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Chapter I

E Top E Next

BURNING A TRAIL THROUGH THE SKY, the comet was brighter than any single star, almost brighter than the moon.
Certainly, it appeared 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 whales frozen in the act of breaching. Her arms
were wrapped around her bent knees so that she made a single form, almost like a rock herself, but unlike the rocks her gaze
was fixed on the light in the sky.

To Firekeeper, who knew the stars through all 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. She didn't like either feeling
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 else 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 weather.

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

"J light in the sky" Blind Seer grumbled on this night as on so many others. "That's all it is. Come and run with me. We could
terrify the deer."

Firekeeper uncoiled herself sufficiently to swat the wolf lightly across the bridge of his long nose.

"Let them raise their fawns in peace," she said, "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."

"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 along the forest trail. Neither wolf nor woman moved,
for the tread was as familiar to them as the tall red-haired youth who appeared around a bend in the trail a moment later.
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. (hought I'd find you out here," Derian Carter said, greeting them with a casual wave of the hand that was not occupied
balancing a tin-screened candle lantern. "Watching the comet again? I promise you, it won't go anywhere."

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

The peregrine falcon had taken a liking to Derian. Although Elation could not talk to Derian as she could to Firekeeper, she had
found ways of making him understand simple things. Derian, in turn, simplified matters greatly by accepting, as most of
Firekeeper's human acquaintances still did not, that the bird was as intelligent as most 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 Kestrel, figuring she'd pay well to know the last several
months' gossip from New Kelvin."

Firekeeper was interested in spite of her initial pique at having her vigil interrupted.

"From New Kelvin?"

The neighboring country was separated from Hawk Haven by a river 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 a moonspan.
Only lately had the river begun to ebb, though many days would pass before normal 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, almost, but not quite, forgetting the comet.
y per promp q g g

"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 a slight smile, though she knew Derian could not see it in the darkness.
"I can."

A group OF seven was to meet in Duchess Kestrel's studyutieight, 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.

This was a room Firekeeper had visited only once before. Unlike the nearby chamber claimed by her son for a similar purpose,
the duchess's study was light and uncluttered, its furniture crafted from pale woods rubbed to a high polish and scented with
beeswax. The stone-flagged floors were covered in jewel-toned New Kelvinese 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 a warrior who had won her spurs in a particularly nasty
border skirmish with Bright Bay. There was a statue in the garden commemorating those deeds. It depicted a slim-hipped
young woman brandishing a sword, an arrogant tilt to her proud head.

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

J
Yet, 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 duchess's head was much the same, though tempered with a restraint that might have been

alien to her younger self.

There was a similar arrogance in the bearing of the duchess's son and heir, Norvin. Earl Kestrel was a small manuindeed, his
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Firekeeper knew the earl fairly well. It had been he who had led the expedition she had accompanied out of the western
wilderness. Initially, she had thought Norvin Norwood taken up with nothing but his own advancement. Later, she had come to
realize thatuinterested as Norvin was in promoting his own good and that of his familyuhe was also a commander whose troops
respected him, a master whose vassals found him fair, and a parent who, though dictatorial 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 hertnor did she
particularly think of the earl's four 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 his father's
and grandmother's studied restraint. Nor did he particularly resemble them, lacking their prominent hawk-like nose. Edlin did
share his father's dark hairtuthough the earl's mixed silver with the jetty blackuand the earl's pale grey eyes. Still, no one
watching Edlin as he bobbed a quick bow to his grandmother and then collapsed bonelessly into a comfortable chair would
have taken him for his father's son.

But Firekeeper respected Edlin. He had been with her and Derian in New Kelvin early in the winter just past and had proven
that there was more to him than met casual inspection. However, if Edlin's deeds in New Kelvin had earned Firekeeper'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 a very unbrotherly fancy to her. He'd evenuso Firekeeper had heard rumoredutold his father
he wished to marry her.

The earl had refused without even consulting Firekeeperuthough his decision proved much to Firekeeper's reliefubut his
father's refusal hadn't ended the matter for Edlin. Often he would watch Firekeeper, sometimes covertly, more often forgetting
himself and gaping with slightly open-mouthed admiration.

Why Edlin fancied her Firekeeper hadn't the least idea. In a society where women were admired for social grace and
eleganceueven those who, like Saedee Norwood or Crown Princess Sapphire, had won honor on the battlefielduFirekeeper
possessed neither. She donned long gowns, jewels, and other such finery only under duress. Rather than displaying herself 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 tousled from wind and weather.

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

Such attempts to please were not alien to Firekeeper's nature. Wolves always submit before those who have power over them.
To them this is an expression of respect, not a humiliation. Saedee Norwood did not ask for belly-pissing cringing, only the
human equivalent of a jaw-licking tail wag.

Moreover, like her son, Saedee Norwood had proven herself worthy of Firekeeper's respect. The wolf-woman had observed
how the duchess enforced the right of individual decision not only for Firekeeper, but for other members of her household as
well. At a time when a hundred years of fairly stable government was bequeathing social ritual and restraint as its 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 calcifying social order for the greater benefits gained from a vital and active family.

Thus Saedee had made her son, Norvin, her partner in running the Norwood Grant at a time when several of her
contemporaries were struggling to maintain a firm hold over their growing households. Equally, she used her authority over her
son to keep him from rebuking Edlin too severely for the young man's own idiosyncratic style.

But then, as Firekeeper had learned from Wendee Jay, the Kestrel retainer who served as the wolf-woman's personal attendant,
Saedee Norwood herself was an unconventional woman. No one knew who had been the father of her childreniNorvin, Eirene,
and several others who had not survived beyond infancy. Saedee had not only kept this information to herselfuishe had also
refused to marry, even when offered advantageous alliances for her house.

Firekeeper stretched, wondering just a little about the pedigree of this human family with whom she found herself allied.

vy,

Y uther was talleriand maybe some of his apparent arrogance came from refusing to be seen as weak in a world where strengu:%
and size were usually equated.
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$Y.lin's arrival brought the gathering's number to six. Derian had arrived with Firekeeper and Blind Seer, and both duchess anu %@
earl had already been present. Now a slight rap on the door announced the last arrival.

Grateful Peace was a slender and elegant man, almost effete to Firekeeper's way of seeing things. His hairline had receded so
far back that he was nearly bald. What hair he retained was bone white. His facial features were startlingtiadorned as they were
with the bluish green lines of several tattoos. Spectacles perched on the bridge of his thin nose and gave him a round-eyed
appearance at odds with his air of quiet watchfulness.

He had come from New Kelvin the previous year, self-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 Peace to join herself and her family at their residenceudeliberately 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 a moonspan. Grateful Peace was an outcast from his homeland, and no one doubted that there was a price on his life.

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, still his very bearing and manner of standing is different. He walks
awkwardly in trousers, as if his legs 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.

"I assume that all of you have already heard about the courier who arrived today. 'Courier' may be too polite a term," she added
with wry smile. "However, it will do.

"One item of his news was rather shocking," the duchess continued. "Before I reveal it, I must ask that you not speak of it to
anyone other than those gathered here. I have chosen to reveal it to you because I would like your advice regarding what course
of action I should take."

Nods around the semicircle facing the duchess's desk confirmed the willingness of the gathered to keep her confidence. When
Firekeeper realized that this was no general gossip sessionuas she had first imagined when Derian had spoken to her out on the
groundsushe wondered why Duchess Kestrel had wanted her here.

Duchess Kestrel did not offer to answer this unspoken question, only accepted their unspoken promises of silence with a nod of
her own.

"Very well," she said with a slight, involuntary sigh. "Melina, once of House Gyrfalcon, has married. Her new spouse is the
Healed 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 a
moment of shocked silence, there was a tumult of questions and expressions of dismay. Firekeeper believed that she herself had
kept silent, but after a moment she realized 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 lost both title and right to her House
name. Melina had tricked and used Firekeeperua thing for which the wolf-woman blamed herself as much as she blamed
Melina, though this realization made her feel no less bitter.

Earl Kestrel had raised a hand to still the babble and, with a glance at his mother, took it upon himself to answer some of the
questions.

"First," he said, his tones clipped, "we are certain that this information is correct. The courier came originally from Dragon's
Breath, the capital city of New Kelvin, where the information is, apparently, not common knowledge. However, he has a sister
working within one of the Earth Spires and she gave him the news."

Grateful Peace interjected a comment of his own before the earl could continue.
"Keeping such a marriage secret would be less difficult than you of Hawk Haven might imagine," he said, his Pellish excellent

but flavored with a melodious accent, rather as if he expected the words to have more syllables than they did. "The Healed One
is a semi-sacred person. He appears in public rarely and his affairs are not for common gossip."
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Y nank you," Duchess Kestrel said. "You have anticipated one of my own questions. I had wondered how such information
could be kept from the people. Certainly servants, at least, would gossip."

"The secret could not be kept perpetually," Peace replied, "but for a few months, perhaps while the Healed One assured himself
of support from the Dragon Speaker and some key thaumaturges, for that time it could be kept quietuia thing rumored, but not
confirmed. Many of the servants in Thendulla Lypella"uhe used the New Kelvinese name for the Earth Spires, the towering
buildings that held the New Kelvinese governmentu"are slaves and never leave the property. However, as this courier of yours
has shown, even slaves have contacts outside of the walls."

After making certain that Grateful Peace had finished, Earl Kestrel continued his discourse.
"Not only are we certain that the news is genuine," he said, "we are fairly certain that we are the first Great House to receive the
information. The White Water River remains quite swollen. The courier who came to us risked his life in his hope of reward for

being the first."

"As you all must realize," the duchess added, smoothly taking up her son's account, "this information could have serious
youa y gup
ramifications for our government."

"Our government?" asked Derian. "You mean for the king?"

Duchess Kestrel nodded. "A woman born of Hawk Haven's nobility has married a foreign monarch. Moreover, Melina is from
House Gyrfalcon, first among the Great Houses. Even more significantly, Melina is the mother of one of King Tedric's heirs."

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

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

"We will tell the king this news, won't we?" Derian asked.

"Certainly," Duchess Kestrel answered. "Only yesterday I had a packet of letters from 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."

"I say," Edlin said, straightening slightly. "Why would New Kelvin's king need to keep his wedding secret?"

All eyes turned to Grateful Peace.

"A wedding to a foreigner," the former thaumaturge replied, "would most certainly need to be kept secret, at least until the
government decided how to present the matter to the public. As you may recall from your visit to our land, we of New Kelvin
entertain a somewhat inflated view of our worth in 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 always of his son's casual attitude. He himself, as Firekeeper knew, would never
admit forgetting somethinguat least as long as he could pretend otherwise.

"May I continue with the business at hand, Edlin?"

"I say!" Edlin said. "Of course you can, Father! I'd be the last to stop you."

Blind Seer was the only one to snigger aloud and only Firekeeper knew the wolf was laughing.

"This news has the potential," Norvin Norwood continued, "to have severe ramifications for our entire kingdom. Princess
Sapphire is new to her position. Her mother is feared. This strengthening of Melina's position could greatly weaken the crown

princess's support. Therefore, it is important that the news reach the king and his heirs as quickly as possible. The more time
they have to prepare, the more wisely will they react."
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"Firekeeper," the earl said, "do you think you could get Elationuthat peregrine of yoursuto carry a packet to the king?"

Firekeeper stiffened. She had dreaded a request like this since the winter before when Elation had deigned to carry a report to
King Allister of Bright Bay. For hundreds of years, since before the Plague that had sent the Old World rulers back across the
sea and left their colonists to fend for themselves, the Royal Beasts had sought to hide themselves from a humanity that had
initially treated with them as friends 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 minstrel'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 tools would stay a crisis.

"No," the wolf-woman replied bluntly. "I will not. Elation will not. The Royal Beasts are not your servants, any more than King
Tedric is their 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. First, it's a bad season for the birds as the weather is very
changeable. Second, we have only one bird left who will return to Eagle's Nest and, by our contract with the king, we must
keep one in case we need give warning of invasion. Third, this information is too serious to trust to a potentially insecure
courier."

Saedee Norwood smiled in a fashion that Firekeeper thought was more akin to a baring of teeth.

"Indeed, the courier who brought this information to us is being detained for a few days. We have him quite comfortable, but
have taken care that those who wait on him are the least likely to share gossip."

The duchess turned a kinder smile upon the wolf-woman.

"But Firekeeper, I don't understand your reluctance. Princess Sapphire is your friend. You stood for her at her wedding. Surely
you should help her now."

Firekeeper growled, but an idea was taking shape in the back of her mind. She let it grow and answered the first point.
"Sapphire is her own friend first, then Shad's, and the king's, then her family's. Maybe then she remember a few others. No
matter, that." Firekeeper bit her lip, for making speeches in human talk was still hard for her. "Everyone know Sapphire's

motherueven King Tedricuwhen she is made crown princess. Why... Melina matter now that Sapphire belongs to king?"

What followed was a long discourse on politics, alliances, and the rest, begun by the duchess and her son, but with Grateful
Peace adding a few words here and there before it was ended.

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

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

"Not quite," Firekeeper replied.

She waited until the humans had finished their lecture, then offered the compromise she had come up with a few minutes
before.

"Elation not carry message," she said, "nor will I ask her, but I will carry."

vy,

§V.15 pale grey gaze came to rest on Firekeeper and for the first time she understood why she had been included in this gatherin %
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P ue held up a hand to forestall the protests that began almost before she finished speaking.

"I am fast as usual post-horse," she said, "not the gallop relays, no, but as horse jogging on roads, and I not need stay on roads.
No great rivers is between here and Eagle's Nest. I can go if not as fast as peregrine flies, as straight."

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

"Blysse, it is time you realized the less than suitable impression such behavior makes. My suggestion keeps your dignity and
position in minduas your own does not."

Firekeeper smiled at him, knowing well 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 I go," she said with polite firmness, "or message no go fast."

Earl Kestrel didn't immediately cease trying to convince Firekeeper to do things his way, but eventually the duchess put a hand
on his shoulder.

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

Firekeeper shrugged. "This now, if you wish."

The duchess gave a gracious nod. "Within an hour or two will do. I wish to write out a report and to request that Grateful Peace
dictate one regarding his perception of the New Kelvinese reaction when this news becomes widely known."

Derian Carter, who had listened attentively, clarifying terms for Firekeeper during the more theoretical political discussions,
now cleared his throat.

"I can't travel as quickly as Firekeeper," he said, "but I could follow on horseback. I'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. I
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. "As a ring-wearing counselor to the king, you will be
able to gain a private audience."

Derian inclined his head in a bow 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 a cub grow into his fur 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 as well raise it now.

"Blind Seer and I go to Eagle's Nest, then," she said aloud, "and from there when telling king is done and questions answered,
then Blind Seer and I, and maybe Fox Hair if he wish, we go west across the mountains and see my pack."

She didn't phrase this as request, but Earl Kestrel chose to reply as if she had.
"That would be fine," he said. Clearly, if the wolf~-woman wouldn't serve him, she might as well be out of sight. His annoyance
at her was apparent in how he quickly changed the subject. "Mother, I was thinking, Derian could carry with him a coop of our

carrier pigeons. Therefore, if the king needs to reply he can do so that way as well as by courier."

"I say," Edlin interjected, speaking in Firekeeper's ear so as not to interrupt the duchess's reply to the earl. "I say, Firekeeper,
can I go with you to see the wolves?"

He looked so eager Firekeeper almost hated refusing him.
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$Y10," she said. "Even Fox Hair will be a problem, but I know he has oath to fill and I would guide his steps. Two humans may %@
be too much."

She stopped then, realizing she had almost said more than she had intended. Edlin, happily, had fixed on the first part of her
statement.

"Oath to fill? What?"

Derian nodded. "I vowed at the end of King Allister's War to return to the place where Prince Barden's expedition died and set
up a marker for all the dead. Lord Aksel Trueheart has agreed to research the names for me and even to help with preparation
of gravestones."

Earl Kestrel, finished with his private discussion with the duchess, had heard Derian's explanation.

"You never mentioned this to me," he said sternly.

"It was a private vow," Derian replied almost apologetically. "When I lettered temporary markers for the battlefield I kept
thinking of those graves we left. As you know, we listed the names of those we knew among the deaduPrince Barden and his

wife, a few othersubut we didn't have a full list of the expedition with us."

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

"My sister, Eirene," the earl said, his voice breaking slightly, "was Barden's wife. I would like to send some small trinkets for
her grave."

"I would also," the duchess said so quickly that Firekeeper was certain she was swallowing tears. "Sweet Eirene..."
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 Firekeeper was Barden and Eirene's daughter, Blysse.

The wolf-woman had no idea whether this was true or not but the idea, as always, made her vaguely uncomfortable. She leapt
to her feet, suddenly eager to be away.

"I get my things," she said, "and come back for these letters."

No one stopped her as she darted out the door.

Chapter 11

E Previous E Top E Next

AS HE RODE SOUTH in the company of a small group from various small holdings in the Norwood Grant, Derian Carter
couldn't help but enjoy watching spring unfold. A moonspan before any blossom, even the little white ones that bloomed out of
the snow, was a rarity to be treasured. These days it seemed as if every plant that could flower was doing so, from tiny grass
flowers in blues and pinks, to the trumpet-headed glories in their mixed costumes of yellow, white, and orange. Fruit trees, too,
were bursting into flower: apple, peach, and cherry all rejoicing 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, away from the looming presence of the Iron Mountains, which cradled winter a bit longer in their
folds and clefts.

He wondered if Firekeeper, making this journey in advance of him, saw things the same way. She was an odd personthuman 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 useless foliage, poisonous to
eatuor as something else he couldn't even imagine?
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§” crtainly she wouldn't have stopped in the towns and villages along the road, luxuriating in the gossipy company of folk glad "%
to see fresh faces and hear the news after winter's cold had kept casual travelers close to home. One thing Derian knew that
many city dwellers did not was that winter didn't seal country folk onto their farmsunot unless the snow was very deep. They
simply traded wheels for sled runners and went about their business.

Indeed, as Derian had learned working with his family business from an early age, for some types of commerce the dead of
winter was a very active time. Large loads, whether stone or grain or tuns of wine and ale, were more easily slid across snow
and ice-packed roads than hauled over dirt or bogged down in mud.

So Derian listened carefully at every inn and tavern where his group paused, dropped a hint or two, guided a conversation, but
nowhere did he catch as much as the slightest hint that anyone had heard of Melina's new and potentially disastrous marriage.

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

But he heard nothing of Melina or New Kelvin. Indeed, none in these relatively isolated towns and farming hamlets knew that
little Citrine had been left with the pirates as hostage against her mother's good behavior to allies Melina had later betrayed.
Most simply thought Citrine had been kidnapped and held for ransom. After all, wasn't her eldest sister to be the next queen?

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

The news would get out in time. Too many of the soldiers who had fought at the Smuggler's Light had grasped some inkling of
the truth. Derian simply would not help it spread. Still, his joy in the frolicking of newborn lambs and foals was diminished
when he thought of the little girl he'd first metua girl who had been as lively and enthusiastic as any young creature and who
now, by all reports, was driven to extremes of sullen brooding and frenetic activity.

Derian's traveling group reached the vicinity of Eagle's Nest, the capital 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.

Once they were in sight of the city, Derian broke from the rest, wheeling 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
sign that bore her painted image, he felt as if he was home again.

To Derian's slight disappointment, Colby Carter, his father, 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 at 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.

"Actually, Toad," Derian said, burrowing through his saddlebags for the clean though wrinkled clothes he'd 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 I go to the
house."

Old Toad looked at Derian slyly, obviously hoping the youth would say more. It was a matter of great pride for all 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 a bit of gossip.

"It's said 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 his
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» .nily. They set off together, parting when Derian's path took him toward the quarter where House Kestrel maintained its
manse.

Derian changed his route 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 a knit cap over his red hair and kept from those streets where chance-met
acquaintances might recognize him. Happily, it wasn't a market day, so this was easily enough done.

Derian knew he might be being overcautious, but if Firekeeper's arrival was already common gossipuor at least stable gossip,
for the stables seemed to get news before anyone elseuthen he didn't want to add grist to those active mills. The news that
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 nobility, but he was common-born and common-bred, and he knew how the least scrap of information was patched into a
quilt that covered all the factsuthough not always 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.

"I was told 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, slipping both herself and that huge wolf in without any the wiser. The watch captain gave
his men the sharp edge of his tongue, he did."

Derian shook his head ruefully.

"And Firekeeper knows well enough that the gate would be opened to her. She just likes causing trouble."

"Show me a chit of a lass," the porter said, closing and locking the gate once more, "or a lad either, who doesn't get joy out of
making her elders look foolish."

Derian agreed, thanking the porter for his news before crossing the interior courtyard. He'd met people in the countryside who
thought that a castle was just a big fortified building inside a wall. Realistically, a castle was more like a small town. This one
had its own bakeries, stables, gardens, smithies, carpenter shops, and all the rest. The stone buildings held quarters not only for
the king and his immediate 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 gates like those the porter manned could be
sealed and the life of the castle could go onufor a while at leastiindependent of the city below.

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

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

Once inside the castle, Derian made his way to the king's audience hall. The herald to whom Derian gave his name was a
stranger, but she didn't ask to be shown the counselor's ring or any other form of identification.

"You are expected," she said. "I'll send a message in to His Majesty's secretary, Lady Farand, and I 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 was to be interrupted in the course of his usual appointments,”" the herald explained, "the moment you
arrived. You were to be offered refreshments while you waited."

Derian nodded.

"Will there be a long wait?" he asked. "Because I can just run down to the kitchens myself. No need to bother anyone."
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Y ¢ herald looked a touch startled at his lack of formality.

"If that is your wish," she said. "A runner can be sent for you there as easily as to the kitchen to bring you a tray."

Derian nodded and went. The truth was he didn't want to stand fidgeting in a foyer. Fetching his own bread and beer would be a
distraction.

He was finishing up the good-sized meal of cold meats, cheese, and sundry other dainties that a friendly cook had brought him,
when a runner came from the herald.

"The king will see you," the boy announced, sliding across the polished stone flags of the kitchen floor and deftly snatching a
chunk of cheese from under Derian's fingers.

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 stone stairs two at a time, 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 Majesty sent a message out to me," the herald said. "His current meeting will be over momentarily. Did you happen to see
Lady Blysse in the kitchen?"

Derian shook his head.
"His Majesty requested her presence as well," the herald said with a sigh. "I just hope the runners I sent can find her."
"Did you send one to Holly Gardener's cottage?" Derian suggested.

"And to the gardens," the herald confirmed, her slight, wry smile showing that this wasn't the first 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 the fire."

"So Firekeeper might have done," Derian said. "She's seen enough bad weather 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 the
tall red-haired youth standing to one side, but Derian had practiced effacing himself, and most overlooked him.

"Go on in," the herald said. "The king said I need not bother to announce you."

She looked neither scandalized nor puzzled by this informality and Derian decided that whatever training the castle's heralds
received must include a high amount of tolerance for their aging monarch's eccentricities.

To his slight surprise, when Derian entered the conference room, he found it empty but for a single uniformed guard. He
recognized him at once as Sir Dirkin Eastbranch, captain of the king's personal guard. Sir Dirkin was a tall man whose square
chin and high cheekbones seemed chiseled from his weathered brown skin.

"King Tedric," Sir Dirkin said without preamble, "has requested that you wait upon him in his sitting room."

His studiously calm expression broke into a smile so slight Derian might have overlooked it if he hadn't come to know the man
somewhat the summer before.

"The last meeting ran overlong," Dirkin continued, "and the king is weaned of hard chairs and tables."
Derian offered Sir Dirkin a bow.
"It's good 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 residence. There has
been much going on."

Derian didn't doubt it. The sporadic letters that residents of the Norwood estate had received from friends and family in the
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Y. pital city had been filled with accounts of balls, receptions, and less formal social occasionsiienough so that Lady Luella, Ea @
Kestrel's wife, 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 Luella's fury, even though House Kestrel maintained a residence in the capital that
could easily have been made ready for them. Doubtless he felt that he had earned enough reputation for his house over the
previous summeruand all his children but for Edlin, and perhaps Firekeeper, were too young for him to seriously 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 was the best way to build social status.

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

These thoughts flew through Derian's mind as he followed Sir Dirkin through the conference room and along a minor maze of
passages until they came to the king's winter sitting room.

Derian had never been here beforeuin the summer the south-facing windows would have made the room stifling. 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 a bent man,
well into his eighth decade. His brown eyes might have paled with the years, but their gaze remained sharp and he studied
Derian as the youth made his bow.

Without rising, he motioned Derian to a chair facing his own, acknowledging the youth's deep bow with a friendly nod.
"Pull the chair back from the fire, if you wish," the king said. "Your blood is still thick and hot, not thinned to whey like mine."

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 adversary off balance.

"I've asked," King Tedric went on, "Firekeeper, and my heirs to join us. Queen Elexa would do so as well, but she's resting.
Caught a bad chill this winter. It settled in her chest and she's having trouble shaking it."

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

King Tedric doubtless read more into Derian's expression than into his polite words.
g p p

"Elexa is doing well enough," he said, "though we did have a scare a few weeks ago when we were both down ill. There's no
keeping rumors from spreading, not with as many servants as we have, but we've managed to keep the locals from thinking that
it might be a good idea to lay in a few extra yards of fabric for mourning garb."

Derian nodded. "I won't say anything that would cause alarm, Sire."

"I know you won't," King Tedric said, a touch testily. "If you were a jabbermouth, I wouldn't have given you my ring. You've
become even closer with your confidences since, if I'm any judgeuand I am. Doubtless your activities last winter didn't hurt
your training in discretion. Tell me about them while we wait for the others. I've had formal reports from all sides, but another
personal report doesn't ever hurt."

Derian did as requested, summarizing the events that had led himself, Firekeeper, and several others to suspect Lady Melina
Shield of plotting treachery, so that they had followed her across the border into New Kelvin.

He'd 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
occasional question, but mostly listened.
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.. first Derian expected the others that the king had mentioned to arrive at any moment, but after a while he realized that the
king must have allowed for a private interview in advance. Doubtless this taleurequested so casually, as if to fill an idle
momentuwas the reason. Derian found part of his mmd wondering why, but after he stumbled in his account several times, he
forced this distraction from him.

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

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

"I wonder if it's gone to their heads?" Derian thought, then clapped his hand over his lips as he realized he'd spoken aloud.
King Tedric chortled at Derian's expression.

"Sapphire might be tempted that way," the king said, "but two things keep her steady. Three, actually, for her young husband is
no fool."

The king looked suddenly sad.

"No. Shad is not a fool," he said, "but it looks as if Sapphire's sister, 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, since her release."”

"Initially, Jet Shield had Citrine's custodythe's the oldest of the family. He has inherited since I declared Melina 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 sister, though by law they are now no longer anything but cousins."

Derian nodded. He tried to think how he would feel if for some unknown reason he was adopted out of his birth family and
knew that there would be no way that he would feel that Damita and Brock were any less his siblings.

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 this last thought, then soothed himself by remembering that Sapphire had grown to hate Melina
long before the reputed sorceress had connived at theft and treason for her own mysterious ends. Surely the crown princess
didn't think fondly of Melinatiespecially after what Melina had allowed to be done to Citrine.

At least he hoped she didn't.

The focus of Derian's musings entered the king's sitting room shortly thereafter. Crown Princess Sapphiretuformerly Sapphire
Shielduwas 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 dress to make the best of her assetsuMelina had been a good mother in that matter at least.

Sapphire's husband, Crown Prince Shad, entered the king's sitting room with his wife. Shad wasn't as physically striking as
Sapphire. 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 someone in his early twenties should be, but then he'd trained at sea, fought in several major
battles within the last year, and now was taking on the challenge of an arranged marriage with a very strong-willed woman.

Derianuhis thoughts still fixed on family relationshipsuwondered how Shad felt about being away from his parents and
siblings. He'd seemed particularly close to his father, the recently coronated King Allister of Bright Bay, but his relationship
with his brother, Tavis, and twin sisters, Minnow and Anemone, had seemed free and easy, more like relationships in Derian's
own family than what he'd 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, here in 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 really believe it. He'd spent a good deal of the last year away from his family, and he was aware of an almost
physical tug of eagerness to be back among them.
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§.; these thoughts darted through his mind as Derian rose, made his bows, answered a few polite inquires after his health, abo <
travel conditions, and the health of Duchess Kestrel and her family. When such gossip was taken care of King Tedric brought
matters around to business.

"We here are all aware," he said to Derian, "of the contents of the letters Firekeeper brought from House Kestreluthe
information regarding Melina's remarriage and such. Do you have anything specific to add on that point?"

Derian shook his head.

"No, Your Majesty. Duchess and Earl Kestrel requested that I discreetly probe for rumors regarding Melina's doings as I made
my journey here. I did my bestiiand without boasting I'll say I'm pretty good at gathering roadhouse gossipuand I heard nothing
new, nor any indication that the news of Melina's remarriage is common gossip."

The king nodded gravely.

"That, at least, is good."

Derian continued, "If I had your permission to bring my parentstior at least my fathertin on this matter, I could find out if he
has heard anything. Lots of travelers come through our stablesuiand not just our stables here, but our affiliates as well. While we
do have connections to the south, one of our busiest lines is between here and Port Haven. Rumor may have traveled by sea

that has taken longer to cross the White Water River."

"By sea and over the Sword of Kelvin Mountains," Sapphire reminded him. "That would be a long haul, especially if the passes
are closed by snow."

Derian acknowledge her words with a short bow.

"Yes, Princess. I 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 his two heirs debated this point for a few minutes, reaching the conclusion that Colby and Vernita Carter were
known to be loyal subjects and, as their 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 feel that if he'd been dealing only with King Tedric
the king would have given him a direct and decisive answer. This discussion, weighing and considering, seemed somehow to
diminish the monarch.

Then again, Derian thought, maybe I 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. "Your parents' knowledge will be of value to us."

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 he led a small
group of which Derian had been part into the Smuggler's Light, "we've been a bit worried about what might be going on in
New Kelvin, even before the Kestrels' report reached us."

Derian frowned. "I'm afraid I don't understand, Your Highness."

Shad waved the formalities aside with an impatient hand.

"There's no way you could, Derian. Sapphire and I didn't understand until King Tedric explained to us. New Kelvin has been an
ally of Hawk Haven for yearsubasically since borders stabilized after the Civil War. We've had an embassy there..."

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

"... and a regular ambassador who attends their government sessions. Not only have we had an embassy thereumostly to
facilitate tradeubut we have had a handful of unofficial observers within the Earth Spires."
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5 pies," Sapphire clarified bluntly. "Not to steal anything, just to provide information to balance against what we were being
told through official channels."

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 spies inside Thendulla Lypella?" he asked, lapsing into the New Kelvinese 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 a dry chuckle that ended in a wet cough that made Derian worry that perhaps the old man should be joining
his wife under the physicians' care.

"Most of our informants," the king said, "a term I prefer to 'spy’ in this case, are New Kelvinese. Don't look so shocked, boy.
They're not betraying anything, not as they see it. Trot out your lessons and tell me about how the New Kelvinese structure

their government."

"It's a monarchy," Derian said, glad to still his confusion in recitation, "yet not like ours. Their kinguthe Healed Oneudoesn'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.

"The real power seems to 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 is the first among a group of counselors called Primes. Hetor she, the Dragon
Speaker can be either, though the Healed One is always maleurules only as long as he has the support of the other Primes. If
they grow unsatisfied with the Dragon Speaker, a new one can be elected in hisutheir current one is maleuplace."

Derian took a deep breath.

"There's more," he said. "The Dragon Speaker has intimate counselors and the Primes are drawn from different sodalitiesuthose
are groups sort of like guilds, but not quiteubut essentially those are the basics."

Derian paused, ready to add detail if King Tedric required. Before Derian had gone to New Kelvin he had studied only a little
about the other land's weird government. After living there for several weeks and traveling with Grateful Peaceuwho had been
a highly ranked member of the New Kelvinese governmentuhe had learned a great deal 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, I think his name is."

Derian nodded and the king went on.

"This opposition views it to be to their advantage to keep us informed about the intimate details of New Kelvin's governmental
workingsuhoping, doubtless, that we will become unhappy with some aspect of it and that our unhappiness will unsettle

Apheros's government and ready the way for their own."

"Seems an odd way to run a nation," Shad commented, "until I think about what Father has been writing from Bright Bay. 1
think every governmentiiexcept possibly the crudesturelies on consensus and compromise... and on alliances."

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' observers in New Kelvin. Don't we anymore?"

"Sharp as a sword that boy," the king chuckled. "Shad, now that Derian has finished proving he knows how New Kelvin's
government works, why don't you return to the point you were about to raise."
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Y uad steepled his fingers and stared into them. Then, seeming to realize that this was a less than dignified posture, he
straightened and looked Derian in the eye.

"You've hit the problem on the head, Counselor," 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 Melina's remarriage
should have reached us long 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, I meanuheard of it, then how did the man who came to the Kestrels hear of
it? If it has begun to leak out, then how have our observers failed to hear?"

"Twisty, huh?" Sapphire commented.

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

"Since you're asking your parents for rumors, see if they have heard any about changes in the ranks of New Kelvin's Primes as
well. I don't suppose you heard anything?"

"Nothing, Sire," Derian replied.
"That's worrisome," King Tedric said. "But perhaps we're troubling over nothing. Our ambassador could have caught
pneumonia. The carrier pigeons could have all died from cold. Our informantsuwho 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 nerve to press.

"There is another matter we'd like to raise with youtiusing you, as it were, as a touchstone for our common people."

Shad said that last without a trace of condescension or the faintest shadow of a sneer, simply with an acknowledgment that the
people of Hawk Haven fell into two classes: those with titles and those without.

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

"Once again," the king added, rousing somewhat from his tiredness, a twinkle brightening his faded eyes, "we will be trusting
you with a state secret, though this one, by its very nature, cannot be kept secret forever."

Derian nodded again, slightly puzzled. Then the king glanced over at Sapphire and Shad. Something in the young couple's
bearing gave Derian a hint of what this secret must be.

By mutual consent, Shad spoke for them both.

"Sapphire is carrying our child," he said, managing to look both proud and embarrassed all at once. "She is two months in and
thus far, according to the physicians, is doing just wonderfully."

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

Impulsively, Derian leapt to his feet, offering his hand in congratulations as he would have to far closer friends. He was just
regretting his impulse when Shad's handurough and callused enough to show that all his time hadn't been spent in council
chambersumet his own. The young prince's eyes were shining and Derian realized that this might be the first friendlyurather
than formalucongratulations Shad had received on his news.

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

"That's just wonderful news!" Derian said. "Wonderful!"
Sapphire folded her hands complacently over her yet flat belly.

"We certainly think so," she said, resuming her seat 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."
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P e held up a hand to forestall Derian answering at once.

"Although I feel quite well," she said, "the midwives have been honest. A first pregnancy is a delicate thing. The baby may be
taken by the ancestors. Would it be best to let the people know now, when there is still much risk, or would it be better to wait
until I am more visibly ripening?"

"Tell them now," Derian said promptly. "No one loved Queen Elexa less for the babies who didn't make it."

He turned to King Tedric.

"I'm sorry to have to say such a painful thing, Sire, but it's a fact."

King Tedric nodded gravely.

"I know, son, I know. Our concern has come from Sapphire's rather unusual 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 reasonsuto be completely honestuis that she is young and strong. Should we risk that perception of strength and of
the perpetuity it will bring to the monarchy?"

"Absolutely," Derian said after a moment'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 knows they are brave. There's no chance that

will be forgotten if they suffer the type of loss too many families know."

"Very good," King Tedric said. "Your thoughts match those of many of our counselors. 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."”

The king nodded briskly, as if ticking off an item on a mental checklist.

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

Derian took a deep breath. He'd been dreading that this question might be asked. Prince Barden had been disowned by his
father. 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 prince's failure. Derian's self-imposed mission would, in its small, private
way, honor a son King Tedric had disowned for his arrogant disobedience of the king's will.

However, Derian had resolved to answer honestly, no matter that he risked the king's ire. 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 already told the

king their plans.

"I'm going west, Your Majesty," he said a touch stiffly, "to the place where we found Firekeeper. I made a vow after King
Allister's War, a vow to mark the graves of those who died there. I plan to keep that vow."

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

"Firekeeper said something of that, though in her case I have the impression that she is making a visit to family."

"That's pretty much the case for her, Sire," Derian replied.

King Tedric ran a finger along his jawline.

"Do you mean to mark all the graves?"

"There's only one grave, Sire," Derian hedged. Then he decided to continue to be direct. "But I mean to mark it with the names
of all the members of the expedition. Lord Aksel Trueheart researched them for me and arranged for them to be cut into several
stones I will carry with me."

Sapphire interrupted, "You're hauling grave markers?"

"Yes, Princess," Derian replied. "If I'm going to make the trip, 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 I brought from Norwood.
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Y ney're a breed," he added somewhat inconsequentially, hearing himself the carter's son, "I'm interested in crossing with
riding stock for use in some parts of the kingdom where the land is rough and hilly."

"I see," Sapphire said, looking a touch startled at the change of subject. "Well, I admire your thoroughness. I only wish I could
go with you." She patted her belly ruefully. "But duty calls."

Shad folded his hand over hers. "And morning sickness would be a real problem on the road."

King Tedric shook his head at his heirs, an old dog watching puppies romp.

"Derian," he said, "kindly call on me before you and Firekeeper leave. I would like you to carry a few grave goods with 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, Sire!" he said.

"And keep your eyes and ears open along the road," the old king said. "It may be you'll 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 a trapper or a hunter, but otherwise he expected peace and quiet.

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

Chapter 111

|E| Previous |E| Top |E| Next

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 he to live there full-time, but enough to give both of them space to run.

Steward Silver had assigned them rooms in the same tower they had stayed in before, one with 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 a day or two, until Blind Seer told her she was getting a belly like a pregnant doe.

Sapphire and Shad were pleasant to her, but Firekeeper didn't thrust herself upon them. They were busy making preparations
for announcing that Sapphire was expecting. The news had come as no surprise to Firekeeperupups were always whelped in the
spring. What /ad been a surprise was learning 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 simple thing made hard was the situation with Citrine
Shield. The girl was apparently as unstable as a water-cut stream bank, though the instability was in 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 always 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 Firekeeper come and sit with her.

The wolf-woman had taken longer to warm to the queen than to the king, for Elexa's subtle ways of handling her myriad
responsibilities had been more difficult to appreciate. Now, however, especially after seeing the very different ways in which
Lady Luella and Duchess Kestrel 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.
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§ ueen Elexa liked asking Firekeeper for tales of the wolf-woman's adventures, sometimes about those things that had happeric %@
since Firekeeper 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, especially as her cough began to heal and she could talk more easily, Queen Elexa would tell stories. She shared
Firekeeper's fascination with the comet and told her stories that purported to explain its presence in the skies.

One story said a comet was a giant horse with a burning 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 still trailed behind. In another story, the
comet was a dragon, breathing a steady stream of fire.

This last tale prompted a long discussion, for Firekeeper had never really thought about dragons, though she'd heard them
mentioned frequently, especially in New Kelvin. She'd seen dragons depicted in heraldry, but had believed that they were just
poorly drawn lizards. Queen Elexa told her otherwise, showing her brilliant paintings in bestiaries.

"But are these real things?" Firekeeper asked, looking at the drawings of dragons and other fantastic beasts.
"I never thought so," the queen admitted, "but then I never thought that there were wolves like Blind Seer."
The Royal Wolf woke from his drowse in front of the fire to comment:

"But what an impressive revelation I have been!"

Firekeeper must hide a grin then or explain. Months earlier she had decideduencouraged by the wolves themselvesuthat it was
best that the humans believe simply that Blind Seer and Elation were fine animals, but animals nonetheless. Her early efforts to
explain otherwise had mostly been frustrating. Now she didn't even try.

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 a wolf. She didn't even protestuthough not long ago the
thought would have sent her into furiesiwhen some mistook the blue-eyed wolf for a dog.

ALTHOUGH FIREKEEPER ENJOYED HER VISITS with the king and queenuand with Citrine, when the girl was saneufirst
among her friends at the castle was Holly Gardener.

Holly was an older woman, retired from her position as head gardener of Eagle's Nest Castle. She had passed on the
responsibilities 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 usually be found outside, leaning on her stick as she
moved from bedding area to bedding area, encouraging the young growing thingsuso at least it seemed to Firekeeperuwith her
Very presence.

Gardening in all its forms impressed Firekeeper to no end. As a human art, it ranked right up with music and dancing in her
estimation, and perhaps slightly above these, no matter how much she enjoyed them both. Music and dancing were, after all,
entertainment only. Gardening was both entertainment and a means of providing food. The wolf-woman had lived through too
many lean times to not be impressed by an art that guaranteed good things to eat, even in the leanest winter months.

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

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

"That's because," Holly said with a great deal 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 sailing through the air. If you're lucky you even get something nice to
eat. With a shovel, all you get is more dirt."

Firekeeper persisted in her efforts, though, and by the time they retired to Holly's cottage on the grounds she had turned over
several rows and raked them ready for planting. She was muddy, too, but Holly had suggested she bring a change of clothing
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Y 1h her. By the time tea was ready Firekeeper was warm and dry.

Changes of clothes and hot baths are, Firekeeper thought, two of the nicer things about how humans live.
There was a knock at the door just as she was reaching for her first hot buttered biscuit. Holly called out:
"Come in!"

Firekeeper swiveled on her stool by the fire. She'd expected Robyn or Dan, Holly's grandsons. However, Derian was the guest
who entered, ducking his tall form just a touch to get under the low lintel of the cottage door.

"Fox Hair!" she cried in delight.

She'd been hunting when Derian arrived from the North Woods and, though they'd met a time or two since, she'd seen little
enough of him. He, of course, was staying with his family, 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 a time or two, and it had been stressful for both of them.
"Am I late?" Derian asked, bowing slightly to Holly. "Has Lady Voracious here eaten everything?"

Firekeeper looked at him in indignation.

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

"A subtle reminder," Holly said with a smile.

She hobbled out to the kitchen, returning a moment later with a thick beef bone Firekeeper had brought over earlier. The wolf
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, I hope you don't mind my inviting Derian," Holly said. "I'd meant to mention his coming earlier, but it quite
slipped my mind. You with a shovel was something of a distraction."

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

"And growing worse with a napkin," Derian replied sternly, handing her a square of cloth. "Good manners are for everywhere,
not just for King Tedric's table."

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

"I can free up to leave town in a day or so," 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 first."

Holly, in whom Firekeeper had already confided the great news in 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 at the seams," the elderly gardener admitted. "Just the other day Princess Sapphire's maid was giving herself
such airs in the servants' hall. It was all I could do not to burst her bubble. Smug little minxuas if waiting on a princess makes
her one herself!"

"Must run in the blood of those who wait on Shield-born," Derian said. "I recall that Melina's old confidential servantiNanny,
they called herugave herself airs as well."

"After we have our tea, then," Holly said, "remind me that I have a packet for Derian."
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.- acket?" Firekeeper asked.

Holly nodded, looking at that moment bent as much by sorrow as by age.

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

Firekeeper nodded. She felt sad for the fine old lady. It was clear that over ten years might have blunted the intensity of Holly's
loss, but had done nothing to diminish her grief.

"Well, I'm sending a few small grave goods for them. Derian and I spoke of this during one of his earlier visits. You, I think,
were chasing rabbits."

Firekeeper frowned. "You and House Kestrel and the king and queen. Derian, we will need more than two mules and a few
ponies!"

"They're all sending small things," the redhead replied with a chuckle. "Like the tokens that go into wedding pouches."
Firekeeper felt relieved. "Good then."

E Devider

DERIAN STUDIED FIREKEEPER as Holly 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, Donal Hunter, and Tamarauthis last the couple's
daughter, still too young to have a use-name of her own. In any case, no other identification than a first name probably had
been needed in Prince Barden's small colony.

What Derian was looking for on Firekeeper's face was recognition, for he knewuas perhaps no one other than King Tedric
knewuthat Firekeeper really was this lost Tamara, and that Holly, whom the wolf-woman had adopted from personal interest
and fellow feeling, 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, he thought, aren't ties of love and friendship better than those of obligation?

The truth of this stayed with him as he sat visiting with the old woman and the young, and his faint feeling that he should tell
Firekeeper the full story of her relationship to Holly faded. Instead he thought over the past several days.

He'd enjoyed his visit home, would be sorry to be leaving again so soon, but Earl Kestrel had offered no difficulty with Derian
living at home this summer while continuing in Kestrel employ. Derian could anticipate a long slow spring into summer,
working part-time with his father, that routine enlivened by duties for the earl. A trip now would simply give him more stories
to tell out under the peach tree in the garden as the family whiled away the hot summer evenings.

Derian considered telling Firekeeper some of the rumors he'd gathered at the stables, but held his tongue. This lighter
conversationuHolly was chivying Firekeeper about the butter running down the young woman's chinuwas pleasant, and he
would have time enough to bring Firekeeper up to date as they traveled west.

"Tell me, Derian," Holly asked, seeming to read his thoughts. "Are you and Firekeeper making this journey alone together?"
Derian shrugged and offered a rueful smile.

"There's no saving Firekeeper's reputation where I'm concerned, Holly. I 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 here with us."

"A wolf chaperon." Holly laughed. "That's rather unusual."

Yet true, Derian thought. I 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.
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THEY LEFT EAGLE'S NEST a few 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 Festival of the Horseuwhich was in process
alreadyutook on the air of an impromptu congratulations party. Derianuwho belonged to the Horse Society and so was already
committed to attending the dancing and drinkinguthrew himself into the celebrations with double enthusiasm.

His head was still a bit heavy and felt about twice its usual 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 was taking along. His usual gift for handling horseflesh seemed to have vanished this morning and he
found himself particularly glad that his younger brother Brock and old Toad were coming with him around the city and for a
day'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 herself would cause the other animals to eventually come around to
tolerating the wolf, there was no need to start the introductions in a crowded urban area.

Rain fell fairly heavily all 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 his annual buying trips to Hope, a town to the south on the
border of Hawk Haven and Bright Bay. Colby Carter had promised his younger son his first horse if the boy selected well and
wisely. Brock couldn't ask enough questions about conformation, gait, hidden flaws, and all the rest.

Eventually, Derian had sweated enough of the previous night's indulgence 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 Firekeeper would meet him as planned. She'd 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, doubtlessly, of horses.

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

Derian had nodded. He thought he remembered the place from the year before. As if his nod had been all the acknowledgment
she'd needed, Firekeeper had backed away. Although Derian tried to keep her in sight, he hadn't actually seen her depart.

Nor, the next morning, did he see her reappear. 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 alongside the road.

She was dressed much as always: bare feet, leather trousers cut off below the knees, and a leather vest buttoned across small
but definite breasts. Her hair was much grown out from the severe cutting she'd given it five or six moonspans before, and was
just reaching the untidy stage where locks kept tumbling into her eyes. She'd clipped the most troublesome of these back with
slim wire pins Duchess Kestrel had given her at that past winter's Wolf Moon festival, but this small effort at tidiness made
Firekeeper look, somehow, all the more untamed.

A heavy leather belt held her sheathed knife on one side, a canteen on the other. An embroidered bag of fine white doeskinua
gift from Edlin Norwooduheld her flint and steel for fire making. This meager equipment, Derian knew, was all she had
brought for a journey 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 his riding crop, was grateful. The pack animals
were jumpy enough, just from catching Firekeeper's scent. He didn't doubt 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.

She trotted across to the lead muleuapparently not minding the cold mud that stuck to her bare feetupulled herself up onto the
mule's back in one easy motion, leaned down, and growled into the beast's long ear.

The mule froze in place, then slowly, carefully, as if it had suddenly become aware of a stinging bee on its ear, it swiveled its
head to get a look at the wolf-woman. She smiled and there was no doubt in Derian's mind that this smile was no friendly
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Posture but rather an arrogant baring of teeth.

The mule seemed to melt into itself, its muscles losing their tension all in an instant.

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

"Not bad," Derian agreed.

They moved along 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 was in charge and he was grateful for her expertise.

He also enjoyed the wolf-woman's high spirits. In many ways Firekeeper reminded him of a horse coming home to a familiar
stabletnot that he'd ever share the comparison with her. She just might find it a deadly insult. But her manner was much the
same. He almost 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 Moon 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 she was in any city in the land. Blind Seer was with her and he had caught glimpses of
Elation from time to time, though the peregrine seemed to be attending to her own business rather than following Firekeeper.

For that matter, Derian himself felt fairly safe. As long as he didn't do anything stupid like lead the pack train onto a bad 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 delicacyurabbit or pheasant or fresh fishufor his meal. Often she added a handful of mushrooms
or a bundle of spring greens to augment his supplies further. In some ways, Derian was more comfortable on this trip than he
had been with Earl Kestrel's expedition, because his only concerns were for his immediate needs.

Puma Moon was rounding fat and full the night before they were to cross the gap in the Iron Mountains into the wild lands
where Firekeeper had been brought up. The wolf-woman came into Derian's camp that nighttian unusual thing, for she had
been exploring most nightsuand squatted with her back to the fire.

"Fox Hair," she said, "there are humans going this way."

The emphasis she put on the word made quite clear that she did not think this a good thing at all.

Derian nodded. The signs had been evident even to an indifferent woodsman like himself. Those who had come along this trail
before them had made some effort to hide their signs farther back, but this close to the gap there was no such effort. Manure
dried on the narrow trails, dead wood had been cut. He'd even seen the remnants of a fire circle or two.

He decided that now was the time to tell Firekeeper some of the rumors he'd gathered back in Eagle's Nest.

"I heard," he said, "around my father's stables, that the demand for mules and sturdy horseflesh is up. The buyers aren't who
you'd think either, not some farmer getting a few 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 else do the winter feeding for them.
But these folks my father and the other livestock dealersunot only near the city, but their associates elsewheretthave been
seeing aren't interested in that. Or, I should say to be fair, they aren't interested in just that."

Firekeeper gave a low, rumbling growl. Derian held up a hand.

"More haste, less waste, Firekeeper. I'm telling you all I know to spare questions later."

Firekeeper subsided, but Derian didn't need to know her as well as he did to tell she was as taut as a strung bow.

"These buyers wanted animals who could pull a plowueventuallyubut they were looking for general-purpose animals, a horse

or mule who could pull a wagon or plow, carry a rider, all the rest. 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 a group."
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507" Firekeeper asked, and while she didn't growl, her voice was rough.

"Firekeeper, you've figured it out already. You just might not know the word for it. These humans on the trail in front of us,
they're not furriers or trappers. It's the wrong time of year for that even if they were. What we're seeing are the signs of..."

He shrugged, settling for a word that he himself didn't really use except in a historical context.

"They're colonists, like the people who came from the Old World to settle this land, except that they're not coming from across
the sea. They're going across the Iron Mountains."

Firekeeper made a sound like several words trying to come out at once. The word that won through was "Why?"
"I don't know for sure," Derian said, "but I'll give you a guess. They want a place of their own."

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

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

"But ever since I can remember, well before Prince Barden took his expedition west of the mountains, there've been those
who've grumbled that all the land Hawk Haven has is used up. We've never been a sea powerunot like Bright Bay or
Waterland. We've won a bit of land from time to time from Bright Bay, but they've always taken it backusometimes taking a bit
from us for a while."

Firekeeper nodded. She'd been drilled in the history of that conflict the summer before.
"When Prince Barden went westul was six or seven at 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 as the fuss died down. I'll

tell you, most people thought that within a few moonspansua year at mostuthe prince would have made peace with his father.

"But nothing was heard from Prince Barden, nothing at all, and the king didn't get any less angry. He got into a tremendous
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 a bit forced. "It's not common knowledge, but I heard about it out in the
North Woods this year."

"Makes the earl brave," Firekeeper said thoughtfully. "Braver."

Derian was confused for a moment. Then he understood.

"You 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 all through the winter. I doubt King Tedric would have softened for anyone
else, but the earl did have the excuse that his sister was Barden's wifeuthat he was going to find news of Eirene for his aging
mother rather than to look for Barden."

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

"And all he found was you," Derian agreed. "Anyhow, as you might guess, both Barden's silence and the king's abiding anger
made those people who thought that moving west would be a good 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 a fire, not by anything some mysterious
monsters did, and that the king was taking as a favorite a girl 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 against it."
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 viight they proclaim this?" Firekeeper asked.

"They might," Derian answered. "Or they might not. I don't know. The thing is, Hawk Haven is getting a little cramped."
Firekeeper looked at him incredulously. She waved her hand at the empty spaces around them.

"Cramped? We barely see anyone for days!"

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

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 this would be beyond his ability to explain. "You 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 a good example.

"Right. Now, you know the North Woods have another name. They're also called the Norwood Grant."

HYes.H

"That word 'grant' means that the land was given to the Norwood family to own and administer... to manage. Now each of the
Great Houses has their grant. The House of the Eagleuthat's the king's housetiowns more land than just the castle. They have a
grant of their own."

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

"Then the lesser housesulike Elise's," Derian felt an involuntary smile rise to his lips as he thought of their mutual friend, "they
have grants of their own, smaller grants, but still grants."

Firekeeper nodded and Derian went on.

"That still leaves land, since Queen Zorana the Great didn't think it was a good idea to give the common folk nothing to call
their own. The problem is that over a hundred years have passed since Queen Zorana's time. Just about all that unowned land
has been claimed by someone. Sometimes the land has two ownersulike in Doc's family. The Surcliffe land is actually part of
the Norwood Grant, but Doc's family would have to do something pretty terrible..."

Firekeeper looked puzzled.

"Like help an enemy in a war," Derian explained. "Anyhow, they'd have to do something pretty terrible to give the Norwood
family a reason 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 retainersulike Wendee or
Valetuor give land to one of their children. Remember, Earl Kestrel has four children. Only Edlin will inherit so Earl Kestrel

has to find places for the others. That takes more land. Soon they don't have any more and need to buy more land."

"And," Firekeeper said, speaking so slowly that Derian knew she was reasoning it out, "that eats the land Queen Zorana left.
Soon there is no more."

"You've got it," Derian said, more relieved than he could express. He'd thought he'd need to explain this far more carefully.
Then he remembered something.

"Wolves are territorial," he said, "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 is that this land they go to is claimed. It is claimed by my peopleuby the
wolves and by the other Royal Beasts."
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§ crian swallowed hard. Even knowing Firekeeper, knowing Blind Seer and Elation, he hadn't ever thought about the western %
lands in 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.

"You say the wolves and the other Royal Beasts," he repeated. "They share?"

Firekeeper shrugged expressively.

"As beasts share. A wolf pack hunts larger game than do a raccoon. A raven eats the spoils of the wolf. A great cat, it may or
may not shareuso with the bear. Each lives in with the others or starves or dies. I not think humans is like this."

Derian bit into his lip. 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
personally.

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

They sat in uncomfortable silence for a time, then Derian asked:

"Firekeeper, do you think the beasts will harm these human colonists?"

Firekeeper shrugged.

"I don't know," she said.

Derian had the uncomfortable feeling that what she really meant was. "I won't say."

In that moment, he knew what side 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 a restless unease.

Chapter IV

|E| Previous |E| Top |E| Next

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

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

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

"Not a bad idea, really," Blind Seer said. "The first to come here when you were small cut down the bigger trees. Even the
many years that have turned since fire destroyed Barden's colony haven't been enough for those great trees to grow back. Earl
Kestrel'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 chosen in the first 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 a day's
easy journey from the gap through the Iron Mountains. Still, she felt offended, as if her own home had been invaded.

"Perhaps," she said to Blind Seer, "I didn't believe the humans had really come here to settleuno matter what Fox Hair
saiduuntil I saw this place. What are we going to do?"
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® 1und Seer rubbed his great head against her arm. In turn, she buried her hand in his fur and felt comforted.

"I think," the wolf said after some consideration, "that Derian must go to them. Humans are as territorial as a mother bird
guarding her nest. They may already feel themselves owners of everything they touch. If they find Derian camping a distance
from here, they may view him as an 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 she'd been only a wolf, did she feel herself use the gesture and think it odd.

"I agree," she replied. "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 construction and see the place as it had been when
she had left it.

"These newcomers have left the place where the earl told his people to re-bury the bones and such they took from the Burnt
Place," she said, feeling some relief. "They have some feelings then."

"Feelings for dried bones burnt beyond good eating," Blind Seer scoffed. "You are becoming very human, Firekeeper."
She caught him a sharp blow on one shoulder.
"Never say that!" she growled. "Never!"

Blind Seer's eyes narrowed and his lips curled back from his fangs in 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 was this. Maybe it was thatudespite 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 gives the pup. For whatever the reason, Blind Seer's
snarl melted to tongue-panting amiability and his tail gave a faint wag.

"I won't call you a human," he conceded. "Shall Fox Hair tell those there that you are with him?"

Firekeeper considered. Her first impulse was to deny her presence. She wanted nothing more than to flee humans and human
things. Then her loyalty to and affection for Derian rose, reminding her just how vulnerable one humanuespecially one human
possessed of what others might see as wealthucould 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 along the road in New Kelvin.

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

"Elation flew west," Blind Seer replied. "I think she is as disturbed as you about this human settlingimore, maybe, for the
winged folk could have sent her word and forewarning and they did not."

Firekeeper considered that and the sour feeling in her gut grew stronger. She had grown accustomed to having little or no
contact with the Royal Wolves. Blind Seer alone of all her pack had accompanied her east over the Iron Mountains when she
departed with Earl Kestrel's expedition. There were Cousin Wolves in 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 she felt. "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 thisuif the Royal
Beasts see it as invasion or as something to be tolerated as one tolerates fleas in the summer."

Blind Seer shook.

"Even with fleas," he reminded her, "one scratches."
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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 a means of gathering information than
a subtle warning that Derian and Firekeeper might not find the lands over the mountains as they had left them.

Then why didn't the king just tell me? Derian mused to himself. Immediately he answered his own 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 the first time, he was very glad not to be the king. Sometimes it was hard enough being the king's most
junior counselor.

He knew Firekeeper well enough to know that, although she was trying to keep her reaction to herself, she was very upset. He
didn't need to ask why. This was 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 feelings, Derian decided not to comment. Instead he asked:

"Think we can get there today?"

"By twilight, yes," Firekeeper replied. "Maybe sooner, though parts of the trail are muddy and a creek so swollen we will need
to take the pack animals around to a shallow place."

"The mules," Derian hinted, "will move faster if you and Blind Seer are with me."

Firekeeper nodded a touch grimly and fell into line next to the lead animal.

They arrived at the settlement shortly before dusk. The long 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 I guess we'll need to get her using her toes. After all, she won't wear shoes.

He was still smiling slightly at his own joke when a man emerged from the settlement, walking through what would someday
be a gate, though now it was only gateposts set in the framework of a partially built log palisade.

"Welcome to Bardenville," the man said, smiling widely. "I'm Ewen Brooks."

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

Fleetingly, Derian wondered if "Brooks" might be a newly chosen surname. It certainly didn't reflect a profession, as most did,
and location names were more common in crowded areas where there might be more than one baker or carpenter. He filed that

information away for future reference.

"I'm Derian Carter," he replied. Then, deciding that honesty was best, he continued, "I was out here a year or so ago with Earl
Kestrel. I've come back with grave markers for..."

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 all put out.

"For the prince's folks," he finished for Derian. "That's good. We found the burial plot and left it untouched. We'll be glad to
have your markers. Kestrel's idea?"

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

"Quite a trip to make for spirits unrelated to you," Ewen said, and from his tone 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 alongside the
lead mule, so still that she almost vanished in the dusk. "Firekeeper, come and meet our host."

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 almost under his breath. "That's the... the girl Kestrel adopted, isn't it?"

Firekeeper had advanced, walking a touch stiffly, like a doguior a wolf, Derian thought with some shockuadvancing on a
stranger.

"Blysse," she said bluntly, and her refusal to use her wolf name, what she thought of as her personal name, told Derian that she
was less 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.

"SO," he said to EWCH, "T've been on the trail since dawn. Can I have shelter here or would you prefer me to bed down
you p
elsewhere?"

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

"Right! No, don't go. Come in. 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 qualities my father finds promising."
"And the mules?"
"Tested and first-rate."

Derian spoke without thinking. He wasn't a stable owner's son for nothing. He could almost smell the other man's eagerness to
own the mules himself.

Careful, Derian, he thought 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 ingenuously and as he did so, somewhere out in the darkness a wolfuBlind Seer, he was almost certainugave a long,
plaintive howl.

The pack animals snorted and stamped. Derian was certain that if Firekeeper had not resumed her place by the lead animal a
few 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 casualness in his own voice.
"Some," Ewen admitted. "Not wolves, though. They're too spooky of a big group like this. Don't like fire 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 steel from a wolf. If the Royal Wolves weren't bothering the settlement, they had their reason.


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

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

E Devider

THE SETTLEMENT PROVED to be fairly 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 was fully under way.

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

"You sound like you know a lot about his expedition," Derian said.

"I do after a fashion," Ewen replied. "Come this way. There's an old corral we've stopped using since we've built stronger. It'll
do for your beasts for tonight at least."

Derian recognized the pole and lashing structure he'd built the spring before. It had been mended, but would serve at least as
well now as it had then.

"My elder brother was one of Barden's followers," Ewen continued, helping Derian unload the mules. "He told me stories as I
was begging to be taken along with him. I was sixteen, shy of my majority, but my parents were willing to let me go. I think
Wythe would have taken me, too, but lung fever swept through our community that winter and I was too weak when early
spring came. I meant to follow him out, but then King Tedric..."

Ewen looked as if he were about to spit at the mention of the king's name, but remembered himself 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 I still thought of going, the same lung fever that had laid me low weakened my
father. I didn't have the heart to leave my sisters 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. I wonder why Ewen isn't using that name? He's clearly had the training. I wonder if his family wanted
nothing to do with this expedition either?

He put the thought aside for now. As if Ewen's leading Derian into the settlement proper had been a signal, peopletmostly
adults, though there were a few half-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 first time, Derian noticed that one edge of that square was a log-walled longhouse, sturdy and solid. It was large enough
to serve as a stable at night, if the settlers didn't own too much livestock.

Sounds of babies wailing and small children fussing came from inside 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 he'd told the truth about
the reason for his coming to Bardenville, Derian and Firekeeper were escorted to Ewen's own house.

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

Ewen Brooks's house was a log cabin like all the other buildings in the settlement, though larger than most. The one large
central room and a sleeping loft above could have held a fair number of people in a pinch. Looking about, Derian guessed that
Ewen's house must have been the first built and that it still sheltered more than his immediate 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 sturdily functional and would, even when open, prevent all rain
but that driven directly by the wind from coming into the house.
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Y e 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 a few serving utensils.

Despite these rude accommodations, the house was comfortable. Some effort had been made to decorate it. Bed quilts hung
along the walls like tapestries, and a family shrine held its position of honor in one back corner, a squat candle burning in a
holder in front of it.

Remembering how fire had taken Barden's settlement, Derian found himself wondering if some similar homey touch had slain
those first colonists.

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

"Hello! I'm Dawn, Ewen's wife. Let me give you something hot to drink and a seat by the fire. I well remember how wearing a
long day on the trail could be."

Derian let Dawn urge him into a seat, but insisted that Dawn make the tea from the supplies in 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 housekeeping on a slim margin. As
she prepared the tea, she made introductions all around. Firekeeper was introduced as Blysse. Neither she nor Derian insisted
on the title "Lady," a thing Derian thought wise given Ewen's disdain toward the king, a reaction 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 apparently took their meals in the cabin. All assisted with preparations for the evening meal and showered
Derian with questions.

It was clear to him that although most had been out west only a few moonspans at mostuand the majority for a moon or
lessuthey viewed the land on the other side of the mountains as a foreign place, a curiosity. Ewen had chosen his fellow
colonists well. At least in this sample, Derian saw no sign of homesickness, only excitement regarding their great adventure
and, especially among the younger men, a slight condescension toward him as one who wasn't taking part.

I'wonder how they'll feel when winter comes, Derian thought, irked by a particularly thoughtless comment regarding his own
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, this is springtime in more ways than one.

Dinner when it was served was quite good. Indeed there was more meat in the stew than a city family might see in a week and
broiled fish was included as a side dish. In contrast, for bread there was mounded journey cake, served dry but for a small pot
of jam and smaller pats of strong-tasting soft cheese.

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

Derian agreed. He knew little about cattleuPrancing Steed Stables had moved away even from draft oxen, except by contract.
"Feed must be a problem," he said, thinking of what he'd packed just for his own 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 as well as animals, as is corn. For

a time, we'll be doubling up with the creatures, though we'll be eating mush and porridge rather than grain."

"Hunting's good, though," spoke up Hart, a youth a few 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 elk like any other stock."

Ever since their arrival, Firekeeper had kept silent, looking about with interest, her dark eyes unreadable in a deliberately
impassive 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 silence that suddenly fell after Hart made his comment about the wolves, Firekeeper had not been forgottenunot at all.
Derian held his breath, knowing how fiercely loyal Firekeeper was to the wolves. They, not any human living, were her family.
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Y uekeeper said nothing, however, affecting to look drowsy, and the comment passed without incident, though Dawn offered
Derian some jam for his journey cake rather more quickly than would be usual manners. In a raised voice, she started telling
him about her plans to start hives if she could find the bees. Honey, she said, would provide sweetener and sugar.

"Later," Ewen cut in, his enthusiasm for his projects robbing his words of the bragging note of some of the other men, "we'll
tap trees for sugar or grow beets, but honey will do for now. I plan for us to be a self-sufficient community. Trade from the east
will be welcome, but we've 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 about this
project for more than ten years, ever since his brother planned to make a similar 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 sleep in the
barnuapparently their usual 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. He was given a place in front of the hearth, where the
coals, banked for the night, still 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 slipped outside
and did not return. Derian excused her, saying that she was woods wise and could take care of herself. However, he had a
feeling 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 a manner that wasn't entirely feigned.

As he drifted off to sleep he heard the distant howl of a wolf. Oddly enough, it comforted him.

E Devider

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

Memories surged beneath the surface of her thoughts, memories she hadn't even suspected she had and so were all the more
disturbing for their gentle stirring.

Surely she had spent many hours in a room much like this one. Surely she had listened to similar conversations. There was a
note in Ewen's voice as he spoke of his dreams that 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 herself remain, listening, watching, learning.

She remembered all too well the stories she had heard from the Royal Beasts the previous autumn, stories that held their history
of their encounters with humanity. She knew as none of these humans did that the Beasts had long memories and would resent
this new settlement as they had resented little else.

As Ewen prosed on, almost 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 herself wondering for the first 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 sleeping accommodations, Firekeeper slipped out the door. Only one of the long-
bodied hound dogs drowsing in the yard noticed her going, and he swallowed his own baying alarm in response to her growled
warning.

Shadows dark as puddled ink hid the wolf-woman as she raced toward the tree line. Once under the shelter of the trees she
slowed, knowing that none in the human community had the eyes to see her. An owl hooted from a tree 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 a game trail and paced along 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.
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Y ue 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 as the wolf was, Firekeeper heard the sound as his paws pushed against the ground and was ready for him, bracing
herself 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 points in their undeclared game.

They wrestled for a bit until Blind Seer had pinned her against the duff and bracken, his paws planted on her chest, taking his
penalty in sloppy licks across her face.

"Venison stew," he declared. "More heavily seasoned than is to my taste, but then I like my meat blood-hot."

"And from your sloppy bathing," Firekeeper said, shoving him back and tugging at a bit of matted blood his wade in a stream
hadn't quite washed away, "I can tell you had it. Have you found the pack?"

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

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

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

Blind Seer's ears flattened slightly in an expression of confusion.

"I had forgotten that," he said, "and was simply pleased to see the fat fur-balls looking so healthy. There are four this litter: two
males, two females."

Firekeeper put her question away as yet another one to ask the Ones and instead asked:

"You 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 believeunot even as woods wise 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 prints in 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 mess from her clothes and hair, "for I do not think there is
any great love for wolf-kind among those in the new Bardenville."

"So they remember the prince, then," Blind Seer said. "That's interesting."
y p g

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

She fell silent, her fingernails digging into her palms.
"Until?" Blind Seer prompted.
"Until my return showed them the trail."

"Don't blame yourself, dear heart," the wolf replied. "Even if you had not returned from here, Earl Kestrel and his folk would
have done so. The end would have been the same."

Firekeeper nodded, but remained uncomforted.

Would the wolves have let Earl Kestrel return if they had not promised her motheruthat forgotten human womanuthat they
would give Firekeeper a chance to know her human heritage? Kestrel's small companyuDerian, Ox, Race, and Valetuwould
have been easy hunting even for her relatively small pack, and had Kestrel's expedition not returned, then the fear that had held
the humans to their side of the mountain would have remained undiminished.
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Yach thoughts did nothing to assuage the unhappiness that had plagued Firekeeper since first she had realized that humans we: %@
moving west. As Blind Seer led her to this season's denning place, she felt like a young wolf who had been caught trying to
steal a bone from a bigger, stronger wolf-certain she was about to get a drubbing.

But the only drubbing she receiveduinitially at leastiwas 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, six 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 elsewhere, perhaps to find a mate
of his own.

Nor had the internal 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 Whinertionce the weakest yearling in the packuhad grown stronger and more confident. With the dispersal of
the adult male, the hierarchy of the remaining adults had shifted.

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

Firekeeper stood, her hand still buried in the One Female's pale furtufor the One Female's coat was silvery, like new-fallen snow
in the moonlightuand felt as shy before these lupine strangers as ever she did before humans. She felt more shy in a way, for
among humans she entertained a vague sense of superiority that she did not feel when among wolves.

The One Female took mercy on her, saying:

"Firekeeper, this is Sharp Fang, who has come to us from further west and north. Since we now have our own Sharp Fang..."
She indicated the Whiner with some pride. "... we call our visitor Northwest."

Northwest was a male, his fur 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 all too aware of masks, and she couldn't help but think that this male looked as if he wore one.

Northwest's eyes were yellow-gold, their gaze so penetrating and analytical that Firekeeper felt like a bug on a rock. 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 herself. 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 small."

Firekeeper studied the she-wolf. Wind Whisper's coat was equal parts silver-grey and charcoal black, the black clustering in the
vicinity of her ears, muzzle, and legs, the grey blending in elsewhere, 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 the first time, Firekeeper found herself wondering how old the Royal Wolves might grow to be. She had never much paid
attention to the passage of time, but humans seemed to do little else. From them she had learned that her tenure among the
wolves had probably been between ten and twelve years. She herself remembered no time she had not been a wolf, except
sometimes, perhaps, in dreams.

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

There had been three One Males in her memory. Was this replacement a result of aging on the part of the wolves? Did they
become unfit for their places just as age was rendering King Tedric unfit for elements of his? A human king might delegate
others to lead in battle. Tedric had done just 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 slain by a competitor or beaten so sorely that none doubted they were
past their time.
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And perhaps it was proof that she was a wolf at heart that this thought gave her comfort. Perhaps it was only proof that she was
very young.

Firekeeper remembered her manners and recalled her attention to the One Female'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 a very ill pup. How we struggled to make you to eat, but the fire had badly damaged
you. If it had not been for..."

Wind Whisper stopped, snapping at her haunch as if after a fly. When she resumed, it was as if she had forgotten what she had
been about to say.

"Well, you've grown into a fine young creature. 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 great brush of a tail, pleased at this compliment to his friend.
"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 came to 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
Male and the One Female as pups. The One Female had been of this pack, the One Male of a neighboring pack with whom her
own sometimes joined for winter hunts and summer romps.

To her, now, both wolves were adults, wise and strong, yet she could recall them as fat furballs like the four who even now
romped with each other in a sheltered hollow, their mock battles indulgently supervised by a couple 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
herself was still growing. She'd grown taller even over the last year. With the bounty of human larders to augment her own
hunting she'd 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 the image of his
fatheruthe previous One Male, who had sired only one litter before dying in a winter hunting accident.

"You're distracted, Little Two-legs," the One Male commented.

Rip was a big silver-grey wolf with a dark streak running the length of his spine even to the tip of his tail and a broad, white
ruff. He was the One Female'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 Male's comment, that Northwest thought that perhaps he
himself would serve better as One.

Firekeeper shook herself from this uncomfortable thought by addressing the One Female.

"Mother," she said, gesturing toward the four romping pups who were now fiercely battling over a much-chewed tree branch,
"when Blind Seer and I came home last you said that you didn't plan on pups this spring, yet here I see four as strong and
healthy as any in the land."

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 seasons over her life. Usually the reason was that enough young had survived
the previous season, but that couldn't be the purpose here. The four yearlings were ample proof that the previous litter

vy,

Yuddenly Firekeeper felt afraid of a human life, afraid that its length might take her beyond all those she loved. Then she shou %
herself. She herself was a wolf, no human to be coddled by servants in a castle as was King Tedric or by children and
grandchildren in a cottage as was Holly Gardener. Death was more likely to find her than was old age.


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Y umbering six initially) had done well.

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

"Always full of questions, Little Two-legs," she said, amused. Then she grew serious.

"I had a dream," she went on, "a dream of flood. In it, a tree fell across a stream, damming it for a moment, but its trunk was
too thin and the flood crashed over it and my pack was drowned. When I awoke, I felt stirring within me, stirring that had been
quiet until that time, fed to fullness and settled into sleep by the growing pups. I might have fought them, I suppose, but my
dream was warning and the One Male and I tied that very afternoon."

Firekeeper nodded, nor did she question the One Female'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 came to settle," the One Female replied, "but over the autumn, before winter closed the gap in the mountains, a
small group came and sniffed about. Perhaps these were the first trickle of the flood in my dream."

Blind Seer cut in.

"You never mentioned this to us!" he said indignantly.

The One Female growled softly.

"And since when is it my duty to inform wandering pups of the business of the pack?"

Blind Seer abased himself. His own status within the pack was ambiguous. He had left of his own desire, wishing to
accompany Firekeeper. In this way he had separated himself from the pack. However, as he had never joined another pack, nor
formed one of his owntiunless 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 still welcome.

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

"You had worries enough last winter," she said. "The One Male and I 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 Female replied. "The One Male has made a study of them, for he was here while I was away and took better
note of them."

The One Male, who had been gnawing a thick bone much as a man might have smoked a pipe, cracked it along its length and
licked out the marrow before speaking.

"Not only," he said, carefully arranging his thoughts, "are there those who are the sameuthough, of course there are more
nowubut the male who serves as One in their pack was the leader of those who scouted."

Firekeeper bit her lip.

"The humans call 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 potential of these western lands.

"So it is as we suspected,” the One Male said, and he sounded not in the least surprised. "Human ways may be strange to us,
but the winged folk who came to 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 humans fell trees to make sturdy places to live and bring
their young with them if they didn't intend to stay?"

He rolled the shattered bone beneath his paw, but Firekeeper was certain his forlorn expression had nothing to do with having
licked it clean of marrow.
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.. 1s good," he said at 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 Male went on. "There are many and mixed feelings 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 balance between the four-footed and two-legged kind. Then the humans became
territorial. They fought themselves and they fought our people. In the end, because the humans had great powers we did not, we
retreated across the mountains where they did not like to come. They did not follow us because they did not like the mountains.
Also, a sickness 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 elaborate tale she had been told, but served to demonstrate that she remembered the high points.
The One Male thumped his tail in approval.

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

"L," snapped Northwest, "do not see why how much time it took matters at all! What is important is that these humans now are
different from those humans then. Those humans then had great powers. The Ones of my pack tell 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 stealthiest among us
could go unnoticed.

"These humans have none of these powers. Two nights ago I crept into their settlement, ate one of their foolish birds as she
slept on her nest, pissed on their doorposts, and the only ones among them who noticed my coming were their silky-haired
foxes and these cringed from my least growl. They at least knew their master."

"Dogs," Firekeeper said inconsequentially. "The humans raise them as they raise their horses and mules. They come in many
sizes and shapes. Some of the larger, indeed, might give a wolf 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 a sharp fang like yourself trouble."
Northwest grumbled, but did not debate the point further. Instead he said:

"But you agree that these humans have none of the great powers that eventually drove the Beasts of old to flee west of the Iron
Mountains?"

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

"You wish to protect them!" Northwest snarled. "They are naked, hairless beasts like yourself. You 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 is why you speak of
them as if we, the greatest hunters in all the forests of all the world, should fear them."

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

Sharp Fanguas Firekeeper must grow used to thinking of the Whinerujoined them. Apparently, she felt more fondness for her
two-legged sister than Firekeeper might have imagined. "Stop!" barked the One Female, surging to her feet, her fangs bared at
all.

"Stop this nonsense!"
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 veryone cringed back, for the One Female did not lead the pack owing to the glossiness of her gleaming silver coat. Indeed, <
everyone knew that though she had but one mouth to bite with, the One Male would be as her second and two such bites would
take a season to healuif the victim did not die at once.

"Stop," the One Female repeated. "Little Two-legs, curl away your Fang. Northwest, stop taunting Firekeeper. You are a guest
here and she is my 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 one with the pack. Northwest was outside it
and in anything but a leadership challenge he would fight one to many.

No fool, Northwest flung himself down and rolled onto his back, exposing his throat to the Ones and whimpering in proper
apology. The Ones accepted this and only when all were restored to harmony againua romping and playing that involved all the
pack, even the puppies and the guestsuonly then did the discussion resume.

"So," Firekeeper said, keeping her comments neutral and nonjudgmental, "I take it that Northwest believes the humans should
be killed or driven away, not allowed to take root here. I can't say I disagree with him."

Northwest perked his ears in surprise.

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

"You are saying that the humans might try to kill all of us if we kill these invaders?" Wind Whisper asked, the first thing she
had said in a long time.

"I don't know," Firekeeper replied honestly. "There are many of us, but there are many of them, too, and if what Derianuthat is
my human friend with fur the color of a fox'suif what Derian says is true, many humans feel there is 7o longer land enough for
them all in the east. Many years have passed since the Fire Plague and territories have been sectioned out among the humans as
birds section out nesting grounds in the spring. Some feelulike this Ewen Brooksuthat 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 simplicity of
the concept. "If they find that those who come here die, then no more will come. We will be a fur plague to them, even as once
we were.

"And this time," he reminded them all, "they will not have the great powers."

This time Firekeeper did not challenge Northwest on that point. She herself wasn't sure just what powers did rest among the
humans. She knew they had lesser talents, such as Doc's for healing or Holly's for raising plants. These did not seem akin to the
ability to make lightning strike or fire rage through empty air.

"I have a question," Firekeeper said, turning to Wind Whisper, "if you will forgive me if what I ask is somehow rude."

Wind Whisper wagged her tail. "Ask and I will forgive if you give insult unknowing."

"You were of this pack when Prince Barden came and founded the first human settlement. If T 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 a wolf.

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

From the stirring of the other wolves, Firekeeper realized that the rest of the packuexcept for possibly the One Male and the
One Femaleudid not know the answer any more than she did.

Wind Whisper glanced at the Ones and held their gazes a long moment.
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§. do know," she replied at last. "Now, remember. I was but a junior pack member, maybe of the age of your Blind Seer, here. %
Indeed, I came here as part of my own dispersal journey. I do not know the full counsels of my elders."

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 a good place for the rest to den did they go back and bring their mates and young. Because of this, we had a

good deal of time to consider what to do.

"Many felt as Northwest does, that the humans should be slain, 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 still tell."

"So!" began Northwest triumphantly, but the One Female 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 a hind foot, though it was early for fleas.

"I speak, you understand, of the humans of those lands directly east of this part of the mountains. In other areas such as the
lands farther northuNew Kelvin, I 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 great powers had grown again into their blood? Then we might be bringing the old wars into 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 almost could
he speak to us. There was one who could tell what the weather would be with near impossible 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 us to
understand that their leader had gathered to himself those with talents in 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 wolves were a hierarchical folk and so all
eyes now turned to the Ones, mutely requesting confirmation of this outlandish tale.

"Tis true," the One Male said, "as much as I was ever told. This was long ago, though, before either of us were born, and so we
cannot confirm from our own knowledge."

Firekeeper stirred.

"What Wind Whisper says," she offered hesitantly, "mates with something I once heard a human who had kin among that
group say. It seems reasonable that had there been humans with great powers, Prince Barden would have gathered them to him.
If this is so, he was a rebel against more than his father's will."

Northwest clearly thought such discussion of long-dead people a waste 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."
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50 surely you would have seen great powers if they possessed them."

Wind Whisper curled her lip at him.
"Puppy wise to 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.

"Be still," she commanded and stillness there was. "Wind Whisper has told us all she knows. The humans were permitted to
live here so that we could watch them and learn. It is not for any of us to attack her for the wisdom of a decision that was not
hers to make."

Firekeeper nodded, and since the question had been hers, it was her place to offer thanks.
"I have heard enough," she said, "and I 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 at Northwest.

Firekeeper dismissed their dispute, relaxed in the knowledge that such things were for the Ones to 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 Royal Beasts even existed, but the more she learned of this long-dead prince the more she respected
him.

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

She recalled the old tales that Lord Aksel Trueheart had drawn out of musty tomes in the libraries of Eagle's Nest Castle and
elsewhereutales that told of long-ago conflicts and hinted at the existence of the Royal Beasts. Until her coming with Blind
Seer and Elation, these had been dismissed as bragging exaggerations as were the right of every storyteller. Then she and her
companions had come, and such old tales were beginning to be reconsidered as fact.

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

Could Wind Whisper herself be believed? Had the Royal 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

E Previous E Top E Next

DERIAN DIDN'T PLAN TO turn around immediately after his arrival in Bardenville. The journey west had taken the better
part of a moon-span and he and the animals certainly deserved a rest. Moreover, Firekeeper wouldn't want to visit with her
pack for only a few days and then leave again. Indeed, Derian had wondered if she would return with him at all. Perhaps she
would prefer to escort him into safer areas east 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 several 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 potential 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 less likely to decide to detain him forciblytior worse.
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§ crian had no illusions that Firekeeper's influence made him immune to harm. Indeed, his friendship with her might add to his %<y
danger. The settlers clearly viewed all the large carnivores in the area as their rivals for local game, and were ready and eager to
exterminate them. Already a magnificent puma pelt was drying on the side of a shed, and a bear hide was spread before Ewen's
fire. Derian had stared at its empty eye sockets his first 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 a day passed
that she didn't visit the settlement, but not a night passed that she didn't leave to be with the wolves. Moreover, as had been the
case with Race Forester a year before, her incredible skills as a hunter and tracker made some of the young bucks in 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 shotuadding to the value of the gift while
silently flaunting Firekeeper's skilludid not add to the wolf-woman's popularity with those who had, before her coming, fancied
themselves 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 I did with extra mules to help with the plowing and
hauling has made Ewen all the more eager to get crops in, stumps pulled, wood hauled, and all manner of exhausting menial
tasks done before Nand my livestockUtake our leave.

Derian had already resolved that he'd be wise to make a gift of at least one of the mules to the colony. The horses, even lovely
Roanne, were safe enough. Their more delicate constitutions 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's initial covetousness had become nearly proprietorial.

Oh, well, Derian thought, if I must, I'll leave the mules here and have Father take the cost out of my earnings. Maybe I 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 bees to 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 a matter for rejoicing.

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

Derian's willingness to plow, chop wood, and otherwise make himself useful had won him friends among the older
colonistsumany 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 half the settlers were still sleeping in tents. Ewen had decided that a solid wall would serve them all 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 majority were rarely into their third
decadeuEwen had recruited some older couples. These were usually masters of those skills the colony would need to
flourishucarpentry, blacksmithing, medicine. They had cultivated these skills working for others, but had nearly given up hope
of setting up where they could be more than another's assistant.

These craft masters held a more realistic view of what the coming winter would bring and how close it was, never mind that the
trees were just now unfolding their pale green leaves. They knew that having friends back east might make all 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 the woods. It held markers for at least seven of those on Derian's list and for a few who were not on his list at all. Some
of theseujudging from the dates inscribeduwere apparently 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's wrath in order to join the colony.

Most of the deaths seemed to have been due to illness or accident, but a few of the inscriptions were ambiguous. These were
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$ . ribed by the newcomers to the actions of predators and were used to fuel the "get them before they get us" philosophy of
Hart and his fellows.

Another portion of the population with which Derian could have made himself quite popular was the young ladies, for not all
were married and not all of those who were married seemed completely happy in this small community. Flirtationiia mere game
in a populous city or townuwas not viewed as an acceptable pastime here where everyone knew everyone else all too well.
Although he was aware of several women giving him welcoming glances, Derian kept himself under a tight rein. It wasn't that
he didn't long for female companionship, but he knew there were those among the men who would welcome any excuse to pick
a fight with him.

Even without flirtation, there was much to do around Bardenville, and Derian was quite willing to do whatever was needed for
as long as was needed, provided he was still welcome. If asked, he responded that he hoped to leave for home sometime around
the end of Bear Moon. Thus he was greatly surprised when as Bear Moon was hardly showing a sliver against the night sky
Firekeeper came to him, every line in her slim body eloquent with tension.

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

"Can't we talk here?" he asked in response to her request.

Firekeeper bit her lip.

"Only if none come," she said.

Derian forced a laugh.

"I doubt any will. The lazy ones won't want to risk my asking them to help, and the hardworking have jobs of their own."
Firekeeper nodded solemnly.

"How soon you can leave?"

"After I've finished the grooming."

Firekeeper snorted in impatience.

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

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

"Bardenville," he said. "A day or two, I suppose."

She tugged at her earlobe.

"Not tonight?"

Derian stared at her, his hands still automatically continuing with their work.
"Tonight?"

Firekeeper growled low in her throat.

"Tonight. Am worried. There is much unhappiness with the Beasts to this place. I have tried to stop ituthough my heart does
not know if I am rightubut I have done all I can. Maybe, I think, if King Tedric tell these to go away they go..."

Derian digested this.
"And if they don't?"

Firekeeper frowned, looking across to where a small girl was toddling to her mother.
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. hink they then die."

E Devider

FIREKEEPER'S HOMECOMING HAD NOT BEEN at all as she had imagined. She had dreamed of lazy afternoons sleeping
in the sun, of hunting with Blind Seer. Of showing off how her newly won skill with a long bow made her more of a match for
her seniorsuat least where game like deer was concerned. She still didn't think she could take an elk 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 Royal Beasts came to scout the humans and to discuss
what should be done with them.

From any and all of theseueven from those who should perhaps feel some gratitude to Firekeeper for her service to them the
winter beforeuthe wolf-woman met the same mixture of hostility 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 a human 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 herself 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 closely they were watched.

Arguing this same need to preserve secrecy, Firekeeper convinced the Ones to forbid hunting of the humans' domestic animals.
Scorn had been her greatest ally in this matter, and soon not one of the young wolves would have been caught with even a
whiff of chicken or beef upon their breath. Such hunting, so the Ones declared, was for the toothless and the stupid, not for
strong, fine wolves. The visitors from other packs or even from other bloods within the Royal Beasts respected the Ones in this
matter.

Firekeeper suspected that Northwest still slunk within the human camp, searching, most likely, for evidence of those great
powers the 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 sly comments, Firekeeper suspected that foxes and weasels did not hold all the blame.

So Firekeeper made her mute apology to Dawn and the other farmers in the form of wild bird eggs. The chicks and ducklings
that hatchedubeing more stupid than rocks, in her opinionugazed upon the creature that had hatched it and thought they were
looking upon their mother. So it was that mallard ducklings waddled after chickens and quail trailed in their busy way after
confused ducks. Eventually, Dawn took care to foster like with like, but the initial 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 service to that welcome.

Firekeeper liked Dawn far more than she liked Ewen. Ewen was what Derian called a man of vision. That meant, as Firekeeper
understood it, that Ewen saw as much the image of how things would be as he did the place before him. Thus, even as he
walked rutted muddy paths, he saw tightly cobbled streets. Even as he perched on a stool, he felt himself in a high-backed
chair.

Or perhaps a throne? Firekeeper didn't care for that image at all.

Dawn was like a young tree trying hard to drive deep roots to hold her for the winter. Before coming west with Ewen she had
been a miller's wife, for Ewen had followed in his parents' craft. She had learned something of the art, but her three
childrenuthe eldest barely sixuihad 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
dependentuiso Dawn had all the labor to herself. 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 all the myriad tasks that fell to her now.
True, there were others in the community with those skills, but since Ewen was the One among them, he insisted that his wife
lead as well.
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Y uekeeper admired Dawn's tenacity and helped with her efforts, often tending to the little onesuDawn's and othersuso the
women would be free to do other tasks. The one thing the colony was sorely lacking were the children of middle years who
would usually do such tasks. Most of the colonists' children were much younger.

"In a year or two," Dawn would say, brushing her pale hair from her face. "Then we will have children grown enough to tend
the smaller ones, for now..."

"In a year or two..." That was Dawn's constant refrain, usually said bravely, but sometimes Firekeeper heard the weariness in
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 always fell to the younger wolves, so the wiser and stronger would be free to hunt. However, always
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
huntersumostly male, rarely parents themselvesufelt for her. They reminded her so much of young bucks with the velvet barely
off their first set of antlers that 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 at all that Firekeeperuwho was as
strong as most of themushould humble herself to child-rearing.

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

I have learned more of humans, she thought, but I do not care for what I am learning.

Yet she knew that wasn't true. For every annoying young male there was someone like Dawn, and so, when she felt the mood
of the Beasts' councils shifting from curiosity and fear toward violence, she knew she must act.

Now she struggled to explain why they must leave to a clearly 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 come to stay. They think before the log wall is strong, before there are many within with bows, make them go."

Derian frowned. "You 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 at her, horrified at the thought of such slaughter.
"We must warn them!"

"That would be their dying," Firekeeper said, shaking her head, "for if the Beasts found themselves hunted, they would surely
attack. For now there is still fighting among the leaders as to if this killing is the thing to do."

Derian frowned. "But if we don't warn them, then Ewen and his people will die without a chance to defend themselves. This
way 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 Royal Beasts are no fools," she said. "Why should they do armies fight or battles? By night the winged folk could carry
and drop hot coals, then tents and straw would burn. Is there 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 this land."

She was 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.
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 crian looked narrowly at her.

"Has this been done before?" he asked bluntly.

Firekeeper shrugged, deliberately ambivalent.

"Not in my knowing."

Derian bit into his lip.

"Anyhow," he said slowly, "where would birds get fire? I don't suppose you would be here kindling it for them."
Firekeeper waited until he met her gaze.

"I won't," she said, "but they get fire if they need it. They steal it from the humans if they must."

Derian nodded.

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

He finished currying the mule he'd been working on when she arrived, moved to the next.

"I think I'll tell Ewen that I need to leave because his young bucks don't like me and I'm afraid that if I stay much longer there'll
be trouble. He has to have seen the tension and I think he'll accept it. I'll sweeten the pot with a gift of both mules. The
mountain horses can carry my gear and provide me with remounts."

Firekeeper nodded.
"That is good," she replied, relieved. She'd been worried that she might need to leave Derian behind. "Tonight you tell?"

"Tonight," Derian promised.

DERIAN'S PROMISE GIVEN, Firekeeper 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 still tongue.

"Derian will not say of what I told him," she said, "except maybe to warn Ewen of the danger of hunting wolves and Ewen will
think this simply Derian's indulgence of me. I 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 this is true."

"You know this Fox Hair best," the One Male said, "and we will take your promise for him, but I assure you, you did not
exaggerate the humans' peril. Already there are many of the Royal Beasts who follow Northwest's trail and would exterminate
the humans before they become too numerous or too strong. Though you run quick foot to try to enlist this human One in our
cause, you may still be too slow."

"Have you any thoughts, Little Two-legs," asked the One Female, "on how we might stem the slaughter? Much as I have no
desire to have humans dwelling within my lands and ruining my hunting, I would be content to see them leave of their own
accord. Is there 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, "is to make these humans see and obey the will of their One, and
so go from here for 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 Female assured her, "but if the choice comes to rest between slaughter or some other method, what
do you advise?"
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Y ekeeper framed her thoughts carefully, knowing that what she was about to suggest might still lead to deaths, especially
among the young and fragile, but knowing that any other course of action would be fatal to all.

"Take away their 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 bucks will hesitate to travel abroad
when wolves sing in the night."

The One Male snapped his teeth gleefully.

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

The One Female huffed her agreement.

"With all those who come to see the humans," she said, "there will be no end of voices for the chorus. Tell on, for I think this is
not the end of your plotting."

Firekeeper nodded. "If still the Beasts worry, then have the browsers and the grazers come by night and eat the young plants as
they grow in the fields. The humans rely on these as squirrels do their stored nuts, to feed not only themselves, but their
livestock.

"It will be dangerous work," 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 consider leaving when autumn comes, even if they are brave through the
summer. With no game to eat and no fresh growing things, they should have dipped deeply into those supplies they brought
from the east."

The One Male flattened his ears.
"But what if others come, bringing supplies with them, as your Fox Hair did?"

"Don't let them get here!" Firekeeper replied, a trace exasperated. "Drive them back as they mount the trail. Terrify their beasts.
If these stupid creatures run away the humans alone will not haul the sacks and bags. Humans are weak in all but their ability to
harness others to be their strength."

"That will take many wolves," the One Male 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 here to look and then to brag of their prowess as those who
would slaughter naked, hairless, fangless humans," Firekeeper said, some of her indignation at the insults she had suffered
rising forth. "Let them test their mettle on more delicate work."

"Firekeeper has a point," Blind Seer commented from where he had been silent witness to this small 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 beaten. I
can see how this trail runs from 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 sure to 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 is a shame that we have not Royal songbirds and other little
creatures here."

She thought of the tale she had heard the autumn beforeua tale that gave reason why such creatures were nearly unknown. She
wondered if any but her saw in it a warning against 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 mules if the need arises. If nothing else, your singing should dry the udders of even the calmest cow."

"Your plan is good," the One Male said after considering its details and ramifications. "I hope only that we can convince the
others to adopt it. Quick slaughter would be easier to manage and lend less risk to ourselves as well."
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Y ue," Firekeeper replied, "but if we slaughter these humans, others may come to avenge them. Certainly, I have heard no
proof of great powers among humankind, but we cannot be certain they do not exist. Think of those things you sent me to hunt
last autumn. What else might come out from hiding places if we give the humans cause?"

"A wise argument," the One Female said, "and one we shall use in our turn. However," she continued, and her entire mien was
solemn, "if the One of the humans does not do as you wish, I do not think the Beasts will tolerate this intrusion or others like it.

This land is ours and ours it must remain."

"Even," the One Male added, "if many of us must die to preserve it."

Chapter VI

E Previous E Top E Next

THE BOWSTRING SNAPPED BACK, stinging Elise across her cheek so sharply that she knew there would be a welt. Tears
flooded 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 his black-bearded face. "I don't ask much," he said, "but
can't you at least keep the bow held straight and strung?"

Elise felt a momentary desire to burst into tears and run back into the house, but she fought it down.
"Can't you," she replied sourly, "accept that I'm simply not cut out for archery?"

"No," Baron Archer answered. "I cannot. Your grandfather won this land for us with his bow. I have upheld the tradition. My
sister Zorana is a fine enough archer that she was welcomed in the ranks during the last war. I 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 a target bow so
light and with such an easy draw that a child of eight could manage it. Baron Archer wanted her pulling a bow proper to her
weight and strength.

Her father's only reply to her protest was to extend her bowusomehow dropped when the string had slapped up against her
cheektiin 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 slightly and she could feel sweat beading down her temple from the effort. When she loosed the arrow, the string
snapped against her wrist guard, not her face, but the arrow went wide, burying itself for a moment in the outermost ring of the
target before gravity pulled it loose and it toppled to the ground.

Baron Archer handed her another arrow. Elise fit it to the string. So it went, sometimes the arrow flying wide, sometimes
hitting the target, rarely placing anywhere near the center. Still, Elise didn't injure herself again and she counted that as a small
victory. What Baron Archer thought, she didn't know, for he rarely 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 several poems, she was neither weak-willed nor a
fool. She simply wasn't a warrior and that was something Baron Archer could not understand.

Previously, 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 alive, Ivon's
attentions would still have shifted to his daughter. Events over the past year had forced Ivon to think much more about the
reality that Elise would be his heir.

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 relented, but Ninette, Elise's confidential maid, came hurrying down the path.

"A messenger has arrived, Baron," she said. "Lady Aurella thinks you and Elise both need to come and read what he has
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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 always treated her with family courtesy he
sometimes forgot 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.

Aurella Wellward 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 as if he'd just noticed it had moveduthough he himself had been the one to
shift the target. "Perhaps we have been at this long enough. Is the news so urgent that we need attend immediately, or does
Elise have time to change?"

"I believe the news can wait at least that long," Ninette said, knowing that Elise would prefer a chance to get clean.

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

Elise smiled, knowing this was all the praise she was likely 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.

"Does it hurt terribly?"
"It stings," Elise admitted. "Is it likely to leave a mark?"

"Not if we clean it well and put some of that salve Hazel Healer sold us. What is your father thinking? Doesn't he value his
heir's beauty? He's lucky to have you, himself such a dour sort!"

Elise wanted to fall in with Ninette's condemnation, but she was no child anymore and felt she had to be fair.

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

She let her words trail off.

"Anyhow," Ninette added in wry agreement. "He probably looked at the welt himself and saw it wasn't a maiming injury.
Ivon's not a cruel man, just hard."

Elise nodded and shifted to other matters.

"Any idea what the news might be?"

Ninette glanced around, pausing to make certain they were alone.

"The letter bears the royal seal," she said softly.

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

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

needsushe continued:

"I don't know if it has to do with Princess Sapphire or some other matter. Had Lady Aurella not sent me to get you, I would
have slipped by the servants' hall to gather any gossip."

"Do," Elise said, "when I go to my parents. The messenger may have details that won't be included in any official document."

Ninette nodded, her eyes shining. She rather enjoyed ferreting out gossip.
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Y ponge-clean, her pale golden hair combed out and then rebraided and fastened in a neat coil at the nape of her neck, Elise
hurried down to her parents' sitting room. Baron Archer was there before her and must have told Aurella about the incident
with the bowstring, for though Aurella's gaze went to the welt and her gaze was sympathetic, she asked no questions.

"I've waited 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 a great deal for his impatience with her in other areas.

Elise nodded and seated herself, folding her hands in her lap and trying to look attentive, not eager. A maid entered, carrying a
pitcher of spring water flavored with strawberry juice and a tray of glasses. Baron Archer waited until everyone had been
served and the maid had departed before breaking the seal and unfolding the several heavy sheets contained within. He glanced
over them for a moment, his eyes darting across the document, gathering the gist.

"It opens with the usual string of formalities and wishes for health and the like," he said, "which I will skip if that suits you
ladies."

Aurella and 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 its relative 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 all like King Tedric's style. I see the hand of the heirs in 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. I wouldn't lay the blame entirely at the young
couple's door." 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 rise to speculations that perhaps this marriage was thought to be no more welcome
to some of New Kelvin's citizens than it was to ourselves.

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 less of an absolute monarch than we are. His role is 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 sources
of information about New Kelvin, but we wish you to understand 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 its initial information. However the
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» .ssage 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 before the informationudoubtless 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 charges to lay upon you as loyal servants of this

throne. First, call your household to you and tell them the gist of this letter. 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. There is no 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's about all," he said, endeavoring to keep his tones even, though Elise had no trouble recognizing his pride at his daughter
and heir being summoned to the royal presence. "There are the usual closing wishes, confirmation that despite morning
sickness Princess Sapphire continues well and the pregnancy strong, and the like."

Elise smoothed her skirt, trying to still her own rapidly beating heart before answering. She knew King Tedric well. Lady
Aurella was one of Queen Elexa's most trusted companions and when the Archer family resided in the capital city, Elise spent
much time at the castle. She knew Princess Sapphire as welluthey were second cousins and had been playmates, rivals, and,
more recently, friends.

It wasn't fear of her rulers that made Elise's heart beat so hard. It was awareness that this was her first summons before them as
one of their ownuas an advisor to the Crown. She thought how she had teased Derian Carter lor his awe when King Tedric had
given him a counselor's ring. She hadn't understood then what an awesome and thrilling thing such a responsibility could be.
When she spoke, she tried to be worthy both of it and of her responsibility to the Archer Grant.

"I should leave tomorrow," she said, "or perhaps the day after if you think tomorrow would show undue haste. Along the way I
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
speaking.

"Good," he said. "If the roads permit, you can leave tomorrow. The very fact that you will make stops along 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."

Aurella, who had been embroidering while her husband read, now rested her hoop in her lap.

"I wonder if I should go with Elise. It is nearly time for me to wait upon Aunt Elexa in any case and we would be company for
each other on the road."

"That's a thought," Ivon replied. "Let 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."

Aurella rose. "Shall we do our monarch's bidding, then? The longer we wait, the more time our people will have to build new
conjectures that might muddy the old."

Elise cleared her throat, slightly embarrassed to admit her own initiative.
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$-s I was preparing to join you," she said, rising and smoothing her dress, "Ninette and I 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 a steady mind and I don't
doubt that she'll 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.

"You may not be able to shoot an arrow straight," he said, "but I begin to think there's a field commander in you nonetheless."

THERE WERE RUMORS, Ninette reported to the Archers.

"First, the messenger coyly let on that he thought the king's letter might have something to say about doings in New Kelvin.
Then Cook said she'd heard from her sister who lives west of Port Haven something about how Melina had joined some
sorcerous cabal in New Kelvinufor everyone knows that those New Kelvinese are crazy for magic."

She stopped, glancing at Elise as if hoping Elise would deny the common belief, but Elise only nodded.

"They are indeed," she said, "hard as it is for those of us raised in a more civilized tradition to believe. Their love for magic
gave Melina her welcome there."

Ninette shuddered. She had seen real evidence of Melina's power and feared it with all her devout soul. She steeled herself and
continued her report.

"Then the butler said that he didn't wonder if this hadn't been planned for a long time past, that wasn't it too neat that Sapphire
takes the crown and her mother goes and makes alliances with a nest of sorcerers. It couldn't be coincidence, he said, and
everyone nodded."

"That's not good," Ivon muttered.

"And it's completely untrue!" Elise said defiantly. "Sapphire broke with her motherueveryone knows that. Melina did what she
did in spite of the injury it would cause her children, certainly not to help them. Look to Citrine if you doubt it!"

Lady Aurella smiled at her.

"Easy for you to say, Elise, for you know more of the inner workings of those lives than most, but to commoners who hold
their first alliance to their families, their second to their societies and guilds, and only their third to those of us who rule them,
well... who can blame them for thinking that we place our priorities in some similar fashion?"

And who's to say we don't? Elise thought, remembering the intricate maneuverings that the struggle for the throne had
engendered only a year before. As a noble raised to inherit she belonged to no guild, but she did have something similar in the
alliance of noble houses, nor was her society as essential to her advancement as it might have been, but she never missed a
meeting of the Lynx Society when she might attend.

"Should I tell them what I know?" Elise asked.

"Tell them some," Ivon said, "but they will remember how you stood for Sapphire at her wedding and though some will heed
you, some will think Lady Archer looks to advance herself and her family through keeping in good with the future queen' and
so disregard your words."

"It's maddening!" Elise exclaimed.

"It is no different than how we would think in similar circumstances," Aurella replied, "and don't think that our people will
think ill of you for it. On the contrary, they will brag of your intimacy with Sapphire and Shad from one side of their mouths,
even as they trade scandal about that same young couple from the other. Only if you seem to be trading your honoruand

oursuto gain royal goodwill shall you diminish in the eyes of your people.”

"And that's what they fear, isn't it?" Elise asked. "That Sapphire has traded her honor, by remaining secretly allied with her
mother, and so dishonored her adoption by the king."

Ninette interjected, "That's about it, at least from what the worst of the doomsayers offer. They don't really believe it, I think,
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0. yet, not now, but if anything gives proof, well, the doomsayers will be delighted and others will be convinced."

"Anything else, Ninette?" Ivon asked.

"Just a small thing," she answered. "Princess Sapphire has not been much seen and people are using that as evidence against
her."

"She has morning sickness," Elise said indignantly, "and is throwing up her meals. Her last letter complained about it quite
bitterly. No wonder she isn't out and about."

"But it hurts her," Ninette persisted, "because she was so strong before. Folk don't want to think a princess is a normal
womanua warrior princess like Sapphire least of all. She's to be prancing about on her armored steed thrilling their souls with
her power and warming them with her implied protection."

"That's a lot to ask of a newlywed woman whose father died not half a year ago, whose mother abandoned her after leaving her
little sister to be driven mad..." Elise trailed off, sputtering.

"But," Aurella replied, "that is what is expected of a princess. Just wait until Sapphire is queen. Hawk Haven's last queen was
our founder, Zorana the Great. Sapphire will have to live up to a hundred years and more of exaggeration and legend."

"I am so glad," Elise said, "that King Tedric didn't choose me."
Ivon surprised her with his reply.

"And I am glad he didn't choose me, either."

ELISE'S DEPARTURE WAS DELAYED a full day owing to rain that began that evening and continued through the next
morning. Baron Archer ruled that giving the roads a day to drink the water was only wise.

For the same reason, she didn't take a carriage when she left, riding instead on Cream Delight, the elegant 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, Aurella elected to remain behind for a few days,
employing her time regulating the mood of the estate while Baron Archer himself rode about his lands, spreading the king's
news.

Elise reached Eagle's Nest six wet and muddy days later. In good weather the trip might have been made in half the time, but
the roads were sticky and the people she met along the way so eager for news and 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, Melina might have
viewed the opposite as her best servant.

It was certainly possible.

ELISE WAS INVITED 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 care that 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. The journey to Eagle's Nest had been easy enough. They had slept 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 a far greater time had passed since she had made such a tripuwinter journeys were commonly by sled or
sleigh and summer made in carriagesuwas in visible pain. Elise insisted that one of the resident maids in the Archer manse in
Eagle's Nest be assigned to Ninette and that she could take care of herself.
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® nette 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 herself 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 dealing with
merchants and menials beneath them, but Steward Dayle's kingdom was a small one and so nothing escaped her notice.

Technically, Dayle shared her administration with the butler, who in addition to the wine cellar was responsible for matters of
protocol and such. However, as this worthy traveled back and forth between the Archer Grant and Eagle's Nest, usually in
company with either the baron or his lady wife, Dayle's authority was absolute among those who must cater to her whims, no
matter where the owners of the property might be residing.

Elise decided to find out if the rumors here in the capital were as vicious as in the provinces or if the relative sophistication 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 natural to her than riding a horse or shooting a bow.

Instead they chatted for a while about local news: this one's new baby, that one's engagement, another's marriage celebration.
This last topic was arrived at naturally enough. Spring began the new year in the calendar used by Hawk Haven and Bright Bay
alike, and weddings were traditionally celebrated thenuespecially 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 a tale," Elise said, "this is about what Melina once of Shield has done! Do you really believe that she could have
married a foreign king?"

Dayle was clearly torn between a desire 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 Melina was exiled both from her homeland and from her family,
and so not due any deference at all.

"I think it's frightening," she said bluntly. "I never liked that woman, didn't care for it at all 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 stiffness in the congratulations she
had offered and in the hospitality that she had offered Jet when he came by the Archer home. At the time, blinded by her own
infatuation, Elise had dismissed thisuif she had noticed at alluas the older woman's awkwardness in acknowledging that a girl
she had known since infancy was grown into a young lady.

"I'm glad to be free of Melina, too," Elise said, "but what is there to fear now? She's across the White Water River and miles
further inland. The rulers of New Kelvin live in a city in the foothills of the Sword of Kelvin Mountains, far from us."

"And wouldn't you just know that, lamb," Dayle said, her fingers lightly stroking the front of Elise's head, where the hair was
still markedly shorter than the long, pale gold curtain that fell to the middle of her back. "Having gone among those barbarians
and even taken on their strange ways. I nearly wept when I saw you when your family came here for Winter Fest, I don't mind
saying."

Elise didn't bother correcting the steward. The fact was that no one in New Kelvin had made her cut her hair. She had done it
herself in order to go disguised into Thendulla Lypella, the Earth Spires, where the rulers of New Kelvin lived and worked.

As the fashion in New Kelvin was to shave the front portion of the head and wear a long 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
Kelvineseupaints worn in addition to numerous tattoosuto be seen. More practically, it meant that the wearer's hair did not
become streaked and matted with paint.

Instead of correcting Dayle's impression, Elise decided to probe the steward's evident aversion to the New Kelvinesetian
aversion Elise did not recall encountering during the family's winter visit.

"Barbarians?" she asked, careful to sound curious rather than critical. "Surely people who have the skills of the New Kelvinese
can't be called barbarians."

"Well, maybe that's not the right word," Dayle replied, doing up Elise's braid rather more tightly than was comfortable. "But I
don't care how fine their glasswork is nor how lovely their carpets, a people who worship the magical arts like they douwell, I
call that barbaric."
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. see." Elise nodded, pretended to study her reflection. "Dayle, would you mind undoing my hair? I think I'd like a ribbon o1
two worked into the braid."

Dayle complied cheerfully enough, and when she went to work again she didn't pull nearly as hard. However, clearly her
thoughts were running on the same track.

"This ribbon," she said, "New Kelvinese silk it is. Tell me, Lady Elise, do they really raise the silk by natural means? Recently,
I heard someone say that it's woven by monstrous spiders that they feed on human blood."

"The truth's hardly prettier," Elise said with a laugh. "I did learn a bit about the artuthey call it sericultureuwhile 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, as they call it, spins the thread for its cocoon. The humans harvest them. It's fairly
difficult. Apparently, the silkworm loves a warmer climate from somewhere in the Old Country, but the New Kelvinese use
their glass houses and the heat from underground fires..."

Elise frowned, "Remember, I'm not sure just how they do it, only what Hasamemorri told us."

"Quite right," Dayle said encouragingly. "So they use these glass houses and the underground fires..."

"To make a place warm enough that the silkworms think they're at home. They grow plants to feed the caterpillars, too, special
ones. Silk is a major industry for the New Kelvinese in all its parts, from the glass and plants, to the caring for the silkworms,

and then the actual dying and weaving of the silk."

"But no giant spiders," Dayle said. She sounded almost sad. "I guess that there's no truth to the stories that New Kelvin is
making closer trade with Waterland then."

"With Waterland?" Elise tried not to sound too eager.

"That's what I heard," Dayle said, almost embarrassed. "The one who told me said it was on account of the spiders, you see.
Those Waterlanders keep slaves, you know."

Elise nodded.

"And from what I heard, the New Kelvinese were going to raise their silk production and for that they needed more blood for
the spiders so they were making trade overtures to Waterland."

"That's interesting," Elise said. "Who told you about the spiders?"

"Well..." Dayle considered. "I've heard that tale since I was small. My mother used to ask me why I wanted silk, given how it
was grown."

Elise raised her eyebrows.
"I never heard such stories!"

"Well"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 a dress or the
like."

There was a certain logic in that, but Elise didn't pursue it. After all, she knewtior at least she thought she knewuthat silk didn't
come from giant spiders that fed on human blood.

"But Waterland," Elise persisted. "Did your mother tell you about that?"

"Gracious, no!" Dayle said. "Mother has been with the ancestors three years now. Summer fever took her. I heard about the
trade with Waterland just a few market days ago from the fishmonger."

"The fishmonger?"
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Y nat's right. He was saying that it should be a good year for saltwater fish if the Waterlanders were going to be selling their
slaves to New Kelvin. It would mean they wouldn't be building so many ships and such to put to sea.

"Wishful thinking, I thought," Dayle continued, finishing Elise's coiffure. "After all, if they're making money selling slaves to
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 international trade was something of a hobby with her, but she didn't plan to get into a discussion of its
complexity with Dayle. Enough that here was a new 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 breakfast, Dayle arrived to announce that Elise's
grandmother Grand Duchess Rosene wanted to see her.

"She's in the front parlor," Dayle said nervously.

"I will see her immediately, Steward," Elise replied. "Send in a maid with cool drinks. There will be no need for her to remain.
I will wait on my grandmother."

Grand Duchess Rosene was the younger sister of King Tedric, a haughty lady, who never let anyone forget her birth.
Sometimes Elise wondered how Rosene had become this way, for once she had been so young and romantic and indifferent to
place and title that she had married a man commoner-born, though elevated by his deeds to the rank of baron by King Chalmer,
Rosene's father.

But that girl was long gone and the seemingly frail white-haired woman of seventy who waited for Elise in 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, she lived in the suite of rooms in Eagle's Nest Castle which had been given to her upon her marriage.

Elise made a deep 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's indigestion had been
acting up again, and readied herself for a lecture. Nor was she disappointed.

"I 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."

"Ma'am," Elise murmured, at a loss how to respond.

"I can't imagine that Tedric wants to talk to you about playing nursemaid to that child his heir is bearing," Rosene said. "Even if
he considered it, you can't imagine the number of well-born young ladies who seem to thinkuor 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, I

say. Benefit the child and make the common folk preen."

Elise sat mute. All she could gather from this was that the grand duchess had no notion why her granddaughter was summoned
before the king and that she was burning to know. Surely she would have tried King Tedric first. Rosene was no respecter of
her brother's august position. Therefore, if he hadn't told his sister, it was up to Elise to do so.

After all, hadn't the king's letter said she wasn't to hide her reason for coming to him? He must have some reason for wanting
Elise to do the telling. Maybe he thought it would gain her respect in her grandmother's eyes. Maybe he was just fed up with his
sister's nagging and prying.

"Well, Grandmother," Elise replied, "the king's letter said that he wished to ask me about New Kelvin. That's all I know."
Grandmother Rosene snorted, quite unladylike.

"New Kelvin!" she said. "As if he doesn't have advisors who could tell him better than some chit of a girl."

Elise bit the inside of her lip to keep from an unladylike retort. After all, she did speak the New Kelvinese languageuas most
Hawk Havenese did not. She had been to New Kelvin as recently as the previous winter. She had met one of the advisors to the

Dragon Speaker, and had even been within Thendulla Lypella itself.

The grand duchess was having nothing of meek silence, however.
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»well?" Rosene said in a way that demanded a response of some kind, even if Elise wasn't quite certain of the question.

"I did visit New Kelvin," Elise began.

"You did indeed," Grand Duchess Rosene retorted as if Elise had said something rude. "As I see it, child, you are getting
completely out of hand. First you finagle that engagement to that utterly unsuitable Jet Shield."

Elise forbore from saying that for a time that engagement had definitely made her Grandmother Rosene's favorite among her
five grandchildren.

"Then you go tearing off to war, hanging about the soldiers like some camp follower."
That accusation was harder to swallow. Elise, like Ivon, his sister Zorana, and her son Purcel, had accompanied King Tedric at
Rosene's express commanduno matter that Ivon and Purcel, at least, would have gone anyway, holding as they did

commissions in the army. Everyone had resided in the camps except for the king himself.

"Then last winter you shame both your own family and Duchess Norwood by forsaking her hospitality and gallivanting off to a
foreign country without your chaperon and with several unmarried men."

Elise refrained from biting her lip, but she did grind her teeth, just a little. Rosene was completely accurate in what she said. It
was just how she said it. For a moment Elise thought about mentioning that there had been a perfectly respectable chaperon
along, then surrendered the point unspoken. None of this was what bothered the grand duchess. What bothered Rosene was that
she sensed she was losing control of her family.

"Yes, Grandmother?" was all Elise could think to say when the grand duchess paused and sat, obviously waiting for a response.
"What do you mean, 'Yes, Grandmother'? Yes, Grandmother, I've gotten completely out of hand?"

"If you say I have," Elise replied with a slight shrug, "I must have done so. My parents seem resigned to me, however."

"Your parents," Rosene said, "have resigned themselves to the fact that you are their only child. Well, I plan to do something
about that."

Elise blinked. This last was beyond her. Aurella was sterile. Ivon was too much a gentleman to divorce his wifeuespecially
since she had produced a living heir. Besides that, Elise thought that in his formal way Ivon was fond of Aurella.

"Yes," Rosene continued. "I have been thinking. Your father and mother have only one childiyoutiand you have taken to doing
dangerous and unpredictable things. Therefore, I am going to insist that your parents adopt one of your aunt Zorana's children.

With Purcel's death, Nydia is now the heir. That leaves Deste and Kenre. It would be too much to ask Zorana to surrender both
of her sons. Therefore, it will have to be Deste. She's young..."

"Thirteen," Elise supplied automatically.

"But her youth is in her favor. Ivon will have a chance to undertake her training. I understand Deste takes after her mother in
her use of a bow..."

This last was said slyly, so that Elise knew it was meantuas it diduto sting. It also told her that this entire conversation was
meant to sting, meant to warn Elise that she was not irreplaceable.

Instead of reacting as she suspected Grandmother Rosene intended, by angrily attacking her right to meddle with her son's
family, Elise managed a calm smile. It took almost more strength than she possessed to keep her voice level as well.

"You have a good point, Grandmother," she said. "I had always thought that if something happened to me, then Aunt Zorana's
eldest would take my place if she did not herself, but you are right. 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, I think. I only hope Aunt Zorana agrees without a fuss.
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Y 1ier all, having Father adopt Deste will set Aunt Zorana further out of the line as Baroness Archer, if anything should happeir %@
to both Father and myself, that is."

"Ancestors forfend," the grand duchess muttered automatically.

"And being a confidant of the crown princess is dangerous," Elise said with a sigh. "Certainly I have been on the knife's edge
more than once this last year. Better that Deste live a quiet life, away from court and its problems..."

And its influence, she though maliciously, knowing that Rosene would be thinking something similar.
"... Than have her take similar 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 a trace of respect.

"You've thought the matter through so quickly," Grand Duchess Rosene said. "It must come from all your royal friends. Or
maybe," and the sneer was back in her voice, "you just want to be disinherited 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 said stiffly, "nor any serious suitors."

"Then why is your cheek so red where it is not pale?"

The old woman chuckled, pleased now that she felt she had regained the upper hand.

"Very well, Granddaughter. So the king wishes to consult you about New Kelvinuwishes 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 I have said, and don't forget to
visit your granny when you next come to 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 alone in 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 ifushe would see again.

Chapter VII

E Previous E Top E Next

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 a braided 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 she didn't ride, but told Steward Dayle to have a light 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 halted such a drastic move, but Elise felt it wasn't far away.

And then what will we do? she thought. Entertain only at night? Certainly foot travel is out of the question. My slippers
wouldn't hold up to such abuse.
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I'm certain that I saw something along that line in New Kelvin, she thought. 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 a mirror from her small handbag, and concentrated instead on appearing more confident than she felt.

Why am I so nervous? Elise scolded herself. I've been here hundreds, if not thousands of times. I 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 as a child. This was
her first attendance upon the king as an adult, her presence desired for herself and what she could offer rather than out of
kindness to her parents or respect due to her birth.

And what if I disappoint?

On that terrifying note, Elise let herself be handed down from the carriage. Then she politely asked the coachman to wait for
herua formality, for he certainly would have done so in any casetiand made her way into the central keep.

The interior of the castle was cool, almost chilly after the warmth of the sunshine without, for the weather had made one of
those rapid springtime transformations, as if apologizing for the rain that had plagued Elise during her days of 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 wondersua fire burning on the hearth. King Tedric
was sitting near the fire, a rug over his knees, a bit more bent than she recalled from her last visit.

She made a deep curtsy. When Elise rose, the king smiled at her and she saw that his gaze had lost nothing of its sharpness.

"Give your old uncle a hug," he said, "and forgive me for not rising when you entered, as one should for a lady. I caught a
cough this winter that will not leave no matter how many foul-tasting syrups I drink."

Elise complied gladly with the king's request and was shocked despite herself to feel 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.

The king coughed slightly as she released him. Elise hastened to apologize, but the king waved the words away, sipping on a
cup of tea ready at his elbow. Elise had some training in medicineumostly of the first-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 I expect him to lie? she thought.

She had no chance to consider this further, for King Tedric was gesturing her to a chair.

"Don't feel you must seat yourself by the fire out of courtesy," he said. "I can see you wherever you place yourself."
So Elise chose a chair near to a window that stood ajar 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 midwifetuno troubles,
just checking on the pregnancytand Shad wanted to be with her.

"Sapphire's impatient these days," Tedric went on, and Elise heard the implied warning in his words, "with herself 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 Elexauwho she knew from the queen's letters to Lady Aurella was also suffering from the same winter chill. So the time
was spent until the arrival of the heirs to the throne.

W,

Y. 1th such thoughts, Elise distracted herself from her budding nervousness at the coming meeting. She did such a good job tha %
by the time she'd arrived at the castle she'd pretty much decided to suggest to her father that if such a law was passed the noble
houses should donate a sum toward the founding of a new trade, one in people-drawn vehicles or perhaps fancy litters.
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Y. uen she arrived, Princess Sapphire looked quite good for someone who was still regularly throwing up her breakfast. It was %
impossible to tell if she was rounding out yet. Fashions in Hawk Haven varied with the seasons and if the gown Sapphire had
worn for her autumn wedding had been quite trim to the waist, it was not unreasonable for her summer gown to fall less closely
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.

"She says," Sapphire replied in response to Elise's question, "that the signs are all good. She even said that I may stop vomiting
soon. I 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 the little life within that Elise found herself beaming.
It was delightful to see Sapphire, so long a fighter, mellowing into motherhood. Within a few 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 this was obviously routine, Elise did not question further. Instead, as Sapphire bent to embrace the
kinguan automatic gesture so relaxed that it said everything Elise needed to know about how successful the adoption had
beenushe took the opportunity to study her cousin.

The blue-black hair was bound in a loose braid threaded with a gold cord, a hairstyle that left the princess's forehead open to
view. With anyone else, this would hardly matter, but for Sapphire it was a statement.

Since she was an infant, Sapphire had worn a resplendent blue sapphire on the center of her forehead. Her attire was always
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 Melina 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 Opal. Deep,
shining red, rich as freshly drawn blood, for Ruby. Reddish orange, vibrant as a good cognac, for Citrine.

Although Lady Melina was gone, dishonored, exiled, and disowned, Elise had heard that all 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 a white oval the precise size and shape of
the gem, which remained even after the mark left 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
she rejoiced in this further evidence that Melina's influence was completely gone, she felt a tremor of concern.

Melina's hold was gone, but Melina herself was not. She was showing herself a power in a much more important arena than
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 martial, the relic of training in the navy since he was young, and his manners were courtly.

After making his bow to the king, Shad came and gave Elise a cousin's embrace. Elise stole a glance 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 she tried to dismiss the thought as unworthy of Sapphire, Elise felt a thread of concern. The arrangement for the
inheritance of Hawk Haven was peculiartiunique to her knowledge. Shad was the eldest son of Allister of the Pledge, ruler of
the neighboring kingdom of Bright Bay. Shad remained his father's heir, even after his marriage to Sapphire. Moreover, he was
King Tedric's heir as well.

That in itself was not too odd. Households had been known to make similar arrangements in order to merge lands or assets.
What was odd was that Sapphire 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 Sapphire.
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Y ucrefore, ideally, they would rule in both lands and the lands would merge into a single kingdom already named Bright Havc %
in anticipation. If one or the other died, the remaining partner did not lose the inheritance. In theory, this was meant to stop any
bickering or hope that assassination would end the union of the monarchies.

In reality, 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 a good thing if Sapphire came to dominate Shad. Or Melina to dominate Sapphire.

That last thought made Elise shiver, but she thought that no one noticed until Shad, a slightly concerned smile on his lips,
handed her a cup of tea from the fresh tray the servant had just brought in and offered to close a window.

Elise smiled, "No, the fresh air is lovely, that is, if the king isn't cold."
"I'm well enough," King Tedric grumbled. "Now..."

He waited until the maid had left and his personal guard, Sir Dirkin East-branch, had signaled that he would assure their
privacy, and then he went on:

"Queen Elexa wished to join us, but her cough is troubling her and the physician refused permission. However, she had certain
things she insisted that I say to you, Elise, and I promise to do so at the appropriate time."

Elise nodded, thoroughly confused, and sipped her tea.

"As my letter noted," the king said, "the matter at hand is the marriage of Melina to the Healed One of New Kelvin. 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. As we feared, the populace widely
believes that Melina has made herself queen and the fear that a sorceress is queen in our neighboring land is spreading,
especially 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'

"I have no doubt of that," the king said. "Aurella and Ivon have always been faithful servants to the Crown. I only hope that
their diligence will not be turned against them."

"Your Majesty?" 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 reassurance is in itself proof that there is something to fear."

Elise nodded. "Like a child who fears a spook in the cupboard, nothing but a candle held within to chase away all the shadows
will do any good."

"And even then," Shad said, the laughter in his voice suggesting he knew the situation all too well, "there is the fear that the
spook returns when the candle is withdrawn."

King Tedric set down his cupuhaving taken advantage of the interlude to drain nearly an entire cupful of his medicinal
brewuiand continued:

"Sapphire, tell Elise some of the rumors. I 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's informers are not reluctant to bring ugly news," she said, the corner of her mouth twisting in a wry

expression that was meant to be a grin. "Most of the rumors we have heard involve Melina's plans to reign here through me.
Distance has not diminished the reputed power of her sorcery. Where she was once merely a harridan who used her powers to
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Pcmand docile obedience from her spouse and children, now it is said she is capable of wonders.

"Take any marvel performed by an Old World sorcerer from the days of colonization and Melina has been witnessed
performing it. Usually the witness is a friend of a friend of the trader who sells to a friend of the teller's favorite innkeeper, but
that hasn't reduced interestuor beliefuin the tales.

"When folk believe a sorceress can summon lightning from the sky or cause plague among the cattle, then it seems little
enough to believe that she still rules a daughter who she ruled for the first twenty-odd years of her life."

Shad cut in, not so much interrupting as taking up the thread.

"To make matters worse, Sapphire's pregnancy has made her less able to show herself to the populace. Indeed, she wanted to
do so, but the healers would not consider themselves responsible for the consequences. I have done my best in her place, but..."

He shrugged. "I am an outlander, the son of an alien king. For every one who has forgiven me my heritage and who tries to
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 I ride about the countryside, making myself known to the people, then it is said that
I am sizing up the land for my own greedy intereststior, worse, given the current situation, that I am avoiding Sapphire lest she
swallow my will as her mother has her own, making both of us her foils."

Elise frowned. "I doubt this is any comfort, but most of these rumors are far worse than any I or Ninette heard at my parents'
home or along our road here. However, have you heard the tale about increased trade between Waterland and New Kelvin
because of Melina?"

"We have heard some," King Tedric said, "but share your story with us."

So Elise told them Steward Dayle's story about the giant spiders who spun New Kelvin's treasured silk and how they fed upon
human blood, how New Kelvin now desired greater wealth and so was prepared to make trade concessions to their

slaveholding neighbors to acquire fodder for these spiders.

"Of course I told her," Elise concluded, "that New Kelvinese silk comes from caterpillars, not from spiders, and that the
caterpillars eat exotic plants, not blood, but I don't know if even Dayle believed me."

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 Kelvinese want the
slaves in order that Melina might sacrifice them to some dark end."

King Tedric raised a hand to halt further discussion.

"What this does tell us is that there is increased trade between New Kelvin and Waterland. That in itself is interesting. New
Kelvin has always 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 a foothold. However, there have always been such

signal differences between those lands that direct trade was restricted."

"Signal differences?" Sapphire asked with a sigh. "Father Tedric, I must admitiagainumy ignorance. I 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 said in a slightly weaker voice than
previously.

"Elise, answer Sapphire for me. You have always loved foreign lands."
Blushing slightly, 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 faces was studious interest.

Still, she stammered as she began, unused to being an authority.
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. veryone knows... I mean, you know that New Kelvin is ruled by those who practice, or believe they practice... The
thaumaturges, that is..."

Sapphire leaned forward and put a hand on her arm.

"Relax, Elise. Yes, we know that New Kelvin is ruled by people who call themselves thaumaturges and are dedicated to
restoring magic. We know that Waterland is ruled by an oligarchy of its wealthiest citizens, and that they have very
complicated ways of assessing who is the richest and such. What we don't know is why these things would put them at odds."

Shad nodded. "That's it in a nutshell."
Elise closed her eyes, trying to find words for something she herself understood almost more intuitively than rationally.

"It's a question of values," she said at last. "New Kelvin values old ways and old things because those things come from before
the Plagueuthey call it the Burning Deathucaused 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 death.

"Waterland doesn't value much that's old. Maybe it's because so much of their land is at sea level and is 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 Kelvin just has to 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 malice or out of fear that they might hold magical powers. So New Kelvin doesn't just have industriesulike their
glassworks and silkuthat Waterland would like to have. They'd love a chance to plunder the New Kelvinese treasuries. There
are those in many lands who would welcome thatuespecially if the Water-landers melted everything down for raw materials."

Elise nodded. "That's how I see it. After last winter's events, I'm not certain the New Kelvinese even know how to use what
potentially magical things they still have. It seems that their own original settlers were treated much as our own were. Colonials
with magical talent were trained across the sea and bound against telling how to train others in their lore. When the Plague
came and the rulers retreated to the Old Country, they took their magical things with them. This doesn't change that the New
Kelvinese have lots of old things left, however. And far from making them a less tempting target for Waterland's greedy
oligarchs, it makes them more tempting."

"Because," Sapphire said, "they need not fear they'll stumble on too much dangerous magic."

"That's right," Elise said. A thought came to her. "You know, the ban against teaching magic here in the New World seems to
have been followed by several different Old World nations. Our founders had it, so did the New Kelvinese's, the Waterlanders'
and the Stoneholders'. I wonder if they made some sort of compact to keep our ancestors in ignorance?"

"It makes sense," Shad said. "I haven't sailed much beyond the Isles, but those who havetumostly meeting small settlements
south down the coast, there isn't much northureport that similar beliefs are held, and a similar aversion to magic. New Kelvin's
attitude may not be unique, but it's very rare."

"The Isles," 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 Grant is well inland."

"I thought traffic along the Barren River might have brought some news," the king said.

"Father has heard nothing important from the Isles," Shad offered, "and he would tell you, you know."

"I know," King Tedric assured him. "I trust Allister as I trust myselfuiand maybe more so. He is young and strong whereas I am
old and suspicious. So maybe Valora is lying low and licking her wounds. Y our defeat," his nod 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.

"I certainly hope so. May I suggest that we take a recess? I am growing stiff and hungry. The rest of you must be too."

The king concurred. "Elise will, of course, remain for lunch and perhaps for dinner as well. Yes, that would be best. Send a
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Y cssage 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 a small amount of time before the meal and sensing that the young married couple wanted
some time to themselves, she excused herself to go off to the gardens and visit Holly Gardener.

She spent a happy 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 so that Firekeeper might visit her
wolves and Derian keep his vow to place markers on the graves of Prince Barden's expedition.

Before the meeting resumed after lunch, Elise took an opportunity to visit Queen Elexa. Elise was pleased to see that while
Elexa was frail, she seemed no more in danger than she had a score of times before.

"It is simply that," the queen said, "when you are my age and have my history of ill health, the doctors grow more and more
careful with every illness."

They chatted until a messenger came, saying that Elise was needed by the king.

As Elise rose to go, Queen Elexa motioned her close and, under the cover of their parting embrace, said, "Don't let Tedric talk
you into anything you think unwise, child. There are things in this world just as important as international 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 mystified than ever, Elise left, wondering what else there was to discuss. Certainly, as Grandmother Rosene had said,
there were others who could advise the king about New Kelvin. She had just about concluded that King Tedric wanted her to
become a tutor to Sapphire and Shad, and that Queen Elexa didn't think it was right to so demean the heir to a barony, when
King Tedric opened the discussion.

"I suppose you have heard about young Citrine?"

Elise nodded. "I know what Queen Elexa told my mother in a letter, that Citrine's spirit was badly wounded by the time she
spent among the pirates at Smuggler's Light, and that, despite best attempts to heal her, Citrine has become worse, rather than
better."

"So much," the king said, "is fairly common knowledge. You know that Citrine was given by her mother to Baron Wain
Endbrook of the Isles..."

"Formerly of the Isles," Sapphire hissed, and there was angry satisfaction in her voice. "Queen Valora has disowned him."

"As an assurance that Melina would not act against either him or the Isles," the king continued as if he had not heard. "As you
know, Melina violated that assurance. It is likely that she planned to do so from the start. 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 a rather crude attempt to remind Melina of the hold he had over her, he
sent her two of Citrine'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.

"The injury itself would have been horrible to a child of eight. What aggravated it was Citrine's gradual realization that her
mother must know what had been done to her and did nothing to avenge it. To make matters even worse..."

Shad muttered, "If that is at all possible."

"Citrine apparently kept the pirates at a distance by invoking the specter of her mother's sorcery. Early in her days in the
Smuggler's Light, someone tried to steal her gemstone headband. Her reaction was so extreme that most kept at a distance after
that. Their cruelties were verbal rather than physical.

"Still, it was enough. Some of the time, Citrine is quite herself. Others she is smothered in a terror so acute that she cannot bear
any companionship; others she clings to whoever she trusts. Yet others, more disturbing still, she babbles oddly, saying things
that contain some kernel of truth but strangely twisted. There are those among the servants who say her mind has been pushed
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. hard that she now sees the 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. I am
continually astonished by what people will say in front of the ill."

Sapphire, seeing the king was looking a bit drawn and coughing again after his long recital, poured him more tea and, as she
spooned in a generous amount of honey, took up the story.

"You may believe that we have tried everything we could imagine. We have summoned healers and physiciansueven Sir Jared
Surcliffe from the North Woods. All concur, the damage is not organic. It is to Citrine's mind."

Elise tried not to color when Sir Jared's name was mentioned. She knew perfectly well that Sapphire knew of their mutual
attraction and thought sometimes that the princess was trying to make a matchuan unusual and uncomfortable thought, for Elise
had had it repeatedly drummed into her that she must think of the Archer Barony as much as herself when considering
marriage. The idea that the future monarchs of Hawk Haven might consider Jared suitable was very tempting indeed.

She found it easy to push such thoughts from her mind, however. Citrine was one of her favorite cousins and the idea that the
once cheerful child was so tormented was almost more than she could bear.

"Can I help?" she asked.

Sapphire gave a thin-lipped, worried smile.

"We hope so, but let me finish."

Elise nodded.

"As you can imagine, we tried everything. When Hazel Healer was here..."

Sapphire shrugged at Elise's small exclamation of surprise. Hazel lived far south of Eagle's Nest, in the border town of Hope.

"I told you we tried everyone. Perhaps we should say everyone proven both skilled and discreet. Hazel is certainly both of
those."

"I'm sorry," Elise said. "I didn't mean to interrupt. Please go on."

"When Hazel was here, we tried a similar ceremony to the one that freed me of the bond Melina put on me. We had no success.
There are so many reasons why this might have been the case that I can hardly offer a single 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 come to equate herself with the stone she wears. For whatever reason, nothing we did sufficed.
Citrine remains bound."

"Hazel believes," Shad added, "and as she is as much of an expert as we 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 betrayal and by the cruelties done to her in that mother's cause. Hazel thinks that the only chance there is of
returning Citrine to herself is to allow her to confront Melina. The girl may not even need to speak with her mother, just see
her, transform her from a powerful specter into a living woman once more."

"I wish," the king said, "I thought it would be so easy."

He sounded hoarse and he looked tired. Elise realized how grueling today had been for him and felt suddenly frightened. A
year agouless than a year agouKing Tedric had been strong enough to travel to Hope in order to negotiate with his nephew

Allister. Only this past autumn he had been strong enough to travel to Silver Whale Cove for Sapphire and Shad's wedding.
Today she knew that if she were one of his doctors she wouldn't let him travel beyond the castle.

With a sudden burst of insight, Elise realized that if either King Tedric or Queen Elexa were to 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.
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$ use could not see her parents acting to undermine Sapphire and Shad, but then they had little to gain if the crown heirs fell
from grace and much to gain if they did well. But there were others, in both Bright Bay and Hawk Haven, who would all too
much enjoy a new 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, Elise was very glad for the silent, hovering figure of Sir Dirkin Eastbranch, for her knowledge that the Royal
Physician was a very good, very skilled healerueven if he lacked Sir Jared's talent.

"Don't take King Tedric and Queen Elexa quite yet," she silently pleaded with the ancestors. "We still need them."

Sapphire had risen and tended to the king, for all the world as if 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 a group that will escort Citrine into New Kelvin, somehow get access to her mother, and do
whatever you can to heal her. If we can break Melina's hold on Citrine and heal her madness, then we will be able to answer
those who claim I am under her influence."

Elise wanted very much to yelp "Me?" but she swallowed the word and managed a serious nod. Shad gave a tired grin.

"And, Lady Archer," he said, "as if that isn't enough, we want you and your companions to find out exactly what is Melina's
position within the New Kelvinese government. We need to know how much influence she has. Moreover, we need to know
how much truth there is to these rumors about increased trade in slaves with Waterland. If it is true, we need to know why New
Kelvin needs more slaves. Is it merely for increased industrial capacity or is there any truth to the rumors that they are wanted
for their blood?"

Elise stared at her rulers.
"And you want me to do this," she said.

"You and a few others," Sapphire replied. "Elise, except for a few diplomats mostly interested in trade concessions and keeping
New Kelvin sweet while we fought with Bright Bay, Hawk Haven really hasn't bothered with New Kelvin. They were a small
power with no real military strength, though able to offer unique and interesting trade. New Kelvin wasn't interested in us
except for sending the occasional tattooed, pointy-shoe-wearing representative to some major event.

"We don't just want you for your knowledge of foreign languages and customsuthough 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 Sapphire continued on, nearly raging.
"There's you, Ninette, Derian Carter, Firekeeper, Sir Jared, Hazel Healer, King Tedric, Queen Elexa, King Allister, 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 Opal and Ruby were becoming, she could not be certain.

"Now," Shad said, laying a settling hand on his wife's arm, "you see why we need youtuand some of those othersuso much. This
would be the absolutely worst time I can imagine for taking someone else into the secret. A wink or a nod from the wrong
personuand diplomats who make their living trading secrets are very much the wrong peopletiand suddenly there would be
confirmation."

"But," Elise burst out, "Melina no longer has any hold on Sapphire!"

The look of pure gratitude Sapphire turned on her made Elise color.

"Well, it's true," Elise repeated, "and you defied her when she could have done terrible things to you. I have not forgotten your
courage."

"And I haven't forgotten your part in setting me free," Sapphire replied. "The sad thing is, the only reward I can offer you is
asking you to put your hand in the mad dog's mouth again."
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 use nodded, thinking that this sounded very much like something she had heard her father say once.

"Can I guess," she said, "who you suggest my companions should be?"
Sapphire grinned. "Try."

"Firekeeper, Derian, Docuthat is, Sir Jared. Essentially, the people you mentioned already, those who are in on your secret. |
don't know if I could ask Ninette. She's a good woman and I trust her with my life, but the road to Dragon's Breath is a hard one
and she isn't up to it."

"That is true," Sapphire 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 is a very small 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. See if Earl Kestrel will let Edlin go with you. Both of them learned
something of the language and customs of New Kelvin before. They could be useful now."

Elise nodded. "That's a good 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, we'll have to see. Maybe I can convince her to come by appealing to her good
heart. She's a mother, you know, and Citrine will need care."

"Wendee Jay can also act as a chaperon for you and Firekeeper," Sapphire said. "In reality, Firekeeper's honor may be beyond
savinguthough oddly enough, she's probably a virgin. I've certainly never seen her look at a man in anything but friendship.
You, however, still have a reputation to guard.”

King Tedric spoke. "That's what Elexa wanted me to remind you, Elise. She was very unhappy at the thought that you would
sacrifice your reputationtinot your honor, mind, we know you'll guard that as you see fitubut your reputation to our needs.
Traveling about with a group of unmarried mentuone of whom anyone with two eyes can see is in love with youuwill make
some people talk, no matter how many chaperons you take."

Elise took a deep breath. "Sire, given what is at stake hereuCitrine's sanity, my future queen's reputation, maybe my homeland's
safetyul don't see how I could refuse and still respect myself. I'm certain my parents will understand, especially if you and your
heirs explain at least a little."

"Very well," the king said with a dry cough. "Consider 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. "I expect to see them back before the end of Bear Moon."

Elise wheeled to stare at him. She noticed that Sapphire and Shad looked equally surprised.

"Both?"

"Both," the king said. "Trust an old man a few secrets. Not even thatiia hunch. I think they will be back and I think that the first
thing Firekeeper will do is come here and request an interview with me. But speak on, Lady Elise. I believe you had another
matter to raise."

Elise returned to her original thoughts with an effort.

"Yes," she said, "I wanted to know how you thought we should handle our return to New Kelvin. You see, the last time we
were there we left as hunted fugitives with soldiers at our heels."

Chapter VIII

E Previous E Top E Next
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HAVING EXPECTED AN IMMEDIATE ANSWER to the question she put to the king, Elise was almost shocked when King
Tedric replied.

"I don't have an answer for you, Lady Archer, but I do agree that this will prove a problem. Moreover, it is a problem we have
anticipated, and we are working on solutions. Are you still willing to undertake the task?"

"Yes," she agreed a touch hesitantly.

After all, it was one thing to agree that something needed to be done while in the back of your head you expect that someone
else will have come up with the brilliant plan that will make the task possible. It was quite another to find that the plan was still
under development.

King Tedric leaned forward and patted Elise's hand.

"My dear, none of us would sacrifice you or your comrades lightly. We hope not to sacrifice you at all. Finding an excuse to
send you into New Kelvin may be quite simple. We are not at war. Indeed, our lands are actively trading. That may provide
excuse enough. Baron Archer is known to have ambitions for his family. Perhaps he will seek to exploit his daughter's
fascination with strange lands and cultures in a venture into trade."

Elise thought this unlikely, given the geographic location of New Kelvin relative to the Archer Grant, and said so. The king
waved his hand lightly, dismissing her protest.

"You worry too much about little things. Perhaps the venture would be undertaken in partnership with House Kestrel. After all,
young Edlin is to be one of your companions. In any case, no matter what excuse is created for your making the journey, we..."
King Tedric's gesture included Sapphire and Shad. "... feel that it would be best if more of your companions were skilled in the
language of New Kelvin."

Elise nodded. It had been a nuisance last time that only she and Wendee Jay spoke the language at all well.

"Grateful Peace has agreed to tutor your entire group."

This didn't really surprise Elise. Peace must be grateful to them for saving his life and be eager to pay back the debt.
"Moreover..."

A fit of coughing interrupted whatever the king was about to say.

"Moreover," Sapphire said, handing King Tedric yet another cup of medicinal tea, "if Citrine is to make the journey under your
care, you and she must have time to become reacquainted. More importantly, there must be time for her to learn to trust you
and the others. Any plan we devise to ensure your safe return could be seriously jeopardized if one of her fits caught you
unawares."

Again Elise nodded. She didn't know whether Sapphire was hinting that they were considering sending the team in disguise or
that there would be those prepared to help if they were forced to make a rapid retreat. Either would be jeopardized by a small
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 already been in contact with Duchess Kestrel and she is
preparing a private house where Citrine can live with you and at least some of your companions." Sapphire added quickly, "She
is also arranging for proper servants and chaperonage. Grateful Peace can teach you there. Also, when Citrine has bad

daysuand it is too much to hope she will notiyou will have privacy."

Sapphire sighed heavily and Shad unobtrusively slipped his hand around hers in comfort. Elise swallowed 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 shall be notified by pigeon. If they do not return or we need
you to go ahead without them, you will also be notified."

"And," Sapphire continued, "you don't need to leave this moment. I suggest that we send a message to your parents informing
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$”.cm that it might not be a bad idea for them to come to Eagle's Nest in a few days. I believe it is about time for Lady Aurella %
to attend upon the queen in any case, so it shouldn't raise too much gossip. This way, we can explain to them in person."

"You 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.

|E| Devider

THE NEXT HANDFUL OF DAYS 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 call. Then there were those who hoped she would call on them.

Elise's recent interview with the king and his heirsualready common gossip among those with connections in the castleuhad
raised her social allure greatly. Some wanted to see if they could pry details of the meeting from her. For this, Elise found that
the best thing to do was to start chattering at length about meaningless intricacies of New Kelvinese 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 up in minutiae that she left the majority of her audience suspecting that the king regretted giving her his time.

Most of those who sent her invitations, however, were not interested in what Elise had done and said, but in what she had seen.
How did the crown princess look? Was it true that Crown Prince Shad was trying to make over the Royal Guard after the
fashion of Bright Bay? Did Elise think the Bright Bay custom of assigning new posts and titles would find favor in the court?
Had she seen young Citrine? Was it true she raved constantly and had torn out most of her hair? Were the king and queen as ill
as everyone said?

The last was the only question Elise had any difficulty answering. For most of the rest a little consideration let her find the
answer that would do the royal 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 Elise's long conference with the king, Grandmother Rosene had commanded Elise to attend on her
in her apartments at the castle. When Elise told her only what she was telling everyone else, Rosene flew into a rage, and from

that point on Elise's notes, sent faithfully every morning by special messenger, were returned with "Not In" printed across the
fold.

Elise tried not to worry, but she wasn't completely successful.

Five days after Elise's audience with King Tedric, Lady Aurella and 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 at
home. Later, Lady Aurella was summoned to join them and soon after Lady Aurella's confidential maid came bearing a note
from her mistress.

"Elise," it said, "I suggest you find an excuse to leave the house. Surely you have calls to make. Your grandmother is behaving
shamefully and I have no desire for you to suffer while her tongue is dripping venom."

Since Elise already knew she had her parents' support for her participation in King Tedric's plan, she took her mother's advice
and left the Archer manse as quickly as was reasonable. She had been invited to tea with 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 a fit excuse
both to attend and to leave the house.

Still, as Elise sipped tea and chattered about the most fashionable styles for the coming summer and the most eligible of the
young men, she wondered what the grand duchess was saying. Elise had not told her parents of Rosene's plan to insist that they
adopt Deste Trueheart, feeling 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 else's flirtation, 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 the
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Y uole, a visit from Grand Duchess Rosene was like a sudden windstorm, tearing through, upsetting everything, and leaving
disruption, if not devastation, in its wake. Rosene preferred to hold longer conferences in 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.

Feeling rather apprehensive, Elise went inside. She hardly had time to hand her light shawl to the downstairs maid when Lady
Aurella emerged from the parlor.

"Elise," Aurella said with a slightly apologetic smile, "your grandmother has waited expressly to see you. 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 Aurella as an errand girl. If Lady Aurella could take such
treatment in her own house so calmly then Elise resolved to model her own behavior on her mother's.

Grand Duchess Rosene was seated in a high-backed chair upholstered in floral print fabrictian heirloom of her own days as
mistress of this house. 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 she is fond of metloves 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 stiff and brittle as a porcelain doll. Nor did she wait to
get to the point.

"Your 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 he was "Tedric," but when she was
playing on her relation to him he was always "the king" or even "His Royal Majesty."

"Yes, Grandmother," she said softly.

"Have you thought what this will mean to your House?" the old woman continued. "Already scandalmongers retail accounts of
your adventures last winter. This will surely destroy what rags of a reputation remain to you as thoroughly as if you were to
dance naked in the market square."

Elise couldn't help but smile at the image. 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 smileuwith some justificationtas impudence.

"So you think that's funny!" she said. "Well, I do not find it at all funny. To think that the house my dear Purcel founded at the
price of his blood and that we thought to perpetuate through our children should have come down to a single 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 eyes were bright, not with tears but with fury.
Elise thought about offering her a handkerchief, then wondered where such impulses came from. Surely she would never have
entertained such a thought before. Maybe Rosene was right. Maybe she had changed and not for the better.

So Elise bowed her head and listened with a meekness she didn't feel. Underneath the curtain of her hair, she sneaked a glance
at her parents.

Baron Archer sat bolt upright in his chair, restlessly twirling a brandy snifteruthough it was a touch early in the day for
brandyubetween his fingers. Otherwise he revealed no sign of agitation. Lady Aurella had picked up her omnipresent
embroidery hoop and was stitching away with mechanical 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
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Yoout 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 stiffly. 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 a tactical retreat, but Baron Archer was not saying anything and she
read no portents in the restless spinning of the snifter between his fingers.

"You will not?" the grand duchess said.

"No, Grandmother. I have given my word to the king. Moreover, care has been taken that I will be chaperoneduNinette is
coming with me as far as the Norwood Grant..."

"And what good did that do last winter?" Rosene interrupted. "None. You ran off, unchaperoned.”

"No, Grandmother, I did not. There was a respectable married womanua retainer of Duchess Kestreluwho was with me at all
times."

Elise decided not to mention Firekeeper. Sapphire was right. In circles such as those her grandmother frequented, Firekeeper's
reputation was not even in rags; it simply didn't exist. For those people it was not chastity, but the appearance of chastity that
mattered.

"A retainer of Duchess Kestrel," Grand Duchess Rosene sneered, "as if that is any recommendation. It's no longer spoken of,
but Saedee Norwood isn't one to whom I'd trust a young girl's honor. If you think I'm just being a sour-tongued old woman, ask
your mother who fathered Saedee's son and daughter."

Elise turned wordlessly to Lady Aurella.

"No one knows," Aurella answered.

Despite her desire to keep impassive no matter what she heard, Elise felt her eyebrows shoot up in surprise.

"No one?"

"No one," Grand Duchess Rosene repeated with savage satisfaction. "And this is the woman to whom I am to entrust the honor
of the House I helped to found."

"The story was more current," Lady Aurella went on as if 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 its end. Most
people felt that if King Tedric didn't care who the father of his future daughter-in-law had been, then the rest of us didn't have
any reason to bother either."

"Nor do I bother," Rosene replied haughtily, "except where there is the matter of considering such a scandalous woman as a
guardian for my granddaughter. I fought back my doubts last year when you decided to let Elise make a winter visit to House
Kestrel, but what happened then..."

She let the words trail off, quite satisfied.

Elise straightened in her chair.

"Well, Grandmother, this is interesting, but old gossip does not alter the obligation I have to His Royal Majesty. Nor," she
hurried on before Rosene could interrupt, "does it alter the obligation I have to my House. I 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.
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P use turned to her parents, leaving Rosene out of the matter.

"The grand duchess does have a point," she said seriously. "I am the sole heir to the Archer Barony. If something happened to
me, there would be chaos and scrambling for position. We all saw how that upset the kingdom last year when the issue was
who would inherit from King Tedric. I think we owe our tenants the assurance that they will not suffer similar unrest on our
account."”

Baron Archer's nod seemed casual, but he was clearly interested. Elise noticed that the brandy had stopped its restless swirling.
"My hope and dream is to inherit our land and to administer it as I have been trained to do since birth," Elise went on. "The
same sense of responsibility, however, makes me realize how foolish it is to leave me without an heir. I dearly hope the
ancestors can do without you, Father, for a long time to come, and I hope that even if they should call you, Mother would
continue in her place aiding me as I adjust to my new role."

This last was a less than subtle jab at Grand Duchess Rosene herself. Rosene had relinquished to her son all practical
administrative work within the Archer Grant almost 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 always felt that Rosene's real reason was that she preferred to be
thought of as the king's sister rather than the baron's widow.

Baron Archer gave a wry smile.

"I am glad to hear you are not eager to have me join the ancestors," he said. "I have felt myself dead and buried at times during
today's discussion."

Grand Duchess Rosene was not enjoying this turn of the conversation at all. Elise had a sudden insight why. All her childhood,
Rosene had been an heir in waiting to the royal throne. True, she had been at the end of a long line, but the sense that she was
somehow-special had been there. As her actions the summer before had shown, any means, no matter how tenuous, to get her
blood on the throne was to be seized.

Now here was Elise offering, in effect, to weaken her own claim to her ownuadmittedly lesseruinheritance. For all the grand
duchess's 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 Zorana may not like this plan at all," 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."

Ivon nodded.

"However," he said, "Zorana would be less than perfectly trained for the position. Deste is young enough to be malleableul
hope."

He grinned at his daughter. "I understand she's pretty good with a bow, at least."
Elise answered his grin with one of her own.

"We could promise that no matter what happened, we would dower Deste. Aunt Zorana's resources are stretched rather
thinueven with Purcel's death."

"What do you think about Kenre?" Ivon asked.
"From the point of view of teaching him his new duties and responsibilities," Elise said, "Kenre would be even better than
Deste, since he is quite a bit 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 at Aurella to gage her reaction, "I believe I will offer Zorana the choice of either child. She
may have thoughts we have not considered. After all, she is their mother and knows them best."

Aurella nodded her agreement. Interestingly, given that she had initiated this discussion, it was Rosene who raised a protest.

"And if Zorana will not agree at all?" she asked, her voice a bit shrill.


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Ywell," Ivon replied, "we will have time to discuss the matter, to bring her to our way of seeing things. However, if Zorana
cannot be convinced, I am certain I could get the Crown's permission to adopt from another family. I would simply prefer to
keep the land within the blood descendants of Purcel Archer. However, Mother, you have been wise in pointing out how
tenuous that line is, especially with both Elise and myself devoted to the service of our monarchs, no matter how dangerous
that service may prove to be."

Rosene sputtered something wordless, but Elise ignored her, rising and embracing each of her parents in turn.

"In any case, Father, Mother, I hope that this safeguard will be unnecessary. No matter what some may think," and she could
not keep her gaze from straying to Rosene, "I will not behave in any fashion that will make the question of my reputation a
matter for the gossips. If the scandalmongers talk, well, at least you will have the assurance that there is no truth to the
scandal."

Baron Archer managed to look both stiff and pleased. Lady Aurella reached up and touched Elise lightly on one cheek.

"We knew that already, dear," she said.

DERIAN WONDERED at Firekeeper's silence and evident unhappiness as they journeyed back east. At first he thought she
was suffering from homesicknessuafter all, her visit had been cut short and distorted by the need to deal with the colonists.

When Firekeeper's moodiness persisted beyond a few days, Derian wondered if she was worried about the colonists. Surely,
she couldn't care so much about the fate of a group of humans. He knew that Firekeeper thought of herself as a wolf so
completely that there were times when /4e thought of her as a wolf.

Could it be that memories from her childhood were reawakening? Firekeeper had always claimed to remember nothing other
than living as a wolf. Sometimes Derian suspected she remembered more than she even realized. She had acquired a command
of Pellish, the language of both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, rather more quickly than even her talent for mimicry could
account for. Occasionally, an odd word or gesture hinted at memories buried beneath what she admitted to knowing.

Yet Derian didn't think the wolf-woman a liar. He didn't remember much from when he was 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 worst 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 his dinner at the same time, or told him that she had already built a sheltered fire and that his meal was cooking
under Blind Seer's watchful gaze. It was a luxury that Derian knew he would miss when he went back to traveling with
humansualmost as good as having an inn waiting.

, On this evening, Firekeeper walked along with him, chivying the tired mountain horses into new energy, and annoying
Roanne. When they arrived at the designated spot, she helped him pitch his tentian unusual gesture. Usually she sprawled
comfortably on the ground, teasing him about his dependence on such things. This evening, however, Derian had the
impression that she wanted him quickly settled.

Tonight, his meal was a duck wrapped in clay and baked in the fire. Race Forester had taught Firekeeper the trickuione that
eliminated the need for removing the feathers before cooking. She liked things that 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. He'd taken to foraging
along the trail, filling a small canvas sack with greens or mushrooms that cooked quickly when he made his camp.

Tonight, as always, 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. She'd survived for ten years without his nursemaiding. He'd just have to trust her to continue now.

Derian's impression that something was up increased when Firekeeper hunkered down at the edge of his camp where the
firelight would not ruin her night vision, her arm flung around Blind Seer. The wolf'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 a few
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Yoatoes he'd roasted in last night's fire, and waiting for her to get around to whatever was troubling her. He'd cracked the muu %@
from around the duck and found the meat well cooked when she finally spoke.

"Fox Hair," Firekeeper said, and her voice was hoarse, as if she was feeling her way into the words, "I need to tell you
something."

Derian pulled a bit of meat from the duck, sucked on his fingers when he burnt them, and nodded encouragement.

"You don't mind if I eat while I listen, do you?"

Firekeeper seemed startled by the routine courtesy. Derian had gotten the impression that wolves let very little get in the way of
their meals. It was an indication of how very much a wolf she was this evening that she had apparently forgotten that humans
were different.

"No, go, eat," she replied.

She was silent for so long that Derian wondered if she was waiting until he finished before continuing with whatever was so
obviously bothering her. Then she spoke:

"Fox Hair, I tell you part of why I need to go from my wolves. Is true part," she hastened to add, "but only part. Part I not tell
you then for I not want you tell Ewen and his people."

"But you're telling me now?" Derian clarified.

HYes."

He saw her nod, a motion 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 a way of sitting that hid her bare arms so they didn't catch the light and her face,
of course, was averted.

Firekeeper went on. "I not want you to tell anyone, but I need tell you. If I not make it to king, someone should know."

"Is it likely," Derian asked, feeling a sudden thrill of fear, "that you won't make it back to the capital?"

He sensed her shrug.

"I think I make, but..." She paused as if 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 is long and I might not come back."

"And I would?" Derian blurted out.
"Maybe not," Firekeeper admitted. "But they not angry with you."

"I think," Derian said, the greasy savor of the duck suddenly less tasty than it had been a moment before, "that you'd better start
at the beginning. Right now, I'm only confuseduand scared."

"Yes," Firekeeper said with a deep sigh. "I try. Words are so slow and need to march in a narrow line."

This was not the first indication she'd given that the manner in which the wolvesumaybe all the Beastsuspoke was different
from human style. Normally, Derian would have probed for more, but this time he remained silent, unwilling to distract
Firekeeper from the subject she was circling around, as deliberate yet hesitant as a wolf pack selecting which member of a herd
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 I not tell you is that..."

She stopped again and Derian nearly threw a duck bone at her.
"I not tell you then, but I tell you now and I go to tell King Tedric," she went on, "that the Beasts maybe not stop with killing

Ewen. Some Beasts think that killing all the humans is a good thing, a thing to be done now, that this was a thing that should
have been done when the Fire Plague started the hunt, but was not."
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$ crian 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, the illness that had devastated all the colonies and had
sent the Old Country rulers back to their homelands was referred to simply as the Plague. The New Kelvinese, he had learned,
called the same event by a phrase that translated roughly as "the Burning Times."

Not for the first time, Derian wondered if Firekeeper was simply merging those terms or if she was making something of a
literal translation of what the Beasts called the Plague. That, of course, implied not only intelligence, but some sort of history
that went back for well over a hundred years. He was ready to accept intelligent animalstuhe had the evidence of his own
experience on that matterubut facing that those animals had history, recorded in some fashion, was a leap he was not quite
ready to take.

Hesitantly, Derian asked, "You are saying that the Royal Beasts once made a choice not to kill all 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.

"So my parents say," she replied, "as their parents did to them. The Beasts have many stories and though I am but a pup in their
eyes, they are teaching me some."

So this is new to her, too, Derian thought. No wonder she's so tense.

Firekeeper went on, speaking a bit more quickly now.

"They tell me that long ago before humans come from Old World, all this land was for the Beasts. When humans come, first
there is..." She paused, obviously seeking a word. "If not peace, not war, and even borders. Humans break this as there are
more humans and humans have more need for space."

Derian swallowed 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 Zorana the Great hate so much and try to destroy.
Humans tell how this power is used on humans. Humans not tell how it is used on Beasts. In time, Beasts go west, leave
humans behind. Iron Mountains become new border. When Fire Plague come and humans die too little, then Beasts think to

finish what Plague do. They not do, now some are sorry."

Derian wasn't an idiot. He had been spending much of the last year immersed in political game playing. He also understood
Firekeeper's choppy, abbreviated speech better than anyone else.

"So," he said, choosing his words very carefully, "now the Beasts see the humans coming across the mountains and don't like it.
They also realize that humans no longer have the 'great powers'uthe strong old magicuand some Beasts are no longer content to
let humans live on this land, even east of the mountains. They think to kill all the humans."

"Yes," Firekeeper said, gratitude and dismay equally mingled in her tone. "That is how it is. Many Beasts would die, I think.
Many Beasts, especially four-footers, not know how really dangerous humans is. 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 so," 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? I tell King Tedric, tell him he must make humans stay east."

Derian rubbed his hands across his face.
"I wonder if he can make them," he said.
"If he not," Firekeeper said, "then the humans die and someday the Beasts die."

"I believe you," Derian said. "I think King Tedric will believe you. I just wonder if that one tired old man can make a
difference. Sometimes people are pretty stubborn. Even if our people don't go west, what's to stop people in other countries?"

"For now," Firekeeper said, "I have heared nothing of that. True, maybe I not get told. Still, even if fighting must start, maybe it
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.11 start in other places."

Her tone became pleading.

"Derian, no you see? If Beasts fight humans then it is my pack, my family who is first to die. Wolves have ever held the land
for the Beasts. We watch it as we hunt it, as we raise our pups. My family..."

She obviously 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 me to tell this to 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 I am Beast since the last year and the magical things." Her voice dropped. "I was to
bring those things to them. I not obey to word, though I think I do to heart... to spirit. Still, that I not obey as pup to One, this
for some is reason not to trust that I am of heart with my people."

Derian actually understood. "So you think that some Beasttione of those who wants war with the humansumight come after
you."

Firekeeper nodded. "That is it. And I am small to even the smallest hunter. Even with Blind Seer to help, I might not win. You
say war, but from what I learn of human war, war is agreed to like a dance. What Beasts would do would be no war. There
would be no dance, no counsel. There would just be deaths, many deaths, and someday humans would 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 several days
had been her studying on what words to use.

"I understand," he said, hesitated, then spoke his own 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 a whit. "But you have gift of making letters that others
read. You can write this story over and over and over. We will hide it on the horses in their bags. Maybe Elation, who is not of
this thinking, would carry a message. The words will speak when we cannot. It is worth 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 sleep 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 IX

|E| Previous |E| Top |E| Next

THUNDER WAS SHAKING the canvas walls of the pavilion tent, thunder so loud and pervasive that it was omnipresent,
unlike the eye-searing flashes of lightning that periodically lit the interior of the tent. Those washed out the lantern light so
effectively that between bolts Elise always felt vaguely surprised to find the lanternsuthey'd lit several 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 a terrible night to be on the road. A storm had arisen when their small group traveling to the Norwood Grant was in
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 a dream of getting dry. Elise thanked the Lynxuwho as a
cat must set some value on being warm and dryuthat the escort her father had sent with her was so skilled.
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Y.ic hoped that they were comfortable and in their own tents. The horses, who could not be put in a tent but had to settle for tii <y
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 against the canvas, that made
anything outside of the pavilion seem less than real. Elise, Ninette, and Citrine might have been on some island 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 storm hit. Instead she had sat
her pony like a doll, 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 covers over what remained in their wagon. The skills she'd acquired
during last winter's journey into New Kelvin had been of some use, but she realized oddly that the greatest assistance 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
against the elements.

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.

Superficially, Citrine was the same sweet-faced little girl she had been the year before, a touch thinner certainly, but that could
be explained by a growth spurt, though at nine she was young for such. Yet more had changed than the acquisition of maybe an
inch of height and a slimming of build. Even when Citrine was at her most peaceful there was a brooding cynicism in her blue-
eyed gaze that should not reside in a child so young. At her wildest she was a screaming terror, flailing out at enemies that
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, a basso rumble accompanied by a tattoo of hail beating the canvas. The baron's men
had avoided the child, obeying his orders that she not be troubled so punctiliously that not one had as much as spoken a word to
her. Elise had seen more than one touch their amulet bags when Citrine's oddly vacant blue-eyed gaze had turned their wayua
superstitious gesture Elise couldn't bring herself to rebuke.

Tonight's storm, so curiously violent, would not help morale. Elise resolved that when the rain let up some she would check on
their escort, and began laying out a fresh set of traveling clothes in preparation.

Ninette looked up from adding tea leaves to the water heating over the lamp. She frowned slightly when she saw what Elise
was doing, but didn't protest. Instead, she glanced up at the pavilion roof.

"If that hail keeps up, we'll have holes through for sure."

Elise nodded. There wasn't any use in pretending she hadn't had the same thought. The pavilion was one of the best in her
father's store, the one he used himself, but even the thickest canvas couldn't take such punishment forever. Had their roof been
of solider stuff, it might have already been pierced, but the canvas gave just enough.

"At least it's still watertight," Elise offered by way of consolation. "Freshly treated before we left, and to think I was muttering
over my father's insistence. I didn't even think we'd need half the gear he insisted we take."

"Good thing he wouldn't give in," Ninette said, even managing a smile, "and that he insisted we lay in such varied stores. I'm
glad we won't need to do without a solid meal."

Elise nodded. Citrine was sitting on a campstool, a blanket wrapped around her for added warmth, as blank-eyed as a doll.
Haifa moonspan ago, Elise would have felt pity and a touch of impotent fury. Now she was only glad not to have any
additional 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 Grantuinot even when the princess had hinted strongly that she thought this would be a very good
idea. Elise had stopped Sapphire from making her hint a direct command.

"After all," she had said, "when we go into New Kelvin, we will need to leave all those people behind. Best we begin getting
used to each other right away."

And Elise and Ninette had done fairly well, but the reality was, Elise had never been a mother. Moreover, she was an only
child, a rather privileged only child. She was not accustomed to having someone depend on her every hour of the day. Ninette
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Y as only slightly better prepared for the responsibility. She had siblings, but they were all older than her. She had never had 10 %<&
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 side of the pavilion and the ground cloth. Without really thinking

about it, Elise set the wet blouse from her riding habit to sop up the flow and hopefully discourage it from going elsewhere.
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 meal Ninette had prepared for them, a sort 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 alternated her own bites with spoonfuls
for Citrine. The little girl ate automatically, showing no awareness of her surroundings.

[ suppose it's one way to deal with the situation, Elise thought. [ wonder if I need check on the men. It's still raining so hard.
She didn't want to go out in the rain, 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 flannel nightdress into her spare
riding clothes, so she must have arrived at the same conclusion.

The fabric of Elise's clothes was just slightly damp and extraordinarily clammy. It seemed to have acquired extra folds, all
striving with great vigor and enthusiasm to get as close to her warm skin as possible. She could have sworn the damp chill had
a life of its own and in contrast the rain outsidetnow driving down harder than everuseemed almost 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 as if lead anchors had been sewn into the soles and hung around the ankles.
Elise was raising the flap to duck outside when Citrine spoke:

"There's an ocean behind the wagon. Give heed or else 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 Elise's movement.

"An ocean?" Elise repeated. "Right. I'll keep clear of it."

"Mind you do," Citrine said in that same odd, almost inflection-free tone of voice, as if in spite of the caution she was offering,
she didn't care one way or another.

Ninette shrugged.

"I'll make more tea," she offered, "and set your gown by the lamp to warm it."

With this comfort and Citrine's strange words still echoing in her mind, Elise ducked out.

The rain came down as if it had an intelligent desire to conduct an experiment as to whether a human 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 tentsurounded structures, not as fancy as the pavilion, but comfortable enoughtihad been erected. If she went out of her

way to avoid the area behind the wagon, she tried hard not to think about it.

Most of the men of her escort were crowded into one tent, playing cardsua thing made rather difficult in that they were sitting
so close to each other that honor alone kept them from reading each other's hands.

When Elise pushed the flap aside, the man nearest started to curse, thinking her one of his fellows who'd chosen to bed down in
the other tent rather than play. He stopped in midword, seeing the pale face framed in its wisps of fair hair beneath the dripping
hood.

"Just came to make certain," Elise said hesitantly, squeezing inside, careful not to touch the sides of the tent and give the water
a way through, "that you all are all right."

Heads bobbed and even the man near the tent flap, on whom she was unavoidably dripping, grinned.
"Well enough, Lady Archer," their leader said. "Fairly dry, at least."

Now that Elise was inside, she could smell a thick, beery reek. Oddly, she felt relieved. If they had drink as well as something
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$, catuand she could see heels of bread and rinds of cheese from completed meals shoved here and thereuthen 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 Aurella had taught her that what one overhears is rarely pleasant.

BY THE NEXT MORNING, the storm had spent its fury, leaving a muddy road partially obscured by large spreading puddles.
The woods and fields within sight were sopping, but the trees were unfolding new leaves as if encouraged by all the wetness.

Elise imagined that the sky looked vaguely embarrassed for having made such a fuss.

What she didn't imagine was an especially broad poolunearly an ocean if one was feeling poeticuthat 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 slightly 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, clay-suffused mud. They lost a
fair amount of time getting the horse out without injury, and then Elise suggested that they take shovels and dig a few channels
to divert most of the water.

"This pool could prove a hazard to other travelers as well," she said. "We owe their care to the king."

There were no condescending glances this time, and the menuall but the driver and one delegated to continue the packingudug
with a will. The majority of the water drained away readily, revealing a deep hole, far deeper than any of the road ruts they'd
seen thus far.

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 against stone.

"I recall there was a big rock flush with the surface of the road just where we pulled the wagon off," he said. "Must have been
loosened by all the water last night and fell down into some animal den or such. Good thing you told us to be careful, my lady.
We could have lost a man down there."

Elise nodded polite acceptance of his praise, but her gaze shifted to Citrine. The little girl sat her pony, almost 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 place it. After a moment she did so, but she felt no pleasure in the memory.
Citrine's expression was a perfect match for that of her mother, Melina, the sorceress.

THEY ARRIVED at the Kestrel estate on the Norwood Grant a few days later than expected, but, given how wet the weather
had been, the duchess had not yet ordered search parties to 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 along which they could be expected to arrive.

Edlin was in his very early twenties, a handsome enough youth if one liked loose limbs, and a somewhat rangy bearing,
accompanied by a beaming smile. There had been a time when Elise had quite liked all those things, enough to overlook how
unfashionably short Edlin wore his curly black hair and the cheerful irreverence in his laughing grey eyes. Elise's fancy had
passed, but had left her with a fondness for Edlin that had been intensified by their shared trials in New Kelvin.

Accompanied by a half-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 a rather flashy liver chestnut with a flaxen mane and tail. Elise felt certain she would have
remembered the horse if it had been part of the Kestrel stables the previous winter and decided that here, as with her own
Cream Delight, she was seeing the end result of doing business with Prancing Steed Stables.
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Y cetingly, she wondered where Derian Carter and Firekeeper were now. Had they even turned back from the western lands? "<y
What if King Tedric was wrong and Firekeeper intended to winter there? Could Elise manage this proposed expedition without
their aid?

Edlin reined in, swiveling the liver chestnut around so that they were all headed in the same direction. He shouted commands at
the dogsueach of which seemed to find the wagon endlessly fascinating, though they took care to avoid the horses.

"Ho, you pack of worthless dogs! Away from there, Dancer. You'll have a hoof through your head! Back, Spangles!"

Despite Edlin's flurry of commands, the dogs were actually fairly well behaved and fell to sniffing along the side of the road
oruin the case of a particularly serious-seeming pairusetting themselves to lead the procession toward the house.

Edlin wiped his arm across his forehead. His tricorn was set at a jaunty angle rather far back on his head, doubtless to permit
just this. Elise couldn't help compare Edlin with his far more serious father and wondered, not for the first time, how well they
got along. Nor was Edlin terribly like his mother, Lady Luella Kite.

A cuckoo's chick, she thought, meaning no disrespect to either of Edlin's parents, for though he lacked the distinctive hawklike
nose, Edlin was clearly Kestrel.

Edlin bobbed something like a bow from the saddle.

"Greetings, Lady Archer! Wet road, what? Guessed as much from all the mud on the wagon. No real trouble though, right?"
"Not much, Lord Edlin," she replied. It occurred to her that Edlin had as much right to be called Lord Kestrel as she did to be
called 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 alongside Citrine's pony. "And how are
you, cousin?"

Elise held her breath, her hands tight 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 a fellow 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 casual observation. The child's
tantrums at that suggestion had been so violent that Elise had never dared make it again.

Citrine, however, took no offense at Edlin's words, nor at his proximity. She bobbed her head in a shy, childish fashion and
positively twinkled at him.

"I'm well, cousin," she answered softly, offering her hand. "That's a pretty horse you have."
"Name's Moonkissed," Edlin replied. "New come to our stables. I like her too. Want to ride with me?"

In reply Citrine held up her arms and, to the unconcealed amazement of all, permitted Edlin to lift her from her pony's saddle to
sit in front of him.

"Make Moonkissed go fast!" the little girl giggled, and Edlin, always impulsive, obliged, urging the mare into a gentle canter.
His dogs ran after, a few barking as if on the chase.

Elise stared after them, amazed and yet curiously unsettled. As far as she knew, Citrine and Edlin were mere acquaintances.
Certainly, they knew each other, but over ten years separated them and so those social 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

seat would have been lower than the Kestrels'.

Yet here was Citrine treating Edlin as if he were her dearest friend. From the muttering of the rider who came forward to gather
up the pony's reins, Elise wasn't the only one unsettled by the girl's spontaneous friendliness.

I should be happy, Elise thought. Relieved. Surely if Citrine has taken to Edlin it will make our journey easier.
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Y. remained unsettled, though, and tried to make herself believe that all she was experiencing was a spate of petty jealousy v %
being replaced as "best cousin." Try as she might, in her heart of hearts, Elise was not reassured.

"WE'RE PUTTING YOU in a nice house about an hour's walk from this one," Duchess Kestrel said. "It has been a dower
house in its time, also a place where more than one young couple of the family has first set up. It's large 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. You won't be entertaining, so I didn't bother with a
butler, but you'll have a housekeeper, cook, several maids, a gardener, groundkeeper, groom, boot boy..."

"So many!" Elise gasped. "You won't have any servants left for your own household."
"Nonsense. We have more than enough to go around and a few who will be happy to prove their worth in a new establishment.
Laundry, however, will need to be sent here. I have been informed that the tubs at your house are in need of repair and scouring

before they will suit."

For a moment, Duchess Norwood looked like any housekeeper informed of such an annoyance, then her pale eyes became
serious.

"In any case, the more servants I send you, the more eyes there will be to see that your behavior is perfectly respectable. The
more tongues to confirm it, too, if the gossips get started."

Elise blushed, but the duchess pretended not to notice and went on with her description.

"There is a gatekeeper's house on the grounds, quite large enough for a bachelor establishment. That is where Grateful Peace
will stay, and the other gentlemen when they come for their lessons. There will be no question of lack of propriety."

Elise smiled in gratitude at the old woman. It was very hard to believe Duchess Kestrel the scandalous creature of Grand
Duchess Rosene's acid-tongued memories, but when Elise had questioned Lady Aurella her mother had confirmed that no one
knew the name of the man who had fathered Norvin and Eirene.

"You have gone to a great deal of trouble, Duchess."

"Not too much when it's to fulfill the king's own request," came the bland reply. "In any case, the house needed to be opened,
aired, and put into order. No one has lived in it for several years. Eventually, we will need it for Edlin and his wife..."

"Is he planning to marry?" Elise asked, realizing too late that she had interrupted.

"Not that I've been told," Saedee Norwood replied with a laugh, "but he's of an age and even if he is not ready to marry, it
might not be unwise for him to learn how to manage his own householduperhaps when he returns from New Kelvin. In the
meantime, this gives a good excuse to learn what drains aren't working and just where the roof has begun to leak."

They shared a laugh over this; then Elise grew serious.

"You do know that the king wishes to keep gossip to a minimum," she said.

"I do," the duchess replied, "but the easiest way to start gossip is to tell the servants not to talk. Everyone knows that the crown
princess's sister is touched in her mind. I have given out that she has been brought here to get away from things that will
awaken bad memories. You have come as a confidant of the queen. As to your language lessons, well, that was a bit 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 herself and to familiar things."

"Clever," Elise said, and meant it.

"Norvin is that," his mother agreed a touch complacently. "You are known to have interest in foreign things, so the material
that was chosen to distract Citrine was also chosen so as not to bore you. What do you think?"

"It will do," Elise said, and her smile made the simple words into praise, "at least until we vanish off into New Kelvin."
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Y ime enough to worry about that when you are ready to go," the duchess said calmly. "Happily, the child's instability provigeX
ample reason for Sir Jared Surcliffe to call. The crown princess requested he come all the way to the capital this past winter. It
would seem odd if he not call on her here. Grateful Peace has been Jared's patient as well. If the doctor should get interested in
the lessons and choose to stay... well, that won't seem odd at all."

Something in the duchess's tone caused Elise to blush once more, this time 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," Elise replied. "It is easy to see that you were once a soldier. You plan just like my father does."
Duchess Kestrel accepted the compliment with a gracious nod.

"Now, I think it best that you and your entourage relocate as quickly as possible. Luella agreed to take Agneta and Lillis away
for a few 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 apartuthat is, it would emphasize Citrine's instability. However, the delay in your
arrival means that Luella may return before you can leave. Will you be insulted if I send you off tomorrow morning?"

Elise shook her head.

"Not at all, Your Grace. Quite honestly, I have been relieved at the level of composure Citrine has maintained thus far. Her
friendly greeting of Edlin was quite a bit more than we dared hope; she has been rather apprehensive of men to this point. Tell
me, were they ever particular friends?"

"Not that I recall," the duchess replied. "Ask Edlin, though. He has a playful streak and may have involved himself with the
children at some point or in some fashion that [ am unaware. I rarely travel to Eagle's Nest now that Norvin is available to serve
as my representative. I could have missed something. Is it important?"

Elise started to shrug, realized that was an ungraceful motion, and settled for a shake of her head.

"I don't know, Duchess. It is simply that I am trying to understand anything that will make it easier to help Citrine. Her reaction
toward Edlin was unusual, therefore, I 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 keeping me current on the situation? I think it best that we not have unwarranted comings and goings
between our houses lest it be difficult to keep visitors away. However, I would like to know how things develop. My grandson
can bring your letters to me. An hour's walk is nothing to him and doubtless he will have a horse or two with him. The boy
acquires pets like a dog acquires fleas."

"Writing you will be no problem at all," Elise said, wondering if, for all her courtesy, the duchess saw her as a girl, even as she
saw Edlin as a boy.

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 as it was
offeredufreely 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, sleeping 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 all the good night became almost more than she could
bear.

Blind Seer, catching fire from her own impatience, took to ranging on his own, sometimes sleeping 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
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V.vice. In any case, the horses had learned to tolerate his scent, but they did not like it and their edginess slowed what progress¥
they did make.

More than once Firekeeper 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 all of these are to be found in the
wild lands. Derian will be in different danger when we reach the lands where humans are thicker. Even I could not protect him
by myself. If I were so inclined," she added rather hastily.

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 leaving a puppy to
starve.

Derian himself was aware of her impatiencethe 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 the trail into twilight, urging him just a little farther with a
promise of a campfire ready at the trail's end.

One night after particularly grueling travel through heavy rain, Derian sat drying his boots over a sheltered fire in a deserted
shack no one but Firekeeper would have found, so overgrown was it with vines and close set with young saplings. He was
thoughtful and without his usual quips or conversation.

"Firekeeper," he said at last, "if you're so worried about getting this news quickly to the king, why not have Elation carry him a
message?"

The wolf-woman snarled, less at Derian's suggestion than because his words spoke a private war she had been fighting with
herself.

"I cannot," she replied stiffly. "I refuse to have Kestrel words carried to king by Elation. I cannot make..."
She paused, hunting for a word.
"Exception?"

"Yes, that. I cannot do for me except as I do for them. Otherwise, I do become what the Beasts fear, one who will betray them
to the humans."

Firekeeper didn't tell Derian that Elation had already made a similar 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 against 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 against their pickets when the wind changed, bringing the rain their way. Mostly they were content, pleased
enough not to be moving. The warm mash Derian had insisted on preparing hadn't hurt either.

"In a few days," Derian said, "we'll be in more civilized lands. I was thinking. I could leave the mountain ponies with some
farmer, promise to pay him for keeping them until my father can claim themuor even to 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 a warm flush of gratitude. She knew something of human values now and knew that Derian already stood to be
in great trouble with his father over the mules he wasn't bringing back. Now he was offering to leave the mountain ponies as
well.

"No," she said. "Is kind of you, but Roanne cannot go so fast on roads of mud. We may as well bring the ponies. We are as far
behind if she is hurt going fast."

Derian nodded. "True enough. Weather's foul."
Firekeeper understood with that split perspective that was so usefuliiand 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, either, but a wolf would have borne whatever
the weather had to give, driven by hunger or by need. If there was no need, the wolf would lie low until the weather was better.
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Y, 1shing for the world to be what it was not wasn't usually an option.

In the distance, a wolf 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 ways to convince them that easier game lay elsewhere.

Once Derian had banked the fire and settled into his bedroll for the night, Firekeeper went outside for a final patrol. The rain
had abated and the skies were 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 a reminder that no matter

how those beneath the moon's sphere changed their lives, some things were unchanging.

"Ever wonder where it was before it came here?" Blind Seer asked, stepping silently over the damp bracken to lean against her
leg.

"Often," Firekeeper replied. "Humans have stories of this, or of ones like it. Queen Elexa wasn't certain whether all the stories
were about one or about many. Still, comets are rare. I wonder when this one will migrate to its other hunting grounds."

"A Waterlander might know," Blind Seer said, surprising her greatly. "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," she said. "I hadn't realized you cared about such things."
"I care about anything that might touch you, dear heart. Even lights in the sky 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. I still would like to find where the songbirds went."

"Curiosity," the wolf said, "Little Two-legs."

"I know," she replied, hearing the implied criticism but not stung by it.

Blind Seer was nearly as curious as she was or he would never have left the ordered patterns of the wolf packs to accompany
her east. He would have dispersed, roamed for a time, fought his fights, perhaps won a mate. Certainly won a mate. Firekeeper
couldn't imagine Blind Seer as one of the lesser males, valued for his strength and hunting prowess, but content to settle in a

lesser role and never build a pack of his own.

She wondered why the thought of Blind Seer as a leader of his own pack made her so sad and knew in her heart that she was
perfectly aware why. For now, for all her professed curiosity, she decided not to pursue it. Time enough, always time enough.

When Firekeeper finally slept, she dreamed she rode astride the cometuor was it Blind Seer whose tail streamed out so broad
and bright behind?uand that they traveled to places where time and earthly limitations mattered not at all.

Chapter X

E Previous E Top E Next

THE HOUSE WAS as comfortable as Duchess Kestrel had promised. Indeed, it was nearly the equivalent in size and elaborate
appointments of the family residence on the Archer Barony lands. The comparison brought home to Elise that the difference
between a Great House and a lesser one went far beyond titles and wealth, but into their relative places in history as well.

Not only had the Great Houses been in place since the creation of the kingdom, but their founders had often held landstor
claimed them after the departure of the Old Country rulersubefore the kingdom's creation. Queen Zorana the First had less
granted land as much as confirmed those holdings, and provided the Crown's tacit support in maintaining that holding.
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§.1y, Elise wondered how matters of property and precedence were handled in New Kelvin and resolved to ask Grateful Peacc %y
It might help her understand this strange land into which Melina had now inserted herself so successfully.

The thaumaturgetior Illuminator, as Peace preferred to be termed now that he was in exilethad taken up residence in the
gatehouse a few days after Elise's own arrival. He looked more frail than she recalled, doubtless in part because of the physical
struggles related to his healing from the amputation of his arm, but moreuat least so Elise thought on later
considerationubecause he had been robbed of the trappings of office and position that had been such a part of him.

The ornate silk robes and curly-toed slippers were gone, replaced by shirt, waistcoat, knee-breeches, and buckled shoes after
the fashion of a Hawk Haven gentleman. His facial tattoos remained, but seemed disfigurement rather than adornment in a land
where they marked him a stranger. In New Kelvin even the youngest child would have known at a glance the things Peace
considered important about himself: his place as a member of the Sodality of Illuminators, his personal vow not to remarry, his
promotion to a counselor to the Dragon Speaker.

In Hawk Haven all 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 beneath, 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 spectacles through which he surveyed everyone and everything providing yet another
means of distancing himself from his surroundings. All in all, he was not an easy man to like, yet Elise did like him at least a
littlena liking that was two-quarters pity, one-quarter admiration, and one-quarter curiosity.

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 initial introduction. That was a start.

Elise began Citrine's initiation 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 a bridge to more complicated things.

Elise also realized she needed to polish her own command of the language. Last winter she had developed a good enough
accent to be able to pass almost as a nativeuall 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 see why, what?" Edlin said, when Elise pressed him to practice his own New Kelvinese.

The young lord's tones were somewhat more peevish than usual. Grateful Peace had suggested that Edlin grow his hair longer
since almost no one wore it short in New Kelvin and Edlin complained about how heavy his hair felt. Spring had become
summer when no one was looking. The days were longer and the nights hotter. Even here in the northern reaches of Hawk
Haven there were ripe fruit and fresh salads on the table. The cook Duchess Kestrel had loaned them made a fruit tart Elise was
ready to die for.

Elise knew these culinary flourishes interested Edlin less than the fact that two litters of puppies were toddling around. There
were also some promising foalsufruits of Derian's initial purchases for the stablesuto be checked over lest the grooms be less
than perfect in their training.

Especially when the days were hot, Elise felt something of the same desire to avoid study. It would be much nicer to sip cool
drinks on the terrace over at the Kestrel manse and gossip about fashion with Lady Luella and her attendants. She knew her
relatively fresh arrival from the capital would make her quite popular in such discussions. However, duty calleduduty assigned
by the king himselfuso Elise was a bit strict with Edlin when he whined.

"I 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 ourselves, learning New Kelvinese language gives us an
amazing advantage in any circumstance. The New Kelvinese are not accustomed to foreigners who can understand their
language. They tend to speak about us to our faces, trusting in the language barrier to hide their meaning."

Edlin saw humor in this and grinned.

"But we would understand them, what? I say, what fun! And maybe it wouldn't be a bad idea to be able to speak the stuff
anyhow. I mean, what if we need directions or something?"
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 use didn't comment further, pleased enough that Edlin was willing to add to the couple dozen memorized words and phrases %
he'd 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 personuespecially to Elise, who had made few friends outside of Hawk Haven's nobility and "better" families until
the previous year.

A former actress, Wendee was now a full-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 metua 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 Kestrel 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 personal attendant.
Wendee had courage and enthusiasm enough for threetjust the things needed by a personal attendant who was going to face the
duty of forcing Firekeeper into her despised formal attire.

Wendee Jay provided no problem when it came to learning the New Kelvinese language. She already possessed a fairly 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 translation, but the translators always left 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 occasional
trips into New Kelvin.

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, were filled 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
left Grateful Peaceuthough long trained to impassivityuwith a smile twitching his thin 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 traditional as to be nearly stagnant. The working
classes reserved these formal manners for holidays, but the ruling classes at all times mimicked behaviors passed down for
generations.

"I shall admit," Peace said once, "that those very plays Goody Wendee has committed to memory areuin their unadulterated
formusources for protocol. They are deferred to when such matters are not covered in the traditional works on manners."

Wendee nodded. "I thought so. There was a part in one of the more modern worksuButterfly Meets the Glass Traderuthat
seemed to hint at just that."

Peace nodded agreement, but Elise thought it was unlikely that he was familiar with modern New Kelvinese drama. Surely the
ruling classuin which he had been preeminentureserved their interest for the antique plays.

Later Elise would find that she was both right and wrong in this assumption. The ruling class did tend to favor the older works,
but Grateful Peace had been a very special person in that elite group. As the Dragon's Eyetone of the exalted group of advisors
known as the Dragon's ThreetuPeace had been responsible 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 alert to those things that revealed 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 still 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 same time as
had Elise's party. Not even a note came and Elise found herself worriedtiunduly, she tried 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 letters
looking for a certain hand and a certain seal.
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§.1se wondered what was keeping Doc away, worried that despite their seeming accord upon parting last winter maybe he was %3
avoiding her.

E Devider

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 stringuinot to mention staying alert for signs that Firekeeper's impatience was going to transform into
abandonmentuto notice just how many sunrises and sunsets had passed.

Firekeeper, never much of one for keeping time, only felt the pressure to get somewhere faster than she possibly could. This
was a relatively new sensation and one she did not like at all. There were nights when, lying awake on the fringes of Derian's
latest encampment and invigorated by the coolness that came with the dark, she fought back the urge to get up and go just a bit
farther.

When the wolf-woman slept, she dreamed of her impatience. She wondered how the situation was developing between the new
Bardenville and her pack. She wondered if the wolves had already 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.

This last would have greatly shocked Derian, who, without knowing quite as much as Firekeeper did about the situation,
entertained similar musings. While he sympathized with the Beasts, his was an abstract sympathy born mostly of his fondness
for Firekeeper and her friends.

The human colonists, among whom he had lived and worked for all those days, were real to him. Derian hoped Firekeeper
could work out something that would enable Ewen and his settlers to come to terms with the Beasts. He never really thought
that the Beasts would win and drive the humans away.

After all, throughout human history, humans had always won. Sometimes lots of humans died to attain the victory, but they
always won. It was just 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 history. In destroying the books left by the Old Country rulers of the former colony of Gildcrest, Zorana the Great and
her followers had destroyed a great deal more. Even for one like himself who had seen things that most would dismiss as myth,
it was hard to abandon gut-level assumptions. The thing about gut-level assumptions is that you don't think about them.

Firekeeper and Derian separated one evening, with Derian headed for a post-house a day's ride outside the city. Derian had sent
a message ahead by one of the king's fast post-riders Blind Seer happened to get wind ofiiand stop.

Brock and old Toad should be at the post-house to meet Derian. Colby would also know about the mules ahead of time, a
matter that Derian had mulled over, weighed, and considered, deciding it was better to give Colby time to think than to have to
tell his father what he'd done to his face.

Derian had done many brave things in the last year or sousome of them even heroicubut he'd still rather climb a rope ladder
into a pirates' den than face the uncertainty of his father's wrath at the loss of two good mules.

Disregarding the gathering darkness, Firekeeper cut north and east across the fieldsudoing her best to remember not to trample
the young plants that were greening the cultivated plots. She rested occasionally, but didn't bother with sleep, pressing on with
the relentlessness of water spilling over a dam.

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 mulesuthough it might be a good thing that Derian could count on Earl Kestrel's patronage for
the occasional suit of new clothesuFirekeeper was crossing the almost 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 a gamekeeper who wisely went about his business. Once they were in the more formal gardens, several
gardeners shouted greetings, but only Elation, soaring overhead, replied.
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Y ue head cook was just rising from her morning cup of tea and plate of biscuitsuwell earned after preparing breakfast for the
hundred or so full-time inhabitants of the castlenand was considering where to start with the midday meal.

Firekeeper trotted through the kitchen door, mud-smeared and tired, grabbed half a loaf of bread off the sideboard, and, Blind
Seer at her heels, headed up the servants' stairs to the next floor.

"Lady Blysse has come back," the cook said to a rather pale scullery maid who had all 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."

"Yes, m'm."

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 a wall until her hands stopped trembling.

In the kitchen, the cook gave the orders that would start preparation of the next major meal. She herself 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 a tray. There should even be a bone.

FIREKEEPER WAS LUCKY. The king was not only willing to see her, he was immediately available, the meeting he was
supposed to be in that morning having been canceled on account of several of the counselors having severe colds. The Royal
Physician had insisted that the king was not to be exposed to such.

"So," Tedric said, accepting Firekeeper's embrace with a pat on her back, "Sapphire and Shad are attending for me. It's rather
delightful in a way. I never much cared for routine business. Now it's laudatory for me to let someone else deal with it."

Firekeeper didn't understand words like "laudatory," but she had a fair idea of what routine business was and shared the king's
distaste for it. She settled onto the floor, looking up at him.

"Now, Firekeeper," the king said, leaning back in his chair and raising a tall glass of something that smelled of crushed
strawberries to his lips. "What is the emergency?"

The wolf-woman didn't bother to ask how he knew her business was urgent. The old man was wise, and even a fool would
know that she wouldn't come before him unwashed and weary from the trail without reason.

"It is your people," she said. "Some have gone west of the Iron Mountains."
King Tedric nodded.
"I suspected something like that. Go on."

"My people do not like this," Firekeeper continued, wondering what signs the old king had used to know that his people were
dispersing. "They will hurt your people if they stay. I come to beg..."

If Tedric had been a One, she would have literally 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?" he said. "They're far away. How can I do that?"
"Not too far away," she said, "for some of your people to go. Derian could show them where."

"I may have other uses for Derian," the king said mysteriously. "You are right. I could send some of my troops to order these
people back. Tell me what you saw there."

Firekeeper did so, beginning with the traces along 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.
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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 himself 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 dreams for ten long years.

"And I am to blame," she ended sourly, "for if I had not lived, if I had not come from west lands, then there be no tinder for his
flint. Ewen would dream and dream, but never would he go west."

"That is possible," the king agreed, "though not definite. However, it is certain that he would not have found so many eager
followers if they had not felt they were relatively safe."

"But they are not!" she cried. "They are not! The Beasts will not keep their staying. You must make the humans leave or the
Beasts will make themtiand many may die."

"Many humans," King Tedric asked, "or many Beasts?"
"Many both," Firekeeper replied levelly, "but I think more humans. There are more Beasts and that is their land."
"Then why are you worried?" the king asked. "Surely, a few Beasts dead is a small price to regain their land."

"Human counting," she said, "not mine. If my mother die or my father, then that is too many already. Yet they would die to
keep their pups from dying."

"A willing sacrifice," the king said. "Yet I sense this possibility of loss is not what troubles you so."
Firekeeper nodded, wiping her greasy fingers on her trouser leg and sinking back from the well-stripped tray.
"I think if these die, it might not be the 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 rises in the Beasts, I am not thinking
they will stop at the few in Bardenville. Some already..."

She was frustrated by her lack of words, but Tedric was patient.
"This is important," she said, "and to be kept secret."
"I shall," the king promised.

Firekeeper asked for no more solemn promise. How could she enforce it if the king chose to break his word? She wouldn't kill
him. In any case, killing him would only worsen the situation.

"Some Beasts," she said, "hate being only west. They want back east, too."
Tedric cocked an eyebrow.

"Back?"

"Back."

It took her a long time and much retracing of her thoughts, but Firekeeper found the words to explain the complicated history
and politics that made many of the Beasts feel that the time had come to drive humans from the land.

Several times she thought she would have been wiser to wait for Derian to arrive, to have schooled her steps to his so that his
tongue and greater powers of speech would have been hers to use. Yet she felt this was her petitionther plea that the humans
give the Beasts no incentive to follow the way of their more fanatical fellows.

Yartway into her account, a tray laden with meat and bread and cheeses along with a pitcher of chilled well-water came up fro: %<
the kitchen. Firekeeper set to, trying to remember to talk as she atetia thing alien to her wolfish nature. For once, however, she

had a driving impulse in her as fierce as her hunger, and Blind Seer got the majority of the cook's offerings.
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Y cdric listened, speaking only to ask for clarification. When Firekeeper finished, he frowned.

"This is a serious matter," he said, "and not one to be settled lightly. Go. Get some sleep, have a wash. I will have the staff
warned of your return.”

"Some see me already," Firekeeper said, almost apologetically.

"Even so," the king replied. "There are those who are reassured to know the wolf is a guest."
Firekeeper rose a trace unsteadily.

"And you will do as I say?" she asked.

"I will think on it," the king replied.

And from the firmness of his tone, Firekeeper knew she had no choice but to wait.

E Devider

WHEN HE ARRIVED home that evening, Derian learned why his father hadn't been more upset over the mules. Derian had
barely finished greeting his mother and sister when Vernita handed him a folded sheet of heavy writing paper. It was addressed
to The Family of Counselor Derian and bore the royal seal.

"The king has sent a message," Vernita reported, trying hard to sound businesslike rather than impressed and almost
succeeding, "requesting that you notify the castle upon your return so that a meeting with you can be arranged."

Derian blinked, then nodded. He wondered if there had been further developments in the Melina situation. He knew that if
there had been, the letter wouldn't say. Perhaps he was worrying too much. For all he knew, the king might want the common
opinion on possible names for Sapphire's impending baby.

Vernita was continuing, the rapidity of her speech an indication that she was slightly nervous.

"When we got your letter saying where you were and asking to have someone meet you, I sent a message to the castle saying
when we expected you. This came today."

She held out another letter, this one addressed to Counselor Derian and still sealed.

Derian accepted it and paused before opening it to give Vernita a hug, noting as he did so a few strands of grey among the
vibrant red of her hair. It made him feel oddly old.

"Thanks, Mom," he said. "When I'm dreadfully important, I'll steal you from Prancing Steed Stables and keep you to do all my
paperwork and handle my social obligations."

Vernita laughed.
"And who would keep your father in line?"

"Let Dami," Derian suggested, breaking the red wax seal with its imprint of an eagle inside an eight-pointed star. "She's smart
enough, when she isn't being useless."

Damita stuck her tongue out at him, but she was too interested in what the royal missive might contain to sass him as she might
have at another time.

After the usual 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?
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Y was signed by the king himself, though the rest of it was written in another hand, probably that of Farand Briarcott, the king
confidential secretary.

Derian showed the letter to VernitaiDami dancing up to look when he didn't tell her not totiand asked:

"Should I send an acceptance, or would that be ridiculous? I mean, does anyone turn down an invitation from the king?"
Vernita glanced up from the letter, a hundred questions about everything it didn't say in her eyes.

"It never hurts to be polite," she replied, "even with a king. I don't know how nobles handle such things. Answer according to
the manners of your class and while some self-important person might fault you for ignorance, no one will fault you for
rudeness."

Derian smiled his thanks.

"Can I borrow your desk and writing materials? I'd better answer right away if they want me by tomorrow afternoon."

Vernita waved in the direction of her office.

"Help yourself, but don't smear dirt all over the contracts. Damita, put on shoes and a nice frock. You can run your brother's
letter up to the castle. Get Brock to walk with you."

Damita, comfortable in open sandals and a loose smock, looked as if she might protest, thought better of it, and ran upstairs. By
the time Derian had finished sanding the wet ink, she was down again. She'd even taken the time to 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 his sister a courtly bow, aware of his own road dirt, but relieved to have this responsibility dealt with.

"You look lovelier than ever, Dami," he said. "I am delighted 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."

Damita turned bright red, snatched the sealed letter from his hand, and scurried out without another word.
Derian looked after her with fondness.
"She's really getting pretty," he said to his mother. "Is she still in love with Uncle Jeweler's apprentice?"

"I'm not sure," Vernita said. "She's not at an age to confide in her mother. Maybe you could learn something before you vanish
once more."

Derian stared at her.

"Do you know something about my plans that I don't?" "Many things," Vernita said, a trace of Derian's own flippancy in her
tone. "But in this case, no. Just a suspicion."”

THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Derian headed up to the castle, determined to be on time. He'd dressed up for the appointment and
was stifling in the vest and jacket. He found himself wishing that his best shoes were better broken inuespecially after weeks
wearing nothing but his more comfortable old boots.

Since Derian knew what a nuisance navigating a horse through the streets could be he'd waved off his father's offer of a riding
horse from the stables. Even so, as Derian made his way up the hill he found himself wishing for a mount or better yet, a
carriage.

He wondered 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 details for such a business. It interested him more than he thought it would, and when he arrived he
filed 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 his way perfectly well. Derian knew
that such an escort was a matter of protocol and that whether or not he thought himself worthy of such treatment didn't matter a
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Y uit if Steward Silver decided that he did. The castle staff would more willingly cross the king than his steward 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 this room, no fire burned. Vases of cut roses filled the hearth instead, their red, yellow,
and orange making a glow of their own. Windows were wide open, curtained with muslin that let in the breeze while keeping
out most of the insects. The stone floors and walls that had seemed so dank before now seemed welcomingly cool.

Blind Seer evidently thought so. The wolf lay flat on the floor near one of the open windows, his belly and chin pressed against
the stone. Last winter Derian had envied the wolf his thick fur. He didn't this afternoon.

Firekeeper, sitting on the floor next to the wolf, wore her usual combination of vest and knee-length trousers as if the weather
were no warmer than before. This set was cleaner than the ones he'd last seen her in, so Derian guessed that someone in the
castle had been assigned to maintain a wardrobe for the wolf-woman. It might be unusual, given Firekeeper's comparatively
low rank, but it certainly beat having her grubby and smelling of sweat 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 closely enough to be certain; Sapphire
didn't look like she was in the most affable of moods.

Otherwise, the crown princess looked very well indeed. Vernita had 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 was true.

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 a rather better look at the king
than he had anticipated, for Tedric had forgone the formality of wearing a wig. 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 informal as the king. He was young enough that he didn't bother
with a wig, but he was in shirtsleeves and his trousers were loosely tailored. He looked more like the sailor he'd been a year ago
than a prince.

"Thank you for coming, Counselor," said Shad, "when you must be longing to rest from the road. The kitchen has sent up a
variety of cool drinks. What would you like?"

Derian accepted both a glass of tea heavily infused with mint and Shad's insistence that he put aside both jacket and vest. So
eased, he seated himself and answered questions about the journey over the mountains and back againumoderating himself
more than he had with his family last night. It wouldn't do to criticize Firekeeper for the pace she'd 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 a few days after their departure from Bardenville. King Tedric couldn't have known
what they'd find and how Firekeeper would react.

Could he?

Derian recalled the king's cryptic speech before their departure and wondered. However, he schooled himself to patience. One
thing he'd learned about dealing with royalty was that they got around to business in their own timeuand sometimes that was a
lot faster than the common man was ready to deal with.

"Lady Archer," the king said, something in the shift of his tone or posture signaling that the time for visiting was over, "asked
us to give you her greetings. She arrived in Eagle's Nest some days after your departure, in response to a summons we sent
regarding the Melina question."

Derian knew some of how the Melina question had developed since their departure. For one thing, knowledge of her
remarriage was now general gossip. Opinions varied along much the range he had anticipated, though the level of fear and
resentment was rather higher than he had imagined. Even his own familyuas sane and loyal supporters of the Crown as could
be desireduhad expressed some fear that Melina's influence would reach the castle. Derian had done his best to dissuade them,
but he hadn't been happy about the need to do so. He also hadn't liked the rumors he'd heard about what Melina was doing with
slaves and human sacrifice.
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$ _ady Archer is in Eagle's Nest then?" he asked, feeling 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 letter had been sent to his parents' house half a moonspan before. King Tedric
seemed once again like a ruler with his own and his country's interests 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 inside
information as to how much truth there is behind the rumors. Two, it may be our only hope for saving Citrine's sanity."

He went into detail then on the first matter. When he had finished, Sapphire spoke about Citrine's situation, the tears pooling in
her blue eyes eloquent 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.
Even if the politics of New Kelvin didn't interest himuand they did, especially now that Melina was involveduhe would have
risked himself for Citrine alone. It wasn't that he valued her life more than he did his ownuand he had no illusions that he'd be
risking his life if he returned to New Kelvin, especially with Melina in a position of influenceuit was that he didn't think he
could face himself if he let Citrine suffer, knowing there was something he might have done to heal her.

Firekeeper was less altruistictior perhaps merely differently so. Her first words when Sapphire ended her recitation 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 note in her voice as akin to that he'd heard in the voices of the heads of Great Houses. She might see
that she could be of use to the king, but her own interests must be dealt with first.

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 a great deal for your people, Firekeeper."

He held up a hand when the wolf-woman looked as if she might interrupt.

"I have considered the matter you brought to me and have discussed it with my heirs. They agree with me that what you have
told us is indeed serious. They also agree that it is a matter to be dealt with in secrecy and with great care."

Firekeeper frowned, but King Tedric had kept his words fairly simple and it was clear to Derian that she had mostly
understood.

"The reality is," the king continued, "that the conceptuthe ideatiof the Royal Beasts is a difficult one for us humans to 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 great effort to accept that these are other intelligent people.”

Firekeeper made a noise like a kettle coming onto a boil, but said nothing. Shad, who had been quietly holding Sapphire's hand,
now spoke:

"Firekeeper, try to imagine what it would be like if you had grown up with wolvestuonly wolvesuas the only people to whom
you could talk. Now suddenly someone is telling you, offering proof even, that the rabbits and the deer and the elk and the bear
are all just as smart as the wolves, different, but just as smart."

Firekeeper nodded, her head tilted to one side in a fashion that made Derian think that she had possibly entertained just such
thoughts at 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 elk or bear who
is as smart as your wolves, just some, and those all live far away, across the mountains. That's how it is for us. We can see
Blind Seer and Elation, but it's hard to imagine a whole pack of Blind Seers, a whole flock 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 people to believe is going to be very hard to do. Some will refuse to
believe in any case. They will say that you have trained a handful of animals and are running a scam..."
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Y uckeeper tilted her head interrogatively.

"A trick," Shad clarified. "That you're trying to fool us for some gain of your own."

"Why I do this?" Firekeeper asked.

"Maybe to get control of all the lands west 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 was lying after all, that he was playing a far 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 gambitutrickufailed, come up with something
else."

Firekeeper chewed her lower lip for a moment.

"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 his head and stared at her.

"Not often," she added, clearly in self-correction.

Derian swallowed a smile. Shad and Sapphire traded a glance that held a lingering trace of disbelief. Then Sapphire took over.
"There will be those people who will believe," she said. "Some of these will be more open-minded than most. Others will be
dreamers. Others will be those who have seen you and Blind Seer at 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 decision makers. Moreover, just
because they believe won't mean they'll like what they're learning."

"Because humans believe," Firekeeper said scornfully, "that they are the Ones and the rest are tail-dragging followers."

"That will be true for some," Sapphire admitted with more patiencetior perhaps more personal insight than Derian would have
given her credit for. "However, others will simply be afraid.”

"So they should be," Firekeeper said smugly. "That is what I warn you."
Smugness melted from Firekeeper's features to be replaced by fear.

"And that is what [ am warning Beasts, too. Humans afraid are very dangerous. Even without old magics humans have once I
think many Beasts would die and many, many Cousins. There would be sickness from dead and dying. In the end, I think
Beasts would win, but they would not like what is left when they are finished."

Derian thought he understood what she was imagining. He'd seen the battlefields following both the Battle on the Banks and
King Allister's War. He'd smelled the sickly sweet smell of rotting corpses, the odor of gangrene in the field hospitals, the
vomit and diarrhea from those who fell 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 along the trail home had been a long campaign, one side fighting from cover. No
farmer would be safe in his fields, no hunter would dare go out alone. Domestic animals would 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 realized what Ewen Brooks and his colonists would be up against, 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
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Y cids or bury traps or dig pitfalls. Sickness would come, for they would try to kill any animal who came closeuwithout
bothering to learn if it was enemy Royal or uninvolved Cousin. Thus the scavengers would be unable to perform their role in
the natural order.

Mind, none of this would 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 loss and make a truce. Given this thought, Ewen and his people might destroy all the more, hoping
to force that unwilling accord.

And would the Beasts make a truce? 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 heal 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 a pause, clearly offered to provide a chance for the king or his heirs to reply, Firekeeper went on:

"But even if they not like what would come, I think there will be those who will start the fight unless they are given reason not
to fight. My people will be dying, my pack nearest to the front. Why would I wish to go to New Kelvin?"

There, as clear as the sunlight on water, was Firekeeper's declaration of what side she would join. A potential enemyuall the
more deadly for the knowledge she had gained over the past yearushe sat there upon the king's floor, waiting for him to offer
her an answer.

"If I promise to send troops to make Ewen Brooks and his colonists leave," the king said. "If I promise to declare that venturing
beyond the Iron Mountains is forbidden on pain of death. If I dig into my treasuries to build a keep on the eastern side of the
gap through the mountains, will that be enough to free you to go to New Kelvin?"

Firekeeper visibly relaxed, but her dark eyes remained watchful. Obviously, she suspected a trick, making Derian, at least,
think that her upbringing among the wolves must not have been as straightforward as she claimed.

"For me, yes."

She frowned, freeing her legs from the circle of her arms and rolling onto her belly on the floor, rather like Blind Seertuntil,
that is, she propped her elbows on the floor and her chin in her hands.

"Maybe it not enough for the Beasts, though, those who are most angry and most afraid. They may still wish to prey on
humankind."

Sapphire drew in her breath rather sharply. Derian had the impression she was annoyed by Firekeeper's informality, even in this
most informal 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 see it that way, Princess. To them there is no human side. Our tales tell when all sides were for Beasts and humans
lived in humans lands."

Sapphire snorted, quite unladylike.

"That was long ago. My people don't remember a time when we didn't live here. Where would we go? Back to the Old
Country? We don't even know where it is or if anyone is alive there."

Firekeeper shrugged, pivoting around to sit upright again.
"I not know. I not even know if the Beasts know."

"I wonder," Shad said softly, "if they do. Birds can fly, can't they? I wonder if the bigger ones fly across the oceans and know
what is on the other side?"
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Y ekeeper looked surprised.

"I not know. No one ever telled me."
"Told," Derian murmured under his breath.
Firekeeper glowered at him.

King Tedric cleared his throat.

"Speculation must wait until later," he said. "Unfortunately, there is a formal 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, I fear. Firekeeper, the truth of the matter is, I
don't want you to get hurt."

"At dinner?"

"No." King Tedric smiled. "No, if matters between humans and Beasts become as ugly as you think they might, I don't want
you hurt by humans who will see you as an instigator."

"A what?"
"A troublemaker," the king clarified, "a problem, a starter of bad things. They won't see you as a friend of humanitytuwhich I
think you are, or you wouldn't bother to give me this warning. They would see you as an enemy. I would like to send you

somewhere far away, yet somewhere where there will be no doubt of your presence for others will be able to swear 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 see and I am happy that you protect me. Is kind."

"Kind, but self-serving, too," Tedric said bluntly. "Not only will you serve me by putting your singular talents at Lady Archer's
disposal, but you will serve me by staying alive. Someday we may need you to help us treat with the Beasts."

"Treat?"
"To talk to them for us, for Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, maybe for all humankind."

A strange look passed over Firekeeper's face. For a moment she looked so distant and so disoriented that Derian thought she
was about to be sick.

"Need me to talk..." she muttered almost inaudibly.

The wolf-woman shook her head.

"I have heared that thought before," she said, "but I not remember where. No matter. It is wise. I will go to New Kelvin."
She directed her dark gaze to Sapphire.

"I promise to help your sister, Princess," she said, "but I not promise to help your mother."

Sapphire straightened and not all the flush in her cheeks was from the heat.

"My mother is Queen Elexa," she said proudly. "This other woman only gave me birth."
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®-nd L," Firekeeper replied thoughtfully, "think I 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 XI

E Previous E Top E Next

ELISE BALANCED THE PAINTBRUSH in the join between thumb and forefinger and leaned back on her heels to inspect
her work. Satisfied, she held up a hand mirror so Citrine could see the stylized drawing now adorning one cheekutwo slanting
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 says that they study many animals. They also 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 in time that this one gesture
was the most to be avoided if an outlander wished to pass as New Kelvinese. They never touched their faces if it could be
avoided lest they smear the elaborate designs almost everyone wore.

"Now if you were raised to the highest rank, like Peace was in the Illuminators," 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.

"I think so," Elise said, "at least if you were going out of your house. Peace says that a New Kelvinese would no more go out
without at least some basic designs in place than we would go out without clothes."

Citrine giggled and Elise gave her an impulsive hug.

The little girl was doing much better since their 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 a bunch of children her own age and left to fend for
herself she would have done better.

Maybe not, though. Children could be quite cruel, especially to someone who was different, and Citrine with her maimed left
hand and her exiled mother was different indeed.

"What's a sodality?" Citrine asked.
Elise ran her hand through her hair trying to find the best way to answer.

"It's sort of a very important guild," she said. "The sodalities do what our guilds doumonitor quality of work, set rules for
educating apprentices, punish bad work. That sort of stuff."

Citrine nodded. She seemed genuinely interested and for the first time Elise wondered how much Citrine knew about things
like guilds. Elise herself had learned about them quite young, since a grant 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. I wonder if this is precisely
what Queen Zorana the Great was trying to avoid when she refused to allow a proliferation of titles?

Elise made a mental note to share her insight with Sapphire and Shadupreferably by letter in case she accidently offended one
of them. She knew that many of the Hawk Haven nobles had started gently agitating for more titles so they could compete with
their Bright Bay neighbors. If those titles came with responsibilitiesureal ones, not createduthen maybe they would be a good
idea. If they did not, however, they would just add to the proliferation of useless semi-nobility.

Shifting to a low chair, Elise motioned Citrine over and went back to work on her facial ornamentation, continuing her
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» splanation at the same time.

"But the sodalities don't match our guilds. There are sodalities for things we don't have at all, like sericulture, which is the art of
growing silk. And there are sodalities for things that we deal with much more informally, like these Beast lore people.

"And the sodalities have a lot 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 is left to our monarch in consultation with the royal advisors, many of
whom are nobles."

Citrine piped up, "But not all! Derian isn't a noble. Neither is Firekeeper."

"Firekeeper isn't a royal advisor," Elise corrected, but even as she spoke she wondered if that was true.

Certainly the wolf-woman had a great deal more access to the Crown than many of the lower-ranked nobility. She was allowed
a lot more leniency in matters of decorum and etiquette, too. Was this another of Citrine's oddly incisive insights?

"Maybe you're right," Elise said. "Maybe Firekeeper just doesn't have the ring."

"She'd lose it anyhow." Citrine giggled, then became more serious. "So are the sodalities more important than the king of New
| y g1gg p g
Kelvin?"

Elise licked 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 elected from
the most important members of the sodalities, and they in turn elect 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. She

told me that if she knew that she'd need to go to so many meetings and receptions and things she wouldn't have wanted to be

queen nearly so much."

Elise smiled. "I don't know if the kinguthe New Kelvinese call him the Healed Onethas to go to meetings, Citrine. I know he
has duties dating back to the days before the Plague. Maybe those keep him quite busy."

"And his wife?" Citrine asked, a guarded glitter in her eyes. "What does she do?"
Elise tried to be casual, but feared that she failed completely.

"I don't know, cousin. I guess that's one of the things we'll be going to New Kelvin to find out."

|E| Devider

FIREKEEPER SLEPT OUT on the castle grounds that night, in a broad meadow beyond the first wall.

Ever since the wolf-woman's meeting with the king and his heirs, the castle walls had seemed to close in on her. Firekeeper was
smart enough to know that the walls were not the problem. The press she felt was that of obligation and dutyunot to one group,
but to many.

Sensing her mooduor perhaps responding to a similar sense of pressure on his own behalfuBlind 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 the first time the comet didn't seem like an ominous intrusion
against the star field. Its glowing white head and streaming tail seemed friendly, familiartand 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, deliberately building up a picture in her mind, and very warm, for anything that gave so much light must
give heat as well. They might even be furry.

The comet was becoming a wolf again when she drifted off to sleep.
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».pain, 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 Male's belly. His
heartbeat is rapid and strong, counterpoint to a faint singing that seems to come from all around.

Do stars sing?

Firekeeper wants to 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. The fire roars. 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's roar and the two together are terrible.

Distantly, she seems to hear warning cries. Without understanding a single syllable, she understands that there is fear that the
fire will leap onto the wind's shoulders, that the wind will carry the fire into the trees, that the trees will be reduced to ash and
ash to earth.

Something must be done to still the wind. The girlunot yet Firekeeper, someone else whose name she almost knowsthuddles
near the ground, listening. The stars are singing again. The wind's howling is growing quieter, though it mutters unhappily as
it 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 is warm, not cold. If her tears are cold, is she then dead?

She is trying to. move her hand to find her heartbeat, when she hears the fire's angry hissing. In its profanities, the girl knows
the truth. Her tears have not transformed to ice, rain is falling, rain that will swallow the fire as the fire swallowed....

Everything ... The scream rising 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 herself 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. She was
lying on her back in the soft summer grass of the castle grounds.

But there were fangs at her throat and a furred head hovering over her own, its shape blocking out all the stars as the comet
glow haloed it from behind.

Firekeeper's sense of smell, doubly precious after its loss in her dream, knew this wolf was not Blind Seer. Memory identified
her enemy a moment later. Northwest, the outlier wolf, called Sharp Fang by his own pack. Even in her fear, Firekeeper felt a
flash of humor when she realized 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
against the skull. Fingers slid and pinched, twisting the soft-furred, outward-flaring ears, biting them harder than would any
summer fly.

Yelping in astonishment and pain, Northwest released her throat. Firekeeper rolled from his reach, bounding to her feet and
pulling her Fang from its sheath. She snarled, glowering down at the wolf, her dark, dark eyes grabbing his amber gaze and
holding it fast.

Her own blood was flowing down her front now, trickling between her small round breasts and pooling in her navel.
Northwest's bite had not been deep, would not have done more than dent a wolf's hide, but Firekeeper's skin was human: soft
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. 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 leap at her without exposing himself to her blade. He might bring her down, might even kill
her, but he himself would find her Fang slashing deep into his belly and mixing up the soft parts there. From such a wound
none ever recovered.

Yes, 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 realize just how deadly that slim 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 as it trickled down her front, unable,
unwilling to go off her guard to check the severity of her wound, trusting that it was slight.

Northwest held his crouch, but he did not spring. Instead he accused her:

"You have betrayed us! How can you hold your head so proud and defy me? If I were such as you, I would welcome the killing
bite."

"Betrayed you?" asked Firekeeper, though in truth she thought she knew what Northwest meant.

"Aye! Betrayed us to your human kin, run fast on two legs to 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 Aad told King Tedric of the Royal Beasts' anger, but she could rob it
of its bitter bite.

"I spoke, yes," she said, never lowering the knife tip nor flagging in her watchfulness, "but I no more betrayed my people than
does a mother who knocks a pup from its feet lest it walk off a ledge and tumble to its death."

"So you, pup," Northwest sneered, "still so weak you lick your parents' jaws for food, so you are suddenly wise mother to us
all?”

Firekeeper felt very tired and her throat was beginning to ache as if 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, concealing her pain
as best she could, "and who made you judge of my actions?"

"You have fooled those who fostered you," Northwest snapped, "but you have not fooled me. I see you for what you are. You
are the thorn that remains buried under the skin, festering, breeding heat and infection until you kill your host. You are the
sickness that spreads and carries off the pack. You are no friend to us. You must be destroyed lest you bring us harm. I would
have killed you as you slept, but I would first know what you told your kin."

"You heard what I told my kin," Firekeeper replied, "for you were there. As for what I told the humans, that is my business and
maybe my family's business, but certainly no matter for a sneaking coward who can only bring himself to kill when his prey is
asleep."

Firekeeper lashed out with her words as she longed to do with her blade, but secretly she was harboring a new 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 she would lose all her strength.

Even as her worry threatened to weaken her arm, the wolf-woman strengthened herself with the thought that Northwest's fur
was without bite mark or blood splatter. Surely he could not have slain Blind Seer and come away unmarred. And if Blind Seer
lived, eventually he would return. She would have help dealing with this mad 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 slow drain of blood from the untamped wound in her throat weakened her. Northwest must know she could
not stand strong forever. He crouched, resting and waiting for the first sign of weakness.
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Y uen shadows and moonlight shifted and from a scrubby cluster of oak, Wind Whisper stepped forth. The she-wolf was all
silent scorn, her hackles raised, and her lips curling back from clean, white fangs. Firekeeper stiffened, 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 she risk a howl, even if the sound
was a poor choked-off thing? No. She would not bring Blind Seer here to face these two alone and surely if she did howl, she
would not live long thereafter.

But even in her aching weariness, Firekeeper became aware of a strange thing. Northwest was not welcoming Wind Whisper.
His tail was not wagging a slow arc of greeting, nor were his ears perking. If anything, they were flattening further, slicking
themselves to his skull. He had been belly-close to the ground, now he was belly-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 ally. 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 healthy for one who had been grown when Firekeeper first had been taken in by
the wolves. They looked well for any wolf, come to that. The elder wolf stretched out her scornful gesture until Northwest
nearly peed himself.

"I was," said Wind Whisper, speaking to no one in particular, "one of the council who met and discussed what was to be done

about the humans. So was this one hereuthis Sharp Fang, brave hunter of sleeping furless beasts. There was much arguing and
even a little 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 speak for us, if she speaks
wisely. All there agreed to bide by this, for a time, 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 his leave, 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 I 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, I decided to follow. After all, such sour breath might mean
an ill stomach and it would not do to have him fall sick on the trail.

"He jogged north and west for a night, but the next night his trail turned. Soon even an old wolf like myself could tell the trail
he cast about for was that of the little Firekeeper and her human companion. I said to myself, 'Surely Northwest is ill. He is so
ill he cannot even hunt rabbits but must take the stupid horses for his meat. I must go with him and hunt for him in his illness."

"But this Northwest surprised me. He hunted well, taking rabbits and fish and even, once, a deer. Still, though, he tracked those
horses. I, unwilling to show myself unless he needed my aid, for I did not wish to embarrass him with my knowledge of his
sour belly, I trailed him.

"And this Northwest took his time following the horses. In truth, I think he was a bit in terror of the human lands, for he
traveled slowly 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 slow 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. I said to
myself, 'Poor wolf! He must be very ill. He follows them so as to eat at their leavings.' I followed, too, to succor Northwest
when his illness took him. Always I hid myself and made sure that the wind did not carry my scent to him, for I did not wish
this Northwest, or Young Sour Belly as I thought him in my affection for him, to know I pitied him his illness.

"When the trail of Firekeeper and Blind Seer vanished at the edge of a ravine, Northwest prowled until he found a place where
he could scrabble across on a heap of deadfall and winter tangle. I followed, grateful for this bridge, for indeed the humans had

protected themselves quite well from unwanted visitors.

"And so I was here when Northwest would have eased his sour belly on the soft meat of Firekeeper's throat and I would have
leapt in sooner, but..."

Northwest snarled interruption.
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Wind Whisper looked at him and her disdain was cruel to see, but her reply was mockingly gentle.

"I saw Little Two-legs brought into the world of the Beasts. Maybe I 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 the world into their
image."

Firekeeper actually agreeduat least somewhatuwith Northwest's assessment of humanity, but she deeply resented having the
same criteria applied to her. She also didn't much care for being ignored while these two argued.

During Wind Whisper's narration the wolf-woman had checked her wounded throat. A shallow slash 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 a way to ask after the blue-eyed wolf without implying that he was
unable to watch after himself. 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 himself up short when he noticed the three clustered across from him.

His ears flickered back and he panted in foolish surprise. Then he looked at Firekeeper.
"I was hunting near the ravine," the blue-eyed wolf explained rather lamely, "when I caught an odd scent trail. I was nearly
certain it belonged to our outlier kin, but some effort had been made to muddle the scents and though they ran parallel, they did

not seem to run together. I followed the trails and, well..."

He stopped, sat, scratched vigorously 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 his query.

"Easy, dear heart," Firekeeper said, curling her fingers in his ruff. "A misunderstanding, I think. Northwest wished to question
me about my doings with King Tedric and forgot when he sought to wake me how fragile is my naked human hide."

Blind Seer didn't look convinced, but he seemed willing to accept this half-truth, especially since Northwest seemed quite
contrite and Wind Whisper amused. Still, Blind Seer did not miss that Firekeeper's Fang rested bare-bladed in her hand.
Firekeeper knew she would need to give him a fuller 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 the time," Firekeeper replied. "Aunt Wind Whisper arrived and told us of her coming just at Northwest's
heels. Perhaps she would care to hear my tale."

"I would," the older wolf agreed, "since we have settled matters of rude awakenings, perhaps you should begin."

"Let me go and wash this blood from my skin," Firekeeper said, "and then I 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 a new 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:

vy,

$”50p your idiot tale-telling, old one! So you followed me! So you caught me! So you will preserve this human. Tell me why 1.
you can."
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$ 1umans are not as wise as wolves, and so they do not always listen to their Ones. With this in mind, listen to my tale."

She told them then of how she had implored Tedric to order Ewen Brooks and his settlers to leave the land west of the Iron
Mountains, how Tedric had not only agreed to do so, but to issue a declaration making such settlements illegal.

"How can he do this?" Wind Whisper asked. "The land is not his to govern."

Firekeeper twisted uncomfortably.

"Humans do not see it so," she admitted. "They draw lines on paper and declare that all within those lines, whether or not they
have walked that land, is their own. It is a custom," 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 as if he wanted to say something rather nasty, but when Firekeeper caught his eye he humbled himself and
only muttered:

"It seems foolish to claim what is not yours, but if it keeps them from fighting each other, I suppose the custom is of some use."

"I think it is foolish also," Firekeeper said, not willing to press her advantage to condescension. "I do not say I agree with them,
only report how it is among humankind."

Northwest swished his tail once to acknowledge her wisdom, and then Firekeeper went on:

"Now Tedric will need to send humans west in order that they may order the colonists to leave. If these humans do not make
the crossing safely, then Ewen and his people will not know they have incurred their One's wrath."

Wind Whisper gave a lazy stretch and looked at Northwest.

"It might be possible to see that these messengers arrive safelytuand without doing further harm."

Northwest looked rebellious, so Firekeeper hastened on.

"Now Tedric has made another promise. He will command his people to build a small denulike this great one here in that it will
have high and powerful wallstiin which some of his soldiers will stay and turn back those who would cross 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. In that way," and she
looked slyly at Northwest, "they are not too unlike some wolves."

"But," Northwest retorted defiantly, "might not such a place be turned against us?"
Firekeeper hadn't thought of this, but she tried to answer smoothly.

"It might," she replied, "but what limits us to crossing the mountains through the gap? Humans need such wide breaches in the
mountain wall for, as you have said, they cannot survive without many aids. Their horses and mules could not climb where
wolf or bear or puma would go lightly."

Northwest acknowledged her point but persisted in his criticism.
"Yet this is not the only such crossing point, only the easiest."

"Is that so?" 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 there is worry that the humans will 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 his tail low in apology, but Firekeeper was not completely at ease with this persistent show of humility. She
might have beaten him in a fightubut it was a victory assured because of Wind Whisper's intervention. 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 dealing with hertiand that care would not always work in the
wolf-woman's favor.
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Y nere is a price for King Tedric's cooperation," Firekeeper went on, knowing that the wolves would trust the king's actions
more fully if they had not emerged simply out of goodwill or prudence. Wolves fought their own both for precedence and
respect. Something freely given was a sign of weaknessua puppy piddling on its belly 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 magical artifacts from Bright Bay last winter and from whom we ultimately stole them back."

Firekeeper could tell from the differences in the two wolves' postures that they had each heard the tale, but she thought that
Wind Whisper knew more than did Northwest.

"This renegade has allied herself with another pack, the humans of New Kelvin. They are a pack which has much interest in
magical lore. My sense of these New Kelvinese is that 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 points truly dangerous. If this human
womanuMelinatuhas her way with them, she may transform them into lords of the forest with racks of many sharp points and
the skill to make them pierce deep."

Wind Whisper licked her nose nervously.
"Can one do this?"

"A strong leader makes a strong pack," Firekeeper quoted from wolf lore. "And whatever else is said of Melina, she is a strong
leader and has ways of making even the reluctant grovel before her and obey her will.

"It is for our people," Firekeeper went on, "as much as for the humans that I agreed to hunt Melina. New Kelvin is a small land,
much walled in stone. I think she might encourage a western press, for it would be far easier to go that directionueven with the
mountains barring her routeuthan taking her neighbor's lands."

Blind Seer added, "And if Melina goes west, then she has also gained a route by which she can slip her hunters into her
neighbor's lands undetected, rather like a large pack that leaves a few strong hunters to 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, his desire to get her away from this area at a
time when her loyalty to the Beasts might be misinterpreted by humans. She decided that this would be unwise. Northwest, at
least, already thought her capable of speaking from head and tail at once. No need to remind himuor to show him that humans
distrusted her as well.

Wind Whisper and Northwest discussed what Firekeeper and Blind Seer had told them at some length, enough so that
Firekeeper began to feel the weight of her interrupted sleep, heaped on top of the ebbing tide of fear and fighting, pressing
down on her eyelids. She stifled a yawn with one hand.

"So you go north to hunt at the behest of this human king," Northwest said, adding quickly when Firekeeper shifted her knife in
her free hand, "and for our own people's good as well. What should we do in turn?"

"Wind Whisper spoke well and wisely," Firekeeper said, still startled to have the outlier look to her for wisdom. "Escort the
human messengersutracking them unseen and silent, as you have shown so well you can do. Thus the king's word will reach his
people and make their punishment or defiance a matter between humans, not between humans and Beasts."

She ticked her tongue against the roof of her mouth as she puzzled out a thought.

"If some of the winged folk were near," she continued, "I 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 lands to us."

"The peregrine Elation came east with you," Wind Whisper said. "Where is she?"

"Ask the wind," Firekeeper replied, quoting a proverb that ran, "Ask the wind, ask the rain. Empty howling and wet fur are all
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 she is with
Derian. I think she has a fondness for him."

"Perhaps," Firekeeper agreed. "In any case, she is not the only of the winged folk who nest east of the Iron Mountains. My
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Pucss is that others are nearby. Surely we can seek out one or more of these and make them understand the need is not ours
alone but of all Beasts."

Wind Whisper puffed a bit of laughter.

"I think we can. I seem to recall hearing that a raven or two was considering nesting in these very castle towers."
Firekeeper was not surpriseduthough she would have been a year before.

"The humans call the place Eagle's Nest" was all she said, "but it would make a fitting rookery."

She yawned, this time not bothering to smother it in her hand, though among wolves such could be taken as insult. Still, she
thought that they must smell her exhaustion in her sweat and breath alike.

"Northwest interrupted my rest," Firekeeper apologized, "and I am weary from all this talk. Humans do business by daylight
and I must be rested if I am to speak well for us."

She didn't mention her throbbing throat. The ointment she had rubbed on it, part of a little jar she had from Doc, had helped,
but she knew it would be days before the bruises healed. Idly, she considered how she would explain them to the humans. The
truth wouldn't do.

Blind Seer settled himself beside her. During all the talk he had remained bolt upright, and even now there was something of a
guard in his posture. Firekeeper hid a smile. Northwest would hesitate to come within ten paces of her now.

"Sleep," Wind Whisper agreed. "I am for hunting. This travel is tiring. Surely Blind Seer has left 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 asleep.

Chapter XII

E Previous E Top E Next

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 slide.

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 slung from his shoulder had awakened all Elise's latent guilt.
Citrine was working on her elementary New Kelvinese vocabulary with Grateful Peace. Wendee was with them, having
decided that the best way to polish her own command of the language was to relearn the basics.

Sighing slightlyufor she'd much rather have curled up with the book of New Kelvinese verse she'd been working throughuElise
had one of the manservants set up a straw-backed target in a little-used alley alongside the house. The enclosing walls would
serve two purposes: Her arrows couldn't go too far astray on a wild shot and no one was likely to cross her field of fire.
Dutifully, Elise plunked her way through her first quiver, missing the target entirely as often as she hit. Ninette insisted on
gathering up the arrows while Elise manufactured a makeshift 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. She tried to
remember her father's instructions, tried to forget the budding throb in her shoulders and arms. The first arrow flew fairly true,
coming within a finger's breadth of the dark spot at the target's center. The second arrow went so badly astray that the shaft
shattered against the alley's stone wall.

Elise gave a ladylike stamp of her foot and muttered a very unladylike curse. The third arrow flew true, burying itself in the


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

. zet's heart. She was setting a fourth to the string when the clatter of horse hooves in 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 claim to recognize it, but her inner self knew the cadence and her heart
started pounding far too hard.

Idiot! Elise chided herself. 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 realized she was being a fool. She would go to welcome any other new arrival, so why not
this one?

Because no other new arrival would be Doc.

For a moment Elise regretted her sweaty face, her hands reddened despite the archer's gloves she wore in obedience to her
father's instructions. 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 Kelvinese style. Through it all he had persisted in his fondness for her.
Besides, didn't she want to discourage him in what was probably a vain hope?

Elise told herself that she did, but she didn't believe herself. Last winter she had told Doc that he could hope for nothing more
than her affection. Her duties to the rank she would inherit meant that she must carefully consider any marital alliance. Even so,
Elise knew she would be irrationally heartbroken if Jared took a second wife. Indeed, Elise knew herself to be vaguely jealous
of Jared's first wife, a woman who had died years before in childbirth.

It's all impossibly stupid! Elise told herself as she unstrung her bow, leaned it against the alley wall, and went out to meet the
new arrival.

Ninette followed, a trace anxious. Normal and usual protocols fell apart when the people meeting were, effectively, comrades-
in-arms, due to serve together again soon. What was a chaperon to do? Insist on keeping form or skip the fuss?

Elise, knowing exactly what had drawn those worry lines on her companion's face, smiled reassuringly and was rewarded by
seeing Ninette relax and offer, if somewhat tentatively, an answering smile.

As the two young women rounded the side of the building, Doc was handing the reins of a rather nondescript grey riding horse
to the groom. Sir Jared Surcliffe was a man of middle height and middle build. His black hair was drawn back into a queue
from which a few wisps had escaped. His features, like those of his cousin Norvin Norwood, were aquiline rather than
handsome, but unlike Norvin, whose grey eyes seemed to hold something of a raptor's fierceness, Jared's similar visage was
mild.

Yet Doc was not a soft man, nor a cowardly 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 so than for most. A talent for healing had
repeatedly brought Sir Jared into conflict with death and suffering. Elise suspected that she was one of the few outside his
circle of colleagues who realized how much using his gift for healing drained Jared.

They had known each other since Elise was a girl, but then Jaredusome eight years her senioruhad seemed a distant, very
grownup figure. Later their paths had crossed and recrossed, for Earl Kestrel was a good patron to his cousin and frequently
made him one of his party on visits to the capital. However, not until both had become friends of Firekeeper had they been
much thrown together.

And even then I was betrothed to Jet Shield, Elise thought. Jared's has always been an impossible fondness.
As they drew closer, Elise noted the saddlebags resting on the flagstones near Doc's feet. He himself was attired for travel
rather than a social visit, no waistcoat over his shirt, his hat a worn, slouch-brimmed item of stained felt that had clearly seen

more than its share of weather, but if Doc felt at any loss he didn't show it.

"Lady Archer. Mistress Ninette," he said, bowing over each of their hands in 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.
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Yuen 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 small comfort in the realization. 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 horse was so tired I thought to relieve him of his
burdens."

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 realized she'd done nothing but murmur some vague
response to Jared's greeting.

Knowing the housekeeper would be scandalized if she invited Doc inside while he was still covered in 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! she thought. I hope he doesn't think I'm condescending.

Doc's smile was comfortingly casual.

"I'd like that," he said. "I have apologies to offer for being so late on my arrival.”

"What happened?" Elise asked.

"I was on my way from my family's lands..." The Surcliffes owned some rocky land somewhat to the south that they were
turning into a winery. "... when a boy came from Widow Chandler's holding. It appears his mother had fallen. The boy was
frantic. He recalled I was at my parents' and took the initiative to come after me, leaving his little sistertionly six, I thinkuto
look after their mother."

HOh?H

Elise found she was thinking very ungenerous things about this Widow Chandler and her enterprising son.

"Turns out," Doc went on cheerfully, "that the widow had broken a leg. Clean break, thankfully, and I was able to urge it to
mend more quickly. Still, I couldn't very well leave them without a fit adult around the place. We sent a message off to Widow
Chandler's brother and when he came I took the road here."

Elise was fighting down images of Doc handling this unknown woman's leg. A lower-leg break, surely. And she must be fairly
old if she had a six-year-old daughter and a son older than that. Couples weren't encouraged to marry until they reached at least

their majority at nineteen. That means this widow was at least twenty-seven...

"I'd have sent a message," Doc said, apparently aware of something odd in Elise's expression, "but I thought that the boyuhe's
only ninetthad taken enough risks."

Twenty-nine! crowed the uncharitable part of Elise's mind. That means this widow was at least twenty-nine.
Elise shoved these thoughts aside.

"Very reasonable," she replied. "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 meals."

"If that's the case," Doc said, "I would be honored."
He looked slightly puzzled as he took his leave 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 she was tongue-tied as a chit at her first dance, next she was

getting frosty when all he'd done was his duty as a doctor.

I really have to get myselfin line, Elise scolded herself. I'm the one who told him I 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
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Y ashed off most of the grime and put on a clean summer frock, she thought she had her emotions under control.

Ninette had gone to tell Citrine that they had a guest and brought the child back with her. The girl's hands were smudged with
ink from her efforts at writing New Kelvinese and she willingly scrubbed them in a basin, turning the water bluish black.

"I like Doc," Citrine confided, letting Elise button her into a clean frock while Ninette brushed out her mistress's hair.
Elise hid a sigh of relief. Citrine was reacting to the news of their guest's arrival far better than Elise had dared hope.

"Doc helped me when my hand was hurt," Citrine went on, pausing for a moment to stare at the maimed member. "He helped
Peace, too. Peace says Doc saved his life.

"You know," the girl added thoughtfully, "I don't think I was hurt too bad. I lost only two fingers. Peace lost a whole arm, his
right one, from the shoulder down. He was an artist before. Now he's learning to write all over again, like he's a baby."

Elise hugged her.

"You're very brave, Citrine."

Citrine frowned.

"I don't know if I am. I've cried a whole lot and I still hate Baron Endbrook."

"I would, too," Elise replied, taking Citrine's maimed hand in her own. "Let's go down and see Doc."

"I'll come down a bit later," Ninette said, taking advantage of Citrine as a replacement chaperon. "I'd like a moment to put on a
clean dress."

Elise nodded, knowing that even sitting and watching was sweaty work in this oppressive summer heat.
"Take your time," she said. "Citrine and I will guard each other's honor."
Citrine giggled at the idea and nearly skipped down the hallway.

Jared was chatting with Edlin when they entered the parlor. Edlin wore his kennel clothes, which were covered with a wealth of
fine white 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 pups are shitting..."

Edlin stopped in midphrase when he heard them enter, coloring slightly. Elise noted once again that when Edlin was talking
about something he was passionate aboutulike his dogstihe lost some of his verbal ticks.

He recovered quickly from his momentary embarrassment and beamed at them.

"[ say, pretty ladies, all dressed in flowers! Here I am in my grubbies. The housekeeper's been glowering at me since I came to
give the glad cry to Cousin Jared here. Excuse me while I go make myself respectable, what?"

He bowed his way out and Elise gave a fond shake of her head.
"He's hopeless," she said with a sigh. "I wonder if we'd do better to leave him here."

"Maybe so," Doc replied ambivalently. "Is that Citrine hiding behind your skirts? Come out and say hellouor don't you
remember me?"

He looked so hurt that Citrine giggled.
"I remember you, silly," she said, advancing and offering an embrace.

Once again, Elise noted that lately the girl seemed more ready to trust men than womenuthough earlier the opposite had been
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Y ue. Was it because though Citrine claimed to hate Baron Endbrookiwho was a manuin her heart of hearts she was coming tu %
terms with 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 hysterical fits that, thankfully, were becoming less and less frequent.

The housekeeper brought in the refreshment tray herself, doubtless so she could get a look at 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 a maid in with a broom. If Elise could live with dog hair and a bit of mud, so could the housekeeper. For now, Elise
wanted to learn how much Doc knew about the situation.

She asked directly, feeling some anxiety about how Citrine might react. Sometimes the girl took the hints that they might be
going into New Kelvin quite calmly. Other times she grew hysterical or creepily silent. This time Citrine only bit into an
oatmeal-raisin cookie.

Doc's reply was equally frank.

"I know everything Norvin did when he wrote me. The king wants some of us to return to New Kelvin to check out which of
these rumors are rumors and which hold some truth. I am glad to goueager even. Given the injuries some of us suffered last
time, I would not wish you to be without my talent."

"Thank you," Elise said with honest fervor. "You've taught me a great deal about treating injuries, but I have no talent for
healing."

Citrine grinned and there was something unsettling about the way she drew her lips back from all her teeth as she did so.

"Doc doesn't have talent enough to heal me," she commented, her words underlaid with a ripple of shrill laughter. "No one
does. My fingers are gone, gone forever and ever and ever."

Elise stiffened. On some inner level she felt responsible for Citrine's injury, as if she should have foreseen all the details of
Melina's plan instead of just grasping the barest outlines.

Doc, however, seemed to bear no similar burden. Kneeling without regard for what Elise knew must be one of his few pairs of
good trousers, he tilted 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 me feel 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 silences.

"I just said it," the girl replied sulkily.

"You must have had a reason," Doc pressed.

"I just said it," she repeated stubbornly.

"Well," Doc said, straightening. "I think you should think about why you said it. Your sister is almost a queen now. That makes
youuno matter what titles you don't haveualmost a duchess. People will expect more of you than when you were the youngest
and least useful daughter of Rolfston Redbriar and Melina Shield."

Citrine looked shocked. She rolled her wide blue eyes and for a moment Elise thought she was about to crumple into one of her
fits. Elise stepped forward, ready to catch or restrain the child as needed, but a small motion of Doc's hand halted her in mid-

motion.

There was a moment of tense silence so absolute that Elise could hear the settling of the ice in the pitcher on the tray. Then
Citrine gave a great, shuddering sigh and sobbed:

"I want my mama! I want my daddy!"

These had been her two high cards, the exclamations certain to elicit sympathy from whoever heard them. Doc, however,
merely brushed a bit of dog hair off his trouser legs.

"Do you really? I can understand wanting your father. Rolfston was a nice enough man, even if your mother did crush his
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 1rit. But why would you want your mother, especially after what she did to you?"

Citrine gulped silent in mid-sob.
"Well?" Doc prompted.

Elise had never seen Sir Jared so coolly critical, not even with patients who were clearly feigning illness to gain a few days'
holiday. Citrine screwed up her face for another sob.

"I don't have a daddy or a mama!"

"You and lots of other people," Doc said bluntly. "It happens to all of us. That's why we honor our ancestors."
Elise couldn't bear it. She knelt and squashed Citrine to her, glowering up at Doc.

"How can you be so cold! The child has suffered so much!"

"And is likely to suffer more," Doc said, pouring fruit juice into three glasses, "unless she accepts that all this sobbing and
whining and making people feel guilty and miserable on her behalf isn't going to change a thing."

With Citrine pressed against her, Elise felt the girl tense, then push away from her comforting embrace. The nine-year-old
looked up at Doc and stamped her foot angrily.

"What do you know?" she said cruelly. "Your parents are still alive. You just came from seeing them. Your biggest sister isn't
someone else's family now. Your brother isn't all taken with being an almost lord. Your other sisters haven't left you and run

off to a foreign court!"

"No," Doc replied. "That's true. In fact, I doubt there's anyone else in the entire world who shares exactly your burden. Does
that make you so special?"

Citrine pouted with her lower lip outthrust. She didn't reply, so Doc went on.

"You can't change any of those things. No matter how you fuss, your father will not return from the dead. Ruby and Opal will
still be in Bright Bay. Sapphire will still be crown princess.

"Your mother is another matter. I notice you didn't include her in your lament of woes. Or is it you like to think of her as dead?
I have news for you, Citrine Shield, Melina isn't dead. She is an 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 mama is a queen," Citrine replied with perverse pride.

"Is she?" Doc shrugged. "That's one of the things we are going to New Kelvin to learn.”

"She married a king!" Citrine protested.

"Is that excuse enough for what she did to you?" Doc asked. "Is that why you still wear so proudly the stone she put on you?
Do you think that she'll have you back? Maybe that she'll make you a princess as King Tedric has made Sapphire a princess?"

Citrine said nothing, but there was a fierce, guarded look in her eyes that reminded Elise of when a falcon was prepared to bolt
to freedom, to refuse the fowler's glove.

Elise held her breath, wondering if Doc was close to the truth. 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 silence stretched, became impenetrable, but this time Citrine was clearly willing it. There was no emptiness behind the
girl's eyes. She was refusing to reply, trembling with the effort. Doc studied her for a moment more, then offered Elise the tray
holding the chilled juice.

"Lady Archer?" he queried and, after Elise had accepted the tall glass nearest her, he offered one to Citrine, "Mistress Citrine?"

His emphasis, ever so slight on the courtesy title with its denial of any nobility at all, was too much for the girl. With a shrill,
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.n0st soundless, shriek she dashed from the room, slamming the heavy door behind her. Elise made as if to follow, but Doc
restrained her with a hand on her arm.

"Let her go," he said. "She can't do herself any more harm than has been done already."
"She might injure herselfijump from a window or something."

"She won't," Doc said, letting his hand drop, "or if she does, she will make certain that what harm she does to herself is
treatable, though I, for one, would be tempted to refuse my aid."

Elise's eyes widened in shock, and Doc laughed dryly.

"Not really, but Citrine is clever enough to calculate my presence and my talent into her actions."
Elise sipped from her juice, taking the moment to think how to phrase her question.

"You were so harsh with her."

"Everything else had been tried," Doc said. "Y ou must remember, I saw her this winter. I saw how she was coddled and pitied.
Such indulgence would turn the head of a much less wronged child."

"Then you do think Citrine has suffered?" Elise asked, obscurely relieved.

"I do, but we all suffer. Sometimes I think the pity we offer a suffering child is really the pity we wish someone would lavish
on us when we're hurt. Not every child who loses a father receives such attention. Many a widow 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, loss and grief'is a private, intimate thing. Indeed, somewhere deep inside,
Citrine probably blames herself for both her father's death and her mother's exile."

"Not really!"

"Oh, yes. If only she'd been a better daughter Rolfston would have taken more care on the battlefield, Melina wouldn't have
left..."

"You've become quite wise all of a sudden," Elise said, regretting instantly the mocking note that underlay the words.

Doc seemed not to hear it.

"Not really. After my trip to the capital I took every opportunity I 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 feel that when I tried to treat heruit must originate in her mind.

"And maybe," he added sadly, "I know something of assuming guilt. After all, despite my much praised talent for healing, I
couldn't save my wife or our baby."

There was a quick knock on the door and Ninette, ever faithful to her duties as chaperon, came in without waiting for reply.
Evidently, she was relieved to find them so decorously positioned.

"Citrine is in 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.
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ot that I know," Elise replied, "but it is early days yet. The king did not expect them until the end of Bear Moon. It is only
that now."

"I wonder how he thought he could expect themuor at least Firekeeperuat all," Doc said, voicing a question over which Elise
herself had puzzled a great deal. "I'd have thought we wouldn't see her until the first snowfalluand maybe not even then."

Elise raised her hands in a gesture of confusion.

"Who knows how the king knows what he knows? I only hope King Tedric can teach Sapphire and Shad some small portion of
his wisdom before he goes to join the ancestors."

"Or share his spy network with them," Doc added with a cynicism that surprised Elise, though she knew it shouldn't.

She considered whether in the half-year or so that had passed since she had last seen Doc she might have idealized him a bit. It
was quite possible. Their contacts had been brief and utterly unromantic, mostly the exchange of a few letters containing
pamphlets on medical subjects. Once she had sent him pressed and dried samples of a river herb that a local 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
letters if they had asked. Neither did, though. She wondered if this indicated approval, 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 herself a mental shake and returned her full attention to Ninette and Doc.

"Sorry," she apologized somewhat lamely, unable for a moment to recall what they had been conversing about. Then she
remembered.

"Another thing I wonder," she said quickly, "is under what guise the king will have us go 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 his forehead.

"I only hope that His Majesty does not expect us to pretend to be New Kelvinese," he said. "I might manage to pretend to be
someone other than myself, but I do not think I could sustain the deception."

Elise recalled 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 Kelvinese fashion. Indeed, making certain it grew quickly and strong had been a matter
of much concern that winter. She'd spent more hours than she cared to recall with her head smeared with some odorous paste of
artemisia and rosemary, then wrapped in warm cloths, the procedure culminating in a vigorous scalp massage. It would be hard
to sacrifice that hard-won golden fringe once more.

"You could if you must," she scolded with mock severity. "Simply act the part of the silent and somber male, and leave the
talking to facile females like Wendee and myself."

"I usually do," Doc laughed.
Elise made as if to tap him across the knuckles with an imaginary fan.

"In any case," she went on, "you are much behind the rest of us in your studies of New Kelvinese. We must ask Grateful Peace
to give you intense tutelage."

"Not that!" Doc said, stretching his accents into those of a country man. "Don't you know ma'am that I'm just a poor 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 some wine," Doc said, "from my family's vineyards. It's a newish vintage, but we're pleased with it. I understand
that Race Forester brought partridges in addition to puppies. I think they shall go well together."
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Chapter XIII

E Previous E Top E Next

DERIAN SOUGHT Firekeeper two days after their meeting with the king and his heirs. When Firekeeper emerged from the
trees toward which a lazily circling Elation had directed him, Derian found the wolf-woman edgy and tense, but as she was
often this way 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 side in one of her wrestling matches with Blind
Seer and was still soretiin more ways than onetiabout it.

"I had a letter today," Derian began, relaxing onto a rock that bordered one of the streams. "It came under a cover addressed to
my mother as if routine business for the stables, but the contents were for meufor both of us."

Firekeeper looked unsurprised by this evidence of court intrigue, standing with her back against a young oak, tossing her knife
restlessly into a log several yards away. Derian was impressed when he realized that she was targeting a knot no bigger than a
human eye and hitting it every time.

"Read letter?" 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 little wild things," Firekeeper assured him, "too stupid to fear a wolf. No human is near."
Derian began without further delay, " 'From His Most Gracious Majesty,

King Tedric..."

"Yes, yes," Firekeeper said. "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 Kelvinuat least initiallyuas 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 is a 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. Sir Jared Surcliffe is a healer, known for his interest 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. "I bet that last paragraph was Sapphire's doing. King Tedric would expect us to
figure out the excuses for our going ourselves."
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Y ekeeper flashed him an answering grin and nodded.
"Read!"

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 presence in 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 his reading and looked up to find Firekeeper poised, knife in hand. She threw it as his gaze rested upon her.
"When we go?" she asked, retrieving the knife and checking the blade for nicks.

"Tomorrow morning," he said, "if you can hold on that long."

Firekeeper nodded.

"I can waitutill tomorrow. Others know we come?"

"I sent a pigeon the very day of our meeting with the king," Derian agreed, "giving my guess as to 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, I doubt whether we'll be
delayed more than a day or two. Why are you so impatient?"

Firekeeper shrugged.

"Every day my feet wish to go west to my pack. The sooner they are tired from going other the best."

Derian nodded. In many ways, he felt the sameuthough in his case his impulse was to drag his heels. 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 as well. 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 still felt he
belonged.

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 sale of fine beasts. Still,
home was home and if his own was threatened as Firekeeper so clearly felt hers was, Derian didn't know how he'd feel about
being told that the best thing he could do for those he loved was to leave them to their fate.

"We go in the moming," Derian said. "I'll meet you along the north road."

Firekeeper nodded.
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aoo0d then. Tomorrow."

She turned, stepped into the forest's edge, waved once, and, although it was broad daylight and Derian could have sworn he
never took his gaze from her, was gone.

E Devider

AS SOON AS the carrier pigeon arrived bearing the news that Derian and Firekeeper would leave Eagle's Nest on or about the
twenty-sixth day of Bear Moon, Elise started getting her band ready for their departure into New Kelvin.

Wendee Jay, a traveling player in her youth, was of considerable assistance. Indeed, within a day of the message's arrival,
Wendee had taken over the preparations. Elise had other things demanding her attention.

Duchess Kestrel came to call, Edlin trailing at her heels. The young lord's expression and the dusting of dog hair on his clothing
eloquently showed that he'd been called from the kennels.

Elise sighed. She knew she would be glad to have Edlin along once they were on the road, but he was taking his preparation for
the trip far less seriously than was Citrine. The little girl had acquired a good smattering of functional phrases and an even
better vocabulary. She could identify the marks for the thirteen sodalities at a glance, 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 as they were settled in the parlor and refreshments had been served, Duchess Kestrel produced a letter bearing, Elise
saw to some surprise, the seal of House Archer. She experienced a momentary flurry of fear. Had something happened to one
of her parents? Had Baron Archer withdrawn his permission for her to go into New Kelvin?

The last seemed all 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 cordial words in public, the bite of
that rivalry was there. Had something happened to make Baron Archer decide he needed to show his own House's strength?

Duchess Kestrel's initial words relieved Elise of her fear.

"It seems," she said, her inflection holding a touch of humor, "that after long negotiations carried on this winter, the Barony of
Archer and the Duchy of Kestrel are entering into a joint trade venture."

Edlin looked completely confused.

"I say!" he said. "What?"

Momentarily, Elise felt as flabbergasted, though she fancied she hid it better. Then revelation dawned.
"Our reason for going to New Kelvin!" she said. "That's marvelous."

She felt a touch of chagrin as she realized that part of her enthusiasm for the plan was that she needn't chop off her hairuat least
not yet.

"That is so," Saedee Norwood replied, looking at her grandson with some resignation. "Baron Archer has written me on the
king's behalf. Although the plan originates in a need for subterfuge, Baron Archer is actually quite enthusiastic about it. He
points out that as the Barony of Archer shares a river border with Bright Bay we could set up a trading post there without
needing to bring in other interests, as we would if we were to use the established crossings at Hope or Broadview."

Elise smiled, knowing her father's ambitions for their land and pleased that she would be serving them along with the king's
interests.

"And you, Your Grace," she asked politely. "Are you interested?"
"Very much so," 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, especially with Bright Bay opening up as a market.
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P lowever," the duchess continued, "this does create a small difficulty. We will be giving out that this is a plan that had been 114
the making since you, Elise, so kindly agreed to stay with our family this last winterua visit that was interrupted by events of
which we all are too aware. That means that both you and Edlin should be well acquainted with the exports of New Kelvin.

You 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's features.
"Grandmother!" he said. "I say, that's a bit much!"

"It is indeed," Duchess Kestrel agreed. "However, Derian Carter and Firekeeper should not arrive here for at least another six
or seven days. Much can be done in that time. I took the opportunity to speak with Grateful Peace regarding his knowledge of
these things and he says that his education is limited, his service first being as an Illuminator and then as a member of
government.

"There are, however, members of my own household who have handled such trade for us, admittedly on a smaller scale and
only in the Gateway to Enchantment. I will delegate one of these to teach you what he can and to supply you with texts that you
can study as you travel. The tutor I have in mind is 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 his being eliminated from the expeditionuto

escape. Elise, while dreading the intensity of the projected course of study, actually found herself looking forward to it. She had
always enjoyed tales of foreign lands and foreign doings, and this promised her more of both.

SEVERAL DAYS into this tutorial, when Elise's mind was spinning with information on dyes and weights, weaves and tensile
strengths, Grateful Peace made a formal call on her in her private chambers.

Unusually, the slim, somber man radiated tension. Elise was reminded of a bow strung too tightly and hoped that she would do
nothing to make that string snap.

"Lady Archer," Grateful Peace began, "if I might have some of your time..."
Elise gestured him to a chair.

"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. I thought I
knew quite a bitimy mother and I prefer to shop for our own fabrics when possibleubut I find I know nothing at all."

Peace smiled, but his expression remained strained.

"Perhaps I can aid you in this matter," he said. "I know little about fabric, but I know much about people."

He took a deep breath and continued, "I want to go with you into New Kelvin. I know that King Tedric did not include me in
the plans you and he initially designed. At first this seemed wise. However, much of this last moonspan I have spent talking
about my homeland, teaching its language, dwelling there in spirit if not in body. I am..."

He faltered and Elise spoke:

"Homesick?"

"I believe that is the term," Peace agreed a touch ruefully. "Although my dear wife is long dead and we had no children, I did
leave siblings behind. I would see them and my nieces and nephews. Duchess Kestrel and the family Surcliffe have been
kindness itself, but I desire to see the multihued attire of those who throng the streets of Dragon's Breath, to see faces decently

adorned in paint and tattoos, to eat food spiced after the manner of my land."

Confronted with Peace's passion, Elise oddly felt herself the older, though the New Kelvinese must be her senior by more than
thirty years.

"You do realize that you will be in tremendous danger," she said, adding, though she felt herself cruel to do so, "and so a
danger to us. What news we have gathered from New Kelvin marks you a traitor, more despised than any of us. What we did
cannot be declared openly without bringing shame to the Dragon Speaker and his allies. Your desertion of your place is excuse
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. ough to revile you."

Grateful Peace winced under the force of her words, but persisted.
"What you say is true, Lady Archer. However, I could accompany you in disguise."

Elise, looking at his tattooed features, his distinctive bearing, his missing arm, raised her brows in disbelief. Peace leaned
forward in his chair, forgetting dignity in his eagerness to explain.

"You are looking at my tattoos. I can hide them. There are stainsuiavailable just over the river in the Gateway to
Enchantmentuthat I could apply to my face. These would darken the skin enough to significantly hide what is written there.
Then I could apply paint over what is still visible. My darker skin would let me pass for a laborer. Moreover, no one knows that
Ilost my arm."

"And so?" Elise prompted.

"I could act in the role of a guide hired by your people. Such is not considered very honorable employment. However, it would
be an acceptable alternative 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 one would look too closely at me. If any suspected I hid the original markings on my face
they would think it had been done because I was embarrassed about my current work."

"Flattering," Elise said dryly, "but honest. Do you think such a disguise would fool your former associates? After all, we left
New Kelvin with you. Wouldn't it be reasonable to assume that the New Kelvinese we returned with might be you?"

"Some may suspect," Peace admitted. "Most likely would be Xarxius, the member of the Dragon's Three who works most
frequently with foreigners. He is a suspicious soul. However, I have good hope that Xarxius would not share such thoughts. He,
too, disliked the influence Melina had upon those who associated with her overlong. I doubt that her current marriage will have
changed his opinions. Indeed, that may be the case with many of my associates. If they think I have returned to right what has
gone so drastically wrong, they may say nothing."

"Possible," Elise admitted. "Still, it is a great risk, both for us and for you."

"Think of the advantages to be gained," Peace countered, restraining his eagerness with effort. "I know Thendulla Lypella as
few do. I know hidden entrances. I can tell you the histories of many who may seek you out, helping you to better judge their
reliability."

"True," Elise said, "and tempting."
"I have one more idea," Peace said. "Citrine is a difficulty for you. Isn't that so?"

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. Citrine's only reason would be to see her mother. Such an
open declaration of their intent was not wise.

"What if we disguise her as a New Kelvinese?" Peace offered. "She could pose as my child. Variations in New Kelvinese attire
would permit us to conceal the stone on her forehead far more easily 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 Eye in a crippled laborer
with a small child. Equally, a New Kelvinese childuperhaps a bit mentally infirmuwould not immediately seem to be the
daughter of Melina."

Elise frowned thoughtfully. There was something to the plan. It would solve many of their problems and provide them with a
valued advisor. She hoped that she could trust Peace. Where Melina was concerned, they were bound by mutual dislike.
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 as foolish as buying a
saddle for an unborn foal.
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»5on," Elise said, speaking an evolving thought aloud. "Citrine is young enough to pass for either girl or boy. Let her pass as
your son."

"Then you will let me accompany you?"

"Let us say that I will consider your proposal and put it to Duchess Kestrel and my companions."
Peace looked pleased. He rose.

"Thank you, Lady Archer. I promise that you will not regret having me with you."

Watching him depart, Elise wished that she were equally certain.

E Devider

DESPITE FIREKEEPER'S URGING, Derian refused to push Roanne.

"We wore her out on the road back from New Bardenville," he said, "and she has only had a few days' rest. If you get your
way, we will be leaving the North Woods as soon as possible for another long trek. Roanne is an excellent horse, but I 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
already made. He could have insisted on traveling with a trade caravan as he had done before but, knowing that a group would
invariably move more slowly than he could alone, he had agreed to take theuperceivedurisks of solitary travel.

And Roanne had been rather hard used.

If Firekeeper felt herself abused, well, wasn't that a wolf's life? The rain didn't stop just because the pack was hungry and
needed to hunt. The snow didn't sculpt its drifts to a wolf's comfort. The winds kept their vagaries and the sun its heat.

So, though Firekeeper would have liked to explore more, she and Blind Seer traveled by day, stayed in Derian's vicinity, and,
as before, hunted for him and selected his campsites. All the while the comet, growing somewhat fainter now as it turned to
adventure into new parts of the night sky, seemed to mock her.

Blind Seer, overheated although 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 a few 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 desperately, but she reminded herself that she would miss him far more if he was killed in fighting
between humans and Beasts. Nor did she doubt that if such came to pass Blind Seer would place himself in the forefront. He
had learned much of human tactics and habits during his sojourn east, and would feel he must share that knowledge with his
pack mates.

Wolves, unlike human generals, did not lead from behind.

|E| Devider

WHEN DERIAN AND FIREKEEPER ARRIVED at the Norwood estates, some eight 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.

"So we'll all know everything," she explained.

Firekeeper, who still hadn't learned 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 felt 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.
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P use caught his expression and laughed.
"Well, she does deserve some reward for patiently guarding you all those days," she said.

"I suppose," Derian admitted grudgingly. "Still, you'd think she'd give this up. It's not like she's fresh from the forest anymore.
She's lived among humans for over a year now."

Elise frowned.

"I think," she said slowly, "it would be a mistake to think that proximity has changed Firekeeper's underlying self. She is more
at ease with you than with any other humanuand you have spent more time with her than has anyone else. I think you overlook
how very strange she is."

Derian forced himself to grin, though he wasn't at all certain he agreed. Firekeeper, he thought, considered herself a person of
privilege and took advantage of her perceived status. Not wanting to discuss his mixed reactions to a person he, after all,
essentially liked and valued a great deal, Derian changed the subject.

"You've done a tremendous amount to get us ready," he said.

"As soon as your letter arrived," Elise said, "we started. Later, the letter from my father to Duchess Kestrel gave us a fair idea
of what King Tedric had in mind. Wendee mentioned this morning that she'd like you to review her preparations.”

"Happily," Derian said, "though I doubt she needs my help."

"Even so," Elise replied, "it cannot hurt to have two sets of eyes review our plans."

She looked around the tidy parlor as if suddenly dissatisfied.

"Come outside into the garden with me," she said. "It's pleasant this time of day and we can talk 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.

"I was thinking," Elise said once they were out in the coolness of the dower house's immaculate garden, "that there is no reason
for us to wait to secure a dwelling in Dragon's Breath until our arrival. Do you think Hasamemorri's house would serve again?"

Derian considered.

"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 a
house where you wouldn't need to share a room."

Elise laughed.

"You have odd ideas, Derian Carter. I think you imagine that those of noble birth live in some splendid isolation. Surely you've
seen enough to know otherwise."

Feeling his face blush hotuia habit he had been certain he had overcomeuDerian answered more sharply than he intended.
"Well, you do have fine houses and great suites within them."

"And we share them with chaperons, maids, and servants of all sorts. They're in and out constantly, putting away linens or
clothes, opening and shutting curtains, dusting, sweeping, laying fires. You probably have more privacy in your parents' house
than I do in mine. Even now the only reason Ninette isn't here is that she doesn't know that Firekeeper has left us alone. If she

did, she'd be here arrow swift and arrow straight."”

Derian thought about the truth in Elise's statement, remembered the constant comings and goings of disregarded servants, and
he nodded a touch grudgingly.

"Still," he said, "Hasamemorri's is a very common house."

"But," Elise replied, "its very commonness is to our advantage. Our movements will be less remarked."
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Y crian nodded, but found another protest almost at once.

"Won't that in itself be a problem? Won't people wonder why we want such freedom?"

"And you the son of a horse trader! Merchants don't wish to make all their contacts in the open."
Elise laughed, and Derian had to concede her the point. The noblewoman went on.

"If we are too closely 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."

"Fair enough," Derian said. "Shall I write?"
"Let me," Elise said. "I will write both to Hasamemorri and to the ambassador."

She lowered her voice and Derian realized that she had had more reason than the pleasant coolness of the garden for inviting
him outside.

"There is one other advantage."

Vth?H

"I told you that I have agreed to let Grateful Peace accompany us."

Derian nodded.

"If we were to take a great 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 a house
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 allied and can request the dismissal of any too newly come."

"You don't trust Grateful Peace then?" Derian asked, both apprehensive and weirdly relieved.

"No more than I must," Elise replied firmly. "He could find contacts out in the streets if he is minded to betray us. However, we
do not need to make it easy for him. He may think twice if he needs take risks with his own 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 as a New Kelvinese?"

A strange look passed over Elise's pretty features.

"She is doing well, far better than she did either in her brother's care or in her sister's."

"A compliment to you," Derian offered gallantly when Elise seemed reluctant to continue.

"I wish I were so certain," Elise replied. "Certainly she weeps less and has nearly given up her hysterical fitstincluding those
where she draws so deeply into herself that it is as if she sees or hears nothing. Only occasionally does she make one of those
odd comments."

"Odd comments?"

Elise laughed a trifle uneasily.

"I forgot, you haven't seen her. Citrine has been given to making comments that on face value seem to mean nothing. Later,
however, they almost always prove to mean something."

She told him about the hole in the road.
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Y. here were other such comments as well," she continued. "At Eagle's Nest Castle, Citrine kept some of her regular attendanis'%
quite on edge. Ninette learned from a rather indiscreet bit of gossip that it was being put about that Citrine had inherited some
sorcerous talent from her mother."

Despite himself, Derian felt uneasy.
"But you say Citrine is all right now?" he asked, and hated himself for sounding so in need of reassurance.
Elise didn't appear to notice.

"Maybe not 'all right,"" she replied, "but at least much better. Citrine says she likes the idea of disguising herself as a New
Kelvinese child. She even said she hopes to help us, that 'No one notices a child or watches what they say around one."'

"It sounds as if you have done well by her," Derian said, feeling Elise needed reassurance.

"Not me so much as Doc," Elise replied with a smile that was momentarily so unguarded and so warm that Derian was assured
that, whatever else had passed between these two the winter before, Elise's feelings had not much changed.

"At first Citrine was furious at Doc," Elise continued. "Then she underwent a gradual change of humor, as if seeking to prove
Doc wrong. Today she is hard at work with Wendee and Grateful Peace, designing her costume."

"Have they found a way to deal with that gemstone?" Derian asked, thinking that it would little matter how they disguised
Citrine if her identity was proclaimed by the presence of the gleaming gem, especially since the New Kelvinese practice of
shaving the front several inches of hair meant that the forehead was more than usually visible.

"Wendee did," Elise replied, admiration in her voice. "She discovered that the band that holds the gem has some play in itias it
must for matters of hygiene. She experimented while tending to Citrine and discovered that Citrine is not at all upset if the
stone is worn front to back or side to side, just as long as it is there.

"Headbands are not uncommon in New Kelvin, especially for those whose hair is not long enough to braid behind. One idea is
to turn the stone to the side where it can be concealed in a variety of fashions. Or they may make a sheath for the entire
banduthough the difficulty there is making one that does not show so clearly that it covers a thicker, heavier portion. What is
important is that Citrine will be disguised and in a fashion that will arouse no comment."

Derian was satisfieduand relieved.

"I'll just go look up Wendee, then," he said, "and offer to take over the packing and quartermastering so she will be free to work
with Citrine."

"Do," Elise agreed. "You will be staying with the other young men in the gatehouse. It must be getting quite crowded by now."

"Not really," said Derian, who had already been by. "Lord Edlin is staying there only part-time. I hear that he is splitting the
rest between the other house and his kennels."

Elise shook her head but didn't voice the disapproval so evident on her features.

"[ appreciate your willingness to take over as quartermaster," she said, "but you also need to talk with Grateful Peace about
improving your New Kelvinese. I see it as essential to the success of our story that everyonetiother than Firekeeper, who hardly
speaks Pellishushows some comfort with the language. After all, this is a trip we are supposed to have been contemplating
since last autumn."

"Yes, my lady," Derian said, startled slightly by the commanding tone in her voice. They had been talking so easily that he'd
almost forgotten that Elise was the daughter of a baron. "I'll look Peace up right away."

"You may find both him and Wendee in the same place," Elise said, softening slightly, "since they are preparing Citrine for her
new role. If you see Ninette, tell her I will be in my rooms reviewing the trade reports and she need not stop her work with
Citrine to come to me."

Elise sighed slightly. Derian, remembering her outburst on how little privacy she possessed, thought he understood. Daughter
of a baron or not, he pitied her.
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Chapter XIV

E Previous E Top E Next

IF THERE WAS ONE THING that amazed Melina about the New Kelvinese it was that a land so obsessed with the past could
be so immune to curiosity.

Even during her first visit to the country, back when she was fifteen, Melina's awe and wonder had rapidly been followed by a
flood of questions.

What did the symbols that adorned everything from skin to fabric to the walls of buildings mean? (For she rapidly deduced that
they were more than merely alphabetic signs.) Why was the ruler of the land called the Healed One? Why was his elected
administrator called the Dragon Speaker? What purpose did the sodalities serve? Was there any truth to the hundreds of
legends that were repeated in so many different contexts?

Melina wasn't interested in the more practical elements of international trade or city management or local economics. However,
the heritage that underlay these things and shaped them either explicitly or covertly rapidly became an obsession.

Was it really necessary that a special dance be performed every time a new 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?

This last she even asked, shocking her New Kelvinese hosts. Her mother, who she had accompanied on this journey, had been
mortified and forbade Melina to ask anything else.

From this incident Melina came to believe that the New Kelvinese did possess magic. Why else be reluctant to answer
questions about the fashion in which things were done? Why else be so steadfast in refusing to change even the smallest detail?

Melina had seen paintings of the first Primesuold paintings, contemporary to that revered bodyuand 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 slippers, remained essentially unaltered all these years later.

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 Melina. 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.
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P.carly. The experience did teach Melina to view the thaumaturges' claims to magical knowledge with less confidence, but it
confirmed her certainty of their devotion to the magical arts. Therefore, even after the catastrophic end of that venture, Melina
had resolved to remain in New Kelvin.

Political connections were not enough to assure Melina the place she desired among the thaumaturges. She must have a more
solid link.

After some observation, Melina decided that there was nothing more solid in all New Kelvin than the respect in which the
Healed One was held. At first she thought about simply 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 beneath the heavy robes, she
could not resist making him her husband.

Melina's desire was not solely based on sexual attraction. The Healed One was unmarried, but would not remain so for long.
There was a resistance bordering on insanity to having the Healed One succeeded in his office by anyone but a male of his own
begetting.

Childless and with no brother or even uncle to follow him, Toriovico must marry. A wifeuno matter how docile a broodmare
Melina might use her connections to arrangeuwould insert herself between Melina and her chosen anchor in her new homeland.
Therefore, there was no choice but for Melina herself to become Toriovico's new wife.

Not that she found this prospect at all repulsive. The Healed One was younger than herself, his dancer's body strong and virile.
Rolfston Redbriar, Melina's late husband, had long ceased to pleasure her when she permitted him into her bed. However,
Melina had been too interested in perpetuating her family's connections to risk the stain of infidelity. Celibacy had been a
deliberate choice, reluctantly accepted.

It was to the comet that glowed through the night skies late that winter that Melina owed the successful approval of her
marriage to the Healed One. In Hawk Haven an astronomical phenomenon of that order awakened responses ranging from the
passive interest with which sunsets and newborn babies are viewed through superstitious fear.

In New Kelvin the comet was an event to celebrate, proof that magic had not gone entirely out of reach. The Sodality of
Stargazers was particularly voluble, explaining that the comet was a star come free from its place in the heavens. This was an
event regularly witnessed in the fall of shooting stars and always indicated change.

Dropping a few hints into sympathetic ears, Melina suggested that the comet was absolute proof that Toriovico was meant to
marry heruthat she was the shooting star and that her marriage to the Healed One was indicative of great events to come.

Melina knew that this was true, but doubted that those who so blithely spread the word of this good omen realized just how
much change she meant to engender.

After Melina had placed her mark on him, the Healed One became the perfect lover, interested only in his wife's pleasure.
Moreover, outside the bedchamber, Melina discovered a void of intense loneliness within her young husband, a void that cried
out with flattering intensity for her to fill it. There were times when Toriovico turned those blue-green eyes of his on her, their
expression intense with many levels of longing, that Melina could have begun to love him.

Love, however, was a weakness in which Melina did not plan to indulge. Her woman's cycles still followed their lunar order,
but they did have their irregularities, and Citrine's birth had been nine years before. Time would show whether or not Melina
was still capable of bearing a child.

In order to secure her hold on the Healed One and, through him, upon her newly acquired homeland, Melina must not only bear
a child, but a healthy male childuiand preferably more than one such son. Having already borne five living children, Melina
found that prospect exhausting even to contemplate.

Thus, although she consulted a discreet (and controllable) member of the Sodality of Herbalists, and faithfully swallowed
powders and potions meant to enhance her fertility and ability to bear a healthy child, Melina delved into more definite ways of
securing her rule in New Kelvin.

|E| Devider

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 loneliness. Right now it seemed to be a door
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Y 1de open into more loneliness.

He should have known that no other person could end the loneliness. That was his to bear, one and the same with the title he
bore.

Healed One.

Toriovico thought it rather amusing that the title he had borne these five years assured all his subjects that he was healed,
whole, one, while he himself knew just how empty and fragmented he was.

Toriovico knew that anyone who saw him saw him first as the Healed One, only after as an individual. His natural hair color
was an unremarkable brown, but tradition required that the Healed One tint it to represent each season. Currently, it was a dark
green. His eyes were a blue-green blend that his cosmetic artists loved to enhance appropriately. Today, of course, they shone
like emeralds. His strong, lithe body, flexible as a reed from years of study as a dancer, was routinely swathed in heavy robes
that made him look remarkably solid, less a man than a monolith.

Toriovico had lived for twenty-seven years, but he had lived within the isolation of the Healed One for only the past five.

Before that he had been part of something larger, like a kitten tumbling about with the rest of its litter. In Toriovico's case that
litter had consisted mostly of sisters. He'd had six older sisters, still did, but now that he was the Healed One he didn't see them
very often.

He'd had a brother, too, an older brother. Not the oldest of them all. That place belonged to one of the many sisters. Vanviko
was the third born, but from the start he had been special. He was the one who had been destined to be the Healed One after
their father died.

Toriovico sometimes wondered 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 special lessons he attended, of his place in his father's
shadowuliterally, for custom dictated that this was where the Healed One's heir stood during ceremonies.

Although he had been the Healed One for five years, as of yet Toriovico had no one to stand in his shadow. He had been
unmarried when his elevation had come. Indeed, he had even been encouraged not to marry, since his father lived, his brother
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 already
borne five healthy children? Wasn't she a wonderful woman?

He felt reassured, but still some part of him wondered. It was very important that there be an heir to the Healed One.
Sometimes it was easier not to wonder. Sometimes it was easier to remember.

Even when that remembering was painful.

Toriovico recalled the day his brother had died as clearly as if it had just happened, rather than being an event years gone. A
minstrel had come to Thendulla Lypella, filling every ear that would listen with tales of the wonderful mountain sheep he had
seen on his journey to Dragon's Breath. The minstrel sang eloquently of how its horns shone like gold and hooves sparkled as if
cut from solid diamonds.

Winter had been slow to depart, storm-filled, and damply cold. Vanviko had been glad to have an excuse to leave the confines
of Thendulla Lypella and the endless cycle of ceremony. The occurrence of such a miraculous beast needed to be investigated.

Even then Toriovico had his own interests and had not cared for the idea of a midwinter hunt. Thus he had avoided the
avalanche that had wiped all but three members of the hunting party from the mountainside.

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. Most dismissed this as the hallucinations of their
tortured minds.
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Y anviko's death had been a great tragedy for all the kingdom of New Kelvin, but for no one more than Toriovico. From his
quiet artistic seclusion, he found himself promoted to the place in his father's shadow. He barely knew the most common
rituals. Now he had to learn them all and as quickly as possible.

The Healed 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 a much younger man. His burden burned him out like a candle with too long a wick. He died when Toriovico was
twenty-two and Toriovico stepped from the shadow into the light, in the difference between one breath and one never taken
becoming the ruler of a kingdom.

But before that final breath had been taken, Toriovico's father had sent all his advisors, doctors, nurses, even his grieving wife,
from the room. In rasping whispers he made Toriovico swear never to speak a word of what he would now hear except to his
own son, and never then but on his own deathbed. Then the Healed One told his heir the truth, the truth that transformed
everything Toriovico knew into a lie.

E Devider

STILLED IN SUMMER, with trade thriving and vigorous, differed from the town that it had been in early winter. By contrast,
the town in winter had been a dead place. Then the majority of the goods that had come across the river had been consigned to
warehouses, awaiting the snow-packed roads of later winter to be hauled away.

Stilled in summer was a busy place, full of noisy bustle and shoving people. In it Elise Archer saw a shadow of what her father
envisioned for the Archer Grant should he establish a trading station along the Barren River.

Brightly curtained stalls lined the crowded streets, the merchants within selling goods from both Hawk Haven and New Kelvin.
Their customers wore the costumes of both nations, the bright robes of the New Kelvinese contrasting with the open-necked
shirts and practical smocks worn by the residents of Hawk Haven.

Minstrels set up impromptu pitches wherever they could, often in association with a food vendor who profited from those who
dallied 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 Kelvinuwas pulling quite a fine crowd.

Viewing this colorful chaos, Elise felt a twinge of nostalgia for her family's land as she had left it, completely foolish since the
change of which Baron Archer dreamed had not yet come, nor might it ever.

They were leading their horses now, all 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. Duchess Kestrel's prestige promised to get them through customs with the most cursory of inspections.

The trip 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 all sides as they worked their way through the crowded streets, Elise wondered rather woefully if it
might take them as long just to get to the Long Trail Winding, their chosen inn.

A scream and a shout jerked her from her musing. Grasping Cream Delight's bridle tightly, Elise turned to find Firekeeper, her
blade pressed against the throat of a man easily two heads taller than herself, but frozen with fear nonetheless.

The surrounding crowd dropped back from them, leaving a wide border as if this was simply another entertainment. Indeed, on
the fringes of the group Elise glimpsed an opportunistic sweets seller trotting over to offer her goods to the bystanders.

Firekeeper looked wild-eyed and a trace anxious. She hadn't wanted to come into the town by daylightiwanting to join Blind
Seer,, who would be staying outside and crossing the river on his own. 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 all the customs
formalities could be handled appropriately.

Now Elise hoped that she wouldn't regret her insistence.

Edlin, nearest to Firekeeper, grabbed the reins of grey Patience, the horse that came closest to being Firekeeper's own.
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. say!" he said. "What's going on?"

"This," Firekeeper said, gesturing at the man she still held, "was taking things from the saddlebags. I not think you want."
"I say not!" Edlin replied. "Good going!"

Firekeeper's prisoner looked as if he was about to protest, but a glimpse of the wolf-woman's dark eyes as she glowered up at
him and his resistance melted.

"I did!" he squealed. "But you can't let her kill me for taking a few little things? Not since you'll have them back."

"No?" Firekeeper asked with a soft growl.

Elise tossed Cream Delight'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 causeubut she had a wolf's territoriality. Stealing, therefore, might well seem just
cause.

"What's the law on the matter, Lord Kestrel?" Elise said to Edlin.

"What?" Edlin said. "I say, let me think. Just a moment. Trade tables, not law in my head right now."

The thief, realizing who he had been foolish enough to rob, gave a low moan.

"We don't usually kill minor thieves," Edlin said at last. Then he brightened, remembering something else. "But the penalties
for 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 a poor starving man!"

Edlin, who wasn't nearly as stupid as he sounded, Elise knew, looked at the thief. The man might be thin, but there was a wiry
strength to him.

"Good meat on you for all that," Edlin commented doubtfully.

"Really, lord. I am perishing hungry," the thief quavered. "I lost my job on the waterfront and haven't eaten for two days."
Edlin looked as if he might be softening, and Elise thought the mood of the crowd was shifting slightly in favor of clemency.
Firekeeper, however, was having none of this. She sniffed at the man's lips.

"Lies," she commented coolly. "Beef pasty. Spiced. Too much garlic. Ale, too."

The crowd murmured with one astonished voice. Edlin beamed.

"[ say, really?" he asked.

When Firekeeper nodded, Edlin turned to the thief.

"My sister," Edlin clarified. "Adopted, what? Lady Blysse, you know."

The thief, who hadn't looked particularly happy before this, now looked completely terrified. Firekeeper was also getting
increasingly edgy.

"His pockets?" she suggested.
"Right-oh," Edlin agreed.

Under the view of numerous witnesses, Edlin removed an choice array of small 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 me last Lynx Moon, wouldn't want to lose it. My
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$ ap! My spare handkerchiefs. Agneta put my initials on them. She's not very good with her needle yet, but she means well."

The crowd's mood had shifted from tense to positively delighted. Edlin had assumed the air of a conjurer's straight man and
Firekeeper had put away her knife, though she kept a firm grip on the thief's arm.

"Now, this is interesting," Edlin said, trying another of the thief's pockets. "This purse isn't mine, but I'd bet my left eyebrow it
isn't yours either, what?"

The thief could hardly protest. The item in question was a rather dainty drawstring affair, embroidered with flowers. Its strap
had been cut through. Edlin discovered a second and third purse on the thief before he finished, along with a small fortune in
loose trade tokens.

"[ say, you were having a good day," Edlin said. "Let this be a lesson to you, what? Don't get greedy. Now," he said, restoring
his own property to his saddlebags, "I think you and these things should go to the local law. Anyone care to point the way?"

"I will, Lord Kestrel!" came the prompt response from several different throats.

With more judgment than Elise had expected, Edlin selected a steady-looking young fellow and thanked the others with a
winning smile.

"We'll just trot along there," he said, turning to Elise. "Me and Lady Blysse and this fine fellow. Meet you at the Long Trail
Winding, what?"

Elise agreed. Edlin dispersed the crowd with a wave of his hand.

"Off to your business, good people. Let this be a lesson to you as well. Watch your pockets in a crowd. Think of what an ass I'd
have felt when I went to comb my hair this evening. Would have cursed my valet's forgetfulness for no good reason at all!"

Laughing, the crowd did part, a few of the children forming an informal escort for Edlin and Firekeeper. Elise noted to her
amusement that several people were patting their pockets as they went on their way.

Once they had taken their rooms at the Long Trail Winding and reacquainted themselves with the establishment's friendly
owner, Derian sneaked Citrine and Grateful Peace in via a back stair. He reported them comfortable in the room he was sharing
with Edlin and Doc.

"Glad to stretch," Derian added. "I'll arrange for a bite for them later. Happily, young men have hollow legs, so no one will
think it odd if Edlin and I eat more than one meal."

Soon after the rest had assembled in the public room for a glass of something cool, Edlin rejoined them.

"Firekeeper's off," he said matter-of-factly. "Stuck by me until we had the thief under lock and key. He's a known man
hereabouts it seems, so there was no trouble about it. She stayed long enough to ask a few questions about when a man is a
thief and when a bandit, then headed for the hills. Says she'll meet us at the docks come morning."

Wendee shook her head.

"More than she could take, poor girl."

"Nearly more than I could take," Derian commented. "I thought Firekeeper would cut the man's throat then and there. I'm not at
all surprised she asked about banditsunot after last year. How'd you explain the difference, Lord Edlin?"

Edlin grinned reminiscently.

"Took some doing, what? Basically, though, I told her that a thief just stole, but a bandit threatened violence and when that
happened, well..."

He blithely mimed a knife blade across his own throat.
"I suppose it will answer," Elise said, a trace uneasily.

Suddenly she was reminded of the journey ahead of them, a journey where the threat of bandits was all too real. Last winter she
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ahead didn't seem so long or so dangerous.

Across the table, she saw Doc was watching her, his own gaze mirroring her fears.

E Devider

FIREKEEPER HAD ENJOYED her tangle with the thief in Stilled. It was about the only thing she did enjoy for the next
several days.

The river crossing the next morning wasn't much fun. The wolf-woman had yet to grow accustomed to the feeling of a boat
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 simply 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's like this, Firekeeper," he said, "people are going to be watching us when we get to Dragon's Breath, quite possibly before.
It would look pretty strange if we suddenly had a guideuia guide no one remembered meeting before."

"Big place," Firekeeper protested. "Many people. Not everyone know everyone."

Derian sighed.

"Right," he said, "but wrong. We want people to have seen Peacetor his new self, Jalarios. Remember to call him that, right?"
Firekeeper nodded curtly.

"Peace says," Derian went on, breaking his own admonition with that inconsistency that Firekeeper found so maddening, "that
no one will look too closely at himunot with the makeup he's wearingubecause they'll know he has something to hide."

"So then they look to see what hiding is!" Firekeeper said.
"No," Derian said in a way that made Firekeeper positive that he was less certain than he seemed. "Peace says they'll think he's
a rich man grown poor or something like that, that people don't like looking too closely at failure or defeat because they're not

sure it won't rub off on them."

Firekeeper didn't understand this at all, but didn't bother saying so. She suspected it was another of those human traits that
made no sense.

"So we wait," she replied, "and you play these games. I wonder what games Melina play while we wait?"
Derian didn't answer, but he looked very unhappy as he walked away.

However, neither the delay nor the discomfort of staying at a New Kelvinese inn were the worst things to happen over the next
few days. The worst thing was when Elation announced she was leaving.

Firekeeper was moodily practicing archery with Edlin at a vacant range near the edge of town when Elation came slowly
circling in from the direction of the river. A smaller hawk was with 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 called to him. "I be back."

Elation shrieked greeting to Firekeeper, her cry cutting the humid stillness of the afternoon.

"This is Bee Biter," she went on. "I am sure you remember him."

Yad been more innocentior at least more ignorant. Now she lacked the comfort of illusion. She shivered, wishing that the roau <
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Y uckeeper nodded. She did indeed remember the brightly colored Royal kestrel, and she felt a surge of apprehension.

"I do," she said. "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 females were larger than the males and by extension more usually their rulers.
A wave of dismay washed over her.

"Just like that?" she cried. "You are leaving?"
Elation beat her wings as if 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. I 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, fine fighters, far better than a little bug-eater like a kestrel. 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, a year and a half ago she had understood more Pellish than had
Firekeeper herself. 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 Breath, but she was all too aware how easy it would be for the kestrel to take wing
one day and never return. Perhaps the promise of his assistance was more a sop to ease Elation's departure.

But the wolf-woman tried to let none of this flood of worry color her reply:

"Why must you go?" she asked as casually as she could.

Elation puffed out her feathers.

"There is no law that says I must justify my actions to little wolflings," she squawked angrily.

"None," Firekeeper agreed. "I 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 slightly, but still she offered nothing more and Firekeeper must be content. She
turned to Bee Biter.

"We thank you for coming with us," she said.
The brilliant blue and red hawk preened his satisfaction. Although much smaller than Elation, like all Royal Beasts he was
larger than the Cousin kind. Indeed, Firekeeper thought sardonically, Bee Biter might be able to slay a robin rather than merely

a sparrow or a bee.

She couldn't help but feel 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 able to scout as far.

Blind Seer, who had been asleep in a shady copse of trees some distance away, came ambling up now.
"And what is the news from home?" he asked.

Bee Biter nervously twisted his head side to side.

"News?" he repeated shrilly.

"News" replied the wolf, gaping his jaws in a yawn so cavernous that the kestrel could have perched on his tongue.
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Y1l is well," Bee Biter said, recovering somewhat. "The humans are yet in their village, but something has stirred them like ¢ %
hive of hornets."

"King Tedric's men?" Firekeeper mused thoughtfully. "I would not have thought they would have had time."
Blind Seer sat and scratched hard behind one ear.
"Perhaps it is our own people who have done the stirring," he said.

Bee Biter said nothing more and with this the wolves had to be, if not content, at least satisfied.

|E| Devider

THE MAGICAL LORE OF THE NEW KELVINESE, Melina felt 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 members to recite for her. The Illuminators grew
resigned—if not enthusiastic—about lending her copies of their precious texts.

Melina found the attitude of the Illuminators particularly hard to bear. She thought that if they had their way not a single book
or scroll would ever be read. The precious texts would only be copied, embellished, and admired as if they were mere
paintings, not things of sense and meaning. Their libraries were maintained, Melina noted 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, Melina redoubled her efforts to 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 death elevated him to the place of heir apparent, was custodian of a great 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 special circumstances.

Eventually, Melina narrowed the focus of her research to those events that had occurred here in 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 Melina had seen both here and in Hawk Haven
held evidence enough. However, the hundred years and some that had passed since the Plague was enough time for stories to
build up, distorting fact, shading it with fancy.

She visited Urnacia, the Sand Melter, where some of New Kelvin's finest glass was made, and convinced herself that though
there was tremendous art and craft beyond the knowledge of the simple 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 Breath convinced her similarly that there was no magic in
sericulture. The Sericulturalists did wonders in keeping their delicate charges alive, in growing the specialized plants needed
for them to thrive, and in collecting the silk thread, but unless in the original creation of the silkworm long ago, here again there
was no magic.

Other visits, mostly to places within a few days' journey of Dragon's Breath—for she would not risk that her hold on the
government might have opportunity to weaken—proved to Melina beyond a doubt that much of what the residents of Hawk
Haven took for magic was merely specialized art and craft.

These disappointments did not weaken Melina's resolve any more than a mother who knows her child must be somewhere
within the house stops looking simply because the first few rooms are empty. In her mental floor plan she simply closed a few
doors and moved on. In this way, at last, Melina focused upon the tale of the Star Wizard and the Dragon of Despair.
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Y uis time, to her excitement and even to her amazement, research did not eliminate 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 obliqueness in the story. The other was searching
for the spell by which the Star Wizard had bound the dragon and by which, so the tales said, it could be again set free.

True, all the tales said that the holds that bound the dragon could not be released without terrible cost, but Melina was 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?

Cost frightened Melina little 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.

As for slander on her name, none would dare speak of Melina with other than perfect respect. The New Kelvinese would give
her honors easily, for their awe of magical power was universal. The Hawk Havenese would struggle, but fear was a powerful
force, as Melina had learned in educating her children. There would come a time when no one spoke of Melina with anything
but wonder, awe, and respect.

She would be like her ancestress, Zorana Shield, now called the Great, but where Zorana had been merely the queen of one
small, constantly embattled kingdom, Melina planned to rule all this region. The New Kelvinese had waited too long for their
Founders. It was time they acquired the ability to go looking for their absent landlordsuand to demand an accounting.

The first step in that journey was solidifying the region and its resources behind one leader. Realistically, New Kelvin was a
small 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, as far as Melina knew, by nothing but a few isolated
communities. To the west were the Death Touch Mountains, known as the Iron Mountains in Melina's natal land. There was
nothing but wilderness in those western lands, and although someday the raw resources of that wilderness might prove useful,
for now the west could be ignored.

South and east were where Melina looked to find what she desired. In the south lay Hawk Haven and beyond it its new ally,
Bright Bay. Hawk Haven would provide a source for rich agricultural resources as well as laborers and skilled crafters. Bright
Bay would serve as a buffer against potentially aggressive neighbors farther south. Its navy would be sent to conquer the Isles
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 Melina could telliwas money. She had several plans she might employ in her conquest, one of
which simply involved using the hoarded treasury of New Kelvinubacked by sufficient force of armsuto buy herself into the
place of the Supreme Affluent. There might be laws forbidding such, but Melina planned to find that which would make laws a
formalityuat least where she was concerned.

Such were the dreams and visions that kept Melina at her research long after Toriovico had slipped into sated slumber, that kept
her at them when even Apheros the Dragon Speaker relaxed and took time for some light entertainment. Such were the
researches that led her at last to the tunnels beneath Thendulla Lypella, hunting for where the Dragon of Despair was
imprisoned.

Chapter XV

E Previous E Top E Next

FOUR TIMES A MOON PHASE the Healed One met with the Dragon Speaker in a very private meeting. Ideally these
meetings should occur at neat, astronomically defined times, but the responsibilities of being joint heads of government meant
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Y .at the current Dragon Speaker and Healed One met when convenient, usually on a date as close as possible to that which hau
been the appointed.

Toriovico knew this casualness regarding date had not always been the case. During the reign of the second Healed One the
Stargazers had gained great prominence by dictating the precise hour at which the moon was full or at her first quarter or
whateveruand 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 Healed One had meant that meetings were
held when possible rather than when the Stargazers ordained, and when no great catastrophe had befallen New Kelvin, 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: Dimiria and Xarxius.

Technically, Dimiria was merely one of the three Primes elected from within her sodality. In reality, she was the driving force
within her triad. It was widelyuif quietlyusaid that the other two did not dare vote contrary to her wishes.

For eighty years the stars had looked down upon Dimiria and the brave jested that for at least seventy-five of those years she
had been ordering them about their business.

Dimiria wore her eighty years neither well nor with any attempt to disguise what they had done to her. When her hair had
thinned, she had adopted a hooded robe rather than a wig or weaving hair in to thicken her queue.

When the majority of her teeth had fallen out, Dimiria had 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 was incised with an astrological
symbol from her personal horoscope. As if this wasn't enough to draw attention, the set had an idiosyncratic fit so that Dimiria's
speech was underlaid with a certain hollowness.

Superficially, Xarxius could not be more different from his colleague. Indeed, although his training had been among the
Stargazers, for the last decade or so he had been a member of Apheros's Dragon's Threeuappointed as the Dragon's Claw,
whose specialty was interaction with foreign peoples.

Xarxius reminded most people of a hound dog, both because of his general friendliness and because of the bags under his eyes.
People tended to get lost in his amiable personalitytia mistake that Toriovico, who was himself often misjudged, did not make.

Xarxius had become interested in foreigners and their customs during a tour in Waterland as a member of the New Kelvinese
embassy. This, because of the Waterlanders' superstitious regard for the stars, always included several 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 Xarxius's training and his probable bias.

After the new arrivals had supplicated themselves before their Healed One and offered less humble but equally formal
greetings to the Dragon Speaker, Apheros moved to the business that had brought them together.

"The most important matter of new business is a proposal from certain Waterland business interests that will increase trade
between our countries. In short, these interests wish an exclusive contract to handle foreign sales of certain types of glassware,
silk, and pharmaceutical products."

Toriovico raised an eyebrow.

"And in return?" he asked. "What do we get?"

Apheros went on as placidly as if he had not just presented a proposal that would put the majority of New Kelvin's foreign
tradetiand profituinto another country's hands.

"In return the Waterland interests have offered to reduce the prices we will pay for slaves, for goods of their own manufacture,
and..." The Dragon Speaker cleared his throat. "And to give into our hands a certain number of artifacts dating from before the
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Y urning Timesuartifacts that hold great promise of being magical."

No one made a sound, so Toriovico was certain that the other two had been briefed in advance. Certainly Dimiria would not
have kept silent otherwise. He glanced at her now and noticed an odd vacancy about her expression.

"Dimiria," he said, "what do you think about this offer?"

"It is very generous," the Stargazer said immediately. "I have examined a few of the artifacts in question, both some years ago
when I served as part of our embassy in Waterland and more recently when I traveled there as an honored guest for their major
planting festival. They seem to hold potential, at least as much potential as did the three artifacts that were in our possession
last winter."

Silence fell again as everyone remembered those events and their disastrous conclusion.

"Moreover," Dimiria continued, "it has been hinted to me by several of my Waterland contacts that these are not the only
advantages we could gain through this trade agreement. One of the Opulences with whom we would be doing business has. told
me that he is willing to lease to usufor a token feetia small harbor and the surrounding land."

This was an offer nearly as stunning as the one to supply New Kelvin with potentially magical artifacts. One of New Kelvin's
great shortcomings was that it lacked an ocean port. This would answer that need, even if the New Kelvinese would be forced
to travel a great distance to use the promised harbor.

Toriovico could not believe what he was hearing.
"How certain was that 'hint'?" he asked.

"Quite," Dimiria said blandly. "The merchant in question is among the top-ranking members of the Waterland oligarchy. I
think he believes that securing an exclusive trade contract with our country would be sufficient to raise him to the Supreme
Affluent."

The Supreme Affluent was a post similar to that of the Dragon Speaker, the first among a larger ruling body. Unlike the Dragon
Speaker, however, the Supreme Affluent held the post by merit of wealth alone, wealth calculated and assessed by a
complicated formula that only the Waterlanders themselves understood.

Internally, Toriovico shook himself. Something was very odd about all of this. This type of meeting was a dance he knew quite
well, but something was off in the cadence of the steps.

He turned to Xarxius. The Dragon's Claw had been unusually quiet during the presentationiiunusually not because he was a
particularly talkative man, but because this was his area of expertise and he was permitting others to present the proposal.
Moreover, although Apheros had included Xarxius in the meeting, 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? You've been remarkably quiet."

Toriovico regretted the last phrase as soon as he said it. He didn't want to draw attention to the oddness he sensed until he had a
chance to figure out its source.

Xarxius, however, appeared to notice nothing. He smiled apologetically in response to the Healed One's rebuke.

"The Dragon Speaker and Prime Dimiria have made such an excellent presentation," Xarxius said, "that I had felt my words
unneeded. However, may I suggest that we proceed with some caution? A Waterlander thinks first of his own profit, then of
others."

The phrase was such a commonplace as to nearly be proverbial. Despite this, both Dimiria and Apheros glared at Xarxius as if
he had suggested refusing the proposal out of hand.

This is more the dance I 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? Is it 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.
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s always when Toriovico thought of his newlywed wife he felt a mingling of wonder and awe, a rosy haze that made him
smile warmlyurather like an idiot, he feared.

Toriovico shook the feeling from him, aware that he had fallen into a completely inappropriate daze. He succeeded in pulling
himself into the present, though the warm feeling lingered caressingly at the back of his mind.

Toriovico looked sharply at his three advisors, but none of them looked as if they had noticed his lapse. Apheros and Dimiria
still glowered angrily at the Dragon's Claw, while Xarxius waited patiently for the Healed One's comment.

"Certainly Xarxius has a point," Toriovico said with a slight 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.' I suggest that the Sodality of Artificers could give us assistance there."

Dimiria didn't look pleased at Toriovico's suggestion. After all, she had already offered her opinion as to the authenticity of at
least some of the artifacts, but, oddly, she spared them her acid comments.

It's as if Dimiria is waiting for something, Toriovico thought. 4 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?

Apheros's expression showed that he also was less than pleased with Toriovico's caution. His reaction confirmed the Healed
One's evolving theory that the Waterlanders must have bribed the Dragon Speaker.

Normally, Apheros was the representative type of the isolationist New Kelvinese, often refusing to meet even prominent
ambassadors. One reason that Xarxius was so valuable to Apheros was that he spared the Dragon Speaker such distasteful
inconveniences.

Had this been a more usual 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 a normal meeting, nor was this routine business. As
Torio saw it, it amounted to signing away a good portion of New Kelvin's trade income in return for these nebulous artifacts
and the unseen harbortiand for preferential trade options on goods they could do without.

"No decision will be made at this time," the Healed One stated firmly. "That is my final judgment."

At his words, Dimiria and Apheros rose from their seats almost as one and began their part of the departure ritual. Xarxius
moved a bit more slowly. When the other two marched from the room, their disappointment evident despite their formal and
ceremonial farewells, the Dragon's Claw lingered.

"A good decision," Xarxius said softly, "and thank you for your hospitality."
HOh?H
Toriovico was puzzled.

"Yes, Apheros didn't really want me to attend, you see." The hound dog face gave a wry smile. "I pointed out to him that you
were certain to want my advice on such an important matter of trade. Your questions, as well as your support of my opinion,
justified my insistence."

Xarxius bowed himself from the room before Toriovico had an opportunity to ask more. That didn't stop the Healed One from
wondering. Usually, he was content to leave 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 matters for a
time.

After all, last winter he had overlooked the machinations that had brought both Lady Melina and three magical artifacts into
New Kelvin. He smiled as he considered how those events had changed his life. It wouldn't do to miss anything that had the
potential to transform it once more.

E Devider

DESPITE DERIAN'S CONCERNS that Peacetor Jalarios, as he must remember to think of the Illuminatortiand his young
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$.0n" would be immediately discovered, the deception survived their stay in the Gateway to Enchantment. Derian was
somewhat surprised that Peace insisted that he and Citrine remain in character once the group had left Gateway and the roads
seemed empty of any travelers but themselves.

"I was the Dragon's Eye," Peace reminded them when Elise expressed the discomfort they all felt at treating the other two as
servants. "That meant I learned to watch people, to see what they gave away when they thought themselves unobserved. I have
learned more from a fist clenched in anger by a man who believed his action hidden within the cuff of his sleeve than from any
smiling face and sweet words."

Doc looked up from sorting through the additional medicinal herbs and ointments he'd purchased in Gateway.
"How'd you manage to see it if the man's fist was hidden within his sleeve?"

"Simple, Doctor," Peace replied. "You of all men know how the muscles and sinews are connected. I saw the sinews along the
man's neck tighten slightly on one side and wondered why. Then I saw that his hand was withdrawn and guessed the rest."

"Clever," Doc said with a grin. "I 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 about it.

For this trip, Peace had chosen a different route than the one they had taken to Dragon's Breath the first time. It was a longer
route, but then, as Peace pointed out, speed was not the important thinguat least not at this point.

"King Tedric wishes you to gather information," he reminded them. "You will not learn much from farmers in the high country.
Better to travel the more usual trade routes, stopping at the public houses, pausing to buy a bit of fabric or glassware.

"Besides, we are traveling in summer with good horses to pull the wagons. In the winter you would be lucky to have light for a
third of the day on the road. In summer we can travel for half 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 completelyuan unrealistic 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 a few extra mounts from Hawk Haven without arousing comment, but a pony comfortable for one her size would
have been too unlikely.

In this fashion, they made their slow 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 the fields, though the ones that
throve in the warmer, wetter reaches did not. The birds and animals were similar, too, though Derian noted that the horses
tended toward stockiness and strength rather than grace and elegance, 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 differences were bred in the bone, for the long
robesuworn even by the field-workers, though these kilted them uptiand the omnipresent facial decorations obscured much.

From what Derian could see the New Kelvinese tended toward leaner, finer builds. Not that they were fragile or frailufar from
itubut it was the strength of the willow rather than the oak. And who could tell fair or dark when hair and skin alike was dyed
and painted in hues that would make a field of spring flowers envious?

Wherever the people touched their land, the land was different again. The housesueven of the pooruwore gaudy hues. The poor
were limited to adorning doorways or windows, but the wealthier washed their entire homes in color. A few towns had
ordinances that coordinated shades and tones, but many followed no law but the whims of individual owners.

And the architectural styles differed as well. Much of what was built in Hawk Havenuand in her sister Bright Bay as welluwas
built for use first with considerations of art second. In New Kelvin art often won over practicality, so Derian found himself
stabling horses in miniature palaces delightful to look upon, but where the hay was stored in some inconvenient outbuilding
since a loft would have distorted the dreamer's lines.
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Y ue inns they stayed in were the same, each rivaling the other to invoke some old story or legend, even if it meant that the
rooms had ceilings that canted at odd angles or the dining area was halfway across the structure from the kitchen.

Citrine's favorite was an inn built in the shape of a fat, red dragon. The kitchens were positioned so that the smoke from their
fires eddied out the dragon's nostrils.

The visitors were told that the Red Dragon Inn was bitter cold in winter, for the landlord disliked lighting fires elsewhere lest
the smoke from other chimneys ruin his effect. His devotion to his art was why they were welcomed to stay at such a fabulous
place at all, for even outlander money was welcome at a place that needed to do much business in summer to survive winter.

As their road took them farther inland, angling to intersect the long turnpike that ran along the base of the Sword of Kelvin
Mountains, they found fewer inns that welcomed outlanders. Derian thought this shortsighted of the innkeepers, since Dragon's
Breath was the capital city and any foreigners who wished to do business with 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 Zodara in
the east or the Gateway to Enchantment in the west. Since the New Kelvinese desired to keep secret the making of silk and the
cultivating of the medicinal plants that were their most valuable exports, they were willing to bear the expense and trouble of
hauling their goods to the border. Therefore, the inland New Kelvinese, even those along the roads, could maintain their
splendid isolation and feel that it was at very little cost to themselves.

Grateful Peace nearly glowed with joy to be in his homeland once more, and for the first time in a long while Derian
contemplated the sacrifice the man had made in the hope of improving his land's future prospects. As Jalarios, Peace could talk
unguardedly about the history of a certain region or press them to try a certain dish or liquor. No one thought it at all odd that a
guide should turn loquacious for his employers' benefit and Peace took full advantage of this.

Nor did any of the Hawk Havenese particularly mind. Although they were held to a wagon's pace, the group traveled on as long
as light and weather would permit. Peace's stories livened the hours of plodding travel thatieven with marvels of architecture
and dress to liven the viewuwould have grown monotonous.

Peace told them tales of the White Sorcerers of the Eversnow Mountains who had performed miracles in the days of the
Founders, of the Star Wizard, and of the First Healed One's tragic love for a maiden made from moon dust and ice crystals.
Many of Peace's tales went back to the Old World. New Kelvin's Founders had not been the same as those of Hawk Haven and
while some of the stories had a similar tone, being heavily freighted with wondrous enchantments and marvelous beasts, they
differed, too.

Derian could not help but note that whereas the tales he had heard as a child were cautionary in nature, Peace's made one want
to reach out and embrace magic. No wonder the New Kelvinese had been willing to risk an international incident to lay their

hands on magical artifacts.

He wondered if Melina, coming to New Kelvin as a girl right about Damita's age and similarly restless, had heard some of the
same stories and if they had awakened in her a hunger for forbidden magic.

Could a story change a life?

E Devider

MELINA MIGHT HAVE BEEN AMBITIOUS, but she Was not Such a fool as to believe that she could conquer an entire
kingdom single-handedlytunot even with the assistance of those members of the government who were conditioned to follow
whatever course of action she might suggest.

She had slaves, far more than either Toriovico or Apheros realized, for starting with the winter moons of her arrival she had
begun her purchasing. Later, when she became Consolor, she did her buying through private agents. The wife of the Healed
One was given gifts by almost anyone who wanted the ruler's favor, so she wasn't hurting for funds.

In the course of her researches into New Kelvin's history and lore Melina learned there were caverns beneath Thendulla
Lypella. Almost as soon as she had wed Toriovico, she found reasons to explore beneath the city, following ancient maps to
dusty, unused tunnels that led to complexes abandoned and forgotten since the Burning Times. Here her purchases could be
imprisoned, kept tame by promises of eventual liberty and by living conditions more comfortable than they could expect
elsewhere.
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. .uwever, even the most reliable slaves needed to be supervised and directed. For this Melina needed a few agents who were
free and who could be convinced to join their cause to her own. From her own experience of politics within Hawk Haven,
Melina knew that the best lever in such cases was some private cause or vendetta. Hadn't her own brother Newell been driven
to astonishing extremes by the simple flaw in his personal logic that told him that since he had been an honorary prince he
should be an anointed king?

New Kelvinese politics were at least as complex and vigorous as those of Hawk Haven, but Melina hesitated to choose her
tools from among one of the political groups anxious to replace the current government. She liked Apheros's
governmentuindeed had gone to great lengths to secure its actions so they favored herself. Therefore she did not need some
ambitious would-be Dragon Speaker for her ally. Nor did she want a foreigner, for there were times she needed counsel from
someone who understood the intricacies of New Kelvin from the gut rather than from study.

But Melina did not despair. She put out feelers through the spies she had borrowed from the Healed One's network, even
dropped a few very discreet hints. Therefore, she was alert to opportunity when Idalia, mother of Kistlio, sister of Grateful
Peace, begged audience with the Consolor of the Healed One.

Ostensibly, Idalia was seeking a pension to compensate for the financial loss accrued on the death of her son, but the fact that
she came to Melina directly rather than going through the usual channels whispered to the Consolor that here was someone
who sought a private compensation, something more than mere money or advantage.

Idalia was elegantly formal and fair like her brother. She rather resembled him, Melina thought, but that was hardly
remarkable. What made Idalia remarkable was the fierce hatred that burned in her eyes, a hatred so intense that her eyes
seemed to lack color or dimension, serving only as hooded caverns to shelter their fire.

At first Melina thought that hatred was directed toward herself. After all, Kistlio had been her clerk, her devoted admirer. He
had met his death while defending his mistress from what he perceived as an attack. There was good reason for his mother to
blame Melina for her loss.

However, even after Melina had said all the right things and had even employed a touch of her ability to suggest to Idalia that
she should accept Melina's version of events, the inner burning in the other woman's gaze did not diminish.

Clutching in one hand the silken pouch of coins that Melina had given her, Idalia refused to accept the Consolor's gentle hints
that she should depart. Instead she blurted out,

"Kistlio loved you. He told me he did. I don't blame you for my son's death. I think Kistlio would have committed suicide if
you had been slain through his inaction."

Melina nodded gentle understanding she did not feel. In truth she was deeply puzzled, but in Idalia's words she sensed an
intensity that prompted her to stay the hand that had been about to rise in order to ring for a guard.

"My son," Idalia continued impassioned, "was betrayed not by you, Consolor, but by my brother Grateful Peace. Had Grateful
Peace not conducted those thieves into the Granite Tower then there would have been no monster present to slay my son. The
wolf's fangs may have killed my boy, but I don't even blame the wolfuthat dumb beast may have been as innocent as a bow
hanging on a wall is innocent until someone takes it down and strings it. I tell you, I blame my brother. Peace was the traitor
who carried the bow. His was the hand that loosed the arrow that slew my son."

Feigning a maternal grief she did not feel, Melina curled an arm around Idalia. She soothed the other woman into a chair, sent
Tipi for spiced wine. Then through gentle questions and skillful probing she learned the entire twisted story of Idalia's
resentment of her younger brother's advancement. Idalia told how she had been forced to take charity from her brotherucharity
that had led to Kistlio's death.

Immediately, Melina recognized that the true source of Idalia's rage at her brother was the woman's own guilt. Had Idalia and
her husband provided better training and opportunities for Kistlio's advancement the boy would never have taken his uncle's
offer of patronage. Without that patronage, he never would have been in a position to be killed.

Unable to face her own complicity, Idalia had displaced her personal guilt, transforming it into rage at Grateful Peace, a rage all
the more ferocious because it was so utterly unreasonabletiand because the focus of her rage was out of reach, unable to answer
for himself and so all the more easily transformed into a monster.

Melina could have shared her insights with Idalia, but what would have been the use? Idalia might not have believed her, and
even if Idalia had she might have been overwhelmed to the point of suicide if she accepted her own role in her son's death.
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 citer to preserve the woman's life and through skillful manipulation of the impulses that were already there turn her into
Melina's faithful sycophant.

For this reason Melina mentioned the rumor that Grateful Peace had escaped with his life and was now dwelling in luxury just
over the border in Hawk Haven. Idalia had heard some hints of this, news brought to her by well-meaning friends who had
thought the information would be a comfort. Hearing confirmation that Peace lived and even thrived sealed Idalia to Melina's
cause, especially when Melina offered her the means to be on hand if and when Grateful Peace returned.

"Be my secret hand, even as your brother was once the Dragon's Speaker's watchful Eye," Melina said. "I am certain his sister
shares his talents for organization and alertness."

"I do, Consolor," Idalia responded eagerly. "Indeed, I am his better at organization, for Peace was the spoiled youngest while as
one of the elder children my place was never easy."

"Very good," Melina said, though part of her resented the implication that younger children were spoiled. Surely she hadn't
been! Duchess Pola had been hard on her daughter. After rearing four sons Pola had lost the softer touch.

"I have a husband," Idalia said eagerly, "and several grown children who could assist me. Will you have me move into
Thendulla Lypella?"

"To someplace more interesting than that," Melina answered teasingly.

She wished to check Idalia's story before confiding more. Happily, given Idalia's brother's prominence, the information should
be near at hand. For now Melina urged caution.

"Say nothing of this to anyone," Melina went on, "not even to your husband or other family members. I shall summon you
when a place is made ready."

"My silence," Idalia vowed, never realizing how true were her words, "is your wish."

Melina's research into Idalia's history revealed that the other woman had a browbeaten husband and several adult children who
were kept snugly under her thumb. Moreover, her resentment of her brother was both well known and long-standing, ruling out
that Idalia might have put on the guise of resentment for some reason of her own.

Their pact was made and Melina sealed it with only the lightest touch of her power, for she needed Idalia clear-thinking and
capable of initiative. In any case, there was no need to bind Idalia other than by offering trust and feeding her obsessions.

Grateful Peace, Melina thought, may have forged the weapon best used against him.

Once Melina was sure of Idalia, she told her of the hidden magical force beneath Thendulla Lypella and relocated the woman
and her family to a comfortable residence set up in a large cavern. To those who expressed curiosity, it was given out that
Idalia and her immediate family had accepted a compassionate relocation to a town in the far northwestern edge of New
Kelvin. However, no oneunot even Idalia's own siblingsuseemed to much regret the family's going.

Indeed, though moons had waxed and waned since their departure no one sought to take advantage of spring moving into
summer to make a friendly visit to Idalia's family, and the contingency plans made for just such a purpose moldered.

With her subterranean coordinator in place and proving herself more and more reliable as time passed, Melina could
concentrate on other matters. As her research progressed she gave Idalia hints as to what landmarks might be significant and
had her keep the slaves busy by organizing searches. However, never did Melina tell her ally precisely what she sought.

After all, it wouldn't do to risk frightening Idalia away.

Chapter XVI

|E| Previous |E| Top |E| Next
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Y. nis private studio, Toriovico was dancing. He danced very well. Before his elevation to Healed One he had been training to %
become a member of the Sodality of Dancers and Choreographers. It had been a matter of pride for him to be superb at his
chosen occupation so that no one would doubt his eventual elevation from apprentice to master and, maybe, someday to
thaumaturge.

If he hadn't felt such a fierce desire to prove himself, Toriovico could have sought out the Herbalists or the Divinators. Their
knowledge was hard to test except by other experts. Even the Artificers and the Smiths could conceal an unskilled apprentice
within their ranks, though such an apprentice would never rise to great prominence. So, if the matter was pushed, could most of
the other sodalities.

Dancing, however, was something that even the meanest eye could assess, though it might take an expert to judge. Dancing
never fully came to life without someone to observe the dance.

From his earliest days toddling around after his sisters Toriovico had desired to possess at least one thing that no one could say
he owed to his birth. Dancing became that thing.

If anything, Toriovico's passion for dancing grew after he became the Healed One. Some of his subjects whispered that he was
feeling his way to the heart of the ancient rituals. Toriovico could have told them that there were no ancient ritualsuat least no
more ancient than a few centuries old.

For Toriovico knew what no one but the Healed One ever knewuthat the lore of the Healed One and indeed everything upon
which New Kelvinese culture was founded was lies. Toriovico often meditated upon this as he danced, his knowledge the
undercurrent that made even the most joyful dance subtly sorrowful when he was at its heart.

As he leapt and spun Toriovico remembered the day his father had called for his heir to attend upon his deathbed. Past became

present, present past, what had been became more real than the cool marble tiles beneath his feet or the thudding of his heart
beneath his breastbone.

"WE ARE ALONE, son?" Father asked.

Toriovico looked about, even darted to check behind the curtains hung upon the wall. As always, he felt very young in the old
man's presence, far younger than his twenty-two years. When he was sure, he returned to Father's side.

"We are alone," he answered. "Absolutely."
"Even so..."
Father coughed, cleared his throat, accepted a swallow of water from a cut-crystal goblet, then began again.

"Even so, it is good that illness has so thinned my voice. None but you could hear me, even if they stood directly outside the
window."

Toriovico nodded.

"I am sorry to leave you, Torio," Father continued. "You have learned many of the duties of the Healed One, yet there is much
more for you to learn. Your tutors will continue to work with you. You have a gift for ceremony and I think will learn quickly."

"Thank you, Father."

The dying man pulled himself up in the bed, propping himself on the pillow. With one hand he touched the tumor that was
sucking away his life.

"Heed me, Toriovico," Father said, and in that moment he was the Healed One and not Toriovico's much loved if somewhat
distant father, "and swear unto me that you will never repeat what I tell you, not to your dearest friend, sweetest lover, or most
trusted confidant. Swear!"

"I swear on the sacred name of the First Healed One!" Toriovico said, twisting his fingers through the appropriate, complicated
gesture.
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One was a liar and a conniver. Our heritage is as false as the painted mountains on a stage set."
"What!"

Even as Toriovico uttered his startled exclamation, he glanced at the swelling just visible through the light blankets. Had the
tumor driven his father mad?

Father saw his son's expression and shook his head.

"No, Torio, it is not the illness making me talk this way. You can find the same information written down in a locked and
sealed bookuia book that will not open for you until you are confirmed as Healed One, a book whose pages will be blank for
any but you. Ironically, that book may be the only true magical artifact in all of New Kelvin. It began its life as the First Healed
One's book of spells, but he blotted out the spells and employed it for this purpose instead.

"My last duty as Healed One is to tell you first what you will find there so the shock will not be too great. There have been
newly anointed Healed Ones who have learned the truth only from the book. In at least one case the knowledge drove the
reader insane."

Toriovico knew the list of past Healed Ones and thought he knew to whom his father referred. Happily, or unhappily, the Third
Healed One had not died until several years after his mind broke. There had been no provisiontieven within the complexities of
the New Kelvinese code of protocolufor replacing him. Much knowledge had been lost before the Third Healed One had died
in an attempt to take flight from one of the highest towers of Thendulla Lypella.

Toriovico wanted to ask questions, but Father was clearly tired and in pain. With his dancer's eye for the body and its pulses,
Torio saw that this conversation was costing the old man a significant segment of his remaining life.

"Tell on, Father," Toriovico said, squaring his shoulders and trying hard to look braver than he felt. "I'm listening."
"It begins with the Burning Death, Torio. You've heard the stories, of course."

"A terrible plague," Toriovico said, saving the old man's breath. "No one was safe from its touch, but some scholars say that it
burned more heatedly in those who possessed skill or talent in the magical arts.

"That is why," Toriovico volunteered, eager suddenly to show his father that the position of Healed One would be filled by one
who had attended to his lore, "the Founders left. They sought to escape the plague so that their knowledge and power would not
be lost to us. Before they left, they set a seal against magic over the land so that the Burning Death would find nothing upon
which to feed.

"Of course," Toriovico went on somberly, "the Founders never returned, so the plague may have been worse in the Old
Country. Neither our Founders, nor any of their kin, nor any of the Founders of any of the colonies have ever returned, and we,
who have the desire to seek them out, lack the harbors we would need for a fleet.

"The First Healed One was too ill to depart with his kin," Toriovico continued in response to his father's encouraging nod, "so
ill that his death was watched for by those who attended him, dreading the event, for when he breathed his last, so would the
magical arts vanish."

"But he didn't die," Father prompted.

"No," Toriovico said, slightly puzzled that his father wanted him to continue with a tale as familiar to all New Kelvinese as
their own names. "He didn't. He recovered, though he remained weak and fragile. Still, he was not too weak to father a sonuthe
son who is our own direct ancestor. Moreover, he dictated the tomes of lore that we rely upon to this day. He established the
thirteen sodalities, designed the arrangement of our current government, and instigated many of our most valuable rituals and
customs."

"And why did the First Healed One do this?" Father asked.

"Because he wished us to remain faithful to the magical arts," Toriovico replied, astonished. This was something the smallest
child knew. "Even in the earliest years of the Burning Death reports reached our land about how our neighbors were reacting to
the departure of their own founders. We heard how those books and artifacts that had not been taken by their owners were
being wantonly destroyed. We heard how surviving practitioners of the sorcerous arts were being slain.

V- ven as I did," Father said, and his expression was both wry and sad. "Now I shall reveal unto you the truth. That first Healeu <
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Y. he First Healed One wanted us to possess an advantage when his associates returned from the Old Country. He felt that if w &
trained and practiced the forms of magic, we would be readier to use them. Therefore, we would have the advantage over our
neighbors and become a great empire."

Father sighed and shifted uncomfortably in his bed. Again Toriovico held the goblet for him, wiping away the little drops that
dribbled unnoticed down the sick man's chin. When he had swallowed enough, Father said:

"That was a good account, Toriovico, free of much of the embroidery and fancy that has sprung up in the last centuries.
However, much of it is as false as a Waterlander's word."

Prepared as he was for this, Toriovico still felt a chill. Protest would be foolishuFather would not waste his dying breaths on a
lie.

"The First Healed One, according to his own accounts, which you will be able to read when I am dead," said the Healed One
with brutal bluntness, "was a sorcerer of the lowest rank, not a great power as he has been represented since. Doubtless this is
why he survived the Burning Death. The disease did, however, maim him as history has it and what talent remained to him was
quite small.

"The Healed One," and Toriovico knew his father now spoke of this long-ago sorcerer, not himself, "despite some of the stories
about him, was a practical man. He firmly believed that his associates would return, probably in no more than a decade. He saw
the chaos that was springing up around our borders and resolved that he would preserve our kingdom intact. This meant giving
the survivors a reason to bind together.

"Magic had always been important in New Kelvin, more so than in many of our neighbors' lands, for the soil here is poor,
though the mining is good. In all the colonies, magic was used to support the rulersueven as armies and navies are used
todayubut in New Kelvin, magic was even more important. The Founders were all mages, their government was structured
around magic. Therefore, the common folk were conditioned to obey, honor, and respect the magical arts."

Toriovico marveled how his father seemed to grow stronger as he related the tale. He coughed hardly at all and his eyes shone
with a strength that had been gone for many moons past.

"You have related how the Healed One established our government, our lore, our rituals and traditions. All of that is trueuall
but his reason for doing so. He did not wish to make us strong; he wished to make us weak."

Toriovico couldn't stop himself.

"What!"

"Weak." Father smiled dryly. "That's right. He believed that his fellows would return and he wished to present them a kingdom
intact and obedient. This would not be the case if we had reason to merge with another landuWaterland, for example. As long
as we believed ourselves special, wedded to a destiny no other could share, that would create a border as real as any mountain
or river.

"Our government was set up in the same way. The sodalities serve a good purpose in keeping the arts and crafts alive. Indeed,
many foreigners perceive them as little more than trade guilds encumbered by useless ritual and elaborate titles. In many ways,
the Primes are as good a governmental system as any. The First Healed one knew he lacked the strength and energy to rule as
an absolute monarch, so he established a government where his lackeys would take care of routine, but he and his descendants
would remain the supreme authority.

"However, not wishing the Primes to become too powerful, the Healed One made certain that each sodality would have one
vote but three representatives, thus ensuring deadlocks and debates. The Dragon Speaker would be drawn from the Primes,
assuring even more competition within those ranks. The establishment of the Dragon's Three meant there would be further
maneuvering for position."

Toriovico was shocked, as horrified as if his father had told him to slice his own throat. He no longer wondered that at least one
of his predecessors had been driven mad upon learning this version of history. It was akin to knowing you stood upon stone
only to learn that you stood upon air.

"And my place in this?" Toriovico said, ashamed that he could not keep a quaver from his voice.
y p paq

"Is to maintain the lie," Father said bluntly. "Any who get close to the truth, you must divert. The First Healed One suggested
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Y any strategies for doing this. Other of our ancestors have added to his list.
"That's something I forgot to tell you," Father went on. "The book I told you aboututhe one only you will be able to read? You
will also be able to write in it and your words will be safe from prying eyes. In this way generations of Healed Ones have been
able to share their experiences with those who will follow. It is some comfort in a lonely task."

For the first time then, Toriovico experienced pure and absolute isolationua sense of being alone that had not left him since.

E Devider

FIREKEEPER ENJOYED LISTENING to Grateful Peace's stories, even though she frequently found parts quite difficult to
understand. Wolves were storytellers by nature, a thing, she guessed, that must come from not having a way to write down their
history and teaching. She wondered if some of her reluctance to learn to read and write came from this. Not liking the flavor of
that bite, she spat it out and considered it no more.

Wolves were listeners, too. As the perpetual pup in her pack she had heard some of the same tales over and over again.
Warning stories about flooding streams or poisonous snakes, boastful ones about hunts that went right and hunts that went
wrong. Stories of the past and of interactions with other packs and other Beasts.

Peace's stories, with their sorcerers and magical artifacts, strange beasts and stranger battles, were of things so alien to the wolf-
woman that sometimes she could not even shape her mind around them. She had seen shipsuthough never traveled on more

than a bargeubut ships that sailed through the air? What, when one came down to facts, was a griffin or a wyvern or a basilisk?

Things with these names were depicted sometimes in paintings or tapestry, but she had noticed that artists never seemed to
agree on the details. A wolf was a wolf was a wolf, but a dragon was not always recognizable as a dragon.

Firekeeper might have asked Bee Biter, who was far more well traveled than either herself or Blind Seer, but the kestrel had
vanished one morning and had not yet returned. Firekeeper wasn't worried. The kestrel was inclined to get impatient about the
slow speed of human travel.

Quibbles about the reality of Peace's various monsters did not stop Firekeeper from enjoying his stories, nor from discussing
them at length with Blind Seer, who enjoyed them as much as she did. They both decided that hunting a griffin might be
interesting, if one could get around the fact that the puma/eagle hybrid flew, but that many of the others sounded as if they were
better avoided.

"Why bother when there are deer in the forests and elk on the plains?" Blind Seer yawned.

Firekeeper thought this question good enough to ask, and put it to Grateful Peace.

"Why in so many stories," she said, "people go after monsters? Surely there were deer and rabbits then."

Peace looked slightly surprised.

"I had never thought about the matter," he admitted. "It is simply the way of the stories. I suppose it is because great heroes
need great challenges. Since many of these are stories from the days of the Founders, who were far more powerful than we are
today, I suppose they needed bigger challenges. And in some cases, the monsters were a threat to the homes of those who
fought them."

Firekeeper nodded, willing to accept this as yet another incomprehensible human prejudice, but Blind Seer was less willing.

"I still think it odd," he. said, "that they simply didn't have the wisdom to leave such creatures alone. And the monsters weren't
always a threat."

"Maybe." Firekeeper offered, running her hands through his fur, "it is because these Founders were more like regular humans
than Peace wishes to believe. I have seen how human hunters brag after taking a deer or even a pheasant, game no wolf would
brag on. Maybe these Founders hunted to brag, not to eat."

"If they hunted these griffins and dragons," Blind Seer said, "then they had earned the right to brag indeed."

Traveling north had been good for Blind Seer, shaking the heat-borne laziness from his brain. Still, like most wolves, he
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. cferred to rest when the day was hottest. Last time he had traveled through New Kelvin he had taken to lying up during the
day and catching up with them at his leisure. Here in more populated lands, with the party often staying in towns or villages at
night, this had proven more difficult.

Now when Blind Seer grew weary of the plodding pace he rode in the wagon, at first encouraging the horses pulling it to new
enthusiasm for their task, though later, like all the party's mounts, they became resigned touif never pleased withutheir burden.
Sometimes Firekeeper joined him, putting up with the jolts for the pleasure of sleeping with her arms buried in his fur.

The horses weren't the only ones who were less than delighted by Blind Seer's presence. The New Kelvinese humans were
unhappy, too. However, between them, Firekeeper and Blind Seer had evolved a plan to cope with this that, even many days
into the journey, left them both shaking with laughter.

Once or twice before, Blind Seer had posed as an enormous dog. Now, with Wendee's assistance, they constructed an
impressively heavy-looking collar. At need, the collar could be attached to a leash of triple-braided leather.

What no observer realized was that the buckle that fastened the collar was tacked into place with the lightest of stitches. Indeed,
the collar itself was loose enough about Blind Seer's neck that he could paw it off over his head. The density of Blind Seer's
neck ruffuand the fact that no one was interested in getting too close to himumade the deception good.

Firekeeper took delight in strutting about with the wolf "safe" on his leash. Blind Seer also enjoyed the game until one evening
it turned ugly.

The party had paused along the turnpike at a place that was too small to even be called a village, but was too large to be merely
a coach stop. It boasted a large and elegant inn called the Mushroom Stanza, several stables and storage buildings, a station for
a local branch of the New Kelvinese militia, and even a few shops.

Peace explained that the location was fortuitously placed, a good stopping-off point for those traveling to many destinations
within the kingdom. All the structures were of fairly recent construction, but like everything in New Kelvin the place sought to
seem old and freighted with history.

Had the weather been less foul, their party might have passed the inn by in favor of some other place or even camping in the
open, but a summer thunderstorm had broken out that afternoon, turning even the well-tended New Kelvinese roads to shallow
streams bottomed in slick mud.

Moreover, Elise was sniffling and sneezing, possibly in reaction to some rather pretty yellow-orange flowers that grew
profusely on the neatly tended verges of the turnpike. She rode on gamely, but her misery was evident.

So was Doc's, especially since his healing talent seemed unable to do anything for this particular affliction except relieve
Elise's misery a bituand Firekeeper cynically thought this relief might have more to do with Doc himself than whatever magical
gift he offered.

Peace bullied the innkeeper into giving two rooms to the group. Had they not been foreigners, latecomers as they were they
probably would have been expected to settle for blanket rolls in the common room, but that would have sent the rest of the
custom scattering. Indeed, there were a few grumbles when the Hawk Havenese came out to dine, but no one actually insisted
that they leave.

Firekeeper didn't join the rest. Wet weather and all, she preferred to stay outside with Blind Seer. They'd been given a
stableureally more of a glorified shedufor their horses and in that hay and manure-scented refuge Blind Seer bolted down a
large haunch of venison. He was cracking the bone so they could share the marrow when the bullies and their dogs came upon
them.

Firekeeper didn't much bother to count above ten, but she didn't need to here. There were six men and more than that in dogs.
The dogs were ugly creatures with short dung-colored coats, thick skins, and heavy, blunt muzzles. They wore collars adorned
with long spikes. Their masters were even uglier.

Like all New Kelvinese these men wore some form of facial adornment. However, wet weather and general personal sloppiness
had not been kind to their paint. Firekeeper thought that it had begun in strong colors: red, black, white, and yellow. Now it had
all run together, the worst aspects of a puddled rainbow.

The bullies wore their hair in the usual New Kelvinese queue, but where Grateful Peace's braid was as smooth as a coil of silk,
these men's were ratty, bits of scruffy hair sticking out around the edges. Their robes were more of the same. About half of the
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. uup wore them kilted up, as if they'd forgotten to let them down after a day in the fields. These were the neater ones. The
others hadn't even bothered to kilt their robes up at all and the hems were bordered inches deep in caked-on mud and manure.

Firekeeper recognized the men and their dogs. She'd seen them several days before at a low inn, one so slovenly that Peace had
refused even to check if it would grant foreigners shelter, though they had stopped long enough to draw water from the well to
refresh both humans and horses.

And wolves.

The bullies had seen Blind Seer when he'd leapt from the wagon to drink at the horse trough. Even worse, their dogs had seen
him and the dogs had been wise. They had cowered back.

The men had not liked this at all. Firekeeper had met this type of human before. Whether it was title or weapon or some animal
they owned, they thought themselves better than other people because they possessed something they could use to intimidate.
They mistook cringing before that tool as a sign of quality in themselves. Lack of respect to the tool was seen as lack of respect
to themselves.

To be honest, Blind Seer hadn't improved the situation by pissing on the edge of the horse trough, marking the dogs' territory
for his own with his arrogant stream. The dogs hadn't made it any better for themselves by cringing away from the wolf without
even a token snarl or snap.

At the time, Firekeeper had been proud of her pack mate. They'd laughed over the incident, entertaining themselves by
recalling every aspect of the event, shaping it so that it would make a good tale for the story circles when they next went home.

Tonight the dogs were not cringing. Firekeeper scented something in the air, a sharpness like liquor or like blood. She
wondered if the men had given something to their dogs so that the dogs wouldn't feel fear or if the dogs had been beaten.

There were many dogs, more than there were men. Their eyes were muddy brown in the shifting lantern light and their teeth
were the color of old ivory, not white like Blind Seer's. But there were many mouths filled with many teeth and all of them
were bared.

At the first sound of the approaching group, the wolf-woman had risen to her feet in a single lithe motion so natural that it didn't
seem motion at all. Blind Seer had also eased to his feet and stood beside her, enormous in the confined space. His silver-grey
fur caught the lamplight and gave it back. There was a sound like distant thunder.

The Royal Wolf was growling.

A dog shrank back and tried to run, but a man booted him in the ribs. The dog froze, caught between pain he knew and a fear so
visceral that he could not deny it.

A man said something to Firekeeper. He spoke New Kelvinese. Firekeeper, who had not been present for Grateful Peace's
language lessons and probably wouldn't have paid attention even if she had been, didn't understand.

"I not know that talk," she said, haughty as Earl Kestrel.
Another man spoke in Pellish as broken as her own, though the fractures ran along different lines.

"You have a big dog there, girl," he said, and she understood his mocking tone better than any of his words. "We have dogs,
too. We don't like your dog. We think he make a good rug or maybe a cloak. What you think?"

Firekeeper's answer was to lunge. Her logic was simple wolf logic that answered threat with either an answering threatuif one
felt the opponent could be so intimidateduior with surrender or with attack. She did not think she could threaten these men.
They would not see their danger until too late. Nor did it occur to her to surrender. That left only attack.

Besides, the difference between thieves and bandits was the level of threat they offered. These had said they would kill Blind
Seer and make him into a cloak or rug. That meant they were bandits, not thieves. Edlin had said that it was permissible to kill
bandits.

The bullies' spokesman was dead before he hit the dirt. There was a distinct chance that his severed head watched the action a
bit after his body had stopped breathing, for his eyes were wide in shock.
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® und Seer acted as if linked in thought with his pack mate. At his slightest movement, some of the dogs ran. Others leapt at = <y
him, maddened by the smell of blood and by the conflicting fears that coursed through their veins. The wolf snapped at these as
he might have at flies. Two dropped dead, one with a broken back, the other with a broken neck.

Then did the other dogs turn, tails between their legs, their yelping cries warning the night.

Blind Seer paid them no heed. He lunged at a man who was slashing at Firekeeper. The man's arm was crushed just below the
elbow. His knife fell to the muddy ground. The man's screams blended with those of the dogs. He backed off a few steps, then
crumpled in a faint.

Four men armed with knives or swords or, in one case, a long spear now faced a solitary young woman armed only with a
hunting knife, a wolf poised at her side. The men had strapped on leather wrist braces and donned heavy boots of the type
favored by people who enjoy kicking other people in the ribs. The girl wore a fine leather vest and trousers cut off beneath the
knee. Her feet were bare.

It wasn't anything like a fair match and the men knew it. Turning, they ran. There's a problem about running from wolves.
Wolves like to give chaseuand Firekeeper and Blind Seer were wolves.

By the time people had streamed out of the inn, responding to the commotion as humans do, first with confused discussion,
then with action, the hunt was over.

Firekeeper and Blind Seer weren't hungry, though, only upset, which is why the four men lived. They lay unconscious in the
muddy fields just beyond the shed and if they bled a bit, well, one does after falling... or being knocked down rather hard.

It took Firekeeper several minutes to realize that she and Blind Seer were in big trouble.

First the horses had to be calmed. Spattered with blood as she was, Firekeeper knew she wouldn't be much help with that, but it
did mean that Derian wasn't there to explain things to her. Edlin was helping him. Doc and Elise were checking the man whose
arm had been crushed. Nothing could be done, of course, for the one she had decapitated.

Firekeeper drifted back to the edge of the circle of light created by the emergence of numerous lantern-bearing people from the
inn. She was watchful, for Firekeeper was always watchful, but she wasn't particularly apprehensive. Well, maybe a little about

the human she had killed, for humans were odd about the killing of humans.

But why should she be nervous? She had been attacked. She had defended herself. Blind Seer, who she was learning to protect
from human fear, hadn't even killed a human, just a couple of dogs.

Ugly dogs, too, belonging to low-status humans. Bandits. Did that make the dogs bandits, too? Could dogs be bandits or did the
human tendency to assume that all animals were stupid absolve the dogs from guilt? Perhaps there would be trouble over the
dogs after all.

Firekeeper was chewing over this when she heard Wendee calling for her. There was an odd note in Wendee's voice, so
Firekeeper paused rather than heading directly over.

Wendee was not alone. She had come about halfway across the inn's courtyard. Behind her paced six or seven armed guards.
"Wait here," Firekeeper said to Blind Seer. "I don't like this."

The wolf's reply was to fade further into the darkness. Then Firekeeper came forward, moving easily as if she had seen nothing
to cause concern.

"Firekeeper!" Wendee said, and there were emotions in her voice Firekeeper couldn't quite place, but the wolf-woman was
willing to bet that they had something to do with those armed guards. "These men want to talk with you."

"So," Firekeeper said, stopping in midstride. "Talk."
Instantly, she knew that she had done somethinguishe wasn't sure whatuwrong. Several of the guards shifted their grips on their
weapons as if readying them. Their leader, a big, thickset man who reminded Firekeeper of a tree trunk, stepped alongside

Wendee.

"Not here," he said in Pellish, his accent heavy. "Inside."


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

»why?" Firekeeper asked, thinking her query completely reasonable.

The guard captain apparently didn't share her opinion. He started to say something in Pellish, then shifted to New Kelvinese,
directing his remarks at Wendee.

Wendee translated, evidently quite unhappy.

"He says that he doesn't see why he should stand out in the mud to interrogate a murderer."

Firekeeper frowned. She knew the word, but didn't think it applied to her. Perhaps Wendee had mistranslated.

HMe?H

"You," Wendee replied, "at least as he sees it. From what I can gather, they see you as a killer in possession of a dangerous
animal. They thought it was Blind Seer who had killed the man, but Doc assured them that even a wolf as big as Blind Seer
couldn't have taken off a man's headuat least not while leaving it intact."

"Good," Firekeeper said. She wouldn't want Blind Seer to get either blame or credit for her actions.

Wendee nodded, but it was clear she misunderstood the wolf-woman.

"Yes, at least you'll have a chance to argue for Blind Seer's lifetiand for your own. Won't you come inside? Making them come
after you or remain standing in the mud and wet isn't going to help."

Firekeeper had numerous questions. Why should she need argue at all? The bandits had needed killing. Maybe these guards
wondered why she hadn't killed all six. She doubted it, though. The use of the word "murderer" was not a good sign.

She also saw the wisdom in Wendee's suggestion.

"I go inside," she agreed, "but tell them no to touch me."

Wendee took a deep breath.

"They want you to hand over your knife."

Firekeeper shook her head.

HNO. n

The manner in which she said the word gave it the force of a blunt weapon. The guard captain needed no translation. He said
something to his men. Two unslung bows and began to string them. Firekeeper considered for barely a breath, weighing the
options. As she saw things, there was only one wise course of action.

These men were not bandits, only guards doing their duty. She had known many such and would not harm them for so slight a
reason. Equally, she would not surrender her Fang. She had always refused, at first out of prudence, but the concessions she
had gained now made it a matter of pride as well.

The bows were hardly bent, the stings not even tight before Firekeeper made her decision. She dove for the shelter of a nearby

wagon parked in the courtyard. From there she had her choice of many shadows. Once within their embrace, she was gone into
the friendly darkness.

Chapter XVII

E Previous E Top E Next

TORIOVICO SPUN, balancing less around his physical center than around his loneliness. It was a more perfect center than
anything else could be. Weight and muscle might shift and change, but never this.
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.5 the Healed One came to a halt and was about to go into a new move, one that involved reclining in a split on the cool
marble floor followed by motions recalling a willow in the wind, he heard a sound from the open archway. He looked up.

Melina stood in the doorway, a heavy book tucked under her arm. Her pale blond hair had been dressed in the New Kelvinese
fashion and she had taken to New Kelvinese styles as if they had been designed for her, wearing the long embroidered robes
with grace, tripping along in shoes with the longest and curliest of toes.

Although Melina had not resisted cutting her hairtindeed, she had been pleased that New Kelvinese style and dyes hid its
silveringushe had been slow to adopt tattooing on her face, not wishing, Toriovico thought, to mar her elegant if rather severe
features with the puffing and scabbing that followed the procedure.

However, Melina loved elaborate face paints, especially those that emphasized her startlingly clear blue-grey eyes. In this way,
she did not embarrass anyone by exposing her naked face.

Today her eyes were the centers of wispy flowers that also evoked the wide-awake look of owls. Her drawn-in eyebrows were
set slightly higher than her natural ones, enhancing the impression of startled alertness and inviting the trained eye to study the
contrast.

Toriovico felt his gaze drawn into hers and saw Melina's smile turn slightly lascivious. Since today's dance was for practice
rather than performance, he wore little more than a loin wrap. Melina, rather than being offended by his lack of formality as
many highborn New Kelvinese would at least pretend to be, seemed to enjoy her husband's undress.

She motioned for him to come closer, and Toriovico rose as if a puppet on strings. No longer did he wonder at the wisdom of
his marriage to her. She was the heart and soul of his universe, a warm caress that blunted the pang of his solitary state.

Melina kissed him, warm and lingering.
"After you bathe and cool yourself," she said, "come and sit with me in the gardens. I've hardly seen you today."

Toriovico obeyed. It never occurred to him to do otherwise.

YET WHEN TORIOVICO CAME TO MELINA IN THE GARDENS, she hardly seemed to notice his approach. The large
book she had been carrying earlier was open across her lap and she looked up from its ornately calligraphied pages only
reluctantly. Even after she had turned her face up to accept his kiss and patted the bench beside her as an invitation for
Toriovico to come and sit beside her, she still seemed distracted.

Torio, basking in the warm glow he felt only when Melina was near, was only slightly miffed at his wife's inattention. Idly, he
glanced at his rival's spine, unsurprised to find it a scholarly compendium of folklore and legend. Melina was always reading
one of these. She said she'd never understand her adopted people if she didn't study the type of things they imbibed with their
mother's milk.

"I had a nurse," Toriovico had replied, a thing that had seemed quite witty at the time. Now, fresh from immersion in the dance,
the statement seemed both flat and stupid.

He put the memory from him, not wanting anything to ruin his comfortable mood. Melina, too, made an effort to put aside her
distraction, honoring him with a particularly warm smile and slipping her slender hand into his own larger, heavier one.

"You wanted to see me, my dear?" Toriovico asked, not really because he cared about anything but this moment, but because
he would not leave undone anything Melina desired.

"Who wouldn't want to see you?" Melina said playfully, inserting two fingers under the collar of his robe and stroking his skin.
"You keep yourself in such wonderful form."

"I must," he said matter-of-factly, "for the dance."

"Did I take you from your practice too soon?" Melina asked with that thoughtful attention to his needs that was mysteriously
unlike the flattery of courtiers and servants.

"Never too soon," he said, "if my lady can spare me her time."
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.15 words sounded like a rather trite line from a play. Indeed, a few seconds later Toriovico had placed them as a line from a
play, one of those romantic melodramas his sisters had sighed over when they were girls.

Melina continued to stroke the skin just beneath Torio's collar with a repetitious, soothing motion that relaxed him completely.
Indeed, Toriovico had to struggle not to drift of to sleep.

"I saw Apheros today," Melina said idly. "The poor man seems quite put out."

Torio thought it rather odd to hear the formidable Dragon Speaker described in a fashion that would be more appropriate for a
small boy.

"Oh," he said drowsily.

He must not yawn. Melina would be terribly offended. Put out, even.

"Yes," Melina said, shifting her caress to the base of his neck and massaging the muscles in slow circles. "I asked what was
troubling him and he finally admitted that he'd brought a proposal to you some days agousomething to do with Waterland
tradetiand he felt you'd been less than enthusiastic."

Toriovico struggled for a moment, then recalled the Waterland trade packet.

"I told you about the meeting at the time," he reminded her, "that same evening. I rather thought the Waterland business
representatives wanted quite a lot for far too little."

"Magical artifacts are too little?" Melina said, surprised.

"Potential magical artifacts," he countered, sitting up a bit straighter. "Dearest, you're going to have to stop rubbing my neck if
g gup g y gomng Y g my
you want me to think straight."

Obediently, Melina dropped her hands into her lap. Toriovico took the opportunity to put two fingers under her chin and tilt her
face up for a kiss. Then, with an effortufor those lips were powerfully distractinguhe returned to business.

"The Sodality of Artificers will send someone into Waterland to make a preliminary inspection whenuand ifuthe Waterlanders
agree. They've been rather uncooperative to this pointuas if they'd expect us to buy a horse without checking its teeth!"

Melina chuckled softly.

"Perhaps I am to blame, beloved," she said. "After all, didn't you accept me and those artifacts I brought without prior
inspection?"

"True," Toriovico said.

Or rather Apheros did. I think I might have hesitated. Yet Apheros was right in his judgment. Those artifactsuwell, at least the
mirroruwere magical.

"But those had a provenance," he said. "These artifacts have been rather conveniently discovered. Prime Dimiria claims to have
seen some of them years ago during her residence abroad, but she's not an Artificer. Indeed, her vision has dimmed over the
yearsunot that she'd appear in public wearing spectacles!tiand I doubt she'd be able to detect a substitution."

Melina snuggled against him and he encircled her slender body with one arm.

"You seem to have thought a great deal about this, Torio."

"I am the Healed One," he reminded her gently, "and the welfare of my people, especially in regards to magic, is my special
duty."

I wonder what she would say, he thought, if she knew that my most sacred duty is to forbid magic rather than to encourage it?
He didn't need to think hard to find the answer to that question. Melina was the most devoted magical scholar in Thendulla

Lypella, for she alone was undistracted by any duty to a sodality. Indeed, some had suggested creating a title and post for her,
perhaps giving her a staff to facilitate her research. The matter was being debated in the Primes this session.
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V. uwever, such thoughts drifted away even as he grasped at them. How long they sat in the shaded nook in the flower-scented %
bower, he didn't know. What he was next aware of was Melina pulling away from his loose embrace.

"Where are you going?" he said.

"Inside. It's getting rather chilly."

Torio didn't think so, but perhaps his southern bride felt such things differently. He rose as she did.

"Torio," Melina said, her tone subtly commanding. "You will think about giving Apheros his way in this Waterland matter."
"Yes, my dear," he said obediently.

She smiled then and kissed him lightly. Then, gathering her book, she hurried from the garden.

Toriovico watched her until she was out of sight, mindless of anything but her departing admonition.

E Devider

"THEY SEE LADY BLYSSE'S FLIGHT as an admission of guilt," Grateful Peace explained to Derian after a harrowing few
hours during which the Hawk Havenese had not been certain how much of the anger and fear directed at Firekeeper would
rebound upon them.

Peace had done wonders, never abandoning his guise as Jalarios, humble guide and translator, but somehow managing to keep
his charges free. It hadn't hurt that Doc had immediately offered his services to tend the wounded man. Indeed, Doc had
insisted. Even now Elise, Wendee, and Doc remained with the patient and the word had just been sent down that he was
expected to live.

"I don't understand," Derian said stubbornly, though in his heart of hearts he did.

Peace explained patiently. "As the guards see it, if Lady Firekeeper had nothing to fear, why then would she run?"

Derian and Peace were sitting in the inn's common room at a table by themselves. They weren't quite under arrest, but the
guards had made clear that they would be happier if they didn't go anywhere out of sight. Citrine had been permitted to go to
bed. Edlin was out with some of the guards, helping track down the dogs that had been set on Firekeeper.

"Firekeeper didn't run," Derian explained wearily.

He was amazingly fuddleheaded. They'd been on the move since dawn in lousy weather and he'd been just about to retire to his
beduafter too much to drink, he had to admit, but the inn's wine had been very good and there hadn't been any trouble for so
longuwhen Firekeeper had to stir up a fuss.

Then Edlin's Moonkissed had kicked him a glancing blow just above the knee. Normally, Doc could have set such right with
just a touch of his talent, but he and Elise were desperately trying to save the life of the man Blind Seer had attacked, a man

who anyone could see was gutter scum.

"Firekeeper just left," Derian went on. "They wouldn't talk with her without taking her knife. She hasn't let King Tedricuwho I
think she reveres about as much as she does any humanutake that knife away. She didn't run, she..."

His wine-fogged head couldn't find the words. Grateful Peace took mercy on him.

"Made a tactical retreat," he suggested.

"That's about it," Derian agreed. "I'd bet my..."

He'd been about to say "right hand" then caught himself. That wouldn't be the right thing to say, not to Peace, not after he'd
seen the expression on the New Kelvinese's face when they'd brought in the man Blind Seer had mauled. The way Peace had

glanced at the bloody ruin of the man's arm and then at his own empty sleeve had been as eloquent as volumes of some epic. It
had all been there: loss, grief, adjustment, the wondering if the man might be better off dead.
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§ crian wondered just how much they could trust this already chancy ally. Might Peace's sympathies be with the wounded
rather than with Firekeeper and Blind Seer?

"I'd bet anything," Derian went on, "that she's somewhere nearby."
Peace leaned forward and lowered his voice.

"I wouldn't make statements like that if I were you," he said. "Right now the guards are convinced that she's fled to the hills.
They're talking about setting hounds on her trail..."

"Fat lot of good that would do," Derian murmured.

"No matter," Peace said. "If they thought she was near enough to learn what was going on here, they might try other forms of
persuasion."”

Derian's eyes narrowed and his head cleared with amazing, unsettling speed.

"Are you saying they might use torture?"

"Let us just say," Peace replied smoothly, "that they might decide that stronger methods of questioning than those to which they
have resorted thus far might be in order, especially if the questioned person was then permitted a turn or two about the stable
yard for fresh air."

Derian shuddered. He didn't want to, but he did. Peace's next words didn't do anything to restore his confidence.

"Lady Archer should be safe from such treatment, as should Lord Kestrel. The guards would not wish to cause an international
incident. Sir Jared should also be safe. Not only would they respect his title, but he has shown evidence of being able to do
magical healing. That grants him near reverence in their eyesuespecially with how freely he uses his gift for others. You and
Goody Wendee, however..."

Peace shrugged.

"Which..." Derian asked, croaking on the first word. "Which would they think a more useful victim?"

Peace gave an eloquent lift of his brows.

"Difficult to say. I suppose it would depend on whether the guards think that Lady Blysse would feel more pity for one of her
own gender or for her oldest friend."

Derian didn't doubt that the guards could learn about his relationship with Firekeeper. They might know already. The New
Kelvinese had a strong spy network. They kept dossiers on interesting foreigners. Like him. Like Firekeeper.

"But they don't know she's likely to be near," he said after a moment.
"No," Peace agreed, "and I will not tell them."

Derian wished he believed Peace, but why shouldn't Peace tell the guards if he could turn the information to his own
advantage? Might such an act not be the first step toward Peace's own rehabilitation into New Kelvinese society?

The guard captain stomped into the inn's public room at that moment. He was a big man just going soft about the middle, with
thick iron grey hair plaited long down his back. Given the hot, sticky weather, he wasn't affecting elaborate face paint, but he
had something that looked like a stylized mountain range tattooed along one prominent cheekbone.

The captain kicked his feet against the doorpost to knock the worst of the mud free before entering the room and scattering
more mud over the fine carpets. The innkeeper looked as if he wanted to protest but didn't dare. The outpost guards weren't in
his employ but were part of the contingent maintained by the New Kelvinese government.

Normally, Derian guessed, the guards' presence suited the innkeeper just fine, given that their being so near must just about
eliminate theft, but tonight with his establishment turned head over heels and the guards sticking their noses into what could
have been dismissed as a brawl that turned out badly, the innkeeper clearly was regretting the arrangement.
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You and me both, buddy, Derian thought wryly. Then he turned his attention to the guard captain with what he hoped was the %
correct mixture of interest and concern.

The guard began by giving Grateful Peace a look that said without the need for translation that he considered the guide one of
the lowest of the low. Indeed, he seemed about to send the other New Kelvinese away, but halted.

"Do you speak New Kelvinese?" he asked in that language.

"Not very well," Derian admitted, following this with the phrase he'd learned from Peace early in his instruction that meant the
same thing.

The guard captain grimaced, but he didn't send Peace away.
"Who speak us good?" he asked in Pellish.

"Lady Archer," Derian said, figuring that it would never be too late to start throwing around titles, "speaks your language best
of us, but she's with the doctor."

Peace said something that sounded like water running over rocks with a few interesting boulders formed by familiar names.
"Doctor. Sir Jared Surcliffe," said the guard captain.

Peace is right, Derian thought, assessing the guard captain's expression. They are in awe of Doc. Good. Anything that slows
down their search for Firekeeper.

"With Sir Jared," Derian agreed, "and he needs Lady Archer to help him."

He made motions of someone handing things to someone else. The guard captain seemed to understand. Sighing gustily, he
hooked out a chair with the toe of his still muddied boot and took a seat.

"We talk," he said. "Me to you, you to me. He," this last with a jerk of his head toward Peace, "help."

"Sounds good," Derian said. He remembered a polite formal expression Peace had told him meant something like "Thank you
very much" and decided that it couldn't hurt to throw it in.

The guard captain looked confused, then smiled, recognizing the intent and clearly deciding to forgive Derian's limitations.
"I am Brotius," he said, jerking a thumb toward his chest. "You Derian Carter?"

"I am Derian Carter," Derian agreed. Then he remembered what Peace had said about titles and, though he felt like he might be
throwing Wendee into the bear pit, he added, "Also called Derian Counselor."

Brotius glanced at Peace who said something fluid-sounding and multisyllabic. When Peace finished, Brotius glanced at
Derian's hand.

"Where?" he said, tapping a broad signet ring on his own hand.

Derian was getting into this abbreviated manner of speech. It really wasn't much different from talking to Firekeeper. He pulled
from around his neck the embroidered amulet bag his sister Damita had given him as a birthday gift and spilled the ruby
counselor's ring into his cupped hand.

"I don't wear it for everyday," he said. "It's a very special ring."

Peace translated and Brotius nodded. From a leather wallet on his belt he produced a pad of the excellent paper the New
Kelvinese made, along with one of the writing sticks Edlin had so envied their last visit. He made a quick, recognizable sketch
of the ring and the emblem incised into the stone, then gestured that Derian could restore the ring to its carrying bag.

"Where go girl?"

Derian looked at Peace, pretending to be more confused than he really was.
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P_ould you ask him to explain more fully?"

Peace did and Brotius rattled off his question in a fashion that made Derian think that perhaps he'd better be a bit more careful
when he played dumb.

"Captain Brotius says," Peace translated," "Where is the girl, the one with the knife and the big dog? She's a killer'nactually the
word he used could mean murderer in that contexti'and I don't want her running around where she might harm someone else."

"I don't know," Derian replied, looking Brotius straight in the eyes. "Jalarios," he barely remembered to use Peace's adopted
name, "ask Captain Brotius why he calls Lady Blysse a murderer."

Peace diduor at least he said something. Brotius's reply was prefaced with what Derian recognized as a minor profanity, which
Peace did not translate.

"Because she killed a man and would have killed more if we had not come out."

"That's not how I see it," Derian retorted, looking at Brotius, trusting Peace would translate without direct order. "As I see it she
was attacked by six grown men and showed remarkable restraint. Only one died and one was injured. She could have killed the
other four but only knocked them down."

Too late did Derian realize that he might have said too much. He was accustomed to how dangerous Firekeeper was. Admitting
openly that she could have killed all six men might not have been wise, but the words were out of his mouth and he could only
hope that Peace would moderate what he said.

Apparently, Peace did not, for the next thing Brotius, speaking in his own broken Pellish, said was:

"Girl kill one. You say kill six?"

Derian shrugged, throwing caution to the winds.

"She's a trained warrior or hunter or whatever a human wolf is. I don't know if she could, but she and Blind Seer could. She
saved King Tedric from an assassin last yearuand that was after someone had shot her in the leg."

Peace translated, then listened as Brotius positively fountained speech. What Peace gave Derian had to be only the smallest
fragment.

"Are you saying this girl is important to your king?"
"Very," Derian said. When Peace didn't add more, he asked, "That isn't all he said, is it?"

"No," Peace admitted. "He hadn't heard about the assassination attempt and wanted to know if I had. I had to admit that I had
heard something of the sort."

Brotius was looking suspicious. He frowned at Peace and Peace said something to him that had to be "I was just clarifying a
point for the outlander" because Brotius stopped frowning. He turned to Derian.

"Girl like doctor?" he made a sweeping gesture with his hands.

Derian was completely confused and looked at Peace.

"He wants to know if Lady Blysse is like Sir Jaredupossibly magical."

Remembering the New Kelvinese reverence for magic, Derian nodded enthusiastically.

"Yes. She is. Very much."

Only after he saw the unwilling awe spreading over Brotius's rugged features did Derian realize that he had probably spoken no
more than the truth. SomeoneuHazel Healer, he thoughtuhad once speculated that Firekeeper had inherited talents that made

her communication with animals easier, more natural for her, though Hazel had also thought that Firekeeper's upbringing
among the wolves had contributed a great deal.
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$” crian wasn't about to go into those particulars now. If Brotius wanted to think that Firekeeper was some wonderful magical
being, and that would make him treat her with more respect, then that was all for the best.

Or was it? Derian remembered how many of Peace's stories along the trail had dealt with brave heroes going after magical
beasts and he sincerely hoped that Brotius didn't see himself in that role.

Brotius's next words didn't give Derian any comfort on that point.

"Girl..." Brotius frowned, his ability in Pellish, which to his credit was better than Derian's in New Kelvinese, failing him
again. He snapped a command at Peace, and Peace politely translated:

"Captain Brotius says, 'You called her a warrior, a hunter, a human wolf. Do you mean that?"

Derian answered carefully, now all too aware that Peace would not cover for him.

"Lady Blysse is certainly a fighter, but maybe not yet a warrior. She is one of the best hunters I've ever seen. As for her being a
human wolf, well, she thinks she's a wolf, but we can see that she's human, so I was just trying to find a way to explain why

she's the way she is."

Ancestors, please! Derian pleaded mentally. Don't let Brotius decide this means she's some storyteller's fancy of a shape-
shifting creature!

Perhaps the ancestors listened, for Brotius's next query was prosaic.
"Why do you think she killed that man rather than yelling for help?" Peace translated.

"She wouldn't think to," Derian said honestly. "Where she grew up there wasn't anyone who could help. Anyhow, there were
six men with weapons and all those dogs. I don't think any help could have arrived in time."

"In time for what?" came the translated reply, snapped out in tones so like Brotius's own that Derian nearly forgot the
intermediary.

"For whatever they had in mind for her," Derian replied impatiently. "You don't think that six armed men went after a solitary
girl with anything good in mind, do you?"

Brotius's reply was a guffaw of laughter as unwilling as it was spontaneous. He immediately sobered, but Derian liked him
better for the slip.

"Captain Brotius would still be happier if Lady Blysse could be called in," Peace said.

"So would I," Derian agreed, "but that's beyond me. Try to see the situation from her point of view. She's out in the stable
minding her own business when six men come at her and Blind Seer. The two of them can't run so they fight. When the fight's
over instead of being thanked or apologized to, more men with even bigger weapons and wearing armor come at her and
demand she hand over herself and her knife. This time she could run, so she did."

It took a while for this to be translated, but when Peace was finished, Brotius asked through him:

"You think she would have run the first time?"

"I do," Derian agreed. "We have taught her not to kill humans if she has a choice."

Again he wondered if he had said too much. If Brotius sent men to chase down Firekeeper then they could use this against her.
On the other hand, maybe something was to be earned from showing her as civilizeduat least after a fashionuand as respecting

the rules of civilization. After all, a hunting party would be armed with bows as well as swords and spears.

And anyhow, if Firekeeper's cornered, she's quite likely to decide that in a case of her life or theirs that theirs can go out with
the trash.

Brotius looked thoughtful and Derian didn't doubt that their thoughts were running along parallel lines. The rain would wash
out a scent trail, so tracking the fugitive wolf-woman with dogs would be difficult. The guards might be counting on her and
Blind Seer to leave tracks, but Derian knew that the wolf-woman had learned a considerable amount about avoiding leaving
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Y acks since one errant footprint had revealed her existence to Earl Kestrel's party a year and a half before. Blind Seer might
prove a bit more difficult to hide, but there was much uninhabited country in these mountainous reaches and Derian had
learned that wolves were far better climbers than he would have imagined.

"Girl no come," Brotius said heavily, "you no go."

Derian nodded. He understood that statement well enough. Theyuand their secret mission for King Tedricuiwould be held
hostage against Firekeeper.

He didn't blame Brotius. The man was only trying to contain what he must see as dangerous and unpredictable foreigners, but
Derian also knew he couldn't let Brotius hold them for long.

E Devider

THINGS WERE NOT GOING WELL.

With the first rays of dawn, men emerged from the militia headquarters. They reminded Firekeeper somewhat of ants trailing
each other, dressed so alike, the sunlight reflecting off the polished leather and metal of their armor as it would off an insect's
carapace. They spread out in an even line and waited.

A big man Firekeeper thought might have been the one who told her to hand over her knife the night before was leading them.
From his hand gestures he was separating the guards into groups, having one group go this way, another the opposite. It didn't
take her long to guess they might be coming to search for her.

She turned to Blind Seer.

"Shall we away, dear heart?"

The wolf looked north.

"If we go that way, we will see if our friends travel the turnpike to Dragon's Breath today."

"Good."

They stayed away until after noon and the disgruntled guards had long returned to their stony lair. The rest of their companions
did not come out though, so wolf and woman found themselves a good place to rest and settled in to wait. Perhaps their friends
were waiting until the cool of the afternoon to leave.

Afternoon did not bring their friends, but it did bring another search party. This one added dogs to their number: low-bodied,
nose-sniffy hounds. These were given something Firekeeper could have sworn was one of her spare vests and a hank of Blind

Seer's shed fur to sniff. Then they set their wide noses to the damp ground.

Once or twice the dogs caught a scent trail. Firekeeperuand even Blind Seeruwas impressed. However, each time the trail
ended in a muddy patch or a shelf of rock washed clean.

Their friends didn't leave that afternoon either.

The wolf-woman had glimpsed each of the others about the grounds, usually going and to and from the place where the horses
were kept or to one of the shops, so she knew they were alive and well.

She'd even seen the man Blind Seer had maimed, his arm carefully wrapped, sitting in a chair where he could get some fresh
air. Of the other four bandits she'd seen nothing, but that didn't bother her. Perhaps the guards were keeping them locked up just
as their dogs were locked in a pen alongside the guardhouse.

The failure of Firekeeper's companions to leave the inn and journey on did, however, play havoc with the wolf-woman's
intentions. She had planned on following them when they left, rejoining them when they were some distance from this place.
She knew their final destination was Hasamemorri's house in Dragon's Breath. She figured that her friends knew she knew this
and would count on her joining them.

But they didn't leave.
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Y e first full day since her escape passed and turned into a new day. Firekeeper watched carefully whenever one of her friencs %@
came outside, hoping for a signal. She saw none, but she realized that the guards were keeping a close watch on her

companions. Never did one leave the inn but a guard or two emerged at the same time. Her friends were not imprisoned, but
certainly they were being restricted.

Firekeeper cursed the kestrel Bee Biter, who was still absent. If Bee Biter were near, Firekeeper could have begged him to
gather information. It would be humiliating, but better than this nervous not knowing.

On this second day of watching, armored guards and the sniffing dogs came out again. Firekeeper praised herself for having not
given into an urge to sneak down to the grounds the night before. Had she done so, the dogs would have gotten her trail. As
things were, they failed again. Several troops of men tromped through the surrounding area, but Firekeeper and Blind Seer
found them easy enough to avoid.

By the third day, what game there was started growing wary and though Blind Seer did not need to eat every day, when he did
eat he needed to eat heartily, not the little fish and squirrels on which Firekeeper could subsist. With these complications in
mind, Firekeeper decided that the only solution was to sneak down by night and find out why her companions were being
delayed.

Blind Seer wanted to come with her, but Firekeeper refused.
"You will frighten all the animals, sweet hunter," she said, embracing him, "and their noise will alert the guards. Wait for me."
"And if you do not return," the wolf growled, "as the others have not?"

"Then," the wolf-woman said, "do come, but come when the wind and the night both are with you. Slay a creature or two,
perhaps those sniffing dogs would do for starters. I think we can put such fear into these foolish ones that they will be glad to
see the back of us."

Laughing, his teeth white in the light of the waning moon, Blind Seer agreed.
"You have only this night," he warned her. "Tomorrow I strike."

"I would not have it other, dear heart," she assured him, and kissing him on the damp leather of his nose, she slipped down into
the grounds.

There were human guards posted, but Firekeeper had watched them these last several nights and she knew that they were past
that tense alertness that had marked their first night's watching. Even so, her heart pounded a little faster than usual, but she
knew that was good. Were she not to feel the thrill of the hunt, then she might grow careless.

Dodging into the darker shadows where the torchlight didn't fall, Firekeeper made her way to the side of the inn. She had
already noted which rooms her companions had been given. They were on the third story, back in a corner, doubtless so that
the locals need not get too close to the foreign taint. There was an outside stair near them, but Firekeeper disdained it. Besides,
if there was a watch on her friends, a guard would surely be set in that close stair.

The inn was built from stone, rough chunks probably cleared from the local fields and in the building of the turnpike. They
were mortared together in the form of a small castle complete with turrets. Much art had gone into the design, but the stones
had not been dressed smooth and they provided ample toe and finger holds for her.

She swarmed up and sniffed at the open window. The air smelled of male sweat, not unclean, simply the body cooling from
summer heat. Had there not been so much at stake, Firekeeper would have slipped in then and there, trusting her own speed and
agility to get her away if she was detected by the wrong person. Because she could not take that risk, she crouched on the
windowsill, wishing for a proper wolf's nose so that she could be absolutely certaintas she was almost certainuthat one of the
scents was Derian's.

She crouched there a long time, until one of the men shifted in his sleep and began to snore. A slow smile spread over her face.
That was Edlin, sure as rain makes wet.

Dropping from the windowsill into the room, Firekeeper took a moment to assure herself that Edlin, Doc, and Derian were
alone. She knew from earlier travel that Peace, in his role as servant, must sleep elsewhere, just as the women must have their
own room. The women had arranged to keep Peace's "darling little boy" with them, thus sparing Citrine some potentially
awkward encounters.
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 une of the New Kelvinese apparently thought this last at all odd. Doubtless they dismissed it as another foreign peculiarity.

Firekeeper debated only a moment on who to wake first. Doc always slept lightly and seemed used to keeping his tongue when
awakened from a sound sleep. She padded over to where he slept and, crouching next to him so that her mouth was near his
ear, spoke softly.

"Doc," she said, touching him lightly on the arm. "Is Firekeeper."

Doc did not disappoint her. He blinked to full wakefulness as easily as she had climbed the side of the building.
"Firekeeper? Ah, good. We thought you had stayed in the area.”

He glanced over at his snoring cousin and poked him in the side.

"Ed! You're snoring!"

"I say!" Edlin muttered sleepily. "So sorry, really."

He rolled onto his side and started to snuggle back into his pillow.

"Edlin," Doc said holding his hand ready to clap over the younger man's mouth. "We have a visitor. Firekeeper is here."
Edlin blinked blearily.

"What? I say, did you say?"

"Keep your voice down," Doc urged. "Firekeeper has come here at great risk to herself."

By now Derian was stirring. He didn't seem to be as muzzy-headed as Edlin and had apparently gathered something of what
was going on. He propped himself up on one elbow and looked around the dark room, eventually identifying the darker blot
next to Doc as their visitor.

"We thought you would stay close," Derian said, his voice soft but choked with emotions Firekeeper couldn't begin to define.
"We're in a bit of a bind. The guards won't let us leave until you're found. Elise has done the ruptured-dignity thing and
appealed to our embassyul know we didn't want to draw a lot of attention, but it would have seemed odder if we hadn't."
Firekeeper nodded, realized Derian couldn't see her, and said, "What is ruptured dignity'?"

Derian laughed softly. He reached for the lantern near his bed and lit it, bathing the room in a pale yellow glow.

"You've seen it. When a noble gets all formal about privilege and proper treatment and all."

Firekeeper had indeed seen such behavior, many timesubut rarely from Elise. She thought, however, that Elise could rupture
her dignity very well if she chose.

"And what has happened?" the wolf-woman prompted.

"It will be days before we hear anything from the ambassador," Derian said, "and it's quite likely the ambassador won't be able
to get us out right away. You see, it's not any of us the guards want."

"It's me," Firekeeper said.
"Right."

There was a span of silence during which Edlin finally woke up all the way. Then he had to be forestalled from making a great
commotion in his joy at seeing his "dear sister."

Firekeeper sighed. Edlin wasn't an idiot. She knew that, would even defend him against those who misjudged him. However,
there were times this was hard to remember.
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Y ou not come out window and go?" she asked wistfully.

"No," Derian replied, a touch of admonishment in his tone. "That would make nearly impossible the task for which we were
sent here."

"I know," Firekeeper sighed. "You cannot go. I cannot..."

She stopped, chewing over the beginnings of a plan.

"Give me a knife," she said.

"What?" Doc asked, apparently speaking for all three men, judging from their wordless exclamations.

"You give me knife," Firekeeper said. "I give this knife to guards. I hide my knife. Like Elise I rupture my dignity if they say
they search me. I also rupture dignity if they try to hurt me. Am I not daughter of Earl Kestrel?"

"I say!" Edlin said. "That's not bad at all!"

"No it isn't," Derian agreed, "and it goes well with what we have told them already. I've seen their attitude toward us shift over
the last few days. They're less confident than they were the night you fled."

"I wouldn't be surprised," Doc added in the tone of one who knew more than he was saying, "if my patient has talked a bit
about the intent with which he and his companions went after Firekeeper and Blind Seer."

"You wouldn't have had anything to do with that, would you, Doc?" Edlin said with a delighted chuckle. "Just like I didn't point
out how those dogs were all fighting animals, not some farmer's herd dogs, what?"

"Right," Doc agreed.
He turned to Firekeeper.

"It's a good plan," he said to her, "but there is a chance that they will attack you or lock you up. They've had several days to get
worried and tense."

Firekeeper shrugged, though in truth she didn't feel nearly as easy as she pretended.

"True," she said. "That is why I keep my Fang."

Chapter XVIII

E Previous E Top E Next

AT DAWN, the wolf-woman padded into the Mushroom Stanza Inn's central stable yard. Blind Seer, pacing at her side,
seemed twice his usual size with his hackles raised, but she took no comfort in this. Rather she wished he were smaller than the
smallest mouse so that no arrow might hit him. So that none of the New Kelvinese humans could claim to have been surprised
by their coming, Firekeeper and Blind Seer had howled to signal their approachuan act that, while eliminating surprise, set the
resident livestock into a panic. However, even that warning might not be enough to keep them safe from a nervous bowman.

Some of Firekeeper's companionstumost importantly Doc, for whom the New Kelvinese held deep, superstitious respectuwere
waiting outside when the two wolves descended from the rocky high ground into the stable yard. Edlin ran forward to greet
them, an action that must have looked spontaneous to any who had spent time with him these last few days but was calculated
to insure that any guard would think twice before loosing an arrow or throwing a spear.

"Sister Blysse! Good to see you, what?" Edlin said, his joy so sincere that Firekeeper felt a twinge of guilt that she could not
feel for Edlin what he did for her.

"And you, Edlin," Firekeeper said, giving the young man's lanky torso a quick embrace. "I waited for you and for others to go
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9.1 the road, but you no go, so I come back for you."

"I say," Edlin replied, his tone slightly stagy even to Firekeeper's ears.
"These New Kelvinese won't let us go, you know. Captain Brotius wants a word or two with you about the other night, what?"

"I have words," Firekeeper growled, unable to control a momentary flash of anger that some stranger would expect her to
answer to him. "Where is this Brotius that he might give me his?"

Edlin looked around and there was Brotius crossing the yard from the militia guardhouse, a severe and angry expression on his
face. Today his face bore a few lines of red and white like a reversed widow's peak descending his shaved forehead. Firekeeper
matched them to the device on the guard post's flag and thought she understood their meaning.

"Are you ready to surrender?" Brotius demanded as soon as he was close enough not to shout.

Firekeeper had been trying to prepare herself for this momentusurrender was, after all, considered a viable option between
wolvesubut Brotius's arrogance made her unwilling to back down without question.

"I still not know why I do this thing," she said, her hand moving to the knife she had borrowed the night before. She had hidden
her Fanguafter some consideration of the limitations of her usual costume for hiding much of anythingustrapped close to Blind
Seer's belly where his thick fur hid both sheathed blade and the light thong that bound it to him.

Brotius replied, "Because you kill a man and your dog arm bit another."

"I could have killed all," the wolf-woman reminded Brotius, locking her gaze with his, "but only took life to keep my own. You
should give me thanks for having taken away such ugly ones."

Off to one side Firekeeper heard Derian swear softly. She knew she had departed from the script they had worked out the night
before, but she couldn't help herself. Surrender was a serious matter among wolves.

Brotius looked angrier than ever.
"I the guard, not you," he said stiffly. "I deal with 'ugly ones."
From somewhere on the fringes of a gathering crowd, Grateful Peace glided smoothly forward.

"If my services as a translator may be of help," he offered. He spoke first in Pellish, then said something in New Kelvinese that
Firekeeper figured must be about the same thing.

Brotius grunted, then spoke at such a rapid spate that his native language's liquid sounds flowed in an uninterrupted torrent.
Grateful Peace translated blandly, "He wants to know why you came back if you didn't plan to surrender."

"I come back," Firekeeper said, "so he let my friends and you go. I do nothing wrong. The men I kill were bandits."

Peace translated. Brotius snarled something, a fairly long speech this time, which Peace must have shortened in translation.

"Captain Brotius wishes to know if you think that your being a noblewoman in your own land makes you immune to New
Kelvinese law."

Firekeeper shook her head, addressing Brotius while trusting Peace to give her words sense.
"No. I think that because I try to keep my life hot in me that is the first law."
"The men didn't want your life," Peace translated for Brotius. "They wanted to have their dogs fight your dog."

"Blind Seer is my life," Firekeeper said simply, "and the bandits not 