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BOOK
ONE

Chapter |

BURNING A TRAIL THROUGH THE SKY, the comet was brighter than any single star, most
brighter than the moon. Certainly, it gppeared more purposeful.

There was no doubt about the purposefulness of the young woman who sat watching the comet from
atop one of the smooth stone outcroppings that erupted here and there through the forest floor like
whaesfrozen in the act of breaching. Her arms were wrapped around her bent knees so that she made a
sgngleform, amost like arock hersdf, but unlike the rocks her gaze was fixed on the light in the sky.

To Firekeeper, who knew the stars through al their shifting annual panorama as a city-born woman
would know the streets around her own house, the comet was a source of unending fascination and not a
little uneasiness. Shedidn't like ether feding one bit.

Night after night, she found herself drawn to some dark, quiet place where she could watch the comet, as
if by watching it she could keep the heavens from doing something € se unpredictable. Although the
spring nights were yet chilly and damp here in the Norwood Grant at the northwestern edge of the
Kingdom of Hawk Haven, Firekeeper didn't find them uncomfortable. She'd lived unprotected through
much harsher wegther.

Blind Seer, her closest friend, often sat with Firekeeper on these vigils, though the wolf didn't really
understand the woman's fascination.

"Jlight in the sky" Blind Seer grumbled on thisnight ason so many others. " That's all it is. Come and
run with me. We could terrify the deer "

Firekeeper uncoiled hersdf sufficiently to swat the wolf lightly acrossthe bridge of hislong nose.

"Let themraise their fawnsin peace," shesad, "so there will be food for the year to come. Surely
you haven't fallen so low that you must hunt sucklings and their mothers.”
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"I was more thinking of the young bucks, spring mad in the pride of their new antlers. They need
humbling.”

Her eyes never leaving the fat white comet with its glowing tail, Firekeeper answered, " And you a Royal
Wolf, greatest of the great, are setting yourself the task of improving Cousin-kind? Our parents
would be ashamed.”

Their argument was interrupted by the sound of feet steadily advancing dong the forest trail. Neither wolf
nor woman moved, for the tread was as familiar to them asthe tall red-haired youth who appeared
around abend in the trail amoment later.

"| thought I'd find you out here," Derian Carter said, greeting them with a casua wave of the hand that
was not occupied balancing atin-screened candle lantern. "Watching the comet again? | promiseyou, it
won't go anywhere."

"Elationtel you wherel am," Firekeeper replied, knowing this must be so. She had many placesfrom
which she watched the comet. Anima wariness kept her from frequenting any one place too often.
Elation, however, could have easily found her.

The peregrine falcon had taken aliking to Derian. Although Elation could not talk to Derian as she could
to Firekeeper, she had found ways of making him understand smple things. Derian, inturn, smplified
matters grestly by accepting, as most of Firekeeper's human acquaintances still did not, that the bird was
asinteligent asmost humans.

"Elation might have," Derian admitted before changing the subject. "There's news from across the White
Water River. A single courier made the crossing late this afternoon. He came to Duchess Kestrdl, figuring
sheld pay well to know the last severd months gossip from New Kelvin.”

Firekeeper wasinterested in spite of her initiad pique at having her vigil interrupted.
"From New Kdvin?'

The neighboring country was separated from Hawk Haven by ariver broad and rocky enough to be
difficult to cross even in the best weather. Once snowmelt had swelled the river, the two nations had
been effectively cut off for better than amoonspan. Only lately had the river begun to ebb, though many
dayswould pass before norma commerce resumed.

Derian nodded.

"And from how both the duchess and the earl remained closeted with the courier through dinner, the
courier had news worth the tokens the duchess has ordered drawn from the Norwood Grant treasury.”

"And what did the courier say?' Firekeeper prompted, dmost, but not quite, forgetting the comet.

"I don't know," Derian replied, "but we have been requested to meet with Duchess Kestrel and her son
as soon as possible. Can you leave your comet unwatched?”!

Firekeeper gave him adight smile, though she knew Derian could not seeit in the darkness.
"l cen.”

A group OF saven wasto meet in Duchess Kestrel's sudyueight, if you counted Blind Seer, which
Firekeeper most certainly did. As she waited for the rest to assemble and stop their idle chatter, the
wolf-woman studied her surroundings, automatically noting exits and defensible corners.



Thiswas aroom Firekeeper had visited only once before. Unlike the nearby chamber claimed by her son
for asmilar purpose, the duchess's study was light and uncluttered, its furniture crafted from pale woods
rubbed to ahigh polish and scented with beeswax. The stone-flagged floors were covered in jewel -toned
New Kevinese carpets that seemed to glow in the lamplight. The broad, south-facing windows were
curtained in heavy brocade woven in shades of soft golden brown and beige.

In her younger days, Saedee Norwood, Duchess Kestrel, had been awarrior who had won her spursin
aparticularly nasty border skirmish with Bright Bay. There was astatue in the garden commemorating
those deeds. It depicted adim-hipped young woman brandishing asword, an arrogant tilt to her proud
head.

But those battles had been long ago. The only trace remaining of that woman was the sefsame sword
hanging on the wal behind the desk where the duchess daily dedlt with the business of running the large
land grant that she had inherited from her father. Bearing childrenttwo of whom had survived to
adulthooduhad spread Saedee Norwood's once dim form. Bearing the responsibilities of her position had
graven linesin her face.

J

Y e, Firekeeper thought as she watched the duchess greet those she had summoned, perhaps not all
traces of that young warrior had vanished. The arrogant lift of the duchesss head was much the same,
though tempered with arestraint that might have been dien to her younger sdif.

Therewas asmilar arrogancein the bearing of the duchess's son and heir, Norvin. Earl Kestrel wasa
small manuindeed, his mother was talertiand maybe some of his gpparent arrogance came from refusing
to be seen as weak in aworld where strength and size were usualy equated.

Firekeeper knew the earl fairly well. It had been he who had led the expedition she had accompanied out
of thewestern wilderness. Initialy, she had thought Norvin Norwood taken up with nothing but hisown
advancement. L ater, she had come to redlize thatuinterested as Norvin was in promoting his own good
and that of hisfamilyuhe was aso acommander whose troops respected him, a master whose vassals
found him fair, and a parent who, though dictatorid at times, strove not to smother his children.

In the eyes of the human world, Firekeeper was one of those childrentiadopted by the earl soon after his
return from the west. Firekeeper did not think of the earl as her fatheruthat place in her heart belonged to
the wolves who had raised hertinor did she particularly think of the earl'sfour children as her siblings.
One of these, however, Norvin Norwood's eldest son and heir, had earned the wolf-woman's mingled
affection and exasperation.

Edlin Norwood entered the room even as Firekeeper thought of him, his breezy friendliness a decided
contrast to hisfather's and grandmother's studied restraint. Nor did he particularly resemble them, lacking
their prominent hawk-like nose. Edlin did share hisfather's dark hairtthough the earl's mixed silver with
the jetty blackuand the earl's pae grey eyes. Still, no one watching Edlin as he bobbed a quick bow to
his grandmother and then collgpsed bonelesdy into acomfortable chair would have taken him for his
father's son.

But Firekeeper respected Edlin. He had been with her and Derian in New Kevin early in the winter just
past and had proven that there was more to him than met casua inspection. However, if Edlin'sdeedsin
New Kevin had earned Firekeegper's respect, they did nothing to reduce her frustration with him. Soon
after Firekeeper had arrived at the Norwood Grant the previous autumn, Edlin had taken avery
unbrotherly fancy to her. Hed evenuso Firekeeper had heard rumoredutold his father he wished to marry
her.



The earl had refused without even consulting Firekegpertthough his decison proved much to
Firekeeper'srdiefubut hisfather's refusal hadn't ended the matter for Edlin. Often he would watch
Firekeeper, sometimes covertly, more often forgetting himsalf and gaping with dightly open-mouthed
admiration.

Why Edlin fancied her Firekeeper hadn't the least idea. In a society where women were admired for
socid grace and elegancetieven those who, like Saedee Norwood or Crown Princess Sgpphire, had won
honor on the battl fiel duFirekeeper possessed neither. She donned long gowns, jewels, and other such
finery only under duress. Rather than displaying hersdlf to her best advantage on some couch or
embroidered chair, she preferred sitting as she was now, on the floor, her arm flung around Blind Seer,
her short hair touded from wind and westher.

Fortunately for Firekeeper, Saedee Norwood had forbidden anyonetieven her sonuto force Firekeeper
to change her waystoo drastically. Aslong as Firekeeper would gown when necessary, used proper
utenslswhen dining at table, and remembered not to bolt her food, the duchess claimed hersdalf content.
Firekeeper, in turn, sought to please the duchess, preferring to offer evidence of her willingnessto learn
human ways on her own, rather than having those ways forced upon her.

Such attempts to please were not aien to Firekeeper's nature. Wolves dways submit before those who
have power over them. To them thisis an expression of respect, not a humiliation. Saedee Norwood did
not ask for bely-pissng cringing, only the human equivadent of ajaw-licking tal wag.

Moreover, like her son, Saedee Norwood had proven hersalf worthy of Firekeeper's respect. The
wolf-woman had observed how the duchess enforced the right of individua decision not only for
Firekeeper, but for other members of her household aswell. At atime when ahundred years of fairly
stable government was bequesthing socid ritua and restraint asits gift to the younger generation, Saedee
was old enough to remember when this had not been souiand wise enough to sacrifice the benefits she
could have garnered from a cacifying socid order for the greater benefits gained from avita and active
family.

Thus Saedee had made her son, Norvin, her partner in running the Norwood Grant at atime when
severd of her contemporaries were struggling to maintain afirm hold over their growing households.
Equally, she used her authority over her son to keep him from rebuking Edlin too saverdly for the young
man'sown idiosyncratic style.

But then, as Firekeeper had learned from Wendee Jay, the Kestrdl retainer who served asthe
wolf-woman's persond attendant, Saedee Norwood hersalf was an unconventional woman. No one
knew who had been thefather of her childrenuNorvin, Eirene, and severa others who had not survived
beyond infancy. Saedee had not only kept thisinformation to hersdfushe had dso refused to marry, even
when offered advantageous aliances for her house.

Firekeeper siretched, wondering just alittle about the pedigree of this human family with whom she found
hersdf dlied.

Edlin'sarriva brought the gathering's number to six. Derian had arrived with Firekeeper and Blind Seer,
and both duchess and earl had aready been present. Now adight rap on the door announced the last
ariva.

Grateful Peace was adender and e egant man, amogt effete to Firekeeper'sway of seeing things. His
hairline had receded so far back that he was nearly bald. What hair he retained was bone white. His
facid features were sartlinguiadorned as they were with the bluish green lines of severd tattoos.
Spectacles perched on the bridge of histhin nose and gave him around-eyed appearance at odds with



hisair of quiet watchfulness.

He had come from New Kelvin the previous year, saf-exiled for choosing to act against the policies of
the government he had served for the previous decade and a half.

A solid hit from a crossbow bolt had forced the amputation of Grateful Peace's right arm. While he
recuperated, he had wintered at the Surcliffe family vineyards east of Duchess Kestrel's holding.
However, when the snowmelt had begun, Duchess Kestrel had invited Peaceto join herself and her
family at their resdencetiddiberately waiting to offer her invitation until the White Water River was so
swollen that there would be no easy commerce between the Norwood Grant and New Kelvin for at least
amoonspan. Grateful Peace was an outcast from his homeland, and no one doubted that there was a
priceon hislife.

Nor, Firekeeper thought, would Peace be easy to hide. Even though he has stopped painting his
face, nothing can hide the tattoos. Though he styles his hair more as men wear it here, till his
very bearing and manner of standing is different. He walks awkwardly in trousers, asif hislegs
still need to feel the touch of robes to know when to break his stride.

Duchess Kestrel did not keep them waiting long after Grateful Peace had taken his seat.

"l assumethat al of you have dready heard about the courier who arrived today. ‘Courier' may be too
politeaterm,” she added with wry smile. "However, it will do.

"Oneitem of hisnewswasrather shocking," the duchess continued. "Before | reved it, | must ask that
you not speak of it to anyone other than those gathered here. | have chosen to revedl it to you because |
would like your advice regarding what course of action | should take."

Nods around the semicircle facing the duchess's desk confirmed the willingness of the gathered to keep
her confidence. When Firekeeper redlized that thiswas no genera gossip sessionuias she had first
imagined when Derian had spoken to her out on the groundstishe wondered why Duchess Kestrel had
wanted her here.

DuchessKesird did not offer to answer this unspoken question, only accepted their unspoken promises
of slencewith anod of her own.

"Very well," shesad with adight, involuntary Sgh. "Melina, once of House Gyrfdcon, has married. Her
new spouse is the Hedled One, the hereditary monarch of New Kelvin."

Saedee Norwood declaimed these words as if she expected them to cause a sensation, nor was she
disappointed. After amoment of shocked silence, there was atumult of questions and expressions of
dismay. Firekeeper believed that she hersalf had kept Slent, but after amoment she redlized that the
rumbling growl she heard was coming from her own throat.

No wonder. If there was a human Firekeeper hated and despised, it was Lady Melina Shield. She had
trouble thinking of the woman by another name, although Lady Melina had been disowned and exiled
and so logt both title and right to her House name. Meina had tricked and used Firekeeperuathing for
which the wolf-woman blamed herself as much as she blamed Mélina, though this readization made her
fed nolesshitter.

Earl Kestrel had raised ahand to il the babble and, with aglance at his mother, took it upon himsdlf to
answer some of the questions.

"Firg," he said, histones clipped, "we are certain that thisinformation is correct. The courier came



originaly from Dragon's Breath, the capital city of New Kelvin, where theinformation is, gpparently, not
common knowledge. However, he has asister working within one of the Earth Spires and she gave him
the news"

Grateful Peace interjected acomment of his own before the earl could continue.

"Kegping such amarriage secret would be less difficult than you of Hawk Haven might imagine,” he said,
his Pellish excellent but flavored with a melodious accent, rather asif he expected the wordsto have
more syllables than they did. "The Healed Oneis a semi-sacred person. He appearsin public rarely and
his affairs are not for common gossp.”

"Thank you," Duchess Kestrel said. "Y ou have anticipated one of my own questions. | had wondered
how such information could be kept from the people. Certainly servants, at least, would gossip.”

"The secret could not be kept perpetualy,” Peace replied, "but for afew months, perhaps while the
Healed One assured himsdlf of support from the Dragon Spesker and some key thaumaturges, for that
timeit could be kept quiettia thing rumored, but not confirmed. Many of the servantsin Thendulla
Lypelld'the used the New Kevinese name for the Earth Spires, the towering buildings that held the New
Kevinese governmentuare daves and never leave the property. However, asthis courier of yours has
shown, even daves have contacts outside of thewalls."

After making certain that Grateful Peace had finished, Earl Kestrel continued his discourse.

"Not only are we certain that the newsisgenuine,” he said, "we arefairly certain that we are thefirst
Great House to receive the information. The White Water River remains quite swollen. The courier who
cameto usrisked hislifein his hope of reward for being thefirg."

"Asyou dl must redize," the duchess added, smoothly taking up her son's account, “thisinformation
could have serious ramifications for our government.”

"Our government?' asked Derian. "Y ou mean for the king?"

Duchess Kestrel nodded. "A woman born of Hawk Haven's nobility has married aforeign monarch.
Moreover, Mdinaisfrom House Gyrfacon, first among the Great Houses. Even more sgnificantly,
Méelinaisthe mother of one of King Tedricsheirs.”

Firekeeper felt hersdf growling again. Crown Princess Sgpphire was indeed Lady Mdinasbirth
daughter, though she had been crudly used by her mother. Now it seemed that, despite the adoption that
should have taken Sapphire far out of her mother's reach, Melinawas exercising power over her once
more.

Derian frowned, but Firekeeper thought that his concern waslessfor Sapphire than for King Tedric.
Since the autumn before, when King Tedric had honored him by making him one of his counsdlors,
Derian had developed a deep personal loyalty to the monarch of Hawk Haven.

"Wewill tel the king this news, won't we?' Derian asked.

"Certainly," Duchess Kestrel answered. "Only yesterday | had a packet of lettersfrom Eagle's Nest. Not
one mentioned Melina's marriage, nor have the post-riders brought in any news. Therefore, we must act
on the assumption that the news has not yet reached the king."

"l say," Edlin said, straightening dightly. "Why would New Kedvin'sking need to keep hiswedding
secret?’



All eyesturned to Grateful Peace.

"A wedding to aforeigner,” the former thaumaturge replied, "would most certainly need to be kept
secret, a least until the government decided how to present the matter to the public. Asyou may recall
from your vigt to our land, we of New Kelvin entertain a somewhat inflated view of our worthin
comparison to that of other people.”

"Right-o!" Edlin said, grinning. " Sorry. Overlooked that, don't you know."

Earl Kestrel shook his head, disapproving as dways of hisson's casud attitude. He himself, as
Firekeeper knew, would never admit forgetting somethinguat least as long as he could pretend otherwise.

"May | continue with the business at hand, Edlin?’
"l say!" Edlin said. "Of course you can, Father! I'd be the last to stop you."
Blind Seer wasthe only oneto snigger aoud and only Firekeeper knew the wolf was laughing.

"This news has the potentia,” Norvin Norwood continued, "to have severe ramifications for our entire
kingdom. Princess Sapphireis new to her position. Her mother isfeared. This strengthening of Mdinas
position could greetly weaken the crown princesss support. Therefore, it isimportant that the news reach
the king and his heirsas quickly as possible. The more timethey haveto prepare, the more wisely will
they react.”

His pale grey gaze cameto rest on Firekeeper and for the first time she understood why she had been
included inthis gathering.

"Firekeeper," the earl said, "do you think you could get Elationuthat peregrine of yoursito carry a packet
totheking?'

Firekeeper stiffened. She had dreaded arequest like this since the winter before when Elation had
deigned to carry areport to King Allister of Bright Bay. For hundreds of years, since before the Plague
that had sent the Old World rulers back across the seaand left their colonists to fend for themsalves, the
Roya Beasts had sought to hide themsdalves from a humanity that had initialy treated with them asfriends
only to later attack them as enemies.

Her own emerging from across the Iron Mountains with Blind Seer and Elation had been the beginning of
the end to that secrecy. True, few knew that the tales that were now widely told were true, not merely a
mingtrel's fancy, but among those who suspected the truth were some of the most powerful men and
women in Hawk Haven. They would not hesitate to use whatever tools they might if those toolswould
day acriss.

"No," the wolf-woman replied bluntly. "I will not. Elation will not. The Roya Beasts are not your
servants, any more than King Tedric istheir servant. Why not send a pigeon?”'

Duchess Kestrel answered for Earl Kestrel, who was frozen with displeasure.

"There are three reasons that sending a pigeon would not be wise. Firt, it's abad season for the birds as
the wesether is very changeable. Second, we have only one bird Ieft who will return to Eagle's Nest and,
by our contract with the king, we must keep onein case we need give warning of invasion. Third, this
information istoo seriousto trust to apotentialy insecure courier.”

Saedee Norwood smiled in afashion that Firekeeper thought was more akin to abaring of teeth.



"Indeed, the courier who brought thisinformation to usis being detained for afew days. We have him
quite comfortable, but have taken care that those who wait on him are the least likely to share gossip.”

The duchessturned akinder smile upon the wolf-woman.

"But Firekeeper, | don't understand your reluctance. Princess Sapphireisyour friend. Y ou stood for her
at her wedding. Surely you should help her now."

Firekeeper growled, but an ideawas taking shape in the back of her mind. Shelet it grow and answered
thefirg point.

"Sapphireis her own friend first, then Shad's, and the king's, then her family's. Maybe then she remember
afew others. No matter, that." Firekeeper bit her lip, for making speechesin human talk was still hard for
her. "Everyone know Sapphire's mothertieven King Tedriciwhen she is made crown princess. Why...
Melinameatter now that Sapphire belongsto king?"

What followed was along discourse on palitics, aliances, and the rest, begun by the duchess and her
son, but with Grateful Peace adding afew words here and there before it was ended.

Most of what they said went over Firekeeper's head, but she gathered that what Meina had done was so
terrible because she had placed herself at the head of another government. At least thiswould be how
many in Hawk Haven and Bright Bay would interpret Melina's actions, though Grateful Peace was quick
to say that Melinawould not be nearly as powerful in New Kelvin asamonarch's spouse would bein
Hawk Haven.

"If she was any but Melina," Firekeeper said to Blind Seer, "I would be comforted by what Peace
says, but Melina will rule where others think themsel ves the One."

"So you will have Elation carry their message?' Thetilt of the wolf's ears expressed wariness, asif he
had scented a puma lurking in the trees.

"Not quite," Firekeeper replied.

Shewaited until the humans had finished their lecture, then offered the compromise she had come up with
afew minutes before.

"Elation not carry message,” she said, "nor will | ask her, but | will carry.”
She held up ahand to forestal the protests that began amost before she finished speaking.

"l amfast asusua post-horse," she said, "not the gallop relays, no, but as horse jogging on roads, and |
not need stay on roads. No grest riversis between here and Eagle's Nest. | can goif not asfast as
peregrineflies, assraght.”

She stopped, pleased with the image.
Earl Kestrel frowned.

"Blyssg, it istime you redized the less than suitable impression such behavior makes. My suggestion
keeps your dignity and position in minduias your own does not."

Firekeeper smiled at him, knowing wdll that it was his own dignity, as her adopted father, that Norvin
Norwood was worried about. What parent doesn't wish to control his children?

"Either | go," she said with polite firmness, "or message no go fast.”



Earl Kedtrel didn't immediately cease trying to convince Firekeeper to do things hisway, but eventually
the duchess put ahand on his shoulder.

"Norvin, as easly make water run up hill astry to change her mind. Y ou can't do it. Let us accept this
compromise. Firekeeper, when will you go?'

Firekeeper shrugged. "Thisnow, if you wish."

The duchess gave agracious nod. "Within an hour or two will do. | wish to write out areport and to
request that Grateful Peace dictate one regarding his perception of the New K vinese reaction when this
news becomeswiddy known."

Derian Carter, who had listened attentively, clarifying termsfor Firekegper during the more theoretical
politica discussions, now cleared histhroat.

"I can't travel asquickly as Firekeeper," hesaid, "but | could follow on horseback. 1'd been intending to
go south soon anyhow, to place an order with my father for mounts for the Norwood stables before he
heads to the spring market in Good Crossing. | could carry another copy of the message and speak for
you, clarifying points as Firekeeper might not be able."

Earl Kestrel nodded, some of his sourness vanishing.

"We had intended to ask you to do much the same," he said approvingly. "Asaring-wearing counsgor to
the king, you will be ableto gain aprivate audience.”

Derianinclined hishead in abow of respectful acknowledgment.

"He's not as intimidated by our Norvin as once he was," Blind Seer chuckled. Like Firekeeper he was
fond of Derian, and like any wolf he enjoyed seeing acub grow into hisfur and tail.

Blind Seer's comment made Firekeeper think of something new. Although it didn't pertain precisely to the
matter at hand, it was related and she thought she might aswell raiseit now.

"Blind Seer and | go to Eagles Nest, then," she said doud, "and from there when telling king is done and
questions answered, then Blind Seer and |, and maybe Fox Hair if he wish, we go west acrossthe
mountains and see my pack.”

She didn't phrase this as request, but Earl Kestrel choseto reply asif she had.

"That would befine," hesaid. Clearly, if the wolf-woman wouldn't serve him, she might aswell be out of
sght. Hisannoyance at her was gpparent in how he quickly changed the subject. "Mother, | was thinking,
Derian could carry with him acoop of our carrier pigeons. Therefore, if the king needsto reply he can do
so that way aswell as by courier.”

"l say," Edlin interjected, spesking in Firekeeper's ear so as not to interrupt the duchesssreply to the
earl. "l say, Firekeeper, can | go with you to see the wolves?

He looked so eager Firekeeper amost hated refusing him.

"No," shesaid. "Even Fox Hair will be aproblem, but | know he has oath to fill and I would guide his
steps. Two humans may be too much.”

She stopped then, redlizing she had dmost said more than she had intended. Edlin, happily, had fixed on
thefirg part of her satement.



"Oath to fill? What?"

Derian nodded. "1 vowed at the end of King Allister's War to return to the place where Prince Barden's
expedition died and set up amarker for al the dead. Lord Aksdl Trueheart has agreed to research the
names for me and even to help with preparation of gravestones.”

Earl Kestrd, finished with his private discuss on with the duchess, had heard Derian's explanation.
"Y ou never mentioned thisto me," he said sternly.

"It was a private vow," Derian replied dmost gpologeticaly. "When | |ettered temporary markersfor the
battlefield | kept thinking of those graveswe left. Asyou know, we listed the names of those we knew
among the deaduPrince Barden and hiswife, afew othersibut we didn't have afull list of the expedition
withus"

Norvin Norwood nodded. Although he had led the expedition to find a prince, he had not been
concerned enough about the commonersin the group to carry dong their names.

"My sgter, Eirene," the earl said, hisvoice breaking dightly, "was Barden'swife. | would liketo send
somesmall trinketsfor her grave.”

"l would also," the duchess said so quickly that Firekeeper was certain she was swallowing tears. " Sweet
Eirere..."

Firekeeper sensed the duchess's gaze resting on her and shifted uncomfortably, knowing what the old
woman was wondering. Part of the reason Earl Kestrel had convinced his mother to adopt the
wolf-woman into the Kestrel line was that there was a good chance that Firekegper was Barden and
Eirene's daughter, Blysse.

The wolf-woman had no ideawhether thiswas true or not but the idea, as always, made her vaguely
uncomfortable. She legpt to her feet, suddenly eager to be away.

"l get my things," she said, "and come back for these |etters.”

No one stopped her as she darted out the door.

Chapter 11

ASHE RODE SOUTH in the company of asmal group from various smadl holdingsin the Norwood
Grant, Derian Carter couldn't help but enjoy watching spring unfold. A moonspan before any blossom,
even thelittle white ones that bloomed out of the snow, was ararity to be treasured. These daysit
seemed asif every plant that could flower was doing so, from tiny grass flowersin bluesand pinks, to the
trumpet-headed gloriesin their mixed costumes of yellow, white, and orange. Fruit trees, too, were
burgting into flower: gpple, peach, and cherry dl rgjoicing in the coming of summer.

Spring's spreading wash of color seemed to accelerate the more days he was on the road, for Derian's
journey took him not only south, but somewhat east, awvay from the looming presence of the Iron
Mountains, which cradled winter abit longer in their folds and clefts.

Hewondered if Firekeeper, making thisjourney in advance of him, saw thingsthe sameway. Shewasan
odd personuhuman in shape but sometimes hardly human in her perceptions of the world around her.



Would she see the flowers nestled in the grass as he did, bits of bright color that made him smile almost
involuntarily after winter's grey, or as usdess foliage, poisonous to eattior as something €l se he couldn't
evenimegine?

Certainly she wouldn't have stopped in the towns and villages aong the road, luxuriating in the gosspy
company of folk glad to see fresh faces and hear the news after winter's cold had kept casua travelers
close to home. One thing Derian knew that many city dwellersdid not was that winter didn't sea country
folk onto their farmstinot unless the snow was very deep. They smply traded whedsfor ded runnersand
went about their business.

Indeed, as Derian had learned working with hisfamily businessfrom an early age, for some types of
commerce the dead of winter was avery activetime. Large loads, whether stone or grain or tuns of wine
and ae, were more easily did across snow and ice-packed roads than hauled over dirt or bogged down
inmud.

So Derian listened carefully at every inn and tavern where his group paused, dropped ahint or two,
guided a conversation, but nowhere did he catch as much asthe dightest hint that anyone had heard of
Mélinas new and potentiadly disastrous marriage.

Events from six months before were il being hashed overuthe assault on the pirate headquartersin the
swampsto the far east, the heroic deeds of Princess Sgpphire and Prince Shad, the tragic madness of
little Citrine Shield. When Derian's companions boasted that Derian himsalf had been among those who
assaulted the Smuggler's Light, he found himsdlf the center of every circle and used his novelty to probe
for other gossip.

But he heard nothing of Melinaor New Kdvin. Indeed, nonein these rlatively isolated towns and
farming hamlets knew that little Citrine had been left with the pirates as hostage against her mother's good
behavior to dlies Mdinahad |ater betrayed. Most smply thought Citrine had been kidnapped and held
for ransom. After al, wasn't her eldest Sster to be the next queen?

Derian didn't enlighten them. If what the courier from New Kdvin had told House Kestrel was true, then
there was no need to blacken Mdlinas name further. Such gossip would only make more difficult the
king's attempts to manage the situation to his advantage.

The newswould get out intime. Too many of the soldierswho had fought at the Smuggler's Light had
grasped someinkling of the truth. Derian Smply would not help it spread. Still, hisjoy in the frolicking of
newborn lambs and fod s was diminished when he thought of thelittle girl held first metta girl who had
been aslively and enthusiastic as any young creature and who now, by dl reports, was driven to
extremes of sullen brooding and frenetic activity.

Derian'straveling group reached the vicinity of Eagle's Nest, the capitd city of Hawk Haven, midmorning
on the ninth day of their journey. They could have pressed on the night before, but heavy rains and the
knowledge that the gates would be locked when they arrived made them hold back.

Oncethey werein sight of the city, Derian broke from the rest, whedling Roanne, his chestnut mare,
toward the city's east Side. Prancing Steed Stables, his family's business, was located outside of the east
wall and when Derian reined Roanne in under the Sgn that bore her painted image, he felt asif hewas
homeagan.

To Derian's dight disappointment, Colby Carter, hisfather, was not present at the stables when Derian
arrived, nor was Brock, Derian's younger brother. Old Toad, retired from heavy work but still working
for the Carter family both a home and at the stables, greeted Derian as warmly as his own grandfather
might have done. He took charge of Roanne for Derian, promising to have the mare stabled.



"Actudly, Toad," Derian said, burrowing through his saddliebags for the clean though wrinkled clothes
hed put in last night just for this purpose, "if you'll give Roanne over to someone trustworthy, I'll ask you
to go up to my parents house and tell them I'm home. My bags will be coming with one of Kestrel's men,
but I've an errand to run for Earl Kestrel before | go to the house.”

Old Toad looked at Derian dyly, obvioudy hoping the youth would say more. It was amatter of great
pridefor al those associated with the Carters that the heir to the house was so intimate with nobles and
even with royalty. Derian, however, said nothing more, and Toad decided to prime his pump with abit of
gossip.

"It'ssaid that the wolf-girl, Lady Blysse, has been seen about the castle these two days since," Toad
offered. "Her and her wolf both."

Derian grinned.

"Lady Blysse made her own way here," he said, giving nothing much away. "Not many horses can
tolerate Blind Seer close by and she wouldn't leave him behind in the North Woods."

Toad had to be content with this scrap and with the cheerful importance of bringing the news of Derian's
homecoming to hisfamily. They set off together, parting when Derian's path took him toward the quarter
where House Kestrel maintained its manse.

Derian changed hisroute as soon as Toad was out of sight, heading straight through the city and up to the
heights where Eagle's Nest Castle brooded over her chicks. He'd pulled aknit cap over hisred hair and
kept from those streets where chance-met acquaintances might recognize him. Happily, it wasn't a
market day, so thiswas easily enough done.

Derian knew he might be being overcautious, but if Firekeeper's arrival was aready common gossipuor
at least stable gossip, for the stables seemed to get news before anyone e setithen he didn't want to add
grigt to those active mills. The newsthat Derian Carter, newly made counselor to the king, had rushed to
the castle even before going to his parents house might indeed prove interesting.

And then maybe I'm just getting an inflated ego, Derian thought wryly, but he knew in his heart he
was not. He might associate with nohility, but he was common-born and common-bred, and he knew
how the least scrap of information was patched into aquilt that covered dl the factsithough not way's
correctly.

The porter on duty proved to be one of those Derian had come to know the year before when Derian
had stayed at the castle as part of Earl Kestrel's retinue. He swung open the wrought-iron gate with a

grin.

"l wastold to keep an eye out for you," the porter said, "though I'd hardly need to be told that once Lady
Blysse showed here. She makes the guards edgy she does, dipping both herself and that huge wolf in
without any the wiser. The watch captain gave his men the sharp edge of histongue, he did.”

Derian shook his head ruefully.

"And Firekegper knowswell enough that the gate would be opened to her. She just likes causing
trouble

"Show meachit of alass" the porter said, closing and locking the gate once more, "or alad either, who
doesn't get joy out of making her elderslook foolish.”

Derian agreed, thanking the porter for his news before crossing the interior courtyard. Hed met peoplein



the countryside who thought that acastlewas just abig fortified building ingde awall. Redidicdly, a
castle was more like asmall town. This one had its own bakeries, stables, gardens, smithies, carpenter
shops, and al the rest. The stone buildings held quarters not only for the king and hisimmediate family,
but for the legion of aides, servants, advisors, and the like needed to keep the castle in efficient order.

True, much of the staff lived in the city and came up the hill to work, but in a pinch gateslike those the
porter manned could be sedled and the life of the castle could go onufor awhile at |easttindependent of
the city below.

Further, Eagle's Nest Castle was legendary for its security. Songs were still sung and stories told about
how Zorana Shidld, later to become Queen Zoranathe First, had infiltrated the castle, cementing her
faction's power during the Civil War. It was no wonder that the watch captain had been furiousto have
hiswalls and guards so easily circumvented.

But then no normal army, nor even any normal spy could do what Firekeeper does, Derian
thought. She climbslike a squirrel, silences guard dogs with a threat, and thisall in a silence that
makes the blowing of leaves in the wind seem loud.

Onceingdethe castle, Derian made hisway to the king's audience hdl. The herad to whom Derian gave
his name was a stranger, but she didn't ask to be shown the counselor'sring or any other form of
identification.

"You are expected,” she said. "I'll send amessagein to His Mgesty's secretary, Lady Farand, and | am
certain that the king will see you as soon as he finishes with his current meeting.”

"That quickly?' Derian replied, surprised.

"The king said he wasto be interrupted in the course of his usua gppointments,” the herald explained,
"the moment you arrived. Y ou were to be offered refreshments while you waited.”

Derian nodded.

"Will there be along wait?' he asked. "Because | can just run down to the kitchens myself. No need to
bother anyone.”

The herald looked atouch startled at hislack of formdity.

"If that isyour wish," she said. "A runner can be sent for you there as easily asto the kitchen to bring you
atray."

Derian nodded and went. The truth was he didn't want to stand fidgeting in afoyer. Fetching hisown
bread and beer would be adistraction.

He was finishing up the good-sized medl of cold mests, cheese, and sundry other daintiesthat afriendly
cook had brought him, when arunner came from the herald.

"Theking will seeyou," the boy announced, diding across the polished stone flags of the kitchen floor
and deftly snatching achunk of cheese from under Derian'sfingers.

Derian rose and headed out, nodding his thanks to the cook. She waved her free handuthe other was
pinched tightly around the lobe of the runner's eartiand the rest of her attention was given to scolding the
boy.

Running up the sone dairstwo at atime, mortified that he might have kept the king waiting, Derian was



relieved to find the herald standing watch before the still closed doors of the king's chamber, but she
stepped aside as he came up.

"His Mgesty sent amessage out to me," the herdd said. "His current meeting will be over momentarily.
Did you happen to see Lady Blyssein the kitchen?"

Derian shook his head.

"His Mg esty requested her presence aswell,” the herad said with asigh. "I just hope the runners| sent
canfind her."

"Did you send one to Holly Gardener's cottage?' Derian suggested.

"And to the gardens," the herdd confirmed, her dight, wry smile showing that thiswasn't thefirst time
she'd been asked to |locate the wolf-woman, "even though for most people today's weather would be
excuse enough to stay in by thefire."

"So Firekeeper might have done," Derian said. " She's seen enough bad weether to appreciate comfort.”

But Firekeeper hadn't been located when the doors swung outward and those who had been meeting
with the king streamed out, arms loaded with books and papers, most still chattering about whatever
matter had been under discussion. A few noticed thetal red-haired youth standing to one side, but
Derian had practiced effacing himsdlf, and most overlooked him.

"Goonin," theherad said. "The king said | need not bother to announce you."

Shelooked neither scandalized nor puzzled by thisinformality and Derian decided that whatever training
the castl€'s herd ds received must include ahigh amount of tolerance for their aging monarch's
eccentricities.

To hisdight surprise, when Derian entered the conference room, he found it empty but for asingle
uniformed guard. He recognized him at once as Sir Dirkin Eastbranch, captain of the king's persona

guard. Sir Dirkin was atal man whose square chin and high cheekbones seemed chisdled from his
weathered brown skin.

"King Tedric,” Sir Dirkin said without preamble, "has requested that you wait upon himin hisgtting
room."

His studioudy calm expression broke into asmile so dight Derian might have overlooked it if he hadn't
come to know the man somewhat the summer before.

"Thelast meeting ran overlong,” Dirkin continued, "and the king isweaned of hard chairs and tables.”
Derian offered Sir Dirkin abow.
"It'sgood to see you, Sir Dirkin. Have you wintered well?"

"Well enough. The cold months have flown by, to be honest, with Princess Sapphire and Prince Shad in
resdence. There has been much going on.”

Derian didn't doubt it. The sporadic letters that residents of the Norwood estate had received from
friendsand family in the capita city had been filled with accounts of bals, receptions, and lessformad
socia occasionstienough so that Lady Ludla, Earl Kestrd'swife, had been quite put out that she and her
children were isolated in the North Woods. Accounts of how she had scolded her husband had quite



livened the servants hall.

Earl Kestrel had not given in before Lady Ludlasfury, even though House Kestrdl maintained a
resdencein the capitd that could easily have been made ready for them. Doubtless he felt that he had
earned enough reputation for his house over the previous summertiand dl his children but for Edlin, and
perhaps Firekeeper, were too young for him to serioudy be playing matchmaker. Even if they had been,
it would not have mattered. Norvin Norwood was not one of those who believed that marrying off
children wasthe best way to build socid satus.

If he had been, Derian thought, we never would have gone west a year ago, nor would Earl Kestrel
have risked hislife leading cavalry in King Allister's War .

These thoughts flew through Derian'smind as he followed Sir Dirkin through the conference room and
aong aminor maze of passages until they cameto the king's winter sitting room.

Derian had never been here beforetiin the summer the south-facing windows would have made the room
difling. In winter, however, they added a pleasant glow of sunlight to the warmth from the fire blazing on
the hearth.

When Derian entered, the king was sitting in one of the high-backed chairs nearest to the blaze. King
Tedric was abent man, well into his eighth decade. His brown eyes might have paed with the years, but
their gaze remained sharp and he studied Derian as the youth made his bow.

Without rising, he motioned Derian to achair facing his own, acknowledging the youth's deep bow with a
friendly nod.

"Pull the chair back from thefire, if you wish," theking said. "Y our blood is till thick and hot, not thinned
towhey likemine"

Derian took King Tedric's advice. The room seemed overly hot, even when he pulled his chair away
from the blaze. In any case, he had learned that King Tedric, unlike some of the other nobles Derian had
met, saved his subtle games for serious matters, not wasting his energy on little matters of etiquette and
precedence.

Unless, that is, Derian thought wryly, he can use those games to set some adver sary off balance.

"I've asked,” King Tedric went on, "Firekeeper, and my heirsto join us. Queen Elexawould do so as
wdll, but she'sresting. Caught abad chill thiswinter. It settled in her chest and she's having trouble
shekingit."

Derian murmured his concern. It was sincerdly fdt, though he hardly knew Queen Elexa. All hislife and
long before that Elexa Wellward had been Tedric's reliable other sdif, ruling in his stead whenuias last
summeruthe king had been forced to be away from the capital. Her hedlth had never been sturdy,
however, and Derian worried that thisillness might be the beginning of a serious downturn. Elexawas
younger than her husband, but both were well past the age when the body recovers easily.

King Tedric doubtless read moreinto Derian's expression than into his polite words.

"Elexaisdoing well enough,” he said, "though we did have a scare afew weeks ago when we were both
downill. There€'s no keegping rumors from spreading, not with as many servants as we have, but weve
managed to keep thelocals from thinking that it might be agood ideato lay in afew extrayards of fabric
for mourning garb.”

Derian nodded. "1 won't say anything that would cause darm, Sire.”



"I know you wont," King Tedric said, atouch testily. "If you were ajabbermouth, | wouldn't have given
you my ring. Y ou've become even closer with your confidences since, if I'm any judgetiand | am.
Doubtlessyour activitieslast winter didn't hurt your training in discretion. Tell me about them whilewe
wait for the others. I've had formal reports from al sides, but another persona report doesn't ever hurt.”

Derian did as requested, summarizing the events that had led himself, Firekeeper, and severd othersto
suspect Lady MelinaShield of plotting treachery, so that they had followed her acrossthe border into
New Kevin.

Hed told the tale repeatedly by now, editing where appropriate for each audience, so that he had
become quite glib. For the king, Derian minimized the details of the journey itself, emphasizing the
political aspects. King Tedric nodded, asked an occasiond question, but mosily listened.

At first Derian expected the others that the king had mentioned to arrive at any moment, but after awhile
he redlized that the king must have dlowed for aprivate interview in advance. Doubtlessthis
talelrequested so casudly, asif to fill anidle momentuwas the reason. Derian found part of hismmd
wondering why, but after he sumbled in his account severa times, he forced this distraction from him.

King Tedric waved Derian to a halt as Derian segued from their adven-turesin New Kelvin to what had
happened after they had returned to Hawk Haven.

"I've heard those stories," he said with asigh, "over and over, set to song, even acted out in aplayuif you
can believeit. Everyone in Eagle's Nest seems determined to natter my heirs by praising their heroism.”

"I wonder if it's goneto their heads?' Derian thought, then clapped hishand over hislipsasheredized
he'd spoken aoud.

King Tedric chortled at Derian's expression.

" Sapphire might be tempted that way," the king said, "'but two things keep her steedy. Three, actudly, for
her young husband isno foal."

The king looked suddenly sad.

"No. Shadisnot afool,” he said, "but it looks asif Sapphire's sster, young Citrine, might have become
one. Citrine's mind was weakened by what she endured when she was taken to the Smuggler's Light.
Her mother's abandonment threw the scales of reason completely off balance and Citrine has grown
worse, not better, snce her release.”

“Initidly, Jet Shield had Citrine's custodyuhe's the oldest of the family. He hasinherited Since | declared
Meélina outlawedubut Citrine worsened under his care. Sapphire requested that she be permitted to bring
Citrine here to the castle, saying that she could not easily forget her youngest sster, though by law they
are now no longer anything but cousins.”

Derian nodded. Hetried to think how he would fed if for some unknown reason he was adopted out of
his birth family and knew that there would be no way that he would fed that Damitaand Brock were any
lesshissblings

Nor , he thought, would my parents seem any less my parents, not even if the king himself made me
his son.

Derian felt uncomfortable at thislast thought, then soothed himsalf by remembering that Sapphire had
grown to hate Melinalong before the reputed sorceress had connived at theft and treason for her own
mysterious ends. Surely the crown princess didn't think fondly of Mdinatespecialy after what Mdinahad



dlowed to be doneto Citrine.
At least he hoped she didn't.

The focus of Derian's musings entered the king's sitting room shortly thereafter. Crown Princess
Sapphiretformerly Sapphire Shieldiwas a buxom young woman in her mid-twenties. Her pointed chin
robbed her of classic beauty, but most were willing to overlook that defect in light of her lustrous
blue-black hair, clear blue eyes, and graceful bearing. It didn't hurt that she knew how to dressto make
the best of her assetstiM dlina had been a good mother in that matter at least.

Sapphire's husband, Crown Prince Shad, entered the king's sitting room with hiswife. Shad wasn't as
physicaly striking as Sgpphire. Fair, with rounded lines that he had inherited from his mother, a
noblewoman of Bright Bay's Great House Oyster, Shad was far more serious than someonein hisearly
twenties should be, but then held trained at seq, fought in several major battles within the last year, and
now was taking on the challenge of an arranged marriage with avery strong-willed woman.

Derianuhisthoughts il fixed on family relationshipsiwondered how Shad felt about being away from his
parents and siblings. Hed seemed particularly closeto hisfather, the recently coronated King Allister of
Bright Bay, but hisrelationship with his brother, Tavis, and twin ssters, Minnow and Anemone, had
seemed free and easy, more like relationshipsin Derian's own family than what held observed in those
noble families he'd been close enough to observe.

Maybe it's because Shad's siblings didn't really have prospects to compete over , Derian thought.
And maybe Shad's doing all right, herein an alien land. Those Bright Bay families can't feel the
same about proximity as we do. They're always going off on sea voyages and things like that.

Derian didn't redly beieveit. HEd spent agood ded of the last year away from hisfamily, and he was
aware of an dmost physical tug of eagernessto be back among them.

All these thoughts darted through his mind as Derian rose, made his bows, answered afew palite inquires
after hishedlth, about travel conditions, and the hedlth of Duchess Kestrel and her family. When such
gossip was taken care of King Tedric brought matters around to business.

"Wehereared| aware," he said to Derian, "of the contents of the letters Firekeeper brought from House
Kestre tthe information regarding Mdinas remarriage and such. Do you have anything specific to add on
thet point?'

Derian shook his head.

"No, Your Mgesty. Duchess and Earl Kestrel requested that | discreetly probe for rumors regarding
Melinasdoingsas| made my journey here. | did my besttiand without boasting I'll say I'm pretty good at
gathering roadhouse gossiptiand | heard nothing new, nor any indication that the news of Melinas
remarriage is common gossip.”

The king nodded gravely.
"That, at least, isgood."

Derian continued, "If | had your permission to bring my parentstior &t least my fathertin on this matter, |
could find out if he has heard anything. Lots of travelers come through our stablestiand not just our
stables here, but our affiliates aswell. While we do have connections to the south, one of our busiest lines
is between here and Port Haven. Rumor may have traveled by seathat has taken longer to crossthe
White Water River."



"By seaand over the Sword of Kelvin Mountains,” Sgpphire reminded him. "That would be along haul,
especidly if the passes are closed by snow.”

Derian acknowledge her words with a short bow.

"Yes, Princess. | wasn't saying that there would be any rumors from that direction, only that if there were
any rumors my father and mother may well have heard them.”

The king and histwo heirs debated this point for afew minutes, reaching the conclusion that Colby and
Vernita Carter were known to be loyd subjects and, asther interests were intertwined with those of their
son, they would be certain not to begin rumors themselves,

Derian listened, evincing more patience than he felt. He couldn't help but fed that if hedd been dedling only
with King Tedric the king would have given him adirect and decisve answer. This discusson, weighing
and consdering, seemed somehow to diminish the monarch.

Then again, Derian thought, maybe | wouldn't feel that way if it wasn't my folks they were
discussing.

"Thank you for your patience," King Tedric said then, causing Derian to flush, suddenly terribly certain
that the old king had seen how very impatient Derian had been. "Y our parents knowledge will be of
vauetous”

Shad leaned forward, his elbows on his knees.

"You see, Derian," he said, and Derian was reminded of the young man's earnest preparation in the days
before heled asmall group of which Derian had been part into the Smuggler'sLight, "we've been abit
worried about what might be going on in New Kelvin, even before the Kestrels report reached us.”

Derian frowned. "I'm afraid | don't understand, Y our Highness."
Shad waved the formdlities aside with an impatient hand.

"Theré's no way you could, Derian. Sapphire and | didn't understand until King Tedric explained to us.
New Kevin has been an dly of Hawk Haven for yearstibasicaly since borders sabilized after the Civil
War. Weve had an embassy there..."

Derian noted with gpprova how easily Shad spoke of Hawk Haven as"we." It reflected well the prince's
identification with his new country.

"... and aregular ambassador who attends their government sessions. Not only have we had an embassy
theremogtly to facilitate tradetibut we have had a handful of unofficia observerswithin the Earth Spires.”

"Spies," Sapphire clarified bluntly. "Not to stedl anything, just to provide information to balance against
what we were being told through officia channds”

A year before Derian would have pretended not to be shocked, but would have been. Now he wasn't
precisely shocked, but he was curious, and he didn't hesitate to let his puzzlement show.

"How could we have spiesinside ThendullaLypella?" he asked, |gpsing into the New Kdvinese name for
their capital city. "The New Kelvinese are so different, their manners, their way of dressing, their face
paints... If my group hadn't gotten in and out as quickly as possible, and had the guidance of Grateful
Peace, we would have been doomed.”



King Tedric gave adry chuckle that ended in awet cough that made Derian worry that perhapsthe old
man should be joining hiswife under the physicians care.

"Most of our informants,” theking said, "aterm | prefer to 'spy’ in this case, are New Kedvinese. Don't
look so shocked, boy. They're not betraying anything, not asthey seeit. Trot out your lessonsand tell me
about how the New Kevinese structure their government.”

"It'samonarchy,” Derian said, glad to ill hisconfusonin recitetion, "yet not like ours. Their kinguthe
Healed Onetidoesn't seem to have much power."

"He must have some,” Sapphire said dryly, "or Mother would never have married him.”
Derian decided to overlook this statement.

"Thered power seemsto be held by someone called the Dragon Speaker. That's an elected position,
like head of a society or guild, not an inherited one. The Dragon Speaker isthefirst among agroup of
counselors called Primes. Hetor she, the Dragon Speaker can be either, though the Hedled Oneis
aways maetrules only aslong as he has the support of the other Primes. If they grow unsatisfied with the
Dragon Speaker, anew one can be dected in hisitheir current oneis maleliplace.”

Derian took a deep bresath.

"Therésmore," he said. "The Dragon Speaker hasintimate counsdors and the Primes are drawn from
different sodditiestithose are groups sort of like guilds, but not quitetbut essentidly those arethe basics.”

Derian paused, ready to add detail if King Tedric required. Before Derian had goneto New Kedvin he
had studied only alittle about the other land's weird government. After living there for severd weeksand
traveling with Grateful Peacetiwho had been a highly ranked member of the New Kelvinese
governmentuhe had learned a great dedl more.

King Tedric, however, seemed satisfied.

"Now, Derian, you've mentioned how the Dragon Speaker can be voted in and out of office," he said,
"but you don't seem to understand the implications of this. Our informants are members of what might be
termed the opposition to the current Dragon SpeakeruApheros, | think hisnameis.”

Derian nodded and the king went on.

"This opposition viewsit to be to their advantage to keep usinformed about the intimate details of New
Kevin's governmenta workingsuhoping, doubtless, that we will become unhappy with some aspect of it
and that our unhappinesswill unsettle Apheross government and ready the way for their own.”

"Seems an odd way to run anation,” Shad commented, "until | think about what Father has been writing
from Bright Bay. | think every governmentuexcept possibly the crudesturelies on consensus and
compromise... and on dliances."

Derian nodded. At any other time, he would have probed for more information on just how King Allister
was doing with establishing his regime in Bright Bay, but right now he was more concerned about what
King Tedric had said.

"Sire, Prince Shad said we 'have had' observersin New Kedvin. Don't we anymore?’

"Sharp asasword that boy," the king chuckled. " Shad, now that Derian hasfinished proving he knows
how New Kelvin's government works, why don't you return to the point you were about to raise.”



Shad steepled hisfingers and stared into them. Then, seeming to redlize that thiswas alessthan dignified
posture, he straightened and looked Derian in the eye.

"Y ou've hit the problem on the head, Counsdlor,” he said. "We have had and maybe we still have an
embassy in New Kelvin and observers within the Earth Spires; the problem is, we haven't heard anything
from them. News of Mdinas remarriage should have reached uslong before the White Water River
subsided. It didn't. That raises concerns. If the news has been kept so quiet that not one among our
spiestinformants, | meantheard of it, then how did the man who cameto the Kestrels hear of it?If it has
begun to leak out, then how have our observersfailed to hear?'

"Twigty, huh?" Sgpphire commented.

Derian nodded, wondering what they expected him to do. King Tedric coughed into his hand, |ooked
suddenly weary, then pushed ahead.

"Since you're asking your parents for rumors, seeif they have heard any about changesin the ranks of
New Kelvin's Primesaswell. | don't suppose you heard anything?'

"Nothing, Sire," Derian replied.

"That'sworrisome," King Tedric said. "But perhaps we're troubling over nothing. Our ambassador could
have caught pneumonia. The carrier pigeons could have dl died from cold. Our informantsiwho tend to
be among the more highly placedumight not have caught servants-hall gossip.”

The king tried to sound confident, but Derian wasn't fooled. Shad changed the subject then, so abruptly
that Derian didn't have the nerveto press.

"Thereisanother matter we'd like to raise with youuusing you, asit were, as atouchstone for our
common people.”

Shad said that |ast without atrace of condescension or the faintest shadow of a sneer, smply with an
acknowledgment that the people of Hawk Haven fdll into two classes. those with titles and those without.

Derian nodded. "I would be honored, Prince Shad."

"Onceagain,” the king added, rousing somewhat from histiredness, atwinkle brightening hisfaded eyes,
"wewill betrusting you with astate secret, though this one, by itsvery nature, cannot be kept secret
forever."

Derian nodded again, dightly puzzled. Then the king glanced over at Sapphire and Shad. Something in
the young coupl€'s bearing gave Derian ahint of what this secret must be.

By mutua consent, Shad spoke for them both.

"Sapphireiscarrying our child," he said, managing to look both proud and embarrassed all & once. "She
istwo monthsin and thusfar, according to the physicians, isdoing just wonderfully.”

"If throwing up one'sinsides every morning could be called wonderful," Sgpphire added more mournfully
than Derian would have expected from her.

Impulsively, Derian legpt to hisfeet, offering his hand in congratul ations as he would haveto far closer
friends. Hewas just regretting hisimpulse when Shad's handurough and callused enough to show thet all
histime hadn't been spent in council chambersiimet his own. The young prince's eyes were shining and
Derian redized that this might be thefirst friendlyurather than forma icongratul ations Shad had received



on hisnaws.

Derian wrung Shad's hand firmly, then turned to offer amore decorous bow to the princess. Sapphire,
however, was holding out her hand, so he clasped it aswell.

"That'sjust wonderful newd" Derian sad. "Wonderful!"
Sapphire folded her hands complacently over her yet flat belly.

"We certainly think so," she said, resuming her seaet and motioning Derian to his, "and we are wondering
just when do you think it would be wise to share the news with our people.”

She held up ahand to foresta | Derian answering at once.

"Although | fed quitewdll," she said, "the midwives have been honest. A first pregnancy isaddicate
thing. The baby may be taken by the ancestors. Would it be best to |et the people know now, when there
isgtill muchrisk, or would it be better to wait until | am more visibly ripening?'

"Tel them now," Derian said promptly. "No one loved Queen Elexalessfor the babies who didn't make
it

Heturned to King Tedric.
"I'm sorry to haveto say such apainful thing, Sire, but it'safact.”
King Tedric nodded gravely.

"I know, son, | know. Our concern has come from Sgpphire's rather unusua accession to her position.
She was made crown princess because none of my own children lived to succeed me. She was chosen
over other candidates for many reasons, but one of those reasonstito be completely honestuis that sheis
young and strong. Should we risk that perception of strength and of the perpetuity it will bring to the

monarchy?'

"Absolutely,” Derian said after amoment's careful consideration. " Sapphire and Shad have heroic battles
to their credituboth in King Allister's War and during the quelling of the pirates last winter. Everyone
knowsthey are brave. There's no chance that will be forgotten if they suffer the type of losstoo many
familiesknow.”

"Very good,” King Tedric said. "Y our thoughts match those of many of our counsdors. Indeed, we have
some small suspicion that those who argue in favor of silence seek to weaken, not strengthen, my heirs
position with their subjects.”

Theking nodded briskly, asif ticking off an item on amenta checklis.

"Very good. Thank you for both your report and your counsdl. Tell me, what are your plansfor the
immediate future?'

Derian took a deep breath. He'd been dreading that this question might be asked. Prince Barden had
been disowned by hisfather. Though the king had not censured Earl Kestrel for leading his expedition
west the spring before, that expedition had not found the princetior rather had found evidence of the
princesfalure. Derian's salf-imposed misson would, initssmdl, private way, honor ason King Tedric
had disowned for his arrogant disobedience of the king'swill.

However, Derian had resolved to answer honestly, no matter that he risked the king'sire. The king had



too many ears and eyes. Moreover, there was the chance that Firekeeper, who worried far too little
about incurring anyone's wrath, had dready told the king their plans.

"I'm going west, Y our Mgesty," he said atouch stiffly, "to the place where we found Firekeeper. | made
avow after King Allister's War, avow to mark the graves of those who died there. | plan to keep that
vow."

King Tedric didn't look angry, but Derian felt astight as a strung bow until the king actually spoke.

"Firekeeper said something of that, though in her case | have theimpression that sheismaking avigt to
family."

"That's pretty much the casefor her, Sire," Derian replied.
King Tedric ran afinger dong hisjawline.
"Do you mean to mark al the graves?'

"Theresonly one grave, Sire," Derian hedged. Then he decided to continue to be direct. "But | mean to
mark it with the names of al the members of the expedition. Lord Aksdl Trueheart researched them for
me and arranged for them to be cut into severa stones| will carry with me.”

Sapphire interrupted, Y ou're hauling grave markers?'

"Yes, Princess," Derian replied. "If I'm going to make thetrip, I'd hardly like to leave wooden tablets. I'm
sure my father will loan me two mules. I'll take them and a couple of mountain-bred ponies | brought
from Norwood.

"They'reabreed," he added somewhat inconsequentidly, hearing himsdlf the carter's son, "I'm interested
in crossing with riding stock for use in some parts of the kingdom where the land isrough and hilly."

"l see," Sapphire said, looking atouch startled at the change of subject. "Well, | admire your
thoroughness. | only wish | could go with you." She patted her belly ruefully. "But duty cals.”

Shad folded his hand over hers. "And morning sicknesswould be area problem on the road.”
King Tedric shook hishead at his heirs, an old dog watching puppies romp.

"Derian," hesaid, "kindly cal on me before you and Firekeeper leave. | would like you to carry afew
grave goodswith you."

Derian tried not to let his astonishment show, but he knew his eyes had widened. It was one thing for
Duchess Kestrel to wish to send something to her daughter's grave, but from King Tedric it was
tantamount to rescinding Barden's disownmentuto taking him back into the ancestry from which he had
been exiled.

"Yes, Srel" hesad.

"And keep your eyes and ears open adong theroad,” the old king said. "It may be you'l bring me home
new rumors.”

Derian nodded, but he sincerely doubted it. The road west should be quiet and deserted once they
passed the outskirts of tilled lands. They might meet atrapper or ahunter, but otherwise he expected

peace and qui€t.



He didn't know just how wrong he was, or that the old king did indeed have ears and eyesin the most
distant points of hisream.

Chapter 11

FIREKEEPER MIGHT HAVE FIDGETED more during the days that passed as she waited for Derian
to get ready to travel west with her except that she was enjoying visiting with friends she hadn't seen since
late autumn.

King Tedric had invited her to stay at the castle and she had done so without hesitation. The castle
backed onto considerable landunot enough to support Blind Seer were heto live there full-time, but
enough to give both of them spaceto run.

Steward Silver had assigned them roomsin the same tower they had stayed in before, onewith a
staircase that opened into the grounds. The servants knew to let her come and go as she wished. She had
permission to ask the head cook for food whenever she wanted it and abused the privilege for aday or
two, until Blind Seer told her she was getting abelly like a pregnant doe.

Sapphire and Shad were pleasant to her, but Firekeeper didn't thrust hersalf upon them. They were busy
making preparations for announcing that Sapphire was expecting. The news had come as no surpriseto
Firekeepertpups were dways whel ped in the spring. What had been a surprise waslearning that this
human pup, though conceived in winter, would not be born until the following autumn.

Humans always make simple things hard, she said to Blind Seer. Another smple thing made hard was
the situation with Citrine Shield. The girl was apparently as unstable as awater-cut stream bank, though
the ingtability wasin her mind, rather than her body. Right now she was going through a phase where she
wanted to see no one and so Firekeeper was kept away.

A friend who was dways ready to see the wolf-woman was Queen Elexa. The queen was being kept in
bed, but she was recovering and it amused her to have Firekegper come and sit with her.

The wolf-woman had taken longer to warm to the queen than to the king, for Elexas subtle ways of
handling her myriad responsbilities had been more difficult to appreciate. Now, however, especidly after
seeing the very different waysin which Lady Luedllaand Duchess Kestrd managed their households,
Firekeeper could appreciate how neatly Queen Elexa balanced the times she needed to intervene and
when her best managing would be to step back and let those like Stewart Silver or the head cook or
gardener run their parts of the castle without interference.

Queen Elexaliked asking Firekeeper for tales of the wolf-woman's adventures, sometimes about those
things that had happened since Firekegper came to the human lands west of the mountains, more
frequently about Firekeeper's childhood among the wolves. Firekeeper was happy to tell the queen what
she could and learned not to be astonished by what amazed the queen.

In return, especialy as her cough began to heal and she could talk more easily, Queen Elexawould tell
stories. She shared Firekeeper's fascination with the comet and told her stories that purported to explain
its presencein the skies.

One story said acomet was agiant horse with aburning mane and tail that had broken from its place
pulling the wagon that hauled the sun through the sky. It ran and ran, hoping to get free from the harness
that il trailed behind. In another story, the comet was a dragon, bresthing a steady stream of fire.



Thislast tale prompted along discussion, for Firekeeper had never redlly thought about dragons, though
sheld heard them mentioned frequently, especialy in New Kevin. Shed seen dragons depicted in
heradry, but had believed that they were just poorly drawn lizards. Queen Elexatold her otherwise,
showing her brilliant paintingsin bestiaries.

"But are these real things?' Firekeeper asked, looking at the drawings of dragons and other fantastic
beasts.

"l never thought s0," the queen admitted, "but then | never thought that there were wolveslike Blind

The Roya Wolf woke from hisdrowse in front of the fire to comment:
"But what an impressive revelation | have been!"

Firekegper must hide agrin then or explain. Months earlier she had decideduencouraged by the wolves
themsdvestthat it was best thet the humans believe smply that Blind Seer and Elation were fineanimals,
but animals nonetheless. Her early efforts to explain otherwise had mostly been frustrating. Now she
didnt eventry.

A few of her friends, Derian, certainly, and probably Elise and Doc, had their suspicions. Firekeeper
didn't mind, but she no longer made any effort to represent Blind Seer as anything other than awolf. She
didn't even protestuthough not long ago the thought would have sent her into furiesiwhen some mistook
the blue-eyed wolf for adog.

ALTHOUGH FIREKEEPER ENJOY ED HER VISI TS with the king and queentiand with Citrine, when
the girl was sanetfirst among her friends at the castle was Holly Gardener.

Holly was an older woman, retired from her position as head gardener of Eagles Nest Castle. She had
passed on the respongbilities of acting as head gardener to her son Timin, but she remained busy about
the various gardens.

Even now, with spring providing more rain than warmth, Holly could usualy be found outside, leaning on
her stick as she moved from bedding area to bedding area, encouraging the young growing thingsiiso at
least it seemed to Firekeepertuwith her very presence.

Gardening in dl itsformsimpressed Firekegper to no end. Asahuman art, it ranked right up with music
and dancing in her estimation, and perhaps dightly above these, no matter how much she enjoyed them
both. Music and dancing were, after dl, entertainment only. Gardening was both entertainment and a
means of providing food. The wolf-woman had lived through too many lean timesto not be impressed by
an art that guaranteed good thingsto est, even in the leanest winter months,

"And you're not bored with potatoes and turnips,” Holly said to her. "That'sagood thing. Of course,
most people don't have the option of broadening their cold cellar's contents with a duchesss venison.”

Firekeeper overlooked the teasing and continued trying to get afed for the spade she was using. Unlike
the bow, which she had taken to with ease, or the sworduwhich she could use, but was |ess than adept
withuior her beloved Fang, ashove remained clumsy in her hands.

"That's because," Holly said with agreet dedl of insight, "you don't get immediate rewards from your
work. A bow, now, that's very satisfying. Twang' and a goose-feathered shaft is salling through the air. If
you're lucky you even get something niceto eat. With ashove, dl you getismoredirt.”



Firekeeper perssted in her efforts, though, and by the time they retired to Holly's cottage on the grounds
she had turned over severa rows and raked them ready for planting. She was muddy, too, but Holly had
suggested she bring a change of clothing with her. By the time teawas ready Firekeeper was warm and

dry.

Changes of clothes and hot baths are, Firekegper thought, two of the nicer things about how
humans live.

There was aknock at the door just as she was reaching for her first hot buttered biscuit. Holly called out:
"Comein!"

Firekeeper swiveled on her stool by thefire. Sheld expected Robyn or Dan, Holly's grandsons.
However, Derian was the guest who entered, ducking histall form just atouch to get under thelow lintel
of the cottage door.

"Fox Hair!" shecried in ddight.

Sheld been hunting when Derian arrived from the North Woods and, though they'd met atime or two
since, shed seen little enough of him. He, of course, was staying with hisfamily, while she remained at the
castle. Although Derian had assured Firekeeper she would be welcome at the Carter house (if not at the
stables) and Firekeeper believed him, the wolf-woman was unwilling to take Blind Seer through the city.
They'd made the trip atime or two, and it had been stressful for both of them.

"Am | late?' Derian asked, bowing dightly to Holly. "Has Lady Voracious here esten everything?'
Firekeeper looked a himinindignation.

"We have just started,” she said. "Blind Seer hasn't even had his bone."

"A subtlereminder,” Holly said withasmile.

She hobbled out to the kitchen, returning a moment later with athick beef bone Firekeeper had brought
over earlier. Thewolf took it from the old woman with extreme delicacy, even resting the messy thing on
the hearthstone rather than the rug.

Derian waited until Holly was settled before taking his own chair.

"Firekeeper, | hope you don't mind my inviting Derian,” Holly said. "'I'd meant to mention his coming
earlier, but it quite dipped my mind. Y ou with ashovel was something of adigtraction.”

Firekeeper wiped butter from her lips onto the back of her hand.
"l am not very good with ashove," she admitted ruefully.

"And growing worse with anapkin,” Derian replied sternly, handing her asquare of cloth. "Good
manners are for everywhere, not just for King Tedric'stable.”

Firekeeper submitted meekly, more because she didn't want Holly to think she valued her lessthan the
king than because she felt particularly abashed.

"| canfree up to leavetowninaday or s0," Derian said. "I've been waiting until the prince and princess
make their announcement.”

"That," Firekeeper said, "will be tomorrow. They have waited so that King Allister will hear firg."



Holly, in whom Firekeeper had already confided the greet newsin order that she might quiz the older
woman about just how humans went about having children and how long it took those children to mature
to usefulness and such, looked pleased.

"I've been bursting a the seams,” the elderly gardener admitted. " Just the other day Princess Sapphire's
maid was giving hersdlf such airsin the servants hal. It wasdl | could do not to burst her bubble. Smug
little minxuas if waiting on a princess makes her one hersdf!"

"Must runin the blood of those who wait on Shied-born," Derian said. "'l recdl that Mdinasold
confidentid servantuNanny, they called herugave herself arsaswell.”

"After we have our teg, then," Holly said, "remind methat | have a packet for Derian.”
"Packet?" Firekeeper asked.
Holly nodded, looking at that moment bent as much by sorrow as by age.

"Do you remember how once| told you that my daughter, her husband, and their little girl were among
those who went with Prince Barden?'

Firekeeper nodded. Shefelt sad for the fine old lady. It was clear that over ten years might have blunted
theintengty of Holly'sloss, but had done nothing to diminish her grief.

"Well, I'm sending afew small grave goodsfor them. Derian and | spoke of this during one of hisearlier
vidts. You, | think, were chasing rabbits.”

Firekeeper frowned. "Y ou and House Kestrel and the king and queen. Derian, we will need more than
two mulesand afew ponied”

"They'redl sending small things," the redhead replied with a chuckle. "Like the tokensthat go into
wedding pouches.” Firekeeper felt relieved. "Good then.”

DERIAN STUDIED FIREKEEPER asHolly spoke of her daughter's family, but no emotion but
compassion crossed the young woman's features. He knew the names of Holly's family: Serena
Gardener, Dona Hunter, and Tamarathis last the coupl€'s daughter, still too young to have a use-name
of her own. In any case, no other identification than afirst name probably had been needed in Prince
Barden'ssmall colony.

What Derian was looking for on Firekeeper's face was recognition, for he knewtias perhaps no one other
than King Tedric knewuthat Firekeeper redly wasthislost Tamara, and that Holly, whom the
wolf-woman had adopted from persond interest and fellow feding, was her own grandmother.

But Firekeeper showed no signs of recognizing any connection between them other than fondness, and
Derian was sworn to silence.

Besides, hethought, aren't ties of love and friendship better than those of obligation?

Thetruth of this stayed with him as he sat visiting with the old woman and the young, and hisfaint feding
that he should tell Firekeeper thefull story of her relationship to Holly faded. Instead he thought over the
past severd days.

He'd enjoyed hisvisit home, would be sorry to be leaving again so soon, but Earl Kestrel had offered no
difficulty with Derian living a homethis summer while continuing in Kestrel employ. Derian could



anticipate along dow spring into summer, working part-time with hisfather, thet routine enlivened by
dutiesfor the earl. A trip now would smply give him more storiesto tell out under the peach treein the
garden asthefamily whiled away the hot summer evenings.

Derian considered telling Firekeeper some of the rumors held gathered at the stables, but held histongue.
Thislighter conversationtHolly was chivying Firekegper about the butter running down the young
woman's chintwas pleasant, and he would have time enough to bring Firekesper up to date asthey
traveled west.

"Tel me, Derian,” Holly asked, seeming to read histhoughts. "Are you and Firekegper making this
journey donetogether?'

Derian shrugged and offered arueful smile.

"There's no saving Firekeeper's reputation where I'm concerned, Holly. | was her body servant for too
long. 'Round the North Woods we spread the rumor that Blind Seer will have the throat and heart of any
man who so much as looks cross-eyed at her, and that stills most of the talk. I've no doubt the story will
have come herewith us."

"A wolf chgperon.” Holly laughed. "That's rether unusud.”

Yet true, Derian thought. | wouldn't want to be the man who showed the wrong side of his hand to
Firekeeper. Even if Blind Seer held himself back, she would not.

THEY LEFT EAGLE'S NEST afew days later. Sapphire and Shad's announcement had been received
with overwhelming delight by the residents of Eagle's Nest. There was dancing in the streets and the
Fedtivd of the Horsetwhich wasin process dreadyutook on the air of an impromptu congratul ations
party. Derianiwho belonged to the Horse Society and so was aready committed to attending the
dancing and drinkinguthrew himsdf into the cel ebrations with double enthusiasm.

Hishead was ill abit heavy and felt about twiceits usua size from overindulging the night before when
Derian rose the next morning to saddle Roanne. The chestnut mare was skittish, dancing at her shadow,
and unsettling the mixed string of mules and mountain horses Derian wastaking along. Hisusud gift for
handling horseflesh seemed to have vanished this morning and he found himsalf particularly glad thet his
younger brother Brock and old Toad were coming with him around the city and for aday's ride west.

Firekeeper would intercept him there. They had both agreed that while Roanne was accustomed to Blind
Seer, and her habit of dominating any equine company in which she found hersaf would cause the other
animasto eventualy come around to tolerating the wolf, there was no need to start the introductionsin a
crowded urban area.

Rainfdl fairly heavily dl that morning and into the early afternoon, adding to Derian's misery. Even
Brock's usual exuberance was quelled, though he bounced back easily enough when the sun came out
during their lunch break. He was particularly excited about being taken along when their father made one
of hisannua buying tripsto Hope, atown to the south on the border of Hawk Haven and Bright Bay.
Colby Carter had promised hisyounger son hisfirst horseif the boy selected well and wisdly. Brock
couldn't ask enough questions about conformation, gait, hidden flaws, and al the rest.

Eventudly, Derian had sweated enough of the previous night'sindulgence from his system to enjoy the
conversation and found himself sorry to see Brock and Toad turn east the next morning while he took his
pack string west.



Derian knew Firekegper would meet him as planned. Sheld come tapping at his window the night before
while Toad was in the common room yarning with the other guests and Brock dead to the world,
dreaming, doubtlesdy, of horses.

Firekeeper had crouched out on the thatch, looking pleased with herself.
"l meet you where the near fieldsend,” she had said, "and there are some little woods.”

Derian had nodded. He thought he remembered the place from the year before. Asif hisnod had been
all the acknowledgment she'd needed, Firekeeper had backed away. Although Derian tried to keep her
insight, he hadn't actualy seen her depart.

Nor, the next morning, did he see her regppear. One moment he and his string were making fairly good
timeugiven that the road was sticky with muduand the next the lead mule was balking and Firekeeper was
standing aongside the road.

She was dressed much as aways. bare feet, leather trousers cut off below the knees, and aleather vest
buttoned across small but definite breasts. Her hair was much grown out from the severe cutting shed
givenit five or sx moonspans before, and was just reaching the untidy stage where locks kept tumbling
into her eyes. Sheld clipped the most troublesome of these back with dim wire pins Duchess Kestrel had
given her at that past winter's Wolf Moon festival, but this small effort at tidiness made Firekeeper 10ok,
somehow, al the more untamed.

A heavy lesther belt held her sheathed knife on one side, a canteen on the other. An embroidered bag of
fine white doeskinta gift from Edlin Norwooduheld her flint and sted for fire making. This meager
equipment, Derian knew, was dl she had brought for ajourney that would take them outside of
civilization and across mountains that would have barely shaken off winter's grip.

Blind Seer was nowhere to be seen and Derian, whacking the restive mule with hisriding crop, was
grateful. The pack animas were jumpy enough, just from catching Firekeeper's scent. He didn't doulbt
she smelled of wolf, of raw meat, and of other things equally unwholesome to a conservative herbivore's
nose.

"Hi!" Firekeeper said by way of greeting, and Derian could hear the laughter in her voice.

Shetrotted across to the lead muletigpparently not minding the cold mud that stuck to her bare
feettpulled herself up onto the mule's back in one easy motion, leaned down, and growled into the
beast'slong ear.

The mulefrozein place, then dowly, carefully, asif it had suddenly become aware of agtinging bee onits
ear, it swiveled its head to get alook at the wolf-woman. She smiled and there was no doubt in Derian's
mind that this smile was no friendly gesture but rather an arrogant baring of teeth.

The mule seemed to mdt into itsdlf, itsmuscleslosing their tenson dl in an ingant.

"There," Firekeeper said happily, moving down the line of pack animals and dapping each one heartily on
the shoulder, "they should be good now. | not say they not go crazy if Blind Seer come out, but they have
someidea. Not bad to start.”

"Not bad," Derian agreed.

They moved dong briskly after that, the pack animals frantically eager to please. Derian wondered what
Firekeeper had said to themufor he had no doubt that she had said something that had put her on top of
their little hierarchy. It didn't bother him. Out here, she wasin charge and he was grateful for her



expertise.

He a so enjoyed the wolf-woman's high spirits. In many ways Firekeeper reminded him of ahorse
coming hometo afamiliar stabletinot that held ever share the comparison with her. Shejust might find it a
deadly insult. But her manner was much the same. He amost expected to see her ears prick forward.

Firekeeper's cheerfully arrogant queen-of-the-woodlands mood did not last for the entire journey. Horse
Moon had died and Puma M oon was beginning to show when she grew somber, disappearing for long
stretches both night and day. Derian didn't worry. He knew she was safer here than shewasin any city in
the land. Blind Seer waswith her and he had caught glimpses of Elation from timeto time, though the
peregrine seemed to be attending to her own businessrather than following Firekeeper.

For that matter, Derian himsdlf fdlt fairly safe. Aslong as he didn't do anything stupid like lead the pack
train onto abad trail, he was unconcerned about the dangers of the wild. Firekeeper protected him, and
every evening as he pitched his camp she brought him some sort of wild ddlicacyurabbit or pheasant or
fresh fishufor his medl. Often she added a handful of mushrooms or abundle of spring greensto augment
his supplies further. In some ways, Derian was more comfortable on thistrip than he had been with Earl
Kestrd's expedition, because his only concernswere for hisimmediate needs.

PumaMoon was rounding fat and full the night before they wereto crossthe gap in the Iron Mountains
into the wild lands where Firekeeper had been brought up. The wolf-woman came into Derian's camp
that nightuan unusua thing, for she had been exploring most nightstiand squatted with her back to thefire.

"Fox Hair," she sad, "there are humans going thisway."
The emphasis she put on the word made quite clear that she did not think thisagood thing at dll.

Derian nodded. The signs had been evident even to an indifferent woodsman like himsdlf. Those who had
come aong thistrail before them had made some effort to hide their sgnsfarther back, but thiscloseto
the gap there was no such effort. Manure dried on the narrow trails, dead wood had been cut. HEd even
seen the remnants of afirecircle or two.

He decided that now wasthetimeto tell Firekeeper some of the rumors held gathered back in Eaglé's
Nest.

"I heard," he said, "around my father's stables, that the demand for mules and sturdy horsefleshisup. The
buyers aren't who you'd think either, not some farmer getting afew extra head in now that planting and
plowing has begun.”

Firekeeper looked blank, but Derian continued:

"We get some of that market, you know. There are those who think it wiser to let someone ese do the
winter feeding for them. But these folks my father and the other livestock dealersiinot only near the city,
but their associates € sewheretihave been seeing aren't interested in that. Or, | should say to befair, they
aren'tinterested in just that.”

Firekeeper gave alow, rumbling growl. Derian held up ahand.
"More haste, less waste, Firekeeper. I'mtelling you dl | know to spare questions later.”

Firekeeper subsided, but Derian didn't need to know her aswell ashe did to tell shewasastaut asa
strung bow.

"These buyers wanted animals who could pull a plowteventua lyubut they were looking for



generd-purpose animas, ahorse or mule who could pull awagon or plow, carry arider, al therest.
They wanted well-broken animals, not raw youngsters. And there was one other element to the pattern.
Often the buyers weren't one person or family, but agroup.”

"S0?7" Firekeeper asked, and while she didn't growl, her voice was rough.

"Firekeeper, you'vefigured it out dready. Y ou just might not know the word for it. These humanson the
trail infront of us, they're not furriers or trappers. It's the wrong time of year for that even if they were.
What werre seeing arethesigns of...."

He shrugged, settling for aword that he himself didn't redlly use except in ahistorica context.

"They're colonigts, like the people who came from the Old World to settle thisland, except that they're
not coming from across the sea. They're going acrossthe Iron Mountains.”

Firekeeper made asound like severa words trying to come out at once. The word that won through was

IIWMI
"I don't know for sure," Derian said, "but I'll give you aguess. They want aplace of their own.”

Firekeeper stared a him. Then she nodded dowly and Derian redlized that she was finding a correlation
in her own knowledge. She didn't offer an explanation, so he went on.

"Since back before Queen Zoranathe Great founded Hawk Haven," Derian said, "it's been traditiond to
stay east of the Iron Mountains. There were stories about horrible creatures that lived to the west, and
there was land enough east, especidly after the Plague killed so many.

"But ever ance | can remember, well before Prince Barden took his expedition west of the mountains,
there've been those who've grumbled that al the land Hawk Haven hasis used up. We've never been a
sea powerunot like Bright Bay or Waterland. Weve won abit of land from time to time from Bright Bay,
but they've dwaystaken it backusometimes taking abit from usfor awhile.

Firekeeper nodded. She'd been drilled in the history of that conflict the summer before.

"When Prince Barden went westul was six or seven a the time, old enough to remember the scandal
perfectlyunot everyone agreed with King Tedric's anger. There were those who were ready to follow the
prince, just as soon asthe fuss died down. I'll tell you, most people thought that within afew
moonspansiayear at mostuthe prince would have made peace with hisfather.

"But nothing was heard from Prince Barden, nothing at al, and the king didn't get any lessangry. He got
into atremendous argument with Duchess Kestrel when she suggested that someone lead an expedition
to check on Barden's group.”

Firekeeper made a surprised sound.

"You didn't know that did you?' Derian's grin was abit forced. "It's not common knowledge, but | heard
about it out in the North Woods this year."

"Makesthe earl brave," Firekeeper said thoughtfully. "Braver."
Derian was confused for amoment. Then he understood.

"Y ou mean for going out there last year? That's true, but he didn't go without the king's permission. He
brought his petition to the king at the end of autumn and worked on it al through the winter. | doubt King



Tedric would have softened for anyone else, but the earl did have the excuse that his Sster was Barden's
wifetthat he was going to find news of Eirene for his aging mother rather than to ook for Barden.”

"But he was|ooking for Barden," Firekeeper said, "and for Blysse."

"And dl hefound wasyou," Derian agreed. "Anyhow, as you might guess, both Barden's sllence and the
king's abiding anger made those people who thought that moving west would be agood idea think again.
But I'd guess that when we went west and came back again, and the news got around that Barden's
expedition had died in afire, not by anything some mysterious mongters did, and that the king wastaking
asafavorite agirl most people thought was Barden's daughter..."

"Me," Firekeeper said.

"Right. Well, I'd guess those people who'd been chaffing for more land decided they should go get it
now, before the king or his heirs got around to making a proclamation againgt it."

"Might they proclaim this?' Firekeeper asked.

"They might,” Derian answered. "Or they might not. | don't know. Thething is, Hawk Haven isgetting a
little cramped.”

Firekeeper looked at him increduloudy. She waved her hand at the empty spaces around them.
"Cramped? We barely see anyonefor days!”

Derian leaned back and checked the pot of tea hanging over thefire.

There was just enough for one more cup and he poured it before setting more water to warm.

"There's cramped and cramped,” he explained, dreading that thiswould be beyond his ahility to explain.
"Y ou understand that different people own different bits of land."

Firekeeper nodded. "Like the king owns the castle and the Kestrels the North Woods."

Derian felt relieved as he saw agood example.

"Right. Now, you know the North Woods have another name. They're dso cdled the Norwood Grant.”
"es"

"That word 'grant’ means that the land was given to the Norwood family to own and adminigter... to
manage. Now each of the Great Houses hastheir grant. The House of the Eagletthat'sthe king's
housetiowns more land than just the castle. They have agrant of their own.”

And a few crown cities and other things like that, Derian thought, but let's keep this simple.

"Then thelesser housestlike Elisg's," Derian fdt an involuntary smileriseto hislips as he thought of their
mutua friend, "they have grants of their own, smadler grants, but till grants.”

Firekeeper nodded and Derian went on.

"That still leavesland, since Queen Zoranathe Gresat didn't think it was agood ideato give the common
folk nothing to cal their own. The problem isthat over ahundred years have passed since Queen
Zoranastime. Just about al that unowned land has been claimed by someone. Sometimesthe land has
two ownerstlikein Doc's family. The Surcliffeland is actually part of the Norwood Grant, but Doc's



family would have to do something pretty terrible..."
Firekeeper looked puzzled.

"Like hdp an enemy inawar," Derian explained. " Anyhow, they'd have to do something pretty terrible to
give the Norwood family areason to throw them off. That's good and that's bad."

"How? Sounds all good to me."

"It does, in theory," Derian admitted. "But what if the Norwoods want to reward one of their good
retainerstlike Wendee or Valetuor give land to one of their children. Remember, Earl Kestrel has four
children. Only Edlin will inherit so Earl Kestrel hasto find places for the others. That takes more land.
Soon they don't have any more and need to buy moreland.”

"And," Firekeeper said, speaking so dowly that Derian knew she was reasoning it out, "that eatsthe land
Queen Zoranalleft. Soon thereisno more.”

"You'vegot it," Derian said, more relieved than he could express. Hed thought held need to explain this
far more carefully. Then he remembered something.

"Wolves areterritorid,” he sad, "aren't they?"

"Very," Firekeeper said, and though she didn't turn to face him, he saw the edge of a scowl on her
shadowed face. "And what these humans who want land don't seem to think isthat thisland they gotois
claimed. It isclaimed by my peopletiby the wolves and by the other Royal Beadts."

Derian swdlowed hard. Even knowing Firekeeper, knowing Blind Seer and Elation, he hadn't ever
thought about the western landsin that way. To him it was empty land, open for claiming. Now he saw
that to Firekeeper, at least, that was far from the case.

"Y ou say thewolves and the other Royal Beasts," he repeated. "They share?’
Firekeeper shrugged expressively.

"As beasts share. A wolf pack hunts larger game than do araccoon. A raven eats the spoils of the wolf.
A grest cat, it may or may not shareuiso with the bear. Each livesin with the others or starvesor dies. |
not think humansislikethis.

Derian hit into hislip. He thought of mousetraps and hound packs, fences and borders, and, of course,
feuds and wars. Human culture seemed to have grown up around ways to keep from sharing with anyone
other than those most important to you personaly.

"No, | don't think so," he said.

They sat in uncomfortable silencefor atime, then Derian asked:

"Firekeeper, do you think the beastswill harm these human colonists?'

Firekeeper shrugged.

"l don't know," shesaid.

Derian had the uncomfortable fedling that what she redly meant was. "l won't say."

In that moment, he knew what sde the wolf-woman would be on if a conflict came and the night which



had seemed so safe and so friendly grew darker, and he shared with the mules and horses arestless
unease.

Chapter |V

FIREKEEPER WAS THE FIRST TO SEE the small community that had been constructed over the
ruins of Prince Barden'sfailed effort. Momentslike this brought home to her more forcefully than anything
else how much she had changed in ayear.

A year ago she wouldn't have known what a horse wasiimuch less how to differentiate it from apony or
amule. She would have figured out that the oddly shaped things set about the cleared areawere shelters,
but she wouldn't have known how to see the difference between atent and a cabin under construction,
nor would she have recognized the purpose of thewall rising around the perimeter of the cleared area.

"Here," she said to Blind Seer. "They build their dens herel™ She was surprised at outrage rising within
her. This place meant no more to her than any other section of the forestuor so she had thought. The
wolf's reply waslaconic.

"Not abad idea, redly,” Blind Seer said. "Thefirst to come here when you were small cut down the
bigger trees. Even the many yearsthat have turned since fire destroyed Barden's colony haven't been
enough for those greet treesto grow back. Earl Kestrdl's venture last year cut down many of the saplings
for corral and tent poles. They even cleared some of the rubble and vines. And this place was well
choseninthefirgt place.”

Firekeeper grunted irritably, but she understood what he meant, especially now that she had lived among
humans and come to know what they needed and valued. The place Prince Barden had chosen was near
to fresh running water. It was on fairly level ground, which humans liked not only for building their homes,
but for planting their fields. Moreover, it was less than aday's easy journey from the gap through the Iron
Mountains. Still, shefdt offended, asif her own home had been invaded.

"Perhaps,” she said to Blind Seer, "1 didn't believe the humans had really come here to settletino matter
what Fox Hair saiduuntil | saw this place. What are we going to do?"

Blind Seer rubbed his great head againgt her arm. In turn, she buried her hand in hisfur and felt
comforted.

"I think," thewolf said after some consideration, “that Derian must go to them. Humans are asterritoria
asamother bird guarding her nest. They may dready fed themselves owners of everything they touch. If
they find Derian camping adistance from here, they may view him asan intruder.”

Firekeeper noddedua human gesture she had learned and that had become a habit. She'd been using it
for moons past. Only now, here on the fringes of where sheld been only awalf, did shefed hersdf use
the gesture and think it odd.

"l agree," shereplied. "Derian's purpose in coming west was to bring those stones and gifts to the ones
who died here. He cannot avoid this place without failing."

She studied the human encampment, forcing herself to strip away the new congtruction and see the place
asit had been when she had left it.



"These newcomers have | eft the place where the earl told his people to re-bury the bones and such they
took from the Burnt Place," she said, feding somerdief. "They have some fedingsthen.”

"Fedlings for dried bones burnt beyond good eating,” Blind Seer scoffed. "Y ou are becoming very
human, Firekeeper."

She caught him asharp blow on one shoulder.
"Never say that!" she growled. "Never!"

Blind Seer's eyes narrowed and hislips curled back from hisfangsin an ugly snarl. He glowered at her
and she held his stare, her hand drifting in the direction of the garnet-hilted knife that hung at her belt.

Maybe it wasthis. Maybe it was thattdespite the fact that he was younger than her in yearsuBlind Seer
had been trained to view the wolf-woman as a pup, entitled to the forbearance the senior wolf givesthe
pup. For whatever the reason, Blind Seer's snarl melted to tongue-panting amiability and histail gavea
fant wag.

"I won't cal you ahuman,” he conceded. " Shall Fox Hair tell those there that you are with him?”

Firekeeper considered. Her first impulse wasto deny her presence. She wanted nothing more than to flee
humans and human things. Then her loydty to and affection for Derian rose, reminding her just how
vulnerable one humanuespecialy one human possessed of what others might see as wedlthticould be. She
didn't know these humans. They might be as kind as Holly Gardener, but they could be closer kin to the
bandits who had attacked them aong the road in New Kevin.

"l think," she said, "that | must let them see me. Fox Hair should not be thought alone. Where is Elation?
That bird is dways flapping about whenever one wants her least. Now that she could be useful, | haven't
seen her since lagt sunrise”

"Elation flew west," Blind Seer replied. "l think sheis as disturbed as you about this human settlingumore,
maybe, for thewinged folk could have sent her word and forewarning and they did not.”

Firekeeper considered that and the sour fedling in her gut grew stronger. She had grown accustomed to
having little or no contact with the Roya Wolves. Blind Seer done of dl her pack had accompanied her
east over the Iron Mountains when she departed with Earl Kestrel's expedition. Therewere Cousin
Wolvesin the Norwood Grant, but these were limited in their conversation. They might be bullied into
telling where game could be found, but they no more offered friendly gossip than did a chattering brook.

For the first time she wondered why some member of her and Blind Seer's packufor they had howled
their cominguhad not come to meet them and bring them this news.

"We go back to Fox Hair, then," she said with more confidence than shefdt. "I will go with him to this
denning of humans, see that they treat him well, and then go find our mother and father. They will know
what is being done about thistif the Roya Beasts seeit asinvasion or as something to be tolerated as one
tolerates fleasin the summer.”

Blind Seer shook.

"Evenwith fleas," hereminded her, "one scratches.”

DERIAN LISTENED TO FIREKEEPER'S report with mingled dismay and resignation.



Fleetingly, he wondered if King Tedric had knownuif his request to Derian had been less ameans of
gathering information than a subtle warning that Derian and Firekegper might not find the lands over the
mountains asthey had left them.

Then why didn't the king just tell me? Derian mused to himsdlf. Immediatdly he answered hisown
question. Because if he did so, he would have taken official notice of these adventurers and for
some reason he doesn't wish to do so.

Derian sighed. Not for thefirst time, he was very glad not to be the king. Sometimes it was hard enough
being the king's most junior counsdlor.

He knew Firekeeper well enough to know that, although she was trying to keep her reaction to herself,
shewas very upset. He didn't need to ask why. Thiswas the land in which she had grown up, the place
where her parents had died, where her own ancestors were buried. To find that place defiled must be
more upsetting that he could imagine.

However, since the wolf-woman was trying to hide her fedings, Derian decided not to comment. Instead
he asked:

"Think we can get there today?"

"By twilight, yes," Firekeeper replied. "Maybe sooner, though parts of thetrail are muddy and acreek so
swollen we will need to take the pack animas around to ashdlow place.”

"Themules" Derian hinted, "will move faster if you and Blind Seer are with me."
Firekeeper nodded atouch grimly and fdll into line next to the lead animal.

They arrived at the settlement shortly before dusk. Thelong rays of the setting sun filtering through the
trees were more than enough for Derian to make his own assessment of the place. Firekeeper might have
grown sophisticated enough to tell tents from cabins, but her counting still tended toward the "one, two,
many" variety unless she felt numbers were important. Even then, she didn't bother much with numbers
over ten. Privately, Derian suspected she continued to count on her fingers.

So | guess we'll need to get her using her toes. After all, she won't wear shoes.

Hewasdill smiling dightly at his own joke when aman emerged from the settlement, walking through
what would someday be a gate, though now it was only gateposts set in the framework of apartialy built

log paisade.
"Wecometo Bardenville," the man said, smiling widdy. "I'm Ewen Brooks."

Ewen was shorter than Derian, but then most people were. By any other reckoning he would have been
consdered tall. There was no doubt he was strong. Even with the evening chill gathering, he wore nothing
over his short-deeved smock, exposing forearms rippling with muscle. His brown hair and beard were
negtly trimmed, though the beard was worn somewhat longer than wastypicd inthe city.

Fleetingly, Derian wondered if "Brooks' might be anewly chosen surname. It certainly didn't reflect a
profession, asmost did, and location names were more common in crowded areas where there might be
more than one baker or carpenter. Hefiled that information away for future reference.

"I'm Derian Carter,”" he replied. Then, deciding that honesty was best, he continued, "1 was out here a
year or S0 ago with Earl Kestrdl. I've come back with grave markersfor..."



He paused, not certain if mentioning the failed first expedition might be taken as an insult to this new
venture.

Ewen Brooks, however, didn't seem at al put out.

"For the prince'sfolks," he finished for Derian. "That's good. We found the buria plot and Ieft it
untouched. Well be glad to have your markers. Kestrel'sidea?”

"My own," Derian said. Redlizing he sounded affronted, he quickly went on. "I was out by the battlefield
at the end of King Allister's War, making markersfor the dead. | kept thinking of these people, buried as
best we could, but with their graves unmarked. It seemed their spiritswould rest better for the
remembrance.”

"Quite atrip to make for spirits unrelated to you," Ewen said, and from histone Derian couldn't tell
whether the other man thought him foolish or honorable.

"I've brought someone who was related to them,” Derian said. He glanced back and found Firekeeper
standing aongside the lead mule, so till that she amost vanished in the dusk. " Firekeeper, come and
meet our hogt."

He knew he was stretching the point. Ewen Brooks hadn't precisely invited them to stay, but he had
greeted them and had said the grave markers would be welcome.

"Firekeeper..." Ewen said amost under hisbreath. "That'sthe... the girl Kestrel adopted, isn't it?"

Firekeeper had advanced, walking atouch giffly, like adoguor awolf, Derian thought with some
shockuadvancing on a strange.

"Blysse," she said bluntly, and her refusal to use her wolf name, what she thought of as her persona
name, told Derian that she was |ess than comfortable with this Ewen Brooks.

"Blysse," Ewen said. "Pleased to meet you.”
Firekeeper nodded stiffly.

Derian glanced at her, but she didn't seem to be offering him any specific warning, so he decided to
proceed.

"S0," he said to Ewen, "I've been on thetrail since dawn. Can | have shelter here or would you prefer me
to bed down e sawhere?'

Ewen, who had been staring rather fixedly at Firekeeper, shook himself.

"Right! No, don't go. Comein. We don't have stabling yet, but there's corral space enough for your
beasts. Nice stock you have there, by the way."

"Thanks," Derian said. "We're testing the mountain horses. They've some qudities my father finds
promisgng.”

"And the mules?'

"Tested and first-rate.”

Derian spoke without thinking. He wasn't astable owner's son for nothing. He could dmost smdll the
other man's eegerness to own the mules himself.



Careful, Derian, hethought to himself. These folks aren't in the city with tokens in their pockets or
lines of credit to some Great House. They're out here without money and you're here with no one
but Firekeeper to keep you safe.

He smiled ingenuoudy and as he did so, somewhere out in the darkness awolfuBlind Seer, hewas
amog certaintigave along, plaintive howl.

The pack animals snorted and stamped. Derian was certain that if Firekeeper had not resumed her place
by the lead animal afew might have bolted. Ewen Brooks started as well.

"Come ahead,” he said. "It's getting dark and though the palisade isn't finished, it's better than nothing.”
"Had much trouble with predators?' Derian asked, hearing the forced casualnessin hisown voice.

"Some," Ewen admitted. "Not wolves, though. They're too spooky of abig group likethis. Don't likefire
neither.”

Derian knew better. He'd seen Blind Seer lounging in front of too many hearths, knew that Firekeeper
had learned to use flint and sted from awaolf. If the Roya Wolves weren't bothering the settlement, they
had their reason.

He wondered what it was and, glancing back at Firekeeper, felt certain that she knew the answer.

THE SETTLEMENT PROVED to befairly large. Over forty men, women, and children lived in the
small community, according to Ewen, and, as Derian quickly learned, more were expected before
summer wasfully under way.

"We decided,” Ewen said when Derian commented, "that we would take our lead from the late
princetthat's why we kept his name for the settlement. Prince Barden didn't come out herewith just a
couple of families. He came with those who could build, work wood, farm, handle animals, not just afew
huntersand the like."

"Y ou sound like you know alot about his expedition,” Derian said.

"| do after afashion," Ewen replied. "Come thisway. Thereé's an old corra we've stopped using since
we've built stronger. It'll do for your beastsfor tonight at least.”

Derian recognized the pole and lashing structure held built the spring before. 1t had been mended, but
would serve a least aswell now asit had then.

"My eder brother was one of Barden'sfollowers," Ewen continued, helping Derian unload the mules.
"Hetold me stories as | was begging to be taken along with him. | was sixteen, shy of my mgjority, but
my parentswere willing to let me go. | think Wythe would have taken me, too, but lung fever svept
through our community that winter and | was too wesk when early spring came. | meant to follow him
out, but then King Tedric..."

Ewen looked asif he were about to pit at the mention of the king's name, but remembered himsdf in
time

"King Tedric made his proclamation disowning his own son and by association those who followed him.
My parents would have nothing of my going then, and though | still thought of going, the same lung fever
that had laid me low weakened my father. | didn't have the heart to leave my ssters alone to run the mill."



Miller, Derian thought. | remember a Miller or so among the list that Lord Aksel made up for me.
That must be Ewen's brother and maybe his family. | wonder why Ewen isn't using that name?
He's clearly had the training. | wonder if his family wanted nothing to do with this expedition
either?

He put the thought aside for now. Asif Ewen'sleading Derian into the settlement proper had been a
signd, peopletimostly adults, though there were afew haf-grown children among themuwere filtering out
of the houses and tents that clustered around the central square. Most watched silently, and Ewen didn't
make introductions.

For the firgt time, Derian noticed that one edge of that square was alog-walled longhouse, sturdy and
solid. It was large enough to serve asastable at night, if the settlers didn't own too much livestock.

Sounds of babieswailing and smal children fussng came from ingde the longhouse.

That must be their fortress as well as stable, Derian thought. Defensible in a pinch, especially
against wild animals. They must not have thought me much of a threat, but figured to tuck the
littler children away, just in case.

By the time Derian's pack train was unloaded and he'd shown Ewen enough to reassure the man that held
told the truth about the reason for his coming to Bardenville, Derian and Firekegper were escorted to
Ewen's own house.

They carried with them Derian's persond kit, his bedding, and, wrapped insde this, the small offerings
with which Derian had been entrusted by the Kestrels, Holly Gardener, and the roya family. None of
these were large and, as was the custom, sentiment was valued over costly materias, but still Derian
thought it best to be careful.

Ewen Brookss house was alog cabin like dl the other buildingsin the settlement, though larger than
mogt. The one large centra room and adeeping loft above could have held afair number of peopleina
pinch. Looking about, Derian guessed that Ewen's house must have been the first built and that it Still
sheltered more than hisimmediate family.

The floor was only packed dirt and the windows lacked even oiled cloth to cover them, just horizontal
shutters made from boards and hinged with leather. These shutters, however, were surdily functiona and
would, even when open, prevent dl rain but that driven directly by the wind from coming into the house.

The furniture had clearly been made locally and consisted of three-legged stools and a couple of rough
board tables. Sand-scoured pots and pans hung on the wall near the hearth, and a series of shelves held
afew serving utensils.

Despite these rude accommodations, the house was comfortable. Some effort had been made to
decorateit. Bed quilts hung dong the walls like tapestries, and afamily shrine held its position of honor in
one back corner, asquat candle burning in aholder in front of it.

Remembering how fire had taken Barden's settlement, Derian found himsalf wondering if some similar
homey touch had dain thosefirst colonigts.

He shivered at the thought and a pretty woman who Derian guessed was only dightly older than he was
hurried over to him.

"Hdlo! I'm Dawn, Ewen'swife. Let me give you something hot to drink and a sest by thefire. | well
remember how wearing along day on thetrail could be."



Derian let Dawn urge him into a sest, but inssted that Dawn make the tea from the suppliesin his pack. It
was too early in the spring for these people to have been able to much augment the stores they would
have hauled across the mountains, and he wasn't about to take advantage of their generosity.

The eagerness with which Dawn accepted his gift confirmed Derian's guess that she was housekeegping
onadim margin. As she prepared the tea, she made introductions al around. Firekeeper was introduced
asBlysse. Nether she nor Derian indsted on thetitle"Lady," athing Derian thought wise given Ewen's
disdain toward the king, areaction that might extend to the Great Houses.

As Derian had guessed, the cabin was home to other than Dawn, Ewen, and their three small children.
Five other adults and assorted children gpparently took their mealsin the cabin. All asssted with
preparations for the evening meal and showered Derian with questions.

It was clear to him that although most had been out west only afew moonspans at mostuand the mgjority
for amoon or lessithey viewed the land on the other side of the mountains as aforeign place, acuriosty.
Ewen had chosen hisfelow colonistswell. At least in this sample, Derian saw no sign of homesickness,
only excitement regarding their greet adventure and, especidly among the younger men, adight
condescension toward him as one who wasn't taking part.

| wonder how they'll feel when winter comes, Derian thought, irked by a particularly thoughtless
comment regarding hisown journey. It'll be different when new supplies can't begotten in by cutting
back across the mountains, when the only faces they see are those in this small community, and
when the snow is hip-deep. For them, thisis springtime in more ways than one.

Dinner when it was served was quite good. Indeed there was more mest in the stew than acity family
might see in aweek and broiled fish was included asaside dish. In contragt, for bread there was
mounded journey cake, served dry but for asmal pot of jam and smaler pats of strong-tasting soft
cheese.

"Weve afew cows," Ewen explained, "but they're nursing now. We chose breeds known for their
hardiness rather than greet givers of milk. Time enough when we've been longer settled to bring out finer
sock.”

Derian agreed. He knew little about cattletlPrancing Steed Stables had moved away even from draft
oxen, except by contract.

"Feed must be aproblem,” he said, thinking of what he'd packed just for hisown animals.

"Cows aren't as choosy as horses," Ewen replied, "and goats less than either. We opted for more goats
than anything else. We're also planting oats for when winter comes and hope to import some. Oats are
good for people aswell asanimals, asis corn. For atime, well be doubling up with the creatures, though
well be eating mush and porridge rather than grain.”

"Hunting's good, though,” spoke up Hart, ayouth afew years younger than Derian who was some sort of
cousin of Dawn. "If it weren't for the wolves we could fair harvest the deer and ek like any other stock.”

Ever sincether arrival, Firekeeper had kept silent, looking about with interest, her dark eyes unreadable
in addiberately impassve face. Derian had done his best to help her, knowing that the wolf-woman was
shy when confronted with strangers, leading the conversation, asking many questions, and hoping she
would be forgotten.

From the slence that suddenly fell after Hart made his comment about the wolves, Firekeeper had not
been forgottenunot at dl. Derian held his breath, knowing how fiercely loya Firekeeper wasto the



wolves. They, not any human living, were her family.

Firekeeper said nothing, however, affecting to look drowsy, and the comment passed without incident,
though Dawn offered Derian some jam for hisjourney cake rather more quickly than would be usud
manners. In araised voice, she started telling him about her plansto start hivesif she could find the bees.
Honey, she said, would provide sweetener and sugar.

"Later," Ewen cut in, hisenthusiasm for his projects robbing hiswords of the bragging note of some of
the other men, "welll tap treesfor sugar or grow beets, but honey will do for now. | planfor usto bea
sdf-sufficient community. Trade from the east will be welcome, but weve brought enough with us so that
we shouldn't be dependent.”

Derian wondered if Ewen had been as thorough as he believed. He might have been, if he'd been
daydreaming abouit this project for more than ten years, ever since his brother planned to makeasmilar
journey with Prince Barden.

Indeed, Derian thought that Ewen might have talked on into the next morning if Dawn had not hinted
rather strongly that other members of the household needed their rest. A few of the young men, Hart
among them, went out to deep in the barnuapparently their usud place, Derian was glad to see, for he
had no desire to displace a young buck and have him put out about it later.

Derian offered to go with them, but Ewen and Dawn would not hear of it. Hewas given aplacein front
of the hearth, where the cod's, banked for the night, till gave off a pleasant glow of warmth.

Firekeeper would have been offered the same, but during the general confusion of comings and goings,
she had dipped outsde and did not return. Derian excused her, saying that she was woods wise and
could take care of hersdf. However, he had afeding that every word he said somehow damned his
friend in his hosts eyes. Silence seemed the better course of action and he adopted it, yawning broadly in
amanner that wasn't entirely feigned.

As he drifted off to deep he heard the distant how! of awolf. Oddly enough, it comforted him.

FHREKEEPER FOUND THE EVENING SPENT with Ewen Brooks and his household incredibly
disturbing. It was not just being closed into asmall, somewhat smoky room with people she didn't know,
nor wasit that Blind Seer was not with her, nor even wasit that shelonged for the moment when she
would be reunited with her family.

Memories surged benesth the surface of her thoughts, memories she hadn't even suspected she had and
sowere dl the more disturbing for their gentle stirring.

Surely she had spent many hoursin aroom much like thisone. Surely she had listened to Smilar
conversations. There was anote in Ewen's voice as he spoke of his dreamsthat she had heard before, a
barely suppressed passion so intense that she felt that the passion in and of itself should have been
enough to make the dream come true.

Although the wolf-woman longed to flee, she made hersdf remain, listening, watching, learning.

Sheremembered dl too well the stories she had heard from the Roya Beasts the previous autumn,
goriesthat held their history of their encounters with humanity. She knew as none of these humansdid
that the Beasts had |ong memories and would resent this new settlement asthey had resented little el se.

As Ewen prosed on, dmost worshipfully evoking images of hot bread baked in their own ovens, of tools



crafted at their own forges, of mines dug in the western face of the mountain to supply iron, and of fields
so bountiful that winter hunger would be laughable, Firekeeper found hersdf wondering for thefirst time
why the Beasts had tolerated Prince Barden's settlement. Would they tolerate this one for the same
reason? She resolved to ask the Ones just as soon as she could.

When Dawn Brooks began arranging for deeping accommodations, Firekeeper dipped out the door.
Only one of the long-bodied hound dogs drowsing in the yard noticed her going, and he swallowed his
own baying darm in response to her growled warning.

Shadows dark as puddied ink hid the wolf-woman as she raced toward the tree line. Once under the
shelter of the trees she dowed, knowing that none in the human community had the eyesto see her. An
owl hooted from atree and she paused, wondering if it was speaking to her, but it proved only a Cousin,
diving after mice foraging at the edges of the cleared field.

Once her eyes adjusted to the moonlight, Firekeeper easily found agametrail and paced dong it. She
didn't know yet where the wolves were denning, but they would find her. Blind Seer, at least, could be
counted on to do so. Nor did he disappoint her. The wolf-woman was still breathing deeply to get the
scent of smoke out from her nostrils when Blind Seer pounced at her from the shadow of a squat
evergreen.

Quick asthe wolf was, Firekeeper heard the sound as his paws pushed against the ground and was
ready for him, bracing hersdlf so that rather than knocking her flat as he had intended, he found himself
caught in her arms. She couldn't hold himuhe was too large for thatubut it won her pointsin their
undeclared game.

They wrestled for abit until Blind Seer had pinned her againgt the duff and bracken, his paws planted on
her chedt, taking his pendty in doppy licks across her face.

"Venison stew," he declared. "More heavily seasoned than isto my taste, but then | like my mest
blood-hot."

"And from your doppy bathing," Firekeeper said, shoving him back and tugging at abit of matted blood
hiswade in astream hadn't quite washed away, "I can tell you had it. Have you found the pack?"

"l have and they bid me bring you to them,” the blue-eyed wolf replied. "They would have howled, but
thisyear's pups are yet small and some of those young hunterstif what humans do can truly be called
huntinguhave shown too much interest in learning where we are staying these days.”

Firekeeper held up ahand, again aware that this was a human gesture she would not have used ayear
before.

"Thisyear's pups?' she asked. "When last we spoke with the One Femae she said she did not intend a
litter this year, that there were pups enough to rear.”

Blind Seer's earsflattened dightly in an expression of confusion.

"I had forgotten that," he said, "and was smply pleased to see the fat fur-ballslooking so hedthy. There
arefour thislitter: two maes, two femaes.”

Firekeeper put her question away as yet another one to ask the Ones and instead asked:
"Y ou say the humans have been looking for where the pack dens. Have they found them?”

"Not yet," Blind Seer scoffed. "Those younglings are not as woods wise as they beievetinot even as



woodswise as Edlin and far from as expert as Race Forester. Nor has the pack made it easy for them.
Some of our own yearlings have been going out to distant points and singing their own praises, leaving
trampled paw printsin the mud where these trackers may find them, and otherwise confusing the signs”

"Wise," said Firekeeper, rising to her feet and brushing some of the messfrom her clothesand hair, "for |
do not think thereis any great love for wolf-kind among those in the new Bardenville.”

"So they remember the prince, then,” Blind Seer said. "That'sinteresting.”

"Their One," Firekeeper said, "this Ewen Brooks, has taken Barden's dream for hisown. | think Derian
was right. These people are like young wolves full of the urge to disperse. They saw nowhereto go
urtl..."

Shefdl dlent, her fingernals digging into her pams.
"Until?" Blind Seer prompted.
"Until my return showed them thetrail.”

"Don't blame yoursdlf, dear heart,” thewolf replied. "Even if you had not returned from here, Earl Kestrel
and hisfolk would have done so. The end would have been the same."

Firekeeper nodded, but remained uncomforted.

Would thewolves have let Earl Kestrel return if they had not promised her mothertthat forgotten human
womanuthat they would give Firekeeper achance to know her human heritage? Kestrel's small
companyuDerian, Ox, Race, and Va ettwould have been easy hunting even for her rdatively smal pack,
and had Kestrel's expedition not returned, then the fear that had held the humansto their sde of the
mountain would have remained undiminished.

Such thoughts did nothing to assuage the unhappiness that had plagued Firekeeper sincefirst she had
redized that humans were moving west. As Blind Seer led her to this season's denning place, shefdt like
ayoung wolf who had been caught trying to steal abone from abigger, stronger wolf-certain shewas
about to get adrubbing.

But the only drubbing she recelveduinitidly at |eastiwas the roisterous greeting of the wolf pack. The
spring before, when Earl Kestrel had led his expedition west, the pack had consisted of eight adults, Sx
pups, and Firekeeper. By the time she had visited the following autumn, two of the puppies had died, and
an adult male had dispersed, ranging el sewhere, perhapsto find amate of hisown.

Nor had the interna dynamic of the pack remained unchanged between the autumn of her departure and
the spring of her return. The Ones continued to reign unchallenged, but the younger ones had grown. The
four surviving pups had become leggy wolflings. The Whinertonce the weskest yearling in the packuhad
grown stronger and more confident. With the dispersa of the adult mae, the hierarchy of the remaining
adults had shifted.

Now, once the flying romp of fur dowed to a panting whirl, Firekeeper was surprised to see two
srangers among the pack. These had not greeted her asthe others had, but had hung back, neither
unfriendly nor familiar.

Firekeeper stood, her hand il buried in the One Femal€'s pale furtfor the One Female's coat was
slvery, like new-falen snow in the moonlighttiand felt as shy before these lupine strangers as ever she did
before humans. She felt more shy in away, for anong humans she entertained a vague sense of
superiority that she did not fed when among wolves.



The One Femae took mercy on her, saying:

"Firekeeper, thisis Sharp Fang, who has come to us from further west and north. Since we now have our
own Sharp Fang..." Sheindicated the Whiner with some pride. ... we cal our vistor Northwest."

Northwest was amale, hisfur white around jaw and muzzle, but mixed grey-brown around his eyes, over
his ears, and down the back of his neck where the same grey-brown made a saddle over the lighter fur of
his underbody. Her recent visit to New Kelvin had made Firekeeper al too aware of masks, and she
couldn't help but think that this male looked asif he wore one.

Northwest's eyes were yellow-gold, their gaze so penetrating and analytical that Firekeeper felt like abug
on arock. She locked her gaze with his, unwilling, even though Northwest was quite large and looked as
if he could knock her down without half trying, to abase hersdlf. She didn't know the stranger's standing
in her pack and wasn't about to accord him the same automatic respect she had always given those who
had cared for her.

The One Female did not demand she do so, but indicated the other newcomer.
"Do you remember Wind Whisper? She was with us many years ago, when you were very smal."

Firekeeper studied the she-wolf. Wind Whisper's coat was equa parts silver-grey and charcoal black,
the black clustering in the vicinity of her ears, muzzle, and legs, the grey blending in e sawhere, though the
tip of her otherwise grey tail was black. Her eyes were the color of old pine-tree tears and her bearing
was strong and lithe, with no trace of age.

For thefirst time, Firekeeper found herself wondering how old the Roya Wolves might grow to be. She
had never much paid attention to the passage of time, but humans seemed to do little ese. From them she
had learned that her tenure among the wolves had probably been between ten and twelve years. She
hersalf remembered no time she had not been awolf, except sometimes, perhaps, in dreams.

A sudden panic squeezed her heart. She had heard Race Forester speak of one of hisbird dogs as
growing old at twelve years. Did Roya Wolves age a the same rate? She knew that Blind Seer had
celebrated hisfourth year early this spring. Numbers till were not her strong point, but she knew that
twelve was just beyond two hands and that four filled one hand amost entirely.

There had been three One Maesin her memory. Wasthis replacement aresult of aging on the part of the
wolves? Did they become unfit for their placesjust as age was rendering King Tedric unfit for e ements of
his? A human king might delegate othersto lead in battle. Tedric had donejust that last autumnuotherwise
the war might have been called King Tedric's War rather than King Allister's.

A One never delegated another to lead. Either they were dain by acompetitor or beaten so sorely that
none doubted they were past their time.

Suddenly Firekeeper felt afraid of ahuman life, afraid that its length might take her beyond al those she
loved. Then she shook herself. She herself was awolf, no human to be coddled by servantsin acastle as
was King Tedric or by children and grandchildren in a cottage as was Holly Gardener. Desth was more
likely to find her than was old age.

And perhapsit was proof that she was awolf at heart that this thought gave her comfort. Perhapsit was
only proof that she was very young.

Firekeeper remembered her manners and recalled her attention to the One Femal€'s question.

"I do not remember you," she said to Wind Whisper. "But puppies have no memory beyond their last



meal and no dreams beyond the next.”
Wind Whisper panted with laughter.

"True enough,” she said, "and you were avery ill pup. How we struggled to make you to est, but the fire
had badly damaged you. If it had not beenfor..."

Wind Whisper stopped, snapping at her haunch asif after afly. When she resumed, it was asif she had
forgotten what she had been about to say.

"Well, you've grown into afine young cresture. Nicely spoken, too, and lighter on your feet than any of
the two-legs I've seen over in that smoky nest they've built themselves.™

Blind Seer wagged his greet brush of atail, pleased at this compliment to hisfriend.
"When did you leave this pack?"' he asked Wind Whisper. "And where did you go?'
"Long before you were born, Blue-Eyes," she replied, "even before your mother cameto rule this pack.”

Again Firekeeper was struck by the difference between how she and the wolves grew and aged. She had
known both the One Md e and the One Female as pups. The One Female had been of this pack, the
One Made of aneighboring pack with whom her own sometimesjoined for winter hunts and summer
romps.

To her, now, both wolves were adults, wise and strong, yet she could recal them asfat furballslike the
four who even now romped with each other in asheltered hollow, their mock battlesindulgently
supervised by acouple of the yearlings. How old were the Ones now? Eight? Ten?

The thought troubled her as never before. Citrine Shield was about that age and she was a child.
Firekeeper knew that she hersdlf was till growing. She'd grown taler even over the last year. With the
bounty of human larders to augment her own hunting sheld put on weight, developed breasts, and, if
Holly's comments were anything on which to judge, she had more changing yet to come.

Blind Seer had filled out some, grown a bit broader through the chest. Indeed, he promised to live up to
theimage of hisfathertthe previous One Made, who had sired only onelitter before dying in awinter
hunting accident.

"You'redigtracted, Little Two-legs," the One Mae commented.

Rip wasabig slver-grey wolf with adark streak running the length of his spine even to thetip of histall
and abroad, white ruff. He was the One Femal€'s second mate, having won her against all comers. The
Ones seemed well suited, but Firekeeper had the impression, as Northwest twitched an ear to attend to
the One Ma€e's comment, that Northwest thought that perhaps he himsalf would serve better as One.

Firekeeper shook hersdlf from this uncomfortable thought by addressing the One Femae.

"Mother," she said, gesturing toward the four romping pups who were now fiercely battling over a
much-chewed tree branch, "when Blind Seer and | came home last you said that you didn't plan on pups
thisspring, yet here | seefour as strong and hedlthy asany intheland.”

Firekeeper knew from past experience that the One Female could decide not to bear pups. She wasn't
certain of the mechanics of the choice, but recalled it happening several seasonsover her life. Usudly the
reason was that enough young had survived the previous season, but that couldn't be the purpose here.
Thefour yearlingswere ample proof that the previous litter (numbering six initialy) had done well.



The One Femae swept her tail through the duff where she had reclined when her introductions were
completed.

"Alwaysfull of questions, Little Two-legs," she said, anused. Then she grew serious.

"I had adream,” she went on, "adream of flood. Init, atreefell acrossastream, damming it for a
moment, but its trunk was too thin and the flood crashed over it and my pack was drowned. When |
awoke, | fdt girring within me, stirring that had been quiet until that time, fed to fullness and settled into
deep by the growing pups. | might have fought them, | suppose, but my dream was warning and the One
Maeand | tied that very afternoon.”

Firekeeper nodded, nor did she question the One Femal€'s account of her dream. Its antecedents were
apparent.

"Did you dream this," she asked, "before or after the humans came to the Burnt Place?’

"Before they cameto settle,” the One Femaereplied, "but over the autumn, before winter closed the gap
in the mountains, asmdl group came and sniffed about. Perhaps these were thefirgt trickle of theflood in
my dream.”

Blind Seer cut in.

"Y ou never mentioned thisto ud™ he said indignantly.

The One Femae growled softly.

"And sincewhenisit my duty to inform wandering pups of the business of the pack?"

Blind Seer abased himsdlf. His own status within the pack was ambiguous. He had |eft of hisown desire,
wishing to accompany Firekeeper. In thisway he had separated himself from the pack. However, ashe
had never joined another pack, nor formed one of his ownuunless his relationship with Firekeeper could
be taken as a pack of sortsuBlind Seer could still be said to belong to this pack, even as Firekeeper was
dill welcome.

The One Female licked her son's nose, accepting his apology.

"Y ou had worries enough last winter,” she said. "The One Mae and | decided that this human coming
should not be added to them. Indeed, those first might have been trappers or furriers more daring than
the usual run, brought across the mountains by curiosity and with that curiosity fed never to return.”

"Are those who came last autumn among those who returned?" Firekeeper asked, never doubting the
wolves would have noted the scents.

"Yes," the One Femadereplied. "The One Male has made a study of them, for he was here while | was
away and took better note of them."

The One Male, who had been gnawing athick bone much as aman might have smoked a pipe, cracked
it dong itslength and licked out the marrow before speaking.

"Not only," he said, carefully arranging histhoughts, "are there those who are the sametthough, of course
there are more nowubut the male who serves as Onein their pack was the leader of those who scouted.”

Firekeeper bit her lip.

"The humans cal him Ewen Brooks," she said. Then she recounted Ewen's history as she had heard him



tell it to Derian. Sensing the wolves interest, she went on to detail Ewen's raptures about the potentia of
these western lands.

"So it isaswe suspected,” the One Mae said, and he sounded not in the least surprised. "Human ways
may be strange to us, but the winged folk who cameto look at them said that the two-legs were showing
denning behaviors. Indeed, we had thought so even before the birds offered their opinions, for why else
would the humansfdl treesto make sturdy placesto live and bring their young with them if they didn't
intend to stay?*

Herolled the shattered bone beneath his paw, but Firekeeper was certain his forlorn expression had
nothing to do with having licked it clean of marrow.

"Itisgood," hesaid &t last, "that you chose to come home. We were thinking about sending for you.”
Firekeeper didn't need to ask why and didn't waste breath doing so.

The One Mde went on. "There are many and mixed fedings regarding the coming here of these human
folk. Do you remember the tales you were told last autumn, the tales of how the Royal Beasts first met
two-legged kind?'

Firekeeper nodded. "At first there was some bal ance between the four-footed and two-legged kind.
Then the humans became territoria. They fought themsalves and they fought our people. Inthe end,
because the humans had great powers we did not, we retreated across the mountains where they did not
liketo come. They did not follow us because they did not like the mountains. Also, asickness came over
the humans, burning to death those who had the most power. In the end, so many humans had died that
they no longer had to fight each other for land. We in turn decided to stay where we had come and leave
them the lands east of the Iron Mountains.”

It was a short form of the €aborate tale she had been told, but served to demonstrate that she
remembered the high points.

The One Mde thumped histail in approvd.

"Good enough, Little Two-legs, though you condense the time over which events occurred. Remember
that thisrivary and fighting and the time of the sickness happened over many long years.”

"1," snapped Northwest, ""do not see why how much time it took mattersat al! What isimportant isthat
these humans now are different from those humans then. Those humans then had great powers. The Ones
of my pack tdll of lightning drawn from the sky, of fire burning through the air and catching onto fur and
flesh, of senses so acute that not even the stedlthiest among us could go unnoticed.

"These humans have none of these powers. Two nightsago | crept into thelr settlement, ate one of their
foolish birds as she dept on her nest, pissed on their doorposts, and the only ones among them who
noticed my coming weretheir slky-haired foxes and these cringed from my least growl. They at least
knew their magter.”

"Dogs," Firekeeper said inconsequentialy. "The humansraise them asthey raise their horsesand mules.
They comein many sizes and shapes. Some of the larger, indeed, might give awolf second pause.”

"But not these," Northwest challenged.

"No," Firekeeper agreed. "These have been bred for tracking by scent and for bringing back prey felled
by arrows. Hunt more often in their chicken coops and Ewen Brooks might bring from the east dogs
meant for the hunting of bear and wolves.”



"Cousin-kind," Northwest sneered.

"True," Firekeeper said, "but enough of these Cousin-kind hunting dogs might give even asharp fang like
yoursdf trouble

Northwest grumbled, but did not debate the point further. Instead he said:

"But you agree that these humans have none of the great powersthat eventudly drove the Beasts of old
to fleewest of the Iron Mountains?"

Firekeeper frowned. "Most do not, but last winter Blind Seer and | went into New Kelvinuthe human
land north of the White Water Rivertiand there we saw things that make me think we cannot dismiss
human powers so eesily.”

"Y ou wish to protect them!" Northwest snarled. "They are naked, hairless beasts like yoursdlf. Y ou think
if we take them as our prey you will no longer be safe among us, no longer safe to swagger beneath your
pack's protection. That iswhy you spesk of them asif we, the greatest huntersin al the forests of al the
world, should fear them.”

Firekeeper jumped to her feet, her Fang in her hand. In asingle leap, Blind Seer was at her side,
crouched to spring.

Sharp Fanguas Firekeeper must grow used to thinking of the Whinertjoined them. Apparently, she felt
more fondnessfor her two-legged sister than Firekeeper might have imagined. " Stop!" barked the One
Femade, surging to her feet, her fangsbared at dll.

"Stop this nonsensal™

Everyone cringed back, for the One Female did not |ead the pack owing to the glossiness of her gleaming
slver coat. Indeed, everyone knew that though she had but one mouth to bite with, the One Mae would
be as her second and two such bites would take a season to healuif the victim did not die a once.

"Stop," the One Female repested. "Little Two-legs, curl away your Fang. Northwest, stop taunting
Firekeeper. Y ou are aguest here and sheismy pup.”

Obediently, Firekeeper eased her Fang back into its Mouth. Blind Seer and Sharp Fang ranged back
onto their haunches, but their lips didn't quite hide their snarls nor their posture their smugness. They were
onewith the pack. Northwest was outside it and in anything but aleadership challenge he would fight one

to many.

No fool, Northwest flung himsaf down and rolled onto his back, exposing his throat to the Ones and
whimpering in proper gpology. The Ones accepted this and only when al were restored to harmony
againtaromping and playing that involved al the pack, even the puppies and the gueststionly then did the
discusson resume.

"S0," Frekeeper said, keeping her comments neutral and nonjudgmental, "I take it that Northwest
believes the humans should be killed or driven away, not alowed to take root here. | can't say | disagree
withhim."

Northwest perked hisearsin surprise.

"Nor can | say | agree,”" Firekeeper continued. "The matter is complex. Fear kept the humans from west
of the Iron Mountains once, but it may not again. | have seen humans flee what they fear. | have seen
them seek it out and kill it. What | do not understand iswhen they choose to run and when they choose



tokill."

"Y ou are saying that the humans might try to kill al of usif wekill theseinvaders?' Wind Whisper asked,
thefirg thing she had said inalong time.

"l don't know," Firekeeper replied honestly. "There are many of us, but there are many of them, too, and
if what Deriantthat is my human friend with fur the color of afox'stif what Derian saysistrue, many
humansfed thereis no longer land enough for them al in the east. Many years have passed since the Fire
Pague and territories have been sectioned out among the humans as birds section out nesting groundsin
the spring. Some fed ulike this Ewen Brookstithat they need new nesting lands and these are easiest to
take."

"Then we shouldn't make the taking easy," Northwest replied, his ears canted and mouth open to indicate
the utter smplicity of the concept. "If they find that those who come here die, then no more will come.
Wewill be afur plague to them, even as once we were.

"Andthistime" he reminded them all, "they will not have the great powers."

Thistime Firekeeper did not chalenge Northwest on that point. She hersalf wasn't sure just what powers
did rest among the humans. She knew they had lesser talents, such as Doc'sfor hedling or Holly's for
rasing plants. These did not seem akin to the ability to make lightning strike or fire rage through empty
ar.

"l have aquestion,” Firekesper said, turning to Wind Whisper, "if you will forgive meif what | ask is
somehow rude.”

Wind Whisper wagged her tail. "Ask and | will forgiveif you giveinsult unknowing."

"Y ou were of this pack when Prince Barden came and founded the first human settlement. If | understand
rightly, the wolves did not chase these humans away. Indeed, my human mother apparently had friends
among the wolves who would take in her orphaned child and raise it as one of the pack.”

Those words were harder to say than Firekeeper had believed possible. She hated with every pulse of
her blood to admit she had ever existed as other than awolf.

"Why didn't the wolves then chase away the humans? Why did they even make friendswith them?”

From the tirring of the other wolves, Firekeeper redized that the rest of the packuexcept for possibly the
One Mde and the One Femaeudid not know the answer any more than she did.

Wind Whisper glanced a the Ones and held their gazes along moment.

"I do know," shereplied at last. "Now, remember. | was but ajunior pack member, maybe of the age of
your Blind Seer, here. Indeed, | came here as part of my own dispersa journey. | do not know the full
counsdsof my dders.”

Firekeeper grunted her understanding and Wind Whisper continued:

"Those who crossed the mountains when you were small did much as this group has done. First they sent
scouts. Only after these had found agood place for the rest to den did they go back and bring their
mates and young. Because of this, we had agood deal of time to consider what to do.

"Many felt as Northwest does, that the humans should be dain, but there was one great difference
between our knowing now and our knowing then. Then we did not know that the humans were without



the great powers of which our legends il tell.”
"So!" began Northwest triumphantly, but the One Femae growled him to cringing silence.

Wind Whisper went on. "The winged folk had maintained spies among humankind, but these were few
and could only learn so much by watching and listening from without. Their observations seemed to
confirm that the great powers were gone, but there were evidences here and there of talents that made us
wonder if the Fire Plague had completely burned sorcery from human blood."

She paused and thumped behind her ear with ahind foot, though it was early for fless.

"l gpeak, you understand, of the humans of those lands directly east of this part of the mountains. In other
areas such asthe lands farther northuNew Kelvin, | think you called ituthe winged folk were less certain.
That uncertainty was why the humans who came were let live and indeed somewhat courted by our

pack. The wise ones decided that we must learn more about them before we hunted. What if the greet
powers had grown again into their blood? Then we might be bringing the old warsinto this new refuge.”

Firekeeper leaned forward, her posture imitating the pricked-eared interest of the wolves.
"And what did you learn?"

"We saw no lightning drawn from the skies" Wind Whisper replied, "but we saw evidence of strong
talents. There was one among them who could influence the growth of plants, another who understood
those of other bloods so well that amost could he speak to us. There was one who could tell what the
wegther would be with near impaoss ble precision and one who could not become lost, no matter how far
from her den she wandered.

"These," Wind Whisper said, "were the talents we observed. There may have been others. The blood
speaker gave usto understand that their leader had gathered to himself those with talentsin order that
those talents could help his outlier pack to survive.”

Humans might have broken into one of their babbling debates at this point, but the wolveswere a
hierarchica folk and so dl eyes now turned to the Ones, mutely requesting confirmation of this outlandish
tde.

"Tistrue," the One Mde sad, "asmuch as| was ever told. Thiswaslong ago, though, before either of us
were born, and so we cannot confirm from our own knowledge.”

Firekeeper tirred.

"What Wind Whisper says," she offered hesitantly, "mates with something | once heard a human who had
kin among that group say. It seems reasonable that had there been humans with grest powers, Prince
Barden would have gathered them to him. If thisis o, hewas arebel againgt more than hisfather'swill."

Northwest clearly thought such discussion of long-dead people awaste of time.

"But there was no clear evidence that these humans had great powers?" he pressed Wind Whisper.
"No clear evidence," she said.

"And they dwelt here for the turnings of several season cycles," Northwest went on.

"True"

"So surely you would have seen great powersif they possessed them.”



Wind Whisper curled her lipat him,
"Puppy wiseto say that what you have not seen must not be.”

Northwest snarled and there might have been a scrap between the two visitors, but the One Female
intervened.

"Bedill," she commanded and stillnessthere was. "Wind Whisper hastold usdl she knows. The humans
were permitted to live here so that we could watch them and learn. It is not for any of usto attack her for
the wisdom of a decision that was not hersto make."

Firekeeper nodded, and since the question had been hers, it was her place to offer thanks.
"I have heard enough,” she said, "and | thank Wind Whisper for offering her wisdom.”

Wind Whisper swung her tail in acknowledgment, but her hackles didn't quite smooth when she looked
over a Northwest.

Firekeeper dismissed their dispute, relaxed in the knowledge that such things were for the Onesto deal
with. Instead she let herself consider what she had learned.

Had Prince Barden known that his colonists lived in the western lands on suffrage? Had he suspected
why?Most humans might have forgotten that the Roya Beasts even existed, but the more she learned of
thislong-dead prince the more she respected him.

Derian had once told her that Prince Barden was more like hisfather than either of his sblings had been.
Would King Tedric have mounted such an expedition without learning everything he could about the
landsin which he planned to go? Firekeeper thought not.

Sherecalled the old tales that Lord Aksdl Trueheart had drawn out of musty tomesin the libraries of
Eagle's Nest Castle and elsewheretitales that told of long-ago conflicts and hinted at the existence of the
Roya Beadts. Until her coming with Blind Seer and Elation, these had been dismissed as bragging
exaggerations as were theright of every storyteller. Then she and her companions had come, and such
old tales were beginning to be reconsdered asfact.

What if Barden had taken those tales for fact? Might he have taken care that his people hide any great
powersthey had among themuiif indeed they had possessed such? Humans lied far more easily than did
wolves, though she waslearning that wolves, too, could lietespecidly by not tdling the full tale.

Could Wind Whisper herself be believed? Had the Roya Beasts seen some evidence of great powers
among Barden's people? And if they had, would that evidence have been reason enough to execute the
humans? Had the fire that came that fatal night been an accident or, perhaps, had it been set?

Chapter V

DERIAN DIDNT PLAN TO turn around immediately after hisarriva in Bardenville. Thejourney west
had taken the better part of amoon-span and he and the animals certainly deserved arest. Moreover,
Firekeeper wouldn't want to visit with her pack for only afew days and then leave again. Indeed, Derian
had wondered if shewould return with him at al. Perhaps she would prefer to escort him into safer areas
eadt of the mountains and then return to summer with her family.



Now Derian was glad that he hadn't given any of those at home any reason to expect him before severa
moonspans had passed. He knew that he must report what he had found here to King Tedric, and he
hoped to have full and accurate details. Moreover, Derian wanted to be very careful not to give Ewen
Brooks any reason to worry that Derian was a potentia enemy of their venture. A quick departure might
make Ewen worry about what Derian would say when he got home. Better to stay and make some
friends among the settlers. It might make them lesslikely to decide to detain him forciblytior worse.

Derian had noillusonsthat Firekeeper'sinfluence made him immune to harm. Indeed, hisfriendship with
her might add to his danger. The settlers clearly viewed dl the large carnivoresin the areaastheir rivals
for local game, and were ready and eager to exterminate them. Already a magnificent pumapelt was
drying on the side of a shed, and a bear hide was spread before Ewen'sfire. Derian had stared at its
empty eye sockets hisfirst night in the cabin, wondering if it might have been someone Firekeeper knew.
The wolf-woman played a more dangerous game than she knew where the colonists were concerned.
Not aday passed that she didn't visit the settlement, but not anight passed that she didn't leave to be
with the wolves. Moreover, as had been the case with Race Forester ayear before, her incredible skills
as ahunter and tracker made some of the young bucksin Ewen's group quite resent her. Every deer or
brace of rabbits she brought to augment the supper kettle made them resent her more.

Indeed, the fact that the deerskin was rarely wounded with more than a single arrow shottiadding to the
vaue of the gift while slently flaunting Firekeeper's skilludid not add to the wolf-woman's popul arity with
those who had, before her coming, fancied themsalves the lords of the forest.

And it doesn't help, Derian thought ruefully, that Ewen is forcing these same young men to put their
hands to the plow and saw rather than encouraging them to roam the forest as he did when they
first arrived, when the need for food and a knowledge of the territory was more important than
such work. My arriving here when | did with extra mules to help with the plowing and hauling has
made Ewen all the more eager to get cropsin, stumps pulled, wood hauled, and all manner of
exhausting menial tasks done before | tand my livestockutake our leave.

Derian had dready resolved that he'd be wise to make a gift of at least one of the mulesto the colony.
The horses, even lovely Roanne, were safe enough. Their more delicate congtitutions made them less
attractive than the hardy mules, but he was coming to wonder if he would get away with either of the
mules. Ewen'sinitia covetousness had become nearly proprietorid.

Oh, well, Derian thought, if I must, I'll leave the mules here and have Father take the cost out of my
earnings. Maybe | can get Earl Kestrel to advance me some of my commission for the beasts I'm
purchasing for his stable.

If both Derian and Firekeeper were less than popular with the young men of the colony, both of them had
made friends with other members. Dawn Brooks appreciated Firekeeper's help in finding beesto
populate her much coveted hives. When the wolf-woman brought Dawn a double handful of quail eggs,
suggesting that Dawn incubate them under her hens, Dawn had been delighted. Much of her domestic
poultry had fallen prey to foxes and weasels, and this opportunity to augment her flock had been amatter
for rgoicing.

Only to Derian did Firekeeper confessthat at least some of the poultry had fallen prey to resentful wolves
and he suspected that the quail eggs were the wolf-woman's ungpoken restitution.

Derian'swillingnessto plow, chop wood, and otherwise make himsalf useful had won him friends among
the older colonistsimany of whom he came to know during the late-afternoon wall-building sessions,
where the logs that had been hauled and trimmed during the day were added to the palisade surrounding
the settlement.



Never mind that about haf the settlers were still deeping in tents. Ewen had decided that asolid wall
would servethem dl far better than cabins. Derian, knowing far better than Ewen what lived in the forest,
had to agree.

Although many of the settlers were quite youngueven leaving out the children, the mgjority wererarely
into their third decadetEwen had recruited some older couples. These were usudly masters of those
skills the colony would need to flourishucarpentry, blacksmithing, medicine. They had cultivated these
skillsworking for others, but had nearly given up hope of setting up where they could be more than
another's assistant.

These craft masters held amore reditic view of what the coming winter would bring and how closeit
was, never mind that the treeswere just now unfolding their pale green leaves. They knew that having
friends back east might make dl the difference to their venture. Indeed, theirs were the most serious faces
when the stones for Prince Barden and his people were set in place.

They're wondering, Derian thought as he looked at them, how soon they will take their places next to
these long dead, and if anyone will have survived to put a stone with their name in place and to
commend them to the ancestors.

It was during this ceremony for the dead that Derian learned that Ewen's colonists had found the
remnants of another cemetery off in thewoods. It held markersfor at least seven of those on Derian'slist
and for afew who were not on hisligt at al. Some of thesetjjudging from the dates inscribeduwere
gpparently children born to the colonists after their arrival, children who had not survived the harsh
conditions. A few were adults, probably late arrivals who had riskeduas Ewen's parents had not let him
douKing Tedric'swrath in order to join the colony.

Most of the deaths seemed to have been dueto illness or accident, but afew of theinscriptions were
ambiguous. These were ascribed by the newcomersto the actions of predators and were used to fuel the
"get them before they get us' philosophy of Hart and hisfdlows.

Another portion of the population with which Derian could have made himsdlf quite popular wasthe
young ladies, for not al were married and not al of those who were married seemed completely happy in
thissmall community. Flirtationtia mere gamein apopul ous city or towntwas not viewed as an
acceptable pastime here where everyone knew everyone ese dl too well. Although he was aware of
severa women giving him welcoming glances, Derian kept himsdf under atight rein. It wasn't that he
didn't long for femae companionship, but he knew there were those among the men who would welcome
any excuseto pick afight with him.

Even without flirtation, there was much to do around Bardenville, and Derian was quite willing to do
whatever was needed for aslong as was needed, provided he was till welcome. If asked, he responded
that he hoped to leave for home sometime around the end of Bear Moon. Thus he was gresatly surprised
when as Bear Moon was hardly showing adiver againgt the night Sky Firekeeper cameto him, every line
in her dim body € oquent with tenson.

The labor of the day waswinding down into evening's routine chores and Derian was in the process of
grooming his muleswhen Firekeeper arrived.

"Can't wetak here?' he asked in response to her request.
Firekeeper bit her lip.

"Only if nonecome,” shesad.



Derian forced alaugh.

"I doubt any will. The lazy oneswon't want to risk my asking them to help, and the hardworking have
jobsof their own."

Firekeeper nodded solemnly.

"How soon you can leave?!

"After I'vefinished the grooming."

Firekeeper snorted in impatience.

"Not thisplace.” She gestured widely, encompassing the settlement in the sweep of her arm. "This place.”

Derian understood her, though he made a mentd note that her time with the wolves had done nothing
good for the wolf-woman's command of human speech.

"Bardenville," hesaid. "A day or two, | suppose.”

Shetugged at her earlobe.

"Not tonight?

Derian dared at her, hishands ill automatically continuing with their work.
"Tonight?"

Firekeeper growled low in her throat.

"Tonight. Am worried. There is much unhappiness with the Beaststo this place. | havetried to stop
itithough my heart does not know if | am rightubut | have done dl | can. Maybe, | think, if King Tedric
tell theseto go away they go..."

Derian digested this.
"Andif they dont?'
Firekeeper frowned, looking acrossto where asmall girl wastoddling to her mother.

"| think they thendie”

FIREKEEPER'SHOMECOMING HAD NOT BEEN at dl as she had imagined. She had dreamed of
lazy afternoons deeping in the sun, of hunting with Blind Seer. Of showing off how her newly won skill
with along bow made her more of amatch for her seniorstiat |east where game like deer was concerned.
She dill didn't think she could take an ek without help.

Instead there were all the complications brought on by the presence of Ewen Brooks and his people at
Bardenville. The council held the night of her arrival was only one of many such. Others of the Royd
Beasts came to scout the humans and to discuss what should be done with them.

From any and all of thesetieven from those who should perhaps feel some gratitude to Firekeeper for her
service to them the winter beforetthe wol f-woman met the same mixture of hogtility and guarded
acceptance that had been her portion from Northwest. That these conferences were held under the



lowering eye of the comet made Firekeeper feel no better about them or about how quick the Beasts
were to see her as ahuman now, and not as one of their own.

Despite her unease, Firekeeper helped the visitors wherever she could. She answered their questions
about humans, and reminded the Beasts of what she hersalf had once forgotten, that the humans tracked
by eye more than by nose. Often she went with various of these four-legged ambassadors when they
spied on the humans. Following behind, she took care to wipe away any incriminating tracks as Race
Forester had taught her to do back when she scouted for King Tedric on the eve of King Allister's War.
Thus the humans were kept in ignorance of just how closdly they were watched.

Arguing this same need to preserve secrecy, Firekeegper convinced the Onesto forbid hunting of the
humans domestic animals. Scorn had been her greatest dly in this matter, and soon not one of the young
wolves would have been caught with even awhiff of chicken or beef upon their bresth. Such hunting, so
the Ones declared, wasfor the toothless and the stupid, not for strong, fine wolves. The visitorsfrom
other packs or even from other bloods within the Roya Beasts respected the Onesin this matter.

Firekeeper suspected that Northwest ill dunk within the human camp, searching, most likely, for
evidence of those great powersthe Beasts all feared. If he took a chicken or duck then, he was careful to
wash thoroughly before returning to the pack, and her nose, at least, was not sensitive enough to know if
the poultry that Dawn regularly misseduno matter how tightly sealed the carpenter made his coopsufell to
Northwest or to another.

But from some of Blind Seer's y comments, Firekeeper suspected that foxes and weasals did not hold
dl theblame.

So Firekeeper made her mute gpology to Dawn and the other farmersin the form of wild bird eggs. The
chicks and ducklings that hatchedubeing more stupid than rocks, in her opiniontigazed upon the creature
that had hatched it and thought they were looking upon their mother. So it was that mallard ducklings
waddled after chickensand quall trailed in their busy way after confused ducks. Eventually, Dawn took
careto fogter likewith like, but theinitid errors remained.

Among the humans, Firekeeper made few friends, but both Dawn and Ewen went out of their way to
show her welcome, and their community at least gave lip serviceto that welcome.

Firekeeper liked Dawn far more than she liked Ewen. Ewen was what Derian caled aman of vision.
That meant, as Firekeeper understood it, that Ewen saw as much the image of how thingswould be ashe
did the place before him. Thus, even as he walked rutted muddy paths, he saw tightly cobbled streets.
Even as he perched on astool, he fet himsdf in ahigh-backed chair.

Or perhaps athrone? Firekeeper didn't carefor that image at all.

Dawn was like ayoung tree trying hard to drive deep rootsto hold her for the winter. Before coming
west with Ewen she had been amiller'swife, for Ewen had followed in his parents craft. She had learned
something of the art, but her three childrentthe eldest barely sixuhad been her main occupation. What
energy she had left went to tending to her household and small garden.

Ewen had refused to have his old mother live with themuplanning as he did to leave and not being willing
to abandon a dependenttso Dawn had al the labor to hersalf. She knew much about the basics of
cooking, sewing, cleaning, child-rearing, but she was equipped only with theory in matters such as
beekeeping, farming, and al the myriad tasksthat fell to her now. True, there were othersin the
community with those skills, but since Ewen was the One among them, heinssted that hiswifelead as
wall.



Firekeeper admired Dawn's tenacity and helped with her efforts, often tending to the little onesiDawn's
and otherstiso the women would be free to do other tasks. The one thing the colony was sordly lacking
were the children of middle years who would usually do such tasks. Mogt of the colonists children were
much younger.

"Inayear or two," Dawn would say, brushing her pale hair from her face. "Then wewill have children
grown enough to tend the smdler ones, for now..."

"Inayear or two..." That was Dawn's constant refrain, usually said bravely, but sometimes Firekeeper
heard the wearinessin her voice.

So she watched the squalling brats. The job was not unlike what she had done with litter after litter of
new emerged pupsufor such nursemaiding dwaysfel to the younger wolves, so the wiser and stronger
would be freeto hunt. However, dways Firekeeper must remember how fragile these little humans were
and how dependent.

Gradually, this nursemaiding made Firekeeper friends among the parents, but it increased the resentment
the young huntersimostly male, rarely parents themsdvesufdt for her. They reminded her so much of
young bucks with the velvet bardly off their first set of antlersthat Firekeeper had no problem
understanding why Derian named them so. Proud in the flush of their first strength, these bucks thought
they should do little but flaunt it. They liked not a al that Firekeeperiwho was as strong as most of
themushould humble hersdf to child-rearing.

Nor were the bucks flattered that she was indifferent to their charms. She could smell the sexudity of
them in their sweat asthey strutted by her, and so was careful with them as she had not had the wisdom
to be careful with Derian ayear before. Her Fang never left her in any case, but she bid Blind Seer to
take hisrest within call, and never did she casuadly remove either vest or trousers lest her nakedness be
taken asinvitation.

| have learned more of humans, she thought, but | do not care for what | amlearning.

Y et she knew that wasn't true. For every annoying young male there was someone like Dawn, and o,
when she fdlt the mood of the Beasts councils shifting from curiosity and fear toward violence, she knew
she mugt act.

Now she struggled to explain why they must leave to aclearly puzzled Derian.

"These days since we come and before, the Beasts have watched this place. They know the humans stay,
and they think that more cometo stay. They think before thelog wall is strong, before there are many
within with bows, make them go."

Derian frowned. "Y ou said that the people here might die if you can't get King Tedric to make them go.
Do you mean the Beasts might kill them?"

Firekeeper nodded.

"It would be easy and if they no come back, then..."

Derian stared &t her, horrified a the thought of such daughter.
"We mugt warn them!”

"That would betheir dying," Firekeeper said, shaking her head, "for if the Beasts found themsdlves
hunted, they would surdly attack. For now thereis dtill fighting among theleadersasto if thiskilling isthe



thingtodo.”

Derian frowned. "But if we don't warn them, then Ewen and his people will die without a chanceto
defend themsalves. Thisway they'd at least finish the walls and set defenders on them.”

Firekeeper knew Derian was thinking of human tactics and felt her heart flood with pride for her people
and scorn for human limitations.

"The Roya Beastsare no fools," she said. "Why should they do armies fight or battles? By night the
winged folk could carry and drop hot codls, then tents and straw would burn. Isthere any wall to defend
from fire from the sky? When the fires burn, those who flee into the dark night will meet the owners of
thisland.

Shewas careful not to share her own suspicion, never confirmed, that something like this might have been
the end of Prince Barden's colony. Only the fact that the wolves had saved her gave her hope that her
suspicion was not valid.

Derian looked narrowly at her.

"Has this been done before?' he asked bluntly.
Firekeeper shrugged, ddiberately ambivalent.
"Not inmy knowing."

Derian bitinto hislip.

"Anyhow," he said dowly, "where would birds get fire? | don't suppose you would be here kindling it for
them.”

Firekeeper waited until he met her gaze.
"I wont," shesad, "but they get fireif they need it. They sted it from the humansif they mug.”
Derian nodded.

"l seewhy you want to leave now, but | don't think that's wise. How about this?1'd indicated that | didn't
plan to leave before the end of this moonspan so I'll need to make some excuse..."

Hefinished currying the mule hed been working on when she arrived, moved to the next.

"I think I'll tell Ewen that | need to leave because his young bucks don't like me and I'm afraid thet if |
stay much longer ther€lll be trouble. He has to have seen the tenson and | think helll accept it. I'll sweeten
the pot with agift of both mules. The mountain horses can carry my gear and provide me with remounts.”

Firekeeper nodded.

"That isgood," shereplied, relieved. Sheld been worried that she might need to leave Derian behind.
"Tonight you tdl?'

"Tonight," Derian promised.

DERIAN'S PROMISE GIVEN, Firekegper next sought counsel with the Ones. At first they were



indignant, even angry, when they learned she had confided so much to Derian, but they calmed when
Firekeeper explained why she could trust him to keep a till tongue.

"Derian will not say of what | told him," she said, "'except maybe to warn Ewen of the danger of hunting
wolves and Ewen will think thissmply Derian'sindulgence of me. | told Fox Hair that if the humans
hunted us, then that hunting would unleash the very killing he fears. He knows me. He knows Blind Seer
and Elation, and has the wisdom to know thisistrue."

"Y ou know this Fox Hair best,” the One Made said, "and we will take your promise for him, but | assure
you, you did not exaggerate the humans peril. Already there are many of the Roya Beasts who follow
Northwest'strail and would exterminate the humans before they become too numerous or too strong.
Though you run quick foot to try to enlist this human Onein our cause, you may il betoo dow.”

"Have you any thoughts, Little Two-legs," asked the One Female, "on how we might stem the daughter?
Much as| have no desire to have humans dwelling within my lands and ruining my hunting, | would be
content to see them leave of their own accord. Isthere anything in human ways that might drive them
back to their own lands so we do not need to kill them?”

Firekeeper paused, considering everything she had learned about humans and their needs.

"My great wish," she began, wishing to emphasize her point, "isto make these humans see and obey the
will of their One, and so go from herefor now and for ever. If we drive them away in any other fashion
there is nothing to stop them from returning in another season.”

"We understand,” the One Femal e assured her, "but if the choice comesto rest between daughter or
some other method, what do you advise?"'

Firekeeper framed her thoughts carefully, knowing that what she was about to suggest might till lead to
deaths, especialy among the young and fragile, but knowing that any other course of action would be
fatd todl.

"Take away ther foodstuffs," she said. "These humans have more than game to sustain them, but game
augments what they can grow and what they have brought with them. Start by driving the game animals
to distant pastures. It will make leaner hunting for us, true, but wolves can range farther than humans and
even the bravest of the human buckswill hesitate to travel abroad when wolves sing in the night.”

The One Mae sngpped histeeth glesfully.

"That could be fun,” he admitted. "We had considered moving the pupsin any case. For now we can split
the pack. One part will stay here and sing to the humans. The otherswill drive away the game and
providefor our little ones.”

The One Femde huffed her agreement.

"With dl those who come to see the humans,” she said, "therewill be no end of voices for the chorus.
Tdl on, for | think thisis not the end of your plotting.”

Firekeeper nodded. "If ill the Beastsworry, then have the browsers and the grazers come by night and
egt the young plants asthey grow in thefields. The humansrely on these as squirrels do their stored nuts,
to feed not only themsalves, but their livestock.

"It will be dangerouswork," Firekeeper warned, "for the humans have hows and can shoot from the
cover of their walls. Still, taking away the growing stuff will force them to consder leaving when autumn
comes, even if they are brave through the summer. With no gameto eat and no fresh growing things, they



should have dipped deeply into those supplies they brought from the east.”
The One Maeflattened hisears.
"But what if others come, bringing supplies with them, asyour Fox Hair did?"

"Don' let them get herel" Firekeeper replied, atrace exasperated. "Drive them back asthey mount the
trall. Terrify their beadts. If these stupid crestures run away the humans alone will not haul the sacks and
bags. Humans are wesk in dl but their ability to harness othersto be their strength.”

"That will take many wolves," the One Mae said doubtfully. " Some to drive away the browsers and
grazers, some to haunt the gap in the mountains and maybe some ways east, some to tend our young...."

"There have been enough not of our pack or our blood coming hereto look and then to brag of their
prowess as those who would daughter naked, hairless, fangless humans," Firekeeper said, some of her
indignation at theinsults she had suffered risng forth. "L et them test their mettle on more delicate work."

"Frekeeper hasapoint,” Blind Seer commented from where he had been silent witnessto thissmal
conference. "If the Beasts are given tasks, then the ones with the hottest blood may find it cooled enough

for thought.”

"We can but try to get them to help,” the One Female agreed, "and we did ask for you to tell how the
humans might be besten. | can see how thistrail runsfrom here. If loss of game, grain, and growing things
is not enough, then we must hunt their foolish animals. That will not be easy, for the humans are sureto
keep them locked within that wall of tree trunks they have been raising.”

"Only," Firekeeper said, "until they must let them out to graze. It isashame that we have not Roya
songhirds and other little creatures here.”

She thought of the tale she had heard the autumn beforetia tale that gave reason why such creatures were
nearly unknown. She wondered if any but her saw in it awarning againgt past pride and impetuosity.

"The songbirds could have sneaked within and ruined the stored grain and such. Still, we should have
opportunity to go after the goats and cows and mulesif the need arises. If nothing else, your singing
should dry the udders of even the camest cow."

"Your planisgood," the One Mae sad after consdering its details and ramifications. "1 hope only that
we can convince the others to adopt it. Quick daughter would be easier to manage and lend lessrisk to
ourselvesaswell."

"True," Firekeeper replied, "but if we daughter these humans, others may come to avenge them.
Certainly, | have heard no proof of great powers among humankind, but we cannot be certain they do
not exist. Think of those things you sent meto hunt last autumn. What €l se might come out from hiding
placesif we give the humans cause?'

"A wise argument,” the One Female said, "and one we shal usein our turn. However," she continued,
and her entire mien was solemn, "if the One of the humans does not do as you wish, | do not think the
Beagtswill tolerate thisintruson or otherslikeit. Thisland isoursand oursit must remain.”

"Even," the One Mde added, "if many of usmust dieto preserveit.”

Chapter VI



THE BOWSTRING SNAPPED BACK, gtinging Elise across her cheek so sharply that she knew there
would be awdt. Tearsflooded her eyes, temporarily turning the landscape into wobbly pale green
shapes. When she dashed them away, she saw her father, Baron Ivon Archer, glaring at her, disapproval
in every line of hisblack-bearded face. "I don't ask much," he said, "but can't you at least keep the bow
held sraight and strung?”

Elise felt amomentary desire to burst into tears and run back into the house, but she fought it down.
"Can'tyou," shereplied sourly, "accept that I'm smply not cut out for archery?”

"No," Baron Archer answered. "I cannot. Y our grandfather won this land for uswith hisbow. | have
upheld thetradition. My sster Zoranais afine enough archer that she was welcomed in the ranks during
thelast war. | will not have the heir to this grant unable to even shoot.”

"I can shoot!" Elise protested, but even she knew her protest was weak. Her training to this point had
been with atarget bow s0 light and with such an easy draw that a child of eight could manageit. Baron
Archer wanted her pulling abow proper to her weight and sirength.

Her father's only reply to her protest was to extend her bowusomehow dropped when the string had
dapped up againgt her cheekuin mute command that she restring it and they continue.

Elise obeyed, leaning with her full weight on the bow to string it, then putting arrow to string and pulling it
back. Her arm shook dightly and she could fed swesat beading down her temple from the effort. When
sheloosed the arrow, the string snapped againgt her wrist guard, not her face, but the arrow went wide,
burying itself for amoment in the outermost ring of the target before gravity pulled it loose and it toppled
to the ground.

Baron Archer handed her another arrow. Elisefit it to the string. So it went, sometimesthe arrow flying
wide, sometimes hitting the target, rardly placing anywhere near the center. Still, Elisedidn't injure hersdlf
again and she counted that asasmall victory. What Baron Archer thought, she didn't know, for herarely
said anything and when he did it was always to remind her to adjust her stance or posture or some such
thing.

If Elise hadn't known that her father mostly approved of her, the entire process might have made her
furious, for, despite her fair-haired loveliness and the sea green eyes about which had been written

severa poems, she was neither weak-willed nor afool. She smply wasn't awarrior and that was
something Baron Archer could not understand.

Previoudy, Baron Archer had concentrated his efforts at military training on his nephew Purcel, but
Purcel had died in King Allister's War and his younger brother, Kenre, was only eight years old.
Perhaps, even if Purcel had been dive, Ivon's attentions would still have shifted to his daughter. Events
over the past year had forced Ivon to think much more about the redlity that Elise would be hishelr.

The sun had shifted so that the target had to be moved at least once, and it might have had to be moved
again before Baron Archer reented, but Ninette, Elise's confidential maid, came hurrying down the path.

"A messenger has arrived, Baron," she said. "Lady Aurellathinks you and Elise both need to come and
read what he has brought.”

Elise lowered the bow, grateful for the respite. She didn't doubt that her mother had asked Ninette to
come down rather than one of the other servants because she was one of the baron's cousins and he
awaystreated her with family courtesy he sometimesforgot with his servants.



Or with his daughter, she thought, reaching up to finger the welt on her cheek when the baron's back
was turned.

AurellaWdlward knew perfectly well that her husband hated to be interrupted, but that he wouldn't take
his pique out on Ninette. Indeed, he was quite courteous.

"Thank you, Ninette," he said, glancing up at the sun asif held just noticed it had moveduthough he
himsdf had been the one to shift the target. " Perhaps we have been at thislong enough. Isthe news so
urgent that we need attend immediately, or does Elise have time to change?'

"| believe the news can wait at least that long,” Ninette said, knowing that Elise would prefer achanceto
Oet clean.

"Very wel." Baron Archer took his daughter's bow. "I'll put thisup for you, Elise, and well see what
news awaits us. Meet usin our Stting room. By the way, not too bad at the end there."

Elise smiled, knowing thiswas dl the praise she waslikely to get and grateful for it. As she and Ninette
hurried up the path to the house, Ninette fussed over her mistress's cut cheek.

"Doesit hurt terribly?"
"It gings," Eliseadmitted. "Isit likdy to leave amark?'

"Not if we cleanit well and put some of that salve Hazel Hedler sold us. What isyour father thinking?
Doesn't he vaue his heir's beauty? He's lucky to have you, himsalf such adour sort!”

Elisewanted to fal in with Ninette's condemnation, but she was no child anymore and felt she had to be
far.

"He knows my inheritance is dowry enough that | could look like atracking hound with bloodshot eyes
and giant nose, and it would be no matter. Why he doesn't understand that just because my grandfather
won thisland with abow doesn't mean that | need to hold it with one..."

Shelet her wordstrail off.

"Anyhow," Ninette added in wry agreement. "He probably looked at the welt himself and saw it wasn't a
maming injury. lvon'snot acruel man, just hard.”

Elise nodded and shifted to other matters.

"Any ideawhat the news might be?'

Ninette glanced around, pausing to make certain they were aone.
"The letter bearstheroyd sed,” she said softly.

"l hope nothing has happened to Sapphire's baby!" Elise exclaimed.

Thetwo women hurried ingde and up to Elise's rooms before continuing the conversation. As Ninette
dabbed at Elisg's face with a cloth dipped in warm waterusent up ahead doubtless by Aurella, who was
very good at anticipating her household's needstishe continued:

"I don't know if it hasto do with Princess Sapphire or some other matter. Had Lady Aurdllanot sent me
to get you, | would have dipped by the servants hal to gather any gossip.”



"Do," Elise said, "when | go to my parents. The messenger may have detailsthat won't be included in any
officid document.”

Ninette nodded, her eyes shining. She rather enjoyed ferreting out gossip.

Sponge-clean, her pale golden hair combed out and then rebraided and fastened in anesat coil a the nape
of her neck, Elise hurried down to her parents sitting room. Baron Archer was there before her and must
have told Aurdlaabout the incident with the bowstring, for though Aurdlas gaze went to the welt and her
gaze was Ssympathetic, she asked no questions.

"I'vewaited for you before opening the packet,” Baron Archer said. Such courtesies were among those
he had started to extend Elise over the past winter, little acknowledgments of her right as his heir to be
fully involved in the business of the estate. They made up agreat ded for hisimpatience with her in other
aress.

Elise nodded and seated hersdlf, folding her handsin her 1ap and trying to look attentive, not eager. A
maid entered, carrying a pitcher of spring water flavored with strawberry juice and atray of glasses.
Baron Archer waited until everyone had been served and the maid had departed before breaking the sedl
and unfolding the severa heavy sheets contained within. He glanced over them for amoment, hiseyes
darting across the document, gathering the gi<t.

"It openswith the usud string of formalities and wishes for hedlth and thelike," he said, "which | will skip
if that suitsyou ladies”

Aurdlaand Elise nodded, and Ivon continued:

Certain rumors may have reached your ears regarding the situation of certain people with a
presumed relation to the throne. However, given the far southern location of the Archer Barony,
and itsrelative isolation at this season when spring rains contribute to flooding and marshy
ground, we take it upon ourselves to inform you how matters stand in full.

If any rumors have reached your ears, we ask that you recall them and compare them to the facts
as we know them at this time. Possibly they may contain kernels of truth unknown to us. More
probably, they will contain distortion of the truth. Either will be useful to us.

Ivon paused to drink, and Aurella commented:

"Cryptic and portentous, not at dl like King Tedric's style. | seethe hand of the heirsin this."
Ivon nodded, setting down his glass and lifting the missive once again.

"Perhaps, my lady. However, King Tedric can be quite cryptic when he wishes. | wouldn't lay the blame
entirely at the young coupl€sdoor." He read on:

In the early days of Horse Moon, confidential messengers arrived to us from House Kestrel
bearing information just arrived from New Kelvin. As you know, last autumn, Melina, once the
bearer of both the title 'Lady' and affiliation with House Gyrfalcon, traveled across the White
Water River into our neighboring country of New Kelvin in company with Baron Wain Endbrook



of the Kingdom of the Isles. Her actions both there and in this country before her departure were
such that we were forced to renounce her relation to our kingdom and to exile her from our land.

House Kestrel sent the first information we have had of her since last Wolf Moon. Melina has
apparently made an advantageous marriage for herself, becoming the bride of the Healed One of
New Kelvin. There is evidence that the marriage was kept secret, at least for a time, giving riseto
speculations that perhaps this marriage was thought to be no more welcome to some of New
Kelvin's citizens than it was to our selves.

Although the title of Healed One is often equated with that of reigning king or queen within our
own land, we have been advised that the Healed One is |ess of an absolute monarch than we are.
Hisroleis mostly ceremonial, the actual business of government residing in a body called the
Primes, headed by an elected representative called the Dragon Speaker.

We apologize for repeating information that is known well to at least Lady Elise, she being one of
our own most recent sour ces of information about New Kelvin, but we wish you to under stand
exactly how and where Melina's new alliance fits into the power structure.

Horse Moon has waned and Puma shows her waxing edge since House Kestrel sent itsinitial
information. However the passage of time has permitted us to confirm House Kestrel's news from
at least two reliable sources. Moreover, as the White Water ceases its spate, trade has resumed
between our lands and along with goods have come such rumors that we are certain that not
much time can pass befor e the infor mationudoubtless distorted and misunderstood by the bulk of
the hearersuspreads to our people. These, lacking specialized knowledge of the New Kelvinese's
peculiar government, will believe that this potentially dangerous exile from our own land has
made herself queen of another .

We have several chargesto lay upon you asloyal servants of this

throne. First, call your household to you and tell them the gist of thisletter. Make certain all
understand that although Melina has made herself a marriage, she has not made herself queen.

Second, send messengers to the extent of your grant with the same news. If your resources permit,
spread the news to the outlying freeholds as well. Give these messengers whatever information
you can so that they will be able to answer any and all questions that are put to them. Rumor is
our great enemy in this potentially delicate matter. We wish to smother it with truth.

Third, we request that Lady Archer come to the castle at Eagle's Nest at her earliest convenience.
We have no wish to create new rumors by having her speed to our side, but her knowledge of New
Kelvin will be of great use to us as we seek to shape policy for handling this matter. Thereisno
need to hide the reason for Lady Archer's coming to us. Indeed, there may be those among our
subjects who will take comfort in knowing that we are consulting with our noble counselors.

Baron Archer looked up, folding the missive and setting it on the table.

"That'sabout dl," he said, endeavoring to keep histones even, though Elise had no trouble recognizing
his pride at his daughter and heir being summoned to the roya presence. "There arethe usua closing
wishes, confirmation that despite morning sickness Princess Sapphire continues well and the pregnancy
grong, and the like."

Elise smoothed her skirt, trying to still her own rapidly besting heart before answering. She knew King



Tedric well. Lady Aurellawas one of Queen Elexas most trusted companions and when the Archer
family resided in the capita city, Elise spent much time at the castle. She knew Princess Sapphire as
welluthey were second cousins and had been playmates, rivas, and, more recently, friends.

It wasn't fear of her rulersthat made Elise's heart beat so hard. It was awareness that thiswas her first
summons before them as one of their ownuias an advisor to the Crown. She thought how she had teased
Derian Carter lor hisawe when King Tedric had given him a counsdor'sring. She hadn't understood then
what an awesome and thrilling thing such aresponsibility could be. When she spoke, shetried to be
worthy both of it and of her responsbility to the Archer Grant.

"I should leave tomorrow," she said, "or perhapsthe day after if you think tomorrow would show undue
haste. Along theway | can stop and speak to our landholders and to the freeholders to the north, passing
on the news as King Tedric wished.”

Ivon Archer nodded, and the very matter-of-factness of that gesture made Elise glad she had weighed
her words before spesking.

"Good," hesad. "If the roads permit, you can leave tomorrow. The very fact that you will make stops
aong the way will balance the fact that you depart so soon after the arrival of the messenger. The one will
show your awareness of your duty to the Crown, the other your duty to our holdings.”

Aurdla, who had been embroidering while her husband read, now rested her hoop in her Iap.

"l wonder if | should go with Elise. It is nearly timefor meto wait upon Aunt Elexain any case and we
would be company for each other on the road.”

"That'sathought,” Ivon replied. "L et us see how our people react and what rumors we hear before
deciding if you should take your leave with Elise. It may be you will be needed here."

Aurdlarose. "Shdl we do our monarch's bidding, then? The longer we wait, the more time our people
will haveto build new conjecturesthat might muddy the old.”

Elise cleared her throat, dightly embarrassed to admit her own initiative.

"As| was preparing to join you," she said, risng and smoothing her dress, "Ninette and | agreed that it
might be wise to have some idea of what the messenger might say that wouldn't be included in the king's
letter. Ninette has asteady mind and | don't doubt that shelll be able to remember what was being said
before and what after.”

Ivon guffawed, much as he might with one of his militia captains, and clapped his daughter on one
shoulder.

"Y ou may not be able to shoot an arrow straight,” he said, "but | begin to think theré's afield commander
inyou nonethdess”

THERE WERE RUMORS, Ninette reported to the Archers.

"Hirgt, the messenger coyly let on that he thought the king's letter might have something to say about
doingsin New Kelvin. Then Cook said she'd heard from her sister who liveswest of Port Haven
something about how Médina had joined some sorcerous caba in New Kevinufor everyone knows that
those New Kelvinese are crazy for magic.”



She stopped, glancing at Elise asif hoping Elise would deny the common belief, but Elise only nodded.

"They areindeed,” shesad, "hard asit isfor those of usraised in amore civilized tradition to believe.
Thelr love for magic gave Mdinaher welcomethere

Ninette shuddered. She had seen red evidence of Melinas power and feared it with al her devout soul.
She stedled hersalf and continued her report.

"Then the butler said that he didn't wonder if this hadn't been planned for along time past, that wasn't it
too nesat that Sapphire takes the crown and her mother goes and makes alliances with anest of sorcerers.
It couldn't be coincidence, he said, and everyone nodded.”

"That'snot good,” Ivon muittered.

"And it's completely untrue!” Elise said defiantly. " Sapphire broke with her motherteveryone knows that.
Méinadid what shedid in spite of theinjury it would cause her children, certainly not to help them. Look
to Citrineif you doubt it!"

Lady Aurdlasmiled &t her.

"Easy for you to say, Elise, for you know more of the inner workings of those lives than mogt, but to
commonerswho hold their firgt aliance to their families, their second to their societies and guilds, and
only their third to those of uswho rulethem, well... who can blame them for thinking that we place our
prioritiesin some smilar fashion?"

And who's to say we don't? Elise thought, remembering the intricate maneuveringsthat the struggle for
the throne had engendered only ayear before. Asanoble raised to inherit she belonged to no guild, but
she did have something similar in the aliance of noble houses, nor was her society as essentid to her
advancement asit might have been, but she never missed amesting of the Lynx Society when she might
attend.

"Should | tell them what | know?' Elise asked.

"Tdl them some," Ivon said, "but they will remember how you stood for Sgpphire at her wedding and
though some will heed you, some will think Lady Archer looks to advance hersdf and her family through
keeping in good with the future queen’ and so disregard your words.”

"It'smaddening!" Elise exclamed.

"It isno different than how we would think in smilar circumstances” Aurdlareplied, "and don't think that
our peoplewill think ill of you for it. On the contrary, they will brag of your intimacy with Sgpphire and
Shad from one sde of their mouths, even asthey trade scanda about that same young couple from the
other. Only if you seem to be trading your honoruand ourstto gain roya goodwill shal you diminishinthe

eyes of your people.”

"And that'swhat they fear, isn't it?" Elise asked. "That Sapphire has traded her honor, by remaining
secretly alied with her mother, and so dishonored her adoption by the king."

Ninette interjected, "That's about it, a least from what the worst of the doomsayers offer. They don't
redly believeit, | think, not yet, not now, but if anything gives proof, well, the doomsayerswill be
delighted and otherswill be convinced.”

"Anything else, Ninette?' Ivon asked.



"Just asmdl thing," she answered. "Princess Sgpphire has not been much seen and people are using that
asevidence againg her."

"She hasmorning sckness" Elise said indignantly, "and isthrowing up her meds. Her last letter
complained about it quite bitterly. No wonder sheisn't out and about.”

"But it hurts her," Ninette persisted, "because she was so strong before. Folk don't want to think a
princessisanorma womanuawarrior princess like Sapphire least of al. She'sto be prancing about on
her armored steed thrilling their soulswith her power and warming them with her implied protection.”

"That'salot to ask of a newlywed woman whose father died not half ayear ago, whose mother
abandoned her after leaving her little Sster to be driven mad..." Elisetrailed off, sputtering.

"But," Aurdlareplied, "that iswhat is expected of aprincess. Just wait until Sgpphire is queen. Hawk
Haven's last queen was our founder, Zoranathe Great. Sapphire will have to live up to ahundred years
and more of exaggeration and legend.”

"l ansoglad,”" Elise said, "that King Tedric didn't choose me.”
Ivon surprised her with hisreply.

"And | am glad he didn't choose me, either.”

ELISE'SDEPARTURE WASDELAYED afull day owing to rain that began that evening and continued
through the next morning. Baron Archer ruled that giving the roads aday to drink the water was only
wise

For the same reason, she didn't take a carriage when she lft, riding instead on Cream Delight, the
€legant golden-coated, silver-maned mare that had been her parents gift the autumn before. Baron
Archer delegated trusted attendants to manage the remounts and the pack animals, and to protect Elise
and Ninette on their journey.

Having judged that the level of local rumor was verging on dangerous, Aurelladected to remain behind
for afew days, employing her time regulating the mood of the estate while Baron Archer himsdlf rode
about hislands, spreading the king's news.

Elise reached Eagle's Nest six wet and muddy dayslater. In good wegther the trip might have been made
in haf thetime, but the roads were sticky and the people she met dong the way so eager for newsand
reassurance that Elise felt herself honor bound to remain longer than planned at her various stops.

Indeed, rumor was so pervasive and so colorful that Elise wondered if, secrecy being no longer possible,
Melinamight have viewed the opposite as her best servant.

It was certainly possible.

ELISE WASINVITED to Eagle's Nest Castle the very day of her arrival, but the invitation was for the
following day, "in order that you have opportunity to recover from the rigors of your journey."

In truth, she was glad for that opportunity. Although Baron Archer had taken carethat Elise not lose the
hardiness she had developed during her journey to New Kelvin, the fact was this was the first multiday



ride she had taken since the previous Wolf Moon. Thejourney to Eagle's Nest had been easy enough.
They had dept at inns or at the residences of families proud and honored to have the heir of the Archer
Barony under their roof. Still, Elise was tender in muscles she had forgotten existed.

Ninette, for whom afar greater time had passed since she had made such atriptwinter journeyswere
commonly by ded or deigh and summer madein carriagesiwasin visible pain. Eliseingsted that one of
the resident maidsin the Archer mansein Eagle's Nest be assigned to Ninette and that she could take
care of hersdf.

Ninette protested, but weakly, and since the staff of the Archer manse would no more let their young
lady wait upon herself than run naked through the streets, the matter was settled by the housekeeper
delegating hersdlf to attend on Elise.

This proved opportune. Although Steward Dayle wasn't precisely a scandalmonger, her interpretation of
her duties did involve mingling with many levels of society. This might not have been the case. Many
stewards would have decided dedling with merchants and menials beneath them, but Steward Dayl€'s
kingdom was asmall one and so nothing escaped her notice.

Technicaly, Dayle shared her adminigtration with the butler, who in addition to the wine cellar was
responsible for matters of protocol and such. However, asthisworthy traveled back and forth between
the Archer Grant and Eagle's Nest, usudly in company with either the baron or hislady wife, Dayle's
authority was absolute among those who must cater to her whims, no matter where the owners of the
property might beresiding.

Elise decided to find out if the rumors herein the capital were asvicious asin the provincesor if the
relative sophigtication of Eagle's Nest's residents had moderated their views. She didn't open with that
subject, of course. Indirection and playing at politics were far more natura to her than riding ahorse or
shooting abow.

Instead they chatted for awhile about local news: this one's new baby, that one's engagement, another's
marriage celebration. Thislast topic was arrived at naturaly enough. Spring began the new year in the
caendar used by Hawk Haven and Bright Bay alike, and weddings were traditiondly celebrated
thentiespecialy among the upper classes, who didn't need to worry that a spring wedding might mean a
bride heavy with child during the lean months of winter.

"And what atale," Elise said, "thisis about what Melina once of Shield hasdone! Do you redly believe
that she could have married aforeign king?"

Dayle was clearly torn between adesire to speak her mind and the respect accorded to the doings of the
upper class. She gave into the former notion, doubtless encouraged by the fact that Melinawas exiled
both from her homeland and from her family, and so not due any deference at dl.

"l think it'sfrightening,” she said bluntly. "I never liked that woman, didn't carefor it a al when you were
engaged to that son of hers”

Elise reflected and decided that Dayle was being honest. There had been a certain degree of stiffnessin
the congratul ations she had offered and in the hospitaity that she had offered Jet when he came by the
Archer home. At thetime, blinded by her own infatuation, Elise had dismissed thistif she had noticed at
adluasthe older woman's awkwardness in acknowledging that agirl she had known sinceinfancy was
grown into ayoung lady.

"I'm glad to be free of Mdina, too," Elise said, "but what is there to fear now? She's across the White
Water River and milesfurther inland. Therulers of New Kdvin livein acity in the foothills of the Sword



of Kevin Mountains, far from us."

"And wouldn't you just know that, lamb,” Dayle said, her fingerslightly stroking the front of Elise's heed,
wherethe hair was gill markedly shorter than thelong, pale gold curtain that fell to the middle of her
back. "Having gone among those barbarians and even taken on their strange ways. | nearly wept when |
saw you when your family came here for Winter Fest, | don't mind saying.”

Elise didn't bother correcting the steward. The fact was that no onein New Kelvin had made her cut her
hair. She had doneit hersdlf in order to go disguised into ThendullaLypella, the Earth Spires, where the
rulers of New Kelvin lived and worked.

Asthefashion in New Kelvin was to shave the front portion of the head and wear along braid behind,
there had been no other way to pass. Elise understood that the custom had grown up in order to permit
the wild face paints favored by the New Kevineselipaints worn in addition to numerous tattoostto be
seen. More practicaly, it meant that the wearer's hair did not become streaked and matted with paint.

Instead of correcting Dayle'simpression, Elise decided to probe the steward's evident aversion to the
New Kelvinesetian aversion Elise did not recall encountering during the family'swinter visit.

"Barbarians?' she asked, careful to sound curious rather than critical. " Surely people who have the kills
of the New Kelvinese can't be called barbarians.”

"Wdl, maybethat's not the right word," Dayle replied, doing up Elises braid rather more tightly than was
comfortable. "But | don't care how finetheir glasswork is nor how lovely their carpets, apeople who
worship the magicd artslike they douwell, | cal that barbaric.”

"| see" Elise nodded, pretended to study her reflection. "Dayle, would you mind undoing my hair? 1 think
I'd like aribbon or two worked into the braid.”

Dayle complied cheerfully enough, and when she went to work again she didn't pull nearly ashard.
However, clearly her thoughts were running on the same track.

"Thisribbon," shesaid, "New Kdvinesesilkitis. Tell me, Lady Elise, do they redly raisethe silk by
natural means? Recently, | heard someone say that it's woven by monstrous spidersthat they feed on
human blood.”

"Thetruth'shardly prettier,” Elise said with alaugh. "1 did learn abit about the arttthey cal it
sericulturetwhile we were there. Our landlady, Hasamemorri, had done something related to the work.”

"No giant spiders, then?' Dayle sounded almost disappointed.

"No, rather caterpillars. The silkworm, asthey cdl it, spinsthe thread for its cocoon. The humans harvest
them. It'sfairly difficult. Apparently, the Slkworm loves awarmer climate from somewherein the Old
Country, but the New Kelvinese use their glass houses and the heat from underground fires..."

Elise frowned, "Remember, I'm not surejust how they do it, only what Hasamemorri told us."
"Quiteright," Dayle said encouragingly. " So they use these glass houses and the underground fires..."

"To make aplace warm enough that the silkwormsthink they're at home. They grow plantsto feed the
caterpillars, too, specid ones. Silk isamagjor industry for the New Kelvinesein dl its parts, from the
glassand plants, to the caring for the silkworms, and then the actua dying and weaving of the silk.”

"But no giant spiders,” Dayle said. She sounded amost sad. "'l guessthat there's no truth to the stories



that New Kelvin ismaking closer trade with Waterland then.”
"With Waterland?' Elisetried not to sound too eager.

"That'swhat | heard,” Dayle said, dmost embarrassed. " The one who told me said it was on account of
the spiders, you see. Those Waterlanders keep daves, you know."

Elise nodded.

"And fromwhat | heard, the New Kevinese were going to raise their silk production and for that they
needed more blood for the spiders so they were making trade overturesto Waterland.”

"That'sinteresting,” Elise said. "Who told you about the spiders?”

"Wadll..." Dayle consdered. "I've heard that tale snce | was smdl. My mother used to ask mewhy |
wanted sIk, given how it was grown.”

Eliseraised her eyebrows.
"l never heard such storied!”

"WelI"uDayle smiled indulgentlyu" maybe now your lady mother didn't need to persuade you that you
didn't want silk ribbons and maybe she didn't want you refusing to wear them if you did know, given how
much some noble folk judge by adressor thelike."

Therewasacertain logicin that, but Elisedidn't pursueit. After al, she knewuor at least she thought she
knewtthat silk didn't come from giant spidersthat fed on human blood.

"But Waterland," Elise perssted. "Did your mother tell you about that?!

"Gracious, no!" Dayle said. "Mother has been with the ancestors three years now. Summer fever took
her. | heard about the trade with Waterland just afew market days ago from the fishmonger.”

"Thefishmonger?'

"That's right. He was saying that it should be agood year for sdtwater fish if the Waterlanders were
going to be sdling their davesto New Kelvin. It would mean they wouldn't be building so many shipsand
such to put to sea.

"Wighful thinking, | thought," Dayle continued, finishing Elisgs coiffure. "After dl, if they're making money
sling davesto New Kelvin, wouldn't they have more money for buying ships?’

Depends on who's building them and where they get their timber and a dozen other factors, Elise

thought.

The economics of internationa trade was something of ahobby with her, but she didn't planto getintoa
discussion of its complexity with Dayle. Enough that here was anew rumor. She stored it away to bring
to King Tedric.

She didn't have much time to brood. Soon after Elise was finished with her bregkfast, Dayle arrived to
announce that Elise's grandmother Grand Duchess Rosene wanted to see her.

"Shelsin thefront parlor,” Dayle said nervoudy.

"l will see her immediately, Steward," Elisereplied. "Send in amaid with cool drinks. Therewill beno



need for her to remain. | will wait on my grandmother.”

Grand Duchess Rosene was the younger sister of King Tedric, ahaughty lady, who never et anyone
forget her birth. Sometimes Elise wondered how Rosene had become thisway, for once she had been so
young and romantic and indifferent to place and title that she had married aman commoner-born, though
elevated by his deedsto the rank of baron by King Chalmer, Rosene'sfather.

But that girl waslong gone and the seemingly frail white-haired woman of seventy who waited for Elisein
the parlor bore no trace of her. Indeed, she seemed to have no desire to recall those days and rather than
residing with either of her children and their families, shelived in the suite of roomsin Eagles Nest Castle
which had been given to her upon her marriage.

Elise made adeep curtsy to her grandmother, then knelt for the old woman's embrace. Grand Duchess
Rosene smelled of the rose sachet tucked in her bodice and of peppermint. From the latter, Elise
deduced that her grandmother'sindigestion had been acting up again, and readied hersdlf for alecture.
Nor was she disappointed.

"| understand that you have been summoned to the castle tomorrow,” the grand duchess began, "and
thought to see you before Tedric could fill your head with foolish notions.”

"Maam," Elise murmured, a aloss how to respond.

"I can't imaginethat Tedric wantsto tak to you about playing nursemaid to that child hisheir isbearing,”
Rosene said. "Even if he considered it, you can't imagine the number of well-born young ladieswho seem
to thinktior whose parents seem to thinkuthat they are just perfect for the post. Why choose them or
you? Better some big-breasted country wench with milk, | say. Benefit the child and make the common
folk preen.”

Elise sat mute. All she could gather from thiswas that the grand duchess had no notion why her
granddaughter was summoned before the king and that she was burning to know. Surely shewould have
tried King Tedric first. Rosene was no respecter of her brother's august position. Therefore, if he hadn't
told hissigter, it was up to Eliseto do so.

After dl, hadn't the king's | etter said she wasn't to hide her reason for coming to him? He must have some
reason for wanting Eliseto do the telling. Maybe he thought it would gain her repect in her
grandmother's eyes. Maybe he was just fed up with hissster's nagging and prying.

"Well, Grandmother," Elisereplied, "the king's letter said that he wished to ask me about New Kevin.
That'sdl | know."

Grandmother Rosene snorted, quite unladylike.

"New Kdvin!" shesaid. "Asif he doesn't have advisors who could tell him better than some chit of a

ginl."

Elisebit theinside of her lip to keep from an unladylike retort. After al, she did speak the New Kelvinese
languagetias most Hawk Havenese did not. She had been to New Kelvin asrecently asthe previous

winter. She had met one of the advisors to the Dragon Speaker, and had even been within Thendulla
Lypdlaitsdf.

The grand duchess was having nothing of meek silence, however.

"Wel?' Rosene said in away that demanded a response of somekind, even if Elise wasn't quite certain
of the question.



"l did vist New Kelvin," Elise began.

"You did indeed," Grand Duchess Rosene retorted asif Elise had said something rude. "As| seeit, child,
you are getting completely out of hand. Firgt you finagle that engagement to that utterly unsuitable Jet
Shidd””

Eliseforbore from saying that for atime that engagement had definitely made her Grandmother Rosene's
favorite among her five grandchildren.

"Then you go tearing off to war, hanging about the soldierslike some camp follower."

That accusation was harder to swallow. Elise, like Ivon, his Sster Zorana, and her son Purcdl, had
accompanied King Tedric at Rosene's express commanduno matter that Ivon and Purcdl, at least, would
have gone anyway, holding asthey did commissonsin the army. Everyone had resided in the camps
except for the king himsdlf.

"Then last winter you shame both your own family and Duchess Norwood by forsaking her hospitaity
and gdlivanting off to aforeign country without your chaperon and with severd unmarried men.”

Eliserefrained from biting her lip, but she did grind her teeth, just alittle. Rosene was completely accurate
inwhat she said. It wasjust how she said it. For amoment Elise thought about mentioning that there had
been a perfectly respectable chaperon along, then surrendered the point unspoken. None of thiswas
what bothered the grand duchess. What bothered Rosene was that she sensed she was losing control of
her family.

"Y es, Grandmother?' was al Elise could think to say when the grand duchess paused and sat, obvioudy
waiting for aresponse.

"What do you mean, Y es, Grandmother'? Y es, Grandmother, |'ve gotten completely out of hand?'

"If you say | have," Elisereplied with adight shrug, "I must have done so. My parents seem resigned to
me, however."

"Y our parents,” Rosene said, "have resgned themselves to the fact that you are their only child. Well, |
plan to do something about that."

Elise blinked. Thislast was beyond her. Aurdlawas serile. Ivon was too much agentleman to divorce
hiswifetiespecidly since she had produced aliving heir. Besidesthat, Elise thought that in hisforma way
Ivon wasfond of Aurella

"Yes," Rosene continued. "1 have been thinking. Y our father and mother have only one childuyoutiand
you have taken to doing dangerous and unpredictable things. Therefore, | an going to insst that your
parents adopt one of your aunt Zorana's children. With Purcel's deeth, Nydiais now the heir. That leaves
Deste and Kenre. It would be too much to ask Zoranato surrender both of her sons. Therefore, it will
have to be Deste. She'syoung..."

"Thirteen," Elise supplied automaticaly.

"But her youthisin her favor. Ivon will have achance to undertake her training. | understand Deste takes
after her mother in her use of abow..."

Thislast was said dyly, so that Elise knew it was meantuasit diduto sting. It dso told her that thisentire
conversation was meant to sting, meant to warn Elise that she was not irreplaceable.



Instead of reacting as she suspected Grandmother Rosene intended, by angyily attacking her right to
meddle with her son'sfamily, Elise managed acam amile. It took dmost more strength than she
possessed to keep her voicelevel aswell.

"Y ou have agood point, Grandmother,” she said. "I had dways thought that if something happened to
me, then Aunt Zorana's eldest would take my placeif she did not hersdf, but you areright. After all, are
you not merely following your brother's example by securing the line through adoption?”

That hit home, Elise thought as Grandmother Rosene blinked. She doesn't want to be thought of as
imitating King Tedric.

Elise pretended not to notice and continued on.

"Better my parents formally adopt Deste than to continue in uncertainty, | think. 1 only hope Aunt Zorana
agreeswithout afuss. After al, having Father adopt Deste will set Aunt Zoranafurther out of theline as
Baroness Archer, if anything should happen to both Father and mysdlf, thet is."

"Ancestorsforfend,” the grand duchess muttered automatically.

"And being a confidant of the crown princessis dangerous,” Elise saidd with asigh. "Certainly | have been
on the knife's edge more than once thislast year. Better that Deste live aquiet life, away from court and
itsproblems..."

And its influence, she though maicioudy, knowing that Rosene would be thinking something similar.
"... Than have her take amilar risks."

Elise's polite defiance, for defiance it was no matter how agreeable her words sounded, seemed, oddly,
to do her good in her grandmother's eyes. The faded blue gaze that studied her now held atrace of

respect.

"Y ou've thought the matter through so quickly,” Grand Duchess Rosene said. "It must comefrom al your
royd friends. Or maybe," and the sneer was back in her voice, "you just want to be disnherited so you
will be free to marry your common-born lover."

Elise flushed. She had no doubt who Grandmother Rosene meant.

"I have no lover," she sad diffly, "nor any serious suitors.”

"Thenwhy isyour cheek so red whereit isnot pae?'

The old woman chuckled, pleased now that she felt she had regained the upper hand.

"Very well, Granddaughter. So the king wishesto consult you about New Kelvintwishes to consult you
so urgently that he has summoned you to the capital when the mud is deep on the roads. Very well. Just
remember what | have said, and don't forget to visit your granny when you next cometo the castle.

Later, Elise remembered little of the polite conversation that had followed, only vague notions that she
had answered questions about her parents health and about the prospects for the coming year. She sat
aonein the parlor long after the grand duchess had taken her leave, but she was not thinking of the grand
duchess. Instead she was thinking about a man she had not seen since the previous Wolf Moon, and
whom she wondered whentiand ifishe would see again.

Chapter VII



the next day, Elise kept her appointment with the king. She chose her attire carefully, knowing she would
be observed by dozens of jealous pairs of eyes.

Let them think I'm going to a garden party, not a meeting, she thought, having Steward Dayle lace
her into a becoming gown of ivory cotton printed with tiny blue forget-me-nots with hearts of gold.
Ribbons in matching shades were woven into her hair when Dayle put it up, and Elise threaded a cameo
on abraided choker in the same three shades and fastened it around her throat.

The end result was becoming while remaining maidenly and perfectly proper. Elise nodded to her
reflection in the mirror, well pleased.

Today shedidn't ride, but told Steward Dayle to have alight carriage readied. Traffic in the city Streets
was becoming so congested that there was talk of forbidding horses and vehicles during daylight hours.
So far, nobles protesting their privilege had hated such adrastic move, but Elisefelt it wasn't far away.

And then what will we do? shethought. Entertain only at night? Certainly foot travel is out of the
guestion. My dlippers wouldn't hold up to such abuse.

With such thoughts, Elise distracted hersalf from her budding nervousness a the coming mesting. Shedid
such agood job that by the time sheld arrived at the castle sheld pretty much decided to suggest to her
father that if such alaw was passed the noble houses should donate a sum toward the founding of anew
trade, one in people-drawn vehicles or perhaps fancy litters.

I'm certain that | saw something along that line in New Kelvin, shethought. And in the long run it
would be less expensive than every House making up their own litter. The operators could be part
of the guild that deals with livery stables and carters. Derian Carter would be just the person to
consult.

The sound of the castle gates opening to admit her carriage roused Elise from her thoughts. She
straightened, resisted an impulse to pull amirror from her small handbag, and concentrated instead on
appearing more confident than she felt.

Why am | so nervous? Elise scolded hersdlf. 1've been here hundreds, if not thousands of times. |
know Great Uncle Tedric well. He has always been kind to me. Queen Elexa is far sweeter than
Grandmother Rosene.

But such assurances did no good. Elise knew why she was nervous. All those other times she had been
here asachild. Thiswas her first attendance upon the king as an adult, her presence desired for hersalf
and what she could offer rather than out of kindnessto her parents or respect due to her birth.

And what if | disappoint?

On that terrifying note, Eliselet hersdf be handed down from the carriage. Then she politely asked the
coachman to wait for hertaformality, for he certainly would have done so in any casetiand made her way
into the central keep.

Theinterior of the castle was cool, dmost chilly after the warmth of the sunshine without, for the weather
had made one of those rapid springtime transformations, asif apologizing for the rain that had plagued
Elise during her daysof travel.

Elise shivered and wished she had brought a shawl. The room to which she was taken for her meeting



with the king was markedly warmer, sunlight pouring through windows and evenuwonder of wonderstia
fire burning on the hearth. King Tedric was sitting near the fire, arug over hisknees, abit more bent than
sherecalled from her last vigit.

She made a deep curtsy. When Eliserose, the king smiled at her and she saw that his gaze had lost
nothing of its sharpness.

"Giveyour old uncleahug," he said, "and forgive mefor not risng when you entered, as one should for a
lady. | caught acough thiswinter that will not leave no matter how many foul-tasting syrups| drink.”

Elise complied gladly with the king's request and was shocked despite hersdlf to fed how frail he was.
Even the jacket he wore over waistcoat and shirt did not provide enough padding to conceal how wasted
he had become.

Theking coughed dightly as she released him. Elise hastened to gpologize, but the king waved the words
away, Spping on acup of teaready at hisebow. Elise had some training in medicineumostly of the
firgt-aid variety, but she had some knowledge of more practical herbalismuand she recognized the scents
of hyssop and wild cherry. That confirmed the king's story about his cold.

Why should | expect him to lie? she thought.
She had no chanceto consider thisfurther, for King Tedric was gesturing her to achair.

"Don't fed you must seat yoursdlf by thefire out of courtesy,” he said. "'l can see you wherever you place
yoursdlf."

So Elise chose achair near to awindow that stood gar enough to admit fresh air without creating a draft.

"Sapphire and Shad should join us quite soon,” the king continued. " Sapphire had an appointment with a
midwifetno troubles, just checking on the pregnancytiand Shad wanted to be with her.

"Sapphiresimpatient these days," Tedric went on, and Elise heard the implied warning in hiswords, "with
hersdlf for not being stronger and with.... other things.”

Elise nodded. She might have hazarded a question, but the king asked after her parents and her journey.
Then she asked after Queen Elexalwho she knew from the queen'slettersto Lady Aurdlawas also
auffering from the same winter chill. So the time was spent until the arriva of the heirsto the throne,

When she arrived, Princess Sapphire looked quite good for someone who was sill regularly throwing up
her breakfadt. It wasimpossbleto tell if shewas rounding out yet. Fashionsin Hawk Haven varied with
the seasons and if the gown Sapphire had worn for her autumn wedding had been quite trim to thewaist,
it was not unreasonable for her summer gown to fal less closay from beneath her breasts.

The embrace Sapphire gave Elise was warm and genuinely affectionate, from which Elise guessed that
the midwife's news had been positive.

"Shesays," Sapphirereplied in response to Elise's question, "that the ignsare dl good. She even said
that | may stop vomiting soon. | am past the first third of the pregnancy and my body should be growing
accustomed to its new tenant.”

She patted her abdomen when she spoke with such genuine affection for thelittle life within that Elise
found hersdlf beaming. It was ddlightful to see Sapphire, so long afighter, mellowing into motherhood.
Within afew minutes, however, Elise would learn that the fighter had not vanished, but had merely moved
to other tactics and other battlefields.



"Shad," Sapphire continued, "will join us soon. He needed to attend to some of yesterday's business.”

The king nodded and as thiswas obvioudy routine, Elise did not question further. Instead, as Sapphire
bent to embrace the kinguian automatic gesture so relaxed thet it said everything Elise needed to know
about how successful the adoption had beentishe took the opportunity to study her cousin.

The blue-black hair was bound in aloose braid threaded with agold cord, ahairstyle thet |eft the
princess's forehead open to view. With anyone se, thiswould hardly matter, but for Sapphireit wasa
Satement.

Since shewas an infant, Sapphire had worn aresplendent blue sapphire on the center of her forehead.
Her attire was aways dominated by shades of blue. Her toys were blue. Even her horse was dyed blue.

Similar themes were followed for each of the children of Lady Mdina Shield and Lord Rolfston Redbriar.
Black for Jet, the current head of the household and once Elise's betrothed. Swirling sheens of red and
orange sparked with gold for Opa. Deep, shining red, rich asfreshly drawn blood, for Ruby. Reddish
orange, vibrant as agood cognac, for Citrine.

Although Lady Mdinawas gone, dishonored, exiled, and disowned, Elise had heard that al her children
continued the pattern set out for them by their mother. All of them except, that is, for Sapphire.

On Sapphire's forehead there was no glittering gemstone, only its absence, marked by awhite oval the
precise size and shape of the gem, which remained even after the mark |eft by the cornet had faded to
match the surrounding skin. It seemed to Elise as she studied what remained of that oval mark that it, too,
had faded so that if she hadn't known what to look for she might have missed it entirely.

Elise was one of the few people who knew just how difficult it had been for Sapphire to throw off her
mother's bond. Even as shergoiced in thisfurther evidence that Melina'sinfluence was completely gone,
shefelt atremor of concern.

Méelinas hold was gone, but Mdinahersdf was not. She was showing herslf a power in amuch more
important arenathan merely her own family politics. Whatever that might mean for Sapphire, it wouldn't
be good.

Prince Shad entered then. Elise thought he had lost a bit of weight since his wedding, but otherwise he
looked good. His bearing was martid, the rdlic of training in the navy since hewas young, and his
mannerswere courtly.

After making his bow to the king, Shad came and gave Elise acousin's embrace. Elise stole aglance
toward Sapphire, but the princess only looked pleased. Knowing her cousin's capacity for envy, Elise
thought this augured well for the marriage.

Or that Sapphire's got Shad so snugly under her thumb that she doesn't worry about him being
unfaithful.

Even as shetried to dismiss the thought as unworthy of Sapphire, Elisefelt athread of concern. The
arrangement for the inheritance of Hawk Haven was peculiaruunique to her knowledge. Shad wasthe
eldest son of Alligter of the Pledge, ruler of the neighboring kingdom of Bright Bay. Shad remained his
father's heir, even after his marriage to Sapphire. Moreover, hewasKing Tedric's heir aswell.

That initsalf was not too odd. Households had been known to make smilar arrangementsin order to
merge lands or assets. What was odd was that Sgpphire had not renounced her right to inherit in Hawk
Haven. At the arrangement of King Tedric with King Allister, she shared it. Equally, Shad shared the



inheritance of Bright Bay with Sgpphire.

Therefore, idedly, they would rulein both lands and the lands would merge into a single kingdom aready
named Bright Haven in anticipation. If one or the other died, the remaining partner did not lose the
inheritance. In theory, thiswas meant to stop any bickering or hope that nation would end the
union of the monarchies,

In redlity, it meant that everyone watched each of the heirs apparent with double the care, looking for any
sign that one ruled the othertiand thus that one land might be favored over the other.

No, it would not be agood thing if Sapphire came to dominate Shad. Or Mdinato dominate Sapphire.

That last thought made Elise shiver, but she thought that no one noticed until Shad, adightly concerned
smile on hislips, handed her acup of teafrom the fresh tray the servant had just brought in and offered to
close awindow.

Eliseamiled, "No, thefresh ar islovely, that is, if the king isn't cold.”
"I'mwell enough,” King Tedric grumbled. "Now..."

Hewaited until the maid had left and his persona guard, Sir Dirkin East-branch, had signaled that he
would assure their privacy, and then he went on:

"Queen Elexawished to join us, but her cough istroubling her and the physician refused permission.
However, she had certain things sheingsted that | say to you, Elise, and | promiseto do so & the
gppropriatetime.”

Elise nodded, thoroughly confused, and sipped her tea.

"Asmy letter noted," the king said, "the matter a hand isthe marriage of Mdinato the Hedled One of
New Kevin. Do you have any questions about that matter?”

"I don't think so, Sire," Elise said, "unless there have been new developments.”

"None," Tedric said, "unless the burgeoning of rumor could be considered a development. Aswe feared,
the populace widdly believes that Melina has made hersaf queen and the fear that a sorceressisqueenin
our neighboring land is spreading, especidly in the towns and cities, where the people trust more to their
societies and guilds than they do to the landholders who rule over them.”

"My father and mother," Elise hastened to assure him, "are doing their best, both with our own people
and the freeholders near by."

"l have no doubt of that,” theking said. "Aurdlaand Ivon have dways been faithful servantsto the
Crown. | only hopethat their diligence will not be turned against them."

"Your Mgesty?' Elise asked.

"He means," Sapphire said, the tense note in her voice not for Elise, but for the subject, "that there are
those who will believe that the need to spread reassuranceisin itsaf proof that thereis something to
fear."

Elise nodded. "Like achild who fears a spook in the cupboard, nothing but a candle held within to chase
away dl the shadowswill do any good.”

"And even then,” Shad said, the laughter in hisvoice suggesting he knew the situation al too well, "thereis



the fear that the spook returns when the candle iswithdrawn.”

King Tedric set down his cupuhaving taken advantage of the interlude to drain nearly an entire cupful of
hismedicina brewtiand continued:

"Sapphire, tell Elise some of the rumors. | wish to know if she has heard any we have not.”

Sapphire nodded and it was proof of her strong will that she did not protest reporting on such a
personally unpleasant subject.

"Happily, King Tedric'sinformers are not reluctant to bring ugly news," she said, the corner of her mouth
twisting in awry expression that was meant to be agrin. "Most of the rumorswe have heard involve
Méelinas plansto reign here through me. Distance has not diminished the reputed power of her sorcery.
Where she was once merely a harridan who used her powersto demand docile obedience from her
spouse and children, now it is said sheis capable of wonders.

"Take any marvel performed by an Old World sorcerer from the days of colonization and Melinahas
been witnessed performing it. Usualy the witnessisafriend of afriend of the trader who sdllsto afriend
of theteller'sfavorite innkeeper, but that hasn't reduced interestuor belieftin the tales.

"When folk believe a sorceress can summon lightning from the sky or cause plague among the cattle, then
it ssemslittle enough to believe that she il rules adaughter who she ruled for the first twenty-odd years
of her life"

Shad cut in, not so much interrupting as taking up the threed.

"To make matters worse, Sapphire's pregnancy has made her less able to show hersdlf to the populace.
Indeed, she wanted to do so, but the healers would not consider themsalves responsible for the
conseguences. | have done my best in her place, but..."

He shrugged. "I am an outlander, the son of an dien king. For every onewho hasforgiven me my
heritage and who triesto forget the years of war between Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, there are three
who think me a conqueror who is merely waiting to make conquest through inheritance.

"I can only do so much, but I am bound. If | ride about the countryside, making mysdf known to the
people, thenitissaid that | am sizing up the land for my own greedy intereststior, worse, given the
current situation, that | am avoiding Sapphire lest she swallow my will as her mother has her own, making
both of usher foils."

Elisefrowned. "I doubt thisisany comfort, but most of these rumors are far worse than any | or Ninette
heard at my parents home or aong our road here. However, have you heard the tale about increased
trade between Waterland and New Kelvin because of Mdina?’

"We have heard some," King Tedric said, "but share your story with us.”

So Elisetold them Steward Dayl€'s story about the giant spiders who spun New Kelvin'streasured silk
and how they fed upon human blood, how New Kevin now desired greater weath and so was prepared
to make trade concessions to their daveholding neighbors to acquire fodder for these spiders.

"Of course| told her," Elise concluded, "that New Kelvinese slk comes from caterpillars, not from
spiders, and that the caterpillars eat exotic plants, not blood, but I don't know if even Dayle believed
r],E.ll

Shad laughed harshly.



"Still, that's better than the version of the tale we have heard,” he said. "What we've heard is that the New
Kevinese want the davesin order that Melinamight sacrifice them to some dark end.”

King Tedric rased ahand to halt further discussion.

"What thisdoestell usisthat thereisincreased trade between New Kelvin and Waterland. That in itself
isinteresting. New Kelvin has aways feared Waterland's greed would extend to taking over the farm,
rather than buying the cattle. Thus, she has done much of her trade through us, rather than give Waterland
too great afoothold. However, there have always been such signd differences between those lands that
direct trade was restricted.”

"Signd differences?’ Sgpphire asked with asigh. "Father Tedric, | must admituagainumy ignorance. |
know they are different, but we trade with both, how could they not trade with each other?"

King Tedric started to answer, began to cough, and when the coughing was under control saidina
dightly wesker voice than previoudy.

"Elise, answer Sgpphire for me. Y ou have dways loved foreign lands."

Blushing dightly, Elise turned to Sapphire, fearing that Sapphire would be offended. Indeed, once she
would have been, but apparently several moonspans as crown princess had proven to Sapphire how little
she knew and how much she needed advisors. All Elise saw on either of the heirs apparent's faceswas
dudiousinteres.

Still, she ssammered as she began, unused to being an authority.

"Everyone knows... | mean, you know that New Kevin isruled by those who practice, or believe they
practice... Thethaumaturges, that is..."

Sapphire leaned forward and put a hand on her arm.

"Relax, Elise. Yes, we know that New Kelvinisruled by people who call themsdlves thaumaturges and
are dedicated to restoring magic. We know that Waterland isruled by an oligarchy of itswesalthiest
citizens, and that they have very complicated ways of ng who isthe richest and such. What we
don't know iswhy these things would put them at odds."

Shad nodded. "That'sit in anutshdl."

Elise closed her eyes, trying to find words for something she herself understood amost more intuitively
than rationaly.

"It'saquestion of vaues," shesaid at last. "New Kevin vaues old ways and old things because those
things come from before the Plaguetithey call it the Burning Deathuicaused the Old Countries to withdraw
from the New World. Their Healed One is supposed to be a descendant of the last of their Old Country
mages, one who survived the Plague and, though weakened, helped them preserve their lore until his
desth.

"Waterland doesn't value much that's old. Maybe it's because so much of their land isat sealevel andis
subjected to storms and hurricanes. Maybe it's just that most old things aren't worth as much as new.
However, they do respect old things that are worth something because of their artistry or materials. New
Kevin just hasto have hoards of such things.”

Shad interjected, "More than anywhere else, probably, because most countries destroyed the relics of
the original settlers, either out of maice or out of fear that they might hold magica powers. So New



Kelvin doesn't just have industriestilike their glassworks and silkuthat Waterland would like to have.
They'd love achance to plunder the New Kelvinese treasuries. There are those in many lands who would
welcome thatuespecidly if the Water-landers melted everything down for raw materids.”

Elise nodded. "That'show | seeit. After last winter's events, I'm not certain the New Kelvinese even
know how to use what potentialy magical thingsthey ill have. It seemsthat their own origind settlers
were treated much as our own were. Colonials with magica talent were trained across the sea and bound
againg telling how to train othersin their lore. When the Plague came and the rulersretreated to the Old
Country, they took their magica things with them. This doesn't change that the New Kelvinese havelots
of old thingsleft, however. And far from making them aless tempting target for Waterland's greedy
oligarchs, it makes them more tempting.”

"Because," Sapphire said, "they need not fear they'll sumble on too much dangerous magic.”

"That'sright,” Elise said. A thought cameto her. "Y ou know, the ban againgt teaching magic herein the
New World seemsto have been followed by severd different Old World nations. Our founders had it,
so did the New Kevinese's, the Waterlanders and the Stoneholders. | wonder if they made some sort
of compact to keep our ancestorsin ignorance?’

"It makes sense," Shad said. "I haven't sailed much beyond the Ides, but those who havelimostly meeting
small settlements south down the coast, there isn't much northureport that smilar beliefsare held, and a
smilar averson to magic. New Kelvin's attitude may not be unique, but it'svery rare.”

"Theldes" King Tedric said, changing the subject with those two words. "Have you heard any rumors
about them?"

Elise shook her head. "But then the Archer Grantiswell inland.”
"| thought traffic aong the Barren River might have brought some news," theking said.
"Father has heard nothing important from the Ides,” Shad offered, "and he would tell you, you know."

"I know," King Tedric assured him. "I trust Allister as| trust mysdlfuand maybe more so. He is young and
strong whereas | am old and suspicious. So maybe Vaoraislying low and licking her wounds. Y our
defeat,” hisnod included all three of those present, "of the pirates last winter may have robbed her of a
good part of her army.”

Sapphire crooked her arms behind her head and stretched.

"| certainly hope so. May | suggest that we take arecess? | am growing stiff and hungry. Therest of you
must betoo."

The king concurred. "Elise will, of course, remain for lunch and perhapsfor dinner aswell. Yes, that
would be best. Send amessage to the Archer manse and tell them not to expect you. Have your maid
bring your dinner gown and plan to remain.”

Elise agreed. Hearing that she had asmall amount of time before the mea and sensing that the young
married couple wanted some time to themselves, she excused hersdlf to go off to the gardens and visit
Holly Gardener.

She spent ahappy half hour there, nearly ruining her taste for lunch with strawberries and fresh cream,
made richer by the news that Firekeeper and Derian had been through back in mid-Horse Moon before
heading west S0 that Firekeeper might visit her wolves and Derian keep hisvow to place markers on the
graves of Prince Barden's expedition.



Before the meseting resumed after lunch, Elise took an opportunity to vist Queen Elexa. Elise was pleased
to see that while Elexawasfrail, she seemed no morein danger than she had a score of times before.

"Itissmply that," the queen said, "when you are my age and have my history of ill hedlth, the doctors
grow more and more careful with every illness.

They chatted until amessenger came, saying that Elise was needed by the king.

AsEliseroseto go, Queen Elexamotioned her close and, under the cover of their parting embrace, said,
"Don't let Tedric tak you into anything you think unwise, child. There arethingsin thisworld just as
important asinternationd politics.”

When Elise, surprised, would have asked for clarification, the queen waved her away.
"They're waiting, dear, and Tedric has promised to be fair with you.”

More mydtified than ever, Elise left, wondering what € se there was to discuss. Certainly, as Grandmother
Rosene had said, there were others who could advise the king about New Kevin. She had just about
concluded that King Tedric wanted her to become atutor to Sapphire and Shad, and that Queen Elexa
didn't think it was right to so demean the heir to abarony, when King Tedric opened the discussion.

"I suppose you have heard about young Citrine?"

Elise nodded. "'l know what Queen Elexatold my mother in aletter, that Citrine's spirit was badly
wounded by the time she spent among the pirates at Smuggler's Light, and that, despite best attemptsto
hed her, Citrine has become worsg, rather than better."

"So much," the king said, "isfairly common knowledge. Y ou know that Citrine was given by her mother
to Baron Wain Endbrook of theldes..."

"Formerly of theldes," Sapphire hissed, and there was angry satisfaction in her voice. "Queen Vaorahas
disowned him."

"Asan assurance that Mdinawould not act againgt either him or the Ides" the king continued asif he had
not heard. "Asyou know, Mdinaviolated that assurance. It islikely that she planned to do so from the
gart. Certain things reported by Grateful Peace, once of the Dragon Speaker's Three, make clear she
had laid the foundations for her treachery well in advance.

"Baron Endbrook did not know this, of course, and in arather crude attempt to remind Mdinaof the
hold he had over her, he sent her two of Citring's fingers. We now know that he cut them from the child
without offering her anything to dull the pain, nor did he see that she was given any treatment other than
what was needed to make certain that she did not die from contamination of the wound.

"Theinjury itsef would have been horrible to achild of eight. What aggravated it was Citrine's gradua
redlization that her mother must know what had been done to her and did nothing to avengeit. To make
matterseven worse..."

Shad muttered, "If that isat al possble”

"Citrine apparently kept the pirates at adistance by invoking the specter of her mother's sorcery. Early in
her daysin the Smuggler's Light, someonetried to stedl her gemstone headband. Her reaction was so
extreme that most kept at adistance after that. Their crudties were verbal rather than physical.

"Still, it was enough. Some of thetime, Citrineis quite herself. Others sheis smothered in aterror so



acute that she cannot bear any companionship; others she clings to whoever shetrusts. Y et others, more
disturbing till, she babbles oddly, saying thingsthat contain some kernel of truth but strangely twisted.
There are those among the servants who say her mind has been pushed so hard that she now seesthe
future mingled with the past and present.

"I think," the king continued, "that Citrine merely hears more than people think and in these moods sends
it out again. | am continualy astonished by what people will say in front of theill."

Sapphire, seeing the king was looking a bit drawn and coughing again after hislong recital, poured him
more tea and, as she spooned in a generous amount of honey, took up the story.

"Y ou may bedlievethat we have tried everything we could imagine. We have summoned heders and
physicianstieven Sir Jared Surcliffe from the North Woods. All concur, the damageisnot organic. It isto
Citringsmind."

Elisetried not to color when Sir Jared's name was mentioned. She knew perfectly well that Sapphire
knew of their mutua attraction and thought sometimes that the princess was trying to make amatchuian
unusua and uncomfortable thought, for Elise had had it repestedly drummed into her that she must think
of the Archer Barony as much as hersalf when considering marriage. Theideathat the future monarchs of
Hawk Haven might consider Jared suitable was very tempting indeed.

Shefound it easy to push such thoughts from her mind, however. Citrine was one of her favorite cousns
and the idea that the once cheerful child was so tormented was almost more than she could bear.

"Can | help?"' she asked.

Sapphire gave athin-lipped, worried amile.

"We hope 50, but let mefinish.”

Elise nodded.

"Asyou canimagine, wetried everything. When Hazel Hedler washere..."

Sapphire shrugged at Elise's small exclamation of surprise. Hazel lived far south of EagleésNeg, inthe
border town of Hope.

"| told you we tried everyone. Perhaps we should say everyone proven both skilled and discreet. Hazdl is
certainly both of those"

"I'm sorry,” Elisesaid. "l didn't mean to interrupt. Please go on."

"When Hazel was here, wetried asmilar ceremony to the one that freed me of the bond Melinaput on
me. We had no success. There are so many reasons why this might have been the case that | can hardly
offer asingle guess. Perhaps Citrine depended on her mother's protection for so long that she could not
bear to break the thread, even when it was proven untrustworthy. Perhaps she, like me, had cometo
equate hersdlf with the stone she wears. For whatever reason, nothing we did sufficed. Citrine remains
bound."

"Hazel believes," Shad added, "and as sheis as much of an expert aswe know in such matters, we must
place some weight on her words, that even if we did succeed in removing the stone from Citrine, it would
not cure her. Citrine has been driven mad by her mother's betraya and by the cruelties done to her in that
mother's cause. Hazdl thinksthat the only chancethereis of returning Citrine to hersdf isto alow her to
confront Mdina. The girl may not even need to speak with her mother, just see her, transform her from a



powerful specter into aliving woman once more.”
"l wish," theking said, "1 thought it would be so easy."

He sounded hoarse and he looked tired. Elise redlized how grueling today had been for him and felt
suddenly frightened. A year agouless than ayear agouKing Tedric had been strong enough to trave to
Hopein order to negotiate with his nephew Allister. Only this past autumn he had been strong enough to
travel to Silver Whae Cove for Sapphire and Shad'swedding. Today she knew that if she were one of
his doctors shewouldn't let him travel beyond the castle.

With asudden burst of insight, Eliseredized that if either King Tedric or Queen Elexawereto die, their
deaths would be blamed on Sapphire, used as proof of her mother's evil influence on her.

And never mind that a year ago every noble in the land was after the king to name an heir lest he
die and leave the kingdom in confusion. They'll forget that easily enoughuat least the ambitious
will.

Elise could not see her parents acting to undermine Sapphire and Shad, but then they had littleto gain if
the crown heirsfell from grace and much to gain if they did well. But there were others, in both Bright
Bay and Hawk Haven, who would dl too much enjoy anew scramble for the throne. And there were
neighboring countries who would do anything to halt the projected union of Hawk Haven and Bright Bay.

Suddenly, Elisswasvery glad for the sllent, hovering figure of Sir Dirkin Eastbranch, for her knowledge
that the Royal Physician was avery good, very skilled hedlerueven if helacked Sir Jared'stalent.

"Don't take King Tedric and Queen Elexa quite yet," she slently pleaded with the ancestors. " We till
need them."

Sapphire had risen and tended to the king, for dl the world asif he really were her father, not merely an
honored and often distant great-uncle. Now she returned her attention to Elise.

"We want you to take charge of agroup that will escort Citrine into New Kelvin, somehow get accessto
her mother, and do whatever you can to hea her. If we can break Mdinas hold on Citrine and heal her
madness, then wewill be able to answer those who claim | am under her influence.”

Elise wanted very much to yelp "Me?" but she swallowed the word and managed a serious nod. Shad
gaveatired grin.

"And, Lady Archer," he said, "asif that isn't enough, we want you and your companionsto find out
exactly what is Melinas position within the New Kelvinese government. We need to know how much
influence she has. Moreover, we need to know how much truth there isto these rumors about increased
tradein daves with Waterland. If it istrue, we need to know why New Kelvin needs more daves. Isit
merdly for increased industrid capacity or isthere any truth to the rumorsthat they are wanted for their
blood?!

Elise gtared at her rulers.
"And you want me to do this," she said.

"Y ou and afew others" Sapphirereplied. "Elise, except for afew diplomats mostly interested in trade
concessions and keeping New Kelvin sweet while we fought with Bright Bay, Hawk Haven redlly hasn't
bothered with New Kelvin. They were asmal power with no red military strength, though ableto offer
unique and interesting trade. New Kelvin wasn't interested in us except for sending the occasiond
tattooed, pointy-shoe-wearing representative to some major event.



"We don't just want you for your knowledge of foreign languages and customstithough I'll admit right out
and up front that those are rare enough. We want you because you are one of about a dozen people who
know the truth about what my mother did to me and to Citrine. Do you want the full list?"

Elise said nothing, but Sspphire continued on, nearly raging.

"Theresyou, Ninette, Derian Carter, Firekeeper, Sir Jared, Hazel Healer, King Tedric, Queen Elexa,
King Alligter, and Queen Pearl. Sir Dirkin probably has guessed, but he's as trustworthy as an oak. Then,
of course, there are my esteemed birth-siblings who cannot speak of the matter and would not do

anything if they could.”

Elise wondered if perhaps Sapphire was being too harsh on her siblings, but knowing what she did of Jet
and thinking of the apparently frivolous young ladies Opad and Ruby were becoming, she could not be
certain.

"Now," Shad said, laying a settling hand on hiswifes arm, "you see why we need youuand some of those
othersiiso much. Thiswould be the absolutely worst time | can imagine for taking someone seinto the
secret. A wink or anod from the wrong persontiand diplomats who make their living trading secrets are
very much the wrong peopletiand suddenly there would be confirmation.”

"But," Eliseburdt out, "Médinano longer has any hold on Sgpphire!™
Thelook of pure gratitude Sgpphire turned on her made Elise color.

"Well, it'strue," Elise repested, "and you defied her when she could have done terrible thingsto you. |
have not forgotten your courage.”

"And | haven't forgotten your part in setting me free," Sapphire replied. "The sad thing is, the only reward
| can offer you isasking you to put your hand in the mad dog's mouth again.”

Elise nodded, thinking that this sounded very much like something she had heard her father say once.
"Can| guess" shesaid, "who you suggest my companions should be?'
Sapphiregrinned. "Try."

"Firekeegper, Derian, Doctthat is, Sir Jared. Essentidly, the people you mentioned dready, those who are
inonyour secret. | don't know if | could ask Ninette. Shel's agood woman and | trust her with my life,
but the road to Dragon's Bresth isa hard one and sheisnt up to it."

"That istrue," Sgpphire said, "and while my secret does matter, we don't want to put you in too much
danger. Even with Firekeeper and Blind Seer accompanying youutrusting that they will go, which we are
not yet certain about since we haven't had a chance to ask themuthat isavery smdl group. Why not take
the other two who went with you into New Kelvin? Take this Wendee Jay about whom we've heard
such good things. Seeif Earl Kestrel will let Edlin go with you. Both of them learned something of the
language and customs of New Kdvin before. They could be useful now."

Elise nodded. "That'sagood idea. I'm certain that House Kestrel could be easily convinced. Edlin would
be harder to stop from coming than to get to join us. Wendee... Well, well haveto see. Maybe | can
convince her to come by appeding to her good heart. She'samother, you know, and Citrine will need
cae”

"Wendee Jay can dso act as a chaperon for you and Firekeeper,” Sapphire said. "In redlity, Firekeeper's
honor may be beyond savinguthough oddly enough, she's probably avirgin. I've certainly never seen her



look a aman in anything but friendship. Y ou, however, gill have areputation to guard.”

King Tedric spoke. "That's what Elexawanted me to remind you, Elise. She was very unhappy at the
thought that you would sacrifice your reputationunot your honor, mind, we know you'll guard that as you
seefitubut your reputation to our needs. Traveling about with agroup of unmarried mentione of whom
anyone with two eyes can seeisin love with youtwill make some people talk, no matter how many
chaperonsyou teke."

Elisetook adeep breath. "Sire, given what is a stake heretiCitrine's sanity, my future queen's reputation,
maybe my homeland's safetyul don't see how | could refuse and il respect myself. I'm certain my
parents will understand, especidly if you and your heirsexplain a least alittle.”

"Very wdl," theking said with adry cough. "Consder that we will."
Elise turned to face Sapphire and Shad.

"Now I've agreed and you've agreed. Edlin will be no problem, nor Sir Jared. But Derian and
Firekeeper? Holly Gardener told me that they have gone west."

The king interrupted. "1 expect to see them back before the end of Bear Moon."
Elise whedled to stare at him. She noticed that Sapphire and Shad |ooked equally surprised.
"Both?'

"Both," theking said. "Trust an old man afew secrets. Not even thattia hunch. | think they will be back
and | think that thefirst thing Firekeeper will do is come here and request an interview with me. But
speak on, Lady Elise. | bdieve you had another matter toraise.”

Elise returned to her originad thoughts with an effort.

"Yes" shesad, "l wanted to know how you thought we should handle our return to New Kevin. Y ou
see, the last time we were there we left as hunted fugitives with soldiers at our hedls.”

Chapter VIII

HAVING EXPECTED AN IMMEDIATE ANSWER to the question she put to the king, Elisewas
amost shocked when King Tedric replied.

"I don't have an answer for you, Lady Archer, but | do agree that thiswill prove aproblem. Moreover, it
isa problem we have anticipated, and we are working on solutions. Are you sill willing to undertake the
task?"

"Yes," she agreed atouch hesitantly.

After dl, it was one thing to agree that something needed to be done while in the back of your head you
expect that someone esewill have come up with the brilliant plan that will make the task possble. It was
quite another to find that the plan was till under devel opment.

King Tedric leaned forward and patted Elise's hand.

"My dear, none of uswould sacrifice you or your comrades lightly. We hope not to sacrifice you at al.



Finding an excuse to send you into New Kelvin may be quite smple. We are not at war. Indeed, our
lands are actively trading. That may provide excuse enough. Baron Archer is known to have ambitions
for hisfamily. Perhaps he will seek to exploit his daughter's fascination with strange lands and culturesin a
venture into trade."

Elise thought this unlikely, given the geographic location of New Kelvin relaiveto the Archer Grant, and
said 0. The king waved his hand lightly, dismissng her protest.

"Y ou worry too much about little things. Perhaps the venture would be undertaken in partnership with
House Kestrdl. After dl, young Edlinisto be one of your companions. In any case, no matter what
excuseis created for your making thejourney, we..." King Tedric's gesture included Sgpphire and Shad.
"... fed that it would be best if more of your companionswere skilled in the language of New Kelvin."

Elise nodded. It had been anuisance last time that only she and Wendee Jay spoke the language at dl
wall.

"Grateful Peace has agreed to tutor your entire group.”

Thisdidn't redlly surprise Elise. Peace must be grateful to them for saving hislife and be eager to pay
back the debt.

"Moreover..."
A fit of coughing interrupted whatever the king was about to say.

"Moreover," Sgpphire said, handing King Tedric yet another cup of medicind tea, "if Citrineisto make
the journey under your care, you and she must have time to become reacquainted. More importantly,
there must betime for her to learn to trust you and the others. Any plan we devise to ensure your safe
return could be serioudy jeopardized if one of her fits caught you unawares."

Again Elise nodded. She didn't know whether Sgpphire was hinting that they were consdering sending
the team in disguise or that there would be those prepared to help if they were forced to make arapid
retreat. Either would be jeopardized by asmall girl acting up. Elise considered asking just what form
Citrine's episodes took, but Sapphire was continuing on.

"We would like you to escort Citrine to the Norwood Grant. We have aready been in contact with
Duchess Kestrel and sheis preparing a private house where Citrine can live with you and at least some of
your companions.” Sgpphire added quickly, "Sheisaso arranging for proper servants and chaperonage.
Grateful Peace can teach you there. Also, when Citrine has bad daystiand it is too much to hope she will
notuyou will have privacy."

Sapphire sghed heavily and Shad unobtrusively dipped his hand around hersin comfort. Elise swadlowed
hard. A private house somewhere in the vast reaches of the North Woods. Her companions. That meant
Edlin and Wendee. That meant Jared.

The others pretended not to notice her discomfort.

Shad spoke. "When either Firekeeper or Derian Carter return, you shal be notified by pigeon. If they do
not return or we need you to go ahead without them, you will aso be notified.”

"And," Sgpphire continued, "you don't need to |eave this moment. | suggest that we send amessage to
your parentsinforming them that it might not be abad ideafor them to cometo Eagles Nest in afew
days. | believeit isabout timefor Lady Aurdlato attend upon the queen in any case, so it shouldn't raise
too much gossip. Thisway, we can explain to them in person.”



"Y ou seem to have thought of everything," Elise said gratefully.

Except just how we can be sure we will leave New Kelvinuor at least that we will leave there alive

THE NEXT HANDFUL OF DAY S passed far more quickly than Elise could have hoped. She and
Ninette were fully occupied with shopping and making calls. Not many of her Wellward relations had
come up from their holdings yet, but there was a cousin or so around upon whom she was required to
cal. Then there were those who hoped she would call on them.

Elisgs recent interview with the king and his heirstidready common gossip among those with connections
in the castletihad raised her socid alure greatly. Some wanted to seeif they could pry details of the
meeting from her. For this, Elise found that the best thing to do wasto start chattering at length about
meaninglessintricacies of New Kédvinese culture. She managed to sound quite informeduinformed
enough that it was reasonable that the king might have wished to consult herubut so dull and caught upin
minutiae that she left the mgority of her audience suspecting that the king regretted giving her histime,

Most of those who sent her invitations, however, were not interested in what Elise had done and said, but
inwhat she had seen. How did the crown princess look? Wasit true that Crown Prince Shad wastrying
to make over the Royd Guard after the fashion of Bright Bay? Did Elise think the Bright Bay custom of
assigning new posts and titleswould find favor in the court? Had she seen young Citrine? Wasit true she
raved constantly and had torn out most of her hair? Were the king and queen asill as everyone said?

Thelast was the only question Elise had any difficulty answering. For most of the rest alittle consideration
let her find the answer that would do the roya family the least damage.

One person who markedly refused to see Elise, though Elise faithfully offered to attend upon her daily,
was Grand Duchess Rosene. The day following Elisg'slong conference with the king, Grandmother
Rosene had commanded Elise to attend on her in her gpartments at the castle. When Elise told her only
what shewastelling everyone ese, Rosene flew into arage, and from that point on Elisg's notes, sent
fathfully every morning by specia messenger, were returned with "Not In" printed acrossthefold.

Elisetried not to worry, but she wasn't completely successful.

Five days after Elise's audience with King Tedric, Lady Aurdlaand Baron Archer arrived in Eagle's
Nest. They were barely settled when Grand Duchess Rosene swept in. She closeted herself with her son,
pointedly leaving Elise oututhough she was a home. Later, Lady Aurdllawas summoned to join them and
soon after Lady Aurdlas confidential maid came bearing anote from her mistress.

"Elise," itsad, "l suggest you find an excuse to leave the house. Surely you have calls to make.
Your grandmother is behaving shamefully and | have no desire for you to suffer while her tongue
isdripping venom."

Since Elise dready knew she had her parents support for her participation in King Tedric's plan, she
took her mother's advice and | eft the Archer manse as quickly aswas reasonable. She had been invited
to teawith some of the young ladies of her generation and had accepted tentatively, not being certain
whether or not her parents would need her. Now she had afit excuse both to attend and to leave the
house,

Still, as Elise Spped tea and chattered about the most fashionable stylesfor the coming summer and the
mogt digible of the young men, she wondered what the grand duchess was saying. Elise had not told her



parents of Rosene's plan to ingst that they adopt Deste Trueheart, fedling that for better or worse, it was
wisest to have it come from its source. Now she wondered what they would think and what they would
do.

And maybe, Elise thought, even as she giggled over someone's description of someone elsesflirtation, it
wouldn't be a bad idea to have them adopt Deste, not a bad idea at all .

WHEN ELISE RETURNED home she saw the grand duchess's carriage still parked around the side.
This surprised her. On thewhole, avist from Grand Duchess Rosene was like a sudden windstorm,
tearing through, upsetting everything, and leaving disruption, if not devadtation, initswake. Rosene
preferred to hold longer conferencesin her own rooms at the castle, where she could conveniently forget
to have windows opened or closed, or refreshments served, or play whatever little games she deemed
necessary to keep her audience off balance.

Fedling rather apprehendve, Elise went indgde. She hardly had time to hand her light shawl to the
downgtairs maid when Lady Aurellaemerged from the parlor.

"Elise" Aurdlasaid with adightly gpologetic amile, "your grandmother has waited expresdy to see youl.
Would you come with me?"

Elise could imagine the scene that had preceded this quiet request and reached out to squeeze her
mother's hand before following. She fought down her resentment that Rosene would use Aurdlaasan
errand girl. If Lady Aurdlacould take such treetment in her own house so camly then Elise resolved to
model her own behavior on her mother's.

Grand Duchess Rosene was sested in ahigh-backed chair upholstered in flord print fabrictian heirloom
of her own days as mistress of thishouse. Gowned in pale pink, her white hair piled high on her head, her
fair skin flushed, she did not rise when Elise entered. Such a gesture would have been wasted, for they
both knew that her remaining had nothing to do with affection and everything to do with power.

And it's very strange, Elise thought as she bent to properly embrace the old woman, because sheis
fond of meuloves me dearly in her own way. Just because that way is rather after the fashion a
spoiled girl loves her dolls doesn't change that the love is there.

Rosene did not soften under her granddaughter's embrace, remaining as siff and brittle asaporcean
doll. Nor did shewait to get to the point.

"Y our parents told me that you have agreed to some madcap scheme of Tedric's,” she said sharply.
"Something that involves your taking off for the North Woods."

Elise nodded, thinking how interesting it was that when Rosene was angry with her brother hewas
"Tedric," but when she was playing on her reation to him he was dways"the king" or even "His Roya

Maedy."
"Y es, Grandmother," she said softly.

"Have you thought what thiswill mean to your House?' the old woman continued. "Already
scandamongers retail accounts of your adventureslast winter. Thiswill surely destroy what rags of a
reputation remain to you asthoroughly asif you were to dance naked in the market square.”

Elise couldn't help but smile at theimage. It was so like something Firekeeper might have done early after
her return from living among the wolves.



Grand Duchess Rosene chose to interpret the smiletiwith some justificationtias impudence.

"So you think that's funny!" she said. "Wdll, | do not find it at dl funny. To think that the house my dear
Purcel founded at the price of hisblood and that we thought to perpetuate through our children should
have come down to asingle silly chit with no sense of self-respect. It makes me want to weep!”

Grandmother Rosene didn't look in the least like she was about to weep. Her eyeswere bright, not with
tears but with fury. Elise thought about offering her ahandkerchief, then wondered where such impulses
came from. Surely she would never have entertained such athought before. Maybe Rosene was right.
Maybe she had changed and not for the better.

So Elise bowed her head and listened with a meskness she didn't fed. Underneath the curtain of her hair,
she snesked a glance at her parents.

Baron Archer sat bolt upright in hischair, restlesdy twirling abrandy snifteruthough it was atouch early in
the day for brandyubetween hisfingers. Otherwise he revealed no sign of agitation. Lady Aurellahad
picked up her omnipresent embroidery hoop and was titching away with mechanicd regularity. If
anyone was to look, they might have seen she was drawing the stitches rather more tightly than was

necessary.

Grandmother has said something to force them to school their tongues to silence, Elise thought,
and they are not terribly happy about it either.

"I'm sorry, Grandmother," Elise offered when Rosene ceased her indignant though wordless huffing.
"Then you will tell the king you have consulted with your parents and thought it wiser to refuse?”

"No, Grandmother," Elise said siffly. She suspected that if she did as her grandmother said, then before
the end of the conversation Rosene would have come up with some reason that she should, after all,
comply. That, however, would not do, not if Elise was to keep her own self-respect.

She wondered if her father would have recommended such atactical retreet, but Baron Archer was not
saying anything and she read no portentsin the restless spinning of the snifter between hisfingers.

"Youwill not?' the grand duchess said.

"No, Grandmother. | have given my word to the king. Moreover, care has been taken that | will be
chaperoneduNinette is coming with me asfar asthe Norwood Grant..."

"And what good did that do last winter?' Rosene interrupted. "None. Y ou ran off, unchaperoned.”

"No, Grandmother, | did not. There was a respectable married womanuaretainer of Duchess
Kestreliwho waswith meat dl times.”

Elise decided not to mention Firekeeper. Sapphire wasright. In circles such asthose her grandmother
frequented, Firekeeper's reputation was not even inrags, it smply didn't exist. For those peopleit was
not chagtity, but the appearance of chadtity that mattered.

"A retainer of DuchessKestrdl," Grand Duchess Rosene sneered, "asif that is any recommendation. It's
no longer spoken of, but Saedee Norwood isn't one to whom I'd trust ayoung girl's honor. If you think
I'm just being a sour-tongued old woman, ask your mother who fathered Saede€'s son and daughter.”

Eliseturned wordlessy to Lady Aurdla



"No one knows," Aurdlaanswered.

Despite her desire to keep impassive no matter what she heard, Elise felt her eyebrows shoot up in
urprise.

"No one?'

"No one," Grand Duchess Rosene repested with savage satisfaction. "And thisis the woman to whom |
am to entrust the honor of the House | hel ped to found.”

"The story was more current,” Lady Aurellawent on asif the interruption had not occurred, "years ago
when Norvin and Eirene were seeking to wed. When Eirene wed Prince Barden, well, that was both the
height of the fury and itsend. Most people felt that if King Tedric didn't care who the father of hisfuture
daughter-in-law had been, then the rest of usdidn't have any reason to bother either.”

"Nor do | bother," Rosene replied haughtily, "except where thereisthe matter of considering such a
scanda ous woman as aguardian for my granddaughter. | fought back my doubtslast year when you
decided to let Elise make awinter visit to House Kestrdl, but what happened then..."

Shelet thewordstrail off, quite satisfied.
Elise graightened in her chair.

"Wdl, Grandmother, thisisinteresting, but old gossip does not dter the obligation | haveto His Roya
Magesty. Nor," she hurried on before Rosene could interrupt, "doesit dter the obligation | have to my
House. | suppose you have told my parents of your thoughts regarding my cousin Deste?”"

Grand Duchess Rosene nodded, for once too surprised, or perhaps merely too upset, to reply.
Elise turned to her parents, leaving Rosene out of the matter.

"The grand duchess does have apoint,” she said serioudy. "I am the sole heir to the Archer Barony. If
something happened to me, there would be chaos and scrambling for position. We al saw how that upset
the kingdom last year when the issue was who would inherit from King Tedric. | think we owe our
tenants the assurance that they will not suffer smilar unrest on our account.”

Baron Archer's nod seemed casud, but he was clearly interested. Elise noticed that the brandy had
stopped its restless swirling.

"My hope and dream isto inherit our land and to administer it as| have been trained to do since birth,"
Elise went on. "The same sense of responsibility, however, makes merealize how foolishitisto leave me
without an heir. | dearly hope the ancestors can do without you, Father, for along time to come, and |
hope that even if they should cal you, Mother would continue in her place aiding me as| adjust to my
new role”

Thislast was aless than subtle jab at Grand Duchess Rosene herself. Rosene had relinquished to her son
al practicd adminigtrative work within the Archer Grant d most the moment Purcel had died. Rosene had
claimed that her grief made her unfit, that her son was more able than she, but Elise had dways felt that
Rosene'sreal reason was that she preferred to be thought of asthe king's sister rather than the baron's
widow.

Baron Archer gaveawry smile.

"l am glad to hear you are not eager to have mejoin the ancestors," he said. "I have felt myself dead and



buried at times during today's discusson.”

Grand Duchess Rosene was not enjoying thisturn of the conversation at dl. Elise had asudden insight
why. All her childhood, Rosene had been an heir in waiting to the roya throne. True, she had been at the
end of along line, but the sense that she was somehow-special had been there. As her actionsthe
summer before had shown, any means, no matter how tenuous, to get her blood on the throne wasto be
seized.

Now here was Elise offering, in effect, to weaken her own claim to her ownuadmittedly
lessertiinheritance. For al the grand duchesss threats, she clearly had never expected this response. Elise
seized hold of her grandmother's temporary confusion to keep control of the conversation.

"Of course, Aunt Zoranamay not likethisplan at al,” she said. "If something happened to both you and
me, Father, the law would make her Baroness Archer and her children would follow after in turn.”

[von nodded.

"However," he said, "Zoranawould be less than perfectly trained for the position. Deste is young enough
to be mallesbletl hope.”

He grinned at his daughter. "I understand she's pretty good with abow, at least.”
Elise answered hisgrin with one of her own.

"We could promise that no matter what happened, we would dower Deste. Aunt Zorana's resources are
sretched rather thinteven with Purcd's death."”

"What do you think about Kenre?' Ivon asked.

"From the point of view of teaching him his new duties and responsibilities,” Elise sad, "Kenrewould be
even better than Deste, since heis quite abit younger, but Aunt Zorana has lost one son. It would be too
much to expect her to give up the other.”

"Still," Ivon said, glancing over a Aurdlato gage her reaction, "1 believe | will offer Zoranathe choice of
either child. She may have thoughts we have not considered. After dl, sheistheir mother and knows
them best.”

Auredllanodded her agreement. Interestingly, given that she had initiated this discussion, it was Rosene
who raised a protest.

"And if Zoranawill not agree at dl?' she asked, her voice abit shrill.

"Well," Ivon replied, "we will have timeto discuss the matter, to bring her to our way of seeing things.
However, if Zorana cannot be convinced, | am certain | could get the Crown's permission to adopt from
another family. | would smply prefer to keep the land within the blood descendants of Purcel Archer.
However, Mother, you have been wisein pointing out how tenuoustheat lineis, especialy with both Elise
and mysdlf devoted to the service of our monarchs, no matter how dangerous that service may proveto
be"

Rosene sputtered something wordless, but Eliseignored her, risng and embracing each of her parentsin
turn.

"In any case, Father, Mother, | hope that this safeguard will be unnecessary. No matter what some may
think," and she could not keep her gaze from straying to Rosene, "1 will not behave in any fashion that will



make the question of my reputation amatter for the gossips. If the scandamongerstak, well, at least you
will have the assurance that there is no truth to the scandd.”

Baron Archer managed to ook both stiff and pleased. Lady Aurellareached up and touched Eliselightly
on one cheek.

"We knew that dready, dear,” she said.

DERIAN WONDERED at Firekeeper's silence and evident unhappiness as they journeyed back east.
At firgt he thought she was suffering from homesicknesstiafter dl, her visit had been cut short and
distorted by the need to deal with the colonists.

When Firekeeper's moodiness persisted beyond afew days, Derian wondered if she was worried about
the colonists. Surely, she couldn't care so much about the fate of agroup of humans. He knew that
Firekeeper thought of herself asawolf so completely that there were times when he thought of her asa
wolf.

Could it be that memoriesfrom her childhood were reawakening? Firekegper had always claimed to
remember nothing other than living as awolf. Sometimes Derian suspected she remembered more than
she even redlized. She had acquired acommand of Pellish, the language of both Hawk Haven and Bright
Bay, rather more quickly than even her talent for mimicry could account for. Occasondly, an odd word
or gesture hinted at memories buried benesth what she admitted to knowing.

Y et Derian didn't think the wolf-woman aliar. He didn't remember much from when hewas small, so
why should she? If she chose to deny that those memories were there, then what harm did she cause?

Two days after they had crossed the gap through the Iron Mountains and successfully negotiated the
worgt of the descent, Derian learned that neither homesickness nor concern for the colonists was behind
Firekeeper's bleak mood.

Daylight was fading into evening when she melted out of the brush. Derian had been expecting this. It had
become the wolf-woman's usual custom to arrive and inform him that she had selected a place for him to
camp. She often brought something she had caught for hisdinner at the sametime, or told him that she
had dready built asheltered fire and that his meal was cooking under Blind Seer'swatchful gaze. It wasa
luxury that Derian knew he would miss when he went back to traveling with humanstidmost as good as
having aninnwaiting.

, Onthisevening, Firekeeper walked aong with him, chivying the tired mountain horsesinto new energy,
and annoying Roanne. When they arrived at the designated spot, she helped him pitch his tenttan unusua
gesture. Usudly she sprawled comfortably on the ground, teasing him about his dependence on such
things. Thisevening, however, Derian had the impression that she wanted him quickly settled.

Tonight, hismeal was aduck wrapped in clay and baked in the fire. Race Forester had taught Firekeeper
the tricktione that eiminated the need for removing the feethers before cooking. Sheliked thingsthat
saved time and effort, and if she was a bit forgetful about spices and tended to ignore flourishes like side
dishes Derian wasn't about to complain. Hed taken to foraging along thetrail, filling asmall canvas sack
with greens or mushrooms that cooked quickly when he made his camp.

Tonight, as dways, Firekeeper refused to eat with him. Derian tried not to think about what she did eat
and just how long she bothered to cook it. Sheld survived for ten years without his nursemaiding. Hed
just haveto trust her to continue now.



Derian'simpression that something was up increased when Firekeeper hunkered down at the edge of his
camp where thefirdight would not ruin her night vision, her arm flung around Blind Seer. Thewolf's
remaining, despite the nervousness he created among the horses, said louder than words that Firekeeper
was tense and needed his support.

Derian didn't press her, going about the routine of cooking his mushrooms, checking the duck for
doneness, heating afew potatoes he'd roasted in last night'sfire, and waiting for her to get around to
whatever was troubling her. He'd cracked the mud from around the duck and found the mest well
cooked when shefinaly spoke.

"Fox Hair," Firekeeper said, and her voice was hoarse, asif shewasfeding her way into thewords, "I
need to tell you something.”

Derian pulled abit of meet from the duck, sucked on hisfingers when he burnt them, and nodded
encouragement.

"Youdont mindif | eat whilel ligten, do you?"

Firekeeper seemed startled by the routine courtesy. Derian had gotten the impression that wolves et very
little get in the way of their meds. It was an indication of how very much awolf she wasthis evening that
she had gpparently forgotten that humans were different.

"No, go, edt," shereplied.

Shewassilent for so long that Derian wondered if shewaswaiting until he finished before continuing with
whatever was so obvioudy bothering her. Then she spoke:

"Fox Hair, | tel you part of why | need to go from my wolves. Istrue part,” she hastened to add, "but
only part. Part | not tel you then for | not want you tell Ewen and his people.”

"But you'retelling me now?' Derian clarified.
IIYSII

He saw her nod, amotion of dark against gathering darkness. It wouldn't be long before, to his
fire-blinded eyes, she and Blind Seer would be nearly invisible. Firekeeper had away of sitting that hid
her bare arms 0 they didn't catch the light and her face, of course, was averted.

Firekegper went on. "1 not want you to tell anyone, but | need tell you. If | not make it to king, someone
should know."

"Isit likely," Derian asked, feding asudden thrill of fear, "that you won't make it back to the capita ?"
He sensed her shrug.

"I think | make, but..." She paused asif listening, then went on. "There are those who are not happy with
humans and these are less happy with me. The road to Eagle's Nest islong and | might not come back.”

"And | would?' Derian blurted out.
"Maybe not,” Firekeeper admitted. "But they not angry with you.”

"| think," Derian said, the greasy savor of the duck suddenly lesstasty than it had been amoment before,
"that you'd better sart a the beginning. Right now, I'm only confuseduiand scared.”



"Yes" Firekegper said with adeep sigh. "1 try. Words are so dow and need to march in anarrow line."

Thiswas not thefirg indication shed given that the manner in which the wolvesimaybe dl the
Beastsugpoke was different from human style. Normdly, Derian would have probed for more, but this
time he remained slent, unwilling to distract Firekeeper from the subject shewas circling around, as
deliberate yet hesitant asawolf pack salecting which member of aherd to pursue.

"I tell you," Firekeeper began again, "that the Beasts are not happy with Ewen and his people, that if
Ewen and his not leave, then the Beasts may kill them. What | not tell youisthet..."

She stopped again and Derian nearly threw a duck bone at her.

"I not tell you then, but | tell you now and | goto tell King Tedric,” she went on, "that the Beasts maybe
not stop with killing Ewen. Some Beasts think that killing dl the humansisagood thing, athing to be
done now, that this was athing that should have been done when the Fire Plague started the hunt, but
was not."

Derian took advantage of her pause to sort through this. He'd heard her refer to the Fire Plague once or
twice before and the reference had stayed with him. In both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, theillnessthat
had devastated al the colonies and had sent the Old Country rulers back to their homelands was referred
to smply asthe Plague. The New Kevinese, he had learned, caled the same event by a phrase that
trandated roughly as"the Burning Times."

Not for thefirst time, Derian wondered if Firekeeper was Smply merging thosetermsor if shewas
making something of alitera trandation of what the Beasts cdled the Plague. That, of course, implied not
only intelligence, but some sort of history that went back for well over ahundred years. He was ready to
accept intelligent animal sihe had the evidence of his own experience on that mattertbut facing that those
animals had history, recorded in some fashion, was alegp he was not quite ready to take.

Hegtantly, Derian asked, "Y ou are saying that the Royal Beasts once made a choice not to kill al the
humans, that they thought about doing so at the time of the Plague”?”

Momentarily, Firekeeper turned to face him and Derian saw the watchful expression on her face.
Apparently, however, she thought his question reasonable.

"Somy parents say," shereplied, "astheir parents did to them. The Beasts have many stories and though
| am but apup inther eyes, they are teaching me some.”

So thisis new to her, too, Derian thought. No wonder she's so tense.
Firekeeper went on, speaking abit more quickly now.

"They tdl methat long ago before humans come from Old World, dl thisland wasfor the Beasts. When
humans come, firdt thereis..." She paused, obvioudy seeking aword. "If not peace, not war, and even
borders. Humans bresk this as there are more humans and humans have more need for space.”

Derian swalowed a groan. Humans needing space sounded far too much like what had pushed Ewen
across the mountains.

"Humans have power then," Firekeeper went on, "the great magic that Queen Zoranathe Great hate s0
much and try to destroy. Humanstell how this power is used on humans. Humans not tell how itisused
on Beadts. In time, Beasts go west, leave humans behind. Iron Mountains become new border. When
Fire Plague come and humans dietoo little, then Beasts think to finish what Plague do. They not do, now
someare sorry."



Derian wasn't an idiot. He had been spending much of the last year immersed in political game playing.
He aso understood Firekeeper's choppy, abbreviated speech better than anyone else.

"S0," he said, choosing hiswords very carefully, "now the Beasts see the humans coming acrossthe
mountains and don't likeit. They aso redlize that humans no longer have the 'great powersuthe strong old
magicliand some Beasts are no longer content to let humans live on thisland, even east of the mountains.
They think tokill dl the humans.”

"Yes," Firekeeper said, gratitude and dismay equally mingled in her tone. "That ishow it is. Many Beasts
would die, | think. Many Beasts, especially four-footers, not know how redly dangerous humansis.
Winged folk know better, but even they think that without great powers humans can be killed so easily.”

"And you?' Derian asked. "What do you think?"

"Maybe s0," Firekeeper replied. "Maybe so, but many Beasts die and for what? Land we not use from
time my pack leaders own pack |leaders not even fat pups?| tell King Tedric, tell him he must make
humans day east.”

Derian rubbed his hands across hisface.
"I wonder if he can makethem," he said.
"If henot," Firekeeper said, "then the humans die and someday the Beasts die.”

"l believeyou," Derian said. "l think King Tedric will believeyou. | just wonder if that onetired old man
can make a difference. Sometimes people are pretty stubborn. Even if our people don't go west, what's
to stop peoplein other countries?’

"For now," Firekeeper said, "l have heared nothing of that. True, maybe | not get told. Still, even if
fighting must sart, maybe it can start in other places.

Her tone became pleading.

"Derian, no you see? If Beagtsfight humansthen it ismy pack, my family whoisfirgt to die. Wolves have
ever held theland for the Beasts. We watch it aswe hunt it, asweraise our pups. My family..."

Sheobvioudy could not find the words to clarify what she was trying to explain. Derian wanted to walk
over to her, to hold her even as she was holding Blind Seer, but he knew she would not welcome such
comfort. He settled instead for words.

"And you want meto tell thisto King Tedric if for some reason you aren't able to do so."
Firekeeper perked up at this.

"Yes. Do. Some of the Beasts not think | am Beast since the last year and the magical things.” Her voice
dropped. "l wasto bring those things to them. | not obey to word, though | think | do to heart... to spirit.
Still, that | not obey as pup to One, thisfor someisreason not to trust that | am of heart with my people.”

Derian actualy understood. " So you think that some Beastuone of those who wants war with the
humansimight come after you.”

Firekeegper nodded. "That isit. And | am smdll to even the smalest hunter. Even with Blind Seer to help,
| might not win. Y ou say war, but from what | learn of human war, war is agreed to like adance. What
Beasts would do would be no war. There would be no dance, no counsdl. There would just be degths,



many deaths, and someday humanswould understand who is doing the killing, then Beasts would learn of
arrows and spears and armor and poison and other horrible human killing things."

From the length of this speech, Derian knew how upset she was, and guessed that some of her silence
over the past severa days had been her studying on what wordsto use.

"l understand,” he said, hesitated, then spoke hisown fear. "But if they kill you, won't they kill me?I'm a
human. I'm one of the enemy."

"Yes, they might," Firekeeper said as she had before, not soothing him awhit. "But you have gift of
making letters that othersread. Y ou can write this story over and over and over. We will hideit on the
horsesin their bags. Maybe Elation, who is not of thisthinking, would carry amessage. The words will
Speak when we cannot. It isworth the trying.”

Derian nodded, but as he pulled out paper, quill, and ink, determined to write at least one version of this
incredible tale before he went to deep that night, he thought that Firekeeper might be overestimating the
power of her storyuwhether written or tolduto prevent this strange and terrible undeclared war.

Chapter I X

THUNDER WAS SHAKING the canvaswalls of the pavilion tent, thunder so loud and pervasive that it
was omnipresent, unlike the eye-searing flashes of lightning that periodicdly lit theinterior of the tent.
Those washed out the lantern light so effectively that between bolts Elise dways felt vagudy surprised to
find the lanternstithey'd lit severd both for light and warmthustill burning.

She stepped out of her wet riding clothes, cold to the bone, and hastened to draw on a heavy flannel
nightdress that was only vaguely damp. Ninette had already done the same for herself and for Citrine,
and was now warming water over the lamp.

It was aterrible night to be on theroad. A storm had arisen when their small group traveling to the
Norwood Grant wasin between settled areas where they might have found shelter. There had been
nothing to do but pitch the tents on the nearest rise of high ground and huddle within, soaked to the skin,
but at least with adream of getting dry. Elise thanked the Lynxtwho as acat must set some vaue on
being warm and dryuthat the escort her father had sent with her was so skilled.

She hoped that they were comfortable and in their own tents. The horses, who could not be put in atent
but had to settle for the shelter offered by a copse of trees, must be miserable.

There was something about the beating of the thunder, about the hard pounding of the rain againgt the
canvas, that made anything outside of the pavilion seem lessthan red. Elise, Ninette, and Citrine might
have been on someidand in the middle of the ocean, cut off from everyone and everything.

Citrine, praise every ancestor in their shared lines, had not gone into one of her wild fits when the sorm
hit. Instead she had sat her pony like adoll, not even raising a hand to wipe the water from her face. Elise
had set Ninette to mind the child while she did her best to help with pitching the tents and strapping
coversover what remained in their wagon. The skills sheld acquired during last winter'sjourney into New
Kelvin had been of some use, but she redlized oddly that the greatest ass stance she had given was by
being willing to help. It had put heart in the baron's men to have their young mistress struggling with them
agang the dements.



And they needed heart, for Citrine's odd moods had sucked the spirit out of them far more than any
attack by bandits or wild beasts would have done.

Superficidly, Citrine was the same sweet-faced little girl she had been the year before, atouch thinner
certainly, but that could be explained by agrowth spurt, though at nine she was young for such. Y et more
had changed than the acquisition of maybe an inch of height and adimming of build. Even when Citrine
was at her most peaceful there was abrooding cynicism in her blue-eyed gaze that should not residein a
child so young. At her wildest she was ascreaming terror, flailing out a enemiesthat dwelled mostly
within her own mind. Worse, however, than these screaming fits were the times Citrine turned weird and
fey, saying things that almost made sense, couched so that the mind worried over them long after their
speaker seemed to have forgotten what she'd said.

Thunder shook the pavilion once more, abasso rumble accompanied by atattoo of hail beating the
canvas. The baron's men had avoided the child, obeying his ordersthat she not be troubled so
punctilioudy that not one had as much as spoken aword to her. Elise had seen more than one touch their
amulet bags when Citrine's oddly vacant blue-eyed gaze had turned their wayta superdtitious gesture
Elise couldn't bring hersdlf to rebuke.

Tonight's storm, so curioudly violent, would not help morale. Elise resolved that when therain let up some
shewould check on their escort, and began laying out afresh set of traveling clothesin preparation.

Ninette looked up from adding tealeavesto the water heating over the lamp. She frowned dightly when
she saw what Elise was doing, but didn't protest. Instead, she glanced up at the pavilion roof.

"If that hail keeps up, well have holesthrough for sure.”

Elise nodded. There wasn't any usein pretending she hadn't had the same thought. The pavilion was one
of the best in her father's store, the one he used himsdlf, but even the thickest canvas couldn't take such
punishment forever. Had their roof been of solider stuff, it might have aready been pierced, but the
canvas gave just enough.

"At leagt it's till watertight,” Elise offered by way of consolation. "Freshly treated before we l€eft, and to
think | was muttering over my father'sinsstence. | didn't even think we'd need half the gear he insisted
wetake."

"Good thing hewouldn't givein," Ninette said, even managing asmile, "and that heinssted welay in such
varied stores. I'm glad we won't need to do without asolid med."

Elise nodded. Citrine was sitting on acampstool, a blanket wrapped around her for added warmth, as
blank-eyed as adoll. Haifa moonspan ago, Elise would have felt pity and atouch of impotent fury. Now
shewas only glad not to have any additiona trouble.

None of the nurses, maids, guards, or other attendants Princess Sapphire had hired to take care of
Citrine had volunteered to make the trip to the Norwood Grantunot even when the princess had hinted
strongly that she thought this would be avery good idea. Elise had stopped Sapphire from making her
hint adirect command.

"After dl," she had said, "when we go into New Kelvin, we will need to leave dl those people behind.
Best we begin getting used to each other right away.”

And Elise and Ninette had donefairly well, but the reaity was, Elise had never been amother.
Moreover, shewas an only child, arather privileged only child. She was not accustomed to having
someone depend on her every hour of the day. Ninette was only dightly better prepared for the



respons bility. She had siblings, but they were dl older than her. She had never had to look out for them.
It had been their place to look out for her.

A narrow trickle of water was working its way between the sde of the pavilion and the ground cloth.
Without redlly thinking about it, Elise set the wet blouse from her riding habit to sop up the flow and
hopefully discourage it from going esewhere. The hail shifted back to rain, then to hail once more, then
back to rain. There seemed no indication that it ever intended to let up.

Elise ate the medl Ninette had prepared for them, asort of porridge with dried meat suspended in it, this
last adding flavor but rather too chewy to be good. The food was warm, though, and filling. As she ate,
Elise dternated her own biteswith spoonfulsfor Citrine. Thelittle girl ate automaticaly, showing no
awareness of her surroundings.

| supposeit's one way to deal with the situation, Elisethought. | wonder if | need check on the men.
It's still raining so hard.

Shedidn't want to go out in therain, but she knew what was expected of her, what her father would
think if she didn't go. Ninette didn't comment when Elise started changing out of her now warm and
comfortable flannd nightdressinto her spare riding clothes, so she must have arrived at the same
concluson.

Thefabric of Elise's clotheswasjust dightly damp and extraordinarily clammy. It seemed to have
acquired extrafolds, al striving with great vigor and enthusiasm to get as close to her warm skin as
possible. She could have sworn the damp chill had alife of its own and in contrast the rain outsidetinow
driving down harder than everuseemed amost welcoming.

She draped an oilskin cape over the entire ensemble and stuffed her feet into her boots. Neither she nor
Ninette had taken the time to scrape the mud off of them and they felt asif lead anchors had been sewn
into the soles and hung around the ankles. Elise was raising the flap to duck outside when Citrine spoke:

"Theré's an ocean behind the wagon. Give heed or ese you'll drown for sure.”

Elise glanced at the girl. Her face was as wooden as before, but for her eyes, which moved to follow
Elisg's movement.

"An ocean?' Eliserepeated. "Right. I'll keep clear of it."

"Mind you do," Citrine said in that same odd, amost inflection-free tone of voice, asif in spite of the
caution she was offering, she didn't care one way or another.

Ninette shrugged.
"I'll make moretea," she offered, "and set your gown by the lamp towarmit.”
With this comfort and Citrine's strange words still echoing in her mind, Elise ducked ot.

Therain came down asif it had an intelligent desire to conduct an experiment as to whether ahuman
being could really be soaked to the bones. Elise declined to participate. Wrapping her cloak more
carefully about her, she made her way to where the other tentstirounded structures, not as fancy asthe
pavilion, but comfortable enoughthad been erected. If she went out of her way to avoid the areabehind
the wagon, shetried hard not to think about it.

Most of the men of her escort were crowded into one tent, playing cardstia thing made rather difficult in
that they were Sitting so close to each other that honor aone kept them from reading each other's hands.



When Elise pushed the flap aside, the man nearest started to curse, thinking her one of hisfellowswho'd
chosen to bed down in the other tent rather than play. He stopped in midword, seeing the pale face
framed initswisps of fair hair benegth the dripping hood.

"Just cameto make certain,” Elise said hestantly, squeezing insde, careful not to touch the sides of the
tent and give the water away through, "that you dl aredl right."

Heads bobbed and even the man near the tent flap, on whom she was unavoidably dripping, grinned.
"Wdl enough, Lady Archer," their leader sad. "Fairly dry, at least.”

Now that Elise wasingde, she could smell athick, beery reek. Oddly, shefelt reieved. If they had drink
aswell as something to eattiand she could see heels of bread and rinds of cheese from completed meals
shoved here and theretithen they should be content.

"Then I'll just leave you to your game," she said, ducking out once more. She didn't stop to listen to what
they might say about her. Lady Aurdlahad taught her that what one overhearsisrarely pleasant.

BY THE NEXT MORNING, the storm had spent its fury, leaving amuddy road partialy obscured by
large spreading puddles. The woods and fields within Sight were sopping, but the trees were unfolding
new leaves asif encouraged by dl the wetness.

Eliseimagined that the sky looked vaguely embarrassed for having made such afuss.

What she didn't imagine was an especialy broad poolunearly an ocean if one was fedling poetictthat
spread from beneath the wagon to its rear and across the road. It was so wide that there was no easy
way to avoid it unless they wished to abandon the wagon entirely.

Elise warned her escort to be particularly careful about this puddle, suffering dightly under their
condescension as they obeyed. She knew they were humoring her. However, her care was repaid when
one of the less perfectly obedient decided to lead one of the horses through the edge of the pool.

The murky water proved deceptively deep and the horse sank nearly to its chest in the clingy,
cay-suffused mud. They logt afair amount of time getting the horse out without injury, and then Elise
suggested that they take shovels and dig afew channelsto divert most of the water.

"Thispool could prove ahazard to other travelersaswell,” she said. "We owe their care to the king.”

There were no condescending glances thistime, and the menuall but the driver and one delegated to
continue the packingudug with awill. The mgjority of the water drained away readily, revealing adeep
hole, far deeper than any of the road ruts they'd seen thusfar.

The leader of Elise's escort poked down into the remaining water with his shovel, three-quarters of its
length vanishing before the blade rang againgt stone.

"| recdl therewas abig rock flush with the surface of the road just where we pulled the wagon off,” he
sad. "Must have been loosened by dl the water last night and fell down into some animal den or such.
Good thing you told usto be careful, my lady. We could have lost aman down there.”

Elise nodded polite acceptance of his praise, but her gaze shifted to Citrine. Thelittle girl sat her pony,
amost as motionless as she had been the day before. Today, however, her gaze was animated, and she
looked faintly amused and quite superior.



The expression was familiar and Elise struggled to placeit. After amoment she did so, but shefelt no
pleasure in the memory. Citrine's expression was a perfect match for that of her mother, Mdina, the
sorceress.

THEY ARRIVED at the Kestrel estate on the Norwood Grant afew days later than expected, but, given
how wet the weather had been, the duchess had not yet ordered search partiesto find them.

However, Elise did not think it was a complete coincidence that Edlin Norwood, the earl's eldest son,
had chosen to take his afternoon ride down the road a ong which they could be expected to arrive.

Edlinwasin hisvery early twenties, a handsome enough youth if oneliked loose limbs, and asomewhat
rangy bearing, accompanied by abeaming smile. There had been atime when Elise had quiteliked dl
those things, enough to overlook how unfashionably short Edlin wore his curly black hair and the cheerful
irreverencein hislaughing grey eyes. Elisg's fancy had passed, but had left her with afondnessfor Edlin
that had been intengfied by their shared tridsin New Kdvin.

Accompanied by a haf-dozen of the red-spotted white hunting dogs that were one of his great
enthusiasms, Edlin rode forward. The horse he was mounted on was arather flashy liver chestnut with a
flaxen mane and tail. Elise fdt certain she would have remembered the horse if it had been part of the
Kestrd stablesthe previous winter and decided that here, aswith her own Cream Delight, she was
seeing the end result of doing businesswith Prancing Steed Stables.

Fleetingly, she wondered where Derian Carter and Firekeeper were now. Had they even turned back
from the western lands? What if King Tedric waswrong and Firekeeper intended to winter there? Could
Elise manage this proposed expedition without their aid?

Edlinreined in, swiveling the liver chestnut around so that they were dl headed in the same direction. He
shouted commands at the dogstieach of which seemed to find the wagon endlesdy fascinating, though
they took careto avoid the horses.

"Ho, you pack of worthless dogs! Away from there, Dancer. Y ou'll have a hoof through your head!
Back, Spangles!”

Despite Edlin'sflurry of commands, the dogs were actudly fairly well behaved and fell to sniffing dong
the Sde of the road oruin the case of a particularly serious-seeming pairusetting themsdlvesto lead the
procession toward the house.

Edlin wiped hisarm across hisforehead. Histricorn was set at ajaunty angle rather far back on his head,
doubtlessto permit just this. Elise couldn't help compare Edlin with hisfar more serious father and
wondered, not for the first time, how well they got dong. Nor was Edlin terribly like his mother, Lady
LudlaKite.

A cuckoo's chick, she thought, meaning no disrespect to elther of Edlin's parents, for though he lacked
the distinctive hawklike nose, Edlin was clearly Kestrdl.

Edlin bobbed something like abow from the saddle.

"Greetings, Lady Archer! Wet road, what? Guessed as much from al the mud on the wagon. No redl
trouble though, right?'

"Not much, Lord Edlin," shereplied. It occurred to her that Edlin had as much right to be called Lord
Kestrel asshedid to be caled Lady Archer. Both of them were past their minority. However, on Edlin



the youthful form of address seemed to have stuck.

"Wonderful! Wonderful!" he replied happily. He maneuvered his horse so that it drew adongside Citrine's
pony. "And how areyou, cousn?'

Elise held her breath, her handstight on Cream Delight's reins. Citrine had adjusted to the presence of the
men in the escort by refusing to acknowledge their existence. However, one of the worst moments along
the road had come when afellow traveler had offered the child a cheerful greeting. Citrine had screamed
so that it had been a blessing when the man's horse had bolted.

After that, Elise had tried to get Citrine to ride in the wagon, where she could be screened from casud
observation. The child'stantrums at that suggestion had been so violent that Elise had never dared make
itagan.

Citrine, however, took no offense at Edlin'swords, nor at his proximity. She bobbed her head inashy,
childish fashion and positively twinkled at him.

"I'mwell, cousin," she answered softly, offering her hand. "That's a pretty horse you have."
"Name's Moonkissed," Edlin replied. "New cometo our stables. | like her too. Want to ride with me?"

Inreply Citrine held up her arms and, to the unconceded amazement of dl, permitted Edlin to lift her
from her pony's saddleto st in front of him.

"Make Moonkissed go fadt!" thelittle girl giggled, and Edlin, dwaysimpulsive, obliged, urging the mare
into agentle canter.

Hisdogs ran after, afew barking asif on the chase.

Elise stared after them, amazed and yet curioudy unsettled. Asfar as she knew, Citrine and Edlin were
mere acquaintances. Certainly, they knew each other, but over ten years separated them and so those
socid occasions when they would mix would have been rare. Citrine had only been permitted to attend
adult gatherings maybe the last two years and at those her family's sest would have been lower than the
Kedtrels.

Y et here was Citrinetreating Edlin asif he were her dearest friend. From the muttering of the rider who
came forward to gather up the pony'sreins, Elise wasn't the only one unsettled by the girl's spontaneous
friendliness.

| should be happy, Elisethought. Relieved. Surely if Citrine has taken to Edlin it will make our
journey easier.

She remained unsettled, though, and tried to make hersalf believe that al she was experiencing wasa
gpate of petty jealousy at being replaced as "best cousin.” Try as she might, in her heart of hearts, Elise
was not reassured.

"WE'RE PUTTING Y OU in anice house about an hour'swalk from thisone," Duchess Kestrel said. "It
has been adower housein itstime, also a place where more than one young couple of the family hasfirst
st up. It'slarge enough for you and Citrine, your maid, Wendee Jay, and some servants.

"I've handpicked those," the duchess went on, "for their skill and discretion. Y ou won't be entertaining, so
| didn't bother with abutler, but you'll have a housekeeper, cook, severa maids, a gardener,



groundkeeper, groom, boot boy..."
"So many!" Elise gasped. "Y ou won't have any servants|eft for your own household.”

"Nonsense. We have more than enough to go around and afew who will be happy to prove their worth
in anew establishment. Laundry, however, will need to be sent here. | have been informed that the tubs
at your house arein need of repair and scouring before they will suit.”

For amoment, Duchess Norwood looked like any housekeeper informed of such an annoyance, then her
pale eyes became serious.

"In any case, the more servants | send you, the more eyes there will be to see that your behavior is
perfectly respectable. The more tonguesto confirmit, too, if the gossips get started.”

Elise blushed, but the duchess pretended not to notice and went on with her description.

"Thereis agatekeeper's house on the grounds, quite large enough for abachel or establishment. That is
where Grateful Peace will stay, and the other gentlemen when they comefor their lessons. Therewill be
no question of lack of propriety.”

Elise smiled in gratitude at the old woman. It was very hard to believe Duchess Kestrel the scandal ous
creature of Grand Duchess Rosene's acid-tongued memories, but when Elise had questioned Lady
Aurdlaher mother had confirmed that no one knew the name of the man who had fathered Norvin and
Eirene.

"Y ou have goneto agreat ded of trouble, Duchess.”

"Not too much whenit'sto fulfill the king's own request,” camethe bland reply. "In any case, the house
needed to be opened, aired, and put into order. No one haslived in it for several years. Eventualy, we
will need it for Edlin and hiswife..."

"Is he planning to marry?* Elise asked, redizing too late that she had interrupted.

"Not that I've been told,” Saedee Norwood replied with alaugh, "but he's of an age and even if heisnot
ready to marry, it might not be unwise for him to learn how to manage his own househol duperhaps when
he returnsfrom New Kdvin. In the meantime, this givesagood excuseto learn what drains aren't
working and just where the roof has begun to leak."

They shared alaugh over this; then Elise grew serious.
"Y ou do know that the king wishesto keegp gossip to aminimum,” she said.

"l do," the duchessreplied, "but the easiest way to start gossip isto tell the servants not to talk. Everyone
knows that the crown princesss Sster istouched in her mind. | have given out that she has been brought
here to get away from things that will awaken bad memories. Y ou have come as aconfidant of the
queen. Asto your language lessons, well, that was abit of a puzzler. Norvin suggested that it was
reasonable to give Citrine something new to concentrate onuthat perhaps she had been left too much to
hersdlf and to familiar things.”

"Clever," Elisesaid, and meant it.

"Norvinisthat," hismother agreed atouch complacently. ™Y ou are known to have interest in foreign
things, so the material that was chosen to distract Citrine was aso chosen so as not to bore you. What
do you think?'



"It will do," Elise said, and her smile made the smple wordsinto praise, "a least until we vanish off into
New Kdvin."

"Time enough to worry about that when you are ready to go," the duchess said camly. "Happily, the
child'singtability provides ample reason for Sir Jared Surcliffeto cal. The crown princess requested he
comedl theway to the capital this past winter. It would seem odd if he not call on her here. Grateful
Peace has been Jared's patient aswell. If the doctor should get interested in the lessons and choose to
stay... well, that won't seem odd at al.”

Something in the duchess's tone caused Elise to blush once more, thistime more deeply. She was certain
that Duchess Norwood was teasing her, but the lined old face looked so completely innocent that Elise
didn't dare comment.

"Will that serve?' the duchess asked.

"Admirably," Elisereplied. "It iseasy to seethat you were once asoldier. You plan just like my father
does."

Duchess Kestrel accepted the compliment with a gracious nod.

"Now, | think it best that you and your entourage rel ocate as quickly as possible. Luellaagreed to take
Agnetaand Lillisaway for afew days so that they would not be here when Citrine arrived. Tait was not a
problem, but the girls are so much of an age that it would be awkward keeping them apartithat is, it
would emphasize Citringsingability. However, the ddlay in your arrival meansthat Luellamay return
before you can leave. Will you beinsulted if | send you off tomorrow morning?”

Elise shook her head.

"Not at dl, Your Grace. Quite honestly, | have been relieved at the level of composure Citrine has
maintained thus far. Her friendly greeting of Edlin was quite abit more than we dared hope; she has been
rather apprehensive of men to thispoint. Tell me, were they ever particular friends?'

"Not that | recal,” the duchessreplied. "Ask Edlin, though. He has a playful streak and may have
involved himsdlf with the children at some point or in some fashion that | am unaware. | rardly travel to
Eagles Nest now that Norvin isavailable to serve as my representative. | could have missed something.
Isitimportant?'

Elise gtarted to shrug, redlized that was an ungraceful motion, and settled for a shake of her head.

"I don't know, Duchess. It isamply that | am trying to understand anything that will make it eesier to help
Citrine. Her reaction toward Edlin was unusud, therefore, | thought it worth examining.”

"Wise," Saedee Norwood replied. "Very wise. Well, don't forget to ask Edlin when you get a chance.
Would you mind writing me every few days and keegping me current on the Situation? | think it best that
we not have unwarranted comings and goings between our houses lest it be difficult to keep vigitors
away. However, | would like to know how things develop. My grandson can bring your lettersto me. An
hour'swalk is nothing to him and doubtless he will have ahorse or two with him. The boy acquires pets
likeadog acquiresfless.”

"Writing you will be no problem at dl,” Elise said, wondering if, for al her courtesy, the duchess saw her
asagirl, even as she saw Edlin asaboy.

Elise decided that the duchess could hardly avoid doing so. After all, it had not been many years ago that
Elise and Edlin both had run about these grounds, pulling each other's hair and shouting insults. She



would take the duchess's courtesy asit was offeredufredly and with no condescension. In return, she
would seek to do nothing that would make the duchess regret her courtesy and trust.

After taking her leave, Elise went to inform Ninette of their plans and to make ready for the nextuthough
thankfully very shortuleg of their journey.

ON THE ROAD WEST, Firekeeper hadn't much minded her pace being tied to that of Derian and his
horses. On the return trip she came to resent it greatly. She longed to push to her limits, walking only
when she could not run, deeping without regard as to whether it was night or day and then only for as
long as her body demanded. The plodding steadiness of the string of horses, the need to seek a
campground as soon as night approached, the loss of al the good night became a most more than she
could bear.

Blind Seer, catching fire from her own impatience, took to ranging on his own, sometimes deegping for
part of the day and then running to catch up. Firekeeper missed the blue-eyed wolf more than she cared
to admit, but she couldn't blame him for his choice. In any case, the horses had learned to tolerate his
scent, but they did not like it and their edginess dowed what progress they did make.

More than once Firekeegper considered hurrying on ahead, leaving Derian to follow at his own pace.
Elation, traveling with them for some inscrutable purpose of her winged-folk mothers, dissuaded her.

"There are predators who would find him all too tasty,” the peregrine falcon warned, "and not al of these
areto befound in thewild lands. Derian will bein different danger when we reach the lands where
humans are thicker. Even | could not protect him by mysdlf. If | were soinclined,” she added rather
hedtily.

Firekeeper could not disagree, no matter how much she wished to do so. Derian had made the journey
west with no other human companion but herself because he trusted in her protection. To abandon him
now would be as bad as|eaving a puppy to starve.

Derian himself was aware of her impatiencetihe would have been hard-pressed not to, with her readying
the horses for the road in the dank bleakness of false dawn and pressing them down thetrail into twilight,
urging him just alittle farther with apromise of acampfireready at thetrail'send.

One night after particularly grueling travel through heavy rain, Derian sat drying his boots over asheltered
firein a deserted shack no one but Firekegper would have found, so overgrown wasit with vines and
close set with young saplings. He was thoughtful and without his usual quips or conversation.

"Frekeeper," hesad at last, "if you're so worried about getting this news quickly to the king, why not
have Elation carry him amessage?'

The wolf-woman snarled, less at Derian's suggestion than because his words spoke a private war she
hed been fighting with hersdf.

"l cannot,” shereplied stiffly. "I refuseto have Kestrel words carried to king by Elation. | cannot
make..."

She paused, hunting for aword.
"Exception?"

"Yes, that. | cannot do for me except as| do for them. Otherwise, | do become what the Beasts fear,



onewho will betray them to the humans.”

Firekeeper didn't tell Derian that Elation had dready made asmilar suggestion and that she had refused
the falcon for the same reason.

Derian nodded. Rain, lighter than what had plagued them during the day, pattered againgt the layer of
pine boughs with which Firekeeper had temporarily restored the roof. The horses were visible through a
gap in one side of the shack, shifting uncomfortably againgt their pickets when the wind changed, bringing
therain their way. Mostly they were content, pleased enough not to be moving. The warm mash Derian
had inssted on preparing hadn't hurt ether.

"Inafew days," Derian said, "well bein more civilized lands. | wasthinking. | could leave the mountain
ponies with some farmer, promise to pay him for kegping them until my father can claim themuor evento
reward him if he brings them to Eagle's Nest for me. Roanne's faster than they are. We might make better
time"

Firekeeper felt awarm flush of gratitude. She knew something of human vaues now and knew that
Derian dready stood to bein grest trouble with hisfather over the mules he wasn't bringing back. Now
he was offering to leave the mountain ponies aswell.

"No," shesaid. "Iskind of you, but Roanne cannot go so fast on roads of mud. We may aswdll bring the
ponies. We are asfar behind if sheishurt going fast."

Derian nodded. "True enough. Wesather'sfoul."

Firekeeper understood with that split perspective that was so usefulliand so uncomfortable. On the one
hand, she could see how the weather was unpleasant for human-style travel. It wasn't great for wolf
travel, ether, but awolf would have borne whatever the wegther had to give, driven by hunger or by
need. If there was no need, the wolf would lie low until the weather was better. Wishing for theworld to
be what it was not wasn't usudly an option.

In the distance, awolf howled. Not Blind Seer, a Cousin probably. They would be ranging out, hunting
to feed their pups, enjoying the warmer days.

She wasn't afraid of them. Even if they were attracted by the scent of the horses, she felt certain she
could drive them back. Cousins were timid creatures unless pressed and she had many waysto convince
them that easier game lay elsewhere.

Once Derian had banked the fire and settled into his bedroll for the night, Firekeeper went outsidefor a
find patrol. The rain had abated and the skieswere clearing, clouds breaking up into thin white wisps that
showed the stars behind.

The comet was up there, too, coldly burning against the black. It had changed little in Size or shape
though the moon had waxed and waned and waxed again since its appearance. Firekeeper found its
constancy unsettling, seeming areminder that no matter how those benesth the moon's sphere changed
their lives, somethings were unchanging.

"Ever wonder where it was before it came here?' Blind Seer asked, stepping silently over the damp
bracken to lean againgt her leg.

"Often,” Firekeeper replied. "Humans have stories of this, or of oneslikeit. Queen Elexawasn't certain
whether all the stories were about one or about many. Still, comets arerare. | wonder when this one will
migrateto its other hunting grounds.”



"A Waterlander might know," Blind Seer said, surprising her grestly. "I have heard tell that they look to
the stars as the humans of Bright Bay and Hawk Haven look to their ancestors.”

"I think I may have heard that, too," shesaid. "I hadn't redlized you cared about such things."

"| care about anything that might touch you, dear heart. Even lightsin the sSky that do nothing but distress
you."

"Maybe someday we will go to Waterland and ask them about the stars,” Firekeeper said. "Maybe
someday we can go many places. | till would like to find where the songbirds went.”

"Curiogty," thewolf sad, "Little Two-legs."
"I know," shereplied, hearing theimplied criticism but not stung by it.

Blind Seer was nearly as curious as she was or he would never have |eft the ordered patterns of the wolf
packsto accompany her east. He would have dispersed, roamed for atime, fought hisfights, perhaps
won amate. Certainly won amate. Firekegper couldn't imagine Blind Seer as one of the lesser males,
vaued for his strength and hunting prowess, but content to settlein alesser role and never build a pack of
hisown.

She wondered why the thought of Blind Seer asaleader of his own pack made her so sad and knew in
her heart that she was perfectly aware why. For now, for al her professed curiosity, she decided not to
pursueit. Time enough, dwaystime enough.

When Firekeeper finaly dept, she dreamed she rode astride the cometuor wasit Blind Seer whosetall
streamed out so broad and bright behind?Uand that they traveled to places where time and earthly
limitations mattered not at dl.

Chapter X

THE HOUSE WAS as comfortable as Duchess Kestrel had promised. Indeed, it was nearly the
equivaent in size and el aborate appointments of the family residence on the Archer Barony lands. The
comparison brought hometo Elise that the difference between a Great House and alesser one went far
beyond titles and wedlth, but into their relative placesin history aswell.

Not only had the Great Houses been in place since the creation of the kingdom, but their founders had
often held landstior claimed them after the departure of the Old Country rulerstibefore the kingdom's
creation. Queen Zoranathe First had less granted land as much as confirmed those holdings, and
provided the Crown's tacit support in maintaining that holding.

Idly, Elise wondered how matters of property and precedence were handled in New Kelvin and resolved
to ask Grateful Peace. It might help her understand this strange land into which Mdinahad now inserted
hersalf so successfully.

The thaumaturgetior Illuminator, as Peace preferred to be termed now that he wasin exiletihad taken up
resdencein the gatehouse afew days after Elise's own arrival. Helooked morefrail than sherecalled,
doubtlessin part because of the physica struggles related to his healing from the amputation of hisarm,
but moretiat least 0 Elise thought on later considerationubecause he had been robbed of the trappings of
office and position that had been such apart of him.



The ornate silk robes and curly-toed dlippers were gone, replaced by shirt, waistcoat, knee-breeches,
and buckled shoes after the fashion of aHawk Haven gentleman. Hisfacia tattoos remained, but seemed
disfigurement rather than adornment in aland where they marked him astranger. In New Kelvin even the
youngest child would have known at a glance the things Peace considered important about himsdlf: his
place asamember of the Sodality of Illuminators, his persona vow not to remarry, his promotion to a
counselor to the Dragon Speaker.

In Hawk Haven dl that anyone saw were stylized patterns that rather than clarifying who Grateful Peace
was seemed to set him apart. The untrained eye flitted between the tattoos and the face benesath,
uncertain which to focus upon and, inevitably, coming up with a confused image that muddled both into
one useless mess,

Peace's myopia didn't help matters, the spectacl es through which he surveyed everyone and everything
providing yet another means of distancing himself from his surroundings. All in al, hewas not an easy
manto like, yet Elisedid like him at least alittletialiking that was two-quarters pity, one-quarter
admiration, and one-quarter curiogity.

Citrine had not warmed to Grateful Peace as she had to Edlin, but that would have been rather much for
which to hope. At least she had not started screaming or having nightmares after their initid introduction.
That was a start.

Elise began Citringsinitiation into New Kelvinese language and custom with costumes and makeup. Elise
had yet to meet a child who didn't like playing dress-up and Citrine was no exception. This could provide
abridge to more complicated things.

Elise ds0 redized she needed to polish her own command of the language. Last winter she had

devel oped a good enough accent to be able to pass dmost as anativetial other things considered. She
wanted to achieve that again and to add to it the myriad details of body language and mannerism that
would further help.

"I don't seewhy, what?' Edlin said, when Elise pressed him to practice hisown New Kedvinese.

The young lord's tones were somewhat more peevish than usua. Grateful Peace had suggested that Edlin
grow hishair longer snce amost no oneworeit short in New Kelvin and Edlin complained about how
heavy his hair felt. Spring had become summer when no one was looking. The dayswere longer and the
nights hotter. Even herein the northern reaches of Hawk Haven there were ripe fruit and fresh sdladson
the table. The cook Duchess Kestrel had |oaned them made afruit tart Elise was ready to diefor.

Elise knew these culinary flourishesinterested Edlin less than the fact that two litters of puppieswere
toddling around. There were dso some promising foa stfruits of Derian'sinitid purchasesfor the
stablestito be checked over lest the grooms be less than perfect in their training.

Especidly when the days were hot, Elise felt something of the same desireto avoid study. It would be
much nicer to Sip coal drinks on the terrace over at the Kestrd manse and gossip about fashion with
Lady Ludlaand her attendants. She knew her relatively fresh arriva from the capital would make her
quite popular in such discussions. However, duty caleduduty assigned by the king himsdlfuso Elisewasa
bit strict with Edlin when he whined.

"l mean, we can't hope to pass over there, can we?'
Elise frowned.

"We may need to, cousin. In any case, even if we do not disguise oursalves, learning New Kelvinese



language gives us an amazing advantage in any circumstance. The New Kevinese are not accustomed to
foreigners who can understand their language. They tend to speak about usto our faces, trusting in the
language barrier to hide their meaning.”

Edlin saw humor in thisand grinned.

"But we would understand them, what? | say, what fun! And maybe it wouldn't be abad ideato be able
to speak the stuff anyhow. | mean, what if we need directions or something?"

Elise didn't comment further, pleased enough that Edlin waswilling to add to the couple dozen
memorized words and phrases held acquired the winter before.

She turned her attention to Wendee Jay. Full-figured, with rich dark blond hair that Elise secretly envied,
Wendee was a fascinating personuespecialy to Elise, who had made few friends outside of Hawk
Haven's nobility and "better” families until the previousyear.

A former actress, Wendee was now afull-time retainer with Duchess Kestrel, a patronage she had
accepted because of the security it offered her immediate familyutwo daughters and her mother, who
cared for the girls when Wendee needed to travel on the duchess's business.

Wendee was something Elise had never before mettia divorced woman who didn't even pretend she had
anything to be ashamed about. Indeed, her opinion was she would have been far more worthy of censure
if she had stayed in her destructive marriage.

Duchess Kestrdl had been far too clever to restrict this free-spirited woman to boring routine and when
Firekeeper had come to winter in the North Woods, the duchess had offered Wendee the challenge of
serving as the wolf-woman's persond attendant. Wendee had courage and enthusiasm enough for
threetjjust the things needed by a persond attendant who was going to face the duty of forcing
Firekeeper into her despised formal attire.

Wendee Jay provided no problem when it cameto learning the New Kelvinese language. She aready
possessed afairly large vocabulary, acquired when performing New Kelvinese dramas, for which there
was an enthusiastic audience in northern Hawk Haven. Mostly the plays were performed in trandation,
but the trandators always | eft in a seasoning of the New Kelvinese language. From that basis, Wendee
had gone on to build her command of the language, both through study and on occasiond tripsinto New
Kevin.

The problem was that Wendee needed to unlearn much of what she knew. The dramas, in some cases
hundreds of years old and dating to the days when the Old Country still ruled, werefilled with archaic
terminology and idioms. These, mingled with the market argot Wendee had rapidly acquired during their
last stay in New Kelvin, led to some unforgettable combinations that |eft Grateful Peacetthough long
trained to impassvityowith asmiletwitching histhin lips.

However, Wendee was ahead of Elise when it came to adapting her body language and intuitively
grasping the reasons for certain gestures or mannerisms. In matters of custom, New Kelvin was so
traditiond asto be nearly stagnant. The working classes reserved these formal mannersfor holidays, but
theruling classes at dl times mimicked behaviors passed down for generations.

"l shall admit," Peace said once, "that those very plays Goody Wendee has committed to memory aretin
their unadulterated formusources for protocol. They are deferred to when such matters are not covered
in thetraditional works on manners.”

Wendee nodded. "I thought so. There was a part in one of the more modern workstButter fly Meets the



Glass Trader Uthat seemed to hint at just that.”

Peace nodded agreement, but Elise thought it was unlikely that he was familiar with modern New
Kevinese drama. Surely the ruling classtiin which he had been preeminentureserved their interest for the
antique plays.

Later Elisewould find that she was both right and wrong in thisassumption. Theruling classdid tend to
favor the older works, but Grateful Peace had been avery specia person in that elite group. Asthe
Dragon's Eyetione of the exated group of advisors known as the Dragon's ThreetiPeace had been
responsble for watching anything and everything that might affect the stability of the government he
served.

Since the Dragon Speaker could be voted down by the Primes, the Dragon's Eye was dert to those
things that reveded the mood of the country and its people. Dramas, with their ability to sway hearts even
more than minds, were key and Peace had been very much and very secretly a patron of the theater.

So the days passed, full and busy. Even when amply distracted, Elise found herself hoping for news of
Firekeeper and Derianuthough it was gtill too early, even by King Tedric's odd estimate. And she
watched for someone else, too.

Jared Surcliffe had not arrived, though the duchess had expected him to reach the Norwood estate at
around the sametime as had Elise's party. Not even anote came and Elise found hersdf worrieduunduly,
shetried to tell herself. Nevertheless, she had to restrain herself from running to the window every time
hooves sounded in the yard or from rooting through her letterslooking for a certain hand and a certain
Sed.

Elise wondered what was keeping Doc away, worried that despite their seeming accord upon parting last
winter maybe hewas avoiding her.

FIREKEEPER, DERIAN, and the mountain horses made the trip to Eagle's Nest in what, if anyone had
been measuring, would have been considered record time. However, Derian was far too worn out from
riding dawn to dusk, from attending to the needs of his stringunot to mention staying dert for signsthat
Firekeeper'simpatience was going to transform into abandonmentuito notice just how many sunrisesand
sunsets had passed.

Firekeeper, never much of onefor keeping time, only felt the pressure to get somewhere faster than she
possibly could. Thiswas ardatively new sensation and one shedid not like a all. There were nights
when, lying awake on the fringes of Derian's latest encampment and invigorated by the coolnessthat
came with the dark, she fought back the urge to get up and go just a bit farther.

When the wolf-woman dept, she dreamed of her impatience. She wondered how the Situation was
devel oping between the new Bardenville and her pack. She wondered if the wolves had dready begun
their campaign of unwelcome. She wondered if the humans realized there was intelligent malice behind
the eating of their crops and trampling of their fields. She wondered if anyone had died.

She hoped that if anyone had died, that someone was human.

Thislast would have greatly shocked Derian, who, without knowing quite as much as Firekeeper did
about the Stuation, entertained Smilar musings. While he sympathized with the Bessts, hiswasan
abstract sympathy born mostly of hisfondnessfor Firekeeper and her friends.

The human colonists, anong whom he had lived and worked for al those days, werered to him. Derian



hoped Firekeeper could work out something that would enable Ewen and his settlersto come to terms
with the Beasts. He never redly thought that the Beasts would win and drive the humans away.

After dl, throughout human history, humans had dwayswon. Sometimes |ots of humans died to attain the
victory, but they alwayswon. It wasjust the way things were.

Derian never thought about the logic behind this assumption, just as he never thought about just how
limited was his grasp of human higtory. In destroying the books lft by the Old Country rulers of the
former colony of Gildcrest, Zoranathe Great and her followers had destroyed a great deal more. Even
for onelike himself who had seen things that most would dismiss as myth, it was hard to abandon
gut-level assumptions. Thething about gut-level assumptionsisthat you don't think about them.

Firekeeper and Derian separated one evening, with Derian headed for a post-house aday'sride outside
the city. Derian had sent amessage ahead by one of the king'sfast post-riders Blind Seer happened to
get wind ofuand stop.

Brock and old Toad should be at the post-house to meet Derian. Colby would aso know about the
mules ahead of time, ameatter that Derian had mulled over, weighed, and considered, deciding it was
better to give Colby timeto think than to haveto tell hisfather what hed doneto hisface.

Derian had done many brave thingsin the last year or sotisome of them even heroictbut hed till rather
climb arope ladder into a pirates den than face the uncertainty of hisfather'swrath at the loss of two

good mules.

Disregarding the gathering darkness, Firekeeper cut north and east across the fieldsuidoing her best to
remember not to trample the young plants that were greening the cultivated plots. She rested
occasiondly, but didn't bother with deep, pressing on with the rel entlessness of water spilling over adam.

By midmorning, when Derian was jogging down the road with Brock and Toad, being reassured once
again that Colby wasn't going to have his ears over the mulestithough it might be agood thing that Derian
could count on Earl Kestrdl's patronage for the occasiona suit of new clothestFirekeeper was crossing
the amost impassable ravine west of the castle, hauling Blind Seer up after her, the wolf complaining
about the uncomfortable rope harness, then trotting across the semi-wild hunting preserve.

No one saw them but agamekeeper who wisely went about his business. Once they were in the more
formal gardens, several gardeners shouted greetings, but only Elation, soaring overhead, replied.

The head cook was just rising from her morning cup of teaand plate of biscuitsiwell earned after
preparing breskfast for the hundred or so full-time inhabitants of the castletiand was considering where to
dart with the midday medl.

Firekeeper trotted through the kitchen door, mud-smeared and tired, grabbed haf aloaf of bread off the
sideboard, and, Blind Seer a her hedls, headed up the servants stairsto the next floor.

"Lady Blysse has come back," the cook said to arather pale scullery maid who had al but dropped her
bucket when the wolf came through the door. "The king'll be pleased. He's been asking every morning if
anyone's seen her.”

"Ya mlm.ll

The maid, new to the castle and only acquainted by rumor with its odder denizens, hurried out and
poured her bucket onto the compost bin, then leaned against awall until her hands stopped trembling.

In the kitchen, the cook gave the orders that would start preparation of the next mgor meal. She hersdlf



went into the cool room and pulled out the roast from the night before. There had been some rare pieces
near the center, and she suspected that someone would be ringing for atray. There should evenbea
bone.

FIREKEEPER WAS LUCKY . The king was not only willing to see her, hewasimmediately available,
the meeting he was supposed to be in that morning having been canceled on account of severa of the
counselors having severe colds. The Roya Physician had insisted that the king was not to be exposed to
such.

"So," Tedric said, accepting Firekeeper's embrace with apat on her back, " Sapphire and Shad are
atending for me. It'srather ddightful in away. | never much cared for routine business. Now it's
laudatory for meto let someone else ded withit.”

Firekeeper didn't understand words like "laudatory,” but she had afair idea of what routine busnesswas
and shared the king's distaste for it. She settled onto the floor, looking up a him.

"Now, Firekeeper," theking said, leaning back in his chair and raising atal glass of something that
amelled of crushed strawberriesto hislips. "What isthe emergency?'

The wolf-woman didn't bother to ask how he knew her business was urgent. The old man waswise, and
even afool would know that she wouldn't come before him unwashed and weary from the trail without
reason.

"Itisyour people,” she said. "Some have gone west of the Iron Mountains.”
King Tedric nodded.
"| suspected something like that. Go on.”

"My peopledo not like this," Firekeeper continued, wondering what signs the old king had used to know
that his people were dispersing. "They will hurt your peopleif they stay. | cometo beg..."

If Tedric had been aOne, she would have literaly done so, pressing her belly to the ground and fawning.
She settled for pressing her hands together and looking up pleadingly.

"I come to beg that you make them come back.”
"You do?' hesaid. "They'refar away. How can | do that?'
"Not too far away," she said, "for some of your people to go. Derian could show them where."

"I may have other usesfor Derian," the king said mysterioudly. "Y ou areright. | could send some of my
troopsto order these people back. Tell me what you saw there.”

Firekeeper did so, beginning with the traces dong the trail, moving through their first meeting with Ewen
Brooks, and how the colonists had given them cautious welcome. From there she went into the
composition of the group. Derian would have been surprised how much she had noticed, how much
detail absorbed and committed to memory.

Partway into her account, atray laden with meat and bread and cheeses dong with a pitcher of chilled
well-water came up from the kitchen. Firekeeper st to, trying to remember to talk as she atetiathing
dien to her wolfish nature. For once, however, she had adriving impulsein her asfierce as her hunger,



and Blind Seer got the mgority of the cook's offerings.

King Tedric asked few questions, but those he did ask drew out details Firekeeper would have
neglected. She told him about how Ewen Brooks considered himsdlf heir to Barden's dream, about the
hunger in his eyes when he described how close he had come to being part of that earlier expedition.
How he had fed those dreamsfor ten long years.

"And | anto blame," she ended sourly, "for if | had not lived, if | had not come from west lands, then
there be no tinder for hisflint. Ewen would dream and dream, but never would he go west."

"That ispossble,” the king agreed, "though not definite. However, it is certain that he would not have
found so many eager followersif they had not felt they were rdatively safe.”

"But they arenot!" shecried. "They are not! The Beastswill not keep their staying. Y ou must make the
humansleave or the Beasts will make themuand many may die."

"Many humans," King Tedric asked, "or many Beasts?'

"Many both,” Firekeeper replied levelly, "but | think more humans. There are more Beastsand that is
ther land."

"Then why are you worried?' the king asked. "Surdly, afew Beasts dead isasmall priceto regain thar
land."

"Human counting,” she said, "not mine. If my mother die or my father, then that istoo many aready. Y et
they would dieto keep their pupsfrom dying."

"A willing sacrifice," theking said. "Y et | sensethis possihbility of lossisnot what troublesyou so0."

Firekeeper nodded, wiping her greasy fingers on her trouser leg and sinking back from the well-stripped
tray.

"l think if these die, it might not bethe end,” she said.
"I could decree that humans not cross the mountains again,” the king said.

"But can you stop the Beasts from crossing?' she asked. "I think not. If the hunting fire risesin the Beads,
| am not thinking they will stop at the few in Bardenville. Some dreedy..."

She wasfrustrated by her lack of words, but Tedric was patient.
"Thisisimportant,” she said, "and to be kept secret.”
"l shdl,” the king promised.

Firekeeper asked for no more solemn promise. How could she enforceit if the king choseto break his
word? Shewouldn' kill him. In any case, killing him would only worsen the Situation.

"Some Beadts," she sad, "hate being only west. They want back east, too."
Tedric cocked an eyebrow.

"Back?'

"Back."



It took her along time and much retracing of her thoughts, but Firekeeper found the words to explain the
complicated history and palitics that made many of the Beasts fed that the time had cometo drive
humans from the land.

Severd times she thought she would have been wiser to wait for Derian to arrive, to have schooled her
stepsto his so that histongue and greater powers of speech would have been hersto use. Y et she felt
thiswas her petitionther pleathat the humans give the Beasts no incentive to follow the way of their more
fanatica fellows.

Tedric listened, speaking only to ask for clarification. When Firekeeper finished, he frowned.

"Thisisaserious matter," he said, "and not one to be settled lightly. Go. Get some deep, have awash. |
will havethe gtaff warned of your return.”

"Some see me dready,” Firekeeper said, almost gpologetically.

"Even s0," the king replied. "There are those who are reassured to know the wolf isaguest.”
Firekeeper rose atrace unsteadily.

"And youwill doasl say?" she asked.

"I will think onit," theking replied.

And from the firmness of histone, Firekeeper knew she had no choice but to wait.

WHEN HE ARRIVED homethat evening, Derian learned why hisfather hadn't been more upset over
the mules. Derian had barely finished greeting his mother and sister when Vernitahanded him afolded
sheet of heavy writing paper. It was addressed to The Family of Counselor Derian and bore the roya
Sed.

"The king has sent amessage,” Vernita reported, trying hard to sound businesdike rather than impressed
and almost succeeding, "requesting that you notify the castle upon your return so that ameseting with you
can be arranged.”

Derian blinked, then nodded. He wondered if there had been further developmentsin the Mdina
gtuation. He knew that if there had been, the letter wouldn't say. Perhaps he was worrying too much. For
al he knew, the king might want the common opinion on possible names for Sgpphire'simpending baby.

Vernitawas continuing, the rapidity of her speech an indication that she was dightly nervous.

"When we got your |etter saying where you were and asking to have someone mest you, | sent a
message to the castle saying when we expected you. This came today.”

She hdd out ancther letter, this one addressed to Counsdor Derian and still sealed.

Derian accepted it and paused before opening it to give Vernitaahug, noting as he did so afew strands
of grey among the vibrant red of her hair. It made him fed oddly old.

"Thanks, Mom," he said. "When I'm dreadfully important, I'll stedl you from Prancing Steed Stables and
keep you to do dl my paperwork and handle my socia obligations.”

Vernitalaughed.



"And who would keep your father in line?"

"Let Dami," Derian suggested, breaking the red wax sedl with itsimprint of an eagleinsdean
eight-pointed gar. " She's smart enough, when sheisn't being usdess”

Damita stuck her tongue out a him, but she wastoo interested in what the roya missive might contain to
sass him as she might have a another time.

After the usud formalities and greetings, the letter was brief:

Firekeeper has returned and we know something of your journey west. We had wished in any case
to consult you on other matters. Could you call on the afternoon following the date of your arrival
to discuss these and other matters?

It was signed by the king himself, though the rest of it was written in another hand, probably that of
Farand Briarcott, the king's confidential secretary.

Derian showed the letter to VernitallDami dancing up to look when he didn't tell her not totiand asked:

"Should | send an acceptance, or would that be ridiculous? | mean, does anyone turn down an invitation
fromtheking?'

Vernitaglanced up from the letter, ahundred questions about everything it didn't say in her eyes.

"It never hurtsto be polite," shereplied, "even with aking. I don't know how nobles handle such things.
Answer according to the manners of your class and while some salf-important person might fault you for
ignorance, no onewill fault you for rudeness.”

Derian smiled histhanks.

"Can | borrow your desk and writing materias? I'd better answer right away if they want me by
tomorrow afternoon.”

Vernitawaved in the direction of her office.

"Help yoursdlf, but don't smear dirt al over the contracts. Damita, put on shoes and anice frock. Y ou
can run your brother'sletter up to the castle. Get Brock to walk with you."

Damita, comfortable in open sandas and aloose smock, looked asif she might protest, thought better of
it, and ran upstairs. By the time Derian had finished sanding the wet ink, she was down again. Sheld even
taken thetimeto twist her brilliant red-gold hair up and fasten it with the doe clasp that had been her
mother's gift on her last birthday.

Derian gave hissister acourtly bow, aware of hisown road dirt, but relieved to have this respongbility
dedt with.

"You look lovelier than ever, Dami," hesaid. "I am ddlighted to have you as my courier. The guards at
the gate won't be able to say they forgot your coming and so fail in their duties.”

Damitaturned bright red, snatched the sealed | etter from his hand, and scurried out without another
word.

Derian |ooked after her with fondness.



"She'sredly getting pretty,” he said to hismother. "Is she ill in love with Uncle Jeweler's apprentice?”

"I'm not sure," Vernitasaid. "She's not at an age to confide in her mother. Maybe you could learn
something before you vanish once more.”

Derian sared &t her.

"Do you know something about my plansthat | don't?' "Many things," Vernitasaid, atrace of Derian's
own flippancy in her tone. "But in this case, no. Just asuspicion.”

THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Derian headed up to the castle, determined to be on time. He'd dressed up
for the gppointment and was stifling in the vest and jacket. He found himsalf wishing that his best shoes
were better broken inuespecialy after weeks wearing nothing but his more comfortable old boots.

Since Derian knew what a nuisance navigating a horse through the streets could be hedd waved off his
father's offer of ariding horse from the stables. Even so, as Derian made hisway up the hill hefound
himsdlf wishing for amount or better yet, acarriage.

Hewondered if some sort of hired service could be contracted for and distracted himself from the
pinching of his shoes by working out some of the detail s for such abusiness. It interested him more than
he thought it would, and when he arrived hefiled the matter away for discussion with his parents at some
later time.

A runner escorted Derian through the corridors despite Derian's mild protest that he knew hisway
perfectly well. Derian knew that such an escort was amatter of protocol and that whether or not he
thought himsdlf worthy of such trestment didn't matter awhit if Steward Silver decided that hedid. The
cadtle staff would more willingly crossthe king than his seward over such matters.

The king's private receiving room had been moved to another location in the two moonspans length that
had passed since Derian had last attended on Tedric. In thisroom, no fire burned. Vases of cut roses
filled the hearth insteed, their red, yelow, and orange making aglow of their own. Windows were wide
open, curtained with mudin that let in the breeze while keeping out most of the insects. The stone floors
and wallsthat had seemed so dank before now seemed welcomingly coal.

Blind Seer evidently thought so. The wolf lay flat on the floor near one of the open windows, hisbelly and
chin pressed againgt the sone. Last winter Derian had envied the wolf histhick fur. He didn't this
afternoon.

Firekeeper, stting on the floor next to the wolf, wore her usua combination of vest and knee-length
trousers asif the weather were no warmer than before. This set was cleaner than the ones held last seen
her in, so Derian guessed that someone in the castle had been assigned to maintain awardrobe for the
wolf-woman. It might be unusud, given Firekeeper's comparatively low rank, but it certainly best having
her grubby and smelling of sweet during her unanticipated visits.

Princess Sapphire, gowned in something loose and flowing, didn't seem any happier than Blind Seer
about the summer heat. She might have been a bit rounder through the middle, but Derian wasn't going to
look closaly enough to be certain; Sapphire didn't look like she wasin the most affable of moods.

Otherwise, the crown princess looked very well indeed. Vernitahad told Derian that the castle had given
out that the princess was over her morning sickness. Derian had wondered if the announcement was
merely good politics. Looking at Sapphire he was certain that it wastrue.



King Tedric also seemed somewhat better. His cough was gone and his color stronger. However, the
weight he had lost over the winter had not returned. The skin around his neck and under his eyes hung
loose. Derian had arather better look at the king than he had anticipated, for Tedric had forgone the
formality of wearing awig. His close-cut white hair showed his scalp at points, vaguely embarrassing
Derian. It seemed like he was seeing the king naked rather than merely unwigged.

Prince Shad, rising to greet Derian when he entered, was as informd as the king. He was young enough
that he didn't bother with awig, but he wasin shirtdeeves and histrousers were loosely tailored. He
looked more like the sailor hed been ayear ago than aprince.

"Thank you for coming, Counsdlor,”" said Shad, "when you must be longing to rest from theroad. The
kitchen has sent up avariety of cool drinks. What would you like?"

Derian accepted both a glass of tea heavily infused with mint and Shad's insstence that he put aside both
jacket and vest. So eased, he seated himsalf and answered questions about the journey over the
mountains and back againumoderating himself more than he had with hisfamily last night. It wouldn't do
to criticize Firekeeper for the pace sheld set, not when her need was so real and urgent.

He wondered what the king's need was. The letter that had been sent to Derian's family had been dated
before Firekeeper arrived back in Eagle's Nestuindeed, from afew days after their departure from
Bardenville. King Tedric couldn't have known what they'd find and how Firekeeper would react.

Could he?

Derian recaled the king's cryptic speech before their departure and wondered. However, he schooled
himself to patience. One thing held learned about deding with royalty was that they got around to
businessin their own timetiand sometimes that was a l ot faster than the common man was ready to dedl
with.

"Lady Archer," theking said, something in the shift of histone or posture sgnaling that thetime for visting
was over, "asked usto give you her greetings. She arrived in Eagle's Nest some days after your
departure, in response to a summons we sent regarding the Mdina question.”

Derian knew some of how the Méelina question had developed since their departure. For one thing,
knowledge of her remarriage was now generd gossip. Opinions varied aong much the range he had
anticipated, though the level of fear and resentment was rather higher than he had imagined. Even hisown
familyuas sane and loya supporters of the Crown as could be desireduhad expressed some fear that
Méelinas influence would reach the castle. Derian had done his best to dissuade them, but he hadn't been
happy about the need to do s0. He also hadn't liked the rumors held heard about what Melinawas doing
with daves and human sacrifice.

"Lady Archer isin Eaglés Nest then?" he asked, feding on more comfortable ground there.
"No," the king replied. " She has gone to the Norwood Grant to prepare an expedition into New Kelvin."

Derian straightened in his seat, sensing why that |etter had been sent to his parents house half a
moonspan before. King Tedric seemed once again like aruler with hisown and his country'sinterests at
heart rather than a seer.

"We need a chosen few to go into New Kelvin," King Tedric continued. "There are two reasons. One,
we need indde information as to how much truth there is behind the rumors. Two, it may be our only
hope for saving Citrine's sanity.”



Hewent into detail then on the first matter. When he had finished, Sepphire spoke about Citrine's
Stuation, the tears pooling in her blue eyes e oquent of the sorrow and fear she would not let into her
words.

Derian listened to both speeches without asking a single question, already knowing that he would do as
King Tedric desired. Evenif the politics of New Kelvin didn't interest himuand they did, especialy now
that Mdinawas involveduhe would have risked himsdlf for Citrine done. It wasn't that he valued her life
more than he did his ownutiand he had no illusionsthat held berisking hislifeif he returned to New Kelvin,
especidly with Mdinain apostion of influencetit wasthat he didn't think he could face himsdlf if helet
Citrine suffer, knowing there was something he might have doneto hed her.

Firekeeper was less dtruitictior perhaps merdly differently so. Her first words when Sapphire ended her
recitetion were:

"And my people and your people? What do this going to New Kelvin do for them?”

If Derian had not sat through some of the king's counsel meetings, he would have thought the
wolf-woman impossibly rude. Now he recognized the notein her voice as akin to that held heard in the
voices of the heads of Great Houses. She might see that she could be of useto the king, but her own
interests must be dedt with firg.

King Tedric didn't look surprised at Firekeeper's question. Indeed, he may have been watching her fidget
as Sapphire spoke.

"Indirectly, your going to New Kelvin may do agreat ded for your people, Firekeeper."
He held up ahand when the wolf-woman looked asif she might interrupt.

"I have consdered the matter you brought to me and have discussed it with my heirs. They agree with me
that what you havetold usisindeed serious. They aso agreethat it isameatter to be dedlt with in secrecy
and with greet care.”

Firekeeper frowned, but King Tedric had kept hiswordsfairly smple and it was clear to Derian that she
had mostly understood.

"Theredlity is" the king continued, "that the conceptuthe ideatiof the Royd Beaestsisadifficult onefor us
humansto grasp. Even those of us who have met Blind Seer and Elation, who have heard reports of
messages relayed by crows and seagulls, must make a grest effort to accept that these are other

intelligent people.”

Firekeeper made a noise like akettle coming onto aboail, but said nothing. Shad, who had been quietly
holding Sgpphire's hand, now spoke:

"Firekeeper, try to imagine what it would belike if you had grown up with wolvestionly wolvestias the
only peopleto whom you could talk. Now suddenly someoneistelling you, offering proof even, that the
rabbits and the deer and the ek and the bear are dl just as smart asthe wolves, different, but just as

Firekeeper nodded, her head tilted to one side in afashion that made Derian think that she had possibly
entertained just such thoughts a one time or another.

"Now, to make that matter more difficult,” Shad went on, "you're being told that it's not every rabbit or
deer or ek or bear who isas smart as your wolves, just some, and those dll live far away, acrossthe
mountains. That's how it isfor us. We can see Blind Seer and Elation, but it's hard to imagine awhole



pack of Blind Seers, awholeflock of Elations. Do you understand?'
Firekeeper said "Yes," but from her tone the word hurt her. Shad went on.

"Now, we here believe you, but getting the rest of our peopleto believeis going to be very hard to do.
Somewill refuseto believein any case. They will say that you have trained a handful of animalsand are
runningascam...”

Firekeeper tilted her head interrogatively.
"A trick,” Shad clarified. "That youretrying to fool usfor some gain of your own."
"Why | do this?" Firekeeper asked.

"Maybeto get control of al the landswest of the Iron Mountains," Shad offered. " People will remember
that Earl Kestrel was the one who found you and they will remember that he holds much land bordering
the mountains. They might decide that the earl waslying after dl, that he was playing afar deeper
game... more complicated,” Shad clarified, "trickier... than he ever let on."

Firekeeper snorted.
"That stupid! Not even Norvin Norwood could manage that!™

King Tedric spoke, "People believe what they want to believe and many would find it easier to believe
that Norvin would go to that much trouble to create an interesting heir to the throne and then, when that
gambitutrickufaled, come up with something e

Firekeeper chewed her lower lip for amoment.

"Humans have," she said thoughtfully, "so many words for ‘trick’ that they must use many, many of them.
Wolves" she continued proudly, "do not lie."

Blind Seer raised hishead and stared at her.
"Not often,” she added, clearly in sdf-correction.

Derian swdlowed a smile. Shad and Sgpphire traded a glance that held alingering trace of disbdlief.
Then Sapphire took over.

"Therewill be those people who will believe," she said. " Some of these will be more open-minded than
most. Otherswill be dreamers. Otherswill be those who have seen you and Blind Seer a workusoldiers
during King Allister's War, members of the Kestrel household, people here at the castle. However, most
of these are not going to be decison makers. Moreover, just because they believe won't mean they'll like
what they'relearning.”

"Because humans believe,” Firekeeper said scornfully, "that they are the Onesand therest are
tal-dragging followers.”

"That will be true for some," Sapphire admitted with more patiencetior perhaps more persond insight
than Derian would have given her credit for. "However, otherswill smply be afrad.”

"So they should be," Firekeeper said smugly. "That iswhat | warn you.”
Smugness melted from Firekeeper's features to be replaced by fear.



"And that iswhat | am warning Beasts, too. Humans afraid are very dangerous. Even without old magics
humans have once | think many Beasts would die and many, many Cousins. There would be sickness
from dead and dying. In theend, | think Beastswould win, but they would not like what isleft when they
arefinished.”

Derian thought he understood what she was imagining. Hed seen the battl efiel ds following both the Battle
on the Banks and King Allister's War. Hed smelled the sickly sweet smdll of rotting corpses, the odor of

gangrenein the field hospitas, the vomit and diarrheafrom those who fel ill with fever and infection when
there were too few hands to clean up the mess. And those had been small wars.

What Firekeeper had sketched out for him adong the trail home had been along campaign, one sde
fighting from cover. No farmer would be safein hisfields, no hunter would dare go out done. Domestic
animalswould be stolen from their barns and coops. Fields would be stripped. Orchards would be
covered with flocks of birds set not on gorging but on ruining.

With a sudden shock, Derian redlized what Ewen Brooks and his colonistswould be up againg, even if
they weren't killed outright. What could they do in return?

They could burn huge swaths of forest land so that the Beasts would lack cover to approach them. They
could poison their fields or bury traps or dig pitfalls. Sickness would come, for they would try to kill any
anima who came closetiwithout bothering to learnif it was enemy Royd or uninvolved Cousin. Thusthe
scavengers would be unable to perform their rolein the natural order.

Mind, none of thiswould save Ewen's colony, but he and his people might get revenge for the ruin of
their dreams. If they were among those who accepted that the Royal Beasts were as clever as humans,
then they might figure that their opponents would be clever enough to assess|oss and make atruce.
Given thisthought, Ewen and his people might destroy al the more, hoping to force that unwilling accord.

And would the Beasts make atruce? Looking at Firekeeper, sitting there on the floor, her arms wrapped
around her knees, her dark eyes as unreadable as a cloudless night sky, Derian wasn't certain they
would. They might just prefer to fight until their enemy was destroyed and trust the land to hedl after the
battle was ended. And if the war of Beasts and humans crossed the Iron Mountains, then the same
scenario would be repeated over and over againueven to the walls of this city and these quiet castle
gardens.

After apause, clearly offered to provide achance for the king or his heirsto reply, Firekeeper went on:

"But eveniif they not like what would come, | think there will be those who will start the fight unlessthey
are given reason not to fight. My people will be dying, my pack nearest to the front. Why would | wish to
goto New Kdvin?'

There, as clear asthe sunlight on water, was Firekeeper's declaration of what sde shewould join. A
potential enemyual the more deadly for the knowledge she had gained over the past yearushe sat there
upon the king'sfloor, waiting for him to offer her an answer.

"If | promise to send troops to make Ewen Brooks and his colonistsleave," the king said. "If | promiseto
declare that venturing beyond the Iron Mountainsis forbidden on pain of desth. If | dig into my treasuries
to build akeep on the eastern side of the gap through the mountains, will that be enough to free you to go
to New Kevin?'

Firekeeper visibly relaxed, but her dark eyes remained watchful. Obvioudy, she suspected atrick,
making Derian, at least, think that her upbringing among the wolves must not have been as
sraightforward as she clamed.



"For me, yes."

She frowned, freeing her legsfrom the circle of her arms and rolling onto her belly on thefloor, rather like
Blind Seertuntil, that is, she propped her elbows on the floor and her chinin her hands.

"Maybe it not enough for the Beasts, though, those who are most angry and most afraid. They may ill
wish to prey on humankind.”

Sapphire drew in her breath rather sharply. Derian had the impression she was annoyed by Firekeeper's
informdity, eveninthismogt informd of councils.

"Why should they?" Sapphire said. "Wouldn't we be keeping to our side of the mountains?'
Firekeeper looked at her, somber and sad.

"They not seeit that way, Princess. To them thereis no human side. Our talestell when all sideswere for
Beagts and humanslived in humanslands™

Sapphire snorted, quite unladylike.

"That waslong ago. My people don't remember atime when we didn't live here. Where would we go?
Back to the Old Country? We don't even know whereitisor if anyoneisdivethere”

Firekeeper shrugged, pivoting around to St upright again.
"I not know. | not even know if the Beasts know."

" wonder," Shad said softly, "if they do. Birds can fly, can't they? | wonder if the bigger onesfly across
the oceans and know what is on the other Side?"

Firekeeper looked surprised.

"l not know. No one ever telled me."
"Told," Derian murmured under his breath.
Firekeeper glowered at him.

King Tedric cleared histhroat.

"Speculation must wait until later," he said. "Unfortunatdly, thereisaforma banquet tonight, and soon we
will need to go and prepare.”

"Not me!" Firekeeper exclaimed.

"No, not you," the king said. "That would be showing you rather too much favor, | fear. Firekeeper, the
truth of the matter is, | don't want you to get hurt."

"Atdinner?'

"No." King Tedric amiled. "No, if matters between humans and Beasts become as ugly as you think they
might, | don't want you hurt by humanswho will seeyou asan indigator.”

"A what?'

"A troublemaker," the king clarified, "aproblem, agtarter of bad things. They won't see you asafriend of



humanityuwhich | think you are, or you wouldn't bother to give methiswarning. They would see you as
an enemy. | would like to send you somewhere far away, yet somewhere where there will be no doubt of
your presence for otherswill be able to sweer to it.

"Then, if indeed there are those among the Beasts who will not accept Ewen Brooks's departure as our
acknowledgment of the Beasts sovereignty to the west, then you at least will not be blamed.”

Firekeeper nodded.
"I seeand | am happy that you protect me. Iskind."

"Kind, but self-serving, too," Tedric said bluntly. "Not only will you serve me by putting your sngular
talents at Lady Archer'sdisposd, but you will serve me by staying dive. Someday we may need you to
help ustreat with the Beasts."

"Treat?'
"Totak to them for us, for Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, maybe for dl humankind.”

A strange look passed over Firekeeper's face. For amoment she looked so distant and so disoriented
that Derian thought she was about to be sick.

"Need metotak..." she muttered amost inaudibly.
The wolf-woman shook her head.

"I have heared that thought before," she said, "but | not remember where. No matter. It iswise. | will go
to New Kevin."

She directed her dark gaze to Sapphire.

"| promiseto help your sister, Princess,” she said, "but | not promise to help your mother.”
Sapphire graightened and not al the flush in her cheeks was from the hest.

"My mother is Queen Elexa," she said proudly. "This other woman only gave me birth."
"And I," Firekeeper replied thoughtfully, "think | give her death.”

Derian didn't know what unsettled him more: Firekeeper's statement or the fact that none of the other
three so much as raised an eyebrow in reproof.

Chapter Xl

ELISE BALANCED THE PAINTBRUSH in the join between thumb and forefinger and leaned back on
her heelsto inspect her work. Satisfied, she held up ahand mirror so Citrine could see the stylized
drawing now adorning one cheekutwo danting eyes, a hint of whiskers, and an outline of pricked ears.
"That's the mark of the Sodality of Beast Lorists," Elise explained. " Grateful Peace saysthat they study
many animas. They aso raise some exotics kept from the days before the Plague and brought here from
other lands."

"Neat!" Citrine said, raising her hand to touch the design then lowering it, clearly remembering just intime



that this one gesture was the most to be avoided if an outlander wished to pass as New Kelvinese. They
never touched their facesif it could be avoided lest they smear the daborate designs dmost everyone
wore.

"Now if you were raised to the highest rank, like Peace wasin the llluminators,” Elise went on, "then you
could have the design tattooed on. Until then, you'd need to paint it on every day." " Every day?" Citrine
asked.

"| think so0," Elise said, "at least if you were going out of your house. Peace saysthat aNew Kelvinese
would no more go out without at least some basic designsin place than we would go out without
clothes"

Citrine giggled and Elise gave her animpulsive hug.

Thelittle girl was doing much better sincetheir arrival in the North Woods. Her sense of humor had
returned and she hadn't had a screaming fit for days. Elise wondered if the very delicacy with which
Citrine had been handled since her rescue had contributed to her moodiness. Maybe if she had been
thrown in with abunch of children her own age and I eft to fend for hersalf she would have done better.

Maybe not, though. Children could be quite cruel, especialy to someone who was different, and Citrine
with her maimed left hand and her exiled mother was different indeed.

"What'sasoddity?" Citrine asked.
Elise ran her hand through her hair trying to find the best way to answer.

"It's sort of avery important guild,” she said. "The soddities do what our guilds doumonitor qudity of
work, set rules for educating apprentices, punish bad work. That sort of stuff.”

Citrine nodded. She seemed genuinely interested and for thefirgt time Elise wondered how much Citrine
knew about thingslike guilds. Elise hersdf had learned about them quite young, Snce agrant holder often
had to work with the local guild representatives. Citrine, however, had neither that reason to learn, nor
the reason most common folk woulduthe fact that future employment and education lay within the guilds.

How many are there like Citrine? Elise thought. Too related to the noble class to bother with
education and employment, too unconnected to the responsibilities of running a grant or House to
need to bother with much at all. | wonder if thisis precisely what Queen Zorana the Great was
trying to avoid when she refused to allow a proliferation of titles?

Elise made amentd note to share her insight with Sgpphire and Shadupreferably by |etter in case she
accidently offended one of them. She knew that many of the Hawk Haven nobles had started gently
agitating for moretitles so they could compete with their Bright Bay neighbors. If thosetitles camewith
responsibilitiestireal ones, not createduthen maybe they would be agood idea. If they did not, however,
they would just add to the proliferation of useless semi-nobility.

Shifting to alow chair, Elise motioned Citrine over and went back to work on her facial ornamentation,
continuing her explandtion &t the sametime.

"But the soddities don't match our guilds. There are soddities for thingswe don't have at all, like
sericulture, which isthe art of growing silk. And there are soddities for things that we dea with much
more informally, like these Beast lore people.

"And the soddities have alot more power than our guilds do because even though the guilds are very
important to trade, they have no say in how the kingdom is governed. That isleft to our monarchin



consultation with the roya advisors, many of whom are nobles.”
Citrine piped up, "But not dl! Derian isn't anoble. Neither is Firekeeper."
"Firekeeper isn't aroya advisor," Elise corrected, but even as she spoke she wondered if that wastrue.

Certainly the wolf-woman had agreat dea more accessto the Crown than many of the lower-ranked
nobility. She was dlowed alot more leniency in matters of decorum and etiquette, too. Was this another
of Citrinésoddly incisiveingghts?

"Maybeyou'reright," Elise said. "Maybe Firekeeper just doesn't havethering.”

"Sheld loseit anyhow." Citrine giggled, then became more serious. " So are the sodalities more important
than the king of New Kdvin?'

Eliselicked her lips, aware that she was treading close to sensitive matters.

"I'm not sure," she hedged. "However, they are very important to the running of the government. The
Primes are dected from the most important members of the sodalities, and they in turn eect the Dragon
Speaker, who takes care of all the day-to-day business of government.”

"Does that mean the king doesn't have to go to meetings?' Citrine asked. "I know that Sapphire hates
going to meetings. Shetold methat if she knew that she'd need to go to So many mestings and receptions
and things she wouldn't have wanted to be queen nearly so much.”

Elise smiled. "I don't know if the kingithe New Kelvinese call him the Healed Onetihasto go to meetings,
Citrine. | know he has duties dating back to the days before the Plague. Maybe those keep him quite

busy.
"And hiswife?' Citrine asked, aguarded glitter in her eyes. "What does she do?'
Elisetried to be casud, but feared that she failed completely.

"I don't know, cousin. | guessthat's one of the thingswell be going to New Kelvin to find out.”

FIREKEEPER SLEPT OUT on the castle grounds that night, in a broad meadow beyond thefirst wall.

Ever since the wolf-woman's meeting with the king and his heirs, the castle walls had seemed to closein
on her. Firekeeper was smart enough to know that the walls were not the problem. The press she felt
wasthat of obligation and dutyunot to one group, but to many.

Sensing her mooduor perhaps responding to asimilar sense of pressure on his own behdfuBlind Seer
took himself off to hunt. Maybe his sense of bondage was even worse, for he, unlike her, could not pass
in human society.

Alone, Firekeeper lay on the grass staring up at the sky. For thefirst time the comet didn't seem like an
ominousintrusion againg the gar field. Its glowing white head and streaming tail seemed friendly,
familiaruand very free.

Firekeeper remembered her recent dream and wished that she were indeed riding on the comet's
shoulders. They would be rounded, she thought, ddliberately building up apicturein her mind, and very
warm, for anything that gave so much light must give heat aswell. They might even befurry.



The comet was becoming awolf again when she drifted off to deep.
Again, she dreamed.

Small. Looking up at everything, even into the faces of the Royal Wolves. Sometimes the One
Male crouches and lets her ride on his back. She grips hard onto his neck ruff and crouches low to
keep her balance.

They are running, running hard and fast. Their goal is not a hunting ground, not a broad river
meadow where the elk graze or a grove where the deer browse on the young foliage. They are
running through the night, leaping from bright star to bright star, sometimes wading through the
blackness as they might through a stream or a summer shallow river.

Firekeeper feels the blackness snowmelt frosty against her toes. She pulls them up, tucks them
under the One Mal€e's belly. His heartbeat is rapid and strong, counter point to a faint singing that
seems to come from all around.

Do starssing?

Firekeeper wantsto ask, but her throat is full of smoke. She can't speak for the choking, she can't
see for the burning in her eyes. Thefireroars. Its sound drowns out the singing that might have
been the voices of the stars. Sometimes the wind adds its howling voice to the fire'sroar and the
two together areterrible.

Distantly, she seemsto hear warning cries. Without under standing a single syllable, she
under stands that there is fear that the fire will leap onto the wind's shoulders, that the wind will
carry thefire into the trees, that the trees will be reduced to ash and ash to earth.

Something must be done to still the wind. The girl unot yet Firekeeper, someone el se whose name
she almost knowstihuddles near the ground, listening. The stars are singing again. Thewind's
howling is growing quieter, though it mutters unhappily asit stills. The fire continues to roar
defiantly. It will burn the earth if that is the only way it can reach the trees.

The girl has never heard anything so angry, so hungry. It frightens her and she feels her own tears
wet against her cheeks. They are warm, warm as the fire, warm as wolf-breath. Suddenly, they
become like ice and the girl is frightened. How can her tears be cold? Life iswarm, not cold. If her
tearsare cold, is she then dead?

Sheistrying to. move her hand to find her heartbeat, when she hearsthe fire'sangry hissing. In its
profanities, the girl knows the truth. Her tears have not transformed to ice, rainisfalling, rain
that will swallow the fire as the fire swallowed...

Everything... The screamrising in her throat is clamped off by teeth at her throat. A growl
vibrates against her skin and warns, "Make no noise or it will be your last noise."

Heart pounding, Firekeeper forced hersdf out of her nightmare, emerging to find waking life as horrible.

She was no longer trapped in that faintly remembered girl child. The air no longer stank of burning and of
smoke. Shewaslying on her back in the soft summer grass of the castle grounds.

But there were fangs a her throat and a furred head hovering over her own, its shape blocking out al the
gars asthe comet glow haoed it from behind.

Firekeeper's sense of smell, doubly precious after itslossin her dream, knew thiswolf was not Blind



Seer. Memory identified her enemy amoment later. Northwest, the outlier wolf, caled Sharp Fang by his
own pack. Evenin her fear, Firekeeper felt aflash of humor when she redized that the name was apt
indeed.

Blood warm against her skin trickled from where Northwest's fangs had pierced her throat. Firekeeper
was very afraid, and in fear, rather than in thought, she acted.

Two arms came up, one on either side of the looming wolf's head. Two hands clapped down upon its
ears, thudding hard againgt the skull. Fingers did and pinched, twisting the soft-furred, outward-flaring
ears, biting them harder than would any summer fly.

Y elping in astonishment and pain, Northwest released her throat. Firekeeper rolled from hisreach,
bounding to her feet and pulling her Fang from its sheath. She snarled, glowering down at the wolf, her
dark, dark eyes grabbing hisamber gaze and holding it fast.

Her own blood was flowing down her front now, trickling between her smal round breasts and pooling in
her navel. Northwest's bite had not been deep, would not have done more than dent awolf's hide, but
Firekeeper's skin was human: soft and easily broken.

Northwest crouched, vulnerable belly and throat low to the ground, but Firekeeper held the Fang in front
of her, lightly circling the point. It was not for nothing that she had learned to fight from wolves, with
wolves.

She knew that Northwest could not legp at her without exposing himself to her blade. He might bring her
down, might even kill her, but he himsdf would find her Fang dashing deep into hisbelly and mixing up
the soft parts there. From such awound none ever recovered.

Y es, Firekeeper knew this. The question was, did Northwest? He had not grown from pup to wolf in her
company as had Blind Seer. He might not redlize just how deadly that dim metal blade could be. He
might yet risk the leap.

So the wolf-woman stood, poised on the balls of her feet, feeling the warm blood cool asit trickled
down her front, unable, unwilling to go off her guard to check the severity of her wound, trusting that it
wasdight.

Northwest held his crouch, but he did not spring. Instead he accused her:

"Y ou have betrayed us! How can you hold your head so proud and defy me? If | were such asyou, |
would welcomethekilling bite.”

"Betrayed you?" asked Firekeeper, though in truth she thought she knew what Northwest meant.

"Ayel Betrayed usto your human kin, run fast on two legsto tell them of our presence and so rob us of
the night-swift secrecy that is one of our powers."

Firekeeper could not deny Northwest's accusation, for she had told King Tedric of the Royal Beasts
anger, but she could rob it of its bitter bite.

"l spoke, yes," she said, never lowering the knife tip nor flagging in her watchfulness, "but | no more
betrayed my people than does a mother who knocks a pup from itsfeet lest it walk off aledge and
tumbleto itsdeath.”

"So you, pup,” Northwest sneered, "still so weak you lick your parents jaws for food, so you are
suddenly wise mother to usal?!



Firekeeper felt very tired and her throat was beginning to ache asif terribly bruised. Every sound she
made caused the wound to throb and she knew she could not howl, even if she were sure Blind Seer
would hear. Worse, yet, if her cries brought humans, for she did not think Northwest would show them

any mercy.

"I know that the course you would have the Beasts follow would be bloody disaster for many,” she
replied, conceding her pain as best she could, "and who made you judge of my actions?"

"Y ou have fooled those who fostered you," Northwest snapped, "but you have not fooled me. | see you
for what you are. Y ou are the thorn that remains buried under the skin, festering, breeding heat and
infection until you kill your host. Y ou are the sickness that spreads and carries off the pack. You areno
friend to us. Y ou must be destroyed lest you bring us harm. | would have killed you as you dept, but |
would firgt know what you told your kin."

"You heard what | told my kin," Firekeeper replied, "for you were there. Asfor what | told the humans,
that ismy business and maybe my family's business, but certainly no matter for a sneaking coward who
can only bring himsdlf to kill when hisprey isadeep.”

Firekeeper lashed out with her words as she longed to do with her blade, but secretly she was harboring
anew fear. Where was Blind Seer? Had Northwest found him and harmed him? She could not let herself
believe that Northwest had killed Blind Seer, for if she did shewould lose dl her strength.

Even as her worry threstened to weaken her arm, the wolf-woman strengthened hersdlf with the thought
that Northwest's fur was without bite mark or blood splatter. Surely he could not have dain Blind Seer
and come away unmarred. And if Blind Seer lived, eventudly he would return. She would have help
dedling with thismad creature.

Wolf-like, Firekeeper took strength in the knowledge of her pack mate. She needed that strength, for her
knife arm was growing tired as the dow drain of blood from the untamped wound in her throat weskened
her. Northwest must know she could not stand strong forever. He crouched, resting and waiting for the
first Sgn of weekness.

Then shadows and moonlight shifted and from a scrubby cluster of oak, Wind Whisper stepped forth.
The she-wolf was dl silent scorn, her hacklesraised, and her lips curling back from clean, white fangs.
Firekeeper giffened, for though she could hold off one wolfumore by threat of the wolf's own death
should it kill hertishe could not hope to hold off two.

More than ever, she wished for Blind Seer, wished that her throat were not so bruised. Should sherisk a
howl, even if the sound was a poor choked-off thing? No. She would not bring Blind Seer hereto face
these two aone and surely if she did howl, she would not live long theregfter.

But even in her aching weariness, Firekeeper became aware of a strange thing. Northwest was not
welcoming Wind Whisper. Histail was not wagging adow arc of greeting, nor were his ears perking. If
anything, they were flattening further, dicking themsdavesto his skull. He had been bdlly-closeto the
ground, now he was bdlly-flat to the ground.

Hope came fresh to the wolf-woman. Hope that Wind Whisper might be here on some business of her
own, rather than as Northwest's dly. Firekeeper did not lower her blade, did not relax her guard, but she
did dare dream she might live to see the sunrise.

Wind Whisper yawned, her teeth strong and hedlthy for one who had been grown when Firekeeper first
had been taken in by the wolves. They looked well for any wolf, cometo that. The elder wolf stretched
out her scornful gesture until Northwest nearly peed himsalf.



"l was," said Wind Whisper, speaking to no onein particular, "one of the council who met and discussed
what was to be done about the humans. So was this one heretithis Sharp Fang, brave hunter of deeping
furless beasts. There was much arguing and even alittle blood spilled, but in the end it was thought that
there had been wisdom in the warnings of one naked wolfling, one Firekeeper.

"Drive the humans away, the council decided. Try to keep them away. Even let Little Two-legs spesk for
us, if she speakswisdly. All there agreed to bide by this, for atime, unless the humans gave us cause to
do more than drive them away. Even this Northwest Sharp Fang, hunter of stupid chickens and stupider
ducks, even he agreed, though his breath was sour upon his promise.

"Some days after, this Northwest took hisleave, saying he had no wish to spoil crops and frighten cattle.
We saw him depart with no great sorrow for he had been poor company indeed. But | remembered the
sourness of his breath as he swore to abide by the council's wisdom, and when he struck out for his
home pack, | decided to follow. After al, such sour breath might mean anill somach and it would not do
to havehimfal sck onthetrail.

"Hejogged north and west for anight, but the next night histrail turned. Soon even an old wolf like
mysdlf could tell thetrall he cast about for wasthat of the little Firekeeper and her human companion. |
said to mysdlf, 'Surdly Northwest isill. Heisso ill he cannot even hunt rabbits but must take the stupid
horsesfor hismest. | must go with him and hunt for himin hisillness."

"But this Northwest surprised me. He hunted well, taking rabbits and fish and even, once, adeer. Still,
though, he tracked those horses. I, unwilling to show mysdf unless he needed my ad, for | did not wish
to embarrass him with my knowledge of hissour blly, | trailed him.

"And this Northwest took histime following the horses. Intruth, | think he was abit in terror of the
human lands, for he traveled dowly and then only in the darkest night. Then came the night when the
scent trails of the Firekeeper and her human companion parted. The human continued on the dow road
east while Firekeeper took off with her pack mate north, across fields and through forests.

"Here came the strange part. Sour Belly Northwest didn't follow the horses, that easy game, he followed
Firekeeper. | said to mysdlf, 'Poor wolf! He must be very ill. Hefollowsthem so asto et at their
leavings.' | followed, too, to succor Northwest when hisillnesstook him. Always | hid mysdlf and made
sure that the wind did not carry my scent to him, for | did not wish this Northwest, or Y oung Sour Belly
as| thought himin my affection for him, to know | pitied him hisillness.

"When thetrail of Firekeeper and Blind Seer vanished at the edge of aravine, Northwest prowled until
he found a place where he could scrabble across on aheap of deadfal and winter tangle. | followed,
grateful for thisbridge, for indeed the humans had protected themsdlves quite well from unwanted
vistors

"And s0 | was here when Northwest would have eased his sour belly on the soft meat of Firekeeper's
throat and | would have legpt in sooner, but..."

Northwest snarled interruption.

"Stop your idiot tale-telling, old one! So you followed me! So you caught me! So you will preservethis
human. Tel mewhy if you can."

Wind Whisper looked at him and her disdain was crudl to see, but her reply was mockingly gentle.

"| saw Little Two-legs brought into the world of the Beasts. Maybe | wish to see what she will do now
that two worlds beckon her."



"Destroy one or both,” Northwest sneered. "That is the human way. They cannot live without reshaping
theworld into their image.”

Firekeeper actualy agreeduat least somewhattwith Northwest's assessment of humanity, but she deeply
resented having the same criteriaapplied to her. She also didn't much care for being ignored while these
two argued.

During Wind Whisper's narration the wol f-woman had checked her wounded throat. A shallow dash
proved to be the source of most of the blood. She was more concerned about the bruising, which made
it difficult for her to raise her voice above soft tones.

Once again she wondered where Blind Seer was. Wind Whisper had protected Firekeeper, but would
she have extended the same protection to Blind Seer? She struggled to think of away to ask after the
blue-eyed wolf without implying that he was unable to watch after himsdf. Happily, circumstances made

this unnecessary.

Head held low, nose to the ground, so absorbed in a scent trail that he was otherwise unaware of his
surroundings, Blind Seer loped into the far end of the clearing. He brought himsdlf up short when he
noticed the three clustered across from him.

His earsflickered back and he panted in foolish surprise. Then helooked at Firekeeper.

"I was hunting near theravine," the blue-eyed wolf explained rather lamely, "when | caught an odd scent
trall. | was nearly certain it belonged to our outlier kin, but some effort had been made to muddle the
scents and though they ran parald, they did not seem to run together. | followed the trailsand, well..."

He stopped, sat, scratched vigoroudy behind one ear. Firekeeper thought with sudden amusement that if
he had been human he would have shrugged.

Then Blind Seer raised his head and scented the air sharply. In two enormous bounds he was at her Side,
hackles raised.

"Who has shed your blood?" he demanded, but his glare was fixed on Northwest as if he suspected the
answer to hisquery.

"Easy, dear heart," Firekeeper said, curling her fingersin hisruff. "A misunderstanding, | think. Northwest
wished to question me about my doings with King Tedric and forgot when he sought to wake me how
fragileismy naked human hide."

Blind Seer didn't look convinced, but he seemed willing to accept this half-truth, especialy since
Northwest seemed quite contrite and Wind Whisper amused. Still, Blind Seer did not missthat
Firekeeper's Fang rested bare-bladed in her hand. Firekeeper knew she would need to give him afuller
account when such telling would not precipitate a brawl.

"And did you tell him what you have done?' Blind Seer asked.

"I hadn't yet found thetime," Firekeeper replied. "Aunt Wind Whisper arrived and told us of her coming
just at Northwest's hedls. Perhaps she would care to hear my tae."

"I would," the older wolf agreed, "since we have settled matters of rude awakenings, perhaps you should
begin.”

"L et me go and wash thisblood from my skin,” Firekeeper said, "and then | will tell.”



Leaving the three wolves to sniff tails and go through whatever posturing was needed to settle them into
accord with each other, Firekeeper ran to a nearby brook. She was accustomed to always being at the
bottom of any wolf hierarchy and so when she returned, bare from the waist up so that her vest might
soak off the worst of the blood in the water, she was surprised to find that in ways subtle but
unmistakable, Northwest deferred to her.

It was anew experience, as stimulating as her dip in the cool water had been. Firekeeper seated herself
on the grass, head held high and proud, and began:

"Humans are not as wise aswolves, and so they do not always listen to their Ones. With thisin mind,
ligentomy tde"

Shetold them then of how she had implored Tedric to order Ewen Brooks and his settlersto leave the
land west of the Iron Mountains, how Tedric had not only agreed to do so, but to issue adeclaration
making such settlementsillegd.

"How can he do this?" Wind Whisper asked. "Theland isnot histo govern.”
Firekeeper twisted uncomfortably.

"Humans do not seeit s0," she admitted. "They draw lines on paper and declare that all within those lines,
whether or not they have walked that land, istheir own. It isacustom,” she added, trying to make some
excuse, "that they inherited from those who founded these colonies and one that helps them keep some
peace among themselves."

Northwest looked asif he wanted to say something rather nasty, but when Firekeeper caught hiseye he
humbled himsdlf and only muttered:

"It seemsfoolish to clam what isnot yours, but if it kegps them from fighting each other, | suppose the
cusom isof someuse.”

"| think it isfoolish aso," Firekeeper said, not willing to press her advantage to condescension. "1 do not
say | agree with them, only report how it isamong humankind.”

Northwest swished histail once to acknowledge her wisdom, and then Firekeeper went on:

"Now Tedric will need to send humanswest in order that they may order the coloniststo leave. If these
humans do not make the crossing safely, then Ewen and his people will not know they have incurred their
Oneswrath."

Wind Whisper gave alazy stretch and looked at Northwest.
"It might be possible to see that these messengers arrive safdyuiand without doing further harm.”
Northwest looked rebellious, so Firekeeper hastened on.

"Now Tedric has made another promise. He will command his peopleto build asmal denulike this great
onehereinthat it will have high and powerful wallstin which some of his soldierswill stay and turn back
those who would crass the gap in defiance of his commands.”

"You did say," Wind Whisper said, "that humans would not obey their Ones when they were out of sight.
Inthat way," and she looked dyly at Northwest, "they are not too unlike some wolves."

"But," Northwest retorted defiantly, "might not such aplace be turned againgt us?"



Firekeeper hadn't thought of this, but she tried to answer smoothly.

"It might," shereplied, "but what limits usto crossing the mountains through the ggp? Humans need such
wide breaches in the mountain wall for, asyou have said, they cannot survive without many aids. Thelr
horses and mules could not climb where wolf or bear or pumawould go lightly.”

Northwest acknowledged her point but persisted in his criticism.
"Y et thisis not the only such crossing point, only the eesiest.”

"Isthat 07" Firekeeper said. "Well, that is new to me and may be new to the humans. Once again, we
know much more than they do. If thereisworry that the humanswill come through these other points,
then we can set our own guards upon them. Surely,” she added, and her dark-eyed gaze was hard, "my
pack should not bear the entire weight of protecting the west."

Northwest swished histail low in apology, but Firekeeper was not completely at ease with this persstent
show of humility. She might have beaten him in afightubut it was avictory assured because of Wind
Whisper'sintervention. Firekeeper understood now why Wind Whisper had waited so long to show
herself. Had she not, Northwest would have continued to think of Firekeeper as easy game. Now he
would be more careful in his dedling with hertiand that care would not dwayswork in the wolf-woman's
favor.

"Thereisapricefor King Tedric's cooperation,” Firekeeper went on, knowing that the wolves would
trust the king's actions more fully if they had not emerged smply out of goodwill or prudence. Wolves
fought their own both for precedence and respect. Something fregly given was asign of weaknesstia
puppy piddling onitsbelly out of fear of those larger and stronger.

"King Tedric would have me and Blind Seer join with some of his pack who are set to hunt down a
renegade. This renegade is the same woman who stole the magica artifacts from Bright Bay last winter
and from whom we ultimately stole them back."

Firekeeper could tell from the differencesin the two wolves posturesthat they had each heard the tde,
but she thought that Wind Whisper knew more than did Northwest.

"This renegade has alied hersaf with another pack, the humans of New Kelvin. They are apack which
has much interest in magica lore. My sense of these New Kdvineseisthat where magic is concerned
they are like young bucks growing their first rack. They have sharp points, but not many and they have
yet to learn how to make those pointstruly dangerous. If this human womanuMeinatihas her way with
them, she may transform them into lords of the forest with racks of many sharp points and the sill to
make them pierce deep.”

Wind Whisper licked her nose nervoudly.
"Canonedothis?'

"A strong leader makes a strong pack,” Firekegper quoted from wolf lore. "And whatever e seissaid of
Méeling, sheisastrong leader and has ways of making even the reluctant grovel before her and obey her
will.

"It isfor our people," Firekeegper went on, "as much as for the humansthat | agreed to hunt Melina. New
Kdvinisasmdl land, much waled in stone. | think she might encourage awestern press, for it would be
far easier to go that directiontieven with the mountains barring her routetithan taking her neighbor'slands."

Blind Seer added, "And if Mdinagoeswest, then she has dso gained aroute by which she can dip her



huntersinto her neighbor's lands undetected, rather like alarge pack that leaves afew strong huntersto
spring out from where they will not be expected and where they will do more damage.”

Firekeeper thought about adding King Tedric's concern for Firekeeper herself, hisdesireto get her avay
from thisareaa atime when her loydty to the Beasts might be misinterpreted by humans. She decided
that thiswould be unwise. Northwest, at least, aready thought her capable of speaking from head and
tail at once. No need to remind himuor to show him that humans distrusted her aswell.

Wind Whisper and Northwest discussed what Firekeeper and Blind Seer had told them at some length,
enough so that Firekeeper began to fed the weight of her interrupted deep, heaped on top of the ebbing
tide of fear and fighting, pressing down on her eyelids. She stifled ayawn with one hand.

"S0 you go north to hunt at the behest of this human king," Northwest said, adding quickly when
Firekeeper shifted her knifein her free hand, "and for our own people's good aswell. What should we
dointurn?'

"Wind Whisper spoke well and wisdly," Firekeeper said, still startled to have the outlier ook to her for
wisdom. "Escort the human messengerstitracking them unseen and silent, as you have shown so well you
can do. Thusthe king'sword will reach his people and make their punishment or defiance a matter
between humans, not between humans and Beasts."

Sheticked her tongue againgt the roof of her mouth as she puzzled out athought.

"If some of thewinged folk were near," she continued, "1 would beg them to carry word to the Beasts of
what King Tedric has agreed to do. Best that we do not give the humans any cause to change their minds
regarding leaving our landsto us."

"The peregrine Elation came east with you,” Wind Whisper said. "Whereis she?'

"Ask thewind," Firekeeper replied, quoting aproverb that ran, "Ask the wind, ask therain. Empty
howling and wet fur are al you earn for your pain.”

Blind Seer said, "Elation came with us, but flies her own course. She separated from us some days past.
Perhaps sheiswith Derian. | think she hasafondnessfor him."

"Perhaps,”" Firekeeper agreed. "In any case, sheisnot the only of the winged folk who nest east of the
Iron Mountains. My guessisthat others are nearby. Surely we can seek out one or more of these and
make them understand the need is not ours aone but of dl Beasts."

Wind Whisper puffed abit of laughter.

"| think we can. | ssem to recall hearing that araven or two was considering nesting in these very castle
towers"

Firekeeper was not surpriseduthough she would have been ayear before.
"The humans cdl the place Eaglés Nest" was dl she said, "but it would make afitting rookery."

She yawned, thistime not bothering to smother it in her hand, though among wolves such could be taken
asinault. Still, she thought that they must smell her exhaudtion in her swest and bregth dike.

"Northwest interrupted my rest,” Firekeeper apologized, "and | am weary from dl thistalk. Humans do
businessby daylight and | must berested if | am to spesk well for us."



Shedidn't mention her throbbing throat. The ointment she had rubbed on it, part of alittlejar she had
from Doc, had hel ped, but she knew it would be days before the bruises heaed. 1dly, she considered
how she would explain them to the humans. The truth wouldn't do.

Blind Seer settled himsdf beside her. During dl the talk he had remained bolt upright, and even now there
was something of aguard in his posture. Firekeeper hid asmile. Northwest would hesitate to come within
ten paces of her now.

"Seep," Wind Whisper agreed. "'l am for hunting. Thistravel istiring. Surely Blind Seer has|eft something
for us"

She gathered Northwest to her and they left.

Firekeeper pillowed her head on Blind Seer's flank. She was considering telling him how things were with
Northwest, but even as she was framing the words, she was adleep.

Chapter XI1

THE DAY FOLLOWING her rather uncomfortable discussion with Citrine, Elise took advantage of a
cool afternoon following a thunderstorm to practice her archery. She'd promised Baron Archer she
wouldn't completely ignore her work with the heavier bow, but in truth she had let it dide.

This afternoon, however, Elise could find no excuse to avoid practicing any longer. Race Forester had
come by to consult with Edlin regarding some puppies. The sight of the bow he wore dung from his
shoulder had awakened al Elisg's latent guilt. Citrine was working on her dementary New Kelvinese
vocabulary with Grateful Peace. Wendee was with them, having decided that the best way to polish her
own command of thelanguage wasto relearn the basics.

Sighing dightlyufor shed much rather have curled up with the book of New Kevinese verse shed been
working throughtElise had one of the manservants set up a straw-backed target in alittle-used dley
alongsde the house. The enclosing walls would serve two purposes. Her arrows couldn't go too far
adiray on awild shot and no onewas likdly to cross her field of fire. Dutifully, Elise plunked her way
through her firgt quiver, missing the target entirely as often as she hit. Ninette insisted on gathering up the
arrows while Elise manufactured amakeshift headband from her spare handkerchief, then drank sparingly
from the pitcher of chilled fruit juice the cook had supplied.

When Ninette was safely back in her seat well behind the line of fire, Elise set arrow to string once more.
Shetried to remember her father'singtructions, tried to forget the budding throb in her shoulders and
arms. Thefirst arrow flew fairly true, coming within afinger's breadth of the dark spot at the target's
center. The second arrow went so badly astray that the shaft shattered againgt the alley's stonewall.

Elise gave aladylike stamp of her foot and muttered avery unladylike curse. Thethird arrow flew true,
burying itsdlf in the target's heart. She was setting afourth to the string when the clatter of horse hoovesin
the courtyard distracted her.

She lowered the bow, listening as the deep voice of the head groom addressed someone
whoumaddeninglyureplied in a voice too soft for her to recognize. That is, her ears could not clam to
recognizeit, but her inner self knew the cadence and her heart started pounding far too hard.

Idiot! Elisechided hersdlf. What are you so excited about? So it's Doc, at last. So what? Didn't you



tell him yourself just last winter that there could be nothing between you?

It seemed, though, that the well-thought-out words of last winter meant nothing to this summer's heart.
Elise started to put another arrow to her bowstring, then redlized she was being afool. Shewould go to
welcome any other new arrival, o why not this one?

Because no other new arrival would be Doc.

For amoment Elise regretted her sweaty face, her hands reddened despite the archer's gloves she wore
in obedience to her father'singructions. Then she gave an inner shrug. Sir Jared Surcliffe had seen her
exhausted, blood-smeared, terrified, and even with her head shaved in the very unflattering New
Kevinese style. Throughiit al he had persasted in hisfondnessfor her. Besides, didn't she want to
discourage him in what was probably avain hope?

Elisetold hersdf that she did, but she didn't believe hersdlf. Last winter she had told Doc that he could
hope for nothing more than her affection. Her dutiesto the rank she would inherit meant that she must
carefully consder any maritd aliance. Even 0, Elise knew she would beirrationdly heartbroken if Jared
took a second wife. Indeed, Elise knew herself to be vagudly jedlous of Jared'sfirst wife, awoman who
had died years before in childbirth.

It'sall impossibly stupid! Elisetold herself as she unstrung her bow, leaned it againgt the dley wall, and
went out to mest the new arrival.

Ninette followed, atrace anxious. Normal and usual protocolsfell gpart when the people meeting were,
effectively, comrades-in-arms, due to serve together again soon. What was a chaperon to do? Insst on
keeping form or skip the fuss?

Elise, knowing exactly what had drawn those worry lines on her companion'sface, smiled reassuringly
and was rewarded by seeing Ninette relax and offer, if somewhat tentatively, an answering smile.

Asthe two young women rounded the side of the building, Doc was handing the reins of arather
nondescript grey riding horseto the groom. Sir Jared Surcliffe was aman of middle height and middle
build. Hisblack hair was drawn back into a queue from which afew wisps had escaped. Hisfeatures,
like those of his cousin Norvin Norwood, were aguiline rather than handsome, but unlike Norvin, whose
grey eyes seemed to hold something of araptor's fierceness, Jared's smilar visagewas mild.

Y et Doc was not a soft man, nor acowardly one. He had earned his knighthood on the battlefield, and
possessed more than most men's fair acquaintance with bloodshed and pain. These were his enemies,
more 0 than for mogt. A talent for healing had repestedly brought Sir Jared into conflict with deeth and
suffering. Elise suspected that she was one of the few outside hiscircle of colleagueswho realized how
much using his gift for heding drained Jared.

They had known each other since Elisewas agirl, but then Jaredusome eight years her seniortihad
seemed adistant, very grownup figure. Later their paths had crossed and recrossed, for Earl Kestrel was
agood patron to his cousin and frequently made him one of his party on visitsto the capitd. However,
not until both had become friends of Firekeeper had they been much thrown together.

And even then | was betrothed to Jet Shield, Elisethought. Jared's has always been an impossible
fondness.

Asthey drew closer, Elise noted the saddlebags resting on the flagstones near Doc's feet. He himsdlf was
attired for travel rather than asocid vidt, no waistcoat over his shirt, hishat aworn, douch-brimmed item
of stained felt that had clearly seen more than its share of wegther, but if Doc fdlt a any loss he didn't



show it.

"Lady Archer. Migtress Ninette," he said, bowing over each of their handsin turn while the groom led the
grey off to the stables. "I am delighted to see you both."

He seemed to be, too. Elise saw none of her own fluttering feelings on Jared's composed features.

Then again, he knew he was coming here and that when he arrived he would see me again. There
is none of my being caught unawares.

She took some smal comfort in the redlization. The housekeeper had emerged by now and was calling
for someone to come and take the doctor's luggage.

"I believe I'm staying at the gatehouse,”" Doc said to the housekeeper, "but my horsewas so tired |
thought to relieve him of hisburdens.”

The housekeeper looked unconvinced. Elise suspected she thought Doc had been trying to thrust himself
unwanted into Duchess Kestrel's carefully arranged establishment. Meanwhile, Elise redlized shéld done
nothing but murmur some vague response to Jared's greeting.

Knowing the housekeeper would be scanddized if sheinvited Doc insde while hewas till coveredin
road dust, Elise said, " Perhaps when you've had a chance to change your clothes, you would come up to
the house and have some refreshments.”

Oh, no! shethought. | hope he doesn't think 1'm condescending.

Doc's amile was comfortingly casud.

"I'd likethat,” hesaid. "I have apologiesto offer for being so late on my arriva.”
"What happened?" Elise asked.

" was on my way from my family'slands..." The Surcliffes owned some rocky land somewheat to the
south that they wereturning into awinery. ... when aboy came from Widow Chandler's holding. It
appears his mother had fallen. The boy wasfrantic. Herecaled | was a my parents and took the
initiative to come after me, leaving hislittle sstertionly six, | thinkuto look after their mother.”

lld,.]?l
Elise found she was thinking very ungenerous things about this Widow Chandler and her enterprising son.

"Turnsout,” Doc went on cheerfully, "that the widow had broken aleg. Clean break, thankfully, and |
was ableto urge it to mend more quickly. Still, I couldn't very well leave them without afit adult around
the place. We sent amessage off to Widow Chandler's brother and when he came | took the road here."

Elise wasfighting down images of Doc handling this unknown woman'sleg. A lower-leg bresk, surdly.
And she must befairly old if she had asix-year-old daughter and a son older than that. Couples weren't
encouraged to marry until they reached at least their mgjority at nineteen. That meansthiswidow was at
least twenty-seven...

"I'd have sent amessage,” Doc said, apparently aware of something odd in Elise's expression, "but |
thought that the boyuhe's only ninetihad taken enough risks."

Twenty-nine! crowed the uncharitable part of Elisg's mind. That means this widow was at |east
twenty-nine.



Elise shoved these thoughts aside.

"Very reasonable,” shereplied. "Will you stay for dinner? Grateful Peace has been dining with us most
nights rather than putting the staff to the trouble of preparing separate medls.”

"If that'sthe case," Doc said, "' would be honored."

He looked dightly puzzled as he took hisleave and Elise didn't blame him. Her attitude had been
completely out of line. One moment she was greeting him informally as an old friend, then shewas
tongue-tied as a chit at her first dance, next she was getting frosty when al held donewas hisduty asa
doctor.

| really have to get myself in line, Elise scolded herself. 1'm the one who told him | can offer him
nothing. It's not right for me to act like a flirt.

Elise and Ninette retired upstairs so that Elise could change into something other than her archery habit.
By the time Elise had washed off most of the grime and put on a clean summer frock, she thought she had
her emotions under control.

Ninette had goneto tell Citrine that they had aguest and brought the child back with her. The girl's hands
were smudged with ink from her efforts at writing New Kelvinese and shewillingly scrubbed themina
basin, turning the water bluish black.

"I like Doc," Citrine confided, |etting Elise button her into a clean frock while Ninette brushed out her
mistressshair.

Elisehid asgh of relief. Citrine was reacting to the news of their guest'sarriva far better than Elise had
dared hope.

"Doc hel ped me when my hand was hurt,” Citrine went on, pausing for amoment to stare at the maimed
member. "He helped Peace, too. Peace says Doc saved hislife.

"You know," the girl added thoughtfully, "I don't think | was hurt too bad. | lost only two fingers. Peace
lost awhole arm, hisright one, from the shoulder down. He was an artist before. Now he'slearning to
writedl over again, like he'sababy."

Elisehugged her.

"You'revery brave, Citrine."

Citrine frowned.

"l don't know if | am. I've cried awhole lot and | still hate Baron Endbrook.”

"I would, too," Elisereplied, taking Citrines maimed hand in her own. "Let's go down and see Doc.”

"I'll come down abit later," Ninette said, taking advantage of Citrine as areplacement chaperon. "I'd like
amoment to put on aclean dress.”

Elise nodded, knowing that even sitting and watching was sweety work in this oppressive summer hedt.
"Takeyour time," shesaid. "Citrineand | will guard each other's honor."

Citrine giggled at the ideaand nearly skipped down the hallway.



Jared was chatting with Edlin when they entered the parlor. Edlin wore hiskennd clothes, which were
covered with awedth of finewhite hairs.

"We're bottle-feeding the pups cow's milk," the young lord was saying, "since the bitch's milk dried up,
but I think we need to get them on something more solid. The pupsare shitting..."

Edlin stopped in midphrase when he heard them enter, coloring dightly. Elise noted once again that when
Edlin was talking about something he was pass onate aboutulike his dogsiihe lost some of hisverbd ticks.

He recovered quickly from his momentary embarrassment and beamed at them.

"| say, pretty ladies, dl dressed in flowers! Here | am in my grubbies. The housekeeper's been glowering
at mesincel cameto givetheglad cry to Cousin Jared here. Excuse mewhile | go make myself
respectable, what?"

He bowed hisway out and Elise gave afond shake of her head.
"He'shopeless,” she said with asigh. "I wonder if wed do better to leave him here.”

"Maybe s0," Doc replied ambivaently. "Isthat Citrine hiding behind your skirts? Come out and say
hellotior don't you remember me?”

Helooked so hurt that Citrine giggled.
"I remember you, slly," she said, advancing and offering an embrace.

Once again, Elise noted thet lately the girl seemed more ready to trust men than womenuthough earlier
the opposite had been true. Wasi it because though Citrine claimed to hate Baron Endbrookuwho was a
manuin her heart of hearts she was coming to termswith the fact that her mother's indifference had been
the real reason for her injury? Elise didn't know and she wasn't about to ask lest she trigger another of the
hystericd fitsthat, thankfully, were becoming less and less frequent.

The housekeeper brought in the refreshment tray herself, doubtless so she could get alook a how much
dirt and dog hair Edlin had tracked into her spotless parlor. Elise dismissed the woman with thanks but
did not accept her broad hints that she could send amaid in with abroom. If Elise could live with dog
hair and abit of mud, so could the housekeeper. For now, Elise wanted to learn how much Doc knew
about the Stuation.

She asked directly, feding some anxiety about how Citrine might react. Sometimes the girl took the hints
that they might be going into New Kelvin quite camly. Other times she grew hysterical or creepily silent.
Thistime Citrine only bit into an oatmed-raisin cookie.

Doc'sreply was equaly frank.

"I know everything Norvin did when he wrote me. The king wants some of usto return to New Kelvinto
check out which of these rumors are rumors and which hold some truth. | am glad to goueager even.
Given theinjuries some of us suffered last time, | would not wish you to be without my taent.”

"Thank you," Elise said with honest fervor. "Y ou've taught me agreat ded about treating injuries, but |
have no talent for heding.”

Citrine grinned and there was something unsettling about the way she drew her lips back from al her
teeth as she did so.



"Doc doesn't have talent enough to heal me," she commented, her words underlaid with aripple of shrill
laughter. "No one does. My fingers are gone, gone forever and ever and ever.”

Elise giffened. On someinner level shefelt respongblefor Citringsinjury, asif she should have foreseen
al the details of Mdinas plan instead of just grasping the barest outlines.

Doc, however, seemed to bear no smilar burden. Kneeling without regard for what Elise knew must be
one of hisfew pairs of good trousers, hetilted Citrine's chin so that she must meet his calm grey gaze.

"Now why do you say that?' he asked steadily. "Are you trying to make Lady Archer and mefed bad?’

Citrine wrinkled up her nose and jerked back a step, but she neither ran and hid, nor fell to screaming,
nor withdrew into one of those impenetrable slences.

"l just sadit,” thegirl replied sulkily.
"Y ou must have had areason,” Doc pressed.
"l just said it," she repeated stubbornly.

"Wdl," Doc sad, sraightening. "1 think you should think about why you said it. Your Sgter isamost a
gueen now. That makes youuino matter whet titles you don't havetia most a duchess. People will expect
more of you than when you were the youngest and least useful daughter of Rolfston Redbriar and Mdina
Shidd.”

Citrine looked shocked. Sherolled her wide blue eyes and for amoment Elise thought she was about to
crumpleinto one of her fits. Elise stepped forward, ready to catch or restrain the child as needed, but a
smal motion of Doc's hand halted her in mid-motion.

There was amoment of tense silence so absolute that Elise could hear the settling of theicein the pitcher
on thetray. Then Citrine gave agreat, shuddering sigh and sobbed:

"l want my mamal | want my daddy!"

These had been her two high cards, the exclamations certain to dicit sympathy from whoever heard
them. Doc, however, merely brushed abit of dog hair off histrouser legs.

"Do you redly?| can understand wanting your father. Rolfston was a nice enough man, even if your
mother did crush his spirit. But why would you want your mother, especidly after what she did to you?”

Citrine gulped slent in mid-sob.
"Wel?' Doc prompted.

Elise had never seen Sir Jared so coally critical, not even with patients who were clearly feigning illnessto
gain afew days holiday. Citrine screwed up her face for another sob.

"I don't have adaddy or amamal”

"Y ou and lots of other people,” Doc said bluntly. "It happensto al of us. That'swhy we honor our
ancestors.”

Elise couldn't bear it. She kndt and squashed Citrineto her, glowering up a Doc.

"How can you be so cold! The child has suffered so much!™



"And islikely to suffer more," Doc said, pouring fruit juice into three glasses, "unless she acceptsthet al
this sobbing and whining and making people fed guilty and miserable on her behdf isn't going to changea

thing."

With Citrine pressed againgt her, Elisefelt the girl tense, then push away from her comforting embrace.
The nine-year-old looked up a Doc and stamped her foot angrily.

"What do you know?" she said crudly. "Y our parents are ill dive. Y ou just came from seeing them.
Y our biggest Sister isn't someone e se's family now. Y our brother isn't all taken with being an dmost lord.
Y our other ssters haven't left you and run off to aforeign court!”

"No," Doc replied. "That'strue. Infact, | doubt there's anyone else in the entire world who shares exactly
your burden. Does that make you so specid?"

Citrine pouted with her lower lip outthrust. She didn't reply, so Doc went on.

"Y ou can't change any of those things. No matter how you fuss, your father will not return from the dead.
Ruby and Opa will till bein Bright Bay. Sgpphirewill ill be crown princess.

"Y our mother is another matter. | notice you didn't include her in your lament of woes. Or isit you liketo
think of her as dead? | have newsfor you, Citrine Shield, Mdinaisn't dead. Sheisan exile by her own
will. She abandoned you. She knew what Baron Endbrook had done to you and didn't come to your
rescue.

"My mamaisaqueen,” Citrine replied with perverse pride.
"Isshe?" Doc shrugged. "That's one of the things we are going to New Kevinto learn.”
"She married aking!" Citrine protested.

"Isthat excuse enough for what she did to you?' Doc asked. "Isthat why you still wear so proudly the
stone she put on you? Do you think that shelll have you back? Maybe that shelll make you a princess as
King Tedric has made Sapphire a princess?’

Citrine said nothing, but there was afierce, guarded look in her eyesthat reminded Elise of when afacon
was prepared to bolt to freedom, to refuse the fowler's glove.

Elise hdd her breath, wondering if Doc was closeto thetruth. Certainly, at least in her hearing, no one
had spoken so harshly to the child, no one had done anything but offer her pity and sympathy.

The slence gtretched, became impenetrable, but this time Citrine was clearly willing it. Therewas no
emptiness behind the girl's eyes. She was refusing to reply, trembling with the effort. Doc studied her for
amoment more, then offered Elisethe tray holding the chilled juice.

"Lady Archer?' he queried and, after Elise had accepted the tall glass nearest her, he offered oneto
Citrine, "Migtress Citrine?"

Hisemphad's, ever so dight on the courtesy title with itsdenid of any nobility at al, wastoo much for the
girl. With aghrill, dmost soundless, shriek she dashed from the room, damming the heavy door behind
her. Elise made asif to follow, but Doc restrained her with ahand on her arm.

"Let her go," he said. "She can't do hersdf any more harm than has been done aready.”

"She might injure hersdfujump from awindow or something.”



"Shewont," Doc said, letting hishand drop, "or if she does, she will make certain that what harm she
doesto hersdf istreatable, though I, for one, would be tempted to refuse my aid.”

Elise's eyeswidened in shock, and Doc laughed dryly.

"Not redly, but Citrineis clever enough to calculate my presence and my tdent into her actions.”
Elise spped from her juice, taking the moment to think how to phrase her question.

"Y ou were 0 harsh with her."

"Everything € se had been tried,” Doc said. Y ou must remember, | saw her thiswinter. | saw how she
was coddled and pitied. Such indulgence would turn the head of amuch lesswronged child.”

"Then you do think Citrine has suffered?’ Elise asked, obscurdly relieved.

"I do, but wedl suffer. Sometimes| think the pity we offer asuffering child isredly the pity wewish
someone would lavish on uswhen we're hurt. Not every child who loses afather receives such attention.
Many awidow or widower has remarried, leaving his or her children to wonder just where they fit into
the new family."

"But not under quite such spectacular circumstances!” Elise protested.
Doc grinned.

"No, but I'm not sure Citrine would have been so aware of how spectacular the circumstances were if
everyone hadn't gone out of their way to let her know. When you're that young, lossand grief isa
private, intimate thing. Indeed, somewhere deep insde, Citrine probably blames hersdf for both her
father's death and her mother'sexile.”

"Not regly!”

"Oh, yes. If only sheéld been a better daughter Rolfston would have taken more care on the battlefield,
Meinawouldn't have left..."

"Y ou've become quitewise al of asudden,” Elise said, regretting instantly the mocking note that underlay
thewords.

Doc seemed not to hear it.

"Not really. After my trip to the capita | took every opportunity | could to talk to people with children,
people who had lost parents when they were young, even those whose parents had divorced. Since the
injury to Citrine was no longer organicul could fed that when | tried to treat hertit must originate in her
mind.

"And maybe," he added sadly, "I know something of assuming guilt. After al, despite my much praised
talent for hedling, | couldn't save my wife or our baby."

There was aquick knock on the door and Ninette, ever faithful to her duties as chaperon, camein
without waiting for reply. Evidently, shewasrelieved to find them so decoroudy positioned.

"Citrineisin her nursery,” Ninette said, not commenting on what might have driven the child away, "and
the second housemaid is going to give her supper there."

Elise smiled thanks and offered Ninette the remaining glass of juice.



"Has anything been heard from Firekeeper and Derian?' Doc asked, hastening to change the subject.

"Not that | know," Elisereplied, "but it isearly daysyet. The king did not expect them until the end of
Bear Moon. Itisonly that now."

"I wonder how he thought he could expect themuior at least Firekeepertet al," Doc said, voicing a
question over which Elise herself had puzzled a great dedl. "I'd have thought we wouldn't see her until the
firgt snowfaltiand maybe not even then."

Eliseraised her handsin agesture of confusion.

"Who knows how the king knows what he knows? 1 only hope King Tedric can teach Sapphire and
Shad some smdll portion of hiswisdom before he goesto join the ancestors.”

"Or share his spy network with them,” Doc added with a cynicism that surprised Elise, though she knew
it shouldnt.

She considered whether in the half-year or so that had passed since she had last seen Doc she might
haveidedized him abit. It was quite possible. Their contacts had been brief and utterly unromantic,
mostly the exchange of afew letters containing pamphlets on medica subjects. Once she had sent him
pressed and dried samples of ariver herb that alocal wise woman swore brought down swelling and
fever.

The correspondence between them had been so proper and correct Elise would not have hesitated to let
her parents see the lettersif they had asked. Neither did, though. She wondered if thisindicated
approva, disapproval, or merely indifference to her friendship with Sir Jared. Or maybe it was none of
these things. Maybe they simply trusted her to make the best choice with the barony in mind.

Elise gave hersdf amentd shake and returned her full attention to Ninette and Doc.

"Sorry," she gpologized somewhat lamely, unable for amoment to recall what they had been conversing
about. Then she remembered.

"Ancther thing | wonder," she said quickly, "isunder what guise the king will have usgo into New Kelvin.
He promised us some guidance on that matter, but thus far we have heard nothing.”

Doc raised his hand in an involuntary motion toward hisforehead.

"l only hope that His Mgesty does not expect usto pretend to be New Kelvinese," he said. "'l might
manage to pretend to be someone other than mysdlf, but | do not think | could sustain the deception.”

Eliserecalled how strange she had felt for those brief hours when she had acted the part. Her hair was
finally recovering some from having been shaved after the New Kevinese fashion. Indeed, making certain
it grew quickly and strong had been amaiter of much concern that winter. Sheld spent more hours than
she cared to recall with her head smeared with some odorous paste of artemisiaand rosemary, then
wrapped in warm cloths, the procedure culminating in avigorous scap massage. It would be hard to
sacrifice that hard-won golden fringe once more.

"You could if you mugt," she scolded with mock severity. "Simply act the part of the sllent and somber
male, and leave the talking to facile females like Wendee and mysdlf."

"l usudly do," Doc laughed.

Elise made asif to tap him across the knuckles with an imaginary fan.



"Inany case," shewent on, "you are much behind the rest of usin your studies of New Kelvinese. We
must ask Grateful Peaceto give you intense tutelage.”

"Not that!" Doc said, stretching his accentsinto those of acountry man. "Don't you know maam that I'm
just apoor healer from the backwoods?!

The soft ringing of a bell announced that dinner was ready. Elise rose and Doc, with natural courtesy,
offered his escort to both her and Ninette,

"I've brought somewine," Doc said, "from my family's vineyards. It's anewish vintage, but were pleased
withit. | understand that Race Forester brought partridgesin addition to puppies. | think they shall go
well together.”

Elise made some proper answer, but she couldn't help thinking: As well as you and me?

Chapter XI11

DERIAN SOUGHT Firekeeper two days after their meeting with the king and his heirs. When
Firekeeper emerged from the trees toward which alazily circling Elation had directed him, Derian found
the wolf-woman edgy and tense, but as she was often thisway when delayed in her course, he thought
nothing much of it.

He did think something of purpling bruises on her throat, but seeing her glower when his gaze rested on
them, he decided that it would be wisest not to ask her about them. Doubtless she'd gotten the worse
sdein one of her wrestling matches with Blind Seer and was still soretin more way's than onetiabout it.

"l had aletter today,” Derian began, relaxing onto arock that bordered one of the streams. "It came
under a cover addressed to my mother asif routine business for the stables, but the contents were for
metfor both of us™"

Firekeeper looked unsurprised by this evidence of court intrigue, standing with her back against ayoung
o2k, tossing her knife restlesdy into alog severa yards away. Derian was impressed when he redized
that she wastargeting aknot no bigger than ahuman eye and hitting it every time.

"Read |etter?' she suggested, pulling the knife from the wood and stepping back to her place again.
Derian pulled the missive out, unfolded it, and then paused. "We're alone?"

"But for those littlewild things," Firekeeper assured him, "too stupid to fear awolf. No humanisnear.”
Derian began without further delay, " 'From His Most Gracious Mgesty,

King Tedric..."

"Yes, yes," Firekeeper sad. "We know who from! What it say?' Derian, who had deliberately not
skipped the formal opening in order to tease her, grinned and moved ahead to the text.

As previously agreed upon, you and Firekeeper shall proceed to the Norwood Grant, there
meeting with Lady Archer and the other members of your expedition. After long and careful



consideration, it has been decided that you may best serve our purposes by entering New Kelvinu
at least initiallytas yourselves and in your own form and guise.

The reason to be given for your traveling there will be that you go as agents for the Kestrel Duchy
and the Archer Barony, both of which are interested in entering into a joint agreement wherein
goods shall be imported from New Kelvin and sold not only in Hawk Haven, but also in Bright
Bay. Baron Archer has been consulted on this matter and has given his enthusiastic approval. We
expect equal cooperation from Duchess Kestrel and are writing to request such.

This explanation shall provide ample reason for nearly all members of your party to make the
journey. Lady Archer and Lord Kestrel represent the interests of the Houses they will someday
inherit. Lady Blysse isa member of House Kestrel. Derian Carter is not only favored by the
patronage of Earl Kestrel, but is a representative of one of the most prominent firms offering
transportation of goods and persons within the realm. Sr Jared Surcliffe is a healer, known for
hisinterest in all types of medical lore. He would make a good advisor on the types and quality of
medicinal herbs for which this consortium might trade. It goes without saying that a chaperon
must be provided for the two young ladies. Wendee Jay not only serves admirably in that capacity,
but also as a representative of Duchess Kestrel.

Derian stopped in his reading and grinned. "1 bet that |ast paragraph was Sapphire's doing. King Tedric
would expect usto figure out the excuses for our going ourselves.”

Firekeeper flashed him an answering grin and nodded.
"Reed!"

Derian complied.

Given your prior journey into New Kelvin and despite that journey's rather sensational
conclusion, not many should question any of those mentioned above being chosen for the task.

The attendance of Citrine Shield could raise some small question. We suggest that her presence, if
at all possible, be downplayed. Wendee Jay has two young daughters; perhaps Citrine could be
represented as one of these. However, whatever excuse you choose to manufacture, none of those
with whom you do business should take much note of a child of nine.

Enclosed in this packet are letters of introduction to the staff of our embassy in New Kelvin. That
Lady Archer and Lord Kestrel would call upon the ambassador and make their presencein the
city known should raise no questions. Indeed, their failure to do so last winter could have raised
more. Also included are documents for lines of credit that House Kestrel may convert into
appropriate currency to fund your expedition.

Needless to say, there will be those who will wonder at your presence in Dragon's Breath and who
will suspect that you are interested in more than silk, glass, and medicinal herbs. However, their
very interest in you may provide opportunities to learn some of those things we desire to know.

Derian concluded hisreading and looked up to find Firekegper poised, knifein hand. Shethrew it ashis
gaze rested upon her.



"When we go?' she asked, retrieving the knife and checking the blade for nicks.
"Tomorrow morning,” hesaid, "if you can hold on that long.”

Firekeeper nodded.

"l can waitutill tomorrow. Others know we come?”

"| sent apigeon the very day of our meeting with the king," Derian agreed, "giving my guess asto when
we could depart.”

"Then they be ready to go when we get there?’

"Probably not immediately,” Derian said. "There will be packing and other preparation to make. Still, |
doubt whether well be delayed more than aday or two. Why are you so impatient?’

Firekeeper shrugged.
"Every day my feet wish to go west to my pack. The sooner they aretired from going other the best.”

Derian nodded. In many ways, he felt the sametthough in his case hisimpulse wasto drag his hedls. He
had spent much of the winter away from his family, and much of the spring and autumn before that. Now
summer was being taken aswdll. It wasn't so much that he liked the drudgery or the routine of Prancing
Steed Stables, but that it was the one place he till felt he bel onged.

Even there, though, he was being displaced. Damita and Brock were being trained to take over Derian's
routine. The stables themselves were changing in character, cartage being replaced by boarding other's
animals and by the sdle of fine beasts. Still, home was home and if his own was threstened as Firekeeper
so clearly felt herswas, Derian didn't know how held fed about being told that the best thing he could do
for those he loved wasto leave them to their fate.

"Wegointhemorning,” Derian said. "I'll meet you adong the north road.”
Firekeeper nodded.
"Good then. Tomorrow."

She turned, stepped into the forest's edge, waved once, and, athough it was broad daylight and Derian
could have sworn he never took his gaze from her, was gone.

AS SOON ASthe carrier pigeon arrived bearing the news that Derian and Firekegper would leave
Eagles Nest on or about the twenty-sixth day of Bear Moon, Elise started getting her band ready for
their departureinto New Kelvin.

Wendee Jay, atraveling player in her youth, was of considerable assistance. Indeed, within aday of the
message's arriva, Wendee had taken over the preparations. Elise had other things demanding her
attention.

DuchessKedtrel cameto cdl, Edlin trailing at her heds. The young lord's expression and the dusting of
dog hair on his clothing € oquently showed that hed been caled from the kennels.

Elise sghed. She knew shewould be glad to have Edlin dong once they were on the road, but he was
taking his preparation for the trip far less serioudy than was Citrine. Thelittle girl had acquired agood



smattering of functional phrases and an even better vocabulary. She could identify the marksfor the
thirteen soddities at aglance, even in their abbreviated form. All Elise could hope was that Grateful
Peace was managing to tutor Edlin when the men retired to the gatehouse in the evening.

As soon asthey were settled in the parlor and refreshments had been served, Duchess Kestrel produced
aletter bearing, Elise saw to some surprise, the sed of House Archer. She experienced amomentary
flurry of fear. Had something happened to one of her parents? Had Baron Archer withdrawn his
permisson for her to go into New Kelvin?

Thelast seemed dl too possible. Although the common people thought of the nobility as solidly
supporting the king and his policies, Elise knew how much jockeying for position and precedence went
on behind the scenes. House Wellward and House Kite, for example, had long been rivals. No matter
how much they smiled and exchanged cordia wordsin public, the bite of that rivalry wasthere. Had
something happened to make Baron Archer decide he needed to show his own House's strength?

DuchessKestrd'sinitid wordsrdieved Elise of her fear.

"It seems" she said, her inflection holding atouch of humor, "that after long negotiations carried on this
winter, the Barony of Archer and the Duchy of Kestrel are entering into ajoint trade venture.”

Edlin looked completely confused.

"l sy!" hesad. "What?'

Momentarily, Elisefelt asflabbergasted, though she fancied she hid it better. Then revelation dawned.
"Our reason for going to New Kelvin!" she said. "That's marvelous.”

She felt atouch of chagrin as she redlized that part of her enthusiasm for the plan was that she needn't
chop off her hairtiat least not yet.

"That is<0," Saedee Norwood replied, looking at her grandson with some resignation. "Baron Archer
has written me on the king's behaf. Although the plan originatesin aneed for subterfuge, Baron Archer is
actually quite enthusiagtic about it. He points out that asthe Barony of Archer sharesariver border with
Bright Bay we could set up atrading post there without needing to bring in other interests, aswe would if
we were to use the established crossings a Hope or Broadview."

Elise smiled, knowing her father's ambitionsfor their land and pleased that she would be serving them
adong with the king'sinterests.

"Andyou, Your Grace," she asked politdly. "Areyou interested?’

"Very much s0," the duchess replied. "We have been less able to exploit the White Water River crossing
at Stilled than we might since the one at Plum Orchard, being farther east and so closer to both Port
Haven and Broadview, has dominated trade. This could work to our great advantage, especidly with
Bright Bay opening up asamarket.

"However," the duchess continued, "this does creste asmdl difficulty. Wewill be giving out thet thisisa
plan that had been in the making since you, Elise, so kindly agreed to stay with our family thislast
wintertavisit that was interrupted by events of which we dl are too aware. That means that both you and
Edlin should be well acquainted with the exports of New Kelvin. Y ou should be able to judge the quality
of both glass and silk with some ease, and to handle bartering and related negotiations.”

A look of pure loathing was spreading over Edlin'sfeatures.



"Grandmother!" hesaid. "l say, that'sabit much!”

"It isindeed," Duchess Kestrel agreed. "However, Derian Carter and Firekeegper should not arrive here
for at least another six or seven days. Much can be donein that time. | took the opportunity to speak
with Grateful Peace regarding his knowledge of these things and he saysthat his education islimited, his
sarvicefirg being asan llluminator and then as amember of government.

"There are, however, members of my own household who have handled such trade for us, admittedly on
agmaller scale and only in the Gateway to Enchantment. | will delegate one of theseto teach you what he
can and to supply you with texts that you can study asyou travel. Thetutor | haveinmindis
closemouthed and quite willing to implyuif askeduthat the education has been under way since last
winter."

Edlin didn't protest further. He must have known that there was no wayushort of hisbeing iminated
from the expeditionuto escape. Elise, while dreading the intensity of the projected course of study,
actudly found hersdlf looking forward to it. She had ways enjoyed tales of foreign lands and foreign
doings, and this promised her more of both.

SEVERAL DAY Sinto thistutorid, when Elisg's mind was spinning with information on dyesand
welights, weaves and tensle strengths, Grateful Peace made aforma call on her in her private chambers.

Unusudly, the dim, somber man radiated tension. Elise was reminded of abow strung too tightly and
hoped that she would do nothing to make that string snap.

"Lady Archer," Grateful Peace began, "if | might have some of your time..."
Elise gestured him to achair.

"Please, be seated. I've been going over what I'll need to know in order to trade for silk and my head is
spinning. | thought | knew quite abitumy mother and | prefer to shop for our own fabrics when
possibletibut | find I know nothing at al."

Peace smiled, but his expression remained strained.

"Perhaps| can aid you in thismatter," he said. "I know little about fabric, but I know much about
people.”

Hetook a deep breath and continued, "I want to go with you into New Kelvin. | know that King Tedric
did not include mein the plansyou and he initialy desgned. At first this seemed wise. However, much of
thislast moonspan | have spent talking about my homeland, teaching its language, dwelling therein spirit if
not in body. | am..."

Hefdtered and Elise spoke:
"Homesick?'

"I bedievethat isthe term,”" Peace agreed atouch ruefully. "Although my dear wifeislong dead and we
had no children, | did leave siblings behind. | would see them and my nieces and nephews. Duchess
Kestrd and the family Surcliffe have been kindnessitsdlf, but | desire to see the multihued attire of those
who throng the streets of Dragon's Bresth, to see faces decently adorned in paint and tattoos, to est food
spiced after the manner of my land.”



Confronted with Peace's passion, Elise oddly felt hersdlf the older, though the New Kevinese must be
her senior by more than thirty years.

"Y ou do redize that you will be in tremendous danger,” she said, adding, though shefdt hersdf crud to
do 0, "and so adanger to us. What news we have gathered from New Kelvin marks you atraitor, more
despised than any of us. What we did cannot be declared openly without bringing shame to the Dragon
Speaker and hisalies. Y our desertion of your place is excuse enough to revileyou."

Grateful Peace winced under the force of her words, but persisted.
"What you say istrue, Lady Archer. However, | could accompany you in disguise.”

Elise, looking at histattooed features, his distinctive bearing, hismissng arm, raised her browsin
disbelief. Peace leaned forward in his chair, forgetting dignity in his eagernessto explain.

"You arelooking a my tattoos. | can hide them. There are sainstiavailable just over theriver inthe
Gateway to Enchantmentuthat | could apply to my face. These would darken the skin enough to
sgnificantly hide what iswritten there. Then | could gpply paint over what is<till visble. My darker skin
would let me passfor alaborer. Moreover, no one knowsthat | lost my arm.”

"And s0?" Elise prompted.

"I could act in the role of aguide hired by your people. Such is not considered very honorable
employment. However, it would be an acceptable aternative for someone who had been maimed.”

Elise nodded. The New Kelvinese were arrogant about the superiority of their culture, an arrogance that
could verge on xenophobia

"Therefore," Peace continued, "no onewould look too closdly at me. If any suspected | hid the original
markings on my face they would think it had been done because | was embarrassed about my current
work."

"Hattering,” Elisesaid dryly, "but honest. Do you think such adisguise would fool your former
associates? After dl, we left New Kelvin with you. Wouldn't it be reasonable to assume that the New
Kevinese we returned with might be you?'

"Some may suspect,” Peace admitted. "Mogt likely would be Xarxius, the member of the Dragon's Three
who works most frequently with foreigners. He is a suspicious soul. However, | have good hope that
Xarxiuswould not share such thoughts. He, too, didiked the influence M dinahad upon those who
associated with her overlong. | doubt that her current marriage will have changed his opinions. Indeed,
that may be the case with many of my associates. If they think | have returned to right what has gone so
dradticdly wrong, they may say nothing."

"Possible" Elise admitted. "Still, it isagreet risk, both for usand for you."

"Think of the advantagesto be gained," Peace countered, restraining his eagerness with effort. "I know
ThendullaLypellaasfew do. | know hidden entrances. | can tell you the histories of many who may seek
you out, helping you to better judge ther reiability.”

"True" Elisesad, "and tempting.”
"l have one moreidea," Peace said. "Citrineisadifficulty for you. Isn't that s0?"

Elise nodded. The matter had been discussed so frequently and so openly within their inner group that



she could not deny it. Simply put, everyone else had ample reason for making the journey. Citrinés only
reason would be to see her mother. Such an open declaration of their intent was not wise.

"What if we disguise her asaNew Kevinese?' Peace offered. " She could pose as my child. Variationsin
New Kevinese attire would permit usto conceal the stone on her forehead far more easly than if she
continued as a native from your land. Moreover, we would be protection for each other. My associates
might not see the former Dragon's Eyein acrippled |aborer with asmall child. Equaly, aNew Kelvinese
childuperhaps abit mentdly infirmtwould not immediately seem to be the daughter of Mdina.”

Elise frowned thoughtfully. There was something to the plan. It would solve many of their problems and
provide them with avaued advisor. She hoped that she could trust Peace. Where Melinawas
concerned, they were bound by mutual didike. However, if they were to endanger the Dragon
Speaker...

She shook off the thought. They had no intentions against the Dragon Speaker. Worrying about such was
asfoolish as buying asaddle for an unborn foal.

"Son," Elise sad, spesking an evolving thought aoud. " Citrine is young enough to passfor ether girl or
boy. Let her pass as your son.”

"Then you will let me accompany you?'

"Let ussay that | will congder your proposa and put it to Duchess Kestrdl and my companions.”
Peace |ooked pleased. He rose.

"Thank you, Lady Archer. | promisethat you will not regret having me with you."

Watching him depart, Elise wished that she were equaly certain.

DESPITE FIREKEEPER'S URGING, Derian refused to push Roanne.

"Wewore her out on the road back from New Bardenville," he said, "and she has only had afew days
rest. If you get your way, we will be leaving the North Woods as soon as possible for another long trek.
Roanneisan excdlent horse, but | will not exhaust her without reason.”

Firekeeper wanted to sulk, knew that was a puppyish thing to do, and forced herself to consider the
concessions Derian had dready made. He could have insisted on traveling with atrade caravan ashe had
done before but, knowing that a group would invariably move more dowly than he could aone, he had
agreed to take thetiperceivedurisks of solitary travel.

And Roanne had been rather hard used.

If Firekeeper felt hersalf abused, well, wasn't that awolf'slife? Therain didn't stop just because the pack
was hungry and needed to hunt. The snow didn't sculpt its drifts to awolf's comfort. The winds kept their
vagaries and the sun its hest.

S0, though Firekeeper would have liked to explore more, she and Blind Seer traveled by day, Stayed in
Derian'svicinity, and, as before, hunted for him and selected his campstes. All the while the comet,
growing somewhat fainter now asit turned to adventure into new parts of the night sky, seemed to mock
her.

Blind Seer, overheated athough he had shed his heavy winter coat and many of the roads they traveled



were through forested areas that offered much shade, found the going difficult. Within afew days, the
blue-eyed wolf was seeking out somewhere to rest during the worst of the day's heat, catching up later.

Firekeeper missed the wolf desperatdly, but she reminded hersdlf that she would misshim far moreif he
was killed in fighting between humans and Beasts. Nor did she doubt that if such cameto pass Blind Seer
would place himsdlf in the forefront. He had learned much of human tactics and habits during his sojourn
eadt, and would fed he must share that knowledge with his pack mates.

Wolves, unlike human generds, did not lead from behind.

WHEN DERIAN AND FIREKEEPER ARRIVED at the Norwood estates, some elght days after their
departure from Eagle's Nest, they found that some of their news had traveled ahead of them. Elise was
glad to get King Tedric's letter and, even as she read the contents, she offered Derian the letters that had
arrived before him.

"Sowell dl know everything,” she explained.

Firekeeper, who gtill hadn't [earned to read, fidgeted some as Derian read her the various letters. What
pleased her was learning that preparations for departure were further along than either she or Derian had
dared hope.

Firekeeper clearly fdt that quartermastering details were no concern of hers. After asking for an estimate
as to when the expedition would be ready to depart, she headed off to the deep forests with Blind Seer.
Derian watched her go with mingled exasperation and sympathy.

Elise caught his expresson and laughed.
"Well, she does deserve some reward for patiently guarding you dl those days," she said.

"l suppose,” Derian admitted grudgingly. " Still, you'd think sheldd give thisup. It's not like she'sfresh from
the forest anymore. She's lived among humansfor over ayear now."

Elise frowned.

"I think," she said dowly, "it would be amigtake to think that proximity has changed Firekeeper's
underlying self. Sheismore at ease with you than with any other humanuand you have spent moretime
with her than has anyone dse. | think you overlook how very strange sheis.”

Derian forced himsdlf to grin, though he wasn't at dl certain he agreed. Firekeeper, he thought,
consdered hersalf aperson of privilege and took advantage of her perceived status. Not wanting to
discuss his mixed reactionsto aperson he, after al, essentidly liked and valued agrest ded, Derian
changed the subject.

"Y ou've done atremendous amount to get usready,” he said.

"Assoon asyour letter arrived,” Elise said, "we Started. Later, the letter from my father to Duchess
Kedtrd gave usafair ideaof what King Tedric had in mind. Wendee mentioned this morning that shed
like you to review her preparations.”

"Happily," Derian said, "though | doubt she needs my help.”

"Even s0," Elisereplied, "it cannot hurt to have two sets of eyesreview our plans.”



She looked around the tidy parlor asif suddenly dissatisfied.
"Come outsde into the garden with me," she said. "It's pleasant thistime of day and we can tak there."

Derian had spent far too much time on the road to find the idea of strolling appealing, but he wasn't about
to question a noblewoman's request.

"l wasthinking," Elise said once they were out in the coolness of the dower house's immacul ate garden,
"that thereisno reason for usto wait to secure adwelling in Dragon's Breath until our arrival. Do you
think Hasamemorri's house would serve again?’

Derian consdered.

"It would," he said, "though there is no need for you to stay in such mean quarters. I'm certain the
embassy could arrange for ahouse where you wouldn't need to share aroom.”

Eliselaughed.

"Y ou have odd ideas, Derian Carter. | think you imagine that those of noble birth live in some splendid
isolation. Surely you've seen enough to know otherwise.”

Feding hisface blush hottia habit he had been certain he had overcometDerian answered more sharply
than he intended.

"WEel, you do have fine houses and great suiteswithin them.”

"And we share them with chaperons, maids, and servants of dl sorts. They'rein and out constantly,
putting away linens or clothes, opening and shutting curtains, dusting, sweeping, laying fires. You
probably have more privacy in your parents housethan | do in mine. Even now the only reason Ninette
isn't hereisthat she doesn't know that Firekeeper hasleft usaone. If shedid, shed be here arrow swift
and arrow draight.”

Derian thought about the truth in Elisg's statement, remembered the constant comings and goings of
disregarded servants, and he nodded atouch grudgingly.

"Still," he sad, "Hasamemorri'sisavery common house.”

"But," Elisereplied, "its very commonnessisto our advantage. Our movementswill be lessremarked.”
Derian nodded, but found another protest almost a once.

"Won' that in itsalf be a problem? Won't people wonder why we want such freedom?’

"And you the son of ahorsetrader! Merchants don't wish to make al their contactsin the open.”
Eliselaughed, and Derian had to concede her the point. The noblewoman went on.

"If we aretoo closdly questioned, we can use Firekeeper and Blind Seer as our excuse. Hasamemorri
does have stables for the wolf and none of her neighbors offered complaint last time.”

"Far enough,” Derian said. "Shal | write?'
"Let me" Elisesad. "l will write both to Hasamemorri and to the ambassador.”

She lowered her voice and Derian redlized that she had had more reason than the pleasant coolness of



the garden for inviting him outside.

"Thereis one other advantage.”

"o

"| told you that | have agreed to let Grateful Peace accompany us.”
Derian nodded.

"If we wereto take agreat house with many servants,” Elise went on, "it might seem odd that we keep on
our guide. Also," she paused, seeming uncomfortable, it will be more difficult for Grateful Peace to make
contacts without our knowing. In ahouse with many servants, any one might be an agent of the Dragon
Speakeruand at least one would surely be. We know Hasamemorri and her maids are not so dlied and
can request the dismissal of any too newly come.”

"You don' trust Grateful Peace then?' Derian asked, both apprehensive and weirdly relieved.

"No morethan | must,” Elisereplied firmly. "He could find contacts out in the Sreetsif heis minded to
betray us. However, we do not need to make it easy for him. He may think twiceif he needstake risks
with hisown life”

Derian once again envied Firekeeper for not needing to worry about intrigues within intrigues. The sound
of distant laughter from an open window reminded him of something he had been meaning to ask.

"And Citrine? How is she and how does she take being asked to disguise herself asaNew Kelvinese?'
A strange look passed over Elise's pretty features.

"Sheisdoing well, far better than she did either in her brother'scare or in her Sster's.™

"A compliment to you," Derian offered galantly when Elise ssemed reluctant to continue.

"l wish | were s0 certain,” Elisereplied. "Certainly she weepsless and has nearly given up her hysterical
fitstincluding those where she draws so deeply into hersdlf that it isasif she seesor hears nothing. Only
occasionally does she make one of those odd comments.”

"Odd comments?’
Eliselaughed atrifle uneadly.

"| forgot, you haven't seen her. Citrine has been given to making commentsthat on face value seem to
mean nothing. Later, however, they dmost dways prove to mean something.”

Shetold him about the hole in the road.

"There were other such commentsaswdll," she continued. "At Eagles Nest Castle, Citrine kept some of
her regular attendants quite on edge. Ninette learned from arather indiscreet bit of gossip that it was
being put about that Citrine had inherited some sorcerous talent from her mother.”

Despite himsdf, Derian felt unessy.
"But you say Citrineisal right now?" he asked, and hated himsdlf for sounding so in need of reassurance.

Elise didn't appear to notice.



"Maybe not 'dl right,” shereplied, "but at least much better. Citrine says she likes the idea of disguising
herself asaNew Kelvinese child. She even said she hopesto help us, that ‘'No one notices achild or
watches what they say around one.™

"It sounds asif you have donewell by her," Derian said, fedling Elise needed reassurance.

"Not me so much asDoc," Elise replied with asmile that was momentarily so unguarded and so warm
that Derian was assured that, whatever €l se had passed between these two the winter before, Elise's
fedings had not much changed.

"At firg Citrinewasfurious at Doc," Elise continued. " Then she underwent agradua change of humor, as
if seeking to prove Doc wrong. Today sheis hard at work with Wendee and Grateful Peace, designing
her costume.”

"Have they found away to ded with that gemstone?’ Derian asked, thinking that it would little matter
how they disguised Citrineif her identity was proclaimed by the presence of the gleaming gem, especidly
since the New Kelvinese practice of shaving the front severa inches of hair meant that the forehead was
more than usudly visble,

"Wendee did," Elisereplied, admiration in her voice. " She discovered that the band that holds the gem
has some play inituasit must for matters of hygiene. She experimented while tending to Citrineand
discovered that Citrineisnot at al upset if the ssoneisworn front to back or Sdeto side, just aslong asit
isthere.

"Headbands are not uncommon in New Kelvin, especidly for those whose hair is not long enough to
braid behind. Oneideaisto turn the stone to the sde whereit can be concedled in avariety of fashions.
Or they may make a sheath for the entire bandithough the difficulty there is making one that does not
show so clearly that it coversathicker, heavier portion. What isimportant isthat Citrine will be disguised
and in afashion that will arouse no comment.”

Derian was satisfieduand rdieved.

"I'll just go look up Wendee, then," he said, "and offer to take over the packing and quartermastering so
shewill be freeto work with Citrine."

"Do," Elise agreed. "Y ou will be staying with the other young men in the gatehouse. It must be getting
quite crowded by now."

"Not redly,” said Derian, who had aready been by. "Lord Edlin is staying there only part-time. | hear
that he is splitting the rest between the other house and his kennels.”

Elise shook her head but didn't voice the disgpproval so evident on her features.

"I appreciate your willingnessto take over as quartermaster,” she said, "but you aso need to talk with
Grateful Peace about improving your New Kelvinese. | seeit as essential to the success of our story that
everyonetiother than Firekeeper, who hardly speaks Pdllishushows some comfort with the language.
After dl, thisisatrip we are supposed to have been contemplating since last autumn.”

"Yes, my lady," Derian said, sartled dightly by the commanding tonein her voice. They had been talking
s0 easily that hed dmost forgotten that Elise was the daughter of abaron. "I'll ook Peace up right away."

"Y ou may find both him and Wendee in the same place,” Elise said, softening dightly, "sincethey are
preparing Citrinefor her new role. If you see Ninette, tell her | will bein my roomsreviewing thetrade
reports and she need not stop her work with Citrine to cometo me."



Elise sghed dightly. Derian, remembering her outburst on how little privacy she possessed, thought he
understood. Daughter of abaron or not, he pitied her.

BOOK
TWO

Chapter XIV

IF THERE WAS ONE THING that amazed Mdinaabout the New Kelvinese it was that aland so
obsessed with the past could be so immuneto curiosity.

Even during her firgt visit to the country, back when she was fifteen, Mdinas awe and wonder had
rapidly been followed by aflood of questions.

What did the symbols that adorned everything from skin to fabric to the wals of buildings mean? (For
she rapidly deduced that they were more than merdly dphabetic sgns.) Why wasthe ruler of the land
called the Heded One? Why was his e ected administrator called the Dragon Spesker? What purpose
did the sodalities serve? Was there any truth to the hundreds of legends that were repegated in so many
different contexts?

Méinawasn' interested in the more practica elements of internationa trade or city management or locd
economics. However, the heritage that underlay these things and shaped them either explicitly or covertly
rapidly became an obsession.

Wasit redly necessary that a specia dance be performed every time anew glass furnace was opened?
What purpose was served by the elegant rituals that began and ended each session of the Primes? What
would happen if these things were not done?

Thislast she even asked, shocking her New Kevinese hosts. Her mother, who she had accompanied on
thisjourney, had been mortified and forbade Mdinato ask anything else.

From thisincident Melina cameto believe that the New Kelvinese did possess magic. Why else be
reluctant to answer questions about the fashion in which things were done? Why el se be o steadfast in
refusing to change even the smdlest detail ?

Melina had seen paintings of the first Primestiold paintings, contemporary to that revered bodyutiand the
clothing the members wore, the manner in which they styled their hair, even the way they folded their
hands or positioned their feet in their awkward, curly-toed dippers, remained essentiadly undtered dl
these yearslater.

The attempts to awaken the magic within the three artifacts that Melina had contrived to have enter New
Kelvin's hands had proven a great shock to Mdina. Watching the thaumaturges she had heretofore



revered as wise mystics and faultless keepers of knowledge bumble and argue their way toward a
solution had nearly shattered her reverence for the New Kelvinese.

Nearly. The experience did teach Melinato view the thaumaturges claimsto magica knowledge with
less confidence, but it confirmed her certainty of their devotion to the magica arts. Therefore, even after
the catastrophic end of that venture, Mdinahad resolved to remainin New Kelvin.

Political connections were not enough to assure Mdinathe place she desired among the thaumaturges.
She must have amore solid link.

After some observation, Melina decided that there was nothing more solid in al New Kevin than the
respect in which the Healed One was held. At firgt she thought about smply making Toriovico her
advocate, but when she got to know the young man better and learned enough of New Kelvinese
manners to recognize the lithe strong body benesth the heavy robes, she could not resist making him her
husband.

Mélinas desire was not solely based on sexud attraction. The Heded One was unmarried, but would not
remain so for long. There was aresistance bordering on insanity to having the Healed One succeeded in
his office by anyone but amale of his own begetting.

Childless and with no brother or even uncleto follow him, Toriovico must marry. A wifetino matter how
docile abroodmare Melinamight use her connectionsto arrangetiwould insert hersalf between Melina
and her chosen anchor in her new homeland. Therefore, there was no choice but for Melina hersdlf to
become Toriovico's new wife.

Not that she found this prospect at al repulsive. The Healed One was younger than hersdlf, his dancer's
body strong and virile. Rolfston Redbriar, Melina'slate husband, had long ceased to pleasure her when
she permitted him into her bed. However, Meina had been too interested in perpetuating her family's
connectionsto risk the stain of infiddlity. Celibacy had been a ddliberate choice, reluctantly accepted.

It wasto the comet that glowed through the night skieslate that winter that Melina owed the successful
approva of her marriage to the Hedled One. In Hawk Haven an astronomica phenomenon of that order
awakened responses ranging from the passive interest with which sunsets and newborn babies are
viewed through superdtitiousfear.

In New Kelvin the comet was an event to celebrate, proof that magic had not gone entirely out of reach.
The Soddity of Stargazers was particularly voluble, explaining that the comet was astar come freefrom
its place in the heavens. Thiswas an event regularly witnessed in the fal of shooting stars and alway's
indicated change.

Dropping afew hintsinto sympathetic ears, Melina suggested that the comet was absol ute proof that
Toriovico was meant to marry hertithat she was the shooting star and that her marriage to the Hedled
Onewasindicative of great eventsto come.

Méelinaknew that thiswas true, but doubted that those who so blithely spread the word of this good
omen redized just how much change she meant to engender.

After Medlinahad placed her mark on him, the Healed One became the perfect lover, interested only in

hiswife's pleasure. Moreover, outside the bedchamber, Melina discovered avoid of intense loneliness

within her young husband, avoid that cried out with flattering intengity for her tofill it. There weretimes
when Toriovico turned those blue-green eyes of hison her, their expression intense with many levels of

longing, that Mdinacould have begunto love him.



Love, however, was awesknessin which Mdinadid not plan to indulge. Her woman's cycles il
followed their lunar order, but they did have their irregularities, and Citring's birth had been nine years
before. Time would show whether or not Meinawas still capable of bearing achild.

In order to secure her hold on the Healed One and, through him, upon her newly acquired homeland,
Melinamust not only bear achild, but a hedthy male childtiand preferably more than one such son.
Having dready borne five living children, Meinafound that prospect exhausting even to contemplate.

Thus, athough she consulted a discreet (and controllable) member of the Soddity of Herbalists, and
fathfully swallowed powders and potions meant to enhance her fertility and ability to bear ahedlthy child,
Mélinaddved into more definite ways of securing her rulein New Kdvin.

SOMEHOW TORIOVICO HAD THOUGHT that being married would mean the end of being alone,
but he was married now, had been for several moons past, and now he knew. Marriage wasn't an end to
londliness. Right now it seemed to be adoor wide open into more loneliness.

He should have known that no other person could end the loneliness. That was histo bear, one and the
same with thetitle he bore,

Heded One.

Toriovico thought it rather amusing that the title he had borne these five years assured dl his subjects that
he was hedled, whole, one, while he himsalf knew just how empty and fragmented he was.

Toriovico knew that anyone who saw him saw him first asthe Healed One, only after asan individud.
Hisnatura hair color was an unremarkable brown, but tradition required that the Healed Onetint it to
represent each season. Currently, it was adark green. His eyes were a blue-green blend that his
cosmetic artists loved to enhance appropriately. Today, of course, they shone like emerads. His strong,
lithe body, flexible asareed from years of study as adancer, was routingly swathed in heavy robes that
made him look remarkably solid, less aman than amonoalith.

Toriovico had lived for twenty-seven years, but he had lived within the isolation of the Hedled One for
only the past five.

Before that he had been part of something larger, like a kitten tumbling about with therest of itslitter. In
Toriovico's casethat litter had consisted mostly of sisters. Hed had six older sigters, il did, but now
that he was the Healed One he didn't see them very often.

He'd had abrother, too, an older brother. Not the oldest of them al. That place belonged to one of the
many ssters. Vanviko was the third born, but from the start he had been specid. He was the one who
had been destined to be the Healed One after their father died.

Toriovico sometimeswondered if Vanviko had ever felt this same piercing loneliness. He doubted it.
Unlike Toriovico, Vanviko had been isolated from birth, proud of his privilege, of the specid lessonshe
attended, of hisplacein hisfather's shadowuliterdly, for custom dictated that this was where the Hedled
One'sheir sood during ceremonies.

Although he had been the Hedled Onefor five years, as of yet Toriovico had no oneto stand in his
shadow. He had been unmarried when his eevation had come. Indeed, he had even been encouraged
not to marry, aince hisfather lived, hisbrother lived, and his brother's wife was expecting. Why rush to
create children?



Toriovico wondered if his new wife, Melina, was capable of bearing children. He was certain that she
could. Hadn't she dready borne five hedlthy children? Wasn't she awonderful woman?

Hefet reassured, but till some part of him wondered. It was very important that there be an heir to the
Heded One. Sometimesit was easier not to wonder. Sometimes it was easier to remember.

Even when that remembering was painful.

Toriovico recaled the day hisbrother had died as clearly asif it had just happened, rather than being an
event yearsgone. A minstrel had cometo Thendulla Lypella, filling every ear that would ligen with tles
of the wonderful mountain sheep he had seen on hisjourney to Dragon's Breath. The minstrel sang
eloquently of how its horns shone like gold and hooves sparkled asif cut from solid diamonds.

Winter had been dow to depart, ssorm-filled, and damply cold. Vanviko had been glad to have an
excuse to leave the confines of Thendulla Lypellaand the endless cycle of ceremony. The occurrence of
such amiraculous beast needed to be investigated.

Even then Toriovico had his own interests and had not cared for the ideaof amidwinter hunt. Thus he
had avoided the avalanche that had wiped al but three members of the hunting party from the
mountaingde.

Vanviko was not one of those who staggered back into Dragon's Breath. For days there had been hope
that he and some of his companions still lived, perhaps trapped in a cave or hollow in the snow. After a
week's digging, searchers brought the bodies home. All of them, even Vanviko's.

The mountain sheep the hunting party had been pursuing had escaped. Some of the rescuers said it had
stood on a nearby mountain crest as they went about their ugly work, bleating with laughter. Mogt
dismissed thisasthe halucinations of their tortured minds.

Vanviko's death had been agreet tragedy for al the kingdom of New Kevin, but for no one more than
Toriovico. From his quiet artistic seclusion, he found himself promoted to the place in hisfather's shadow.
He barely knew the most common rituals. Now he had to learn them al and as quickly as possible.

The Hedled One had not been young when his eldest son had died. However, he took to the task of
educating his new heir with the energy of amuch younger man. His burden burned him out like acandle
with too long awick. He died when Toriovico was twenty-two and Toriovico stepped from the shadow
into the light, in the difference between one bresth and one never taken becoming the ruler of akingdom.

But before that fina breath had been taken, Toriovico's father had sent dl his advisors, doctors, nurses,
even his grieving wife, from the room. In rasping whispers he made Toriovico swear never to spesk a
word of what he would now hear except to his own son, and never then but on his own desthbed. Then
the Healed Onetold his heir the truth, the truth that transformed everything Toriovico knew into alie.

STILLED IN SUMMER, with trade thriving and vigorous, differed from the town that it had beenin
early winter. By contrast, the town in winter had been a dead place. Then the mgjority of the goods that
had come across the river had been consigned to warehouses, awaiting the snow-packed roads of |ater
winter to be hauled away.

Stilled in summer was abusy place, full of noisy bustle and shoving people. Init Elise Archer saw a
shadow of what her father envisoned for the Archer Grant should he establish atrading station adong the
Baren River.



Brightly curtained stalslined the crowded streets, the merchants within selling goods from both Hawk
Haven and New Kévin. Their customers wore the costumes of both nations, the bright robes of the New
Kelvinese contrasting with the open-necked shirts and practical smocksworn by the residents of Hawk
Haven.

Minstrels set up impromptu pitches wherever they could, often in association with afood vendor who
profited from those who ddlied to watch the performance. A juggler clad in long robes and face
paintuthough Elise would have sworn he was of Hawk Haven rather than New Kedvinowas pulling quitea
fine crowd.

Viewing thiscolorful chaos, Elisefet atwinge of nostagiafor her family'sland as she had Ift it,
completely foolish since the change of which Baron Archer dreamed had not yet come, nor might it ever.

They wereleading their horses now, al but Derian, who was driving their baggage wagon while Doc had
charge of Derian's mare, Roanne.

The wagon had been the only way they could think to get Grateful Peace and Citrine into New Kelvin
unseen. It would not have done for their party to set out with two comrades who vanished and were
replaced by two similar yet different ones on the other side of the river, so the man and the girl traveled
rather uncomfortably secreted in an ingenious smuggling hold within the wagon's cargo. DuchessKestrdl's
prestige promised to get them through customs with the most cursory of ingpections.

Thetrip from the Norwood estate to Stilled had been stretched out over two days rather than exhaust the
animals with one very long push. Jostled from dl sides asthey worked their way through the crowded
Sreets, Elise wondered rather woefully if it might take them aslong just to get to the Long Trail Winding,
their choseninn.

A scream and ashout jerked her from her musing. Grasping Cream Delight's bridle tightly, Elise turned to
find Firekeeper, her blade pressed againgt the throat of aman easily two headstaller than hersdlf, but
frozen with fear nonetheless.

The surrounding crowd dropped back from them, leaving awide border asif thiswas smply another
entertainment. Indeed, on the fringes of the group Elise glimpsed an opportunistic sweets sdller trotting
over to offer her goods to the bystanders.

Firekeeper looked wild-eyed and atrace anxious. She hadn't wanted to come into the town by
daylightuwanting to join Blind Seer,, who would be staying outside and crossing the river on hisown.
Elise and Derian had insisted, warning Firekeeper that she must begin to accustom herself to large groups
of people and that she must cross with them so that al the customs formalities could be handled

appropriatdly.
Now Elise hoped that she wouldn't regret her insstence.

Edlin, nearest to Firekeeper, grabbed the reins of grey Patience, the horse that came closest to being
Firekeeper's own.

"l sy!" hesad. "What's going on?"

"This" Firekeeper said, gesturing a the man she till hed, "was taking things from the saddiebags. | not
think you want."

"l say not!" Edlin replied. "Good going!"

Firekeeper's prisoner looked asif he was about to protest, but a glimpse of the wolf-woman's dark eyes



as she glowered up a him and his resistance melted.

"l did" he squeded. "But you can't let her kill mefor taking afew little things? Not since you'll have them
back."

"No?' Firekeeper asked with asoft growl.

Elise tossed Cream Ddlight's reins to Wendee and hurried back. Events were starting to get out of hand.
Firekeeper had been taught not to kill humansuat least not without causetibut she had awolf's
territoridity. Steding, therefore, might well seem just cause.

"What's the law on the matter, Lord Kestrel?' Elise said to Edlin.
"What?' Edlinsaid. "l say, let methink. Just amoment. Trade tables, not law in my head right now."
Thethief, redizing who he had been foolish enough to rob, gave alow moan.

"Wedon't usudly kill minor thieves," Edlin said at last. Then he brightened, remembering something else.
"But the pendtiesfor assaulting one of the ruling house can get rather nasty. Grandmother, you know,
had to assert her prerogatives.”

"Spare me, young lord!" the thief wailed. "Mercy to apoor starving man!™

Edlin, who wasn't nearly as stupid as he sounded, Elise knew, looked at the thief. The man might bethin,
but there was awiry strength to him.

"Good meet on you for dl that," Edlin commented doubtfully.

"Redlly, lord. | am perishing hungry," the thief quavered. "I lost my job on the waterfront and haven't
eaten for two days.”

Edlin looked asif he might be softening, and Elise thought the mood of the crowd was shifting dightly in
favor of clemency.

Firekeeper, however, was having none of this. She sniffed a the man'slips.
"Lies" shecommented coolly. "Besf pasty. Spiced. Too much garlic. Ale, too."
The crowd murmured with one astonished voice. Edlin beamed.

"l say, redly?" he asked.

When Firekegper nodded, Edlin turned to the thief.

"My sgter,” Edlin clarified. "Adopted, what? Lady Blysse, you know."

Thethief, who hadn't looked particularly happy before this, now looked completely terrified. Firekeeper
was a0 getting increasingly edgy.

"His pockets?' she suggested.
"Right-oh," Edlin agreed.

Under the view of numerous witnesses, Edlin removed an choice array of smal goods, most of which, to
the thief's evident dismay, had come from Edlin's own saddlebags.



"My tortoiseshell comb!" Edlin exclaimed. "I say, Grandmother gave that to melast Lynx Moon, wouldn't
want to lose it. My soap! My spare handkerchiefs. Agneta put my initias on them. She's not very good
with her needle yet, but she meanswell.”

The crowd's mood had shifted from tense to positively ddighted. Edlin had assumed the air of a
conjurer's straight man and Firekeeper had put away her knife, though she kept afirm grip on the thief's
am.

"Now, thisisinteresting,” Edlin said, trying another of the thief's pockets. "This purseisn't mine, but I'd
bet my left eyebrow it isn't yours either, what?!

Thethief could hardly protest. Theitem in question was arather dainty drawstring affair, embroidered
with flowers. Its strap had been cut through. Edlin discovered a second and third purse on the thief
before hefinished, dong with asmal fortune in loose trade tokens.

"| say, you were having agood day," Edlin said. "Let this be alesson to you, what? Don't get greedy.
Now," he said, restoring his own property to his saddiebags, "1 think you and these things should go to
theloca law. Anyone careto point the way?"

"l will, Lord Kestre!" came the prompt response from severd different throats.

With more judgment than Elise had expected, Edlin selected a steady-looking young fellow and thanked
the otherswith awinning amile.

"WEIl just trot dlong there," he said, turning to Elise. "Me and Lady Blysse and thisfine fellow. Meet you
a theLong Trall Winding, what?'

Elise agreed. Edlin digpersed the crowd with awave of his hand.

"Off to your business, good people. Let thisbe alesson to you as well. Watch your pocketsin acrowd.
Think of what an ass|1'd have felt when | went to comb my hair this evening. Would have cursed my
vaet'sforgetfulnessfor no good reason at al!”

Laughing, the crowd did part, afew of the children forming an informa escort for Edlin and Firekeeper.
Elise noted to her amusement that severa people were patting their pockets as they went on their way.

Oncethey had taken their rooms at the Long Trail Winding and reacquainted themsalves with the
establishment'sfriendly owner, Derian snesked Citrine and Grateful Peace in viaaback stair. He
reported them comfortable in the room he was sharing with Edlin and Doc.

"Glad to gretch,”" Derian added. "I'll arrange for abite for them later. Happily, young men have hollow
legs, so no onewill think it odd if Edlinand | est more than one meal.”

Soon after the rest had assembled in the public room for aglass of something cool, Edlin rgjoined them.

"Firekeeper's off," he said matter-of-factly. " Stuck by me until we had the thief under lock and key. He's
aknown man hereabouts it seems, so there was no trouble about it. She stayed long enough to ask afew
questions about when aman isathief and when a bandit, then headed for the hills. Says shelll meet usat
the docks come morning.”

Wendee shook her head.

"More than she could take, poor girl."



"Nearly morethan | could take," Derian commented. "I thought Firekeeper would cut the man's throat
then and there. I'm not at al surprised she asked about banditsuinot after last year. How'd you explain the
difference, Lord Edlin?’

Edlin grinned reminiscently.

"Took some doing, what? Basicdly, though, | told her that athief just stole, but a bandit threstened
violence and when that happened, well..."

He blithely mimed aknife blade across his own throat.
"l supposeit will answer," Elise said, atrace uneedlly.

Suddenly she was reminded of the journey ahead of them, ajourney where the threet of banditswas all
too redl. Last winter she had been more innocentuor at least more ignorant. Now she lacked the comfort
of illusion. She shivered, wishing that the road ahead didn't seem so long or so dangerous.

Acrossthetable, she saw Doc was watching her, his own gaze mirroring her fears.

FIREKEEPER HAD ENJOY ED her tangle with the thief in Stilled. It was about the only thing she did
enjoy for the next severa days.

Theriver crossing the next morning wasn't much fun. The wolf-woman had yet to grow accustomed to
thefedling of aboat deck moving under her feet, but would have died rather than let anyone know how
miserable she was.

She would have been happier if their group had immediately struck out from Gateway, but this, too,
proved unexpectedly complicated. It seemed that Peace and Citrine could not smply emerge from their
hiding places, put on their New Kelvinese clothing, and become the party's guides.

No, this, too, must be made unexpectedly complex. Derian tried to explain.

"It'slikethis, Firekeeper," he said, "people are going to be watching us when we get to Dragon's Breseth,
quite possibly before. It would look pretty strange if we suddenly had a guidetia guide no one
remembered mesting before.”

"Big place," Firekeeper protested. "Many people. Not everyone know everyone."
Derian Sghed.

"Right," he said, "but wrong. We want people to have seen Peacetior his new sdif, Jalarios. Remember to
cdl himthat, right?’

Firekeeper nodded curtly.

"Peace says," Derian went on, bresking his own admonition with that inconsistency that Firekeeper found
S0 maddening, "that no onewill look too closaly a himunot with the makeup he's wearingubecause they'll
know he has something to hide."

"So then they look to seewhat hiding il Firekeeper said.

"No," Derian said in away that made Firekeeper positive that he was less certain than he seemed.
"Peace saysthey'll think he's arich man grown poor or something like that, that people don't like looking



too closdly at failure or defeat because they're not sureit won't rub off on them.”

Firekeeper didn't understand thisat dl, but didn't bother saying so. She suspected it was another of those
human traits that made no sense.

"So wewait," shereplied, "and you play these games. | wonder what games Melinaplay while we wait?"
Derian didn't answer, but helooked very unhappy as he walked away.

However, neither the delay nor the discomfort of staying at a New Kelvinese inn were the worst thingsto
happen over the next few days. The worst thing was when Elation announced she was leaving.

Firekeeper was moodily practicing archery with Edlin at avacant range near the edge of town when
Elaion came dowly circling in from the direction of theriver. A smaler hawk waswith her, and before
the pair had landed, Firekeeper was certain she knew Elation's companion.

Unstringing her bow, she strode over to meet the two hawks, leaving Edlin to gape wide-eyed and
openmouthed after her.

"Go on shooting,”" she cdled to him. "I be back."
Elation shrieked greeting to Firekeeper, her cry cutting the humid stillness of the afternoon.
"Thisis Bee Biter," shewent on. "I am sure you remember him."

Firekeeper nodded. She did indeed remember the brightly colored Roya kestrel, and she felt a surge of
gpprehension.

"l do," shesad. "What brings him from the lands west of the mountains?'
"As before" Elation replied, "he comes to tell me that the Mothers of our people have need of me."

Firekeeper knew that among the winged folk the femaes were larger than the males and by extension
more usudly their rulers. A wave of dismay washed over her.

"Just like that?' shecried. " You are leaving?'
Elation beat her wings asif unsettled, but her reply was uncompromising.

"Bee Biter will stay with you" the peregrine said evasively, "and he will contact those of our people
who have gone ahead to Dragon's Breath. | am needed elsewhere.”

Firekeeper thought of the reasons the Mothers of the winged folk would call back their wandering
daughter and liked none of them. Peregrines were large and agile, finefighters, far better than alittle
bug-eater like akestrel. Did that mean warriors were needed, that the Situation with Ewen Brooks and
his settlement had gone rotten?

Then again Elation was wise in the ways of humankind. Indeed, ayear and a half ago she had understood
more Pdllish than had Firekeeper hersalf. Firekeeper suspected that the falcon still understood some
subtleties that escaped her. Was Elation then needed to interpret and advise on human behavior?

Or were the winged folkuperhaps having heard Wind Whisper and Northwest's reporturemoving their
support from Firekeeper's venture? Firekeeper tried to dismiss that thought, recalling that Bee Biter was
to stay with her and help her make contact with the winged folk in Dragon's Bregth, but shewas al too
aware how easy it would be for the kestrel to take wing one day and never return. Perhaps the promise



of hisassistance was more a sop to ease Elation's departure.

But the wolf-woman tried to let none of thisflood of worry color her reply:

"Why must you go?" she asked as casualy as she could.

Elation puffed out her feathers.

"Thereis no law that says | must justify my actions to little wolflings," she squawked angrily.

"None," Firekeeper agreed. "1 only wonder, friend to friend. Weasels might have climbed into your
aerie or perhaps the humans have found the Brooding Cliffs?"

"Nothing so terrible,” Elation replied, softening dightly, but il she offered nothing more and
Firekeeper must be content. She turned to Bee Biter.

"We thank you for coming with us,” she said.

Thebrilliant blue and red hawk preened his satisfaction. Although much smaler than Elation, like all
Roya Beasts he was larger than the Cousin kind. Indeed, Firekegper thought sardonically, Bee Biter
might be able to day arobin rather than merely asparrow or abee.

She couldn't help but fedl they were getting the worst part of the trade. Bee Biter might be able to make
introductions, but there was no way that he would be the fighter Elation was, nor that he would be ableto
scout asfar.

Blind Seer, who had been adeep in ashady copse of trees some distance away, came ambling up now.
"And what is the news from home?" he asked.

Bee Biter nervoudy twisted his head sdeto side.

"News?" he repesated Shrilly.

"News" replied thewolf, gaping hisjawsin ayawn so cavernous that the kestrel could have perched on
histongue.

"All iswell," Bee Biter said, recovering somewhat. " The humans are yet in their village, but
something has stirred them like a hive of hornets.”

"King Tedric's men?" Firekegper mused thoughtfully. "I would not have thought they would have had
time."

Blind Seer sat and scratched hard behind one ear.
"Perhapsit is our own people who have done the stirring,”" hesaid.

Bee Biter said nothing more and with this the wolves had to be, if not content, at least satisfied.

THE MAGICAL LORE OF THE NEW KELVINESE, Mdinafelt certain, held the answer to what she
desired. Even before the disaster of the artifacts she had begun reading text after text, trying to find
secreted within the epics, songs, and stories some hint as to how magic had worked in the days of the
Founders.



The Sodality of Songweavers grew accustomed to sending over their membersto recitefor her. The
[lluminators grew resigned—if not enthus astic—about lending her copies of their precioustexts.

Mélinafound the attitude of the Illuminators particularly hard to bear. She thought that if they had their
way not asingle book or scroll would ever be read. The precious texts would only be copied,
embellished, and admired asif they were mere paintings, not things of sense and meaning. Their libraries
were maintained, Melinanoted with disdain, not by librarians, but by custodians whose only interest was
in assuring that insects and molds did nothing to damage their charges.

After the disaster of the artifacts, Mdinaredoubled her effortsto learn about how magic might once have
worked. She even incorporated her research into her courtship of Toriovico. The Sodality of Dancers
and Choreographers, in which Toriovico would have enrolled had not his brother's degth elevated him to
the place of heir apparent, was custodian of agreat deal of lore about the past. Indeed, a sequence of
dances contained as much knowledge as did any book or treatise.

Toriovico knew many of the dances by heart. Those dances he did not know well enough to perform for
her himself, he was familiar with. He sincerely enjoyed escorting her to scheduled events and later
sponsored performances so that she could see some obscure pieces that might otherwise be celebrated
only under very specia circumstances.

Eventudly, Mdinanarrowed the focus of her research to those events that had occurred herein the New
World during the days before the Burning Times had ended the easy practice of magic and sent the
Founders back to the Old Country.

No longer did she settle for stories of what might or might not have been. She wanted absolute, provable
evidence of miracles. There was no doubt that these had been commonly performed once. Buildings
Mélina had seen both here and in Hawk Haven held evidence enough. However, the hundred years and
some that had passed snce the Plague was enough time for storiesto build up, distorting fact, shading it

with fancy.

Shevidted Urnacia, the Sand Mélter, where some of New Kelvin's finest glass was made, and
convinced hersdf that though there was tremendous art and craft beyond the knowledge of the smple
glassblowers of Hawk

Haven, there was no magic in the crafting of even the most beautifully hued glass.

Another trip to the steaming mountains north and west of Dragon's Breeth convinced her smilarly that
there was no magic in sericulture. The Sericulturdists did wondersin keeping their delicate charges dive,
in growing the specidized plants needed for them to thrive, and in collecting the silk thread, but unlessin
the origina creation of the silkworm long ago, here again there was no magic.

Other vigts, mostly to placeswithin afew days journey of Dragon's Breath—for she would not risk that
her hold on the government might have opportunity to weaken—proved to Mdina beyond a doubt that
much of what the residents of Hawk Haven took for magic was merely specidized art and craft.

These disgppointments did not weaken Mdlinas resolve any more than amother who knows her child
must be somewhere within the house stops looking smply because the first few rooms are empty. In her
menta floor plan she smply closed afew doors and moved on. Inthisway, &t last, Meinafocused upon
the tale of the Star Wizard and the Dragon of Despair.

Thistime, to her excitement and even to her amazement, research did not diminate the legend from
consideration. Instead it led her more and more deeply toward something that looked rather like truth.



MELINA'S RESEARCH into the tale of the Star Wizard and the Dragon of Despair fell into two
Separate but connected channels. One was hunting for the places mentioned with such exasperating
obliquenessin the story. The other was searching for the spell by which the Star Wizard had bound the
dragon and by which, so thetales said, it could be again st free.

True, dl thetales said that the holds that bound the dragon could not be released without terrible cogt,
but Melinawas not afraid of cost. Hadn't she already given up her homeland and proximity to her
children? Hadn't she given up property and the respect of her brothers? Hadn't she accepted that she
was spoken of in the same breath as her brother Newell—and she as the worse of the two, though
Newell had sought to murder King Tedric?

Codt frightened Médinalittle enough, and if she succeeded in this venture she would take back much of
what had been stolen from her. She would reclaim her obedient children and punish that traitorous bitch
Sapphire. She would have property enough—kingdoms worth.

Asfor dander on her name, none would dare speak of Melinawith other than perfect respect. The New
Kevinese would give her honors easily, for their awe of magical power was universa. The Hawk
Havenese would struggle, but fear was apowerful force, as Mdinahad learned in educating her children.
There would come atime when no one spoke of Meinawith anything but wonder, awe, and respect.

Shewould be like her ancestress, Zorana Shield, now called the Grest, but where Zorana had been
merely the queen of one smdl, congtantly embattled kingdom, Mdinaplanned to rule dl thisregion. The
New Kevinese had waited too long for their Founders. It was time they acquired the ability to go looking
for their absent landlordstiand to demand an accounting.

Thefirgt step in that journey was solidifying the region and its resources behind one leader. Redigticdly,
New Kevinwasasmall kingdom. It needed harbors and fleets, land more fertile than its own rocky soil
to support such an effort.

To the north New Kelvin was bordered by mountains, inhabited, asfar as Mdinaknew, by nothing but a
few isolated communities. To the west were the Death Touch Mountains, known asthe Iron Mountains
in Mdinas natal land. There was nothing but wildernessin those western lands, and athough someday
the raw resources of that wilderness might prove useful, for now the west could be ignored.

South and east were where Mdinalooked to find what she desired. In the south lay Hawk Haven and
beyond ititsnew dly, Bright Bay. Hawk Haven would provide a source for rich agricultural resources as
well aslaborers and skilled crafters. Bright Bay would serve as abuffer againgt potentialy aggressive
neighbors farther south. 1ts navy would be sent to conquer the Ides and bring them back under mainland
control.

For her exploratory navy, Melina planned to go into Waterland. Conquest there would be interesting, for
the only thing that the Waterlanders valueduas far as Mdina could telluwas money. She had severa plans
she might employ in her conquest, one of which smply involved using the hoarded treasury of New
Kevinubacked by sufficient force of armstito buy herself into the place of the Supreme Affluent. There
might be laws forbidding such, but Mdina planned to find that which would make laws aformalityueat
least where she was concerned.

Such were the dreams and visions that kept Mdinaat her research long after Toriovico had dipped into
sated dumber, that kept her at them when even Apheros the Dragon Speaker relaxed and took time for
some light entertainment. Such were the researchesthat led her at last to the tunndl's beneath Thendulla
Lypella, hunting for where the Dragon of Despair was imprisoned.



Chapter XV

FOUR TIMES A MOON PHA SE the Healed One met with the Dragon Speaker in avery private
mesting. Ideally these meetings should occur &t nest, astronomically defined times, but the responsibilities
of being joint heads of government meant that the current Dragon Speaker and Healed One met when
convenient, usualy on adate as close as possible to that which had been the appointed.

Toriovico knew this casua ness regarding date had not aways been the case. During the reign of the
second Healed One the Stargazers had gained great prominence by dictating the precise hour a which
the moon wasfull or at her first quarter or whatevertiand dictating when meetings should be held thereby.

The Stargazers had abused their power, though, often calling for meetings at odd hours of the night, or
hauling the Dragon Speaker from other duties at the whim of the heavens. When the insanity of the third
Heaed One had meant that meetings were held when possible rather than when the Stargazers ordained,
and when no grest catastrophe had befadlen New Kdvin, then the Stargazers had fallen from glory. They
never had recovered.

Or rather, Toriovico thought, observing who Apheros had admitted at the end of today's briefing, they
have never recovered until today.

The man and woman Apheros had begged permission to admit so that they might advise on an order of
new business were the two most prominent Stargazers in the kingdom: Dimiriaand Xarxius.

Technicaly, Dimiriawas merely one of the three Primes e ected from within her soddity. In redlity, she
wasthe driving force within her triad. It was widelyuif quietlytsaid that the other two did not dare vote
contrary to her wishes.

For eighty yearsthe stars had |ooked down upon Dimiriaand the brave jested that for at least
seventy-five of those years she had been ordering them about their business.

Dimiriawore her eighty years neither well nor with any attempt to disguise what they had doneto her.
When her hair had thinned, she had adopted a hooded robe rather than awig or weaving hair in to
thicken her queue.

When the mgority of her teeth had falen out, Dimiriahad ordered the remainder pulled. The dentures
she now wore were as much statement of identity as her tattoos or the patterns of her face paint. Each
ivory tooth wasincised with an astrologica symbol from her persona horoscope. Asif thiswasn't enough
to draw attention, the set had an idiosyncratic fit so that Dimiria's speech was underlaid with acertain
hollowness.

Superficidly, Xarxius could not be more different from his colleague. Indeed, dthough histraining had
been among the Stargazers, for the last decade or so he had been amember of Apheross Dragon's
Threeliappointed as the Dragon's Claw, whose speciaty was interaction with foreign peoples.

Xarxius reminded most people of ahound dog, both because of his genera friendliness and because of
the bags under his eyes. People tended to get lost in his amiable personaitytia mistake that Toriovico,
who was himsdlf often migudged, did not make.

Xarxius had becomeinterested in foreigners and their customs during atour in Waterland as a member of
the New Kevinese embassy. This, because of the Waterlanders superdtitious regard for the sars,



awaysincluded severa promising Stargazers.

Apheros said that it was as an expert on Waterland and an expert on trade, rather than as a Stargazer,
that Xarxius had been asked to attend today's meeting. Still, Toriovico did not forget Xarxiusstraining
and hisprobable bias.

After the new arrivals had supplicated themsalves before their Healed One and offered less humble but
equally forma greetings to the Dragon Speaker, Apheros moved to the business that had brought them
together.

"The most important matter of new businessisaproposa from certain Waterland business interests that
will increase trade between our countries. In short, these interests wish an exclusive contract to handle
foreign sdles of certain types of glassware, silk, and pharmaceutica products.”

Toriovico raised an eyebrow.
"Andinreturn?' he asked. "What do we get?’

Apheroswent on as placidly asif he had not just presented a proposa that would put the mgjority of
New Kevin'sforeign tradetiand profittinto another country's hands.

"In return the Waterland interests have offered to reduce the priceswe will pay for daves, for goods of
their own manufacture, and..." The Dragon Speeker cleared histhroat. "And to giveinto our handsa
certain number of artifacts dating from before the Burning Timestartifacts that hold great promise of being

megicd.”

No one made asound, so Toriovico was certain that the other two had been briefed in advance.
Certainly Dimiriawould not have kept silent otherwise. He glanced a her now and noticed an odd
vacancy about her expression.

"Dimiria" hesaid, "what do you think about this offer?"

"Itisvery generous,” the Stargazer said immediately. "1 have examined afew of the artifactsin question,
both some years ago when | served as part of our embassy in Waterland and more recently when |
traveled there as an honored guest for their mgjor planting festival. They seem to hold potentid, at least
as much potentia asdid the three artifacts that were in our possession last winter.”

Silencefdl again as everyone remembered those events and their disastrous conclusion.

"Moreover," Dimiriacontinued, "it has been hinted to me by severa of my Waterland contacts that these
are not the only advantages we could gain through this trade agreement. One of the Opulenceswith
whom we would be doing business has. told me that heiswilling to lease to usifor atoken feetiasmall
harbor and the surrounding land.”

Thiswas an offer nearly as stunning asthe oneto supply New Kevin with potentialy magica artifacts.
One of New Kelvin's great shortcomings was that it lacked an ocean port. Thiswould answer that need,
even if the New Kelvinese would be forced to travel agreat distance to use the promised harbor.

Toriovico could not believe what he was hearing.
"How certain wasthat 'hint'?" he asked.

"Quite," Dimiriasaid blandly. "The merchant in question is among the top-ranking members of the
Waterland oligarchy. | think he believes that securing an exclusive trade contract with our country would



be aufficient to raise him to the Supreme Affluent.”

The Supreme Affluent was apost smilar to that of the Dragon Speeker, thefirst among alarger ruling
body. Unlike the Dragon Speaker, however, the Supreme Affluent held the post by merit of wedlth
aone, wealth calculated and assessed by a complicated formulathat only the Waterlanders themselves
understood.

Interndly, Toriovico shook himself. Something was very odd about al of this. Thistype of meeting wasa
dance he knew quite well, but something was off in the cadence of the steps.

Heturned to Xarxius. The Dragon's Claw had been unusudly quiet during the presentationtunusualy not
because he was a particularly talkative man, but because thiswas his area of expertise and he was
permitting others to present the proposal. Moreover, dthough Apheros had included Xarxiusin the
mesting, he had not once asked him to speak. Indeed, now that Toriovico had been given an opportunity
to observe them, it seemed to him that all was not well between the Speaker and his Claw.

"What do you think, Xarxius?Y ou've been remarkably quiet.”

Toriovico regretted the last phrase as soon ashe said it. He didn't want to draw attention to the oddness
he sensed until he had achance to figure out its source.

Xarxius, however, gppeared to notice nothing. He smiled apologeticaly in response to the Healed One's
rebuke.

"The Dragon Speaker and Prime Dimiria have made such an excedllent presentation,” Xarxius sad, "that |
had felt my words unneeded. However, may | suggest that we proceed with some caution? A
Waterlander thinksfirst of hisown profit, then of others."

The phrase was such acommonplace asto nearly be proverbid. Despite this, both Dimiriaand Apheros
glared a Xarxius asif he had suggested refusing the proposa out of hand.

Thisis more the dance | know, Toriovico thought. There should be more debate, more flow of ideas.
Why are both Dimiria and Apheros so in favor of making this deal ? Isit the lure of the artifacts?
Before the others were stolen we were close to unraveling their secrets. Melina's fresh point of
view was a great help.

As awayswhen Toriovico thought of his newlywed wife he felt amingling of wonder and awe, arosy
haze that made him smile warmlyurather like an idiot, he feared.

Toriovico shook the fedling from him, aware that he had falen into acompletely inappropriate daze. He
succeeded in pulling himsdlf into the present, though the warm fedling lingered caressingly at the back of
hismind.

Toriovico looked sharply at histhree advisors, but none of them looked asif they had noticed hislapse.
Apheros and Dimiriagtill glowered angrily at the Dragon's Claw, while Xarxius waited petiently for the
Hedled One's comment.

"Certainly Xarxiushasapoint,” Toriovico said with adight effort. "We do not wish to make such a
monumental decision in haste. For example, we must make certain the promised artifacts are indeed from
the days before the Burning Times, not manufactured 'antiques.’ | suggest that the Sodality of Artificers
could give us assstance there.”

Dimiriadidn't look pleased at Toriovico's suggestion. After dl, she had aready offered her opinion asto
the authenticity of at least some of the artifacts, but, oddly, she spared them her acid comments.



It'sasif Dimiriaiswaiting for something, Toriovico thought. A cue? Are she and Apheros working
on this together? Are the Waterlanders paying them some bribe? Has Xarxius refused to be bribed
and so finds himself on the opposite side from his usual ally?

Apheross expression showed that he also was less than pleased with Toriovico's caution. Hisreaction
confirmed the Hedled One's evolving theory that the Waterlanders must have bribed the Dragon
Speaker.

Normaly, Apheros was the representative type of theisolationist New Kelvinese, often refusing to meet
even prominent ambassadors. One reason that Xarxius was so vauable to Apheros was that he spared
the Dragon Spesker such distasteful inconveniences.

Had this been amore usua quarter-moon meeting, Toriovico would have been inclined to let himself be
persuaded by the mere sign of the Dragon Speaker's displeasure. This, however, had not been anormal
meeting, nor was this routine business. As Torio saw it, it amounted to signing away agood portion of
New Kevin'stradeincomein return for these nebul ous artifacts and the unseen harboruand for
preferentia trade options on goods they could do withouit.

"No decison will be made at thistime," the Healed One stated firmly. "That ismy find judgment.”

At hiswords, Dimiriaand Apheros rose from their seats almost as one and began their part of the
departureritua. Xarxius moved abit more dowly. When the other two marched from the room, their
disappointment evident despite their forma and ceremonid farewells, the Dragon's Claw lingered.

"A good decison,” Xarxius said softly, "and thank you for your hospitality."
lld,]?l
Toriovico was puzzled.

"Yes, Apherosdidn't redly want meto attend, you see." The hound dog face gave awry smile. "l
pointed out to him that you were certain to want my advice on such an important matter of trade. Y our
questions, aswell as your support of my opinion, justified my insstence.”

Xarxius bowed himsdf from the room before Toriovico had an opportunity to ask more. That didn't stop
the Hedled One from wondering. Usually, he was content to |eave governing to the Dragon Speaker and
to restrict himself to the secret duties of the Healed One. After today's meeting, however, Toriovico
thought he had better pay more attention to less esoteric mattersfor atime.

After dl, last winter he had overlooked the machinations that had brought both Lady Melinaand three
magica artifactsinto New Kelvin. He smiled as he considered how those events had changed hislife. It
wouldn't do to miss anything that had the potentid to transform it once more.

DESPITE DERIAN'S CONCERNS that Peacetior Jaarios, as he must remember to think of the
[luminatoruiand hisyoung "son" would be immediately discovered, the deception survived their stay inthe
Gateway to Enchantment. Derian was somewhat surprised that Peace inssted that he and Citrine remain
in character once the group had left Gateway and the roads seemed empty of any travelers but
themsdves

"l wasthe Dragon's Eye," Peace reminded them when Elise expressed the discomfort they dl felt at
treating the other two as servants. "That meant | learned to watch people, to see what they gave awvay
when they thought themselves unobserved. | have learned more from afist clenched in anger by aman



who believed his action hidden within the cuff of his deeve than from any smiling face and sweet words.”

Doc looked up from sorting through the additiona medicina herbs and ointments held purchased in
Gateway.

"How'd you manageto seeit if the man'sfist was hidden within hisdeeve?’

"Simple, Doctor," Peacereplied. "Y ou of al men know how the muscles and sinews are connected. |
saw the sinews aong the man's neck tighten dightly on one side and wondered why. Then | saw that his
hand was withdrawn and guessed the rest.”

"Clever," Doc said with agrin. "l guess much isn't hidden from you."
Peace only smiled, too polite to agree.

Derian, however, thought that Doc's observation was probably only the truth and he wished that he felt
happier abot it.

For thistrip, Peace had chosen a different route than the one they had taken to Dragon's Breath the first
time. It was alonger route, but then, as Peace pointed out, speed was not the important thinguat least not
at thispaint.

"King Tedric wishesyou to gather information,” he reminded them. ™Y ou will not learn much from farmers
in the high country. Better to travel the more usud trade routes, sopping at the public houses, pausing to
buy abit of fabric or glassware.

"Besdes, we aretraveling in summer with good horsesto pull the wagons. In the winter you would be
lucky to havelight for athird of the day on the road. In summer we can travel for haf the day or even

longer.”

Derian agreed. As Peace had noted, they were well prepared to follow this course. The wagon gave
them room to pack away their purchases. In the high country, they would have had to abandon the
wagon completelytan unredlistic decision for those who were coming to trade.

Moreover, Citrine could ride in the wagon when she grew tired of walking or of riding one of the spare
horses. They'd felt they could bring afew extramounts from Hawk Haven without arousing comment,
but apony comfortable for one her sze would have been too unlikely.

In thisfashion, they made their dow but deliberate way through the more settled portions of New Kelvin.
In some ways what they saw was not unlike what they knew in Hawk Haven. Many of the same crops
grew in thefields, though the onesthat throve in the warmer, wetter reaches did not. The birdsand
animals were smilar, too, though Derian noted that the horses tended toward stockiness and strength
rather than grace and e egance, and Edlin commented that the dogs were more often bred for herding
than for the chase.

The people, though, they were different. It was hard to tell how many of those differenceswere bred in
the bone, for the long robestiworn even by the field-workers, though these kilted them uputiand the
omnipresent facid decorations obscured much.

From what Derian could see the New Kelvinese tended toward leaner, finer builds. Not that they were
fragile or frailufar from ittbut it was the strength of the willow rather than the oak. And who could tdll fair
or dark when hair and skin dike was dyed and painted in hues that would make afield of spring flowers
envious?



Wherever the people touched their land, the land was different again. The housestieven of the pooruwore
gaudy hues. The poor were limited to adorning doorways or windows, but the wedlthier washed their
entire homesin color. A few towns had ordinances that coordinated shades and tones, but many
followed no law but the whims of individua owners.

And the architectura stylesdiffered aswell. Much of what was built in Hawk Havenuand in her sster
Bright Bay aswelltwas built for usefirst with considerations of art second. In New Kelvin art often won
over practicdity, so Derian found himsdf stabling horsesin miniature palaces ddightful to look upon, but
where the hay was stored in some inconvenient outbuilding since aloft would have distorted the
dreamer'slines.

Theinnsthey stayed in were the same, each rivaling the other to invoke some old story or legend, even if
it meant that the rooms had cellingsthat canted at odd angles or the dining area was halfway acrossthe
gructure from the kitchen.

Citrinesfavorite was an inn built in the shape of afat, red dragon. The kitchens were positioned so that
the smoke from their fires eddied out the dragon's nodtrils.

The vigtorsweretold that the Red Dragon Inn was bitter cold in winter, for thelandlord didiked lighting
fireselsawhere lest the smoke from other chimneysruin his effect. His devotion to his art was why they
were welcomed to stay at such afabulous place at al, for even outlander money waswelcome at a place
that needed to do much businessin summer to survive winter.

Asther road took them farther inland, angling to intersect the long turnpike that ran aong the base of the
Sword of Kelvin Mountains, they found fewer innsthat welcomed outlanders. Derian thought this
shortsighted of the innkeepers, since Dragon's Breath was the capita city and any foreignerswho wished
to do businesswith the rulers of the land must come there.

However, the xenophobia of the New Kelvinese was such that most foreigner traders chose to come no
farther than Zodaraiin the east or the Gateway to Enchantment in the west. Since the New Kelvinese
desired to keep secret the making of dlk and the cultivating of the medicina plantsthat were their most
va uable exports, they were willing to bear the expense and trouble of hauling their goods to the border.
Therefore, the inland New Kelvinese, even those dong the roads, could maintain their splendid isolation
and fed that it was at very little cost to themselves.

Grateful Peace nearly glowed with joy to bein his homeland once more, and for thefirst timein along
while Derian contemplated the sacrifice the man had made in the hope of improving hisland's future
prospects. As Jdarios, Peace could talk unguardedly about the history of acertain region or pressthem
to try acertain dish or liquor. No one thought it at all odd that a guide should turn loquaciousfor his
employers benefit and Peace took full advantage of this.

Nor did any of the Hawk Havenese particularly mind. Although they were held to awagon's pace, the
group traveled on aslong as light and westher would permit. Peace's stories livened the hours of
plodding travel thatueven with marvels of architecture and dressto liven the viewtwould have grown
MOoNOtoNous.

Peace told them tales of the White Sorcerers of the Eversnow Mountains who had performed miraclesin
the days of the Founders, of the Star Wizard, and of the First Healed Oné's tragi