pile. “Thereé's no need to leave the
Hold.”

“No,” Alissasad. “I won't pickaback. Not again.”

Surprise pulled Usdless straight. The blatant defiance would normdly earn her a severe lecture and a
withdrawa of privileges, but pickabacking was a dangeroudy close sharing of mind and emotion. She
was within her rights to refuse.

“You pickabacked with Connen-Neute,” Usdless protested. “I’'m more skilled than he is in keegping
my thoughts to mysdif. If anyone should be worried, it's me, not you.”

Thinking of Beast, Alissaglanced a Connen-Neute. The young Master solemnly shifted his head. The
subtle movement told Alissa volumes. If she dlowed such a close contact, Useless would see Beast, just
as he had. That was a bed of worms she had no wish to hoe. “No,” she said.

Lodesh breezed in with a bundle of blankets over his arm.

Never acknowledging them, he threw the blankets beside his pack and strode out. He was humming
adancing tune, his steps smacking the floor loudly in time with the beat.



Usdless leaned across the table as Lodesh's footsteps grew fant. “1 haven't given anyone permisson
to leave. Strdl is the only one who doesn't need it. You and Connen-Neute are students, and have
dready demongtrated an incredible inahility to keep your mouths shut and your skills to yoursdf when
caught by surprise. Lodesh is on probation because he alowed you to become trapped in the past. No
one leaves without an appropriate escort, and I’'m not going.”

Alissafrowned as sherecdled Usdess's averson to large bodies of water. She took a deep breath.
The memory of him pinning her wing to the tower’s roof flitted through her. Her eyes dropped, and she
tried to disappear into the hard kitchen chair. “If it weren't for dl the water, we dl could fly out and find
them,” she muttered.

Usdess gtiffened with an audible breath. “1t’'s not the water, Alissa” he said coldly.

Alisa sfird feding of darm shifted to overconfidence & his rdaivey mild response. She glanced a
Connen-Neute. Eyes frightened, he shook his head, tdling her to stop. Her foot tapped as she weighed
her options. She was disagreaing; she wasn't being disrespectful. “We should take a boat,” she said.
“After dl, Strell and Lodesh want to come.”

“It'snot the water.” Mations jerky, Usdless stood. He turned his back to her. The hem of his baggy
trousers trembled. The warning was clear. Alissaignored it.

“Besdes” she continued, “1 wouldn't risk flying off to the horizon without a place to land.” She
hestated, knowing that’s exactly what Keribdis had convinced the entire Hold of Masters to do. “That's
foolish”

“It's not—the water,” Usdless said, his soft voice tight. He turned, and Alissawas surprised to see an
old pain hiding in his weary gaze.

“Then what isit?’ she pleaded, just wanting to understand.

Useless took a dow bresth before coming to St across from her. His head drooped, and he stared at
the black evenness of the tabletop. A hand ran over hiswhite, short-cropped hair.

“l swore | wouldn't chase after Keribdis this time, and | won't.” He looked up, his few wrinkles
looking stark. “Not thistime. She went too far, and | won't go after her. Not again. Not ever.”

Alissablinked. Pride? she wondered. Usdless was too proud to go after them? After dl thistime?

Lodesh entered the room, soft and subdued. He wedged a tin into his pack and gave Strdl a quick,
sdeways jerk of his head. Strel stared blankly, his spoon hdfway to his mouth. Lodesh grimaced in
meaning, and, grunting, Strell unfolded his long legs and ambled after him with his plate of unfinished
stew. Connen-Neute looked at her in pity, then bolted out after them.

Alissa swalowed hard. Alone with Usdless, she waited until even the faintes sound of footsteps
vanished. “Your pride?’ she asked carefully. She hadn’'t known him long enough to cast judgment, but
someone had to pull Usdless's head out of the rabhbit hole, and she was the only one who might get away
withit. “Your prideisgoing to keep the Hold split?’

“You've been dive for twenty years” he said, his eyes on his mended bowl. “Berate me about pride
when you have eight hundred behind you.”

“Since when does age have anything to do with foolishness?” she said, knowing she was stepping
over the line. But he was hiding something from her—or she was too dense to see it.

“Keribdisis...” he started, his golden eyes tired. “Even before we wed, Keribdis was the accepted
matriarch of the . Hold,” he said softly. “Better liked than |, which means more than it should.” He
hestated, his long fingers running over the repaired crack in his bowl. “She has an uncanny ability to
persuade. I'm the only one who ever stood up to her, tdling her when her plans were immord and not
dlowing her to break our laws with impunity. If | seek her out, | will be saying her ideas to continue



menipulaing the plains and foathills are just. She won't ligen to even me anymore” He frowned. “And
she needs to understand her desires are wrong before she commits any more atrocities.”

“Does it matter?’ Alissaexdaimed. “Isit worth dl this?’

He grimaced, his white eyebrows bunching. “Perhaps it would be best to show you,” he said, and her
somach tensed. Usdless had never shared any of his memories with her. Ever.

His golden eyes were sad as he read her surprise. “I’'m sorry, Alissa” he said as her tracings began to
resonate in response to him setting up a ward to trip the lines and rdive a memory. “This is a wisdom |
hed hoped you would never need to learn. It might have been easier had the rest of the Masters stayed
log for afew hundred years more.”

“Wigdom ign't bad,” Alissa said, worried at what he might show her. “Only the way you useiit”
He amiled faintly, settling himsdf with his hands laced across his front. “ Perhaps.”

Usdless waited until she had her tracings dight with the proper pattern and nodded her readiness.
With a surprisng ease, she dipped into Useless's memory.

Talo-Toecan stood three steps above everyone upon the stairway in the great hall. As they
argued in usaless debate, he dammed his hand upon the banister in frustration. It was an unusual
display of temper. Only Keribdis noticed, pursing her lipsin a derisive admonishment. The tumult
of sixty-plus strongly opinionated Masters trying to outdo each other in voicing their opinions

was four stories up, and there still wasn’t enough room for all the egos.

Keribdis's look was ripe with a patronizing disgust, but dowly it grew till. The whoosh of the
pendulum overhead, marking time and the spinning of the earth, cut through the tense air. “ Yes,”
Keribdis said into the last murmurs. “ Let him dig his own grave without interference.”

Talo-Toecan refused to frown. “ The only grave is continuing to ignore that scores of recessive
alldles have escaped unnoticed and unrecorded,” he said with a practiced restraint.

“Yes!” came an impatient shout. “ We all agree on that.”

Ruen-Tag pushed to the front, his golden eyes bright with agitation. “We must regain control
of all three populations, sowing down the occurrence of Keepers,” he said, and Talo-Toecan
nodded for him to continue. “ | like them and all, but | have five students already. One came from
alineit shouldn't. It made chaos of my records. | had to go back three generations to find where
her family line picked up a recessive coastal allele, of all things. All my charts had to be modified,
years of work. | don’t have the time—"

“Yes, yes,” Talo-Toecan soothed, his hands upraised. “We're all running into the same
problem. It only strengthens my position that we need to loosen control further, remove all the
barriers, both physical and psychological, and let them mix as they will.”

The hall roared into controversy. Talo-Toecan let them rage, turning to the thin, tall windows
and the sky beyond. It was a perfect morning for flight: the updrafts steady and strong, the clouds
thin and high. What he would give to leave the touchy sensitivities and stubborn tempers and soar
away.

But rakus loved to debate. They could be decades deciding what to do, and their callous
disregard for their weaker kin disgusted him. They hid in their mountains, the people they
surreptitiously manipulated duped into believing rakus were only winged beasts. Ashes, even their
Keepers held the secret, bribed into silence with the promise of “ magic.”

He turned from the sky when a strong voice cut through the subsiding turmoil. “ Letting them



mix will make things worse,” the voice accused. “ You admit it yourself, Talo-Toecan.”
“For only a short time,” he agreed, but they weren't listening. “ Two centuries, perhaps.”

There was a tug on his deeve, and he looked down at Wyden. She was flushed for having
interrupted him, and his anger softened. “ It's impossible to keep track of the pertinent allelesin a
homogenous population,” she protested gently. “ That's why our ancestors divided them in the
first place.”

“We'd be overrun with Keepersin fifty years,” another stated.

“ Septhamas and shadufs would be popping up like mushrooms in a foothills dungheap,” came
a voice from the back, and there was a chorus of agreement mixed with nervous laughter.

“We could have a transeunt, and not even know it,” Keribdis said.

Talo-Toecan settled his gaze upon her, thinking she looked splendid in her proud, impassioned
defiance. She stood on the floor, her low position in relation to his stance only adding to her inner
strength. The babble went ill, and Talo-Toecan’s brow furrowed. Keribdis had an uncanny,
irritating talent of finding the sightest drawback to his ideas and twisting the knife. It wasn't the
assemblage he had to convince, it was his wife. The rest would follow her. They always did.

“Yes, Talo-Toecan,” someone accused. “ What if we had a transeunt and didn’t know it? Do
you really want one showing up at the Hold thinking they were a Keeper? Who knows what we
would get?”

He said nothing. Were they all blind?

Ruen-Tag, forever Keribdis's bootlicker, tugged his yellow sash straight as he turned to the
assemblage. “ We must regain control, if only for that reason,” he said, glancing at Keribdis for
approval and flushing when she smiled at him. “ A transeunt must be nurtured with discretion and
prudent wisdom,” he all but oozed, “or they'll have no reason to follow our direction upon
reaching their Master potential. They must be painstakingly created, a careful blending of chosen
family lines watched through the generations, so we get what we want. You can’'t allow them to
come into existence like a squash from last year’s refuse pile.”

“Coward,” Talo-Toecan muttered. His roving gaze landed on Redal-San leaning against the
far wall. The old Master had a hand over his eyes as Talo-Toecan ruined what was left of his
reputation. By voicing his radical beliefs so stridently, Talo-Toecan had just destroyed what little
chance he had left to be allowed to teach a student Master. It didn’t matter, he thought dryly.
There hadn’t been any raku children to teach for almost three hundred years.

“The next transeunt isn’t planned for centuries,” someone broke in. “We' re wasting time. The
guestion is how to regain control of the three alleles necessary to create a transeunt, and the
easiest way to do that is purging the plains of the recessive coastal allele.”

“No,” came a hot protest. “ The contamination is minimal in the plains. It's the foothills.
They're beginning to breed outside their population again. It doesn't matter if recessve coastal
alleles have infiltrated into the plains or foothills if we can just keep them from interbreeding.”

“ Reinstate the animosity between their cultures,” came a strong voice. “It's easy, fast, and
maybe we can remove some of those coastal alleles in the process. A famine? Diverting the main
snowmelt for three years ought to be enough.”

Talo-Toecan closed his eyes to gather his strength. Purging allees? Reinstating their
animosity? What they meant was killing half the world’s human population.

“No,” Keribdis said, and his eyes flew open. She had put herself into a beam of morning sun,
knowing it would glow through her hair like glory itself, knowing exactly what it would do to him.



“We should reduce all three populations to a manageable level. When the dust clears, we can pick
up the remaining family lines, make minor cullings where needed, and move forward from there.
Everyone will get a needed break. My sabbatical is up in eight years, and I’'m not looking forward
to having the overabundance of students everyone ese has.”

Talo-Toecan divorced himself of the thoughts Keribdis had stirred. “ You don’'t understand,”
he whispered as he tugged the black sash around his waist straight. “ Limiting the populations
isn't a viable option anymore,” he said loudly. * It's too late. The recessive alleles have escaped.
The populations are mixing. There are too many people to instigate a continent-wide plague or
war again. It would be inhuman.”

“Inhuman,” Keribdis said, tossing her head. “ Listen to yourself. They don’t live very long—
and they breed fast enough. In a few centuries we will have Keepers again. And at a manageable
level

Talo-Toecan's breath came fast in anger. “I’'m not concerned with the temporary lack of
Keeperdsl” he exclaimed. “ Keepers, commoners, you forget they are of us. To treat them as we
have in the past iswrong! Killing half the human population to regain control is not management.
It's murder!” He was shouting now, trying to finish, but his voice was drowned out in the uproar
his claim of equality provoked.

“Your personal views on the matter,” Keribdis said, her mocking words cutting through the
noise, “ don t amount for a fledgling’s chance in a windstorm.”

“I wouldn’t know,” he said bitterly. “ You never cared enough to give me a child.”

The hall went silent. Keribdis drew hersdlf up, glaring magnificently at him. Feet scuffed, and
gazes dropped as the rest of the assembly cringed, embarrassed to be witnessing one of ther
frequent arguments so openly.

Talo-Toecan’s hands clenched at his sides. “ Killing half the human population to free your
morning from work is unacceptable, Keribdis. We should encourage their genetic histories to mix.
Masters have been manipulating the human population for the last five thousand years, and what
happened? Our numbers have dropped to sixty-four. Sxty-four!” he accused, spinning about.
“Only one raku child has survived to maturity in the last three hundred years, and even he went
feral! Doesn't that tell you anything?”

He gestured over the assembled Masters in frustration. “ They are ud Look at yourselves. It
isn't coincidence theirs is the only form we can shift into and return back from. Why do they
frighten you?” He pursed his lips, frowning. He had said more than he should.

Keribdis gave him a withering look. Turning, she sedately walked out the front door and into
the sun, lightly warding it open as she went so he would be forced to see her shift into her raku
form and leap golden and shimmering into the light, a vison of grace untamed. Someone
coughed, and Talo-Toecan looked back.

“Meeting adjourned?” Ruen-Tag stammered.

Without a word, Talo-Toecan spun on the stairs to rise to their empty room. He would give her
a generous head start, he seethed. Already he could fedl the tension building, an undeniable desire
for flight, for chase. Nothing else mattered.

For all her well-thought-out protests, Keribdis didn’t care about this morning's meeting. But
she knew he did. All her spiteful words had been to goad him into chasing her.

And chase her he would, as he always had, thrilling in the hunt as much as she, even as he
despised himself for succumbing to her wiles. Despite his years of gently refusing the quiet offers
of companionship extended by his female associates, he clung to the hope that Keribdis would



someday find within herself the same feelings he held for her.
But he knew he waited in vain. She was too much a beast and too little a Master.
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Alissa sat cross-legged a the western opening to the holden, brooding in the warmth of the setting
saun. The Hold's tremendous cavern of a cdlar was hard to get to unless one had wings. The only other
way besides flying was a long, cramped tunnd that started in one of the Hold's closets. The capstone
was currently warded shut. She knew; she had checked.

Possessing tremendoudy high cellings and pillars decorated with the Masters' script, the holden was
both a ceremonia chamber and a prison. Masters went ferd while learning to shift to a new form, and the
holden had been usad to confine them until sentience was returned or deemed lost forever. Ballie had
perverted its use, devely trapping Usdess within it for Sxteen years while the cowardly man searched
for a safe way to put the plains and foathills & war. It had been Strdl who had freed him. Alissa came
down here when she wanted to avoid Usdless, knowing the large cavern made the usudly unflgppable
Master uneasy, even though he had torn the enormous western gate from its hinges shortly after regaining
his freedom.

Shadowed and dill, the only sound besides the wind was the measured drips of water fdling into the
cisern behind her.

Alissa had once spent an afternoon trapped here hersdf, scraiching her pet name for Usdless upon
the cisern’s wal next to his red name, Tao-Toecan. Afterward, she had fdlen in to nearly drown
hersdf. Alissaflushed at the memory. Lodesh had fished her out. But that had been before she had redly
known him.

She had come down here to sulk, as only Usdess and Connen-Neute could reach her. “And you,
Tdon,” she said, soothing the samdl bird as Tadon worried Alissal s fingers with a gentle beak. Sghing, she
looked out over the tremendous drop-off and to the unseen sea. Sunset had turned the clouds pink, and
they stood out sharp againg the deep blue of the evening sky. The sun had beat upon the flat rock face
dl afternoon until even her human eyes could see the updraft as a himmering waver.

She was packed, Alissa thought glumly. Connen-Neute was packed. Strdl was packed. Even
L odesh had managed to whittle his pile down to something he could carry. But Usdless wasn't budging,
having cloistered himsdlf in his room the last two days to avoid everyone.

The kestrel chittered a welcome as the shadow of wings covered the shattered remains of the western
gae. It was Usdless, and Alissaliglesdy scooted sideways to make room for him to land. Her hair flew
wildy as he back-winged before her, expertly dearing the low opening and finding the floor. There was a
tug on her thoughts as he shifted from a raku to his humen form.

Alissaignored him. Knees pulled to her chin, she clasped her arms around hersdlf. She had nothing to
sy he hadn’t dready heard.

Usdless tugged his black sash around his waist straight until the tips of it brushed the floor. Saying
nothing, he sat cross-legged beside her and watched the sun set. Sowly the sound of the dripping water
became obvious again. Alissa squinted at him from the edge of her Sght, then looked away. “Let me go
find them, Usdess,” she sad. “I'm the only one who can.”

“I know,” he said shortly.

“I’'m the only one who can hear Sllathisfar away,” she asserted.

“l won't argue that with you,” he agreed, not giving way at dl.

“I'd be very careful. I'd follow your rules” she pleaded. “I wouldn’t complain.”
“That,” he sad dryly as he turned to her, “would be a miradein itsdf.”



Frustrated, Alissaexdamed, “I am not Keribdis! I’'m not running away from you!”
His eyes closed againg the sun, and he took a dow breath. “I know.”
A miserable puff of sound escaped her as she dumped. “Then why are you here?’

Useless opened his eyes. For a long time, he was dlent. “You know you are the only Master I've
taught?” he findly said, and Alissa nodded. “Over eight hundred years old—five hundred years of
teaching experience—and never granted the opportunity to take a raku child for a student, only Keepers.
At firg, they said it was because | was too busy or held too many responsbilities. Later, there were no
children to teach. But | dways knew it was because they were afraid | would pass on my strong beiefs,
ghifting the balance of power in the Hold.”

The grievous hurt in his eyes froze her words of sympathy.

“The only thing | was ever dlowed to teach a raku child was how to fly,” he whispered.
Alissasad nothing, dmogt frightened at what he might say next.

“I would like to teach Sllahow to fly,” he said softly, and she fdt a irring of hope.

He was slent for the span of three heartbeats. “Go,” he said.

Agtonished, she took a breath and held it. Shoes scraping on the floor, she turned to face him, reading
the worry behind his decison. “Go,” he repeated, his jaw muscles denching. “All of you. Bring them
back to me”

Her heart legpt. “We can go?’

A faint amile broke over him, somehow making him look old as his white hair and few wrinkles did
not. “Did you ever doubt it? Lodesh didn’t.”

“We're going!” she shouted in her thoughts to Connen-Neute. His enthusiagtic response resonated in
her mind as Alissaflung hersdf at Usdless. He gave a startled grunt as she hugged the imposing Magter.
“Oh, Usdless. Thank you!” she babbled, putting hersdf a a proper distance again. “Well find them.
You'll see”

“I fully expect you will,” he said, a worried frown passing over him. “Let’s dl have a good dinner,” he
sad as he rose to hisfeet in an effortless motion, “and then you'll leave tonight by starlight. From here”

“Tonight!” she exclaimed, getting to her fedt.

Usdless nodded, squinting a the lowering sun. “The updrafts coming off the diff face are strong
enough that you, Connen-Neute, and | can manage Strell and Lodesh’ s weight in a dow glide most of the
way. We can set down a day from the coast in the salt swamp. It will save you weeks of travd. I'll leave
you there, and you can continue on aone.”

Alissatucked her hair behind an ear in worry. “1 can't carry the weight of aman.”

“Which iswhy you will have the packs—in case you drop one.” Usdless moved forward until his toes
edged the dropoff. Surprise crossed his features as Connen-Neute's massive wings eclipsed the light.
“What are you doing here?” Usdess asked as he took Alissa's elbow and moved them to the shadows
30 Connen-Neute could land.

“We're going,” he thought excitedly as his claws scraped the opening. “1 wanted—"
“You aen't,” Usdless interrupted.
Alissaturned to himin surprise, and the old Master sent a terse, “Hush,” into her mind.

Connen-Neute's head drew back in surprise, and his wings drooped. With a tug on her awareness,
he shifted, vanishing into a pearly mig to coalesce down to atal, thin man standing with his hedls hanging



over the edge. Hislong face was pinched in distress, and Alissa looked at Usdess in surprise. , He had
judt said Connen-Neute was going.
“I'm going,” Connen-Neute said. His breathing was fast, and his solemn face looked frightened as he

tugged his red sash. “Technicdly, you're not my teacher. Keribdisis. | should rgoin her now that | know
shelives”

Usdless crossed hisarms. “Y ou never wanted Keribdis as your teacher. You only accepted because
you knew she would be indructing the next transeunt.”

Therims of Connen-Neute's ears reddened as he flicked aglance a Alissa “She is dill my teacher.”
He adjusted his long deeves, puling his arms into them so the hem covered his fingers. “1 can hide my
hands and wear a hat,” he said.

“It's too risky.” Usdess shook his head. “I'll not be responsble for darting a panic with the
appearance of long-fingered men with golden eyes abroad to stedl children.”

There was another tug on her thoughts as Connen-Neute crafted a red scarf matching the one around
hiswast. He bound it about his head to cover his eyes. “I have been burned,” he said softly. “And I've
wrapped mysaf so no one has to ook upon my ruined face and hands”

Usdless Sghed and turned away. Alissa thought she saw him hide a pleased amile

“I'll wear them dl the time” Connen-Neute persuaded. “Even on my hands. It will be safer than
sending her done with a wandering piper and a cursed Keeper. And if I'm with them, | can cdl you
when Alissa eventudly hurts hersdf.”

Peeved, Alissa smacked him lightly on the shoulder with the back of her hand.

Useless made a soft groan. “All right,” he said. “You can go.”

“Wha?' she cried. I had to beg for three days. | cleaned your shoes. | made candied apples. |
swept your balcony. He gets to go with only that?’

Useless coughed to hide a chuckle. “ There was never any question as to whether he was going,”
he replied mentaly, the tightness of his thought tdling Alissa she would be the only one to hear. “As he
said, someone has to keep an eye on you. But if he couldn’t find the courage to ask himself, then
he ought not go.”

Alissa smiled, seeing the dow but honest building of Connen-Neute' s nerve.

“l just hope he doesn’t lose his new confidence when he finds Keribdis,” Usdless added sourly,
and Alissa went worried. Keribdis was trained to spot Beast, and Alissa would have to work hard to
keep her second consciousness hidden.

“Go tdl Lodesh and Strell,” Usdess said doud. “They can bring their packs down the tunnd. I've
unwarded the capstone dready. With any luck, Lodesh will decide to stay once he knows he's going by
ar.”

Alissa grinned. Lodesh was terrified of flying, but she knew he wouldn’t risk Strell traveling done with
her. Brimming with enthusiasm, she amost danced to the drop-off to prepare to shift, wanting to tdl them
in person. Toes edging the deadly fdl, she hesitated. “You'll let me go hafway across the world, but you
won't let me cross the plains to find my mother?’ she asked.

The amusement in Usdless' s face was easy to read in the orange light of the setting sun. “You can get
inless trouble aboard a ship thanif | let you loose on an entire continent again.”

“Usdess...” she cgoled, and his eyes narrowed.
“Not another word,” he cautioned. “Or you'll be staying here with me.”



Her mouth snapped shut, and she stared a him, thinking the Stuation grosdy unfar. The Master was
driven entirdly by his egotigtical urges—but she wouldn't say anything thistime.

“This is a courtship excurson between you and Connen-Neute, as far as I’'m concerned,” he
continued, and Alissa and Connen-Neute exchanged tired looks. “Or would you rather pick berries—"

“No,” Alissaquickly said.
Usdless turned pointedly to Connen-Neute.

The tal, awkward Master seemed to jump. “No,” he agreed belatedly, the dullness of his words
ganding in tark contrast to his excitement dipping unbidden into her mind. “Thisisfine”



Thewind dipping over her was chill, and she imagined she could amdl st in it as she flew. The aun
was long set. She moved like a ghost, hidden from the superdtitious coastal folk by height and shadow.
Her frugration that Useless would let her go across the ocean to find hiskin yet refused to give her leave
to find her mother had settled to a familiar, dull irritation. Going anywhere was better than being stuck at
the Hold.

Clutched in her hind dawlike fest were the packs. They were dung in a tarp hanging from her
mirth-wood gaff. Alissa squinted into the night to find Connen-Neute ahead of her. The young raku was
dearly sraining, more from worry that he might drop Lodesh, Alissa thought, than from the weght of the
Keeper dangling from a tdoned hind foot. Behind her was Usdess with Strdl. Alissa had fdlen
appreciably in dtitude, and at her soft inquiry, Beast beat their wings three times so as to rise and maich
Connen-Neute' s path.

“Set down, Connen-Neute,” came Usdess's thought into hers, and Alissa winced. “We're close
enough.”

“I'm fine,” Alissa contended, feding her wing musdes ache dl the way to her tal. “Just a bit
farther, and we can make the coast by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Which is why we' re setting down now,” Usdless said, and Connen-Neute obediently turned into a
downward spird, disgppearing in the tal vegetation. She angled to join them, glad to see the black ribbon
of a dream only a stone's throw away. As she hovered, Connen-Neute vanished in a swirl of mig to
coalesce down to his sndler form. Lodesh hunched againgt the wind from her wings, and the young
Master pulled him out of the way for her to land.

Alissa dropped the tarp at the edge of the pressed ovd of grass, quickly following it down. The wind
didn't abate at dl when she landed. If anything, it became worse. She squinted up to find Usdess
hovering with Strell. Immediately she shifted to her usud form to give her teacher space to land.

The ar fdt colder as she reappeared, and she hdd the har from her eyes and tried to find
Redal-Stan’s watch and get out of the way before Useless landed oniit or her or both. Bits of vegetation
and tufts of grass flew wildly, and her har tangled. She gasped as Strel hit the ground next to her in a
smoath crouch. Squinting from the raku-made wind, he took her ebow to move her to the edge of the
flattened grass. Useless, though, Smply landed to press out an adjacent area.

The wind suddenly ceased. Rdieved, they dl draightened. As a raku, Usdess held his head high
above the grass and scanned the black horizon as if expecting trouble. Alissa flashed Strell a amile and
bent to look for her watch. “Here,” he said, teking her hand and dropping thering of metd into her palm.
Her amile deepened. One of these days, she was going to lose it.

She dipped it into a pocket, thinking the night was completdly different through her human senses: the
shadows were darker, the buzz from the insects was louder, and the digtant rolls of thunder that wouldn't
reach them until tomorrow had vanished. Even the grass was tdler than she had imagined, waving high
above her head where it hadn’t been flattened. Peering into the dark, she looked for Taon. The amdl
bird hadn’'t been able to keep up. Alissa wasn't worried. Taon had found her in thicker surroundings
then this.

There was a tug on her tracings as Usdess shifted to his human guise. Another tug—this time
subgding into a steady pull—and a head-sized globe of light came into existence.

Usdess st it down as if it were a campfire. Hands hidden in his expangve deeves, he ran his
unsatisfied gaze over her clothes. She knew he wasn't happy she had appeared wearing her sturdy, more



prectica Keeper garb rather than the refined Master dtire she was capable of.

“I'll head back to the Hold now,” he said, giving her afind, sour look. “1 won't dap at insects and
deep on dirt when | have a bed a short flight away.”

Alissa's breath caught. He was leaving dready? She thought she'd have dl night to say good-bye.
“Um, Usdess?’ she said, hating the way her voice went up & the end.

Lodesh drew his leather hat down and shifted from foot to foot. “I think | saw a dead tree on the way
in” he said, pointing. “Help me get some wood?’ he asked Connen-Neute.

“l thought your eyes were shut,” Connen-Neute said, and Lodesh frowned. “Oh! That treg!” the
young Master exclamed.

L odesh sghed in exasperation, giving Usdless a respectful nod of farewel before griding into the tall
grass. Connen-Neute followed, hesitating briefly as he, too, said his goodbye to Usdess. A fant buzz of
private conversation drifted a the edge of Alissa’'s awareness, and she grew worried when
Connen-Neute smiled wickedly at her before vanishing into the grass.

Strell took a step after them, then mumbling something about water, yanked an empty sack from the
pile of bdongings. Sgpping at the returning insects, he went the other way to the stream. Alissa turned to
find Usdless rummeaging among ther packs. “Here. These are for you,” he said, extending a smdl pouch
to her.

Alissa's brow rose as she peered indde the pam-sized sack. She shook it upside down, and three
siver bels fdl ringing into her hand. A ddighted amile came over her. “Thank you, Usdess” she sad,
nudging one with afinger. “They' re beautiful.”

Useless s white eyebrows were gray in the dim light. “Y ou wear them. On your ankle.”
She warmed at the idea of drawing attention to her feet. “My ankle?’ she questioned.

“It's a harmless tradition. Everyone wears them on the coast. The women, | mean. Put them on a
gring or something.” Running a hand over his short hair, he winced. “M-m-m-m, if everything is settled,
I'll go.”

Alissatucked the bellsin her pocket. “Usdess...”

“Tdl everyone good-bye for me. | expect to hear from you every night at sunset until you are so far
away we can't reach each other. With any luck, we won't lose contact &t dl.”

“Usdess, |—’

“Kegp Connen-Neute tdking doud,” he said, his eyes searching the thin updrafts. “Don’t let him dip
back into his usud thought-speech. | expect him to be fully verbadized when you get back. No shifting to
raku once you find people. And you burning-well better not do anything to link rakus to Masters. Who
knows what they will do if they figure that out?’

They had been over this a dinner, and she took his long hand so he would stop. A heavy dSgh
escaped him, and he dropped his gaze. “Y ou're the fird Master | have taught,” he said as he drew his
hand from her and put it on her shoulder. “Don't let Keribdis make you fed as if that leaves you lacking.
Y ou're an excdlent sudent.”

Alissa's gomach clenched at the reminder of the woman, and he stepped back. In aswirl of gray fog,
he shifted. He towered over her as a raku, his color dmost amber in the dim light of his ward. “Buit |
wouldn’'t let on that I've already given you some of the more complex wards,” he added
soundlesdy, and he legpt into the arr.

She covered her face as the grass hissed and waved. The camp went black as he reached a raku
length above the ground and his light vanished. Arms clasped tight about hersdlf, she watched him gain



dtitude, wings pushing againg the dill ar srongly. No more than a shadow againg the dark sky, he
angled east to the Hold. Only now did he whisper, “ Goodbye, Alissa,” into her thoughts.

Her throat tightened, and she turned to find Strell watching her from the edge of camp with knowing
eyes. Siiffing once, she made a light to replace Usdess's. The rich scent of river muck pulled her
atention to Strell. He was soaked to his knees, and her eyebrows rose.

“The bank was softer than | expected,” he said as he set the water sack down. Shaking the muck and
dime from his hands, he gingaly reached into the inner pocket of his coat and pulled out his pipe
wrapped in ardl of leather. He carefully set the ingrument aside on his pack. “Least these didn't get
wet,” he said, more to himsdf than her. Dropping to the ground, he tore a hank of grass from the earth
and tried to clean the mud from himsdf.

A amile that was dmogt a amirk came over Alissa as she st her light down. Her hair svung forward,
and she impatiently tucked it out of the way. Her eyes fdl upon the roll of leather, widening as she
recognized it. It was her papa’s old map, the one that showed the way to the Hold. He was usng it to
wrap his pipe with? Her lips parted in surprise, and she glanced at Strell, flicking mud from his hands as
he scraped it from his worn boots. He had gotten the map years ago in a trade with Alissals mother for a
length of coastal fabric, and Alissa had been trying to get it back ever snce.

Her envious gaze lingered on the copper-colored har ribbon binding it to the length of mirth wood.
That had been her mother’s, too. Strell wouldn't trade that to her, either. Standing slently before him, she
arched her eyebrows hopefully. Seeing where her atention was, he shook his head. Disgusted, Alissa
glanced at her pack and the ribbon her mother had used to tie her cup to her pack over three years ago.
The once-bright copper color was grimy and stained. It was too filthy to wear, but she needed something
to tie her hair back with. “Strell?” she questioned. “ Trade me the ribbon a leest?’

Strel rubbed the back of his hand over his ugly, infant beard. “No,” he drawled.
Frustrated, she came close, wrinkling her nose at the rank amdl of mud. “Please?’

Srdl’s eyes grew mischievous, making him look more like a vagabond than ever. His newest
preoccupation with facid har didn't help. “Only a cad gives away a woman's heartfelt Sgn of affection.
Besides, you might shift while wearing it, and it would be gone forever.”

Alisa took a breath to argue, leting it out in a puff of sound, deciding he was probably right.
Grumbling, she fought to tug the tarp from under the packs, teking her frugtrations out on the well-oiled
cloth. The entire Stuation reminded her of when she and Strdl had met. Ashes, he had been more
irritating than a wasp bumping the cailing. Nothing had changed since then.

She glanced at him as he indugtrioudy scraped at the mud. His sharp features were blurred under the
shadow of the old hat she had given him when Tdon shredded his origind one. Sowly her anger eased,

and a amile crept over her. Struck by an idea, she scuffed the ground with the toe of her shoe until she
loosened a handful of dirt from under the thick mat of grass. Grinning, she extended hdf to Strell.

“What?' he questioned, peering up a her and wiping his hand before accepting it.

She amiled. “Rock in the east, keeps away the beast,” she said with a mocking seriousness, throwing
adump in the proper direction. It was a charm from the coast he had once used to protect their camp for
the night—though he inssted he never bdievedinit.

Strell’s mouth turned up. His eyes glinted in her warded light as he stood. Gaze fixed to hers, he
chose a rock from the cup his hand made and tossed it to his right. “Stone in the north, spirits won't
come forth,” he said, hislow, musicd voice soft with the sound of remembrance.

Taking a step closer, she dropped a rock. “Pebble in the south, sedls the raku’s mouth.”
The dirt gfted through hisfingers. Strell took her elbows to pull her willingly closer. The pungent smel



of river mud filled her senses. Her pulse sent tingles to her toes. “Sand in the west, will protect you best,”
he whispered.

His hands were warm on her, and awave of emation sent her heart racing at what might follow. The
remaining dirt fdl from her hand. The giff bristles on his face made him look more unkept than usud.
“What'sthis?’ she said, amiling as she ran anal over his prickly cheek.

“A hobby.” His eyes were as soft as hisvoice.
“l don't likeit,” she said mischievoudy, not moving from hisarms.
“Youwill.”

Her heart pounded. Twin fedings of desire and common sense flashed through her. She couldn’t. If
she changed the distance she had been keeping between them, the rivadry between Srell and Lodesh
would turn ugly. “I don’t want anything to change,” she whispered, watching his brown eyes for any sgn
of anger.

“Nothing changesif only you and | know,” he answered. He was poised a the moment of pulling her
closar—waiting.

She closed her eyes to find the srength to make her hands fdl from about his neck. Taking her
hestation as acquiescence, he drew her closer. “Strell...” she protested, wanting nothing more than to
willingy respond. But she looked down, putting her forehead againg his chest to hide her frustration as
well as ease the ging of her refusd. 1 can't.”

A harrumph gartled her into taking a step back. Strell’s hands fdl from her with a guilty swiftness,
and she spun. Connen-Neute stood at the edge of the flattened grass, his white teeth glinting in the glow
of Alissd s warded light. Mortified, she flushed. “Strell,” the young Master said, “you're supposed to be
Alissa's and my chaperone, not the other way around.”

Alissa s blush deepened as Lodesh pushed around him. The Keeper let his scanty amful of wood
clatter to the ground. “It's not sand in the west,” he sad sourly as he brushed his immeaculate clothes
clean. “It's sand from the west.”

“When did you become amingrd? Strdll said, frudiration soft in hisvoice.

“l was there when Redd-Stan wrote it.” Jaw musdes tight, Lodesh tried to scuff through the thick
mat of grass to make a spot for the fire. “Bone and ash, do you know how wel sound carries out here?
Show some restraint, desert man.”

Face burning, Alissa became very busy with the tarp. Strell’s mations were sharp and abrupt as he
dropped back to the grass and continued to clean the cuff of his trousers. The smdl from the new mud on
her shoulders was obvious, meking her more embarrassed. Connen-Neute shifted, and as a deek raku
the 9ze of a amdl house, he edged Lodesh out of the way and cleared a spot for the fire down to bare
earth with asngle swipe of his taloned hand.

“Thank you,” Lodesh said, clearly peeved as he went to rummeage in the packs. With a tweak on her
awareness, four gray cushions made from the same cloth as Connen-Neute's vest winked into existence.
Clearly put out, Lodesh sat on one as he pulled his pack closer and found his striker rocks and charred
tow.

The bdls tucked in her pocket made a soft chime as she dapped at the insect on her neck. She
darted as she fdt a large fidd sweep over her. Eyes wide, she turned to Connen-Neute. “It will keep
the insects out,” the raku thought, Snking down into a comfortable crouch.

As Strell continued to scrape at his trousers, Lodesh arranged what sparse wood he had found into
the shape of a fire. Making a nearby nest of tinder, he pulled a spark from his striker rocks and set the
charred tow glowing. There was a tug on her thoughts as Connen-Neute warded the wood dight.



Lodesh closed his eyesin a suffering blink. “Can | make tea?’ he asked Connen-Neute as he patted his
tiny fire out. “Can | make the tea dl by mysdf?’

The young Master blinked his great eyes good-naturedly. Frowning, Lodesh pulled a
double-wrapped packet of tea from his belongings

Alissa's eyes widened; she hadn’t thought to bring tea. “Is there enough for everyone?’ she asked,
and Lodesh' s frudration dropped from him like a mask.

“You'd like some tea?’ he questioned, beaming as he moved to St on the cushion beside her. “I'll
make you some.”

Strel made arude noise, and Lodesh turned. “Piper,” the Keeper mocked, “you amdl.”

Strel froze, his stubbled face looking worried. “1—uh— didn't have room to pack a proper change
of clothes” he said. Alissawinced. She could carry only so much. “I was going to buy something at the
coast,” he finished, making her fed worse as he moved himsdf to the edge of camp and continued to
scrape the mud from his lower legs.

Alissafrowned a Lodesh, but her anger stopped short and fdl to ash at the surprisng, heavy look of
promise she found in his eyes. Her thoughts flashed back to him catching her with Strell, and she became
worried. She had said no, but she knew Lodesh wouldn't stand by and do nothing. He looked so young,
it was hard to remember he had alifetime of dy wisdom to draw upon. She had once heard him tdl Strell
that he had no qualms about waiting Usdless out. He had bided three centuries for Alissa What were a
few years more?

He amiled, and her pulse legpt as she recdled their dance under the mirth trees the fdl before last—or
three centuries ago, depending upon how one looked at it. The wild, desirefilled emotions he had stirred
that night had dl but persuaded her to abandon Strell. She knew Lodesh's love was red and that he
would never hurt her again, but the memory of his betraya haunted her. Being trapped in the past had
been a confusng mix of heartache and joy. The younger Lodesh, innocent and unaware of who she redly
was, had been an unexpected anchor, keeping her sane. And she had fdlen in love with him, jugt as the
wiser, older, world-weary Lodesh had planned.

“Um, Lodesh?’ she ssammered, flicking her atention between him and Strell.
“Your teaisready,” he said softly, his eyes unmoving from hers.

Taking a quick, disconcerted breath, she resettled hersdf upon one of Connen-Neute' s cushions. The
raku had curled up like a greet cat at the edge of camp. His second eydid drooped to turn his gold eyes
to red as he drowsly watched the heet stream from the fire.

Lodesh poured her a cup of tea His gaze never Ieft her, and Alissa nervoudy flicked her atention
between his eyes and the riang levd of liquid. But he knew exactly when to stop. “Thank you,” she sad,
and he leaned forward, tucking a sirand of her hair behind an ear. He smdled like mirth wood, dl pine
and apple.

“You'rewedcome,” he said, hislight words sanding in contrast to his body language.

Her gaze went unseeing as images of Ese’ Nawoer’ s grove sweet with blossoms swirled through her.
Alissafdt her resolve weaken. “Lodesh?’ she sammered. He took her hand, tegting to see if she would
leen into himif he, by chance, pulled. His grip was warm, and his green eyes made her forget.

“By the Wolves, stop it, Lodesh,” came Strdl’s irate voice from the shadows, and she pulled her
hend from Lodesh’'s. “Have the decency to wait until I'm not watching.”

Connen-Neute' s eyes ditted open, and he rumbled an agreement.
Grinning, Lodesh gracefully eased back from her, and Alissa breasthed easier. Shifting suddenly, he



dug awkwardly in a pocket. “Here,” he said with a surprisng formdity as he extended a closed fig. “I'd
like you to have this. You wear it. On your ankle”

Alissa hdd her hand out, and with a soft chime, atiny bdl weighted her pdm. Her eyebrows rose,
and she set her cup aside. Another bell?

“It's a traveling-to-the-coast present,” Lodesh said, his green eyes shining. “The last time | was there,
dl the afluent women had them. Will you wear it for me?’

“Yes. Yes, of course” she said softly as she brought it close. “Thank you, Lodesh.” It was smdler
then the ones Usdless had given her—barely the sze of her pinky nall—and by the amount of tarnish,
older as wdl. Its sound, though, was sweeter, like water over rocks, and she couldn’t help but amile
Two of them, now, had given her bells. What were they for?

There was a strong pull on her awareness as the massive shadow of Connen-Neute vanished in a migt
of pearly white, swirling down to his human shift. “I’ve got one for you, too, Aliss” the young Master
sad as he reappeared, stting down upon the cushion that had just held his head and dragging his pack to
him.

Sure now something was going on, she held out a hand across the dying fire to take the bell as he
extended it. The cool sphere was much like Usdless's, tinkling merrily as it rolled in her grip.

“You're supposed to wear them on your left foot if you aren’'t married,” Connen-Neute said. “lan't
that a quaint tradition? It's nice you have two of them.”

Srel came forward, his pack in his grip as he kndt a her other sde. “Alissa? | was gaing to give this
to you tomorrow, but—"

She turned, eyebrows high. “Another bel?’

Saying nathing, he fished a bell out from his pocket and handed it to her. It was appreciably bigger
then the others, the dent in it making an inharmonious dink. “I—uh—made an ankle strap for you, too.
See?’ he sammered, his neck red.

He held it out, and when Alissa refused to take it, he set it cautioudy beside her on the ground. It
looked like the strap he had once tried to fasten around Taon's feet, and her eyes narrowed at the
comparison.

Lodesh leaned toward Connen-Neute. “Where did he get abdl?’ he whispered loudly.

Strel’s face darkened. “I bought it. It took me two winters, but | bought it. Where did you get
yours? A drawer in the citadd?’

Alissatook a breath. “All right. What are these for?” Not one of them met her eyes in the suspicious
dlence “You dl gave me one. They must be important. What are they for?’

“l told you,” Connen-Neute said with wide, innocent eyes. “1t's to show the maritd status of a coastal
woman. | didn’t want you to be stared at. | know how you like to fit in.”

L odesh topped off her tea. “They make alovdy sound when you dance.”

She turned to Strell. His gaze had dropped. “Bdls are used to show status on the coast, Alissa” he
sad softly. “1 bought it for my sigter. I'd—like you to haveit.”

Alisa's anger vanished. His entire family had been logt years ago in a rare desert flood. That he
would think to giveit to her touched her heart. “ Status?” she questioned. “The more bells, the higher your
ganding?

Strell’s mouth opened in obvious surprise. “You aren't angry?’ he asked. “I thought you'd think it
was demeaning to ask you to wear a bdl to show your worth.”



“Uh, no.” She laced his bdl onto the strap, embarrassed she cared about something so fleging as
datus. “Everyone shows status somehow. The plains by how long the women grow ther har and the
number of children they can keep dive. The foathills by how many sheep they have and the amount of
trinkets they buy from the plains. | haven't figured out how status is shown in the Hold.” She thought for a
moment. “Perhaps by how far up in the tower your room is?” she said, and Connen-Neute shrugged.
“Anyway, I've—uh— never had any gatus.” She winced upon recdling the misary of market day when
she covered her far hair with a scaf and tried not to tak for fear of reveding the accent her plains
mother had indilled in her. “It might be nice—for a change?’ she finished.

Srell and Lodesh looked a each other, thar surprise that she cared about status meking her
ashamed, dmogt. But burn it to ash, it was hard to hold her head up when whispers of “half-breed”
trailed behind her like hungry curs.

His face dipping into understanding, Strell said, “A man's status on the coast is that of his mother’'s
until he marries, then it becomes that of his wife's. It has given rise to the state that though men earn the
money, the women generdly haveit dl. Thair husbands give them everything to haghten their own status
by association. With three bells, I'd say you're equd to a merchant’s daughter, or perhaps a amdl ship
holder.” He ducked his head, amiling as he met her gaze from under his shock of dark hair.
“Congratulations, Alissa You'rerich.”

Returning his grin, Alissa jiggled the strap to make them chime. Alone they were nice, but together
they made music. Tomorrow, when no one was looking, she would put them on her ankle where they
belonged, adding Usdless' s three as her secret.

Strel looked decidedly relieved as he took up his pipe and ran through a quick scde to warm the
mirth wood his pipe was made of. “What would you like to hear, Alissa?’ he asked. “I need to practice,
and it won't hurt to have a little money to spend on you. Seeing as you're now wedthy and dl,” he
added, his eyes glinting.

Her eyebrows rose a his rare offer to entertain requests. Feding magnanimous, she tossed a careless
hend and said, “Y our choice.”

Clearly pleased she let im decide, he sent the firg phrase of “Taykdl’s Adventure’ into the air. Her
breath caught, and her eyes went wide. Her eyes darted to Lodesh, blushing as she recdled the bawdy
verses they had composed together under his mirth trees while she had been trapped in the padt.
“Anything but that!” she amended.

Connen-Neute dl but snickered, and Lodesh grinned a her obvious fluster. Strdl paused, clearly
knowing something was going on but not having a due as to why one of her favorite tunes now made her
blush. Sowly he began to play alullaby, eyeing Lodesh warily.

Alissa settled back on her cushion. She gave the three men an honest amile, content to Sp Lodesh's
teawhile Strell played what he would.



Alissainhded deeply, dunking the scent of dead fish and too many people was dmost an assault. The
combined gghts and sounds of the coast were overwheming, but she smiled, insufferably pleased with
them. The afternoon’s rain had dacked to a fant migt, disgppearing under the strong sun. Moisture
gligened on the planked road—a landlocked dock, redly.

The way had been covered to keep the busy thoroughfare from tuming into a durry of mud from the
rain that Strdl said fdl daly. Whereas the wooden road would be an extravagance anywhere ese, here,
mede of wood too inferior for shipbuilding, it was a commonplace luxury. And over it dl was the fant
chiming of tiny bells to draw her eyes downward to feet demurely covered, teasing as to what might be
hiding about the women's ankles.

It had come as a shock to Alissato find that not everyone wore shoes. Since Sghting her firg pair of
mud-covered, hairy-toed feet, she had kept her horrified eyes firmly above knee leve. Strell and Lodesh
had banded together to tease her, exchanging clever plays on words and dy descriptions until she was
red-faced and tight-lipped. She had been more then a little peeved they hadn’t warned her, but it was
nice to see them drop therr rivdry for atime.

Even s0, the coast fascinated her. Strell had once said everyone looked different a the coast, and he
was right. Though he stood taler than mogt, the difference wasn't unduly great. Her skin was lighter than
thers, but not so anyone would stare. And afew people had hair asfar as she did, so she didn't fed out
of place. Everyone was different, the only unifying feature being the wide-brimmed hats made of reeds
that everyone wore to keep off the rain. She walked confidently on Strell’s arm as the passing people
eyed her with varying amounts of interest.

Alissa thought the attention might be from Taon safely perched on her shoulder inesmuch as from her
odd dress and jangling walk. Her bells put out a recognizably louder noise than most, and she suspected
Srdl knew she had more than the three they had given her.

The looks might aso be attributed to Connen-Neute. He was nearly a head tdler than everyone
except Strell. His eyes and hands were bandaged in severd of Alissal's black sashes such that he could
dill see through the thin fabric. Lodesh was meking a great show of leading him by the elbow as if he
were blind. Together they must make an odd sght, dralling down the wood-planked road in the
dackening mig.

Bringing up the rear was a raitling pushcart with their belongings. Upon reaching the outskirts of the
busy coasta village, Lodesh had rented it and the services of a young boy for the day. He had daimed
they would raise too many eyebrows if they carried their belongings on their backs like paupers. Alissa
thought he was being lazy, but it was nice to fed important.

“Look, Strell,” she said, pointing at the barren trunks of trees clustered above and behind the roofs of
the surrounding buildings. “What do you think happened to those trees?’

Strel leaned close, amusement in his eyes. “Those are madts,” he whispered. “From the ships and
boats. See the ropes hanging on them? And the bound sails?”’

She winced, feding stupid, but she had no idea they would be thét tall.

“WEeIl go down for alook beforeit gets dark if we have the chance,” Strell added. “I want to try to
find aclothier before we get aroom.”

“Maybe | can find a hair ribbon, too,” Alissa added as Lodesh snickered. Her tone hinted at an
accusation, and Strell siffened.



The scent of mirth wood filled her senses as Lodesh appeared a her sSide. “Let me buy you a ribbon,
Alissa” the well-dressed man gracioudy offered.

Alissa beamed. “Why, thank you, Lodesh. You are the gentleman.”
Strell’s grip on her arm tightened. “I’ll buy you aribbon,” he said, his neck reddening.
“Lodesh wants to get me one,” she said, pleased it bothered Strell.

“Look,” Strdll said, pointing. “Let’s ask that man where the nearest clothier is. | want to get you a
ribbon.” Pulling Alissa away from Lodesh's grasp, he angled them across the street to where a man
stood with a cart of late bread draped with a cloth to keep off the weether and flies. Hdfway there, a
piercing shout of recognition brought them to a halt.

“Strel?” awoman caled exuberantly. “Strell! By the Hounds. Y ou' re back?’

Surprised, Alissa spun. A tiny woman with a child on her hip was driding across the street with no
regard to her safety. The chimes on her ankle seemed to megicaly open a path. Alissa dropped back,
fdling into a stunned shock as the woman flung hersdf a Strell. Turming to keep the child on her hip out
of the way, she wrapped one arm about his neck and pulled him down to her height, kissng him soundly
on the mouth.

“What the Wolves—" Connen-Neute whispered into her mind. The intruson jolted Alissa out of her
aurprise, and she shot a black look at Connen-Neute's grin.

“Look at you!” the ribbon-decked woman scolded fondly as Strell tried to disentangle himsdf. He
was flushing, and his embarrassment only made Alissadl the more peeved. “You said you were leaving,”
the short woman scolded. “Have you been down-coast dl this time? Was that just one of your tales to
put me off? Ashes, what happened to your finger? It's hdf gone! And this?” she cried, tracing a ringed
finger across his whiskered cheek. “Wolves and hagfish, a beard? You' d never grow one for me, you
cad. Where are you saying? I'll have your room aired out, and—"

“Lacy!” Strdl cried, placing a hand over her tiny, pretty mouth. “Let me talk.”

Eyes wide, the smal woman glanced at Alissa, Connen-Neute, and Lodesh as if only now redizing
they were with him. She stepped back and put her free hand to her hat. It made her look dl the more
comdy, and Alissa fdt hersdf warm. Strell had spent Sx years on the coast. Of course people would
know him,

“Lacy,” Strel said, pulling Alissa gumbling forward asif ashidd. “Thisis Alissa” He ran a hand over
his chin, and a puff of what Alissa thought was disgppointment escaped the woman. “ She's traveing with
me, as are Connen-Neute and— ah—his guide, Lodesh.”

“Guide? Connen-Neute muttered into Alissd's thoughts, and she frowned, not liking Strdl’s
introduction. A traveling companion? Was that what she was?

“Good tide,” Lacy murmured to Alissa. Her gaze ran from Taon on her shoulder to the mud on her
shoes pegping out from under her damp hem. Something in her expression carried a mocking question,
and Alissa suddenly redized she was far out of her eement, not knowing the firgt thing about the devious
subtleties of society.

“Steady wind,” Alissa sad tightly, remembering the proper response Strell had told her this morning.
Her jaw clenched as she refused to |e this tart of awoman make her fed lacking.

Lacy turned to the two men. She amiled, her teeth danding out againg her dark skin. “May the
Hounds keep from your heds” she sad formdly to Lodesh and Connen-Neute, her eyes dhifting from
Connen-Neute' s bandages to Lodesh's ydlow hair.

Lodesh beamed, stepping forward to take her hand. “And the Navigator’s Wolves from your dock,



migtress ship-holder,” he said, touching the top of her fingersto his chin.
Alissals mood darkened further. Lodesh, too? she thought.
Srel gtarted. “ Ship? How would you know—"

Rdeasng Lacy’s hand, Lodesh stepped back and made a grand flourish. “By the musc of her steps,”
he said. “Such ameody can only mean she has a ship.”

Not liking Lacy at dl, Alissa retreated to take Connen-Neute' s ebow. If Strdl and Lodesh wanted to
make fools of themsdlves, that was fine with her. This woman with her bdls and child was no threst.
Clearly distressed by her withdrawd, Strell fidgeted. Lacy, though, was beaming, probably thinking she
hed scored pointsin whatever game she was playing.

“Mahr Lodesh isright,” she said, giving her foot a shake under her skirt. Alissa smugly thought the
sound wasn't nearly as nice as her gring of bells. “I have a boat,” Lacy said. “A boat and a husband to
pilot it. She's a samdl vessd, but large enough to make it up-coast in winter, if need be” Lacy leaned
closer, her eyes going sad. “It' swhat | thought | wanted, but if the truth be told, | miss the comfort of my
husband much of thetime”

Strell’s face went dack in darm, and he took a step back. “It doesn't look as if you're aling too
badly, Lacy,” he said, glancing at her daughter. Then he hesitated, looking closer a the child. Seeing his
brow furrowed, Lacy subtly shook her head. Strell took a relieved breath, and Alissa's eyes widened a
the unspoken question. Suddenly Lacy’s game had an entirdly new sgnificance.

“You're hurting me,” Connen-Neute said into her thoughts, and Alissa forced her grip on hisarm to
esse.

The child on Lacy’s hip began to fuss, and the woman jiggled her. “I married the soring after you |eft.
Thisislittle Mantia, born the next fdl. Had | known you were staying—"

“| did leave,” Strdll protested. “I never intended to come back.”
“You named your daughter after afish?’ Alissa asked.

Lacy amiled, and Alissaforced her breath to stay even. “A very fierce devilfidh,” the tiny woman sad
proudly. “Judt like she isgoing to be. She's aterror on the docks aready. Her Snging reaches high street
when she' s hungry.” Another jump and jiggle, and Lacy beamed from her child to Strell. “I have accounts
to stle yet today, but | can send Tia to get your room ready. Your friends are welcome, too, of
course.”

Strel rubbed his chin as his amile went iff. “Wdl, ah, we were planning on staying a a public house.
It's easier to earn a coin there”

Red disgppointment dimmed Lacy’s eagerness. “Oh. | understand. Where are you saying? I'll stop
inand buy atune from you.” Her amile turned devious, and Alissafdt awash of ire. “You know the one |
want, Strell.”

Strel flicked a glance at Alissa, his amile going dilted at the pointed look she knew she wore. “We,
uh, haven't decided. Has Kole fixed his celling?’

Lacy nodded, and Connen-Neute pried Alissa's fingers from around his arm. “1 happen to know he
doesn't have anyone playing there, ether,” the woman added, clearly aware Alissawas upset. “And even
if he did, Kole would throw them out when he finds you' re back.”

Srdl bobbed his head once. “Then that’s where well be”

Alissadiffened as Lacy ran afinger over his beard again to brush the rain from it. “I wigh it was for
me” she said. She reached to give him another embrace, and Strell took a step back. Lacy bit her lipin
the awkward slence, and her daughter began to cry from the brightening sun. “Good fortune, then,



Srdl,” she sad, forcing a amile as she touched hisarm.
“Good fortune, Lacy. And I'm happy for you.”

Alissa grew smug. Gathering her skirt up, Lacy hitched her child up higher and waked away. An
adolescent girl Alissa hadn't even noticed before trailed behind them with a large, leather-bound book.
Almaost cowering, she moved slently with nothing on her ankle but a Smple band. Suddenly conscious of
her bedecked ankle, Alissa frowned at the disparity. The gil dearly had no status, waking with the
stance of a beggar.

Srel cleared his throat nervoudy, and as one, Lodesh and Alissa turned to face him. The crowd
moved around them like water past a rock.

“Make up your room?’ Lodesh drawled, reminding Alissa why she was angry. “A hole in atavern’'s
caling? | don't think we knew our good mingrd until just this moment, Alissa”

His face grew closed as Strell looked everywhere but at her. “It was winter. | was icebound. Her
father enjoyed long desert balads. | was a guest until the westher broke, that's dl. And the hole in the
caling wasn't my fault. Let’s find a clothier on the way to the Three Crows.” He reached for her arm,
and she pulled away. She didn’'t know what she was feding right now, but it wasn't pleasant.

Srel hesitated, then drew himsdf straight. “I don't need to explain mysdf,” he said, his brown eyes
taking on agdint of anger and worry. “Look. Kol€'s tavern is up there on the right. You can see it from
here. I'm going over there” He pointed. “I need to get a hat. I'll meet you at the Three Crows, dl right?”

“What's wrong with the hat | gave you?’ she said, ungble to keep the hurt from her voice.

He paused as if to say something, then, swalowing whatever it was, he strode away. His back was
hunched, and his steps were sharp. The boy with the cart behind them hesitated until Lodesh gestured he
day with them. Alissa's mood went more sour gill. Strel was going in the same direction that Lacy and
her little drudge had gone. And there was nothing wrong with his hat. “Make up his room,” she muttered,
knowing she had no reason to be jedlous of something that had happened before she met Strell. That she
was made her angry with hersdlf.

Lodesh took her arm, and they continued to the wide porch of the tavern. His steps were noticegbly
lighter, and he bobbed his head a everyone who met his gaze. Connen-Neute sghed, stoicaly making
hisway behind them without help.

They dowed as they approached the tidy inn. Its roof was of red tiles, and it had brightly painted
shutters to keep out the winter’s cold. A preadolescent boy was sweeping the damp off the raised porch.
At the sound of Alissa's anklet bells, he hustled over and pulled a rag from his belt. “Let me clean the
bottom of your shoes, Ma hr,” he said, kneding before her.

Alissa stopped short, never having had that particular title of respect amed at her before. “Uh,” she
sammered, glancing uneesily & Connen-Neute and Lodesh.

Lodesh grinned. “What' s the matter, Alissa?’
“He wants to clean my shoes” she said, giving him a helpless |ook.

“Wel, they’ re muddy, and that’s his job. If you walk in like that, hell get his ears boxed.” He eyed
the boy. “l1an't thet right?’ he asked, and the boy nodded emphaticaly.

Shelifted her skirt a touch higher and peered at her shoes. “They're dl right,” she said, and the boy
looked scared.

“Let the boy clean your shoes,” Connen-Neute asserted. “1 want to Sit down.”

“Let him clean your shoes,” Lodesh whispered, and she shivered at the sensation of his breath on her
neck. “It comes with the bells. How many do you have down there, anyway? It sounds like more than



three. Did Talo-Toecan give you one as wdl?’
“He gave methree” she muttered, and he made asmdl grunt of surprise.

“SXx?" he breathed. Instead of answering, she extended firs one foot, then the other, baancing with
Lodesh's help as the boy wiped the mud from her soles. Looking relieved, the boy got to his feet and
opened the door for them.

“Touch the top of the dlI,” Lodesh said as he drew her to a stop before the threshold. “It keeps the
bad luck you might bring in from entering.”

“How quaint,” she grumbled, thinking the only bad luck would be if Connen-Neute hit his head on the
low lintd. Her fingers brushed the wood as she passed. It was worn and black from use. Tdon cluttered
as they entered, and they hesitated just ingde the doorway as their eyes adjusted. It was quiet, with only
one man gtting at the tables, hunched around a mug in the corner. He looked up at them before going
back to garing at nothing.

A man with badly gnarled hands was knocking a spoon againg a pot over the hearth. There was a
rag tucked into his belt, and by his gaze, hdf-wary, haf-expectant, she guessed he was the innkeeper.
Alissa ran her atention over the caling to find one corner by the hearth had the bright finish of boards
that had only seen a few winters worth of soot. Her brow furrowed, and she wondered if she redly
wanted to know.

“Afternoon, and good tide,” Lodesh said as Alissa made a show of leading Connen-Neute to a table.
Her bells were dmog slent as she tried to wak quietly, uncomfortable with the deference the boy
outside had shown her. Perhaps she ought to remove one or two bells. She had imagined she would have
liked the attention but was now having second thoughts.

“G'dtide” the man said, eyeing them up and down as she sat besde Connen-Neute. The innkeeper
was short and stocky, not even astal as Alissa His hands looked twice as old as the rest of him. “You
aren't from around here,” he said shortly. “What do you need? A room? Supper? | can arrange for an
introduction to a merchant.”

Lodesh amiled, taking off his cloak and sheking it dramaticdly to get the last of the rain from it. “We
need a room for four, and possibly board.”

“l only see three of ya”

“My associate is shopping,” Lodesh said dryly. “ Apparently, he needs a new hat. Your establishment
came highly recommended. | hope you have something.”

Lodesh's words were well-schooled in comparison to the innkeeper's, and the man with his earthen
mug in the corner began to take notice. Wiping his hands on his rag, the innkeeper dipped behind the end
of the counter to become tdler. Alissa guessed the floor was raised there. “How long, then?’ he asked,
dl busness

“A few days, if dl goes wdl. Can we pay by the day?’
Again he nodded. “It will cost you more.”

“Fair enough,” Lodesh said. “Room and board for four.” He pulled asmdl sack out from his belt and
shuffled through it.

“I'll be back,” Alissa whigpered to Connen-Neute as she rose. She hadn’t had much opportunity to
see coinage before, dl her dedings having been by barter. Careful to keep her movements dow, she
meade the trip with bardly a chime. Lodesh amiled briefly as she came even with him. Alissa peered over
his shoulder, watching him put a few coins on the counter. He somehow knew how much, and she was
glad he was here to take care of it.



“That's two nights” the man said gruffly. “Y ou can have an upstairs room, but the bird stays outsde.”

“Outdde!” Alissa cried, her hand going protectively to her shoulder. Senang Alissa's darm, Tdon
chittered and raised her feathers.

“Orinacage. | won't haveit loosein my tavern,” the innkeeper said.

The man dumped in the corner was now weatching with bloodshot, tired eyes.

L odesh put another coin on the counter. * Perhaps if we confined the bird to our room—"
The taverner shook his head tightly. “The mess. Theflies No animasinmy inn.”

“But Tdon isthe eyes of the blind man,” Alissalied.

“Then why ishe on your shoulder?’ the innkeeper asked.

“Tdonisashe, not ahe” Alissa said, diffening. “And she stays with me”

The man kept his pointing finger just out of Taon's reach. “Then ya both stay outside.”

Lodesh shifted uncomfortably. He hestated when light spread over the floor and Alissa turned at
Strdl’ s familiar footsteps. He dill had on his old hat, and Alissa sourly wondered wheat he had redly been
doing.

“Have a heart, Kole,” Strdl drawled, making his accent unusudly thick. “1t's not like you to make a

womean deep on the porch. Besides, the bird belongs to me. Part of the mindrd costume. You won't
begrudge me that, will you?’

The innkeeper started, his black eyes lighting up. “Sirdl!” he bellowed to shake the dust from the
caling, and the man in the corner winced. “Strell Hirdune! | thought you' d eft.”

Alissa exchanged aweary look with Lodesh as the innkeeper strode to Strell. The boy with the cart
was quigtly unloading their packs just ingde the door with the help of the boy who' d cleaned her shoes.

“You sad you were leaving!” the squat innkeeper said as he pounded Strell on the back. “Where've
you been? Up-coast? There' s been no mention of ya”

Srel grinned and pushed his old hat back off his forehead. “Here and mere. | made it through the
mountains dl right, but | got sidetracked before reaching home.” Strdll held a hand out for Alissa, and she
came forward, gill miffed. Thejingle of her bells was loud, and the innkeeper went red as she came to a
chiming hdt. “Kole,” Strdl said formaly, “thisis Aliss”

“Mahr,” he said, his eyes dropping to her unseen ankle. “I do gpologize. Your steps were so soft
before. Of course you may keep your bird loosed. Is mere anything | can get you for her? Mice?
Snakes? We don't have any inmy inn, but | can find you some.”

Alissamanaged awry smile The difference wasn't Strell but the bells on her ankle.
“And that is Connen-Neute, there, and Lodesh,” Strdl added as Lodesh cleared his throat.

“Not done anymore, en?” Kole bobbed his head. “Good. Thet's good.” He eyed Alissa, and she
flushed as he glanced a her unseen feet again. “Sit. Sit, dt” he sad, geduring. “Let me get you
something. | have a cask I’ ve been waiting to open. Stay here” He pushed at the air with his pams. “I'll
be right back.”

The squat man hustled to a back room, chearfully mumbling about a six-bell woman in his inn, and
how pleased hiswife would be.

Hearing him, Strell turned to her. “Six bdls?’ he asked her, his long face going dark as he looked at
Lodesh.

Connen-Neute put a restraining hand upon Stroll’s shoulder. “Talo-Toecan gave them to her,” he sad



softly, and Strell went easy.

Before they had finished arranging themsalves at the table, the innkeeper was back with a cask no
bigger than a pumpkin. He tapped it right there at the table, making more of the orded than Alissa
thought was necessary. Strell closed his eyesin ddight as he sampled it.

“Your best yet,” he said, but Connen-Neute coughed vidently at the fird Sp. He set his tal mug
asde, meking a face as he rductantly swallowed.

“What's the matter, Connen-Neute?’ Lodesh said merrily, topping off his own mug. “1 thought you
liked blueberries”

Alissa reached for her shdlow cup, eager to know what it tasted like. “Don’'t drink it, Alissa,”
Connen-Neute warned in her thoughts, dill coughing and rubbing his eyes through his scarf. “It's
fermented. Too much will block your ability to make wards.”

“Lodesh doesn't seem to care,” she said, eyeing the Keeper as he downed a mug, showing his
gppreciation with watering eyes and pounding the table once with a closed fid.

“Lodesh can't fly, either,” Connen-Neute answered dryly.

She pretended to take a sip, nodding at the innkeeper’s expectant expression. It tingled on her lips,
and when she licked them, they tasted of blueberries and warmth.

“You can have a room, no charge” the innkeeper said, topping off Strdl’s mug. “But for it, | want
you here after sunset.” He settled back and ran a hand over his greasy hair. “And you will take requests
thistime, desert man.”

Strel nodded. “I can promise one night,” he said, and the innkeeper’s brow bunched.
“Leaving dready? Stay. When word gets out you' re back—"
Strell shook his head. “As soon as | find a ship, we' re away.”

The innkeeper’s eyes brightened. “I knew it!” he shouted, making Taon chitter and the man in the
corner groan. “I knew the sea cdled to you. Just St apace, a week maybe, and I'll have you your choice
of destinations. Though I'll be sorry to see you ruining your hands a sea.”

Eyes digant, Strell ran his thumb over a rough spot in the mug's glazing. “I'm not looking to crew,” he
sad. “Passenger, only. But if it lowers the fare to entertain, | don’t mind.”

“Jugt passage?’ The innkeeper turned devious, his thin lips curling at the corners. “Lacy’s got a boat
now. Her husband— sorry, lad, but if you leave ‘em, they jump ship—her husband is up-coast getting
thefirg of the leather, but helll be back in a week or so, the Navigator willing and the winds stay right.
You can room herein theinterim.” He glanced behind Strell to Alissa, Lodesh, and Connen-Neute. “Alll
of you. Strell, you can eat what you will, but the rest of you will have to make separate arrangements.”

Alissa blinked. A room and food for Strell’s music? A room worth more money than she had ever
seen in exchange for Strell’s promise to lure people in with his music?

Srel took a long drink, setting the mug down with a satisfied, contented sound. “I ran into Lacy
outsde” He flicked a glance at Alissa “We need a bigger boat than what she has. I'm looking to see
deep water. | want to see that blue current you dl tdl me about.”

Satidfaction warmed Alissa. Lacy’s boat was too amdl. How tragic.

Kole frowned as he turned his atention over Strell’s shoulder to a noisy group that had entered and
aranged themsdves a the counter. Alissa couldn’t help but notice their shoes were wet with mud.
“Now?’ Kole sad as he looked back. “The slvers are gpawning in the shdlows, and the leather is ready
up-coast. Strel, you know aswdl as | you won't find a ship willing to forgo the usud runs for a pleasure
sl out to the current. There's too much money to be made the usud way. Not unless you can meet the



profit of aregular run.”
Strell smiled confidently. “Put the word out anyway?” he asked as the innkeeper rose.

Kole bobbed his head. “Aye. I'll do that.” He looked to the back of the room where the dark
blackness of a hdlway beckoned. “Take the last room on the left if you want, on the ground floor. It's
the largest, and my wife has a curtain over hdf of it. There' s a bed that ought to be long enough for even
your legs. Help yoursdf to the stew.” He nodded to Lodesh. “I'll let you know when you've run out of
whet you gave me dready. Though if you egt like Strell, here, it'll be tomorrow.” He was amiling when he
sd it, and with anod to Alissa, he returned to his counter and the newest patrons.

Alissaturned to the dark mouth of the hdlway. A curtain? she wondered. She would have preferred
a door. Strell had leaned back on two char legs a very saisfied look about him. “Now wha?' she
asked him.

Grinning, Strell thumped back to an upright position. “Now we eat and wait.”

Lodesh set his mug down, his gaze fixed upon it. “Room and board for a song,” he said oftly.
“Perhaps | went into the wrong profession.”

Strel smiled, but Alissa thought there was a trace of sadness in his eyes. “For a song. For now,” he
added. “By next week, the novety will have worn off, and it won't get me even abowl of bilge dop.” His
gaze met Alissa's filled with an emotion she couldn’'t place. “But | don't mind moving from place to
place” He set his hand atop hers. “Not anymore.”



8

Alissa balked in the dark of the hdlway, her toes edging the arch of lamplight in the inn's common
room. It was agonishingly quiet for the number of people crammed into it to hear Strell perform. Only
Strdl’ s voice shifted the hush, risng and fling with the cadence of music.

Beyond the gaping front door was the night-black street. Alissa wondered what time it had gotten to
be as she fingered Redal-Stan’ s watch onits cord about her neck. Forcing her hands down, she rubbed
the red scratches on her knuckles. It had taken dl her guile to lock Taon in their room, and she fdt more
aone than usud without the bird on her shoulder.

Ealier this afternoon, Alissa had been lulled to deep by the damp heat. The cool of evening and the
noise of song had awakened her. Actudly, Beast had woken her, pulled to the forefront of Alisas
thoughts by the rhythmic thumps of a dance tune. It had since stopped, but Beast drifted at the edge of
Alissa s awareness, should it start again, comforting and familiar.

Alissawas glad Beast had woken them. Quite by accident, Alissa had reached Silla's thoughts while
adeep. As before, the young Master had startled hersdf awake upon catching wind of Alissa Perhaps
next time, Alissa thought, she ought to try to appear as a raku. She never had before. Alissa sighed,
running a hand over her head to try to smooth out the wave her pillow had put into her hair. She didn't
like being the Navigator’s night demon.

Asif drawn by her mation, Strdll’ s gaze met hers from across the room. His beard had grown in over
thelast few days to make him look more like one of the sallors surrounding him. He nodded his distant
gredting, hisintent, spdlbinding speech never hesitating as his hands gestured expansively. The only other
movement was from a few subdued women and young boys tending the astounding variety of coastal
people who had come to hear Strell.

The seamen, their kin dark from the sun and leathered by sdt, leaned forward with an honest
anticipation. They rubbed ebows with well-dressed women who chimed with every move, thar eyes
wide with darm and their ddlicate hands covering mouths more often than not. With them were men in
caefully talored garments, ther upright stance as much as ther clean fingers saying they dedt in goods
they didn’t make themsdves. Most tried to hold afant ar of disinterest, but it was obvious they were as
caught up in Strell’ s magic as everyone dse.

Alissagmiled. Apart from the few requests Strell had honored, the last two days had been stories and
songs extalling the rewards to be found in chancing a path the timid shunned. 1t was obvious to her that
Strell was trying to sway his audience. So far, no one was budging from well-traveled paths and known
profits.

Strel’ s familiar voice was compdling. The intengity of his gaze and the sound of his spellbinding voice
seemed to touch her core, sending a shiver of emation through her. Flustered, she turned in a sudden
commotion, finding Lodesh making his careful way across the room.

“Did you have a good rest?’ he whispered as he came up beside her.

“Yes, thank you,” she said. He took her am and led her to a amdl table dmost behind a support
post. Her bells sounded loud in the hush, and she winced as heads turned. The basin-sized table held
only one man, and after medting his eyes for permission, Lodesh edged out a chair for her. Alissa
gragully sat as she recognized the old man who had seen them arrive severd days ago. Immediatdly one
of the sarving boys was at her elbow.

“Tea? she whispered. The boy nodded, dipping avay with the stedth of a servant. She glanced at
the man, relieved he wasn't ignoring her but not bothering her either. Lodesh stood behind her as there



were no more chairs. His hands rested upon her shoulders, and the scent of mirth wood dipped over her
like abam. Alissa bresthed it in, feding hersdf rdax into that odd tautness he seemed so adept at pulling
from her. She tugged a the hem of his shirt, and he dropped to a crouch beside her. “Any luck finding
someone to take us out?’ she asked softly.

“No,” came his vexed whisper. “Strdl and Connen-Neute spent their afternoon arranging what we
need for an extended voyage while | went through every tavern in town and even one under the docks.
No one will risk deep water if there' s a sure wage to be made near shore.” He sighed. “I don’t want to
0o home because of someone dse's good business sense.” His amile was chamingly lopsided. “I'll never
hear the end of it”

Alissareturned his amile, and he stood back up. She amply had to find Sillaif only to convince the girl
she wasn't going insane.

“What about Keribdis? Beast intruded. Alissa started, not knowing her second consciousness had
been ligening. “ They go together, you know,” Beast added, sounding frightened.

“I know.” Alissa pushed her worry aside to concentrate on Strell’s story. It was one of her favorites
about araku learning how to sall. She had taught it to him, actudly, hearing it from her father before he
died, and she was delighted at the rapt attention of the crowd.

Her roving gaze found Connen-Neute gtting donein a corner surrounded by a respectful distance his
supposedly blind status conferred. He looked decidedly uncomfortable. The rims of his ears poking
beyond the scarf were a shade of red she could see over the distance. “What's wrong?' she sent
privately across the crowded room.

Connen-Neute turned his scarf-wrapped eyes to her. “1 nearly lost my fingers when | got them
caught between a rope and a winch,” he said.

She blinked. “ That story is about you?' she asked, and he shrugged glumly. His hand trembled as
he lifted his drink, and her brow furrowed in concern. Lodesh had said he had been shopping. Alissa
thought it looked more like he had been working the fidds dl afternoon. “You look tired,” she sad,
thinking haggard might be more accurate.

Connen-Neute's shoulders shifted in a dgh. “1 found a shaduf today,” he said, his thoughts tinged
with a remembered pain.

Alissa slips parted in surprise, but before she could say anything, the young Master’ s thoughts came
dipping into hers with a quilty swiftness. “I gave him a mercy burn. Turned his tracings to an
unresonating ash. | had to, Alissa. The boy was on the edge of suicide, not knowing why he was
having visions of death that always came true.”

She went cold, and her thoughts turned guilty. Shadufs were an unhgppy accident that arose when
there was too much mixing between the coast, foathills and plains. Ther tracings were dmost complex
enough to make the jump to Master as she had but were tragicaly maformed. Even so, they could do
omething no Master could: trip the lines of time forward instead of back. The talent would have been
prized except that only desth was strong enough to force itsdf backward through time. It had dmost
been her fate, missed by avery narrow margin.

“You should have woken me,” she admonished, reaching up to touch Lodesh's hand as he placed it
upon her shoulder. It was obvious the Keeper knew they were taking but was too palite to intrude. “I
could have helped carry the pain.”

Connen-Neute pushed his cup of drink farther from him. 1 managed. Besides, if Talo-Toecan finds
out, I'll be the only one in trouble.”

Alissa flicked her gaze to Strdl and back agan. “You should have called me anyway,” she
repeated, dmost angry. Her hand dropped from Lodesh's at the thought of the agony he had endured to



help the boy. Phantom pain or nat, it hurt as if the Navigator's Wolves were ravaging one’'s soul when
one burned another’ s tracings, even in mercy. “Are you all right?’

“I will be tomorrow,” he thought faintly as he dowly spun the glassin his grip. “ At least there were
no septhamas in his family. That I'd have to tell Talo-Toecan about—and then he would
investigate—and then he would want to know how the boy got burned in the first place.” He
shuddered, the mation visble across the distance.

“How could you tell?” she questioned. “1 thought the only way to find them was to work back
from an upsurge of Keepersin a family line that should be commoners.”

Connen-Neute leaned to run a finger between his boot and hisleg. “I asked the boy if any of his
family could see ghosts. He said no.”

Alissa made a sour face. Sometimes the Smplest tests were the ones she overlooked.

Septhamas were a rare group of people—amost as rare as her. Unlike shadufs, they were largdy
undetectable until their children dl became Keepers indead of the expected commoners. Like shadufs,
they were caught between Keeper and Magter. But their misdigned tracings dlowed them to exorcise
ghodts.

Useless had spent an excruciating three days giving her the technica explanation, spouting terms like
psychic imprints and ether frequencies. From what Alissa had picked out from his twaddle was that a
tragedy often left behind an invisble imprint of the event. When a smilar emotiond state was reached,
even hundreds of years later, it set up a resonance, setting the firg imprint to rdive itsdf, hence ghods.
Septhamas could change the frequency of the imprint so it no longer was capable of resonating.

The Hold largdly ignored septhamas as they had yet to find a use for them. It would be extremdy
improbable to run into one as—like a shaduf—they needed a background haling from the plains,
foothills, and coast. To find one, though, would mean the Masters carefully contrived divison of
humanity into three separate groups had come dangeroudy close to completely bresking down.

The serving boy cut between her and Connen-Neute, and she straightened, dismissng her worried
thoughts. There was a second cup for Lodesh, and she poured tea for him first. Lodesh crouched beside
her to take the hot cup as she offered it to him. “Was Connen-Neute tdling you about the boy?’ he
asked, his face frighteningly grim. She glanced a Connen-Neute and nodded. “I'm glad he did it
Lodesh sad. “Hislife was aliving hdll.”

She couldn’'t meet his eyes, rdieved when he stood back up. The cup of tea was hot in her hand, but
she didn’t drink. Though she had nothing to do with the Hold's policy of capitdizing upon the shaduf’s
abilities, she 4ill fdt guilty. The Hold had refused to prevent Lodesh's firdt love, a woman named Sdti,
from turning shaduf. Watching his future bride turn bitter and cold, losng even her dility to return his
love, had nearly killed him. That Alissa had been the one to end Sati’s torture seemed a pale redtitution
for the Hold' s collective calousness.

From behind her, Lodesh shook his head in amazement. “Bone and Ash,” he said, his tone carrying a
repectful awe as he dearly tried to change the subject. “Look at them. Every Sngle one hanging on his
words, wedthy and poor dike. I've never seen anything like it—and I’ ve seen my share of dorytdlers”
He shifted his weight to his other foot, his eyes on Strell. “I’d wager he could convince a queen into
gving him her firgtborn,” he said softly.

“l don't think there' s anything he can't do,” Alissasaid as Strell met her gaze.

L odesh made amuffled groan. She glanced over her shoulder, finding him pushing his fingers into his
forehead as if he was in pain. “Are you dl right?’ she asked, concerned he might be dill thinking about
Sati.

“Yes” He et his cup down and edged away. “I need some air isdl.”



“All right.” Concerned, she watched hm move through the crowd. His steps were unusudly loud, and
he vanished into the blackness beyond the open door. Alissa turned to the old man, gving hm a
noncommittal amile before going back to her tea. It had come with a hard biscuit, and she nibbled &t it,
surprised at the sharp, tangy taste.

Strel’s voice wove up and down, and Alissa listened to the murmur of it rather then the words. It
took her by surprise when Strell finished and the room collectivdly sighed. Chairs scraped againg the
floor and loud calls for service rang out over the new chatter. Alissa peered over the rigng heads to see
Strell teking a well-deserved drink. Mug tipped up, he smultaneoudy swalowed and waved a hand to
forestdl any more requests. “Later!” he shouted chearfully when he came up for arr. “Give me a breath!”
he added as protests were raised.

The innkeeper bustled out from behind the counter, looking more pleased than a farmer who had
finished bringing in his hay before the fal rains. Alissa had dl but forgotten the tired man gtting across
from her when he leaned toward her and muttered, “He can see, can't he”

Startled, Alissa turned to him, hardly noticing when someone bumped her ebow in the press of
people. “Beg your pardon?’

He gestured with his chin across the room crowded with motion. “The tadl one you camein with. HE's
not blind. I’ ve been watching him. And you.”

Alissa glanced up to find Connen-Neute hidden behind awall of people. “Yes, he can see” she sad.
“He wears the scarves to cover his, ah, burns” She frowned, not liking the lies. “He doesn’t want to
frighten anyone,” she added to give some honesty to her answer.

The man's head bobbed. “Aye. Unless you beg, a burnisamark of shame.”

Alissadidn’'t know what to say. She wished she could gracioudy excuse hersdf to make her way to
Connen-Neute, but the room was too crowded. Fortunately, the man seemed sttisfied, and she snuck
glances at him as she waited for the room to settle. His hands gripping his mug had dmost no nails, o
worn were they, and his fingers were thick. She breathed deeply, deciding he smdled like wind, as
Usdess did. Her eyes closed, eager for her nightly talk with her teacher. It was 4ill too early. Later,
when mogt of the coast was degping, it would be easier.

“Is he the one who gave you your bells?’ the man said suddenly. “The blind man?’
Alissa opened her eyes. “Ah... one of them,” she said hesitantly.

“One?’ He took adrink and brushed his mustache. “Y ou mus fed very secure to wed a burned man
who can give you nothing more in the future.”

“I'm not marrying Connen-Neute,” she said, glancing at Strell. He was deep in conversation with a
man in an expengve-looking coat. The man was shaking his head vigoroudy. “He's more like a brother,”
ghe continued. “He' s here because he said | needed dl the hdp | could get.”

The old man shifted his chair to put both his elbows on the table. His eyebrows were shot with gray,
but his eyes were clear. “ You are going on the water?’ he asked.

Alissa dumped, picking at the glazing on her cup. “If we can find someone to take us”
“You want to go?’ the man repeated.
“Of course. I'm the only one who can—" Biting her lower lip, she dropped her gaze.

There was a short slence, and she winced as the man leaned over the smdl table. “Jugt wha are you
looking for, Ma hr?’

She sad nothing. Strll had warned her how superdtitious the coastal people were and that it would
be best to approach ther red god carefully. Seeing she wasn't going to say more, the man leaned back,



and Alisa s tendon eased. “Why don't you take one of your ships?’ he said around the lip of his mug.
“You have two or three hangin' about your ankle, there”

“If 1 had a ship, I’d be on it,” she said, judging that the room was dill too crowed to make her
escape. “Maybe | could buy one, though. How much are they?’

Theman laughed. “1t would cost you a pretty bel, that would. And then there€'s a crew to be found,
and someone to pilot it...”

Excited, Alissa leaned across the table. “Redly? Is that dl?” Not thinking, she reached to untie her
anklet strgp and et it jangling on the table. “Which one would do it, do you think?" She went cold as she
saw his wide eyes, and she wondered if she had broken one of the coast’s many superdtitions. But the
man's hand went out and took up her belswith a professond interest, not a voyeurigstic one. The people
nearby, too, seemed not to care, being more intent on procuring more de than about her bels on the
table.

The man’s brow furrowed in thought, and a hand touched his short beard. “This is an interesting
chain,” he said, and Alissa exhded. If they couldn’t charter a ship, they’d buy one.

“Is there one worth a ship?’ she asked, feding aflood of rdief when he nodded.
“Aye. The quedtion is, which one would you be willing to part with?’
She blinked. “Doesit matter?’

The man flicked his gaze to hers and back to the bdlls. Instead of answering, he laid the strap out flat
and touched the bdll Strdll had given her. “Thisone,” he said. “This was your firg?’

Alissa shook her head. “No. These were.” She pointed to the three bdls from Usdless.

The man grunted in surprise. “Three a once?’ He eyed her sharply, then tapped Stroll’s. “No matter.
Whoever gave you this one loves you. Shame to sdl one givenin love.”

She put the back of her hand to awarm cheek. “How can you know that?’ she asked.

Theman rolled the bdll on the table to make it dlank. “It's not very old, about thirty years. Origindly it
was probably the firg bel of a merchant’s daughter or perhaps a salor’s wife. It's ugly, hear that rank
jangleit makes? Not much of abel, dmos as bad as the bells the dock chulls wear, but it's a bell, which
issaying something. And it's the bell of a poor man. One who haslittle to spend on anything he can't eat,
drink, or wesr. It was given by someone who loves more than he can afford. That he gaveit away shows
he loves you more than hislife”

Alissa stared at the bell, never having imagined it could tdl so much.

The man shifted his shoulders, turning his aitention to the bel Connen-Neute had given her. “Now this
one here, thisis the gift of a young man who has status but ig't in the habit, or perhaps the position, of
udng it yet. Perhaps the sole har of an old man?’

She blinked in surprise. “Connen-Neute gave me that one,” she admitted.

“The burned man?’ he asked, his brow raised in question. “1 thought it was the one who can't shut his
mouth.” He gestured to where Lodesh was dtting with Strell and Connen-Neute. She hadn’t noticed
when he had comein, and dl three were scowling, dearly not liking her taking to a stranger but urwilling
to intervene just yet.

“It'snew,” the man said, regaining her attention. “You can tdl because of the ridge on the edge and
the ting it makes.” He lifted the strap and tapped the bdl in question to send a solitary chime to mix with
the sound of conversation. “New, well-made. Whoever gave you this holds you in great esteem but no
romance.”

Alissa s gaze went distant. That was Connen-Neute, dl right.



“Thisone,” the man said, his brow furrowing as he pointed dmos reverently to Lodesh's bell. “You
couldn’'t have been given this. It must have been inherited. And it tdls me you have wedth in your
background, Ma hr. This bdl is very old and very rare. No one could put this on the market without
there being adtir over it. I'd wager a season’s haul that it's the mogt valuable of the lot, enough to get you
three boats and a crew for themdl.”

She swallowed, not knowing she had been carrying that much wedth on her ankle.

“Aye” the man said dryly, clearly reading her sudden disquiet. “I've only seen one like it, and it was
sad to have been over three hundred years old. Origindly it was probably a gift to a young woman of
datus comin of age. Now, it's far more vauable” His mustache moved as he worked his upper lip
between his teeth. “ So who died and I€ft it to you?’

“No one,” she whispered. “It was a gift.”
He grunted. “Then you got it from your loudmouthed pretty boy?’

She nodded, feding her face go white as she looked a Lodesh. His expresson had softened, and he
was holding up afinger to forestd|l Strell’s urgent words. “Yes” she sad.

“Wel, he loves you, too, for I'm sure he had many other choices available to him despite his present
datus of—wanderer? His choice shows great taste as wel as great desire. He won't be deterred for
much longer,” he warned.

Alissa broke her uneasy gaze from Lodesh. Almog frightened, she waiched the men arrange the last
three bells. “ And these mugt have been a gift from your father,” he said.

“My papa died when | wasfive” she said softly. “Those were a gift from—" She stopped. “From the
mean who taught him his craft,” she finished.

“And this man is now your guardian?’ he continued.
“| suppose,” she said, watching Connen-Neute, Strell, and Lodesh argue.

“Wedl,” the man huffed, “anyone who can give his ward three bells for a trip to the coast must have a
vas amount of wealth—"

“I've never seen it,” she interrupted.

“And not alot of time” he continued, “or they wouldn’t be dl dike. These were bought in a hurry,
uncaring for their worth, only concerned you’ d have something about your ankle.”

Her dight ire washed away in embarrassment. That was Usdless to the last word.

His eyes narrowed, and he leaned back with his ams crossed. “You aren't from the coast,” he sad.
“And even my brother-in-law wouldn't believe your story about wanting to see the current. What are you
lookin' for, Ma hr?’

Gulping, she looked a Strell, Lodesh, and Connen-Neute. Immediately Strell rose, and dl three
began to make their way to her. Seeing ther resolute tride, the man's eyes narrowed. “Jest drop your
sls” hedmog growled. “If you want me to take you out, you'd best tel me what you redly want.”

“You'reacaptan?’ Alissa exclamed, tearing her gaze from the three approaching men.

“Used to be,” he muttered, then louder added, “I’'m the captain of the Black Albatross. It used to be
afine boat—Dbefore my damn wife dragged it down. What isit you're lookin® for that you'd be willing to
gpend a man'’s fortune on?’

Alissatensed in awash of warning. She fdt the support of Strell, Lodesh, and Connen-Neute as they
stood protectively behind her. Lodesh had told her they had to be circumspect about their red desires,
but Alissa couldn’t bring hersdlf to lie to the man. Deciding to be out with it, she turned to the unseen



water. “My never-seen kin,” she said, feding the strangeness of the words. “Logt on a sea voyage—a
long time ago.”

The captain’s wind-lesthered face went dack. Leaning back, he flicked his eyes to the men behind
her. “Ah,” he breathed. “Y ou're lookin' for the Rag Idands”

Hope went through her. There were idands. He knew where they were! But her flush of excitement
flickered as the older man shook his head. “I’'m sorry, Mahr. They're just a desolate chain of rock and
sand if the rumors are right. No one even knows if they redly exist. If your kin was logt on the sea, then
you should pray to the Navigator and dl his Hounds that they perished in the waves. If they washed up
on the Rag Idands, it was a dow desth they endured.”

“l haveto try,” Alissa pleaded. “Will you take us out?’ she asked, her eyesfaling to her sring of bells
dill on the table.

The man sent his gaze up and over her shoulder to the men behind her. He chewed his lower lip to
make his mustache dance. “Aye” he said dowly, and anticipation pulled her upright. “I'll take you on
your fool’s errand.” He nodded to the men behind her. “I'll take you for the price of your man's
entertainment and your other man’'s boots.” He glanced at Lodesh's feet. “I like your boots. Never seen

anything like them.”
Lodesh’'s mouth dropped. “You'll take us out for my boots?’
Connen-Neute hid his bandaged handsin hislong deeves. “Why?" he said softly.

The captain squinted in the light behind Connen-Neute. “Why? Why do you care why?' He abruptly
pushed Alissa s bells across the table and stood. “Be on my deck before the second tide shift tomorrow.
The one after sunset.” His eyes pinched. “And keep it quiet. | need time to find my crew—if there's any
left of ‘em,” he finished sourly.

“Wat!” Alissacdled as he walked out, but he was gone. “We have a ship?’ she asked.

Lodesh grinned as he sat in the vacated chair. “You got usa ship, Alissa” he said. “I told Strel dl we
hed to do was let you ask.”

Strel’s eyes narrowed. “I believe | was the one who suggested that.”

Ther argument was interrupted as the innkeeper brought Strell abowl of potato soup. It seemed as if
it was dl Strell had been edting the last few days. “But why?” Alissa said as Strdl pulled a charr around
to St and enthusadticaly started edting. “He didn’t even want money.”

The innkeeper made a smdl noise. “It was suite” he said, taking Alissa's empty biscuit plate.
“Captain Sholan caught his wife dallying with one of his crew on his lagt trip up-coast. He stopped short
of kedhauling the man and threatened to divorce her. Backed out of it as, if he does, he loses his boat.”

Alissa s breath dipped from her in understanding, and Strell hesitated at his soup.

The innkeeper’s lips pressed together disgpprovingly. “He took a one-bell chull from under the docks
and made her a two-bell woman.” He shrugged. “Sometimes bringing ‘em up from bilge scrapings
works, sometimesit don't. Captain Sholan is taking you out because there's no prafit in it. He wants to
ruin her before divorcing her. She may own the boat, but he decides where it goes” He added as he
turned away, “Y ou were lucky.”

“Lucky,” Strell breathed. “I don't believein luck.”

“And Alissa doesn't believe in magic,” Connen-Neute said as he took a seat beside him. *Even when
it daps her in the face” He grinned from under his scarves. “Let me tdl Talo-Toecan, Alissa? He
wagered me a week’ s worth of firewood that you wouldn't be able to find a ship in less than a month.”

Srel laughed and bent his head' to his soup. “He should have known better than to wager Alissa



can't do something. It only insures she will.”



9

The breeze was damp in her hair and the sound of bells gave away her footsteps as Lodesh escorted
her down the wide dock. Sunset was past, making the ocean a black expanse of hidden motion and
scent. Scattered firesin metd Kkettles sat dong the dock or bobbed on the amal, one-masted boats rafted
out from each other. The boats sat five deep in places, the outermost people having to clamber over tharr
neighbors to reach the dock. She thought it looked risky. If one caught on fire, they’d dl go up. Out in
deeper water were the merchant ships, the Albatross among them. Qil lights showed the ends of the
otherwise dark vessdls.

“Watch your step, Alissa” Lodesh cautioned, teking her ebow as she sumbled on a board. She
gave hm a quick gmile and returned to her gawking, trusing him to keep her from tripping.
Connen-Neute and Strdl were before her with the inn's boy and ther cart of bdongings. Tdon was
pinching her shoulder, grousing for having been locked up dl day.

The amdl of cooking bacon and fish was strong. Surrounding the fires on the docks were sullen
people occupied in conversation and smdl tasks. Their sngsong accent rose and fdl like the waves they
lived on. Blankets and cushions were arranged on the dock in a cardess disarray tha told of a
deep-rooted sdf-confidence. Children ran from group to group, heedless of the posshility of faling in.
Old men fished, and young couples had private conversations at the edge of the light. It was nothing like
her excurdgon through the streets, but rather like waking unnoticed through someon€e's house. It made
Alissafed like a ghost.

The docks were populated by what seemed an entirdly different people than in the streets. They were
shorter, darker, and carried midrugt with them like a shidld. “ There are more now than this morning,” she
sad, referring to their fird trip out to the docks to get a glance of the Albatross.

Lodesh gave her hand a squeeze to bring her attention to a wide crack in the dock. “Maost were out
fishing. They live on their boats dl the time. Even in winter.”

“Sounds miserable” she said, eyeing the nearest shadowy boat in passing. It was no bigger than a
amdl shed, the caling so low one would have to crouch when indde.

“l don't know.” He flicked his ydlow curls from his eyes and amiled. “They keep to themsdves.
Marry within their own. To be honest, they look down upon anyone not ther kin. Even so, Cagptain
Sholan has afew on his crew.”

Alissafrowned. “You said they don't like anyone but themsdves”

“They'll dill work for others” Lodesh said. “The young men especidly, as they need money to buy
materias to make a boat. The girls, too, will hire themselves out as crew before they come of age to build
up their worth to rank a better husband. It's said they make the best sailors, fearlesdy jumping about the
riggng of the larger ships like birds. They use bdls to show datus, too, but thers are coarse, not the
beautiful works of art you have”

She dropped her gaze. “Thank you. But | haven't done anything to deserve them.”
Lodesh gave her hand a squeeze. “1 think you have.”

She ducked her head, knowing she hadn’'t. A deep sense of bound tension filled her as she stopped
a the end of the dock. Her toes edged the drop-off. Behind her, the lives of the dock people continued.
Before her lay the black expanse of ocean, the wind and water moving under their separate but
intertwined forces. The wind tugged a strand of hair from the white ribbon Lodesh had bought her, pulling
it into her eyes.



Alissa gazed a the lights on the water where the larger ships rested at anchor. “How are we going to
get to our boat?’ she asked, looking down to where severd empty rowboats rocked in the rougher
water outside the shelter of the dock. “Can we borrow a dinghy?’

“No,” Strell said with a quickness that frightened her. “ Someone will come.”

Uneasy, she fidgeted, redizing she might have committed a grave error without meaning to. Soon the
soft padding of feet came from behind them. It was a short, dun dockman. Not megting their eyes, he
stepped into a rowboat, fixed the oars to the blocks, and waited.

Shrugging, Lodesh nimbly stepped to the center of the boat. He held out a hand, and Strdl and the
inn's boy began handing ther things across to him. Connen-Neute forgot he was supposed to be blind
and stepped into the boat without help. He balanced with no effort as Strell tossed the remaining packs
to him. But it was the surly dockman who took Alissa's dteff, peering at it intently in the dark before
Seting it aside.

“It'smirth wood,” she said, knowing it would mean little to him. “From the mountains.”

“It would make a fine boat,” he said, his musca voice gatling her. Only now did the man look up,
grunting as he saw Tdon on her shoulder. He pushed his red cap back to show the tight black curls
under it and hed out a wiry hand to hdp her cross the short expanse. Alissa accepted it gratefully,
surprised at the easy confidence in his grip.

She made the short hop, dutching his hand when the boat shifted. He eyed her intently as he rocked
with the waves. Indinctively she followed his lead as he maintained his balance. Ther eyes met, and he
amiled before he let go of her, knowing she had found the knack. It was dancing. Dancing with the wind
and waves.

Alissamoved to gt on a bench beside Connen-Neute, more sure of hersdf as she found the pattern in
the boat’ s motion. The boy with the cart quickly rattled away, leaving Strell. Lodesh stood with his hands
on his hips. “Coming?’ he asked, and Alissafrowned at the mockery in his tone.

Strel vishly swalowed. He ran a hand under his dilapidated hat and touched his pocket where his
pipe and her father’s old map lay. Tadon crooned encouragingly from Alissa's shoulder. Taking a resolute
breath, Strell stretched his foot out to find the floor of the boat. He lurched, sending them rocking
violently. Alissa gasped and clutched the ralling.

Lodesh chuckled and rode the shifting out with a dancer’s grace, but the dockman looked a the
laughing Keeper with a dark, irritated expresson. Awash with empathy, she touched Strdl’s aam. He
gave her aforced amile. Dead center of the amd| boat, he sat on the floor and clutched his pack.

“Areyou dl right?” she whispered. He nodded tersely, and her heart went out to him.

Lodesh brought out his coins, but the man shook his head. “Paid for dready,” he said. “I bought my
children a song. Bought it from the man from the desert where it never rains”

Alissa went dill as she remembered now having seen him in the streets. Strell had interrupted their
shopping to play arequest: a song from his desert. The dockman had his three children arranged before
him like stairsteps, ligening with solemn eyes and serious faces. He had bought his children a song. Her
eyes pricked, imagining the pride he carried for having given his children a glimpse of a larger world the
only way he could.

A sound of annoyance dipped from Lodesh as he tucked his coins away and sat down.

Connen-Neute leaned close to the Keeper. “For someone with no money, he certanly seems to get
what he wants” he whigpered loudly, and Lodesh frowned dl the more.

The dockman stretched to unhook the rope keeping them to the dock. Hunching his back, he began
to row. A thrill went through Alissa as the dock fdl away in rhythmic surges. They had no light, and she



fdt the dark dip about her asif it were something solid to be forced through. Sowly the shape of the
Albatross became digtinct, lit at both ends by ol lamps. Alissafdt afrown of concern come over her.

It had looked fine from the dock this afternoon, but the closer they got, the more unkept the
Albatross became. It wasn't a derdict—and vedlly larger and nicer than the boats the dock people
cdled home—hut it carried an ar of rundown abandonment. The varnish was worn, and the eyes painted
under the waterline were encrusted with barnacles. Alissa's eyebrows rose as she redized the shadows
on the statue of a woman on the bowsprit were actudly hack marks.

“Perhgps he wanted to leave at night so we couldn't see how bad his boat looks” Strdl said, his
voice strained.

“It'sa sound boat,” Lodesh said.

Sl pulled his gaze from the Albatross. “What you know about boats could fit into a thimble,
Lodesh.”

The Keeper sniffed. “I never said | knew about boats, but there are three dockmen among the crew,
and they won't set foot on a vessd they don't trugt.”

A light burst into existence amidships upon the Albatross. Captain Sholan stood at the raling, a torch
inhis hand. “Get them on deck!” he shouted, gesturing merrily at them. “Pull up the anchors. All watches
on deck!” he bellowed. “I want those sails up! We're ready to go!” There was a flurry of motion on the
shadowed deck. Dim figures tugged on ropes, and with the sound of diding canvas, white triangles
blossomed in the dusk, risng up aong the two masts.

Lodesh leaned toward Connen-Neute. “He sin a better mood,” he said softly. Alissa Slently agreed,
thinking he looked nothing like the tired man she had met in the tavern.

The sound of water dapping the side of the Albatross grew loud, and Alissa looked up the tdl
expanse as they bumped into it. A rope ladder rolled down, and she stood, swaying for balance. Tdon
left her shoulder and vanished to chitter unseen from the top of one of the masts. At Lodesh's gesture,
she grasped the ladder. The cord was damp and cold in her hands. Heart pounding, she abandoned the
bobbing rowboat for the dow, ponderous swaying of the Albatross.

Dark thin hands reached down for her, hdping her over the raling. Connen-Neute was next, shortly
followed by their supplies arching over the ralling to land in a jumble on the deck.

Captain Sholan was ganding with his hands on his hips, squinting in the dark a the salls flapping
naigly. A skinny manin a red knit ha was besde him. He caught Alissa's eye and sad a few words to
the captain. Immediately Captain Sholan turned, beaming as he came forward. He was dill amiling as he
hated before them, a contagious good humor flowing from him.

“l need to thank you, Mahr,” he said, touching the brim of his faded ha by way of greding. “It's
because of you | got my boat back from my poor excuse of awife”

“Former wifel” the skinny man called loudly from the whed, grinning, and Captain Sholan bobbed his
head and smiled.

“Me?’ she sad as she picked her pack out of the growing clutter. She glanced at the sdls. They were
making a terrible amount of noise, but no one but her seemed to notice.

The man solicitoudy took her pack from her. “ Sheis a bad woman, Ma hr. Disguisng her wants with
pretty words and thin kindnesses that come from her greed and not her heart. She didn’t beieve me
when | told her | was going to sink the fortune | made for her into the waves if she didn’'t stop docking
her boat in another man’s bed.” He hit his upper lip to make his mustache dance. “There s only so much
aman's pride can take. But when | told her | was taking you out for a pair of boots, she gave me back
my boat and sundered our marriage before | made good on my promise to drain our accounts to buy



hats for harbor whores.”

Alissa's face burned, and she was glad it was too dark for him to see it. With a smdl grunt, he
directed her to a amdl recessed dip in the deck where the ship’'s whed was. The skinny man had the
whed, his arm muscles bunching as he managed it. Benches lined two sides of the recessed deck, a haich
leeding down into the black behind it. Her bdls chiming, Alissa followed. “ She's broken your marriage
because of me?’ she asked, feding guilty.

“Aye, and | owe you deeply for it, Mahr. Me and my crew both. My regular crew,” he amended.
“Not the dock chulls | had to take on to replace those that got work dsawhere while |
was—ah—waiting for a run suitably worthless to tip her over the edge.”

He stepped eadlly into the recessed pit, turning to extend a work-leathered hand to help her down. It
reminded her of the firepit a the Hold, though it was vastly smdler. Cdling out, he tossed her bag to a
swarthy man wearing an gpron standing belowdecks.

“Hayden will show you where you can bunk,” he said, indicating the dark man who had caught her
things. “Best get everything belowdecks before we get out of the harbor proper and the spray starts to
come over the deck.”

“Yes, of course,” she murmured, glancing up at the noisy sails as Strell, Lodesh, and Connen-Neute
joined her. Thar aams were full of packages, and even in the torchlight, Alissa could see that Strel
looked postively ill.

“Iron’s on deck!” someone exclaimed. “Comin’ about!”

Alissafdt the boat turn, and a strong hand pushed her shoulder down. “Waich the boom, Mahr,” the
cgptain said as the heavy beam of wood holding the bottom of the sal swung over the deck where her
head had been. A thump rattled under her feet as the sals caught the wind and landed firm againg ther
ties. The sudden cessation of noise from the sails was shocking, and the boat began to move.

“Over the deck?” Strell whispered, dutching his pack before him.

Lodesh grinned. “Yes” he sad merrily. “Great waves of soray going up and down for weeks on

His voice rose and fdl as did his hands in explanation, and Alissa swallowed, feding dightly ill. “Do
stop,” she chided him, and Lodesh and Connen-Neute exchanged curious |ooks.

“Thismight be the shortest voyage on record,” the young Master said. “I do believe our Alissa may
be prone to seasickness.”
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“Mahr?’ the gdley men said, his lyricd, dockman accent attracting Alissa's atention like a chirping
bird.

She amiled as he wiped his hand on his apron and held out a thick-waled mug of tea. “Good
morning, Hayden,” she said happily as she accepted it on the fla of her hand. The time she had taken it
by the handle, he had angrily thrown it overboard, cup and dl, much to the disgust of Captain Sholan.
According to the superdtitious dockman, she had given wandering spirits permission to drink out of it.

Hayden ran ahand not yet gnarled by the sea over his bearded chin. “Saw a bird on the mast afore
dawn,” he said, his brown eyes serious. “That’s good luck.”

“Almog as good as a cat Sneezing on you before you get up, right?’ she questioned.

He smiled, wrinkling his otherwise young face. “You're learnin’. Now, don't take my tea up to the
bow. A man died there from afal, and he won't take kindly to you wakin' him up.”

Alissa nodded, dhifting the hot cup in her fingers. The dockman was dowly warming up to her. The
other two maintained a suspicious distance; the ship’s boy wouldn't talk to her, and the other was on the
night watch. She didn’t even know his name. Taking a sip of the cooling tea, she watched Hayden wedge
another notch out of the wal support with his knife. There were three cuts so far, one for each sunrise
they had seen since leaving.

One hand on the mug, the other gripping the rail fastened to the low celing, she made her bel-chiming
way to the bright square of light at the end of the aide. The floor was danted under her feet, and the dip
and swoop was soothing. “Comin' about!” a muffled voice cdled, and she tightened her hold. They had
been tacking back and forth snce leaving the harbor. If the captain was right, they would find the current
today.

The angle of the sun on the wall began to shift, and she fdt the boat turn. Seeming to hedtate in its
rhythmic motion, the deck under her feet leveed out. The sound of flapping salls came from overhead.
Alissatook advantage of the leve floor and scrambled hafway up the wide stairway to the deck. Head
poking out, she watched the violent flapping of sals. Like magic, the noise ceased and the sdls filled. The
floor tilted the other way, and Alissaleaned into the wal supporting the stairway.

Timing her moves with the boat, she lurched up onto the deck. Noise and mation enguifed her. The
wind caught her long hair, pulling it into her eyes despite it being tied back with Lodesh's ribbon. A amile
came over her. To be going somewhere with no effort was extremey satisfying. “ It would be grand to
fly,” Beast whigpered unexpectedly into her thoughts. “1 know | could teach you to fly when there
was nothing you could run into.”

Alissagrimaced. “ Ther€' s the water,” she answered, and she fdt Beast Sgh.

From her pogtion by the midhaich, she looked to the bow where Connen-Neute was sanding on one
foot, baancing againg the mation of the waves and the push of the wind. Tadon was perched beside him
on the ralling. The young Master made an odd sght with his hands and head bandaged, the front sal
outlining him on one side and the sky on the other. The ship’'s boy was watching him with uneasy glances
as he went about his work, occasondly touching the tattoo of afish on his shoulder to ward off evil.

Behind her in the recessed whed deck were the captain and Lodesh. Her eyebrows rose as Lodesh
hed the whed in his hands—again. He looked grand with the wind tugging at his tailored clothes and the
hat jammed on his head. His green eyes were sguinting up at the top of the mast and the flag fastened
there. The captain was pointing a it, explaning something. It was obvious the sun and wind agreed with



Lodesh. She had a sudden desire to be next to him. Warming, she looked past im to Strell.

Strel was at the very back of the boat, dumped againg the raling. He looked awful, giving Alissa a
weak wave before turning away, dearly wanting to be left done. Her ownill feding had vanished the firgt
day out, and she fdt bad for him.

“Alissa” Lodesh cdled, his voice fant from the wind. “Come here. The captain is explaining about
the direction of the wind and why we have to zigzag.”

Not caring why, Alissa nevertheless made her grasping, hdting way to ease hersdf down on one of
the built-in benches. She could have made the same trip under the deck and come up at the whed pit
hatch, but it smdled down there. Glancing at the captain, she sipped her tea. “Thank you for agreaing to
take us out,” she said.

Captain Sholan beamed. He was wearing Lodesh’s boots, and his feet were spread wide againg the
boat’s mation. “It ismy pleasure, Ma hr. I'min debt to you.” He smiled, showing bad teeth. “The longer
| stay out of port and away from that woman, the happier I'll be. As it is, | can only take you out for
three weeks, more isthe pity.”

“Three weeks?' Alissa questioned. “Y ou said we have enough food and water for two monthd”

The captain eyed her darkly. “We do. One month out and one month back. I'll cart you about
wherever your little heart desires for three weeks. Then | start back. Besides,” he said, fidgeting, “I've
got three dock chulls—beg your pardon—on my boat.” He grimaced. “That's dmogt hdf my crew.
K eep them on the water too long, and they’Il cause trouble. No. Three weeksisdl I'll give you.”

Alissatook a bresth to protest, dessting a Lodesh's subtle shake of his head. Her brow furrowed as
she grasped the dgnificance of the marks Hayden had made in the gdley. Perhaps she and
Connen-Neute could make the rest of the journey by wing. She was't going to come dl the way out
here just to turn around and go home. But as her eyes went from Sirell to Lodesh, she wondered if she
could do it.

Putting his hand to shade his eyes, Captain Sholan chewed on his upper lip to make his mustache
dance. It was a nervous habit, and Alissa wondered about the food stores. “Got the whed dl right?” he
asked, and when Lodesh nodded, he added, “Keep her steady.” The captain levered himsdf out of the
recessed deck. He strode to the firsd mate preparing to go off watch, his shoulders hunched in what
looked like concern.

Her gaze shifted back to Lodesh, and she hid a amile behind her mug of strong tea. He looked taler
with the whed in his hand and the srength of the boat under him. The breeze tugged at the yelow curls
peeking from under his hat. With his eyes on the digtant horizon, he looked more relaxed and content
then she had ever seen him. “It must be easier than it looksif he'swilling to let you steer the boat done”
sesad.

“Itis” hesad. “And if | shift too far off course, the sails start flgoping.” He loosened his hold on the
whed and immediadly they turned into the wind. The pitch of the deck lessened, and the sails began to
rattle. The crew going off watch looked up from their breakfast, and Lodesh pulled the boat back where
it ought to be. From across the deck, the captain shouted, “If you can’'t hold “er, I'll get someone ese to
doit!”

Lodesh grinned and waved. Scowling, the captain followed the firs mate bel owdecks.

Alissatook another dp of her tea, warming what was left back to near boiling with a quick ward. Her
eyes were drawn to the bow and Connen-Neute and Talon. When the bird noticed Alissa's atention on
her, she launched hersdlf into the air.

A stab of fright went through Alisss—undeserved and embarrassng—as Tdon circled the boat. She
was heavy with the weght of something as large as hersdf. With a diding hush of feathers, the bird



landed to pin a dead rat between her feet and Alissa's shoulder.

“Oh, Tdon,” Alissaexdamed in disgust, shuddering as she moved both the bird and rat to the bench.
“How wonderful. You et it. I'm definitely not hungry.”

Lodesh laughed, but Alissa saw nothing amusng. “Has she dways brought you her caiches?” he
asked as Alissa pushed the rat toward her bird and Taon nudged it back.

“Always” She frowned. “1 liked it better when dl she could catch was grasshoppers.”

“Hm-m-m-m. How sure are you that Taon isa her? he asked, and Alissa gave him an odd look.
“What | meanis, I’ ve seen birds do that to a prospective mate.”

Alissaflushed. “She just wants to share her catches, that's dl. And look at her markings. Mdes are
more griking thean that.”

“True” Lodesh glanced at the ydlow flag a the top of the magt. “But how old is she? Perhaps she's a
he with her feathers going gray?’

“Birds don't go gray,” Alissa scoffed. “Tdon is a she” But her thoughts went back to when she had
found Tdon flgpping ineffectivey on the forest floor in an attempt to get into the air. Tdon's markings had
been darker then. Actudly, the only reason Alissa had decided Tdon was femade was because of her
larger size. It had only been the lagt few years—the lagt few years of a suspicioudy long life span—that
her festhers had become so dull.

Quiet in thought, Alissaran afinger over Tdon. The amdl bird jumped to her shoulder, tugging a her
har until the white ribbon fluttered free. Alissa made a grab for it, but it was gone, over the side and into
the water. “Tdon!” Alissa cried in exasperation, then turned to Lodesh. “I'm sorry. And you had just
gotten it for me, too!”

“I'll get you another,” he said, his eyes warm with emotion.

Chaitering as if insane, Taon snatched up the rat and sruggled into the air. Alissa put a hand to her
head as Tdon circled the boat three times to gain height, then landed atop the highest mast to eat her
breakfast. “That's it?" Alissa shouted up a her bird, not caring that the ship's boy was Saing at her.
“You lose my ribbon for me and leave?’

Tdon's response was hardly audible over the wind, and Alissa dumped into her seat. Lodesh
touched her shoulder, and she jumped. “Warnt to try pilating the boat?’ he asked.

Her jaw dropped. “Oh, | can’'t,” she said, imagining the clatter of the salls and the harsh looks of the
salorsif she put them off course.

He grinned. “Jugt for a moment? It would be a shame if you came out dl this way and never redly
found out.”

“Found out what?’" she asked, hearing the chdlengein his voice.

He hesitated, teasing as he adjusted his hat. “The wind and the water meshing. That's what a boat
does. It harnesses both, and you can fed the strength of them only when holding the whed.” He shifted to
hold the whed with one hand, the musclesin hisarm bunching. “Here. Sipin ahead of me. | won't let go
until you have the knack of it. Promise”

She eyed the amdl space he had offered her, then glanced behind them at Strell looking out the back
of the boat. “Ah,” she sslammered, thinking if she got thet close, Strell would see and try to do something
to prove he wasn't ill. “Thank you, no. | want to talk to Connen-Neute.”

His crestfallen disappointment convinced her she had made the right decison, and taking her tea, she
made her wobbly, hesitant way to the bow and Connen-Neute. She gave the crew hesitant amiles as she
passed them as they assembled in grumbling knots before the captain and firs mate. Unlike the firg



mornings when there had been an dmost seamless change, both the day and night watches were present.
The three dockmen were clustered before the firs mate as he questioned them. No one looked happy.

“Morning, Alissa,” Connen-Neute said slently as she sumbled closer.
“Excuse me?’ she said dyly, remembering Usdless's charge to keep him talking aloud.
“You heard me” he said, hisvoice just above the noise of the wind.

Grinning, she sat down and peered up a him, wondering how he could keep his balance on two fed,
much less the one he was sanding on. Arms spread wide, Connen-Neute dowly pulled his leg higher.
“Would you like some tea?’ she offered, extending the amber brew.

“No, thank you. Hayden's tea is worse than Lodesh's used to be” His Master’s vest furled in the
wind, and the wrap around his head fluttered like a kite tail. Pulling his limbs back toward himsdf, he
gracefully sank down to St cross-legged before her.

Alissa dropped her eyes, the mention of Lodesh’s tea recalling her time trapped in the past. She had
tried to make changes so that he wouldn't have to endure the pain of watching his beloved city go empty
under a friend's curse. But the only thing she had managed to change was the qudity of his tea. Oddly
enough, the only person who remembered it was bad before was Connen-Neute.

“How are you thismorning?’ Connen-Neute asked.

“FHne” Her thoughts went meancholy upon Lodesh and Strell. “Not fing” she amended. He sad
nothing, and she slently picked at the fraying seam in her shoe. *“Connen-Neute?’ she asked, wondering
about what Usdless had said the evening before they left the Hold. “Why did you want to be schooled
with the next transeunt?’

A puff of amusement escaped him. “I didn’t want him or her to believe we were dl like Keribdis” he
sad. Glandng past her at the disant crewmen, he dipped the wraps from his hands and eyes.

Keribdis, Alissa thought, feding a stab of anxiety. Her thoughts went to Beaest, helpless and
vulnerable. Alissa had been hiding Beast for dmost two years, and Usdess had never caught on. But
Keribdis had been trained to spot such aonormdlities. “Is she that bad?’ Alissa asked.

Connen-Neute' s long face reddened. “ She's strong-willed, refusing to see a path to an end other than
the one she came up with. Like you, in that way.” He ran his fingers through his short dark hair to free it
from the shape the scarf had pressed into it. “But the red reason | wanted to be schooled with the next
transeunt was that Redal-Stan told me it would be a sure way to shift the balance of the conclave. | could
gan the trust and ear of someone who would probably hold a great ded of sway.” He shrugged
sheepishly. “I work better by gedth than bluff and bluster. Keribdis is hard to confront. | can never
remember what | wanted to say.”

“Hold sway with the conclave?’ Alissa said, feding atrickle of darm through her.

Connen-Neute folded his scarf. “They amply lisden more to some than others. To me, not & al. I'm
the fledgling of the Hold. And if you join with someone who isn't a Magter, they'll never take you
serioudy, ether. Transeunt or not.”

She frowned, not liking that. “I'm going to marry Strdl or Lodesh,” she said. “I don't care what
Keribdis or anyone dse says. | just can’'t decide whom,” she said petulantly.

“| think you aready have decided,” Connen-Neute said softly.
“What?’ she exclamed, tenang.

He shrugged histhin shoulders, looking far too young to know what he was taking about. “Lodesh is
obvioudy the better of two bad choices. By not coming out with it, | think your heart has dready decided
on Strell. You're smply too frightened to admit it, knowing the storm of trouble it will cause.”



She put the back of her hand to her warm cheek. “I just haven't decided isdl.”

Connen-Neute held out a long-fingered hand. “Strdl?” he said, ticking off his fingers as he spoke.
“Commoner. Very short life gpan. Can't make award to save his skin. Last member of a family line haf
the Hold has been trying to surreptitioudy wipe out. Capable of begetting only common children—"

“Stop it,” she protested, not wanting to heer it said aoud.

“Lodesh?’ He put the other hand out, pantomiming weighing their qudities. “ Keeper. Carries a curse
to keep him dive until he breaks it. Children who will be Keeper, possbly Master. Past adminidtrator to
adty of thousands. Knows the same people they do. Been to the same weddings, parties, funerds...”
His second hand had fdlen appreciably, leaving hisfirg highinthe air. “Need | go on?’

She sghed. “No.”
“Asl sad... trouble. And to top it off, Strell gets seasick.”
She glanced to the stern, wondering if he was right and she was too blind to see it.

“l think you're frightened,” Connen-Neute continued. “You know Keribdis will forbid you from
marrying a commoner, forcing you to either stand up to her or livealie”

“How can | be afraid of her?” Alissa said with afase anger. “I've never even met her. And | haven't
decided only because when | do, | know the other will leave.” Her eyes dropped to her shoes. “I don’t
want ether of them to be done”

Connen-Neute gave her awry look. “Them? Or you?’

Alissa said nothing, unable to raise her eyes to his as he bound his scarf around his head again. “So
will you follow your heart and bring about your end,” Connen-Neute said as he hid his golden eyes, “or
falow your logic and marry Lodesh? He loves you, and you love him. Either way, you had better decide
soon, or they will decide for you.”

“Who do you think would win out?” she asked in asmdl voice, wondering if she was so cowardly as
to let them decide.

Connen-Neute shrugged. “Logic says Lodesh, seeing as he has alifetime of experience to draw upon
and isa Keeper. But Strell has survived Bailie when no Keeper could, charmed a ferd raku, and defied
the boundaries of logic to bring you back from the past through a memory.” Connen-Neute tucked the
end of the scarf under itsdf and hid his bare hands in his deeves. “Lodesh underestimates him. So does
Tao-Toecan.”

There was a scuff behind her, and she turned to see the firs mate gpproaching with Lodesh. “How
07" she asked softly.

“Srell was raised in the desert,” he said soundlesdy as Lodesh and the nervous-looking crewman
came close. “He has a core of savage ruthlessness no one but | seem to see.” Folding his hands
peacefully in hislap, he turned his cloth-wrapped head to Lodesh.

Alissa followed his gaze, her mild concern as to what they wanted shifting to darm when Lodesh
asked, “Have ather of you seen crewman Farrin? He was on night watch, but no one has seen him since
midnight.”
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Connen-Neute' s plate threatened to move as the boat ran down an especidly tadl wave. Peeved, he
grasped the edge with a scarf-wrapped hand. Gravy doshed to gain his bandages, and he frowned. In a
waeh of irritation, he ran amenta search of the boat. The crewmen not on watch were clustered together
inthe bow. Sill gossiping about the missing sailor, most likely, he thought. Deciding if worse came to
worst he could snuff the all lamp, Connen-Neute dipped his hands from his wrappings and undid the
binding from around his eyes.

“Do you think that wise?" Lodesh asked, not meeting his gaze as he continued to sop up his leftover
gravy with a crumbling biscuit.

Connen-Neute ran a long-fingered hand through his short har to free it from the folds the scarf had
pressed into it. “I know where everyoneis” he said softly.

The Keeper shrugged, seeming not to care. “Where' s Alissa?’ he asked as he sipped his drink. “She
promised to play cards with me tonight.” Glancing at the black rectangle of the night at the top of the
ladder, he took a strip of salted meet with a guilty swiftness,

Connen-Neute reached across the table and commandeered what was left in a show of quiet
possessiveness. “You told Alissayou wouldn't eat meet anymore. You and Strell, both.”

“l sad nothing of the kind.” Lodesh grinned mischievoudy from under his ydlow curls. “I smply
stopped when she brought it to my attention she didn't like it. That she would make a concluson from
thet is her prerogative.”

A smdl sound of warning escaped Connen-Neute. He was sure the digtinction would mean nothing to
Alissa. Shredding the last wedge of mest, he ate it piece by mocking piece. He rather liked that Alissa
stuck to her foothills upbringing and didn't eat mest. It saved possible wear and tear on their friendship.
And since he had no designs on pursuing her, she didn't care what he ate. “Alissais adeep dready,” he
sad, answvering Lodesh' s origind question as he washed the megt down with gulp of tepid water.

They had gone through dmost hdf the casks of water in the boat’s hold. What was left was showing
ggns of going bad. Perhaps the captain was right. Perhaps they should start back tomorrow. At leest the
humans...

A sauffing at the top of the ladder broke into his thoughts. He quickly hid his hands in his deeves,
sending a questing thought to find Strell shakily descending. Blowing in relief, Connen-Neute reluctantly
picked at the potatoes Alissa had made the cook bail up.

“Strdl!” Lodesh caled companionably. “ Potatoes tonight. Y our favorite”

The haggard man hesitated, swalowing as he glanced at thar plates and quickly away. “Maybe later,”
he said. “I came down to get my blanket.” His usudly dark skin was pde in the amber light from the
anvinging lamp. “The Navigator help me, | can’'t stay down here.” A panicked look came into his eyes as
he lurched to his pack.

A frown pulled Lodesh's brow tight. Leaning across the narrow table, he whispered to
Connen-Neute, “Can’'t you ward him to deep? For one night? He' s doing better, but look a him.” He
went slent as Strell gripped the calling support. “He's been on deck every night,” Lodesh continued. “A
good deep might be just the thing.”

Connen-Neute nodded. Reassuring himsdlf that none of the crewmen were near, he set his tracings to
glow. The pattern for award of deep was difficult, and as he sat his fidd about Strell in preparation, the
plansman started, dropping his pack. As Connen-Neute and Lodesh watched in surprise, Strell looked



behind him. “Ashes,” the piper whispered. “Now I'm seeing them down here.”
“Them?’ Connen-Neute questioned cautioudy.

Srdl grimaced. “ Ghogts. The plains are full of them. So is the Hold, and | don’t even want to think
about Ese’ Nawoer.” He made a mocking shudder, turning to dig in his pack again. “Tao-Toecan taught
me some exercises to ease the scar tissue across my tracings. He thought it might help me reach Alissa
when she was—" He hesitated, flicking a dark look a Lodesh. “When she was trapped in the past. |
don’'t do them anymore as it makes the ghods dl the more clear. Sometimes, | don’t notice them &t al.
But when I'm tired or worried, it'sworse.”

“Redlly...” The idea Strdl was sengng ghosts was thin a best, but the piper’s response had been a
classc reaction to a novice catching hisfirs resonance. Connen-Neute glanced at Lodesh, reading in his
uncomforteble expresson that the Keeper had guessed the same. “Strel,” Connen-Neute asked
cautioudy, “would you like me to ward you to deep tonight? So you can get a good rest?” He amiled.
“WEe Il need dl your piping skills to cam Alissa tomorrow when Captain Sholan announces we're turning

Strell looked ill. “No. Ballie warded me to deep once. | couldn’t wake on my own.”

“How about a ward of caming, then? he asked. “If you'll dlow me to look at your tracings, | can
talor it as strong or weak as you like”

Lodesh opened his mouth—undoubtedly to point out thet it wasn't possible to tallor a ward in such a
way—and Connen-Neute shot him a warning look. He didn’'t care what ward he put on Strell; he just
wanted to get a good look &t histracings.

“Why not?’ Strell draped his blanket over his shoulder and straightened. “Ward away.”

Lodesh’'s mug of water hit the narrow table with an accusang thump. His ams crossed before him,
and he leaned back againg the narrow bench.

“Good,” Connen-Neute said, not liking being caught in a bald-faced lie. “I’ll set it up, and you tdl me
when you sense it. Tha should be strong enough to do you some good but weak enough such that it
won't incgpacitate you. And, ah, I'd appreciate it if you don’'t tdl Alissa about this Talo-Toecan
wouldn’'t approveif | told her it was possible to tailor wards thisway.”

Lodesh snorted, and afant amile came over Strdl mind. “ She won't hear it from me” he sad.

Satling himsdf, Connen-Neute glanced at a wry-faced Lodesh before easing a thought into Strell’s
mind. He had been invited under alie but invited nonetheless. He gtifled a wince as he viewed the chaos.
It was hard to see anything as Strell had no source to light his mindscape, but it was obvious the piper’s
tracings had no cohesion. It would be impossible for Strell to have caught a resonance. Especidly as
evarything was coated with heding scar tissue. Concerned, Connen-Neute looked closer. The dameage
looked too old to have been acquired in the short time Strell had been at the Hold. Where had he gained
that much scar tissue? And why?

Connen-Neute set up award of deep as he had earlier, careful to keep the energy below the levd of
invocation. Strel did nothing, sanding blankly as he waited for something to happen. There was not a
dgimmer of resonance from his tracings. Connen-Neute shifted his head dowly, and Lodesh seemed to
relax, eesng back againg the narrow sest.

Wondering what Strell had sensed if it hadn’t been his ward, Connen-Neute prepared to put a ward
of cdming over the plainaman. He could at least do that for him. But as his fidd touched Strell, the men
diffened. “There” Strell said, his eyes intent.

Connen-Neute looked at himin wonder. He hadn’t yet set the ward. “It' sthefidd,” he said. “You've
become sengtive to the fidds that carry wards. That's dl.”



“Afidd?’ Strell said, hiseyes going wide. “Is that... normd?’

Connen-Neute exchanged a cautious glance with Lodesh. “There have been very few commoners
dlowed to gtay in the Hold as you have. Perhaps the extended contact with fields and wards could
account for it.”

That seemed to saisfy Strell, and a his nod, Connen-Neute set the caming ward in place.
Immediady Strdl dumped. His face went dack, and his grip on the support post eased from
white-knuckled to one only mildy dutching. “Thet should help,” Connen-Neute said, ignoring Lodesh's
disgpproving look as he noted the piper’s breathing had grown dow. He had begun to rock with the
boat, too, insead of againd it.

“Yes” Strdl sad around a yawn. “Thanks. It's working. But I'm dill going to deep on deck. G
night, Connen-Neute. See you in the morning.” Giving Lodesh a nod, he took the last biscuit from the tin
plate and headed to the sairs.

“We should have done that the firg night out,” Connen-Neute whispered as Strdll vanished.
“Uhrhuh,” Lodesh drawled, a questioning tone to his voice.

Jolted from his thoughts, Connen-Neute flicked a look a him. “You saw him jump. | had to see his
tracings,” he said. “He might have had a resonating pattern.”

“You lied to gain his permisson,” Lodesh answered.

Connen-Neute met his gaze evenly, refusng to show any guilt. He was a Magter of the Hold. Lodesh
was a Keeper. “And you've never lied before?” he questioned.

Lodesh took adow breath, his gaze going back to his plate. “Never mind.”

Making a satisfied noise, Connen-Neute picked up his cup and took a swalow. The water was
getting worse at the bottom, carrying a sour taste that seemed to stick with him. He set the cup aside, his
thoughts going back to Strell’s damaged tracings. Strell Hirdune: piper, potter, and heavily scarred. There
was only one way to account for it. Feding a hint of mistrugt, he watched Lodesh pick at his biscuit.
“Where isthe pipe?’ Connen-Neute asked.

“Pipe?’ Lodesh never looked up.

Connen-Neute leaned forward and pushed the Keeper’s plate out of his reach. “The one | warded
for you three centuries ago to prevent your sster’s children from turning shaduf. Strell is a descendant of
your sigter, and you know it.”

Lodesh glanced up and away. His face showed no emation. “Of course | know it,” he sad as he
pulled his plate back. “He knowsit himsdf. So does Talo-Toecan.”

“Alissa doesn't.”

The Keeper frowned. “Strdl has chosen to remain slent. But please, I'm sure he would appreciate
your tdling Alissa before you find out why he haan't told her himsdlf. | mink the man is embarrassed to be
my kin. The Navigator knows why.” He pulled the plate back, his motions dowing in thought. “Unless...
No.”

A tinge of red came over the man, and Connen-Neute eyed him suspicioudy, not remembering ever
having seen such an emation on the usudly composed Keeper before. He gestured for him to continue,
and Lodesh went sheepish. “1 only meant it to get him to leave me done” he said, “but maybe he took
me serioudy. Last winter during an—ah—discussion concerning Alissa, | told him the only way | could
et rid of my curse was to remove a threst that could save or damn the world, and thet if anything like
that came up, I'd judt leave it to Talo-Toecan. He kept pressing the issue, looking for a way to absolve
my curse so | would go away and leave im and Alissa done. It became rather tedious, so | told himif |



got angry enough, | could probably foster it off on one of my descendants. Maybe he took me a my
word and istrying to hide his ancestry.”

“You'd give another your curse?” Connen-Neute asked, thinking the often sdf-serving Keeper might
someday do just that if he thought it would be to his benefit.

Lodesh looked at the square of night at the top of the dairs asif seeing into the past. “Connen-Neute,
you know | never had any children. Besides, why would | want to lose my curse? Especidly now?’

Connen-Neute grunted softly a that. Curious about whether his ward had been responsible for the
damage, Connen-Neute stretched to pull Strell’s pack closer. After searching Strell’s mind, ransacking
his pack was asmdl indiscretion.

“l can't believe my ward is dill holding,” he said as he shuffled about init. “I'd have expected it to
have log its effectiveness by now.” He hesitated. “That's why Keribdis has been trying to wipe out the
Hirdune line. She doesn't know my ward has been keeping them commoners when they ought to be
K eepers and shadufs. Y ou never told her?’

Lodesh's eyes went tight in anger. “Keribdis began her campaign to wipe out the Hirdunes long after
I’d died. Three generations of falure is embarrassng, and for her, it's easer to diminae an aberrant
family line and start over than try to understand why it isn't giving her what she wanted. | see no reason
to say anything now. Or do you want to explain to Keribdis why her attempt to nurture a shaduf from the
Stryska/Hirdune union failed so spectacularly?”

Tengngin a pang of angst, Connen-Neute shook his head. Giving Lodesh's Sster a warded pipe to
gently scar her infants tracings into unusable pathways to prevent her from having a shaduf child had
been his idea. If it was found he had secretly worked againg the Hold's agreed plan, he could be
charged with sedition—even three centuries later.

Connen-Neute difled a shudder as he dug deeper into Strell’s pack. HE'd never agreed with the
mordity of the Hold's palicy to capitaize upon the tragedy of shadufs. But as no one listened to him, he
adways relied upon stedth to make things go the way he thought they should.

A cry of success dipped from him as his fingers found a smooth length of wood. Then he looked
closer, frowning. “1t's made of mirth wood, but thisisn't the pipe.”

“No.” Lodesh took a huge swdlow of his drink, meking a face as he set the cup down a am'’s
length. “He broke it. Which was just as well, seeing he was garting to scar himsdf worse playing it for
Alissa. He made that one from the end of Alissa's saff.” Lodesh stacked his plate upon Connen-Neute's
empty one. “See the position of the last hole?’

Connen-Neute hdd the pipe as if to play it. “He put the hole where his shortened finger could reach
it.” He looked up, his brow furrowed. “Our good mingdrd has a pipe of mirth wood that no one but he
can play. Interesting...”

Lodesh guffawed. “ Save me from prophesying rakus.”

A sudden thought pulled Connen-Neute's atention from the vaduable pipe. “He might be able to
engender Keeper children.”

“You saw his tracings,” Lodesh sad quickly. “Tao-Toecan agrees there's no coheson under the
scaring. Strell’s sblings might have been Keepers, but Strell isn't.”

“Perhgps,” Connen-Neute said around a yawn. “Ashes, I'm deepy. I’'m going out on deck to clear
my head. | want to try to reach Tao-Toecan tonight.”

Lodesh yawned as wdl. “Alissa said she logt contact with him three nights ago.”
“It sworth atry,” Connen-Neute persisted. “He might have an idea of how Strdl can sense fidds. In



any case, he'd want to know about it.”

Lodesh stood when Connen-Neute did, catching himsdf againg a cdling support. He hesitated,
unusudly unsteedy. “I’ll see you in the morning, then. Alissawill need some cheering up.”

“She' strying to convince me to abandon ship with her and fly ahead,” Connen-Neute said, watching
Lodesh as he rewrapped his eyes.

L odesh spun, the haze of fatigue vanishing from him. “Y ou won'’t, will you?’

Grinning, he said nothing, meking a pair of red scarves to replace the black ones of Alissa's that he
hed gotten gravy on. Still slent, he bound his hands and rose up the stairs and into the dark. It would do
the cocky Keeper some good to not know everything for a change.



12

“Alissa” avoice hissed, hummingin her head like bees. “Alissa, please. Wake up!”

Shetried to swalow, surprised at the difficulty. Her mouth had a bitter taste she recognized. Drugged
? she thought, disoriented. Had Redal-Stan drugged her again? Was he here? She had a word or two to
put in his ear about that!

Confused, she tried to open her eyes with no success. Someone was pulling on her hair. Feathers,
she thought, smdlling them. Blood? No, carrion. Her thoughts swirled, making the connection. Talon.

Her mind cleared somewnhat. There was aflush of wind, and Taon was gone. Alissa's head hurt and
her ams ached. She thought she was going to be sick. The boat rose with a wave, and the rigging
thumped againgt dack canvas.

Something bumped her, fumbling at her wrists bound before her. “Ashes” Strdl whispered, panic in
hisvoice. “Why did | ever agree to this? | knew she was going to get hersdf into trouble. The girfl can't
pick flowers without coming home with ghosts.”

Alissa fdt a laugh bubble up to come out as a soft groan. Strdl talked to himsdf? Why not? she
decided, her thoughts weaving. She not only talked to hersdlf, but she answered back.

“Beast? dhe durred into her mind, getting a somnolent murmur of a response. Her dter
consciousness was as aware as she was, which meant not a dl. But that, Alissa thought, could be
rectified—if she could pull hersdf together long enough to focus.

Struggling to concentrate, she sent a careful thought into her source to put her tracings dight. She set
the pattern for award of heding, wagering it would cleanse the drug from her as eesly asit mended amadl
cuts and sped bruises on to heding. Unsure of hersdlf, she checked the pattern twice before invoking it.
Jugt as she decided she had it correct, someone yanked her into a Stting position by her hair.

“Ow,” she groaned, sruggling to open her eyes.

“Don’t touch her!” Strell shouted. There was a surprised grunt, and the grip on her hair vanished. She
collapsed. Her head met the deck with a thunk. Pain shocked through her. Cheek pressed againg the
sun-warmed wood, she heard a derigve shouting and the sound of Strell retching. Sunlight stabbed her
eyes. Squinting, she saw a pair of bare feet pad away. Strell was curled into a bal, dearly having been
kicked in the stomach. His hands were tied behind him. Blood smeared his shoulder where his shirt had
torn.

“Shes dill out,” the barefoot dockman caled out in his Sngsong accent. “She won't be awake until
unst”

Her eydids opened a dit, and she fought to keep her breething dow at the sound of approaching
boots. A shadow fdl over her. Lodesh's boots, the pair the captain had taken for passage, stopped in
front of her. She didn’t think Lodesh or the captain was wearing them. There was a soft sound of regret,
and the boots and bare feet moved away.

Stomach churning, she closed her eyes and returned her atention to her mindscape. She was pleased
to see the pattern had held through the abuse. That was good. She didn't think she had the presence of
mind to set it up again. Dizzy, she dlowed more energy to flow. Her tracings filled with a soundless force.
There was amoment of heavy disorientation as the ward seemed to exist in not only her thoughts but her
body as wdl. Then, with a sngp that she swore had to be audible, her tracings went dark. The ward
severed itsdf from her thoughts and acted.

A dgh sounding like a moan dipped from her. Warmth from the ward mixed with the sun. It pulsed in



time with the shush of the water againgt the hull and the rocking of the boat. The mind-dowing taste of the
bitter drug dissolved. She stretched languoroudy upon the deck, basking in the somnolent peace indilled
by the ward. It was only when she reached to brush the hair tickling her nose that she remembered her
hands were tied.

She jolted awake. Heart pounding, she hdd hersdf 4ill, hiding her open eyes behind her bound
hands. From her hand span height on the deck, she saw the salls were down. It was late morning. Strel
was dumped nearby, his hands bound and his hair wild. What the ashes was going on?

“Get your chull hands offa mel” she heard the captain shout. There was a thump, and her gaze shot
across the deck to where he had been dropped near the main mast. The ship’s boy and the dockman
usudly on night watch were checking the ropes about the captain’s hands and feet. Captain Sholan was
barefoot, his white toes looking vulnerable in the sun. A gash across his skull bled duggighly to drip into
his eyes and beard. He shook his head, scattering clotted blood againg the deck and gray sals.
Sickened, she wiggled her hands to test her ropes.

“Strell,” she whispered, he turned to her. Rdief so drong it was panful to see cascaded over his
heggard face.

“Thank the Navigator,” he breathed, dearly forcing his heartfdt gaze from hers. He licked his cracked
lips and glanced at the three dockmen taunting the captain. “Stay adeep,” he muttered, scooting until his
bound hands shuffled into her view. The smdl of wet rope and sand assailed her. And blood. She could
grdl blood. Fear chilled her through the strong sun.

Immediately she began to pick at the ropes on his wrigts. Her fingers were cold and unresponsive.
Sifling a cry of frugration, she added her teeth. “What happened?’ she asked, her words muffled by the
thick cord. It tasted like swest.

“ an Sholan wasright,” he said, leaning so his shadow shaded her eyes. “The dockmen took the

She didn’t care about the boat. “Where are Lodesh and Connen-Neute?’

“l don’t know. They drugged last night's dinner. They didn’'t expect me to wake up. | watched them
kill the firs mate and one of Captain Sholan’s regular crew. They probably killed that missing sailor, too.
I'm sorry they hurt you, Alissa. Areyou dl right?’

She nodded. The knots were dick with his swesat. His fingers looked white, with the truncated tip of
his pinky showing a stark red. Strell had been seasick and had barely eaten athing. She had fdlen adeep
unusudly early. They were dl fools.

As she worked, she sent her thoughts over the boat. Panic took her as she couldn’'t find
Connen-Neute and Lodesh. They are dead, she thought. They have to bel Stomach knotting, she
fearfully widened her search. Her shoulders dumped as she found them bobbing in a dinghy resting
agang the boat. They were adeep, too deep to be naturd. “I found Connen-Neute and Lodesh,” she
whispered. “They’'rein one of the dinghies”

“Arethey dive? he asked, frightened.
“They're adeep,” she whispered, fedingill a his question.

“You'readog!” the captain suddenly shouted. “I’ll see you hanged by your own entrails. Let me up!”
he raged. “Fght me. WE Il see how brave you are, then. Poison and venom. Dock whores have more
honor than—"

His words ended with a sodden thump and a pained grunt. Alissa worked harder. “Almog,” she
whispered, feding the knots begin to loosen. With Strdll’s wigdling, the wraps came apart. He tensed,
ghifting to gt upon his ropes. “Can you ward them?’ he asked, keeping his back to her as he reached



behind him for her bound wrigts. “Put them to deep? Still them?’

“Only one a atime. Warding people is hard. Let me get the poison from Connen-Neute and Lodesh
fird. Aslong as they are ignoring us, we have time”

“You can do that? From here?” he said. His hands behind his back took her bound hands in his
“How could | have been so stupid, Alissa?’ he whispered. “I put you in SO much danger. They want to
«l you!”

Tears threatened, not a his words but at the love behind them. She kissed his fingertips, then urged
him back to freaing her. “We Il be dl right. Let me wake them up.”

As Strell worked at her bonds, Alissa sent her thoughts to the rowboat. Trembling, she set up her
tracings. They were within a raku length, so her wards would reach. Blood rushed into her hands as Strell
freed her. Ignoring the tingling pain in her fingers, shefirg set award over Lodesh. A heartbeat later, she
warded Connen-Neute. The young Master fdl into a naturd deep as he dways did after a ward of
hedling, but Lodesh woke up.

“What the Wolves am | doing down here?’ she heard his degant accent echo up over the sde. She
met Strell’s eyes. He glanced at the three dockmen and shook his head. They were arguing and hadn't
heard Lodesh.

“Lodesh,” she sent dlently as she rubbed her wrigts, hidden behind Strell. “ The dockmen drugged
you. Srell and | are on deck. We're both free, but they don’t know it.”

“Mutiny?’ Lodesh thought, his emations tinged with anger.
“Give Connen-Neute a shake. We need to—"
She cut her thought short as two pairs of bare feet and one booted came toward her. Strdl kept his

hands clasped behind him to gppear bound. She dit her eyes, watching Strdll squint up. Swest trickled
over his brow. She tucked her hands under her.

“Alissa?” Connen-Neute blurted into her thoughts. He sounded bewildered. Frightened at how fast
things were spirding out of control, she relaxed to fdl into an intense state of connection.
Connen-Neute' s awareness seemed to sumble, fdling past the usud barriers to land deep into her
thoughts. The young Master hesitated, then, redizing she was asking him to pickaback his consciousness
on hers so he would know what was happening on deck, he agreed.

Alissa difled a shudder as he lowered his own defenses and ther thoughts came close to mingiing
fredy. It waan't difficult to maintain such a close link with another soul, just highly ill-advised. But they
hed done this before. And it was easier than rdaying everything.

Feding a gimme of Connen-Neute's fear, her pulse dowed to maich his Ther breathing
synchronized. Connen-Neute saw through her eyes, and she fdt her lips move as he told Lodesh what he
was seaing through her dit lids

“Look,” the ship's boy said, his usud meekness having changed to a bullying scorn. “She's atakin’
inher deep.” Her lips stopped as Connen-Neute redized what he was doing.

“She looks mighty pretty, just alying there,” the barefoot man said, and she fought not to move as a
work-blackened toe brushed the har from her face.

“If you touch her,” Strell threatened, “I'll kill you. | swear it. Somehow, I'll kill you.”

Alissa difled a shudder at the heavy promise in his voice. Connen-Neute was right. None of them
knew the depths to which he would go.

“Shaddup!” a high, rough voice shouted. “Or I'll dit your throat and make her watch.”
“No,” she heard Hayden, the gdley man, say. “I told you no killin' or rgpin’. You ligen to me this



time” Lodesh's boots appeared in her Sght to take an aggressive stance. “You don't like it, you can get
inthe rower with what you left dive,” Hayden exclamed. “Or do you want to stle this right now? Eh,
Clen? You and me? | cut you under the docks when you touched my sister. I'll soill your guts right here if
you kill anyone else efore | say so! You know | can!”

Her heart pounded wildly as the bare feet edged away with a ructant downess.

From the magt, Captain Sholan shouted, “You'll be a murderer sure as dicing our throatsif you put us
inadinghy out here. Give me a knife. Let me diefighting. Or are you afraid I'll best you? Worthless dock
chull!”

Hayden turned, Lodesh's boots scraping. “It's up to the Navigator if you live or die in a rower, not
me” There was a moment of slence. “Clen, we're kegping the piper ‘ cause he's worth something now
that he an't seasick. And the woman. But you an't touchin’ her. Red runny eyes don’t sl as wel as
angry ones.”

“Let me have a bell, then, Hayden,” Clen dmost whined. “I should get at least one.”
Alissa dtiffened. Her pulse raced. Not her bells. They couldn’t have thosel

“Alissa,” warned Connen-Neute in her thoughts, his fear thick. “I’ll buy you new ones. I’'m almost
free. With all three of us, no one will get hurt!”

But someone touched her ankle. “Get off!” she shrieked, hearing Connen-Neute shout the same,
linked together as they were. Panicked, she flung Connen-Neute out of her thoughts. She lashed out with
her foot, hitting nothing. Sitting up, she stared at the three startled dockmen.

“Wolves,” she heard Connen-Neute swear.
“Burn it to ash, Alissa,” Lodesh thought. “We aren’t ready yet.”

Wide-eyed, she scuttled back to Strel. Her heart pounded. Together they rose. Strdl stood
protectively in front of her. The dockmen’s surprise melted back into confidence. Hayden dropped back
a step and fingered the hilt of his knife. “Not so deepy? It don't matter.” He gestured to Clen and the
boy. “Tie them back up. And keep them apart thistime.”

Alissa gasped. She tried to think of a ward, but her mind went blank. Strell dropped into a fighting
crouch. Hayden's face went sour as he urged the other two dockmen to attack. The ship's boy looked
frightened, not so brave now that they were awake, but Clen stepped close, eagerly swinging his knife in
athreatening arc. Jaw clenched, Strell stepped into the swing, ducking the blade. Grabbing the man's
hand, he twisted.

“Stop!” Alissa shouted as the boy stepped forward to help. She heard Taon chitter in anger from the
magt. Alissajumped when the bird landed on her shoulder and hissed.

“Don't kill im!” Hayden shouted iratdly. “He s worth more than both of you!”

“It's nice to be appreciated,” Srell grunted, fadling back. Blood stained his upper arm, but Alissa
didn’t think it was his. White-faced, she warded Clen’s knife to make it hot. 1t was the ward she used the
mogt, and the only one she could remember. The dockman dropped it with a curse, saring a the knife
on the deck. The boy gasped, backing up as he whispered a chant over and over to ward off evil. She
stood blankly, trying to recal award of dillness, but her swirling thoughts wouldn't dow.

“Lodesh? Strell shouted. “Alissais a bit preoccupied. | could use alittle help up herel”

“That’s enough,” Connen-Neute muttered into her thoughts. “I’'m tired of masks and scarves. I’'m
tired of Talo-Toecan telling me what | can and can’t do.”

“Wait!” Lodesh cried. “1 dmogt have you free”
“l can do it myself,” he snarled into her thoughts, and Alissafdt a pull on her tracings.



“Don't!” she shouted, knowing he had shifted to a raku. They had promised they wouldn't! The deck
tilted violently. Talon's nails vanished from her shoulder as Alissalost her balance and rolled to the edge.
Clen's knife did to a hdt beside her. Clawed hands large enough to encircle a horse gripped the raling
above her. The dockmen stopped their advance, halding onto the boat to keep from diding as they
dared in fear.

Srel did down next to Alissa He took Clen's knife. “Stay here,” he hissed. She reached out after
him as he haf-crawled up the doping deck to the captain. The crewmen stared in horror at the long, wet
tal coiling heavily up onto the deck. Strell kndlt behind Captain Sholan and worked at the knots.

The timbers groaned, and the boom swung as the boat leaned farther when Connen-Neute peered
over the Sde of the boat. His reptilian head was larger than the boat's whed. He grinned, showing
canines as thick and long as her am.

“It'sa serpent!” the boy screamed, jolting everyone into motion.

“Serpent?” Connen-Neute roared, not understood by anyone but Alissa as his word was repeated in
her thoughts. “I’m a Master!” Snarling fiercely, Connen-Neute lurched onto the deck. Alissa gasped as
the boat nearly swamped. It righted itsdf as Connen-Neute found the center of the boat. The boom
swvung, splintering againg his thigh.

“That'saraku!” Hayden shouted, terrified.

Alissa's heart pounded. They weren't supposed to shift. They had promised they wouldn't let anyone
know who they were! The dockmen might guess it was Connen-Neute!

Lodesh's am appeared over the raling. Usng the rope tied to the dinghy, he pulled himsdf up,
graning. He was soaked. The rowboat must have sunk when Connen-Neute shifted. Taking everything
inwith a glance, the Keeper levered himsdf onto the deck with a sodden splat. “Wel, if you're going to
do it the hard way...” he said, dicking his hair back as he joined her. Strell had freed the captain and was
back with them.

Connen-Neute spread hiswings and roared magnificently. With his neck extended, he was dmogt as
tdl as the largest mast. Even knowing he would never hurt anyone, Alissa was teken aback. The
crewvmen cowered. Hunched, they retreated to the stern, knives in hand. Lodesh grinned, and Alissa
gave him a backhanded whack on his shoulder to be ill. “It's not funny,” she said.

“They can't fight that,” he said merrily as he gestured a Connen-Neute. “We ve won.”

Her ire shifted to a deadly concern as she saw the cgptain danding with the mutineers. “Truce?’
Captain Sholan said. Hayden nodded, tossing him a dagger.

“Survivor gets the boat,” Hayden said shortly. He took a breath. “For your lived” he shouted.
Together, the men raced across the deck, fear inthair eyes.

Connen-Neute made a puzzled harrumph. Shocked, Alissa screamed, “Wait!”

Someone set up a ward of deep. She gasped in rdief as the pattern resonated across her tracings,
jerking her memory of it into play. Faster than she ever had before, she set her tracings dight. Her
degping ward dropped the captain two man lengths from Connen-Neute. He fdll, diding across the deck.
Her gaze darted to Clen. He was fdling as she watched. The boy was brought down by Connen-Neute
or Lodesh, or both. It was only Hayden who reached Connen-Neute, and that was by stedth.

“Above you!” Alissa cried as the man dropped from the rigging.

Connen-Neute leaned out of the way. Hayden hit the deck in an ungraceful fdl. His limbs splayed
awkwardly, and he groaned. The dagger rolled from his dack fingers. Alissa took a bresth as Beast
reminded her to breathe. Her ferd consciousness had watched it dl with an amusement that baffled
Alissa She took in the blood-splattered deck and the four men sprawled upon it. It was over?



Connen-Neute picked up Hayden's dagger with an awkward claw and dropped it over the Sde. The
man's eyes opened, widening in fear a the raku towering above him. “Gnat,” Connen-Neute thought,
rasng afoot over him. “That would have hurt.”

“Don't you dare!l” Alissa cried as she sumbled forward.
“I’m not going to crush him,” Connen-Neute said at her horrified look. “Just scare him.”

Alissa blanched as Connen-Neute pinned him under a careful foot, lowering his head to breathe on
hm. A low growl reverberated up through her feet. Alissa swalowed, imagining his fear, but
Connen-Neute' s teeth were bared in what she recognized as a grin. “Come and tame me,” he thought
chearfully. “It'[l make a grand story!”

“Oh, no,” she said, backing up into Strell. “I couldn’t.”
Strdl took her ebow. “Couldn’t what?' he asked, unable to hear Connen-Neute.

She winced as Hayden started chanting another of his charms. “He wants me to pretend to tame
him”

L odesh snickered, and she spun. “Stop it!” she shouted. “The man is frightened!”

“Go tame him, then,” Strell said, clearly wondering &t her hesitation.

She took a resolute breath. Lips pressed tight, she somped to Connen-Neute. “Get off Hayden!” she
shouted up with ared anger as she pushed on his foot.

Connen-Neute roared, gnashing histeeth at the sky. In her mind was his laughter, peaving her dl the
more.

“I'm dready dead,” Hayden said, his eyes wide and glazed with fear. “The Navigator sent one of his
Wolves for me”

Alissa blinked. She had never heard rakus referred to like that. “I said, ‘ Get off!’”

Connen-Neute took a breeth to roar again, hestating as her eyes narrowed. “Now,” she quietly
threatened, and Connen-Neute looked to where Lodesh was leaning againg the whed wiping his eyes.
Srdl, a least, was taking the Stuation serioudy, searching the salors and gathering the scattered
wespons. Reluctance in every motion, Connen-Neute lifted his foot. “Go on. Give hm some space,” she
demanded as she extended a hand to hdp Hayden rise.

Frightened, Hayden scuttled back to his falen comrades. His gaze darted from them to her in terror
when they didn’'t move, fdled by nothing he could see. “Mirim save us. Mirim save us” he panted, for
the firg time loud enough for Alissato hear what his charm againg evil was.

She fdt a wash of shock a the name Mirim? That was the name of the Hold's fird transeunt.
“They'redl right,” she said, sngpping hersdf out of her surprise. “They're adeep.”

“Youre—you're its magter,” he sammered. He sent his gaze high over her head to where
Connen-Neute was gnashing his teeth and weaving his head asif chained by unseen ropes.

“Sop that,” she said into his thoughts. “ You look foolish.”
“l look fierce!” he answered, dearly enjoying himsdf.

“Then why is Lodesh laughing?’ she said, and he paused, hiswings drooping as he saw the K eeper
chuckling as he heped Strdl with the weapons. Is he a fool ? she wondered. They would have been
dead had Strell not woken her. “Look,” she said, taking a step forward. Hayden backed up, fear and
panic making him look old. She hesitated. “We never meant to hurt you. But you took over the boat.”

Hand pressed to his shoulder, he mumbled and backed away.



Alissasghed, frugtrated. “What if we—uh—I wake everyone up?’
He licked hislips. Fright made his eyes wild.

Alisa's gomach was in knots, and her knees fdt weak. There had to be a way to cdm him down.
She took a draméatic pose. “They will wake when | say the proper words” she sad, glandng
meaningfully at Lodesh. If they could synchronize their actions, it would look asif she was doing it dl. So
far, they had done nathing to link rakus to Masters. As she didn’t have the long hands or golden eyes,
they wouldn't even know she was one.

Alissa hesitated, thinking. Edging from foot to foot, she tugged at her dress and adjusted her stance.
“What' s the matter ?” Connen-Neute asked.
“l can’t think of anything to say,” she muttered, embarrassed.

The raku laughed, and Hayden chanted louder at the savage sound. “Ashes, Alissa. Just make
something up.”

She nervoudy brushed the hair from her eyes. Taking a firm position, she lifted her arms to the sky,
feding like an idiot. “By the power of the sea, awaken before mel” she sad loudly.

“Wolves. No more,” Lodesh said, turning away with his arms clutched around himsdlf.
“And you thought | looked foolish?" Connen-Neute said.

Hushed, Alissa dmost forgot to break her ward upon the captain. The two men and the boy woke
more or less as one, ralling to their feet to gather in a frightened knot. “She's contralling the raku!”
Hayden shouted as he joined them. “It's her! Her!”

Alissa shivered at the fear and hate pouring from them, especidly the captain. Strell gestured for her
to continue.

“We're going on,” she said, glad she kept the shaking from her voice. She wasn't used to people
being afraid of her.

“WEe re going to find the Rag Idands.”

“We aren't doing anything,” the captain said, then spat at her feet. Lodesh’'s mirth dropped from him.
He diffened, and Strell gripped hisarm to keep him unmoving. Alissa didn’'t move, used to being spit at.

“We're going on,” she indggted, conscious of Connen-Neute's shadow about her. “Or my beast will
tear your boat apart,” she bluffed.

The captain’s eyes narrowed. His hands clenched on nothing, dearly wanting his knife back. “We're
dready dead,” he said, and Hayden muttered his agreement. “There' s not enough water to get home with
the boom broken.”

She took a breath to fight off the shakes. “ There's enough water now that hdf the crew is dead,” she
sad hitterly. “And the Rag Idands mugt be closer than the coast.”

The men before her moved uneasily. In response, Connen-Neute rumbled, edging forward until his
taons were both to theright and left of her. He towered over her, as subgtantid as a mountain. “I don’'t
know, Alissa,” he warned. “Maybe we should just let them have one of the dinghies? They're going
to run the first chance they get. | know how to sail

“They’ll die out here,” she protested. Face pinched in worry, Alissa put a hand upon one of his
claws. “We are going on!” she sad louder. “Why did you dl have to go and ruin everything?' she
shouted. “All 1 wanted was to find them!” Depressed, she watched the four men band together. How
could she convince them there was nothing to be afraid of ?

“Maybe if | shift back? Connen-Neute thought. “ They aren’t afraid of me as a human.”



Alissa looked up a him as she rubbed her wrists. The burn from the rope was gone, thanks to the
heding ward, but it dill fdt asif it marked her. “1 don't know. They would know rakus are Masters,
then. Talo-Toecan said—"

“They’ll dieif they flee,” heinterrupted. “ They won't be as afraid if they know it's me.”
Stll unsure, Alissa nodded.

The salors gasped as Connen-Neute vanished in a swirl of pearly white. The boat eerily rose as his
weight left it. “The Navigator hdp us” Hayden stammered as Connen-Neute reappeared and put a
long-fingered hand upon Alissa's shoulder. “I1t's one of them. They’ ve come back! He's one of them!”

Alissa's eyes widened. If thair fear was strong for the raku, it doubled when seeing Connen-Neute's
long hands and golden eyes. “Maybe thiswasn't a good ides,” Connen-Neute said, hiding his long hands
inhis deeves and trying to look sage.

“Let me go!” the boy cried, pushing a the hands that kept him from jumping overboard. “Let me go!
Please! HEIl take me” He was crying, and a cold feding dipped though her. The raku he would fight.
The Master he would run from. What had the Hold done to the coast to warrant this reaction five
hundred years later? Connen-Neute mirrored her bewilderment.

Her eyes widened as the three older seamen gathered themsdves, lunging. Frightened, she set a ward
upon the closest, freezing him into immobility. Connen-Neute and Lodesh got the other two. The boy
collapsed in a huddle, sobbing on the deck.

“Stop trying to kill Connen-Neute!” she shouted. “We re going to the Rag Idands, whether you like it
or not!”

She released her ward, purposdly turning her back on them, trudting their fear and Lodesh to keep
her safe. “Bury the dead and get the sdlls up!” she demanded, Somping away.

Indde she was weeping harder than the boy. Vison svimming, she went to the bow so no one would
see her tears. Behind her, the dockmen were invoking the protection of Mirim. Mirim, she thought
bitterly. They didn’t even know they were putting their trust in a Master.

Taon dropped from the magt to her shoulder, and Alissaran a finger over the claws pinching through
her shirt. Despondent, angry, and frustrated, she kept her atention on the horizon as the sound of the
men's funerd whispered up from behind her. The smdl of the blood on the deck made her ill. She stood
by hersdf, refusing to take part, not wanting to acknowledge it. How was she going to keep the crew
from killing them the firg chance they got?

They left her done as they raised the jib around her. The smdlest mainsal behind the whed pit was
brought tight, and they began to limp forward. Her somach clenched at the sound of bristles againgt
wood as the boy scrubbed the deck free of the blood of the two men who had died. He was 4ill crying,
his tears mingling with the water on the deck.

She didn’t turn when Lodesh joined her. For a long time he sad nothing. “How close are the
idands?’ hefindly asked, his concern obvious.

“Close enough to fly if | knew exactly where to go,” she said, her voice flat. Close enough to dream
of Slla every night, she thought. Close enough to frighten the young woman from deep every...
gangle... night. She looked at Lodesh. His eyes hdld a shared pain.

“l only wanted to find them,” she whispered, feding the hot sweling of tears. “Now three men are
dead, and the coast will know Masters and rakus are the same.” She wiped her eyes with a corner of her
deeve. “Why am | even doing this?’

“To make Talo-Toecan happy,” he whispered.



She nodded, and Lodesh put a steadying arm over her shoulders. There was no dy underlying feding
in his touch, so she leaned her head againg his shoulder as he steadied her. To make Usdess happy.
Y es. But she was sure he wouldn't be happy with them now.
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Alissa sat a the bow of the boat, diandly wating for Connen-Neute to return from his morming
search for land. Her knees were drawn up to her chin, and her arms were clasped about her legs Taon
was perched on the railing to keep her from being adone. A bright red square of slk fluttered from the
back rim of her hat. It had been a gift from Connen-Neute to help keep the sun off her neck, but it didn’t
maiter. After thismany days, her skin was as dark as Strdll’s.

To her right was the gray of the jib stretching tal enough to make her dizzy; to her |eft was the blue of
the water and ky. It was the same Ky, the same water, the same boat. But now the joy was gone.

Connen-Neute's daily flights had turned up nothing. Mental searches were shouts in the dark. Her
dreams of Slla had become fragmented a best as Slla's fear jolted them both awake whenever they
managed to touch thoughts. Alissa had been counting on Silla's help to pinpoint them exactly, and that

wasn't going to happen.
The soft sound of conversation rose behind her, but she didn’t turn, recognizing Strell and Lodesh at

the whed pit. Strdl’s seasickness had improved dramatically. He was piping an odd tune on his
ingtrument, trying to cheer her up from a distance, as nothing ese seemed to work.

A fant amile curved over her as his mudc drifted out to mix perfectly with the hazy morning. Sowly
her amile faded. Her eyes dropped from the empty horizon to her shoes, sdt-stained and beginning to
fray at the ssams. They had been under water rations ever since Clen and the ship’s boy had absconded
with most of the water in the larger of the two row-boats. As she had feared, they had chosen to take
their chances with the dements. That had been Sx days ago. The captain and Hayden had refused to flee.
Each wanted the Albatross. Greed, Alissa mused, mus be stronger than fear.

Between the Sx of them—two reluctant, three inept, and one who knew what he was doing much to
the surprise of dl concerned—they managed the boat. It had been Connen-Neut€e's idea to put himsdf
and the captain together on night watch. It seemed to be working, as the captain’s mood of misrust had
markedly shifted. Alissathought it might be from their late-night conversations about star movement. He
seemed ready to condder that Connen-Neute was neither going to eat him nor sted his soul. Hayden
was reserving judgment, but at lesst his congtant diatribes on the evils of Masters had ceased.

Despite the rationing and the moisture Strell was collecting from his desert water traps, she was
worried. They had been out on the ocean s0 long. She was garting to wonder if the cgptain’s loud and
daily predictions would hold, and they would indeed perish. Thinking she had led them dl to their desaths,
she fingered Redal-Stan’ s watch on its cord about her neck.

Strell’s music drifted off into nothing, and she dipped into a hazy drowse, lulled by the heat and the
moation of the boat. Connen-Neute’'s menta hall struck through her like a whip, jolting her upright and
awake. “I’'m coming,” came his oddly tense thought as her pulse dowed. “ Get the jib down.”

“Did you find land?’ she asked, but he didn’t answer.

Her eyes widened in anticipation. He hadn’t said no like every other morning. Feding hope for the
firg time in days, she rose to her feet. “Get the jib down!” she cdled as she hastened to the whed pit.
“He scoming in!”

Strdl ran adow hand down his negtly trimmed beard as he took in her obvious excitement. “Did he
find something?’ he asked as he held out a hand to steady her as she hopped into the pit.

“Hedidn’t say.” The boat turned into the wind, and there was a diding crumple as the jib fdl to give
Connen-Neute room to land. She scanned the horizon. “ Do you see him?’



Hayden had joined them at the mention of land. He stood cailing up the jib line as his eyes roved the
sky. Suddenly he diffened. “There he is” he said, going uneasy. “Give me the whed,” he grumbled,
dropping the rope and pushing Lodesh out of the way. “You aren't facing into the wind enough. You
want him to swamp us?’

Lodesh gestured flamboyantly, and Hayden took the whed. The fird time they had tried this
Connen-Neute had nearly torn the amdl mainsal from its ties from the force of his back-winging. Now
they knew they had to have the sdls utterly dack to keep everything on an even ked. After so much
practice, Hayden' s worry was unfounded.

The boat’ s mation dowed, and the sound of the waves grew louder. Alissa followed the dockman's
gazeto a bright spot of gold. It rapidly grew larger, and as Hayden made muttered oaths of protection,
the young raku awkwardly landed.

The boat tipped forward for an indant asiit took his weight, then Connen-Neute vanished in a swirl of
white. He reappeared in his Master’ s best, looking distracted and upset.

Alissa s anticipation fatered. Her worry grew when Connen-Neute made his hurried way to the fore
hetch and vanished belowdecks. Eyes wide, she turned to Strell and Lodesh. “He didn't say anything!”
she said, gating the obvious. “He never even looked a ud”

Lodesh's green eyes were pinched as he adjusted his hat.

“Get the salls up!” Hayden said brusquely, as if the Albatross was his boat when the captain was
adeep. “We won't get anywhere with the canvas on the deck.”

Lodesh took her elbow and pulled her close. “Let me help Strell get the sails up, and then I'll go see
what’s the matter.”

“He found land,” Alissa said, her somach clenching. “1 know it.” She glanced a Strell. His mations to
rase the salls were dow and dejected.

Lodesh's lips pressed together in worry. He suddenly looked tired, his entire tragic history fdling
upon imin an indant. She had dmog forgotten his curse, the guilt of an entire city’s populace upon his
soul. The reminder of the pain he carried now shone from him. But under it was the clear indication that
he knew something she didn'’t.

The lost Masters are dead, she thought, her somach denching and her skin going cold.

“I'll ask him what he found,” she said, determined Lodesh wouldn’t shield her from the truth. Lodesh
took a breath to argue, and she frowned. “Strell needs your help,” she added, turning on a quick hed.
Leaving them without a backward glance, she headed to the gdley haich, backing downward on the
ladder as she went belowdecks.

The sudden absence of wind accentuated the closed-in feding. Squinting as her eyes adjusted, she
found Connen-Neute standing in the gdley, a flaccid waterskin in his long hands. He was drinking, his
throat moving rapidly as he downed the contentsin one go. “Connen-Neute?’ she said softly.

He came up for ar, coughing violently. His eyes were watering, and she took a step closer in
concern. “Oh, Wolves” she swore. “Y ou found them. Are most of them dead?’

Not looking at her, he put up a hand to forestdl her from saying anything more. Alissa's heart sank.
Her eyes closed as she thought of Usdless. It was done. It had dl been for nothing. Better she had never
come out here than to have given Usdess a fase hope. Above her on deck she could hear Hayden
shouting ingructions. The muted sound of wind and waves grew stronger, and the boat began to move.
She reached for a handhold as the floor shifted.

“But Sllla” she said, refusng to bdieve the worst. “ Someone has to be dive”



Connen-Neute took a ragged breath as he lowered the water sack. “You should wash your hair,” he
sad. “Wash your hair, wash your face, wash your feet.” He took a breath. “Mend your stockings. Clean
your nails. Scrub your back ridges.” Hislong finger pointed as he spoke, and his focus wavered.

Alissa peered a him, her lips parting in surprise. Teking the waterskin from him, she brought it to her
nose, recoiling. It wasn't water, it was Hayden's stash of rum! Her jaw dropped as he took the skin
back and tried to eke out another swallow.

From above them came Hayden's muffled, excited cdl. “Land! | see land!”” Alissa stood torn
between joining the jubilation on deck and shaking Connen-Neute until he told her what was wrong.
“Wha are you doing!” she questioned angrily as his golden eyes suddenly struggled to focus. “Why
didn’t you tdl me you had found them? Y ou did, didn’t you?’

“Found them,” he said dowly, blinking a her like an owl. “They're there. All of them—mosly. |
found ther thought Sgnatures.”

Frustrated, she clenched her hands. “Then what are you doing? We should fly out there and tdll them
we're herel”

Connen-Neute shook his head. She tried to grab the empty sack, but he wouldn't let go. He
sumbled as he fought to keep it, fdling to dump at one of the gdley benches. Hislong face took on amix
of fear and defiance. “I like who | am,” he said, and she drew back in confuson. “I like everything the
way itis. | didn't want to find them. | only came with you because—" He hesitated. “1 won't let her hurt
you,” he said suddenly with the fierce loydty of a big brother.

“No oneisgoing to hurt me” she said, and he shook his head dramaticaly. He had gone from stone
sober to drunk in the time it would take her to tie her shoes.

“Not that hurt. Indde hurt. | like you. Maybe together—we can stay the same?”’

She was very confused. Connen-Neute tried to rise. He quickly gave up, leening toward her on an
elbow with a congpiring expression. “She's devious, Alissa. She picks at your foundations. She finds the
gapsin your updraft and stedls your wind.”

“Keribdis? she whispered, feding a pang of fear. Connen-Neute nodded, seitling back to look wise
despite being drunker than a sailor newly in port.

“l don't like her,” he admitted. A shocked expresson came over his wide, innocent eyes. He took a
breath, asif seeing the sun for thefird time. “1 don’'t like her,” he said firmly as if Alissa might tel him he
was wrong. He plucked at his red sash, trying to pull it from around him. “They cdled me dead when |
turned ferd,” he said, hiswords durred. “I don't have to wear her sash anymore.”

“Connen-Neute, wait!” Alissa said, thinking he should make the decison when he had dl his wits
about him, but he had fdlen adeep, the scarf undone but not removed. Worried, Alissatightened his scarf
back up. She gazed a him for a moment, her concern growing. He had done it on purpose. He wasn't
drinking to forget. He was drinking to cloud his tracings so he couldn’'t shift and fly, knowing she
wouldn't go ahead by hersdf.

“Keribdis can't be that bad,” Alissa whispered as she pulled a blanket over him. But a thick sense of
foreboding filled her. This was not like Connen-Neute at dl.
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Alissasat in the bow of the dinghy beside the captain and tried not to fidget. Her somach hurt, and
she wished she hadn’t eaten anything. She was dressed in her Master best, and the heavy winter outfit
was miserable in the afternoon sun. Strdll was at the oars, the leen muscles in his back sending them
quickly through the water. His loose brown hair shifted in the breeze from under the dilapidated hat that
had once been hers. She had yet to see the supposed hat he had bought on the coast. She had a
suspicion there wasn't one.

Connen-Neute was in the stern, hislong fingers tapping restlessy. Taon was on his shoulder, and he
cringed every time she screamed at the gullsflying overhead. Despite the heding ward Alissa had run on
him—he had been too drunk to do it himsdf—the Master was dill shaking the lagt of the rum’s effects
and wasn't feding wel. Though he could shift, he couldn’t fly yet, which might account for some of his
mood. Lodesh, though, was cheery, sanding up in the back of the dinghy despite Strdl’s muttered
complaints about balance.

Hayden and the captain had been emphatic about remaning on the boat while the rest searched for
water and survivors, but when Connen-Neute took the Albatross's rudder off to keep them from
leaving, Captain Sholan decided he would accompany them. “To keep an eye on ya, nothing more,” he
had said sourly as he clambered down the rope ladder and into the Albatross's remaning rowboat. The
rudder was currently tied to the back of the Albatross like a raft. It would be impossble to reattach
without Connen-Neute' s help in raku form.

Much to Alissa's surprise, Connen-Neute had shown only anticipation since throwing off his drunk.
The closer they got to the cove, the more impatient he became. “I thought you didn't want to find
Keribdis” Alissa said as the young Master cracked his knuckles at their pace.

Hislong face went solemn. He and Lodesh exchanged a look, piquing Alissa's curiosty. The two of
them had cloistered themsdves in a long conversation while Ceptain Sholan looked for a good
anchorage. “She's my teacher,” the young Master said, not meeting her eyes. “Why wouldn't | want to
find her?’

Alissafrowned at Lodesh. “Telling him to hide his fedlings is a mistake,” she sad to him aone. “
Especially when it was so hard for him to admit to them in the first place.”

Eyes on the gpproaching cove, Lodesh sad, “You should meet her before you start pointing
fingers. She's a hard woman to argue with.”

“l don’'t want to argue with her,” Alissa protested. “| don’t even want to know her.”

“But that doesn’'t mean | have to like her,” Connen-Neute said, unwittingly interrupting ther private
conversation. “For dl her shortcomings, sheishighly experienced. | can learn a lot from her. But | won't
dlow her to sway me any longer when the conclave votes.”

The captain grunted asif surprised Connen-Neute might have someone to answer to.

Having to be satisfied with that, Alissa watched the approaching shore and the odd trees. Sowly the
sound of surf came over the wind. She peered down at the ocean floor, their shadow giving no due as to
how deep the water redly was. The black patch following them grew suddenly larger. A thrill went
through her as the dinghy scraped onto the beach. “Sand,” she whispered, squinting at the glare of white
expanse between her and the greenery. “Judt likein my dream.”

Lodesh was holding his hat on his head againg the breeze. “Wha's that, Alissa?’
“Nothing.” Pulse quickening in anticipation, she gripped the gunwaes as the boat rocked. Strdl and



the captain jumped into the surf and pulled them farther up. Strell held his arms out to Alissain invitation.
Gathering her sKkirts, she hdf fdl into his grip, enjoying the feding of being cared for as he lifted her over
the lagt of the waves to the shore. Her bells jingled as he set her down. Strdll’s hands tightened about her
was before letting go. It pulled her gaze to his, and she wondered why his brown eyes were pinched in
worry.

Lodesh and Connen-Neute both jumped from the bow to keep thar nicer dothing clean. “It's hat,”
ghe said, feding the sand's warmth through her thin soles. Sirell bobbed his head, dearly glad to findly
have something firm under his feet again. As she took it dl in, the captain and Connen-Neute pulled the
dinghy past the high tide mark. One hand gathering her sKirts, the other holding her hat to her head,
Alissa took awkward, tiny steps in the loose sand. Behind them stomped Captain Sholan with a smdll
pack.

There was an dmost impossibly impassable band of vegetation, but once they got through that, the
undergrowth thinned. Birds cdled from within the forest to join the noise of the gulls on the beach. Tdon
cdled back, and Connen-Neute soothed her. It was dl vagudy familiar but possessed a sense of
permanence that Silla's dreams lacked.

The captain frowned as he peered into the greenery. “1 hope there' s hardwood in here,” he said softly
as he adjusted his pack. “We need something to repair the boom with.”

Lodesh took her arm as she sumbled. “We should've sailed around the idand until someone noticed
us” he said cheerily.

“Lazy citadd man,” Strell said half under his breath as he held a vine out of Alissa's way. Her footing
improved once under the trees, but her skirts kept snagging, meking her twice as dow as everyone dse.
Sowly hardwoods began to appear, but none of them were thick enough for Captain Sholan’s liking. His
mood eased dramaticaly when they found asmdl stream, and it was here they stopped to rest at Strdll’s
inggence,

Alissa sat down graefully atop a fdlen tree not too badly decayed. Sweat had made her forehead
damp, and she knew her face was red with exertion. She had dradtically underestimated the thickness of
the idand's vegetation. Her long deeves and full-length skirts were proving to be dmost impossible to get
around in, and the heavy fabric was making her hot. Lodesh, too, looked warm, but at least he wasn't
snagging on everything.

Alissa took off her heavy Master vest to leave only her nondescript shirt and skirt. Immediatdy she
fdt better. Setting it aside, she fanned hersdf with her hat. Strdl sat with her, and she accepted a gulp
from his waterskin. Lodesh immediatdy put himsdf on her other side.

“Would you like something to eat?’ the Keeper asked solicitoudy, bringing out one of the ship's hard
biscuits from a pack. Fedingill from the hegt, she shook her head. The sudden tenson between the two
men rose. She took a seadying breath. Feding like the last candied apple on the tray, she put her hat
back on and went to help Connen-Neute fill the waterskins.

“See what you did?’” Strell muttered.

“I wish | had worn something ese” she complained to Connen-Neute, wanting to fdl into the creek
and let it wash right through her. Taon cluttered from his shoulder, and she wondered how he tolerated
her sharp claws through his lightweight summer outfit.

“We have time” tile young Master said, crouching as herefilled a second waterskin. “Why don’'t you
splash of f?’

Alissa's eyebrows rose. “You don’'t mind waiting? She turned back to Strdl and Lodesh. They had
gone to stand at opposite ends of the temporary camp. “I’'m going to go wading,” she said. They stared
a her blankly, and she added, “In the stream, to cool off.” Not wanting them to see her bare feet, Alissa



headed upstream. “I'll be right back.”
“Not too far!” Strdl cdled, and Tdon chittered asif in warning.

She difled a Sgh of bother. Jerking her sKkirt free of another stick, she followed the bank until ther
voices grew fant. A find pause to ligen, and she leaned againg a tree to remove her shoes.

“Areyou dl right?” Strell called digtantly, and her head came up.

“I'm finel” she shouted back, tugging at alace. “Don’'t come up here!” Ashes, couldn’t they leave her
aone for even a moment?

“Come on back,” Lodesh cdled. “You're too far away, Alisa”

There was a soft gasp a her name, and a twig snapped. Alissa's head came up. Breath hdd, she
stared across the running water. Beast surged to the forefront of her thoughts, looking through Alissal's
eyes a the surrounding vegetation. “ There,” Beast said, and Alissa's heart pounded. A quick shadow
darted away. Purple, with ared sash.

“Slld” Alissa cried, her fear shifting to excitement. She lunged across the shdlow stream. Her shoes
filled with water, and her wet skirts tangled about her ankles. Heart pounding, Alissa scrabbled across,
dipping to fal into the water. Beast animated her, getting her up. Snatching control back, Alissaran.

“It sSilla” she shouted as she found the opposite bank. “I’ve found her!”
“Alissa, wait!” she heard faintly. She didn’t.

Silla's hed's vanished behind a dump of decaying roots. “Silla” Alissa gasped, scraping her pams as
she swung around it. “I’'m not going to hurt you. Let me explain!”

The girl was fadt, darting around fdlen logs like a deer. Alissa scrabbled up an indine. Rocks bit her

pams. She logt her footing, and her face went into the dirt. “Silla” she cried, spitting leaf mold from her.
“Wa't!”

Alissa reached the top of the hill. A path ran dong it. The red of Slla's sash showed through the
vegetation, disgppearing. “I just want to tak!” Alissa cried. Gasping for ar, she ran after her. Alissa’s
har caught on a branch. Making a frustrated cry, she tore free. Her pulse pounded. The path was hard
under her feet, making her way easier.

Fndly she seemed to be gaining. At the forefront of her awareness was Beast, warning Alissa about
low branches and dipsin the path. Together they made progress.

“Slla, pleasel” Alissa cdled again. She was dmogt close enough to touch her black hair. Alisa's
hand stretched out, and Silla surged ahead. Feding the heat of the chase, Alissa grinned, finding more
speed. Her lungs burned and her musdles hurt, but she would catch her.

“Get her,” Beast exclamed. “ Now!”

Alissa lunged. She missed, reaching out even as she fdl. Her fingers found a shoe as she hit the
ground, and she gripped it tight. “Got you!” she wheezed, stretched flat on the ground.

Elated, Alissatook a huge gulp of ar. She looked up from the dirt and went cold. It wasn't a shoe.
She was halding the ankle of someonein sandals. And the foot was facing her.

She let go as if burned. Alissa looked up to find a red hem embroidered with the likeness of
grapevines. Panic coursed through her.

It waan't Slla
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Heart pounding, Alissalooked up from the dirt path. A lightweight, red linen skirt stretched upward,
bound about a dender waist by ared scarf decorated with black, twising vines. The dark Master’s vest
was open over a deeveess shirt lying loosely upon narrow shoulders. Gulping, Alissa peered up to see
long black har arranged with ribbons, high cheekbones with red spots of anger, and flashing golden eyes.
There were dark eyebrows very unlike her own, furrowed in anger. The hands upon the woman's hips
were abnormdly long, her fingers having four segments insteed of three.

“Who are you?’ the woman said, her voice musca and hard.

Alissa scrambled to her feet. She hadlily brushed hersdf off, mortified to see she was damp and
covered in leaves. Sllawas hiding hdfway behind the statdy woman. Alissa looked at her, and the girl, a
young woman, redly, shrank back with wide eyes.

“Why were you chasng her?” the woman said, her Hold accent dipping the words.
“It sher,” Sllasaid, tugging a the woman's arm. “| told you | was't going ferd.”

“Don't be a goose,” the woman said, one hand gentling Silla “We ve got a marooning is dl.” She
sounded irritated. “| redly don’'t know where we are going to put her.” She pursed her lips, and as she
pushed back her hair, Alissanoticed it was shot with gray. Her face, too, was lined. She was older than
Alissa sfirg estimation, but it made her no less formidable.

“No,” Alissasad. “We were trying—"

“We?' the tdl woman interrupted. “There are more of you? Burn it to ash.” She sghed. “Just go to
deep,” she said absently.

There was a tug on Alisd's awareness as a ward of deep went up. Her eyes widened. Taking a
gasping breath, she broke the fidd before the ward had time to coalesce. “Wat a moment,” she
excdlamed. “Would you ligen to me?’

Surprise cascaded over the woman's face. “You're a Keeper?’

“Not exactly,” Alissa said, peeved. She was hot, out of breath, and had sticks in her hair. And where
had her hat gone? She wasa't about to be put to deep.

“Uh, Alissa,” Beast whispered, deep in her thoughts.

“Shut up, Beast,” she thought. “1 don’t care how angry you get, don’t say anything.”

Slla came out from behind the woman, her fear replaced with a wide-eyed awe. “You're red,” she

sad to Alissa, her rdief so obvious it was dmog painful. “All those dreams?’ she exclamed. “They were
red? The snow? Ballie? The Hold? Everything?’

Alissa found hersdf grinning. Slla beieved. Fndly, Slla believed. Perhaps they could be friends
agan. “Yes. I'm sorry | chased you—" She heditated as a sudden shadow covered them and was gone.
She looked up to see Connen-Neute in his raku form meking a sharp turn,

For the second time, the woman seemed shocked. * Connen-Neute?’ she ssammered, a long-fingered
hand over her mouth. “No! You're ferd!”

“| told you!” Silla shouted, pointing. “I told you it wasn't a dream!”

The wind buffeted them as Connen-Neute landed on one of those odd trees, bending it down to
make room for him to land. 1t unexpectedly snapped, the loud pop pulling a gasp from Alissa “1 thought
you couldn’t fly yet,” Alissasaid, and he shrugged.



“How—" the older woman said, taking an involuntary step back. “You werefed...”

Connen-Neute shifted in a swirl of white. As a man, he jJumped from the broken tree to the ground.
“It was Alissa sfault,” he said merrily, and Alissa's jaw dropped. Her fault?

The woman stared a Connen-Neute. “But how?’ she said, reaching forward to run his deeve through
her long hand asiif to prove he was redl.

“Alissa” he repeated, flicking glances a Silla “ She brought my sentience forward in time, leaving me
to go ferd back then.” All trace of his morning's reluctance was gone.

“But...” the woman said, her eyes wide and confused.

The sound of Taon's wings pulled Alissa's hand up just in time. The smdl bird landed, smacking
Alissain the face. Sharp nals dug into her, but she wouldn't give up the srength she took from Taon for
anything. She brought the raptor close, soothing the bird as much as hersdf with gentle murmurs.

There was a padding on the path behind them, and Alissa turned. “Hey! Connen-Neute?’ Lodesh
cdled. “Did you take down the entire foret?’

The Keeper jogged around the path. Strell and the captain were behind him, and Alissa fdt a knot of
worry loosen. Lodesh dowed, a ddighted amile on hisface. “Keribdid” he called.

Alissa went cold. Keribdis? She fdt Beast quiver, only now underganding why her second
consciousness was hiding. Captain Sholan was as pde as she fdt, franticdly crossing himsdf from his
shoulder to his chest to ward off evil a the Sght of three long-fingered Masters.

Lodesh stepped forward to take Keribdis's hands. His clothes and hair were perfectly in place
except for an atfully arranged curl drooping roguishly before his eyes. “Bone and Ash!” Keribdis sad,
her cheeks pae. “Lodesh?”

“Good afternoon, Master Keribdis,” Lodesh said, his eyes twinkling with mischief as he brought her
limp hand to his chest. “Y ou're looking extre-e-e-emely wdll.”

Keribdis's mouth opened and shut, but nothing came out. “Y ou're young?’ she findly managed. “No.
You're dead! | was there”

“That'swhat they tdl me,” he said. “1 heard you gave me foxgloves. Thank you.”

Keribdis shook her head. She glanced at Connen-Neute and Lodesh, then turned to Silla “You were
right,” she said, her face dack. “But it sounded so impossible”

Lodesh released Keribdis's hand. “You'll find Alissais adept a the impossble”

A flicker of unease went through Alissa. The lagt thing she wanted was to draw attention to hersdf.
She dlently took her folded Master’ s vest from Captain Sholan as he handed it to her. Behind her, Strell
shifted from foot to foot. Connen-Neute had gone suspicioudy quiet. He was staring at Slla, and his ears
were red. Alissathought she was going to be introduced, but Keribdis was looking expectantly at Strell
and the captain.

Seding the direction of Keribdis's gaze, Lodesh beamed. “Keribdis” he sad formdly, “the man on
theright is Captain Sholan. The plainsman beside himis Strell Hirdune.”

Saying nothing, Strell nodded diffly. Alissa knew he had come to blame Keribdis for the flood that
killed hisfamily, and he was reacting with more grace than she could have found.

“Hirdune?’ the woman breathed. “We findly got a Keeper out of the Hirdune line?’

“Ah, not exactly,” Lodesh said. “Strell is a commoner. But he' s the Hold' s piper. Given a room in the
tower for his past services”

“The Hold has no such position,” Keribdis snapped, and Tadon chittered at her harsh tone.



Alissa s brow pinched as the woman found fault with Strell’ s accomplishment. He had earned it. She
took a breath to protest, and Lodesh interceded with a professond, soothing charm. “It does now,” he
sad. “You see, Tao-Toecan thought—"

Keribdis took a quick breath. “Is he here? Did he come?’ she interrupted, her face dight and
glowing. It turned her more beautiful than anyone had the right to be.

“No,” Lodesh said softly. “He isminding the Hold.”

The woman's eyes went cold, and her manner became giff. “Well, he's done a bone-cracked poor
job of it!” she sad. “I leave hm done for twenty years, and what happens? Fera rakus regain ther
sentience, commoners are given tower rooms, the dead return to life—"

“Actudly,” Lodesh interrupted, “I’'m not entirdly dive, just cursed.”

She stared at himin dishdief. “ Talo-Toecan woke you?’

“No. Alissadid, sort of,” Lodesh added, not sounding at dl apologetic.
“And where—by my teacher’ s ashes—isthis Alissa?’ Keribdis sad tightly.

Lodesh glanced at Alissa, his brow raised in an honest confusion. “I'm sorry. | thought you' d aready
been introduced.”

The woman's face went colder 4ill. Alissa tensed as she watched Keribdis's thoughts coming
together as she looked at Alissa's hands and eyes. Taking a quick breath, Alissa hdd it, grateful for
Strel’s hand on her shoulder. “Silla has been dream-touching with you?' the woman said, the word
overflowing with scorn. “You're a transeunt. | thought you were a Keeper.”

The dlence was pained. Alissawas acutely aware of her dirty clothes and wild har. “I'm Alissa” she
sad, her chin raised. The tightness of tears threatened, and she savagely pushed them away. She didn't
have to like Keribdis. Keribdis didn't have to like her.

“The worm!” Keribdis exclamed, and Connen-Neute and Silla both took a startled step back. “He
brought about the next transeunt without me? I'll flay the skin from hiswingd”

“Keribdis...” Lodesh stepped forward. “Tao-Toecan had nothing to do with it. Alissa was born
before you left. She's Meson's daughter. Remember him? He joined with a woman from the plains. This
waan't planned.”

“I'll say.” The proud woman ran her eyes over Alissa disapprovingly. Alissa stiffened, remembering
the same look from the women in her village, as if she were a vagrant who might stedl the clothes drying
on ther line or teach thar children unsavory words. Strell’s grip on her shoulder tightened, and Tadon's
nals dug into her until she had to move the bird to her other arm.

Keribdis shook her head. “Wait until 1 get to my books. Who was responsible for charting Meson's
ggnature? Someone is a fault, and I’'m going to find out who.” Her lips pursed, and she crossed her ams
before her as she ran her gaze over Alissa “Wal, at least you did one thing right,” she said, spesking to
Alissa “Abandoning that shortsighted dreamer and seeking me out for tuition shows you have at least an
ounce of brains”

Keribdis turned and headed down the path. “Come dong,” she cdled out confidently. “I can hardly
wait to see everyon€e' s faces when Connen-Neute and Lodesh wak into the village behind me. And well
have to hurry if we want to get there before it rains”

“Ran?’ Captain Sholan muttered. “There's not a cloud in the sky.”

Sllaand Connen-Neute automaticaly took a step after Keribdis, Connen-Neute bringing himsdf to a
hdt with a look of sdf-disgust. Alissa was frozen to the ground, anger making her fingers tingle and her
knees shake. “You are not my teacher,” she said clearly.



Keribdis jerked to a hdt. Connen-Neute fingered his red sash nervoudy. The woman turned on a
hed. “Yes, | am,” she sad, her shoulders 4iff. “I’'m teaching the next transeunt. That's you. I'm your
teacher, whether you want it or not.”

“No, you aren't,” she said, feding hersdlf go pale. Beast quivered, hiding, but Alissa had seen enough
of the woman's theatrics and wouldn't be bullied. “Tao-Toecan is my indructor,” she said, despite
Lodesh's frantic mations for her to be ill.

“He's teaching you?' she questioned. Lodesh seemed to collgpse in on himsdf. “The ash-ridden
worm. I’'m teaching the next transeunt, and he knows it!” She spun about and stalked down the path,
dearly not caring about Alissa, only that her perceived rights had been stolen.

“That went wdl,” Lodesh muttered. Giving Alissa an gpologetic look, he started after the angry
womean. “Keribdis,” he cgoled, jogging to catch her. “He thought he had no choice. He thought you
were dl dead!”

Slla hesitated, seeming to want to say something to Alissa, but then she headed quickly after
Keribdis, her long, black har swinging. Captain Sholan followed her, muttering of Masters and women
with hot tempers and how they were the same as snakes.

“You never told me” Connen-Neute whispered as he stared after Slla
“Told you what?’ she said, her voice shaking.
“That Sllawas s0... graceful.”

Alissawatched him hasten after Silla. The backs of his ears were red as he came even with her. Silla
dowed, ganang up a him as he matched her pace.

Her pulse hammered, and she wanted to st down. Strell’s hand dropped from her shoulder, and she
gave him a thankful look. Shaken, she took a cleansing breeth.

“You got your shoes wet,” Strell said softly, handing her hat to her.
“Thanks” she whigpered so her voice wouldn't quaver. “Where did you find my hat?’

“Right where you told me” Taking her elbow, he started them down the path. “By the tree with the
red berries. | nearly twisted my ankle when your thoughts dipped into mine” His amile grew soft, and he
wiped a smudge of dirt from her chin. “I don’'t mind, though. 1 wish it would happen dl the time”

Red berries? she thought, confused, not even remembering a tree with red berries, much less asking
him to fetch her hat.

“You were busy catching Slla,” Beast whispered, and Alissa glanced at Keribdis's back, worried
that she might hear. But the incensed woman never dowed. “It took you three months to make that
hat,” Beast added. “And you stabbed yoursdlf with the needle twice.”

“Beast!” Alissahissed into her thoughts. “ Srell might have realized you weren’'t me! ”
“He didn’t, though, did he?”

Alissa fumed, not liking that Beast could speak soundiesdy to Strel without her knowledge. She
dowly fdl into step, her fingers cdming Taon. It hadn’t been the best impresson she had ever made, but
a least Keribdis hadn’'t seen Beast. Aslong as she kept her wits about her, she could do this.



16

Bdls chiming, Alissa tromped behind Strell, hot, sticky, and worried. As foretold, the skies had
erupted with towering clouds. She hoped the village wasn't much farther. Though the path was smooth
and wedl-maintained, Keribdiss pace left her panting and hot under her heavy Magter’s attire.
Pride—and a panful awareness that her skirt was stained from fdling into the stream—Kkept Alissa's
mouth shut and her long Master’s vest on.

So logt was shein her uneasy thoughts that she nearly ran into Strdll when he hdted. Jerking to a stop,
ghe edged around him. Alissa's eyes widened as she took in the village “Sweet as potatoes,” Strell
murmured, and she agreed, craning her neck upward to look into the trees.

Captain Sholan came to stand beside her. “They live in ash-ridden trees?’ he whispered. He was
crossing himsdf again, though Alissa thought it was more from habit than feer.

Tdl, wide-girthed trees spread ther canopy far above clear-swept ground. The smdlest was wider
around than three people could reach. They made a shady space that looked e=ily like the holden with
its stately pillars Wedged among the branches were platforms and shdlters. Alissacould tdl they weren't
big enough to hold araku. The few Masters she noticed on the ground were in their human shift, and she
drew back, suddenly shy.

“Do you think they stay in their human form dl the time?’ she asked Strell in a whisper.

“Of course not,” Keribdis said, making Alissafed like afool. “But there slittle to eat on the idands. If
we stayed as rakus, we would soon grip them of food.”

“They're mirth treesl” Lodesh exdamed oftly, and Alissa brought her hand to her mouth, now
seaing the resemblance. “But why don't they amdl like mirth trees?’

“Mogt of them are mae” Keribdis said. “The onesin your city are femde. That's why it's so seldom
you get afertile seed. The pollen has to cross the ocean.”

“Fantastic,” he breathed.

The Magters on the ground had noticed them, and Keribdis straightened. “Look who | found by the
far beached” she cdled triumphantly, leading the way into the village.

Alissatook a steadying breath. “Do | look dl right?” she whispered to Strell.
His amile was comforting. “You look like a Master,” he said as he shifted the fabric on her shoulders.

Alissa nodded, nervous as she started after everyone. Besde her, Captain Sholan was muittering
charms and dutching his hat to his chest. His eyes were wide and afraid. The change in Keribdis from
angry wife to sdlf-satigfied finder of lost children was obvious. Her resentment was dill there. It remained
to be seen how it would express itsdf.

“Wolves of Adh,” one of the agpproaching Masters exclamed. “It's Connen-Neute. It's
Connen-Neute! And he's not ferd!”

“Connen-Neute? another called, and Alissa's head echoed with the mentd shout. Immediately she
st award in place to dull the noise. Rakus began to spird down from the trees. Upon landing, they
became courtly dressed men and women. The ar was ful of wings and noise, and Alissa stared,
wondering how they didn’t hit each other.

“Keep it verbd!” Keribdis exdamed. “I can’t keep you sraight that way!”

The menta echo vanished, but the confused babble of voices grew as long-fingered men and woman



clustered around them. Connen-Neute was grinning, his long, solemn face logt in pleasure. Beaming, he
reached for the hands stretching out toward him.

Alissafdt amoment of panic. Thirty? Forty people? She couldn’t tell. They were dl old. Not as old
as Usdless, but as old as her mother would be, perhaps. She stepped back, clugtering hersdf between
Strell and Lodesh to try to stay out of the way.

“Too many,” Beast whispered, her fright building. “ Alissa, it's too many! Get us away!”

Tdon flapped her wings and caled loudly. She refused to leave Alissals wridt. Alissa let her make dl
the noise she wanted. It kept aring of space about her that both she and Beast needed. The bird's claws
pinched panfully, and Alissa crafted a black scarf to wrap her wrist. Her heart pounded as more and
more Masters appeared. This was what she had come for, she told hersdlf, trying to amile whenever a
pair of golden eyes met hers. This was what she wanted. But she hadn’t thought it would be like thid

“Connen-Neute!” a short woman cried, pushing her way to the front and pulling him down to her
height so she could hug him around the neck. “By the Navigator! 1t's you!” she cried, her eyes bright with
tears. “You left us” She whacked him on his shoulder, having to stretch to do it. “Don’'t you ever do that

agan!”

“My aunt,” Connen-Neute explained in a private thought to Alissa, darting his gaze to Alissa and
back to the woman. The young Master grinned, his white teeth showing strong againg his tan. “I don’t
planonit,” he said doud, and the crowd cheered.

“Hetakd” someone cried. “ Connen-Neute returns to us better than he left!”

“Mirim. Oh, Mirim save me” Captain Sholan chanted as he retreated to the outskirts.
“But how did you get here?” Connen-Neute' s aunt asked, hugging him again.
Connen-Neute glanced over his shoulder a the unseen cove. “By boat.”

“A boat!” she cried. “Hear that, Keribdis? They have a boat!” The joyful woman glanced over the
rest of them. “And you brought Keepers.” Connen-Neute's aunt sghed, her entire body moving. “It's
been s0 long since I’ ve taught anyone. | never thought I'd missit.”

“Not jus Keepers,” a loud voice sad. “Wipe the sand from your eyes, Neugwin. That's the
Warden.”

Connen-Neute's aunt peered a Lodesh, her face brightening. “Lodesh Stryska?” she said, beaming.
“By the Wolves. Y ou're supposed to be dead!”

Alissa's eyes widened as the crowd was pushed aside by a rotund but refined looking man. A fat
Master ? she thought as she saw the traditiona vest made up of acres of fabric.

“Lodesh, is your city awvake?’ the Master asked, his gaze intdligent and sharp from his round face.
“Who woke you? Tao-Toecan?’

Lodesh grinned. Knowing dl eyes were on him, he made one of his extravagant citade bows.
“Returned from the dead, Beso-Ran,” he said. “My dity findly deeps, and my people are free of the
curse that bound us, but I'm here. I'm not done with the world just yet.” He gave Alissa an intent 100k,
and she dropped her eyes.

“Connen-Neute woke the city!” someone shouted, and a cheer went up.
“No.” Lodesh's eyes went soft on her. “Alissa had something to do with it.”

“Ah” Connen-Neute's aunt said as she came to stand before Alissa “You mug be Alissa I'm
Neugwin. It's a pleasure to meet you. How did you manage to wake the charmer?’

The sound of gpproaching thunder rumbled through Alissa as she crossed Neugwin's hand. She went



gy as Neugwin's brow rose a Alissals Magter’s vest. Her heart was pounding, but they al seemed
friendy enough—if rather intense. “1’'m not sure how | managed to wake Lodesh,” Alissa said. “And this
is Strell Hirdune, and Captain Sholan is there by that tree.”

“Hirdune?’ Neugwin said, her brows rigng. “Keribdis, | should ve taken your wager. | told you we'd
get a Keeper out of the Hirdune line. Y ou have to have fath, dear.”

Keribdis touched her ribbons. Alissa thought it was a move designed to draw attention to her rather
then to check her hair. “Then you would be making me breskfast for the next ten years” Keribdis said,
her mien just shy of haughty. “He s not a Keeper.”

“No?" Neugwin eyed Strel sharply.

“He'sa commoner,” Keribdis said sourly. “But it gets better. Talo-Toecan gave him title to a tower
room. A commoner. The Wolves know why.”

Alissafdt a pang of worry at the crowd’ s uneasy murmur. Lodesh’s eyes opened widein wonder. As
she watched, he seemed to become larger than life, baancing againgt Keribdis's dramatics as if it were
second nature. He wore a confuson Alissa knew was designed to divorce himsdf from the blame
Keribdis would put upon the bearer of bad news. “Sillahasn't told you what has happened?’ he said, his
hands spread wide. “Why we ve come? Why ferd rakus return to sentience, ghosts take up life, and
commoners are granted title to the Hold?’ Silla looked nervous, Keribdis rather poisonous. “Silla and
Alissa have been dream-touching the last Sx months” he finished. “Haven't you been ligening to her?’

“Actudly,” Alissa sad softly, “it's been longer than that.”

As one, the assembly turned to Keribdis. Ther faces wore frowns ranging from accusng to
frightened. “No,” Neugwin said, her voice unreadable. “We knew Silla hadn’'t been deeping well. But
only Masters can dream-touch. How—" The matronly woman's eyes it up, and she took Alissa's hands,
daing at her normd fingers. “You're the Hold's next transeunt,” she whispered. A stab of angst went
through Alissa, but Neugwin's eyes were dancing with ddight. “But how, love? We hadn’t planned any

such as you for another fifty years”

Keribdis cleared her throat dryly. “Obvioudy there's been a mistake” she said, doing an ill job of
conceding her displeasure. “It's dmogt worth the trip home to check my books as to who caculated the
probability chart on her parents union.”

“Then we' re going home?’ Neugwin asked. “Now that we have a boat?’
Keribdis blinked. “Whatever for? | don’t need the Hold to begin schooling her.”

“But | came to bring you home...” Alissa said, bewildered. She'd never considered they wouldn't
want to leave. She reddened, embarrassed. Strell, too, wore a blank look. But no one heard her over the
buzz of agitated conversation.

An annoyed, cdculating look flickered over Keribdis. “Nothing has changed!” the woman asserted;
then, seeing the cross expressions in the crowd, she amiled. “But of course we will discuss it in detall
later. Tonight we celebrate one of the lost returning to us. Connen-Neute' s nameis circled no morel”

They cheered at that, and Alissa had to soothe both Beast and Tdon. Keribdis s amile had no feding.
Cold dipped through Alissa Keribdis was playing them as if she had been doing it for her entire life
Unsettled, Alissa carefully scanned the faces before her, seeing who among the crowd redized Keribdis
hed intentiondly distracted them. Lodesh, too, was making meaningful eye contact with several people.
She fdt a rush of gratitude knowing Lodesh, a least, could effectivdly move in the conclave' s palitica
crcle

The noise eased, and a clean-shaven Master in asmple gray tunic lined in purple said, “You mean, of
course, we will be celebrating Alissa's appearance as wdl as Connen-Neute' s.”



“Of course.” Keribdis made an expandve gesture. “So prepare what we have in the stores. Make
everything ready. And leave them dong” she said with a friendly tone of exasperation. “They're tired.
You'll hear their ories tonight.”
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The crowd obediently broke into smdler groups, taking loudly as they dispersed. Tdon started at the
sudden, combined movement and launched hersdf from Alissals wrigt to vanish into the mirth trees.
Alissa rubbed her am and smiled uneedly at those who met her eyes in passing. A few people clasped
Connen-Neute' s hand warmly before they left, making promises to tak later. Alissa watched in rdief as
the fifty or so Magters dwindled to ther origind group plus the fat Master, Neugwin, and the somber
Masgter in gray who had suggested they celebrate Alissa's presence as wdl as Connen-Neute's.

Strel leaned close to Alissa as Keribdis started across the open space under the trees. “They don't
want to leave?’ he asked, his brown eyes holding a defengve cadt.

Lodesh shook his head. “Some do. Keribdis doesn't. Most follow her” He gave Alissa an
encouraging amile. “It will make for an interegting party tonight.”

Keribdis turned on the path, sseming surprised they weren't fallowing her yet. “You're tired. Let's
Oet you settled.”

Connen-Neute hastened forward with Slla. Alissa stepped to follow, hestating as Captain Sholan
took her ebow. “Mahr,” he said. “I'm goin' back to my boat.” His frightened eyes tracked a Master
who had shifted and was flying up into the trees. “I have to tdl Hayden.”

Alissafound enough empathy in her scattered confidence to amile. A part of her wanted to follow him
to the boat and skate across the waves back to Usdess. “Fing” she said, not caring that Keribdis's
walting stance had grown impatient. “Y ou know the way?’

“Aye” hesad, vighly relieved she wasn't asking him to Stay. “There' s the water to restock and the
boom to repair. Well be ready when you want to leave.” His brow furrowed in warning. “She's a manta
ray of awoman, Ma hr,” he whispered. “A devilfish. Be careful.”

“Thank you, Captain,” she said, taking the time to touch hisarm in parting despite Keribdis's obvious
irritation. Though she knew it was ill-advised, Alissa obstinately kept her pace dow as she joined
Keribdis s sandl following. Connen-Neute's eyes were wide a her defiance. The increesng wind of the
goproaching storm pulled at her hair, and she relished it.

“Lodesh?’ Keribdis said as Alissajoined them and they moved forward. “We have a few huts on the
beach. We use them for various tasks, but perhaps you would like to put your people there? No need to
dimb into the trees when there’ s lodging on the ground.”

“Actudly,” Lodesh drawled as he took Alissas arm, “this is Alissa's affarr. I'm dong to keep her
company. Y ou ought to talk to her about such arrangements,” he finished lightly.

“Alissais?’ Keribdis's voice carried a hint of mockery. “Forgive me”

Alissa difled her frown. This wasn't going well. Strell looked sullen, and Alissa knew it was from
Keribdis s not-so-subtle dights

“Warden,” the rotund Master said as they moved. “I'm dying of curiosity. How did your people
absolve ther curse?’

Keribdis cleared her throat. “Tonight. HE I tel us tonight,” she said as the wind increased. A few
patters of rain encouraged them to walk faster.

Lodesh glanced dyly at Alissa “It was a Keeper. | think you know him. Balli€?’

“Balie” Beso-Ran exclamed. “If | had the little worm before me right now, 1'd toast his toes good
for sending us on a fool’s errand the way he did.” He puffed at the new pace. “But | thought you sad



Alissawoke you.”

“Baliedidn’'t wake me” Lodesh said, “but when he found the people roused, he made the improper
assumption that he had. He was going to send them into the foathills and plains to bring about another
plague of madness, punishing them for having cast him out. My people tore his soul apart to prevent him
from garting the same plague that caused their own plight. It was enough to free dl of them or Sngly me”
He shifted his shoulders, clearly not upset. “I'll find another way to free my soul.” He gave Alissa a
knowing smile “But not anytime soon, | think.”

From behind her came Strdl’s indidinct mutter. There was a buzz in Alissais mind of a private
conversation, and Keribdis sighed. “Y our huts need some repair,” she said. “You can wait out the rain a
the community shelter until they’re ready. Quick. You don’t want to be caught in it.” Not waiting, she
turned sharply and headed for a large covered Structure. It was the only building Alissa could see on the
ground, open on dl sides and thatched with huge leaves.

Alissalooked behind her as a hissng roar came fantly. Severd cdls of warning came from the trees
above. Her mouth gaped as she redized the roar was from an advancing wal of rain. Strell tugged at her
am, and, giving up any pretense a decorum, everyone ran.

Patters of rain struck her shoulders as they dl rushed under the shelter. Silla was laughing, and Alissa
soun to watch as the world turned gray and sound thundered down upon them. It was amost deafening,
and she could do nothing but stare. The wind drove the ran under the covering, and they clustered
together at the center. She wondered how Hayden was doing. The downfdl was s0 heavy, it seemed as
if they were underwater, and Alissa took a deep breath to assure hersdf she could. She hoped Tdon
wasdl right.

The ddluge dackened dmogt as quickly asit had advanced, dowing into an easy cadence. “That's
it?" she said, invigorated by the short run and the new coolness to the air.

From beside her came Beso-Ran's deep harrumph. “It does that every day,” he said.

Only now did Alissaturn to look at the shelter. A large centrd hearth kept it lit, presently filled with
ash-dusted codls. Just above her head nets were strung between the supports, and she wondered if they
dried food there. Strell had settled a one of the benches surrounding the cods, and she moved to st
beside him. Immediately L odesh took her other side.

She amiled at the Sght of Connen-Neute easing himsdf nervoudy down between Silla and his aunt.
The two women were chattering hgppily around him, leaving the young Master with a bemused
expresson. Beso-Ran had taken up a bowl of berries, offering them to everyone before settling himsdf to
eat when they dl refused. Alissa became distant, reminded of how Reda-Stan used to do the same in his
atempts to get her to try his beloved ham ralls.

Looking across the hearth, Alissa blinked. Keribdis had taken a postion directly opposte her,
aranging her clothes carefully asif to point out Alissa s smpler dtire. “Forgive me” the woman said, her
words precise and clipped. “1 must excuse mysdf. I'm anxious to plan out where I'm going to start with
you.” Her black eyebrows arched mockingly as she looked at Alissa. “Neugwin can show you the
shdlters when they're ready.”

“Connen-Neute can stay with me” Neugwin bubbled, and Connen-Neute flushed a his aunt's
enthusasm. “But I'll show you the shdlters. They're just down the path to the beach. Warden, you and
Srdl can have the larger oneif Alissa doesn't mind.”

“I'm not Warden any longer, Neugwin,” Lodesh sad as he pilfered a berry from Beso-Ran's bowl,
tossing it into his mouth in apparent unconcern. “Just Lodesh. Keeper of the Hold.”

Beso-Ran made a harrumph of disstisfaction. “Nonsense” the large Master grumped. “Once a
Warden, dways a Warden. | don’t care that you' ve been dead.”



Lodesh's gaze flicked to the distant trees. “ Tao-Toecan struck my title—"
“That takes an entire quorum!” Keribdis exclamed. “Y ou're dill the Warden.”
“It was deserved.” Lodesh raised a hand to forestd| any more argument.

Neugwin ceased talking with Connen-Neute, and an uncomfortable silence descended. “What could
warrant such a punishment?’ the matronly Master asked in wonder.

Lodesh met her gaze evenly. “1 kept dlent when | should have warned him of a coming danger. That
my betraya was to further my own desires made it twofold the crime.”

Alissafdt Strdll’s breath quicken. Lodesh had betrayed her in the name of love, wagering Usdess's
trust and her friendship that she would grow to love himin the past as he had fdlen in love with her. She
had, but the cost had been very high. She had forgiven him for his betraya. To forget was harder.

It was obvious volumes were being unsaid, but the surrounding Masters respected his new slence.
Keribdis, though, seemed to know that Alissa was behind this effrontery, too, and her eyes tightened.
“Don’t enjoy yoursdf too much tonight,” she warned Alissa. “I want you on the beach at sunrise. That's
Sllasusud time for lessons, and | imagine you' re anxious to learn what a Master your age is expected to
know. WE I start with how to find your tracings and source. Slla could do with the refresher.”

Sllacringed, and Alissa fdt a wash of empathy. It wasn't pleasant being asked to dow to someone
es2's pace. | dready know how,” Alissa said softly.

A puff of amusement came from Keribdis. “Re-e-e-edly?’ she said, her voice so heavy with sarcasm,
Alissa was surprised she couldn’'t see the vowels ralling dong the ground.

Beso-Ran looked up from his berries. “Tao-Toecan has begun your sudies?” he questioned. His
gaze went to Keribdis. “That was your task.”

“Yes. | know,” the woman said vindictivey. “Wdl,” she said to Alissa, “if you think you've mastered
that, we can move on to nonverba speech.” Keribdis stood.

“l dready know that, too.” Alissa hated hersdf for flushing, and pride prompted her to add, “I can
speak to Keeper aswdl as Madter.”

Keribdis's high cheekbones showed a tinge of red. Stomach tight, Alissa looked up a the
congternation on the surrounding Masters' faces. The last Master—the quiet one in gray—was the only
one who didn't look surprised. Arms crossed, he leaned againg one of the shdlter’s supports and
watched Keribdis, not Alissa. His Master’s vest had a very smple cut, reminding her of Redd-Stan’s
atire. His sash was ydlow.

“l don't think you understand what I'm asking, poor child,” Keribdis said. “Be on the beach
tomorrow. Sunrise” Asif that ended it, she gestured for Silla to accompany her as she walked into the
last drops of rain glittering in the newly unveiled sun.

Beso-Ran nodded to them, and with more grace than Alissawould have credited him, got to his feet.
“Keribdis?’ the fat Master said. “A word with you?’

Alissal s mouth turned down as he paced quickly after Keribdis with the bowl of fruit. What did Alissa
care what they thought? Her studies were none of the woman's afar.

Srel rose to his feet. Alissa became darmed a the determined clench of his jaw. “No,” she sad,
pulling on his deeve to get im to gt down. “I’ll explain later. 1t doesn’'t matter, and rubbing her nose in it
now will only make things worse.”

“It does matter,” he said roughly, anger meking his eyes hard. “ She' s treating you less than a Keeper,
less than me”

“Strl,” she pleaded, but he wouldn't be deterred.



Tuggng his rough tunic sraight, he said loudly to their retreating backs, “Alissa can speak soundlesdy
to Keepers. She can touch my mind as well. She did so just today, to ask me to bring dong her hat she
dropped while chasing Silla”

Beso-Ran siwung his bulk around. *Y ou were chaang Slla?” he asked, his brow arched.
Alissatensed. “She, uh, was afraid of me, and | wanted to explain—"

“Afrad.” Face tight, Keribdis strode back under the shelter. “I can understand why. You have the
manners of a back-hills farmer. We will attend to that tomorrow as well.”

Alissafdt her face go bloodless in anger. There was nothing wrong with her manners.

Slla had put hersdf between Alissa and Keribdis. “I'm not afrad of Alissa anymore” she sad,
dearly distressed. “You told me she was a dream-demon. That'swhy | ran.”

Keribdis' s face went unexpectedly soft. “Hush, Silla” the woman said. “Well tak later. Why don't
you seeif the tide has left any fish in the pools?’

“l want to stay here,” she said, her golden eyes going wide.

The Master in gray pushed himsdf upright from the shelter’s support. “Let Slla say,” he sad lightly.
“We all want to hear how Alissa can talk to commoners.”

His head tilted in question. Alissa met his golden eyes without dropping them, knowing anger from
Keribdis's inqult dill burned in her gaze. He was Slent for a long moment, then, apparently satisfied, he
extended hishand. “I'm Yar-Taw,” he said formally.

Alissa covered it with her own automaticaly.

“I'm glad to meet you and Strell.” He glanced a Strell, and Alissa's bresth came easer after the
Master took the time to recognize him.

“AlissaMeson,” she sad as her pulse dowed.
“Meson?’ he asked. “Your father isa Keeper, yes? Talo-Toecan's student. Is he wdl?’

She looked up a him in wonder. He had known her father. Probably better than she had. “He died
after you left the Hold,” she said, hoping her bitterness didn’t show.

“I'm sorry,” Yar-Taw said. “He was a good man and student.” He took her hands, his golden eyes
intent. “Alissa” he said, “can you redly reach the Warden’s mind?’

“Yes, and Strell’s, too, when my emotions are strong.”
Face blank, his hands dipped from her.

Brushing the extravagant length of black har from her, Keribdis laughed. “She obvioudy doesn't
understand the question.”

“She can touch my thoughts” Lodesh said, and Alissa gave him a grateful look as he broke his
congpicuous slence. “And don't ask us to perform like trained bears. Tao-Toecan believes because she
grew up as a human, her mind was forced to develop around verba language, not mentd, thereby giving
her common ground to be able to understand a Keeper’s thought patterns. | think it was one of the
reasons she was able to wake me”

Neugwin murmured a soft agreement, and Yar-Taw rubbed a hand over his shaven cheeks in
thought. Alissa’'s shoulders eased, but Keribdis ruined it dl with a derigve snort. “Look what
Tao-Toecan has done to our transeunt,” she said hitterly. “ She may be a Master, but her mind has been
warped by living with humans so long. She should have been isolated until her mind recovered its proper
schematic before beginning her studies. Who knows what ramifications thiswill have? What she won't be
able to do?’ The woman's lips pursed, making her dl the more severe. “Thisis Talo-Toecan' sfaling.”



Alisa s breath caught in outrage. Keribdis thought her ability was a faling? Strell moved forward a
step, and she put a hand on him. “Alissals mind isn't warped,” he sad, his eyes hard. But he was
ignored. Yar-Taw eased back to the outskirts, watching.

“S0,” Beso-Ran said as he settled his bulk in Keribdis's old spot and resumed egting his berries.
“Tao-Toecan has been teaching you. Has he given you warming wards yet?’ His tone was jovid, dealy
trying to ease the mood. “Keribdis” he cgoled, “teach Alissa warming wards right away so we don't
have to hide them from her. | like my tea hot.”

Redizing her only option was to overlook Keribdis's dights, Alissa resolved to ignore the woman.
“Actudly, that was one of my firs wards,” she admitted, her pulse dowing. “Tao-Toecan likes his tea
hot, too. And it was snowing a greet dedl of the time we were together.”

“How about fidds?” Neugwin wanted to know. “Has he taught you—" She hesitated.

“Impervious as wel as permeable,” Alissafinished for her, thinking Neugwin didn’t want to give away
anything Alissamight not know about yet. Lodesh had a pained look on his face, and she added, “1 had
to so as to keep mydf dive”

Neugwin glanced a Keribdis, her eyes large. “That wasn't my question,” Neugwin said. “1 wanted to
know how many fidds you could hold independently.”

Alissawinced. “Oh. Only five. | haven't been & it very long.”

Keribdis seemed smug. “Well, he couldn’t have taught you any other wards of defense. He hardly
knows them himsdlf, the pecifig that heis”

The woman's condescending tone fanned Alissas ire into a dow smolder. “Actudly, | saw severd
when Ballie tried to force Ese Nawoer to do his will, but Talo-Toecan asked me not to practice them.”
Her eyes narrowed. “And | haven't,” she added, her tone bordering the bdligerent.

Connen-Neute grinned. “Alissa can do heding wards, too. And hide one fidded ward within another.
She knows dmogt everything.”

Lodesh turned away, his shoulders hunched and a hand to his forehead. Everyone went slent, and
Alissa's indignaion turned to darm when the Masters glanced worriedly among themsdlves. “The
Navigator save us” Beso-Ran whispered, the ribbon of fear in his voice making Alissa cold.

“What the Wolves was he thinking? Keribdis said. “I warned you Tao-Toecan's methods of
teaching were dangerous, and this proves it. We were right in confining him to ingructing Keepers. He
has made our transeunt dangerous and unpredictable. If thisis what he does when no one is watching, |
would wager that rogue student that put the Hold in an uproar awhile back was his, not Redal-Stan’s.”

“Actudly, that was Alissa,” Connen-Neute said softly.
“What!”

Alissa s hands were clenched in her Igp. Masters had begun to quietly join them as Keribdis's voice
drew them like wasps to honey.

“That’s how my sentience was returned,” Connen-Neute said. His eyes were wide, as if he was
afrad to say anything but afraid to stay slent, too. “Alissa accidentally crossed the patterns for tripping
the lines and shifting, putting her in the past until, ah, Lodesh and Strell found a way to get her back. She
accidentaly brought my consciousness back with hers when she returned.”

No one said anything, and Keribdis began to pace, dirring the assembling crowd to whispers both
verbd and non. “What has he done?’ Keribdis said, and Connen-Neute went ashen. Alissa swallowed
hard.

“Hold up, Keribdis,” Yar-Taw said from the back. “Tao-Toecan has taught Alissato think past what



we accept as possible. Ashes, dhifting to the past? What did you use, Alissa? A septhama point?’

Keribdis spun. Alissa blanched a the anger the woman made no attempt to hide. “That's
Redd-Stan’s weatch,” she whispered, and Alissa clutched at it hanging about her neck.

“Y ou wore my boots. You rode my horse! That was you?’ Her face hardened. “How dare you!”

“Redal-Stan gave it to me,” Alissawhispered as she stood in sudden fear. “Tidhbit was the only horse
| could get on. I’'m sorry about your boots.”

“Keribdis” Yar-Taw sad as he pulled himsdf upright. “It was over three centuries ago.”

“l am not concerned about a horsel” Keribdis shouted, spots of red on her cheeks. “She dole
Connen-Neute' s sentience!”

Yar-Taw frowned and crossed his arms in front of him. “She only moved it. See? He's not a day
older.” He glanced between Sillaand Connen-Neute. “Perhaps it was a good thing.”

Keribdis s red skirts flared degantly as she paced. “ Connen-Neute,” she said, and the young Master
jumped in darm. “You said Alissa pulled your consciousness back from the past? How?’

Connen-Neute draightened, and those near hm pressed back to make a space around him.
“Well—ah—actudly... | pickabacked my consciousness on hers” He winced. “You see, Strdl was
playing his musc—"

“You pickabacked?’ Keribdis exclamed, and Alissal s somach clenched. “Tao-Toecan alowed you
to pickaback? I'm surprised she didn’t kill you or burn your tracings to ash!”

Connen-Neute's eyes were wide. “It wasn't Tdo-Toecan, it was Reda-Stan,” he rushed. “See, she
wasin the past, and when we, or she rather, shifted to get back, | was dragged dong, my consciousness
dipping into my ferd skin in the future, or now, rather. It's, uh, not as complicated as I've made it sound.
And it redly wasn't her fault.”

Keribdis shook her head, gancing over the dlent crowd. Alissa wondered how many of them
recognized she was inflaming the issue. “Thisis heinous” the tal woman said, and Alissa drew hersdf up.
“What's to stop her from doing it again? Perhaps she might go back and sted Silla's consciousness!” She
pointed into the crowd. “Or yourd”

Alissa garted to panic. Eyes wide, she looked for a way to escape, seeing only frightened faces with
golden eyes. Strell put both his hands on her shoulders, and Lodesh stood beside her.

Yar-Taw laughed into the sudden tenson. “Don’t be so melodramatic, Keribdis. Alissaign't going to
hurt anyone. Stop frightening the child. Y ou’ re embarrassng me.”

Severd Masters chuckled, and Keribdis went whitein rage. “You're blind, Yar-Taw!” she whispered
intently, her ebony har swinging. “Don’'t you see? We have no control over her! She woke Esef
Nawoer. An entire ity of cursed soulsd Her mind is warped by her own admisson. She doesn't know
how to properly shift or communicate. She' s mixing wards with disastrous results” Keribdis soun to her.
“And Talo-Toecan is to blame. The incompetent fool! He should have come for me when the transeunt
sumbled in, expected or not.”

Alissa's fear vanished, replaced with a hot anger. Keribdis was finding fault in her ingructor. They
had abandoned him and now blamed him for everything their absence precipitated. No one was sanding
up for him. Not one.

“He taught me because he thought you were dead,” Alissa said, the coldness in her voice drawing dl
eyes to her. “Ballie managed to kill everyone ese. You left Talo-Toecan to be trapped in the Holden. He
taught me because he didn’t want dl of your skillsto die with him—"

“Trapped in the Holden?’ Keribdis said.



“Balie—" she said angrily, as the woman focused on her, but Keribdis turned away.

“See what he's done?” Keribdis was saying. “The bungler, the fool of a dreamer? He has subverted
our transeunt, meking her uncontrollable and a threat to us and our way of life, not to mention
sngle-handedly destroying the Hold.”

“That's not what happened!” Alissa said, outraged that no one was ligening to her.
“Perhaps we should go back, then,” Neugwin offered.

“No!” Keribdis exclamed, and Alissa wondered a the panic that flashed across the Master. Then
more quietly, she repeated, “No. There s no need. If the Hold is empty and the transeunt is here, there's
no need.” She shook her head as if taking on an unwanted burden. “I’'m not going back until I’ ve fixed
what he' s broken.”

Alissa s heart pounded. “I’'m not broken!” she exclamed, shaking off Strdl’s support. “Tao-Toecan
isa good indructor. He' s kind, and generous with his teechings. And | like him. None of my fallings are
hisfault! He, he—" Her words cut off. They were dl saring at her.

“Excuse me” she sad diffly. Eyes suddenly hot with threatened tears, she rigidly walked to the edge
of the crowd, her bells loud. The people parted before her, and she passed back under the sun without
seding any of them. The air freshened as she I€ft the press of people. Never looking back, she strode
down a path to the sound of surf. She fdt awkward and unganly in her Master’s clathing. Why had she
bothered? she wondered, her head pounding as she refused to cry. They would never see her as
anything other than nothing.
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Feding drained, Alissa sat in the dark on the dew-damp beach and ran her fingers over Tdon. The
gmdl bird had found her shortly after she left the shelter. No one had followed the bird, for which Alissa
was grateful. Everyone respected her desire to be aone. There was an occasiond touch on her thoughts
as Lodesh checked on her. For this, too, she was thankful.

Alissa dropped her hand from Tdon as the wind gusted. Clutching her arms around her drawn-up
knees, she stared into the fire. She had coaxed it back to life as the sun set on the other Sde of the idand,
and the flames shifted fitfully. Severd baskets lay nearby, ther contents forgotten in the excitement of
their arriva. Alissa had finished gringing the hard berries but wagered no one would notice. Despondent,
she rubbed a pinch of sand between her finger and thumb to try to rub out the red gains.

The sand looked like snow in the darlight. Tdl and whispering, the iff grass on the dune behind her
added to her feding of isolaion. The surf sounded louder now thet the light was gone. Alissa fed the fire
another gtick, eyeing the tinge of green from the sdtsin the wood. How could | have been so innocent?
she thought as she wiped her hand free of grit on her Master’s vest. Connen-Neute had warned her.
Usdess had shown her. Why had she thought Keribdis would treat her any differently?

But at least she was able to hide Beast from Keribdis.

Tdon perched upon a basket and kept a dlent vigl on the stars as if memarizing their unfamiliar
pattern. Depressed and hungry, Alissa rubbed the bump on her hand where the bones had been reset
years ago. It seemed an entire lifetime since Ballie had broken them.

She hadn’t liked the reminder she could hold only a fraction of the fidlds everyone ese could. Pride
prompted her to form a loose, permegble fidd in the center of the fire. It was an old game. To see a
flame curling up the ingde of afidd was fascinating. Especidly when the flame was blue and green.

Sowly the hest filled her fidd to make a swirling globe of fire. It was difficult to find the baance of
meking the fidd strong enough to contain fire but delicate enough not to snuff it out. It had taken her
months to learn the skill, but filling her fidlds with fire was an easy way to visudly tdl how many fidds she
could hold a once.

Alissa watched until she was sure enough ar was getting through her fidd to keep the fire dive
Sdidfied, she added another, stting atop the fird. It immediady filled to channd the flame higher than
usud. Thethird fidd she set amongst the coals. Determined to hold Sx this time, she added a fourth. Her
breething dowed as her concentration built upon itsdf. Feding warmer then the fire could account for,
she added afifth.

Taon chittered awarning. Alissa dropped her fidds “Who's there?” she said, hating the urgency that
crept into her voice. A shadow drew to a stop at the crest of the nearby dune. It was too broad of
shoulder to be Connen-Neute, and she fet a pang of fear.

“Itsme, Yar-Taw,” came the Master’s oft voice. “May | join you?’
Alissa said nothing, wondering what he had seen.

“l gpologize” Yar-Taw said as he stood unmoving. “No student should hear another Master find
doubt with their ingtructor. We' ve been done so long, we forgot.”

Alissalet out her breath in a puff as she turned away. Yar-Taw seemed to take that as an invitation.
Sipping to the base of the dune with a good portion of sand, he came to St beside her, facing the water.
She ignored him. She had nathing to say and wanted him to leave. Strell’s pipe came fantly over the
dunes, and she wondered why he was playing for them.



“Don't think too harshly of us” Yar-Taw sad as he stacked the empty bowls to put the strung berries
on top. “Mogt are frightened.”

Alissaraised her head in surprise. “Of me? Why?’

Yar-Taw shrugged usng only one shoulder. “Student Masters are held in check by withholding
wisdom. And you have some very strong wards at your command.”

She nodded, but it didn't make her fed any better. “Tao-Toecan bdieved he was the lagt. He didn’t
want your wisdom to die with him.”

“Yes, wdl, we knew we were dive. And the sentiment is that he used our questionable existence to
further his bdiefs” Yar-Taw hesitated. “His outspoken views concerning... a—" His brow furrowed.
“Tao-Toecan holds some very unpopular beliefs concerning how to best bring about a resurgence of our
numbers. In order to maintain the baance in the conclave, he was never dlowed to indruct any but
Keepers, and those were blessedly few, your father among them. He was a lot like you. | see now why
he left the Hold. We wouldn't have let him have children with your mother if we had done a proper
profile on her sgnature” His brow rose. “But | don't suppose you know...”

Alissa poked the fire. “Redal-Stan told me you divided humanity into three groups to gain control
over the traits criticd to bring a Master up from a human. And how you did it,” she added, her voice
hard. They had massacred the coast. They had dso been responsble for the plague of madness that cut
the world's population by two-thirds and resulted in Lodesh's curse. All for the same ugly reason.
Keribdis wanted to reduce the population again, and when Usdless had stood againg her, she took the
conclave and Ieft.

Y ar-Taw made a soft sound as he rubbed his chin. “Reda-Stan told you?’ he asked, dghing as she
nodded. “Then I’'m sure he gave you the entire story.”

She reached out to soothe Talon's sudden chitter with a gentle caress. “P, C, and F,” she said, giving
the three traits their designation to prove she knew it dl.

“What are we going to do with you?" Yar-Taw said, his light tone softening his words. “Between
Redd-Stan and Tao-Toecan, you know amost everything. | noticed Talo-Toecan even taught you pyre
fidds | was't aware he was killed enough to even explain them.”

He had seen! Alissa thought, her darm easing when she found no recrimingion in his gaze. “You
mean meking a fidd that contains fire?” she said, watching him to be sure she hadn't misdaken his
emations. “Yes and no. Talo-Toecan gave me free rain to experiment with fields. | think it was to pacify
me, but | took him at hisword. He, uh, doesn’'t know | can make them.”

Yar-Taw’s face went dack. “You figured it out on your own?’

Alissawinced, hearing his surprise. She had done it again. “Yes” she said softly. “Bailie could sculpt
dug in sunbeams usng multiple fiedds. | wanted to do the same, but dust makes me sneeze and gives
Srell farmer’s fever. So | thought | might be able to do the same with fire” She looked up, finding his
face holding that carefully blank ook she had seen on Usdless so often. “So far | can only make five”

Yar-Taw pulled hislegs to St cross-legged. “The sze of your fid, as you were?’

Seding he had taken a teaching stance, Alissa relaxed somewhat. “Fve isn't enough to make
anything,” she said, willing to show himif he asked.

“Show me?’ he said, and she amiled hesitantly.

Satling hersdf draighter, she made a fig-sized bubble, then another, continuing to stack them until
she had a tower of flame rigng twice as high as norma. Holding them, she glanced a Yar-Taw for

approva. His brow was furrowed in surprise. Thinking she had done something wrong, she dropped the
fidds and thefirefdl to its origind shape.



“l didn’'t know that could be done,” he said, his gaze going to her. “Extending the fire, | mean. Pyre
fidds are usudly used only for funerds”

Alissadrew back. “Funerds?’

Yar-Taw's eyes looked like flame in the firés glow. “That's how we collect the source from a
deceased Magter,” he said softly. “Otherwise it would be logt to the wind and soil. How ese could we
find enough source for our Keepers?’

She twigted her face in aversion, not liking the idea she had been practicing such a fidd, even if by
mistake. And her source. It was from a dead Master?

“Alissa Wait,” Yar-Taw said, seeming to rush to capture her atention. “You show greet potentid for
them. Not many Masters have the patience to cultivate a fidd large enough to be ussful. | can,” he
continued, pride seeping into his voice. “I’'m the only one, now.” His brow furrowed. “I’d like to guide
your progressin this area.”

A nervous feding went through her. “I don't know,” she said, but pride pulled her gaze to his. “I
promised Tao-Toecan | would only take ingruction from him. And to take another’s source?’ She
shuddered. “It feds wrong, epecidly from the dead.”

What Alissa thought was a relieved amile came over Yar-Taw’s face. Nodding, he said, “1 wouldn’t
be so much indructing you as explaining the philosophy behind such a task. Tado-Toecan ian't in a
pasition to provide this. Exchanging students is a common practice when a student shows proficiency in
an area his or her origind teacher ign't skilled in. | won't lie to you. It' s difficult to sted mysdf to perform
such a task. Much more so than the decades of practice needed to manage a fidd large enough to be
ussful.”

He dropped his eyes to the sand. “With Tado-Toecan's permisson, | would explan to you the
philosophies behind the kill. Connen-Neute lacks the patience, and Sillais too involved with—her own
battles. Seeing your distaste brings back dl my own fears | had thought sefey put to rest.” His expression
pleaded with her. “It's a necessary Kill, Alissa, and it will give you status. Status you're desperately
going to need.”

Alissaran afinger over Tadon. She had promised Useless to take study from only him.

“But if you won't take ingruction from me, then... lisen to me when | gt by the fire—from time to
time” Yar-Taw smiled lopsidedly. “And don’t stop practicing.” He hestated, then asked, “How big a
fidd can you make if you concentrate on one rather than five?’

A wry amile came over her. For a society so influenced by rules and laws, they certainly had a knack
for getting around them. Glancing up, she read his excitement at the possibility of passing on askill no one
else wanted to learn. “1 don't know,” she said softly. “I’ve only tried smdl, multiple fidds.”

“Try one?’ he asked, his eyes seeming to glow. “I"d like to see how far dong you are.”

Alissa squirmed. It was the firg gimmer of gpprova she had seen in any of them, and she waan't
ashamed to pursue it. Returning her gaze to the fire, she formed a fidd. Concentrating, she forced the
fidd to widen, sruggling to keep the strength of it even as it expanded. Beginning to swest, she pushed
the bubble of thought farther, surprised when she managed to encompass the entire fire. The flames
licked up the sides to make curling loops where they reached the edges. She fdt the heat grow ingde the
bubble of thought, and she relaxed the strength to dlow some of it to escape.

“Wolves of Ash,” Yar-Taw whispered, and she met his pleased gaze. “You have it. You have the
ba ance perfectly! Retain too much heat, and the source is destroyed. Use a fied not strong enough, and
it escapes.”

Alissa dropped the field. She dumped, her heart pounding from the effort.



Yar-Taw glanced behind him to the unseen shelter. VVoices raised in song were coming from it. They
made her and Y ar-Taw seem dl the more isolated. “Very good,” he said, a smile turning up the corners
of his thin lips. “Don't think you have it entirdy, though. When done correctly, you won't be out of
breath, and you won't be sweeting.” He reached around the low fire and put a long hand on her
shoulder. “But very good.”

The presence of his hand was heavy on her. Tdon chittered a warning, but Alissa didn't resent his
touch, feding in it the same emation of pleased ingructor she fdt from Usdess. “Thank you,” she
whispered, and his hand fdl away.

“Come back to the shdter?” he sad as he stood. “I'm afrad the gathering has dl the sgns of
degrading into one of Beso-Ran's three-day festivas. He has brought out his latest attempt at de” He
shook his head and beat the sand from his Magter’s vest. “I think he hasiit thistime. There might be more
then afew deegping on the ground tonight. 1t's been too long since we' ve had anything to celebrate” He
extended along hand to help her rise.

Alissa cringed and remained unmoving. How could she just go back? She had waked away from
them in the middle of an argument.

Yar-Taw’s hand dropped. “Don’t be ashamed. You weren't the one pacing dramdicdly back and
forth. Actudly, I'm impressed,” he added as he looked over the dune toward the shelter. “Usudly when
Keribdis pins her eyes on someone, she twidts their words againg them until they lose their temper.” He
amiled. “You walked away, infuriding her.”

Alissawatched Yar-Taw’s amile waver from the firé s heat. She had made Keribdis angry by waking
away? That, Alissa thought wickedly, had possibilities. No one could find fault with her for not arguing
with Keribdis. And if it irritated the woman. ..

Yar-Taw dug the tip of his boot into the sand. “She expects you to be on the beach tomorrow,” he
sadinwaning. “If you aren’t there, she'll use it againg you.”
“She’'s not my teacher,” Alissasaid as she traced Taon's markings with a finger.

“Don't think of it as teaching. Think of it as evauating,” he said. “Everyone wants to know what
wards you have and what they need to be careful implementing around you.”

She sad nothing. She wasn't going to be on the beach when the sun came up. She would get drunk
fird. Alissa gtiffened, blinking with the idea. She could. It had taken Connen-Neute dl of a fev moments.
How hard could it be?

“Strel has promised to tdl us of Connen-Neute's return to sentience,” Yar-Taw said, pulling her gaze
back to him. “He's dready gained the attention of hdf the conclave with his musc. | can see why you
brought him. He' s very good at subtly twisting emotions.”

A puff of amusement escaped her. Strdl had three winters to practice on her. She imagined he would
soon be friends with mogt of the Magters, if Connen-Neute's fascination with music was any indication.
She was the only one having trouble fitting in. “Um, you go ahead,” she said, adding as Yar-Taw arched
his eyebrows, “I want to... try alarger fidd.”

He seemed to rlax. “Aslong as you aren't avaiding us. Keribdis isn't the only one in the conclave.
There are more than afew who are anxious to meet you. Ah, but | would suggest you keep your kills in
pyre fidds quiet.”

Alissa nodded. “It wouldn't help at dl, would it.”
Yar-Taw glanced a the shelter, afant amile visblein the sarlight. “No. It wouldn't.”
She bobbed her head. “1 won't be long.”



Apparently satisfied, he headed back up the dune with a dow gait enforced by the loose sand. Alissa
watched him disappear. Truding Tdon to warn her if anyone else showed up, she bent her thoughts back
to the fire. 1t would be nice to be proficient in a skill most Masters hadn’t bothered to cultivate. She
would prove she was as good as they were, regardiess of having been born to a mother who had never

ridden the wind.
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Ya-Taw settled himsdf atop one of the abandoned tables of food at the outskirts of the noise,
watching Keribdis fume as the baance of the conclave shifted. Though dmost everyone was clustered
about Strell as he related how Connen-Neute was returned to sentience, there was an dmogt vishle
divison. Two decades ago, there would have been none. Keribdis knew it as wel as he, and he
wondered if that was the cause for the tenson within her occasiond laugh.

Keribdis dways had a reason for what she did, evenif it made no sense to him. She was being more
unreasonable than usud with Alissa, and Yar-Taw hadn't figured out why yet. The collective desire to
return home wasn't Alissal's doing. There had been mutterings for the last three years about going back.
Not knowing the way, they were marooned as surdy asif they lacked wings. But with a boat and a crew
who knew the way, Y ar-Taw thought Keribdis's reluctance to return didn't rest on safety but pride.

Going back would be an admisson that Talo-Toecan was right when he refused to dlow her to
indigate a continent-wide catastrophe to decrease the human populations. Still, that was no reason for
Keribdis's immediate animosty toward Alissa The gil seemed nice enough. Most everyone ese
appeared willing to accept her into ther samdl family with little more than a cursory glance. They had
severa hundred years to form an opinion of her. No need to rush it.

There was a smdl disturbance as Keribdis rose. She motioned for her followers to stay before
meking her way to him. Not surprised, Yar-Taw shifted a jug of Beso-Ran's de to make room for her
on the table beside him.

Keribdis didn’'t look at him as she arranged her Magter’s vest carefully about hersdf. He kept his
eyes upon Srdl as he gestured dramaticadly, his eyes mirroring the mysery of his tde. Yar-Taw
wondered how much of the man’s daim that he had given Alissa a living memory to follow through time
ingdead of a septhama point was true. Yar-Taw frowned. The plansman knew a worrisome amount of
Master lore for a commoner.

Keribdis pointedly cleared her throat, and Y ar-Taw took a dow breath. Here it came.
“What is she doing?’ Keribdis asked, her voice crud. “Crying in the dark?’

Yar-Taw dlowed himsdf aamdl laugh. “Hardly. She's practicing her, ah, fidds”
“She' s dill hiding,” the older woman said darkly.

Bresking his gaze from the piper, Yar-Taw’s turned to her. “Can you blame her? She is little more
then a child. She crossed an ocean to find us and is now probably wondering why. What wind ripped
your wing, Keribdis? Talo-Toecan taking on your ingruction duties is no reason to browbeat the girl.
Slla has been exposed to nearly as much, most of it your fault.”

“It's hard enough raising an orphan,” she said defensively. “It’'s harder when | have to do it with dl of
you usng wards asif you have no amsto lift wood or fingers to turn a page.”

“If you're finding your parental duties onerous, there are plenty who would take that task for you,”
Yar-Taw said, knowing Keribdis would rather the than dlow another to raise Slla. She was the daughter
Keribdis was too proud to have with Talo-Toecan, and she loved the gil more than she loved hersdf.
Perhaps, Yar-Taw mused, that was what was bothering Keribdis. That her protégée had someone other
than Keribdis to spend her day with?

Keribdis said nothing, her long fingers laced about her drink with a deceptively loose grip.

Yar-Taw could tdl she was shaking ingde, but from what? “And what about Slla?’ he asked, testing
the ar currents, asit were. “Have you thought about her?’



A flash of fear showed in her eyes, then vanished. “What about Slla?’

Exdtement went through Yar-Taw. Was this dl it was? He could quel thisin an evening. “The two
have been dream-touching for sometime” he said. “They're friends aready. What is Slla going to think
if you keep attacking Alissafor no reason other than that she seems to have alot of wards?’

Keribdis s thin shoulders eased. “Yes. You'reright. I'll— I'll be more understanding.”

Y ar-Taw difled hisfrustration. Her admisson was too quick. It wasn't Slla's and Alissa's friendship.
It was something else. “Please don't tel methisis because she managed to ride Tidbit,” he said, thinking
it would be like Keribdis to fix upon something as trivid as that.

She frowned. “I’'m not angry about my horse.”
“Thenwha?’" he asked.

Brow furrowed in thought, Keribdis took a breath to explain, then held up a finger as if to say, Wait.
Y ar-Taw followed her gaze across the shelter to where Alissa had eased out of the dark. Looking proud
but unsure of hersdf, the young woman sat at the outskirts, cross-legged upon a wide bench. The kestrel
on her shoulder stared at them, and Y ar-Taw fdt uneasy.

A gmile blossomed over Alissa as Strell caught her eye. Lodesh, too, turned to her, derted to her
presence by the piper’ s sudden interest in the crowd. Immediatdy the Warden rose to join her. The flow
of Strell’s words bobbled, and a brief frown crossed the plansman's face. Yar-Taw went dack in
thought. What, he wondered, is this?

“Something’'swrong,” Keribdis said, her jaw tightening.

Yar-Taw ran a hand over his chin, hoping the woman would come out with what was bothering her
before it was too late for im to head it off. “There s nothing wrong with Alissa” he said dowly. “Sheis a
transeunt. You have to make some dlowances. She's so much like us that the little quirks she has from
her upbringing seem twice as obvious”

Keribdis frowned. “Tha's not it,” she said. “ Something iswrong.” She glared a Yar-Taw as he took
a breath to protest. “There is something wrong with her!” she said, hushed but intent. “Look a her
thought Sgnature,” she added. “Ligten carefully.”

Y ar-Taw made a mentd search, eadly finding Alissa beside the Warden where his eyes told him she
would be. “I don't sense anything,” he said, deciding Alissa's thought sgnature was rather nice bright
and warm like afidd of lace flowers a noon.

“Don't look. Ligen,” Keribdis said. The anger had disappeared, leaving the woman much more
atractive. Her eyes were bright with solving a puzzle, and Yar-Taw fdt a pang go through him. Once,
she had dways been like that. “Hear it?” Keribdis said, her usud temperament softened. “It's dmogt as
i—" She looked up, her face going frightened. “It's dmogt asif there' s an echo.”

“An echo? What would cause that?” Yar-Taw asked, genuindy concerned.

“I've only seen it once before. | think—" Keribdis cut her thought short, shifting the fabric covering
her knees. “I don't know yet, for certain,” shefinished, but Y ar-Taw thought she was lying.
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“A dance!” someone shouted, and Lodesh amiled. It had been far too long snce he had heard a
Master's voice raised in so much enjoyment. “Play us a dance, Strell. A Piper of the Hold is a grand
ideal Beso-Ran can make ae, but he can't play a tune any more than he can fly.”

The rest of them cheered or laughed, their concerns about Alissa soothed by Strdll’s tales of her
woebegone exploits. The piper was better at this political game than Lodesh would have given him credit
for. And Strell would be obliged to play a dance tune lest he ruin the Masters' collective good mood.
Masters loved to carouse, and he had known it would be only a matter of time until someone wanted to
dance. Lodesh fdt ajolt of anticipation.

“Alissa” Lodesh said, shifting so histhigh touched hers. She diffened, and he smoothly moved to put
space back between them. “I don’t care what any of them think,” he said, his voice tinged in amusement.

“l do,” she whispered, her voice digtant and airy.

“I don't know why. They're a bunch of over pompous, shortsighted, wind-starved, ancient
busybodies” he said as he pulled a pitcher close. “Give me some time, and I'll bring them around. | can
change even Keribdis s mind.” He topped off his cup and took a sip, making a satified noise. “No one
el but Reda-Stan could do that.”

Alissa shekily proffered her own cup made of stone. She had made the smdl cup earlier from her
thoughts when he refused to fill one of the larger glasses with de. Too much de did not make for nimble
feet, and he did so want to dance with her.

Smiling, Lodesh took the stone cup out of her hand and set it on the table behind them. “Let’s
dance?’ he sad dyly. He had retained his grip on her fingers, and he pulled on them.

“No,” she said, blinking at him. Moving dowly, she brushed the hair out of her eyes, needing to do it
twice to manage it. “1 want to go to deep. Where—where' smy bed?’

Lodesh grinned. “It's the de” he said. “A quick dance will get your blood flowing. Wake you up
agan.” And remind you of our dance under the mirth trees, he thought to himsdf.

“No. | want to deep.” She looked over his shoulder into the night.

“Nonsense” He stood and pulled on her hand. “You haven't possibly had enough to dow your feet,
much less put you to deep.”

“Lodesh, stop.” Her eyes were suddenly wide. “I can’'t dance. | don't think | can stand up.” She
blinked, looking pae in the warded lights a the calling behind a strung net.

“Do you know how long I've been waiting for Strell to play something we could dance to?” Lodesh
sad merily. Grinning, he pulled her to her feet. Alissatook a deep bresath as she rose. Her head swung
down to her chest and rose back up in a smooth, unbroken movement. Wide-eyed, she stared a him.
Her befuddied state had vanished with a shocking suddenness.

Lodesh fdt his somach drop. This wasn't Alissa It was Beast. “Burn me to ash...” he whispered.
Gripping her shoulder, he glanced over at the Masters pushing benches and tables aside to make a dance
floor.

“Something’s wrong with Alissa” Beast said through Alissa, dearly near to panic. “1 think she's sick.
Sheian't thinking right, and she fdl adeep without me. I'm scared—"

“Hush,” Lodesh whispered as he sat her back down. His eyes roved the crowd to see if anyone had
noticed. Strell had begun to play, and he breathed a sgh of rdief asdl eyes turned to him. He gave Beast



aworried smile “Alissaisdl right,” he said. “I think she’ s inebriated.”

The frightened look in Alissals gray eyes eased. “Inebriated?’ Beast seemed to mouth the word,
meking it sound amogt respectable with her odd accent. Her stance changed as she logt her darm. She
became softer, yet a core of srength ran through her. It made her artlesdy dluring, and Lodesh's pulse
quickened. He had forgotten this aspect of Beast. Wolves, he had to marry this woman. Strdl wouldn't
know what to do with her.

Sill gripping her shoulder, Lodesh gestured for Connen-Neute. He was clustered in the shadows with
Silla, having solen Tadon from Alissa earlier with a piece of dried meet, and was now shameesdy usng
the bird to get to know Silla Connen-Neute was watching them suspicioudy, probably remembering
whet happened the lagt time Lodesh and Alissa danced. Lodesh glanced at Alissa as a bittersweset
memory surged through him. He had dl but proposed, but fear had stayed his hand. If he had, things
would have gone differently. He knew it.

Connen-Neute whispered something to Silla. Passing Tdon to the delighted young woman, he stood
and dircled his dow way around the crowd. The Masters had begun to cheer the few dancers on.
Someone had adrum, and it was beating into Lodesh like a second pulse.

“All right,” Lodesh said. “When Connen-Neute gets here, well get you to your bed.”

“l don’'t want to deep,” Beast protested, gazing up a him. “1 want to dance. | want to dance with you
, Lodesh.” She amiled, making Alissa s gray eyes smolder.

Taken aback a the sudden change, Lodesh dropped his grip on her shoulder.
“Dance with me?’ she asked as she leaned into him.

Connen-Neute came aongsde, his long face pinched in worry. “How could you let her drink her
tracings into the ground?’ he said as Lodesh disengaged himsdf. Tumning to Alissa, he added, “Come
tomorrow when your head is exploding, you'll be wishing you had confronted Keribdis instead.”

“Thiswaan't my fault,” Lodesh said indignantly. “ She only had one drink. How was | to know what it
would do to her? And besides, we have a bigger problem.”

“Good evening, wingmate,” Beast said, her amile turning seductive.

Connen-Neute giffened. “That’s not Alissa,” he whispered, glancing fearfully at the Masters cheering
Beso-Ran as he cavorted like a gdlion on Ese' Nawoer’ s fidd.

Lodesh grimaced. “I know. You take one arm, I'll take the other.”
“Wha are you doing here?” Connen-Neute asked, aghast. “Y ou promised.”

Beadst' s stance shifted from seductress to lost child with an unsettling quickness. “ She went away too
fadt. It was't right. | got scared.” She swallowed hard. “I don't fed well.”

Lodesh scanned the shelter for the easiest way out, his somach tightening as he found Keribdis
daing at them. “The Wolves should tear me gpart,” he said softly. “We have to get her out of here. Let's
go the back way so we don’'t have to go by Keribdis.”

Beadt took a bresth. “Shefll make Alissakill me” she walled, fortunately unheard.
“Hush!” Lodesh clenched his jaw. “Can you wak?’

Beast regdly extended her hands for help, and they pulled her to her feet. She stood stock-till until
she found her balance. “My feet aren’t ligening to me fast enough,” she said.

Lodesh grunted. “That's a new one” he said, not trugting she was as steady on her feet as she
appeared. “All right, right foot firsd.” He glanced over Alissd's shoulder to see Keribdis distracted by
Srl’smusc. “We | get you to your bed, and you can enjoy torturing Alissafor this tomorrow.”



At Beadt's nod they started their hestant way to the dark beyond the shelter. Lodesh wasn't sure
how they were going to manage the sand, but perhaps once out from under everyone's eyes, he and
Connen-Neute could carry her. He took a breeth in rdief when he fdt the open sky over them rather
then the thatched roof. “There” he whispered. “Almog there”

The sounds of Strell’s music and the Snging Masters grew fainter as they reached the path to the
beach. The sound of surf rose to replace it, and Lodesh breathed easier when he spotted the two storage
huts.

“l don’t want to go to bed,” Beast complained as they guided her indde the darkness of the firs and
helped her St on the amdl cot. Hayden had brought her pack ashore, and Lodesh was grateful for amdl
favors.

“Yes, you do.” Lodesh helped her lie on the bed, and he pulled a blanket over her. Neugwin had
mede it. He recognized the pattern. Frowning, Lodesh glanced at Alissals shoes, deciding she would
rather suffer the discomfort of waking up with them on than the embarrassment of waking up with them
off. Connen-Neute stood in the doorway with a soft, warded light in his hands. Beast stared a him with
wide, dert eyes, and Lodesh fdt a pang of worry. “Stay here,” he said. “Alissa would want you to stay
here. All right?’

Beast pushed her blanket aside and rubbed a hand under her nose. Her gaze started to go smoky
agan, and he took a step back, suddenly feding he was in danger of teking advantage of her befuddlied
state whether he wanted to or not.

“Let’'sgo,” Connen-Neute said uneadlly. “We don't want to be missed.”
Lodesh nodded. He gave Beast a stern look before fallowing Connen-Neute oLt.

The young Master dropped the doth hanging as a door and exhaed in a long, reieved sound. “She
makes my hide crawl when she does that,” Connen-Neute said as they dogged ther way through the
sand to the path.

“l don’'t mind,” Lodesh admitted. He glanced behind them, wondering if he ought to stay and make
sure she didn’t get up and wander back to the music. “I likeit,” he added softly.

Connen-Neute frowned, his face looking longer than usud from the globe of light in his grip. “You've
never shared the sky with her. Beast ign't tamed, and she isn't charmed. She's ferd. She has no idea
what emotions she is pulling from you. She would fight you to tatters if you made the dightest move to
accept her invitation, despite the apparent indications otherwise.”

Lodesh looked askance at him. “Y ou're jesting. How can she not know?’

The young Magter shuddered. “If she knew what her body language was saying, she would turn
combative. Ferd beasts won't dlow themsdves to be brought to ground. That's why the world isn't
overrun with feral rakus,” he mumbled.

“Oh...” Brow furrowed, Lodesh kept slent on their return trip. There was away he could turn this to
hisfavor in his pursuit of Alissa. He knew it. He only had to figure out how.
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Strel jogged down the dark path following Lodesh, Connen-Neute, and Alissa He was lucky the
way was smooth, or he would likdy have twisted an ankle. His pace thudded up into his head, and his
knees were diff from holding one postion too long. Clearly he would have to establish a tradition of
rules, or they would have him piping like this every night.

It had set him aback to find that the Masters raised the Navigator’s Wolves with more abandonment
then the father of 9x girls on the wedding night of his youngest. But it made sense in hindsght. Most of
them were nearing their eighth century. What dse did they have to do?

The temptation to not entertain them had been strong. But he had swalowed his anger, redizing he
could do more good with his music than any other way. Requests had been honored, but the theme was
of forgiveness and tolerance. He had left under the excuse of dretching his legs, but his knees were the
last thing on his mind. Something was wrong with Alissa. It had only been the fear in Connen-Neute's
eyes when he and Lodesh had led her away that kept his mouth shut and his didracting music flowing
until they were safdly out of Sght.

A light on the path drew Strell into a dower pace. “Alissa?’ he called breathlesdy.
Thelight hesitated, then continued forward. “It's us, Strell,” came Lodesh's voice.

Strel fdt awash of bother. Lodesh. The charismatic man had begun to irritate Strell more than usud
recently. Strell strode forward in a quick wak as his knees throbbed. He recognized Connen-Neute's
dark form next to Lodesh, but Alissa was gone. They had stopped and were wating for him.
Connen-Neute's long face looked uncomfortable in his dim, warded light. But even worse was the
cdculding, devious gleam in Lodesh's eyes. “Where's Alissa?’ he asked, tendng as he redized they
were intentiondly blocking his path.

“l put her to bed,” Lodesh said. “Let’s get back before we' re missed.”

Lodesh put a hand on Strell’s shoulder to turn him around, and Strell shrugged it off. Beyond him
were the dark huts above the high tide mark. Something was wrong. Lodesh didn't want him to see her.
“Isshedl right?’ he asked, wondering if it would be easer to play dong and dip back when they weren't
looking.

“Sheis at the moment,” Lodesh said dryly. “1 imagine the morming will be different.”
“Sheisinebriated,” Connen-Neute said softy, giving the Keeper a dark |ook.
Strel’s brow furrowed. “ She only had the one drink. I’ ve been waiching her.”

“So has Keribdis,” Lodesh said. “That's why we got her out so quickly. Come on,” he added, putting
a companionable arm across Strell’s shoulders. “We don't want them to search you out. Hounds, your
music has charmed them thoroughly. Quite an accomplishment, Strell!”

Theflatery pulled Strell’s warning into focus. Agan, he pushed the am from him, refusng to move.
The tenson grew thick. “Get out of my way,” he threatened, his voice dropping.

Lodesh's amile looked fdse. “ Shel sfing” he soothed. “ She's probably adeep aready.”
“Srel?” Alissa called from the beach, and Lodesh groaned softly.

Strel pushed past them. He moved quickly down the shadowed path to find her sanding by the firg
hut, holding it asif for balance. He dowed at the odd sound of her voice. It was smoother, more precise,
asif she were making a conscious effort to keep from durring. “Alissa” he caled as he came even with
her. “Areyou dl right?’



“Alissaisdegping,” she said, shocking his feet to illness. “I’'m awake, though.”

Connen-Neute had come dlently up beside him. Strell stared a Alissa, unsure what to do. Lodesh
took her am and tried to lead her away. “Go back insde” the man dmogt hissed. “You promised you
would say indde”

“l did not,” she said, sounding more affronted man usud. The bedls on her ankle chimed as she
ressted Lodesh pulling a her.

“Stop it,” Strdl demanded, ready to hit the Keeper and risk bang warded into some unpleasant
postion. But Lodesh desisted, and Alissa tugged free of him. His anger vanished as her gray eyes
fastened on his She was... different. It was obvious by her wavering stance that she was drunk, but that
wasn'tit. “Alissa?’ he questioned as he pulled her into the garlight.

“Tdl him,” Connen-Neute said.
A pang of fear went through Strell at what those words might leed to. “Tdl me what?’

Lodesh vishly gathered himsdf. “Talo-Toecan made amistake,” he said, pitching his voice low. “That
afternoon Alissafirg shifted and went ferd?’ he asked, and Strell nodded.

Connen-Neute glanced over his shoulder at the muffled noise & the shelter. “Alissa didn't destroy her
beast, she made a pact with it.”

Strell went cold. Ferd? He dropped Alissa's hands and swallowed hard. He searched her face for
any 9gn of savagery, finding only alook of dy smugness. “You mean...”

Lodesh's amile was forced, his concern behind it painfully obvious. “Alissa has been harboring a
second, ferd consciousness for the last few years. Her arrangement, though questionable, has saved her
sanity severd times, helped her come back from the past, and | think is what enabled her to reach Sillas
thoughts past the curve of the earth. The arrangement seems to work most of the time, though when
Alissa passes out, Beast tends to take over.”

“I'm not taking over,” Alissasaid in a huff. “If Alissawas awake, she'd be in control.”

Srel stared a her, knowing what Lodesh had said was probably true. Alissa had been subtly
different since learning how to dhift into a raku: more reserved, less indlined to take advantage of ther
moments alone. He had attributed it to the shock of learning she was a Magter and trying to live up to her
new status. But now, seeing her making eyes a him, he wondered. “How long have you known?’ he
heard himsdf ask. Wolves, they must think him a fool.

“Since before you were born,” Lodesh said, and Strell’s jaw clenched. It grated on him that Lodesh
hed trapped Alissain the past, dmost forced her to live a lifetime there. Lodesh and Alissa may have
danced under the mirth trees before Strell’s great-grandfather existed, but from Alissal's perspective, it
had been the other way around, and that’s what mattered.

“Connen-Neute found out when he pickabacked his thoughts on hers” Lodesh continued.
“Tao-Toecan doesn’'t know.”

Alissa sniffed. “He can't know,” she said plantively, jerking Strell’s attention back to her. “Hell
make Alissa destroy me. And she promised me she wouldn't.”

Srdl’s breath shook as he exnded. It was still her, he thought, finding the idea she could be one or
the other more frightening then the idea she might be completdy fera. He reached out, and after
hestating to be sure she would let him, tilted her chin to put her face in the fant light from
Connen-Neute' s ward. Puzzled, he searched her features. They must be mistaken, he thought. Alissa
might have a second consciousness, but she was dill hersdf. Why hadn't she told him? Was she &fraid he
would hate her? “Alissa?’ he asked, fedingiill.



“No,” Connen-Neute said. “It's Beast.”

Strell forced his hands to drop from her and to take a step back. He searched her dowly blinking
eyesfor a difference. Apart from the way she said her words, there wasn't any. “You're dill Alissa” he
sad as he turned to Connen-Neute and Lodesh. “That's dill Alissa”

Connen-Neute shook his head. “Only on the outside. The one animating her is Beast.”

The lagt of Srall’s fears melted away. “No. I've seen the difference when Tao-Toecan animaed
Alisa That's dill Alissa”

“I'mnat,” Alissasaid as she reached out to take Stral’ s hand.

He went willingly forward to steady her. She gave his hands a firm squeeze, and he looked up in
surprise to find awarm, sultry expresson smmering in her gaze. His heart pounded, and his entire body
seemed to jerk in response. It wasn't that Strell hadn't seen that look directed at him before, but it was
rather unexpected, consdering the stuation. “Ah, no,” he said with a gentle refusd but not letting go of
her. He couldn’t just yet, not with Lodesh standing so near. “You have to go to bed so no one dse will
find out.”

“I'd rather stay with you,” she said, pulling him off balance and amogt in to her.

Her hands went around his neck. Lodesh was postively green, and Strell fdt a jolt of satisfaction,
even as he disentangled himsdf from her. “Please, Alissa” Strell said as he gripped her wrigts gently
before him. “It's important no one else see you. They won't understand as | do. I—" He glanced a
Lodesh, both glad and annoyed he was here to overhear. “I love you, Alissa” he said, knowing his face
was flushed. “Even with a beast in your thoughts. Remember that when you wake up, dl right? Please?’

Alissa s breath came out in along exhdation, and she stopped trying to wiggle from his grip. “They
think themsalves so wise, but they forget they can see the wind.” She pouted, dlowing Strell to help her
across the sand and back to the dark hut.

Knowing she would rather deep in a chair than a bed, Strel pulled the bedclothes off and piled them
on the hut's woven seat. He helped her st, scowling at Lodesh when he got in the way. “I'll do it,)” he
sad darkly as he kndlt to arrange the covers, his motions gentle as he tucked them under her chin. The
memories it brought back forced his eyes closed in brief pain. She probably wouldn’t remember this,
ether.

“Will you stay here?’ Lodesh asked from the doorway, and she frowned.

“Please, Alissa?” Strell added as he rose to his feet, and her frown eased. She Sghed her agreement,
and he dropped the curtain over the door between them with mixed fedings

“Let’'s get back,” the Warden sad tightly.

Thoughts churning, Strell turned and followed Connen-Neute's bobbing light. He fdt ill. Alissa had
kept her ferd consciousness? Why hadn’t he seen it before? He darted a sddong glance behind him at
the beach. But she was dill Alissa Though free with her emations—unnervingly so—and though her
voice had become as seductive as the desert wind, she was dill Alissa It wasn't his fault if Lodesh and
Connen-Neute had never glimpsad the passon she hid behind her embarrassed sammering and hot
temperament. He had known it was there since finding her in that ravine with a twisted ankle. Every time
he pulled her desiresinto the light to surprise both of them, it was a joy.

“Are you sure that wasn't Alissa?’ he asked, thinking perhaps she was smply drunk.

Connen-Neute shuddered a his elbow. “Yes. You can see it when she flies. She flies like a ferd
beast. With no fear of anything. And Beast sounds different in my head.”

Deep in thought, Strell followed them. He would have breakfast with Alissa tomorrow. Make sure he



understood it dl. Make sure she knew this changed nathing and that he loved her dl the more. The entire
gtuation smeled like trouble Smmering over a too-hot fire. And he didn’t know if he could survive
another one of her willful rebellions again.

Perhaps... he wondered as tugged at his short beard. Perhaps it was time to add his own wrinkle to
the brew? A feding of deviltry dipped through him, laced with a heavy confidence. It wasn't as if he
hadn't come prepared, and there would be no better time. And snce her adopted kin seemed so
disappointed in her, Alissa had nothing to lose by saying yes.

A amile eased over Strdll, and he fdt his steps grow eager. He was not above taking advantage of the
gtuation. If Lodesh didn't know enough to capitalize upon it himsdf, then he redly didn't know Alissa a
dl.

The beginnings of a dance tune gtirred in him, setting his feet to move in time with its unheard rhythm.
He pushed past Lodesh and Connen-Neute, not caring that they were glancing between themsdves,
probably wondering about his change in mood. He would keep the Masters dancing until dawn. They
would deep past noon. By tomorrow night, it would be too late.

And it would start with dinner, he thought, eager for the sunrise.
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The cord holding the corner of histent made a soft twang as Strell tugged at it, and he frowned. “Too
loose” he breathed. It had been ages snce he set up a tent, but that wasn't why he was having trouble.
The sand was loose. Jttery, he yanked out the post. That the sand was a beach and the flat horizon was
water could be tolerated. A loose tent support could not.

He hammered the post in a a sharper angle. Testing the cord, he decided it would do. It wasn't as if
she would judge him on how well he set up atent. Not like a planswvoman would.

Not like a plainswoman, he thought, his somach clenching. His village would have stoned him for
marrying a woman from the foothills, but he didn’t care. He loved her, and Alissa needed him. A gamile
warmed him. She needed him more now that her kin seemed so disgppointed.

Strel tossed his makeshift hammer into the nearby vegetation and wiped his hands free of the sand.
He glanced a the sun setting behind the hills and crouched at the smdl fire just outside the tent. Neugwin,
the Master who reminded him of his grandmother, had made him a set of rugsin return for the promise of
putting Connen-Neute's return to sentience into a song. Strell didn't think it necessary to tdl her the
bdlad was dready hdfway written.

Strell had properly rolled the rugs and placed them to make a companionable V' between the fire and
the tent entrance. A pot lay Smmering in the coas. The amdl of what might be potatoes and the flesh of a
dam mixed with the scent of the fire. Dumplings made from the starch of a thick-skinned root floated on
top. Strell breathed deeply, nervous that Alissa might not approve. It wasn't the traditiond dinner a
plansman made for a potentid spouse, but she wouldn't know that, ether.

His brow furrowed in worry that she might not come. Apart from the miserable breskfast where they
hed discussed Beast, Alissa had hidden hersdf in her hut dl day. He imagined it was as much from her
headache as it was from Keribdis s morming harangue. The angry Master had denied Alissathe rdief of a
heding ward, but he thought Alissa would have refused it anyway. She was determined to keep her
tracings clouded as long as possible to avoid Keribdis' s lesson.

The entire idand had echoed with Keribdis's fury that Alissa had drunk her tracings into uselessness.
He and Lodesh had disagreed upon whether they should interfere or not. It was only because Lodesh
had used his physica drength and not his wards that Strell’s dwindling esteem for the man hadn’t
disappeared completdy. Strdl was beginning to think Lodesh was afraid of the Masters, hiding his fear
behind the word “respect.” He gingely ran a finger across his javline and winced, glad his beard hid
mogt of hisnew bruise.

But even Strell would admit Alissa had handled the verbd attack with a grace and dignity that seemed
to have come from nowhere. She had stood and listened, and when it was clear Keribdis would say no
more, Alissawalked away without offering a defense or apology. Strdl grinned at the memory. Keribdis
hed nearly choked on her outrage.

Glancing up at the empty beach, Strel wondered if Alissals congpicuous absence might Smply be
placed at the feet of the headache and uneasy somach she was suffering.

He had thought an anonymous, unsgned note would pique her curiosty enough to venture forth, but
the young woman's moods were as unpredictable as a colt in spring. A flash of worry went through him.
What if she had taken the invitation as a command? He would never see her then.

Fdgeting, he held the long deeve of his traditiond, plainsman’s robes out of the way and carefully
dtirred the thick concoction over the fire so the bread wouldn't gnk. His fingers fdt the outsde of his
pocket for the reassuring weight of the copper ring he had bought a the coast. The plans didn't



exchange rings, but the foothills did, and so that was what he was going to give her. But not tonight. She
wouldn't see her ring urttil |ater.

A fant tickle in his thoughts brought his head up. Strel swalowed hard. There she was, sanding
where the land met the ocean. Her back was to him, and she was unaware he was waching her. A
panicked feding raced through him and settled in his bely. Sand and Wind, she looked beautiful with one
am clasped around hersdf and her free hand gripping Redd-Stan’ s watch on its cord about her neck.
The gesture had become a habit lately, showing itsdf more strongly when she was worried.

A pang struck him as the wind lifted through her hair. 1t was free and unfettered the way he liked it.
And long. Long enough to show the status she deserved. She looked like the ghost he had found standing
atop the rock at the mouth of the harbor: sad and meancholy. He had known it was a ghost when her
har and dress moved againg the wind. He hadn’'t said anything to Alissa; it made his skin crawl that he
could see things even she couldn’t. He blamed it on his upbringing. It was said his grandfather had been
able to see them, too.

Seding her s0 sad, Srdl stretched his thoughts out, wishing he could reach her mind. “Alissa” he
whispered, but she never turned.

Grimacing, he dropped his eyes to her dinner. It was depressing that touching her thoughts a will was
askill Lodesh possessed that he never would.

When he found the strength to look up, she had seen him and was driding across the beach. Her
awkward, too-long dride of one not used to the footing of sand quelled his feding of nervous
anticipation. Her ingptness made her dl the more endearing. She beamed as she noticed his attention. A
stab of emotion went through him as he stood. Now, he would know.
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Alissa hestated, her toes damp on the hard-packed, surf-wet sand. Frowning, she looked again a
the note in her grip. She had found it this afternoon just insde her door. It said to be by the sand spit at
sunset. She knew it was Strell’ s handwriting. His loops were cramped, aresult of having learned to write
when the air was cold from winter.

A dow bresth dipped from her as she settled her nerves. Thanks to Connen-Neute and Lodesh, no
one but Strell had learned about Beast lagt night. Strdl had taken the news well, cornering her this
moming on the excuse of bringing her a breakfast she couldn’t possbly eat. His questions had been
pointed but unaccusing, and she would be lying if she said she wasn't relieved that he knew the truth and
dill thought no less of her. Still, it had been embarrassing.

She flushed at the memory. Ashes, she had been stupid. She had risked Beast’s safety to avoid
Keribdis, and it had only bought her one day. The gossip, too, had worsened. But the fury on the
woman's face as Alissa waked away without comment had made it dl worthwhile,

It had only been since the sun began edging to the horizon that her somach had settled. She hadn’t
eaten anything dl day and was hdf starved. Clasping an am about hersdlf, she looked out over the ocean
toward the distant Hold. A wry gamile crossed her. It was o far, even the memory of it seemed to have
faded. She took a breath, hestating at the sndl of something on the evening breeze. *Potatoes?’ she
whispered, turning to look behind her.

The Sght of a tent and fire pulled her into motion. Feding awkward on the loose sand, she dogged
forward. The figure hunched over the flames stood, showing he was dressed in long robes of crimson and
purple. The color flowed to the ground in narrow bands of fabric. “Srell?” she cdled out, and he looked
up, waving to acknowledge he had seen her.

Alissa made her dow, bel-chiming way with her skirts hed out of the sand. She hardly recognized
him, especidly with that beard of his He was dressed in the traditiona robes of his homeand, with an
odd, purple hat she had never seen before. “You haven't worn a robe snce we were in the plains” she
exdamed when she was close enough to be heard over the wind. She squinted as she hdted before him.
“That’s not the one you brought back with you.”

Strel nodded sharply, his attention logt in an unknown memory. “I bought this specid when we were
out there.”

“You brought it dl the way from the Hold?" she said surprised. “Why didn't you wear it when you
got muddy in the salt swamp?’

He shrugged, extending a hand to help her St down before the fire. His fingers were warm, dipping
reluctantly from hers as he sat on the rug across from her. Ashes, he looks good, she thought as she ran
her gaze over him. She had forgotten how exotic he wasin histraditiond dress. His tdl, lanky height was
eegant ingead of awkward. His lean, wind-scarred features now lent him the mien that he could
confidently weather any storm. The cut of his clothes hinted & a Master's vedt, but looked more
authentic in its Implicty. It was like comparing a jewel-bedecked bracelet to the beauty of a angle band
of dlver. And Strell wore it extremey well. Redlizing she had been garing, Alissa snatched his hat in fun.

“That'sming” he protested.

“Let me see” she said playfully, holding it behind her, and he came to a curioudy docile sanddtill. As
he sat hdplesdy across from her, she gave it a through once-over. Her eyes flicked from the hat to him
and back again with a teesng misrust. The cap was made of colored leather cut into hexagons, sawn
together with a darker stained leather between them. It was round, and so much like a bowl that she



decided it wasn't much of a hat. “I can’'t imagine that would do much againg the sun,” she sad as she
gaveit back to him.

Srel seemed unusudly relieved as he took it. “It's not for the sun.”

She arched her eyebrows. “I don't recdl seeing a hat like thet in the plains”

“It splains” he said as he replaced it on his head.

Alissa waited for more of an explanation, tucking a windblown strand of har out of her eyes as she
thought it finished off the most fascinating outfit she’d ever seen. When it was clear Strell wasn't going to

sy more, she turned to the tent. “Did you put this up?’ she asked, thinking he obvioudy had but feding
ghe had to say Something.

“Yes” Strdl’s attention was on the fire.

Agan he was slent, so Alissagot to her feet and poked her head in. 1t hed only a thick bedroll and
his dilgpidated pack. “Oh, look!” she exclamed, redizing the floor was subgtantidly lower than the
beach. “You dug out the floor.” She stepped indde to find the rug was thicker than she expected.
Wondering who had crafted it, she looked at the caling. It was two hand spans above her head and
meade the tent look larger ingde than out. “Why did you dig the floor out?’ she asked, thwacking the
adling to find it properly taut as her mother had shown her.

“There' s less temperature fluctugtion that way,” he said, his voice strained.

She was slent, hearing how the sound of the surf was muted through the thick fabric. Satisfied, she
came out and resumed her seat on one of the rolled-up rugs beside the fire.

“Do you—" He heditated. “Do you like it?’ he asked, running a hand across his beard.
“Thetent?’

He nodded, and she blinked.

“Uh—yes. | guess. It'sanice color.”

Srel exhded in along, dow sound. Alissaglanced at him, wondering what was with him tonight. He
was pogtively mysterious. “Are you going to deep here in the tent?” she asked. “It would be nice to get
away from everyone. | can’t imagine what it's going to be like when they get back to the Hold.” She hit
her lower Up, having a pretty good idea and not rdishing it.

“I might” Strdll stood and shifted to kned before the fire, and her bresth caught at the imege he
made. “Uh, where's Tdon?" he asked guardedly as he took the lid off the pot over the fire.

Alissaamiled as she breathed deeply of the fragrant stleam. She hadn’'t known he was going to make
them supper. “With Slla She made the mistake of giving Tdon adice of meat.”

“Good,” Strell said. “1 mean, it must be nice for her to have a pet to amuse hersdf with.”
Alissal s amile went wry. “Yes. Good for her.”
Strel dipped out a portion of the thick white durry into a bowl and extended it to her. “Here.”

She gave him a amile and accepted it, eagerly taking a spoonful of the creamy soup. Warmth, and a
Spicy taste of nuts, filled her mouth. Her eyes closed. “Oh, ashes” she dmost moaned. “Bone and Ash,
thisis good. What's in it?” She looked up at his pleased expresson. He was waiching her, his hands
empty. Her thoughts went back to the lagt time she had eaten something he had made for her. Her face
went dack. “Strell?” she quavered, and he chuckled.

“No grubs,” he said, grinning. “Nothing with feet. Promise. Not even those water animas with dl the
legs you can't decide about.”



Hashing hm a relieved amile, she took another bite. “Aren't you going to eat?’” she mumbled around
mouthful.

“l don't know,” he said crypticaly.
Her eating paused. Then she chewed rgpidly and swallowed. “Thisisdl for me?’
“Yes” He looked a her, his eyes glowing in an excitement she didn’t comprehend.

She lowered her spoon, trying to figureit out. The tent, the clothes he had carted hdfway around the
world, the med he wasn't eating. She knew it meant something. “I'm sorry, Strel,” she findly said. “I
don’'t have the dightest idea what's going on. | can tdl this is important...” Her words trailed off into the
sound of the surf.

He ducked his head to show the top of hisround hat. “I'm trying to propose, Alissa” he said, and her
jaw dropped. She went cold, then hot. “Didn’t your mother tdl you anything?’ he continued, amiling.
“The tent is supposed to show | can provide a home, though I'll admit it's to sneer a. And the med isto
convince you | can keep you and your children from garving through the spring. The robes and hat?
They're just for show.”

She blinked, her fingers going dack around the bowl. Propose?

“Dinner was supposed to be potatoes, goat, and apples,” he was saying, the words tumbling over
themsdves. “But you don't eat meset, and | haven't seen an gpple or potato snce the crewmen stole what
| had hidden. It's modtly roots and some of those clams that stick to rocks that Silla showed me. About
the only thing right here ismy beard and the sand.”

She swallowed hard, her. pulse racing as she remembered the comment Lacy had made. “You grew
thet beard for me?’

Strel ran ahand over it. “I couldn’t propose without it. It's to give amen time to reflect on what he's
doing. Sort of awaiting period.”

She couldn’'t seem to keep her mouth closed; her jaw kept fdling open. “Wha am | supposed to
do?’ she said, her voice high and squesky.

“Wel—uh—" he sammered as he dropped his eyes. “If you want to say no, then you eat everything
and walk away. If you want to say yes, you—ah— eave me something.”

“Leaveyou... what?’ she questioned.

“Something to eat,” he rushed. “Because you care enough that we will either eat or arve together.”
He reddened, and she could tdl he was embarrassed that starvation was such a posshility in the plans
thet it had worked its way into even their wedding traditions.

“But... | can't get married,” Alissa said as her cheeks warmed. “Usdess said | have to adhere to
foathill traditions. My mother mugt show favor.”

Strel looked up, his brown eyes devious. “I dready have her favor,” he sad softly. A dow grin
spread itsdf behind his dark beard. “Remember this?’

Alissafdt her jaw drop yet again as he reached behind him and untied his hair. His usud hair dip hed
been replaced with a familiar, copper-colored hair ribbon. Her eyes widened. “That's my mother's” she
exclamed. “The one she put around the map you bought from her.”

He nodded. “She knew | might catch up with you, or hoped | might. At leadt, | think so. Why dse
would she give me amap for a pdtry length of Slk?’

A thrill of emotion rushed through Alissa, leaving her feding as if she couldn’t catch her breath. “But
Usdess sad | have to adhere to foothills traditions, not plans” she said as her heart pounded. “Ribbons
aren't adgn of favor in the foothills, just affection.”



Strel amiled lopsidedly. “You don't need asgn of favor. | do. And as I'm plains and your mother is
plans, the ribbon stands, regardless of what traditions you have to hold to.”

“Butisit enough?’ she asked as she leaned forward. “Will Usdless accept it?’

He tucked a strand of hair out of her eyes and his amile deepened. “I know it would stand up in a
plans council. Your mother knew | was a Hirdune potter. That would be reason enough for most
planswomen to court a match for her daughter.”

“Then...” She blinked severd times, feding unred. “Then we can? You...” She bit her lower lip,
afrad to believe he was serious. “You truly want to marry a—a half-breed?’

“Do | redly want—" His voice cut off as if in dishdlief. His face went serious as he took the bowl of
food from her and put it upon the ground. Settling her hands in his, he leaned close. His eyes were deep
inmemory. “Alissa | loved you when you were afoothills girl defying the mountains and an early winter.
| loved you when you were a Keeper determined to not let Ballie dictate your future. | loved you when
you were a Master, more wild than the mountains themsdves. Nothing has changed.” His eyes shone
with unshed tears. “Nathing ever will.”

His eyes flickered with an old pain, and her heart pounded. “I’ ve made a place for mysdf in the Hold,
but even so, Lodesh is much more deserving of you,” he said without a trace of bitterness. “I don’t care.
| don't care that my kinsmen would stone me, or that the Hold will likdy refuse to dlow the marriage to
gtand. They can't keep you safe. | can.”

His words began to get fagter. “I love you,” he said, and she couldn’'t breathe. “I think | have since
finding you in that ravine, pitting mad and scared. | try and | try to keep you safe. But every time | see
you clear of one danger, you find a new way to turn my life upside down. | can’t take it anymore. The
only way | can think to keep my skin intact is to marry you.”

She couldn’'t say anything. Her hands trembled as they rested in his.

“l need you to decide between us” he said. “If only to keep mysdf sane. | have to know before | kill
mysdf chesang a raku who doesn't need me”

Doesn’'t need him? she thought as she wiped the back of her hand across an eye. Didn't he know
how she depended upon him? And as for choosing? Connen-Neute had been right. She had chosen a
long time ago but was too afraid to admit it. Her heart said Strell. Not for what he had done, but for who
he saw her as, as she truly was. a child of the foothills who jumped to conclusions and had too quick a
temper. He was as smple and plain, as common and enduring, as honest and true as the sand he grew up
amongd. And she loved him.

“Will you stay with me, dways?’ he asked, pulling her atention to him and the warmth of his hands.
“At least aslong as | walk the earth?’ he said, sounding apologetic. “I know Lodesh will live longer than
me, and after I'm gone, I'll understand if you—"

Making a cry that was both happiness and sorrow, Alissa dropped her head onto his shoulder. “Yes.
Yes | will. I love you, too,” she said as she took in the scent of hot sand. The tragedy of Strell’s short
gpan pained her, but she was fiercey determined to take what she could.

His breath came in a relieved, joy-filled noise. Strell pulled her close, his ams reaching dl the way
around her. Her eyes blurred with tears as he tilted his head and kissed her. Emotion coursed through
her, seeming dl the sweeter for knowing it was flegting.

Then the dismd thought of Strell’s short life was gone in a wash of heat. Tomorrow meant nothing.
There was only now. His lips were warm, pulling her into prolonging the kiss. The softness of his beard
was amog a shock. She reached up, drawing him closer by twining her fingersin his hair. There was a
soft thunk as his hat hit the sand. Nothing existed but him. Nothing else mattered.



As her heart beat wildly, she absently noted her right hand drop from him. A wisp of darm went
through her as her fingers unexpectedly tightened into a figt. In dow motion, she found her arm pulling
back. Her eyes opened widein darm. Beast was not happy.

“Mummph!” she mumbled, trying to draw away.

It was too late. Her fig dammed into his middle. Strell’s breasth whooshed out. Gasping, he clutched
his somach. He fdl back to St in the sand beside the fire.

Horrified, Alissa put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, Wolves!” she cried, redizing what had happened.
“Strel,” she said, her hair covering his face as she bent over him. “I'm so sorry. It was Beast. It wasn't
me Ashes, I'm sorry.” She put a hand on his shoulder, not liking how red his face was. He dill hadn’t
taken a breath, ether.

“What did you do that for?" Alissathought at Beast. She could fed Beast’s anger at Strell curled up
inpain on the sand.

“He wanted to bring you to ground!” Beast said in shock. “I saw it in your thoughts!”

“I love him, Beast. | want him to ground me,” she exclamed as she kndt beside Strell. “Here” she
sad, taking his shoulder. “Sit up. Come on. Sit up so you can breathe.”

“Au-u-u,” he moaned, waving weskly at her to go away. She fdl back, guilt making her unsure what
to do. Sowly Strdl pulled himsdf from his hunched position into something margindly upright. He flicked
aglance a her from under lowered brows, and she fdt tears of helplessness prick. Still not having said
anything, he knocked the sand from his hat and placed it upon his head like a hdmet. “Cursed,
burning-ash fool,” he muttered, not looking at her.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered miserably. “It was Beast. She won't do it again. | promise”

“No one grounds me. Ever,” Beast sad tightly, and Alissa went worried. Obvioudy she and Beast
would have to have a very long chat. Perhaps she should dso check to see if Beast's ddfinition of
bringing to ground was what she thought it was.

“How the burning-ash am | supposed to kiss you when you do that? Strdl said, his voice thick with
frugration. “If it's not your ash-ridden bird, it's your teacher. Now I've got to worry about—about
Beast?”' He jerked in pain as he carefully fdt hismiddle.

Going more unhappy, Alissa hunched into hersalf. Somehow in the commotion, her dinner had been
spilled. “What does it mean when the woman drops the food on the sand?’ Alissa asked, refusing to cry.
Beast had ruined everything.

Hearing the misery in her voice, Strell visbly softened. Moving dowly, he came to St beside her. The
rug dipped as their weight combined, and she did into him. He cautioudy put an am across her
shoulders. Once sure she wasn't going to hit him, he turned her chin to face him with a angle finger. She
looked up, blinking at the wry humor in his eyes. There was no recrimingtion, and her chest loosened as
she took a quick bregath.

“It means she's from the foathills” he said, the forgiving tone of love thicker than his plains accent.
“And the ash-ridden woman doesn’t know the vaue of food.”

She gave a hiccupping sob of a laugh, and he stood to pull her to her feet. “Come on,” he sad, his
face suddenly grim. “Let’s go tdl everyone and get it over with.”

She pulled back even as she stood. “They won't like it. They won't let me.”
“What can they do? You have Tao-Toecan's permisson. Besides, do you care what they think?’

Her gaze went digtant over the incoming surf as she remembered Keribdis's scorn. “No,” she said,
her somach tight and her mood frightened. “Buit... let metdl Lodesh fire.”
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Craning her neck, Alissa hdd her hand againg the lowering sun as she peered into the canopy of
mirth trees growing wild outsde the village. The interior of the idand was covered in them in dl stages of
growth. She would love to see the idand when they were blooming. “Lodesh?’ she cdled, knowing he
was somewhere but ungble to pinpoint him exactly.

“Here, Alissl” came afant voice. A dusk-darkened bough shook highin the canopy.

Shefdtill, and she was glad she had only eaten a spoonful or two of Strell’s dinner. Hands gripped
tightly upon her forearms, she approached a smdl mirth tree whose girth might be encircled by two
people. Looking up, she anxioudy licked her lips. How was she going to tdl him? “Uh, can | talk to you
for amoment?’ she sad loudly.

“Come on up,” hesang out. “You'll like the view. It's a nice sunsat.”

“View,” she muttered, saring at the smooth trunk as she wondered how he expected her to get up
there. “I’'m not agoat,” she said, knowing her temper was a thin excuse for her guilt.

“There s aladder on the other sde”

She was slent, leening over to see. Grimacing, she sighed and started up. She was puffing by the time
ghe reached the branch Lodesh was on. Her chiming bells gave her away, and he was by the ladder to
help her make the trangition to the wide branch. His fingers were warm, holding hers with a familiar grip.
Immediaidy she sat down, as uncomfortable with holding his hand as she was bdancing up here. She
glanced down, thinking if she fdl, she wouldn't have time to shift and catch the wind before hitting the
ground. But yes, the sunset was nice.

Seaing her settled, Lodesh returned to his work. An open box rested in the crook of two branches.
Smdl cuttings were in it. She watched him, deciding he looked right up in the tree-tops despite his fine
clothes and tagteful Keeper’s hat. He leaned to reach a distant branch with the balance and dexterity he
displayed in his dancing.

“What are you doing?’ she asked, not knowing where to begin.
“Callecting cuttings from the mde trees to air-layer on my grove a home.”

She was slent as he clipped another green twig as long as her hand and dropped it into his box. Her
lips turned into a soft frown. “What for?” shefindly said, and he amiled.

“I'm going to take these back and get them to grow on one of my trees. The next time they bloom,
we will have both mde and femde flowers. That means fertile seeds.”

He snipped another. “You don’t happen to know how to run a preservation ward, do you?' he
questioned. She shook her head, and he added, “I'll ask Connen-Neute. | would dearly love to see my
aty full of mirth trees.”

Alisa's brow rose as she recdled the undergrowth of young trees she had dogged through to get
here. “Too many might not be such a good thing,” she warned.

“Nonsense!” He stepped onto a branch she thought much too thin. “And if they do, then beggars will
have very fragrant fires, won't they?’

She managed a humorless amile, her eyes on the distant ground.

He turned a her slence. His head tilted and his posture dumped. “Ah,” he breathed. “Guilt and
happiness dl a once? That can only mean one thing.”



She flicked her gaze at him and away, angry with hersaf when her eyes grew warm with unshed tears.
Ashes. How did she ever get hersdf into this?

“He asked, didn’t he” Lodesh said, and she nodded miserably.

Lodesh scrubbed a hand over his chin and Sghed in resignation. “1 thought it would be soon. A
plansman grows a beard for only two reasons, and Strell’ s father died years ago.”

Surprised, she looked up. She hadn’'t know what to expect, but not this. “You aren't upset?’ she
gulped, feding usdless as she sat on her branch and dangled her feet.

A heavy dgh dipped from him. Tucking his shears away, he walked confidently down the broad
branch to St beside her. There was a new distance between them. It was very dight, but her heart nearly
broke seeing it.

“Of course I'm upset,” he said, lifting her chin with a finger andling of crushed leaves. “But | knew he
would ask.” He smiled, and her sadness took pause a the glint of mischief in the green of his eyes. “And
| knew you would say yes. | only have one question.”

“What?' she whispered, afraid of the hundreds of heartbreaking questions he might ask.
“What did Beast do when he kissed you?’

His question hung by itsdf for three heartbeats. Alarm trickled through her, pushing her sadness to the
back of her thoughts. He wanted to know about Beast? Glancing at him, she rubbed the back of her
neck. Her brow furrowed in that he might know something she didn’t. “I—uh—she hit the breath out of
him,” she said, warming in embarrassment. “It's not going to happen again. | taked to her,” she asserted
quickly.

Lodesh smiled from under hisydlow curls. He stood, confidence radiating from him. “Yes, it will.”
“No, it won't. She just didn’t understand. She does now.”

He tilted his head, amusement dancing about him. “Oh, Alissa My dlly, bullheaded,
so-clever-she-can' t-see-the-forest girl. | love the way you indst on doing things the hard way.”

Anger pulled her giff. “What?’

Tuming sSdeways, he pulled out his shears and snipped a twig. “You know you can't marry Strell.
Tao-Toecan dipulated your mother must show favor. And I’'m sure Talo-Toecan will keep you so busy
the next decade or two that you won't have another chance to look for her. And even if you somehow
miraculoudy manage to find her and she fancies a tradesman over the adminidrator of a cty for a
son-in-law, you will never be dlowed to wed Strell.”

She sputtered, not beieving what she was hearing. Tradesman? Though he made his way as a
mingre, he had been born a Hirdune potter! Cdling him a tradesman was an inault!

A twig dropped into the box with the rest. “You cooked your neighbor’s goose when you came
looking for the rest of the Hold,” he said, his teeth white in the new darkness. “| think that's a large part
of the reason Talo-Toecan let you search them out. One thing you can count on with rakus is that they
will want a say in everything. Especidly if it concerns a transeunt. They won't dlow it.” He shook his
head in arueful fondness. * Probably make a specid law for you. And even if you do manage to pull off a
wedding, you will never be able to consummeate the marriage.” His eyes went knowing. “A ferd raku will
not dlow hersdf to be taken to ground. It's why the world isn't overrun with them. A proper Master
might accomplish bedding you with sheer brute force, but Strell? The poor man won't even be able to
ded akiss”

Her face flamed at hisfrank words, but fear he might be right kept her unmoving.
Lodesh eyed her glesfully under the lowered brow of his hat. “The way | imagine it, by the time you



manage to explain to Beast what love is, Strell will be feasting a the Navigator's table” He reached up
to an overhanging limb. Using it as support, he leaned close to breathein her ear, “What's a few decades
more? I’ m willing to wait.”

She stared a him as he straightened. Snapping her mouth shut, she stood up, franticdly catching her
baance and fending off his help a the same time. “It just sO happens, Warden of an empty city,” she
snapped as he fdl back with an infuriaing grin, “that Strell has dready met my mother. She gave hm a
token of her favor before | even met him. We' ve fulfilled Usdess's ash-ridden conditions. There's
nothing they can do to stop us. And Beast will ligen to me. She will!”

L odesh bobbed his head to acknowledge he heard her words, but his amile told her he didn’'t believe
them. Infuriated, she hastened down the ladder, dmogt fdling in her rush. She reached the ground as
Lodesh gtarted to sing. Furious, she pushed on the ladder. Satisfaction filled her as it crashed into the
ground. But it was a short-lived emotion as his Snging only grew louder. His voice raised in “Taykdl's
Adventure’ dogged her like a second shadow as she stormed back to the village.

“I will marry Strell,” she seethed doud, swatting a a branch looming out of the encroaching darkness
a the forest floor. “And Beast will ligen to me. Lodesh will see. No one tdls me what | can and can't
do.”



25

“You can't. You won't.” Keribdis's emotions of outrage and anger were so strong, Alissa could
amog fed them. Alissa's pulse raced as she sruggled to keep from reacting the same. Tadon's claws
piercing her shoulder didn't help.

Yar-Taw stood between her and the rest of the conclave of Masters, and she pushed past thewdl his
gray Master’s vest made. Sirell stood beside her, his face as set as hers. The ar was oppressive under
the leaf-thatched shelter, as much from the smothering blackness of night as the arc of Masters daring at
her in various stages of shock and disgust.

Yar-Taw put acaming hand upon her shoulder, and she flicked him a glance, relieved to have found
an unexpected dly. The assembled Masters muttered among themsdves, both verbdly and mentdly. A
few were dtting on the benches, but the mgority stood. Lodesh sat gpart from dl atop atable a the edge
of the light. His edbows were on his knees, and he watched everything with a solemn quiet.
Connen-Neute and Strell had reset hisladder and gotten him down. She didn’'t understand honor among
men. Lodesh had laughed at her, and they didn’t care.

“l like you, Aliss” Yar-Taw whispered as the uproar continued. “But you're meking a mistake.
Ligen to Keribdis. She'sright inthis”

So, not an ally, Alissa thought bitterly. Just the other sde of the gate to the same fence.
“Marrying Strell is not amistake,” she said, her face warming at the implied insult.

“Itis” Yar-Taw ingged, and Alissa diffened at Keribdis s muttered expletive. “Thisis a fancy,” he
continued. “I1t's not love. Love does not happen over awinter.”

Alisd'sjaw clenched. “It doesif you think you aren’t going to live to see the oring.”

Yar-Taw put a second hand on her other shoulder. She shrugged his long fingers off, feding the
oddness of them for the fird time. She shifted closer to Strell. They were ignoring him as if he were
nathing but a symptom to a larger problem. It infuriated her.

The background murmur of the Masters ebbed. Keribdis glanced over them. “She can't join with
him,” she said, her words clipped and short. “He's not a Master. Wolves, he's hardy a commoner.
Nothing ever came from the Hirdune line. Nathing ever will.”

A cry of outrage dipped past Alissa. Tdon began to hissin response to her anger.

Neugwin stepped close. The matronly woman glanced uneesly at Taon before teking Alissal's hands.
“Alissa, dear,” she said, and immediatdy Alissa took offense. “All children are precious. But to have a
child who can’t ride the wind? Always left behind? Lacking? Give us a few hundred years, and well
have a suitable maich for you. You mug learn patience.”

Alissapulled her hands away. She took a dow breath to try to find a fase cam. “I’'m not asking for
your permisson,” she sad. “Strdl has a token of favor from my mother. We met Talo-Toecan's
dipulations. We fulfilled our end of the agreement.”

At the word, “agreement,” there were severd groans. “All agreements asde,” Keribdis stated, “you
aren't offiddly an adult. Technicdly, you're dill a child. A child as much as Sllais” A dow satidfaction
eased over the woman. “You won't be marying anyone” she said in a low threat. “Be on the beach
tomorrow morning—student.”

The entire congregation of Masters seemed to dghin rdief. The overwheming tone of outrage turned
to quick agreement: il a child, conflict ended, time for dinner.



Alissa hedtated. Keribdis cdled her a child, and that was it? She glanced & Connen-Neute, then
Yar-Taw. “What does she mean?’ she asked as the Magters | eft.

Yar-Taw’'s slence made Alissa dl the more upset. She turned to the disgppearing crowd with wide
eyes. Taon crooned as the tensgon under the shelter eased. The firg faint inklings of panic went through
her. “What does she mean, I'm not offidaly an adult?’

Connen-Neute dropped his gaze. “Masters are only given a verba name when born,” he sad softly
as he came close. “They don't receive a written word to represent their name until later. You inscribe it
on the cisern to make it officid. After that, you symbalicaly cleanse your old life away in the cistern, then
fly from the opening of the holden as an adult.”

She spunto Yar-Taw, her breath tight. “I’ ve done that.”
The Magter’s brow furrowed. “Alissa...” he said warningly.

“I've done that!” she indsted, ignoring the numerous protests of disbdief. The leaving Masters
hesitated. “When | was trapped in the holden, | scraiched a name on the cigern wdl,” she sad
breathlesdy. It had been the word for “usdless” but if it meant she could marry Strell, she would live with
having that word represent her name.

Elated, Alissaturned to Lodesh. Her excitement died as he met her eyes from under his hat. “And |
fdl in,” she said hestantly. “And when | left, | didn’t crawl up the tunnd, | rode out on wings” They had
been Usdless's wings, but she had flown. “Ask Lodesh,” she said, her voice suddenly weak. “He was
there,” she warbled.

All eyes were on Lodesh. All thoughts were held ill.

Lodesh looked a her with no expression. Her heart clenched. She had no idea what he would .do.
He dowly dipped from the table, tugging the cuffs of his shirt draight as he gathered himsdf. Her held
breath escaped her, and she caught it again. A dy grin eased over him, and Alissawent colder. “You will
be with me someday,” he whispered into her mind. “1 understand you love Strell, but you'll love me
again, as you once did in the golden fields of my city.”

Alissa s knees fdt weak, and she thought she was going to pass oui.

“Yes,” Lodesh said loudly, and the conclave exhded in a loud sound of dissent. A amile twitched the
corners of Lodesh's mouth. Apparently he fdt secure in that she and Strdl wouldn't be able to
consummete the marriage. “She did,” Lodesh affirmed as severd voiced ther doubts. “She added a
nameto the lig, fdl in, and flew from the holden.”

Alissa put a shaky hand to her head to hide her eyes. Tadon began cdling in excitement as the crowd
exploded into a furor of noise. Keribdis stood stock-till, frustrated. “She dill can’'t marry him,” Keribdis
sad above the babble. “We can't. We can't let a Master marry a commoner. It just isn't donel”

“It' sgoing to be,” Alissawhispered. She looked a Lodesh, trying to thank him with her eyes as she
couldn’'t bear to touch his thoughts again. She had asked for his help, and he had given it. Before the
moon had even risen on the day she chose Strdll, he had given it.

Keribdis sashayed closer. Her frugration had been replaced by a predatory gleam. “An adult,” she
sad, and Alissa blanched at the woman's bound fury. Tdon gave a squawk at how near the woman was,
and Alissa plucked the bird from her shoulder and covered Taon's head. “If you're an adult, then you
will be treated as such,” Keribdis said. “You will marry whom we decide. You're the Hold' s transeunt.
Your very existence belongs to us”

Alisa's heart beat faster and her jaw clenched. She belonged to no one. Tdon began an eerie
crooning, her gnd she was going to attack. The beak worrying Alissa's fingers became aggressive.
Panicking, Alissa sghtlesdy shoved Tdon a Strell. The bird squesked and fought, but Strell bundled her



up in the scarf Connen-Neute handed him.

“Be on the beach in the morning,” Keribdis said, her black eyebrows raised mockingly. There was a
tug on Alissa s thoughts as a red sash appeared in Keribdis's hands. The woman dropped it at Alissa's
feet. “Wear it. | will begin your mord studies tomorrow. It seems you have—none a dl.”

Keribdis's eyes flicked to Tdon screaming in Strdl’s grip. Sedate and confident, Keribdis I€ft.
Severd Masters tralled behind her. Sowly the shelter emptied. Strell’s breath dipped from him as he sat
down. Connen-Neute was the last to go, giving her a pitying look, which she was too upset to take
offense a. She never saw Lodesh leave, but he was gone.

Knees shaking, she sank down besde Strell. He released Tdon, and the ruffled bird shook hersdlf,
darting to preen in short, abrupt motions. Her complaints never stopped.

“Perhgps we should wait until we get home?’ he said, and she fdt a wash of defiance.

Fingers moving, Alissa caressed Tdon to hep the bird put her feathersin order. She fdt her breath
dip in and out of her in an easy mation as she gathered her resolve. “1 don't want to wait,” she
whispered.



26

Thewind was brisk atop Slla s diff, damp with the moisture of the afternoon’s rain. Alissa sat on an
outcrop of stone by the drop-off with her arms clasped about hersdf as she looked over the edge. Tdon
was perched on her shoulder. The bird's eyes were closed, and she was leening forward as if ddighting
in the wind. Far below, the Albatross rode in the lagoon where they had left it. Alissa wondered how
Hayden and the captain were doing.

To her other Sde was the unseen village under its canopy of mirth trees. A fant plume of smoke
showed where the shdter was. By the shadows, it was dmost noon. And if Alissa was honest with
hersdf, she would admit she was too frightened to go back down.

She had stood Keribdis up.

Alissa's breath came and went in a quick heave of worry. This morning she had told hersdf it was
defiance. Now she wondered if it hadn't been fear. Putting hersdf on Silla's diff had sounded like a
grand idea a the time. The air had been cool, dmost damp enough for afog as she had made the tedious
dimb upward. Her thoughts had been smmering with revolt, meking her strides long and her mind set.
How dare Keribdis give her a scarf! She was Usdess's student. As far as Alissa knew, the sash il lay
where she had Igft it. But with the sun hot upon her shoulders and her middle rumbling from hunger,
Alissa s rebelion had burnt itsdf to an ash of worry. She couldn’t just go down asif she had forgotten.

A amdl scuff on the path behind her brought Alissa soinning around. Frightened, she sent a questing
thought out to find Slla Immediatdly she dumped. “Hi, Slla” she said as the purple-clad young womean
puffed her way up the last steps.

Slla gave Alissa a andl amile of gregting and went to stand at the edge. The wind tugged a the
ribbons in her har and the hem of her skirt to make her into a picture. Alissa fdt a moment of sour
sef-consciousness. She would never be that beautiful.

“You redly love hm?’ Sllasaid softly asif trying to understand. “A commoner?’
“| thought | was a commoner when | met him,” Alissa said, surprised a her question.

Slla sthin shoulders shifted. Clearly she didn’'t understand. But there was no disgust in her eyes, and
Alissawould be satisfied with that. “Is Keribdis upset?” Alissa prompted.

A wry look came over Silla “I'd say.”

Alissa frowned, wondering if her defiance would be worth the falout.
“Shetook it out on me” Silla added defensvely.

“I'm sorry,” Alissa gasped.

“She had me doing first-decade wards dl morning.” Sillalooked down the drop. “I am so bored with
fidds | could chew nails and spit rust.”

Alissawinced. “Sorry.”

Sllaturned back, a wide amile on her. “Don’'t be. No one could find you. Keribdis was quite voca
with her opinion of the Stuation. Which is how | found out it was possible to block a mentd search.” She
grinned. “I learned a new ward today, thanks to you.”

“So, how did you know where | was?’ Alissa asked as she set Tdon on the rock and held her harr
out of her eyes.

Slla s eyes dropped. Taking the ribbons from her hair one by one, she tied them about her wrigt so



they wouldn't blow away. “Connen-Neute told me” she said softly.

Alissa diffened in a pang of angst until she remembered that Connen-Neute could find her whether
she had set up a block or not. “Blocks don’t work between us because we ve pickabacked,” she said.
“l can’'t hide from him, and he can’t hide from me. I'm not so sure | like it anymore.”

Slla made a smdl sound of surprise. “That's what he said.” Pulling the lagt of the ribbons from her
hair, she shook her head to let the wind take the black mass and stream it behind her. With the angle
gray ribbon she had kept in hand, she bound her har in a Smple tie. Looking amogt embarrassed, she
cameto St by Alissa

“Wha weas it like? she said, her eyes scrunched from the bright sun. “Having Connen-Neute's
thoughts so close to yours they could mingle asif one?’

Alissaamiled as she heard the interest in Silld's voice. “Scary at fird. | dmost burnt his tracings to a
crigp before | got control of mysdf. I'd never had anyone that close before. It's a shock, an assault,
redly, though it gets easier with trust.”

“Weren't you afraid he would see dl your thoughts, the secrets you never told anyone?’

Sllds eyes were wide, and Alissa gave her a mirthless amile “Yes, but | had no idea what the risk
was until 1 had actudly done it. | was innocent, and it was foolish. Now, | wouldn't pickaback with
anyone. Anyone but Connen-Neute, | mean.” She shook her head, then amiled a secret amile “Strdll,
perhaps, if it was possible”

Slla shuddered. “1 could never do that.”

Alisa turned back to the view, thinking that might change someday. Though trust wasn't
interchangeable with love, you couldn’t have love without it. Her gaze went unseeing on the waves
below. Perhaps trust was total underganding. She was unable to fly because she couldn’t find it within
hersdf to trust the wind. By the same path, Beast couldn’t trust Strell, not even dlowing a kiss now. Was
it because Beast was unable to understand love? Alissa Sghed. How was she going to teach Beast to
understand something so basic?

“l wish | could fly properly,” Silla mused aoud. Scrambling to stand upon the rock, she closed her
eyes and hdd her aams wide asiif they were wings

“You told me you could fly,” Alissa said.

“l can,” Sllasaid around alaugh. “I can fly in my deep. | do fly in my deep. Every so often, | wake
up on adiff edge or one of the other idands. Keribdis says it's dl right. That | shouldn’t worry. That I'll
outgrow it, like, uh...” She flushed. “Like night terrors. | just can’'t do it very well, yet.” She shivered. “I
don't like updrafts.”

“Me nather,” Alissa said, eager to have found an understanding ear.

“You can fly.” Slla sounded hurt that Alissamight lie to make her fed better. “ Connen-Neute said he
broke his foot chasing you through a waterfal. Now that’ s flying!”

“He didn't break his—" Alissa bit back her words. If Connen-Neute couldn’t admit he had broken
his foot tripping over a diff's edge, it wasn't her place to bring it to Slla's atention. “Do you want to
practice?’ Alissa suddenly offered. “Hying, | mean? Thewind is perfect.”

“What, now?’ Sillaturned, her golden eyes wide and her arms clasped about hersdlf.

“Beast? Up for a lesson?’ Alissa asked, and adow shiver filled her. A grin came over Alissa, pulled
into existence from Beast’ s eagerness.

“Yes,” Beast whispered. “1'd like another playmate.”
“Why not?’ Alissa took off her string of bels and went to stare down the drop-off. “I can't say up



here forever. I'm hungry.”

Sllafidgeted as she joined her. “I've dways wanted to jump from here. | usudly start from a run on
the beach, usng the updraft from the offshore breeze.”

“Like an albatross?’ Alissa said, appaled, then winced as Slla flushed.
“Let’s fly,” Beast promoted. “ You're wasting good updrafts with your mouth chatter.”

Slla glanced over the edge again. “I don't know. Keribdis and Yar-Taw have been trying to teach
me, but I'm not supposed to fly on my own.”

“So who's done?’
Sllathought about that, smiling. “All right,” she said with a sudden determination.

A flash of anticipation went through Alissa as Silla vanished in a white mis and grew to her proper
form. Alissatook her in with her human eyes, better able to estimate Sze that way.

Sllawas very deek as a raku, dmog gaunt. Her tall was't nearly as long as Alissa's, but her hide
hed a pearly iridescence that Alissa lacked. Her wings were flawless, not a scratch on them, and Alissa
fdt aflash of coming shame for the ugly scar on her wing. The sun shone through thelr perfection to put
Alissain a golden shadow. Silla shook them in the wind before seitling them againgt her properly.

Alissa squinted up at her, thinking she could amost forget the arm-long teeth and the talons that could
goan a ship's whed. Tdon gave a cdl and launched hersdf from the rock. Jolted into action, Alissa
shifted.

Her eyes closed in bliss as the wind went from a bother to a welcome companion. The ground
seemed to tremble benesth her feet, and she redized the booming rumble she now heard was from the
surf pounding the beach below. She opened her eyes to find the sky wating for her, swirling with shades
of darker blue and hints of purple to show her the up-drafts.

“What happened to your wing? Silla gasped into her thoughts and Alissa started. She had
forgotten she wasn't done.

“Uh, | ran into a tree,” she said. Her entire body went pink as she blushed, but she wasn't going to
blame her scars on anything but the truth. Alissa picked up Redd-Stan’s fdlen watch. It fit shugly over
the knuckle Ballie had broken. She shook open her wings, and with Beast in control, she lifted off the
diff's edge asif sepping into the air.

“Bone and Ash,” Alissa dmost moaned into Beast's thoughts. “It's been too long since we've
flown.”

Beast said nothing, shunning her usud barrd rolls and sudden dives. She smply glided, glorying in the
fed of the wind pushing on them. Perhaps, Alissa thought to hersdlf, she should fly every moming so
Beast would have some time to be hersdif.

“How gracious of you,” Beast said wryly, and Alissa cringed.

“Where's Slla? Alissa questioned, and Beast made an degant turn. Alissa blinked in surprise as she
gpotted Sllagtanding &t the drop-off, her wings awkwardly haf open.

“She can't fly,” Beast said. “Look at her. Her wings are wrong to rise up on the updraft, and
sheisn’t bunching her strength in her haunches for a launch.”

“She's just learning,” Alissa admonished.
“She isn’t learning anything,” Beast said back. “Not crouched on that cliff as sheis.”
“Well, what should | tell her to do?" Alissathought, tingeing her tone with irritation.



“The same thing I’ ve been telling you to do. Cup your wings about the air and let it pick you up
;" Beast said dryly.

Alissa sighed, thinking this was gaing to be like the lame leading the blind. Taon dived from the higher
reaches, caling aggressvely as she tried to entice Alissaainto a game of chase. Beast casudly rolled on to
her back and caught the startled bird in a gentle grip. Tdon's scream cut off in a shocked peep. Alissg,
too, was surprised—not for having caught her but for the casud way Beast had doneit.

“Go fly somewhere elseif you aren’t going to be a help,” Beast thought as she rolled upright and
released the ruffled bird. Tdon dropped for a heartbeat, then found her wind, risng up higher than
before. Alissaturned back to the diff.

“You're better than even Keribdis, I'd wager,” Slla thought, her wigful tone clear despite the
digance. “I'll never be able to do that.”

“Of course you will,” Alissa thought encouragingly.
“l can’t even soar,” Sllawas saying. “1 can't find it within me to—to ...”

“To trust the wind?’ Alissasaid, dmog afrad when the young raku nodded; it sounded so familiar.
At Alissa's subtle suggestion, Beast angled them back to the diff and landed. Wings snagpping sharply,
she folded the unwiddy spans of canvastight againg her. She couldn’t read raku emotions very wdl, but
if it had been her, she'd be depressed. “Let’s start from the beginning,” Alissa said. “Open your
wings.”

Slladid, looking as hesitant and ungainly as fledgling balancing on the edge of a nest.

“Tdl her to arch her back,” Beast said.

“Arch your back a little more,” Alissardayed.

“ And bring the tips of her wings forward.”

Thinking rdaying everything was going to get tedious, Alissa opened her own wings. “ Like this,” she
sad, demongtrating. Sllamimicked her, seeming nervoudy encouraged.

“Now lean forward,” Beast said. “And close your eyes so you can taste the wind.”

Slla did, and Alissa diffened. Beast had said that directly to Silla but the wisp of a raku hadn't
seemed to notice the difference.

“The wind is a force as much as the ground beneath your feet,” Beast said, and Alissa knew Silla
was hearing as well. “You can see it. You can fed it. It won't drop you unless you refuse to let it
carry you. Keep it flowing over your wings, and it will never fail.”

Sl s bresth was dow and deep.
“Let it lift you,” Beast said. “It's the only thing you can trust.”

Sllaslips curled back over her teeth. Grimacing, she leaned forward. Alissa held her breath as Slla
left the diff’ s edge with hardly a shift in her wings. Alissa hadlily followed, thrilling in Silla's success. “ You
did it!” Alissa shouted, and Silla sflight bobbled.

“Don't talk to me!” the young raku exclamed, her thoughts thick with excitement. “Don’t talk! |
can't listen.” !

The wind was cold againg Alissa's teeth as she grinned. Sowly she came up dongside of Sllain a
gentle glide. It fdt good to hep someone for a change ingtead of causng trouble. “See the updraft
billowing up along the beach?’ she said, amiling as Silla darted a quick glance up, and than back down.
“Let’sride it all the way around the idand. We can end up on the beach in front of the village.”

“Al right.”



“Just watch what | do,” Alissa encouraged, and Beast put them on a dow glide that would get them
to the beach with the fewest upwellings of forest heet to contend with. Alissa sfird flash of pride for Slla
dipped dowly from her, replaced with a cloud of self-pity. Slla was a better flyer than she was. At least
Sllawas being honest, doing it on her own.

“You'll learn to fly as soon as you trust the wind,” Beast soothed. “1 don’t know why you don't.
It will never betray you. It's so obvious.”

“Yes,” Alissa thought sourly back. “As obvious as love. Trusting the wind isn’t in me, Beast. |
can't doit.”

“I don't think it'sin Slla, either,” Beast sad, ahint of warning in her tone.

Alissa fdt her baance dhift as Beast sttled them into the up-draft over the beach. Slla was right
beside her, mirroring her exactly. She held her wings too tense but managed dl the same. Together they
followed the line of the beach, the sdt heavy in the air. “What do you mean, Beast? she questioned.
Beast was conspicuoudy slent, and it stuck Alissalike a cold dap out of the dark. Slla retained her ferd
consciousness. That was why neither of them could fly properly. And why Slla was the only one Alissa
could reach hdfway around the world.

Suddenly the sun wasn't enough to warm Alissa. Slladidn’t know. If she was waking up on diff tops
and nearby idands, then it followed that her ferd consciousness was spontaneoudy taking control at night
when Sillalay adeep. But why hadn't she gone completdy ferd?

“No Master destroys their feral sides at first transition,” Beast thought, and Alisd's heart
pounded. “ They suppress them, thinking they re destroyed. And | did not evolve from nothing. I’ve
always been here. The first time you shifted form, we got separated.”

Alisssawent cold, seeing the truth iniit.

“The raku-child is balancing on the edge,” Beast continued, spesking of Silla “ She's suppressing
her beast so far that she can't fly. If she doesn’t allow enough of it to surface, she'll probably die
from a flight accident. If she brings it too close, she will go feral

“Wolves” Alissa breathed, hearing it escape her in a rumble. She looked to see they had wound
around nearly the entirety of the idand. The village beach was before them, empty but for Yar-Taw
fidhing in the surf. He was in his raku form, thigh deep in the sdt water. He looked up at the shadow of
wings over him. His neck arched in surprise.

Sllasnaked her head to look at her. “I don't want to stop,” she said, pride radiating from her. “I'm
not tired. Let’'s go around again.”

“I-l have to sit down,” Alissa sammered. “Slla. | don’t fea well ”

There was a sudden burst of haf-heard mentd communication, and Alissa turned to the village. Her
somach knotted, and she fdt hersdf sall.

“Slla!” Keribdis's menta shout was far too loud, and the young raku beside Alissa fdtered. She logt
her concentration, and her wings collapsed.

“Angle your wings!” Beast shouted.

Sllabeat her wings wildly, managing to set down in an ungraceful spray of sand. She shook her wings
free of it. Her head was high in excitement, and her eyes glinted in success as she looked firg to Alissa,
then Yar-Taw.

Alissalanded next to her, frightened as Keribdis came to a wind-snapping hdt before them. Keribdis
was darming as a woman, but to see her as a raku was enough to panic Alissa

“Did you see me?’ Sllabubbled. “Keribdis! Did you see? | flew all the way around the idand. |



started from the lookout and went all the way around!”

“l saw you, winglet!” Keribdis snapped, and Silla's eyes went wide. “1 told not to fly alone. You
could have killed yoursdlf! ”

“l wasn't alone,” Slla sad with a fdtering thought, and Alissa's fear olidified into a sour lump. “
Alissa was with me. She can fly wonderfully. She was helping me.”

Keribdis et her second eydid fdl, turning her eyes from gold to bloodred. Alissa took a shocked step
back. Frightened, she curled her long tall twice about her body, the tip trembling.

“Where were you this morning?’ the furious raku wedged deep into Alissa's thoughts.

Alissa shifted. Flustered, she ended up regppearing in the first outfit she had managed to fix into her
thoughts Keeper garb. It probably wasn't the best choice. Yar-Taw had waded out of the surf but was
keeping in the background. “I was on the diff, meditating,” Alissa said, hearing her voice tremble. Her
gaze flicked to Yar-Taw. He shook his head in warning, and she bdligerently added, “And you aren’'t my
teacher. Talo-Toecan is”

Keribdis dipped her head down until her breath shifted Alissa's hair. “I’m your teacher. Be on the
beach tomorrow, or I'll drag you there whether you're in your human shift or raku.”

Cheeks warming, Alissa opened her mouth to protest, hdting as Keribdis turned to Silla

“And you!” Keribdis exclamed, and Sllas golden head drooped. “1 can't believe the lack of
common sense you have shown in allowing yourself to be taken advantage of by this... this—’
Keribdis hesitated, furious. “By her!” she finished.

Sllas great eyes were round with a shimmer of unshed tears, and the last of Alissa's fear grew to
anger.

“You never said | couldn’t,” Slla protested. “You only said | couldn’t fly alone. | wasn't alone.
Alissa was helping. She wasn't teaching me. She wasn't teaching me at all!”

Keribdis stal whipped in an arch to smooth the sand fla. It piled up a dune dmogt as tdl as Alissa's
knees. “1 am s0 angry with you right now that | can’'t bring myself to give you any instruction for a
week,” she said, her thoughts hard.

“But you said—"

“A week!” Keribdis thundered, and Y ar-Taw winced. “ And the next time you're in the air without
me or Yar-Taw, | will double your punishment. You could have killed yourself jumping from that
cliff!”

“Yes, Keribdis.” She was on the verge of tears.

Alisa's anger smmered. “It wasn't her fault,” she heard hersdf say, going more angry as Keribdis
ignored her, shifting back into her human form and driding back to the village “It was my idea” she
shouted after her, but Keribdis never dowed. Beast sirred to anger, sobering Alissa quickly. Having
Beast voice her opinion would be a disastrous mistake.

“She only said | couldn’t fly alone,” Sillawhispered.

Alissaturned intime to see Silla coalesce down into her human shift. Her misery was obvious by her
amdl chin trembling. “Silla, I'm sorry,” Alissa said, her anger turned to guilt. But Slla turned away. Head
bowed, she waked in the opposite direction Keribdis had taken.

Helpless, Alissa stood with her aams at her Sdes. Yar-Taw brushed by her in awhisper of gray cloth.
“I don’'t know whether to make you dinner or to spit a your feet,” he muttered, then hastened after Slla

Alissa's eyes warmed, and her throat tightened. Angry and frustrated, she wiped a hand under her



eye. Ya-Taw matched Sllas steps as he came even with her. He put a comforting am over her
shoulder and waved an extravagant hand in the air. Silla seemed to brighten.

Vison wavering, Alissa stared at the incoming waves. Tadon dropped from the sky, gartling her with
her sudden appearance as the sound of her wings had been logt in the noise of the surf. Sniffing, Alissa
ran afinger over the bird's faded markings, taking strength in the smdl of the wind on Taon.

Alissa crouched to retrieve Reda-Stan’s watch from the warming sand. Spinning the band of metd
between her fingers, she vowed she wouldn't be on the beach tomorrow.
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I‘AI iﬁ”

Someone was whispering her name. It dragged through her uneasy dream of running through the
Hold, searching for something in cupboards and under rugs. She dowly separated hersdf from the
dream, hating it when she wasted her imagination on something that useless.

“Alissa Wake up.”

“Srel?’ she mumbled. Her eyes flashed open as his hand went across her mouth. Alissa's breath
caught in surprise, but she stayed slent. He was crouched beside her chair with a pack beside him. The
curtain had been pulled from her door, and the moon shone bright on the sand outside. The surf seemed
louder than usud for the lack of any other noise.

“What timeisit?’ she whispered when he lowered his hand.

He put a finger to his lips. Glancing a Tdon adegp on her perch, he hdd up two fingers. “Two in
the—" she started, but he threstened to cover her mouth, and she desisted.

Strell got to hisfeet. He held out a hand to her, and she took it, Slently risng. Her feet were bare, and
she scuffed her shoes on without showing her toes past the edge of her nightgown. Strell glanced at Tdon
again before he snatched up the pile of clothes beside her degping chair and shoved them in his pack.

“What—" she began, and he gestured for her to be slent. By moonlight, she could see an amused
urgency in his eyes. He placed a bowl of fruit on her unused bed. Hunched and furtive, he picked up his
pack and gestured for her to follow. Mydified, Alissa let Strdll draw her outsde. He eased the curtain
down over the door before pulling her into the shadows of the nearby trees,

Alissa followed him, wondering what was going on. The ar seemed dhill as it passed through her
lightweight nightgown, and she held Redal-Stan’ s watch hanging about her neck to keep it from swinging.
Her bdls were dill on the diff top, and her steps were slent. She made alight, Ietting it go out when he
waved wildly. “Stop,” he bresthed in her ear, causng shiverstofill her from the insde out. “I'm trying to
ged you.”

She stared a him, and he grinned, his teeth glinting in the moonlight. “In the plains, if the bride is of
higher slanding than the groom, the son-in-law-to-be has to sted her, leaving a symbalic token of worth
inher place. It's an arranged fair, but the tradition stands.”

Her eyes went wide as she looked back toward the unseen hut. “ That's why—"

“Yes” He ran a hand over his beard and turned away. “I never thought I'd see the day when a
Hirdune potter would have to leave a bride-price behind on a pillow.” He grimaced. “ So, will you come
with mewillingly, or do | have to carry you?’

A grin stole over her. “You're going to have to carry me”

His face went dack. “All the way to the lagoon?’ A puzzled frown came over Alissa, and he added,
“The captain iswaiting. Connen-Neute, too. He has to bein on it, seeing as he can find you and dl, and
besides, he' s the perfect witness. We're going to put to sall and—’

“l can't leavel” she exclamed in a hushed whisper.

“—have the captain perform the vows,” Strdl soothed, teking her shoulders and darting her into
moation. “Then hewill drop us on one of the smaler, nearby idands. We will have a few days before they
redize we aren’'t on the main idand and start searching.”



A ftitillated feding bubbled through her. “Run away?’ she said, knowing Usdaless would be furious. But
they’ d met his gipulations, burn it dl to ash. “I should change...” she said.

“You look fing” he said absently. “And we have to hurry. That is, unless you'd rather stay and have
lessons with Keribdis this moring?”

That did it. Alissa shook the hair from her eyes, refusng to let her fear of the woman intrude on her
excitement. Strell took her hand. She thought it was trembling, and he gripped her more firmly. Keeping
under the shadow of the trees for aslong as he could, he led her to the dark beach and the Albatross's
remaining rowboat.

Her heart pounded as he carried her over the black waves and set her carefully in the middle of the
boat. “Here,” he said, dropping his pack beside her and opening it up. Her blanket, the one gone missng
yesterday, was pulled out and draped over her.

A gmile crept over her. “Thanks,” she whispered, though no one could possibly hear them over the
sound of the waves. The night ar was bamy, but she let the blanket stay where he had put it. His
atention made her fed warm and needed. And it covered her nightgown, too.

He said nothing, his smile confident as he levered himsdf in to gt before her. The boat rocked
vidently, and after a tense moment, settled. Strell blew his breath out in reief and awkwardly pushed
them into the surf with an oar. The boat scraped free of the bottom, and he resettled the oars between
the tholes and began rowing.

Alissawatched him for a moment before reaching into his pack and pulling out her clothes. She could
put them on over her nightgown. Unable to bring hersdf to do it where he could watch, she rose into an
ungteady crouch to make her way to the bow and behind his back.

“What are you doing!” Strell gasped, dropping the oars and dutching the boat asiit tilted.
Face flaming, she pushed past him. “I'm changing,” she said. “Don’t turn around.”
“You can do that when we get therel”

Her jaw clenched, part embarrassment, part bother. “I’'m not going to let everyone see me in my
nightgown,” she said tightly. “Don’t turn around!”

“It'snot everyone. It's only Connen-Neute and the captain. And maybe Hayden.” She said nothing,
and Strell’ s shoulders shifted in a heavy Sgh as he hunched his back over the oars.

Keeping one eye on him, she tugged her clothes on over her nightclothes. They were thinner than her
red underthings, and it fdt like she was only half-dressed. Face dill warm, she returned to her sest,
unable to look a him. “What ese isin here? she said as she took her seet, desperate to get Strell
thinking about something other than her getting dressed behind him.

“Thisand that,” he said mydterioudy.
“Hey!” she said as she found something familiar. “My mother’s hair ribbon?” she asked, pulling it out
and letting it dangle. “I mean, the one she gave me! Y ou took it off my pack?’

He nodded as she used it to tie her hair out of her way. “Min€'s in there too,” he said. “Careful.
Don't break the globe.”

Her fingers fdt something smooth and cool. Shadows blossomed in the bottom of the rowboat as she
made asmdl light to see the fig-szed bal she brought out. It was shockingly light, and her eyes widened
as sheredized it was glass. It was a glass ball!

“Be careful!” Strell warned again. Letting go of the oars, he clasped a hand about hers.

“When did you get this? she said in awe. It mugt have come from the coast, seeing as he could buy it
for a song there but spend alifetime s income anywhere east of the mountains,



“Our firg day on the coast,” he said. “And don't bresk it. | plan on usng it tonight.”
“What'sit for?’ she asked, nedling it back where it had been.

Strel amiled lopsidedly a her. “You'll see. The captain only knows the coastal wedding vows. That's
what the ribbons are for. He's going to want to tie our hands together. But | asked him to have a bucket
of sand, too, so it ought to be legd in the plains as wdl, and I'm going to use that glass to saisy the
Hold.”

“All right,” she said, wondering what sand and a glass bal had to do with anything. As Strell rowed,
she axioudy scanned the moonlit night for wings and thoughts, finding none but Connen-Neute waiting
for them at the bow of the Albatross.

“Hurry,” the tdl Master said loudly from the bow as they grew close. “And put your light out, Alissa
The captain says we have to leave now in order to get back before he's missed. If the boat ian't back at
anchor when the sun comes up, they’ll know you're off the idand.”

“Hoy, Albatross!” Strell called, waiting until Hayden's black slhouette and wave showed againg the
gars before he heped Alissa up the dammy ladder. A long, thin hand was extended, and Connen-Neute
pulled her over the sde.

“Connen-Neute,” she said, her voice brimming with expectation.

“Alissa” he sad solemnly, but his eyes glinted mischievoudy in the light from the ail lamp by the
whed. “You know thiswill create problems?’

She nodded, her somach in knots. Create problems? Connen-Neute had a knack for the
understatement. “But we met Usdless's Sipulations, yes? You agree?’

His expresson grew wicked. “It'swhy | agreed to be the Hold's witness” He leaned to hep Strell
over the gde. “That, and to make sure your vows are up to the Hold's standards. | won't let Keribdis
cdl your marriage null on a petty point of law.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, deeply appreciative.

The somping of the captain’s feet echoed over the deck. “Get the anchor up!” he shouted. “Hayden,
stop your gawking! Haven't you seen a woman without her bells before?”

Connen-Neute gave Alissd s shoulder a squeeze, and he went to the windlass to hdp Hayden. Strell
joined him, and Alissa looked back at the shore in worry as the harsh danking seemed to echo againgt
thewadl of vegetation. The captain gave a grunt of acknowledgment, then stomped to the whed. Hayden
looked up from his work to give her a quick nod of greeting, his gaze flitting to her slent, unseen ankle.
There was arudle of canvas as the sdls lifted. Immediately they filled with wind, and the boat began to
move.

Alissalooked over the shadowed deck, wondering if there was something she should be doing. Strel
hed spread a square of leather on the planking and seemed to be garting a fire, of dl things. She glanced
a the all lamp burning by the hatch and back to him.

“l can do that for you,” she said, and Strell shook his head. He didn’t look &t her, and feding put out,
she went to the recessed deck where the cagptain stood with his feet braced and his hands gripping the
whed. Hayden had disappeared belowdecks.

“Captain,” she said guardedly, not sure what his reaction would be.

“Mahr,” he said, nodding at her. He flicked his gaze from her to Strell, frowning. Strell had managed
agmdl flane, which he then used to light an all lamp. Ralling everything but the lamp up in the leather,
Strell shoved itin his pack and vanished under the deck.

Alissa sghed before turning to the captain. “Thank you for what you' re doing.”



The captain snorted, spitting carefully downwind so it would clear the boat. “I’'m not doing it for you,
Mahr,” he sad. “I'm doing it because he’ —he gestured with his chin to Connen-Neute a the
—“said it would vex that seawalf of awoman.”

Alissawinced. “Yes. It will. I'll likely spend the next century trying to make amends.”
“Aye” he sad gruffly. “Mind my words. You're going to live to regret it.”

“l hope s0,” she muittered, thinking Keribdis would likdy want to kill her by the time the sun rose a
handbreadth above the horizon and she found the beach empty.

A scuff drew her atention to the hatch behind her. Strell rose into view, one hand gripped tight on his
light, the other clenched on the boat. He had his round purple hat on again. “Where's the sand?’ he sad
tersdly as he hung hislamp from a hook. “1 said | needed sand.”

“Tighten your hayards, desert man,” the captain said. “Hayden has it. You get any on my deck, and
you'll be washin' my boat.” He spat again, and Alissa grimaced.

“Are we far enough out?” Strell asked as he lurched to stand beside her.

The captain’s eyes squinted. “Aye. Aslong as we aren't in a harbor.” His eyes went to Strdll. “Are
you sure, lad? You've got a good heart. You aren’'t much on the sea, but I'll take you on if you're
marrying her for her money.”

Alissd' s breath caught in ahuff. Her ire eased as Strdl took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Thank
you, Captain,” he said. “Your offer is more than generous, and I'll likdly live to regret tumning it down, but
| have plotted my course and will seeit to itsend.”

The captain sSghed, his entire body moving with his exhaation. He glanced up & the flag waving from
the tallest madt. “If you're sure, then.” Strel nodded, and the captain whidled sharply. “Hey!” he called.
“Come back! Come int We say faewel to a men today!” He hedtated, then shouted, “Get your
scrawny, no-account dockman arse up here, Hayden!”

Alissa frowned, the curve of her mouth degpening as Strell seemed to find something humorous in the
captain’s words. It was a wedding, for the Navigator’s Hounds, not a wake.

Connen-Neute made his sedate, unhurried way back from the bow, his shadow looking tall in the dim
light. Hayden appeared at the hatch, and Strdll’ s shoulders eased at the Sght of the covered bucket in his
hands. A thrill of excitement went through Alissa. It settled in her middle to grow. They were going to be
married, and no one could stop them. In amoment it would be done and immutable.

“All right, then.” The captain stepped from the whed and let Hayden take it. “Where' s the ropes?’ he
sad sourly.

Sl started. “Here” he said, fumbling in his shirt pocket to pull out a ribbon. Alissa took the one
from her hair with a flush of embarrassment. Strell had kept his in perfect condition. It shimmered in the
fant light as if her mother had pulled it from her har and given it to him yesterday. By comparison,
Alissa's ribbon was dingy and stained. There were frayed patches, and a clean, warped spot where it
hed been tied to her cup.

“Ribbons” the captain muttered. “Damn fool woman’s fancy. | should have known | was in for awolf
ride when my wife bound me with ribbons. Give me a sturdy rope. A sturdy womean chooses a sturdy

rope.
“It' swha we want,” Strell said, Saggering as a wave ran under them.

“Aye” the man grumbled. “Tie ‘em on your wrigts, then. His left, her right. Hurry up. The wind is
freshening, and Hayden won't be able to hold the boat, skinny dockman thet heis”

Hayden grunted. 1t was obvious he had no problem with the boat.



Alissa s fingers trembled as she tied her ugly ribbon about Strell’s left hand. The waves were larger
out from the shelter of the bay, and it was getting hard to keep her baance. Her heart beat fast. Strell’s
hat made him exatic. The lamplight made his eyes shine. The beard made him look dangerous. She
wished she had taken the time to put on something nicer.

Her fingers lingered on his hand as she finished the knot, and as the wind pulled through her hair,
Strell amiled a her with awarmth to make her breath catch.

Strel placed her right hand atop his open pdm. She stared a them, seeing the obvious differences in
skin tone and shape. By lamplight, he meticuloudy laced the ribbon about itsdf and into a secure knot
usng only one hand. It was obvious he had practiced as he made the difficult task look easy. When
done, he pulled her closer. Her eyes widened as she looked up.

“Yes. Yes” the captain grumbled. “Let melook at the ropes.”

Alissa held out her hand as Strell did. Her mother’s ribbon draped from it. Grimeacing, the captain
took both gtrips. “Yasure, lad?’ he questioned.

Srell gazed at her, his brown eyes dmogt black in the garlight. Looking eager and somewhat afraid,
he nodded. “More sure than anything I’ ve ever been sure about before.”

“Aye” the cgptain dghed. “I was, t00.” Brow pinched, he placed Alissds and Strel’s hands
together. With no fanfare, he took the ends and tied them to leave a short length of free ribbon between
them. “All right. You're married. Strdll, if you leave her, she gets everything. Alissa, if you leave, he gets
eveaything” He frowned at both of them. “Agreed?’

“| agree,” Strell said softly.
“Me, too,” Alissafollowed quickly.

The captain dropped ther bound hands, and Strell raised them to his lips, kissng her fingertips. “All
right,” the older man grumbled. “Y ou can kiss her proper, now.”

Alissaturned to Strel in surprise. “That's it? We re married?’

“Onthe coadt,” Strdl sad, his eyes gleaming in the low light. “Where's my sand?’

The captain muttered something and pulled the bucket close. Never dropping her gaze, Sirell kicked
it over. “Hey!” the captain shouted, red-faced. “I told you no sand on my deck!”

“I'll sweep it up,” Strell said as he pulled Alissa forward. The grit ground into the decking as she
stepped on it, and Captain Sholan made an ugly noise.

“What do | do?’ she whispered.

Strel amiled. “Do what | do.” He bent to crouch, and awkward because of their bound hands, she
did the same. The sand was cold as she scraped a handful into her bound pam. They rose together,
aniling at the angry captain. With his free hand, Strell took off his hat and held it under their bound hands.
Alissawasn't surprised when he sfted his sand into it. She did the same. The tightness of threatened tears
took her.

Connen-Neute stepped forward and took the hat from Strell. “May you be as productive as there are
grains of sands on the dunes” the young Master said, and she saw Strell mouthing the words with him, as
if to insure he said them properly.

“No!” the captain cried in a panic as Connen-Neute flung the sand across the upper deck. “The
Navigator's Wolves will eat you!” he shouted, choleric. “You will get every lagt gran! And then you'll
paint her!”

Alissadidn’'t care. “Now?’ she questioned, pulling Strell closer. “Can | kiss you now?’



“Not yet,” he answered as he took ateasing step back.

As the cgptain fumed, Connen-Neute adjusted his Master’'s vest, becoming even more offica
looking. “It is customary,” he said, his voice taking on the cadence of tradition, “that two rakus joining
thar lives should demondtrate their will by merging two wards of light.”

Alissa glanced between Connen-Neute and Strell in darm.
“But Strdl can’'t make award of light—" she began, her words cutting off at Strell’s mischievous grin.

“Waich me” he said, leaning to reach his pack. Being tied to him, Alissaamog fell as the boat shifted
and she caught her balance. He drew out hisglass bdl and handed it to her. She held it as he awkwardly
took the ceramic jar Connen-Neute extended. Careful because of his one-handed state, he dribbled a
swalow of fragrant ail into the amdl opening in the top of the glass ball. Her eyes widened, understanding
why he had taken the time to light a flame by himsdf earlier. She sat her tracings to make a light, not yet
Setting the ward into mation.

Strel smiled, managing to look both sheepish and devious. Alissa held the glass globe as Strell used a
dry stick of what amdled like mirth wood to transfer the flame from the lamp he Started earlier to the
globe. “Let me have it,” he whispered, taking the glowing bdl from her. “And hurry. There isn't enough
ar in there to keep it going for long.”

Alissa s breath camein aquick sound. “Make afidd?’ she questioned Connen-Neute.
“Yed” he exclamed. “Put your light over his. Quick! Before it goes out!”

Heart pounding, Alissa made a fidd of light no bigger than Strell’s mundane globe of fire It took
shape in her free hand. She held her breath as she placed it over Strell’s concoction of glass and flame.
The captain and Hayden watched with wide eyes, but Connen-Neute sighed in stisfaction as the sphere
glowed dl the stronger. She flicked her gaze from the bdl of light to Strdll asit dimmed. She let her ward
drop, and the night darkened.

“Enough?” she breathed, feding her body ache to be closer to Strell.

Connen-Neute chuckled. “Thereé's more, but the entire ceremony takes three days. The only part
mentioned by law isthe wards of light. It's the oldest.”

“That's not what | meant,” Alissasaid, just wanting to fed Strdl’s arms about her.

Srel shook his head. “One more thing,” he sad. Her knees fdt weak as Strdl handed the
smoke-blackened globe to Connen-Neute. Fishing in his pocket, he shyly brought out a smdl ring of
shining copper. Alissa's eyes widened, and the warmth of tears trickled down one cheek. A ring. He had
gotten her aring.

“How did you know?’ she whispered, not trusting her voice to hold steady.
He grinned behind his beard. “Legd and binding no matter where we go, Alissa. You aren't going to
dip my snare in any shape or fashion.”

“But | don’t have one for you—" she said as she wiped her cheek. Then she stopped. Reda-Stan’s
watch. Awkward because of having only the one free hand, she ducked out of the cord she kept hisring
on about her neck. The captain stooped forward, and flicking his eyes to hers for permisson, cut the
cord in two. Heart pounding, she faced Strell.

He seemed unable to meet her eyes as he did the copper ring about her finger on her free hand.
Hands shaking, she put Redal-Stan’ s watch on hisfinger. It didn’t fit him either. Strell looked down at the
oversized band of metd, then amiled at her with bright eyes.

“Are we done and legd-like?’ the captain grumbled. “We re coming to the firgt idand.”
“Yes” Strel sad, puling her close. She looked up a him, and he kissed her with a relaxed



tenderness, as if there was nothing—now or ever—that would stand between them again. His emotions
of fulfillment flowed through her, easing every thought away. She leaned into him, reaching up to pull him
closer. Her eyes opened as the boat shifted to throw her off balance.

“No!” she exclamed, pulling away as she redized the boat held steady. It was her knee coming up to
Strel’s groin that had thrown her off balance. “Beast!” she shouted into her thoughts, shocked at the
fierce determination she found hersdf running into.

“Gotcha,” Strell whispered, caiching her knee with his free hand. He had been expecting it. Alissa
was wide-eyed and grateful. As she stood unbaanced on one foot, he leaned forward and gave her
another, teasng kiss. Alissa gasped a warning as Beast shifted her hand to dap him. But it was the one
tied to him, and she couldn’t move fast enough.

Grinning, Strell pulled her closer. Her face flaned as the captain made a loud guffaw. “They dl turn
into contrary beasts once they know they’ve got you, my lad. | tried to warn you.”

Strel searched her eyes carefully as he released her and took a step back. “1 expected that, Captain.
Can | borrow your rowboat?’
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“Ow!” Srdl cried. Holding his nose, he leaned from Alissawith a hurt, resgned look.

Humiliated, Alissa loosened the fig her hand had clenched into. “ Strdl, I'm sorry,” she pleaded. Deep
in her thoughts, she could hear Beast seething. Alissa said nothing to her ferd consciousness. There was
nothing left that she hadn’t dready said. “ Jus—just stay away from mel” Alissa exclamed, turning her
back on him with a sudden frudration. He had only been holding her as they watched the sunrise. He
hadn't even tried to kiss her.

Strell sghed and moved a shade down from her on the falen tree they were leaning againgt. They had
been here mogt of the night watching the stars move behind the main idand where the rest of the conclave
lay degping. But now the stars were gone, washed away in the light of the sun like her hopes in the cold
dap of redity.

Ther evening had been modlly talk as they had set up a rude shdlter againg the daily rain. Tak was dl
Beast would dlow now. It was frudrating, especidly when the more conscious Strell was about not

triggering Beast's anger, the more aware of him Beast became. “He is trying to ground you,” was dl
she would say, her thoughts tinged with an unreasonable fury.

Alissasiffed at Stroll’s heavy sgh. He glanced wryly at her as he ran a hand over his beard. “It's dl
right, Alissa” he said. He dabbed at his nose, tucking the cloth away before she could decide if she had
bloodied his nose or not.

“It'snot dl right,” she moaned. “It's my wedding night, and... and... nothing happened!” She fdt the
tears prick, and her head drooped. “Lodesh said Beast would do this” she said miserably. She had been
awake mogt of the night, and she was deepy and weepy from her fatigue and unfulfilled anticipation.

Strel chuckled, making her more depressed. “Lodesh knows only hdf of it,” he said, and she looked
up through her wavering vison. Smiling, Strell wiped his wide thumb under her eye. His shoulders eased
when she didn’t hit him. “He forgets I'm amingrd,” he murmured.

“What do you meaen?’ she asked, siffing loudly.

“I mean we' re going to figure this out. Or Beast isgoing to go to deep. Or perhaps when things cam
down, I'll be able to charm her, maybe?’

“I will not deep,” Beast vowed.

Alissaignored her. “Do you think 0?7 she said, hope making her voice quaver.

“I'm sure of it. Why don’t you get some deep? I'll be there as soon as the fireis set.”

A flush of emotion went through her a his words. “I'll be there,” he had said. Together. Under the

same roof. Married. Ashes, what if ther feet touched? “All right,” she said, rigng to her feet and brushing
her kirt free of sand.

A fluttering of wings drew her eyes up to the trees. She went cold as a kestrdl |anded, bobbing on a
long leaf. “Taon,” she whispered. “We forgot about Taon.” The bird dropped to her fig, cdling loudly
and worrying her fingers. There was adice of red fruit in her claws, and she seemed insufferably pleased
with hersdf as she shoved the sticky thing into Alissals grip.

Alissa s brow pinched. “Go away!” she shouted, waving her hand. Taon took flight with an indignant
sguawk. She perched in a nearby tree to chitter accusngly as the fruit fdl to the sand, spailt. Alissa
turned to Strell, desperation making her ssomach clench.

“I'll just tie her up,” Strell said, grinning. “I’m more worried about Beast.”



“No,” Alissa cried, backing up into the shade of the trees. “They'll follow her!”
Strell’s face went dack. “Wolves,” he swore, sanding up and kicking sand into the fire.
But it was too late.

Howling like one of the Navigator’s Wolves, Keribdis landed on the beach. Sand gouted into the air
to land in knee-high drifts. Terrified, Alissa froze. The raku shifted, and Keribdis stood before her,
dressed in crimson and giff with fury. “It issunrise,” the woman al but hissed.

Alissal s mouth moved, but nothing came out. A hundred, flippant answers died in fear.
“Getinthear,” Keribdis said coldly, her voice leaving no room for debate.

“No,” Alissa sslammered, backing up until she found Strell gripping her shoulders.
Keribdis took a step closer. “ Get—in—the—air.”

Frightened, Alissa shook her head. Keribdis was the Hold's best flyer. Alissa wouldn't go into her
eement. Keribdis wanted to prove her dominance, and in the air, she could do it.

Keribdis shifted in a swirl of gray. “Get in the air!” she shouted into Alissa's mind.

“Go,” Beast whispered privately, and Alissa started a the fed of her anticipation and eagerness.
Panicked, Alissa shifted. She heard Stréll’s cry of warning, but she couldn’t think. She could only react.
She had to flee.

“Now we will begin our lesson,” Keribdis said as Alissa codlesced. The Master’s thoughts were
tinged with bloodlust.

Alissa legpt into the air. Beast took control, and Alissawelcomed it, dmogt weeping. “ She's a fool to
think she can out-fly us,” Beast thought. Alissa said nothing, frightened at the srength of Beast's desire
to best Keribdis.

Wings graining, they flew. Beast rode the wind, acutedly aware of Keribdis behind them. As Alissa
panicked in a disraught frenzy, Beast confidently raced forward. Heart pounding, they rose. It was a
gameto Beast. Shelived to fly, and at last had found a worthy playmate.

High above the ocean, Beast casudly craned Alissa's long neck to find Keribdis effortlesdy keeping
up. Keribdis slips pulled back from her teeth. The older raku lunged. Her teeth snapped on ar as Beast
darted to the l€ft, anticipating her.

A whining growl of annoyance came from Keribdis. The raku angled to rise above them. Beast |&t
her. Howling in satisfaction, Keribdis dropped, her talons spread.

Beast folded tharr wings and they fdl like a stone. A wave of fright assaulted Alissa a the strength of
the wind. “Fly!” she cried into Beast’ s thoughts as the water grew close.

“l am,” Beast said, her thoughts humming with a savage passion.

Keribdis followed. Her intent thoughts spilled into Alissa's. Keribdis had to catch her. It was dl the
older raku existed for. The water grew close. Alissafdt a stab of doubt creep into Keribdis's thoughts.
Alissa, too, tensed. “Now!” she shrieked. “Beast, now!”

Almog as one, the two rakus spread their wings—Keribdis a tdling heartbeat sooner. Pain arched
through Alissa's shoulders as the wind dammed againg the canvas of her wings. Beast roared in
satidfaction as she sped horizontaly againg the waves. She spun in a glorious barrd rall, dipping the tip of
her tail in the water so as to mantain her awareness of how close she was to the trap it could be.

Howling asiif insane, Keribdis lunged. Beast darted. There was a grunt of pain as Keribdis's foot hit
the water. The raku behind them put on a burst of speed; Beast matched it. Keribdis swung her tall to hit
her; Beest tilted her head and nipped it. There was acry of rage.



And then Beast turned her attention to the sky and dimbed. Alissa knew Beadt’s intent even before
Beadt did. She was going to fly higher than Keribdis, proving to everyone watching that she was stronger
then Keribdis.

They rose higher, and Keribdis took an audible, gasping breath. It sounded ragged. She was
gruggling to maintain the steep ascent. The raku’s sudden panic was clear and unmigtakable. A wave of
grdification poured from Beast into Alissa, pooling to swalow her fear. Alissalooked behind them, hope
and relief meking her brave.

Beast was the better flier. She couldn’'t be dominated by physicd srength as Keribdis had done to
everyone dse. Age and Beadt's indinctive reactions had brought the old matriarch to a shocking
redization. She was old.

“No!” Keribdis shrieked into their thoughts. Anger, jedousy, and frugration dammed into Alissa and
Beast. Shocked a the mental assault, Beast fatered. She knew how to fly; she had no understanding of
this Beast’ s hestation was only for a heartbeat, but Keribdis saw it.

“You're mine!” the old raku growled into ther thoughts. A phantom pain exploded in Alissa's mind,
shocking through her and Beast to send ther wings into spasms. An echo of pan, red this time, came
from her tail. Alissa gasped as Beast staggered in flight. Her ferd consciousness was unable to cope with
the mentd assaullt.

Alissafdt the terrifying cessation of speed. They were going to &dl. “This is my pain,” Alissa said.
Seding hersdf, she opened her thoughts. She took the entirety of the agony to free Beast from her
confuson. Alissa heard hersdlf cry out as Keribdis silluson of pain burned through her mind, unfettered.
She fdt her eyes bulge and her lungs ache as she screamed to find a release, but Beast was free of it.

“Let go of my tail...” Alissa heard Beast whisper savagely, pushing her ferd thoughts deep into
Keribdis's. “You are old. You are done.” A snal rolled. “And you cheat.”

Alisa's agony vanished with a shocking suddenness. The sensation was so quick and somehow
violent that Alissa gasped, dmogt passing out. Beast flipped them end over end, doubling back. Her
taons were spread wide. Keribdis hovered in midair, clearly stunned at having recognized the ferd beast
in Alissa' s thoughts.

Beast dammed into Keribdis, raking her lower claws into her. Beast fought, aming for Keribdis's
gyes. Pan jolted Keribdis into action. Screaming as Beast found her face, Keribdis bit down. Fire
exploded from Alissalswing. She took the pain, leaving Beast free of it.

Golden wings beat againgt each other as they dropped. “I don’t like you,” Beast seethed. And then
they hit the sand.

They broke apart from the fdl. Gasping for ar, Beast rolled them upright. Alissa panicked as she
couldn’t bresthe.

Hunched into a crouch, Alissa struggled to make her lungs work. Her wings lay in a disarray, mixing
with the sand.

Keribdis stood on her haunches, her wings spread awkwardly. Blood ran from her leg and from
under her eye to gainthe sand. “I don’t care if you like me or not,” she said. Snarling, she swung her
tall, whipping it in a power-filled strike to hit the back of Alissa's head.

Alissafdl without a sound.
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“Another one” Srdl sad tersdly. He impatiently held out a hand for Connen-Neute's mentdly
crafted scarf. His eyes were on the sky. Alissa was toying with Keribdis. Or Beast was, he thought,
feding helpless on the ground.

A dimmering length of red dlk appeared in his pdm, and he broke his gaze from Alissa for the
heartbest it took to tieit to the end of the makeshift rope.

“It'slong enough,” Connen-Neute said. “Get in the boat.”

Strel lunged for the surf. Fingers fumbling, he knotted one end of the scarf to the ring a bow. He
crouched in the bottom of the dinghy, his brow pinched as he searched the sky. His breath caught as
Keribdis lunged a Alissa, missng.

“Where are they going?’ he shouted, but Connen-Neute had aready shifted and couldn't answer.
The young raku grasped the other end of the scarf in a hind foot and legpt into the air. Strell gripped the
gunwaes agang the expected jolt as the dack was taken up. The jerk rocked his head back. Strdl’s
eyes widened as water doshed over the bow. “Sow down!” he cried, torn with the need to follow her
and the fear of drowning.

Connen-Neute checked himsdf. Asthey sped across the waves to the main idand, Strell watched the
twin golden formsflying in chase. One dropped upon the other, forcing the lower one into a fall. “Alissal”
he cried, riang to a crouch. Muscles tense, he watched them dive to the water. “No!” he shouted, his
breath escaping himin an exploson as wings flashed open.

Strel watched the two rakus speed over the waves, grateful Connen-Neute had come to fetch him.
Gult siwvept him. He could do nothing to help her. This was his fault. He should have told her to swalow
her pride and accept Keribdis' s teaching. He should have told her Keribdis was a fool and to pretend to
respect her. He never should have asked her to marry him. “No,” he whispered. He would not fed guilty
about that. “1 should have tied up her stupid bird,” he said, hearing his voice catch.

A wave broke over the sde, and Strdl wiped the sat water from his face, his gaze on the sky. He
tensed as Keribdis lunged, then lunged again. She kept missng, growing more and more angry. Alissa
was kegping hersdlf maddeningly out of reach, taunting her. But then Alissa began to dimb. Sowly the
twin forms became smdler. A gap opened between them, then more. His heart pounded. Keribdis
couldn’'t do it. Alissawould win!

Then Alissa fatered. Writhing in a pain he could see no reason for, she stdled. Strdl gasped as she
began to fdl. Keribdis dove with a cry of success, her tadons outstretched. Strdl watched in panic,
helpless as she grasped Alissa slong tall.

His heart seemed to stop as Alissa shuddered violently. Keribdis unexpectedly flung her wings open,
damming them into the ar to stop dead inflight. Alissapulled free of her grip, smoathly flipping head over
tal to dive at Keribdis.

“No!” he shouted as they tangled into one body and dropped. He watched, not breathing as they fell
to the idand.

“Fagter!” he exdamed as Connen-Neute surged toward the rgpidly gpproaching beach. The two
rakus fdl lifdess onto the beach ahead of him. Neither moved.

He lurched forward as the rowboat scraped the beach. One raku stirred, ralling to a crouch with her
wings awkwardly splayed. Nearly mindiess with fear, Strdll tipped the boat over, fdling into the surf. He
tried to run, but the water pulled a him. He fdl, crying out in frustration. As he pushed himsdf upright, the



larger raku, bloodied and savage, rose up on her hind legs. Strdl fdt his somach twist as she swung her
tal to hit the smdler behind the head.

“Alissa” he whispered as one fdl sensdless to the sand. It had been her. He knew it.

Keribdis reared up with a fierce snarl, spittle dripping from her. Strell fet his face go bloodless. She
was going to tear Alissd's throat out. He'd seen that look on a pack of dogs before they fdl upon a
wounded rivd.

“Keribdid” Connen-Neute shouted. His voice was thick with fear. Strll found him by the forest in his
humen shift. The larger raku spun, snarling as she redized she had witnesses. Strell blanched as the
winged beast spread her bloodied wings and pushed once upon the air. Her one eye was red with blood,;
the sand was speckled with it. She was out of her mind with rage.

“Keribdid” Connen-Neute exdamed louder, pleading. Strdl came to a sumbling hdt beside him.
There was awhoosh of arr behind them, then another. Strell wouldn't look from Keribdis to see who had
landed.

Bdlowing in rage, Keribdis reared over Alissa Her jaws opened in a roar of denid. Terror flashed
through Sirell. She was going to kill her. She was going to kill Alissal

Strel crouched at the roar of protest exploding over his head. Keribdis fdtered, and Strell dmost
collgpsad from rdlief. His knees were weak, and his hands hurt from denching them. Tearing his gaze
from Alissa, he found Y ar-Taw swirling back into relity as a man.

Keribdis rumbled a response. Strdl spun back around. The raku had returned to dl fours. Her head
was high as she surveyed the incoming rakus. Her second eydid did shut to cover her damaged eye, and
she shifted in a swirl of nothing that was dmaost black in the afternoon sun.

Heart pounding, Strell ran to Alissa. The sand did as he came to a hdt beside her triangular head.
She's breathing, he thought, a cry of rdief escgping him. His hands were spread wide, not knowing how
he could help. He gently touched an eye ridge to fed the sun’s warmth on it. Angry, he looked up, hatred
uffusgng him as he fastened upon Keribdis.

The old woman stood in obvious exhaudtion. It was as if only her rage was keeping her upright.
Blood had quickly stained her dress, and one eye was swollen shut. Savage scratches marred her face.
“You hurt Alissa” he said, his voice carrying a deep hatred.

Keribdis gave im anicy look. “1 let her live”

It was the firg thing she had ever said to him. “You're an animd!” he cried, lunging a her. Before he
moved three steps, his feet were pulled out from under him. He fdll, spinning to find Connen-Neute' s long
fingers about his ankle. “Let—go!” he shouted, kicking in time with his words. He scored on the young
Master, and histight grip fdl away. Connen-Neute' s pupils were s0 large, his golden eyes looked black.

Srel scrambled to his feet. His breath came fast as he redized Connen-Neute had probably just
saved hislife Wolves, he was so hdpless.

Keribdis haughtily pulled her red scarf tighter about her narrow waist. She waited with a mocking
expectancy, wanting an excuse to ward him to death. Alissa, he thought, fear replacing his anger.
Panicking anew, hefdl to his knees beside Alissa's head. Fingers trembling, he reached out to touch her.
Please, he thought. Please, Alissa. Be all right.

Yar-Taw strode quickly to Keribdis. “Are you dl right?” he asked, reaching to support her as the
woman shakily nodded. “Perhaps you should have used another method to bring Alissain line. Knocking
your student out for willful disobedienceishard.” Yar-Taw glanced at Alissa. “On both of you, it seems”

Srdl stood. His hands were clenched at his sides. The bulk of Alissalay behind him. “Y ou gave her a
concussion,” he said, ignored. “She might never wake up!”



Keribdis turned to Yar-Taw. “It wasn't asif | could control her by withholding information,” she said
bitterly. “Talo-Toecan made her untenable.” An ornate bench grew from a shadow, and Keribdis wearily
sat down. She took a breath and steadied hersdlf, aranging her dress to try to hide the seeping blood.
The shadows of incoming rakus fell over the sand. “And it was necessary,” the woman said. “I didn't
bring down Alissa. That—" She pointed at Alissa. “That isferd.”

Srdl fdt the blood drain from his face. Keribdis knew. Connen-Neute had said she flew like a ferd
beast. Keribdis had seenit.

“Ferd!” Fear pulled Yar-Taw’s face tight as he glanced at Alissa. “ She went ferd?’

“Yes” Keribdis dabbed a her eye with a fold of cloth that hadn’t been there a moment ago. “We
were fortunate | managed to bring her down mysdf. No one but me got hurt.”

Yar-Taw's face was stark with horror. He backed up a nervous step. The beach was rapidly getting
crowded. Strell fdt his helpless anger grow as more and more rakus landed and shifted. They clustered
about Keribdis, bombarding her with questions she didn’t answer. Connen-Neute came to stand beside
him asiif ready to accept punishment.

Lodesh and Silla sumbled out from the undergrowth. Eyes wide, the young woman clutched
Lodesh's hand for an ingtant, then dropped it and fan to Alissa

“Stop!” Keribdis shouted, jerking the young woman to a hdt. Sowly Keribdis got to her feet. The
unanswered questions died away. “I know you think | overreacted this morning.”

“You knocked her out, Keribdis. No student deserves that.”
“Did you see her fly?” someone asked. “I’ve never seen anyone drop like that beforel”
“And she flipped head over tal!” another exclamed. “I didn’t know you could do that!”

Keribdis pursed her lips “Tha wasn't Alissainthe ar,” she said, then swalowed asif in pain. “Alissa
hes gone ferd.”

“Ferd!” someone exclamed, immediatdy hushed.

With Yar-Taw’s help, Keribdis took a limping step forward. Strell wondered how much of the pain
showing across her face was red and how much was for effect. “Do you honegtly think my husband
could properly bring about a fird trangtion? Alone? With a rogue transeunt?’ Keribdis said, and Strell
Seethed.

Keribdis gestured at Alissa “Her thought Sgnature changed. | saw an echo of a second
consciousness in her lagt night. It was only a matter of time until she went ferd. I'm sorry,” she sad,
dropping her gaze in what Strdll knew to be a fase sadness. “I think it was my anger thet tripped her
across the edge.”

Neugwin rushed forward with consoling words sailling from her. The Master’s soothing voice sent
Strell into a wash of ddirium. This could not be hgppening! It was dl Strell could do to not stride across
the sand and dap her. Asif senang his hatred, Keribdis pulled her eyes to his. The corners of her mouth
curved upward, and she raised a hand to cover her amile,

Connen-Neute took Strdl’s elbow as he rocked forward. Strell fingers trembled as he pried
Connen-Neute's grip from him. Lodesh sad nothing as he stood beside Slla His eyes darted
everywhere. Assessing the political situation, most likely, Strell thought bitterly.

Keribdis coughed, denching in upon hersdf. Waving Neugwin's concern away, she sraightened.
“She will be chained here. There's no other way to keep her grounded without the holden. When she
recovers, we will force her to destroy her ferd consciousness. She has not flown under garlight yet. We
may be able to redam her.”



“No!” Strdl cried, unheard over the buzz of conversations that erupted. Slla clenched Lodesh's arm.
She looked terrified.

Keribdis s gaze went distant. “It will be executed properly thistime” she breathed as if eager for it. “I
will have my student. She will respect me. By the Navigator’s Wolves, | won't let Talo-Toecan win this”

Strel jerked with understanding. Lips parted, he looked a Connen-Neute. The young Master’s long
face was gray. Clearly he heard her as wdl. Keribdis cared nothing if Alissalived or died. This was to
prove Keribdis was better than Talo-Toecan. To show the Hold that she was the one they should follow,
not him.

Connen-Neute leaned toward Strdll. “I will explain to Yar-Taw the pact Alissamade with Beast.” His
voice was soft and leve, but his hands shook.

“Now,” Strell said urgently. “Tdl them dl now. Alissawill kill hersdf before being forced to destroy
Beast. You know it! | dmogt killed her mysdf doing the same thing.”

Connen-Neute's grip on his shoulder tensed. “1 won't let them tie her to a post. Let me do things the
way that will get the best result. If Alissa wakes sane, as we know she will, she has the right to a trid
before they force her to destroy Beast. | can get her that, but if you inflame them with the truth in one
breath, they won't dow justice down enough to ligen.”

Srdl’s somach knotted. He watched the assembled rakus break up in ones and twos. FAndly he
nodded. “All right. Y our way. One of us should tdl Lodesh not to say anything.”

Connen-Neute glanced at the Keeper. He had Silla's bow and was trying to draw her away from
the blood-splattered sand. The young woman was pae and sheking, dutching his am with a
white-knuckled grip. “Lodesh won't say anything,” Connen-Neute said. “He thinks with his head. You,
though, think with your heart.” A very brief amile crossed him. “Y ou're the most dangerous to her, but
you're probably the only one who can save her.”

A hard lump fixed itsdf in Strell’s throat. Alissa, his love, lay unconscious on the sand. He took a
breath as he forced hmsdf to see past the “now” and into the “what had to be done.” “Can you get me a
tent to shade her from the sun?’ he asked. His joy of last night had become hitter ash as he resigned
himsdf to the task of keeping Alissa dive while the world exploded around her. That's what he was good
at. Picking up pieces and putting them back together.

Connen-Neute bobbed his head. Giving his shoulder another firm squeeze, he strode to Yar-Taw.
Srdl watched, satisfied when Connen-Neute pulled him from Keribdis with the arr of an equd, not a
cowering student asking a favor.

Lodesh came up adongsde of him. For a moment, they said nothing as they looked at Alissa “How
are we doing?’ the Keeper said, his hands on his hips.

Strell diffened at his light tone, then relaxed as he saw the shared pain behind Lodesh’s green eyes.
“The same as dways,” Strdl said, gesturing for him to help him move awing back into a norma position.
“The same as dways”
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Her head was a thick haze of muzzy agony. “Not agan,” she whispered, hearing it come out as a
gutturd sound instead of words and remembering she was in her raku form. Alissa swalowed hard,
nausea surging through her. She was tired of waking up like this. Her mouth fdt as if she had been eating
feathers, and she couldn’t open her eyes.

Screwing up her courage, she tried to visudize her tracings but was unable to. The ale, she thought,
deciding this wasn't the way to avoid Keribdis. But then a feding of dismay filled her. The de had been
ages ago. She had flown againgt Keribdis and won.

Alissahdd her breasth and wondered what it fdt like when one lost. Ashes, she hurt dl over. A dow
throb of pain came from her tal and left hand, and she cracked an eydid upon remembering Keribdis
hed bitten her. Light stabbed into her, making her head fed like it was going to turn itsdf ingde out.
Moaning, she buried her head into the huge cushion her head was propped on. The fabric was damp.
“Urg,” she grunted, redizing she had drooled on it.

“Beast?’ she whispered into her thoughts.
“She cheated,” Beast muttered. “ They're all fools. Go away and let me deep.”

Sisfied Beast was dl right, Alissa opened her eyes again. Thelight was dmogt tolerable thistime. A
band of red fabric was wrapped tightly around her throbbing left hand. She pulled her head up from the
pillow to find a band of metd snapped around a hind foot. A length of chain ran from it. She Wearily
followed it to where it was attached to an outcrop of stone. Where had they found the metal ? she
wondered before thinking an occasond ship must maroon here. Her somach roiled, and she hed her
breath lest she vomit. She fdt tooill to be outraged at being chained to the earth.

“Alisss?” whispered a gray voice. Concentrating, she Wearily focused upon Connen-Neute. He was
in his human ghift, gtting cross-legged on the sand to put himsdf a her eye levd. The afternoon sun
shimmered on his Master’s vest, and he hdd himsdf a an unusud ramrod giffness. They were under a
huge black canvas shelter open on two sides. The up-wdlings of heat over the sand looked reddish from
the sdt swirling through them. Tdon was perched nearby on a stick jammed into the sand, surprisngly
quiet and subdued.

“Ashes,” she moaned into his thoughts. “Make it stop. | can’t concentrate to find my tracings.
Please. Run a healing ward for me? My head hurts.”

Connen-Neute' s long face was frighteningly worried. “Alissa Don't try to free yoursdf. And for the
Navigator's sake, don’t talk to anyone but me. They’ re watching.”

“l can’t free myself. | can’'t even St up. Do something. Please? She shut her eyes, unable to take
the light any longer. How could light hurt so much?

She heard Connen-Neute' s 9gh. “All right. But don't do anything.”

Alissawaited, feding asif she might die a any moment. Warmth filled her as his ward eased over her,
pushing mogt of the pain and confusion away. It was replaced with a wave of heat, and she basked in it
as her tendon eased. The headache retreated to a fant memory, whispering a promise to return
someday. Her tail seemed dmost normd, but her hand had no improvement at al. A blissul Sgh escaped
her. She could hear the surf pounding on the shore and the cry of gulls Sowly she opened her eyes.

“Thank you,” she thought, feding her muscles ease. Her brow pinched, and she svung her head up
and back as she recdled the chain. “Why am | tied up?’

Connen-Neute' s face was pinched and white. “Alissa, remember. No freaing yoursdf, and no taking



slently to anyone but me. Y ou promised.”

Anger flashed through her. “1 did not."” she exclamed, struggling to St up, awkward because she
was dutching her left hand close to her chest. It was sending stabs of pain dl the way up her elbow. Her
wings haf-opened for balance and her head began to pound again. Alissa glared a Connen-Neute as if
he was at fault. Immediately she unfocused her attention. She would shift right now to get rid of the band
of metd about her ankle.

“No!” Connen-Neute stood up, frantic. “1 told them you would do what | said.”
“That’s your problem, not mine,” she said, furious.

His brow pinched as he grasped her jaw with both hands. “No, Alissa” he said, gazing into firs one,
then the other of her eyes. “I vouched for you. If you don't do exactly what | say, they’ll burn both our
tracings to commoner status. Right here. Right where we stand.”

Her breath caught. Reading the truth of it in his frightened eyes, she licked her beak. Sowly she
nodded. He let go of her head, and she followed his gaze to Sillas diff. Three humen figures were up
there. Beast sent alow, gutturd growl of satisfaction through ther shared thoughts, and Alissa knew one
of them was Keribdis.

“Now,” Connen-Neute said with a puff of rdief as he took a step back. “No shifting. No freaeing
yourself. And no talking to anyonein their thoughts.”

Scared, she asked, “Are they angry—" She hestated. “I hurt Keribdis.” Alissa fdt a moment of
panic. What would Usdless do to her for hurting his wife?

He looked past Tdon a the waves as he fingered the edge of his red sash. “You temporaily
damaged her eye and gave her a permanent scar on her leg. That might be forgiven, as she forced the
conflict. But that isn't why you're restrained.”

A feding of nausea came over her. “ They're angry about me marrying Srell ?”
“They don’t know, yet,” he said.

She swalowed hard. “What, then?’

Connen-Neute took a dow breath. “I told them about Beast.”

She gtared at him, tensing. “You said you wouldn’t!” she wailed, struggling until she managed to lurch
into an upright pogition. The chain tightened and a link snapped. Alissa lurched and fdl, amogt passng
out a the pain in her hand as she hit the sand.

“It was an accident!” Connen-Neute shouted franticdly in his thoughts as he soun to the diff, and
Alissa knew he waan't talking to her. “An accident! Let her take the ash-ridden chains off. It's her!
You know it's Alissa. If she was feral, | would be dead and she would be gone!”

Alissa froze, terrified. The tips of her wings trembled. There was a buzz of haf-heard conversation,
and Connen-Neute eased. “ Go ahead and shift,” he said. “You're lucky Silld's with them. They’re afraid
to show their fear in front of her.”

Fear ? Alissa thought. She was the one sheking. Alissatook a steadying bregth, then shifted. She took
along time, concentrating on making sure she reappeared in her best outfit. Immediately the pain in her
hand grew worse. Nauseous, shefdl to St on the sand.

Her somach clenched as she looked at her hand. The wrapping had vanished when she shifted. Ugly
purple and yelow discoloration patterned her skin between the red gashes where bones had been did
back under the skin. Alissa's breath came in short pants to keep from passing out. She would never be
ableto useit again. She knew it.

“Here)” Connen-Neute said, holding out a ding. “Yar-Taw set it. He gave you a ward to dull the



pan, too. He said you should regain most of its movement. HE Il bind it again for you, I'm sure. But you
ought not shift anymore urttil it’s hedled further.”

Alisas gomach was railing. Why had he bothered? Why were they tdking as if she had a
tomorrow? They were going to make her destroy Beast. What did it dl matter?

But she let hm help put the ding over her shoulder and arrange her hand in it. The pain besting the
ward made her grit her teeth until she saw spots, but she wouldn't pass out. Keribdis was watching.
Alissawouldn't give her the satisfaction.

She was dmog panting when they were done. The wind was suddenly chill, and she shivered. “You
promised you wouldn't tdl anyone,” she whispered.

Connen-Neute exhded long and dow. He glanced up a Sllds peak and back again. “Keribdis
recognized Beast in your thoughts. If | hadn't told them, you would have awoken ringed by the entire
conclave with them thinking you were ferd.”

“They're going to make me kill her anyway!” she exclaimed, dropping her head as the edges of her
vidon started to go black. “I won't,” she whispered. “1 won't, and you know it.” She tried to stand,
faling. The pain in her hand was amost too much to bear.

Connen-Neute's eyes were hard with determination as she fdl back. “I got you a chance, Alisa” He
hestated. “ There s going to be ameeting,” he said quieter.

“Itsatrid. Cdl it what it id” she demanded, her heart pounding. She had to get away. She could fly
back to the Hold. She could make it. Why had she ever come looking for them?

“It snot atrid,” he said uncomfortably.

“I'll be ganding done?’ she asked hitterly. “I'll be judifying my actions?” Connen-Neute wouldn't
meet her eyes. “Then it satrid,” she sad.

“It's amesting where you will try to convince the mgority of the conclave that Beast is not a threst to
you or anyone ese. You don't have to convince Keribdis, only hdf of them—"

“Keribdis owns dl but a handful!” Alissa exclamed.

“If you can do that, you'll be dlowed to remain as you are,” Connen-Neute finished.
“Andif | can't?’ she asked, her somach denching.

He said nothing, not even looking &t her.

Slence settled over them. She looked a her hand in its ding. Heartache went through her as she
redized she had logt her ring. “Where's Strdl?” she said. Her ring—her wedding ring—gone.

“Close, but out of 9ght so they won't make him leave.”

A cold feding went through her. She touched the back of her head, making a smdl noise when she
found alump. She mus have been knocked out. She didn’t remember that.

“| do,” Beast muttered, and then Alissadid aswdl.

The sound of gpproaching voices pulled her atention down the beach, and her anxiety flowed back
tenfold. Connen-Neute extended a hand to help her rise. His smooth face was pale and worried. She
stood, wavering. Her knees fdt asif they wouldn’t support her. Alissa brushed her good hand down her
Master’s attire, wishing she had something nicer to wear to her lynching. Her hand trembled as she
reached for Tadon. The bird cluttered comfortingly, worrying Alissa's fingers until she put Taon on her
shoulder. “I’'m ready.”
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Alissa walked besde Connen-Neute, feding like a prisoner. Her hand throbbed under the
pain-deadening ward. The Masters they passed paused their conversations, turning them into a buzz of
private menta communication hazing the edge of her awareness. She diffened, touching Taon's slky
feathers for reassurance.

Connen-Neute subtly guided her to a table and three chairs waiting in the shade above the high tide
mark. They looked out of place on the sand, the impresson strengthened by the woven mat under them.
The odd trees arched overhead to provide rdief from the sun, and the wind off the water made it coal.
Her heart pounded as she saw Y ar-Taw waiting. His trousers, long deeveless vest, and shirt were black;
hisyelow sash went to the ground.

“Sill think it's not atrid?’ she said hitterly to Connen-Neute as she took in the semicirde of empty
cushions surrounding the table at a respectful distance. Behind them were benches. They were dl dike,
the degant, detailed carvings making it obvious that someone had made them from ther thoughts. The
table hdd a pitcher and set of cups. Alissa fdt a pang of worry when she found her smdl, rude-looking
cup of stone amongst them. One more thing to have to explain, she thought sourly. One more thing to
st Keribdis againg her.

“It snot atrid,” Connen-Neute muttered. “Y ar-Taw promised meit wasn't atrid.”
They came to a stop before the older Master. He looked tired. She saw no horror for her having

made a pact with her ferd nature, just a tremendous weariness. “Alissa” he said as he helped her with
her chair. “Are you dways this much trouble, or are we just lucky?’

“Shel'susudly worse,” Connen-Neute said brightly, clearly trying to lighten the mood.
She managed a smile. “Thank you for setting my hand,” she sammered as she sat.

“You'rewdcome.” Yar-Taw settled himsdf and reached for the pitcher. She reached for her cup and
proffered it as he topped off his own drink. His eyebrows rose as the water went tinkling into the stone
vesd. “| thought that was your cup,” he said. “You haven't been here long enough to make it by hand.”
He shook his head. “Thought-form, isit?’

To answer him, she set her tracings dight and made another. He picked it up and blew the dust from
it. “I"d like to know how you managed that,” he said softly as he looked it over.

Alissa fdt numb, unable to find the strength to care anymore. “No one told me it wasn't possible to
craft thought-forms out of stone until after | did it,” she said.

Connen-Neute shuffled nervoudy, findly settling himsdf on a nearby cushion.

Yar-Taw was slent, fingering the second cup. The sound of gpproaching people pulled his head up.
“Itisa trid,” he sad, and Alissa tensed. “But you can wak from here as you came if you fly the right
updraft.” She went to speak, and he hdd up a hand. “This arrangement between you and your ferd
consciousness... You know it isn't the only issue Keribdis has?”

Alissa nodded, glancing past him to the brightly colored figures moving through the brush. They were
dl dressed so nicdy. She looked like a beggar, even in her best clothes.

“Keribdis is fighting her own persond war,” Yar-Taw said, bringing her atention back. “It started
long before you were born. Wolves, | think it started before the Hold was built. Talo-Toecan is on the
other sde, and unfortunately you have become a point of contention.”

“That's not it,” Alissa protested, going slent as he raised hisfinger again.



“Whether itis or ig7't doesn't redly matter,” he said, his words quickening as the people grew close.
“The only way you can win thisis by not arguing with her. Sheis a dramatic, spoiled old woman who has
the backing of mogt of the Hold. Don’t get me wrong; she earned that backing farly. She is intdligent,
devious, and has no mercy when she is protecting Something dear to her. | expect she will rant and rave,
and if you respond in kind, her dramatics will be seen as bang judified and not as the method of
persuasion they are. Only by letting her rage done will the rest see how irrationd sheisbeing.”

He pressed his lips together and leaned back as the firg of the Masters took their spots. “I don't
agree with what you' ve done with your bestia consciousness, but maybe...” He hesitated, glandng at her
second cup. “Perhaps some good can come of it.”

“Thank you,” she said, relieved she seemed to have someone on her side.
“Or perhaps | smply don't like a bully,” he added.

Alissa's somach dropped. Unable to meet his gaze, she turned to the surrounding crowd. Slla hed
seated hersdf beside Connen-Neute. The young woman was pale, and Alissa. wished she had been adle
to explain to Slla about Beast. Who knew what lies Keribdis had told her?

Alissaturned to Yar-Taw. “Where are Strdll and Lodesh?” she questioned.
“Kegping themselves a the edges where they ought to be,” Yar-Taw said serioudly.

Sifling a surge of annoyance, Alissaran amentd search, startled to find both Strell and Lodesh up a
nearby tree like boys at a village hanging. Peering closer, she spotted Strell’s hat, the one she had given
him ages ago. She gave him a weak amile, and a large leeflike frond moved contrary to the breeze. It
made her more confident. She took a sp of water, but her fingers trembled as she set her cup down. Her
hand hurt through the ward, and she cradled it.

“Wolves” Yar-Taw muttered, his gaze on the sky. “Here she comes. | imagine thisisgoing to be one
of her more dramatic entrances.”

The crowd became noisy as everyone found his or her place. Alissa squinted into the noon-bright
sky. She brushed a gtrand of hair from her eyes with her good hand. Looking as if it was coming out of
the sun was a golden form: Keribdis.

Beadt tirred at Alissal's darm. Together they watched Keribdis circle and land far enough away that
the sand and spray she kicked up would hit no one. The older raku surveyed dl from her higher vantage
point, nodding to severa on the benches. Alissa's brow furrowed a the discoloration about her eye. It
had clearly been subjected to a three-day accelerated heding. It hardly seemed right, Alissa thought
with a stab of irony. When in the past, Alissa had taught Redal-Stan the tricky ward, who in turn taught it
to everyone ese, Keribdis included.

There was a swdling in the sublimind buzz of private conversations. “I'm not afraid of her,” Beast
sad into ther shared thoughts, and a wash of prideful stisfaction went through Alissa as they gazed a
the tender-looking scar on her thigh.

“l am,” Alissa thought back sourly.

Beast harrumphed. “ She can’t bring us down. Look how dull her hide is. She's thin from age,
not strength. She hasn’t the stamina.”

“Perhaps.” Alissa pushed her cup away. “But it didn't do us any good, did it?

“She cheated. This one can’t catch us,” Beast added, and Alissa fdt a glimmer of hope. She could
aways flee. Leave Keribdis to sulk on her idand. Beast could get them back to the coast. But even as
she thought it, her thoughts turned to Strell. She couldn’t leave him.

There was a pull upon Alissd's tracings as Keribdis shifted to her amdler sze. Smdler, but no less



formidable, Alissa decided, blinking in surprise as she took the woman in.

Keribdis had appeared in an extravagant dress of patterns and colors the likes of which would take
Alissa years to make. Gold and red interwove with dark greens and bronzes. Her obsidian har shone,
piled atop her head as Silld s often was, the ribbons holding it in place tralling in the siff breeze. Her scarf
was the only thing unchanged, and it drew Alissa's eye like the sun. The stark crimson was surrounded
by so many colors and shapes that a firg it seemed the only place Alissa could look at. But the color
was S0 vibrant, shefindly had to look away.

Alissa squinted at her, suddenly seeing the woman's extravagant clothes as an overdone costume
worn to appease someone's idea of saf-worth. Looking down a her own atire, she saw it in the same
way. Her hair blew into her eyes, and she wished she had cut it to a proper foothills length. She wished
she had worn her old clothes. She wished she hadn't tried to be anything other than a fam girl. What the
Wolves was she doing here?

Keribdis made her sedate way across the hot sand to Silla, ignoring Alissa completely. “Silla, dear,”
ghe said gently as she drew the young woman to her feet. “Why are you here?’

Slldschin quivered, but her eyes grew determined. 1 want to day,” she said.

“But until you scribe your name on the cigtern, you have no voice in the council,” Keribdis sad
persuasively. “There's no reason for you to have to witness this. Go wait on the overlook. I'll tdl you
what happens. Every little detail.”

Slldslips parted in dishdief. “Alissaismy friend,” she said. “I want to Say.”
Alissafdt a surge of rdlief. Sllawas ill her friend.

Keribdis drew Silla sumbling out of the conglomeration. “Silla” Her voice was harder. “This is
nothing you need to see. Nothing that concerns you.”

“The sanity of my friend doesn’'t concern me?’
“Student—" Keribdis started, her eyes holding a severe look of reprimand.

“Let Sllagay,” Yar-Taw interrupted. “She’'s a member of the conclave, whether she has scratched
her name on some fool wall or not. If you want to keep with Hold traditions, then | suggest we go back
to the Hold so we can.”

There were muttered agreements, and Alissa watched with satisfaction as Keribdis forced her brow
smooth. “You're such adear,” she sad to Sllaas she gave her aquick hug. “If you're that concerned for
your new friend, of course you should stay. Thereisa spot in the back.”

“| dready have a sedt,” she sad. Not wating for a reply, she strode to her cushion beside
Connen-Neute and sat in a huff of nervousness and determination.

Keribdis was left ganding done. She looked shocked. Her eyes narrowed as she met Alissa's gaze,
and Alissalooked away. Silla's defiance hadn't helped in the least.

“About time we saw some backbone inthat girl,” Yar-Taw said, making Alissa fed somewhat better.
He gave Alissa an encouraging smile, then stood. “Keribdis” he sad loudly, gesturing. “Come and St
with us”

“| prefer to stand,” she said, moving gracefully forward despite asmdl limp.

“Your preference, of course” Yar-Taw poured her a cup of water.

Alissaligened carefully to his tone and decided to take his advice on how to confront Keribdis. His
words were dightly sarcastic but dill polite. She snuck glances at the surrounding Masters, seeing severd
with amused expressons. Hope made her St draighten Keribdis took a stance in the shade midway
between the table and the assemblage. She heditated as if gathering her thoughts, her head bowed in



concentration. The crowd grew quiet. Looking surprised at the sudden slence, Keribdis brought her
head up. The wind blew upon her ribbons, fluttering her long skirt and sash.

“l have spent much time in meditation,” she said softly, “thinking how best to confront the problem
that has come before us” Keribdis looked at Alissa, and Alissa stared back. “She has willfully
maintained her unlawful fera consciousness. We thought it couldn’'t be done,” she sad into the uneasy
dlence. “But her trangtion from Keeper to Master was not executed properly.”

“Sill think it's not a trial 7 Alissa said slently to Connen-Neute, and his ears reddened.
“It's a dtuation that can be remedied, and | say we should,” Keribdis finished.

Alissa opened her mouth, but Yar-Taw shook his head. “Not yet,” he sad softly, then louder to
everyone dse, “We meet today to tak over Alissa's well-being. As has been correctly stated, she has
made a pact with her betid consciousness instead of outright destroying it. We need to determine if this
hes a detrimentd effect, and if so, begin to explore remedies.”

Keribdis took a step toward the table. “That iswhat | said,” she accused as she raised her cup and
took asp. Her eyesfdl upon the stone cups. They widened as she redized there were two now where
there had only been one before. Clearly they were thought-forms. Alissa mockingly picked one up,
slently daiming her accomplishmentt.

Keribdis's shock vanished, and her face went hard. “I want to tak to it” she said, and Alisa

blanched at the force behind the smple request. “I want to talk to your bestid consciousness. Let us see
it so we can decideif it's safe. Seeif you contral it, or it controls you.”

Alissa's chin trembled as her shock turned to anger. 1t? Beast was not an it. She lowered her eyes,
swdlowing the inqult. “Her,” Alissa said shortly, and Keribdis paused.

“Her wha?”’
“Besst isa her, not aniit.”

Keribdis looked over the surrounding people, a mocking arch to her eyebrows. “Her, then,” she
drawled patronizingly.

Alissa seethed, taking another Sp from her stone cup.

Keribdis gracefully folded hersdf onto a chair with her hands on her lap. “Well, where is—Beast? Or
are you not redly in control ? Is it a mistake that brings her on?

“No,” Alissa lied. She glanced a Slla and then away. The gl looked frightened, and Alissa
wondered agan what Keribdis had told her. “But Beast promised she wouldn't take over my actions,
and she won't, unless| pass out or I'min danger.”

Keribdis s eyes bore into her, but her words were for the crowd. “How convenient. A mord beast.
But you are in danger. Tdl your beast you'rein danger for your very life”

Alissa took a dow breath. Her heart pounded, and she fdt ill from the pain in her hand. “Think on
the wind,” Beast said, confusang Alissa. “1'd like to be entirely me to answer her, so you must relax
and trust me to give yourself back to you when I’'m done.”

Aware that everyone had gone slent, Alissa nodded. An odd feding of detachment dipped over her.
She clenched, her fingers gripping her cup tightly. Then, with Beast’s admonishment, she relaxed, finding
hersdf wondering why she couldn’t see the updrafts any longer and why the sound of the surf was muted.
Her fear of Keribdis shifted to contempt. How dare the old femde try to out fly her. To succumb to the
drength of youth was the way of the world.

Alissa fdt a shiver pass over her, and everyone gasped. Tdon left her, hopping to Silla The young
woman didn’t seem to notice as she clutched Connen-Neute's arm. “You're old,” Alissa heard hersdlf



say, the words enunciated with more care than she ever took.

Keribdis went ashen, covering her sudden shock by standing up. “ She's putting distance between
us,” Beast sad into AlissA's thoughts. “ She knows we can out fly her.” Alissa fdt a bewildering spin
as she tried to look at the crowd, finding she couldn’t. Beast was concentrating on Keribdis with the
intentness of a predator and wouldn't dlow it. “But | won't talk to you,” Beast said to Keribdis. “You're
achild and would misunderstand anything | might say.”

“Child” Keribdis exclamed. Her fright was gone or hidden very wel. She tossed her head to send
her ribbons fluttering in a blatant attempt to pull dl attention to her. Beast adjusted their posture dightly. It
was a andl move, but the men in the crowd suddenly had dack faces. Beast understood now she was
encouraging them to try to bring her to ground, but aslong as she was free to fly, filling them with a desire
they couldn’t stisfy gave her power over them.

“l am not a child” Keribdis said, ganing a least the women's atention. “1 am older than you by
seven hundred years, you ash-ridden foathills spawn.”

Alissa fdt her breath leave her in a languorous Sgh. “I remember the birth of the wind,” she said
dowly. “You only rideiit.”

Keribdis blinked, her lips dightly parted. But her jaw returned to a dench long before the Masters
behind her remembered to breathe.

“Maybe that’s enough, Beast?" Alissa questioned, not liking the lack of control she had. No wonder
Beadt liked to fly. It was the only freedom Alissa gave her. Perhaps she wasn't being far to her ferd
CONSCiOUSNESS.

“Are you sure?’ Beast said as she breathed in the sweet ar, and Alissa andled for the fird time the
difference in the mirth trees. “1 could end this quickly if you would shift. This should be settled in the
air asit has been for thousands of years.”

“No!” Alissa cried adoud, and snatched control back. The world seemed to hiccup, and Alissa
blinked, startled to find hersdf seeing everything in the mundane way she dways had.

The Masters exchanged uneasy glances. It was obvious they knew Beast was gone. “What did she
sy to you?’ Keribdis asked, her predatory gleam shaken. “There a the end?’

Alissa dlowed hersdf a smirk, though she was shaking indde. “She suggested we should sttle thisin
the ar as has been done for thousands of years.”

Keribdis drummed her fingers together asif to point out Alissa's shorter digits. “Perhaps we should,”
ghe threstened.

Beast surged forward. “You cheet,” she said through Alissa “But you would il lose, winglet,” she
added, then vanished.

Yar-Taw raised a hand to ease the soft murmuring. “Enough,” he said, taking a nervous glance a
Alissa “We ve seen Beast, heard her speak. What say you, Keribdis?’

“I want it dead,” Keribdis sad flatly.

Alisa jerked her head up. Swdlowing, she went cold. The Master was playing no longer. The
flamboyant dramatics were gone. Keribdis's fear of loang control of the conclave, of her indhility to
control Alissa, had burned dl emotions from her except an unbreskable determination. Even Keribdis's
fear had been destroyed. This was what everyone had warned Alissa of, and she hadn’t understood.

“l want it dead,” she repeated, loud into the shocked hush. “The ferd consciousness that evolves
upon firg trandtion mus be destroyed. Tao-Toecan faled. It must be done now.”

Keribdis stepped forward, and Alissa shrank back in her chair, her bravado vanishing as if it had



never existed. “ Sheis a dangerous mix,” Keribdis said. She leaned over the table so her trailing ribbons
nealy touched it. “Not fera, not sane. She's a carrier of disease, unable to succumb but infecting those
around her. She made Connen-Neute feral. She might do the sameto Silla” She stood up and faced the
crowd. “ She might do the same to one of you!”

“No!” Connen-Neute shouted, standing up. “That’s not what happened.”

“St down, Master Connen-Neute!” Yar-Taw exclamed over the risng murmur. Alissa looked from
Connen-Neute' s anguished expression to Sllas horror-struck one. Keribdis knew Silla was baancing
on the edge, and she was going to make Alissa take the blameif shefdll.

“Beadt is not a disease,” Alissa said over the tak both doud and unheard. “She in't something that
evolved during my firg shift to Magter. She isn't something foreign to be destroyed. She's dways been
there, just mixed up with the rest of me” The Masters dilled themsdves, ligening, and Alissa took a
Seadying bresth. “1 believe Beast was separated into her own being the firg time | shifted to a raku.
Beast ig't evil, just out of place. Just like everyone es2's beast. None of you have destroyed your
beasts. You only suppressed them.”

For a heartbesat, there was slence. Alissa became afraid when horror washed over the faces daring at
her. Then the crowd roared denid. Keribdis looked satisfied. “I want it dead,” she said over the noise. “I
wart it dead, now. There' s no both. There's one or the other. | do not have a beast in my thoughtdl”

“You do!” Alissa exclamed.
“Kill it!”
Frightened, Alissa stood, her pulse pounding. “You can’t make mekill her.”

Keribdis s face went ugly. “Then | will rip your sentience from you and return you to what you redly
ae ananmd.”

The noise fdl to nothing. Alissa's bresth camein a panicked gasp. Then, redizing what Keribdis was
proposing, she dumped. Rdiegf poured through her so quickly and strong, she had to support hersdf
agand the table. It was over. Almog she laughed, catching it as they would think she had snapped.
Keribdis had come out with the worst she could think of, and it was a threst that couldn’t harm Alissa

A amile, unhdped and honest, came over her. Keribdis blinked, and Alissa let it grow. She dropped
her eyes, dmost embarrassed for the woman's misunderstanding. “You can't take my sentience” Alissa
sad softly, her eyes on her stone cup. “You can suppress it, perhaps, but Beast won't take control as
your crushed, bound ferd sdves would.” She fdt her pulse dow as Beast laughed within their thoughts.
“I'd day as | am. You can't hurt me, Keribdis” Alissa straightened, teking a clean, deep breath of air.
“You can't. There' s nathing you can do to me”

Alissalooked over the assemblage, reading the fear on some, the awe of understanding on far more.
Her questionable pact with her beast had made her untouchable by their severest punishment and immune
to thar greatest fear of becoming ferd.

“I’'m going back to my boat,” Alissa said, supporting her weight on the table with her good hand. Her
knees were weak, but it was from redizing her pogtion of power, not her fear. “As soon as the stores
are restocked and the boom mended, I'm leaving. | hope some of you will return with me. Tao-Toecan
istired of being done.”

Feding more in control than she ever had before, Alissa turned and headed down the beach to the
village. Her hand throbbed, and she held it close. Beast was slent, thinking.

“Shels insane” Keribdis whispered. “You see?’ she said louder, and Alissa continued on. “She is
rogue when hersdf,” Keribdis raved. “ She is an dbomination when ferd.”

Alissa shook her head and sghed. She had been cdled worse by her own townsfolk.



“An animd!” Keribdis shouted, and Alissa fdt a pricking on her neck. “Dangerous and
uncontrollable, like a half-tamed wolf. Bringing her in among us was a fally. It will turn and tear out our
throats even as we feed itt We must destroy it now!”

“Keribdis” Yar-Taw said in warning and Alissa spun.

Thefear and hatred in the woman's golden eyes shocked Alissa to a standdtill. The woman's proud
face twisted, and she pointed. “You're a—a—"

“Half-breed?’ Alissa said, finding strength in the word. “In more ways then one. It swhy | can accept
the truth, and you can’'t.” She dghed. She would have to tdl them the entire tory. She knew they
wouldn't like it.

“Your numbers have been dropping since you learned to shift to human form,” Alissa said softly. “It's
because you're suppressing your ferd side instead of blending it back into your consciousness where it
came from. I'll admit | don’'t have it quite right, but it's better than what you have done, suppressing it so
grongly that haf of your children die trying to learn how to fly and the other hdf go ferd to keep from
becoming insane” She looked at Keribdis, feding pity at the hatred pouring from the woman. “I can help
Sllafind the balance where you cannot,” Alissa said to her aone. “And you know it.”

Having won, Alissaturned away.
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“Youwill not wak away from me without leavel”

Alissaturned on the path to give Keribdis alook she tried to keep from being mocking. There was a
flash across Alissa's tracings as a ward snapped over her, shocking her with its strength and quickness.
Alissa gasped, finding hersdf warded to stillness. She had besaten Keribdis a her game of words, so the
woman was changing the rules. Again.

“Keribdis...” Yar-Taw protested as he stood.

“Catch an updraft, Yar-Taw,” Keribdis warned, her gaze locked upon Alissa “All of you. You're
too weak and naive to see what sheis I'll take care of it. Like | dways do.”

Alarm jolted though Alissa. Steadying hersdlf, she sundered the ward. Fear flickered over them dl.
Alissa's head thrummed with the unheard comments bandied between the Masters a her show of
grength. Keribdis's surprise was replaced with a savage determination. Too late, Alissa redized her
mistake. By showing everyone wards couldn’t contain her, she had backed Keribdis into a corner. The
proud woman wouldn't accept Alissa unbroken and defiant. Keribdis needed to crush her to mantain her
grip on the conclave. They both knew it.

“She will change the rules again,” Beast warned, dmog sounding eager. “But if she takes this
into the air, she will lose.”

Appaently Yar-Taw knew it as wel, as he came out from behind the table with his hands raised
soothingly. “Keribdis...”

Keribdis ignored him. “You were to have been my student,” she said, seeming to spit the words.
“You will either respect me or you will be dead.”

“Keribdis?’ Yar-Taw questioned, his face suddenly dack as Keribdis blinked dowly, dearly stling
hersdf for something difficult.

Alisa's resolve diffened as Beast—aways confident, aways wise—grew fearful. “You can't hurt
Beadt,” Alissasad loudly. “Only | can suppress her, and | won't!”

Keribdis's pupils widened to nearly cover the unred Magter’s gold. The linesin her face deegpened.
“You will kill that beast in you before the sun moves,” Keribdis whispered, “and you will beg me to
forgive you for your reluctance.”

Yar-Taw moved, hdting at Keribdis's outflung hand. “Keribdisl” he warned. “Any action to be taken
needs to be discussed.”

“You are too weak to see the truth!” Keribdis shouted, her face flushed. “Y ou are too afraid to make
the choice!” She took a breath. “I'll make it for you.”

“Keribdis, no!” Yar-Taw exclamed.

Alissa staggered as Keribdis's thoughts crashed into hers. Anger, rage, jedousy, dl hammered a
Alissa She sumbled to find her balance. Fighting back was not an option. She could only druggle to
separate hersdf from the close menta contact Keribdis was forcing on her.

The woman's thoughts fredy mixed with her own. Alissa couldn’'t move, shocked to find Keribdis
was deathly afraid of being found lacking. The Master was consumed with her fear for Slla and the
thought she might lose the girl’s love. The shame and doubt that Talo-Toecan might never come for her
hounded her days, making everything she did seem inadequate.



Keribdis's fears poured through Alissa with the unstoppable force of a wave. It was &kin to raping
the soul, and Alissa stood, too shocked to respond. “I will have your respect,” Keribdis whispered, and
Alissa mouthed the words. “Until you giveit to me, | will have your source.”

“No!” Alissa shrieked. Jolted into action, she expunged Keribdis from her thoughts with a frightened
surge of menta force. Agony flared through her. Staggering, she clutched her chest. Keribdis was gone
from her thoughts, but something was wrong!

A savage feding of loss racked her. Helpless, she fdl to her knees. She dutched her am to hersdlf.
Struggling to breathe, Alissa pulled her head up and looked past her fdling hair. What had Keribdis
done?

The Master stood proud and savage above her as if she were the Navigator's mouthpiece. A white
sphere too bright to look at, too bright to be red, hovered above her outstretched hand.

“That's—mine” Alissa whispered, fdling forward to catch hersdf with one hand. Her broken hand
pressed agang her chest as if to keep her soul from sailling forth. Keribdis had fastened about her
source during their close contact. In forcing her out, Alissa had unintentiondly expunged her source as
wall.

“Keribdid” cried Yar-Taw in horror. His hand was on Alissa s shoulder. “What did you do!”

Alissa kndlt, gasping, wondering why she hadn’t died. Her soul lay within her, torn and ravaged. The
bright glow of Everything was gone, leaving ragged edges where death began to consume her from
indde. Her eyes closed. It was over. She could do nothing.

“She can't be controlled!” Keribdis cried wildly. “She shouldn't have a source! Talo-Toecan is
wrong! | will do it the way it should have been done! Sheis mine!”

A tiny shriek of rage came from above. Alissaturned to the sky. “Taon! No!” she exclamed, holding
up her good hand in warning. But her bird dropped, talons spread.

Keribdis' s face became ugly. There was a flash of resonance across Alissas tracings. Tdon's cry
ceased with a frightening suddenness.

Alissa fdt her life end as Tdon fdl to the sand. Not wanting to understand, Alissa reached out and
touched a disarrayed wing, tracing the familiar lines. “Tdon...” she whispered, her vison blurring as she
redized the bird was dead. “Tdon?’

The Magters stood behind Alissa, too sunned to move. Alissa fdt her lungs press againg themsdlves
as she logt the will to fill them. A blur came before her eyes. Keribdis's shoes. Blinking the tears from
her, she looked up to see Keribdis' s harsh face outlined againg the sky.

“Your sourceisming” Keribdis said, the hitterness in her voice making Alissa think her words were
like the black stains the gulls etched across the sky above her.

Keribdis didn't care, Alissa thought. She had killed Tdon without thought and had forgotten it
dready. Despair forced Alissa to take a breath. “No,” she said, but it was a futile gesture. The woman
hed changed the rules and won.

Alissals source lay in Keribdis s hand, a carrot to demand obeisance. And Alissa knew to the depths
of her soul she would take it when offered. It was only the shock of Tdon's death that kept her from
crawling even now to beg, to grovd, to promise awthing to get it back. She would agree to be
dominated forever by Keribdis even as her bird lay murdered at the woman's feet. Her wounded soul
cried out to have that warm glow of power and comfort within her again.

And Keribdis knew it, ganding above her with a hard satisfaction mirrored in her stance.
Alissa closed her eyes. Catching her breath againgt a sob, she drew upon Taon's memory to find the



drength to stedl her soul for what she was going to do.

She would not dlow hersdlf to belong to Keribdis, to anyone. She lacked the strength to wrestle her
source back, but it was close enough to use. Still—dose enough—to use.

Alissa dumped until the warmth of the sand brushed her brow. Only if her source was gone would

she not beg for it. To use it up might mean her death, but she would rather be dead than belong to this
woman.

Finding peacein the loss of hope, Alissawilled hersdf deep into her unconsciousness. She could fed
agndl part of hersdf crying, hunched in pain over Tadon. Nothing mattered anymore. She sat up, and
lifting her gaze unseeing to the sun, she set her thoughts on a mountain fortress—cold with night, peaceful
with slence—and an old raku gtting atop it, waiting, ligening at the point where night balances on the
cusp of time before becoming day.

“Usdess!” dhe cried, drawing, pulling, running every dimmer of drength from her source in
Keribdis's hand through her mind.

A blinding wave of force shot from her in a concentric, fla pulse. The surrounding Masters fdl to the
sand with hands pressed to ther ears. Her eyes on the sky and her thoughts on Tdon, Alissa fdt the
clean energy of her source race through her mind afind time. The light in Keribdis's hand vanished to
nothing, spent.

Alissa dumped to the sand. It was done. There was no need to do more.
The glow surrounding her tracings went ot.
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From behind Yar-Taw came smultaneous cries of surprise and pain as Alissa's mentd scream tore
through his mind. Clutching his head, he lurched to caich himsdf againg the table. His breath came in a
haggard gasp, and then the unheard shriek was gone. “Wolves,” he panted.

The harsh afternoon light stabbed deep behind his eyes to set up a soft throb in time with his pulse.
“Whet the ashes was tha?” Swalowing the lagt of his vertigo, he pulled his head up. Sowly the light
became tolerable. He squinted to find Keribdis at the center of her impromptu stage, saring a her empty
palm in shock. His stomach twisted in horror. Keribdis had torn Alissa's source from her while the girl
was dive and wetching.

Then Yar-Taw went dack in ave and undersanding. The menta shout. Alissa had used her source
before Keribdis could dam it. The child had used her entire source in one find defiant gesture.
“Usdess” Alissahad cried. A last show of rebdlion.

Heart pounding, he spun to Alissa. His chest denched in helplessness as he found her dumped in the
plansman’s ams as they sprawled on the sand. She had to be dead. No Magter could live without a
source. Strell desperately rocked her whispering. How had he gotten to her so fast? he wondered.
Everyone dse was 4ill picking themsdlves off the sand. Then Yar-Taw remembered that Strell was a
commoner and hadn’t fdt her mentad shot.

Close besde them was Lodesh. His hair was in disarray, and he carried an unred mix of grief and
helpless anger. His lip was bleeding. Yar-Taw glanced a Strell, wondering what had happened in the
moments he had been incapacitated.

There were severd tweaks on his awareness, and his tracings began to resonate in response to others
setting up hedling wards. He decided to live with the bruise across his tracings until it hedled on its own.
He might have a more dire need for the ward later.

“Stay with me, Alissa” Strell whispered, and Yar-Taw started. She was 4ill dive?

Tenang with a righteous anger, Yar-Taw turned to Keribdis. She was stock-till in bewilderment.
“What?' she sammered, Saring a her empty hand. “What happened to it?’

“She used it before you could,” he said, surprised to find his voice hoarse. “Damn you, Keribdis”
For thefird timein hislife, Yar-Taw saw Keribdis sruggle for understanding.

“But—I was going to giveit back,” she said, dazed.

“When?' He draightened, his mation dow as he fdt the weight of two decades of fdly fdl upon him.
He had waited too long, and now it was too late. “After she groveled a your feet for it?” He glanced at
Alissa, his breath quickening. “After you hammered her into submisson? After you broke her down to
what you have made the rest of us? You ripped it from her soul!”

Keribdis shook her head asif dearing her thoughts. “1 was teaching her humility.”

Yar-Taw laughed. It was a hitter, mirthless sound. “You taught her the power of self-sacrifice. You
taught her you were vengeful and cruel, moved by jedousy. And you taught us the same.”

Keribdis diffened, jolted back to her usud sdf. “I just saved everyone' slife”

“Youkilled us” he said with afdse cdm as he took a step closer. “Alissa was the Hold' s transeunt.
She was our future”

“Sllais our future” Keribdis haughtily adjusted her sash, her face twiding with a savage satisfaction
as she looked at Alissa dumped againg the plainaman. “That”—she pointed—"*was an accident. | can



bring sx like her up in two centuries. And do a Wolf-torn better job of it than Talo-Toecan did.”

Jaw denching, Yar-Taw took another step forward. “We don't have two hundred years” he said
tightly. Beso-Ran dipped behind him, giving him strength.

“She's dill dive” Srel said raggedly, and Yar-Taw heard by the pain in his voice how deep ther
unfortunate bond went.

Keribdis pursed her lips and Yar-Taw’s frudraions swelled. “I think giving you the privilege of
teaching the next transeunt was amistake,” he said, gratified when Keribdis s face went dack in surprise.
“| think if you hadn’'t done this, you would have crushed her dowly so we couldn’t tell,” he added, his
jaw aching from denching it. “I think you were afraid of her.”

Despite his efforts, his words got louder. I think you wanted a transeunt that you controlled,”
Yar-Taw said, coming nose to nose with her, not caring that she was white with rage. “And when
Tado-Toecan,” he shouted, “nurtured one better than you could have, meking her into someone you
couldn’'t manipulate, you killed her!”

“She'snot dead!” Strell cried desperatdly. “ Someone tdl me how to help her!”

Yar-Taw sad nothing, focused on Keribdis. That Alissa was dill dive was a miracle, but no Master
could live without a source. And to tdl the plainsman that was beyond him right now.

Keribdis's mouth snapped shut. “She was insane. You saw her! You dl saw her!” she cried as she
took a step back. “She dill had her feral consciousnessl Are you blind?’

“Not anymore.” Yar-Taw tugged his sash draight as he fdt the support of the Masters coming to
gtand behind him.

Keribdis sputtered in dishdief. “She bruised everyone's tracings while | was holding her strength in
my hand!” she raged. “You would not be dive had she held her source at the timel”

“None of us would be hurt if you hadn’t ripped her source away and dangled it before her like her
dill-beeting heart.” Yar-Taw heard Strdl’s horror-filled intake of breath as the man findly understood
what had happened. “She could have done far worse. She didn't.” Yar-Taw took another step forward.
“You are the beast, Keribdis. You tore Alissa's source from her soul. The punishment for such a crime
has been written.”

For a heartbeat, Keribdis stood with incredulity in her eyes. “She was going to destroy us dl!” she
excdlamed. “Didn’'t you see?’

Yar-Taw steadied himsdf, foraing his feding of illness away. He could fed the rest of the conclave
behind him, their agreement brushing the edges of his bruised tracings. His bresth was dow and even.
“The punishment for taking another’ s source while dive is to be made ferd, Keribdis,” he said evenly.

Keribdis blinked in disbelief. “You wouldn't,” she breathed. “You can't. | was right for what | did,
and you know it. You're cowards!” she said, pointing. “Afraid to make the choices that mugt be made.
She was a mistake! She never should have been dlowed to be engendered!”

“She was a Master, Keribdis. And you took her source.”
“She was a foothills half-breed that Talo-Toecan dressed up and played pretend with!”

Strell took aragged breeth, and Yar-Taw tensed. “ She was—a Master,” Yar-Taw said, hanmeing
a the word. “One you couldn’t control, and that's why you killed her.” His eyes went hard. “You're
tried and sentenced, Keribdis.”

Keribdis went white. For an ingant, Yar-Taw saw fear. She los her arrogant stance as he fdt a
collective nod from the Masters behind him. Then she pulled hersdf straight, her mouth curving upward
into a mirthless amile. “Who will do it?’ she said, her voice mocking. “The law says | mug lose my



sentience. Will you take it, Yar-Taw? Beso-Ran? Neugwin?’ The proud lines returned to her face as her
gaze went over Yar-Taw's shoulder and among the Masters.

Yar-Taw diffened. She was right. There were so few of them now, even her crimes could be
overlooked to keep them one step further from extinction.

“No,” she said caudicdly. “None of you will because you know I'm right. | saved you, and you're
too cowardly to admit it. She was a blagphemy. An @omination. A putrid caricature of what a Master
is”

There was a gasp from Strell, and Yar-Taw’'s breath came quick in anger. “Leave, Keribdis”
Yar-Taw sad. “Leave, and don't come back to theidand.”

Keribdis laughed. “You know I'm right, or you'd take my sentience right now.”
“It's cdled mercy, Keribdis. Leave”

“It's cowardice!” she asserted. “And you can't make me leave. Not any of you aone. Not dl of you
combined. But I'll be damned before | stay with such ungrateful, shortsighted fools.” She turned her back
to them and waked away, confident they wouldn't harm her. Yar-Taw’s mouth twisted, knowing her
trust was well-founded.

Once more in the sun, she gave them a disparaging look ripe with disgust. Her hair glinted, and she
pulled her ribbons from it as if divorcing hersdf of an unwanted burden. “Go back to Tao-Toecan with
your tals tucked,” she said caudicdly as the lat fluttered from her. “And when he cdls you fools, come
back, and I'll accept your apologies.”

Yar-Taw spun a ablur of motion. It was Strell.

Lodesh was quick behind the man. “Stay out of it!” the Keeper shouted, lunging to bring Strell to a
halt two man lengths before reaching Keribdis.

Strell rose with a frightening determination. Lodesh yanked his arm, throwing him spinning back into
the crowd. Keribdis watched, unafraid and uncaring. Lodesh dabbed at his lip again. “1 will not stand
before Alissa and try to explan why I'm dive and you're dead!” he shouted at the incensed plaingman.
“Stay where you belong. You can’'t do anything!”

Frudtration and rage, quickly followed by hopelessness and grief, passed over Strdll. Shaking off the
hands supporting him, he stood protectively over Alissa His hands were clenched to make his neck and
amslike cords. “They’reletting her get away with it,” he sad bitterly, and Y ar-Taw fet a twinge of guilt.
“That—animal—hurt Alissa She's dying, and your precious Masters are going to let her go. Without
even an acknowledgment she did wrong!”

Keribdis made a patronizing sound and shifted. Golden and shimmering in the noon sun, she legpt into
the ar. The backwash from her wings threw dry sand into the air. When Yar-Taw dropped his am from
his face, she was gone. He fdt ill. She had been right, though. They were cowards. cowards for not
fallowing through with her sentence, cowards for alowing her to tdl them what to think for so long,
cowards for not stopping her before she did—did this.

Sick at heart, he turned to face the aftermath of Keribdis's jeaousy.
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“Hep me” Strdl said. His face was s0 grief-dtricken tha Yar-Taw cringed. “Help me get her
somewhere” Strell inggted.

“Srdl,” Yar-Taw said. “I'm sorry. A Master can't live without a source.”

Crouching, Strel pulled Alissa into a gtting pogtion to better grip her. “She igT't dead yet,” he
snarled. “Damn you dl to the Navigator’'s hdll.”

“Piper...” Lodesh warned, glancing uneesily at Y ar-Taw.

“Shut your mouth, Lodesh,” the plainsman said, sruggling to pick her up. “You may be frightened of
them, but I'm not.”

Yar-Taw bowed his head. There was nothing he could do. He stood unmoving as the rest of the
Masters began to dip away. Slla was aready gone, probably frightened by Keribdis's bloodlust. Alissa
should have never come. She should have let them stay logt. She should have let them languish into
nothing.

“Someone needs to find Silla” Yar-Taw said, caiching Beso-Ran's thick am as he passed. “I can't
sense her. She'suang that new block of hers”

The heavysst Master nodded. He glanced at Alissa before waking away.
“Connen-Neute?’ Neugwin cdled. “ Connen-Neute? Are you dl right?’

Yar-Taw turned, derted by the worry in the woman’s voice. Her long-fingered hand gently shook
Connen-Neute' s shoulder. The young Master was stting where he had been during the trid, Sllas
cushion empty beside him. His face was dack in concentration. His eyes were closed. His bresthing was
dow and deep. Clearly he wasin a deep trance. Then Connen-Neute's head tilted as Strell lurched to his
feat and Alissa's head thumped againgt his chest.

Yar-Taw's face went cold in understanding. “ Stop!” he shouted, causng Neugwin to draighten in
dam. “Don’'t touch him. Strell, don’t move.”

The Masters within earshot hesitated, looking back. He strode to Alissa, peering a her cradled in
Srdl’s arms. Ingtead of showing pain, her face was as blank as Connen-Neute's. “They're linked,” he
breathed.

Neugwin gasped. “How?’ she sammered, going pae.

“Connen-Neute sad they’ve pickabacked,” Yar-Taw sad. “He snatched her consciousness up and
iskeeping her dive” Yar-Taw reached for Alisa

“Stay away!” Strdll exdlaimed as he backed up. “You were going to let her die”

The plainsman's face was angry and desperate, and Yar-Taw hed his hands up in placation.
“Don’t—don't move!” he said. “Please. Connen-Neute has pickabacked her consciousness on his. HE's
keegping her dive, breathing for her, kegping her heart besting, but if you move her too far away, it might
kill them both.”

“Pleasal” Yar-Taw cried as Strdll took a migrusful step backward. “If she dies, Connen-Neute dies
with her. He might not be able to separate himsdf from her.”

Yar-Taw fdtill, proud of Connen-Neute but curang the young Master’ s sense of responghility a the
same time. Around him, the conclave dispersed, their faces and motions subdued with understanding a
the double tragedy. Neugwin stood helpless over Connen-Neute. Tears dipped down her cheeks,



unremarked upon and without shame. Wyden stood beside her. It was only a matter of time. They would
lose two children today, not just one.

“Then, she' s—she'sdl right?” Strell asked, sounding as if he was afraid to hope.

Yar-Taw shook his head. “How long can this |la3?’ he said, gesturing weskly as Wyden helped
Neugwin to a bench. “An hour? Until sunset? A day? Connen-Neute is strong, but when he fails, they'll
both die.”

Neugwin huddled into hersdf. Wyden sat beside her and rocked the adult Master like a child. “He
looked so like his mother,” Connen-Neute's aunt whispered, and Yar-Taw fdt a dir of anger as he
redized they were dl to blame for this

Strel closed his eyes. He buried his face in Alissals tumbled hair. When he looked up, Yar-Taw was
adonished a the determination, not despair, in his eyes. “Someone put a cushion in front of
Connen-Neute,” Strell rasped, and Lodesh's eyes widened at the tone of commeand in the plainsman's
voice. “l want to set her down in front of Connen-Neute,” he said louder, frowning until Lodesh put a
pillow on the ground.

“Strdl...” Yar-Taw protested.

“You were going to let her die on the sand,” he sad hitterly. “You will do what | want. If
Connen-Neute is keeping her dive, it might be easier for im if she is gtting up as he is” He awkwardly
kndt with Alissa. She did to the ground, haf supported by the plansman. “Forgive me if I'm wrong,
Alissa” Yar-Taw heard him whisper as he propped her awkwardly up like adoll. Strell’s breath came in
ahopeful gasp as her posture sraightened. “1t's working!” he whispered as she took on a more normal
appearance.

Neugwin pulled her head up. Her tear-streaked face was utterly blank. Strell put Alissals handsin her
lap, mimicking Connen-Neute. Her fingers curved to maich Connen-Neute's, broken though they were.
Caefully, Srell pulled his supporting hand away. Alissa sat firm.

Face tight with anger, Strell rose. “1 want that tent moved,” he said bdlligerently.

“I'll do it,” Neugwin said abruptly.

“I'll hdp you,” Wyden added.

Strell’s anger vanished. The heartfelt look he gave the two women overflowed with gratitude. Used to
such quick trangtions of emation, Yar-Taw nevertheless grunted in surprise. Neugwin rose with Wyden's

support. The two passed in front of Yar-Taw. Neugwin's hand reached out, but she didn't touch
Connen-Neute.

Yar-Taw blinked as he found Strell gtaring at him with hot accusation. The man was halding one of
the chairs for support. The faigue of the last few days clearly pulled a Strell, gnawing a him like a cur.
“Put a preservation ward on Talon,” Strdl said bluntly.

“Srel...”

The plansman’s eyes narrowed. “1 have sat and done nothing,” he said. His hand was shaking as he
hed it out to keep Lodesh from saying anything. “I’'m done with it. Every time | let one of you Masters
near my Alissa—"

“Your Alissa?’ Yar-Taw questioned.

“My Alissa” Strel said, his voice hard. “Every time you tdl me what's best for her, she ends up
unconscious, burned, under award, or nearly dead. I'm tired of saving her. Now, ligen. And do what |
say.” Rulling himsdf upright, Strell poked afinger into Yar-Taw’s chest. “And before you get uppity with
me, I’'m not a sudent. I'm not a Keeper. I'm Strell Hirdune, the Hold's piper with a room in the tower.



Y ou will treat me with the respect that comes with that.”

Yar-Taw's jaw dropped. He could kill the man with a thought. How could Strell presume he was an
equa? His gaze darted to Lodesh. The Keeper stood with shock and darm on his face. “Piper of the
Hold? Yar-Taw questioned.

“Piper of the Hold,” the agitated plainsman snarled. “ Do you understand?’

Yar-Taw was a a complete loss. It was like alittle dog ygpping at the heds of a bull. But what would
it hurt to give alittle? To placate im would do no harm, and the man certainly had the courage of a raku.
“What do you want?’ Yar-Taw asked.

Strel picked up Alissals bird. Never more than a step from Alissa, he faced Yar-Taw. His face was
lined with grief and anger, and he cradled the smdll bird asif it were a child. “Put a preservation ward on
Tdon,” he said, his voice cracking.

“When Alissa wakes, el want to say a proper good-bye, not one to a mound in the sand.”

“Srdl...” Yar-Taw began, then hestated as Strel’s jaw clenched. “All right” Yar-Taw sad
cautioudy, putting the ward in place and windng at the hurt from his bruised tracings. It was a amdl thing,
not worth arguing over. And easier than tdling the man she wouldn't wake to say that good-bye. Not
when Strell was so raw with pain.

The plainsman dumped as if a hard knot of emotion had loosened. “When I'm sure Alissa is getting
no worse, I'm going to the boat. Lodesh? Y ou' re coming with me. I’'m going to need your hdp saling it.”

“The boat?’ Lodesh said wonderingly. “You can’'t make it to the Hold in time”
His gaze went accusing. “I'm not going to the Hold. I'm going to find Keribdis.”
“What!”

Srdl’ sfigs clenched. “ Someone has to tdl her what she did was wrong. And since none of you seem
to be capable of it, | will.”

Lodesh moved to stand beside Yar-Taw. His face was creased, and his green eyes looked dead.
“Shell outright kill you, Strdll. Just like Tdon.”

Strel’s bresth camein a quick sound. “I'm a shade more durable than a bird. And | wasn't planning
onwaking up and asking if she would like to discussit over tea.”

Yar-Taw fdt astab of guilt. It was an emotion he was becoming uncomfortably familiar with. Though
the man's understanding was woefully inadequate, his bravery wasn't. “Strel,” he said reluctantly.
“Keribdis needs to be punished for what she has done. But it's not that we don’'t want to. It's that we
can't”

“You outnumber her!” Strell shouted.

“She would have shifted and flown. No one here can catch her.” Yar-Taw moved uneedly from foot
to foot. “And as for carrying out the judgment? | can’'t do it. Perhaps once, but not now. Not anymore.
I’ve been complacent too long.”

Strell’s arms were diff at his Sdes. “You're afrad. She was right. You're a fortress of cowards,
hiding from your mistakes.”

L odesh reached out to restrain him, and Strdl shook him off. Yar-Taw swallowed his anger, knowing
Srdl was't in hisright mind. “Am | afraid of the horror of taking someone's sentience?’ Yar-Taw sad
diffly. “Yes, I'm afraid. But that wouldn't stop meif | thought | could do it.” He went to the table, stting
30 he could see Alissa Sumping, he looked away. Ashes, he was tired. “Strell,” he said rdluctantly. “I
physcdly cannot take Keribdis's sentience away.” He glanced a Lodesh, embarrassed for spesking
aoud of such things



“Why not?’ Strell demanded, and Y ar-Taw blinked at the man’s attitude.

“None of us can,” Yar-Taw said. “Her grip on us is too sure, too tight. To take someone's
sentience—or suppress it until the ferd consciousness takes over, if Alissa is right—requires tha the one
carying out the verdict is stronger of will than the condemned. Keribdis would have fought, and the
sronger-willed Master would have won.” Yar-Taw frowned, not liking the feding of inadequacy and
liking even less having to admit it to a commoner. “She would have taken my awareness instead of the
other way around.”

Yar-Taw fdt his face go dack in a sudden thought. “That's why Keribdis was so storm-bent on
dominating Alissa...” he whispered, thinking it was the ugliest thing he had said in along time. “Alissa had
proved she was sronger willed, in the ar as a raku and on the ground as a Master. Apart from
Tao-Toecan, she was the sole person capable of bringing Keribdis to justice. Perhaps,” he wondered
aoud, “thet isthe redl reason Keribdis left Talo-Toecan.”

“Then Alissaisright,” Strell said, dartling Yar-Taw from his revelation. “You believe her. Your ferd
ddes are suppressed, not destroyed.”

Yar-Taw’'s gaze went to the stone cup Alissa had made with her thoughts. “No. | do not have a beast
inmy thoughts. But now | will never know why Alissa did.”

“Shewon't die”

He grimaced at the sound of certainty in Strell’s voice. Lodesh, too, had logt his look of despair and
was brushing the sand from Alissd s face with the corner of his deeve. His motions held a positive feding,
not one of lagt rites Hope was one thing. Blindness was another. “We can't prevent her death,”
Yar-Taw sad. “A Master can't live without a source.”

“She did for the firg twenty years of her life” Sirdl sad bitterly.

Yar-Taw shook his head. “She won't survive. She would be dead now but for Connen-Neute. He
bought you time to say good-bye. And he'slikdy to pay for it with hislife”

Yar-Taw turned as Beso-Ran padded down the path, graceful despite his large Sze. He had severd
long poles and stakes. “I'll be back with the canvas,” he said shortly. Handing them to Lodesh, he gave
Yar-Taw alook before waking away, tdling him more dearly than words not to say it was a usdess
gesture. It seemed the conclave needed misplaced hope. Lodesh and Strel fdl into motion, deciding
where the poles should be placed.

“Such awill she had,” Yar-Taw said, more to himsdf than them. “She would have been a marvelous
Master.” His eyes dropped. “ She was a marvelous Master. Imagine, expending dl her source in one last
cry of defiance”

“Defiance?’ Lodesh said, puffing as he hammered a stake with a large nut. “That wasn't defiance.
That was a cry for hdp. That's what she cdls Tao-Toecan.” He paused as he let the nut drop to the
sand with athump. “Usdess”

Yar-Taw went dill, only now redlizing where their hope had come from. The breeze from the ocean
ruffled his deeves. “Usdess? She cdls Tao-Toecan, Usdess?’ Yar-Taw frowned. They were hdfway
around the world. He couldn’t have heard her. But then recdling the strength of the shout, he swallowed
and looked over the empty beach.

Srel and Lodesh worked together with little comment. Ther desperation was gone. It had been
replaced with action, action they dearly thought would make a difference. Yar-Taw licked his lips.
Tao-Toecan wouldn't be pleased with him for having alowed things to get so out of control. Wolves.
Not only had they killed Connen-Neute, miraculoudy returned to them, but Talo-Toecan’s student as
well. “Do you think he heard?’ he asked.



L odesh wedged a second stake deep into the sand. His eyes met Y ar-Taw’ s with afrightening refusa
to accept the loss of hope. It sent a chill deep into Yar-Taw. He had seen it only once before, when an
amy thirding for revenge hammered at the gates of Lodesh's city.

“If | know Alissa” the K eeper said, “he heard.”
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Tao-Toecan flew. The sun was setting before him later than it should; he was chasing the faling day
and gaining on it. Alissa s terrified, soul-rending scream had torn through his mind dmost three days ago,
shocking him into immediate, undeniable motion. He had been ligening to the night as was his wont,
hearing it echo with its familiar emptiness. And her cry of anguish had reached him. He was coming. Like
an insane dream-demon, he flew.

Bdow him was only water. Hiswings fdtered at the thought of it, then resumed their steady cadence.
Someone had hurt Alissa He would find out why. He never should have let her go done. He indinctively
knew she had found the conclave. And someone had hurt her.

Why? he wondered, feding the breeze cool as the sun set. True, Alissawas stubborn and bullheaded.
She often made mistakes while trying to prove hersdf. But she was dways contrite when her error was
shoved under her nose, even if it took severd days for her to seeit. Her temper had much improved. She
shouted a him only on the rare occason now. And it had been ages snce she had outright said “nao”’ to
him. There was nothing in Alissa to find fault with. She was the archetype of a young raku, full of promise
and in desperate need of a gentle hand.

And then Tao-Toecan went cold. Keribdis.

His breath came fast at the thought that his wife might be behind Alissa's pain. But upon searching his
emoations, he decided she probably was. Feding the potent rush of anger and worry, he forced his wings
to move faster. All too soon, faigue forced him into a glide. Curang himsdf for having gotten old, he
dowly descended as he gave hiswings a rest, the sun seeming to rush to set as he logt dtitude.

The water grew closer, and his anger shifted to self-preservation. He had followed Alisa's cdl, but
the nearer he got, the harder it became to pinpoint exactly where her cry had originated. And he had no
idea how far he had yet to go.

Satling hismind, he listened. Al of last night he had listened. Listened until the pounding of his heart
thundered in his ears like the pulse of time. Now, as the sun set, he closed his eyes and lisened again.
With dl his being he sought her presence, trying to believe he could be heard beyond the curve of the
earth. Alissa could. Why couldn't he?

“Alissa...” he cdled, willing his heart to dow as he was confined to ligening between its beats. A
fant response jolted him, and his eyes flew open. “Alissa!” he called, scanning the sky. His breath came
quick as he found a shadow splayed awkwardly on the swells. Golden wings caught the last glint of the
setting sun. Fear, unfamiliar and shocking, struck through him.

Her wings were outstretched, with her neck curled back upon itsdf to prop her head on her shoulders
and out of the water. Her tail hung beneeth her, dmodt logt in the blur of water. Even in the fading light,
he could see her golden hide was red from the sun. A white crust of sdt rimmed her. Large, dark shapes
circled below.

“Alissa!” he cried, angling downward. “Trying to fly back? You slly, brave fool !”
“My fault,” came awhisper of aling thought.

Tado-Toecan heditated. That was't Alissal's thought signature. There were no other young rakus. It
hed to be... “Slla,” he thought, both eated and dismayed. What was she doing out here dying on the
swels? Then alow rumble escaped him. Perhaps the question was, What had Keribdis done to frighten
her student this badly?

Clamping down on his returning anger, he descended until the sound of the wind on the water came to



him. A noise of didike dipped from him at the sensation of water running under his hind feet as he landed.
He held hiswings up until deciding he floated high enough to keep them dry, then carefully folded them.
The dark shadows fled, and relief went through him.

“Slla?" he thought tentatively, reaching a hand out to run the back of a claw across her head. The
dark shadows beneeth her returned, and he tensed. “ Slla, wake up,” he said, trying to keep his worry
from sailling into his thoughts. “ You have to shift so | can carry you.”

Her lids fluttered. “ All my fault,” came her faint thought, and his brow furrowed. Her thoughts were
like a steady breeze scented with woodsmoke.

More confident, he chanced jiggling her head. “Slla, I'm Talo-Toecan. Look at me. f have to get
you back to the idand. You have to tell me where it is.” He leaned forward, and as his shadow fdl
over her, she opened her eyes.

“No!” she cried. “I have to find Talo-Toecan. | have to find him!” Her golden eyes sruggled to
focus. She was dehydrated and not in her right mind.

Tao-Toecan tensed in frudration. What had Keribdis done? Desperate for answers, he looked up a
the pristine blue of the sky, remembering why he hated the water. It was worse than a desert, and just as
deadly. “Slla, listen,” he thought firmly. “ Alissa isreal .”

“I know,” Sllawarbled, her thoughts weak. “ She and Beast are real; I'm not.”
Confused, Talo-Toecan splashed arivulet of water on her. It had the desired effect.

“Who?' the young raku cried, snapping awake. Rearing her head back, she struggled to take flight,
crying out in pain as her wing canvas cracked from the sun and salt.

“I'm Talo-Toecan!” he cried, darmed. “ Alissa called me. I'm here!” Stll she thrashed, making red
foam where her wings had cracked. “ Stop!” he thundered, frightened she might drown right in front of
him.“1 want to help!”

His thought cut through her panic, and she came to a hdf-submerged hdt, panting. “You're
Talo-Toecan? she whispered, her fright mixing with hope. Eyes glazed in hurt, she struggled to fold her
wings againg her, then gave up.

Blood gained the swels, and Tao-Toecan grew more worried as he glanced below to the dark
shapes. He had to get her out of the water. “ Yes,” he sad. “ Whereis Alissa?’

“Please,” she whispered. “ Do you know a healing ward, Master Talo-Toecan?’

His eyes closed briefly as he imagined her agony. “Yes, child. But | don’t think | can run one on
you. How long have you been in the water without food and water 7’

“Two days in the water, three without food,” she whispered, her gaze fdling. “I thought | could
make it,” she finished, crying now. “1 didn’t know it was so far.”

Tao-Toecan shook his head. “ You' ve already used up a good fraction of your body’s reserves. It
will likely cause you worse pain.”

“All right,” she said bravely, her focus weaving. “I'll try to fly without it.”

“Fly!” Tao-Toecan sad he ran his gaze over her salt-cracked, dehydrated wings. She was nearly
dead from exposure, and she wanted to fly. “Slla, I'm going to carry you. | can at least dull your
pain, and then you can shift.”

Alarm tightened her, and she opened her eyes. “I'll drown if | shift!”

“l won't let you drown,” he said, lunging a hind foot a one of the shadows to warn them away. At
her nod for permisson, he ran the ward. He knew it took effect when her eyes opened wide at the



sudden easing of pain. A diver of cautious fear had come into her gaze as the curtain of pan was
removed and she redly saw him for the fird time. He tried to give her a confident, comforting smile, but
she looked s0 bad, he knew it was a usdess attempt.

She took a dow breath and disappeared in a swirl of pearly white, regppearing much fagter than
Alissa ever had. He lunged forward as her head threatened to dip under the waves, trying to be gentle as
he pulled her dripping from the water. Her involuntary cry of pain shook him as the sdt bit deep at her
burns and the hurt broke through the ward.

“Are you all right?" he asked, curang his claws and thick skin.
“Yes” she sad doud, then hunched as her voice cracked into afit of coughing.

He waited until she stopped. Cradling Sillaagaing him, he shook the water from the tips of his wings
Her hair was as black as Keribdis's, and he wondered whaose child she was. “Bear with me, Slla,” he
sad, eyeing the darkening sky. “The worst part will be getting airborne.” He hestated, wondering
how he was going to manage the extra weight. “Which way do | go?’

Slla closed her eyes. Her lips were cracked. Two days in the sun had turned her a savage red, the
Kin s0 tender, her salt-soaked dothing brought grimeces of pain through the ward. Perhaps... he.
wondered, feding the heet radiaing from her burns. Perhaps he should risk a heding ward. If he only let
atrickle run the pattern, it might do more good than harm.

“That way,” she said, vagudy pointing. She let her head fdl againgt him, accepting his protection, and
his heart went out to her. “That way.”

Tado-Toecan's anger dipped into a steady burn. He used it to force himsdf back into the air.
Keribdis, he thought, feding his muscles pull as he beat hiswings and ran atop the water like an ungainly
abatross. He never should have let the woman out of his 9ght. He never dreamed she could cause so
much damage away from the Hold.

With afind lunge, he made it into the air. Three more heavy beats, and he began to gain dtitude. He
glanced at Silla, both relieved and worried that she had passed ouit.

If the truth be told, he had goaded Keribdis into leaving, letting her believe it was her idea. He had
reached his bresking point, and it was easier to distance themsdves man resolve ther disagreement. And
he had said nothing when the entire conclave went with her, glad for it.

Tado-Toecan fdt a wash of hitter satisfaction. With them gone, the decison as to what to do about
the escaped recessve dldes had been delayed for an additiona two decades. In that time, the people
hed mixed so thoroughly that, by doing nothing, they had unwittingly put the beginnings of his plan into
action.

As he sruggled for height, Talo-Toecan’s eyes narrowed.

There was a faction of Masters that believed as he did, ther agreement made known only by their
slence when others protested. Had they known how close he estimated the populations were to a true
breakdown of barriers? Had they willingly left so his plan would have a chance? Why hadn’t they
stayed?

He had no way of knowing. Perhaps they went with Keribdis to keep her from doing something
foolish. If so, they had failed. For if Keribdis had hurt Alissa, the woman had changed the rules so far as
to be playing a different game. One he wouldn’t dlow her to win.
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Strl finished one tune and dipped into another with the same breath of ar. The sand was cold under
him, and the sunrise fdt good on his shins through histhin trousers. He sat at the base of a pdm tree just
outsde the tent’s shelter. Lodesh sat beside him. The Keeper yawned and ran a hand over his stubbled
cheeks. Strell gtifled a grimace as he redized the three-hundred-year-old man had no gray in his infant
beard and likdy never would.

It doesn’'t matter, Strel thought with a stab of satisfaction. Alissa was his. His eyes closed in
heartache. She would be dl right. She had to be.

Lodesh dtretched, Sghing from a fatigue born from no deep. “She can't hear you playing,” he sad
softly as they watched Alissa breathe.

Never missng a note, Strell stretched his right foot out, and with the toe of his boot, awkwardly
wrote in the sand, “ She can.”

“Oh, dlever.” Lodesh gave im awry look. “I can write my name in the snow, too.”
Struggling not to laugh and ruin hismusic, Strell added in raku script, “So can 1.”
“Two languages?’ the Keeper said. “All right. Now I’'m impressed.”

Strell lowered his pipe. “Alissataught me the Hold's script our firgt winter together,” he said into the
new quiet. “In case Balie ever asked me to read anything.”

Lodesh nodded. “Did he?’
Strel shrugged. “A few times”
“Hm-mm,” Lodesh mused. “Y ou don’'t know how she writes her name, do you?’

Strddl smoothed a piece of sand and sketched in the Magter’s script the smdl figure consding of a
smooth, unbroken line weaving amongst itsdf. He considered adding the name Hirdune after it but
desisted. Now was not the time to make it known they had €l oped.

“Luck?’ Lodesh's brow furrowed in disbelief. “Her parents gave her the word luck?’
He amiled. “Uh-huh. | think it's appropriate. She gave my name the word for stone.”
The Keeper’ s face went dack. “Asin hard as?’

“Asin dense” Strell corrected, and Lodesh seemed to relax. Taking his pipe up, Strdl began a
soothing tune. Lodesh closed his eyes and leaned back until his head hit the tree. The Keeper had been
awake dl night watching Alissa; tonight it would be Strell’ s turn.

Lodesh's breath turned dow and even. Strel noticed his eydlids twitching as Lodesh found deep. It
pleased Strell. At least the cursed Keeper had to deep.

Strel continued playing, tuming his atention to the gentle swells and the flat horizon. He liked the
visud distance. It reminded him of his home in the desert. The mountains were captivating, but with a flat
horizon before him, he fdt he could do anything, go anywhere.

Nearby, just beyond the swells reach, stood Yar-Taw. He was balancing on one foot, reaching out
as he dowly shifted his postion. Strell had seen Connen-Neute do the same thing on the boat, and he
wondered what use that kind of a skill was.

Yar-Taw abruptly dropped his outstretched limbs and stood sraight. Degthly dill, the Master stared
out over the water. The wind fluttered his long vest. Fallowing Yar-Taw’s gaze, Strdl lowered his pipe



and stared aswdl. A golden shape was gpproaching, flying just above the water. Keribdis? he thought,
then took a quick breath. It was too big.

“Wake up,” Strell said, nudging Lodesh's foot. “He' s here”

Lodesh sirred with a grunt. “Already? It's only been four days.”

Strel rose and brushed himsdf free of sand. “It will be five come this afternoon.”
“But it took us weeks.”

“We weren't in a hurry.” Strell went to stand beside Yar-Taw. The Master looked none too eager,
his expression pinched as he looked out over the water.

Yar-Taw's eyes widened. “Slla” he whispered. “Bone and Ash. He' s got Sillal”
Strel squinted, unable to make her out.

“There, inhisarmd” The Master had gone white. “ She hasn't been hiding. She ran awvay!” He looked
a them, then returned his atention to the incoming raku. “She's unconscious. Back up. Back up! Give
him room to land.”

Tao-Toecan grew close quickly. Tenang, Strdl backpedaled with Lodesh and Yar-Taw. The large
raku landed. Sand and spray went everywhere. Dropping hisarm from his face, Strdll took a gulp of air.
Tao-Toecan looked angry. Even worse than the time Alissa had accidentdly pulled the pendulum from
the great hdl’s celling.

Hiswings made the air snap as he folded them. His golden eyes were dmogt black, as his pupils were
wide. His tal was quick and sharp as it whipped about for balance. In his ams was Sllain her human

shift. Shetried to St up, reding as her sunburn scraped. Blinking as she struggled to focus, she struck out
a Tao-Toecan's grip, pointing to the ground.

Yar-Taw hdd ahand to his head. “Not so loud!” he shouted. “My tracings are bruised.”

Tao-Toecan lifted his head and roared. Hunching, Strell covered his ears and peered up. He had
forgotten how large Talo-Toecan was compared to mogt rakus. Just his hind foot was as long as Strell
was tal. The sound of approaching voices came from the new trall to the village

“Please?” Sillawhispered.

Tado-Toecan's head whipped around. Dropping it submissvely, he puffed a bresth of ar on her
before he dowly, gently, set her on the ground. A lumpy brown cushion materidized on the sand, and
Sllagratefully sat on it. Huddled to little more than a bal, she held one hand to her head, the other to her
middle. Her black har lay inlank strands to cover her face. Yar-Taw stepped forward, jerking to a stop
as Talo-Toecan dapped histal into the sand between them.

“We thought she was with Keribdis” Yar-Taw said defengvely, his hands on his hips as he scowled
up a him. “We would have looked for her if we had known.”

Tado-Toecan vanished into a swirl of pearlescent gray. Strell’s shoulders eased as the raku
reappeared as a man. “Whereis shel” he shouted the ingtant he took form.

Strell glanced a Yar-Taw, glad Talo-Toecan wasn't angry with him. Yar-Taw licked his lips “Uh...
Tao-Toecan. It's good to see you. Keribdisis—"

“Not her. Where is Alissa? Where' s my ash-ridden student!”

“Oh.” Yar-Taw looked behind him at the rudling sound of Masters approaching. Strell thought they
looked more afraid than pleased as they gathered into grim-faced clusters. Strell jiggled Yar-Taw’s arm.
“Uh, at the tent,” the Master said, ssemingly not aware Strell had touched him.

“Tent?” Tao-Toecan sad, seaing it. “What the Wolves is she doing in a tent? He bent to Sillg,



whispering, “Can you stand yet?’

Strel fet a pang of sympethy at her dow shake of her head, remembering Tao-Toecan asking him
the same thing one winter's afternoon. Teking a Steadying breath, Strdl strode across the sand.
“Tao-Toecan,” he said shortly, gving the Master a nod as he took Silla’s other arm. “I'm glad you're
here. We need your help.”

Tao-Toecan's face became empty. “What did they do to her?’

Strell tried to answer, but his voice unexpectedly caught. The last four days of hope and fear welled
up. He couldn’t say it. Shaking his head, he led Slla awvay. The young woman was crying. Strell wished
he could carry her, but her sunburn wouldn't let him.

Neugwin came close.
“Get methat nut oil Beso-Ran putsinhisde” Strdl said tightly. “It might soothe her skin.”

Neugwin nodded, her gaze going distant before matching his pace again. Wyden turned and left, and
Strell was satisfied she would soon show up with what he wanted.

“Why isAlissain atent?’” Tao-Toecan asked, ignoring the following behind him.
“Didn't Slla tdl you?" Yar-Taw waked a touch behind Talo-Toecan. Srel thought it looked
submissve, and hefdt ajolt of satisfaction.

“Sllahas been unconscious dl night,” the angry Master said. “Half-dead from exposure. How could
you not know she was missng? Are you that careless with your children?’

Tado-Toecan's wrath vanished with a shocked suddenness as he came upon Connen-Neute and
Alissa Alissa's hand lay bound under a splint, her fingertips purple and white. Even though the morming
was cool, Connen-Neute's face had beaded with sweat. Quiet and Hill, Talo-Toecan stepped into the
tent. “What did that ash-ridden wife of mine do?’

Yar-Taw flicked an uneasy glance behind him. “Alissa... Keribdis... When—"

Strel interrupted lest they lose whét little time they might have in conversation designed to dide blame
rather than remedy the problem. “Excuse me, Yar-Taw,” he said as he helped Slla down onto a cushion.
“Connen-Neute is pickabacking Alissa's consciousness upon his, keeping her dive after Keribdis took
her source in an attempt to dominate her.”

“Her sourcel” Tao-Toecan said, lines of horror making him look older. “How?’
Seding his voice, Strdl added, “ Apparently Alissathen used it up to cdl you.”
“The Wolveswill hunt her.” Tao-Toecan’s eyes closed, and pan etched hisface.
Yar-Taw cleared histhroat. “You left afew parts out, plansman.”

Tao-Toecan's eyes opened, and Strdl difled a shudder at the bound anger inthem. “I’ll hear the rest
from Alissa” the Master said as he kndt beside her. He reached to touch her cheek with the back of his
hand. Strdll saw his long fingers trembling, and he wondered if the Master was afraid. The surrounding
people had hdted a the edge of the tent, but the large space seemed amdl with Lodesh, himsdf,
Yar-Taw, Slla and Talo-Toecaniniit.

Moving his head back and forth in denid, Yar-Taw sighed. “She won't come back from that. I've
tried to reach both of them. They’ ve retreated too deeply.”

Strel took a step back as Tao-Toecan whipped about and rose to his feet. “She will. They both
will,” Talo-Toecan said.

Yar-Taw's eyes carried a degp sympathy. “I'm sorry, Tao-Toecan. Connen-Neute might, but your
sudent islogt. To return from such a hurt knowing there' s nathing to come back to? No. | might be adle



to find her, but | couldn’t make my way back. Neither could you.”

Tado-Toecan's jaw clenched. Long fingers curled into fiss He stepped toward Yar-Taw. “She
dready knows the way back,” he said. “And she's taught Connen-Neute the same path. Didn't she tdl
you she has come back from Mistress Death’'s garden before?’

“No.” Yar-Taw was red with anger, refusng to back up. “Did she tdl you she retained her ferd
consciousness after her firg trangtion?’

Tao-Toecan’s mouth opened. Blinking, he shut it. He looked behind him to Alissa, then back. “No!”
he whispered urgently. “She... but she destroyed it.” Slack with confuson, he stared at Lodesh. “You
were there. You saw.”

Lodesh shrugged. “ That' swhy Keribdis took her source.”

“No, it ign't,” Strel interrupted hotly. He would not let the truth be buried in the sand like an
unwanted newborn. “Keribdis took it because she knew Alissa would agree to anything to get it back.
That'swhy Alissa used it up. She wouldn’'t belong to that woman.”

Tao-Toecan didn't seem to hear. A disant memory seemed to flicker behind his eyes. “I thought it
was wrong she could fly right away,” he said. “It was her ferd consciousness”

“And why she wouldn't let you pickaback to reach Silla by dream,” Lodesh added. “She was &frad
you would see Beast as Connen-Neute did.”

Tao-Toecan shifted his gaze to Connen-Neute as the Keeper had probably intended. “Beast? Her
other consciousness hasits own name? You dl knew?’

Strell paled under Talo-Toecan's intent gaze. “No,” Strell said. “I didn't know until a few days ago.
But, Talo-Toecan. They're wrong. Beast isdill Alissa. I'm the only one who knew Alissawel before she
learned how to shift, and Beast is till her.”

“Youthink it s—" The old Master seemed to steady himsdlf. “It’ s il there?”

Strel shook his head. They il didn't understand. “Beast is Alissa” he said patiently. “You Magters
have it wrong. The fera consciousness you think you destroy a firg trandtion isn't something that
evolves on its own. It's aways been there. It just separates from the rest of you when you learn how to
shift” Strel ignored the angry voices his words pulled into existence.

“Get him out of here)” Yar-Taw growled. “1 don't have a ferd beast suppressed within me. No one
does.”

Beso-Ran stepped forward, and Strell tensed. “No!” he shouted. “You let Keribdis dl but kill Alissa
when she said the same thing. Is it because it might be true? Are you afrad?’ Beso-Ran took his am,
and Strell struggled to not strike him. “Talo-Toecan!” he exdaimed as he was pulled away. “Let me tdl
you what Alissa sad!”

“Lethimtak.” Talo-Toecan's eyes never moved from Alissa.

Beso-Ran hesitated. Strell’s heart beat fast, and he jerked away from the heavy Magter. “She says
that’s why your numbers have been dropping since you learned to dhift to a human form. Young rakus
who suppress ther ferd side too much die from flight accidents. Those who suppress it too little go ferd
from the grain. It makes sense. It fits Alissa hasn't figured out how to blend her ferd consciousness
back into the rest of hersdf, but she's closer than anyone dse is It might explain why she was able to
shift through time, reach you across hdf a world, craft objects of stone from her thoughts, tak to both
Keepers and Magters, return Connen-Neute to sentience, and dl the other things she manages that none
of you can.” His gaze flicked from Talo-Toecan to Yar-Taw, pleading for a whisper of understanding to
show itdf.



The gathered Magters seemed to hold their breath as Tao-Toecan’s eyes widened. Then he shook
himsdlf. “We can discussit at length with Alissahersdlf,” he said roughly.

Srel took a heaving gulp of ar as the tendon broke. At last. Someone was going to do something.
“Can | hdp?' he said, surprised when Tao-Toecan nodded.

“Stand here,” he said, pointing beside Alissa “Lodesh, you have Connen-Neute. The rest of you—"
He hestated, looking up at them irady. “Go away. The lagt thing Alissa wants to see isyou saring a her
as if she were a cripple” Expressons ranging from anger to understanding passed over the crowd.
Tao-Toecan's face creased. “Get out of here!” he shouted. “She came to find you, and this is what you
do to her?’

Sllalooked up. Her face was streaked with tears, and a white film of sdt colored her black hair. “I
want to gay,” she quavered. “Alissaaismy friend.”

Immediately Talo-Toecan's anger vanished. Kneding beside her, he carefully took a burn-swollen
hand in his. “Then stay until Alissaregains consciousness,” he said.

She amiled weakly, and he stood. No one had moved, and he frowned at them. Sowly, in twos and
threes, they |eft with the exception of Yar-Taw and Neugwin. “He ismy kin,” the woman said—her soft
face looking wrong under so severe a mien—and Ta o-Toecan nodded.

“What are you going to do?’ Sirell asked, hisrdief swvinging back to worry.

“Goin her thoughts and shake her up,” he said, his brow furrowed. * Connen-Neute would have likdy
pulled her out himsdlf, but he's too involved in kegping her dive. Once | take over that, he can bring us
dl out. On the count of three | want Lodesh to give Connen-Neute a dap. Make it hurt. Piper?’ He
turned to look at them. “The same with Alissa”

Srel swdlowed hard, trying to imagine hitting Alissa. Tdo-Toecan heditated. “Can you do that?’ he
asked, the wrinklesin his face becoming deeper.

“Will she remember it?” Strell asked in worry, and a vague Smile passed over the Master.
“If we're lucky? No. But | think she will.”

Srel nodded, recdling Balie had done the same to bring Alissa awake the fird time she had
retreated this far into her unconsciousness to escape an unbearable pain.

“Ready?’ Tdo-Toecan said, and Strell nodded. “All right. | want you to count to three dowly. That
will give metime to find and explain to Connen-Neute whét to do.”

Y ar-Taw shuffled closer. “I'll count.”

“If you fed you mug,” Tao-Toecan sad caudicdly, then closed his eyes. Strell shifted nervoudy,
unnaturdly conscious of his hand. He glanced at Lodesh. The Keeper was grim.

“One—two—three” Yar-Taw sad dowly, and Strell started.

His hand met Alissa's cheek in a shocking sound. “Alissal” he exclaimed, saring at the ugly handprint
on her cheek. “Oh, Wolves, I'm sorry,” he said, bending close. “Alissa?’ His breath came tight as her
eyes opened. They were horror-filled and unseeing.

“Gondl” she shrieked, the sound frightening him. “It’s gonel” she cried again. She flaled out with her
good hand as Strdll tried to take her in his arms. Curling into hersdlf, she rocked, dutching her broken
hand to o tightly it had to hurt. Strell fdl back, shocked.

“What are you doing—Keeper?’ came a cold, dark voice, and Strell’ s gaze darted to Connen-Neute
oripping Lodesh's outstretched arm in a white-knuckled grip. His strike had never landed.

“Uh, nathing,” the Keeper said, three shades whiter. “Can | have my hand back?’



Yar-Taw was garing at Alissain repugnance and fear. “Slla” he hissed, gesturing. “Come here. You
shouldn’t see this”

Strel spun to Alissa as she sobbed violently. He reached out only to have Talo-Toecan intercept him.
“Give us amoment aone, Piper,” Tao-Toecan rasped, an ar of tired resgnaion about him. He glanced
a Sila “Take Sllawith you,” he added. “Thismay take some time, and Alissais likdy to hate whoever
sees her like this”

“I—I want to stay,” Strell sad, damed a the ragged look of the old Master. Something had
happened in those three heartbeats. Something he would never comprehend.

“Go,” he said, waving a hand in dismisd. “All of you. Find her something to eat. And water. Lots of
water. Ashes, I'm thirgy.”

“Water, yes” Srdl said, reaching to hdp Slla to her feet. The young woman looked stunned, risng
willingly to take Yar-Taw’s offered arm as she darted frightened glances at Alissarocking in atight ball.

Connen-Neute groaned in pain as he got to his feet. Hislong face was creased in hurt as he forced his
ams and legs to move after four days. Leaning heavily on Lodesh and Neugwin, he gave Tao-Toecan a
unreadable nod before limping out. Neugwin's gaze became distant as she probably sent word ahead to
prepare for them.

Food, Strdl thought, desperately wanting to do something for Alissa He could get her some food.
He knew Alissa better than dl of them combined. If anyone could find her a reason to go on, he could.
And it would start with food.



37

The fire was smdl. It was ready to go out, loang the battle to keep back the night. Alissa's hand
throbbed under Usdless's pain-dulling ward. Before her, Tdon lay on a square of black cloth. The bird's
plumage showed dark drops of color where tears had fdlen. “I'm sorry, Usdess,” Alissa whispered,
numb and rife with apathy. “1 should have let Keribdis have her way. | can't shift now. | can't—" She
forced the words out, tdling hersdf she couldn’t fed anything. “I'm worthless. I—" Her throat closed,
her body betraying her will.

Usdless sat where he had been since noon, beside her on one of his lumpy cushions on the sand next
to Strell’ s offered plate of untouched food. “I shouldn’t have let you come out here done,” he said, more

to himsdf than her. The darkness seemed to soak up his low voice. “And you aren't worthless, Alissa.
You will have another source.” .

“No,” she protested. “I don't care anymore. I'm done.” Her eyes were on Taon, wondering when he
would go away like the rest of them. Even Strdl had l€ft.

“Alissa” he said, oftly pleading. “You will get a new source.”
Her face twisted bitterly. “When? When someone dies? | don't want another.”

“Don't be amartyr,” he said. It was obvious he had tried to make his tone sharp, but pity hadn’t let
his voice make the jump.

“I'mnot.” Her breath did in and out, soundless againgt the hiss of the fire and the night-hushed waves.
“| tried to be something I'm not. It's time...” She took a seadying breath. “It’'s time for me—to go
home” she finished, the words squeaky toward the end. She was a crippled haf-breed. A mix of
everything that amounted to nothing. She would return to the foathills where she belonged. She would be
shunned and reviled, but she wouldn't stay in the Hold. Her view of Tdon became blurry as the tears
threatened, and she couldn’t imagine where she was finding the strength for them.

“You need tofly, Alisa”
“l don't,” she said, holding her breeth to catch a sob.
“Beast does.”

Jolted, she looked up. His eyes held a quegtioning hurt. Then her darm broke apart, torn by apathy.
She dumped, and her gaze returned to Taon.

“Why didn’t you tdl me?’ he asked.

She shifted her shoulders. “Y ou would have made me suppress her until she might as wel have been
destroyed. | like her, Usdess” she said, her voice low o it wouldn't break. “She's hiding now. So far |
can hardly sense her.” Looking up at his slence, she was surprised at his cadm expression. “You aren't
angry?

He grimaced. “Later, maybe” He gave her a mirthless amile “Actudly, | think your notions
concerning ferd awareness are worth consdering, no matter how uncomfortable they are. We may have
been making the same migtake for thousands of years, too afrad to admit we are closer to our ferd kin
than we would like to be. But if you don't hep us understand what you've done, we can't change
anything. [—" He heditated. “1 don't like the idea that 1 might have a ferd beast in my thoughts, waiting
for meto fdter so it can take control.”

“Beadt in't like that.”
“l was taking of mine. And everyone ds2's.”



Alissa s thoughts swung to Silla. Softly she whispered, “Silla needs help.”
Usdess blinked. “Silla? She...” Face ashen, he shook his head in denid.

Alissa nodded. “She's having a difficult time finding a balance. She's close to going ferd. That’swhy |
could reach her across the ocean. And why Keribdis hates me. She knows Sillais baancing on the edge.
Keribdis will blame me if she goes ferd, saying Beast is a Sickness | gave Slla” Alissa pushed one of
Tdon's feathers draight. Her throat tightened.

For along time, Useless was slent. Only the sound of the water and the waves broke the dillness.
Even the gulls had gone, degping on the sand in rows and columns.

“None of them wants to believe” Alissa said, not looking at him. “It doesn’t matter. Let them think
what they want. Just help Silla. Help her suppress her ferd consciousness until she dl but destroys it like
| should have” A feding of helplessness weled up in her, making the blood pound in her head and
broken hand. “And | won't have another source,” she said louder. “If | do, I'll belong to whoever gives it
tome. | can't do that.”

“l wouldn't ask anything of you,” he said, the firdight flickering deep on hiswrinkles.

Alissa believed him, but she knew the feding would heunt her nonetheess. “And what can | do
without a source?’ she said, not wanting to acknowledge she had heard him.

“You can do fidds” he said with a forced brightness as he brushed the hem of his vest.

“Hedds” She made a hdpless noise. “Stopping stones and moving feathers? Protecting my thoughts
from burns that no longer matter?’

She was hitter, and she jerked away when Usdless reached to turn her chin to him. “You're 4ill a
Madter,” he said, a hint of iron in his voice. “Your voice will be heard in the conclave whether you can
work wards or not. And you will have a source again. | promise” She made a miserable sound, and he
leaned closer. “Don’'t mind thelr looks and whispers” he said. “You're not a cripple. We will get you
another. The looks will stop. Y ou will go on.”

“It'snot that,” she breathed, loang her will to even speak. “I've been stared at before” Usdless was
wrong. She would never fly again. Beast would wither and die. Already, her awareness had begun to
fade as the promise of flight turned to ash.

For along time he was slent, then he asked, “Are you ready to go back to the village?’

Alissa's eyes closed. The sound of the breeze in the pams was too much like the sound the wind
made in her ears when she flew. The dlence grew expectant, and remembering he had asked her
something, she nodded, fully intending to stay where she was.

Usdless forced agmile “Strdl isjust over the dune, waiting for you.”

“Srel?” A spark of emoation flickered, then did down to nothing. She should tdl Usdless what they
hed done but couldn’t bring hersdlf to. What did it matter?

“Search him out,” Usdless prompted. “You don’t need— you need only your own strength for that.
And you will fly again.”

Alissa managed afdse amile. He was trying to make it better. He didn’'t understand. Wanting him to
leave, she cocked her head and made her gaze digant. She nodded as if she had done a search and
found him.

“There” Usdess said overly cheerful. “He Il walk you back to the village. He probably has something
dsefor you to eat, too. Go on. I'll join you before sunrise. | have—an errand.”

Alissa's gaze dropped to Taon. The bird's feathers were soft againgt her fingertips. Keribdis. There
was no fear in the name. There was nothing. No hate, no anger, nothing. “It doesn’'t matter,” she



whispered. “It's done. Let her be, | have no outrage I€ft to avenge.”

“l do,” he sad shortly as he stood and brushed the sand from his ydlow trousers. She heard the
determination in his voice and decided it would be easier to bend to hiswill. “Go on,” he added. “Strdl is
waiting. Join him before he has a conniption fit trying to decide if heis doing something wrong by trying to
getyou to edt.”

Alissa forced hersdf to rise, ignoring Usdess's outstretched hand. She had no intention of finding
Strel. Seeming satidfied, Usdless moved a few steps away. The lines on his face were deeper than she
remembered. Giving her a nod, he shifted. Alissa froze in misery as her tracings resonated with a ward
she could no longer do. She dumped to the ground. Her head drooped until her chin dmost touched her
chest.

There was another pull on her thoughts, and Usdless shifted back. Saying nothing, he returned to the
fire “You aren't going, are you,” he sad flaly, his white eyebrows bunching.

“No.” Alissawouldn’'t look up. “I want to—" She swalowed, her eyes on the amdl| kestrdl. 1 want
to take care of Tdon.” Her vison swam. Her friend was dead.

Usdless sghed. “My errand can wait,” he said as he sank down beside her.

A lumpfilled her throat. Grateful for his presence, she brushed afinger over Tdon's graying markings
as Usdess added wood to make the fire high and hot. Alissa's eyes closed againg the new hest.. She
would miss Taon. Even her habit of plying her with her catches, snakesincluded. A fant amile stirred her
to open her eyes. “Did you know Taon once spent an entire week bringing me snakes?’ she said, and
Usdless s eyes softened.

Alissa clutched her good arm about her knees as the warmth of the fire went through the thin fabric of
her dress. Her broken hand lay like a dead thing in her lap. “It wouldn't have been so bad,” Alissa sad,
“but she brought back one that was't dead once. Taon dropped it in the kitchen. My mother killed it by
throwing a knife at it. | didn't know she could do that. | had to st with my feet off the floor for three
months until she was sure Taon hadn't brought back another that we didn’t know about.”

“Did she? Bring you another, | mean?’ Usdless asked, his voice gentle.
“Only one other time. | made such aface, | think Tdon redized I'd never edt it

Usdless pushed a tick into the fire, hisfingers dmost amongst the flames. “I’ve never known a bird to
do that.”

Alissa glanced down a Tdon, then away. “Tdon never did anything normd,” she sad, finding it
easer to tak than she would have imagined. She picked at the binding about her wrist.

Seaming to understand, Usdless took on a more casud ar. “What | don't understand is how she
could fly at night. She was afine flyer. The only thing | couldn’t catch.”

Alissalooked up. “I thought you aways won those games of hers”

Useless shook his head, a vell of memory coming between her and his eyes. “No. And I've been able
to catch everything, Keribdis included.” He grimaced, then forced himsdf to be light. “That's not entirely
true. | was never able to catch Redal-Stan. He was the one who taught me to fly. For a transeunt, he was
more of a raku than most born to it.”

Alissa nodded, edging back from the flames as they grew higher. Wiping her bleary eyes, she
wondered if the fire was hot enough yet.

“Yes” Usdess sad as he made a platform of the old cods, dmog as if he read her mind. “When
you're ready. She lived an extremely long life for a bird. It's time she returned to the Navigator.” His
golden eyes shone. “I’d wager you'll find her waiting on the back of your char at the Navigator's table



when you get there,” he said, and Alissa choked back a sob.

Tears dripping from her unchecked, she avkwardly picked Taon up with one hand. The smdl bird
was light, dmogt asif she wasn't in her hand at dl. Eyes dosng, Alissa buried her nose in the slky neck
feathers, breathing in Tdon's scent for the last time. The wild smell of clouds coursed through her, amost
covering up something she had never noticed before.

Book paste? she thought, hesitating. Why did Tdon smel like book paste?
Her eyes opened, unseeing. She had smdled it before; she knew it.

Alissa s tears hesitated as afaint thought struggled to solidify. Visons of her char before the firein the
Keepers dining hdl and of Redd-Stan’s pillow flitted through her mind. “No,” she whispered, not
bdieving the two were connected with Taon. But the scent of book paste delved through her thoughts,
tugging them into order.

“Reda-Stan?’ she whispered, her eyes widening as she looked franticaly at Useless,

She had given the old Master a memory of Tdon. She remembered that, she thought, her pulse
quickening. Could Reda-Stan have figured out how she crossed the patterns to shift through time after
dl? Had he used her memory to shift forward?

Feding numb and unred, Alissa cradled Tdon close. But why shift into a bird? He had known birds
didn’'t have complex enough tracings to shift back to human or raku with.

Her breath caught a the answer. “He knew he would go ferd,” she said aoud, not caring that
Usdless was bending over her in concern. “He knew he would go ferd from ghifting too far through time
and logng his reference points, so he purposay shifted into a bird, where it wouldn't matter if he was
ferd or not.” She looked at Useless, seeing the sudden darmin his eyes.

“He was ferd!” she said, not caring he might think she had snapped. “Right up until the last few years
when he found new reference points. But he was a bird. He had no tracings to shift back with! He knew
he would be trapped as a bird. Why? Why did he do it?’

“Alissg?’ Usdless' s hand was tight on her shoulder. “What are you taking about?’

The tears welled up as she redlized why. He had done it for her. To help her when there was no one
who could. To keep her from being done as she struggled to become herslf.

Alissa shook in huge racking sobs, crying for understanding come too late and the love the old Master
mugt have held for her. Unable to see the fire through her tears, she let Usdess take Taon and place the
bird on the fire. Knees drawn up to her chin, she rocked hersdf as she struggled to pull her will together.
Reda-Stan had a gift other than hislove to give her.

Sowly, her fidd took shape in the flames that flared up from burning feathers. It was smadl, but as her
heartache swelled so did her fidd until the entire fire was encased. The hegt indde the field grew, seeming
to warm her from within. Still weeping, she bowed her forehead to her knees, dutching her broken hand
between her legs and her chest, sobbing, rocking, feding the difference in the flames.

“Alissa? Usdless whispered. The weght of hislong hand rested upon her shoulder. Then it fdl away
with a quick intake of breath. “Wolves, Alissa” he said, his voice suddenly full of awe. “What are you
doing?’

Alissalooked up. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Her breath came in a ragged sound
as saw her fidd was not red with flame but white with the shadow of infinity. “Tdon was Redd-Stan,”
she whispered. “She was a he after dl. | only said she was a girl because of her 9ze. When she was
younger, her markings were much darker.”

“Redd—" Usdess sammered.



She sent atendril of thought past her fidd. Her eyes widened with unbearable emation as something
eased from the fidd and began to ettle in her thoughts.

There was a diding of sand, and she fdt both Strell and Yar-Taw’'s presence behind her. “What do
you want? Yar-Taw said tightly. “I said | was busy with Slla”

“Look at the fire” Usdess said, and she heard Yar-Taw gasp.

“What the Wolves!” the bewildered Master exclamed, taking a step back.

“Hep her, Yar-Taw,” Usdess said hardhly. “1t' sa pyre fidd. But | don't know if thisisright or not.”
“But how...”

“Tdon was Redd-Stan,” Usdless explained tersdly. “We knew he was experimenting with tripping the
lines when he went missing. He helped Alissa get back from the past. Obvioudy he shifted forward to
hdp her when there was no one ese who could—when you abandoned the Hold. Now tdl me,
Yar-Taw! What is she doing wrong? Why is she crying?’

“She's doing nothing wrong!” Yar-Taw said, and Alissa shook with a racking sob. “But it's so
concentrated. Usudly it swithin a fidd a hundred times larger. | think... Alissa? | think you should bind
some of it now.”

“l am,” she wept, feding the srength of the old Master course through her until finding the empty spot
within her and making her whole again.

Without warning, her fidd collapsed in on itsdf. Alissa convulsed as a wave of emation crashed over
her. Her eyes shut as a word echoed in her thoughts. “Squirrel,” came a soft whisper, and tears
streamed from under her closed lids.

Strell’s hand touched her shoulder, trembling. She opened her eyes. The fire burned only wood. The
three men were daring a her, thar expressons tinged with darm. Feding sdf-conscious, she
draightened. There was grit on her fingers, and the breeze coming off the water was chill upon her damp
cheeks. Her broken hand hurt, heping to bring her back to hersdlf.

Embarrassed by their witnessng what had happened, she took a steedying breath. The tears were
utterly gone, logt in wonder. “It's—it’s different,” she said, conscious tha she was the fird Master in
existence who could possibly know sources carried a whisper of ther previous owners. She searched
hersdf, tadting the subtle disinctions of strength seitling deep ingde her mind. “It tastes like—book

paste.
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The wind lifted Alissa's hair, trying to tug it free of the copper-colored ribbon glinting in the sun.
Smiling, she leaned againg the railing of the Albatross and watched Hayden ferry Slla, Lodesh, and
Connen-Neute from the idand to the boat. Strell stood beside her. Alissaleaned to run a finger down his
jawline. He had shaved off his beard, and she wasn't sure she liked it.

Her amile grew as he ran a hand through her hair, taking the copper-colored ribbon out and tucking it
away. Alissd's har billowed behind her. Beast didn’t mind the touch, and for that Alissa was grateful.
Her ferd side's definition of bringing-to-ground didn’'t indude smdl, random shows of &ffection as
goparently ferd rakus were not that subtle.

“Ready to go home?’ Strel whispered in her ear, causang a chill to fill her from the indde out. Beast
did take notice of that, and Alissamallified her with a bitter thought that they were not going to roll about
on the deck of the ship.

“Go home? In away,” she sad as she remembered what he had asked.

“Inaway?’ Strell’s eyes were widein incredulity. His gaze flicked to her hand inits ding and back to
her. “1 would ve thought you couldn’t wait to leave.”

She shifted her shoulders and gestured to the idand. “1t's warm. | like the water. Ther€'s lots of fish
to eat.”

He grunted as he turned back to the shordine. “But it rains every day.”

She made a face, tuning as Captain Sholan raised his voice a Yar-Taw. The captain had become
quite bold when dediing with Masters, deciding if they were going to eat him, they would, but he would
not cower like a cur in the meantime. Apparently the water barrels Yar-Taw had constructed weren't up
to the cgptain’s standards.

Captain Sholan’sfind acceptance of Masters had happened this morning when Neugwin, Beso-Ran,
and Connen-Neute rowed out shortly after she did and slently fixed a new boom to the tallest mast.
Neugwin had fastened the rigging, Connen-Neute had fixed the hardware, and Beso-Ran had hdd it in
place while slanding ampit deep beside the boat in his raku form. Throughiit dl, the captain had stood a
hiswhed and watched, his brow furrowed in thought. Alissa hadn’t even known they had been meking a
new boom.

Later, she had seen Captain Sholan running a hand down the boom’s length to gauge the strength of
the dark, fragrant wood. She knew it was a well-gppreciated gift, and could dmog see his thoughts
drding about the possibility of what ese could be made out of the dense wood.

The sound of Hayden's oars pushing againgt the water came faintly over the wind and the cry of the
gulls, and she turned back to the ocean. Silla and Connen-Neute could have flown over, but the captain
undergtandably didn’t like it when his boat nearly swamped every time a raku landed on it. She pushed
away from the ralling and made her way with Strdll to where the ladder snaked over the side.

“Oh, here” Strell said as they crossed the deck. “You should probably have these back. | think the
captain and Hayden would appreciate it, even if no one ese does.”

Alissa s gaze dropped to his hand as she recognized afarnt jingle “My belld” she exclamed; she had
forgotten dl about them.,

“Not just your bells” he said softly as he pulled her ring out of a pocket.
“My ring!” she cried, then looked to see if Yar-Taw had heard. “Oh, Sréll,” she said, her voice



shaking as he strung it on her hair ribbon and put it around her neck. “Thank you. | thought | had logt it.”

Strel gave her a quick squeeze, releasing her before Beast could take offense. “I went to find it right
after making you something to eat yesterday. | would have gone sooner, but | couldn’t leave you. Not
until Talo-Toecan was with you and | knew you would be dl right.”

“Ashes” she breathed, her eyes bright with tears. “Thank you.”

He said nathing, dabbing at her eyes with the hem of his deeve. “Not a word,” he sad as he turned
her to theralling and the upweling noise of the rowboat’s ariva. “We should tdl Talo-Toecan what we
did before we tdl anyone ese”

She glanced a Redal-Stan’ s watch hanging about his neck like a pendant. Nodding, she tucked her
bdls into her pocket to put about her ankle later. Her heart clenched as she looked to the rigging for
Tdon, but then she pushed her heartache away. She missed her, or him, or both.

“Alissa” Slla cried as her ribbon-strewn head appeared over the raling. Strdll offered the young
womean a hand, and she found the deck safely. “How did you get out here before me?’

“I’ve been here snce sunup,” she said, returning the young woman's impromptu hug.

“Eager to get home?’
“l suppose.” Alissaglanced at Strell. It would be nice to find a new pattern of days.

Connen-Neute was next, fidgeting as he took up an uneasy podtion besde Sila “We're going to
make the trip entirdly by boat,” he said asif expecting them to protest.

“Redly?’ Alissa glanced between them, wondering. “I’d have thought you would fly ahead with the
rest.”

Lodesh'sfar head rose above theraling. “No,” he said, answering her question. Siling impishly, he
vaulted over the raling to find the deck with a dancer’s grace. “Cgptain Sholan needs a crew, 0
Connen-Neute volunteered to make the trip with us humans”

Alissa glanced at Silla The young woman's influence was obvious. She wasn't strong enough to
make the journey by wing. “Well,” Alissa offered. “It isT't asif they’re going to make the trip in one go
gther. That's why we're leaving now: to give them a place to rest hdfway there”

Connen-Neute amiled a Alissa gratefully. Slla shifted a touch closer to him, and the rims of his ears
reddened. Oblivious to Connen-Neute's fluster, Slla put her hand on his shoulder to baance hersdf as
she leaned over the raling to see Hayden gruggling with the packs in the dinghy. “And Neugwin sad |
shouldn’'t see the Hold until they have a chance to put it in order,” Slla said, her eyes on the waves
dgpping the boat.

Lodesh grinned. “I’'m sure shell drag dl the furniture out of the annexes,” he said.
“And restock the pantry,” Strdl sad.
“And weed the gardens...” Alissa moaned, glad she was going the long way.

“And shell probably want the rugs freshly beaten, too,” Connen-Neute added sourly, causing Alissa
to wonder how much of his desire to crew was to avoid a spring-cleaning.

As one, they sghed, dearly amug in having nothing to do for the next few weeks but haul on ropes
and take direction from a sullen captain instead of a demanding teacher.

The cold shadow of wings covered them, and Alissa squinted up to see Usdess spirding about the
boat in wide circles. The captain’s gaze rose from his discusson with Yar-Taw. “1 sad no landin' on my
boat!” he shouted. Alissa hdd her broken hand agangt her chest in dam as Usdess back-winged,
miraculoudy missing the rigging. He vanished into mist a good two man lengths above the deck, dropping



to land in a comfortable-looking crouch as a man.
“Aghes” she whispered, and Connen-Neute made a smdl sound of agreement.

“You haven't seen the hdf of what he can do,” the young Master said as he edged to make room for
him in ther circle. Captain Sholan grimaced and turned back to Yar-Taw, gesturing & the barres of
water and demanding Sx more.

“Come to say good-bye?’ Lodesh said, squinting at Useless past the rim of his hat.

“No.” Usdesstightened his black sash. “One flight across the ocean is enough. I'm taking up Captain
Sholan's offer to serve as crew. Besides,” he grumbled, “if | go with the rest of them, Neugwin will have
me putting new dates on the roof before the end of the month.”

Alissa sfird feding of ddight hesitated. Usdess as crew? She glanced worriedly a Silla Seeing their
disbdieving looks, Usdless frowned. “Masters can see the wind, Alissa It flows over a sal exactly as it
flows over wing canvas.” He harrumphed. “I can lift a sal and navigate a sraight tack better than our
good captain. And someone has to keep an eye on you.”

She amiled at that. Her pack came arching over the ralling, followed shortly by a subgtantid basket of
dried fruit. Hayden's head poked above the railing, his brow furrowed for having to unload the rowboat
by himsdf, no doubt. He scowled at Lodesh and Strell, then shouted across the deck, “Hoy, Captain!
Where do Alissa and the piper’ s things get ssowed?’

Busy with Y ar-Taw, the cgptain didn't look up. “Put them in the bow bunk!” he exdlamed. “I don't
want to ligen to them carryin' on when I’'m on night watch. If | had wanted to be a nuptid boat, |
would a painted her white. Damn fool businessthisis”

His grumblings tapered off into haf-heard complaints. Alissa froze. They had forgotten to tdl the
captain to keep quiet. Eyes wide, she hdd her breath, afraid to look up as Usdess took a hasty breath.
“Alissa? he drawled.

Licking her lips, she glanced up at him and away. She couldn’'t look at Lodesh, but his boots weren't
moving. Wincing, she fidgeted with the hem of her ding. “Uh...”

Sllatook her hand and pulled Alissa to face her. “You didn’'t!” the young woman cried, her eyes
dight with mischief and ddlight.

“We did,” Strell said, and Alissa looked up in rdief as he moved to stand beside her. He very
carefully put adow arm about her waist and pulled her close.

Beast snapped awake. “ You touch him,” Alissa threatened, “and | will keep us out of the sky for
the entirety of the trip.” Beast restrained hersdf with soft mutterings.

Yar-Taw stormed across the deck. “We forbade it!” he shouted, then glanced a Usdess as if
remembering he was't the ranking male Master anymore.

Guilt, and perhaps shame, kept Alissa from looking at Usdless. She couldn't bear his disapproval.
Besides, it had been done four ways from springtime and couldn’t be reversed. Usdless straightened, and
ghe cringed. Here it comes, she thought to hersdlf.

“Wel, that's where you made your fird mistake,” Usdess said, and she jerked her atention up a the
wry humor in his voice. “Tdling Alissa she can’t do something will insure she will do nothing but that.” He
amiled, hiswhite eyebrows arched. “Nautica vows?’ he said dryly, glancing at the captain as he came to
direct Hayden where to put the rest of the cargo.

“Took Hayden two days to get the sand off the deck,” the captain grumbled as he passed them. “I
warned him. | warn them dl. But they never ligen. Never,” he said, his voice going fant as he ssomped to
his quarters with a smdl, carefully wrapped package.



“Coadtd,” Strdl said, his voice even and cdm as he took a firm stance. “We dso exchanged vows
from the plains, foathills, and those of the Hold, too.”

“Got them dl, eh? Usdess cocked his head as he looked a her and Strdl’s rings with a new
understanding. Alissa wondered at his attitude. She had thought he would be furious. She was surprised
to find Lodesh grinning as if it were a grand jest as wel. Her eyes narrowed. Somehow Lodesh knew
they hadn't been able to consummae ther mariage, and his amusement irritated her, vadly
overshadowing her embarrassment.

“You couldn’t exchange raku vows,” Yar-Taw said. His face was red, and he looked a mix between
annoyance and disgugt. “He can’'t make afidd, much lessaward of light.”

A hdf amile came over Strell. “I made a sphere of light. It was made of glass and glowed with burning
ail, but Connen-Neute seemed to think it was sufficient.”

Yar-Taw's eyes narrowed. “Wolves take it. A witness” he muttered, giving Connen-Neute a dark
look. “The marriage can't tand,” Yar-Taw said. “The vows should be annulled.”

“Annulled!” Alissa cried, suddenly afraid. “You can't! It's done!”
“He hasno tracings,” Yar-Taw asserted. “That’s why we forbade it in the firgt place.”

Usdless reached out, and Alissa jumped as he put a long hand on her shoulder. “What do you care
what she does?’ he intoned, the amusement in his voice replaced by a dark threst. “You dready let
Keribdiskill her once. I'd say that removes any daim the Hold might ever have had on her. She deserves
afifty-year sabbatical a least for that. Besides, as my student, she doesn’t need anyon€e's permisson but
mine”

“But—" Yar-Taw stammered.

“All 1 need to know,” Usdless sad as he turned to Strell, “is what, under the ash-ridden moon, you
think gave you the right to marry her, Piper.”

Srdl grinned. He confidently ran afinger under the ribbon Alissa s wedding ring was laced upon, and
Usdess' s eyes arinkled asif in pain. “Her mother’s?” Usdess asked, and Strdl nodded. “I had forgotten
about that,” Usdess added, his voice strained. “Fine. Providing you can consummete the marriage within
the year, the vows stand.” Ignoring Yar-Taw’s protests, he gave her a wry look. Alissa fdt a stab of
worry. Had he talked to Lodesh or come to the same concluson by himsdf that they were having
trouble?

“Year?' Sllawhispered, looking up a Connen-Neute in confusion.
“I'll tll you later,” Connen-Neute said, the rims of his ears reddening.

Sill, Yar-Taw shook his head. “Tado-Toecan,” he perssted. “He's not a Master. He's hadly a
commoner. He won't live but afew decades more. What kind of alifeis that?’

Alissa tensed, dismayed that her private heartache be displayed so blaantly. Usdess's grip on her
shoulder tightened. It wasn't fair, she thought. But if afew decades were dl she had, then a few decades
was what she would take. She'd ded with the pain later. She wouldn't let it spoil her time with Strell.
Sill, her throat tightened, and she blinked to keep the tears from showing.

“She is my student! She has my permisson!” Usdess excdamed, as if reaching his limit. Alisa
blinked, shocked out of her misery. “He can read our script,” Useless continued. “Trace his lineage back
to the Warden line. He knows our secrets, induding how a Master can come from a human, and he
rescued me from the holden while you were on an ash-ridden holiday. We had better give hm something
to keep hismouth shut or kill him.”

Alissa gasped, and Usdless added, “And none of you are laying a thought on my muscian.” He hed



Yar-Taw's gaze, his eyesfiercdy determined. Alissa shivered, feding the force behind his stare, glad he
waan't looking & her. “I suggest we inddl Strdll Hirdune as the Warden of Ese® Nawoer,” Usdess
added. “Give him avigble show of his satus.”

There was a heartbesat of slence. Alissa's mouth dropped open. She looked fird to Strell—who
appeared as shocked as she was—then to Lodesh. The degantly dressed Keeper dowly backed away.
His face was utterly blank. Not looking a anyone, he soun on adow hed and vanished bel owdecks. Her
breath caught in dismay. They couldn’t do that to Lodesh. It was dl he had left.

“No,” she said, pulling the hair from her face. “Lodesh isthe Warden. | don't care that you struck the
titte from him. Lodesh isthe Warden.” But her protests went unheard.

Strel took her elbow as Yar-Taw began taking in persuasive, pleading tones. Other rakus were
flying in from dl over the idand. It looked like an impromptu mesting was going to take place. “Don't
worry,” Strel whispered. “They won't make me the Warden. | don't want it, and I’d make a poor leader
for a city of ghodts, evenif | do see them now in my deep.” He shuddered, trying to disguise it as he
moved her to the back of the boat. “I think Talo-Toecan is asking for the stars so they will be stified to
give him the moon. There ian't even acity anymore. The Warden position isonly a bargaining point.”

Alisa s steps were dow and reuctant as Strell led her away. She glanced behind them, unsure if they
should be leaving. Usdless gave her a dow gmile over his shoulder, then turned back as the Masters
began landing in the water to cluster before the Albatross like ducklings about their mother. He stood at
the raling as if it were a pulpit, his hands raised in placation and his voice soothing. Slla and
Connen-Neute stood beside him. They looked happy and content, fully cognizant they were in a pogition
where their opinions would be heard despite their youth.

Alissa leaned back againg the raling of the boat as her feding of unease built. “We met his
dipulations” she said dowly. “But he gave in awfully easly.” She squinted at Strell. “I thought he would
be more angry then that.”

Sniling, Strell tucked a strand of hair from her eyes. “I think he wants you to have a little joy, Alissa
You never redly had araku childhood. Perhaps that's how he'slooking at it.”

She frowned. “1 don't like the idea they think of this as a soring love, a piddling ddliance until 1—I
grow up!” she finished fiercely.

Hisamilewas sad. “It’'s not a ddliance to me, Alissa. It's alifeime You will never grow old to me,
aways as beautiful as you are today. How could | be that lucky?’

She could say nothing. Miserable, she turned back to the water. And dl of this hinged on whether
they could teach Beast what love mearnt.

Strel s9ghed as he turned with her. “So, Alissa” he said as he pulled her closer. “Which sde of the
bed do you want?’

“The sde that you're on,” she whispered, wiping the last of her tears away.
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Tao-Toecan's eyes were closed as he hdd the whed. The sun was wel down, and not even the light
of the moon sained the back of his eydids. Standing on the deck of the Albatross with the water
thrumming under his feet and the wind doing the same in the sails, he fdt the peace indilled by the forces
running through him. Motion. He liked to be in motion. And this blending of wind and wave was
intriguing, especidly at night. Hying only used one dementd force. Saling used two. It added a ddightful
sensation to the mix.

But while the boat made a connection between the two dissmilar forces, it dso added a lage
measure of redraint upon his direction. Perhaps he might take a decade or two to study it further,
somehow find away to use the wind and water to a greater extent. It might be only a different cut of sal
or arc of hul that would increase the span of direction or speed.

His eyes opened a the thought that Alissa was much like the Albatross. She, too, had forged a
connection between two dissmilar forces: the ferd and the sane. Her range of motion was greater than
theirs, and she was able to do much that they couldn’t. He wondered if it would ultimatdy be worth the
rsk.

A wry gmile came over him as Strdl and Alissa excused themsdlves from Connen-Neute's late dice

game. He didn’'t watch as they headed down the fore hatch together. He couldn’t bring himsdf to. The
boat was too samdl for hisliking. Especidly at night.

Actudly, he mused as the sound of ther voices grew muffled and vanished, Alissa had only
exchanged one set of problems for another. Having a ferd consciousness too close gpparently had a
drawback—or two.

A fant tug of unease pulled his gaze to Lodesh, sanding at the raling and staring a nothing. The
Keeper seemed accepting of Alissa's choice, saying, when Tao-Toecan questioned him, that he believed
because Strell and Alissawould never be able to maintain a true maritd relaionship, she would ultimatey
turn to him. But it dill hed to be difficullt.

Tao-Toecan looked from Lodesh’'s hunched back to Connen-Neute. The young Master had put his
dice away to fdl into a ramrod-straight, meditative stance right where he had been stting againg the
mest. He would probably be there dl night, meking Hayden nervous and edgy. Silla had vanished
belowdecks. Everyone was sttling in for the night. High time he stop procrastinating and take care of his
legt task.

A smdl scuff a the hatch behind Talo-Toecan drew his atention over his shoulder. “ Captain,” he said
shortly, taking afirmer stance a the whed.

“Magter Talo-Toecan,” Captain Sholan responded as he stood beside him. The man followed
Tao-Toecan's gaze up to the night-logt top of the mast. “You sal adraight tack,” the man said. “Do you
have any nephews who need a professon?’

Tado-Toecan smiled, rdeasing the whed and taking severd steps to the Sde as the captain reached
for it. “Only Connen-Neute, and his path is dready charted.”

Captain Sholan grunted, sdttling himsdf into a relaxed tautness as he gripped the whed. The wind
hdd steady, but Talo-Toecan fdt the boat dow under the captain’s touch. He looked up at the mast
agan, edimating his chances of tangling the rigging if he jJumped from the top.

“Leaving?’ the captain said sourly, apparently having guessed why Talo-Toecan was eyeing the sals.
“Be back by sunrise, or | dock your pay, same asif you're too drunk to crew.”



A gmile came over Tao-Toecan. He hadn't been under anyone' s congtraints for five centuries. Red
or imagined. “1 have to finish something,” he said softly. “We' re far enough away tha—" He hesitated. “I
wanted to be far enough away that not even Alissa could hear an echo. Thisisn't her argument to finish.
She'd try to convince me to let degping rakus lie, and | can't do that anymore. Keribdis is my wife. |
should be the oneto do it.”

“Aye” the captain said, his gaze on the bow where Alissa and Strel had gone. “I know about
unhgppy wives. | think those two will have better luck than we had, en? They seem to have a knack for
it. Bringing out the best in each other, | mean.” He sighed, and Tao-Toecan redized that though their
weaker kin had a shorter span, they loved as deeply. Perhaps more so.

Tao-Toecan's shoulders lifted and fdl. He looked up to find Connen-Neute weatching him with
solemn, knowing eyes. “I'll be back before dawn,” he muttered to the ceptain. Saying nothing to
Connen-Neute, he went to the railing. Levering himsdf onto it, he dove deanly into the waves, enjoying
the warmth of the water. He shifted before finding the surface. With some surprise, he fdt an odd, not
uncomfortable surge from his source as it bound the extra energy it found in bresking down the amdl
amount of salt water around him.

He bobbed to the surface as a raku. It would be difficult to get into the air, but easer than trying to
explan why he had tangled himsdf in the rigging and swamped the boat. His heart heavy, he shook his
wings free of water and forced himsdf into the air and among the stars.

Again, his eyes closed as he rode the wind, feding the amilarities and differences from standing on
deck of the Albatross. All too soon the outline of the idand showed a darker patch againgt the water and
sky. Faint tugs on his awareness gave hints to the preparations the conclave was meking below. They
wouldn't leave for severd weeks, but would 4ill arrive a the Hold nearly that same span of time ahead
of those on the Albatross. Talo-Toecan thought distancing the youngest members of the Hold from the
rest would be a good thing. Too many persondities had been dominated for too long. They needed time
aone to redize who they could become.

His thoughts were despondent as he ran a fant, very tentative search. Guilt, and an even older
emotion of betraya, surged through him as he found her on the idand at the end of the chain. A large fire
winked and flickered on the widest cove, and it was here that he landed, shifting into his human guise.

She stood before the flames, posing so that the amber light flickered againgt her face and hid the fant
lines. Her hair was bound in ribbons. He had given them dl to her: 9gns of his love, tokens of his desire
to understand her. His muscles tensed as he steeled himsdlf againgt her wiles. 1t had been so long. And he
hed desperately wanted them to find common ground.

“You'relae” she said, hitting the two syllables with precison.
“l didn’t want to come.”

She sniffed, her eyebrows arched mockingly. “I can see why. You ruined her, Tdo. She was
supposed to be mine, and you ruined her.”

His resolve hardened. “ She was supposed to be everyone' s and entirdy hersdf.”

There was atwinge on his thoughts as she made a cushion. Folding hersdf gracefully, she sat down.
“You gave her dmogt everything,” she accused. “How were you expecting me to mold her into
something we could use when there was nothing left to force her obedience with?’

“| thought you were dead.” The words came from him unbidden, and he belatedly decided there was
no harm in having said them. He stood with his arms crossed, waiching her features dhift in the upwellings
of heat from the fire between them. “And Alissa needed a Master’ s repertoire of skillsto survive”

Keribdis s face twisted, the high cheekbones he had once thought beautiful meking her look severe.
“All the skills you gave her did her no good,” she said, satisfaction permeeting her as she tossed her head



and touched her ribbons asif to be sure they werein place.

Tao-Toecan's somach clenched. She didn’'t care. The woman thought Alissa was dead. She didn't
care she had torn Alissa's source from her soul and left her for dead. Keribdis had more empathy for her
long-dead horse than she did for Alissa. “You think so little of her,” he said with a harsh satisfaction.
“Have you searched out her presence laidy?’

“Shelsdead,” Keribdis stated, her lips pressing tightly together.

Tao-Toecan willed his hands to stop trembling. How could he have ever loved her? Had she
changed so much, or had he been blind? “Look for her,” he said.

Keribdis's gaze cleared. Wide-eyed, she stared a him. “On the water? She's dive? Then she
diffened. “Sllaiswith her!”

She rocked forward to rise. Tdo-Toecan started. Once he moved, his body took over. Striding
around the fire, he put a heavy hand on her shoulder and forced her down. He wouldn't let her take to
the ar. He would be unable to carry out the Hold' s judtice if they flew.

“Alissaisdive Yes” hedl but hissed, an unexpected satisfaction jarring him when her face turned to
his went startled. “Yar-Taw gave me the memory of wha happened. She bested you in the air. She
bested you with words in front of the conclave. You tried to kill her, knowing she was stronger of will
than you and therefore could force you to obey our laws”

Keribdis's gaze was bewildered. “She has no source” she said, mydified. “How can she dill be
dive—" Then her confusion vanished. Tao-Toecan could amost see the winds of her thought shifting her
path. “She's an abomination, Talo. How could you presume that you done could manage a transeunt’s
fird trangtion to raku?’

“She came to the Hold. Y ou were gone. The choice wasn't ming” he sad flatly.

“You couldn’t even tdl she had retained her ferd consciousness” Keribdis berated. “ She has a beast
in her thoughts waiting for the chance to kill usdl, destroy our way of lifel”

“So do you,” he said, giving her shoulder asmdl push as he stepped from her in disgust.

“You maggot!” she shouted, her face going white. “I do not have a—a beast in my thoughts. | am not
an animd! She is a worthless guttersnipe of a human. A mistake. And you will let her drag us down to
wdlow where she is”

Heart pounding, Talo-Toecan forced himsdf to take a step away from her. “Alissais right,” he said,
hearing his voice tremble. His head hurt, and his arms ached from kegping them unmoving. There was no
compasson in her anymore. It was gone, driven away by fear. “She's right. She's right in her theories,
and | think you know it.”

“She poisoned you, too,” Keribdis said, her voice rife with scorn. “It doesn’t matter,” she gloated.
“Your little dress-up dall has no source. She won't survive the trip back across the ocean. It's a long
way. Too long to live without hope. Shéll go insane from the loss” Keribdis made a crud-sounding
laugh. “No, that's right. She aready isinsane”

Tao-Toecan tensed. He wanted to shout that she was wrong. That he loved her but that she was
wrong to treat their weaker kin asif they were sheep. Tha he couldn’t look the other way again. That he
was here to bring her to judtice. That he was sorry. That he was angry. That she had caused more pain
and suffering than a thousand winters, and why couldn’t she be different? A score of things needed to be
sad, but what fdl from hislips was Smply, “ She bested you. She has Redd-Stan’s source.”

There was a heartbeat of slence. “ Redd-Stan—"
He pulled his eyes up to her, feding his gaze harden. “I’'m not going to waste my breath tdling you



how. | didn’t come here to give you answers. | came to carry out a judgment.”

Sitting on her cushion before her overindulgent fire, Keribdis went white. Now there was the barest
hint of fear, Talo-Toecan thought. Only now, knowing he hadn't come to forgive her, was there a
dimmer of emation. “You wouldn't,” she whispered. “You can't.”

He said nothing. Part of him buried under his resolve and anger was crying no. He sedled it off.
“You can't!” she exdamed agan franticdly. “I'm your wife”

His breeth came in a ragged sound, and he hdd it. “I can't look the other way anymore, Keribdis” he
findly said. “'Y ou're hurting too many people.”

“They're just humand” she protested.

“That doesn’'t make it right,” he said as his fant hope she might be repentant died. “The divided
groups of people are mixing. The dlees have escaped. We're no longer in control. We shouldn’t be.
Over the next few centuries, we're going to be up to our wing tips in Keepers and transeunts, not to
mention the shadufs and septhamas. We won't have time for your games.”

“Gamed” she shouted, her cheeks spotted with red.
“I’'m asking you to stay here.” He met her eyes, despondent. “Forever.”
Her jaw clenched, and she dtiffened. Looking magnificent, she stood. “I won't!”

She vanished in agray mis. He sumbled back as she regppeared in her raku form. The fire glowed
agang her, meking her golden and young again. “1I’m done with this,” she thought savagely, crouched
for flight. “ You're going to ruin everything. Everything! You never cared about me. You only cared
about your precious Keepers and your Hold! ”

Tao-Toecan's quilt was black and bitter even before he acted. She'd never understood. How could
she be 0 brilliant, yet be so blind? “Keribdis,” he pleaded. “Pease. Just tdl meyou'll stay here”

She snaked her neck down, breathing on him. “I'll let you in on a secret everyone but you seems
to know, Talo. We are nothing like them! Humans are fodder. Raw materials. They're not our
equals. Not even our transeunts!” She raised her head to look toward the idand where the rest of the
conclave was. “I’m taking them home. We're going back to the old ways. We will take back the
foothills and the plains. The humans should never have been allowed past the coast. The Hold will
be taken apart and thrown over the cliff, and you!” She shouted the word into his thoughts. “You will
never —never—be taken serioudly again. Your idea of equality is worthless tripe. The last five
decades prove it!”

Tao-Toecan was riveted by her magnificent fury. She was beautiful when she was impassioned, and
perchance that was why he hadn’t stopped her sooner. Some of this was his fault. Mogt, probably. “1'm
sorry, Keribdis,” he whispered, caressng her thoughts one last time.

She drew back in surprise, and he struck.

Her body diffened as he dove deep into her thoughts, taking advantage of her shock to dip past her
defenses. He saw her fear that she had logt the grip she maintained on the conclave. He pitied her terror
that she might not be superior to humanity, then recoiled at her frantic need to keep them ignorant to
mantan her sdf-worth. His heart cdenched in grief a her needless jedousy of him for his easy
companionship with humans, and he wept at her loss of hope that he might il love her. And somewhere,
deep within her, dmost logt amongst her fears and the terrible needs those fears demanded be met, he
found her joy of flight.

With a savage vengeance, he fastened on that. Pushing everything else away, he gave it room to
grow, to expand. Her joy flickered, seeming to hesitate. Stark terror filled him, and he recoiled as he



redized Alissa was entirdly right.

Keribdis's ferd consciousness had been curled up about that joy asif it were a sarvding curled
about adry crust of bread. As he watched in a horrible fascination, her ferd consciousness saw him. For
anindant, he stared at the face of inginct. Then it exploded, pushing him from Keribdis's thoughts as it
sruggled to be free.

Agan before the fire, he reded backward, fdling. Keribdis towered above him, sraining as if chained
to the ground. She screamed doud and in his thoughts. Staring at her with his hands pressed to his ears,
he redized he had done it. Horror twisted his ssomach, and he cried her name in heartache. She was
ferd. 1t couldn’t be undone.

The raku that had once been hiswife shrieked, rigng up on her haunches with her wings spread wide,
The firdight enveloped her in an unred glow. Tao-Toecan scrambled to his feet. “I freed you!” he
shouted, knowing her ferd consciousness would understand. “1 freed you. Go!”

And the raku went. The force of her Sngle wing beat scattered the fire. Talo-Toecan covered his
face, quickly patting a his trousers where an ember had landed. When he looked up in the new
darkness, she was gone.

For amoment, he listened. He sent a thought after her to find nothing.
Sumping to the cooling sand, he put his head in his hands and wept.
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“Love is not anything like dominance” Strell was saying, his resonant voice swirling into Alissa's
dream of hoeing beets like cream through tea.

“You're migaken. It is. Everything I've seen says s0,” Alissa heard her voice say, her tone unusudly
precise. In her dream, she straightened from her work and leaned on the mirth-wood handle. Someone
was coming over the fidd. They were little more than a blurry shadow, and she wondered who it was.
“Thisistoo hard,” she found hersdlf saying, and her dream shattered as she redized Beast was speaking
directly to Strell. Startled, Alissa jerked awake.

She found hersdf Stting upright on their smal V-shaped bunk. The underside of the top deck was a
handbreadth above her head, and a soft glow filled the low-ceilinged cabin from a gimbdled ail lamp. A
wigp of fright from Beast went through her, and Alissawas't surprised to find Beast had jammed hersdlf
agang the wdl. Alissa clutched for ahold with her good hand as the bow of the boat rose and dropped
with a thick whoosh of water.

Within an arm’s length, but as far from her as the small cabin would dlow, was Strell. He watched her
carefully from the other side of the bunk. His har was mussed, and his nightshirt was in disarray. He
looked softer, gentler. She liked it. “Why are you taking to me?’ she said, confused. “1 was adeep.”

“l was taking to Beast.” His brow pinched. “She said she didn’t think you'd mind.”

“l don't.” Sort of, she added slently. “What happened?’

“The boat shifted tack. You rolled into me. | put my arm around you. Beast woke up.”
Alissa s eyes widened, and she searched his face for any sgn of pain. “Did | hit you?’

He amiled. “No. | told you | loved you, and Beast decided she would rather tak. It was ether | talk
to her or the ghost of that sailor who died hitting the deck above us”

She went uneasy, not sure if he were joking or not. Seeing her wide eyes, he added, “I think |
frightened Beast. I'm sorry.”

Concerned, Alissa searched her thoughts to find Beast in the unusud state of bewilderment. “ Beast?
What's the matter 7" Alissa asked.

Sowly her second consciousness took shape. “It can't be true, what he says.”

Alissa looked at Strell. Her lips pursed, not liking to see Beast’s usud confidence shattered. “What
did you say to her?” she asked again.

“You don't know?’ he asked in surprise.

“l told you | was adeep.”

His brow furrowed, and he stretched his long legs. His bare toes brushed againgt her leg in passng,
and she pulled her leg closer to hersdf. Yes, they were married, but 4ill...

Srel ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. “I—ah—told her | loved her as | loved you. See, we
were discussng the difference between love and lust. She seems to equate the two, which may account
for...” He shrugged, wincng.

Alissa s face pulled into a sour expression. Reaching to tug the blankets more securely over her bare
feat, she paused in thought. A feding of titillation, of daring, set her fingertips tingling. “Wel...” she sad
as she put the back of her hand to her warming cheeks. “If Beast thinks love is dominance, perhaps
we're going about this the wrong way.”



Strell’ s face went dack. “What do you mean?’

She gave him a wicked hdf amile “Hold ill,” she said, scooting across the V-shaped bed. Her
broken hand hurt out of its ding, and it was awkward holding it close to her.

He put out a protesting hand. “Wait. Y ou're going to hit me again.”
“No, | won't,” she protested as she knelt beside him on the bed.
“You will!”

His eyes were wide in trepidation, and she fdt a wash of bother go through her. “Hold 4ill...” she
grumbled, edging closer. “I'm just going to kiss you.”

“No. Alissa, wat!” he exdamed as she put her arms about his neck and pressed close.
Thair lips touched. The fingers of her left hand grasped hishair at the back of his neck, overriding the

pain of uang them. “Mumph!” he mumbled in warning as she hdd him unmoving and punched him in the
gomach with her good hand.

Strel grunted in pain, and she let go. “Oh, Strdl!” she cried, dmogt beside hersdf with frudtration and
quilt. “I'm sorry! | thought it would work. | thought if | was the one who—"

“Sdl right” he said, his face red. “1 was expecting it.” Eyes watering, he glanced up a her.
“Hounds, it was dmost worth it.”

She miserably put hersdf back in her corner, shamed. At least he was't gasping for air. “I’'m sorry,”
she whispered, her broken hand throbbing with pain. “1 thought it would work.”

“l, uh, am going to get some ar.” Strell carefully edged the to the end of the bunk and the tiny floor
space the cabin had just before the door. “I'll be right back.”

She sad nathing, knowing ar was not the reason he was leaving.

Srell jammed his feet into his boots. Not looking at her, he fumbled at the door and gently closed it
behind him. The awkward clumps of his unlaced boots grew distant, and she heard him sumble under a
wave.

Alissa looked about their amdl room and tried not to cry. “What's wrong with you, Beast? she
accused. “Why can’'t you understand?’

“Why can't you fly?" Beast said sourly.

Alissa uncurled hersdlf, searching Beast's emations, feding her ferd side's honest desire to grasp the
concept of love. Beast knew she was lacking something and truly wanted to understand. It just wasn't in
her. Jugt asit wasn't in Alissato understand and trust the wind.

“Lodesh is going to laugh at us,” Alissa thought bitterly, her motions sharp as she arranged the
bedclothes with one hand. “He's going to laugh and laugh, and when Srell dies, he's going to try to
bring us to ground as well ”

“I'll hit him, too,” Beast said.

“Isthat s07" Alissaturned sullen. “In the meantime, he’'s going to laugh at us. If you would just
trust him ...” she pleaded.

Beadt's feding of shared didike of being laughed at vanished. “I’'m trying,” she protested. “Just as
you try to trust the wind. | think we're too far apart.”

Alissa settled hersdlf cross-legged at the very center of the bed where the celling was the highest. The
boat’s mation had eased into a gentle rocking, and Alissa shivered. “1 want to understand,” Beast
whispered. “He said he loved me, but | don’t know what that means. | can’'t imagine why you will



allow him to bring you to ground. Love must be—a very strong reason?’

A tremor went through their shared body. “ Tell me,” Beast demanded suddenly. “ Tell me what love
is. I'll understand this time.”

Alissa's shoulders shifted in discouragement. How could she explain? It was a lifetime of memories,
of fedings. Soft nuances, mixed with hopes and desires. Compassion, empathy. A willingness to trust
absolutely with no regard for safety. Reckless abandonment. It wasn't possible to smply tdl her.

“Show me how to trust the wind,” Alissathought glumly, and she fdt Beast fdter.
“l can’t,” her ferd consciousness whispered. “You just do—or do not.”
“And that’s what love is,” Alissasaid, miserable. “You just do.”

“Perhaps,” Beast said, sounding frightened. “Perhaps if we let our thoughts mingle as one, |
could show you how | trust the wind. And you could show me love.”

Alissa baked. “You mean like pickabacking?’ she thought, and she fdt Beast's agreement. “ Aren’'t
we already doing that?’

“Yes,” Beast agreed. “But what if instead of sharing our thoughts we... let them mix?’
Alam went through Alissa “ Redal-Stan said not to. We might hate each other! ”

“| can’t hate you,” Beast said, sounding dmogt scornful. “I am you. You already know my
thoughts and fears. | know yours. Where's the risk in that?’

Alissa sfright eased. Let go completely? She didn’'t know if she could.
“| trust you,” Beast said, shaming Alissainto a hesitant agreement.

Procragtinating, Alissa looked around her. Everything was as it should be. Her and Strell’s gear was
jammed into the tiny shelves. Thelight flickered from the lamp to shift the shadows in time with the boat’s
moation. Unreasonably cold in the bamy night, she pulled the covers around her. Beast patiently waited.

Embarrassed at her hestancy, Alissa snatched up a pillow. She clutched it between her broken hand
and hersdf as she closed her eyes and took three breaths, willing hersdf into a light trance. A stab of
anticipation shivered through them as Beast's presence grew subgtantid in her thoughts. Alissa hadn’t
been this acutdly conscious of Beast in a long time. Fidgeting, Alissa lowered her defenses, feding Beast
do the same. A fear not hers washed through Alissa. Startled, she pulled back and opened her eyes.

Beast grew impatient. “1t's only my fear,” Beast thought as Alissa glanced over the quiet room. *
Taste it, then let it go.”

“Taste it,” Alissa grumbled, cautioudy dlowing Beast’'s fear to brush the edges of her awvareness.
Alissalet it seep through her asif she were dipping into a cold stream. Sowly their fears eased to permit
more sophisticated emotions to flow between them—a wary anticipation from Alissa and an eager
curiogty from Beast.

Alissa's pulse pounded. Fear was one of Beast's rarer emotions. Her ferd side was more inclined to
wild states of enthusasm. That Beast’ s high passions might surge through Alissa as if they were her own
was frightening. Her ssomach clenched, and anticipation set her fingertips trembling. Again, she closed her
eyes, dlowing Beadst' s eagerness to pull them unsattlingly deep within themsdves. With a rash quickness,
Alissa consgned hersdf completely to Beast' s thoughts.

An unexpected, dmost unbearable rise of feding went through her, and she tensed. Beast’s emotions
were stark and shockingly bruta in their strength, not having been couched with the self-imposed
shackles of decorum Alissa bound hersdf with. She fdt her lungs heave with a ragged gasp as Beast's
emotions poured through her like araging torrent through a narrow pass.



Stunned at the magnitude of Beast's thoughts, it took Alissa a moment to redize Beast was afrad of
losng the wind. Only now did Alissa see why Beast wouldn't dlow hersdf to be grounded. Beast truly
lived to fly. Her joy was in motion. She existed for the now, and only for the now. She had little
comprehension of tomorrow. It was both her strength and downfdl.

That is why she can’'t understand love, Alissa redlized with a surge of compassion. One had to
have a grasp of the future—and the hope that springs from it—to understand love. A pang went through
Alissa as she redlized Beast would never understand. She couldn't.

“l can’t teach you, and you can't teach me,” Alissa said, her sorrow weghing so heavily, she had
to force her lungsto move.

“Then we failed,” Beast whispered.

Beast's disgppointment mdted into Alissa's, doubling it. It was dmog crippling. “No!” Alissa
excdamed. “ There has to be a way. We're still separate. If we can become closer, then you'll have
to understand!”

Refusng to give up, she dove into Beast’s thoughts. Wild emotion seemed to buffet her. Panicking,
Alissaforced hersdf deeper into the passon and wild independence that made up Beast. Beadt's fierce
desire to fly, her willful freedom, and the trust Beast held in the wind, dl swept through Alisss—leaving
her intact. It hadn’t worked.

She couldn’'t make the jump. Badancing on the cusp, she was unable to lose hersdf, to make ther
thoughts one. Bad things happened when she logt control of her will, and she was drad to let go of
hersdlf, even for an indant.

Alissais will collapsed in a disconsolate heap surrounded by Beast’s thoughts. They seemed strong
compared to Alissa s shdlow emoations of sdf-pity. Disgppointment coursed through Alissa, unshared by
Beast. Alissawould have nothing, cursed with a hdf-life

“l can’t,” Alissasaid, hopelessnessfilling her. “1 can't let go of my will.”
“l can,” Beast said. “l do it every time | fly.”

Alisa's tendon dammed back into her. “Beast? Wait!” she cried, seeing Beast's intent. If Alissa
couldn’'t do it, then there was a reason. “It's too close a mixing. | don’'t think we will be able to
separate again. It will kill you! ”

“But he said he loved me. | want to understand,” Beast said, and with no fear, no thought of
tomorrow, Beast willfully, independently, and passionately, dissolved her being into Alissa's.

“No!” Alissa cried.

Beadt’ s violent, chaotic thoughts blew out like a candle. Alissa diffened as the black shadow from her
absence seemed to pass through her. Silver and icy, it found the edges of her awareness and eased into
the corners of her being. Alissa gasped in wonder as an unexpected longing to be free filled her. It was
accompanied by a sublime confidence in knowing she was. The twin emotions rose to become
everything. Still they multiplied until Alissafdt asif she was going to pass out. She couldn’'t breathe. She
couldn’t cry out.

Then, as unexpectedly as they came, the wild emotions collgpsed inward to something familiar she
could exig with.

Alissatook a shuddering breath, snapping out of her trance with a suddenness that left her shaking. A
crushing heartache took her as she hunched gasping over her pillow. What had she done? Instead of
finding understanding, she had destroyed Beast! The place where her ferd consciousness had rested was
empty. There were no thoughtsin her mind but her own.



Loss crashed over her, and Alissa curled in on the pillow il in her grip. Rocking back and forth, she
shoved the pillow againg her so no one would hear her cry. Beast was dead. It was her fault. She should
have stopped her. With a bitter pain, Alissa redized Beast had understood love. She had understood it
dl dong.

“Alissa? came Strdl’s careful cdl from the other sde of the door followed by a light tapping. “I
brought us something to eat.”

“Go away!” she said, hearing a hiccup. She turned to the wall as the door opened.

“Oh, Alissa” Strell said softly, his voice thick with compassion. “It’s dl right. W€l figure this out.
And | was expecting it. You didn’t hurt me” She heard a clatter as he set his plate of food down. It was
followed by the sound of his hand dapping his middle. “ See? Tight as a plainsman’s tent rope!”

“l took her over,” Alissa sobbed. “Beast is gone. She wanted to understand love, and she killed
herdf to do it”

Strell’s breath came in a quick intake of understanding. For a heartbeat there was nothing, then Strell
whispered, “Sh-h-h-h.” She fdt the bed shift, and the last of her resolve melted as his arm went around
her. The scent of hot sand was familiar and comforting. “Hush,” he soothed as she wept dl the harder.
“It sgoing to be dl right.”

“It ig't!” Alissawailed. “She's gone! | promised I'd never hurt her, and she's gone!” Wiping her
eyes, she hegtated. Her hands seemed wrong, but she couldn’t tel why. The one was broken, but that
waan't it. Blinking the tears away, she looked up. The heat from the ail lamp streamed upward in a migt
of blue, pooling a the top of the amdl cabin like bubbles under ice. The sound of the boat’s timbers
groaning seemed louder but soothing.

In wonder, she turned to Strdll. Her breath caught. He was different: fiercdy independent but stronger
for having bound his independence with hers. She could see it so dearly it was a festure dmogt as much
as his softly curling har and his bent nose. He wasn't trying to ground her, he was trying to free her.
“Strell?” she questioned, afraid.

He diffened, pulling from her. “You sound like Beast,” he said.

From the cradle his arms made about her, she searched her fedings, recognizing his acceptance of
her—of everything about her—and that he loved her. And she understood what thet love was. Her eyes
closed as she heard the wind in the rigging. A keen pain went through her as she understood whet the
wind was, too. She hadn’t destroyed Beast. Beast had blended hersdf back into her. They were one. As
they should have been before.

“Alissa? It isyou, it it?” Strell questioned, and she met his eyes. His face went ashen. “Wolves” he
swore, tilting her chin so that the light fel upon her face. “Alissa Your eyes... They're gold!”
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Lodesh stood on the dew-wet deck with the whed in his grip. The boat was entirdly in his hands as
Tao-Toecan had yet to return, and the captan was dill adeep. Connen-Neute and Slla were
somewhere above the predawn fog having what a red-faced Connen-Neute had caled “flying practice.”
The sky might be clear far above them, but here, it was foggy. It made Lodesh uncomfortable—the thick,
doying gray. It seemed a personification of his awareness of what had been going on belowdecks.

A frown, unusud and not welcome, passed over Lodesh. He had been a the whed dmogt the entire
night, part from crewing duties, part from persona preference. He didn’'t want to be belowdecks. Not
tonight. Perhaps never again. It had been a very quiet evening. Strell had emerged from his cabin shortly
after he and Alissa had retired, daiming to be looking for something to eat. Even worse, he had come out
agan a few hours later looking for more. The reasons might be many, but Lodesh had a very unessy
feding.

Brow pinched, he looked to where Strell now sat againgt the mast with his back to Lodesh, his head
dumped in deep. He had appeared only a few moments ago, his nightshirt in disarray and his hair wild,
blinking asif he had never seen fog before. The sun waan't up yet, and Strell was making tea. At least he
hed started tea, setting a pot of water over the tiny fire in the galey before sumbling out to fal adeep
before the water warmed. Not good, L odesh thought.

Lodesh brushed the dew from his stubble as he flicked a gaze to the mouth of the gdley hatch.
Someone ought to take the pot off the flame before it boiled dry. He could use a bracing drink to throw
off the damp that had settled into him. Where, he wondered, was Hayden?

A gust of wind shifted his hair, and Lodesh looked through the lifting fog to the mongtrous silhouette
curving about the mast. Talo-Toecan. The Master was back. Lodesh shifted his grip on the whed as the
raku underwent an impossible landing, somersaullting to fdl to an easy stance balanced on the ralling as a
man. The salls bardy irred.

“Lodesh,” Talo-Toecan said softly in greeting, and Lodesh nodded. Padding across the deck in his
dippers, Tdo-Toecan eased himsdf down to the bench beside Lodesh. A dgh dipped from him as he
arranged his Master’ s vest about his knees. He seemed weary from more than a lack of deep.

“Areyou dl right?” Lodesh asked tentatively, guessng he had been to see Keribdis.

Rulling his questioning gaze away from Strell deeping againg the mast, Talo-Toecan grimaced. “No,”
he said shortly. “I won't talk about it.”

Fear jerked Lodesh gtraight. Keribdis would not be ariving a the Hold. Ever. He closed his eyes
agang the thought of what Talo-Toecan had done—had been required, had been forced—to do. From
the depths of his soul, Lodesh knew he lacked the strength to hurt someone he loved. Not again. Once,
ganding atop his city’s walls, had been enough. Tdling himsdf the pain would eventudly be swallowed
up by a greater joy was alie

Unbidden, the memory of Raly’s upturned face—first tear-streaked and pleading, then logt in
madness as she murdered her children—swam before him. He should have done something. Killed her in
mercy as she asked before the madness caused her to tear her children apart and decorate the stones of
his damned wall with their sundered limbs and insides.

“Has he been there dl night?” Talo-Toecan said softly.

Lodesh jerked, remembering where he was. Taking a steedying breath, he followed the Master’s
gaze to where Strell was dumped.



“No.” The flaness of his voice surprised him. Hearing it, Tao-Toecan arched his white eyebrows.
“He s only been there long enough to bail histea water,” Lodesh finished.

Tado-Toecan made a noise of dishdief. “Alissa adegp at sunrise and the piper avake?’
“Not awake,” he muttered, his eyes back on the thinning fog. “He's adeep Stting up.”

“Hm-mem,” the Master murmured. A dow burn of worry went thorough him. It was not possible the
piper could have managed to convince Beast to let him touch Alissa. She was feral. She wouldn't dlow
it.

Tado-Toecan broke his slence with a groan. “Let me take the whed,” he grumbled as he stood,
reeching for it. “Before our good captain docks my pay.”

Lodesh's hands fdl away without thought. He took severa numb steps backward, hesitated, then
muttering, “Tea,” he went bel owdecks. Intentionaly missing the last step, he landed hard on the planking.
Strel’s pot of water was seaming vidlently, and Lodesh moved it from the flames. Moving by rote, he
liglesdy made tea.

The day brightened around him as the fog lifted and the fragrant leaves steeped. He fingered the
notches Hayden had cut in the calling support, and the mind-jolting scent of tea shocked him from his
goathy. “Tea,” he whispered decisvely. “Alissa wants a cup of tea” Suddenly smug that he was awake
and Strell was adeep, he decided to finish Strdl’s errand. Why was he assuming the worst? Strdl was
adeep on deck because of afruitless night spent trying to convince Beast he was not going to hurt Alissa
And Alissa would undoubtedly appreciate an understanding set of ears after a frugtrating night alone on
her Sde of the bunk.

Yes, he thought. He had planned everything to perfection. Nothing had changed.

Feet dhifting to the memory of a dance tune, Lodesh poured two brimming mugs of tea. He easly
balanced againg the boat’ s mation as he made hisway down the narrow aide, dodging the packages the
Masters had wanted them to ferry back. The cdling gradudly lowered as he reached the bow. Almost
hunched, he tapped at the door with his foot.

“Aliss?’ he caled softly. “I have tea” Heart light, he waited, hearing nothing.

Wedging one cup out of the way among the clutter surrounding the door, he knocked before easing
the door open. He poked his head around the frame to find her dumped adeep among her pillows and
blankets. Smiling, he set their cups down where they wouldn't spill. Eager to wake her, Lodesh came
closer. Hisamile dowly faded.

Alissa s hair lay strewn across her pillow, not hiding her faint amile. An arm lay carelessly tossed, bare
to the shoulder. She dept peacefully, content, amiling as she recadled a memory he would never share
with her.

Lodesh went cold at the sudden wash of truth. Throat dosng, he stood frozen, unable to take his
eyes from her grace. The piper has won, he thought, shocked to find he could even think it. Somehow
he had won her. His eyes traced the pae, lissome angle of her arm to find the copper ring loose upon her
broken finger. Another man’s wife, he thought, his chest denching, dreaming dreams of Srell. His
breath came in a quick rush, and he franticaly backed out of the room. Almos unaware, he shut the
door. How could he have been so blind?

He would never have her as hislove, he thought. She loved Strell. Even when the plainsmean died, she
would love him. And though she might choose to be with Lodesh, perhaps even take his name when she
learned to live with her loss, Lodesh knew when she amiled she would be thinking of Strell. And that's
the way it would be, whether Alissa lived for a hundred years or a thousand.

Grigf shook him. Unseeing, he sumbled down the aide. He had put his trust in the bdief that time



would work for him, and now he had logt. Lost it dl. Lost everything.

Lodesh found the gdley bright with sun and busy with Hayden making breskfast. Connen-Neute and
Slla were clustered together at the long table, laughing about her improving flight skills and their
unexpected swim when Captain Sholan refused to drop the jib so they could land on the boat.

Not meding their eyes, Lodesh retreated to the deck, not caring he left an uncomfortable slence
behind. The sun had burned away the fog, and the morning was hot. His body cried out to run, but there
was nowhere to go. Talo-Toecan stood slently watching him from the whed. Alissa lay in dumber in the
bow. Strdl dumped againg the mast, degping.

Srell, he thought, gritting his teeth until his jaw ached and his pulse hammered.

The sudden hush heleft in the gdley seemed to mock him as he made his dow, sure way across the
doping deck toward the plaingman. He would st with Strell for a moment.

Acutdy aware of Talo-Toecan’'s suspicious scrutiny, Lodesh eased himsdf down beside Strel as if
for casua tak. The man never woke, and Lodesh's chest tightened as he saw the bemused contentment
in him. Jedlousy pulled Lodesh’'s shoulders until they hurt. She should have been mine! he thought
bitterly. He had patiently waited. Gave her time to make up her mind. He had done everything right. Why
waan't she his?

Throat tight, he stared at the lanky, unassuming plainaman. Strel had won. Hurt, rage, and mdice ran
hot through him, building upon one another to make his head pound. He wanted to hurt Strell, to make
himfed the same pain. How could she not be his? He had done everything right. How could Strdl have
taught a beast what love was?

Lodesh's breath caught in sudden understanding. The Wolves should hunt me. It had been love, he
thought, his eyes dodng as the depth of his fdly crashed anew over him. He had answered his own
question. Strdll taught a beast what love was because he loved both Alissa and Beast. Strell called them
one and the same. He loved them both—but Lodesh loved only Alissa.

Lodesh's breath shook as he exhded. His urge to punish Strell evaporated, leaving hm empty. The
hallow it left behind throbbed in his soul like an open wound, cold and aching. He couldn’t hate Strell for
loving Alissa more than he did. He could only curse himsdif.

Anguish bowed his head as he looked ahead through the coming centuries. He had failed three times
over. Alissa would be cursed as much as he, forced to live a hundred lifetimes without the love of me
man she desired.

“I'm sorry,” he whispered, his heart denching in grief as he thought of her amile, soft with deep. “I
only wanted to see you happy.” He closed his eyes againg his misery. He had only wanted to see her
happy. And with that, he knew.

“My curse,” he breathed, feding asif he was being torn indde. He could give Strell his curse. “Yes”
he whispered, hearing it come out harsh and ugly. Strell was a Hirdune, born to his sister’s children many
times removed. He was entitled to it. And as Lodesh was sure the Hold would ultimatdy make him the
Warden, it only seemed fitting.

There was a perverse satidfaction in knowing the guilt would hurt the man, coloring everything he did
in a gray shadow. He was sure Strdl would carry his curse for a thousand years so as to reman with
Alissa to the end rather than the pdtry three hundred he had carried it. Srell would suffer, but Alissa
would be happy.

Lodesh pulled his head up, dmost shocked to find the sun was Hill bright and shining. His jaw was
tight, and his neck hurt. Hismind cried for him to get up and walk away before he could do it: to let Strell
have her for atime, then be happy with what Strell left him. But Alissa... Alissawould cry when Lodesh
couldn’'t see. It would shape her days and haunt her thoughts until she was a shadow of the woman he



loved. For Alissa, he would give Strdll his curse.

Grieving, he closed his eyes, searching his fedings for the way to give his curse to Strell. It had been
lad upon himin despair and grief, and he would have to use the same to giveit in turn to Strell.

Lodesh went cold, unable to fed the strong morning sun. The memory of the bitter taste of ash at the
back of his throat from burning bodies coursed through him. Eyes dosing, he cast his mind back to when
he had stood atop his dammed walls, weeping as he watched Kdly die, then again as Ren brought his
ghame and grief to rest within Lodesh. This, he thought. Thiswill be my gift to you, Srell. .

Heady and strong, his emotions poured through him. His breath caught at the strength of it, and as he
exhded, hewilled his curse away from him and onto Strell.

He fdt his curse shift, then gasped as pain clenched his heart. Lodesh's eyes flashed open, and he
reached for the support of the boat. He caught his breath as a ddicious agony struck through him. The
curse was peeled away like a scab, and three hundred years of guilt lifted from his soul.

The clean beam of innocence struck deep within him, cold againgt the exposed patch of soul. He fdt
wounded, ripped apart, as he stared unseeing. As nebulous as a dove in the rain, the guilt was—gone.

Sowly the band about his chest loosened. Sowly Lodesh regained his senses. Sweet ran from him,
and he stared at Strell.

The man had woken as the curse intended for an entire city fdl upon him. His eyes were wide, and his
mourn was open, reaching, gasping for air. “It will get easier,” Lodesh rasped, putting a trembling hand
upon the man’s shoulder. Then his hand dropped. “No. | lie. It never gets easier, but you'll learn to carry
it S0 it doesn't color everything you do.”

“What...” Strdl gasped, pain etched over his brow. “What did you do to me?’ Understanding, black
and angry, flashed over him. *Y ou ash-ridden, twisted son of a—"

“No,” Lodesh interrupted. He dropped his eyes, knowing he would be unable to hide his sudden
upwdling of bittersweet joy. It was gone. His curse was gone, leaving him free. His joy mixed with
heartache, and he suddenly knew how Sati mugt have fdt. Sati, he thought, his gaze going digant. He
hed never understood her until now. He had loved her, too, and it had nearly killed her. Alissa, though...
Alissawould live. Alissawould love.

“l can't breathe,” Strdll said, dropping his head into his hands. “I can't think.”

“You will.” Lodesh rose and sumbled to the railing. He fdt ill. Unable to look a Strel, he gazed
gghtlesdy over the fog-flattened water as his thoughts drifted to a memory of Sati in the moonlight, her
eyes bright with laughter as she whispered giggles and threw danddions at the citadel guards. He had
tried to love her even as she saw his death over and over again. Would she remember that as she sat at
the Navigator’s table? Had she waited for him?

There was a scrape, and he turned to see Strell ruggling to move his legs. The plainsman looked
about as strong as a garving kitten. “You gave meyour curse,” Strel whispered, his eyes haunted. “This
quilt” He looked desperate. “I1t's not mine. Take it back!”

Lodesh's jaw clenched. “No. | gave it to you for Alissa, and you're going to carry it.” He forced
himsdf to look at Strell. “Because | love her, too,” he finished, choking on his words.

Srdl blinked severd times. “Alissa?’ he breathed.

Lodesh turned, unable to bear the sudden hope that crossed Strell’s face. The next few weeks
trapped on this boat were gaing to be a living hdl. “She needs you more than | need her,” Lodesh
whispered to the waves. He swalowed hard, his chest hurting. “Go away.”

He heard Strell sumble to his feet, and Lodesh spun. “Wait,” he said, then hunched in surprise as a



cough shook him. His face went dack as he recognized the sound. It had been over three hundred years,
but it wasn't easy to forget. He swalowed, feding ill a the coppery taste. So soon? he thought. The
Navigator help me.

Sheking ingde, he faced Strell. “Don't tdl her,” he said, praying the man would do as he asked.
“Wait until we get to the coast. The next few weeks—" He steadied himsdf, gripping the raling as a
wave ran under the boat. “I can’'t bear her pity,” he whispered.

Thetdl, ashen-faced plansman before him nodded. Saying nothing, he walked away. Lodesh wasn't
aurprised to see im move easlly across the gently tilted deck, not using the railing as support for the firs
time. Empty and drained, Lodesh turned back to the fog. His breath dipped in and out of his lungs He
lisened for the rattle of blood. Waiting.



42

It was hard to have a proper honeymoon with your friends around, Alissa thought in chearful
resgnetion as she leaned over the raling of the Albatross to watch the foam stream. It was even more
difficult when your father was there as wel, and that's what Alissa had begun to see Usdess as. She
squinted into the dusk to better see the lights on the dock. The moon was hidden behind thick clouds,
which was why they were coming into port without the Masters hiding their eyes and hands. The stored
heat of the day rose from the water like a violet mig, visble now whether she wore skin or hide. She
could fly now, too, frightening Usdless the firgt time she had shimmied up the mast and jumped from it,
shifting in midar.

A gmile came over her as Strel put a hand on her shoulder. “Ready to go home?’ Strell whispered,
hisfinger tracing the curve of her cheek.

She shivered and leaned into him. “Yes” she sad. It wasn't that she hadn't enjoyed ther trip
back—far from it— but the boat was frugratingly smdl, and she was growing weary of theribad jests a
her expense. If she rose early, it was noted. If she rose late, it was noted as wel. She was eager to move
her thingsinto Strell’ s tower room and find a new pattern of lessons and chores.

Lights blossomed on the dock as Hayden shouted across the dusk-stilled water. It was unusud for a
boat to sl into dock instead of dropping anchor or being towed in, especidly at night. The dock people
were grudgingly moving their boats to make room. That Captain Sholan was attempting to sal in proved
he was an excdlent seaman who liked to show off.

The captain stood a the whed, dternating his gaze from the flag on the mast to the gpproaching
dock. Alissa could fed the tension, rdishing it. There were advantages to having a smdl boat. “It'd be
easer if one of uswould shift and just push it to shore,” she said.

“Perhgps you could do that in a few centuries” Strdl said. “The captain seems to have accepted
rakus. | don't think they’re as frightened of Masters as Talo-Toecan thinks”

Alissa glanced across theflat deck at Captain Sholan. The forced contact had desensitized the man. It
would be nice to see rakus and humans working sde by sde someday, but the fear on his face the first
time Connen-Neute had shifted was a very strong deterrent.

“Hayden! Drop the jib!” Captain Sholan shouted suddenly as they came within hailing distance of the
dock. “Neute!” he cdled, and the young Master jJumped to his feet. “Take the bow rope. Cast it to the
largest man on the dock. No, wait until we get there! Talo-Toecan, if you would take the stern line,
please. Wrap it round a piling as soon as you can. Lodesh, fend us off. Use an oar, not your arm, man!
You want to break it? Hayden! Help the piper. He's got no strength in those skinny arms. Only able to
lift amug, heis. Alissal” he shouted, and she jumped.

“Get your hind end in the whed pit with Silla before you get knocked down. The girl is the only one
of thelot of you with any sense. Herel” he exdamed as Alissa obediently jumped into the lowered deck.
“Take this rope and drop the mainsall when | tdl you.”

Alissameekly took it in her good hand, thinking integrating the two cultures might not be such a good
idea after dl. At Captain Sholan's direction, she unwrapped the rope and let it dide through her fingers.
They were dill some distance from the dock when the mainsal fdl with a sound of diding canvas to make
awhite puddle on the deck.

Within the shadows of the flickering ail lamps and the hush of excited conversation, they drifted in on
their momentum. Excitement thrilled through Alissa a the tricky maneuver.



“No! Wrap it twice, wind-torn foal!” Captain Sholan shouted. “Let the piling stop the boat, not your
back. You'll break it, and then what good will you be to me. Bone and Ash, you would think you never
brought a boat in before!”

There was a flurry of tossed ropes and shouts, and they came to a cresking, reluctant hdt. Alissa
took a quick breath, feding the findity of the boat ceasng motion. Unthinking, she looked to the top of
the mast for Tdon, her shoulders dumping as she remembered she would never hear Tdon's scolding
chatter again but in memory.

Cdlswent down the dock with the name of the boat. Apparently their arrival had caused a gir. She
was glad it was dark enough to hide her eyes. Slla stood beside her, gaping & the dock. “Look at dl the
people!” the young woman exclamed softly. “ See? Some are children!”

“Weatch your hands,” Alissa whispered back. “Tuck them in your deeves. And wear a hat to hide
your eyesif you go off deck. You don’'t want to start a panic.”

Slla asently nodded. Her lips moved as she counted the lights on the dock, her amazement growing.
Her foot jingled with saverad bdls on loan from Alissa two from Usdess, and the one from
Connen-Neute. It had been Alissa s idea, though Connen-Neute had promised to get Slla her own bell
as soon as they made landfdl if she wanted.

Alissa frowned as an uneasy buzz started on the dock. It surrounded the man Connen-Neute had
tossed his rope to, and she wondered if the dockman had noticed Connen-Neute' s fingers or that he had
left as a blind man and returned whole.

“Hoy, Sholan!” a strong voice cdled merily out from the dock.
“My brother-in-law,” the captain muttered, then louder to Hayden, “Get the plank out.”

The plank did into place, and the man strode eagerly aboard. Captain Sholan sghed as he went to
meet him, his entire body moving with his exhaation. Connen-Neute and Usdless vanished bel owdecks.
The older Master beckoned to Silla, and she rductantly joined them. Alissa refused to drop her eyes,
knowing she was safe in the dusk. Still, she stayed in the whed pit while Captain Sholan went to greet the
man.

“Sholan!” the man said, pounding him on the back. “Wher€ ve you been? No one has seen you for
months”

“The Rag Idands” Captain Sholan said gruffly, dearly pleased.

The man bobbed his head, not giving Alissa a second look after hearing the few bdls on her ankle.
Alissa amiled, glad for the lack of notoriety. “You found them? Imeagine that,” the man sad in a
preoccupied way. “And what did you do to my sster’s boat?’ he asked, waking quickly to the boom.
He ran ahand over it, grunting when he found the wood smooth and strong. “Oh, | like this. What kind
of wood isthat? You get this on the Rag Idands? They have hardwood there? Who would have thought
thet? Is there more?’

“Get yer grubby hands off my boat,” Captain Sholan said loudly, and severad people on the dock
shouted cheerful agreements.

“Aye your boat agan,” the man admitted. “My sster sent me soying. I’'m here to appease her, the
scrawny witch. But tdl me about the Rag Idands. Is there much good timber? How long does it take to
get there? Do you use the current?’

Alissa followed Strell with her eyes as he passed with his ams full of packages. She wondered if
Captain Sholan might be going back to the Rag Idands sooner rather then later. His brother-in-law
seemed as impressed with mirth wood as the cgptain was.

Strel dropped his load at the bottom of the plank and crossed back in front of her. Connen-Neute



was handing bundles up to Lodesh, who was meking a surprisngly high pile on the deck. “How are we
going to get dl that back to the Hold?' she whispered as Usdless came out the second haich to stand
behind her in the shadows.

Usdless harrumphed, keeping a close watch on the two coastal men discussing the boom. “We only
need to get it out of town,” he said, careful to keep his eyes down and his hands hidden. “Everyone will
come and collect ther things before sunup. Yar-Taw sad he's finished the ding for the piper. Between
us, we can get Strell back safdy.”

Strdl shuddered dramaicaly as he passed them, his arms |oaded down.

“WEIl be home by sunrise” Usdless continued in a satisfied voice. “The Hold looks the best at
sunrise. Sllashould see it then.”

Alissa thought the Hold would look good in snow, sun, or fog at this point. Then she hesitated. “What
about Lodesh?’

Usdess rocked back on his heds and said nothing. Still slent, he spun on a hed and went
belowdecks. Alissa frowned. She could get an answer from him, but it would be easier to go right to the
source. Looking across the deck for Lodesh, her eyes narrowed. Lodesh wasn't going to run away just
because she and Strell were married. She was going to make sure of that!

She somped over to him, her emations high. The bdls about her ankle jingled to give her away, and
Lodesh draightened from his crouch before she was close. Connen-Neute took one look at her,
sammered an excuse, and vanished into the more-certain dark of the boat’ s hold.

“What' s this about you not coming back with us?” she demanded, her hands on her hips.

Lodesh pushed a lengthening curl out of his eyes. “I'm saying with Captain Sholan,” he said evenly.
“He told me yesterday he's going back to the idands for mirth wood. I’'m going with him to make sure he
doesn't harvest theidand into a desert.”

“That's not why you' re staying with him,” she accused. Y ou're running away.”

Can you blame me?hisraised eyebrows said, but his words did not. Alissa flushed. She shifted from
foot to foot, then darted to stand in hisway. “Ese’ Nawoer will soon be filling up with people,” she said.
“We need you. The Hold needs you.”

He took her shoulders and moved her gently out of his way. “You don’'t need me” he said, but his
amile held no recrimination.

“Lodesh,” she protested, guilt making her voice high. “You can't just leavel” She furrowed her brow,
thinking. “I—I do need you. Y ou know everyone at the Hold. Y ou have to smooth things out, or I'll end
up on everyone swork lig.”

Lodesh ducked his head, meking a smdl cough to hide his laugh. But it turned real. Harsh and deep,
his bresth raked from him. Alissa reached to touch his shoulder as he hunched under the force of the
coughs. He had a red handkerchief at the ready to cover his mouth, and he took a step to pull out from
under her hand. The doth looked black in the dim light. He had been carrying it the last few weeks. She
stared at it, seeing a wet smear as he tucked it casudly away and resumed stacking packages. “ Strel will
keep you out of trouble,” he said, his voice breathy.

Worried, Alissa came closer. “Lodesh. What's wrong?’

He said nothing, slent as Strell took an amful of packages from him and walked away. Strell’s steps
were subdued, and Alissa grew more worried. Lodesh had been different on the way back. Quieter, less
indined to jest. She had attributed it to her and Strdll, but now, she wondered. She thought of how he
hed been avoiding her, his increasing coughing spells impossible to hide on a boat, and the way he hed
the ralling as his uncanny balance seemed to be gone. Frightened, she glanced a Strell, carrying an amful



of packages down the plank with an unusud ease. He hadn’'t been ill the entire trip back, walking about
the boat with the sureness of being on dry land.

“Lodesh?’ she asked, a new tremor in her voice.
He straightened, pushing his hat back so she could see his eyes. “I'm dying, Alissa”

Panic washed over her, and she reached up to grip his am. How could he say that with his voice so
cdm and even? “No!” she demanded. “You're cursed! You can't die”

“l gave my curse to Strell,” he said, never dropping her gaze. Alissa's throat closed up. Tears weled
as she saw the love in them. “I gave it to Strell for you,” he whispered. “I promised I'd see you happy.
My mistake was assuming that meant you would be with me”

Her heart clenched. She took his hands and pulled hm a step closer, not caring if anyone was
watching or not. “You can't die)” she said urgently, feding as if it were her fault. “1 won't let you run
away like an old cat to die in the woods. I'll—I'll just bring you back again.” she said, her voice loud
with a fase threst.

Lodesh amiled from under his hat. His eyes were tired, and she could see lines about them. “No,” he
sad, running a finger under her eye. “Not without the curse to hdp, and besdes” he said, glandng
beyond her to Strell. “You didn’t bring me back the firg time.”

Alissa blinked, and her eyes overflowed.
Lodesh's gaze flicked back to her. “Strel did.”
“What?’ she breathed.

“He' s a septhama, Alissa And | think he knows it. HE's been seeing ghosts ever since he smoothed
out the scar tissue across his tracings to bring you back from the past. Ask him. A Master can't bring a
ghod to life Nelther can a septhama. But together...” His eyes crinkled in heartache, which he hid with a
fdse amile “Together you can. Strell has the pattern of tracings that made it possible, but it was you who
woke me, my sweet Alissa And gave me substance when you drew on amemory you hadn’t yet lived.”

She was arying again, resigned that she would be legking tears for weeks. Usdless came up behind
her, and she caught back a sob as he put a seadying hand on her shoulder.

“But it was Strell,” Usdless said, seeming to know what they were taking about. “Strdl’s tracings,
even scarred as they were, made it possble?’

Lodesh nodded, taking a step back. He looked tired, and her heart was bregking dl over again. “But
how?’ she pleaded. “How can he be a septhama?’ She turned to Strdll, seeing nothing in him as he gave
aman with an empty wagon a coin. “I've seen his tracings. They're a shambles. And Redal-Stan said
you don't get a septhama without the warning of an upsurge of Keepers in the family line. Nothing has
ever come from his”

“But it should have” Lodesh said. He gave Usdess an unrepentant look, hard with an old anger.
“You were going to let my sister’s children go shaduf. | couldn’t let that happen. So | had a pipe warded
to gently burn an infant’s tracings, preventing their development.”

Usdless s face went red with anger. “Connen-Neute!” he shouted, and there was a crash from below.

“Strell’s grandfather’s pipe...” Alissa breathed. “Strdl sad it gave him headaches when he played it
too long. His pipe was scarring his tracings?’

“Him and dl hiskin,” Lodesh said. “I had no idea the ward would last this long.” His hand reached
out, dropping before it could touch her. “I gave my curse to Srell for you. | couldn’'t bear your amile,
Alissa. Not when it wouldn't be for me.”

She hung her head. She couldn’t look at him. She couldn’t.



Usdesswasinadate. “You can't just give Strell your curse,” he sad irately. “That's not what | had
intended &t dl. You had thisdl planned out, did you?’

“No.” It was fla, and Alissawiped her eyes and looked a him. “I didn’t plan on dying quite so soon.
That was a surprise, but perhaps it's for the best.”

“Lodesh!” she cried in misery. “You can't.” A loud somping turned her attention to Captain Sholan
coming toward them from where he had left his brother-in-law at the ramp to the dock. Quickly she
wiped her eyes and dropped her head, not wanting him to know she was upset.

“Neute!” the sgquat men bellowed, his voice echoing agang the disant houses. “Get your
long-fingered hand up here if you want me to put some money in it!” He turned to Usdless, his eyes

respectful.

“Thank you for crewing on my boat,” Captain Sholan said. “You sl a sraight tack, brought us in
right where | wanted to be. I'll give you the same advice | give dl my crew.” He leaned close as he
dropped a pdtry few coinsin Usdess's hand. “Stay away from the Red Skirt Inn. Ther girls bathe too
much. Makes for unclean living”

Usdless blinked in surprise. Captain Sholan laughed, knowing his advice was worthless, which was
why he gaveit.

“Lodesh,” the captain said, handing Lodesh a few coins. 1 expect you to give word to the Three
Crows where | can find you, eh? We ship out as soon as | can get the Albatross careened. My
brother-in-law isgoing to back us” He smiled, his teeth dlinting in the torchlight. “Thet will put her bells in
atwis”

“Mahr,” Lodesh said, pocketing the money. Alissa's heart broke a hearing the term of respect come
out of Lodesh, but he didn’'t seem to find any shameiniit.

Strell stood with his hand outstretched, and Captain Sholan looked at him in disgust. “I'm not paying
you,” he said. “You ought to be paying me. Lying abed most of the day... Turning a woman's eyes to
gold. Wolves and hagfish. Damnedest thing I’ ve ever seen.”

Strel grinned as his hand dropped. “ That's the Stryskainme” he jested, but it lacked feding.

A very long and shaky hand gripped the hatch opening behind them, and Connen-Neute emerged to
gand avkwardly next to Lodesh. He flicked a guilty look at him. Alissa frowned, not knowing what he
was worried about. Usdless grimaced in irritation. She watched an unheard comment pass between them,
and Connen-Neute dumped in relief.

“Here” the captain said, pulling Connen-Neute's ear down to his level and dropping a few coins in
his hand. “Spend it on her,” he said, looking a Silla as she came up on deck. “Spend it all on her.”

Connen-Neute flushed, glancing a Sllaand away.
“Everyone but Lodesh off my boat,” the captain said. “My brother is buying me dinner.”

They dl stared blankly a each other. Alissa panicked. How could she just say good-bye? Captain
Sholan made an excdamation of disgust and flung his hands in the air. Stomping to the bow, he checked
lines that needed no checking.

Alissa looked a Lodesh, her eyes wide as she refused to cry. Usdess gripped Lodesh's am in
farewdl and walked away. Connen-Neute did the same, hestating to give the Keeper a look deep with
gratitude and friendship. Silla pulled Lodesh down for a quick, inexpert hug, whispering something in his
ear that made him amile. Turning, she hastened to catch up with Connen-Neute. The sound of her bdlls as
she descended the bobbing plank made alovey counterpoint to someone on the dock Snging a lullaby.

There was only her, Lodesh, and Strell.



“Strell,” Lodesh sad, his face holding a frightening emptiness. “Once you're Warden, take my
damned wall down. That'sdl | ask. | know you'll take care of everything dse”

Alissa clagped her arms about hersdlf, pinching her hedling hand panfully.

Strel nodded. “I'll make a road out of it,” he said solemnly. “All the way to the plains. And if there's
enough left, I'll take it to the coast.”

“A road?’ Lodesh sadin dishdief. “That will take a thousand years.”

Strel pulled Alissa close, and her eyes closed agang a tear. “That's what | have” He heditated, his
slence saying more than words ever could. “Thank you,” he whispered. Strell took a step away, dinging
to her hand to draw her with him.

Alissa couldn’'t move, ungble to leave Lodesh sanding done on the deck of a ship—dying of a
disease that killed him once before. “Lodesh?’ she quavered.

Strell’s grip dropped. She heard hm move away. Asif unable to speak, Lodesh took her in a last
embrace. Feding his strength for the lagt time, she didn’t want to let go. The dean amdl of mirth wood
filled her. She knew she would never be able to stand in Ese' Nawoer’s fidd and not think of him when
thewind pushed againg the autumn-gold grass.

“Here)” Lodesh said as he gently pushed her away and pressed his box of cuttings into her hand.
“Makemy fidd aforest?’

She took it, choking on her sorrow. How could she just walk away?

Lodesh put his hand on the back of her head and drew her close. “Don’t let him be done” Lodesh
whispered, and tears sprang into her eyes. “The quilt of the curse is terrible, Alissa And now that I'm
free of it, | find mysdf feding guilty for having given it to him.” He was amiling forlornly as he dropped his
grip on her. Only ahint of hisusud recklessness peegped through his melanchaly. “Perhaps I’ ve lived with
quilt for so long, | need it

“Lodesh...” she pleaded, her head pounding with the effort not to fdl into sobs. Her fingers gripped
the box so tightly that it hurt.

“Goon,” hesaid, and she let Strdll draw her away and down the plank.

She turned as her feet found the dock, but he was gone. The deck of the ship was empty. Miserable,
she turned away. “I’'m supposed to be happy,” she said, hiccupping around a quick inteke of breath, and
Srel gave her a Sdeways squeeze. She had done everything she had set out to do. Wasn't she
supposed to be happy?

“Comeon,” Strell said asthey followed dowly behind Usdless, Connen-Neute, and Sllain a wagon.
“Let me get you something to eat.”

“Something to eat,” she said, sniffing morosdy. She fdt the edges of Lodesh's box of cuttings as her
feat moved dowly. “Is that your answer to everything?’

“Yed” he exdamed with a forced cheerfulness. “Look,” he said, pointing to where the wagon had
stopped. “They seem to have read my mind. See? They stopped a aninn.”

Alissawiped her eyes. Nothing could make her fed any better right now. Nothing.

“I'll get you a cup of tea, and everything will be dl right,” he muttered grimly. It was obvious he knew
tea would do no good but was determined to do something.

“Thank you,” she said, not wanting it. “That would be nice”

It was a very subdued group that clustered indde the inn's stables about ther wagonload of
beongings. Strell was elected to go in and get a pot of tea and some biscuits to tide them over until



Yar-Taw and the rest met them outside of town. Alissa sat miserably on a bae of straw and picked a
the twine as she waited. She appreciated that everyone left her done. The price Lodesh had paid for her
happiness was like an anchor about her heart. It was't fair. None of it.

There was a smdl tir when Strell returned. The Masters clustered about the impromptu table they
hed fashioned of two baes of straw and a torn horse blanket, fussng chearfully as Stredl made a gresat
show of presenting the tea. Alissa had no choice but to take the cup as he came to her corner and
proffered it with a hopeful smile.

She took a dp, meking a face. “This is awful!” she exclamed, looking up into questioning faces.
“How can you drink it? It's bitter.” Playacting to cover misery was one thing, but pretending that this swill
was good was an entirdy different matter. She hadn’'t had a good cup of tea for days, but this had to be
the wordt.

“Bitter?’ Strell said, taking a hasty gp. His eyes were puzzled. “It tastes fine to me”
“Me, too,” Sllainterjected. Connen-Neute Smply shrugged.

Usdess took a sp, then another, saying nothing as his brow furrowed. Alissa watched as he started at
a sudden thought, looking a her with wondering eyes. She shook her head. “Bitter,” she affirmed, setting
the cup aside, not wanting any more. “Worst cup I've had in days. And that’s saying alot.”

Usdess peered a her. “Alissa?” he questioned, and she looked across the dim stables as he
hestated. His head was cocked, and he had the most peculiar expression on hislightly wrinkled face.

“What,” she said flatly.
“Would you mind if—" He cut his thought short, and she grew curious.
“What?’ she asked agan.

Usdless put a hand to hischin and eyed her. He turned to Strell. “Been shrewish laidy? Especidly a
sunup?’ Usdless asked him, and Alissa frowned.

“Yes” Strell answered cautioudy. “It gets better after her morning flight.”

Bobbing his head, Usdless looked at Connen-Neute. “Is she tending to glide more in flight? Carrying
her head higher than usud?’

Connen-Neute's jaw dropped, meking hislong face even longer. “Yes. As a matter of fact, sheis”

A ddighted grin came over Usdless. He took three steps to her, his hand outsiretched toward her
middle. Frightened, she backed away. “Wha?" she demanded.

“Canl...” He hestated, and agrin came over him. “May | be s0 bold as to run a search through you,
Alisss?
She fdt her face go ashen. “What for?’ she said, thinking she aready knew.

Strel picked her up, pinning her around before plunking her down. Her hair flung into her eyes, and
ghe cried out in surprise.

“What isit going to be, Alissa?’ Strell asked, his sudden ddight frightening. “You have to choose
now, seaing as it's too dangerous to dhift after the firgt few weeks. | asked Tao-Toecan dl about it. He
told me everything.”

Bewildered, she pulled her har out of her mouth. “What?' she findly sammered.
“Strel isright,” Usdless said, his white eyebrows jumping. “You have a few weeks to decide before
you need to chose a shift and Stay in it for the term. Tradition would point to raku, but it's your choice,

naturaly. Just because human hasn't been done before doesn't mean it shouldn’t. I'd suggest human,
seeing as you'll have a hard time getting enough protein as a raku, and it takes three months longer as a



winged mongrosty than a fral human being. And being able to tak slently to Keepers is a kill no
raku-born Master can duplicate.”

His voice prattled on, dirring Slla to an dmost comicd state of excitement as she whispered in
Connen-Neute' s ears nearly loud enough for Alissa to hear. “Months?” Alissa said, but nothing came
out. Strell was a septhama. She didn't need to do a chart on her and Strell to know that she had a
fifty-fifty chance of raku child, fifty-fifty for a human septhama. Her heart pounded, and she fdt wesak.
Usdless seemed to think he knew already.

“Don't unpack when we get home, Alissa” Strell whispered. His eyes were glinting as he did a dy
look toward Usdless. “We have to go to the plains. Very, very soon.”

“Pans?’ she sammered.

Srdl grinned, giving her ahug to leave her breathless. “1 have to register you, my love, or my children
will lose the chartered status of their name.” Arms diill around her, he beamed at Usdless. “And I'm sure
your teacher will want your children to have dl the status they deserve. He can't say no now to atrip to
the plains”

A low growl of discontent dipped from Usdless.
Alissafdt sck. A child? So soon? “Oh, Ashes,” she murmured. “I don't think I'm ready for this”
And Strdll laughed.



