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The Pool of Two Moons
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For my dearest mother, Gillian Mackenzie Evans

A witch or a hag is she which being deluded by a league made with the devel through his
persuasion, inspiration, and juggling, thinketh she can design what manner of evil things soever,
either by thought or imprecation, as to shake the air with lightnings and thunder, to cause hail
and tempests, to remove green corn or trees to another place, to be carried of her familiar (which
hath taken upon him the deceitful shape of a goat, swine or calf) into some mountain far distant,
in a wonderful short space of time.

William West, sixteenth-century English lawyer

The Hunchback

It was the darkest hour of the night, when the pulse runs dowest and the tides of energy are at their ebb,
that the three travel erseft the woods. They went warily, their heads turning from side to sde asthey
scanned the shadowed landscape. Although it was a clear night and the snowy peaks of the Sithiche
Mountains shonefaintly in the light of the two moons, the valey below wasfilled with mist so thet their
travelers path sank into a mysterious whiteness.

"Can ye sense anyone ahead, auld mother?" seult asked.

"No' on the path, Iseult, though the inn seems quite busy. Let us push on—we can stop and rest soon
enough.”

"So yeve been saying dl week!" Bacai che snapped, leaning heavily on hisrough club. "I'm sick o'
stumbling around every night and hiding dl day like afrightened harel When are we going to do
something ussful?"

The old woman turned and looked up a him. "Come, Bacaiche, yell be glad we pushed on when aplate
0 hot sew isdappedin front o' ye. Y €ve been complaining o' hunger long enough.”

"Conddering dl weve eaten these last few daysis shriveled carrot soup!”



"Better to forage on the way than stop for supplies when we have the Red Guards on our trail,” Meghan
replied grimly, beginning to push ahead.

"I shdl gofirgt." Iseult held her back with one hand, diding forward noisdesdy. "Bacaiche, stay close."”

Soon the starry sky was completely obscured, the mist clinging cold about them. The path led
downward, brancheslooming up through the graynesslike skeleta hands. The hunchback could not help
giving ashiver of apprehension, and Iseult glanced a him disdainfully.

Thelr feet sank into mud, the ill waters of the loch just visble beow the drifting mist. To theleft, theinn
loomed out of thefog, lit by flaring torches. From within the low building, they heard aburst of laughter.

Iseult said to Meghan, "Are ye sure we should go in, auld mother?”

"It'sdamp and foul out here, the ferry will no' arrive for another few hours, and we haven't esten a proper
med in days," Meghan responded irritably. "Y e can Say out if ye want, but I'm going in!" Pushing open
the door, she warned, "Keep the cloak wrapped tightly about ye, Bacaiche."

"I'mno’ afool,” he snarled, lurching after her.

The three companions made their way to thefire, stepping over deeping bodies and bundles of
belongings. The firewas the only light except for alamp on atable where four men were fill awake,
drinking e and playing dice for coppers. They looked up, cdling, "How are ye yoursaves?'

Meghan replied gravely, keeping her cloak wrapped close about her. The innkeeper showed themto a
table. "Isit hungry ye are?' he asked. "We have mutton stew if yed likeit, or vegetable soup?"

"The soup would be most welcome," Meghan replied. He nodded and brought them thick soup in
wooden bowls with trenchers of dark bread. "It be afull house yeve got yourself tonight,” she said.

He nodded and scratched hisbeard. "Aye, there's been awitch fed to the uile-bheist and so they've
been thinking the ferry run will be safe this morning, with the serpent'sbelly full.”

"Indeed!" Meghan exclamed. "That be lucky for usthen.”

The innkeeper laughed. "Och, I'll tether some goats at the water's edge. No use tempting the beastie.”
With that he went back to his game of dice, and the three travel ers ate their soup and warmed themselves
by thefire.

"Best get some deep,” Meghan said. "Ther€ll be clean straw in the corners.”

"Anything will be better than bloody stones, whichisal I've dept on in weeks," Bacaiche grumbled. He
wrapped the black cloak tighter around him and lurched to hisfeet. The flickering lamplight played over
his hunched back, making him look more sinister than ever. The gamblers glanced at him suspicioudy,
and he glared back so that they surreptitioudy crossed themselvesin the age-old gesture againgt evil.

Soon all was quiet. The only sounds were the crackle of the fire and the occasiona snore or sigh of those
deeping. Iseult rested her bow on her knees and stretched her back. Tired as she was after the last few
arduous weeks, she had no intention of deeping. Shewould stay on guard until they were safely on the
other side of the loch. It was her duty and honor to guard the Firemaker Meghan, and despite the
quietness of the inn, Iseult knew danger was al around.

For dmost three weeks she and her companions had been on the run, harried through the highlands by
the Banrigh's soldiers. Iseult had had to grit her teeth to prevent herself from turning and fighting. This



game of hide-and-seek seemed cowardly to her, though Meghan had forbidden her to attack them,
saying, "Wemust dip away and leave no trace, for we are no' yet strong enough to start awar.”

They were heading now toward the Velled Forest, the greet, dark forest that covered most of the
western shore of theloch. There Meghan hoped to meet with Iseult'stwin sister, 1sabeau, in the safety of
the Celestines garden, which was concealed deep in the heart of the enchanted forest. At Tulachna
Celeste, Meghan said, they would dl be safe.

Light was beginning to seep through the shutters when the innkeeper came clattering back down the
dairs, tying ascarred leather apron over hiskilt and rubbing his curly head. I seult pretended to deep, not
wanting to draw attention to hersdlf, as he put porridge on to boil and flung open the shuttersto the
dawn. All around deepers began to stir, stretching and yawning, and the fire leapt up under the black pot,
crackling loudly.

Meghan sat up, looking impaossibily old and frail in the cruel dawn light, the donbeag peeping hisvelvety
nose out of her pocket. 1seult helped her up, and Meghan stretched and cracked her back, then gathered
her satchel close. "Y e should have dept,” the old witch said reprovingly. "I had told ye there was no
danger here."

I seult wondered how she could have known, but shook her head anyway. "I will degp when | haveye
safe, auld mother,” shereplied.

"Well, prepare yoursdf for many deepless nights then, my dear!”

A bell announced the approach of the ferry, and they al went out onto the jetty and watched it crossthe
dull silver of the water, a broad-bottomed boat pulled along by aweed-draped cable. The crofters
bunched together at one .end of the wharf, looking askance at Bacaiche's hunched back. He frowned
and glared at them maevolently from his peculiar yellow eyes, hisblack hair touded and wild, hisjaw
dark with stubble.

Asawaystheloch was wreathed with fog, but in this cold, fair morning it was alight mist which parted
eadly before awayward breeze. As soon as the ferry had nudged againgt the jetty, the passengers on
board were scrambling off and those waiting were jumping on, sacks of grain and bales of hay hagtily
thrown on and off. No one was waiting around for the loch-serpent to rear hislong neck. Through the
mist came the nervous bleat of the goats tethered down the shore, and those few animalswho were
aboard the ferry weretightly muzzled.

Thejourney across the loch was made with the same nervous haste, the wiry little ferry-master searching
the mist with anxious eyes. They were more than halfway across, the walls of Dunceleste looming closer
through the mist, when afat matron suddenly screamed with fright. "The uile-bheistV she cried. Every
head whipped around in horror to see where she pointed.

Through the mist came the undulating body of the serpent, rising in great wet loops above the il loch. Its
long neck and small head rose high above the prow, and it seemed the loch-serpent would encircle the
boat and crush it. Everyone screamed and there was a stampede away from the starboard deck. The
loch-serpent gave agreat ululating wail, and rubbed its seaweed-colored length againgt the side. The boat
tilted, and Iseult clung tightly to the bench to avoid being flung to the deck. Only Meghan did not scream
or fal; she stood straight and il in the prow, looking out into the migt.

The serpent flipped histail over the prow, doing acomplicated rolling maneuver closeto the vessd'sside
so the ferry rocked wildly and admost capsized. 1seult could see how smooth its scaly green-black skin
was, and how massiveitsloops. Casting awild look at Meghan, 1seult saw the old witch wasleaning
forward, her gnarled hand stretched out. Briefly athick loop did out of the water and rubbed against



Meghan's hand, then there was aflick of the great webbed tail and the loch-serpent sank away.

They heard the strange, wild cry twice again, each time farther away. No one else had noticed the
moment of contact between Meghan and the loch-serpent, though the ferry-master shook his head and
said, "Never ken our uile-bheist to comethat close and no' take the boat down!”

The shore did closer. Iseult could see great shoulders of mountains rising from gray-hued woods. Fedling
suddenly uneasy, she glanced toward the town. The fog wisped apart for amoment and she saw soldiers
waiting by thejetty, their red cloakslifting in the breeze. "Meghan!" she caled softly.

The old woman glanced back a her and nodded, lifting her plaid so it covered the distinctive white lock
at her brow. Bacaiche dso tensed, and wrapped his cloak more tightly about him. Carefully 1seult
loosened the weaponsin her belt and flexed her fingers, knowing she was cold and siff after the night's
watch. Meghan looked at her warningly but could say nothing for the ferry was nudging the jetty and the
soldiers were dready coming forward.

There were thirteen of them, cloaks wrapped close againg the mist. Asthe passengers scrambled from
the boat, the captain stepped forward, his plumed helmet tucked under hisarm. Hewas atall, well-built
man with ahigh-bridged nose and an air of arrogance. He interrogated the crofters, checking their
answers against asheaf of papershe held.

| seult noticed Meghan had lost her upright posture and was shuffling dong like the old woman she was,
her back bent aimost double. The ferry-master assisted her off the ferry and she clung to hisarm,
moaning. "It bedl right now, maam," he said kindly, "the uile-bheist be gone now."

The captain looked at the crowd with displeasure. All of the crofters and their wiveslooked nervous and
anxious but were indisputably the very essence of respectability. Then hiseyeslit on Bacaicheand a
spark kindled there.

"What do we have here?' the cagptain said jocularly and sauntered over toward them. " A hunchback!
Well, welve been told to keep an eye out for cripples and suchlike near Dunceleste. They call the leader
o' therebelsthe Cripple, do they no'?!

Bacaiche said nothing, just glanced at the man out of the corner of hisyellow eye, then stared at the
ground. The captain walked around him, jeering. "Freak! Monster! Escaped from acircus, have we?' As
he spoke, he gave Bacaiche arough shove which sent him redling back, his cloak wrenched away, its
edge till clenched in the captain'sfidt.

The great black wings confined benesath sprang free as Bacaiche regained his balance. Helooked
magnificent, his bare shoulders straight and wide as he held the immense span of hiswings doft. Sighs
and gasps rang round the crowd.

"Holy Truth!" the captain breathed. "Weve got oursalves an uile-bheistl”

The soldierslegpt on Bacaiche, dragging him to the ground. He gave aloud screech and tried to fight
them off. As he disappeared under aflurry of fistsand boots, Iseult blurred into action, throwing her
dagger through the throat of the soldier nearest her and spinning on one foot to kick another hard in the
stomach. As he doubled over, she ebowed athird in the throat and then kneed him so he dropped like a
sone.

She executed a flawless backward somersault, kicking another firmly in the back, sending him sprawling
onto the ground. In aflurry of quick, expert movements, she knocked out severad more soldierswho
rushed her from opposite directions.



The captain shouted, and some of the soldiers holding Bacai che down left him to attack Iseult. She pulled
her dagger out of the throat of the first soldier and plunged it into the back of another feebly struggling to
rise, before cart-whedling out of their range. They spun round to confront her, but she had aready pulled
her eight-pointed reil from her belt and, with aflick of her wrigt, sent it spinning toward them.

They ducked, and it flew over their headsto negtly dice the carotid artery of the soldier standing next to
the captain. A fountain of blood sprayed the jetty. The captain drew his sword with an oath. Iseult smiled
and cdled the reil back to her hand. The captain made aquick swing at Iseult, who sucked in her
stomach so the sword whistled past her midriff with barely an inch to spare. Again and again he thrugt,
and she smiled as she swayed easily out of reach each time. The captain went scarlet and thrust the
sword forward to impale her. Iseult stepped back at the very last moment, then brought her hand down
sharply on the back of his neck so he dropped, his helmet rolling across the jetty with a clatter.

Immediately three more soldiers attacked her, but she nicked one behind the knee with her reil and
punched the other in the Sde of the head. Hamstrung, thefirgt fell, howling in agony, but the other merely
shook his head, dazed, and came at her again.

Iseult dodged his short spear and got in aquick thrust with her reil, kicking backward with one foot a
the same time, knocking another back to the ground. The third caught her foot, but she punched him
sharply under the chin, then stabbed him with the reil, held in her hand like aknife.

Another staggered to hisfeet and swiped at her with his claymore, but 1seult jumped highintheair,
bringing her knees up to her chin, then spun in midair, kicking himin the face. She landed in acrouch
behind his back and punched him vicioudy in the kidneysthen, ashefdl, dragged her smal mace from
her belt and smashed it into the nose of another as he scrambled round to face her. Ashe clutched at his
face, she grabbed his spear and ran him cleanly through, turning at the same time so the sword being
swung at her back diced off hisarm instead. She pushed the dead soldier at her assailant, knocking him
off hisfeet, but another soldier caught her round the legs and dragged her down.

Meghan started forward, but Iseult was fighting so desperately there was no getting closeto her. With a
series of kicks and blows Iseult overcame the soldier, rolling out of the way as another spear plunged into
where she had been just seconds before. Then Iseult was on her feet again. Lightly she bounded away,
then unhooked the head of her mace so she could swing it on itsleather thong. The soldiers hesitated,

and she taunted them. "Scared, areye? O' alassie?’

The dazed captain staggered to hisfeet and swung his claymore toward her. She kicked himin the
stomach with both feet, then brought the mace down hard on the sde of hishead. Again shewhirled it
around her head, and smashed the skull of Bacaiche's captor. Without waiting to see him fall, she kicked
one of the wounded soldiers back to the ground as he tried to reach for hisfallen sword, then danced
again out of reach.

By now there were only three soldiersleft stlanding and they were regling with the injuries she had
inflicted on them. I seult was winded, though, and the blood dripping from the wounded made the ground
benesth her feet precarious. For some minutes they feinted, but only one came close enough to tear the
fabric of her shirt. She beat him back with quick, strong blows, stabbing him through the throat.

Leaning on her sword, she kicked out sideways and caught onein the sscomach, but when he fell, he took
her down with him. Kicking and punching, she struggled to'be free of hisweight, but it wastoo late, the
oneremaining soldier stood over her and, with atriumphant cry, brought down his sword.

Before the blade could pierce her, he stiffened and gurgled, and the stroke fell awry as he toppled
forward, aspear protruding though his stomach. Iseult looked up in amazement to see a stern-faced



Meghan release her grip onitshandle. "Y ekilled him!™ 1seult gasped, wiping the blood from her eyes.

"Aye" Meghan replied grimly. "Come, we must get out 0' here.” She helped Iseult to her feet, and called
to her nephew, who was crouched againgt the fence, holding his sscomach and haf crying with pain and
anger. He staggered to hisfeet, his enormous black wingstrailing behind him. The injured captain tried to
rise, scrabbling for his sword, but 1seult lunged forward and killed him with asingle thrust of her sword.
The crofters scuttled out of her way, asif they expected her to come after them with her dripping blade,
but 1seult was exhausted, leaning on the sword and panting heavily.

"Come, Iseult,” Meghan said again. "Wemust flee.”

The girl pushed her blood-matted curls out of her eyes and dropped her sword. With dow deliberation
she turned the dead soldier nearest to her down onto hisface, hisarms spread. As she arranged his
limbs, she dipped her fingersin the blood of hiswounds. Sowly, with great ceremony, she then touched
her fingertipsto her forehead, her eyelids, her ears and her mouth, deliberately tasting his blood.

"Embrace now our mother death as she embrace ye, and ken the Gods o' White have accepted your
blood in sacrifice," she chanted, then struggled awkwardly to her feet and moved to the next corpse,
removing her reil from histhroat and hanging it again from her belt.

Meghan, who had stood silent and still while carnage and chaos ruled around her, drew hersdlf up
straight, raised her hand and began to intone the rites of the dead.

"Meghan!" Bacaiche waswhite, hisyelow eyes blazing. Bruises were beginning to discolor hisface and
throat. "Wedo no' havetime.”

Meghan turned to him. "Iseult isright,” she answered. "We must give due honor to the dead.”

S0, inthe misty morning light, she and I seult performed the different rites of their countries and religions,
| seult tasting their blood and turning them to embrace the earth. Meghan chanting the ancient rites. When
they had finished, Iseult'sface was liberaly striped with blood, her lips and teeth black.

Theferry passengers il lay on the ground in positions of supplication, some gripped with fear and
horror, others with wonder intermingled. Iseult picked up the captain's sword, its hilt intricately cast, its
blade black with blood. "I take thisas my spoils o' war!™ she announced in aringing voice. "Take note: |
leave the wegpons o' the others, for they fought bravely if unwisdy.”

The old witch turned and confronted the crowd. "Y e have seen today the Winged Prionnsa," she said,
"Know then that the stories and rumors are true. He does exi<t, and when Eileanan faces its darkest
moment, hewill comeand saveyeadl."

One of the crofters said, "Wha need have we o' awinged man when our Righ protects us?'

An expression of deep sorrow crossed Meghan'sface. "The Righ may no' dways be here to protect ye,"
she answered. "The Red Wanderer has crossed our skies and bringswith it omens o' war and
destruction. | fear the reports the Fairgean are rising are true, and they say the Righ isno' the man he
oncewss. . ."

"Treason!" hissed afat farmer's wife,

Meghan turned to look at her. "I spesk the truth, my dear,” she said and pulled back her plaid to show
the white lock that twisted through her braid al the way to the ground. "I am Meghan NicCuinn,
Sorceress o' the Beasts, and | do no' lie! A scarlet thread has been strung on the loom o' our lives and
we face danger such aswe have no' seen for many years.”



There was no doubt the highlanders recognized who Meghan was for there was a collective sigh and
murmur, half fearful, hdf glad. Many of them looked from her to Bacaiche, and asthey noticed the white
stresk in hisblack curls and his aquiline nose, so like Meghan's, another, more excited murmur rose.

"Evil times are ahead, have no doubt o' that!" the sorceress cried. "Know, however, that the Witches o
Eileanan are no' gone—they watch out for ye and protect ye still. Do no' fear! We are no' your enemies.”

With those words, Meghan turned and led the way into the swirling mist, Iseult limping close behind.
Bacaiche wrapped himsdlf in the nyx-hair cloak and again became a hunchback, lurching after. The mist
swallowed their figures and they were gone.

The Spinning Wheel Turns

The Spring Equinox

Song of the Celestines

The Veiled Forest was adark and forbidding place. Between stands of tall pine were vast moss-oaks
hung with greet curtains of spidery gray, giving theforest an unearthly fed. Mist drifted everywhere,
concealing the gresat tangle of roots so that Iseult had to pick her way warily. She kept her crossbow
nocked and at the ready, for Meghan said many strange creatures inhabited the enchanted forest and
Iseult knew she should not have explored so far.

Noticing how long the shadows had grown, she turned and made her way back to the garden of the
Celegtines. There the setting sun till shone red, and the mist was a mere blue haze benegth the graceful
trees. She made her way to the clearing where they had made their camp, and found Meghan pacing in
impatience, her brow deeply furrowed.

"About time ye got back!"- the wood witch said. "Wash yoursdf quickly! It's the spring equinox at last,
and we must make ready. Tonight the Celestines come to Tulachna Celeste, and happen we shall hear
some news o' Isabeau &t last.”

| seult obeyed instantly, knowing better than to ignore that tone in Meghan's voice. The sorceress had
been sorely troubled ever sncetheir arriva in the Celestines garden, for there had been no sign of

| sabeau as hoped. The garden had been empty of al life but the woodland creatures and, despite scrying
through her crystal ball every day, Meghan had been unable to discover any trace of her missing ward.

After the battle on the jetty, the three of them had hurried asfast asthey could into the shadowy gloom of
the Velled Forest, hearing the darm bell ringing out behind them. The old sorceress had been white with



anger. "To think | wanted the Red Guards to believe we were gill on the other side o' the loch! Now the
Awl will have every seeker in Rionnagan converging on the Velled Forest! After dl these years keeping
Bacaichée'sred identity secret, and the elven cat'slet out o' the bag by awee snippet o' alass that
should've known better!"

"That'sno' fair!" Iseult had protested angrily. "1t was no' me who attracted the soldiers attention! It was
no' mewho pulled hisfilthy cloak off!"

"No, that istrue." Meghan'stone was only dightly softer. "Both ye and Bacaiche are primefoolst Why
did yet no' leaveit to me, 1seult?"

Iseult had looked at her in amazement. What could Meghan have done? Bacaiche would have been
beaten to apulp if Iseult had not stepped forward, and the lot of them probably thrown into prison. There
they would have been tortured by the Questioners of the Anti-Witchcraft League and condemned to die,
just like her twin I sabeau had been. | sabeau had only barely managed to escape her fate, and she had
been crudly hurt by the Awl first. If Iseult had not fought and killed the soldiers, their fate would have
been as bitter. Y et Bacaiche had said no word of thanks, just limped forward, his scowl heavier than
ever, while Meghan had scolded her asif shewas a child and had acted foolishly instead of saving dl of
their lives.

"Wdll, what isdoneisdone," thewood witch had said. "I shall just have to seewhat | can makeo'it dl.
At least the rumors about the winged prionnsawill be spreading fast after this."

Sulkily Iseult had suffered Meghan's cleansing and purification rites, which the sorceressinsisted were
necessary before attempting to penetrate the enchanted forest. It had taken them close on aweek to
make their way through the gaunt, looming trees, but at last they had stumbled out into the smooth lawns
and sunlit avenues of the Celestines garden. In the very heart of the garden was ahigh hill, perfectly
round and symmetrical, with aring of tall stones crowning its green head.

"Tulachna Celeste," Meghan had said, contentment and wonder in her voice. Iseult was alittle surprised.
From the way Meghan spoke, she had been expecting the ruins of agrand city, not thishill withitssmple
ring of rough-hewn stones.

They had climbed the hill in silence and soon had risen above thelevel of the grest trees, dmost as high
asthe hills and mountains behind them. The stones, each twice astal as | seult, were topped with other
stones, forming archways. The menhirswere al scratched with symbols of suns and stars and moons and
running water. Compared to the intricate stone carvings of the tower where I seult had grown up, they
seemed childlike and crude.

Inside there was merely astretch of meadow, with moretall stones circling apool of green water in the
center. Fringed with clumps of rushes, the water trailed a plume of lush grassand clover to the west
where once a stream had bubbled from its depths and run down the dope and into the forest. The joy on
Meghan'sface had dowly faded as she found no trace of anyone on the hill or in the garden, and gruffly
she had bid them make camp and wait. "' Perhaps | sabeau will be here soon,” she said. " She may no' have
been ableto find her way easly through the forest.”

Asthey had labored together gathering firewood and foodstuffs thet first evening, Iseult had noticed
Bacaiche moved more fluidly without the heavy cloak, even abandoning his club. She decided it must be
because he was able to use hiswings to balance himself, while they were merely ahindrance when
pinned benegath the cloak. She began to wonder why Bacai che had been unable to defend himsdf at the
ietty. Hewasatall, strong man with massive shoulders and arms, and a pair of lethaly clawed feet. Why
had he not used them?



When she had asked him that night, he had looked away, hisjaw set. "I thought the People o' the Spine
o' the World did no' ask questions.”

"| offer yeaquestionin return, o' course," Iseult answered.

He snapped, "I wasturned into ablackbird when | wastwelve, if ye remember. | had barely begun to be
taught to fight, and athough | had to struggle to stay divewhile abird, that iso' no use now."

"l do no' seewhy no'."

"I was ablackbird for four years, yefool. | hid among leaves when the shadow o' hawks fell upon me,
and flew away when elven cats were on the prowl. What useisthat to me now?"

"But have ye no' been spreading rumors o' the coming o' awinged warrior? Are ye no' expecting war?
How can yefight to win the throneif ye cannaeven defend yourself against apack o' haf-trained
soldiers?Y e had to be rescued by alass and an auld woman.. . .."

"Have ye no eyesin your head, Iseult o' the Snows? Life as aclaw-footed crippleisno' the path to being
awarrior." Bacaiche scrambled to hisfeet, the flames casting sinister shadows on hisface.

"Why no'? Y e could shoot a bow with those shoulders, and ye are strong. Y our talons look formidable. |
would no' like to fight ye hand-to-hand if ye used those the way a hawk does. And ye could attack from
above, which givesye an advantage.”

"How can | attack from above when | cannafly?' Bacaiche flapped hiswings derisvely so Iseult'sred
curlswere blown away from her face. "Y e think these wings are o' any use to me except to make mea
prisoner o

my own body? |, the Prionnsa Lachlan Owein MacCu-inn, son o' Parteta the Brave and direct
descendant o' Aedan Whitelock, am called uile-bheist and mongter. | am hunted down like a coney by
my own brother's soldiers, forced to live asafugitive! Yethink | would no' like to be able to strike back?
Yethink | do no' long to dance with asword like ye do?!

"l canteach ye," 1seult began.

With asnarl, Bacaiche had jerked away, wrapping the cloak around him again. "Teach acripple, 1seult?|
thought ye despised the weak and deformed. | thought ye believed helpless cripples should be lft out for
your blaygird Gods o' White?" Without waiting for an answer, he had lurched off into the darkness, Iseult
flushing with anger and shame. It was true, weak or disfigured babies were exposed by the Prides, and
those crippled by war or accident pitied and scorned. She was sorry Bacaiche knew it.

The next morning he had limped off into the forest as soon as they had finished their porridge. Frowning,
I seult had washed hersdlf and the dishes in the burn that ran brown and sun-speckled through the trees.
The stone-crowned head of the high, green hill was framed between the branches of amassive
moss-draped tree. At the sight of it, serenity swept through her. What does it matter if the
bad-tempered, hunchbacked fool is angry and will no' speak with me? He means nothing to me

anyway . . .

Meghan was sitting cross-legged on the ground, pulling amyriad of strange objects out of the smal black
pouch she held in her lap. Her donbeag, Gita, scurried back and forth, carrying what he could to lay in
various mounds on the turf.

"Magic pouch,” Meghan explained. "It was woven for aMacBrann by one o' the oldest and cleverest o
the nyx. It'sabottomless bag—very useful for moving house or escaping unexpected attacks.



Unfortunately, ye must take things out in the same order that ye put them in, and o retrieving anything
can be anuisance.

Asthe wood witch spoke, 1seult helped the donbeag sort everything into piles, marveling at some of the
extraordinary things Meghan had decided to include. A smith's hammer and chisel werefollowed by a
broken arrow fletched with white feathers, and then by awedding vell of lace so old Iseult was afraid it
might crumblein her hands. There were beautifully woven plaidsin blues and greens, red running through
likealine of fire, while adark-brown globe perched unsteadily on top of thetal pile of books.

Iseult picked the sphere up by its ornate stand and spun it. "Where are we?"

Meghan, without pausing in her unpacking, gently floated the globe out of the girl's hands and down onto
thegrass. "Itisno aglobe o' our world," she said reprovingly. "That isone o' only two globes from the
Other World, and it isirreplacesble. | keep it in the pouch so that time will no' touch it. Please take grest
care with my treasures, Iseult. Many o' them | saved from fire and treachery and | would no' likeyeto
damage them now."

She indicated one of the heavy books, dark with age, with aheavily embossed cover. "That isone o' the
gresat treasures o' the Coven, and | came near death saving it from the Banrigh. It is The Book o'
Shadows, and it contains much lore and history, and many great and powerful spells. Now we are safe at
TulachnaCeleste, | shdl begin teaching ye and Lachlan again.”

"Moremagic?' Iseult asked eagerly.

Meghan nodded, but said, "Y e and Lachlan have much ese ye must learn aswell. Alchemy and
geography and history, among other things. Y €re both ignorant indeed!" At the old witch'swords, 1 seult
sat back on her hedls. Her jaw set in away that Meghan was beginning to know well. "No stubbornness
now, Iseult,” Meghan warned. "Y e agreed to throw your ot in with me, and indeed I'm glad now that the
Spinners brought your thread to cross mine. Thereisadesignin thisweaving, that | be sureo'. Yemust
be made ready.”

Iseult tilled her hands, which had begun to fidget in her 1ap.

"Besides, why no' take the opportunity to learn what ye can? Knowledge is power, surely ye must ken
that. If ye are one day to be Firemaker, as ye wish, ye should want to do the best ye can for your
people. | am sure your grandmother does no' wish ye to waste your time here."

Still 1seult was silent, her lashes red crescents againgt her creamy, freckled face.

"And if | remember rightly, your father first cameto the Tower o' Two Moons because he had learnt all
that the wise ones o' your land could teach him. He wanted to learn our wisdom and skills, and while he
waswith us he studied hard."

At that Iseult looked up and said, "Y e areright. To be the Firemaker isto bein geas to the Gods o
White. To no' take it on full-heartedly isto no' give al honor to the gods." She paused, and thensaidina
condtricted voice, "l give ye my gpologies then, auld mother, and confess both to fear and pride, worst o'
deficiencies." Meghan looked alittle surprised and went to say something, but Iseult pressed on grimly. "l
was afraid ye wished meto learn your wisdom so that ye could win me from the Prides, and turn meto
your own path; and | was proud and angry for your nephew has scorned my offer o' coaching when
indeed he should ken it was arare compliment for meto offer at al!"

Meghan's puckered old mouth twitched, but she answered gravely. "Indeed, Iseult, thereisno need to
gpologize—al | wishisfor ye to make the most o' your powers. Y e may return to the Spine o' the World



any timeyewish, though | would no' liketo loseyeat dl.”

"Then | shall bide awee and see what pattern the weaver makes o' our lives,” Iseult replied just as
gravey.

Meghan was pleased a her words, for it showed the girl had at least listened once or twice, but she shut
her mouth down grimly and said, "Do no' bother the lad, Iseult, itisno' kind o' ye. Indeed, it wasa
blaygird enchantment laid on him and he is bitter indeed at the Ensorcdllor. He does no' find hislife now

easy to accept.”

Iseult opened her mouth to protest, then flushed and said nothing, remembering the black mood her
guestion the night before had provoked. Biding with these souther ners has made me rude and
disdainful, shethought. Asking unwanted questions!

When Bacaiche at last sumped back to the clearing, his curls were lank with swest, his bare chest and
shoulders marked dl over with bramble scratches. Meghan beckoned him down to sit by her, her
wrinkled face uncharacteristicaly soft. "L ook, Lachlan my lad, | have my father'skilt and plaid for ye.
His sgian dubh and sporran too. They were tucked away along time syne. Y e need clothes, ye canna
wander around the country in apair o' Isabeau’'s auld breeches. Too small by far they arefor yel"

Bacaiche seized the plaids eagerly, histopaz eyes blazing, his black mood forgotten. "L ook, the sporran
bears the MacCuinn crest—there's a brooch to hold the plaid too." He turned the brooch to examine it,
and Iseult saw the device—alegping stag carrying acrown initsantlers. "1 have no' seen the stlag
rampant syne | wasabairn." His voice thickened. "And the dear auld tartan— my father never wore

anythingdse"

"Nor mine." Meghan caressed the plaid that now hung on her shoulders. With itsrich folds pinned
together with agreat emerad, it was easy to believe she was descended from righrean.

"Who exactly was your father, Meghan?' Bacaiche asked, stroking the dark green velvet of the jacket. "I
do no' think I've ever redly known what our relationship is. | just remember ye dways being therewhen |
wasabarn."

"Aye, | wasindeed alwaysthere. | was there when your father was a babe-in-arms, and your grandfather
and great-grandfather too. Indeed, so many o' your forebears have been dandled on my kneethat | have
near forgot them al. Great-aunt would be the most accurate description, if we left out about ten greats or
0."

So rich with irony was Meghan's voi ce that both Ba-caiche and | seult were not sure whether to believe
her. She amiled and twisted the jewel at her breast. "My father was the Whitelock himsdlf," she said
proudly. "I was his eldest daughter, and Mairead the Fair who wielded the Lodestar after him was my
younger Sgter.”

"But Aedan Whitelock died four hundred years ago!™

"Nay, three hundred and fifty-nine only. He lived to agrand auld age, my dai-dein, though he gave up the
throne when he turned seventy, thinking it was time his daughters had their chance. Mairead won the
Lodestar and | won the Key o' the Coven in the same year—seven hundred and thirty-four. It'sayear |
shdl never forget.”

"But that meansye must be. . ." Bacaichetried to calculate the yearsin hismind, but failed.

"Remind meto give ye some lessonsin mathematics,” Meghan said wryly. "I am four hundred and



twenty-seven years auld, though it's hardly polite o' ye to ask. Dearie me, it makes me fed auld to say it,
| had dmost forgotten how long it has been. Cleaning out the bottomless bag has made me nogtdgic. . .
Go and put on my father'skilt and sporran, Lachlan, and wear them proudly, for truly he was a great
man, perhapsthe finest MacCuinn o' them al.”

"Yearecdling meLachlan." His voice was muffled. "Why now?Y e have no' let me be called Lachlan
gnce the enchantment.”

Meghan smiled and patted his smooth, brown hand with hers, gnarled and blue-veined. "We are safe
here. Thereisno need to fear listening ears, none can scry on us within the protection o' Tulachna
Celeste and none can approach who are no' faery friends. Besides, we declared ye at the jetty. Do ye
no' think half o' Rionnagan knows by now that one o' the lost prionnsachan isfound? | was no' yet ready
to let Mayaknow that ye were dive and athreat to her power, but the massacre at the jetty forced my

| seult gritted her teeth and said nothing.

"So perhapsit istimefor ye to stop being the Cripple and become a prionnsaagain. | shal cal ye
Lachlan from now on, and so shall Iseult, and when we gather our troops together, they shdl cdl yethe
MacCuinn, asthey should.”

When Lachlan came back from the bushes, he walked with his head high and hiswings spread, thekilt
swaying above histaonswith every stilted stride. "These clothes are no' redlly in the fashion o' the day,
arethey?' he said ruefully, though he knew he looked magnificent. He had thrown the plaid over hisbare
shoulder and pinned it with the stag device, the emerald eye glinting darkly.

"Bring methe shirt and | shdl dter it for ye. If yewill let me measure and fit ye, | think | can mekeyea
shirt with wing-holesaswell asarmholes.”

"Aye" Lachlan replied eagerly and unpinned ? the plaid, dropping easily into acrouch before Meghan.
Thefirdight flickered over hisolive skin, outlining the contours of his chest. 1seult could not help watching
for, without his concedling cloak, Lachlan was abeautiful man, al muscle and smooth skin. Even folded,
hiswings were magnificent, glossy with blue highlightslike the wing of ablackbird, while histouded curls
hung over hisforehead in away Iseult found quite disturbing. She reminded hersdf what asurly,
ill-natured man he was, how rude and how ungrateful.

When Lachlan waswdl shrouded in linen and tied to her by aflashing needle and thread, Meghan said
softly, "I ken ye are angry because | seult spoke to ye about your wings and claws, but indeed it istimeye
accepted your state, Lachlan, and tried to make the most o' it."

Surprised, hetried to jerk away. Meghan held him fast, saying camly, "Lift your arm, laddie." After she
had pinned him, she continued, "1 ken it has no' been easy for ye and that ye grieve for your brothers till.
| missthem mysdlf and hope we will perhapsfind one trapped il inthe body o' ablackbird . . . Though
thirteen years have passed—even under enchantment, | doubt they could have lived so long. | wonder ye
managed to survive the four yearsyedid.” Shefell slent for along while.

When Meghan spoke again, her voice was low and stern. "1 seult has offered to teach yeto fight, yet ye
aretoo proud to take up her offer. Much as| abhor violence, sheisright, war iscoming. If the omensare
true, adark and bloody war it will be. Y e say ye wish to have revenge on Mayafor your ensorcelment,
and prevent her evil schemes from coming to fruition, yet yewill no' learn the strength and skills ye will
need. What kind o' Righ will ye be, when ye canna even grasp opportunities when they're offered to ye?"

Eveninthedim light of their fire, 1seult could see how red Lachlan had flushed. He gritted histeeth, and



sad, "Cannaye stay off my back, Meghan! All ye do is nag me and nag me."
"Do yewish for revenge on Mayathe Ensorcellor?”
"Aye, Eadamn the black-hearted witch!"

"Do ye wish to protect the people, asal your forebears have done, ever since our ancestor Cuinn
brought them to thisland?"

"l suppose s0," he scowled.
"Do ye wish to rescue the Lodestar?*

"Aye" Lachlan answered after amoment, hisvoice unexpectedly gentle. "It's greetin’, Meghan, | hear it
al thetime. | cannabear to haveit dowly dying from want o' love and contact.”

"Then put aside your pride and accept what 1seult and | are offering ye. Y e have ability, Lachlan, yejust
lack discipline and focus. Accept that ye shall never have back your carefree childhood a'nd your strong,
unblemished body, and make the most o' what ye have.”

Hesadinadrangled voice, "Yedo no' understand.”

"Indeed | do, my lad," and there was more affection and warmth in Meghan's voi ce than I seult had ever
heard. "My blood boils with anger that Maya can have harmed ye so. But | cannatransform ye back,
though I'vetried dl | know. Y e must accept your fate, laddie.

| have thought long and hard on this, and | wonder why else was I seult brought to us at thistime, if not to
teach us what she knows o' battle and warfare? | must trust to the weaver to fly the shuttle true, and so
must ye, Lachlan the Winged."

Lachlan did not reply. When Meghan had finished dtering the shirt, he shrugged it on and submitted to
her buttoning the back around hiswings, but he said nothing. Scowling, he squatted again by the fireand
prodded moodily at the coals with atwig. Iseult risked aglance at him and was disconcerted when he
shot her afierce gaze from under his brows. For amoment their eyes met, then I seult looked away,
embarrassed.

"Yeowemeaquestion, Iseult o' the Snows,” Lachlan jeered softly.

She met hisgaze squardly. "That | do.”

Helifted an eyebrow in surprise, then turned his gaze back to the cods. "I'll think o' agood one then.”
"One should never waste a question,” she agreed.

Involuntarily he smiled, though he turned away so quickly that Iseult saw only the crease of his cheek.
She smiled to hersdlf, turning her attention back to the spell book.

Every morning after that, 1seult had practiced with her weaponsin aclearing in the forest, polishing her
moves and stances, keeping her limbs supple and strong. Usualy she worked naked, wearing only her
boots and weapons belt, but Meghan had suggested she remain in her shirt and breechesin order to
protect her fair skin from the sun. Iseult agreed and was glad later when she redlized Lachlan was
watching her from the shelter of ahuge moss-oak. The memory of the time he had watched her bathing
gtill gave her an odd squirming feding deep in her somach, and she was glad to keep her linen shirt on,
despite the hest.



At first she was tempted to show off some of her more difficult aerial maneuvers. 1seult had been one of
the mogt acrobatic of the Scarred Warriors. Even on foot she was capable of dazzling tumbling and
somersaulting runs. Remembering, though, that Lachlan was a pupil, she did what shewould do if she
were teaching one of her young disciples back in the Haven. She showed how ardatively smple
sequence of movements could trandate into a powerful defensive move. Over and over she repeated the
dow flowing movement of hand and hip, each time extending until &t last she rose off thegroundina
quick snap of her body, her foot kicking out and up. Without having to look, she was aware of Lachlan's
brooding interest, and gradually she began to vary the moves so that he saw how many ways alearned
reflex could be used.

By the third day Lachlan was restless, wanting to try the moves out for himself, and only then did Iseult
show himwhat training and discipline could do, throwing hersdlf into aseries of cartwhedsthat ended
with asoaring somersault that took her high into the leafy canopy. He came out then, though frowning, his
arms crossed over his chest. Since donning the clothes of his ancestor, he ? had seemed both more
righlike and less mysterious. Iseult was conscious of afeding of anticipation.

"Why do ye dways cover your hair?" he had surprised her by asking, tugging at thelong tail of her linen
cap.

"Isthat the question ye wish meto answer?'
"Nay. Though | would liketo know .... So ye wish to teach meto fight."
"Aye, if yewould like."

"Meghan seemsto think it may be o' use. Just try no' to lecture me or put on that superior smirk o
yours."

"So gracious asaways, Y our Highness."

So while Meghan had paced the clearing and scryed through her crystal ball, 1seult had begun teaching
Lachlan how to fight. At first it had been difficult, for he had never worked out whether to stride like a
man or hop like abird. By now, however, hewas at |east able to defend himsdlf if attacked, and his
movements were not so awkward as he limped about the clearing.

Meghan had found the weeks of waiting till the spring equinox difficult and her temper this evening was
bitter and hot. Asthey drank the herba potion she gave them, the wood witch scolded them angrily,
testing them on the rites of the equinox. Both Iseult and Lachlan had learnt them the previous day, but in
his resentment at her mood, Lachlan either could not or would not remember them.

"It's about time ye took therituals o' the Coven serioudy, Lachlan! Yemust ken dl the chantsfor l the
fedtivds—they are no' dl for show and mystification . . ."

"Why do | need to kenthem dl?| shdl be Righ!"

"Y e comefrom theline o' Cuinn Lionheart himsdlf, and great power islaent inye. Y e cannawidd the
Lodestar if the power lies dormant. Y e must learn as much as ye can about your own Skillsand Taents
aforeye can think o' winning the Lodestar. Y e want to be Righ o' dl Eileanan? Y €ll need everything ye
have o' strength and knowledge and wisdom, and ill yewill need more. . ."

"Aye, aye, | ken, yevetold medl thisafore" Lachlan muttered.

Meghan clambered to her feet and began gathering together her witch's parapherndia "Then why will ye
no' heed what | say?' She thrust aload of firewood into Lachlan'sarms and piled I seult's up with wreaths



of flowers. Gitaclinging to her plait, she began to wak through the forest to Tulachna Celeste.

"If it's so important for meto learn the Skills o' witcheraft, why did ye leave me with Enit al those years?'
Lachlan suddenly flared, rustling hiswings behind him. " She's no Tower witch, just aforest skediethat
sngsfor her supper.”

"Enit may no' be Tower-trained, but she has powerful magic o' her own," Meghan snapped, leaning on
her staff to catch her breath. She continued in atroubled voice, "Y e ken why | had to leave ye with Enit.
Y e were more than half bird ill. Enit can charm any bird, even one asfierce asye were, morefacon
than blackbird, | swear. She could speak with yein your own language . . ."

"The song o' the blackbird, ye mean,” Lachlan scowled. Lifting his head, he sang so sweetly a pang
hooked through Iseult's throat and she had to swallow and look away.

"It was dangerousfor ye to be with me." Meghan's voice waslow and quick. "l was hunted everywhere,

with aprice on my head and every seeker in theland focusing on me. | hoped the Banrigh would not find
out ye had survived her ensorcelment, and so | had to keep ye well hidden. No one had cause to suspect
the jongleurs, and Enit could safely conced ye and keep ye safe.”

"Still, ajongleur's caravan isno' the place to be learning the tricks o' witcheraft,” Lachlan responded. "Ye
can hardly blame me for no' knowing as much as ye would like, when ye left me to be brought up by

gipdes”
"Aye, happen yeareright,” Meghan responded with unusua mildness, "but that is no excuse for no'
learning now that ye are with me again. Besides, ye ken ye wanted to stay with Enit once ye knew she

was working with the rebels. Y e were filled with black rage against the Banrigh and wanted to be striking
agang her."

"Aye, because yewould no'!"

"Do no' beafool," Meghan snapped as she reached the stone-crowned summit. "Y e ken | wasworking
with Enit al thetime, | could no' be wandering around in the countryside with a price on my head and a
face that every crofter and shepherd knew. Y e just could no' stand to work in shadows, ye had to be
out, flaunting yoursdlf and gaining areputation! Besides, ye ken Enit tried to teach ye some o' the Y edda
Skills but ye were as always too impatient, too sulky.”

"I could hardly remember to speak, Meghan, if ye remember. It was ages afore | could even summon the
One Power again.”

"Y et yewere alwaysvery strong asabairn, | ill canna understand why ye fear the Power so much
now—"

Lachlan opened his mouth to retort, but Meghan held up an imperative hand, ingsting on sllence while she
made the genuflections necessary before she would cross through the great doorway of sone. When they
passed through to the inner circle of stones, the sun wastilted on the far distant pesak of the Fang, turning
the glacier to rose and lavender. It was sunst, time for theritesto begin.

The spring equinox marked the end of winter and the dead time, and the beginning of the summer
months. It was atime when the magica tides turned, ashift in the harmonies of the earth. For thefirst
time since the coming of the cooler wesether, daylight lingered aslong as the night. Though not as
important to the witches caendar as Beltane or Midsummer's Eve, it was still akey event and was
usualy celebrated with the burning of fragrant candles, the making of wreaths and the ringing of bells.



Although the three of them were donein the forest, Meghan intended to celebrate the equinox asfully as
if the Coven of Witcheswere gill apower in theland. Once every family would have decorated the
house with evergreen branches and chanted the rites, and the bellswould have rung out loudly from every
village meetinghouse. Now that the Coven was outlawed and witchcraft forbidden, only afew would
dare celebrate the vernd equinox, and they would do it in secret. Even fewer would endure the hours of
fasting and praying that Meghan insisted upon first; and when they spoke the incantations, it would bein
low voices and with fearful glances.

Her eyes shut, awreath of dark leaves on her head, I seult endured the lonely hours of the Ordedl,
thinking of the great snow-capped needles of stone and the white valleysthat had aways been her home.
I seult missed the Spine of the World. The warmth of these green hills made her dow and soft, and prone
to romantic imaginings. Still, she was proud to be following in the footsteps of her hero father, the first of
her people to cross the Cursed Peaks and travel in theland of the sorcerers. He had died here, or so she
had thought. The dragons had said that he was not dead, only lost, and so Iseult dreamed of finding him
and bringing him back in triumph to her grandmother.

The flames were sinking low when suddenly al 1seult's senses came dert. There was an alien presence
within the circle of stones. Jerking her tired eyes open, Iseult saw threetall, pale shapes dowly
approaching thefire. Slently shefitted an arrow to her little bow, wound it with the hook on her belt and
raised it to her shoulder.

Without warning, agnarled old hand gripped hers, forcing her to lower the crossbow. If Iseult had not
recogni zed Meghan's touch, shewould have killed her immediately, but she subdued her ingtinctive urge
to defend hersdlf, and let the bow and arrow dip to the ground.

| said we were safe here, Iseult, when will ye learn to trust me? The witch spokein her mind. If ye
had fired and killed one o' our hosts, ye would have done great evil, for the Celestines are the
gentlest o' creatures, and we shelter here at their kindness. Learn to think afore ye seek to kill, my
bairn, for else ye are as evil as those we seek to overthrow.

I seult nodded, though she watched the noisdless approach of the mysterious figures with distrust. The
Fire-maker Meghan may be prepared to extend the hand of friendship to dl creatures, but Iseult certainly
was not.

The Celegtinesweretal and dender, with white hair that flowed down their backs. They were dressed in
loose robes of pale silk that seemed to shimmer dightly so that avague nimbus surrounded their forms. In
the darkness their faces were indistinct, though occasionaly she saw the gleam of their eyes. With the
fingers of one hand to their foreheads, they bowed to Meghan. The air was filled with a sonorous
humming.

Meghan rose to her feet, bowed, and answered them with the same deep, low croon. It sounded like
bees swarming, even cats purring, leaves rustling, rain blowing.

"Itisnigh on midnight,” Meghan said softly to her wards. “"We shdl begin the chanting and dancing soon,
and walit for dawn, when the Cdestines shal ang thesuntolife. Yemay dl joininif ye catch the melody;
but if ye cannamaintain the sound, do no' start. It isabad omen indeed if the song should fdlter, and the
song o' the Celegtine needs stamina and control o' one's breath.”

Through the dark came another of the faery creatures, smaller than the others and stooped. When he
came closer to thefire to greet Meghan, Iseult saw his face was seamed with wrinkles, hisforehead so
heavily corrugated that his eyes were hidden in shadow. He and Meghan hummed at each other for some
time, the sound surprising Iseult with itsflexibility and expressiveness. Although she did not know what



they were saying, she heard gladness and welcome, and questions. He placed one multijointed finger
between Meghan's eyes, and she bowed her head and let him touch her for avery long time. Then he
took her hand in hisand let her touch him in the same manner.

So quietly that Iseult did not hear her, another Celestine had come through the outer ring of stonesand
now stood bes de them, humming softly. She and Meghan embraced, and Iseult heard the rising inflection
of an anxious question in Meghan's response.

I seult had lmost fallen asleep when Meghan at |ast returned to the fire. Lachlan wasfidgeting under the
gaze of the Celestines, grouped by themsalves near the water. He looked up with relief as Meghan
ordered them to light their torches, and he nudged Iseult with hisclaw.

The five white figures stood around the dark poal in the apex of the hill and waited in courteous Slence as
Meghan led I seult and Lachlan through the rites of the witches. 1seult was growing used to Meghan's
ways, but ill shefdt awkward and rather silly chanting rhymes and dancing round the fire with those
solemn figureswatching. Again and again her eye was drawn to them, in both wonder and suspicion.
With their long white manes and strong facid structure, the Celestines reminded her of the People of the
Spine of the World, and you never turned your back on an unknown Khan'-cohban if you could helpit.

It wasin the gray hush before dawn when the Celestines at last moved, stepped forward to hold hands
around the pool. The burning torcheswhich Iseult, Lach-lan and Meghan had carried in their hands were
scorched to their base, barely glimmering with flame. The fire had sunk to embers, and Iseult was
conscious of the dryness of her eyes and the empty ache of her body after a night without food or deep.

One by one the Celestines began to croon, some so low the sound was felt as athrumming in the veins
and arteries and organs, rather than heard; others as high and clear asthetinkle of awaterfal. Meghan
joined the Celestines around the poal, their dim tall figures towering over hers. Her murmur interlaced
with the Cdestines, building in blood-troubling rhythms.

The night was beginning to pedl away aong the horizon when, unexpectedly, avoice of the clearest and
most poignant beauty wove through the song. Iseult, crouched by the fire in a daze, looked up and saw
that Lachlan had quietly stepped forward to take Meghan's hand and join the ring of singers. Hiswings
were spread, the moonlight marbling the feetherswith slver, highlighting the beautiful line of hisjaw and
neck. Iseult could only gaze at him and listen, filled with helplesslonging.

Asthe stonesloomed against the paling sky, birds of all sorts began to sing and carol. Water gurgled as
clear, liquid bubbles splashed into life, sending the water in the pool tumbling over thelip of stone and
down the sde of the hill. Still Lachlan sang, his voice the most beautiful music Iseult had ever heard. The
sun rose, embroidering the landscape with color, and the song of the Celestines dowly drifted into
Slence.

"Och, well done, my laddiel" Meghan cried. "Come and see, Iseult! The summerbourneisrunning.”
In the center of the pool aclear spring now bubbled.

Where the water cascaded down the western dope of the hill, agaudy train of flowers had sprung
up—thetiny crimson stars of waterlilies, golden buttercups, blue forget-me-nots, the white buds of wild
strawberries and the heavy pink heads of clover.

The Ceiestines were humming excitedly, and Meghan turned and embraced her nephew. "It istrue, ye
have magic in your voice," she cried, and tears were wet on her wrinkled face. "The summerboumeis
running, stronger than it hasfor years! They say it isthe best Singing o' the dawn since the Faery Decree,
for there are so few Celetines|eft and many aretoo sick at heart for the singing! Oh, Lachlan, | am so



pleased and surprised! Enit said ye refused to use your voice, though she knew it had the power o
enchantment. Y e have Taent indeed—l ook at the oring, how strongly it flows!™

The youngest of the Celestines, adim woman dressed in palest yellow, came forward and took Lachlan's
hands and gazed intently into hiseyes. A surprised expression crossed Lachlan'sface, then alook of
squirming embarrassment. "That'sal right,” he said gruffly. "It seemed the thing to do—I could hear the
melody building.. . ."

After another long, searching look, she moved then to Meghan and the two embraced and wandered off,
deep in conversation. One by one, the other Celestines bowed to Lachlan and touched their fingersto the
middle of hisforehead and then to theirs. He scowled, unsure how to respond, but they merely smiled
joyoudy then followed the course of the summerboume asit tumbled down the hill. The air was sweet
with the heady scent of the flowers, and woodlarks flew overhead, singing furioudy. The whole forest
seemed dive with gladness, bright leaves quivering, nisses bathing playfully in the overbrimming stream.

Only the oldest of the Celestines remained, running hisfingersthrough the liquid stk of the spring, a
buttercup tucked in his beard. Hisface in the fresh light seemed impossibly lined, asif he had seen much
pain and sorrow. His sparse hair and beard were white as that of a geal'teas, hiseyespdeand glittering.
Aware of Iseult's gaze, he looked up and touched hisfingersto his corrugated brow. Although he smiled,
hisface did not loseitstinge of melanchaly.

At last Meghan and the Celegtine returned from their intent conversation. Meghan's face was bright, her
black eyes soft with pleasure. "Come, let us eat o' the flesh o' our mother and drink the water o' her body
and let usrgoice, for the seasons have turned and the green months are upon us,” she intoned, then her
voicethrilled with adeep joy. "And let usrgoice, for Isabeau isdive and on her way to Rhyssmadill!
Cloudshadow has seen her, and though Isabeau was sore hurt, she hedled her at the turn o' the tides. She
gave | sabeau the Saddle o' Ahearn to help her make haste to the blue palace. She says the portion o' the
Key which Isabeau carried is safe dtill. Such adark load off my mind!”

Meghan turned to Cloudshadow and made the low humming noisein her throat which seemed to bethe
Celegtines language. The Cdestinetrilled back, and came and sat by Iseult's Side, eagerly breaking the
bread and biting into apiece of fruit.

Greetings, Iseult NicFaghan ...

Iseult looked up and around, but Meghan and L achlan gave no indication they had heard anything. Then
sheredized the Celestine was smiling at her and humming gently in her throat. Her eyeswere clear and
trand ucent aswater.

We of the Celestine do not have the same sort of vocal cords as you humans. We cannot speak
your language and it is the rare human who can learn to mimic our sounds. Meghan is the only
one | have ever known to have managed it, and it took her centuries. Some of us can speak into
your minds, though, if you are receptive. You have the blood inheritance of the Khan'cohbansin
your veins. They are cousins of a sort to the Celestines, and so that makes it easier for me to
speak to you thus.

"What did ye cal me?' Iseult asked.

Iseult NicFaghan. | could just as easily have called ye Khan'derin daKhan'lantha, for both are
your names. You are the offspring of theill-fated union of Faodhagan the Red and Khan'lantha of
the Fire-Dragon Pride, many hundreds of years ago. Although your ancestors bred but rarely with
Khan'cohbans, you have still inherited some of their qualities—your clear eyesight, your fighting
spirit—but 1 call you by your human name, for that is where your destiny lies.



But | am heir to the Firemaker! Unconscioudy Iseult answered without words.

And heir also to the witches' tower. It istime for the descendants of Faodhagan to take their place
in human society. A thousand years your family has dwelled apart fromtheir kin. It istime to be
united . . . | have met your twin sister, you know. You are much alike, more so than | expected.
She has a hard journey ahead of her, hut then, | think the cost of your destiny will also be high.
You have difficult choices to make, and more depends on your decision than you can be aware of.
Do not be afraid, though. Although there is sorrow ahead, thereis also great joy.

| do no' understand what ye are talking about.

Always | find it difficult to communicate with humans such as yourself. | have studied your
thought and emotion patterns and yet always there is this gap between what | know and what |
can say. | amalways surprised by how muddled your thinking is, and how vague your emotions.

| do no' think I'mmuddled . . .

Amusement rang clearly through the Ceestine's mind-voice. No, of course you do not. Humans never
do. I have encountered few races more arrogant, especially when so many are so stupid. Sll, the
best of you have great minds and hearts, and | try hard not to judge the few by the many.

Thank you ....
The Cdedtine gave ahightrill, causng Meghan to look up and smile.
Humans always surprise me. | forget how lightly you

live. It istrue your lives are short. | fear the Celestines take everything too seriously, Meghan says
welack a. . . sense of humor, if that is the right term. An odd expression, for how is humor a
sense? Thereare only SIX senses. . .

My grandmother is always admonishing me for not taking life seriously enough.

Yes, the Khan'cohbans do live heavily. They are conscious always of the weight of death pressing
them down.

For thefirgt timein their strange conversation, the Celestine had made a sound. She had said
"Khan'coh-ban" as the People would have said it: aharsh, guttural "Khan," followed by two descending
notes—the Gods! Children of. The sound had the same skin-shivering quality as the desolate cry of a
raven at dusk.

In the same language I seult replied, "Life on the Spine of the World ishard.”

Indeed it is. We of the forest are fortunate. Or at |east, we were. Meancholy now clouded the soft
voicein Iseultsmind. We that you humans call Celestines were once as many as the starsin the sky.
We lived in the forests and vales and cared for the land. We had our enemies. Who does not?
What you call Satyricorn harried us often, and cursehags and gravenings too. Sometimes the
Khan'cohbans came down from the snowy peaksin hordes. . .

|seult redlized with a start that the complicated bud of wrinkles on the Celesting's forehead had parted
and she was being regarded with athird, dark eye. It gleamed with liquid reflections, so bright it struck
through her like asword. Below, her two other eyes were clear and empty.

Involuntarily 1seult started back, and the Celestine regarded her gravely, her long-fingered hands folded



in her lgp. The sight of my third eye frightens you? For some reason it always makes humans
uneasy, perhaps because they lost theirs so long ago. Yet if | keep it shut, how else am | to see you
clearly, or find the means to speak with you?

| seult regarded the eye in the middle of the Celestinésforehead. Ye see me differently through your
third eye?

Indeed. It is hard for me to describe. It isyour emotional energies| see, your hidden thoughts. . .
Do we no' have a third eye too? Meghan said something...

Yes, but your forehead is smooth, your third eye cannot physically see. It is as much the sixth sense
that you use. Your third eye iswrapped in veils, and you must learn to unwrap them. Your sister,

of course, her third eye was sealed shut by Meghan, but she suffered a sharp blow to her head and
that has shaken Meghan's mark off. She will find the veils unraveling quickly now.

So what do ye see 0' me through your third eye?

You are yearning for the winged boy, yet you reprimand yourself for allowing yourself to think
about him. He is bad-tempered and arrogant, you tell yourself many times. Be at peace, | tell you,
for | feel your destiny and his lie together. The winged boy has enchantment in his voice. This
mor ning saw the strongest running of the sum-merbourne in years. The summerbour ne feeds the
forest and the garden and all shall spring into life now and be renewed . . . Do not be angry with
me for speaking of what | see. Your emotions are so tangled about this boy | can see very little
ese

Lachlan MacCuinn imitates and exasperates me, if that is what ye mean by my emotions being
tangled. Other than that | rarely think o' him. Iseult looked down at the fruit "in her hand, avoiding the
Celedtinesthree-eyed gaze.

| think | see you more clearly than you see yourself. It is of no use avoiding truth with a Celestine,
you cannot lie to us about emotions. . . | must go and walk with my grandfather now, he has
missed me much in recent months. Think on what | have said, and be at peace. One cannot always
control what one thinks and feels, there is no wrongdoing in discovering one's path liesin a
different direction than one has thought.

| amthe heir to the Firemaker, Iseult thought defiantly.

Cloudshadow roseto her feet, dusted off her pale silk gown, and smiled down at Iseult. Farewell, Iseult
NicFaghan . ..

Iseult looked up to find Lachlan's topaz eyesfixed on hers, and scowled at him. Immediately he scowled
back. Yearning for that sour-faced lad? | do no' think so!

Darksome Light And Shining Night

Dillon the Bold crawled on his ssomach towards the ridge, motioning to hislieutenants to keep down,
then raised his head to peer over the edge. The path that ran along the fast-paced Muileach River was
empty of al lifeasfar as he could see. Hewaited for afew minutes, listening and watching, then pursed



up hislips and whistled, three ascending notes like a bluecap swift. Immediately his second-in-command,
Jay the Fiddler, beckoned forward the group of ragged children crouched behind a boulder to the rear.
They hurried forward, leading afeeble old man in beggar's robes, whose long, knotted beard was thrust
through abelt of rope. He tapped his way across the rough ground with atall saff, his eyeswhite and
clouded.

"The path is clear ahead, Magter, | think it be safe for usto scoot ahead,” Dillon said, caressing the
black-patched head of his shaggy puppy.

"That be good,” Jorge the Seer replied, turning hisblind head. "Tonight isthe spring equinox and | really
think we should hold the rites and do aSighting, though it troubles me to open myself so wide herein the
wilderness. If any soldiers be near and see us, they'll know we are following the auld ways and then welll
bein troubleindeed.”

"Do no' fear, Master, we shdl guard ye and keep ye safe.”

"Thank ye, | know ye shdl," the old seer replied with no trace of irony in hisvoice. After thelast few
weekstraveling in the company of Dillon the Bold and his gang of beggar children, he knew they would
carefor himwith greet efficiency.

Jorge had first met the children in the dums of Lu-cescere, where they had helped him and hisyoung
acolyte Tomas escape the, clutches of the Anti-Witcheraft League. Thelittle boy had the miraculous
ability to hed by histouch aone, and had drawn the seekers attention by curing those incarcerated in the
Awl's dungeons. Word of the miracle had spread quickly, and riots against the much-despised Awl had
broken out. Led by the sturdy, shock-haired Dillon, who was known then by his nickname Scruffy, the
beggar children had led the city soldiersin circles while Jorge and Tomas fled into the mountains. Grateful
to Dillonfor his help, Jorge had suggested hejoin their travels but had not expected the beggar boy to
accept on behalf of the entire gang.

Jorge had found himself quite unableto tell the ragged, dirty children to return to the dums of Lucescere,
however. He had grown up in those alleyways himsdf. He knew just how harsh alifeit was. No matter
how arduous traveling through the countryside might be, or how dangerous, the children would be safer
with him than living wild off the streets of Lucescere.

After aweek in the company of the League of the Healing Hand, as they now called themsdlves, Jorge
had to admit that, rather than the children being under his protection, he was under theirs. Dillon the Bold
was the leader of the League, of course, and he had deployed . histroops with the ingenuity and
expertise of abattle-seasoned generd. Although he had lived dll hislifein the city'sdums, severd of his
gang had been brought up in the country and he had grilled them to find out everything they knew about
hunting and tracking in the countryside.

Fasetrailswerelaid, their tracks covered, roots and berries gathered, camping spots found, snares set
for coneys and birds, and patrols ordered to scour the land ahead and behind. Only the eldest girl,
Johanna, an anxious-looking waif with long plaits of mousy brown, had begged to belet off the scouting
parties, content to forage for food and cook them messy medlsinstead.

Within daysthe city of Lucescere had been left far behind, the green foothills stegpening into sharp cliffs
and ravinesfilled with forest and the tinkling of waterfdls. Sharp pointed mountains rose on ether Side,
while the river snaked through a deep gorge that forced the small band of travelersto stay on the narrow
path. The main problem was that the Red Guards aso had to follow theriver if they did not want to force
away through the heavily forested ridges that rose on either side. Subsequently the L eague'sjourney was
agame of hide-and-seek, aided by the long sight of Jorge's raven flying overhead and the old man's



prescient witch senses.

The biggest danger was presented by the seekers of the Awl who occasionaly accompanied the patrols.
Jorge could shield himsdlf with the ease of long practice, but the other members of the gang were more
difficult. Tomas was protected by apair of enchanted nyx-hair gloves, but the others had no way of
hiding their thoughts, and some of them clearly had the potentia for working magic. A seeker wastrained
to search out anyone that had any hint of magica ability, and there was ared danger that one of the
children would inadvertently commit some act of magic that would aert a seeker to their presence.

Jorge had dready had to forbid Jay the Fiddler from playing hisold, battered violin. Thethin,
olive-skinned boy had played for them one night, and Jorge had been able to see the magic woven into
hismusic as easily asaman with eyes could see the starsin the sky. He had shushed the boy quickly,
afraid that what human ears could not have heard from afew hundred yards away, a seeker would be
ableto sense with ease.

Theyounger of thetwo girls, alissom, mercuria child called Finn, had been quite distressed on Jay's
behdf and had tackled Jorge the next morning. "Dinnaye like what Jay was playing last night? Why did
yetdl himto sop? Hesaflaming witch with thefiddle, | dwaysthink! Did yeno' likeit?"

"Och, no, it was bonny, Finn, it'sjust because heisawitch with the fiddle that | stopped him. Hismusic
isfull o' magic. It's dangerous with so many witch-sniffers around.”

Jorge could fed thelittle girl's bright eyesfixed on him. With agasp Finn said, "Do ye meandt? Isit redly
magic?| dwayssad it wasl" With abound she was flying away, no doubt to find Jay and tell him what
the seer had said.

Jay cameto him later, hisvoice hoarse with repressed feding, to say shyly, "Finn said ye think my music
hasmagicinit. . ."

Jorge patted the boy's hand. "Indeed | do, Jay, though | cannatell ye how powerful itis. If the Coven
was gtill in place, | would recommend ye go to Carraig, but the Tower o' the Sea-Singersisnow just a
pile o' broken stones.”

"So theré'sno hope. . ."

"I dinnasay that," Jorgesaid. "There are fill somewitchesleft, my lad. and if dl goeswell, wewill no
longer be hunted through the countryside but building the Towers anew. Then dl our futureswill be
different.”

Jay the Fiddler was not the only one who seemed bright with potentia to the old seer. Finn hersdlf
seemed to shine with magica power, and Jorge found himself wondering about her. He asked her about
her background, but she was afoundling with little memory of her past. In Lucescere she had been
apprenticed to athief and bounty hunter named Kersey, abrutd man who had beaten her often and set
her to stedling for him. The only possession she had which might hold aclueto her past was atarnished
and battered medallion which she wore around her neck on astring. She gaveit to Jorgeto fed and
immediately he felt the tingle of enchantment. Heran hisfingersover it and fdlt the raised form of some
animal, adog perhaps, or ahorse. Although he questioned her closdly, she had no memory of how she
came by the charm or what it meant; she only knew it must not pass out of her hands.

"Why did your magter no' take it from ye? He must have known it had magic."

"Hewas abloody stupid man,” Finn answered. "He was not atrue witch-sniffer, no' like the
Grand-Seeker Glynelda." She gave alittle shiver.



"Y e have met the Grand-Seeker Glynelda?' Jorge asked curioudy, knowing that it wasimpossible that
the head of the Awl should not have sensed the power in thelittle girl as he had done.

She nodded, then redizing the old man could not see her, said in amuffled tone, "Mmm-mmm.”
"Sheknew ye?'

"Mmm-mmm.”

"Yesaw her often?'

"No' often. Maybe every couple o' months. Any time shewasin Lucescere shewould call for Kersey
and he would take me up to the palace and she would examine me."

"Examineye how?'
"Sheld ask me questions and test me—ask meto find things for her."
"Find thingsfor her?

Jay interrupted with alaugh. "Our Finn the Grand-Sniffer! She can find anything that's been lost, Magter.
Auld Kersey made afortune out o' her! People would cometo him and ask himto find al sorts o
things—lost dogs or jewelry, loversthat had run away! He'd pretend to go off in atrance, then charge
them some ridiculous amount to find it, while dl thetime it was Finn who'd be doing the sniffing. Hed be
spending it al on whisky though, and he were no' anice man on thedrink."

Jorge ran hisfingers over the medallion again and wondered at the raised shape. A dog, or awolf? He
wondered if it would be safe to try and reach Meghan, then decided it was too dangerous when there
may be seekersin thevicinity. When we get home, I'll try, hethought. Meghan will want to know
about a protegee of Glynelda's. . . particularly one with the Talent o' Searching.

"Hewas ahorrible man," Jay said. "He used to beat Finn if she dinnado what hetold her. Wewere al
glad when hedied.”

Finn had not waited around for the Grand-Seeker Glyneldato bond her to someone else. She had smply
gathered her things together and dipped out to join her friends on the street. No one had seemed to miss
her. Her only fear was being tracked down by the Grand-Seeker. "But why would she want to?" Jorge
asked, which sent Dillon and Jay off into howls of laughter.

"That'swhat we dways say!" Dillon chortled.

Finn said crossly, "Flaming dragon ballsl Say what yelike, | ken! The Grand-Seeker had plansfor me,
ghe said so! She frightened me but | never dared no' do what shetold me. | know shewastraining me
up to do terrible things, why ese did she have me taught al those things?"

"What things?' the blind old man asked gently.

"Like how to pick locks, or follow someone without them knowing. She even had me taught how to
read! Why would she have meread if it was no' to do something bad for her?!

Jorge had almost laughed, though it would have been a bitter laugh. Instead, he managed to say
something soothing, as Finn continued rebellioudy, "1 could no' seewhy | could no' just hang around with
Dillon and Jay— no one cared what they did, why should anyone carewhat | did?’



Worried about their vulnerability, the old seer had begun to teach the children how to shield their
thoughts, and by the time of the spring equinox, had had some success. They were dl wildly enthusiastic
about theidea of celebrating the turn of the tides. Having found awell-hidden glade in one of the heavily
forested gorges, Jorge alowed them to have an afternoon's rest, which was spent cooking afeast of sorts
and making thick garlands of leaves. He was surprised at their excitement and wondered how many
chances they would have had to have funin Lucescere.

The spring equinox was usualy preceded by an Ordedl that lasted from sunset to midnight, but Jorge
thought it was too much to expect of hisyoung companions, so hetried to make the children deep,
promising he would wake them &t the turn of thetide. They could not deep, though, lying by thefire and
whispering and giggling instead, while Jorge sat as comfortably as hisold body would alow, thinking of
Eaand emptying himsdf to the cloud-strung night. He knew the moment the tide turned, he could fed it
within him, and so he roused the deepy children.

They sat around the fire, wreaths on their heads, afiery brand in their hands, as he drew the magic circle
around them with hiswitch's dagger. He thrust his saff into the soil at the closing of the circle and began
to chant therites. Obediently they chanted with him:

"Darksome night and shining light,
Open your secretsto our sight,
Find in usthe depths and height,
Find in us surrender and fight,
Find in usjet black, snow white,
Darksomelight and shining night."

Silencefd| again. Jorge threw ahandful of fragrant leaves and roots on the fire so the flames hissed green
and ydllow. He gestured to the children to begin their dance, their dow step and dide and stamp, as
softly he chanted, "Ever-changing life and degth, transform usin your sight, open your secrets, open the
door. Inyewe shall befree o' davery. In yewe shal befree o' pain. In yewe shal befree o' darkness
without light, and in ye we shall be free o' light without darkness. For both shadow and radiance are
yours, as both life and death are yours. And as al seasons are yours, so shall we dance and feast and
havejoy, for thetides o' darkness have turned and the green times be upon us, the time for the making o
love and harvest, thetime o' nature's transformations, the time to be man and woman, the time to be child
and crone, thetime o' grace and redemption, the time o' loss and sacrifice, for ye are our mother and our
father and our child, ye are the rocks and trees and stars and the deep, deep swell of the sea, ye are the
Spinner and Weaver and the Cutter o' the Thread, ye are birth and life and degth, ye are shadow and
brightness, ye are night and day, dusk and dawn, ye are ever-changing life and death ..."

The smoke swirled about them, and Jorge began to fed his perception stretching, widening, thin and huge
asawind-stretched cloud. He had not dared open himsdlf to the forces since leaving Lucescere, and he
felt aflood of impressions rush through him, dangeroudly sirong.

Sparksfled into the darkness from the legping flames and he followed them, flying through the night. He
saw theriver asatangle of energies, the bright flames of night creatures staking through the undergrowth,
the smdller sparks of the hunted, crouching in the bracken. He saw another camp fire only afew ridges
away, and heard the bored ruminations of soldiers and felt the malevolent presence of a seeker. Panic



seized his heart— he had not realized anyone was so close!

Hetried to turn, to flow back into his body, but the powers had him. Visions flooded through him—red
cloudsthat raced in from the south, rolling with thunder; the glint of swords and chain mail through migt; a
tidal wave seething with scales and fins, which rose and swept the plains of Clachan; awhite hind running
through atangle of fores, trying to escape awolf that raced behind, blood-lust red in its eyes.

Meghan isin danger, he thought, then he was whirled away again. He saw Finn wrapped in darkness; a
winged man wielding abow of fire, shooting flames; agirl that reached out ahand to amirror, only to
have her reflection come dive and grip her wrist. Ashefdl back towards hisfrail body, dumped by the
sdeof adying fire, he saw again the vison which had most troubled him— the egting of the moons, the
devouring of light.

Jorge drifted back to consciousness, feding in his veinsthe coming of dawn and hearing the pounding of
the children'sfeet asthey ssumbled around thefire ill. He did not know how many hours he had been
away. Hewastired, so tired he could not lift his hands from hislap nor force his voice to speak. At last
he croaked, "Dawn comes, the morning is here and darkness flees." He felt the children collapse asif his
words had freed them from the dance, and he felt from them all the same tiredness, the daze of the
smoke, the emptiness of the night.

"Let useat o' the flesh of our mother and drink the water o' her body, and let usrejoice, for the seasons
have turned and the green months are upon us," Jorge said, and the children began to laugh and et the
small feast they had so excitedly prepared the night before. The old man knew that for the first time, the
bread and water and fruit was more than just food to them; it was the flesh and blood of the earth, filled
with power. He knew atide had turned in them aswell.

After they had eaten, Jorge carefully opened the magic circle and doused the fire, then said in atrembling
voice, "My bairns, we must find shelter. | need to deep. Soldiersareclose. . . Wemust hide. Ye must
watch over me, my spirit hastraveled far tonight and | am tired. Very tired."

Hefdt their anxiety but could do nothing to help them; he rested his aching head on his hand, trying to
control the surging of his heart which beat so loud he thought they al must hear it. Through the pounding
he heard Dillon giving orders and the sound of the children's feet asthey ran to obey him.

Finn'shigh voice said, "Theresacave only afew ridges ahead, | be sure o' it ... Can we support him?'

Then hefelt hands under hisarmpits and he was being supported on al sdesby smdl, loving hands.
Letting them lead him, he ssumbled aong, still clutching the dagger in hishand, the raven croaking with
concern as heflew overhead.

Lilanthe lay on the grass, staring up at the dawn-streaked sky. Soon the camp of jongleurs would be
dirring and she would have to hide. Now, however, she was free to enjoy thefirst stirring of the morning.
The forests and glades of Adinn were home to many birds and animals that hopped and scampered
about her, quite unafraid. They knew the tree-shifter was as much a cregture of the forest asthey were.

"Lilanthe!" The sound of the jongleur's voice sartled the animas, who scurried away into the underbrush.
Dide the Juggler dipped into the glade, carrying a steaming wooden bowl. "It'shot . . ." he tempted.

She tensed, toes curling. Her feet were broad, brown and knotty, and she tried to hide them whenever
Dide came near. After amoment helaid the bowl down and backed off afew paces. She only ventured
to pick up the bowl when he was afull s feet away, and then she ate franticdly, spooning the food into



her mouth without pause.
"Yell burn your tongue,” he said.

She did not answer, only hunching her form closer around the bowl. He lay on his back and began to
juggle six golden ballsinto the air. She watched the balsin fascination as they spun in patterns of
ever-increasing complexity. "WEell be splitting from the other carts soon,” he said conversationdly. "Y€l
be able to come with usthen if yewant." She scraped the bowl clean and put it down with asigh. The
golden balls began to chase each other in ahigh-rising circle. "Would ye like that? Joining our caravan, |
mean?'

She did not answer for along time and he concentrated on juggling. Then she said dowly, "1 do no' like
your father."

"Neither do | much, sometimes," Dide replied cheerfully. "There's no need to fret yoursdf, though, it'sall
blugter. If helikesye—and | canna see any reason why he should no—hell treet ye like abanrigh.”
Lilanthe said nothing, twisting the hem of her grubby smock around in her thin, twiggy fingers. "Enit will
no' let anything happen to ye. She kegps Dain good order, do no" worry about that.”

He got to hisfeet, rubbing the sparse beard that itched his chin. "Lilanthe, | haveto go. Will yethink
about traveling more closely with us? These forestsare no' redly safe, ye ken." Lilanthe amiled at the
thought she might not be safe in the forest, but nodded.

Asdarknessfdl that night, the jongleurs boiled up aside of salted pork, broached the barrel of whisky,
then sang the evening away. Lilanthe crouched benesth one of the caravans, watching and ligening in
ddight. The music got into her blood and made her want to sing and dance too, especidly when Dide
played hisguitar. Perched on afdlenlog, playing like ademon, hismusic wasirresstible. One by onethe
other jongleurs began to dance, twirling in the firelit darkness until Lilanthe could barely lie ill. Eventhe
youngest of the children bobbed up and down on the spot and clapped his plump hands, while his
grandmother delighted everyone by dancing a high-spirited jig, bony knees flashing under aflurry of
Kirts.

Only Dide's grandmother did not join in, crouching in her customary spot by the fire, beads of amber
glinting in thefirdight. Later she sang, and her voice was S0 strange and Sweet, shiversran over Lilanthe's
body and aknot formed in her throat. She was not surprised to see tears shining on the cheeks of the old
woman, for the song had quavered with the intensity of fedling behind it.

After Enit Silverthroat's song, the merry group quietened, the children falling adeep in piles by thefire.
The adults stayed up, drinking deeply from the barrel of whiskey and singing balads. At midnight they
began to dance again, but thistime their movements were dow and stately and had aritudigtic ar to
them. Wriggling closer, Lilanthe could hear them chanting softly, and the chorus struck a chord.

". .. open your secretsto our sight, find in usthe depths and height, find in us surrender and fight, find in
usjet black, snow white, darksome light and shining night,” Lilanthe murmured, and found hersdlf thinking
of her childhood, in the years before the Faery Decree. Tears stung her eyes, and dowly she turned and
dithered backwards into the darkness.

The next morning she was drawn back to the camp by the bustle of packing. Silently she dithered up a
tree S0 she could watch the final farewells of the jongleurs and the last entreatiesfor the fire-eater's
caravan to stay with the others.

"Y e ken the songsjust do no' sound right unlessye and Dide and Enit joinin,” one of the women said,
resting on the steps of her cart, aguitar cradled in her arms. " And the acrobatic troupe will sadly miss



your wee Nina"

Dide'sfather shrugged. "Och, well, I've afancy on meto seethe auld ways. Y e ken | be nervous about
traveling in Blessem since that troublein Dim Eidean.”

"That'll teach yeto cheet a dicel” the woman said, srumming afew notes.

Thejongleur gave asharp crack of laughter. "Obh obh, Eileen! Yeken | dinnacheat—the dicejust
seemed to fall my way!" Hewastal and very dark, his crimson shirt the same color as hislips, hisleather
waistcoat grown alittle tight across his ssomach.

"Och, for sure, Morrell, loaded dice certainly help Lady Luck aong! It'sup to ye, o' course, but wha
shall ye do in the depths o' the wilds? Eat fire for the amusement o' the birds?!

"I might have aholiday,” Morrdl answered. "Eaknows I've been working the roads long enough.
Beddes, | picked Blessem clean on my last way through, | doubt yell find much Ieft to fill your bellies.”
She gaveasnort of derison. "No," he continued, "I've amind to find some fresh pastures. There mun be
some woodcutters and charcod-burners left somewhere in these forests, and if theres no7, well, | till
have half abarrel o' whiskey and aside o' salted pork, what more do | need?

"Wha makes methink ye've some devilry in mind?' one of the other men said, leaning against the side of
his caravan. "Still, your loss, our gain. | will no" haveto be sharing the takingswi' ye when yere so drunk
ye cannaeven light your torches.™

"And wha will your show be without my fire-eating and Dide's guitar?"

"A lot morereliable!" Eileen chortled at her own quick wit, then jumped to her feet before Morrell the
Fire-Eater could think of aretort. "No, no, Morrell, leave mewi' the last word for once! It seemslikea
guid way for usto be parting. Happen well see your cart at Dim Gorm for the summer festivals?!

"Perhaps, perhaps no'. Well see how well the woodcutters pay up and how long my barrdl o' whiskey
lestd"

He waved the other caravans farewel| asthey trundled off down the wider, smoother road, then called to
his son and daughter to pack up camp. "Wevefindly got rid o' them! The road's our own, let's be on our

way!"

With one scarred leather boot he kicked dirt over the coal's and stamped them into the ground. Nina
came running out of the forest, her mouth stained with berries, her reddish hair filled with leavesand
twigs. "Yelook like atree-changer yourself!" her father laughed and picked her up and swung her
around. "Ooof! Y ere getting too big to do that to!"

"I haveno grown at dl!" Ninalaughed. "Y €rejust getting too fat!"
"Me?Fa? I'mintheprime o my life!”

"If ye believe that ye have no' looked inamirror lately,” hismother said in her melodious voice. Snowy
hair combed straight back from her wrinkled brown face, Enit limped painfully back to her caravan.
Lilanthe had not yet met Dide's grandmother, for the old jongleur could not walk easily, crippled with a
twisting of her bones that made her fingerslook like knobby twigs. She rarely moved more than afew
paces from her caravan and guarded itsinterior jealoudly.

"Didel" Morrel cupped his hands around his mouth and bellowed his son's name loudly. "Wherein hdl's
belsareye?'



"Here, Dal | wasjust looking for Lilanthe, to tell her the other jongleurshave goneat last . . . She's
shidding, though. | cannafind her."

Lilanthe crouched lower on the branch. She had been too long doneto give up her freedom lightly. They
caled for her, then harnessed the mares to the caravans. "Do no' worry, son,” Morrell said. "I doubt
shelll sop following us after dl thistime.”

"Something may have happened to her. | wish shewouldnashidd hersdf from me."

Lilanthe smiled to hersdlf. It was easy for her to think of trees and sky and wind and sunlight, the thoughts
playing on the surface of her mind effectively hiding the thoughts below. 1t was much harder for humans,
who had so little control over their thoughts and so little connection with the world around them. Even
Dide, who was surprisingly good at it, was unable to shield as effectively asLilanthe.

She waited until the horses had plodded amost out of sight, then dipped out of the tree and began to
follow them. Morrdl'swords had caused abrief smart of humiliation, but they were essentidly true.
Lilanthe had no intention of losing touch with the jongleurs.

It was some hours later that Lilanthe became aware of other minds brushing the edge of her awareness.
Cautioudly she cast her mind out, and encountered hunger, blood-lust, the hunters impulse. They were
not minds she had ever encountered before, though the thoughts were familiar, akin to the thoughts of a
rat-catcher she remembered from her childhood, a man who set packs of rats upon dogs for the
amusement of the villagers. Shuddering alittle, Lilanthe increased her pace, deciding she should redly
gay alittle closer to the caravans. She wondered if Dide could sense the minds aswell, and was
answered when he began to cadl for her, peering anxioudy into the glades stretching on elther side of the
narrow road. She began to hurry forward, casting aside her shield.

Hurry! hethought. Danger coming!

Lilantheran asfast as she could, but the caravans were swinging out of sight. She fdlt the pursuit growing
closer and swung round to face it, digging her bare feet into the soil. She felt the shiver of changing run
over her, fdt rather than saw them burst out of the woods and gallop towards her.

There were seven of them, long-haired women with cloven hooves and horns of dl different shapes. They
wore short kilts of badly cured leather and necklaces of animal and human teeth that bounced against
their three pairs of breasts. Down their spines grew aridge of coarse, wiry hair that ended inalong,
tufted tail. Hollering with vicious glee, they waved rough clulbs made of wood and stone tied together with
cord.

Lilanthe'storso stretched and twisted, her arms lengthening and diverging into dim white branches that
dangled towards the ground. Her hair sprouted and grew into long trailers with tiny green flowers
clustered dong the stem.

They charged her, heads lowered, and she was grateful for her sturdy roots when one hard body after
another crashed into her trunk, shaking loose leaves and twigs. Restlesdy they leapt around her, butting
their horns againgt her dender trunk, but without the scent of blood to agitate them, they soon galloped
after the caravan.

As soon as she dared, Lilanthe reversed the changing process, anxious about the safety of her friends.
Knowing there was nothing she could do to protect them, she nonethelessran asfast as she could in their
tracks. She came round a corner to see the caravans backed up against atree, the horned women
cavorting around them. Ninawasin the doorway with afrying pan in one hand, just managing to keep
them off. Morrell was dashing dl about him with his claymore, trying to defend the mareswho reared and



neighed in terror. Dide was crouched beside Enit's cart, along dagger in each hand. Asthe horned
women rammed the caravan, he dashed one on the shoulder so blood splattered down her side. The
blood only served to excite them, and the caravan rocked dangeroudly.

Suddenly the woman with seven horns bounded up the steps and rammed Nina, ignoring the frying pan
raining blows on her naked shoulders. Nina screamed and fell. Just as Lilanthe thought she must be
trampled, Enit beganto sing.

The song wrapped Lilanthe's mind in smooth harmonies. She felt her senses benumbed, the frantic
beating of her heart stilled. Without redlizing it she took a step closer, then another, her body swaying,
her eyes haf closng. Something closeto apurr began in her throat. Humming and swaying, she thought
of spring mornings and deep water and starry nights. Closer and closer to the caravan she danced. Part
of her mind noted without curiosity the dancing, swaying figures of the horned women. Dide and Morrell
were dancing too, and little Ninajiggled about on the step, a blissful smile on her face. Themusic
softened and Lilanthe felt her eyes closing, her breeth dowing. One by one the dancing figures sghed and
drooped, curling where they lay to deep.

When Lilanthe woke it was night and she was wrapped in ablanket that smelt of horses. She opened her
eyes, wondering why shefelt so at peace, so wonderfully rested. Behind her was astone wall, firdlight
flickering over it. Shelay dill, listening to the voices speaking beside her.

"Pretty song teach?" a gruff voice asked.

"It canna be taught, Brun," Enit replied. Her voice was sad. "I had sworn never to useit again. The

Y edda are dead and gone, the song-masterslost. What use living in the past? Besides, it be dangerous.”
Without changing the timber of her voice, Enit then said, " Our tree-changer is awake. How do yefed,
Lilanthe?'

"l am no' atree-changer,” Lilanthe said. "My mother's people are tree-changers, but they will no' accept
meeither. | cal mysdf atree-shifter.”

"l have never heard o' atree-shifter afore.”
"Neither havel,” Lilanthe said. "I think I'm the only one."
"Hmm, | imagine human and tree-changer offspring arerare. | dinnaeven think it was possble.”

"Wadll, it obvioudy is," Lilanthe answered and sat up, stretching. "What happened? Who are those
horrible women? Where are we?"

"l sang themto deep,” Enit said. "Unfortunately, | sang ye dl to deep too, but the magicis
indiscriminete”

"No'sng me," the furry voice said. Lilanthe raised hersalf on her elbow so she could see who had
spoken. It was acluricaun, ashort, hairy creature with a pointed face and large, tufted ears. When he
moved, the many small, bright objects hung around his neck clashed and jingled, and Lilanthe
remembered that cluricauns were never to be trusted with anything flashy.

"No, that'sright, Brun," Enit said. "Why isit yewereno' lulled to deep? All creastureswithin sound o' me
should have dept.”

"Magic songs no' magic to me," Brun said and hopped to hisfeet so he could gtir the pot hanging over the
fire blazing in the massive stone fireplace. Above the mantel was a stone shield emblazoned with stars
and faint runes of writing, and below it adevice of two masks, one weeping, one laughing.



"Cluricaunsareimmuneto magic,” Lilanthe said. " Although they have no magic o' their own, they have
the ability to sensemagicand toresst it."

Enit glanced a her with interest. "Isthat 07"
"That iswhat my mam awaystaught me."
"Indeed? | thought ye'd been brought up by your father."

"l was. My mam was nearby, though. | often used to climb in her branches, and she would talk to me.
She told me many things, about al the forest creatures, and what things were like afore ye humans came.”
Therewas bitternessin Lilanthesvoice. "I tried to run to her many times, but she was no' dwaysthere,
and tree-changers do no' have strong family ties. She did no' understand why | would want to be near
her."

"Whileye, o' course, wanted your mother like human children do."
"Aye"

"And tree-changers roam at will, do they no"? They have no villages or settlements? Nowhere ye could
go?"

"Nay. I've been looking, but when they are in tree-shape they're hard to find. Besides, they would no'
want me. My mother aways thought | was avery odd-looking creature.”

"Bonny lassye are." Brun smiled at her, showing sharp, pointed teeth.

Lilanthe was amazed to fed blood rushing to her face. Enit smiled and said, "Aye, she'savery bonny
lass, if no' quite your average Idander. I'm interested ye woke so early. Look at the others, they ill
deep soundly, and I'd bet afull crown that the Satyricorns are till fast adeep.”

"Satyricorns? Isthat what they were? I've never see one afore.”

"Brun has been telling me the forests around here are infested with them. They come from Tireich
origindly, | believe"

Enit ladled hot broth into abowl for Lilanthe and broke her off some bread, her twisted fingers making
the task difficult. "Brun says the Satyricorns were released here by soldiers. That makes me wonder
whether Mayathe Unknown isno' taking advantage o' their natural nastinessto keep these forests clear.
Maintaining guardsin these forests would be difficult—there are few paths and very few settlements.
How much easier to let Satyricornsroam free, killing anyone who was silly enough to trespass.”

"But arethey no' uile-bheistean? Surely the Banrigh would execute them?"

"Maya has shown quite clearly sheis prepared to make use o' those faery creatures that have qualities
she needs.”

Lilanthe found she was shaking with anger, her resolve to fight againgt the Banrigh strengthened. Why
should she be hunted down when the Banrigh let other uile-bheistean live?

Enit nodded. "Indeed, it makes me angry aso, my dear. Though | think yewill find most people will turn
ablind eyeto magicif it servestheir purpose, no matter how devoutly they follow the Banrigh's Truth."

Lilanthe dowly swallowed amouthful of broth, then asked shyly, "How isit yewere able to cause usdl
to fall adegp? Surdy that was magic?'



"Indeed, it was, it'sthe song o' enchantment.”
"Areyeawitch, then?'

"No' a Tower witch, nay. My mother was askedlie, my father atraveling mingtrd. | grew up deep in the
forest and used to sing the birds to my hand and coneys into the cooking pot. | learnt the songs o
enchantment from a'Y edda, who tried her best to bring me into the Coven. She said | had magicin my
voice and could beaYeddatoo if | gave up my freedom. | did no' want to bide, so | got in my wee cart
and |eft, though Lizabet the Sea-Singer was angry that | should say her nay. | have lived as | wished,
traveling and singing as | pleased, and now al my children and grandchildren do the same.”

"So ye have no' sung the song o' deep for long syne?!

"Nay, nor any song o' enchantment, though | find to sing at dl isto work magic in someway. A spell like
| cast today isfar too dangerousto do lightly, and besides, | have no heart for it any more."

Lilanthe wiped her bowl clean with the last remnant of bread and only then redlly looked around her.
They were squatting on furs and old blankets piled on wide flagstones so old they were worn deeply in
the center. Therafters of the vaulted ceiling were black with age, the walls below decorated with
gargoyles. Though Lilan-the had not been within four walls for many years—and had thought it would
gtifle her to be so again—she felt comfortable and at peace. Through abroken gap in thewall the night
flowed dark and warm, and outside she sensed the forest pressing close. The old woman, huddled in
shawls, was kind and sang as sweetly as any bird, and Lilanthe had been donefor so long. With asigh,
she nestled back into her blankets, casting a glance over the recumbent forms of the others. Dide was
curled on the blankets near her foot, his mouth half open, his olive cheek flushed. He had atender,
vulnerable look about him that gave Lilanthe a strange wrenching in her rib-cage. She fdlt Enit'seyes
upon her, and flushed.

"How long will they deep?’ shewhispered.

"All night long, | imagine. | hope the Satyricornswill degp aslong. | have no' yet told ye the news. Y our
friend, | sabeal—Meghan's young apprentice. She's alivel Somehow she managed to escape the
witch-sniffers and made her way here, sick with fever. Brun tended her nigh on afull moon, for shewas
closeto degth, he says, and then the Celestine hiding here hedled her.”

The tree-shifter exclamed in excitement and relief, the cluricaun Brun saying happily, "I knew she would
make |sbeau better."

"There was aCdegtine here?' Lilanthe's eyes gleamed green with excitement.

"Aye, one o' the few Cdlestines still willing to consort with humans. Sheis Cloudshadow, awitch-friend
who has often helped the rebelsin one way or another. She and Meghan o' the Beasts are very close.”

"So Issbeauisdivel Sheredly and truly is4till dive?!

"Aye, she'saive, though maimed in body and spirit. Brun says Cloudshadow healed her as best she
could, but Isabeau till lost two fingers o' her left hand. She wastortured, ye see, and given the
pilliwinkes."

"What arethey?' Lilanthe's voice wasfaint.
"Thumb and finger screws. They crush your fingersat thejoint . . ."

The tree-shifter gave a shudder. "Poor |sabeau, how awful! But at least shé'sdive.”



"She was last we heard, but the Satyricoms are on the prowl, and she had along way toride ill . . "
"On her quest.”

"Aye—" Enit began, but was interrupted by the cluri-caun, who sat up solemnly, rocking forwards and
back. "What force and strength canna get through, With amere touch, | can undo.”

When they looked at him blankly, histail drooped in disgppointment. With one paw he made agesture,
like unlocking adoor. Their expressons did not change, and he chanted the rhyme again.

Enit said kindly, "I am curious still about the Celes-tine, Brun. Tdl me, what else did Cloudshadow say?!

Brun dropped his paw, bouncing alittle in excitement. " She said Isbeau's head was wrapped in avell,
and that she had faery blood running in her veins. . ."

"|sabeau’s uile-bheistV Lilanthe gasped. " Shel'sahalf-breed like me?

" 'As much faery as human, if the people o' the Spine o' the World areincluded in your classfications, "
Brun quoted. Then in hisnormd voice, he said, "And she said that the answer wasin the dark stars, and
the coming O winter isthetime.”

"The coming o' winter? Dark stars?' Enit whispered, tangling her gnarled fingersin her amber beads
which glittered with sunshiny fire. " She sounds as enigmétic as dl the Celegtines.”

Silence dropped over the little party as Enit's eyes grew dreamy and distracted. Then she tirred and
rattled her beads. "I have told Brun he must comewith us. Itisno' safefor him here with the Satyricorns
s0 unsettled. Evenif he can keep them away from the Tower itsdlf, they will have sent word to the
Banrigh o' activity hereabouts, and soldiers will come, or witch-sniffers.” Her voice was contemptuous,
and they knew shereferred to the seekers of the Awl as much as to the bounty-hunters that plagued the
countryside. " There has been too much magic happening for this Tower no' to come under notice.”

"Where are we going now? What are we doing?" Li-lanthe asked.

"We cameto the Tower o' Dreams because we had had news o' someone using the Scrying Pool here
and we hoped it was one o' the Dream-Walkers returned. It seems clear, though, that it wasthe
Celegting, and sheis gone now. So well head into Blessemn," the old woman replied.

Immediately the cluricaun stopped his excited capers, hisface ludicroudy anxious. "Blessem bad,”" Brun
sad. "Blessem bad placefor cluricauns.”

"l shl keep ye safe" Enit promised.

Lilanthe was aso shaking her head. "1 canna.go to Blessem. They will burn meif they find me. I'm an
uile-bheist, remember. | cannago wherethere are soldiers.”

"l be uile-bheist too," Brun said in apuzzled tone of voice.
"They will burn usif they find us. We cannago to Blessem!"

"Beat peace, my bairns" Enit said. "'l shal keep ye safe. Do no' look so fearful, lassie. | have smuggled
witches and rebels al over the land for near twenty years now! Morrell's caravan has afal se bottom
whereye can lieif we should come into danger, or ye can lie on the roof, hidden by the carvings. Y e shdl
be far safer with me, for sure, than herein the forest with the Satyricorns on the hunt and Red Guards on
their way. Besides, ye said ye wished to help us. | have areason for turning back into Blessem.”



"What? Why isit so important? Cannawe just Stay herein the forest?"

"| be afraid no', my dear. Even if | wanted to spend the rest o' my life outrunning Satyricorns, | wouldna.
Nay, | have had disturbing news from Meghan. She says a Mesmerd was with the Red Guards that
attacked her secret valey a Candlemas. Also that bairns with Taent are being stolen from their homes,
and she thinks the Mesmerdean may have something to do withiit. | want to find if thisistrue, that itisthe
Mesmerdean and no' just arumor. If itis, then | fear Margrit o' Arran mun be behind it. Sheisabad
enemy to haveindeed, and | need to be sure sheisno' plotting something that will disrupt our plans.”

"What areMes. .. Mes..."

"The Mesmerdean are fagry creatures o' the marshes. They are dangerous indeed, and if the NicFoghnan
has somehow convinced them to aid her in her schemes, then we may bein trouble indeed. Why the
Mesmerdean would consent to accompany redcloaks, or steal bairns from their bed, | have noidea. It
seems strange indeed. Why would Margrit NicFoghnan want them to? What scheme o' hers does it
further? These are questions | wish to find answersfor, and so we travel into Blessem, where most
sghtings o' the Mesmerdean have occurred. Happen we may need to go into the marshes themsalvesto
find the answers. We shdl see”

"But they will kill meif they findme. . ."

"Lass, if yewish to fight against the Ensorcdllor, ye mun face danger and possible death. | cannamake
that choicefor ye. | will do my utmost to keep ye and Brun safe, but blaygird times be with us. What is
your choice? Will yetrust me and the Spinners, or will yetry your luck in the forest?"

The tree-shifter was slent, her hands twisting together in her lap. "'l shdl comewithye" shesad a last.
"Though | fed sick with fear at the thought.”

"That'sabravelasse™" Enit said. "Just remember, dl our livesareforfeit if ye are discovered. | have no
desireto end up fodder for the Awl's wicked fires either. We have many friends scattered through the
countryside who will help us, and jongleurs come and go asthey please. So do no' fear, | shall keep ye
sfe”

The tree-shifter nodded, though her face was white and strained till. Enit patted her hand reassuringly,
and said, "WEell get on theroad at first light, and welll plug our ears so | can sing the Satyricorn to deep
again. That would give usafew hours head start. Brun, why do ye no' pack up what ye will need now so

ye areready to go?'

Thelittle, hairy creature nodded solemnly and began to gather his belongings together. Ashe crammed a
sack full of food and clothing, he softly sang to himself. "Over the hillsand by the burn,

the road unrolls through forest and fern,
taking my feet I know no' where,
happen I'll meet ye a thefar!”

A little prickle of excitement ran over Lilanthe's skin, and she thought to hersdlf that shewasbeing as
brave and adventurous as | sabeau hersdlf. After she and the apprentice witch had parted ways, she had
felt restless and without direction. 1sabeau had made her fed rather ashamed of her aimless wanderings.
Now shewould be following in I sabeau's footsteps and they could perhaps meet again. She had never
fet such aclose and naturd affinity with anyone as she had with | sabeau the Foundling.

"Why do ye no' degp some more?’ Enit suggested, ablack, hunched figurein her shawls and scarves. "It



ghall bealong day tomorrow."

Obediently Lilanthelay back on the blanket. Through the gap in the broken wall she could seethe sars
swarming in apurplish sky. "Dark gars .. . ." she pondered. "I wonder what the Celestine meant?”

"At night they come without being fetched, by day they're lost without being stolen,” Brun said, pausingin
his packing.
"What?' Lilanthe asked.

He pointed out & the night sky. "At night they come without being fetched, by day they're lost without
being stolen,” he repeated.

"Och, yemeanthe stard" Lilanthe cried, and he danced alittlejig, crying, "The stars, the stardl" so that
Lilanthe wondered just how much thelittle creature realy understood. She pillowed her head on her arms
and heard Brun murmur, "Dark stars and the coming o' winter." For some reason, the words sent a cold
thrill over her skin and down her spine, and she wondered if she had made the right decision, joining the
jongleursin their fight againg the Ensorcedllor. Asif sensng her unease, Enit Siverthroat beganto singa
gentle lullaby and again the heavy darkness of deep washed over her.

[chapter The Black Wolf Snow fell out of aleaden sky, swirling in acapriciouswind so that the rider
rosein hisgtirrupsin avain attempt to see more clearly. The howl of awolf drifted out of the forest to his
right, and he spurred hisflagging horse on mercilesdy. The wolves had been hunting him from the moment
he crossed the river into Rur-ach, and the howls were growing ever closer. They came now from the left,
s0 close the mare neighed in terror and plunged on through the snow.

The Seeker Renshaw leant forward, whipping the horse so she broke into agallop. He could seethe
wolves now, streaking along behind him. They were greet, grey, rangy beadts, eyes ydlow with hunger,
and they snarled menacingly asthey ran. He could see theicy surface of Loch Kintyreto hisright and
knew Castle Rurach was beyond. He would be lucky to reach its protection, though, the wolves
snapping at the terrified horse's hocks. He drew his dagger and plunged it into the breast of one that Iegpt
up to try and haul him from the saddle. The horse broke free of the pack, galoping wildly, and the seeker
wiped his blade on hiswhite breeches.

Renshaw heard another how! ahead, and his heart thudded. He peered through the snowy darkness and
saw awolf gtting on the bridge over the Wulfrum River. Her muzzle was raised to the darkening sky, her
black ruff dmost invisble in the shadows under the trees. He recognized the beast. She had come close
to killing him earlier in the day. He had only just managed to fight her off with boot and dagger and the
fleetness of hishorse. The mare wastiring now, though, and an early dusk was sinking over the
snow-laden fields. Therest of the pack was close on his hedls, and he could see other dark forms
dinking through the copse of trees.

With adefiant cry he turned the mare's head and forced her off the road and down the bank. The snow
was up to hismare's withers, his boots and legs submerged. Then the horse was on the ice, her hooves
throwing up splinters of frost as she galloped across the loch's frozen surface. Renshaw heard the clamor
of the wolves behind him and, looking over his shoulder, saw they were racing after him. Then the other
pack broke from the shelter of the wood and angled across, threstening to cut him off from the shore. He
whipped the laboring mare on.

Hewas only afew yards from the opposite shore, the two packs of wolves converging on him, when
therewas agresat crack astheice broke. With ascream, the mare was flung forward into the icy
blackness. For amoment the seeker was swallowing water, then his head broke free and he grasped the
dtirrup. The mare was trying desperately to climb out onto theice, but he dragged her back, using her



height to climb out himself. Then he was running, for the castle was|ooming up ahead, and the wolves
had reached the crack in theice. Hefully expected them to feast on his mare, who was il struggling
desperately to be free of theicy water. To his horror, they bounded over her head and raced after him,
the black she-wolf howling in triumph.

Renshaw ran as he had never run before, hampered by the weight of his drenched clothes, now freezing
to stiffness on him. He saw the drawbridge ahead. Thankfully it was lowered, and he pounded up the
road, trying to shout. He felt hot bresth on his neck and then agreat weight took him down, pain searing
through him.

Anghus MacRuraich, Prionnsa of Rurach and Siantan, was brooding over adram of whiskey, thefirelight
warming his boots, when there was an outbreak of noise and activity below. Heraised his
chestnut-brown head, but did not move. Soon the castle's chamberlain came, bowing respectfully.

"Thereisaseeker below, my laird,” hesad.
Ingtantly Anghus stiffened. "Herein the castle?!
"Aye, my laird. He was attacked by wolves and barely -made it here dive."

Pity, Anghusthought bitterly. He roseto hisfeet, wrapped his black-woven plaid around him more
securely and followed the chamberlain down the long and draughty stairsto the lower hdl. There hisgillie
Donad waswaiting, and some of the guards from the drawbridge. All speculating and explaining & once,
they led him into the inner bailey, through the bitterly cold courtyards and gardens, the snow-swirled
outer bailey, and so to the gatehouse. On one of the guards beds lay a seeker, blood oozing from a
wound to histemple. The back of his crimson tunic was torn, and Anghus could see he had been
savagely bitten. He could hear howling and went to the narrow window to look outside. It wasfully dark
now, but he could see agreat pack of wolves churning up the snow on the drawbridge. They were
sniffing and growling &t the scent of the wounded seeker.

One, alarge she-wolf with ablack upstanding ruff, was sitting camly in the very center of the
drawbridge, gazing up at the gatehouse with yellow eyes. He could see her clearly in the smoky light of
the torches. It seemed asiif shelooked straight & him.

He knew the wolf. She was the matriarch of the pack that hunted the lands around Castle Rurach. He
often saw her when he was riding in the forests. She would step out of the undergrowth and sit where she
could watch him, her yellow eyes compelling. The MacRuraich Clan had along affinity with wolves, their
crest asable wolf rampant, and many in Anghussfamily had had wolves asther familiars.

So athough the pack around Castle Rurach had grown increasingly bold over the past few years, Anghus
alowed no-one to harm them. It seemed his protection had been recognized, for although the wolves had
attacked and harassed many acompany of soldiers or merchant caravans, anyone wearing the device of
the MacRuraich clan was never harmed.

"What shdl we do with the seeker, my laird?' the gillie Donadd asked. " Shdl we throw him back to the
wolves? We did no' realize he was a seeker until wed driven off the wolves and brought himin.”

Anghus was severely tempted. He had no great love of the Awl, and neither did any of hispeople. It
would be easy enough to say the seeker had died trying to reach them. He frowned and picked up the
sealed scroll the seeker had carried, gripping it tightly. It was marked with the Banrigh's own scrawl, and
he dreaded having to read what was concealed below the seals.



Unfortunately Anghus was reasonably sure the Banrigh had some method of scrying out those she liked
to keep an eye on. Severa times she had known things she should not have known. Like the stronghold
of rebelsthat had taken up resdencein the Tower of Searchersfive yearsearlier. Anghus had been
happy to let the rebel s have the burnt-out pile of ruins, aslong asthey did not hunt out hisforests. He
could not see what harm they could do there, so far away from anyone.

The Banrigh had thought differently. She had sent companies of soldiersinto Anghuss land and had taken
his young daughter hostage in a clever and underhand move, capturing the child as she played by the burn
while the women washed the linen. The men had al been absent on ahunting trip and had only heard of
the outrage when they returned, six days|ater.

"Sheishogtage," the seeker in command had said coldly, "due to the Prionnsa Anghus MacRuraich's
failure to root out rebels and witches as the Righ had decreed. If ye do no' lead the Banrigh's guards to
their hiding place, your little girl will bekilled.”

Anghus's daughter was dear to hisheart, and only six years old. As much as Anghus didiked the Red
Guards, who had grown cruel and arrogant since the Day of Reckoning, he had agreed to lead them to
the Tower. He had been hdf tempted to try and warn the rebels but had been too afraid of the danger to
his daughter to attempt it.

So the rebel s had been wiped out, and Anghus had ( been set to find any who had escaped. He had
done so reluctantly but efficiently, wondering who had told the Banrigh he could find anything once he
knew the quarry. For there was no doubt she knew. The wording of the message had been cleverly
phrased to show he should not attempt to deceive her by protestations they had escaped him. Only one
witch had he let escape, hisSster Tabithas's apprentice, and only because he had known Seychella
Wind-Whistler for years. Asayoung woman she had saved both him and his sster from drowning. The
three of them had been boating on the loch below Castle Rurach when afierce storm had blown up
unexpectedly. Seychellahad controlled the turbulent winds, taking the boat to safety and diverting the
storm’s path. In memory of that day, he had let Seychella escape, shielding histhoughts when they
interrogated him as he had been taught in hisyears a the Tower.

With acold and heavy heart, Anghus said, "Nay, tend him, and when heiswell enough take him to the
cadtle and put him in the third best bedroom. | will see him when he has recovered hiswits."

"Beyesure, my laird?' Donad said in alow voice. "It be no trouble to dispose o' him. Wecan do it early
thismorn, when dl areadeep . . ."

Anghus shook hishead. "It istoo dangerous, my auld friend. Let him live. | shall accept what comes.”

When he climbed the stairsto his own quarters, Anghus found his wife Gwyneth waiting for him. Dressed
in awarm velvet gown, edged with fur, her fair hair rippled down her back, almost to her knees.

"I heard thereis aseeker at the gate," she said in atense voice. Once beautiful, her face was marked with
grief and sorrow now, the luster of her green eyes dimmed. He nodded.

"Have they brought back our bairn?' she asked, twisting her hands together until the knuckles gleamed
white. He shook his head, unable to meet her eyes. She dumped in disappointment, turning away.

"| think the seeker has come with further ordersfor me,” he said in agruff voice. Hiswife said nothing,
just left the room swiftly, her downcast face glistening with tears.

Anghustossed back afull dram of whiskey and poured himself another, his red-bearded face somber.
For amoment he considered defying the Banrigh. Castle Rurach had never been breached, not even



through the long years of civil war that preceded Aedan's Pact and the crowning of thefirst Righ.

The mood of defiance lasted only amoment, however. Sure as he was that Castle Rurach could
withstand most forces, he had a hedlthy respect for the Banrigh. Had she not thrown down the Towers
and al the witchesin them? Despite her protestations, the Banrigh must have some terrible power at her
command. How else had she triumphed so totally, that dreadful day so long ago?

Anghus had no great love for thewitches or uile-bheistean, but neither did he hate them. Hisown sister
had been awitch, and avery powerful one. She had been the youngest Keybearer since Meghan
NicCuinn hersdlf. When news came of Tabithas's banishment, he had grieved deeply and railed at the
Righ who had so suddenly turned against the Coven. But what could he do? He just wished to be |l eft
aonewith his people, to hunt geal 'teas through the mountains, to fish the fast-running streamsand idle
away the bitter winters beside ahugefire, hiswife besde him, his children playing at hisfet.

He gave asnort of desperate laughter. That was amerry jest! His only daughter had been stolen from
him, and hisbeautiful wife, aNicSan, was dowly fading avay with grief. Rurach wasawild, lonely
country, not the place for agentlewoman to overcome such adreadful loss. There were no parties, no
fegtivals, not even the occasiona caravan of jongleursto distract her from her grief. Although five years
had passed, they had had no more children, for his beautiful wife no longer invited him to her bed.

The seeker was well enough to be moved up to the castle the following day. He sent one of Anghus's
own mento ' fetch him, an act that caused the MacRuraich's face to redden in anger. Nonetheless he
went, changing first into hiskilt and plaid to subtly remind the seeker who hewas.

The seeker sat at hiseasein one of the carved chairsin Castle Rurach's greet hall, agoblet of winein one
hand, hisfeet in furred dippers stretched to the roaring log fire. His shoulder was heavily bandaged, his
arm resting in ading. He made no attempt to rise to hisfeet or bow as he should have, instead waving
Anghus nonchaantly to achair. The prionnsa ground his teeth together and sat down.

"Glad indeed | wasto wake up and find myself in the castle," the seeker said, failing to address Anghus
by histitle. "I had heard the wolves were growing troublesomein Rurach but | can hardly believe| was
amost killed at your own doorstep. Why have ye no' hunted the wolves down and killed them? Seeto
it"

Anghus was so outraged he could not speak, and that saved him, for it did not occur to the seeker that
his commands would not be obeyed. He went on without apause, "It isamost three weeks syne | | eft
the palace on our blessed Banrigh's orders, and | have run three horses to death to come here.. . ."

Anghuss grudging admiration was aroused. The man must have thigearn blood in him, to travel so
far so quickly. Abruptly hisblood chilled. What urgent business could the Banrigh have that would
drive her messenger to such haste?

"Asyeken, our gracious Banrigh is anxious that the recent uprisings o' rebels be squashed fiercdly, to
reassure the peoples o' Eileanan that peace shall be kept in the countryside. The previous Grand-Seeker
failed miserably in thistask. In the past few months there have been increased reports of uile-bheistean
activity, while the cursed Arch-Sorceress has again crawled out o' her hiding place and iswandering the
land as she pleases, inciting the peasants to revolt and arousing the dragons displeasure—"

"I had heard the Banrigh's guards had attacked and killed a pregnant she-dragon and that was the cause
o' thedragons rising," Anghus replied mildly. He was glad to hear Meghan NicCuinn was il dive, and



he smiled insdeto think the old witch was ftill causing trouble wherever she went.

The frown on the seeker's face degpened, and he continued asif Anghus had not spoken. "—the
untimely death o' the Grand-Seeker Glyneldawas obvioudy the result o' evil sorceries, thrown as she
was by her horse which had been ensorcelled by one o' the Arch-Sorceress's apprentices. The stalion
had aways been a biddable creature, but after being stolen by the young witch and ensorcelled by her,
the Grand-Seeker Glynelda was unable to control him. Consequently the Banrigh has raised the Seeker
Humbert to the position, and he has entrusted me with the task 0" stamping out these eruptions o'
wickednessin Rionnagan and Clachan.”

The Seeker Renshaw paused to preen himsdlf, obvioudy pleased with his new gppointment. He did not
notice the frown on the prionnsa's face at the mention of the new Grand-Seeker's name, for Anghus
knew Humbert of old. By the time Renshaw glanced up at the prionnsa again, Anghus's face was smooth,
expressing only a patient interest. "He has assured me that your country Rurach has been wiped clean,
with your noble assistance, and ingtructed me to request ye to undertake asimilar cleansing in
Rionnagan," the seeker continued.

Anghus nodded, though he felt sick at heart. It was true that Rurach was remarkably free of rebelsand
witches, but that was only because the Awl had sustained aruthless and bloody daughter over the past
fiveyears. Theraid on the rebels a the Tower of Searchers had been swift and deadly, and any who
may have escaped across the mountains to Siantan or Rionnagan would not return lightly. He had been
forced to |lead the seekers to where accused witches—mainly frail old women and men—had been
hiding, and had had to watch as they were burned at the stake. Even worse, the Red Guards had enacted
brutal reprisals againgt his own people for the aid they had given the rebels and had warned him more
would follow if therewas any sign of aid given to any enemy of the Crown, be they witch, rebel or faery.

The seeker continued to list the misfortunes which had befdlen the Righ in Rionnagan. Some of these, like
the massacre of soldiers sent againgt the dragons at Drag-onclaw and the subsequent revolt of soldiersin
the Sithi-che Mountains, Anghus had heard before. He knew of the Cripple, of course, and how he had
again and again dipped through the clutches of the seekers. He also knew about the growing discontent
of the peasants, due to the constant ravages of the Red Guards, for his own people muttered under the
soldiers yoke aswell.

He had not heard the rumors of awinged warrior, though, said to be coming to save the people of
Eileanan from disaster, the lost Lodestar blazing in his hand. And he had not heard of the miracle of

L ucescere and the uprising of the people against Baron Renton and his soldiers. He found these pieces of
newsintensdy interesting. Perhaps the days of magic realy were at hand again. He was surprised by the
flash of nostalgia the thought brought him, and he found himsdlf thinking of hisSster again, and of the
resident warlock who had taught him so much as a child. Both were dead, as were so many others of
Tdent, and ashadow of anger touched him. He had kept his face impassve, however, and listened
carefully to what the seeker was saying.

". .. and s0 the Righ has decreed that the Cripple, asthey cal him, isthe foremost enemy o' the Crown
and must be brought to justice. He has ingtructed me to ask ye to once again lend your servicesto the
Crown and to hunt down thisinfamous criminal once and for al. Recent information indicatesheisin
company with the Arch-Sorceress Meghan, cousin of the Righ himsdlf. They were last seen near
Dunceleste, but disgppeared into the evil Veled Forest and have not been seen since. TheRighis
anxiousthat both be captured, and so he instructed me to bring some articles once belonging to the
Arch-Sorceressfor yeto touch and fed."

Anghus did not need anything to hold. He knew Meghan NicCuinn well from the years before the Day of
Reckoning. Meghan had dined &t histable and dept under hisroof. All Anghus had to do was think of



her and focusin on her to know her whereabouts. He did not tell the seeker that, though. He held the
age-ydlowed silk of the MacCuinn christening robe in his hands and listened to the many storiesit told.
Hisfaceimpassive, he shook his head and explained to the seeker that the robe was too old and had
been worn by too many to help him asafocus. "I can fed the Righ himsdf," he had said, not wanting the
seeker to redize just how clear hisclairvoyant skillswere. "The Righ wore thisrobe many years after
Meghan, and his brotherstoo. | can sense nothing but a shadow o' Meghan.”

The seeker brought out other objects—aknife that Meghan had once worn, and a card with her
handwriting on it. After acharade of concentration, Anghus had to admit these were sufficient for him to
focusin on the Arch-Sorceress, and Renshaw nodded, satisfied. Before handing everything back to the
seeker, Anghus passed his hand one more time over the ancient christening robe, with itslong,
embroidered sKirt.

It wastrue he felt the Righ's life energies more strongly than Meghan's. By concentrating hiswill, he could
tell Jaspar wasfar to the south, probably at Rhyssmadill, and the Arch-Sorceress Meghan in the
highlands of Rionnagan. What puzzled him, though, was that he sensed a third consciousness connected
with the christening robe. Thiswas clearer and stronger than either of the other two and seemed |ocated
in the north, near Meghan. Although he said nothing to the seeker about it, he puzzled over it for along
time. Who could it be? Meghan and Jaspar were dl that wereleft of aonce great and vigorous clan. The
Righ'sthree brothers had al disappeared aslads, and the only other NicCuinn, their cousin Mathilde, had
died in the fires on the Day of Reckoning. It was afresh trace; whoever it was had worn the robe after
both Meghan and Jaspar. As An-ghus nursed his dram of whiskey, he wondered if it was possible that
one of the Lot Prionnsachan of Eileanan was il dive.

The seeker's eyes were on hisface, but Anghus kept his thoughts well hidden, hisface blank. With a
niggling sense of unease, he wondered again how it wasthat his clairvoyant abilities and those of the
seekers were acceptabl e to the Banrigh, when any sign of magica ability in anyone elseled to the torture
chamber and an agonizing death. Why was he permitted to live and the Arch-Sorceress Meghan hunted
down like acommon crimind, an old frail woman who had once been the most powerful witchinthe
country?

The seeker leant back in his chair and said softly, "And the Banrigh has ingtructed meto tell ye that when
the Arch-Sorceress and the Cripple are safely in her hands, then ye will be permitted to visit with your
daughter and see for yourself how happy sheisat Rhyssmadill. The Banrigh, now that sheisto bea
mother hersdlf, finds that she has some understanding o' a parent's fedlings and does not wish ye to worry
for your daughter's happiness.”

The words were aknife through Anghus's side—both because of the rush of fervent hope and aso
because of the chill they gave him. They were awarning, he knew. He wondered for the millionth time
why it was he could sense and find anything but his own flesh and blood. His daughter was hidden from
him, some sort of pell confusing his sense of direction so that, even though he could tell shewas il
aive, he had no ideawhere she was or how she wasfeding. He bowed and excused himself, unwilling to
let the seeker see how the promise had affected him.

That night Anghus paced up and down his chamber in afever of indecison. He should have thrown the
seeker to the wolves when he had the chance. Then he would not be faced with this unbearable choice,
He knew Meghan NicCuinn and wished her only well. How could he hunt her down and turn her over to
the Awl to be tortured and burnt at the stake like so many other witches? Y et what choice did he have?
The Banrigh had his daughter, and he could not find her unless he obeyed the Banrigh's directives. If he
wanted to ever see his child again, he had to submit to her wishes, and the sooner he did o, the sooner
hewould have hislogt daughter in hisarms again.



The decison made, Anghusfet aweight lift off his shoulders. He let his thoughts begin to dwell on the
task ahead and, as dways, felt the thrill of the chase begin to grip him. Once Anghus began to Search, he
never gave up. Sometimes the chase was short and swift, sometimes|long and terribly dow. Either way,
he aways found his objective. Perhaps, once the Arch-Sorceress Meghan was dead, the Banrigh would
leave him and hisfamily done. ..

The Threads are Spun

Ealy Soring

Schools for Fledgling Witches

Finn huddled her arm againgt the old man's back, shocked at the frailty of the bones benegth hisrags.
They struggled through waist-high bracken, gray-gorse bushes thrugting their thorns everywhere. Clumps
of trees offered brief huddles of concedment, but the ridge behind was so steep that they could only
retreat afew hundred yards from the path. Jorge was shivering, though the sun had cleared the mountains
and was shining warmly on their backs.

"It'shorrible to see him look so sick,” Jay said.
"Cannaye hed him?" Johanna asked.

They dl looked towards Tomas, who chewed the end of hisglove anxioudy. "I'd hed hiseyes" he
answered. "I'm no' alowed to touch him.”

Their facesfell, then Dillon said gruffly, "We could no' anyway, theré's soldiers nearby and ye ken we
haveto shidd."

The bracken swayed as Parian emerged white-faced from his scouting trip. "The soldiers are just over
theridge," he whispered.

"Did ye seeif there was a cave there?!

"l saw avery narrow crack which could lead to acave. . ."
"Theresbloody well acavethere,” Finn said stubbornly.
"Did the soldiers have one o' those witch-sniffers with them?"

Parian nodded. Dillon chewed hislip, then said, "Wed better lie low, | guess. Everyone keep your heads
down. Oncethey're gone well hide in the cave.”

They heard the soldiers marching downstream. All the children concentrated very hard on bracken, and it
seemed to work, for athough the seeker's gaze roamed over the hillside in which they were hiding, the
party did not stop and no alarm was sounded. They waited long minutes before supporting the seer's



wesaving steps down the hill and round the bank of theriver to the cave.

It was dark insde. For amoment al was confusion. At last afirewaslit, throwing goblin shadows over
thewadlls. The cave was narrow with ahigh roof, and it smelt sharply of cat's urine near the entrance. The
puppy whined and snuffled around the cave, histail between hislegs.

Suddenly Artair gave acry and ssumbled. "I trod on something,”" he squeaked. "L ook, Scruffy, it bea
weecsat ..."

Straightening up, he showed the body of akitten nestled in his palm. Fresh blood matted itsthick fur.
"The puir weething," Johannasaid. "L ook, herés another!”

By theflickering light of the fire they found the bodies of saven cats, five of them merekittens. All were
black as night, with tufted ears. Finn picked one up. It lay cradled in the pam of her hand, itstiny ears
folded back againgt its skull. A fiercetide of pain welled up in her throat, and she bent her head over its
body, tears dropping on its blood-soaked fur. "Poor wee kitty," she said.

Suddenly there was an acute pang in her hand and she dmost dropped the kitten in surprise. "It'sdivel™
Finn cried softly and felt afaint scrabble againgt her pam as the kitten kicked feebly. She had to wedge
her thumb againgt its neck to stop the kitten biting her, even though blood oozed from along wound on
itssde.

"Tomas," shewhispered, "what can we do? Y €ve got to helpiit.”

Without hesitation he pulled off his glove and touched the kitten's forehead. She stopped her hissng and
twisting, her brilliant blue-green eyes dowly shutting. "What'swrong?' Finn cried. "What have ye done?"

"Shel'sdeegping.” Tomas put his glove back on.

Enthraled, thelittle girl bent over the kitten and saw the wound was knitted together. She looked up, her
hazel eyesglowing. "Thank ye, Tomad"

"Wha do yethink yere doing?' Dillon snapped. "Tomeas, yedinnal That witch-sniffer'sno’ far away, Ea
damnit!"

"Finn asked meto.” Tomas quickly passed on the blame, and Finn braced hersdlf for Dillon the Bold's
sharp reprimand, which she accepted meekly. Adeep, the kitten was as soft asabundle of geal'teas
wool, and Finn cuddled her close. At thefed of the little heart fluttering insde the rib cage, Finn's breast
again swelled with afeding closeto pain. "What can we feed her?"

Dillon frowned. "Y e are no' thinking o' adopting that animd, are ye? Soldiers do no' have kittens,
Lieutenant FHinn!"

"But, Scruffy, shelll die unlesswelook after her,” Finn protested. "We canna hedl her, then et her dieo
darvation.”

"Tomas should never have heded her,” Dillon said crosdy. "After dl | said about theimportance o' lying
low! If the soldiers come down on us, it'll be your fault, Finn! And stop calling me by the baby name. | be
Dillonthe Bold!"

"| think they're absolute brutes,” Johanna said. "They killed them just for the port o' it. Those soldiers
must have known we could no'" have been hiding in this caveif the elven catswere here.”

"Why would they have known that?' Dillon's broad, freckled face turned to Johannawith interest.



"Well, elven catswill fight to the death rather than surrender,” Johannasaid. "I thought everyone knew
that. They're very terry-terry—yeken."

"Territorid," Finn said absent-mindedly.

"Aye. They'rered wild. They cannabetamed, so it'sno useyetrying, Finn, yell never get it to cometo
ye. They're only wee, but they can fight!"

"Shel'sonly ababe,” Finn said defensively, cuddling the furry body closer.
"Makes no difference,”" Johannasaid. "Y e cannatame'em.”

Finn's mouth set stubbornly, and involuntarily she squeezed the dven cat closer. Suddenly her amswere
full of writhing, squirming, scratching cat. Sharp fangs sank into her hand and the kitten legpt from her
arms and disappeared into the darkness. "L ook what yeve done!" she cried and began to search the
cave, but there was no sign of thellittle elven cat. Near tears, Finn let herself be ordered to bed, as her
caling woke the others, but it was long before she dept.

In the morning Dillon ordered brambles to be arranged around the cave mouth and patrols were mounted
at al times. Finn was disconsolate, though severa times the kitten dashed out of the darknessto sink her
fangs into someone's ankle. So black was her fur that she could be virtually underfoot and still remain
invisble

Finn filled Jorge's beggar's bowl with water but the kitten would not come close enough to tasteit.
Johanna, anxious to be of help, promised to help Finn catch somefish. Although they had no hooks or
fishing rods, Johannawas surprisingly adept at catching fish with nothing but her bare hands. Tickling
trout was a skill her cousin had taught her back in the days when she had lived in the country, and she
had caught severd fish thisway over the past few weeks.

"Do no' worry, weeKkit, I'll look after ye," Finn whispered. "Y e mun be so thirsty. Lap up some o' the
water and I'll be back with fish as soon as| can.” To her surprise, she was answered by aweak, muffled
mew, though she could see no sign of the little black cat.

Thetwo girlskilted their skirts up around their knees and braved the freezing rush of the Muileach,
wading stedthily to the till waters near the bank. Johanna showed Finn how to dowly bring her fingers
up under the body of the trout, fluttering them like the leaves of awater-weed. Johanna caught afat one
amost immediatdy, but Finn was too noisy and impatient and scared the rest away. They crept
downstream to try again, and thistime Johanna caught two. "It takestimeto catch thetrick o' it,” she said
consolingly as, drenched and dripping, they made their way back to the cave.

After they had dl hungrily eaten their supper of fish, Finn crept towards the back of the cave. "Kitty," she
cdled. "Come on, wee one, lap up some water and eat somefish. Y e mun be so hungry and thirsty.”

A piteous mew answered her, and she saw the elven cat crouched on ahigh shdlf, its danted eyes
gleaming turquoisein thefirdight. Itstufted eerswere laid back againg its Skull and its sharp little fangs
gleamed.

"Mmm, fish," Finn whispered. The elven cat'stail lashed from side to sde. Moving very dowly, she
dipped her fingersin, then held out her fingersfor the kitten to smdll. Immediately the black cat spat,
scratching Finn's hand. Finn was unable to prevent acry, snatching her hand back to suck the welling
droplets of blood. Behind her Dillon and Artair jeered, but she ignored them.

"I beyour friend," she said to the kitten reproachfully, trying to project fedings of warmth and security. "I



be your friend. | brought fish for ye." Sowly she reached out her fingers again, and again the kitten
scratched her.

She sat for atimein silence, subduing her impatience and |etting the kitten get used to her presence. The
elven cat's natura curiosity asserted itself and, dthough its earswere till laid back, it crept forward a
little, staring at her with bright eyes. Again she dipped her fingersin the fish and held them up for the
kitten to see and smdll, and thistime, although it snarled, it did not strike. She could seeitslittle black
nose quivering a the smell of the trout, and so shelifted the bowl and set it closeto its paw. Thistimeit
thrugt its face hungrily into the bowl. Onceit was empty, the kitten sat and washed itsdf while, exhausted,
Finn curled up where she sat and dept.

The children were too frightened to venture out of the cave the next morning, having been woken just
before dawn by Artair, who reported nervoudy that alarge company of soldiers had just gone crashing

past.

Jorge said kindly, "We shdl have another quiet day, my bairns, just to make surewe aredl fully
recovered from the spring rites." He sighed, and Jesyah the raven hopped onto his knee so the blind
beggar could scratch his neck. "1 am anxious indeed to be home, but aday o' rest shal do none o' usany
harm.”

Finn spent thelong day trying to tame the wild kitten, which had lost its weskness and wasfull of spite
and spunk. Finn's hands were disfigured with innumerable scratches and bites, and even her face and
neck were marked. Most of the other children were happy to keep well away and mocked Finn for her
foolishnessin trying to tame an elven cat.

"They will no" betamed,” Johannasaid for the umpteenth time. "Elven cats would rather die than be
handled by ahuman. Giveit arest, Finn."

Instead Finn sat silently as a shadow, staring at the elven cat and trying to emanate love and protection.
Every now and again she offered the little cat some moreto eat or drink, but mostly she remained till,
using every Skill of Silent Communication that Jorge had managed to teach her. The cat occasondly
arched its back and hissed, but was demonstrably more accepting of Finn's presence than the day
before.

The next evening, after another day of silent communication, the even cat at last took food from Finn's
fingerswithout trying to scratch her. That night, as Finn dept in her sdlf-exile at the back of the cave, she
woke to find the kitten curled againgt her neck, purring so loudly she thought it must wake the others.

The garden of the Cdestines blossomed with dl the delicacy of spring. Birds flew with flashes of bright
wings, baby donbeags clung to their mothers backs and, in the clearings, clouds of butterflies danced out
their brief, ectatic lives. Where the summerbourne wound through the green forest, aribbon of flowers
trailed.

Asthe days grew longer and warmer, Lachlan grew restless, but Meghan merely said, "We shall haveto
maove on soon, So enjoy the serenity while ye can.”

"Where shal we go?' Iseult looked up from The Book of Shadows.

"W, the next step isto start gathering our forces. We have rebel camps scattered everywhere, al over
Eileanan. Some aretiny, othersquite large, aslarge asavillage. We want to start bringing them under our
hand and training them up. Lachlan dready has his own force, the Blue Guards..."



Lachlan's eyes glowed. "They were my father's own bodyguard, but the Banrigh disbanded them, saying
there was no longer any need for them. | ran into one o' their former captains, Duncan Ironfist, who
turned rebel with me, and he's been scouting for likely lads and training them up for four years now. He's
one o' thefew who kenswho | redly am.”

"We need to find somewhere to build a proper base, easy to defend, hard to find, preferably near where
the Whitelock and Sithiche Mountains meet,” Meghan mused. "That way we can come down from both
the west and the north. | wonder ... | know Jorge has a hideaway near thefoot o' the Fang ... | wonder if
that would be suitable? | wish held answer my call but he must think it too dangerousto scry. | hope he's
sfe”

Over the next few days I seult sparred with Lachlan more fiercely than ever before, trying unsuccessfully
to make him use hiswings. Even when she knocked hislegs out from under him, he kept hiswings
stubbornly clamped to hisside. Biting her lip thoughtfully, Iseult began to teach Lachlan adifferent set of
exercises, one that taught him about the reach and balance of his own body.

She a so decided to make use of the great strength of his arms and shoulders, and taught him to use her
crossbow. Shewas not surprised to find he had anatura affinity for the wegpon. She returned one day
from the Celestines fabulous garden with along branch of ash, which she whittled into alongbow and
strung with one of Cloudshadow'slong, wiry hairs. To her surprise, Lachlan not only learnt to bend the
bow but grew quite accurate with the arrows she showed him how to make.

One afternoon she suggested they walk to the nearby hills so they could watch the birds of prey who
nested in the cliffs. Iseult wanted to show Lachlan how they used their wings and claws, in the hope he
would gtart usng his.

They wrapped cheese and bread in anapkin and walked through the VVelled Forest's green avenues.
Drifts of white butterflies danced in the rays of light streaming through the tree trunks, and ared dappled
deer leapt acrosstheir path. Far away atree swallow warbled its sweet song to a counterpoint of
thrushes and wagtails. Lachlan began to sing too, his caroling ringing through the overarching branches,
so that birds darted through the air ahead of them, answering his song with their own.

When at last his blackbird tune died away, 1seult began to lecture him on Strategy and tactics, keeping
her tone as dry as she could. With his dark face alight with the joy of the song, Lachlan had the power to
disturb her peace, and |seult wanted no disturbance.

Together they watched a crested falcon hunt down a coney, its powerful talons snatching the petrified
animd off the ground, Iseult explaining and expounding dl thewhile. "If ye have no knife or sword to
hand, ye can always disembowel your enemy with your talons," she instructed, surprised how pae
Lachlan turned.

They atetheir picnic in the forest and afterwards lay slent under the trees. Iseult returned from adream
of the snowsto find Lachlan's topaz-ydllow eyesfixed on her face. Hewaslying on his side, supporting
his curly black head with his hand, hisface and shoulders framed by one glossy, black wing. She returned
his gaze steadily and saw hislean cheek flush. Iseult's somach clenched, her blood hegting. Sheforced
hersdlf to glance away nonchaantly.

"I would ask ye my question now." Lachlan's voice waslow and rough.
She met hisintent gaze. "If yewish," she answered coolly.

"Why did yeleave Tirlethan ... | mean, wereyou freeto ... Did ye have no-one to keep ye there?' He
sumbled into slence.



She sat upright fluidly, bringing her hands to rest pam upwards on her thighs. "No thought o' leaving the
Spine o' the World had crossed my mind afore | met Meghan. | knew, o' course, that one day | would
have to |eave the Pride and cross the mountainsin search o' amate. Such isthe duty o' aFiremaker . . ."

Lachlan glanced at her. Her heart pounding, she continued in a congtricted voice, "He must be strong and
wise and kind, with blue eyeslike those o' al the Fire-maker's get and hair with red init. Only then will
the People be sure atrue Firemaker will be born to them.”

Lachlan turned hisface away again, resting hisforehead on his arms so she could not see hisface. "'l
knew, therefore, that | must cross the mountains one day. | did no' think this would happen for many
years, however, for | have only just reached my sixteenth year. But then Meghan came and said | should
travel with her. My grandmother had had dreams of my going, and said | wasto find my shadow and my
degtiny, so it seemed fitting that | should go.”

She paused and | et her posture relax. She brought her eyes back to Lachlan's face and saw he was
scowling, pulling grassto pieceswith hisbrown fingers. He got to hisfeet and hobbled away, leaning on
hisclub. "A very full and complete answer,” wasdl he sad.

Iseult went to bathe her hot cheeksin the clear waters of the burn which tumbled down out of the great
granite rocks of the mountains. It was cold, and she rested her wristsin its sparkling iciness, shaken by an
unbearable longing for the Spine of the World. She gazed down into the rippling crystdl heart, il
fascinated by thiseement of liquidity, so diento her frozen world. Suddenly she put down her fingers
and caught what looked like atiny snowball. When she pulled her hand out, it held within astrange stone,
al paeglimmer like moonshine on snow. She showed Lachlan. Heturned alook of didike and envy
upon her, then limped away quickly, dashing at the undergrowth with his club.

Shefollowed him, turning the stone in her hand. It was encrusted here and there with basalt, but
everywhere ese was milky smooth. After awhile shetucked it into her pocket and crept after Lachlan,
ambushing him as he moodily ssumped aong. She did not understand him, and what 1seult did not
understand she aways wanted to subdue.

Later, when Iseult showed Meghan the stone, the witch turned apiercing look upon it, murmured, "Ah, a
moonstone,” and tucked it away in the pouch. Both she and Lachlan were quiet dl evening, and in the
morning Meghan intengified Iseult's lessons to scrying and mind-spesking. To Lachlan'sdisgust, hewas
not given the same accel eration, and Meghan would not let him be more than aspectator in their dawn
scrying lesson. He complained hitterly, pacing restlesdy up and down by thefire, fretting about hisfellow
rebels.

At last Meghan said gruffly, "Cam down, Lachlan. Y €relikeahen on ahot griddle! | have beenin
contact with Enit, and she has given the Underground orders to set thingsin motion. Y e ken she holds al
the stringsin her fingers—she can manage to tweak them without ye, ye can be sure o' that!”

Most of their time was spent studying, for Meghan was determined Lachlan should know everything he
would need to win the Lodestar and the throne. Apart from geography, 