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BOOK ONE

AAA-ROOO! AAA-ROOO!
Digtant, yet carrying, the wolf's howl broke the | ate-afternoon stillness.

In the depths of the forest, a young woman, as strong and supple as the sound, rose noisalessly to her
feet. With bloodstained fingers, she pushed her short, dark brown hair away from her earsto better hear
thecal.

Aaa-rooo! Aaa-rooo!

It was asentry howl, relayed from a great distance to the east. The young woman understood its
message more easly than she would have understood any form of human speech.

"Srangers! Srangers! Srangers! Srange! ™

Theladt lilt of inflection clarified the previous howls. Whatever was coming from the east was not
merely atrespasser—yperhaps ayoung wolf dispersing from his birth pack—but an unknown quantity.
But from the relay signal that preceded the cdll, the strangers were far away.

The young woman felt amomentary flicker of curiosity. Hunger, however, was more pressing. The
cold timeswere not long past and her memories of dark, freezing days, when even the stupid fish were
unreachable benegth the ice, were sharp.

She squatted again and continued skinning astill warm rabbit, musing, not for the first time, how much
more convenient it would beif she could egt it as her kinfolk did: fur, bone, flesh, and gutsal inone
luxurious mouthful.

AAA-ROOO! AAA-ROOO!

Derian Carter, the youngest member of Earl Kestrel's expedition, felt his shoulder jerked nearly out of
its socket when the wolf howl pierced the late-afternoon peace. The haunting sound startled the sengitive
chestnut mare he was unbridling nearly out of her highly bred stockings.

"Easy, easy, Roanne," he murmured mechanicdly, al too aware that his own heart wasracing. That
wolf sounded close!



As Derian eased the mare's headstall over earsthat couldn't seem to decide whether to prick in aarm
or flatten in annoyance, he said in a voice he was pleased to discover remained calm, amost nonchalant:

"That sounds like abig wolf out there, Race.”

Race Forester, the guide for Earl Kestrdl's expedition, looked down hislong nose at the younger man
and chuckled. He was alean fellow with a strong, steady tread that spoke of long distances traveled
afoot and blond hair bleached so white by constant exposure to the sun that he would look much the
same at Sxty ashedid at thirty.

"That it does, Derian.” Race stroked his short but full beard as he glanced around their sheltered forest
camp, systematically noting the areas that would need to be secured now that big predators were abouit.
"Wolves dways sound bigger when you're on their turf, rather than safe behind acity wall.”

Derian swallowed aretort. In the weeks since Earl Kestrdl's expedition had departed the capital of
Hawk Haven, Race had rarely missed an opportunity to remind the members (other than the earl himself)
that Race himself was the woodsman, while they were mere city folk. Only the fact that Race's contempt
was s0 generdly administered had kept Derian from calling him out and showing him that acity-bred
man could know athing or two.

Only that, Derian admitted honestly (though only to himself), and the fact that Race would probably
turn Derian into asmear on the turf. Though Derian Carter wastall enough to need to duck hishead
going through low doorways, muscular enough to handle the most spirited horse or work from dawn to
dusk loading and unloading wagons a his father's warehouses, there was something about Race
Forester's snewy form, about the way he carried his dighter build, that made Derian doubt who would
be the winner in ahand-to-hand fight.

And, with another surge of honesty, Derian admitted that the woodsman had earned the right to
express his contempt. Race was good at what he did—many said the best in both Hawk Haven and
their riva kingdom of Bright Bay. What was Derian Carter in comparison? Wl trained, but untried.

Derian would never have admitted that before they set out—knowing himself good with ahorse or an
account book or even with hisfists—but afew things had been hammered into hisred head since they
|eft the capitd, things that hadn't been dl that much fun to learn, and Derian didn't plan on forgetting them
now.

So Derian swallowed hisretort and continued removing the tack from the six riding horses. To his
right, burly Ox, his road-grown beard incongruoudly black against pink, round cheeks, was heaving the
packs from the four mules. When another long, eerie wolf's howl caused the nearest mule to kick back
at theimagined danger, Ox blocked the kick rather than dodging.

That block neatly summed up why Ox was amember of the expedition. Even-tempered, like most big
men who have never been forced to fight, Ox had made hisrecent living in the Hawk Haven military.
During the current lull in hodtilities, however, he had |ft the military to serve as Earl Kestrel's bodyguard.

Ox's birth name, Derian had learned to his surprise, was Malvin Hogge.

"But no one's called methat snce long before my hair started receding,” held told Derian, rubbing
ruefully where his curly hairline was making an undignified and preméature retregt. "But | prefer the name
that my buddiesin Kestrel Company gave me long ago and, strangely enough, no one ever calsme
‘Mavin' twice"

Unlike Derian, Ox felt no inordinate awe toward Race Forester, aware that in his own way he was as
va uable as the guide. How many men could shift a battering ram by themselves or do the work of three



packers?
"Think that wolf wants usfor dinner?' Ox asked Race in his degp-voiced, ponderous way.

"Hardly," the guide retorted scornfully. "We're too big agroup and wolves, savage asthey are, are not
Supid.”

"Well," Ox replied, laughing a hisown joke, "you'd better tell the mulesthat. | don't think they
understand.”

Sir Jared Surcliffe, alesser member of Earl Kestrel's own family, but prouder of hisrecently acquired
nickname "Doc" than of any trace of noble blood, crossed to claim the general provisonsbundle. Like
the earl he had black hair and clear, grey eyes, but hisheight and build lacked the earl's seeming
delicacy. There was strength in hislong-fingered hands—as Derian had learned when Jared stitched a
cut in hisforearm a couple of weeks back. Derian recalled that Doc had won honorsin battle, so he
must have other strengths aswell.

"Vdet hasthefire sarted,” Jared said, an upper-class accent giving his smple statement unwonted
authority. "I'll start dinner. Race, shouldn't you seeiif there might be afish or two in yonder brook? Earl
Kestrel would enjoy fresh trout with hisdinner.”

Had anyone but Jared or the earl himsdf even hinted at giving the guide orders, he might have found
himsdlf slanding alate-night watch on an anthill. Race Forester, though, for al hispridein hisskills, knew
when he could—and could not—push his socid betters.

"Right," he grunted, and departed, whistling for Queenie, his bird dog. The red-spotted hound
reluctantly abandoned the station near the fire from which she'd been watching Earl Kestrel's man
unpack the delicacies kept for the earl's own consumption.

When the wolf howled again, Derian wondered how much of Queeni€e's reluctance was dueto leaving
the food and how much to the proximity of the big predator.

"They say that the wolvesin the mountains are bigger than anything found in settled lands," Derian
said, talking to distract himself and fedling freer to speculate now that Race was gone.

"They do," Doc agreed, "but I've dways wondered, just who has seen these giant wolves? Few
people have gone beyond the foothills of the Iron Mountains—those mostly miners and trappers. Asfar
as | know, the only onesto have crossed the range are Prince Barden and those who went with him."

Derian finished currying Roanne and moved to the earl's Coa before answering.

"Maybein the early days," he hazarded, "when the colonies were new. Maybe people saw the wolves
then."

"Possibly,” Jared said agreeably, shaping ajourney cake onitsboard. "And possbly it'sal
grandmother'sfire stories. Race is right. Wolves and other night creatures do sound bigger when you're
camping.”

Conversation lagged as the members of the expedition hurried to complete their chores before the last
of the late-spring light faded. Part of the reason Earl Kestrel had planned his journey for thistime of year
was that the days would be growing longer, but after hours spent riding on muddy trails, the evenings
seemed brief enough.

Cool, too, Derian thought, blowing on hisfingers as he measured grain for the mules and horses.
Winter may be gone, but she's not letting us forget her just yet .



Ox, who had finished putting up the tents and was now effortlesdy chopping wood, paused, hisaxein
thear.

"If you're cold, Derian, you can help me chop thiswood. Y ou know what they say, "Wood warms
you twice: oncein the cutting, oncein the burning." "

Derian grinned at him. "No thanks. I've enough dseto finish. Do you think well get snow tonight? The
ar dmogt hasthe scent of it."

Ox shrugged, measuring his answer out between the blows of hisaxe. "The mountains do get snow,
even thislate in the season, but | hope we're not infor any. A blackberry winter'sal we need.”

Derian frowned thoughtfully. "At home I'd say snow would be agood thing for business. It'seasier to
move goods by ded and people by deigh, but out here, on horseback . . . | could do without the snow.”

"Wewon't have snow," announced Race, re-entering the camp from the forest fringe. Threelong,
shining river trout dangled from one hand. " The smoke'sriang straight off the fires. Clear but cold
tonight. Derian, you might want to break out your spare blankets.”

Derian nodded. HE'd dept cold one night out of a stubborn desire to show himsdlf astough asthe
woodsman and had been giff and nearly uselessthe next morning. Earl Kestrel himself had chided him
for foolish pride.

"Our mission istoo important to be trifled with," Kestrd had continued in hismincing way. "Mind that
you listen to Race Forester's advice from here on.”

And Derian had nodded and apologized, but in his heart he wondered. Just how important was this
mission? King Tedric had seemed content enough these dozen years not knowing his son'sfate. And
Prince Barden had shown no desire to contact the king.

Earl Kestrel had been the one to decide that knowing what had happened to the disinherited prince
was important—Kestrel said for the redlm, but Derian suspected that the information was important
mostly for how it would affect the earl's private ambitions.

THE YOUNG WOMAN was bathing when a thin, tail-chewed female informed her that the One Mde
wanted her at the den. The messenger, ayearling who had barely made it through her first winter, cringed
and groveled as she ddlivered her message.

"When shdl | say you will come before him, Firekeeper?' the she-wolf concluded, using the name
most of the wolves called the woman—a name indi cating ameasure of respect, for even the Roya
Wolvesfeared fire,

Firekeeper tossed afat chub to the Whiner. She certainly wasn't going to havetimeto et it, not if she
must run al the way to the den. Ah, well! She could catch morefish later.

"Tdl him," she said, considering, "'l will bethere asfast astwo feet can carry me."

"Sow enough,” sneered the Whiner, emboldened as she remembered how al but the fattest pups



could outrun the two-legged wolf.

Firekeeper snatched a stone from the bank and, swifter than even the Whiner's paranoia, threw it at
the wolf's snout.

" A-geel”

"That might have been your skull," the woman reminded her. "Go, bone-chewer. My feet may be
dow, but my bdly isfull with the meet of my own hunting!"

A lip-curling snarl before the Whiner vanished into the brush showed that the insult had gone home.
Faintly, Fire-keeper could hear the retreat of her running paws.

Her own departure would be less swift. Bending a the waist, she shook the water from her
close-cropped hair, then smoothed the locks down, pressing out more water as she did so.

Even before her hair had stopped dripping down her back, Firekeeper had retrieved her most
va uable possession from where she had set it on aflat rock near the water. It was afang made of some
hard, bright stone. With it, she could kill amost as neatly as ayoung wolf, skin her prey, sharpen the
ends of sticks, and perform many other useful tasks. The One Male of her youngest memories had given
it to her when he knew hewas going into hislast winter.

"These are used by those such asyoursdlf, Little Two-legs,”" he had said fondly, "since they lack teeth
or claws useful for hunting. | remember how they are used and can tutor you some, but you will need to
discover much for yoursdlf."

She had accepted the Fang and the leather Mouth in which it dept. At first she had hung them from a
thong about her neck, but later, when she had learned more about their uses, she had contrived away to
hang them from abelt around her waist. Only when she was bathing, for the Fang hated water, did she
takeit off.

Now she held thetoal in her teeth while she reached for the cured hide she had hung in atreelest
those like the Whiner chew it to shreds. Most hides she couldn't care less about but this one, taken from
an ek killed for the purpose, was specid.

Out of the center she had cut ahole for her head, wide enough not to chafe her neck. The rest of the
skin hung front and back, protecting her most vulnerable parts. A belt made from strips of hide kept the
garment in place and she had trimmed away the parts that interfered with free movement of her arms.

Some of the young wolves had laughed when she had contrived her first hide, but she had disregarded
their taunts. The wolves had fur to protect themselves from brambles and sticks. She must borrow from
the more fortunate or be constantly bleeding from some scrape. An extra skin was welcome, too, against
thechill.

In the winter, shetied rabbit skinsaong her legs and arms with the fur next to her flesh. The skins
were awkward, often dipping or faling off, but were till far better than frostbite.

Later in the year, when the days grew hotter and the hide stifling, Firekeeper would wear only a
shorter bit of leather around her wai s, relinquishing some protection for comfort.

Lastly, Firekeeper hung around her neck asmall bag containing the specid stones with which she
could strike fire. She valued these less than the Fang, but without their power she could not have
survived thiswinter or othersbeforeit.

Faintly, Firekeeper remembered when she did not live thisway, when she wore something softer and
more yielding than hides, when winters were warmer. Almogt, she thought, those memorieswerea



dream, but it was a dream that seemed strangely close as she ran to where the One Male awaited her.

THE ONEMALE was abig slver-grey wolf with adark stresk running aong his spineto thetip of histall
and abroad white ruff. He was the third of that title Firekeeper could remember and had held the post
for only two years. His predecessor would have dominated the pack longer except for achance ssumble
infront of an ek during ahunt in midwinter ong anicy lakeshore.

The current One Ma e had been accepted by the One Female, who had led the pack alone through
the remainder of that winter until the mating season early the following spring. Competition for her had
been fierce and one contender had been killed. A second chose exile rather than live beneath his pack
mate'srule.

Y et the diminished pack had fared well, perhaps because of, rather than despite, the losses. Fewer
wolves meant fewer waysto split the food. New pups had since grown to fill the gaps and the Ones

reigned over afine pack eight adults strong—with a single strange, two-legged, not-quite-wolf to round
out the group.

Although she remembered when both had been fat, blue-eyed, round-bellied puppies, Firekeeper
thought of both the One Made and the One Fema e as older than herself. However, though the human
had more years than the wolves, the redity wasthat they were adults while she, when judged by her
abilitiesrather than her years, was a pup. Indeed, she might always be a pup—athing she regarded with
some dissatisfaction during rare, idle moments.

When she loped into the flat, bone-strewn area outside of the den, the One Mae waswaiting for her.
None of therest of the pack wasvisble.

The One Female was within the cave nearby, occupied with her newborn pups. The day for them to
be introduced to the rest of their family was close and Firekeeper warmed in pleasant anticipation.
Already she knew that there were six pups, al apparently healthy, but everything el se about them was
kept aguarded secret until the great event of Emergence.

Seeing Firekeeper—though doubtless he had heard her arrive—the One Maeroseto hisfeet. She
ran to within afew paces, then dropped onto al fours. When he permitted her to approach, she stroked
her fingersadong hisjaw, mimicking a puppy's begging.

Tail wagging gently, the One Maedrew hislips back from histeeth asif regurgitating—though he did
not actualy do so. All spare food these days went to the One Fema e and the pups. Firekeeper, who
had been made hungry by her swim followed by aswift run, was rather sorry. Many times during the
past winter meat had been carried to her from akill too distant for her to reach before the scavengers
would have stripped it.

"Y ou summoned me, Father?' she asked, Sitting back on her haunches now that the greeting ritua had
been completed.

The One Maewagged histail, then sat beside her, tacitly inviting her to throw an arm around him and
scratch between hisears.

"Yes, Little Two-legs, | did. Did you hear the message howl some while ago?’

"Stranger! Stranger! Stranger! Strange!" she repeated softly by way of answer. "From the east, |
thought.”

"Yes, dl the way from the gap in the mountains, not far from where you cameto us.”



Firekeeper nodded. She knew the place. There was good hunting in those meadows come late
summer when the young deer grew foolish and their mothers careless. There was aso aburned place,
overgrown now, but hiding black ash and hard-burnt wood benegth the vines and grasses. Every year
when the pack hunted in that region the Onestold her how she had come from the burned place and
reminded her of her heritage.

"l remember the place,” Firekeeper answered, mostly because she knew the One would want to hear
confirmation, not because she thought he needed it.

"The Strangers Strange are two-legs, like yoursdf," the One continued. " A facon has been following
them by day and she relays through our scouts that the two-legs go to the Burnt Place, seeking those
who were there before | was born.”

"Oh!" Firekeeper gasped softly. Then a question drew aline between her dark, dark eyes. "How
doesthe facon know where they are going?"

"When this falcon was young she was taken from the air while on migration,” the One explained. "
don't know how it was done, but the Mothers of her people say it was so and | believe them.”

"Likeknowslike best," Firekeeper said, repeating awolf proverb.

"Remember that," the One Mde said, then returned to his explanation. "Thisfacon lived for atime
with the two-legs and hunted for them. During that time, she learned something of their speech—far
more than the few words they used to address her. From their speech and from the direction they are
heading, she believes that these two-legs are not hunters come for ashort time to take furs."

"The wrong timefor that game, certainly,” Firekeeper said. "Y our coats are shedding now and make
me sneeze.”

"That iswhy those fingers of yoursfed so good,” the One Male admitted. "Pull out the mats asyou
find them."

"Only if you remember,” she teased with mock hauteur, "not to bite off my hand!™

"l promise," he said with sudden solemnity. "Asal of us have promised not to harm our strangelittle
sder.”

Made uneasy by this change of mood, Firekeeper occupied hersdlf tugging out amat, worrying the
undercoat |0ose with dexterous ease.

"Why did you summon meto tell me of thetwo-legs?' she asked at lagt. "I know less of them than the
faconsdo. They are strangersto me. Thewolves are my people.”

"Always," the One Mde promised her, "but since before | was born each One hastold those who
may follow that thereisatrust held by our pack for you. When your people return, we have sworn to
bring you back to them. It isan ancient trust, given, so our tales say, to your own mother.”

Firekeeper was slenced by astonishment. Then she blurted out indignantly:
"] was never told of thig"

"You," the One Mae said gently, "have never been considered old enough to know. Only those who
may one day lead the pack aretold of thistrugt, so that they may vow to keep it in their turn.”

The human admitted the justice of this, but hot tears of frustration and anticipated grief burned in her
eyes.



"What if | want nothing of thistrust, given to amother | cannot remember?”

"You will dways be awolf, Firekeeper," the One Mde said. "Mest the two-legs. Learn of them. If
you do not carefor their ways, come back to the pack. A wise wolf," he continued, quoting another
proverb, "scouts the prey, knows when to hunt, when to stay away."

"I | did less," Firekeeper admitted, wiping the tears away with the back of one hand, "1 would be less
than awolf. Let me begin by scouting the two-legs. When | have learned who leads, who follows, then |
will make mysdf known to them.”

"Wise," the One Mde said. "The thoughts of awolf and the courage aswell.”

"Tdl mewhereto find them," Firekeeper said, rising. "Cal my coming to our kin dong thetrail that
they may guide and protect me."

"Twill .. "

The One Ma€eswords wereinterrupted by a husky voice from the den's opening. An elegant head,
pure silver, unmarred with white or black, showed againgt the shadows.

"o after tonight, Little Two-legs," said the One Femae. "Tonight | will bring out your new brothers
and sisters so that you may know them and they you. Then, fully of the pack, you may be heartened for
your task."

Overcomewith joy, Firekeeper legpt Sraight into the air.
"Father, Mother, may | cry the pack together?”’

"Do, Little Two-legs," said the One Female. "Loud and long, so that even the scouts come home. Call
our family together.”

"WE PASS THROUGH the gap tomorrow," announced Race Forester asthey gathered round the fire after
dinner that night. "Then, we will need to dow our progress. Earl Kestrel .. ." hedipped hishead in
respectful acknowledgment, "has collected reports from the trappers and peddlers who had contact with
Prince Barden. They dl agreethat he did not intend to go much further than the first good site beyond the
mountains. He wanted to be well away from settled lands, but | suspect not so far that trade could not be
edtablished later.”

Derian, full, warm, and pleasantly weary, asked, "But no one has heard from him since he crossed the
[ron Mountains?'

"No onewho isadmitting it," said Earl Kestrdl.

From where Derian sat, the earl was just a solid, hook-nosed shadow. He was not a big man. Indeed,
he was quite small, but aswith the kestrel of his house name, small did not mean wesk or tame. The
furious lash of histongue when he was roused was to be as feared as another man's fis— more so, to
Derian'sway of thinking. Y ou could outrun abully, but never escape the wrath of aman of consequence.

He wondered, then, if that had not been precisely what Prince Barden of the House of the Eagle had



been trying to do when he left Hawk Haven for the unsettled lands beyond the barrier of the Iron
Mountains.

Prince Barden had been athird child and, by al accounts, roundly unhappy about being so. Although
King Tedric had hisheir and his spare, he ressted having his youngest son attempt any independent
venture. Enough for the king that Barden learn to sit ahorse, fight well enough for his class, and perhaps
dabblein some court tasks.

Perhaps when Crown Prince Chalmer had married and fathered a child or even when Princess
Lovelawas smilarly settled, then Barden might finaly have been superfluous enough to be permitted his
freedom. Or maybe not even then. King Tedric was said to be avery domineering father.

Ironically, because Prince Barden had been the least noticed and least dominated by hisfather, he
was the mogt like the king in temperament. Prince Barden decided he would not see hislife frittered
away whilewaiting for hissblingsto marry (atask, to be fair to them, made more difficult in that King
Tedric wanted ahand in that choosing aswell), to breed heirs, for hisfather to die. Thus, Prince Barden
began quietly laying plansfor aventure of which hisfather was certain to disgpprove.

Sometimes Derian wondered at the younger prince's ambitions. Himself an el dest son, Derian was dll
too aware of the pressure of his parents hopes and expectations. How much easier life would beif they
would just leave him aone! Oh, they were loving and kind—nothing like King Tedric— but sometimes
Derian thought he would rebe if he heard one more "Derian, have you practiced your . . . handwriting,
riding, fencing . . ." Thelist wasendless.

Even when he wasn't being set to his books, there were quizzes. "Quick, son, tell me whose crest that
isl" Or "Don't hold your knifein that hand, Derian Carter. A gentleman holdsit like so." Lately even his
dancing, which had made him the delight of the womenfolk since he was old enough to leave the
children's circles, had comeinto question. "Don't skip so! More stately, more graceful!™

No doubt his parents had dreams of him rising into the lower ranks of the nobility, perhaps by
marriage to some impoverished noble's plain daughter! Derian groaned inwardly at the thought. He
fancied the baker's pretty second daughter, the one with the round cheeks and the saucy amile.

Maybe, now that he consdered it, he was more like Prince Barden than he had thought. Both of them
had found their parents expectations a bit more than they could take, but the difference wasthat Prince
Barden had defied hisfather. Quietly and carefully he had gathered a cadre of men and women who, like
himsdlf, longed for more than what Hawk Haven and her endless sparring with Bright Bay could offer.

Only after the expedition was planned, supplied (largely from King Tedric's own pocket—he didn't
believe it good policy to stint too greeatly on his children's alowances), and on itsway did theking learn
that Prince Barden, hiswife, and hislittle daughter had not stayed at their keep in the foothills of thelron
Mountains, but had gone beyond the gap to the other side.

The sleward of West Keep delivered the news himself, bringing with him aletter from the prince.
Barden's plan had been well laid. AlImost every lesser guard, groom, gardener, cook, or maidservant at
the keep had been of his party. The steward, Ieft with only his core group, had not dared pursue them
and leave histrust untended.

By thetime King Tedric learned of Prince Barden's departure, attempting to drag him back would
have been futile. Instead, the king disowned his younger son, blotting his name from the books and
refusing to let it be spoken by any in court or country. However, Derian knew, as did al the members of
Earl Kestrd's expedition, that evenin hisfury the king had left himsdlf aloophole.

Lady Blysse, Barden's daughter, had not been blotted from the records. She, if the need arose, could



be named to the succession. Prince Barden could even be named her regent if her grandfather so
wished. In those long-ago days, it had not seemed likely that King Tedric would ever so wish.

But things change, and those changes were why Derian Carter found himsdlf one of six select men
seated around afire, preparing to go through a mountain pass where, to their best knowledge, no human
had gonefor twelve long years.

He shuddered ddicioudy at the thought of the adventure before them and turned his attention again to
theinforma conference around thefire. Earl Kestrel wasfinishing his diatribe againgt those who might
have defied King Tedric's wrath and made profitable and secret trade with Prince Barden's group.

"It would be to their best interests,” he said, "to never speak of their doings. Why risk royd censure?"
"Why," added his cousin Jared, "risk having to share a closed market?'

"Indeed,” the earl agreed approvingly. "Forester, aswe move deeper into unknown territory, Barden's
people may not take such care to hide traces of their comings and goings. Keep asharp eye out for
them.”

"Ever, my lord," answered Race promptly and humbly. Then, "My lord, when we find them,” (he
didn't say what he had said frequently to Derian and Ox, that he thought Barden and his party al dead or
fled to some foreign country), "how shall we approach them?’

"We shdll scout them," Earl Kestrd said, "from hiding if possible. When we have ascertained their
numbers and whether Prince Barden is among them | will choose the manner of my approach. If wefind
an abandoned settlement, then we shall remain long enough to discover whether Prince Barden and his
people are dead or if they have merely moved e sewhere.

"Any information,” he continued sanctimonioudy, "will be of help and comfort to theking in his
bereavement.”

And you'll find a way to turn it to your advantage, Derian thought sardonicaly.

That there was an advantage to be gained Derian did not doubt—neither had his father and mother.
Thiswaswhy they had insisted on Derian's accompanying Earl Kestrdl as one of their conditionsfor
setting agood rate for pack mules, a couple of riding horses, and a coach for the early stages of the
journey.

Asadl Hawk Haven knew, King Tedric's paranoiaregarding heirs had proven well founded. Crown
Prince Chalmer had died as aresult of aquestionable hunting accident. Hissigter, Lovella, the new
crown princess, had died some yearslater in abattle againgt pirates. Neither had | eft legitimate issue.
Prince Chalmer had been unmarried. Princess Lovellahad been careful not to make that mistake, but she
had delayed bearing achild until shefelt she wouldn't be needed asagenerd.

Now, asKing Tedric, ill afierce old eagle of aman, aged, potentia heirs buzzed about the throne.
The genedlogica picture was so complex that Derian was still working out who had the best claim. There
was even amember of theroya family of Bright Bay with factions agitating for King Tedric to name him
heir.

All Derian was certain of wasthat Prince Barden, if reingtated to hisfather's favor, would have the
best claim. Lady Blysse, who would be about fifteen now, would have as good aclaim as any and better

than many.

And certainly lost prince or hislost-er daughter would need a counsdor. And who better than the
kind and wise Earl Kestrel, who had risked life and limb to bring father and daughter forth from exile?



THAT NIGHT, A few hours before dawn, Firekeeper curled up among the pups so that they would soak in
her scent and know her even after an absence. Perhaps it was the hot, round bodies clustered around her
own, perhaps the memories awakened by her talk with the One Mae, but she dreamed of fire.

Kindled in a shallow pit ringed around with river rock and bordered with cleared dirt. Her
fingers ache a little from striking together the special stones from the little bag the Ones have just
given her. Deep inside, she feels a shiver of fear as she tentatively nursesthefire to life with
gentle breath and offerings of food.

"That'sright,” says the One Female, her tones level though her neck ruff is stiff with tension at
remaining so close to the flames. "Feed it little thingsfirst: a dry leaf, a bit of grass, a twig. Only
when it is stronger can it eat bigger things."

"Yes, Mother. How do you know so much?"

The One Female smiles, lips pulled back from teeth. "I have watched such small fires being

made, Little Two-legs. Only when they are permitted to eat more than their fill do they grow
dangerous.”

The pale new flames reach out greedily for a twig, lapping her hand. She drops the twig and
sucks on aninjured finger.

"It bit me, Mother!"
"Tamara! Don't put your hand in the fire, sweetling! You'll get burnt!"

The voice is not the rumble of the wolf, thoughts half-expressed by ears and posture rather
than by sounds. These words are all sound, the voice high but strong. The speaker is a two-legs,
towering far taller than any wolf.

"I didn't touch it, Mama. | was only looking."

Orange and red, glowing warm and comforting where it is contained within the hearth, the
flames taste the bottom of the fat, round-bellied black kettle hung over them. The air smells of
burning wood and simmering soup.

"Good girl. We welcome fire into our homes but never forget that it can be a dangerous guest .

Dangerous.

Smoke so thick and choking that her eyes run with water. Coughs rack her ribs. A band wraps
around her, squeezing what little air thereis out of her. Vaguely sherealizesthat it is a broad,
muscular arm. Her father'sarm.

Heis crawling along the packed earth floor, keeping his head and hers low. Moving slowly, so
slowly, coughing with every breath. The roomin the cabin is hot and full of smoke. Something
falls behind them with a crash that reverberates even through the dirt floor.



"Donal!" Mama's voice, shrill now with panic. "Donal!"

"Sar ..." Moreagasp than a word. Then stronger, "Sarena!”
A shadow seen through burning eyes, crouching, grabbing her.
"Donal! What . . ."

She is being dragged again, more quickly now.

"My legs, abeam. . . when | went for the child."

"I'll get her out, come back for you!"

"No! Get clear."

"I'll come back."

Outside, clearer air, but till so full of smoke. She is weeping now, tears washing her eyes so
that she can see. Mama has brought her outside of the wooden palisade that surrounds
Bardenville. Looking back she can see that all the buildings are aflame. Where are the people?

"Wait here, Tamara." Mama coughs. "I'm going to get Papa.”

She can't do anything but wait, her legs are so weak. Though the air outside is clearer, she can
barely breathe, but she struggles to reassure her mother.

"I'll wait, Mama."

Mama turns. Even smudged with soot, coughing and limping, she is graceful. Tamara watches
through bleared eyes as Mama goes into the burning thing that was once a cabin.

Wher e are the people? Where is Barden? Where is Car penter who made her a doll? Whereis
Blysse who plays with her? Whereis. . .

Something large comes out of the forest behind her. A wolf. What Mama and Papa call a Royal
Wolf, though Tamara doesn't know why. The wolf licks her in greeting, whines.

Tamara points to the burning cabin. "Mama.. . ."

The wolf barks sharply. A second wolf, then two more, come out of the forest. Clearly they fear
thefire, but they run into the burning settlement. One even runsinto the cabin, comes out
dragging something that is screaming in raw pain.

Tamara's eyes flood. She hears shriller screaming and realizesit is her own voice out of
control, belonging it seems to someone other than herself. She can't stop screaming and all
around there are sparks, flames, smoke, and a terrible smell.

Shescreamsand. . .

Firekeeper awoke, the scream il in her throat, the pups stirring nervoudy around her. Beyond them,
alarge white shape rose. The One Femae nudged Firekeeper fully awake, lapping her face with her
tongue.

"Awake, Little Two-legs. The dawn isbecoming day. Y our journey isbefore you.”



GETTING THROUGH THE IRON MOUNTAIN GAP the next day proved only nearly impossible. There was
nothing like atraveled path—certainly ablow to Earl Kestrdl's conjectures about renegade
peddiers—but therewas afarly well used gametrall.

"Elk," Race proclaimed. "Moose. Certainly creatures larger than deer. They may summer acrossthe
pass and then come east in the winter.”

"Delighting our huntsmen to no end,” said Sir Jared Surcliffe. "Why do you say they comeeast inthe
winter?'

"Just aguess,” the guide admitted. "Ocean and mountains both moderate the weather. My thought
was that our winters may be milder because we are walled in by mountains on the west."

Derian, recaling some pretty nasty winter slorms, bit back a sarcastic comment. He had his hands full
with two of the pack mules, stubborn beasts who refused to follow unless dragged. His booted feet
ached, and he cursed the boulders and loose rocks that made following the straightest route afool's
dream.

"Must have been tough going for Prince Barden's group,” Jared continued. Still mounted, he was
leading Derian's Roanne. "They didn't have just afew horses and mules. From what the steward
reported to King Tedric, they pretty much stripped the manor of its livestock."

"It was the prince's property,” Earl Kestrel reminded them with gentle firmness. "West Keep was one
of the estates hisfather had givento him.”

Derian grinned despite hisweariness. It wasto the earl's advantage to make certain that al of them
remained sympathetic toward a man who was—redligtically seen—at the very least arebel and perhaps
even atraitor.

Not for thefirst time he wondered just how much King Tedric would welcome back histhird child.
For some moon-spans now rumors had been flying around the capital that the king was considering
putting off Queen Elexa, who waswell past childbearing years, and taking anew bridein an attempt to
get another heir.

Of course, that would likely anger the queen's Wellward relatives, for she had been, by dl accounts, a
blandesswife.

They paused an hour or so later so that Race and Ox could clear a path through some growth that
moose or elk would likely view as apleasant snack. Derian trudged down to the nearest brook and
hauled water back to the horses and mules.

"A little, not too much," he cautioned Vdet, who slently cameto help him.

Vaet wasasmdl, agile man who, from what Derian had observed, must be made entirely out of iron
wire. Equally talented at handling atea service or ahawk, versed in both etiquette and his temperamental
measter's moods, he had held up well through the long, muddy springtide journey.

This had come as asurprise to Derian, who had expected, upon first meeting Vaet, that the little man
would collapse as soon as the going got rough. Who would expect hardiness from afellow who made



hisfinal duty of every evening putting hot coasinto atravelling iron and pressng hismaster's shirtsand
trousers?

But Vet had proven Derian wrong. When Derian had shared his surprise with Ox, the bodyguard
had told him that VVa et accompanied Earl Kestrd everywhere, even into battle. Certainly, Derian would
never have learned thisfrom Vaet himsealf. The man rarely spoke three words unless directly addressed.

Even now, though he must have known not to overwater ahot horse, Valet said nothing in reproof (as
Derian himsdf might have), but merely nodded.

Asdusk wasfading into full dark, the expedition emerged from the pass and onto something likeleve
ground. Thelight was dmost, but not quite, too poor to make camp, athing for which Derian's aching
body was eterndly grateful. A cold medl, then deeping wrapped in abedroll on lumpy ground, would
have been more than he could have borne. Every part of him cried out for hot food, hot water in which
to soak hisfeet, and the relative comfort of aproper tent.

Of course, these things must wait until after the horses and mules were tended, after he had fetched
water for al the camp, after he had unpacked the bedrolls, the horse feed, and the party's persond kits.

He couldn't even fed sorry for himsalf while he worked, for no one el se was resting, not even the earl.
The nobleman, between mouthfuls of sautéed pigeon with wild mushrooms and lightly braised greens,
was estimating how long they could remain away from civilization without replenishing their supplies.

Although Derian had no desire to seem lesswilling than any of the rest, he was grateful beyond words
when, after amed of journey cake and hard cheese followed by awithered apple for dessert, Jared
Surcliffe ordered Derian to remove his boots.

"Asyou wish, Doc," Derian agreed, "but who will do the cleaning up?’

"Race can handleit,” Jared replied bluntly. "I've watched you limping from midday on. Hés more
accustomed to tromping about over rough ground.”

Race, complimented, accepted the menial chore without protest. "1 wanted to set somefish trgpsin
any case," he said, gathering up the pots and cups.

Thelondy howl of awalf, answered by afainter, second cry, slenced for amoment the singing of the
night peepersand dhriller chirps of theinsects. The humansfrozein viscerd, ingtinctive feer.

"Take Ox with you," the earl commanded.
Race nodded and the two men departed.
"Think they'll bedl right, Doc?" Derian asked nervoudy as Jared helped him off with his boots.

"I'm more worried about your feet than | am about wolves,” the other man replied. "Race and Ox are
big men. The wolves should find much easier hunting thistime of year."

"The horsesdon't like dl that howling much,” Derian said, talking to keep hismind off the sting of hot
water on hisfeet. "But that just makes sense. Wolves probably see the horses as an easy dinner.”

"That's something to remember,” Doc agreed. "Whoever's on watch should keep aclose eyeon
horsesand mules dike.”

A few minutes|ater, he lifted Derian's feet from the water, ingpected them, then smeared some
ointment on the bligters.

"WElI probably stay in this camp until we locate Prince Barden,” Doc said. "'I'm going to suggest to



Earl Kestrdl that you take camp watch so you can wear soft shoes and et these blisters hedl "
"Thanks," Derian said, not bothering to mask hisrelief.

"My pleasure." Doc grinned. "I had the privilege of staying on horseback most of the day rather than
picking aong the ground dragging astring of mules. Y ou and Ox took most of the punishment there."”

"Ox seemsfing" Derian commented envioudly.

"He's an old campaigner and knows how to pamper hisfeet," Doc replied. ™Y ou should consult him
before we continue.”

"I will."

They sat in companionable silence for along moment.

"Daoc, do you think well find the prince? Honestly ?*

Jared shook his head, but hiswords bdied the gesture. "WEll find something—the earl ingsts.”

Later, dmost too tired to deep, dismissed from guard duty for thisnight, Derian lay in thetent he
shared with Ox and listened to the night sounds above the other man's breathing. Deep in his heart, he
began to suspect that they would find no one. Nothing in the surrounding wilderness spoke with ahuman
voice.

A howl sounded and was answered by a chorus which continued even as Derian dipped into
exhausted rest.

FIREKEEPER SWALLOWED A hurried medl of lightly grilled brook trout while listening to the Ones parting
advice.

"We have sent the pack ahead to hunt for you," the One Femade said, her silver fur glinting in the
morning light. "Thisway you will not be ddayed along thetral.”

"But, Mother," the young woman protested, "you and the pupswill go hungry!”

"The One Mdewill hunt for us," the One Female reassured her, "and we have kept the Whiner near
to mind the pups so | can hunt aswell. If you are worried about us, remember, the faster you make your
trail, the faster the others can return.”

Firekeeper nodded.

"Blind Seer waits where thetwo-legs are,” the One Mae added. "Helearned of their coming from a
Cousin wolf who camein panic before them. Blind Seer crossed through the gap to watch the two-legs
coming and send word ahead. He will remain with you. The falcon should be with him, though by now
she may have departed to report to the Mothers of her aerie.”

"Good."
The young woman dropped to her kneesto rub her face in each puppy's fuzzy coat. They looked



more like little bears now than wolves: muzzles short, ears small and round. Their blue eyeswere il

cloudy.

"Il missyou dl," she said, embracing the Ones and punching the Whiner, who had emerged from
behind arock, lightly on one shoulder.

"Sing your news," the One Mae reminded her, "and it will reach our ears.”

Firekeeper promised to do so. Then, after extinguishing her fire, she departed. As morning passed
into bright daylight, daylight into afternoon, noon into evening, she ran east, her gait the steady
mile-eating jog of awolf. When she grew tired, she dowed, waking ahundred paces, jogging a
hundred. When even this became onerous, she climbed into the boughs of some spreading forest giant,
an oak or maple by choice, and napped.

As promised, her brothers and ssters met her along the way, telling her how winter had reshaped the
trails, feeding her if shewas hungry, showing her the closest fresh water.

By night, she had met up with Blind Seer. Thisyoung, powerful mae, some three years old, had been
named for his eyes, which never changed from puppy blue to the more usual yellow-brown. For atime,
the wolves had thought his vison damaged and had philosophicaly accepted that he would be among
those pups who did not survive their first year.

Blind Seer had surprised them al by demonstrating evidence of Sght as sharp as any wolf's. His baby
fur had grown out into aclassic grey coat shading to ghostly silver at the tips and touched with reddish
brown around hisface. Content to remain with the pack hisfirst two summers, this spring he was
showing restlessness.

Firekeeper knew that the Ones fully expected Blind Seer to disperse this spring, seeking territory and
perhaps amate of his own. The knowledge had saddened her, since Blind Seer had been one of her
favorites since he was a pup. Perhaps the fact that he, like her, was marked by a difference had drawn
her to him. Perhapsit was that he had never lost a puppyish curiosity about what lay over the next hill.

Now she must face that, different as he seemed, Blind Seer belonged to the way of thewolf ina
fashion that she never could. He would follow it and she would go on, as ever, somewhat apart from
those she loved best.

The thought sobered her mind even as her long day's journey had made her limbs weary. She was
glad that Blind Seer had enough to say for them both.

"The two-legs crossed through the gap today," he reported, leading her to a sheltered place where she
might kindle afire and soften the rabbit he had caught for her over the flames. "What atria they had of
it!"

"Tdl," she prompted. "Can welook at them tonight?"

"Better if not," he said. "They have gathered themsdlvesinto acircle and they have beasts with them
who grow nervous when | close. They have a creature with them, abitch, but of abreed I've never
dreamed existed!"

Ild,]?l

"Smaller even than the Cousins," Blind Seer said, chewing on the rabhbit fur and viscera she had tossed
to him. "Her fur islighter than even the One Fema €'s. white as arabbit'swinter coat, but spotted
fawn-like with fox-red. Sheisaweird parody of wolf or fox, but there's no doubt that she knowswhen |
prowl about."



"I'd like to see this creature.”

"Not tonight. If you wish to study the two-legs, it is best that we do not spook them while they are
weary."

"Weary from crossing the gap,” Firekeeper asked, "or do they deep asbirds do, smply because the
sun has s 7

"Weary from the crossing,” Blind Seer replied. "Even before dawn, they started taking down their
dens, making their food. They sear their mesat as you do, over fire, but take much more time about it."

Firekeeper cut off ahaunch of sill pink rabbit meat and began edting, leaving the rest over thefire.
"Tdl on," she prompted.

"Thetwo-legs have courage, I'll grant them that,” Blind Seer said, "and even some wisdom, but no
great forest lore. The mogt skilled of them went ahead and marked atrail. Therest followed, bringing
with them the bessts.”

"This spotted fox?'

"Not that," Blind Seer replied impatiently. " She went with the scout and shivered when thewind
brought her my scent. Other beasts. Large ones built like ek in some ways, but with manes and tails of
long, soft hair—rather like yoursiswhen you have not cropped it short.”

Firekeeper, who found the congtantly changing length of her hair anuisance, nodded.
"Why do they herd these elk? It ssems agreat ded of trouble to go to for fresh mesat.”

"They don't eat them—at least from what I've seen. They St on them or put their belongings on their
backs. These two-legs carry more with them than araven or jay hidesinits nest.”

Firekeeper, remembering how she needed the Fang, the stones, the hides, just to stay dive, sighed.
"1 will enjoy looking on thesethings of thetwo-legs" shesaid. "Tel more.”

"Thereis not much moreto tell. They deep now, but one of their pack remains awake to guard the
rest. If trouble is suspected—as | tested last night—they make a great clamor and dl wake."

"Let them deep,” Firekeeper said. "We will look on them come morning.”

She finished her mea and waded into a shockingly cold stream to wash clean. Then Blind Seer
mouthed her arm affectionately.

"Y ou will need to rest, sweet Firekeeper, but come with mefirst. Let us sng home the news of your
safearriva. | havefound arise from which the sound carriesfar.”

Firekeeper went with him, refreshed, fed, and excited. They raised their voicesin chorus, heard their
howls augmented by the Cousins who marked this region for their own, and, after atime, heard afaint
reply to the west.

Even when the message had been passed on, they continued singing, enjoying the sound of their
voicesintertwined in friendship andin love,



UPON WAKING THE next morning, Derian was pleased to find that the blisters on hisfeet had ceased to
throb. Still, he wasrelieved to learn that he had drawn camp duty and so would be able to traderiding
boots for soft leather dippers.

"Did you hear those wolves howling last night?" he asked as he stirred the morning porridge, adding
bits of dried apple and peach to the glutinous mass.

"Who couldn't? None of us are deaf," replied Race sarcadtically. " The monsters must have been
readying themselvesfor adaughter. I'll bet Prince Barden lost hisflocks within the first winter. These
woods arefull of thethieving brutes.”

"My brother was given to the Wolf Society when he was born,”" commented Ox, "but even he prefers
to appreciate wolves from adistance. Such cunning and ferocity is admirable in symbols perhaps, but |
don't want to find them on my doorstep.”

Over oat porridge and strong mint tea, they traded tales of wolf predation. Race began with the story
of the Mad Wolf of Garwood. Doc countered with the story of awolf pack that wiped out avillage one
winter when Hawk Haven was but a portion of the larger colony of Gildcrest. Everyone had at least one
such story to relate and the telling fired the blood for the day's work.

Eventualy, however, Earl Kestrdl began briefing them on the activities planned for the day.

"Wewill search intwo teams. | will take Ox. Race, you will take Jared. Aswe have seen no sign of
Prince Barden and his peopleto the east, | will go further north; you shall go to the west. Based on your
report yestere'en, thereisariver to the south. Let uswait to ford that until we mugt.”

Race nodded and the earl continued:

"Derian and Vaet will mind the camp. Thisisagood time to attend to the minor repairs we have been
postponing. Furthermore, the horses can usearest.”

"How far from this base camp do you want usto go, my lord?" asked Race.

"Y ou must return here by evening. We will each carry hunting horns. Three short blastswill signa a
return to camp. Two arequest for aid. Remember, if at dl possible, savefirgt contact for me. Arethere
any questions?"

Five heads shook anegative.

"Get ready, then. Vaet has made up packets of cold food for the midday medl. If you have anything
to berepaired, giveit to Derian.”

A few moments|ater, in their shared tent, Derian accepted from Ox some leggings that needed
mending.

"Earl Kedtrd isn't wasting any time, ishe?' he commented. Y esterday we dogged across apass till
spotted with snow. Today he orders afull day's search, even though aholiday would be afair reward.”

"You forget," Ox replied, checking the edge on the axe he carried with him as both wegpon and tool,



"that our time hereislimited. Even if Race succeedsin augmenting our supplies by hunting and fishing, we
need fodder for the horses. It'stoo early in the year for them to do much grazing.”

"l haven't forgotten,” Derian protested. "Remember, my folks own stablesin three towns!™
"l know," Ox said mildly. "I smply didn't know that you did."

When the others had departed, leaving behind enough chores to occupy Derian and Vaet for aweek,
Derian sighed, regretting now that his blistered feet kept him out of the adventure. Then, sitting
cross-legged on the ground, he took atorn shirt into hislap and doggedly began to sew.

FROM THE CONCEALMENT of thick shrub growth atop a rise overlooking the two-legs camp, Firekeeper
studied the occupants. The animals amazed her, but her response to their kegpers mingled astonishment
and admiration.

"They are 0 noisy," she said to Blind Seer, watching one of thelr number go to a stream for water.
"Yet 0 bold!"

Blind Seer snorted. "What do they know to fear? The red-spotted white animal sees more than any of
them, but they ignore her. Did you seetheir One kick at her when shetried to tell him we were
watching?'

"l did," Firekeeper agreed. "l am not certain, though, that heisthe One. The other one, smaller, with
the hooked nose and silver-shot black hair, they al seem to defer to him."

"True," Blind Seer admitted, "but how could he defest even the next smdlest in afight? Certainly he
couldn't defeat the huge one.”

"Maybethey are not afull pack," Firekeeper speculated. "They are all males and how could a pack
aurvive without females?!

"All mae?' asked the wolf in astonishment. "How can you tell? They smell of smoke and swest to
me"

"Not by scent,” the woman admitted. "1 could be wrong, but it seemsthat | remember ways of telling.”
"Sheisright," came ashrill voice from abovethem. "Mdesdl."

The speaker was the peregrine facon, Elation, who had been introduced to Firekeeper soon after
sunrise. Elation was abeautiful example of her kind, compact of body, with plumage of adeep
blue-grey. Her head was capped with feathers the color of date and her white throat and underbody
were marked with darker bars. Brown eyes ringed with bright yellow missed nothing.

"If you say s0," Blind Seer said, immediately deferring to the bird's greater experience, "then it must be
S0, but 1'd prefer to be able to trust my nose.”

Ignoring the conversation between falcon and wolf, Fire-keeper studied the six gathered below,
fedling memories stirring and teasing just beyond what she could grasp.



The men possessed a certain degree of grace, neither toppling over nor lumbering like bears asthey
made their way about on two legs. Firekeeper knew this was how she herself moved, had even glimpsed
her reflection and studied the distorted image of her shadow, but seeing others move thisway wasa
revelation. Before she had awaysfelt vaguely like afreak. Now shefdt judtified in her choice.

Already Firekeeper had observed many things she planned to adapt to her use. All of the men wore
their hair caught behind their heads with athong—a thing much more convenient than her own short
cropping with its heritage of odd-length endsthat dangled in her eyes.

The hides they wore were different, too. She didn't think that all their clothing was made from legther,
though leather was amply represented. Magpie-like, she wanted to steal somefor her own use.

When four of the two-legs|eft the camp, Blind Seer and Elation followed to learn where they went.
Firekeeper remained behind, studying the two remaining.

One was quitetall, the other among the smallest of the group. Neither openly deferred to the other, so
she guessed that they were of Smilar rank within their pack. Wolf-like, she dismissed the smaler oneas
lessimportant and gave most of her attention to the bigger and stronger.

This one was the second largest of the two-legs, smaller only than the one who towered over the rest
asthe Roya Wolvesdid over the Cousins.

A passing thought distracted Firekeeper. Could the two-legs be like the forest-dwellers, each with
two kinds? Could the huge man be, in fact, the master of the rest?

After some consideration, she dismissed the idea. The big man had deferred quite openly to severd of
the others. A Royal Walf, even alesser onelike hersdf, would never do so before even the strongest of
Cousns. If thetwo-legs had aRoyal kind, it was not represented among those here.

Or they al could be of the Roya kind. ..

She shook her head asif chasing afly from her ear. Too much guessing. Too little that was certain. As
the Ones taught the pups when hunting, guesses were no replacement for knowledge.

Firekeeper returned her unruly attention to the man below.

Hewastall enough to reach effortlesdy into the lower limbs of the tree from which the two-legs had
hung their food. He was strong enough to control the elk-with-long-hair, even though they outmassed
him. After atime, she sorted his attire from himsalf and could better see what he looked like.

His hair was reddish, the color of afox's pelt or an oak leaf in autumn. Loosed from itsthong, it hung
straight, going past his shoulders by perhaps the breadth of two fingers. It was cut so negtly that when it
was tied back not a strand strayed from its bonds.

What she could see of Fox Hair's skin seemed lighter than her own, redder aswell. His eyeswere
light, but not blue. At this distance she could not tell precisely what color they were. From the way he
moved, thelittle extramotions he made, thefluidity of hislimbs, she guessed that he was young
compared with some of the others.

Fox Hair wasinjured aswell, walking asif he had thornsin hisfeet but not the wit to pull them out.

The smaller man was colored in shades of brown like arabbit or adeer. Unlike the red-haired man,
he had athin strip of hair growing between his nose and his upper lip. It seemed to bother him, for ashe
went about the camp doing incomprehensible things with other incomprehensible things, he often pulled
at it with hisfingers.



So much! And so much unknowable! Firekeeper watched, fascination turning into frustration. In the
late afternoon, the other four two-legs returned and more than ever she was certain that thelittle
hawk-nosed man with black and white hair was the One among them.

Blind Seer came and flopped beside her, hisflanks heaving with laughter.

"They went hither and yon, over hillsand around trees. I'll giveit to the tawny-furred one. He knows
something of the forest, but he'd know more if he'd heed his red-and-white spotted pack mate. She saw
metime and again—when | let her! From her scent, she's of our kind in the same way the foxes are and
she had wit enough to stay clear of me!™

Firekeeper listened patiently to her brother's boasting. "Did they find what they seek?
"No, but Tawny came close. If he goes west again tomorrow, he will find it."
"Hawk Noseisther leeder,” Firekeeper said. "I am certain of it now. Elation, what did he find?"

"Lessthan he knew," came the screeched reply. "Time and again, he stopped to study thetrunk of a
tree or astump or apile of rocks. He had the giant collect some things that interested him.”

"My two looked a such thingsaswell," Blind Seer admitted. "1 think they look for sign of their missing
kin. Tell me, facon, do two-legs do thingsto trees?"

"Even asyour Sster does," Elation agreed, "though sheisless obvious about her comings and goings.
Two-legs cut down trees, pile up stones, make lairs from these things or feed wood to their hungry fires."

"Then these two-legs should be able to find sign of where my ancestors found Firekeeper.”
"If the dgnsare not too old."
Blind Seer turned to Firekeeper. "Will you tak with them tonight?*

"No!" the young woman replied, suddenly panicked. "They are fill too strange. Let mefollow their
movementsfor abit longer.”

"Wl enough,” he soothed. "I have not had this much fun since we raced with the young bucks of the
Royd Elk for sport.”

Firekeeper rose to her feet, aware that she was hungry and very bored from aday spent mostly sitting
gill.

"Come, dear heart. Hunt with me. Dusk isfaling and | have no desire to watch shadows by firdight.”
Blind Seer howled in anticipation. "And you, falcon?'

"1 have dined on mice and young rabbits, today,” Elation said, preening her wing feethers. "1 will watch
the two-legs until darknessfdls. Then | will deep.”

Firekeeper stretched, shaking the numbness from her limbs. Growling low in her throat, she flung
herself on Blind Seer. They wrestled for abrief time; then, wild-eyed and excited, they chased each
other down thehill.

"Wolves" said the falcon to hersdf. "May aswell try to understand a storm cloud.”



WHEN MORNING CAME, the two-legs began taking down their dens and loading things onto their animals.

"Perhaps Tawny ismore clever than | thought,” Blind Seer admitted. "L ook, he goes ahead with
Spots and Mountain to mark atrail."

"Hemarksit," Firekeeper said when they had followed Tawny for aways, "as abear or mountain lion
does, by stripping the good bark from atree.”

"Such marks do last," Blind Seer said, "longer than our scent posts, especialy when the rain comes. |
wonder if he found such marks during yesterday's hunt?"

"Hedid! Look!" Firekeeper exclaimed, moving to investigate atree trunk when Tawny and Mountain
were safely past. "Here is such amark, greyed now by wesather, but clear.”

"Then hereadsatrail,” Blind Seer said, "and the otherswill follow his marking. Why doesn't he trust
them to seethe old trail or the marks of his passage? The last dlonewould sing to me at least until the
nextran.”

Firekeeper shrugged. "They are deaf and blind and dead of nose as you have said many times
before."

She didn't add that she had long been aware that her senses were less keen than those of the wolves.
Her upright manner of travel and a sharper sense for color had provided her with some compensation.
Now she was beginning to wonder if her senses were to those of the two-legs as the wolves wereto
hers.

Her head hurt alittle at the consideration and she distracted hersdlf by concentrating on the problem at
hand.

"Do we follow the larger pack," she sad, "or thesetwo?'

"Why not both?" Blind Seer laughed. "Elation has stayed with the larger pack, but she can come
ahead if we go back. At the pace these move, you and | can dance around them as we dance around a
crippled doe."

"True" she admitted. "First then, let usgo with these. | wish to seeif | can learn more of these signs
they are using to find their way."

They did so, learning of piled cairns of rock, appreciating Tawny's skill when he located a pouch of
dim sticks with sharp points where it had been cached in atree.

"Heisnot such afool as| thought,” Blind Seer said again. "Without scent or sight to guide him, he
found that thing."

Firekeeper nodded. "Heis searching for things he knows may be," she hazarded, "the way in winter
we know that fish deep beneath theice or deer hide in their secret yards. He seeks a possibility and
sometimes hefindsit.”

"It exciteshim," Blind Seer said. "L ook how he marks that tree with his scent and cuts the bark away



from another."

"At this pace, they will reach the Burnt Place when the sun is at pesk or soon after,” Firekeeper said.
"L et us go back and watch the others.”

Blind Seer agreed and they ran swiftly, ignoring the scolding of squirrels and the frightened flight of a
doe and fawn. Wolves needed to et either frequently or heavily, but when something interested them,
they could forget hunger. Fire-keeper possessed | ess stamina than her kin, but she had long ago learned
toignore her belly'splaints.

They found the larger, dower-moving group by following the reek of the not-quite-elk. Asthe wolves
dowed, so as not to sartle their subjects, the falcon caled greeting.

"How goesit with Tawny and Mountain?"

"Well enough,” Firekeeper answvered. "And these?

"Sow! Sodow!" the great bird shrieked. "These men are like ants though, steady.”
"Wewill waich hereif you wish to hunt.”

"Good! Then | fly ahead to see what the others do.”

Firekeeper was far less bored by the two-legs dow progress than Elation had been. Other than
young possums clinging to their mothers, she had never seen one cresture riding another.

"Mogt other animals," she commented to Blind Seer, "carry their babiesin their mouths. Two-legs Sit
onthesedk asif onarock.”

"They go more dowly than they would on their own feet,” Blind Seer added. "'| wonder why they
bother?'

Firekeeper shrugged. "Another mystery.”

The sun was dightly past midday when a bleating bellow, rather like that of a moose but not quite so,
caled out from the west. The sound stirred great excitement among the two-legs, who had persisted in
their steady progress, even eating their food while perched upon the backs of the not-elks.

Hawk Nose, the One of the two-legs, took a curving thing the color of antler from whereit had hung
on hisbelt and, putting it to hislips, made an answering sound.

"Heblowsintoit!" Firekeeper said, amazed and laughing. "Look how his cheeks round out benesth
their hair! Helooks like a bullfrog courting in the spring!™

Blind Seer laughed with her, then added, " So these two-legs howl, too, in their fashion. The thing he
puts to hismouth makes afair cry."

"Just asthe Fang gives meteeth like awolf," Firekeeper thought adoud, "thisthing gives Hawk Nose
thelungs of amoose. Aredl their thingsways of being more than they could be done?"

"Two-legs," her brother replied teasingly, "are weak, hairless creastures with flat teeth, no strength, and
little wit. This, though, | have known long before seeing these, eh, Firekeeper?”

Accustomed to such jests, Firekegper sprang on him, forgetting stealth in the joy of the puppy game.
Only when they heard the shrill huffs and screams of the not-elk, the shouts of the two-legs, did they
think about the consequences of their actions.



"Oh, well," said Blind Seer, mouthing her arm affectionatdly asthey sat up on thelesfy ground. "We
have frightened them. Let us hunt, then go ahead to where they go. Thereisno need for thisdow
progress when we know the trail'send.”

"l agree," Firekeeper said. "The not-elk have our scent now and the two-legs will move more dowly if
their pack matesare afraid. | want to see what will happen when they find the Burnt Place.”

"The beasts are quiet now," Blind Seer observed.
"Then away with us"

They mdted slently into the brush and were well away before Jared Surcliffe, coming with great
trepidation to investigate the commotion, found their watching place and gathered from alow-dung briar
agrey hank of wolf'sfur.

DERIAN CARTERWASIRRATIONALLY RELIEVED When they caught up with Ox and Race. Irrational
because this glade was no safer than any other place, but relieved nonethel ess because his nerveswere
till on edge from the ferocious snarling and growling that had broken the woodland peace afew hours
before.

Not that hewas afraid of the wolves—or whatever the noise had been. In fact, he'd been amusing
himsdlf by imagining his return home wearing awolf-skin cloak. " This?" he'd say to Heether, the baker's
daughter. "Oh, | slew it when it attacked the horses. Mad as the Ravening Beast of Garwood, so
our guide said. It had been trailing us for days. We'd hear it howling at night, slavering for our
flesh..."

He had the story dl scripted out, so carefully refined that sometimes he had to remind himself that the
encounter hadn't taken place. Still, he'd been glad enough when the earl had decided to increase their
pace.

Earl Kestrel'sreason for wanting speed hadn't been fear. It had been eagerness. Race's horn blast had
signaled that he and Ox had found something. It couldn't be the prince's settlement—in that case,
signaling was gtrictly forbidden lest it ruin the earl's opportunities for an advantageous gpproach—hbut it
was something.

Now Derian looked around the open meadow wondering just what Race Forester had found and
what it would mean to their quest. However, until the horses and mules were untacked and groomed, he
wouldn't be free to join the conference.

As acompromise between duty and curiosity, Derian moved to where he could eavesdrop.

"Yes, Race" Earl Kestrel was saying. "Evidently there was a settlement of some size here. Now that
you point it out, | see where the palisade must have been. Those mounds of vines and suchlike, those
must have been buildings™

"Yes, my lord," Racereplied. "Firedid for the place pretty thoroughly, but until we do some digging
we can't tel if thefire came before or after the people left.”



"How canwetdl?" called Ox from where he was helping Vaet pitch the earl's tent.

"By what's |eft behind," Race said. "If we find most of their goods or bones, then we must face that
the fire happened when they were here. Graves, too. Survivorswould have buried their dead before
moving on or |eft some sort of marker.”

"Todoless," Jared agreed from where he was tending the cook fire, "would be an insult to the spirits
of the departed.”

Derian nodded thoughtful agreement. Ancestors were the means by which theliving petitioned the
natura world. Even if the dead had no blood kin among theliving, they still would be the ancestors of the
Settlement group, meant to be revered even as Hawk Haven till shared with King Tedric and hisfamily
reverence for the spirit of Zorana Shield, who had won the kingdom its freedom following the Y ears of
Abandonment.

Since the discussion had become general, he asked:
"Will we gtart looking for sgnswhilewe dtill have light?!

"No, Derian," Earl Kestrd replied. "L ong enough has passed for vines and young trees to sprout from
the houses. Almogt certainly, the settlers dug cellars and wells. We do not want to sumbleinto thesein
twilight. Tether the horseswel away from the ruins of the paisade and check for anything that might
harmthem.”

"Yes, gr. And, my lord?’
IIYS?I

"If we're going to remain here some days, we should make a corra for the horses and mules. Pickets
can be ripped up when the ground is soft likethisand | didike theidea of tying them when there are
wolves about."

"Good thought. Will hobbles do?!

"For some, perhaps, but not al."

"Very well. Tomorrow, you can begin constructing acorra. | want Ox for the excavation.”
"Yes my lord."

Mentaly, Derian kicked himsdlf for making more work; then he kicked himself again for acting likea
child. Taking care of the mounts and pack animalswas hisresponsibility and he had done agood job so
far, hadn't lost asingle beast. Let the earl and the others dig through the ruins and make the great
discoveries.

Suddenly he cheered up.
That way they'd be the onesto disturb any angry spirits.



THE MORNING AFTER THEIRARRIVAL &t the Burnt Place, the two-legs began rooting about like young
beavers with an undammed stream or bears scenting a honeycomb in ahollow tree.

Firekeeper had admired how quickly they had rebuilt their portable dens and created alittle nesting
place for themsdlves at the edge of the meadow. However, when Fox Hair began his day felling small
trees and piling them on each other, she was completely puzzled.

Elation clarified hisactionsfor her.

"They planto stay awhile," she dhrieked. Then more calmly, "Thefallen treeswill cagetheir riding
beasts so they do not stray. Fox Hair istheir keeper.”

"Oh." Firekegper was confused; then she thought of an analogy. "Just as ayoung wolf actsas
nursemaid to the pups. | understand. | did think he was junior among them, for dl that heisso big.”

"And the others,” Blind Seer asked with alazy yawn, "those who root in the heart of the Burnt Place.
What are they making?'

"Nothing," Firekeeper replied with certainty. "They arelooking for traces of those who once denned
there. Didn't Elation tell usthat they sought them?”

"True enough." Blind Seer yawned again. "1 will degp whilethey dig. Wake meif you have need.”
"l will," she promised, her gaze drawn irresstibly back to the two-legs.

Today Firekeeper climbed atowering evergreen which oozed strongly scented sap onto her hands
and feet. Shewould have preferred an oak or maple, but their pae green, ill growing leaves offered
little conced ment.

Hidden by thethick, dark green needles, Firekeeper had aclear view of all that went on below.
Elation perched nearby.

Sometimes the falcon was able to clarify some incomprehensible behavior; sometimes she admitted
herself as confused as the wolf. Sometimes, when the scene below became tedious, she dozed or hunted
mice.

Even though the two-legs kept watch around them, they never looked up, never saw the watchers.
Firekeeper didn't hold this against them. When she remained il there was nothing to be seen. When she
climbed higher or lower, she was careful to wiggle the branches no more than asquirrel might.

Moreover, there was a stream between her tree and the Burnt Place. As none of the two-legs or their
animals had crossed this natura barrier, none caught her scent on the ground.

That night she climbed down to join Blind Seer, careful thistimeto keep their gregtings relatively
quiet. The two-legs had gathered round their fire and she could hear therise and fall of their voices as
they discussed something—aquite likely the results of their day's hunting.

She wished she could understand them, but the sounds they made meant lessto her than the hoots of
the owls awakening for the night or the deepy chirps of the day birds settling in to deep.



BY THE TIME DARKNESSFELL that night, all the expedition was subdued and depressed. Race had pulled
out hisflute, planning to play for them as he had many nights dong thetrail, but the instrument dangled
unused between hisfingers. Even one day's excavation had provided evidence that at least some of
Prince Barden's expedition, if not dl, had died in this place.

"Human bones," Ox said heavily. "No doubt about it. Even if there was doub, little things confirm that
the settlement wasn't systematically evacuated.”

"Littlethings?' Derian asked. He didn't remember ever seeing the big man so depressed.

"Pots scattered where they fell," Ox explained, "atool kit, asword with bits of the scabbard burnt
hard around it. Thingsthey would have taken with them if they were merely resettling e sewhere.”

Race glanced at Earl Kestrel. "We could do some systematic salvage work here.”

"L ooting, you mean!" the nobleman said sharply. "No! Therewill be nothing of the kind. Cousin Jared,
to what society did your parents give you when you were born?"

"The Eagle," Jared replied uncomfortably.

Derian wondered at Doc's gpparent embarrassment, then realized that by giving their son to the
society patronized by the roya house, Jared Surcliffé's parents had been openly soliciting royd favor.
That would be an embarrassment for aman who took such obvious ddlight in making hisway through his
own ills.

"| thought that waswhat | recalled." Earl Kestrel nodded somberly, apparently immuneto hisreative's
embarrassment. "Eaglejoins heaven and earth with hisflight; therefore you will take charge of the funera
ritesfor those who died here. Also, if anyone can be identified, you will keep records of the proof.”

Doc lowered his head in acquiescence, but there was afrown visble on hislips.

No wonder, Derian thought. What the earl meansis: "You will do your best to discover if Prince
Barden is among the dead." How does he expect Doc to learn that from old charred bones?

Surdliffe voiced some of the same doubt. 1 will try, cousin, but unless the body was miraculoudy
preserved or wears on its bones some bit of jewelry or insgniathat has survived thefire, the best | can
do iscount skulls and pieces of skulls and hope to guess how many died here.”

"Very well," Earl Kestrel said heavily. "Men, retrieve not only bones but also anything that might have
bel onged to the owner.”

Race Forester was obviously unhappy about thissituation. "I didn't hire on to dig up peopl€'s bones,”
he muttered, dmost, but not quite, mutinous.

"1 hired you to help mefind the missing prince," Kestre replied sharply, "but if you are afraid of
digging, you can do Derian's work with the horses and keeping the camp. Derian, consider yoursalf
reassigned!”

"Yes my lord!"

"l didn't say . . ." Race Forester began to protest, but a sharp glance from the earl's pale grey eyes
slenced him. Disappointment or perhaps sorrow had set the nobleman's usudly short temper smoldering.
Instead, Race swallowed whatever he had planned to say and occupied himself by taking hisflute out
and cleaning the stops.

Derian Carter whistled alight air as he fetched the water that night, his previousfear of ancestra



spirits quieted by histacit promotion. Tomorrow Race Forester would haul and carry!

FIREKEEPER WATCHED THE NEXT DAY asthetwo-legsturned most of their effortsto excavating the
burned-out ruins. Even a steady drizzle that transformed soot and dirt to tacky mud didn't stop them.

"They work like a pregnant mother searching for aperfect den ste," commented Blind Seer when he
awakened from one of hisfrequent naps. "Do you think they're whel ping?"

"ldiot," she said fondly, tossing afew twigs down a him. "They're carrying out the bones of the ones
who died in thefire. Heads interest them especidly.”

" 'One head, onekill,'" quoted Blind Seer. "How better to tell if they have found al their missing
ones? How soon till they find your head, sweet Firekeeper?”

"All inmy time" shetemporized. "Whenever | think | understand them, they do something strange.
Today Fox Hair is certainly over Tawny. | heard no sound of fighting. Why then the change?”’

"Perhaps they fought while we were out hunting." Blind Seer dismissed the question for something
moreimmediate. "I'm hungry, tired of esting rabbit. The wind isripe with the scent of some spring-mad
buck. Will you hunt with me or must you stay to see each bone taken from the soil ?*

Firekeeper considered. "I'll hunt. Elation, will you tel meif they depart from here?"
"Oneor al?' the bird asked.
"All or mogily dl," the young woman replied. "One or two may go hunt for therest.”

When she and Blind Seer returned, full of the flesh of afoolish buck who had cracked hisforeleg
whilefighting hisreflection, more skulls and pieces of skullswere laid out in neat ranks. Many were
broken, but the two-legswho was their keeper sat fitting broken pieces together into an gpproximation
of awhole.

"Strange," said Firekeeper, "many of the bones must have been burnt entirely. Why do they keep at
thiscrazy hunt?"

"Because," Elation said, swiveing her head so that one golden-ringed eye pinned Firekeeper securdly,
"from knowing how many are certainly dead they can estimate how many may be dead. It isnot unlike
judging awolf pack from two of its members.”

"They must know by now," Blind Seer said, licking atrace of deer blood from one paw, "that al or
nearly al died here. Firekeeper, you will need to find courage to speak with them before they go back
acrossthe mountains.”

"1 will," she promised, "I will."

But that night, as she and Blind Seer sang home the news of the two-legs and of their own doings,
Firekeeper wondered how she could ever dare to approach the strangers.



DerRIAN WOKE UP fedling like the aftermath of a New Beer festival. As he struggled awake, hefelt
vaguely surprised that his mouth was not foul, nor hislimbs heavy.

Then he remembered. This hangover was spiritua, not physical, the result of aday spent grubbing in
the burned ruins of peoples homes, bringing out their bones and their belongings, ending any hope that
Prince Barden's expedition had survived.

Breakfast that morning was a subdued medl, but at least Earl Kestrel had joined them. The night
before he had attended the ceremony for the dead that Jared had improvised, then had retired to his tent.
Vaet had come over to the main fire afew minutes later and requested silence for his magter.

"Hisyoungest Sster, you may recal, was Prince Barden's wife," he said before departing.

"l had forgotten,” Derian had whispered, appalled that he had thought the earl's mood only
disappointed ambition, "if | ever knew.”

Ox and Race nodded agreement. Doc sighed.

"Eirene," he had said asif the name itself were aprayer. "Never beautiful, but gentle and sweet. Brave
beneath her quiet demeanor. King Tedric didn't care who his youngest son married aslong as the bride
was from one of the Great Houses."

"So Prince Barden married for love?' Derian had asked softly.
"Yes," Doc had replied, wiping his eyes with the back of hishand. "He did. I'm for bed.”

All had nodded. No onefelt much liketalking in any case. They had performed the evening chores
with aminimum of discussion and each had retired to his own tent. Ox had falen adegp with the ease of
an old campaigner, but Derian had heard him muttering in hisdeep.

Derian himsdlf had lain awake for some hours watching the shadows againgt the canvas, trying to
imagine what might have happened to al those people. His mind was so populated with horrorsthat the
nightly wolf concert had seemed like afamiliar, dmost pleasant thing—that is, until he began to imagine
wolves dragging roasted corpses from the burned buildings and feasting on the charred flesh.

Thismorning, however, Earl Kestrel did not mention his sster's death and no one had the courage to
offer him sympathy. Instead they listened dertly when, after putting aside his porridge bowl, Earl Kestrel
began the morning conference.

"Does anyone have a theory about what happened here? | would like to be able to make afull report
totheking."

Poor fellow, Derian thought with surprised sympathy. Not only does he share our common horror
and the loss of hislittle sister, but also he has to face telling King Tedric his son issurely dead .

Race Forester offered tentatively, "A firein the night, I'd say. I'd swear that two of those | uncovered
were lying down, peaceful-seeming.”

"No one bore weapons,” Ox agreed quietly. Soot he hadn't washed away the night before blended in



with his scruffy beard, making hisface unusually dark. "But how could such afire start if everyone was
adeep?'

"Cods poorly banked, a park in achimney, a candle guttering out on abedside table, a pipe left
smoldering,” Doc shrugged. "These things and their like have happened before.”

"But how did they degp through it al!" Derian protested, his own voice as shrill asthat of the hawk
whose cries they had heard periodically over these past days.

"Smoke," said Ox. "Smoke is more dangerous than fire and it rises. Familiesadeep in theloftsand
attics of their cottages might breathe in their deaths without knowing."

"If they trusted themsalves to the protection of their paisade,” Race said, hisvoice hoarse, "thefire
could have gotten out of control before anyone knew. My lord!" he appedled to the earl, his eyeswide.
"Pray tell me that we are not going to spend today as we did yesterday!"

"Weare" Earl Kestrd replied, hisgaze stern. "'l owethe king afull report. Y ou, as yesterday, will
tend the camp.”

Race sulked, mutiny in hiseyes. "It isn't right to so disturb the dead!”
"Itisnot right," the earl said in measured tones, "to leave them without their rituas.”

So passed another day of soot, of painful discovery, of swesaty, back-breaking labor. The only relief
wasthat it was no longer raining.

At the end of the day, Derian was so heartsick he didn't protest when Race shoved apail at him and
demanded that he fetch water from the stream.

Instead he staggered down the newly broken footpath, hardly seeing the ground benesth hisfeet for
themore vivid redity in hismemory: awedding bowl, the names of husband and wife till readable
despite the cracking; atin horse, twisted, but twin to one he had bought hislittle brother for Summer
Fedtival; buttons lined in arow, though the shirt they closed was ash; astoneinkwell.

And, of course, the bones of the dead.

The stream water wasicy cold, fed with runoff from the not too distant mountains. On impulse, Derian
thrust his head benegath alittle waterfal that interrupted the stream'’s course. Shedding his clothing asif he
could shed the visons with it, he waded into the water, dunking his head again and again, scrubbing the
soot from his skin with handfuls of sand.

He could fed hislipsturning blue as he pulled himsdf onto the bank, but his mind was his own again.
He could even grin, imagining the expressions on the others faces when he came into camp stark naked,
buckets of water dung from the yoke over his shoulders and his damp clothing in his hands.

Derian was adjusting the yoke on his bare neck when he saw the impossible thing. Acrossthe water,
afew yards upstream from the waterfall, was a broad patch of sand, deposited, no doubt, when the
watersran higher.

In the sand, as clear as daylight, was the solid imprint of asmall human foot. Next to it, asif the two
had walked sde by side, were the equally red prints of an improbably large wolf.



FIREKEEPER SLIPPED AWAY in the confusion following Fox Hair's discovery of her footprint in the sand.
Blind Seer ran with her, but Elation remained faithfully watching the two-legs.

"1 have been as stupid as an unweaned pup!” Firekeeper admonished herself doud. "I knew that they
reed trailswith their eyes, if not with their noses.”

"Onefootprint will not lead them to you," Blind Seer said camly. "Y our trail went from sandbank into
the stream, onto arock, across a pebbled shore, and then up into the tree branches. They may find
where the evergreen bled upon you, but its boughs sweep low enough that they may not even look."”

Firekeeper scowled, dowed her run to atrot, then stopped completely, leaning her back againgt a
smooth birch trunk.

"As| have planned how | will meet them,” she said thoughtfully, “al my dreams have hed them
ignorant of my existence. Thisisan adjustment.”

" 'When the cdf boltsright, " Blind Seer quoted, " ‘it isfoolish to run left." "
"1 know," she said, her scowl lightening only some. "Don't you redlize that I'm scared?"
"Scared?’ Thewolf cocked his head to one side, perking hisearsinquiringly. "Of the two-legs?'

"Not of them, of what meeting with them will mean.” Firekeeper did down againg the tree until she sat
on the leaf mold beneath. "All my life, but for shadows| recdl only in dreams, | have been awalf. |
knew | was different from my brothers and ssters, but living day-to-day filled my head. | could ignore
the differencesif | choose."

"And you so chose," Blind Seer said, understanding.

"Yes. Now these," she gestured wildly back to where the two-legs have their camp, "come and my
lifewill never bethe same. If | spesk withthem or if | do nat, if | travel with them or if | do not: any
choice reshapesthe world | have known. Never, never againwill | be only awolf."

Blind Seer scratched vigoroudy behind one ear. " Then speak with them. What doesit matter that they
have seen one footprint?1 call it agood thing, for your coming when they have believed dl their people
dead will bearelief."

"l hope s0," she breathed softly. "By the blood that runs through my body, | hope so."

INITIALLY, DERIAN'S CLAIM WASDISMISSED as aprank. Only when he convinced Ox to go look for
himsalf and Ox caled Race and the two men confirmed that the footprint was both real and too small to
belong to any of their number, only then did the others begin to share his excitement.



"Why would | lie?" Derian said indignantly when they had regathered around thefire,

"No reason.” Jared Surcliffe shrugged apologeticaly. "Our disappointment spoke, not any disbelief in
you. After so much pain, so much work for nothing, it was easier to believe you were suddenly given to
boyish pranks than to feel hope awaken once more."

Ox grunted agreement. Race nodded. Vaet gave aghost of asmile, and Earl Kestrel, seated on his
canvas camp chair, smply brooded over theimplications of the discovery. That wasal the gpology
Derian was likely to get, but it warmed him strangely. Hed started out thisjourney the youngest and
most untried. Now they gave him no more consideration than they would to any man.

After atime, the earl cleared histhroat and said, "Of course, Derian's discovery changes everything.
In the morning, we must begin searching. Race, you are the most skilled in woodcraft. Who would you
gn to the search?’

"You, my lord, and Sir Jared know something of tracking, but the one | would choose. . ."
Derian sraightened, hoping that Race saw some promisein him.
"...isyour vaet. I've watched him. He misses nothing."

Vet blinked, then refilled his master's teacup before reseating himself and continuing to darn aholed
sock.

"He doesthat," Earl Kestrd said with the closest thing to affection Derian had heard in his dry tones.
"Youmay havehimif youwish."

"My lord!" Vdet said in protest, alarm widening his brown eyes.

"My comfort can wait," the earl ingsted. "Come dawn, the four of uswill divide the search under
Race's direction. Derian and Ox will tend the camp and, if their other duties permit, continue excavating
the ruins of the settlement.”

Murmured agreement was almost drowned out by the now nightly chorus of wolf howls.

"Poor lost soul,” Jared said softly, "out there done with thewolves on histrail "
"l COULD FAIRHIRE out as atailor when thisjourney's done," grumbled Derian, as he took up yet another
pair of riding breeches and settled his pam shield into place.

"Derian Tailor doesn't sound bad,” Ox replied. He set aside the burned roof beam he'd been shifting
and wiped hisforehead with his hand, leaving alarge black stresk on the pink skin. "Though | mysdlf
would go for Saddler or Sail-maker. Y ou're working leather now and, by my way of seeing things, those
are moreinteresting jobs than making shirts and breeches.”

Derian glanced at Ox and confirmed that the big man wasteasing him.
"Well, youwould. . ."

Hisready retort stuck in histhroat for, across the meadow, something—someone—was emerging
from thefores.

Hisfirst impression was of woodland shadows cometo life, for the figure was all browns and blacks.
Then it resolved into a person clad in arough cape of poorly tanned legther; aknife hung from an equdly
crude belt.

"Ox," Derian hissed softly. "Move dowly. Look to the west."



His caution was merited, for when the big man started to turn, the person moved dightly, poised now
toflee.

"Greet Boar," Ox whispered. "Weve found him!"
"Or heus" Derian replied in equaly soft tones. "What do we do?"

"| frighten even those who know me," Ox said, ""on account of my sze. Y ou handle him and I'll hunker
down and keep my movementssow."

Derian nodded, wishing for amoment that Earl Kestrel were there, then with a startling insght glad
that hewas not. The severe earl with his sharp commands and ordered planswould only frighten this shy
cresture away.

Carefully, Derian set his sewing aside and rose to greet the newcomer.
"Hello," he said, speaking in the gentle tones he reserved for afrightened horse. "Welcome.”

The person showed no sign of understanding, but he didn't bolt. Encouraged, Derian ddliberately
extended his arms, palms upward, showing that he bore no weapons.

The newcomer mimicked the gesture and for thefirst time Derian saw that the deeply tanned armsand
legs were slvered with countless scars, some just lines, others puckered and seamed. Pity now mingled
with hisexcitemen.

"He's been badly used,” Derian said softly to Ox.

"He. . ." Ox paused, carefully lowering hisvoice, though excitement vibrated in every note. "He! |
think it'sashe, Derian. Look more closdly."

Derian did so and for thefirst time noticed the visitor's nearly hairlessarms and legs, the smooth curve
of thethroat. Either thiswas ayoung boy or awoman.

"If you say s0," he said uncertainly. "It'shard to tell. That capeis so heavy it hidesthe body."

The person now took afew hesitant steps closer. Her gait was light and graceful; her bare legsrippled
withmuscle

Derian, well aware that the woman could vanish into the forest without warning, matched her
approach step by step. Compared with how she moved, his dancer's gait seemed awkward and clumsy.

She stopped at two arm-lengths distance, studying him with intelligent eyes. Her nostrilswidened and
fluttered dightly asif shewastaking in his scent aswell ashis gppearance.

Derian hated when she did, studying the stranger as she did him. Shewas of fair height, taller than
Earl Kestrel, but then he was short for aman. Her exposed skin was so deeply tanned and wesathered
that he could not guesswhat its original color might be, but he guessed from the lack of frecklesthat she
was not asfair as, say, himself or Ox.

He would bet that her dark brown hair had been cut with the knife that hung from her belt. That and a
pouch around her neck seemed to be her only belongings—unless one counted the rough hide garment.
Wildness emanated from her like awind from an gpproaching storm, but her gaze showed rationa

judgment.
"Shelsnovillageidiot," he said to Ox.

"Careful what you say,” Ox cautioned. "Who isto say she won't understand?”



Derian was curioudly certain that she did not understand, but he nodded.

After more scrutiny, the woman stepped closer. Thistime Derian held his ground, unwilling to press
her. His skin thrilled as she raised a callused hand and touched first his cheek, then his hair, then the
fabric of hiswoolen shirt.

Thefed of thelast ddighted her. Her expression brightened into awide, unfeigned, childlike amile.
For thefirst time, she seemed human rather than something of the woodlands given form. Derian smiled
inreturn.

Thisstartled her, but only for amoment. She kept her place and continued her tactile investigation.
Derian covered his vague embarrassment by saying to Ox:

"Sheis definitely femde. | got agood glimpse of her breastsjust now. Smal, though. Y oung, maybe."

Ox grunted agreement. "1'd guess she's been watching us, maybe since we came here. She seems
curious but not amazed, like she's confirming things she dready knew."

The woman turned her head at the sound of Ox's voice and studied him, but made no effort to go
closer. A faint smile shaped her lips as she compared his height with Derian's. Then she touched Derian's
clean-shaven cheek and frowned.

With aswift gesture, she mimed the line of Ox's beard, then touched Derian's cheek again.
" She wants to know why you have abeard,” Derian interpreted in delighted wonder, "and | do not.”

He considered how to answer, then mimed removing his knife from its sheath and putting the edge to
hisface.

The woman started back, considered, then tilted her head in what was clearly an interrogative gesture.
Derian repeated the motions. She smiled and mimed taking out her own knife and chopping at alock of
hair that hung closeto her eyes.

"That'sit," Derian replied. Y ou cut your hair and | shave my face.

She was knedling down, perhaps to examine his dippers, when something made her jump up and
back in onefluid motion. Then, silently as she had arrived, she vanished back into the woods.

Only &fter she was gone did Derian notice that the horseswere casualy sniffing theair. A few
moments later, moving with awoodsman's stealth and grace, Race Forester, followed by the even more
cautious Vaet, emerged from the forest.

"No luck," he caled. "Any word from the others?"

Ox found his voice before Derian did. "No, but she's been here, right here with us. She heard you
coming and vanished likeadream.”

FIREKEEPER, CROUCHED OVER akill she was sharing with Blind Seer, spoke for thefirst time since she
had fled the two-legs camp.



"l couldn't bear it!" she cried. "1 was doing well dedling with one, knowing the second was there, but
when | heard the othersreturning, | couldn't bear the thought of being beneath so many eyes. Now |
know how afawn must fed when thefull pack criesthe hunt."

"Thefull pack would never hunt afawn,” Blind Seer said practically, "but | understand you. Still, dear
heart, | think you have done well.”

"l ran," she said bluntly.
"S0, go back."

"Not now, not tonight. Tonight | want to Sng my story hometo the Ones, run for atimein the
enfolding arms of the dark, deep through daylight for achange instead of crouchingin atreelikea
squirrd.”

"Who's stopping you?' Blind Seer asked, chewing on the gristle end of abone.

She grinned a him, punched him in the shoulder, then grabbed &t the bone. He dashed at her, raising
adight blood trail on the skin of her arm, but she had pulled the bone from between his paws. Leaping
to her feet, sheraised it over her head, wiggling her hipsin apuppy frolic.

"Got it! Got it! Sow dug!"

He growled at her, crouched to spring. She kicked him in the nose; he knocked her from her feet. She
brought the bone down on his head—hard. He barked in mock anger. Sherolled clear. He legpt on her.
Together they wrestled, the bone forgotten, the night mad in their veins.

Tension ebbed as Firekeeper played with the blue-eyed wolf. She smply couldn't afford the
indulgence and come close to holding her own. Blind Seer'sfurioudy wagging tail proved too much
temptation for her. She grabbed it, pulled. He howled in surprise. Sherolled back, belly up, throat
exposed, laughing, laughing. . .

"] do loveyou!" she said when she had her breath again. "Why wasn't | born truly awolf?"

AFTER DERIAN AND OX finished their report, Earl Kestrel haf-rose from his seat and bellowed, ™Y ou
had her and you let her get away!"

"As soon try to grasp water,” Ox said bluntly.

"But Derian said that she came close enough to touch him!" The earl'stone was not in the least
conciliatory.

"Shedid at that,” the bodyguard agreed, "but till there would have been no holding her, evenif wed
had more than amoment'swarning of her flight. I've never seen any person move so fast.”

The earl was il glowering, but hefdl slent long enough for Jared Surcliffe to ask:

"How old would you guess she was?'



Derian spread his hands and shrugged. "Hard to say. Not old. I'd say young."
"Young asinthirty,” Doc pressed, "or young asin eighteen?’

"Eighteen,” Derian said promptly, "and maybe younger than that. She was female, but didn't have
much inthe way of breasts.”

He'd aready explained, glad that the darkness hid his blush, how he'd come to be sure that the visitor
wasfemae.

"If my records are correct,” Earl Kestrel said ponderoudy, "there were two young girls with Prince
Barden's expedition. One was Lady Blysse. The other was the daughter of two of the prince's
associates. | have her name written down somewhere. Of course, there could have been others. Or the
young woman you saw could have been a child born after they were settled here.”

"My lord," Race offered haughtily, till indignant, for the earl had yelled a him for scaring the visitor
away, "from what we've seen of the ruinsthe fire happened ten or so years ago. There are saplings
growing out of the burned housesthat are eight years old. The extent of vine coverage speaksfor along
passage of time aswell."

"Would you say," Earl Kestrel asked Derian, "that young woman you saw was as young as eight?*

"Definitely not, my lord. She had breasts, smal asthey were. | don't want to be accused of raising
hopes, sir, but she could have been right about the age of your niece, the Lady Blysse."

"Dark hair, dark eyes?"
"Yes, ar. That is, her hair was not quite as dark as yours or your cousins..”

Before your hair started turning white that is, Derian added mentally. A small grin at the corner of
Ox'smouth told him that hisfriend was sharing the thought.

"Prince Barden," Jared said with infinite caution, "had dark brown hair. Eirene's hair, however, was
pale blond and the child, as | recall her, took after her mother.”

"Children often darken with age." Earl Kestrel dismissed the difficulty with acasua wave of hishand.
"And this young woman has probably not bathed except by accident.”

Derian was offended, asif the visitor were his persond creation rather than his accidenta discovery.

"She smdled clean to me, my lord, dightly of sweet and there was definitely the stink of the hide she
wore about her, but she looked asif she knew how to wash."

Earl Kestrel shrugged. "Good. It would be agreat embarrassment to bring King Tedric his
granddaughter and have her ignorant of bathing.”

So that's how it's going to be, Derian thought. We have found Lady Blysse wandering wild in the
forest. Now we will restore her to her family. To the king and the Kestrels .

Thinking of thelively curiosity in the dark eyes, hefdt oddly sad and suddenly immeasurably older.
For thefirst time, he understood just how politics used some men and women—and how it consumed
dill others

"If shelost her parents when she was young,” Doc mused, thinking aoud, "it may explain why she did
not speak to Derian and Ox. She may have forgotten how to talk. Such has happened to hermits or
shipwreck survivorswho are donefor along time."



"If 50," again the earl dismissed the difficulty astrivid, "she can be taught to spesk again when we
have her in our keeping.”

"And how," Race asked deliberatdly, "shall we catch thiswild child? If sheis so wood wise, we could
search until winter comes and never find her. | could set snaresfor her perhapsor digapittrap .. ."

Earl Kestrel frowned, considering. A voice so rarely heard asto be dmost astranger's spoke from
the shadows at the edge of thefire.

"If my lord would permit,” Vdet said, lifting histraveling iron from the shirt he had been pressing, "
have asuggestion.”

"Speak," the earl commanded, as surprised asthe rest of them.

"It would be impalitic to have Lady Blyssetell her grandfather that she had been trapped or snared or
handled in any rough fashion. | suggest that we convince her to trust us. Derian Carter said that she
admired hisshirt, did she not?'

"Shedid," Derian agreed, leaning forward with eagerness, grateful beyond belief that Vaet, at least,
seemed to see their quarry asworthy of human consideration.

"We have spare clothing among us,”" Vet continued, tactfully avoiding direct mention that his master
possessed three changes of clothing to each one carried by the other members of the expedition. "Make
her agift of ashirt. A man'swool shirt with along tail would cover as much asthe hide Derian
described.”

"Yesl Let her be clothed from my wardrobe," Earl Kestrel proclaimed, apparently mentaly drafting a
portion of the speech he would make before the king. "Moreover, sSince sheistimid, let the four of us
depart a dawn, even aswe did today. Perhapsif Derian and Ox aone are in the camp, she could be
lured close once more.”

"Depart?' Race asked. "Where to?'

"Perhaps there are other survivors," the earl said. "We can look for sgn of them. Certainly we could
hunt and so augment our larder. It isearly for the fattest mest, but surely aman with your talent can find
something worth hunting.”

A dightly mocking notein hisvoice revealed that Earl Kestrel had been well aware of the guide's
tendency to flaunt hisskills.

Race nodded, reluctant to be away from where the real hunt would be going on, but acknowledging
the wisdom of his patron's plan. Besides, he couldn't have won an argument on this point in any case.

Earl Kestrel rubbed his hands together in satisfaction.

"Our planisready, then. | suggest that dl but the first watch get some rest. Tomorrow will bealong
and busy day for usall.”

Derian, who had thefirst watch, began his dow perimeter patrol. When he passed the place where
thewild visitor had first emerged from the woods he fdt athrill of anticipation. Would she return
tomorrow? Would he be able to convince her to stay?

In the darkness he heard a chorus of wolf howls and knew that somehow they held the answer to his
questionsin their clear, lonesome cries.



FIREK EEPERS COURAGE HAD RETURNED to her by the middle of the next morning. A full belly and a
warm spring day didn't hurt either. This combination, which tended to make the wolves want to nap, had
aways stirred her desireto explore.

"Sleep then, Brother," she said, stroking Blind Seer'sflank. He looked particularly handsome, for she
had pulled out dl the cdlumps of shedding fur. "I will go and visit the two-legs again. Elation said that all
but Fox Hair and Mountain have gone hunting.”

"Will you come back when they deep?’ the wolf asked without opening his blue eyes.

"1 will, but I hope my courage does not fall me and | can remain long enough to look closdly at the
otherswhen they return from hunting.”

"Good. | will deep then but not so deeply that | will fail to hear your call if they give you any trouble.”

Firekeeper ruffled hisfur and departed. She made afast trail going to the two-legs camp, aware that
shefet astrange anticipation.

Thisislike but not like finding the first strawberries in the spring, she thought. Like but not like
returning to a sheltered place in winter and knowing that | can make a fire and get warm. | don't
think | have ever felt like this before. It isinteresting and not unpleasant .

When she reached the trees curtaining the edge of the Burnt Place, Firekeeper exchanged greetings
with Elation, then made certain dl was safe before going out into the open.

All seemed much asit had the day before. Fox Hair was seated on the ground doing something with
one of their soft hides. Mountain was shifting burned wood, bringing out things from time to time and
Setting them on a cleared space.

There were fewer bones now, she noticed. Most of those that were not burned entirely must have
been found by now. She wondered, as she never had wondered before, what those other things might
be. She hersdf had found odd thingsin the grass when the Ones had brought her here each year, but
never before had she wondered about what they were.

Almost asif her impulse guided her feet, she emerged from the forest and trotted over to the hegp of
rubble. Mountain saw her, swallowed a shout, then held completdly still. Fox Hair looked up from what
he was doing and, as on the day before, rose very dowly.

He smiled at her. Shewasfairly certain, a leadt, that thiswas a amile, not abaring of fangs. Since she
had no ideawhat her own smile looked like, she couldn't be completely certain, but Fox Hair did nothing
aggressive s0 she decided the expression must be asmile.

Agan he hed out hisarms, twisted them so the palms were upraised and open. Sheimitated the
gesture. They stood like thisfor thelong circuit of arobin's song; then Fox Hair lowered hisarms dowly.

He said something to Mountain, who answered him in what Firekeeper was certain was a ddiberately
hushed voice. Nothing they said made any sense, but there was intelligent purpose behind the sounds.



Now Fox Hair crouched and lifted something from the ground near him. Dangling it between two
hands, he held it out to her. The wind caught it, making it flap, but Firekeeper stopped hersdlf in
mid-bolt. Thisflgpping thing had offered her no harm!

Seeing that she had been startled, Fox Hair carefully spread the thing flat on the ground between
them. He said something, plucking &t the soft hide he wore, then pointing to the thing on the grass.
Cautioudy, Firekeeper extended her hand and touched the thing, fedling the same delightful softnessthat
had met her hand the day before.

Again Fox Hair pointed to his upper body, then, in response to something said by Mountain, he
tugged his garment clear from his body.

The skin below, she noted, was lighter than that on hisface. It was dso rippling with cold, asif the
warm spring air were as chill asthat of midwinter. But these were things she noted in passing. With
ddiberate motions, Fox Hair was showing her how his garment dropped over his head, rested on his
shoulders, fell down over thetorso . . .

She yelped in pleased comprehension. Two quick tugs on her belt freed her from her own
cumbersome hide. The Fang's Mouth held between her teeth, she bent and lifted the soft thing from the
grass. Finding the opening at the bottom proved abit difficult, for the soft stuff clung together, but she
growled at Fox Hair when he moved asif to take it from her.

Once she found the hole at the bottom, she groped and located the hole at the top. There were holes
for thearmsaswell. After some fumbling and getting tangled and nearly panicking and nearly having to
drop the Mouth so her head would go through the head hole, she pushed head and neck and arms all
through their gppropriate openings.

The garment waslight, surprisngly warm, and dightly prickly, likethe leaves of amullen plant in late
summer. It fdt infinitely better againgt her skin than the hide had done. Over the anima smdll, it was
scented with lavender and thyme.

Fox Hair extended an arm toward her and she backed and growled. Thiswas hers now. She was not
going to let him takeit away. He lowered hisarm quickly and she saw that he held athin strip of hide,
much like the one at his own waist. Understanding suddenly that he had been offering her abelt, she
snatched it from him.

As shelooped it about her waist, threading it first through the Mouth as she had learned to do long
ago and finding the task much easier with this even piece of leather, she noticed that Fox Hair was
garing firdt at her, then a hishand asif amazed that she had taken the belt so eadlly.

She grinned a him. Clearly he had never dined with wolves! Only the fastest and fiercest atefroma
kill. Even the meat of her own hunting would be stolen if she waan't careful. Sheld learned that young
enough.

Fox Hair answered her smile, but she thought there was something of fear and uneasinessin thetang
of hisswest.



WHEN THE REST Of the expedition returned later that afternoon, Derian was pleased to see that their wild
vigitor, dthough clearly nervous, didn't flee.

Lightly balanced on the balls of her feet, ready to run if anything startled her, she watched the four
men file into the camp. Race carried a couple of rabbits, Valet astring of brook trout. WWhen they passed
her, Derian noticed again how she sniffed the air, taking in their scents.

Clad in her new shirt and nothing else (he couldn't help but remember his embarrassment when she
had stripped right in front of both him and Ox) the young woman looked more like an untidy curly-haired
urchin than the wild thing who had first come into their camp. With that strange surge of possessiveness,
Derian redlized that he was glad that Earl Kestrel'sfirst sight of her would be thisway, rather than
draped in that awkward hide. He would treat her better, maybe even respect her alittle.

"How long has she been here?" the earl asked, studying the woman speculatively.
"Sincemidmorning, Sr.”
"And has she spoken?"

"No. Wevetried talking to her, but she only makes sounds—whines and growls." That had been both
disappointing and a bit frightening. Derian brightened. " She's awonderful mimic, though. Weve been
communicating alittle by sgns”

"Communicating?' The aristocratic brow arched.

"Like about the shirt," Derian replied, "and we offered her something to eat.”
"Ah"

"She eatslikeawild anima," Derian admitted. "I've seen neater pigs.”
"Mm"

Earl Kestre's attention was only partially on the conversation. His gaze never |eft the woman,
however, as hers never left him, the clinical investigation seemed less rude. She had taken aposition a
few steps from the center of the camp, carefully leaving aline of escape open behind her.

Kestrel bowed to her. The woman did not respond in kind. Indeed, Derian fancied she looked
vaguely disdainful. Kestrel may have reached something of the same conclusion, for he frowned.

The other three men a so had been studying the visitor but more covertly, avare of the penalties for
usurping the earl'srights. Derian heard Race comment softly to Ox:

"She doesn't look much like anoblewoman. Actslike one though. There's not ahumble bonein that

Ox chuckled softly. "I'd noticed that mysdif.”

"She's hedlthy-looking,” Doc said, "despite al the scars. She has afresh cut on her arm, but it shows
no sSgn of festering. Someone'staught her basic hygiene."

"Sheis cleaner than I'd expected,” Race admitted.

"I'd love achanceto examine her," Jared said, raising hisvoice dightly to include Derian in theimplied
guestion. "We might get a better idea of her age then. From what | can see from here, she's not overfed,
not precisely undernourished, but thereslittle fat on her.”



Derian, keeping his own voice soft, said, "' She's very cautious about |etting anyone close. | don't think
it'sfear of being touched as much asfear of being trapped.”

Ox nodded agreement. " She was interested in touching us. my beard, Derian's hair, the fabrics of our
clothing, but she wouldn't accept anything but the lightest pat in return. Even then, you could tell shewas
letting us out of good manners.”

"Interesting,” Earl Kestrel said. "Very wel, Jared, your examination will need to wait until shetrustsus
more. She has accepted clothing and food, so we are well on the way. | will not have these advances
damaged.”

Asif, Derian thought indignantly, you had anything to do with those advances .

"Secondly," Earl Kestrel continued, "we cannot go about smply referring to this young woman as
'she.’ There are very good odds that sheis Lady Blysse. Address her accordingly.”

"'Lady Blysse' " Doc offered, the dightest of grinson hislips, "isabit of amouthful for daily use.
Given her father's standing with the king and her own probable age at the time of thefire, she was most
likely merely caled 'Blysse.' | suggest we do the same.”

Earl Kestrel, who had been astickler for protocol even on thetrail, glowered at his cousin and Doc
hastened to darify.

"1 mean no disrespect, Norvin," he said, emphasizing his own point by using the earl's given name
rather than histitle, "but if we hope to awaken her memories of hersdf and of language, we don't want
our firgt lesson to be too complicated.”

Norvin Norwood, Earl Kestrel, nodded. "1 concede the point, Jared. She will be addressed as
Blyse"

The young woman had listened to this byplay with apparent interest, but showed no recognition of the
name. Derian sighed. Asever, Earl Kestrdl had his own best interests a heart.

"Shelookswell inthat shirt," Jared said. "Isthe hide you said she was wearing anywhere about? |
would like to examine thetailoring. It might give us a clue as to whether she has acompanion or two
hidden away."

"] set it over there" Derian said. "1 thought she might want it," (he remembered the rapidity with which
she had snatched the belt from his hand), "but she lost interest in it as soon as she had figured out how
the shirt went on.”

Doc crossed to examine the hide. Blysse's jet-black gaze followed his movements, but, though she
seemed completely absorbed in watching Doc, when the earl took a step toward her, she sprang back
without turning her head, without even gpparent valition.

"Likeananimd," Race muttered. Then, "My lord, I'll go get these fish ready for thefire."

"Go," Earl Kestrdl dismissed him. "Therest of you may go about your tasks aswell, but do not come
near Blysse. Do not make any loud noises or sudden motions. Wewish her to fed safe”

Everyone murmured acknowledgment.

The earl continued, "Derian Carter, come stand next to me. | have noticed that she usesyou asa
touchstone. If we are together, she may be willing to approach me.”

Derian did so, dmogt hating himsdf for the sublimind thrill he received from standing shoulder to



shoulder with anobleman. Always before this, in smal ways and subtle, the earl had kept his distance
from the commonersin his expedition.

Blysse didn't seem to notice, but by now Derian was certain that she missed little.

"What are your conclusions about her attire?" Earl Kestrel asked Doc impatiently, for hiscousin was
garing a Blysserather than continuing his examination of the hide.

" She could have done the work hersdlf,” Doc said, his ddliberately soft tone almost idle but holding
benesth it a suppressed excitement. "It isthe most smple of congtructions, rather like the dresses young
girlsmakefor their dolls. The hide—it's ek, by theway, and I wonder how shekilled an elk—has been
tanned, though badly. It isin one piece; nothing has been titched on. A hole has been cut in the center
rather larger than her head—I expect she didn't like how the rough leather chafed her neck. Therest has
been trimmed so that the movement of her arms would be unimpeded.

"Thisbet,” helifted atwisted piece of leather, "must have closed it somewhat at the Sides, if poorly.”
"That'sright, Doc," Derian confirmed.

"Derian," Jared asked, the quiet excitement now rising into hisvoice, "did you give Blysse anything
other than the shirt and belt?

"No, Doc."

"Not the knife?'

"No. Shehad it with her. Never even put it down. Held it in her teeth while she was changing.”

Both Doc and the earl glanced at him when he said that, but mercifully, this once Derian didn't blush.

S0 you haven't gotten agood look at it," Doc continued. "Then you probably didn't notice that, worn
astheshesthis, it isof superlative congtruction, hardened leather with metal reinforcement. Stamped
ontoit, | believe, isthe crest of the roya house."

"Oh?' Earl Kestrd's grey eyes shone as he understood the drift of his cousin's thoughts. "1 cannot see
it from here. Isthere anything s=?'

"Yes," Doc said. " Set into the pommel iswhat looks like a cabochon gem, agarnet, 1'd guess, though
it'stoo filthy for meto be certain. I'm certain I've seen the like before, when hunting with Prince Barden.”

Suddenly Derian looked at his discovery with new eyes. Until this moment, he hadn't believed in the
earl's dreams, but now it seemed quite possible that this dark-eyed lady of the forest might well be the
heir to the throne of Hawk Haven.

'V

FIREKEEPER HAD SLIPPED AWAY to spend the good night with Blind Seer, but before dawn pinked the
sky, she crept back again, so silently that even the spotted not-wolf didn't note her return. Lifting the
edge of the shelter the two-legs had given her, she crawled back inside and sat on the soft things they had

heaped as adeeping place for her.
Shewasfull from hunting, weary from running, howling, and wrestling with her pack mate. Inthedim



light that penetrated her lair she saw that her new garment was covered with tiny twigs, bits of leaf, and
other forest matter. Fastidious as any wolf, she stripped the shirt off and was pulling the messfrom the
fabric when deep took her.

"One character, one sound," a pleasant, melodious femal e voice says. "Put them together and
the words will talk to you."

Tamara looks down at the slate uncertainly. Sweet Eirene has made marks there with a bit of
chalk. Tamara recognizes some of the marks, but fitting them together into sounds still bothers
her. She feels hot and foolish as shetries, her lips fat and heavy. Her only comfort is that Blysse
seems no more enthusiastic than she.

"Mama," Blysse demands, "we want to go outside, Tamara and me."
Outside! Sunlight dappling through the trees. Springtime flowers scenting the air.

"Tamara and |." Sweet Eirene corrects her daughter patiently. She shifts baby Clive to one
arm, opens her blouse to nurse him. " After you have sounded out what is written on the slates
you may go out."

Tamara looks through the open window with longing, but reluctantly obeys the woman. At
least Sweet Eirene keeps her deals, not like some of the other grownups, who seem to believe that
the little girls have no more memory than chickens.

Blysse, though as willful as any doted-upon child, seems to know that thisis not a time to argue
with her mother. Mumbling their attemptsto each other, the girls bend their heads, one fair, one
dark, over their dates.

"Dog and Hog run with Frog," Blysse announces after a few minutes.

Sweet Eirene smiles at her daughter. "Very good, Blysse. Now, Tamara, what does your slate

say?"

"The big pig can dig,” Tamara sounds out carefully, wondering why anyone would want to
know something so stupid.

"Very good, Tamara." Sweet Eirene offers Clive her other nipple. "Snce both of you girls have
worked so hard, you may have two strawberries each from the bowl in the pantry.”

"Thank you, Mama." Blysse says, hopping down from her chair and running with pattering
steps to open the pantry door.

"Thank you, ma'am,” Tamara echoes, taking the berries Blysse thrusts at her with pink-stained
fingers.

The strawberries are till sweet in her mouth. She sits on the ground outside Blysse's cabin,
playing dollswith her friend. Distantly, she hears Barden come inside from the fields.

The prince's boots thump solidly against the new plank floor. A scraping sound is the date
being pushed to one side. A clunk is his heavy pottery tumbler being set on the table.

"It's a beautiful day, Eirene," he says. "Too beautiful to sit indoors and tutor little girls.”

"They need to learn how to read, Barden," Sweet Eirene replies. Her voice twangs a little
under its gentle melody. They argue about this frequently.

"Let them play,” the prince urges. "There's no need to force them along. We have few enough



books and they're only four yearsold.”

"Blysse will be five in a few moon-spans. At her age, | could cross-stitch my alphabet. She can
barely recite the letters!™

"She can lead a horse, feed a chicken, and tell a weed from a seedling.” Barden'stoneis
affectionate. "Her education must needs be different from that of a lady of Kestrel."

"Maybe." Sweet Eirene's voice is no longer so sweet. She sounds determined. "Barden, | swear
that these children will not grow up like wild animals!”

Wild animals, animals, animals . . .

The words echo through Tamara's head and she is kneeling on the ground next to her mother.
Mama holds a furry grey ball in her lap. It stares fuzzily at Tamara from cloudy blue eyes.

"Careful, Tamara," Mama says when Tamara reaches to touch the puppy. "Thisisa wild
animal, not one of your toys."

Tamara pats the wolf puppy very, very carefully. "Wild, Mama? It doesn't seemwild. What is
wild?"

"Wild is not obeying humans,” Mama says after a moment. "Wild is that."
"Wild," Tamara tries the word out. "Wild. Wild wolf. Will the wild wolf bite me?"

"If you pokeit or hurt it or teaseit,” Mama says, "and well it should. But its mother might bite
you even faster."

Tamara senses rather than hears the she-wolf emerging from the brush. Her grey head istaller
than Tamara's dark one. Her yellow-brown eyes study the girl; then her fanged mouth opensin a
panting smile.

"Wild," Tamara says, putting out her hand to pat the wolf. "Wild."
She throws back her head and pipes a thin howl.
Wild.

* k% %

FIREKEEPER AWAKENED SLOWLY from her dream, feding it clinging to corners of her mind dense asfog
and just asimpossible to grasp. The garment Fox Hair had given her was draped across her thighs,
puppy-fur soft.

Suddenly she was homesick. Confused and forlorn, she didn't know who she was homesick for. Her
pack? Mama? Blysse?

Theloud clang of theiron pot being dung over the camp-fire brought her fully awake. Gratefully
Firekeeper pushed homesi ckness away with anticipation and curiosity.

From outside her shdlter, she heard Fox Hair cdling in alow voice, "Blysse? Blysse?'

Thisword was followed by other sounds that amost, coming asthey did on the hedls of her dream,
made sense. So Firekeeper yapped a greeting and pushed her way outside. Fox Hair smiled greeting in
return. Then, to her astonishment, his face turned as red as the setting sun.



DERIAN'SPLEASURE AT LEARNING the wild woman had not fled in the night vanished in awash of
embarrassment when he redized that she had emerged from the tent completely naked. Thewool shirt,
incomprehensibly covered with bits of bracken, trailed from her left hand. She grasped her sheathed knife
intheright.

Moreover, shewas staring a him in astonishment, asif he, not she, were displaying himself naked
before acompany of the opposite sex. Dropping the shirt, she reached out and touched his cheek. Only
when he felt the coolness of her fingers did he redlize that he must be blushing furioudy.

Frozen in shock, heregained control of hislimbs only when he heard Doc comment dryly:

"Well, from what | see, I'd concur with the estimate of her age as somewhere between twelve and
fifteen. Shelsthin asarail, poor child. No wonder she doesn't have much up top.”

Derian bent and picked up the discarded shirt, not caring thisonceif his sudden movement frightened
Blysse. Hisfingers were touching the cloth when he fdt it snatched from benegath them.

The woman was glowering a him, holding the shirt close to her. When he straightened, shefixed him
with her dark gaze. Then, clearly and digtinctly, she growled.

Behind him Derian heard murmurs of astonishment as the other men registered her speed and agility.
Then Ox sad camly:

"Well, Derian, she may not want to wear it now, but I'd say that she plans on keeping that shirt.”

Coming to himsdlf, Earl Kestrel sngpped, " Stop staring at Lady Blysse, dl of you! Get on with your
chores! Derian Carter, try to convince her to re-don her garb. Then | want to speak with you.”

Derian convinced Blysse to dress, helped by the fact that she obvioudy had intended to do soin any
case. With some effort he convinced her to remain with Ox.

Seeing her safe, Derian reluctantly crossed toward the earl's tent. He glanced behind him to check on
Blysse and saw her standing behind Ox's bulk, peering out to watch the others as they prepared
breakfast and fed the horses.

When Derian reached the area marked out as Earl Kestrel's own, Vaet glanced up from the quail
eggs hewas scrambling for the earl's breakfast to give Derian an encouraging nod. Even so, Derian
didn't fed any braver as he announced himself and obeyed the earl's invitation to enter.

Earl Kestrd'stent was larger than the one Derian shared with Ox. It had straight sides and a peaked
roof, rather like asmall house, whereas the other members of the expedition dept in smpletriangular
shelters. When Derian entered, he found Earl Kestrel seated on a campstool, making notesin a
leather-bound book resting on a collapsible table.

"Beseated whilel finishthis," Kestrel ordered curtly.

Derian balanced on a second campstool, his hands folded stiffly on his knees. After an eon or so, the
earl blotted hisink, sanded the page, and turned to Derian.



"We have aserious problem,” he said bluntly, "with the Lady Blysse. We may have located her, but
ten years of living likeawild anima have made her unfit for civilized company. At first | intended to head
back to Eagle's Nest as soon as we could regroup. Now | seethiswould be unwise. | want Blysseto be
presented to the king as a human being— one who has suffered trials, surely, but asahuman being. If
we go back now, even with the weeks we must spend on the road, she will till belittle morethan a
fresk."

Derian had expected to be reprimanded for staring at the naked woman, for not keeping the woman
covered, for something he'd done wrong. These confidences startled him so that al he could do was
nod.

"Last night | consulted with both my vaet and with my cousin,” the earl continued. "They advise that
you would be the best choice for the girl'stutor.”

llMe?l

"Yes. Thusfar, shetrusts you more than she does any of us. Y ou are closer to her age. Moreover,
you are educated, unlike Race and Ox. Jared and | should return to our homes, at least briefly.
Therefore, we cannot teach her.”

"Vdet?' Derian offered tentatively.

" She does not seem to respect Valet," Earl Kestrel said. "Heis very good at what he does, but he
himsdf has noted that he lacks the force of persondity to impress her.”

Ild]'ll
"| am offering you an important job, a great opportunity to serve both my house and the throne.”

Derian bit hislip, reviewing his options. Could heredly civilize thiswild woman?What would bethe
pendty for failure? He was certain that he was ill considering when he heard his own voice saying:

"Yes. | would liketo try teaching her, Sr.”

"Good!" The earl briskly rubbed his hands together. "1 dways knew you had potentidl asan aide. As
you may be aware, after Prince Barden departed, hisfather sold his property.”

"Departed.” Was disinherited, you mean, Derian thought, some of his usua sardonic humor
returning to him now that the worst shock had passed.

"| purchased West Kegp—the place from which Prince Barden departed into the wilds," Earl Kestrel
continued. "It should make afit place for Barden's daughter, my niece, to begin her education. | will
speak to Race Forester about his remaining in my employ and staying there to support you. The rest of
uswill depart, but | will expect regular reports from you."

"How ddivered, 9r?' Derian asked, his head swimming.

"1 will send acourier. Hewill take your first report and leave acovey of homing pigeonswith you.
Hopefully, that will suffice."

"Yes, ar."

Earl Kestrel kept talking, but Derian heard little of what he said. He knew he would regret his
inattention later, but for now only onerefrain kept going through his head.

What have | gotten myself into?



FIREKEEPER SPENT AN EXCITING but nerve-tightening day among the two-legs. Three or four times she
atetheir food, finding it overcooked and full of the taste of strange plants. It was warming, though, with a
warmth that stayed like sunlight in her belly.

When Fox Hair observed her pulling the leaves out of her soft shirt, he brought her another set of
garments. Thistime there were two parts: one to be worn on her lower body and another for the top.

Aseasily asamockingbird mimics sounds, Fox Hair communicated with Firekegper by acting out
what he wanted her to know. In thisway he showed her that the one part went over the soft shirt, the
other over her lower parts.

Thinking the stuff these garments was made from smelled familiar, Firekeeper chewed the material and
found that it wasindeed leather, but leather that had been made soft and supple, asif the anima were ill
wearing itshide.

Initidly, she wore the clothing in the fashion that Fox Hair had suggested, but she found the
combination of two tops aong with the bottoms stifling. As much as she liked the soft top, she found the
leather one stronger and less likely to accumulate leaf matter. The bottoms protected her legs and rear
far better than her hide had ever done, though she missed the feding of the wind againgt her skin.

Firekeeper compromised by wearing the leather top and bottoms, setting the soft top aside for
another time. When thelittle brown man made asif to touch the soft top, she growled.

She might not be using it that moment, but shewasn't going to giveit up!

During the brightest part of the day, Firekeeper dept for awhile, leaving her rested and clearheaded
when night fell and the two-legswent into their sheltersto deep. Shedding her new éttire, since she was
not quite comfortablein it, she dipped out to meet Blind Seer.

They romped for atime, celebrating their reunion with such enthusiasm that she was dightly bruised
and soundly scratched. When they had stretched out on some young grass, Firekeeper with her head
pillowed on her brother'sflank, the wolf sighed.

"What troublesyou, Blue Eyes?'

"Elation said that the two-legs plan to depart tomorrow. Tawny has pulled hisfish trgps from the
water and taken down his snares. There are other Sgnsthe facon sees. Although they mean nothing to
me, | believe her."

Firekeeper's heart started beating far too fast.
“Tomorrow?"
"Probably as soon asthereislight.” The wolf thumped histail on the ground. "Do you go with them?’

It was far to soon to make such adecision, but in her belly Firekeeper knew that the decison was
aready made.

"I will."



"Acrossthe mountains?'

"L et us see how they treat mein the daysit takes to reach the mountains,” she temporized.
"But if they trest you wd|?"

Shesghed. "Then| go."

Sitting up, she rubbed the wolf behind hisears.

"l could missyou, Sigter," Blind Seer said at lagt, "but Mother and Father reminded usthat al wolves
fed the urge to disperse from the pack. Why should our two-legged sister be different?”

"Could missme?' she said, teasing to lighten this serious moment.

"Could, if | were parting fromyou," hereplied, "but | think | will go with you to see what lies over the
mountain. It islong since any but the winged members of the Roya kind went there. Now that the
two-legs have come here, why shouldn't | go there?”

Firekeeper howled her ddlight, thumping Blind Seer so hard that he legpt up and trotted out of range.

"Easy, Sder! Easy!" he protested. ™Y ou're not atiny pup anymore. There's strength in those funny
hands of yours."

"Will you come meet the two-legs, then?' she asked eagerly.

"Not yet," hereplied cautioudy. "Their beasts fear me aswe fear fire. Let them grow abit accustomed
to my scent. We should learn, too, if the two-legs also fear wolves. The Cousins who have crossed the
mountains don't speak well of them.”

"True." She smiled, though, too happy at the knowledge that he would be nearby to worry yet about
how the two-legs would take to him. "Have you told the Ones what you will do?’

"How could I?" hereplied. "I didn't know until you made your own choice.”

"Then let ussing our newsto the pack,” she said. "The Oneswill want to know that we are both
departing.”

Trotting Side by side, they went to arise from which their voiceswould carry far. Two voices began a
song that became a chorus asit was relayed through trees whose branches reached asiif to brush the
dars.

"EASY, Now! Easy, Roanne!" Derian jerked the mare's headstdll, but till she danced nervoudy away
from Blysse.

Thewoman, clad in leather vest and riding breeches, stood barefoot, watching the horse's anticsin
evident amusement.

"Problem, Derian?' Earl Kestrel asked from where he stood a polite distance away.



"Yes, gr. I'd thought to have Lady Blysseride my horse while | rode one of the pack animals. We can
spare one since we've used so much of the fodder they were carrying. Roanne won't go near Blysse,

though."

Exasperated, he punctuated his reply by loosing the mare into the corra, where she prompitly trotted
to thefar sde of the enclosure, shuddering her skin asif it were crawling with flies,

"None of the other horseswill either,” Derian continued. "They're scared tiff of Blysse.”
The earl thoughtfully stroked his beard with one forefinger.
"Interesting,” he said. "Wl then, until we get a horse accustomed to her, she will haveto wak."

Helooked asif he was consdering declaring that everyone else must walk aswell, but salf-interest
cameto thefore.

"Perhgps your horse will grow easier around Blysseif you arein the saddle and she waks dongside.”
"Perhgps," Derian agreed doubtfully.
"In any case, how does Blysse seem to take to theidea of riding?”’

"Well enough." Derian gestured to where he had flung a saddle across afdlen tree trunk. "I showed
her the basics there and she took to them so fast that | think Doc's right. She must have been watching
us before she got her courage up to come out and meet us."

"Either that," the earl said thoughtfully, "or she remembers something of her childhood.”

A look cameinto hisgrey eyesthen, alook Derian was beginning to recognize as hisfacile mind
weaving an explanation from the minima information they had. Earl Kestrdl frowned dightly, asif the
matter would take more consideration than he could give it now, then addressed Derian.

"Camp isnearly broken. | would take it asasigna courtesy if you would inspect the packing. Ox and
Race have done their best, but you are the expert.”

Derian hid agrin. Earl Kestrel wastaking Derian's promotion quite serioudy, athing that amused Ox
and infuriated Race.

"l would be glad to, sir. However, I'm going to ask Blysseto wait herewhile | do so."
"Wise," Earl Kestrd concurred.

Derian had found it dmost too easy to work out some basic hand signaswith the young woman. She
quickly grasped anod for "yes' and ashake of the head for "no." A hand held up, pam outward,
combined with a head shake meant "stay." A beckoning gesture combined with anod meant "come.”
Derian thought that soon the latter two gestures would smplify to asmple hand signd, but for now he
wanted to build on what they had.

Now he signaed for her to stay, saying, "'l need to go check the horses, Blysse, and you're sure to
scarethem.”

He thought that his pointing toward the horses, rather than his words, transmitted his message, but she
grinned agreement. By hisway of thinking, there was atouch of wickednessto that grin, asif she
understood perfectly well why he wanted her to remain and was amused.

As Derian checked and balanced packs, tightened or loosened girths, he periodically glanced over at
his charge. She was sitting on alarge rock near the edge of the camp, absorbedly watching the last



stages of the breakdown.

When they |eft, Blysse walked dongside the pack train, staying to one side of Derian, just far enough
away that hiswell-schooled chestnut mare was amost willing to forget her presence.

The young woman's gait was easy and tireless, the sound of her passage inaudible. Race Forester
watched her with interest and poorly disguised envy, for she made his claims to woodcraft seem cheap.
Knowing how dangerous envy could be, Derian was relieved when Earl Kestrel cleared histhroat, and
Race shifted his attention to his patron.

"After observing Blysse," Norwood began, "I have come to some conclusions. . ."
Conjectures, Derian corrected silently.

". . . @out the manner of her surviva following thefire that destroyed the community. | would like to
share them with you as you have shared my rediscovery of my lost kinswoman with me.”

And so we won't, Derian thought, mess up your big presentation to King Tedric by offering our
own theories .

After hisfollowersvoiced their willingnessto listen, Earl Kestrel continued:

"Race Forester's skilled examination of the rings of the trees growing from the ruins places the date of
the conflagration at about ten years ago. At that time, Lady Blysse would have been five yearsold, far
too young to have survived without assstance. My theory isthat one or more members of the community
survived and cared for the child.”

His voice degpened and, to Derian's surprise, took on the cadences of a professiond storyteller. Like
adorytdler, the earl began with the traditional words:

"Envison with me, if you would be so kind, pae light dawning on amorning graced with steady rain.
Heaven's water falls on the smoldering wreckage of acommunity built from youthful dreams. Asit
extinguishesthefire, it extinguishesthe last faint hopes of the builders.

"At the edge of farmed fields stands a smal group, perhaps as smal astwo. Oneis Prince Barden.
His noble face is blackened with soot and ash, his powerful body stooped with exhaustion, his
expression ravaged with grief, for those still burning embers hold within their embrace the bodies of his
friends and comrades, perhaps the body of hislady wife."

The earl's voice broke there and Derian liked him better for it. Evenin the midst of congtructing a
pedigree for the foundling, a pedigree on which rested Kestrel's own ambitions for advancement, the
man couldn't quite subdue his own sorrow at theloss of hissigter.

Suspicious then that he was too gullible, that the catch in the earl's voice had just been good thester,
Derian glanced at the nobleman, but the tightness around Norvin Norwood's eyes and mouth was
genuine. His voice, though, when he spoke again, had returned to his control:

"Prince Barden holdsin one of hisgreat handsasmall one, that of his smdl daughter, Blysse. Terrified
and confused by the changes the night has wrought, till thelittle girl triesto be brave for her father's
sake. He, in turn, takes courage from the child's need for him.

"After foraging among the ruinsfor the basic necessities of existence, the prince leads his daughter into
theforest. Thereis no benefit to staying near, yet Barden cannot bear to take himsdlf too far away from
this accidental funerd pyre. If he departs, who will make the offerings to the spirits of the dead?

"So heremains and buildsasmdl shelter in which he raises his daughter, letting her help him forage



and hunt for what they need to survive in the wilds. Certainly, he made no more permanent provisonsfor
the future. Doubtless, when the traditional two years of sacrifices for the dead were ended, Prince
Barden planned to return to hisfather's kingdom. Oncethere, if only for his small daughter's sake, he
would beg forgivenessfor hisrashness and ask to be taken back into the fold.

"However, before those two years can pass, something happens to him. Perhaps the heat of the fires
that Prince Barden certainly challenged when attempting to save his people seared hislungs. Perhaps he
broke alimb or caught an illnesswhile hunting in the freezing cold of winter for food for his daughter.
Perhapsit was smply thefina stroke of theill luck that had dogged hisyoung life. For whatever reason,
when the two years had passed, the prince was too weak to make the onerous journey acrossthe
mountains. Instead, he put hisfull energiesinto teaching his daughter what she would need to survive.

"At lagt, his strength failing him, Prince Barden strapped his own knife about young Blysseswa g,
rested her small but strong hand on the polished garnet on the pommel, made her swear to fight to
survive even when he had passed on. Taking her to the ruins, he consigned her care to the ancestral
spiritsto whom he had so devotedly sacrificed. Shortly thereafter, hejoined them.

"Perhaps Blysse buried him in the ruins near those he had loved. Perhaps, trembling with grief, she
was forced to leave his body to the ministry of the wild crestures. However, like her father, she remained
close by the familiar places. There, nearly wild, we found her, and so we return her to the embrace of
her grandfather.”

Earl Kestrel paused, one hand holding Cod'sreins, the other lightly stroking hislip, his gaze keenly
observing the reaction of hislisteners. Jared Surcliffe wasthefirst to spesk. His voice was abit hoarse,
asif he had been holding back tears.

"That'sagood explanation, cousin," he said dowly. "It explains much of what has puzzled me: how the
girl survived; why she stayed near to this place; why, even if someone had lived to care for her when she
was small, didn't that same person take her home to Hawk Haven.”

Earl Kestrdl bowed his head in gracious acknowledgment of the praise.

"| like the touch about the prince giving his daughter hisown knife," Race Forester said, hisenvy
forgotten under the story's spdll. "It ringstrue. A royd prince would have done something just like that.”

Derian nodded, but as he glanced at the dark-haired figure trotting alongside his horse, her eyesaive
with curiosity, he wondered.

It could have been just like that, but was it?

He wondered if they would ever know and realized with a shiver that discovering the truth was up to
him, for if the woman remained a creature of the wilds, the truth would never be known.

THE TWO-LEGS STOPPED traveling toward the mountains long before Firekeeper was at dl tired. Still, she
was glad for the break, glad for an opportunity to assess what she had learned.

Fox Hair had clearly been made her nursemaid, arole that was apparently a promotion among the



two-legs, for it was evident to her that Tawny resented him greetly.

Shewasrather pleased for Fox Hair, nonetheless. He was amusing and willing to make gregt effortsin
order to befriend her.

After aday of watching the two-legsinteract from within their midst, she was certain thet they could
talk aswell as any wolf. Unlike wolves, however, they mostly used their mouths, athing she found
limiting. How could you tell someone to keep away from your food when your own mouth was full?

While thetwo-legswerelighting their fire and taking al the things off the not-elk that they had put on
them with such effort ashort time before, Fox Hair motioned Firekegper to join him by thefire. Although
shedidiked how the smoke dulled her sense of smell, Firekeeper came over and seated hersdf ona
rock upwind.

While busily washing some vegetablesin a container of water, Fox Hair chattered squirrdl-like at
Mountain, who was setting up one of the shelters. Fedling left out when Fox Hair stopped, Firekeeper
attempted to mimic hisfina string of sounds.

She was agood mimic. So long ago that she did not remember the learning, she had discovered that
imitating various bird and anima calls could bring her prey to her, rather than forcing her to seek it over
great distances.

Hearing her imitate him now, Fox Hair's eyeswidened in an expression she recognized as surprise. In
asharp tone, he said something to her. She did her best to make the same noises back at him.

Hearing her, Mountain laughed and said something to Fox Hair. She mimicked him aswell, pitching
her voice lower, though she could not reach his gresat, thunder-deep rumbles.

Fox Hair nodded at this, reached up, and pulled at his mouth in what Firekegper was certain was a
gesture of thought. Two-legs pulled at their mouths agreat dedl. Those who grew hair there often
fingered it or tugged at it.

Shewondered if her own inability to grow hair on her face would be a handicap among two-legs,
perhaps one as great as not having fangs had proved to be among wolves. If so, she supposed, she
could fasten another creature's hair there, just as her Fang had compensated for her other natural
shortcomings. However, she hoped that since Fox Hair cut the hair from his face she would be spared
this

L etting his hand drop into hislap, Fox Hair picked up one of the plant roots that he had been washing
amoment before,

Sowly and carefully, he sad: "Potato.”

Firekeeper imitated him perfectly. Fox Hair smiled, picked up another root, this one long and orange.
"Carrot."

Sheimitated him.

"Onion."

A dozen items | ater, he began to repeat. Soon she had al the words and could, when Fox Hair
pointed to one or another of the items, match word to thing.

Fox Hair grinned his delight. Hawk Nose, who had been watching from a distance, came over and
tested her himsdif.



Firekeeper went through the routine again, aware that impressing this two-legged One was important.
Hawk Nose nodded at her when she had finished, then said something rapidly to Fox Hair. Fox Hair
replied. His tones, Firekeeper noted, were more measured than when he spoke with Mountain. She
wondered if cadence indicated something, perhaps relative standing within the pack.

After they had eaten, Fox Hair drew Firekeeper off to the side and continued teaching her sounds. By
full dark, she had learned severa dozen more, knew that the not-elk were horses, that the cringing
spotted kin-creature was a dog, that the shelters were tents.

Shewasalittle puzzled to find that the same word applied to the smal shdlters such astheonein
which she dept and the larger one in which Hawk Nose dept. They were so different in shape and
purpose—Hawk Nose spent much timein his doing more than degping—that she thought his should
have a different word.

More interesting was learning that the two-legs had names for themsalves. Fox Hair was caled
Derian. Mountain was Ox.

Derian seemed uncertain what to name Hawk Nose. He tried various sounds. Then he shrugged and
shook his head, dismissing them dl. Firekeeper was fascinated and more than alittle confused.

Despite her pleasure in discovering that one could communicate with two-legs, when she heard Blind
Seer call, shewas eager to leave and join him.

Sherosg, turning toward the forest. Fox Hair/Derian stood aswell, his expression anxious. Blind Seer
howled again.

"Come, Firekeeper! I'mloney!

Firekeeper smiled and started to walk toward the forest. Derian, to her surprise, for he had never
beforelaid even afinger on her without permisson, put hishand on her arm.

She stopped, stared at him, and, seeing concern evident on hisfeatures, did not strike him. Perhaps
two-legs, like wolves, touched for other reasons than to attack.

Fox Hair gestured in the direction of Blind Seer'scry.
"Wolf," hesad.

Blind Seer howled again.

"Wolf," Derian repested anxioudy.

Firekeeper gently pushed his hand from her arm and moved swiftly away. Before she stepped into the
darkness of the trees, she turned to Fox Hair and nodded.

"Wolf," she agreed, and dipped into the night.

V

"BUT THISCANT GOON!" exclaimed Race Forester, eyes ablaze. "Tomorrow we cross the gap; aday or
two thereafter we're in populated lands. What happens then when Lady Blysse dips off into the night and
runs about in the darkness?"



Therewasasneer in hisvoicewhen hesaid "Lady," asneer just this Side of unforgivable cheek, but
Earl Kestrel chose to overlook that insolence. No matter how rudely phrased, Race's point was
reasonable.

Each night since they had broken camp at the ruins of Bardenville, Blysse had | eft her tent and
vanished into the night. What she did then, no one knew, but she returned each day shortly before dawn.

They had made dower progress on their return east to civilization than they had on the way out. The
first day Earl Kestrel had called hdt after ahalf-day'stravel, worried that the young woman would not
have the stamina to pace the horses any longer. He might aso have been prompted by the steady drizzle
that had begun with firgt light and had never ceased—unlessturning into intermittent deet could be
considered ceasing.

The second day their start had been late, for the camp had remained on dert for many hours after
Blysse had |eft Derian's Sde, in answer, it dmost seemed, to ahowl of awolf in the darkness beyond.
Only on her return had Earl Kestrel fallen into arestful deep. Thethird day had been something of a
repetition of the second, though Earl Kestrel had permitted Vaet to convince him that wakeful
watchfulness would do nothing to bring the girl back, that indeed it might do the opposite.

The end of thisfourth day of travel found them at the lower reaches of the gap. Tomorrow they would
attempt the crossing, along, hard day's work even for rested men. Although the earl had decreed an
extrahalf-day for rest and preparation, no one was relaxing. Even calm Ox and unflappable Valet kept
turning their gazesto the tree line, wondering what strange force might draw Blysse out into the
unfriendly darkness night after night.

Derian was the least happy of thelot. Looking at his charge clad in lesther vest and rough knee
breeches she had made by chopping off a pair of the earl'sriding trousers just below her knees, shewas
awinsomefigure, hardly femae, impossible to placein any of the categories he had encountered
traveling between Hawk Haven and Bright Bay on businesswith hisfather.

To some eyes, as she sat busily untangling her brown locks with the comb he had shown her how to
use three days before, Blysse could be any girl, abeit asomewhat boyishly dressed one. To Derian,
however, she had become more of an enigmafor their severa days of acquaintance rather than less.

Upon thelr first meeting she had seemed awild creature that had taken human shape. By their second,
assured of her humanity, Derian had felt proprietary, even protective toward her. By the third mesting,
the very onethat had ended with Earl Kestrel giving Derian charge of her, Derian had felt certain of
Blysse'sintelligence and of her peculiar sense of humor.

Thisday shewas a stranger, calm and composed, apparently immune to the human storm that raged
around her— as she should be. Although her vocabulary was growing a an amazing rate, what words
she had were mostly nouns with afew smple additions such as Y es and No, Come and Go.

"What do you suggest we do?' Earl Kestrel asked Race.

"We should tie her," the scout said firmly. "It'sfor her own safety, my lord. | don't want her
arrow-shot by thefirst gamekeeper who takes her for apoacher.”

"You don't?' the earl'sinflection wasironic, but Derian doubted that the scout noticed. Race ill
believed that hisenvy of the woman's woodcraft was his own secret.

"No, g, | don't," Race said earnestly. "Think of the man's shock when he finds abit of agirl dead
with his shaft in her breast and him facing your wrath for doing naught but his duty.”

"Indeed,” said Earl Kestrdl dryly, "not to mention the pitiable Situation that Blysse should have



survived ten years of privation to die so sordidly.”
"That," Race replied, suddenly aware of histactlessness, "so goes without saying that | didn't bother
mentioning it."

"Of course.”" Earl Kestrdl relented. "1t has not escaped my notice that you have scouted in the vicinity
of the camp following Blysse's return each dawn. Have you found any sign of where shegoesor if sheis
meeting someone?’

"None," Race said, superdtitious dread deegpening hisvoice. " She leaves no more track than a spirit
would. I've wondered . . ."

Jared Surcliffe broke in, impatient with the earl's game of cat and mouse with the uneducated man.

"If she'sarestless spirit? Nonsense! 1've examined her more closely now and no spirit would have so
many scars— not to mention the cuts and bruises she gains each day. She has clean heding flesh, thank
the ancestors of our house, or she would have died from someinjury long since.”

"If | thought she was a spirit," Race countered defiantly, "would | have suggested putting arope on
her? My lord, it would be no more unkind than the jesses on ahawk or the leash on adog. It'sto keep
her from harm in my way of thinking, not to do her some.”

"And can you explain that to her?' Earl Kestrel said skeptically. "Derian, could Blysse understand
such anidea?’

Derian shrugged. " She's smart, my lord, but we don't have enough words."
"Mimeit!" Raceingsted.

"When she's never seen—or at least has no memory of— the farmers or gamekeepers you would
protect her from?" Derian scoffed. "How?!

In answer, Race lifted acoil of rope and strode over to where Blysse was now interestedly watching.
"I'll show you!" the scout retorted defiantly.

He lifted the rope, uncoiled a section and held it out to the young woman.

"Rope," shesad camly.

Much to Derian'sdespair, al itemsfor binding, from the thinnest thread to horse hobblesto fish line,
had, for the nonce, become rope. Doubtless Blysse thought Race's approach with rope in hand was
another attempt to force her to discriminate. Mentaly, he kicked himself for not teaching her the word
"pavilion” for Earl Kestrel'slarger tent that first night. Thelack of discrimination seemed to have shaped
her attitude toward the refinements of spoken language.

With the ease of long practice, Race made anoose. Then, as Blysse watched in unguarded curiosity,
he dropped it over her shoulders and pulled it fast, binding her armstightly to her Sdes.

Blysse looked startled, pushing out with her shoulders againgt the restraint. Her expression when she
redlized that she could not get free became furious: dark eyes narrowed, lips paling, brows pulled
together.

"See, my lord,” Race said triumphantly, turning dightly toward Earl Kestrel, leaning back on hisheds
so that hisweight would keep the noose tight. "We can hold her thisway and she can walk aong or we
can set her up on one of the mules. They've grown accustomed to her by now and . . ."



He didn't finish for Blysse screamed, high, shrill, and angry. Her second such cry was echoed by one
from the tops of thetallest trees; then ablue-grey streak plummeted toward the gathered men.

Derian didn't think. Balling himsdf tight, he launched forward, knocking Race to the ground, ralling the
other man with the force of histackle so that the falcon's strike hit the ground inches from where the
scout would have been standing.

Racelost hisgrip on the rope and, as the falcon was taking wing again, Blysse clawed her way out of
the loosened noose.

Free, she stood poised lightly on the balls of her feet, Prince Barden's knife in her hand. Her dark
gaze darted from Race to Derian to Kestrdl then back again to Race.

A low growl rumbling in her throat, she advanced one stiff-legged pace toward the prone man, then
another.

Derian rose, imposed himself between her and Race, found that cold, dark gaze now studying him
impartialy. All their tentative friendship seemed to have vanished like snow benesth the sun.

Blysse's growl deepened, became louder, and she pedled her lips back from teeth. The snarl should
have looked funny, for her teeth remained blunt, human teeth, but the menace in her eyes made the
expresson anything but.

Queenie, Race's bird dog, had been running to assist her master. Now, under Blysse's snarl, she
dropped to the dirt, rolled onto her back, and whimpered submission.

Something viscerad in Derian understood. He could not demean himsdlf to drop and roll, but he
lowered his gaze and stepped dightly to one side.

"Race," he muttered urgently ashe did so. "Don't get up! Don't reach for any weapon! If you stay
down there, shewon't attack you."

"What?' Race continued scrabbling backward in the dirt and leaves of the forest floor, but he didn't
get to hisfeet, nor did Blysse attack. "How can you be so sure?"

"l just am!" Derian replied, resisting an urge to growl himsdlf. "Stay put! Lower your gaze! Don't
challenge her or shell have your head!"

Race obeyed, at least to the extent of not getting to hisfeet. After Race had clawed hisway back a
few more paces, Blysse halted. With onelast snarl, she kicked dirt at him. Then she shook like adog
after araingtorm, her anger vanishing as quickly asit had appeared.

Shelooked at Derian and grinned, then spoke her first sentences.

"Race, dog," she commented conversationally. Then she bent and picked up the rope and shook it.
"No rope. No!"

Earl Kestrd spoke for the firgt time since Race had advanced on Blysse.
"That, | think, quite nicdly sums up the matter.”

Then hetook the cail of rope from her and tossed it onto the fire. Sparks flew as the flames engulfed
the damp cails.



FIREKEEPER WASIN A MERRY mood the next morning. Today they would cross the great mountains.
Benesth tonight's star's, she and Blind Seer would hunt where none of the Roya Wolves had hunted in

uncounted years. Until then, she had the progress of humans and horses up the steep incline to amuse
her.

For once, Derian had abandoned his care of her, his skill with the horses needed to coax them up the
dope. Sheadmired hislabors with the stupid things, and during amid-morning halt she offered through
gesturesto assig.

Derian grinned and promptly handed her the rope tied to the head of the smallest but least cooperative
of the long-eared horses.

"Mule" he said, pointing toward the creature.

Noting differencesin ears, tail, and wickedness of temper, Firekeeper was willing to concede that
there might be aneed for a different word to separate this cresture from ahorse, never mind that they
gmelled so much dike.

"Mule" sherepeated, pointing to the animal, then to the otherslikeit. "Mule."
Derian grinned. "Y es. Good."

Thelast word puzzled her, for it seemed to apply to nothing in particular. She gestured toward the
mul€e's head-rope, wondering if "Good" might be yet another of the usel ess plethora of wordsfor "rope’
that Derian kept thrusting &t her.

"Rope," she said, waiting to seeif he corrected her.
"Rope," he agreed. Then he made the hand gesture for "wait" and went off to confer with the earl.

While Firekeeper waited, her gaze flickered toward Race, remembering how the man had tried to
bind her asthe horses were bound. He was keeping a safe distance from her, his spotted dog close
about hisfeet. Their fear pleased her. Sheliked having some precedence within this human pack, even if
over such minor members.

When Hawk Nose shouted the command for them to start, Firekeeper's mule stubbornly refused to
move. He stood siff-legged, lazily chewing amouthful of leaves, defying her to make himtakeasingle
step.

From the corner of her eye, Firekegper saw Derian gpproaching, lightly swinging the stick he used to
swat the mules acrosstheir hindquarters. Determined to move the anima hersalf, she considered her
options.

To this point, she had not tried talking with the animals the two-legs had brought with them. Sherarely
had bothered speaking with herbivoresin any case, finding it uncomfortable to talk with those she might
later eat. Now, however, she stood on her toes, rising just high enough that her lips were close to one of
the mule's brown-haired, dark-tipped ears.



"Move!" shesnarled. "Or I'll eat you for supper!"

Any doubts she had held that the mule would understand her vanished as he threw back his head and
brayed in naked terror. It took al her strength, heels dug into the ground, to stop the anima from bolting.
With the loose end of the rope, she hit it across the soft part of its nose.

"Walk quietly now!" she ordered. "Follow!"

To attempt any command more detailed would be folly, for the stupid anima had suddenly
remembered that she was awolf, not atwo-legs. It rolled its near eye at her, uncertain whether to obey
or to bolt.

"Follow the otherd!" she commanded and, after thefashion of itskind it fel into line, comforted in
doing what the others were aready doing.

Firekeeper whistled comment to Elation, who had been watching the exchange from the trees nearby.

Thefacon shrieked laughter. "Mistress of mice and mules! To what lows the proud wolves have
come!”

Firekeeper snorted, not deigning to comment further. She was pleased enough to have made the mule
obey her. Seeif thefalcon could do aswell!

That night and for the nights that followed, she and Blind Seer ranged the far dope of the mountains.
Thisside was not, she discovered with some disappointment, greetly different from the sde she had
known since her puppyhood.

In one way, however, this region was greatly different. Except for one goshawk, kin to Elation's
peregrines, they met none of the Royd kind. The only wolves she and Blind Seer encountered were
Cousins. These knew of the Royad Wolves, having ranged west when the hunting was poor in their own
territories, and groveled before Blind Seer as a pup before an adullt.

Firekeeper found their deference right and natural. What troubled her, having had little contact with
Cousinsin the past, was how restricted the Cousins interests were.

They could report in great detail about sources of fresh water, about rival packs, about good hunting,
about the danger offered by awakening bears. Beyond that, they seemed to see nothing, to know less.
She was shocked to redlize that they reminded her more of Queenie, Race's spotted dog, than they did
of wolves.

"Arethey stupid?' she asked Blind Seer.

"No," he sad, lifting his head from the haunch of elk he had been shredding. "They are Cousins. Didn't
the Ones teach you about them?”

"Not much," she admitted. "Mostly, they told meto avoid them, that the Cousins would not protect
me asdid my own pack. | thought nothing of this. Packs often haverivaries.

"That is0," Blind Seer agreed. "However, thereis more to our parents warning than that. Cousins
are lesser than Royal-kind in more ways than size. We are wiser, more clever, and possess giftsthat the
Cousins never have."

He sat up, forgetting hismeat in his pride. Firekeeper snatched it from between his paws, winning an
appreciative snarl from him.

"Tdl memore," she said, tossing him back hisfood. Her own med waslong finished.



Blind Seer chewed at the knob end for amoment, considering before he continued, "Well, Roya-kind
isforbidden to breed with Cousins, even if theurgeisgreat.”

"You are?' she asked, surprised. "But they are so like you. They even smdll likeyou.”

"Maybeto ahuman'snose," hereplied haughtily. "I tell you, the scent is different, even as the scent of
pale roses and dark rosesis different.”

"If you say s0," she said resignedly. "My noseisdead.”

"l know," he laughed. "Forget the Cousins, Sister. We can intimidate them if need arises. Moreover, it
isspring. Like our own pack, they have pupsto hunt for. They will betoo busy to bother us."

Firekeeper nodded and for atime al was sillent but for the cracking of the elk haunch between Blind
Seer's jaws.

"These mules and horsesthe humans have," she sad a lagt, thinking aloud. "They are certainly
Cousin-kind, not Roya-kind."

"] certainly hope s0." Blind Seer grinned. "If their Royal-kind are this stupid and docile, thereisno
hope for the creatures.”

"What if the only non-humans the two-legs know," she mused, "are the Cousin-kind? How stupid they
would believe dl otherswho wak the earth to be!"

"Doesthat matter?' the greet wolf asked lazily.
"It might," Firekeeper replied thoughtfully. "1t might matter very much.”

FOGGY AND GHOSTLIKE in the drizzlethat fell from the purpling heavens, West Keep loomed before them
at twilight, eight days after they had crossed the gap from the west side of the Iron Mountains. Had they
been in the lowlands, they would have covered the distance more quickly, but here they were on rough
roads, their travel complicated by spring rains.

Derian, who wastired of living in the saddle and deeping in atent, welcomed the Sight of the keep as
if he were dready out of the wind, enjoying fresh bread and butter in front of aroaring firefor which
someone el se had fetched the wood.

Blysse, sitting perched atop a once stubborn mule, gasped aloud when she saw the towering heap of
dressed stone. For thefirst time since Derian had met her she looked completely astonished.

"Hold up for amoment,” he caled to the others. "Blysse needs aminute to adjust. | think the keep
scares her.

"l guessit would be something of asurprise,” Derian continued, turning to the young woman. He had
learned that she appreciated being talked to, even if she couldn't understand the words. "The bend in the
road hid it from view until it wasright on top of us."

"Ddliberatdy, | would guess,” Earl Kestrel added, twisting dightly in Cod's saddle to face them. "A



good strategic move. West Keep has aclear view of the road from its upper towers, but from the road
those same towers blend into the surrounding terrain until thislast mile.”

"Evenin daylight?' Ox asked.
"Evenindaylight,” Earl Kedtrd said, assmugly asif he had built the place himself.

Blysse turned to Derian. He hadn't been able to teach her the word "what" and he bet that was exactly
the word she wanted now. Instead she raised her hands and gestured wildly.

"Rock?" she asked. Then paused, frowning, "Rock-tent?"

Derian nodded, considering what word to give her. He had tried hard to avoid homonyms, wanting to
reserve the confusion of words that sounded aike but meant different things until they shared alarger
vocabulary. For that reason, he avoided the word "keep" and chose another.

"Cadtle," he sad, pointing, using the dow, careful cadence he had begun to reserve for new words.
"Cadlle"

Blysse pointed. "Castle. Rock tent. Castle.”

She shook her head in amazement. Then, to Derian's surprise, she pursed her lipsand gave alow
whistle, identica to the one Race used whenever he encountered something he hadn't been ready for: a
fdlen tree or swollen stream blocking the trail; hisfish trgp plundered by araccoon; antsin his boots.

Hearing her, Race laughed, afriendly laugh thistime.
"l guess I've taught her something, too," he chuckled.

Derian nodded, an inkling of how he might manage Race brightening the prospect of being left at the
keep with Race without the earl's mitigating presence.

Beside him, Blysse was gtill gaping at the keep. Her brow wrinkled in consideration as shetried to
make her limited vocabulary express her awe.

"Cadlle," shesaid, gesturing up to indicate its height, then out to sketch the extent of the girdling wall.
"Cadleox."

Derian was puzzled for amoment. Then he grinned.

"Cadtle big," he said, stressing the second word. "Ox big."

Blysse nodded vigoroudy.

"Big," she repeated. Then, after amoment, she added, "Ox big. Vadet no big.”

Derian's grin broadened as he wondered if it wastact that had led Blysseto pick Vaet as her
example of small, rather than Earl Kestrdl, who was at least an inch shorter and somewhat dighter of
build. One thing Blysse seemed to have had no difficulty interpreting were the rel ative degrees of
importance within the little company.

"Ox hig," he said, urging Roanne into awalk once more and hearing the rest of the company follow
auit, "Vaet nobig. Vaet small "

He decided to |leave the minor refinement of "not” versus"no" for another time. Abstract concepts
were ahurdle he hadn't been certain how to cross. Now that Blysse had provided him with astarting
point, he wasn't going to wasteiit.



They continued their language lesson as the pack train crossed the last mile. At Earl Kestre'ssigndl,
Race rode ahead, blowing his horn to dert the residents of West Keep that their master came
unexpected. Derian spared amoment of pity for the garrison if they hadn't kept the place in perfect
order. Earl Kestrel was not the most forgiving of masters.

That thought made him redouble his efforts with Blysse, suddenly aware of the earl's grey eyes
watching him and the cool, caculating mind ng his student's progress.

Earl Kestrel had usesfor thiswoman who might or might not be his niece and the best claimant to the
throne of Hawk Haven. He would not beforgiving if amere horse carter impeded his advance. Certainly
there would be rewards for success, but Derian was sure that the pendties for failure would be far
greater in both degree and kind.

STONE. STONE on the floor. Stone surrounding. Caves made by human hands.

Firekeeper fet somerelief when the chamber into which Fox Hair brought her had a ceilling made of
wood and two great arched openingsin the sides. She rushed to one of these and leaned out, reassuring
hersdf by the sensation of the fresh, wet air on her face that the wide world outside had not vanished.

When her first panic had abated, she noticed that she could seefor agreat distance from this height.
Directly beow, severd stranger two-legs were leading the horses and mulesinto ashelter. Beyond the
narrow heap-of-stones-piled-on-top-of-stones that Derian had called awall, there was a cleared area,
but then the forest began again.

Even in the gathering darkness she could locate Blind Seer Sitting on his haunches in the shadow of a
tal tree near the road. The blue-eyed wolf waslooking up at the castle, studying its shape. From thetilt
of hishead, she knew hewas quizzical, but not afraid, and hislack of fear for himself or for her gavethe
young woman courage.

Drawing insde, Firekeeper shook the water droplets from her hair and turned to Derian. He was
standing with his back to afire built in the sde of the chamber, watching her with an expresson that, had
sheknown it, wastwin to Blind Seer's.

"Cadtlebig," she commented with what coolness she could mugter.

Derian nodded. A knocking from the side of the chamber where they had entered interrupted
whatever he had been about to say. Derian said something Firekeeper didn't understand. Then,

apparently in response, afrightening thing happened.
A piece of thewall moved, revealing an opening behind it.

Firekeegper sprang to the opening she had been looking out of amoment before and perched on the
broad ledge besideit, ready to dive out and take her chancesfalling.

Fox Hair seemed amused, not nervous, so she held her pose, watching guardedly. The scent of food
drifted in from the opening. That of mesat cooked with herbswasimmediately familiar. There were other
scents that were dmost familiar. These teased an awakening part of her, bringing with them amingled



sense of comfort and of longing that made Firekeeper sirangdly indecisive.

The food was carried by atwo-legs nearly as stout as Ox but barely half his height, a person built
from rounding shapes that included astonishing, swelling protrusonsin the vicinity of her chest. Whenthis
person saw Firekeeper she spoke, her voice twittering like birdsong, high but sweet.

Derian made introductions, pointing first to Firekeeper, then to the stranger and back again.
"Blysse, Steward Daisy. Steward Daisy, Blyse."

Obediently, Firekeeper repeated the lesson, wondering why so small a person should have solong a
name. Her words released another spate of birdsong from the little person, sounds that held adistinctly
cooing note dong with theword "Blysse.”

Being cdled Blysse aways made Firekeeper fee vagudly uncomfortable, though she had no ideawhy
it should. The words by which the two-legs named themselves meant nothing to her. It was quite
reasonable that they employed an equaly meaningless sound to name her. But the name Blysse did make
Firekeeper uncomfortable, so much so that she longed for the day when she would speak enough human
tongue to teach them her wolf-given name.

Steward Daisy departed after making more cooing sounds, and Firekeeper and Derian shared the
food on thetray. One of the almost familiar smells proved to belong to something called "bread,” a soft,
warm substance like nothing else that Firekeeper had ever eaten. Sheliked it best spread with the salty
fat called "butter.” Jam, with itstaste of overripe berries, was good, but dmost too rich.

Satiated, Firekeeper removed a blanket from one of the packs and spread it in front of thefire. A few
hours deep, and then she would decide how to get out to Blind Seer.

SHE AWAKENED to find the fire burned down to red and white coals and Fox Hair gone, doubtlessto his
own chamber.

Stretching, she located an oddly shaped container full of water, its neck so tight that she could barely
get her hand inside to cup out water with which to appease her thirgt.

As soon as Steward Daisy had departed, Derian had shown Firekeeper how the door into the room
worked. Now the wolf tested her memory and was pleased to discover that she could open it without
hel p. When she scouted outside, she found atwo-legs drowsing on astool at the end of the hall.

Distrusting this stranger, Firekeeper retreated and considered the window. The drop to the ground
bel ow was considerable, but no worse than from some trees she had climbed. Still, the earth below was
covered with stone, not soft leaves and forest duff.

Unwilling to risk abroken leg, Firekeeper rooted through the pack Derian had |eft in her room. Most
of the contents were useless, but at the very bottom therewas a coil of rope.

Over the past severa days, Firekeeper had used rope to guide amule, to help set up tents, and to tie
packs onto their reluctant bearers. Now she anchored the rope to an iron loop on the windowsi Il and
used it to dow her drop to the ground. She ended up with burns on her palms and along scrape on her



calf.

Wl pleased, Firekeeper growled the barking dogs into submission and, with arunning start and a
light foot on the edge of a cart, scrabbled over thewall surrounding the castle.

On the other side, Blind Seer was waiting for her, blue eyes glowing in the darkness.

BOOK TWO

VI

ELISE ARCHER, DAUGHTER of Baron Ivon Archer and Lady AurellaWellward, great-niece of King
Tedric, was not so much gathering flowersin theroya castle gardens as she was gathering rumors.
However, if her activities were dismissed as such an innocent pursuit, she had no complaints.

Slight, dmost fragile of form, peaches and cream of complexion, with pae golden hair the very shade
of early-morning sunlight and sea-green eyes, seventeen-year-old Elise was just now becoming beautiful.

For the only daughter of King Tedric's nephew Ivon, son himsdlf of the Grand Duchess Rosene,
beauty was hardly the advantage it would be for awoman of lesser birth. Marriage for Elisewas as
inevitable asrain in goringtime. Nevertheless, Elise found this new bloom of beauty a pleasant thing and
smiled softly into her bouquet, feding the admiring gazes of gardeners and groomsfollow her graceful
progress.

"Good morning, Lady.” "Good morning." "Good morning.”

The murmurs followed Elise from damask dark rosesto brilliant yellow daisies to honeysuckle vines
awash with heavily scented flowers. She stopped by abed of gladiolasin amixture of colorsfrom pure
white to deepest violet with shades of pink and red between.

Shifting her nosegay of rosesto her |eft hand, she fumbled for her gardening clippers and, as suddenly
asthe High Sorcerer's griffin in the tales of Elrox Beyond the Sea, the head gardener appeared at her
Sde.

"Perhgps| might ass g, Lady Elise?

She amiled, ared smile, though it hid some guile. She had been aware of the spare, sunburned figure
of Timin, the master gardener, anxioudy tracking her progressfor sometime now. He had left her lone
among the roses, settling for wringing his hands as she clipped afew blossoms, but the gladiolas had
drawn him forth.

"Thank you, Master Gardener," Elisereplied. "I had intended to add afew pink gladiolasto my
bouquet, but these look rather picked over."

There was no reproof in her tone, only mild consternation, but the gardener colored scarlet, then
white, asif he had been found guilty of treason.



" Twasthearrival of the Duchess and Earl Kesirel that doneit, Lady,” he managed as explanation.

"Y ou were asked to supply flowersfor the banquet tables" Elise helped him aong. "I noticed the
bouquets. | hadn't realized you'd been forced to raid your flower beds to make the arrangements.”

Her sympathetic tone—and the fact that she had admired these gardens since shewasa
toddler—opened the floodgate.

"l was, Lady," Timin Gardener said. "Never has there been such a springtime and summer for the
nobility visiting theking. It seemsthat as soon as the weather grew pleasant and the roads abit dry that
every niece and nephew of anoble house has seen fit to cal. That many receptions taxes those beds |
grow just for cutting flowers, it does, pushes me out into the gardens.”

Elise nodded sympatheticaly, but beneath her gentle, compass onate expression she waswilling the
man to keep talking. Bending to cut her three magnificent pink glads with petas edged in sunny yellow,
the gardener continued:

"] exhausted the best of my daffodils and tulips when Grand Duke Gadman brought Lord Rolfston
Redbriar and his brood to pay their respects to their uncle early this spring. Boar be praised that Earl
Kestrel didn't come calling then. Neither sky-blue nor scarlet are easy to find early in the season.”

"There are crocusfor the blue," Elise said, consdering.

"Too fragile for the banquet hdl," the gardener sniffed. "Besides, we had the word that the king
wanted Kestrel given highest honors. That takes more than afew crocus wilting among apple blossoms
and then me having to answer in the autumn when there's not fruit enough on the trees.™

"True," Elise agreed. "House Kestrel callsfor stronger colors. It's agood thing Duchess Kestrel
waited to ask for audience until the summer.”

She stroked the petals of the gladiolas the gardener had handed to her before tucking them in with her
roses. The man was mollified, seeing that she was not going to ask for more.

"l don't recdll," Elise said cautioudy, "such afuss being made when Earl Kestrel cameto court over
the winter. Hewasin and out so much that his deigh had a permanent berth in the forecourt.”

"True enough,” Timin Gardener agreed, squatting to tug aweed from among the flowers, then
straightening as he suddenly remembered her Sation.

He spoke more rapidly to make amends. " True enough, Lady, but the word that came down from
Steward Silver when she ordered the decorations for the banquet hall wasthat Earl Kestrel had sent
ahead aletter thrice sedled. Once with his persona seal, once with his mother's, and once with the great
sedl of their house™

Elise nodded, hoping the glow of excitement didn't show in her eyes. Such a sequence of sedls
indicated amatter of the greatest secrecy.

"1 wonder," she said guilelessly, "what business could merit such? Earl Kestrel has been reigning
beside his mother at her behest these five years since. His sedl isas good as hersin matters of sate.”

"They say," the head gardener offered, strolling with her down a path bordered in stocks and
snapdragons, "that Earl Kestrel journeyed west early this spring, leaving when the roads were il sureto
be deep in mud—not the usud timefor traveling a al. He only went with asmal retinue and none of
them are talking about where they went."

"None?'



"None, Lady Elise. To my way of thinking, that's asinteresting asif they were talking weterfalls.”

"l agree," she said thoughtfully, and carefully turned the conversation to other matters.

LIKE HISFATHER Purcd, Elisg's sire, Ivon Archer, had made his mark by serving in the army of Hawk
Haven. That had been awise move. Although the Grand Duchess Rosene had granted her elder child the
title of baron at hisfather's desth twenty years before, Ivon was aware that not everyone in the kingdom
gppreciated King Chamer's decision to permit his youngest daughter to marry the dashing war hero who
had captured her heart.

Ivon knew that there were many among the six Great Houses for whom his descent from the grand
duchesswas far outweighed by his common blood—never mind that King Chalmer had made Purcd a
baron, head of his own lesser noble house, complete with coat of arms, deed of land, and anameinto

perpetuity.

It hadn't been so long ago that Queen Zorana had created the Great Houses to reward her staunchest
supporters—just over ahundred years. That was long enough for pride to emerge but not long enough
for the entitlement to be invulnerable to challenge by upstart houses.

Elise had spent most of her young lifein amanor in the capitd belonging to House Archer. However,
with thefirst of hiswar booty the then Lord Ivon had purchased property of hisown, for he could not
know that hisfather would die comparatively young, or that he himsaf would be blessed with only one
child. Ivon's own property was held separately from the Archer grant, but, asthe years passed and no
shling followed Eliseinto theworld, it waslikely that she would inherit both.

Rather than being insulted by Ivon's building his estate, King Tedric seemed to have appreciated his
nephew's gesture of independence. Repeatedly, Ivon had earned command of his own company and
promotions based solely upon merit. In her turn, Ivon'swife, Lady AurellaWellward, had made hersdlf
indispensable to her aunt, Queen Elexa. Therefore, dthough just agrandniece and heir to alesser noble
house, Elise had dways been given free run of the palace and its grounds.

Asachild, this privilege had gained her some mild envy from her cousins. These days, that envy had
turned into something sharper.

King Tedric, rumor said, would name an heir to histhrone come Lynx Moon this late autumn, for this
year the Festiva of the Eagle fdl then by lot. The king's own children were deed, aswas dl theline of his
older sigter, Princess Marras. By the dtrictest interpretation of the laws of inheritance, the king's heir
should be his next sibling or her children, but old King Chalmer had wed Princess Caryl to Prince Tavis
Seagleam of Bright Bay in the hope that the marriage aliance would foster peace between the two rival
countries.

Neither the marriage nor the aliance had been a success. Princess Caryl had produced one son,
Alligter Seagleam. Although he was reported to be a man grown with afamily of hisown, most residents
of Hawk Haven felt he was not really a contender for the throne. Who would accept aforeigner when
there were native-born possibilitiesreadily available?

In addition to Marras, Tedric, and Caryl, King Chamer and Queen Rose had produced two other



children: Gadman and Rosene. Gadman and Rosene were both still dive, but no oneredly expected
King Tedric to name either ashis her, for both were within afew years of his own advanced age. Hawk
Haven deserved more than atemporary monarch after King Tedric'slong reign.

Grand Duke Gadman offered in his place ason, Lord Rolfston Redbriar of the House of the
Goshawk. Lord Rolfston had five children of hisown, so the succession would be secure. Moreover, a
Redbriar in hisown right, he was married to amember of theinfluential Shield family.

For her part, Grand Duchess Rosene had two living children: Ivon and Zorana. Both these Archer
scionswerewell married into Great House families; both had children of their own. Rosene's partisans,
of whom the Houses of Wellward and Trueheart were not the least, argued that two possibilitiesfrom a
line were better than one. However, even these partisans were split asto which provided the best
choice: war-hero lvon, with his staunch popular following, or Zorana, with her brood of four and
experience with the domestic politics of the kingdom.

Personally Elisefdt that, despite her frequenting theroya paace, she herself had little chance of being
named heir, nor had her father and his sster, with their commoner father.

Grand Duke Gadman had married into a Great House, as had his son. Thus, Rolfston Redbriar's clam
had the support of both hiswife's and his mother's Great Houses, where her own father could only claim
the sure support of hiswife's.

However, Grand Duke Gadman and his elder brother the king had long quarreled over matters of
sate. Observers argued that given their past disagreements, King Tedric would pass over his brother's
line out of spite. Then?

Then Lady Elise Archer could quite easly find herself heir apparent to the throne of Hawk Haven.

"AND QUICKLY NOW, Blysse, give me your hands." Derian put out his own, grasping those the
two-legged wolf awkwardly extended.

She did so, growling quietly to herself, displeased by her lack of grace. In most matters when she
compared hersdf with humankind she was grace itsdlf, but she had yet to learn the trick of thisthing
called dancing.

Derian pretended not to notice her pique.

"That'sright," he praised as she relaxed into his guidance. "Now, three steps to the side. Then when
the music getsfaster, we spin, s0.. . ."

One moon'sturning and haf of another had done gresat thingsfor Firekeeper's ability to understand
what Derian said to her. Hardly ever now did he use aword she didn't know or for which she could not
deduce ameaning. Also now she understood the ways and means of clothing (though not why humans
wore so much of it) and how to ride ahorse withouit first threatening it with fear for itslife.

Dancing, though, dancing had proven to be a source of constant puzzlement, a puzzlement that ran
sde by sdewith ddight. Inall other things physical Firekeeper felt herself awind through the treetops



when she compared the grace of her movements with those of Race and Derian. When dancing, though .

Firekeeper snorted in disgust when—distracted by her thoughts—she trod on Derian's toes. From
one corner of the room, Race Forester heard her and chuckled. She forgave him for the sake of the flute
he held in one hand.

Music, especidly that of the flute, was a pleasure heretofore only suspected in birdsong and burbling
brook. Firekeeper had been enchanted thefirst time she heard Race play, so long ago when they had
crossed the mountains with Hawk Nose and his people.

As soon as Race had grown easier around her, Firekeeper had insisted that he show her how to draw
the notes from the dender piece of carved wood. It had proven far more difficult than she had imagined.
Together, dancing and music raised her opinion of the two-legs until for the first time she was not
ashamed to have been born of them, rather than of wolves.

"Turnright, Blysse" Derian cdled, gently pushing her in that direction. "Then back to me and out again

Concentrating on where to place her feet, on the timing of the steps, Firekeeper saw Race nod
approvingly. They'd made agreat dedl of progress since the day hetried to loop arope around her and
imprison her in the human world. That progress had dl been Derian's doing, for Firekeeper had been
content to have Race fear and respect her. Despite her lack of overt cooperation, Derian had coaxed the
scout into helping with Firekeeper's education, asking Race to teach her the names for plants and
animas, how to shape snares and traps, how to shoot a bow.

Race was pleased when Firekeeper proved to be an apt pupil, was flattered when she showed more
interest in hislessonsthan in Derian's. Eventually, Race redlized how little Firekeeper knew of human
woodcraft and hisenvy of her began to fade. When he realized how ungrudgingly she shared her own
knowledge, they becamefriends.

Firekeeper gtill thought of Race as alesser pack member, far below Derian and farther below Earl
Kestrel. She knew that if need arose she could make him cringe. However, now that Firekeeper had
become acquainted with some of the residents of the keep, Race no longer rested quite so low in her
esimation.

"Water," she said to Derian when the dance ended. "Thirsty me."
"l amthirgy," he corrected patiently.

"You, too?" she asked, pouring them both full mugs from the pitcher set on the stand at the side of the
room. She knew perfectly well what Derian wanted and decided to humor him.

"l know," she said, before he could decideif she had been teasing him. "Say: | am thirsty. Why?
Shorter other.”

"Shorter," Derian said, "but not correct.”

o

" S0, would you eat hemlock?"

"No! Hemlock poison.”

"That'sright. And believe me, Blysse, words used wrong are like poison.”



Derian sighed. Thelittle line between his brows degpened asit did more and more frequently since
Firekeeper had learned to ask why, instead of smply parroting whatever he said. After several swallows
from hismug, Derian tried to explain further.

"Imaginewe're hunting,” he said. "If you want to make the deer come to you, would you imitate the
sound of afrightened deer?'

"No!"

"Would you make the sound of asick deer?"

"No. But | say 'Thirsty me' not makes fear, not makes sick. Just makesfaster.”

"Yes, but fagter is not dways better." Derian waved hishand in dismissdl. "Let'sleaveit for now."
Firekeeper shrugged. "Dance more?”

"Not now. Dinner. Formdl ttire.”

Shewrinkled up her nose.

"No formdl attire.

Pinches. Skin no bresthe.”

"Formal attire," Derian repegted firmly.

Firekeeper knew that he was serious by how he made himsdf swell up like abullfrog. When she
didn't obey, he smply refused to acknowledge her until she did. She was amazed how something so
unlike wolf discipline could hurt as sharply.

"Formd attire," she agreed, consoling hersdf with the thought that later she could shed dmost
everything but the leather breeches and vest and run with Blind Seer.

Still, as she permitted Steward Daisy to lace her into aformal gown, this consolation seemed far
distant indeed.

EVEN FLIRTINGWITH the pretty kitchen maid couldn't keep Derian from reviewing over and over againin
his memory thetext of Earl Kestrel'slatet |etter. Despite the grace notes that began aforma missive, the
text had been blunt.

"Although | concede that six weeks is hardly enough time to break a colt to
saddle, much less time to teach the Lady Blysse all she needs to know, the
situation here in Eagle's Nest has become critical. Both Grand Duke Gadman
and Grand Duchess Rosene are urging King Tedric to name as his heir one of
their children or grandchildren. Failing that, they are demanding that he at
least indicate which line has precedence over the other.

"Furthermore, the faction in favor of Duke Allister Seagleam of Bright Bay



is gaining adherents. Among those who have most recently turned to his cause
are those who have become weary of the king's siblings' continued political
maneuvering.

"If Lady Blysse isto be recognized to her greatest advantage, it must be
before King Tedric names his heir. Afterwards, she could be accused of inciting
civil war. Therefore, | command you to bring Lady Blysse to me at the Kestrel
Manse in Eagle's Nest. In order that she arrive without notice, you will be met
at the Westriver coach stop by one of your family's vehicles."

A squed from the kitchen maid as hisfingersinvoluntarily tightened around hers brought Derian back
to himsdlf. In gpology, he kissed her lightly on the injured members and she giggled and hurried off
before the cook could see her blush.

Still fuming, Derian strode through the hdls of West Keep, his boots ringing againgt the flagstones.

Damn Norvin Norwood, though! "Inciting civil war"! It would not be Blysse who would be so
accused, but Norvin himself. Unhappily, Blysse would not be immune to censure. No one who |ooked
into those dark eyes could believe she was asinnocent as she truly was. Derian himself had his doubts
fromtimetotime,

Running up the steps to the highest observation tower wore Derian out enough that he was glad to
pause. Leaning on the stone sill, he looked out into the gethering darkness. Drizzle wasfalling, making
the night seem hazy and unred. In the light from the rising moon—about haf-full tonight— Derian
imagined that he saw his charge flitting across the cleared zone about the kegp's walls and darting into
the foredt.

That was imagination, though. If shewas out there, he would never see her. Time and time again
during thefirst weeks of their stay in the keep, Race Forester had tried to track Blysse, tried to learn
where shewas going. Finally, he had given up, admitting that her skills were nearly supernaturd.

Privatdly, Derian believed that having learned from Race how he read tracks, Lady Blysse smply
took careto avoid leaving those traces for which the woodsman would search. Certainly, anyone who
could have so much trouble tying a bodice lace or eating with a gpoon could not be gifted with
supernatural powers.

Remembering the woman's till execrable table manners, her refusd to wear shoes, her tendency to
growl at any and al of the kegp'sdogs, Derian felt awide, ironic grin light hisface.

So Earl Kestrel thought that he could use the woman as apawn in his political games? He was going
to discover that he had awolf by thetail and daren't let go.

FAT WARM RAINDROPS greeted Firekeeper when she emerged from her window into the courtyard
surrounding West Keep. She cast aglance to right then to left, probing each shadow with her gaze.
Race, however, seemed to have permanently given up their game of hide-and-seek.

Slightly disappointed, she climbed the wall and dropped to the damp earth on the other side. No Race



here either. Dismissing him from her thoughts, she loped over to thetree line, swung up into the branches
of aspreading maple, then crossed from there into another of its kind. The moonlight made the journey
easy, S0 easy that she arrived a the rendezvous before Blind Seer.

The blue-eyed wolf slently glided beside her as she was bending her head to drink from the nearby
brook.

"If | wereamountain cat,” he said, "1 would have broken your back."

"If you wereamountain cat,” shereplied, punching him on the shoulder, "I would have smdlled you a
mileoff. How isthe hunting?'

"Good," he answered. "Even the latest of winter's deepers are long awake. The deer grow fat on the
new grass. | grow fat on the deer. Do they feed you well in your stonelair?"

"Enough,” she said, "though much of what they eat tastes odd. Did | tell you that Fox Hair ingsts| eat
as he does now? He's so dow! | could clear the platters while he is spreading butter on his bread.”

"Two-legs are not wolves," Blind Seer replied practicdly. "Their ways are not ours.”
“True"
They sat for awhile, watching the play of moonlight on the rippling waters of the brook.

"For how long doesyour trail go with mine?' she asked, suddenly interrupting the silence. "Hawk
Nose sent amessage this morning and since then Fox Hair has smelled of bitter swest. | heard him giving
ordersfor suppliesto Steward Daisy. When we went out for ariding lesson, he spoke with the groom
about the readiness of the horsesfor the road. | think that soon we three outliers get called to the human

pack."

"Do you want my trail to follow yours?' the wolf asked, leaning againgt her. "Y ou'velived in that great
stone lair one moon's degth and another's new borning. Surely you've confirmed what the Cousinstold
me. Two-legsdo not like wolves, even little ones like the Cousins. | don't think that they will like me at
dl."

Firekeeper flung her arm around his great furry neck.

"They will beterrified of you," she said with great confidence. "Never doubt it. Still, | would have you
run with me longer. | can dance afew dances and prattle in their tongue, but my blood isawolf's blood
for thisveneer of humanity.”

"Wolf's blood has ways run benesth your naked hide," Blind Seer affirmed. "But | have nowishto
see my blood spilled by one of those arrows Race shoots so straight.”

"No," Firekeeper considered. "Thisisaproblem, but | think, from what Fox Hair has shown me, from
the taes he hastold me, that where the two-legs den together, there are many such buildings asthe
keep. There you may not be able to hide from their eyes as easily as you have done here. Best that they
know you are my companion. They hold some odd respect for me. It may extend to you, asfear of the
adult wolves protects the pups.”

"Perhgps”" Blind Seer said. "We mugt think further on this."

"But not for too long," Firekeeper said. "A season is changing, not of theworld, but in my life. |
cannot turn from the humans until 1 know more."

"And |," admitted Blind Seer, "cannot turn from you, even if following you should mean my desth.”



DERIAN HAD ANTICIPATED having difficulty getting Blysse ready for the journey. What he had not
anticipated was having trouble with the horses.

On the morning of their scheduled departure, however, the young woman was cam and collected, but
the equines were edgy, requiring the assi stance of two groomsto cam them while Derian inspected
girths and pack straps.

Chestnut coat burnished and glossy from severa weeks of easy living, Roanne snaked back her ears
and tried to nip the groom standing nearest to where she wastied.

Race's buckskin and Blysse's grey were hardly any better behaved, though the latter, having been
chosen specificdly for his placid temper, continued to chew awisp of hay whilerolling awhite-rimmed
eye a anything that moved.

Lady Blysse, dressed in her favorite battered |eather vest and hacked-off trousers, came out of the
keep, carrying the saddlebags the kitchen staff had packed for them. Her dark eyes sparkled, dancing
with what Derian hoped was anticipation. Seeing the curve of her lips, he feared that it was mischief.

"Give methose packs" he said, surreptitiousy eyeing them to seeif she might have stolen something.

She did s0, and as he was | oading the bags onto the pack mule, Blysse cocked her head, catching
some sound of which he was unaware. Then, the smile broadening across her face, she loped acrossthe
cleared kill zone surrounding West Keep toward the forest.

Race, who had been chatting with Steward Daisy, come forth to see her guests safely on the road,
shouted after her:

"Come back here, Blysse!"

The young woman dowed, waving her hand to indicate that she had heard, but kept going.
"Blys"

Thistime she hdted right at the edge of the scrub growth bordering the meadow. With her left hand,
she made an daborate beckoning gesture toward something in the woods; with her right she made the
sgnfor Race and Derian to wait where they were.

Derian's heart began to best faster. He wondered if there might have been more truth to Earl Kestrdl's
tale of Blysse's surviva than even that facile politician had ever dreamed. Could Prince Barden be out
therein the forest, ready to emerge only now that he had been assured that his daughter would be
treated well?

Derian glanced over at Race and saw that the woodsman had grown pale, his breath coming fast and
shallow. Doubtless, being more supergtitious than Derian, he feared not aliving prince, but avengeful
ancestrd spirit. Surreptitioudy, Race fingered atdisman hanging from hisbelt, invoking hisown
ancestors protection againgt thisimagined threst.

Oblivious of their reactions, Blysse repested the beckoning gesture more urgently, drawing forth



whatever lurked within the suddenly mysterioustrees. Severa pounding heartbests later, without the
least whisper of motion, an enormous grey wolf dipped from the cover to stand a the young woman's
Sde, so closethat hisfur brushed her leg.

A more usua wolf's head might have reached to her wals; this beast's reached nearly to her chest.
Moreover, his eyeswere not the more usual tawny gold or deep brown of awolf, but instead a brilliant
blue.

Steward Daisy screamed once and would have again, but Race smothered her mouth with his hand.
One of the grooms began muttering invocations for ancestra protection. Derian looked at Race and
found that, like him, the forester's shock was melting away benesth the glow of comprehension.

"Well," Race said, histaut voice betraying histenson. "Now we know where she's been going every
night.”

Derian nodded, feding agrin split the stiff mask of hisface. "And isEarl Kestrel ever infor a
urprise”

But Norvin Norwood, Earl Kestrel, was not the only one due for further surprises. Even as Lady
Blyssetook her first step toward them, the great wolf pacing at her hedl, ashrill scream pierced the
morning ar.

A blue-grey blur plummeted out of the sky, resolving into aperfect peregrine falcon the sze of an
eagle. Thebird circled once about woman and wolf, then came to rest atop the baggage packed on the
mule. Ruffling its feathers, it shifted from one foot to the other, cocking its head so that it could Sudy
each of the humans from brilliant golden-rimmed eyes.

Thiscritical inspection proved too much for Steward Daisy. Sobbing, she fled into the safety of the
castle walls. Using her departure as an excuse, the two grooms hurried after; ostensibly to comfort her,
inredlity to put solid stone between themsalves and a woman whose companions were giant beasts out
of legend.

Having long since relegated these to asubordinate position in her private hierarchy, Lady Blysse
seemed indifferent to their reactions. Her dark gaze was upon Derian and Race. Thetightnessin her
shouldersrelaxed only dightly when she saw that neither of them had made any offensve move.

Race's dog Queenie had not been so much the coward asto flee from her master, but as the wolf
closed the distance, she cringed and whined. Derian fought back an urge to do something smilar by
speaking to Race asif this encounter were the most usua thing in the world,

"I'd forgotten until now," he said, "that when | first spotted her footprint, there was awolf's print
besdeit."

Race nodded.

"l hadn't wanted to remember," Race admitted, "not once we found her to be but agirl and soiill

"Then there were the wolf's howls we heard each night while we were west of the gap.”

"Fewer and more distant,” Race added, his voice back to norma now, "once we crossed, but still out
there, asif they werewatching us.”

"l guessthey were," Derian said, "or a least they were watching her."

"And thefacon," Race continued, "it sure looks like the one that attacked me when | tried to put a



rope on Blys"

"It does," Derian agreed, remembering pushing Race out of the striking range of thosetaons. "l
wondered then, but there's been so much el se to wonder about.”

"l didn't want to wonder," Race admitted. "I didn't like where that wondering led me.”

Listening to their conversation but not commenting, Lady Blysse halted her advance before the horses
panic at the proximity of the wolf reached the point where they might do themselves harm.

Derian wondered that the equines showed even this much control, then redlized that they must have
been aware of the wolf's presence for along while, far more aware than the humans had been. What to
him was a complete surprise was to them along-borne menace.

"Well, Blysse," Derian sad, "are these your pets?'

"No," shesaid, shaking her head vigoroudy and giving Queenie adisdainful look. "Queenie pet. Wolf
and falcon aremy friends.”

Her careful speech showed Derian how important it was to Blysse that he and Race understand her.
Even with his constant badgering, she gill tended to drop what she viewed as nonessential words. If she
was specifying that these anima s were friends, rather than pets or property, it was an essentia
distinction—at least to her.

"Friends," he repeated, taking in a breath so deep that hislungs ached. "Well, | guess you had better
introduce usthen.”

Blysse nodded solemnly, then indicated the wolf. In some distant part of his mind, Derian was amused
to seethat she used the little court mannerisms he had been careful to teach her.

"Thisis Not-Seeing Seer," she said carefully.

By this point, Derian wouldn't have been at al surprised if the wolf had spoken with a human voice. It
did not. Instead, it took a step forward and stretched out its forelimbsin a credible, non-groveling, bow.

Automatically, Derian bowed in return and Race gave ashort jerk in imitation. Smiling now, Blysse
gestured to the peregrine falcon.

"Thisis. . ." she paused, asif having trouble trandating the bird's name, "Fierce Joy in Hight."
Thefacon didn't bow. Instead it made a soft, mewling cry, quite conversationd in tone.

"Pleased to meet you," Derian responded solemnly.

"Thesame" Racesad. To himsdlf he muttered, "I must be dreaming thigl”

"No dream," Derian said. "Though it would be eesier if it was."

Helooked a Blysse. "I suppose that the wolf and the falcon are coming with us."

She looked puzzled, then worked through the essentia parts of the question to get at its meaning.
"With us, yes" She put her hand on the wolf's head. "He my kin. Falcon isfriend. They go with me."

"Thecity," Derian said, trying to dissuade her, though he dready knew the attempt would befutile, "is
not a place for wolves.”

"City can be placefor wolves" she said stubbornly. "1 go to city. Wolf goeswith me."



Derian surrendered. Maybe once she saw atown or two she would change her mind. He doubted it,
but it was a pleasant fantasy.

"Shall we go, then?" he asked. Then he mused to the air, "The horsesaren't going to like this at l.”
"1 can run with horses" Blysse replied. "Not-Seeing Seer will run near me.”
She laughed. "Maybe then, someone think he dog, not wolf."

"There'sachance of that," Race admitted, speaking for thefirst time since the introductions had been
concluded. "At least they'll give asecond thought before shooting.”

IITrLeH

Derian worried about whether Blysse could keep up with the horses now that the party would be
traveling on roads rather than navigating rough woodland trails, but he put the worry by. Either she could
or she could not. They'd dedl with that problem when it became a problem.

"Wdll," Derian said, "I'll loosen the girth on your gelding, but helll be ready if you get tired. Isthat dl
right, Blyss=?'

"Yes No."

Shehit her lip, her expression showing the frustration she so often felt when her grasp of the language
was insufficient for her needs. Derian waited, knowing he would only add to her frugtration if hetried
guessing at what she needed to say. After consideration, she began again:

"Yesfor horse" shesaid. "No for Blysse. My name not Blysse. Wolf call me Firekeep. Firekeeper.”

Derian had eventually been able to teach her the verb "to kegp"—not an easy concept, but one made
eader to explain once they were settled where so many things were kept: keys at the Steward's belt,
food in the pantry, clothing in apress.

"Firekeeper," he repeated. Then, redizing he sounded much like her, he asked, "Why? Why
Firekeeper?'

She touched the bag containing flint and stedl hanging around her neck. "King Wolf, Queen Wolf, give
me. Teeach me."

She scowled, perhaps reading the dishdlief in his eyes. Quickly Derian schooled his expresson to
polite attentiveness and hoped that Race would do the same. He'd gone to greet trouble to teach
Firekeeper hierarchicd titles and had found that she grasped the concept, if not the words, with amazing
ease. If she said King Woalf, she meant the wolf with the most authority.

"King Wolf," he prompted, "gave them to you."
"King Wolf, Queen Walf," sheingsted. "No wolf makefire but me. | am Firekeeper."

Derian let thisgo, his head reding with the implications of this smple statement. Not only was heto
believe that Blysse could understand what wolves said, he was aso to believe that they could teach her
how to gtrikefirewith flint and stedl.

More disturbing still was Blysse's repeated identification of hersdf with these wolves.

"Blysse. . ." he began, then corrected himsaf when she growled and the wolf beside her raised his
hackles. "Fire-keeper, you are not awolf. Y ou are ahuman, like me, like Race.”



"l amwalf," she sad placidly. "Wolf with two legs and no fur, but wolf in blood.”

Race put his hand on Derian'sarm. "Leave it, Derian. Leaveit. We must get on the road and before
we do so, you'd better decide whether or not you want to warn Earl Kestrel about this new
development with hisniece

"Or if | want to risk Steward Daisy sending word ahead by pigeon.” Derian pressed at his eyes,
fedling aheadache coming on. "How can | tell Earl Kestrel that Blysse. . . | mean Firekeeper . . . thinks
shesawolf?!

"Don't,” Race said practicaly, "but warn him about her unusual companions. We have at least aweek
on the road to figure out what to do about the rest. More if the weather's bad.”

"At least aweek," Derian repeated, turning blindly back toward the keep, mentaly drafting his
message. "Thisisgoing to beavery, very interesting ride."

VII

USUALLY, ELISE ENJOYED achanceto meet with her cousins. Being related to the king, even so rdlatively
distant arelation as a grandniece, was adifficult role. There were so few people to whom you were just

another person, who could forget that roya shadow looming over you. Being heir to House Archer only

complicated the matter.

Indl honesty, she admitted, the barony hardly mattered right now. Neither her grandmother Rosene
nor her great-uncle Gadman had ever |et anyone forget that they and their descendants were roya kin.
Theirs had been a harmless enough pretention, one good for the best seats at public games and partners
at dances until Crown Princess Lovella had been killed in battle. Then the entire succession affair had
opened up, quietly at first, then with greater and greeter intensity when King Tedric refused to name a
new her quickly.

Now agathering of cousnswas alittle like a gathering of wolves, each knowing that there could be
only one head of the pack. Even those like hersalf who weren't certain they wanted to be that head were
even less certain that they wanted anyone else to be so.

"Y ou can dmost hear the growling,” she murmured to herself, taking agoblet of winefrom atray held
by apolite servant and going to sit beside her cousin Purcdl.

Named for their mutua grandfather, the war hero Purcel Archer, Purcdl Trueheart was a powerfully
built youth of fifteen, who had dreedy digtinguished himself in severd skirmishes, earning himself therank
of lieutenant.

Courage was not Purcel's only asset. His budding tactica sense had aso been tested several times.
These days, when he was called to his commanders tents, it was not mere flattery that gave him aplace
at their councils. Many argued that Purcel was the single best reason for his mother, Lady Zorana, to be
named crown princess, for at her death she would be succeeded by a proven battlefield commander.

Watching Purcel durp down his beer and munch peanutsin ill-concea ed boredom, Elise wondered.
Warlord, yes, and welcometo it. King? AsKing Tedric had proven, agood king must be able to reign
aswell asto command. Both Aunt Zoranaand Great-Aunt Rosene argued that Purcel would learn
patience and discretion as he matured. Given the familia longevity—the descendants of Zoranathe Gresat



seemed to livelong livesif they survived their childhoods— Zoranawould reign for many years hersdlf
before joining the ancestors, and Purcel could learn the skills necessary to be amonarch from her.

Elise wondered, though, if aman who from hisyoungest years had been praised for quick, decisive
action could learn to reflect and consider rather than charge ahead.

Purce brightened visibly as she seated hersdlf next to him. Two years apart in age, they had become
close playmates once she had stopped dismissing him as a baby. Even when he wasthree and she a
meature and thoughtful five, he had loved to trot about on apony as chubby as he was, playacting therole
of asoldier protecting hislady cousin.

"Elise," Purce said warmly by way of greeting, "want a peanut?"

She took oneto please him, though the oily things tended to make her face break out. Purcel seemed
immune to this bane of adolescence, though she still nursed hopes.

"Thank you, cousin." She kissed him lightly on the cheek. "How was your ride into the capita ?"
"Not bad, the roads were muddy, but we managed . . ."

What followed was along dissertation on thrown horseshoes, partially washed-out bridges, troops
needing to be kept from foraging in newly planted fields, and other minutiae of military life. Eliselisened
with one ear, nodding when appropriate, her gaze surveying the others gathered in the room.

They wereasmdl enough group given that King Chalmer fathered five children and that each of those
children had at least one child. However, Princess Marrasslittle ones had died as babies. King Tedric's
three were gone now, al dying without issue except for Barden, whose namewas till acurseto his
father.

Princess Caryl, King Chalmer'sthird child, had been married away into the kingdom of Bright Bay,
her father's pledge to a peace that lasted only afew years. Caryl's departure meant that just Grand Duke
Gadman and Grand Duchess Rosene remained. Each of these had produced two children, but Grand
Duke Gadman's Nydia had died long before Elise hersdf was born. In memory, Elise's aunt Zorana had
named her first daughter Nydia, though the girl was more commonly called Dia.

Just ten of them, unless one counted Allister Seagleam’s four children, far away in Bright Bay. Elise
found it odd to think that those four—one older than her, the rest dl younger—were as close kin to her
aswere Lord Rolfston'sfour: grandchildren of her grandmother's brother.

Banishing the faraway Seagleams from consideration, Elise concentrated on the ten gathered here.
Any one could become crown prince or princess of the kingdom of Hawk Haven if luck was with them.
The chief contendersfor that honor were Purcel, as his mother's eldest, Sapphire, as Lord Rolfston's
eldest, and hersdlf. However, some courtiers whispered that if King Tedric was going to name an heir
why did he need to follow the strict order of precedence? He should choose instead some young
grandniece or grandnephew, someone he could shape and teach during whatever years remained to him.

A voice, loud and piercing, cut into Elisgsrevery.
"Elise! Elise! Darling cousin, you look wonderful!"

Quickly Elise set down her wine goblet, knowing that this gushing greeting would be followed by an
equally enthusiastic embrace, and not really wanting to spill wine on her new pae pink,
rosebud-embroidered gown.

Sapphire Shidd was the eldest of their generation, a buxom young woman of twenty-three with dark,
blue-black hair, a pointed chin, and eyes the color of her namesake gem. She had been engaged severa



times, awaysinto very advantageous matches, but had never taken her vows.

Elise knew perfectly well that politics, not romance, had ruled each of these arrangements, but
Sapphire enjoyed mooning about after each broken engagement, acting asif her heart were truly broken.
Such behavior might make those who didn't know her dismiss her asflighty and shalow, but Elisewas
not fooled.

Sapphire Shield was helr to the comfortable holdings accumul ated through both her Redbriar and
Shield family connections. Riki Redbriar, a scion of House Goshawk, had brought a considerable dowry
into her marriage to Grand Duke Gadman, a good thing snce members of the House of the Eagle were
al essentidly landless—merely comfortable life tenants on crown-held lands,

Their son Rolfston Redbriar had made a good marriage to Melina Shield. Mdinas dowry had
included severa nice holdings adjoining lands Riki Redbriar would eventualy pass on to her son.
Although claiming no title higher than Lady, Meinaaso brought with her the prestige of the Shidld name
and membership within the House of the Gyrfalcon for her children.

Queen Zoranathe First had been a Shield and the Gyrfa cons were still considered first among the
Great Houses. Therefore, as Lady Mdinanever wearied of telling anyone who would listen, her children
werekin to the first queen of Hawk Haven both through their father, who was her great-grandson, and
through their mother, who was some sort of cousin.

No, thought Elise, Sapphire never forgets who sheis, no matter how flightily she behaves at
functionslike this .

Asof thismoment, that behavior included a crushing hug, compliments on Elises dress (including
ingncere wishesthat she could wear pink), and other such prattle.

Elise politely prattled back, though she rather wished she could snort, as Purcel did, and stalk off on
the thin excuse of needing another tankard of beer.

"Sotell me, Castle Flower," Sapphire said, bending her head closeto Elisg's, "why do you think Uncle
Tedric has summoned usdl here?!

King Tedric, was, of course, Sapphire's grest-uncle, as he was Elise's, but Sapphire often choseto
minimize the degree of their relation. Among her peers, she had made no secret that she considered
hersdlf practicaly crown princess dready. After dl, her father was Grand Duke Gadman's only surviving
child and Grand Duke Gadman should have been named King Tedric's heir immediatdly following
Crown Princess Lovellas death two years before.

Elise thought Sgpphire overconfident, but there was no gainin telling her so, especialy since Sgpphire
was more likely to become crown princess than Elise hersdf was, no matter that their relationship to the
king was the same. Simply speaking, Sapphire had better connections.

Instead of making excusesto escape after Purcel, Elise considered the best way of answering
Sapphire's question. Asthe nickname " Castle Hower" suggested, Sapphire was among those who
assumed that Elisg's familiarity with the structure had made her privy to al its occupants secrets.

"Well," Elise sad, looking into her goblet asif the dark red wine hedd mysteries, "I think it must have
something to do with Earl Kestrel, don't you?”

Sapphire, torn between a desire to probe further and a desire to seem to know more than her younger
cousin, gavein to the latter impulse.

"l do think s0." Sheleaned so she was nearly whispering into Elise's ear. "The senior porter at the



Kestrdls city manse fancies my maid. Hetold her that aweek ago a closed carriage came to the manse.
The courtyard was cleared and Earl Kestrel ordered everyone away from the windows. Then someone
or something was brought into the manse, cloistered in one ground-floor wing. No one but four servants
and Earl Kestrd's cousin, Sir Jared Surcliffe, have been alowed in there since.”

Sapphirelooked at Elise, but Elise refused to show the least Sgn that she, too, had heard some
verson of thistale. Let Sapphire think she knew more than the Castle Flower. She might give away
something Elise didn't know.

"They do say," Sapphire continued with relish, "that strange sounds are heard from the closed wing
and that Earl Kestrdl's bodyguard has been seen in the public markets purchasing great quantities of raw

Eliseraised her eyebrows. Thislast was indeed news.
"Truly?" she asked, playing the sycophant gladly.

"Truly," Sapphire confirmed. "My maid's Sster is married to the cook for alarge tavern in the city and
he has seen the bodyguard with his own eyes."

Elise swallowed aflippant impulse to ask with who else's eyes might the cook be expected to see.
" S0, what surprise do you think Earl Kestrel has brought?”

But Sapphire had given away as much as she would without getting something in return. She shrugged
her pretty white shoulders.

"I have no idea"

Elise was about to suggest something in the line of abear for the king to hunt when Jet, Sapphire's
younger brother, sauntered over to join them.

At twenty, Jet Shield looked five years older, hisfeatures rugged under heavy black brows, hishair so
thick that it ressted being tied back in afashionable queue. His eyes were so dark that pupil could hardly
be distinguished from iris. When his blood was up, they glittered like the stone for which he was named.

Each of Mdina Shield's children was named for a precious gem, an affectation most believed. Some
whispered, however, that Mdina practiced sorcerous arts thought lost when the Plague caused the Old
World nations to abandon their colonies. Certainly the physica appearance of each of Mdinds children
bore out the latter rumors.

Elise didn't know which tale to believe. Her own mother, AurdlaWelward, had known Mdina Shield
since they were both children. Aurellasaid that she thought that Melina chose namesfor her children
only after they were born and some moon-spans grown. Certainly, her confinements at private estates
permitted thisluxury. However, Lady Mdinas old maidservant claimed loudly and frequently that her
mistress chose each infant's name as soon as she was certain that she was carrying.

Whatever Rolfston Redbriar thought on the matter, he was not saying. Personally, Elise believed he
was too canny to meddle with anything that brought his branch of the family such respect and awe.

"May | joinyou ladies?' Jet asked, diding into a seet next to Elise without waiting for an answer. This
close shewas aware of his scent, something musky and masculine, just touched with afaint hint of pipe
smoke.

A year past hismgority, Jet had joined his Sster in the matrimonid battles. Unlike her, he would
doubtless have lesstime to peruse the salection open to him. Sgpphire was agood six years older than



Elise, her next equivaent competitor for matches. Although Jet wasfive years older than Purcdl, Zorana
was far more aggressive than Elise's father and had aready been hinting about making a betrothal for her
son. Such hints narrowed the field before the race had really begun.

So Jet turned what was dready becoming a practiced smile on his second cousin.

"Y ou look beautiful tonight, Elise," he said. ™Y our complexion is so well suited to the paer shades.
Finksjust make my sster look sallow.”

Eliseignored the dig, though she could see Sgpphire fuming. It was true, though, that Sapphire was
best suited to stronger colors: blues, reds, purples. It was aso true that there was no love lost between
thesesblings.

Long resenting Sapphire's place as heir, Jet now treasured the dream that if hisfather became King
Tedric's successor, he, not Sgpphire, would be named crown prince: " Sapphire has trained long and
hard,” Jet had told Elise, after pledging her to silence, "to manage the estates our family hasinherited
from both Shields and Redbriars. Why should that training be wasted? Rather, |et her continue as heir to
our family holdings. | am freeto prepare, with no previous bias and no distractions, to follow our father,
after hisown long reign, onto the throne.”

Doubtless Sapphire knew her brother's feelings on the matter. As she glowered a him, too well
trained to pull his hair as she would have when they were in the nursery, Elise wished that someone,
something, would bresk this uncomfortable momen.

Her wish was granted. A footman cameto the door of the parlor where the grandnieces and
grandnephews had been sequestered to await the end of their elders counsels.

"HisMgesty," the man boomed, looking &t the carved paneling on the far wall rather than at any one
of the ten eager faces now turned toward him, "requests that you atend him in the EaglesHall "

Suddenly meek and obedient, the cousins set down goblets and tankards, smoothed hair,
surreptitioudy checked reflectionsin mirrors and polished glass. Then, falling into order asthey had so
many times before, in O many gatheringslike, but unlike, this one, the cousinsfiled from the parlor. Only
one voice broke the silence.

Kenre Trueheart, a the age of seven the youngest of the cousins, whispered to his older sster, "Now,
Deste, now welll find out what it'sal about."

Smiling softly to hersdlf, Elise could not help but think that little Kenre was uttering the words
imprinted on each of their hearts.

SOMETIMES, FIREKEEPER THOUGHT she would go insane. It wasthe noise. Or perhapsit wasthe smdlls.
Maybe it was some undefined sense of too many people—just the people, just the humans—forget their
dogs and cats, horses and mules, cows, goats, sheep, chickens. . .

She would go mad.
Each day when she bathed in the metd tub that Derian filled for her in the great stone-walled chamber



that was her haven in Earl Kestrel's mansion, she checked herself for bite marks. Surely she must have
been bitten by somerabid fox or possum. Surely, it was that, something in her blood, running through her
mind, setting it fire.

There could not be so many peoplein al theworld.

But the falcon Elation told her with sardonic cam that there were—that this city of Eagle's Nest was
large, but not the only such swarming of humans, not the largest even.

But Firekeeper had long been the only human in dl the world. She never redized that thiswas what
she had believed. Now she must acknowledge that she had believed herself unique.

Even the evidence of the artifacts—the knife and the tinderbox—these had not convinced her that
there were other humansin the world. Now she must face humansin their varied colors, shapes, sizes,
and smdlls.

She would go mad.

Derian entered the room to find her sitting on the floor, her head buried against Blind Seer's flank. She
ignored the man. Hoped that he would go away. Knew from the gusting exhalation of the breath benesth
her brother's ribs that he would not.

"Firekeeper?'

A finger poked her gently in the side. She growled.
"C'mon, kid."

Hands on her shoulders.

"Today isthe day. Y ou don't dare disappoint Earl Kestrel."

Why not? she thought. She had disappointed hersdlf. Why shouldn't she disappoint that small,
hawk-nosed male with hisarrogant, proprietary attitude?

"Please?!

Derian sounded more unhappy than annoyed. Reluctantly, Firekeeper permitted the smdlest tendril of
sympathy for him and his predicament to finger through her own misery. Earl Kestrel was aways patient
with her, even kind in a stiff, wooden fashion that owed more than alittle to hisfear of Blind Seer. He
was not dways o with Derian. More than once Firekegper had heard him yelling at the younger man,
berating him for failuresincomprehensible to her.

Sheraised her head from the comforting fur. Derian was knedling on the floor beside her. To his
credit, he wasignoring Blind Seer's ba eful blue gaze, having learned that the wolf could be trusted on his
terms. Aslong as Derian did not make what the wolf interpreted as athreatening gesture toward the
woman, he was safe.

"Firekeeper," Derian said, catching her gaze and holding it when shewould look away, "today you
meet the king. Tonight you dinein hishdls. It isfor thisthat Earl Kestrel brought you from the wilds. Y ou
can't back out now."

"I can," shethreatened.

"You can," he agreed, "but | wouldn't liketo beyou if you do. Earl Kestrel has dways had hisown
uses for you, no matter what pretty speeches he makesfor other ears. If you fall him. . ."



She sdd nothing.

Derian shrugged. "The best you can hope for is being turned out into the streets. Y ou might befine.
So would thefacon, but | wouldn't give Blind Seer achance, not even at night.”

Firekeeper knew too well what he meant. She had seen the city streets, had been taken out into them
cloaked and after dark under Derian and Ox's escort. (Fleetingly she wondered why the big man
permitted hisown to cal him after a castrated bull.)

Using curtains of heavy fabric, Derian had made her a conceded place from which she could watch
the city traffic without being seen by either the inmates of the manse or the passersby.

So many people!

She felt the mad panic returning and stamped it back. Even o, it filled her voice as she chalenged
Derian.

"Heturn usout,” she said sharply. "How he do that? Little man, big voice, no teeth.”

"Thereyou arewrong, Lady Blysse." Derian surged to hisfeet and crossed to where anew gown had
been spread on the bed. "Earl Kestrel has many teeth. Y ou just don't know how to see them. Do you
think Ox isthe only big man he commands or Race the only one who can use abow?"

She snarled. Derian continued as if she had not.

"Y ou are probably meaner than any one of them—maybe than any two. But in the end, they would
win. Y ou would be gone. Blind Seer would be dead.”

He shrugged. "Or you can put on this pretty gown, scrub the tears from your cheeks, and let me comb
your hair. Then well have an audience with theking . . ."

He shook his head in wonder, till struggling with the ideathat he was to meet the king. "And then
come back here and tell Blind Seer dl about it."

She knew he was humoring her in thislast. He didn't believe that she could spesk with the wolf,
understand all that he said to her in return. At Elation's prompting, she had agreed to stop trying to
convincehim.

"With me?" she asked, risng to her feet in turn. "Blind Seer come with me?”
Derian shook hishead. "Not thistime. Y ou'll haveto settle for me and Ox."

"Blind Seer comes," sheingsted stubbornly. "Tel Earl Kestrel, Norvin Norwood, Uncle
Norvin—whatever name. Blind Seer comeswith me."

Vaet spoke from the doorway, his soft-footed arrival having been unnoticed even by the wolves.
"Derian, | will advise my master to give Lady Blysse her will in this matter. There are advantages.”

Firekeeper spun to sare at the little brown man.
"Do," shesaid, "and | will make ready.”

Vaet bowed deegply, an acknowledgment of adeal made and sedled rather than in abasement, and
vanished.

"Well done, Sster,” Blind Seer said. "' look forward to meeting this One above Ones. Now, you
must make ready. |, of course, am already perfect.”



"Braggart,” shereplied in the human language.

The gown she was to wear tonight was made of some soft stuff the color of bone, decorated with thin

lines of scarlet and of blue. With it went awregth of flowers and astring of smal round pebbles Derian
caled pearls.

"A lovely ensemble" Derian commented, lifting the gown by its shoulders so she could inspect it. "I
believe that Duchess Kestrel, the earl's mother, selected it at her son'srequest. It should look good on
you—very delicate and virgind."

He chuckled. "Of course the bet knife and the wolf will rather ruin that effect.”

Firekeeper cocked abrow at him. They had long settled that whether or not she was wearing formal
attire afew accessories were non-negotiable. Her knife and fire-making tools stayed with her and she
flatly refused to wear shoes. Even Earl Kestrdl had given up in his efforts to convince her otherwise,

She pulled off her leather vest and dropped her breeches, enjoying the small victory of watching
Derian'sfar skin turn dark red. Then she gestured imperioudy toward thefire.

"My bath, Derian," she said. "Then we go seethisking.”

AsDERIAN HANDED FIREKEEPER into the carriage— an assistance she permitted only because of her
difficulties handling long skirts—he imagined many eyeswatching them from behind the curtained and
shuttered windows of the Kestrel Manse. No matter what the earl had ordered, some would disobey,
would peek out. They would tell their fellows of the strange girl but partidly glimpsed in the darkness and

of the pale grey shadow whose very presence had terrified the horsesin the instant before it had leapt
into the carriage.

He shrugged. Secrecy wouldn't matter after tonight. After tonight, the entire city would be alive with
tales. The only question was what those tales would tell. Would they be about the return of along-lost
granddaughter to her joyful grandfather, as Earl Kestrel hoped? Or would they be about an impertinent

nobleman imprisoned—or perhaps executed— for his presumption in forcing upon the king one he had
wished forgotten?

Derian wished that he had atouch of the gift of foresight. Then, as quickly, he withdrew that wish.
Knowing—especidly if the news was bad—wouldn't make tonight's ordeal any easier. Hewould liketo

know how King Tedric viewed henchmen, though, and devoutly hoped that they were not judged in the
light of their magter's ambitions.

Tonight, Vaet served as footman. Derian would drive the coach, thus diminating the need to bring
anyone dseinto Earl Kestrel's secret. Ox and Race would provide their only escort.

Turning away as Vaet closed the carriage door upon the earl and his niece, Derian spared aprayer to
his ancestors that Norvin Norwood would remember to be patient with the young woman. Firekeeper
had digtinctly didiked the closed coach the times using one had been necessary. Then only her strong
sense of persond dignity (surprising in one who il could not remember when modesty was
appropriate) had kept her from bolting.



Up on the box, Derian shook the reins and felt the elegant team of matched rose-grey's step out as
smartly asif they were on parade, their momentary fear of wolf scent forgotten. The pre-planned route
to the palace carefully avoided the market and the streets where the guild members kept their shops, so
traffic waslight. Ox and Race, riding in front, took care of obstacles as they occurred.

At the carriage's approach the pal ace gates siwung open. A rider in the smart uniform of the King's
Own Guard trotted hisliver chestnut gelding out to intercept them.

"Follow me, please," he said, histone making the phrase an order.

Derian obeyed, amusing himself by pricing the man's e egant mount and deciding that it must belong to
the guard's stables. If it was the man's persona mount, Derian figured he himsdf should consider going
for asoldier. The pay was obvioudy quite good.

In aprivate walled courtyard, Derian brought the team to ahat and siwung lithely down from the box.

"Take care of these" he said, tossing thereinsto a dutifully bored-looking guard standing outsde the
towering sone archway. "Earl Kestrel will need me."

A wide-eyed look of surprise and sudden anger shattered the man'strained indifference. Clearly, he
had not expected to be so spoken to by a coachman.

Earl Kestrel's sharp bark of "Derian!" smothered whatever dressing-down the guard had been
planning for the impertinent redhead. Drawing the mantle of the earl's favor around him, Derian crossed
to where Vaet held open the carriage door. Norvin Norwood stood to one side of the portable steps.
Firekeeper crouched in the doorway, her traveling cloak pulled up around her face, her nose wrinkling
asshetook in dl the unfamiliar scents. Blind Seer's head poked around her waist, his own nose busy.

"Derian, if you would explainto my ward,” Earl Kestrel said, histones bardly civil with suppressed
tension, "that we have an appointment and should not keep the king waiting."

Derian nodded and extended a hand to the young woman.

"Comeon, Firekeeper," he coaxed. "There will be time enough for that later. Right now, we need to
follow Race and Ox through that doorway."

Shelooked at him, her dark eyes showing none of the confusion she must fedl.
"And seethisking?'
"And see the king," he agreed with soft emphasison the aticle. "Herethereisonly one."”

"Here," she said, gathering up her skirtsin massive, unladylike bunches. "I remember. Elsewhere,
Blind Seer and | know it isdifferent.”

Derian was quietly impressed with how the guards at the door maintained their wooden expressions
when confronted with woman and wolf. They passed them through without comment, though the two
who led the way down the corridor seemed unnaturaly tense. Doubtless they feared being leapt upon
from behind.

The castle a Eagle's Nest was an old building as such things were judged in the New World. It had
been built some two hundred and twenty-five years before by the family Gildcrest. They had been
granted land in thisarea by aruler of some faraway nation in the Old World, an old woman who had
never and would never see any more of the holdings she divvied up among her followersthan their
outlines on amap.



However, thisOld World ruler firmly believed in rewarding well those who might otherwise become
troublesome. If those rewards were located at a great distance and presented in such afashion that
refusing to rel ocate to them could be taken as a grievous insult, then al the better.

During the yearswhen the Plague gave lieto dl clams of power and dominion, the castle's builders
had perished. The castle with its strong walls had been much fought over until Queen Zoranathe First
had won it and kept it. That possession, almost as much asthe loyalty of her people to her, had made
her queen then and made her grandson Tedric king today.

And will Blysse be queen thereafter? Derian mused as he escorted his charge down the wide stone
corridors. That, | suppose, is precisely what we're hereto learn .

Then he turned a corner, stepped through a towering door, and royaty was before him. Derian had
never seen either King Tedric or Queen Elexafrom any closer than aseat in the crowd during some
public festival. Up close, he found them both more and lessimpressive than he had imagined.

Distance had erased lines from both of the monarchs faces. When Derian raised his head from
making his homage on the dense New K vinese carpet at the foot of the steps leading to the thrones, he
was shocked to see how ancient they both looked.

Intellectudly, he knew that King Tedric was seventy-five yearsold, old for even hislong-lived family.
Queen Elexawas somewhat younger a sixty-nine, but theillnessthat years before had robbed her of her
ability to bear children had given her frailty beyond her agein poor return. Beneath her tissue-paper-fine
skin, the blood could be seen running faintly blue. The crocheted lace gloves on her hands could not
completely hide the dark splotches of age spots.

Her gaze, though, was kind and compassionate. The gracious dip of her head acknowledged
commoners aswell astheir magter.

King Tedric wasless kind, more shrewd than his queen. His faded brown eyesflickered over each of
them swiftly, leaving Derian with the inescapable impression that the monarch would remember each
individua. There was ataut dertnessto the aged ruler that Derian had never noticed when he had gazed
upon him from the crowds and something of the eagle in the tight grasp of hisbony hands on the arms of
histhrone.

" S0, Norwood," the king snapped, “this girl isthe one you claim as Barden's daughter?
He said the disowned prince's name without any hesitation—agood omen for the earl's cause.

Earl Kestrel nodded. "And these four men can bear witnessto her finding, as can my cousin Sir Jared
Surdiffe”

" S0 you said when you came before us with your fanciful tale. Well, | seelittle of my son in thisyoung
woman and less of your sister. Must she bring her dog with her? 1 am willing to credit your tale of
survivd in thewilds without such props.”

Norwood stiffened dightly. "My ward has her own will, Y our Mgesty. She did not wish to be parted
fromthewolf."

King Tedric'slipsmoved dightly in something not quiteasmile.
"Wolf?Never have | seen one so large. Rather, | think, an enormous hybrid.”

Derian glanced at Firekeeper, worried that she would react to theinsult to her beloved "brother,” but
the king's diction and use of the unfamiliar term "hybrid" had only confused her. She waited, till patient
for now.



Earl Kestrel dso chose not to chalenge the king and so Tedric continued:
"Now, | have seen thelass. Let me seethis other proof you mentioned.”

Thiswas the moment that Derian had dreaded over dl others. Firekeeper had refused to let the
knife—her Fang, she caled it—leave her person. Not even when she had dept or bathed had she put it
by. No offer of asubstitute, longer, sharper, or more ornately made—Earl Kestrel had brought many
such, some worth smal fortunesin themsel ves—had moved her.

At the earl'srequest, Derian had coached Firekeeper long and carefully for this moment. He found he
was holding his bresth when Earl Kestrel turned to the young woman.

"Lady Blysse," the earl said steedily, "show the king your knife."

The guardsto either side of the dais tensed at these ominous-sounding words, but King Tedric,
briefed to expect them, only waved his hand imperioudy when they would interpose themsdl ves between
hisroya self and perceived danger.

"Back," hesaid. "There should be no harm here."

Firekeeper stood where she had risen from her homage to the throne. A dim, even dight figurein her
long gown of maiden's white embroidered at throat and hem with ribbons, her cobat-blue traveling cloak
tossed back from her shoulders, the young woman didn't look athreat. Her dark-brown hair was an
unruly mass of curls, worn rather shorter than was the fashion. Her only adornmentswereasmple
wregath of flowers and a short necklace of pearls.

Among those gathered in the lofty stone audience hal only Derian and Race suspected that
Firekeeper was far more deadly than any of the armed and armored guards, despite their swords and
ceremonial halberds. However, Derian and Race could do nothing with their knowledge but wait, tense

and ready.

At Earl Kestrel's command, Firekeeper dropped her hand to her waist. There, rather than the more
usua girdle of flowers and ribbons, she wore abrown leather belt, much stained from the weether.

"My knife," she said, drawing the weapon and holding it so that Prince Barden's crest and the smooth
garnet inthe hilt were dearly visble. "Ming!™

The emphasis was clear, even without the growl thet trailed the announcement. One of King Tedric's
shaggy eyebrows flew upward in astonishment. The queen gasped. Earl Kestrel colored afiery red.

Embarrassment or anger? Derian wondered.
King Tedric recovered firgt. "Y ours, then. | only wish to seeit more closdly.”

The words barely were past hislips before Firekeeper, despite the encumbering skirts, had flown up
the sepsto stand at hisside. The knife she held inches from hisface could have as easly vanished
between hisribs, but the king neither started nor paled. Waiting below, Blind Seer thumped histall
briefly in what Derian could swear was muted applause.

The king examined the knife with al due consderation.
"It could be Barden's," he said at last. "It bears his crest and | seem to recall some such blade.

Queen Elexarecovered from her shock and now she, too, examined the knife. "1 have seen this
before. It was given to Barden by Lovellaon hiswedding day. She showed it to me beforehand, pleased
by its craftsmanship. Thisoneisjugt itslike."



"A knife can beimitated,” theking said cautioudy.

"Perhaps," Elexaagreed, afaint smile on her lips, "but the knife Lovella showed me possessed a
secret. | doubt that any who sought to imitate the weapon merely from its externa appearance could
have known of it."

"Can you show uswhat this secret is?" the king asked, interested yet impatient.
"If the girl will let metouch theknife" the queen said, moving afragile hand dightly.

Firekeeper had been listening, her head cocked to one side, struggling with words and language
patterns unfamiliar to her. From the expression on her face, Derian knew that she was growing
confused—and when she was confused, her temper grew unpredictable.

"Lady Blysse" he called, without waiting for permission, "the queen doesn't want your knife. She
samply wantsto touch it. Let her.”

"Touch?" Firekeeper said, the hoarseness of an amost growl in her throat.

"Touch," Derian assured her. Shrugging dightly, for he had aready committed one socid misstep, he
addressed the queen directly. ™Y our Mgesty, if you would move dowly, so asnot to alarm her.”

Accustomed to aways being accorded socia graces, the queen was less offended by their violationin
agood cause than someone of lesser standing might be. Giving Blysse areassuring smile, she reached
out delicately with thumb and forefinger and grasped the garnet set into the pommel.

"Firekeeper," Derian said warningly when his charge stiffened, "hold till."

Shedid, to hisinfinite reief. When the queen had difficulty, she even steadied the hilt of the knife so
that the queen could twist more strongly.

"Therel" the queen said, pleased. Then, directly to the young woman standing before her, "Dear, my
hands are not as strong as they once were. If you would grab the stone as | did and twist hard.”

Derian doubted that Firekeeper understood al the words, but the queen's gestures were €l oquent.
Firekeeper obeyed. A firm turn or so and the garnet began to loosen.

Derian had shown the girl how to pull out corks, but athreaded cap was something new and
frustrated her momentarily. However, at the queen's urging Firekeeper continued to twist. At last, witha
small grating of sand caught in infrequently used grooves, the stone camefree, reveding asmall
compartment in the hilt.

"Not so very large," the queen said complacently, examining the hollow spot, "but large enough to
bear amessage or some small item. Lovelawas quite ddighted with it."

"Then without adoubt, thisis Barden'sknife," King Tedric's gaze was shrewd. "And thereislessa
doubt that thisis Barden's daughter.”

Fascinated, Derian watched the king's eyes narrow in an expression far too like Earl Kestrel'sfor him
to doubt the type of thoughts the ruler was entertaining. Norvin Norwood had been right. King Tedric
had not at dl liked being subject to the manipulations of his sblingsand their young kin.

The possible existence of agranddaughter gave the king an upper hand once again. The king smiled,
but it was not precisdly akind smile.

"Norvin, bring your ward . . ."



Not "my granddaughter,” Derian noted to himsdf. He's not ready to grant quite that much, not
yet. He wants Earl Kestrel to remember who isin charge.

"And join my family at table tonight. They have al heard rumors of your travels. It istime that they
learn just what you have brought home."

THE BANQUET HALL into which they were escorted some hourslater was not the largest room Derian
had ever seen. The Guildhdl of the Combined Crafts (tanners, leatherworkers, harness and
saddlemakers) in the city below was larger. Nor was the banquet hall the grandest room he had seen.
Theinner chamber where the grandmeasters of the smiths held their secret conclaves was grander, its
beams gleaming with gilding and sparkling from thetiny slver starsthat depended from invisible threads.

Thishal, though, surpassed both for mere magnificence. The stone floor was polished to such ashine
that the torches in the wall sconces and the candles on the tables seemed to burn twice: oncein flame,
oncein reflection. Referring to the ivory-white marble walls as bare would be an insult, for though they
were free from tapestry or curtain, the marble itsalf was so beautifully carved asto disdain further
ornamentation.

In the center of the hall were four long tables set in amodified fan, dl of their ends meeting near a
head table. The flaring backs of the throne-like chairs set at the center of this head table left no doubt
that the king and queen would be seated where they could command the attention of those dispersed
aong the fan. Derian wondered where Firekeeper and Earl Kestrel would be placed.

The chief seward wasa solid, slvery woman who shared some of Vaet'simmunity to excitement. As
she addressed Earl Kestrel, her voice rang in the nearly empty room like aherald's trumpet.

"The king commands that you and your ward be seated at the head table. Theward isto be at the

king's right, you to her right. Y our party will be granted afew momentsto orient yourselves before the
family will joinyou."

Derian was grateful for those moments. Thus far Firekegper had been on her best behavior, but there
was atrembling tension about her that made him glad that she would have time to scout out the room
beforeit wasfilled with strangers.

He watched her as sheflitted about from point to point, touching the friezes on thewall, fingering the
woven linen tablecloths, peeking under the tables asif uncertain what might lurk in their shadow. Blind
Seer trotted beside her, more tense, less curious. Derian feared that the wolf might have reached hislimit
regarding new things and smply strike out at anything that came near.

Clearly the two members of the King's Own who had remained with them shared his concern. Each
stood straight with his back againgt the wall, knuckles white around his halberd shaft. If they found
Firekeeper's behavior amusing, no trace of mirth showed on their impassive countenances.

Derian ignored them, turning instead to Valet, who, along with Derian, made up the entirety of Earl
Kestrel's escort. Ox and Race had been excluded on the grounds that no one else would bring
bodyguards. Doubtlessthey werein some servants hall even now being plied with de and rich food by
castle staff eager for gossip.



"Vdet," Derian said, keegping hisvoicelow, "what am | supposed to do? I'm out of my element here."

"You and I will stand there along thewall,” Valet gestured to the stretch behind the head table, "where
we can be ready if the earl needs us. Y our particular rolewill beto assst Blysse. If sheisabout to make
any particularly dangerous error, stop her, even at risk of reprimand to yoursdlf.”

Derian had no doubt that the errors Vet referred to were not merely socia ones, like holding her
spoon incorrectly or drinking her soup from her bowl. Firekeeper possessed a quick temper when she
perceived offense and he had yet to figure out precisaly what would give offense.

He was permitted no further time to worry. The towering wooden doors at the far end of the hal were
beginning to open and the teward's trumpet voice announced: " Grand Duke Gadman, Lord Rolfston
Redbriar and Lady Melina Shield, with Sapphire, Jet, Opal, Ruby, and Citrine Shield."

"Firekeeper," Derian hissed hopelesdy, but his charge hurried over to him immediately.

"Stand there," Vaet said, his own voice somehow both strong and nearly inaudible. He dared adight
push to center Firekeeper behind the chair where she wasto sit. "And wait."

Firekeeper did so and Blind Seer sat beside her, his hackles dightly raised. The woman
acknowledged histension by curling thefingers of one hand in hisfur, but her dark gaze wasfixed on the
eight people entering the room. Derian reflected that the nobles might mistake her unwavering Sarefor
awe, but he knew the young woman well enough to know that to Firekeeper any stranger was an enemy
until proven otherwise.

Such care might well be indicated when encountering this particular family. Although the rumors
Derian had heard about Grand Duke Gadman and Lord Rolfston credited them with everything from
courage to ruthlessness, they were as nothing compared to what was whispered about Lady Medina
Shield. In city and countryside dike it was agreed that the noblewoman was a sorceress, one of power
thelike of which had not been seen since the days when the Old Country still reigned.

Looking at the woman, demurely gowned in mutedly iridescent silk, her fingersresting lightly on her
husband's deeve, Derian was at first inclined to dismiss those rumors as mere superdtitious talk. Then he
noticed the jewel ed necklace encircling the till-firm flesh of Mdina Shield's pae throat.

The necklace was short, just afew linkstoo long to be a choker. Polished silver links were hung with
five pendants, each holding asingle faceted gem. The colors were not harmonious. Indeed a connoi sseur
might even say that they clashed: brilliant blue; opague, glittering black; fiery hueslike those of anew-lit
fire; bloodred, and, lastly, arich orange-brown, the shade of afine cognac. Derian did not need to be a
gem cutter's nephew to recognize that each of these gemswas a pricelessly perfect example of the
name-stones of each of Lady Meinas children.

Now, seeing the necklace, seeing how each of the scion Shields wore set in aband about their brow a
namestone gem to match the one about their mother's throat, Derian believed with a sudden thrill of his
terrified soul that Mdina Shield was indeed the sorceress gossip had named her. He had littletime to
grow accustomed to the thought, for the steward was announcing Grand Duchess Rosene and her kin.

Although awidow of seventy, Rosene could still wear soft pinks, for her hair was snow-white and her
skin the delicate hues of the inner petals of anewly blossomed wild rose. Her eyes, however, were as
shrewd asthose of her brother the king and she let her son escort her without hindrance, lessfrom
obedience to custom than the better to glance about her and assess the situation.

Baron Ivon Archer, though amature man, bore himsdlf like the son of ahero, but it wasin hissigter,
Zorang, that Derian saw the true heroic fire. Both of Grand Duchess Rosene's children were



accompanied by a spouse and trailed by their get, the youngest of whom might have been excluded from
such agathering just ayear or so before. Derian hardly had time to note that Baron Archer's daughter,
the Lady Elise, waseasly aslovely asany of her more ogtentatioudy named second cousins when the
steward announced:

"Ther Royd Mgedties, King Tedric and Queen Elexa”

Asno one had taken a seet, no one needed to rise, but when the brass trumpets sounded their
fanfare, everyone stood straighter in respect and turned to watch the monarchs enter. Everyone, that is,
except Derian's Firekeeper. The loud trumpet cal in the contained chamber frightened her, causing her
to Start back in darm.

Before she could e further, Derian hurried forward and seized her arm, aware that in doing o he
had once again brought himself to the king's attention. He was too busy to worry about this, for
Firekeeper's hand had flown to her knife even as she looked about for some sheltered place from which
to defend hersdif.

"Easy," Derian assured her, wishing that his voice didn't sound so loud in the suddenly hushed hall.
IIE@'II
Firekeeper felt no such need not to be noticed. "What that?'

"Trumpets" he said, letting his own tones match hers. If he could not go unnoticed, then let no one
think he had anything to hide. "Like aflute but larger and louder."

"Where?'
"Over there" Heindicated with one hand, his other gently guiding her knife back into its shegth.

Firekeeper moved asif she wished to examine one of the instruments. Derian put arestraining hand on
her arm, knowing that if sheintended to go, no strength of hiswould hold her.

"Stay," he said, more pleading than ordering. ™Y ou can look at them later. Now we owe the king our
attention.”

"Sill?" she asked, blowing out through her nose in what he had learned was exasperation. "Wedid!"
"And ill wemugt," Derian said patiently.

King Tedric rescued him. "Steward Silver, have one of the heralds trumpets brought here for my
guest'singpection. Therest of you have my leave to be seated.”

Even Earl Kestrel obeyed thisimplicit command and, after examining the trumpet, Firekeeper was
willing to do the same.

"Y oung man," the king said, and Derian realized that he was being addressed. Hurriedly, he bent
knee. "Remain a the young woman's shoulder and advise her."

Derian did as ordered, standing at Firekeeper'sright, dightly to the left of Earl Kestrel and asfar away
aswas polite from the darming presence of the king. Still, from where he stood he noticed that the king's
white hair was awig. The realization embarrassed him, asif he had sscumbled onto a state secret.

Servants bearing wine and bread emerged from discreet d coves dong thewall. Noticing that none of
the nobles seemed to regard them at dl, Derian did his best to mimic the servants impassive expressions,
wishing more than anything el se to be forgotten. He only moved when one would pour Firekeeper wine.

"Water only," he said softly.



Theking, however, cocked an eyebrow. "Do you think my vintage not good enough for her?"
Derian was about to answer when Firekeeper said:
"Winelike sick bird berries. Makes prey.”

"Shemeans," Earl Kestrel trandated, "that she has observed wild birds eating fermented berries or
fruit. They become sick, and sick crestures become easy prey."

King Tedric stroked his angular cheekbone with one finger. " Surely she does not believe that | intend
her harm.”

Norvin Norwood was too old acampaigner to be discomfited.

"Not at dl, Your Maesty, but her prejudices are firm. We have not been able to convince her that
wine or beer or any liquor isafar subgtitute for water."

Theking did not pressthe point, but directed his attention down the fan of tableswhere hisrelaives
were watching with as much interest as would be considered polite. Indeed, afew, like Sgpphire and
Grand Duchess Rosene, were watching with rather more attention than good manners should admit.

"Thisyoung woman," said the king with adight gesture, asif which young woman he meant could be
in doubt, "istheward of Earl Kestrel. At hisown initiative and a great personal risk and expense, he
mounted an expedition to learn the fate of my son, Prince Barden.”

Behind his carefully impassive face, Derian marveled. Those last two words, just aname and atitle,
but spoken so casually by the king himsdlf, al but rescinded the disinheritance Tedric had passed on his
son. From the expressions that flickered across surprised faces a the lower tables not everyone was
pleased.

The king paused, perhaps making asimilar assessment, perhaps merely to Sip hiswine.

"Sadly, for mysdf and for my queen, Norvin haslearned that Barden's expedition was afailure. The
prince and hisfollowers—al but one—died in the early years of the colonization attempt, gpparently ina
fire"

At least some of the murmurs of shock and pity seemed to be genuine. Tedric waited for theseto
subside before continuing:

"The sole survivor was the young woman seated beside me. Believing her to be his sister Eirene's
daughter Blysse, Earl Kestrel has made her hisward. His mother, the Duchess Kestrel and head of his
household, has confirmed the adoption. Thus, my guest is Blysse Norwood, newest member of House
Kestrd."

A hubbub arose a these words. Again Derian was forced to admire the king. He had given anameto
the foundling, the same name as was borne by his granddaughter, but he had done so in such afashion
that |eft open to doubt whether or not he acknowledged the young woman as that granddaughter.

Only Grand Duke Gadman and Grand Duchess Rosene dared to address the king directly, and
Gadman's querul ous voice was loudest.

"Tedric," he said without formality, "are you saying that thiswild-eyed cresture is Barden's daughter?”

Grand Duke Gadman was a bent-over, bent-nosed parody of his brother'srega aquilinity. Gossip
said, and Derian could well believeit, that the grand duke had been soured by holding no greater honor
than that of standby heir for something like seventy years. Unlike Tedric, who had fairly earned his



people's respect in battle, Gadman never ventured farther than the fringes of armed conflict, risking his
reputation but not hishide.

Y et Derian did not underestimate Grand Duke Gadman as a mere blowhard. By chance, hisown
brother, Brock, and Grand Duke Gadman were both members of the Bear Society. From the talesthat
Brock had brought home, Grand Duke Gadman was shrewd, intelligent, and, in afashion quite different
from his brother, charismatic.

"l have said," Tedric replied, afaint smile playing about hislips, "precisdy what | have said.”

"You say that thisgirl is Eirene Norwood's daughter,” Gadman pressed. "Eirene was wed to Barden.
Do you mean to imply that this 'Blysse is Barden's daughter?”

"Or," Grand Duchess Rosene added stridently, "do you not?"
King Tedric looked at each of his sblings with aweary tolerance that was not without affection.

"l have said what | have said. However, | will now add that because | wish to get to know Lady
Blysse better, | am inviting her to dwell in the castle with my family. Earl Kestrel may, of course, takea
auite here himsdf."

Derian's knees weakened. If Kestrel accepted, as he undoubtedly would, then Derian knew perfectly
well where he himself was going to be staying. He had thought himself equd to anything, but thiswas
beyond the ambitions of a carter's son. Any thoughts he had of retreating, of making excuses, of risking
both parents and patron'sire, vanished as Firekeeper glanced up a him, her dark eyes anxious.

"King say we come here," she said softly. "Blind Seer, too?'

"Blind Seer, t0o," Derian promised, knowing he would keep hisword even if he must smuggle the
wolf in some dark night.

The rest of the banquet went much as could be expected. Although Firekeeper's table manners had
improved so greetly that Derian had flattered himsdlf that she could passin polite company—and Earl
Kestrel had agreed—thered test cast bright sunlight on their illusions.

The noble company gathered aong the tables either turned politely away or openly sniggered. That
most of the mockery came from those too young to have polished socia skills— young Kenre Trueheart
and Citrine Shield, most notably— didn't offer much comfort.

Firekeeper ill ate more like awolf than like awoman and seemed |esslike a noblewoman than ever.,

Of course, Derian thought unhappily as he surveyed this august company from the invisibility of
servitude, rumor said that the Princess Lovellahad arranged her brother Chalmer's death. Mere
acknowledgment would not make Firekeeper safe.

Far fromiit. If the king acknowledged her, she might bein greater danger than she ever had beenin
thewilds.

VIII

"THAT BANQUET," announced Grand Duchess Rosene when the family had retired to the suite which had
been hers since as ayoung bride she brought her husband home to her father's castle, "was anightmare!™



Ogtensibly, her audience was restricted to her son and daughter and their spouses. Lady Elise, bearing
teaand honeycakes into her grandmother's parlor, retired to a corner after setting down the tray, picked
up her embroidery hoop, and was tecitly suffered to remain.

"Whatever doesthat brother of mineintend!" the old woman huffed, al offended privilege and
suspicion. Without aword, Aksdl Trueheart leaned forward and began pouring tea, knowing that an
in-law's comments would not be appreciated at this moment.

"Precisely what he has achieved, good Mother," replied Ivon Archer, nursing his pipeto life between
shdltering hands, "to unsettleusdl.”

His sister Zorananodded. "Y es. He has not acknowledged that wild thing as Barden's daughter, but
he holds the possibility over uslike awhip. Now, we dare not press him to name an heir for fear that he
will choose her over one better suited.”

Unsaid but trembling in the air was that here, seated opposite each other, brother and sister, were
riva damants.

Grand Duchess Rosene shook her head despairingly.

"Simpletond" she chided her children scathingly. "Tedric's plan would never be anything so obvious.
Already Gadman and | have pressed him as hard aswe dare. No, | fear he plays some deeper game."

What? lvon and Zorana spoke as one, their rivalry for the throne temporarily set aside.

"Well," Grand Duchess Rosene said, accepting acup of teaand stirring honey into it, "some say he
intends to put aside Elexa and wed another. Why not this girl? Norvin Norwood may claim her for the
Kesird line, but | see nothing of ether Eirene or Barden in this stranger's face. Sheistoo dark for one.”

"Certainly he could not wed her!" Lady Aurella, Elise's mother, said shocked. "Queen Elexais
Wdlward born, my own mother's siter. The king would not dare put her off in favor of acommoner!™

"Not quite acommoner,” Rosene reminded, "for Duchess Kestrel has accepted this ‘Blysse' into her
household. By adoption, if not by blood, sheisKestrel."

"King Tedric did seemto favor her." Ivon puffed on his pipe, asif reluctant to say more. "1 noted how
frequently the king's eyes strayed to the stranger. And he did have her seated a his own right hand—far
above her gation, even if she was a granddaughter.”

"Not if that granddaughter ishisheir,” Rosene said acidly swest.

Watching her elders, Elise wondered if Grand Duchess Rosene was enjoying stirring up her son and
daughter. The old woman's next speech confirmed her suspicions.

"But perhapsyou areright, Aurella," Rosene said. "Perhapsit istoo much like astoryteller's romance
to believe that an old king would shed his barren wife to father ason on acommon girl young enough to
be his granddaughter. What other use might he have for her?”

"He could," said Aksdl Trueheart, "mean to use her to learn our own closest wishes."

Lady Zorands husband spoke hesitantly, asif uncertain precisely how to phrase histhoughts.
Although he was ahandsome man and strong, no one held any illusions who was the dominant partner in
thismarriage. Some went so far asto jest that Zoranamarried Aksel smply as a properly pedigreed stud
for her brood. Elise, who had often found Uncle Aksel in the castle library poring over old parchments
from the days before the Plague, knew him to be more, a self-taught scholar and a bit of a poet.



"Our closest wishes?' Zorana said, her tones no gentler than her mother's. "What do you mean?”
"Forget | said anything,” Aksdl replied. "A fleeting thought, one | must congider further.”
Grand Duchess Rosene, however, would not let the point drop.

"l believe| saized the hed of your thought asit fled, son-in-law,” she said. "Think, fools What better
thing to bring us al behind one candidate than to threaten us with anew player whom we desire |ess?
Haven't we adl said that we would rather see Rolfston Redbriar crowned king than have Allister
Seagleam of Bright Bay elevated above us?'

Murmurs of agreement answered her. The grand duchess continued, setting her cup and saucer down
with arattle as her hands suddenly trembled with excitement.

"Now Tedric hasin his own castle one who he can use in much the same fashion without raising the
hopes of those who would see a scion of our enemies on the throne!”

"That must beit, Mother!" Ivon agreed. "Blysse Norwood can serve asKing Tedric's prod, a
reminder of what we get if we do not danceto histune. My guessisthat soon enough wewill hear hints
of whoisher best 'rival’ for the throne."

"Andif we dill resst,” Zoranaasked, her question less aquestion than the voicing of afear, "will he
meake this newcomer queen smply to spite us?*

"That," Grand Duchess Rosene said, "'is completely within the reach of my brother's perversity. |
would not tempt him to try it.”

"And," added Aksel Trueheart, heartened some by the grand duchess's expansion on hisvagueidea,
"the girl could till be useful to him, even if he does not name her crown princess. He could offer her in
marriage to someone—perhapsto hisheir, if the heir was unwed, perhapsto the heir's heir, if that one
was male and unwed."

"Like our son, Purcd," said Zoranathoughtfully. "Y es. Evenif Blysseisnever officidly named Prince
Barden's daughter, some trace of hisnoble aurawill cling to her. There will dways be those who will
respect her as an unacknowledged daughter of the royd house.”

Elise noted with asmall smile how Aunt Zorana had shown that her house, rather than her brother's,
would be best suited to win the king's favor. She didn't doubt that, benesth his apparent vagueness,
Uncle Aksdl had entertained Smilar thoughts.

Certainly, her own father and mother didn't look terribly pleased. Their only child was a daughter,
unsuited for amatch with the newcomer.

"Would theking," said Ivon, trying to salvage what was beginning to look like abad Stuation, "elevate
an unknown woman—auite possibly not born from one of the Great Houses—to such heights?*

"Dont beanidiot,” Grand Duchess Rosene said impatiently. "If we can serioudy consider Tedric
cgpable of making her queen in her own right, certainly we can consider him eevating her to queen by
marriage. My dear husband Purcel was common born—though proven hero. My own mother, Queen
Rose, was not born of a Great House. My father, King Chamer, married for love, quite againgt the
wishesof hisadvisors."

"And that'swhat worries me the most,” Rosene continued after athoughtful pause. "My brother has
ample examplesfrom our own immediate history of kings acting againgt what their advisorswish.”

"Thenthistime," Zoranaput in fiercaly, "we must make certain that the king does nothing of the sort.”



Therewasthat in her aunt's tone that made Elise shudder and hope that Lady Blysse, now housed
somewhere within the castleéswalls, locked her doors securely.

EARL KESTREL'SPARTY Was given rooms within the section of the castle normally reserved for the king's
immediate family. Since the death of Princess Lovellatwo years before, thiswing had been largely vacant
and that vacancy was ostensibly the reason for Kestrdl's party being housed there. Firekeeper could see
that Earl Kestrel was delighted by thismark of favor.

"Thetower in which your roomswill be" the slver-haired steward explained to the earl, "is furnished
with its own door out into the castle grounds. The king said that al your party isto have freedom of the
parks and gardens.”

Earl Kestrel nodded. "That isthoughtful of HisMgesty. My ward is not accustomed to remaining
indoorsdl thetime"

The steward managed adry smile. "The king expressed confidence that Lady Blysse would be ableto
control her pet if shetook him with her into public aress.”

Firekeeper decided that the time had come to spesk for hersaif.
"Blind Seer not a pet.”

Derian put ahand on her arm.

"Firekeeper," hewarned.

"Well, in't," she perdasted.

Derian shrugged and made some explanation to Steward Silver, using language so complicated that
Firekeeper could only catch the gist of hisargument. She did learn, however, that the falcon Elation
would be welcome at the castle and so went to deep well content.

THE NEXT MORNING, Derian was nowhere abot.
"Earl Kestrel," Ox explained to Firekeeper, "let him go vigt hisfamily. His parents.”

Ox aways spoke carefully, pausing between each word asif she was stupid, not merely ignorant of
the language. Firekeeper recognized the essentia kindnessin the big man, however, and didn't chalenge
him. When Ox was summoned to wait upon the earl, she sought out Elation. The falcon rested on a
perch near awindow, watching the little birds outside from sardonic golden-rimmed eyes.



"1 wondered how long it would take you to wake up,” Elation shrilled.

"Why wake?" Firekeeper replied, scratching behind one of Blind Seer'sears. "Thereis nothing for me
to do. They bring me my food, so | need not hunt. For thefirst time | can remember, | am warm and
fed."

Blind Seer huffed out through hisnose. "We fed you!"

"After the strong had eaten,” she retorted. " Sometimes there was little enough for me.”

"Little enough for any," hereplied, "when the strong are finished. That iswhy only the strong survive.”
"l have survived," Firekeeper said, "so | must be strong.”

But despite the bravado in those words, there was asingular lack of enthusiasm within her heart.
Perhaps Elation heard this dullness, for she shrieked.

"0, et and grow fat. That isal you wish?'
"Isthere ds2?" Firekeegper chalenged without much hest.

"Y ou came away from your pack to learn about the two-legs,”" Elation replied. "What have you
learned?’

"That theworld isfar bigger than even the Onesimagine,” Firekeeper said. "That | can talk human talk
after afashion, but that | fear | shall never be more than a pup among them, even as| have ever been a
pup among the wolves."

"And have you acted as other than apup?’ Elation prodded, her beak gaping in mocking laughter.
"Have you done other than pad about after your nurse, esting hisleavings asif summer will never end?
Take care, wolfling, summer may end and leave you within atrap.”

"What do you mean?"

"After last night's rumpus, more than Earl Kestrel know that you live. Remember, | understand human
speech better than you do, for those who were my masters one brief season often spoke of weighty
meatters while they rode with falcons on their gloves. If you are not to be chased hither and yon likea
rabbit beneeth the falcon's circling flight, then you must make yoursdf aplace within this aerie.”

Firekeeper straightened, some vague sense of purpose licking tongues of firein her soul.
"Doyouthink | can?' she asked, amogt timidly.

" 'Doyouthink | can? " the falcon mimicked cruely. "I think you must and from this very moment
forward. Y our nurseisaway. Y ou can act without risking that Earl Kestrd'swrath will descend on him.”

"1 have worried about such," Firekeeper admitted. "My missteps seem to bring blowsto Derian's
head, not mine"

"So | have observed,” Elation said smugly. "It iswell to protect an dly but not when that protection
weskens yourself.”

"What," interjected Blind Seer, "would you have Firekeeper do? Somehow | don't think that
chalenging their Onewould do her any favors. From what Derian hastold us, thisis not the way to earn
prestige among these two-legged folk."

"Itisnat,” thefacon agreed. "Let methink."



Shedid so, raising aleg to nibble on the wickedly curving talons of onefoot, preening her feathers,
chortling and chuckling softly to hersdf in facon speech.

"1," Elation announced at lagt, "shdl provide you with the meansto meet more equaly with those
whom you must come to know. Here they consider hunting with raptors— especidly the greet birds
such as mysdlf—a sport reserved for noble folk. Wethree shall go out into the gardensand | will fly for
you asonce| flew for my human master.”

"What good will that do Firekeeper?' Blind Seer asked dubioudly.

"Humans are as curious as raccoons,” Elation replied. "Somewill cometo learn what is happening,
younger ones, | suspect, who do not have so much dignity to preserve. Firekeeper can impress them and
they inturn will tell their ddersthat sheisnot merdly atoy.”

"Y our ideamight serve," Firekeeper said thoughtfully, "and certainly Sitting in thisroom does us no
good.”

"1 would," Blind Seer admitted, "like to be outside in the sun again. My patience with cold stone
roomsisnear ended. Had | loved you less, sweet Firekeeper, | would not have borne them thislong.”

"Then we are settled,” Firekeeper declared.

So it was that when Earl Kestrel came looking for hisward after his breskfast had been eaten and his
plansfor the day were neetly in place, he found the young woman gone and the door out into the castle
grounds standing open before him.

ALTHOUGH A CITY had grown up around it, the castle at Eagle's Nest showed remnants of the days when
it had been congtructed as afortification that could, in an emergency, take withinitswalsadl the
surrounding population and their flocks and herds aswell.

Those days were long past, but not because either the castle or its grounds had grown smdller.
Indeed, the descendants of Queen Zorana had jealoudy guarded their property rights, holding on to not
only the gardens, workshops, and stables within the fortified wals but to the surrounding acreage aswell.
Most of thisflowed behind and above the castle, rough land, not well suited for cultivation, but perfect
for game parks and meadows.

To one of these lower meadows was where Elation led Firekeeper and Blind Seer, soaring time and
again from apadded perch on the young woman's shoulder to check which of the winding paths they
should follow. After the coolness within the building, the summer sunshine was welcome indeed.
Butterflies congregated around neatly ranked beds of flowers and songbirds nested in trees crowded

with ripening fruit. Passage of the three predators caused more than alittle consternation, though not one
raised hand, paw, or talon to hunt.

"Through that gate," the falcon directed, "benegth the grey sone arch. Step lively, wingless!”

Firekeeper laughed and began to run, forcing the bird to take flight quickly and without grest grace.
Blind Seer bounded adongside, legping and dmost catching the peregrine by her tail feathers. Once



through the gate, they found themselvesin ameadow yellow and white with wild flowers, thick with
green grass yet unmowed and unbrowned by the greater heet of late summer.

Firekeeper doveinto it as she might have into a deep pool, rolling nestly on one shoulder and
bounding to her feet without a pause. Around and around her, in spirding circles, Blind Seer ran,
stretching muscles stiff and aching from confinement indoors. He started arabbit and gave chase, but let
it escape sSince hewas not redly hungry.

Wolf and woman played in thisfashion for some time before a shriek from Elation alerted them to the
gpproach of strangers.

There were two: amale and afemale. Neither were adults, of that Firekeeper was certain. She was
less certain about their actual ages. Derian had made some effort to educate her on this matter, using as
models the few children at the keep and afew others glimpsed a ong the road or from the windows of
the Kestrel manse. After some consideration, Firekeeper decided that the boy was the younger, more
from how he deferred to his playmate than from anything el se.

That the two had not expected to find anyone el se here was obvious from the way they paused
beneath the gateway arch. That they were curious was evident from how they stood, hand clasped in
hand, staring.

"1 wouldn't sweer it," Blind Seer said, plopping on his haunches next to Firekeeper, "but they smell
familiar. Could they have been among the pack yesterday?"

Firekeeper tilted her head to one side, studying the pair. After amoment, she nodded, a human
gesture that was becoming habit with her.

"Yes, | think 0," shereplied. "They were the two who laughed hardest during the medl. | think they
thought my manner of eating amusing.”

Thislast was not something about which she was particularly happy. She had been rather pleased with
her progressin human customs. The mockery of these small ones—and the better-conced ed reactions
of their elders—had proven to her that she till had much to learn.

"Talk with them!" the falcon urged from aperch high in a peach tree. "From what | can see, none of
their eldersare about. Y ou may learn something here.”

Firekeeper nodded, swallowed past a sudden hard spot in her throat, and managed a soft "Hello.
Good morning.”

Girl and boy exchanged glances. Then the girl stepped a pace forward.
"Good morning. What are you doing in our great-uncle's garden?”
Firekeeper frowned. "Running. The castleisvery cold.”

The girl took another step forward, her apprehensive gaze on Blind Seer rather than on Firekeeper.
Shewas solidly built, but not heavy, with chubby cheeks and red hair highlighted with gold. In the center
of her forehead a dark reddish-orange stone glimmered, set in aband of woven gold. Firekegper hadn't
seen enough of humansto decideif the girl would be judged pretty, but suspected that she was as yet
too gawky, too young to be considered so.

Pulling sraight the skirt of her mid-caf-length flowered frock, the girl continued her interrogation:

"But do you have permission to be here? These are the king's gardens.”



Even Firekeeper could hear the pridein the girl's voice as she said these words, but the wolf thought it
apardonable pride given the importance humans placed on kings.

"l do," shereplied. "King Tedric told melast night, when he asked usto stay at the castle.”

"Asked you?' began the girl, but the boy interrupted, hurrying forward to tug one of her puffed
deeves.

"Don't you get it, Citrine?" he hissed in what Firekeeper guessed were meant to be hushed tones.
"ThisisEarl Kestrd'sward. ThisisBlysse!"

"Oh, Kenre!" Citrine protested, looked again, then frowned. "Oh!"

"l am cdled Blysse" Firekeeper confirmed. "What are you caled?!

"l," saidthegirl, "am Citrine Shidd.”

"I'm Kenre," the boy said. "Kenre Trueheart. Isthat your dog?'
"Wolf," Firekeeper answered. "Blind Seer, because he have blue eyes.™

"They are!" the boy said, leaning forward to look, but not closing with the wolf. Firekeeper respected
him for his prudence.

Kenre Trueheart was as sturdily built as Citrine, perhaps given dightly to fat where she was not. With
his soft light brown hair and big brown eyes, hisbody dl quivering with excitement, he reminded
Firekeeper, not unkindly, of ababy rabbit.

"l didn't know wolves ever had blue eyes," Kenre said.

"Most do not," Firekeeper answered, feding acertain thrill. She was actudly talking to humans on her
own, without Derian thereto intercede or clarify!

Thelittle girl, Citrine, pushed her way through thetall grass. As she came closer, Firekeeper caught
her scent, amingling of soap and flowers, overlaid with the bacon and bread from her breskfagt.

"Can| pat him?" she asked, gesturing to Blind Seer.
Firekeeper tilted her head, consdering. "He bites.”
"Oh! And Earl Kestrd letsyou kegp him?"

"Blind Seer stay with me," Firekeeper replied, avoiding the awkward issue of permission. "So does
fdcon.”

Sheraised her forearm, encased from hand to elbow in a heavy falconer's glove that Race had bought
for her dong the road from West Keep to Eagle's Nest. With a showy screech, Elation launched from
the peach tree's branches, spiraled upward, then plummeted down to land with deceptive gentlenesson
Firekeeper's glove. Even so, Firekeeper had to steady herself against the weight of that landing. Elation
was to the average peregrine falcon what Blind Seer was to Cousin wolves—bigger, stronger, and far
wiser.

Kenre and Citrine both scampered back at the falcon's descent, but curiosity brought them forward
amost immediately. Skirting the walf, they stared up at the falcon, who obliged by intelligently returning
their regard.

"It looks like aperegrineg,” Kenre said hesitantly, "but bigger than any in my father's agries.”



"Kenresfather isaMerlin," Citrine said, confusing Firekeeper to no end. "My father is a Goshawk,
though my mother isaGyrfacon.”

"l not," said Firekeeper, feding asinking sensation that thiswould not be the last time she made this
Satement, "understand.”

Citrine looked ddlighted rather than exasperated, soothing Firekeeper somewhat, and put on what
even the wolf-raised woman had come to recognize as alecturing tone.

"Each of the six Great Houses hastwo names," Citrine said. "Oneisthe origina family name; the other
isthe emblem given by King Chamer the First in the Y ear Twenty-saven of thisRedm.”

Seeing that Firekeeper still looked confused, she clarified, "Thisisthe Y ear One Hundred Five."
"ltis?"

"Y es. One hundred and five years ago, Queen Zorana the Great won her last battle with her enemies
and founded the Kingdom of Hawk Haven. The losers settled for becoming the Kingdom of Bright Bay."

Firekeeper had understood about athird of this, but the key words, combined with Derian's brief
dissertations on the importance of kings and queens, were enough to give her the essentid gigt.

"So why isKenresfather amerlin?’
Kenre answered, "My family's nameis Trueheart—just like yoursis Norwood.”

Firekeeper remembered being told something of the kind following along sesson with Earl Kestrel
and awoman he called Mother and everyone el se called Duchess. She nodded encouragement.

" Speek on."

"When King Chamer—that's King Tedric's father—married Rose Rosawood, he gavetitlesto the
Great Houses as awedding gift," Kenre said, foundering somewhat.

Citrine cameto hisaid. "The Great Houses back then weren't happy that the king didn't marry into
oneof ther families"

Firekeeper nodded, though she understood little of this, hoping they would get back to how a
two-legs could aso be abird of prey.

"To make them happier,” Citrine continued, "King Chamer gave them aspecid family name, like
nothing anyone else would have. So the Norwoods—that's your family— became the Kestrels.™

"Earl Kestrel?* Firekeeper asked. "Heisnot abird!”

"A kedtrd isatype of falcon, like the peregrine but smaller.”

From Firekeeper'sfig, Elation shrilled laughter. " Smaller, stupider, milder.”
Firekeeper shook the bird dightly.

"So kestrel," she asked carefully, "isnamefor abird?"

She remembered now the representations she had seen on the earl's baggage, on his carriage, over
the doorways of hismanse. Her eyes till had trouble seeing the picturesin human art, athing that had
frustrated some of Derian's attempts to teach her written words.

"That'sright,”" Citrine said encouragingly. "Just like your falconisaperegrine.”



"l know that," Firekeeper answered. "Derian told me. He never told me kestrel wasabird.”

"Maybe he didn't want to confuse you with too much too fast," Kenre said with the humble wisdom of
someone who often found himsdf in that very Stuation.

"Just S0," Firekeeper agreed. "He confuses me without trying.”

All three of them laughed at this and looked at each other, suddenly relaxed and at ease. Firekeeper
remembered something of human mannersthen.

"Wesdit," she offered, "over by brook, maybe? Y ou tell me more about fathers who are birds?"

The children readily agreed. Elation soared again to atreetop from which she could keep watch and
Blind Seer, quietly amused by dl of this, vanished within thetall grass.

"I will run, scout, maybe hunt,” he said as he moved away. " Ox fetches much meat, but it is all
dead cold."

"Go," Firekeeper replied, "but stay from the town.”

"Gladly," thewolf laughed. "It stinks."

When the three humans were seated, bare feet trailing in the water, Citrine resumed her explanation.
"So Kenresfather ian't redly amerlin. It'shisfather'sfamily's symboal .

" 'Symbol," " Firekeeper repesated carefully. "What is symbol ?*

Citrine tapped a her headband, rubbing the stone asiif it would help her to construct a definition.
"A symbol is something that stands for something ese. My nameis Citrine."

"Yes?' Firekeeper said, confused at this sudden switch of subject.

"Citrineis aso the name of thisstone." The girl indicated the trand ucent reddish-orange stonein her
headband. "The word stands for both me and this stone. Do you understand?’

Firekeeper might have had more trouble if wolf nameswere not essentidly symbalic, though more
literally s0. She nodded.

"Yes, | think | do. So Kenresfather isnot merlin. Heisjust caled Merlin.”

"Right!" Citrine beamed. "Kenresfamily uses hisfather's name, rather than his mother's, because the
Great Houses outrank those of lesser nobles and Zoranas father was a common archer before King
Chamer made him anoble one.

Firekeeper decided to ignore thisfor now. It sounded rather too much like some of the lessons that
Derian had tried to teach her and she had dismissed asirrelevant to her situation. Uncomfortably, she
redlized that she might have dismissed the matter of Great Houses and precedence too quickly.

"Easier to know," she sad, thinking doud, "with wolves. Who isfirst isfastest and strongest.”

"Your dog," Kenre said, glancing around nervoudly, noticing for thefirst time that Blind Seer was
gone, "redly isawolf?You're not just saying so?'

"Redly wolf," Firekeeper said, having had smilar discussonswith Derian and Race along the road to
EaglésNest. "Three yearsbornin my family."



"Y our family?" the two children said together.
"Not Earl Kestrel'dl" Citrine added.

"No. | anwolf-raised," Firekegper explained. "Human born. After big fire, my mother givesmeto
wolves."

"What happened to her?' Kenre asked.

"Shedied," Firekeeper said, caloudy blunt toward the memory of thiswoman she remembered only
in dreams. "Wolves say of fire burns."

"Wereyou very old then?' Citrine asked, pity and horror in her voice.

"Very smal," Firekeeper answered. "Smadller than you or Kenre. Little. Young."
Vocabulary exhausted, she shrugged. "So | am wolf."

"And your father?'

"Wolvesnot say."

"Weas he Prince Barden?'

"Earl Kestrel say s0." Firekeeper frowned thoughtfully. "I cannot remember.”

From the looks the children traded she wondered if she had said too much. Then she shrugged. L et
Earl Kestrel ded withit, if thelittle bird-man could. She didn't want to be queen. At least she didn't think
shedid.

"Where did you get your knife?'

No one had bothered ask her that before, but Firekeeper knew that the knife was somehow
important to the earl and his plans. Since the man had not been precisely unkind to her, she hedged:

"From the One Wolf when | was young, but | do not know where he get. Maybe Prince Barden give
tohim."

Their dders might have scoffed at such fanciful tales, but Citrine and Kenre were young enough to live
on the borders of fantasy. To them, agirl raised by wolvesdid not seem at al improbable, especidly
when they had seen for themselves the impossibly huge wolf who shadowed her and the equaly large
hawk who obeyed her commands though unhooded and unjessed. Moreover, Citrine's mother was
reputed to be a sorceress, athing both of them implicitly believed though the evidence for that belief was
shared in whispers.

"That'swhy you talk funny,” Citrine said with the bluntness of the young, "andwhy you et . . ."

She stopped hersdlf just in time, but Kenre sniggered and they both fell into uncontrolled giggles
before stopping, suddenly aware of the coolness of Firekeeper's dark gaze.

"Likeawolf?' thewoman offered dryly.

Citrine nervoudly tugged alock of red-gold hair and Kenre paled.
"Wl .. ." thegirl sammered.

"l do," Firekeeper said, "but | learn human ways. Can you do this?'



In an instant she was on her feet and up into the upper boughs of agnarled apple tree.
"Or this?'

She hung upside down from bent knees and, in one smooth motion, unsheathed her knife and threw it,
burying the blade to the hilt in the soil between the two children.

"Or this?'

She was down again, knife back in her hand, dark eyeswild. In asingle bound she was acrossthe
brook, crouched on the other bank. Wolves played such bragging games among their kind and she
hadn't redlized how much she missed showing off.

"l learn human ways," Firekeeper repeated. "Can you learn wolf ways?"
Thetwo children stared in amazement and admiring awe.

"We could try," Kenre offered, eager and intense.

"If our motherslet us" Citrine added, more dubious.

"Those birds of prey symbol humand" Firekeeper said scornfully. Then she recaled the power they
wielded and softened her tone. "Maybe they will let you."

"Wedidn't redize that you really meant you wereawolf,” Citrine said, eager to gpologize. "We
thought you meant asasymbol. ThereisaWolf Society, you know."

"Derian say something of that," Firekeeper admitted. "But | not understand. More symbols?
"More" Kenre said with another sigh. "My society isthe Horse Society.”

"Mineisthe Elk," Citrine offered.

"But you are not horses or elks,” Firekeeper asked, wanting to be certain.

"l wish!" Kenre said wigtfully. "When | wasredly smal | thought that was what would happen when |
got older, that I'd learn how to become ahorse. | went to my first meeting last year and there was
nothing like that, just peoplein fancy costumes.”

"Can," Firekeeper asked, her heart pounding very fast at this new and wonderful thought, "can
humans become animasfor truth, not symbols?’

Her question was awkwardly worded, but neither Kenre nor Citrine had any doubt what she meant.

"Maybe," Kenre said, hisvoice suddenly soft. "There are stories of sorcerersfrom the days before the
Pague when the Old Country ruled here."

"My nurse," Citrine added, her tones equaly hushed, "hints that such magics can be done.”

"Oh!" Firekeeper swallowed hard, unable to manage more words around the sudden lump in her
throat. To be awolf, for real and not just in heart!

"It may be," Citrine said quickly, "just afiresde sory. That'swhat my sster Ruby said.”

"Ruby," Kenre retorted, spesking what he had heard his older sster Deste say, "is scared of her own
shadow. Of course she wouldn't want to believe in magic. It would scare her. Especialy with your
mother being . . ."



They shuddered together, but didn't offer clarification and Firekeeper asked for none. There were too
many new words here, too many new concepts. She held on to just one, onethat filled her with delight
and made her more determined than ever to learn the ways of humankind.

Somewhere out there might be one who would know how to give her wolf's heart awolf's body. That
was more than enough incentive to make her go on, even if she must win the throne of Hawk Haven to
attain her god!

I X

THEDAY FOLLOWING the grand banquet, Elise Archer sat at home reviewing correspondence and
congdering how to spend her day. Queen Elexa had requested that Lady Aurdlawait upon her and Ivon
Archer was once again in conference with his mother and sster, so Elisswasaone.

Secretly she wasrather glad. Despite her father's ambitions, Elise suspected that either Aunt Zorana
or Lord Rolfston Redbriar would be named King Tedric's heir. Further intrigue, on top of last night's
session, seemed rather ridiculous.

Shewasfolding apolite refusal of adinner invitation when her maid came to the door of her solar.
"M'lady, you haveacdler.”
"Who isit, Ninette?'

The maid, apoor relative severa years her senior, meant to serve as her chaperon as much as her
maid, frowned dightly before replying.

"A young man. Your cousin, Jet Shield.”

"Jet!" Elise consdered not whether but where to receive him. " Take him to the summerhouse near the
duck pond and have cool drinks and light refreshments brought to him. | will attend him as soon as|
have changed into something morefitting.”

As so0on as enough time had passed that she would seem neither eager nor rude, Elise walked down
to the summer house. She had combed her hair and donned a pae yelow mudlin gown perfect for
informd entertaining on a summer morning that already promised to become quite hot. When shewasa
few steps from the summerhouse, shetold her maid:

"Wait for me on that bench, Ninette. | promise not to stray from sight, but Cousin Jet may speak more
fredy to my earsaone.”

Ninette was naither slly nor stupid. She knew as much about the recent political maneuvering as could
anyone who was not immediate family and, unlike Elise, dtill treasured dreams of hersdf residing within
the castle, an intimate of King lvon'sfamily and, later, confidant to Queen Elise.

"Very good, Lady Elise"

Elise greeted Jet with both hands outstretched, arelaxed informal gesture quite appropriate between
cousins. Shewas dightly taken aback when he instead met her with adeep bow and lightly kissed the air
above the hand he gracefully captured in one of hisown.

The greeting wasn't precisaly incorrect. Indeed, it would be perfectly correct in some settings.



However, a summer-house in the midmorning hours was not one of these.
"Cousin," Elisesaid, retrieving her fingers. "May | pour you something cool to drink?'

"Thank you, Elise. Whatever you are having," Jet replied. "Y ou look lovely thismorning. Codl,
peaceful, and tranquil—everything that my father's houseis not.”

Elise smiled, acknowledging both the compliment and the nesat trangition into current problems.

"1 would belying," she said, knowing that the same information could be learned from the servants, "if
| said that my parentswere particularly tranquil thismorning.”

"Great-Uncle Tedric,” Jet said with asmall laugh, "pulled anice onelast night. Introducing that girl in
such afashion that we could not question her origin without insulting House Kestrel was brilliant. Heisa
madter of hiscraft.”

"Tedricis," Eliseagreed, "agrest king."

"Would that | could be as certain,” Jet said, hisblack eyes shining, "that his successor would be as
well prepared for the throne. Tedric was King Chamer's second born, but Crown Princess Marras died
ayear before her father. King Chamer had timeto prepare hisnew her for hisrole.”

"My father said," Elise added, eager to draw Jet out, "that Princess Marras was so distracted from the
deathsfirst of her baby, Alben, then of her husband, Lorimer Stanbrook, that Tedric was hisfather's
right hand for the two years before King Chamer's death.”

"Indeed,” Jet said, "just as my sister Sgpphireistaken up with the minutiae of learning how to run our
family estates. Therefore, | have become my father's confidant in the larger matters of kingdom politics.”

That old song again, Elisethought, amused. She murmured understandingly and Jet continued:

"My concern isthat whomever King Tedric selects, therewill be hurt fedingsall around. Rivals
passed over may not so quickly forget their own claims and be reluctant to bend knee to one they see as
anequd."

The forceful manner in which he tossed a bit of roll to one of the ducks suggested that he might be one
of these.

"So you favor Lady Blysse Norwood?' Elise asked, keeping her mien quite serious though she was
laughing ingde. "If sheis the king's granddaughter, her claim supersedes al others. No rival would be
passed over for onewith an equa clam, for no other claim could be equd.”

Jet looked shocked for one quick moment before he regained control of hisfeatures.

"If Lady BlysseisPrince Barden'sdaughter,” he began, adight stresson the "if," "then, of course, |
favor her. However, thereis doubt that sheisindeed Barden's daughter.”

"Yes?' Elise prompted.

"Certainly! My mother recallsthat there were other children included in Barden's expedition. Lady
Blysse could be one of these."

Elise nodded. She was certain that some thought other than those raised by Blysse Norwood's
addition to the game was burning behind Jet's eyes and she was nearly as eager for himto tell ashewas
to speak.

"Thereisaway," Jet said dowly, "to make King Tedric's choice easier for him."



"Oh?" For afleeting moment, Elise wondered if Jet was hinting that Blysse should be assassnated.

"Yes. GiveKing Tedric achoicethat permits him to unite two of theriva partiesfor the throne—all
three, even, if thoseinvolved are properly cultivated.”

Elise shook her head. "'l don't understand.”

"If you and | married, Elise" Jet said, leaning forward and capturing her hand between hisown, "then
by sdlecting one of us, King Tedric would redly be sdlecting both of our houses.”

Only her mother's careful training kept Elise's mouth from dropping open in shock at this cool
proposa. At that moment, a child she hadn't even known still lived within her—a child who had
daydreamed of fervent entresties, of romantic ballads sung outside her window by moonlight, of elegant
tokens—died forever.

She gasped something inarticulate which Jet, fortunately, interpreted as encouragement rather than
dismay.

"1 couldn't believe no one had thought of this solution before,”" he said, squeezing her fingerstightly.
"Y ou are the sole scion of your house. | am the senior malein mine. Surely King Tedric would seethe
wisdom in selecting us over any of our sihlings. He might even forgo the intermediary step of first
choosing one of our parents as his heir and name one of usdirectly.”

You, so you believe, Elisethought indignantly, or you wouldn't be so excited by the prospect.

"Wetwo are the only oneswho could play thisgame," Jet continued, "and that isto our great
advantage. There are no maesin your household who could marry one of my ssters. Purcel Trueheart is
elght years younger than my sister Sapphire—too great a gap for even Zoranato consider, especidly
when Purcd isfour years shy of hismgority."

"But | also am too young to marry!" Elise protested, selecting the first argument that Jet'swords
suggested. "Marriages are not contracted until the partners are nineteen.”

"Consummated,” Jet corrected with a unguarded glance that suggested that he had fantasized about
the prospect with some of the ardor that had been absent from his proposa. " Some marriages have been
contracted long before that date, nor have al the formalities waited until the participants reached their
maority. In any case, youre nearly eighteen.”

Elise colored. The most usual reason for marriage before the participants were legal adultswas an
accidental pregnancy. No matter what the obvious political advantages, if she and Jet wed, there would
il be whispers, whispers that would not necessarily be stilled when the bride did not ddliver a
"premature’ infant.

"l would not care to make mysdlf the subject of scandd,” she said firmly, "no matter how greset the
prize to be won."

"l understand, lovely cousin,” Jet said, pressing her fingersto hislips. "Y our scruples do you credit.
Still, thereisno reason not to arrange a betrotha, isthere? King Tedric might even encourage usto
marry before your mgority. If we wed at the king's command, no one could cast aspersons on your
maidenly honor."

Elise frowned. Jet's proposa was enticing. He was handsome, strong, well connected. Though they
were cousins, the relationship was not too close. Indeed, just afew years before, she had daydreamed
about marriage to him. That had been before she had redlized sadly that Lord Rolfston and Lady Melina
would not permit their son to remain unmarried until shewasdigible.



Certainly, King Tedric could not fail to see the advantages of a match between them. Grand Duke
Gadman and Grand Duchess Rosene would both be satisfied, for each would see a descendant ascend
to the throne. Only Aunt Zorana would be unhappy, and even she might be consoled at the thought of
her niece as queen—especidly if Jet was merely consort.

"Would you support me as queen?' Elise asked, pursuing thisidea. "King Tedric might not chooseto
pass over our fathers. Or he might name me his heir. My odds of being named heir—even without any
aliance such as you suggest—have usualy been considered better than yours. Would you be content if |
were queen and you were my consort?”

Jet paused asif to consider, but she was certain he had mulled over hisanswer in advance.

"Yes'" hesad at last. "' would support you. Whether you or | were monarch, the other still would be
elevated to great honor. Moreover, our child would follow us onto the throne. That isan honor not lightly

forgone."

Elise nodded. Until this moment, she had not considered further than her own ascensonin the
unlikelihood that her father succeeded King Tedric. Now she redlized that more was at stake here than
the prestige and power of asinglelifetime.

Asaroyd ancestor, great honorswould be paid to her even after her death. On the Festival of the
Eagle, her image would be paraded with those of Queen Zorana, King Chalmer, and King Tedric. If she
was consort, those honors still would be paid to her, just asthey wereto Clive Elkwood (who had died
even before hiswife had solidified her kingdom) and to Queen Rose.

Ancestors were away's patrons to their descendants, but the people believed that ancestral monarchs
were patronsto al their former subjects down through time. As such, they received sacrifices from every
family dtar, sacrificesthat were said to give them considerable power in the afterworld.

Awarethat Jet was watching her, the glittering light in his eyes brighter than ever, Elise managed to
Spesk:

"That isan interesting point, Jet. | believe that you would support my monarchy if | were named
beforeyou.”

"And would you support my kingship?' he asked, certain of the reply. "Asascion of House
Goshawk, my father outranks yours. My mother is a Shield of House Gyrfa con, and so outranks your
Wellward mother. King Tedric may consder thiswhen naming hishar.”

"Those arguments,” Elise admitted, "have been raised before—athough more usualy in your sster's
favor. Yes, if wewerewed and King Tedric named you his heir, | would support you.”

"And if we were merely engaged?’ he pushed.

"Engagements,” she stated firmly, "have been broken once palitical god's have been attained—as your
Sister Sapphire has demonstrated so ably."

Jet scowled. "1 am not Sgpphire!”

"No," Elisereplied easly, "but my parentswill not overlook her history, evenif | trust you."
As| am not yet certain that | do, she added silently.

"1 concede your point,” he said gdlantly, lightly kissing her hand.

Gently, shedrew her hand back, her fingers ill tingling from the caress.



"l amaminor yet," she reminded him. "And cannot contract amarriage for mysdf. If you are serious
about this, you must approach my parents.”

Jet nodded. "I know. Honestly, Elise, | have not even spoken with my own parents on this matter. |
wished firgt to know your heart. When | speak with them, may | say that you would consider my

proposa?'

Eliseliked Jet better for wanting her consent first, then wondered if he wasjust being cautious. She
phrased her answer carefully.

"Yes, you may tdll them that | would consider it. | cannot answer for my parents.”

Nor, she thought, asthey made their farewells and Jet took hisleave, have | said that | would
accept—only consider.

Still, shewould belying to hersdf if she did not admit that an acute thrill had entered her heart at the
prospect of marrying Jet. At this moment, perhaps, his eyeswere on the crown, but she liked the thought
that in time she could turn them to hersdlf done.

Being queen would be preferable, but aconsort could wield as much influence, especidly if sheheld
the heart of the monarch in her hand and bore his heirswithin her womb. Humming to hersdlf, Elise left
the summerhouse and hurried toward the house, suddenly impatient for her parents return.

ONCE THENECESSARY LUGGAGE, including Firekeeper's falcon, was transported to the castle, Derian
was given the rest of the day off. He suspected thiswas so Earl Kestrel could have a chance to work on
Firekeeper by himsalf. Where once that would have troubled Derian, now he accepted it. If Firekeeper
could only manage when he was there to defend her, then she wasill equipped to survivein this new
world she had entered.

He wondered how much of her own practica view had influenced his thoughts on the matter, and then
shrugged. Being free of the castle and of courtly congtraints felt good. He had refused the earl's polite
offer of amount—horses were more trouble than they were worth within the city walls—and hurried
down the cobbled streets on foot.

His parents livery stables were conveniently situated outside the city walls, but their home was near
Market Square. Today the market wasin full swing and he grinned at himsdlf for forgetting that, even as
he enjoyed threading through the throng. A few moon-spans before he would have gone out of hisway
to avoid the crowds, but after his sojourn among the nobility he was glad to be back among the common

people.

Heimmersed himself in the hubbub: the cries of the vendors praising their wares, the scolding of a
mother when her child strayed, the pinging of thetinkers hammers, the heated bartering on dl sides. It
moved him like music and he danced to it, his steps graceful and his heart light.

At one gdl he bought aroll smeared with strawberry jam, at another sweetsfor his brother and sigter,
at another abasket of blackberriesfor his mother. He grinned when afarmer, known to him for years,
raised his eyebrows as he noticed the Kestrel crest ssamped on the reverse of the token offered in



payment.

Derian himsalf had been fairly awed the first time held been given one of those—up until then his
pocket money had been the more common guild tokens. Now he took the Kestrel tokens for granted.
After dl, hewas now aretainer of House Kestrel and entitled to use their credit.

Whistling, his basket of berries on his arm, Derian strode down the street toward the large brick
house with the cut-date roof that had been in the Carter family for generations and which, in time, would
passto him. The front door, used only for forma occasions, was closed even on this hot afternoon, but
the sde door which led into the office was open. He paused in the street, heard his mother'svoicerising
and falling in the polite but firm tones she used for business, and passed around to the kitchen door.

His eight-year-old brother, Brock, light brown hair bleached from the summer sun, wasteasing their
sister Damita, who was sitting on the back steps, shelling sweet pess.

"Damitahas a sweet-a," the boy sang, dancing from foot to foot, "wantsto meet 'im, at the square, but
here she sits, shellin' peas. Now do you think that'sfair?"

Damita, at thirteen, was as red-haired as Derian, but whereas his own hair was darkening to a
subdued auburn, her curls were coppery bright. When Derian had departed with Earl Kestrel, she had
been aflat-chested, rambunctious imp, but in these three moon-spans she seemed to have suddenly
changed. She looked more a young woman with her hair twisted on top of her head and the definite
beginnings of awoman's bosom filling out her summer dress.

Derian paused, his hand on the latch of the white-painted board gate, feding uncomfortably the
stranger. The sensation was not relieved when Damita glanced over and, seeing him, said in polite, bored
tones meant to cover her embarrassment at being found barefoot and doing kitchen work:

"May | hep you, Sr? Business enquiries should be made at the side.. . ."

She stopped in midphrase, then erupted to her feet, peashdlsflying everywhere. Nearly spilling the
stoneware bowl on the step next to her, she darted down the flagstone walk, familiar again.

"Dei! Deri! You're back."

Derian didn't remember opening the gate, but somehow he wasinside, hugging her to him. Brock
threw one arm around his older brother's waist and hammered on his shoulders, crowing happily.

Theinitial chaos past, they settled on the steps. Damita automaticaly began shelling peas again, but
her mind wasn't on the job and severa times Derian rescued a pod from amid the shucked vegetables.

"l hardly knew you," Damitarepested, "you look so fine."

Of course the leather breaches and heavy woolen shirts he had worn on the journey west wouldn't
have done once the expeditionary party was settled at the keep and later at the Kestrel Manse. Earl
Kestrel (or Vaet, Derian suspected) had sent a new wardrobe along, some of the items not too different
from the clothes Derian had worn in his parents service, some so eegant that they would be out of place
anywhere but in court.

For hisvist home, conscious that he was representing his new employer, Derian had donned
knee-breeches and waistcoat, both of good cotton dyed walnut brown. These were worn over a
bleached linen shirt, fine-knit socks, and matching brass-buckled shoes. A striking tricorn hat of dark
brown felt topped the assembly.

Damitaran acritica hand over the fabric of hiswaistcoat and nodded approvingly. "You look likea
young gentleman, Deri. That'swhat | thought you were, standing there at the gate. | thought you'd come



about hiring ahorse or carriage.”

"And you look likeayoung lady," Derian replied, happy to banish that initial strangeness by voicingiit.
"Y ou're wearing your hair up now."

"Mother bought me some barrettes for my birthday,” Damitaanswered, ducking her head so that he
could admire the carved doe running through her copper locks, "and said that | could wear my hair up
for occasions. | thought | was going to the market with Cook . . ."

She paused to glare at Brock, and Derian, remembering the scene he had interrupted, wisely kept
Slent.

"But Mother said these peas had to be shelled.”

Derian, who knew his mother's disciplinary tactics perfectly well, having been on the recaeiving end of
them many times, filled in the picture. Damita had undoubtedly sassed Mother and, as a pendty, had not
only been told she could not go to market, but that she must shell the vegetables.

He took a handful of peas from the basket resting between hissister's fedt.
"Well, let me give ahand. C'mon, Brock, something wrong with you?”

Brock protested, "It's her job, not mine! | did my jobs: fed the chickens, weeded the kitchen garden,
ran messagesto the gables. . ."

Derian interrupted. " True enough, but onething | learned when venturing west with the earl isthat
when theré's ajob to be done, everyone pitchesin. Many'sthe night I've sat mending shirts by firdight so
that we could hit thetrail with the dawn.”

Brock, hearing the promise of astory, dropped onto the step on Derian's other side and dipped his
hand into the basket of pess.

"Tdl usdl about it," he commanded.
Vernita Carter found them all there about an hour later.

"Damita," she said, her footsteps light as she crossed the stones of the kitchen floor, "the peas ook
wonderful and the carrots, too. Since you've finished the potatoes, | suppose you can go to the market
for..."

She stopped, a sudden smilelighting her face. In her day, Vernita Carter had been regarded a great
beauty. Even bearing severa children and long days managing the family business had not robbed her of
acertain grace and dignity.

"Derian," she said softly, "why didn't you let me know you were home?"

"Y ou had aclient, maam,” he said, rising and giving her his best bow beforeimpulsively hugging her.
When had she grown so smd|?"And | was dwaystold that nothing short of an emergency should
interrupt that."

"l think," Vernitareplied, drawing back to look him over proudly, "that the return home of my eldest
son would qudify. Damita, has Cook come back?"

"No, Mather,” Damitasaid. "If you wish, | could run and find her.”

"Do. Tl her wewill have an extramouth for dinner." Vernita gave her son an anxiousglance. "You
can say, can't you, Deri?"



"For dinner, Mother, but | must return by bedtime.”

Vernitalooked temporarily disappointed, but nodded. "Go then, Damita. Take afew spare tokens
and buy usall something specia for dessert.”

"Deri brought blackberries,” Brock informed her, bringing the willow basket from the cool room to
display the prize, "and candy.”

"“Then buy something that will go well with them, Dami. | trust your judgment.” Vernitaturned to her
younger son. "Brock, run to the stables and tell your father Derian is here and that he'sto come home
early for dinner."

"Yes Mother."
Likealittle tawny whirlwind, the boy was gone. Vernitasmiled.

"L et me shut the office door and put the Sign out referring emergency businessto the stables. Then we
can have teaand you can tell me everything that has happened since you've been gone.”

"Three moon-spansin afew hours," Derian protested with agrin. "Didn't you read my |etters?”

"l did," shesad, pulling agrubby bundle from adrawer to show him. "Weal did. Now you can tell us
everything you didn't write."

Derian, thinking how Earl Kestrel had sworn them all to secrecy regarding Firekeeper, nodded.
"Therés more there than you might think," he said.

Vernitagrinned, agrin to match hisown. "Oh, | don't know. We hear things, those of usin trade. And
the rumors have been flying thick and fast today.”

Derian grinned back and began, "Our expedition did succeed, but only inaway . . ."

Leaving out nothing, for Norvin Norwood's version of the tale must dready be lesking from the castle
into the city, Derian told of his adventures, repesating a bit when hisfather and siblings returned, and
talking steadily through dinner.

When he ended, there was silence. Then Vernita said softly, so softly that Derian wondered if hewas
meant to hear:

"Poor child.. . ."

At firgt he thought she meant Firekeeper; then, catching her gaze, he had the uncomfortable feding
that she wasthinking of him.

LATER THAT EVENING, Derian walked toward the outer gates of the king's castle with hisfather. Colby
Carter was athick, broad-shouldered man with adeep inner stillnessthat came from understanding and
working with draft horses and oxen. Brock took after him, while Derian and Damita more resembled
their mother.



"1 never thought I'd see a son of mineliving here," Colby admitted, "except maybe asagroom.”

"I'm hardly more, Father," Derian reminded, "but tending to awolf-woman and her beastsinstead of
to horses.”

"Maybe s0," Colby said. He thrust out amuscular, callused hand. "Don't stay away more than you
mug.”

"l won'," Derian promised, wishing suddenly that he could remain longer with hisfamily. "But my duty
isyet to Earl Kestre."

"l know, son." Colby started to turn away, then swung back. "Will your master be expecting you yet?'
"l have sometime before | will be quite overdue," Derian replied, puzzled.

"There are matters,” Colby continued heavily, "that | had thought to raise with you, but | preferred not
toin front of the younger children. Damitais at aflighty age, quick to become moody. Better not give her
more to brood upon than the imagined wrongs a girl her ageis proneto. Brock isagood boy, but too
inclined to chatter."

"And Mother?'

"Knowsal that concerns mein this matter," Colby assured his son. "Even that | hoped to speak with
you tonight. Shewon't beworrying if | don't come home at once."

Derian looked down the road back toward the town. "We walked by severa aehouses on our way."
"Just what | wasthinking," Colby agreed.

A few minutes later found them seated in an out-of-the-way corner in atavern still busy with the later
elements of the market day trade, mostly visitors from out of town who had hawked their wares until
dusk and would head for home with dawn. After the potboy had set two mugs of new summer dein
front of them and hurried off, Colby cleared histhroat.

"Kingsand erls,” he said, "are not the only onesinterested in this matter of succession. Honest guild
members have their concerns aswell, as do factions outside our own kingdom."

Derian nodded, having considered some of this himself but, frankly, having been too closeto the
concerns of hisown earl to think much beyond that immediate focus.

"Y es, Father. There's much talk about a candidate for the throne born outside of our kingdom
entirdy—one Allister Seagleam of Bright Bay. | think, though, you have more than him inmind.”

Colby spped hisde. "True, but let us start with this Allister Seagleam. There are many among the
guildswho favor his candidacy above dl others.

" Above our native born?' Derian asked, amazed.

"Not so long ago, abare hundred years,” Colby reminded him, "we were one land, the remnants of
the colony of Gild-crest. Before the Civil War, we were that colony itself. A hundred yearsisalong
time, true, but not so much that one man cannot easily comprehend it.

"There arethose," the older man continued, "who tire of the constant war between Hawk Haven and
Bright Bay, those who remember that King Chalmer meant Princess Caryl's marriage to a prince of our
rival power to be apledge for lasting peace among us."

"That peace didn't last much beyond this Allister's birth," Derian reminded hisfather sourly.



"I'm not denying that," Colby said, "but ill, that isthe reason for which Allister was born. Many say
that snce King Tedric'sline cannot continue directly, this pledge child should be permitted his destiny.
Some go so far asto say that thisiswhy dl three of King Tedric's own begetting have died before their
father—to clear the way for our great ancestor's vision to cometrue.”

Derian gared at him. "Do you bdievethis, Father?'

Colby shrugged. "I don't know what to believe. Thereis sensein that way of seeing things, though,
sense that many common folk understand. It doesn't hurt that Duke Allister isthe son of the woman who
would have been next in line for the throneif she had remained in Hawk Haven. Nor was she ever
disnherited, as Prince Barden was. Therefore, her family'sclams are strong.”

"And if amember of Bright Bay'sroya house took the throne of Hawk Haven," Derian said dowly,
"there might be an end to war between our lands.”

"Should be," Colby agreed, "for thereisno indication that Allister Seagleam isunfavored in hisown
land. They title him duke there and have given him lands like those of a scion of a Great House. Peace
would be good for most of the trades. Farmers could live without the fear that their fields may be
trampled or plundered by roaming soldiers. The guilds could enforce their sandards more effectively.
Even such as mysdlf would gain great opportunities from seeing travel open up. Only those few who
have made their livingsin war would be unhappy, and even if Bright Bay and Hawk Haven were at
peace there would not be an end to watchfulness.”

Derian frowned. "On other borders, you mean.”

"That'sright. Up until now, those countries that share borders with ourselves and Bright Bay have
been content to let us weaken ourselves by fighting each other. If we were reunited—as one kingdom or
as dliesthrough related monarchs—they would belesseasy.”

"During past conflicts" Derian said, remembering things Ox had told him, "Waterland has sent
advisors and marines to supplement our own forces. Thisisnot widely known, but afriend of minewho
has served in the military told me about them. The reason given for their presence was training—that
Waterland prefers to have some blooded troops among their companies.”

"l had heard something of the sort," Colby agreed, "working as| do among traveling folk, tending their
animalsand gear. Did you know that Stonehold has made a similar agreement with Bright Bay?
Ogensibly their reasoning is much the same asthat given by Waterland, but I'll tell you, rulers dontt
worry so much about having blooded troops unless they anticipate a need to use them. Whether Bright
Bay and Hawk Haven are reunited by conquest or by peaceful means, our neighbors seeusasa
possiblethresat.”

"Thenisreuniting so wise?' Derian countered.

"Theonly dternative," Colby replied soberly, "is continuing the cycle of war into uneasy peace and
into war again. So it hasbeen dl my lifeand dl my father'slife. Two of my sblingsdied from thisfighting,
both in battles so smal that | doubt any but those who won glory in them even remember them, but my
brothers died just the same. | begrudge the loss of a son to such circumstances—I even begrudge the
desth of ahorse or ox if thereisan dternative.

Mention of the ox made Derian uncomfortably aware of his own Ox, who could have died quite easily
despitedl hisgreat strength if one of the arrows that had scarred his broad hide had been luckier in
finding itstarget.

"We need a strong monarch,” Derian said thoughtfully, "whether this Duke Allister or not. Onewho



can lead uswell in war and guide usin peace. Isthere anyone among our noble familiesfit for that task?"
"Not your wolf-girl?" Colby said teasingly. "Y ou've spoken warmly enough of her courage.”

"Courage and to spare," Derian agreed, "but not necessarily wisdom, though that could be gained. But
can she unite these jeal ous nobles behind her, even with King Tedric's support?'

"l don't know," Colby said honestly. "All | can do islisten in the market, listen to my clients, ligento
the travelerswho cross the borders. Now that we are somewhat at peace with Bright Bay—more, |
think, because they hope to win our kingdom through inheritance than because hogtilitiesare
ended—there are those who travel between the kingdoms once more.”

"Merchants, entertainers,” Derian said, thinking back to those he had met when working in hisfather's
business, "tinkers, and smply the footloose—and any one of them might beaspy.”

"True," Colby said, "but | watch my tongue. I'm but asmplelivery stable owner, concerned with my
horses and wagons. My wife's the brains of the operation—everyone knows that."

They laughed together at the old joke. Colby was often underestimated, Vernitanever. The
arrangement suited them both nicely.

"I'll kegp your wordsin mind, Father," Derian said soberly. "And you take care. Some may learn you
have asonin Kestrd service and think you more clever than you would wish."

"1 will," Colby promised, "and you also take care. There will be those who will resent the kennel
keeper of a new-minted noblewoman, especialy one who looks suspicioudy like she's becoming a
princess.”

Derian nodded. Without further comment, they finished their des, settled their score with thetavern
keeper, and headed up the hill toward the castle. A few steps away from the gate, Colby gave Derian a
bone-crushing hug.

"Come see us again soon, son. Bring your work with you if you'd like. Just don't be a stranger.”

"l won't," Derian repeated, his heart lighter than before, though these new twiststo the already
complex palitica picture made his head swim.

He turned to watch hisfather walk down the lamplit streets into the city, then knocked on the
iron-bound door. The porter opened it so quickly that Derian knew he'd been watching through his

peephole.
"Good vigt with thefolks a home?'

"Good enough,” Derian said. "Wish | could have stayed longer.”

"I'm glad to have you back," the porter said with anxious eagerness. "Y ou're Lady Blysse Norwood's
man, aren't you?"'

"l am," Derian agreed, wondering. He hadn't thought any of the servants knew him as yet.
"Isit true she keeps an enormous wolf as a pet?’

"She has awolf with her, yes," Derian answered, careful even in Firekeeper's absence not to refer to
Blind Seer asapet.

"And afdcon the size of an eagle, big enough to carry off asmal child or alamb?’



" She has a peregrine falcon of good size," Derian answered, amused.

"Then I'm glad you're back," the porter repested. "Good to know there's someone managing them
dl."

Derian hid agrin, pleased enough with this sudden risein status, but unwilling to let the man think he
was mocking him.

“I'll just hurry up then and make certain they're al settled for bed,” Derian said politely.

"Good." With a heavy thud of iron-bound oak, the porter swung the door shut after Derian. "First time
| ever heard of locking the door to keep thewolf in, " he muttered.

Running up the wide, smooth stone gairsinto the tower, Derian grinned.

X

WHEN ELISEHEARD footsteps coming up the garden path behind her, her heart legpt in her bresst.
Irrationdly, stupidly, with an eagerness she felt was unworthy of the dignity of her seventeen years, she
hoped it would be Jet. She hadn't seen him since he made his proposa two days before and the suspense
had been unbearable. Although her initiad impulse had been to blurt out everything to her mother, thefew

hours delay whilewaiting for Lady Aurdlato return from the castle had shown Elise thiswould be
unwise

AurdlaWelward was a good mother. Since Elise was an only child, Aurellahad spent much time
with her rather than del egating the more routine matters of her daughter's upbringing to anursemaid as
was moretypica in noble houses. Mother and daughter had their disagreements, their times of
estrangement, but lately they had been quite close. Still, Aurdlawas too much alady of theroya court
to not first think of the political maneuvering in Jet's proposa rather than the romantic possibilities.

And Elise so very much wanted to dwell on those romantic possibilities. Thiswas her first marriage
proposa (and maybe her only) and Jet was very handsome. She wanted to dream of moonlight rides, of
holding hands, of whispered confidences. That waswhy, even though the sound of two pairs of feet
scampering up the graveled path could never be the measured tread of one set of masculine boots firmly
sriding, her heart legpt and she turned with careful graceto mest . . .

Citrine Shidd and Kenre Trueheart ran up, hands clasped, faces flushed. For amoment, Elise
preserved the hope that Citrine bore amessage from her older brother, but the girl's words dispelled
even that fleeting fantasy.

"Cousin Elisel" shesaid. "Good morning! Y our maid Ninette told us you had cometo the castle
ealy."

"Y ou're saying here, aren't you?' Elise said, bending to hug each of the children. An only child hersdlf,
she had aways doted on her younger cousins, viewing them as subgtitutes for the siblings she herself
lacked. Thelittle ones returned her affection openly, so openly that Sapphire had been known to
comment cattily that Elise wouldn't like the brats nearly so much if she had to spend more time with
them.

"Weare," Citrine said, "though Jet's gone riding with Father. Mother and Sgpphire are attending upon
the queen.”



Poor Mother, Elisethought. Lady Melina would be enough to set me off my breakfast.

Innocent in her romantic ideds, shedidn't reflect that if she married Jet shewould see Mdina Shidd
far more often than at the occasional breakfast.

Kenrecut in, "My family's staying here too, but Purcel's out with histroops. | think he's bored.”
Elise nodded. "Are you bored too? Isthat why you're out and about so early?’
"No," Kenre said, "were not bored. We've been visiting with the wolf-woman. Shelikes us.”

"Wolf-woman?' Elise asked, but even as the question was shaped she redized who Kenre must
mean. Everyone had heard of the great grey wolf who followed Lady Blysse wherever she went—to the
discomfort of every resident of the castle other than King Tedric. "That isn't apolite way to refer to Lady
Blyse"

"Shelikesit," Citrine said. "Shelikesit better than Blysse. The second day we played with her she
told usto cal her Firekeeper. She said that's her real name, the name the wolves gave her when shewas
gmdl.”

"Want to come meet her?' Kenre asked before Elise could voice any of the dozen questions that
Citrine's speech had raised. "We thought you might when we saw Ninette in the corridor. Firekeeper'sin
the castle meadows.”

"How do you know?" Elise asked. "Did you make plansto meet her there?!

"Not redly,” Citrine said. Grabbing Elisg's hand, she pointed up into the sky. " See the bird, way up
there? That's Firekeeper's peregrine falcon, Elation. They go out into the meadows in the morning before
Earl Kestrel needs Firekeeper so that she can get some air and so Blind Seer can run.”

Allowing hersdlf to be towed dong—after dl, if Jet was out riding with Rolfston Redbriar he wasn't
likely to comelooking for her loitering among the roses—Elise asked:

"Blind Seer?'

"That'sthewolf," Kenre said. "Firekeeper callshim her brother. She getsredly mad if you cal him her
pet. Deriansad . . "

"Derian? Who isthat? Her horse?"

Citrine giggled. "Derian is her manservant. He'sfrom the town. He was at the banquet: atall man with
red hair."

Elise remembered this Derian now, a handsome enough commoner standing awkwardly behind Lady
Blysse's chair, hisface flushing dark red every time his charge made a particularly vigorous socia gaffe.

The meadows were outside the castle walls, but Cousin Purcel had explained to Elise a great length
how they were far more defengble than they might initialy appear. It had something to do with the high
cliffsrisng behind the fields and the ravines—some naturd, some otherwise—that flanked them. Ina
pinch, Purcel had told her with martial enthusiasm, afew trees could be felled, some pasturage burned to
creste akill zone, and the woods and meadows would be almost as secure as the castle itsdlf. Thiswas
one of the reasonsthat the Eagle's Nest was nearly impossible to take by siege. Aslong as the woods
and water were ble, the besieged could hold out indefinitely.

Every child knew how Queen Zorana had taken the castle by intrigue rather than by force, establishing
hersalf once and forever asthe dominant figurein the civil conflict.



A few steps outside of the arched doorway in the stonewall, Elise shook her hands free from the
children's grasp. If shewas going to meet ariva for the throne, she shouldn't look too undignified. A
moment later, she learned that dignity—at least in the way she had been taught to defineit— wasn't a
concern for Lady Blysse. When the three cousins entered the meadow, this youngest heir to the Great
House of Norwood was sitting sprawled in atrampled patch of grass and wild flowers.

Shewas clad in brown leather breeches cut off just below the knee and a battered leather vest loosely
buttoned over smal breasts. One tanned arm was flung about the neck of an enormous grey wolf with
gartling blue eyes. Lady Blysse's face was bright with unguarded curiosity, but she showed no surprise,
asif she had been given warning of their coming.

When Citrine and Kenre ran up to her, Blysse jumped to her fet, giving each child arough but
affectionate embrace. Then she looked toward Elise, her expression less open.

"Who that?' she asked.

"Thisisour best cousin,” Citrine said, inadvertently warming Elise's heart, "L ady Elise Archer, heir to
the House of Archer. Her father is Kenre's mother's brother.”

"Bestisgood," Blyssereplied. Turning to Elise, she offered her an awkward bow after the masculine
fashion.

Initidly shocked, Eliseimmediately realized that acurtsy performed in trouserswould look quitesilly.
Indeed, with her dark hair drawn back in a short queue, man-fashion, her bare feet, and her small, neat
figure, Blysselooked more like adelicately featured lad than agirl of fifteen.

Elise returned the greeting with a curtsy, only then acknowledging the red-haired man who had
scrambled to hisfeet at her entry. Derian Carter, she thought, had potentia to be quite handsome when
he grew into perfect comfort with hisyoung man's body. He was attractive even now with his clear
hazedl-green eyes and fair skin; his hair was auburn rather than carroty.

Derian's bearing was respectful without being groveling, so that Elise found hersdlf returning his bow
as shewould to an equal rather than to a servant. Somehow, she redlized when she turned her attention
to Lady Blysse, thishad done her no harm in the newcomer's opinion.

"Firekeeper,” Citrine was saying happily, "did you catch anything thismorning?"

"Rabbits" was the solemn response, "three, but Blind Seer ate them all. Helikes his megt blood-warm,
but till estswhat Ox bringshim. | tell him he get too big."

"Fat," Citrine said bossily. Elise caught her breeth at this rudeness, but something in Blysse's bearing
told her that language lessons must have been aregular part of these meetings.

"Fat," Lady Blysse repeated, then tilted her head to one side. "Why fat? Derian say fat iswhite part of

Derian spokefor thefirst time. Elise was ddlighted to hear that his voice was a pleasant, measured
baritone with only atrace of alower-class accent.

"Fat in meat makesbig," he explained, frowning dightly as hetried to keep hiswords smple. Hiseyes
twinkled as he added, "'If we cut Blind Seer open, his meat would have much white."

Lady Blysselaughed at this, punching the wolf hard on one shoulder asif the animal had understood
the joke. From atree branch overhead, the peregrine falcon shrieked.

Feeling abit left out, Elise essayed, "Does Earl Kestrel know you come out here to hunt?'



"Heknow," Blysse responded. "Not likewhen firgt."

Derian daified, "Earl Kestrel was not delighted the first time hisward came out here without his
express permission. | had been permitted to visit my parentsin town, so Fire-keegper was on her own.
However, he has had to acknowledge that you can't keep awolf walled up without the furniture taking
consderable damage.”

"Couldn't thewolf," Elise hazarded what many had stated openly, "be put in the kennels?"

Derian laughed. "The dogs would go mad. Our scout had abird dog with him on our journey west
through the gap. | don't think poor Queenie stopped cringing for amoment— and that was even before
Blind Seer started traveling in our company. In any case, | don't think you could get him to leave

Firekeeper."
"Or Frekegper him," Lady Blyssesaid calmly.
Elise wastemporarily at aloss, but fortunately keeping the conversation going was not up to her.

"Firekeeper hasanidea,”" Citrine chattered. " She wants to meet the rest of the family, but she doesn't
like banquets.”

"Who does?' Elise said with apose of adult boredom.

Actuadly, she gtill found banquets fascinating, especidly those attended by embassiesfrom the
neighboring kingdoms of New Kelvin and Waterland. The foreigners with their odd mannerisms and
turns of phrase—for their initia colonies had not been from the same Old Country as Gildcrest—were
infinitely interesting. A career in the diplomatic service wasimpossiblefor her, snce shewas destined to
become the Baroness Archer and be responsible for the family estates, but back before sheredized no
little brother or sister waslikely to follow and share the job, this had been her favorite dream.

"Wolvesfight each other for their food," Kenre added. " So Firekeeper thinks eating and talking at the
sametimeisslly.”

"She hasapoint,” Eliselaughed. "Whét is her idea?"
"Hunting with birds," Lady Blysse sad, her tone dightly miffed.

No wonder. Elisethought. Snce we keep talking about her asif she'san idiot. Uncivilized she
may be, but she'snoidiot.

"Faconry,” Derian said in atone Eliseimmediately recognized asthat of ateacher reminding a student.
Fleetingly she wondered how he cameinto thejob.

"Falconry," Lady Blysse repeated. "Hawking. We go. Me, some of nobles, on horses or walking.
Hunt. Tak."

Eliseturned to her. "That'sagood ideg, actually. Most of the nobility of Hawk Haven are fascinated
with falconry. | think it comes from the names King Chamer gave the Great Houses to keep them from
fussing when he married acommoner. Anyhow, it iseaser to get to know people when you're not Sitting
around atable or trapped in aparlor.”

"Parlor?'
"A roomfor gtting," Eliselaughed.



"So many rooms," Blysse mused. "Wolves have densfor pups. Nothing ese. In winter, | use den for
fire"

Elise puzzled this out then nodded. ™Y ou would need shelter, wouldn't you?!
"Nofur." Blysse shrugged. "Cold."
"But you hed fire?"

Kenreinterrupted. "That'swhy her nameis Firekeeper. She could make fire, but none of the wolves
could. They respected that."

Elise glanced a Derian. "Did sheredly live with wolves?'

Theredhead grinned. " She says so. Doc—excuse me—Sir Jared Surcliffe, Earl Kestrel's cousin, said
that there's evidence of it. Firekeeper, show Lady Elise your scars.”

"All?" Blysse bared her teeth in abrief smile. "If so, then Derian get red.”

Shethrust out one arm for Elise'singpection. Beneath the fine hairs, her skin was silvered with
numeroustiny scars. A few larger onestestified to considerable injuries recovered from in the past.

"Little bites," Blysse dismissed them, dropping her arm. "Also cuts. No fur. Only," she poked &t the
materia of her vest, "bad |egther."

"Badly tanned legther,” Derian clarified automaticaly. " Somehow Firekeegper figured out the basics,
but while she could keep the legther from going completdly siiff, the stuff wasn't good for much.”

Citrine and Kenre had dropped to the grass and were Sitting in identical attitudes, arms wrapped
around knees, their expressions glowing with interest and proprietary pride. Doubtless they saw the
newcomer astheir specid discovery.

Elise shook out her shawl, spread it on the grassto protect her walking dress from stains, and joined
them. Only once she was seated did Lady Blysse and Derian resume their seats on the ground.

"Now," Elise said to the genera company, "tel mewhat Lady Blysse hasin mind."

"I havefadcon,” Blyssereplied carefully, pointing to the magnificent blue-grey peregrine.

"So | see" Elise agreed. "A peregrine, the emblem of the Wellward house—my mother's house."
"Emblem?’

"Symbol," Citrine said quickly. "It means the same thing, Firekeeper.”

Lady Blysse gave agusty Sgh and Elise couldn't blame her. From her own foreign-language lessons,
those words that seemed to mean the same thing were the most annoying—especialy when you later
discovered the subtleties of difference.

"Youfly peregrine?' Lady Blysse asked her.

"No," Elisereplied ruefully, "though my mother would be pleased if | did. | redly don't fly anything
these days. Our falconer kegpsalittle merlin for me. It'smore hisbird than mine. | don't fool myself.”

Derian eased into the flow of her speech so smoothly that he didn't seem to be interrupting.

"Migress Citrine was telling Firekeeper about how people herefly their hawks. It gave Lady Blysse
theideaof having her falcon, Elation, demonstrate her skill.”



Elise nodded. "That'sagood idea. A few other birds could be flown in their own turn—not too many
or they would get upset.”

Shewas out of her depth here and knew it. Falconry— with its bloody successes, the feeding the bird
abit of flesh or warm brains from the kill—had been something she had participated in only reluctantly.
To avoid having to revea her ignorance she turned to her young cousin.

"Citrine, who do you think would choose to go dong if Lady Blysse offered to fly her hawk for
them?"

"Everyone, | think," Citrine said, momentarily more cynical than an eight-year-old should be. "Even
those who don't like blood sport would want to go to get alook at Lady Blysse."

"Good point,” Elise said, thinking that if ahawking party was arranged she would definitely see Jet
again. She was certain he practiced the art. Perhaps he would fly his own bird, though more likely
Sapphire would insist on the honor of representing their family.

"Maybe Opa and Ruby would stay home," Citrine added after reflection. "They don't like getting dirty
and even Mother doesn't see uslittle girls having achance at the throne. What about your sisters,
Kenre?'

"Diaand Deste might want to stlay home," Kenre said honestly, "but Mamawouldn't let them. She has
no patience with weak stomachs.”

He looked alittle forlorn as he said this, having recently graduated to an age where his mother no
longer accepted weakness even in her baby boy. Lady Blysse nodded agreement with Zorana's policy.

"Wesek die" shesad. "Strong live."

Looking at Blysse, so confident in her own strength as she sprawled in the grass, an arm flung once
more about her wolf, Elise wondered how her relatives would perceive the stranger when they cameto
know her better. Not al of them, she thought ruefully, would be as fascinated as Citrine and Kenre.
Most of them, infact, would see her asathrest.

THE HAWKING EXPEDITION, When it set out afew days later, was somewhat smaller than Elise and
Citrine had dreaded. Of the five children of Lord Rolfston and Lady Méelina, thetwo middle girls, Ruby
and Opal, were permitted to remain home. This might have encouraged Zoranato make smilar
allowances, for neither Deste nor Nydiawere forced to attend.

Accompanied by Earl Kestrel, the host of this expedition, King Tedric rode near the front of the
party, deep in discussion with his persona fa coner about the condition of his magnificent golden eagle, a
bird known to be temperamental. Tedric's absorption in this matter—or apparent absorption—
effectively prohibited any member of the party from thrusting him or hersdf into his company.

Derian wondered cynicaly if thiswasn't exactly what the old king had intended. Certainly Sgpphire
Shidd—a stunning young woman who, with her flashing eyes and tendency to flare her nodrils, reminded
him uncomfortably of the first horse ever to throw him—would like to remind her great-uncle of her



presence. Her brother Jet, however, hardly seemed to notice the king. His attention was wholly on Lady
Bise

Eliselooked even prettier than she had at their earlier meetings, Derian thought ruefully, her fair skin
flushed paerose and her golden hair glinting brighter than the light mesh net she had tucked around it.

Her laughter reminded him of slver bells or theringing of crystal goblets. It aso reminded him that she
didn't even know he existed.

Firekeeper was riding off to one flank on the same patient, if boring, grey gelding who had carried her
from West Keep. Much to Derian's surprise, she had agreed to leave Blind Seer in the castle—on the
condition that the wolf was not locked in. She hadn't liked leaving him, but she had to admit that the wolf
il upset any horse but grey Patience, Roanne, and Race's Dusty. Since the hawking party had been her
idea, Firekeeper would compromise to makeit work.

That compromise hadn't extended to her agreeing to wear the riding frock Earl Kestrel had suggested,
but she wasn't donein finding skirts awkward for riding. Sapphire and Citrine both wore
women-tailored breeches and pretty white blouses, smilar to the outfit that Vaet had mysterioudy
managed to procure for Firekeeper. Those worn by the Shield sisters were far more el aborate,
embroidered with flowers and birds, perhaps the result of winter |abor by the fireside.

Lady Elise had chosen alight gown smilar, to Derian's masculine assessment, to the ones she had
worn before but somehow subtly more attractive, athing of pale lavender, laced tightly at the breast.
Fleetingly, Derian wondered how well Elise's legs— ong, he imagined—and rounded hips might shape
up in riding breeches and decided that she would probably ook stunning.

The older women in the party—Aure laWedlward, Zorana Archer, and Melina Shield—also wore
gowns and rode sidesaddle. All but Zorana seemed to be treating this as agenera outing. Zoranaaone
followed the preparation of the birds, pausing in her conversation with awesatherbeaten man who— for
al his undeniable handsomeness—somehow reminded Derian of arat.

From one of the grooms, he had learned that this was Prince Newell Shield, the widower of Princess
Lovella, just returned from avoyage on Wings, the flagship of the Hawk Haven Navy. Although Newell
should have reverted to his Shield family title on the death of hiswife, King Tedric had deemed it a
courtesy to permit his son-in-law to retain the title he had assumed when Lovella had become crown
princess.

A tough man, dightly older than hissister Melina, Newel | had been an ided match for the ambitious
warrior princess. Although the couple had been childless, rumor said that this had not been for any lack
of shared passion, rather because Lovelladid not wish to risk theillnesses suffered by her mother during
pregnancy until her deeds were aslegend.

Although no stories of sorcerous practice were told about Newell as were told about hissgter, ill,
finding the prince gazing a him with curiousintensity, Derian felt acool chill dide down hisspine.
Newell's pale gaze was fixed yet somehow absent, and Derian found himself booting Roannein theribs
to remove himsdlf from the direct line of that are.

Firekeeper rode over to join him, flushed with barely restrained excitement. The falcon Elation
sat—unhooded, unjessed, unrestrained in any way—on a perch rigged to the back of the grey's saddle.
Only her occasiond sardonic squawk as she surveyed her avian competition confirmed that aliving bird
was perched there, not aproduct of the taxidermist's art.

"Elation say," Firekegper commented as soon as they were close, "that men ahead with birdsin
cages.”



"That'sfor the hunt,” Derian said. "Earl Kestrel made the arrangements.”

"Hunt? Men?' Firekeeper looked troubled at this, aswell she might. Derian had drummed into her
that there were numerous ramifications—some vague and terrible, some concrete and
demongrable—for even hurting ahuman, much less hunting one.

"No, no," Derian laughed. "The birds are to be hunted. This many people on horseback accompanied
by atendants and groomswill scare every redl piece of game off for miles.”

"Yes. Too many," Firekeeper agreed.

"So when we are ready, the gamekeeperswill release birds one at atime and the hawks will go after
them.”

Firekeeper nodded, but he could tell that this was yet another bit of incomprehensible human
behavior. Dismissng the mysteries of hunting aready caged birds, Firekeeper quickly focused on thered
reason for this gathering.

"How, Derian, how | talk with these herelike | talk with Citrine and Kenre? How | do?"

He understood her puzzlement, for, unlike the children who had been eager to make her acquaintance,
the elders, especialy those who saw Lady Blysse as competition for the throne, had been studiously
ignoring her. Their excuse, if they were chalenged, would certainly be that ayoung, newly adopted ward
of Earl Kestrel was not of their usua circle. They would claim that they were not so much ignoring her as
they smply hadn't thought her worth their regard. They'd phrase it more politely, out of deferenceto Earl
Kestrel, but that was what they'd mean.

Derian surveyed the gathering. Elise was too absorbed in the attentions of her handsome cousin to
have any thought for Lady Blysse. A formd introduction, such as Earl Kestrel could garner, would bea
disaster. Then he noted that one pair of eyes, dark blue but amazingly clear, kept glancing toward
Firekeeper. The expression in them was chalenging, not kind. Still, Sgpphire Shidd'sinterest in
Firekeeper was apparent.

Derian sduted Citrine and the little girl rode over gladly, her little, round-bodied chestnut pony jogging
over the turf with sngle-minded enthusiasm. When Citrine had come to greet Firekeeper at the beginning
of theride, Melina Shield had called her daughter awvay on some pretense and had kept her away since.

"M'lady," Derian said in arespectful tone of voice he didn't bother with out in the meadows, "Lady
Blysse would like to make the acquaintance of your elder sister Sapphire. Could you do us the honor of
acting asliaison?'

Citrine giggled, then winked conspiratoridly, keeping her back carefully turned on the adults. "I think |
can get her over here. She'sjust itching to try Firekeeper—I| mean Lady Blysses—mettle.”

Whatever Citrine said to her sister must have been effective, for Sgpphire rode over immediately. She
meade quite apicture in her blue hunting clothes, mounted on a horse whose coat had been dyed a
shocking indigo blue—although the mane and tail had been left aslvery white. Sapphire rode well, with
natural grace and a certain restlessness. Her every movement was accompanied by the ringing of
miniature hawk bellstwined into her hair and fastened to her deeves.

Dangerous, Derian thought, assessing her criticaly. Tough and strong beneath all that hair and
glitter. She sees something of herself in Firekeeper and that scares her.

Introductions were made with punctilious correctness. Derian dropped back afew steps, near enough
to beat hand if need arose, but effacing himsdlf into servileinvisbility. At first he had been bothered that



thiswas s0 easy to do— especially before some of the more salf-important nobles— but now he rather
treasured the capacity, for it let him gather knowledge without anyone considering what he might do with
it.

Sapphire dismissed formalitieswith a swiftness that reminded Derian of Elation stooping on
unsuspecting prey.

"S0, Lady Blysse, my sster told me you think you're awolf."

Firekeeper shook her head sadly. "Am wolf-raised, not wolf get. Sometimeswish | waswolf."

"Oh?" Sgpphire's polished sneer didn't completely hide her curiosity. "Why would you wish that?"

"They what | know best," Firekeeper responded, "and | cannot do what they do."

Sapphire dismissed thisreveation as of no importance, her attention shifting to Elation. The peregrine
facon studied her, impudencein her gold-ringed eyes, then made astrange churling sound, dmost likea

laugh.
"Isthat a peregrine?’

"YSH

"It'srather large for aperegrine.” Sapphire sounded miffed. "I fly agyrfacon—my family'sbird. Some
are aslarge aseagles. Areyou sure thisisn't some deviant cross?”

"Isperegrine,” Firekeeper repeated. "Across mountain, animas get larger sometimes.”

Derian noticed with somerelief that Firekeeper did not attempt to explain to Sgpphire her strange
theory that there were two types of animas, the roya and the common. Sgpphire would not take kindly
to the thought that anything she possessed was common.

“I'll buy the peregrinefrom you," Sgpphire said. "It'samagnificent bird."

"No." Firekeeper's response was blunt but her expression was amused, not offended. "Elation is not
tosdl.”

Citrine deflected her Sster's pique with aloud squeak of excitement. "We must be coming near the
targets. Sapphire, | wonder if your gyrfalcon can outfly Lady Blysse's Elation?”

Derian didn't know whether he wanted to kick or kissthelittle girl. He gave amental shrug. The
competition between the young women for amuch bigger prize existed. Might aswell have thislesser
one out in the open aswdll.

ONCE JET ARRIVED, mounted on afine black gelding with white stockings and athin white blaze, Elise
hardly noticed falcons, horses, or gathered people. He hovered by her side from the start of theride,
attentive as a declared lover. Hisfirst words, spoken almost in awhisper, made her heart beat
uncomfortably fast:



"I'vefinaly convinced my mother and father. They will spesk with your parentstoday.”

Therest of their conversation was far more routine. Jet was interested in what Elise could tell him of
Firekeeper and her wolf. He studied the other woman in afashion that might have made Elise jedousiif
he hadn't just declared hisintention to have his parents speak with hers about their marriage.

When the time came for the falcons to be loosed, Jet abandoned Elise to claim hisown bird. It wasa
gyrfacon, aswasto be expected, its plumage as black as night. Elise played with the fancy that in the
Redbriar-Shield establishment there were servants who had no other job than running about seeking the
best mounts, pets, jewels, clothing, and other accoutrements to maintain the theme that Mdina Shield
had begun with the naming of her brood. In wry afterthought Elise redlized that this must indeed be the
case and she treasured her own relative freedom of choice and action.

Thetwo gyrfacons, Blysse's peregrine, and King Tedric's eagle were the only birds being flown
today. Initidly, Elise had been surprised that Aunt Zorana, normally so competitive, had not ingsted on
someone from her family taking part. The Trueheart bird, however, was the merlin, asmal,
comparatively delicate hawk, not known for succeeding with prey the size of the game being taken
today. The Archer family, not being one of the Great Houses, did not have abird of its own so Zorana
could not choose that as an dternative.

Purcel and Kenre were both in attendance, the older brother on his big, heavily muscled bay, one of
his hands unobtrusively holding the lead rein for Kenre's sorrel pony. Despite the years between them
and Purcel's frequent absences, strong affection remained between the two brothers.

Elise brought her own mount a ongside her mother'swhen the first of the pigeonswas released.
“Tdl me" she said softly, "if thefacon hitsor not so | can applaud.”

" Squeamish, dear?”’

"A little" Elise admitted.

"The other young people are getting on quitewell,” Aurdlasaid, nothing in her voice giving awvay her
awareness that something like this must have been the entire reason for the outing. " They're over there,
arguing about the merits of the different birds. Even King Tedric hasjoined them. A shame you've
chosen to be one of those who stands by and claps for the other's successes.”

"l choose" Elise said with adight mysterious smile, "to fly birds other than facons.”

Aurdlassmilewasal too knowing. "Earl Kestrd mentioned that his son Edlinis coming up from their
landsin ten days or so. Now that he has reached his mgjority, young Lord Kestrel has more
respongbilities on the Norwood estates, especidly with hisfather playing politicsin the capitd. Asl
recall, you dways did like Edlin Norwood, didn't you?"

Elise had fancied Edlin once, actually, but now she couldn't see last winter'sflirtation in her new hopes
for Jet. Thankfully, Aurdladidn't press, for the heir to a Great House was afar finer catch than a second
son of amere lord. Then thefirst of the pigeons was freed and no one had attention for anything but the

y.

With afew strokes of her powerful wings, the peregrine Elation mounted into the sky, soared until she
was little more than adot againg the blue. The gathered falconers stirred nervoudy, waiting for Lady
Blysseto sgnd for the pigeon to be released.

"The bird1l fleewith thewind," Elise heard someone muiter. "What'sthat fool girl playing a?"
When thetension was & its highest, Lady Blysse dropped her hand. The pigeon handlers, concedled



in ablind some distance from the party as awhole, loosed a panicked bird. It surged toward the sky,
wings beating in a desperate race for freedom.

Doesit know? Elisewondered wildly.

Then there was a streak from above: the peregrine dropped in a perfect stoop, al the killing force of
its descent hitting the pigeon soundly. The explosion of feathers was like a sudden snowfal. Aswith
fdling snow, there was no sound.

Then, though Blysse waved no lure, made no call, Elation Ieft her kill, fluttering from the grassto land
on Blysse's outstretched glove. Her talons showed adight line of red, abit of down. An astonished
gamekeeper reported that the falcon had taken not even amorsdl from the pigeon.

Watching from just outside the circle, Elise found hersdf thinking that the rapport between bird and
woman was amost supernatura. Apparently she was not the only oneto think this. Murmurs of surprise,
respect, and apprehension reached her ears. Even the horses seemed edgy.

Elation didn't help matters by turning her head to look at Blysse out of one gold-rimmed eye, her dhrill
mewling cries sounding too conversational for comfort. When woman nodded asif in reply, the
enormous peregrine launched skyward again. FHying beyond where the fowlers crouched with their
cages, Elation circled, orienting on some prey invisible to those on the ground, then stooped.

When Elation rose again, her wings were beating heavily, laboring to raise not only hersdf but alarge
buck rabhbit. With remarkable ease she carried her heavy burden over to Blysse, dropping it on the
ground at the young woman's feet before returning to the glove and beginning to ostentatioudy preen.

Not to be outdone by the Lady Blysse and Elation, Sgpphire and Jet put their heads together, dark
curlsintertwining like their whispered words. When brother and sister came out of their conference they
were both grinning abit wickedly.

"WEell fly our gyrfalconstogether,” Sapphire announced to the gathering in generd, though her eyes
were on Blysse done.

"Two birds" Lady Blysse nodded understanding. " Two pigeons?

Sapphire agreed, adding airily, "A shame we don't have anything larger for them to go afte—aheron,
perhaps. Ah, well. Pigeonswill haveto do.”

Unlike Blysse's unceremonious flying of Elation, there was quite abit of fussinvolved in preparing the
gyrfalcons. hoods to be loosened, jesses attended to, the birds themsalves to be soothed when they
found themsalves at the center of acrowd.

Sapphire's femal e was not blue—gyrfa cons were not feathered in blue and no temperamental raptor
would submit to being dyed. Still, the bird was €l egant and unusual—pure white with searching yellow
eyes. Her eagernessto be away was signaled in how she shifted from foot to foot on her mistresss
glove. Jet's black gyrkin was smaller and quieter, but more intense, its gaze already fixed on the sky asif
it knew in advance where the prey would appear.

Gyrfdcons differed from peregrinesin many sgnificant ways. They werefluffier, seeming bulky,
amogt fat. Within those thick feathers, their heads seemed too small. The taloned feet they conceded
beneath long belly feathers had shorter toes. Y et, though they lacked the peregrine's deek elegance, they
were magnificent birds, huge and haughty. Elise had heard that in some countries gyrfalcons were
reserved for kings, athing she suspected Sapphire also knew, given the pride with which she bore her
bird.



Catching sight of Lady Blysse's peregrine, the white gyr-falcon shrieked defiance and rage, echoed a
heartbeat behind by the black gyrkin. Sapphire commented with conversationa coolnessthat didn't fool
Elissabit:

"Gyrfadcons have been known to kill other falcons—even eagles.”
Lady Blyssereplied camly, "They not kill Elation. Fly your birds."

At the agreed upon signal, Jet and Sapphire released their birds. Black and white, like shadow and
reflection, they soared upward, wings beating in fast yet steady strokes until they were abovether prey.
They soared for amoment, then plunged.

The pigeons didn't have a chance. Hating hersdf for her squeamishness, Elise turned away at the
critical moment, hoping that Jet wouldn't notice.

On the next round, King Tedric's eagle refused to fly at the pigeon, offended perhaps by the indignity
of being presented with captive prey, perhaps by the commoation al around. The monarch wasnot at al
discomfited. He stroked the eagl€'s golden brown festhers as he re-hooded it and returned it to the
fowler.

"Sometimes,” Tedric commented, his gaze amost too nongpecific, "being king means accepting that
sometimesthingswill not go your way."

Elisefdt asurge of rdief for the soft grey pigeon that had winged itsway to the safety of the nearest
wooded copse. That relief vanished when she heard Sapphire say in atoo sweet tone of voice:

"Lady Blysse, did | hear correctly when you said that you believed that your peregrine could outfly
our gyrfacons?'

Blysse looked momentarily confused, then she said, her voice taut and hard: "Yes"
"Would you be interested in wagering your bird on that belief?"

Thistime Blysse must turn to Derian for atrandation. It took afew moments, during which time Elise
noticed Earl Kestrdl making hisway toward hisward. She was touched by his concern for the girl, but
his words when he spoke were ambiguous.

"Dear Blysse, don't do anything foolish.”

Thelook Blysse gave him was far less respectful than those Elise had seen her turn on Derian and she
wondered for thefirst timeif Blysse particularly liked her guardian.

Blysse's response was as much to Sapphire as to the earl.

"Isnot foolishif iscertain.”

"Then you accept our wager?' Jet cut in.

The wolf-woman bared her teeth in an expression too viciousto be taken for asmile.

"Wheat iswager if you give menothing when | win?'

"Win?' Jet barked ahard, harsh laugh. "Y ou tempt the ancestors, Lady Blysse, assuming success.”
"What | get?' wasthe only reply.

"What do you want?"'



"Your birdsfly after my bird," Blysse said carefully. Y es?'
"That'sthe basic idea," Jet sneered.

"If they catch my bird, my bird maybe die, maybe be hurt.”
"Yes" Jet'stone had become impatient.

"What if my bird catch your birds?'

"Impossble”

"What if 7'

"There aretwo of our gyrfalconsto your one peregrine!™
Blysse shrugged asif to say "So?"

"Will you, my Lord Jet," came the cam, neutra voice of Derian Carter, "be willing to accept the loss
of your gyrfaconsto the Lady Blysse?'

Blysse nodded, indicating that the trand ator's words spoke her intention.
Another voice, dry and passionless, yet somehow full of laughter, spoke for thefirst time:
"It only seemsfair.”

Heads swiveled to learn who had spoken, but Elise didn't need to ook to see that Prince Newell, the
widower of the Princess Lovella, was responsible for the comment. When she was very smdl, she had
learned to know that voice and to fear the malice conceal ed behind its seemingly innocent
pronouncements.

Sapphire colored and Jet nodded stiffly. Earl Kestrel interceded then, though the flush on his bearded
cheeks made amply clear that he was less than delighted with the Situation.

"Thenitisdecided," Earl Kestrd said. "The gyrfalconswill be released firgt to give them amoment to
gain height. Then Lady Blyssewill release her peregrine.”

He ended his speech with aquick, angry dash of his hand. Accepting thisasthe signd, first Jet, then
Sapphire released their gyrfa cons. Lady Blysse permitted them enough timeto climb to acomfortable
rise of air wherethey soared in easy arrogance. Any bulkiness the gyrfa cons had shown when
imprisoned on gloves was gone.

At aword from her mistress, the peregrine Elation mounted the air. Sharp, amost knife-edged wings
beet rapidly, derting the gyrfa cons, which shrieked, infuriated by the intruder's arrogance. They circled
for pogition while Elation was il gaining dtitude. Elisefelt her heart beating fagter, certainthat ina
moment the deek blue-grey peregrine would be nothing but a bloody burst of feathers.

It'slike us! shethought franticaly. Hunting each other, seeking any advantage!

Where she had been able to turn away before, she could not now draw her gaze from the sky. The
three hawks were well matched in size, but the gyrfa cons had the advantage. Or did they?

Elise watched in astonishment as Elation launched through the gap between the black bird and the
white, dipping through an opening so smdl that the maneuver seemed impossible. Then, wings cutting the
air like knives, Elation rose, stooped, and from the power of that stoop came down onto the white
gyrfacon.



Stunned, the white gyrfalcon tumbled in the air, faling, rolling, recovering only inchesfrom the dirt.
Eventhen, dl it could manage wasto spread itswings, dowing itsfal before coming to land with an
undignified thud.

Her attention diverted by thefalling bird, Elise didn't see how Elation got the better of the black
gyrkin, but afterward shewould hear that the tactics were Smilar. The gyrkin cameto earth much asits
mate had done. It didn't so much gtrike the ground asland with asulk, its dignity insulted. Glancing at the
two Shield shlings, Elise saw itsmood mirrored in their two faces, but where the facons were merely
offended, Sapphire and Jet were shamed.

"Magnificent!" Prince Newell's voice broke the sudden silence. "L ady Blysse, my congratulations!™

Similar compliments followed from the various spectators, but Lady Blysse had eyes only for her two
competitors. Waving to them, sheinvited them to ingpect their gyrfa cons. Within afew moments, the
verdict was passed that Elation had taken them out with the weight of her body rather than with her
talons. Except for afew bruises and offended dignity at finding themselves the prey rather than the
predator, both gyrfalcons should befit for service.

"They're yours now," Sapphire said, anger and embarrassment barely concedled in her polite words.
"l hope you enjoy them."

"l enjoy them bet," Lady Blyssereplied, "if you kegp them. They fine facons. Maybe we hunt with
them again sometime.”

Jat started to smile, then tensed, fearful that thiswas some further mockery. Elise felt her heart ache
for hisinjured pride.

"We wagered them," Jet said stiffly. "We can pay our debts."
"What ismineismineto give" Lady Blysse said reasonably. "Please take.”
"Asafavor," Sgpphiresaid, "to ascion of House Kestrel, we will do s0."

With this, to Elisesrdief, the expedition wasfindly over. The bloody carcasses of the unlucky
pigeons were gathered into sacks and Earl Kestrel bowed deeply to the assembled company. In hisrich,
well-schooled bardic turns of phrase he thanked them dl for gracing himsdf and hisward with their
company, praised the falcons that had provided them with such fine sport, and invited them dl to attend
abanquet that evening. The centerpiece would be the game killed thismorning.

Thelast was aformality, an amost ritua ending to alarge hawking party like this, so much so that
Elise had aready chosen what dress and jewel s she would wear this evening. She looked around for Jet,
hoping that now that the hunt was ended he would return to her. Her beloved, however, wasdeepin
conference with Lady Blysse and Sapphire, hotly arguing the varying merits of gyrfalcons and peregrines.

Elisg's mare was more than willing to trail after the other horses. Although her thoughts were
elsawhere, Elise chattered lightly with the other ladies, commenting on the pleasures of the outing. Only
after they had returned their horses to the stable attendants and were re-entering the castle did Aurdla
Welward say softly into her daughter's ear:

"Lady Melina spoke with me this afternoon about something that may be of interest to you. After
you've freshened, would you meet mein my solar herein the castle?!

"Yes, Mother," Elisereplied, her heart snging with anticipation and sudden terror. Her feet were so
light that she could hardly keep from running up the sairsto her room.



DOUBTSAND FEARS plagued Elise as Ninette laced her into aclean sundress and helped plait her hair
into agleaming coil that would crown her head. When Elise entered her mother's parlor, she hoped that
Lady Aurdlacould not see how nervous shewas, but was certain that her rapidly besting heart must give
her away.

Aurdlawas stting by around window through which sunlight spilled, transforming the embroidery
thread spread across her Iap into silken gems. On aframe nearby was the piece she had been working
on since the previous spring, aheavy green wool waistcoat embroidered with ahawk perched on awell,
abowman standing to one side. The picture was an alusion to her family joined to Ivon's.

"Comein, Elise" Auréllasaid, choosing ahank of yellow thread from those arrayed on her lap and
returning the rest to her fat, round wicker embroidery basket, ""and close the door behind you.”

Elisedid 50, crossing to St on achair where she would not block her mother'slight. In the winter, the
stone flags would be piled deep with rugs, but to counter the summer hest they were |eft bare and the
hard leather soles of her shoes tapped out an almost military tattoo against them.

"Mdinatdlsme" Aurellabegan without preamble, "that her son Jet desires a betrotha to you. She
said that her firgt ingtinct was to refuse, but on further consideration she saw that there were advantages.
With thesein mind, sheiswilling to permit Jet to become betrothed to you—if your father and | agree, of
course.”

She paused, snipping off alength of thread before moving to another part of her pattern. Elise held her
breath, knowing her mother was not finished.

"l do not know whether or not Mdinahas consulted yet with her husband. She was careful not to
comment on that point as his refusa—red or feigned—would end any decision with no loss of faceto
anyone involved. My guess, however, isthat Jet has spoken only to her. Mdinas children must be well
aware that without her approva nothing can be done.

"For my own reasons, | have not yet spoken with your father. Before | do so, crudly raising hopes
that have begun to fade, | wanted to know if you had considered the disadvantages of Jet's proposal.”

"Disadvantages, Mother?' Elise, her mind aive with images of her handsome suitor and aqueen's
crown, was shocked.

"Disadvantages, daughter.” Though her needle continued stitching elaborate detailswith the ease of a
professiona tirewoman, Aurdlas mien was as serious as if she were advising Queen Elexa. "For one,
you will make an enemy— perhaps lifelong—of Sapphire Shidd. She will not easily forgive an attempt to
supplant her asthe favored candidate for heir. Thiswill cause you trouble even if you succeed in your
gambit for the throne, but if, despite your manipulations, she becomes queen, shewill bein apostion to
make you miserable.”

" Sapphirewill ill have her family holdings," Elise said stubbornly. "If | am queen, shewill need to
placate me— not the other way around.”

"Darling daughter, you," Aurdlasghed, "are naive. And don't forget, betrothal to Jet will not
guarantee that you will become queen. Have you considered your aunt Zoranas potentia wrath? Even if
you can handle ariva from your own generation, how would you ded with her?*

"Aunt Zorang," Elise said stiffly, her woodenness a cover for the rapid racing of her mind as she



considered problemsthat had never arisen in Jet'srosy depiction of their future, "isthe king's niece, true,
but oncethisis settled, surely shewill return to ambitions that had been hers before Princess Lovellas
death tarted this play for the Eagle Throne. Aunt Zorana hasfour children to think of and certainly will
court my favor toward their greater benefit. In any case, if | become queen, her son will be the best
choice for the next Baron Archer. What advantage would there be to making an enemy of me?"

Aurdlashook her head ruefully. "Always, dways, your solution is based on the assumption that this
gambit guarantees you the throne. | assure you, it may raise your chances, but it provides no guarantee.
King Tedricisadtrange man, old and fickle, embittered by the loss of the surety that hisblood will
follow himto the throne. | wouldn't put it past him to pass over al his squabbling nieces and nephews
and choose this newcomer Blysse instead. She showed character today and our kingdom is beset by
rivas. With Bright Bay at our frontiers, strength and decisiveness may matter moreto the king in hisheir
than possession of the right bloodline. Don't forget, too, that Blysse has House Kestrel to back her.
Kestrel may not be as prestigious a house as that of the Peregrine or the Gyrfalcon, but it isasold and

very respected.”
"And if King Tedric sdects Lady Blysse, |," Elise said patiently, determined to demonstrate she had
gotten her lesson by heart, "would still have made enemiesfor mysdlf.”

"And for your father and me aswell,” Aurdlareminded her. " Since you are aminor, your betrothal
must have our blessng. Wewill put our heads into the furnace dong with you.”

"lan't the possble gain worth therisk?" Elise asked, amost pleading.

"What gain?' Aurdlasaid with deceptive mildness. "The throne of Hawk Haven or handsome Jet
Shidld for ahusband? | think thefirst isworth the gamble, but | am doubtful about the second.”

"Still" Elise sad, leaning forward, her hands clasped so tightly that her knuckles grew white. " Still!
Shall we sit back and let ourselves be swept out of the running? Hereisachanceto aly our house with
another, to make the king's decision easier, for he can please both hisbrother and hissister by his
section!”

"That isthe best point in favor of thismatch,” Aurdlaagreed. "Then you wish meto spesk with your
father?'

Elise swallowed, met her mother's gaze, and was overwhelmed by the redlization that for thefirst time
she was being spoken to woman to woman, not as a daughter by a mother.

"Yes, mdam, | do," shesaid.
Aurdlanodded. "Tonight, then, after the banquet.”

Inasingle, swift, graceful movement, Lady Aurdllarose, leaving her fancy work behind her on the
chair. She was gone before Elise rose from her dutiful curtsy, but not before Elise saw the single tear
glittering like dew on her rose-petal cheek.

Xl

HANDLESS FOOTLESS, armless, kneeless, unmoving, unbound. She drifts. Eagle-winged, free to
ride air aswarmand firmas Blind Seer's fur. Suddenly bound. Unable to move even within human
limitations. Time spiralling into memory's clouds.



Smaller, shorter, weaker, afraid, alone, lost. Cold and hungry, the raw meat the wolf has
dropped before her asinedible as a rock would have been. Thelittle girl cries and her tears wet
against her face are the only thing warm about her. Trembles, coughs, lungs protesting air's
intrusion. Wishing she was gone where the others are gone. Shrill whining in her ears, keening of
the wolves who have taken her to themselves only to watch her shrivel and fade like autumn
leaves under winter's blast.

Dying. That's what she's doing! Dying. The realization comes as a faint surprise, rather like
learning that it is her birthday: an abstract thing, anticipated but not understood. Dying. How
very odd.

Little people die. She'd seen that during the first days when they'd come with Prince Barden
into the wild woods. Jeri Punkinhair had died of a cough that wouldn't go away, no matter how
warmly his parents wrapped him, no matter how dutifully he'd choked down brews of honey and
tree bark, hot broth, stewed herbs. Little people die, twisting and bending like seedlings that
never quite get a start on growing. Now she is dying. She wonders why if this was to come she
hadn't been burned in the fire. This new dying seems a dreadful waste of effort.

Lying on the cold stone floor, coughing from her smoke-seared lungs, weeping until there are
no more tears, breathing until thereisno more air. Around her, wailing like the mournful moans
of the winter wind around the cabin chimney, she hears howling as the wolves voice their despair.
Little person, pale flame, soon just so much meat.

Sheisfading, doesn't even flinch when one arm, then the other is grasped between fanged
jaws. Pain can't seem to get through the dying. Astonishment, maybe, just a touch, feeling that
the breath of the wolves is warm.

The wolves drag her through the autumn woods, big moon heavy and orange watching from
the horizon. Her feet trail behind her, legs as limp as those of the rag doll Blysse carried with her
nearly everywhere. She gave it a new name each week, usually the name of some wonderful
heroine from the Old Country stories Sweet Eirene told around the fire each night.

I's she become a rag doll? Are the wolves become children? It seems quite possible, there on the
twilight fringes of dying. With some faint spark of herself, the little girl holds on to the idea. Even
arag doll has more life than does a dying child.

The moon stops moving in the sky. Then she realizes that the wolves have lowered her to the
ground, released her arms. She feels a flicker of regret for the loss of their hot breath. Her own
breath is cold and thick, full of slime. The effort to draw in air is not worth the pain. She stops.

Relief is temporary. Something presses against her mouth, forces her to draw in air. She
struggles but a heavy and furry weight pins her legs. Eventually, she loses all sensation except for
the searing ache of her lungs being forced to draw in breath.

Upon waking she discovers herself bathed in warm mist. Rough hands, coarse but not unkind,
rock her gently. Slence wraps her but for a faint hiss of steam and a terrible hacking that she
realizesis her own coughing. Distantly, she feels each curving rib fragile as a twig, bending
beneath the racking coughs. The sensation is sufficiently distant that she can dismissit as
unconnected to her relative comfort.

Timelessness passes. Vaguely she knows snowfall and blizzard wind. More immediate is
warmth, the caress of those coar se hands. Sometimes voi ces.

She cannot be permitted to die. We will need her.



Someday someone must speak our talks. Cross between worlds. Separation forever is
impossible.

Nearly dead. If she comes back, she will be strong enough to venture into life.

Purpose. And we will teach her, though never will she know our presence. You will be good
parents to her, but sheistoo weak to survive without other aid.

A long journey, this one. Moons will die and be born beforeit ends.

Awakening into spring. Pale hazes green and yellow on the branches. Scent of blossomsin the
warmair. Birdsong and joyful plashing of running water. Running outside on trembling legs, just
barely firm enough to bear her weight. Falling. Tumbling against a furry flank that cushions her
descent. Srawberries and fish. Warm blood drunk from a rabbit's throat. Crunching stems of
watercress. Hot liver.

She has always been a wolf.

THE ANNOUNCEMENT that Lady Elise Archer wasto be formally betrothed to Jet Shield was met with
excitement and glee by most, adelightful new twigt in the engaging entertainment surrounding the selection
of an heir by the king. In tavern and shop, market stall and street corner, the townspeople gathered to
gossip about this new development. The paliticaly savvy gladly explained to their dower comrades how
this gambit would enhance the chances of either Elise or Jet (or one of their fathers) being chosen asKing
Tedric'sher.

In the manses and suites occupied by the potentia heirs of King Tedric, the news was greeted more
soberly. Grand Duke Gadman consulted with his son, Lord Rolfston, and daughter-in-law, Lady Méelina,
about how best to exploit this new twist without completely invalidating Sapphire's claim— should King
Tedric not choose to travel down the road that Jet and Elise had made so inviting for him.

GADMAN'SSISTER, Grand Duchess Rosene, sat donein her private rooms, denying audience to both her
son, lvon, and her daughter, Zorana, stedling hersdf for the unpleasant but seemingly necessary task of
favoring one of her children over the other.

It had not been maternal love but expediency that had kept her from doing so for thislong. Aslong as
King Tedric showed no clear favorites, her case was stronger for having two potential candidatesin her
line. Now Ivon, through Elise, had made aclever play. She hoped that prospect of having Lieutenant
Purcel Trueheart succeed in time to the Archer Barony would soothe Zorana.

EARL KESTREL TOOK the newsfrom Vaet with the same calm with which Vaet presented it. Privatdly,
Norvin Norwood admitted to himself that this plan was a cunning one—one that anticipated amove he
had been prepared to make if King Tedric did not acknowledge Blysse his heir. Delay had seemed wise
gnce Tedric had seemed interested in the girl.



Now Norvin Norwood wondered if he had waited too long. In passing, he felt a sudden gladness that
his own four children stood between his adopted daughter and the Kestrel duchy. It said something
about his own nature that he was unaware of theirony in this thought.

SAPPHIRE SHIELD, SUDDENLY ousted from a position she had viewed as favored, locked hersdlf in her
room in the castle. In the hours since her too well informed maid brought her the rumor of Elise's
engagement to Jet dong with the bregkfast tray, Sgpphire's mood had shifted from disbelief, to spiteful
anger at thisbetrayal by both parents and brother, to full-blown rage.

Even the trepidation Sapphire had felt when Earl Kestrel had unveiled Prince Barden's presumptive
daughter was nothing to this. She dreaded hersalf discarded, had nearly invaded King Tedric's private
roomsto beg him not to forget her claims, put aside that plan as childish, flung herself onto her bed
screaming into her pillow and kicking her feet againgt the feather padding.

Outside the stone walls of the room no one could hear her, but inside the room her maid stood pale
and trembling, watching the fit and fearing that her mistressswrath would be turned against her.

IN YET ANOTHER ROOM there was fury so great asto diminish Sgpphiresinto nothing by contrast. Lady
Zorana Archer tasted the bitterness of certain defeat. There had been timesthat she had almost felt the
crown upon her brow, heard hersalf proclaimed Queen Zoranathe Second. Rolfston's chances had
never been as good as he had believed. King Tedric despised him asacrawling worm just like hisfather,
Gadman. Melina Shield ran that family and no one in Hawk Haven would accept awitch as queen.

Ivon was agood enough man, but he had only one heir. Privately, Grand Duchess Rosene had
admitted to her daughter that 1von lacked true regal fire—unlike Zorana, who had been named for Hawk
Haven'sfirst and greatest ruler and had modeled hersdlf after her achievements. Since Princess Lovdlas
death Zorana had even imagined that her ancestress favored her, was guiding her fortunes from the
world beyond. Thislatest announcement—and her mother's refusal to meet with he—was a betraya not
only of Zoranas hopesbut of her private mythology.

Zoranawas donein her chambers when aknock came on her door. Since she had dismissed even
her maid, she must answer it herself. Smoothing her hair—though not a bit was out of place, her rages
being internd rather than external— Zorana opened it. Prince Newell Shield stood without.

"May | beg admittance, Lady Zorana?"

She opened the door wider in reply. The corridor without was empty. When she sent Aksdl away an
hour before he must have given orders that she wasto be left undisturbed until she herself summoned
companionship. Aksd, for al hisweakness, had moments of wisdom. He knew that Zorana was not one
tolock hersalf away while secretly craving that others seek her out. Newell, though, Newel | she found
srangely welcome.

They had been playmates once upon atime, he Lord Newdll, son of the duke of House Gyrfacon, a
third son, unlikely to ever be the heir. She had been even lesser ranked, a noblewoman, yes, but not
even heiressto her lesser house. When her niece Elise had been born, Zorana became merely Lady
Zorana, third in linefor the Barony, her title a courtesy she could not pass on to her children. Ambition to
be more had germinated then, an ambition unlikely to be achieved through palitics but attainable through
other avenues.

Somethree years or so after Newell Shield had married Princess Lovel la there were rumors among
the women that there were times the princess, unwilling to trust only in potions and herbas, banned her



husband from her bed. At that time, Zorana hersdalf was betrothed to Aksdl Trueheart, amarriage
arranged for the satisfaction of their houses, not from any affection. Some amost forma pawing in dark
corners had awakened in Zoranathe terror that she would never fed passion. Then she had seen
Newel|'s gaze upon her, apale thing that wrapped her like spider's silk: soft and insidioudy strong.

They had become lovers during those moon-spans before her wedding, and Zorana had discovered
that she wasindeed capable of passion. But Newell had turned from her after her wedding, saying he
could not risk fathering another man's heir. Zorana had wondered if the loss of Newell had not been
what made her coupling with Aksdl so fierce. Certainly Purcel was concelved within afew moon-spans
and born dightly before his parents first anniversary.

Newell had never returned to Zoranas bed, though after awhile they had eventualy become
something like friends. By the time Deste was born, Zorana was feding some satisfaction from mothering
adynasty that might earn the honors that had been stolen from her.

On this day, though, Zorana forgot what honors young Purcel had aready earned, what promisethe
younger three showed. In the loss of a crown she had dreamed upon her brow, these achievements were
ashes. And in thismoment of despair, Newel|l returned to her.

"| thought," he sad, crossing to achair and Stting uninvited, "that you might want somefriendly
company, company from someone outside of thismess.”

He looked older now than when they had been lovers some seventeen years before, his skin showing
the lines drawn by long daysin sun and westher on land and at sea. Princess Lovellahad thought to earn
some fame asanaval commander and her husband had voyaged with her. Now the brown hair that had
often been bleached tow by the sun was showing grey at the temples. His sideburns and beard were
amost completely white. Aswith some men, this made him more attractive, not less, granting character
to hislean features.

Zoranasaw the changes and tingled. Here was the face of a stranger, but the eyes that looked out of
that face were the same that had once met hers, wild with the passion that sealed their bodiesinto a
sngle sweaty whole.

"l am grateful for your company,” she replied formaly, hoping her face did not give away her thoughts.
"Thisengagementisan . . . interesting complication. But you must be delighted, Jet is your nephew.”

Newell pursed hislipsthoughtfully, asif testing hiswords before uttering them even in this private
place.

"l have never cared for my sster's children as an uncle should," he admitted. "They are too much her
creatures, too tightly under her control for meto fed comfortable with them.”

Hiswords were so close to Zorana's own thoughts that she did not question them.
"l see" she said softly. "Médinaisastrong woman.”

"A spoiled youngest,” Newell said bluntly. " Always given her way when small and now married to a
man who cannot rule her. No wonder the common folk think her asorceress.”

Zoranagmiled. "Sheian't?"

"No morethan I," Newell laughed. "But she has the benefit of the reputation just the same. Or the
deficit . . "

Helet the wordstrail off, but Zoranafollowed histhought without effort.



"Not al the common folk would be comfortable with a sorceress queen, would they?!

"Nor the noble folk," Newell added honestly. "I have heard words among the rulers of the Greet
Houses. They think such would be too much like the dark days when the Old World nations ruled their
colonieswith dark arts aswell as honest statecraft.”

"Y et Rolfston will not divorce her?"

"For no better cause than ambition?' Newd | laughed heartily. "I doubt he could get the king to permit
such adivorce. Moreover, | believe heisdevoted to Mdinain hisown way. Their fortunes are hitched
together."

"Far eeder," Zoranasaid bitterly, "for them to wed ayounger son to arival and so consolidate two
dams”

"To the crown?' Newel| asked.

"Of course!”

"More than one family can play at that game,” he said, tentetively.

Sheglared a him. "Impossblel™

"Perhaps | speak too quickly,” he said, making asif torise. "'l just thought . . ."

She stopped him. "It is| who speak too hastily. What do you mean?’

"l ..." Newd| paused. She saw him swallow asif the next words were stuck in histhroat. "I have
aways been fond of you, Zorana, in memory of those days we shared so long ago. Childless mysdlf, |
find mysdf looking on others children asif they are my own.”

Zoranafet her face growing hot, thinking how easily— had Newel | been less honorable—this might
have truly been the case.

"l havejust returned from avoyage with our navy. Our kingdom's fleet issmall, but we were fortunate
and captured a Bright Bay vessdl. The captain invited my assistance in questioning our prisoners before
they were ransomed. From these | learned how well Allister Seagleam isthought of by his peers. What
surprised me more was learning how well he isthought of by our own people. Did you know thet heis
viewed by some—especiadly those who have reason to journey between our rival nations—as a pledge
child, born to end the wars between us?'

Zoranawas cautious. "1 have heard some such thing.”

"He has children of an age with your own, dear Zorana," Newell said caressingly. "Their grandmother
was King Tedric's own sster—they are his grandnieces and grandnephews just as your own children
ae”

"Just asEliseand Jet are," Zoranasaid, understanding him and fegling her heart pounding. "And if |
betrothed one of my children—Purcel, say—to one of the children of the Pledge Child . . ."

"It might make a claim as persuasive asthat offered by the marriage of Lady Elise and young Jet.
Moreover," Newd | said, risng from his chair and putting his hands on her shoulders, "you would bethe
best interim ruler in those years following the king's death, before such children could be expected to
take on ther respongibilities”

"Purce isbut fifteen," Zorana agreed, her voice hushed but the words spilling out faster than she could
peak them, "and hasawarrior's nature. Even if King Tedric directly named Purcd hisheir, itisunlikely



our aged monarch could live until Purcel was old enough to take the throne."

"For dl Father Tedric'sunwillingnessto admit it," Newell said sadly, "age hasafirm hold on his heart.
Allister Seagleam’s eldest daughter isfour years younger than Purcel. She would be even lessready to
takethereins.

Zoranasmiled, fedling the crown take shape upon her brow once more. The smilevanished a a
sudden thought.

"Doesn't Allister have ason older than my Purcel?'

"Shad," Newd | admitted, "isfive years older, just shy of hisown mgority. | understand, however, that
heisdready betrothed to an heiress of Bright Bay."

"That engagement couldn't be broken without causing much trouble,” Zorana said anxioudy, "could
it?"

"l think not," Newell soothed. "Duke Allister's next son, Tavis, isafew moon-spans younger than
Purcel and wholly without Purcel's achievementsin bettle. | believe he paints pictures or some such.”

Relief weakened Zorana so that she sagged to a seat on the edge of her bed. Newell poured her a
glass of water from the pitcher on the bedside table and held it to her lips. It seemed the most natural
thing in the world that he remained seated beside her when the glasswas st by.

"It will not," Zorana said cautioudy, "be an easy thing to arrange. | do not believe that | can apped to
my mother, the Grand Duchess Rosene, for assstance.”

"That would be unwise," Newd | agreed. "'If her heart is now set on encouraging young Elise's
advancement, shewill be hesitant to take this great gamble when she seesa sure thing.”

"Yes," Zoranafrowned. "Yet | will need aliaison. | cannot ride to Bright Bay mysdlf and makethis
propogtion.”

Newell cleared histhroat. "If you would permit me. . . | am frequently called into areas where such
dutieswould not be impossible—nor terribly obvious. Y our hand need not be shown until al isready."

"Would you?" Zoranaturned and found hersdlf flushing again a his closeness.
"l said before," Newell purred, "that being childless, | must think of others children asmy own."

"There will be detailsto work out," she said quickly, "lettersto draft, conditionsto consider, some
means of saling King Tedric's announcement of an heir until we can show him this newest option.”

Newell did hisarm about her waist. "That can &l be worked out."

"Then we arein thistogether?'

"Mod definitely.”

They seded their agreement with something far more intimate than a handshake.



IN THE TWO weeks following the announcement of her engagement to Jet Shield, Elisetried to believe
that she was completely happy. Certainly both in public or in private Jet was as attentive as she could
desire. Indeed, in private she became grateful that Ninette was dways within call. Otherwise, Jet's ardor
might overcome her own good sense. She was startled to discover what fireslurked within her and how
eadly he could kindle them—sometimes with aslittle as the brush of hislips across her cheek or a
smoldering look that gave a heretofore unsuspected meaning to the most innocent-seeming comment.

Her eighteenth-birthday cel ebration—aweek after their betrotha had been announced—had been a
wonderful festivity, marred only by her gathered relatives sour looks when Elise warmly welcomed Lady
Blysse and Derian Carter to the group.

However, ever since the falconry party, Elise had wandered out to the upper castle meadows most
mornings, joining in the casua gatherings, teaching the ferd woman how to weave daisy crownsand
other slly things, and finding herself quite enjoying Lady Blysses—or rather Fire-keeper's—odd
perspective on human culture.

Elise had needed anew friend. Lady Aurdlas prediction that Sapphire would be furious with her had
come true—athing Elise had not thought would trouble her so much given how annoying she often found
her cousin. Perhapsit was not just that Sepphire had cut out al contact with Elise; maybe it wasthat she
looked so sad, so hurt. Oddly, Aunt Zorana, whose wrath Elise had feared, was so contented-seeming
that Elisg'sfather was moved to comment (in private) that he wondered if his Sister was pregnant again.

Asfor Ivon Archer, he viewed his daughter with unconcealed pride and joy. Although the necessity of
training Elise to manage the Archer estates had forced them frequently into each other's company, they
had never been close. Privatdly, Elise had thought she was a disgppointment to her father: too quiet, too
scholarly, too uninterested in the martial games he had enjoyed with his own father before the elder
Purcedl's degth in battle afew years before Elise herself was born.

Strangely enough, the fact that AurellaWellward agpparently shared the same weakness that had made
her aunt Elexa barren had brought 1von closer to hiswife, but had distanced him from his daughter.
Sometimes Elise thought that he privately blamed her in somefashion for Aurdlaslongillnessfollowing
Elisg's birth and her subsequent infertility.

Now, however, that was svept away asif it had never been. Ivon Archer clearly viewed Elises desire
to become betrothed to Jet asamark of her loyalty to her father and his cause. With that one decision,
Elise had removed dl the deficits of being an only child, dlied her family to their grestest potentid riva
for the throne, and made her father the most likely choice for King Tedric's heir.

Anticipating with an innocent enthusiasm that reminded Elise not alittle of Jet on the day hefirst
proposed, 1von took his daughter on long rides through the countryside so that they could discuss
statecraft. She had learned more about her father in these two weeks than she ever knew before and
felt—alittle uncomfortably—that he was far more human and vulnerable than she had ever imagined.

But no matter how hugely Baron Archer dreamed, the redlity remained that King Tedric had not
selected an heir from among his nieces and nephews, nor from among their children. Nor had he sent
Lady Blysse away, keeping her thustacitly beneath the mantle of hisfavor. Duty to his own estates and
family cdled Earl Kestrd from the castle from timeto time, but Blysse remained in residence, alithe,
dark-haired figure, gradudly becoming more sophiticated in her manners and seemingly unaware of the
shadow she had cast on everyone e se's plans.

Fumbling at her throet, Elise fingered the exquisite jet carving of awolf's head that Jet had given her as
abetrotha gift. She had given Jet atoken of her own society patron, the Lynx, worked in gold with tiny
emerdd eyes.



Exchanging society tokenswas along-standing tradition, dating back to when the Old Country till
reigned. The exchange of tokens provided asymbolic pledge that one's own society would now be
looking out for the soon-to-be wedded partner.

Touching the token, however, did not make Elise decide to seek out Jet. Rather she resolved to go
seethered wolf in her life—Firekeeper.

Neither Derian nor Ox answered the door to the suite. Ingtead, adightly familiar man with something
Kestrel about his dark hair and hawk nose stood in the opening. Slightly disconcerted, for she had been
lost in her own reflections, Elise fumbled for words:

"IsFire.. .| mean Lady Blyssein?'

"Firekeeper'sfinewith me," the man said, opening the door wider and giving Eliseafriendly smile.
"Since that'swhat sheingsts on being called. However, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but she'snot in.”

Ild,].ll
Stepping back, Elise started to make her apologies, but the man continued:

"] think she'sin the kitchen gardens. Derian has the day off to visit his parents and so Firekegper went
down to the gardens soon after breskfast.”

"The kitchen gardens?' Elise asked, the question coming out despite herself. "Firekeeper?*

" She discovered them sometime after that first hawking expedition,” the man replied. " She's
completely fascinated by the concept that people can grow their own food. | guessthe gardens at West
Keep weren't very extensive or maybe she just had too much elseto learn then.”

He stopped suddenly. "I redize I'm being terribly familiar,” he said. "I, of course, know who you are,
but | don't suppose you remember me. Our circles haven't crossed that frequently.”

Just as Elise was redlizing who this must be, the man made a deep and forma bow:

"Sir Jared Surcliffe, at your service, my lady. | am asomewhat distant younger cousin of the Earl
Kestrd."

"Lady Elise Archer," Elise replied with appropriate formality, and curtsies. Then she smiled. "l
remembered you just as you introduced yoursalf. When | was quite small, my parents took me out to the
Kestrel estates. Y ou were there, too, and very patiently supervised me and Earl Kestrel's boys while we
rode our ponies. Later you took us out fishing by that wonderful stone bridge—the one that looked asiif
it must havetrolls under it. We've shared company since, but | hope you don't mind that that particular
occasonisthe onel remember best.”

"Not at al." Sir Jared grinned, an open expression that made him look much as he had ten years
before, not at dl like the mature man of twenty-four or twenty-five that he must be. For thefirst time,
Elise redlized that there was something vaguely sad about the grown man's expression that had not been
present in the boy's. She struggled to remember what she could about him.

"I'm being very rude keeping you standing in the halway," Sir Jared added. "Would you like to come
inand wait, or shal we stroll down to the gardens and make certain that Blind Seer hasn't eaten one of
the gardener's sons?"

Elise giggled and wasimmediately horrified. Jared Surcliffe didn't gppear to notice.
"l think," Elise replied, cloaking hersdlf in the shreds of her dignity, "that | would like to go down to the



garden. Blind Seer may not be a problem, but the falcon might be."
Jared laughed. "Thenif theLady Archer .. ."

"Elise, please" she hadtily interrupted. "No one calls me Lady Archer yet except on terribly formal
occasions. | don't need to use thetitle until I reach my majority.”

"And you're not in agreat hurry to get there," Surcliffe mused, dmost to himself, as he stepped out
into the hallway and shut the door behind him. "Now, thereis awisdom one doesn't often seein ayoung

lady."

Elise fet flattered rather than insulted and, as Sir Jared's comment had been spoken quietly, she
avoided adirect reply. Instead she walked beside him down the corridors and toward the stairs leading
out into the gardens, searching her memory for everything she could remember about her new
companion.

Surcliffe, sherecaled from her geography lessons, was aminor holding in the Norwood grant.
Theoretically, it belonged to the Kestrels, but in practice those smal holdings passed from parent to child
aong smilar lines of inheritance followed in other matters. Only if the Surcliffes mismanaged the estate or
did something horrible or the line died out completely would the Norwood family dare stepinand
reassgn theland. Thus, for al practical purposes, Jared Surcliffe was aminor noble, never mind that
under Queen Zorands rules restricting titles he did not even merit thetitle "Lord."

Jared's knighthood was a different matter. He had earned it in the same battle in which Crown
Princess Lovellahad lost her life. Assigned to the princess's company in a support capacity—as amedic,
Elise thought—he had been among the first to see the princessfal. Despite being unarmored and
unarmed, Surcliffe had raced out into the field. Using Princess Lovellas own spear, he had held back the
attackersuntil Lovellastroopsrallied. Then he had done hisbest to save Lovdlaslife through his
medica arts.

Lovellas wounds had been too severe to be mended— even by one with the healing talent—but due
to Sir Jared's care the crown princess had lived long enough to bid both her husband and her parents
farewell. King Tedric—some said at Lovellas express request—had made Jared Surcliffe aknight of the
Order of the White Eagle, the highest honor in the land. Elise had been present at hisinvestiture, one
figurein the slent and awed crowd. She blushed now to think that she could have falled to recognize
him.

Shedlowed hersdlf someleeway, for the man siriding aong beside her was very different from the
solemn, formally clad figure who had knelt in front of hisking and queen to receive their thanks and
blessng. He seemed younger, more relaxed, even in some strange way playful. Perhaps, Elise thought,
she could amost be forgiven.

Then sheredlized that Surcliffe was speaking to her and gpologized:
"I'm sorry, Sir Jared, | was distracted by my thoughts. May | beg you to repeat yourself?"

"No need to beg, Lady Elise" Surcliffe said. "1 was offering you my congratul ations on your recent
engagement. I've met Jet Shield in passing and he seemslike afinefdlow.”

Elise nodded. "Thank you. Weve known each other since we were children and I've aways been
fond of him."

Fond, shethought. Fond! Is that the way to speak of the man who has captured my heart and
my hand?



Y et, somehow, in Jared Surcliffe's company she could not go into the effusions that were so easy
when she was among her lady friends. All of them were more than willing to praise every aspect of Jet:
hisform, hismanners, his seat on ahorse, even the color of hishair and theline of hiseyebrows.

Fleetingly, Elise found hersdf thinking of her mother and the tear she had glimpsed on her cheek. To
digract hersdf, she asked Surcliffe:

"Areyou married, Sir Jared?"

"l am," hereplied siffly, "awidower. My wife died in childbirth three years ago. Our baby died as
wel. Sincethen | have occupied mysdlf with other things™

"I'm sorry,” Elise murmured, not certain whether she was expressing sympeathy for hislossor
gpologizing for her tactlessness.

Certainly she must have heard about his bereavement! When he had been knighted every aspect of
the new hero's character and person would have been discussed both in meetings and in more informa
QOSSP eSS 0Ns.

"Thank you," Sir Jared said, accepting her sympathy. "My marriage was arranged, but aswith you
and your Jet, | had known my bride since we were children together. Losing her came as ashock.”

They were out of the castle now and crossing the rose gardens, following the path down and around
to where the kitchen gardens stood within their stone-walled enclosure. Deftly, Sir Jared turned the
conversation to the shade of aparticularly lovely yellow and orange rose. Elise replied, telling him how
the bush had been brought from New Kelvin when she was but a child, and so they both were saved
from further awkward and painful revelations.

"NO, DEARIE," HOLLY Gardener said, coming over to demondrate. "Don't pull the carrot by the fluffy
part at the top. Grasp here at the base, firmly, and giveit atug.”

Firekeeper obeyed, eager to do thisright. She was becoming desperately fond of this bent old woman
with her wispy white hair. Holly was the only person she had met thus far who didn't think of Firekeeper
asapotentid heir to thethrone. To Holly, shewasjust agirl who wanted to learn about gardens. In her
presence, Firekeeper somehow felt younger, but without any of the vulnerability her youth and relative
lack of strength had given her among the wolves.

Over the daysthat Firekeeper had been visiting the gardens and attached orchard, Holly had trusted
her with more and more duties. At first Firekeeper had been permitted only to carry baskets and to fetch
water from thewell, but even these tasks had ddlighted her, giving exercise to muscles going soft from no
greater challenge than occasiona horseback rides and her daily rompswith Blind Seer.

Lately, Firekeeper had graduated into picking fruit and vegetables. The late-summer harvest was
beginning and even with the extra help hired from the town the castle's own staff could barely keep up
with their duties. Firekeeper hoped that she could learn to pick the vegetables without harming either
them or the marvelous plants that bore them. Then she would free another to do those jobs she had yet
to magter.



On her second try, the carrot did fregly from the dirt. Firekeeper gazed upon it, fat and orange, lightly
dusted with soil, with as much pride asif she had grown it hersdif.

"Good job, deariel” Holly said, her praisefaling sweetly on Firekeeper's ears, for the gardener could
be as quick to criticize as her name plant wasto prick unwary fingers. "Now, if you wish, you may
harvest the rest of that row. Leave thelittle carrots to grow into the space left by their fellows."

Firekeeper obeyed. A pack member dl her life, it felt good to be contributing to the survival of the
whole. Even though most of her days asawolf had been spent foraging for hersdlf, till the Ones had
often trusted her to watch over the pups. Sometimes they even sent her ahead to scout the herds of ek
or deer. In the moon cyclesthat had followed her departure from west of the Iron Mountains, al of
Firekeeper's basic needs had been provided for. Moreover, someone €l se was always more skilled than
shein thetasks at hand.

Thislast had become particularly irksome since they had cometo livein the castle. Here, even
Derian—who had never been without some task—now found himself idle except for hisdutiesteaching
Firekeeper. Firekeeper, however, had alimited attention span for lessonsin etiquette and dancing. When
sherebelled, Derian had learned to let her be.

For hispart, Blind Seer had no difficulty accepting idieness. A wolf proverb stated: "Hunt when
hungry, deep when not, for hunger awaysreturns.”

This afternoon, faithful to his creed, the wolf drowsed in the shade of a crab-apple tree whose fruits
had aready been harvested to make jelly. The garden staff detoured widely to avoid him. Consequently,
Firekeeper and the old woman were donein this particular garden.

Overhead, Elation circled easily above the neat square and rectangular plots, occasiondly stooping
upon some luckless rodent. Thefirst few times the huge bird had plummeted from the sky, she had
scared the wits out of the gardening staff. Now that they had grown accustomed to her, they were rather
dedlighted in having a creature usudly reserved for noble sport take part in their routine. They had
nicknamed her "Garden Cat"—an indignity the falcon accepted with her usud arrogant grace.

Firekeeper heard a shrill call from above,
"Company coming! Elise and Doc! They'll be upon you in a moment."

Firekeeper sniffed the breeze, but it was blowing from the wrong direction. Eveniif it had not been,
she doubted she would smell anything but the heavy scents of dirt, manure, bruised leaves, fresh
vegetables, and hot sunlight.

Carrot in her hand, she rose, turning to face the gate in the sone wall. She greeted her friends asthey
passed through:

"Elise, Doc," she said with measured solemnity. "What brings you here?"
"Our feet," Jared replied with equa formality. "What €lse?"
Firekeeper grinned then. "I've been picking . . ."

"Pulling,” interrupted Holly, who, like the rest of those Firekeeper named asfriends, believed it was
her job to correct the wolfling's speech at every turn.

"Pulling," Firekeeper repeated obediently, "carrots. For the root cdllar, for the castle, for the winter.
Also for the kitchen today and so that the carrots still in the ground can grow wider."

She shook her head, gtill amazed by the varied wonders of gardening. Elise broke into abroad smile



that Firekeeper far preferred to the strained and weary |ook that had been on Lady Archer'sface when
she had entered the garden.

"Will you introduce meto your friend?" Elise asked, this both ared request and a subtle prompt for
Firekeeper to practice her socid graces.

Firekeeper nodded, straightened, and gestured with the carrot. Unconscioudy, she adopted the
mannerisms of Steward Silver, awoman she quietly admired for her ability to aways know the right way
through the tangled maze of human socid customs.

"Lady Elise. .." She paused, glanced at Elise. "Or should | say Lady Archer?"

"Lady Archer isbest if you want someone to know my socid connections,” Elise explained. "Lady
Eliseif you think they aready know them, since you know that | prefer to be caled smply Elise"”

Firekeeper dtill felt uncertain, a state of mind not helped by Blind Seer's quiet sniggering from under
the crab-gpple tree. The wolf would not admit that he, too, found human customs fascinating, secure
that he at least would never be forced to use them. Doc came to her rescue:

"In such circumstances, Firekeeper, | have found that it is aways better to err on the side of greater
formdlity."

Elise nodded. "True"

Holly Gardener had been watching this byplay with steedy, earth-rooted calm, her hands still busy
sorting fresh-picked squash into that which would be sent to the castle kitchens and that which would go
to the canning sheds.

Firekeeper began again, "Lady Elise Archer, Sir Jared Surcliffe—may | have the pleasure of
presenting my friend Goody Holly Gardener. Hally, these are my friends.”

Rising to her feet with the aid of agnarled piece of thorn wood polished bright with beeswax and long
use, Holly curtsied as deeply as her arthritic kneeswould permit.

"l am honored,” she said in her creaky voice, "to have the heir to House Archer and aknight of the
White Eagle grace my garden. Will you take a bench in the shade dong the wall and alow meto send
for something cool to drink?"

Firekeeper shook her head in admiration. She had completely forgotten her duties, but Holly had
rescued her with the grace and dignity most of the nobles reserved for their most formal interactions.

It never occurred to her that for Holly Gardener this meeting might be one of those forma occasions.
Firekeeper's own awe of the gardener's skill was so great that she placed Holly's worth far above that of
the relatively useless members of the court such as Lord Rolfston or hisfather, Grand Duke Gadman.

Elise answered, "I thank you for your offer of adrink, Grandmother, but | seethe well just acrossthe
way. Let me get the water and you remain where you are.”

Jared grinned. "Not to be outdone, let me lend a hand so that we won't put you too behind in your
tasks."

When Holly began to protest, made honestly anxious by the thought of aknight of the relm picking
vegetables, he dtilled her with ahand on her shoulder.

"Goody, | may have thisfancy title, but I am nothing more than a younger son of landholders of a
smdll, rocky estate on Norwood lands. By helping you, | may help mysalf someday. Please, don't



protest further.”

Firekeeper held her bregth, but there was no need to intervene. Holly settled back onto the low,
three-legged stool she used to spare her knees.

"Thank you, son," she said, her smile showing only afew missing teeth. "Tell me about your lands.”
"My parents land as of yet," Jared began, "and then my brother's. | am the third born.”

Firekeeper knelt in the dirt and started pulling carrots again, pleased as dwaysto learn something
more about how "real” humans—as opposed to those who resided herein the castle—lived. Elise came
over with amaple bucket haf full of cool well water and silently offered Firekeeper the dipper. Shewas
somewhat clumsy in her task, but Firekeeper recognized that clumsiness as something she saw far too
often in hersdf—unfamiliarity rather than ineptitude.

Jared continued talking while thinning carrots from the row alongside Firekeeper's:

"Let's see, the land wasin our family before Queen Zorana established Hawk Haven. Back then it
was just afrontier farm—and not one that was doing very well, either. My ancestors had ambition but
not much luck in theland they held. At first they eked out their living selling furs and burning charcod, but
that can't go on forever. The animas either die or get smart enough to leave and you run out of
hardwood.

"So they had to take to serious farming, athing that apparently didn't ddight my
great-great-whatever-grandfather awhole lot. When the fellow who would become the first Duke of
Norwood called for volunteers to support Zorana Shield against that skunk, Gustin Sailor, Grandpappy
went happily. He did well, too, gaining both booty and honor. When Queen Zorana created the
Norwood grant, my family was given the Surcliffe holding in perpetuity.”

Firekeeper hadn't followed al of this, but enough so that she had a question: "If they not hunt or grow,
how did they eat?"

Doc rose, stretching the kinks out of his calf muscles. "Well, some of them became vassasto the
Kestrel family— earning Kestrel credit, some of which was sent home. There's dways been at least one
member of the family stubborn enough to want to stay and make something of the land. Most recently,
my own grandmother decided to set in grapevines. My father has continued their cultivation and we're
just getting to the point where we're proud enough of our wineto sdll it outsde of the Kestrdl grant.”

Elise, sitting on abench in the shade, the bucket between her feet, asked, "And you, Sir Jared?"
"Cdl meDoc, if you don't mind," he said. "The other isso formd."
"Doc, then," shesaid, "if you don't mind caling meElise”

"Not at al. I'd be pleased,” hereplied. "To answer your question, Elise, right now I'm one of those
who's earning money to send home. Earl Kestrel has been agood patron. We're nearly twenty years
apart in age and not nearly as closdly related as he sometimes represents. My parents are both in good
health and hopefully will not become ancestorsfor along while yet—they're of Norvin's generation. So
I've learned medicine and am trying to see something of the country.

"Meanwhile, I send home a portion of my earnings or— even better—hunt out interesting vine
cultivars and vintnering techniques and send them aong. My brother and sister have stayed closer to
home. My sigter is an attendant upon Duchess Norwood and my brother apprenticed to a master wine
maker for ten years. HE's home again now and al afireto put his new knowledge to work."

Thetak continued in thisvein for awhile, Holly Gardener contributing ashrewd thought or two from



her vast wedlth of garden lore. Firekeeper listened, pulling carrots until they were dl thinned, then hauling
water to the rows.

After awhile, adistant bell announced that the time for the evening meal was drawing near. Elise
Sghed.

"Duty cals. | have promised my mother that | would go with her and the queen to abanquet at Duke
Wdlward's city house.”

She glanced over a Firekeeper, her blue eyestwinkling, and asked, "Tell me, Lady Blysse, what is
Duke Welward's rdation to me?"

Firekeeper growled, very low, very quiet. This new addition to her education, the learning of who
were the rulers of the Great Houses and how they related to the playersfor the throne, made her head
ache. Once again, she thought that wolves solved such questions so much more smply. Elise, however,
was mercilessin her persstence.

"Well, Firekeeper?

"Duke Wellward is your mother'sfather," Firekeeper began, "your grandfather. Y our other
grandfather is Purcel Archer, the hero who died in the Battle of Sat Water inthe Y ear 85. Y our
grandmother is Grand Duchess Rosene.

"Holly," Firekegper added inconsequentialy, knowing from Elise's gpproving smile that she had got
the complicated scheme of reationships right, "has been telling me stories about Purcel Archer. | think |
would haveliked him."

Jared Surcliffe grinned. "Given how you have taken to the bow from the first time Race showed you
how to use one, | suspect that you would have indeed.”

He got to hisfedt.

"Lady Elise, may | escort you back to the castle?”

She nodded and Firekeeper thought that she saw the faintest hint of a blush touch her cheeks.
"Thank you, Sir Jared.”

"Doc," he reminded, and she smiled. Doc glanced over at Firekeeper. "Are you coming back with
ls?l

"l help Holly Gardener carry the basketsinfirst," Fire-keeper replied. "Then | hurry to the castlein
timefor dinner. Will Derian be back?"

"Not yet. He has permission to remain out until after dinner.”

Bending to pick up one of the baskets of carrots, Firekegper watched them leave. Behind her, she
heard Holly say softly:

"| likethat Elise. Maybe she would make agood queen after she has some years on her. She's not
too proud to carry water to quench aservant'sthirst.”

"And Doc?'

"I like him, too," Holly assured her. Then she added softly, so softly that Firekeeper didn't think she
was meant to hear, "Held be afar better king than that Jet Shield.”



X1l

THE HOT SUMMER WEATHER prompted Derian's parents to suggest a picnic along the banks of the Hin
River, upstream of the city. The entire family rode there in awagon Derian remembered as being cresky
when he was Brock's age, pulled by an old draft horse to whom Colby and Vernitahad given an
honorable retirement three years before. Once arrived, they staked out a section for themselves and
spent the day following quiet pursuits. tossing horseshoes, rolling hoops, singing rounds and collapsing
into uncontrollable laughter when someone became tangled in the words and tune.

Derian drifted into the easy relaxation that came when someone e se was in charge and quite capable
of doing whatever needed to be done. Quite willingly, he would have stayed dong the riverbank into the
long twilit evening hours, but Brock rather self-importantly announced that tonight was amesting of the
Bear Society and he must attend. In any case, the gnats were rising, making the grassy vergeless

appedling.

When they returned to the house, Damita made excuses to go out. She did indeed have a
"sweet'd'—or at least imagined that she did, ayouth of sixteen who was apprenticed to their jeweler
uncle. Next to this beau, the entertainment offered by an older brother—even one who had been living in
the king's own castle—had limited gppedl. Knowing this, Colby and Vernitagave in with good humor
when Damita asked to go out to the nearby market square, where she would doubtless cluster with a
group of girls her own age and giggle a the boys.

Derian's own onetime romance with the baker's daughter had not survived hislong absence and his
relocation to the castle—especidly as he was therein the role of guardian to another girl. His
opportunities to cultivate new romances had been limited.

Unlike Ox and Race, who were clearly classed as servants, his role was more that of an attendant, a
subtle distinction that ruled out the riotous entertainments the other men could pursue. However, though
Derian was dightly more than a servant, he was definitely |less than anoble and thus pretty girlslike Elise
Archer remained out of hisreach.

Sometimes this bothered Derian. He found himself brooding that he would become like Vaet, aman
who apparently had no interests beyond tending his master. But tonight such worrieswere far away.
Derian was content to remain at home and enjoy these last few hours of peace before he must return to
hisduties.

Once Brock and Damita had departed, the remaining three moved out into the garden. Most of the
peaches had been picked and enjoyed, but the narrow leaves of the tree created a pleasant, naturd
arbor. Derian helped Colby move afew dat-backed chairs and a smadll, round-topped table into place.
Vernita brought drinks from the cool room.

" S0, who's the favorite candidate with the guilds these days?' Derian asked with dightly forced
jocularity.

Thelonger he had known Firekeeper, the more he had come to entertain the contradictory feding that
she would be both the best and worst choice for the new monarch. He hadn't been particularly easy with
himsdlf when he had learned from his parents aweek or so before that the foundling remained high on
thelist of the peopl€'s choices.



"Wéll," Colby drawled, spping his chilled teawith an appreciative nod to Vernita, "your wolf-woman
isgtill the romantics favorite, but those of soberer mind aretorn. Some like theidea of Lord Rolfston
Redbriar as heisasteady man with agood reputation among his own people. It doesn't hurt that he has
alargefamily, so wewon't see arepetition of this uncertainty when he passes on. Others say, and loudly
too, that Lord Rolfston istoo tightly under the thumb of that sorceresswife of his."

"Derian," Vernitaasked, "you've been living in the castle for dmost amoon-span now . . ."
"Barely twenty daysl" Derian protested.
"Still, long enough to have seen Lady Mdinafrequently. Do you think sheisindeed a sorceress?!

Derian consdered this carefully, knowing that his parents were asking his advice and that they would
be certain to repeat whatever he said to their friends and trusted associates.

"1 have seen no absolute evidence," he said, "but | think that whether or not sheis, Lady Mdinalikes
for peopleto think that sheis gifted far beyond those small talents that sometimes crop up hereand
there. Do you understand?'

"Perfectly,” Vernitareplied. " She vaues the awve—even the fear with which sheisregarded. | wonder
if sheredizesthat sheishurting her own cause?'

"l doubt it," Derian said. "I don't think she'sthe kind to ever think even for aminutethat sheis
anything but an asset. Now that her son Jet is engaged to Lady Elise, Lady Melinahas not one but two
roadsto the throne. My fedling isthat she's quite smug about it."

"And the young woman Sapphire," Colby asked. "How is she taking having competition within her
own family?"

"Sheign't thrilled," Derian admitted. "For aday or two she sulked in her room like achild. Then she
must have redized—or someone must have told her—that such behavior was not fitting in one who
hoped to someday be monarch. She has been much in public since—even invited Firekeeper out for
some redl hawking and wasfairly charming to her, though Firekeeper's Elation did far better than
Sapphire's gyrfa con—but Sapphire's till cool to Elise.”

"And Lady Elise" Vernitaasked, adight twinkle lighting her eyesthat her own son should be on such
familiar termswith the heir to abarony so asto speak of her by her first name, "how does she view the
gtuation?"

" think she regrets the estrangement from her cousin but isresigned to it. Sgpphire Shieldisa—to
speak mildly— strong persondity. I'm certain they've clashed before. But you haven't finished teling me

about how the common folk view the field. So far my Firekeeper and Lord Rolfston remain strong
contenders. . ."

"And Baron Archer aswell," Colby added. "Lady Zorana has falen behind somewhat, now that there
has been an dliance between Lady Elise and Jet Shidld.”

"What about Allister Seagleam?' Derian asked. "Once you said he was favored by many.”

"A few weeks time hasn't changed that situation much,” Colby admitted. "More disturbing are rumors
that would seem to indicate that Bright Bay isdetermined that if Allister wishesto claim hisrights he will
have support in doing 0."

"What do you mean?' Derian asked, Stting up straight in hischair.
"It'sthe tories coming up the road," Colby said dowly. "Y ou know that we border Bright Bay dll



adong the Baren River."
"Of course”

"Now drategicaly, the Barren makes agood border. It isrocky most of itslength and where it isn't,
itsdill very wide. There are afew places, however, that are more fordable than others and reports say
that agreater concentration of Bright Bay's Stalwarts—or their dliesfrom Stonehold—have been seeniin
these places.”

"l understand,” Derian said, watching the map Colby had drawn with his damp fingertip on the
tabletop dry into invighility. "They're watching us, but not yet movingin.”

"Right. From my conversations with the army's Master of the Horse—he came by to ask on the quiet
if we had any draft animasto sdl—the king's officers are aware of the Stuation but are unwilling to move
inlest it prompt the very conflict wewould dl liketo avoid.”

"At least,” Vernitaadded, "until King Tedric's heir is sdlected. It would be ahorror if wewereto lose
the king while engaged in an active war and no one was prepared to take his place. In theinfighting for
the crown, Hawk Haven could easily be defeated by outside enemies.”

"Then," Derian frowned, "the pressure from Bright Bay may force the king to make his decison before
the Festival of the Eaglethis coming Lynx Moon."

"That," Colby said, "is precisaly how | seeit. And it may be precisely what Bright Bay wants."

"Or," Vernitacountered, "precisely what they don't want. After dl an heir chosen may ruin Allister
Seagleam's hopesfor the throne.”

"And we must not forget,” Colby added, awicked twinklein hiseyes, "that Hawk Haven's dlies may
be putting pressures on King Tedric that we know nothing about. No ruler can be completely indifferent
about those countries dong the border—even the friendly ones. They can become unfriendly far too
eadly if offended. It'sal rather like running abusiness.”

Derian rubbed his eyeswith his hands, thinking of the argumentative and contentious forces gathered
at the castle, wondering if any among them could see past the crown's glitter to redlize what a
tremendous headache wearing it must be.

"l wish we knew," he said, "which way to jump and what the consequences would be!"
"Foresight,” Vernitareplied camly, "istherarest of the gifts and the least understood.”
"1 wonder," Derian said with an attempt a humor, "if Lady Melina possessesit.”

Hisjokefdll flat. Together they sat, sharing in silence the impotence of the common folk when the
actions of the great threaten their lives and happiness. Derian wondered what choice he would make if
he were King Tedric and was secretly glad that he could leave that choice to the king.

ABOARD A GREAT masted ship anchored off the shore of asmall idand in the ocean east of the mutua
coasts of Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, Prince Newell |eaned against the starboard rail. His hair was



concealed beneath a seaman's stocking cap; the rest of his person was equally well disguised in a striped
jersey and canvas trousers. The disguise worked smply because no one expected a prince to be so
clad— especidly asthe colors he wore were the blue and yellow of ariva navy.

If any were watching him, Newell would seem completely absorbed in studying the eddies created
when the water splashed againgt the hull. Actualy, he missed nothing that happened in hisvicinity. When
adightly built man crossed the deck with affected casuaness and came to stand near him, Newell did
not look up to seewho it was. Instead he asked rather diffidently:

"Have agood voyage?"

"Y es, thank you," said the man, whose name was Tench. He was atrusted advisor to the throne of
Bright Bay. "And yours?'

"Good enough.”

Newdl's voyage had been, as amatter of fact, lessthan ideal. He had departed the capital of Hawk
Haven two days after convincing Zorana Shield that pursuing her own policy with an enemy power was
not traitorous. From the capital he had ridden a series of fast horses to the coast, arriving three days
earlier than he had been expected. From there he had helped sail asmall, swift cutter to rendezvous with
thisvessdl. At dawn, he would return to that cutter and make the return voyage, al so he could arrive
just in time to rendezvous with the Hawk Haven Wings, on which he served as Commander of Marines,
atask undertaken ostensibly as ameans of soothing his broken widower's heart and of giving himself
some sense of purpose.

In redlity, the game Prince Newd | was playing was far more complicated than any of those who
associated with him redlized, a game that was meant to make him the next king of Hawk Haven and
beyond. Thefirst step in this process was convincing the government of Bright Bay that he favored a
peaceful resolution of their conflicts. Thusthis meeting and the importance of seeming both confident and
invulnerable. So Newell said nothing of his onerous journey, but instead commented languidly:

"And dl remainswd | with Gustin the Fourth?'

All the monarchs of Bright Bay assumed the name Gustin on taking the crown, men and women dike.
It was acurious custom, one that Prince Newell meant to change when he himsdlf was king of Bright
Bay. That violation of tradition, however, would need to wait until he had finished with Hawk Haven.
Orething a atime.

"All iswell with our honored monarch,” Tench said. He was a foolish-looking man who rather
resembled afish, complete with dightly popping eyes and a perpetualy open mouth. " She expresses
some concern asto the situation in Hawk Haven. Although some of her advisorsfed otherwise, sheis
firmin her conviction that her cousin Allister Seagleam isthe only proper helr to that contested throne.”

"Glad to know," Newdl said languidly, "that she hasn't changed her mind. Tell your queen that agents
interested in her cause have been working busily. Allister Seagleam should soon receive correspondence
suggesting away to strengthen his claim to the throne. Her Mg esty should press him to accept the offer.”

"Duke Alligter," came Tench's ftiff reply, "remains difficult. He does not wish to reignin aland that will
not welcome him, no matter how prepared Her Mg esty's military isto support him—no matter how
much the queen presseshim.”

"Perhaps," Newdl said, "we should find away to make him ahero in the eyes of both peoples. He
would fed himsdf more welcome then.”



What Newel| actualy planned was for he himself to be that hero. King Tedric, sadly, would probably
not be present to witness those heroics, but he would hear report of them. The prince was not precisaly
certain just what heroic deed he would perform, but he had infinite trust in his ability to manufacture
Stuationsto his advantage.

He turned and for the first time looked Tench squarely in the face. "And Stonehold?" he asked,
naming Bright Bay'sprimary dly.

"Remainsfirm inits support of an independent Bright Bay. However, its ministers are as ever opposed
to the uniting of Hawk Haven and Bright Bay. They fear that the larger nation would threaten their own
netiona sovereignty.”

"And how shdl they prevent thisunion?' asked Newell scornfully. " Surely sending afew troopsto
support Bright Bay isapeculiar tactic! What if Bright Bay conquers Hawk Haven?”

"If Bright Bay winson land,” Tench replied, "the victory will be achieved only with Stonehold's
support. In that case, Stonehold is confident that it will be able to dictate some of theterms. | believe
they favor a partition of the conquered Hawk Haven lands.”

Tench added cautioudy, "The diplomats from Stonehold have hinted that if Bright Bay permitsa
marriage aliance with Hawk Haven, Stonehold will beforced to withdraw its military support. Then
Bright Bay may be at Hawk Haven's mercy on land.”

Fools Newdl thought. Once Stonehold does that, they lose any chance of subtly pressuring
Bright Bay into their way of thinking. All that will remain to themwill be force. I must make
certain, somehow, that Sonehold does withdraw and then re-enter the field as an opponent. An
independent threat would be just the thing to unite both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay behind me.

Aloud he said, " Stonehold's withdrawal, of course, should be prevented at al cost. Thisis essentid for
the delicate balance of power we are relying upon to achieve a peaceful dliance between our nations. If
Stonehold withdraws, Bright Bay losesin land power and Hawk Haven may be lesswilling to treat with
it asan equa. Suggest to Queen Gustin the Fourth that even the least rumor of Duke Allister's negotiating
with Hawk Haven must be kept the greatest secret.”

"l will dowhat | can,” the diplomat said dubioudy. "Her Mgesty isdifficult to guide. Sheisyet young
andimpulsve™

"Make her think this secrecy isher ownidea," Newdll suggested. "L et her think she needsto convince
Duke Alliger. If she must dominate another'swill, shewill find she must dominate her own."

"A good thought,” Tench replied.

Newell smiled politely. His plansincluded afuture wherein Queen Gustin IV would be hiswife. The
fact that the headstrong young queen was aready married was a difficulty he chose to overlook. Political
nation was not acompletely unfamiliar tool to him.

He remembered the days when he and Princess Lovella had squardly faced the terrible consequences
that would ariseif Crown Prince Chalmer assumed the throne. Despite bearing the name of hisillustrious
grandfather, Prince Chalmer was an indecisive man. King Tedric had not redlized that in the course of
educating his son in statecraft he had crushed his spirit as surdly asthe spirit of agood horse could be
ruined by being too severely broken to rein.

Although Chamer had visited battlefields, he was not awarrior. Lovellawas and she feared for her
nation if her brother became king. Chalmer's hemming and hawing over the least decision would have
meant disaster as hisfield commanders waited for orders that came too late or were too frequently



countermanded.

Since King Tedric refused to acknowledge his son's flaws and promote his daughter over him, then
another must do the difficult task for him. Lack of decisvenesswas not one of Lovellasflaws. With
Newell's assstance, she had engineered her brother's death. Afterward, she had honestly grieved for
Chalmer, but, as she told her husband, she had not viewed his daying as murder, but rather asan
execution necessary for the greater good of the state. Simply put, an incompetent commander must be
demoted.

Prince Barden had aready been disnherited, so only Lovellaremained to assst her father. Shedid
her duty well and then, with bitter irony, she died in battle before she could assume the throne, leaving
the kingdom in greater peril than it had been in before.

Many adark night after Lovella's desth, Newdl| had sat done with only abottle of strong brandy for
company. In hismost miserable, most drunken moments he had wondered if Lovellas death had been
Chalmer's revenge reaching out from beyond the grave. When he was sober, those fears dispersed like
fog in the heat of the sun. Rapidly, therefore, he learned to stay sober and found himself praised for his
srength of character.

Newd | was sober when he decided that King Tedric had wronged him by not confirming him as helr
to the throne following Lovella's death. Surely he was suited. Certainly he had risked far more to secure
the throne than any of those who were now being considered. If Lovelahad lived, Newell would have
been king. How had her desth changed anything?

Newell was sober when he decided that if his rights were not given to him, he would take them. Sober
he had remained as he had made his plans, manipulating the policies of Bright Bay with words dropped
into eager ears. Sober he had continued as he had watched the politica maneuverings of King Tedric's
potentia heirswith sardonic humor bordering on scorn.

Certainly it was symptomatic of the greater chaosthat Earl Kestrdl thought he could foist off a
foundling on the king and convince him to name her hisheir. Y et, on meeting Lady Blysse, Newell had
rather admired the young woman. For al her lack of manners, there was a buried ferocity to her that
reminded him somewhat of Lovella. Never mind. This Blysse Norwood would never see the throne.
Indeed, she might well be the very scapegoat he needed. As an outsider, resented by the others, she
could easily be blamed for the work of his hands.

Prince Newell chuckled, adry, humorless sound. His companion checked to seeif the sun was
vanishing behind acloud, for surdly the day had grown suddenly cooler.

"Now, Lord Tench," Newdl sad, "I havetold you what you want to know. Why don't you tell me. .

The next quarter of an hour or so was profitably spent taking notes on the location of certain eements
of Bright Bay'sfleet, information that Tench gave fredy since the two countries were not technically at
war.

Wishing to seem the patriot, Newel |l Shield had given out that his price for supplying gossip about the
workings of the Hawk Haven nobility wasinformation that would enable Hawk Haven's navy to avoid
accidenta clasheswith Bright Bay's more powerful fleet. In redlity, he hardly cared about such things,
except that in some smdll corner of hismind, that navy aready belonged to him.



THE BOWSTRING MADE a sound like adrowsy hornet when Firekeeper released it, but she hardly heard
it, hardly felt the dap against her broad, leather wrist guard. Her mind was focused on the target, on the
blood-red spot that wasits heart. The arrowhead burrowed in three finger widths to the right and she
Snarled.

"Easy!" Race Forester cautioned her. "1t doesn't do to lose your temper. If that had been adeer or a
man, youd have hit soundly.”

"Not," Firekeeper replied, "asquirrel or rabbit.”

"True," Race agreed, wrenching the arrow from the target. "Buit at that distance who could know for
certain there was arabbit?'

"I," she said with addiberate cadm she did not fed, "would know."
Race nodded. "Yes, | guess you would."

Midmorning had become archery practicetime, athing Earl Kestrel had agreed to willingly snce King
Tedric might well prefer an heir who would lead in battle to one who must conduct campaigns from the
sidelines. For the same reason, Firekeeper was being tutored in elementary swordplay, use of ashield,
and some refinements of knife-fighting that her hunting had not revedled to her.

Though she had taken to these dements of martid training with varying degrees of enthusiasm,
attempting to teach her lancework had proven usdess. As of yet, no horse of sufficient strength and
energy had been found that would tolerate her. The patient grey gelding that had carried her from the
keep could be coaxed into awalk or even atrot, but certainly not into cantering at atarget. Therefore,
for now, lancework had been set aside.

A couple of weeks work had not made Firekeeper an expert in anything. Indeed, other than with a
bow or a knife—weapons she had more practice with—she was a greater danger to herself than to any
opponent. However, she had learned val uable |essons about how asword might damage or ashield
protect. These lessons could someday be enough to preserve her life.

Blind Seer had taken to practicing with her, though after afew incidents with panicked castle guards
they worked together only in the company of Earl Kestrl'sretainers.

"I'm not fool enough,” the great wolf panted, lunging to get at her beneath the cumbersome shield
she carried on her |eft arm, dexteroudy avoiding blows from the wooden practice sword, "to follow
where you will lead without learning enough to defend myself. | haven't forgotten, even if you
have, how vulnerable my flanks are to arrows."

Firekeeper tried a shield bash and Blind Seer danced backward, haunches brushing the ground, tail
wagging.

"Up close," thewolf continued, "that's where they'll fear to fire their bows lest they hit their
friends, so up closeiswhere | must learn to be."

He snaked benegath the rim of her shidld and clamped hisjawslightly but firmly around her ankle. A



single tug and she wasflat on her back. Blind Seer legpt upon her and then she pressed the blunt point of
her practice dagger into his soft underbelly.

"l cut?" shequeried, pushing dightly.
"You never would have gotten thiscloseif | had really crushed your ankle!" the wolf protested.

"Maybe," Firekeeper replied, "but Ox has told me of the wonders dying men can perform, even
when pain should leave them shivering like a throat-torn doe. You shouldn't allow yourself to
forget how vulnerable your belly can be."

The wolf's blue eyeswere hard asice for amoment; then Blind Seer laughed.
"Call it a draw?" he suggested.
"Adraw," Firekeeper agreed.

Derian shook his head in mock dismay at Firekeegper when the woman came in from the practice field
covered with dirt and swest, bleeding from a score of scratches. She knew him well enough by now to
know that he really wasn't upset— far from it. He had been more worried when al she had donewas
eat and grow soft.

"Ox says," he commented, "that you're getting better with asword.”
"Want to practice with me?' sheteased. "I show you how good | am getting.”

Derian nodded dowly. "Actualy, | would. Ox suggested that you'd improve with adifferent
opponent—he said you're learning to fight him specificaly, not agenera opponent, so I've been brushing
up on what | know. For some reason none of the castle retainers will fence with you.”

From where helay on acool section of flagstone floor, Blind Seer chuckled. "1 wonder why . . ."
Firekeeper booted the wolf in theribs.
"Y ou know sword?" she asked Derian, pleased to discover that her fox-haired friend had teeth.

"I'm no great expert,” Derian replied, though before he had met redl soldiers he had actudly fancied
himself quite capable. "My parentsingsted that | take lessonswhen | was younger. Sometimesit helpsif
apack train owner can help with defense.”

"From thieves" she said, remembering various blood-thrilling stories that Holly had been telling her,
"and from bandits, highwaymen, and robbers.”

Derian laughed. "That'sit," he agreed. "What are your plansfor therest of the day, my lady?’

Firekeeper frowned. Derian's latest salf-appointed task was making her keep track of her own
obligations. She had a sneaking suspicion that this was alure to make her take her reading and writing
lessons more serioudly.

"Bath," she said, hedging for time to remember. "Then free until late afternoon. Then dancing lessons
with Lady Elise and the other girls. Then . . ." She shrugged. "Then nothing so important if | can't
remember. Right?"

"Then dinner,” Derian said serioudly, "with Duke Gyrfacon, hisfamily, and—if rumor isto be
believed—emissaries from the court of New Kelvin. Thisis very important. House Gyrfaconis
important in its own right—not just asasource of potentia heirsfor the throne. Earl Kestrel isworking
very hard for your cause, trying to show Duke Gyrfacon that you could be as good amonarch asthe



duke's own niece or nephew. Furthermore, the New Kelvin emissaries will take report of you back to
their rulers, so you must make agood impression.”

Firekeeper snorted, more disgusted with herself than for any other reason, but she didn't anticipate
another forma banquet with any joy.

"Mugt | go?" she pleaded.
"Yes" Deriansad firmly. "Earl Kestrdl isquite delighted with thisnotice.”
"Very wel," shesad, "to make my guardian happy, | will go."

Derian patted her sympathetically on one shoulder. "I have the tub ready in my room. Hurry and
bathe. If you don't take too long, you should be able to spend an hour or so in the garden with Hally.
Just don't get filthy al over again.”

Firekeeper had awolf's fastidious nature—athing that might surprise those who thought of the
carnivores asfilthy, ravening beasts ddlighting in blood and gore. In redlity, if water was available, wolves
bathed after akill or after egting.

Freshly scrubbed, her hair caught up in a queue behind, dressed in apair of leather trousers and
matching vest, Firekeeper hurried off to the gardens. Holly was resting on one of the benches, enjoying a
tumbler of well water seasoned with crushed spearmint.

" thought you were coming,”" she said, patting the bench beside her. ™Y our falcon arrived amoment

"Elation,” Firekeeper said serioudy, "isnot my falcon. Shejust stay with me.”

"It works out to about the same,” Holly replied peacefully, "as| seeit.”

"What are you doing today?" Firekeeper asked, eager to learn more of the mysteries of gardening.
"Mostly resting, child. It's hot this afternoon. | wonder that you don't wear something lighter.”

Firekeeper stroked the leather possessively. "It protects. If not wear clothesto protect, why wear at
al?

"1," Holly said with asoft, secret laugh, "would think that you had figured that out by now, but if you
havent..."

Firekeeper had heard that type of chuckle before and said scornfully, "1 know about mating. Thisis
not the season. | do not need fine plumage.”

"For men," Holly replied, ahint of warning in her tone, "it is dways the season. Never mind, child.. . ."

"Wheat are you doing today?" Firekeeper repeated, fedling that this conversation was taking her out of
her depth and, asusud, not liking thefedling at all.

"l was weeding around the acorn squash, but now I'm resting." Holly sipped her drink. "I don't have
your energy, child. After dl, I'm old enough to be your grandmother.”

"Isthere dill weeding?'
"Always"
"Where?'



Without leaving her bench, Holly gave Firekeeper directions. Once Firekeeper had settled into pulling
the runner grass from between the rows of squash vines, she asked, hoping to prompt a story:

"Y ou say you old enough to be my grandmother. Do you have grandchildren?
"1 do," Holly replied. "Do you recal the head gardener?!

Firekeeper had met the intense little man with hisfussy manners, had noted his nervous way of eyeing
Blind Seer asif he expected the wolf to dig up the rose gardens at the least notice. She was not certain
a dl that sheliked the head gardener but had learned enough castle etiquette not to openly question
thosein pogitions of authority.

She grunted anoncommittal "Yes.”
"Heismy oldest son.”
"No!"

"Y es. Once upon atime, | wasthe head gardener, but when my knees got creaky, King Tedric
permitted me to pass thetitle on to my son, even as my father once passed it to me. It's an inheritance
after afashion, asreal as property or money."

"Head Gardener isyour son?"

"That'sright."

"But heésso. . ." Firekeegper waved her hands, mimicking the head gardener's mincing motions.
Holly laughed, not denying the truth, but not condemning the man ether.

"But heisdso avery good gardener. | suspect hewill learn to relax as he ages. Being around gardens
doesthat to you. In any case, Timin—that's my son's name—hasthree children of hisown. The eder
two are aready learning the craft. Y ou may have seen them about: Dan and Robyn."

Firekeeper had seen them, hardworking towheads dressed in matching smocks and sandals. Her
estimation of Timin Gardener went up anotch. At least he didn't spare his children work to their eventua
detriment. The two gardener sprigstook their tasks serioudly and if they paused to chase a butterfly or
admire a spider's web, they didn't expect othersto make excuses for them just because their father was
the head gardener.

Sheld seen something of what such doughing off of responsibility could do in Citrinés Ssters, Ruby
and Opd, and in Kenre's ssters, Nydia and Deste. Those middle girls were becoming spoiled weak
thingswho didn't seem to have any purposein life but learning how to be noblewomen. They seemed to
think a good marriage the best they could do for themsealves, unlike Sapphire and Elise, whose training as
heirs had made them va ue themsdlves for what they could do.

Firekeeper sghed, remembering that the middie girlswould be at dancing practice today. She
dreaded their sneers and giggles a her missteps, at her inability to hear the guidance the music offered
her feet. To distract herself from that dreary prospect, Firekeeper asked:

"Do you have any other children or grandchildren?’

Holly nodded. "I have a daughter who married afisherman and lives by the seacoast. She hastwo
children and | expect will have more. My younger son hasn't yet married—too restless. He'sin the

military."
A sad expression flitted across Holly's wrinkled face. "And | had another daughter who is now dead.



She was among those who followed Prince Barden across the mountains.”
"Oh!" Firekeeper fdt strange. "Then | may have known her when | wasvery smal."

"1 had thought of that," Holly admitted. "I supposethat'swhy &t first | was so glad to make your
acquaintance. In away, you were alink to my daughter.”

"What was her name?' Firekeeper asked, sitting back on her hedl's, aweed dangling from her hand.
"Sarena, Sarena Gardener. Her husband was Dond Hunter. They had alittle girl named Tamara."

Shelooked so expectant that Firekeeper felt dmost ill, for those names meant nothing to her. She
hated to disappoint the old woman, but she shook her head dowly.

"I'm sorry. | don't remember. | was very smdl when the fire came.”

Holly wiped away atear that had somehow appeared on her withered cheek and smiled bravely.
"That'sdl right, dearie. | didn't expect that you would."

Firekeeper knew that her friend was lying and that truth made her fed dl theworse.

X1

"AND AS| STAND here on the border between life and death," sang the mingtre, his coat of feathers
and twine as marvel ous as the soaring reaches of hisvoice, " as here | stand, one hand clutching the
sword blade and the other pressed against the heart of my love, pushing her back, saving her from
death, in the wash of blood across my face at last | seethetruth, dark truth, black asdry blood . . ."

The minsgtrd's voice rose, became sweeter ill, " She loves me not at all!™

Elise knew by heart the story of which the minstrel sang. It was as old asthe kingdom, the tae of a
man whose fingers were diced off one by one as he defended hisfaithlesslover.

She hated thefirgt part of the song, aways found herself holding her breath as the man catalogued the
cold redlitiesthat diced his soul far more crudly than the sword did his hand. Bresth trapped aching in
her chest, she waited for the second verse, where the man, accepting truth in place of the liesthat had
been so dear to him, watched hisfingers regrow again one by one.

"Red baptism, dripping from my brow, through the rose of new vision, | see her laughing at my
pale offering—bent fingers on our cottage floor . . ."

Seeking to distract hersdlf until the hopeful verses began, Elise glanced at Jet, wondering how he was
responding to this classic story of love and betrayd. In the severa daysthat had passed since she had
visited with Firekeeper and Sir Jared in the castle gardens, she had found hersdlf giving Jet many such
glances. wondering what he thought and dreamed, dreading that he was hollow but for ambition.

Elise had dwaysimagined hersdlf in the place of the man in the song, the faithful one, believing in love
despite al obstacles. Now she dreaded that she might be more like the faithless lover than she had ever
dreamed. She shoved these thoughts away in redl terror, discovering that she had become a stranger
even to hersdlf.



Now as shelooked upon her betrothed's black-browed face, she thought he looked bored. Then she
redlized that Jet was not watching the minstrel at dl, that what she had taken for boredom was carefully
guarded neutrdity. Following the direction of Jet's gaze, she saw that a soldier had mounted the king's
dais and was handing Tedric aletter many times folded and secured with bright sedls. The woman's
uniform was dusty and her face expressionless—or was there atouch of pity on those dirty features?

Gamely, the minstrel continued his verses, but no one heard him and only Kenre Trueheart, too young
to have wondered what messenger would dare interrupt the king at his mest, patted his hands together in
applause when the entertainer made his awkward bow and gratefully ducked behind a curtain concedling
adoor out of the banquet hall.

Afterward, Elise remembered this unfinished ballad as abad omen.

KING TEDRIC AND QUEEN ELEXA departed the hall almost as soon asthe packet was placed in the king's
hand and afew words were exchanged with the weary messenger. The gathered nobility was courteousy
invited to remain and continue enjoying the entertainment, but no one had earsfor the music. Hands
reached for goblets of wine by reflex rather than to savor the fine vintages.

Steward Slver escorted the messenger from the hal with a swiftness that made any cross-examination
impossible, but this did not keep conjecture at bay. If anything, it added to it. Fragments of information
were welded into improbable theories.

Elise listened to the scattered scraps that drifted up and down the long tables:

"The stablemaster said that she came in without escort and her horse was blown. It may be
ruined.”

"They have the messenger sequestered in a private room. Seward Slver herself iswaiting on
her. No one elseis being permitted close. | wonder what they fear the messenger will say?"

"My maid just happened to be passing down the hallway when a servant came by carrying the
messenger's soiled uniform. She said that she's certain that it bore signs of a battle. One Sleeve
hung asif nearly diced off."

"Did you see the king's expression when he spoke with the messenger? There must have been
some terrible tragedy!"

Initidly, Elise was as eager as any of the othersto gather scraps and piece them into acrazy quilt of
possible event. Then a sudden weariness and unnamed sorrow seized her. Making her excuses, sheleft
the hal. She was heading for her rooms when she remembered that Ninette would be waiting there,
eager to continue the cycle of gossip and conjecture.

Although the evening was dark, Elise dipped out aside door into the garden. The moon was haf-full
and bright enough to navigate by, though the garden seemed robbed of color. By moonlight, Elise found
refuge among the roses, their scent heavy in the hot, damp summer air. She bent her head to breathe
deeply of their perfume. When she raised her head, she discovered that she was not alone.



A dimfigureleaned againgt an arched trellis overgrown with paeroses. Eveninthe dim light, Elise
could tell the figure was another woman, dressed in along, forma gown. When the woman moved, Elise
knew her.

"Firekeeper," she said softly.
"Yes," camethe equaly soft reply. "1 saw you come out. What is happening?’

"Newsfromthearmy, | think," Elisesaid. "I don't know any more than that. | don't think anyone
knows any more."

"Oh." A long silence, then Firekeeper asked, "I don't understand.”
"Neither," Elise admitted, "do |. How can they build such eaborate pictures out of guesses?”'
She glanced around. "Where is Derian?"

"Ingde, making guesses.” Firekeeper'slaugh was throaty. "He doesn't worry about mein the
darkness, especidly since Blind Seer isaways near. He said he worries about those in the darkness who
might meet me!”

Eliselaughed in turn. " Shal we walk then? My head is muzzy with wine and too much talk."

She saw the pale oval of Firekeeper's face nod agreement. Side by side, they strolled down the
curving paths. More than once, Elisefelt Firekeeper's hand on her arm, steering her away from a
collison with abush or other obstacle.

"Canyou seeinthe dark?"' she asked.

"See likein daylight?"

"es"

"Not redlly." Firekeeper shook her head.

Elise heard rather than saw the motion, felt the breeth of air against her bare shoulders.

"l cannot seein the darkness,”" the other continued. "More | know how to see the dark, to know what
isthere. Wolves hunt much at night, so | must learn darkness or | must sarve.”

Elise heard Firekeeper ssumble, heard a soft curse, smiled, wondering if Derian had taught it to his
chargeintentiondly.

"Why," Firekeeper asked plaintively, "do women wear these dresses?

Elise might have laughed, but she could hear the frustration in the other woman's voice.
"Because," she offered dowly, "dresses make awoman look attractive and graceful.”
Firekeeper snorted. "I am not graceful in adress.”

Having seen Firekeeper treading on her hem on the dance floor, Elise could not deny the truth of this
statement. Moreover, Elise had learned that the other didn't understand polite socid lies.

"No, you are not," she admitted, "but that's because you have never learned to wak in askirt. You
must shorten your stride just alittle, not step out like a soldier on parade.”

"l am not so noisy asasoldier,” Firekeeper protested.



"No, you are not. Y ou're even graceful in your own way— like a panther or awolf—but not like a
woman."

"But | am awoman," Firekeeper responded in the tones of one to whom thiswas still amatter for
debate. "How can what | do be not like awoman?'

Unlike her cousin Sgpphire, who rode well and enjoyed hunting, Elise had always preferred quieter
pursuits. Still, she recalled some of Sapphire'sloudly voiced frustrations when Meinahad moderated her
daughter'swilder behavior. Although she didiked Méelina, Elise found the very arguments Mdinahad
presented to Sapphirerising to her lips.

"Y ou cannot escape that you are awoman,” she began.
"l wish | could,” Firekeeper muttered, but Elise continued asif she hadn't heard.

"Since you cannot, you cannot escape the expectations that our society and our class places upon
women."

"Why?' Firekeeper said queruloudy.

"Jugt listen to mefor amoment,” Eliseingsted. " Since people will expect ayoung woman of anoble
house—and you are of one ever since Duchess Kestrel permitted her son to adopt you—to know
certain manners of behavior, you must know them."”

"Circles," Firekegper complained, "likeapup biting itstail. | anthisso | must bethat. | anthat o
must bethis. Tl me, how will thislittle foot walking keep me dive?!

Eliseressted the urgeto reply, "By keeping you from faling on your face." She dready knew that the
literal-minded Firekeeper would respond that this problem could be avoided by letting her wear what
she wanted.

"Condder," she offered, "what you told me about learning to see at night so that you could hunt with
the wolves. Learning to wear agown, to walk gracefully, to et politely . . ."

"l do that!"

"You'relearning," Elise admitted, "but don't change the subject. All of these are ways of learning to
seeinthedark.”

"Maybe," Firekeeper said, her tone unconvinced.

"Canyou climb atreg?’

"es"

"Snvim?'

"Yed" This second affirmative was dmost indignant.

"And these skills et you go placesthat you could not go without them."”
Stubborn silence. Elise pressed her point.

"Why do you like knowing how to shoot a bow?"

"It letsmekill farther,” came the answer, dmost in agrowl.

"And using asword doesthe same?’



"Yan

"Let metell you, Firekeeper, knowing awoman's arts can keep you alive, let you invade private
sanctums, even help you to subdue your enemies. If you don't know those arts, others who do will
aways have an advantage over you."

"All thisfrom wearing agown that tangles your feet?"

"If you know how to wear it," Eliselegpt onto astone bench, her long skirts swirling around her like
bird'swings, "you can seemtofly."

THENEXT DAY, King Tedric summoned into private conference those heads of the Great Houses who
werein the capita or their representatives. He dso included his brother and sster, Grand Duke Gadman
and Grand Duchess Rosene. Anyone else was denied entrance, athing that forced severa of the
competitors for the throne to swallow their rage when Earl Kestrel was admitted as representative for his
absent mother, the duchess.

Some hours later, the conferees emerged, uniformly somber. Y et, despite the solemnity, the same
inner glow lit the eyes of Earl Kestrel, the grand duke, and the grand duchess, leaving observersto
comment that the king must have said something decisive regarding the appointment of hisheir.

As so0n as the conference had ended, Earl Kestrel summoned Firekeeper and Derian to him. At his
orders, Ox mounted guard at the door and Race was sent to linger near the entry from the gardens, just
in case someonetried to dip in from that direction. With hisusual tact, Jared Surcliffe had made himsdlf
politely absent.

"The king has sworn usto silence about what occurred a the meeting,” Kestrel said, "but Lady
Blysse, you must be prepared.”

Firekeeper cocked an eyebrow at him, "For silence?’

"No, to act!" Earl Kestrd camed himsdf with visible effort. "Bright Bay has sent an emissary escorted
by a considerable armed force to our southern border, into the contested area near the twin towns of
Hope and Good Crossing. King Tedric is resolved to meet with this emissary himsalf. Since thisaction
will put himin great danger, the king has submitted to the request of the Great Houses that he settlethe
matter of his heir before he departs. From the way he kept glancing at me as he spoke, Blysse, | believe
he meansto choose you!”

Firekeeper flushed, her heart suddenly pounding. She thought of all she had learned to do, how much
more she had learned that she could not do. And over it all, seductive asthe scent of ahot gametrail,

was the redlization that the power of aqueen was al she needed to make what she could and could not
do moot.

"But | cannot . . ." she began.

Earl Kestrel cut her off. "Of course you can. Y ou must! If the king wishes you to be his heir, you have
no choicein the matter. | shall continue to adviseyou, as| have ever sincel rescued you from the



wilderness. Y ou will not be aonein your great responsbilities. Indeed, Snce you are but fifteen you must
have aregent until you are nineteen. | am likely to be that person, sincel am your guardian.. . ."

He wasrattling on in thisfashion, Firekegper ignoring most of hiswords, when Ox thumped on the
door. Valet glided over and opened it.

"Someoneis here with amessage," Ox announced loudly. " Saysit's not written.”
"L et the messenger enter,” Earl Kestrel said grandly.

A manin cadtle livery came through the door, bowed deeply, and announced: "King Tedric and
Queen Elexarequest that Lady Blysse Norwood come to their chambers one hour from now. She may
be escorted asfar as the door, but they wish to meet with her in private.”

Earl Kestrel was so keyed up that afascinating mixture of emotions—delight, annoyance, fear, and
findly smug satisfaction—glided unguarded across his hawk-nosed face. Firekeeper took advantage of
hisdigtractionto reply:

"Tdl theking and queen that | will be there."

Any momentary annoyance Earl Kestrdl might have felt about his privilege being usurped vanished in
his grester eation.

"Wonderful!" he crowed as soon as the messenger had departed and the door was secured.
He was about to say more, but Firekeeper held up a hand.

"1 must get cleaned and dressed,” she said, her tones haughty. "Thisismost certainly aforma
occason.”

"Yed" Earl Kestrd dapped his pamstogether smartly. "Absolutely. Vaet! Ring for hot water.
Prepare my best jacket and trousers. Ox! Find Cousin Jared. Tell him | wish him to be part of Lady
Blysse's escort. He should put on his uniform and order of knighthood . . ."

Firekeeper escaped while Earl Kestrel was till shouting orders.

"Hedo," shesaid to Derian, "everything but sing and spread histail festhers.”

"This" Derian replied, clearly abit sSunned, "isthe culmination of dl hisplans.”

"1 wonder," Firekeeper said softly, "if it isthe coming together of dl of mineaswdl?'

GRAND DUCHESSROSENE summoned her son and daughter to her, along with their spouses. As amatter
of course, Ivon brought Elise and Zorana brought Purcel. The younger children were kept away lest they
inadvertently carry gossip.

When Jet Shield arrived at the door of Rosene's suite, his demeanor that of one who expectsto take
part in afamily conference, even the acid-tongued grand duchess could not turn him away, no matter that
her expression showed that she thought he was there more likely as a spy for his grandfather than out of



adesreto benear Elise at thiscrucid time.

Elise was glad to have Jet there, no matter how of |ate she had doubted the sincerity of his affection.
The glitter in her grandmother's washed-out old eyes frightened her abit. Sheimagined that Grand Duke
Gadman wore the same expression and wondered how King Tedric had survived to such aripe age
while the focus of so much maicious ambition.

"Tedric refused,” Rosene began snappishly, "to read usthe full text of the letters borne to him by the
army messenger. He said they were too long and too filled with repetition.”

Her dry sniff was commentary enough on how much she believed that ! She continued:

"In essence, Bright Bay wishesto meet with someone in authority to discuss amatter that will beto
the benefit of the mutua peace of our nations.”

"] thought,” commented scholarly Aksdl Trueheart, "that we were at peace.”
"Only technically,” Rosene replied with aglance at her daughter asif to say, "How do you stand him!™

Aunt Zorana, however, seemed very cam, amost unnaturally so. From awoman who had been
infuriated by the reduction of her hopes for the throne, she had become so sdlf-contained that some had
wondered doud if shewasindulging heavily in drink or one of the exotic drugsthe New Kevinese
cultivated beneath green glass within steam-hested greenhouses hidden in the valeys of their
mountainous reglm.

"Although we do not have a declared state of war," Grand Duchess Rosene continued when Zorana
remained slent, "our interests continue to clash. There have been numerous skirmishes over contested
territories, robberies by banditswho may well be Bright Bay raiders, and blockades of our sea-lanes by
their fleet. Now, suddenly, though war is undeclared, we are being offered ameans to peace. What
might thet be?'

Elise heard her voice spesking asif it were separate from herself. "A marriage aliance—like Jet and
mine”

"That iscorrect,” Rosene agreed with an gpproving nod. "That isalso the only thing that | can see
drawing Tedric out of the security of hiscastle. Allister Seagleam iswed and has children of hisown.
Doubtless, the dliance would be between one of his children and one of Tedric's grandnieces or

nephews.”

Elisewondered if she wasimagining the calculating look in Jet's eyes, asif hewas recalling how easily
Sapphire's engagements to various scions of Great Houses were broken when some more promising
liaison became available.

His next words, thefirst he had spoken since making his greetingsto his prospective in-laws, did
nothing to reassure her.

"How old are Allister Seegleam's children?”’

Aunt Zoranaanswered, her tone oddly caressing, "His eldest two are sons—one just your age, dear
Jet, the other the same age as my Purcel. His twin daughters are quite young, younger even than my
Deste"

Elise was quite certain she didn't imagine the maicious glance Aunt Zorana shot at her brother asif to
say: "See, if you hadn't been so0 eager to use Elise within our own kingdom, you would have had the
perfect offering for King Tedric.”



If Jet felt any disappointment at this news, he didn't show it. Instead he commented blandly, "My sister
Opa would be just the age for either of these sons. She'sthree years my junior.”

To Elisg's surprise—for she hadn't needed a dance card to see that Aunt Zorana's own children, if a
bit young for betrotha under usua circumstances, meshed quite well with those of Allister
Seagleam—Aunt Zoranaonly smiled blandly.

"I'm certain that Uncle Tedric will not overlook that point.”

At that moment, a sharp rap sounded on the door. Before any could rise to answer it, the heavy door
flew open and Grand Duke Gadman, followed closely by Lord Redbriar, burst into the room, shoving
hisway past protesting guards.

"] don't suppose you've heard,” Gadman dmost shouted at his sister, "closeted in here with your
minions, plotting.. . ."

"Heard what?' Rosene replied, her tones more moderated but no lessforceful.

"While you have been plotting, Tedric has stolen amarch. He summoned that girl Blysse Norwood to
his chambers. They areto meet in lessthan an hour!"

Feding curioudy outside dl of this, asif her own prospects and those of her father were unconcerned,
Elise noted that the rivals had been united for this brief moment by an even greeter threst. Only one
person's expression was less than shocked—Aunt Zoranas. She actually looked pleased, though that
pleasure was mingled with atrace of gpprehension.

"He can't name that foundling hisheir!" Grand Duchess Rosene proclaimed. "We must protest!”
"I've dready demanded to see him," Gadman said bitterly. "He refused me."

"Perhapsif both of us. . ." Rosene suggested.

"l can't see how it will hurt to try," Gadman agreed.

Thetwo bent figures stalked forth, their heirstrailing them like an agitated flock of ducklings. Elise
moved more dowly, unable to remove Aunt Zoranas strange expression from her mind.

AN HOURWASBARELY ENOUGH timefor Firekeeper to bathe—a thing made necessary by her usua
morning romp with Blind Seer—and don agown hastily pressed by Valet.

Escorted by Elation, who soared overhead screeching loud commentary, Derian dashed out to find
Holly Gardener. The old woman asked no questions as she provided flowersfor Firekeeper'shair and
girdle, but something in her ancient eyestold Derian that rumors had aready reached the gardens.

"Wish her luck," Holly said as she pressed the cut flowersinto his hand.
"l will," he promised. "Whatever luck is
There was a brief argument when Earl Kestrdl, resplendently garbed in frock coat, waistcoat, and



knee-breeches of the Kestrel red and blue, learned that Firekeeper planned to bring Blind Seer with her.
"Hecomes" sheinssted. "Theking know of him and give him freedom of the castle.”

Earl Kestrd rdlented, muttering, "If the king wishes the wolf kept without the door, doubtless he will
have |eft ordersto that effect. Ancestors preserve me, but by now everyone in the castle must know that
shewon't leave the beast behind!"

Derian ressted adding, Just as everyone knows that the real issue here is whether or not you can
dominate Firekeeper!

When they set off for the king's private chambers, the party encountered an unexpected obstacle. A
milling throng of the king's relatives blocked the corridor—Ilessintentionally than by their mere presence.
Their mood was ugly. Clearly, the king had refused to meet with them.

Upon seeing Earl Kestrel, Grand Duke Gadman snarled, "Thereis no way wewill dlow thisfoundling
to be named heir! No matter what you say, thereis no proof that you didn't just pick thisgirl up in some
guiter, stuff her in agown, and teach her the basic rudiments of table mannerdl™

Firekeeper said nothing in response, studying the grand duke asif he were merely some curious
species of beetle who had crossed her path. Not al of her companions were so silent.

"Our word is not proof enough?' Sir Jared asked with dangerous dryness; his Order of the White
Eagle gleamed on the breast of his Army dress uniform.

Evenin his sdlf-righteous fury, Grand Duke Gadman was reminded that Jared Surcliffe's honesty was
not open to question.

"l suppose. . ." he hedged, fumbling for an apology that would not admit that he was ever redlly inthe
wrong. "Y ou must agree that the girl, the circumstances . . . most unusud . . ."

"l do agreetothat." Sir Jared filled the gap followed by this weak attempt. " Certainly we can open
this matter of Lady Blyssesfinding to question when you find another gutter brat who lists among her
peculiar assets being atended by awolf. Now, will you let usthrough?'

Thisreminder of Blind Seer's presence parted the crowd. They filtered past in athin stream asthe
Kestrel party moved forward.

Derian reflected that it was a measure of the gathered nobles anxiety that they had overlooked the
wolf at dl, for Blind Seer had grown no smaller, nor had the fangs he showed in addliberately sarcastic
yawn grown any less sharp.

Only Lady Elisewaked by the Kestrel contingent with something like afriendlinessin her bearing.
She even reached out ahand to pat Blind Seer'sgrey fur.

"Y ou look very degant and graceful,” she said to Fire-keeper asthey passed. "Quitethe lady."”
Derian wondered why Firekeeper seemed so very pleased.



FIREKEEPER HAD FEARED that Earl Kestrd would try to inveigle himsdlf into her meeting with King
Tedric. Frequently the earl reminded her of alesser wolf in alarge pack, dwaystrying to cut into the
head wolf's share of thekill, alwaystesting to seeif thiswas the moment to challenge for primacy.

She was pleasantly surprised when he motioned her entourage to ahdt in the hall and did not even try
to pressinto the waiting room.

"Lady Blysse Norwood," he announced to the officer of the King's Own standing to one side of the
door, "to see HisMgjesty.”

"Sheisexpected,” the officer said. "Passthrough, Lady Blysse."

No mention was made of Blind Seer and Firekeeper did not bother to ask permission. She nodded to
her escort, adding areassuring smile for Derian, who looked quite worried.

"Thank you for bringingme.”

Earl Kestre replied, "Wewill wait here to escort you back when His Mgesty has concluded his

For al the cdm formdlity of hiswords, the earl's eyes shone with anticipated glory.

L et through without question or search into aluxurioudy furnished waiting area, Firekeeper went into
theking's parlor.

Unlike the waiting room, it was Smply furnished. A cluster of fine chairs upholstered for comfort, not
for ostentation, rested on athick rug. In the center of thisloose circle was alow table set with light
refreshments. Light shone in from open windows curtained with gauze againg glare and insects.

From outside of one of these windows came a brief squawk that told Firekeeper that Elation was
watching.

Three people awaited her: King Tedric, Queen Elexa, and a man Firekeeper recognized as someone
important in the King's Own Guard. All three rose to greet her, acourtesy Firekeeper appreciated since
she knew that it was not her due—would not even be her dueif she were the king's heir. She accepted
the gesture as it was meant, awelcome meant to put her at her ease. When bows and curtsies had been
exchanged, King Tedric motioned her to achair.

"Be comfortable, Lady Blysse, or would you prefer that | call you Firekeeper?'

"Firekegper iswhat wolf cal me," shereplied with sngular tact—for her. "Blysse what Earl Kestrel
cal me. Please take your comfort.”

Queen Elexasmiled. "Then we shall call you Firekeeper herein private, but in public, so asnot to hurt
Earl Kestrd'sfedings, we shdl refer to you as Blysse."

In this, Firekeeper recognized the elaborate etiquette that established rank, so like and yet so unlike
the groveing and playful biting used for the same purpose by awolf pack.

"L et me present to you," King Tedric continued, "one of my most trusted advisors, Sir Dirkin
Eastbranch. By rights, Sir Dirkin should be commander of the King's Own, but his own choice has been
to accept lower rank so that he will be freeto follow my most frivolous command.”

"Rarely," Sir Dirkin said in avoice that came from deep in his chest, "have Y our Mgesty's orders
been frivolous.”



King Tedric laughed and Firekeeper sensed alongstanding joke. Dirkin Eastbranch was atal man
with chisded features that included the squarest chin Firekeeper had ever seen. Something about his
upright posture reminded Fire-keeper of atree, aresemblance enhanced by the weathered texture of his
skin. Like many soldiers, he was clean-shaven, but his brown hair waslong and thick. She still had
difficulty guessing human ages, but she suspected that Dirkin was older than Doc, maybe even asold as
the earl.

"By now," King Tedric said as Queen Elexaleaned forward to pour early-pressed cider into elegant
glass goblets, "you will have heard that | plan to travel south to the border of our kingdom and Bright

Bay."

King Tedric paused to let his guest reply. Firekeeper didn't say anything, but sat looking dert and
interested. She knew that Earl Kestrd was to have said nothing of the king's plansto anyone and
refused, for al her occasiona annoyance with her guardian, to betray hisindiscretion.

After amoment, King Tedric continued, adight smilethat she might have imagined just touching his
lips

"Totdl you something that | did not mention during this morning's conference—and that | would
prefer did not leave thisroom—Allister Seagleam, my sster Caryl's only child, has requested ameeting
withme"

By now Firekeeper had memorized the complete list of competitorsfor the throne and heard their
various merits argued so many times that she had no trouble placing this one.

"The Pledge Child," she said, remembering what Derian had told her, "some say the favorite of the
commonfalk."

Thistime shewas certain that the king was pleased. Queen Elexa aso nodded approva, saying:

"Not all our nieces and nephews would speak so openly of Duke Allister. Most seem to fedl that we
should deny him. What do you think?"

Firekeeper shrugged, remembered this was not an degant reply, then shrugged again. "How can | say
until | have met him?"

Thiswon asmdl, quickly swalowed, chuckle from Sr Dirkin.

"That is precisaly what wethink," King Tedric said. "I have prayed long and hard at the shrineto my
ancestors and | have come to the conclusion that | would be betraying my father'sdreamiif | did not at
least meet with the man whose very birth isthe result of my father's hopesfor peace.

"However, in order to assuage my Great Houses, | have had to promisethat | will not leave for such
dangerousterritories without first assuring that the successon is safe. They believe that in thisway they
will makeit impossblefor meto name Allister Seagleam my heir, for how can | name one heir and then
denounce him or her without reason in favor of another?!

Firekeeper nodded to show that she had understood.
"S0, Lady Blysse," the king continued, "would you like to be queen?"

X1V



PRINCE NEWELL MIGHT HAVE KNOWN even before King Tedric did what news was contained in the
letter sent by Queen Gustin. Whether or not this was the case, it was certainly true that he was
determined to be on the spot when the representatives of the two monarchies met. Thiswas quite critical
to the fruition of hisplans.

Therefore, the prince made mysterious and cryptic commentsto the captain of Wings . These
comments made that faithful if unimaginative man quite certain that once again the prince was placing his
lifeat risk for the good of the Crown. Since Wings 's captain had repestedly benefitted from the
information that Prince Newdl | had brought to him, news that had made Wings the most successful ship
in Hawk Haven's small navy, he waswilling to do without his Commander of Marinesfor atime.

If it S0 crossed the captain's mind that the reserve commander was aless willful man with far fewer
highly placed and important connections and thus far easier to overrulein matters of tactics and suchlike,
the captain was not likely to say thisto Prince Newell.

Instead, he assigned a couple of salorsto lower the small cutter that was the prince's own property
(athough Newd | was generousto afault in sharing it with other officersfor their need and
entertainment), told the quartermaster to grant the prince anything he needed within reason from ship's
stores, and bid Newd | fair winds and fast sailing.

Racing before the wind toward his destination, Newell was assisted in histasks with sail and line only
by Rook, his personad manservant. Rook was a sandy-haired, quiet, forgettable fellow, as efficient as
Earl Kestrel's Vaet, athough somewhat quicker with aknifein the back in adark dley. Newdl had
caught him robbing the bedchamber of Duchess Merlin during a house party at the Norwood country
manse. In return for not being turned over to Duchess Kestrdl's executioners, Rook had sworn Prince
Newdl hisabiding loyalty.

Skin stinging with salt, eyes red with concentration, Newell Shield distracted himsdlf from discomfort
by meditating on those things that set him apart from his competitors for the throne. Asthese were dso
the quadlities he felt would make him asuperior king, it was a pleasant sdf-indulgence.

For one, he thought, tightening aline around a brace and tacking dightly, they were sheep whereas he
was awolf. All one had to do to be sure of thiswas observe thelot of them flocking around King
Tedric, baaing compliments and waiting for the monarch to grace one of them—or one of their
lambs—with title and kingdom. They thought that blood was merit enough.

He admitted that afew of them, Ivon Archer, in particular, had distinguished themsdves for their own
achievements. Rolfston Redbriar, though, he was ared blester—had been since they were al children
gathering with the rest of the extended nobility for the Festiva of the Eagle.

Little sster Mdinahad Rolfston negtly in line. Sometimes Newdl| was amost certain Meinawas a
sorceress—not that awoman would need to be one to direct Rolfston. No matter the truth, the
reputation had garnered her a certain measure of respect. It wasto Newdl's own advantage that Melina
had never redized that respect based on fear can only go so far, especidly for ayounger daughter of a
Great House with no prospects for inheritance.

And then there was sweet Zorana. Shewas alusty lady. It had been delightful to renew their intimacy.
Y et inthe final assessment, she had done nothing more to advance her position than bleat and baa—and
breed. Four living children! He wondered at Zorana's lack of wisdom. It was not asif she had a great
dedl to offer her brood in the way of prospects. Purce would make agood career in the military even
before heinherited, but what did she plan to do with the rest?

Newd |l laughed and salt spray splashed into his mouth— make them little ladies and lords with a



queen for amamal Doubtless when he was king Zoranawould be making sheep's eyes at him and
hinting that she'd be quite happy to poison Aksd Trueheart and become his queen—and provide him
with atidy little line of ready-made heirsin the process. The ideawould have its merits, but he was going
beyond Hawk Haven for his queen.

The thought of Gustin IV with her long sunset-gold hair, laughing eyes, and breasts like aship's
figurehead stirred him, soaked with cold seawater as he was. She would be somewherein her late
twenties now, ripe but far from withering. There was no way awoman with abody like that could be
barren, no matter what rumors said. Her lack of children had to be the rooted in that effete husband of
hers.

Newell had heard that awoman became lugtier in her middle years, especidly if she hadn't bornea
child, asif her body wastelling her to hurry up and be about it. He looked forward to finding out if that
talewastrue.

If everything went according to plan he'd be bedding Gustin by this next summer—those Bright Bay
folkswould just need to be reasonable regarding mourning periods for her late husband. After dl, aking
shouldn't need to wait about getting an heir.

Prince Newd | smiled into the sun, high and gold like the one on the coat of arms of Bright Bay'sroyd
house. Hed already designed the armsfor his new kingdom—a fresh design that eschewed both eagles
and suns. Hed aready planned so much. Now, at last, he was going to have a chance to make those
plansredity.

"QUEEN?" FREKEEPER REPLIED, thinking more rapidly than she could ever remember doing before.
Unknown to her, for thefirst time since soon after the fire that destroyed her parents, her thoughts took
shape in human words and symbols. A bridge was built.

"Queen," King Tedric repeated steadily. "The one who will rule here after | join the ancestors.”

And Firekeeper thought of power with a greater reach than her angle Fang. Of humans groveling
before her asawolf did before the Ones, of the power to command, of that power turned to find the
answer to the question that had nipped the edges of her mind as the pack nipped at the hedls of an elk,
and from that last image came her answer.

"No," shesaid. "A gueen should be to her people as the Ones are to the pack: the greatest strength to
guide and preserve through winter. | could not be aqueen. | do not yet have the wisdom.”

She looked squardly at the king, awaiting his anger, for she knew that he had offered her agreat
honor and she had cast it away like atoo smdl fish into the stream. Tedric, however, was nodding
agreement. Queen Elexalooked hesitant, but Firekeeper thought she was pleased. Only Sir Dirkin
maintained aface of wooden impassivity.

Feding asif shewas staking some dusive prey, Firekeeper curled her fingersin Blind Seer's ruff,
awaiting developments.

King Tedric asked, "Are you certain about this, Firekeeper?Y our young wisdom could be guided by



advisorsuntil it grew. | would appoint such and many others would offer their wisdom unasked.”
Thiswas Earl Kestrel'svision voiced. Still Firekeeper must shake her head.

"l am awolf. Perhaps two-legged kind take leadership before they can lead, but for awolf that isfolly
and such folly is desth—mnot just for the wolf but often for al the pack.”

Now King Tedric smiled asour smile. "Would that al my nieces and nephews were raised wolves,
Firekeeper. All they think of isthe honor and the power, not the respongibility. That iswhy | must meet
thisAllister Seagleam. My father laid the foundation for hishirth. | must see the structure that has risen
on that foundation before | rgect it entirely.”

As Firekeeper struggled to follow the king'simagery, she redlized that her afternoonsin the gardens
with Holly had taught her agreat dedl. Through them, she had come to understand the hidden
preparation that rested beneath so many human endeavors. It was adifferent way of living from the
season-structured roaming of the pack, yet avalid onefor frail humankind.

King Tedric continued, "Y et even as| follow this course, | must be faithful to my own respongbilities.
Queen Elexacan reign in my absence, but even with her firmly in charge | cannot leave the relative safety
of this cagtle without naming my her.”

"Who?" Firekeeper asked, wondering which of the many will findly become the One.

The old man bared yellow teeth in an expression that reminded her very much of awolf and answered
with aquestion:

"Can you read, Firekeeper?”'
"No." She shrugged. "Derian tries, but the black marks on the page won't talk to me."

"Or," laughed Queen Elexa, her thin ederly voice heard for thefirgt timein agreat while, "you will not
speak with them. That iscloser to thetruth as| have heard it from AurellaWel lward.”

Firekeeper stared at the queen, her eyes round with indignant astonishment. "How she speak of me?|
have not spoken three words with her!”

"But her daughter isyour friend,” the queen replied. "Every scrap of information about you, my dear,
has been gathered and traded, shared and twisted every which way. Y ou do not think we have left you
to go your way unnoticed, do you?"'

Actudly, thiswaswhat Firekeeper had believed, for ever since the king had granted her freedom of
the castle she had fdlt hersalf unimpeded but for the ever-watchful presence of Derian. If anything,
outside of the smdll circle of friends she had been ableto cultivate, she had felt hersdf dighted. Queen
Elexaswords revealed a spiderweb of human chatter as complex and useful as birdsong in aspring
woodland.

Before she had time to contemplate this further, King Tedric was speaking:

"Although you do not read, you seem to understand the idea of reading—that the black marks on the
page talk with the voice of the writer."

"l do."

"Thenthisismy intention. Before | leave, | will write the name of my heir on aspecia document called
awill. Two copies shal be made. Onewill travel with me. The other will be sedled and locked away, to
be opened only if | die. If | do not, then | am free to change what iswritten. If not, | have fulfilled my



responsbility.”
"How," Firekeeper asked, tentative before these mysteries, "will they know one piece of paper from
another?"

"The marks of writing are distinct from person to person,” Tedric said.

Like scents on a trail, Firekegper thought. All deer smell like deer, but one deer smells more like
itself than it does like all others.

"Furthermore, both copies of my will and the boxesinto which they shall be locked will be impressed
with my persond sedl. No other will be able to forge those marks."

"l understand,” Firekeeper said, having seen smilar arrangements on the documents that Duchess
Kestrel sent to her son. "Why not just tell before you go?”’

"For two reasons,”" theking replied. "Oneisthat | may decide that Allister Seagleam isthe best person
to be king after me. If | publicly designate one person as my heir, then renounce him or her for no reason
other than | have found another | think would be better, | may create afeud between factions.”

"But better is better!"

"Not al seethisassmply asyou do,” theking said sadly. "And they are more correct than you are.
Rulership of humans takes more than strength and wisdom. Sometimesiit takes more uncertain quaities
like charismaoor politicd dlies”

"If you say," she agreed.
"l do."

Momentarily, the king looked so stern that Firekeeper had to resist theimpulseto lick the underside
of hisjaw and beg forgiveness. Then he continued:

"The other reason for not naming my heir openly isthat | will create adanger for mysdif.”
IIWMI

"Once | name my heir, | become adanger to that heir because | could change my mind and name
another. The heir personally might not fear my changing my mind, but there would be others who would
think it wisest to end my life before | could select arival. Needlessto say, | hope that whoever | choose
would not countenance such behavior, but the heir might not even know what was done for hisor her
benefit."”

Firekeeper shook her head, fedling it buzz with undesired complexities. She could not believe
Elise—for example— would wish her great-uncle dead, but eager, watchful Ivon Archer was another
matter and he was nothing beside sour, spiteful Zorana.

Sir Dirkin broke his own slence to add, "There are too many plausible ways that an e derly monarch
could diewhiletraveling or in an unexpected spate of battle. | have vowed to protect King Tedric from
these, but that restricts my own freedom grestly.”

"Therefore" King Tedric said, "1 have arequest to ask of you."

Firekeeper was surprised. She had thought that once she refused the king's offer to make her queen
he would be finished with her. She had not redlized that al the talk that had followed was anything more
than the tongue wagging of the type Earl Kestrel was so fond.



"AsK," she said, remembering the courteses offered from Roya Wolf to Royd Wolf. "Y ou have fed
meand | have grown fat in your keeping. If | can feed you inturn, | will."

A smdl amileflitted across King Tedric'sface, but instantly vanished and he replied with equa
formdlity:

"Come with meto Hope. Be ears and eyesfor Dirkin and mysdf. Those skills your upbringing granted
you have not escaped my notice. One of the difficulties| suspect will result from my naming my heir only
inmy will isthat many of those who believe themselves potentid heirswill chooseto join my train. Those
who bdlieve themsd ves the chosen one will wish to stay close so as not to lose in comparison to Allister
Seagleam. Thosewho are less certain will still wish to be nearby in case some valorous deed or grest
service to me might bring them into my favor.

"] cannot refuse any of them without causing more speculation. Those who were refused would plot
behind me— wondering if they wereleft behind to preserve them from danger or merdly because they
were no longer of useto me. They would envy those who went in my train. | wish | could refusethem al,
but to do the latter would rob my forces of three able commanders—Norvin Norwood, Ivon Archer,
and Purcel Trueheart—and in my heart | dread that these negotiations cannot end without bloodshed.”

Firekeeper nodded solemnly. "I will go with you."

Sir Dirkin reminded her, "Y ou will be placing yoursdf in danger. There are those who will hate you for
this meseting, believing that the king has selected you his heir. Those who would resort to nating a
king would think gill less of assassinating ariva.”

"Let them try!" Firekeeper said, hand falling to the knife at her waist.

Blind Seer—who had learned enough of human speech to follow thistalk, though the shape of his
mouth would not let him spesk it as well—growled fierce agreement. If the falcon in the tree outside
flapped her wingsin agreement, only Dirkin, slent and watchful, noticed.

"I will watch my Firekeeper!" Blind Seer said in wolf-speech and it dmost seemed that the king and
his advisors agreed.

"1 know you will take care,” Tedric said, "and that your companions, human and otherwise, will guard
you. Still, the danger isrea and must be accepted.”

"] accept it then,” Firekeeper said with ashrug, "but | will still comewith you and help Sir Dirkin
wetch."

"And | would have you watch my kinfolk aswell," King Tedric said, "for the desth of even one under
suspicious circumstances could create the very feuding | am hoping to avoid.”

Firekeeper nodded agreement, but she could not resist saying:
"Wolves solve these matters more smply."

"But wolves are not humans,” King Tedric replied, “and | am hoping that my humans are not wolves.”



EARLY ON THE MORNING following Firekeeper's meeting with King Tedric, Derian Carter was sent into
the city by Earl Kestrdl. Although he had aligt of errandsto run, hewasaso at leaveto vigt hisfamily.

"Theearl isafar magter,” he explained to his mother around amouthful of freshly baked oatmed
cookies, thefat, round cookieslavishly supplied with raisin. "As he plansfor usdl to depart along with
the king'strain, he has given those of uswho will attend him leave.”

"Does Earl Kestrd smply continuetrailing in the king's wake, hoping for him to select your Firekeeper
ashishar?’

Derian shook his head. " Some perhaps, but he has aso volunteered his services as acommander of
cavary and the king has accepted them."

"Andyou?' Vernitaasked eagerly. "Y ou ride aslightly asfoam on the crest of awave—are you going
asamember of Earl Kesird's unit?’

"No," Derian replied. "I continue as attendant upon the Lady Blysse."
A mixture of disgppointment and rdlief flitted across Vernitas pretty face. She asked carefully:
"And are you content with this?*

"Perfectly, Mother," Derian assured her, athough at first he had been hurt and angry, knowing from
his moon-span of residence in the castle that he rode aswell or better than most of the King'sHorse. He
could even shoot a bow from the saddle, though his skill with alance was less expert.

Petting his mother's hand, he repested to her what Earl Kestrel himsalf had said when Derian dared
protest:

"Earl Kestrdl saysthat | am the only person Firekeeper truly trusts. The earl hates admitting this, but
it'strue. She has made afew friends, but | am the one she returnsto again and again for explanations.”

"Isit not perhapstimefor her to learn to trust others?' Vernita hazarded.

Derian shook his head ruefully. "Mother, three and a haf moon-spans ago she was awild animal,
egting raw meat, deeping in the open, drinking blood as readily as water. We have succeeded in putting
aveneer of civilization over that animd, but the animal isthere, ready to burst free.”

"l have seen her," Vernitasaid doubtfully, "just once and that from a distance as she rode in an open
carriage with the Lady Archer. One seemed as much the lady asthe other.”

A full-throated laugh burst from Derian at the comparison between delicate Elise and Firekeeper.

"Oh, Mother, appearances are deceptive. | remember that day. Firekeeper had been invited to dine
with Duke Peregrine and hisfamily at their city manse. A house guard, improperly prepared for her or
perhaps merdly determined to show how he would dare what the King's Own Guard would not, tried to
take her knife. Quick as breath Firekeeper punched him squarely in the nose, then followed through with
akick that nearly shattered one of the man's knees. Then, pretty as could be, she curtsied to the
shocked duke, gpologizing for spilling blood on his carpet.”

Vernitas green eyeswidened in shock. "Aswel she should!"

"No, Mother." Derian could hardly keep from laughing further at the memory. "Y ou don't understand.
Firekeeper then went on to explain that she would have punched the man in the gut but she didn't want
to hurt her hand on his dress corselet and she had to take him out quickly because Blind Seer was
heading for histhroat."



" She brought that wolf to a duke's manse?”’

"Blind Seer goes everywhere with her: bodyguard and companion both. | spoke out of linewhen |
said that | was the one person she trusted. She trusts me to guide her actions, but Blind Seer shetrusts
with both body and heart."

"Y ou spesk asif thewolf isaperson,” Vernitasaid. "Y ou've spent your entire life around animals. |
don't think you would do thislightly."

"Never, Mother." Derian shrugged and bit into another cookie. "Blind Seer isas much aperson as|
am—and not just in Firekeeper's opinion. I've watched him since Bear Moon when Firekeeper first
introduced him to me and Race. Blind Seer is as clever as any human—and more so than many I've
known."

"Oh_"
The monosyllable was noncommitta, but Derian grew defensive.

"Mother, she talksto him and he to her—I am certain of it! Queen Zorana's edicts encouraged usto
forget everything that came before the Civil War. Mostly | agree with her wisdom. Our nation started
fresh, without al the deadwood of Old Country traditions that would have weighed us down. | doubt her
wisdom where it gppliesto the history of our own lands since the earliest days of colonization.

"Lord Aksdl Trueheart givesregular lecturesto those who wish to lister—much to Lady Zoranas
embarrassment. Perhaps Firekeeper's arrival spurred Lord Aksdl in that direction, but of |ate the topic
has been what the New World was like when the earliest settlers arrived. Their recordsto aone agree
that in those daysthere were animasfar larger and far wiser than any we know today. Then, somefifty
years after colonization began, dmost to a one they vanished. Where did they go?'

Vernitahumored him. "Acrossthe Iron Mountains?"

"That'swhat | think," Derian replied, flushing dightly ashe redlized held been ranting. "That's exactly
what | think. I think they figured out that they couldn't compete with our bows and arrows, our swords
and armor, with the magics of the Old World wizards. Those who admitted it left. The rest weredain.”

Footsteps on the wooden floor announced Colby's arrival.

"l heard Smilar sorieswhen | wasaboy,” he said, joining them at the table and pouring himsalf amug
of beer, "from an old, old woman who belonged to my society. She claimed to have them from her own
mother, who had lived in the foothills of the Iron Mountains and seen some of the wise beasts hersdif.
Human lifeis short and memory achancy thing, but | believed her. She had arelic, abear claw long asa
scythe blade. It was an impressive thing.”

Vernitagrinned at husband and son. "I consider mysdlf cautioned to keep an open mind. Colby,
youre home early."

"Brock came and told me Derian was here. We've heard enough at the stables of the king's planned
departure for meto guess that this might be Derian'slast visit for awhile, so | turned the day'swork over
to the journeymen with promises that you would review their books yoursdf.”

"Thanks" Vernitasaid dryly.
"In any case, | want to go hear King Tedric'sfarewell speech.”

"Isthat today?" Derian asked, surprised. "Theword | had isthat he doesn't depart for another few
daysyet."



"He doesn't,” Colby replied, "but apparently he has decided to scotch rumors by speaking with the
people himseaf now, rather than later.”

"Wise," Derian said. "Just thismorning in the market | heard some remarkable tales, including one that
he was dead and thisjourney was smply an attempt to conced the fact until the nobility could fight out
who would be hisher.”

"That onewill be easly ended,” Colby agreed, "but | wonder what new onesthiswill begin?'

"l can't say," Derian grinned, remembering. "Actualy, I'm curious about what the king will say myself.
Firekeeper met with him yesterday, but she refused to say anything of what passed between them. The
earl was nearly mad with rage and frustration.”

Both Vernitaand Colby looked asiif they wished to ask more, but they respected Derian's professed
ignorance. After al, hadn't he just finished boasting that he was the only person Firekeeper trusted?

Derian Sghed inwardly. Let them keep ther illusons. On this matter, Firekeeper had been as
persstently mute as astone.

"Let meclosetheoffice" Vernitasad, "and call Damitaand Brock in. We may aswell go asafamily.

The younger onesdon't seem at dl aware that they're living in important times for the history of Hawk
Haven."

THE PAVED ASSEMBLY AREA outside the speaker'stower of Eagle's Nest Castle was normally more than
large enough to hold those who came to hear news from the roya court. Here, once early in the morning
and again at sunset, a herdd stood on a platform within the tower and made announcements. Most of the
time these were routine, hardly more important than the crying of the hours. Other times they included
some interesting tidbit: the resolution of acrucia court case, the passage of alaw, the birth of achild into
the nobility. Each week a post-rider carried the same newsto every surrounding township.

The assembly areawas usualy strained to capacity when at midday on each full moon, King Tedric
himsalf came to the speaker'stower. From thislofty perch, but full in view of his subjects, he reassured
his people that all waswell and gave the blessings of the royal ancestors.

Today, the usud idlers and newsmongers could hardly find a place to stand. It seemed asif most of
the town and afair portion of the surrounding countryside had come to hear the king's speech. Pressed
into the throng, craning his neck to get agood ook, Derian was once again made aware of how much
more—well—noble the nobility looked from adistance.

At thisdistance, most of the lines on King Tedric's face vanished. Those that remained gave his
features alook of regd dignity. No one could tell that the snow white hair wasawig or that hiseyes
were yellowed with age. Crowned in gold and diamonds, Tedric looked the storybook picture of aking,
and Derian was aware of the covert glances of respect directed at he himsdlf from neighbors and friends
who knew of hisemployment in the castle.

It'sasif, hethought wryly, I'm somehow improved by having been close to that old man once or
twice. | doubt their opinion would change if they knew the king doesn't even know me from the
other servants.

Standing afew steps back from the king were severad members of the court. Derian recognized
Queen Elexa, attended by Lady Aurella, Steward Silver, and Sir Dirkin East-branch. He knew that the
rest of the court would be standing in the interior courtyard, unable to stay away from thisimportant
speech, athough doubtless court gossip and rumor had revealed everything that would be said.



Indeed, initialy therewere no surprisesfor Derian. As he had in private conference the day before,
the king informed his people of his proposed journey to Hope in order to confer with diplomats from
Bright Bay.

A soft murmur swept the crowd at this news. Not everyonewas, like Derian'sfamily, in apostion to
hear the earliest hints of travel. Except for occasiona journeysto family estates or to the seats of his
Great Houses, the elderly monarch had not left Eagle's Nest for years.

The king continued, informing his people that Queen Elexawould adminigter daily businessin his
absence, but that he would be in regular contact with her through carrier pigeons.

"My heir," he said, hisgtill powerful voice carrying easily over hushed throng, hardly needing the
amplified repetition from the herdds to be heard at the farthest reaches, "has been named in my will, a
copy of which remains herein Eagles Nest, acopy of which goeswith me. | shall not reveal who | have
selected in any other fashion at thistime."

From this astonishing announcement, he moved onto the forma blessing from the ancestors, but
Derian hardly listened. Although most around him stood with their faces upraised to accept the power of
the blessing, afew could not resst whispering.

He goes to meet with the Pledge Child!

Allister Seagleamwill be our next king! Why else wouldn't the king name his heir publicly?
Ther€ll be unhappinessin the court tonight!

Pledge Child . ..

Over and over those two words were repeated, rustling like dry leavesin the hush, practically taking
on theforce of an incantation from an Old Country tae.

Moving through the crowd after the king had retired, Derian listened to the gossip and conjecture,
wondering a the fiddity of animage. Allister Seagleam was hardly achild any longer. Indeed hewasa
man grown with grown sons, but the image of a child born to fulfill a promise of peace persisted. Even if
King Tedric named Allister Seagleam heir, could any man live up to such alegend?

ASKING TEDRIC HAD PREDICTED, immediatdly after the announcement that his choice of an heir wasto
be known only upon the reading of hiswill, rapid arrangements were made so that many of the
candidates could join theroya train.

Grand Duchess Rosene's fury when she learned how her brother had resolved the matter was
magnificent to behold. When shefinished raging, she began issuing orders.

"Although | wish to go, it would be an undue risk a my age. Tedric should have more respect for his
own aging bones. If Bright Bay wishesto negotiate, he should ins st that their emissaries come here.”

Rosene had made the same argument to her brother to no effect. Tedric had refused to even admit
that there was sense to her position, thusincreasing her pique. Now, Rosene shored up her diminished



sense of self-importance by assigning positionsto her family members as a generd might order troops.

"Aurdla, of course, must remain here with Queen Elexa. To have her do otherwise would be to our
own detriment.”

Elise thought that it was agood thing that her grandmother could not read minds, for Elise knew that
there was no way, commanded or not, that AurellaWellward would leave the queen a such atime.
Aurdlasloydty to her Wellward aunt might even exceed that to her husband's family—Ivon and Elise
hersalf excepted.

"lvon, of course," the ederly matriarch continued, "must be with histroops. If Ivon's nameisthe one
on that sealed document Tedric was waving about so arrogantly, he was most certainly chosen at least in
part for hismartia prowess. No need to undermine that reputation at this critical moment.”

"Thank you, Mother," Ivon said dryly. To his credit, much of his attention had been given to reviewing
the roster that had been delivered to him soon after the king's announcement.

"Purce will also bewith hiscompany,” the matriarch continued. "Therefore, upon Zoranaand Elise
falsthe respongbility of keeping an eye on my brother. Y ou must make certain that Tedric makesno
unwise decisions, that he does not overlook the value of hisown kinfolk in favor of aglamorous
newcomer."

"Y our wishisasmy own, Mother," said thisnewly mild Zorana. "Aksdl can remain hereto guard our
interests and watch the smdler children.”

"Fine. Heis usdess on a campaign—nothing like the Truehearts who bore him. Y our son'stalents
clearly come from the Archer sde of the family."

Zorananodded, not even bristling at thisdismissa of the father of her children.

"1 don't think any of your other children need to be taken dong,” Grand Duchess Rosene continued to
her daughter. "They are young and dmost certainly out of the running.”

"l am bringing," said Zoranawith aflash of her old fire, "my daughter Nydia If | an King Tedric's
heir—asis il possible despite your recent dismissal of my chances—Purcel asmy heir will need to shift
hisfocusto nationa matters. Nydiawill then become heir to our family properties. It istime her
education is expanded.”

"Nydiais," protested the Grand Duchess, "but thirteen. Until this point you have not cared overmuch
about her education, even though shewould follow if Purcel waskilled on one of his military ventures.”

"l carenow," Zoranasaid firmly.

Thetensoninthe air between mother and daughter was a papable thing. Elise imagined that she
could pull it, tug it, twist it like taffy until it grew white, hard, and immobile.

Grand Duchess Rosene was the oneto relent. "If you wish to expose your thirteen-year-old daughter
to therisks of atraveling military encampment, so beit. Perhaps,”" she added sourly, "we should dso
include Deste and little Kenre. Are you certain that you are not ignoring their education?”

"Asto them," Zoranasaid, her mildness now amockery, "I shal be ruled by you, but | thank you for
your concern. Perhaps you may devote some of your time herein the capita to their lessons. Y ou shall
havelittle elseto do."

Offended, Rosene swept out, unwilling to discipline her daughter in these sengitive times. Zoranatook
her leave afew moments after. She spared acompletely false smilefor Elise.



"We shdl be much in company, Niece. Certainly, your cousin Sgpphire will not welcome you into her
pavilion and | wonder if Jet will be so much about. He has himsdlf to prove, you understand.”

"Certainly, we follow the example of our elders,” Elise answered with aflicker of her own malice. "l
wonder sometimesif Purcel doestake after his mother's side of the family. Heis such a noble warrior."

This curioudy mild Zoranadid not deliver a scathing reply, asthe one of afew weeks ago might have,
but the glower she directed at Elise ftill shot ashiver of fear into the young woman's soul, one that lasted
even after her aunt had departed.

"Was that wise?' Ivon asked, distracted from his papers. ™Y our aunt Zorana has been much
disappointed of late. It isthe hungry wolf that bites.”

"True," Elise admitted, thinking of Firekeeper and knowing thet thiswastrue.

"And speaking of wolves," Ivon continued, his thoughts following the same course, "you have a great
advantage on this campaign. Y ou adone have afoothold in the Kestrel camp. Do not forgo that contact
now that King Tedric has made his decison. Persondly, | cannot believe that he has chosen Lady
Blysse, but if he has, we mugt cultivate her. Make yoursdf her familiar; learn what you can.”

Aurdlaadded. "Do not forget that you are growing into a pretty enough young woman. Earl Kestrel
has surrounded hisward with men. One of them may tak fredy to you even if Lady Blyssewill not."

Elise nodded, but she doubted that Derian could be moved in hisloyalty to Firekeeper and the
wolf-woman would confide in no other. Sir Jared, perhaps. . . A tingle of anticipation melted theicein
her soul at this excuse to spesk further with the knight.

"Y es, Mother. 1 will remember what you have said.” She paused, uncertain if she wasredly asking for
advice or merely being clever. "But should | risk this? What if Jet is offended?

"Jet Shield plays hisown games" Aurdlasaid dryly. "Ashe dways has. He will only treasure you the
moreif he thinks others value you. Still, keep Ninette nearby. Give Jet no reason to question your
honor."

Ivon Archer stood and began gathering his papers. Then he turned to his daughter, awry expression,
not completely without sorrow, on hisface.

"Welcome to the adult world, my daughter. Whether or not we win the crown, you will dways need
to know how to use people against each other. Such is our duty to our barony. My father won lands and
titlesfor uswith hiskeen arrowsin battle. To preserve those honors, our weapons must be more subtle.”

Elise dropped him adeep curtsy. "Then wewill go together into this new battle, Father. Let usnot
flinch from whatever we must do to honor our noble ancestor.”

Ivon clapped her on the shoulder and was gone. When Elise glanced at Aurellashe saw no sorrow,
no unexplained tears upon her mother's cheek, only astern countenancelit brightly from within by pride.

BOOK THREE



XV

SEVERAL DAYSON THE ROAD put Firekeeper into the best shape she had been in since sheleft the
wildernessto residein West Keep. Indeed, she redlized that she might bein far better condition than she
had ever been, since her body at last had ample food with which to build its strength.

Inthe wilds, she had hardly ever had enough to eat. Summer's glut quickly vanished as soon asthe
first frogt killed the plants with which she supplemented her diet and forced thelittle animasinto hiding
and hibernation. Stealing the occasional squirrd hoard (and eating the squirrel when possible) did not
make up for the loss of sweet fruits and dow, fat rodents. Without the generosity of the wolves, she

would have shriveled into nothing, her body consuming itself in a desperate effort to keep lit the spirit's
fire

Three moon-spans of steady eating had changed Firekeeper from adat-sided, fera walif into
something recogni zable as ayoung woman. A thin coating of fat now padded her muscles and buttocks.
To her dight congternation, she was even developing smal, round breasts. Despite devouring more than
many grown men at any given medl, regular exercise had kept her from becoming soft. She could till
climb likeasquirrel, swim like afish, and outrun atrotting horse— and she did so on aregular basis.

Each day, the king'strain started moving as soon as dawn crossed into pale daylight. It was mighty
thing, ostensibly meant to provide for the elderly monarch's comfort and security, in reality meant to
impress the Bright Bay diplomats with areminder of what Hawk Haven could bring to beer if treachery
was intended.

Scouts preceded the entire body, fanning out to the sides. Race Forester was often among them and
he was the only one who was ever aware of Firekeeper's presence in the surrounding woods.

Following the scouts were wings of light cavalry, the riders armored in leather, armed with bows as
well as swords. The heavier cavary rode closer to the king's carriage, the dust they stirred considered a
fair trade for the safety their presence offered.

Here, too, rode the members of King Tedric's court, some in carriages, some on horseback. Elise
traded back and forth between the two conveyances, but her cousin Sapphire remained on horseback.
Sapphire wore armor after the fashion of the light cavalry, the leather portions dyed deep blue, the meta
protecting thejoints polished to bright silver. A long sword was sheathed across her back, its pomme
set with abright stone that some said was a sapphire and othersins sted was merely glass. Over onearm
or dung from her saddle she carried a shield with her persond device: asiver field emblazoned with an
octagonal sapphire.

Her brother Jet was smilarly accoutred, though his chosen colors were black and gold. Firekeeper
was amused to discover that while most of the soldiers were haf in love with Sapphire, they thought her
brother afop and pretender.

Groups of foot soldiers were interspersed about the column, some guarding the creaking baggage
wagons, some trudging in the rear. Progress was so dow that these men and women had timeto argue,
sng, gamble, and pursue rivaries between units.

This provided Firekeeper'sfirst exposure to amass of the common folk and she found them
fascinating. Despite her usua didike of crowds, she frequently went among the soldiers. Some resented



her for behaving neither asanoble or acommoner, or from fear of Blind Seer, but Purcel Trueheart
wel comed her—perhaps at his mother Zorana's request— and o the soldierstolerated her at first.
L ater, she made friends among them and these wel comed her for hersdlf.

At Derian'sinsstence, each day Firekeeper rode some hours on Patience, the grey gelding, amusing
hersdlf by practicing archery from the saddle. Her greatest ddlight, however, was when riding lessons
were finished and she could dismount. Pacing the caravan on foot, she was freeto investigate interesting
parcels of woodland, spear fish from brooks, and in generd to behave in afashion that would drive
insane any caretaker less accustomed to her ways than Derian.

At first Earl Kestrel had tried to restrict Firekeeper's movements, but he was too busy with hisown
responsbilities to enforce his commands. Later, King Tedric privately informed hisvassal that Lady
Blysse had his express permission to go where shewished. The earl, believing this yet another indication
that his ward was the chosen heir, happily acceded.

Blind Seer caused numerous problems ssimply because al the horses and dogs were uniformly terrified
of him. The dogs smply rolled over and groveled, rarely essaying an attack even when they
outnumbered and outmassed the wolf. The horses, however, refused to compromise with their terror
unless Firekeeper wasted a considerable amount of time talking to them—atask she found boring and
repetitious since the stupider horses needed to be frequently reminded that the wolf wouldn't eat them.
Even Petience, Roanne, and Race's Dusty were skittish at firdt, reacting to their fellows fear.

Firekeeper resolved thisfrustrating Situation by remaining away from both the cavalry and king's
mounted companions as much as possble. If she wished human companionship, there was plenty among
the soldiers. The placid oxen who drew the supply wagons were lessimaginative than the horses, more
ready to accept the wolf as an exceptiondly large—and rather less annoying than most—dog.

Firekeeper'sdaily attire was a modified verson of the knee-length leather breeches and vest that she
had favored since her introduction to human-style clothing. She still ran barefoot, never having lost the
leather toughness of her foot soles. Nor did she need gloves, for her long-fingered hands were as
calused asany farmer's. To Firekeeper's delight, her dark brown hair finally had grown long enough to
betied back in arespectable queue. A few clips, giftsfrom Elise, kept the straggle ends from her eyes.

Since armed conflict was possible, Earl Kestrel insisted that hisward be outfitted with some sort of
armor. Firekeeper had rebelled againgt the jangling weight of mail. However, after avivid demonstration
by Ox of how armor could prevent asword from penetrating into the vitals, she had agreed—when
necessary—to wear leather armor similar to that worn by Sgpphire Shield, though less gaudily colored.

Except for riding lessons and weapons practice, during these days of travel Firekeeper wasfreeto run
wild, bare of foot and head, silent asthewind. Y et, despite her enthusiasm at being rel eased once again
into the woodlands, Firekeeper did not forget the task the king had enjoined her to perform. In daylight
there waslittle she could do, but at night sheleft her bedroll and glided among the pitched tents, growling
the cursto slence and taking shamel ess ddight in eavesdropping on her fellows.

In this fashion the wolf-woman learned many strange things. Sapphire Shield, who by day rode
sraight and tall on the blue-dyed horse with its Slver-white mane and tail, regularly cried hersef to deep
each night. Lady Melina Shield frequently stole away into the woods where, believing hersdf unwatched,
she danced in the moonlight and dipped glittering gemstonesinto pools of strongly scented liquor.

Jet Shidld, in the guise of courtship, frequently pressed himsdf on Elise. When Elise refused him more
than hot kisses and pawing at her breasts, Jet found relief among the women who trailed the caravan.

When night brought privacy, Lady Zoranavigoroudy tutored her daughter Nydiain deportment,
schooling the thirteen-year-old so fiercely that Nydia, to this point ignored in favor of her older brother,



was driven into sullenness one step shy of rebellion. At these moments, Zoranawhispered to her,
promising thelittle girl great things until she sweetened and was willing to memorize sgnals and responses
that would puzzle Firekegper more but that most human rituas still puzzled her.

Elsewhere, Firekeeper learned that King Tedric's old bones did not permit him to deep easly unless
he was dosed by his persona physician. Then nothing would wake him for some hours. In contrast,
Dirkin Eastbranch never dept—at least not that Firekeeper had seen. He was a so the only one among
the king's retainers who seemed to notice her comings and goings, greeting her with asilent smileand a
dight raise of one eyebrow.

Nighttime was not Firekeeper's only time for discovery. She developed greater respect for Earl
Kestrel when she realized that the soldiers he commanded honored him for his courage and wisdom, not
merely for histitle. From Doc she learned something of the arts of treating cuts and bruises, of wrapping
sprains, of saves and ointments. From Race and Ox she continued to learn human arts of survival and
war. From Derian she learned humor and to play at dice.

Indl her memory, these days of travel became some of Firekeeper's happies, filled with new things
and with fitting of them into alarger pattern of human society. No longer did she think dance and music
were the only things worthwhile about the human way. Y et deep-rooted in her heart was the desire to be

other, to run on four fast feet, to raise night-seeing eyes to the moon, and sing her praises from awolf's
heart.

ARRIVING IN HOPE, Prince Newell Shield was ddlighted to learn that King Tedric's party was not
expected for some days yet. Advance riders were contracting with the locals for facilities and supplies.
Some were specialy delegated to treat with the town leaders.

Although technicaly part of Hawk Haven, Hope had changed hands so frequently—even since the
Civil War ended some hundred and five years before—that its residents viewed the entire issue of
citizenship with acynicd eye. If they fet astrong kinship with any group they felt it for the citizens of
Good Crossing, Hope's sister city across the Barren River. There had been times when Good Crossing,
too, had been part of Hawk Haven, times when Hope had been part of Bright Bay.

An even greyer area of loyalty was Bridgeton, a massive stone bridge on which shops and even
houses had been built. Before the end of the Civil War, there had been a bridge here—the "good
crossing” for which the origina town had been named. In the century since the end of the war, the
origina bridge had been widened repeatedly until the smal midriver idands on which the pilings were set
hed al but vanished.

Bridgeton was dominated by the Toll House in the center. Although no attempt was made to stop
river traffic, enough commerce passed over Bridgeton's mighty span to keep it mended strong and its
coffersfull. Neither monarchy had attempted to restrict Bridgeton's business, for the bridge wasided
neutra ground for negotiations. At less peaceful times, the army that commanded the span dso
commanded the perfect place from which to policetheriver.

Prince Newel| rather liked thelocals cynicism. Hope and Good Crossing both were home to dubious
segments of the population, men and women who found aclose, easily crossed border extremely



convenient. It was home to deserters, thieves, smugglers, practitioners of doubtful customs, and just plain
free spirits. The more law-abiding citizenry—which were the mgjority—put up with the scoundrels
because of the money they brought in, and because people who had nowhere else to go would accept
taxation (ararity € sewherein Hawk Haven) and poor trestment.

The law-abiding e ements aso delighted in the economic benefits derived from the permanent army
garrison on the eastern fringes of the town. The army officers, aware that alienation of the townspeople
was agood way to find themsalves fighting doneif an invasion attempt was made, turned ablind eyeto
anything that did not clearly thresten Hawk Haven's border. In return, the underworld regularly supplied
information about troop movementsin Good Crossing and e sewherein Bright Bay. It was an
arrangement that worked for dl.

Not wishing his presence to be known quite yet, Prince Newell had Rook arrange for roomsin the
Silent Wench, atavern with many doors and areputation for discretion. Although this reputation was
well earned, Newell took no risks. Both Rook and K een, his assistant, were ordered to disguise
themselves and give false names. Newel | went the further step of never venturing out of the tavern before
UNSEL.

In many townsin both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay such behavior would be either foolhardy or a
guarantor of boredom. Hope was not atypical town and with diplomatic contingents from theriva
nations converging upon it, even those rulesit usualy upheld were broken.

Following along day's deep, sorely needed after journeys on water and land, Newd | Shield
sauntered down to the conveniently dim-lit tavern. He doubted that his own mother could recognize him
inthislight, but nonethel ess he kept a greasy leather hat securely on his head, the wide brim shadowing
hiseyes. Souching in acorner booth, caling for food and drink in harsh accents, he trusted that no one
but Rook and Keen would know him for the widower prince of Hawk Haven.

While he ate, he listened to the gossip, but the Silent Wench was renowned for her discretion and
those who stayed there were not the type to give much away. Paying in guild tokens which Rook had
acquired back in the port and at Eagle's Nest, Prince Newd | ventured into the night. A soft cough from
the shadows told him that Keen trailed him, but Newell looked neither right nor left.

Keen was around-faced, dightly soft-looking man in hislate twenties. By preference, hewore his
sraight brown hair loose to his shoulders and cut blunt across his brow rather than pulled back ina
fashionable queue. Keen's close-cut beard had the same glossy sheen as an animal's coat and hislarge,
brown eyes seemed guileless and gentle. That was dl deception. Violence brewed beneath that innocent
gaze, as more than one woman lured into Keen's bed had discovered. Newd | found him very useful.

Those who walked aone through the streets of Hope at night were either drunks or fools or very
confident of their own strength. Newell clearly did not belong to elther of the first two categories and so
no one bothered him.

He strolled dong, noting that the Night Roost Inn displayed the scarlet eagle of the Hawk Haven royal
family. Here, then, stayed the advance guard for the king. The laughter he heard through the taproom'’s
open window was doubtless that of their guests, locals wined and dined to make them glad to grant
favors on their monarch's behdf.

It took Newel longer to find Stonehold's presence, for although Stonehold was no more a war with
Hawk Haven than was Bright Bay, when there had been war, Stonehold had regularly supported Hawk
Haven'srival. Discretion regarding their representative's presence in Hope was wise, for only the most
open-minded could believe that it would be to Hawk Haven's benefit. But Newe | found the
Stoneholders by snooping among stables and kitchen yards, swapping tal taes with burly men with



soldiers bearing yet congpicuoudy out of uniform. Many were deserters or mercenaries, but at last he
found those whose telltale accents gave their origin away.

Having found Stonehold, it didn't take more than another hour to find those who were spying for
Bright Bay. These hid their accents, refrained from the nautica jargon with which even the most
inland-dwelling sdted their language, and dressed as neutrally as he did himsdlf. They were ready with

their money, buying drinks and food, encouraging conjecture and speculation in the hope of learning
something to their advantage.

Though Newell drank wine and de as offered, tonight he said nothing beyond commenting on the
wesether or the qudity of theloca vintages. Tonight he was taking the pulse of the situation and finding it
racing. Humming to himsdlf, just dightly drunk, he ambled back to hisroom at the Silent Wench.

THE AIRST NEWS that King Tedric's party received when they arrived outside Hope before noon on the
fifth day of travel wasthat Bright Bay's contingent was not expected in Good Crossing until late the next
evening. This advantage of aday and ahaf did not mean that there wasn't plenty to do.

King Tedric, dong with his closest advisors and persona staff, would stay within the permanent fort to
the east of Hope: the Fortress of the Watchful Eye. Although the great stone-walled structure could
contain more, the king told his commandersto set up in the surrounding open zone surrounding the
fortress. No one complained, for the late-summer wesether, though sometimes muggy for marching, had
been so clement that camping was a pleasure.

Earl Kestrel ordered that his persona encampment be set up at the fringes of thefield, onthe side
nearest the cultivated areas. Part of his reason was adesire to keep Blind Seer away from the bulk of
the army, part because the cavalry companies were stationed on the other fringe, near to theriver where
the horses could be watered with ease. The earl's light mount, Coal, had joined Roanne, Patience, and
Dusty in grudgingly accepting the wolf and thus Norvin could skirt the larger army encampment and ride
between his areas of respongbility with relative ease.

Derian was assisting Vaet and Ox with setting up tents when Race Forester arrived. More than willing
to show off his skillsto those who could appreciate them, Race had accepted atemporary scout's
commission, reporting directly to Earl Kestrel. He looked good in the brown trousers and green shirt of
the scouts, the Kestrd arms—a shield divided top to bottom into narrow blue and red bands, blazoned
with agold hunting horn—over his heart.

Race's ego had not been hurt at all during his association with the scouts and he was swaggering a bit
when he joined the others, evidently bristling with gossip.

"Lend ahand,” Ox said with the good humor that rarely left him, "and tell uswhat you've learned.”

Race grinned and grabbed atent pole. "Half of Hope'sfolk aready believe they know why we're
here. The other haf claimsnot to care. My gossips say differently, that Hopeis glad to have us here.
Whatever happens with the negotiations, they expect to come out the victors. Thewineand ale
merchants have been importing from anywhere they can get it, anticipating that once thetroopsarein
place commerce will be dowed."



"Asitwill be" Ox said. Hisback muscles bulged as he hauled the earl's pavilion onto its frame.
"Before Earl Kestrel dismissed me this afternoon—saying with hisusua kindnessthat held be in meetings
until sunset and there was no need for me to just stand about—I heard enough about security
precautions to know that no oneis getting near any place King Tedric will be without careful searching.”

"Well," Race commented, "tonight will be thelast night without rules. The army commanders have
permission to release up to two-thirds of their troops for anight on the town. Those who volunteer to
stay back will get bonus pay.”

"We'renot digiblefor that,” Ox said, pointing at Vaet and Derian with his bearded chin, his hands
being full, "aswe're persona retainers. Are you for anight out or bonus pay?'

Race shrugged. "I haven't decided. | thought I'd learn if Earl Kestrel has any preferences.”

Pausing in his own work, Derian glanced skyward, located Elation soaring on the warm winds, and
knew that Firekeeper was safe. HEd gradualy cometo rely on the peregrine for such sgnasand
suspected that they were offered ddliberately, that the bird knew how difficult it was for him to track the
wolf-woman and was asssting him.

Despite how he had defended Blind Seer'sintelligence to his mother, the thought made him unessy, as
if hewere standing outside of adoor into anew world. If he accepted that afalcon was voluntarily
helping him do hisjob, he must accept that many things he had thought smply old talesjust might be true.
If you accepted beasts that were as intelligent as humans, then were the horrors and wonderstold of in
some of the other stories far awvay?

Idly, Derian waved one hand in greeting and was certain he saw Elation dip wing in acknowledgment.
Todigract himsdf he said:

"] suppose the negotiations themse ves will be held on Bridgeton?'

Race nodded. "That'sright. Advance parties agreed to that easily enough. They'll be using the Tall
House and traffic under Bridgeton itsdf isbeing hated entirdly during the meetings.”

"| bet the guildslovethat!" Derian whistled. "And whét is being done about the shops and residences
on Bridgeton itsel f?'

"On our Sde" Race sad, railsing his eyebrows e oquently on theword "our," "advance negotiations
have succeeded in renting space on rooftops and in front of shops. | understand they tried to get
everyoneto agree to shut down, but the guilds were having none of it. | expect that Bright Bay did no
better."

Ox grumbled, "Two towns—three if you count Bridge-ton—united in nothing but their desireto
oppose the forces that surround them.”

Vet said softly from where he was stirring the fire, looking for embersto hesat hisiron:

"And [, for one, don't believe for amoment that they're not interested in these negotiations. If ever
Bright Bay and Hawk Haven make peace, the first casuaty will be this arrogant trio. We must not forget
that."

Race gared a him in amazement, then said, "Vaet, you don't say much, but when you do, you sure
sy amouthful.”



LATE THAT AFTERNOON, When Derian was grooming Roanne and coaching Firekeeper as she sparred
with Ox, Doc came into their camp. Like Race, Sir Jared had taken atemporary commission, but his
was with the medicd corps. His uniform wasthe brilliant scarlet that served both to mark him out asa
medic and to hide the gorier Sde effects of hiscdling.

Unlike Race, Doc didn't wear the Kestrel badge, but the one granted to him when he received his
knighthood: a hand palm upraised and impaled with severa arrows. Beneath that was pinned abrooch in
the shape of an eagle outlined in scarlet enamd, the wing feaethers worked in silver, the beak and talonsin
gold, and the eyes perfectly faceted diamonds.

Doc dipped Roanne apiece of carrot, then said to Derian in ahushed voice, "1'd like to speak with
you privately when you're done.”

"I'll meet you there," Derian tossed his head to indicate ahillock about equidistant between their camp
and a copse of treesthat skirted thefield, "as soon as | have this done.”

Curiogity made Derian finish more quickly than he should and by way of an gpology he gavethe
chestnut mare another chunk of carrot. Seizing awater bottle, he ambled to where Doc leaned againgt a
dender tree trunk.

"What'sup?' he asked, Stting beside the other man. "Y ou look grim.”
"Do you know Hope well?" was Doc's answer. "I haven't been here for some years."

"Pretty well," Derian replied. "I haven't been herefor about ayear, but I've come the last severa with
my father. Y ou can get some good dedls on stock thistime of year from folk who don't want to feed
them over thewinter.”

"Legally owned?' Doc asked, curious despite his evident preoccupation.

"Not al," Derian admitted, "but quite afew are. There are wild horsesin the plains to the southwest.
Some crossinto Hawk Haven, but the best herds are found in Bright Bay. Import islegd, but € sewhere
you pay afee at the border. Here .. . ."

Doc nodded. "1 see. Well, | need your help. The Surgeon General and the king's personal physician
have asked me to purchase something for them."

He hesitated and Derian said quickly, "1 won't say aword to anyone, not even Firekeeper if you don't
want meto."

"I'll take your word on that," the knight said, and Derian felt hisheart swell with pride.
"Goon," hesad, abit more gruffly than he had intended.
"Theking," Doc sad, dill hesitant, "is not ayoung man and this journey has not been easy for him."

Derian decided to help him adong. "Lady Elisetold Fire-keeper and me—she didn't want to talk about
it with her aunts, they having their own agendas—that she was worried. She said King Tedric looked
grey and tired.”



"Lady Elise" Doc said, aglow banishing hisworried expression for amoment, "has good eyesfor
this. She has studied some of what |'ve been teaching Firekeeper, saying that if there is trouble,
ancestors forfend, she wantsto be able to do more than hide in the fortress.”

The glow vanished as Doc went back to hisimmediate concern.

"King Tedric's heart isnot strong,” he said, asif admitting to treason, "not diseased, Smply tired. As
long as he took limited, hedlthful exercise and rested well it did not trouble him. However, both have
been denied to him.,

"Thereisatonic that has been helping him. Unhappily, the king's physician did not anticipate so grest
aneed and he has nearly exhausted his supply. Some of the ingredients are rare and not of the typethe
Surgeon Genera would stock in quantity for the field hospital.”

"So they want you to buy some," Derian prompted.

"Yes" Jared smiled. "In short, | need to find an gpothecary who will not gossip, preferably onewhois
loyd to Hawk Haven. Can you help me?"

Derian consdered. "What are the ingredients you need?’

After Jared had told him, Derian smiled encouragingly. "Some of those are used for horsesaswdll as
people. We can buy those from afarrier | know and nonethewiser. Thelastfew ... Yes, | think |
know the person to dedl with. My father buys fragrances from her for my mother."

"Fragrances?' Doc said dubioudly.

"Don't worry," Derian assured him. "Hazel's ahealer aswell. Perfumes are her hobby. My father
swears her attar of rosesis superior to anything you can get in Eagles Nest."

Doc nodded. "Very good. Now, remember, not aword of thisto anyone."

"l promise.”" Derian's eyes sparkled. "If any of the others ask me what we were talking about, I'll say
you wanted my advice on the best way to court agirl.”

To hisgreat amusement, Sir Jared Surcliffe colored nearly as deep ared as hisuniform.

They left camp that evening as dusk was fdling. Derian had made a quick trip into the town and
assured himself that both farrier and apothecary were going to be open that evening.

"Extended hours," hetold Doc asthey waked into town that evening, both of them dressed casualy
asif joining the men on leave. "Who would miss a chance to do businesstonight with al these soldiers
with money to spend and only one night to spend it?"

"I'd forgotten that not al of them would go to taverns and brothels," Doc confessed.

"Nope," Derian said cheerfully, caught up in the generd air of fedtivity despite his awareness of the
importance of their misson. "Many will end up there, but some smply want a decent med or to augment
their kits. Otherswill be shopping for giftsto send to the family back home. Smuggling beingwhat it is
here, thisisthe perfect place to find something exotic and wonderful.”

When the two men reached the town proper, they had to thread their way through streets crowded
with exultant soldiers. It wastoo early for many to be very drunk, but they passed at |east one brawl:
two men, dugging at each other with such narrow focused concentration that they hadn't noticed that the
whore who was the reason for their dispute had left with another man.

"I'm glad,” Doc said, "that Firekeeper agreed to remain behind.”



Derian laughed. "1 think | solved that one rather nestly. | took her with me this afternoon. She was
horrified by the crowding and stench. When | told her it would be worse tonight, she was happy to Stay

away.'

Asthey moved dong, severd timesthey encountered former patients who offered to buy Sir Jared
and hisfriend adrink. Other soldiers, often those with whom Derian had raced horses or thrown dice of
an evening, caled out to the pair to join them.

"Wed better accept some of their invitations,”" Derian advised, "unless you want to look like you're on
duty."

Doc agreed somewhat reluctantly, but Derian kept an eye on the flow of traffic and made their
EXCUSES.

"I've got to sop by afarrier and pass on some information for my family business,”" he said. "Coming,
Doc? Thisfdlow has some fine horses, better than the oneyou'reriding.”

Doc shrugged. "'l guess so0. Just remember, my commission doesn't cover a private mount.”
They madether exit neatly and Doc gave Derian an admiring punch on the shoulder.
"Nicely done, young man. Cover story aswell as an excuseto leave.”

"At your service, Sir Jared,” Derian laughed.

"What excuse do you have in mind for our trip to the gpothecary?"' Jared asked with agrin.
"Perfume, of course," Derian replied lightly, "for that girl you were asking me about.”
Thistime he decided not to ignore Jared's blush.

"Darel| guesswhoisonyour mind?" he asked. "It won't go any further.”

"Pleasedon't let it," Jared begged. "I've tried hard to hide my fedlings, but sheis betrothed.”
Elise's name hardly needed to be spoken.

"A politicd arrangement,” Derian said firmly.

"One she asked for," Jared countered, "if rumor is correct.”

"Oneshe may regret, if | read her right. Jet isnot al Eliseimagined himto be. | think she haslearned
more about him over the past moon-span, especidly since she has been traveling in this company.”

Derian hestated, wondering how much he should say. Ninette, Elise's maid, was one of the few
women in this entourage who was not in uniform, above his sation, or a progtitute. Although Ninette was
not redly histype, Derian enjoyed femae company and had found himsdf drifting into vigting with her.
Teasing and flirtation had progressed into something like confidences, offered since Ninette shrewdly
recognized Derian's sincere liking for her mistress.

Jared remained somberly unconvinced and so Derian went on, " Jet frequently seeks Elise's company
when the day'strave isover. Latdly, I've noticed that she finds reasons for them to visit in public.”

"Sheisalady," Jared protested indignantly, "not some tart!"

"Sheisayoung woman,” Derian perssted steadily, "and awoman's blood can run as hot asaman's
with no fault to her but that she risks a child and aman does not. Ninette tells me that Elise was not
aways so chary of time aonewith Jet."



Jared colored, clearly torn between indignation at the thought that hisideal could be vulnerableto
passion, and hope that she indeed did not favor her betrothed.

"She..." He stopped, unableto go on.

"Y ou told me once you were married,” Derian said. "An arranged marriage to agirl you had known
from childhood."

"Yes." Doc's monosyllable was guarded.

"And are you telling me that you and your betrothed never touched before the wedding? No kissing
games? No littletria runs, ablouse opened maybe, a hand guided to touch?"

Thelight wastoo dim for Derian to be certain, but he fet sure Doc was blushing again. Shining Horse
Hooves! He himsalf had played the same games and more, and he could fed hisown color risng. It must
be that talking about a thing was more embarrassing than actualy doingit.

"Don't fault Elisefor having the sameimpulses,”" Derian continued, despite his embarrassment,
"egpecidly with aman she has been amitten with since shewas a girl. Take hope instead that she no
longer welcomes such games.”

Doc sad nothing, but in theflickering light from afreshly lit streetlamp, Derian caught the hint of a
amile

"Heresthefarrier,” Derian said, glad to have an excuse to change the subject. "Come adong and look
at the horses.™

Their stay lasted well over an hour, extended because the farrier was busy with agroup of cavary
women, each of whom was replacing items from her kit, several of whom wanted to try the paces of a
horse or two. Knowing that Doc didn't want to draw attention to himsalf, Derian chatted up one of the
stablehands, tried out a horse or two himself, and even convinced Doc to relax enough to examine acolt
with grest potentid.

Derian did indeed have business messages from hisfather to the farrier and would have ddivered
them that afternoon but for the opportunity this gave him to draw the farrier aside. Then he asked to see
the man's stock of horse medicines. Taking covert sgnasfrom Doc, he investigated the wares and made
his purchases.

Oncethey were out in the street with their packages, Derian said, "Y ou'll need to speak with the
apothecary yoursdlf. | know something about these ointments, but nothing about the rest of the stuff you
mentioned.”

"That won't be aproblem,” Doc replied. "With what we've already purchased, shell have a harder
time guessing just why | need what | do. Especidly,” he grinned a Derian, "when | add asmall order for
attar of roses."

The apothecary's shop was set back from the street behind asmall herb garden that provided
advertisement for her wares. Climbing rosesin red, white, and pae yellow covered the front of the shop,
dill heavily in bloom despite the lateness of the season.

"Some say," Derian commented, as they passed through the gate, "that the apothecary's a sorceress.”

Doc looked quite serious. "I wouldn't be at dl surprised if sheistalented. It islate for rosesto be so
heavily in bloom."

Despite Derian's own turns tending the family kitchen garden, Derian had never consdered the



sgnificance of late-blooming roses. Without further words, he opened the shop door.

Asdsawherein the town, businesswas brisk, but Hazel Healer hersdlf recognized Derian asaregular
customer and left her assistants to handle the walk-in trade. A woman in her mid-fiftieswith strong
featuresthat would never be caled pretty, nonetheless, her confidence and friendly smile made her
handsome.

"Heresan old customer,” she said. "Is Colby with you?'

"Not thistime," Derian replied. "He's waiting to make histrip until the upcoming negotiationsare
through. I'm here with my new master, Earl Kesird."

"Asthewolf-girl'skeeper." Hazel smiled. "Yes. I'd heard something of that. Come into my workroom
and tell memore.”

Derian could not have wished for better and he motioned for Jared to follow him. Oncethey werein
the workroom, Derian made introductions.

"Migtress Hazel Heder," he said, "'l would like to present my friend, Jared.”

Doc had asked not to be introduced with hisfull name and titles, but here again gossip had gone
before them.

"Sir Jared Surcliffe,”" Hazd replied, making adeep curtsy. "1 am honored.”

With adight shrug for Derian, Doc returned her greeting with abow. "And | am to meet you. Derian
has spoken well of you and of your shop.”

"Thank you, and don't ook so surprised that | know who you are. I'm from Eagle's Nest mysdlf
origindly. Many members of my family live and work at the castle. | have seen you there mysdif, years

ago.
"Would | know any of your family?" Jared asked politely.

"Unlessyou frequent the grounds, Sir Jared,” she said, "I doubt it. My cousin is Head Gardener now
and, if the Green Thumb passes on, one of his children will follow in turn.”

Derian grinned. "1 know your aunt, then," he said. "Goody Holly Gardener. She has befriended my
wolf-girl, asyou caled her."

"Firekeeper," Hazd said, twinkling at his surprise, for Lady Blysse's wolf-name was not commonly
known. "Aunt Holly wrote me when she heard you were coming here with the army, asking that | help as
| might. She never realized that you and | have been friends since you were but freckles and red hair.”

She poured them tiny crystal glasses of her own cherry cordia and they settled down to visit. Despite
the relaxed atmosphere, Derian was surprised when Doc himsalf opened the question of the necessary
herbs.

"MigressHazd," Doc said, "l amin great need of severd rare—and expensve—itemsfor my
medica use. | would like to purchase them from you or, if that is not possible, have you act as my agent
inther purchase. | amwilling to pay morefor your complete slence in that matter—and will do so,
athough | do not think such is necessary."

Hazel, who amoment before had been laughing so hard at one of Derian's stories that he had worried
she had imbibed too much of her own digtilling, grew immediately serious.

"Tel mewhat you need,” shesad, "and unlessit violates my guild's code, you will haveit.”



Their conversation became technica then. The one thing Derian was certain of was that athough
Hazel did not say so, she had both agood idea what Doc was preparing to concoct and for whom. Nor
did she ask questions when Jared bought asmall jar of her famousrose attar.

When they departed the shop, Doc's purse was much lighter, for he had indsted on paying market
rates and a bonus besides, and the two men had several more bundles to stuff into their jacket pockets.

"Come and see me again,” Hazdl said at the door. "Bring Firekeeper. I'd like to meset her.”
"If I can, | will," Derian promised.

"And | with him," Jared added. "I think you have much you could teach me."

"Gladly," she said with a contented amile. "Gladly.”

The Streets were emptier now, but the noise from the taverns louder. The two men walked briskly
aong, aware that human predators seeking human prey would be prowling. Sober and in company, they
were not precisely worried— there was easier prey about—but they saw no reason to invite trouble.
None sought them out, but others were not so lucky.

Past the market area, where residences mingled with businesses and warehouses, they were drawn up
short in their steps by ashrill scream of pureterror.

Derian whirled, orienting on the sound. Doc pointed down anarrow aley at whose far end was just
vigbleaflicker of light.

"Therel" he said, starting to dash that way.
"No, you fool!" Derian said, grabbing hisarm. "It could be atrap—abait and hit!"
Doc shook him loose. "Then I'll fall for it!"

Cursing himsdlf for behaving as no city-bred man should, Derian ran after him. Their boots splashed in
noxious puddles of unseen mess. Doc bumped a pile of trash that squeaked and spewed forth rats. Then
they werein the open again.

They found themsalvesin anarrow street on which just about every streetlamp had been blown ouit.
In this scattered light, a young woman, her black hair acloud about her shoulders, was holding off three
men. Only thefact that she bore asword and shield while they were armed with knives had made this

possible,

Even as Derian and Jared realized what was going on, the boldest of the attackers darted forward.
Raising his knife he made a murderous dash. The woman blocked with her shield, but as she did so the
second darted forward and tangled her sword with his cloak. The third was about to disarm her when
Doc, unarmed except for his courage, went charging forth.

Hisbellow halted the attackersin midmotion. The woman took advantage of the momentary confusion
to solidly bash the first man with her shield. As he crumpled unconscious, she spun, perhagps more from
exhaustion than from skill, and Derian got agood ook at the device: a octagona blue sgpphireona
slver fidd.

"Hold on!" heyelled. "Rescue's herel™

Jared's momentum carried him into the second man, who dropped his cloak and reached for hisknife.
Derian would have liked to keep an eye on him, but found himsdlf confronting the third man, the one who
had been about to take Sapphire's sword. Thelong knifein the bandit'sright hand glittered wickedly, but



Derian didn't fed fear, only adreadful clarity of focus on that shining silver edge.

"Hadlooo!" he hallered, drawing his own knife, amore utilitarian item meant for cutting rope or minor
trimming of hooves. Fortunately, what it lacked in length and grandeur it made up in sharpness. Hisfirst
blow diced his opponent aong the left upper arm—amiss since he'd meant to stab him in the chest, but
effective enough.

His opponent hit aswell, along dash down Derian's right Sde that ruined his waistcoat and spilled
packets of the farrier's medicines onto the cobbles but otherwise did no damage. They sparred for
several moments longer, during which time Derian became aware that Sapphire had joined Doc and the
two were dedling effectively with the remaining bandit.

Still, Derian wondered if they could reach him before hisluck ran out. Practice with sword and shield
he had; he'd even been in the occasiond tavern brawl, but never before had he been in aclose-up fight
with death or maiming asthe god. The thought wasfleeting, passing through hisbrain asheand his
namel ess opponent traded blow and counter, dodged and struck asif they were partnersin some weird,
unchoreographed dance.

Sometimes Derian fdt his blade hit something solid. Sometimes he was the solid thing hit—and hurt.
More often there was the empty swish of air againgt hisknife.

The dreadful clarity of thefirgt few seconds was fading now, replaced by vagueness. Blood was
sticky on Derian'sleft arm. His own or his opponent's? The face before him kept fading in and out.

Faintly, Derian heard alow howl, saw his opponent's expression of focused cruelty transform into one
of pureterror, and then adark and terrible shadow leapt onto his opponent.

When Derian |ooked again, there was araw, red hole where the man's throat had been and his body
was limp, tumbling onto the street, blood gushing once from that terrible hole, then ebbing to adribble.

A dimarm grasped Derian firmly around hiswaist. He struggled, and afamiliar voice said:
"It'sme, Derian!"

"Firekeeper?'

"It'sme," she sad, her voicefierce and choked. "Thefightisover.”

To hiseternd relief and eternal embarrassment, Derian Carter took one look at Firekeeper, saw the
splash of red blood across her face, and collapsed into adead faint.

XVI

FIREKEEPER VANISHED BEFORE THE NIGHT watch arrived so resolving matters with the Hope town guard
took lesstime than Derian had dreaded. Sapphire's three attackers were known crimina's, unwanted
elements even within Hope's comparatively easygoing structure. Moreover, two of those who had been
attacked were members of the Hawk Haven noble class and the third was a personal servant of Earl
Kedtrd.

After asking very few questions, the night watch took the thugs avay—one dead, two living, though
one of these was badly concussed—to thejail.



At Sapphire's request, the men did not take her to her own tent, but to the Kestrel camp at the fringes
of the larger Hawk Haven encampment.

"l need," Sgpphire explained, "achance to clear my head. Mother will have questions. | need to know
the answers”

Derian thought it odd that awoman of twenty-three should be so worried about what her mother
would think—especialy when the woman considered hersdlf afitting candidate for the throne—but he
was too aware of his place as Sapphire's socid inferior to ask any questions.

Instead, ignoring his own wounds, he concentrated on his duties as host. Guiding Sapphire toward
that same hillock on which he had conferred with Doc just that afternoon, Derian explained:

"Wewon't wake anyone out here. Doc, go get your gear so you can look at her wounds.”

Jared Surcliffe took Derian's order as amatter of course, and if Sgpphire looked offended at the
young redhead's presumption, Derian pretended not to notice.

"Earl Kestrdl," Derian said, seating Sapphire where she could lean againgt arock and trying hard not
to notice aspreading stain of blood aong her Side, "is standing watch tonight with his cavary force so
that one more could go on leave into town."

"1 heard him being toasted in the tavern,” Sapphire commented, keeping her voice steady. "Hismen
do love him. Strange, for he's such adour sort." She paused, "And, by the way, thank you for coming to

my ad."

"l wasjud following Doc'slead,” Derian admitted, though her smile made him fed awfully good about
himsdf.

" 'Doc being Sir Jared?" Sapphire asked.
"That'sright, Mistress. That's what we called him on our trip west and it just stuck.”
"West . . ." Sapphire looked at him, perhaps saw him as a person for thefirst time. "Y ou are?'

"Derian Carter, Midtress," he said, wishing he didn't fedl so tongue-tied. Sapphire was as different
from Elise as night from day, but no less captiveating. "1 work for Earl Kestrel "

"That'sright," shesaid. "l remember you now, the red-haired youth who tends Lady Blysse."

Derian privately approved of her presence of mind. He'd heard her call Firekeeper afew more
uncomplimentary things when she thought no onewas listening. A crunching of boots on grassand a
detached gtar of lantern light announced Jared Surcliffe's return.

"Vaet was awake," he said, "and had hot water on to make someteato bring the earl. | borrowed
some. Now, Mistress Sapphire, if | could attend to your wounds."

Inventory and treatment of their various cuts and bruises took sometime. Sgpphire, thanks to sword
and shield, had escaped with mostly minor injuries, but aknife dash that had gotten through her guard
and diced thefabric of her shirt on her right side looked nasty. She also had countless bruises and nicks
on her hands caused by widding her sword and shield without gloves.

Derian had severd smdll nicks of hisown, noneimpressive, but dl painful. His head ached
abominably. Doc had escaped virtually unscathed.

"Migtress Shield," Doc explained unashamed, "cameto my rescue.”



"After you cameto mine" shereminded him. "Again, thank you both."
Jared produced aflask of good brandy from one of his pockets.

"Thelady can usethe cap for acup,” he explained, pouring. "'l aso suspect that Vaet will be herewith
the teatray momentarily. Don't worry, Mistress Sgpphire. Hell never say aword to anyone—not even
Earl Kestrel—the soul of discretion, our Valet."

Sapphire accepted the cup gratefully and passed the flask to Derian.
"It doesn't matter overmuch,” she said. "My mother will know and that's enough.”

Derian swigged directly from the flask before passing it back to Jared. The strong liquor cleared his
head and made him ingtantly bolder.

"If you don't mind my asking, Mistress Sapphire, but how did you come to be out there alone?
Y ou've never struck me as one to take foolish risks."

"| appreciatethat,” shesaid. "l .. . | went out with my brother, Jet. | wanted to see something of the
town and everyone e se was going somewhere interesting. Jet didn't want meto go with him, but |
convinced him that | had as much right as he did to enjoy myself.

"He let me come with him—I guess since he couldn't stop me—but | soon understood why Jet didn't
want me around. His plan wasto get drunk and then .. ."

It was dark, but in the lantern light they could see her glance down in embarrassment.
Doc cut in, "We understand, Mistress.”

Derian thought he sounded offended. Doubtless Sapphire would believe he was offended for her,
which couldn't hurt, but Derian suspected Doc's indignation was for Jet'sinsult to Elise.

"As soon," Sapphire continued, "as Jet got drunk enough, he ditched me. | wandered around a bit and
found mysdlf in that poky little street. Those men jumped me.”

"A good thing you had your sword and shield,” Derian said, dlowing adight questioning note to enter
hisvoice.

"Luck," camethe blunt reply. "1 had scarred the paint on my shield during our journey here. The
armorer had white paint with him, but not silver. | decided to see what someonein thetown could do . .

Ruefully, shelooked at the newly battle-scarred shidld. The ddlicate sllver work was scored in
multiple places and there was alarge dent the size of aman's head.

"| understand better now," she said, false cheer in her voice, "why white is a preferable substitute for
slver, a least for inthefield. | shall make the change tomorrow and keep the silver field for show.”

They toasted her choice and asthey did so Vaet shimmered up rather like magic with tea, cookies,
and fruit neatly arranged on atray. He st this on the rock behind Derian and vanished again.

"A remarkable man,” Sapphire said. "May | pour?"
"Please do," Doc replied.

"What | would like to know," Derian asked the listening night, "is how Firekeeper happened to be
there when we needed her."



Firekeeper stepped from the darkness. Blind Seer, hisfur dightly damp, was with her.

"Tea?' Sapphire asked the newcomer, unable to keep adightly frosty note out of her voice. "l see
that the remarkable VVaet has supplied afourth cup.”

"Thank you," Firekeeper said, accepting the proffered cup and hunkering down on her haunches.
"How did you happen to be there, Firekeeper?' Jared prompted.

" follow," the wolf-woman said, "practicing cities. It isn't too hard at night once the people go inside,
but in the crowds. . ."

She ended with an e ogquent shudder.

"And Blind Seer?"

"He stay in the narrow places between buildings mostly,” she said. "Isthereaword, Derian?’
"Alley," he supplied automaticaly. "Why didn't you join us sooner?

"Y ou were doing so well," she said with afey grin. "I not want to hurt your fun. Then the man you fight
hityouinthehead. . ."

"Isthat what happened!" he muttered, remembering how everything had gotten dreamy.
"And Migtress Sgpphire was giving agood fight to her man, so we cameto help.”

"We?' Derian asked carefully, remembering the nightmare vision of the bandit with histhroat torn out,
of Firekeeper's face smeared with blood.

"Blind Seer kill the man,” Firekeeper said with indignant saf-righteousness. "Y ou tell methisnot a
thingto do!"

Sapphire had softened at Firekeeper's compliment to her skill. "Were you hurt?" she asked, refreshing
Firekeeper'stea.

"No." Firekeeper looked dmost disappointed. "I not get to fight.”

Sapphire looked at her own dented shield, at the bandages on her side and hands. "It isn't nearly as
much fun asit looks."

Jared and Derian nodded agreement. The wolf-woman did not seem at al convinced and the great
shaggy beest a her side opened hisfanged jawsin what Derian could swear was laughter.

BARON IVON ARCHER HAD TAKEN full advantage of hisrank to ingst upon agood position for the Archer
pavilion, athough he himsalf would be splitting histime between his command and numerous conferences,
returning there only to deep. Given her strained relations with both Sapphire and Jet Shield, Elise had
ample reason to be grateful for this.

Along theroad, she and Ninette had shared afairly small tent pitched between her father's tent and



Aunt Zoranas. It was avery proper arrangement, one that offered some protection from Jet's
increasingly impatient advances, but one that aso guaranteed that she would hear every noisein the
surrounding tents.

Her father, she discovered, snored—as did his manservant. Aunt Zoranainsisted on being sung to
deep by her maid. Ninette rose repeatedly during the night to answer nature's call. After these intrusions,
Elisefdt acertain guilty pleasure that the heir to abarony could command not only room for alarge
pavilion, but a certain degree of space surrounding it. Ninette still chaperoned her—and Elisewas glad
for her company—but at least with her on the other side of a curtain Elise was not so aware of the other
woman's nocturna micturitions.

Onthefirst morning following their arriva, Elise woke after the sun had risen. She wastrying to guess
the hour by the position of the sun shining through the pavilion's canvas when Ninette lifted the dividing
curtain and peeped around it. The other woman's eyes were shining with excitement and Elisswas
certain she had some interesting gossip.

"Good morning, Ninette.”
"Good morning, Elise. | have water on for tea. Would you like some?"
"I'd be grateful,” Elise said, swinging her feet to the carpet at the sde of her cot.

The camp bed had been an improvement over deeping on pads on the floor of atent barely large
enough to stand in, but till some of her muscles protested. Stretching and enjoying the luxury of being
able to spread her arms over her head, Elise dipped into her morning robe and went to join Ninettein
the pavilion's common area. The curtain in front of Baron Archer's deeping niche was lifted, reveding the
section to be empty.

"My father?' she asked Ninette, crossing to where teais brewing in acozy pot.

"Rose before dawn,” Ninette replied, "and has gone to ingpect his men. He said to remind you that the
contingent from Bright Bay is expected thisevening. Y ou are to stay within the bounds of our
encampment unless expressy summoned into the city."

"Asif," Elise said, 9pping the raspberry lesf tea, "I would want to go there. Doubtlessit'sfull of
rascalslooking to take advantage of this Situation.”

"Y our cousin Sgpphire,” Ninette said, lowering her voice and glancing at the canvas wallsfor shadows
that might indicate listeners without, “went to town last night. She had quite an adventure.”

With Elisg's encouragement, Ninette told the full story of Sgpphire's encounter with the bandits. She'd
aready been over to Earl Kestrel's encampment and coaxed afew details from Derian—yprompting him
to tel her thetruth by offering him some of the rumorsthat were dready circulating within the small
servants community among the nobles pavilions.

"Lady Mding," Elise said thoughtfully, "must befurious. | wonder whether shes more angry at
Sapphire for getting attacked or at Jet for leaving hissster?!

"l couldn't say, Elise," Ninette admitted. "I have gone out of my way to avoid her. Lady Mdinas
lady's maid had ared mark on her cheek the shape of ahand and little Opal had clearly been crying.”

"Wisg" Hisesad. "Wha timeisit?'
"An hour past full sunrise, my lady."
"And we are not expected anywhere?'



"Sir Jared Surcliffeindicated that he would be at the hospita center until midday. After that, he would
be happy to continue your and Lady Blysse'stutoria in the trestment of wounds."

"Send him amessage saying you and | would be glad to take him up on hiskind offer. Say that unless
we hear otherwise we will meet him at the Kestrd encampment.”

llva.y gO(Xj,"

"Then why don't we have breakfast herein the pavilion? Afterwards, perhaps, we can use the luxury
of being stopped in one place for longer than anight to bathe and wash our hair."

Having finished these pleasant domestic tasks, the two women, their hair still wet and scented with the
marigold petals and rosemary leaves with which they had rinsed it, stole away to anatural solar crested
by agrouping of boulders near one edge of the camp. By climbing over the outer rocks, they found a
little hollow, perfect for two, open to sun and sky though invisible from without. The walls of the
Watchful Eyeloomed to their south, between them and theriver. Wise tactics dictated that a clear zone
be kept around the fort, so no troops were stationed anywhere near their refuge.

"Doubtless," Elise explained to Ninette, spreading her hair on aflat rock to speed itsdrying and
pillowing her head on one of the cushions they had brought with them, "the army would have removed
these rocks but for their great Size and their distance from the walls. Even agood archer would be
pressed to make an accurate shot from here.”

"1 hadn't thought of that, Elise," Ninette said, spreading out her own hair to dry. "I smply noticed these
yesterday when we were pitching camp and decided to investigate, thinking they offered possibilitiesfor
discreet privacy within limits”

Elise, knowing her ever-romantic cousin had been thinking of rendezvous with Jet, colored dightly.
She hadn't quite been ableto explain her changing fedings toward him, even to Ninette—perhaps
especidly to Ninette, knowing how the other woman dreamed of Elise as queen.

She settled for murmuring something grateful but noncommittal and gazing into the sky. Therewas
much to consider, both regarding her own persond predicament and the impending conference. Elise
was weighing the advantages and disadvantages of being invited to theinitid conferences when voices
interrupted her meditations.

Ninette started to her feet, but Elise cautioned her to slence with afinger raised to her lips. There had
been something in those voices, something familiar, something angry, that made her wish their presence
to remain unknown. Rolling over, her drying hair chill againgt her neck, Elise crept to one of the gaps
between the towering rocks and peered out. Sight confirmed what her ears had told her. Lady Medina
Shield stood without preparing to pass judgment on her son and daughters.

Already it wastoo late to make a graceful exit, for the words streamed from Lady Melina, pungent
and furious. In any case, Elise was not certain she wanted to depart. Jet had taken advantage of his
position as her betrothed to listen at Archer family conferences. Certainly she had as much right ashe
did!

Ignoring Ninette's trembling gestures that they could get away by climbing over some other rocks,
Eliseinstead motioned for her to begin braiding her wet hair.

"Wewill not skulk away," she said softly into Ninetté's ear. "That would be a confession that they
have greater rightsthan | do—and no matter how well Lady Melinathinks of hersdf, they do not!"

Ninette subsided and began plaiting Elisg'slong hair into apair of thick braids. Eliseignored the
tugging a her scalp, dl her attention on the drama unfolding withouit.



"1 wonder," Lady Mdinawas saying, evidently not for the first time judging from the sulky expressons
on her three children's faces, "that awoman as closaly descended from the family that produced Queen
Zoranathe Great could bear such foolish children. It must be your Redbriar father's contribution.”

"Our father's great-grandmother was Queen Zorana herself,” Jet growled. His dark eyes beneath his
handsome brow were bloodshot. Elise might have felt more pity for him if she hadn't suspected he was
nursing ahangover. " Sheisour great-great-grandmother. Can you claim closer kinship?

"Impudence,” Mdinasighed. "A shameyou have o little cause for it, my stupid son. Doubtless when
Queen Zoranamarried Clive Elkwood, the strength of the Shields was diluted and diluted again when
King Chamer insgsted on marrying acommoner. Pity that King Tedric'slot al died. My brother Newell
might have returned Shield strength to theroyd line.”

Elise could tell that Melinawas toying with her brood, taunting them, insulting them. She wondered
that the elder two took it so calmly, for neither was known for patience. With adight shiver, sheredized
that they feared the little woman who stood there, her gaudy gemstone jewery gdlittering inthe
midmorning sunlight.

"But Tedric's children are dead and Newell never got alegitimate heir." Lady Melinadrawled the
word "legitimate’ with aspecid glower for her son. "Doubtless like some he has spilled enough seed into
anonymousloins”

Elisefdt her face grow hot. Though Jet had never gotten that closeto her, she felt hersalf shamed by
implication.
"Sowing wild oats" Mdinacontinued in her silky, furiousvoice, "iswdl enough for common soldiers

but for aboy whose only hope for the crown is his betrotha aliance with another family it isnot only
irrespongible, it is near treason!”

She grasped the jet pendant depending from the multi-stone necklace around her throat and closed
her fingersaround it asif those dender fingers could crush it. Jet's eyes widened in unfeigned terror and
Eliseimagined that she felt heat from where her betrothal gem rested againgt her skin.

"Treason against the crown you could wear and treason to the father and mother who would wear it
before you!"

Inasingle easy, graceful movement Lady Melinaremoved afine chain silver bracelet. Then shetook
the jet pendant from its place on her necklace and attached it to the chain. Swinging it pendulum-like, she
crooned in avoice that transfixed her ligteners.

"From this moment forth, Jet, my son, your loins are bound. Y our staff shall not rise. Y our blood shall
not heat. Until you prove yourself worthy of power, know yoursdf impotent! Thisismy curse!™

Elise bit her lip to hold back an involuntary cry of fear. She should be grateful, but thisritua gelding
spoke of black sorcery she had thought vanished from the land.

A smadl whimper of what might have been laughter, but could equdly be astrangled scream, dipped
from Sapphire Shidd'slips. Mdinaturned her gaze upon her eldest daughter, pitiless despite the
bandages vis ble beneath the bodice of the young woman's gown and the gloves that offered mute
testimony to the cuts and bruises on her hands.

"And you," Mdinasneered with even more contempt, "you pitifully ambitious chit! I've watched you
riding your grest blue stalion, armed and armored like some warrior maiden from anursery tale. How
did you like your firgt taste of bettle?"



"1 won," Sapphire retorted, clearly spesking with effort. "Two of the three men fell to my blows."

"Y et you screamed for help like aninfant,” came the cold reply, "screamed and brought to your aid
our greatest riva for the throne: Lady Blysse hersdlf, thet flea-bitten waif who hasingnuated hersdlf into
King Tedric'sfavor. You brought Lady Blysse and her lackeys."

Sapphiretried to protest, but Melinasurged on, her hand coming to rest on the blue stonein her
necklace.

"Do you think | enjoyed thanking a common carter for asssting in my daughter's rescue? Do you think
| enjoyed being reminded that alesser scion of House Kestrel has been awarded a knighthood that none
of my children will ever have the courage to win? Sir Jared rushed to your aid though unarmored and not
even bearing aknife! Y ou brag that you defeated two common thugs, yet were it not for the three who
raced to your aid, | doubt that you would have taken out even one!™

Between clenched teeth Sapphire said defiantly, "When have you even stood before even one
opponent?'

Melinaremained pitiless. "I am wise enough to know that awoman can have other strengths—that
wisdom and knowledge grant their own powers. Y ou, however, you care for nothing but posing. You
resent Jet's competition instead of seeing that it matters not which of you wears the crown. Whoever
wearsit, my will shdl rule!

"Better," Mdinacontinued after pause pregnant with menace, "that you limit your ambitionsto the
inheritance you will take from your father and me. When you inherit your lands and country manses, then
you may prance around in arms and armor to your full delight. For now, remember your place and do
not put yoursdlf at risk. | might decide that you are not worth preserving after al.”

She twisted the blue stone at her throat and to Elise's horror the blood drained from Sapphire's face.
Thiswas not faintness on her cousin's part; it was asif for amoment Sgpphire's body was robbed of
blood and breath. Melina changed the sapphire for the jet stone on her chain. After ahorrid moment
while the sapphire swung back and forth, glittering like afragment of the ocean degps, Meinasaidin
amost conversationa tones:

"l curse you, my daughter, Sapphire, with pain. Though the wound in your side has been treated,
though it is clean and good ointments soothe the flesh, though Sir Jared has the talent of hedling, till you
shall fed pain there, dull and throbbing asit is even now. If you should defy me further, then the pain shall
become sharp and keen, as hot as when the knifefirst diced your flesh. Thus pain shal tutor you in
prudence until 1 judge you have learned your lesson.”

Sapphire's hand flew to her bandaged side and she gasped asif for astark moment aknife had freshly
reopened the wound. Melinabared her white teeth a her daughter, grimly satisfied.

As Meélinareattached the pendants of jet and sapphire onto their places on her necklace, her gaze fell
upon Opal, and the girl, to this point slent and stolidly cam, paled and trembled.

"And you, Opd," Mdinasaid. "Take these punishments as awarning unto you. Obey me and perhaps
someday | will favor you with lessonsin my craft. Disobey and know my wrath.”

"Yes, Mother," thelittle girl whispered. "1 understand.”

Melina pressed her hand once again to the gems on her necklace. "1 conjure and bind you all to
slence on these matters. The day has not yet come for my art to be revealed to the masses. Speak of
these doings and it shdl be asif red ants bite your tongue. Even as you suffer, the truth you sought to
reved shall be refashioned into clever falsehood that shall honor me and defame you.”



"Y es, Mother," came three subdued responses.
"Follow me. We have work to do before the diplomats from Bright Bay arrive.”

Only as Elise watched the four Shields turn back toward the encampment did she redlize that she had
her fingers pressed to her mouth asif to keep even the faintest sound from coming forth. Even as she
struggled with her fear, Elise could fed aterrible resolve forming within her, aresolve she dreaded
amost as much as she dreaded Medlinas dark arts.

Oh, Mother! shethought franticdly. You never knew how wrong you were about Lady Melina.
Sheisa sorceress, her powers aswicked as sin!

A terrible thought cameto Elise then. What if AurdlaWellward did know? Whet if her tongue hed
been conjured into silence by Melina, even as Mdina had bound her own children? Who could be
trusted to be free of the sorceress's power? How many others might have been so silenced?

At lagt, Mdinaand her children were safely gone. Pulling herself with effort from her thoughts, Elise
became aware that for some time now Ninette had been murmuring to herself, only now daring to permit
her frantic whispersto become audible.

"Oh, ancestors, protect us from evil magic! Wolf, Elk, Raven, Bull, Horse, Puma, Bear, Dog,
Hummingbird, Deer, Lynx, and Boar: Gracious Ones, shdter usfrom harm. Estrellaand Rozen, Jnette
and Tunwe. . ." Ninette continued reciting her persona ancestors back to the days of Queen Zorana
and then began on those of the House of the Eagle, for they were believed to protect dl their subjects
from harm.

Patting Ninette on the shoulder, Elisejoined her in her prayers. Even as sherecited the familiar litany,
Elise suspected that the answer to those prayers might come in aform as mysterious and terrible asthe
powers themsalves.

AFTER A NIGHT OF ROAMING therichly stinking streets of Hope, after bloodshed and battle, deep could
not enchant Firekeeper. Blind Seer at her Side, she darted through the fringes of farmer'sfields, haunted
the forests, and swarmed up the spreading branches of a thick-leafed oak to howl defiance at the moon.
Only when dawn drifted into full daylight—alate-summer day promising muggy hesat rising from theriver
before midday—was Firekeeper willing to deep.

She preferred the forests, cool even in the hottest parts of the day, especially when compared with the
interior of acanvastent. Derian had protested, more because Earl Kestrel had punished him for
permitting such wildness than because he saw any harm in her choice.

Y e, despite her affection for Derian, Firekeeper had perssted. Stone walls when there had been little
other choice had been tolerable; a canvas box when the trees beckoned afew yards away was not.

Elation had provided compromise, derting Derian to Firekeeper'slocation and kegping agolden eye
bright for the earl. Should Earl Kestrel begin to harangue Derian, Firekeeper could reappear before he
was fully warmed into his subject.



The earl's need for Firekeeper outweighed his desire to assert his power, so she could protect Derian.
Now that she had known Earl Kestrel longer, she realized that there was a certain fairnessto him. He
assumed that Firekeeper obeyed Derian and thus Derian was doing hisjob if Firekeeper did asthe earl
commanded. If she did not obey, Derian would be punished.

Firekeeper obeyed nothing but her own impulses, but it didn't bother her if Earl Kestrel believed her
controlled.

S0 as she had since the march from Eagle's Nest to Hope began, the wolf-woman dipped into the
forest. In atangled copse of young maple saplings, not far from anarrow thread of astream, she
pillowed her head on Blind Seer'sflank and fdll ingtantly adeep.

The past night's events would not leave her mind to rest. Looping like embroidery thread through a
needles eye, they stitched out a pattern that gradually mutated into something approaching nightmare,

Shadows and rocks underfoot, round rocks, smooth like those in a streambed but these are wet
by other than good, clean water. The stream that runs over these rocks is horse piss and dog piss,
man piss and cat piss, vomit and sweat, manure and spilled beer, the rotted sap of dead
vegetation and the salt of ancient tears. Even when the rain falls it cannot remove the stench
entirely. It settles into the crevices between the rocks and waits for heat to bring it forth.

Barefoot, Firekeeper runs from cobble to cobble, feet light and silent. There are no twigsto
snap here, no leaves to crumble and crunch. She feels like a shadow given life and Blind Seer
padding beside her is heralded only by the panicked barking of dogsin their pathetic yards. Their
appealsto their masters bring them no help, no praise, only angry threats and the occasional
thrown shoe.

Partly from pity, partly because their barking annoys the night, Blind Seer silences the curs
with a growled command. In their secret hearts the dogs are grateful. They retire to doormat or
kennel, wrap their tails about their noses, and try to believe they are asignorant as their masters
as to what friend of the darkness walks the streets.

Each place where Derian and Doc halt is a delight of newness to nose and eye. The tavern at
twilight invites care; it is a busy place. Wolf and woman sniff about the stable-yard, steal scraps
from the trash heap, and marvel at the variety of people coming in and out the doors. Leaving
Blind Seer below, Firekeeper swings onto the roof to peer into windows on the upper story.
Nothing she sees through the bared windows is precisely new, but much is educational.

So it iswith the livery stable and the heavily scented gardens of the herbalist, Hazel. Then
comes the return through the night, the scream, Sapphire Shield fighting in fierce earnest, the
scent of her sweat cutting sharp and acrid even through the pong of the streets.

Indecisive, Firekeeper lurksin the shadows, uncertain whether thisis a fight in which another
might be welcome. Only when Derian is endangered does she throw etiquette to the winds and
bound forth. As she catches himin her arms, the blood streaming from his wounds alter nately red
and black in the lamplight, Blind Seer |eaps upon the attacker.

A man is not a wolf. Thereis no thick ruff to protect histhroat. Heis not even a deer with
great cabled muscles beneath a thick hide. He is not even a rabbit who can sometimes shake
loose leaving a mouthful of fur. A man is a pitiful naked beast. One snap and the red blood is
running onto the cobbles, overlaying their stench with a rich new scent.

Blind Seer vanishes. Firekeeper remains. When Derian comes to himself, she sees horror and
fear in his eyes. Deep within her, despite the exultation of victory, sheistroubled.



Horror and fear in his eyes. A body: the throat a raw red hole through which life gushesand is
gone. Fear and horror in her heart. A raw red wound gushing life. Hot and blurring in her eyes,
tears salt on her tongue. Hot and terrible in her belly, hunger refusing the question of right and
wrong, living and dying.

Whereisthe sweet sticky beverage? Day after day, it had been forced between her lips. Sowly
life had returned with it. Breath had no longer tormented her lungs. Then there had been milk,
sucked from the teat of a she-wolf, girl-child nursing side by side with blind balls of fur that grew
far faster than she.

Blood flowing life-hot from a gaping neck wound, steaming in the cold of an autumn day.
Around her she hears the Ones growling at the pack to keep their distance. Despite hunger, the
girl cannot drink blood, not with the memory of the doe's soft brown gaze upon her, with the
sharp stink of her panic as the wolves closed upon her still fresh, not with her last terrified leap
for freedom, doomed before it began, imprinted on her mind.

The girl's stomach roils. The doe's eyes had reminded her of her own, of those of a
sweet-voiced, soft-bodied woman even now becoming a dream. If she drinks, she kills that
woman again.

" S0, isthelife to be wasted then?"

The girl has no idea who is speaking to her. The voice is familiar, but her memory slides
around it, as unable to grasp its source as her hands are to pick the sunlight from a stream.

"l can't," shesobs. "I'll be sick!"

" Sick? You are sick now. Sick unto dying. How much longer do you insist that others do
your living for you?"

"Why live when so many others die?" thelittle girl retorts, remembering the cooked-flesh smell
of that almost forgotten woman. "Why me?"

" Fire spared you for a reason. Why can you not accept this?"
Though calm and measured, yet there is a note of impatience in the voice.

"How can | live on others' deaths?" And the death of which she thinksis not just the death of
the doe, but the death of those othersin thefire.

"We all live upon death, even the deer. Thereis no escaping that part of the cycle. Your
dying will not save the deer. Your dying will not reverse thefire. Your dying will only slay
others someday."

"What!"

" Nothing more can be said on that matter. Trust me."

"Why?

"1 have need of you. Enlightened self-interest is the best reason | can give you."
"I don't understand."

" Nor should you. All you should know is that your dying will serve no one. Your living may
serve many, not the least of which are those who have labored for your life. Now, drink!™



"l can't!"
" The doe dies for nothing?"
"Let the wolves eat her!"

" Why them and not you? Why are you less worthy of life?"

" Drink! The heat and liquid will do you well. You are nearly starved from your
stubbornness.”

"Let the wolves have her!"

" Foolish human! Very well! If the wolves are to have her, if the wolves areto live, then |
name you a wolf. Be a wolf. Forget that ever you were human. Your heart isa wolf's, your

appetite a wolf's, your memory a wolf's. Strange wolf you may be, but if only a wolf may live,
then you must be one!"

Hot blood, slowing to a trickle. The wolf dips her human head, laps at the stuff, sucks deeply,
finds an appetite for life in the blood. Chews hungrily at the still-warm flesh, finds strength for
living. Only when she is sated does she stop growling the others back from her right. Only then do
her parents call the rest of the pack to share the bounty.

When they are finished, there is doe no longer, not even bones, for these have been cracked for
their marrow and the splintered segments chewed into dust. A single doe isn't much to the hunger
of a wolf pack. Before the night is over, they will hunt again, a two-legged wolf running beside
them, eager now to bein on the kill.

XVII

AFTER THREE DAY S RESIDENCE IN HOPE, Prince Newdl| Shidld flattered himsdlf that he understood the
budding political Situation better than any of the central players. Although a century of sporadic warfare
following hard upon the chaos of civil war had brewed hatreds between Bright Bay and Hawk Haven,
largely these were persona—hatreds for the ugly deeds done in battle or of one person for another—not
the terrible abstract fear and horror with which both night fears and some enemies were regarded.

Perhaps this was because legends of the Old Country monarchs who wore crowns carved from skulls
and wielded scepters worked from human thighbones remained fresh—red enough to raise thrills of

terror when some old grand could say, "It wasin my own grandmother's day that thiswas s0," and be
right.

Perhapsthislack of hatred was because the god of these battles, skirmishes, and frays had aways
been reunification, not conquest. When monarchs strove to bring the errant sheep back into thefold,
they could not resort to the rhetoric of hatred and alienation lest this raise doubtsin their people€'s minds
asto thewisdom of reunification. With eager predators prowling on the fringes, neither Bright Bay nor
Hawk Haven could risk razed countryside and daughter of loca inhabitants. Too easly then would the
conqueror find itsdf in danger of conquest asit sought to solidify its expanded holdings.

Did anyone but himself redlize that those who feared and hated were the very alies who supported



one sde or the other while really supporting none but themsslves?

Prince Newell sniggered into his pewter tankard of de. Blind! Blind! That waswhat both Tedric and
Gudtin IV were. Astheir predecessors had done, they accepted aid from nations who in their most
secret hearts desired not their alies success but their failure.

Stll laughing quietly to himsdlf, Newdl| rubbed hisfingers dong histemples, ddighting in the clarity of
hisvison. He, he done had wisdom! The rest were as blinkered horses dragging their burdens through
crowded city Streets, as sheep who blindly followed the daughterhouse goat to their own deaths!

Should such willfully ignorant crestures have the rulership over thousands of souls? Ancestors, refusel!
He knew his duty and had aready taken steps to achieve aposition from which to carry it out.

Firg there must be newly awakened doubt between the various factions for Hawk Haven's crown. He
had hoped that Sapphire Shield's death would do the trick. The men Keen had hired to follow her and
Jet had been told to make it appear that an animal had savaged her. Ostensibly this had been to draw
suspicion away from human hands—K een had been posing as alove-maddened, rejected suitor when
he contracted the thugs services.

Needlessto say, there had been a better reason for such theatrics. Newell himsdlf had intended—if no
oneese arrived a the conclusion—to hesitantly suggest that young Lady Blysse had murdered the one
regarded by many as her greatest riva for the throne. Blysse's habit of dipping off into the night was well
known by now. Not even her faithful lackey Derian Carter would be believed if he swore that he knew
where she was every hour. Hislaxness regarding her had been commented on, even by those who knew
that Blysse had the king'sfavor.

Sapphire's death should have weakened Blysse's support aswell as iminating one of Newell's own
rivals. Hewas till disgppointed that the thugs had bungled. Keen, however, had made certain that they
would not liveto tell tales.

After going bail for the two survivors—not adifficult athing to do in Hope, where the local authorities
did not wish to seem to care more about assault on a noblewoman than on acommoner—Keen had
murdered the men and tossed their bodiesinto the Barren River. If any wondered about the desths, they
should end up thinking that one of Sapphire's legion of admirers had done the deed. Newell would make
certain they thought so even if they didn't on their own.

Although he had been less than successful in thefirgt part of his plan, Prince Newell was progressing
with the second part. Thiswasto make at least one of the dlies betray that its deepest loyatieswereto
none but itself. After consderation, he had eected Stonehold for thisrole for the logical reason that it
was Bright Bay's dly, not Hawk Haven's. For now Hawk Haven provided the foundation for Newdl's
own prestige and influence. He did not care to weaken that, though neither Waterland nor New Kelvin
were any more honest in their motivesfor aliance,

For the third part of his plan to work there must be conflict that would bring the prince shining to the
fore. Newd | fancied a battle would do the trick, one wherein Stonehold would show itstrue colors.
Perhaps weskened by loss of their dly, Bright Bay would join forceswith Hawk Haven. Alternatively,
the battle could take place between three armies. In either case, Hawk Haven's army should comeforth
victorious—they mugt, for they adone would be unweakened by the defection of atraitorousdly.

And in that battle Prince Newell planned to lead. His would be the great deeds. Based upon them, he
would be hailed the new king of Hawk Haven by popular acclaim. Rook and Keen were aready
sounding out the gathered armies for those soldiers who could be easily bribed or influenced to shout
Newdl|'s praises loudly—and at the proper moment.



Among the many deserters who resided in Hope and Good Crossing there were those who could be
bought and instructed to insert themsal ves among the troops when added numbers would be welcomed,
not questioned. Their voices would shout loudly for Prince Newell, for he would promise them pardon
and honor. With the army firmly behind him and the added weight of his own nobletitle, nonewould
dareresst him.

Then gracioudy would Prince Newell offer the conquered (or newly weakened) Bright Bay a chance
to come under his sweeping wing. He smiled, imagining the meeting with lovely Gustin IV, perhaps
grief-gtricken from her husband's sudden desth. Surely he could arrange that little detall if it seemed
meet. If Queen Gustin suspected nation, so much the better, for then she would fear him and the
power he wielded off the bettlefield.

Therewas, of course, the smdl problem that King Tedric till lived and must continueto live until the
very day of the battlein question. The mad old man had secured his succession whileleaving his
prospective heirs spatting. All to the good for Prince Newell, for united in their distrust of each other they
would not look to him asarival. Once Newell was the hero of war and peace amere name scribbled by
aquivering hand on apiece of parchment would not bear the weight of his deeds.

But King Tedric must not die too soon.
The sound of acautioudy cleared throat brought Newell from hisrevery.

"Master," murmured Rook, "all is prepared for your departure. Keen is swesting the horses even
now. Rumor has confirmed that the two diplomatic partieswill meet at areception in Bridgeton this very
evening—a reception hosted by the citizens of Hope and Good Crossing.”

Newd'slips curved in acruel smile at this news, for he was the one who had inserted such an idea
into the minds of the Guild Heads and other influentia residents of the twin towns. It had been easy
enough to join the fringes of their meetings, for they usually met in public houses. It had been easy
enough to make a suggestion from some shadowed corner of a crowded room, even easier to play upon
the emotions of the ambitious or fearful.

The prince doubted that even now any of those who were busy supervising the decoration of the Toll
House's central courtyard—watching astrays of sweets and meat pasties or kegs of wine and ale were
st into place—were in the least aware that the ideato so subtly emphasize Good Crossing and Hope's
own power was not solely their own.

"Very well." Prince Newd| rose, drawing up his hood to hide his features. It would not do to become
carelesswhen the game was nearly won. "Let usgo. | believe | shdl cal upon my father-in-law before
thefedtivities begin. | am certain that he will want me at the reception to support him in thistime of trid."

"Who ese can he trust?' Rook answered serioudy, but awicked gleam in his bright eyes belied that
sncerity. "Who else among our noble king's contentious court has only the best interests of the nation at
heart?'

Laughing then, arm in arm like two roisterers who had supped too deeply of an afternoon, they
stumbled from the tavern. None noted their going but the barmaid who gathered up the coins|eft in
payment for their drinks; none even thought of them thereafter. Certainly none equated the one who
laughed hardest with the salt-stained and road-dust-coated prince who rode into the Hawk Haven
encampment late that afternoon on atired horse, his entourage only asingle servant, so great had been
his eagernessto reach hisfather-in-law's sde a thistime of criss.



FIREKEEPER WASDRAWN FROM happy dreams of her childhood by Derian's voice saying things she had
long dreaded to hear:

"Rise and shine, Firekeeper. Formd attire for the reception tonight. Earl Kestrel expresdy told meto
meake certain to scrub your feet.”

Dragging hersdf from joyful participation in afull pack hunt, Firekeeper rdluctantly rolled over.
L ate-afternoon sunlight was spilling down through the oak leaves. Absently, she noticed that the edges of
some of the leaves were turning orange and yellow. Despite the present hest, the trees knew that autumn
was coming.

Fedling abit like one of those trees hersdlf, Firekeeper pulled hersdlf to her fest.

"I have never slept so before,” she commented to Blind Seer. "I didn't even hear old heavy-foot
Fox Hair coming.”

"I heard him," thewolf reassured her, "and knew his step. Otherwise, | would have awakened
you."

Elation whigtled in shrill laughter and launched into the sky. Waving to the bird in thanks, Derian
looked at Firekeeper with what the wolf-woman now recognized as an affectionate grin on hisface.

"Stop growling and groaning,” he said. "Y ou've bathed daily, | know, but agood scrub won't do you
any harm. Vaet has akettle on over the fire and we've permission to use Earl Kestrel's pavilion for your
ablutions. I've even bought you some lavender scent.”

Firekeeper bristled. Among the human customs she couldn't understand was that of covering one's
own perfectly good scent with something derived from some tree or shrub.

Derian laughed. "Y ou don't have to useit if you don't want to. I'm certain Ninette or Lady Elise would
be happy to haveit.”

"You think | should?" she asked, brushing leavesfrom her hair. "Wear scent? Will Earl Kestrel be
heppier?

"Hemight be," Derian dlowed.

"Then| wear," shesad, adding hadtily, "alittleonly.”

Derian clapped her on the shoulder. "Y ou're becoming ared lady, Firekeeper."

Remembering Elise's lecture on socid graces, Firekeeper was quite pleased. She was sitting on one of
the campstoolsin Earl Kestrdl's tent, scrubbing the black from her bare feet with a boar-bristle brush,
when Elation's shrill cry announced that Lady Elise was coming, accompanied by Ninette. A few
moments later, Elise hersalf was raising the tent flap and requesting entry.

"Cometo chaperon us, Elise?' Derian asked, risng politely to hisfeet in greeting. Hed been Sitting to
one sde mending asmal tear in the hem of the gown Firekeeper was to wear tonight.



"Everyonein camp has heard of your valor last night, Derian,” shesaid lightly. "I doubt that such a
hero would molest ayoung girl.”

Firekeeper snorted through her nose, but Derian, more skilled than she in hearing the nuances of
human intonation, frowned.

"1s something wrong, my lady?"
"Yes.No.|..."

Firekeeper dropped the brush and crossed to Elise. The other woman was clearly in pain, her
expressve blue eyeswidening in surprise as her hand rose to touch her lips.

Elise began again. "1 cameto thank you both for saving my cousin. Sapphire can be both ambitious
and obnoxious, but sheis brave and honest aswell."

"That," Firekeeper said with certainty, "isnot just what you want to say."

"No," Elise agreed, licking her lips nervoudy. "But | don't think | should try to say anything more now.
Tdl me, are you going to the reception tonight?"

"Am," Firekeeper agreed, not satisfied with this evasion, but willing to accept it for now. "Earl Kestrel
requests | do the honor of accompanying him to reception for the diplomatic parties. | am not certain|
understand what thisisbut he asksand it isasmdl enough thing."

Derian brought forward a campstool and offered it to Elise. Firekeeper could see that he, too, was
unhappy with Elise's sudden change of the subject. Unlike Firekeeper, however, he wastoo aware of his
socid position to press anoble lady into confidences.

"Stfor abit, Lady,” Derian said, hisuse of her title twice in such ashort time underscoring his unease.
"Even better, ask Ninette to join us and you both can advise me in how to dress Firekeeper'shair. It's
getting long enough now that it escapes my kill."

Firekeeper expected Elise to refuse, but Elise suddenly smiled.

"Would it be too much trouble for Earl Kestrel if | brought dl my dressing here? My father isaway
with histroops and my tent ssems so londly.”

"Sheisafraid,” Blind Seer growled from where he had been napping outside the tent. "Her scent is
sour with fear."

Before Derian could vecillate, Firekeeper legpt in.
"Yes Tdl Ninetteto bring. Vaet can help if she needs”

Now it was Elisg'sturn to look uncertain, asif she suddenly dreaded her own request, but Firekeeper
left her no room to change her mind.

Hurrying outside, she found Ninette huddled by the cook fire asif the day were quite chill. Vaet was
filling her teacup. Firekeeper caught the scent of skullcap, wood betony, lavender and lemon balm. She
cocked an eyebrow, knowing this concoction was used to soothe a troubled mind. Whatever had
happened to Elise had affected her maid aswell.

"Vdet," Firekegper sad, "pleaseif you havetime, go to Lady Elisgs big tent—pavilion—and bring
her gown and other thingsfor tonight's reception. She and Ninette are to dine with usthis evening so they
can tell Derian what to do with my hair. They will go straight from here to meet Baron Archer for the

reception.”



Imperturbable, Vaet nodded. "Very good, Lady Firekeeper. | am certain that Earl Kestrel would
approve.”

"| wonder," Blind Seer commented, "what nose he uses to smell fear, for he smellsit as surely
asdol."

"And |," Firekeeper agreed.

She returned to the pavilion and her interrupted foot scrubbing, but no matter how subtly she and
Derian phrased their questions, Elise would say nothing more about what was evidently troubling her.
Ninette's only reply wasto tremble so violently that she could hardly handle her combs and cosmetics.

"l amlearning to lie," Firekeeper said to Blind Seer, "for otherwise how could | refuse to say
what | think when | see these two so bravely afraid?"

"You are," thewolf said, "becoming human. Tonight while you are at this reception—where |
think | would be less than welcome— shall cast about. Perhaps | can learn where she went, who
she saw."

"So many people here, so many to blur the scent," Fire-keeper said doubtfully.

"I can but try."

|FEARL KESTREL WASRELIEVED When Firekeeper informed him that Blind Seer would not be attending
the reception, he was too well-mannered to say so. Firekeeper didn't think she needed to tell him that
Elation would be on guard, tracking them from the air and then watching from some perch high above the
crowd.

All three of the wild creatures had their wind up, Elise's fear touching nerves honed to hear warning in
crow call or squirrd scolding. Never mind that most of the time the warnings were againgt them—ill,
they had learned to heed and to take care. What frightened one so degply might mean danger to all.

Baron Archer came to meet his daughter at the Kestrel camp, adding his considerable socia weight to
an escort dready heavy with earl and knight, for Jared Surcliffe was aso of their company. Tonight
bodyguards and caretakers were | eft behind, an agreement that pleased therival powers only dightly less
than the dternative. Knowing that Derian was deeply concerned, Firekeeper found a moment to comfort
him.

"Don't worry, Fox Hair," she said. "1 am to be the perfect lady, just like Elise. Look, | have even put
my Fang here—"

She hiked up her skirt to show the shegth sirapped to her right thigh.

"—not around my waist o the guard will not be frightened.”

Derian laughed and amost managed not to blush. "You are alittle savage," he said affectionately.
"Behave. Remember, your mannersreflect on me.”

"Haven't | promised?’ shereplied, evading actudly promising. "Elation will watch from without. If | am
in greater trouble than | can handle, she will rescue me.”

Derian groaned, "Great! Now I'm redly relaxed.”

The Toll House on Bridgeton, where the reception was being held, was ahuge building. It straddled
the entirety of abridge so wide that its span was lined with houses and shops on either edge. Room



remained between the buildings for carts and foot traffic to passin two directions.

Initstime, the Toll House had been fortress, shop, and adminisiration building. Tonight it was an
unofficia paace, flaunting the peculiar semi-independence of Hope and Good Crossing to those who
would clam the towns astheir own, while forcing acknowledgment of those quditiesin the very use of
the twinned citiesfor thismeseting.

Wallsof polished river rock were adorned with pitch torches, their yellow-orange light sputtering
dightly inthe gusts of river wind. The paired arches at the base of the structure, each wide enough to
admit aheavily laden cart, glowed like the mouths of some seademon from Old World legend. The flags
and pennants flying from the poles on the roof high above were invisible except as sngpping black forms
that blocked the whedling congtellations.

The Toll House was actualy two buildings standing back to back, awide neutrd zone between them.
This courtyard was where the reception was being held tonight. For light, chandeliers the size of wagon
whesels had been dung from grest cables strung between the two buildings and more torches were set on
thewalls. In thislight, the guests could admire paving stones scrubbed as clean as the deck of aship and
adorned with thick carpets.

L ong tables bent dightly beneath the weight of the food and drink spread upon them. Light music
performed by scattered musiciansfiltered itsway between conversations, cregting an illusion of privacy.

Here, tense beneath her superficial composure, Firekeeper witnessed the first meeting of King Tedric
of Hawk Haven with his nephew, Duke Allister Seagleam of Bright Bay. She had been long enough
among humans by now to see them with something closer to their own eyes.

From that newly expanded perspective, crowned in silver set with rubies and gowned in regd scarlet
trimmed in white, the elderly monarch looked quite august—no longer merely an old man as Firekeeper
had first seen him. Y et even in the torchlight her wolf's eyes could see that the king's lipswere faintly blue
and hisfingers, when he had extended them earlier for her to kiss, had been cold asice.

Beside hisuncle, Allister Seagleam cut something less of aimpressive figure. His greying blond hair,
though neatly tied back, showed a tendency to escape its bounds, framing his features with wisps of
straw. Nor did the seagreen and gold he wore suit him, making him rather sdlow. Inthe artificid light,
Alligter squinted, reminding Firekeeper abit of bookish Lord Aksdl Trueheart. Y et there was confidence
in his bearing and nothing ether servile or groveling in hisbow.

"Uncle Tedric," he said, and hisvoice carried in the sudden hush spreading through the courtyard. "'
am honored to have the privilege of findly meeting you."

King Tedric did not bow in return, but opened hisarms.

"Y ou havethelook of my sster about you, Allister. Something in the shape of your mouth, | think.
Her hair, too, waslight.”

Accepting the kinsman's embrace with dignified grace that did not overstep the bounds of familiarity,
Alligter replied:

"No one hastold me of that resemblance before and | am pleased to learn of it. May | present my
wife, Pearl Oyster, and our children?'

While Allister wasintroducing alady as plump and pae as the full moon and severd children who
resembled both of their parents to varying degrees, Firekeeper's attention wandered. Everyone else was
watching the proceedings with grest interest. Firekegper noted that a fierce look, dmost a hunger,
crossed Lady Zoranasface as Allister presented his sons.



Zorana looks as if she will eat one of them, bones and all! Firekeeper mused slently. Yet from
what | have been told, she will be lucky to get near the plate.

With kill that did not quite rgject the rest of the company, King Tedric drew Allister and hisfamily
asde. From what Firekeeper could overhear, dl they were discussng were family matters, including the
daily life of Princess Caryl in Bright Bay. As the wolf-woman drifted restlesdy about the courtyard,
accepting food—but never drink—from the footmen who circulated with trays, she was amused to learn
that amost everyone e se thought that high matters of state were being settled in that private gathering.

As shewalked around the courtyard, Firekeeper was astonished to discover that humans comein
different colors. Until this point, she had thought they were dl basicdly like hersdf: light skin shading into
reddish brown with exposure to the sun, hair mostly in brownish hues though occasiondly lighter or
redder. Herein the courtyard, apparently as representatives of some of the interested countries she had
only known by name, were people with skin the yellowed shade of grassin the winter and hair asfineas
slk and black asaraven'swing. Their eyes were shaped differently, too, danting somehow.

There were also people so fair that they made her ook dark, their skin arosy pink flushing red from
sun or wind. These people had hair so light that it dmost glowed. Their eyes were very round, so that
Firekeeper felt her own must seem heavy-lidded. These round eyes shouted with blue or green benegth
brows so pale that they seemed a dream of a shape. These people were large, though trim about the
waist and hip, where the Winter Grass people were small and delicate.

Finally, just three or five among the many, there were people who in coloring were quite like those of
Hawk Haven or Bright Bay, but their attire was so strange that they seemed the most dien of al. Men
and women dike shaved the front of their heads and grew the hair long behind. The exposed skin was
colored in elaborate patterns that extended over their faces. They wore long, straight robes embroidered
with complicated patternsin many colors and their shoes curled at the toes.

Viewing the contrasting humanity pleased Firekeeper. She had thought that humans might be like deer
or rabbits, limited in their coats and forms. Learning that they were more like wolves—who could be any
color from snow white to mingled shades of grey or brown to night black, who could have eyesthe color
of pinetreetears or maple leavesin autumn or apiece of the summer sky—was quite arelief. Deep
insde, Firekeeper felt that homogeneity wasfor prey animals, not predators.

When viewing the passing scene paled, Firekeeper sought her companions. Earl Kestrel wasdegp in
conversation with some military counterpart from Allister Seagleam's escort: one of the Winter Grass
men, someone he had apparently met before on the field of battle. Their verba sparring, which barely
kept the blade in the sheath, amused Firekeeper for atime, but eventualy became filled with references
to eventsfar beyond her ken.

Doc was part of agroup that included Lady Elise, Jet Shield, and severa representatives from the
guildsin Hope and Good Crossing. Their discussion bored Firekeegper amost immediately, largely
surpassing her command of the language. When everyone burgt into laughter for the third time a some
witty comment that had not seemed at dl funny to her, Firekeeper gave up in disgust.

Her vague hope that there might be dancing to liven the evening gradually dying, Firekeeper moved to
one sde of the span to where she could watch the water flowing benegth the bridge. The torches
reflected in the black water made it seem asif the stars themsalves had descended to eavesdrop on
these monumenta humean affairs.

Seeing her done, the falcon Elation flew down from one of the Toll House towersto perch on ajutting
abutment below theline of sight of the party.

"Having fun?" shewhigtled.



"Not much,” Firekegper admitted. "I wish that humans solved their problems as wolves do. A
quick fight must be better than all this blather."

"Human fights,” Elation said serioudy, "are not always quick. They do not always know when to
surrender or how to accept surrender when it is offered. Believe me, once you have seen humans
at war, you will understand why this blathering—as you name it—hasits place.”

"Hush!"

Even through the mingled drone of music and conversation, Firekeeper had heard someone
approaching from behind. The step was not one she knew, and the wind was from the wrong direction
to carry scent, so she whedled to confront Prince Newell Shield while he was still agood number of
paces away.

"Yourelikeaca, Lady Blysse," he said with afriendly smile. "Or should | say likeawolf?'

"Wolf," shereplied stubbornly, though she knew no answer was expected.

"Mindif | joinyou?'

She started to shrug, remembered her promise to Derian that she would do her best to be alady, and
sad instead:

"That would be kind of you."

Prince Newell leaned his elbows againgt the stone rampart and stared down at the water. After a
cautious moment, Firekeeper returned to her previous attitude. Below, hidden in the darkness, Elation
kept her silence.

"Whereisyour wolf?1 thought you went nowhere without her.”

"Him. Heisoutsde. Thisplaceis close and crowded. Hewould not likeit." She left out mentioning
that many of the people would also not like him. Prince Newell didn't need to know that she would
moderate her actionsfor anyone's comfort.

"l believe | sympathize with your wolf," the prince said after amoment. "For asailor like me, parties
likethisarevery trying."

Firekeeper remembered not to ask why and instead smiled politely. Prince Newell continued, offering
the answer she hadn't asked for:

"| suppose it'sthe chatter, but that can't be it. On an oceangoing vessal we're packed more closdly.
Sometimes dinner at the captain's table—especia ly when the wine has gone around afew times—gets
quite noisy. No, | expect that it's the tenson. Everyone here wants something and dreads that someone
elsewill getit. That'swhy | was so surprised to see you over here. | thought you'd be checking out the
young men from Bright Bay."

The word escaped her lips before she could school her puzzlement.
IIWI,N?I

Prince Newd | chuckled heartily, his manner the same, she redlized, as she had seen him use with little
Citrine during the fdconry party.

"Why because young men are interesting to young ladies— and these two more than most—they
could be asecure way to the throne.”



"Oh," shereplied, understanding, "like Elise and Jet."

"That'sright. I'm certain that Baron Archer iswishing he could sever that engagement ever morethe
longer the king spendstaking to Allister Seagleam's family. Doubtless my sister, Mdina, fedsthe same
way. But they've made their beds and their children must liein them.”

Hislaughter this time was somewhat coarse. Firekegper wondered how many times the bottle had
gone 'round the table for him this evening. From her point of view, the betrotha between Elise and Jet
was a problem—Ilargely because Elise did not seem happy. It had not escaped Firekeegper how often
Doc found excusesto talk with Elise. Nor had she overlooked that Elise seemed much more cheerful
when Doc was about.

Turning from the rampart, she glanced over the gathering until shelocated Elise. Yes. There shewas,
Jet close at her ebow, talking in quite alively fashion to severa important guild representatives. They
looked delighted, but Jet ssemed bored, his gaze frequently wandering to where the Oyster twinswere
now venturing into tentative conversation with his sister Opa and his cousin Nydia Trueheart.

Prince Newell followed the direction of her gaze without difficulty.

"Yes, thereis our young Jet, rearing against the lead rope—despite the fact that little Minnow and
Anemone are something like eeven years old. Lady Archer has her betrothed firmly in hand though. He
cannot leave her Sdewithout giving grave insult to her family—an insult which King Tedric cannot fall to
perceive. Tell me, Lady Blysse, who are you sweet on?"

Histone was playful, but she had learned when someone was fishing for information. She had been
asked this question or some variation on it by everyone from the queen to Sspphiresmaid. Only the
queen seemed genuingly interested.

"No one," she said. But her thoughts, asthey often did, flitted to Blind Seer. "Thereisno man | think

"Y et you are ayoung lady, surrounded by men. Surely it istime Earl Kestrel got you amaid. That
strapping redhead might have done when you werejust a. . . a first, that is, but now it must raise
questions of propriety.”

What she wanted to ask the prince was why should he care what people thought of her, but
Firekeeper had learned something of manners. She replied courteoudly:

"True. Today Lady Elise was kind and came to help me gown and do my hair. Ninette, too. | shall
need amaid soon."

"Perhaps," he said in avuncular tones; "'l can help. | still know many reliable servants from the days
when my late wife and | maintained an estate. These days, das, | am much the wandering bachelor.”

Firekeeper knew that thiswas a cueto flirt with him. It was as obvious as the song of acock robinin
the early spring or the sparring of two young bucks with the velvet barely off their antlers. Y et she could
not bring hersdlf to play this game. Wolves mate for life, usualy only after blood has been spilled and
great battles fought. Courtship was too serious a matter to play at with aman she was quite certain she
didn't even like.

Therefore, she was greatly relieved when she noticed Doc casting about, having noticed at last that
shewas missing. Shelightly waved her hand to show where she was and made a quick curtsy to the
prince.

"Forgive me. Sir Jared is seeking me, perhaps for Earl Kestrdl "



She usad titles and honors as protection againgt her flight being halted. The prince did not stay her
retreat but only looked after her, thelook of quizzica amusement on hisface changing to one of
caculation as hereturned to staring into theriver. He might have thought no one could see him, but the
facon Elation watched from the darkness below and whistled softly as she besat her wingsin retreat.

The reception did not extend past Firekeeper'slevel of endurance. The guilds of Hope and Good
Crossing had made their point. No one would forget to calculate their wedlth into the coming
negotiations. Representatives of the various contending forces had met and now knew each other as
more than tantalizing names. Old rivals had re-met, new rivaries perhaps had begun. All indl, it had
been an interesting, if not precisdy enjoyable, evening.

Only Doc seemed pleased with the outcome of the night's entertainment. Asthey walked back to their
camp, Firekegper noticed with some amusement that he was humming.

EXHAUSTED AFTER THE EVENTS Of the previous day—discovering the truth of Mdinas sorcery would
have been enough without the strain of visiting with her at the reception the night before—Elise had
trouble deeping. At last she gave into Ninette's pleading and joined her in a cup of teadoctored with an
infusion of herbswhich dragged her restless mind below the threshold of nightmare.

Consequently, Elise dept into late morning and woke with amuzzy head. Ninette was still adeep and
Elise decided to wait upon her for once. The other woman had been as shocked as she had been and
wasfar more terrified. Unlike Elise, Ninette was not abaronid heir and clearly fdt that while Mdina
might withhold her hand from Elise, she might well make an example of her servant.

Both Ivon Archer and AurdllaWellward held that any noble who could not perform at least the basic
tasks of cooking, sewing, and the like was dependent on her servants and so would become adaveto
them. Therefore, Elise, had no difficulty tending to her own needs.

Her father's valet had left a kettle to one side of the cook fire so there was warm water for washing.
Elise set another above the cods to heat water for tea, then stoked the fire until acheerful blaze crackled
beneath. Once again, the late-summer day promised to become quite hot. The air here near theriver was
aready thick and humid. It didn't promise well for tempers when the conferences began.

Gowning hersdf inalight mudin dresswith long deeves of the same materid that should help protect
her skin from insect bites, Elise wished that there were away for her to atend those conferences. Rumor
and report were no subgtitutes for actually seeing the expressions on people's faces or hearing their
intonations as they spoke.

Doubtless she was not the only one who fdt that way and doubtless King Tedric would refuse anyone
he could in order to be able to refuse those he genuinely did not wish to attend. She supposed this must
be an advantage of monarchy over the odd, oligarchica system used in Stonehold or the plutocracy of
Waterland. Right now, however, she would give much for something like New Kelvin's parliamentary
monarchy, where the reigning monarch—always aking, an odd concept—must answer to someone
other than himsdlf.

When Ninette awakened, Elise had porridge and teaready. Over the other woman's protests, she



indsted on waiting on her. By the time Ninette had finished esting and dressing, there was color in her
cheeks and the tendency to blanch whenever she heard one of the Shields voices, carrying over from
their not too distant pitch, had vanished.

"Last night," Ninette admitted, sweetening her teawith pae gold clover honey, "I couldn't stay here
aone. The baron's man had goneto play at dice with some other retainers, you see. Usudly, I'd find
some of the other lady's maids, but | couldn't bear the company of that creaky-voiced old crone who
attends on Lady Melina. She's always hinting about her mistress's powers, especidly to us younger ones
when she thinks were getting above oursalves."

Elise, who had been terrorized by the same old woman when she was a child, nodded
sympatheticaly. She knew that it would make no difference to that one that Ninette was well-born, her
only fault that she was the daughter of ayounger son with atendency to gamble.

Encouraged by Elisg's sympathetic murmurs, Ninette continued, "1 went over to Earl Kestrel's camp. |
hope you don't think it improper of me, given that they are dl men, but the earl'svalet isvery
polite—even courtly—and Derian Carter may be brash, but he never oversteps himsdlf.”

"Werethey the only onesthere?' Elise asked.

"Y es. Ox had gone with Earl Kestrel, asyou recall. He couldn't attend the reception, of course, but he
waited with the horses. The other man, the scout . . ."

"Reace

"That's right—Race Forester—wasn't there. | think he spends much of histime with hisfellow scouts.
He may even have been on duty.”

"Doesnt Sir Jared have a manservant?'
"Not that | have seen, my lady. | don't think that, for dl his honors, heisvery wedthy."

"No," Elise agreed. "That is probably true. He mentioned that hisfamily grew grapes somewherein
Kestre lands. That's hardly the basis of afortune.”

"Then you don't mind that | went out?"

"| think it was the smartest thing you could have done," Elise assured her. "The question is, what
should we do next?'

"Next?'
"Yes" Elisethought for atime, Spping her tea.

She had decided not to tell Ninette about the curious pain she had felt when she had impulsively tried
to tell Firekeeper and Derian about what she had witnessed. The woman was terrified enough without
wondering if she herself was cursed.

Touching the carved piece of jet that hung around her neck, Elise wondered if she might have been
particularly susceptible because of her link—however dight—to Jet. What if they had become lovers as
he had pressed? Would taking his body into hers have increased the power his mother might hold over
her?

She shuddered, feding again that curious mixture of guilt and relief when she redlized that Mdinds
curse served, evil asit was, to protect her from Jet's advances. Last night had been the first he had not
tried to convince her to go for awalk in the woods or to duck into histent. Either the curse had dulled



hisdesresaswell as hisability to act on them or he had feared that she would notice the differencein
how his body expressed its ardor.

Shefelt astranger to hersdf as sheredized again how much had changed in her fedingstoward Jet.
At first she had only kept him at adistance out of asense of propriety and—she honestly admitted to
herself—a desire to test his devotion before surrendering. Never had she dreamed that Jet would fail that
test. In her fantasies, he had become more and more ardent until, showered in gifts, poetry, and song,
she had given hersdf to him gladly.

Instead, Jet had become impatient, even sniping, hinting that she was atease or even unable to
respond to his attentions. This had been rather insulting. She might be unpracticed, but her mother had
told her about the mechanics and she was certain there was nothing wrong with her!

Astheir courtship had extended, Elise had tried to overlook the occasiona innuendos that hinted her
betrothed visited the camp followers, but learning that he had been in abrothel when his sster had been
assaulted—and apparently not for thefirst timein hislife—had been ared blow. Jet was nothing like she
imagined and she was bound to him by her own wish.

Elise was too honest with herself to accept the tempting notion that Jet's behavior was aresult of his
mother's machinations. Theideawas tantdizing, inviting her dream to take on new life. In that new
fantasy, she would rescue him from the sorceress's control, grinding the jet emblem on hisforehead into
dust beneath her hed. Then hewould fal to hisknees before her, swearing his undying love, and become
the man of her dreams.

No. As much as she wished that were the truth, Elise must honestly admit that the truth of Jet's
character—no better, but no worse than many ayoung man of his age—had been there all dong. Hadn't
there been the rumors about why Duke Redbriar's granddaughter vanished from the socia scene? Hadn't
TrissaWelward hinted at things when she and Jet were keeping company some years ago? Hadn't
Trissabeen devastated beyond proportion when Melina Shield put an end to the relationship?

Hadn't there been the time, back when Elise hersalf was fourteen and playing hide-and-seek with Jet
and hissiblings, that he had found her hiding place and used that privacy to sted akissand fumble at her
breast? At the time she had been flattered and curioudly thrilled that the handsome older boy had seen
her asawoman. Now she redlized that his behavior was dl of atype.

No. Jet had only been ahero from aromantic balad in Elise's own imagination. Sheforgave him and
hersdlf, but that didn't changethat if they married he would likely be unfaithful and difficult. If Mdina
Shidd ever raised thecurse, that is. . . .

"Wemust stop Lady Mdina," Elise said softly. "Otherwise what she said is perfectly true. Whoever is
on the throne, shewill find away to rule. Even now, the most likely contenders include her husband and
two of her children. Hawk Haven must be ruled honestly, not through sorcery.”

Ninette blanched, but to her credit did not try to dissuade Elise. Perhapsin the privacy of her own
thoughts she had been reaching the same decision. Setting her teacup on the tray, Ninette asked smply:

"How?'

"Firgt, someone else must know what we do,” Elise said. " Otherwise we may join those who are
bound to slence.”

"Who?'

Elise had been about to suggest her father, but the sudden shrill cry of afdcon, heard asif it cdled
greeting while passing over their pavilion, wasinspiration.



y father might or might not believe us, but I'm certain that Derian and Firekeeper would. Let's start
there™

"How about Sir Jared? He hasthe king's ear.”

"Then him aswdll, if heispresent.” Elise snatched up astraw bonnet. "Let'sgo. If | wait too long, I'm
going to lose my nerve.”

And | hope, shethought asthey |eft the pavilion, that in telling this| don't lose my tongue.

XVIII

WITHOUT, THE SUMMER MORNING had become quite hot and thick, but within the thick cobblestone
walls of the Toll House, the temperature was comfortable. The windows at either end of theroomin
which King Tedric and Allister Seagleam were meeting were open, curtained in fine woven fabric to keep
out both insects and the river miasma Bowls of rose incense burned in front of each window as a further
precaution againg river ills, giving the room the scent of awell-born lady's private chamber.

Itis, thought Allister Seagleam, a strange ambience for a meeting between two men.

King Tedric had suggested—and Allister readily agreed— that their first conference be kept as small
as possible. They had settled on themsalves, two assistants to take notes, and two guards to watch the
doors and handle the inevitable interruptions. These were effacing themselves as much as possible, so
Alligter had the curious feding that he was donewith hisuncle.

Today's meeting was being held on the Good Crossing side of the Toll House, technically within
territory owned by Bright Bay; thus Hawk Haven had dready made the first concession. Looking at the
steady old man seated across from him, Allister felt that King Tedric had lost nothing. Last night he had
only noticed the king's courtesy and majesty. Today he saw more.

King Tedric was evidently ill. Perhaps the maady was nothing more than advancing age, but, like
many of Bright Bay's nobility, Allister had studied some medicine. Those lessons were meant to enable
him to act asamedic if caught far from shore on one of the sea commands that any able-bodied member
of the nobility took as amatter of course. Today they showed Allister the paleness of the king'sface, the
dight blueness around hislips, and told him: "A weak heart. Uncle Tedric must resolve this contention on
the matter of hisheir or leave hiskingdom in chaos when hisheart failshim.”

Resembling more than alittle the eagle woven into the brocade fabric of hiswaistcoat, King Tedric
leaned forward and said with a curious bluntness that was not impolite:

"S0. | have named my heir. Why are you here, Nephew?"

"Because, when we asked for thismeeting,” Allister answered steadily, "you had not named your her.
| was born to be your heir—or at any rate the heir to Hawk Haven. | thought you should have alook at
me before you made up your mind."

King Tedric nodded. "I see you. Why should you be chosen over someone | have known al hisor
her life?"

"Y our father, my grandfather, King Chalmer, arranged for my mother to marry my father sothat a
prince and princess of both kingdoms might reunite the relms."



"That'strue. Do you think it would work?"
Alligter saw the faintest twinkle in the old man's pale eyes and answered honestly:

"l don't redly know. | have been told that many of your people believe that | am heir to Bright Bay.
Y ou know and | know that | am not. | do not think that Gustin the Fourth will step down in favor of me,
even if you granted me your throne. However, thereis hope that perhaps one of my children might wed
one of Gustin's children—and as of yet she has none—and so in time resolve the separation.”

"Trusting to an unborn child and the actions of not just your generation but your grandchild's
generation to bring the solution.” Tedric Sighed. "That isadim hope. The best thing would have been to
wed you when you were of age to one of your cousins, my daughter Lovella, perhaps, or Rosene's
Zorana. Marras's daughter would have been ideal as shewas dready in linefor our throne, but poor
Marigolde didn't live beyond her first year."

"That might have beenided," Allister agreed, "but by thetime | was ayoung man, it was dready
evident that the experiment was a mistake—that suited as they were by birth and age, my parentswere
not suited by temperament. They lived gpart from shortly after my birth, but Princess Caryl was forced
by paliticsto remain in Bright Bay, an dien princessin ahogtile country. She might have been accepted
eventudly, but Mother was not atactful woman. . ."

"None of King Chamer's other children were," Tedric said grumpily. "Why should Caryl be
different?'

Alliger hid asmile. "And she made many people hate her. These would have refused to follow me as
king even if the union of which King Chalmer and Queen Gustin the Second had briefly dreamed had
cometo pass. My father was among those who hated Princess Caryl—as well asthe ambivaence of his
own position. Another powerful group who opposed Mother was the family of Crown Prince Basil's
wife, who saw Mother's marriage to Father as an attempt to unseat their daughter as queen-to-be.
Indeed, Crown Prince Basil wasn't ddlighted by the thought that his younger brother might be set above
him at the whim of his mother—aresentment that grew stronger after | was born and Uncle Basil and his
wiferemained childless”

"They were quite right to resent you," King Tedric grunted. "I have often thought that if my father and
your grandmother wished to make this great plan work they should have wed their heirs, but that would
have been agreater gamble. This one left them the elegant pretense that the marriage was merely of
noble to noble, not of heir to heir.”

"True," Duke Allister said, "but because they did not take that gamble, Gustin the Fourth isruler after
her grandmother and father rather than 1."

"Do you resent that?" King Tedric asked.

"Not redly," Allister answered honestly. "I grew to manhood knowing that | wasissue of afailed
venture. Neither of my parents were unkind to me. My father assured that | was granted name and title.
My mother schooled mein the traditions of both my countries.™

"Both?'
"Shedid not wish me & disadvantage in anything.”
"That'sCaryl."

"It'sdtrange,” Allister mused doud. "My parents died within ayear of each other—both in their
mid-fifties. Neither could remarry, of course, but asfar as| know neither ever became serioudy involved



with another person. Mother pined for Father, | think. | don't know whether she had focused so much of
her energy on hating him that when he was gone shelogt al reason for living or whether she secretly
loved him."

"Your father died at sea?"

"That'sright. It'savery usua desth for amember of the Bright Bay nobility. Most of our wedlth
comes from the seaand wejoin our peoplein harvesting it."

Alligter was acutely aware of King Tedric studying him. Hisfirst impulse wasto look away. Then he
squared his shoulders and met the old man's gaze.

"Tdl me, Alligter," the old king said, "'do you want to be my heir?'

"Not," Allister replied with an answering bluntness of which he was certain Queen Gustin would not
approve, "without the approva of your people. Otherwise, | am inviting worse, not better, for your
people and for those of Bright Bay."

"1 notice you do not say for your people and for mine."

" told you, my mother reared meto think of both countries as my own. Although | havelived dl my
lifein Bright Bay, it isdifficult to escape such early indoctrination.”

Allister wondered if he had said too much. He had selected the clerk who sat scribbling notesafew
places down the table, but the man was duty bound to report to Queen Gustin. She might well consider
his making his own terms—when her orders had been to do his best to win the Hawk Haven throne—an
act of treason. King Tedric hadn't seemed to mind, but Allister's home and lands were not within King
Tedric's kingdom.

"For you to be accepted within Hawk Haven at adl,” Tedric said after along pause, "you would need
to be dlied with one of our Great Houses. | would offer you one of my own children or grandchildren,
but | have none. If | had any, | would not be Sitting here with you."

"l suppose not," Allister agreed. He wondered about the wolf girl of whom he had heard. Some said
that she was Tedric's granddaughter, others smply a contrivance of Earl Kestrel's. He decided to wait to
ask about her until he could introduce the subject gracefully.

"l have," Tedric Sghed, "nieces and nephews of your age, but they are married and you are married.
Beginning this proposition with severa divorces would undo any good we could do."

"True"

"Thuswe move to the next generation, playing gameswith young lives as my father played with the
livesof Caryl and Tavis. Do we want to risk that?'

"I don't know."

Alligter thought of the letter from Zorana Archer folded within his breast pocket. The longer he spoke
with the king, the more he was certain that she had acted of her own accord, not with theking's
knowledge. Should hetdl the king? What might Tedric's reaction be? Would the king thank Allister for
his honesty or would he condemn him for treating with— or perhaps for misrepresenting—one of his
nieces?

Allister waited, knowing that he could not wait too long or the moment would pass. King Tedric
accepted aglass of sweet pear cider from his clerk and continued thoughtfully:



"Areany of your children married?’

"No."

"Betrothed?'

"My ddest, Shad, is betrothed to agirl of good family in Bright Bay. It isapoliticd arrangement.”
"Arent they dl," theking said breezily.

"] understand that your father married for love."

"And was forced to distribute titles to appease his angry Great Houses. These days most marriages
among our Great Houses are dliances. Sometimes they work out quite well. Elexa has become my right
hand, though initialy we did not care for each other. Other times these marriages do not work at al and
cregte trouble for the families™

"Ah"

"Areyou indicating that Shad's political betrotha could be broken if necessary?”
"Queen Gustin would probably insst."

III %ll

A knock sounded on the door without. King Tedric's guard—Sir Dirkin Eastbranch, Allister
recalled—uwent to answe it.

”YS?I

A notewas passed in. Sr Dirkin carried it to the king, who broke the seal and read it. Smiling wearily,
he passed it to Alligter.

"Asyou can see, my physicianisreminding methat my heart isnot strong and that | should rest. As
much as| am enjoying this conversation, | believe | should obey."

"Asyouwish, ar."

"We will both be hounded by questions. I, for one, shal tell my people we are ill feding out what the
other wants and needs. Y ou may tell yours whatever you wish."

"1 believe you have spoken the smple truth, Uncle.”
"Onelagt thing."
IIYS?I

Theking sudied hisgnarled fingers. "I am unwilling to contract too fregly with young lives aswas
donein my father's day. Within my kingdom, perhaps, but across the bordersis a different matter. |
suggest we hold another gathering—a dance perhaps—so | can see how everyone behaves.”

Alligter could hardly believe what he was hearing. A dance? At such acritical time?King Tedric read
something of hisexpression.

"Y ou forget, good Nephew. | have named my heir. My meeting with you issmply to seeif | will
change my mind. If we are to make monumenta decisions, let us not makethemin hagte.”

Alligter bowed. "I agree.”



On that accord they departed. Messages would be sent back and forth arranging the next meeting and
the ball to be held some days hence, as soon as arrangements could be made. Followed closdly by his
men, Allister descended the Toll House stairs and departed.

He was so busy composing how he would reply to various questions from the Bright Bay contingent
that he did not notice the anxious concern with which the generals of Stone-hold watched him pass.

PRINCENEWELL SHIELD INITIALLY had been more than alittle put out at being kept from the king's
conference with Allister Seagleam. Surely he hadn't come all thisway to be balked at the door!
Somewhat mollified when he learned that everyone was being refused, he decided to put hismorning to
good use.

The two generds from Stonehold had cometo last night's reception already edgy and Newell had
taken it upon himself to make them more so. That there had been two of them had caused him some
difficulty at first, but there had been no avoiding that Situation.

Stonehold assigned dll postsin pairs, aparale to their governmental system. One of the pair was
drawn from stock originaly from the Old Country of Alkyab. The other was ascion of the Old Country
of Tavetch. When the Plague Y ears had begun, Alkyab and Tavetch had been among thefirst countries
to abandon their colonies. Faced with powerful neighbors, dl il receiving support from their founding
countries, their colonists had banded together.

Perhapsif physicdly they hadn't looked so different, the two cultures would have merged, but the
people were different. The people of Tavetch weretall, heavily built, massive people with a tendency
toward blue or green eyes and fair hair. The people of Alkyab were small, even petite. Their skinwas
the ydlow-tan of old ivory, their eyes dark and danting, their hair jetty dark.

Their religious customs differed aswell. The fair-haired Tavetch worshipped a sun deity possessed of
three aspects who, according to their legends, was wed to alunar goddess whose face changed each
day astheface of the moon changed. The stars were the children of these deities and danced messages
regarding their parents wishes for humanity in elaborate patterns on the night sky.

The Alkyab were, as the descendants of Gildcrest saw things, far less superdtitious. They, too,
understood that one's ancestors were one's liaisons with the complicated and incomprehensible forces
that ruled destiny and fortune. True, the Alkyab built templesto their ancestors (rather than the
descendants of Gildcrest's less ostentatious family shrines) and governed marriages by acomplex system
having to do with figuring degrees of relationships. These differences were an acceptable eccentricity
given that the Alkyab's ancestors had come from lands unknown and so the Alkyab were the ones with
whom Newel| Shield felt more comfortable.

Therefore, at the reception Prince Newel | had made hisfirst overturesto little Generd Y uci, askilled
horseman and commander of cavary. Y uci had been arguing with Earl Kestrel about the merits of
various methods of training horses to withstand the noise and chaos of battle when Newell came up.

Y uci was severa strong glasses of wine past what his dim frame could bear and Earl Kestrel had
seemed sincerdly grateful at being rescued.



Under the guise of finding the general somewhere in which to sober up abit, Newell had steered Y uci
to aquiet corner and proceeded to ater his perception of events.

"Of course," Newell had begun blithely, "King Tedric is ddighted to meet Allister Seagleam. He
despises dl his other nieces and nephews, never could get on with his brother and sster, you know."

Later, seeing Elise Archer laughing at ajoke made by one of the guild representatives, Newdll
commented: " She seemsterribly innocent, doesn't she? She grew up around the roya castle and there
isn't asecret she doesn't know or an intrigue to which sheisn't privy."

When Lady Blysse drifted from the party to watch the river, Newd | represented the young woman's
adolescent boredom as the sullen silence of acruel and calculating mind. He dropped rumors about her
upbringing among wolves, hinted that the creature who usudly trailed her with such fidelity was an evil
familiar soirit.

So hewent, telling atale on this one, sharing a confidence about that one. He spared his sister

Méeinasfamily alittle, wanting to seem aloya soul, but till managed to dredge up the rumors about
Méelinas use of magic.

By the end of hischat with Y uci, Newell waswell pleased. Nothing he had said about anyone had
been precisaly untrue—or had at least been within the relm of common gossip. He knew, however, that
hearing it from hislips—from thelips of aprince of Hawk Haven—would give even the most outrageous
tales credence. Eventudly Generd Grimsdl had joined them and Newel | had experienced the pleasure of
hearing his dander repeated and amplified.

Y es, lagt night's game had been agood one, addightful way to pass a portion of the reception.
Today, however, refused a place a his monarch's side, Newell had something more seriousin mind. If
last night he had set the logs on the fire, today he planned to add the kindling.

At Newell's request, the Stonehold generals agreed to meet the prince at anice little tavern on the
Bright Bay side of the river, near where one of the regular ferries docked. They arranged for aprivate
dining room and refreshments. Newell—as he saw it—took responsibility for the entertainment.

He doubted that Grimsel and Y uci saw their meeting in exactly that light. Doubtless they were nervous
at meeting with a prince of anation that was not on the best of terms—if not openly at war—with their
own.

Had he not found their presence so useful, Newell might have even fdlt sorry for them. The generas
smpletour abroad to train Bright Bay's army and to command the mercenaries that augmented that
same army had mutated into apalitica crigs.

Newd | imagined how they must have felt when Queen Gustin IV commanded her army to accompany
Duke Allister to Good Crossng. Evenif they had wanted to demur—and they would have found that
difficult—there would have been pressure from Stonehold that they be on the spot to learn everything as
it unfolded.

After greeting his hogts and inquiring after their welfare, Newell jJumped right to the reason he had
cdled thismeeting, judging that he could hardly string their nerves any tighter without fueling an exploson
of some sort.

"Thank you both, Generals, for making thetimeto sseme.”

Generd Grimsd, atall woman, built in every way on the heroic scae, with eyes of trangparent blue,
returned his greeting with some terseness. Her own infantry idolized her for her past deeds. The Bright
Bay troops she had trained were less happy with her, seeing through her surface heartinessto her basic



didike of them, redlizing that she saw them as diens, rather than dlies.
Cavary commander Y uci, neat and trim despite the previous night's binge, was more polite.

"We dways have timeto learn things that may be of interest to Stonehold. That iswhat you saidin
your note thisearly morning, isn't it? Y ou said you had something to tell usthat would be of interest to
Stonehold.”

Newd| nodded. "I didand | do."

"Pray," Grimsel said, pouring herself amug of summer de from the pitcher set in the center of the
table, "tdl us"

Newell bobbed hishead again. Then in the dightly breethless tones of a storyteller who wasn't certain
of hisaudience he began:

"Wdll, you know the true reason for the split between Bright Bay and Hawk Haven, don't you?|
mean, it wasn't just anatura outgrowth of the years of unrest following the Plague.”

"No?' Grimsd said, her tones bored.

"No," Newd| replied, till eager. "There had been any number of factiona squabblesfrom thetimethe
last Old Country nobles |eft—people fighting to establish holds or to keep what had been given them or
just for theright to loot what had been | eft behind.

"Out of these, three figures—Zorana Shidd, Clive Elk-wood, and Gustin Sailor—had risen to the
fore. While they were working together it seemed pretty certain that al of Gildcrest's colonid lands
would be reunited under a single government. Then things split down the middle and we ended up with
two kingdoms."

Genera Grimsd frowned asturdy frown, no longer precisaly bored but clearly puzzled asto what
bearing this discourse on factionalism over a hundred years past could have on current events.

"l had heard,” Grimsdl said, "that is, we were told—that there was a differences of opinion in how the
campaigns should be conducted. In the end, some chose to follow Gustin Sailor, someto follow Zorana
Shield. So two kingdoms were born rather than one."

"That," Newell gave an gpproving smile, "isthe story in al our history books. It iscompletely true but
omitsarather interesting point.”

"l had dso heard,” Generd Y uci added with adightly embarrassed cough, "that Queen
Zorana—Zorana Shield then—had excited the love of both Gustin Sailor and Clive Elkwood. She
favored Elkwood and in afit of pique, Gustin Sailor went his own way and took his followerswith him."

"That," Newell said, trying to sound asif he were amused but politely concealing that amusement, "is
the gory told in al our romantic balads. Thetruth is darker, more dangerous, and more believable."

"Oh?" asked Generd Grimsd, refilling her mug from the pitcher in what she clearly thought wasa
casua gesture.

"| learned the true story only because | was wed to amember of the roya family,” Newell said,
playing the generals before setting the hook. "No one but members of the royd family are ever told the
story by order of Zoranahersdf. My late wife, the Princess Lovella, knowing that | would rule longside
her one day, confided the tale to me. She was very concerned about how | would take it, for she
believed that hearing this tale was what had unmanned her brother, Crown Prince Chamer, leading to his
untimely death.”



"What wasthis secret?’ General Grimsel pressed, anxious now lest Newd | say nothing more.

Prince Newell dropped hisvoice and |ooked uneasy. "I'm not certain | should tell you this, but I'm
hoping that if you know the truth, perhaps you will recognize how important it isthat Bright Bay and
Hawk Haven not bergoined.”

Generd Y uci's dark eyes glittered with what might have been intengity but what Newel| feared was
laughter.

"Perhgps you have your own advancement in mind, Prince Newd|? Very well, | can understand such
motives. Tdl on."

"And quickly," Grimsel added.

Newell feigned amixture of anger and embarrassment— aman caught intriguing but unwilling to back
out.

"Thered reason that Gustin Sailor split from hisassociates,”" he said, "was that Zorana Shield and
Clive Elkwood bdieved firmly that everything that stank of Old World sorcery should be destroyed. We
all know how the rulers kept knowledge of the higher orders of magic from the colonists.”

The two generals nodded, willing to et him digress now that he was on the point. Such restrictive
policies had been fairly universal, for the power of high magic waswhat had permitted the Old Countries
to dominate the residents of their colonies.

Newell continued, "And we dl know that most of them took their magica materias home when they
left.”

Agan nods.

"That didn't aways happen.”" Newd | saw the generd's exchange surprised glances. "According to the
tale King Tedric told Princess Lovella, one day some years after the departure of the Old Country rulers
of Gildcrest, Zorana Shield chanced upon an isolated vacation retreat in the foothills of the Iron
Mountains where the residents had succumbed to the Plague. Danger of contagion was long past, but the
illness must have come upon the residents suddenly for none of their magical trinkets had been destroyed
or sent away."

Newel| glanced at his audience. Neither looked ether bored or inclined to laugh. He continued,
Aidied:

"Zorana burned the books and scrolls, but there were afew items, aring, | think, and maybe some
sort of wand— Lovellawas vague. There may have been more. Before Zorana Shield could destroy
theseitems, her dliesjoined her. They quarreed, Clive Elkwood supporting her, Gustin Sailor furious at
the waste. When it became clear that there was no resolution possible, Gustin acted.

"In the dark of night, he stole the items and fled to the southeast, near the bay where his strongest
base of power lay. Later, those who thought he had doneright rallied to him. Zorana Shield already had
asolid following in the lands north of the Barren River, lands still held today by her Shield kindred. To
the ddight of the baladeers she married Clive Elkwood.

"Thus the break between our countries—for though they weren't really countries yet the Barren River
gradually became a boundary between factions. It would take several more years before Zorana Shield
and Clive Elkwood solidified their hold on the lands north of the Barren River. After they had, they went
after Gudtin Sailor. He now held most of the lands south of the Barren—though hisinterest lay especidly
aong the coast and inthe Ides.



"When Zoranaand Clive went after Gudtin, that's the period we usudly call the Civil War, though
ideologically the split had happened severd years earlier. The Civil War wasfought for something like
four years. Clive Elkwood died in one of those battles, but Zoranawas firmly at the head of their faction
s0 thefighting went on. Findly, peace seemed easier than continuing to fight—you must remember that
some of these people had been fighting for fifteen years or more.

"With peace, the Barren was confirmed as the border between Hawk Haven and Bright Bay.
Zorandsfollowers had been calling themselves the Hawks, becauise they were resolved to fly free
without magic's bondage, so their new kingdom was caled Hawk Haven."

Newel| fell slent and Generd Y uci prompted, "And Gustin Sailor, of course, he became King Gustin |
of Bright Bay, but what happened to the magicd relics?’

Newell looked tense and grim. He milked the silence for afew moments more then said:

"Despite trying repestedly, Zorana never managed to retrieve them from Gustin. The good thing is
that—according to what Princess Lovellatold me—no onein Bright Bay has ever possessed the talent
to employ therdlics. To thisday they remain curiositiesin the Bright Bay treasury, protected by the Sedl
of the Sun and brought forth only upon the coronation of aruler. Even then, they areonly seenby a
sdlect few. I've asked around and what 1've heard from those few makes me believe the story. Bright
Bay has Old World magic.”

Generd Grimsdl swore athunderous oath. "Old World magic! If someonelearns how to useit, they
could destroy usal!"

"And," whispered Generd Y uci, "in Hawk Haven there arethosewho are sorc . . "

Y uci stopped then, remembering that Newell's own sister was a reputed sorceress. Newel |l politely
pretended not to have heard. He'd done what was necessary.

Stonehold now had an excuse to be at odds with Bright Bay. Whether they would use that excuse to
declare war on Bright Bay, to withdraw their mercenaries, or merely to attempt to dictate domestic
policy he didn't know. What he was certain of was that Stonehold's rulers would not et the opportunity
pass them by. Soon enough, Bright Bay would be seeing her dly'strue colors.

"Itisan outrageoustale!” protested General Grimsel loudly, perhapsto cover for her own too
thoughtful slence.

Newd | roseto take hisleave. "I thought you needed to know the truth—to know why it is so
dangerousto let these nations be reunited.”

"You areatruefriend to dl humanity,” Generd Grimsd sad. "Stonehold will not forget thisnoble act.”
"Thank you, Generd."

Genera Y uci favored him with adeep bow but said nothing. Newell wondered if he was till shocked
by hisrecollection of Newdl's own familia reputation for sorcery or whether he was smply keeping his
counsd.

Prince Newel| straightened his hat, bowed, and departed, not wishing to dilute the impression he had
made. He had no doubts that Stonehold would do its best to confirm what he had said, but about that he
fdtnoquams.

It isan outrageous story, Newell thought as he lft the two generdsto their certain consternation.
The funny thing is, it is also completely true.



DESPITEELISESRESOLVE to act immediatdly, circumstances conspired againgt her. First, she encountered
her cousin Sapphire. Since witnessing the events of the afternoon before, Elise'sfedings toward Sapphire
had undergone arevolution. No longer did Sapphire seem a pushy older cousin but something of avaliant
heroine, striving to maintain her identity despite crippling pressure from without.

The trouble was that Sapphire's fedings about Elise hadn't changed at dl. To Sapphire, Elise was lill
the upstart who conspired with her own brother to steal amarch on her. Elise drew in adeep bregth:

"Good morning, cousin.”

"Good morning—though from my reading of the sun,” Sgpphire commented unkindly, "it is nearly

"True" Elisereplied mildly. "It is. | suppose | do not have your congtitution. Last night's party was too
much for me. | am not accustomed to such hours or such strong wine."

Sapphire paused asif examining this comment for some subtle insult. Failing to find one, she smiled.

"] am about to go riding,” she said reluctantly, certainly remembering Melina Shied's recent reminder
that Sapphire had aduty to her family, not merely to herself. "Would you like to join me? It would sweat
the wine out of you properly.”

Riding wasthelast thing Elise wanted to do, but she would be an utter fool to regject such an offer,
especially since she had resolved to rescue Sapphire from her mother.

"L et mechange," she said. "Ninette, ask one of the groomsto bring around my pafrey."
"I'll take care of that," Sapphire offered. "l was going to saddle up the Blue."

Elise thanked her. As she changed into riding breeches— the pretty frock she had wornto go on
Firekeeper's hawking party so long ago was back in Eagle's Nest—Elise cautioned Ninette to say
nothing to anyone.

"l won't, Elise," thewoman said earnestly. "I think I'll take my sewing and go join the lady'scircle. |
won't be 0 scared in daylight and maybe I'll learn something.”

"You are brave," Elise said, kissng Ninette on one cheek.

"Do that, but keep your own mouth tightly sealed. | wouldn't have harm cometo you for al the
world."

Riding with Sgpphire was surprisingly enjoyable, though, of course, Sapphire must show off her
superior skill. Elisefound it easy to give her cousin the praise she clearly craved, for when Sapphire
thought hersdf unwatched her hand often fell to her Sde asif to quiet the pain of her wound.

They visited Ivon Archer and Purcel Trueheart among their troops. Here, Elise learned, Sapphire had
devel oped quite afollowing. They found the same when Elise suggested that they vist Earl Kestrdl's
cavary unit. Despite alarge proportion of the riders being female, here too Sepphire was afavorite.



Perhaps sheisnot all bluster and pose, Elisethought. Perhaps beneath that showy armor and
boastful talk does beat a warrior heart. The question is, isthat also the heart of a queen?

When they returned to the encampment, the nobles enclave was buzzing with news. Nydiaand Opal
ran out to meet them.

"Theking met with Allister Seagleam thismorning,” Diaannounced.

"And," Opd cut in, "they have arranged that there will be agreet ball in afew days. All our noblefolk
and officerswill beinvited."

"And dl of thelrs" added Dia. "They're dso inviting important people from the towns.”

"And Mother thinks," said Opa with aguarded glance a her older siter, "that the purposeisto see
who might make amarriage with one of Allister's children.”

"Our mother thinks so too," Diaadded, and her expression was strange, a mixture of anticipation and
what Elise was certain wasfear.

"Since none of us brought appropriate clothing,” Opd said, ared thrill of delight in her voice thistime,
"we are dl to go to town this afternoon and visit the shops. Messages have been sent ahead and it is
rumored that a great bazaar will be prepared for our pleasure.”

"And Lady Blysse," Elise said when the three excited girls paused for breath, "has anyonetold her of
thisgrand event?'

Glances between the two made clear that not only had Blysse not been told, the tacit decision had
been made not to tell her. Elise was dightly surprised when Sgpphire said:

"She hasnot been, | see. Very well. Eliseand | will ride to the Kestrel camp and tell her.”

Before there could be any protest, Sapphire reined the Blue around and Elise's pafrey was quick to
follow.

"Blysse," Sapphire said, "saved my life—she and her men. | will not have her dighted in such a petty
way."

Elise glowed with delight. Perhaps her cousin did have the heart of aqueen aswell asthat of a
warrior.

"May | offer you ahint?' shesad.

"What?"

"Lady Blysselikes her friendsto call her Firekeeper.”

Sapphire looked offended for amoment. Then adow smile spread across her face.

"Her friends, you say. Very well. | will remember that.”

SHOPPING TOOK THE REST of the daylight hours. It was not merely afemale expedition. Most of the
noblemen and officers had come no better equipped. The informa bazaar wasfilled with men and
women examining bolts of fabric, conferring with seamstresses and tailors, and shooting each other shy
glances asif wondering what the other sex would think of their finery. Festivities extended into twilight
with impromptu dinner partiesin most of thefiner inns.



Hope was up to the challenge. The resident clothiers recruited nearly everyone who could usea
needle to work in their shops. They were forced to compete for labor with the jewelers and cobblers, as
well asthe purveyors of food and drink. Despite dl thisingenuity, many of thoseinvited found
themselves forced to mend and polish their own attire and many of the locals had to make do with last
Season's gown or waistcoat rather than the new one they craved.

Y et minor disappointments could not quell the festive spirit. The merchants of Hope (and her sster
city Good Crossing) saw haf ayear's earnings or more flow into their coffers. Thisin turn made them
able to be more generous with those they hired. Even the hard fedlings raised when merchants lured
away workersin their neighbors employ were dismissed as points scored in arather rough and tumble

game.

Normally, Elise would have ddlighted in such a shopping expedition, especidly when she discovered
that due to extensive smuggling through the area fine goods imported by the sailors of Bright Bay were
far less expengive here than they werein Eagle's Nest. The excellent wools of Stonehold were also well
represented and, although the wegther was too warm for wool, Elise and her father purchased severa
bolts of fabric to ship home.

Y et, despite such distractions, the thought of the conference she must arrange for later that night was
rarely far from Elisg'sthoughts. During avist to an herbaist who aso didtilled the most wonderful flora
scents, Elise managed to dip Derian anote. His quick nod and alight of interest in his greenish-brown
eyes acknowledged her message and agreed to the suggested arrangements. Then he switched back into
savileinvighility with such skill that she could hardly believe he was the same man.

L ater than evening, when the parties had broken up, Elise pleaded exhaustion and went to her
pavilion. Fortunately, Baron Archer was one of the night officers, so no onewould miss her. Evenif they
did, Ninette would cover for her.

Elise skirted the fringes of the camp until she came to the edge where the Kestrel tents were pitched.
She avoided these, going out into the fields to acluster of rocks that had been appointed as their meeting
place. Derian, Firekeeper, and Sir Jared were aready there with ashielded lantern and a pot of tea.

"Vdet," Elisesad to Derian, "is making his mark on you."

Derian grinned. "To think that when | first met him | judged him a useless mouse of aman. | know
better now."

Firekeeper, from at the fringe of the circle of light where she sat with her arm thrown around Blind
Seer, had no patience with such niceties.

"All day, Elise, you have smelled of fear. Last day, too. Tdl uswhy."

Elise laughed nervoudly. "I hope that everyone does not have your nose, Firekeeper."

"Not just my nose. Blind Seer, too. If someone has frightened you, we will frighten them back.”
"Thank you," Elise said, genuindy grateful. "But it's not as Smple asthat. Might | have acup of tea?'

Part of her reason was to win amoment's more respite. Part was remembering what had happened
when she had tried to tell before. While Derian poured, she began, telling them of how she and Ninette
had gone out to the cluster of rocks near the Fortress of the Watchful Eye.

"We hid oursdlves because we did not want to invite the attention of the soldiers. However, we were
not the only ones to have marked out those rocks as agood place for privacy. Meina Shield came there
with Sapphire, Jet, and Opa."



Without wasting words, Elise told how Meinahad scolded her children. Shewas grateful for the
darkness when she must relate how bluntly Melina had berated Jet for his sexua explaits, but she must
be honest or risk leaving out something that might assst them.

Thusfar, any pain she had felt could have been imagined or dismissed asthe dight burning of thetes,
but when she began to tell how Melinahad cursed Jet, asharp hot sensation, precisaly asif her tongue
had been bitten, caused her to cry out.

"Lady!" Jared Surcliffe jumped to hisfeet. "What iswrong?'
She waved him back. "Part of thistae, | fear.”

Digging the nails of her right hand into her palm, Elise continued. She tasted blood by the time she had
finished telling of Jet's curaing, but memory of Sapphire's courage shamed her into going on. She, too,
had thought herself worthy to be queen. She might not be awarrior, but surely she was not without
courage.

Firekeeper's soft voice from the shadows broke through her pretense.
"1 smell blood on your bregth,” she said. "What causes this?'

Elise fdt tears begin to dide down her cheeks unbidden, asif Firekeeper's detection of her pain had
freed them.

"A third curse" she said, each word athrobbing stab. "To guard againgt . . . any tellingwhat . . .
Melinahasdone. Jetand| . . . shedidn't know . . . but still."

The pain was horrid. Perhaps because this curse was the one that had affected her persondly, the
sensation of biting ants was S0 acute that she could even fed their little feet tromping on the swollen flesh
of her injured tongue.

"Quiet," Derian urged Elise, pouring her more teaand holding the cup to her lips. "Rinse your mouth
and spit. Don't be proper.”

Sir Jared had vanished, returning amoment later with hismedical bag in hishand.

"Chamomile and sage," he said, drawing out two packets. "Both good for the mouth and throat.
Chamomile has soothing properties aswell. Do we have more hot water, Derian?’

"In the kettle by thefire.
"] get," Firekeeper said and was gone and back before anyone could answer her.

Sir Jared's potion did seem to help. At hisurging, Elisefirst rinsed her mouth with atincture of sage,
then drank more in atea blended with the chamomile and some honey.

"Donttak yet," Sr Jared said when she started to thank him. "L et us seeif the painisasintenseif you
respond to our questions. We have enough information to begin.”

Elise nodded. "Good idea”

"MédinaShield cursed her son Jet with impotence. Lovely." Jared paused. "Did she know that you
were there when she cursed him?'

"No."
"Any pan?'



”NO_”

Actudly, there might have been atwinge, but Elise wasn't going to tell him. He might refuseto go on
and she needed to tell this.

"Good. Now, based on what you said before, you think that because you and Jet are betrothed, her
magic was able to touch you."

"YS"
"Have you asked Ninetteif shefedssmilar pan?'
"No. Sheisso very frightened.”

"Well still need to test this" In the lantern light she saw him frown, then ook embarrassed. "Lady
Elise, areyouand Jet . . . lovers?'

"No." Did sheimagineit or was Sir Jared's expression a bit too pleased to be merdly relief?

Derian cut in. "Elise wears a betrothal pendant. It's made of the same jet that heis named for, the
same stone that the sorceress used when she cursed him. Could there be a connection?"

"Theremight be," Sir Jared said. "L ady Elise, take the pendant off."

Elise had not removed the carved wolf's head pendant since the betrotha ceremony. Even when she
had bathed or dept, it had remained in place. She fdt curioudy reluctant to take it off now, an amost
physica nauseathat roiled theteain her somach.

To combat the nausea, Elise summoned an image of Jet bedding some light woman, her own lynx
pendant swinging from his neck or tossed casudly on abedside table. Ddliberately, she built the detalls,
fueling what she didn't know from her imagination until she roused an answering anger.

Quickly, before she could lose the will, Eliselifted the chain from about her neck and set the pendant
on therock beside her.

"That was difficult, wasn't it?" Jared asked. "Interesting. When | was betrothed and later married | had
no such difficulty removing the associated jewdry.”

"My father takes hisoff al thetime," Derian added. "Especidly when hes working with the horses, yet
he adores Mother."

Sir Jared nodded. "I think you have guessed right, Derian, that pendant, as much as anything, may be
what Lady Mdinaused to channel her spdll. Tell me, Elise, did she do anything in particular during the
ceremony or soon thereafter?’

Elisetried to remember. She had attended numerous betrothalsin her capacity as heir to the Archer
edtates. In recent years, her father had been tutoring her in how to perform theritua since, as head of the
family, it would someday be her duty.

"Not during the ceremony,” she said, "but afterwards she drew me aside and made quite a fuss about
the pendant. She asked to seeit.”

"Did you tekeit off?" Derian asked.

"Yes. | had no problem with that—except for agirl'sromantic heart flutters, that is” The only pain
Elisefdt as she spoke was disdain for hersdf. "Medinahed it up to admire the carving. Shetold methat |
should be proud to wear it dways since it marked me asamember of her family. Now that | think about



it, she swung it back and forth, much asshedid when she. . ."
Elise hid awince asafaint but certain bite pierced her tongue near thetip.
"Cursed her children,”" shefinished steadily.

"Her children, you say," Sir Jared nodded. "Time for question and answer again. Did she curse
Sapphireaswd|?"

"YS"
"Not with impotence. That would hardly be appropriate. What with?'

"Pain from her wounds." Elise was certain that the ant bites were less sharp now. "Pain and inability to
hed until Lady Melinareleases her curse.”

Jared swore, invoking his society patron—the Eagle, Elise noted in passng—and along line of
Surcliffe ancestors. Firekeeper spoke for the first time since volunteering to bring water.

"Whet happensif MdlinaShield dies?"

Firekeeper'sintention was obvious. Though she was but a shadow in the darkness, they could see her
hand resting upon her knife. Blind Seer's hackles were up and his fangs gleamed white as he snarled.

"No oneknows," Sir Jared answered. "The curse may last forever without her to lift it. It may diewith
her. Great magics were never taught in the New World. Most of what our people had wereinborn
talents, like my gift for healing or Holly Gardener's green thumb. Some were trained in sorcery but those
with the most promise were taken back to the Old World for their find training. Legend said that they
were bound not to reved their artsto anyone."

Derian whistled softly. "Bound. That'sjust what she did to her children. | doubt they could get around
thet."

"We need to know more," Elise said, feding panicked, "but how will welearn! If we were a home, |
might consult the library. There are musty tomesthere, dating back to before Queen Zorana captured the
Cadtle. Aksdl Trueheart often roots around in them gathering information for his history.”

"1 wonder if thet library or someplace smilar iswhere Mdinagot her knowledge," Jared mused.
"You'reright, Elise. We can't go ahead in ignorance. We may do more harm than help.”

"Wehavetime" Derian said. "Not alot, but some. King Tedric won't leave or make any great
changes until after thisball, so we havetime. | think | know whereto start. Hazel Hedler strikesmeasa
wise woman. | saw lots of booksin her workshop and not al were about herbs."

"Good," Sir Jared said. "Happily, with the bal to preparefor, no onewill think it at al odd if we call
on her. They'll just think the ladies are shopping for scent. | have the excuse of searching for odd
medicina herbs. Indeed, since Sapphire was assaulted, everyoneistraveling in larger groups.”

Firekeeper had risen to her feet. "Tomorrow then. Early. Derian may think we have time, but wolves
hunt when they are hungry and | am very hungry.”

Sheturned then and in afew stepswas gone.
Elisesghed. "l wish | could be assure as sheis™

"She'sless certain than she seems," Derian said. "'l think."



Aware of her trembling hand, Elise lifted the betrothal pendant from the rock and put it back on.
"l can't be seen without it," she said. "Good night, gentlemen.”

"Good night, Elise" Derian said.

"Let mewalk you back to your tent," Sir Jared suggested.

"No. Better no one sees ustogether. There is enough uncertainty tonight. I'll be fine."

She amiled at him. "Have Firekeeper call for mein the morning. My aunts didike that Sapphireand |
ingsted on bringing her shopping today. No one will pressto accompany us."

"What about Sapphire?' Derian asked.
" think she has adressfitting early. Don't worry. Now, good night.”

As she hurried back to her pavilion, Elise thought about the look in Sir Jared's eyes as she had turned
away. Concern had been there, and admiration, and something more. A sudden warmth touched her
cheeks as she redlized that he might be the admirer who had anonymoudly |eft her asmall pot of very
expensive rose dtar scent.

XIX

WHEN ALLISTER SEAGLEAM AWAKENED, he redlized with something like astonishment that he was
actudly looking forward to his meeting with King Tedric. He listened with half an ear as Sir Tench briefed
him on various things he should and should not do, kissed Pearl and assured her that the sketchesfor her
new gown and those for the twins looked wonderful, tossed said twinsin the air while they shrieked a
this assault on their even-year-old dignity, and then drew Shad and Tavisaside for a private word.

"Y ou'll be escorting your mother into the town today, | expect.”

Shad, a serious-looking young man of twenty who had his mother's rounded lines and fair
coloring—but no longer any of her plumpness—nodded.

"That'sright, Father. Sheisingsting on having usdl fitted for new clothes. | think my dress uniform
should do quite wdll, but Mother isacting asif thisbal is Queen Gustin the Fourth's coronation al over
agan.”

"Itis, Shad, especidly for our family,” Allister replied. "However, if you wish to wear your dress
uniform, tell Pearl that thisismy wish aswell. If you do choose to wear it, make certain that every button
and line of braid is as perfect asif you were expecting an inspection by the Lord High Admird."

"1 will, Father," Shad said earnestly. His recent promotion from ensign to lieutenant was the most
important event in hisyoung life. Allister understood. He had aso struggled to prove himsdf though
hampered by high birth and outlander blood.

Tavis, a fifteen, had yet to enter the Navy formdly, though like any youth raised in Bright Bay he
swam like afish and sailed asif the masts and lineswere extensons of hisown body. He scuffed his
shoe dong the ground and looked sidelong up at hisfather. Beneeth histhick golden lashes, hiseyes
were the exact shade of athe sea before a thunderstorm.



"l suppose," Tavissaid gloomily, "that | have no choice but to let my mother doll me upinlace and
brocade.”

"Noneat dl," hisfather said gernly. "It istime you realized that you have arespongbility to thisfamily.
Think about thislittlefact whilel am away. If amarriage dliance is made between our family and one of
theroyal scions of Hawk Haven, you are as good a candidate as your elder brother—better in many
waysfor heisaready betrothed.”

Tavislooked at hisfather wide-eyed. Although asecond child in Bright Bay prepared for the
possibility of becoming heir far more stringently than his counterpart in Hawk Haven might, Tavis had
passed from boyhood onto the threshold of young manhood secure in the knowledge that he was
protected by the double bulwark of father and elder brother.

"Butl...butthegirls. .. but Mother said,” he sammered.

"But nothing. | say dl four of you must conduct yourselves asif the entire fate of our family rests upon
you aone. Y ou boys have been taking this upcoming ball less than serioudy. | hereby order you to start
doing s0."

"Yes, Sr!" snapped Shad.
"Yes, Father," Tavissaid dowly, but his expression assured Allister that he would obey.

Alligter could pity the boy. Born into another family, Taviswould probably have become amusician or
poet, aburden to be cherished lest he starve but cherished nonetheless for the evidence that he had been
blessed by the ancestors with aspecia gift. Tavis, named for agrandfather he had never met, now must
take hisown part in the political gamesto which his namesake had been sacrificed.

"1 must go now," Allister said. "Make me proud of you and know that | will not treat with your lives
lightly, but remember aso—thereisapart of our livesthat does not belong to us. It belongsto our
country and to our families. That isthe price we pay for titles and honors common folk do not have.”

He turned then, resisting the impulse to toude their heads. For amoment, twenty and fifteen though
they might be, his sons had looked very much like little boys.

TODAY ALLISTER MUST CROSS the courtyard between the sides of the Toll House to mount the stairs on
the Hawk Haven side of the building. A woman he recognized as Lady Melina Shield was busy
discussing potential decorationsfor the bal with one of Lord Tench's assistants. The matter under
discussion seemed to be whether or not the emblem of theroya family of Bright Bay should be displayed
given that the queen hersdlf was not in attendance.

More of this eternal political maneuvering for position, Alligter thought. And | am beginning to
think that it matters aslittle to Uncle Tedric asit doesto me.

At that very moment, he made up hismind to tell King Tedric about Zorana Archer's | etter. After
greetings were exchanged, he began on thisimmediately.

"Y esterday, Uncle Tedric, when the physician reminded you of your health, | was about to tell you
something rather interesting. Lest we get distracted today, | would like to begin with that piece of

"l am quite curious," the old monarch said equably. " Speak on."

"Some twenty or so days ago, | received aletter from amember of your court. It was carried by



private courier and delivered in greet secrecy. The letter suggested that it would be to the mutual
advantage of the writer and mysdlf to arrange amarriage aliance between our families. She. . ."

"Ah, she" King Tedric murmured. "Do go on."

"She dtated that she hersalf was already married,” Allister continued, somewhat nervoudly, for the old
eagle's face was completely unreadable, "but that she had severd children of marriageable or near
marriageable age. She then went on to name these children and note something about each.”

King Tedric coughed dryly. "It must have been averitable tome."

"The missvedid run to severd close-written pages, Your Mgesty," Allister admitted. "Next she
expressed cong derabl e knowledge about my own family, including the knowledge that my son Shad was
dready betrothed—athing that astonished me alittle, asthe betrotha isfairly recent and | had not
thought the news would have reached your court.

"Then she suggested the combination of her children and mine would be—in her opinion—to our
mutual advantage. She signed the letter and impressed it with her personal sedl so that there would be no
doubt of her identity."

"Do you havethis|etter fill?
"Yes, Your Mgesty. Queen Gustin, to whom | confided thisinformation . . ."
"Youdid. | see

"Queen Gustin ordered meto give her the letter for her state archives. | refused on the grounds that it
was apersona communication to mein my capacity asthe head of my family, not in any of the positions
that | hold for the Crown."

"Very correctly, I'm certain.” King Tedric smiled dightly. "And I'm certain dso that asamonarch
Queen Gustin was rather piqued.”

"I'm afraid shewas, Your Mgesty."

"I much preferred when you referred to me as Uncle Tedric or, failing that, King Tedric. Don't worry,
Nephew. I'm not going to bite heads off just because you brought thisto me. Not your head &t least . . ."

For amoment his smilefaded and Allister was reminded again that the eagle was abird of prey. Then
King Tedric was sternly affable again.

"Do you plan to show me this remarkable document?*
"If youwill agreeto leaveit in my custody.”

"1 will. I can hardly respect your rightslessthan did your own monarch. | would come out rather
badly in the comparison.”

Allister reached into hisinsde jacket pocket and removed the severa sheets of vellum.

"Thick enough to stop an arrow,” King Tedric mused. "'If you would bide amoment, have a cup of
something to drink, 1 will just quickly review this"

He pulled apair of reading spectaclesfrom his own breast pocket and did so. Allister sipped water
flavored with mint and rose hips, hoping by the Bull's Wide Forehead that he had done the right thing.

At last, King Tedric set the | etter aside and sighed. Removing his spectacles, he methodically put them



away, saying:

"Zorana. | thought it might be her when you began. She's ambitious and her ambitions were sadly
stifled when Baron Archer and Lord Rolfston agreed to betroth two of their children. They knew | could
hardly overlook the opportunity to flatter three of my Great Houses. Lord Rolfston'swifeisa Shield, you
see, while Baron Archer'swifeisaWedlward. Lord Rolfston himsdlf isaRedbriar on hismother'sside.”

"Oh." Alligter felt abit out of his depth here. In Bright Bay the noble houses dl had one name, the
same astheir house emblem. His case was rather an exception. Normally, he would have taken his
mother's family name since Seagleam was reserved for members of the roya family—all but for the
monarch, who became a Gustin. However, he couldn't well be an Eagle in Bright Bay, so he had been
granted a dispensation to bear hisfather's name. His children, however, were Oysters.

"Zorang," King Tedric repeated the name, alittle sadly it seemed to Allister. "'l will need to speak with
her. In the meantime, what do you think of her proposal: her Purcel and one of your little girls?'

Alligter spoke carefully. "Remembering that we are not talking aromantic dliance here, but apolitica
one, | suppose thefirst and most important question iswhat do you think of her proposa ?*

King Tedric looked a him blankly, then roared with laughter, an amazingly deep and rich sound
coming from such an gpparently frail body. Worried that Tedric would do himself harm, Allister glanced
around, but even Sir Dirkin, normally as expressionless as a piece of wood, seemed to have asmall
gmileon hisface.

"Nephew! Nephew!" the king gasped when the worst of the laughter had passed. "Where did you
learn to speak so bluntly?!

"From my mother, your sster,” Allister replied honestly. "I told you that she did not make hersdlf
popular anong the nobility and she did not do that by remaining meek, quiet, and demure.”

A few more snorts of laughter and then the king said, "And so thisis how you honor Caryl's memory.
Very good. What do | think about this proposa? | think that it has potentid.”

"1 would only agreeto it mysdf," Allister said serioudy, "if | had your word, both verba and written,
that the boy Purcel would be named your heir and that my daughter would have settled on her land and
money. There would remain the question of aregent. Purcel will not reach his mgority for another four
years. If the ancestors call you to join them before that time, someone must be designated in advance.
Would your people accept me? Would his mother accept athird party?"

Tedric waved hishand to dow Allister down. "I can seethat you have given this matter agrest deal of
thought, aswell you should since you have had twenty-some days to think about it. Let me reply to your
commentsonea atime.”

"Very wdl, Uncle. Forgive my impetuosity. | have had few people with whom to discuss this matter.
Queen Gustin requested that | keep it astate secret. Only mysalf, my wife, and the queen's advisor
Tench are privy to the letter.”

"Zoranahas dso kept her peace,” Tedric said, "dthough not without a certain gloating calm. Now,
your first demand before you would agreeto thisdliance isthat | name Purcel Archer my heir. | can see
that. It would protect your daughter to acertain extent, especidly from her mother-in-law's vagaries of
mood. If Zoranawas to be queen with Purcel to follow her, she could aways pass him by in favor of
another. Very good. | could agree to naming Purcel my heir directly.

"| could also agree to settling some property and goods specificaly on your daughter. Purcd isa
warrior. Although we can hope that this alliance would make peace between our nations, warriors do die



in battle. Y our daughter should have some security of her own.

"Regent would be amore difficult matter. | am not certain my people would accept you as sole regent
nor do | like theidea of two regents. We have enough divisiveness without encouraging more. Zorana
has proven herself able, but too willing to act outsde of channds. | believe | would need to select from
outside of dl of those currently concerned in this matter. There would be too many hurt fedings
otherwise"

Allister nodded. "1 see—aswell as someone who has only observed matters from outside can see,
thatis"

"1 might have suggested Earl Kestrdl," the king said, "but that he involved himsdlf by hunting out Lady
Blysse and so involving himsdlf.”

"About her, Uncle. . ."
IIYS?I
"There are so many stories. What isthe truth?"

"Thetruth, asmuch as| am willing to admit,” the king said, atwinklein hiseye, "isthat Lady
Blysse—Firekeeper as she prefersto be called—is the genuine sole survivor of an expedition into the
lands west of the Iron Mountains. She clamsto have been raised by wolves. If you had seen her table
manners when shefirg arrived you would have no doubt of the veracity of that statement.”

Clearing histhroat, Allister pressed, "1 heard that sheisfollowed everywhere by an evil familiar pirit
in the shape of agiant wolf."

"Thet is partly true," the king conceded. " Sheisfollowed amost everywhere by an enormous grey
wolf with blue eyes. If it isnot afamiliar spirit—as| beieveit is not—then we must reconsider those old
tales from the early days of colonization which claimed that the animasin those days were larger than
any seen today."

Alligter knew he was skating on thin ice, but he must ask. "Her nameis'Blysse.' That was the name of
Prince Barden's daughter. Isshe.. . ."

"Blysse," theking interrupted, "iswhat Earl Kestrdl named hisfera foundling—one might say with the
memory of my granddaughter in mind. Duchess Kestrel agreed to adopt the girl into the Kestrel House,
therefore, Blysse can clam thetitle 'Lady.' Asto whether or not sheis my granddaughter . . . that
remainsto be seen.”

"l see" Alligter grinned. "Y ou areless blunt than my dear mother, Uncle.”
"l have learned to be. | am aking."

"True. Rumor said that the name on that piece of paper— the one on which you named your heir—is
that of Lady Blysse. They say that you summoned her to you soon before your departure and met with
her in private.

King Tedric bared histeeth in something too fierceto be aamile. "Thelatter part of that istrue. Asto
theformer, | shdl say to you what | have said to everyone e se: nothing."

Alligter leaned back in his chair, knowing that he had pushed asfar as even his uncl€'s curious good
humor would permit.

"Shdl we then turn to other matters, Uncle Tedric? Sir Tench hinted to me that Queen Gustin would



very much like you to know that the smugglers operating through these paired cities of Hope and Good
Crossing are not operating with her sanction. She wondered if some sort of agreement might be reached
to limit their activitiesto the mutual benefit of our treasuries. . ."

King Tedric nodded and motioned for the clerk to art taking notes. The rest of the morning passed
in politely forma discussion of matters of state. Only as Allister wasrising to leave did King Tedric push
Zorands letter over to him.

"Don't forget this, Nephew. And give my best wishesto your family.”
Allister smiled. "And give mineto yours, Uncle, to dl of yours."

Even those, he thought as he trooped down the stairs and across the courtyard, who run about like
wild things and howl at the moon.

DESPITE THE URGENCY OF THEIR BUSINESS, Firekeeper didn't awaken Elise a dawn, having learned from
Derian that Hazel Hedler was not likely to be able to meet with them until the morning was quite old.
Moreover, it would look as strange as awolf in the treetopsiif they were dl to troop off to a perfume
shop at that early hour with the bal still some days off.

Knowing both more and |ess about magic than her companions assumed, Firekeeper needed no
warning to be cautious about arousing Melina Shield's suspicions. So she and Blind Seer hunted, though
the hunting was poor here on the edges of the town, and swam in amillpond some milesfrom the camp.
Then they trotted back a aleisurely pace, arriving just in time for breskfast.

Such rituals completed, they gathered Elise and Ninette and walked the track to town. The beaten dirt
road was busy enough, but most of the traffic was related to the routine of the military. Exchanging
greetings with those they knew, they made no secret of their destination, hiding their purposein plain
sght, as Derian had suggested.

Hazel waswaiting for them and ushered them into her private workroom. When they took seats
beneath the hanging bunches of dried herbs, Firekeeper must fight a powerful urge to sneeze and, from
his place beneeth her chair, Blind Seer grumbled protest at this olfactory assaullt.

As soon asthey were settled, Hazel began, her expression somewhat severe. "1 understand from
Derian's note that you wish to consult me about a matter of great delicacy and great secrecy. Let me
save you sometrouble. I do not dispense abortifacients except in extreme cases when the life of mother
and child both are at risk."

Firekeeper was completely puzzled, but evidently what Hazdl had said meant something moreto the
others. Derian turned vivid scarlet. Elise and Ninette both blushed and looked away. Only Doc remained
composed. Hereplied:

"Y our assumption is quite reasonable, Mistress Hedler, given what you know, but let me assure you
that we have come to consult you about something quite different—although no less grave.”

Hazd's severe expression vanished. Now she looked both worried and relieved.



"Very wdl. Y ou have my promise of sllence. Start telling me what your problem iswhile| set apot of
teabrewing.”

In deference to the pain Elise would experience telling her own story, Sir Jared began. Ninette
volunteered specific details and Firekeeper noticed with interest that she seemed to fed no pain
whatsoever. Hazel noticed thisaswell and, as soon as the narrative was ended, she asked the maid:

"Y ou don't fed any pain, Ninette, even when you talk about specific aspects of the curse?!

"No, Mistress Hedler. My heart beats terribly fast and sometimes | fed so afraid that | think | will fall
down in adead faint, but | don't fed any pain.”

"Then | must beright!" Derian said excitedly. "The betrothd stone—that's the means by which the
sorceressis affecting Elise!™

Ninette said, coloring dightly, "I guess| should adso admit that as soon asthe Lady Melina started
droning her curse, | looked avay—buried my face in my hands. | don't know if that might have hel ped.”

In response to the unasked question Elise volunteered, "' never looked away. | was curious and
angry—I wanted to know what was going on. Another thing you should know, dl through the ritua
Ninette never stopped muttering prayersto her Society patron and to her ancestors. | was only aware of
it afterwards, but when | think back on the situation, | remember the low drone of her voice behind me."

Ninette nodded in confirmation. "That'sright, | did pray. Mother dways taught meto do that when |
hed night fears. | guess| fdt likealittle girl again, faced with red sorcery.”

Pouring tea, Hazel considered. Then she rose and, reaching up onto a very high shelf, took down a
book.

"Magicd powers" she said without preamble, "did not vanish from the world smply because Queen
Zoranaruled that higher sorcery would not be practiced in Hawk Haven. They till manifest today,
mostly within families and then we only recognize magical power when it takes the shape of what we call
tdents

"My family has astrong talent for working with plants— the Green Thumb, asit isusudly caled.
There are other talents: atouch of precognition or clairvoyance, perfect sense of direction, healing, a
srong empethy for animds. . ."

Firekeeper was surprised when Hazel paused and looked at her.

"l wouldn't be at dl surprised if Firekeeper hasthat last gift and maybe others. It would explain her
surviva and her ability to communicate with animals.”

Derian, Elise, and Ninette |looked as surprised as Firekeeper felt but Doc only nodded.

"I'd thought that might be the case, maybe because | have the heding tent mysdif. It would be
impossibleto test, of course. Firekeeper's own story of her upbringing provides an dternate
explanation.”

From his place on the floor Blind Seer commented to Firekeeper, "He speaks as if these talents are
restricted to humankind, but the Royal Beasts may have them aswell. Ah, well. Doc is not a bad
man, only filled with human arrogance toward other bloods."

Hazdl, of course unaware of this comment, continued, "The House of the Eagle has never—to my
knowledge— shown evidence of being talented. Neither have the Shields. However, Mdina Shidd's
other parent .. ."



"Her father is Stanbrook born," Elise said.

"l don't know much about what talents the various Great Houses might have," Hazel said
apologeticaly. "After Queen Zorana decreed areign based on rgection of such Old World thingsas
elaborate titles and magica power, even those familiesthat had talents went out of their way to play them
down."

Firekeeper thought thiswas the time to ask something that had been troubling her.

"Everyone say that Queen Zoranawant no titles, but till there are king, queen, duke, duchess, al and
more. These seem liketitlesto me.”

"Good point,” Doc answered, "but you should study how it was before Queen Zoranas reform. She
eliminated sometitles and the custom of one person bearing more than onetitle. Before that, asingle
person might have five or six titles: King of this, Prince of that, Duke of this, that, and the other thing,
Baron of this. . ."

"All one person?"’ Firekeeper asked, not at al certain she wasn't being teased.

"All one person,” Doc assured her. "It's sort of avariation of the way you call me Doc, while my
associates cal me Sir Jared, and those who knew me when | was aboy and some of my friends call me
Jared. Different namesfor different Stuations.”

"It iseasier for wolves," Firekeegper snorted. "One name, one person.”

"Unless you are the One," Blind Seer reminded her. "Then you are the One Male or the One
Female, but you still have a personal name. Our Pack's One Female was Shining Coat. | have
this on the best authority.”

Firekeeper kicked him.

"We're getting off the subject,” Elise said somewhat anxioudy. "Mistress Hazdl, you were saying that it
ispossible that Melina Shield might have inherited ataent for sorcery from House Kite."

"Y es, but there are other options aswell." Hazel opened the book in her 1ap and ran afinger down a
closdly written page. For once, Firekeeper regretted not being able to read, for the others clearly had
someideawhat Hazel wasdoing. At last she halted.

"Hereit is: trance induction.” Hazel looked up and continued, " The good news and the bad newsis
that from what you describe, Lady Mdinamay aso be performing something thet, whilerather like
magic, isnot magic at al. It isan art that enables one person to control another person's mind through
suggestion. Aswith many other practices, tranceinduction fell out of favor after the retreat of the Old
Countries, but some hedlers advocate it to help with the control of pain or certain detrimenta impul ses.
That'swhy it'smentioned in this book."

"What does trance induction do?" Elise pressed. "Why isthis good news and bad news? It sounds all
good to me. If Lady Mdinaisn't asorceress, we may be able to defeat her.”

"Thereasonitisn't al good news," Hazd replied levelly, "isthat if legend is correct, all magic that isn't
locked into a specific physica item ceases to function after the caster isdead. Y ou remember what
happened in the comic song about Timin and the Flying Goat, don't you?”

Everyone but Firekeeper nodded and she decided thiswasn't thetime to ask for details.

"Trance induction is used to create a suggestible state in the mind of the subjects,” Hazel continued.
"When the subjects have been made suggestible, then they can be convinced to do amost



anything—especidly if deep insde they wish to do thisthing anyhow. Since the person'sown mind is
redlly in charge—just under someone else's direction— breaking the power of the person who induced
the trance doesn't remove the suggestion any more than anewly built table revertsto raw lumber after
the carpenter hangs up histools.”

"Oh." Elisg's smal moan of dismay was echoed around the room.

Hazd frowned. "That'swhy it isn't necessarily agood thing if Lady Médlinais usng tranceinduction. If
sheis, she has been working on the minds of her primary subjects—her children and, | would guess, her
husband and close servants—for years. That hold will not beinstantly broken. The only way to break
that hold would be to convince her subjects that she has somehow lost her power over them.”

Derian drummed hisfingers againgt histeacup, making alittle ringing sound. "'l suppose we could tell
them,” he said dubioudy. "Tdl them about this trance induction, | mean.”

"Lady Elise," Hazd ordered suddenly, "you've heard my explanation. Now, talk about how Lady
Méeinalad the curses.

Obediently, Elise began to speak, but the sudden twist of pain that contorted her mouth was an
eloquent answer to Hazdl'stest.

"Butit must be sorcery,” she protested. "L ady Melinaonly spoke with me briefly. How could she
have induced atrance in such ashort time?”

Hazel looked at Elise with atrace of pity. "Because, Lady Elise, you were quite willing to believe that
Lady Mdinahad power to command you and because she was telling you to do something you aready
wereinclined to do. What newly engaged young woman doesn't fed pridein her betrothal token and
want to wear it dways? Lady Mdinasmply reinforced the impulse you dready held in your heart.”

Eliselooked sad. "I wonder if she knew about Jet's unreliability and decided she'd better assure my
loyalty hersdf?1f I'd been a stranger who knew nothing of her reputation as a sorceress, then Lady
Méelinas task would have been more difficult.”

"| think s0," Hazel agreed. "Of course, it might have been sorcery and the jet pendant the focus for her
charm."

"Take off the necklace," Firekeeper urged. "Taking was easer then yesterday, | think."

Elise lifted off the necklace with itsjet wolf's head and set it on the table next to her empty teacup.
Firekeeper wondered if anyone else saw the trembling of Elisg's hands.

"Lady Melinasaid . . ." Elise began tentatively, "that if anyone spoke of what she had done. . ."
She stopped and frowned. "The painislessbut ill there.”

"So we don't have adefinite answer," Derian sighed. "It could be that a spdll has been laid on Lady
Elise or it could be that she has been made to believe that a spell has been laid on her. What do we do?!

Silencefollowed through which Firekeeper could hear the shoptalk without, the comings and goings of
people buying medicines, perfumes, and spices. Seeing that no one else was going to offer asuggestion,
shesad:

"Why not do something for both? Melina use the pendants on her necklace to cast spell or to make
believe she cast spell. If we get necklace and destroy with gresat fuss," she looked doubtful, uncertain that
shewas expressing herself wdll, "then the way of the control would be broken, too.”



Doc's dour expression lightened. "Y ou have a point there, Firekeeper. That necklace is the key—at
least to Lady Méelinas control of her son and daughters.”

"But what Firekeeper suggestsisvery dangerous,” Ninette piped up, trembling at the very thought.
"Lady Melinanever letsthat necklace out of her Sght. Her maid said once shewearsit even in the bath
and to bed."

Firekeeper sprang to her feet. "So we take it!"

"That may be what we haveto do," Derian agreed. He didn't look happy. "I wish we could test the
effectiveness beforehand.”

"Could we," Elise said, "have my necklace duplicated? A subgtitute she has never touched wouldn't
have the same power, would it?

Firekeeper decided not to mention things she had heard about the sympathetic resonances between
types of stone. Maybe that was just awolf legend and didn't gpply to human magic. In any case, she
thought that Melinawas more likely to be atrickster than a sorceress. She hoped so—her own
knowledge of human sorcery was a bit shaky.

Hazel extended her hand. "L et me seethe carving. If it isn't too complicated, | know someone who
might be able to do the work. Jet isn't aterribly hard substance, thank the Dog."

That same amogt invisible quiver in her hand, Elise picked up the pendant and handed it to the hedler.

"It'sintricate, yes" Hazdl murmured after afew moments ingpection by the sunlit window. "But my
friend may be ableto do thejob. He'salocd, but I've known him for along timeand | think he's
trustworthy."

"Think?' Derian asked.

"Y es. He dabbled in some shady dedling, usually with smugglers and thieves, but in his own business
he has a very good reputation.”

Elisedecided. "I'll do it. Thank the Lynx for thisbal! 1t makesall sorts of strange shopping trips
posshle”
"Derian," Hazd said, "you know your way around Hope. I'll write you anote saying you represent

someone who needs private work done. Y ou can run over there, get my friendss answer directly, and
then retrieve Elise. In the meantime, ladies,” she smiled, "can | interest you in any of my wares?'

APPARENTLY THE JEWELER —o0ne Wain Cutter—was quite accustomed to confidential commissions. He
expressed only dight surprise when Elise explained what she wanted done.

"Usudly, | get asked to do something likethis," he said, peering narrowly at the wolf's-head carving,
"after thelady or gentleman has lost the piece. Then dl | haveto go onisadescription. Thisismuch
esser.”

Taking out athin piece of charcod, he started making a sketch on a piece of smooth white board.
Firekeeper moved behind him so she could watch, fascinated as he drew the piecefirst in afront view
then in both right and left profiles.

"It'sanicehit of carving," Wain said as heworked. "Very nice, but after seeing thisyoung lady's
companion | can think of ahalf-dozen thingsI'd do differently.”



"Dont," Elise pleaded. "It must be as much likethe origind asyou can makeit."

"l understand,” Wain said peacesbly. "Good luck for you that | already have some nice jet in stock.
Got it from atrader who came down from the Iron Mountains. Prime stuff and | can offer you agood
price."

Derian stepped up then and Firekeeper let her attention drift asthe intricacies of haggling began. She
knew she should make an effort to learn this kill, even redlized that the thrill of getting agood price for
something must be smilar to that of a successful hunt, but she couldn't escape the feding that the strong
should take, not ask. Even her own acceptance that she was not one of the strong hadn't undermined her
fathin thisdivison of property.

Blind Seer, apparently adeep out in apatch of sunlight in the gem carver'syard, sensed her
restlessness.

"What are we going to do about this Melina Shield?"
Firekeeper moved to Sit next to him. "I wish | knew. Things were simpler in the wolflands.”
"Only because you were a pup and others made your decisions for you."

"Hmm." She considered and accepted the veracity of this. "Still, | favor the simple solution. We
should attack this Melina, you and I, some dark night and take her necklace. Or, even better, |
could dip into her tent and take it while she slegps.”

"You could," thewolf agreed. "Then what?"
"Then we destroy it and the spell is broken.”
"And if it isnot a spell, if it isthis trance induction?"

"Sill, Melina will no longer have the necklace. Her frightened pups will see she no longer has
power over them."

Blind Seer snorted. " They think the power isin her, not in the necklace. That will do nothing
and she will have another necklace done. No, Little Two-legs, the answer is not so simple.”

"Maybe not," Firekeeper agreed with asigh. "l haven't forgotten the promise | made to King
Tedric. Each night | prowl, but no one seems to hunt him. The attack on Sapphire was the only
attack we have seen and | know too little of cities. Everyone seems to think that such human
predators thrive therein like beetles beneath a rotting carcass.”

"True. But we will not ceasein our vigilance."
"Of course not. Besides, | like roaming about at night."

She rested her head on the wolf's flank and lay there with her eyes closed, trying to come up with
solutions. From ingde the shop she heard Elise say to Derian, her tone distinctly wistful:

"l wish | was Firekeeper. Look at her there, not aworry in the world.”

Firekeeper didn't disabuse her. Let Elise take comfort in such fanciesif she could. Soon, she
suspected, they dl would have very littletime for any congderation of such niceties.



ON SOMELEVELS, Prince Newd | Shield was a very happy man. Through discreet questioning, he had
received theimpression that his pet Stonehold generas were legping through their hoops of fear and
superdtition just as he had planned. At least one courier had been dispatched to their central command
and carrier pigeons had been sent in advance of the courier.

Without tdling him anything of this, Generd Y uci had pleaded with Newel| to delay any permanent
aliance between Bright Bay and Hawk Haven. When, later, Y uci expressed his ddight that the ball had
been scheduled for severa days after King Tedric and Duke Alligter'sinitia meeting and thanked Newell
for using hisinfluenceto assist their cause, Newell accepted histhanks, not wanting to embarrassthe
good man, even though logistica concerns— rather than any machinations on his part—had been the
reason for the delay.

He wasless happy about events within King Tedric's own court. On the afternoon following his
second meseting with Allister Seagleam, King Tedric had summoned Zorana Archer to wait upon himin
his chambers within the Fortress of the Watchful Eye. The noblewoman had gone to the meeting with a
triumphant glow in her eye and a proud arch to her neck—reminding her sometime lover rather of a
war-horse. She had returned with the air of a beaten cur.

Rumor had quickly spread—for King Tedric had not kept their conference any greet secret—that she
had been severely berated for usurping his prerogatives. The king had not specifically said that Zorana
had ruined the chances of one of her sons and daughters being privileged with amarriage aliance, but
bets around camp were firmly againgt her.

In her disgrace, Zorana had focused her attention on grooming her son and daughter for the ball. She
was aso avoiding Newell, though whether out of anger or embarrassment, the prince wasn't certain. He
figured he would smooth things out during the ball, when his attentionswould be interpreted by
observers as mere courtesy.

Newd | was unwilling to trust to Stonehold donefor his success. Therewas still too much harmony in
the Hawk Haven encampment for histaste. Lady Elise wastreating Lady Blysse more likeasister than a
rival for the crown. Sgpphire Shield was speaking to her cousin again. Elise remained rather cool to Jet,
but that was understandable given that the young idiot had been foolish enough to shame her by going to
apublic brothel.

The two other girls—Nydia and Opal—seemed to be tregting the unfolding events asif they werea
dramawhich they were observing rather than living. Maybe he could do something with that. The
men—other than Jet—were pretty much out of hisreach. Earl Kestrel, Baron Archer, and Purcel
True-heart dl had been dutifully attending to their commands within the army—eager, no doulbt, to show
the king what responsible and mature kings or regents they would make.

Asif they were al carved pieces on agame board, Newell moved this one here, considered pressing
that onethere. . . . Over and over, he arrived at aplan only to rgject it. Findly, only two pieces
remained: Jet and Lady Blysse.

Could he contrive to make it appear that Jet and Blysse were romantically entangled? He rejected that
amogt immediately. Blysse barely spoke to Jet and Jet seemed to have logt hisballs since the night his



Sster was assaulted.
Maybe Newell should entice Jet out. Late. . .

The pieces of the puzzle began to lock into place. Out late. . . Behaving shamefully . . . What would
little Blysse—that dangerous Firekeeper—do if she saw Jet with hisarms around a couple of light
ladies? Wouldn't it be reasonable for her to fly into afury at this added insult to her beloved friend?
Consder what her wolf had done to one of Sgpphire's assailants. And, of course, there would be a
witness, unimpeachable as daylight: Prince Newd | Shield himself.

The prince laughed, heartened once more. Now he smply needed to find away to put his plan into
action. It would take honing, especialy developing away to confirm that Lady Blysse would not havea
convenient dibi for her wheresbouts at the time of the attack. Still, the rewards were too grest for him
not to attempt to carry this out.

Surdly if Lady Blyssekilled Jet that would end her friendship with Elise. Sapphire, no matter how
grateful for Blyssgsrolein saving her own life, would certainly be infuriated. She might even chalenge
Blysseto aduel. That would be just lovely. They might both end up dead or maimed. And as an added
bonus, everyone would be distracted from whatever Stonehold might be stirring up.

Newd | smiled and resisted the impulse to rub his hands together like a craftsman anticipating aday in
his workshop. Step One: Talk to Jet. Step Two: Find away to get Lady Blysse out of theway. Step
Three: Sit back and enjoy the bloodshed.

Glancing across the encampment, he saw the king's carriage moving across the grounds, doubtless
taking the king to another secret or semi-secret conference. Newell shook his head sadly.

Theking redly should have kept him closer a hand. It wasreally Tedric's own fault that the prince
was | eft with so much time to pursue his own plans. He considered telling Tedric this a an appropriate
moment and smiled. That news might even trigger the necessary fatal heart attack. Wouldn't that be

perfect!

XX

DESPITE COMPLAINTSFROM BOTH staff and participants that they had not been given enough timeto
prepare, the bal was held on the third day following King Tedric'sfirst meeting with Duke Allister
Seagleam of Bright Bay. Obvioudy, Derian mused as he rubbed polish into dress shoes bought especidly
for the occasion, there were advantages to being aking.

Such thoughts distracted him from the fact that he was ditinctly nervous about hisrolein thisevening's
planned entertainment. He would have been content to attend as he had now attended so many grand
functions—as Firekeeper's nearly invisble servant.

At firgt that invisibility had bothered him, but now he admitted there were timesthat hereveledinit.
Unnoticed, he heard and saw things that no one bothered to hide from a servant.

He knew, for example, though he had spoken of it to no one, that Lady Zoranawas carrying on a
flirtation, if not more, with Prince Newell. He knew that Lady Sapphire's maid took snuff—athing that
would horrify her mistress. He knew that Baron Ivon Archer had afondnessfor strong brandy in his
evening cup of tea—and that sometimes he skipped the tea completely.



Derian was honest enough with himself to admit that he might not be so happy with his sateiif there
were not plenty of people abovetheleve of servant who treated him as an equd. His early hopeless
crush on Elise had faded and now he felt about her as he might asister. Doc had not put on airswith his
return to society and remained the same forthright and direct man he had been on the road west. And
Firekeeper remained impossibly hersalf.

Tonight, however, Derian must leave off his servant's anonymity and step onto the floor as a member
of the party. Someone—he suspected Firekeeper—had told Earl Kestrel that Derian was an excellent
dancer. Knowing that many of the officersinvited to attend would not wish to dance with any but those
whose politica loyaltiesthey were certain of, the earl had commanded Derian to join the party, tofill in
where needed so that no lady need stand out more than one dance.

"Lucky me" Derian muttered; then he felt instantly ashamed.

Earl Kestrd had been generous, standing the bill for an entire costume beginning with anew tricorn
hat and including awhite ruffled shirt, atailored waistcoat cut from brown and green brocade, dark
green knee-breeches, raw silk stockings, and the very same wide-buckled shoesthat Derian had just
finished rubbing to the satin polish that hisfather had indsted on for the best of their horse legther.

Once dressed, Derian joined Earl Kestrel. Out of his cavary commander's uniform for thefirst time
since they had left Eagle's Nest, the earl was dressed in court attire. His dark blue knee-breeches might
have been bought in town, but the waistcoat striped in Kestrel blue and red with ahovering hawk
embroidered on theright breast must be from his own wardrobe. Derian did not put it past Valet to have
found room to pack the waistcoat away among more practical attire—just in case.

When Derian arrived, Vaet was setting Earl Kestrel's tricorn on his head, just as carefully asif he
werefinishing awork of art.

"Youwill do, my lord," Vaet said, surveying thefind effect with muted satisfaction. "1 suppose one
cannot expect too much when forced to attirein atent.”

Earl Kestrel gave one of hisrare amiles. "'l am certain | look fine." Seeing Derian he added, "Run your
eye over that tall redhead, though to my way of seeing, helooks quite a bit finer than the sunburned
young man who has been with me these past weeks."

"Good evening, Earl Kestrel," Derian said, flabbergasted at this unaccustomed praise. Vaet winked at
him and adjusted the line of Derian's waistcoat.

"You'll do, Derian Carter.”

Earl Kestrel nodded. "Thank you, Vaet. Derian, shal we go? Lady Blysseiswith Lady Archer. | told
the carriage to meet us a her pavilion."

Asthey grolled to where the rest of the nobility was encamped, the soldiers stopped cooking their
dinnersor playing at dice to comment on their attire. Taking hislead from the earl, Derian did hisbest to
respond appropriately or not at al. Still, he was certain that by the time they reached Elise's pavilion his
ears must have been asred ashis hair.

Baron Archer was waiting outside the tent for them, smoking his pipe.
"Good evening, Earl Kestrdl. Good evening, Mister Carter.”

They answered and then the earl added, "Blasted hot, isn't it? | could have danced for joy when |
heard that jackets were unnecessary for thisevent. | don't think my valet was pleased, but then hesa
dickler for form. Still, I held my ground.”



Baron Archer chuckled and tamped out his pipe. "The carriageis ready and the young women should
be with us momentarily. Ah! Herethey are even now."

Derian managed to keep his mouth from gaping open by sheer force of will, having been derted by
faint gigglesfrom within that something must be up.

First to emerge was Elise, resplendent in agown of slvery satin with side pands of glowing green. Her
golden hair was piled high on her head and adorned with afew tasteful white rosebuds. The jet wolf's
head was nestled in the hollow of her throat, the only spot of darknessin a confection of light. Although
he looked carefully, Derian could not tell if the jewel wasthe original or the promised replacement.

The woman who followed her must be Firekeeper, but she was like no Firekeeper that Derian had
ever seen. The gown in which she was attired was pal e blue with rose piping about the throat. To
conceal the scarsthat marked her every limb, the gown's deeves were long, but constructed of aloose
digphanous gauze that reveded the grace of Firekeeper'sarmswhile hiding their flaws. Above the
modest neckline of her gown she wore a strand of polished lapis beads—an early gift from Earl Kestrel.
Her dark brown hair was now long enough to be worn upswept but afew tendrils had been left to curl
about her temples.

Derian was not the only one stunned to sllence. Earl Kestrel stood gaping for amoment before
offering hisarm.

"Lady Blysse, you look lovely," hesaid.

Firekeeper smiled and Derian could dmost swear that she blushed. Baron Archer gave an gpproving
nod, knocked the last ash from his pipe, and offered hisarm to his daughter.

"Earl Kestrel and 1," he said, "are fortunate to have two such lovely ladies to escort. Come dong. We
don't want to be late."

Trailing the others, Derian glanced back over his shoulder. Standing in the door of the pavilion,
Ninette waved cheerfully, mouthing:

"Havefun!"

Standing beside her, histail just alittlelow and his ears cocked a aforlorn angle, Blind Seer watched
them leave. Seeing Derian's gaze on him, he managed a quick wag before his brush drooped again.

Poor guy, Derian thought. More and more Firekeeper's going places where he can't follow. |
don't blame him for not liking that at all.

Above him he heard ashrill whistle and could swesar that Elation, soaring in the darkening sky above,
was agreeing with him.

THEY WERE NOT LATE, but neither were they thefirst to arrive. In order to round out the festivities and
keep the bal from being too obvioudy what it was—a chance for King Tedric to review hisgreat nieces
and nephews in company with each other—anumber of military officers and important citizensfrom the
two towns had been invited aswell.

Especidly for thetownsfolk, thiswas the event of alifetime, something they would betelling their
children and grandchildren about two generations hence. The night | was invited to King Tedric's ball
| saw . . . Nowonder they didn't want to missasingle momen.

Derian rather wished that he could miss amoment or two. Whispered comments, half-heard, made



him acutely aware that he was masguerading as a nobleman. What was he but a carter's son?

Background music was playing softly astheir party moved through the reception line, greeting King
Tedric and Duke Allister as representatives of their respective monarchies, and Mayors Terulle and
Shoppe of Hope and Good Crossing as heads of the twinned towns. When the orchestra struck up the
overture to aline dance popular since before the days of Queen Zorana, Derian began to fade back,
dert for awoman in need of apartner.

A hand lightly plucked hisdeeve. He turned and saw Lady Elise, abright flush lighting her cheeks.

"Will you dance this one with me?" she asked. " Jet is doing everything he can to pretend he hasn't
located me just yet in the crowd and | don't want to end up dighted.”

Derian siwept adeep bow. "I would be honored, my lady. Forgive mefor bluntness, but your
betrothed is an ass."

"l should call you out on that,” she said with alight laugh that didn't fool him at al, "but my father
cautioned me that this could be an opportunity to make agood impression.”

"Indeed,” hereplied in what he hoped were courtly accents.

Asthey took a place at the bottom of a set, Derian noticed that Jet had nearly pounced on one of
Allister Seagleam's young daughters: Anemone, he thought, but it might well be Minnow.

Derian quickly made ajoke, hoping that Elise wouldn't notice Jet's tactlessness. The fellow to hisright,
anervous townsman, picked up on the quip and soon they were dl laughing. When counting off of sets
of four began from the top of the line, they were cheered to find themsalvesin the same set.

The dance began rather roughly, for dthough the Star Waltz had been around for along time, it had
clearly evolved differently in the two monarchies. The variety that the lead was familiar with wasthe
Bright Bay version. Fortunately, the residents of Hope and Good Crossing seemed to know both forms
and helped Derian and Eliseaong.

Derian found himself easly swept into the next dance by the smple expedient of trading partnerswith
his new townsman friend. That lucky man nearly stepped on his own feet when he learned that he was
dancing with the future Baroness Archer. Derian's partner was dightly disgppointed when she learned
Derian was no one so famous, but he tried to make up for this by being a sprightly and talented dancer.

By thethird dance, Derian had forgotten that he ever felt nervous or out of place. From long habit, he
kept an eye on Firekeeper. Not surprisingly, given her presumed favor with the king, she was not short
of partners. Elise was also doing well. Jet came through for the third dance and the rules of etiquette that
dictated that even an engaged couple shouldn't dance more than two dances together gave them an
excuse to stay gpart without seeming to dight each other.

Relaxed now, Derian was more than happy to fulfill Earl Kestrd's commission that no woman be |eft
without a partner. When the music began again after an intermission, he noticed a stately though
somewhat older woman standing alone. He strode over and had aready begun to ask her to dance
before he redlized that his prospective partner was Lady Mdina Shield, the reputed sorceress.

With her silver-streaked, blond hair sivept up in an intricate knot interlaced with astrand of
multicolored polished gemstone beads, and the glittering diamond-cut gems of her omnipresent necklace
displayed upon the white skin of her throat, Melina Shield looked quite well—past her first prime,
certainly, but possessed of acam and control that made the prettier younger women look somehow
gauche and coltish.



Having begun, Derian could not back away. He continued after a pause he hoped wasinterpretable
asawe at redizing who he had chanced upon:

"...and o | was hoping that your ladyship would deign dance this piece with me.”
Médinasmiled and hefdt thefull force of her considerable persondity.
"1 would be happy to so honor you, young man. Let us hurry. The danceis about to begin.”

When Derian would have politely joined at the bottom of the set, Mdinaled the way toward the
nearest set of four.

"Excuse me,”" she said, breaking in so that they became the second couple and everyone below must
fumble to reorient themselves with new partners. Derian didn't doubt that afew couples who had
positioned themselves advantageoudy o that they might flirt during the interweaving of the figureswere
rather put out. If Melina Shield cared, she did not say.

Fortunately for Derian's piece of mind, this dance was one of those where the couples ended up
dancing with their opposite number in a set as often as with their own partner. Even o, as progress
through the intricate steps brought him once again back into contact with Lady Melina, it wasall he could
do to not stare at her necklace. Could one of those stones really be capable of inflicting impotenceon a
man? Could another inflict agony on a brave young woman?

He kept the thoughts as far from hismind as possible, terrified that Lady Mdinamight be able to read
them. Glancing down thelong line he caught a glimpse of Sapphire Shield—dressed in aswesgping gown
of brilliant blue overlaid with alight gauze in the golden-ydlow of House Gyrfa con. Without knowing
everything Elise had confided, he might think it merely hisimagination that Sgpphire favored her
wounded sde as her partner wound her under hisarm or walked her through a stately march.

Lady Meinaapparently thought Derian's silence respect for her and concentration on the particularly
intricate forms demanded for this piece. Derian wasrelieved and rather glad that his Sster, Damita,
wasn't there to brag how he had mastered this one severd years before and won the Hummingbird
Society—sponsored contest as aresult.

When he escorted Lady Mélina off the floor, Derian discovered he was soaked with sweat. After
fetching Lady Melinaacup of punch, he was glad that her bearing made quite clear that he need not
remain. He chatted with Doc for afew minutes, then with his acquaintances from thefirst set. The
orchestrawarming up reminded him that the dancing was to begin again. He was dropping back to see
who might be left out when he noticed King Tedric beckoning to him.

At firgt Derian was certain that the king was summoning someone beyond him, then that the
king—recognizing him as essentialy servant—needed an errand run. Hurrying toward thelow daisfrom
which King Tedric was watching the dancing, Derian bent knee dmost before he wasthere,

"Rise, Derian Carter," camethe king's somewhat high old voice, giving Derian hisfirst shock. Despite
having lived among the court for amoon-span and more now, he had never thought that King Tedric
recalled hisname,

"Come and st beside me and talk for awhile. It isdifficult being old and able to dance only afew
sts. | had quite asfine aleg asyou when | wasyour age.”

Caught in this second shock, Derian recovered himself before he could bolt in panic. Him st withthe
king and speak with him? Only the recognition that he would be guilty of agrest insult to the monarch
kept himin place.



On legsthat suddenly felt asif they had been carved from wood, Derian mounted the few steps and
sat on the chair toward which the king gestured. He felt asif every eyein the room must be on him, but
when he stole a surreptitious glance toward the floor he saw that nearly everyone was caught up in the
unfolding dance.

Nearly everyone. Lady Mdina cast aspeculative glance hisway and from the dight grin on Earl
Kestrd's face his patron hadn't missed the Situation either.

" S0, young Carter, are you enjoying yoursaf?"
"Yes, gr. .. | mean, Your Mgesty.”

"Sirisjust fine. | was knighted once, long ago, for deeds| performed. | wasterribly thrilled. That was
long before | knew 1'd be king one day. Long before poor Marras lost her will to live."

"1 know the story of how you won your knighthood," Derian said, momentarily lessafraid. "It wasin
battle."

"Yes, in battle, againgt these very people with whom we are now dancing. Tell me, Derian Carter.
Should | put one of our enemies—or former enemies—in the position to rule our people?”’

Thistimeal Derian could do was gape. King Tedric waited amoment, then continued:

"Y ou seg, | was ditting here, watching the dancing and thinking on that question. | was wondering
what my people would want meto do. Then | saw you down there, dancing away, and | thought to
mysdlf: Y oung Derian has been living in the castle for agood time now. He has made friends with some
of my potentia heirs and has met others. Most importantly, heis one of my people, scion and heir of a
hardworking trade family. | shal ask hisopinion.’ So here you are. Answer metruthfully. | won't harm
you.”

With effort, Derian made hislips obey hisracing brain. He remembered his conversations with his
parents, the gossip he had heard in the markets and in the square when King Tedric announced his
intention of making thisjourney. Carefully, he framed hisreply:

"Wall, gr, they do—I mean lots of the people back in Eagle's Nest—they think making Duke Allister
your heir isjust the thing for you to do. They cal him the Pledge Child and have great hopesfor his
ascension to the throne bringing peace and goodwill between our lands.”

King Tedric nodded, coughed dightly, accepted the cup of wine handed to him by his omnipresent
guard, and said, "Y es, Pledge Child, | heard that term back when Allister wasfirst born. | took reports
that it was till in common use with agrain of sat. So my people dream yet of my father'sgreat vison
coming true. | would hate to disappoint them."

Accepting agoblet for himsaf without even redizing he was doing S0, Derian asked:
"Can you avoid disappointing everyone, Sir? There are so many conflicting clams.”

"Clams?| wouldn't cal them claims. | would cal them ambitions—for themsdaves or for their children.
Y ou il haven't answered my question, Derian Carter. Should | make Allister Seegleam my heir?"

"l don't know, gr." Derian met those shrewd old eyesfor thefirst time. "1 don't know him."

"Yes. That isthetrouble. None of usredly know him. He seems an affable enough fellow here and
now. Isit an act?'

"They say," Derian offered, "you can judge aman by his children or hisdog."



"True. Pity hisdog isn't here. His children are old enough to have learned to act asthey think they
should rather than how they are. Let'stalk for amoment about those you do know. How about your
charge? How about Firekeeper? Should | make her my heir?

Derian swallowed hard. He knew what Earl Kestrel would want him to say. Knew, too, what he was
going to say.

"l don't think o, Sir. Not unless you can be sure you'll be around to educate her. She's as honest as
the day islong and brave asawaolf, loya, too, but those things aren't necessarily the qualitiesamonarch
needs.”

King Tedric chuckled dryly. "Interesting. She didn't think she was ready to be monarch ether. I'm
certain that Earl Kestrel would think differently.”

"He has hopesfor her, gr. Y ou can't blame him for that.”

"l don't. | regpect him for his ambition while condemning him for it at the sametime. I'm certain that he
honestly hoped to find Barden aive when he went out into the western lands. Barden would have been
able to make acase for himself or for Blysse. Firekeeper with her odd habits and weird upbringingisa
much |ess easy piece to Stuate advantageoudy on the board.”

Theking's use of Firekeeper and Blysse as separate names for seemingly separate individuals had not
escaped Derian. Knowing that he was out of line, but unable to resst, Derian asked:

"Sir, do you think that Firekeeper isyour granddaughter?'
A smilethat might be called mischievous curved the old man'slips.

"If | told you what | think would you swear to say nothing of this matter—not even to Firekeeper
hersdlf?1 have my reasons at thistime for withholding public admisson oneway or ancther.”

Derian's heart, which had dowed its panicked thumping, now fdt asif it was going to burst out of his
chest with excitement and fear.

"Y ou have my word of honor, Sir, sSworn on my society patron, the Horse."

"Very good, then. | accept your word." The king bent his head so that hislips nearly touched Derian's
ear. "Firekeeper isnot my granddaughter, Blysse, but | know who sheis."

Disappointment, relief, and curiosity warred for amoment, then Derian asked:
"Who?'

The king leaned back dightly. "Firekeeper isthe daughter of two members of my son's expedition.
Her mother was the daughter of alady you have befriended: Holly Gardener. She was named Sarena,
after amaterna aunt who died young. Firekeeper's father was Dond Hunter, a steady man with agift for
the bow and alove of thewilds. They said of him that he understood animals so well it was asif he could
speak to them. Firekeeper's birth name was Tamara, after her deceased paterna grandmother.”

Hearing this, the world spun behind Derian's eyes then righted itself. Once he had heard this, the truth
seemed obvious. It would explain so much about Firekeeper—he couldn't think of her as Tamara.
Ancther question burst forth before he could school histongue.

"Sir, how did you know?"

"When | wasaboy," King Tedric replied, unfazed by Derian's effrontery, "Holly Gardener was one of
my playmates. | knew her and her ssterswell. Firekeeper hasthe look of Holly's youngest sister Pansy



at that same age, though she takes after her father's mother aswell. | saw the resemblance nearly at once
and confirmed that Sarena had been among Barden's recruits. Tamara—Ilike Blysse—islisted among the
records.”

Catching Derian's surprised stare the old king chuckled. "We were not so grand then. The Great
Houses were il learning to fed their importance. My own mother, Rose, was not from a Greet House.
Holly's family was related to my mother's—cousins, | think—and came into castle service because they
possessed the Green Thumb quite rliably. Their relation to Queen Rose is one reason why they hold
their place in perpetuity, for aslong as the Thumb continues to manifest in their line. Thusfar it has not
failed them. Nor would | banish themiif it did. Their knowledge and wisdom meansfar more than a
chancetalent.”

"l wonder," Derian said, thinking doud, "if Holly knows. . . knows, | mean, who Firekeeper is?'

King Tedric nodded. "l am certain that she suspects, but, like me, she knows that Firekeeper is best
preserved by doubt about her origins. The Gardeners have little they could give Firekeeper even if they
did claim her. Best then that Fire-keeper keep to her recent aliances. Earl Kestrel isambitious, but he
would never deny basic support to one he has taken ashisward.”

Thinking of afather who disowned his youngest son for disobedience, Derian's expresson grew

unhgppily thoughtful.

"What are you thinking about, Derian Carter," the king asked sharply. "Have | migudged Norvin
Norwood?'

"No, Your Mgesty," Derian fumbled, then forged ahead. "1 was wondering how you could . . . |
mean why you . . . why you disowned Prince Barden."

The king looked angry for amoment, then sad. "'l was hasty, infuriated that he would act so without
My express permisson, angry, too, that he did not trust that | had a place planned for himin the
governing of Hawk Haven. | was younger then and maybe | believed myself immortal. It hasbeen so
long—ten years or more are ill ten years, even to aman of my age—that | am astranger to that sour,
proud man. | have lost both son and daughter. That changed me. Now, | would give anything to not
have driven Barden away, but it istoo late and my heir must come from among those."

He made a sweeping gesture at the dancers twisting through the latest intricate form.
"What do you think of Lady Elise? Would she make agood queen?’
"Please, Sire," Derian begged. "I'm just a carter's son. I'm not fit to advise kings."

"That you would say that at al makesyou fit. And you are not just a carter's son. Earl Kestrel does
not hire dead weight. If he has kept you on it is because he sees good in you—good beyond your ability
to coach Firekeeper. Now, will you disobey me? | want your opinion!”

Derian chewed hislower lip before speaking. Despite the wine, he felt dreadfully sober, so sober that
he knew he was out of his depth.

"l know Elisemogtly asafriend. . ." he began.

"Good. Friends see sides of each other that elderly and terrifying great-uncles do not. Speak up,
Derian! Or areyou in love with her and afraid to admit it?"

"No." Derian sraightened. "I'm not. | was taken with her at firs—she's kind and sweet when you get
to know her and she wasthe first noble lady | was close to, but now that | know her better | redlize
we're not suited. She's much better for me asafriend.”



" S0, you didn't cease to love her because you found fault in her?”

"No, sr, not a al! What | loved wastheidea of atitled lady with golden hair. When | got to know
Elise| found she was much more than thai—just a person.”

King Tedric nodded. "And young men don't fal inlove with people. | believe | understand. Tell me
what you think of her asapotentia queen.”

It hadn't escaped Derian that the king was skipping his nieces and nephews and moving directly to
their offspring. Was this because he had rejected the others or because he was asking Derian about
those Derian was most likely to know well?

"Elise," Derian began dowly, "isagood person. She knows her way around the castle and its people
dready.”

"Cadtle Hower," the king murmured.
Rightly guessing that this cryptic comment didn't need areply, Derian continued:

"That's dready an advantage over Firekeeper. A few days ago, I'd have said that Elise's greatest
weakness was alack of courage, but now . . ."

Hetrailed off, redlizing he shouldn't say exactly how he had learned of Elise's degper reserves.
"Now | know differently. She may be abit squeamish, but she's not lacking courage.”

King Tedric didn't press Derian to clarify, but after athoughtful pause during which he studied the
young woman below as she whirled through the steps of a particularly fast dance, her face dight with
laughter, he said:

"S0, you think Elise should be queen.”

Derian blurted, "I don't think she wants to be queen, Sire. | think she might have once, but now I'm
not so certain.”

"And you don't think that someone who doesn't want to be monarch should be forced to do so0.”

Derian fumbled to explain, "Princess Caryl didn't want to go to Bright Bay and marry Prince Tavisand
S0 that didn't work out too well. | wasjust thinking that this might be abit the same.”

"Hmm. And how about Jet Shield? Do you think he should be king?*

"Him?"' Derian couldn't keep the disgust out of hisvoice, no matter how hetried to school it. "He'stoo
ambitious. He wantsit too much."

"So | should neither choose someone who doesn't want the task nor someone who does. That is quite
aconundrum, Migter Carter. How shdl | resolveit?!

Derian could fed himsdf turning bright red, but he pressed on, determined that if he was going to have
to go through this peculiar interrogation he wouldn't flub it completely.

"Y our Mgjesty, what I'm trying to say isthat the best candidate would be someone who wantsto rule
but for the good of Hawk Haven, not solely for hisor her own good. Someone, like Elise, who doesn't
want to ruleis going to do abad job because either sheisn't going to pay attention to the small details or
she'sgoing to resent them.”

King Tedric snorted. "Even I—and | wanted to be king— even | grow tired of those small detalls.”



Derian perssted. " Someone who wants to rule because hell havetitlesand honors. . ."
"And power, don't forget power."

"And power. That type of personisequaly abad choice because he's going to make decisions based
on how they'll affect his own importance. HE's not going to care about how they affect the people who
live under hisrule. Eventudly, they'll redize this. Common folk aren't asinnocent as some of your noble
folk bdieve"

"Yes. | know. My mother never let meforget that. | wish | had thought to drill that into my niecesand
nephews, but then | never thought that | would be forced to pick one of them or their offspring to follow
me. So, is Jt'sonly flaw hisambition?"

Shrugging, feding himsdlf dready in so far that he could not get in much farther, Derian said:

"] think if he were made king no matter whose head wore the crown his mother would wield too great
aninfluence”

"l saw you dancing with Mdinaearlier. So you don't like her?"

Derian shook hishead. "1 don't know her well enough to say that, Sir. | do know that her children
respect her with arespect that isakin to fear."

"So you're offering me acriticism that would apply to any of Lord Rolfston's children—and perhaps
to Rolfston himsdf. Y ou narrow my choices dramatically with that small statement.”

Stubbornly Derian said, "One of thefirst to befriend Firekeeper waslittle Citrine. She made no secret
that her mother commands more than a mother's respect. | don't know the otherswell, but | think the
same must gpply.”

"Interesting thought, young Carter, and one not atogether dien to my observations.”

King Tedric added nothing more and Derian waited quietly. The orchestra and dancers were taking
another intermission. Asthey milled about spping their chilled wine or punch, their gazes—surreptitious
or not—often rested on the king's dais.

All at once, Derian's salf-consciousness came back to him. When he glanced at the king, however,
Tedric seemed unaware of the scrutiny from below. Perhgps aking must learn to live with such continua
observation. If so, Derian was suddenly glad that he had betrayed Firekeeper's weakness to the
monarch. Hiswild wolf-woman could never live so.

"Well, Derian Carter," King Tedric said at last. "' had amind to question you further. It isrefreshing to
be counseled by one who spesks only of individua merits and never of who isrelated to whom except
asthat isrelated to those merits.”

Derian colored. "Thank you, Sire."

"Don' think for amoment that those relationships don't matter. They do. However, it is easy to forget
that this one's daughter or that one's son is aso a person possessed of personal wesknesses and
srengths. Don't you forget that when you are older.”

"No, Sire, | won't."

King Tedric stretched dightly and smiled benignly at the young man. "Now, you have given me good
counsd. What do you wish for your reward? | offer you anything within reason.”

"Nothing, Sire. | am honored, redly."



"Togh, of courseyou are, but ill | wishto giveyou agift.”

Anideadipped into Derian's mind, aswild and insane as any he had ever had. Even ashetried to
dismissit, he knew he would ask and accept the consegquences.

"Then, gir, | ask for the necklace that Lady Melina Shield iswearing this very moment, the one she
awayswears."

The expresson in King Tedric's pale eyes was shrewd, not startled, and Derian wondered how much
the old man knew, how much he merely suspected. All the king said, however, was.

"| fear | cannot give you something that does not belong to me. If you so covet the necklace, why not
have one made? Despite the pride with which Lady Mdinawearsit, it isnot so impossibly unique.”

Derian drew in adeep breath. It had been too much to hope that he and his friends problem would
be so easily solved, but even as he nodded his acceptance of what the king had said Derian wondered if
Tedric had just shown him away out of at least part of their problem.

Tedric continued, "Since you cannot think of something yourself, let me choose. Dirkin, come here."

Sir Dirkin Eastbranch, who had been standing such silent witnessto dl their conversation that Derian
had never noticed his presence, stepped forth.

"Your Mgesty?'
"Give me one of the counsdor rings. The men'sones.”

Sir Dirkin reached into aleather pouch at his belt and drew forth agold ring. The band bore the royal
eagle cast directly into the metd. Set in the center was a cabochon-cut ruby. King Tedric's persona
emblem, an eight-pointed star, was incised into the stone and inlaid with athin bead of gold.

"Hereyou are, Derian Carter," said King Tedric, fitting the ring onto Derian'sright index finger. Y ou
are now among those who may request my ear at any hour of day or night. | know that you will not
abuse the privilege. Understand that thisis a persona privilege. When | pass on to my ancestors, you
may keep thering, but the privilege will vanish unless the new monarch choosesto renew it. In return for
thishonor, | inflict on you the added burden of making yoursdf availableto mewhen | fed desire of your

For the second time in avery short while, Derian discovered that he could not speak. King Tedric
chuckled.

"A poor gift, you may think, giving you added duties under the guise of areward.”
Derian found histongue. "No, Sire. Redlly. | am so honored. | don't . . ."

"Don't worry too much,” King Tedric said and placed awrinkled hand on his shoulder. "Have thering
Szed as soon as possible. Y ou wouldn't want it to dip off."

"Yes Your Mgesty."

"And say nothing of our conference to anyone—even to Earl Kestrel or Firekeeper. If asked, smply
say that | was bored and wanted a bit of common conversation.”

"Yes Your Mgesty."

"Now, Derian Carter, give me your arm and help me to the dance floor. The orchestrais warming up.
| believe | will claim Lady Blyssefor thisdance. It will kegp my contentious nieces and nephews



guessing. Unfortunatdly, it will also raise poor Norvin's hopes unduly, but heis strong enough to survive
the eventud disgppointment.”

As Derian helped King Tedric down the few steps and signaled for Firekeeper to join them, he
couldn't help thinking that the old man wasrather caculating, even abit wicked. It was an unsettling
thought that maybe even a good king—or perhaps especially agood king—might need to be so.

XXI

ELISE AWAKENED THE MORNING &fter the ball aware that something momentous had occurred, but a
moment passed before she remembered what had happened. Then she remembered: Derian and the
counsdlor ring, King Tedric dancing the last dance of the evening with Firekeeper. Theterrible fury in her
father's eyes. How he'd refused to ride back to the encampment in the same carriage as Earl Kestrel and
"those upstarts’ even though it meant crushing into a carriage with Aunt Zorana, Nydia, and Purcel.

Purcel had finally gotten out, saying he would walk back. He had never shown up back at the nobles
enclave. Later they learned he had walked al the way back to hisunit in his dress clothes rather than
dedl with his mother and unclesfury.

Elise thought that Purcel had been wise. The angry counsd, practicdly of war, between her father and
Aunt Zoranahad lasted long into the night. They'd even invited Lady Melinaand Lord Rolfston to join
them. When Elise had dared speak up for Firekeeper, saying they couldn't very well blame her for
accepting the king'sinvitation to dance, her father had sworn at her and sent her to her tent.

Given how reserved Baron Archer usudly was and how affable he'd been toward her since her
engagement to Jet, Elisewastruly hurt. Still, she'd kept her tearsto hersdf until she had reached the
safety of her curtained-off bedchamber. Then she had let them flow. Her father's man might report her
collapse to Baron Archer, but at least no one could accuse her of acting like achild in public.

Secretly, Elise had been rather glad to be sent away. She didn't want to hear the familiar bickering
again. Moreover, knowing what she now did about Lady Mdina, she had no desire to spend timein her
company. Elisgs only fear—afear that returned to her with full wakefulness—was that her father would
forbid her to see Firekeeper and Derian.

With her morning pot of tea, Ninette brought Elise word that Baron Archer had requested her
company as soon as she was dressed.

"Did he say 'request'?" Elise asked. "Or are you being polite?’

"He said 'request,’ " Ninette assured her. "And he seems milder this morning. Perhaps he's sorry for
shouting at you that way."

"Perhaps," Elisereplied, but shedidn't feel very hopeful. Baron Archer had aways been vaguely
disappointed that his heir was female—and a softhearted femae aswell. When Aurdla contracted an
illness smilar to that which had rendered Queen Elexa serile, he had resigned himsdlf to not having sons,
acting instead as a second father to Purcel, who was as smilar to his bookish father as Elisewaslike
Ivon.

Ivon Archer was waiting stern and forma in his military uniform when Elise stepped out of the
pavilion.



"Good morning, Elise”
She dropped a curtsy. "Good morning, Father."

Hefrowned at her excessive formality, but he couldn't precisaly chide her for being too polite. Instead
he grunted:

"Come, walk with me. | wish to spesk with you about last night.”

Elise obeyed with deceptive tameness. Still, her heart skipped a beat when she redlized that her father
was waking toward that same cluster of stones where she had witnessed Melina Shield ensorcelling
Sapphire and Jet. What would she do if Melinawas there? Then she calmed hersdf. With dmost dl the
resident noblesliving in canvas tents, those rocks were the obvious place for a private conference.

Indeed, when they reached the rocks, the area appeared to be empty. Elise, however, spared a
moment to peek into the hidden space from which she had unintentionally spied on Lady Mdling,
garnering astrange look from her father in the process. The space gppeared to be empty and Baron
Archer did not comment on her actions. His mind was busy with other matters.

"Elisg," he said, "you disgppointed me last night when you spoke up for that foundling of Norvin
Norwood's. | know you have befriended her—though | am at aloss to understand why—abut that isno
reason to Sde with her againgt your own kin."

With effort, Elise kept her silence. Silence, her mother had once told her, was the best weapon when
your opponent had all the strength. She wondered now if Lady Aurdllahad meant specificaly her
husband.

Baron Archer continued, Y &, you will have an opportunity to redeem yoursdlf.”
Hereit comes, Elisethought. Sop seeing that girl and her low-bred companionsand . . .
She was s0 busy with her own thoughts that she almost missed what her father was saying.

"Since Earl Kestrel's party trusts you, you will have the opportunity to continueto call onthem. | fear
that my evident anger last night makes such casua socia contact on my part suspect.”

He frowned, but that was asfar as he was going to come to admitting that his behavior had been rude
and ungentle-manly toward either daughter or peer.

"Therefore, | order you to continue your visits. Attempt to learn everything you can about their plans.
Find out if the king has made any promises. Whether King Tedric intendsto make Lady Blysse hisbride,
the bride of one of Seagleam'sbrats, or ruler in her own right will affect my own actions.”

Momentarily his expression turned pleading. "Remember, Elise. | am worried about this not only for
myself, but for you aswell. | would like to see you made queen with Jet as your consort. No foundling
should be able to take what is ours by blood right.”

Elise, however, refused to be mallified. Ironicaly, though her father's commands were the opposite of
what she had dreaded moments before, she was coolly enraged.

"So, afew hoursago | was atraitor to you," she said, her tones as measured as the steps of last
night'swaltzes. "Today you wish meto spy on my friends. | seeyou still sseme asatraitor, but betraya
isfineaslong asit isto your advantage.”

Baron Archer gaped at her. "Elise, you misunderstand . . . | spokein anger last night.”
Elise ducked within abubble of dmost preternatura cam, speaking with her gaze fastened on the



towering stone walls of the distant fortress.

"Youdid," she agreed, "but your very words to me afew moments ago show how poorly you regard
me. Very wdll. If you fed that way, you have your choice. Permit me to redeem mysdlf in my own
fashion or disown me asyour her."

Baron Archer began to speak, but she breezed on asif she hadn't heard him.

"Just remember before you lose your temper and make such adrastic move that | am your sole child.
Without me, that crown you crave so deeply islost to you. Remember, too, that King Tedric cameto
regret Smilar rashness.”

Despite the crud thrust of her words, Elise delivered them in atone so detached that it was amost
clinical. She might be Hazel Hedler diagnosing what herb poultice would best treat arash.

"Well, Father," she said when Ivon Archer did not reply, "whét isyour wish?'

When she turned her gaze to him at last, she found that he was studying her, neither angry nor
pleased, but with a care that she never recalled seeing directed to her.

" think," Ivon Archer said, "that disowning you would be foolish. Remember before you grow too
triumphant, that it remainsan option.”

"l won't forget,” Elise said, her inner calm wavering dightly. "But | dso cannot forget the tonein which
you called me atraitor and then dismissed me likeasmadl child. | am your heir, just ayear short of my
mgority. | think | am owed more consideration.”

"Perhaps," her father said grudgingly. "For now, | lay no task on you. Y ou retain your freedom and
your title"

"l won't thank you," she said, "because both are mine, not to be taken from me by anyone—not even
you. Asfor Earl Kestrel's entourage, | will continue to visit with them. If | learn anything that | am not
expressy requested to keep in confidence, | will be happy to shareit with you."

"Thank you," Ivon said, aspark of last night's anger lighting his eyes, "for your gracious
condescension.”

She thought she heard him muitter, Y ou little bitch," but his voice was low enough that she could
pretend to have heard nothing.

"Wdll," Baron Archer said, brushing imaginary dirt from histrouser leg, "I have dutiesto perform. May
| escort you back to camp on my way?"

"1 would be honored,” she said, offering him aneutral smile and resting her hand on hisarm. Nothing
further was said during the interminable length of that walk.

LATER THAT MORNING WHEN ELISE met Firekeeper and Derian she gave an abbreviated account of the
events both following the ball and this morning. When she finished, Derian commented:

"And the odd thing is, the king made no such promises as everyone seemsto imagine. He only wanted
to hear my opinion—as acommoner—on various iSsues.”

"Including the succession,” Elisesad teesingly.

Derian looked with unwonted seriousness at the ruby ring on hisfinger. "'l was asked not to say."



Elise nodded and changed the subject. "I'm amazed that you had the courage to demand Lady
Melinas necklace as your reward. That was clever.”

"It didn't work, though,” Derian replied. "Still, I've been thinking about what the king did say. | don't
know if he meant it asahint, but hisidea of our having an identica necklace made wasbrilliant. It solves
the problem of Lady Meinamissing her own."

"l suppose Wain Cuitter could do thework," Elise agreed. "This should actudly be easier. Still, even if
we got it, how would we work the trade?"

Firekeeper offered, "I could do it. Every night | go among those tents. Blind Seer terrifiesthe dogs.
None even bark any longer. Get the necklace. | will tradeit.”

"Y ou've been skulking among the tents?' Elise asked, amused yet vaguely embarrassed. What might
Firekeeper have seen or heard—especialy before Jet lost interest in her?

"l have," the wolf-woman said. "All through the camp | go. Sometimes| learn things. Modtly, | just
walk and put into my memory scents and sounds.”

Derian added, "'l believe she can doiit, Elise, but to pull this off we need as exact adescription of the
necklace aswe can get. Wain Cutter said that he can work from averba description, thank the Horse,
but a sketch would be better. Did your young lady's training include such skills?"

"It did," Elise said, "though my teacher never praised me highly. Still, I can manage something. Also,
Melinalikesto go into town and she's never without that necklace. Wain Cutter could easily get agood
look at her then.”

"That'sgoing to mean trusting him," Derian cautioned.

"He'snot stupid,” Eliseretorted. "That necklaceis famous. He may well guess without our admitting
precisely which necklace we want copied.”

Derian nodded. "Very well. Y ou get the description. I'll sound out Wain when | go into town today to
have my new ring Szed."

Hetouched it amost reverently. Elisehid agrin.
"You'reahit overwhemed, aren't you?" she asked.

"Morethan abit." Derian looked a her squarely. "I redize I'm not thefirst to be given one of these,
not even the first common born. King Tedric has aways had counsdors from among his subjects. But
you're born to such honors. Y ou can't imagine what thiswill mean to my family. My mother islikdly to
indst on my keeping the ring in the family's ancestrd shrine when I'm not wearing it. Theking'strustisa
great honor."

Elise suddenly redized that she had been being abit of asnob, atrait she had cometo despisein
others.

"It isagrest honor," she said firmly, "and your parentswill bejustified in their pride. King Tedric
chooseswiddly but never foolishly.”

Firekeeper shook her head, asif wondering that this much attention was being paid to ashiny thing
with no virtue asatool.

"Tak does not get us any further with necklaces," she reminded them. "Elise must learn the look of the
necklacein perfect. Derian and | will talk to Wain Cuitter. Then | will talk to Doc.”



“Why talk with Doc?' Derian asked.

"He has powdersto bring deep. Lady Mdinanot deep done. Sometime her maid deep in her tent,
sometime her husband, too. On the night of the change, Elise must give all some powder to deep.”

"] thought,” Derian teased, "that no one ever hears you when you go among the tents.”
Firekeeper stared at him asif hewasanidiot.

"Thisisimportant, Fox Hair, like thefirst hunt in spring after winter starving. Wetake no risksjust as
the One does not hunt alone when thereis a pack.”

Elise nodded, suddenly somber, quietly afraid of the role she must play but agreeing with Firekeeper's
wisdom.

"She'sright. We don't dare take any risk. My relatives may think the matter of the successonis
settled, but we know how tenuousit is. King Tedric doesn't know what we know. It is our duty to make
certain that a sorceress cannot rule from behind the throne.”

Derian curled hisfist tightly asif daring thering to dip free. Elise thought she knew what he was
thinking. So much rested on their shoulders. Were they redlly up to the challenge?

ALTHOUGH NOT EXPRESSLY PRIVY to the counsds of hisfellow nobles, Prince Newdl| shared their
indignation and frustrated anger. He'd actualy been enjoying that thrice-cursed ball. The food and drink
had been excdlent, and many of the women fair. Since his ambitions reached far higher than marriage into
the family of Allister Seagleam, he hadn't wasted his time dancing with eleven-year-old girls.

Just for the fun of renewing his acquaintance with Lady Blysse he had asked her for adance. She had
accepted, but he could fed her didike of him in thelightness of her fingers on hiswhenever theritudized
motions demanded that they touch. By the end he was rather sorry he hadn't asked her for awaltz.

Other women, even Lady Zorana after he whispered afew sympathetic wordsin her ear, were far
less reluctant to dance with aprince. Unable to continue the flirtation with Zoranain such apublic place,
Newell had been in the process of cultivating the acquaintance of the pretty daughter of alocal
slversmith. Shewasintimating that she waswilling to do more than dance when theripple of gossip
through the room aerted Newell to anew eement in the game. He had turned in time to see Derian
Carter, dressed like a gentleman in an outfit that must have set his patron back a good bit, mounting the
seps of the dais from which King Tedric watched the festivities.

Mindful of hishedth, the king had taken part only in the Star Watz which had opened the
entertainment. Appropriately, his partner had been Pearl Oyster, the plump but still winsome wife of
Allister Seagleam. Inviting everyone to continue on, King Tedric then had made hisway up to the
makeshift throne that had been prepared for him and indulgently surveyed the others at their pleasure.
Needlessto say, just about everyone who was anyone made an excuse to mount the few steps and
speak with him, but only young Carter had been invited.

That invitation ended the evening's pleasure for Newell. The lovely young thing he had been flirting



with previoudy now held as much interest for him as might a painted doll. When King Tedric choseto
closethe evening by dancing with Lady Blysse, any joy Newd |l might have sdlvaged from seeing his
Hawk Haven competitors equally crushed vanished.

Only Allister Seagleam seemed untroubled by thisturn of events and that was quite understandable.
Theking favoring Lady Blysse did not mean an end of his hopes. At fifteen or so, she was agood age to
be wed to either of his sons. Newd | had noted that both Shad and Tavis had taken their turns partnering
the foundling. Of course, they had each danced with dl of the other éigible contendersfor apolite
political marriage and afew tentative friendships seemed to have begun.

During one of the intermissions, Purcel Archer, Sapphire Shield, and Shad Oyster got into a hested
discussion about the various merits of combat on land and on sea. Jet flirted shamelesdy with Minnow
and Anemone, not precisaly forsaking Elise, for the manners of agrand ball inssted that an engaged
couple mingle with everyone and not remain selfishly absorbed in each other. Tavis Oyster apparently
found an unexpected friend in Nydia Trueheart. When Newell had drifted near—ostensibly to get anew
glass of wine—they had been discussing the merits of various New Kelvinese poets.

But any hopes the parents of these sprigs might have entertained had been dashed when King Tedric
chose Lady Blyssefor his dance partner.

Newdl'sfury that next morning was not mediated when he considered how hopeless his attemptsto
discover away to distract or disable Lady Blysse had been. Her unwarranted didike of him had madeit
impossible for him to chat her up and thereby drop a hint that she go hither or yon so asto be negtly
away while Newd'slackeys pulverized Jet. Her illiteracy had robbed him of that favorite tool of
conspirators, the anonymous note. That damned wolf which shadowed her whenever shewasnot in
company—and often when she was—made it unlikely that he could smply have her hit over the head
and put out of theway.

Asalast resort, Newell had taken advantage of the crowded ball to dip atincture of vaerian (a
preparation known to encourage drowsiness) into Lady Blysse'sfruit juice. Raising the cup to her lips,
she had suddenly wrinkled her nose and dropped the entire thing—cup and al—into the nearest waste
bin.

So the morning following the ball, foiled and frusirated, Newell sent anote to Lady Zoranaasking if
he might pay acal in private. Before going to meet her he summoned Keen and Rook to him.

Without preamble, Newell growled, "I've been going about thisal wrong. Why should | try to frame
Lady Blysse and rely on othersto condemn her? She needsto die.”

Keen cocked an eyebrow.

Rook smply said: "Indeed, Sr."

"Y es. Thisafternoon, I'm going to take Lady Zoranafor aride.”
Keen, aways one for adouble entendre, grinned dightly.

Ignoring the other man's smirk, Newell continued, "Once | have Zorana deep in the woods, one of
you—Keen, | think, since no one knows he works for me—is going to kidnap her.

"Keen, when you attack, | will appear to defend Zorana. I'm afraid I'll haveto take asplit lip or black
eye or my defense won't look convincing. Just don't hurt me so much that | can't joinin the battleif the
Stoneholders come through. That's more important than any little mischief we may do here.”

Keen nodded.



"After abit, I'll feign to be knocked out,” Newell went on. "Y ou take the lady. I'll go for her help.”
His henchmen knew better than to interrupt, so Newell surged on.

"I'll go directly to King Tedric, suggest that we keep the incident quiet. If he doesn't suggest that we
enlist Lady Blysse, | will. Sheiscertain to go tearing off without any more backup than her damned wolf.
When they reach wherever you're holding Zorana, shoot Blysse with an arrow or two. Don't let her or
that beast get close. Then fleein apparent panic, leaving your prisoner behind. I'll come later with a
rescue party. Questions?”'

"Where should | take Lady Zorana?' Keen asked.

"There must be awoodsman's hut or something. If thereisn't, tie her to atree. Knock her out if you
want. At least gag her to keep her from screaming. Just give her to understand that you have someone
delivering aransom note and shelll be freed when you get your money.”

Keen nodded again, hiseyes shining.

"Wouldn't it be better,” Rook asked, more willing to question, securein his position as senior aide, "to
kidnap someonelike Lady Elise? Lady Blysselikes her. | don't think Lady Blysse caresfor Lady Zorana
oneway or another.”

"Who she caresfor hardly matters,”" Newell sngpped. "Shelll do the king's bidding. Besides, | don't
know if | could get Eliseto go with me. She's been a stuck-up little bitch since she was just a snip, never
could take even atease. Even if Elise would go with me, it would look suspicious. Zorana, however . . .
We go along way back."

Keen chuckled. "Il even give you agood excuse for losing the fight. Right, boss? | mean, caught with
your pants down and al."

Newd | glowered at thisjoke at his expense, but he had to admit that Keen had apoint.

"Good thought,” he agreed reluctantly. "I had wondered how to justify my being defeated by one

Keen laughed. "Don't worry, boss. I'll be implying that there are two or three more around.”

"Disguise yoursdf,” Newell ordered. "1 don't want Zoranakilled, only roughed up alittle so thisthrest
will seem convincing. Rook, you stay completely out of sight. Both of you bring bows, swords, and
knives. When Lady Blysse comesto the rescue, | want her very dead.”

Rook nodded. "I had appropriate tools laid by against our proposed assault on Jet Shield. Since you
have yet to invite Lady Zorana, we have sometimeto prepare. I'll go ahead secretly and find a
defensible place to hide thelady. | don't think well need to tell you wherein advance.”

"No. I'm trusting that Lady Blysse's nose—or at least her wolf's nose—will lead her there.”
"Then, unlessyou have further orders, | am gone.”
"Go. | will send Keen after you if for some reason Lady Zoranais unableto join me.”

That lady, however, proved more than amendable to aride in the countryside and dismissed her
persond atendant to mind young Nydia. Zoranafussed a bit, making up abasket with light
refreshments, and Newel | was content to wait, knowing that thiswould give his men the time they
needed to prepare.

"1 had thought,” Zorana said when they were safely away from listening ears, "that the day Elise



became engaged to Jet wastheworst in my life."

"Last night must have been terrible," Newell said, soothing his own anger by pouring salt on Zoranas
wounds, "seeing the king so publicly favoring someone other than one of your own."

"Y ou don't know amother's grief and frustration!" Zoranareplied dramaticaly. "I do everything | can
for them. | even nursed hopes that tonight would be the redlization of my dreams. Purcel was visiting
quite nicely with one of Duke Allister's sons. | thought such decorous behavior far better than the
opportunigtic flirtation in which Jet Shidld wasindulging. Certainly, Duke Allister would be more
interested in a proven warrior who can maturely discuss men's business than in ayoung rogue.”

"Certainly," Newd| murmured, alowing his spirited red roan to match the brisk pace of Lady Zoranas
dapple grey. The dapple grey seemed to have caught some of her rider's feisty mood and had to be
discouraged from bregking into atrot.

"And then just as| was alowing mysdf to fed hopeful— and encouraging Nydiain her friendship with
young Tavis— then that Derian Carter was summoned to the dais.”

Newel| listened with half an ear as Zorana recounted the events of the night before, noticing her
differencein emphasis. Again he was struck by how her ambition overwhelmed her good sense. How
deeply had she embraced hislittle fantasy that the mere age of her children made them the most suitable
matches for those of Allister Seagleam! How eager had she been to ignore how many political matches
these days were being made without due consideration for the relative ages of bride and groom.

King Tedric had indicated his disgpproval of such matches but not expresdy forbidden them, so
dukes and duchesses paired up their available children like toy soldiers ranked on the nursery hearth rug.

Thinking of deep embraces and matches stirred brutal excitement both in Newell's groin and within the
darkest reaches of hismind. They werewell away from both camp and town now. Even while gabbling
away, Zorana accepted hislead toward the forests maintained as a game preserve on the fringes of
Hope. Once they were deep within its shelter, privacy was virtua ly guaranteed.

Virtualy. Zorana had been too interested both in her woes and in her desire for privacy to notice the
figure that had been shadowing them al aong. A man on foot could easily pace awalking horse,
especidly if hedidn't wish to get too close. Asrequested by his master before they departed, Keen had
remained nesr.

Seeing asheltered glen near an attractively babbling brook, Newell suggested to Zorana that they "let
the horses have adrink and arest.” Their easy pace hadn't even sweated the animal's, but Zorana agreed
withacoy amile.

Tying their mountsto atree, Newell |loosened their girths and removed their bridles, pleased with the
glade. There could hardly be amoreideal placefor atryst—or an assault. Trees and shrubs provided
both shade and a screen from observation, but warm, green sunlight filtered through. The ground
underfoot was thick with springy moss. When Zoranatook arolled blanket from behind her saddle,
Newell smiled. It was rather pleasant to be the seduced instead of the seducer from timeto time.

Excusing himsdf for acal of nature, he walked into the woods. As he expected, Keen met him amost
at once.

"Isdl ready?' Newd | murmured.

"Itis. We've got a place and Rook even had the sense to rub our boots and clothes with lavender ail
50 later the wolf-chit won't be able to identify us."



Newell made amenta note to reward Rook for hisinitiative. Despite his own depending on Blysse's
tracking abilities and his suspicion that the rumorsthat she could speak with her wolf were true, he had
overlooked thisweak point in his plan.

"Good. Bide until you can convincingly take us both,” Newell reminded Keen.
Keen nodded, his brown eyes glittering almost feverishly.
"Keep your pecker up, boss.”

Newell had never consdered himself an exhibitionist, but the thought of Keen and possibly Rook out
therein the shadows watching hislovemaking stirred him strangely. When he returned to her, Zorana had
gpread athick blanket on the moss and poured two glasses of white wine. The remainder of the bottle
was chilling in the brook.

Taking his goblet, Newell brushed hisfingers againgt hers. Ashe sipped, helocked her eyeswith his
own, holding her gaze until a blush began to creep up her throat.

"What are you looking at?' she asked, and her voice was husky.
"You, lovely lady. Just you."

"Want a better look?" sheinvited and untied the ribbon lacing her bodice. Newell set down hisglass
and freed her breasts from their prison.

The next few moments were aweter of sensua impressions. his hand on her naked breast, her mouth
on histasting of wine and sdlt, her arms pulling him closer. She was as eager ashewas, so it wasn't long
before he was bare-assed: naked but for his shirt which she had did her hands playfully benegth.

Women's garments were more complicated, but Zorana had made things easier by removing severa
of the more involved undergarments in preparation. Newell had a moment to wonder if shedid thisin
advance or while he was in the woods; then he was topping her and even the watchers were forgotten in
amore immediate obsesson.

He was thrusting hisway to completion, Zorana aternately moaning and whimpering her own
response, when ahard hand fdll on his shoulder and arough voice said:

"Enough of that. I've ause of my own for the lady.”

Newell couldn't stop and despite Zorana's sudden shriek of alarm, he continued where his body led.
Hands grabbed him and pulled him forcibly off Zorana. Newd | surged to hisfest, truly insanein that
moment of frustrated need. He swung wildly and missed. Keen'sfirst blow caught him solidly on the sde
of hisface. Newell stumbled backward afew steps, then charged forward again. Keen punched himin
the gut and the prince fell to hiskneesretching.

Zoranawas busy shoving down her skirts, shrieking hystericdly. Therewasawild look on Keen's
face that cooled Newd|'slust and made him suddenly afraid that this neet little plan was going awry.
Keen looked asif he could kill him. Newell's next punch was driven with the force of fear and Keen
lurched.

"Damnyou,” Newell hissed in the other man'sear. "Get control of yoursdf!"

And Keen did. Clubbing his hands together, he effectively battered Newell to the ground. However,
Newell could fed that he was pulling the force of his blows somewhat and though there would be
bruises, nothing should be broken.



Keen leered down at Newell asthe prince fell and dropped a piece of paper onto his chest. "Take
thisto theking. It gives our terms. Got it?"

Newell groaned. Keen kicked him. Though he didn't put much force behind the kick, coming on top
of Newdl'sother injuriesit dill hurt.

"Passed out,” Keen sneered, according to script. "Lily-livered aswel asawimp.”

Lying on the ground, hurting so much that real unconsciousness would be welcome, Newell heard
Keen continuein glky tones:

"Stop screaming, Lady Zorana, and come with me. I'll take you to a nice place and well wait there for
themail to be ddlivered.”

Zoranasad shrilly, "Y ou're kidnapping me?"

"Detaining you, rather." Newell heard Zoranajerked to her feet. "Now come dong quietly. If yourea
good girl, I may even reward you by finishing the job your inconsiderate friend there didn't.”

Keeping his eyes shut and his bresthing shalow, Newell consdered the very red probability that
Keen would rape Zorana. It wouldn't be Keen'sfirst rape and he did have provocation.

Ah, wdll. Aslong as Keen wasn't about hisfun when Lady Blysse came dong. Newell had learned
long ago, if you wanted to dance, you must expect to pay the piper.

L ater, when the sounds of their footsteps and Zoranas whimpering had diminished, Newell hauled
himsdlf to hisfeet. He staggered to the brook, where he splashed cold water on hisface. Therewaswine
left in the bottle and he felt abit better once held drained that to the lees. He hoped that Keen hurt at
least alittle. Surely at least one of his own blows had gone solidly home.

Re-bridling and tightening the girth on the red roan took considerable effort. Then Prince Newell
pulled himsdlf into the saddle. Hed be to the Watchful Eye by dusk. By using the most convenient geate,
he'd dso avoid the bulk of the Hawk Haven encampment. He ran his tongue around his teeth, reassuring
himsdlf that they were dl in place. Then he smiled and urged the roan into afast walk. Everything was
going according to plan.

XXIl

IN RESPONSE TOKING TEDRIC'S Summons, Firekegper came running to the Watchful Eye. It was some
measure of the urgency of the king's summons that the gates swung open upon her gpproach and that
none of the armed and armored guards who stood their posts attempted to dow her or question the
rightness of the greet, grey wolf bounding at her sde.

Overhead, the falcon Elation soared in defiance of the rules normally governing diurna and nocturnal
creatures. Glimpsing her broad wings silhouetted against the orange face of therising harvest moon,
more than one soldier touched an amulet pouch or totem necklace and muttered that the days of black
sorcery had returned.

But Firekeeper had no time for these. King Tedric's message had said for her to come asrapidly as
two feet could run and for Derian to follow at his own pace. They were to speak to no one—not even
Earl Kestrel—about the reason for their going.



So Firekeeper ran through the gate into the stone-flagged courtyard, through the arched doorway into
thefortress building itsalf, then padded quick-foot up the broad stone steps. Silent guards directed her
with gestures, and even those with whom she had laughed and thrown dice during the dow journey to
Hope said not aword. Grateful she was for their guidance, but Firekeeper could have found her way
without it for the scent of the king and the medicaments of his sickroom heralded his presenceto her
more brightly than trumpet calls.

For dl the speed with which she had run, Firekeeper arrived in the king's presence barely winded,
only therising and falling of her nascent breasts benegth her leather vest giving testimony to the speed a
which she had flown over the ground.

Gracefully, she bowed to King Tedric, for she had come to respect him far more than ever shewould
have dreamed possible at their first meeting. Beside her, Blind Seer stretched out hisfordimbsin adeep
wolf-bow, but his blue eyes remained alert so Firekeeper would be protected even while she abased
herdf.

And when she raised her head, shaking back the wild tangle of dark-brown curls, she saw what her
nose had adready told her.

King Tedric had avigitor before her and that visitor was wounded. Y et, though Firekeeper knew that
according to the laws of etiquette Prince Newell was due a bow in turn she refused him the homage.
There was that about Newell that she did not trust and she would not lower her guard before him, even
with Sir Dirkin and hisready sword present.

Instead Firekeeper said to the king:
"l am here as you wished, King Tedric."

"Do you remember of what we spoke before we |eft the castle, Firekeeper?' the king asked with the
directness she admired in him.

"Every word, every bregth.”

"One of thosethings| feared has occurred,” he said, and she noticed how tired and ill the old man
looked. "My niece, Lady Zorana Archer, has been kidnapped—stolen—by men who would exchange
her safety for money. She was taken while in the forests to the northeast of thisfortress. The message the
men sent said that they will hold her in asafe place until we send money."

Firekeeper listened but her gaze rested for amoment on Prince Newell. He had clearly beenin afight.
One eye was blackening; hisupper lip was swollen fat. Rather than lolling in his chair with the indolent
ease she knew was customary for him, he sat fiffly straight asif hisbody hurt him.

Benesth the scents of blood and swest, Prince Newell smelled of wine and of something elsethat it
took her amoment to place. However, she had not dipped her way between the tents of the camp
followerswithout learning the scent of mating humans.

Blind Seer had reached the same conclusion as she. "This prince is the one who lost Lady Zorana.
My nose says they were interrupted at their dalliance.”

Thus Firekeeper did not ask how Lady Zorana came to be taken but asked instead:
"Do you wish meto find her, One, or do you wish meto bring money to her takers?'

"Find her, bring her back if you can. | would prefer not to pay to redeem her." Tedric added hadtily,
"This not because | do not vaue her, but because then others would think to do the same."



Firekeeper shrugged, only partly understanding this but trusting the king'swisdom in how to dedl with
his own kind. What she did not trust was the small smile that had touched Prince Newd|'s mouth when
the king asked her to find Zorana.

From what Firekeeper knew of human pride, especidly mae pride, Newd | should be demanding that
the rescue was his right. Perhaps he was more wounded than he smelled. Perhaps he had the wisdom to
know that awolf was wiser in the woods than any human.

"l go," shesad.

King Tedric nodded. "1 will send Derian Carter after you with reinforcements. My counsdorsand |
agreethat it is best that as few as possible know that Zorana has been taken. Not even her children have
beentold. | have sent word that sheis visiting with me so they will not worry."

"Derianisgood,” Firekeeper said, "but Race Forester has eyesto see even in thewoods at night. He
will know how to find the Signs| will leave him for they will be sgnshetaught. | will send Elationto himiif
you will write amessagefor her to carry.”

King Tedric reached for quill and paper. "The peregrine will fly at night?"

In reply Elation glided through the open window and squawked complacently, holding out onefoot as
if to grasp the message onceit was ready. Firekeeper grinned.

"Elationislike Blind Seer, among the grestest of her kind. She will find Race Forester. If you tell him
to meet Derian near the wood they will savetime.”

King Tedric continued scratching quill across paper. "1 have dready done so, Madame Generd. Sir
Dirkin, reach methe sand so | can blot this, then atube so that this falcon does not crush the paper in
her tlons.”

Prince Newell spoke, his speech sounding odd as he forced the words through his swollen lip.

"Again, | beg Your Mgesty, let me go with the rescue party. | redize | would only dow Lady Blysse,
but surdly | can 9t ahorse and ride with the others.™

"Y ou have dready done enough this afternoon,” King Tedric replied with an ambiguity that Firekeeper
quite admired. "1 refuse your request. Y ou will remain here and a hedler will be sent for to tend your
wounds.”

Turning away, eager to be on thetrail beforeit lost its freshness, Firekeeper said:
"Get Doc—Sir Jared—he knows how to keep silence.”
King Tedric's agreement in her ears, she fled down the steps and into the gathering night.

The brilliance of the harvest moon, even though its face lacked fullness, till gave her amplelight to run
full out until they reached the forest. Blind Seer ranged ahead until he found the signsthey sought.

"Thistrail bears the recent scent of horses. Two went in, only one of those two came out.
Prince Newell's scent is here as well. His blood was spilled on the ground.”

Thewolf sniffed more deeply and added, " There is another scent here, too, the scent of lavender
masking a faint scent of humans—males. At least one smokes a pipe."”

"Cry that trail," Firekeeper said as she plunged into the forest, all sensesdert, "even aswe run.
Your noseis keener than mine. | will follow this horse trail and leave marks for Raceto find."



Breaking dightly from the path, Blind Seer padded silently through the bracken &t the trall's edge.

"Lavender Scent's path followed the others, but he took care to stay from sight. Here | find
where he waited behind a tree. Here he paused. Ah! | see why. The ground is open beneath this
Grandmother Oak. He waited until the horses were farther ahead before showing himself. In the
ways of hiding, this oneis a master. Remember that as you run, sweet Firekeeper."

"I will," shepromised, "but even my dead nose can smell the reek of lavender and the wind
kindly blows toward us. We should have warning before he can leap upon us. | wonder why he
took such great care to hide his shape but left his scent so blatant?"

Blind Seer coughed derisive laughter. "He hid himself from human prey. They use their eyes and
ears, but their noses smell nothing. Doubtless this scent he wearsis such as those blended by
Hazel Healer, meant to adorn the wearer."

"Perhaps,” Firekeeper replied, but the worry stayed with her and made her dow her gait dightly and
watch with even greater care. She wished for Elation, but the falcon could not see anything through the
spreading canopy of tree branches. If those who had taken Zorana remained beneath their shdlter, the
falcon would not be ableto find them any more quickly than those on the ground.

At length wolf and woman cameto asmall clearing tucked off to one Sde of thetrail. The dapple-grey
palfrey tethered to atree to one side jerked againgt her rope when she smelled Blind Seer, but her relief
at human company—even that of so dubious a human as Firekeeper—outweighed her fear.

Giving the mare a brisk pat on one shoulder, Firekeeper told Blind Seer—for the wolf would never
lightly spesk to ahorse—"This frightened one says that there are no humans here. Sheis alone and
afraid but we must leave her behind. She would only slow us. The others can gather her up.”

Blind Seer was busy snuffling the glade. " Prince Newell came here with Zorana. They rutted upon
the blanket and were interrupted by Lavender Scent. They fought. Here is Newell's blood on the
moss and here again. | do not smell that of Lavender Scent.”

"Hereis something else," Firekeeper added, pointing.
Pinned to atree trunk was a piece of white bark on which black marks had been made.

"This was done with a burned stick," shesad, sniffing. "Alas, it cannot speak to me. We will
leave it for the others. Perhapsit will hasten their trail. Come. We have learned all we can here.
Can you catch their trail when they left?"

"As easily as you breathe," the wolf boasted, leading the way. "There are two trails
now—Zorana'sis added. No, there are three! Here a second human/lavender scent joins the first.
This one was waiting in the tree.”

Firekeeper padded after Blind Seer and noted the marks |eft on the ground. She made a broad arrow
sgninthedirt that Race would be certain to see, and followed.

"They hunt in a little pack, then. This second one was not needed for the rutting Newell was
easy prey." Firekeeper snorted in derision. "1 hope | am never so human as to be ruled out of
season by my loing!"

Blind Seer laughed. "You are human, Little Two-legs, but even humans can moderate
themselves. Most simply do not care to do so."

They ranin sllencethen, Blind Seer easily guiding them and Firekeeper leaving sign for those who
would follow. At timesthiswas hardly necessary for Lady Zorana had |eft pieces of her clothing behind



her. Thefirst time Firekeeper spotted a scrap, she thought the bit of fabric had snagged accidentaly ona
jutting twig. By thethird bit, she knew that Lady Zoranawas ddliberately marking her trail. Thetiny
shreds of lace could be torn from her riding habit fairly soundlessly and yet their whiteness shouted the

way.

"Good for her," Blind Seer said when Firekeeper told him. " She always struck me as having
some heart to her."

Sometime later Firekeeper said, "'l smell smoke.”

"Burning pine," Blind Seer added, "such as two-legs use for torches. Walk slowly now, with
care. The lavender scent is heavy here. They may have dug traps or set snares.”

They found nothing so subtle. Soon flickering lights, like grounded stars, could be glimpsed through
the trees.

"What madness is this?" Blind Seer said as soon asthey were abit closer. "Do they shine their
denning to all and sundry?"

Once Firekeeper would have agreed that this was madness. Therein the center of awell-cleared
glade was a gamekeeper's cabin, the cages in which the pheasants and grouse were kept lighter forms
surrounding the solidness of the centra building. Lashed to every sizable tree were makeshift sconces
holding brightly burning pine torches. But Firekeeper had come to understand humans far better than
once shedid.

"No, there is wisdom here. Humans see little in the darkness. Any who could track themthis
far at night would follow that trail to its end. Thus Lavender Scent and his pack mate have lit the
grounds all about the den wherein they keep Zorana. Their eyeswill be accustomed to the fire
brightness, but those like us who come through the darkness may be blinded.”

"And even," Blind Seer agreed, "if both see the same, those within are at advantage, for all
who crossinto the lit space will be seen before they can reach the cabin. Thisis a good game,
sweet Firekeeper!"

She agreed. Her heart was pounding within her breast and every nerve was as dive asever it had
been. She could hear muffled voices from within the cabin: degp mae and the sobbing of afemae.

"How do we take Zorana away?" Blind Seer asked. " Shall we wait for Derian and the others to
join us?"

"No," Firekeeper said decisively. "I do not like the sound of Zorana's cries. Thereisterror in
them and despair. The others may be long coming yet."

"Then how do we take her away?" Blind Seer repeated. "1 will not cross that bright circle. Too
easy for an arrow to find my heart and you did not wear your armor."

"Neither did | bring a bow," she brooded, "but | hunted much game before | knew how to use
one. What do you think of this? | will climb out along the branches of the tree that stretches
farthest over the clearing. Fromthere | will throw rocks at the cabin. Perhaps they will come
out."

"Stupid,” thewolf replied. "Why announce ourselves only to have you shot like a squirrel?
Think better."

She scowled a him. "Thisfireis our enemy. In darkness we are any two-legs' better.”



"Then the fire must diefirst,” Blind Seer said sengbly. "You are Firekeeper. How do we kill it
without killing ourselves or burning down the forest?"

Firekeeper considered and regjected numerous plans based on the unavailability of buckets, bags, and
bowls. Then she grinned:

"Fox Hair will love me for this. | will take these |eather breeches and cut theminto two bags.
My vest is of soft leather. | can fashion another small bag quickly enough. Strips of leather will
close themand | will hang them over three torches. Then | shall slash them open: one-two-three.
Three torches will gutter and fail—that should be enough to create a wedge of darkness to hide
us. In that moment, we strike."

"You take a great risk," Blind Seer said dubioudly.

Firekeeper was dready stepping out of her breeches and making the legsinto bags. She cocked her
head toward the cabin.

"Listen to her weep. That is not just fear—someone treats her badly. Zorana has been no
friend to me, but Kenre True-heart is our friend and he loves his mother. Go with care, dear one.
See where the cabin looks out into the night? We will put out the torches where those within the
cabin will have the least chance of shooting arrows at us without coming out themselves."

"You aretoo kind," thewolf grumbled, but he went and by the time she had her three bags filled with
water he was ready.

"The cabin sits four-square in the glade, flanked with bird cages to rear and out behind. The
door faces north. There are windows on all sides. Though they are shuttered, a watcher could
have them open quickly I think."

"Or they may have made arrow dlits," Firekeeper added, remembering such security arrangements
inWest Keep and in Eagle€'s Nest Castle.

"If you put out the torches to the west," thewolf continued, "the approach is slightly shorter.
After you cover the ground, the cabin itself would be your shelter."

Firekeeper nodded and hefted the bags. " They leak some," shesaid criticdly, "but they will do.
Keep to the shadows, my dear."

"I will make the pheasants and grouse our allies," Blind Seer said with atrace of laughter beneath
hisgrowl. "Be careful yourself. Your naked hide near glows in the moonlight.”

Firekeeper snorted as she scrabbled up and anchored the bags above the torches. When she had
fetched water, she had removed her underclothing lest its pale color make her visible and then rubbed
hersdlf carefully with wet dirt from near the brook and knew she was nearly as mottled in color asthe
wolf himsdf.

"Go then" wasdl she said. Raisng her Fang, she dashed thefirst bag open. The other two were
ripped open in quick succession, nor did she pause to see how well her plan had worked. The light had
dimmed, the hunt begun.

Dropping nearly to dl fours, Firekeeper raced across the ground, eschewing some stealth for speed.
An arrow passed over her head, confirming her guess that the kidnappers had constructed arrow dlits.

To her right she heard avian squawks of terror and knew that Blind Seer had released the caged
birds. Their terrified fluttering filled the grove with shadows and her mouth with down. Nonetheless she
howled with glee.



"Well done!" she cried, then she was upon the cabin.

At that moment shewas dl wolf and the human clamor from within mattered no more to her than did
the plaints of the game birds. Pressing her back against the rough wood of the cabin, Firekeeper studied
the shutter to her left. Something darker was pressed againgt it, peering out.

Dropping below thelevel of the sill, she crept into position, then bounded up, thrusting the Fang's
blade through the shutter dats. A shrill scream of pain rewarded her, but she was aready gone.

Darting around to the back she thudded her body's weight against the shutter there. It didn't bresk
open, but ashout of darm rose. She did not wait to see how those within would deal with that supposed
intrusion, but dropped back to the west side. Picking up a chunk of firewood, she threw it with dl her
might against the shutter. A few dats broke and there was another shouit.

She was about to continue this game when acall rang out through the night.
"Stop what you are doing at once or we will kill the Lady Zoranal"

Firekeeper had expected something like this. Her goa had been to keep those within guessing,
nothing more. She trusted that they would be reluctant to kill their prisoner— after dl, what would
protect them thereafter? However, in a panic many amother animal had smothered her own young.
Therefore, Firekeeper proceeded with caution.

The cabin had astone chimney on the east Side. Firekeeper swarmed up this, finding toe- and
handholds with ease. Once on the roof, she moved with great care, keeping her weight on the center
beam. Using the Fang, she pried away severa of the shingles until she found a crack between the roof
boards through which she could peer. Within, the cabin waslit by severa lanterns so she had no trouble
Seeing what was going on.

Two men prowled restlesdy within, glancing out through the shutters, hands dropping to their swords
at every sound. Each also had abow. Arrows were set ready beside every window.

The men's faces had been blackened, but one had a broad dash on the cheekbone below one eye.
Blood till leaked from the wound and from time to time he dabbed at it with afolded piece of cloth.
Firekeeper spared amoment's regret that her blade had not gone in abit higher.

Lady Zoranalay tied to anarrow bed set in the center of the room. The bodice of her dresswas open
and her skirts were hiked up over her naked lower body. She had stopped weeping now and watched
her captors with single-minded hatred.

A fourth person—an older man Firekeeper recaled as one she had encountered in the forest from
timeto time, usually messing about with birds or setting snares—was tied to astraight-backed chair. His
eyes above his gagged mouth look frightened and a spreading bruise aong one cheekbone gave ample
reason for that fear.

Watching the two men prowl, Firekeeper considered what to do next. She had hoped to find Lady
Zorananear one window or another, but the kidnappers had anticipated that. Still, the cabin was not so
large that Zorana could not be reached easily enough from either window. The old man should not be left
to dieether.

Firekeeper knew that she must find away to distract the men without giving them timeto kill their
prisoners and she must do so quickly. Derian and the others could arrive any moment and their presence
could drive the kidnappers to foolishness.

Deciding, she dropped to the ground once more. Blind Seer met her instantly.



"Blind Seer, | want you to go find Derian and stop him from coming further. Those kidnappers
are afraid, but not yet panicked. They may act rashly if further pressed.”

Thewolf growled agreement, but he wasn't pleased. " And what will you do alone, Firekeeper?"

"I will set afire,” shesaid. "The cabin iswooden but for the chimney. | will kindle a fire here
where they will not see. Then | will drop smoking damp stuff down the chimney to force them out.
| can carry straw in the ruins of my breeches. To make their choice easier, | will set fireto this
western shutter before | go to the roof. Then they will have trouble east and west and me above.”

"Will you then leave the othersto burn alive?"

"No. | will break in the southern shutter and cut them free. | don't like breathing smoke, but |
can hold my breath long enough.”

"Dangerous,” Blind Seer replied, but she had aready begun to gather her kindling and straw. "1 will
go find Derian, then. Someday you must learn to write. Then | could carry a message telling them
to be silent.”

Firekeeper nodded acceptance of his criticism, blowing on the spark she had struck. By the time she
had aflame licking the tinder, the wolf had vanished. As shefed her flame, Firekeeper wished she could
just stedl one of the torches, but knew that the burning brand would make her too fine atarget as she
carried it acrossthe clearing.

When the flame was stronger, she kindled a bit of the western shutter, kneeling below the lowest edge
until it caught. Then, taking her smoldering straw onto the roof, she stuffed it down the chimney. The
effect wasimmediate and satisfactory.

Coughing. Then amale voice choked out:
"Coming down the chimney! Sompit!"

Firekeeper stuffed down more straw to make thislast more difficult. Darting to her peephole, she saw
the man with the cut face tromping on the straw. Then the other man noticed the smoke eddying in at the
window.

"The cabin'sonfire!" he shouted, racing to seeif he could put it out. "Grab the woman and get out of
herel"

Thislast suited Firekegper fine. She waited until she saw Zorana's bonds had been cut, then went to
the edge of the roof on the south side. The eaves were lower here. Grabbing the roof edge she swung
down, her feet toward the shutter, forcing the full weight of her descent into the wood. It splintered and
she was through, keeping her balance with the ease of one who had spent her life climbing trees.

The wounded man stood by the bed. Despite the smoke and the fire now reddening the west shuitter,
he reacted to Firekeeper's arrival by turning hisknife in hishand and throwing it at her. She dodged, but
she had not even her hide for protection and the blade dliced afurrow across her rib cage.

Before she could fed the pain, Firekeeper charged forward, her Fang in one hand. The momentum of
her charge knocked the now unarmed man off hisfeet. She somped on his hand, wishing this once for
boots, and pushed Zorana back toward the south window.

Zorana stumbled that direction, hampered by her skirts. Then, seeing the other prisoner, she stopped
and began fumbling with hisbonds.

"Out!" Firekeeper howled at her.



Then she howled again, returning to battle. Kneeing the wounded man in the face as he struggled to
rise, sheflung hersdlf a the second man as he surged toward her, asword held high in both his hands,
the blade arcing down toward her.

Firekegper had nothing with which to parry. Thefirst man was clawing a her legs, making dodging
nearly impossible. In desperation, the wolf-woman did the only thing possible and darted under the arch
of descending blade.

Thismove kept her away from the sharp edge, but the hilt struck her soundly between the shoul der
blades, knocking the breath from her lungs. Firekeeper fdl into the sword-man'sarmsin aparody of an
embrace. She could fed him turning the sword in his hands, knew he meant to stab her in the back.

Going limp was dmost too easy. Before the man could arrange the clumsy blade in order to stab,
Firekeeper had dropped to her knees on the floor, landing amost on top of the wounded man. He
grasped a her, trying to reestablish his hold.

Firekeeper kicked hersdlf clear but the exertion caused her to choke on the now smoky air. Theair
within the cabin was thick with smoke. The sound of crackling wood as the fire claimed the west Sde of
the cabin and moved toward the roof loudly snapped in her ears.

The man with the sword seemed to redlize his own danger for thefirst time.

"Get out!" heyeled to his comrade and turned to run. The wounded man struggled to hisfeet, eager
to follow. Firekeeper made no move to stop him. In al honesty, she was not certain that she could.

Dragging hersdf to her feet and turning weakly, she saw that Zorana must have disobeyed her, for the
tied man was no longer in his chair. Through the smoke, Firekeeper glimpsed him clambering over the
windowsill. Shefollowed, wondering why this seemed so weirdly familiar, wondering if shewould ever
catch her breath, thinking vaguely that fire was avery chancy dly indeed.

Then shefelt packed earth cool beneath her feet. After afew staggered steps forward, the air, too,
cooled. She breathed it in gratefully, though every gasp caused the place where the sword hilt had struck
her to throb. Her head cleared with each breath, then Blind Seer was beside her.

"Littleidiot,” hesadfondly. "Come away. Zorana and the gamekeeper are safe but the
kidnapper s have escaped and the cabin islost to the flames. Derian and the rest fetch water now
so that the fire will not spread to the forest. The falcon Elation has carried a note back to King
Tedric, telling himall iswell."

Staggering dightly, glad for the wolf's strength beneeath her hand, Firekeeper followed.

FARLATER, RESTING ON A CUSHION on the floor of King Tedric'sroom in the Watchful Eye, Firekeeper
learned the rest of thetale astold by Lady Zorana. As had Firekeeper hersdlf, Lady Zorana had been
bathed and given aloose linen shift to wear.

While the wolf-woman lay till, Doc's hands traveled over her various scrapes, cuts, and bruises,
applying ointment and bandages as was appropriate. From his touch emanated a strange cool ness that
seemed to go to the heart of the pain and ease it at once.

"And s after the brute had beaten poor Prince Newel | until he crumpled unconscious on the moss,”
Lady Zoranasaid, "he and hisfellow dragged me through the forest and imprisoned mein the cabin.
They treated mebadly . . ."

She paused and colored. King Tedric asked in level tones that somehow conspired to make the brutal



words gentle:
"Did they rapeyou?"

Zoranashook her head. "No, Uncle, but they handled me most familiarly, making free with my
person. | think if rescue had not come they might have steeled themselvesto the deed, but they rightly
feared pursuit.”

King Tedric frowned. "1 wonder that they feared pursuit before morning. Had | not summoned Lady
Blysse, none could have found them so swiftly. Pray, continue, Niece."

"When Lady Blysse arrived," Zoranasaid, glancing at the young woman, a curious mixture of gratitude
and resentment on her face, "the men were ready to day merather than risk themselves. They swore
they would kill me and one stood over me with aknife at my throat until the noiseswithout died away.
Lady Blysse was clever, though. Smoking them out was agood idea.”

Firekeeper nodded in acknowledgment of the praise. Zorana continued:

"They cut meloose and prepared to escape. When Lady Blysse came in through the window
shutter—and such afigure you've never seen, naked asthe day she was born but for aknife belt, mud
smeared on every inch of her skin—I hastened to escape through the broken window. First | paused to
cut loose the gamekeeper. That poor man had done no wrong beyond living where those ruffians wanted
to be yet they had beaten him and tied him to achair, making him unwilling witnessto their depravities.
How ishe, Uncle?!

King Tedric turned to Doc. "Sir Jared?”

"The gamekeeper isresting,” Doc replied. "His bones couldn't take the battering. Hisjaw is broken
and severd ribs are cracked. Saddest perhapsisthat his mind has been swallowed by fear of any man.
The townsfolk tell me that he was dways smple. That'swhy he was given that job. Weeks at atime he
would never see ahuman being. Then two strangers come and stedl his house to molest alady. | had to
cdl in afemae heder from one of the cavary unitsto treat him. He just started screaming whenever he
laid eyesonme.”

Zoranasaid firmly, "1 will arrange for the gamekeeper's care, for he took those injuries because of me.
My husband and | have lands he can care for if he wishesto leave here. If he doesn't wish to leave, | will
pay for hishometo be rebuilt and for help recovering hisbirds."

King Tedric nodded. "So beit. Isthat the end of your story, Zorana?"

"Almost. When the gamekeeper and | escaped from the cabin, we found that other rescuers had
come. One man took usin charge. The rest went to put out thefire."

Derian Carter cleared histhroat and the king acknowledged him.

"Firekeeper |eft atrail clear enough for Raceto follow even by torchlight,” Derian said. "We found the
grove from which Lady Zorana had been kidnapped and stopped to read a copy of the ransom note that
had been | eft there. When we drew near the cabin and heard the noise from within we would have gone
charging in, making things worse from how Lady Zoranatellsit, but then Blind Seer gppeared. By
scaring our horses so he could drive them like cattle, he made it known to us that we should approach
the back of the cabin. That's how we were there when Lady Zorana needed succor.”

"Thank you," the king said. "I had wondered why you were so conveniently placed. Lady Zorana,
Lady Blysse, Prince Newell, can any of you identify these ruffians? Though they were stopped short of
ther intention, till | would have them hanged.”



Firekeeper shook her head regretfully. "Not even by scent, King Tedric. All they smelled of was
lavender and the oiled ash they had smeared on their faces.”

"They were disguised,” Lady Zorana agreed, "and took care never to call each other by name. |
would say that each had borne armsin histime and that they were of Hawk Haven not Bright Bay. They
had not even the accent you hear in this border region.”

"That isuseful,” King Tedric acknowledged, "asis the knife dash that Firekeeper left on one of their
faces. Prince Newell, have you anything to add?"

The prince shook his head sadly. He reeked of anger and remorse, but Firekeeper couldn't escape
the feding that he was not being whally truthful.

"| was attacked when my back wasturned,” he said.

"I guess you could call it that." Blind Seer commented dryly. Firekeeper smothered agigglein her
hand.

"And never saw my attacker clearly. | agree with Lady Zoranathat he knew something of combat.
Theway hewent for me was not the random flailing of a barroom brawler."

Sir Dirkin frowned. "Unhappily, unless we find the man with the fresh knife cut, we are at acomplete
loss. Too many residents of these twinned towns are deserters or fled criminals. The towns policy isto
protect them. My guessisthat they are dready away across the river into Good Crossing. We shal not
seethemagain.”

"Y ou think them opportuniststhen?' King Tedric asked.

"l don't know what | think them,” Sir Dirkin replied, "but | expect that they will not take smilar risks
agan."

"l see" theking said, and once again Firekeeper had the fedling that he was not saying al he thought.

Doc rose and bowed. "Y our Mg esty should rest, as should my patients. For al her couragein
reporting so clearly, Lady Zorana has been sorely abused. | would like to dose her with an herba
mixture to help her deep without dreams. | also suggest that she stay here within the fortress so that she
will fed secure™

Lady Zoranalooked asif she wished to rgect such coddling but was only too well aware that she
needed it. King Tedric saved her dignity by saying:

"1 command that Zoranatake your recommendation, Sir Jared. Place yoursdlf on cdll in the anteroom
to my chamber, where you may be available if anyone has need of your services. Therest of you are
dismissed. Remember, speak nothing of tonight's events except to keep rumor from exaggerating them
beyond measure. Now, good night and thank you."

He gestured for Firekeeper to close with him and whispered in her ear, "And be careful, little wolfling.
Thereiswickedness abroad.”

She bowed to him and with athoughtful hand twined in Blind Seer's ruff followed Derian and Race
back to the Kestrel encampment.



PERHAPSLADY ZORANA'SKIDNAPPING and the daring rescue would have been ferreted out by the nosy
despite the best attempts of those involved to keep the secret, but something happened to eclipse her
adventure. The next morning shortly before noon, news came across the river that Stonehold was
withdrawing its troops from where they were bivouacked with those of Bright Bay.

Lady Zorana, returning from the Watchful Eye, brought additiona newsto her brother. Despite the
fact that others must be spreading the same information, Zorana acted as if what she was reporting were
privileged information.

"Word has come to the Watchful Eye," Zoranasaid, her voice low and breathy with excitement, "that
Generas Yuci and Grimsd have sent aletter to Queen Gustin—with copiesto her representatives
here—having to do with their discovery of something about Bright Bay of which the Stonehold
government seemsto strongly disapprove. They have demanded that Queen Gustin the Fourth come
meet with them immediately. They say that if she does not the dliance between Stonehold and Bright
Bay otherwise will be forever broken and war declared between their nations.”

Baron Archer cocked an eyebrow, but for al the steadiness with which he stuffed his pipe neither
Elise nor Zoranawas fooled. He was as surprised as anyone by the recent change in events. Silence
merely provided him with the opportunity to calculate what these changes would mean to Hawk Haven.

Seeing that her father wasn't going to give his Sster the satisfaction of areply, Elise asked her aunt:

"How can they make such demands, Aunt Zorana? Certainly foreign generds aren't in aposition to
order a queen about—especidly in her own land!"

Zoranalooked quite serious. "Foreign generds can try, Elise, if their army provides much of the
strength of that queen'sarmy. Never forget, Bright Bay is powerful on the sea—ariva for Waterland
most say—but for along time now her army has depended on Stonehold for both troops and officers.
Thewithdrawa of their troops from among hersisareminder to them of that dependence.”

" An unwise dependence, |'ve dways thought,” commented Ivon Archer, "but it was an arrangement
that enabled Bright Bay to fully exploit her own rich naval resources. Stonehold has sesfront, but no
ports deep enough for large ships, so her people benefitted, too. Still, I've often wondered how much
time would pass before Bright Bay became avassd sate of Stonehold infact if not in name.”

"Then," Elise pressed, "can Stonehold dictate to Queen Gustin?”

"The question,” her father replied, "isnot can they—that's just what they have done. The questionis
whether or not Queen Gustin will permit hersalf to be given orders by them and what her decision will
mean for therest of us"

Later, arriving at the Kestrel encampment, Elise wasn't surprised to learn that news of this new
development had reached the earl's retainers before her. After exhausting speculation on how this new
event might affect the negotiations between Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, Derian, Firekeeper, and Elise
shifted to their more immediate problem, planning the next step in their private campaign againgt Lady
Melinas sorcery.



Elise was showing them the sketches she had made of the necklace when Vaet came out toward their
makeshift conference center.

"Derian," he cdled from apolite distance, "amessenger hasjust arrived from King Tedric. You are
requested to meet with His Mgesty and other of his counsdlors a the Watchful Eye at your soonest
convenience.”

"Ladies," Derian said, looking both proud and nervous, "will you excuse me?’

"Of course," Elisereplied, as Firekeeper nodded. "Enjoy yoursdf. Well take these sketchesinto
Hope. If thereisto betrouble, then all the more reason for having Sapphire freed of her mother's
control.”

And you, as well, Derian thought, but he said nothing.

AFTERHURRIEDLY CHANGING into clean shirt and breeches, Derian strode toward the Watchful Eye. He
noticed the occasiona puzzled glance flicked hisway and heard one man say to another:

"I know he'sthe newest counsdor, but where'sthe har?"

Derian amiled quietly to himsdlf. Let them stay abit confused. He was beginning to understand that
governing was not unlike horse trading—you held the advantage best when even your friends were a bit
off balance.

Earl Kestrel, dready present at the fort, greeted Derian with the courtesy, but not the condescension,
of patron to dependent. He gestured to a seat beside him.

"Isdl wdl in our camp?'
"Yes, gr."

At that moment, the king's secretary rapped for silence and they al stood as King Tedric entered the
room.

He can't have had much sleep since last night, Derian thought. Doc and the other medicos must
be furious.

King Tedric, however, didn't look asif he needed anyone's coddling. Standing before hischair,
leaning dightly againgt the table in an attitude that seemed belligerent rather than wesk, he began the
mesting.

"Youaredl," he said without formdlity, "aware of the changed situation between Stonehold and Bright
Bay. Intheinterests of forestaling rumors, | have summoned you here. My secretary is going to read
you severa documents, the contents of which | expressy wish to be shared with the men and womenin
your various households and commands. At atime such asthis, rumor and misinformation are our
greatest enemies. Farand, please begin.”

He sank into hischair and Lady Farand Briarcott, a pinch-nosed woman with snowy hair piled high
on her head and a voice that could command troops—and had indeed done so— rose, paper in hand:

"Thisfirs missve," Lady Farand announced, ""comes from the First Equal of Stonehold. Itisaso
signed by the Second Equa and the members of the advisory cabinet.

" "ToKing Tedric |, Monarch of Hawk Haven, Knight of the Eight-Rayed Star . . ."



"SKkip that unzoranic nonsense and read the text,” the king snapped.
Lady Farand gave acurt nod, ran her finger down the outer margin, and recommenced:

"Through our loyal generals, Yuci and Grimsel, information has come to our
ears that gives us to realize that the support we have granted to the nation of
Bright Bay was done while that nation deliberately maintained a foul and most
unreasonable deception.

"We have written to Queen Gustin the Fourth requesting a meeting with
herself. Until she grants this meeting and the results of said meeting are
satisfactory to our needs, we will withdraw the military support which to this
time we have granted Bright Bay.

"If subsequent to our meeting with Queen Gustin the Fourth, Bright Bay
persistsin her foolish and dangerous practices, we will have no choice but to
declare war upon her. Moreover, in light of these discoveries, we hereby warn
you as ruler of Hawk Haven that any efforts to support, succor, or in anyway
ally with Bright Bay will cause us to view you in an unfriendly light.

"We have confided some measure of our concern on these matters to the
countries of New Kelvin and Waterland, noting that we believe that the
government of Hawk Haven is well aware of the deception practiced by Bright
Bay and that its refusal to share that information constitutes an unfriendly act
uncomely between allies.

"Note that if you remain neutral toward Bright Bay so we will remain
toward you and your people.”

Derian hardly heard as the secretary read off along list of the titles and names belonging to the
distinguished signatories. As soon as Lady Farand finished, voices were raised, some nearly shouting
frantic questions. King Tedric banged for silence.

"Listen to the rest of the correspondence,” he demanded. ™Y ou may find some of your questions
answered therein.”

Lady Farand unfolded a shorter missive gating, "This oneisfrom the Plutarchs of Waterland:
"ToKing Tedric.. ..

"Recent discoveries of foul secrets held by the Crown of Bright Bay lead us
to encourage you to stay away from entanglements, whether civil or military,
with that nation:

"Waterland has always found it profitable to support your kingdom's
continued freedom from Bright Bay's encroachment, especially upon the seas
where our vessels could offer our aid and protection. However, if you continue
to treat with Bright Bay without insisting on the destruction of their foul hoard,
we shall view you as one with them, no matter how separate your boundaries.
Your ships shall be to us astheir ships: our rightful prey.

"We trust that a man of your great years and well-respected wisdom thinks
aswedo in this matter. Sgned . . ."

The missive from New Kelvin, Hawk Haven's other aly, was much the same, though in this case the



threat was to withdraw the economic support and favored nation trading status which Hawk Haven had
hereto enjoyed.

Derian was dready quite confused and anxious when Farand Briarcott unrolled thefind missive, a
persond letter to King Tedric from Allister Seagleam.

"Uncle Tedric,

"By now you must have heard the accusations of deception and foul play
being heaped upon Bright Bay by Sonehold. | hardly know what to say. If there
isany deep secret, | know nothing of it. | came here as| told you, in sincere
hopes of building a bridge between our nations—in hopes of fulfilling the
charge laid upon me at my birth.

"Now | must wait until Queen Gustin the Fourth decides how to answer
these demands. In the meantime, my family is held not quite prisoner in our
residence by guards supplied by our own people and supported by those
member s of Queen Gustin's court who do not wish to risk that any small action
of mine might be interpreted by Stonehold's spies as an excuse for war. As we
are no longer freeto come and go, | fear | can no longer attend our planned
conferences. | deeply regret this.

"In hopes of resolution of this strange situation, | am, your nephew, Allister
Seagleam.”

Lady Farand's reseating herself seemed asignd for the hubbub to erupt once again. King Tedric let
the confused babble go on for afew moments, then recognized asenior army commander:

"Your Mgesty," the man said, "what isthis? Do you know of any dark secret?'

"In answer to your first question,” King Tedric said, " 'this isawarning to usfrom our three
neighboring countriesthat if we meddlein any way, peaceful or not, in the affairs of Bright Bay, we will
find oursalves viewed asenemiesaswell.

"Asto your second question: How could | know what dark secrets Bright Bay conceals? | have never
been there”

While Derian was admiring the fashion in which the king had avoided adirect answer to the laiter
question, Ivon Archer was recognized:

"Your Mgesty, | recommend that we prepare to attack Bright Bay as soon as Queen Gustin arrives
to negotiate with Stonehold. If we take her, we have her kingdom. War between our peoples would be
ended. If thereis something in Bright Bay's treasury—this ‘foul secret’ dluded to—wewill thenbeina
position to turn it over to Stonehold. All warswill be ended.”

"| agree with that,” said Rolfston Redbriar, not to be outdone. "Everyone knows that Bright Bay's
power is on the seas, not on the land. Since Stonehold has withdrawn her troops, we could defeat Bright
Bay's remaining force handily. We dready have abase of operations set up here at the Watchful Eye.
Stonehold does not. Moreover, we have the Barren River between ourselves and Bright Bay.

Stonehold, evenif it bringsin reinforcements, will share ground with those it seeksto conquer. Thevery
countryside will rise against them. We are secure in our own lands. Our supply lines need cross no

enemy territory.”

Therewas more clamor dong similar lines. Derian could practicaly fed the blood-lust risng and
wondered if Stone-hold had anticipated this reaction on the part of Hawk Haven. Gripping the edge of



thetable hard, he listened and said nothing, feeling more than ever amere carter's son. At last King
Tedric banged his gavel on the table and said, histones dry and ironic:

"So | am to understand that most of you arein favor of taking advantage of this Stuation to invade
Bright Bay, never mind that our own navy would beforfeit to Waterland, never mind that New Kelvin
has promised economic repercussions and could quite possibly offer more than that if it felt threatened.”

No one moved for amoment; then Prince Newell asked to be recognized.

"As onewho has recently served with our navy," said the prince, "1 would like to offer my opinion on
Waterland'sthreat.”

" Speek,” King Tedric said.

"Our navy," the prince said, afeverish light in his eyes, "could be warned of what we intend to do. Our
ships could temporarily withdraw into secure waters, leaving Water-land's fleet to futilely sweep avacant
sea. When the reunification of Bright Bay with Hawk Haven is completed, our newly augmented navy
will belarge enough to dedl fairly with Waterland's"

Derian saw many of the soldiers nod and smilein approva of Prince Newell'svison. Hawk Haven's
weakness upon the seas had long been a sore point among the military, but anation with only one mgjor
harbor and no offshore holdings could not expect to compete with nations like Bright Bay and
Waterland, overblessed as they were with ports.

"Thank you, Prince Newell," King Tedric said. "If we do move againgt Bright Bay, certainly we will
take your advice and warn the navy in advance.”

Derian thought that the prince looked a bit deflated, even a bit miffed, to hear his dream of nava
domination reduced to such asimple point. King Tedric didn't dlow the prince time to retort. Instead he
asked his assembled counsdlors:

"You dl seemto believe that we could easily conquer Bright Bay. Tell me, though, is creating three
enemies where before we had none—for we are a peace with Bright Bay never you forget—isthat a
far trade?'

"Peace," gpat an old soldier, his exposed skin fairly seamed with scars, " peace that eruptsin border
raids and banditry, not to mention privateering upon the seas! Cdl that peaceif youwish. | cal it war."

"Peace," said young Purcel Archer, hisvoicelight in contrast. "I wish | thought we were at peace.
However, if wetruly believed what we had with Bright Bay was peace why did Y our Mg esty need such
alarge and heavily armed escort just to meet with your foreign-born nephew? Doesn't that speak of a
tension greater than that of peace?’

"What both of you say," King Tedric sighed, "holds an dement of truth, but peace—even peace with
border raids and armed tenson—killsfar fewer men and women than even one pitched battle. Think
carefully before you advisethis course.”

A dimwoman not much older than Derian himsdlf but wearing a uniform decorated with honors up
and down the deeves, said into the silence following the king's statement:

"Your Mgesty iscorrect. My fellows should remember that Waterland and New Kelvin have long
supported us—as Stonehold has Bright Bay—not from love of us or of our way of life but from fear of
what we might become if we were one nation with Bright Bay. Think you. Y ou see atouch of that fear
now directed toward Bright Bay. Do you think it would fade to nothing if we conquered our old rival and
S0 became the great country that they have long feared? Neutrdity isthe answer to thisdifficulty. Let



Bright Bay pay for her sns—whatever they are—hersdlf. Perhgpsthen she will have the humility to leave
usto our lives and the border raids will cease”

There were agood number of muttered agreements at this, mostly from the very grizzled
veterans—those who knew what a pitched battle could be—or the very young officerswho were
beginning to dread the learning.

"Y et that neutraity means” said Prince Newell, hisvoice as clear asabdll, "that we will resgn
oursalvesto forever being at war. We can do this—we have for over ahundred years since the end of
the Civil War. Yet | find mysdlf thinking of my aunt's son, this Allister Seagleam who cameto uswith
such touching hopes for peace. Areweto leave him and his children—two of them just small girls—to
the mercies of Stonehold's army because we fear the future? | say then that we are not worthy of that
future! | say war now for thoselittle girls. War now for afuture of peace! What good are dlieswho
support us merely to keep usweak? | say defy them and show our strength!™

An unguarded cheer greeted the conclusion of this stirring speech. King Tedric, however, only smiled
dryly:
" S0, Prince Newell, you believe we should conquer Bright Bay in order to preserve her against an

army that has not yet declared war. That isan interesting policy. However, it isgood to see how many of
you would go to war to protect my nephew'slittle girls.”

After thisevauation, King Tedric fdl silent and al the room fell sllent with him in respect of the burden
that was hisaoneto bear. They might counsdl, but the king aone must decide.

When Tedric raised his head from his hands, decison was written in the aged lineson hisface.

"War it shdl be." Heraised his hand to still the cheering that arose at these words. "Not awar of
conquest, adifferent war than any you have suggested. We shall start our way to peace with Bright Bay
by offering our support to her in thistime of trouble, by giving our support to those who came hereto

treat for peace.

"When or if Queen Gustin the Fourth comes, she shall encounter us not as enemies, but as those who
arewilling to maintain her rights againgt those who would take them. If fse dlies are to be unmasked
and flouted, then we must be well on the way to making true ones. Are you with me?"

The cheer that greeted the conclusion of this speech was pure acclaim, so loud and ready that it made
that which had answered Prince Newdl| sound like the thready wail of anewborn kitten. Even ashisown
voice joined the cry, Derian wondered to find tears on hisface, streaming from eyes he had been certain
must be bright with joy.

XXI11

MY NATION ISON THE BRINK OF WAR, Elisethought. Some of our troops have crossed the Barren
River and stand between our former enemy and their former friend. Others make a tight cordon
along the banks of the Barren and scouts patrol the farther reaches|est we miss some hint of
invason whileour atention is centered here. My nation is on the brink of war and what do | do? |
go shopping for jewelry.

She smiled ruefully, knowing how unjust she was being to hersdf. Still, there had never been atimein



her life that she so regretted being unskilled with abow or sword and being rather squeamish at the
thought of killing anather living thing.

Five days had passed since King Tedric made his decision to support Bright Bay if Stonehold
enforced its threat to answer Queen Gustin's refusal to speak with thelr representatives with arms. The
necessty had become rapidly apparent, for Queen Gustin'srefusal to meet with Stonehold had come a
mere two days after Stonehold'sinitial demand had been made.

Gudtin'sletter (acopy of which had been sent to King Tedric) smply refused to permit an outside
power—no matter how friendly—to give her orders. Her response had been blunt, leaving no room for
misinterpretation. Forced to ether declare war or have their thregts called as a bluff, Stonehold had
attacked.

They had been rebuffed for two reasons. One, Good Crossing's walls had held—though they would
not hold against another such press. Two, King Tedric had histroops ready to march. Asthefirst volley
of arrows had been fired, Bridgeton had opened her broad span to permit Hawk Haven to cometo aid
Bright Bay.

Stonehold'srdatively smal army—for Y uci and Grimsel only had those troops which had been
withdrawn from Bright Bay's own army—had been unable to take awalled city while being attacked on
their flank by asecond, stronger force. Still, they had done considerable damage. Good Crossing'swalls
were no longer unbreached, forcing Duke Allister to bring histroops out into the fields surrounding the

city.

A large, relatively open areato the south and west of Good Crossing had become the acknowledged
battleground. Stone-hold had pulled back to the southern edge while the combined forces of Hawk
Haven and Bright Bay held the area outside of Good Crossing and adong the Barren River.

Elisgssownroleinal of thismartid activity had been comparatively insgnificant. While others dashed
hither and yon—important in armor, freshened blazons on their shields—she wound bandages or
blended ointments and tinctures for the infirmary with inexpert hands.

Baron Archer had hinted that Elise might do well to return to Eagle's Nest, where she would be safeif
Stonehold managed to cross the Barren. Elise had pretended not to understand those hints and her father
had let the matter drop. Doubtless he had cometo redlize how unjust he had been in hotheadedly
branding his daughter atraitor, but he could not press her to leave this sengtive area without risking that
she raise the matter once more.

At least the commanders of Bright Bay's troops had been wise enough to accept the help offered by
Hawk Haven. Allister Seagleam had taken advantage of his place as senior noble present to become
effectively commander in chief of the Bright Bay forces. Hisfirst command had been that his officers
work with those of Hawk Haven. Y e, despite Duke Allister's efforts to smooth things over, tempers
were short and trust shorter still.

Duke Alligter's task might have been easier if Lord Tench, the queen's advisor, had remained, but he
had departed on afast horse to advise Queen Gustin asto the Situation. It was sill uncertain whether
Gugtin IV would cometo Good Crossing at al. On that matter, the rumor mill was most voca and most
contradictory.

Some said the queen was on her way from Silver Whale Cove, armed and armored and leading a
host of noble knights, fronting a band of blooded marines. Thiswas afavorite among Bright Bay's
troops—never mind that Bright Bay's nobility was more comfortable on the command deck of aship
than on horseback and that those marines would be scattered among dozens of ships.



Or the queen was waiting in her castlein the capitd, afraid for her life. She would dedl with the
Situation once others had risked life and limb. Thiswas the favorite of the more cynica dements of
Hawk Haven'sforces.

Or yet, the queen was coming in disguise and on afast horse, ready to negotiate terms that would
keep her nation independent now that Stonehold had actudly used itsteeth. Thiswasthe favorite of
those on both sides who had actually thought about the text of Stonehold's demands.

Or the queen had fled to safety in the Ides. The queen was dready present but keeping her exact
whereabouts secret. The queen was dead or ill or pregnant. The queen didn't matter—what mattered
was force of arms upon thisonefield.

That last was what Elise hersalf dreaded would prove true. The Situation seemed to have progressed
beyond what rational words and negotiation could achieve. Armor had been polished, swords
sharpened, arrows newly fletched. The only seemingly impossiblething in al this chaotic and
unpredictable Situation was that these would be returned to armory, sheath, and quiver unblooded and
ungained.

Her thoughts running thus, Elise needed Ninette's tap on her deeveto dert her when they had reached
Wain Cuitter's shop. Over the past severa days, Elise had grown quite comfortable with Wain. Whereas
on their firgt vigt she had hardly noticed him as a person, now she found the thoughtful calmnessof his
hound-dog features comfortable in the midst of confusion and the way he rubbed hisbad pate when
working hisway through a problem rather endearing.

Wain had set to work on their second commission as soon asthey had given it to him. Hisfirst step
had been locating gems of asize and color to match those in Zorana's necklace. He had been lucky with
the sgpphire and the ruby, but a citrine of the degp cognac shade favored by Lady Melinahad been
difficult to find, and he had been forced to cut the gem himself. The opal had been gained after
negotiations with arival acrossthe river and then cut down to match the others. The jet he had also cut
himsdlf—though from a different piece than that which had supplied Elisg's new betrothd pendant.

Although Derian had accompanied Elisethat first morning to explain the new commissonto Wain
Cuitter, the developing military Situation had given him no timeto join her since. If he was not in some
mesting, he was making Fire-keeper buckle on her armor or acting asreserve farrier for Earl Kestrel's
commeand.

Firekeeper was busy aswell. Elise rather suspected the king had given the wolf-woman sometask or
other, for she often vanished for entire half-days. One of the tasks Fire-keeper was almost certainly
performing was scouting, and Elise doubted that Firekeeper remained on Hawk Haven's side of the river
or that al the reports she delivered were restricted to the ostensible enemy's readiness.

Y et it was Firekeeper who made certain to check with Elise severd times aday and Firekeeper who
had not forgotten in the new turmoail that within their own camp, afew long paces away from the pavilion
in which Elise hersdf dept, was one who might be more dangerous than any army.

Now Elise bent her head over the finished necklace that Wain Cutter proudly spread out upon apiece
of white velvet for her ingpection.

" finished it early thismorning,”" he said, "rose before the dawn. Couldn't get it off my mind, dreamed
of it even. | got thefeding that it wanted to be made and that | shouldn't be holding it up.”

Elise nodded comprehension, though she didn't really understand such obsession.
"It'slovey," she said honestly, admiring the gentle curve of slver with the five diamond-shaped



pendants hanging down, "but the silver looks just the dightest bit scratched.”

"Pating," Wain explained hadtily, rubbing his pate in quick circles asif polishing the baldness. "That's
what that's called. It makes a piece of jewelry look not so new. Soft metaslike silver and gold often
acquire a patina after they've been worn for atime."

He colored and Elise knew why. If you were asked to duplicate a famous—even notorious—piece of
jewery by people who swore you into secrecy, it wasn't agreat jJump for even aslow mind to guess that
maybe a substitution was planned. And Wain Cutter was not adow man at al. He hurried on, talking
fast asif to cover an awkward pause in the conversation that hadn't yet occurred.

"Of coursg, if you're wanting it looking bright and new, | can shineit up and buff out the patina."

Elisesmiled a him. "No, the patinais perfect. Y ou'reright. It givesthe piece thelook of an old family
heirloom rather than something commissioned by that market woman who discovered she wasthe only
heir to aduke.”

Therewas a popular comic song about that very situation. For generations tavern drunks and small
children dike had enjoyed redling off thelong list of the things the market woman had ordered when she
had discovered that she wasto be a"duchessfine."

The words of one verse rose unbidden from Elise's memory and she had to resst the urge to hum
adong with the jaunty tune:

A sweeping gown of fine brocade,

A long-maned, elegant pacing jade,

Anivory board on which games were played,
For these all in future coin she paid,

That soon to be duchess fine!

But resst Elisedid, for Wain was unhooking the sgpphire pendant and showing her its catch.

"Getting these right was the biggest trick,” he was saying, "for you told me that each pendant needed
to be removable with some ease, yet remain firm set the rest of the time. | appreciated those sketches
you madefor me."

Elise nodded acknowledgment. It hadn't been at al easy to see how the pendants were held in place
and had meant spending far more time in Lady Melina's company than she had desired. Fortunately,
Lady Melina, like everyone else, was eager to demonstrate her support of King Tedric'swar and had
spent many hoursin theinfirmary.

There Elise's pers stence had been rewarded. She had contrived to tangle into Lady Melina's necklace
astray end of linen thread from the bandage strips she was cutting, snagging both the opa and ruby
pendants. Greatly annoyed, Lady Melina had rebuked her sharply, then permitted her to untangle the
mess to make amends.

Afterward, Elise had nearly fled theinfirmary to sketch the details before she forgot them. She didn't
doubt that Lady Mdinabelieved she scurried off to sob at the harshness of Her Ladyship'swords, but in
theinterest of the greater good, Elise could live with alittle loss of dignity.

"Very finework, absolutely marvelous," she said, meaning every word of her praise. | am amazed
you could do such complex work from an amateur's sketch.”

"Therésalogicinit, my lady," Wain sad complacently, "that guides a crafter through thejob. Y our
sketch was amap, but my skill taught me to make sense of it."



"Then the necklace isready for meto take?' Elise asked.

"Itis" With afina proud and affectionate glance at his creation, Wain tucked it into alittle bag of dark
red velvet.

Elise paid him in amixture of credit tokens, some bearing the Archer mark, othersthat of the Eagle,
ill othersthelocal guild mark. Before he had been caled to other duties, Derian had changed the
Kestrel tokens he and Firekeeper possessed into loca marks, thereby muddying the trail should any
wonder why Lady Elise had spent such agreat sum. Some Archer marks were necessary, however, for
Elise had excused her frequent vidits on the grounds that Wain was making her abracelet to bring back
to Lady Aurdla

Wain gave her the bracelet aswell, apretty thing of cut gemstones set upon aheavy slver band. He
had adapted it from adesign he had been working on before their new commissions had distracted him.
It was complex enough to excuse Elisgs visits and yet not too expensive for her already strained purse.

Thanking the jewder, Elise forced hersdlf to vist severa more shops before returning to camp. There
she settled hersdlf to rolling bandages and listening to the anxious gossip of the noncombatants while
waiting for Firekeeper to make an appearance.

Thewolf-woman glided into Elisg's pavilion late that night, long after Elise had snuffed out her candle.
"You haveit," she whispered after she had woken Elise.

"l do."

"And you will put deeping herbsinto Lady Mdinasfood and that of Opd and the nurse?

"I'll try." Even though she was whispering, Elise could hear the note of doubt in her own voice.

"You mugt," Firekeeper urged. "When you do thisleave thisstone. . ."

Elisefdt something flat and vaguely ova-shaped set next to her on the cot.

". .. onthe ground outside of your pavilion just the other side of your deeping. | will find it there and
know that we may hope that they are deeping deep.”

"I will," Elisewhispered. "It may take afew daysto find an opportunity.”
"l know. That'swhy | bring the stone. Good luck. | know you will be brave.

Therewasafaint sirring of air and Elise knew she was dlone again. For along time shelay awake,
staring into the darkness, and wondering if she wasindeed the least bit brave.

ALLISTER SEAGLEAM KNEW SOMETHING that no one else knew. He knew which of the rumors about
Queen Gustin IV wastrue. He knew, but the knowing brought him little comfort. Tench had returned the
evening before—cautious, worried, little Lord Tench who was Lord Tench rather than Tench Clark
because of hisserviceto Her Mgesty, first as her secretary when she was Crown Princess Vaora, later
as atrusted member of her diplomatic corps.



And with him Lord Tench had carried letters: letters commanding generasto hold fast and obey
Alligter Seagleam asthey would her roya sdf; |ettersto other nobles in the entourage who might not
think thisagood ideg; |ettersto Allister's children teling them to obey their father and be the firm deck
under hisfeet inthistossing storm. Ladtly there was aletter to Allister himself telling him much the same
and assuring him of the queen's support.

Thiswasthe letter for public eyes, for possible spies. Allister Seagleam doubted that even Lord Tench
had read it— though he was certainly privy to the contents of the others. Gustin IV had left nothing to
chance, however. Thisletter was triply sealed and encoded. The key to this code had been given to
Alligter by Gustin hersaf when he had departed Silver Whale Cove to meet with King Tedric. She swore
that no one dse knew it and Allister believed her. From asmal girl, Gustin had been good with numbers
and puzzles. She was quite capable of constructing and employing a code without any assistance.

Once he had decoded the letter, it read:
"Dear Cousin,

"I wish | could come to your side—and indeed to the forefront of this battle
that has been thrust upon our people. Sadly, | cannot. What Stonehold accuses
us of may indeed be true as they see things. There are secrets known only to the
monar chs of Bright Bay. To share them even with you, cousin, would be
treason. If in some mysterious fashion Sonehold has learned one of these
secrets, | certainly cannot confirm the rightness or wrongness of their
knowledge by rushing to Good Crossing at their command as might a kitchen
maid called to task by cook for breaking a platter.

"So here | remain. Soon you will hear tales that pirate activity on the coast
forces meto remain in the capital. Part at least will be true. Here | must
remain until either you come home victorious or Stonehold's generals batter
down my door.

"Tench tells me that King Tedric has offered his alliance for the nonce and
that you in my name have accepted it. | shall support you in this, even before
those who whine about your foreign blood. They are asses. You did the only
thing you could—accept a new ally when an old turned against you.

"Sanding fast is only part of your duty. You must drive Sonehold out. |
realize that military command was never your ambition, but | know you well.
You have a fair mind and will weigh the advice given to you by those who do
know that art before deciding a course of action.

"As soon asthiswar isresolved, | will reward you as you deserve. For now,
| fear you will need to settle for my thanks."

The formaitieswhich ended the | etter were fluff and vanity. Allister stared at the missvefor quitea
long while beforefolding it into thirds, smoothing it flat, and tucking it into the interior pocket of his
waistcoat. Then he headed outside to attend to the duties assigned to him, not atogether certain that
Queen Gustin IV, guardian of dark secrets, was asworthy of hisloyaty as she clearly believed she was.



IN THE MIDST OF THISMARTIAL PREPARATION, Lady Elise Archer, heiressto abarony earned by her
grandfather in battle, went into the fray hersalf, but her battleground was adinner party and her weapon a
flask of fine-ground powder.

It had been easy enough to arrange the party. Ever since the entry of Duke Allister Seagleam and his
brood into the competition for the throne of Hawk Haven, the aliance between the family of Rolfston
Redbriar with that of Baron Archer had been strained. Nor had Jet Shield'sfailureto behaveasa
properly betrothed young man should hel ped the Situation.

So when Lady Elise had chosen not to spend overmuch time with her betrothed, she had been well
within her rights. Equaly so, when sheinvited her betrothed and hisfamily, including ssters and father, to
dine with her in the sumptuous Archer pavilion, they were not likdly to refuse.

Baron Archer dined with them, but before the sweets and cheese he returned to his command. Lord
Rolfston, never wishing to seem lessthe warrior than hisrival, excused himself soon thereafter. Soon Jet
and Sapphire also departed, each having accepted temporary military posts. Sapphire now rode with the
cavalry under the command of Earl Kestrel. Jet was|earning to hate drilling with the foot soldiersand to
hate even moretheir dy smiles asthey invited him night after night to join them on visitsto the camp
followers tents.

Elise was glad to see them go. Sapphire's pain was obvious to her though her cousin hid it bravely.
Elise feared that her own sympathy would seem too knowing and so guarded her own words and then
worried that she seemed cold. Every word Jet spoke, every courtly gesture he made infuriated Elise, but
thisfury was directed not a him, but at hersdlf for alowing romanticism and ambition to overwhem her
native good sense.

Their departureleft Elisewith Mdinaand Opd just as she had planned. She brought out a cunningly
crafted miniature game board. For awhile they played hopping pegs and gossiped just asif they were at
home. When Ninette brought out eegant goblets of strongly flavored mint cordia, Elise dissolved the
deeping powder into two of them. Lady Meinaand Opal, absorbed in counting the score and arguing
over the values of various strategies, never saw her.

When Méinadrank her goblet to the last honey-green drop, Elisefelt like dancing. Opal, ever her
mother's shadow, did the same. Glancing a Ninette, Elise hid asmile a the sign the other woman made
her. As planned, Ninette had shared her mistresss hospitaity with the sour crone who waited on Lady
Méelina. The sgnad meant that Nanny too had drunk the deeping draught. Elise's part in the exchange of
the necklace was compl eted.

And indeed after another round of their game, Lady Medinayawned, ddicately patting her lipswith a
beringed hand.

"1 apologize, dear Elise. It must be all your good food on top of rising with the sun. | an sotired | can
hardly keep my eyes open.”

Opd blinked owlishly. "Me, too. May | beg to be excused?’
Elise feigned drowsiness hersdlf. "Of course. Let mewalk you back to your pavilions. Ninette will



dash ahead and tell Nanny to expect you."

She escorted her guests back and returned to her own tent, brimming with triumph. Then she setin
place the river cobble Firekeeper had brought her the night before. It was a pretty thing when seeniin
daylight, greyish white, veined with black, smooth-polished by the rapidly flowing waters of the Barren.

Elise settled into wait for Firekegper to arrive and claim the substitute necklace. Surfeited with
success, she worked a piece of embroidery near alamp to passthetime.

Time passed. Ninette finished cleaning up from the dinner party and camein to help Elise braid her
hair for bed. More time passed. Ninette went into her own curtained alcove and blew out her candle.
Still more time passed. Elise finished one rose and began on another. She heard the guards change shifts
and fought deep.

After the second guard shift, Elise was no longer tired. She redlized that something had happened to
delay Firekeeper, perhapsfor the entire night. It need not be that the wolf-woman wasin any difficulty.
Undoubtedly she had been sent scouting. She might not return before dawn. Elise pricked the canvas
and drew some pink thread through, her mind racing.

She could not hope to give Lady Melinathe deeping drug twice and go undetected. Perhapsit was
her own nervousness, but the more she remembered the sorceresss gaze the more it seemed to her that
beneath the drowsi ness there had been a hint of suspicion. The embroidery canvas dropped unheeded
into Elisg's Iap. She knew what the only course of action left to her was, but she took another several
minutesto work herself uptoit.

Then, moving like onein adream, Elise rose from her cot. Among her clothing were someriding
breeches dyed dark forest green and amatching long-deeved blouse. Donning these, Elise then stepped
into the soft leather house dlippers she wore around the tent, for she was no Firekeeper to go barefoot.
Lagtly, she tucked the substitute necklace into the band of her breeches.

Walking softly on the carpeted floors of the pavilion was easy. Sheleft her lit candle on the table,
protected by atin shield, and stepped into the night.

Outsde, the stars and moon were dimmed by light high clouds that raced aong, pushed by awind
unfelt by those on the ground. Elise waited until her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, then moved
purposefully toward the Shield encampment.

There were many more tents here than in her own doss: asmallish onefor Jet, one large enough to
stand in for Sapphire and Opd, asquare-bodied one for Lord Rolfston, and afine pavilion for Lady
Melina. Sometimes Opal dept with her mother. Other times Nanny did so. Only Lord Rolfston must
negotiate to share hiswife's deegping space. Lady Melina clamed he snored.

When she passed histent Elise had to agree. The deep, steady vibrations shook the air even through
the muffling of thick canvas. Within, the noise must be terrible. Elise fought down anervous desireto
giggle. Then the redlization of what she was about to do hit her and she sobered ingtantly.

Reaching Lady Melinas pavilion, Elise ducked insde before she could lose her nerve. Theair was
thick and muggy with trapped breath. Theinterior of the pavilion seemed so dark and close that she
nearly panicked and ran outside again, never mind her mission. Then she tilled hersdif.

Over thelagt severd days she had been in here many times, usudly fetching something Lady Mdina
had forgotten. Opa hated running errands for her mother and such amenia task was beneath Nanny's
dignity. Both had been happy that the newly dutiful daughter-in-law waswillingto do it.

Now Elise caled the floor plan into her mind's eye, counted the steps as she had done earlier when



she had intended to pass the information on to Firekeeper, never dreaming she would need it for herself.
At six steps, just as she had estimated, her hand touched the curtain. Another three steps and she could
hear Lady Mdinas breathing. There was no mistaking the characteristic scent of lilacs that permesated
her bed linens.

Firekeeper claimed to know how to seein the dark, but Elise had no such skill. Instead, she moved
her hand to where the top of Melina's head should be. Slowly, carefully, she brought it down until she
touched ever so lightly the top of the older woman's head. Tracing her fingertips ong the deeping
woman's hair, Elise estimated where her throat must be,

The next step was something she never would have dared if she hadn't known Melinawas drugged.
She touched her again, hoping to fed the body-warmed silver of the necklace. Instead she felt skin.
Again. Again skin. A desperate terror rose within her. What if Lady Melinatook the necklace off after
al and stowed it away? What if thiswas al aterrible mistake?

Resisting theimpulseto flee, Elisetried again. On her fourth try, she touched metal. A sob of relief
rose unbidden in her throat. She swallowed it before she made any but the faintest sound, then stood like
agtone, listening. All she heard was the steedly, distant roar of Lord Rolfston's snoring.

Reaching with both hands now, Elise did her fingers dong the necklace until shefelt the clasp.
Undoing thiswithout being ableto seeit proved nearly impossible. Her hands fumbled until she
pretended that she was reaching up behind her own neck, undoing asimilar clasp as she had hundreds,
even thousands of times before. The clasp opened and she dipped the necklace off.

Grasping the necklace in her teeth, Elise quickly took the counterfeit from her waistband. Thankfully, it
was warm from contact with her body. She placed it against the deeping woman'sthroat. Meinastirred
restlesdy, muttered something.

Hurriedly, Elise fastened the clasp. The origina necklace still held between her teeth because she did
not trust hersaf not to drop it, Elise turned dowly, walked three steps, and found the curtain.

The doorway out of the pavilion was comparatively easy to find, the variance between dark and
darker easy for her adjusted eye to see. Six steps and she was to the pavilion door and outside. Not
wanting to cross the Shield compound again, she dipped behind Lady Melinastent. Now she dropped
the necklace into her hand, holding it so tightly the metal dented the skin. Elise was nearly back to her
own tent when she realized someone had followed her.

Sapphire Shield, clad in along desping gown that looked black in the faint starlight but was amost
certainly dark blue, sood in the open ground in front of the Archer tent watching her. She motioned Elise
into Elise's own pavilion. Elise obeyed, not because Sapphire held her bare sword in her hands but
because she wanted the relative privacy. Her father and his man were with Baron Archer's command.
Only Ninette was within and she knew everything of importance.

When they wereinsde, Sapphire said in low tones:
"] saw you coming out of my mother'stent.”
"Yes" Elisesad camly, reveding what she held in her hand. "1've stolen your mother's necklace.”

Sapphire's eyes narrowed in sugpicion. Evenin light from the single candle on the table, Elise could
see her hand move restlesdy aong the hilt of her sword. A pang of pure terror soured Elise's sscomach.
What other controls might Melina Shield have put on her children? But Sapphire said only asingle word.

“Why?



Thetruth rose unbidden to Elisg'slips. "I want to set you free.”
Sapphire's eyes widened. "How much do you know?'

"Enough. Enough to know about pain that never fades from wounds that seem to be healing and about
the biting of ants.”

"Wemust do it tonight,” Sapphire said. "Before my mother learns anything is different.”

"| left asubgtitute,”" Elise said with pardonable pride.

"I'm certainit isbeautifully crafted,” Sgpphire said, "but can we be certain it is enough?”

Elise shook her head. "No, we can't, but | know nothing about how to perform a disenchantment.”
A husky voice spoke from the doorway. "Hazel Healer may know. We must ask her.”

Firekeeper stood in the doorway, the ova river rock in her hand.

"l only just come,” she explained, "from acrosstheriver. | seethis, then| hear. Y ou not need me after
dl, Elis"

Elise nearly crumpled, her knees suddenly weak as she realized that al her risk had been for nothing.
Then she draightened.

"l handled it," she said smply. "And my cousinisright. We need to do something with this as soon as
posshble”

Firekeeper turned. "Then | am away to Hazdl. Can you two come to her house or do | bring her
here?'

Elise glanced a Sapphire. Sapphire frowned thoughtfully. "The road to town is going to be watched
and well be obvious. There's no rule against our going to town, but I'd prefer not to raise comment.
These tentswith their canvaswalls are as public asa siredt.”

A wicked grin lit the wolf-woman'sface. "Why not theforest? | think every sort of thing goesonin
that forest. | meet you there with Hazdl "

"Do you think shelll come?" Elise asked.

"Oh, yes," Firekeeper grinned again, and Elise found hersdlf thinking what a predatory thing asmile
could be. "1 will ask her very nicdy.”

ELISE TOOK ADVANTAGE OF THEWALK to the edge of the forest to tell Sapphire everything she knew,
including what they had learned from Hazdl about both trance induction and enchantment. In return,
Sapphiretold her alittle about what it was like being a daughter of Meina Shield.

"I'm not certain | have ever had achoice of my owninmy entirelife," Sgpphire said. Her tonewas
blunt, without atrace of whining. "And much of thetime I'm not certain | even minded. While others
worried about what color to wear, | dwaysknew. My jewes, my horses, my pets, even my playmates
wereall negatly chosen within two parameters: whether they were blue and whether they fit the traditions
and mystique of my noble ancestors.”

"And you never minded?' Elise asked hesitantly.
Sapphire shrugged. "It didn't seem much different from how everyone esel knew lived. My parents



didn't encourage usto cultivate friends outside of the Great Houses. There was even some debate about
your suitability, you know."

lld,f?l

"Yes. Archer isalesser house, but in the end Mother decided that the close relationship to the Crown
could not beignored. Moreover, your mother isaWellward and intimate with the queen.”

III %Il

Sapphire's tone was so matter-of-fact that Elise found it easy not to take offense. Her cousin was
reporting history— past history—not getting in asubtle dig.

"When did you start,” Elise asked, changing the subject, "resenting your mother's control ?*

"Not until recently,” Sagpphire admitted, "not until you and Jet pushed me down in the running for the
Crown and diminished mein her eyes. Then | got angry at her aswell asat you."

"Not a your father?'

"Father," Sgpphire said in those same levd tones, "doesn't matter. He has never mattered. He may be
the king's nephew, the only son of Grand Duke Gadman, but he doesn't matter—except that he has
good connections and came with generous holdings.”

They had reached the forest trail by then. Casting about with the narrow beam from their lantern, they
found afallen tree trunk set dongside the path severa paces within the fringe of trees. Thelack of bark
and low polish dong its upper surface testified that they were not the first to employ it asabench.

Once they were segted, they turned the lantern low so as not to waste oil. A chance play of light
touched the faceted sapphire set in the band on Sapphire's forehead.

"l never asked," Elise said, "but I've aways wondered, doesn't that headband get uncomfortable?’

Sapphire laughed softly. "Y ou know, | don't even noticeit, no more than you notice your shoesif they
fit well. I've been wearing it—or one likeit—saince | wasayear old. I'd fed strange without it—naked."

"Y ou wear it even to deep or bathe?"

"Always," Sapphire assured her. "The only time | haven't worn a headpiece like thisiswhen |
removed oneto replace it with another.”

"Does your mother make any sort of fussthen?
"Y ou're thinking of sorcery, aren't you?"'
"Well, yes"

"She does, actualy," Sapphire admitted. " The stone from one headband has to be set into the new
one—even our family can't afford to replace precious stones of the first water asfast as children grow.”

Shob! Elise thought defensively. Then shefdt rather bad. Sapphire wastaking astand against her
mother, the person who had defined every waking moment of her life. Certainly, she had the right to hold
on to some scrap of pride. Then an uncomfortable thought dipped itsway in beneath Elise's sympathy.

What if sheisn't taking a stand? What if she'sjust trying to learn what we know and then plans
to turn us over to Lady Melina?

Unbidden, Elise's hand touched her lips asif dready the fiery bites of red ants were |lacerating the



tender flesh. And Sapphire continued, her voice soft but steedy in the darkness:

"Mother had studied how to set the stones herself and while she did so | had to Sit by and wait. She
aways gave me something to drink, something rather sweet, that made me fed dreamy. After awhile, I'd
stop feding anxious about the funny feding along my brow where the sapphire should rest.”

Sapphire paused for amoment, then whispered, her words barely audible, "When | was very smal, |
thought | stopped existing when the stone wasn't there. | was Sapphire—somehow that stone was
me—when it wasn't touching me, | was no longer mysdif. | wasn't anyone.”

"It hasn't dways been the same stone,” Elise said, "hasit?"

"No." Elisefdt her cousin shudder so violently that the log vibrated beneath them. "Until | was about
Citrines age it was adifferent tone, asmadler one. Then Mother decided that the smaller one didn't
make the same impression. | still remember when she took the band off and, instead of removing the
stoneto set in the new band, put it to one side.

"] screamed when she started setting the new stone. What | felt was raw panic. | shook. | was
nauseated. Tears nearly choked me.

"Only when Mother let me hold the little stone did | calm down. For awhile, shelet mecarry itinan
amulet bag like the common folk use. Then shetook it awvay. By then | was comfortable with the new
stone, even liked it better. The color was more vibrant and the cut better. People admired it. | didn't miss
the old stone anymore.”

"And the new stone," Elise asked, "that's the one you're wearing now."
"That'sright."

"l hopeyou can giveit up,” said Hazel Hedler, stepping out from the shadows, Firekeeper a pace
behind her, "because that is going to be the first step, whatever we do.”

The cousins jumped and Sapphire asked, "How long have you been there?'

"Longer than you have," Hazdl answered easily. "Fire-keeper was probably to my house before you
changed out of your nightdress and found alantern. Sheis very direct, sheis. My mareis used to night
cdls, and | keep my bag packed and beside her in the stables. Even with taking the road around the
camp, we made good time. No one stops a healer, you see, not even army pickets.”

Elisefelt Sgpphire relax dightly and smiled. Her own heart was thudding in her chest but shewas
obscurely relieved now that someone else was there to share the responsibility.

"Y ou were doing so well," Hazel continued, "telling Elise about your mother that | didn't want to
interrupt, but time is running short. The deeping draught Elise gave your mother should last dl night, but
varying metabolismsreact differently to drugs. Therefore, | interrupted as soon as our course of action
became clear.”

"Clear?' Elise asked.

"That'sright." Hazel didn't ducidate further. "Firekeeper said thereisaglade abit deeper in wherea
light wouldn't be seen so we can turn up the lanterns. Shel's gone ahead to kindle afire.”

Elise looked around and, indeed, the wolf-woman had disappeared.
"Still with us?* she asked Sgpphire.
When Sapphire bent to pick up their lantern, Elise saw that her cousin was dreadfully pae beneath her



tan, but when she replied her voice was steady. "I'm with you. I'll walk first with the lantern. Let Mistress
Heder come last leading the horse.”

In the glen where—as Elise would | ater learn—Prince Newell and Lady Zoranalingered for dalliance
and met with disagter, Firekegper had asteady fire burning within aring of river rocks. A small copper
pot—hardly larger than an gpple and polished so bright asto look amost pink—was dung over the
flames

"From my emergency kit," Hazel explained, tying her mare, abrown horse unremarkable for anything
but its calm, to abush. "Y ou won't believe how often you need hot water fast and the best thing available
isakettlelarge enough to make stew for an entire harvest crew and cast of thick iron besides. Now, let's
get comfortable.”

Under her calm authority, Elise positioned her lamp and two more from Hazdl's gear so that, without
shedding undue light outside of the glen, they had enough that they could read each other's expressions.
Firekeeper brought over a couple of logsto act as benches and when the water boiled Elise brewed
rosehip tea. Sapphire set more water to heat and then Hazel indicated that she was ready to continue.

"From what you told Lady Elise" she said to Sapphire, "the sapphire—indeed the entire
headpiece—is symboalic to you of the identity which your mother has crafted for you. Isthat right?

Sapphire nodded. "Of who | am.”

"And who you are is someone under Lady Mdinas control,” Hazel stated unapologetically. "And
don't try to deny it. | saw how you favored your side while you were helping set up our little parlor here.
I've spoken at length with Sir Jared about histaent. Y our injury should be mending now without pain.
Thewounds were superficid, though ugly, and were treated dmost immediately.”

Sapphire bit her lip, then nodded iffly. "It has been fourteen days. Very well. | accept that my
mother hasthe ability to inflict pain on me, pain | shouldn't fed. I'll even admit that she'sdoneit other
times, though | never remember feding this angry about it before. What | want to know isdo you think
thisis sorcery or that trance induction that Elise told me about?"

Hazel sghed. "1 wish Elise hadn't told you quite so much. It will make our task more difficult. To be
blunt, I don't know. However, | don't think it matters. . ."

"Doesn't matter!" Sgpphire said with afury that Elise redized was mostly fear. "It doesn't matter
whether my mother isasorceress or merely skilled in some form of controlling the mind? How couldnt it
meatter?'

Hazel ignored the anger and answered the question. "Because the tool which she used to effect her
control isthe samein either case. It doesn't matter because if we can—if you can—destroy that means,
then the hold should be broken.”

| wonder, Elisethought uneasily, just how much Hazel is bluffing. She didn't seem to know this
much when we consulted her ten days ago .

"I've been reading about related matters ever since Elise brought her own problem to me," Hazdl said
asif inanswer, "and have consulted most privately with various colleagues. Lady Mdlinas fondnessfor
the showy gesture—for using her power over you to enhance her own reputation rather than keeping it
quiet—may be her undoing. However, | can only show you theway. | cannot do any more.”

"What," Sapphire said, "asif | can't dready guess, do | need to do?'

Hazel ignored her for amoment. Removing the boiling water from over thefire, she poured someinto



around pottery cup, then shook in powder from afolded paper packet. This done, she covered the cup
and asked:

"Elise, how much trouble did you have telling Sapphire about your discovery of Lady Mdinas
powers?'

"Not much," Elisereplied, dightly puzzled at this change of subject. "I felt shy, of course. It'shard to
admit you've been spying on people, even by accident.”

"But you didn't feel any pain? No ants biting your tongue?'
"No!" Elisewas surprised. "But why should 1? Sapphire dready knew the truth.”

Haze turned to look at Sapphire. "Tell me, isthat the usud way with your mother's curses? Do they
work only when you try to talk to the uninformed?’

Sapphire shook her head. "I haven't really tried, not for years, but we never could talk about what she
had forbidden, not even to each other, not without bringing down the curse.”

"S0, you see, Elise" Hazd said, "what you did isremarkable.”
"Do you think it's because we replaced my jet piece?’ Elise asked eagerly.

"Yes, | do. When you removed the means by which Lady Mdinahad laid her hold on you, that hold
was broken.”

"Thenal | need to do," Sapphire said, her disbdlief evident, "istake off my coronet?"

" fear not," Hazel said sadly. "Lady Melina's control over you is of much greater duration and her
curse laid upon you directly. For you to break her hold, not only must you remove the sapphire from
your brow, you must destroy it."

There was along silence. When Sgpphire spoke her voice was no longer that of the confident, even
arrogant, warrior and noblewoman but of avery young girl.

"l cant!" shewalled.
"Then you are doomed to remain bound.”

"Wait!" Elise said. " Sapphire was talking to me before with no trouble. Maybe the hold is dready
broken."

"No," Hazd said sadly. "Think back. Shetold you about very generd things. The closest she cameto
anything senstive was when she mentioned her panic whenever the sapphire was removed—she said
nothing that couldn't be dismissed as superdtition. I'd guess Sgpphire knows her own limitsvery well.”

"1 do," the other admitted dully. "Perfectly."

Firekeeper, who had hovered at the edge of thefirelight, her back to them so as not to diminish her
night vision, spokefor thefirs time.

"So we are ended before we begin?
"No," Sapphire replied with sudden stubborn decisiveness, "I won't let mysdlf be."

Her hands rose to the el egant band about her brow, rose, fell, and rose again. Elise could see them
shaking as Sgpphire fumbled for a catch.



"It's beneath the stone setting,” Sapphire said, her voice aweak semblance of normalcy. "Nice bit of
design, redly.”

Hazel strained the mixture in the pottery cup and offered it to Sapphire. "It will calm you. | suspect it's
smilar to what your mother gave you."

“Then | don't want it!" Sgpphire snarled.
With aviolent tug she snapped the strap. Elise heard adight metalic ping asthe silver wire parted.
Thetorn strip dangling from her hand, Sapphire asked, "And now?"

"And now," Hazd replied, "I'm afraid you're going to need to crush or break the stone. That won't be
easy. Sapphires are quite hard, not as hard as diamonds, but almogt.”

"Gem cutters manage,” Sapphire said, the words sounding torn from her. Unable to speak further, she
put out her free hand in amute request for tools.

Hazd said gpologeticaly, "I couldn't get agem cutter'swhed in the middle of the night, but | do have
ahammer with asted head. We can use alarge river cobblefor an anvil."

Firekeeper brought the latter, pausing to put her hand on Sapphire's shoulder. Even thisdight delay
had started Sapphire trembling again, but she stiffened at Firekeeper's touch.

Elise wondered if Sapphire could not bear pity—or what she perceived as pity—from a potential
rival. For whatever reason, Sapphire steadied enough to knedl and place the damaged headpiece flat
acrossthe cobble, the blue geminits center glittering like asingle eyein the lantern light.

Raising the hammer, Sgpphire sivung with al the power of musclestrained to use of sword and shield.
A thin cry dipped out between teeth locked in adesth's-head grimace. The bright steel arced down, a
blur rather than a solid thing. There was the sound of metal hitting rock, asharp stink as of sulphur, a
crack . . .

Elise stared in disbelief. Sgpphire's blow had struck the cobble, not the sapphire, splitting the rounded
stonein two. Bending forward, her long black hair masking her face, the hammer clutched in both hands,
Sgpphire was whimpering hysericdly:

"l cant, | can't, | can't. .. Itwill kill meif | do. My soul . . . | can't.” The repetitious rhythm of her
chant was more terrifying than any scream could be.

"You must!" Elise pleaded, hearing her own voice shrill despite her effortsto keepit leve. "You
mugt!”

"1 can't!" Sapphire snapped, sitting straight in a sudden motion like an arrow shot from abow. "I can't

And her voice sank again.

In the shocked silence, Firekeeper's return with anew cobble seemed as prosaic as a shopkeeper
polishing counters on aslow day. She crouched beside Sapphire, removed the split cobble, and placed
the headpiece in the new cobble's center.

"l think," the wolf-woman commented sardonicdly, "that you are like the Whiner in my pack. Sheis
great hunter except when anyone bigger face her. She even afraid of mel™

Firekeeper's laughter made plain how ridiculous she found the thought of any wolf fearing anaked,
clawless, fangless creature like hersdlf.



"I'm not afraid of you!" Sapphire gasped, her gaze still downcast, safe within the sheltering tent of her
hair.

"l not say you are, but your mother, she the great One of your pack and never will her pupsriseto
challenge her. Never even will they disperse to found their own packs. Y ou are poor, sad creatures.
can't piss, can't eat, can't breed without mama's word."

That "mama’ was said with arich sneer to Firekeeper's voice, a sneer that Elise noted did not reach
her face. Sgpphire only heard the mockery and some faint shred of pride in her responded.

Raising her head, she glared at Firekeeper. "Y ou dare! | am a Shield and grandnieceto aking.”

"Y ou are awesk-spined, mewling pup,” Firekeeper said savagely. "Y ou dine only on the regurgitated
pap from your mother's gut. Y ou crouch so in her shade that you fear ablue rock! A rock!"

She laughed, a cruel sound from deep in her belly, and from the shadows Blind Seer sniggered
agreement.

"I'll break your head!" Sapphire shouted, leaping to her feet and swinging the hammer at Firekeeper.

Firekeeper blocked her, hand grasping the descending forearm and squeezing, forcing the infuriated
woman to face the glimmering blue eye of the sapphire on the rock.

"A pup,” Firekeeper said steadily, "attacks a butterfly to show how big heis. So you attack me naked
and unarmed as | am—you with steel death in your hands—because you are a pup. If you are so
terrible, smash that blue stone.™

"| thought you said,”" Sapphire retorted, twisting but unable to get free, "that it was just astone.”

"Thenwhy," came the reasonable voice, just showing the edge of the effort Firekeeper was exerting to
hold the larger woman in place, "don't you break it?"

She let go then and Sapphire's own twisting spun her to the ground in front of the makeshift dtar with
itsmute sacrificia victim acrossit. With one hand Sapphire caressed the faceted surface asif it werethe
face of alover, perhaps recalling the years during which it had adorned her brow, the fairest gem of its
typeindl theland.

Then Sapphire grasped the hammer with two hands, raised it above her head, and brought the sted!
head down with the force not only of her arms, but of the entire weight of her body behind it.

Elise surged to her feet, unableto look away, unableto remain still, knowing in her heart that if
Sapphire missed thistime, if the gem refused to bresk, if shelost courage at the last moment, that there
would never be another attempt, that thiswasthe last chance and if it failed everything—even the sedling
of Lady Mdinas necklace—would have been for nothing.

When the hammer rose, afine blue dust littered with tiny fragments of gemstone sparkled on theriver
rock, brighter even than the tears that glittered in Sgpphire Shield's eyes. But Sapphire did not weep,
only sad:

"l guess|'d better have the matching stone from Mother's necklace. Wed better do athorough job of
this"

Elise wrenched the pendant holding the sapphire from the band. Not bothering to remove the
gemstone from the silver that framed it, Sapphire smashed it, her first blow breaking the diamond-shaped
stone, her second thoroughly flattening the silver and breaking the gem to pieces.



Rising to her feet abit unsteadily, Sapphire looked at Firekeeper. "Still think me apup?'

"| think you agreat woman," came the reply, and Fire-keeper bowed low. Beside her the enormous
grey wolf bowed aswell.

Hazel said then, "Do we destroy the rest of the necklace here and now, or should we preserveit for
the others?'

"] think," Sapphire said, "that it must be preserved as proof that this can be done. It's going to be hard
enough to convince my brother and Sgtersasitis.”

"And you," Hazel asked, "how do you fed ?'

"Like I've jumped off acliff only to be caught by water a the bottom and nearly drowned. My knees
are shaking, my head isthrobbing, and,” Sapphire grinned, "my side has stopped hurting. | don't think
I'vefdt better inalong, long time."

"How do you plan to hide from Lady Melinawhat you've done?' Elise hardly recognized her own
voice when she spoke.

"l don'. It'stime Mother redlized that her control of meisover and herein this camp with King Tedric
near a hand she should moderate her response to what she will see asmy rebellion.”

"Doyouplantotdl herwhat . . . what we. . . what you . . . suspect?’

Sapphire shook her head. "Not at dl. Theré'sno need. | think I'll just tell Mother that | got tired of her
tastein jewdry."

The laughter that followed this announcement was too loud, too ragged to be cheerful, but it held a
bravado more warming than the bright yellow-orange flames of the camp-fire.

XXIV

PRINCE NEWELL SHIELD NOTED hissister Melina's outrage when Sapphire stopped wearing the
gem-studded headpiece that had been hers since she was small, and thought Melina's reaction
disproportionate.

Certainly ayoung woman of twenty-three—one who had been her mother's cat's-paw for her entire
life—should be expected to rebd at some point. Mdinashould be grateful that Sapphire had chosen to
discard apiece of jewdry rather than, say, one of the numeroustitled young men Melinahad betrothed
to her, only to break the engagement when one more advantageous seemed possible.

Hetold Melina as much and her rage was S0 greet that he deemed aretreat advisable. Calling for
Rook to saddle the red roan, Newell went out to look for signs of war.

Things seemed promising. From Keen, who was recovering from his cut face hidden in atavernin
Good Crossing, Newell had learned that Bright Bay's troops were nervous and demoraized, trusting no
one, not even—asthe five days following the first battle with Stonehold produced no sign of Queen
Gugtin or her young husband, King Harwill—their own monarchs.

Allister Seagleam's role as commander in chief provided the troops no particular comfort. The duke
had no gresat reputation asawarrior on land or at sea—although he had done nothing of which to be



ashamed, either. Moreover, they resented him somewhat. The Stalwarts had marched out on amission
that should have been mostly play, to escort the Pledge Child to hisuncle. Never had they dreamed that
they might need to fight and, though Duke Allister was not respongble for the current Stuation, they
blamed him nonethdess

Additiondly, knowing too much about a strong opponent was never agood thing for any army—and
Bright Bay's Stalwarts of the Golden Sunburst knew far too much about Stonehold's Rocky Band. After
al, until adight eight days before, Stonehol d's troops had been not only comrades under the same
banner, but aso the source of most of Bright Bay's noncommissioned officers: the sergeants and
corporaswho made things work when idedlistic officers gave impossible commands.

The Stalwarts must fedl, Newd | thought, cupping his hand around his pipe and striving to light it
despite afreshening wind from the north, rather like children who suddenly found themsdlves challenging
their teachers. He liked the image and played with it as he gave up on the pipe and cantered Serenity
along aroad running west then turning south along the edge of the rough foothills west of Good Crossing.

If Stonehold was bringing in reinforcements, they might be visible from this generd direction.
Stonehold's border with Bright Bay was the Fox River, ariver as broad and difficult to span asthe
Barren itsdlf. Indeed both the Fox and the Barren had their source in Rimed Lake, high in the mountains
to the west. The same volcano whose eruption long ago had split Rimed Lake into two fat lobes had
spilled molten rock down its eastern Side, creating the Barren Lands, a place where nothing grew but
those determined plants that could subsist on dirt caught within crevicesin the basdlt.

Even at the foot of the flow, where Newell now dowed Serenity to amore cautious pace as the road
roughened, the volcano's influence could be seen, but here trees had managed aroothold and a
struggling forest had grown up. He felt secure continuing south under the cover of the trees, knowing that
Hawk Haven had posted scouts throughout this area.

Moreover, the day was pleasant. Here, away from the river'simmediate influence, Newell noted a
kiss of autumn in the air. Good campaigning westher, but the harvest would be ripening, making foraging
esser for both sides.

He was thinking about how he would handle an extended campaign through this areawhen aflicker of
motion caught his eye. Drawing Serenity up, Newell was poised ether for flight or to take cover when a
rather grubby woman stepped from cover. She wore the green uniform of the scouts, her arm banded in
Kite blue with achestnut stalion embroidered upon it.

Newel| didn't recognize her, but she clearly knew him.

"Prince Newdl," she said, her voice was rusty, asif she hadn't spoken for hours. "'l am Joy Spinner,
scout under the command of Earle Kite, posted to this point. May | ask your business here?!

"| cameto check the Stuation,” Newell said honestly. "I grew restlessin camp. There were no signs
that Stonehold would make amajor push today so | decided to seeif there were any signs of why they
werewaiting.”

Finishing his speech, Prince Newell unscrewed the top of hiswine flask and offered Joy Spinner apull
of the dry white wine within. The scout accepted, then looked at him squarely with eyesthe color of
violets

"Your timing isfine, gr," she said. "My ancestors must have put you on the road. Y ou see, not long
ago | spotted something interesting to the south. | don't dare leave my post to report it—we've had
trouble with Stoneholderstrying to dip through here—but | think King Tedric and Duke Allister should
know."



"And your relief?"
"Not duefor hours. Even the officer who's checking the postsisn't due for awhile.”

"What have you seen?' Prince Newell asked, atingling in his breast making him certain that thisvery
moment was the beginning of histime to be a hero, even as he had dreamed.

"Let me show you," Joy said. "Y our horse will be safe here”

They crept through the brush to the basalt outcropping from which Joy had been keeping watch. It
was agood lookout, set higher than much of the surrounding area but offering perfect concealment. Joy
checked something with her long glass, then handed the glassto Newell.

"L ook there, just where| was. Site long the road asit leaves the field dong which Stonehold is
encamped. Theroad itsalf vanisheswhen theland dips, but it heads roughly south, bending abit eadt. |
won't say more—I want to know if you seewhat | do."

Prince Newel| did as Joy had requested, finding the road easily enough. Over the past five days he
had pored over the superior interior maps of Bright Bay supplied by Duke Allister over the grumbling
protests of some of his advisors. These maps, added to the information Newell had aready memorized
from Hawk Haven's own maps, came to him as he obeyed Joy Spinner'singtructions.

One of the reasonsthat the Fox River made such an effective barrier between Bright Bay and
Stonehold wasthat it flared out into abroad marshy deltamany miles before it met the ocean. Inthe
summer these marshes bred disease. Even in the winter one had to be an expert to navigate them without
grief. No largeforce, especialy one with horses and armored troops, could cross through them.

The middle stretches of the Fox were too broad and deep to be forded, even in the autumn when
there was no snow-melt to augment the flow and when irrigation of fields had lowered theriver further.
The Fox was bridged in severa places, the nearest of which was due south and east of Good Crossing.

Mason's Bridge was hardly close—indeed, miles of Bright Bay—held lands lay between their current
battlefield and the bridge. Reports from the south, however, informed them that Stonehold had secured
Mason's Bridge before thelocal Bright Bay pickets—hardly more than toll collectors—even knew there
was trouble between the countries.

Since then, the other bridges across the Fox—or at least their northern ends—had been secured or
destroyed by troops sent out from Silver Whale Cove. These now patrolled the Bright Bay side of the
Fox, reducing the chances that Stonehold would abandon their attack on Good Crossing and strike for
the capital. This necessary expenditure of troops had further reduced those reinforcements which Bright
Bay could bring to the immediate battle and had increased the low morale of the Stalwarts, who once
again found themsalves the lesser part of an army defending their own country.

Now Newell traced the road more by memory than by sight, quickly spotting what Joy Spinner had
seen. The Stoneholders weren't foolhardy; they knew that the less their opponents could see the better.
The troops marching along that road showed no meta that might flash in the sun; their wagons were
tarped over to conceal what they carried. The road they traveled was packed, but even so many feet
raised athin column of dust.

Prince Newd | drew in his bresth with asharp hiss. "So Stonehold sends reinforcements to augment
those who currently hold the ground south of Good Crossing! Surely Bright Bay's people will rise againgt
them!"

Joy Spinner spat eloquently. "Thefolk of Bright Bay look to the ocean, not the land. Too long have
they relied on Stonehold mercenariesto keep Hawk Haven from claiming their lands for our own. All



those poor farmers and herderswill 1ook to defend will betheir harvest and flocks. If Stone-hold's
Rocky Band will cross and leave their livelihood unmolested, then they will et them pass.™

"And judging from the supply wagons,” mused Prince Newell, "the commanders are wise enough to
not give the common folk of Bright Bay reason to turn soldier. Stone-hold's Rocky Band iswell
disciplined. They won't loot the lands through which they pass—especidly if they know that supplies
await them at theend.”

"And with the supplies being protected by columns of troops,” Joy added, "no farmer will be tempted
to turn bandit. They've thought it through al right. Some of their reinforcements may travel more dowly,
but everything will get hereintact.”

Prince Newell handed Joy the long glass and turned back toward where Serenity waited.

"1 wonder," he said thoughtfully, "just when those wagons started their trip?' He shook himsalf. Now
was atimefor action, not speculation. " Scout Spinner, trust my horse and mysdlf to carry the message as
swiftly aswe can. | think the time for stealth has ended.”

Joy nodded. "Good. | will keep my post. Ride safely, Prince Newell. Doubtless someone el se has
seen the signs, but we may befirgt.”

Newd| smiled. "Firg or last, the newsis ill important.”

AsNewell swung into the saddle, Serenity pawed the ground, catching hisrider's excitement and
eager to be away.

"l will seeyou in Hope!" Newd| cried. Touching his hedlsto the red roan's flanks, he was away.

Hedid not look back, nor did he doubt in the least that he cut a perfectly dashing figure.

SERENITY WASNEARLY FRESH, for the morning's ride had been easy and the gelding wasin good fettle.
Newell pressed his mount to speed wherever the road permitted. No matter what he had said to Joy
Spinner, he wanted to be the first with the news. Even if he was not, eagerness would count for
something.

Both Newd | and Serenity were nicely sweated and covered with road dust when they arrived outside
of the commanders pavilionsin the encampment outside of Good Crossing'swals. Stumbling from the
saddle on legstired and sore, Newd | tossed Serenity'sreinsto thefirst guard he saw. Then he gasped:

"Theking, whereishe?"
"Within," the guard replied, "in consultation. What . . ."

Newdl looked sternly at him. "Tend my mount, good man. My newsis urgent and for King Tedric's
earsaone”

Such vagueness was certain to start rumors. Prince Newd | trusted that his dutiful discretion would
have the troops swearing to each other that Stonehold was arriving within the hour, armed with war
meachines meant to batter thewalls of Good Crossing until one stone did not stand on another. Why else
would aprince ride so hard and look so grim?

Sir Dirkin Eastbranch paused in his steady pacing about the perimeter of the king's pavilion to nod to
his subordinate.

"L et the prince pass,” he said.



Pleased, Newdl pushed back the curtain door, knowing that in afew minutes he would be able to
collgpseinto a comfortable chair while servants pulled his boots off his aching feet and put a glass of
wineinto his hand. Such pleasures were good indeed, especidly upon what might well be the eve of war.

TwO MEN LISTENED WHILE Prince Newe| gave hisreport. It was asmall enough audience, but as one of
these men was King Tedric and the other was Duke Alligter, the prince felt sufficiently rewarded for his
hard ride. He even forgot that his aching feet had not been tended. King Tedric had apparently dispensed
with servants for the moment.

When Newell finished his report, King Tedric frowned:
"Edtimated numbers?’
"I'm not precisely certain, Your Mgesty," Newdll replied.

"| was catching glimpses through the trees. Severd companies, well armed, | believe. I'd guess that
when they're added to those Stonehold has pulled from their recent service throughout Bright Bay they'll
be amatch for what we have gathered here.”

"Y our report,” the king said, " confirms specul ations that we have had from our spies—reportsthat to
this point have been but rumors. Y ou have donewell, Newell."

The prince bowed and tried to look humble rather than gloating.

Duke Allister managed awry grin. "Evidently Generds Y uci and Grimsd doubted that Stonehold
could defeat us with those forces they aready had in place so they risked our own reinforcements
arriving while they brought in their troops.”

King Tedric nodded wesrily. "A reasonable risk for them to take. The distance from Hope to Eagl€e's
Nest iseasly asfar asthat to Mason's Bridge. Troops from my more northern lands have even farther to
travel. True we can and have drawn troops from the more southern parts of the kingdom, but we cannot
strip our border with Bright Bay any more than you can strip yours with Stonehold.”

Duke Allister nodded, accepting that despite Hawk Haven coming to his country's aid perfect trust
would not occur ingtantly. Leaving thisissue ungooken, he added thoughtfully:

"And what use would avictory be to Stonehold if she lacked the forces to occupy Good Crossing
after her troops had taken it? Now they have their greater force and suppliesto sustain them. Doubtless
their commanders have left troops back aong the road south so that further reinforcements can be
brought through as needed.”

"1 wonder," Prince Newell said, attentive despite his honest weariness, "how those wagons managed
to come so far so fast?'

Duke Allister sghed. "1 suspect that many crossed Mason's Bridge and began the trip north days
before the troops, maybe even as early asthe very day that Queen Gustin was sent Stonehold's
ultimatum. We have active trade with Stonehol d—indeed, much of our sted and iron comes from there,
for the Barren Lands are metal poor and block our access to the Iron Mountains your own nation



mines"

"S0," Newd | frowned, "not even a heavily laden wagon would seem curious—not evenif it clanked
with quantities of finished metd.”

"The only people who would look at those wagonswould be the toll collectors, whose interest would
be in judging how much each wagon should pay for crossing into Bright Bay," Duke Allister said. "We
can send a pigeon to our garrison near Mason's Bridge for confirmation, but | think we have enough of a
working theory to plan upon.”

King Tedric unrolled the best of the maps of Bright Bay.

"Evenif," he said, tracing hisfinger along the road south, " Stonehold has brought in fresh troops and
more supplies, the length of their supply line home remainstheir greatest weskness.”

"Y et we can't get our army around the mass of their army to get to those supplies or that road,”
Newd | put in practicdly, rather enjoying pointing out the worst aspects of the Stuation. "Our troops
would be spotted too easily asthey crossed the open zone around Good Crossing. Generals Y uci and
Grimsd did not strike me astacticaly dull. They, too, must redize that their supply lineistheir vulnerable
point and will be dert to effortsto harmit.”

"They mugt," Allister agreed, "and yet they will wait to lessen their dependence on suppliesfrom home
until they have no choice. Looting and pillaging would awaken anew enemy dl around them. Farmers
armed with pitchforks or old spears scavenged from the family's ancestral shrine may not be much of a
threat to aprepared army, but they could become a dangerous nuisance.”

"And with the harvest ready to comein,” Tedric added, "those farmerswill be more easily enraged.
No one, not even the most peaceful grower of whest, likesto see an entire year'swork vanish into
someone e sgs mouth.”

Prince Newd | cleared histhroat and asked anxioudy, "How long do you think the Stoneholders will
give us before they attack?'

"Until tomorrow," Tedric replied bluntly. " Perhaps they will wait until the next day, but from what you
reported their troops were marching steadily, though not at aforced pace. Maost should be ready for
action after anight'srest.”

"Might they attack tonight?" Allister asked.

"] think not," Tedric said after amoment's thoughtful pause, "but if they do, we will have ample
warning—warning beyond the usua sounds or lights of their approach.”

Theking'sthin smile held ahint of the indulgent grin he reserved for one favored person.

With asurge of envy, Prince Newell realized that Tedric meant that he expected Lady Blysseto bring
Hawk Haven warning. Newd I's envy turned into a peculiarly uncomfortable form of fear as heredized
that the wolf-woman must have been scouting for the king ever since thiswar had been declared—and
perhaps even before. What might she have seen?

He endeavored to ook bluff and hearty.
"1t'sgood to know well have warning, Sire. Our men will deep better for the news.”

"Whatever newsyou are envisoning spreading, Newell," the king ordered sternly, "keep it to yourslf.
One reason that Allister and | have kept our conferences as small as possibleisthat we cannot be
certain who—especidly among Bright Bay's forces—may ill fed dlied to Stonehold.”



"Y ou must remember,” Allister said atouch sadly, "that until amere handful of days ago most of my
nation's troops viewed Stonehold as afriend and her army as teachers. Although most are angry and

offended by the recent betrayds, sill, there must be some—maybe even some officers—who retain
loydty to those who taught them.”

"And," Newdl added bluntly, "who till hate us."

"Well," Alliger said, "you were theenemy.”

King Tedric sghed. "Newell, go gather the officers. It'stime we gave abriefing.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty!" Newell replied, sduting smartly.

Ashewasleaving he heard the king say to Alligter:

"1 have athought how we might ded with that supply line. Tell mewhat you think of this. . ."

RACE FORESTER CAME TO DERIAN Carter late that afternoon while Derian was checking the shoes and
feet of the horseswho—if al progressed as anticipated—would carry their ridersinto battle tomorrow.

At Earl Kedtrdl's express command, Derian himsalf wasn't going to fight. He didn't know whether he
felt relieved or angry. For thefirst time since Firekeeper had been given into hischarge Derian felt asif
he'd been demoted from aman's place to that of a boy.

Because of this, the sght of Race, clean-lined and military in his scout's uniform, made Derian scowl
and dig at the stone lodged in Ox's bald-faced chestnut's shoe with rather more intengity than he should.
The normaly placid horse shuddered his skin and muttered equine warning. Queenie, who had been
sniffing around the horse's hedls, flinched away.

"(Good afternoon to you, too, Derian Carter," Race said, leaning againgt one of the hitching postsand
scratching Queenie behind the ears.

"Oh, Race," Derian said, flinging the stone away and pretending to notice the scout for thefirst time. "'l
didn't see you coming.”

"And no wonder with that mountain of horseflesh hanging over you," Race said easlly.

Derian, knowing he had been being rude, felt rather embarrassed. He pulled out a curry comb and
began grooming the chestnut's codt.

"Ready for tomorrow, Race?'

"] suppose 0," Race said. "For abit there | thought | might be drafted into the archers at the last
moment—someone had been bragging about how good | am with a bow— but the commander of
scoutsinsisted he couldn't spare me.”

"Gredt."

"Yes, it israther nice having people argue over who will get your services." Race paused. "Isnt it?"



"1 wouldn't know," Derian said iffly.

"Oh?' Racedrew closer and lowered hisvoice. "Then | must bethefirst to get to you. Derian, how
do you fed about going into battle tomorrow?"

Derian kept hisvoice equdly soft, though he felt like shouting in surprise and indignation.

"Me?| can't. Earl Kestrel has demanded that | stay with the horses. He saysthat both hisand
Duchess Merlin'sunits are short of farriersand my skill with horses far outweighs my skill with asword.”

Despite himsdf, Derian heard the bitternessin hisvoice.
"Asif," headded, "Earl Kestrel has even noticed how I've kept in practice al these moon-spans.”

"He's noticed more than you might imagine,” Race said, "and he's said no more than the truth. There
are few men— especidly of your years—who are as good with ahorse.”

Derian grunted, accepting the compliment but not being particularly graceful about it. Race punched
him in the shoulder with affectionate blugter.

"Young idiot," Race said. "Did you ever think that Earl Kestrdl might want to keep you dive?King
Tedric has made you one of his counselors. That'simportant not only to the king, but to the earl.
Norwood's been preening ever since you were named—ipointing out to his peers whenever he can that
he knows how to pick agood man. But whether or not he wants to keep you dive, that'sal out with the
wash. There's been achange of plans.”

"Change?' Derian suddenly felt frightened. It was one thing to scowl and brood about being
overlooked when you were safely out of danger; it was quite another when that danger was immediate

again.

Race nodded. "1 wasto tell you quietly if my commander hadn't gotten to you. | guess he hasn't. Are
you about done with those nags?'

"About."

"Meet me at our camp,” by this Race meant the new Kestrel camp on the southern bank of the
Barren, "when you're done. Make sure you finish up properly because you might not makeit back here
tonight."

Derian did as Race had suggested, going over each horse carefully and consulting with the farrier from
Hope—the same from whom he and Doc had bought medicine just days before—as to the strengths and
weaknesses of the war mounts. These were huge, fierce horses, often intolerant of any but their handler,
and working with them took specia consideration.

Only when he was certain that he had discharged his duty to Earl Kestrel did Derian head for the
camp, but he did so at aquick trot that was nearly arun. Overhead he heard Elation shrill something like
laughter. The grest peregrine had taken to following Derian about more often now that Firekeeper was
scouting for the army and a beacon overhead would not be either welcome nor wise.

Arriving at the Kestrd camp, Derian found Race and Vaet waiting for him. As before, their camp's
location had been selected to permit Firekeeper to come and go without Blind Seer panicking the rest of
the army. Backed against the Barren River, downstream from Good Crossing, they were the farthest
group east but for the pickets who patrolled the camp's border.

Acrosstheriver, Derian could see lights glowing in the Watchful Eye and aong the northern side of
theriver. For thefirst time he redized that evening was gathering. Tomorrow if al rumorswere correct,



there would be battle, a massive thing that would make the baitle afew days before—now called the
Battle on the Banks—l ook like aminor skirmish.

And he might bein it. Not wanting to introduce the matter, Derian commented:

"1 dways meant to ask why we built the Watchful Eye on our Sde of the river but Bright Bay never
built any smilar fort ontheir sde.”

Vet poured him acup of mulled cider and commented, "“"When the Civil War ended, Bright Bay
received Good Crossing. Hope didn't exist then—just afew houses and farms as| understand it. The
Watchful Eye was built to house the garrison that would protect this newly vulnerable point.”

Hefédl slent, having been far more talkative than was hiswont. Race added:

"Good Crossing had awatchtower—it's part of the walls now—and was awhole lot bigger. Hope
grew up pretty fast, though, what with smuggling and tolls and soldiersto supply. I've heard that when it
got to be atown rather than acluster of housesthey called it Hope because folks there hoped they
wouldn't get attacked.”

"My father," Derian said, "told me it was named for ahope for peace and reunification.”

"Maybe," Race shrugged. "I'm no historian. Anyhow, thanks for getting here so quickly, Derian. I've
got your marching orders, if you'l take them.”

Derian nodded, swallowing cider despite the lump that suddenly appeared in histhroat.
"Goon," hesad.

"| wastold to tell you that this was arequest, not an order,” Race began. He stopped, scratched his
beard and started again. " Sorry, I'm not much good at speeches.”

Derian wanted to strangle him, but waited with what patience he could muster.

"It's been decided," Race began again, "that Stonehold's biggest weak spot isthat they've got along
way to go to get in their supplies. The king and the duke, though, they don't want to send the army after
those supplies. They figure it would be too easy for Stonehold to defend them.”

"Would it?' Derian asked.

"Well, | haven't been over there mysdf,” Race said, "but from reports we've got they've got their
wagons drawn up alongside the road that leads back to Mason's Bridge. They're keeping the road
mostly open, but their camp isall along there aswell as aong the southern end of the field outside of
Good Crossing.

"Now," Race continued, "if our army does succeed in breaking Stonehold's lines and going through
welll get those supplies, no question. Thething is, we may not break those lines, at least not right away.
It might take days of fighting.”

Derian refilled hismug, mosily to hideashiver.

"And during those days," Race said, "they'll be bringing in more supplies and maybe even build good
defenses for what they have. So, what King Tedric and Duke Allister have decided isthat at the same
time the main armies are hitting each other out on the field, asmal group—onethat could circlewide
around the eastern fringes of the Stonehold camp and come in where they'll only have guards, not a
whole army—that small group could come in and destroy as many of the supplies aspossible.”

Derian nodded. "That makes sense. If the group could get through, they could do red damage.”



"Right." Race nodded. "Now, the problem isthat the king and the duke figure that there are spiesin
themanamy."

"Our army?" Derian asked, alittle shocked, even though his common sense told him that this must be
so. After dll, didn't Hawk Haven have spies around Stonehold's army?

"If the spies got wind of thisflank maneuver,” Race said, "they would certainly tell their chiefsand
perimeter patrols would be beefed up. So the raiders are being drawn from people who have the kills
but aren't part of any regular units. Take me, for ingtance. I'm with the scouts, but | haven't given up my
primary dlegianceto Earl Kestrel. There's another scout—one who came with Earle Kite's
group—who's also semi-independent.”

Derian could see where Race was heading. He decided to anticipate it.
"And me?|'m one of Earl Kestrel's people, too."

"Right." Race puffed his chest ahit. "I told my commander that you'd learned alot from me on thetrip
west— and more from taking care of Firekeeper."

"Is Firekeeper part of this, too?" Derian asked, momentarily dismayed that histrue worth was actudly
asawatch on the wolf-woman.

"Actudly," Race seemed embarrassed, "she's not. They discussed it and decided that Blind Seer
would spook the Stonehold animals. It's happened atime or two aready, when Firekeeper's been
scouting for the king, but it hasn't mattered then because the two of them just took off before the guards
could be sure of anything.”

"Whereas we need to stay," Derian said.

"Another reason isthat Firekeeper," Race shrugged, "just doesn't know how to pick atarget. She
wouldn't know how to figure out what's valuable and what's not. She'sadso fairly reluctant to kill people.”

"A good thing," Derian said dryly, "given how good sheisat killing game.”

"True," Race agreed hadtily, "but we can't have someone distracted by needing to give her orders or
clarify atarget. All the raiders need to be cagpable of initiative. King Tedric has spoken with Firekeeper
aready and she's agreed to stay out.”

"l hope she listensto him better than she doesto me," Derian said, recaling how Firekeeper had
followed him and Doc into town.

"l think shewill,” Race said. "I think this entire concept of war has her rather confused.”
Vaet added quietly, "I agree. Sheismost distressed.”

"l hadn't noticed,” Derian admitted, "mostly because she's been away so much and I've been with the
cavalry mounts where she doesn't dare come—not with Blind Seer.”

"Tak with her," Vaet urged. "Y ou will have time before our departure.”
"Our?" Derian looked at him. "Areyou going dong on thisraid, too?'

"Earl Kestrdl," Vdet said with afaint Sgh, "hasrequested | join, recalling how Race praised my
woodcraft when we were seeking Prince Barden.”

Derian grinned, assured despite himsdif. It seemed impossible that anything could gowrong if Valet
was taking part.



"Who dse?' he asked. "Usthrege, the scout Race mentioned, and . . .?"

"About adozen other people chosen for both their skillsand their certain loydty," Race said. "It's not
been easy to find what we need, especialy on short notice and with most of those assigned to the army
ruled out lest they be missed. Still, scouts are harder to pin down and my commander has found clever
waysto cover for those we're taking. The other members are persond attendants on various of the
nobleswho have arrived with their troops. Y ou'll seethem dl at ameeting tonight.”

"Meeting?' Derian asked. "Won't that be risky?*

"Weve asafe place," Race assured him. "Anyhow, it would be morerisky to go in without a chance
to plan, practice, and meet each other.”

Derian thought fleetingly of Prince Newd|'s man Rook and hoped he wasn't being included. Thetimes
their paths had crossed—which hadn't been often—he had not liked the man any better than he had
liked his master. Derian decided not to ask. If Rook had been ruled trustworthy, then it was not Derian's
place to question.

Instead he looked out across the camp, watching the glow of the campfires, listening to therise and
fdl of voices, the sound of weapons being sharpened, of meals being prepared. In the middle distance, a
clear baritone voice began amournful song.

It'sfor real, Derian thought. I'm going to war.

He rose then and went to check his own armor and weapons. There wasn't any time to waste.

XXV

GOOD CROSSING WAS THE WESTERNMOST town in Bright Bay. The reason for this was that no one could
livein the Barren Lands. Out of the Barren Lands flowed the Barren River, widening as soon asthe
waters reached less rocky land, like a broad-shouldered man stretching after aday in acramped coach.

Long ago, those rapid-flowing waters had carried enormous boulders downstream. These, over even
more time, had collected other rocks, dirt, and detritus, becoming smal idands that would one day
entice colonists to rest the supports for a bridge upon them. Around the bridge atown would grow up
and someday the bridge itself would be atown.

Firekeeper found the ways and reasons for human settlement astonishing. It was so unlike the roving
ways of thewolves, like but unlike the nesting of certain birds who would return to the sametree or cliff
edge year after year.

She thought about this as she stood with Derian on the hills to the west of Good Crossing, hills that
were themsalves the last remnants of the Barren Lands. Because the soil here was rocky, these hills had
never been cultivated. Because the trees that grew on them were stunted and twisted, they had never
been cut for lumber and only rarely thinned for firewood. Since the soil east of the Barren Lands had
been enriched by the ash from the long-ago vol canic eruptions, it produced not only good timber but
good farming. So this poor excuse for aforest had been left alone.

Surrounding Good Crossing there was alarge, cleared area. In happier days, this had provided public
grazing for the town, the place where market wagons clustered before the opening of the city gates, and
the home of the horsefair held once in the spring and once in aautumn.



Unitil afew days ago, Firekesper had crossed those fields dmost every night while gathering
information for King Tedric. Now she was amazed at how different the place seemed—transformed
since the dmogt impulsive Battle of the Banksinto an acknowledged battleground.

After that battle, Stonehold's forces had retreated asfar as the southern edge of thefield, arraying
themselves dong the field and spreading to either side of the broad north-south road that would
ultimately arrive at Mason's Bridge. The road had agrassy margin aong it, bordered here and there with
saplings or by hedges protecting farmers fields or by orchards.

Firekeeper looked back and forth between the two camps. In the camp outside of Good Crossing,
the scarlet and white shields borne by Hawk Haven's rank and file blended with the sea green and
yellow of Bright Bay. On the other side of that cleared area, which to Firekeeper's eyeslooked no
different from any other patch of cleared ground, neither scarlet and white nor green and yellow could be
seen, but only the triple chevronels of Stonehold—red, purple, and blue on afield of white.

Even through the long glass that Derian had borrowed from Race, the array of flags and pennonswas
confusing. Ever since King Tedric had departed from Eagle's Nest to meet with Duke Alligter,
Firekeeper had been studying variousinsgnia, trying to learn how to tell person from person by their
sgns, and occasionaly regretting her refusal to learn to read and write,

Her memory was good, far better than that of most humans she had met, but it was schooled to recall
scents and sounds more than visua images. Notes would help her to remember, or at least provide a
better sense of how human symbols worked.

"l don't understand, till," the wolf-woman admitted to Derian. "The smplest, yes. Hawk Haven's
soldiers bear the shield split Sdeto side on the dant: red and white. King Tedric'scolors.”

"Scarlet and Slver are the preferred heraldic termsfor those colors," Derian said teasingly, "but red
and whitewill do."

"And those of Bright Bay carry shields of green and yedllow, split on asimilar dant, but opposite,”
Firekeeper gestured, miming aline that started high on the left and dropped to theright.

"Very good. Seagreen and gold—ye low in this case— are the colors of the roya house of Bright
Bay," Derian sad.

"And Stonehold soldiers," Firekegper continued, "have on their shields what looks like three skinny
mountains against a snowy sky, colored one each red and purple and blue.”

"YSH

"But some shields—no matter the color of the background—have something drawn on the middle of
the shield. A sta—or what you call a star—or aflower—though | have never seen such flowers—or
animds”

Firekeeper's snort showed what she thought of these last as representations of the true beasts and
beside her Blind Seer laughed.

"The basc shidlds," Derian explained with the enthusasm of ayouth raised in the capitd city for whom
heraldry meant not just symbols but real people—some of them heroes, "are carried by the rank and file.
The shidds with asimple blazon—the star or flower or animal—are carried by the officers.”

Firekeeper nodded. "This so those they command may know them when helmets are pulled low, but
Earl Kestrel isan officer and yet hisshidd is different yet more so. It bears the same blue and red bands
set Sde by sdewith the golden hunting horn that he shows on hisflag and even on hisclothing.”



"That's because he's heir to a Great House and entitled to bear his own house's colors instead of those
of theking," Derian said. "'If you look to where Elisgs father sands with his archersyou will seethat his
shiedd isdifferent again: white with an archer upon it shooting a scarlet arrow from his bow."

Derian pointed. "I you look you'll seethat there are others carrying Earl Kestrel's red and blue
stripes. These are troops raised from hislands, hisloca militia. There aren't many of these because
Norwood lands are dl the way cross Hawk Haven—in the area bordering New Kelvin. Most of his
troops have stayed home to patrol banks of the White Water River, just in case the New Kevinese get
to wondering if we're watching our flanks. Still, there were some based at the Kestrdl Mansein Eagle's
Nest and they've come along so that Kestrel can demonstrate its support of the king.”

Firekeeper nodded, noting that what Derian said of the Kestrel colors was true of the other Great
Houses aswéll. She resigned hersdf to confusion, wondering how anyone could keep all of this straight.
In addition to those devices she had come to know there were so many new ones. mostly devices
designating military companies or persond devices such as Sapphire's gem-blazoned shield.

"I have a new respect for heralds," she said to Blind Seer. "When we were in at the castle they
seemed stuffy, self-important sorts. Now | see how useful their knowledge is.”

Blind Seer grunted agreement. | wonder what keeps one soldier from carrying another's shield
or stealing a great noble's banner?"

" A good question." She repested it to Derian, who replied:

"In the heat of battle one soldier will often seize another's shield, especialy to replace onelost or
damaged. However, theimposture couldn't continue after helmets were removed.”

"But ddliberately change,” Firekeeper pressed, "to make onesalf more important.”

Derian laughed. "That would be its own pendlty, for those with reputation enough to merit a persona
coa of amsare usudly thetarget of many soldiers. Killing acommon soldier isuseful, but killing an
officer or anoble may strike fear in those who depend on his or her commands.”

"l see" Firekeeper frowned. ™Y ou speek lightly of killing and even laugh. Have you ever killed
anyone?'

Derian sobered. "'l have not. Honestly, I'm wondering if I'm agreat coward for being so glad that my
placewill be off themainfidd.”

"l don't think you're acoward," Firekeeper said, looking out over that strip of empty land and thinking
of the coming battle as Derian had described it to her. "I think you show great good sense. What will
they fight for? How will they know who haswon?"

"Our troopsfight to defend their position and to drive the othersaway," Derian explained. "Thelr
troopsfight to take ground and make our soldierslose heart.”

"Thenwewill win," Firekeeper said confidently. "We are here dready and have nowhereto go. Itis
easer, too, for more of King Tedric'stroopsto join thisarmy here.”

"True," Derian sad, "asfar asthat goes. But the damage done to land and property isall oursto take.
If thiswar stretches on, we are hurt by those damages.”

"Long?| thought thiswar wasto be this afternoon!™

"Thisbattle," Derian said heavily. "Wars are made of many battles or sometimes of only one.”



"Whichisthisto be?'
"l wish | knew," hesaid. "I bet King Tedric wishesthat he knew, too."
"Isthere any way to make the war end without many battles?’

"Never dart,” Derian said, then regretted the flippancy in histone. "I take that back. If that quick
wisdom was true our country and Bright Bay would not have been spatting these hundred years and
more. Sometimes awar is needed to clear the enmity as athunderstorm clears alate-summer sky—or

sothey say."
Firekegper grunted, politely noncommittal about what she thought about this bit of human wisdom.

"The other way wars are won," Derian continued, "isif one side captures a place or person so
important that the other sde will surrender rather than risk their destruction: aking or queen or perhaps
someone like Duke Allister Seagleam, who has taken his queen's place here. | have heard that in New
Kelvin there are buildings so revered that the New Kevinese honor them more highly than any living

thing."
"Buildings?"
"Sothey say," Derian shrugged, "but then New Kevinese are mad for old things and older customs.”

Firekeeper caught her breath in excitement. " Do the Stone-holders have aking here? Whereishis
agn?'
Derian shook hishead. "It's not so easy, Firekeeper. Stoneholders are ruled by two people, not one,

and by acouncil in addition. Moreover, none of those august personages are here asfar as| know.
They'veleft Generds Y uci and Grimsdl and their troops to fight the battles for them.”

"l don't," Firekeeper admitted, "understand.”
"I'm beginning to think," Derian replied, reaching over and squeezing her shoulder, "that neither do1."

WITHIN A FEW HOURS, afield battle was no longer athing to beimagined. High in the concedling
branches of atwisted oak on the hilly ground west of Good Crossing, Firekeeper watched.

Shewas done now but for Blind Seer. The wolf was prowling at the base of the tree trunk, too
nervous to deep, though the early afternoon wasfilled with lazy sunlight. Like her, he had cometo care
for many of their human friends—to love them as an ersatz pack—and to see these friends risk their lives
s0 lightly for so little was maddening.

Derian had gone to his post—to join the raiding party from which Firekeeper hersdf had been asked
to keep clear. She had agreed, reluctantly acknowledging the wisdom of King Tedric's arguments, but at
Firekeeper's request, Elation waswith Derian, providing both guard and messenger should their friend
cometo harm.

Both Elise and Doc were serving in the hospita tents erected to the rear of the Hawk Haven—Bright
Bay lines. Ox was a Earl Kestrel's side; Race and Valet were with Derian. Sapphire and Jet were both
bearing arms on the field. Even Lady Zoranawas pulling abow under her brother's command. Various
gpare nobles had been delegated to run the king's messages to the commanders on the fidd.

Alone of dl those she had befriended, Firekeeper had no place in thiswar. Her skillswith sword and
shield, while admirable for the scant training she had been given, were not good enough for her to serve
in the ranks without being more of aliability to her dliesthan to the enemy. Although she was more



skilled with abow, she could not bring hersdlf to do as Baron Ivon's archers would do—stand inaline
and loose arrows on command, hoping to hit some anonymous figure on the other side. Slaughter so
impersond made the wolf-woman shiver and fed sck.

Through the long glass, Firekeeper saw Duke Allister near the center of Bright Bay and Hawk
Haven'salied armies— riding out among them as chief commander of al those assembled. She
wondered how Duke Allister felt about his tasks and the deaths that would occur upon hisword. She
wondered if King Tedric regretted not being out there himself—he had seemed so very angry when the
physicians had adamantly refused to risk him any nearer to the battlefield than atent at the rear of the
lines. She wondered if she was even human to so little understand war.

And troubled by such thoughts, she watched from the limbs of her towering oak. A thin shrill blast as
from ahunting horn pierced the air. Thiswasfollowed by aflight of arrows, one coming so rapidly after
the othersthat the horn call seemed the source of that black-shafted hall.

Though dim and light in the air, the arrows landed to deadly effect. Firekeeper cringed as on both
sides soldiers crumpled and screamed. After afew more volleys, archers dung their bows across their
shoulders and lifted their falen fellows, carrying dead and wounded dike toward the rear lines. Then she
heard the trumpet cal signaing the next movement in the battle.

From the flanks rode out the cavalry. Mounted on adark sorrel far heavier than familiar Cod, Earl
Kedtrd led the right wing onto thefield. Riding dightly behind him on abald-faced chestnut selected
more for strength than for beauty or grace was Ox. The big man bore the Kestrel banner in one hand
and asword in the other.

Ox has no shield, Firekegper thought anxioudy. No shield but the speed and skill with which he
wields hissword. Yet | could swear that he islaughing and urging the otherson .

Her gaze turned then to the other flank, where awoman she had met only in passing led the left flank
of the cavdry charge. Thiswas the Duchess Merlin, awoman young for her position—barely
twenty-four. Her grandfather and father had both died in their forties.

There had been those who had argued that House True-heart would do better with an older, steadier
person at its head to help young Grace learn her way about her responsibilities—among those had been
Zorana Archer, who had nominated her husband, Aksel Trueheart, the duchesss uncle. Grace, however,
had been twenty-two when her father died and so was legdly digible to take her place among the heads
of the Great Houses.

Many had expressed surprise when Duchess Merlin had arrived persondly leading the reinforcements
raised from those who usudly patrolled her lands. Derian had reported that the king had said that the
young duchess needed to prove hersaf and that she fully understood the risk she was taking. On her
arrival Duchess Merlin had presented the king with a document not unlike the king's own will, naming a
regent for her year-old son should she die on the field.

And how many others, Firekeeper mused, watching the dender duchess on her sturdy dapple grey
chargeinto the opposing line of mounted soldiers, are out there fighting not because they believe in
preserving Bright Bay'sterritory from Stonehold, but because they have something to prove?
Surely Sapphire Shield fightsto earn glory rather than for Bright Bay. And perhaps Jet hopes that
valor in battle may remove the ignominy of his behavior on the night of the brothels.

When Sapphire Shield had requested to join Earl Kestrel's company, the earl had welcomed her, not
s0 much, Firekeeper knew, for her skill—though Sapphire rode aswell as many of the cavalry
troops—but because the soldiersloved her for appearing like afigure out of legend: for the blue steed
sherode, for her dyed and enameled armor.



Sapphire's renunciation of the stone that had glowed so long on her brow had done nothing to lessen
the tales growing up around her. Though two days had passed, the skin where the headband had rested
for so long remained as white as new-falen snow. Already some whispered that Sepphire had battled
evil sorcery and won.

And yet, even those who shiver delicioudly at the tales don't believe them, not deep inside. How
strange.

Theinfantry waded into the gaps | eft by the clash of cavary. Here was where Rolfston Redbriar
fought and here was where he died, dain by apracticed sword dash from agrim-faced woman with a
dogwood blossom painted above the triple chevronels on her shield. Neither Sapphire nor Jet, each
elsawhere on the field, knew that they were now fatherless.

Melina was right when she told Rolfston Redbriar not to be a fool and join the battle, but he
would have nothing of her wisdom—not when Ivon Archer fights both as an archer and then on
foot. | wonder if somehow Lady Melina will turn even this tragedy to enhance her reputation.

In the infantry was where many other people Firekegper had met were fighting: men and women with
whom she had tossed dice or who had proven their courage by stroking Blind Seer's head. It bothered
her that she could not tell one from another even with thelong glass. Helmets and armor, combined with
shields held to protect vital spots, turned each figure into ablood- and dirt-smeared variation on the rest.

Firekeeper found hersalf watching the cavary instead, for horses were distinct where humans were
not.

Shewaiched, fingernails digging trenchesin her palms, as Earl Kesirel's sorrdl was belly-wounded
and tumbled screaming to the ground. Had Ox not been near to lift the body from hisearl, Norvin
Norwood, too, would have died there. Asit was, Earl Kestrel struggled to hisfeet and eschewed his
own safety to cut his horse'sthroat before turning to face those who saw an unseated cavalry officer as
far game.

Prince Newell, mounted on arust-colored steed splashed with white on legs and face, rescued Earl
Kestrel by dashing close enough to shield-bash the soldier who wasraising his sword to strike, though
thisleft Newd |l himsdlf vulnerable.

Ox tended to the soldier who would have stabbed Newell, receiving in return an ugly dash that laid
open one side of hisjaw. Ignoring the red rain that came forth, he beat hisway back to thelittle earl's
Sde, findly shoving himinto the saddle of his own sturdy chestnut. Then, scooping up the banner pole,
Ox raised the Kestrel crest so that the earl's troop would take heart from the knowledge that their
commander was safe.

Once unremarkable, now the little scrap of land was watered with blood, mostly in trickles and
dribbles but sometimesin terrible gouts where soldiers or steeds had been mortally wounded. The hot,
coppery stink came even to where Firekeeper sat and soon she thought she could bear no more. Y et
she remained anchored to her perch, held by afierce desire not to cheapen the sacrifice of those who
werefighting by hiding like arabbit.

So she was there to see when Duke Allister's aide, aman she vaguely recalled as Lord Tench, was
dain by an arrow meant for the duke.

Duke Allister's group was mostly afoot now—perhaps to make the duke lessvisible. Had Allister
Seagleam not turned to answer some request from a bloodied retainer, had Tench not moved to listen to
what was being said, the arrow might have landed unnoticed in dirt aready churned by many feet,
dready littered with countless arrows from earlier attacks. But the arrow hit Tench squardly in the back,



amorta wound that |eft the othersin hisvicinity scattering for cover. And Firekegper was down from
her sheltering oak before Tench hit the ground.

"That arrow could only have come from near here," she cried to Blind Seer. " That was no
chance shot! Let us find the archer. | have no love for those who kill brave soldiersfrom a
distance and from cover."

Blind Seer gaped hisfanged jawsin avicioussmile. "I amwith you, Little Two-legs, but the smells
of blood and sweat and fear thicken the air. | cannot find this archer by scent alone. Use your
knowledge of the archer's craft and find him for us."

And Firekeeper nodded, calling to mind every trace and trick for use of the bow that Race Forester
had taught her. Her teacher's skill had been honed by the need to live by hishunting and her enthusiasm
for hislessons had been avid; otherwise she might not have found the place from which the n's
arrow had been shot. But having dl her life— at least her life as she remembered it—needed to survive
by dint of quickness and cleverness, Firekeeper remembered precisaly the path of that arrow asit had
streaked through the fair sky.

"It isnot so unlike finding the lark’s nest by recalling how she dartsinto the sky from cover,”
shesaid to Blind Seer, mentdly tracing the arrow's path. "We will find the archer there in that clump
of maples—ahead a hit, closer to the battlefield. Doubtless he has hidden in the tree boughs as |
did here."

"The ground between is opener than | like," thewolf replied, aready lowering himsdf to dink
closeto the earth as the pack would when stalking aherd of k. "I mislike how your tall two-legged
shape will stand out.”

Theferal woman stroked histhick ruff. "There is no avoiding that risk. We can only hope this
archer's thoughts are for his prey alone. Keep to what cover you can, dearest one. Remember his
skill with the bow!"

Together they |€ft their shelter. Blind Seer, belly so close to the earth that the stubble groomed hisfur,
took the most direct line, but Firekeeper dropped back to approach the clump of maples from behind.
Oncein the open, sheran like adeer or awolf—for one was much the samein short bursts; it must be
for the oneto live by hunting the other. And it was doubtful that even if the archer in hislofty blind had
seen her hewould have been ableto fit arrow to string in time to take aim.

Despite having more ground to cover, Firekeeper arrived dightly before the wolf. No scent betrayed
the archer, but the scuffed bark of the largest tree in the clump testified to his presence. Blind Seer
crouched below as she legpt onto the tree trunk, scrabbling upward like asquirrel, her bare feet finding
purchase where most climberswould have found none.

"If he jumps down," Firekeeper caled to her companion, "catch him, but leave the killing to me.
I liked not how the humans looked at you in fear when you killed the one who would have slain
Sapphirein the town that night."

Blind Seer howled softly in agreement and this gave the archer warning of Firekeeper's coming. He
waswell placed on a platform jury-rigged across two thick boughs and traded bow for knife as
Firekeeper's hand emerged from the leaves, casting asif searching for afirm hold to continue the ascent.

A human would have died without seeing the hidden archer'sface, but Firekeeper was not ahumanin
such things. Though the archer had moved with stedlth, she had heard the soft tap as the bow was set
down, the dight scrape as knife |eft sheath. The questing hand had been afeint to draw his attack.



Her Fang wasready in her free hand, her feet securely braced on alower limb. When the archer's
knife flashed to where her arm should be, her Fang met hisown arm right at the shoulder joint.

Though the archer wore armor, it did him no good. The Fang pierced the light leather in the interstices
between the heavier sections, drawing both blood and acry of pain. Y et the archer kept both his
balance and his blade. Stumbling back onto the platform, he seized his quiver. When Firekeeper legpt
onto the branch, he hurled it a her. She parried with one hand, keeping the Fang ready to bite againin
the other.

They faced each other then and Firekeeper knew the man. This man had taken care to be unobtrusive
in his comings and goings about the Hawk Haven camp, but she had taken equa care to know
something about the entourage of each noble.

"Rook!" she exclaimed, startled, for what was Prince NewelI's manservant doing here, attacking his
measter's commander?

Rook's reply was to lunge forward, perhaps hoping to take advantage of her momentary surprise.
Firekeeper's defenses, though, were as automatic as breathing—they needed to be, for in thewilds she
would not have breathed long if she needed to think about defense. She dodged the blow and
counterstruck. Already she knew that she did not want to kill Rook—alive he could talk—but he had no
such consderation for her.

Rook was larger and had better footing. He might be stronger, though Firekeeper was discovering
that she was stronger than most humans she encountered. However, stronger or not, Rook outmassed
her, not atrivia consderation in adue where one could win merely by making the other fal. But
Firekegper was at home in the trees, almost as much at ease as she would be on the ground, especidly
in aspreading, broad-branched old tree like this maple. Reluctant to leave the sure footing of his
platform, Rook was grestly handicapped.

Below, Blind Seer legpt into the air, snapping hisjawsloudly. He could not reach the upper branches
where the two humans tussed, but Firekegper saw how his growls and snarls unnerved her opponent.

"Surrender,” she suggested, nicking Rook's forearm on the underside so that the blood ran from
between the lacings. "Y ou cannot run. Blind Seer will wait for you, even if you defeat me. Surrender and
| swear you will live to spesk with the king."

Rook considered and even glanced out at the battlefield asif expecting to see King Tedric there.
Unwilling to risk killing him, Firekeeper did not press beyond nicking Rook again, thistime dong the
back of his neck where his helmet and collar did not quite meet.

Perhapsit was this, perhapsit was aforeboding that surrender or not he would eventually become her
prisoner, but Rook snarled:

"l surrender! Do you promise you or that beast will not kill me until | have seen theking?'

" Seen and spoken with," Firekeeper agreed, "if King Tedric wishesto speak with you. And if you
surrender fathfully.”

"l will," Rook said, laying down hislong knife.
Not trusting him overmuch, Firekeeper bound Rook with his own bowstring there in the treetops.
"This can beyour prison,” she said, "until the bettle is done.”

" Seal his mouth!™ Blind Seer cdled, lesping and snapping till for the pleasure of it. "He may call
for help otherwise."



Firekeeper agreed. As she bound Rook's mouth with cloth torn from his shirt, she thought she saw
dismay aswel asanger in the man's eyes.

"A good reminder," she said to the wolf as she dropped down beside him and rubbed his head. "I
wonder if his master knows of his treachery?"

She looked out over the il raging battlefield, hunting for Prince Newell and his rust-red steed. Duke
Alligter, she noted in passing, was back in command, framed by four soldiers who must be very brave
because they intended to intercept any arrow meant for their commander—uwith their own bodies more
likely than not. Sir Dirkin Eastbranch was one of these four, doubtless participating in today's battle at his
king's express command.

Lord Tench's corpse lay on the ground to one side, still facedown, though the arrow had been broken
off, probably in a desperate attempt to stanch the blood and save hislife.

"I don't see Prince Newell," Firekeeper said, puzzled. "Nor is hiswar mount among the dumb
brutes lying dead on the field. Where could he have gone?"

"Perhaps he has retreated wounded to the hospital," Blind Seer suggested.

Firekeeper turned the long-glassin that direction, but saw no sign of the rust-red horse or itsrider.
Troubled now, she cast wider and finally, at the very rear of the line, she located the horse. Prince
NewdI's shield hung from the saddle harness, confirming that she had not been mistaken.

"Newell iswith King Tedric," shesaid. "Perhaps he reports on the progress of the fighting."

But something troubled her even as she offered this explanation. She remembered how Rook had
scanned the battlefield before surrendering. Recalled how he had inssted on spesking with "the king,”
not with "King Tedric."

Little things, shethought, but a strong bird's nest can be built with nothing but slimtwigs and
rabbit fluff.

Beginning to run, she cdled to Blind Seer, " Come away with me, sweet hunter. Suddenly, | am
very afraid.”

No one but afew frightened horses seemed to notice when woman and wolf came running down the
hillside and went darting through the rear lines toward the scarlet pavilion pitched as a command center
for the aged king.

AsFirekeeper closed with that pavilion, however, she noticed a strange thing. The guards who should
stand flanking the door to the pavilion or pace a patrol outside of it were standing agood number of feet
from the structure. Standing there as well were some of those who had been acting as messengersfor
King Tedric: nobles and castle S&ff dike.

Lady Zoranaraised her bow when Firekeeper would cross the perimeter around the pavilion, her
expression grim.

"No one may interrupt the king, not even you, Lady Blysse. Heisin degp and confidential
conference.”

"No!" Firekeeper swallowed asnarl of frustration. "Not with Prince Newe |7

"That'sright." Lady Zoranalooked dightly puzzled, but her bow and that deadly arrow remained
Steady.



Other of the guards were drawing weapons as well. Redlizing that even she and Blind Seer could not
take out so many—especialy when she wished these people no harm— Firekeeper decided to risk the
arrow. Feinting left, then ducking in the other direction, she dashed for the pavilion. She hadn't reckoned
on the kill of the daughter of Purcel Archer.

Lady Zorana corrected her aim while Firekeeper was still pounding across the open ground. The
wolf-woman heard the bowstring sing out and leapt up, but Zorana's aim wastrue. Only the fact that
Zoranahad not wished—despite, or perhaps because of, her paliticd rivary with the king's presumed
heir—to kill Firekeeper preserved the young woman'slife. The arrow plowed acrossthe flesh on the
outside of Firekeeper's|eft thigh, cutting adeep furrow through skin and muscle.

Ox's courage when she had seen him wounded sprang to mind, balancing but not diminishing the
searing pain. Firekeeper had been hurt many times before, but most of those injuries had been of the
pummeling variety. When she had been cut, it had rarely been deep. Nothing in her experience had
prepared her for the sensation of muscle being neatly diced and of control vanishing.

Y et she legpt forward on her strong leg, relying on her arms as she had when a pup. Carried by
momentum, she pitched through the pavilion's door. Blind Seer bounded beside her, dert, though
whimpering his concern.

Firekeeper nearly surrendered to the pain when she saw what awaited her within. Prince Newell bent
over the high-backed chair from which King Tedric had commanded hisforces. The king's form was il
upright; his hands still grasped the carved arms of the chair, but his eyes were shut. Therewasapallor to
the king's face that Firekeeper did not like at dl and he did not seem to be breathing.

Prince Newd| straightened when he saw her.

"Lady Blysse," he said, histone for amoment as casua asit had been when they met at the ball. Then
it dtered, filling with concern and shock. ™Y ou've been wounded! ™

"Theking," shesad. "What have you doneto theking!"

"Nothing," he responded. "I wastdlling him about the attempt to assassnate Duke Allister when His
Majesty collapsed. | fear the news was more than his heart could take. | was attempting to revive him."

Firekeeper knew nothing of medicine's degper mysteries, but it did not seem to her that Newell had
been reviving the king. Why then was the king's wig knocked to one sde? Why was there none of the
sharp stink of stimulantsthat she recalled from her visitsto the king's chambers? Why were the king's
pae lips dowly shaping one word?

"Help..." Tedric hissed.
"Helives!" shesaid to Blind Seer. "Quickly! Get Doc!"
"But Prince Newell!" the wolf growled in protest. "He reeks of treachery!"

"Go!" Firekeeper repeated. "You must not be here when | deal with him." And the great grey
wolf dipped beneath the edge of the pavilion's scarlet fabric and was gone. From without Firekeeper
heard cries of darm, but she could not attend to them. Her argument with Blind Seer had taken half the
timeit would have in human words but still she had wasted too much time,

" think," Newell was saying, dready drawing his sword and lunging at her, "the shock of your death,
little Blysse, will finish my job for me."

Firekeeper legpt back, knowing that she could hope for no assistance, even if those outsde overcame
their reluctance to disobey the prince's orders. They would see her asthe attacker and Newell asthe



bold defender. Y et she could not abandon the king, unarmed and lightly armored though she was, not
after the proud old Eagle had asked her for help.

She legpt back, stumbling on her wounded leg. Normally she could have gotten clean away, but
dowed as she was the sword's sharp point deeply scored the leather armor across her belly. Silently
Firekeeper thanked Derian, who had inssted that she wear the stifling stuff, even if shewasnot to bein
combat.

Drawing her Fang from its Mouth, Firekeeper dropped low, coming within the compass of Prince
Newell'sarm, too close for him to bring the sword to bear. He was more heavily armored than she was,
but she jabbed the blade between two metal plates and through the legther. It grated against arib, then
didin.

Her reward was a grunt from Prince Newell and a kiss of warm blood on her fingers. The prince

jerked back before she could pull the blade free, leaving her unarmed, her only weapon damming the
wound in hisside.

Not only weapon, she reminded hersdf. Have | not called myself a wolf?

More cautious now, Prince Newell held his sword as much to guard asto attack. He must indeed
regret the shield he had left hanging from the rust-red charger's harness.

Blood |oss was making Firekeeper light-headed, but she remained enough herself to know that she
could not charge again. Instead she lifted asmall table. The papersthat had covered it fluttered to the
ground and began sopping up her blood from where it puddled on the rugs.

Throwing the table, then afootstool, Firekeeper took advantage of Prince Newel'sdodging to closea
few more steps. Her leg didn't even hurt now; the pain was as much a constant as her unwavering desire
to protect the old man in his high-backed chair.

In the background she heard the sound of someone entering the tent. From the corner of her eye, she
glimpsed one of the King's Own Guard. Knowing that in any moment she might have another enemy,
Firekeeper grabbed amedicine bottle, acarafe haf-filled with red wine, atray, and hurled them one by
one with the pinpoint accuracy of onewho had lived by that kill.

Prince Newd | was wholly on the defensive now, unable— or perhaps merely unwilling—to close as
long as she had ammunition. An angry red mark spread on one cheek where a heavy pottery goblet had
broken againgt the bone. Hislower lip was bleeding.

There was the sound of more people entering the pavilion, but thusfar no one interfered. Firekeeper's
vision was beginning to blur now: fading in and out so that she had moments of greet clarity and others
where she could hardly see the man whom she no longer recalled by name, recdling only that he was her
prey and that thiswas the most important hunt of her life.

On the periphery of her attention, Firekeeper heard shouts and screams. Considered that they might
be important, dismissed the thought as a distraction from her task.

Relentlesdy, she dragged herself after her prey, throwing whatever came to hand: scraps of pottery,
bits of blood-soaked paper, asolid metal box. Then, suddenly, thetips of her fingers scrabbled vainly in
the plush of therugs. For thefirst time, sheredlized that she was on thefloor, her weight resting on the
knee of her sound right leg and on her right arm. Her left hand quested blindly after something to throw.

A shadow fell over her. In one of those moments of perfect clarity of thought and vision, Firekeeper
recognized Prince Newell, battered and bloodied but il dive. Grasping the hilt in both hands, he was
raising hissword to pin her to the ground, thusto end her crawling forever.



A dark red eye, bright and wet in his side, looked down at Firekeeper—the garnet set into the hilt of
her Fang. With her last strength, the wolf-woman surged just high enough to grasp the knife handle.
Shoving the blade in with desperate power, she twisted. The force of Prince Newell's own descending
thrust ripped the Fang free.

Then hat, terrible pain forced her face into the bloodied rugs. She knew nothing except that faintly, at
the very edge of her hearing, awolf was howling asif hisheart must bresk.

XXVI

EVEN BEFORE THE THIN WAIL of the trumpet signaled the first exchange of arrows, Derian and the other
raiders had been long gone. They had left viaGood Crossing'sriver gate huddled beneath atarp on the
deck of acargo boat. To an observer, theirs would appear to be just one of many small boatsfilled to
capacity with those who had decided that it was safer to be away from the city, just in case the defenders
did not hold.

However, unlike most of these boats, which went downriver to land at the usualy placid hamlet of
Butterfield, their boatman carried them only asfar asasmdl cove hidden from the city—and, they
hoped, from any observers—by athick tangle of willows.

Derian felt dreadfully exposed as he climbed from the boat onto the shore, uncomforted by the fact
that not even mogt of theriver traffic seemed to notice their detour. Rationdly, he knew they were
invisble, but he fully expected aroving band of Stoneholdersto leap out upon them.

His back tensed against thisimagined threat, he steadied the boat as the others climbed ashore. Each
raider carried abow and arrows, aknife, and a hand weapon of choice. Each was lightly armored, any
metal dulled, any light tanned leather rubbed dark with soot. None carried ashidld, for these would dow
them and the raiders had to move quickly and use what cover they could.

Traffic on the road east from Good Crossing, aroad that roughly paraleled the Barren River, was
nonexistent. In an effort to keep Stonehold from pressing east should they bresk the army a Good
Crossing, the road had been barricaded with fallen trees where it | eft the open grounds around the city.
In any case, no coward or refugee was going to chance aland journey when the river was so near.

Race Forester led them away from the riverbank and across the road, then through agapina
hedgerow bordering afarmer'sfields. The grain was high and—Derian thought— closeto being ripe. It
made an admirable shield from anything.

He glanced up, catching aglimpse of what he thought was Elation lazily riding the air currentsfar
above. Firekeeper had told Derian that the falcon would be there keeping an eye on him and that she
would bring Firekeeper if needed. Otherwise, the bird was to stay high enough that she would not draw
attention to hersdlf or to theraiders.

Derian thought it was nice that his death would be avenged, but other than that he didn't think the
great peregrine would be much help. Redlizing that he was woolgathering, Derian forced himsdlf to pay
attention as Race reviewed their plans.

"We're going to make our way back," Race said, "just about al the way that boat carried us, but this
time well angle inland south and west. Jem"—the scout nodded toward a burly, bent man who looked
asif hisnose had been hit with a potato masher—"has done agood dedl of scouting over on this Side of



the Barren and is going to take us through orchards and fields.”

"And folks barns," Jem grunted. "We won't touch aroad and the Stonehol ders’—he spat—"won't
see us until we choose."

Between practice sessons last night, Derian had talked for awhile with Jem, the only Bright Bay scout
intheir strike force. Jem passionately hated Stonehold because of how a Stonehold sergeant had
violently beat him some years before. His smashed nose was only the most visible of hisinjuries.

When he had recovered enough to walk, Jem had defected to Hawk Haven and by now was well
known and well trusted by the garrison at the Watchful Eye, who knew him for a smuggler who would
smuggleinformation aswell as goods.

"1 know not al ‘holders are like that sergeant,” Jem had told Derian. "I know it in my head, but in my
heart | hate 'em.”

Derian dragged his attention to the present.

"Stay out of Sight," Race reminded them. "The army's providing adistraction for us, but that won't
mean everyone's staring toward the front lines like kids watching a puppet show. Some will remember
their duty to guard, somewon't want to watch, otherswill have jobsthat will take them through the
camp. Still, they won't be watching every wagon and supply dump. Those are our targets.”

Derian nodded, his mouth dry. Then hefél into place. In front of him was Joy Spinner—the scout
from House Kite— and behind him was another scout, aman caled Thyme. Vaet was toward the back
and Jem out front. Race, nominaly in command though thisraid demanded initigtive aswell as
obedience, moved adongside Jem, ready for trouble.

Jem'’s chosen route, however, was clear. Those who owned the farms they crossed were either absent
or reluctant to notice an armed group that was so evidently just passing through. The barnsthey cut
through were empty of any livestock other than the occasiona chicken or cat. In asurprisingly short
period of time the raiders were behind the Stonehold lines and drawing up on their encampment.

In the near distance, shouts and commands, the clash of metal, and the screams of the wounded
confirmed that battle had been joined. They came sharply to Derian as he closed on hisown bettlefield, a
reminder of the pendty for failure.

Jem led them through an orchard, the upper boughs of the trees heavy with unpicked fruit, the air
smdling of cider. It came up right to the edge of the Stonehold camp. Doubtless even the gtrict rules
againg pillaging hadn't kept the soldiers from stedling the more easily picked fruit.

Derian didn't need Race's hand signal to remind him to keep to cover. As on the banks of the Barren,
he felt dreadfully exposed, even though he knew that aslong as he kept his movements dow and steady
only the most dert guard would belikdly to spot him through the intervening apple trees.

He knelt behind one of the trees, studying the camp through the vell of low-hanging branches.

The Stoneholders had not unloaded most of the recently arrived wagons. That made sense. If the
Rocky Band won today's béttle, they would be moving forward to take new ground. If they failed, they
needed to be ready to retreat. Many of the tarps covering the wagons had been thrown back, probably
to inventory the contents and to haul out what was immediately needed. Those wagons that remained
covered clearly contained fodder, for hay poked out at either end.

There's my target, Derian thought. I'm sure | can hit a haystack and even dlightly green hay will
burn nicely.



He gestured his choice to Race and the scout nodded. A few moments later, he signaed for them to
sring their bows. Each raider carried severa arrows specidly prepared for fire. Five of their
number—V aet was one—carried clay pots containing coas. Asthey had rehearsed the night before,
they broke into clumps of three and st their arrows tip-down into the coals.

First, Derian reminded himsdf, light the arrow. The smell of burning shouldn't alert the guards,
because they'll have campfires of their own. Wait for Race's signal to shoot. Shoot all your
prepared arrows. Then decide whether you can constructively do more or whether the best thing
you can do is clear out.

Nest orders. Tidy. Smple when they were just diagrams drawn in the dirt rather than directed toward
aliving camp that looked far too much like the one you had left behind.

The Stoneholders didn't look like mongters, just like soldiers. The guards were dert, scanning the
orchards though more than one spared a glance toward the battlefield where thelr comrades were
fighting. Some of these guards were clearly walking wounded, reassigned after the Baitle of the Banks.

A few had dogs with them, heavy, thick-bodied brutes meant for guarding not hunting. Derian was
glad that Race had |eft Queenie behind. The bird dog wouldn't have a chance against these animals. They
might even give Blind Seer agood fight. The dogs had a better chance than the guards of spotting the
group creeping through the orchard, but the light wind blew from the north and Stonehold's camp was
rich with odors so the dogs hadn't scented the raiders.

In addition to the guards, there were other Stoneholders in the camp, men and women who hurried
about purposefully fetching stuff from the wagons, darting in and out of tents, hurrying along with serious
expressons on their faces. There was even afat woman washing socks in a cauldron dung from atripod
over afire.

I've been around Firekeeper too long, Derian thought. People just ook like people.

The arrowsin the pot had just caught when Race's sgnd to shoot came. Derian fired, fumbling abit
because—despite practice the night before—he'd never fired aburning arrow with any speed. To his
right, Vaet shot off two shafts with neat precision before Derian had readied his own second arrow.
When Derian tried to hurry, Vaet said softly:

"Makeit count.”

Derian dowed. Hisfirst arrow had landed in his chosen haystack and fire began to catch the hay. He
sent another arrow at the same stack—after all, you didn't use just one piece of kindling to start a cook
fire

Ashereached for athird arrow, Derian redlized that V det—having finished with his own prepared
arrows—had been poaching Derian's. Momentarily angry, Derian would have laughed at himsdlf if he
hadn't been so nervous. What did it matter who fired the arrows as long as they were shot?

Only as he was lowering his own bow did he redlize that one of the dogs from the Stonehold camp
was charging toward him. Itslong-muzzled face was set in an ugly, fang-barring snarl that reminded
Derian of Blind Seer.

If this had been abalad, Derian would have reached for an arrow from his quiver and smoothly fired,
dropping the vicious canineinitstracks. Instead, Derian yelled and swung his bow. The string popped,
stinging as it dapped againgt hisface, but the solid shaft hit the dog soundly dong head and neck. The
dog reared back on its haunches, yelping in surprise and pain. By the timeit attacked again, Derian had
dropped the bow and drawn his sword.



Here the practicing he had done with Firekeeper and Blind Seer cameto hisaid. He knew how the
dog would attack; indeed, he nearly migudged because he expected one of Blind Seer's more subtle
feints. Thisanima didn't feint or dodge. It came straight in, trusting its speed and ferocity.

Derian's sword laid it open along one flank. His second stroke took off its head.
"Very good, sr," Vdet said from beside him. "And thanks."

Derian grinned, feding wetness on his face where dog blood had spattered. Excitement made hisown
blood race and his head fed light. He might have dashed foolishly to where the Stoneholders were
turning to face the dozens of fires blazing throughout their camp if Vaet hadn't held him. Suddenly, he
redlized that the attack had come to them.

Stonehold guards were surging into the orchard, determined to find the source of the firearrows. A
short distance away from where Derian and Vaet were haf-hidden by the same tree, the scout Thyme,
who had shared their pot of coals, was trading sword blows with a Stoneholder. Race was entangled
with another, disadvantaged by hislack of ashield. Joy Spinner lay curioudy till on the ground, an
arrow in her back and one of the dogs sniffing at her pooling blood.

The excitement |eft Derian as quickly asit had come. He glanced a Vaet.
Hewanted to yell, "L et's get out of herel™
Instead he managed, "What next?"

Vaet pointed. Fire was spreading through the Stone-holder's supplies. In some placesit had been
beaten out or drenched with water from one of the butts distributed with military order among the tents.
In other placesit had spread to the saplings and shrubs that bordered the road. Hot leaves and twigs
dropped down, rekindling the blaze.

Derian looked where Va et had pointed. At the west edge of the Stoneholders camp was a makeshift
corrd holding, a rough estimate, at least two dozen draft horses. Thefire was spreading near them,
feeding on the fodder in the wagons parked conveniently close and on the wagons themselves. The huge,
normally placid animals were panicked, rolling their eyes, whedling and plunging, screaming like
frightened women or smdl| children.

Kicksfrom powerful hind legs had broken out sections of the corra, but mostly the horses had smply
crowded asfar as possible from the flames. They were strong, but not brilliant, bred to trust peopleto
do their thinking for them.

"Lossof those horses" Vaet said, "would hurt Stonehold badly.”

Without a second thought, Derian headed for the horses. Never mind that the Stoneholders cause
would be hurt! Those horses had done nothing but haul wagons. He couldn't et them burn to
desth—especidly not in fireshe had t.

Even in his sudden fury, Derian didn't forget he had to cross most of the Stonehold camp to reach the
imperiled horses. Joy Spinner with the arrow in her back was reminder enough of the risk he was taking.

But in this case, fire and the chaos it had engendered actualy helped Derian. Once he dunk past the
closest guards and entered the Stonehold camp, most people didn't look twice a him. Hislight armor
wasn't banded with any crest. Rubbed with soot asit was, Derian looked asif held been fighting thefire.

That's just what he did as he darted through the camp, Vaet afew steps behind. He stomped out a
grassfirewhereahot twig fell, tipped the kettle of socks—somehow forgotten until now—onto a heap
of burning laundry. He was just ared-haired youth with a scared look on hisface, running toward the



fire. The enemy was outside.
Am| the enemy? Derian thought. Not to those horses.

Others had noticed the horses by now, but they were more interested in combating the fire rather than
dedling with the massed equine terror. One grizzled sergeant actualy gave Derian aquick grin of praise
when he saw him heading into the corrd.

"Take care, son," he shouted, never turning from where he was throwing water onto some hay.
"They'refair panicked and won't know friend from foe."

| certainly hope they don't, Derian thought.

Glancing around with a practiced eye, he quickly spotted a horse that seemed marginaly camer than
the res—abig, black gelding with white stockings and a broad white blaze. Derian could fed the horse's
strength when he grabbed his hater and tugged. The horse balked and Derian, remembering what he'd
been taught, grabbed arag—doubtlesdy used to rub down the horses—and blindfolded the animdl.

The horse didn't magically become unafraid, but now it was at least willing to be led. Even better,
severd of the other horses, seeing that there was ahuman in charge, seemed inclined to follow.

Derian grabbed Vaet by the arm and shoved him at the black gelding.

"Takethisoneout!" he ordered, shouting over the crackling of the fire and screams of the horses. "I'll
seewhat | can do to urge the others on.”

Ever efficient, Vaet produced abit of rope from about hiswaist and dipped it through the horse's
hater as amakeshift lead line. Feeling the tug at his head and Derian's hand dap his haunch, the black
permitted himsdlf to be led by the smdl man.

Derian's salf-appointed task was nearly impossible, but Derian had been around horses since before
he could walk. His mother had carried him dung from a saddle when he was an infant—him on one side,
asaddlebag on the other. Hisfirst job had been in the stables, the first present he could remember had
been apony. There were times Derian believed he could think like ahorse—and hetried to think like
one now.

Horsesfeared and hated fire like any intelligent creature should. Derian offered them away out. He
pulled at their haters, turning their heads away from the nearby flames, urging them away. They might not
understand hiswords, but they understood that a human was taking charge. And being herd animals,
once thefirst few were heading somewhere, the rest wanted to follow.

Ancestors! Derian thought. We're actually getting away with this!

"What do we do with them?' Derian asked Vaet when the little man returned to help. "Won't the
Stoneholders just recapture them when the firé's out?

"l suspect,” Vaet said, dipping hislead rope through another halter, "that the local farmerswill be
happy to give the horses new homes.”

Derian nodded. Although his eyes streamed from the smoke, he could see that the newly released
horses were heading into the stubble of a harvested oat field on the west Sde of the road, equd parts
esger to escape the fire and to settle down to some interesting foraging. Stonehold might reclaim afew of
their horses, but not many—not if the farmers who owned that field and otherslikeit had any say.

As he eased the last horse out of the corral, Derian glanced back over his shoulder. The Stoneholders
were getting the fire under control. The fodder for their horses was gone, though, aong with bedding,



many tents, and agood bit of food. There were dead guards on the ground, too. Not all of the raiders
had contented themsel ves with stealing horses.

Not al of the raiders had gotten away, either, Derian learned when he and Vet rgoined the others at
the barn that had been designated as their meeting place. Joy Spinner was dead; so were three other
scouts whose names Derian hadn't even learned. Jem was missing; so was another of the scouts.

Race wasthere, hisarm in arough ding. Thymelay on astretcher made from ahorse blanket and the
shafts from two spears. He was unconscious and there was blood on hislips. Most of the other raiders
bore wounds, though none so grave.

Derian was surprised to find that his broken bowstring had raised a huge welt across hisface and that
he had burns on his hands. He hadn't felt any of it during the action. Still, he was better off than many of
the others.

Taking one end of the stretcher holding Thyme, Derian tried to keep histired feet steady as Raceled
them back toward theriver road. Severa of the scouts had their bows out, ready for ambush. None
came.

The battle till raged and the fires still burned.

IN THE INFIRMARY TENT, Elise wrapped a bandage around a newly stitched wound in the forearm of a
cavary officer from Duchess Merlin's company. The face she saw in front of her was not that of the
wounded woman, but of her cousin Purcel as she had seen him only afew minutes before: ill, white, and
dead.

He had been brought in by bearers from the battlefield. A glance at the blood soaking the stretcher's
taut canvas and running from the young man's dightly parted lips had told the story, but the bearer,

perhaps knowing her Purcedl's cousin, perhaps merely to assuage his own grief and shock, had blurted
out:

"Hewas dive when we picked him up, Lady Elise. Laughing alittle even, trying to buck up our spirits.
We moved him careful-like, very careful. Then he gave a soft cry and coughed. Just like that, he was
gone.”

Elise had started to cry, had wanted nothing more than to it there beside the still, cooling body. Who
would tell Kenre? What would Aunt Zoranado? A firm hand had touched her arm. She had |ooked up
to see one of the field medics, aman she didn't even know by name though today they had worked as
closdly asbrother and sigter.

"I'm sorry," he had said, "but you could best honor this man by saving some of those who served with
him. We are so very short of trained hands that we can't spare even apair.”

And Elise had staggered to her feet, knowing that Purcel would understand. By the time she reached
theinfirmary, she had blinked the tears from her eyes, but their tiff, dry tracks remained. Remained as
she picked up bandages and began wrapping fresh wounds, remained as she murmured caming words
shedidn't even hear, remained asif they had been seared onto her face.



Suddenly, Elisg's patient drew her bregth in sharply.
"Did | hurt you?' Elise gpologized, fearing that in her preoccupation she had been clumsy.
"No!" the woman gasped. "Behind you. A wolf!"

Similar murmurs, whispers, and even afew screams sounded benegth the hospital canopy. Elise
turned and saw Blind Seer standing at the edge of the canopy, his head up and histail wagging.

Everything about the beast shouted: "I am not here to hurt,” but Elise saw hands searching for
weapons and several of the wounded trying to get out of their beds.

"Stay Hill," she cdled, remembering her own first reaction to the enormous blue-eyed wolf. " That wolf
isafriend.”

Leaving her patient, she crossed to Blind Seer. Behind her she heard the regulars, those who had
been with King Tedric Snce heleft the capita, explaining to the new arrivas. "That's Lady Blysse'swolf.
He's safe. Wdll, not safe, but he won't hurt us . See how hewags histail at Lady Archer?

Elise ignored them and spoke directly to the wolf. "What do you want? Where's Firekeeper?'
Blind Seer whined, groveled, then tugged ddlicately at the edge of her sKirt.

"I'll comewith you," Elise assured him. Immediately, Blind Seer dropped the fabric and began to trot
toward one of the surgeries.

These were partialy enclosed tents meant to keep out dust and distraction, not like the conval escent
shelters, which were |eft open to light and air. Not until they ducked through the door of onedid Elise
reglize who Blind Seer wanted. Sir Jared was busy with a criticaly wounded man. His face was strained,
as he pressed his hands to a savaged abdomen and visibly willed the sutured flesh to hedl.

Healing talent can help, but not when the person is already dead, Elisethought. Oh, Purcel!
Sir Jared turned just as Blind Seer nudged her and whined.

Elisecdled to him, "Srr Jared?'

Hearing her voice, to her amazement, Jared Surcliffe actualy smiled.

"Yes, Lady Elise?"

"Blind Seer wantsyou rather urgently. Please come or I'm afraid hélll drag you with him."

Sir Jared did not ask questions, but obeyed. A few of the other physicians|ooked asif they might
protest, but the combined prestige of baronia heir and knight silenced them.

Outside the tent, Blind Seer barked once and trotted in the direction of the king'stent, Sir Jared &t his
hedls. Elise was about to follow when afamiliar voice—amogt shrill with strain—shouted:

"Elise! Sr Jared! Medic!”

Sir Jared hesitated, causing Blind Seer to growl, his hacklesrising. Elise pushed the knight between
the shoulder blades.

"Go!" sheurged. "I'll handlethis”

Grabbing one of the emergency kitsfrom along line stacked on abench, Elise hurried toward the
voice. Wounded were being carried off the battlefield on every side, but one pair crystalized her



attention. Sapphire Shield was hel ping ayoung man off thefied. It took Elise amoment to redlize that
her cousin's companion was Shad Oyder.

Sapphire's showy armor was streaked with blood—at |east some of which seemed to be her
own—caking field dust into clumps. Shad was nearly unconscious. Still, hislimbswere dl intact and he
was not gushing blood, making him, no matter his socia standing, alesser priority than many others.

Elise guided them to aprep areaexplaining, "Unless heisin danger of degth or of losng alimb, he
must wait.”

"Right,” Sapphire said, and assisted Shad to something resembling comfort on the dirt. Folding her
cloak under hishead, she patted his hand reassuringly.

"The Blue and | were on the south flank," she said, turning some of her attention to Elise. Words
spilled from her lips, though her gaze remained distracted.

"Wefought for | don't know how long. Then there was one of those gaps that happen. | heard
someone saying that Lord Tench had been shot. | looked in the direction of Duke Allister's command
center. Everyone there wastaking cover, but | didn't like the look of agroup of Stonehold cavary that
was pushing that way. Earl Kestrel didn't either and shouted for usto get between them.

"Wedid. Somewherein that, | was unhorsed. The Blue panicked—I hope he got away. | kept my
sword and shield, though and kept backing toward the command center. That'swhen | met Shad doing
pretty much the samething.”

She sarted helping Elise undo Shad's armor. When they lifted the breastplate off, Elise wasrelieved
to see no evidence of an abdomina wound. She'd dready learned how ugly those were—and how hard
to treat.

Purcd!

Sapphire continued talking as she worked. Elise wondered if the flow of words was meant to stem
amilarly horrific thoughts. Did Sapphire know yet that her father was dead? Did she know about Purcel?
For thefirst time, Elise remembered that Jet, too, was out there on the battlefield. Love must be
desd—if ever it had lived—for her to have forgotten him so entirely.

With an effort, she focused on Sgpphireswords:

"Earl Kestrel and his group stalled the cavdry charge or | wouldn't be here, but some Stonehold
infantry took advantage of the horses kicking and milling to dip around the edges. They were heading for
the commander again and no wonder. Duke Allister may have taken histraining a sea, but he has
tactica sense. Our sde might have cut and run if they learned he was down—nearly did when the rumor
came that he had been shot. Shad, though, he bellowed just like he was on deck in astorm, telling
everyonethat Duke Alligter was dive."

Maopping blood from the young man's pae face, Elise found it difficult to believe that Shad could
summon that much force. He looked exquisitdly fragile now. Still, there was no blood on hislipsand his
gut was sound.

"How can | hep?' Sapphire said, interrupting her own account.
"Try to get alittlewater into him," Elise said, "but dowly. There may beinjuries| can't see”

Sapphire took the proffered water bottle, reminding Elisein her gentleness of the days they had both
nursed dolls. Then theregular bustle of hospital and distant battle was pierced by a deep, mournful howl.



"Blind Seer!" Elise gasped, keeping hersalf to her duty with effort. " Something has happened to
Firekeeper.”

"l hope not," Sapphire said, but she too remained where she was needed.

Perhapsto distract hersalf from how the water dribbled down Shad's face or from the implications of
that mournful howl, Sapphire continued:

"I'm not bragging, but it got down to few enough of us. Then alucky blow dipped through and caught
Duke Alligter in the head. Shad went crazy, dashing a the man who'd done it. The commander was only
stunned though. Someone got a bandage around his head and tried to get him to command from the rear
but heinssted on staying. That's the kind of courage Duke Allister has. He knew what would happen if
heleft.

"| was crossing blades with some Stoneholder when Shad went down so | don't know exactly how it
happened. Afterwards, someone told me that he took the flat of a sword squarely on the side of his
head. | guessit's lucky that it wasn't the edge, but whatever did it, he went down like abull under the
hammer.

"Duke Allister ordered meto get his son off the field and | did. The duke wasn't playing
favorites—not abit—but | knew he couldn't very well fight awar with his son dead or dying at hisfest.
How ishe?'

For a confused moment, Elise thought her cousin meant the duke, but then she recovered:

"He's breathing. His brain has obvioudy been shaken. Still, | see no deep wounds. I'm no doctor, but
| think theré's hope."

Sapphire smiled and got weearily to her feet. "Then | must report back. The commander will need to
know. And. . ."

Her voicetrailed off. "What isthat?'
Elise looked where Sapphire was pointing, seeing athick cloud of dark smokerisng in the west.
"Fire?' she said. "What doesthat mean?"

"It means" Sapphire said, sraightening her helmet and arraying her much dented shield, “that if we
press now the battle may be over."

Elise looked after her cousin as she ran toward the battlefield, understanding.
"The battle," she whispered, hardly daring hope, "'and maybe even thewar."

Then she remembered Blind Seer's howl and, caling for an aide to tend to Shad Oydter, sheraninthe
direction of the king's pavilion.

A splatter of blood on the ground outside the pavilion heraded the scene shefound ingde. Elise's
overshift of bloodstained raw cotton (no medica uniform could be found for her when she volunteered)
was her passport past the guards, for it marked her as someone from the hospita. Only after she was
heading through the door did she hear one comment to the other:

"Wasthat Lady Archer?'

Within, the pavilion was crowded with those who had been delegated to stay near the king. Elise saw
Aunt Zorana, Opa Shield, and Nydia Trueheart among the faces, but despite thisusually talkative
company, the pavilion was curioudy silent, al atention fixed on the middle of the room. There Sir Jared



knelt over apatient lying on one of the saveral carpets that had been spread for the king's comfort.

King Tedric himself held the lamp that lit the medic'swork and Elise did not need to see Blind Seer
pressed flat on the ground near the patient's head, whimpering with rather more pathos than one would
expect from such an enormous beast, to know that the woman facedown on the floor was Firekeeper.

The crowd parted to let Elise through. She moved immediately to Sir Jared's Side and asked:
"What can | do?'

"Hold thisopen,” he said, not even glancing at her. "I need to make certainit's clean before | stitch it
up."
Elise grasped the separators as she had been taught earlier that day, holding open a deep and ugly

dicein Firekeeper's|eft thigh. While Jared doshed something pungent into the raw opening Elise glanced
at Firekeeper, but though the wound must have burned horribly, the younger woman did not dtir.

Firekeeper's eyes were not so much closed as not open. A faint white line could be seen benegth the
shuttered lid. An ugly wound in her back near her |eft side tetified that amere leg wound aone hadn't
felled the wolf-woman so profoundly. Her armor and clothing had been partiadly removed, the sword cut
cleaned, but little else had been done.

"Firekeeper saved my life," King Tedric explained, his voice quavering. "Prince Newell came. |
believe he hoped to shock my heart into bursting, but failing that | think he would have taken more direct
means. | don't know how Firekeeper knew, but she came charging in here—Newel| had sent everyone
away, saying he had something for my ears only and who was | to doubt him? There are Sate secrets he
knew because of hismarriageto Lovela"

"Knew?" Elise asked, letting the wound close when Jared signaled and then holding the edgesin
position so he could titch.

"He'sdead," the king said. "Firekeeper killed him even as he stabbed her in the back.”
"Didn't anyonetry to help her?' Elise asked indignantly.

"l was unable to do s0." The king sounded asif he was apologizing. "Newell came closer to bringing
on aheart attack than he will ever know. When the guards camein, | could not get the breath to speek.
All I could do was keep them from interfering. Sir Jared, how does your patient?”

"There'snot much | can do about the back wound,”" Jared said, his hands busy. "I think the sword
blade missed most of thevitals, but | don't like the blood on her lips. A lung may have been nicked. Still,
my talent may help keep internal damage from worsening.”

Blind Seer moaned and sniffed Firekeeper's hair.
Elise asked, "But thison her leg doesn't look like a sword cut.”
"Arrow," Jared said briefly.

"l didit," Lady Zorana said, coming forth and taking the lantern from King Tedric's hand. "Sit, Uncle,
Do you want Lady Blysse'svaor to end for nothing?”

The king reluctantly obeyed, leaning forward to keep watch over the proceedings. Zorana went on to
His=

"Lady Blysse came charging up and without any explanation ingsted on going into the tent. Wetold
her the king wasin conference, but she wasn't having anything of it.”



"So you shot her?' Elise heard the incredulity in her voice.

"Y ou may be comfortable with ferd women and wolves" Zorana said in angry defense, "but some of
usarenot."

"She'saso Lady Blysse and has lived with us for moon-spans now!" Elise protested.
Sir Jared glanced up. "Elise, please fight with your aunt later. | need you now."

Elise complied, but her anger didn't diminish. Only later would she calm enough to wonder if Purcel's
death might have so shaken his mother that sane judgment had failed her.

At lagt, Sir Jared lifted his red-stained hands. Unasked, Elise poured water for him from a carafe,
noticing for thefirgt time how everything portable seemed to have been thrown about. Her gazefell on
Prince Newell's corpse, on the ugly red mark on the side of hisface, and she thought she knew how the
mess had been made.

Sir Jared said, "Your Mgesty, | don't think Firekeeper should be moved except perhaps from the
floor onto acot. I'll need to commandeer your pavilion.”

"Itishers" theking said. "I would remain hereto guard her, but | fear | have awar to fight."

Eliseredized that King Tedric knew nothing of the fireto the west. "Sire, if you're strong enough, you
should go out and see what messages may be waiting. Just before | came here it seemed asif the enemy
camp might beonfire

"Lend mean arm, Opd," theking said immediatdly, turning to his grandniece. Elise noted absently that
he didn't seem surprised by her news. "I'm strong enough if | have someoneto lean on.”

"Therest of you," Jared snapped, clearly expecting to be obeyed, "get out. Two of you take the
corpse with you. Get me a cot, clean bandages, and more water."

The gathered nobles, even Lady Zorana, obeyed. Zorana, however, paused long enough to hang the
lantern from one of the pavilion beams.

"Whatever you think," she said to Elise. "I do regret my part inthis. | thought | was right—that'sal |
want you to redize—but | waswrong.”

Elise nodded. When Zoranaturned to go, Elise said to Sir Jared, "I'm not leaving."
"l didn't meanyou," hesaid. "Y oure medica saff."

Warmed by his confident assumption that she had aright to be there, Elise confided, "1 would have
never thought | could do thiswork. | hate hawking or hunting, get al squeamish. My father is quite fed
upwithme."

"Squeamish?' Sir Jared shrugged. "Not when it counts. I've found you asteady assgtant. It'sapity
you'reto be abaroness. I'd like to see what would happen if you had further training."

Eliseraised an eyebrow. "Thereisno law againgt abaroness learning medicine. It could be quite
useful.”

He coughed. "I gpologize.”

Two guards camein then with the requested cot and gear. Asthey were setting it up, therewasa
dhrill, avian cry from above.



"Hlation," Elisesad. "Then Derian .. "

Thetent flap al but flew open and the redhead dashed in. He was swesty, reeking of smoke and
horses. Blind Seer greeted him with another whine.

"Isshegoingto bedl right?' Derian asked, flinging himsalf on the rug next to Firekeeper.

Jared said, "'l hope so, but it'stoo early to tell. She's taken severa bad wounds and lost alot of
blood."

Derian groaned. "l tried to get here faster. We heard Blind Seer howl, but we were still quite aways
off. Then we had trouble getting through the camp. Everyone was running here and there—anew push
was on—fresh soldierswere needed. | nearly got hauled out there mysdlf, but Elation kept diving at
everyone who came close. What happened?”

They told him as, with his help, they moved Firekeeper onto the cot. Blind Seer promptly positioned
himsdlf directly under his pack mate and no one dared try to move him. The fierce desperation in the
wolf's blue eyes was more & oquent than words.

"Poor guy," Derian said, doing what no one else had dared and actudly patting the wolf on the head.
"She's going to makeit, fellow. After everything Firekeeper has survived sheisn't going to let a couple of
pompous noble-born asseskill her."

He glanced at Elise. "I'm not going to gpologize for caling your aunt pompous.”
"Jugt aslong asyou don't include mein that assessment of the nobility.” Elise forced alaugh.
"Not you," Derian promised. "I don't even think it."

"Now that we've got her onthe cot,” Sir Jared said, "we should get the rest of Firekeeper's clothes off
of her. Lady Elisecan. . ."

Derian interrupted. "I've seen Firekeeper naked plenty of times. | think the minx usedto doit on
purpose to make me blush. Elise can chaperon if you want, but I'm here and I'm not leaving."

Jared patted the younger man. "Why do you al think I'm trying to get rid of you? I'm grateful for your
help. Do you think you could tell Blind Seer not to bite us? Firekegper may cry out as we move her."

" think he understands,”" Derian said, taking out hisknife and carefully beginning to cut away lesther
and fabric. "1 just wish we could understand him better. He could tell us how Firekeeper knew the king
wasin trouble”

To hiscomplete surprise, Blind Seer crept out from under the cot and, going to the door of the
pavilion, barked once sharply. They heard Elation cry response; then the wolf returned. To everyone's
astonishment, the peregrine facon was walking with deliberate care after him.

She dhrilled softly, most cooing as she ingpected Fire-keeper. The wolf, busy fitting himself back
under the cot, gave alow bark. Elation cameto Derian and tugged at the cuff of hisriding breeches with
her beak.

"No," the young man replied. "1 will not follow you. I'm staying with Firekeeper. Do you want
someone to go somewhere with you?”

The peregrine drew her entire body up, then down, bobbing her torso in afair facsmile of anod.

Derian stepped to the door of the pavilion.



"Guard, get me Vaet, Earl Kestrel's manservant. If you can't get him, I'll settlefor Ox or Race
Forester.”

When it seemed that the guard might protest, Sir Jared snapped, "Do it!"

Derian returned to histask, saying to the falcon in passing, " Just a couple minutes. I'd have sent you
after them, but | think you need someoneto explain.”

Grinning rather weakly, helooked at hisfriends. ™Y ou try tending to Firekeeper for nearly five
moon-spans and seeif you're not talking to animas at theend.”

Elise saw the tearsthat filled Derian's hazdl eyes as helooked a the unconscious woman, and politely
pretended not to notice.

Vet arrived dmost immediatdly. Elise noted that the usudly immaculate manservant was nearly as
grubby as Derian.

"That guard said you desired my presence,” Vaet said politely.

Derian nodded. "Follow Elation. | think she knows where something important is. | don't know more.
Canyou go in safety?

Vaet nodded. "The battle is over. Thefire demoralized Stonehold'stroops. To their credit, they didn't
like fighting soldiers who were in many casesther friends. Genera Grim-sel—the big blond
woman—~had been killed, earlier. Not much was needed to break their morale. Generd Y uci
surrendered to Duke Allister afew moments ago.”

Therush of rdief that filled Elise was so powerful that her hands started shaking. Biting down on her
lip, she steadied hersdf and continued with the delicate task of removing Firekegper's undergarments
without leaving fibersin the wounds that might later encourage infection and scarring.

"Soit'sover," Derian said for Al of them.

"Not yet," Sir Jared replied with the sad wisdom of one who had been through fighting before. "That
battle is ended. Now we need to know if thewar isover aswell.”

XXVII

ALLISTER SEAGLEAM BRUSHED PEARL'S hands away from straightening the bandage that still wrapped his
head.

"Enough, dear,” hesaid firmly. "I redizeit ishardly approved head gear for an audience with the
queen, but the doctors say | must keep the wound lightly covered. Thereistoo much risk of infection,
especidly here where the horses attract so many flies.”

Pear| folded her aams over her chest, just dightly pouting. "I only wanted you to look your best for
your meeting with Queen Gustin, Allister. Thisisthefirgt timein the two days since her arrival that she
has granted you a private audience. Given dl you have donefor her, that is hardly just!”

Alligter patted hiswife's hand, thinking that for an arranged marriage really this one had worked out
remarkably well.



Pearl was actudly concerned about the dight to him, not because it was adight to herself or to her
family, but because of her fondness for him. How many couples could claim that after twenty-two years
of marriage and four children?

"My dear," he said, bending to kiss her round cheek, "Queen Gustin wants to play down her debt to
me. Y ou cannot have forgotten her reception when she arrived at the head of her marines, can you?”

"And | hopel never will!" Pearl laughed, her good humor restored. Then she frowned. "Though
perhaps the townsfolk throwing rubbish at her from thewallswas abit much.”

Allister nodded. "It was, but who could blame them? They are smplefolk who place ther trust in the
Crown. Thiswas not the first battle fought in the shadows of those walls— only the biggest.”

"And the only one where Hawk Haven fought beside us rather than against us," Pearl mused. "Yes,
when an enemy turns out to be afriend, isit any surprise that late-coming friends suddenly seem like
enemies?’

"No, itisnot." Allister paused thoughtfully. "My dear, what | want to say to the queen today may put
me on the ligt of those she sees as enemies. One word from you and | will hold my tongue.”

Pearl raised an eyebrow. "That bad?’

"That bad."

"Have you spoken to the children about it? Shad, at least, is old enough that you should consider his
opinion before doing something that will affect hisfuture.”

"l have. He encourages me.”
As he should, Allister thought, for if I pull this off it will make hisfortune .
"And have you spoken with Tavis?'

"A little. Right now heistill adjusting to the redlities of war. He did not fight, but in acting asrunner he
saw plenty of bloodshed. The concept that true heroism and true horror can and do exist together isa
large onefor aromantic fifteen-year-old to grasp.”

Pearl nodded. "It is. | had wondered at him spending so much time with the soldiers al of asudden.
At the ball he avoided them; now he sitsby their firesdesfor hours, listening to stories and asking
questions.”

A discreet knock at the door reminded Allister that the time had come for him to depart for his
appointment.

"Do you redly want meto do this?" he asked, putting on histricorn at arather rakish angle over his
bandage.

"Perhgps you should tel mejust what it isyou plan to do,” Pearl Sghed, but something in her shrewd
gaze made him think she had guessed.

Allister turned back from the door he had been about to open and said softly, "I plan to tell Queen
Gustin that she must make me her heir and, if | predecease her, that my surviving eldest must take over
ascrown prince."

Pearl stood on tiptoe to kiss him, her eyes very bright. Y ou saved her kingdom. What €lse would be
reward enough?"



But as Allister went out the door he could not fail to see that Pearl was trembling and knew that she
feared she would never see him again. Queen Gustin was not dways ajust monarch—only a successtul
one.

After the second battle of what people were cdling Allister's War, the grateful town of Good Crossing
had made much of her defenders. Needing a secure command center, Allister had accepted the loan of a
manson from area-estate speculator who had imagined al hisinvestmentstorched and battered by
Stonehold'sinvading army.

Flanked by his bodyguards, Duke Alligter trotted briskly down the mansion's broad, stone front steps.
Cheering greeted him the moment he passed into the sight of the people gathered outside his temporary
headquarters.

Day and night, idlerswaited outside the place, hoping for aglimpse of the Pledge Child, the vdiant
commander in chief. Winning the battle had made Allister ahero—nor had it hurt the duke's prestige that
both himself and his eldest son had been injured fighting in defense of Bright Bay.

However, what had helped Allister Seagleam's reputation the most was that Queen Gustin IV had not
been present for either battle. WWhen rumors had spread that she had not been fighting pirates but had
been within aday's ride of Good Crossing for severd days before the fighting began, escorted by ahost
of blooded marines drawn from her best ships, Allister's reputation had soared even as hers had
plummeted.

Waving to hisadmirers, Allister accepted ahand up into the carriage that would rattle him through the
cobble streets to where Queen Gustin resided in sumptuous quartersin the Toll House. In the carriage,
he made casua commentsthat he could not remember amoment later, his thoughts focused on the
meseting to come.

It was not asif he hadn't seen the queen in the days since her arrival. There had been countless
meetings. with King Tedric and his officers, with Generd Y uci of Stonehold, with members of the loca
guildhdls. During al of them Queen Gustin had been faultlesdy courteous, deferring to her cousin's
greater knowledge of the situation while making clear that she was hisruler and that she believed that his
triumph was best seen within the context of her reign.

Alligter supposed it had been that attitude—that combined with the current situation regarding King
Tedric's own heir— which had made him consider what he would demand as reward for his services.
He knew that he was being foolhardy, but he also knew that he could not go back to hisformer situation.
It had taken him over forty years to be something more than afailed pledge. The need to continue
building the bridge between Hawk Haven and Bright Bay was a desperate fire within him, hot in breast
and mind.

Cheering admirersran dlongsde his carriage and greeted him as he dismounted from it at the Toll
House. Even while acknowledging their good wishes, Allister knew that those noisy praises were doing
him no good with the queen.

Arriving at the tower room where Queen Gustin IV was holding audience, he was admitted at once.
Queen Gustin rose from her paper-strewn desk, holding out her handsto greet him in afamiliar embrace.

"Welcome, cousin,” shesaid. "l am so glad that matters of state at last relent enough to permit usa
privatetak.”

Queen Gustin IV was regarded by many as alovely woman. Certainly her eyes were the blue of
oceans and her hair the red-gold of honey just asthe ballads said, but a calculating expression rardly |eft
those blue eyes. At twenty-eight her figure was till firm and buxom and her smile merry, but that smile



came infrequently these days and to him, who had known her since shewas achild, it possessed a
studied cast.

"l am glad to see you, too," hereplied.
"And Shad, is he recovering?'

"Nicely. Hetook asolid blow to the head, but several of the medics possessed the healing talent. Give
him a couple days bed rest and he will be up and about—though the doctors suggest he do nothing too
strenuous for amoon-span or o if at al possible.”

"l am glad to hear heisdoing so well. Sit down, Cousin Allister. We have much to discuss.”
Allister did so. An unobtrusive servant took his hat and set out atray with peach cider and cups.
"Leave usnow," Queen Gustin ordered.

The man—amarine, Allister thought—bowed and departed.

"l don't know how to thank you for the work you have done for me these past days,” she began.
Here iswhere you could make your demands, Allister, hethought, but al he said was:
"Thank you. Bright Bay ismy country, too."

"There are those back a court who are remembering that Hawk Haven isyour country, aswell,"
Gustin said, just abit dyly.

"My mother's," hereplied. "I have never crossed its borders, not even asfar as over this bridge.”
"Y et report isthat King Tedric embraced you like along-lost son.”

"King Tedric was kind to me for his sster's sake and for the sake of peace between our nations,”
Alligter replied.

"And has he made you any offers?’

"We had not reached that point before Stonehold grew nervous and our negotiations were
suspended.”

" 'Grew nervous—that's an odd way to say 'Declared war." "

"They did not declarewar," Allister said, "until it was evident that Y our Mgjesty was not going to treat
withthem."

"They had no right to meddle with acompletely interna issue!™
"| agree, Your Mgesty. | was merely responding to your statement.”

Queen Gudtin IV glowered & Alligter, reminding himirresstibly of the autocratic little girl with whom
he once had played at make-bdieve. She hadn't liked being criticized then either—not even by
implication.

That very well might be the problem of raising someone to know that she can expect to rule

someday, Alligter thought. Of cour se, the opposite problemis what King Tedric faces—choosing a
successor from those unprepared for the responsibility .

"Negotiations with Stonehold are progressing,” Queen Gustin said, "dowly, but progressing. A pair of



ministers empowered to Sgn atreaty should arrive tomorrow. They are bringing with them afinesumto
compensate us for our lossesin soldiersand goods. If al goeswell, Stonehold will begin withdrawing the

following day."
Ilva.y galell

"Although we have promised her a share of the compensation, Hawk Haven isbeing abit more
difficult about stating exactly when her troopswill withdraw," the queen continued thoughtfully, "and | am
not in an advantageous position to set dates and times. Even with the reinforcements | brought with me,
the Stalwarts of the Golden Sunburst are lessimpressive without Hawk Haven's army intermingled with
them. Without Hawk Haven's support, Stonehold might decide not to depart after al.”

Alligter forbore from commenting.

"Indeed, | would have Hawk Haven's troops remain until Stonehold's are gone and Mason's Bridge
secured, but | can extract no promise that they will withdraw at dl.” Queen Gustin frowned. "Have you
any suggestions asto how we might resolve this problem?”

Thisisit! Allister thought, taking a deep breath.

"Yes, | do," he said, and was amazed that his voice did not shake. "Hawk Haven has proven atrue
friend to us. They need equa proof that we will be atruefriend to them."

"And," Gugtin said, her tone just atouch sardonic, "do you have any ideawhat we might do to give
them thisassurance?’

"Make meyour her," Alligter said coally, "for | have shown mysdlf their friend. Inthe event |
predecease you— asislikely—my heir must take my place asyour heir.

"Inreturn, | will convince King Tedric to wed to hisown heir one of my children—who | will
immediately designate my own heir. Thus, upon Tedric's death—which sadly can not betoo far
away—a child Bright Bay born will it upon the throne of Hawk Haven. When | become an ancestor,
the reverse will betrue. By then our nationswill have grown accustomed to—perhaps even cometo
anticipate—the idea of aunion between our peoples and dl should progress smoothly.”

Allister managed to complete thislong speech mostly because Queen Gustin was far too astonished to
interrupt. When he stopped, she exclaimed:

"| should make you my heir? Why should | carefor aunion?"

"Promise of aunion will permit usto forge an dliance with Hawk Haven, an dliance that will give King
Tedric's people theincentive to provide Bright Bay with military support without taking the further step
of becoming conquerors—athing that is otherwise far too tempting.

"If my planisfollowed, you will reign aslong asyou live. Then I—or more probably my heir—wiill
assume the throne. Since that same heir will quite likely aready be king or queen of Hawk Haven, our
kingdomswill be reunited under one ruler and my roya grandparents dreamswill at last cometrue.”

Queen Gustin was too sdlf-disciplined to start out of her chair, but she did dam her cup of peachy
down with such force that thetray rattled. "Thisplanisinsane! | forbid you to mention it to anyone.”

"I'msorry, Your Mgesty,” Allister replied levely. "I have dready discussed something like thiswith
King Tedricin the context of my permitting one of my children to marry his unnamed heir."

That's stretching the point a bit, he thought, but the clerk who attended the meeting will not be
ableto say for certain that something of the sort was not discussed in private. Thereis no need



for her to know that I've written Uncle Tedric telling him my plans and nearly begging for his
support—and for sanctuary for me and my family if | fail.

"Oh, you have. . ." Shefdl into thought. "And hasthistasty bit of treason been mentioned to anyone
dseg?'

Allister answered camly. "Not in so many words, but severa of my callersthese past days have
expressed hope that some such plan may bein the making. | have only been able to say that | believed
Y our Mg esty agood and wise ruler with the best interests of her nation at heart.”

"Oh, you have..."
"1 could hardly say more when Y our Mgesty and | had not yet spoken in private."

So there! hethought with what he knew was childish vin-dictiveness. Ah, well. Her neglecting to
give me a private meeting was equally childish .

Stll, he was privately embarrassed. He was a grown man of forty-four, not achild.

Queen Gustin had not seemed to hear the reproof in hisretort. "We had not, had we? And if | do not
agree to make you my heir? What will Hawk Haven do then?!

"l couldn't say."

"But that doesn't mean you don't know . . . and their troops aready on our soil and thelocal people
lauding them as saviors.”

Alliger replied sternly, "Hawk Haven deserves such praise. Their army fought and many died in
defense of Good Crossing. We could not have held the city without them. The Battle of the Bankswould
have been our disgrace, not thefirg action inavictoriouswar."

"Perhaps,” Gustin said hatly, "they merely fought to keep Stonehold from crossing at Bridgeton and
threatening their own lands."

"Dont beanidiot,” Allister retorted sharply. " Stonehold was dready stretched to the limits of their
supply line. If anything Hawk Haven stood to benefit economicaly by Stonehold's conquest of Good
Crossing."

Queen Gustin's cheeks had flared hot and red at the sharpness of Duke Allister'swords, but hisfame
asthe hero of the recent war protected him. She could have him neither executed nor arrested without
bringing the rage of the loca populace down upon her.

Allister, who had regretted hislack of tact as soon as the words dipped out, saw the red fade from
the queen's cheeks to be replaced by an ivory white palor that was no lessfurious.

"Economicaly?' shereplied, theword coming out as acough. "1 suppose you mean by supplying
Stonehold'sarmy.”

"l do," Allister said, watching her guardedly. Queen Gustin seemed to be under control now, so he
went on pedanticaly, giving her moretimeto coal. "The raiders who burned Stonehold's supplies
performed an act that was as decisive an element in Generd Y uci's decision to surrender as anything
done on the battlefield. All of them, by the way, were residents of Hawk Haven."

"Including among their numbers" Queen Gustin said, cooler now, but needing to vent her fury, "a
carter, amanservant, and acrimind, if | read the report correctly.”

"Yes, | supposeyou could say that," Allister replied, deciding not to protest too strongly. "Earl Kestrel



permitted several members of his persona entourage to take part in the battle.”

"Kedrd . .." Gustin murmured asif trying to place the name, though Allister did not doubt she knew
precisely of whom they spoke.

"Kedre," Allister repeated dryly. "The man who led the left wing of the cavary charge and fought
bravely despite ribs broken when ahorse fell onhim."

"l remember him now," Queen Gustin said. "Norvin Norwood. He's a so the man who brought back
some foundling and tried to clam she was King Tedric's granddaughter, right?"

"Y es. Thereis some evidence in favor of hisclam. I've met the young woman. She's quite
remarkable.”

"Rumor said she's nearly dead from injuries taken when she assaulted Prince Newel | Shield.”

"At last report,” Allister replied, atrifle more sharply than he had intended, "L ady Blysseis expected
to live, though she will be convaescing for sometime. Prince Newell, as you may have heard, was
attempting to nate King Tedric. From what one of the late prince's servants confessed, Newell
had planned to have himsdlf declared king."

And | don't suppose we'll ever know just how much you knew of his plans or whether you
would have supported them. Oh, Valora, | wish | could trust you!

"We can't treat with Stonehold from aposition of strength,” the queen mused aoud, "without the
support of Hawk Haven. Now you tell me—or at least imply—that Hawk Haven's continued support is
contingent upon my naming you my heir. Tell me, why shouldn't | make my tresty with Stonehold, get
them gone, and then dismissHawk Haven?!

"W, Your Mgesty, they might be difficult to dismiss”

"True. And they might even dly themselves with Stone-hold and compl ete the conquest. Our army
could not withstand them both.”

Allister nodded. "I do not liketo dwell on theidea, but the possibility has occurred to me. Still, |
believethat King Tedric would prefer to dly himsdf with uswith eventua reunification in mind. We share
acommon heritage—common ancestors—so to spesk.”

"Y et he could be a conqueror with half our lands as his booty,” Queen Gustin said, "far more quickly
than if wetravel the route you suggest.”

Allister Seagleam shrugged. "True. However, conquered lands might be hard to hold. Once secure
with part of Bright Bay, Stonehold might decide she wants the whole. We have the ocean portstheir
own land lacks."

Queen Gudtin laughed hitterly. " Stonehold might want the whole, just as Hawk Haven has decided she
wantsthewhole. Yes, | can see how King Tedric might take warning from his own example. Tel me,
Alligter, why shouldnt | just prolong negotiations until King Tedric dies? Hisnew heir might prove more
tractable.”

"Or he or shemight not," Allister countered, fascinated despite himsdf with thisweird byplay. He
could fed Gustin hating him for the position in which he had put her, yet she perssted in asking for his
advice. "And King Tedric, while possessed of aweak heart, is not in any immediate danger. Some have
suggested that the stimulation of thisjourney has actudly strengthened him."

"Ddightful . .." Gustin IV sank her polished whiteteeth into her little finger, asif pain wasthe only



digraction that would keep her from screaming. " So my only choiceisto make you my herr."

"l never said that, Your Mgesty," Allister replied firmly, "only that | thought that solution provided the
best way to secure an dliance with Hawk Haven that will prove for our mutua benefit.”

Queen Gudtin fell dlent for amoment, then looked across at him, her face eerily expressonless, a
portrait cast in clean, white porcdain.

"Y ou may leave, Duke Alliter," she said with cool formality. " Thank you for your services. Send my
commander of marines up to me asyou areleaving."

Alligter did as ordered, wondering what thoughts had lain behind that lovely mask and dreading that
he must soon learn.

DERIAN SAT AT FIREKEEPER'S BEDSIDE occupying the restless patient by drilling her inthe
a phabet—alternating these lessons with basic heraldry when she grew frustrated.

Annoying as the wolf-woman'simpatience could be, Derian took it asagood sgn that she had energy
enough to get angry. For two daysfollowing her struggle with Prince Newell, Firekeeper had lain il
and slent, hardly responding to any stimulus, no matter who her caller or what news shewastold.

A few things had sparked her interest: praise from Earl Kestrel, who had knelt by her bedside holding
her hand, tears actualy running down his cheeksinto his neat black and white beard; learning that Rook
had been taken and had confessed—in return for a promise of imprisonment rather than execution—the
extent of Prince Newell's plotting; the story of Derian's own adventures, told with great enthusiasm by
Race Foregter.

But for most of those two long days she had smply lain ill, neither restfully deeping nor truly awake,
suffering with every breath. Derian or Elise or Doc had kept vigil by her cot, wiping the bloody spume
off her lips, moistening her throat with dribble of water, and talking to her when it seemed she might
actudly hear.

Onthethird day, Firekeeper had begun to recover, reacting with small sgns of pleasure when Doc
had ordered her cot moved out into the warm autumn sunshine. Today—the fourth day since the end of
the decisive battle of Allister's War—she was sitting propped againgt carefully positioned pillows and
fretting because Doc would not | et her get up— and because Blind Seer and Elation had nominated
themselves enforcers of the physician's orders.

Doubtless Doc's hedling talent had been instrumental in assisting Firekeeper's recovery, but he had
refused to take full credit. Indeed, he had confided to Derian that without her own indomitable desireto
live, Firekegper—Iike so many of those wounded on the battlefiel d—would have died.

Derian had taken histurn digging graves for the dead of both sides. The continuing warmth of early
autumn would not permit the bodies to be carried hometo their families, but till the dead's spirits must
be properly honored. Sitting by Firekeeper as she had dept, Derian had lettered temporary
gravestones—wooden plagues that would be set in place until the stonecutters could finish the
permanent headstones.



Asheworked, Derian was inexorably reminded of those anonymous graves west of the gap. Now he
knew two more of the names that should be there: Sarena Gardener and Dona Hunter. Silently, he
vowed that held learn the other names and return someday to set a permanent gravestone in that burned
glade.

" Scarlet beside forest green blazed with . . ." Derian was prompting Firekeeper when footsteps
crunching up the path announced cdlers.

Elation squawked and Firekeeper said:

" Sapphire Shield and Shad Oyster.” A wicked twinklelit her dark eyes. "Elation say they were
holding hands when they were farther, but have let go now."

Derian wagged afinger at the peregrine facon. Y ou're aworse gossip than any market-wife."

The facon, who continued to follow Derian about his errands until Derian couldn't decide whether he
felt honored or pestered, screeched at him and Firekeeper chuckled, stopping abruptly asif the intake of
ar 4ill hurt her damaged lung.

"We can't precisaly knock," Sapphire called, halting ashort distance away, "but Elise said that
Firekeeper was entertaining calers.”

"Aslong asshe staysin bed," Derian said, rising and bowing. "Would you like me to withdraw?'

"Not for my sake," said Shad in a pleasant light baritone. "1've wanted to meet you. That was abrave
deed you did, Derian Carter."

He offered his hand asif he were not aduke's son, but just another man. Derian accepted the
handclasp.

"Thered credit should go to the scouts,” Derian said firmly. "They fought the enemy. | shot afew
arrows and freed afew horses."

"Not having killed doesn't dter the courage you showed in going behind thelines," Shad ingsted, and
Sapphire nodded agreement. "And given that the diversion caused by the fire probably saved my father's
lifel am particularly grateful.”

"Thank you," Derian replied, dismissing the topic of hisown heroism by turning to Firekeeper. "Have
you met Lady Blysse?'

"Atthebdl," Shad said, "I believe | had the pleasure of adance.”
"No dancing now," Firekeeper commented sadly, "not yet. Y our father iswell?"

"If having Queen Gustin the Fourth furious with you can be taken aswell," Shad said proudly, "yes, he
IS"
"And you," Firekeeper said to Sgpphire, "l wastold your father died. | am sorry."

"Me, t0o," Sapphire admitted. "I misshim more than | had thought possible. Mother has dready
departed for home with Opd. The dua blows of losing her husband and having her brother proven
traitor were too much for her. She said she will retreat to our country estate for atime.”

"Good!" Firekeeper replied with such firmness that Shad looked puzzled, but his manners were too
good—or perhaps he also had heard rumors about Lady Meina—for him to ask. "What does Jet do?

"Jet isaproblem," Sgpphire sighed. "He conducted himsalf well enough in the battle. Elise, however,



has petitioned her father for permission to break the engagement. Baron Archer has asked Elise to wait
until the current negotiations are ended and she agreed—but only after ingting that the king betold
informally that the dliance is ended. So now Jet is questing around, looking for someone or something to
which he could attach himsdif. | redly don't know what to do with him."

Shad laughed. "In my country we'd send him to sea.on a'prentice cruise. It's amazing how quickly
ambitious young aristocrats learn just how little they matter when pitted againgt ahurricane.”

"That's not abad idea," Sapphire reflected. "There€'s good in Jet, but he's been too influenced by
Mother."

She brushed her fingers aong the snow white mark on her forehead as she said this, atacit admission
to those who knew her history that Jet was not the only one who must overcome Melina Shield's
influence.

"And peace?' Firekeeper said. "Is peace found?’

"Thetalks continue," Sapphirereplied, "but in great secrecy. King Tedric hasnot even cdled in his
counsglors.

Derian demurred. "That's not quite correct. He calls us together every afternoon and again every
evening. However, | agree wholeheartedly with his decison not to take a huge entourage with him to
these meetings. Forgive me, noble friends, but | have never heard anything like dukes and duchesses,
ealsand..."

Here Derian paused for amoment, for thetitle for male and femae Great House heirs was
pronounced the same, though spdlled differently. Then he shrugged and stormed on, "And earles dll
arguing for positions that—no matter how they are worded—are meant merely to advance their persona
calises.”

Sapphire didn't look offended, neither did Shad. Derian reflected that what he had said was no news
at all to scions of Great Houses. How had he ever been so naive asto bdlieve that those noble born
were any different from the lowliest farmer or cobbler?

Derian continued: "And matters become worse the longer we remain here. Queen Gustin's entourage
has been fattened by representatives of al her Great Houses. King Tedric already had members of most
of his here, but those who felt they were not represented by someone of high enough rank have sent
aong someone dse. The only oneswho benefit from this proliferation are the merchantsin the twin
towns. Hazdl Heder said that profits are up so high that even rumorsthat changes are in the wind bother
no one."

"Changes," mused Shad Oydter. "My father hastold usto expect such. | fear that no matter how these
negotiations are resolved, | will never again stand on the deck of a Bright Bay ship. Father has made the

queen hisenemy.”

Given that such rumors had been current for severd days now, not even Firekeeper looked gresatly
surprised.

"Thisfeds," the wolf-woman said somberly, showing a greater understanding of the Situation than
Derian would have given her credit for, "like the prickle thet fillsthe air before athunderstorm. We shall
either see battle again to make the battle before asnothing or . . ."

"What?' Shad asked, astransfixed asif she spoke prophecy.
"l don't know," Firekeeper said, wincing as she leaned back againgt her pillows. "I am only awolf."



XXVIII

DUKEALLISTER SEAGLEAM feared that despite his best efforts Bright Bay would soon be a war again.
The question was with whom?

The ministers from Stonehold had arrived severa days before with the promised compensation
payment. However, doubtless informed by their spies of the tenson between Hawk Haven and Bright
Bay, they were being remarkably coy about handing the money over and clearing out their army.

The ministers excuses were ever 0 polite and ever so practica. Stonehold's wounded could not yet
be moved. The army was short of horsesto pull their wagons. They needed to purchase suppliesfor the
march home since Queen Gustin would not permit them to bring over supplies from Stone-hold.

Neither Duke Allister nor Queen Gustin was fooled by these excuses. What Stonehold's ministers
were redly waiting to see was how much longer Hawk Haven would continue to support Bright Bay
and, indeed, how much longer could Queen Gustin keep ahold on her increasingly unhappy populace.

The degree of that unhappiness had been a surprise to the young queen—although perhapsit should
not have been. Crown Princess Va ora had ascended the throne of Bright Bay eight years before, on the
desath of her long-lived father, Gustin 111. Hers had not been an easy ascension, complicated by events
from many years before her birth.

Duke Allister, seventeen years her senior and the result of much intrigue himsdlf, clearly recaled those
events and the history that had seemed to make them inevitable.

The net of intrigues, likes, and didikes within the noble families of Bright Bay was no less complicated
than that within Hawk Haven. At the time he established his new kingdom, Gustin | had created five
Great Houses. From the gtart, these had relinquished their original family names and assumed new ones.
Oydter, Dolphin, Pelican, Seal, and Lobster. The members of the newly created Great Houses had been
encouraged to think well of themsealves, to design eegant coats of arms, to build fine estates.

This had dmost certainly been because Gustin Sailor— unlike Zorana Shield—craved pomp and
circumstance. Indeed, a the sametime that Gustin | was giving names and titlesto his Great Houses, he
had renamed his own family, shedding the pedestrian trade name Sailor in favor of the lofty and poetic

Seagleam.

But beneath hisflourishes, Gustin | was practica when it came to securing hisambitionsfor hisyoung
family. Before the end of the Civil War, hiswife Gayl Minter—later Queen Gayl—had borne him two
children. The eldest, a son named Gustin for hisfather, was designated crown prince. The second
became Princess Merry. A year or S0 after the war had ended, Princess Lyrawas born, thefirst child to
be born into the Seagleam name.

Gustin | would have rested content had not Crown Prince Gustin died of pneumonia shortly after his
sixteenth birthday. Driven nearly mad with grief, Gustin | confirmed Princess Merry ashisheir, but
decreed that upon ascending the throne she would be known as Gustin in memory of her brother— and,
the cynica said, of himsdf.

King Gustin died five years after his son, an embittered man of sixty-five whose many successes could
not console him for his one great loss. Crown Princess Merry, aware that the first successonina
monarchy isaways the most uncertain, followed her father's commands and changed her nameto



Gustin, athough she had been heard to protest about being forced to bear what before had always been
an exclusvely maename.

Although the new monarch was only nineteen, she was a strong-willed woman. Queen Gustin |1 used
her unmarried state to explore the internd politics of her Great Houses and Six years after she had taken
the throne she married wisely and well to Lord Amery Pelican, a second son of that house. Their first
child, ason, was born less than two years |ater. Contrary to expectations, the queen named the boy
Basil, saying that two Gustinswas too many. In thisway she unintentionaly established the custom that
the name Gustin was only to be used by the monarch.

Queen Gustin Il bore two other children, Princess Seastar and Prince Tavis. Then she concentrated
her efforts on ruling her kingdom, efforts which included the idedistic but doomed marriage arranged
between her son Prince Tavis and King Chalmer of Hawk Haven's daughter Princess Caryl Eagle.

When he was twenty-six, Crown Prince Basl married Lady Brina Dolphin, aunion that wasto have
serious consequences for Bright Bay and for Basil's own unborn heir.

The marriage was unblessed with children. When this became evident some suggested that Crown
Prince Basil adopt an heir. Several Great Houses thrust forth candidates—one of whom was young
Alligter Seagleam. With an egotism suggestive of his grandfather, Gustin I, Crown Prince Basil refused to
settlefor anything but an heir of hisbody. His mother frowned upon adivorce—not wishing to anger the
Dolphin family, which had aready been offended by her marrying of Tavisto Princess Caryl—asit had
suggested to them that the children of their Brinamight not succeed their father to the throne.

But the Dolphins Brinabore no children and when at the age of thirty-six Crown Prince Basil became
Gustin I11, he set about finding anew wife. He did not do this quickly. Indeed, some said he enjoyed
sampling the digible noblewomen quite fredy. Others said that his reasonsfor delaying were more
practica—he needed to gather support from the risng nobles of his generation before declaring his
divorce.

Wheatever the reason for the delay, seven years after ascending the throng Gustin 111 took the formal
step of divorcing Queen Brina—who reassumed her family name and title. Before the next year ended,
King Gustin 111 had married Lady Viona Sed, awoman of only twenty—twenty-four years hisjunior.

Rumor said that the new queen was pregnant with the king's child when marriage oaths were
exchanged. Rumor further reported that Queen Viona miscarried shortly thereafter. Whatever the truth,
Queen Vionadid not succeed in bearing aliving child until seven full years after her marriage to the king.

The birth of Crown Princess Vaorawas publicly celebrated with dances, feasts, and songs. Privately,
it was the source of much wrath. The newly made Grand Duchess Seastar—for as the king now had an
heir she was displaced as Crown Princess—was wrathful . Although of late Grand Duchess Seastar had
ceased to believe she would succeed her brother, she had cometo bdieve that King Gustin 11 must
adopt one of her sonsashishair.

Nor was she the only one of King Gustin I11's noblesto fed that the baby girl wastoo littletoo late.
Some muttered that Crown Princess Vaorawas not legitimate—that Gustin I11's seed, not Lady Brinas
womb, had been at fault for their childless marriage and that young Vionahad in desperation found
another man to father her child.

Others, unwilling to publicly question Vionas honesty, had questioned the vdidity of GudtinIll's
divorce. Still others had urged the claim of Duke Allister Seagleam, saying that he had been born to
assume the throne and that the long delay in the king's producing an heir had been an omen in hisfavor.

All indl, Vaorasbirth had awakened much spite, but King Gustin 11 had turned a desf ear to the



murmurings, distracting himself by watching his daughter grow and his people with military ventures
againgt Hawk Haven.

Crown Princess Vaora proved to be a hedthy child, astonishingly free of whatever flawshad dain her
brothers and ssterswhile il in the womb. She grew strong, intelligent, willful, and even beautiful. Her
doting father was too wise to permit her to become quite spoiled, but from the time she could talk,
Vaoraknew she would be queen. Unlike King Tedric, who could threaten to disown one of his children,
Gustin 111 had no such option—even should he desireit. Nor did the crown princess ever believe her
father would wish it. He had striven too hard for her birth.

As Crown Princess Vaoragrew, the ambitious still dreamed that away to power would be opened
to them— that King Gustin I11 would die while his daughter was still too young to rule without aregent
and they could assumethat privileged post. Y et King Gustin I11 defied them dl, remaining sound of mind
until aweak heart claimed him a seventy-one. By then Crown Princess VVa ora had passed her twentieth
birthday and was safely beyond any chalenge that she was disbarred by age from taking up her crown.

At thetime of her coronation, some raised the old complaint that Vaorawas not achild of Gugtin I11's
body, but this was aweak argument by now. From Gildcrest, Bright Bay had inherited the custom that
an adopted child could inherit with the full rights of anaturaly born one. Evenif Vaorawas not Gustin
[11's daughter, he had clearly raised her as such and the will of aking served as adoption enough.

So Crown Princess Vaora ascended the throne. In the pattern of her grandmother, Vaora continued
thetradition of taking the male name Gustin. Like her grandmother, she waited to marry until each of her
Great Houses could present its claim—and its best candidate. Two years after becoming queen, Gustin
IV married Lord Harwill Lobster, ahandsome, but untried man dightly younger than hersdf. Some said
that Harwill's relative youth and lack of achievement had been part of his attraction, for Queen Gustin IV
would accept no rivals. Others were kinder and said that there was redl affection between the two.

And yet how quickly our queen forgets, Duke Allister thought, how her very birth was resented,
how her own aunt saw her as a squatter on a throne destined for other—better—people. Perhaps
she doesn't want to remember, but prefers to believe that these eight years have erased ambitions
that had over thirty to grow.

Whatever the reasons for her way of thinking, the queen's lack of decisivenessin this recent
action has not helped her position. Indeed, | think that noble and commoner alike would support
me over Gustin the Fourth if their choice was me as king or more war to keep a woman who
many think should never have been born or ascended the throne.

Indeed, once rumors had been spread that Allister had requested the queen name him her heir,
representatives of severa of the Great Houses—starting with Pearl's own brother, Reed, Duke
Oyster—had approached Alligter, offering him their support if he wished to force the queen to step
down. King Tedric had aso shown his support for Allister—not publicly where the Stonehold ministers
might claim it invalidated agreements made with Queen Gustin IV, but in a private meeting with Queen
GudinV.

The queen had not been pleased, but no one was certain what shape that displeasure would take.
Would sheforce awar that might lead to her kingdom's destruction or would she step down?

Duke Allister didn't know, but he suspected that the closed meeting which had been called for this
very morning at the Toll House would resolve the question.

THE MEETING ROOM WAS CROWDED, for the Toll House had not been designed to accommodate such



events. However, theinternationa nature of the invitation list demanded that the conference be hed on
something resembling neutra ground.

Both Bright Bay and Hawk Haven were represented not only by their monarchs but by asingle
representative for each of their Great Houses. Duke Allister Seagleam, although technicaly not a
representative of any Great House, was a so present. Whether his Bright Bay title, hisreationship to
King Tedric, or his recent victory gave him the right was moot— not even Queen Gugtin IV at her most
autocratic would have dared exclude him.

In addition to these fourteen people, there were bodyguards for the monarchs—a matter, most
hoped, of etiquette rather than of necessity. There were ahandful of secretaries and clerks to take notes
or to supply documents as needed.

The crowding of not quite two dozen people made the stone-walled room close and heightened the
air of tenson. Duke Allister Seagleam, seated beside his brother-in-law, Reed Oyster, tried hard to ook
impassive though his heart was beating at afrantic rate.

King Tedric, as befitted his years, made the opening statement.

"We have gathered here," the king said, "to resolve certain matters that have arisen out of Stonehold's
attack on Bright Bay. My kingdom came to Bright Bay's aid when she was attacked by her supposed
dlies. Although Bright Bay has settled with Stonehold, she has not fully settled with me. Until thisisdone,
| do not believe matters with Stonehold truly have been resolved.”

Queen Gustin IV, her red-gold hair cascading |oose over her shoulders from beneath her crown,
looked pale and stern as she stood to make her reply. As had King Tedric, she addressed her remarks
to the gathered nobles rather than to her fellow monarch.

"Bright Bay has offered Hawk Haven ahdf share of the moniesto be received from Stonehold as
compensation for her assstance in defending our lands. We believe thisfair and even generous for
athough both of our armies fought, Bright Bay's lands a one suffered damage. We have taken more than
half of theinjury, yet we are prepared to give over afair haf of the compensation in thanksto our recent
dly."

Whereas King Tedric's speech had been met with neutral slence, when Queen Gustin stopped
speaking low, angry muttering could be heard—mostly from where the Hawk Haven delegates were
seated.

No wonder, Allister thought. Their people died in her defense and yet she belittles their sacrifice.
She doesn't even repeat the thanks she offered publicly and grudgingly upon her arrival after the
bloodshed had ended.

He noticed, however, that not dl the Bright Bay delegates were neutral. Arsen, Duke Dolphin, no
great friend of the queen and enough years her senior that he felt secure speaking out, stood to be
recognized. Gustin did so with aformal nod of her head.

"l wishto cal to Y our Mgesty's attention,” Duke Dolphin stated with equa formality, "that according
to the heralds counts more of Hawk Haven's soldiers died upon the field than did our own. True, the
number was close, but their vaor in giving up their livesfor the security of your kingdom deserves more
than mere monetary reward.”

Duke Dolphin's gy but certain emphasis of the phrases "their valor" and "your kingdom" served asa
pointed reminder that Queen VVa ora had not been present to defend her lands. The queen's eyes



narrowed, but her color did not rise.

"We thank Duke Dolphin," she said, "for hisreminder. We had not forgotten thisfact, but the matter
remains that we had not asked for Hawk Haven's aid. We fed she should accept what reward we have
to give, not barter like fish sdllersin the marketplace.

Thistime the angry exclamations were more generd and lessrestrained. King Tedric, however,
merely raised to hishand for silence and said:

"Indeed, Hawk Haven was not invited initidly, but after the Battle of the Banks, Duke Allister did
thank us and formally request our continued assistance. It is my understanding that, athough Y our
Majesty was too busy to come and assess the situation for yoursdlf, you did fed comfortable designating
Duke Allister your representetive, even to the point of urging your officersto support him.”

"l did," Queen Gustin said stiffly. She might have said more, but King Tedric continued with a
smoothness that made his overriding her not even seem rude.

"We cameto Bright Bay'said," Tedric said, "without any forma contract, nor did we come as
mercenaries. We came because | wished to support those who shared a heritage with my people againgt
aforeign aggressor. Moreover, Duke Allister Seagleam ismy own sster's son. | could not face my
ancestorsin good conscienceif | refused him aid.”

"Yet," Queen Gustin said bitterly, "you have not worried about your ancestors reaction to the many
battles you have fought against my peoplein the past.”

"Those," King Tedric said, "were family squabbles such as the ancestors themsdl ves have fought. No
doubt you planned to ingtigate afew yoursdlf, perhaps once this old king was gone and a monarch less
certain sat upon the Eagle Throne."

Queen Gustin's cheeks flared sudden, unguarded red.

So that iswhat she did intend, Allister mused. Good tactical sense, really, if anyone thinks about
it, but her blush— whether angry or embarrassed—makes her appear a 'prentice caught plotting
to steal fromthe larder.

Duke Dolphin took advantage of Gustin's momentary silence to comment rather more loudly than
necessary to his closest neighbor, Earle Pdican:

"In my father's day, our warswith Hawk Haven truly were a continuation of our Civil War. Gustin the
Third wasthe first king to become dependent on foreign mercenaries. His daughter, our queen, has
continued the dependence.”

Wisdly, Queen Gustin did not respond to this unofficial commentary. However, as she did not seem
quite prepared to speak, King Tedric added:

"As| was saying, | sent my soldiersto Bright Bay'said because | did not wishto see her fal toa
foreign aggressor. Whether or not | believe the compensation Y our Mgesty has offered to usisjust is
not theredl issue. Theissueas| seeit is, what do you offer usto remain your alies?’

Queen Gustin had regained her composure and her reply showed even atouch of humor.
"l don't suppose that you'd continue to support us out of kindred feding?'

"My persona family fedling would not be enough,” King Tedric replied. "My noble counsslors do not
have nephews among your Great Houses. | would need to be able to offer them something more if they
were to send their sons and daughtersto fight on your fieds."



Queen Gustin glanced down at some papersin front of her, asif consulting them. Then she said coolly:

" Stonehold found the benefit of money earned and a placeto train their forces compensation enough.
In addition, we gave their ships use of some of our ports. Would you consider asimilar contract?'

King Tedric shook his head.

"My people are my greatest treasure,” he said. "'l cannot sdll their livesfor mere monies. Moreover,
New Kelvin and Waterland are not as aggressive neighbors as those Stonehold might find chalenging
their southern frontier if the Rocky Band were not so well-trained. We have a port of our own, poor
when compared to the water wealth of Bright Bay, but serviceable, and Waterland fredly sharesthe
northern oceans with our vessdls.”

"l heard," Queen Gustin said acidly, "from well-informed sources, that neither Waterland nor New
Kevin were pleased that you had come to Bright Bay's aid. Perhaps your borders and vessels are not as
secure asyou think.”

King Tedric shook hishead. "I am certain that if we offered due apology and promised never to aid
Bright Bay again—no matter which foreign powers threstened—New Kelvin and Waterland would
forgive us. Waterland in particular might have other venturesto occupy her time."

You walked into that one, Valora, Allister thought, listening to the murmured congternation from the
Bright Bay representatives. That old eagle was playing such games when you wer e floating toy
shipsin a garden pond. Now your own people see our increased vulnerability.

For the firgt time, Queen Gustin looked momentarily panicked, perhaps envisioning aBright Bay
embattled on land by Stonehold—with or without Hawk Haven's aid—while Waterland preyed upon
her from the sea. Until this point, Bright Bay had been afair match for the neighboring sea power
precisely because of Stonehold's support against Hawk Haven on land.

Gustin has been so busy concentrating on the immediate picture, Allister thought, that she did
not realize what other sharkswould start circling once they smelled our blood and thought us
wounded. Yet, if she had come to fight this battle, she would not find herself needing to grant
concessions. It is her own cowardice—or prudence—that brought her to this point.

For afleeting moment the duke wondered what ultimatum Stonehold had offered Queen Gustin that
war had been preferable to reply. Despite how attentively his spies and those of his dlies had snooped
about, no one knew for certain. The best any could say wasthat Stonehold's letter had to do with events
dating back to days of Gusgtin Sailor.

Looking a the queen, Stting stiff and haughty in her high-backed chair, Allister Seagleam was certain
of onething. The ultimatum—no matter what it entailed—had meant less than the fact that it had
offended Gustin's pride. She would not rush to Stonehold's bidding like a servant to cook, as she had
put it in her letter to him, no matter what the cost.

Although therewas gill asmdl glimmer of fear in her eyes, Queen Gustin found her voice and
addressed King Tedric:

"Y our Mgjesty then agrees that what compensation we have offered Hawk Haven for her assistance
in the battles of these few days past is sufficient.”

Tedric replied carefully, "1 have said we will accept it—I do not wish to discuss whether or not |
consder the compensation sufficient, not when thereis alarger question to settle. | ask you bluntly, Y our
Majesty, do you wish to continue in dliance with Hawk Haven and if so, what isthat dliance worth to
you?"



Queen Gustin hedged, "Y ou have said you will not take money nor use of harbors, that your troops
need no training. What isthe price of your aid?"

"Nothing," King Tedric said, "that you must persondly pay. | only ask that you name asyour heir my
nephew, your cousin Allister Seagleam. | believe that he will work toward the union of both our
kingdoms, so that never again no such word as 'dliance need ever be used to define our relationship to
each other."

"You say," Queen Gudtin said, her voicerising, "that thisisno priceto pay!"

"1 do not ask that you step down," King Tedric said reasonably. "Only that you name Duke Allister
Seagleam, son of Princess Caryl Eagle and Prince Tavis Seagleam, your heir. Y ou have no son or
daughter nor younger sibling. I am not asking you to disinherit anyone, only that you choose Duke
Alligter out of al those who could raise aclaim to the throne and that you assure his—or hisown
heir's—succeeding you even in the instance that a child isborn to you."

Duke Lobgter, father of King Harwill and thus grandfather to the yet-unconceived child of the queen,
spoke out without bothering to be recognized:

"Evenif the queen has not yet borne achild, there are those within Bright Bay's own nobility who
should follow her. Grand Duchess Seastar's edest, Culver, holds the title crown prince, though al
understand that he will step down gracefully when Queen Gustin the Fourth bearsachild.”

“Then|," King Tedric replied, smiling dightly asif acknowledging Duke L obster's unspoken advocacy
of hispotentia grandchild, "am merely asking Crown Prince Culver to be gracious a bit sooner than was
planned.”

A few people laughed and Duke Allister noted that not al those who laughed were from Hawk
Haven.

Queen Gustin was not laughing, despite the fact that this proposal came as no surprise. She had heard
it before, both from Allister and from Tedric—and probably from others. Her request that King Tedric
tell her what he wanted of her in return for his support had been for the benefit of those representatives
of her Great Houses who might not have heard Tedric's demands—and who hopefully would be
offended by them.

Doubtless what made the queen's face so stern was that Duke L obster wasthe only onetoraisea
protest. There was no offended hubbub as there had been when she dighted Hawk Haven's contribution
to the recent war, only thoughtful silence.

Duke Allister was not so naive asto believe that this meant there was near universal support for him.
King Tedric's people were prepared to support him because of the near certainty that Stonehold would
withdraw once Hawk Haven and Bright Bay showed a united front. Hawk Haven, therefore, would have
won avictory none of their armies had in over ahundred years—the promise of unification—with no
further bloodshed.

Among Bright Bay's assembled Houses, Oyster and Dol phin would support Allister's clam with
enthusiasm. Oyster because of the prospect of seeing Pearl made queen—and the satisfaction of seeing
their long shot in giving Allister abride pay off. Dolphin would support Allister because of the old insult
to Lady Brina—an insult that till rankled so strongly that Dol phin had risked its own interests to hinder
those of the past two Gustins. Dolphin had long ago forgiven Allister for the earlier offense of his parent's
arranged marriagein the light of that greater insult.

L obster would support the queen. They must because King Harwill was of their family. Pelican and



Sedl were more problematica. True, Queen Gustin's mother was a Sedl, but that House had old internal
conflicts dating back to Vionas marriage to King Gustin I11. Moreover, the Queen Mother Viona had
not kept friendswith al of her kin. Pelican owned lands a ong the Stonehold border and should be
grateful for Hawk Haven's support, but they might prefer reconciliation with their closer neighbor.

Do | really want to be Gustin's heir? Allister asked himsdlf. Do | really wish this kettle of fish on
Shad?

He nodded to himsdlf. He did. The problemswould exist whether or not he wasin aposition to do
anything about them. Thisway, he would have some control. Indeed, Gustin would need to work with
him—or at least with Shad, as he would be her more probable successor—from the start if she wished
to see any of her projects carried out.

"l am certain," Queen Gustin said, seeing that no one else was going to speak out in favor of her, "that
Crown Prince Culver would be gracious. |, too, wish to be gracious, but thisis much to ask."

"Still, | ask it," King Tedric said firmly, "and | am making demands not only of you. | will expect Duke
Alligter to prove hisgood faith to my people by wedding hisheir to my her."

Therewas murmuring at this, especidly among the Hawk Haven contingent. King Tedric had
remained stubborn in hisrefusal to name hisheir in anything other than his seeled will. Thislast satement
offered some dight clue to who that heir might be for Allister's own heir was widedly recognized to be
Shad, so Tedric's heir would need to be female. However, as there were three femae candidates, this
was hardly decisve.

Queen Gudtin said silkily, "Duke Alligter's heir is engaged to be married. Are you suggesting he name
another child hisheir or that he break the engagement?’

"That," King Tedric said, "isnot my problem. To satisfy my belief that | am securing peace with Bright
Bay for my kingdom, Duke Allister must wed hisheir to mine. How Allister choosesto arrive at thisend
ishischoice

Earl Kestrdl, quivering like his namesake bird about to launch after prey, stood and was recognized.
"Y our Mgesty, doesthat mean you will name your heir here?'

"If," King Tedric said ddliberately, "Queen Gustin agreesto my terms, | will be naming my heir here o
that everyone will know how the succession isto be established.”

Earl Kestrel bowed and sat, glancing at Allister asif wondering how the duke would take to wedding
his son to aferal woman who apparently thought she was awolf.

I would wed Shad, Alligter thought, or Tavis, if Shad's engagement cannot be broken—to any of
the three young women from whom King Tedric would select his heir and he would choose a
young one rather than his niece Zorana, of that | am sure. The male candidates please me less
since young Purcel Archer waskilled, but | do not think the king will choose one of these. Baron
Archer would not divorce hiswife to marry an eleven-year-old; Rolfston Redbriar is dead, and Jet
Shield is disgraced.

Judging from the expressions on the faces of the Hawk Haven representatives, smilar conclusions
were being reached. The representative for House Goshawk looked vaguely disappointed, but those for
Peregrine, Kestrel, and Gyrfalcon were quite dert.

"Queen Gudtin," King Tedric said, "what isyour answver?| have given Bright Bay ampletimeto
consder my offer. Although thisisthe first time my terms have been mentioned in this company, it isnot



thefirg timeyou have heard them.”

"Itis" the queen said, "amonumenta decision. Although thisisnot thefirst time | have heard your
offer, it isthefirst time some of my Great Houses have been informed. | ask to have time to consult with
themin private"

"Takethat time," King Tedric said rising, "but know this, | will not wait beyond this hour tomorrow.
Moreover, | do not think that Stonehold will wait. Already they see Hawk Haven's support asa
negotiable commodity. | have given you the chance to win our support, but it does not mean that it is not
vaued by others.

With these stinging words, the king pushed himsdlf to hisfeet and turned to go, escorted by his
guards. His noblesrosein respect and followed him from the room, trailed by the clerks for Hawk
Haven.

Thewords that had been kept back lest Bright Bay 100k lessin the eyes of anation that had been
enemy, dly, and kin now flooded forth. Representatives of the five Great Houses surged to their feet,
shouting, without waiting for recognition. Allister Seagleam listened to the noise in consternation.

Here, now, at last, it will be settled.

XXIX

FROM HER COT HIGH ON A SUNNY HILL , Fire-kegper saw movement around the pavilion in which the
negotiations had been being held. The cleared areaaround the pavilion, meant to keep eavesdroppers at
bay, suddenly swarmed with those privileged few who had met with King Tedric, Queen Gustin, and the
two minigters of Stonehold. Everyone was visble but Queen Gustin and King Tedric. They emerged
some minutes later. Through the long glass, Firekeeper saw that the faces of both were grim and fierce.

"Now it comes," she said with certainty to Doc. "Soon the call comes.”

"Cal?' Doc said, looking up from the notes he had been making on a bit of paper. "Y ou mean they've
stled it dl? Areyou certain? | thought that was what yesterday's meeting at the Toll House should have
done.”

In response, Firekeeper handed him the long glass and motioned below.

"If | have learned anything of humans," the wolf-woman said, "1 have learned that when counselors
look upset and monarchs serious, a decision has been reached.”

Thebright call of atrumpet followed amost as she finished speaking and aherad's voice was heard
announang:

"Peaceis made! Peaceiswon!"

Cheering followed these smple words, drowning out what the herad said next so that he must stop
and wait. Firekeeper watched as men and women smiled or wept, pounding each other on the backs,

embracing. She wondered at their smple joy. Couldn't they smell the blood that had been spilt? How
could they rejoice at a peace following awar that should never have been?

Once again sheresgned hersdf to accepting that perhaps for humansthat battle did need to happen.



Dangling her hand from the edge of the cot, shefelt Blind Seer lick her fingers.

Doc lowered the long glass, saying: "The herald has given up trying to say anything more. I'm going to
run down and learn the terms.”

Firekeeper did not stop him, having plans of her own. As soon asthe physician was gone, she said to
Blind Seer:

"| smell Patience not far away."

Thewoalf grunted agreemen.

"If you bring the horse to me, | will not need to walk all the way down the hill."
"Who said you are getting out of bed?" thewolf growled.

"I have," Firekeeper replied. "And as you cannot stop me without hurting me further, | think
you will get Patience."

Thewolf snarled something about stupid, impulsive humans, but by the time Firekeeper had sat up
and sivung her feet to the ground, he was back, driving the snorting grey gelding in front of him. Patience
wore neither bridle nor saddle, but Firekeeper said to him:

"Kneel down so that | may mount or | will bite you."

A bit awvkwardly, Patience complied, having no doubt at al that Firekeeper was completely in
earnest. Wrapping her handsin the horse's mane and using the strength of her arms, the wolf-woman
hauled hersdlf astride. Despite the pain, she kept her expression carefully stoic, for she knew that at the
first Sgn of weakness Blind Seer would redize he could stop her without retaliation.

She must have succeeded in hiding the pain that stabbed her back and groaned in the healing muscles
of her thigh when she siretched it around the horse's barrdl, for the wolf contented himsalf with

grumbling:
"If Elation had not so taken to Derian, | would have her fetch him here. He could stop you."

"| doubt it," Firekeeper said cheerfully, adding "Up!" to the horse. Patience rose tiffly, muttering
complaints about mad wolves. Firekeeper felt so good to be up and moving she let the gelding have his

Sy .

"Down the hill," she said, dapping her steed's neck, "to where the people are gathering. | want
to be there when the king makes his announcement.”

"What announcement?" Blind Seer asked, trotting alongside.

"Why, hisheir," Firekeeper replied blithdly. "I feel in my bones that now is the time."
"Do you expect him to name you?"

"No, but | amno less curious for that."

"Curiosity isa puppy'svice."

"And a human virtue."

Doubtless because Blind Seer moved to pad afew stepsin front of the grey gelding, a path cleared
for them as they passed through the army camp. Firekeeper sat as straight as she was able, but she
feared that she must look rather less than hersdf. Still, sporadic cheers and friendly greetings met her



progress.

The news of her coming must have flowed ahead of her, becauise as she reached the areanear the
central pavilion Elation soared screeching out of the sky, heralding Derian's arriva afew moment's after.

"Firekeeper!" Derian exclaimed, the word protest and question dl at once. She redlized how much
she had learned in that she could understand this. Once she would have thought it asimple greeting.

"1 wanted to hear the king's announcement,” she replied blandly.

"How did you know there wasto be one?' he asked teas-ingly. "Isn't the herad's news of peace
enough for you?'

Firekeeper replied as she had to Blind Seer, "I fdt it in my bones." How else could she explain her
growing awareness that humans reveded their thoughts and intentions through little Ssgns even aswolves
did? Humans might lack tails and decent ears, but the signs were present nonetheless.

Derian might have teased further, but he was too concerned about her hedlth and comfort. Given his
height, he had no trouble checking both the sword wound to her back and the stitches on her leg without
getting her down from Patience's back. When he had contented himsalf that she was not bleeding afresh
and nothing seemed to have pulled loose, he grunted:

"Well, you are here, you might aswell stay. Are you comfortable up there?"
"Enough,” she replied. "Though Petience has a sharp backbone.”

Derian remedied this by commandeering a blanket to make her apad. Firekeeper leaned with her
arms on Patiences witherswhile Derian dipped it under her. They'd just finished when Doc joined them,
glowered at Firekeeper, but said nothing more. He was followed afew moments later by Vaet, Race,
and Ox. Thelatter explained:

"Theking has called most of hisnoblesto him. That'swhere Earl Kestrel has gone. Shouldn't you be
there, Fire-keeper?'

She shrugged. "I am comfortable here. If they want me, | am easily found.”

But no one came for her and when the herdd emerged from the tent and the crowd fell silent she
remained just one among many. After the herald made a completely unnecessary cadl for quiet, he
continued:

"HisMgesty King Tedric and Her Mgesty Queen Gustin the Fourth have severd very important
announcements to make. They demand your complete and obedient attention.”

At this, the monarchs emerged from the pavilion. Each wastrailed by asmall herd of nobles, each
dressed in the best that could be found at short notice. Earl Kestrel and Baron Archer, like most of those
who had seen recent military service, wore their uniforms. Standing next to Sgpphire Shield who was
wearing her battered blue armor, Lady Elise looked tranquil, if rather frail, dressed in the same gown she
had worn to the ball.

Firekeeper wondered if herswere the only ears sharp enough to hear the sigh of longing and
admiration that inadvertently dipped from between Doc'slips as he gazed at the young noblewoman.
Something about the dight but definitely compassionate twinklein Vaet's eyes made her think that hers
were not.

A raised daisafew feet high had been hastily constructed and side by side with measured treed, rival
king and queen mounted to stand where dl could see them.



Courage, Firekeeper thought with admiration. Until Prince Newell's attack on the king, | never
realized the risks these human Ones take whenever they are in public. Queen Gustin is not loved
here. How easily an arrow shot from afar could end her life! Yet she stands there cool and even
arrogant, like the senior doe of some great herd.

Thiswasthe first time she had seen Bright Bay's queen close up and Firekeeper took a deep breseth,
hoping to catch something of her scent. All she got wasthat of horse and hot humans, but she did not
doubt that the eegant young woman before her was scented like some rich flower or perhaps an exotic

spice.

The queen, Firekeeper decided asthe herald blatted out a completely unnecessary recitation of titles
and honors, wasfurioudy angry but knew hersdlf in no position to expressthat anger.

After the announcement of titles, King Tedric began to speak. His every sentence was echoed by the
herad so that even those at the far reaches of the crowd could hear, but Firekeeper was close enough to
hear the old voice projecting with strength despite the shrillness of age.

"Good people. Aswas announced a short time ago, we have achieved peace between those who so
recently contended upon thefield just west of this point. Stonehold has paid the promised compensation.
They will begin to withdraw their troops tomorrow morning.”

Helifted ahand to forestal the cheer that began dmost inadvertently and continued:

"Compromise isthe weapon of peace. As many of you know, | first came here on my quest for a
fitting heir. Part of my compromise for peace was agreeing to name that heir publicly. But before| do o,
Queen Gustin has an important announcement of her own to make.”

Asthe queen moved dightly forward to take over, alow murmur rippled through the throng to be
ingantly quelled by her gaze.

"As Stonehold's perfidy has demonstrated,” Queen Gustin said in afirm yet musica voice, "neither
Hawk Haven nor Bright Bay is strong enough to exist done. My greatest wish isfor an dliance between
our kindred nations. In token of this, | am stepping down as queen of Bright Bay in favor of my cousin,
Duke Allister Seagleam. As he was born as apledge of our land's desire for mutual peace, | can think of
no better proof of Bright Bay's goodwill toward Hawk Haven."

Nothing could stop the noisy roar of acclamation that exploded amost before her words were
finished. Duke Allister nodded solemnly, but something of how deeply he was moved showed in theline
of color that crept up from his collar to flush his cheeks. Hiswife, Pearl, wasless composed. When she
burst into joyful tears, Duke Allister was able to take refuge in comforting her.

The herdd shouted the crowd to relative slence, and Queen Gustin continued, her tones now icy:

"My cousin has agreed that | should not make this great sacrifice for my people's good without some
fitting reward. Therefore, theidands that have to thistime been part of the nation of Bright Bay will
become my new realm. To guard and protect theidands, | shall be taking with me a portion of Bright
Bay'sfleet. | hope that relations between my new realm of the Idesand her Sster nations shall be
characterized by mutud accord.”

That last, Firekeeper thought, isastrue as if Blind Seer said he wanted all his fur shaved off. |
doubt either King Tedric or Duke Allister believe her. Neither are fools.

King Tedric stepped forward and resumed:
"l thank my noble Sster and | shal devote my strongest effortsin theselast years of my lifeto



maintaining mutual peace. Intheinterests of this, | have decided that | can no longer delay announcing
my heir. At one point | had serioudy consdered Duke Allister, but his new role as king of Bright Bay will
heavily occupy histime.

"l wish to state that my naming of one person asmy heir should in no way be taken asadight to those
who were not selected. All of the men and women | considered had qualities that might have made them
good and able monarchs, but in the end, | could only select one person. Unlike Stone-hold, my nation
cannot be ruled by acommittee.

"In the interests of furthering an dliance with Bright Bay, | decided to pass over my niece Zorana
Archer and my nephew Ivon Archer. My other nephew, Lord Rolfston Red-briar, bravely gave hislife
on the battlefield before this decision was resolved, as did my grandnephew Purcel Archer.

"The next generation holds many fine young men and women. However, in choosing between them |
let my desire for peace between Bright Bay and Hawk Haven dictate my choice to a certain extent.
Duke Alligter has four children. His eldest and his heir isayoung man, the heroic Shad Oyster.

"My desire was that the reunification of our nations be delayed no longer than absolutely necessary.
Therefore, my heir must be someone who could wed Shad Oyster. Together, they would rule Hawk
Haven after my death and—with Allister Seagleam’s enthusiastic concurrence—upon Allister's passing to
the ancestors, they would also rulein Bright Bay.

"This narrowed my choices congderably, for only two women of near marriageable age are among
my potential heirs. Both young women have shown true courage and fortitude in different ways during
the battle. One of these candidates, Lady Archer, isthe sole heir to her family duties. Sheisaso just
elghteen—not quite of marriageable age. However, these difficulties could have been overcome. What
made me decide to salect Elise's cousin, Sgpphire Shield, over her was an event that is aready becoming

legend.

"By now al of you have heard how during thefind battle of this recent war, Sgpphire risked her own
lifeto preserve that of Duke Allister and how, when Shad Oyster fdll defending hisfather from further
attacks, Sapphire hersdlf carried him from the field. Such eventsforge deep bonds. | am not such afool
astoignore the promptings of the ancestors. Therefore, | here namewith al of you as my witnesses,
Sapphire Shield the crown princess of Hawk Haven!™

Now, clearly, was atime for cheering and none attempted to restrain the thunderous appl ause that
arose as Duke Allister led forward his son and his daughter-in-law-to-be. As the young couple stepped
decoroudy forward to receive the acclaim of those who would someday be their subjects, they clasped
handstightly. Firekeeper was pleased to note that this was not mere form. From her elevated perch she
could clearly see that the knuckles on both hands were white from the tightness of that grasp.

When the shouts and cheers faded to ahappy murmur, King Tedric continued, "My voiceisold and
week. Therefore, | ask my nephew, Allister Seagleam, to continue explaining the terms of peace.”

Allister stepped next to the woman he had deposed and offered her adeep bow. Queen Gustin 1V,
soon to be Queen Vaoraof the Ides, was gracious enough, but the tight lines around mouth and eyes
could not be smoothed away by mere intention.

Alligter held up his hand for silence. When he spoke, his strong voice seemed emblematic of the
promise of the new daysto follow.

"My good people, tomorrow morning | shal depart for Silver Whae Cove, the capital of Bright Bay.
There, with the full agreement of these nobles and the familiesthey represent . . ." Here he paused to
gesture at the gathered representatives of Bright Bay's five Great Houses. "I shall be crowned king of



Bright Bay. However, | will not be made King Gustin the Fifth. The name Gustin shal be allowed to rest.
Nor shal | be King Allister Seagleam. Instead, the name| will takeisKing Allister of the Pledge, chosen
asareminder of what has brought usal to this point.

"My son and heir, Shad, and Crown Princess Sapphire will be married soon after, also in Bright Bay.
Thereafter, together, they will travel to Hawk Haven and renew their vows before their new countrymen.
When | pass on to the ancestors, Shad and Sapphire will reunite the portions of our severed people. At
that time, Bright Bay and Hawk Haven will ceaseto exist, becoming instead a new nation embracing the
best of our peoples. To commemorate that change, anew name will be taken. Uncle Tedric has
suggested we cdl our new country Bright Haven. What say you dl?!

Firekeeper thought there could be no doubt of the peopl€'s approva. In keeping with the genera
festive atmosphere, even Blind Seer threw back his head and howled enthusiastically.

"l want you to know," Allister said, "that this union of our kingdomsis not contingent upon chance. If
something takes Shad before me, Sapphire shdl Hill follow me and reunification continue. The sameis
trueif Sgpphire dies suddenly. Shad isher heir, even asheismine. The child of their bodieswill follow
them—either of them—to the throne. Thelir liveswill not be easy for they must learn to govern wisely not
one, but two peoples. Y et our dream isthat by the time Bright Haven is born the people of that nation
will no longer be two but one.

"1 have spoken long enough. Y ou gathered here have seen history made. Theredm of the Idesis
born. Bright Haven is concelved. Each one of you iswitnessto those births. Guard that responsibility as
you would any newborn child, knowing that you stand as ancestors to those gresat events. Blessngson
youdl!"

AsDuke Allister stepped back, Firekeeper joined in the new wave of acclaim, athunder of cheering
and shouting that lasted until the noble party had retreated from the dais. As the joyful noise faded, the
crowd surrounding them began to break up, flowing about their little wolf-guarded group like astream
parting around arock. Looking down from her seat on Patience, Firekegper saw that Derian was
looking &t her, aquizzica expresson on hisface.

"Y ou look awfully happy for someone who just learned sheisn't going to be queen,” Derian said.

"l know that | wouldn't befor atime," Firekeeper replied. "1 was glad then and am gladder now
because now Earl Kestrel won't ook at me that hungry, hopeful way anymore.”

"1 wonder what he will do about you?' Derian asked.

Ox spoke up for hisemployer. "Kestrel adopted her. The earl won't dump her. He has too much
pride of housefor that.”

Vaet nodded agreement. "Firekeeper will never need search for ahome. She hasonein Kestrel "

Firekeeper thought about this as the group returned to the Kestrel camp. On threat of Doc's wrath,
shewasimmediately returned to a cot. The others began breaking down the tents and storing the gear.

Some of Hawk Haven's army—Race among them— would remain in Bright Bay to make certain that
Stonehold left as scheduled, but Earl Kestrel had been released from his command to tend his other
duties. Immediately, he had arranged for asuite of comfortable rooms at one of Hope's better inns. Valet
was openly pleased.

"What if," Firekeeper asked the five men, "'l dready have ahome? Am | to be Kestrel's prisoner?”
Derian looked embarrassed, Ox and Race puzzled, Doc carefully blank, but Vaet understood and



reassured her.

"Y ou should have freedom to come and go,” Vaet said, his hands busy stowing polished cookware.
"Evenif you are dill nearly achild by Hawk Haven's sandards, you have lived avery different lifeand
Earl Kestrd will not wish you to be unhappy. Tell me, do you intend to return to the wilds?'

Firekeeper shrugged. "Winter ishard in the wolflands, but someday | would wish to see my pack,
maybe in the spring. Then you found me; then | could return.”

"Forever?' Derian's voice sounded oddly choked. He turned away and made himsdlf busy stacking
some blankets.

"Forever?' Firekeeper laughed. "After | go to dl such trouble to learn human ways! Of course| come
back."

"I'm glad,” anew voice entered the conversation as Earl Kestrel walked into the camp. Hisfollowers
Sprang to offer him proper bows, but he waved them down. "Be a ease.

"l am glad,” the earl repeated, turning to Firekeeper, "to learn that you plan to come back to us. Can |
encourage you to stay through the winter?'

Firekeeper nodded. "1 was thinking that food is hard to get in winter and, even with Doc's help, I will
be some time yet making these cut muscles strong enough to run and hunt.”

"Very good." Earl Kestrel beamed generdly. "Before | |eft the king's presence, the new heir spoke
with me. Sapphire asked meto counsd her on the needs of my house. Very prettily, she told me that
until now she has concentrated soldly on those of her birth house."

Earl Kestrdl looked more serious. " Crown Princess Sapphire aso wished to make certain that |
would not hold any resentment againgt you, Blysse, for not being chosen asheir.”

"Doyou?' Firekeeper asked bluntly.

"No," replied the earl with equd directness. " Given the Stuation, the king could not have chosen
anyone about whose heritage there was the least doubt. Moreover, asapublic sign of her favor, the heir
has asked if you will be an attendant at her forthcoming wedding.”

Firekeeper frowned. "Wedding attendant?
Earl Kestrd actualy laughed. "It isaformal-attire occasion of the highest honor.”
"More honor than the bal 1?7

"Morethan adozen bals" Earl Kestrel assured her. He glanced at Derian. "'l believe that Counselor
Derian could teach you what you would need to know. Lady Archer will also be attendant upon her
cousin. | believe that the crown princess wished to publicly demongtrate their amity.”

Firekeeper shrugged away the unfamiliar word, more concerned about this new socid challenge.
"Will you teach me, Derian?Y ou and Elise?"

Derian nodded, pretending dismay. "I seem fated to act aslady'smaid,” he said in resigned tones, but
Firekeeper saw the sparklein hiseyes.

Blind Seer saw it als0. "More kings," thewolf grumbled, "and queens and formal attire. What
shall | do?"



Firekeeper scratched his greet grey head. "Be with me. Guard my back. There will be dangers
therealso.”

"Despite what Duke Allister implied today,” Earl Kestrel said, unaware of the wolves conversation,
"the wedding and coronation cannot be held for some weeks. Queen Gustin must be permitted to move
her belongings from theroyd dwellings at Silver Whale Cove. Noblesfrom both Bright Bay and Hawk
Haven must be given timeto prepare for the festivities. Duke Allister will take up hisresponsibilitiesas
monarch immediatel y—indeed, the last thing we witnessed before the meeting ended was a
representative of each of Bright Bay's Great Houses swearing loyalty to their new king—abut further
formditieswill wait."

"l must return to Eagles Nest" Earl Kestrel continued, "and then to the Norwood Grant. King Tedric
has asked that | take Prince Newel's servant Rook into my custody. Apparently, Lady Zoranawants
him executed, no matter what promises he was given in return for his confession. King Tedric might have
given Lady Zoranawhat she wished but this Rook claimsthat heis not the one who took such liberties
with Lady Zoranas person—he says another man, named Keen, wasresponsible.”

"] think," Firekeeper said dowly, "that Rook tellsthe truth. | did not seefaces, but | did see shapes
and hair and such. The man who pawed at Lady Zoranawas not Rook. He was the onewho later | cut
beneath the eye. | did not recall this at the time, but once or twice | saw one who could have been this
Keen near Prince Newd l'stent.”

Earl Kestrel looked interested. "1 doubt that such information would change Lady Zoranas fedings.
She would smply say that Rook stood by and permitted this Keen his abuses. Still, | shall passyour
report on to King Tedric. For whatever reason, King Tedric is standing by his promise to Rook and has
asked that | secure the prisoner in the Norwood Grant, where Lady Zoranawould find it more difficult
todo himinjury.”

"My thought,” the earl went on, "isto have Lady Blysse remain here in Hope to recuperate from her
wounds. Not only would it spare her atrip in ajolting wagon, but when she feels better she will have
woodlands near for her pleasure. | must take Ox and Valet with me, and Derian will certainly wish to
vigt hisfamily and tell them about his new honors, but | thought that you, Jared, might be willing to look
after my ward.”

"That's agood thought,” Doc said. "I'll stay and keep Firekegper and Blind Seer out of trouble. No
oneiswaiting for mein EagleésNest."

Firekeeper heard the sadnessin hisvoice. If Earl Kestrel did, he didn't comment.

"l may be speaking out of turn, Cousin Jared,” the earl added, "but | was given the impression that
you will beinvited to the wedding celebration in Silver Whae Cove—aswell asto the onein Eagle's
Nest. Shad Oyster gppreciates how your talent sped aong his healing and that of hisfather. He wishes
to offer you thismark of favor before his people.”

Sir Jared's smile glowed. Firekeeper knew why. Elise would be at the wedding. The prospect of that
meeting—not the royd invitation—was the honor that lit hissoul.

Firekeeper shook her head, wondering if shewould ever fed so intensaly about a human. She could
be fond of humans, yes. She wasfond of Derian, of Elise, of al those she thought of as her human
pack—even of Earl Kestrel. Shewould diefor King Tedric as shewould for Blind Seer.

Her hand curled tightly in the wolf's ruff, knowing that her silent wish wasimpossible, wondering
nonetheessif somewhere, somehow, there was magic that would transform her so that she might run
besde Blind Seer, wolf and wolf.
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name of that house. If the parents are of the same rank, then rank is designated from the birth house,
great over lesser, lesser by seniority. The Great Houses are ranked in the following order: Eagle, Shield,
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Chalmer 1: (King, H.H.) born Chalmer Elkwood; son of Queen Zoranathe Great; spouse of Rose
Dawn,; father of Marras, Tedric, Gadman, and Rosene.
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Dirkin Eastbranch: (knight, H.H.) King Tedric's persona bodyguard.

Donal Hunter : (H.H.) member of Barden Eagle's expedition; spouse of Sarena; father of Tamara.



Eirene Norwood: (Lady, H.H.) spouse of Barden Eagle; mother of Blysse Norwood; sister of Norvin
Norwood.

Elation: Royal Falcon, companion to Firekeeper.

Elexa Wellward: (Queen, H.H.) spouse of Tedric I; mother of Chalmer, Lovella, and Barden.

Elise Archer: (Lady, H.H.) daughter of Ivon Archer and AurellaWel-ward; heir to Archer Grant.
Farand Briarcott: (Lady, H.H.) assstant to Tedric I, former military commander.

Firekeeper: (Lady, H.H.) ferd child raised by wolves, adopted by Norvin Norwood and given the
name Blysse Norwood.

Gadman Eagle: (Grand Duke, H.H.) third child of King Chalmer and Queen Rose; brother to Marras,
Tedric, Rosene; spouse of Riki Red-briar; father of Rolfston and Nydia Redbriar.

Gayl Minter : see Gayl Seagleam.

Gayl Seagleam: (Queen, B.B.) spouse of Gustin |; first queen of Bright Bay; mother of Gustin, Merry
(later Gudtin I1), and Lyra. Note: Gayl was the only queen to assume the name " Seagleam.” Later
tradition paralleled that of Hawk Haven where the name of the birth house was retained even after
marriage to the monarch.

Grace Trueheart: (Duchess Merlin, H.H.) military commander; spouse of Alin Brave; mother of Baxter.
Gustin I (King, B.B.) born Gustin Sailor, assumed the name Seagleam upon his coronation; first
monarch of Bright Bay; spouse of Gayl Minter, later Gayl Seagleam; father of Gustin, Merry, and Lyra
Seagleam.

Gustin 11 (Queen, B.B.) born Merry Seagleam, assumed the name Gustin upon her coronation; second
monarch of Bright Bay; spouse of Amery Pelican; mother of Basil, Seastar, and Tavis Seagleam.
Gustin I11: (King, B.B.) born Basl Seagleam, assumed the name Gustin upon his coronation; third
monarch of Bright Bay; spouse of Brina Dolphin, later of Viona Sedl; father of Vaora Seagleam.
Gustin 1V: (Queen, B.B.) born Vaora Seagleam, assumed the name Gustin upon her coronation; fourth
monarch of Bright Bay; spouse of Harwill Lobgter.

Harwill Lobster: (King, B.B.) Spouse of Gugtin V.

Hazel Healer: (H.H.) apothecary, herbaist, perfumer; resident in the town of Hope.

Holly Gardener: (H.H.) former Master Gardener for Eagle's Nest Castle; possessor of the Green
Thumb, ataent for the growing of plants. Mother of Timin and Sarena.

Hya Grimsel : (Genera, Stonehold) commander of Stonehold troops.

Ivon Archer: (Baron, H.H.) master of the Archer Grant; son of Purcel Archer and Rosene Eagle;
brother of Zorana Archer; spouse of AurellaWellward; father of Elise Archer.

Jared Surcliffe: (knight, H.H.) knight of the Order of the White Eagle; possessor of the hedling talent;
distant cousin of Norvin Norwood who serves as his patron. Widower, no children.

Jem: (B.B.) deserter from Bright Bay'sarmy.

Jet Shield: (H.H.) son of Mdina Shied and Rolfston Redbriar; brother of Sapphire, Opal, Ruby, and
Citrine.

Joy Spinner: (H.H.) scout in the service of Earle Kite.

Keen: (H.H.) servant to Newell Shield.

Kenre Trueheart: (H.H.) son of Zorana Archer and Aksdl Trueheart;

brother of Purcel, Nydia, and Deste Trueheart.

Lorimer Stanbrook: (Lord, H.H.) spouse of Marras Eagle; father of Marigolde and Alben Eagle.
Lovella Eagle: (Crown Princess, H.H.) military commander; daughter of Tedric Eagle and Elexa
Well-ward; spouse of Newdl | Shield.

Marigolde Eagle: (H.H.) daughter of Marras Eagle and Lorimer Stan-brook. In keeping with principles
of Zoranal, given notitleasdied ininfancy.

Marras Eagle: (Crown Princess, H.H.) daughter of Tedric Eagle and Elexa Wellward; spouse of
Lorimer Stanbrook; mother of Marigolde and Alben Eagle.

Méelina Shield: (Lady, H.H.) reputed sorceress; spouse of Rolfston Red-briar; mother of Sapphire, Jet,
Opd, Ruby, and Citrine Shield.



Merry Seagleam: see Gudtin 1.

Minnow Oyster : (Lady, B.B.) daughter of Allister Seagleam and Pearl Oyster; twin of Anemone Oyder;
sster of Shad and Tavis Oydter.

Nanny: (H.H.) attendant to Mdina Shield.

Newell Shield: (Prince, H.H.) commander of marines; spouse of LovellaEagle; brother of Melina
Shied.

Ninette Farmer : (H.H.) relative of Ivon Archer; attendant of Elise Archer.

Norvin Norwood: (Earl Kestrel, H.H.) heir to Kestrel Grant; brother of Eirene Norwood; spouse of
Luella Stanbrook; father of Edlin, Tait, Lillis, Agneta, and Blysse (adopted) Norwood.

Nydia Trueheart: (H.H.) often caled Dia; daughter of Aksdl True-heart and Zorana Archer; sister of
Purcel, Deste, and Kenre Trueheart.

One Male: ruling male wolf of Fire-keeper and Blind Seer's pack.

One Female: aso Shining Coat; ruling female wolf of Firekeeper and Blind Seer's pack.

Opal Shield: (H.H.) daughter of Mdina Shield and Rolfston Red-briar; sister of Sapphire, Jet, Ruby,
and Citrine Shield.

Ox: (H.H.) born Mavin Hogge; bodyguard to Norvin Norwood; renowned for his strength and good
temper.

Pear| Oyster: (Lady, B.B.) spouse of Allister Seagleam; mother of Shad, Tavis, Anemone, and Minnow
Oyder.

Purcel Trueheart: (H.H.) lieutenant, Hawk Haven army; son of Aksdl Trueheart and Zorana Archer;
brother of Nydia, Deste, and Kenre Trueheart.

Purcel Archer: (Baron Archer, H.H.) first Baron Archer, born Purcel Farmer, elevated to thetitle for
his prowessin battle; spouse of Rosene Eagle; father of Ivon and Zorana Archer.

Race Forester : (H.H.) scout under the patronage of Norvin Norwood; regarded by many as one of the
best in hiscdling.

Riki Redbriar: (Lady, H.H.) spouse of Gadman Eagle; mother of Rolfston and Nydia Redbriar.
Rolfston Redbriar: (Lord, H.H.) son of Gadman Eagle and Riki Red-briar; spouse of Meina Shidd;
father of Sapphire, Jet, Opal, Ruby, and Citrine Shield.

Rook: (H.H.) servant to Newell Shield.

Rose Dawn: (Queen, H.H.) common-born wife of Chalmer I; his marriage to her was the reason Hawk
Haven Great Houses received what Queen Zorana the Great would doubtless have seen as unnecessary
and frivoloustitles.

Rosene: (Grand Duchess, H.H.) fourth child of King Chalmer and Queen Rose; spouse of Purcel
Archer; mother of Ivon and Zorana Archer.

Ruby Shield: (H.H.) daughter of Melina Shield and Rolfston Red-briar; sister of Sapphire, Jet, Opd,
and Citrine Shidld.

Sapphire Shield: (H.H.) daughter of Mdina Shield and Rolfston Red-briar; sster of Jet, Opd, Ruby,
and Citrine Shidd.

Sarena Gardener : (H.H.) member of Prince Barden's expedition; spouse of Dona Hunter; mother of
Tamara

Shad Oyster: (Lord, B.B.) lieutenant, Bright Bay navy; son of Allister Seagleam and Pearl Oydter;
brother of Tavis, Anemone, and Minnow Oydter.

Seward Slver: (H.H.) long-time steward of Eaglé's Nest Castle. Her birth-name and origin have been
forgotten as no one, not even Siiver hersdlf, thinks of her as anything but the steward.

Tavis Oyster: (Lord, B.B.) son of Allister Seagleam and Pearl Oyster; brother of Shad, Anemone, and
Minnow Oydter.

Tavis Seagleam: (Prince, B.B.) third child of Gustin Il and Amery Pelican; spouse of Caryl Eagle; father
of Allister Seagleam.

Tedric | (King, H.H.) third king of Hawk Haven; son of King Chalmer and Queen Rose; spouse of
ElexaWedlward; father of Chadmer, Lovella, and Barden Eagle.

Tench: (Lord, B.B.) born Tench Clark; right-hand to Queen Gustin IV; knighted for his services; later



made Lord of the Pen.

Thyme: (H.H.) ascout in the service of Hawk Haven.

Timin Gardener: (H.H.) Master Gardener for Eagle's Nest Castle; possessor of the Green Thumb, a
talent involving the growing of plants; son of Holly Gardener; brother of Sareng; father of Dan and
Robyn Gardener.

Valet: (H.H.) eponymous servant of Norvin Norwood; known for hisfiddity and surprising wesalth of
useful ills

Valora Seagleam: see GudtinIV.

Vernita Carter: (H.H.) born Vernita Painter; an acknowledged beauty of her day, Vernitabecame
associated with the business she and her husband, Colby, transformed from asmple carting businessto
agroup of associated livery stables and carting service; spouse of Colby Carter; mother of Derian,
Damita, and Brock Carter.

Viona Seal : (Queen, B.B.) second wife of King Gustin 111; mother of Vaora, later Gustin V.

Wain Cutter: (H.H.) skilled lapidary, or gem cutter, working out of the town of Hope.

Whiner: awolf of Blind Seer and Firekeeper's pack.

Yaree Yuci : (Generd, Stonehold) commander of Stonehold troops.

Zorana | : (Queen, H.H.) also called Zoranathe Great, born Zorana Shield. First monarch of Hawk
Haven; responsible for areduction of titles—so associated with this program that over-emphasis of titles
isconsdered "unzoranic." Spouse of Clive Elkwood; mother of Chamer I.

Zorana Archer: (Lady, H.H.) daughter of Rosene Eagle and Purcel Archer; sster of Ivon Archer;
spouse of Aksel Trueheart; mother of Purcel, Nydia, Deste, and Kenre Trueheart.

PRrRAISE FOR THROUGH WOLF'S EYES

"What do you get when you mix lost magic and ferd children with dynastic palitics, wolf socid dynamics,
treason, and over-ambitious, socia-climbing parents? Y ou get Jane Lindskold's new novel Through
Wolf's Eyes and another stay-up-to-finish-the-last-page read.”

—David Weber

"Through Wolf's Eyes combines the mythic resonances of afera child raised by wolveswith a
fascinating fantasy of afreshnessand originality that makes dl the legion of mock-medieval cloneslook
pale and faded. Her characterslive— they'rered, but they are different. And the world they livein
lingersin the mind; heroic, squalid, exctic, everyday. | was convinced that it went on by itself when |
turned the last page. Bravo!™

—S. M. Stirling
"| adore Jane Lindskold'swriting and Through Wolf's Eyes is her best book yet. Courtly intrigues that

would make Dorothy Dunnett proud shouldn't mix so well with the story of afera child, but they do, they
do. Lindskold's novels are ararity for me—fat, engrossing novelsthat still don't seem long enough.”

—CharlesdeLint
"Thisengrossng tae of fera myth and roya intrigue offers plenty of action aswell asfascinating
anthropologica detail . . . A beautiful and complex book."
—Publishers Weekly



PRAISE FOR JANE L INDSKOLD

"From the very start of the book | got the same buzz aswhen | first read Jack Williamson's Darker Than
You Think, or Zdazny's Nine Princes in Amber, that delicious sense of embarking on agrand adventure
... Fromgat tofinishitis, and remains, asmart, funny, well-detailled romp of an adventure story that
gtill finds room to address serious concerns—a fabulous Romancein the bet, and old, sense of the
word."

—Charlesde Lint on Changer

ToOrR BOOKSBY JANE L INDSKOLD

Through Wolf's Eyes
Wolf's Head, Wolf's Heart*

*forthcoming

Look for
WOLF'SHEAD,
WOLF'SHEART

by JANE LINDSKOLD

available in hardcover August 2002 from Tor Books

DESPITE THE STRONG, chill wind blowing in from the bay, the young woman remained perched upon the
castle parapet, her dark brown eyes gazing out over the waters of Silver Whale Cove. Perhaps for
warmth, perhaps for companionship, her right arm was flung around the neck of the enormous grey wolf



seated beside her, his eegant head higher than her own.

"So much water," she said at last. "Derian told me it would be likethis, and that the ocean beyond this
bay makes the bay itsalf seem a cattle pond by comparison.”

"And Queen Vaoraisfled over that ocean,” the wolf added, "taking with her these magical treasures
we have heard so much about.”

He laughed, adry sound that to most human ears would have sounded like nothing more that afaint
snort. His blue eyes danced with amusement as he continued:

"And so thisVdorageasavictory at atimewhen al expected her to fleetail-tucked, like ayearling
too full of springtime strength who has been pounded by the One Mae."

"1 wish, Blind Seer," the young woman said atrace reproachfully, "that | was as certain that what
Queen Vdorahas doneisamusing. Both King Tedric and King Allister are very stern these days.
Crown Princess Sgpphire hides her rage but thinly. | have heard that the seamstresses who arefitting her
for her wedding gown tremble when they must approach her.”

"True, sweet Firekeeper," the wolf agreed. " Our friends are worried, but then there is nothing more
humiliating than being bitten on the nose by prey you had thought dead. The kings are old Oneswho
think about the consequences, but Sapphire only fedsthe shame.™

Firekeeper shared Blind Seer'slaughter thistime before returning her attention to the bay.

"Therewill be no running after Queen Vaorato bring the treasures back. | understand that now. | had
not thought there was ariver so widethat it could not be forded or swam, apond so broad that one
could not run around its edgesto the other sde.”

A raised voice from insde the castle interrupted their discussion.
"Lady Blysse! Lady Blyssal"
Firekeeper, who had accepted Blysse Kestrdl as aname to which she would answer, groaned.

Blind Seer commented dyly, "Crown Princess Sgpphireis not the only one who snaps at the
seamsiresses, eh, Fire-keeper?'

In reply, the young woman punched the wolf in the shoulder. Swinging her long legs down from the
stonewall, Firekeeper caled to the woman insde:

"l am here. Wait and | will comeintoyou."

A kerchief-covered head popped out one of the narrow windowsin the castlé's ssonewall. The
woman's face beneath the covering was shriveled with age and lined from sour temper.

"Lady Blyssel" she shrieked. "What are you doing out there?!
Firekeeper answered, just adight note of exasperation in her voice, "Looking at the water."
"Becareful! Youll fal!"

Deeming thislast not worthy of reply, Firekeeper paused in her descent only long enough to make
certain that Blind Seer had legpt safely down from their shared perch. The wolf, however, experienced
no more difficulty with the descent than she had, despite the fact that he was easily the Size of asmall
pony. Nature had blessed him with dexterity, flexibility, and asingular lack of imagination regarding



risk— traits Firekeeper shared.

Thus, when Firekeeper and Blind Seer dipped through the window into their room, it was the waiting
tirewoman who was pa e and shaking.

"| reglly must protest!" she began, her voice shrill.

"1 wouldn't, Goody Sewer," came amae voice from the doorway. " She doesn't understand.”
Firekeeper, who indeed had been growing frustrated, brightened at the familiar voice.
"Derian!" she cried in rdief. "The meeting then isover?'

Without standing on ceremony—atrait Goody Sewer clearly didiked—Derian Carter strolled into
Lady Blysse'sroom. Hewasatall youth, recently turned nineteen, possessed of dark red hair tied back
by ablack ribbon into afashionable queue and fair skin dusted with freckles. Hazel green eyesthat could
be as changeabl e as the sea twinkled now with laughter.

"Weareinrecess," hereplied. "When did you arrive?”

"Early thismorning," Firekeeper said, "in awagon with Doc. Blind Seer permitted himsdlf to be
covered with blankets, but still the horses shied when they caught his scent. | had to snarl a them most
fiercdy."

Derian Carter, more inclined than most would be to take Firekeeper literally, grinned.

"We asked for you," Firekeeper continued atrace reproachfully, "but we were told you werein a
meeting. A note had been left for Doc and hetold uswhat it said.”

"The meeting was King Tedric's business" Derian said in atone of voice that warned her not to
pursue the matter further. Then he turned his atention to the tirewoman who had been listening, curiosity
warring with impatience.

"1 beg you, Goody," Derian said, "to refrain from scolding Lady Blysse even when she actsin what
must seem to you afoolish manner.”

"But if shefdld" the woman began.

"No onewill blameyou," Derian soothed. "I assure you. No one who knows her well maintains for
long theillusion that anyone but Lady Blysseis responsiblefor her actions.”

Goody Sewer frowned, her critical gaze fixed on the young woman with clear dissatisfaction.

Lady Blysse Kestrdl did not fit the usua image of a young noblewoman. Lean and dim, amost to
boyishness, Blysse wore scuffed brown leather trousers cut off below the knee and amatching leather
vest. Her bare feet were dirty and calloused. Her only adornment—if such apractical item could be
classified thus—was a sheathed hunting knife in whose pommel gleamed alarge, deep red, cabochon cut
gamnet.

"l came here," the tirewoman explained, "to fit the young lady for her gowns and found her perched
out on the parapet!”

"Did she comeingde when you caled?' Derian asked.
"Yes," thewoman admitted grudgingly.
"Thendl iswell," Derian concluded. "Please, go ahead with your fitting. | won't get intheway. | have



afew minutes before | need to return to my meeting.”

Firekeeper hid agrin, but Blind Seer, chearfully aware that no one but Firekeeper would understand
what he said, commented,

"Fox-hair is determined to pull the woman'stail. What has she done to him?"

"If," Firekeeper replied in the same language, " she has been acting toward him as this castle's staff
did to Doc when we arrived, she has been treating him asif heis as untrained and untried as|
was when first | came forth from the forests.”

"WAl," Blind Seer said philasophicdly, " when the moon was last full this seamstress served
another mistress, and her pack and Derian's were vowed enemies. Not everyone has taken well to
the changes.”

Firekeeper nodded and, to the evident shock of Goody Sewer, began undoing the carved toggles that
held her vest closed over her smal but definite breasts.

"Lady Blyss2l" the woman ghrilled.

"Derian has seen mewithout clothes before," Firekeeper said with a patience she didn't fed and
continued to undress.

Derian, however, perhaps feding he had teased the woman enough, politely turned his back.

"1 have been Lady Blysse's persond attendant these last six or so moonspans,” he explained, "but my
garveling waif has become ayoung lady. | shal remember her modesty even though she does not.”

The tirewoman who—no matter what she pretended— could not have failed to hear the stories of
how Lady Blysse had been discovered in the wildswest of the Iron Mountains early the past spring,
sniffed but did not pursue the subject. Indeed, Goody Sewer's easy acceptance of Blind Seer—as
terrifyingly huge awolf asany storyteller could dream— gave lie to her pretended ignorance and haughty
indignation. That she trusted Blind Seer would not make dinner of her meant she had heard something of

Lady Blysse's peculiar history.

"Try thisgown on firgt," wasal the tirewoman said. She held up along-deeved gown in dark blue
fabric, banded at wrist and throat by ribbonsin the Kestrel sky-blue and scarlet. "1 had the pattern cut
a ong the measurements the post-rider brought, but there will certainly need to be dterations.”

Firekeeper, now naked except for her underclothing, stepped into the gown and let the woman fasten
it. Asshe stood, trembling dightly at the proximity of anear stranger, she asked Derian:

"How is Elation? We have not seen her sincewe arrived.”

Derian tone grew worried as he replied, " She was with me until shortly before | arrived at the city,” he
sad. "Then shetook off. Last | saw her, she wasflying west."

Firekeeper was aso concerned. The peregrine fa con had taken quite aliking to Derian and wouldn't
have left him without good reason. Still, she decided there was no need to worry the young man further.

"The hunting birds" she offered, "migrate like most other wingéd folk. It could be that her blood called

She grinned suddenly, remembering how once Derian had not believed her when she said she could
understand what animals said to her.

"It'snot asif Elation could tdl you where shewas going,” she added.



Derian chuckled. "That'strue. How are you feding these days? Y ou look well."
"Doc saysthat my wounds are healed,” Firekeeper replied, "though | will have some new scars.”

A sniff from the tirewoman indicated that she had noticed the liberd patterning of scars across
Firekeeper's skin. Not one of the young woman's limbs was free from the silver and white lines: some
mere gossamer tracery, afew heavily seamed with scar tissue. Two comparatively fresh scars— one on
Firekeeper's back, the other aong her thigh—remained livid red fading dong the edgesinto dull pink.

With his back turned, Derian's expression couldn't be seen, but his voice expressed his satisfaction at
the news.

"Well, you can't expect to get away without any marks. Y ou were nearly dead from your injuriesand
even Doc's headling talent can't free you from al the consequences of your impulsveness.”

Firekeeper recognized the teasing note in Derian's voice and | et the gpparent insult stand, though
coming from another the accusation that she had acted without thought would have been afighting
matter.

At aprod from the tirewoman, Firekeeper raised her right arm so that Goody Sewer could adjust the
pinsinthat deeve.

"Doc has goneto learn what is expected of him for the wedding,” Firekeeper said to distract herself.
And to seeif he can "accidentally" meet with a certain young lady, she thought, but she said
nothing, respecting Sir Jared Surcliffes dignity.

"Doubtless" Derian sad, "hewill take the time to familiarize himsdf with the public areas of thisfine
cadtle.

Agan, something in Derian's tone—this time awarm undercurrent of |aughter—made Firekeeper
suspect that he had understood her unspoken thoughts aswell as what she said adoud.

"l hear that we were among the last of the Hawk Haven wedding gueststo arrive,” Firekeeper
continued, redlizing to her astonishment that she was making conversation—aconcept she would not
have understood five moonspans before.

"Only the mother of the bride," Derian said, anote of tenson entering hisvoice, "hasfalled to arrive.
Some say that she will not atend, recently widowed as sheis.”

"Furious at her daughter," Blind Seer commented, "if the truth would be known."
Derian, of course, didn't hear the wolf's comment, and went on;

"Lord Rolfston's death isless than two moonspan's past,” he said, "but still many consider Lady
Méelina's absence abad omen for the marriage.”

Goody Sewer spoke around the pinsheld in her pursed lips. "How can it be agood omen if the
mother of the bride— the proximate ancestress—refusesto attend? | say that Duke. . . King Allister
should postpone the wedding until appropriate mourning for the bride's father is ended and her mother is
willing to attend.”

"Y ou aren't the only onewho thinksthat," Derian said easily, "but King Allister is of another mind—as
ishisson, Shad. If Shad iswilling to risk bad omens on hiswedding day, | say we should support him.
It'simportant to sedl the truce between Bright Bay and Hawk Haven."

Goody Sewer could hardly disagree without seeming openly didoya to her new monarch and hisheir



apparent, but her silence was e oquent. The chime of distant bells made any reply unnecessary.
"Timefor meto return to the meeting,” Derian said. "Seeyou later, Firekeeper."
"l hope s0," Firekeeper replied.

Firekeeper smiled after the retreating figure. 1t was good to be back with her first human friend. Inthe
wash of pleasure she barely heard the tirewoman's question.

"Excuseme,” shesad politdy. "l wasn't ligtening.”
"l could tdll that!" the older woman griped. "l said you can take off that gown and try on the next one."

Firekeeper cooperated, being careful not to damage the fabric or snag the ribbons. The next gown
Goody Sewer handed her wasthe silvery grey of awood dove's plumage and ddlicioudy soft. It
reminded Firekeeper of the firgt fabric shedd ever touched—alamb'swool shirt Derian had given her.

"Who was that arrogant red-head?’ the tirewoman asked, twitching straight the gown'slong skirt, then
lowering hersaf on creaking kneesto pin the hem. "I've seen him about these past severd days, ever
snce the contingent from Eagle's Nest arrived, but never to speak to. He gives himsdif airs™

Firekeeper thought that alesstrue thing had never been said about her friend and she carefully framed
her reply.

"He's Derian,” she said, smoothing the deeve of the gown againgt her arm, "Derian Carter. Some are
cdling him Derian Counsdor sincethewar."

She barred her teeth in agleeful grin that was not completely kind.

"He's one of Earl Kestrdl's retainers and youngest counsglor to King Tedric of Hawk Haven," she
continued, taking wolf-like pride in the strength of her pack. "A very important person.”

The astonishment and congternation on the tirewoman's face when the old woman looked up from her
pinning was precisaly the reward for which Firekeeper had hoped.



