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Chapter 1

Derian Carter awoke with his shirtfront wet with blood and his head pounding. The floor on which helay
was damp and reeked so strongly of piss and vomit that his stomach roiled. The rough board planks aso
seemed to be rising and faling—an impression he was willing to dismiss given how the rest of him felt.

Derian had experienced his share of hangovers, but this one wasthe worst by far. Hislast coherent
memory was of dancing with that pretty girl from Bright Bay. She'd suggested they go for awak aong
the riverbank. Something in how she phrased her invitation hinted that she had activitiesin mind more
interesting than merely strolling on the spring-thick sward. Sheld been very pretty, the neckline of her
gown cut very deep. Derian had followed with dightly tipsy aacrity.

How had he gotten here?
A husky voice broke into Derian's efforts to sort fragmented impressionsinto order.
"Fox Hair?'Y ou wake?'

The voice came from ashort distance away, and for thefirst time Derian registered the dimness of the
room. There was enough light for him to see his hands and the dark stain on the front of his shirt, but the
light was diffuse, lesking into achamber imperfectly sealed rather than being shed by sunlight or lantern.

Where was he?
The voice, forgotten dmost as soon as heard, came again.
"Fox Hair! Derian! | hear you move. Tak."

The words were gruff, urgent, words spoken from a mouth struggling to give shape to the sounds,
struggling against panic that would drive away the words and leave nothing but whimpers and howls.

A deeply ingrained sense of respongbility for the person who used that voice gave Derian hisfirst breath
of gahility. He clung to it, grabbing his aching head between the curved fingers of his hands, forcing
himsdlf to remember. He found aword.

"Firekeeper?'

The sigh of relief that answered held a soft whimper, but when the voi ce spoke again there was no hint of
tears.

"Firekeeper. IS

A remembered image came with the voice, awoman, afew years younger than he. Dark brown hair
dightly curly, cut unevenly, asfrom necessity rather than with any sense of syle. Eyesvery dark, figure
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dim, but no longer starvation skinny. Neither tall nor short, but somewhere in between.

Firekeeper, the woman who thought herself awolf rather than ahuman. Firekeeper, whom he had taught
to use the words she was in danger of losing. Firekeeper.

Memory dmost sucked him from redity. The voice brought him back again.
"Fox Hair. Y ou bleed. How bad?"

Derian touched his shirtfront, registering cold dampness there, stinging pain, but no fresh flow of blood.
Hed aready forgotten the wound until Firekeeper had reminded him. He wanted to forget it again now,
but he forced himsdlf to focus.

"I've been cut," he said, and heard the surprisein hisvoice. "Severd times. Long, shalow dices. With
a... knife?'

Despite himsdlf, the last word came out as a question.

Firekeeper answered from somewhere in the gloom. Derian wondered alittle that she didn't come closer
now that she knew he was awake, but then Firekeeper saw far better in the dark than he did—than any
human he'd ever heard of did.

"Yes. A knife. They cut you to bring me here. To bring me and Blind Seer.”
"Blind Seer?'

Impressions were flooding back into Derian’'s mind now, competing with the ache, making the space
behind his eyesfed crowded.

Blind Seer, an enormous grey wolf with blue eyes—named for those eyes, which his parents had thought
meant he was blind until the staggering explorations of the pup had proven them wrong. A wolf with
parents, not merely sire and dam. Born of beasts with sufficient intelligence to worry about a damaged
pup, beasts possessed of the inhuman resignation to accept the handicap and the early death it promised
for apup Derian knew meant as much to them as did any child to human parents.

"Blind Seer," Firekeeper's voice repeated. "He deeps. They giveusdl to drink."
Derian processad this, enlightened by his throbbing head.
"We were drugged?’

Firekeeper snorted. Derian could amost see her toss her dark brown hair from even darker eyes. She
was rarely patient with the human tendency to repeat what to her was obvious.

"Firekeeper," Derian said, and made hisvoice as stern as he could. "I fed like shit. My head wantsto
gplit open down the middle. Tell mewhat happened. Tell medowly and carefully.”

He heard a soft laugh.

"My head hurt, too," Firekeeper admitted. "I try to tell what happened, but keep voice down. We not
want them come.”

"Them?Who?'

"Not know."



"Why don't you come St next to me?' Derian felt dmogt frantic for physical contact.

"l no can. They havemein... " The pause came that meant the wolf-woman was struggling for aspecific
word. "A cage. Blind Seer in cage, too. Not you, | think. Can you move?"

Derian tried, felt something tug at his ankle, tested and found alength of chain cuffed around it. By now
he was hardly surprised.

"I'm chained,” he reported. "What's going on?"

"| tell what | know," Firekeeper promised, her voice soothing. "We were at the night dancing. A man
cometo mein the dance. He say 'Derian needsyou.' | am not sure, but think maybeitisaking thingso |
follow even when the man takes us from the bright spacesto the fields by theriver.”

Mentally, Derian fleshed out Firekeeper'swords. She and Blind Seer had been participating in one of the
large public dances being held to celebrate the naming of the firstborn son of Crown Princess Sapphire
and Crown Prince Shad. The celebrations had been extensive, for not only was young Sun thefirst child
born to the roya family of Hawk Haven for many years, but through his parents he was destined to unite
Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, sibling kingdomsthat had been rivasfor over acentury.

Sun of Bright Haven, aname filled with promise and hope.

Normaly, Firekeeper would have shied from such loud and noisy gatherings, but among al human
achievements she loved music and dancing best—and at the roya celebrations where she was
welcomed, the finest of both were to be found. So she had joined in the festivities at the castle, and when
these had spilled out into the square in front, doubtless she—like Derian—had followed.

Blind Seer would have paced her, unseen in the torchlit darkness, never far from his human pack mate.

" wonder some at the man," Firekeeper went on, "for heisnot one | know and he stink of fear, but," she
added atouch complacently, "many isfeared of me and Blind Seer.”

Derian grunted. Bragging she undoubtedly was, but it was abrag rooted in truth. It was commonly
known that Firekeeper had been raised by the wolves west of the Iron Mountains. In the two years since
she had come east to learn about her human heritage the only thing more incredible than the storiestold
about her was, quite possbly, the truth.

"And," Firekeeper added, and Derian heard the sorrow that roughened her voice, "I was happy and
thought good of everyone.”

After along pause during which Derian knew Firekeeper was swalowing her bitterness at this error, the
wolf-woman went on.

"The man take usto place on river where is not so easy to see water, the bank goes down sharply. We
see aboat of theriver type, hiding in branches. There is no other boat near and this boat is not such as
king would have, so | am about to run and Blind Seer with me.

"Then the man who leads us raises hisarm. He pointsand | see you. Y ou are on the boat, a big man
holding you againgt the wall, but you are not standing strong. | think maybe they havetied you there. Asl
look, the big man takes a knife and cuts you, long, across the chest. Blood comes, so | know you live,
but | am not happy.”

It took amoment for Derian's aching head to follow thislast. Then he redlized that what Firekeeper
meant was that his blood flowing had confirmed he was dive. Dead things don't bleed, but certainly she



could not have been happy to find him divein such acircumstance.

Firekeeper went on, "Then the man with me say, "Y ou come and the wolf, too, or well let out dl of
Derian Carter's blood, and we'll do it dowly and make sure hel's awaketo fed it."

Derian rubbed his face with his hands again, trying to waken amemory of any of this, but there was none.
He must have been well and truly drunk—or drugged.

"And you came?' he said, hearing the disbelief in hisown voice. "Y ou came?”

"We come," the husky voice replied. "They would do what they say, and though after we kill them al
there would be no saving you. And | remember what you tell me when first | come from my pack—how
Earl Kedtrel use Blind Seer to make me do as he wish—and | think these men know that trick, too, and
if not you, then maybe Elise or Doc or some other. | would not buy my running free for your blood.”

"Horse... " Derian swore softly. He understood Firekeeper's reasoning, but it angered him to have been
the hostage used to force her actions. She had come to him without any ties, unable to understand the
concept of hostages until he had explained it. Now she was bound, and he hated being one of the ropes
that bound her.

Firekeeper seemed to sense his anger, but misunderstood it. Her rough voice was amost tender when
she next spoke.

"I think they want you for you," she said, "not just to use me. | hear them call you my keeper, and | think
it good if they think this."

Derian nodded.
"Firekeeper," he said softly. "Do you think we can get away?'
"1 not know," camethe frank reply. "But | know no one of minewill look for us."

Derian's memory was returning now with such dismaying clarity that he almost wished for the headache
to dominate again.

"No," he sad, forcing the words. "We were leaving tomorrow morning, first west, then on abuying trip.
No onewill missme for amoonspan or more, and even then they'll just think | was delayed.”

He cursed theill luck that made this possible. How many other people could travel through isolated areas
so completely done? He might be the only man in Hawk Haven who could—and that was because
Firekeeper would be with him.

King Tedric had wanted them to take alook at the new fortifications going up in the gap in the Iron
Mountains—to make the kind of report only they could manage, for Firekeeper could ask her peopleif
the measures were acceptable, while Derian could explain more clearly than anyone else just what was

going on.

Most expeditions of this sort would involve pack trains and armed guards. The one Earl Kestrel had led
two years before had done so. However, horses and mules were less than relaxed around Firekeeper
and Blind Seer, soif shewasto beinvolved, the fewer pack animals they used the better. Derian had
access to ahandful of horses and mulesthat had learned to tolerate the wolves, and after very little
discussion had convinced the king to let them travel done.

Derian suspected that Tedric had been easily convinced because the two of them arriving without fuss



could more easily inspect—"spy upon™ was amore honest term—the garrison before the garrison put on
its best mannersfor the counsdlor of the king.

Derian felt aguarded flicker of hope.

"Firekeeper, we may be missed. True, we'd already said our good-byes, but there's Roanne and my
pack horse, my camping gear, too. | left them west of Eagle's Net."

Usudly, hewould have stabled at his parents facilities, but Prancing Steed Stables wasfilled to
overflowing. Its buildings were mostly grouped to the east of the city, and Derian hadn't wanted to guide
Roanne and the pack horse through the streets that would be crowded with departing festivalgoersthe
next morning.

Far easier to move them the day before, taking them to afarm owned by friends of the Carter family who
were more than happy to offer spacein aback pasture.

"| forget this," Firekeeper said, and Derian was absurdly pleased to hear rdlief in her voice. "Then
someone see We not take them and ask questions. Did any see you leave dancing?'

Derian shook his head, regretted the motion, and massaged his temples as he answered.
"Lots of people, but no onein particular. There was ayoung woman... "

Firekeeper snorted again, the soft gust mingled exasperation and amusement. She seemed immuneto
sexud impulses, even though regular nourishment had filled her once dat-sided figureinto smal rounded
breasts and gently curving hips. It wasn't amatter Derian felt comfortable discussing with anyone. He
grew pink even thinking about it.

Doc, Earl Kestrdl's cousin, was less shy—at |east where Firekeeper was concerned—and had once
commented that prolonged starvation might have dowed Firekeeper's devel opment. Sometimes, though,
Derian wondered if there was something more involved, if Firekeeper redly didn't think of herself as
human and so human sexua impulses—and the things they led humansto do—redlly weredien to her.

Certainly, while the wolf-woman understood perfectly well why his mention of ayoung woman meant
that Derian hadn't been anxiousto draw attention to his departure, Firekeeper did not understand at all
why he should be so eager to be done with that same young woman.

Firekeeper snorted again, more laughter in the sound thistime.

"Y ou not the only one who want to be alone together,” she said. " There were many leaving the dancing
with that scent about them. But thisnot help us, only tdll usthat if thereis help, we must makeit."

Derian couldn't but agree.

Although she didn't want to say anything to Derian, Firekegper was very-worried—and worry was not
an emotion with which shewas at dl comfortable.

Firekeeper was accustomed to the urgency of ahunt. Indeed, Derian had called her obsessive and
irresponsible when she was after something. She preferred to think of herself as undistracted.

Humans were so good a worrying about what might happen that often they did nothing rather thanrisk a
wrong action. Firekeeper never forgot what she was after and went directly for it. At least that was how
Firekeeper preferred to think of hersdf, lightly dismissing the times she had worried about the



consequences of her actions but acted nonetheless.

Now, trapped in ametal-barred cage in asmelly boat heading who knew where, shewasworried. To
make matters worse, al of these worries conspired to keep her from doing what she wanted to do,
which was break out of the cage—if possible—and get out of this boat. She'd rather take her riskswith
the river than with these strangers.

However, there was no way she could do this. Derian had lapsed back into semiconsciousness, before,
she thought, he redlized just how serioustheir Situation was. For one thing, he hadn't seemed to register
that they were aboard a boat, and that the boat was moving. She had little idea of how swiftly they were
traveling, but the sound of water againgt the sides suggested afair amount of speed.

The Hin River wasin spate, channeling runoff from the spring snowmelt, and the current was swift. It did
not teke an experienced sailor to redize that they were probably moving far more rapidly than anything
ashore. Moreover, no one would notice one more boat among so many. Spring brought areturn to river
traffic, and with a new season nothing would be unusual—or rather, everything would be. Moonswould
wax and wane before the riverside dwellers would register which boats ran usua routes and so notice
those that did not.

To make matters worse, she had no ideawhere they were headed. Maps were something Firekeeper
understood, though she tended to struggle abit with them. She had seen maps of the local waterways,
rivers drawn as bright blue curvesthat to her eyes bore little resemblance to the broad, powerful redity.
From Eagle's Nest, the capitd city of Hawk Haven, the FHlin ran southeast before encountering the Barren
River. The Barren then continued northeast before emptying into the ocean at Hawk Haven's one harbor,
Port Haven.

Then we are being taken, she thought, either to Bright Bay or to the ocean.

But thistrain of thought led her to no constructive conclusions about their captors. Bright Bay was
officidly friendly to Hawk Haven, but unlike in awolf pack there were those who grumbled about the
rulers, even when those rulersled strongly. She had heard few complaints about King Allister of the
Pledge from those who had come from Bright Bay to celebrate the birth of his grandson, but then she
would not have. She was known as Alligter'sfriend, and in any case his enemies would not have made
thelong journey to celebrate the child's birth.

What if the boat was carrying them out onto the ocean? Firekeeper had seen the ocean, understood that
somewhere across impossibly vast stretches of water were the 1des where Queen Vaora—no friend to
Firekeeper or those she valued—ruled. Firekeeper understood, too, that humans used the ocean as deer
might aforest trail. Reaching the ocean might not be journey's end, but rather journey's beginning.

No. Thinking where they were going was usdess. Only humans spent time planning hunts when the game
had yet to be sighted. She would concentrate on what she did know.

That forced her to face uncomfortabl e facts she had been avoiding—that Blind Seer was deeping very
deeply, showing no sign of waking. The wolf's breathing was steady and regular. Indeed, whereas Derian
had vomited as he was waking, Blind Seer showed no distress at al. Although it should have reassured
her, that lack of distress bothered Firekeeper. Were their captors usng some sort of magic to keep the
wolf adeep? In the past she had witnessed the use of magics both great and small, but athough the
possibility of magic being used againgt them was disturbing, there was another possibility that bothered
her even more.

There had been one among their captors, adim, dark man with the highest cheekbones she had ever
seen, who had made Firekeeper very uneasy. He had seemed unusudly ... She struggled to find the right



word for the man's attitude. "Comfortable” didn't quite cover theidea, neither did "matter of fact,” but
there had been something of both in the man's actions as he gave orders. This bothered her. She had yet
to meet any human whoseinitia encounter with Blind Seer had not been colored by fear. They might not
show it, but Firekeeper knew the signs, knew the scent.

Thisman had not been afraid. Cautious, yes, but not afraid. He had emerged from inside the boat after
Firekeeper and Blind Seer had come aboard. He had been the one who had measured out the drinks for
her and Blind Seer.

The wolf's had been poured into abow! of beef stock and set down on the deck. Firekeeper had been
told to make certain Blind Seer drank it al before she drank her own. The man had watched with
something of the same manner she had seen about Doc when the physician was dosing one of his
patients—an air of anaytica curiosty.

But no fear. No doubt. He had acted asif he knew what he was doing and had no question that what he
planned would work. Was this merely confidence or wasit something else?

It was a question Firekeeper knew shewould not ask, even if opportunity presented itself. From thelittle
she had overheard before the drug took her into deep, she gathered that their captors might not be aware
how clever she had become in understanding human ways. Best that they continue to think so. It might
provide her ameans of escape.

As much as Firekeeper didiked the possibility that magic had been used against them, she dreaded more
the confidence she had perceived in the dark man. It had not been without cause. She had dept. Blind
Seer il dept. Derian had dept, and though he had awakened sick, this could be because of the other
things he had drunk earlier in the evening's entertainment rather than from whatever the dark man had
done.

The dark man had reason for his confidence, and Firekeeper was wise enough to dread that
confidence—and to wonder at its source.

Firekeeper had awolf's patience when necessary, but she dso had awild animal's aversion to being
trapped. Just because she couldn't see any way to escape now didn't mean she didn't want to be
prepared in case the opportunity presented itself.

The square cage in which she was held was generoudy proportioned—if you were feding charitable. She
could lie down fully stretched out, even stand without stooping. The base and top were wood, the bars
iron. A faint odor clung to thefloor, but it wasn't one she could place. Sheld ask Blind Seer about it when
he woke. Compared with the wolf, she was hose-dead, just as compared with most humans she was
adonishingly sendtive.

The reminder of her companions drugged state gave afresh urgency to her desire to break free. One by
one shetested the bars. Each was solid in itself, but afew moved promisingly within the socketsthat held
them in thewood. If she had her Fang, she could have enlarged the hole, but the knife, dong with the
small pouch inwhich she carried flint and stedl, had been taken from her.

She patted herself down to see what remained to her. She wore along-deeved cotton dress, certainly
soiled by now. Originaly, it had been pae blue with red trim, the colors of House Kestrel, the Great
House into which she had been adopted. She had refused the matching dippers, but accepted a strand of
coordinated glass beads. These had gone the way of her knife. Thelittle cap that had sarted the evening
pinned to her hair had been missing long before sheld been lured from the dancing.

Not much to work with. She was wondering if Derian had been as thoroughly disarmed when she heard



footsteps on the deck directly above. These stopped and amoment later a square of light appeared off to
one side. Almost as soon as it appeared, it was occluded by the shape of aman climbing down the
angled steps of aladder. He was followed by an arm that handed down alantern, and then the owner of
the arm aso climbed down. Findly, athird man descended. With achill, Firekeeper recognized the dark
man.

Blind Seer and Derian were well and truly out of it, and she decided it would be to her advantage to
appear at least somewhat disoriented. She debated pretending unconsciousness, but decided against that
immediately. Although she had been doing her best to ignore it, she was very thirsty, and if the men did
not offer her water, she must ask.

Another advantage of not pretending to be adeep was that she could see everything they did. So when
the circle of lantern light came over by the cages Firekeeper was sitting up, her arms wrapped around her
knees, her chin resting on her folded arms.

"Rarby, hang the lantern up,” the dark man said. He spoke Pellish, the language common to Bright Bay
and Hawk Haven, but with an accent Firekeeper had never heard before. "I may need your assistance.”

"Right, Harjeedian," Rarby sad.

Rarby was a big man, both tall and broad. The bright blue-and-white-striped sweater he wore
emphasized that breadth. His accent was familiar, though with more of the sound of Bright Bay toit,
Firekeeper thought. Not surprising, since he and his companion were both obvioudy sailors and Bright
Bay traditiondly followed the sea.

The other man resembled Rarby closely enough that Firekeeper guessed they were brothers. This second
man was atouch taller, but not as broad as Rarby. He wore aknit cap in the same blue and white, pulled
tight to his ears. His chin seemed both pae and reddish. Firekeeper realized after amoment's thought that
he must have very recently shaved off aheavy beard.

Then she recognized him. The newly shorn man was the one who had lured her from the dancing. Rarby
was the man who had cut Derian. She swallowed agrowl. They must think her weak.

Harjeedian saw Firekegper move and crossed to stand in front of her cage. Firekeeper noticed that he
stopped an arm's length away. She didn't think this was accidentd. In the lantern light, she got afar better
look at him than she had at their first encounter.

Hewas of medium height, hisbuild dim, though lithe and muscular. Hisjet black hair was very straight,
parted in the center, | eft to hang loose to just above his shoulders. The blunt weight of it emphasized the
sharp angle of his cheekbones and thetilt of his eyes, so that the eyes seemed squashed to dits between
cheekbone and eyebrow. His skin was a degp, warm brown, without the extensive weathering evident on
both the sailors, so she thought the darker color must be natural.

"How do you fed ?* Harjeedian asked in his precise Pdllish.

Firekeeper paused before answering. Let them think her dow.

"Not good,” she said. "They worse, though. Fox Hair stink and Blind Seer no wake."

"Put your arm through the barswhere | can reach it,” Harjeedian said. "1 need to fed the pulses.”

Firekeeper had seen Doc do this, and knew degrees of health could be read through the art. She had
tried to learn it, but never was certain shefelt any pulse but her own. Reluctantly, she thrust her arm
through the bars, determined to seem cowed.



Harjeedian grasped her wrist in one long-fingered, lightly callused hand, positioned hisfingers, and stared
a nothing.

"Somewhat fast," he said, "but nothing to worry about. Does your head hurt?’
"Much," Firekeeper lied.

"Hmm. | thought | judged the dose better than that. | understood that you did not drink acohal. | must
have migudged the rdative ratio of muscleto fat."

Firekeeper stared at him. The words were Pellish, but made little senseto her. All she was certain of was
that Harjeedian didn't think she should have a headache.

"I'mthirsty,” shewhined.

"That could account for the headache,” Harjeedian said. "Shelby, draw water for Lady Blysse—while
you'reat it, draw enough for dl of our guests.”

The man in the knit cap nodded and left. His steps were quick, and Firekeeper was certain he was glad
to be away.

What is he afraid of ? shethought. Me? | am locked. Perhaps he fears Harjeedian. Harjeedian gives
the orders.

Harjeedian |et her hand drop and stepped back from the cage.

"Has Derian Counsdlor or the wolf awakened?'

"Derian did, for alittle. Blind Seer, no."

She heard theworry in her own voice. Harjeedian looked pleased.

"Thewolf ill degps?Very good. | will look to him lagt. Firs, the king's counsdlor.”

Hewalked to where Derian lay sprawled on the deck, knelt, and lifted the young man's head. As before,
Harjeedian spoke his conclusions aloud, though Firekeeper was uncertain just who was intended to be
his audience. Rarby never responded to anything said, nor did Harjeedian seem to expect aresponse.

"Bregthing. That'sgood. A bit shalow. VVomit on mouth and face, but not sufficient to choke him. The
purge worked as planned then, but there must have been too much acohol aready in hisblood.”

Derian moaned, tirred, and tried to Sit up. Harjeedian did not restrain him, and Derian succeeded in
propping himself onto one elbow. The chain securing his ankle clanked as he moved.

"Who the... What?' Derian managed rather incoherently. "Firekeeper?'

He blinked and his hazel eyesfocused on Harjeedian. He paused as he registered the unfamiliar face,
Rarby standing afew paces beyond, and Shelby coming from above with waterskins dung over his
shoulders and a bucket in one hand.

"Who are you?' Derian asked, sounding more angry than afraid.
"Harjeedian will do," the man said, leaning forward to grasp Derian'sfreewrist. "I am your escort.”

"Escort?' Derian wrested hiswrist free and pulled himsdlf into asitting position. "Kidnapper ismore like



it! Escort where? To whom? Did you ever think about issuing more usud invitations?'

"The ones who sent me do not think that way. They desire something, and what they desire will be
acquired for them. Y ou will learn more of thisintime."

Harjeedian smiled and Firekeeper was uneasly aware that this man was dangerous.

She was aso unhappily aware that Harjeedian had spoken of whoever it was he served as"they." Inthe
back of her mind she had thought that their enemy was somehow connected to Queen Vaoraof the
Ides, but Vaorawould never be mistaken for more than one. Her husband was most definitely not a
power who could be spoken of in one breath with her as one might Princess Sapphire and her consort,
Prince Shad.

Harjeedian extended his hand for Derian'swridt.

"Cooperate with me and | will dowhat | can to diminate any physica discomfort you arefeding. The
dosage of the drug my agent administered to you could only be estimated. | could not account accurately
for the dcohol in your system and though | took measures to ascertain that you would not be harmed, |
could not... "

"Who areyou!" Derian roared, surging to hisfest. "'l want answers."

"Y ou want something for your headache," Harjeedian said, risng with effortlessgrace. Y ou want abath
and clean clothing. | can obtain these thingsfor you, but only if you cooperate.”

Derian stared down at Harjeedian, but for dl the differencein their heights—Derian was avery tdl
man—to Firekeeper it seemed that Harjeedian wasthe larger. Perhaps Derian too felt the force of the
dark man's persondity. Perhaps he smply became aware of Rarby standing ready afew paces away, or
felt the weight of the chain around his ankle, but Derian suddenly held very ill.

Hethrust out hisarm, wrist turned upward. Harjeedian smiled dightly and took it.
"Quick and errétic," he commented. "No grest surprisethere.”
Heraised ahand to Derian's forehead.

"Damp. Fever broken, though. Y ou are astrong young man. | think even without my assistance you
would soon bein good form. Shelby, did you bring sufficient water for washing?”

"Yes, ar."
"Good. Pour alittle into this cup, then give awet rag to Counsdlor Derian. Y ou can handle the deck.”

For Firekeeper, the next few minutes were amost dreamlikein their ordered practicality. Derian washed,
then was given a change of clothes, and a cup into which Harjeedian had mixed some powder. Shelby
thoroughly scrubbed the stinking deck; then the damp areawas covered with ahegp of clean straw. A
blanket was placed over that, and Derian was invited to Sit. He did so without comment, his movements
s0 contained that Firekeeper wondered if he were feding ill once more.

"Thereisacovered pail for waste behind you," Harjeedian concluded. "I suggest you useit, if at dl
possible. Now | shdl ook to the wolf."

From ingde his shirt, Harjeedian pulled achain that glittered gold in the lantern light. He removed one key
from asmall assortment that hung upon aring and tucked the rest away again.



"Rarby, Shelby, ready the crosshows. Rarby, orient yours on Lady Blysse, Shelby, on the wolf."

As much as Firekeeper hated Harjeedian for hisforesight, she dso had to admire him. Therewasa
distinct possihility that if Blind Seer attacked their captors he could take out al three men before any
injuries he took significantly sowed him—and athough she hated to admit it, his devotion to her was such
that he might well risk hisown lifeto win her freedom.

Rarby moved to where any shot from his bow would be ingtantly fatal for Firekeeper.
"Ready, Harjeedian."

Shelby grunted his own readiness.

Harjeedian turned to Firekeeper before stepping close to Blind Seer'slocked cage.

"l think heis dtill adeep, but if heisnoat, | suggest you tell him of my arrangements.”

Firekeeper did not say aword. She had resolved some time before that her early attempts to convince
humans of the intelligence of her Roya Beast companions had been an error. What she would not admit
toin the company of alies shewould not do in front of enemies.

Harjeedian'sthin lips shaped asmall, humorless smile. Without further comment, he opened the cage and
went insde.

Almost without volition, Firekegper found hersdf drawn close to the bars of her own cage, asclose as
she could get to the wolf. She heard Derian gasp, and knew that her movement must have startled Rarby
aswell, but the crossbow remained unfired.

Harjeedian placed his hand on Blind Seer's head, pedled the lid back from the wolf's eye and inspected
the pupil, grunted something, then ingpected the gum, pressing the skin above the shining white fangs. He
pushed back fur to expose the skin below and pinched there, then lifted the bushy weight of thetail and
inspected beneath. Examination completed, he roseto hisfeet and |eft the cage.

After Harjeedian had locked the door behind him, he said, "The wolf is somewhat dehydrated, not
surprisingly, given the amount of time he has dept. It will be to your advantageif you convince himto
drink when he awakens."

"You not," Firekeeper asked, "make him deep again?'

"Not yet, at least," Harjeedian replied. "There would be no advantagein that. Y ou will be fed and given
fresh water to drink for the duration of our voyage. Later, there will be opportunities for exercise aswell.
However, let me make clear here and now that the quality of the food and the quantity of the exercise will
be awarded in proportion to your good behavior."

Firekeeper blinked, tilting her head to one sdein confusion.

Derian gave adry cough of alaugh. "You'll get fed better if you don't give them any trouble.”
Harjeedian gave him anod of thanks.

"Wewill be going now. Food will be brought later. Y ou have sufficient water."

Rarby raised a hand to take down the lantern.

"Wait!" Derian said. " Surely you can leave us somelight.”



Harjeedian paused, considering.

"I think not. Fireisadangerous thing to leave untended, especially on awooden vessel with al this straw
about. Y our eyeswill adjust to what daylight comes from above.”

With that the three men departed, lowering the trapdoor above and shooting home the bolt.

Chapter 2

"Firekeeper?' Derian said into the grey darkness.

He started to ask, "Are you there?' but stopped himsdf in time. Of course she was there. Where could
she go? Articulating the question would only emphasize their captivity.

"How do you fed 7' he asked instead.

"Not so bad asyou," shereplied. The dightest hint of a chuckle underlay her words, so Derian suspected
she knew what he had been about to ask. "How fed you?"

"Better than when | came around thefirst time," Derian replied. "Whatever dse heis, that Harjeedian
knows his doctoring. The powder he gave me has pushed back most of the headache.”

"Y ou hear what he say?"' Firekeeper asked. "We are on boat. Where do we go? Who isthisman? The
other two could be Bright Bay or maybe Ides, but himis strange.”

The speech was along one for the wolf-woman, and for once Derian felt no reflex impulse to correct her
grammar.

"I have no ideawho Harjeedian is" Derian said, "except that he'sin charge of this operation. I've never
met anyone who looks quite like him. His eyes remind me somewhat of a Stoneholder's—one of their
Alkyab—but | don't think I've ever seen skin that color.”

Stonehold, akingdom to the south of Bright Bay, was populated by two groupswith wildly different
physica appearances, the big, fair Tavetch and the petite, dark-haired, ivory-skinned Alkyab.

"Skin not stained, asin New Kelvin," Firekeeper added. "I ook when Harjeedianisclose. Ishisown
color.”

"I may have seen afew peoplelike him at ahorsefair once, years ago,” Derian said, "but | can't be sure.
Totell thetruth, my attention was dl for the horses. | didn't spare much for the people.”

The Carter family ran asuccessful livery stablein Eagle's Nest, with affiliated stablesin severd other
Hawk Haven cities. Until afew years ago, Derian had imagined he would inherit the family busnessand
had been quite content with the prospect. Like dl hisrelations, he had a sense for good horses, and
enjoyed their company. He hoped that the farmer had found Roanne by now and sent the mare back to
his parents.

"l wonder," Derian said to distract himsdlf, "what day it is? How long do you think we were out? It was
late evening when we were taken and the sun's bright now, but isit the next day or later?”



"Not know," Firekeeper admitted. "I would say next day, but my belly isrumbling so it may be longer.
Derian, do you think they take us east?"

"That seemsmost likely. I'm not asailor, but if we were going west | think weld hear more motion from
above, sailsbeing set to go againg the current, that kind of thing.”

His eyes had adjusted to the gloom and he could see Firekeeper's nod.

"And more back-and-forthing, | think," she added. "Down wejust go like aleaf, with some kegping from
rocks."

"They could use asail going downstream,” Derian said, "and probably are. | don't remember where the
winds come from thistime of year, but | know I've seen sailing boats out on the Hin."

They sat for amoment, Derian pondering hisignorance, Firekegper perhaps doing the same.

The Hin River eventudly emptied into the Barren, which provided the boundary between Hawk Haven
and Bright Bay. The confluence of those riverswasfairly densely populated. Only ayear or so before,
any boat coming through that point might have faced customsinspections from either or both of the
kingdoms. Indeed, the cities of Rock Fort and Broadview had maintained garrisons expresdy for that
purpose. Now the two kingdoms were so eager to avoid any appearance of friction that anything other
than an obvious warship would probably make it through unchalenged. The garrisons remained, focusing
their attention on easing the economic merging of the two former rivas.

All right, Derian thought, then unless we've been missed, we can't count on any random search
finding us. | wonder if we have been missed? | wonder what day it is? | wonder how far from
Eagle's Nest we are? Did they risk sailing by night? Smugglers do. Could Rarby and Shelby be
smugglers? And who is Harjeedian?

Derian longed to articul ate his questions, but knew Firekeeper would be frustrated by empty conjecture.
Helooked over and saw that Firekeeper had moved in her cage, crossing to the side nearest to the cage
holding thewolf.

"IsBlind Seer awake yet?'
"Waking. | think. Yes."

Derian moved as close as his ankle chain would permit. The enormous grey wolf was indeed stirring, and
with that awakening he seemed to gainin sze aswell asin mobility.

Blind Seer belonged to atype of animd that Firekeeper, struggling for an gppropriate term in those days
when her command of Pellish had been limited, had dubbed "royd." As Derian understood it, the Roya
Beasts were at least asintelligent as humans, and were possessed of their own laws, customs, and
legends. If Firekeeper wasto be believed, the Royal Beasts—or at |east the wolves who had reared her
after the death of her human parents—were al so possessed of far greater integrity and far lessindecision
than the mass of humanity.

The Roya Beasts had been the sole inhabitants of the land before explorers from the Old World nations
had established the coloniesthat had evolved into Hawk Haven, Bright Bay, and their neighboring
nations. The Old World nations had used very powerful magic to force the Roya Beastsinto retreat
across the mountains to the west. They had also used it to control their own colonists, teaching the key
elements of magical lore only to those who traveled to the homeland. When plague had driven therulers
back across the ocean, knowledge of greater magic had vanished as well—aforgetting hastened along



by the colonists themsalves, who had no desire to find themsalves under some homegrown version of that
particular yoke.

Even after the Old World rulers had departed, the Roya Beasts had not returned from their exile across
the mountains, and until recently—at least asfar as Derian knew—humans had stayed to their landsin the
east. An unconscious truce existed, helped by the fact that until Firekeeper had been found, most humans
had believed the tales of gigantic, intelligent beasts were just legend. It was more comfortable to believe
the legend—even when faced with the evidence.

Blind Seer wasthe Size of apony, though leaner in build. His fur was predominantly grey, touched with
brown and white. His eyeswere agtartling blue. Derian had learned to read some of the moodsin those
eyes, though perhapsthetilt of ears and the amount of exposure given to gleaming white fangstold more
about the wolf'sfedings. Inturn, Blind Seer had developed alimited ability to communicate with humans,
nodding and shaking hishead for "yes' and "no," refining these gestures with growls, whines, and tail
motion—whatever served to get his point across.

But Derian was certain that Firekeeper's ability to communicate with the wolf was far less limited.
Indeed, he thought she might speak "walf," if there was such alanguage, far more easily than she spoke
Pdlish.

Wheét the relationship was between Blind Seer and Firekeeper Derian couldn't quite tell. Sometimes
Firekeeper referred to the wolf as her brother, aways referring to the heads of their pack as "their"
parents. Other times the two seemed like best friends or sworn companions, recalling the tales of
warriors from Old Country balads.

Of one thing Derian was absolutely certain. Blind Seer was not Firekeeper's pet, and though she had
ceased to object when such areference was made, Derian knew that the easiest way to offend her was
to refer to the wolf as such.

Firekeeper was intent on the wolf, watching as Blind Seer tested hisfooting, shook the straw and chaff
from hisfur, otherwise ascertained just how much damage remained from the drug. Doubtless Firekeeper
was dso informing the wolf what had happened while he had been adeep, for a one point Blind Seer
looked toward the deck above and gave a deep, rumbling growl.

"Derian," Firekeeper asked, "how deep into boat is bottom of chain?’

Derian was puzzling through this odd question when footsteps on the deck above signaled someone
approaching the trapdoor to the upper deck. Woman, wolf, and man each froze, eyesturning in the
direction of the hatchway, al questions forgotten but for the essentia one: Who was coming and what
were hisintentions?

They heard the solid metallic thud of abolt being shot back, then arectangle of light announced alantern
being lowered. Shelby followed the light, waterskins flung over his shoulders. While he was hanging the
lantern from the celling, Rarby descended, carrying a covered pot.

"Supper,” Rarby said with mocking cheerfulness. "Harjeedian said the wolf would be awake by now, and
| see hewas correct. We have adifferent menu for him. Go get it, Shel.”

Shelby grunted assent and mounted the ladder. Rarby set his pot down on ashelf built into one side of
the hold, then rummaged in a cabinet snugged bel ow the shelf, coming out with wooden bowls and

Spoons.
"Now," Rarby said, dill with that tone of assumed genidity. "Let me explaintherules. | give each of you



two abowl of this stew. Fish stew. Fresh. Same aswe had ourselves. | give you bread and fresh water.
Y ou enjoy. Any messing about, trying to grab me or attack or such, and | stop waiting on you and you
go hungry. Same goes for the wolf when Shelby comes down with his grub. Understand?”

Derian nodded. His mouth was watering at the scent of the savory stuff, but he wondered if he should
trust the contents. He didn't much want to be knocked out again.

Rarby seemed to divine histhoughts.

"This stuff isgood. No drugs. I'll even demongtrate.” He dipped aladle into the pot and drank fromit.
"Harjeedian saystoo many drugs aren't good for a person—especially one like you who has mucked up
his systerm with too many nights out on the town. So you can eat what we offer and keep your strength.
That'swhat Harjeedian wants."

Shelby came down the ladder carrying aloose canvas sack. Damp bloodstains leaked through the fabric
at severd points. He stepped toward Blind Seer's cage, then hesitated. Standing, the wolf looked very
big. Rarby gave Shelby acrooked haf-grin.

"I've explained theterms,” he said, "and | think our guests are smart enough to accept them. Anyhow,
you don't have to open the wolf's cage to put that sack in there, just squash it through the bars.”

Shelby did asheld been told, but Derian could tell he was nervous. Blind Seer didn't makethe sailor's
job any easier by standing in the center of the cage, hisjaws parted so that histeeth showed. Derian
thought the wolf might be laughing, but to anyone unfamiliar with the animal, the pose looked watchful
and dangerous—indeed, humor or nat, it was watchful and dangerous.

After shoving the sack of meat through the bars, Shelby stood back and squeezed water from one of the
large leather bottlesinto the degp bowl insde the cage. While he was doing this, Rarby served Derian a
bowl of what proved to be very good seafood stew and cut him athick dab of dark brown bread.

"Buitter or soft cheese?”"
"Buitter," Derian replied automaticaly. "Thanks."

"My pleasure." Rarby turned to Firekeeper. "Y ou're not going to try anything, are you? | have to open
the cage to hand you your bowl. Give me any trouble, and you'll get raw mest."

"No problem," Firekeeper said, her voice sounding strained, "and | like meset.”

"WEell, you're not going to see much thistrip. Were saving what we can keep fresh for the wolf. After
that, he eatsfish, if we can catchit.”

Firekeeper did not reply, only stepped back in her cage when Rarby gpproached with the bowl of fish
gtew. Shelet him put the bowl on the deck and close the door between them before claiming her medl.
She tested the temperature, then tilted the bowl to her mouth, drinking messily, durping out the chunky
bitswith evident satisfaction.

Rarby watched her with disgust for afew moments before dicing achunk off of the loaf of bread.
"Bultter or cheese?'

"Buitter," came the wolf-woman's reply, muttered around a spine bone from alarge fish. She spat the
bone out, "Please.”



Rarby shook his head. Derian heard him say softly to Shelby, "And they call that ‘Lady'?" Shelby, who
had been trying not to watch Blind Seer efficiently ripping open the bag of mesat and tearing into the
contents, didn't comment.

The two men stayed until their captives had eaten, then retrieved bowls and spoons. Smdller |leather
water bottles werefilled and distributed, and the captives were reminded to use the waste buckets.

"WEeIl make arrangementsfor cleaning up after thewolf," Rarby said. "Niceif hed shit near where we
can get to it without opening the cage.”

Firekeeper didn't reply, and Derian wondered if sheld even take the hint. Lately she'd been as reluctant
to do anything that would confirm rumors about the wolf's intelligence as she had once been to proveit.
Hedidn't much like the idea of being imprisoned in asmal areareeking of wolf shit, though, and hoped
Firekeeper wouldn't press the point.

For now shewaslying on her back, as close as possible to Blind Seer. Her eyeswere shut, and Derian
couldn't tell if shewas degping. He did know she wasin no mood for conversation, so reluctantly he
settled himself onto his straw pallet, wrapped his fear and londliness around him, and tried to deep.

"Firekeeper, " Blind Seer's words went unheeded by Derian or the other two humans. Indeed, they were
not words as humans used them but a combination of sounds and body cues. Firekeeper understood
them automatically, not even thinking about how she managed. For her, the language of the wolveswas
her birth tongue and Pdllish aclumsy second.

"What?' she grunted.

The fish stew had tasted good, but to Firekeeper's surprise her ssomach did not seem happy withiit. It
was al she could do to choke the thick stuff down. Even after being swallowed, the viscous mass moved
unesasily in her belly. She left the dab of bread half-esten, tucking it under the straw for later.

"My meat," thewolf said, trailing off.

"Isit tainted? Did they lie about the drugs?"

Blind Seer shoved a piece near where she could seeit.

"Can you catch the scent from there, Little Two-legs? The hide is still attached.”

The use of her childhood name indicated that Blind Seer was uneasy, fedling protective. Firekeeper
ignored her unhappy belly and moved closer to the edge of the cage. Blind Seer had shoved alarge
chunk of mesat cut from a haunch, leg bones till attached, to where she could seeit. She sniffed.

"Only blood scent™" shereplied gpologeticaly. "Horse blood?'
"Horse," Blind Seer replied. " Ahorse | know. Derian's Roanne.”

Firekeeper froze, weighing theimplications of thisand not liking them at dl. Shetook acloser look. The
long white stocking that had flashed so proudly in contrast to the gleaming chestnut coat wasthere,
though bloodied, the chestnut hair dimmed with dirt and handling.

"Didn't you say," Blind Seer asked, "that Derian hoped the finding of the horses would lead to our
disappearance being noted? | think someone else had that thought and took steps to make certain
all would think we had left by usual routes. Roanne was a showy beast, though, and could not be



easily sold or disguised. Then, too, they would need feed for me. Saughtering her and possibly the
pack horse as well would solve two problems.”

Firekeeper nodded stiffly, avariety of emotions warring within her. She, too, had known Roanne, and
had come to something of atruce with the chestnut mare. The mare was Cousin-kind, not Royal, but she
had been smart enough to know that neither Firekeeper nor Blind Seer offered areal threat. Roanne's
awareness had communicated itself to other horses, and they had been moderately content to follow the
herd mare'slead.

For that reason, if no other, Firekeeper had reason to regret the mare's death. However, she had other
reason. Derian had loved the mare as humans did their valued pets. Roanne had not merely been an
elegant and reliable means of trangportation, she had been afriend and aly. Derian had known her
moods, good and bad, treasured her beauty and laughed over her little vanities. Learning that Roanne
was dead would have been hard at any time. To find that she had been daughtered and turned into
wolf-feed would...

Firekeeper wasn't sure exactly what Derian's reaction would be. Anger, certainly.

Revulsion, probably, along with sdf-hatred for hisinability to prevent the act. Then, too, there would be
theloss of hope, for if Roanne was dead, so was any hopeit would be redlized they were missing.
Doubtlesstheir gear had been carried avay aswell. With no trace of them remaining, everyone who
knew them would assume they had begun their journey west.

"Doyou tell Derian?' Blind Seer asked, cracking into the leg bone and licking out the marrow. He had
gone hungry often enough to not pass up ameal, not when hisfasting would do no good for Roanne.

"I think we must" Firekeeper said, "but not until he has a chance to digest the food within him. He
was very ill and might vomit up what he has eaten if we upset him now."

Blind Seer grunted agreement and went back to his meal. Firekeeper made herself abed on the sde of
her cage closest to the wolf. She couldn't touch him, not even if she Stretched her arom to itsfull length.
However, there was areason other than proximity for putting her bed here. When she had tested the
bars of the cage, severd inthisarea had rattled alittle. While she thought how to tell Derian about
Roanne, she could loosen them.

Firekeeper had concluded one thing about their captors. They—or at least Harjeedian, and the other
men followed their master's lead—werefairly certain Blind Seer could understand more than the usua
wolf. However, ether they had not heard tales of her own abilities or they had discounted them asthe
exaggerations of traveling mingrels.

She must take advantage of this. They must attempt to escape before the boat reached the ocean. If she
could break out of her cage, then she thought she could break Blind Seer out of his. Derian was chained
around his ankle, and Firekeeper was not strong enough to break an iron chain. However, if the chain
was anchored in wood it might be worked free.

"Derian," she said, breaking the sllence.

"What?"

"| ask before. What isyour chain tied in?'

Therewas a clanking noise as Derian traced theiron links down to their base.

"It'sset in abig timber, screwed into the wood.”



"Isa dl loose?'

More clanking.

"I don't think s0. | gaveit agood tug and it didn't budge.”
"Ah... " Firekeeper thought. "Can unscrew?"

Clank. Silence except for grunting.

"Maybealittle. It's pretty shug.”

"Can you reach cabinet? | not see butter knife go up.”

Derian dragged his chain behind him, stretched to hisfull limit, the long, lean length of his body extended
aong thefloor. A moment later he made a satisfied noise.

"It'shere. Not much of aweapon, but it might hack loose where theiron anchor is set in the wood.”

Firekeeper returned to working on the bars of her cage, patiently wiggling the hard iron againgt the
wooden socket so that friction wore away the wood. Her captors had taken her knife, but not her
srength. After along while she was able to rub one areathinner than the surrounding socket. Impatiently,
she tugged, trying to break through that thinner edge. Nothing.

Firekeeper continued her methodical rubbing of iron against wood, grateful for her callused hands.
Finaly, she sufficiently thinned the wood so that asingle, focused jerk broke through. A bit of twisting,
and the bar came loose from the upper socket and could be drawn out. Now she had both weapon and
tool.

"Derian,” Firekeeper called softly, her voice holding atouch of amusical wolf's howl. "Look.” When he
turned from hislabors she showed him the gap in the bars of her cage, hefted the bar triumphantly.

"I push through," she said, demongtrating, glad she wasn't more thickly built, "and put the bar back if must
hidewheat | have done."

Derian grinned at her, hisfirst cheerful expression since he had awakened. Firekeeper hated the idea of
taking hisrising morale from him, so resolved to hold the news about Roanne a bit longer.

"Now," shesaid. "l come and see your work."

Given that al he had to work with was an old butter knife, Derian had done very well. The bolt had been
driven into the wood fairly recently, and the timber had not been of the finest or driest, even before
Derian had begun hisminigrations.

Firekeeper hunkered down next to Derian, focusing lest the pergastent queasinessin her gut get the better
of her. She grasped the anchor bolt where the chain ran through the loop at the end and twisted. The bolt
moved, just alittle. She wrenched again and thistime the bolt emerged dightly from the wood, leaving a
faint haze of sawdust in itswake.

Behind her, Derian cheered under his bresth.
"Now," Firekeeper said, "you keep working it loose. | go seewhat | do for Blind Seer.”
"Firekeeper, do you mean to try and escape?”’



Derian did not sound upset. He was only doing as humans aways did, confirming what common sense
should havetold him.

"Wemust," Firekeeper replied. "1 think we must try first time they cometo look at us after we are free of
chains and cages. Thisfood time they not bring bows. They not lock door. Food time will be our time.”

But perhaps | will not eat, shethought. | do not think eating will make me strong. | do not like how
my gut feels.

"But someone may rescue us,” Derian said.

She could tell from the man'stone that he didn't believe thiswaslikdly, but felt he must make the prudent
suggestion, so she only grunted in response.

Firekeeper kndlt dongside Blind Seer's cage now, testing the bars, seeking out the loosest ones. With the
iron bar asatool, breaking away the wood should prove easier.

The ship itself made so many noises—timbers popping and cresking, sails snapping—that aslong as she
didn't pound too loudly or too rhythmicaly, her working should pass undetected.

The wolf-woman decided that the best place for Blind Seer to emerge from his cage would be the open
side away from her cage. The backs of both cages were bolted to the sde of the ship. If she
concentrated her efforts on the side with the door the sailors might see evidence of the damage she had
done. Besides, the dley between their cages was wide enough to separate them, but not so wide that the
wolf could maneuver easly. Straw bedding could be shoved over the base of the cage barsin an
emergency, and so hide what she had done.

Firekeeper got to work before resuming her conversation with Derian.

"Derian, no one come looking for us. No one worry we is gone for many moonsturning.” Shetook a
deep breath. "Roanneis dead. The mest they bring Blind Seer isher.”

Derian made a sound somewhere between a choke and a sob.

"No," hesaid inavoicefull of pain, but Firekeeper knew he wasn't accusing her of lying, only trying to
deny for afew minuteslonger.

"Yes," shesad, crossing to him, putting her hands on his bent shoulders. "Blind Seer know and tellsme.”

Had she been human, she would have made up some comforting lie about the wolf being sorry, but she
knew Derian wouldn't believe her. She settled for Ietting him hear her own sorrow and anger, hoping that
would be enough. Benegath her hands she felt Derian shaking, not only with tears, she thought, but with

rage.
"Put anger-strength into the bolt," she said, "and we will befree.”

She left to her own task before Derian could reply, knowing he would not want her to see histears, and
knowing as certainly as she now heard rain falling on the exposed upper side of the deck that he was

weeping.

Derian shoved the butter knife into the wood, gouging out a chunk and exposing abit more of the bolt's
base. He blinked back tears. Somehow, he didn't think Firekeeper would think theless of him for crying,
but she was being so strong in the face of their shared adversity that he didn't want to seem less.



He grasped the bolt and fdlt it turn, took anew hold and made dightly more progress. A third attempt did
nothing, and he returned to hacking away with the butter knife. Tears blurred what vision was permitted
by the dim light that seeped through the decking, so he stopped, forcing himself to face hisgrief.

Roanne had been among hisfirst really good purchases. HeE'd spotted her potential when shewasa
newly weaned fod, hardly more than long legs made to seem longer by the snow white stockings that
reached to just below her knees. Her dam was unremarkable, and her sire could have been any of
severa studs kept by the doppy breeder, but Derian had known Roanne was specia. He'd purchased
her from hisearnings asahand at his parents stables, trained her himsdlf, and refused severa good offers
for her. Roanne was going to be his mount, proof that the Carter talent forjudging horseflesh had been
passed to the new generation.

Over time, Roanne had become more than a pride piece. During the journey west over the Iron
Mountains Roanne had been Derian's confidant, his friend when hefelt out of place among Earl Kestrel's
men. When he went north to the Norwood estate, Roanne had been atouch of home. When their travels
had taken them into New Kelvin, Roanne had been someone rdigble in increasingly unpredictable
surroundings.

Now she was dead, daughtered for dog food. Colby Carter, Derian's father, had tried repeatedly to
convince his son to breed Roanne and begin aline of gleaming chestnut fods. Putting her image on the
sign for the newly rechristened Prancing Steed Stables had been a bribe to get Derian to seethings his
father'sway. Derian had refused, wanting his horse with him. Colby's most recent try had been last
season, but had Roanne been bred then, she would have foded this spring, and Derian, who had aready
suspected held be traveling again, had not wanted to relinquish his favorite mount.

Now there would be no copper-bright chestnut foa's, no dynasty claiming proud foundation in Roanne.
All that would remain would be her image, swinging from theiron support in front of hisfather's office.

Derian ground histeeth together, finding anger easier to admit to than grief. He grabbed the bolt and
twisted. Thistimeit turned so easly he was surprised. He twisted again and the length of metal worked
free from the wood.

"Firekeeper," he called softly, hearing the surprisein hisown voice. "I got it loose."

"Good," Firekeeper said. "I dmost have one of these free. Two and Blind Seer can push through. Can
you get the chain from your ankle? | can give you iron bar to help.”

Derian ingpected the chain. It was fastened to an iron cuff. The cuff fit loosely enough on the outside of
histrousersto prevent chafing, but not so loosdly that he could dide hisfoot free. Thefirgt link of the
chain was attached to aloop in the cuff, and with the use of the iron bar, Derian thought he might be able
to force gpart that link or one closetoit.

Firekeeper handed him aniron bar, reminding him that she would need it back if the sailorsreturned
before she had finished freeing Blind Seer.

"Light'sgoing," Derian said. "Either they'll be back soon or we may not be fed until morning.”
Firekeeper grunted.
"Israining, too," she commented. "Maybe they not want to get wet."

The sailors did not return that night, and when Derian complained of hunger, Firekeeper offered him a
piece of stale and straw-adorned buttered bread.



"l not hungry,” she said in a curt fashion that forbore disagreement. "Wolfs not est so as humans.”

Derian, who had seen Firekeeper tuck in asif every meal might be her last, wondered &t this, but didn't
comment. He ate the bread, picking off the straw as best he could and washing the whole down with
water.

He was adjusting to the idea of Roanne's desth, determined to somehow get revenge for her. He didn't
know just how held manage, since, if they escaped, relocating Harjeedian and hisdlieswould not be
easy. Nonetheless, Derian made his promise that Roanne's desth would not go unrevenged to the Horse,
his society patron and the guardian of al equines.

The vow was an empty gesture, but it made him fedl better.
Derian wasjust swallowing the last of the bread when Firekeeper gave agrunt of satisfaction.

"Therel" she said softly. "Blind Seer isnow free. Let me do what | can with your chain. Have you had
luck?'

"l managed to separateit alittle,” Derian said. "Not the link closest to the cuff—that was too near to my
foot—but the next one. | kept hitting mysdf after the light failed. Can you see anything?"

"Not much," Firekeeper admitted. "l see better whenisat least alittlelight. Still, if you trust, | go by
touch.”

"I'll trust," Derian said. "l want out of here."

Hefdt Firekegper warm next to him, then the bigger, furrier warmth that was Blind Seer.
"You'll both be able to get back into the cagesif we hear them coming?' he asked.
"Blind Seer hear better than we," Firekeeper said. "He warn.”

Derian knew thiswastrue, but he grew edgy waiting there in the darkness, feding Firekeeper tugging at
the chain, dreading that any moment the sharp tap of feet on the deck above would announce the sailors.

What if Blind Seer dozed off? What if the wolf didn't hear the sailors coming because of therain? The
storm was picking up, thunder crashing and rain trickling through the boards where light had come
before. The straw on which he sat was damp and the air smelled of wet human and wetter wolf.

The boat tossed in the storm and Derian felt a cessation in Firekeeper's efforts and heard her groan.
"What'swrong?' he asked.

"My gut," she managed, then he heard her retching.

After what seemed like along time, she stopped.

"Water?' she asked in aweak voice.

Derian handed her his bottle.

"Drink dowly," hesad, "or you'l haveit up agan.”

He heard her swallowing and smultaneoudly alapping sound. When he redized what it was, he wanted
to retch himself. Blind Seer was cleaning up after his pack mate.



"Did Harjeedian drug you after al?* Derian asked when Firekeeper put the water-skin back into his
hands.

"l not tagteit,” she said, "Blind Seer not ether. | think it is how the boat moves."
"Seasick," Derian said in revelaion. "High Stepping Horse, you're seesick!™
Firekeeper groaned. "If giving word makes so, then is. When seamoves, | am sick.”

Derian fdt cautioudy down his chain. Firekeeper had increased the gap, but not enough for himto dip
thelink free from thewhole.

"Does this mean our escape plan is off?" he asked.
"No," Firekeeper replied sternly. "Now that gut isempty, | am alittle better. | can finish chain.”

She did, though the effort took her much of the night and she vomited more than once. Thelast time
nothing more than sour bile came up, and Derian held her head and eased a bit of water into her. Her
breath smelled foul and he amost wished Harjeedian would come. The man was strange and
uncomfortable to be around, but there was no doubt he knew the medical arts. He might well know some
trick to ease seasickness.

Theworst of the storm ceased by morning. Though the boat still moved enough to make Firekeeper
uncomfortable, she was clearheaded enough to offer aplan.

"Blind Seer's cage is closest to trapdoor. They seeyou, too. Me not so easily. We bundle straw and
clothing into me and put in cage. You say | fed sick.”

Derian manufactured a grin, knowing Firekeeper would seeit in the traces of dawn light.

"That will be easy enough to make them believe. Even with Blind Seer's minigtrations this compartment
ginks"

"Blind Seer agree," Firekeeper replied, not sounding amused. "Now, | take bar from my cage. We hope
they not notice. From where they hang lantern, light not reach good there. Y ou take chain. They not think
odd if you clank."

"And wherewill you be?' Derian asked. "Since your clothing will be standing in for you in your cage, |
assume you plan to be e sawhere.”

He caught the wolfish flash of Firekeeper'steeth in the grey light. It was not afriendly expression.

"| stand in shadow behind ladder. | watch before. They not look there. Busy with carrying things, they
face other way. When they are down and lantern hung, | strike.”

"Andif you don't get that much time?"

"| drike" camethesmplereply.

Derian nodded. "While | do my part from this sde. What about Blind Seer?!
"Hisbars only look like they isin. We check and he can take out not too hardly."
"Without too much difficulty?'



"Sol say."

Firekeeper's voice was tight and underscored with agrowl. Derian realized the wolf-woman must till be
fighting nausea and was in no mood to be teased.

"Let'sbe about it, then," Derian said. "Hand me your clothing and I'll stuff it. Good thing you were
wearing agown. It1l be easier to make look like asick woman lying on her somach.”

Firekeeper stripped, gill as completely shameless about nudity as she had been when Derian had first
met her. She liked clothing, but as protection and sometimes ornamentation, not because she was
uncomfortablein her skin.

Derian tried to match her ease with her nudity, but even in his current condition it was tough. Firekeeper
was awhole lot morefilled out than she had been two years before, and even the plethora of scarsthat
adorned her every limb couldn't detract from his awareness of her smal, firm breasts, topped by dark
nipples, erect from the chill in the compartment.

Firekeeper handed him her underwear dong with her gown, and he forced himself to look away from her
dim torso, the hips dightly curving, the legslong and muscular.

"Use these clothes to make something to seem like head, maybe?' she said. "I rub boat dirt into skinso |
not so bright.”

She meant the grime from the boards, none of which were new or in the best condition. Derian had
aready guessed that the sailors had bought or stolen an older river-boat for their venture, probably the
former since they wouldn't want anyone looking for the missing vessdl. The condition of what he could
see of the boat argued againgt it being taken out very far into the rougher waters of the ocean.

If this escape doesn't work, Derian thought, maybe we can try again then. They'll probably work the
switch some night at Port Haven.

But he knew this attempt had better work. They were not likely to get another chance.

Firekeeper had just finished arranging the straw-stuffed gown into some semblance of awoman deeping
with one arm thrown up around her head when they heard the now familiar sound of feet on the deck
above.

Firekeeper lifted the iron bar from where she had | eft it. Derian adjusted the length of chain, keeping his
hands in the straw bedding, hoping if either Shelby or Rarby noticed, they would think he was easing the
weight on hisankle,

As she glided into the shadows behind the ladder, Firekeeper's seasickness seemed gone. Derian dmost
fancied he could see the gleam of her eyes, dark stars amid greater darkness. Then the hatchway was
unbolted and swung back, and he had attention for nothing but their bid for freedom.

Chapter 3

Firekeeper tried to ignore the cold air againgt her skin, but with her innards still shaking from repeated
bouts of vomiting, shedidn't find thisat all easy. She distracted hersalf by testing the weight of theiron



bar in her hands and mentaly reviewing her plan.

Let both of the men down—all three if Harjeedian is with them. Hit the last one in line. Hope
Derian can handle the onein front. Head for the upper deck, leaving the othersto clear up below.

Thefirst scent thewind carried down to her wasthat of horseflesh dightly spoiling, mingled with more of
the seafood stew. Her gut twisted, and she had to fight the urge to vomit. Thiswasn't good.

Next she saw heavy boots on the ladder, facing forward. She admired the agility of the sailors on these
narrow steps. It was asif their feet had eyes. A ring of light accompanied the booted feet, and she knew
that Rarby carried the lantern with him. Two more sets of feet waited above,

So Harjeedian come, too, shethought.

Rarby carried not only the lantern, but two full water bottles dung over his shoulders. He sniffed as soon
as hishead wasfully in the compartment.

"Whew!" hesaid. "What aresk!"
"Lady Blysse," Derian replied. "Seasick asasquirrd on amill whed. Where were you last night?
Derian sounded indignant, not scared, and Firekeeper felt awarm surge of admiration for him.

" Storm was bad enough we didn't want to risk being swept over the side," Rarby said, glancing over at
Firekeegper's cage as he hung up the lantern. "Didn't figure you'd want a great wash of water down here
ether.”

Another set of boots were on the ladder now, the scent of horse meat and fish stew was stronger.
Shelby, carrying the meat in a sack over one shoulder, the stew in abucket.

Firekeeper listened. Y es. One more set of feet moved above. Rarby called back.

"Harjeedian, got anything in your bag for seasickness? Appearsthat Lady Blysse didn't take well to last
night'ssorm.”

"l have something," came the precisaly enunciated words. "Don't give her anything to eat until | look at
her."

Derian laughed dryly, afairly natura sound except to one who knew him aswell as did Firekeeper.
"l don't think sheld eat anything anyhow.”

Firekeeper paused, reconsdering her plans. If shekilled Harjeedian, shewould aso bekilling the one
person who might help her. Well, she hadn't planned on killing Harjeedian—one of thefirst lessons
Derian had drilled into her was that she must not kill humans except in times of great need—only
disabling him. She must be careful how much force she put behind theiron bar.

Shelby was down now, setting the bucket on the shelf, looking over to Rarby.
"Shdl | givethisto thewalf?'
Rarby glanced over, noted that Blind Seer was standing away from the front of the cage.

"Sure. He seemsto know the drill "



Harjeedian'sfeet, clad in nest shoes of adesign somehow unfamiliar—though perfectly practica—were
on the ladder now. Unlike the sailors, he did not trust hisfeet, but came down facing the ladder, both his
hands on therails, unbalanced dightly by abag hanging from aloop at hiswaist.

Firekeeper made hersaf motionless, even to her breathing. Harjeedian's attention was mostly for hisfeet,
but if he looked through the treads, he might see her. She knew that motion rather than any actua image
was what gave away one hidden in shadows, and Harjeedian's eyes would be adjusted to the bright
sunlight above, not the dim light shed by the single lantern. Still, best not to take chances.

Rarby had pulled out the wooden bowls. He glanced over at Firekeeper's cage before beginning to ladle
out the servings.

"She'lsawfully quiet over there," he said uneasily. "Could she have died? People sometimes choke.”
Derian shook his head.
"I don't think so. | can't believe the wolf would be so cam.”

"I'm going to take alook," Rarby said. "Shel, take over dishing out the stew. When Harjeedian is off the
ladder, go back up and get the bread.”

Harjeedian was three-quarters of the way down the ladder, and stopped at thisimplied criticism of his
gpeed. He stared into nothing, apparently seeking to compose his expression, and looked directly into

Firekeeper's eyes.

He made asmall sound of surprise, and Firekeeper lunged. Her free hand snaked through the steps of
the ladder, pushing Harjeedian back and off balance. He fell heavily to the floor and she was around the
ladder, prepared to hit him with theiron bar.

Derian had two potentia targets, for both Shelby and Rarby were closeto him.

With an amogt wolf-like sense of priorities, he went for Rarby, swinging the heavy weight of theiron
chain at the other man's ankles. Rarby went redling, crashing into the bars of Firekeeper's cage.

Shelby froze for amoment, ladle in hand, then went for Derian. The heavy metal bow! of the utensl
glanced off Derian's shoulder, making the redhead stagger and drop the end of the chain.

Off to one side, Firekeeper heard Blind Seer removing the loose bars from his own cage.
"Thisone!" shehowled. "Let no one else down."

The grey wolf howled in reply, and Firekeeper |eft Harjeedian and legpt at Shelby. Her iron bar caught
him across the middle and he bent around the solid length, gasping for air. Shejerked the bar free and
brought the weight of it across Shelby's upper back. With ayell of pain and surprise, he went down.

Derian had recovered from Shelby's blow and was moving to secure Rarby. Rarby, however, had
recovered from his shock and came around, catching Derian asolid fist into the gut. Derian came up from
this, head-butting the other man in the hollow between hisribs. They grappled with each other, neither
gaining ground, the heavy chain clanking benegth their feet.

Blind Seer had secured Harjeedian by the smple expedient of sitting on him and panting into hisface. He
didn't need language to make the threat any more clear. The man lay ill and when a clatter of boots on
the upper deck announced that others had heard the commotions, Harjeedian shouted:



"Don't come near the hatch. Well handleit.”

This hostage taking works both ways, Firekeeper thought grimly, securing Shelby's hands with ascrap
of canvastorn from amesat sack. | wonder how they like it?

Rarby had paused when Harjeedian had yelled, and in that moment Derian knocked him cold with a
blow that left him shaking his hand and blowing on the fingers. Firekeeper noted that Derian had aloose
link from theiron chainin hisfist and smiled at her friend'sinitiative. He must have worked it loose while
she removed the bars from Blind Seer's cage.

"We haveyou," she said to the two who remained conscious. " Shelby, give me shirt.”

Shelby's protest faded into silence when Blind Seer growled. His shirt was cotton with along tail, and
covered Firekeeper to the middle of her thighs. She borrowed Shelby's belt so the fabric wouldn't flap
about, noting the sheathed knife with satisfaction. She had hated to be unarmed.

"Now we go above and take others. Derian, tie Rarby. | go up with Shelby and show the otherswe
win."

"And Harjeedian?' Derian asked.
"Blind Seer watch for now. Thenyou tie."

Shelby cursed as she shoved him toward the ladder, but it was empty defiance. Whether Rarby was his
brother or some other relation, they had him, and Harjeedian was clearly master of this expedition.

"Tdl them," Firekeeper said asthey climbed, "to put down al wegpons or wekill others."
Shelby did so, adding of hisown initiative, "They're right mad and the wolf isloose. Back off, mates.”

There were three other sailorsthere, and they did asthey were told. At Firekeeper's command, they
tossed the weapons they held into a heap on the deck and stood over near the whed.

"Make sure boat sail right,” shesaid. "Or else.”

Even though shewas out of the stifling hold, her head was swimming. It was essier to fight the nauseaiif
she kept her focus close and didn't ook about. She longed for Derian to come up and take over the
onerous task of communication. Blind Seer firgt, though. He would make most words unnecessary.

She cdled down, " Can you come to me, sweet hunter? Has Derian secured the men?'
"I come," the wolf replied. " Give me room."

Had the ladder not been at an angle, Blind Seer might have had some difficulty, but they had used such
things before and he had practiced until al but the most acute angles were within his ability.

When his enormous grey head emerged above the deck, the three sailorstook an involuntary step back.
Firekeeper redlized that they might not have seen the wolf conscious—if at dl. Only Harjeedian, Rarby,
and Shelby had been evident when they were captured.

"Check, sweet hunter," Firekegper said, dlowing her hand to trail through the wolf'sthick fur. " See if
there are others still hiding and that these have put away all their weapons.”

Thewolf reported back shortly.



"No othersto sight or scent,” hesaid. " Those men still carry knives, but they are sheathed.”
Firekeeper looked at the three huddled sailors.

"Y ou have knives. Drop them, too."

They did, and Blind Seer brought her one.

"Itisnot your Fang," he. sad, "but it will bite nearly as deep.”

Firekeeper stuck the knife into her belt dongside Shelby's, then called down to Derian.

"Bring Harjeedian. Histurn to be hostage.”

Derian called back. "I've tied Rarby to the bars of your cage. No need for him to get frisky."

Firekeeper agreed. Her real reason for wanting Harjeedian above deckswasto seeif he could do
anything for her nausea, but she didn't want to admit that until Derian was there to manage the other men.

Harjeedian came up, hisexpression angry, his eyes narrowed. Derian was right behind him, holding a
long knife, doubtless taken from Rarby, to the other man's back.

Harjeedian gave athin-lipped smile when he saw the other sailors subdued.
"l am impressed. | thought the cages would hold you. | admit to underestimating your capacities.”

Firekeeper bared her teeth at him. The expression was not asmile, but closer to asnarl. Harjeedian
remained cam.

"Y ou have escaped,” Harjeedian went on. He made awide gesture with hisarm. "But where will you
go?"

Firekeeper followed the gesture, registering for thefirst time that the only land in sight was a distant shape
of green. They were astrapped as they had ever been in the compartment belowdecks. Her head swam
with renewed seasickness.

"| seesals,” Derian said defiantly. "We will get that ship's attention and be taken to shore.”
Harjeedian laughed.

"That ship is coming to meet us," he said. "We could not make along voyagein thistub, nor could
you—even if you had the skill. Thisboat isleaking in adozen places dready, for it was never intended
for rougher waters. Y ou have done well—and | promise not to underestimate you again. Will you
surrender, or must the crew of Child of Water subdue you?"

"If | promiseto kill you," Firekeeper said, trying to keep her voice steady, "then maybe they think and
take ushome."

"That only works," Harjeedian said, sounding amused, "if the other party caresif | live or die. Frankly, |
do not think the ship's captain would weigh any of our lives very highly if the prize to be won wastaking
you. | must aso warn you that my teachers, who are not on that vessdl, but whom you will meet
someday, will care very deeply if | amkilled."

Thisflood of words was too much for Firekeeper. Shelooked blankly at Derian.



Derian hissed out his breath between his teeth.

"Firekeeper, we may have no choice but to surrender.”

Derian knew Firekeeper felt betrayed, but he believed Harjeedian. The man was not merely blustering.
He spoke with the confidence of one who knew he had the upper hand.

"Can you explain more clearly?' Derian said. "Firekeeper confused is not a safe person. What puzzles me
iswhy you want us. Y ou've goneto agrest ded of trouble to keep us aive. Who are you working for?
Queen Vaora? The pirates?’

"Neither," Harjeedian said. "Though you might say that your actions againgt both those parties played
their rolein bringing you here. Nor isthisthe time for you to know my teachers wishes."

Firekeeper growled, the sound echoed by Blind Seer's deeper rumble.

Derian fdt abit frantic. He knew the pair could easily take out their captors, but he didn't see how that
would do them any good—and it could do agreat dedl of harm.

"Harjeedian, you can't care so little for your life. | beg you, explain.”
Harjeedian seemed to reassess the Situation.

"I cantell you thismuch," he said. "One of whom you made an enemy brought word of Firekeeper and
Blind Seer to my teachers.”

Derian could tdll that, short of torture, he would learn nothing more.

"Firekeeper redly was seasick,” he said. "If you don't want her wasting away, you're going to need to
help her."

Harjeedian consdered. "After the transfer. | see no advantage to having her strong and clearheaded

Derian could see his paint.
"What next?' he said.

"Y ou surrender and the transfer takes place as planned,” Harjeedian replied, "or you kill usand dedl with
this ship snking and the oncoming vessdl. That isdl.”

Derian looked at Firekeeper.

"Your cdl," hesaid.

Firekeeper looked at Harjeedian.

"Firg to hurt us dies. | have enough hostages.”
Harjeedian met her gaze.

"l can see how you might. Very well. | understand. Men, | warn you, no getting back a bit of your own. |
won't answer for the consequences.”



Derian shivered, trying to believeit was caused by the sudden wind that had whipped up, but knowing
that the real source wasthe chilly glint in Firekeeper's dark eyes.

Even Firekeeper could tell that cons derable preparation had been done with the specific intent of moving
Blind Seer from theriverboat to the larger ocean vessel. There was a cage, big enough to hold the wolf,
small enough to keep him from diding around and possibly doing himsdlf injury. It was strongly built, but
light enough that it could be hauled up through a complicated web of ropes.

What she hadn't expected was that the same cage would be used to move her. Harjeedian and Derian
had been taken aboard viaa strange chair-like contraption, but when it came time for her to go aboard it
was the cage, not the chair, that was lowered.

"Getindde," Rarby ordered. Obvioudy, the ease with which he and Shelby had been overcome till
stung, but equally obvioudy, he had been told not to lay ahand on her unless she refused to cooperate.

"Why this?' Firekeeper asked, gesturing toward the cage with atoss of her head. "Why not chair?'
Rarby shook his head.

"Don't know. Don't care. What | do know isthat's what they've sent. Now, are you going to get in it, or
am | going to haveto beat the crap out of you firs?'

Helooked asif held welcome the opportunity, and it pleased Firekeeper to deny him. She crept into the
cage, musing over what they had won in their effort to escape. There had been three victories as she saw
them.

Thefirst was confirmation that al three of them were wanted, diveand in at least fair condition. She had
suspected this, but hadn't known for certain. However, the fact that Harjeedian had not harmed Derian to
punish Firekeeper made her fairly sure that Derian had not been kidnapped merdly as a hostage against
her good behavior.

The second victory was that she thought she had convinced Harjeedian that merely threatening either
Blind Seer or Derian would not be enough to keep her in line. Deep inside, she wasn't sureif thiswas
true, but she thought that Harjeedian would be more careful. Whether this care would take the form of
courtesy or more intensive imprisonment she couldn't be certain. However, she felt she had regained
some status, and wolflike, shefelt thiswasimportant.

Thethird victory was both the smalest and the largest. Only one of the two knives she had acquired in
the scuffle had been taken from her. Shelby had demanded the return of hisknife, but the blade Blind
Seer had given her had not been noticed. At first opportunity, Firekeeper had dipped it insde the loose
folds of the shirt she now wore. When Harjeedian had insisted she don trousers and a heavier shirt over
thefirst as protection againgt the sharp spring winds, she had readily agreed.

Now the knife nestled between the baggy folds of the outer and inner shirts, hopefully undetectable.
Firekeeper thought that Derian might also be armed. He had returned Rarby's knife, but the butter knife,
jagged-edged from working the chain, and the solid link of chain he had hidden in hisfist had not been
takenfrom him.

Of course, these victories would be lost if they were stripped and searched, but for now Firekeeper felt
more secure. Her fangs were not drawn, only hidden.

Privately, she mourned theloss of her own Fang, the garnet-hilted knife that had been given to her by the



first One Male of her memory, aknife that had belonged to Prince Barden, leader of the settlers who had
crossed the Iron Mountainsin the hope of building alife for themselves. Her human parents had been
among those settlers—some said her father had been Prince Barden himself—and Firekeeper treasured
the knife both asavauable tool, and as atieto that forgotten timein her life,

However, as she dlowed hersdlf to be secured in the transport cage, she was glad for any knife at all.

Once Rarby had closed the door and snapped home the lock, he gave ashrill whistle, waving hisarm
broadly over hishead. Almost immediately, Firekeeper felt the cage jerk and rise swaying over the deck.
It rose regularly after that, the sops—presumably so those hauling the rope could adjust their
grips—coming smoothly. Nonethel ess, her traitor somach wanted to rebel and she fought hard to keep
from vomiting. She had no desireto arrive at the next stage in this unplanned-for journey bent over and

pewing.

She managed, though only just barely, and from the look Derian gave her when the cage was lowered
onto the deck she suspected she didn't look very hedlthy. Blind Seer licked her face through the bars.

"Beill if you must, dear heart,"” hesaid. "There's been talk enough of your ailment. That's the
reason they brought you up in this fashion. They feared otherwise you might fall"

Derian opened the door of the transport cage for her; Firekeeper saw that all three of them were withina
larger cage. It was not so solid that she didn't think she couldn't break out of it, given time, but even as
she crawled out of the littler cage she saw aroof being lowered and lashed into place.

No, the cage would not stop her or Blind Seer, but it would dow them. If they were guarded, that would
be enough.

Derian helped her stand, putting a supportive arm around her—a gesture she was grateful for, even as
shefound the need gdling.

"How do you fed 7" he asked.
"Maybe better now," shereplied cautioudy testing her footing. "This boat not move so much, | think."

Firekeeper glanced around, taking in the tall tree trunksthat, shorn of their bark, held webs of rope and
wide canvas sails. There were three such trees, asfar as she could tell, and she thought that this made for
avery big boat indeed. It had stood as high over the riverboat asthe castle at Eagle's Nest stood over
the city below. As so often when confronted with human achievements, the wolf-woman was reluctantly
impressed.

The last of the sailorswho had crewed the riverboat came over the side now, climbing like squirrels
rather than resorting to the clumsy lifts. Rarby snapped a salute to awoman who stood to one side, her
skin the same tone as Harjeedian's, her auraone of calm authority.

"Theriverboat is going down now, maam,” Rarby said. "We took an axe to the hold and the ocean was
rushingin."

"Very good," thewoman said. Aswith Harjeedian, her voice contained an unfamiliar music. "Report to
my firs mate. Hewill show you where to ding your hammocks."

Rarby seemed pleased with the arrangement—indeed, to expect it. Gesturing to Shelby and the other
sallors, heled them hurriedly away. Firekeeper wanted to think that Rarby moved quickly from fear of
her, but knew thiswas only puppy dreams. Beside her, Blind Seer was sniffing the wind.



"What?" she asked.

"For a moment, a scent teased my whiskers," thewolf said, "but the wind carried it away."

"Do you see any Royal-kind among the seagulls?" Firekeeper asked, trying not to seem too hopeful.
"None," thewalf replied, "and | would tell you if | did."

Thislast was an important reassurance, for once there had been atime when Blind Seer would have
hidden such knowledge from her.

Derian offered Firekeeper aleather water bottle, wondering how much of her unease was from lingering
sead ckness and how much from their new situation.

"Have you noticed,” he said quietly, "that most of the crew of this ship islike Harjeedian—the same color
skin and tilting eyes, the same dark hair. They aren't Stone-holders, either. I've heard abit of their
language, and I'd sweer it isn't the same.”

"These are browner," Firekeeper agreed, struggling abit for comparison. "The Alkyab of Stonehold have
skin like winter grass, golden as much as brown. These have skin like clean mud.”

Derian forced alaugh. "There's many a housekeegper who would say that 'clean’ and ‘'mud' don't go
together, but I know what you mean. | thought of toasted bread, or—even better—the crust on asmooth
loaf. It looks tanned, but you can tell they started that way."

"Not too bad to look at," Firekeeper commented, "and better for sun than your pink skin."

Firekeeper rardly sunburned, possibly because her skin had given up protesting the abuses she put it
through, but Derian dways suffered as the summer sun grew stronger.

"Y ou mugt ask them for hat,” she added, "if weisoutsdeal day and night.”

Derian nodded, but he was only half listening. He looked side to side, then up to where asmall flock of
seagulls quarreled around the tallest of the tree trunks.

"Any of... your peoplethere?' he asked softly.
"Blind Seer say no," Firekeeper replied. "Maybe one will come. We know they look at boats."
"Ships," Derian correct automatically. "When aboat is this big and goes on the ocean it's called aship.”

Firekeeper opened her mouith to reply, but then she caught motion from where Blind Seer had been
resting on the deck. The wolf had risen to hisfeet, and now stood very gtill and suddenly intent.

Firekeeper swung in the direction from which the wind was coming, and Derian followed her motion. He
gasped as aman he had hoped never to encounter again emerged from one of the hatchways.

The newcomer was abig man, both in height and breadith, though less fleshy than when last Derian had
seen him. Hislight brown hair was covered with abilled cap, but beneath this cover Derian recaled his
hair was thinning. The man's skin was westhered and hiswak held asailor'sroll.

"Waln Endbrook!" Firekeeper said, tugging on Derian's deeve.

Derian nodded, swallowing agasp of surprise.



"| guessit'struethat rotten things alwaysfloat to thetop,” he said softly.
Firekeeper sniffed indignantly, "He seem to do well since his queen chase him from his pack.”

At firgt glance, Derian would have agreed, but now he noted how Waln's skin showed signs of having
been out in the weather fairly recently. Wan waked with adight limp, and the jowls beneath his neck
hung loose, asif he had lost agreat ded of weight through something other than hedlthy exercise.

"l think," Derian said, till keeping hisvoice low, "that hetook timeto rise.”
"Him here," Firekeeper said, "tell alot.”

Derian nodded. Waln Endbrook'’s presence did explain agreat deal. How the kidnappers had known
how to prepare for them, perhaps even how to capture them in the first place. They had been enemies,
and enemies|earn agreat deal about each other.

Derian strove to remember what they knew about Waln Endbrook. Wan was from the Ides, the group
of five larger and many smaller idands east of both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay. Until the settlement at
the end of King Allister's War, the Ides had belonged to Bright Bay, but Bright Bay had granted them to
the woman once known as Queen Gustin 1V of Bright Bay, now caled Queen Vaoraof theldes.

Vaorahad accepted her demotion only because she had been given no choice, for her self-serving
policies had turned the mgority of her own subjects againgt her. The people of Bright Bay had welcomed
Duke Alligter Seagleam asking in her place, and Vaorahad goneto the Ides. There she had courted the
wedlthiest and most powerful of the loca residents. Among these had been Waln Endbrook, whom she
had made her diplomatic liaison.

Derian had heard that Vaorahad not forgiven Wan when he had failed her. Instead she had exiled him,
disavowing any knowledge of his clamsthat he had acted in her interests, seizing hisfortune and assetsto
augment her dender treasury. What had happened to the wife and children Waln had |eft behind had not
been said.

Indl fairness to the queen, Derian had no doubt that some of Waln's actions had exceeded hisruler's
orders, but there was no question at al that VVaorahad set Waln on his eventually disastrous course.
Such would have been perfectly in keeping with her previous actions.

Over ayear had passed since the last time Derian had seen Waln, and he wondered what course had
brought the Idander from the Smuggler's Light to the deck of this ship. One thing was certain. Whatever
had brought Waln to this point had not made him love those who had thwarted him.

Now Waln crossed the deck and stood just outside of arm's reach of the three within the cage. He
smiled—adow, greasy expresson full of self-satisfaction. The satisfaction faded somewhat when his
gmilemet only blank expressonsin return.

"Surely you remember me," Waln said. "Don't you have agreeting for an old acquaintance?"

Derian eschewed the easy pretense that he did not remember Waln. To do so would be to flatter the man
that he was improved beyond recognition. Instead he met Waln's gaze with direct intensity.

"I remember you," hesaid, "but | hardly believe the Situation of that meeting meritsthe claim of
acquaintance.”

| sound like Lady Luella, he thought, recalling Earl Kestrel's socidly conscious wife.



Firekeeper didn't even bother to say so much, and Blind Seer turned away and started washing under his
tal.

To Derian's satisfaction, Waln flushed a deep scarlet, his color degpening when Harjeedian didn't bother
to hide hisamusemen.

Wan's discomfiture did not last. His smile became dy.

"Finewordsfor aratinatrap,” hesad.

"Doesthat make you therat catcher?' Derian replied, hisflippancy earning another smilefrom
Harjeedian.

"That makes me the genera who coordinated your capture from the very doorstep of King Tedric's
cadtlel” Waln retorted.

Privately, Derian had to admit that if Waln had indeed been the mastermind behind their capture, he did
have reason for pride, but Derian wasn't going to let the other man know that.

"'Generd,' isit,” Derian replied. "l suppose that's anice way to put the matter whenin redlity you didn't
dare comeinto Hawk Haven, or probably get too closeto the Ides. 'Genera’ might not be theword I'd
use for aman who lets otherstake the risks.”

Derian knew hewouldn't be so bold if the protection offered by the cage didn't work both ways—and if
he wasn't fairly certain that whatever use Harjeedian had for them was not restricted to Firekeeper and
Blind Seer. Asit was, he saw Waln bal hisfist and knew that had they stood face-to-face, the other man
would have hit him.

"So," Derian sad, "how are the wife and children? Isbusiness going well?'
Waln flushed again, and Derian knew he needed to take care.

"Businessisgoing very wdl," Waln replied, the words clipped, "and in the not too distant future | expect
to find mysdf in adiplomatic capacity once more."

"Lovey," Derian replied. "l admit to being curious. What brought you to this point?*

He knew from various sources that Waln Endbrook was a bully and a braggart, and suspected that the
other man would like nothing more than a chance to boast about hisrisein fortune. Perhgpsin telling that
tale he would give some hint asto their own fate.

Waln rocked back, leaning against the nearby magt, dl his self-satisfaction returning. As he did this,
Derian had hisfirg clear ook at the man'sleft hand. It was gloved in black, and the two smallest fingers
jutted unnaturaly tiff.

S0 he wants others to overlook his mutilation, Derian thought, though it is such as could be excused
by many accidents that would be routine in a sailor's trade. Interesting, if not immediately useful .

"Asyou may recal,” Waln began, "I wasin possession of important information that caused Crown
Princess Sgpphireto grant my life."

Derian suppressed a grimace. He supposed that was one way to relate the shameful circumstances
surrounding Waln's defest.

"Upon my release, | returned to the Ides, but the queen | had so faithfully served betrayed me. She could



not execute me lest my father-in-law, apowerful man in theldes, argue that my estates must passto my
legd heirs. Ingtead, she named metraitor, stripped me of the titles she had given me, and sent meinto
exile

"Exileincluded very little that would assure my comfort: passage to the port of my choice and what few
goods| could carry in apack. | was permitted to take nothing of great value. All that could not be
proven to have been brought into our marriage by my wife or what had been earned because of her
actionswasforfeit to the queen. My wife and children went into her family's care. | have not heard from
themsince™

Derian fdt amomentary flash of pity for the man until he recalled what Waln had doneto earn that exile.
Then pity melted from him, leaving him cold as the ocean depths. He found himsalf involuntarily teking a
step back.

Waln was so caught up in his own tale that Derian doubted he had noticed, but Harjeedian did and his
eyebrowsrosein silent comment. Wan went on.

"| was barred from the ports of both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay, and had no wish to try my luck in
Waterland."

Derian knew perfectly well why thiswould be so. Not only did Waterland share a border with New
Kevin—anation which, at that time, harbored others whose enmity Waln had earned—but Waterland
judged the worth of its residents by their fortunes. One such as Wan, coming with no fortune, might well
have found himsdlf endaved.

"Therefore | took passage on a ship heading into southern waters. | had voyaged in these somein my
younger days, and thought | might find some curiosities or a least those who, undlied with those who had
wronged me, would be willing to give me honest employment.”

Asfar as Derian knew, nothing much was known about the lands to the south. Stonehold, the nation to
the south of Bright Bay, was aland power, but their southern border was variously reported as densely
forested or swampy. Dangerous shoa s and fever-ridden swamps to the east kept the mgjority of
Stoneholders on land. However, he supposed that the sailors of the Ides must have ventured south out of
curiogity if nothing more. He admired their daring. Navigation out of sight of land had been among the
artsthe Old World rulers had kept to themselves.

"Luck seemed not to be with mein this venture ether,” Waln continued. " Some days after we had
navigated the Shipwreck Shoas and were trying to discover whether we had aso found the end of land,
astorm came out of nowhere. We were driven far off course. When the storm abated, we were left with
tattered salls and less than half our crew. Happily, the winds had aso taken us close enough to land that
we wereintercepted by aloca vesse—thisvery vessd, in fact.

"Her nameis Fayonejunjal . That trandates as Child of Water™ Waln said, proudly, asif he had named
the ship himsdlf. "She originates from aland cdled Liglim. They areacurious people, claming origininan
Old Country nation | had never heard of before. Aswith our own land, when the Plague came, their
rulers|eft, and the remaining colonists established their own country.”

"Do they have contact with their Old Country?' Derian asked.

"No," Wan said. "Nor do they wish it—even if they could locate them. | think there must have been a
pact of some sort among the Old Country rulersto keep al the coloniesin ignorance of those things that
would let them challenge their magters. The consistency is otherwiseimpossibleto explain.”



Derian agreed.

"So that storm proved to be afortunate wind," Derian said, prompting Waln to continue, feding thet the
answer to why he, Firekeeper, and Blind Seer had been kidnapped must lie in the next part of the story.

"Fortunate for me," Waln agreed, his smile arrogant and greasy once more, the taunting smile of abully
who knows he holds the upper hand. "However, | wonder if you will think it is so fortunate for you?"

Derian refused to be goaded, though he heard Firekeeper shifting dightly behind him and knew she was
growing impatient. Waln's accent was an |dander's and doubtless the wolf-woman did not understand
everything he had said—or worse, she understood and was growing impatient with Waln's account,
wanting to know precisely how it applied to their Situation.

Waln couldn't resist continuing to glodt.

"Yes" hesaid. "My good fortune—and perhaps your own. The cagptain and senior officers had given
their livesin kegping the ship afloat during the storm. | assumed command of the survivors.”

Of those who, like you, cowered bel owdecks while others risked wind and waves, Derian thought.
I'm sure that the few who survived the loss of their officers were too exhausted to deal with your
relative strength.

"In that capacity, | worked with our rescuers. My first task, of course, was to learn something of their
language, and in return grant some knowledge of our own. When we arrived at their capital city, thiskept
me quite busy, as did answering questions about from where we had come. Inturn, | learned something
about their culture.

"| gathered that the Liglimom have no king or equivaent. Instead, they are led by asmall group of
religiousleaders. | cannot say | understand theintricacies of their belief system, but it bears some smdl
resemblance to our societiesin that various animals are held to represent certain traits. However, they
have a great respect for the dementsaswell.”

Waln shrugged, dismissively. "Their beliefs are not important. What isimportant isthat | soon learned that
this priesthood keeps a collection of animas—amenagerie. Whether they are for worship, sacrifice, or
inspiration, | could not quite understand. It seemsthey are chary of sharing their secretswith aforeigner.”

Derian was beginning to dread where this thread was heading, and from Firekeeper's soft intake of
breath he thought shewas on asmilar track.

Waln rubbed &t the stiffened fingers of his gloved left hand.

"Assoon as | could spesk the language well enough, | told my new friendsthat | knew wherethey could
find afine representative of at least one of their sacred animas—an enormous wolf."

Blind Seer growled, raising his head from where it had rested on his paws through much of this account.
Beside him, Firekeeper—who had eschewed her usua nonchaant seat beside the wolf to stand—took a
step forward.

"| told them about Lady Blysse aswell,” Waln went on unctuoudy, "how some say she can spesk to the
beast. And | told them about you, Derian Counsdlor, the keeper of wolf and woman—the only one
known to make her obey anything but her own bestia urges. Therulers of Liglim were very excited by
this, but thought you might not accept their invitation for an extended visit."

"Extended?’ Derian repeated.



"Asinfor therest of your life."

Chapter 4

"Easy, dear heart, " Blind Seer cautioned when Firekeeper would have reached for the knife hidden
within her shirt. "Killing him would be satisfying, but it would pull your one fang."

Firekeeper froze almost before her hand moved, knowing Blind Seer wasright. Her only chance of
hitting Wan wasif she threw the knife. Whether or not she could hit him through the intervening bars and
using an unfamiliar wegpon hardly mattered in the light that she would only have that one throw. Instead
she stepped to Derian's side and spoke for the first time since Waln had approached the cage.

"What you mean? Our kin will missus”

Harjeedian dso joined the conversation for thefirst time.

"Not redlly, Lady Blysse—or should | cal you 'Firekeeper'?'

"Firekeeper iswolf name, for friends," she spat, "and aword will not change how | fed."

"Lady Blyssethen," Harjeedian said, "though the time will come when you may be glad to have measa
friend."

Firekeeper dreaded that Harjeedian might be right and so swallowed her impul se to deny that any such
thing could happen. Instead she stood, her hand resting on Blind Seer's shoulder. The wolf had risen to
hisfeet and now stood pressed protectively closeto her left Sde.

Harjeedian studied them for amoment, then returned to her original question.

"Y our kin will not missyou, Lady Blysse. We ascertained in advance that none of your avian companions
seemed to be accompanying you at thistime. Y ou are known for disgppearing from human ken. Although
you are gpparently of some importance to the wolves, | do not think you are in constant contact with
them. If you do not arrive when they expect you—if they expect you—they will assumethereisgood
reason.”

He shifted his gaze to Derian.

"Derian Counselor offersagreater problem. However, it is not one we will need to solve for severa
moonspans. | will tell you this, Counsdor. Thetimewill come when you will be offered opportunity to
communicate with your family. It will be up to you whether you will agree to communicate a somewhat
edited verson of events or leave your family grieving, assuming you deed.”

Firekeeper could tell that, for Derian, thislast was like ablow to the gut. Fox Hair might have spent much
of thelast two years away from hisfamily, but whenever possible he had written them, often scribbling
away even when the letters could not be sent and then sending alarge package al at once. Given the
choice of lying or of leaving hisfamily to grieve, she knew Derian would lie.

Harjeedian knew this, too. She could tell by the satisfied set of his shoulders, the confident tilt of hischin.
He might speak another language with hislips, but the language of his body was not too different from the



onethat she had dready learned. That reminded her of another question.

"How you speak Pellish so well?" she asked, aware of her own deficienciesin that area. "Did you know
before?'

Harjeedian shook his head.

"In Waln's account of events, he trimmed afew details. One of theseisthat among those traveling with
him on theill-fated ship was aminstrel. Barnet had hoped to gather new taleswith which to make his
fame and perhaps win the favor of Queen Vaoras court. He was dready multilingua, speaking the
tongue of Waterland and something of that of New Kelvin. He found learning our language and teaching
yoursfairly easy. Although you were not introduced at that time, Barnet was one of the other sailorswho
accompanied me into Hawk Haven. There, when not serving aslocd liaison, | had him tutor me. | am,
however, aquick learner.”

"Very," Firekeeper said with grudging admiration. She hadn't understood much of the long speech, but
the very flow of wordswas proof of Harjeedian's boast.

"Y ou will meet thismingtrel beforelong," Harjeedian said. "He and | will be teaching both of you—but
especidly Derian Counsdor—my language.”

Derian shook his head.

"I'll try, but if you had wanted skill with languages, you would have done better to bring Elise or
Wendee"

"Goody Wendee remainsin the North Woods," Harjeedian said, "and this Elise of whom you speak
would be Lady Archer. That title doneisreason why we would not lay hands on her. The baron, her
father, has become protective of hischick since her last venture abroad, fearful, | think, that Lady
Archer'sinterest in foreign lands and wayswill draw her away from her inheritance.”

"How do you know so much?' Derian asked most angrily.

Harjeedian smiled. "That selfsame mingtrel has collected numeroustales. He added to his knowledge
while we waited for fit opportunity to take you."

Firekeeper wondered why the minstrel hadn't taken advantage of what had apparently been ample shore
time to escape. What hostage had Harjeedian held over the minstrel's actions? Perhaps they could learn,
and so turn thisstranger into an dly.

Obvioudy frustrated by hisloss of dominance, Wan had been trying to insert himsdlf into the
conversation. He managed to do so at this point.

"Theimmediate questionis,”" Waln sneered, "whether you want to spend the rest of what will be arather
long voyage locked in that cage or whether you will give your parole.”

Firekeeper looked a Derian, waiting for trandation of this unfamiliar concept. She had heard of parolein
another context—Doc had once made her promise not to leave the house when she had been recovering
from injuries—but this didn't sound quite the same.

"Waln wants us to promise we won't try to escape or offer harm to any on thisvessel," Derian trand ated,
glancing at Harjeedian to seeif he had understood correctly. "If wewill do so, they'll let usout of this

cage.”



"That iscorrect,” Harjeedian said. "If you offer your parole, we will give dl three of you freedom of the
ship. Y ou will share a cabin abovedecks and be fed aswell as any member of the crew."”

He gave Firekeeper ady grin.

"I will even seeif | can help you with your seasickness. Y ou may adjust on your own, but | do have
drugstha may help during thetrangtion.”

Firekeeper considered. "This may be good. If we do this parole, we are free to move about. What €l s2?
"What es?' Waln retorted indignantly. "What more could you want?"

Firekeeper fastened her gaze on Harjeedian.

"To know what he want."

Harjeedian met her gaze.

"l cannot tell you everything now. My teachers reserve that right for themselves. For now, | want you to
learn my language o that you can speak for yoursdf when we arrive. Isthat too much?’

Firekeeper shook her head, though inwardly she sighed. Another language! Why couldn't humans speak
assmply and directly aswolves?

Although Fayonejunjal sailed within sight of the coastline, Derian knew that asfar as any watchers
ashore were concerned, they wereinvisble. It was dl amatter of Sze. Fayonegjunjal might belargeas
far as seagoing vessals went, but compared with the wasteland of water surrounding them the ship was
minuscule

Harjeedian and Waln had been as good as their word. Now that parole had been given and accepted,
the cage had been disassembled, the pieces stored in one of the holds. The cabin they had been assigned
seemed smdl when filled with two humans and awolf, but Derian suspected that Firekeeper wouldn't
gpend much timein those cramped confines. She was experimenting with what minimized her
seadickness, and for now preferred to be out in the open air.

Derian leaned againgt therail, watching the boat race through the waves. He had no idea how fast they
weretraveling or how far they had come. The sailors seemed to be doing agood dedl of setting salls, and
the boat kept jigging back and forth.

There must have been landmarks that meant something to the captain, for she appeared placid and
content. All Derian could make of the activity was that their course was carrying them more or lessto the
south. Soon enough, they would be away from friendly coastline, and then the vessdl waslikely to come
in closer to the shore. Asfar asthelr Stuation was concerned, proximity to the shordine didn't matter.
Whether they were amile or ahdf-mile or even aquarter of amile out, the three of them couldn't swim
the distance without being recaptured. Even if they stole one of the shore boats, they couldn't sall it.

Derian had grown up near the Flin River, but hisfamily had been distinctly land-oriented. He could
paddle abit, but the lore of sailswasamystery to him. Asfar ashe knew, Firekeeper had beenon a
boat only once, during their visit to Revelation Point Castle in Bright Bay, and that had been just messing
about. Now that he thought about it, she'd been eager to get ashore fairly quickly. He wondered if sheld
felt seasick even then.



It was amoot point. Firekeeper was certainly seasick now, and Fayonejunjal made as good a prison as
any he had ever imagined.

Derian turned his concentration to consdering what he could do that might be turned to their advantage.
Learning Harjeedian's language would be agood start. He knew how much they had rdlied on Elise and
Wendee in New Kelvin—enough that his own command of New Kelvinese had never progressed
beyond the very basic words and smple grammar necessary to buy market goods or ask directions.

In this situation, he would need to fill both Elise's and Wendee'sroles. If Firekeeper'swillingnessto learn
Pdllish was any indication, she would make her own rules asto what € ements and how much of the
language was necessary to her needs, then progress no further.

Derian glanced over to where Firekeeper was stretched out near Blind Seer, both apparently adeep. He
wondered just how much Pellish the wolf understood—that he understood some, Derian had no doulbt.
Could it be that Firekeeper understood more than she was letting on—that her fractured grammar and
smpligtic vocabulary were an elaborate ploy?

Derian had no idea, but he resolved to do his best not to give away everything he was learning. He knew
that there were times when he and Elise had spoken deliberately quickly and using more complicated
wordsin order to talk over Firekeeper's head. Their captors might resort to some similar ploy—and then
Derian would have the upper hand.

Derian grinned to himsdlf and wiped spray off hisface. Of course, dl of that rested on his ahility to learn
something of the language. He might never get beyond the basics, They might never teach him more than
what they wanted him to know. For the first time, Derian understood—redlly understood—the Old
Country rulers policy of withholding training in key skillsfrom their colonigts. Lack of knowledge could
be a prison far more unbreakable than any walled dungeon.

Hewas il considering this when he heard footsteps on the deck. Turning, he confronted aman he
vaguely recognized as one of the three sail ors Firekeeper had subdued during their failed escape attempt.

The newcomer was shorter than Derian, but that didn't make him short; Derian was taler than average.
He was clean-shaven, and as hiswispy, straw-colored hair didn't look to be the type that would make a
thick beard, thiswas certainly agood choice. It dso gave aclear view of featuresthat werejust atrace
too bland to be handsome—that was, until the man smiled. Then hisfacelit up from within.

Derian fdt asurge of ingantaneous liking, and warned himsdlf to guard againgt it. The man clearly knew
his power—and if he had this effect on another man he probably had an even easier time with women.

Hewon't have an easy time with Firekeeper, though, Derian thought. She thinks smiles are a way of
showing how sharp your teeth are.

"Barnet," the man said, offering adight bow. "Harjeedian said he had mentioned meto you."
"Yourethemingrd," Derian sad. "The one who taught Harjeedian Pellish.”

"And the one who is going to teach you Liglimosh—that's my term for their language,” Barnet agreed.
"They jugt changetheinflection on'Liglimo' and | find that too confusing.”

Barnet leaned his forearms againgt the railing and looked down over the side. The pose looked naturd,
asif he had spent alot of time on ships. After amoment, Derian joined him.

"| thought," Barnet said after amoment, "we should get acquainted, given that we're going to spend alot
of timetogether.”



Derian nodded. Barnet's attire was smilar to that worn by the rest of the ship'screw, soit didn't give
away much about him. He wore his hair long and tied back—the style most usud in Hawk Haven——but
asmost of the sailors did the same, and they most certainly were not from Hawk Haven, it didn't tell
anything about him.

Barnet's accent sounded more like Bright Bay than Hawk Haven, though Derian supposed he could be
from the Ides. Derian hadn't met enough of the people from there to be sure just how much their accents
differed from that of their parent country.

"Youfirg," Derian suggested. "Tell me about yourself. From what Harjeedian said, you aready know
more than enough about dl of us."

"Stories," Barnet said, shaking hishead asif to dismiss hisinformation. "Goss p. Doubtless exaggeration.
Useful, asyour being here proves, but probably not the firgt things you would tell about yourself."

Derian grinned, admiring the man'sway of setting him a ease. Hed guessthat Barnet was older than him,
maybein hismid-thirties, but he had the weathered skin common to seagoing peoples, and that made it
hard to judge. He might be five years younger.

"I'd like to know more about you," Derian persisted, "to put us on more even footing.”
Barnet gaveadightly theetrica sigh.

"Very well. | was born aLobster, cadet branch, no prospects for inheritance. Doesthat tell you
anything?'

It did, and Derian had to hide his own reaction. Lobster was one of the Great Houses of Bright Bay, not
the highest ranking, but until recently very prestigious. Queen Gustin IV—now Queen Vaoraof the

|des—was married to Harwill Lobster. Almost to aone, the Lobsters had followed their queen and her
husband into exile.

Derian was determined not to say too much.
"So did you moveto the Idands after King Allister's War?' he asked.

"l did," Barnet said. "1 had nothing againgt Allister Seagleam, but my entire family was going and | had to
choose which | would never see again—my parents and siblings, or my birth land. In any case, | spend
much of my time at sea. That'smy red home."

"Youreasalor then?' Derian asked. "Harjeedian named you amingrd."

"Mingrd isavdid post in the Bright Bay Navy. Mingrels haul line with the rest of the crew, but during
the long voyagesit is our duty to keep up morae. Think of us as doctors, except we treat the spirit rather
than the body."

"I think | understand,” Derian said, remembering how much good having Wendee Jay and her wedlth of
stories had done for their group during the long treks from the Norwood Grant to Dragon's Brezth.

"Probably the only hard part of being aminstrel,” Barnet went on, "is keeping your hands supple. It's hard
to play astringed instrument, but then again, it's hard to keep onein tune, so at seamost mingrels play
flutes or pipes. | get so I'll hardly touch one on land.”
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"And being amingtrd cuts you out of command, most of thetime," Barnet went on. "The navy, and most
ship owners, don't think the crew will obey someone they think of asasinger or piper—someone they've
Seen doing tumbling or acting out bitsfrom aplay.”

A trace of bitterness there, Derian thought. Or does he only want me to think that?
"Aretherulesthe samein theldes?' Derian asked.

"Therulesinthe ldesare ill pretty much influx,” Barnet admitted. "Until less than two years ago, the
Ides navy was Bright Bay's navy. Now neither isaslarge asit once was, and merchant ships owned by
peoplelike Waln Endbrook are finding themselves required to take care of themsdves.”

"How about the pirates?' Derian asked.
"Y ou've met some of them,” Barnet countered. "What do you think?*

"I think they'd be looking out for themselves and trying to see what their own best interests would be,"
Derian said. "On the one hand, cooperating with Queen VVaora gives a certain degree of validity to
ventures that otherwise might be whoally illega. On the other hand, that same cooperation might mean
giving up some freedom."

"And profit," Barnet added. "Don't forget profit. And cooperating with forces who until ashort time ago
exiged in large part to curtail your actions. No, nothing's settled yet."

Derian nodded.

"We're seeing alot of changesin Hawk Haven, too," he said, hoping to ease Barnet into telling more.
"There are those who made their living from the conflict between Bright Bay and Hawk Haven—and |
don't just mean the soldiers. Smugglers. Guild liaisons. Tariff collectors. They'redl finding new placesfor
themsalves, and not al of them are doing aswell asbefore.”

"Samefor mingrels" Barnet said, "especialy mingrelswithin asmaller navy. That'swhy | jumped a the
chance to go on the Explorer. Exploring to the south might give me new stories—and some respect at
court.”

Derian turned to look at Barnet and found the other man's grey-blue eyes studying him. Barnet grinned,
unashamed at being caught in his scrutiny.

"Tdl me about yoursdlf,” Barnet suggested.
Derian ddiberately framed his own reply to match Barnet'sinitid "revelations.”

"I was born to a merchant family. We own Prancing Steed Stablesin the city of EagleésNest. I'm the
eldest, and that makes methe heir, but my folks are ambitious. When Earl Kestrdl came looking to rent
mounts for an expedition he planned west, they inssted | go dlong—to look after their property, they
sid."

"But dso in the hope you'd catch the earl's attention,” Barnet said, histone suggesting he'd been the
subject of smilar maneuvering.

"That'sabout it," Derian agreed, "except that | didn't catch the earl's eye as a horse handler—at least not
so anyone would have noticed. | caught it after Firekeeper cameto us.”

"And you ended up her handler,” Barnet said.



"That'sright,” Derian said. " She seemed willing to trust me. Somehow, one way or ancther, I'm il
working more as her handler than as anything e se.”

Hetried to put atrace of bitternessinto histone, but found it difficult. There had been atime he resented
hisrole, feared that he might find himsdlf nothing more than aglorified valet. Now, he was proud of the
trust Firekegper put in him. Still, if Barnet redlly did resent the light in which mingrelswere held in the
navy, he might respond to what he perceived as Derian's dissatisfaction.

"Sherdiesonyou," Barnet said. "l waswatching earlier. Whenever Harjeedian got too high-flown, she'd
glance a you and settle into waiting, like she knew you'd make it clear later.”

"That's been my job for two years now," Derian said, "making things clear for her. | don't think anyone
cando it better."

Hewasn't precisely boasting, but he also suspected that he had been kept alive to this point because of
the perception that he somehow controlled Firekeeper. He wasn't about to discount his own importance.

"How'd you become aminstrel?* he asked. "Was that your role on the ship that got wrecked, the
Explorer, | think you called her?'

Barnet considered.

"| became amingire dmost in spite of mysdlf,” he said. "l wanted to be anavd officer. Thing was, | kept
finding it easier to persuade people than to order them around. Then, honestly, | might not have been the
best battle commander. Even when other people were giving the orders | kept thinking about the people
on the other ship—wondering if they were frightened or angry or just doing their job. I'd imagine their
stories. the sweethearts they'd left behind, children or elderly parents who depended on them. Got so |
redized | might have trouble giving the ordersto attack.”

Barnet gave atwisted grin.

"Never had any trouble when my own life or the life of one of my mateswas on the line. Just with the
abstract. Does that make any sense?’

"It does," Derian admitted. "I wonder if Tavis Seagleam—Prince Tavis, now—would have ended up a
mingrd if things had been different.”

"Hardtotdl," Barnet said. "l heard heis artistic, but it takes more than artistic talent to beaminstrd. Y ou
haveto like people, and people haveto like you."

Derian nodded.

"It'slike that with handling horses," he said. Y ou can teach someone to ride and to judge a good beast,
but to do what my father does—what | do—you need to redlly like them, dmost be able to get into their
heads. Not everyone can do it. | remember how surprised | wasthefirst timel realized that.”

"And handling wolf-women?' Barnet asked. "Does that take liking them?"

"Respecting firgt," Derian replied honestly. "Wolves areredly hierarchica. They make uslook like
chickens running after feed. Firekeeper doesn't careif you like her, but you'd better respect her—or give
her reason to respect you. Otherwise, shell pay you nomind at al.”

Barnet looked over to where Firekeeper dept sprawled againgt Blind Seer. She looked almost fragile,
wrung out from sickness and defest, not at al like thefierce, indeed dangerous, cresture Derian knew



shewas.

"Respect... " Barnet mused doud. "There's different sorts of respect. There's respect born from
admiration and respect born from fear."

"And Firekeeper recognizes both," Derian said.

He was about to say "And | pity those who try to make her fear them," but held histongue. That cameto
close to showing one of Firekeeper's vulnerabilities. He couldn't quite figure out her reaction to fear. She
clearly vaued thewarning it gave, but resented it aswell.

Barnet continued histhoughtful inspection.
"' She was dancing when Shelby lured her away. I've heard she likesmusic.”

"Music and dancing,” Derian said. " Shetold me once that music was her first indication that humans had
something to offer that wolvesdid not.”

Barnet nodded.

"W, | need to convince her to work with me. Wan Endbrook may like to believe otherwise, but al of
uswho werewrecked ayear ago are living at the sufferance of Harjeedian's people. I'm useful, but I'm
goingto beawholelot lesssoif | don't manage to teach you two at least some Liglimaosh. If musicisthe
way to Lady Blysse'srespect, then I'll use music.”

Derian cleared histhroat awkwardly.
"What do they want with us?' he asked.

"I don't know," Barnet said. He must have seen the doubt in Derian's eyes. "Honestly, | don't. We were
ashore for moonspans after the wreck, but kept close to our quarters—redly semi-imprisoned to be
honest. I've learned alittle about the culture from talking to the sailors here on Fayonejunjal, but I'm Htill
sorting redity from tal tales. One thing I'm sure of isthat Waln'swrong when he thinks they want
Firekeeper and Blind Seer as some sort of curiosity. There's something € se they want, but Harjeedian
won't drop even ahint.”

Derian drew in adeep bregth.

"If you don't know, you don't know," he said. "But I'd appreciate your passing it on if you find out.”
"I will indeed,”" Barnet said, his smile warm and engaging. "I need your help, too, after al.”

Derian wished he believed him.

Having the freedom to roam the ship didn't do Firekeeper much good for several days. Even with the
rather noxious-tasting brews Harjeedian provided for her, the deck till seemed to move unpredictably
under her feet, and if she rose from a seated position too rapidly, her sscomach rebelled.

Eventually, Firekeeper either devel oped some tolerance for the motion or Harjeedian's potions took
effect. Either way, aslong as she took care not to do anything that drew her attention to the ship's
progress through the waters, she did better.

Her early explorations were restricted to the area at the rear of the ship, where they had been told to



deep. That was when she learned that Harjeedian kept snakesin his cabin.
Blind Seer wasthefirst to notice.
"Do you smell that?" he asked.

Firekeeper sghed. Her usually poor sense of smell—at least by wolf standards—had not been improved
ether by her iliness or by the plethora of new scents aboard the ship. In reply, she smply glared at Blind
Seer. He panted laughter at her.

"I smell something reptilian from Harjeedian's sleeping place. | can't be quite certain what. It isn't
a scent I've smelled before, but my nose says 'snake.

Firekeeper tilted her head ininquiry.

"You're not teasing me, are you? Most humans I've met are afraid of snakes—a good thing, as|
seeit. It'stoo hard to tell by sight alone the poisonous ones from those who lack venom, at least
until you'reright next to them.”

"Shake," Blind Seer inagted. He snuffled. "I don't think poisonous, but | can't be certain.”

Firekeeper wasn't inclined to question further, but with the return of stability to her head, her curiosity
was aso returning.

"Let'slook," she suggested. " Harjeedian is on the upper part in the front, talking to Barnet."

Blind Seer wagged histail inadow arc, indicating that he thought thiswas agood idea. Harjeedian's
cabin door was closed, but not locked. Firekeeper lifted the latch, and they went inside. It was dark
within, but her eyesreadily adjusted to the available light.

The cabin was much like the one she was supposed to share with Derian and Blind Seer. It was smdll
and cramped. A narrow deeping shelf was built into one wall. Boxesfor storage were built into the
oppositewall. In between was a narrow place for standing.

What caught Firekeeper's attention immediately was the glow from the squat, covered brazier anchored
on top of the storage box. The brazier was rounded, tapering at the top and bottom rather like an acorn.
Slitsto admit air had been cut in the top and athin trickle of smoke worked itsway out.

The brazier had been very carefully set on aniron plate, and theiron plate nailed to the cabinet. All these

arrangements, Firekeeper supposed, were so the brazier wouldn't dide with the motion of the ship. From
the amount of heat the brazier gave off, Firekeeper guessed there couldn't be more than one or two coals
ingde. However, thiswas enough for the snakes nestled initsvicinity.

The snakes didn't touch the hot metal, but coiled around stones placed nearby. Their scaleswere
intricately patterned, the shine of the green, yellow, and black that dominated proof that they were well
fed. They weretorpid, hardly moving, even when she came closeto look a them. Clearly, even with the
atificid heat, agoring voyage was not to their liking.

Firekeeper wondered why Harjeedian had brought the snakes with him. She counted three, and afourth
stone suggested the existence of another. They were large snakes, larger than most she had encountered,
eveninthewild landswest of the Iron Mountains. Their brilliant colors suggested the need to camouflage
in environments other than the brown, green, blacks of the woodlands she knew.

Shewas puzzling over thiswhen Blind Seer gave awarning huff of bregth.



"Harjeedian comes. From how he moves, | think he sees his door is open.”

Firekeeper made no attempt to flee. She was interested, and Harjeedian was the one who could answer
her questions. He, however, started talking before she could voice even one.

"What are you doing in my cabin?' he asked sharply, histone holding both anger and anxiety.
Firekeeper looked steadily at him.

"l am parole. | go anywhere on ship.”

Harjeedian pushed past her, and his anxiety faded as he saw the three snakes were untouched.
"Didn't anyonetdl you it isrude to go into someone's private space?”

Firekeeper tilted her head.

"l am parole," she repested patiently.

Harjeedian sghed. Derian had gppeared from somewhere, and Harjeedian addressed his next remarks
tohim.

"Explain to her, when you have time, that parole does not include the right to invade other people's
guarters. | do not care to think how the captain would react if shefound Lady Blyssein her cabin.
Seafaring folk have so little private space that they are quite protective of what they do have."

Derian glanced at Firekeeper, amusement and exasperation blended on hisface.

"Y ou know about this," he said. "It'sthe same asin Hawk Haven or Bright Bay or anywheredse.”
Firekeeper repeated stubbornly.

"l am parole”

Derian looked at Harjeedian.

"I'll work onit," he promised. "It'sawolf thing. Shetendsto interpret very literdly, especidly where
rights and privileges are concerned. It isn't just redefining aterm. It'staking something away—and wolves
are very protective of what they think of as belonging to them.”

Harjeedian shook his head.

"I will remember this. Y ou will explain how shethinksto Barnet and the captain—as well asexplaining
our customsto Lady Blyse."

"Right," Derian said.

He was turning away when Firekeeper asked, "Harjeedian, why do you have snakesin cabin? Whereis
snake four? What kind are they?'

For thefirst time, Derian seemed to notice the odd arrangement atop the cabinet. Firekeeper had to
remind herself that he saw far lesswell in poor light than she did—and his eyes had been sunblinded from
the glare of light againgt water.

"Snakes?' Derian repeated. "Here?"



Harjeedian grew momentarily defensive; then hisusud arrogant amusement returned.
"Snakes here, here, and here," he said, pointing at the three rocks, "and here.”

With the last he opened the folds of his shirt to show afourth snake coiling close to the brown skin of his
body. This onewas lesstorpid than its kin, warmed by contact with the man. It raised its head and
studied them, detached interest in its cold, flat gaze.

"Snakes?" Derian repeated. "Why are you wearing a snake?"
Harjeedian drew in adeep breath.

"Why shouldn't I? Theair is colder than is comfortable for snakes, even with the heat from the brazier. It
helpsif | let them warm themselves against me. | would take them out on deck, but the chill from the
wind would undo whatever good the sunlight would do. Also, | do not wish them to get lost.”

One of Firekeeper's questions had been answered, but not in afashion that answered the others.
"Why you bring them? Are they from where you come?"
Harjeedian closed his shirt over the snake.

"I brought them because | wished to do so," he said. "Does not your culture have societies affiliated with
vaiousanimas?'

"Derian'sdoes," Firekeeper said. "HeisHorse."
Harjeedian gave ahdf-smile at her reply.

"My culture has something smilar,” he said, "dthough the only oneswho choose a specific totem are
thosein direct service of the deties”

"Deities?' Firekeeper said. "Snakes are deities?’

Shewas till having trouble with the concept of deities. Her first explanation had been from Derian,
triggered by her discovery of the societies to which every human in Hawk Haven—and later she learned,
in Bright Bay as well—belonged. Y oung children were dedi cated to one of the societies soon after they
were born. Each society was named for an anima. Humans regularly caled on their society patron in
times of stress, but gpparently they didn't expect these patrons to do much of anything. When humans
wanted something done, they talked to their ancestors.

Every home had its own ancestor shrine, which celebrated past generations. It aso celebrated the deeds
of theliving. Wedding pouches were hung in family shrines, as were items commemorating other
important events. When Derian had been made king's counsdlor, his mother had aminiature replicaof his
counselor's ring made to keep in the family shrine. As Firekeeper understood it, she would have liked the
redl ring, but Derian was too often away from homefor thisto be practical.

Shrine or not, Firekeeper couldn't see that the ancestors did much for their descendants, but she guessed
it made the humans fed better to have someoneto ask for help and advice. It also seemed to soothe
them to fed that when they died some part of them stayed on.

Ancestors as deities or counselors or whatever made more sense to Firekeeper than some of the other
religions about which she had heard. Apparently, in Waterland they thought the stars gave advice. She
had no ideawhat the New Kelvinese worshipped—though it was doubtless related to magic. One of the



cultures in Stonehold worshipped their ancestors, but the other had developed some complicated system
having to do with the sun and the moon and any number of other things. She had glimpsed an entire tent
stocked with the paraphernaiare ated to this | atter religion when spying on the Stonehold army during
King Alliger'sWar.

What puzzled Firekeeper mogt of al wasthat the humans didn't seem to be able to agree on their deities.
Certanly, if there were deties then there would be no doubt about them.

Wolves had too much to do just to stay adive and raise their pups to worry about such things. She'd never
heard them how! to anyone to stop therain or save adying pup. They hunkered down and took what
came. They didn't likeit, but they took it. What else was there to do?

Now here she was confronting yet another gpproach to deities, and this one seemed to have something
to do with snakes.

"Direct service of the deities?" she repeated, leaving the question of totemsfor later.
Harjeedian straightened, leaving no doubt that he was very pleased with himsdif.

"That'sright," he said. "I was selected for service, though my family had never before had the honor. My
teachers have been pleased with me, and | have been amember of theinitiated—our word is
'disdum—for many years."

Firekeeper didn't understand any of this, so she decided to try totems.
"Totems?" she asked.
Harjeedian partidly closed his eyes, looking very snaky himself for amoment.

"l supposeit does no harm to explain alittle, though my teachers have reserved the right to tutor you
themselves. All the deities are receptive to the prayers of al worshippers, but there are some
worshippers who understand the will of the deities more clearly than do others. These become members
of the dect. We have two orders within the disdum. The aridisdum, to whom | belong, concentrate
mostly on interpreting the omens and offering guidance based on these. The kidisdum are specia servants
of the deities, keepers of the sacred beasts.”

Firekeeper nodded encouragement, though she gill wasn't at dl certain what Harjeedian wastaking
about.

"Among the disdum,” Harjeedian went on, "there are divisions according to who seems to understand the
ways and will of certain deities more clearly. These are then initiated into the lore of those particular
deities and take the deities totemsfor their own.”

"And your deity is snake?" Firekeeper asked, hoping she understood correctly.
"No. My totem isthe snake. | serve dl the deities," Harjeedian said.

"And s0 you take snakes with you when you travel 7' Firekeeper perssted. "Why? If you like snakes,
why take them whereit isnot good for them?"

Harjeedian glowered at her, obvioudy offended. Then his expression became merely nasty. He looked
over a Blind Seer, who lay on the floor next to her, close enough that his fur brushed her leg.

"Y ou might ask yoursdlf the same question,” he said.



Then he asked them to leave his cabin and closed the door, effectively ending the conversation.

Chapter 5

Firekeeper grew aternately Angry and moody following her discussion with Harjeedian regarding snakes
and deities, and Derian decided that adistraction wasin order. He couldn't get anyoneto tell him how
long the voyage was likely to take. He wondered if even the captain knew, since the voyage to Hawk
Haven was gpparently thefirst time aship from Liglim had sailed so far north—at least in post-Plague

history.

He had dready lost count of the days, having failed to Sart arecord early enough, and by the time the
ideaoccurred to him, it hardly seemed to matter. What did matter was that Firekeeper wasin asnit, and
Firekeeper in abad mood was dangerous not only to herself but to others.

Barnet had been tutoring Derian on the basic dements of Liglimosh, starting with nouns, promising to
move on to verbs, and warning Derian that the linguistic structure was not as smple as Pdllish.

"In Pdlish," Barnet said, "anoun usualy hastwo forms: singular and plurd. Informd Liglimosh, anoun
has six forms, according to how it isbeing used. To make mattersworse, as| hinted earlier, sometimes
the only difference between formsisin the stress given to a particular syllable. I'm going to Sart by
teaching you the informal form—nominative sngular and plurad—and leaveit a that. To thosewith an
educated ear, you'll sound like Lady Blysse speaking Pellish, but it's faster than making you memorize six
different formsfor each word. Y ou'd use them wrong anyhow."

Barnet gave one of hisengaging grinswhen Derian stiffened.
"l did."

Derian found himsdf grinning in return. If he was honest with himself, he was rather glad he didn't need to
learn dl those formsjust to make himsdlf understood.

It was Barnet's easy charm that made Derian decide that Firekeeper needed to start her own language
lessons. Hed let her sulk on her own—or rather with Blind Seer, since the wolf never left her—and that
hadn't worked. Timeto pull her out of hersdlf.

He suspected he knew exactly what had her so upset. Harjeedian's parting comment had hit anerve. In
the two years since Blind Seer had crossed the Iron Mountains with Firekeeper, the wolf had come close
to death twice. People feared him. Feared what he might do to their children, pets, and homes.

Firekeeper clearly loved the wolf. There was no doubt Blind Seer was the one person she completely
trusted. Y e, by keeping him near her, she was endangering hislife on adaily basis. Threststo him could
control her, which aso had to make her wonder about the wisdom of keeping him near.

However, Derian could do nothing about this. Moreover, he suspected that any attempt to discussthe
matter with Firekeeper would smply upset her further, since there was no way that—even had she
wanted to—she could send Blind Seer into safety. Therefore, adistraction, and an intensive one at thet,
seemed to bein order.



Derian didn't bother to explain any of thisto Barnet. The minstrel hadn't been present for the entire
encounter between Harjeedian and Firekeeper, but he had drifted into the group at some point during it,
and had heard what Harjeedian had said. If he made the connection between that comment and
Firekeeper's current mood, fine. If he didn't, well, he could think whatever he wanted. Maybe Barnet
thought she was having femal e troubles or something.

That brought Derian up short. Did Firekeeper have cycles? If she did, he hadn't observed the evidence.
Wendee and Elise had both been discreet during their various journeys, but Derian had both mother and
sister and was pretty good at guessing what certain signs meant. He hadn't seen the like with Firekeeper.

Another mystery, and though Harjeedian might be as knowledgeable as Doc about medical matters, it
wasn't something about which Derian was going to question him. Nor was he going to ask Firekeeper.
Even civilized women didn't welcome such queries when offered as an explanation of their moods. Hed
learned that the hard way. It was quite possible that the wolf-woman would be angered further at the
suggestion that she had apurely human weskness.

So Derian stored that new question away, and went off to bring Barnet and Firekeeper together.

He expected Firekeeper to fight the notion of learning Liglimosh, since it was something that Harjeedian
wanted and the snake carrier was currently out of her favor—the little favor he'd been able to obtain by
treating her seasickness. However, Firekeeper proved eager to learn the new language, fastening on
nouns and committing them to memory with an eagerness that reminded Derian of her early effortsto
learn Pdllish.

She demanded other parts of speech aswell, saying that nouns were little use when you couldn't say
what you wanted to do with them.

"Like ‘cut throat'?" Barnet suggested after alesson on various parts of the body. "1 can see your point.
WhileI'm at it, I'd better include the words for asking ‘what is. Asfar as| cantdll, it'syour favorite
phrase.”

Derian fdt himsdf growing jedl ous when he saw the comparatively easy time Barnet was having teaching
Firekeeper this new language. Barnet noticed, and went right to the point one afternoon after Firekeeper
had falen adeep.

"Dont let how quickly she'slearning bother you,” Barnet said. " She's working from the foundation you
put in place. Y ou had to teach her the idea of awholly spoken language, and that word order and dl the
rest mattered.”

Derian forced asmile.
"Not that she pays much attention,” he said.

"Morethan you think," Barnet said serioudly. "I've noticed that she tends to drop words—especidly
articles—and mangle sentences only when it doesn't dter the meaning too severely. She'svery, very
careful when the meaning might be atered—at least when she cares about the issue—and that's pretty
much whenever she bothersto speak. Sheisn't much for smal talk.”

"No, sheian't,” Derian agreed, feding better.
Barnet glanced at Firekeeper and confirmed she was redlly adeep, not just dozing.
"I'll make you abet," he sad.



Derian cocked an eyebrow.

"I'll bet you that Firekeeper refusesto refine her knowledge of Liglimosh any morethan she did her
Pdlish."

"No bet," Derian said with alaugh. "If you can convince her of the need for proper grammar, you'rea
better ingtructor than | am.”

Days meted into each other. For atime, the only indication that they were traveling at al wasthe varied
shapes of the distant land. Then the weather became noticeably warmer, more so than could be
explained by the mere passage of time.

"We're getting further south,” Barnet confirmed. "I've talked to the sailors, and most of them have never
seen snow—and what they have seen has been the result of arare storm, the kind that's talked about for
years afterwards. They've different plantsin Liglim, and different animals, too. Y ou think Harjeedian's
snakes are big? | get the impression those are considered moderately sized specimens.”

"How long until we comeinto port?* Derian asked.

Rarby happened to be passing by. On the whole, except for Barnet, the shipwrecked |danders avoided
the three captives. Now he gave Derian atight-lipped smile that said he hadn't forgotten their fight in the
hold of the riverboat.

"The captain says were coming into port for fresh provisionstomorrow. Y ou'll be kept on board, of
course, but don't worry. Well be at our destination by the end of the moonspan.”

Derian fought a sudden desire to run. The moon had been on the wane last night. They didn't have long to
wait.

A bardly suppressed air OF excitement told more clearly than any announcement when Fayonejunjal
drew near to her find port of cdl, but Firekeeper didn't need thisto awaken her spirits from the fina

clinging wisps of despondency.

Theair wasfilled with wonderful, heady, glorioudy strange scents, the most dominant of which was
rotting vegetation. Strange bird cries tantaized her ears, mingling with the more familiar shrill screams of
the gulls. And there, close enough that she could seeindividua pebbles on the beach, wasland—red,
solid, unrocking land.

It hardly mattered that she would still be a captive once they were ashore. What mattered was that she
would no longer be aboard this pitching, diding, shifting, unpredictable ship.

Derian came and stood beside her.

"Harjeedian asked meto tell you that we would be taken ashore.”
Firekeeper heard the odd inflection in hisvoice.

"Taken?'

"Remember how the New Kedvinese got around the city?"

"Carried by other people,” Firekeeper replied, "on boxes between poles.”



"They'll be usng something Smilar for dl of us" Derian said. "1 expect that well bein—well—cages.”

Firekeeper heard the tensgon and unhappinessin his voice, and knew it was not solely on her behalf.
Derian didn't liketheideaof being put in abox.

"Can we promise parole?" Firekeeper asked. "We have kept on ship.”

Derian frowned. "'l offered, but Harjeedian didn't want to take any risks—and he seemsto be taking
your threat not to be swayed by hostages pretty serioudy. He's nervous now that we're close to those
'‘teachers he kegps mentioning.”

Derian had talked enough with both Harjeedian and Barnet by now to befairly certain that the word
Harjeedian trandated as "teacher" meant something more, a concept that included "commander” or
"superior,” dong with that of ingructor.

"I talk to him," Firekeeper sad. "Wait."

Derian might think she had paid no mind to Harjeedian since the day of the snakes, but in redlity she had
watched him closgly. A wolf aways paid attention to the will of the Ones, and in this Stuation, Harjeedian
was very clearly aOne.

Shefound Harjeedian in his cabin, settling his snakes into boxes that even her eye could see were
beautifully made. Each snake had its own box, the interior padded with straw so the snake's scaleswould
not be damaged.

"Harjeedian,” Firekeeper said, pausing in the doorway. She hadn't violated histerritory since he had
warned her away, though privately she felt wronged.

The man turned, and she saw that he was dressed differently than he had been during the voyage. He
wore fabric trousers, loose over hips and leg, but buttoned at the ankle. Over these was an equally loose
shirt, the bindings heavy with embroidery in which the snake motif was frequently repeated. On his head
wasasmall conica hat adorned with a sculpted snake. This coiled around the brim before making its
way in lazy loopsto rest its head on the top.

Even if Firekegper had been inclined to be fooled by the loose tailoring—so unlike either the long robes
of New Kelvin or the breeches, waistcoat, and jacket worn by men in Hawk Haven and Bright
Bay—she would have noticed the sumptuous fabrics and come to the correct deduction.

"Heisinformal dress," Firekeeper said to Blind Seer.

"Yes, and if your dead nose is not warning you, he is as nervous as a new mother when her litter
first emerges fromthe den. Take care.”

Firekeeper did catch awhiff of Harjeedian'stension in his swest, but even more she saw it in the tightness
of hisskin over hishigh cheekbones, in the way he narrowed his eyes a her, daring her to give him any
trouble.

"Yes, Lady Blysse?'

The words were perfectly courteousin tone, but not in the least cordid. There was aguarded e ement as
well, asif Harjeedian sensed the impending chalenge of hiswill.

Firekeeper did not lock eyeswith him, but looked humbly at his shoes. "Derian say you put uson land in
cages.”



"That iss0," Harjeedian replied, not bothering to correct her wording as Derian—or even
Barnet—would have done.

"Weask no."

"And| say it will beso."

"Why?

"Why do | say so or why must it be s0?"

"Why second thing."

"Because | do not wish anything to happen to you.”

"Happen?”

"Likeyour getting logt or thinking you might escape.”

Firekeeper tilted her head to one side.

"Wegive paole."

"l do not wish to find that thisis the time you chooseto violate that parole,” Harjeedian said.
"l can promise again,” she said, still doing her best to look humble.

"True," Harjeedian said, "but | dso have no wish for any to see you before my teachers do. The cages
will be covered for this reason.”

Firekeeper frowned. She didn't likethisat al, but she could see there would be no convincing Harjeedian
without further persuasion. She made amove asif leaving, then paused.

"Y ou be important for bringing us here?" she asked.
Harjeedian gave athin-lipped smile.
llYall

"| think you be more important if wewalk with you," Firekeeper said, "than if wein cages. If in cages,
some say, 'l can do thisthing. How hard isit to put wolf in box? If we give you parole and we wak with
you, then they think you have power."

Harjeedian's hands kept moving about their chores, but Firekeeper could tell she had given him athought
worth congdering.

"And you would renew your parole?’

"Unlesslifeisthreatened,” Firekeeper said, "by you or yours. Parole until we reach this place of
teachers.”

Harjeedian finished settling hislast snake into its box and began tightening down thelids.
"Can| beieveyou?'

Firekeeper looked at him levelly.



"We give parole on ship. Land is not so different. We not know where we are, where to go. But choice
isyours. Weonly ask."

She padded away then without another word, for though she was willing to ask Harjeedian to change his
mind, she was not willing to beg. However, she was not surprised when shortly before Fayonejunjal
docked, Harjeedian came and said they would be permitted to walk to their destination rather than be
carried in the cages.

Herecited along list of rulesfor how they must behave, but Firekeeper only listened to these with half an
ear. Her heart was Singing at her victory, and beside her, Blind Seer panted with openmouthed approval.

The Fayongjunjal was so large that they were taken to shore in smaller boats rather than the ship
coming in to the dock. Derian went with Barnet in one boat, while Firekeeper and Blind Seer traveled in
another. Thesallorsin their vessdl were all of Harjeedian'srace, silent and unspesking, the ease they had
acquired with wolf and woman vanished now that they were restricted to acomparatively smal boat.

Firekeeper, however, intended no trouble. What she had said to Harjeedian was true. What use would it
be to run before she learned something of the lay of the land? Of course she knew in what direction was
north, but that meant nothing if alargeriver or ravine blocked their way. For now she was actually
content to be acaptive, if seeming such would enable her to ultimately plan an effective escape.

The small boats grounded themsalves directly on the sandy shore, grating against the bottom and coming
to arather jarring halt. Firekeeper was grateful for an end to the rowing, for though the rowers had been
skilled, the motion of the smaller boat had brought areturn of her nausea. She had no wish to have these
new peopléesfirst vison of her to be of her on her hands and knees, vomiting up whatever remained in
her somach.

She legpt to shore as soon as the boat was grounded, only to make another unpleasant discovery. The
ground would not stop moving. It pitched and dropped, much as the deck of the ship had done. She
stood very dill, bracing herself, biting back awall of frustration and fear. Had the very land rejected her?

Nor was Blind Seer immune to this sensation, as he had been to the seasickness. He took atentative
sep, and it was asif hisforeleg buckled beneath him. He sat, then dropped to alying position, and gave
adight whine.

"It will pass," Barnet said, sounding amused. The boat on which he and Derian had traveled was
grounded a short distance down the beach. "Wait just afew minutes.”

Barnet stood squarely on his booted feet, giving no impression that the ground was moving. Firekeeper
looked over at him.

"Sure?' she asked.

"l promise," Barnet said. "It's not uncommon, even for veteran sailors, to fed the land moving after long
voyages. It'sjust that your body isabit dow to adjust. | promisethat by the time the rest of the vessdl is
unloaded, you'll be yoursdlf again.”

Firekeeper wanted to ask who else could she be, but she thought she understood his meaning. She
certainly didn't fed much like hersdf with her feet unsteady and her head swimming.

Harjeedian joined them. He had come ashore on thefirst boat, dong with his snakes and Waln. The
Idander now stood some distance down the beach, recording crates of goods as they were unloaded,
every linein hisbody screaming his need to be thought important.



In truth, although Waln had worked his passage dong with hisfellows, his status had been different. He
had often worked aongside the captain, and Firekeeper had heard them arguing the merits of hull
designs, sail shapes, and navigationd techniques. At first she had listened, trying to gather informetion that
would help in an escape, but listening to them was like listening to wolves discussing subtleties of a scent
trail. She amply lacked the meansto even begin understanding.

Harjeedian took inventory of his captives, but not even the dightest smile twitched hislips when he saw
how Firekeeper was struggling to adjust to being on land. For this she was grateful. Had he been in the
least mocking, she might well havetried to rip histhroat out, and piss on the consequences.

"Were here," Derian said. "Do we have much farther to go?"
Harjeedian pointed. "Do you see that building? Thetal one?!

Firekeeper turned to follow hisdirections and noticed for the first time a strange edifice rising over the
confused mass of foliage and stone that must be yet another variation on ahuman city. This building was
like nothing she had seen, even in New Kdvin, aplace that gloried in strange architecture. It rosein steps
or layers, each somewhat smaler than the one below, so that the outer surface looked like an enormous,
rather steep set of gairs.

"That building stands a the heart of our destination,” Harjeedian said. "It isalong walk, but my teachers
have arranged to have the thoroughfares cleared before us.”

Firekeeper understood amost nothing of this, but she heard the pride in Harjeedian's voice. It wasthe
pride of onewho shared in a powerful pack and—perhapstruly, perhaps mistakenly—believed this
made him powerful himsdf.

"We can walk," she said, taking a step and discovering to her surprise that thiswastrue. "Blind Seer and
L

"Me, t0o," Derian said. "The ground has amost sopped moving.”

"Thenwe go," Harjeedian said. "An escort ismeeting us, and | remind you of your parole. Y ou are not to
threaten them, nor are you to go outside of the perimeter they set.” Firekeeper shook her head and gave
him awalfish grin. "Big words, like ayoung wolf's howl, but | understand. Lead. We walk with you."

Derian saw Harjeedian's scowl and knew that Firekeeper had regained whatever ground she'd lost over
Harjeedian's gibe about Blind Seer's safety. The wolf-woman knew it, too, and he thought thet if she had
atall it would be held as proudly as Blind Seersswas at this moment, ajaunty plumerather than merely a

trailing gppendage.

However, whatever satisfaction hefelt over hisfriend'svictory smply intensified the emotionshefelt at
hisfirst sght of u-Seeheera, the Firg City.

Asfar asarchitecturd flourishes and fancies, u-Seeheerawas far less overwheming and astonishing than
Dragon's Bregth, the capital of New Kevin. Indeed, u-Seeheerawas |essimpressive than even asmall
New Kdvinesetown. Y et, while the Liglimom seemed to lack the New Kdvinese taste for the fantagtic,
neither were they given over to the sensefor practicaity and comfort that dominated the mgority of
buildingsin Hawk Haven and Bright Bay. Instead the buildings of u-Seeheera seemed designed to
proclam monalithic Sability.

Overdl the buildings were congtructed from glazed bricks. The exteriors were sharply angular, but



contrasted and softened by the curve of arched doorways and windows. These were often built from
bricks glazed in acontrasting shade, so apale grey building might have doorways of bright blue or shining
yelow.

Even had the bricks al been the more usud red, the buildings would have been kept from severity by the
riot of growth that contrasted with the underlying brick. Vines surged up the sides of buildings, showering
the stone with foliage and brilliant flowers. Planters held yet more flowers, and even dender trees. In
many cases, the foliage was unfamiliar to Derian, but then held never been much for plants, other than
noticing what could and couldn't be eaten—and enjoying the beauty of an occasiond flower.

The road Harjeedian directed their escort to follow had been cleared of routine traffic, making its breadth
even moreimpressive. Theroad had two sides, divided by awide walkway that Harjeedian explained
was meant for pedestrian traffic. The pedestrian walk aone was wider than most of the city streetsin
Eagle's Nest and was ornamented with planters. Sections of the walkway were constructed of brightly
colored mosaic, often counterpointing Smilar designs on planters or nearby walls.

Tothispoint in hisexperience, dl of the cities Derian had visited had evolved—in some casesto the point
of self-strangulation. This one had clearly been desgned, and designed with elther growth or an existing
large population in mind.

Streets crossed each other at preciseintervals, their surfaces paved with stone or brick. The paving
stones showed deep grooves worn by carts. Where pavers had been replaced, the newer stones had
been grooved in turn. Guttersran dongside the curbs, testifying that at sometimesrain must fal very
heavily inthisarea. Thelack of filth in the gutters argued for good sewers or awell-managed
Sreet-cleaning system.

Theroofs of the surrounding buildings were peaked, but |acked the sharp angle Derian had seenin
regions where snow was aregular occurrence and must be encouraged to dide off lest its weight collapse
the building onto itsdlf. In u-Seeheera, the dope of the roofs was more gentle. The architectura motif of
esch unit of buildings was maintained in the materials used for shingling and even to the pattern in which
those shingles were cut and layered. Sate dominated some sections, in otherstiles rounded to further
channel water were the favored choice.

Down near the harbor, the buildings had asturdy, practica appearance that mutely reminded Derian how
violent hurricanes could be. The city streets doped uphill, and where the chance of flooding was reduced,
the buildings became more e aborately decorated. The brickwork trim was set in regularly repeating
geometric designs. The closer they drew to the towering step pyramid, the more often anima-inspired
designs began to be seen. These were not merely painted onto the brick, but molded, so that twenty or
more bricks were needed to complete adesign.

The creatures represented were not always ones Derian recognized, though there were the familiar, if
sylized, forms of horses, dogs, snakes, and large cats. Fanciful renditions of many of these same animdls,
but with wings or strangely patterned coats, were also depicted. Once Derian would have dismissed
these monsters as whimsy—creatures from Old Country talestold to amuse children on cold winter
nights. Now he had seen too much to do so, and he found himsalf wondering if there redlly were
creatures with human heads, the bodies of bulls, and the wings of eagles.

From the way Barnet was looking around, Derian guessed that the other man had not come so far into
the city on hisearlier visit. Barnet confirmed hisguess.

"Last time they kept usin one of the buildings down by the harbor. We were treated well, even had a
nice interior courtyard in which we could take the air, but our hosts seemed eager not to expose usto the



bulk of the population.”

"Like now," Derian said, dropping his voice, though heredlly didn't careif anyone overheard. "I've been
looking, but unless the loca's can ook out the windows without being seen, we might aswell be marching
aong the bottom of the ocean for &l we're being noticed.”

"Lesss0," Barnet agreed. "I'd guess on the seabottom the fish might drop down to take alook.”
"Isit just that by loca standards we're weird-looking and they don't want to start ariot?' Derian asked.

"I don't think so," Barnet replied. "The sailorson Fayonejunjal didn't seem unduly impressed or
frightened by our differences. They seemed to fed superior rather than otherwise, especidly when they
learned how easily some of us sunburn.”

Then | guess we're a state secret of some sort, Derian thought, but he didn't say it aloud. He figured
Barnet was aong to continue as alanguage teacher, more for Harjeedian than for Derian. They were
reaching the point where Derian would need aloca to help him aong. Barnet was still ahead of him, but
the mingtrel often needed to ask Harjeedian to explain why some part of speech worked theway it did.

However, there was another possible reason Barnet had been included in their party—as a spy. His
easygoing manner and affability madeit easy to confide in him, but Derian hadn't forgotten that Barnet
had gathered much of the information that had been used to capture them. The minstrel might be doing a
related job now, except his goa would be to keep them from escaping without warning.

Unaccustomed astheir time at sea had made him to walking long distances, Derian was beginning to
regret not letting himself be carried to his destination, even if the conveyance in question would have been
acage, when he heard a soft gasp of wonder from Firekeeper.

Helooked up—for along while now his gaze had been on his own plodding boot toes—and saw that
they had reached the end of the road. " Culmination” might be a better word. Derian knew without
explanation that this entire grand progression was meant to inspire just such agasp of wonder.

Before them stood a towering gate, the midpoint between wallsthat swept away sideto side, their upper
edge shaped to evoke therise and fal of ocean waves. The walls were made of bricks glazed ashining
blue-green, but the gate was abrilliant golden yellow. Something glittery—micafragments, Derian
thought—had been set in the glaze, so that the bricks sparkled. They must be magnificent at sunrise. Even
now, at midday, the effect was remarkable.

Both gate and walls were set with molded designs. Those on the walls showed sea creatures, both
fanciful and red. The gate depicted animals, but here Derian noticed a marked difference. Every animd
represented was real. There were peculiar shades and texturesto coats, but in no instance did he see
wings on acregture that shouldn't have them, or that unsettling melding of human and animal
characterigtics.

"This" Harjeedian said with what Derian felt was perfectly excusable pride, "is Heeranenahdm, the City
of Temples. It iswherethe elect live, and the deities are honored. Walk with respect, for many of even
our own citizens are restricted from coming here except for specid feadts.”

Derian glanced at Firekeeper.
"Got that?" he asked.
Firekeeper nodded with more solemnity than he expected.



"Thisisaformd dressplace” shesad.

Harjeedian led them through the gate into a plazawalled with buildings severd stories high. Crossing the
plaza, he turned left. The walls surrounding them might have been oppressive but for the omnipresent
greenery and the width of the road. Again Derian was made strongly aware of the planning that had gone
into thiscity.

Harjeedian was setting arapid enough pace that Derian couldn't look around as much as hed like, but he
had the impression of more gleaming bricks and even more incredible flowers. Unlike along the road
through the city, here he saw they were watched, but the watchers|ooked out from over wals or from
bal conies, and made no sound or comment. The uniform silence was more disturbing than any shouting or
jeering could have been, and soon Derian focused his eyes directly in front of him rather than risk
catching someone's gaze.

Their escort stopped before a building made from bricks glazed an unnaturaly bright and shining green.
Harjeedian motioned for them to wait, and went forward to agate trimmed in golden yellow. He said
something in his own language and received ameasured reply. Then he spoke again.

This had to beritua of some sort, Derian decided. There was no way they weren't expected. He
wondered that they hadn't been cleaned up more, then wondered if the contrast of their own workday
grubbiness was meant to make them feel humbled. Well, héd lived severa moonspansin Dragon's
Breath, the capital of New Kelvin, and though u-Seeheerawas impressive, he was beyond being awed
by tal buildings and intricate architecture.

Barnet looked a bit pale, though, and Derian felt acompletely unkind surge of satisfaction. It was good to
know the Idander wasn't dways on top of the Situation.

Stepping back a pace and craning his neck, Derian looked around with assumed nonchaance. He
guessed that this green wall was not part of abuilding, but rather the wall of acompound of related
buildings. A smaller step pyramid rose from the center of the complex, its gpex topped with a statue of a
coiled snake, mouth gaping and ready to strike. The exterior walls continued this serpentine motif. The
arched doorway, in which Harjeedian stood conversing with severa men dressed much like himsdlf, was
carved in the shape of alarge snake, coiled around and holding itstail in its mouth.

The carved snake atop the pyramid looked dightly cross-eyed, and Derian had to fight back what he
was certain was a very unwise urge to laugh. Firekeeper seemed to have no such impulse. Indeed, her
dark eyes were wide and unguardedly frightened as she ingpected what was obvioudy their destination.

"Thisplace smell of poison,” shesaid. "Weno goin?'

She spoke not as one who plans to defy, but as one who knows that defiance is not an option and hopes
againgt hope that what one dreads will not happen.

"I think thisis our destination,” Derian said, putting ahand on her arm. Y ou won't cause trouble, will
you?'

"I give parole," Firekeeper said firmly, but when he touched her arm, Derian couldn't help but notice that
she was shaking.

Chapter 6



For dl the ceremony at the gateway between Harjeedian and the ones who stood within, the three
captives and their escort passed into the compound with hardly any recognition &t al of their coming.

"You will be greeted by dl the greet teachers,” Harjeedian said, "at one time and in one place. For now
you are to wash and rest, and pray to whomever you make offerings. Soitissaid.”

Firekeeper noticed anew rhythm had entered Harjeedian's speech, and the strange, precise accent with
which he spoke his excdllent Pellish had become stronger.

She ds0 sensed he was a bit miffed.

"So the wel come by his Ones did not happen as he dreamed,” she said to Blind Seer. | wish my ears
were more keen."

"Mine are sharp enough" the wolf boasted, aswas hisway. Modesty was not considered avirtue
among thewolves. " But though | have been studying this new language as have you, | did not
under stand enough to account for his unhappiness. All | could gather was that Harjeedian's
teachers were not having things their own way and that student shared his masters unhappiness.”

Firekeeper thought about this.

"I noticed that after we passed through the golden gate we passed other compounds like this one. |
wonder if each one houses a hive of these teachers. It would explain much. We are but one flower,
and they are many bees."

"Many bees and many hives," Blind Seer agreed, "though this hive into which Harjeedian has taken
us has about it the reek of a nest of snakes rather than honey."

Firekeeper nodded her agreement.

Unspeaking, Harjeedian led them through amaze of cool shaded wakwaysto atwisted, wrought-iron
gate. Harjeedian unlocked the gate, waving them before him into aflower- and vine-adorned courtyard.
Therewasasmall pool at the courtyard's center. Alongside the pool were alow table and severa chairs.
Fowering plants grew both from the soil and from ornate, mosaic-adorned pots, perfuming theair so
heavily that Blind Seer sneezed.

The back edge of the courtyard was flanked with two arched doorways. These proved to lead into large
roomswith codl, tiled floors, furnished with heavy pieces worked from intricately carved wood: beds,
clothes chests, and tables overhung with framed mirrors. The beds were covered with embroidered quilts
that seemed too heavy for thewarm air, and overhung with fine mesh nets.

Harjeedian turned to the three.

"Hereiswhere you will stay," he said. "Decide how you will divide up the degping rooms as best suits
you."

He turned to Firekeeper and looked &t her very sternly.

"Y our parole does not give you leave to roam outside of this courtyard and these rooms. Do you
understand?’



Firekeeper nodded, amused and pleased by the care Harjeedian took to set her limits. It spoke of
respect for her cleverness.

"Food will be brought to you," Harjeedian went on more generally, "and drink, and a change of clothing.”
With that, he hurried away, and they were | eft to contemplate their new Situation.

Blind Seer padded over to the pool and drank deeply. He raised his head and sneezed, backing away
from the water, shaking asif he were wet dl over.

"What'swith him?" Derian asked. "Get afish up his nose?"

The pool was home to many smal, brightly scaled carp, but these were not the source of the wolf's
distress. Blind Seer sneezed again, and Firekeeper crossed and knelt beside him.

"Bewar e the pool, sweet Firekeeper” thewolf said. "The water is not as fresh asits sparkle seems
to show—though | have drank worse without becoming ill. Shakes lair within its waters."

Firekeeper leaned over the water to ingpect the edges of the pool and saw several deek greenish black
forms coiled about the rocks and water plants. One had half consumed asmall fish, and the carcass hung
from its gaping mouth. She wrinkled her nosein disgust and looked at Derian and Barnet.

"Snakesinthe pool,” shesad. "Water istainted.”

Derian gagged. "And to think | was considering taking adip. | hope they bring us wash water dong with
thefresh dothing.”

Asif inreply, aclanking sound announced the iron gate being opened. A young woman stepped through,
holding the gate open while dropping akey back into thefolds of her blouse. Shewasclad inasmilar
fashion to Harjeedian'sformal attire—though without demonstrating his obsess on with snakes and
lacking the conical hat. Her skin wasthe color of toasted bread, and the hair that fell past the middle of
her back was the precise shade of wet ink. There was something of wet ink aswell in her hair's silkiness,
and intheliquid way it fell from the loose clip that gathered it at the nape of her neck.

The young woman smiled shyly at them, and in that smile Firekeeper recognized something of
Harjeedian, but ayounger Harjeedian, gentler and more curious. The same high cheekbones that
distorted hisface and made his eyes seem ditted were as € egant as sculpture on her, and the same
brown eyes were warm and inquigitive.

Firekeeper heard twin intakes of breath from Derian and Barnet and knew that what she guessed was
indeed true. Thiswas ayoung woman of surpassing beauty.

Clapping her handstwicein asignd that Firekeeper aready knew from shipboard meant "come,” the
young woman motioned to some who stood outside the gate. Three large men answered her command.
They were dl smply clad in loose breeches and smocks, and had the air of servants about them. One
whedled a cart on which wasametal container that radiated much heat. One carried atray on which was
an array of good-smelling food. Thelast carried atightly woven basket.

Thetray of food was set on the low table near the pool before the servant hurried away, his hard-soled
sandd s tapping on the bricks of the courtyard floor. The man with the cart whedled his burden into the
nearest of the deeping rooms. He exited empty-handed, said something to the woman, and hurried away.
The third man paused, indecisive, and asked aquestion of the woman.

Firekeeper caught afew words of what he said, and wasn't at dl surprised when Barnet turned to ask



her, "Which room do you two want, or do you plan to deep out here with the snakes?"

Normally, Firekeeper would have declined the offer of adeeping chamber, but the snakes made her
reconsder. She didn't think these snakes were poisonous, but snakes were known to nestle near any
source of warmth, and the idea of waking to find one of the pool dwellers wrapped around her in the
same fashion that Harjeedian carried his pets was unpleasant.

She recdled that one of the rooms had held asingle large bed, the other two smaller ones.
"| take room with one bed," she said.

Barnet relayed thisinformation, and the man with the basket went first into Firekeeper's chosen room,
then into the other. When he returned, he carried the basket asif it was much lighter and Firekeeper
guessed that it had been histask to ddliver fresh clothing.

Meanwhile the young woman motioned them toward the tray of food.
"Edt," shesaid in her own language. "It isvery good.”

Firekeeper was hungry, but what she'd tasted of loca cooking on the ship hadn't pleased her. The
Liglimom had aliking for heavily flavored sauces that seemed to serve mostly to hide when the food
underneath was near spoiling.

To her pleasure, she saw that among the sauced dishes there was a so a selection of clean grilled meets
and lightly cooked vegetables quite suited to her tastes. For Blind Seer, thetray carrier returned a
moment later with a haunch of sometype of deer, raw and butchered no later than that morning.

"l am Rahniseeta," the woman said, ill in her own language, but spesking very carefully. "l am
Harjeedian's sgter, and will assst him in making you welcome.”

Derian was|ooking very giff and awkward and couldn't seem to find hisvoice. Barnet was not so
discommoded, but smiled warmly, awakening an answering smile from Rahniseeta.

"Thank you," Barnet said in Liglimosh. "We are grateful.”

Rahniseeta sank gracefully onto one of the low chairs placed near the table and picked up ameta pitcher
that was swesting from the cool ness of whatever wasinsde.

"Thisisafruit drink,” shesad. "Very good. This" shelifted another pitcher, "isfresh water."

Firekeeper reached for the water. No bowl had been put on the tray for Blind Seer, so she supplied one
by pouring apricots out onto the food tray. Then she set the bowl on the brick floor of the courtyard and
filled it with water.

Rahni seeta watched without either comment or complaint. When Firekeeper set the water pitcher back
on thetray, she said, "We remembered food for your companion, but thought he would drink from the

Firekeeper struggled to answer in Liglimaosh.

"It taste like snake shit," she managed. She knew when she saw Derian color that she was using cruder
language than was proper, but the sailors terms she had heard dozens of times aday came more readily
tomind.

Rahniseeta nodded.



"How do you know this?’

Firekeeper answered guardedly, not certain whether or not she was being insulted.
"Henat like"

Rahnisegtas grin was unguarded and friendly.

"I would not careto drink tainted water either. Y ou will be pleased to know that your bathwater is not
taken from thispool or any likeit. Hot water has been brought. Cool isbeing brought, aong with atub.”

Derian found hisvoicefor two words.
"Thank you."
Rahniseeta robbed him of his voice with another of her smiles before continuing.

"There are baths here in the compound with running water, both hot and cold, but we thought you would
like privecy.”

Firekeeper said to Blind Seer, " And to let us go there and bathe would make it difficult to keep usin
hiding."

Blind Seer laughed, beating histail on the floor. His powerful jaws cracked the deer bone at its thickest
point and he grunted in satisfaction as he licked out the marrow. Firekeeper noticed with some
satisfaction that Rahniseetawasimpressed.

But not afraid. Like Harjeedian, she did not fear Blind Seer. Did these people think them tamed?
Controlled? She swalowed agrowl, not liking the thought at dl, and resolving that as soon as possible
she would make sure these Liglimom knew that captive and tame were not a dl the samething.

Once the cool water had been delivered, and Rahniseeta had made certain they knew how to operate the
tank for adding hot, Harjeedian's Sster |eft. Derian found it very difficult not to stare after her as she
walked out through theiron gate. Her hips swayed ever so dightly as she waked, agait with musicin
every step, very different from what he had observed e sawhere—and Derian was an enthusiastic
observer of feminine charms,

Hewondered if the loose trouser costume she wore accounted for it, the gentle fall of folded fabric
accentuating her movements, or whether it had more to do with Rahniseetals own perfect grace. Hewas
willing to place money on the credit being Rahniseetal's own, for certainly neither Harjeedian nor their
escort—both of whom had worn variations on the same costume—had so captured his eye.

Suddenly, Derian became aware that Barnet had asked him a question. Judging by the mild amusement in
histone, Barnet was repesating himsaif.

"Excuseme, | waan't listening,” Derian said honestly.

"| asked if you were going to finish that stew,” Barnet said. "'l acquired something of atastefor it during
my last Say."

"Oh, no, please, go ahead. It'snice, but I'm quite full.”

Derian paused long enough that he hoped hisinterest wouldn't seem too obvious, then asked: "Did you



meet Harjeedian's Sister when you were here before?”
Barnet shook hishead, but his full mouth couldn't quite hide his amusement.

"No. Of those you have met, only Harjeedian and, later, the captain of Fayonejunjal . There were many
otherswho came by to learn abit of Pellish or gape at us, but | don't think Rahniseeta was among them. |
would have remembered her if she had been.”

Derianfdtirrationaly jeaous.
"Sheis pretty, isn't she?' he commented, deciding honest admission was better than evasion.

"Pretty doesn't say it," the minstrel concurred. "She'slovely. Graceful as aswaying tree limb or perhapsa
sgngleflower inafidd of whest."

Derian despaired. He hadn't been able to do more than gulp out afew words. Barnet was already
composing poetry—and the minstrel had the jump on him asfar as speaking the loca language went, too.

Oh, well, hethought, at least | have another incentive to improve my Liglimosh.

Firekeeper had dipped away at some point, and now she returned. She was freshly washed and ill
damp, hands busy adjusting the clean clothing that had been set out for her. Asthe style—aversion of
the ubiquitous loose trousers and blouse—was not overly different from what they had been given
aboard ship, she had donefairly well. However, she was having trouble with the trousers.

The trousers they had been given shipboard had been tapered, cut to dightly below the knee, then laced
to whatever snugness the wearer preferred. Since Firekeeper preferred freedom of motion, she had kept
herslaced very loosely, sometimes not bothering to tiethe laces at dl. Thetrousersin her new ouitfit,
however, were cut to ankle length, and the excessfabric in the legs was sufficient that if she didn't tighten
the lacing, the legs bunched and dragged on the ground.

"Isthere knife on that eating plate?' she asked. " think these need cutting off."

Derian glanced a thetray, noticing for the first time that the only utensils were spoons. The med had
been so cleverly arranged that he had not noticed the lack. Even Firekeeper's rarer meat had been cut
into neat chunksin advance.

"No knife," he said, "but | think there's something we can do about those trouser legs. Come over here."

Firekeeper did so, hauling up at the waistband of her trousers so asto not tread on the hem. Derian
investigated, admiring the tight weave of the dark green fabric as he did so. Whatever e se about their
Stuation, they were not being dressed as prisoners.

"Look here," hesaid. "Ther€s adrawstring at the bottom, different from lacing, but not too much so. You
work the fabric around the lace until it's as snug as you'd like. Then the fabric stays above your ankle,
rather than tangling your foot.”

"Untangle one foot," Firekeeper suggested. "'l watch, do other.”
Derian complied.
"How doesthat fee 7' he asked.

"Not so bad," Firekeeper replied, propping her foot on one of the vacant chairs and tying the other leg to
match. "Though my legsfed odd with so much cloth around. Shirt in or out?!



Derian ingpected the blouse, which was woven of asimilar fabric, dyed adightly lighter shade of green
and trimmed with adarker green ribbon that could be used to adjust the fit of the neckline. Firekeeper
had |eft her blouse unlaced and untucked. Comparing the wolf-woman's appearance to hisall too vivid
memory of Rahniseeta, Derian passed judgment.

"Tuck itin, I think," he said, "but not too snug, leave alittle extrauntucked and the shirt will flow. That's
right. Now, lace the neck just abit. Hanging open like that looks datternly.”

Firekeeper obeyed, and when she had finished, she looked so cool and clean that Derian couldn't wait
for hisown turn at the bath.

"Hip acoinfor the bath?' he asked Barnet.

"Dont haveacoin," Barnet replied laconicaly, pouring the last of the fruit juiceinto hisglassand swirling
it to examine the color. ™Y ou go on ahead.”

Derian'sinitia gratitude was moderated dightly when he realized that this meant hiswould be the
awkward task of rolling the tub into the room he would share with Barnet, then bringing the hot-water
cart after. Firekegper helped him, and they managed without too much doshing.

The clothing that had been left for him—it was obvious which was his by the length of the trousers—was
in shades of rusty brown. Aswith Firekeeper's outfit, the trousers were darker than the shirt. His shirt,
however, lacked the lacing at the neck, but was cut instead in akeyhole pattern that left anarrow line
open midway down his chest. Hisfull-length trousers were not asfull either, and he supposed the
differences were meant to accommodate mae and female anatomica variations.

Even so, compared with the tailored knee britches held worn in Hawk Haven, the trousers did fed very
full—almost uncomfortably so. The shirt reminded him of the smocks he wore when doing heavy work.
However, compared with hisfew ventures out in New K vinese robes, he was comfortable, and he had
to admit that the loose cut was perfect for the damp warmth of the local wesather.

And it isstill yet spring, hethought. What will the weather be like when summer comes?

Firekeeper, as was her wont, had not bothered with shoes, but Derian found that footwear had been
supplied. There were both apair of full-foot-covering leather dippersand apair of sandas of the smple
type that are held on with a thong through the two largest toes. A dark brown ribbon had been supplied
for binding back his hair, set on the table before the mirror aong with both comb and brush.

Derian chose the thong sandals and combed his hair, and though the reflection in the mirror looked very
strange to him, he thought he looked a great dedl better than he had in sdlt-stained, not too frequently
washed, sailor'stogs.

Barnet seemed to agree, for he hurried to take advantage of the bath immediately after Derian came out,
emerging sometime later in an outfit identical to Derian's, but that shirt and trousers were dyed in shades
of bluethat went very well with hisfair hair.

"Tallorsmust not make too good aliving here" Barnet commented, dinging himsalf down into achair
again. "These shirts and trousers could be made in advance and al one would need to do is choose the
length trousers that would best suit. Even those have some leeway because of the extrafabric.”

Derian nodded. "The weaving is excellent, though, and they must have some trade for slk—or the ability
to grow it themselves. Thisfabricis cotton, I'm pretty sure, but Harjeedian had slk in hisclothing.”

"Or something likeit," Barnet agreed. | wonder if some enterprising Waterlanders have madeit thisfar



outh?"!

Derian hoped so. Waterland was neither friend nor enemy of Hawk Haven, and aWaterlander ship
might be willing to take thern home on promise of future reward.

Home, he thought, wondering why the word wasn't as sweet as it had been. Unbidden, Rahniseeta's
image came to mind. He shook hishead violently to clear it awvay. Surely he must have been charmed!

From where she lounged on the floor next to Blind Seer, Firekeeper looked at him curioudy.
"Hy inmy ear," Derian said, atracelamely.

The wolf-woman nodded.

"Now what?' she asked smply.

Derian glanced a Barnet, but the mingtrdl only shrugged.

"Now," Derian said, taking a deep breath, "wewait."

But telling Firekeeper to wait and making her do so were two completely different propostions. A full
day away from the pitching of the ship's decks, afew mealsthat didn't threaten to come up amost as
soon as they went down, and she wanted out of the confines of the courtyard. Derian redlized how
awkward their position was becoming the second night after their arriva.

Barnet snored, loudly and robustly, as befitted aman of good lungs and voice. Even the insect netting and
the rich carpets scattered on thetiled floors could not keep the sound from reverberating. Thefirst night
after their arrival, Derian could have dept through anything. On this second night, aday of relaive
inactivity combined with the memory of Rahniseetas dark, liquid eyes made deeping through Barnet's
snoring impossible.

Risng, Derian pulled the light coverlet off hisbed, tossed it over his shoulder, and headed out into the
courtyard, deciding that snakes were afar better option than sharing aroom with athunderstorm.

Hefound Firekeeper there before him. She had climbed up onto the biggest planter and wastesting
whether the ornamenta fruit tree planted within would bear her weight. Blind Seer stood below, looking
up intently, no doubt calculating his own chancesif he wereto legp from that raised platform onto the
roof tiles.

The blue-eyed wolf greeted Derian with alazy sweep of histail, and Firekeeper looked down almost
immediately.

"Hey, Fox Hair," she said softly. "No deep with thunder? Y ou can use my room. The snakes arelittlefish
egers.”

He understood the leap between the sentences. Having assured herself that the snakes were not
dangerous, Firekeeper didn't mind, in fact probably preferred, deeping under the open sky. Heignored
her generous offer.

"What are you doing up there?"

"Wanted to go on roof. It is not too dant, and Harjeedian did not say we could not go top of the rooms."



Her teeth flashed in the moonlight, her smile seeming quite like Blind Seer's at that moment.

"The gate," she added, seemingly without connection, "has meta thorns on top, and at the end of the
hall—wa kway—just happen to be guards standing. Blind Seer sniffed them, but | heard Rahniseetatalk
to them when shewent last.”

Derian was glad the wolf-woman couldn't hear how his heartbeat quickened at the mention of
Rahniseetas name.

Horsein awindstorm! Sure he'd been cdlibate shipboard, but Eagle's Nest had been home ground and
several women he knew had been in aholiday mood. What was his problem?Y ou didn't fall in love with
awoman after a couple of meetings. That was just the meat and bread of mingtrels tales, the kind of
stories Elise would have mooned over back when they first met. Look where that kind of thinking had
gotten her—engaged to a complete scoundrel. Only luck had saved her from avery bad marriage.

Derian saw Firekeeper grinning at him, and wondered if hed somehow given himsdf away.

"Well, come down from there," he said sternly. "No matter how you want to interpret your parole, | don't
think Harjeedian included the rooftopsin his definition of limits."

Firekeeper legpt down, springing lightly as a cat—though given some of the things he'd seen Blind Seer
do, Derian thought she was aso probably moving aslightly asawolf. She was serious now, and
hunkered down in the attitude that meant she wanted to talk.

"Fox Hair, | not likethis parole. It isal Harjeedian'sway, none mine. | promise to not escape and still |
amlocked upin here. I not likeita al.”

Derian did into one of the chairs near the table. Barnet's continued snoring was ample testimony that they
had some sort of privacy—in many ways, thefirst privacy that they had been given since their escape
attempt. Parole or not, Derian had noticed how one or more of the sailorsjust happened to be working
near them when they were out on deck. If the saillors weren't near, one or more of the captain's small
children dways seemed to be playing nearby. Barnet might have been pleasant and interesting company,
the language |essons agood way to fill the empty days on the seemingly endless ocean, but he, too, had
been aguard of sorts.

"I don't likeit either, Firekeeper, but | don't know what other option we have. Werein an unfamiliar city,
unknown distances from Hawk Haven. If we ran north, the first country that we'd know would be
Stonehold, and | don't think we could expect much help there.”

Firekeeper shook the dark tangle of her hair.

"If we go other sde of mountains, then weisin my people'sland. Different packs, yes, but they could cry
the cdl north and they would help us.”

Derian wished he was so confident. Loca wolves—if there were loca wolves—might help Blind Seer
and Firekeeper, but he couldn't resist the fedling they might think he was to be numbered among the
enemy. Held heard tales of what the Roya Beasts could do to those they declared againgt, and he didn't
wish to invite any opportunity.

"| think," Firekeeper went on, "that from roof | might see where mountains are.”

She looked suddenly forlorn, and Derian wished he could comfort her, but comfort—and
encouragement—were the last things she needed.



"Firekeeper, from what Rahniseetasaid today ... "

There, the thought underlay his spoken words, | said her name as casually as | would Elise's or
Dami's.

"Tomorrow isgoing to bring a change. Harjeedian has been making some sort of report to histeachers.
That'swhy we haven't seen him. Rahniseeta says he is coming to see us tomorrow soon after breakfadt.
Listen to what he hasto say. Then, if you musgt, ask him about changing the terms of our parole. All | ask
isthat you let him have his say first. He may give you what you want without asking."

"Not unlesshelet usgo free," Firekeeper said, "is he letting us have what we want. Still, | listen.”

Derian had to be content with that, and since Firekeeper didn't show any inclination to climb back up on
the roof, he gave amenta shrug.

"Were you serious about |etting me have your room?"
"Of course.”
"Good night, then."

"Sweet dreams," shereplied, and Derian blushed, for he heard the laughter in her voice.

What Derian apparently hadn't guessed was that Firekeeper had aready been up on the roof. What he
had caught her about was trying to find agood route by which Blind Seer could join her. She hadn't
intended to try and escape—certainly not while Derian dept—but she thought that checking her options
was agood idea.

Now as Derian went into her room and closed the door, Firekeeper pillowed her head on Blind Seer's
flank and tried to deep, but deep did not wish to come. Two years of associating with humans and the
fact that Firekeeper had done much of her own hunting by daylight even before coming to humans had
not changed the fact that for her, night was no less usua atimeto be abroad and active than day. The
need for action, not the height of the sun, was what made her choices, and the very darkness seemed to
cry that night would bethetimeto dip away.

She sighed and Blind Seer bent his head to |ap her face.

"Rest, dear heart,” he said. ™Y ou need your wits about you. For al your boldness, you have hardly
recovered the strength the sea sucked from you.”

Firekeeper puffed her agreement, made her eyes stop watching the stars, and, eventualy, lulled by the
wolf's even breething, shefell adeep.

Warm, awar e of the beating of her mother's heart, the rise and fall of her breathing, the baby
drowses. Thisisthe best place to be, cuddled against Mother's softness, almost asleep, awake only
enough to savor the pleasure of a full belly and warm closeness.

Mother goes about her routine, stooping and bending, but the baby is not disturbed. The swaying
of Mother's motion is what a rocking cradle poorly counterfeits, lacking as it does the soothing
accompaniment of heartbeat, and the rise and fall of breath.

The baby might have slept then, her dreams intertwined with growing plants and the scent of
warm leaf mold, but a voice breaks through the tranquil music of heartbeat and breath.



"Serena? Where are you?"
A man's voice. Familiar enough that the baby relaxes some.
"In the garden.”

Mother raises her voice and the vibrations carry through her flesh into the baby's ear, dimming
the comforting lullaby. The baby whimpers slightly. A hand pats her, and she quiets.

The man's voice again.
"Serena, you'll never believe what happened to me.”
"Hush," Mother says. "I've just gotten the baby to sleep.”

The man's voice immediately softens. "Sorry. | didn't see her there. Want me to hold her? She's
getting heavy for the backpack."

"I have her," Mother says. "Yes. She's getting heavy, but she wouldn't settle and | had to get these
seedsin. I've a feeling it's going to rain tonight."

"Ah, well, let me help while | talk." The man's voice remains soft, but the note of excitement
returns. "I've got to tell you what happened when | was out checking my snares. | happened on a
cherry tree where the fruit was just beginning to ripen. Little things, and tart even when ripe, but
they'd be a welcome change from dried apple slices. Figured 1'd get what | could before the birds
ruined therest.

"After 1'd picked what | could reach from the ground, | noticed there was a good ripe batch up
higher, and went after them. 1'd nearly finished picking when | caught some motion from the
corner of my eye. There was a hole in the surrounding tree cover —probably why the cherries had
ripened at that point and not elsewhere. A big maple had gone down and, like | said, left a hole."

His voice has risen now, but the baby isn't disturbed. Mother has resumed her gentle motions. The
sun iswarm. The birds, startled to silence when the man first arrived, have now resumed their
songs.

"You'll never believe what | saw,” the man says.

"Probably not,” Mother says, and there is soft laughter under her words. "Why don't you tell me,
Donal ?"

"It was a deer the size of a moose—or maybe just an elk, but a white-tail buck in every other way,
right down to a rack that would be the envy of any trophy roomin the kingdom."

"If you say so," Mother agrees. "But how could you tell the size at such a distance?"

"I'd been out to that very spot,” the man says, "just a few days before. There's a couple of
bouldersand | wanted to see what was denning there. | could guess the size of the buck from how
he dwarfed those boulders. But, Serena, wait—the size of the buck isn't the best thing."

"Go on."

"While | was watching, the brush moved and out stepped a wolf—a timber wolf nearly the size of
a pony. What do you think the buck did?"



"I won't even try to guess. Hand me the seed sack, will you? I'm out. And go on with your story.
Somehow | don't think it's going to end with venison hanging in the larder."

"Here. Let me pour some seed into your basket."

A sound with a hiss like falling rain intervenes. The baby squirms, but Mother resumes her motion
and the man his speech.

"I thought to see the buck bolt, though how it had let the wolf get so close | couldn't imagine, but
| can't say | was thinking much, just watching. The buck didn't bolt, though, nor did the wolf
spring. They stood for a moment, sniffing each other, then they stood for all the world like two
men gossiping over a fence while resting from the plowing.”

"You're not making this up?" Mother asks.

"On my honor," the man says. "It'stoo early in the season for fireside tales. Buck and wolf stood
there, then a bear lumbered out of the cover and joined them, and the three stood there. By now if
it hadn't been for the tree branch digging into my knees | would have thought | was dreaming.

"All of a sudden, there was a harsh croaking call and black wings flashed over where | was. Buck,
wolf, and bear all froze, but they didn't flee as animal s should when the raven calls warning.
Instead, as one, they turned their heads and looked right where | wasin my tree. | don't know if
they could see me, but it was like they knew what the raven said."

"Don't animals always take warning from a raven's cry?"

"Inageneral way" the man said. "Not like this. Not looking right where the troubl€'s sitting. They
looked at me one long moment. Then the wolf turned his head and looked in the direction of our
settlement. Then, just like they'd finished a conference, they melted back into the brush. | was too
scared to move for the longest time, but then | got down and came straight here.”

"You're not teasing?" Mother's voice sounds tense and the baby whimpers in response.

"No, Sarena,” the man says. "l don't want to say anything yet—not to anyone but the prince,
maybe—nbut | keep thinking of the fireside tales my grandfather would tell, and, | wonder if we
might have neighbors."

The baby stirred again, and this time mother's arms drew her close, rocking her. The baby
snuggled close into the softness of comforting fur, and fell soundly asleep.

Firekeeper awoke shortly AFTER dawn, and occupied hersdf attempting to work some of the
tangles—she hadn't cared much for grooming aboard ship—from her hair. She was reaching the
unpleasant conclusion that she might need to cut some of the hair off asthe only solution, when Barnet
emerged from hisroom.

He glanced over at the other closed door and grinned.
"Did | snorelagt night?"
"Summer thunder ismore quiet.”

"| thought about warning Derian | snore," Barnet admitted, douching into one of the chairsdongside the



pool and yawning mightily, "but he didn't seem to notice thefirgt night.”
"First night,” Firekeeper said, "everyone too tired. How you do on ship?’

"Well," Barnet laughed, "it wasn't just my way with words and charming smilethat got me anice private
placeto deep inthe sall locker. | think my mates wanted a door between me and them.”

Firekeeper nodded.
"Breakfast come soon. Maybe | should wake Derian.”
"Not going to give me a chance at Rahniseeta without the competition?”

Firekeeper tilted her head, acting more puzzled than she was. She'd seen that both men liked
Harjeedian's sgter, and thought that they were foals, but then she was coming to learn that humans took
adifferent view of choosing amate than did wolves. In asmal pack, only the Oneswould mate. Ina
larger pack—s0 she had heard, though her pack had never been so—there would be a second pairing.
Humans seemed to pair for many reasons, pleasure being an important reason, with the dliances that
meant so much to wolves meaning something only to those humans who had more to protect.

She shook her head, for she was confusing hersdlf, and gave an easier answer.

"| think that Rahniseeta say Harjeedian come after breakfast,” she said. "Derian not wish to be
deep-tossed then."

"True," Barnet agreed.

Hedidn't say anything more about Rahniseeta, but now that Firekeeper considered it, he was very neetly
groomed, making more effort than he had on shipboard. Was this because he wished to impress
Rahniseeta or because he dso had not forgotten Harjeedian's coming?

Firekeeper woke Derian and took advantage of hiswaking to fill the tub with tepid water and scrub the
evidence of her roof-climbing ventures from her hands. The dark green fabric of her trousers hid the dight
soiling well enough, especidly since her preference for Sitting on the ground |eft her trouserslessthan
prisine rather quickly.

Breskfast was ddivered by Rahniseeta and the usual servitors. The woman was clearly excited—more,
Firekeeper thought, than her brother's coming could explain. However, as Rahniseeta did not volunteer
anything and neither Barnet nor Derian appeared to notice her mood, Firekeeper kept her reflectionsto
hersdf.

Asif he had been awaiting asignal, Harjeedian arrived immediately after they had finished eeting. He was
clad in snake-embroidered garments and had one of his pets coiled loosely about his shoulders. It wasa
pretty cresture—pale golden brown with darker brown angular patterns—and much more dert herein
the warmth than it had been shipboard. Still, it was Cousin-kind, not Royd, and Firekeeper paid it scant
heed.

Harjeedian seated himsdlf in the chair Firekeeper was not using, and motioned for Rahniseetato leave. If
he noticed how Derian's gaze rather fixedly did not follow the young woman's graceful departure, he did
not choose to comment.

"l hope you have been comfortable," he said.

Derian nodded. Barnet murmured something genia. Firekeeper snorted.



"Comfortable, yes, like birdsin cage are comfortable. We egt, we drink, we wash, but we cannot fly."

Bedatedly, she remembered how Derian had asked her to hold her complaints until after Harjeedian had
his say, so she swalowed all € se she wanted to add and said rather lamdly.

"The clothes are good. Very comfortable.”

Harjeedian gave athin smile.

"l am pleased they suit you. Today you will be receiving more clothing, agrest dedl more.”
"And to what do we owe this honor?' Barnet said.

"Thereis an upcoming reception to which the three of you areinvited. My teachers have agreed to assure
that you will be clad in honor of the occasion.”

"Reception?’ Derian asked. He managed without being rude to put anote of doubt into the word,
implying that they were not so much being received as displayed. Firekeeper admired his skill.

"Reception," Harjeedian repeated solidly, ignoring Derian'stone. "Thiswill be an opportunity for you to
meet u-Lidl, aswdl as many important aridisdum and kidisdum. It isto be aforma occasion, but not a
solemn one. Therewill be no rituas, smply introductions.”

"But why?" Firekeeper pressed. " Sure they come here. We not go anywhere.”
Harjeedian's smile was tight and thin-lipped. Firekeeper knew she had annoyed him, but she didn't care.

"As| havetold you," Harjeedian said, "we wish you to remainin Liglim as our guests. If you areto be
guests, then you must meet your hosts.”

Derian was about to say something—jprobably to moderate any anger Firekeeper might have
aroused—nbut Barnet cut him off.

"l was given to understand,” the mingtrel said sharply, "that after helping you meet with Lady Blysse and
Derian Counsdlor, | would be permitted to return to sea—to return to my travels, and eventually go back
to theldes. My matesand | have been from home ayear or more by now."

"We have not said otherwise," Harjeedian answered smoothly. "Indeed, | believe we aso discussed the
possibility that you would act as our ambassador to these Ides—Baron Endbrook being less than
welcomethereat thistime.”

"Y ou promised Baron Endbrook help reestablishing himsdlf," Barnet said, histoneflat and guarded. "He
had hoped for that ambassadoria position himself, and | heard you indicate that he was not hoping in
van."

"Wedid say asmuch," Harjeedian agreed, "and we have not said otherwise. However, it isup to uswho
will be our ambassador and at what time. We do not think it would bein Liglim's best interests at this
time to send as emissary one such as Baron Endbrook who has been exiled by the very queen with
whom we are hoping to open negotiations.”

"Waln had hoped that your favor would help him reunite with hisfamily," Barnet said, histone becoming
harsh.

"Soit ill may do," Harjeedian said. "Baron Endbrook’s desire for a dramatic confrontation with Queen
Vaoraishisown fantasy. It is no business of our own."



Barnet's glower said more clearly than wordsthat he felt the Liglimom had led Waln Endbrook into
believing his hopes were more than fantasy. Harjeedian ignored the minstrel's expression and continued
on blandly.

"Y ou have no such blot on your reputation. However, you also know too little about usto serveasa
proper emissary. We propose to detain you here in u-Seeheera until you are better prepared, and until
you can teach your language to those who will accompany you. Y ou are by far the most tdented
language teacher among those we rescued from the wrecked ship.”

Blind Seer beat histail on the ground.
"So the hunter finds himself the prey!" helaughed. " Barnet does not look pleased.”
Firekeeper scratched him between his ears.

"Sill your tail, dear heart. | do not like how Harjeedian looks at it with his eyesthinning. It is
almost as if he knows that you laugh, and why."

Barnet sputtered afew more protests, but he knew as surely asif Harjeedian stated so baldly that he had
no real choice but to comply.

Derian looked quietly pleased a the mingtrd's discomfiture, but oddly Firekeeper found hersdlf pitying
the minstrdl. Barnet had been smug at times, but hardly unkind, and she was not so reconciled to
imprisonment that she didn't fed sorrow for one who suddenly redlized he had dug himsdlf a pit too deep
to jJump out of.

"Thisreception isvery important?' Firekegper asked.

"Very," Harjeedian agreed. His next words held aslky, threatening note. "I would be very displeased if
you refused to attend. | might need to take unpleasant actions.”

Firekeeper met the oddly snakelike eyes over those high cheekbones.

"I tell you once before," she said. "No hostage games anymore.”

"Areyou saying you would let Derian be harmed?'

Firekeeper nodded. "1 would. | am wolf."

Harjeedian frowned deeply and Firekeeper struggled to find the words to explain.

"I love Derian and Blind Seer, but al wolveslove pack mates and till hunt the big gamewiththem. Ina
hunt, ahead may be stovein, aleg broken, but till we hunt the big; game. In winter cold timelittle
rabbitswill not fill empty gut.”

Shedrew in adeep bregth, asthiswas along speech for her. Harjeedian did not seem to understand.
Derian offered his own explanation, a certain softnessin his voice showing Firekeeper how shaken he
was a what he must see as her abandonment. It stung her, but there was no other way.

"Harjeedian, what | believe Firekeeper is saying isthat although wolves carefor each other, therisksthey
must take in order to survive mean that they weigh those risks againgt the potential gain and then take the
risks. Firekeeper clearly fedsthat her need tor freedom is'big game for which she would risk even those
dheloves”

Firekeeper nodded, adding, "Without big game the pack cannot survive the winter. It isworth dying and



maming.”

Harjeedian looked very upset. Clearly he had not taken very serioudly Firekeeper's warning about the
effectiveness of using hostagesto control her actions. Why should he have? He had seen the ploy work
before.

"And what isit you ingst upon?' he said. "Will you starve yourself unlesswe let you freg?”

Firekeeper had no real desireto fast and she did not trust these people to take her to familiar lands. She
remembered, too, how she and Derian had discussed the need to plan an escapeif they were to actualy
get away.

"You say ‘'guest,” shereplied, ignoring Harjeedian's question. "1 say we are not treated like guest. Where
ismy Fang? Whereis Derian'sring? Why must we stay in thissmal place?!

Harjeedian immediately looked relieved.
"We could renegotiate the terms of your parole," he said.

"But parole,” Firekeeper was quick to interrupt, "paroleisfor prisoners. | think you say weis guest.
Which?'

Harjeedian spread his hands.
"Very well. Prisoners, but honored prisoners—ones we would like to convince to remain as our guests.”
Firekeeper nodded.

Blind Seer commented, "Now we bite hard and hold the prey by the throat. | think Barnet wishes he
had done such hunting. His sweat chills his skin even as he sits so calmly. Asit is said, A wise wolf
scouts the prey, knows when to hunt, when to run away.™

Firekegper only haf listened. She waswaiting, forcing Harjeedian to further explain himsdf. Onething
she had learned from her time with humans. There were few who could keep silent when caught in the
wrong. They must judtify themsdlves. Harjeedian did not disgppoint her.

"We have thingsthat might interest you enough to make you stay among uswillingly, Lady Blysse."
"Not magic things!" Firekeeper retorted. She'd had enough of theseto last her forever.

"No," Harjeedian said, "not, at least in the sense you mean. | have heard the tales of what Queen Vaora
dole”

Again Firekeeper held silence and, again, Harjeedian broke into it.

"From what Barnet Lobster tellsme, until your coming from the west the yarimaimalom, the Wise Beasts,
were only known in legend, legends only half believed in. Would it interest you, Lady Blysse, if | told you
we of Liglim have had knowledge of the yarimaimalom for along time—and that some of those Beasts
areour guests?'

Firekeeper stared at him. Then, amost againgt her will, she threw back her head and howled in
astonishment and dishelief.

Chapter 7



Truth was clean-limbed, lean-limbed, and she smelt omensin thewind as she smelled the hot blood of
the deer they brought her to kill. Not for nothing was she born of along line of diviners.

Omens—for good and for ill—were what she had been bred to hunt, so her surprise was great when this
new scent told her nothing more than that something portentous was about to occur. It was asif an ocean
wind had switch-backed when it struck the hard limestone of the cliffs, taking on the ston€e's scent and the
scents of al who grew upon them or lived among them, thus subtly dtering the salt and fish-rank
character of thewind until it seemed land-born.

Omensgood or ill. Truth did not know, and the not knowing troubled her in every line of her body and
made her tail twitch with irritation. She bent her head and rasped at the fur between the toes of one paw,
noticing how the claws had dipped |oose from their sheaths and wondering if perhaps, after dl, this meant
the portentswere of ill thingsto come.

She took another deep breath, opening her mouth and wrinkling back her lipsto taste the wind as she
might amal€e's scent, and faintly caught the note of awolf's howl raised in anger and in protest.

"How do they explain the existence of magic in your land?" asked Rahnisegta.

She had come as dways to serve the mealsto their guests, but this time Harjeedian had asked her to
remain and vidt with their guests. He was grestly upset by the outcome of hisinterview that morning, and
felt the guests needed to be better understood.

"I made amistake in judging Lady Blysse," he said to her. "'l had thought | had taken her measure
aboard Fayongjunjal, but now | see how much seasickness had weakened her. Go to them. Stay with
them aslong as you think you are welcome. Meanwhile, | shal spesk with the teachers.”

Rahniseeta needed little urging to follow her brother's request. She was fascinated by the newcomers, not
only by the Lady Blysse but by her two mae companions. Appearance was only part of it, though she
could hardly keep hersdlf from staring. Except for the color of her skin and her strangely rounded eyes,
Lady Blysse did not look too different from norma, but the men! One had hair the color of dry corn silk,
the other the warm red of flame—and she could hardly believe they could see out of eyes so light. Even
the wolf had blue eyes. It was dl very odd and very strange, and nothing likeit in al her twenty-one
years had ever caught her attention.

She nursed the ideathat they were maimal odalum, beast-souled,just like in the stories. That would
explain their odd-colored hair—though perhaps not their eyes. Lady Blysse might be awolf or bear. The
redhead afox, perhaps. What of the corn-silk man? A puma, maybe. Maybe ajaguar, though he lacked
therich golden color of their pelts and showed no sign of spots. There were horses with coats that color,
but Rahniseeta didn't sense anything else horsy about him. Then there was his singing. Could he beabird
of some sort? He possessed the lightness of build.

No, Rahniseeta did not have any difficulty doing as Harjeedian requested. It certainly was more
interesting than the jobs he usudly set her, and even better did not involve snakes. Rahniseeta did not
didike snakes—éfter dl, they were among the most common residents of the temple—but she lacked her
brother's fascination with them, and being constantly surrounded by them was one of thetridsof livingin



the Temple of the Cold Bloods.

It was highly preferable to poverty, though, and Rahniseetawas grateful to Harjeedian for hisloyaty to
her. So now she sat with the guests even after they had finished their midday medl, and she thought the
men were pleased. It was hard to tell with Lady Blysse. She waslying on the ground, her head on the
Wise Walf'sflank, dozing.

"How do they explain the existence of magic in your land?" she asked, hoping through their answer of this
guestion to get some hint as to whether they were indeed maimalodalum. She did not expect the
expression of didike that came over both of the men'sfacesamost asone.

Derian Counsdlor, the red-haired one, was—rather surprisingly, for hewas not usudly talkative—thefirst
oneto answe.

"We don't usually talk about magic, Rahniseeta," he said abit stiffly. "It isnot consdered agood thing."
Barnet, the minstrel, seemed eager to make certain she was not insulted.

"Derianisright,” hesaid, "but | love agood story and it's going to be another long afternoon. How do
they explain the existence of magic in your land?"

"It isnot the existence of magic in my land,” Rahniseeta said, taking care to make certain she had
understood. This conversing when she understood little of their language, and they only a bit more of hers
was chdlenging. "It isthe existence of magic in dl the great wideworld.”

She made the gesture that indicated the surrounding Earth and Earth as mother. The two men looked
gtartled, and the Lady Blysse, who had sat up and was now openly listening, drew back asif fearing she
would be struck.

Rahni seeta repested the gesture, dowly, so it would not be misinterpreted, bringing her hands up from
directly below her navel, straight up so her arms formed a graceful curve a hand's breadth above her
head, then hands and arms parting, rounding down to meet again near the navel, like amother cradling a
child.

"The great wide world?' asked Barnet, trying the gesture and not doing too badly. "Do you aways have
to do that when you say those words?

Rahnisestagiggled.

"Not always, but it isaways good to remember the Earth who holds us and feeds us, for sheisour
mother, asthe Air that rounds out our lungsisour father."

She made the Air-as-father gesture beginning with hands flat and tips of forefinger and middle finger
mesting over her head, pulling out to draw an imaginary line between them, then faling in the gentle curve
that indicated the horizon, before closing thelinein front of her. Thistime both Derian and Barnet imitated
her.

"Y ou know," Derian said, turning to Barnet, "l saw some of the sailors do that one afew times, especidly
right after that nasty storm. They did another one, too."

He colored as he looked at Rahniseeta, doubtless because he feared to make a mistake.

"It waslikethis"



He put hishandsin front of himsdf a navel height, then parted them with awavy gesture before carrying
them up inagraight line, and bringing the hands down with fingers Htiff.

"That isvery good,” Rahniseetasaid. "That isthe Sgn of thewaters. Thefirgt isthe ocean waves, then the
miststhat rise and therain that falls. Sailors acknowledge the power of Water frequently and they are
wiseto do so."

Barnet looked alittle nonplussed, doubtless because he had not shown his own knowledge of the sign
fird.

"Let meguess” he sad, making figtsin front of hisnavel, then burdting them gpart with tiff fingerswhile
his handsrose. "This one must befire.”

Rahniseeta nodded, but she felt atrace uneasy. The men were doing the signsasif they were stepsina
dance or some other secular act. They apparently had no idea of their sacred significance.

"That isright,” she said, "but how do your people acknowledge the e ements? How do you praise Earth
our mother and Air our father?'

The two men looked at each other, and at the Lady Blysse, who was watching with great amusement.
Finaly, histone holding amixture of embarrassment and awkwardness, Barnet replied.

"We don't, Rahniseeta. We've never heard anything likeit.”

Rahniseeta was appalled, but maybe they were testing her. The maimalodalum werekin to the
yaiimamaom, after dl.

"Y ou must know. It is something every child knows."
Derian cleared histhroat. "If that's the case, maybe you had better tell us."

Rahniseeta was certain now thiswas atest, and shefelt proud that her brother was an aridisdu and had
made certain she knew the teachingsin the best and most comprehensive form.

"I will tdll you then how nothing became something,” she said, "and of the creation of Earth and Air, of the
birth of their three children, and of the cregtion of al living things."

The three guests nodded. Rahniseeta thought that the Wise Wolf nodded dightly aswell, and settled
themsaves asfor along telling. Rahniseeta began, trying to keep the words smple, since the guests did
not seem to know the speech of the Liglimom very well—though now she was wondering if they were
pretending.

"Once there was only agreat swirling with no shape nor form nor height nor depth nor breadth, but within
the swirling were the seeds of potentia. Asthe swirling dowed, the potentia separated. Part was heavy
and faling became the earth. Part was light and rising became the air that surrounds the earth. Earth and
Air knew themselves as separated from the swirling. Thisknowing was the beginning of life.

"Earth and Air never forgot how they had once been onething. They reached for each other and tried to
rgoin the swirling where they could again be one, but this could not be done. All they succeeded in doing
was to throw off parts of themselves. These parts became their first two children: Water and Fire.

"Water loved his parents and wanted them to be happy. He ran between them, carrying messages. These
messages are therains and mists and al other ways the waters seek to rise and to fal. So many messages
have been sent between Earth and Air that Earth holds many rivers, lakes, streams, and oceans, while the



Ky isfilled with clouds.

"Frewasjedous of the love of Earth and Air. At first he held himsdlf gpart, and this holding apart iswhat
we call the sun, which to thisday isthe home of Fire. Earth and Air wished for Fireto be happy, but Fire
remained asulky child. Thisiswhy some daysthe suniswarm and pleasant, while other daysthe sunis
too hot. Thisiswhy Fire remainsthe least trustworthy of the elements. However, unpredictable Fireis
directly respongble for the coming of other types of life.

"Frethought, 'If Air had something to distract him from Earth, then Earth could pay more attention to me.
When Air becomes offended, then | will say sweet thingsto him, and he, too, will pay more attention to
ml

"So Fire coughed out bits of himself and shaped them into the firgt birds. Air was at firg alittle afraid to
find these thingsin himsdlf. After atime, as Fire had predicted, he became interested. However, Firewas
wrong in how Earth would react. Instead of paying more attention to Fire, she made of hersdf pleasant
roogsfor the birds: cliffsdesand treesand tiny little shrubs. The birds cameto Earth, and Air's atention
was drawn hence, and they laughed together, for these living things seemed to make them closer.

"Air sad, 'Earth, you are more lovely so adorned. Let us make more creatures for you.' Together they
made many more animalsto livein the forests and deserts and hills. They made more birds and insectsto
fly between and to color the Air. They made fish and whaes and crabs and boneless things to amuse
Water, but because Fire was sulking, unhappy with how his plan had come to pass, he would not join
them. Thus, to thisday there are no creatures who live within Fire, and most crestures fear Fire more
than anything in Air or Earth.

"Fire remained unhappy, and seeing him sulk, Earth and Air said, "We will make you a creature who will
need you in order to live." So they made humanity, which naked and blunt-toothed does indeed need Fire
to thrive. For thefirst time since he was born, Fire was happy.

"However, now Water grew envious, for though many creaturesfilled him, he felt that hisfiddity to his
parents had not been sufficiently rewarded. Fish are well and good, and they cannot live outside of water,
but jealousy does not lead to clear thought. Moreover, Fire congtantly kept reminding everyone how he
had created the first birds and thus started the coming of living things.

"Water said to himsdf, 'l will make a creature mysdf, even as Fire made the birds. It will be awonderful
cresture, different from those that swim or fly or walk or cregp or in any way adorn Earth or Air or
Water. It will not be amere bird, but aforce to compare favorably with us First Four.

"Water drew from himsdlf aball of water and concentrated that water into itself. He envisioned a creature
with the power to create and to change, like himsdlf, but different, so it isno greet surprise that the
cregture he created was female. Water's creation rose from the depths of the deepest ocean and into the
skies above. Just as she was about to take her place among Earth, Air, Water, and Fire as one of the
great creations, she burst.

"Little parts of her flew everywhere, some sticking in the sky where they became stars, othersfalling to
the Earth even as we till see them do today. Where the pieces landed, whatever they touched became
imbued with magic—for Magic was what this daughter of Water wasto be. That iswhy there are Wise
Beasts and humanswith magica taents. That iswhy some rocks and plants and waters hold the ability to
enhance magic. That iswhy magic is scattered among us, and not al of us understand it equally.

"Magic did not completdy fragment. The greater part of her remained in the sky, where her injuriesare
visble on any clear night. We hereliving on Earth name the shattered remnants of Magic the Moon. To
thisday, Moon callsto her father Water, asking him to make her whole, and when he pities her mog,



then the oceans ebb, for Water is attempting to rebuild his daughter once again.”

Rahniseeta drew in adeep breath, concluding with theritud storytdler'swords, 'So it wastold to me, so
| tell it to you," only then did she emerge from the story and look at her audience.

Their reactions were very different. Barnet's brow was dightly furrowed, not in anger, but asif he had
been trying to commit the tale to memory. Derian looked smultaneoudy uneasy and fascinated. Lady
Blyss2'sdark eyeswere dreamy, asif she till dwelled in the time of the story and that time was morered
to her than the present moment.

Despite Lady Blysse's mood and her usua uncommunicativeness, she was the one who spokefirst.
"| like. Explainsal so close—so nedt. Isit true?!

Rahniseeta blinked. "Of courseit istrue. Thisisthe way the story has been told forever and dways.
Have your peoplelost thetae?’

The Lady Blysse did not answer directly, but looked to Derian.

"Actudly," he said awkwardly, "we don't have any story likethat. It isn't that we havelost it, | don't think,
wejust don't haveit. How about in Bright Bay, Barnet?"

Barnet shook his head. "It'sawonderful story, but I've never heard the like. The Tavetch of Stonehold
have their own story about how the sun and moon are associated with the creation of the world in thelr
dories, but it isn't at dl the same.”

Rahniseeta couldn't believe him.
"But how do you explain the way the world came to be?’

Derian did the empty cup from which he had been drinking fruit juice around the table, drawing damp
snal trailswith the base.

"Actudly, we don't worry about it much," he admitted. "There arelevels of mystery, and we leave such
thingsto the ancestors.”

"| do not understand.”

Derian's hand shifted from the pottery tumbler to the smdl bag he wore at hiswaist. Harjeedian had told
Rahniseeta that these had been ingpected while the guests were unconscious, but they held nothing that
could help the gueststo leave prematurely, and seemed to be religiousin nature, so they had been
permitted to retain them.

"In each of our houses," Derian said, "thereisashrine to the ancestors of our family. In some cases, they
go back for generations, but in most households, they are concerned only with the nearest
ancestors—one's own parents, or grandparentsif they have died, the generation beforeif not. Then as
one grows older, one addsto the array. Eventudly, the family shrineis passed to the edest child in the
family. There are degp secrets associated with this passing on, but—well—I am not old enough to have
been initiated into them. There are stagesin theinitiation, and the first comes when one becomesa
parent—and thus a potential ancestor oneself.”

"It'smuch the samein Bright Bay—or the Ides,” Barnet agreed. "We call on our ancestorsto intercede
for us with the powers beyond, but we don't redly discuss what those powers are. We just know they
arethere, but we don't give them names or shapes.”



He looked apologetic, but went on, "It would seem to reduce them—asiif they were mere society
emblems.”

Rahniseeta couldn't believe she was hearing this. It must be the fault of the abbreviated language they
were forced to use. She decided that further pressing the matter would only cregte unhappinessfor them
all—and Harjeedian had wanted her to entertain their guests.

"What isasociety?' she asked. Theword Barnet had used in the language of Liglim meant something like
"friendly group,” but shefdt he meant more.

"Societies?' Barnet paused, visbly relaxing, his delay in spesking ameatter of linguistics and nothing more.
"Well, in Bright Bay we have fourteen—one for each moon of the year and the last associated with the
royd family. They're named for animds. | think our countries vary ahit there, don't they, Derian?”

Derian nodded. "Y ou have a Gull Society, instead of our Elk, | remember that, and Fox instead of Dog. |
don't recall therest.”

"Whaeingead of Bull," Barnet said, "and, of course, our roya family wouldn't associate with the Eagle.
Their society patron isthe Osprey—or at least Queen Vaorasis. | don't know what King Allister has
done.”

Rahniseeta fought down amingling of rising excitement and confusion. Despite their odd discussion of
changing names of these societies, it did seem to hint that these were indeed maima odalum.

Very carefully, she asked, " So each of you has an animd with which you are associated?”
Derian nodded. "My society patron isthe Horse."

"Minesthe Whde," Barnet said. "That'swhy | remember the difference from Hawk Haven."
Rahniseeta glanced over at Lady Blysse, but the answer was obvious even before she spoke.
"l anwolf."

Rahni seeta considered these associations. That the woman was awolf gave her no problemsat al. She
gill thought Derian's coloring was more that of afox, but horses did often manifest in shining chestnut.
Barnet was so dim and deek that there seemed nothing of the whale about him, but who knew what
wonders Water held in his depths?

She could hardly wait to tell Harjeedian her conclusions, but stayed awhile longer, letting the
conversation drift to more generd topics. Barnet and Derian vied in recounting the festivalstheir various
soci eties had sponsored, while Lady Blysse and her companion drifted off to deep.

At last Rahnisegtafet she could glance up at the rising glow of Fireés Home and say without
awkwardness:

"I must leave now if you are to have a proper midday med.”

Both men rose courteoudly to see her to the gate, acting asif they were hosts seeing awvay a guest rather
than what they were—not redlly guests, no matter what Rahniseeta wanted to think.

She asked one of the guards at the end of the passage where she might find Harjeedian.

"l saw him coming from ameeting not long ago,” the guard replied. "He went toward the residences.”



Rahni seeta thanked the guard and hurried off to the gpartment she shared with Harjeedian and his
snakes. It was asmall enough space, but since they took their meals communally and used the temple
baths, it was quite sufficient for their needs.

She found Harjeedian dropping live miceto his snakes and murmuring the appropriate prayers. He
turned from these rather more rapidly than was hiswont. Rahniseeta had often felt he lingered over these
rites when she was near precisaly to impress hisimportance on her, but that was probably foolish. He
wastruly devout, or he never would have been chosen to join the ranks of the aridisdum.

"Y our eyes parkle like Magic's brightest stars,” he said. "What have you learned?’

Without sparing detail, Rahniseetatold him everything, including her conjecture that their guests might be
maimalodaum. She had expected Harjeedian to be pleased, so she was startled to see him grow paer
and paer. Hedid not interrupt until she had finished, and then hiswords were not at al what she

expected.

"Y ou say that Derian Counsdlor claimed affiliation with the Horse Society?"
"y e

Harjeedian groaned and pressed hisfaceinto his hands.

"Harjeedian, what iswrong?'

"l may have committed a grest wrong." He took a deep breath and continued, "We knew of the
association of Lady Blysse with the blue-eyed wolf and took care to secure both without injury.
However, we knew nothing of Derian Counselor and the horse.”

"What horse?"

"Y ou must understand that in order to secure our guests we had to make certain that no one would
believe they were not about their usud business.”

"Yes. That iswhy you were gone so long. Y ou had to walt for the propitioustime.”

"We adso had to erase any indications that they had not gone on their planned journey. For that reason
we secured their mounts and baggage.”

He paused for so long that Rahniseeta was forced to prompt him once more.
IIYS?I

"There were two animals they planned to take with them. One was clearly apack animal, well built, but
not exceptional. The other was a chestnut mare with white stockings, and even to my eyes—and | know
little of horses beyond what any aridisdu must—she was a beautiful cresture, eegant and high-spirited. It
came near to bresking my heart to... "

"Towha?'
"To order her dain."
IINO!II

"What elsewas| to do? | had no idea she might be the man's associate. Barnet told me nothing of these
societies. | smply saw a horse too notable to be sold, a creature who would be difficult to ship, evenif |



had been so inclined. Also her death meant solution to another problem—how to feed the wolf without
drawing attention to ourselves by purchasing quantities of mest or livestock.”

Rahniseetawas now as horrified as her brother, but loyally she tried to soothe him.
"l am sureyou did theright thing."

"l am not," Harjeedian said bluntly. " After the wolf wasfirst fed from the mare's flesh, Derian looked at

me with great hatred, though he said nothing. | thought nothing of it, for after al, he was adjusting to the
idea of being taken from his place—and that we had used Lady's Blysse's friendship toward himto lure
both her and the wolf. Now | think the hatred may have been for other reasons.”

Helooked over toward the lovely carved boxesin which he kept his snakes, and Rahniseetaknew he
was thinking how he would fed if someone dew any of his snakes and used them for anima feed—and
that the matter would be worse if Derian Counselor was indeed amaima odalu, for then the horse (a
chestnut horse, she could not forget) would have been not merely associate but kin.

"The omens have been bad," Harjeedian said, "so bad that athough there are many among the disdum
who wish to meet Lady Blysse and to begin with her, we have not been able to get an agreement asto
the propitious time and day. Now | may know why the omens have been so dark, and | must admit my
actions may bethe cause.”

He straightened, glanced toward the snake boxes, remembered that the snakes had just been fed and so
should not be disturbed, and then turned toward the door.

"Rahniseeta, | hope the teacherswill be merciful and the omenswill not cal for me to atone for my error
inthe find way—but thisisajaguar year. If anything happensto me, you will find I have set by something
foryou."

"Harjeedian!" Sheflew to hisside and embraced him. "Surely it will not be so terrible. | wasfoolish,
romanticizing these foreign visitors. If they were realy maima odaum would they not have fled? Barnet, a
least, could have called on the whaes, yet he did so neither when hisfirst ship was storm-wrecked nor
onthereturn.”

"Barnet thought he had an agreement with usthat wasto hisliking," Harjeedian reminded her, "and who
knowsthat he did not call on the whaes and that iswhy he survived when so many who voyaged with
him died. Or perhaps heis not amamaloda u—as you sad, thereislittle whale-like about him—but the
other two may be. In any case, conclusions must be left to those who read the omens. | would be less
than honest if | did not report what you have told me—and if they cal upon you to tell your tale, do not
changeit on my account. Do you understand?’

"Y es, Harjeedian.”

Rahniseeta kept her eyes on him as he left, her back straight and confident, but when he was out of sight,
sheran from their rooms and went to the central Temple of the Cold Bloods. There she knelt before the
towering enameled statue, praying with al her heart that her brother, who had served the e ements so
faithfully, would not be forgotten in this, histime of dire need.

Fire keeper WASS thinking about the story Rahniseeta had told earlier that day. It certainly made sense,
explained agood many things about which she hersdf had occasondly wondered during theselast two
years, when merely finding enough to eat had not occupied her mind so fully.



The metdlic jangle of the gate at the end of the corridor being opened broke her from her reverie, and
she sprang to her feet. Derian and Barnet, who had been making an attempt to move the language
lessons forward, turned to see who the new arrival would be. Contrary to their expectations, Rahniseeta
had not escorted the servants who had brought the midday meal, nor could those servants say where she
had gone.

When Harjeedian opened the gate into the courtyard, Firekeeper noticed that Derian's hazel eyeslost
some of their animation, that Barnet leaned back into his chair. Neither man was rude, but it was clear
that Harjeedian was not welcomed as his sister would have been.

Observing her human companions as shewas, it took Firekeeper amoment to notice achangein
Harjeedian's bearing. Always he had been confident, even on the day when they had nearly managed
their escape. Today some of that confidence was missing. He looked, she thought, like ayoung wolf who
has made atry for the One, but has been soundly beasten—Ilike awolf who has been forced to reassess
hisimportance within his pack.

Firekeeper saw that Barnet and Derian were also aware that something had changed, but they did not
see as deeply as did she and so were made edgy while she felt her own confidence rising.

"Lady Blysse, Blind Seer, Counsdlor Derian, Barnet Lobster." Harjeedian's greetings were punctilious
and correct. Firekeeper noted that she and Blind Seer camefirst and was pleased. "Not long ago, you
asked meto recondider the conditions of your residence among us."

"He takes refuge in the big words' Firekeeper said to Blind Seer, "what does he fear ?'

"I would like to say 'us," thewolf replied, "but he has not feared us thus far. | would say his Ones
have thrashed him—>but why?"

Harjeedian produced arabhbit-sized bundle of finey woven grey-blue fabric from within thefolds of his
shirt. He unwound the fabric, producing Firekeeper's Fang and the worn pouch in which she carried her
fire-making stones. Derian's ruby counsdlor'sring rolled from the last fold and settled upright and
glittering on thetable.

"You," hesaid, bowing dightly to Firekeeper, "requested the return of your treasured belongings. Here
they are. Am | correct in believing that you do not care unduly for the clothing you were wearing when
you were teken?"

Firekeeper nodded. She cared little for any particular item of clothing, though having discovered the
usefulness of attire for protecting one from thorns and scrapes she preferred having it to not.

Derian dso nodded. He reached for hisring dowly, asif fearing its return might be atrap. Firekeeper had
no such concern. She nearly pounced on her belongings and was pleased to see that knife belt and sheath
werewithin thetangle of cloth aswell.

She strapped them into place, feding very pleased, not so much that she was armed again—for she knew
well how little one blade could do against an armed force—but for the respect represented by the
returning of her wegpons.

"And you have the second knife as well," Blind Seer reminded her. | would keep it hidden, as
snakes hide their poison.”

"You have snakes in your brain" she teased, though she agreed with him.

"Who would not in this place?' thewolf replied. " Ask him when we will be let out of this place. |



must run or go mad with chasing my own tail "
Firekeeper did as requested.

"Do thismean we go from here?' she asked. "I would run more than afew paces, and Blind Seer with
me"

Harjeedian looked uncomfortable.

"Y es, you will go from here, but not quite yet. My teachers have asked that your first coming forth beto
the reception | mentioned eaxrlier. Thereis... ™

He frowned, not because he didn't know the word, Firekeeper was certain, but because he did not like
telling them histhoughts.

"Thereisgreat interest in meeting you," Harjeedian finaly said, "and rivalry that no one be given
advantage over the others. Already the heads of other temples are less than pleased that you dwell within
thesewalls, but they trust our word that you have not been seen by any but me, my sister, and afew
servants.”

"And | think Rahniseeta is not considered of much more account than those servants,” Firekeeper
sadto Blind Seer.

To Harjeedian she sad, "How long until thisreception?’

"Omensindicate that tomorrow at midmorning would serve" he replied. "Will you wait until then?'
"Yes" Firekeeper said.

"But only" Blind Seer added, "until then."

Chapter 8

Truth lounged on her ledge above the gathering crowd, amusing hersalf by thinking about how essy it
would be to break necks and get away with it. It wasn't that she hated humans. There were severd she
rather liked, but it was a heady thing being invited into their presence, being what she was, knowing what
she could do. With thisajaguar year, she could get away with even more than usua. Y es. Such thoughts
were amusing, but an amusement Truth did not plan to pursue beyond the rellm of thought. The omens
were againg it, after dl, and who should know better than she?

So shelay on the wide ledge, paws hanging over the edge, watching the eddy of the human herd. They
were interesting in their dynamics, bouncing off of each other like ripplesin apond. Wise Jaguars were
more socid than their Cousin-kind, but even so, most adults ranged alone for moonspans on end without
missing companionship at al. Humanswere more like deer or fish, gathering in succulent groups, vying
for domination within their group, never seeming to redize that their very grouping showed how
expendable the individual was. Thiswas not theway of her people. Yes, like deer or fish...

Motion in the crowd at the far end of the vast assembly chamber indicated the entrance of important new
arrivals. Truth caught their scent asthey came through the large double doors. Two humans, two wolves.



Omen scent mingled with actua scent, muddying the impressonsin Truth's highly sensitized mind. She
sniffed again, forcing away the omen scent so she could concentrate on the odors riding the currents of
theair.

Three humans, onewoalf, the last large enough and confident enough that Truth did not need to further
isolate his scent to know he was of the yarimaimaom, but she did not think he was among the
yarimaimaom she knew. Scent again. No. Definitely not. She focused in on the newcomers, isolating the
one whose scent had been so confusing. It was the smallest of the three, adark-haired, dark-eyed
femae. Despite her size, she walked with quiet treading confidence, her hand resting lightly on the wolf's
back.

Thiswolf-woman was afraid, Truth decided, but hid that fear admirably well. Truth did not disdain her
for her reaction. It made good sense to didike being so surrounded by strangers. This one bore watching.
Around her swirled those uncomfortable omen scents that had so disquieted Truth some days before.
They il refused to isolate themselvesinto omensfor good or ill, and Truth growled and rasped her
tongue between her toes.

But she did not stop watching.

The crowd parted to admit the newcomers. Individuas Truth recognized as important within the human
community—individuas who had bowed and scraped before her just afew moonspans before, when she
had been sdlected as the representative of this year—now made themsel ves known to the four
newcomers. They did not bow or scrape, but they were hotly interested.

Truth scented again as she watched these interactions, so very different from her own regd isolation.
These newcomers were more of the herd: deer or fishor...

She twitched her tail in amusement as she thought how most certainly offended the newcomerswould be
by her assessment, but they redlly were dl one, al the same: deer or fish... or wolves.

Derian wished the e aborate costume with which he had been provided made him fed lesslike held been
attired to play arolein asociety pageant. It didn't help hisfeding that he was dressing up that hisentire
ensemble was liberally embroidered with horses. He wished with al his heart for decent trousers and
waistcoat, for brass-buckled shoes and fine knit stockings, and, lastly, asharply creased tricorn hat.

However, wishing would not do him any good. It had been hard enough to convince Rahniseetato let
him tie hishair back into its accustomed queue. Apparently, men might do so for work, but Ieft their hair
loose for formal occasions.

Loose and bgjeweled was the style for men'shair, it seemed, at least if the hair was very long and might
interferewith sght. If not held back from the face with aneat clip, then longer tresses were adorned with
ahat. Some of these would have been considered outrageous for either gender a home. Derian
suspected they were meant to indicate the wearer held some particular office—at least he hoped so.

To Derian'sright, Barnet wore his own whale-adorned costume with gpparent aplomb. Hed even left his
hair loose, and his pale blue eyes darted from face to face, outfit to outfit.

Collecting story material , Derian guessed sourly. Barnet Lobster hasn't resigned himself to staying
here, not one bit. | wonder if he thinks he has something to barter for his freedom—or if he's
already writing the ballad about his daring escape.

Derian grinned to himself, knowing he was being sour in order to cover his apprehension regarding this



reception. Not only was he unnerved to be at the center of so much attention, but he had Firekeeper to
worry about. The wolf-woman was much better about crowds than she had been when they first met, but
he couldn't help but notice how one hand never strayed far from her knife, while the other rested on Blind
Seer—both sure signsthat shewasill at ease.

He watched her noting the exits. There were four, massive double doors, one to each side of the huge
step pyramid within whose base the large room was built. Following Firekeeper's gaze, Derian noted that
the building only had the gppearance of apyramid. The room they were within was clearly built ong
more conventiond lines. The steps must be acosmetic shell withot.

Probably a great way to save on weight, Derian thought, though | wonder what they made the
outer shell out of ?

He shrugged the thought off. Architecture only interested him to the extent that it was either useful or
particularly beautiful. What did interest him was how the huge room was decorated. Elaborate mosaics
covered the lower walls, catching and giving back thelight from both lanterns and openings higher up the
tiers. High, wide shelves, many with ramps leading up to them, held vases, statues, and other items,
probably of symbalic vaue.

Derian recognized depictions of the four elements done in gold, silver, and precious stones. Two other
shelves st in places of similar prominence held items whose significance he could not work out on his
own. One held alarge lumpy rock—or maybe it was a chunk of partialy melted metal. It was hard to tell
a adistance. The other shelf held an amazingly redligtic statue of afeline with a golden-ydlow coat
adorned with spots, like but unlike the spots on ayoung puma's coat. The feline was quite large and
surveyed the gathering below with regd indifference.

Derian didn't have much more time to continue hisingpection, for hisline of sght was being interrupted by
an orderly throng of elaborately costumed men and women, al of whom were clearly people of
importance.

Harjeedian acted astrandator, handling the introductions with more humility than Derian had glimpsed
from him thusfar. Names and titles flowed and blurred into each other: This One of the Temple of Flyers.
That One of the Temple of Felines. There were kidisdum for just about any anima of which Derian could
think: bears, deer, rabbits, horses, raccoons, deer, owls, mice.

Derian lost track rather quickly, just nodded, smiled, and exchanged bows. Barnet did the same.
Firekeeper and Blind Seer merely stared. Even the man who introduced himself as the keeper of wolves
did not pressfor acknowledgment.

Gradudly it cameto Derian that al of thiswas somehow associated with deified dements that had been
mentioned in Rahniseeta's story. He wished held had time to hear other stories. The more names and
titles he heard, the more e aborate costumes, each with their hint of meaning he viewed, the more
confused he became.

Snakes, it gppeared, were very important in the worship of Earth, though they had some secondary
association with Water. The Temple of Flyerswasinterested in divining the will of Air. For some reason
felineswere associated with Fire. Nor were these divisions absolute. Derian's head began to spin ashe
tried to keep it al straight. Birds were associated with Air, unless they were water birds, like ducks or
egrets. Horses were apparently associated with both Earth and Air.

It was as he was trying to figure out why the woman he'd just been introduced to was carrying asnake,
though her clothing was embroidered with bears and wolves, that he made astartling discovery.



The enormous spotted feline he had seen lying on aledge afew feet above the heads of the crowd was
now sitting upright, licking its shoulder. Derian froze, forgetting to even pretend to acknowledge the
person to whom he was being introduced. His eyesight was good, and he was certain thiswas no dog
dressed up in an eaborate costume as he had seen in New Kelvin. Nor wasit apuma, dyed and painted.
Thisfeline had a stockier build, more compact. Its head was rounder, the shape of the ears different.

Moreover, there was something in how it seemed to notice his gaze, how its golden-orange eyes met his
own, direct and appraising. Hed met such eyes before, though they were blue.

He tapped Firekeeper's shoulder and whispered into her ear, "Did you see the cat up there?”

Her soft snort meant "of course,” but what she replied was Y es. And, yes, asyou think, it isRoya.
Harjeedian did not lie. They keep some of my people captive asthey keep me."

Derian was about to respond when ahand was laid on his shoulder. He turned and found a man of
amogt hisown height standing to one side.

"Derian Counselor? | am Varjuna," the man said, "senior keeper of the Horse. | understand you have an
interest in horses."

Derian blinked. He remembered thinking there was something familiar about the man when they had been
firg introduced. Now he redlized that coloring and clothing aside, Varjunareminded him somewhat of his
father, Colby Carter. There was the same strength and stillness, the same broad shoulders and powerful
legs. Varjunamight even be about the same age as Colby, maybe allittle older, but about that Derian was
not certain.

Derian gave aneat bow.

"Y ou named me Derian Counsdlor,” he said, searching for thewords, "but that nameis still new to me.
For most of my life, | was cdled 'Carter—aword that in my language indicates working with horses and

the thingsthey pull.”

It wasn't avery good trandation, but Varjuna seemed to understand. His expression brightened, and
Derian had the sudden unshakable conviction that someone had suggested V arjunacome and talk with
Derian—and that Varjunahad feared they would have little in common.

Derian glanced over at Firekeeper, but the wolf-woman seemed in control of both hersaf and the
stuation. She was handling the efforts at smdll talk directed toward her by giving either short answersor
none at al, taking refuge in her presumed ignorance of the language.

He returned his attention to Varjuna.

"What does the keeper of the Horse do, exactly?' Derian asked, aware he was mangling the phrase.
Varjunaput one finger to his chin, and closed his eyes for amoment in thought.

Trying to find easy words to explain a complicated job, Derian thought. | can be patient.

Again he glanced over to check on Firekeeper. She had now moved to where she could look more
closdly at the big spotted cat lying on the ledge. Her interest was attracting afair amount of attention from
those gathered in the huge room, but no one was moving to interfere.

"A kidisdu, what | have heard trandated as a'keeper,” Varjunasaid with achildlike pridein hisfew
words of Pdlish, "isonewho is specidly dedicated to the well-being of a particular type of animd.”



"Like Harjeedian and his snakes?" Derian asked.

"Yesand no," Varjunasad. "Harjeedian has been honored with snakes, but he has been anointed an
aridisdu, aswell asasnake holder."

Derian didn't understand, but he nodded encouragement.

"1," Varjunawent on, "wish to be nothing but a kidisdu, though the divine will has ordained that | shall be
ikidisdu—that is'senior keeper." All kidisdu, no matter their rank, deal more with our specific animas
than with omens or the wills of the deities. In thisway, we become close to the deities.”

"l don't quite understand,” Derian admitted.
Varjunadidn't look offended.

"It ishard to explain with so few words between us. Also, | have heard it said that you know nothing of
the deties. Isthistrue?"

Remembering Rahniseetas shocked reaction to asimilar question, Derian was careful with hisanswer.

"Perhaps we know them differently,” he said. "1 do not quite understand how the deities and the animals
arerelated.”

Varjunanodded. "It isalong story.”

"Tell me," Derian urged, trading on hisimpression that for some reason or other Varjunawas supposed
to be talking to him. Rahniseeta had seemed to enjoy telling them a story about the deities; perhaps
Varjunawould aswdll. It beat standing around worrying what Firekeeper would do next, and obvioudy
these Sories of the gods were as essentia to understanding the Liglimom asthe New Kelvinese's peculiar
history had been to understanding them.

Derian glanced around. Firekeeper was till over by the big cat, Harjeedian hovering near and apparently
shielding her somewhat. Barnet was over talking with awoman Derian recognized at second glance as
the captain of Fayongjunjal .

| wonder if he's trying to wrangle a berth? he thought.

Varjuna seemed to have overcome hisindecision as to whether this was an appropriate timeto tell along
story. He motioned Derian over to one of the tables set up aong the edges of the room.

"Becomfortable,” hesaid. "I will begin.”
Derian accepted the seat and poured himself adrink from the pitcher of chilled water set there.

"I think you have been told,” Varjunabegan, "how the deties came to be, and dso the living things on the
Eath?'

"Yes," Derian replied, fedling alittle like astudent, "right up through how Water attempted to create a
daughter and Magic was born and broken dmost dl at once.”

Vajunasmiled. "Thiswill make my telling easy. Y ou have the beginning of the sory."

"Good," Derian said. He noticed that several other people had drifted close. A few of the bolder ones
had even taken sedts.



WEell, no wonder, boy, hethought. You're one of the key attractions. If Varjuna doesn't want them
here he'll send them off. Doesn't look like he talks to a crowd, often, though. | guess kidisdum
really do focus on the animals.

Varjuna seemed momentarily taken aback, but recovered with good grace.

He said to his compatriots, "1 am about to tell Derian Counselor about the specia relationship between
the deitiesand the animas.”

"A good tale," approved afat woman, her outfit embroidered with both bears and raccoons, their forms
30 stylized that Derian had to study awhile to be sure what the figures were intended to represent. "One
that istoo often forgotten.”

Others nodded their agreement, and so Varjuna, with every appearance of mild nervousness, began his
story.

"Y ou have heard how upon her creation Magic fragmented. Where the parts of her landed, that which
they touched became... " He used aword that meant nothing to Derian and quickly struggled to use
sampler words. "That is, they became somehow filled with magic. Thisiswhy there are both
yarimama om—the Wise Beasts—and their lesser kin."

"Cousns" Derian said without thinking, interested only in helping Varjunaaong.
"What?'

Derian colored, but struggled on. Relationship terms had been included in their lessons, because many of
the sailors, it had turned out, were kin to each other.

"Cousins" herepeated. "That isthe word Firekeeper—L ady Blysse—uses for the beasts who are not
Wise Beadts."

There was amurmur of discussion about this, and Derian had the fedling that what he had said was
thought to be somehow very important. Varjunadid not participate in the general discusson, only smiled.

"| likethat way of putting it," he said, then returned to his story, while Derian resolved to keep hismouth
shut. "Now athough both the yarimaima om and humans were blessed with the gifts of Magic, humans
did not remain content.

"Some say that thisis because humans were created to take comfort from Fire, and so they took from
him aong with his heat and brightness some of hiseternaly hungry and dissatisfied nature. Whatever the
reason, humans began to strive for magica gifts beyond those they had been given."

Varjunastone made quite clear that he did not approve of this, and Derian felt atouch of kindred spirit
for the otherwise dien Liglimom culture. One of the most unsettling things about histimein New Kelvin
had been how the New Kelvinese sought after magic—aforce anyone raised in the traditions of Hawk
Haven knew was dangerous.

As dangerous as afire unchecked, Derian thought.

Varjunawent on, "Humans were successful in gathering and building magica power. What they did with
that power belongs to other stories—many other stories. Suffice to say, the deities were not pleased and
ceased to speak directly to those who practiced magic beyond those talents with which some are born,
and for which they cannot be faulted.



"The animal s—both Wise and |esser—continued to hear the will of the deties. Eventudly, humans
learned humility and looked to the animasto interpret divine will. Thus humans once again drew closeto
the deities. To thisday, we honor the beastsfor their rolein assisting usto know the will of the deities.”

Varjunas tone made clear that he had finished histae. The nods of approva from the smal crowd
surrounding them told Derian that the listeners thought he had made agood job of it.

Derian concentrated on Varjuna, willing himsdf to forget al the other earsthat would hear his question.

"So as akidisdu you are somehow associated with the animals you ask to help you understand what the
deitieswant?'

Varjunagave ashort, approving jerk of his head.

"That isso. Not dl animals have the same degree of—cdll it "hearing.’ We check for it when promising
young ones are born, and if the omens are good, they join those kept for divination.”

The fat woman leaned forward, eager to participate.

"Therearemany formsof divination,” she said. "Not al techniqueswork with all animals—or not even
with al animaswithin aspecies. It is demanding work, and akidisdu has much to do asssting the
aridisdum.”

Derian held up hishand, smiling broadly and hoping he would not give offense.

"Not too much at once, Kidisdu," Derian begged, hoping she would not take offense. "My head isdive
with new idess"

The fat woman did not take offense, but smiled warmly at him.

"It isdifficult even for our own acolytes," she said. The word she used had been trandated for Derian as
"apprentice,” but he had the feding that in this context it had a more complex meaning, specific to the
priesthood. "Therewill betimefor you to learn.”

Varjunanodded.

"I have been told you are skilled with horses," he said, returning to hisinitia point. " Perhaps you would
careto vist the herds | keep. This reception has served its purpose.”

Derian nodded, feding asudden, dmost violent urge for something asfamiliar asastable. The emotion
was mingled with anger and sorrow for Roanne, but he felt certain that had Varjunabeen sent in
Harjeedian's stead the mare would not have been so lightly killed.

"I would enjoy seeing your horses," Derian said honestly "L et metell Firekeeper.”

Heroseto hisfeet, tall enough to look over most heads and al but the most elaborate headgear. He
shifted his perspective and |ooked again, but there was no doubt about it.

Firekeeper was nowhere to be seen.

Doing her best to ignore the people who crowded close to her, Firekeeper edged closer to where the
great cat lounged with such provocative indolence above the human throng. She knew the great cat was
aware of her intent, but other than the dow closing and opening of captivatingly round golden-orange



eyes, the cat gave no sign it knew she was coming.

Firekeeper hardly knew what she found more annoying, the way the cat ignored her or the way the
humans pressed close to her. Both underlined something that troubled her. She had not realized how
much sherdied on being thought different—someone for whom exceptions were made.

In al the human lands the wolf-woman had visited, that difference had held anote of fear—if not of her
specificaly, then of her gpparent control of Blind Seer. Among the wolves, she was the weak one, but
with afew notable exceptions that weakness had been reason to protect and care for her.

Herein Liglim, she was accorded neither fear nor protection, yet she knew these strange people wanted
something of her. Thusfar none of the humanswould tell her what thiswas. Perhaps the great cat would
tell her. In the woodlands where she had been rai sed, the hunting grounds of the pumas and the wolves
overlapped, but on the whole they were not rivals.

Pumas hunted much the same prey that the wolves did, but they were solitary hunters, taking much
smdler quantities than would interest a pack—and any lone wolf who tried to sted apumaskill rapidly
learned the punishing force and lightning-quick power contained in the cat's forepaws. A wolf would be
cut to bloody strips before she could close for adeadly bite at throat or flank.

So Firekeeper approached the great cat with appropriate humility, but also with joyful anticipation that at
long last she was meeting one of her own kind.

A few snaps from Blind Seer, wearied of how the humans pressed close and that afew even dared
stroke hisfur, gave the pair breathing space, and within that space, Firekeeper dared address the great
cat.

"What are you?' sheasked. "In all my life | have never seen a great cat with a coat the rich yellow
of afield of summer flowers, nor one so elegantly marked with spots.”

Those spots had initidly puzzled her, for most of the creatures she knew about lost their spots once they
grew from infancy. However, by now she was certain thiswas afully mature representative of whatever
speciesit belonged to, and she took care to accord it appropriate respect.

"And what are you?' drawled the great cat. "What type of creature speaks after the manner of the
Wise Wolves, but walks as a human, reeking of human scent?'

"I am Firekeeper" the wolf-woman replied, keeping her tone respectful though anger flared ingde her at
the cat's arrogant rudeness. " The wolves are my people, though | was born human. Beside me stands
my pack mate, Blind Seer "

"Firekeeper;" thegreat cat replied. " Do you then worship that god?'
Firekeeper blinked, confused to hear a Beast speaking so like a human.

"My name comes from my mastery of fire," shereplied, "a mastery without which | would not have
lived many winters."

"So you claimto be Fire's master, not merely his keeper. Interesting. There will be those who will
think that claim questionable."

Firekeeper shook her head asif clearing gnats from her ears.
"I do not understand,” Firekeeper said.



She was aware that Blind Seer's hackles had risen dightly, aware as she was that this strange cat was
toying with them. It wastoo soon to tell whether this attitude represented active hogtility or merely the
crud playfulnessin which she had heard al catsindulged. No matter which, she no longer fet any joy in
thismedtin