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One

Slence.

Cold wind played againgt Skandranon's nares—awind asfrigid as the hearts of the killers below.
Their hearts pumped blood unlike any other creature's; thick black blood, warmed when their
commanderswilled it—only when they flew, only when they hunted, only when they killed.

Their blood was cold, and yet it ran warmer than their masters. This much Skandranon Rashkae
knew; he had fought their masters since he was afledgling himself. They were crud and cunning, these
makaar, and yet the worst aspects of these manufactured horrors paed before the cruelty of their
crestors.

Slence. Say 4till. Quiet.

Skandranon remained motionless, crouched, feathers compressed tight to hisbody. Hewas silent to
more than hearing; that silence was but one of the powers that had made his master and friend so
powerful, though it was the power that had given him his name—Urtho, the Mage of Silence. Urtho's
champions had invisibility against magica sight—to mind-scanning, to detection spells, to magica scrying.
The enemies of hismonarchy had spent much of their resources on foiling that edge—to no avall, it
seemed—and now concentrated on more direct methods of destroying Urtho's hold on the verdant
central-land'sriches.

Skan kept hiswings folded, the leading edge of each wing tucked under the soft black feathers at
the sdes of hischest. It wasimportant to be quiet and keep his head down, even thisfar from the
encampment. The journey here had been one of long soars and kiting, and athough he wasin his best
physica shape ever, flight muscles protested even yet. Better now to rest and watch. The chill wind
rippled againg his coat of feathers. Thisday had turned out unseasonably cold, which hadn't helped him
any—except that it kept the makaar willing to make only the most necessary flights.

He watched them deeping restlesdy, twitching in their dreaming. Did they know how transient, how



fleeting, they were? How their creators built them, bred them, refined them, letting the bad stock die out
by assigning them to the border? Did they know their masters designed them with short lives so the
generationswould cycle quicker, to reved the defects more conveniently?

They were, despite their horrifying appearances and deadly claws, quite pitiful. They'd never know
the caress of a caring lover—they would only know the hest of imposed breeding. They knew their lot
was the searing pain of atorture-weapon if they failed. They never lay in the sun with afriend, or dashed
inthe ar with their wingmates....

They'd never risk their livesto do something because they felt it was right. Perhaps that wasthe
greatest pity of al; they could not be broken because they had no honor to compromise, no will to
ubvert.

The makaar and the gryphons were a study in contrasts, despite the darker mages obvious attempts
to mimic the Mage of Silence's handiwork. If gryphonswere sinuous, graceful sorms, makaar were
blustering squals. The gryphonswere bold, intelligent, crafty; the makaar were conditioned to blind
obedience. And one need only ask Skandranon which was the more attractive; held likely answer, |

Vain bird. You'll make a lovely skin on a Commander's wall.

Skandranon breathed deeply behind the line of trees atop the hill; before him was the Pass of Stelvi.
The coming army had stormed it, at the cost of but afew hundred of their soldiers compared to the
thousand of Urtho's garrison. Farther down the pass was the split valey which once supported athriving
trade-town. Laisfaar was now the army’s quarters, and the surviving townsfolk made into servants no
better off than daves. In the other fork of the valley the commanders had stationed the army's supplies
and creatures, including the deeping makaar.

They might aswell deep; they did not need to fear sorcerous spying. The army's mages had shielded
the areafrom magica scrying, and none of Urtho's many attemptsto search the valey by spell had
worked. That had left the need for study by stealth—risky at best, suicidd at worst.

Skandranon had, of course, volunteered.

Fly proudly to your doom laughing, vain bird, the best of the best; more suitors than sense,
mor e wealth than wisdom, sharp claws ready to dig your own funeral pit....

His meeting with Urtho had been brief by choice. The offer was made to send guards and mages,
Skandranon declined. Urtho offered to bolster his defensive spells, as he had done so many times before;
it was declined aswell. What Skan asked for was enhancement of his magical senses—his Mage-sight
had been losing sharpness of |ate due to disuse. Urtho had smiled and granted it, and Skandranon |eft
immediately from the Tower itself, leaping broad-winged onto the wind's shivering back.

That was three dozen leagues and four meals ago; along timeto cover such adistance. It wasa
tactical disaster for his side that the enemy's army had advanced this close to Urtho's Tower; now it
appeared they were prepared to march on the Tower itself. Thelayout of the encampments showed
three separate cadres of troops; the makaar had been assigned equally to two of them. And between
those two was the Weaponsmaster's coach, staked firmly and blanketed, flanked by two
canvas-covered wagons.

Hold a moment now. With a town nearby—hearths and comfortable bedding—the
Weaponsmaster is staying in a tent?

Each ddein thiswar had Seers and Diviners, whose powers could throw secret plans, however
perfectly laid, avry. A Seer waking with a premonition of an assassination could thwart the attempt, for
instance. The night before Stelvi Pass was taken, a Seer's vision told of a horrible new weapon that
would devastate the garrison Urtho had placed there. It was something magical, the woman had said, but
was in the hands of common soldiers. That warning aone was enough to make the gryphon wary, and
had made him determined to explore thisvalley.

Inawar of mages, the limited number of Adepts and Masters made tactical planning eesier; you
could study your opponents, guesstheir resources, even identify them by their strategies without ever
seeing the commander himself. What alarmed Skandranon was the idea that the power of amage could
be put in the hands of untrained people—those who did not have the innate powers or learned skills of a



mage. The unitsthat could be fielded with such wegpons would be an unwel come varigble, difficult to
guard againgt if at dl. A Master could ride onto a battlefield and call on his own powers, unleashing
firebalts, lightning, hurricanes of killing wind—yet he was still just one man, and he could be diminated.
But soldiersthat could do that would be devastating, even if the weapons were employed but once each.
Andif an Adept had discovered away for the wegpons to draw on power from magical nodes—

That was too horrifying to think of further. Skandranon had faced the Adept commander of al the
troops below, the Kiyamvir Maar, twenty months ago. He had volunteered for that mission, too, and had
limped home wing-broken, stricken with nightmares. He had seen hiswingmeates skinned by the Adept's
spells, feathered coats peded back in strips by the Adept'swill donein full daylight, despite Skan's
attempts to counterspell. The nightmares had left him now, but the memory made him determined to
protect Urtho's people from the Kiyamvir's mercilessrule.

Skandranon's eyes focused on the town of Laisfaar. Urtho's garrison had not al been human; there
had been hertas, afew tervardi, and three families of gryphons. His eyes searched the ramparts, noted
the wisps of smoke of fires dtill burning since the attack. There were the aeries of the gryphons; the ramps
for vigitors, the sunning beds, the fledglings nests....

... the bloodstains, the burned feathers, the glistening rib cage....

All the usual atrocities. Damn them.

She had been dive until very recently; she had escaped the worst of it by dying of shock and blood
loss. The makaar had no love for gryphons, and their masters gave them a still-living one after a battle as
areward. Often it was aterrified fledgling, like this gray-shafted gryphon had been. Therest of the
garrison's gryphons had doubtless been wing-cut, caged, and sent to the Kiyamvir for his pleasures by
now. Skandranon knew well that, unless Maar was distracted by his business of conquest, there would
be nothing left of them to rescue by day's end.

If he could, Skandranon would insure the captives would not last that long. Crippled as they would
likely be, he couldn't help them escape; but he might be able to end their ordedl.

Before that, he had alarger duty to attend to.

Now he moved, dinking belly-flat to the ground, catlike; one dow step a atime, eding hisway
through the underbrush with such ddlicate care that not even aleaf rustled. The Weagponsmaster's wagons
had plenty of guards, but not even the Wegponsmaster could control terrain. The mountains themselves
provided brush-filled ravines for Skandranon to creep through, and escarpments that overlooked the
wagons. The encampment was guarded from attack from above by makaar, but only over theimmediate
vicinity of the camp. It was guarded from penetration from below by the foot-soldiers, but only outside
the camp itself. No one had guarded againgt the possibility of someone flying into the area of the camp,
behind the sentry lines, then landing and proceeding on foot to the center of the camp.

No one could have, except a gryphon. No one would have, except Skandranon. The omission of a
defense againg gryphon spying told him volumes about the military commanderswho led thisforce. The
Kiyamvir would reprimand them well for such amistake—but then, Maar was the only one of their sde
who understood the gryphons abilities. Most commanders smply assumed gryphons and makaar were
aike, and planned defenses accordingly.

So Skandranon stayed in the shadows, moving stedthily, as unlike amakaar as possible.

Time meant nothing to him; he was quite prepared to spend dl night creeping into place. Eveninthe
mogt strictly ruled of armies, discipline dackens after avictory. Soldiers are weary and need rest; victory
makes them careless. Skan had timed his movementsto coincide with that period of carelessness.

He noted no sentries within the bounds of the camp itsdlf; his sharp hearing brought him no hint that
the commanders prowled about, as they were known to do before a battle. Doubtless, the commanders
were asweary asthe soldiers and dept just as deeply.

He spent his moments waiting committing detailsto memory; evenif hedied, if hisbody were
somehow recovered, Urtho could still Sift hislast memoriesfor information. That would only work if he
died swiftly, though. Otherwise, the memories would be overcome by sensory input; thus the immediate
torture of gryphon captives. Daring rescues had occurred before, and once retrieved, the gryphons
bodies were tremendous sources of information.



That could aso be aclueto where the rest of the gryphon families were; it was aso not unheard of
to use captives as bait for rescue-traps. Captives minds were often stripped of the will to resist, the
prisonersforced to give information to the enemy. Thiswaswhy Skandranon held ahorrible power—a
spell of death keyed to gryphons—for mercy.

And he hoped with every drop of blood that he would never be required to use it again.

Halfway to hisgod he froze as he heard footsteps approaching the stand of tal grasseswhere he lay
hidden. The cover that had seemed adequate amoment earlier seemed al too thin now—

Clever bird, hiding in grass. Better hope the wind doesn't blow—

But the footsteps stumbled, and Skan held his breath, not wanting to betray his position by breathing
gteam into the cold air. He froze in mid-step, right foreclaw held amere thumb length above the ground.

He could not see the human who approached without turning his head, which hewould not do. He
could only wait and listen.

The footsteps stopped; there was a muffled curse, and the sound of hands fumbling with
cloth—Then, clear and unmistakable, the sound of athin stream of water hitting the matted grasses.

The human grunted, yawned; the sound of trousers being hitched up followed. The footsteps
sumbled away again.

Skandranon unfroze and lowered his claw to the ground.

There were no other incidents as he made his way up the escarpment and did under the shelter of a
knot of wild plum bushes, to wait until dawn. He could fed the beetles and spiders of the thicket
exploring their newly-arrived piece of landscape as the minutes went by. Despite the impulseto yelp and
swat them, though, he stayed gtill. Thelr irritation provided a blessng in away; something to fed, to keep
his sensesdert after nightfall.

Skandranon's tentative plan was to wait until darkness, then sneak out to explore the camp. Other
warriors suspected his stedlthiness was aresult of Urtho's magicking, athough the elder denied it, citing
the gryphon's near-obsessive interest in dancing-movements. He had often watched Skandranon
mimicking human, tervardi, and hertas performersin private. Skandranon had trained himsdf with a
dedication he would never admit except as aboast, gpplying that knowledge to flight, to lovemaking, and
to combat. That, in truth, was what made him quieter than awhisper of wind; no spellsor tricks, just
practiced grace.

Slence aloneis not enough. Urtho has learned that the hard way—we've lost border towns
for half a generation, and only now begun doing more than simply defending our borders. Eh,
well, Urtho had never intended to become Archmage. He's more suited to crafting silver and
carving figures than deploying armies.

Such apity that a man so kindhearted would be pressed into the role of awarlord... but better he
than aheartless man.

And I'd certainly rather be off making little gryphlets.

That would have to wait until the world became a safer place to raise young, though. For now,
Skandranon waited... until a shriek rang out from the town, echoing off thewalls of the valey. Only
practiced sdf-control kept him from leaping into the air, claws Stretched to rend and tear.

One at least still lives. I'm coming, friend, I'm coming... just hold on a little longer. Just a
little. Feh, I can't wait any longer.

Skandranon stood and surveyed the layout of the encampment again; he'd heard screams like that
too many timesin hislife. Not again. He spread hiswings half-open and leapt, down toward the
Weaponsmagter's wagons, depending on speed to be hisadly. Knifdike wind whistled againgt his nares,
chilling hissinuses, sharpening hismind. All the Sghts and sounds of the world intengfied when hewasin
motion, Szes and details of shapesdl taken into account for the entire span of hisvison.

Snatch and fly, that's your plan, isn't it, damned foolish bird? You're going to die the hero
they all call you, for what? Because you couldn't stand another moment of another gryphon's
pain? Couldn't wait any longer.

The wagons rushed closer in hissight, and their magicd aarms blazed into light, waiting like barbed
snaresto be triggered. Were they traps, too, besides being alarms? Would they trap him? Were they the



bait, not the tortured gryphon?

Would it matter? You're too damned predictable, Skan, too sensitive, couldn't stand to walit.
She'd die anyway, you know it, by the time you'd have gone in. Why do it?

Colors and textures rushed past him in three dimensions, as he dove ever closer to the wagons.

It's because you're not bright enough, stupid gryphon. Stupid, stupid gryphon.

Well, death isinevitable anyway, so dying for theright reasonis...

Just asfinal.

Supid gryphon.

Too late for reconsideration, though. The wagon darm-fields loomed nearer, and Skan had torisk a
spell to disarm them—the easiest was one which made them detect another place nearby, instead of the
place they were supposed to protect. He focused on them, released the flow into them, diverted their
field away to an open part of the camp... and they did not sound. Now his troubles ssemmed from the
soldierswho might gtill be outs de—and the makaar. He might beinvisible to the darms, but he was il
pitch black to anyone'svision. A soldier of Maar's army would not wonder &t a shadow that moved
through the sky—he'd cdl an dert.

He half-hoped for detection, since he would likely have the quarry before any spells could be
leveled againgt him. Once discovered, he would not have to skulk about any longer... he could blaze
away with adetection spell to find the gryphon whose scream held heard earlier. Otherwise there would
be delicate searching around for—who knew how long. Of course, discovery aso brought such pesky
distractions as arrows and firebolts and snares and spells....

He backwinged and landed, kicking up clods of dirt next to the wagon, and his head darted from
sdeto side, looking for spotters. None yet, but that could change al too quickly. Two steps to the back
of the wagon, then under it—no one ever guards the bottoms of things, only sides and doors—and
he began prying at the wagon's floorboards, next to the struts and axles, where the mud, water, and
friction of traveling aways rots the wood. He was curled up under the wagon completely, on his back,
tall tucked between hislegs, wingsfolded in againg hisribs, hind claws holding the wingtips. He didn't
darerip at the canvas of the wagon's bonnet—past experience had shown that apparently flimsy defenses
were often imbued with darm-spdlls. His claws glowed faintly with the disruption-spell he was using, and
the wood shriveled above where his claws dowly raked, silent from the sound-muffling of his cupped
wings

The enemy's wagons traditionaly had an aide down the middle, and that was where Skandranon
was working... another four cuts, five, six, and he'd be able to pull the boards down under the blanket of
aslence-spell. Then held get alook indgde at their coveted prize.

He began mentdly reciting the slence-gpdll, cdling up the energy from inside himself and rleasing it
around the wagon. He was careful to mold it short of touching the wagon itself, building it up from the
ground. The wagon's defenses might yet be sengtive to the touch of just such aspell. It was hard to tell
anymore, SO many variables, so many new traps....

He hoped that the mages under Maar's command did not sweep the camp for magic at work.

Thingswere going so well, so far. Skan reached up, claws digging firmly into the crossbrace,
cracked through it, and the entire aide section fell to the ground, inchesin front of hisbegk....

... and Skandranon found himsdlf face to face with a very upset, recently awakened
Wegponsmaster, who was drawing something—surely awegpon—up from beneath hisbedding. The
weapon pointed at the gryphon and started changing.

Skan'sright claw shot out and struck the human's scalp and squeezed, finding yidding flesh. His
thumb pierced the man's eye socket, and inside the envelope of silence, agurgling scream faded into the
wet sounds of Skan withdrawing histalonsfrom thekill.

The man's hands twitched and dropped the weapon, which was still pointing at Skandranon. It was
apolished rod, wrapped in leather, with aglowing, spiked tip revealed where the leather ended. It rolled
from the dead man'sfingers and fdll to the ground, and the tip withdrew into the rod.

On your back, underneath a wagon, in an enemy camp, you kill a Weaponsmaster
one-handed? No one will ever believeit. Ever. That was too close, too close, stupid gryphon.



Someone will come by soon, Skan. Move. Get the whatever-it-is and get away. That's all you
need to do. Get away.

Skan released hiswingtips and pulled himsdf across the body of the dain human, keelbone scraping
againg the ragged edge of sundered wood. His wing-edges caught, pinning him in the opening, and he
wheezed with the effort of pulling himsalf through. It was dim insde. Only the waning light from outside
leaking through the canvas-openings provided any illumination. Around him, stacked in open cases,
waited glistening objects, the same as the Weaponsmaster had held, each the size of hisforeclaws.

Each far more deadly than his claws, he was sure.

They must be some entirely new kind of weapon, and he needed no spell-casting to know their
magica origin. They exuded magic, their collective power making hisfeathers crawl like being in the heart
of alightning storm abrewing. Now to grab one and leave! Skan reached toward the cases, dmost
touching one of them, when hisinner voice screamed "No!™

The Weaponsmaster had one, he was guarding these, these may all be trapped....

A hair-thin crackle of reddish energy arced between the weapons and his extended foreclaw,
confirming hisfears

Then there may be only one that isn't trapped....

He moved dowly, wingsfolded so tight it hurt. Up onto his haunches, then back down to dl fours,
until he faced the rear of the wagon. Then he reached down through the shattered floorboards, groping
for the dain Magter's weagpon. It didn't make sense to Skan that the man would trap his own weapon,
even if he was amage, Weaponsmagters as arule tended to be terribly impressed with themsdlves, and
thought they could handle anything.... Too bad, so sad, first mistake and last. What's that, stupid
bird, you're getting cocky because you've lasted this long? More to do, and every second is
borrowed time.

At last camethefed of therod, warm to histouch despite the thickness of his scaled skin. He
reared back, eyes closed to the thinnest of dits, concentrating on not touching the racks of trapped arms.
Hetrangferred his prize to hismouth, clenching it tightly above histongue, and fdll forward acrossthe
gaping entrance he'd made, stretching acrossit toward the untied flap of the wagon bonnet.

All right. What's the worst that could happen? | touch the canvas, and the entire wagon goes
up with all the energy in these things. That'd be just like Ma'ar, if he can't have them, no one else
can.... I'd better count on it.

Skandranon bunched up hisleg muscles, preparing for amassive leap through the exit, when he
heard bootsteps outsde, and amoment later, a shadowy figure opened the flap, cursing in the enemy's
tongue.

Now. Now!

In the same instant, the figure opened the canvas, and the gryphon legpt. Skan used the man's
shoulders as avaullt, crushing the man's face againg the back of the wagon from his momentum. He
snapped hiswings open, catching the edges, as the human crumpled underneath him. Then adeafening
sound exploded around them as the wagon's massive find trap was set off—a crimson circle of fire
spread across the ground, incinerating the human, catching the other wagon. A thrashing body was
engulfedin theflame arcing from it as Skandranon gained dtitude.

The makaar roused.

End of your charmed life, gryphon. At least now you can cast freely before you die... find her,
wherever sheis, accomplish that at least—

Skan'swingsrowed at the air, clutching for distance from the camp. There was one thing yet to do
before his conscience would let him leave. Somewhere—his mind searched through the camp and town
for where—there was one of hisown kind being killed, dowly....

He searched, and found her tortured mind as he crested theridge. It felt asif her body had been
lanced deep by thousands of needles, cut on by a hundred mad surgeons, broken by mallets, yet ill she
lived. There was awrenching moment as Skan's mind reeled from the backlash of what had been doneto
her, and hefdt hiswingsfold involuntarily.

:Kill me,: she screamed, : Stop them, something—anything!:



:Open up to me,: Skan sent to her, :Open up to me and trust—there will be pain at first, then
all will be dark. You'll fly again, as Urtho wills—:

She hdted her scream as she recognized the code sign for the death-spell. No one had made a
moveto block it yet—

He pulled back from her for abare second, trying to steady himself in hisflight. He reached out
again, riding the wind, then unleashed the spdll, caught her mind, pulled it free of her body for one
gut-wrenching second. The spell struck home and stopped her heart.

| am sorry, so sorry... you will fly again after the dark.... Then hereleased her spirit to the
winds

Somewhere in the captured inn, abound and wing-cut body convulsed, then lay ill. Abovethe
valley, Skandranon raced away desperately, unable to cry out for her, as seven makaar surged skyward
to destroy him.

At lagt, the General dept.

Amberdrake started to rise, then sank back down to his seat on the side of the Generd's bed as
Corani woke convulsively, with atiny gasp. The anguish was il there, filling the room, papable even to
the weakest Empath. For an Empath as strong as Amberdrake, the impact of Corani's pain was a blow
to the heart.

Amberdrake waited for the General to speak, while radiating warmth and reassurance,
concentrating on the soothing scents il flavoring the air asavehicle for that reassurance; the gentle hint
of amber incense, the chamomilein the oils he had used in his massage, the jessamine covering the taste
of deep-herbsin the teahe'd given Corani. Heignored the throbbing pain in his own temples, his
tension-knotted stomach, and the terrible sense of foreboding that had come upon him at the Generd's
summons. Hisfedings did not matter; he was akestralchern, and his client—more patient than client, as
was often the case—needed him. He must be the strong one, the rock to rest against. He did not know
Corani wdll; that was dl to the good. Often men of power found it easier to unburden themselvesto a
stranger than to afriend.

The Generd's suite was in Urtho's keep and not in atent in the camp; easy enough hereto pulll
heavy curtainsto shut out the light and the world with it, to burn dim, scented lamps that invoked afedling
of disassociation from the armed camp beyond the keep. The Generd himself had not summoned
Amberdrake; the few times he had caled to the camp for akestrachern, it had been Riannon SilKedre
he had wanted—dlightly inferior to Amberdrakein skill, an accomplished and well-respected femae. No,
one of Urtho's aides had come to the tent—aquietly, with hislivery hidden beneath acloak, which said
more about the aide's vidt than the boy himsdlf did.

Urtho was till closeted with his Generd when Amberdrake arrived, but when he finally returned to
his quarters, he did not seem surprised to see Amberdrake there. He was clearly distraught, and yet it
had taken Amberdrake hours and every bit of hisskill to persuade him to unburden himself.

And he knew why Urtho had chosen him and not Riannon. There were timeswhen it was easier for
aman to reved his pain to aman—and Amberdrake was utterly trustworthy. Whatever was reveded to
him remained with him forever. He was many thingsto many people; tonight he had been something of a
Heder, something of apriest, something of asmple, noncommittal ear.

"Y ou must be disappointed,” the Generd said into the lamp-lit dimness, hisvoiceresgned. "You
must think I'm aweakling now."

That waswhat Corani said; Amberdrake, being what he was, heard what Corani meant.

Hewasredly saying, "I must disgust you for faling gpart like this, for looking so poorly composed,”
and, "Y ou must despise me and think me unworthy of my postion.”

"No," Amberdrake replied smply, to both the spoken and unspoken assertions. He did not want to
think what the Generd's collapse meant to him, persondly; he must not think of it. Must not remember
the messengers that roused the camp last night; the premonitions that had awakened the more sensitive
and margindly Gifted among the Hedlers and kestralchern from nightmares of blood and fire againgt the
outline of the mountains. Must not think of the fact that Corani'sfamily came from Laisfaar at Stelvi Pass,



and that while his sons had posts with the army here, hiswife and dl hisrelatives were back there.
There, where Skandranon had gone. He and Gesten did not know why, or for what reason; Amberdrake
only knew that he had gone off without afarewdll.

"No," Amberdrake repeated, taking the Generd's outflung hand before Corani could reclaimiit, and
massaging the palm and fingers carefully. The musclesfdt cramped and tight; Corani's hand was cold.
"How could | bethat stupid? Y ou are human and morta; we are the sum of our weak moments and our
strong. Everyone has amoment at which he must breek; this one was yours. It is no shameto need help
and know it."

Somewhere, deep inside, he wondered if it was aso his. Therewas pressure building insde him that
threatened to break free at any moment. He was not so self-confident that he thought he could do
without help. The question was, would there be any there for him? Too many battered spiritsto
mend—too many bruised bodies to comfort—the resources of Healers and kestraichern alike were
stretched and overstretched. That he was near the end of his reserves made little difference.

Far too many of his clients had gone out to battle and had not returned. And Skan had been due
back this morning; it had been near sunset when the aide left him in Corani's quarters. Skan was never
overdue.

But for now, this moment, he must put his own strain aside. None of that must show—he shouldn't
let it break his concentration or hisfocus. Corani came first; Corani must be comforted enough, given
enough reinforcing, asif he were acrumbling wall, that he could function and come to hedl. Something
had gone wrong, terribly wrong, at Stelvi Pass. Corani had not told him what, but Amberdrake knew
with dreadful certainty. Stelvi Pass had been overrun; Laisfaar, and Corani's family with it, was no more.
It would be better for them to be dead than in Maar's hands unless they'd hidden their identities and
vanished into the generd population. And that was unlikely.

Corani accepted this, as wise generals accepted all facts. Corani had accepted Amberdrake's
comforting aswell. For the moment, anyway. That was another of Amberdrake's abilities; it bought time.
Timeto bring distance, timeto hed. "My sons—"

" think that Urtho has seen to them aswell,” Amberdrake replied quickly. Urtho would have seento
everything; it washisway.

San—

Quickly, he suppressed the thought and the anguish it caused.

The drugsin the Generd'steatook effect; in the dim light, Corani struggled to keep his eyes open,
eyesdtill red and swollen from weeping. The Generd had fought those tears, fought to keep them
properly held insde with the determination that had made him the leader he was. Amberdrake had fought
his determination with awill of hisown that was no less stubborn. "It'stimeto deep," Amberdrake said
quigtly.

Corani blinked, but held him with an assessing gaze. "I'm not certain what | expected when | saw
you here," he sad, findly. "Based on Riannon—"

"What Riannon gave you was what you needed then," Amberdrake replied, gently touching the
genera's shoulder. "What | do iswhat you need now. Sometimes neither iswhat the recipient expects.”
Helaid a soothing hand on Corani's forehead. "That iswhat akestrachern does, after al; gives you what
you need.”

"And not necessarily what | want," Corani said quickly.

Amberdrake shook his head. "No, Generd. Not necessarily what you think you want. Y our heart
knows what you want, but often your head has some other idea. It isthe task of the kestralchern to ask
your heart, and not your head, what you need and answer that need.”

Corani nodded, his eyelids drooping.

"Y ou are astrong man and agood leader, Generd Corani," Amberdrake continued. "But no man
can bein two places at the same time. Y ou could not be here and there aswell. Y ou cannot anticipate
everything the enemy will do, nor where he will strike. The War thinksits own way. Y ou are not
answerablefor the entirearmy. Y ou did what you could, and you did it well."

The muscles of Corani'sthroat tightened visibly as he fought for control. Amberdrake sensed tears



being forced down. Corani was on the verge of more than tears; he was on the verge of a breakdown.
Thiswould accomplish nothing, worse than nothing. The man needed rest, and with Amberdrake's hand
resting on hisforehead, he was open to Amberdrakeswill.

"You must deep," kestrachern Amberdrake said, imposing amental command on top of the drugs.
Corani closed his eyes, and thistime he did not reawaken when Amberdrake rose to go.

Gesten would be where he had been since dawn; at the landing field, waiting for Skandranon to
return. Amberdrake | eft the keep, dipping unobtrusively out into the scarlet of a spectacular sunset. The
landing field was not far away, and Amberdrake decided to head there, rather than going straight back to
histent.

Depresson weighed heavily on his heart, adepression that was not relieved at the sght of Gesten
aone onthefield, patiently making preparationsto wait out the night-watch.

Amberdrake held his peace for amoment, then spoke.

"He's not coming back thistime," Amberdrake said quietly.

His hertas companion, Gesten, looked up at him with his expressive eyes and exhaed through his
nostrils. He held his pebble-scaled snout shut for along minute. "Hell come. He always does,” Gesten
findly said. "Somehow.”

Amberdrake wished with dl his heart that the little hertas would be right thistime. Skandranon had
flown from the Tower two days before, and Stelvi Pass was less than aday away, flying; he had never
been delayed by so much before. Gesten was going about the task of building awatch-fire for their
friend, laying out colored smoke-pots amidst the kindling. It might be ausaess gesture, but it wasdl he
could really do right now, with dawn so far away. Light up a pattern of blue and white to welcome the
flyer home, let him know from afar that safety was close... Amberdraketried to help, but he was
awkward, and his heart wasn't in it. How odd, that one so graceful in hiscalling could be so clumsy
outsdeit.

"Urtho has cdled acouncil.” That much was common knowledge; no harm in telling the hertas now.
"Two gryphons came stresking in from Laisfaar straight to the Tower, and two hours after that, Urtho
sent amessage ordering meto tend Genera Corani.”

Gesten nodded, apparently taking Amberdrake's meaning—that Corani needed the peculiar skills of
akestrachern. The genera had been permanently assigned to the Pass, until Urtho needed him more than
hishome digtrict did. For the last week he'd been at the Tower, pleading with Urtho for some specid
protection for Stelvi Pass and the town. That much was common knowledge, too.

"What can you tell me?' Gesten knew very well that there was only so much Amberdrake could
reved to him. "What did Corani need?’

Amberdrake paused, searching for the right word.

"He needed sympathy, Gesten," he said as helaid down a stack of aily firefud logs. " Something
happened in the Tower that he didn't want to talk about; and | can only assume that from the way he
acted, the news was the worst. Kept talking about blind spots—he was near to a breakdown. That's not
like him. And now... Skandranonislate.” Amberdrake smoothed his silk caftan, brushing the wood chips
away. He felt worry lines creasing aface even his enemies called handsome, but he was too depressed to
care.

Absently, he pulled hislong hair back from whereit had falen agtray. "I don't think he's coming back
thistime. | canfed itinmy gut...."

Gesten picked up asmall log and pointed it up at Amberdrake. "He will be back, | fed itin my gut,
Drake, and | won't put up with your whining about 'poor Skan.' He always comes back. Always.
Understand? And I'll be here, with thiswatch-fire, until either he comes back or thisarmy runs out of
firdogs."

Amberdrake stepped back, thoroughly chastised, and more than alittle surprised at the vehemence
of the normdly quiet lizard's speech. Gesten stood pointing the stick at him for amoment more, then spit
a theair and threw it on the growing stack of kindling.

"I'm sorry, Gesten." Though he meant he was sorry about angering the hertas, Gesten would



probably take it some other way. "It'sjust that... you know how | fed about him."

"Feh. | know. Everyone knows. Y ou seem to be the only one who doesn't know." The hertas
opened the latch on the firebox and withdrew a cod with blackened tongs. Histail lashed as he spoke.
"Y ou worry about everything, Drake, and you don't listen to yourself talking. Thereisno onein Urtho's
service who is better than him. No one else more likely to come back.” Gesten dropped the cod into the
folds of cotton batting and wood-chips between the two smoke-pots. "Even if he doesn't come back,
hell have died the way he wanted to.”

Amberdrake bit hislip. Gesten thought he wasright, as usud; nothing would dissuade him. Nothing
Amberdrake could tell himwould persuade him that the Situation was hopeless; only the things
Amberdrake could not tell him would do that. And he wasright; Skan had died the way he wanted to.
"I'll—keep quiet, until we know.”

"Damned right you will. Now go back to your tent. Y ou can manage your clientswithout me
tonight." Gesten turned his attention to lighting the center fire, then the blue and white smoke-pots blazed
into light. Amberdrake walked in the cooling night air toward the Tower and the semi-mobile city that
clustered around it, stopping once to look back at the londy figure who'd wait for dl eternity if need be
for the Black Gryphon'sreturn. His heart, already heavy, was a burden amost too grest to bear with the
added weight of tears he dared not shed.

Oh, not now. | don't need this....

Skandranon struggled againgt gravity and rough air, jaws clenched tightly on his prize. His heart was
besting hard enough to burst from his chest, and the chase had barely begun—the makaar behind him
were gaining, and hewas only now past theridge. Asif it weren't enough that makaar were quicker than
gryphons, they possessed better endurance. All they had to do was cut him off and fly himin circles. That
was clearly what they intended to do. His advantage was his ability to gain and lose dtitude more quickly
than they. With cleverness, he could make them react, not act. At least they weren't terribly well
organized—it waan't as though Kili was|eading them—

Skandranon twisted his head to assess his pursuers, and spotted an al-too-familiar black and white
crest—Kili, the old makaar leader Skan had taunted numerous times. Kili, who had dmost trapped him
once before, with amuch smaller force aflight, was streaking to a pitch a thousand feet above the other
SX, Screaming commands.

Three gray-patched makaar canted wings back and swept into ashdlow dive, gaining on him al the
faster by trading height for speed. Their trgjectory took them below and past him afew seconds
later—and they were followed by another three. He tried to watch them al, eyes darting from oneto the
other, asthey split off and rejoined. Why head below him, when dtitude was so important against a
gryphon?

Altitude—dam!

Ingtinct took over even as he redized Kili's gambit. He folded hisright wing completely, rolling
Sdewaysin midair asthe elder makaar streaked past him by afeatherlength. A shrill scream of ragerang
inhisearsasKili missed, and Skan threw himsdf out of the roll by snapping hiswing open again and
gpiraling nose-first toward the earth—and the Six makaar there.

That bastard! He had the audacity to learn from me!

Skan clamped hiswingstightly and plummeted through the massed makaar below him, seeing the
claws and razor-edged beaks of the surprised makaar as a blur as he shot past. He followed dead on the
tall of Kili. The chances of surviving that move were dim—he'd gambled on his swiftness, and the makaar
did no more damage than removing afew covert feathers.

Distance for speed—Iet's seeif they can follow this

Kili was s0 very close ahead that Skan was tempted to strike at him, but he couldn't afford to be
distracted from his primary objective—to survive and escape. Already, the two flights of makaar behind
him stroked rapidly to pursue, crying out in rage. He passed the makaar leader, who predictably took a
swipe at him and lost precious speed, and Kili's recovery was further fouled by the wind turbulence of his
passing underlings. The six rowed past Kili, gaining on Skandranon as he coursed back toward Laisfaer.



Supid gryphon, the point isto get away fromthis place!

The barrier range swept inexorably closer. Skandranon narrowed his concentration to the rockface
before him, and studied the erosion channels cut into the stone by ages past. His breath turned ragged
through his nares as he struggled againgt fatigue. From the edge of hisvision, he saw the other makaar
winging through the Pass, cutting an arc toward the pursuit.

They'll see my wings flare, and assume I'm braking to turn or climb—

Skan cupped hiswings as he stresked in astraight line for the sheer cliff-face, feding but not seeing
the bloodthirsty makaar gaining on him from behind. The barrier sonefilled hisvison as he executed his
desperate move: hefolded hiswings until their leading edges curled under him with aclap and his
sraining body rolled into atumbler's somersault. He plummeted in adescending arc aslift abandoned him
and momentum hurled him toward unforgiving stone.

Gravity reversed itsdf; hishead snapped into his chest as he fell. Numbly, detachedly, he redized
the new, tiny pain in his chest was where the sharp tip of hisbeak had pierced it. Disorientation took him.
All he could do was keep his jaws closed as hisworld went black, and wonder how many bonesthis last
trick of hiswould bresk.

Follow through—do it, bird, do it—

He stretched his hindlegs out, and fanned histail. Wind rushed againgt the lay of hisfeathersashe
hurtled backward.

In the next instant, he was surrounded by shocked makaar, three above, three below, whose
attention was locked on him instead of the rock rushing to strike them from the sky.

It's going to work—Ilucky, stupid gryphon—

Thedizzying sensations of gravity's pull, momentum's throw, and the rushing of blood mixed with the
sound of six makaars screams and the crunch of their bodies against stone. Skandranon's feet touched
the unforgiving rock behind him—and he pushed off.

The strange maneuver stabilized histumble; gave him the chance to spread hiswingsin asngp and
breek hisfdl, turnit from afdl into adive.

Only the ground was awfully close....

Pull up, stupid bird, pull up!

Wings straining, heart racing, he skimmed the rock at the bottom of the cliff, so close that his
wingtips brushed it, using his momentum to send himself shooting skyward again, past the spreading stain
on therock that was dl that was l€eft of hisfirst pursuers.

Now get out of here, idiot!

He reversed his course, away from the pass, back toward home and safety—and looked down.

At several hundred crossbows.

Of course, they couldn't see him, except, perhaps, as afleeting shadow. But they knew he was up
there, and they only had tofill the sky with arrow bolts and rocks, and one or more of them would
probably hit him. A quick glance to either side showed that he'd been flanked by the two new flights of
makaar; they hemmed himin, and had severd gryphon-lengths worth of atitude on him. Kili wasnot in
sight; he was probably up above, somewhere, waiting.

Hisonly chance lay in speed. If he could just get past the archers before they let fly—

Toolate.

From below came awhirring sound; the air around him filled with adeadly reverse-rain of
crossbhow-bolts and dung shot. He pulled in hiswingsin avain attempt to narrow the target area.

At firg, hedidn't fed pain, only impact. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw amist of hisown blood
as hisright wing came forward on the downstroke.

Thenit crumpled.

Then it hurt.

Hetumbled again, only nominaly under control, shrieking incoherently around his beskful of stolen
wespon.

He shuddered under the impact of two more hits; the pain came quickly thistime, but he forced
himsdlf toignoreit. Once again, he tumbled out of control, and thistime there was no handy cliff to push



off of.

He pulled in hisleft wing and rolled over completdy; righted himself, dtill faling. He dared not try
and brake completely; the injured wing wouldn't take it. Instead, he extended just enough of both to turn
thefdl into another steep dive, angled away from the battle and toward friendly territory.

Just after hiswingsflared, he saw Kili whistle past where he had been.

Alittle farther —a little farther —

The ground was coming up awfully fadt.

Hewas over Urtho's territory now, on the other side of the enemy lines, but he could not, dared not,
flare hiswings completely. His dive was a steep, fast one, but it was fill adive. The ground had never
looked so inviting. Or so hard.

Ah sKketi, thisis going to hurt—

Two

Amberdrake could not deep; weary as hewas, there was no point in lying awake and watching the
insde of hiseyedids. He wrapped ablanket around his shoulders, and made hisway down the dark aides
between the orderly tent rowsto the landing field.

As he came out into the open, away from the lights of the camp, he saw that the sky to the west was
ahaze of slvery light from the setting moon; it could not be long now, afew hours at mogt, until dawn.
Gesten waited patiently beside hisfire, as he had waited al night. Amberdrake had |eft the last of his
clientsto jointhelittlelizard, but Gesten was clearly not in any mood to talk.

The hertas tended to be silent when something affected his emotions. Amberdrake shared that
tendency. In hiscasg, it was dueto long sdf-training; for both of them, it wasto preservetheilluson of
immutable and eternd tability.

It was Amberdrake's duty to convey an impression of serene concern—for Amberdrake's clients
were always damaged in some way these days. Sympathy worked better than empathy, more often than
not.

Clientsdidn't want to know their kestralchern had problems of his own.

Since he couldn't berid of them, he mustn't Iet them show, not even for amoment. It was part of the
burden of his avocation, and though held come to accept it, it still caused adull ache like a sympathy
pain.

Sympathy pain. Y es, that was exactly what it waslike.

The depression had worsened with every rumor, every bit of camp gossip. Skan had never been this
late in returning from amission; even Gesten must know by now that he wasn't coming back. He had
often joked about how Skan always rushed back at top speed from amission; that he couldn't be back
to hisrewards and admiration fast enough.

By now the news had leaked out of aterrible disaster at Stelvi Pass, worse than any defeat Urtho's
forces had faced before. The reaction was not panic, but Amberdrake wondered if there was anyonein
the ranks who guessed at what he aready knew; that the garrison had been overrun and wiped out
completely. Asthe night grew colder, so did Amberdrake's heart, and wrapping his body in a spird-knit
blanket over hisslksdidn't hep at dl.

Gesten still hadn't spoken. Findlly, he could bear it no longer. Without aword, heleft his place
besi de the watch-fire and walked away into the darkness, looking back over his shoulder at the little spot
of light and the patient figure hunched beside it. His heart ached, and histhroat threatened to close with
tears he feared to shed—feared, because once they began, he was not certain he would be able to stop
them. Tearsfor Gesten—and for Skan. Wherever he was.



Waiting out in the darkness for someone who wasn't going to come home wasn't going to
accomplish anything. The war went on no matter who grieved. Amberdrake, like so many Kaled'ain, had
long been thinking of thewar asabeing of its own, with its own needs, plans, and hungers. Those who
choseto obey itswill, and those who found themsalves swept along inits path, had to go on living and
pursuing their dreams, evenif it did fed asif they were congtantly trying to bail alesky boat with their
bare hands. The skills Amberdrake possessed would be needed regardless of whether the war raged on
or ebbed; people would dwaysfed pain, londiness, ingtability, doubt, strain. He had long ago resigned
himsdlf to the responsbility of caring for those who needed him. No—caring for those who needed his
skills. They didn't necessarily need him, they needed his skills. It was that redization, too, that chilled his
heart and had caused him to leave the smoky-white pyre.

Gesten had only his duties to Amberdrake and to the Black Gryphon, and Amberdrake could do
without him for awhile. Gesten clearly intended to keep his watch no matter what Amberdrake required
of him. Amberdrake, on the other hand, dways had his duties. And right now, he fdlt terribly, horribly
lonely. After dl, once you've given up alarge dice of yourself to someone and they're suddenly gone
—how dse could you fed? Hed never had amagica bond to the Black Gryphon, nothing that would let
him know with absolute certainty if Skandranon were dive or dead. So he only had hisreasoning and the
known facts, and they pointed to the loss of afriend. A trusted one.

He neared the camp.

He entered the lighted areas of the camp, fixed afrozen, dight smile on hisface, and checked his
walk to ensure it conveyed the proper confidence and the other more subtle cues of his profession. There
were few folk awake at thistime of the night—or rather, morning—but those few needed to be reassured
if they saw him. A frowning Hedler was abad omen; an unhappy kestralchern often meant that one of his
clients had confided something so grave that it threstened the kestraichern's proverbid stability—and
snce Amberdrake was both those things, anything other than serenity would add fuel to the rumors
aready flooding the camp. And for Amberdrake to be upset would further inflame the rumors. Aslong
ashewasin apublic place, he could never forget who and what he was. Even though his face ached and
fet tiff from the pleasant expression he had forced upon it.

Urtho kept an orderly camp; with tentslaid out in rows, every fifth row lighted by alanternon a
perching-pole, anyone who happened to see Amberdrake would be able to read his expression clearly.

It must look asif nothing had changed in the past few hours.

And yet, before he could do anyone else any good, he was going to have to dea with hisown
sorrows, hisown fears and pain. He knew that aswell as he knew therest of it.

He strode into the Hedlers bivouac, his sepsfatering only once. Therewas adistant part of him
that felt ashamed at that little faltering step. He attributed that feding to his tumultuous state of
mind—hadn't he soothingly spoken to othersthat there was no shamein such things? Still....

Help was not far off—if he asked for it. It was hisright, of course. He was entitled to counsd and
Hedling, and al of the skills of his own profession he wished. He had taken comfort in such ways before
and had given it many times. And though asmall interna voice might echo words of weekness from the
walls of hismind—tell himto just hold it in, not to succumb to the strain, he was not too proud to ask for
that help. Not at this point, not when he was amass of raw nerves and trembling on the edge of a
breakdown. He had seen the signs of such things too often not to recognize them in himsdif.

In tents and shacks he passed, smdl lanterns or lightstonesilluminated solitary figures. They carved
surgica instruments or sewed torn clothing and bandages. The surreal acoustics of the ill night made an
old Heder'swork-time whistling seem louder than it should be, as he cut and assembled arm dings by
lantern light, gpparently obliviousto the world outside his opened tent. On perches by the surgery tent,
messenger-birds dept with their heads tucked under soft-feathered wings, with kyree desping soundly in
front of them. The soft jingling of hanging harness and tackle sounded like windchimes from atranquil
garden. How odd that such poignant moments could still occur even in the middle of upheavas.

Heder Tamsin and hislover and coworker, Lady Cinnabar, were on night duty for the next ten days
or s0. He should be able to find them insde the surgery tent. There, past the Heders and surgeons tents,
onthelittlerise ahead of him caled "Heder'sHill," stood the common tents being used for infirmariesand



treatment centers. Severd of the tents had been used, in happier days, to hold Kaled'ain celebrations,
and had the capacity of housing ahundred or more. Their colors had been allowed to discreetly fade
over the years Sncethair current uses were anything but festive.

Lightsin the centrd tent, and shadows moving ingdeit, told him that someone, at |east, was there.
He pushed aside the flgp and moved quietly insde, and found Tamsin and Cinnabar bandaging a
middle-aged land-scout, surrounded by tables bearing the debris of athorough patching job. A
mercenary; Amberdrake caught sight of the badge on his shoulder and recognized the wolf-head of
Pedron's Wolves. Urtho was very careful about the mercenaries he hired, and the Wolveshad a
particularly good reputation. Even the gryphons spoke well of them.

Even Skan had spoken well of—

Sketi, Drake, you're fixated. It's a downward spiral, and it's got to be broken—before you are.

He sagged againgt atent brace and hid hisface in the shadows as he lost control over his
expression. He wanted to be within sensing distance, but he also didn't want to be obtrusive. He shielded
asmuch of hisgrief ashe could, but these were fellow Hedlers, Empaths—and the closest friends he had.

Next to Gesten and Skan....

Tamsan didn't look hisway, but Amberdrake sensed his attention, and in the next moment he said to
the mercenary, "Y ou'll do well enough, fire-eater. What you need now issomerest. Limit your activity to
complaining for afew days. Here's your green chit for days off." He Sgned the wooden square with a
slver-rod and handed it off. "Three days, and Sx more at light duty."

Now Tamsin looked up, asif noticing Amberdrake for the first time, and added quietly, "I think |
have afriend in need of alittle help himself a the moment.”

The merc looked up, caught sight of Amberdrake standing in the shadows, and grunted. " Thankee,
Magter Tamsin. | 'spect you'll send methe charge, eh?"

Tamsin laughed at the tired old joke, and the mercenary shuffled off, passing Amberdrake with a
nod, and pushed through the tent flap into the warm dark beyond. Amberdrake laid himsalf down on the
cot the scout had just vacated, disregarding the binding of the sillk caftan against hisbody asherolled
over. Hethrew hisarms over hiseyes, hand bunched into afist. A fist was asign superstitioudy avoided
among Healers as being bad luck, but his mind was not on wards and omens. He heard the sounds of
hands being washed and toweled dry, and instruments being laid back in trays. Minutes passed without a
word, and the after-Healing cleanup was concluded. He heard a curtain being drawn around them for
privecy.

"The rumors about Stelvi are true—the truth's probably worse than you've heard," he said to the
waiting silence. "And Skandranon didn't make it back.”

Hefet one hand lightly touch his cheek; felt someone e se take his hand. Both touches released the
flood of grief he had pent up within him and, logt in the dark waters of mourning, he couldn't tell which of
the two was touching him. Focus wavered in hismind. It didn't matter which of the two touched him
where; what mattered was that they did. He welcomed them both.

Tearsthreaded their way down hisface, soaking the hair a histemples. The knot in histhroat
choked further speech.

"Don't mourn for onewho might till be dive" Tamsan chided gently. "Wait until you know—"

But they both knew that if Skandranon were able, hed have madeit back by now or somehow have
sent amessage. Tamsin made aswallowing sound, asif he had stopped himself before he said anything
supid.

"| think it'sthe fact that we don't know," Lady Cinnabar said as Amberdrake fought for control.
"Drake, we love him too, you know—Dbut we've seen too many times when people we've given up aslost
madeit back. Skandranon—"

"Hasnever falled amissonin hislife,” Amberdrake cried, haf in anger, hadf in grief. "If he didnt—if
he couldnt—"

Therest waslogt in tears, as he findly stopped trying to control himsdlf and smply let himsalf weep.
The cot creaked as two weights settled beside him; one of them kissed his forehead, the other embraced
him, and he buried hisface in the proffered shoulder as awave of compasson and reassurance spread



from both of them.

"Thisistoo much!" he sobbed bitterly, as whoever was holding him rocked him alittle, like achild.
"Waiting here, waiting to see who comes back in pieces—who doesn't come back at al. Not being there
when they're hurt and dying.”

"Weknow," Tamsin murmured, aworld of sorrow in hisown voice. "We know."

"But you don't know the rest of it—rewarding the ones who survive, when inside | cry for the ones
who didn't."

Therewas nothing they could say to that.

"I'm sick of detaching myself!" he burst out, in another flood of tears. "They cometo meto forget
thelr pain, but when am | dlowed to mourn?

There was no spoken answer for that, Since they were the answer. They smply held himwhile he
wept, held him and tried to give him thelittle comfort they had. Finaly, after he had cried himsdlf out in
their arms, he was able to talk alittle more calmly.

"Drake, you've heard it al before," Cinnabar said as Tamsin got up to retrieve adamp cloth for
Amberdrake. "But I'll tell you again; we are here to help you, just as you help others. Y ou've been
bearing up through al this better than anyone else. No one has ever seen you lose control, but you don't
have to be superhuman.”

"I know that," he said, exhausted by his bout of emotion. "Gods, that's exactly what | just got
through saying to someone e setonight. But I've never fdt likethisbefore. It's Skandranon thistime—he
was my congtant. | dways knew held be dl right, that it was safe to love him because | never thought 1'd
lose him. He never comes back with anything worse than alog tailfeather.”

Cinnabar smoothed Amberdrake's damp hair back from his forehead with the cool cloth, cool as
winter skies, asthe achein his heart struck him once again. "Now—just losing him—I can't bear it. It
hurtstoo much!"

Early morning sounds, muffled by the cloth and canvas of the tent, punctuated the talk. Wasn't it too
early, yet, for dl of that? Maybe time had smply gotten away from them. Maybe that was the next lesson
indl of this—that no matter how Amberdrake felt, al would still go on without him. Still....

Tamsin settled on the other side of him as Cinnabar captured his handsin hers.

"Theres nothing | can say that you don't dready know," Tamsin said quietly. "Y ou have aharder
task than we—a double burden. We have flesh to make whole again; you have hearts and mindsto hedl
aswell. The only comfort | can offer isto say you aren't done. We hurt, too. Skan is our friend, and
he—"

The noise outside didn't settle to the dull murmurs of daybreak. Insteed, it kept rising.

It sounded, in fact, asif asmal riot was approaching the surgery tent. A pang of what have | done
now! struck Amberdrake in his salf-pitying state, but left when reason returned a heartbest later.

Amberdrake pushed the cloth away from his eyes and sat up—just as a pain-filled shriek ripped
through the pre-dawn air, shattering his eardrums, and ensuring thet al three Hedlers had their full
attention taken by the noise outside.

"What in—" Tamsin legpt to hisfeet, Cinnabar beside him, just asthe tent flap flew open and the
mob shoved itsway ingde.

In the center of the mob was an unholy mating of gryphon and brush pile, dl liberally mired in mud.
Amberdrake would not have recognized it as Skandranon, except for the black feathers and the
incredible vocabulary of half-ddirious curse words.

Herolled off the cot and to hisfeet, as Gesten directed the litter team—for there was alitter under
all that mess—to get what was l€eft of the gryphon up onto one of the surgery tables. The hertas looked
around for aHeder; spotted Tamsin and Cinnabar, and Amberdrake behind them.

"You'll do. Herel" Gesten snapped.

Gods, if heran thearmy....

But the three Hedlers had begun their work before he spoke; Tamsin getting the clattering trays of
aurgicd instruments, Cinnabar calling for their assstants, and Amberdrake pushing asde the litter bearers
to get a theinjured gryphon, heedless of anything else.



Amberdrake touched the Black Gryphon and felt Skandranon's pain asif it screamed through his
own nerves, striking him like ahammer blow to the forehead. Thiswas the drawback of working on so
closeafriend. He shielded somewhat, automaticaly, but that pain also told him what was wrong, so he
dared not block it al out.

As Cinnabar's ass stants scraped and washed the mud from the tangled flesh and cut branches away
from broken limbs, Amberdrake took Skandranon's pain deegper into himsalf, warning the others when
they were going to cause more damage by moving something. He could fed his mouth agape ashe
sucked in halting breaths; felt his eyeswiden in double-Sight, his mind split between seeing the physica
and Seeing inside. It seemed an eternity before they got Skandranon's body free of the remains of the
tree held crashed into, another eternity before they got him washed down so that they could seethe
externd injuriesclearly.

Wordlessly, the other two |eft the wings to Amberdrake and concentrated on Skan's legs and body.
Amberdrake was one of the few in camp who knew the gryphons anatomy well enough to Heal wingsto
be flightworthy again. Muscle, tendon, bone, vein, al were dependent on each other in living bodies—yet
in an avian's body this seemed doubly true. Alter this and balance and weight distribution and control
surface and a hundred other things would change,

Theright wing had a crossbow wound, still bleeding duggishly. Theleft was broken in severa
places. Amberdrake directed Gesten to put pressure on the bleeding bolt wound. Gryphon wing-bones
tended to knit amost as soon asthey broke, like abird's, and the sooner he got to the breaks, the less
likely that he would have to rebresk anything to set it properly.

Skandranon whimpered alittle and coughed, until afourth Hedler, till deepy-eyed and robed from
bed, cameto stand at his head, and with one hand on either side of the huge beak, willed the gryphon
into dumber. Skandranon's throat gurgled as his beak parted.

The wing muscles relaxed, and Amberdrake went to work.

He eased the shattered fragments of each broken bone together, then held them in place with his
bare hands while his mind forced the bits and piecesinto the right order and prodded them into the
process of knitting, al the while drawing away the fluids that built up around the damage. When the bone
started healing, he called for splints and bandages, wrapped the section of wing tightly, and went on to
the next, pausing only to wipe the drying blood from his hands before it caked so thickly it interfered.

"Drake?' Gesten said, barely making agtir in his concentration.

"What?" he asked shortly, al of hisattention focused on getting the final bone to draw together.

"l think you'd better hurry." That was dl the hertas said, but it was enough. He lft the splinting of
the fina bone and the binding of the wing as awholeto one of the assistants, and came around to
Gegsten'sside of thetable.

He knew with a glance why Gesten had called him; the sheer dead weight of the injured wing was so
great that the bolt wound was tearing open, and the great wing vein was periloudy closeto the site of the
wound. A fracture under that pressure could smply break wide open and sever the vein asit went.

Quickly, he directed Gesten under the gryphon'swing, to take some of the strain off, and reached
out to hold the wound closed, being careful not to pinch. He closed his eyes and concentrated, Seeing
theinjury, examining it with hisinner sght, bringing together the torn musclefibers, rgoining bleeding
veins, goading it dl into the process of Hedling at arate athousand timesfaster than it would naturaly,
and providing the energy the body required to do so from within himsdlf. Infection threatened; he burned
it away ruthlesdy. He strengthened the rest of the muscles, taking some of the strain off the injured ones.
When they threatened to cramp, afinger's touch soothed them. He found smaller broken bones, wounds
and cuts he had not noticed in Hedling the larger ones. He dedlt with them all, searching out dangerous
blood clots and filtering them from the bloodstream, until the wings had been wrapped in abinding of
energiesthat would, in time, dlow Skandranon to fly again.

Skandranon moaned and coughed weskly, asif something were caught in histhroat. His breathing
steadied as the fourth Healer pushed him back into dumber, but he was taken by afit of coughing again
that caused everyone near to hold onto him tightly. Amberdrake was peripheraly aware of Tamsin
putting his arm down Skandranon's gullet while an assistant held the beak open with ameta bar, and then



the badly wounded gryphon wheezed, shook, and fell into deep deep again.

The assstants administered fortifying herba and minera infusionsof dl kindsinto the gryphon while
Amberdrake set Skandranon's fractured forearms and splinted hisforeclaws.

Finally, it was over, and he swayed away from the table, letting the ass stants do their mechanical
labor of bandaging and bracing. He saw then that Tamsin and Cinnabar had aready finished; Cinnabar
wastdling thelitter bearers where to take Skan, and Tamsin had disappeared. The early morning sun
shone brightly through the walls of the tent, making them glow with awarm amber light.

The tables and floors were a disaster. Blood—how could a flyer hold so much blood? he
thought—and cut-away feathers pasted bits of bark and leavesto the floor. On the table, alength of a
crosshow bolt lay amid the other debris, next to something that was relaively clean—aleather-wrapped
handle of somekind, perhaps a broken sword. That must have been what was blocking his throat,
Amberdrake thought numbly. How would it get there...?

Amberdrake blinked once and staggered back.

"No, you don't!" Gesten left Skandranon's side to go to Amberdrake's, getting under the
kestrachern's arm and bracing him upright. "It's bed for you, Drake. Skan's going to be fine—but you'd
better lie down before you pass out!”

" think you'reright,” Amberdrake murmured, actudly finding a chuckle somewhere. Skan's going
to beall right. He made it back. That wasdl that really mattered, after dl. The cold placeinsde him
had warmed; the emptiness erased. Skan made it back.

With Gesten's help, he tottered off down the dight dope to the kestralchern's portion of the camp,
just beyond the Hedlers. He was so tired, he hardly noticed when he was guided into his own tent,
except that the bright light of the morning sun dimmed, and the coal, fresh air took on atinge of incense
and body-scent. That was when he pulled away from Gesten, staggered to his bed, and collapsed across
it. He managed to position himsdf theright way, but after that, he knew nothing more.

Amberdrake felt Skandranon's pain and frustration as he awoke. Even afte—how many?—hours
of needed oblivion, therewas adull achein Amberdrake's body in all the places held helped Hedl in
Skandranon's body the night before. In al the placesthat Amberdrake didn't have adirect analog
to—the wings and tail, especidly the wings—there was an ache. It was an aftershock effect that Hedlers
knew well and had to live with; in the case of the wing pain, it bunched in Amberdrake's shoulder blades
and upper arms, like a bruised muscle cramping to the bone.

Amberdrake had awakened fegling asif he had run for days carrying afull pack; asif he had
worked for two days without arest—

—inshort, asif he had served hisfull rogter of clients, then Hedled agravely injured gryphon.

Gesten—loyal, competent Gesten—had drawn the degping-curtains to block as much light as
possible from reaching the exhausted kestraichern and was, no doubt, away from the tent clearing
Amberdrake's schedule of respongbilities.

Amberdrake pulled the blankets from himsdlf and stood up, steadying himself on aring set into the
oversized bed frame. He washed quickly and gulped down ameal of meat strips and flatbread, then
pulled on the caftan and belt Gesten had laid out for him. By his clothes was a roster-sheet of
appointments for the day; al but one had been crossed out, and that one was not due for another two
hours.

Amberdrake stepped out from the spell-quieted canvas of his multiroomed tent into the afternoon
daylight of the camp. Messenger-birds shot past, brightly colored, calling their descending chittering cry,
while smoke from cook-fires scented the air they flew through. Three laughing children ran by, wearing
the green and yellow ribbons of their parents cadre, chased by aplayful kyree with abright red bal inits
mouth. Thiswastheway life should be. Amberdrake stretched, then ran ahand across his chin and
cheeks as he squinted in the light; time to shave again before serving that client. A thorough genera
grooming wasin order after he insured that Skandranon was hedling properly. Being immaculately
groomed dways made him fed better.

He threaded hisway through the shacks, forges, and service hutsto the greeat tent where held |eft the



Black Gryphon languishing that morning. In the daytime, the camp was far more inviting, despite the
tension that was apparent everywhere you looked.

Assstant Hedlers and surgery aides surged past Amberdrake as he stepped inside, dl intent on
taking care of smal adminigtrative tasks and stocking supply shelveswhile the luxury of timewastheirs.
Casudties could coursein like an overwhelming wave a any moment, so any spare minutes had to be
spent in preparation. Thewar hadn't |eft the Healers much time to rest; they (and the grave diggers, body
burners, and clergy) had few hours of leisuretime. That was the nature of awar, after dl. It ate spirits
and bodies. It fed like any other creature.

War forced individua s and species together in ways no peacetime situation would duplicate, and
some of the oddest friendshi ps—even loves—came out of that. Amberdrake's affection for Gesten was
natural, given the long association that hertas had with the Kaed'ain. Only the war and the needs of the
fightersfor support personnel had prevented Amberdrake from acquiring an entire troop of thelittle
lizard-folk. Asit was, he had to share Gesten's services with Skandranon.

But the bond between himself and the Black Gryphon—that was something that would never have
occurred in peaceful times. The gryphons were literdly unnatural—crestions of Urtho, the Mage of
Silence—and they would never have been found near the rolling plains that the nomadic Kadedain called
home. At least, not in Amberdrake's lifetime. He had heard Urtho mention some kind of vague planshed
had, of planting them in little aeriesin some of the wilder parts of the mountains, creating yet another
population of nonhuman intelligences, as Urtho's predecessors had done with the hertasi and kyree. But
that plan, of course, had come to nothing with the onset of war among the Great Mages.

Urtho had tried to Stay out of the conflict, with the result that the conflict had cometo him.
Amberdrake wondered if he sometimes berated himself for waiting. There had probably been a point
early in Maar's career when Urtho could have defeated him easily, had he not stayed his hand. But who
could have known that war would have come to roost in Maar's willful head? Urtho couldn't be blamed
for not bottling up the Kiyamvir long ago.

Therewerelittlejoysamid dl the pain, and some of those joys could come from the bindings of
affection that just sprang up, like wildflowersin a battlefield.

Amberdrake sighed alittle. He loved Skan as much asif he and the gryphon had been raised in the
same nest, in the same home, but he wondered now if Skan felt anything more than smple friendship. It
was hard to read the gryphon; the raptorial festures reflected emotion in far more subtle waysthan, say, a
kyree's mobile face. And Skan was—well, Skan. He often kept his degpest fedings to himself, covering
them with jokes and pranks—or complaints and feigned irritation. If he felt affection for someone, he was
just aslikely to mock him as praise him.

Caring for the gryphon certainly had its drawbacks.

Amberdrake made hisway quietly and unobtrusively through the rows of smdler tents housing the
recovering wounded. There was aspecid section for gryphons; an array of tentswith reinforced frames,
built to be used for traction, to keep any of the gryphons four limbs or two wingsimmobile.

He spotted Gesten leaving one of the tents just asthe hertas saw him. Gesten looked uncommonly
chearful, dl things consdered; his eyes twinkled with good humor and he carried histail high.

"His Royd Highness has one demon of a headache, and he says he's too nauseousto egt,” Gesten
reported. "Cinnabar says that's because he's got a concussion, and His Highnessiirritated histhroat with
the thingummy he stuffed into his crop, and since | couldn't get him to eat anything, shewantsyou to try."

Amberdrake nodded. "What was that thing he tried to swallow?" he asked. "1t kept intruding on my
dreamslast night.”

Gesten ducked hishead in a shrug. " Some magica weapon Urtho sent him after,” the hertas said
indifferently. "Therewas abig fuss over it after | got you to bed—half the magesin the Tower came
looking for it when Himself found out Skan had been carried in. One of 'em woke Tamsin and tried to
dress him down for not reporting it right away."

Amberdrake noticed the careful use of theword "tried.” "I take it that Tamsin gave him an earful 7

Gesten chuckled happily and bobbed his head. "It was a pleasure and a privilege to hear,” he said
with satisfaction. "1t was almost as good as you do when someone gets to you."



"Hmm." Amberdrake shook his head. " So, it was some kind of mage-weapon. Well, | suppose well
never know the whole truth of the matter.” It occurred to him that this "weapon,” whatever it was, may
have been the reason that Laisfaar had been taken. Or it might have been the single factor that made its
loss possible, which made it imperative for Skan to have found one and gotten it back so that Urtho's
mages could create a counteragent.

If Skan knew that, he wouldn't revedl it. Theless anyone knew, the better, redly. It wasterribly
easy for aspy to move through Urtho's camp—precisely because Urtho's people as awhole were far
less ruthless than their counterparts on Maar's sde of the conflict. And camp gossip, as he had seen last
night, spread as quickly asflamein oil-soaked tinder.

Amberdrake had long since resigned himsdlf to the fact that he was going to overhear and
accidentaly see amillion tantalizing detail s that would never make sense. That, too, wasin the nature of
his professon.

"Anyway, if you can get His Grumpiness—"

"I heard that," came alow growl from the patient behind the tent flap.

"—His Contrarinessto eat something, | can get the place ready for your next client,” Gesten
concluded smoothly.

Amberdrake chuckled. "I think | can manage. For one thing, now that | know histhroat isirritated, |
can do something about that."

"Don't gtrain yoursdlf," Gesten warned, as he pulled back the tent flap to go insde. "He isn't your
only charge. And he isn't even paying."

That last had to have been added for Skandranon's benefit. The gryphon only raised his chin off his
bandaged forearms amoment, and said with immense dignity and atouch of ill temper, "I ssshould think
thisss sssort of thing came underrr the heading of ‘jussst rewarrrd for amissssion sssatisssfactorilly
completed.”

"1 would agree with you," Amberdrake said absently, noting that Skandranon was pointedly rolling
hissibilants for "emphassssss.” Skandranon's diction was as crisp as any human's, when he wanted it to
be. Amberdrake extended hisfinely-honed senses and found nothing more amiss than healing bones,
healing wounds, and—yes, ahealing concussion.

"How'sthe head?' he asked conversationaly, letting his awareness sink into the area of Skan's
throat and crop, soothing theirritation caused by the foreign object Skan had (inadvertently?) swallowed.
It was something of atruism that agryphon could not store anything in the crop that was bigger than he
could successfully swallow, but that did not mean that the object in question would be a comfortable
thing to Sore. Particularly if it was angular and unyielding as Amberdrake thought he remembered.

"The head isss missserable, thank you," the gryphon replied with irritation. "1 ssshould think you
could do ssssomething about it."

"Sorry, Skan," Amberdrake replied apologetically. "1 wish | could—but I'm not a specidist in that
kind of injury. | could do more harm than good by messing about with your head.”

He exerted atouch of Hedling energy—being careful not to overextend himsdlf; he hadn't needed
Gegten'swarning on that score. Hed run himself into the ground once dready; if hedid it again, hewas
asking for trouble, and it generally took two or more Hedlersto fix what a stupid Hedler did to himself. In
amoment, the heat that meant "soreness and irritation” to Amberdrake faded and died from Skan's
throat, and the gryphon swallowed experimentaly.

"Well, | suppose you aren't going to go away unless| eat something,” Skan said, without asign of
any kind of gratitude. "So I'd better do it and get you out of here so | can deep.”

Amberdrake didn't make any comments; he smply held out hand-sized pieces of fresh, red meat for
Skan to swallow whole. Like al gryphons, Skan preferred hisfood to be fresh killed, asfresh as
possible, dthough he could and would et dried or prepared food, and actualy enjoyed breads and
pastries. Gesten had |eft alarge bowl! of the mesat chunks; Amberdrake didn't stop handing them to the
gryphon until the bowl was empty, even though Skan looked asif he would have liked to take a piece of
Amberdrake's hand with hismedl.

Amberdraketried not to let hisfedings get hurt. Hed seen thiskind of thing often enough in other



cases of those who had been extremely active and had been forced by injuries to depend even alittie on
others. Skan had been completely immobilized by hisinjuries, and couldn't even use hisforelegs.

Add to that the pounding of his concuss on-headache, and he redlly wasn't behaving too badly, al
things considered.

But on the other hand, Amberdrake was afriend, and Skan was treating him in waysthat he
wouldn't have inflicted on an indentured servant.

Some of this must have shown in Amberdrake's expression, for just asthe last strip of raw meat
went down Skan's throat, Gesten returned, took one look at the two of them, and proceeded to give
Skan alecture on gratitude.

"You'd think that the smartest gryphon in Urtho's army would have amudcake's sense, wouldn't
you?" herailed. "Youd think that same gryphon might recall Amberdrake putting hiswings together for
him until Drakefdl over with exhaustion! Y ou'd think that same gryphon might possibly remember that
Drake would be feding phantom pain this afternoon from al that Hedling. But no—" Gesten snorted.
"That takes common sense, and common courtesy. So when Drake isn't sitting hereright by the tent,
waiting for acertain gryphon to wake up, that gryphon pouts and thinks nobody loves him and then acts
like aspoiled brat when Drake does show up even before he's had a shave.”

Skan couldn't possibly have looked worse, but his ear-tufts, which had been lying fairly closeto his
head, now flattened againgt his skull. And the gryphon looked distinctly chagrined.

And penitent.

Silence followed Gesten's lecture, asthe hertas gave Skan his"you messed up” glare, and Skan
Sghed.

"Drake," the gryphon said softly. "1 am sssorry. | have been verrry rrrude. |—"

Amberdrake knew thismood. Skan was likely to keep apologizing for the next candlemark—and
perversdly, getting moreirritating and irritable with every word of gpology.

"Skan, it'sadl right,” Amberdrake said hadtily. ™Y ou haven't been any ruder than some of my clients,
after dl. I'mused toit." He managed awesk chuckle. "I'm a pretty rotten patient myself when I'm sick.
Just ask Gesten.”

The hertas rolled his eyes, but said nothing.

"So don't worry. We're just glad you're back, however many pieces you came back in.”
Amberdrake did his hand in among the neck-feathers and scratched places where he knew Skan had not
been able to reach—and would not for sometime.

The gryphon sighed, and put his head back down on his bandaged and splinted forelegs. "Y ou arrre
too patient, Drrrake.”

"Actudly, if | don't get him moving, he'sgoing to betoo late," Gesten interjected, apparently
mollified by the apology. "Y ou've got aclient, Kestrachern. And you're going to have to make up for the
fact that you had to cancdl out dl your morning appointments.”

"Right." Amberdrake gave Skan's neck afind scratch, and stood up, brushing out the folds of his
robe. "And I'd better shave and clean up first. How much time have | got?'

"Not much, for the grooming you need,” Gesten replied. "Y ou'd better put some speed oniit.”

A little later, Amberdrake wondered why he'd bothered. Thiswas not one of hisusua clients, and
he had not known what to expect, but he could have been awooden smulacrum for al the man looked
ahim.

He was amercenary mage, one of the hire-ons that Urtho had taken as his own alies and
apprentices proved inadequate to take on all the magesthat Maar controlled. While he was probably a
handsome man, it was difficult to tell that at the moment. His expresson was asrigid and unreadable asa
mask, and his needs were, to be blunt, basic.

Infact, if hewanted what he said he wanted, he need not have come to Amberdrake for it. He
could have goneto any of the first- or second-rank kestralchern in the cadre and spent agresat deal less
money. Theilluson of grace and luxury, relaxation, pampering—and the inevitable: akestraichern was
not a bedmate-for-hire, athough plenty of people had that impression, this mage included. If that was all



he wanted, there were plenty of sources for that, including, if the man were up to it, actualy winning the
respect of someone.

Amberdrake was tempted to send him away for just that reason; thiswas, in itsway, asinsulting as
ordering amaster cook to make oatmedl.

But as he had told the Generd, as every kestralchern must, he had learned over the years that what
aclient asked for might not be what he wanted—and what he wanted might not even be something he
understood. That was what made him the expert he was.

When afew quiet questions licited nothing more than agrowled order to "just do your job,"
Amberdrake stood up and surveyed the man from a position of superior height.

"l can't do my job to your satisfaction if you're amass of tension,” he countered sternly. "And what's
more, | can't do it to my satisfaction. Now, why don't we just start with a s mple massage?”

He nodded at the padded table on the brighter side of the chamber, and the mage reluctantly rose,
and even more reluctantly took hisplaceoniit.

Gesten gppeared asif Amberdrake had called him, and deftly stripped the man down and put out
the oils. Amberdrake chose one scented with chamomile and infused with herbs that induced relaxation,
then began with the mage's shoulders. With a Healer's hands, he sought out and released knots of
tenson—and, as always, the release of tenson released information about the source of the tension.

"ItsWinterhart," the man said withirritation. " She's started pulling away from me, and damned if |
know why! | just don't understand her anymore, but | told her that if she waan't willingto giveme
satisfaction, | could and damned well would go elsewherefor it."

Amberdrake surmised from the fedings associated with the woman's name that "Winterhart" was
thisfellow'slover—or at least, he thought she was. Odd, for that kind of name was usudly worn by one
of the Kaded'ain, and yet he seldom saw Kaed'din associating intimately with those of other races.

"So why did you come here?' Amberdrake asked, prodding alittle at the knot of tangled emotions
as he prodded at the knotted muscles. "Why not someone—Iess expensive?”

The man grunted. "Because the whole army knows your name,”" hereplied. "Everyonein our section
will know | came here this afternoon and there won't be any question why."

Very tangled emotions, he mused. Because athough the top layer was adesire to hurt by going
publicly to anotorious—or famed, depending on your views—kestracchern, underneath was a peculiar
and twisted desireto flatter. Asif by going only to the best and most expensive, he wastrying to say to
Winterhart that nothing but the best would remotely be a substitute for her.

And another layer—in doing so he equated her to a paid companion, thereby once again insulting
her by counting her outside his persona, deeper emotiond life. Still, there was that backhanded flattery.
Amberdrake was not abedmate for hire, he was akestrachern, a profession which washeldin high
regard by Urtho and most of the command-circle. Among the Kaed'ain, he was the next thing to a
Goddess-touched priest. The word itself had connotations of divine insght and soul hedling, and of
friendship. So, then, there was wishful thinking—or again, the desire to impressthis"Winterhart,”
whoever shewas.

There were more mysteries than answers no matter where he turned these days.

"Y ou do know that what happensin this tent depends upon what | decide is best for you, don't
you?' he asked, just to set the record straight. If al the man wanted was exhausting exercise, let him go
elsawherefor it.

Amberdrake was massaging the man'sfeet, using pressure and hest to ease twinges dl through the
body, without resorting to any actual Healing powers. Amberdrake had detractors who thought he
worked less because of his power to Heal flesh and soothe nerves. His predecessors had used purely
physicd, learned skills—like this massage—for generations, driven by sharp sensesand aclear mind. In
hisrole as kestraichern, he used his Hedling gifts only when more " conventiond™” skillswere ineffective.
Still, one did complement the other, and he would use the whole of his abilitiesif aclient warranted it. So
far, though, this merc hadn't warranted it; he hadn't even warranted the kind of services he would get
fromaperchi. Thiswas4ill at thelevel of banter-and-pose.

"Well... urrgh... I'd heard that—" He said it asif he hadn't quite believed it.



"If you aren't satisfied with that, | can suggest the name of a perchi or two, accustomed to those of
rank," Amberdrake ventured. There was no point in having the man angry; he was paying for expensive
treatment, and if hefelt he hadn't gotten his money's worth, he might attempt to make trouble,

"What you do... ah... isnt important now, isit?"' the mage replied shrewdly. "It'swhat Winterhart
thought you did. Y ou are required to keep this confidentia, that much | know, so I'll Iet her use her
imagination. It1l probably be more colorful anyway."

Amberdrake was tempted at that point to send the man away. He was right; what he was planning
was aso very crud to hislover.

Assuming shedidn't deserve it; she might. He could have no way of knowing.

Amberdrake Sghed. Therewas till his professond pride. He decided to give the man hismoney's
worth—and to make certain that, asit progressed, aslittle of it as possible was what the client had
anticipated.

Three

"l hopethat'sal for tonight, Gesten,” Amberdrake said, asthe curtain dropped behind him. He
rubbed the sde of hisnose with hisknuckle and sighed. "I'm exhausted. That last client wanted a
soft-hammer-massage and an argument. Roster indicated a gentle counsdling session.”

"That'sdl you've got for the night," Gesten replied, abit smugly. "The last two made up for al the
clients you canceled this morning, since they were straight-pay and not reward-chits. I'd have warned
you if I'd known about the last. He didn't say anything about the hammers; I'd have had them warmed
and ready for you if I'd known. He was pretty closemouthed.”

"I'm not complaining. Y ou'd probably have sent him esawhereif he had said anything; I'm certain he
would have madeit into an insult somehow.” Amberdrake didn't eaborate. The last two clients had been,
to be charitable, annoying. And since Gesten aways discreetly monitored the workroom, he was
probably well aware of that. The hertas smply laid out a clean deeping robe, smple and unadorned
(unlike the robes Amberdrake wore for his clients), and uncovered a plate of army-bread and cheese.
Few ddlicacies gppeared in the hands of Urtho's folk these days, even for those who could afford them,
the ones Amberdrake got his hands on he reserved for his clients who often responded well to gustatory
pampering. Rumor had it that Urtho himsdf had given up hisfavorite treats. One thing there was no
shortage of, at leadt, waswater. There was a hot bath waiting in the corner, sleam rising invitingly from
the frame-and-skin tub.

"Thank you, Gesten," he said with genuine gppreciation.

Amberdrake stripped off his sweeat-dampened silks and dipped into the bath, wincing alittle at the
heet. He was going to look asif held been boiled in afew minutes, but it would be worth it to rlax his
muscles. Herecalled, asfrom adistant past, that before they had packed up their families and herds and
moved here, the Kaled'din had created hot springs where they settled, if there were none there aready.
But much had changed; mage-created hot springs required an enormous expenditure of magical energy,
and that was now aluxury no one could afford.

The war tried to eat up everything in its path. For Amberdrake and those who supported the
warriors, it was the war they fought, not the army, spells, and makaar. Thiswas the way many of the
warriors saw it, too—saw war asanatura enemy, to be dealt with firmly and then put behind you. But
war's devouring power was why Urtho had tried to avoid it for so long—why he had successfully
avoided it until it cameto hisvery doorstep. Folk from northern climesreferred to the people of the
South as"civilized"; it had little to do with their technologies and powers, but far more with their
philosophy—and they were as pragmatic asthey might be idedlistic. When Maar'sarmy threatened at



the border, opposition was thereto mest it.

That was why Amberdrake's services, which in peacetime would have been divided between the
wedlthiest of outsiders and the needs of his own people, had been volunteered to be the reward for
heroes....

And asthe very expensive indulgence for those whose egos demanded the best.

That thought brought him uncomfortably right back to that merc mage, aman whose cold soul he
had been unable to warm. Most of the magesin Urtho's forces were there because they felt Urtho's
cause was right, or because they honored Urtho as one of the greatest Adepts ever born and hoped to
be able to learn from him as they helped to defend hisland. Or smply because they hated Maar, or their
own lands or overlords had been destroyed by the rapacious conqueror. Few fought in thisarmy ssimply
for the money.

Thisman, Conn Levas, was one who seemed to care only about the money. He had few friends and
few interests outside his own skill and power. He was, in fact, one of the most monofocused people
Amberdrake had ever seen; anarcissist to ahigh degree. Everything for him was centered around how he
could increase his personal wealth and prestige. To him, the war was a convenient way to do that. Urtho
was the master to serve because Urtho gave his mages much more autonomy and better rewards than
Madar.

Still, it wasthat kind of focus that made the hunting beasts of the world so successful, so perhaps he
shouldn't be faulted for it. But how aKaed'ain woman had ever become hislover, Amberdrake could
not guess.

Levas had at least admitted that his own coldnesswas a part of why this Winterhart was
disenchanted with him. Amberdrake had the feding that such an admission that anything was due to
persona fault was amajor concession.

Disenchanted... now there was athought. Could this mage have worked a beglamorment on the
woman? He couldn't have used a stronger spell, since other mages would have noticed, but a
beglamorment, at the right time, would have made him what she most wanted to see. She could have
found her way into his bed long before she realized he wasn't what she had thought. To have aKaeddin
lover was considered a coup by some mercsin Urtho's forces; to have a Heder asalover even more so.
She might represent just another symbol of successto be acquired. And—

Why was he worrying about her! He didn't even know her, only that her name sounded Kaed'ain.
She might not be Kaled'ain at dl; there were others who took on colorful names or were given them at
birth. For that matter, why was he worrying about Conn Levas? The man had gotten good and ample
service for hismoney. Hewas unlikely to return, given his uneasiness with Amberdrake's probing
questions, Amberdrake knew the merc had been disturbed by how much he had reveded. Well. The
service held rendered was easy enough, even by kestraichern standards. Still....

If you worry about every man and woman in the army, you'll tie yourself up in knots for no
good reason, hetold himself. You're making things up out of nothing, then worrying about them.
You've never even seen this Healer Winterhart. Why work yourself into a headache?

Oh, he knew why he was worrying about them; it was to keep from worrying about Skan.

Asif hedidn't have enough to worry about aready.

Skandranon was grateful to be dive, even more grateful to have gotten his mission completed
successtully, and entirely grateful to have been put back together. He'd been assured—repeatedly—that
he would be able to fly again. But he wasin congtant pain, his head pounded horribly, and on top of al of
it, having to be that grateful made him want to bite.

Thiswas very bad of him, and he knew it, which made him want to bite even more. He only liked to
be bad on his own terms. If only he could have someone show up to see him who deserved a good,
scathing dressing-down—the fool who had assured Urtho that Stelvi Pass had been in no danger, for
instance, or the idiot who had issued the orders that grounded the gryphons between specific missons.
Even the imbecile cook who had first sent him raw fish for bregkfast instead of good, red mest, then had
made it worse by sending yesterday's stew instead of fresh, still bleeding meat. But the only people who



came near him were those he was supposed to be grateful to—how annoying!—Gesten and Drake,
Tamsin and Cinnabar, the members of hiswing, and the scouts and mercs who had risked their livesto
get him home. After Gesten's lecture, he made doubly sure to convey his proper gratitude to them.

But he gtill wanted to bite—so he did. The camp could find another pillow somewhere.

Now if only hisbesgk didn't hurt; there was a persstent sting from small scratches around his nares,
and an itch across his cere, and hissinusesfdt like—

Like you hit something hard after a prolonged plummet, bird.

It didn't help that hewasforced to liein acompletely unnatura position, forelegs stretched in front of
him, hindlegs stretched straight under him and bound by splints, unable to get comfortable. He knew
Hedlers could fuse the bones of amage-bred creature like himself in asingle sesson of concentrated
Hedling. He dso knew that there was plenty of pain on thefront lines, and peoplein real danger of dying
if they didn't get to aHedler, and that such a sesson wasfairly low onthelist of priorities.

That didn't help.

But much to his surprise, late in the afternoon, Tamsin and Cinnabar made an appearance at his
tent—and from theimplementstheir hertas was carrying, thiswasno socid cal. Tamsnwasin hisusua
smple green breeches and shirt, his short-cropped blond hair and beard in stark contrast to many of the
other Hedlers, who usualy let their hair grow long and went clean shaven. And he could not have made a
better foil for the graceful and tall Lady Cinnabar; he was as stocky and muscled as awrestler. Cinnabar,
of course, was as elegant asif she had just come from holding court, her scarlet gown cut to mid-calf,
showing scarlet leather boots and dender ankles, her deeves cut tight, displaying her graceful arms
without an unseemly show of flesh. Skandranon had heard that by human standards she was not
beautiful, not even handsome, but her strong-nosed face, so like aproud falcon, seemed attractive
enough to him. She even had a crest; her hair was cut short on the sides and top o that it stood up, and
flowed in abraided tail down her back. Lovely.

Both of them looked relatively rested and full of energy. Skan's hopesrose. Were they—?

"All right, old bird," Tamsin said cheerfully as he hed the tent flgp open for the laden hertad. "We
need to do something about those legs so you can get a proper rest. Think you'reup to it?"

"Do you think | would sssay otherwisse?' Skan countered. "1 would do anything!”

"Anything?' Cinnabar replied archly. Then, at Tamsin's eoquently raised eyebrow, she added
hastily, "No, don't answer. Y ou are the most insatiable cresture | have ever met!”

Skan wanted to leer but couldn't manageit. "Pleasssse," he near-whimpered instead.

By near sunset, after much effort on their part and pain and cooperative effort on his, the fractured
bones of hisforelegs fused, and the hindlegs hedled enough that the splints could come off and he could
carefully walk afew steps. He could attend to his persond needs—which wasjust aswell, since so far as
he knew, no one had come up with the equivaent of achamber pot for agryphon. He would be able to
feed himsdlf, and since Cinnabar had blessedly done something about the headache, he was ravenous.
Now he could lie back down in amuch more comfortable position to listen to hisbowels rumble.

Cinnabar looked as serene and composed now as when they had started; Tamsin was clearly tired,
but just as cheerful. "That should do you, old bird," he said, dapping Skan on the flank. "Dinner firs, or
vigtor?'

"Both," Skan replied. "If it isss sssomeone who cannot bearrr to watch a gryphon est, let him come
back laterrr. And if it iss sssomeone | do not want to sssee, he will bethe dinner.”

Hewould not be egting little chunks of meat tonight; no, Cinnabar and Tamsin knew gryphons, and
unlessthat idiot cook mistakenly countermanded their orders, there would be anice fat haunch of
something fresh-killed and bloody, something Skan could tear into and take out some of hisfrustrations
on. Maybe even half adeer or ox—he was quite hungry enough to eat either.

A silver-brocaded hertas signaled from beside the canvas doorway, and the other hertas
disappeared asif they had evaporated. A moment later, the tent flap was pushed aside, to reved a
beloved and unique personage.

"l should think | can bear to watch agryphon eat,” said Urtho, the Mage of Silence.



He swept into the room with asingle step; he said nothing more, but projected a soothing presence
into the damp, warm room. It wasimpossible to tell Urtho'sreal age; he could be sixty or sx hundred.
For aslong as Skan had known him, Urtho had |ooked the same, an eternad image of genius. Tall and
thin, sorklike, with awaist-length fal of curly slver-gray hair, huge gray eyes, anose as prominent as
Lady Cinnabar's and alantern jaw kept scrupuloudy clean-shaven, he did not look like the finest of
Adept-class mages. He did not ook like any kind of mage. He looked more like a scribe, or perhaps a
slversmith or retired acrobat.

Skan thought there might be Kaed'ain blood in Urtho's veins. That might well be true, given his
nose and the long-standing association he had with them. But if that were true, no one had ever
confirmed it in Skan's hearing.

Urtho held the flap open for two hertas bringing in the forequarters of a deer; both front legs,
shoulders, and the chest; hide and all. No head, though, but perhaps that was a bit much to ask. Humans
were S0 queasy when it came to ddlivering agryphon's dinner with head intact, never mind that the head
was ddicious. Wdll, humans were queasy about agreat many slly things. Skan seized the prizein his
foreclaws as soon asthe hertas had laid it in front of him, and tore off amouthful of meat and hide before
acknowledging the commander of one of the two largest armiesthat Velgarth had ever seen.

He tossed his head and swallowed the bite whole. Like the raptors the Kaled'din bred, he needed
the hair and stringy hide to clean his crop. "Join mefor dinner?' he offered.

Urtho laughed. "Isthat like afalcon offering to meet amouse for lunch?' Tamsin and Cinnabar both
bowed respectfully and made a somewhat hasty exit. Urtho's power tended to overawe people who
didn't know him well. He nodded to them both, took one of the two segts the Hedlers had | eft, and
seitled himsdlf down onto it.

Skandranon tore off another mouthful of meet; it tasted wonderful, rich and salt-swest. He
swallowed, feding the Striations of the blood-dick muscles dither againgt histhroat, down into his crop.
Heflicked an ear and cocked his head at hisleader. Their gazes met, and taes sped between them in the
flicker of their eyes.

"Well, old man, | sssurvived afterrr dl. | hopeyou have it."

Urtho nodded casually. " So you did. And you were right, when you inssted you were the one to go.
You did very well, Skan, and yes, | haveit. Even though you tried to swallow it whole."

"| wasss the only one ssstupid enough to trrry, you mean,” Skan replied, trying not to preen with
pride. He scissored another bite out of his medl.

"l seem to recall that you not only volunteered, you inssted.” Urtho made it a statement and a bit of
achdlenge. Skan smply grunted.

"Perhgpsss”" he suggested teasingly after amoment, "your memorrry isssfaulty.”

Somewhat to his surprise, Urtho sighed. "It is" he said wesrily. "I've been forgetting agreat dedl
lately. Kelethen has been most impatient with me.”

"Y ou have much to rrrememberrr,” Skan pointed out quickly. "Keethen isss as fusssy as any other
herrrtasss. Y ou ssshould tell him that if heisss upssset, he can jussst keep an appointment calendar, asss
if you werrre akessstraicherrrn.”

"Sometimes| fed like akestraichern,” Urtho told him ruefully. " Expected to please everyone and
generelly pleesing—"

"Almossst everrryone." Skan interrupted. "Besssidesss, sssomeone hasssto lead, and | am too busy.
What arrre you doing down herrre anyway? I sssn't there aweapon to invessstigate, a Passss to retake? |
am only one sssstupid grrryphon, afterrr al.”

"True." Urtho sghed again. "But you are avery specid stupid gryphon; | was concerned and |
wanted to see that you were doing aswell asthe Hedlers claimed. The weagpon has been dedlt with, and
acounterattack on the Passisin the hands of the commanders; thereislittle | can do from here now that
it has been launched.”

Urtho'sface was alittle thinner, and Skan guessed he had not been deeping or eating much in the
past few days. He could sympathi ze with the mage for wishing to escape from his Tower for alittle.
Stll.... "1 hope that sssomeone knowsss where you are.”



"Kelethen does. | wish that thiswere over or, better till, had never begun.”

Skandranon wiped his beak againgt the fur and cast his eyes supportively to Urtho. "Urtho. Itisss
begun and continuesss. We fly thessse windsss together. Y ou did not cause the windsss to become a
ssstorm.”

"l would say that | had done nothing to cause this, but the smple fact of our existence was enough to
trigger this assault from Maar. I've sudied him. Even as ayoung man, he wanted power far more than he
wanted anything e se, and he enjoyed having power over people.” Urtho shook his head, asif he smply
could not understand anyone with that kind of mind. "Whatever he had, it was never enough. It wasa
kind of hunger with him, but one that could not be sated. There could only be one master of the world,
and that one must be Maar."

"Insssane,” Skan replied.

"Not exactly,” Urtho said, surprising the gryphon. "Not insane as we know the meaning of the word.
But his sanity holds nothing but himsdlf, if that makes any sense”

"No," Skan said shortly. What he had seen of Maar and Maar's crestions did not convince him that
the Mage of Black Fire was anything but evil and insane.

"l would help himif | could,” Urtho said softly.

"What?' Skan squawked, every feather on end with surprise. He felt very nearly the same as he had
when he'd hit the ground; breath knocked out of him and too stunned to even think.

"l would," Urtho inssted. "'If he would even stop to think about al the harm he has caused and come
to me, | would help him. But he will not. He cannot. Not and gtill be Maar." He shook his head. "His
obsessions are like mine, Skandranon. | understand him far better than he understands me. He thinks |
am soft enough that at some point | will surrender because so many have died and more will die. He
thinks | don't redlize that the killing would not end just because we had surrendered. | don't think he has
the barest ideawhat we will do to stop him." There was no mistaking the grim determination in Urtho's
voice.

Skan relaxed; for amoment he had thought that the latest turn of the conflict might have unhinged the
mage.

"Heisssamad dog," Skan said brusquely. "Y ou do not try to help amad dog, you ssday it."

"Harsh words, my child." Urtho frowned alittle, dthough by now he should have been well aware of
the gryphons raptorid and somewhat bloodthirsty nature.

Skan thought of the tortured gryphons at Stelvi Pass, and hissed. "Not harsssh enough. | did not tell
you what they did to the Ssstelvi Wing. Everrrything you have everrr hearrrd of. All of them, down to the
nessstlingsss, and worsse than you could imagine.”

Urtho turned pae, and Skan instantly regretted what he had blurted out. Urtho had never wedded
and had no children. He considered al of hisintelligent creationsto be his children, but that was
especidly true of the gryphons.

An awkward silence loomed between them for amoment, and Skan cursed his habit of blurting out
thefirg thing hethought. Stupid bird; you might think before you say something oncein a while. It
would be a distinct improvement.

During the silence, the camp sounds seemed particularly loud and intrusive; people shouting to one
another, and somewhere nearby, the hammering of metal on meta. Skan continued egting, his hunger
overcoming his manners, as he thought of away to gpologize.

"l am sorry, Urtho," hesaid finaly. "I am hungry, hurt, and avery irritable and stupid bird. Think of
measbeing in molt.”

"You'reright, Skan," Urtho said findly. "Y ou'reright. Despitewhat | just said, | sometimes don't
think of what Maar is capable of. It siretches my imagination and willpower to think like Maar, and it
isn't something I—enjoy."

Skandranon had no reply for that; perhaps there was no possible reply. He smply swallowed
another begkful of mest.

"Widll, thanksto you, those new wegpons of hiswill no longer threaten us," the mage continued,
changing the subject. "And what | redly came here for, my friend, was to discover what you want as



your reward. Y ou more than deserve one. Offspring, perhaps? Y ou certainly have a high potentia, and
any femdein the wings would be happy to oblige you. | would like to see the Rashkae line continued.”

The offer of the reward did not surprise Skan, but what Urtho had called him—"my
friend"—certainly did. And yet, the smple words should not have been such arevelation. Urtho had
spent many hours talking to him, not as commander to subordinate, nor as master to servant, nor even as
creator to creation—but as equal to equal. Skandranon aone of the gryphons was privileged to come
and go at will from Urtho's Tower, and to interrupt the mage a any time of the day or night.

"1 will think about it," Skan replied. "At the moment, | ssshould be verrry glad merrrely to be hedled
andflyingagain.”

Urtho nodded. "Asyou will. I'm sure you'll think of something. Just please be mindful of our limited
resources! And theimpossibility of trangporting massive librarieswherever you go!”

Skan gryphon-grinned; Urtho had not forgotten his love of books. "I am sssure | ssshall think of
something.”

Urtho showed no disposition to rise and go hisway, however, so Skan smply continued eating
while the greatest Single power in their entire army spoke of camp gossip. And it wasin the midst of this
that Commander Loren found them.

No doorsto knock on existed in atent, of course, but the ostentatious clearing of athroat outside
the closed flap told Skan that there was avisitor, and one whose voice he did not recognize. Skan
inginctively bristled, al hisreactionstrying to force his body into readinessto protect Urtho, even though
he was in no shape to do so.

Urtho did recognize the voice, of course; it was one of thosetraits of histhat Skan could only marvel
at, that he knew every leader in his huge army well enough to recognize their voices. Urtho's memory was
remarkable and reputedly utterly reliable, so much so that forgetting even minor things upset him.

"Y oumight aswell comein, Loren,” Urtho said immediatdy. "If it'sdl that important that you
tracked me down."

When Commander Loren pushed aside the tent flap, Skandranon recognized the bricklike face and
body, athough he could not have put the proper name to the man. Loren was neither outstandingly good
in deploying the gryphons assigned to him, nor outstandingly poor &t it. Only one or the other would have
made a gryphon take notice of him.

So Loren'sfirst words made Skan raise his head from the remains of hismedl in surprise.

"l need you to reward a gryphon, Lord Urtho," Loren said, gpologeticaly. "And | would never have
troubled you when you had so obviously goneto the effort of losing your aides, except that | didn't want
thisoneto dip through the cracks.”

"Obvioudy, this gryphon has done something exceptiond—" Urtho paused sgnificantly.

"Very." Loren's beefy face reddened with pride. " She was on patrol in what was supposed to have
been a safe sector, and discovered and iminated three makaar.”

Three makaar? Skan wasimpressed. "Who isssflying with herrr?* he asked. "'l ssshould liketo
know who ssset them up for herrr.” Setting someone up for atriplekill took amaost as much skill and
more courage than actudly making thekills.

"That'sjust it, Black Gryphon,” Loren said, face practicaly glowing. "Shedid it by hersdf. Alone. It
was supposed to be asafe area; asthin as my patrols are spread, we thought it was reasonable to fly
safe areasin snglesingtead of pairs, to give the younger or smaler gryphons experience without risking
them too much. Her nameis Zhaned "

To destroy three makaar was remarkable; to destroy three at once was uncommon even among
experienced frontliners. Who is this " Zhaneel?" he thought, beak agape with surprise. And why have |
never heard of her before this?

From the dumbfounded look on hisface, Urtho's surprise was just as great as Skan's, and that was
agtonishing in itself. The gryphonswere hisfavorite cregtions, and he knew and kept track of every
promising youngster. Y et he did not appear to know of thisone.

"Y ou mussst bring herrr herrre," Skan said imperioudy before Urtho could speak.

Loren looked to Urtho for permission first. When the mage nodded, he pushed back the tent flap



and stalked out into the sunset-reddened dust and activity of the camp.

He returned much more quickly than Skan would have expected, though not too soon for the
gryphon'simpatient nature. He had bolted the last of hismeal and called the hertas to come take the
remains away and light the lamps before they arrived, partidly to be ableto devote al of hisattention to
the vigitors, and partialy out of awish to be seen at his best, limited though that "best” might be a the
moment. He hardly presented a gdlant sight—swathed in bandages, propped up by pillows, and without
having had a proper bath in days. Still, Gesten had groomed him as best he could manage, and it did not
do to be presented to a brave lady with the leavings of agreedy medl in front of him.

You just want to look good for the lady, vain bird. Asif you want to be sure that you could
add her to your harem if you wanted, like a collector of figurines lusting after yet another little
statue.

Stll, he didn't want her to think that he was some kind of ragged-tailed hooligan. The gods only
knew what she'd heard about him; Drake and Gesten wouldn't repesat hdf of the storiesthey said they'd
heard about him. But then again, he had only their word for the fact that they'd heard these stories at
al....

It was agood thing that thiswas areatively large tent, made for two gryphons as patients, and only
holding Skan at the moment; once Commander Loren brought his young gryphon in, things becamejust a
little crowded.

"ThisisZhaned, my lords," Loren said formally. "Lord Urtho, Skandranon, thisisyoung Zhaned,
who today disposed of three makaar single-handedly.”

While Urtho made the usua congratulatory speech, Skandranon kept very quiet and examined
Zhaned. Shewas small and lightly built, with adeep kedlbone but narrow chest. Her ear-tuftswere
compact and dainty, her feathers very smooth, and she had no neck-ruff at al. In color shewasalight
brown with a dusty-gold edge to her primaries; like most gryphons except the unassigned, her primary
feathers had been bleached, then dipped in the colors of her wing—in this case, red and gold. On her
head and face, she had malar-stripes of adightly darker brown, and eye-markings flowing down her
cheeks, like soft-edged tear tracks.

While Loren and Urtho spoke, she kept her head down and turned to the Side, asif shy or
embarrassed—the gryphon equivaent of blushing. Was she smply shy, or was she truly uncomfortablein
their presence? Mogt of the gryphons that Skan knew might have been subdued in the presence of their
overlord and creator, but they wouldn't have acted like this.

When Loren finally coaxed her to spesk, her voice was low and soft, and she spokein smple
sentenceswith agreat ded of hissing and trilling—and yet it was not because she was stupid. A stupid
gryphon would not have been able to do what she had done. It was asif she Smply could not get the
words past her shyness.

"It wasss nothing,” sheingsted. "I only fly high, verrry high. Sssaferrrr it isss. Makaarrr cannot fly
S50 high. | ssssee them, thrrree, below me”

Skan could readily pictureit in hismind's eye; especidly if she had been flying as high as he thought
she was. Those tapering wings—surely with wings like those the aspect ratio would be remarkable, and
the narrow leading edge would complement the long primaries. The makaar would have been hafway
between her and the earth; she would have been invisble to them.

"Too farrr to rrreturrrn to rrreport, it wasss," she continued. "They would be gone when
warrrriorrrsss came. They mussst have been looking for sssomething. Ssssent. They would have found it
and gone."

Now Skan nodded. "True," he rumbled, and Zhaned started at the sound of hisvoice. "Quitetrue.
Y our duty wasto try to stop them.”

Her hissing had made him conscious of his own speech; normally he only hissed and trilled when he
was under stress or very, very relaxed, among friends. When he chose, he could speak aswell as any
human, and he chose to do so now. Perhaps it would comfort her.

"But how did you kill them?" Urtho perssted.

She ducked her head. "1 wasss high. They could not sssee me. | sssstooped on them; hit the leader.



Likethissss—"

She held up oneforeclaw, fisted.

"| ssstruck hissss head; hefell from the sssky and died.”

No doubt; coming from the height Zhanedl had been at, she must have broken the leader's neck on
impact, and the ground finished him.

"| followed him down; the othersss pursued, but | climbed again, too fassssst for them to follow.”
She pantomimed with her foreclaw, and Skan saw then what he had not noticed before—a reason she
may not have struck to dash, or bind to her quarry as he would have. Her talons were actudly very
short; her "toes’ long and flexible, very like stubby human fingers. A dash would only have angered the
makaar unless she had managed againgt al oddsto dash the mgor artery in the neck.

"1 go high again, verrry high; the two follow, but cannot go sssso high. | turrrrrn, dive, hit thefirst
asss hefliesssto meet me.” She sat back on her hindquarters and mimed that meeting with both of her
odd foreclaws; how the makaar struggled to gain height, how she had come at him head-on, angling her
dive at the last possible moment to strike the top of his head with her closed fists.

"He wasss ssstunned; hefdl, brrroke hisss neck when he hit. | follow him down, to be sssure, then
turrrn diveinto climb again.” She would not look at any of the three of them, keeping her eyesfixed on
someinvisible point on the ground. "Thethirrrd one, heisss afrraid now, hetrrriesto rrrrun. | go high
again, assshigh asss| can, and dive. Heisssfassst, but my diveisssfassster. | hit him. Hefdlssss" She
ducked her head. "It isssoverrr. It isss nothing ssspecid.”

Nothing specia—except that these were tactics few, if any, gryphons had tried before.
Spectacularly successful tactics, too, if Zhaned's experience was anything to go by. Most gryphons,
when they fought makaar, closed for thekill, binding to the prey's back and bringing it down, or dashing
with talonsin passing strikes. Hawk and eagle tactics, not falcon. Zhaned had fought aswould avery
hungry—or very brave—fa con, when taking agoose or very large duck, prey that would outweigh her
twofold or more—knocking the prey out of the sky, and not using her talons.

"Zhaned, your act of courage has probably saved any number of our people, and no few of your
own kind," Urtho said, as these thoughts passed through Skan's mind. "I am quite impressed and quite
pleased that Commander Loren thought to bring you to my attention persondly. At the very least, my
dear child, | an going to present you with the reward you richly deserve."

With that, he reached into a pocket and pulled out one of the reward-tokens he used instead of
medals or decorations. Urtho felt medas werefairly useless; he rewarded bravery directly. This
particular token was the highest possible; a square of gold with asword stamped on one sideand a
many-rayed sun-in-glory on the other. He dipped thisinto the tiny pouch Zhaned wore around her neck,
an accessory that most gryphons not on duty wore. She could trade that particular token for virtualy
anything in the camp, from afine tent to the exclusive services for amonth of her very own hertas. Or
she could saveit and add it to othersto obtain other luxuries. Skan smply kept a running account with
Gesten, whose services he shared with Amberdrake. Before he had |eft on thislast mission, he had been
quite afew months ahead, and Gesten would be a very wedlthy hertas when the war was over.

"But child, I am curious," Urtho continued, his eyesfixed on her, as Loren beamed his approva and
the young gryphon stammered her thanks. "Who are your parents? Who trained you besides them?”

"My parentsss arrre no morrre,” shereplied. "They died when | wasss jussst fledged and | have no
blingsss"

Urtho's disappointment was clear even to Skan; there would be no more like Zhanedl unless she
mated. But before he could persist in finding out how she had been trained, since her parents had
obvioudy been unableto give her that training, one of his aides burt into the tent without so much asan
"excuseme”

"Lord Urtho! The counterattack at Stelvi Pass—"

That was dl the boy needed to say; Urtho was off, following him at an undignified run that belied his
dlver hair, out into the lamplight, and from there into the darkness.

Thiswas not the first time Urtho had left Skan holding the line, and it probably would not bethelast.
Skandranon knew what to do; summoning as much dignity and aplomb as hisinjuries permitted, he



proceeded to dedl with the Stuation.

"Lord Commander, thank you for bringing Zhaned here" he said, raising his head and then bowing it
dightly to Loren. "Once again, you have gone beyond mere duty, and if Urtho had not been forced to
leave, he would havetold you so himsdf."

He hoped that Loren would take that as ahint, and so he did. "Thank you, Black Gryphon,”" he
replied, then continued, with an honesty that was not necessarily common among the commanders, it has
taken me awhileto learn the best way to employ fighters other than human, but | hope that Zhaned's
successis aharbinger of more such victoriesto come. Now, if you will excuse me, news from Stelvi Pass
isgoing to affect al of us, and | must go a once."

Heturned to Zhaned. "Scout Zhaned, you are officidly on reward-leave for the next two days. |
will inform your wingleader, and | hope you can enjoy your well-earned rest.”

Loren turned and pushed aside the tent flap, following Urtho into the night, though at amore
dignified fast walk.

Skan had hoped that the departure of the humanswould relax the youngster, but she was clearly till
terrified. It was a bit disconcerting. No one had ever been terrified of him before, not among those on
Urtho'sside, least of dl one of hisown kind, and an attractive lady at that. He would have expected
flirtatiousness, not fear.

Hefluffed hisfeathersand et hiseydids droop alittle, hoping his posture of relaxation would make
her relax in turn. A good theory, but unfortunatdly, it didn't work.

"Since Urtho has been called away, | must ask the rest of the questions he wanted to ask you,” Skan
told her, in avery low, coaxing voice. "Believe me, it is not that we wish to make you uncomfortable, but
we need to know these things to improve the training of the next batch of fledglings.”

She bobbed her head gtiffly but gave no indication of relaxing. "It wasss no grrreat deed,” she
ingsted. "1 did not clossse and fight prrroperly. No one can learrrn prrroperrr fighting frrrom thisss.”

Skan had heard any number of "modest” protestationsin histime and had made afew of them
himsdlf, but this didn't seem to be the kind of modesty that covered the very opposite. On the contrary,
Zhaned apparently believed what she was saying; that she had done nothing of note.

"Not al gryphons are large and powerful enough to close with makaar," he reminded her gently.
"And for even thosg, it is not dwayswiseto try, particularly when there are more than one of them. Who
trained you to gtrike like afacon?’

"N-n-no one," she ssammered. "'l did thisss becaussse | cannot fight like a prrroperrr grrryphon,
becaussse | am too sssmall and weak to be a prrroperrr grrryphon.”

Small, perhaps, but she was certainly not weak, and Skan would far rather have brainson hisside
than brawn. He'd seen too many muscle-bound specimens close with makaar believing themsalves
invincible and had to go to their rescue when they found out otherwise. Whoever, whatever her trainer
was, Skan was just about ready to put the being on report. Thislittle female had emerged with aload of
self-doubt from training that should have given her confidence in her own abilities. She would have been
useless except for her own courage, determination, and sense of respongibility. It was aso fairly obvious
that this self-doubt carried right on down to how shefelt about her physical appearance. She held hersdlf
asif shewas certain there was nothing attractive about her—in fact, asif she thought she was ahorrid
fresk.

Didn't herecdl some of thefledglingsin training baiting asmaller one awhile ago, about ayear or
two? It could have been—

Y es, he remembered now, as Zhanedl continued to protest that what she had done was less than
nothing, unworthy of reward. Three or four, al nest-brothers by the ook of them, surrounded the smaler
one and had been name-calling and insulting the little one. The object of their taunting could have been
Zhaned; he only remembered that he had broken it up when the trainer did not appear to intervene, and
that the youngster was asmall, awkward adolescent. Considering the way she was trying to disappear
into the tent canvas now, it would not be surprising that—if it had been her—he did not remember her.

But that had been some time ago, and the only reason he remembered it was because the
appropriate authority had not stepped in to handle the problem, and the noise had gotten on his nerves.



There was a certain amount of competition among the youngsters, gryphons were dtill not a"finished"
race, and Urtho took those who could not succeed in training for the less demanding jobs of messenger
and camp-helper. These were, of course, never permitted to breed.

But if that youngster had been Zhaned, she had proved herself by completing her training. Now,
Zhaned was aworking member of awing, and entitled to the same care and protection Skan himsalf got.
There should be no reason why she should continue to suffer these feglings of inferiority. Therewould be
a Trondi'irn assigned to her wing, whose job was to see to everything but serious injuries, whose duty
was to know every gryphon in the wings assgned to him by name and peculiarity. So why hadn't the
Trondi'irn noticed Zhaned's problems?

Wil there was someone who would take notice of her mental state, do something about it himsdlf,
and then seeto it that the Trondi'irn in question would get an earful afterward.

"If you have no plansfor your token, you might take it to Amberdrake," he suggested casualy. "He's
the best thereis.”

Drake will have her feeling better in no time—and by the time he and Gesten get done
massaging, grooming, and adorning her, she'll be so elegant that she'll have half her wing at her
feet. That should make her feel better about herself. That was one of the many thingsatruly taented
kestrachern and his or her assistants did; spending hours, sometimes more, taking an ordinary cresture
and transforming her (or him) into the most sunning example of her race possible within her physica
limitations. Most gryphons went to a kestraichern before amating-flight, though few could afford the
services of one like Amberdrake.

"That issmply asuggestion, of course," he added. ™Y ou may aready have something in mind."

"N-no," she said. She seemed a bit stunned, though whether it was the suggestion itsdlf or that Skan
had made it, he couldn't tell. "If you think it isssagood thing to do. | have neverrr had atoken
beforrre...."

"Wel, thisislikely to be only thefirst of many tokensfor you. Y ou might aswell spend thisoneon
something you are going to enjoy,” Skantold her. ™Y ou won't regret going to Drake, | promiseyou.”

She seemed to take that asadismissd, dthough it had not been meant as one, and stammered her
thanks, backing out of the tent before Skan could ask her to stay. He thought about calling her back, but
it was dready dark, and she probably had things she wanted to do.

He wondered about Urtho's interest in her; it had been something more than the usud interestina
successful fighter. It was asif something about either the gryphon hersdf or the way she had fought had
brought back a memory that Urtho had forgotten for more pressing concerns.

But now that the visitors had | eft, and darkness had crept over the camp, not even the lamps could
keep Skan awake. His pain was bearable; he could lie down in relative comfort, and he had afull crop.
Urtho had that mysterious weapon, and in any case, there was nothing for Skan to do until he healed.
Sleep seemed in order, and there were no mysteries o pressing that they could not wait until tomorrow.

He shifted himsdlf around on his cushions until he found the best possible position. He put his head
down on hisforelegs and yawned once—and that was the |ast thing he remembered doing or thinking
until the Healerswoke him a dawn.

Four

Gesten had rearranged Amberdrake's schedule to include Skan as aregular "patient” for the next
severa days. Amberdrake discovered the change when he checked the roster the next morning. He
didn't bother to comment on it; he knew that Gesten's reply would be sardonic. Dear Gesten, whom hel'd
hired on so long ago, liked to think he fostered a heartlessimage, constantly spitting barbed comments



and double-entendres. Even though thelittle hertas failed utterly at posing as abossy ogre, Amberdrake
was not going to tell him so, directly or by implication. So often the gruffness people showed the world
was a defense, meant to protect the onesthey loved. That was how it was with Gesten. It was aso how
it was with Skandranon, and when Amberdrake wasn't indulging himsdlf in sdf-pity, he waswell aware
of that.

And Skan wasfirst on the day's roster, with a generous amount of time allotted to him. Amberdrake
could visit him, add his own touch to the Healing meld, and spend some time smply enjoying Skan's
company before returning to work at the tent.

Thiswasinteresting; his schedule was bracketed by gryphonstoday. The first patient was Skan, and
thelast agryphon named "Zhaned." A female, according to the log, with agold-square token. Hed have
to make certain Gesten had the bleaches and dyes ready; she might want afeather-tip job in addition to
whatever other pampering and primping she desired. Amberdrake's other talents often obscured this one,
and few knew he had ended his apprenticeship at the ancient trade of kestralchern as a feather-painter,
and till enjoyed doing it. Skan, of course, wouldn't et him practice on his feathers, no matter how
Amberdrake tried to assure him that it would be a subtle pattern, sophisticated and elegant. No, the
Black Gryphon was the Black Gryphon, and black he would remain. Skan had made it clear time and
time again that the only dye to touch his feathers was the stark black he himsdf had chosen.

But femae gryphons, to whom nature and Urtho had given fairly drab coloration, tended to be very
fond of painted feathers. In peacetime they had sometimes sported patterned festhers as gaudy asa
Kaed'din weaving or amessenger-bird's bright plumes—now they had to confine themsdavesto
something that made them less of atarget. If she's got goshawk coloring, perhaps | can persuade her
into something in blue and gray, he mused. That way she'd have the advantage of sky-camouflage
when she was flying, but up close she would be dappled in fishbone patterns and ribbons.

That would be a pleasant way to end the day.

He washed and shaved, tied hishair back, then donned a plain linen tunic and breechesto stroll over
to the messtent for breakfast. He could eat in his quarters, and often did when he was pressed for time
or tired, but he preferred to share at least one meal with the other kestrachern. Experience and
observation had taught him that if the top-ranked kestraichern acted no differently than the rest, there
would be less acrimony and jealousy, both of which could lead to unpleasantness and outright sabotage.
He was careful to dress plainly when off duty, shared his knowledge and experience fredly, and when
forced to cancel appointments, did his best to see that the canceled clients had been distributed fairly
among the others. Thanksto this, the rest of the kestralchern tended to regard him astheir unofficial
leader and spokesperson. He had mixed fedlings about that, but it was probably better that he wasin
that position, rather than someone else. He was the only Kaed'ain among them; the other Kaded'din
kestralchern chose to work among the Healers and save their other skillsfor their own people. No other
working kestraichern in the camp had as much training as Amberdrake, and when the Kaled'ain had
moved to Urtho's Tower and the question of what his job should be had come up, he had felt no
hesitation. He made, at best, an ordinary Healer, and to operate under the congtraints of aHeaer would
have made him fed asif he worked with haf hisfingers gone. It was best to do what he wastruly good
a.

Breakfast was unusualy quiet; Amberdrake's companions were tired and subdued. Like the rest of
the army; after dl, the kestralchern were by no meansimmune to what had happened at Stelvi Pass. Even
if none of them had friends or acquaintances there, the fighters themsalves would, inevitably, bring their
troubles to the anonymous comfort of those whose business was pleasure and support.

No one seemed in any mood for conversation on apersond level; no onelooked at Amberdrake
with the desperate eyes of someone who had taken on more pain than he or she could handle, nor asked
Amberdrakefor advicein affairs of their own hearts. At first, he smply ate his breskfast, kegping the
conversation light, intending to leave with aquiet greeting for everyone.

One of thejunior kestraichern inquired about Corani, and was met with abrief, sharp glance from
Amberdrake. This served as an impetus for several other kestralchern at the table to art talking about
the news from Stelvi Pass, Laisfaar, and the Tower, each adding their own dices of information. They



had likely as not gleaned it from their clients as much asfrom camp gossip. Aslong asno onereveded
the identities of the dients, many of them thought, putting the pieces of the puzzle together in the
confidence of other kestralchern was something of achallengeto al concerned. It was done dl thetime,
and Amberdrake knew it, and athough it was a source of some of the kestraicherns' hidden power, he
didn't entirely approve of thisfree sharing of basically private knowledge. Still, the war made its own
rules, and they fought the war itsdlf, and not the army of the enemy. Perhapsthis technical transgresson
of kestraichern protocol could yidd valuable insgghts. So he told himself.

Regardless of Amberdrake's private mullings about the talk, it went on unabated, and he found
himsdlf offering up the occasond "It may well be" and "From what | know, unlikely" comments, which
hel ped lay in more pieces of the puzzle. When hefelt it wastimeto go, he directed the discussion back
toward client care and techniques, then dipped out unobtrusively.

When he reached the Black Gryphon's tent, Skan was awake, and evidently in amuch better mood
this morning, as he looked Amberdrake up and down in mock amazement. " Tchah, the kestrachern has
logt hiscommission? All your fine plumageis gone, srutting-bird!"

"Heh, dressing to match the job."

"It seemslikely you turned in here mistakenly on the way to the horse-gtdls, then," Skandranon
replied smoothly. Y es, he was definitely feding better. Y esterday he would have growled.

"Has anyone looked at your wings?' Amberdrake asked.

"Not sinceyou did," Skan told him. His pronunciation was much improved from yesterday, too. He
hissed his sihilants only alittle, hardly enough to notice. "All who have come have said it was bet |eft to
the expert.”

"They're probably right, but lacking an expert, I'll haveto do,"” Amberdrake said absently, running
his hand just above the surface of the splinted and bandaged right wing. He extended his awareness
down into the wing itsdlf, into the muscle, tendon, and bone. 'Y ou're doing al right, though. Bear with me
for aminute, here, | need to probe some more.”

He shifted from smple awarenessinto true Hedling with a deft twist of hismind. Carefully, for if he
sped the Hedling of the bones too much, they would not Hedl properly but would remain wesk, asthe
bones of avery old person might be after setting. He sent energy to the torn muscle, to the tiny arteries
and veinsthat had been savaged, and then, ddlicately, to the bones.

Finaly he pulled his awareness away and came back to himsdlf, shaking his head alittleto clear it of
the shared pain. "I'd leave the bandages on for now," he continued. "It's going to take another couple of
days of work to mend those wings, and a coupl e of weeks to strengthen them enough that you can use
them. Having them bandaged like that keeps them from being strained. | hope you have feathers saved
from your last molts; we're going to have to imp alot of broken secondaries and primaries. That's one
thing we can't do for you—grow new festhers.”

"You'rethe Hedler," Skan replied philosophically. Then he looked sheepishly at Amberdrake out of
the corner of hiseye. "I have to gpologize to you, Drake. Again, | mean. The gpology | gave you
yesterday wasn't exactly sincere.” He took adeep breath and let it out dowly. "I treated you badly
yesterday. It wasn't fair, and it wasn't right. My only defenseisthat | wasin pain, and I'm not at my best
when | hurt."

Amberdrake snorted. "Not at your best? Skan, you could give amakaar lessonsin surliness!™ But
he smiled and scratched Skan's ear-tufts, while the gryphon feigned indignation. "That's dl right; I'm not a
good patient either, you know. It'sjust agood thing I'm not hurt or sick very often, or 1'd probably lose
Geden.”

"Not Gesten, he enjoys suffering. He enjoys letting you know he's suffering even more,” Skan
replied wickedly—and accurately. "What's happening out there? Nobody tells me anything; they're afraid
| might not want to heal up.”

"Maar's forces threw back our counterattack,” Amberdrake told him, knowing that if he didnt,
Skan would find some other way of getting the information. "Weve lost the Pass, for now at least, unless
Urtho can come up with someway of didodging them.”

Skan shook hismassive head and sighed. "I can't see how, Drake. Stelvi was built well, as



impregnable as possible, with water suppliesin every part of the fortress. That was part of the reason
why no onetook an attack there serioudy.” He stared at the canvaswall of histent, asif by sheer force
of will he could see beyond it to the Pass. "So it's to be another retreat, then. Eventually abandoning the
Tower, if thisgoeson.”

Amberdrake nodded. "I'm &afraid so."

"Damn them.” Skan glared &t the tent wall until Amberdrake was afraid he might burn aholeinit.
Then he shook his head, and when he turned back to Amberdrake, his eyes were clear, although
wrinkles betrayed a deep and abiding anger burning at the bottom of them. "Has Maar given usany new
and unpleasant surprises?'

It was Amberdrake's turn to shake his head, but thistime it was with rdlief. "Like that mage-shot he
pelted us with last month? Not that 1've heard, and | heard most of the rumors three times over between
my tent and yours."

"Good." Skan had been tense; now he relaxed abit. Amberdrake would have given amonth's pay
to know what had prompted that question—and knew very well that Skan would never tel him. He
could surmise that there had been some kind of new weapon in use by Madar's army—and that Skan had
neutralized it somehow. He could surmiseit, but Skan would never reved the truth of the matter.

" S0, wicked one, what have you been up to while | have been wallowing at my easein anest of
pillows?" Skan asked, quickly changing the subject before Amberdrake had a chance to ask him
anyway. "Any new and interesting clients?’

"One new one yesterday, who | hope is never going to come back,” Amberdraketold him. "A more
unpleasant man | have never met, and amercenary mage on top of that."

Hetold Skan al therewasto tell about Conn Levas, without revealing the man's name or divulging
anything that might identify him—not even the fact that the man'slover might be Kaled'ain. He didn't
often bresk client confidentiality, and even then it would only beto a superior, like Artis Camlodon, the
Chief Hedler, or to Urtho himself, should he ever find himsdlf in that exated being's presence. Few
people overawed Amberdrake; he had seen too many of the great and powerful unclothed both
physicaly and spiritudly, but Urtho alwaysleft him feding asif his mouth were hanging wide open. The
blazing intellect, the aura of controlled and absolute power, and the overwhel ming competence of the
man added up to the kind of charismathat left Amberdrake weak in the knees. What he looked like
didn't matter; Amberdrake invariably saw the Mage of Silence with akestrachern's eyes—the eyes of
one who saw past the surface, dways.

Still, Amberdrake found himself telling Skan more than he would have told anyone e se, and Skan
listened with every indication of interest. It was marvelous, smply having afriend to talk to thisway, and
they both exulted in it behind their cddm and rehearsed exteriors.

"| fed sorry for that oneslover,” Skan said findly. "Very sorry, actudly. She seems more important
as apossession than asaperson to him."”

"That was the concluson | cameto,” Amberdrake admitted. "What was worse, though, wasthat |
was supposed to be dedling with my client's problems, and | found myself wishing therewasaway |
could have agood long talk with hislover instead. That wasn't very professional of me, | suppose, but
then again, hewouldn't let mehdp him.”

"The morefool he" Skan said scornfully, "to pay good money and then refuse to take what it
purchased.”

Trust Skan to put the Situation into the Smplest possible termsl Amberdrake had to smile. "Thank
you, Skandranon Rashkae, you'll make me a perchi yet. Should | smply become abaker, and save
mysdlf someworry?

"Y ou would find another way to take on the army's burdens as a baker. Each little dice of bread
would have asoldier's very life and spirits dathered upon it," Skan snorted.

Amberdrake laughed in response. It was, after al, agood return volley. "l supposethat in the grand
context of an entire army, one mage's emotiona problems aren't too high on thelist of things| need to
worry about.”

Skan chuckled. "That is areasonable statement. More reasonabl e than the fretting. Y ou've spent



more time with me than you should have. Y our other clientswill be unhappy if they find out.”

"Then they won't find out." Amberdrake got up to leave. "Thisisgoing to be avery interesting day;
I'm going to begin and end with agryphon. It'sthefirst time something like that has ever happened.”

"| thought | was your only gryphon client,” Skan mock-chided. "I may become jealous!”

"Don't bother, old bird,” Amberdrake told him. "Thisisjust aonce-only, areward. I'm not sure why
this gryphon chose me when she could have had the same treatment from an apprentice at a fraction of
the fee, but it will be anice change from emotionally-damaged fighters and deservedly-traumetized
mages”

Skan snorted approval at the smal insult to Conn Levas. He had long maintained that Amberdrake
wastoo gracious. "'l may il be jedlous.”

Amberdrake smoothed his unwrinkled tunic as amocking gesture. " She'sayoung female, | believe,
and if you're very good, | might introduce you to her after Gesten and | finish prettying her. Not that
you'll bein any shape to seduce her, but you might be able to persuade her you'll be worth keeping in
mind when you hedl!"

Skan's face wore avery peculiar expression, asif hetried to hold back something. He seethed with
amusement. Amberdrake couldn't for amoment imagine why, though; the femae gryphon hadn't been
listed as being from any wing Skan had ever flown with, and was severa years hisjunior besides.
Whatever his secret was, however, he managed to keep it behind his beak. Amberdrake waited for him
to betray himsdlf, but he said only, "'l should like very much to meet this young lady once you've been
with her."

"I'll ssewhat | can do,” Amberdrake said. And since Skan didn't seem disposed to reved anything,
he finally waved good-bye and went back to his scheduled work.

Very much like to see her, indeed... vain bird, he's probably planning his post-mating dinner
with her already.

Amberdrake waswiping thick oil from his handswith arag when Gesten reminded him of hislast
client for the day. It had been aday marked by traumaand pain, from the emotiona traumaof ayoung
Hedler who had seen one too many die, to the pain of ahorseback skirmisher who'd had three beasts
shot out from under her at the attempt to retake Stelvi Pass. She had had so many wrenched and
displaced vertebrae from falls that Amberdrake amost sent her to the Hedlersinstead, regardless of what
she said she wanted. But she swore to him that she would rather have "the best kestralchern in the world"
put her spine back in place than any Healer and seemed thrilled to be with him, asif she spoke to agreat
dancer or singer. Sheld sworn that she could bear the pain he would have to put her through to do so.

The reason? An admirable one; she'd fdt that the Hedlers were overburdened, and that they would
fedl obliged to pain-block her, which would add to their burden. Y es, she'd known that the Hedlers
would treat her for nothing, and that his services cost a high-ranking reward-chit. No, she hadn't cared.
"I've got apile of these things aready, so I'm saving them up for a better commission once thewar's
dead,” sheé'd said gruffly. "Urtho's aides brought me anew horse—Kaed'ain-bred at that. I've got anew
tent. | don't crave pretties. | look like ahorse mysdf, so fancy clothing on me would look like barding on
amule. So what elseam | going to spend achit on? Besides, thisway | get an attractive man to put his
hands dl over me. That, | can use.”

So he manipulated her vertebrae as she stifled her gasps of pain, until her gasps turned to ones of
sheer relief. He was so impressed by her courage and sense that he'd had Gesten prepare a hot soaking
tub for her, with aromatic oilsin it. He had her soak until her muscles completely relaxed, then he gave
her the massage she had paid for, rubbing her down gently until shewasjust dozing. Then he did for her
what hewould not do for Conn Levas. They were good hours.

Shel€eft histent smiling and exhausted. He sat back while Gesten cleaned up and prepared for the
last client of the day, smiling just aswidely as she had. Once in awhile, he got a client who was worthy of
his skillsin every way—that skirmisher wasjust such aone, and it had been aprivilege to help her. Odd;
both she and Conn Levas were mercenaries, and yet they were so unlike each other. Ah, well,
experience had shown that the only thing smilar about most soldiers was the uniform they wore.



"That was afinelady,” Gesten observed as he expertly put away the oils and stowed the massage
table. "I think | ought to go over and suggest she spend one of those 'usdless chits of hers on a makeover
with us. | don't see any reason why she hasto keep on looking like awild mare. She's lean enough to be
elegant, and if sheld just let me do something with her hair..."

"That'sagood ides, if you want to," Amberdrake agreed. "1'd take the exotic approach with her.

Y ou know, she could carry off some of the Kaed'ain costumes quite impressively. Maybe with a
cat-stripe paint pattern across her shoulders—"

"That'swhat | like about you, Drake," Gesten interrupted cheerfully. ™Y ou aways see the potential.
Think you can exercise that one more time today? That gryphon Zhaned will be here shortly.”

"Gryphon?' Amberdrake replied, momentarily confused. Then he hit his head with the hed of his
hand. "Right! | nearly forgot! My mind is<till muddled from thisday. I'm just tired. Did you—"

"I've got the oils and the satin cords and the beads and feather-paint,” Gesten said, snorting alittle.
"Asif I'd forget! Listen, I'd liketo go over and put Skan to bed if you don't mind. Do you think you can
handle thisyoungster done?"

It was Amberdrakesturn to snort. "Asif | hadn't been taking care of gryphonsall by mysdf long
before you came looking for some fool to hireyou! Of course, | can.”

"All right, then, fool-who-hired-me," Gesten replied, giving him back as good an insult ashed
gotten. "I'll go make sure that featherhead up on the hill getshis deep, then I'll seeto it you don't drown
yoursdlf in the tub when | get back.”

Gesten indicated a bright but battered wheeled storage chest with anod of his snout. "Everything
you need isin there, and | replaced whatever had dried out or wastoo old to use. If | do say so mysdlf, |
don't think there's akestralchern in the army with a better stock of 'gryphon pretties.” By the time you get
done, she should be stunning. Provided you can do your job."

He whisked through the curtain before Amberdrake could make aregoinder. Amberdrake just
laughed and took histime getting out of his chair. He changed into a utilitarian pair of loose linen breeches
and baggy shirt, tying asash about the latter. He would not need any fancy robes with this client; instead,
he needed clothing he could work in, clothing that could be splashed with dye and not take harm. Over
that he wore hisreceiving robe, with itsintricate designs.

Amberdrake stepped outside the tent to take in some of the camp'srelatively fresh air before the
client arrived. "Small" feethers—the size of ahand—drifted by in the breeze, discards from some
gryphon's vigorous preening, no doubt. Activity in the camp had stepped up abit from earlier that day; it
seemed that the rumors had fed a packing frenzy. The children that he'd seen before were engaged in
tying blankets and packs, with the hel p of two kyree tugging with their teeth. He saw adults mending
wagon covers and double-checking the wheels of carts. Farther beyond that, a set of soldiersand an
Apprentice mage—who looked to be Vikteren, one of Amberdrake's socia acquaintances—leveled and
tested a hovering-ded. Thelarge dedsfloated half a man-height above the ground—although they could
be rai sed higher—and were mainly used for troops supplies. A few of the kestrachern, Amberdrake
included, had bought one for use in moving their own gear, rather than relying on the army to do so for
them.

Next to them, the horse-skirmisher he'd cared for earlier—who was moving much more fredly than
before held begun—was keegping anumber of her fellow warriors enthralled with some grest tale. Or if
not greet, certainly onethat called for asubstantial amount of gesturing.

Maybe she's talking about me...? That would be good if she was. Let them know | treat the
lower ranks aswell as| do their commanders.

Hidden back behind the cluster of humans, though, was amere wisp of agryphon—afledgling,
judging by her sze, or asubadult. She—yes, definitely afema e—was eavesdropping on whatever it was
the horse-skirmisher was saying. How strange. Normally, gryphons simply walked into conversations
they wanted to be apart of, invited or not.

Then Amberdrake's attention was taken by aflight of messenger-birdswinging past, darts of living
paint flittering across the sky. Their bounding flight carried them and their messages toward the Tower;
with luck, they carried news that the war's hunger was sated for awhile.



Amberdrake turned back inside, and set about finger weaving feather-shaft-adornmentsfor his next
client. It would be so relaxing, for achange.

Zhaned, when she arrived, turned out to be thelittle gryphon held seen lurking behind the warriors
earlier. Shewasavery pretty thing, in aquiet way; lean and fit, with long wings and feathers set very
closeto her body. Hed walked out from the back room of the tent with a handful of finger-woven satin
cords, and found her in the receiving area, hesitantly nosing around the cushions and boxes.

She's never been to a kestra'chern before, | can tell that right now. Nervous, expectant,
unsure of herself.

He cleared histhroat gently, and she started. "Welcome, Zhaned," he said in asoft but commanding
voice. "My nameis Amberdrake. | am honored to serve you." He executed the sweeping, graceful bow
that customarily accompanied the greeting and ended it down on one knee, so that he would not be
looming over her. Hisreceiving robe gathered around him in glossy folds as he kndlt, ashimmering
contrast to the work clothes underneathiit.

Her eyes darted across his entire body as he bent forward to touch one of her forelegs, aswas aso
customary. It wasin thisfirg touch that an experienced kestraichern could tell the way the sesson was
going to go. Involuntary reactions mixed with postures and poses, hopeful or desperate projections, dl
would be caught by a sengitive kestralchern in good form. One did not have to be an Empath to read
body language; that was a skill taught to every kestralchern during his or her apprenticeship.

In this case, the signas were decidedly odd. Zhaned dicked her feathers down and turned her head
until her delicate beak touched the wrist joint of her folded wing. A soft, sibilant voice came from that
beak, in as near to awhisper as gryphons could manage.

"The Black Grrryphon sssent meto you. Y ou are my kesssstrrraicherrr.” Then her head dipped
and her wings fluttered near her body, spread ever so dightly.

"Yes. | am the kestra’chern that will serve you, Zhaned, as you requested, and as your reward for
bravery. | will adorn, comfort, and help you and give you the attentions you may deserve and the insght
you may need." Amberdrake raised his other hand and touched the remaining foreleg, reading her
physical reactions clearly while another part of his mind reasoned out what to do about it.

She's practically seething with sexual tension... definitely worked herself up into a frenzy
somehow over the past candlemark. Well, | know what that usually means. Some feather-work
and oils should increase this unique beauty of hers, so her lover will be especially pleased by her
after our session. Sill...

Still, thisdeek little creature wasn't coming across like the usua gryphon client to be prepared for a
specid tryst. There was anticipation, and an electric desire, but there didn't seem to be any confidence in
the outcome of the night, nor the sense of certainty that gryphons were so well known for.

And no gryphon went for an expensive tryst-grooming unless she was positive she had a partner
waiting for her!

Suddenly, Zhaned looked directly at him and stepped forward, causing Amberdrake to rebalance
himsalf—and then she kept moving forward. Amberdrake fell backward as Zhaned straddled him. Her
long wings spread to either side of them, with her tail up and neck feathers roused. Her beaked face was
nearly touching his nose when she asked, " ou will give me pleasssurrre, Amberrrdrrrake?!

Oh, gods... that explains what...

He stared at her beak, remembered the size of gryphon talons, and felt himsdf blanch. "Zhaned,
no—wait—you'l hurt me," he begged. "Please let me up!”

Skandranon marked his page with a discarded feather and stretched, looking back to where Gesten
meticuloudy brushed and treated his back just above histail. Urtho had sent down abook by an explorer
who had been in hisemploy from before the war had started, and the heavy tome wasfilled with small
notes written in the margins, observations and anecdotes by others that the book had been loaned to.



Urtho had sent it by messenger-kyree to make up for his hasty departure earlier; yet another small
gesture that told the Black Gryphon of his statusin Urtho's eyes. Gesten had been there for at least two
candlemarks, quietly putting dl of the detailsright for Skandranon; cutting, sanding, and rounding partidly
sngpped feathers, rubbing in soothing gels around strained feather-shafts. Without saying adozen words,
he'd moved Skandranon—uwho was twice the weight of most human men—into easier positionsfor
tending tiny cuts the Healers hadn't gotten. He had sanded down the chipsin Skan's begk, fillingin
near-invisible cracks with cement, and coping his overgrowing talons. He then moved on to adeep and
thorough combing, removing al thetiny snags and remaining bits of burr and twig from Skan's black codt.

Skan was in good shape—much better than even this morning, he mused—and in little pain, thanks
to one of Lady Cinnabar's clever ahilities, atrick with shunting pain away. Shewas addight to know,
even peripheraly, and seemed to have the sort of persondity held like to find in a gryphon mate one day.

Skan counted himsdlf fortunate that held lived thislong. Ah, but taking a mate? Serioudy considering
the possibility of fathering young had been reduced to aworn pastime over hisyears of service, one that
at sometimesfdt like hisonly reason for persavering, and at otherslike an impossible fantasy from a
laugh-singer'stae. The concern was not one of merdly finding sex. He had no lack of lovers; there were
few gryphonswho wouldn't be ecstetic to raise their tailsto him, but, still, they were at best casua
friends, and none of them fertile. Mmm, but there were those that had been so sweet, so warm....

He shifted the way he waslying; thinking about lovers was causing his bdly to tighten with longing.
He'd never been embarrassed about his virility before and felt no pangs about such now, but his healing
dtate kept poking reminders at him about how limited his movement redly was.

Gegten didn't miss a stroke while grooming Skan's flank and tail, athough he surely noticed the
outward signs of Skan'sline of thought. There seemed to be very little the little hertas missed; but, as
with other topics that came up around him daily, Gesten's best comment was not to comment at all.

Tchah, by now little Zhaneel is settled in warm and comfortable with Amberdrake.
Amberdrake knows how to make everything right. He's such a good kestra'chern; so clever, so
graceful, so intelligent. I'm proud to know him; I'mglad | sent her to him.

I'mgoing to kill Skandranon for this, Amberdrake fumed as he faced away from Zhaned. Surely
that mindless, oversexed, bug-bitten, arrogant mass of black festhers had given Zhaned theimpression
that Amberdrake was going to make love to her somehow. Thiswas an unforgivably cruel joke on
Skan's part! After this Situation was handled, Amberdrake resolved to go over and give Skan averbal
flaying—adeep, injured, or in whatever condition he happened to be.

Zhaned had disentangled hersdlf from him only amoment before and was now wetching hisevery
move for some cue to resume, her head bobbing up and down and hind-claws clenching.

Amberdrake wiped apalm across his face and turned back to speak to her pointedly. "Zhaned, |
can't bethekind of lover youwant. You and | aren't physically compatible. | just cant—"

A moment passed.

An unmistakable, inexplicable look of horror transformed Zhaned's entire demeanor from one of
desperate desire to one of emotional devastation. She let out agurgling cry and suddenly bolted through
the opened tent flap and into the darker and more private inner room.

Skandranon finished the annotated chapter on socia organization among the southeastern tribes, and
luxuriated in the attention Gesten was giving his recently-battered crest.

By now she must feel like the most beautiful and capable gryphon in the entire world!
Amberdrake always knows how to say exactly the right thing to make someone feel good. He's
given me so many compliments, and he's hardly ever wrong. Maybe once I'm recovered, he can
give me a tryst-grooming, and we can talk about how much good my suggestion did Zhaneel.

The Black Gryphon sighed and settled down for anap, smug in the knowledge that all was right with
the world asfar as Zhaned and Amberdrake were concerned.

Amberdrake found Zhaned curled into abal in the farthest corner of the tent, shivering, her heed



tucked under her wings. It was a saddening, unnerving thing for Drake to see; this was the gryphon
equivaent of racking sobs, as bad as any held seen in mourning or after nightmares. Surging, palpable
waves of shame pounded at him; feelings of self-blame hissed in hismenta "ears' the closer he got to her.
He braced himsdlf to receive abacklash and reached out to touch her quivering body.

Instead of the expected strike, she didn't acknowledge his presence at dl. Nothing. Y et, with the
touch, a staggering rush of sickening emotions blinded Amberdrake for the span of a heartbest.

She hates herself. She genuinely hates herself. Self-doubt, self-pity, an overwhelming sense of
worthlessness, of loss. From a gryphon! This | could expect from a human, but from a gryphon?
They're all convinced that Urtho created them as an improvement on all other races! Who or
whatever made her thisway was long in building. If it can be stopped, it hasto stop now. If | can
change her—it hasto start now.

He spoke quietly, soothingly. “Zhaned ?"

She whimpered, the barest whisper of sound.

"Shh, little one, | am herefor you. Please listen. Please listen. I'll make you fed better, | promiseit. |
am herefor you." He moved in closer and folded his robed body across hers, to comfort her as he had
other distressed gryphons with the sensation of protective, caring wings wrapped over them. He could
fed her underneath him, body temperature high, breathing fast, and there, yes, her eyestightly shut. Her
delicate ear-tufts folded back tight to her head. Drake stroked her neck feathers and spoke more
reassuring words, keeping his voice steady and deep, speaking "into" her, and held her as her shuddering
subsided.

The sexual anticipation earlier can help some, at least.... Amberdrake swam through Zhaned's
nerves with his Hedling powers, found her pleasure-centers, and gently stimulated them while he soothed
her with hiswords. Gryphons bodies held stores of specidized fluids, ements, in various glands and
repositories, and the delicate touch of an experienced Hedler could release them at theright time. A
careful nudge there and afeather-light stimulation so, and the "rewarding" sensation following amating
coursed through her veins; in asmall amount, by no means as great asthe euphoriafollowing ared
mating, but definitely there. It had the desired effect; she dowly went from quivering to a state of
relaxation—physicaly, a leest—and uncurled from her bal after what felt like aharrowing eternity. All
the while, Amberdrake reassured her and spoke encouragements. It didn't cure any of her problems, no,
that could come later, but her gradual relaxation at |east opened a doorway toward acure.

A candlemark must have passed since her arrival before she spoke again. It was atime in which her
kestraichern held her and scratched her ear-tufts, dl the while carefully touching her mind and soaking in
the fedings she unknowingly projected into him. He could not help thinking that it was a good thing she
had chosen him, rather than a kestraichern with no Empathic or Heding abilities. Anyone € se would have
had to send for her Trondi'irn—and an apprentice would have been asterrified and traumatized as she.

"Zhaned," he said urgently, "you must tell me why | distressed you so. | had no intention of hurting
you."

She shivered dl over. "You... kessstraicherrrn. Think | am mmmisssborrrn, too. No desssirrre,
neverrr...." She hunched her shoulders and hung her head, deep in purest misery. " Should have died,” she
cried softly. "Not worth raisssing, ssshould have died. Trried."

Amberdrake didn't hesitate a moment; strange how, after waiting in silencefor so long, amoment's
dday inareply could cause damage. "No, lovey child, you misunderstood me entirely! Y ou'refar from
misborn, Zhaned. Y ou were made by Urtho as his proudest cregtion. And you are lovely to me.”

She uncoiled some more, and nervoudy looked at him with one eye. "But you sssaid—no lover.
Physsscally. Not even you want me—"

He rubbed his cheek againgt hers, as a gryphon-sib would do, and replied quickly. “Zhaned, no,
littteone! | said | can not, not that | would not if | could. | am only ahuman. Thin skin, and smdler than
you. We wouldn't fit, you and |, our sizes and bodies are too different. And you'd tear me up trying." He
alowed asmall chuckle. "Dearheart, believe me, if | were agryphon, you and | would bein the sky
together the moment after | saw you."

She opened both eyes and blinked, twice, asif the dry observation that humans were perhaps a



third the size of agryphon—in every sdlient way—hadn't even occurred to her.

Some peopl e think a kestra'chern can do anything!

"Never learned how mating goes. Parents died. Left me, left me done.” Zhaned dumped down, her
beak touching the floor. *Mishorn, wings too long and pointy, too long for body, head too big, too round,
no ear-tuftsat all!" she cried out, shivering. "That'swhy they left me, why they flew and died. | was
misborn, and they were ashamed.”

Amberdrake scratched her head, fingers disappearing into the deep, soft down-feathers, and
projected more calm into her, soothing her, lest she ball hersalf up again and never uncurl. "1 just can't
believe that, Zhaned. Y ou are lovely and strong. Y our parents must surely have treasured you and
looked forward to seeing you fly."

Apparently, afloodgate had been released when she had first started speaking. She continued to
pour out her fedings. "Not enough talon to hurt even mites—"

Amberdrake surveyed the outstretched forefoot dubioudy. The talonslooked plenty long to him.

"—freakish, misborn, should have died," she whispered hoarsaly. "No one wants Zhaned inwing.
No one. No one wants Zhaned as mate. Worthless."

Amberdrake lifted her head up, amore difficult task than he tried to make it appear, and caressed
her briefly around the nares, then held up the forgotten reward-square.

"If you're so worthless, then how did you earn this? They don't give these away for digging latrines,
sky-lady. Only the bravest receive thiskind of reward.”

Hisleft arm was complaining bitterly about supporting the weight of her heed when shefindly lifted it
herself and blinked. Then shelooked down.

"Not brave," sheingsted faintly.

Amberdrake smiled gently. "Why don't you tell me how you earned it, and let me be the judge of
that? | would sincerdly like to hear, Zhaned. Join me. I'll make you afine strong tea" He stood up
creakily and gestured for her to come with him; she rose, took three hesitant steps toward his bed, and
then sat besideit.

"No one would accept me into their wing. But | wanted to fly for Urtho. So I—I just moved into a
wing. Kereesha Trondaar'swing."

Ah. Interesting, the same wing that merc mage Conn Levas is attached to. Amberdrake
prodded the coasin the ever-burning brazier, then set a copper kettle of water onit. "And then...?"

"| flew patrols. The back patrols—the ones fledglingsfly in relays.” Her voice broke at that. The
duty she described was humiliating for an adult gryphon, usudly reserved for punishment because of its
length and uneventfulness, and for training fledglingsin procedure. "1t gave me—time away from the
camp. Timeto fly. Canfly the circuit fagter than anyoneese."

Amberdrake dropped herb-packed cloth pouchesinto the kettle, and spoke gently. " Faster than any
other gryphon; that iswonderful initsef. How much fagter, Zhaned ?!

"A third fagter. | fly the circuit done." Amberdrake raised an eyebrow in surprise and gppreciation.
"l was &t fifth-cloud height,” she continued. Half again higher than other gryphons fly on patrol—
even more interesting. "And | found makaar. There were three, leaving our territory. They had to be
stopped somehow, they must have been spying. But | can't Mindspeak well—I couldn't call for help. So
| dove on them and fought them. It didn't matter if | died stopping them.”

Amberdrake's thoughts ran quickly, despite the practiced, impassive expresson on hisface. She
means that. She means that if she died trying, that was better than living. It's plain why she said
she wasn't brave. She was suicidal. And she wanted her death to mean something. He took a deep
breath and smoothed back hishair.

"Zhaned, I've known many warriors, many shaman and priests and High Mages. So many of them
have felt inadequate, and I've spoken to them as | am doing to you, dear sky-lady. When warriors fedl
afraid they lack something, it isonly because they are forgetful. They have forgotten how capable they
truly are." He settled down on the bed beside her and caressed her brow as she listened. "If you were
anyone besides Zhaned—l ovely, powerful, deek Zhaned—you would have gone for help, or flown
away frightened, or attacked the makaar and failed. Y ou succeeded wholly because of who and what



you are, and by the power of your mind aswell asyour body. That isno small thing, given that some
gryphons| know have no more brainsthan an ox."

Again, he held up the token and gently touched it to her beak. "And now you havethis, given by
Urtho's own hand. Do you know how rare that is?* She shook her head, humanlike, indicating she didn'.
"It'svery rare, Zhaned, very unusud. It showsthat you are exceptionaly good, dear one, and not a
freak. Not misborn. And far fromworthless.”

"Doesn't matter," she croaked. "Everyonethinks| am.”

"Everyone didn't stop three makaar, and everyone didn't get thistoken." He shook hishead, certain
that he had her attention now. " Sometimes ‘everyone’ can be wrong, too. Didn't 'everyone' say that Stelvi
Pass was impregnable?!

Her ear-tuftsrosejust alittle, and she bobbed her besk once in cautious agreement.

He considered her; her build, her very look. "Y ou are different, Zhaned, just as| am different from
my own people. And when | came here, | felt alittle like you do—no, alot like you do. | was scorned
smply because of who | was, and what | do. The Hedlerswouldn't accept me because | was
kestra’chern. The kestralchern were wary of me because | could Hedl. Y et as| saw them dance away
from me, | studied the moves of their dance." Amberdrake smiled again as Zhaned relaxed some more
and gazed at him, an enraptured raptor listening to agtoryteller. "They would look a meand | wasa
mirror. They could see parts of themsavesin me, layers and shards of their own livesthey'd tucked away
intheir deeves. When | spoke, the Hedlers knew | had that kestraichern insight and they felt threatened.
And the other kestraichern distrusted my station and Healing abilities. Y et through it dl, there | was. Still
mysdlf, Zhaned, just asyou are still you. Those who push you down fear you. They arejed ous of you.
And you are stronger than you know."

Zhaned! fidgeted, uneasy under his care-filled eyes. "Not strong, sir."

He shook his head, and chuckled again. "Nah, sky-lady. Please don't call me'sir," | am only
Amberdrake—afriend. Ah." He moved gracefully to the tea kettle and poured two cups, onelarge, one
small, as he spoke. "'If you were not strong, | would never have met you, Zhaned. Y ou would have been
dead and forgotten, not honored by the Mage of Silence himsdlf. And not noticed by the Black
Gryphon.”

Zhaned turned her head aside, and her nares flushed in embarrassment. Ah, so she's as impressed
with Skandranon as he is by himsalf. I'm still going to skin him later, but I'll certainly use his
image to Zhaneed!'s advantage.

"Let metel you of Skandranon, Zhaned," he began. " They make fun of Skandranon, too. Heis
cdled aglory-hound, reckless, arrogant, petulant, and some say he has the manners of ahungry fledgling.
Stll, heisthere, doing what heisbest at. They arejedous of him, too—mainly because he actudly does
what they only talk about doing. Actions define strength. And you, sky-lady, fly faster and farther than
they do, and can strike down three makaar alone.”

She blushed again, and once more he wondered what went wrong in her childhood. Where were
her teachers, her parents? The simple things he told her should have been the most basic conceptsthat a
young gryphlet was raised on. Normally, though, was the key word. Amberdrake had seen a thousand
soulslaid bare, and knew well that what most called "norma” was anything but redlity. He dso felt the
warmth in his chest and belly, and the smmering heet in hismind, that told him that the hunt was good this
time—that thisyoung Zhaned was going to survive.

"Always, | hear how they have said this or that, and yet, | have never come face-to-face with one
of them. Who are they anyway?" he asked—rhetoricaly, since he did not truly expect her to answer.
"What gives them amonopoly on truth? Why are they any more expert than you or 17

Another few steps, and he presented her with the larger cup. He marveled at the deftness with which
she grasped the cup, with asingle foreclav—no—with asingle hand. And she followed his gaze.

"No clawsto speak of. Have to wear war-clawslike silly kyree," she murmured, and looked down
agan.
"Tchah, no. That's no defect, ky-lady. See my arms and legs, my muscles? They match my body
well, asthe parts of your body match well. Now see my hands, and their proportion to my arms.” Her



sght fixed on hishands.

And her eyes widened as she redized what she was seeing. "Y our hands—are like mine."

"Yes Very smilar. All the Powers made methisway." He nodded his approvd. "And Urtho
created you, with exactly this shape to your foreclaws, your body, your wings. Do you believe that
Urtho would be so incompetent asto create an ugly, mismatched creature?”’

That went againgt the most basic of gryphonic tenets; even Zhaned would not believe that. "No!"

He smiled; now he had her. "Of course, we al know that Urtho would not. He has dways been
thorough and detailed, with avison unmatched by any Adept in history. No, | believe, Zhaned, that you
are something new. Sleek and smdll, fast—like afacon. The others, they dl have the shapes of
broad-winged birds, of hawks and eagles—but you are something very different. Not agryphon at al,
but something new—gryphon and falcon. Gryfalcon.”

Her eyes sparkled with wonder, and she caught her breath, till holding the cup of steaming tea. She
spoke the word that Amberdrake had just made up, testing it on her tongue as she would try a sweet
apple or cold winter wine. "Gryfacon.”

Thiswas going so much better than a candlemark ago. Amberdrake took asip of his cup of teaand
luxuriated in the play of flavors—tich and bitter, sweet and acidic, each in turn. Complex blendsthat
suited the mood of acomplex problem.

Outside the tent, dusk had darkened to night asthey talked further, and Zhaned had told him, in
wordsthat fatered, of her parents fate. They had both been killed on what should have been alow-risk
mission; once again, the war had hungered, and had fed as dl things must feed. Zhaned had been | eft
aone, afledgling cared for thereafter by a succession of foster parents and Trondi'irn who felt no
particular affection for her. One by one, they changed or disappeared, and the memories of her parents
became a soft-edged memory of nurturing acceptance, amemory so distant it came to seem likeadream
or atae, having nothing to do with her redlity.

It wasthe contrast between the fledgling's memories of loving care and the subadult's redlity of
indifference that had suffocated her in the cold box of self-hate.

Conversely, however, the same thing had kept her from killing hersdlf.

The knowledge, only haf-aware, that when she was il in the downy coat of afledgling she was
loved had given her soul the broad feathersit needed. There were no specific images now, and no
remembered words, there was only the sensation that, yes, with certainty, they had trilled their affection
as she drowsed and taught her when she awoke. Brief asthat time had been, it had given her an
underlying strength, and a reason to endure.

By thetimether cups were empty, most of the night had passed by, and they had wandered into
mutual observations. Zhaned asked about the life of akestraichern. Hed wondered aoud, once he knew
the subject would not aarm her, where she had gotten her ideathat Amberdrake would be her lover.

Her naresflushed. "The horse-rider wastelling the others about you, and | listened. | didn't
understand some of it, but | thought it was because she was ahuman.” She ducked her head allittle as her
nares flushed deeper. "I thought, this must be what you do with al who cometo you. | thought, thiswas
why Great Skandranon had told me to come to you when | was given the reward.”

He clenched hisjaw for amoment. I might have known Skan was at the bottom of this! No
wonder he was acting so—so smug! But aconfrontation with Skan would have to wait. Now, all
unknowing, she had given him another opening to bolster her salf-esteem.

"Skan sent you here?' He blinked asif he were surprised, but he continued quickly before she could
burgt into frantic protest that he realy had, asif he might doubt her truthfulness. "Do you redlize just how
impressed he must have been with you, Zhaned? Why, it was only two days ago he was brought in,
injured—heis ill not Hedled, and he has made it very clear to me, hisfriend, that he does not wish to be
troubled with inconsequentid things. And yet he thought enough of your proper reward to send you to
me! How much time did he spend with you?'

"|—do not know—half a candlemark, perhaps?' she said, doubtfully.

"Haf acandlemark?' Amberdrake chuckled. "I cannot think of any other he has spent so much time



with, other than hisHeders. Truly, he must have found you fascinating!”

"Oh," shereplied faintly, and her nares flushed again. " Perhaps he was bored?' she suggested, just
asfantly.

Amberdrake laughed at that. "If he was bored, he would have sent you elsewhere. Skan's cures for
boredom are reading, deeping, and teasing hisfriends, in that order. No, | think he must have found you
vey interesting.”

By now, from her body-language and her voice, it wasfairly obviousto him that Zhaned had—at
the very lees—a subgtantia infatuation with the Black Gryphon.

"He doesn't pay that kind of atention to just anyone,”" he continued smoothly. "If he noticed you, it is
because you are noteworthy."

She perked up for amoment, then her ear-tuftsflattened again. "If he noticed me, it wassss sssurdly
to sssee how freskish | am.”

"How different you are—not freakish," he admonished. " Skandranon is not one to be afraid of what
isdifferent.”

"Am |—" She hesitated, and he sensed that she was about to say something very daring, for her.
"Am |—different enough that he might recall me? Notice me again?'

Amberdrake pretended to think. "I take it that you want him to do more than smply take notice of
you?"

She ducked her head, very shyly. "Y essss—" she breathed. "Oh, yessss—"

"Well, Zhaned, Skan is not easily impressed. Y ou would have to be something very specia to hold
hisinterest. Y ou would have to do more than smply take out a couple of makaar once." That wasa
daring thing to say to her, but fortunately she did not take it badly; she only looked at him eegerly, asif
hoping he could give her the answers she needed. "I know him very well; if you want Skan, Zhaned, you
will have to impress him enough that he wants you—enough to make him ask you to join hiswing."
Before she could lose courage, he leaned forward and said, with every bit of skill and Empathy that he
possessed, "Y ou can do this, Zhaned. | know you can. | believein you."

Her eyes grew bright, and her ear-tufts perked completely up. "I could—I could entrrrap the
makaar." She paused as he shook his head dightly. "Perhapsif | made of myself atarget, outflew them to
ambush?' Again he shook hishead. Both her ideas were far too impulsve—and suicidd.

"It will have to be something that only you can do, Zhaned," he suggested. "Y ou don't have to make
ahero of yoursdf every day. Y ou don't have to have an immediate result, either. But whatever you do
must be something only you can do—just asthe way you killed those three makaar was done in away
only you could have performed. Perhaps something that Urtho or Skan said to you could help you think
of something...."

She sat, deep in thought, while Amberdrake got himself asecond cup of tea. Finally she spoke.

"Urrtho asked me what training | had, and he was disappointed that no one had given me any
specid attentions.” Shelooked up a him intently, and he gave her an encouraging nod. " Skandranon also
seemed surprised that | had no specid training. And if | cannot fly and fight asthe others
do—perhaps—perhaps | should train myself?* Again shelooked to him, and he nodded enthusiastically.
"Perhaps | should ask for—for courses, such asthey put the young humans across, only for flying."

"Thatisagood plan, ky-lady,” hetold her firmly. "It is one that will benefit not only you, but others
who areaso smdl and light. And as you become skilled, you will definitdly attract Skan's attention.”

But now she had turned her attention to his hands, and then to her own foreclaws.

"Amberdrrrake, | have hands, like humans—I can do human things, can | not?" She flexed her
hands, first one, then the other, asif testing their mobility. "Perhaps | can use awegpon—or—yperhaps|
can fly to help wounded!" Her beak parted in excitement, and Amberdrake had to work to suppress his
own excitement. Theideaof agryphon-Healer, even the kind of field-Healer who could only splint bones
and bandage wounds—that was enough to make him want to jump up and put the plan into motion
immediately. How many fighters had bled their lives out Smply because no one could reach them? The
mobility of agryphon would save so many of those otherwiselost lives.

"Thisisgoing to take time, Zhaned," he cautioned, repeating the words to himsdlf aswell asher. "All



of itisgoing to take timeto learn, moretime to practice. But it isa wonderful idea. | will hdpyoudl |
can, | svear it!"

Zhaned listened to his cautions, then bobbed her head gravely. "One weapon,” she declared. "'l
ssshall learn one wegpon. Crossshow; it ssseems easy enough to massster. And | shdl learn the smple
hedling that the green-bands know."

By "green-bands,” she meant the squires and sergeants who wore a green armband and acted as
rough fidld-Hedlers, who knew the basics. Enough to patch someone up long enough for themto getto a
redl Hedler.

Enough to savelives.

"And | would be honored to teach you that Healing, my sky-lady," Amberdrake said softly.

"And—" she dropped her voice to ashy whisper. "And Skandranon will notice me?!

Amberdrake chuckled. "Oh, yes, my lady. He won't be able to help himsdlf. Y ou will be one of the
few thingsthat he does notice, | think."

She cocked her head to one side. "Few things?" she asked curioudly.

He shook his head, and shrugged. "Oh, sometimes | think he is so obsessed with topping hislast
escapade that he does not notice much of anything, including hisfriends.”

She continued to stare a him quizzicaly and findly said, "He notices. Heloves you. The whole camp
knowsthis"

That was not what he had expected to hear, and for once, he was taken by surprise. "He—what?"
Amberdrake replied. He thought for amoment that he had misheard her, but she repeated her statement.

"Helovesyou asif you were anestmate,” she ingsted. " Perhaps he does not say so, but dl the camp
knows that Amberdrake and Skandranon might aswell have come from asingle mother.”

As hismouth dropped open alittle, she gurgled—a gryphon-giggle, and the first sound of happiness
he had heard from her yet. "I heard this—I heard him tell some of the captains that you were abeing of
greet integrrrity!

"Youwhat?' he sad, trying to picture Skan doing anything of the sort.

"l heard him," she said firmly, and with coaxing, the story emerged. She had, once again, been
eavesdropping when she shouldn't have. Some of the mercenary captains had been bandying about the
names and reputations of severd of the perchi and kestrachern, and Amberdrake's name had come up
just as Skan passed by. That would have been enough to attract his attention, but one of the captains had
cdled out to him, tauntingly, asking him to verify what they had heard "'since you know him so well."

And Skan had, indeed, defended Amberdrake's problematical honor, at the cost of someridicule,
which Skan hated worse than cold water.

"S0," Zhaned concluded. "Y ou see"

Amberdrake did see—and he was rather overwhelmed at this evidence of affection, affection that he
had hoped for but had not redlly believed in. A kestralchern had so few friends—so few of those more
than the merest of superficid acquaintances....

Heblinked, finding hiseyes stinging alittle.

"Amberdrake," shesaid into theslence. "You areaHeder."

He blinked his eyes clear and returned her grave stare, expecting areturn to the earlier topic of
discussion. "Of course, sky-lady.”

But she turned the tables on him. " And when you are hurt, who healsthe Heder?"

Has she suddenly turned into Gesten, or Tamsin, to sense my feelings before | know them? he
thought, startled again. But he chuckled, to cover his confusion, and replied, "My lady, | am not likely to
be needing the services of aHedler, after dl. | do not ply my various trades on the battlefield.”

She snorted, in away that sounded very like Skan, but she said nothing more. And just at that
moment, the sentries called midnight, and they both blinked in surprise.

Half the night has gone—but why am | surprised? It almost feels like half a year.

"Y ou should take someregt, lady,” he said, taking the half-forgotten token and putting it back in her
pouch. She started to protest; he placed ahand on her beak to stop her. "Itisat my discretion to
determinemy fee. Y ou kegp this. If you have some difficulty convincing your wingleader that you need



gpecid training and equipment, you could use that to deal with him. And when you find someone worthy
of you, then cometo mewithit, and | shdl turn you from smply lovey into the most breathtaking
crestureever tofly."

Her naresflushed again, thistime with pleasure. She started to leave, then paused on the threshold.

Tugging ahand-sized covert-feather loose, she gravely handed it to him. "And when you
need—anything—you bring me this. Hedler."

Then she was gone, leaving him with adate-gray feather in hishand, and agreat dedl to think about.
He let down the entrance flap, closing histent against the night and any observers, and ran the feather
between the fingers of hisright hand.

Who healsthe Healer...?

Five

"Wdll, great hero,"” Tamsn said dryly, pushing hisway through the tent flap, 'l seeyou havea
tent-mate now. Did they discover you weren't ageneral, and you weren't supposed to have private
quarters?’

Skan chuckled; it was amazing how much better atiny improvement in his condition made him fedl.
Not grest, but less like snapping someone's head off anyway. "No, they decided that | must be londly,
but instead of giving me alithe young femae, they sent this disgusting heap of tattered feethers. Meet
Aubri. Be careful not to stepin him.”

The other gryphon in the tent, swathed in bandages covering burns, raised one lazy eyebrow and
snorted. "I thought 1 was being punished. | was put in here with you, featherhead." He raised his head
from hisforeclaws and regarded Tamsin and Cinnabar with along-suffering gaze. "I'll have you know,"
he continued, in mock aggravetion, "hewhistlesin hisdeep.”

"So do you," Skan countered. "I dreamed | was being attacked by a giant, tone-deaf songbird, and
woke up to discover it was you. Maybe it was yoursdlf you heard, loud enough to wake yoursdlf up!”

"l don't think s0," Aubri countered, then put his head back down on hisforeclaws and pretended to
deep.

Skan chuckled again. "l like him," he confided to Tamsin in an easly-overheard feigned whisper,
"But don't let him know. Hell get arrogant enough to be mistaken for me.”

A snglesnort of derison wasdl that came from the "desping” Aubri.

"Well, you know why we are here," Cinnabar told him, coming up behind her lover and giving hima
greeting that was more than haf acaress.

"Yesss," Skan said. "You are hereto pretend to tend to my hurts, while you put your hands al over
each other. Tchah! Y ou lifebonded types! Alwaysal over each other! Bad enough that as humansyou
areawaysin season—"

"And you are not?' Aubri rumbled from the background.

"What?' Skan asked. "Did | hear something?'

"No," Aubri replied. "l am adeegp. Y ou heard nothing.”

"Ah, good." Skan returned his attention to the two humans who were doing their best not to break
into laughter. "As| said, bad enough that you are dwaysin season—but you lifebonded types are dways
preening each other. It's enough to give an honest gryphon sugar-sickness.”

"Then Skandranon isin no danger, for heishardly honest,” came the rumble,

Skan shook hishead, sadly. "What did | tell you? The lout not only whistlesin his deep, he mumbles
nonsense aswell. Perhgps mogt of hisinjurieswereto hisrump, sncethat is surely where hisbrain
resdes”



"He's upset I'm not succumbing to hisimagined ‘charisma,™ Aubri grumbled, raising hishead. "And
upset | beat himin hisfledgling-baiting 'logic puzzles™

"You have nologic to use. Lucky guesses, dl of them. | beat Urtho with them." Skandranon looked
back to the Hedlers, chagrined.

Cinnabar moved to the gryphon's|eft, hands moving expertly over hiswing and flank. "Gesten did a
finejob with you, | see—you look very fit. Y ou'll soon bein good enough shapeto dazze dl the
potential matesyou like, Skan. Areyou finaly going to take a mate?

Skandranon flicked hiswings suddenly and stabbed aglare at her which was much harsher than hed
redly intended. Hefdt his nares darkening. How maddening to be constantly asked that! Asif they had
placed bets on who and when and how!

Cinnabar bit her lip and backed off, pretending—pretense that wasjust alittle too obvious—to
search for something in her belt packs. Tamsin broke the tension by clearing histhroat and pulling Skan's
head toward him.

"Here now, Skan, let melook at your eyes.”

"Hell just think you'rein lovewith him," Aubri snickered.

Before Skan could make any retort, Tamsin clamped Skandranon's beak closed with one hand and
stabbed a L ook at him. This was serious business. Gryphons could judge relative distance and speed
from each eye independently, and could clearly compare minute details of objects directly ahead. The
paper texture of the book Skandranon had been studying, for instance, had been in sharp relief to him,
even the furrows | ft by the pen. Like many other parts of agryphon's body, though, the eyes were used
to judge the hedlth of the rest of the body. Tamsin leaned in until hisface was bardly inches away from
the lens of Skandranon'sright eye, becoming an encompassing blur which filled most of hiswidefield of
vision. "You'redilating well. Not as scratchy as1'd expect. No problems with focus? Good depth
perception from each eye?"

"With Aubri, therreslittle depth to ssstudy,” Skandranon said dryly. "But yes, dl seemsto be well
enough. | want to be back in action immediately."

"Theréll be plenty of action for you, warrior, and that surely meanswell see you back in surgery
soon enough,” Cinnabar joked. "By now, Maar's troops have stopped wagering on you. They know that
sooner or later every one of them will get a chance to shoot at you."

Skandranon stood, feding more lively than before, and mantled in indignation. In walked an
opportunity for mischief. "They haven't killed me yet! Have they, Jewd?"

A laden and bewildered hertas |ooked at Skan wide-eyed, having just comein bearing rolls of
blanketsfor Aubri. "N... n0o?" she said, with anervous glance a the Hedlers.

This, of course, was afavoritetrick of the Black Gryphon's—getting peopleinvolved in his
arguments, whether they liked it or not or whether they had any knowledge of the subject at hand.
Alwaysfun! Especidly when thetopic of discussion was him, and it had turned unflattering. "There, you
see? Jewd knows. Thiswas just atemporary setback, and I'll be back to save Urtho'sarmy in no time at
al." He puffed up his chest feathers and struck an heroic pose.

"Oh, save mefrom him!" came Aubri's plaintive cry. Tamsin and Cinnabar broke up in laughter,
while Jewe scurried about positioning therolls of blanketsfor Aubri's comfort, still bewildered by the
whole scene. Skan, of course, continued to play to his audience.

"He's unaccustomed to being near greatness.”

Skan gave Aubri alofty and condescending sidelong glance.

"I'm unaccustomed to drowning in such sketil. | can't stand him adeep or awake!" Aubri moaned.
"Hedlers, could you please ather ill histongue or diminate my hearing? Something? Anything?'

"Tchah! Blind fledgling," Skandranon retorted. "I am forced to take up company with the
unappreciative. It'sworse than physica wounds, | tdl you honestly."

Jewd paused for a heartbest, took in the tableau of laughing and posturing, and evidently decided
that folding fresh bandages for Aubri wastheright thing to do. Shefdl into doing so with religiousfervor
on thefar side of the tent. Lady Cinnabar recovered from her laughter and flashed her wide grin at
Skandranon as Tamsin tweaked Skan'stail. Tamsin then wiped hishands asif heéd just finished aday's



work and shot asatisfied look at hislover.

"I'd say our labor isdone here, Lady. HeE's as good as helll ever be.”

"What asad thought,” Aubri muttered.

"Oh, please," Skan countered. "I have capacities|'ve..."

"Boagted about for years," Aubri inserted quickly. "And never fulfilled.”

Skan decided that aquick change of subject wasin order. " Are you two keeping an eye on our
Lord and Magter?' he asked. "When Urtho visited me, | thought he looked underfed.”

"It hasn't been easy, but I've been making certain he gets at least abite or two out of every medl
brought him," Cinnabar replied with asigh. "And his hertas have been bringing him meals every two
candlemarks or so. Still—no sooner does he settle down to eat than more bad news comes from the
front lines, and off he goes again, food forgotten.”

"He's giving more than he can afford to,” Skan told her, sitting down and becoming seriousfor a
moment. "He never wanted to be awarlord. Heisn't suited to it."

"He'sdoing well enough. Wereadl il dive” Cinnabar offered. "The only reason he'sin chargeis
because the King folded up. And dl the King's men, the gutlesslot.”

Aubri's eyestwinkled. "She only saysthat becauseit'strue.”

But Skan stuck histongue out in distagte. " She's being charitable, Aubri. When Maar first swept
down, the border lands burned up like kindling. All the Barons were terrified, and the King's best efforts
couldn't hold them together. It dl fell gpart, and we had only Urtho to turn to. No one else had any
knowledge of what we faced. Cinnabar's family and afew others stood against the Kingdom's
dissolution; therest fled like frightened hens, and were just about as witless."

"We remembered that we serve our subjects. The ones who ran served themselves and | eft their
people crying in their wake," Cinnabar added. "We don't know what happened to most of them. Some
hed their faces changed. Some went mad or died. Most are till in hiding. Urtho doesn't blame them even
now. Hetold the King that Maar sent aspell of fear into them. However," she said whilere-braiding a
lock of hair, "it seemsnot al of uswere affected.”

A shadow fell across the threshold and was followed a second later by a severe-looking,
impeccably uniformed woman. Her brown hair was shortcut but for three thin braidstrailing down her
back, each aslong asahuman'sforearm, dl placed in mathematical precision dong her smooth neck. As
she stepped in, her hazel eyesflicked from human to gryphon to hertas in that order; she then flowed like
icy water toward Aubri. Or rather, she would have flowed, had she not been trying to cover alimp. Skan
dtared at her; to intrude uninvited into atent was not only rude, it was dangerous when the tent contained
injured gryphons. Y et Aubri did not look surprised or even affronted; only resigned.

"May we hep you?' Tamsin asked, openly astonished that the woman had not offered so much asa
common gresting.

The woman did not even look at him. "No, thank you, Hedler. | am hereto tend to this gryphon.”

"And you arrre...?" Skandranon rumbled, histone dangerous. Either she did not catch the nuance, or
sheignoredit.

"His Trondi'irn, Winterhart, of Sixth Wing Eagt," she replied crigply—not to Skan, but to Tamsin as
if Skan did not matter. "His nameis Aubri, and he has suffered burns from an enemy attack,” she
supplied.

Oh, how nice of her. She's provided us with details of the obvious, as if we had no minds of
our own or eyesto see with. How she honors us! Except that she was paying no attention to the
nonhumans, only the humans, Tamsin and Cinnabar. What does this arrogant wench think she is?
Urtho's chosen bride?

But the woman was not finished. "'I've aso cometo reassign you, hertas Jewd. Y our servicesare
required in food preparation with Sixth Wing East. Report thereimmediately.” Jewel gulped and blinked,
then nodded.

Winterhart drew a short but obvioudy sharp silver blade from her glossy belt and cut one of Aubri's
bandages free, looking over the blistered skin underneath.

"l don't think—" Tamsin began. The woman cut him off as Jewd scurried out of the tent.



"Aubri doesn't require her any longer,” she said curtly, "and the Sixth is shorthanded.”

Skan ignored the rudeness thistime, for Winterhart had caught his attention. " Sssixth Wing—that of
Zhaned?" he asked.

The woman looked at him asif affronted that he had spoken to her, but she answered anyway.
"Yes. That isan extraordinary case, though. She surprised usdl by somehow distinguishing hersdf.”
Winterhart's shrug dismissed Zhaned and her accomplishments astrivia. "Rather odd. Weve never had
acull inour ranks before."

Skandranon's eyes blazed and he found himsdlf lunging toward the woman. " Cull ?*

Tamsin and Cinnabar held onto both of Skandranon'swings. He repeated hisincredulous question. ™
Cull?

Winterhart ignored both his obvious anger and his question. Instead, she rebandaged Aubri and held
her hands over hisburns.

Even Skan knew better than to interrupt a Hedling trance, but it took him severd long momentsto
get hisanger back under control. "Cull, indeed!™ he snorted to Tamain, indignantly. ™Y oung Zhaned isno
more acull than | am! Theseidiotsin Sixth Wing don't know how to train anyonewho isn't a
musclebound broadwing, thet's their problem! Cull!™

Tamsin made soothing noises, which Skan ignored. Instead, he watched Winterhart closdly. Thefact
that this cold-hearted thing was Zhaned's Trondi'irn explained agreat deal about why no one had
tended to the youngster's obvious emotional traumaand low level of self-esteem. Winterhart smply did
not care about emotional traumaor self-esteem. Shetreated her gryphon-charges like so many catapults;
seeing that they were war-ready and properly repaired, and ignoring anything that was not purely
physica. Zhaned needed someone like Cinnabar, or like Amberdrake, not like this—walkingicicle.

But shewas giving Aubri the full measure of her Hedling powers, at least she was not stingy in that
respect. And she was good, very good, provided that the patient didn't give a hung-claw about bedside
manner or empathy. Aubri was clearly used to trestment like this; he smply absorbed the Hedling quietly
and made neither comment nor complaint when she had finished.

But for the rest of her duties—those, she scanted on. She did not see that Aubri was comfortable.
She did not inquire asto any other injuries he might have, other than the obvious. She did not ask him if
there was anything he needed. She smply gave Tamsin and Cinnabar another curt nod, ignored Skan
atogether, and l€ft.

No one said aword.

"Wel!" Cinnabar said into the silence. "If that isthe quality of Hedlersthese days, | should have
Urtho look into where that—woman—got her training!" Tamsin nodded gravely, but Cinnabar's
expression suddenly turned thoughtful.

"Odd," she muttered. "'l could have sworn I'd seen her before, but where?”

But amoment later, she shook her head, and turned to Aubri and said, "I'll have one of my persona
hertas come see to your needs until we can get Jewel back for you. Isthere anything | can do for you
now?'

Aubri's ear-tufts pricked up in surprise. " Ah—no, thank you, my lady,” he replied, struggling to hide
hisamazement. "I'm redlly quite comfortable, actualy.”

"Well, if thereis, make sure someone sends me word." Having disposed of the problem, Cinnabar
turned back to Skan. " Do you think you can keep your temper in check when that one comes back?'
sheasked. "If you cant, I'll have Aubri moved so you won't have to encounter her again.”

"l won't promissssse,” Skan rumbled, "but | will trrrry.” 1t was ameasure of his anger that he was
hissng hissbilantsand rolling hisr'sagain.

"l won't ask more of you than that,” Cinnabar replied, her eyes bright with anger as she glanced at
the till-waving tent flgp. "It isdl | could expect from mysdlf."

Tamsin mumbled something; perhaps he had forgotten that a gryphon's hearing was as acute as his
eyesight. It would have been inaudible to ahuman, but Skan heard him quite distinctly.

"I must speak with Amberdrake about that one...."

Tamsin chewed hislower lip for amoment, his brow wrinkled alittle with worry, and then sighed.



"Well, greatest of the sky-warriors,” he said lightly, with ateasing glanceto the Side, "1 think you won't
have any redl need for usin the next few hours, so well go tend to those with greater hurts and smdler
€gos.”

Skan pretended to be offended, and Aubri snorted his amusement; Cinnabar lost some of her anger
as her lover took her hand and led her out.

Aubri settled back down, wincing alittle as burns rubbed against bandages. Skan arranged himsalf
inhisown nest of cushionswith acare to his hedling bones and watched his tent-mate with anticipation,
hoping for another battle of wits. But the Healing had tired Aubri considerably, and the easing of some of
his pain had only |eft an opening for his exhaustion to movein, nlike, to strike him down. Before
ether of them had a chance to think of anything to say, Aubri's eyes had closed, and he was whistling.

Skan snorted. "Told you," he whispered to the degping gryphon.

At least the poor thing wasfindly getting some deep. Skan was only too well aware that Aubri's
deep had been scant last night and punctuated by long intervals of wakeful, pain-filled restlessness. Skan
had wondered then why his tent-mat€e's Trondi'irn hadn't come to ensure that the gryphon at least got
some deep. Well, now he knew why.

Because this "Winterhart" doesn't care for us. We're just weapons to her; weapons that have
the convenient feature of being able to find their own targets. All she caresfor is how quickly she
can get us repaired and back on the front line again. She might as well be fletching arrows.

Winterhart wasn't the only person in Urtho'sforcesto think that way; unfortunately, two of Urtho's
commanders, General Shaiknam of the Sixth and his next-in-command, Commander Garber, had the
same attitude. Urtho's most marvel ous creations meant the same as a horse or a hawk or ahound to
them. If agryphon didn't do precisely as ordered, no matter if the ordersflew in the face of good sense,
there was hdll to pay. Obvioudy, Shaiknam picked underlings who had that same humanocentric attitude.

Skan put his chin down on his foreclaws and brooded. It wasn't often he had his besk so thoroughly
rubbed in the fact that he was incredibly lucky to have Amberdrake as his Trondi'irn and Tamsin and
Cinnabar as his assgned Heders-of-choice.

And if anything ever happened to Amberdrake?

| could end up with another cold, unfeeling rock like Winterhart. And | would have no say in
the matter... just as| have no say in when | may sire young, which commander | must serve, nor
any way to change battle-plans if the commander does not wish a gryphon's viewpoint.

The gryphons found themselves treated, as often as not, as exactly what Shaiknam and hisilk
thought them to be; stupid animals, deployable decoys, with no will, intelligence, or souls of their own.

The more he brooded, the more bitter his thoughts became. Thanksto Amberdrake, he had led a
relatively indulged life, insofar asit was possible for any of Urtho's combatantsto be sheltered. But
Zhaned was an example of how a perfectly good gryphon could be turned into a salf-deprecating mess,
smply by neglect.

Because too many of Urtho's folk—and sometimes even Urtho! —treat us asif we aren't
intelligent beings, we're things We have no autonomy.

From where he lay, he had no trouble reading the titles on the spines of the books Urtho had loaned
to him. Biographies and diaries, mostly—all humans, of course—and al great leaders, or leaders Skan
considered to be great. Did Urtho have any notion how Skan studied those books, those men and
women, and what they did to inspire those who followed them? How he searched for the spark, the
secret, the words that turned mere followersinto devotees? Or did he think that Skan read them as pure
entertainment?

Make your motivations secret to the enemy, fool them into false planning, use their force
against them, lead them onto harsh ground, hold true to the beliefs of your followers, and show
them the ways they may become like you. Lead by example. Those weren't fictions on a page, they
were away of lifefor those who had become legendsin the past. Urtho knew half of these writers. A
guarter of them worked for him when he created us. One he served.

Urtho had learned from al of them, and now so did Skandranon. So why mus thingsremainthe
same?



Amberdrake came awake to the smell of Smmering bitteralm-and-cream. Gesten bustled about with
fluid efficiency asthe kestrachern awoke, whistling jaunty hertas tuneswhile hefolded towesand
polished brass, pausing only to check the bitteradm pot on the brazier between tasks. Amberdrake
couldn't help thinking of morning-wrens greeting the dawn, like the hertas tale of how the sun had to be
coaxed from dumber each day with music.

Amberdrake rolled over and did sideways, stretching his legs undernesath the glossy red and silver
satin cover that Urtho had sent to him when he had joined Urtho's forces as a kestrachern. He curled up
around a body-pillow and hoped that Gesten wouldn't realize he was awake, but it wastoo late. The
hertas pulled back a corner of the blanket and offered a cup.

"Morning and daylight, kestrachern. Much to be done, as dways."

Amberdrake blinked and mumbled something that could have been interpreted as rude, if it had
been intdlligible. Gesten was as unimpressed by it as he'd been the last hundred times and proceeded to
prop up pillows behind the Hedler's head. "There's hot bread and diced kilsie waiting outside. We have
three clientstoday. Losita has pulled muscles and can't take her usua clients, so | accepted one of hers
for us. Should not take long. And before you ask, nothing has gone wrong with Skandranon. Heisfine
and sends his best regards.”

Amberdrake took asip of the hot, frothy bitteralm-and-cream and smiled at Gesten. What would
any kestralchern do without hertas, and what would he do without Gesten? " So things are back to

"Asnorma asever inawar. Tchah," the hertas spat, and flicked histall. "New orders are down
from Shaiknam and his second, Garber. 'All hertas of convalescing personnd are to be reassigned to
more important tasks, according to the judgment of the ranking human officer." He thumped histail
againgt the bedframe. "I don't think Urtho knows. It's the most stupid thing I've heard in years—we aren't
toolsto be traded around! Hertas know their charges. It takes time to learn someone! And to send off a
hertas when their chargeisin pain—it's unthinkable. Worse—it'srude.”

Amberdrake finished his cupful and thought for amoment. Gesten gpparently expected him to do
something about this—an assumption that was confirmed when Gesten produced Amberdrake's full
wardrobe for the day, laid out his sandal's, and stood with his arms crossed, impatiently tapping hisfoot.

"S0, just how did you manage to get yoursalf bunged up?' Skandranon asked his erstwhile
companion when they had both finished the hearty breakfast that Gesten brought them at dawn.
Somehow—yposs bly from Cinnabar, or one of Cinnabar's hertas—the little fellow had learned that Aubri
was without an attendant and had smply added one more gryphon to hisroster of duties. Hence, the
double breakfast; alovely fat sheep shared out between them. With the head, which Skan had
courteoudy offered to Aubri, and which Aubri had accepted and had Gesten deftly split, so that each of
them could sharethe dainty.

Aubri had been profuse with his thanks, and Skan had thoughtfully kept his requeststo an absolute
minimum so that Gesten could concentrate on Aubri. By the time Gesten | eft, Aubri was cradled in a soft
nest of featherbeds that put no pressure on his burns, and the telltale signs of agryphon in pain weredl
but gone.

"How was | hurt?* Aubri asked. "Huh. Partly stupidity. We were flying scout for Shaiknam's grunts;
we had one report of fire-throwers coming up from behind the enemy lines, but only one. And you know
Shaiknam.”

Skan snorted derision. "'Indeed. One report is not enough for him."

"Especidly when it comesfrom anonhuman.” Aubri growled. "Needlessto say, one report was
certainly enough for us, but he ignored it. He didn't even bother to send out a second scout for a
follow-up on the report.”

The broadwing grunted allittle and flexed histaons, asif heéld like to set them into the hide of a
certain commander. Skan didn't blame him.

"Anyway," Aubri continued after amoment, "l wasjust infrom my last flight and officidly off-duty,



s0 he couldn't order me on one of hisfool's errands, and | figured | was fresh enough to go have a
look-seefor mysdlf. And | found the fire-throwers, dl right.”

"With your tall, | see” Skan said dryly.

Aubri snorted laughter as Tamsin arrived with Cinnabar and two of the Lady's persond hertas. "At
least Shaiknam believed the evidence of hiseyes and nose, when | camein smoking and practicaly
crushed him!" Aubri chuckled. ™Y ou should have seen hisface! | set fireto histent when | landed, and |
only wish | could have seen how much of it burned.”

"Not asmuch asyou or | would like, Aubri,” Tamsn said. "By theway, flaming hero, we've had you
reassigned for the duration of this injury, anyway. Y ou're our patient now, and if Her Royalness
Winterhart comes giving you orders, you tdll her to report to me firg."

Skan blinked in surprise; it wasn't often that Tamsin made room in his overcrowded schedule for a
patient from another wing and another commander. Winterhart must have truly angered him yesterday!

"Tchah, Shaiknam should be set down to scrub potsawhile," Cinnabar added, wrinkling her elegant
nosein disagte. "My family has known his since our grandfathers were children, and it isa pity that
anyone ever gave the cream-faced goose any vestige of authority. The only thing hetruly hasataent for
islosing interest in one project after another.”

"And spending someone elses money,” Tamsin reminded her.

She shook her head and brushed her hair back over her shoulders. "That was for peacetime,” she
corrected him. "Now he smply trades upon hisfather's reputation, rather than spending hisfather's gold
on one incomplete project after another.” She began telling off some of them on graceful fingers, as Skan
and Aubri listened with pricked-up ears. "There was the theater company he abandoned, with the play
into rehearsals, the scenery haf-built, and the costumes haf-made. They struggled on to produce the
play, no thanksto him, but since it was written by one of hisfriendswith more hair than wit, it did not fare
well and the company disbanded quickly. Then he set himself up as a publisher, but once again, when the
tasks proved to entail more than an hour or so of work at atime, helost interest and Ieft half adozen
writers wondering what would ever become of their works. Then there was the pleasure garden he
planned—oh, Amberdrake knowsthe tale of that better than I—but it was the same old story. The
garden languishes weed-filled and half-finished, and a number of talented folk who had turned down
other offers of employment to take up with him ended up scrabbling after work and taking second and
third place to those with less talent but more perception when it came to dealing with Shaiknam and his
enthusasmns”

"Hisfather was Urtho's first and greatest genera,” Tamsin told the two fascinated gryphons, "and
with my own ears| have heard the man say that heiscertain heisheir to dl of hisfather'sgenius. Asif
wisdom and experience could be inherited!”

Skan laughed adoud at that. "I would say that Shaiknam isliving proof thet intelligence can skip entire
generations.”

Cinnabar'slipstwitched, and her eyes gleamed with amusement. "Well, as proof that the
so-observant Skandranon isright, thisisthe latest of Shaiknam's orders—that "hertasi of convaescing
personnd are to be immediately reassigned to tasks of more immediate importance.’ That iswhy |
brought Callaand Rio; right, little friends?"

She looked down fondly on the two hertas, who gave her toothy grins. "Let some fool from Sixth
Wing East comein here and try ordering us about," said Rio who, like hisfellow, was dearly clad inthe
persond colorsof Lady Cinnabar's retinue. "Well send him out of here with boxed ears.”

"You'l haveto share us, though," added Cdla. "The Lady is seeing how many injured there are from
Shaiknam's command, and we're to tend them al if we can. Y ou don't mind?"

"Mind?" Aubri replied, clearly surprised, pleased, and alittle embarrassed. "How could | mind?|
didn't expect any help! | can only thank you, and know that thanks are inadequate—"

But both Lady Cinnabar and Rio waved away any thanks. "My friends have been itching to do
something besides tend to my nonexistent needs,” shereplied. "If my family had not ingsted that | take a
retinue due my rank, they would not be here at al."

"For whichwe are grateful," Rio butted in. "And grateful to be able to do something useful. So we



will return when we know how many patients there are and see what it isyou will be needing from us.
En?’

Aubri nodded, speechlessfor once.

"It isn't surprising that Shaiknam would have someone like that Winterhart woman asa Trondi'irn,”
Tamsin observed, checking Skan's heding bones, as Cinnabar and her two hel pers rebandaged Aubri's
burns with soothing creams and paddings.

Aubri let out hisbreath in ahiss of pain but replied, "It'stypica of him. Shewon't stand up to him at
al; that'swhy he picked her. Honestly, | don't think theré'sa Trondi'irn in the army that would put up
with his sketi, other than her. But she'sjust like him; thinks we're nothing more than self-reproducing
fidd-pieces. We're like fire-throwers, only better, because we repair oursalvesif you leave us donelong
enough. Very efficient, isWinterhart.”

"Efficient enough to requisition Jewel as soon as she knew you were down,” Skan observed.

Aubri snorted. " Surprised she left Jewel with me aslong as she did. Maybe shejust didn't noticel
was gone. She's been quite efficient about that new order.”

"Who actually issued that particular chunk of offa?' Tamsain demanded in disgust.

"Garber. Shaiknam's second. In case you don't know him, he's by-the-book, and every inch an
officer." Aubri'stone made it very clear what he thought of officers like Garber.

S0 in the meantime, those who have been injured in the front line—where presumably, Shaiknam
and Garber never go—are supposed to do without those who might serve as their hands and make their
recovery more comfortable,” Lady Cinnabar's cold voice told Skan that there was agreat dedl of heat
within. The angrier she became, the chillier her voice. "WEell just see about that."

Skan quickly bent his head to keep from betraying his glee. Lady Cinnabar rarely used that rank of
hers—she was one of Urtho's most trusted advisors when she chose to give that advice—but when she
did, mountains moved, oceans parted, and strong men trembled until shewas safdly satisfied. If it had
only been a case of one-on-one combat, Urtho could have sent the Lady in against Maar and been
secure in the knowledge that Cinnabar would return from the combat with not asingle hair disarranged
and Maar would be on dl fours, following at her hedl's, begging for her mercy.

But she never, ever, forgot courtesy, even when most angry. She bade Aubri and Skan a polite
farewdl, ingtructed Cdlaand Rio to stay with Tamsain to review therest of the patients from Shaiknam's
command, and only then stalked off.

Tamsin chuckled; Skan joined him. Aubri stared at the two of them in wonder.

"What has gotten into you two?" he asked, findly, eaten up with curiogity.

Skan exchanged aknowing look with Tamsin, alook which sent him into further convulsions of
laughter. Skan answered for the both of them.

"Lady Cinnabar has Urtho's ear in away that no one else does," he explained. "I think she'sa
combination of younger sister and respected teacher. And when she's angry—aiee, she can melt glass!
Shewon't be satisfied with smply talking with Urtho and getting a change in those orders, shelll insst on
seeing Garber and Shaiknam and delivering achoice lecture in person. By the time sheis done, you
won't be the only one nursing a scorched tail!"

Six

Since Gesten was obvioudy not going to be satisfied until after he had done something about the
Stuation with Shaiknam, Amberdrake put off his own breskfast until after he had achanceto schedulea
conference with Urtho. He had hoped to smply dip in and have aquiet chat with the Wizard, but that
was not in the stars; Urtho was chin-deep in advisors long before Amberdrake arrived at his Tower, and



it was evident that there were other matters far more pressing—or disastrous—than the assignment of a
handful of hertes.

The situation would probably be taken care of, at least in the short-term, as soon as senior Healers
Lady Cinnabar and Tamsin got wind of it. It could easily be dedlt with permanently later, when Urtho had
amoment of leisure to spare and Amberdrake could have that quiet word with him. Provided, of course,
that Lady Cinnabar hersalf did not save Amberdrake the effort and broach the subject to her kinsman.
That was only reasonable. But Gesten was not noted for taking a reasonable view when it cameto things
he considered important, so Amberdrake avoided a confrontation by avoiding him. Instead of returning
to histent for a solitary breakfast, he went to the messtent shared by al the kestraichern. Thefood
would be exactly the same there as he dways had when he was done; Gesten generdly fetched it directly
from the mess cooks.

And even though he enjoyed the peace of amed by himsdlf, it was part of hisduty asthe
highest-ranking kestralchern to spend as much timein casua company with the others as possble. While
the kestrachern had nothing like aregular organization, it fell upon Amberdrake to see that no one was
overburdened, that those who needed help got it, and to keep this corps of "support troops' functioning
assmoothly astherest of thearmy. They were dl Heders, after dl, and not just "of asort." They had a
real impact on the combat troops.

A delicate undertaking, being "leader" of agroup with no leaders—and not a position he would have
chosen if it had not been forced upon him.

Whatever was going on that had Urtho up to his eyebrowsin work hadn't yet worked itsway down
to the underlings, it seemed. The tent hadn't more than haf adozen kestralchern seated at their makeshift
tables of scrap wood, sipping bitteralm and conversing over bread and porridge. That wasn't unusud;
kestrachern were not early risers, given that they generaly worked late into the night. No one seemed
overly tense or upset. They all greeted Amberdrake with varying degrees of respect and warmith, then
went back to their conversations. Amberdrake got himsdlf another cup of bitteradlm and adlice of bread
and ahard boiled egg, and took a seat near enough to dl of them that he could listen in without being
obtrusve.

Two of the women had been having a particularly intense conversation; soon after Amberdrake
seated himsdlf, it grew increasingly heeted. He knew both of them, and neither was Kaled'din; onewasa
robust redhead called, incongruoudy enough, Lily. The other, named Jaseen, was athin, ethered,
fragile-looking blonde who could probably have taken any man in theinfantry and broken him in half
without working up a swest.

It was Jaseen who was the angrier, it seemed, and all over aclient who had been reassigned to Lily.
Amberdrake bent his head over his cup and listened, as her voice rose from awhisper to something a
great ded more public.

"l don't care where he's been assigned or who did it!" she hissed. ™Y ou don't have the background
to handle him, and | do."

"You don't havethe kill!" Lily interrupted rudely. "And | do! That waswhy he was reassigned to
me"

"Oh, redlly?" Jaseen replied, her voice dripping with Sweet acidity. "1 suppose the ability to drive a
man into exhausted collgpseis called a skill and counts more than experience!”

Lily sprang to her feet, both hands clenched into fists, and her face flushed. " Superior skill in anything
isnothing to be ashamed of!" she cried.

“Tdl her, Lily," urged one of the bystanders, as another rose from his seat and moved to Jaseen's
Sde

They'retaking sides. It's time for me to stop thisl Amberdrake got up quickly.

Andjusgt intime; Lily pulled her arm back to deliver adap to Jaseen's cheek. Amberdrake moved
as quickly asadtriking snake and grabbed her wrist before she could complete the blow.

"What are the two of you doing?" he not-quite-shouted, bringing the argument to a sudden halt. All
partiesinvolved stared a him in shock; they had clearly forgotten that he wasthere.

Helet go of Lily'swrist; her cheeks were scarlet with shame, and she hid both hands behind her



back. He looked from her to Jaseen and back again, making no secret of his disapproval.

"I know that the tension has gotten to everyone, but thisis no way to handleit! Y ou two are acting
precisely asour critics expect usto act!" he accused. "Don't you think that you're both being utterly
childish? Bad enough that the two of you started this—but in public, in acommon messtent! The
Heders use thistent, and what would one of them have thought if he had comein hereto find you two
brawling over aclient like apair of—of—" He shook his head, unable to force himsdf to say the word.

Now it wasn't only Lily who wasflushing; Jaseen and the two who had taken sidesin the argument
hed turned scarlet with humiliation aswell.

Now that he had their atention, he would need to engage in averba dance asintricate as anything
woven by a priest or aseasoned diplomat. Somehow he must chide both of them without touching on the
tragedies that had made them kestrachernin thefirst place.

"No one knows hurt and heartache like a kestra'chern," histeachers had said, " because no one
feels more pain than their own. Not so with us.” There weretragic stories behind every pair of
doe-soft eyes and tears behind all the comely smilesin this camp, and no one knew that better than
Amberdrake.

"Neither of you has ever lacked for clients,”" he scolded. "It isnot asif you are not well-sought-after!
And if you hear anyone rating you like athletes, | want to hear about it! Y ou both have the same rank;
you differ only in your strongest characterigtics. This client you argued about—he has specific needs.
Jaseen, what comes firs—your own pride, or the client'swell-being?’

At al costs he must never say the word "poison™ around Jaseen—she had spent three years
imprisoned for poisoning her lover, only to be freed when his brother confessed that he had doneit. By
then, the "tender" minigtrations of the guards had |eft her a changed woman.

She hid behind the curtain of her hair, but her blushes were ill cleerly visble. "Theclient,” she
replied, her voice choked with shame.

"Exactly,” hesaid gernly. "That iswhat we are dl herefor. And what isthe second rule, Lily?"

Lily had trained as afighter and had served in Urtho'sarmy. Injured and left for dead, the
experience had shattered her nerves and the injuries themsealves | eft her unfit to face combat again. Lily
had been treated as a hopeless cripple, destroyed in both nerve and body, until she fought her way back
to what she was now. She looked him in the eyes, but her face was so scarlet that it matched her hair.
"Theclient receiveswhat he needs, not what he wants.”

"And you may—if, in your sacred judgment, and not merely your opinion—ddiver what he wants
after he getswhat he needs,” Amberdrake told them both.

Jaseen sniffed alittle and looked up a him to seeif sheld had any effect on him with that sniffle of
s f-pity. Amberdrake's expresson must havetold her that she wasn't winning any points, for she dowly
raised her head and brushed her hair back athough her red face was amatch for Lily's.

"Jaseen. Just now it was my judgment, asit was the judgment of your old client's Hedler that he
needed alittle less cosseting and alittle more spine.” He leveled his gaze right into her eyes so that she
could not look away. ™Y ou are quite good a sympathy, but your chief failing isthat you don't know when
to stop giving it. Sympathy can be addictive and can kill strong men as surely asadiet of nothing but

She whispered something inaudible, but he was good enough at lip-reading to know she had said
only, "Yes, Amberdrake." Heturned to Lily.

"It was your job to chalenge him. | hope that you did—I will only know after hisHedler talksto me.
And by ‘chalenging him, | don't necessarily mean physicaly. Y ou could even have chalenged him by
meking him earn what he got from you." Thefact that she avoided his gaze told him she hadn't exactly
donethat. "We aren't even primarily bedmates,” he reminded both of them sternly. "That's what makes us
something more than—what our criticsclamwe are.

Both these women had mended from their past shatterings; he knew that, every kestraichern in this
encampment knew that. If they hadn't, they smply wouldn't be here. They'd been given guidancein
reassembling themsalves from the splintered pasts fate had | eft them, and were obligated by that training
to help others as much as they had helped themsalves. Amberdrake would not permit



incompetence—and athough he was not officialy a"leader,” he had that much power among the
kestraichern without needing thetitle. In his experience, true leaders seldom had or needed flamboyant
titles.

Jaseen and Lily bowed their heads, their blushesfading. "'Y es, Amberdrake,” Lily murmured. "Y ou
areright, of course. But it's easy to forget, sometimes, with the way we're treated.”

"Peopletreat you as what they wish you were, and that is not dwayswhat you are," he said gently,
reminding them both of their pasts. 'Y ou must dways remember what you are. Always. And dways
believein each other.”

Jaseen nodded wordlessly.

Herased hisvoice dightly so the rest of the observers could hear better. "Whatever the kestraichern
have been in the padt, we are now something very important to these warriors. The war may turn upon
what we do. We are the rest after the battle, and the blanket to warm them when they shiver. We are
comfort in the darkness when death has become far too persond; we are the listeners who hear without
judgment. We are priest and lover, companion and stranger. We are al the family many of them have,
and something so foreign they can say anything to us. They need us, asthey need their rations, their
weapons, their Healers. Keep that dwaysin mind, no matter how you are treated.”

Both of them stood taller and straighter, and looked him right in the eyes. Severa of the others
nodded in agreement with hiswords, he noted with satisfaction.

"Now, let's get back to the business of living,” hetold them. "Y ou are both too sensible to quarrel
over this" He summoned an infectious grin for the two recent quarrelers and the others, and it caught all
around. "We could be spending our time complaining about the seasons. Or the weather. Something
productive, something useful.”

With that he turned back to his own neglected breakfadt, to leave the two of them to patch things up
on their own. Or not—but they were both responsible adults, and he wasfairly certain they would
behave sengibly.

They whispered tensely for afew moments, then took themsdlves elsawhere. Well, that wasfine,
and even if they were foolish enough to continue the quarrdl, so long asthey did so privatdly,
Amberdrake didn't care....

I'm dlipping, hethought ashe held out his cup for ahertas to refill, rewarding thelittle lizard with a
week amile. | would have cared, a while ago. | would have stayed with those two until | was
certain they had reconciled their argument. Now I'mtoo tired to make all the world happy.

Too tired, or perhaps, just too practical. He used to think that everyone could be friendswith
everyone elsg, if only peopletook thetimeto talk about their differences. Now it was enough for him if
they kept their differences out of the working relationships, and got the job done.

I'm settling for less these days, | suppose. | just pray thereisn't less out there to settle for.
Right now he couldn't have said if thislack of energy was agood thing, or abad one. It just was, and he
harbored his resources for those times when they were really needed. For his clients, for Urtho, for
Skan—if he spent every last bit of energy he had, hed wind up clumsy at the wrong time, or weak when
the next emergency arose. That—

"Areyou Amberdrake?’

The harsh query snapped him out of hisreverie, and he looked up, alittle startled. A young man
stood over him, aHeder by his green robes, and anew one, by the pristine condition of the fabric. The
scowl he wore did nothing to improve hisface—amost unlikely Hedler, who stood awkwardly, held
himsdf in clumsy tension, whose big, blunt-fingered hands would have been more a home wrapped
around the handle of an ax or guiding aplow. His carrot-colored hair was cut to ashort fuzz, and his
blocky face, well-sprinkled with freckles, was clean-shaven, but sunburned. Not the sort one thought of
asaHeder.

Well, then, but neither wasl....

"Areyou Amberdrake?" the youngster demanded again, those heavy hands clenched into fists.
"They said you were."

Amberdrake didn't bother to ask who "they" were; he saw no reason to deny his own identity. "I



am, ar," he said instead, with careful courtesy. "What may | do for you? | must warn you my client listis
farly long, and if you had hoped to make an gppointment—"

"Make an appointment?’ the boy exploded. "Not achance! | want you to take my patient off that
so-caled ‘dient lig' of yourst What in the name of dl that's holy did you think you were doing, taking a
man that'sjust out of his bed and—"

Theyoung Healer continued on in the same vein for sometime; Amberdrake smply waited for him
to run out of breath as his own anger smoldered dangeroudy. The fool was obvioudy harboring the usua
misconceptions of what a kestraichern was, and compounding that error by thinking it was Amberdrake
who had solicited his patient for some exotic amorous activity.

All without ever asking anyone about Amberdrake, his clients, or how he got them. Oneword in
the Healers compound would have gotten him all the right answers, Amberdrake thought, clenching
hisjaw so hard histeeth hurt. One word, and he'd have known clients come to me, not the other way
around... and that "his" patient has been sent to me for therapeutic massage by a senior Healer.
But no—no, he'd much rather nurse his own homegrown prejudices than go looking for the truth!

When the boy finally stopped shouting, Amberdrake stood. His eyeswere on aleve with the
Hedler's, but the outrage in them made the boy take an involuntary step backward.

Amberdrake only smiled—a smile that Gesten and Tamsin would have recognized. Then they would
have gleefully begun taking bets on how few words it would take Amberdrake to verbdly flay the poor
foal.

"Y ou're new to Urtho's camp, aren't you?" he asked softly, a sentence that had come to represent a
subtle insult among Urtho'stroops. It implied every pgorative ever invented to describe someone who
was hopelesdy ignorant, impossibly inexperienced—dry-seed, greenie, wet-behind-the-ears,
clod-hopper, milk-fed, dunce, country-cousin—and was generally used to begin adressing-down of
onekind or another.

The boy had been with the troops long enough to recognize the phrase when he heard it. He flushed
and opened his mouth, but Amberdrake cut him off before he could begin.

"I'll make alowancesfor anew recruit,” he said acidly. "But | suggest that you never address
another kestralchern in the tones you just used with me—not if you want to avoid getting yoursdf a
lecture from your senior Heder and possibly find yourself beaten well enough your own skillswouldn't
help you. Did you even bother to ask why ‘your' patient was sent to me? For your information, “your'
patient was assigned to me by Senior Healer M'laud for therapeutic massage, and | had to serioudy
juggle my overcrowded scheduleto fit himin. I am doing you afavor; the man needs treatments that you
have not been trained to give. If you had tried, you probably would have injured him. If you had
bothered to ask your Senior Hedler why he had scheduled this patient for other treatments, instead of
barging in here to insult and embarrass me, you would have been told exactly that.”

The boy's mouth hung open, and his ears reddened. His eyes were flat and expressionless, he had
been taken so much by surprise.

"Furthermore,” Amberdrake continued, warming to his subject, "If you had taken the timeto ask
your Senior Healer why anyone would send a patient down the hill here to the kestraichern for trestment,
you would have learned that we are considered by all the Senior Hedlersto be Hederswith skillsona
par with their own—and that there are some things that you, with al your training, will never be ableto
supply that akestrachern can. Our preliminary training isidentica to yours—with the exception that most
kestrachern don't have the luxury of Hedling Giftsto rely on. We have to do our job with patience,
words, and physica effort. Healing means more than mending the body, young man—it means mending
the heart, the mind, and the spirit aswell, or the body is useless. That doesn't make us better or worse
than you. Just different. Just as there are times when you heal what we cannot, so there are times when
we can mend what you cannot. Y ou would do well to learn that, and quickly. Inexperience can be
overcome, ignorance be enlightened, but prejudice will destroy you." He alowed his anger to show now,
alittle. "Thiswar isnot forgiving of fools."

The Heder took another involuntary step back, his eyes wide and blind with confusion.

Amberdrake nodded, stiffly. "1 will see your former patient a the arranged time, and if you wish to



overruleit, I will speak with Urtho personally about the matter. The word of Healer M'laud should take
precedence over your objections.”

And with that, he turned and | eft the tent, too angry to wait and seeif the boy managed to ssammer
out an apology, and in no mood to accept it if hedid.

He returned to histent, knowing that it would be empty while Gesten made his own rounds up on
Heder's Hill. That was good; he didn't really want anyone around at the moment. He needed to cool
down; to temper his own reaction with reason.

He shoved the tent flgp asde and tied it closed; clear warning to anyonelooking for him that he did
not want to be disturbed. Once inside, he took severa deep breaths, and considered his next action for a
moment, letting the faintly-perfumed "twilight" within the tent walls soothe him.

There were things he could do while he thought; plenty of things he normaly Ieft to Gesten.
Mending, for one. Gesten would be only too pleased to discover that chore no longer waiting his
attention.

Fine. He passed into the inner chamber of the tent where no client ever came, to hisown bed and
the minor chaos that Gesten had not been able to clean up yet. Clothing needing mending isin the
sage hamper. He gathered up anumber of articles with popped seams and trim that had parted
company with the main body of the garment; fetched the supply of needles and thread out from its hiding
place. He settled himself on apile of cushions where the light was good, and began replacing adeeve
with fine, precise stitches.

The chirurgeons that had been his teachers had admired those stitches, once upon atime.

No one knows hurt and heartache like a kestra'chern, because no one hasfelt it like a
kestra'chern. If he had told the boy that, would the young idiot have believed it?

What if | had told him a story—"Once on a time, there was a Kaled'a'in family, living far
from the camps of their kin—"

Hisfamily, who, with severa others, had accepted the burden of living far from the Clans, in theland
once named Tantaraand acity called Therium. They had accepted the burden of living so far away, o
that the Kaed'ain would have agents there. Hisfamily had become accustomed to the ways of cities
after living there for severd generations, and had adopted many of the habits and thoughts of those
dwelling within them. They became aKaed'din family who had taken on so many of those characteristics
that it would have been difficult to tell them from the natives except for their coloring—unmistakably
Kaedain, with black hair, degp amber skin, and blue, blue eyes.

Once upon atime, thiswas afamily who had seen the potentia for grest Empathic and Healing
power in one of their youngest sons. And rather than sending him back to the Clansto learn the
"old-fashioned" ways of the Kded'din Heders, had instead sent him farther away, to the capitd of the
neighboring country of Predain, to learn "modern medicine.”

Hetook a sudden sharp breath at the renewed pain of that long-ago separation. It never went away;
it Smply became duller, abit easer to endure with passing time.

They thought they were doing the right thing. Everyone told me how important it was to
learn the most modern methods.

Everyone told me how important it was to use the Gifts that | had been born with. | was only
thirteen, | had to believe them. The only problem was that the College of Chirurgeons was so
"modern” it didn't believe in Empathy, Healing, or any other Gift. The chirurgeons only believed
in what they could see, weigh, and measure; in what anyone with training could do, and "not just
those with some so-called mystical Gifts."

The Predain College of Chirurgeons did provide agood, solid grounding in the kinds of Hedling that
were performed without any arcane Giftsat all. Amberdrake was taught surgical techniques, the
compounding of medicines from herbs and minerds, bone-setting, diagnoses, and more. And if he had
been living a home, he might even have cometo enjoy it.

But he was not a home. Surrounded by the sick and injured, sent far away from anyone who
understood him—in hisfirst year he was the butt of unkind jokes and tricks from hisfellow classmates,
who cdled him "barbarian," and he was congtantly falling ill. The Gift of Empathy was no Gift & dl when



there were too many sick and dying people to shut out. And the chirurgeons that were histeachers only
made him sicker, misdiagnosing him and dosing him for illnesses he didn't even have.

And ontop of it al, hewaslonely, with no more than ahandful of people his own age willing evento
be decent to him. Sick a heart and sick in spirit, little wonder he was sick in body aswell.

He had been so sick that he didn't even realize how things had changed outside the College—had no
inkling of how a mage named Maar had raised an army of followers and supportersin his quest for
mundane, rather than arcane, power. He heard of Mdar only in the context of "Maar says' when one of
his lessfriendly classmates found some way to persecute him and felt the need to justify that persecution.

From those chance-falen quotes, he knew only that Maar was awould-be warrior and philosopher
who had united dozens of warring tribes under hisfist, making them part of his" Superior Breed."
Proponents of superior-breed theories had come and gone before, attracted afew fanatics, then faded
away dafter breaking afew windows. All the teachers said so when he asked them.

| saw no reason to disbelieve them. Amberdraketook histiny, careful stitches, concentrating his
will on them, asif by mending up his deave he could mend up his past.

He had paid no redl attention to things happening outside the College. He didn't redlize that Maar
had been made Prime Minister to the King of Predain. He was too sunk in depression to pay much
attention when the King died without an heir, leaving Maar thetitular ruler of Predain. King Maar, the
warrior-king.

But he certainly noticed the changes that followed.

Kaed'din and other "foreigners’ throughout Predain were suddenly subject to more and more
restrictions. where they could go, what they could do, even what they were permitted to wear. Insde the
College or out of it, wherever he went he was the subject of taunts, and once or twice, even physical
attacks.

By then, the teachers at the College were gpol ogetic, even fearful of what was going oninthe
greater world; they protected him in their own way, but the best they could do wasto confine him to the
College and its grounds. And they were bewildered; they had paid no attention to "Maar and hisruffians'
and now it wastoo late to do anything about them. Intellectua problems they understood, but a problem
requiring direct action left them baffled and helpless.

And in that, how unlike Urtho they were!

The restrictions from outside continued, turning him into a prisoner within thewalls of the College.
He stopped getting letters from hisfamily. He was no longer alowed to send letters to them.

| was only fifteen! How could | know what to do?

Then he heard the rumors from the town, overheard from other sudents frightened for themselves.
Maar's men were "deporting” the "foreigners' and taking them away, and no one knew where. 111,
terrified, and in apanic, he had done the only thing he could think of when the rumors said Maar's men
were coming to the College to sft through the ranks of students and teachers dike for more " decadent
foreigners”

He ran away that very night with only the clothes on hisback, thelittle money he had with him, and
the food he could stedl from the College kitchen. In the dead of winter, he fled across country, hiding by
day, traveling by night, stealing to est, dl the way back to Therium. He spent dmost aweek in afevered
delirium, acting more like a crazed anima than the moody but bright young Hedler-student he was. He
was captured by town police twice, and escaped from them the first time by violence, the second time by
trickery.

Before he was hafway home, his shoes, made for town streets, had split apart, leaving his feet
frozen and numb while he d ogged across the barren countryside. He had stolen new shoes from
farmhouse steps, hearing more of the rumors himsdlf as he eavesdropped on conversationsin taverns and
kitchens. Then, from many of his hiding places, he saw the redity. Maar was diminating anyone who
opposed his rule—and anyone who might oppose war with the neighboring lands. He had mastered the
army, and augmented it with officers chosen from the ranks of hisfollowers. Maar intended to Strike
before his neighbors had any warning of hisintentions.

Maar was making himsdf an emperor.



And at home, indeed, as the students had said—all the "foreigners’ were being rounded up and
taken away. Sick with fear and guilt, Amberdrake hid in the daylight hoursin an aandoned house with a
broken-down door. Maar's troopers had been therefirst, and when night came, he took whatever food
he found there and continued hisflight.

Looting the bones of the lost. May they forgive me.

It would have been adifficult journey for an adult with money and some resources, with experience.
It was anightmare for Amberdrake. The bulk of hisjourney lay across farmlands, forests, grazing lands.
Mogt of thetime, he went hungry and dept in ditches and under piles of brush. Small wonder that when
he sumbled at last into Therium, he burned with fever again and was weak and nauseous with starvation.

| came home. And | found an empty house, in a city that wasin a panic. Ma'ar's troops were a
day behind me.

No one knew what had become of hisfamily. No one cared what became of him.

He found the neighbors preparing to evacuate, piling their wagon high with their possessions. They
had no time for him, these folk who had called themsalves "friends" and who had known him dl hislife.

| begged themto tell me where my family was. | went to my knees and begged with tears
pouring down my face. | knelt there in the mud and horse dung and falling snow and pleaded with
them. They called me vile names—and when | got to my feet—

Old sorrow, hitter sorrow, choked him again, blinded his eyes until he had to stop taking histiny
gtitches and wait for the tearsto clear.

| never knew till then what "alone" truly meant. Father, Mother, Firemare, Starsinger, little
Zephyr—qgone, all gone—Uncle Slverhorn, Star gem, Windsteed, Brightbird—

He had flung himsdlf at the false neighbors, and they had shoved him away, and then raised the horse
whip to him. One blow was al it took, and the world and sky disappeared for Amberdrake. He awoke
bleeding, at least acandlemark later, with awelt across his chest as thick as his hand. Half-mad with
terror and grief, he staggered on into the snow.

Hefdl againgt the side of another wagon full of escapees.

Thewagon belonging to the kestralchern Silver Vell, and her household and apprentices.

Heforced his handsto remain steady. Thisisthe past. | cannot changeit. | did what | could, |
tried my best, and how was | to know what Ma'ar would do when older and wiser folk than | did
not?

Silver Vel did not send her servantsto drive him away; athough by now he hardly knew what was
happening to him. In pain, freezing and burning by turns, he barely recaled being taken up into the
moving wagon, faling into soft darkness.

In that darkness he had remained for avery longtime....

His hands shook, and he put the mending down, closed his eyes, and performed a breathing
exerciseto cam himsdf—onethat Siver Vel hersdf had taught him, in fact.

He had heard of her, in rude whispers, before he had been sent away. Aslittle boys on the verge of
puberty aways did, his gang of friends spoke about her and boasted how they would seek her out when
they were older and had money. She was as beautiful as a statue carved by a master sculptor, dimasa
boy, graceful asagazdle. Shetook her name from her hair, aplatinum fal of sk that she had never cut,
that trailed on the ground behind her when shelet it fall loose. He had aways thought shewassmply a
courtesan, more exotic and expensve than mogt, but only that.

It took living within her household to learn differently.

She tended him through hisillness, she and her household. He posed as one of her apprentices as
they made their way to some place safer—and then, after atime, it was no longer a pose.

Silver Vel did her best to shelter her own from the horrors of that flight, but there was no way to
shelter them from dl of it. She had no Gifts, but she had an uncanny sense for finding safe routes.
Unfortunately, many of those lay through places Maar's troops had lately passed.

Maar's forces were not kind to the defeated; they were even lesskind to those who had resisted
them. Amberdrake still woke in the night, sometimes, shaking and drenched with swest, from terrible
dreams of seeing whole familiesimpaled on stakesto die. Nearly asterrible was the one time they had



been forced to hide while Maar's picked men—and his makaar—force marched a seemingly endless
column of captives past them. Amberdrake had watched in shock from fear and dread, searching each
haggard face for sgnsof hisown kin.

Wasit ablessing he had not seen anyone he knew, or acurse?

Silver Vel plied her trade asthey fled—sometimesfor afee but just as often for nothing, for the
sake of those who needed her. And sometimes, as abribe, to get her household through one of Maar's
checkpoints. The apprentices, Amberdrake among them, tried to spare her that as much as possible,
offering themselvesin her place. Often as not, the offer was accepted, for there was something about
Silver Vel that intimidated many of Maar's officers. She wastoo serene, too intelligent, too sophisticated
for them. It was by no means unusud to find that the man they needed to bribe preferred something
less—refined—than anything Silver Vel offered.

And findly, as spring crept cautioudy out of hiding, they came out into landsthat werein friendly
hands. But when Silver Vell reviewed her options, she learned that they were fewer than she had hoped.
Soon she knew that she must seek aroad that would take her away from the likeliest direction hisfamily
had taken—back to Kavenusho, theland of the Kaled'din.

And once again, she provided for young Amberdrake, she found another kestralchern to take him as
an gpprentice and be his protector, one who would be willing to go with him to Kavenusho. Thistime,
the kestralchern was old, mostly retired—and unlike Silver Veil, Lorshallen shared with Amberdrake the
Gifts of Hedling and Empathy. Silver Vel took atear-filled leave of him and his new mentor, and sheand
her household fled on into the south. One of the gpprentices claimed that she had a place waiting for her
inthetrain of one of the Shaman-Kingsthere, in aland where winter never came. Amberdrake hoped o;
he had never heard anything more of her.

Thewar encroached, as Silver Veil had known it would, and Amberdrake and his new mentor
Lorshdlenfled beforeit.

Lorshdlen taught him everything he knew about hisancient art; Amberdrake learned it dl with a
fierce desire to master each and every discipline. All the things that the chirurgeons had not believed in,
he mastered under Lorshallen'shands. And he, in histurn, taught Lorshallen the things that they had
known. Silver Veil had completed his erotic education and had done her best to hedl his body; Lorshalen
completed his education as a Hedler and had done his best to heal Amberdrake's mind and heart.

Eventudly, they cameto the Clans, and Amberdrake briefly took his place among his own people,
an honored place, for the Kaled'din knew the value of akestraichern, particularly one as highly trained as
Amberdrake, and they respected the pain he had gone through. The Kaled'ain had a deep belief that no
pain was meaningless, something always came of it. He knew that tales of what he had gone through
were whispered around cook-fires, athough such athing was never even hinted at to him. Thosein pain
could look for strength to someone who had suffered more than they.

Always, he searched for word of hisfamily. His people understood, for to aKaeddin, the Clanis
al. The Clan he settled among, k'Leshya, did their best, sending out messagesto dl the ret, looking into
every rumor of refugees, searching aways for word of Kestrachern Amberdrake's lost family.

And they never found it. In a nation of close-knit families, | remain alone, always alone....
There will be no brother to share man-talk with, no sister to comfort for her first broken heart. No
father to nod with pride at my accomplishment, no mother to come to for advice. No cousinsto
ask me to stand as kin-next at a naming ceremony for a child. And when | die, it will beto go
aloneinto that last great darkness—

| have lost so much that sometimes | think I am nothing inside but one hollow husk, an
emptiness that nothing will ever fill. Sill, I try to bail in more and more hope, in hope that the
sorrow will seep out.

When the cdl camefor volunteers from the Mage of Silence, Amberdrake answered a once. At
least he would no longer be surrounded by Clans and families to which he would never belong, but by
otherstorn from their homes and roots. And he would fight Maar, in his own way, with hisown skills.

Eventudly, dl of the Clans came to ettle at the base of Urtho's Tower, but by then, he had already
carved his place among the kestralchern.



He shook his head and bit hislip. Gesten might think he was blind to the workings of his own mind,
but he knew why he felt the way he did about Skan. The Black Gryphon and Gesten had become the
closest thing he had to afamily, now.

And the closest thing | am ever likely to have.

When—Dbest say, if—akestraichern ever found amate, it was nearly dways someone from within
the ranks of the kestraichern. No one else would understand; no one else would ever be ableto tolerate
sharing amate with others. But for such apairing to work, it had to be between equas. The atercation
between Jaseen and Lily had only shown how easily quarrdls could spring up over aclient. And if one
kestrachernin apairing was of a higher rank than another, such quarrels and, even deadlier, jeal ousy
were more than likely, they were inevitable. Beneath the surface of every kestrachern Amberdrake had
ever met was alurking fear of inadequacy. So unless both in a pairing were equal—

The lesser would eventually come to envy and fear the greater. And fear that his or her own
skills would not be enough to hold the partner.

Amberdrake was the equa of no kestraichern here; that was an established fact. And it meant even
temporary liaisons must be approached with great caution.

Which left him even more done,

Even more alone—no. Thisisridiculous. If | were a client, I'd be told to stop feeling sorry for
myself and concentrate on something that would make me feel good. Or at least stop me from
being engulfed by the past.

The deeve was done; he picked up a second garment and began sewing a fringe of tiny beads back
in place. Thousands of tiny beads had been strung into aheavy, glittering fall of color, in luxurious
imitation of a Kaed'ain dancing costume where the fringe would be made of dyed leather. It was atask
exacting enough to require quite abit of concentration, and with gratitude, helost himself iniit.

Until someone scratched at the tied flap of the tent door, and he looked up in startlement. The
s|houetted shadow on the beige of the canvas was human, not that of a hertas.

Now what? he wondered, but put his mending down and rose to answer it.

Hewas alittle disconcerted to find yet another young Healer—another stranger, and another
newcomer—waiting uneasily for him to answer the summons. "Are you—ah+—Amberdrake?' the
youngster asked, blushing furioudy. "The—ah—kes-kes-kes—"

"Yes, | am Kegtrachern Amberdrake," hereplied, with asigh. "How may | help you?"

The youngster—barely out of a scrawny, gawky adolescence, and not yet grown into the dender
and graceful adult Amberdrake saw signs he would become—stared down at his shoes. "|—ah—have a
patient, and my Senior Hedler said my patient needsto see you and if | wanted to know why—I, ah,
should ask you mysdf."

"And who isyour Senior Hedler?' Amberdrake asked, alittle more sharply than he had intended.

"M'laud," camethe barely audiblereply.

At that, Amberdrake came very near to destroying the poor lad with abray of laughter. After having
sent one of M'laud'sjuniors up the hill with histail onfire, the Senior Hedler had evidently decided to
teach hisjuniors about kestraichern directly.

But he kept control of himself, and when the lad looked up, it wasto see avery serene countenance,
amask that would have done Silver Veil hersdf proud.

"Comein, please," Amberdrake said, camly. "I think you are probably laboring under agreat many
misconceptions, and | would be most happy to dispel those for you.”

When he held the tent flap wide and gestured, the boy had no choice but to comeinside.
Amberdrake noted with amusement how the youngster stared around him, while trying not to look asif
he was doing so.

What does he expect to see? Never mind, | think | can guess.

"Take asedt, please," he said, gesturing to a hassock at a comfortable distance from the cushion he
took for himsdlf. "l takeit that you are afraid that | am going to hurt your patient, isthat true?" At the
boy's «iff nod, he smiled. "I takeit dso that you have never had the services of akestraichern yoursdf?"

"Of course not!" the young Hedler blurted with indignation, then redlized how rude that was and



winced. But Amberdrake only chuckled.

"Y oung man—what isyour name, anyway?"

"Lanz," camethegurgled reply.

"Well, Lanz—by now, | should think that M'laud has made you aware that the preliminary training
for Hedlersand kestraichernis practicaly identical. And | know. | began my training asaHeder."
Amberdrake raised his eyebrow &t the boy, who gaped at him.

"But why didn't you—I mean—why a kestra'chern?' Lanz blurted again.

"Y ou sound asif you were saying, ‘why achunk of dung? Do you redize that?' Amberdrake
countered. "When you consider that the Kaed'ain rank the kestraichern with shaman, that's not only
rude, that'slikely to get you attacked, at least by anyonein the Clang!”

Lanz hung his head and said something too smothered to hear, but his ears and neck turned as
scarlet as Amberdrake's favorite robe.

| seem to be making a great many people blush today. Another Gift? "Lanz, mos of the
reasons | became a kestrachern are too complicated to go into for the most part, but | can tell you the
only smple one. | am aso Empathic, too strong an Empath to be of any use as a conventiona Hedler."
Amberdrake nodded as Lanz |ooked up cautioudy from benesth afringe of dark hair. "That doesn't
mean | became this because | am &fflicted by some horrible mental curse—but as akestrachern—well, |
never see those who are so badly injured that their physical pain overwhelms everything else. But | can
use my Giftsand my training to Hedl the deeper, and more subtle pains, injuries of mind, body, and heart
they may not even be aware they have.”

"But not dl kestrachern are Heders," Lanz said doubtfully. "Or Empaths.”

Amberdrake smiled. "That istrue. Most of them are not. And those who have no Gifts must work
the harder to learn how to read the languages of body and tone; to see the subtle sgnds of thingsthat the
Gifted can read directly.” AsLanz's blushes faded, he allowed himsdlf achuckle. "My friend, thereisone
thing that the kestraichern have learned over the centuries; people who believe they are coming to
someone only for an hour or two of pleasure are far morelikely to unburden themsalves than people
who are confronted with aHedler or other figure of authority. If we honey-coat the Hedling with a bit of
enjoyment, of physical pleasure, where's the harm? Now—is your patient the last one on my roster
tonight?"

"l think s0." Lanz sat up alittle straighter now, and he had lost some of the tension in his body that
had told Amberdrake that the boy was afraid of him.

"M'laud sent me abriefing on her. The reason sheis coming to meisthat sheis under some kind of
great inner tension that M'laud has been unable to release, aswell as some severe battlefield trauma, and
that ismaking it impossible for her damaged body to hedl." Lanz'sfacelit up, and Amberdrake decided
that he must have thought her failure to hed was his fault. "M'laud suspects that she suffered somekind
of abusein her childhood, which isthered root of her problems. Essentidly, sheis unconscioudy
punishing herself for being such abad person that she deserved abuse.” He sighed and shook his head. "l
know that this makes no sense, but thisis something that kestraichern in particular see and hear al the
time. And it is not something you have any chance of dedling with, for | greatly doubt you would ever get
her to trust you enough. Not because you are not trustworthy, but smply because of her own problems.
Y ou have other responsibilities to take your time, and you are less experienced with thiskind of problem
than |. | am astranger, and it is often easer to say terrible things to astranger than it isto someone who
has known you, for the stranger will not prejudge. | will not be anywhere near the front lines, ever, and
thus she will know that | have no chance of being cut down by the enemy. | become safeto think of asa
friend because she knows she will not lose me.”

Lanz shifted alittlein his seet, looking rather doubtful, and Amberdrake decided to overwhem him,
jugt alittle. "Here—I'll proveit to you," he said, in an authoritative voice.

And herecited thelitany of al the formd training held had, first with the chirurgeons, then Silver Vell,
and findly Lorshalen. It took rather along time, and before he was finished, Lanz's eyes had glazed over
and it looked to Amberdrake asif the poor boy's head wasin quite aspin.

"You see?' hefinished. "If you've had half that training, I'd call you agood Hedler."



"l never knew," the youngster said in adaze, "and when Karly came up the Hill from talking to
you—"

"Karly? Theredhead?' Amberdrake threw back his head and laughed.

Shyly, Lanz joined in the laughter. "I heard that one of the other Senior Healers said, 'l hope he has
aregular bedmate, because after talking to Amberdrake the way he did, thereisn't akestrachernin al of
the camp who'll take him for any price!’ | suppose he was awfully rudeto you."

"Rude?' Amberdrake replied. "That doesn't begin to describe him! Still, Karly needn't worry.
We're obligated to take those in need, and | can't imagine anyone more in need of—our services—than
heid"

Lanz smiled shyly. "And Karly'srather thick," he offered. " After talking to you—you being so kind
and dl—wdll, if you take any of my patients, | think I'm going to be awfully grateful, and kind of
flattered.”

Thistime Amberdrake's smile was as much full of surprise as pleasure. "Thank you, Lanz. | will take
that asavery high compliment. Can | offer you anything?'

The boy blinked shyly. "I don't suppose acup of bitteralm would delay me much—and could you
tell me alittle more about some of the others down here?"

Amberdrake rose, and Lanz rose with him. "Why not come with me to the mess tent and see for
yoursdf?' he asked.

"l think—I will!" Lanz replied, asif hewas surprised by his own response.

By such little victories are wars and hearts won, Amberdrake thought with awry pleasure, ashe
led theway.

Seven

Zhaned flexed her talons, digging them into the wood of her enormous block-perch. She checked
over her harness again—wire-scissors, bolts, spikes, rope-knife, preknotted ties, al sized for her large,
stubby "hands'—and stared out over the obstacle course she hersdlf had set up. The course covered
severd acresby now, built mainly in erosion trenches and brook-cut hollows that were of little vaueto
anyonein Urtho's camp, dotted with fallen trees and sandstone boulders. To get from here to the end of
it, shewould haveto fly, dodge, crawl, and even swim. There were water hazards, fire hazards, missiles
lobbed by catapult—

And now, magic.

She had dready gotten the help of Amberdrake's hertas, Gesten, in this endeavor. Held been there
from the very beginning; somehow he had known, perhaps through Amberdrake, what she was going to
attempt. He had never asked her why. He smply showed up unasked, acted as her hands, then found
three othersto aid him in setting up the course and in triggering the hazards. At first, no one had paid any
attention to what she was doing, but gradually her runs attracted a smdl audience. At firgt, thishad
bothered her, until the day when, after severd unsuccessful tries at passing ahazard of smulated
crosshow bolts, she made it through untouched and the tiny group applauded wildly.

That was when she redlized that they were not there to make fun of her, but to cheer her on.

She had honestly not known what to make of thet; it bewildered her. Why should anyone take an
interestin her ?

Then again, she had never been ableto effectively figure out why hertas and humans did most
things....

But today, she had alarger audience than ever before, and she knew precisdly why thistime. Word
had spread that her obstacle course included magic.



She hadn't planned on including magical traps; those took effort and much energy, and she had
never for amoment believed that there was any mage in the entire camp willing to devote so much asa
candlemark of practice time to helping her. Or so she had thought, until afew days ago.

A young mage, a Journeyman named Vikteren, approached her for help. He needed
spell-components. Still-living spell-components, which were not at dl interested in becoming
components of anything.

Zhaned's speed and agility were what caught his attention; speed and agility were precisdly what he
lacked in going after starlings, rabbits, and other smal, swift creatures. So they struck abargain; she
would hunt for him, and he would provide her with magica obstacles.

He had been doing so for severa days now, and he had told her yesterday, grinning, that he was
very impressed. Actudly, what he had said was, "Y ou're good, gryphon! Very damned good™

So, much to her shock and amazement, had the gryphons trainer, Taran Shire. The day after
Vikteren began helping her, Taran showed up on the sddlines. Now, aong with the young Journeyman,
the seasoned trainer joined her every day, working with her on hisown time,

Shetried to put her audience out of her mind, athough that was far from easy: her own kind were
out there, other gryphons, those from other wings aswell as her own. And what was more, some of
those same gryphons had taken to training on the course, and leaving her tokens of appreciation.

Every time she made a pass on the course, people cheered her efforts, from hertas to humans, from
gryphonsto alone kyree who seemed to find her fascinating. Now, they waited for her to start yet again.

A white and red striped flag midway down the course went up and waved twice, and she launched
from the block. Thiswas arescue mission to free a captured gryphon. The details had been kept secret,
at her request, so she had only a general ideawhat to expect. One thing she knew for certain—Vikteren
and the hertas planned to make her work harder than ever before.

Thefirst danger came only twelve wingstrokes after starting—a sudden gust of wind from her right.
It hit her hard and pushed her toward a downed tree's spidery limbs, an easy place to lose feathers and
find lacerations. Shereacted by rolling in midair and grounding, folding her wingsin tightly while she
clutched at stones and brush. The wind gusts ceased, and Zhaned legpt over aravine, to the cheers of
the audience.

She crept into the next erosion channel, popping her head up every few secondsto look for danger.
A quick bolt of fire shot toward the ravine from behind a boulder and was followed by a hugefirebal that
roared like asustained lightning strike. It burned dowly through the ravine, catching the underbrush &ire.
She heard the audience gasp even over the roar, as Zhaned scrambled out of their line of sight,
disappearing from their view. She knew what wasin their minds. Had the game gone too far?

But she couldn't worry about them. They'd see her soon enough—

She popped up again a the far end of the adjoining erosion cut. She legpt to the sandstone boulder
with agrowl, and drew her rope-knife on the surprised mage hiding behind it. Hah! Hello Vikteren.

"You diel" she sang out, and Vikteren grinned and fell backward.

"I'm dead here," he reminded her as he stood up and brushed off his robes. " See you further on,
maybe."

"Y ou might not seemeat al, dead body!" she laughed, then shesthed the knife. Therewasamission
to accomplish, agryphon to rescue, and the adventure had barely begun.

Amberdrakefdt like aproud and anxious father as he watched the young gryphon waiting on her
block-perch. Every line and quivering muscle betrayed her tension and her concentration. He had arrived
after shetook her position, but still managed to commandeer aplace in the front beside Skan. The Black
Gryphon had recovered nicely from hisinjuries athough, on the orders of Lady Cinnabar, he was il
officidly convaescing. He was keeping an uncharacterigticaly low profile, however—asif he were afraid
his presence would distract the young female a some crucial moment.

Well, it might. The youngster had been patently overawed by the Black Gryphon; if she knew he
was watching, she might well lose her concentration.

Skan'stal twitched impatiently, but as Amberdrake put a comradely hand on his shoulder he gave



Amberdrake asdeways gryph-grin before riveting his attention on the distant gray and buff figure of
Zhaned.

At the end of the course, aflag dropped. Zhaned |eft the block with aleap, followed by an audible
snap of wings opening.

Amberdrake had never seen a gryphon run an obstacle course before, though he'd heard from
Gesten that Skan had been out here to watch for the past three daysin arow. He hadn't been able to
imagine what kinds of obstacles could be put in front of agryphon, whose agrid nature made ordinary
obstacles ridiculous. He was impressed, both with Zhanedl's ability to create the course, and her ability to
runit.

More to the point, so was Skan.

He gasped with the others, when it appeared, briefly, that arolling fireball had accidentally engulfed
her; he hadn't redlized that there would be some hazards on this course that were real, and not just
illusons. He sighed with relief when she regppeared, and cheered when she "killed" someone, a
Journeyman mage by hisclothing.

Skan remained absolutely motionless, except for the very end of histail, which flopped and twitched
likeafishonland. Likeacat, the end of histail betrayed his menta state.

Wédll, every other gryphon in the audience was watching her closgly, too; gryphons were by nature
impressed with any kind of fancy flying. It was part of courtship and mating, after al. But none of the
others had quite the same rapt intensity in their gaze as Skan did.

In point of fact, he looked as much stunned as enraptured, rather asif hed been hit in the back of
the head with aclub.

Amberdrake smothered a chuckle when he redlized that Skan's eyes had glazed over. Poor Black
Gryphon! He was used to impressing, not being impressed!

Zhaned nestly dodged aset of ambushes; crossbow bolts, dropping nets, and anillusion of fighters.
"She'sgood, isn't she," he said, feding incredibly proud of her. She wasn't just good, she was smooth.
Sheintegrated her movements, flowing from flight to ground and back again seamlesdly.

"She's beautiful," Skan rumbled absently. " Jus—beautiful...."

His beak gaped alittle, and Amberdrake had to choke back another laugh. So the great Black
Gryphon wasalittle bit more than smply impressed, was he? Wdll, fancy flying was the gryphon
equivalent of erotic dance.

"Skan," he muttered under his breath, "you're going to embarrass both of us. That tongue looks
redly stupid sticking out of the corner of your beek."

Skandranon hadn't redlized that he was making hisinterest in Zhaned quite so obvious.

"Pull itin, Skan," Amberdrake muttered insstently. And annoyingly, but that was the privilege of an
old friend. Better him than anyone else, though. There were plenty of other folk who enjoyed achanceto
get ajabin; why givethem morefud for thar fires?

Moreto the point, such teasing might be turned against Zhaned, and he ready knew that her fragile
sdf-esteern would not survive it. He wasn't even certain shedd recognize teasing if she encountered it.

One of the Second Wing West gryphons, afemale named Lyosha, sdled up beside him, and
preened his neck-ruff briefly. It was acommon enough sort of greeting between gryphons, onewhich
could lead to further intimacies or smply be accepted as agreeting and nothing more. He and Lyosha
had flown spiralstogether before, and she was obvioudy hoping the greeting would lead to the former,
but he was not interested thistime. Not with Zhaned dancing her pattern "with danger” before his eyes.

"Lyosha," he said smply, acknowledging her presencein afriendly manner, but offering nothing
more. "Thisisfascinating.”

Lyosha gave hisfeathers onelast nibble, then subsided with asigh. "True enough,” she replied with
resgnation. "I'm tempted to start running this course mysdlf. It's enough to set agryphon'stail afirel”

He ignored the hint and coughed politely. "Well," he said, his eyes never leaving Zhaned, "if she'snot
careful, thetall that's afire may be hers."

And let Lyosha make of that what she will....



Zhaned dunk over adecaying tree trunk toward four upright sacks of hay. The sacks had been
clustered around a burning campfire and wore discarded uniforms. A sign next to them read, " Off duty.
Taking. Eating." Next to them was amidsized tent and pickets for four horses, but no horses were there.

Tent is big enough to hold ten. Four here, four horses gone, may mean eight. Four still out or
on mission. Ma'ar's squads are eight and one officer, but officers get separate tents. Where isthe
officer, then, and the others?

Zhaned drew her hand-crossbow. A tug with her beak, and it was cocked for abolt to belaid in
thetrack. She pulled one from her harnessand laid it in, ready to fire.

Use the cover you have available. Steady with solid object.

She lowered hersdlf behind the trunk, braced the hand-crossbow on the crumbling bark—and fired.
The shaft hit the sack on the far left, and she hastily drew a second bolt while reading the weapon with
her beak. The second shot hit the next sack dead center and pitched it forward into the fire. She then
snapped the hand-crossbow onto its tension-buckle and legpt over the tree trunk to maul the remaining
two sacks of hay.

That was when the barrage began.

Thetree-lineto her |eft erupted with dung stones as the hidden miniature sege engines on theright
shredded their foliage. Zhaned power-stroked high into the air and avoided mgjor damage, athough
some of the stones stung her on the feet and flank. That put her in the open for the fan of fireboltsfrom
the hillsde, where she saw her objective—agryphon. A real gryphon, under awire net, staked out in a
very unflattering pogtion.

Oh, no! | hadn't asked for that!

So Vikteren's promised surprise was that she wouldn't be rescuing abundle of cloth called a
"gryphon"—she would have to dedl with an actua one! But if Vikteren had gotten the cooperation of a
gryphon as a prisoner, then what €l se could he have—

A whigtling flash from the sky was her only warning. Two broadwings—from Fourth Wing West, by
their wingtip markings—stooped down on her. They trailed white ribbons from their hind legs—sparring
markers. Smulated makaar!

So beit!

Amberdrake's hand tightened on Skan's shoulder, and he felt Skan's muscles tense up undernesth
hisfingers. The two "makaar" swooped down on Zhaned from above, and he could not see any way that
she could escape them.

He couldn', but she most clearly did!

She ducked—and rolled, so that the "makaar" missed her by ascant talon-length; asthey shot past
her, shelegpt up into the air behind them. By luck or incredible timing, she snagged the trailing white
streamer of one, and ripped it off.

The "dead makaar" spat out agood-natured curse and alaugh, then obligingly kited out of the way
of combat. It was agood thing he did so because Zhaned had shot skyward, gaining dtitude and speed,
and was just about to turn to make a second attack run. The second broadwing had tried to pursue her,
but his heavy body was just not capable of keeping up with her. If her objective had smply beento
survive this course, she would aready have won.

But it wasn', of course. She still had to "free the trapped gryphon,” and get both of them off the
course"dive." Thetrapped one was Skan's old tent-mate Aubri, whose injuries till had him on the
"recovering” list, and who would not be able to move very quickly. Again, that was areflection of redity;
any gryphon held captive would be injured, perhaps serioudy, and his speed and movement would be
severdy limited.

Aubri had volunteered for the ignominious position he was currently in partly out of boredom, partly
out of awish to help Zhaned, and partly because it pleased him to irk their commander in every way
possible. And Zhaned's success in these specid training bouts must be irking the very devil out of thelr
commander, who could hardly encompass the notion that a gryphon might have amind of her own, and



must be in knots over one who had ideas of her own.

Zhaned wheded and started her dive. The"makaar," who had been trying vainly to pursue her,
suddenly redlized that although he would be more than amatch for her in a straight-on combat, he was
never going to be able to take her on in strike-and-run tactics.

And shewas not going to let him close.

He turned, heading for a place that Amberdrake suspected held that young mage—would Zhaned!
seeit, too?

Or would she be so involved in the immediate enemy that she would forget there were others on this
course?

Like afacon stooping on her prey, her wings folded tightly along her back, and she held her talons
up against her body—but unlike the broad-wings, who held their talons ready to strike and bind, hers
werefisted. She had learned how to knock her foes out of the sky once, and now it was second nature
to her—was she so caught up in the euphoria of combat that the "kill" was dl she saw?

Skan held his breath as Zhaned dropped down out of the sky. He was certain she had forgotten the
Journeyman mage, but he certainly had not forgotten her—and the best place for him was somewhere
near the staked-out "prisoner.” She might get her immediate foe, but Vikteren would certainly get her—

But as the broadwing pumped franticdly to evade her, she shot past him completdy, ignoring him!

Instead, she stooped on an insignificant-looking mound of shrubbery, leveled out into a shallow
curve, and buffeted it with fists and wings until theillusion of brush dissolved and Vikteren tumbled out of
theway, laughing.

"All right!" he called, scrubbing dust out of hiseyeswith hisfigs. "Holy Kreeshta, you've got me
dready! Give meamoment, will you?'

"You dietwice, Mage!" she cried, as she legpt skyward again. She looked around for the second
"makaar,” but the broadwing had followed the example of most makaar |€ft to face a gryphon aone, and
had fled the scene, hisribbon and his"life" intact. Of course, unlike ared makaar, he would remain
unpunished for such desertion.

Skan rumbled approva deep in his chest, as she landed as close to the staked-out and netted
"prisoner” as possible—which in her case, was practically on top of him. There were probably traps al
around her, but she avoided setting any of them off, smply by dint of remaining within the narrow margins
that humans would have used while restraining the prisoner. A broadwing couldn't have pulled this off;
nor could a broadwing have used foreclaws as cleverly as she did, snipping the wire net free with specia
scissors, then cutting the ropes holding Aubri down with aheavy knife she had already used onceto
good effect.

Oh, clever, clever, little gryphon! he gpplauded mentaly. Now, how do you guard the back of
the injured one? That will be the real test.

Zhaned's gaze darted dl over Aubri. "Can you fly?" she asked impatiently.

"No. Can't move any faster than a broken-legged horse, either. And my wounds areredl, hey?"

Zhaned spat a curse away from Aubri and looked around for anything she could use. Within afew
winglengths there were tree limbs, and she had the lengths of rope sheld just cut, aswell asthe remains of
thewire net. She grasped the lengths of rope readily available, coiled them up and held them to her kedl.

"Two questions," she said. "How far can you jump, and can you hold a pole steady?"

Aubri narrowed his eyes, obvioudy trying to second-guess what this odd rescuer had in mind. He
a0, just asobvioudy, gave up. "Could legp... maybe twice my length, if | had to. But | wouldn't enjoy it.
And | can hold apole steady. | Hill fed strong enough to chew makaar.”

"Good. Stay here." She parted her beak in what was meant to be a reassuring smile, then bunched
her legs up and concentrated. She legpt high into the air with her burden of cord. At the zenith of her
jump, she power-stroked out of Aubri'simmediate areatoward the tree limbs nearby.

Conventional gryphon-traps were usudly built to fire Sdeways across a broad area, the kind she
had been stung by at the fake-soldiers camp. Magica ones were often designed to detect alow flyer



gpproaching, shoot high up, blossom, and spread whilefaling. They could kill or maim at any point after
they deployed. Since Vikteren—amage—was involved, she had every reason to assume she would be
facing both types.

S0, the best way to sweep for trapsis... to not be near them at all!

Within afew minutes, she had what she needed. A long branch, snapped off with her beak and
trimmed of snags, for Aubri to hold. At its narrowest end, it forked for two clawlengths, and she had
carved indentations for the two branches that were now tied acrossit. They werefirmly in place.

Now to deliver my little nesting-gift.

A few minutes more work, and the long pieces of rope were one very long length of
rope—inelegant, but effective. Zhaned used four of her pre-knotted tiesto bind up the foliage and small
branches she had trimmed scant minutes earlier to one end of the rope. She bobbed her head, measuring
the rangeto Aubri and the "safe”’ ceiling she had flown at aready without triggering traps, then took wing,
the loose end of the rope clutched tightly in her hind claws.

Magical gryphon-traps are triggered by something living flying over their kill range, but not
always. Can sometimes be triggered by anything—have to go high!

Zhaned circled up, straining only for dtitude—and it was work, hard work because the higher she
went, the heavier the burden of the rope became. Finally there was a shudder asthe bundles of foliage
lifted. She angled away from the still-perplexed Aubri, carrying the rope higher and higher until the
bundles below were above what she had determined to be safe. Then, she turned her struggle for dtitude
into an exhaugting dive from the far sde of the clearing, toward the tied branches. She judged,
hoped—and let go.

The bunches of foliage sailed down, heading directly for the hapless Aubri. Behind them, the rope
coiled and twisted wildly, gaining on the clusters of branchesthat had more wind res stance than the rope.
While Zhaned surged back up into the sky, the green leaves and twigs struck Aubri's wings and back. It
was surely uncomfortable, but easily less painful than anything a makaar would have done to aceptive
gryphon. Amid indignant curses from the "captive," theropefdl in asnaky line acrossthe dlearing. As
hoped, no traps triggered immediately from the rope'simpact.

Next trick.

Shelanded and collected her thoughts, taking deep breaths. Aubri glared a her indignantly, but
voiced noill thoughts toward his "rescuer” for the moment. She waved areassurance to him, looped the
rope around the fork of the branch-affair shed made earlier, and tied it off.

Several heartbests later, she wasin the air again, with two stripped branches clipped to the back of
her harness. Shefollowed the air path she knew was safe and dropped straight down to land next to
Aubri.

"] assume you have agood reason for pelting me with sdlad?"' he rumbled.

"I'm sorry. But | have aplan to get you out safely. Hold this..." she muttered while unclipping the
branches from her back. "They scratch—! There. Now. Lie sideways and curl up. Hold these sticks up,
onein hindclaws, onein foreclaws. So both are that way." Sheindicated the direction therope lay. "Be
patient."

Aubri Sghed. "Wherewould | go? My lifeisyours.

Zhaned pulled the wire mesh until it faced as Aubri did, and used two moretiesto anchor it to the
two sticks. Then understanding dawned in Aubri's eyes as she fastened the foliage bundles to the net.

"A shidd"

"Yes. Not abig one, but could help us." She smiled and nibbled his crest reassuringly. "Now, let me
down therein the hollow of your belly, where the rope goes under the net.”

Aubri complied, fascinated. After settling hersdlf in, Zhaned reded the ropein claw-over-claw until
the heavy branchestied to the other end ground their way toward the two gryphons.

"Searching for ground traps,” Zhaned muttered. "'If one goes, hold tight to the sticks! Let me protect
your belly." Only makes sense—he can't fly, so | am as good as ground-bound. If | can shield him
from a fatal injury by taking an injury myself, we will still both be alive to return home.

A deep thudding sounded, like amassive crossbow cord releasing, and a hail of stones showered



much of the clearing. Both gryphons squinted their eyes while pebbles struck the greenery protecting
them, then resumed pulling. Two ground panels lurched open and drove stakes into the ground nearby. A
few minutes later, Zhanedl could reach out and grasp the quarry hersdif.

Last trick.

She patiently explained to Aubri what she was doing as she worked and alowed hersef amoment
of satisfaction when she was done. The crowd watching had approved of the way she'd triggered the
ground traps. They waited, enraptured, wondering what she would do next. Zhaned knew they saw her
raise the canopy she had just finished, made of wire net, foliage and branches, above Aubri.

"You must hold this steedy, understand? Must!"

Aubri nodded. "Y'got methisfar, skydancer.”

Zhaned's nares blushed red and she legpt straight up, gaining atitude madly. When she had reached
twice the height she counted as "safe," sherolled over on her back, straightened, and folded her wingsin
tight, hurtling faster than any crossbow bolt. Her shadow streaked across the ground below as she
flattened the dive. Shefelt thewind cut across her body and saw the landscape become ablur as she
shot across the clearing, scant wing-lengths above the ground, following the same path in the air that her
sweep earlier had done on the surface.

Behind her, she could hear firebals erupting, and saw flashes of yellow light. Moments|ater, she
traded speed for dtitude and pulled up, to see sparks raining down on the entire clearing—and Aubri's
shidd.

Theimprovised shield held and protected him from harm.

With thefirgt victory cry she had ever uttered, she closed on himto lead him from his captivity.

Winterhart grimaced as the audience began cheering. Someonejostled her, jarring her back and
sending ajab of pain down her right leg, further souring her mood.

Garber had ordered her to come here, orders she hadn't much liked and wasn't sure she agreed
with. Right now, though, she wasn't very fond of gryphons; it was a gryphon that had injured her back.

Befair. It wasn't her fault. She'd been having backaches and ignoring them—after al, who didn't
have a headache or a backache by day's end around here? She had been restraining an hysterical and
delirious broadwing with severe lacerations who had lashed out with both hind feet and sent Winterhart
twisting and tumbling sideways. She hadn't broken anything, but her back spasmed as soon as she got
up, and it had been getting worse, not better, with time.

She was aHesler; she knew she should be seeing another Hedler, or should at least stay in bed, flat,
for awhile. Shewas even fairly certain that she knew what was wrong. But there were no Healers and
no time to spare, S0 she smply hadn't mentioned it to anyone. She moved aslittle as possible, said she
had "sprained” her back, and used that as an excuse not to do things that made it hurt worse. But she
was in congtant pain; there were only two positions she could take that alowed the pain to stop, and
neither of them were appropriate for getting any work done. It was embarrassing. A Hedler should be
ableto keep hersdlf in one piece. Thiswas atogether too much like adisplay of incompetence.

The pain wasn't doing much for her temper, and getting jostled and making it worse didn't help.

Damn Garber. He's right, but for all the wrong reasons.

Sheld been watching Zhaned herself for severa days, since sheld gotten wind of this"obstacle
course” business, and long before dimwitted Garber had any notion that it was going on. Even before
today sheld found hersdlf torn between two violently conflicting opinions.

On the one hand she had to admire the little gryphon; obvioudy unsuited for combat, she had found
waysto make hersdf suited toit. She had been pushing hersdlf, finding her absolute limits, turning
handicaps into benefits. The number of things sheld had to work out for hersdlf to overcome her own
deficiencieswas incredible, and the ingenious ways she had done so were amazing. It was difficult to
believe that thiswasthe little runt Garber saw no use at al for.

But on the other hand, Zhaned was exhaugting hersdf completely with these so-cdlled "training
sessions'; no one had ever authorized her to do what she was doing, which made them quas-legd at
best. But that could beignored. What could not be ignored was the fact that she had led other gryphons



into trying her unorthodox tactics, with very mixed results.

Zhaned hersdf had come out of these sessionswith pulled muscles; she hadn't come to Winterhart
for any help, but that made no difference. The gryphon had been hurt, and she was the one who had
invented the course and the training. Winterhart was afraid that one of the otherswas very likely to be
serioudy injured trying some of her nonsense.

Evenif the other gryphons didn't manage to hurt themsalves on this course, thefact till remained
that they burned off energy and resourcesthey might need later, where it counted. Out on the front lines.
The war escalated, resources diminished. Although it was not common knowledge, Urtho's forces had
lost ground, alittle more every day. There was anew breed of makaar in the air now, and they took a
toll on the gryphons. If the gryphons wasted their energy or strained themselves on this obstacle course of
Zhaned's, they might not have that little extra they needed to survive an encounter with these new
makaar. Garber, of course, only knew that the gryphon cull was doing things he hadn't ordered, not so
much flouting his authority asignoring it. No gryphon in Sixth Wing was dlowed to think for itsdlf; the
very ideawas preposterous. He was dready aching with humiliation at the lecture the Lady Cinnabar had
delivered—on Urtho's behd f—concerning the reassignment of injured gryphons hertasi. Winterhart had
not been present, but several who had overheard the Lady had indicated she had been less than flattering
concerning Garber'sintelligence and ability to make a sound decision. Then came news of Zhaned
creating some unorthodox training program, encouraging othersto join her init, completely bypassing
Garber's authority. This could not be permitted, so he had sent the gryphon's Trondi'irn—the lowest
ranking officer in thewing, she acidly reminded herself—to dress her down for it. Never mind that it was
asuccessful program so far. That was hardly the point.

Winterhart threaded through the crowd, more uneasy with every passng moment. Shedid not like
confrontations. She particularly didiked them when there was a possible audience involved.

But she had direct orders. She aso had an exact speech, delivered to her by Garber's
alde-de-camp, and duly memorized. Presumably the commander did not trust her to deliver a proper
dressing-down... or perhaps he was as contemptuous of her intelligence as he was of the gryphonsg!

Abruptly, shefound hersdlf in aclear space, and practically nose-to-beak with the runt.

Zhaned blinked in surprise, and backed up apace or so0. "Winterrrharrt," she said blankly. "What
do you herrrre?"

That was dl the opening that Winterhart required. "It is more to the point to ask you what you are
doing here, gryphon,” she said coldly. "Y ou are here without orders, you have commandeered equipment
and personnel that you have no right to, and you have subverted other gryphonsinside and outside of
your wing into not only aiding you, but following in your ill-conceived plans. Y our commander ishighly
displeased. What have you to say for yoursdf?

She expected Zhaned to behave as she dways had; to cower alittle, ssammer an gpology, and
creep off to her aerie, forgetting and abandoning her ridiculous "training program.” She had readied a
magnani mous acceptance of that apology before she was halfway through her speech. Something that
would make her look alittle less like Garber's mouthpiece....

"1?" the cull replied, and every hair and feather on her body bristled. She drew hersdlf up to her full,
if substandard, height, and |ooked down her besk at the Trondi'irn with eyesfull of rage. "1?' she
repeated, raising her voice. "How isssit that | am to blame becaussse the commanderrr of Sssixth Wing
hasss no morrre imagination than amud-turrrtle? How isssit that it isss my fault that therrreisssonly one
trrraining progrrram for al, no matter the cirrrcumssstancesss, norrr if they change? What isssit that | am
doing wrrrong! What isssit that | am doing that | ssshould be accusssed of doing wrrrong?' Her voice
roseto full volume, and the audience, which had begun to disperse, regrouped in anticipation of another
sort of spectacle. It was clear in an ingtant that they would not be siding with Winterhart.

"l do nothing wrrrong!" Zhaned shouted. "1 do what ssshould have been done, that no one carrred
to do! And you, my Trrrondi'irrrn, you ssshould have ssseen that it needed doing!”

By now the audience had surrounded the two of them, leaving Winterhart no route of escape. She
couldn't hep hersdlf, she flushed with profound embarrassment.

"Y ou had no orders and no permisson—" she began.



"Orrrderrrsss?’ the gryphon interrupted with shrill incredulity. "1 am on leavetime! Thesssewho help
me arrre of f-duty! What need have we of orrderrrsss, of perrrmi onsss? Arrre we to requessst leave
to pisssss now?'

Growlsfrom behind her, alittle laughter on al sides, and nods and angry looks on the faces she
could see. Winterhart's face burned painfully.

"We arrre off-duty," the gryphon repeated. "When hasss Garrrberrr the rright to decrrree what we
do off-duty?"

"He doesn't,” Winterhart admitted reluctantly. "But he gave methe orders...."

Before she could say anything more, a huge, black-dyed gryphon with no regimental marks pushed
through the crowd and faced her with chdlengein every line of him. "Then why," rumbled the infamous
Skandranon, the Black Gryphon, "don't you tell that overbearing haf-fledged idiot that hisordersarea
pile of seaming mutes? Y ou're a Trondi'irn, you havethat right and duty for your gryphons.”

She stared at him. She had never heard the Black Gryphon speak before—at least, not more than a
word or two. When he had shared atent on Healer's Hill with her gryphon Aubri, he had not spoken
more than aword or two in her presence at most. He was either adeep or ignoring her. She had no idea
he was s0 articulate, with so little gryphonic accent. Hearing that clear, clipped voice coming from that
besk—it was such a shock, she addressed him as she would have another human.

"l couldn't do that!" she exclamed automatically. "He's my superior!”

But the Black Gryphon only shrugged. "In what way? | don't see why you shouldn't tell him he's
being hopelesdy thick," hereplied. "I tell my superiors when they're idiots often enough. | generdly tell
them they couldn't tell their crest from their tailfeasthers on adaily bass. And that includes Urtho.”

Urtho? This—this creation, this construct, talked back to Urtho? She was aghast, appalled, and
tried to put some of that into words, but al that came out was, "B-but that's n-not the way things are
done!" Sheéld ssammered, which madeit sound al the stupider.

Skandranon only snorted his contempt as equally contemptuous laughter erupted around the circle.
"That's not the way you do things, maybe," the Black Gryphon replied. "It ssemsto me that themain
problem we haveisthat there are too many officersthinking that books and noble birth give you dl the
answers you need—and too many order-takers who believe them without question.” He took astep or
two closer to her, looming over her, and staring down hisbeak at her. "Amuse me. Bring me up on
charges. Y ou didn't even think for yourself when Garber handed you that scoop of manureto deliver
here. Didn't it ever occur to you that the real reason you were told to lecture this young lady was not thet
she was doing anything wrong, but because she was doing something Garber and Shaiknam didn't think
of—or sted—first? It must gall them both that what they would cal a’'mere beast' has been more clever
than they were. Without asking for permisson. Without being told, Trondi'irn."

Winterhart opened her mouth to say something—and could not think of anything to say. Certainly,
she could not refute what the gryphon had just said. Hadn't she been thinking it herself? And she could
not bring herself to defend Garber, not when his aide had been condescending to the point of insulting
when he had delivered those orders. All she could do was to stand there with her mouth hanging open,
looking stupid and shamed.

It was Zhaned who salvaged whét little was |eft of the Situation. "Trrrondi‘irrn,” she said crisply, "'l
will have worrrdsss with you. In prrivate. Now."

Winterhart took the escape, narrow as it was, and nodded.

After dl, there was nothing el se she could do but follow.

But then, wasn't she used to that by now?



Eight

Amberdrake managed to get Skan out of earshot of most of the camp before the Black Gryphon
exploded, pulling him deeply into the heart of the obstacle course and into alittle sheltered areawith a
tree or two for shade and arock to st on. He counted himself lucky, at that; this obstacle course of
Zhaned'swas large enough for privacy even a thelevel of shouting Skan was capable of. Large
gryphons had large lungs.

The course should be safe enough with al the traps sprung, and now that the "show" was over,
anyone who might happen to overhear Skan's outburst was likely to be sympathetic anyway. Up until
today there hadn't been anyone unfriendly among the spectators.

Zhaned'sfirg "show" had been utterly eclipsed by her second; standing up for her rightsto that
officious Trondi'irn, Winterhart. It was nothing anyone had expected, given Zhaned's diffident manner up
until this moment.

She must just have been pushed too far. Not surprising. That woman would have pushed me
over the edge.

Even the Sixth Wing trainer had been disgusted with the woman, and even more disgusted with
Garber. If everyone who said they would actualy did lodge a protest with Urtho—bypassing Shaiknam
altogether—Garber would go down on record as the commander most didiked, ever. Even the humans
had been gppalled by the precedent that would be set if this action was not met with immediate protest, a
precedent that permitted acommanding officer to decree what could and could not be done during
off-duty hours.

Well, the woman had at least enough conscience left that she was embarrassed by those
orders she was supposed to deliver. That's about all | can say in her behalf. If first impressionsare
important, | can't say she's made a very good one on me. A Trondi'irn should have enough
fortitude to stand up for her charges, not roll over and show her belly every time the commander
issues some stupid order. And wasn't she the one Gesten told me about, that ordered the hertasi to
be reassigned? Can't she do anything but parrot whatever Garber wants?

Amberdrake took aseat on the sun-warmed rock, and let Skan wear himself out, venting his anger.
He was annoyed with the woman, and very put out with her commander. But Skandranon was enraged
enough to have chewed up swords and then spit out tacks. It was better for him to show that anger to
Amberdrake than sweep into camp and get himsdf in trouble. It wouldn't have been thefirgt timethat his
besk had dug him ahole big enough to fal into.

"Thisiswhat | mean!" Skan fumed, striding back and forth, wingsflipping impeatiently. Histalons
tore up the ground with every step hetook, leaving long furrowsin the crumbling earth. "Thisis exactly
what I've been trying to tell you! Now you seeit for yoursaf—this whole sorry business! We gryphons
are constantly being ordered about by humans who know and care nothing about usl We get chewed
up trying to keep them dive, and they won't let usfigure out ways to keep ourselves divel Damned
idiots can't tell their hdmsfrom the privy, and they're tryingtotell us what to do! And now they're
ordering us around when we're off-duty, and the dungheadsthink it'stheir right and privilege!"

There was more, much more, in the same vein. Amberdrake smply remained where hewason his
rock, nodded, looked somber, and made appropriately soothing noises from time to time. He wished
there was something e se he could do, but right now, al he could provide Skan with was a sympathetic
ear. Hewas, himsdlf, too angry to do Skan any good. If hetried to calm the gryphon through logic
games, held only let his own anger out. Besides, Skan didn't want to be calmed; he wanted atarget.

The trouble was, Skan wasright on al counts; Amberdrake had seen it time and time again. And it
wasn't asif the gryphons had any choice. They couldn't smply pack up and leave their creator, no matter
now onerous conditions got. They were, in asense, endaved to their creator, for only Urtho held the
secret of thelr fertility. Without that, they could not reproduce. Without thet, if they left, they would be the
last of their kind.

Skan knew that, better than anyone ese, snce every time he returned from amission, intact or



otherwise, someone asked him when he was going to pick amate and father abrood. It was a constant
irritant to him; he never forgot it, no matter how cavaier he might seem about it. And yet, he had never
once brought it up to Urtho directly.

Why? | don't know. Maybe he's afraid to, for all his boasting that he speaks to Urtho as an
equal. Maybe he keeps thinking that Urtho will realize on his own what an injustice has been
done.

Amberdrake wished there was some | egitimate way that he could cam hisfriend down; by now
Skan had worked himself up into afull gryphonic rage-display—crest up, hackles up, wings mantling,
tearing the thin sod to shreds with histaons. He agreed with the Black Gryphon more with every
moment. How could he calm Skan down when he himself wanted to carefully and clinicaly take Garber
and Shaiknam apart on Skan and Zhaned!'s beha f?

Not just their behalf, either. How long before they try that sketi on the other troops? Or
before they try to command the exclusive services of one or more Healers, or even kestra'chern?
If they're willing to break the rules once, how many more times will they break them? And then,
when they make the rules, who can oppose them?

He'd thought that Skan's display had cleared the area. No one redlly wanted to get too near a
gryphon in that Sate, especidly not when the gryphon was Skandranon. Hed never actudly hurt anyone,
but when he was this angry, he got malicious enjoyment out of coming within afeather's width of doing
0. But after listening to Skan for a quarter candlemark, Amberdrake spotted someone else storming up
over the rough ground toward them, short Journeyman'’s robes marking him as ameage, and
carrot-colored hair identifying him as Vikteren.

He's heading straight for us. Good gods, what now? Another disaster?

"Godg!" the young mage shouted as Skan paused for breath. "1 would have the hide off thet fatuous,
fat-brained idiat, if only I knew how to makeit hurt enough!”

"Garber?' Amberdrake asked mildly.

"Gods! And Shaiknam!” Vikteren said bitterly, dropping his voice below ashout. The young mage
snatched up afallen branch as he reached them, and began methodically bresking it into smaler and
smaller pieces. "Anthills and honey spring to mind—and harp-strings, delicate organs, and rocks! |
thought this bigoted business with poor Zhaned was bad enough—but now—!"

He struggled with the press of hisemotions; clearly hisrage was hot enough to choke him, and even
Skan lowered his hackles and cocked his head to one side, distracted from his own state of rage by
seeing Vikteren's. The youngster was one of the coolest heads in the mage-corps; he prided himsdlf on
his control under al circumstances. Whatever had happened to break that control must have been
dreadful indeed.

"What happened?' Amberdrake asked anxioudy, projecting calm now, as he had not with Skan.
Not much, but enough to keep the young mage from exploding with temper.

Vikteren took severa long, calculated breaths, closing his eyes, as his flush faded to something less
gpoplectic. "1 heard Skan just now, and | haveto tell you both that it isn't just his nonhuman troops that
Shaiknam'’s been using up. He's been decimating everyone with the same abandon. | just talked to the
mages from Sixth Command. Weamost lost all of Sixth Crimson this morning, the mage included,
because Shaiknam led them into an ambush that he'd been told was an ambush by his scouts. Ividian
covered their retreat; he died covering that retreat, and it was dl that saved them. lvidian died! And
Shaiknam reprimanded the entire company for 'unauthorized maneuvers! And I'm not just livid because
Ividian was my friend. Shaiknam killed three more mages today—and he hasthe brassto clam it was by
accident.”

Amberdrake let out his bresth in ahiss, his gut clenched and his skin suddenly became cold. The
loss of any portion of Sixth Crimson was terrible—and the loss of their mage dreadful. And dl through
prideful gupidity, likeal of Shaiknam'slosses.

But what Vikteren had just implied was more than stupidity, he had very nearly said that Shaiknam
had murdered the other three mages. "How," he asked carefully, "do you kill a mage by accident?

Vikteren'sface flushed crimson again. "He forced them—ordered them—to exhaust themsalvesto



unconsciousness. Then he left them there, where they fell. Ignored them. Got them no aid at dl, not
even ablanket to cover them. They died of power-drain shock where they lay. He said that there was so
much going on at the time that he 'just forgot' they were there, but | heard someone say that he ordered
them to beleft done, said if they were such powerful and mighty magesthey could fix themselves. Cdled
them weaklings. Said they needed to be taught alesson.”

Amberdrake and Skan both growled. That was more like murder-by-neglect. A mage worked to
unconsciousness needed to be treated immediately, or he would die. Every commander knew that. Even
Shaiknam.

Therewas no excuse. None.

"Shalknam's a petty man, a stupid man—thetroubleis he gives petty ordersthat do alot of
damage," Vikteren finished, his scarlet flush of anger dowly fading. "He has no compassion, no sense of
anything outside of his own importance, no perspective at al. He used those three up just so he could
recoup the losses he took on the retreat—just so that he wouldn't look bad! That wasthe only reason
he ordered them to attack; they fought there againgt ordinary troops, there was no need for
mage-weaponry!"

Vikteren took another deep breath and dropped the splinters till clenched in hishands. "I cameto
tell you two that theré's going to be amesting of al the magestonight. Were going to tell Urtho that none
of usare going to serve under Shaiknam or any other abusive commander, ever again. We'retired of
being treated like arbalests and catapults. I'm going to have afew thingsto say at that meeting, and
before I'm done, you'd better believe they're going to follow my votel™

"But you won't have avote," Amberdrake protested. "Y ou're just an gpprentice—waell, a
Journeyman, but—"

But Vikteren snorted. "Hah! I'm not a Journeyman, I'm afull Master mage at the least, but my
master never passed me up. He saw who was in charge and snarled the status on purpose so I'd work
back here, and not get sent out on the linesto get killed by afool. He saved my life today, that's how |
fed. | could beaMaster if | wanted to get daughtered, and every mage in the army knowsit."

Amberdrake glanced over at Skan, who nodded dightly. One Master mage could always pick out
another. Well, that was certainly interesting, but not particularly relevant to their Stuation.

But Vikteren wasn't finished. "Dammit, Skandranon! We're not makaar, we're not daves, and we're
not replaced with a snap of the fingers! We're going to demand autonomy, and asay in how we're
deployed, and | cameto tell you that dl the mages I've talked to think you gryphons ought to do the
samel Maybe if both parties gang up on Urtho at once, helll be more inclined to take us serioudy!™

Skan's hackles went up again, and his claws contracted in the turf with atearing noise. "We are not
going to gang up on Urtho! Heismy friend. Still—we might aswell be stinking makaar,” he rumbled.
"While Urtho isthe only one who can make our matingsfertile, he holdsdl of usbound to him.” Thenina
hiss, "Much as| carefor him, | could hate him for thet.”

Vikteren started. "What are you talking about?" he asked, obvioudy taken aback. "I've never heard
of anything of the sort."

"Let me—" Amberdrake said hatily, before Skan could rouse back to hisfull rage. "Vikteren, it's
because they're constructs. Urtho alone knows the controls, what triggers fertility, and what doesntt.
Gryphons that survive a certain number of missions are the only ones permitted to raise abrood. Therere
somethings only Urtho knowsthat trigger fertility, and they are different for male and femde gryphons,
both have to have something secret and specific done to them before their mating resultsin
offspring—plus they have to make an aerid courtship display. Only if al three of those things happen do
you have afertile coupling.”

"We can go through the motions of breeding as much aswelike" Skan said tonelesdy. "But without
that knowledge, or that component that Urtho keepsto himself, it's strictly recreational.” He shook his
massive head. "Not only isit davery, or worse than davery, it's dangerous. There are never morethan a
tenth of usfertile at any onetime. All it would take is one spell from Maar—or for Urtho to die—and
our racewould die! Y ou can't have aviable breeding population with only atenth of the adultsfertile!
Even the breeders of hounds know that."



"But why?' Vikteren said, bewildered. "Why does he hold that over you?'

Skan sghed gustily. "1 have no idea. None. We don't need to be controlled. Do you know how
much we revere him? We'd continue to serve him the way the kyree do. We'd do it because heis right,
and because we respect and care for him, not because he controls our destiny. We'd probably serve him
better if he didn't control uslikethat. Damn! If he doesn't giveit to us, maybe we ought to steal it."

"So—gted it? The pdll, or whatever it is?' Vikteren said dowly. "That's not abad idea.”
Amberdrake stared at him, not believing the mage had said anything so audacious even though the words
had come out of his mouth.

"What good would that do?* Amberdrake asked. "If you need amage to make it work—"

Skan closed hiseyesfor amoment, asif Vikteren's words had caused a series of thoughtsto
cascade. "About hdf of the gryphons are apprentice-level mages or better," he rumbled. "We are magica
by nature. We wouldn't need a mage to cooperate with us. I'm afull Master, for instance.”

"Evenif you lacked for mages among yoursdaves, you'd find plenty of volunteerswith the human
mages,” Viktereningsted. "Doit, Skan! You'reright! If hewon' giveit to you, steal the damn spell! And
if you're aMaster, then make the change permanent! Don't put up with being manipulated like thigl™

Much to his own surprise, Amberdrake found himself agreaing.

Think of the families sundered by Ma'ar. They, who did not deserve such horrors, and now
these gryphons you know and love cannot have families at all unlesstheir lord willsit.

"Take your freedom, Skan," Amberdrake whispered. "Stedl the spell, and teach it to everyone you
trust."

Skandranon backwinged in place, then pulled himsdf up to hisfull, magnificent height.

The brisk wind from the Black Gryphon'swings sent Vikteren's hair into hisface and kicked up a bit
of dust that made Amberdrake squint for amoment.

"Steding aspdl from Urtho, though..." Vikteren's eyeslit up with amanic glee. Y ou know, that'd
be nearly impossible? Not working the spell itsdlf, that would be pretty smple, fertility spells nearly
awaysare. No, it'sthe sealing part that would be hard. Getting into Urtho's Tower, getting past al the
protections...”

From thelook on Vikteren'sface, he relished that very challenge and impossibility.

"It would not beimpossiblefor me," Skan replied, his cret-feathersrisng arrogantly.

But Amberdrake shook his head. "Beredigtic, Skan. Y ou've dways flown directly to Urtho's
bal cony when you went to see him. Y ou have no ideawhat safeguards are in that Tower, many of them
built only for human hands. It would be impaossible for you. But not for us."

"Us?" Skan asked, eyeing them both. Vikteren nodded gleefully, seconding Amberdrake.

"Exactly," the kestraichern said with immense satifaction, feding asif theweight of ahundred
gryphonswaslifted off him. "Us."

Inthe end, the"us' dso included Tamsin and Cinnabar. After abrief discusson, the means of
bypassing al those special protectionsturned out to be absurdly easy.

Cinnabar crafted amessage to be sent to Urtho just before Urtho was to meet with the leader of the
mages delegation. She claimed that there were some problems she and Tamsin were encountering with
gryphon anatomy—not even aliel—and that she and he needed to consult the records on the gryphons
development so that they could tell what Urtho used for a"modd."

She did not specify who she would have with her, only that she needed some"help.”

"Urtho keeps records on everything he's ever done,” she said, asthey waited in her tent for the
reply. She sat ascalmly and quietly asif they were dl her guestsfor an evening of quiet socid chat and
not gathered to perform what could, by some standards, be considered amajor theft. Her hands were
folded in her lap, and sheleaned into Tarngin's shoulder, wearing an enigmatic little smile. Her pae green
robes were as smooth and cool astinted porcelain; beside her lover, she looked like an expensive dall
propped next to a peasant-child's rag-toy. "I know he has extensive records on how he put your race
together, and what he modeled you on. | specified 'interna problems," which could be anything in the gut,
and that's difficult stuff to muck about with when you don't know what you're doing. It isn't enough to be



aHeder familiar with raptorsin order to be successful with gryphons, even though that is how | became
adefault Heder to your people, Skan. You aren't dl, or even mostly, raptora. I'm counting on hisbeing
preoccupied with this mages meeting; he should Smply give us access to the Tower rather than taking the
timeto explain thingsto usin person.”

"A pity about thetiming on that," Skan observed digpassionately. "Vikteren did want to be here, and
he has some—ah—unusud taentsfor amage. He could have been very useful. Still, hewill surely keep
Urtho's attention a the meeting." The Black Gryphon lay dong one side of the tent on Cinnabar's
expensive carpet of crimson and gold, where the furniture had been cleared away for him. Until he
moved or spoke, he looked like an expensive piece of sculpture, brought in to match the carpet. Or,
perhaps, like avery expensive and odd couch.

Amberdrake chuckled. "Wdll, hell be herein spirit, anyway,” he said, patting his pocket where the
bespelled lock-breaker Vikteren had loaned him resided. "It's just as well, given that we've been huddled
together like conspirators for the whole afternoon. Thisway, if anyone has seen us dl together, they can
assume wewon't do anything without him, and won't be watching us.”

Tamsin laughed and reached across Cinnabar for acup of hot tea. "Y ou've heard too many
adventure tales, kestraichern,” he mocked. "Who would be watching us? And why? Even if Urtho
catches us, theworst helll do isdressusdown. It's not asif we were trying to take over his Power Stone
or something. We are not even particularly important Personagesin this camp.”

Skan raised his hackles at that. " Spesk for yoursdlf, Tamsin!" he responded sharply. Tamsin only
laughed, and Cinnabar smiled alittle wider.

Before averbd sparring match could begin, one of Cinnabar's hertas scratched at the tent flap, then
let herslf in, handing the Lady a sealed envelope. Cinnabar opened it, read the contents, and nodded
with satisfaction.

"As| thought," she said, to no onein particular. "Urtho is so caught up with the mages that he didn't
even ask me what the complaint is. He's leaving ordersto pass usinto the Tower. We have reatively free
access to the gryphon records; he warned me that some things have some magica protections on them,
and that if | want to seethem, I'll haveto ask him."

"Which, of course, wewill not,” Amberdrake said. " Since we have other means of getting at them.”

"S0, you see, we didn't need dl that Skulking and going in through windows that you three wanted to
do," Cinnabar replied, with just ahint of reproach in her voice.

"Lady, don't include meinthat!" Amberdrake protested. "It was Tamsin, Skan, and Vikteren that
wanted to go bresking into the Tower! | knew better!"

"Of courseyou did,” Tamsn muttered under his breath, asthey al roseto go. "And you never
collected ropes and equipment for securing prisoners. | don't even want to know why you conveniently
hed dl that stuff on hand!"

Amberdrake raised an eyebrow and pretended not to hear him, and smply rose with al of the
dignity that years of practice could grant.

They dl waked very camly into the Tower, amassive and yet curioudy graceful structure of
smooth, sculpted stone. They gave afriendly nod to the guard on duty, and received onein return; very
clearly he was expecting them. They didn't even need to make up some excuse for Amberdrake and
Skan being with them. The guard didn't bother to ask why they were there.

There were no fences; the Tower didn't need them. It probably didn't need a human guard, ether,
but such things made mere mortalsfed alittle more comfortable around amage like Urtho. The entrance
was recessed into the Tower wall, and the door opened for them at the guard's touch. They passed out
of the darkness and into alighted antechamber, bare of al furnishings, with amosaic of goneinlaid onthe
floor. Three doorsled out of it; Cinnabar had been here before and she led the way.

Ah, bless the mages, Amberdrake thought yet again. If it hadn't been for them—

Then again, perhaps Lady Cinnabar would have found another excuse. She was awoman of
remarkable resources, the Lady was.

The areawhere Urtho kept his records on the gryphons was several floors up, but al of them were



fit enough that they didn't much mind the climb. The circular Staircase was wide enough for Skan and,
other than the fact that it waslit by mage-lights, seemed completely ordinary. It was congtructed entirely
of the native stone of the area, planed smooth, and fitted together so closdly that the joinslooked hardly
wider than the blade of aknife.

However, asthey reached the floor they wanted, a gently-curved door opened itself asthey
approached. All the other doors they had passed remained securely closed, with no visible means of
opening them. They passed through that open door into an areaof hallsand cubicles, dl lined
floor-to-celing with books.

It certainly looked asif they'd found the right place. Amberdrake wondered how Urtho kept the air
moving and fresh in aplace like this; there was no more than ahint of dust inthe ar, no mold, and no
moisture. If he stood very dtill, there was a gentle, steedy current of air running past him, but where it
came from and where it went he smply couldnt tell.

This place, too, glowed with mage-lights; awise precaution with so many flammable books around.

Interesting that Cinnabar herself said we ought to simply take the secret without confronting
Urtho. She knows him better than any of us. | wish I knew why she'd come to that conclusion, but
she must have some reason to think he would have refused to give away his hold over the
gryphons.

Asakestrachern, Amberdrake's curiosity had been aroused by that. He could think of many
possible motivations, but hewould have liked to know which of them wasthe most likely.

So while Tamsin and Cinnabar perused the index to the record room to find the books on the
gryphons reproductive system, he browsed through the notations written on the spines of the booksin
search of clues.

Unfortunately, he didn't find any. The notationswere dl grictly impersona, mostly dates or specific
keywords to the contents. Eggs, raptor, failure rate, said one. Breeding records, Kaled'a'in
bondbirds.

S0 he had a hand in that aswell? Or did he just study what my people did?

Next toit, Breeding records, Kaled'a'in horses. Amberdrake had to chuckle at that. Just one
book? Then Urtho had no redl idea of what the Kaed'ain were up to with their horse herds. Unless, of
course, thiswas avery limited study of what they did with the warhorse breed.

That might be hisonly interest, but even so, Amberdrake doubted that the Kaled'din horsemasters
had parted with their inmost secrets even for the mighty Urtho, Mage of Silence and their titular liege
lord. Kaled'ain Healers and Mages together worked on both the warhorses and the bondbirds—and
while the results with the raptors might be more obvious, the ones with the horses were far more
Spectacular, though never to the naked eye.

The raptors had been given increased intelligence and curiosity, the ability to spesk mind-to-mind
with humans, and the ability to flock-bond to each other and to the humanswho raised them. To
compensate for the increased mass of brain tissue, and to make them more effective as fighting partners,
they were larger than their wild counterparts.

But the horses had been changed in far more subtle ways. Bone density had been increased, hoof
strength increased, in some cases extra muscles had been created that Smply didn't existina"norma”
horse. The digestion had been changed; the war-horses could forage where few other horses could feed,
taking nourishment from such unlikely sources asthistle and dead or dried plants, like agoat or awild
sheep. Aswith theraptors, the intelligence had been increased, but one thing had been utterly changed.

The warhorses were no longer herd beasts. They were pack animals. Their behavior was no longer
that of ahorse, but like adog. Properly trained, there was nothing they would not do for their
riders—and unlike a horse, therider could count on his mount to continue acommand after the rider was
out of sight. "Guard," for instance. Or "Go home."

Very few people knew this, or the amount of work it took to change a behavior set rather than a
sample physica characterigtic. Did Urtho?

Hewas reaching for the book when Cinnabar caled him. Regretfully, he pulled his hand back.
Another mystery that would remain unsolved, at least for now.



"Weve found the book we want,” Tamsin said, as he followed Cinnabar's voice into yet another
book-lined cubicle. "Very nicely annotated in the index, with the fact that it contains the fertility formula
Herefersto it asthat, by the way, rather than an actua 'spell,’ so Cinnabar and | are assuming that only a
amall part of it actudly requires magic.”

"That's good news for the gryphons, then," Skan said with interest, padding in from the opposite
direction to Amberdrake. "If it only requiresalittle magic, most should be ableto do it for themsdlves.”

"Aswe expected, however, the book is mage-locked,” Cinnabar interrupted, gesturing to alarge
leather-bound volume securely fastened with lesther and metal straps. There were no visiblelocks, but
then, there wouldn't be, not with avolume that was mage-locked.

But, thanksto Vikteren, that was not going to be aproblem.

The"lock picks' didn't look like anything of the sort; rather, they looked like aset of inscribed
beads of various sorts. "Urtho only uses about a dozen different spellsto hold his ordinary magic books,"
Vikteren had said. "There aren't more than a hundred common spells of that sort in existence. Of course,
there's always a chance he used something entirely new, but why? Most people don't know more than
two or three mage-lock spells, even at the Master level. The chances that he'd use something esoteric for
arelatively common book that he's going to want to consult easily are pretty remote.”

Amberdrake had looked over the string of beads curioudy. " So how many counterspells are there
here?' held asked.

"Seventy-9x," Vikteren had replied with agrin. "My Magter is a L ock-master among his other
talents. | paid attention. Y ou never know when you may need to get into something.”

"Or out of it," Amberdrake had remarked sardonically. But he'd taken the "picks.”

Now it was just amatter of trying the beads against the place where dl the sirgps met, one at atime.
Vikteren had strung them in order—from the most common to the least, and that was how Amberdrake
would use them. All it would take would be patience.

He didn't need to try more than adozen, however; as he took the bead away and fingered up the
next, the straps suddenly parted company, unfolding negtly down onto the stand, and leaving the book
ready for perusal.

Cinnabar exclaimed with satisfaction, and flipped the cover open. "Ah, Urtho,” she said witha
chuckle. "Just as methodica as aways. Indexed as neatly as ascribe's copy, and here's what we want on
page five hundred and two."

She and Tamsin leafed rapidly through the pages and soon located the relevant formula. They
planned to make two copies, just in case they were discovered; they would turn over one, but not the
second, unless Urtho somehow knew that they'd madeiit.

Suddenly, Skan's head snapped up, larmin hiseyes, his crest-feathers erect and quivering.

"What isit?' Amberdrake whispered, afraid to make a sound. Wasthere aguard coming?

"Theres—another gryphon up herel” Skan muttered, his head weaving back and forth allittle, his
eyesdightly glazed with concentration. "It'sin the next room, but there's something wrong, something
odd—"

Before Amberdrake could stop him, the Black Gryphon had snatched the lock-pick beads out of his
hand. He turned and trotted down the hal to a doorway bardly visible at the end of it.

Tamsin and Cinnabar became so engrossed in their copying that they didn't even notice Skan's
abrupt departure. It was left to Amberdrake to chase after him and snatch the beads out of histalons as
he shoved them in a bundle against the door lock.

"What are you trying to do?" he hissed, asthe gryphon turned to look at him with reproach. "Do
you want usto be discovered?

"]—" Skan shook hishead. "l just felt asif there was—something | should do about that other
gryphon. It felt important. It felt asif | needed to get in there quickly."

Amberdrake did not make the scathing retort he wanted to, "And what if that was the point?' he
asked, ingtead. "What if thereis some kind of trgp in there and thisfeding of yoursisthe bait? We both
know how tricky Urtho il That's exactly the kind of thing he'd do!™

"Hewouldn't be mad, at least not for long," Skan replied weekly. "I could talk him down."



"Until hefigured out that we had taken his preciousfertility formulal™ Amberdrake retorted. “*Now
will you be sensble? Did you actudly unlock that door?”

"] thought | heard aclick," the Black Gryphon told him, with uncharacteristic meekness. "But | don't
know, | could have heard the beads clicking together."

These were meant to unlock books, not doors—maybe nothing happened. "L ook, Skan,
whatever it isbehind that door, it can wait until you have a chance to ask Urtho yoursdlf. If he wantsyou
to know, hell tdl you. Y ou were supposed to be here, after al, and you can say you sensed another
gryphon—then you can ask him what was going on. Helll probably tell you."

"Judt like he'stold me thefertility formula?" the gryphon replied scornfully, sounding much morelike
hisusud serf. He walked beside Amberdrake with his usuad unnerving lack of sound. "'Oh, please—"

"Weredone!" Tamsn grinned. "We copied legitimate information to cover the notes on the fertility
formula, if we meet Urtho on the way out and he asks. Let's get out of here. I'd rather not try and bl uff
him"

"Right." Amberdrake said. "Come on, Skan. Y ou can solve mydteries|ater.”

He stuffed the "picks" into adeep pocket, one full of other miscellaneousjunk of thekind a
kestra’chern often collected; bits of trim, loose beads, a heavy neck chain, the odd token or two. He
hoped that among al that junk the beads would appear inggnificant. And hopefully, Urtho, if they met
him, would not check him over for magic.

He hurried down the hdl to join the others, assuming Skan followed. The mage-lightsextinguished in
hiswake, leaving darkness and silence behind him.

Nine

Skan pushed the unlocked door open thetiniest bit. Stupid gryphon. Stupid, stupid gryphon.
Going to get yourself into trouble again. This time with your own side! Skan shoved the door open
alittle more, carefully, listening, watching for moving shadows as he opened the portal, taking ahuge
breath of air and testing it for scents other than dust. His bump of curiosity was eating him dive. His
weaker bump of caution was screaming at him to turn around and join the others on the staircase. As
aways, hisbump of curiosity won.

Metal doors, and | wonder why? Never mind, Urtho's not going to like this, stupid gryphon.
He puts locks on things for a reason.

Y es, but what could that reason be? Why would paternal, kindly Urtho hide something that called to
him like agryphon—only not quite? What if it was something important, something out of keeping with
Urtho's kindhearted image? What if Urtho was as bad as Maar benesth that absentminded and gentle
exterior? After dl, hadn't the Mage of Silence been withholding the fertility secret dl thistime? Whet if he
was hiding something Snister?

Supid and paranoid, gryphon. Maybe you addled your brains when you struck the too-hard
earth. It's been known to happen.

Still. Just because you were paranoid, that did not mean your fears had no foundation. What if Urtho
had no intention of giving the gryphonstheir fertility and their autonomy because he dready had their
replacement waiting in the wings, so to spesk?

Some kind of super-gryphon, but one that wouldn't do such an inconvenient thing as begin to think
for itself and hold its own opinions. A prettier sort of makaar?

Supid, stupid gryphon. And if you find out that's really the case, what then? Take the chance
that Urtho won't know and stay to tell the others, or fly away before he can catch you? If so, to
where?



The door moved, dowly, atadon-width a atime. Then, suddenly, it swung open very quickly
indeed, dl at once, asif he had triggered something.

For amoment, he looked into darkness, overwhelmed by awash of gryphon "presence,” so sirong
that surely, surely it must be from many gryphons.

Then the lights came up, dbelt dim onesthat |ft the far wallsin shadow-shrouded obscurity, and he
found himsdf garing a—

Gryphon-ghosts!

That was hisfirst thought; they hung in midair, floated, and he could seeright through them. They
were the source of most of the light in the room. Wasn't that the way ghosts were supposed to |ook?
Surdly they must be the source of the "presence’ that had hit him so strongly!

But then he saw that they didn't move at all, they didn't even breathe; they stared into nothingness,
with apeculiar lack of expression. Not dead... but lifeless, hethought. Asif they never lived in the
first place.

And as he continued to stare, it occurred to him that it wasn't only their surface that he saw, it was
their insdes, too! Every detail of their anatomy, in fact. If he concentrated on stomach when he stared at
one, there would be the stomach, eerily see-through, suspended inside the transparent gryphon.

Fascinated now, if atrifle revolted, he stepped inside, and the door closed softly behind him.

They hung at about knee-height to a human above the floor, so that one could, if he chose, crawl
under them to view the detail from below. Each one differed from the one next to it, somein trivial ways,
some very drasgticaly. Here was arufous broadwing, like Aubri; there adark gray gos-type, with the
goshawk's mad red eyes, blazingly lifdike even in the lifdess face. There was the compact-bodied suntail
that was best at flying cover—

They'reall types. I'mlooking at types of gryphons! All of them, every kind I've ever seen! We
aren't just one race, we're many races! Why did | never see that before? Is that why Urtho keeps
the fertility secret to himself? I's he trying to keep the types pure?

Dazed with the revelation, he wandered past another three of the transparent models, to find himsalf
beak-to-beak with—

Zhaned!!

Only it wasn't Zhaned at dl, it was acreature with no personality. But there was her generd build,
her coloration and configuration.

Helooked back aong theline of gryphons, following them up to where he stood, and the
Zhaned-type. Back and forth he looked, athought dowly forming in hismind. There was something
about thisline of gryphons, something that had struck an unconscious chord. What wasit? Of course.
The types that were closest to the door represented more numerous popul ations than the ones nearest
him, and asfar as he knew of the Zhaned-type there was only Zhaned—

Because sheisthefirst?

That wasit! Thiswasavisud record of Urtho's entire breeding program! Zhaned wasn't afreak,
she wasn't maformed, she wasthe very first of an entirely new gryphon type!

Now—all those questions Urtho asked her, about her parents, her siblings, her training, they
begin to make sense! Surely her parents knew that she was a new type—and if they had lived, they
would have seen to it that she got special training for her special skills! But with them gone, she
was left to flounder, and Urtho cannot remember everything—

AsUrtho himsdlf had reminded Skan. He could not remember everything, and evidently he had
forgotten that one, solitary gryphon of anew facon type—

Amberdrake called her a gryfalcon!

—who survived, was aone, and needed an eye kept on her. Skan had been angry with Urtho, and
now hewas furious. How could he have done that to her? Surely he knew what lay ahead of her when
shedidn't look anything like the others! Surely he knew how the gryphons felt about runts, sports, the
"misborn.”

But there was the war. How could he remember? He could only trust to histrainersto be
clever and see that she was not some misborn freak, but something entirely new. It is as much



their fault as his, if not more. Hisanger faded, he sighed and rounded the image of the gryfalcon.

And he looked upon his own feet, his own chest, hisface. His own beak, eyes, and cret, lifeless,
mutdly staring through the living Skandranon.

The shock was alittle less, thistime. He was quicker to seethat it was no more him than the other
was Zhaned . Still, the shock was of an entirely different sort; he was perfectly well ableto think of the
other gryphons as the end result of abreeding program, and even think of Zhaned that way—but it was
profoundly harder to think of himsdlf in thoseterms.

It was, in fact, uncomfortable enough that he had to remind himself to resume bresthing.

But as he studied the model, he took some comfort in noting that his proportions were rather better
than itswere. Especidly in some specific areas.

And I'm definitely handsomer. Better-feathered. Smoother-muscled. Longer —

:FEAR-ALARM-ANGER!:

The emation hit him like aboulder shot from a catapult, and before he could even get his menta
"feat” underneeth him, something physica hit him from behind. It hurtled from aplace he had
subconscioudy noted was a doorframe, but had dismissed because there were no lights on the other side.

The drike sent hisfeet dipping out from under him, causing him to fal sdeways through the image of
himsdf. He tumbled into awall, and his dancer's grace was not hel ping him in the least a the moment.
Whatever wanted his hide was only about haf hissze, and it smdled like gryphon—only not quite like
gryphon. It was muskier, earthier—

But thiswas no time to start contemplating scents! Whatever thiswas, it jumped him again and
kicked hisbeak sidewaysinto the wal. Only reflexes kept him from being blinded by the next dash—and
then the assault began again.

Thisthing islike a wildcat! Too small to take me, and too crazy to know better. It just might
hurt me bad. | don't like being hurt bad!

And if thisis something of Urtho's—oh, damn and blast, | have to stop it without hurting it!

A scratch across his cere carried up over his eyes and sent blood down into them. Hewas
momentarily blinded, but he blinked the haze away and rolled. He gathered his hindlegs under him,
ignored the pain of the bites and claw-marks for amoment, then tucked both of hisfeet under its belly
and heaved.

It tumbled into the other wall, without any sign of control, asif parts of it got tangled up with the rest
of it. But it was game, that much was for certain; as soon asit stopped rolling, it sorang to itsfeet again
and faced him, claws up and hissing.

It was agryphon.

It was what Zhaned had misnamed hersdlf, something that the gryphons referred to asa"misborn.”
It was actualy about aquarter of Skan's Size, not haf. Its head was small in proportion to its Size, and
very narrow, more like atrue raptor's head than a gryphon or gryfacon's broader cranium. Thewings
werefar too long for its body, and they dragged the floor so badly that the ends of the primaries had
been rubbed off by the constant friction.

In coloration, it was adusty gray and buff. It was that which made Skan redize why it looked
dightly familiar.

It was amisborn—of Zhaned'stype.

It was at that moment that it finaly penetrated that the creature wasn't hissing. It wastrying, and
failing, to produce atrue gryphonic scream of chalenge.

He blinked again, clearing the blood from his eyes with the flight membranes. The powerful
telepathic "presence’ of gryphon, a presence so strong he had thought that it must come from severd of
hiskind, wasal emanating from thissingle small cresture that vaiantly tried to howl defiance at him.

The mental hammering of darm-fear-rage had come and was sill coming fromit.

Skan had reared indinctively into afighting stance while his mind was putting al thistogether.

The mishorn looked up a him—four timeslarger than it was—

Its eyeswidened for amoment, and it cringed.

But in the next second, it had gone back into a defensive posture. Theintensity of its mental



radiationsincreased, and Skan dropped back alittle. It wasn't conscioudy attacking him with those
thoughts, but they were strong. Very strong.

The moment he dropped back, it glanced to the side and scrambled away, into the next room.
Lightscame on in there asit entered, leaping up onto atable with incredible speed considering how
clumsy it was. It scattered books and instrumentsin dl directions with its too-long wings, and reared up
again from the advantage of this greater height.

"Bad! Bad!" the thing hissed. "Go away!"

Skan forced himsdlf to relax, and got down out of hisfighting posture. The bites and claw-marks
stung, but hisinjurieswerent that bad, no worse than he got when playing with arowdy bunch of
fledglings. This poor little thing was obvioudy scared witless.

"What—ah—who are you?' he asked carefully. It did have enough languageto tell him to go away;
aurely it would understand him.

"Go away!" it hissed again, feinting with aclaw. "Go away! Whereis he? Did you hurt him?"

It reared up again into aridiculous parody of full battle display, and it was clear that its anger was
overwheming itsfear. But why wasit so frightened and angry? And who was "he?" "I hurt you!" it tried
toshriek. "'l hurt you! | will!"

Skan was completely bewildered, and he could only hope that there was some kind of sense behind
al this. If the creature was completely mad, he would have to render it unconscious or trap it before he
could make his own escape, and heredly didn't want to hurt it.

Urtho be damned; it would be like hurting a cat defending itslitter. This creature doesn't
know what | am and that | don't intend any harm—and unless | can get that through to it, | don't
think it's going to stop attacking me.

"Hurt who?"' he asked. "I haven't hurt anyone; | haven't even seen anyone here! Hurt who? Urtho?
Who areyou?'

He put his ear-tufts and hacklesflat, and gryph-grinned, trying to look asfriendly as possble.
Evidently it worked, for thelittle creature stared a him for amoment, then suddenly sat down on the
shredded desk blotter. It came out of its battle posture, instantly deflating, and wiped its foreclaws free of
Skandranon's blood. "Not bad?" it asked plaintively, its anger gone completely. "Not hurt Father? Where
isFather?'

Father? What on earth can this creature mean? Surely no other gryphons have ever been up
here; no one could keep a secret like thisfor long! No, of course there haven't been any gryphons
here, otherwise this little thing would recognize me for one.

He looked around at the room for clueswho "Father" was, but there weren't any; just the table with
odd bits of equipment and afew books and papers, an old cabinet that looked mostly empty, and asink.
Infact, it looked more like a Hedler's examination room than anything.

"No," he said persuasively. "I'm not bad. | haven't hurt anyone. | just opened up adoor and came
ingde." He edged alittle closer to the creature asit relaxed. "Who is Father? Who are you?"

"Father is Father," the creature replied, asif stating the obvious for avery dow child. "Father cals
me Kechara."

Skan moved right over to the table and sat beside it, which put him just about beak-to-beak with the
little one. "Tell me about Father, Kechara," he said softly. "Everything you can. All right? There are alot
of people where| come from, and | need you to tell me what Father lookslike so | know which person
heis"

Kechara (which meant "beloved” or "darling” in Kaled'ain) was afemde, as near ashe could tell. It
might have been more appropriate to say that Kecharawas a neuter, for she had none of the outward
sexud characteristics of afemale gryphon. That peculiar muskiness of herswas not a sexual musk, just an
odd and very primitive scent.

"Father comes here, Father goes," Kecharatold him. "Father bring me treats. Father bringstoys,
playswith me. He not herefor awhile, and | play.”

"What does Father look like, Kechara?' Skan asked. Thelittle creature wrinkled up its brow with
intense thought. "Two legs, not four,” it said hesitantly. "No wings, no festhers. No beak. Has—long



stuff, not grown, not feathers, over legs and body. Skin, smooth skin, here—" it pawed itsface. "—long
crest-hair here—" it ran its paws down where the scalp would be on ahuman. "And Father makes pretty
crieswhen he comes, so | know he here. Crieslike songbirds, and he dances with me."

That clinched it; the only person that would come into this areathat whistled was Urtho. Oddly
enough, Skan had noticed that most mages couldn't whistle. Vikteren and Urtho were the only exceptions
inthiscamp.

"How long have you been here?' he asked, trying to get some sense of how long Urtho had
concealed the cresture here.

But it just stared at him blankly, and when he rephrased the question severa times, Kechara could
only say that there was nothing ese but here, for her. Only Father went somewhere else.

Which meant that Urtho had confined this poor thing to this section of his Tower for her entirelife,

There were places Urtho had taken her where she could ook out through windows, which was how
she had seen and heard songbirds, but that was the closest she had come to the outdoors.

For a scant heartbeat, Skan was outraged. But after attempting afew more questions with Kechara,
he understood why Urtho had thought it better to keep her here.

She couldn't possibly function in norma gryphon society without protectors. She couldn't do
anything productive. Zhaned had been made fun of as she grew up, and she was marvelous. This poor
thing would be tormented if there wasn't dways someone watching out for her. Zhaned was highly
intelligent, resilient, and capable of remarkable things; thislittle one wouldn't even know how to defend
hersdf without risking injuring hersdf.

She seemed to be very much on the sameleve of intelligence as some of Urtho's enhanced animals,
and the biggest difference between her and one of those animals was that she had a rudimentary ability to
gpeak. She didn't seem to have much of aconcept of time, either. She never actually lost track of the
conversation, but sometimes there was along wait between when he asked a question and she answered
it, await usualy punctuated by a short game of chase-her-shadow.

Then again, that might not be a lack of intelligence, that might be because she hasn't had
anyone to model her behavior on but Urtho. The winds only know he's done the same thing.

He coaxed her down off the table and into taking a short walk with him since she seemed restless
and kept fidgeting when he talked with her. After that, the conversation seemed to flow alittle better; she
bounded ahead or lagged back with him as he strolled through the gdlery of "modds.™ She paid them no
attention whatsoever, which didn't much surprise him. She must be as used to them by now ashewasto
the messenger-birds or Amberdrake's eye-blinding clothing.

But suddenly, asthey drew opposite the " Skandranon” type of mode, she looked from it to him and
back again, asif she could not believe her eyes. She blinked, shook her head, and looked again.

"That you!" she said, asif sheld had amgjor revelation.

"Oh, it doeslook something likeme," hereplied casudly. "Just abit." Heleft it a that, and she
promptly seemed to forget about it.

A moment later, she made a dash into another room, and once again, the lights came up as she
entered. She headed straight for abowl stting beside what must have been her bed, anicely made nest
of bound straw lined with soft, Slky materid. There was abox with apile of brightly-colored objectsinit;
toys, probably. The top oneslooked like the norma sorts of balls and blocks that young gryphlets were
given to play with as nestlings, before they fledged. She grabbed for aclawful of something brown and
moist—then, like a child suddenly remembering its manners, she shyly offered him some of it—her food,
presumably. It did not look like much, and Skan declined, dthough Kecharawolfed it down with every
evidence of enjoyment.

| can't tell how old sheis, hethought, watching her est. She did managethat fairly well; gryphons
were not the daintiest of eaters a the best of times. She has no idea of the passage of time, she can't
see therising and setting of the sun fromin here. She eats when she's hungry, sleeps when she's
tired, and Urtho comes and goes at unpredictable intervals. But if | were to guess—misborns
don't tend to live very long, and I'd guess she's near the end of her "normal™ lifespan.

The notion revolted him as much asthe food had. All her life had been spent in close confinement,



never feding the free wind, only seldom seeing the sky, the sun, the moon and the sars.

When she was bred for the skies, and only accident and bad fortune made her the way sheis,
and not like Zhaneel —

—or like—me—

He ground his beak alittle in frustration. Then there was the other side of the rock. How could she
live outsde? Maybe that was precisaly why shewasin here, because she couldn't live outsdethe
Tower. Misborn were also notoriously dedlicate, prone to disease, weaknesses of the lungs and other
organs.

Maybe only living herein complete shelter made it possiblefor her to live at all.

This may be kindness, but it has a bitter taste.

He noticed that dl of hisearlier bleeding had stopped, and that reminded him of hisown internd time
sense. He was surprised at how long he had been in here with her. "1 must go, Kechara," he said at the
first break in conversation. Such asit was.

Sheblinked a him for amoment. Then she asked him something completely unexpected. "Y ou
come back?" she asked hopefully. ™Y ou come play again?' And she looked up at him with wide and
pleading eyes.

Oh, high winds and rock slides! She may not know the emotion for what it is, but she's londly.
What can | tell her?

He ground his beak for amoment, then told her the truth. "I don't know, Kechara. | havetotak to
Father first. He makesthe rules, you know."

She nodded, asif she could accept that. "I ask Father, too," she said decisively. "l tel him | need
youto play withme."

Then, as he paused at the door, she reared up on her haunches and spread her forelegswide. It was
such aweird posturethat at first Skan could not even begin to imagine what she was up to. But then he
understood. She was waiting for ahug, ahuman hug. The kind she aways got from "Father" when he left
her.

That smple gesture told Skan al he needed to know; whatever Urtho's motives were in keeping this
little thing here, they were meant to be kindly, and he gave her al the affection he could.

It was awkward, but somehow Skan managed. Then he gave her area gryphonic gesture of
parting, alittle preening of her neck hackles.

It would have been much worse if she had put up some kind of afuss about hisleaving, but she
didn't; she smply waved atalon in farewell, and turned and trotted back to her nest room, presumably to
play by hersdf.

She's learned that fussing doesn't change anything, he decided, as he walked stunned through
the book rooms and touched the door to the staircase to open it. She's learned that people come and
go in her life without her having any control over where and when they do it. Poor thing. Poor
little thing.

The lights dimmed behind him as he made hisway down the stairs; dowly, for staircases were
difficult for gryphonsto descend, athough climbing them was no red problem. When he got to the
bottom, he was very tempted to try one of the other doors in the antechamber.

Supid gryphon! Don't tempt your luck. You'll be in enough trouble with Urtho as soon as you
bring up Kechara.

Oh, dear. That made another problem. How do you bring up Kechara without revealing you got
into a locked room? And if you got into a locked room, how much else would he guess you got
into?

The guard nodded to him and grinned as heleft. "Damned hard for you critters to manage staircases,
eh?' he sad, as Skan redlized that some of hisinjuriesfrom the spat with Kecharamust surely bevishble.

And he hadn't come in with fresh scratches on him.

But the guard had just offered him a fabulous excuse for his gppearance, and he seized it with
gratitude. "M ore than damned hard," he grumbled. "1 must've dipped and falen once for every dozen
steps. And would the otherswait? Hell, no! They werein such ahurry to scuttle off with thelr



Heder-stuff that they didn't even notice | waslagging!™

The guard laughed sympatheticaly and patted Skan on the shoulder. "Know how you fed," he
replied. "With thisgimpy leg | can't even climb one staircase good anymore. Never much thought about
how you critters managed until | got that crossbow bolt through the calf.”

Some chat might not be a bad cover at the moment, and | don't really have anywhere to go...
Tamsin and Cinnabar will be deciphering the text they copied and putting it into terms we
gryphons can use. They'll be so busy with that they wouldn't know if | was there or not.

"Kyree and hertas can manage al right,” hereplied. "But us, the dyheli, the tervardi—staircases are
hell, and other thingsareworse! Y ou'd think with dl the veterans hurt that can't walk that they'd put in
some ramps. But no—"

The guard sighed. "Wéll, that'sthe way of the world, everybody seesit according to what he needs.
If aman don't need a specid way up the sairs, why, he don't think nobody else needsit, neither.”

Skan snorted. "Y ou figured that right, brother! And my bloody aching head agrees with you, too!"

"Best run dong and catch up with those Hedler friends of yours, an' make 'em patch you up,” the
guard advised. "Maybe then they'll think twice before they rush off an' leave you done!”

Skan laughed and promised he would do that; the guard limped on hisrounds with afriendly wave
as Skan headed back toward camp, and Healer's Hill.

All right, I'd better get thisall in order. We'll get the fertility spell straight; I'll passit on to the
rest. Then, once | know everyone has it—I'll come to Urtho and tell himwhat | did. That's when |
bring up Kechara. That would take afew days at the best, and his conscience bothered him about
leaving her donein therefor so long—

But she's been alone in there for all of her life. A few days, more or less, will make no
difference.

There was an additional complication, however. What if Urtho made avisit to his—well—pet? I
K echara happened to mention Skan—

I'll have to hope that she doesn't. Or if she does, Urtho just thinks she's talking about the
models.

Complications, complications.

Supid gryphon. You're trying to do too much too fast. But doesn't it need to be done? If not
you, then who?

Thewak down to the camp was along one. There weren't many people out at thistime of night.
Mogt of the ones still awake were entertaining themselves; the rest had duties, or were preparing their
gear for combat tomorrow. It was a peculiar thing, this war between wizards; the front lineswere
immensdly far away, and yet the combat troops bivouacked here, below Urtho's stronghold, in the heart
of hislands.

It was the Gates that made such things possible, the Gates and the gryphons.

The first meant that Urtho could move large numbers of troops anywhere at amoment's notice.
There were even permanent Gates with set destinations that did not require anything more than asimple
activation spell, something even an apprentice could manage. Because of this, Urtho's troops were highly
mobile, and the problem of supply lineswas virtualy negated.

Of course, that wastrue for Maar's men aswell. The defender had the advantage in asituation like
this. A mage setting up a Gate had to know the place where he intended it to go, and Urtho or hismages
knew every inch of the territory he was defending. Maar's mage could only set up Gates where they had
been, placesthat they knew, so Mdar's Gates would always be behind hislines.

There had even been one or two successful forays early on in the campaign where Urtho had
infiltrated troops behind Maar's. That, however, would only work once or twice before your enemy
started setting watches for Gate-energies, in order to blast the Gate asit was forming. Thistended to cost
your mage hislife asthe energieslashed him a atime when he was wide open and vulnerable. That was
why Urtho's forces didn't do that any more, and there wasn't amage in the entire army who would obey
an order to do so.

Not that Shaiknam hasn't tried. But only once.



The gryphons were the other factor that made this war-at-a-distance possible. Aloft, they could
cover immense stretches of territory, and their incredibly keen vision alowed them to scout from
distances so0 high that not even the makaar would challenge them unlessthey werein the very rare
Stuation where they were at agreater atitude than theincoming gryphon. Makaar were not built for the
winds and the chill of high dtitude; there were gryphons who were, though they were not the best
fighters

And there were gryphons built for long-distance scouting who had ways of overcoming their
physical shortcomings that made them poor choices for combat. The one who could do it best was
Zhaned.

One gryphon, anyway. Maybe... one day, more.

As Skan took to theair for the brief flight to Hedler's Hill, his sharp eyes picked out the glow of the
tent snared by Tamsin and Cinnabar. Hard at work already. They may even have it by thetime | get
there. Good.

The Black Gryphon used athermd to kite in that direction, appreciative that the night was so clear
and calm. He noted that Amberdrake's tent was aso aglow.

Hard at work, too? He chuckled. Well, the night usually is when most of his work is done. He
bears the hearts of many, mineincluded. He is there when he is needed, even thislate at night. |
shall not tease him about it.

Thistime!

Ten

Amberdrake did not notice that Skan wasn't behind them on the stairs until they reached the outside
of the tower, beyond the antechamber. That was when he turned to say something to the Black
Gryphon—

And the Black Gryphon wasn't there.

They were dready beyond the immediate perimeter of the Tower. Amberdrake swore under his
breath. It wastoo late to go back and get him; the doors probably wouldn't admit them a second time,
and the guard would wonder what was going on when they returned, looking for Skan.

A light breeze blew at Amberdrake's back, and camp sounds carried up from the tents below. It
would be better to go back to histent and go on with the plan asif nothing was out of the ordinary.
Gryphons had a hard time with staircases. With luck, the guard knew that. Maybe he would figure that
Skan was il inching hisway down, step by painful step.

Not that Skan had any trouble with staircases, spiral or otherwise. He was as graceful as a cat under
any circumgtances. It was the dancing that did it; Amberdrake had seen him climbing trees, eding through
brush and scaling the outside of tower walls with equa ease and panache. But Amberdrake was one of
the few people who knew that.

Amberdrake lingered in the shadows as Tansin and Cinnabar hurried on ahead. He waited on the
off chancethat hisfriend might smply be sauntering along asif time had no meaning. He's been known to
do that... "It'simage," he says.

Skan gtill did not appear. Whatever he was doing, it was not just acase of lagging behind. Where
the hell isthat idiot featherhead? hethought withirritation. Caught up in his own reflection
somewhere?

Far morelikely that he had found some book that had caught his eye and was leafing through it,
obliviousto the time. Amberdrake could only hope that it was something asinnocent as abook that had
detained him.



But time was running out, for Amberdrake at least. Wherever he was, whatever he was doing, the
Black Gryphon would have to make his own excuses, and bail himsalf out of any trouble he got into.
Amberdrake could not wait any longer. He had an gppointment; a last-minute appointment set up by
Urtho himsdlf. Thiswas not aclient to keep waiting.

Especidly not tonight. If he broke that appointment, or was even atiny bit late for it, someone might
put that together with Tamsin and Cinnabar's request, ask the guard who had been with them, and put
two and two together and figure they had dl been up to something. And that someone would probably
be Urtho.

Skandranon was abig gryphon; he could take care of himsdlf. If he had been asked, that is exactly
what he would have said.

The way back to camp was as clear asthe night sky; with no one in sight anywhere close. That
meant there was no one to take note if he broke into a sprint and wonder why he was running—or a
least not close enough to recognize a distant runner as Kestrachern Amberdrake. He took off at alope,
and didn't pause until he was just within sight of his own tent.

I'min better shape than | thought, he thought, with pardonable pride, as he composed himself
before making his"entrance,” right on time. 1'm not even out of breath.

Fortunately, his hertas assistant, Gesten, would have everything he needed for this client prepared
for him ahead of time. It had been avery long time since Amberdrake had performed the simple chores
that surrounded his profess on—getting out the massage table, warming the ails, putting towelsin the
steamer, preparing incense. Simple chores, but time-consuming. Thingsit would beimpossible to take
care of before aclient came, if the kestralchern in question happened to be doing something he didn't
want anyone to know about. For instance, in case akestraichern absolutely had to snoop around in the
Great Mage's Tower.

Thank goodness for hertasi.

The client was not waiting, which could mean anumber of things. She could smply be late; she
might be alittle reluctant to go to akestrachern; new clients often were, until they redized how little of a
kestrachern'swork had to do with amorous dealings. That wasfine; it meant he had time to change into
hiswork clothesin peace. He could have done amassage in his current ouitfit, but he didn't want to. He
had a reputation to uphold, and much of that reputation involved his gppearance. Clients should seehim
a hisvery best, for that was what he dways gave them.

So he pushed the draperies aside and dipped into his private quarters; quickly shed the clothing he
had on and donned one of the three appropriate massage-costumes that Gesten had laid ready for him.
Tunic and breeches again, but of very soft, thick, absorbent materid in adeep crimson with vivid blue
trim. The cut was more than loose enough to permit him to take whatever contortion was required to give
hisclient relief from stressed or sore muscles. And in the soft lighting of the tent, it looked opulent, rich,
gpecial . That would make the client fed specia aswell.

He braided hislong hair up out of the way, but fastened the ends of the braidswith smal chiming
bells which would whisper musically when he moved. He had found that the rhythmic chiming that
followed the motions of the massage soothed his clients.

Thenew client still had not appeared when he moved back to the "business’ sde of the tent, so he
double-checked on Gesten's preparations. Not that he had any doubt of Gesten's thoroughness, but it
never hurt to check. The laws of the universe dictated that the one time he did not check, something
would bemissng.

The bottles of scented ail, aready nicely up to temperature, waited in their pan of warm water. The
hot stones had been set in the bottom of the towel-warming chest, and the steam that rose from the
cracksin the upper portion, carrying with it the scent of warm, clean cloth, told him that al wasin
readiness there as well. The massage table had been unfolded and covered with a soft pad, of course,
and acrimson chair was beside it in case the client was too stiff or soreto be able to get on it without
assistance,

The wooden rollers were ready; so were the warming ointments for after the massage, in casethe
muscles needed herba therapy. There was a pot of vero-grass tea steeping in case he needed to get her



to relax beforehand.

And, most importantly for anew and possibly shy client, dl the other tools of his many trades had
been packed away out of sight. Most of them, in fact, currently cluttered up his private quarters. The only
hint that he might not be asimple Hedler wastheincensein the air, the opulent hangings, and the
scattering of pillows around the floor.

He prowled the room anyway, rearranging the pillows, making certain that nothing had been left out
by accident, checking the oilsto be certain they hadn't gone the least tiny bit rancid. It was all
energy-wasting, and he knew it, but the energy he was wasting was al from nerves, and it was histo
wasteif he chose.

Hewouldn't have been here, now, if hed had any other choice. Hed be waiting outside the Tower
for Skan or lurking outside the mages mesting.

I wish | knew what was going on at the meeting, hethought fretfully. | wonder if the hertasi
have anyone there? If they do, Gesten will know the results as soon as they let out. Maybe before.
| hope so—but of course Vikteren will tell me whatever happened.

Gods, | hope Skan got out of the Tower without tripping some alarm or other. | hope the
guard doesn't figure he was up to something. | hope he wasn't up to something. He simply spotted
a book he could not resist, I'm sure. | hope Tamsin and Cinnabar really can find a way to give the
gryphonstheir fertility....

Mental nattering, redly. Fretting over things he could not control and could not change was a habit
of his. If he could change something, he did so; if he couldn't, he fretted it to piecesin hopes of finding a
way he could affect the Stuation.

Fortunately he didn't have time to work himself up over either the mages meeting or Skan; Gesten
findly poked his nose through the door flgp and motioned someoneingde.

A female, but Amberdrake knew that already.

But now he knew why Urtho had not specified who was coming, in making this gppointmen.

Stiff, severe posture, mathematicaly precise hair, with three thin braids down the back of her neck,
pinched expresson, perfectly pressed and creased utilitarian clothing—Winterhart? Oh, gods.

His shoulder musclestensed, and his head started aching. He stopped hislip from curling with
disaste just in time and dropped his mask of impassivenessinto place.

| am a professional. Urtho sent her to me, and the fee he included should quite cover the fact
that sheisa paininthetail. | can take care of her without becoming the least involved. Sheis
only herefor physical therapy. | don't have to know her inmost secrets, | don't even have to speak
more than a dozen words to her.

All that flashed through hismind, as he dtered his expresson into a carefully indifferent and
businesdike smile. She was moving very siffly, more so than he remembered, and it wasn't dl because
shewas not happy to be here. What had the note Urtho sent said? Back injury. Interesting; she wasfar
differ than even aback injury would account for.

| don't have to open up to her to know that sheis as tense as a cocked catapult. It'swrittenin
every muscle. | can't work on her like that, and she is not going to relax....

Interesting; | don't think she recognizes me as having been with Skan. Maybe the dim light is
working for me.

There was certainly no sign of recognition in her eyes—and then, there was recognition, but no
sudden pulling back that would indicate she redlized he had watched while Skan and Zhanedl made her
look thefool.

Wéll, that tenseness was the reason there was vero-grass tea steeping. She wouldn't be the first
client who had come to a kestraichern too tense to get any benefit from the visit.

"You look thirsty," he said quickly as she looked around suspicioudy. "Please, do drink thistea
beforewe begin. It will help you."

And asaTrondi'irn should know, vero-grass was thick with minera's, someone with aback injury
wasin need of mineras.

She accepted the cup of teadubioudly, waved aside his offer of honey to sweeten it, and took asip.



Her eyes widened as she recognized what it was, but she said nothing; she simply gulped it down.
Grimly, hethought. Asif she dared him to do hisworgt.
Widl, hewouldn't do hisworst, he would do his best, and to hell with her and her opinions.
"I'd like you to disrobe, please," he said, taking the cup away from her and placing it out of the way.
"Andlieonthetable

Winterhart had not known until she stepped into thistent that Urtho had ordered her to the hands of
akedtraichern. But she knew Amberdrake by sight—it seemed that he was always messing about with
the Hedlers and the gryphons in one way or another—and she knew what his profession was.

She had thought she was being sent to aminor, unGifted Hedler for her back problems—on
Urtho's direct orders of course, and after that rather painful interview following the atercation with
Zhaned. How the Mage had wormed the fact of her injury out of her, she had no idea.

Then again, she had told him any number of things that she hadn't intended to, and that was only one
of them. At least the fact of theinjury and the pain shewasin had apparently saved her from a
reprimand; Urtho evidently counted it asareason for her irritation with the world in general and gryphons
specificdly.

When he had told her that—and that he was ordering her to get trestment that he himsalf would
schedule, she had been resentful, but just alittle relieved.

Now shewas resentful, not at dl relieved, angry—and truth to tell, more than alittle frightened.
Angry that Urtho had set her up like thiswithout telling her. Resentful that he had interfered in her private
life, arbitrarily assuming that there was something wrong with her sexua relations and setting her up with a
kestrachern.

And frightened of what could happen at the hands of this particular kestralchern.

She had heard very embarrassing things about kestraichern in genera and this Amberdrakein
particular, stories that would curl the hair of any well-born young woman with a sense of decency.
Amberdrake had areputation for things that were rather—exotic. Conn Levas had used the fact that he
had gone to this particular kestralchern to taunt her with her inadequacies, and the things he had said had
gone on here were considerably more than exotic.

And worst of al, she had no clue what Urtho had ordered for her... treatment.

If anyone back in her wing found out she was here, she would never hear the end of it.

And her back till hurt! That was reason enough to wish hersdf esawhere!

The gods only know what's going to happen to my back if—if— Shefound hersdf flushing and
resenting her own embarrassment. A lot of arching would be very bad for my spine right now. And |
doubt he has any notion of that.

Her suspicions hardened into certainty when she recognized the taste of the vero-grasstea. It wasa
camative, yes, but it dso had areputation for enhancing other thingsthan calm. But it was amuscle
relaxant aswell, and right now....

Right now, my back needsit badly enough that I'll drink the damned stuff, shethought grimly.
Maybe he thinks that if he drugs me enough, I'll be too limp to stop him. Huh. Not with this back.
One cup of tea isn't going to do wor se than take the edge off the pain.

Then helooked at her asif he was szing her up for purchase, and said, "Disrobe and get on the
table, please”

She stared at him, utterly taken aback, as much by hisclinical coldness as by the words. Wasn't
there supposed to be some—well—finesse involved here?

Shelooked from Amberdrake to the table, and back again. ™Y ou want meto what?' she asked, il
stunned.

Amberdrake sighed with exasperation. What was wrong with the stupid woman? Couldn't she
understand that in order to massage her he would have to have her unclothed and on the table? Surely
shedidn't think he could do anything with her stlanding in the middle of the room like a statue!

"You are who Urtho sent me, aren't you?" he asked, with just atouch of irony.



She swallowed, but with difficulty. "Yes—" shereplied.

"And you do have aback injury, do you not?' he perssted. What was going on in her mind?

She answered with more reluctance than before. 'Y es—"

He sighed with open exasperation, which seemed to annoy her. Well, good. Up until this moment,
he'd been the one who was annoyed. Let her enjoy the sensation for a change. " Then please, lady, let me
help you, as| was assigned to do. | cannot help you if you will not disrobe and get on the table.”

"Hep me how?" shereplied sharply, her eyes darting thisway and that. "I thought | was being sent
toaHeder!"

He gritted histeeth so hard it hurt. "Y ou have been sent to aHedler,” hereplied, alowing histoneto
tell her that there was no doubt that he was exasperated. "Apparently, you are not aware that ahuman
cannot be effectively massaged through her clothing. If you would rather this were done by someone
other than mysdlf, you are quite free to leave. But you can explain to Urtho why you walked out on this
rather expensve session. | perform my servicesin aprofessona manner, even with reluctant
clients—and the services | intended to perform on you are entirely different from the ones| think you
haveimagined."

Beneath hiscalm, cool exterior he was seething, and his back teeth jammed so tightly together thet it
was awonder they didn't split. Another gods-be-damned, pure-as-rain Healer. | should have known
she'd react thisway. Tamsin and Cinnabar were only too accurate in the way they described her.
Bright Keros, how much more am | going to have to put up with this kind of nonsense? I'm
besieged, truly | am!

And as for Winterhart the Pure—well, from the pinched look on her face, I'd say she's
certainly living down to her reputation as the Princess of Prim and Proper.

She hadn't budged a thumblength since he'd begun talking, and if his muscle readings were correct,
she was S0 tense that he was rather mildly surprised that her eyes weren't bulging out.

And it was dl too obviousthat she not only didn't believe he was aHedler, she was certain it was
just some kind of aploy to take advantage of her.

Asif I'd want to. | like my partnerswilling, thank you.

His headache worsened. Wonderful. It wasn't just his headache, it was coming from her aswell. No
wonder she had a pinched and sour |ook to her.

Now how do | convince her that | am a Healer? Chop off Gesten's hand and fuse it back on?
| wonder if Her Majesty the | ce-Maiden here would even react to that! She and that steel-necked
lover of hers deserve each other. If Urtho hadn't sent her to me, I'd invite her to take herself and
her token back to her tent.

But outwardly, years of practice kept so much asa stray expresson from crossing hisface. "'l amno
threat to your—virtue—and | do assure you that you can relax. Thisisamassagetable. | am to work on
your back injury, and perhaps seeif it is something that | can Hedl. It isthat smple.” He patted the table
and smiled acool and professond amile.

She shifted her weight uneasily and moved ever so dightly away from the tent flap and toward the
table.

If that's the best she can do, we're going to be here all night before she gets on the damned
table!

"Massage," herepeated, asif to avery smplechild. "1 am very good at it. Lady Cinnabar will not
have anyone else work on her but me."

That earned him another couple of stepstoward the table; he closed his eyesfor just amoment, and
counted to ten. She was turning what should have been asmple session into an ordeal for both of them!

"If you are body-shy with astranger, | will turn my back while you disrobe. Y ou may drape yourself
with the sheet that is folded beside the table," he said; he pointed out the sheet to her, and turned away.

The sound of clothing rustling told him that he had finaly convinced her of hissincerity, if not his
expertise.

His head was absolutely pounding with shared pain; he shidded himsdf againgt her, and it findly
ebbed abit. That was a shame. He generdly didn't need to shield himself against afellow-Heder, and



alowing his Empeathy to remain wide-open generdly got him some useful information. Remaining that way
aso improved his sengtivity to what was going on with injuries and pain and helped him block it; beforea
client even redlized that something hurt, he would be able to correct the problem and move on.

Correct the problem. Wel. Unfortunately, he could very wel imagine why Urtho had sent the
womean here. Thefew notes he had on her indicated some traumain her life that she smply had not
faced—something that she had done or that had been done to her. Trondi'irn were generally not so busy
they disregarded their own hedlth. There was the possibility she was punishing hersdf by leaving her
conditions unattended, or worsening them in her mind. Oh, he had no doubt that therewas ared,
physicd injury there aswell, but the way she acted told him that thiswas not a hedlthy, well-adjusted
woman. Urtho must have seen that, too; here was the implied message in his sending her here.

You're supposed to Heal minds, so Heal this one.

What had Urtho said about her?

That she had abusive parents. But the signs are all wrong for them to have been physically
abusive....

Urtho was known for having avery enlightened idea of what congtituted "abuse.”

No, thiswoman hadn't been mistreated or neglected physicaly. But emotionally—ah, there wasthe
theory that fit the pattern.

| would bet a bolt of silk on cold, demanding parents, who expected perfection—and got it.
Very little real affection in her life, and most of it delivered when she managed, somehow, to
achieve the impossible goals her parents set. Yes, that fits the picture.

And now, she was as demanding of everyone ese as her parents had been to her. More than that,
she was as demanding of herself asthey used to be.

Well, that was why she would have gotten involved with an arrogant manipulator like that
mage in thefirst place. She doesn't see herself as "deserving" anyone who cares, so she picks
someone who reminds her of what she grew up with. And then treats him the same, since she
never learned to do otherwise.

Heran hisfingers across his forehead as the cresking of the table behind him told him he had
managed to convince her to trust him that far. | can't undo decades of harmin a few candlemarks.
Sart with the easy stuff and release the pain. Then take it from there.

Amberdrake turned back to find her on her stomach, draped from neck to knee with the shest, as
modest as a village maiden. He selected one of the ails, one with alavender base; that would be clean
and fresh enough to help convince her that he was not going to seduce her. Then, before she could react,
he turned the sheet down with brisk efficiency worthy of Gesten, poured some of the il in hishandsto
warm it, then rubbed his pamstogether. A moment later, he was kneading the muscles of her back and
shoulders.

He had not been boasting; he was particularly good at massage. Lady Cinnabar did prefer his
servicesto anyone elsein or out of the camp. Slowly, as he worked the knots of tension out of her back
and shoulders, he sensed other tension ebbing. His expertise at massage was convincing her that he was,
at least in part, what he claimed to be.

Some of the barriers she was holding against him came down. But he did not take immediate
advantage of the dtered Stuation.

No, my dear Icicle; | intend to show you that | am everything | said | was and a lot more
besides.

You are a challenge. And | never could resist a challenge. And Urtho, damn his hide, knows
that.

When Winterhart realized that the man really did know what he was doing—at least insofar as
massage was concerned—she let the fear ebb from her body. The more she relaxed, the more his hands
seemed to be actudly soothing away the painin her poor back.

Odd. I always thought massage was supposed to be painful....

Infact, it was so soothing that she felt hersalf drifting away, not quite adeep, but certainly not quite



awake. Severd moments passed before she redlized that the tingling sensation in her back really was
something very familiar, after dl. The difference was that she had never experienced it before asthe
recipient.

Her eyes opened wide although she did not move. She didn't dare. The man was Hedling her, and
you didn't interrupt a Heding trance!

"Well," came the conversationd voice from behind her. "Y ou certainly have broken up your back in
amost spectacular fashion.”

Hewas talking! How could you trance and talk at the same time?

"Y our main problem iswith one of the pads between the vertebrae," the voice continued. "It's
squashed rather messily. I'm putting back what | can; if | can get the inflammation down, that will clear
the way to stop most of the pain you've been enduring.”

"Oh—" shereplied, weakly. "I'd thought perhapsthat | had cracked avertebra.

"Nothing nearly so exciting,” the voice replied. "But this could have been worse. It isgood that
Urtho sent you to me when hedid. Do you fed any tenson here...?

Winterhart felt aspot of cold amid the sea of warmth in her back. This man was amazing; the
Hedlers she knew could activate the nervesin aspecific point of the body, but never aspecific sensation.
By the time her training had been terminated, she could not activate acircle of nerves smaller than her
thumb's width without causing the patient to fedl heat, cold, pressure, and pain there all a once. And here
this—this kestralchern—was pinpointing the nervesin atenth of that area, and making her fed only a
chill. Not pan!

She could only grunt an affirmative and let her defenses dip alittle more. He knew what he was
doing, and hefelt so competent, so good....

Amberdrake et the fluids around the damage bal ance dower than absolutely necessary, partly out of
caution but mostly to buy some moretime,

Thiswas not going to be as easy as he had thought.

Winterhart was like an onion; you peeled away one layer, thinking you had found the core, only to
find just another layer. She had so many defenses, that he was forced to wonder just what it was she
thought she was defending hersdf against.

"How did you manageto do this?" he asked quietly, |etting the soothing qualities he put into hisvoice
[ull her alittle more. "Thiskind of injury doesn't usudly happen al a once; didn't you notice anything
wrong earlier?’

"Well, my back had been bothering mefor awhile," she replied with obvious reluctance, "but | never
redly thought about it. My fami—I've dways had allittle problem with my back, you know how it is,
tensons always strike at your weakest point, right?”

"True," hereplied, wondering why she had changed "my family™ to "1." How would reveaing afamily
history of back trouble reved anything about her? " And your back isyour weakest point, | takeit?' He
thought carefully before asking his next question; he didn't want to put her more on the defensive than she
aready was. "l suppose you must have seen how busy al the Healerswere, and you decided just to
ignore the pain. Not necessarily wise, but certainly considerate of you.”

She grunted, and the skin on the back of her neck reddened alittle. "1 don't like to whine about
things" she said. "Especialy not things| can't change. So | kept my mouth shut and drank alot of willow.
Anyway, after the defensve at Polda, one of the Sixth Wing gryphons was brought in with some
extensve lacerationsto its underbelly, ddlirious, and when | tried to restrain it, it nearly went berserk.”

Interesting. Resentment there. Asif she somehow thought that the gryphon in question had been
acting unreasonably.

"Who wasit?" Amberdrake asked.

"What are you talking about?' she replied suspicioudy.

"Who wasthe gryphon?' Amberdrake repeated mildly. "1 knew about Aubri'sburns, but | didn't
know anything about a Sixth Wing gryphon with lacerations. | waswondering if it was Sheran; if it was,
I'm not surprised she reacted badly to being restrained. She was one of the gryphonsthat Third Wing



rescued just before Stelvi Pass. Maar had them al in chains and was going to pinion them. We don't
know what €l se he did to them, but we do know they had been tortured in some fairly sophisticated and
sadigic ways."

There. Make her think of the gryphon in question as a personality, and not an "it." See what
that unlocks.

"It could have been,” Winterhart said dowly, asif the notion Sartled her. "There was alot of scar
tissue| couldn't account for, and it was afemale....”

Amberdrake probed the injury again, before he spoke. "Maar saves some of hisworst tortures for
the gryphons. Urtho thinksit's because Maar knows he thinks of them as his children, not assmply his
‘creations.™

"l didn't know that." Silence for awhile, asthe flames of the |anterns overhead burned with faint
hissing and crackling sounds. "I like animals; | was dways good with horses and dogs. That waswhy |
becameaTrondi'in."

"Gryphons—" He started to say, "Gryphons aren't animals,” then stopped himsdf just in time.

"| thought gryphonswere just animas, like the Kaed'ain warhorses. | thought they only spoke like
the messenger-birds... just mimicking without redly understanding more than smple orders™ She sighed;
the muscles of her back heaved and trembled alittle beneath his hands, and he exerted his powersto
keep them from going into afull and painful spasm. "I kept telling mysdf that, but it isn't true. They aren't
just animals. | hate to see anything in pain, and it'sworse to see something that can think in astate like
that gryphon was."

"Well," Amberdrake replied, choosing hiswordswith care, "I've dways thought it was worse to see
an anima in pain than acreature like the hertas, the gryphons, the kyree, or the tervardi injured. Y ou
can't explainto an animd that you are going to hurt it alittle more now to makeit fed better later. Y ou
can explain those thingsto athinking creature, and chances are it will believe you and cooperate. And it
has away's been worse, for me, to see an anima die—especialy onethat is attached to you. They've
cometo think of you asakind of god, and expect you to make everything better—and when you can't,
it's shattering, to have to betray that trust, even though you can't avoid it.”

"Y ou sound asif you've thought this sort of thing over quite abit,” she said, her voice sounding
rather odd; very, very controlled. Over-controlled, in fact.

"Itismy job," hereminded her with irony. ™Y ou would be amazed at the number of people who
cometo me after adreadful battle with nightmares of seeing their favorite puppy dying on the battlefield.
Part of what | do isto explain to them why they see the puppy, and not the friendsthey just lost. Only |
don't explainit quitethat clinicaly.”

There wasn't much she could say to that, so after afew breaths, she returned to the safer topic.
"Anyway, | wastrying to trest the gryphon, and I'd gotten bent over in quite an odd position to stitch her
up without tying her down, when she lashed out at me with both hindlegs. She sent meflying, and |
landed badly. | got up, felt alittle more pain but not much, and thought | wasdl right.”

Good. The gryphon has gone from "it" to "she." That's progress anyway.

"But the pain kept getting worse instead of better, right?* he probed. "That's the sign you've done
something to one of those spina pads.”

" think that's onelesson I'm not likely to forget very soon,” she countered, with irony asheavy ashis
had been. "But asyou said, the Hedlerswere dl busy with injuriesworse than mine, and | don't believein
whining about things as trivia as abackache.”

"1 would never cal teling of extreme pain whining,” wasdl hesad.

Sherelaxed alittle more; minutely, but visbleto him.

"Thisisgoing to need more than one treatment,” he continued. "'If you can bring yoursdlf to resort to
amere kestraichern, that is"

Theskin of her neck flushed again. "'|—you are a better Hedler than | am,” she replied, with painful
humility. She hadn't liked admitting that. "1f you would be so kind—I know what your fees are for other
things—but if you can sparethetime—"

"To make certain the Hedler of my friendsisin the best of hedlth, | would forgo the fee aking would



offer for my services," Amberdrake replied with dignity. "When you arein pain, you can't do your best
work; you know that aswell as| do. Skanisnot the only gryphon friend | have, and | want my friendsto
have nothing less than the finest and most competent of care.”

"Ah," shesaid weekly. "Ah, thank you."

He examined theinjury again. "I'vedonedl | can about this spind pad right now," he told her
truthfully. "1 need to finish that massage, and then you can go. | think you'll feel some difference.”

"| dready do," she admitted.

He rubbed some fresh scented oil into the pams of his hands to warm it, and started soothing the
muscles of her back he had not reached earlier. They had gone into spasms so often they had become as
tense and tight as harp-wires, and as knotted as achild's first spun thread.

She gasped asthefirst of them released; quivered al over in fact. Amberdrake was quite familiar
with that reaction, but evidently she wasn't.

"Oh!" she exclamed and tensed again. "1—"

"It'squitedl right, don't move," he ordered. "It's the natural reaction to releasing tensed muscles.
Ignoreit if you can, and try to enjoy it if you can't ignoreit.”

Shedidn't reply to that; interesting. The last commoner held made that particular remark to had said,
with dangerousirony, "What, like rape?’ It was anatura thought for the ordinary soldier, who dl too
often found him or hersdf in the pogtion of victim.

But there was no tightening of Winterhart's neck muscles, no tensng at dl to indicate that thought
had occurred to her.

Interesting. Very interesting. So whatever sheisafraid of, it isn't that. And sheis not the
"ordinary soul” she saysthat sheis.

“If I hurt you, tell me," he said. " A good massage should not hurt—and in your case, if | start to hurt
you, you'l tense up again, and undo everything I've done so far other than the real Hedling."

"l will," she promised. "But it doesn't hurt. It just feesvery odd. My m—the massages I've had in
the past were never for injuries.”

What other kinds of massages are there? She can't mean sexual. So—for beauty treatments?

That would account for the superb state of her body. There were no blemishes, no signs of scarring
anywhere. When the posturing and stiffness were gone from Winterhart's body, she was amagnificent
sculpture of human beauty. She cared for her skin and hair scrupuloudy, filed her toenails, and had no
caluses anywhere that he had seen, not even the calluses associated with riding or fighting.

Unusud, and definitely the marks of someone highborn, and he thought he knew al the humans of
noble lineage who had ever lived near Urtho's Tower.

Perhaps she was from before | came here? But that would date back to the very beginning of
the war.

"Do you get along with your commanders?' he asked, adding, "1 need to know becauseif you don't,
it isgoing to affect how your muscleswill react and | may need to ask you to resort to herba muscle
relaxants when you are around them.”

Shewas silent for avery long time. "They think | am the proper subordinate. | suppose | used to be;
that may be why my back went badly wrong al at once. | don't ever contradict them, even now. |
suppose you'll think I'm a coward, but even though | don't agree with the way they treat the gryphons, |
don't want to be stripped of my rank and sent away."

"Y ou wouldn't be, if you took your caseto Urtho," he pointed out. "As Trondi'irn, it isyour job to
countermand even the generasif you believe your charges are being mistreated.”

"| can't do that." Her skin was cold; shewas afraid. Of what? Of confrontation? Of going directly to
Urtho?

"Besdes," she continued hurriedly. "My ... lover is one of Shaiknam's mages; hisnameis Conn
Levas. If | went to Urtho, I'd till bereassigned, and | don't want to be reassigned to some other wing
thean his™

Untrue! Her muscles proclaimed it, and Amberdrake'sintuition agreed. The way she had sumbled
over theword "lover," not asif she were ashamed to say it, but because she could hardly bear to give the



man that title. Amberdrake remembered Conn Levas, the mage who had cometo him in order to shame
hislover. That lover, it seems, was Winterhart. She and the mage might trade anima passions, but
there was no love in that relationship. She didn't care that she might be reassigned someplace where he
wasn't, precisaly.

There is something deeper going on here. In some way, the man protects her. He must not
know heis doing so, becauseif he did, he'd use it against her.

Thiswas getting more and more complicated al thetime.

"Well, | would say you aren't going to have to worry about that much longer,” he said without
thinking.

"What do you mean?' Her darm wasreal and very deep; she actudly started.

He put ahand in the middle of her back and soothed the jerking muscles. "Only that thanksto
Zhaned, Urtho isaready aware of the Situation in Sixth Wing. Y ou won't have to confront anyone now. |
suspect helll take care of things. He dways does.™

"Oh." Sherelaxed again.

Now what on earth set her off like that? It has to be something to do with whatever it is that
sheisafraid of.

What that could be, he had no clue. Perhaps he ought to try probing farther back in her past—so far
back that it would not seem like athrest.

"| learned dl of my skillsat Heding when | wasachild,” he said casudly. "My parents sent meto a
very odd school, onethat did not admit the existence of aHedling Gift, nor of Empathy. | did learn quite
abit about Hedling without the use of elther—everything from massage to anatomy to herba and minera
medicines. But | was also more or lesstrapped among very sick people with Empathy too strong to shut
them out. | was miserable, and my parents didn't understand why when | wrote them letters begging to
come home. They thought they were doing their best for me, and couldn't understand why | wasn't
grateful.”

"My parentswere likethat,” she said, sounding deepy. "They knew their children were exceptiond,
and they wouldn't accept anything less than perfection. They never understood why | wasn't fawningly
graeful for dl the opportunitiesthey gave me."

| thought as much! Well, thisis something | can start on, right this moment.

"Like my parents, yours surely thought they had your best interests at heart,” he replied quickly.
"Perhaps they were too young for children. Perhapsthey simply didn't understand that achild isnot a
small copy of one's own sdlf. Many peoplethink that. They fed the child must have the same needs and
interests they do, smply becauseit sorang from them. They have no notion that a child can be dragticaly
different from its parents.”

"S0?" shereplied, probably more harshly than she intended. "Does that excuse them?'

Helet her think about that for along time before he answered. "There are no excuses,” he said at
last. "But there are reasons. Reasons why we are what we are. Reasons why we do not have to stay that
way. Even Maar has reasons for what he does.”

That turned the discussion into one of philosophy, and by the time he sent her away, he had come,
grudgingly, not only to fed sorry for her, but evento like her alittle.

But she was going to have to change, and she would have ahard time doing so dl done. Hewas
going to haveto help her. As she was, she was adanger, not only to hersdf, but possbly to everyone she
came in contact with. No matter how shetried to hide it, she was unbalanced and afraid.

And fear was Maar's best weapon.



Eleven

Skandranon cautioudy pushed hisway into Tarnsn'swork tent with a careful talon, and thetail of a
playful breeze followed him inside, teasing his crest feethers. As he had expected, Tamsin and Cinnabar
mumbled to each other over their notes, oblivious to anything else going on. They made quite a pretty
picture, with their heads so close they just touched, lamplight shining down on them, the table, and the
precious stack of paper. Dark hair and bright shone beneath the lantern. They were avision of peace.
But pretty pictures were not precisely what he was after at the moment, and al peace wasillusory aslong
as Mdar kept moving. And he knew that, despite his motivations, stealing this secret was a dangerous
gameto play.

But this secret would at least ensure the surviva of his people, no matter what befell Urtho.

"Took you long enough to get here" Tamsin said without looking up, though Cinnabar gave him a
wink and wry grin. He wrote another word or two, then set aside the paper he had been scrawling on
and raised his eyesto meet Skan's. "What did you do, stop to seduce haf a dozen gryphons on the way
here?'

Skan's nares flushed, but he managed to keep his voice from betraying him. Half adozen gryphons?
Well—one female, and there certainly wasn't a seduction involved. And until he had a chance to think out
aplan, hed rather not discuss Kecharawith anyone. "Not at adl; | just stopped to ook at something very
interesting in the Tower. So what have you discovered?'

By the gleam in Tamsin's eyes, it was good news, very good news. "That your so-called 'spell’ isn't
precisdy that," Tamsain replied. "Enabling fertility in male and fema e gryphons takes a combination of
things, and al of them are the sort of preparation that any gryphon could do without magica help, though
alittle magic makesit easer. Urtho just shrouds the whole procedure in mysticism, so that you think it's
something powerfully magica. His notes detail what to do to make the most impressive effectsfor the
least expenditure of energy. He's been bluffing you al, Skan."

Skan's head jerked up so quickly that he hit the top of the doorframe with it and blinked. Hed
hoped for smple spells;, he had not expected anything likethis. "What?' he exclamed.

Tamsin chuckled, and leaned back in his chair, lacing hisfingers behind his head. "When he designed
you, he wanted to have some automatic controls on your fertility, so he borrowed some thingsfrom a
number of different beasties. Take the Great White Owl—the femaes don't lay fertile eggs unlesstheir
mate has stuffed them firgt with tundramice. The sudden increase in mest triggerstheir bodiesto permit
fertilization of the eggs; and the more mest, the more eggs they lay. Well, Urtho borrowed that for your
femaes. The ritud’ for the femae gryphonisto fast for two days, then gorge on fresh meat just before
the mating flight. That gorging tells her ingtincts that there's food enough to support afamily, just like with
the tundra owls, and she becomesfertile.”

"But—" Skan protested weakly. "We don't lay eggs. How can that—"

Tamsnignored him. "He borrowed from the snow tigers aswell; they would have littersfour timesa
year in acolder climate, but they only have one because the mal€'s body temperature is so high that his
seed is sterile except in the winter. So Urtho designed you males so that your body temperatureis
normally so high that your seed isdormant, just like theirs. So your haf of the ritudl’ isthat business of
degping and meditating in the cave for two dayswhile the femae fagts. That drops your body
temperature enough that your seed becomes active. That, or avery smple spdl ensuresthat the mae's
temperature stays lower than norma until after the mating flight isover. And that isthe only bit of magic
that Urtho performsthat actually accomplishes anything. It's such aminor spell that even an untrained
Heder could do it—or there are drugs and infusions we could give you that have that effect, temporarily.”

"Or you could sit on achunk of ice," Cinnabar added gleefully, tossing her hair over her shoulder.
Another breath of breeze entered the open tent flap, and made the flame of the lantern flicker for a
moment.

"Thank you," Skan said with as much dignity as he could muster. "But | doubt | shall.”

"Serioudy, though, that meansthat in the total absence of Hedlers or herbs, amae gryphon could



keep his seed active smply by mating in thewinter like asnow tiger, or by deeping for two daysina
cave and then flying very high during the mating flight, wherethe air iscold evenin the summer,” Taman
said. Then he laughed. It had been along time since Skan had heard the Hedler laughing with such ease.
It was agood sound. "But as hot-blooded as the Black Gryphon is, he may need to go to the
northernmost edge of the world!"

Cinnabar joined her lover in laughter, and even Skandranon wheezed adight chuckle. It had been a
long time since Tamsin had researched anything that concerned crestion, rather than destruction. For this
brief time, perhaps he had been able to forget the war and dl it meant. "Oh, and there's the mating flight
itsdlf. The better the flight, the easier it isfor—ah—everything to get together. Gets the blood and other
things moving. And with astrenuousflight... there," he said, preferring a sheet of notes, "the better the
flight, the more likdly that there will be more than one gryphlet concelved. But that'sbasicdly it."

Skan sat down heavily, right in the doorway. Hard to believe, after al the mystery, dl the bitterness,
that it could be so smple. "But that's all ?* he asked, too surprised to fedl elation yet.

"That'sit." Cinnabar shrugged and idly braided astrand of hair. "The restissmply Urtho'sown
indulgence in theatrics—which is consderable. Heis quite an artist. Most of his notes were involved with
that and only that. | promise you, though, that unlessthose guidedines are strictly adhered to, you
gryphonswill be as sterile asdways." Shetilted her head to one side, and regarded him with dark,
thoughtful eyes. "He designed you very well, and | think you ought to know that his notes said precisely
why he made you sterile unless elaborate preparations were made.”

Skan waited for her to elaborate, but she was obvioudy enjoying herself in apeculiar way and
intended to make him ask why.

"Well, why did he?' The gryphon growled. Some of the anger he had fdlt at Urtho was back. "Not
that | can't think of anumber of reasons. We are supposed to be warriors, after al, and it's difficult to
wreak destruction away from home while there are gryphletsin the nest to tend to."

"Y ou have aflair for the dramatic yoursdlf. "Wreak destruction?" Cinnabar teased.

Skandranon tried to ignore her. "He might not have wanted to discover himself neckdeepin
fledglings. That would mean a strain on food supplies, and hungry gryphons could decimate wild game
over awide area. Also, were his creations; he might have wanted more control over which pairings
produced offspring.”

That breeding program. He might have wanted nothing but pure "types." He wouldn't have
wanted hybrids, | would imagine. Breeders usually don't.

"He might only have wanted the control over usthat holding this 'secret’ had." The bitterness he felt
in discovering Kechara's plight and the records of the "breeding program’ showed more than he liked.
"S0. Was| close?!

Cinnabar's expression was understanding, and her tone softened. She leaned forward earnestly.
"Skan, it wasfor none of those reasons. Hereit is, in hisown words. Let meread it for you, and | think
you might fedl alittle better about al of this."

She bent over the notes and read them quietly aloud. ""Too often have | seen human parentswho
were too young, too unstable, or otherwise unfit or unready for children produce child after doomed,
mistrested child. | will have none of thisfor these, my gryphons. By watching them, and then training
otherswhat to watch for, | can discover which pairings are loving and stable, which would-be parents
have the patience and understanding to be parents. And in thisway, perhaps my creationswill have a
happier sart in life than most of the humans around them. While | may not be an expert in such things, |
have at least learned how to observe the actions of others, and experience may give me an edgein
judging which couples are ready for little ones. Those who desire children must not bring them into our
dangerous world out of awish for areplicaof themsalves, acreature to mold and control, away to
achieve what they could not, or the need for something that will offer unconditiona love. For that, they
must ook e sewhere and most likdly into themselves.”

Cinnabar paused, giving him amoment to absorb it dl, then continued. "' The reasons for bearing
young should smply be love and respect for the incipient child, and for the world they will be borninto. If
it took more effort to produce a child than the exercise of amoment'slust, perhaps there might be less



misery inthisworld. Perhaps my gryphonswill be happier creaturesthan their creator.™

Cinnabar looked back up at him expectantly. Skan smply sat where he was, blinking, surrounded
by silence. The sounds of the camp seemed very distant and somewhat removed from redity. Or,
perhaps, eclipsed by amoreimportant redlity.

Skandranon'sinterna image of Urtho had undergone multiple drastic changes over the course of the
evening. But this—

Elation—and a crazy joy began to grow in him again. Smple, uncomplicated joy; the samejoy that
he'd had in hisfriendship with Urtho and had thought he had lost. Thisis more than | ever hoped to
hear. A reason, a good one, a sound one. One even | can agree with. He wrote that in his own
hand, to himself and no other. The whole secret makes sense. And look how even with all those
precautions in place, a mistake can happen. One happened with Zhaneel; her parents died, and
she was neglected by others who thought her to be misborn. | had no idea he had put such thought
into this.... "Urthoiswiser than | thought," he said at last, hisvoice thick with emotion that he Ssmply
could not express. "He wasright to guide us so.”

"Oh, | dare say you dl can do well enough on your own,” Tamsintold him, with atwinklein hiseye.
"If nothing else, dl thistakes consderable effort on the gryphons part, and apair will probably think
carefully before going to dl that effort.”

Skandranon squinted his eyes shut tightly and took a deep breath, then shook his body and flared
his breast and back feathers. "There's no probably’ about it," he told Tamsin, with some of his humor
returning. "We can be aslazy as any other race. There will be more young, but not that many more, not
at first. For one thing—with thewar, thereisrarely the leisure to make such extensve preparations.”

Cinnabar smiled, and nodded her understanding. Tamsin Sighed. "By theway," he said, "it's obvious
from the notesthat amale or femae can't be overweight if they want to produce ayoungster, and a
mating flight hasto be damned impressvein order to get everything moving well enough that fertility is
assured. If you can't put everything you've got into that flight, well, you won't get anything out of it except
abit of exercise" Heraised his eyebrow suggestively.

" Sometimes exercise can be very beneficid,”" Skan replied with dignity.

"Well," Lady Cinnabar replied, with aface so innocent that Skan knew she was intending to prod
him. "Y ou should know. I've heard you're probably the biggest expert in that type of gryphon exercise
that has ever lived."

"1?" Skan contrived to look just asinnocent as she. He would never miss achanceto boast alittlein
good company. Anyone as well-known as he had detractorsto belittle any and dl of histraits, so it was
up to him to say otherwise, wasn't it?"'l suppose, sSince | am an expert dancer, atractive, and skilled in
aerobatics, you might be correct about that.”

Tamsn's shoulders shook with silent laughter; Cinnabar smply smiled serenely and released the bit
of hair she had been braiding. "1'd have been worried about you if you'd said otherwise, Skan," she said
gravely aheartbeet later. "In dl of this, it would be easy to lose yoursdlf.”

"l won't say that | am not feding like afeather inagale, my Lady. But | have to maintain who and
what | am. And sincel am irresigtible, it isonly responsible for meto say soto reassure you al that |
have not been overwhelmed.”

"l owe you mogt profound thanks, my friends," he quickly continued, changing the subject before
Cinnabar could ask him who he was supposedly irresstible to. "'l could not have done thisaone. And
that is perhgpsthe first and last time you will have heard the Black Gryphon admit he could not do
something.”

"Indeed!" Tamsan's browsrose. "Quite aconcession, Y our Highness. We were going to ask for dl
yOur possessions as payment, but that concession israrer than—"

Cinnabar elbowed her lover sharply. "He's serious, dolt,”" she scolded. "About the thanks, that is.”

"So much s, that | cannot think how to properly repay you," Skan told her softly. "It will not only
be me that owes you atremendous debt, but al of us."

But Cinnabar only shook her head. "Don't think of it as owing anyone,” shereplied. The expresson
in her face was affectionate. "Think of it amply asagift between friends. Perhaps the greatest gift that we



could ever give you—and it was a privilege to do so, not a burden.”

Heregarded her with surprise. He had not known that she felt that way—oh, he had known that
they were hisfriends, but he had never redlized just how much that word could mean. "Why?" he asked,
making no secret of hissurprise.

Cinnabar looked thoughtful for amoment. "Tamsin, Amberdrake and | are greater admirers of your
folk than you know, | think. It isthe samewith nearly dl the Trondi'irn aswell. One cannot dedl with
gryphons without feding that admiration, thereis so much about you that is good.”

Skan ground his beak, torn between pleasure and embarrassment. It was one thing for him to boast
about gryphonsin generd and himself in particular—it was quite another thing to hear such effusve praise
coming from the sweet lips of Lady Cinnabar, who had traveled the world, been entertained in the highest
Courts, and seldom praised anything or anyone.

"Stll, you arean aggravating lot," she continued, her expression lightening with mischief, "and an
abundance of equaly aggravating nestlingsis exactly what you dl deserveto teach you proper humility!"

Skan snorted and drew himsdlf up to hisfull height, until his crest flattened againgt the canvas roof of
thetent. "Indeed," he replied. "We shdl be put in our place, if you would be so kind asto teach me that
'ample Hedling spell’ of yours, then tell me what herbs are needed. | will start circulating the information
among the others.”

"All ready, my friend." Tamdan flourished a negtly-lettered paper a him. "Memorizethis, follow it
through to the letter, and the joys of parenthood will be yours! And any other gryphon that you want to
condemn to years of nestling-feeding, baby-chasing, and endless rounds of 'Whyyyy-yyy?—just give
themthis"

Skan took it from him, and quickly committed the contents to memory. As soon as he had finished
reading it, he tucked the paper away in his neck-pouch for safekeeping. "Have either of you heard
anything from the magesyet?' he asked.

Both shook their heads. "I know | won't be ableto deep until | do,” Tamsin said in al seriousness.
"What happens with the magesisvery likely to affect what happens to you and the other nonhumans.”

"1 know." Skan tongued the point of his beak for amoment. "Well. | have areasonableidea. Shall
weliein wait for Vikteren? He will want to know what happened to us as much as we want to know
what happened to him."

Tamsin rose, and offered his hand to Cinnabar. "L et's go ambush the man.”

They found Vikteren coming to look for them, on the path halfway between the Tower and Hedler's
Hill, weary and not terribly coherent. And in the end, it turned out that the resolution wasn't much of a
resolution at al. Vikteren was exhausted by the time the meeting broke up, and al he would say to them
when he met them was, "Well, we have a solution of sorts. Nobody's entirely happy, so | guessit must
have been agood compromise.”

That was enough for Tamsin and Cinnabar, particularly since Cinnabar knew she would hear Urtho's
version soon enough, but not soon enough for Skan.

The young mage promised Skan an explanation after he had gotten some rest, and Skan made
certain to assail him again the next day. When they headed for Zhaned's obstacle course, Vikteren was
ableto daborate alittle more on what had evidently turned out to be one of the most anarchic mesetings
ever perpetrated in Urtho'sranks. "Therewas alot of complaining, alot of ydling, alot of talking, but |
can pretty much boil it down in acouple of sentences. We bitched and moaned, named names, and
pointed fingers. That took up most of the night. Urtho said the mages don't know strategy, so they'rein
no position to dictateit. But he agreed that we had some points, that there were certain leaderswho
acted asif troops were expendable, and that he would take care of it. And in the meantime, the mages
wereto retain their assgnments, but now to report directly to that Kaed'ain Adept, Snowstar, who
would report directly to him. That'swherewe left it." Vikteren shrugged. " Snowstar wasn't redlly pleased
about being appointed like that, but he's the most organized Adept next to Urtho that | know, so | figure
he'sthe logicd choice. He has a huge staff of attendants to keep records, and a dozen messenger-birds.



Anyway, the mages bitched about so little actualy being done, but the generals bitched, too, about giving
up any of their power, so | guess we came out ahead.”

"1 would say you did." They settled down on alittlerise in the shade. Skan had come here to watch
Zhaned again, but Vikteren was not participating in this run; she was supervising other gryphons on the
obstacle course. Vikteren was not up to helping her and dl these othersin what was il unofficid
traning.

Of course, according to rumor, that would change. Trainer Shire was pushing for it, and he had the
backing of some of the mages, who saw this as an excellent place to train apprentices in combative
magics. But until thistraining became officid, anything Vikteren did here was going to be with grictly
limited resources.

Neither of them knew what had gone on in Zhaned's "little talk” with Winterhart, other than the fact
that Zhaned appeared much more confident—and that she had told Aubri that the Trondi'irn Winterhart
actudly "had apoint” worth consdering. The"point,” it seemed, was that gryphons who were unsuited to
her style of attack-and-evasion tried to emulate it, and that she and the trainer needed to supervise them
before they hurt themsdaves. So now Zhaned actudly found hersdf in aposition of authority, which had
to be aunique experiencefor her.

It seemed to be doing her agreat deal of good, at least from what Skan could see. He observed that
there were anumber of positive changesin her. She walked, stood, and even flew with more confidence,
more energy. She looked others straight in the eyes, even humans, to whom she had formerly deferred
with abject humility. Her feathers were crigp and neatly preened, her coat shone with hedlth.

In short, she was the most desirable creature he had ever laid eyesonin hislife. However, he wasn't
the only gryphon to make that particular observation.

It did not escape his notice that the other mae gryphons exerted themselves
and—yposed—whenever she happened to look their way. It was aso apparent that she was perfectly
well aware of their interest.

It was enough to make him grind his besk in frustration.

Shetreated them dl impartidly, which was some relief, but she wasn't paying the least bit of
attention to him, whichwas no relief a al. He was stting quite prominently in the open, after dl. Hewas
away's conspicuous to gryphons, especidly in the daylight. Surely she saw him. Had she forgotten
aready how he had defended her to Winterhart?

" S0, how are you coming with spreading your little secret around?’ Vikteren asked, idly braiding
grasssemsinto astring.

"It spreadsitsdlf,” Skan replied, watching as Zhaned demonstrated atuck-and-roll maneuver, and
wondering if his poor flesh and bones had hedled enough to permit him to join her pupils. Hisdancing
skillswould surely help him in becoming astar pupil. What had become of that shy little gryfalcon who
had so aroused his protective ingincts? The ingtinct she aroused now was anything but protective! "I told
the eight wingleaders and their mates. They in turn told four more gryphons each, and so forth. As
Tamsn sad, it isan absurdly smple thing, once you know how much was smple misdirection. | expect
that in three days, every gryphon here will know."

And that includes Zhaneel. But the information | want to give her—I must find a way to get
her alone. | need to tell her what shereally is.

"Has anyone asked how you came by this?' The young mage glanced at him sideways. "Or are you
playing stupid™?”

Skan laughed and raised his ear-tufts. "1 seldom need to play stupid! If anyone asks, | have hdf a
dozen different talesto explain how | learned thisinformation. None of them aretrue, and dl of them are
plausible. The greater truth isthat thisis so important to usdl that no oneislikely to question the origin,
s0long as Tamsin and Cinnabar can verify that it isaccurate. And it is so important that | do not believe
thereisasingle gryphon who will even tell his hertas that heis privy to the secret. At least, not soon. No
one wishes Urtho to learn that we have this knowledge until | am ready to tell him.”

Vikteren raised both eyebrows. " So you're the victim—sorry—the volunteer who'll take him the bad
news and get nailed to hisworkroom wall?*



Skandranon's nares flushed deep red. He could have done without hearing that. "Urtho is my friend.
And right or wrong, it was my ideato stedl the secret. | should be the one to face Urtho, and not a
messenger. Thegryphonsare dl agreed that | will be the oneto tell him that he no longer controlsus
through our wish for progeny. They believe | am the one who can best express thiswithout causing him
to react badly."

"Y ou mean, they think he'slesslikely to remove portions of your hide than that of any other
gryphon,” Vikteren observed. "They're probably right.”

"l can only hope," Skan muttered. "1 can only hope."

Will Zhaneel know where the knowledge came from when it is passed to her? He sighed. |
wish | dared tell her mysdlf....

Amberdrake had taken to finding Zhaned for afew moments every day just to tak, if he could; this
evening was no exception, and this evening, for achange, he had quite abit of freetime. That wasjust as
well; al the recent improvement in her spirits and morae had triggered a partial molt, and shehad a
number of new blood-feathers with feather-sheaths that needed to be flaked and preened away. He
hadn't done that for any gryphon except Skan since his days as an apprentice and afeather-painter. The
smple task was oddly soothing. Feeling the hardness of the feather-shaft againgt the softness of the
insulating down, the pulse of her heartbeat just under the deep red skin, and the incredible heat a
gryphon's body generated was aways exhilarating.

"He was there again today," Zhaned told Amberdrake, as he helped her groom her itching feathers.
"l saw him. Helooked thin."

Amberdrake did not need to ask who "he" was, and the kestraichern smiled to think of the mighty
Skandranon watching Zhaned from afar like alovesick brancher in ajuvenileinfatuation. "Heisthin,"
Amberdrake replied. "That's partialy because he's recovering from hisinjuries. We haven't been letting
him exercise as much ashed like; he dways overstresses himsalf too soon after he's been hurt. But |
think he might benefit from one of your classes; should | seeif he'sinterested?”

Interested? He'll probably claw hisway through anyone who stands in his way to get in!

"Oh...." Zhaned'snarespaed. "I... he...."

"Don't let him overawe you, my dear,” Amberdrake said sharply. "Heis just agryphon, like any
other. Yes, heisbeautiful, but he has as many faults as he has virtues. You are an expert on these new
tactics of yours. Heisnot." Amberdrake tapped her gently and playfully on the begk. "Furthermore, if
you areinterested in him, don't show it. He hasfemaesflinging themsdves at him dl thetime. Y ou need
to establish yoursdf as different from them. Pretend you think of him with smple admiration for what he's
done, but no more."

"l do not know...." She looked at him over her shoulder, doubtfully. "1 do not know that | can do
that. Heis Skandranon. How can | not show—" Her nares flushed with embarrassment.

"Why not?' he countered. "Zhaned, you are every bit asgood as heis. Y ou know that; Trainer
Shireand | havetold you that daily. Haven't we?!

"Yees'" shesad dowly.

"Sojust beyoursdf. It isn't as hard as you might think. Haven't you aways been yoursalf with me?
Let your respect show, and let him guess at therest.” Amberdrake carefully crumbled a bit of
feather-sheath from around a newly-emerging wing feather. "Try to think of him the way you think of al
those admiring gryphons who are showing off for you on your obstacle course. Y ou don't tregt any of
them specidly.”

She blinked a him in perplexity. Amberdrake sghed; lessonsin the games-playing of love never
went eadily. It was a concept totally foreign to Zhaned, but eventualy she grasped it.

"The quail that escapesis awaysfatter than the one you catch,” she observed. "1 will try, if you think
that will work."

"Since no one has ever succeeded in playing that particular game with Skan before, | suspect thet it
will," Amberdrake replied with amusement. "And what's more, | think it will serve himright. It will do him
good to think that he suddenly can't have any lovely lady he wants. Should surprise him that theré's one



who isimmuneto dl hischarms.”

He brushed Zhaned's feathers down with adightly oiled cloth, both to pick up the feather-sheath
dust and to shine the feathersthemsalves. "There," he said, stepping back. ™Y ou look wonderful. Seek,
tough, competent, ready for anything.”

Zhanedl bobbed her head with modest embarrassment. "Or anyone?'

He put his hand beneath her beak and raised it.

" tell you again, you are ameatch for any gryphon that ever existed." He nodded approva as she
lifted her head again. "Never forget that, and remember who told you. | am akestraichern. | know."

"l shdl try," she promised solemnly.

"Good." Amberdrake tossed the cloth into a pile of thingsfor Gesten to clean up and sort, pulled the
tent flap aside, and gestured to her to walk beside him. "Care to take a stroll with me? | havetime, if you
do."

But she shook her heed, "1 would likethis, but truly, | must go. | haveamissonto fly inthe
morning." She glowed with pride. "A red mission, and not make work for amisborn.”

His heart plummeted. It had been so easy to think of those exercises of hers as mere games, and to
forget that they were intended to make her fit for combat. It had been possible to pretend that she would
never go where so many others had been logt. "A long one?" he asked, trying not to show his
apprehension. There was no more reason to be apprehensive about her than about any other gryphon.
Lessso, in fact, for the makaar could not anticipate her moves as they could those of a gryphon with
conventiond training. Wasn't that what made Skan so successful, that the makaar couldn't anticipate what
hewould do next?

Nevertheless, achill he knew only too well settled over him. That is what makes Skan so much of
atarget aswell. Eliminate him, and you strike a terrible blow at the gryphons as a whole, for it
makes them more predictable.

Once again, someone he knew and cared for would be going away, making hersdlf into a thing the
enemy could strike at and—

And thiswas awar, however he might like to forget the fact. It was Zhaned!'s responsibility to obey
her orders, wherever they took her, aresponsibility for which she had been bred and trained.

And she was s0 pleased, so happy about this assignment; so very proud that she had been entrusted
withit. How could he spail it with his own fears and nerves?

He couldn't, of course. So, as dways, hetried to ignore the way hisinsides knotted up around aball
of iceinthe pit of his stomach, and smiled and praised her, as he had smiled and praised every fighter he
had sent out to thiswar. And despite the anxiety he fdlt, he did mean every word.

That was hisduty, hisresponghbility. Give them confidence; relax them. Make them forget the
past if they must, and remind them of what their reasons for fighting are. Show them that they
have a life beyond the fighting, a life worth saving.

"Itisahigh-flight mission,” Zhaned continued, blissfully unaware of the way his heart ached, and the
painin hissoul. "The place where Skandranon found those stick-things. | am to carry the thing that Urtho
made, which undoes them, and fly a pattern while | make it work; the rest of Sixth Wing East istorain
them with smoke-boxes. Then the fighters come, under cover of the smoke."

So shewould be above the generd leve of the fighting, presumably out of reach of any ground
wegpons. But makaar?

They'll have to fight their way through Sxth Wing to get to her, hereminded himsdf. She's
carrying one of Urtho's magic boxes, which makes her nonexpendable. They'll protect her.

If they can. If the makaar don't get through. If the magic really does work on those
lightning-sticks.

If, if, if. Who commanded this misson anyway? If it was General Shaiknam—then even carrying a
precious magical artifact, Zhaned was consdered expendable by virtue of the fact that shewasa
gryphon.

"Urtho planned this," Zhaned continued, thereby easing some of his unspoken fears. "He commands
the mission, and Generd Sulma Farleisthe field commander. And | am to carry the magic thing because



| have true handsto make it work. If it istriggered too far away, it will not work, Urtho says."

"Then fly high and well, warrior,” Amberdrake told her, patting her shoulder with expertly smulated
confidence. "l shdl have fresh fish waiting for your return, and avictory fesst."

Zhaned'stiny ear-tuftsrose at that. "Fresh fish?' she said, clicking her begk in anticipation. "Truly?"
She adored fresh fish—by which she meant, still alive—and liked it better when they wiggled as she
swallowed them. Where she had acquired this particular taste, Amberdrake could not imagine; most
gryphons preferred raw, red meat, and none but sheliked their fish fill living.

Maybe there's some osprey in her somewhere. Or there are some eagles that have a liking for
fish. Or maybeit isonly becauseit is Zhaneel. "Truly," he promised. "A victory feast between friends,
though | shdl have my fish nicely cooked.”

Zhaned made alittle hiss of distaste to tease him, but readily agreed to the celebration.

What Amberdrake had not told her wasthat it was not going to be avictory dinner for two, but for
four. Zhaned, himsdlf, Gesten—and Skandranon. Though he would not tell Skan either. This should be
very amusing, at the very least, and with luck it would come off well.

Now let her only survive this, he thought, as he saw her off to her roost for the night. Let her only
survive this....

Zhaned held the precious box between her foreclaws, dthough it was quite securdly fastened to her
elaborate harness by clips and straps so that it did not interfere with her flying in any way. Her orders
from Urtho had been quite detailed and just as specific. She must comein very high, far above the rest of
the Sixth Wing; she must then dive as steeply as she could, then leve off at about treetop height, making
afast pass above the heads of Maar'stroopers, and press the catch that opened the bottom of the box
asshedid so.

A spy had confirmed that lightning-sticks had been distributed to the fighters. Urtho had told her
before she left—Urtho himsdf!—that the thing in the box was something like alantern, and its"light"
would make the lightning-sticks useless asitsraysfell on them. She would have to make severd passesin
order to be certain of getting most of the lightning-sticks, and each time he wanted her to comein from
high above at great speed—hopefully so great that no one could train his wegpons on her in time, and no
makaar would be swift enough to follow. Like aperegrine facon on aflock of ducks—or amerlin
harassing pigeons.

It would take severa passesto be certain of most of the lightning-sticks, for the box was usdless
past acertain range. And even Urtho was not sure how many passes it would take to neutralize the bulk
of them. It depended on how closely the troops had been packed together, and whether Maar's mages
had put shielding on the sticks themsalves, or those who carried them.

It would likely be on the stick. Ma'ar would not care if the man survived, so long as the stick
did.

The box would work through a shield, Urtho was confident of that. He'd warned her not to use any
spellsif she had them, saying the box was smply athing that negated the controlling force on magic. It
would negate the shield aswell asthe stick's power pent within. Thetrick was, he couldn't anticipate the
effect of two spells being negated at the same time. He had used the only example of the stick that they
had in making certain the box worked at a reasonable distance. Zhaneel had seen the effect of that—not
much. A littlelight, and that wasall.

But there were easly twenty types of shields, Urtho had said, and the troops could possibly be
protected by abarrier-shield, aforce deflector, apain-bringer, or a concussion field—the complex
interaction of three spells could not be anticipated without knowing what kind of shield Maar would use.

Whatever itis, | do not think it will affect us. Unless it unleashes winds. That could happen. |
must anticipate that. Or great light that might blind us; |1 must think of that as well.

They neared the target; Zhaned signaled her flight and took hersdlf high up above the clouds, so high
that the other gryphons of her wing were scarcely more than ranks of dots below her, even to her keen
eyes. Wisps of clouds passed between her and them. The sun overhead scorched her outstretched wings
and back, but the wind bit bitterly against her nares, her underbelly, and her foreclaws.



The precious box protected her chest from the wind, but theicy currents chilled her throat and her
breath only warmed when it reached her lungs. Was she high enough? The air was very thin up here, and
her lungs and wings burned with the effort of staying aoft.

Soon enough, though, she would be a spear from the heavens. They neared their objective, Laisfaar
at the Pass of Stelvi. Zhanedl had never seen the town when it had been in Urtho's hands, but she had
been told that the invaders had wrought terrible changes there.

They bring terrible change wherever they go; why should here be any different?

There had been gryphons here. Well, she knew well enough what Maar'sforces did to gryphons.
They had assuredly done such terrible thingsto her own parents....

Reason enough to hate the creatures below. Reason enough to wish that what she carried might do
terrible thingsto them.

It wastime; she siwept her wings back dowly.

There! There was the Pass, and below it, Maar's troops, a moving blotch upon the land below her
fellows of thewing. Black makaar [abored up from their perches on the heights, a swarm of evil. They
rose like biting flies to attack the oncoming forces, to pull the gryphonsto the ground where the men
there could capture them in cruel wire nets, and stab them with terrible, biting spears.

The men below. Who have the lightning-sticks.

Shefolded her wings, and dropped like a stone from heaven, foreclaws clutched around the
precious weapon the Mage of Silence had entrusted to her.

Faster, fagter; thewind of her dive pressed againgt her asthe earth rose up in her eyes, and it
seemed asif the earth was trying to pull her down and swallow her. She narrowed her eyes and kept her
wings pulled intightly against her body, guiding hersdlf with atiny flick of aprimary, amovement of the
tail, even asingle claw outstretched for afraction of aheartbeat. The other gryphons could not spare an
eyefor her; she must watch out for them. She must avoid them as she lanced through the center of their
formation; thiswould take timing of the most delicate kind, and the control of the best.

But not for nothing had she danced her dance of speed and skill againgt the imaginary enemies of her
obstacle course. Even as the makaar closed with the leaders, she shot arrow-swift straight past makaar
and gryphon dike, unstoppable.

The ground rushed at her.

Now!

Zhaned arched her neck and fanned her wings open, feding them vibrate asif the mountains
themselves pushed her toward the ground as she strained. By treetop height she had changed her angle
just enough to pull out of the dive, but shewas il stresking amost asrapidly as her initid stooping dive.
And her foreclaws tightened, opening the shutter on Urtho's magic box, as she skimmed over the heads
of the fighters—who were nothing but so many uptilted heads, and round, open mouthsto her, passing
below inablur.

Her coursetook her straight for the cliff, and she headed for it unswervingly. These fightersdid not
seem to have the magic sticks, but the ones between thislot and the cliff could—

An explosion of—not light, but actud firel—flashed up at her from below, startling her, causing her
to veer and dow atrifle. What wasthat? Did Maar have some new wespon to use against her?

Taking no chances, she aborted the run, closing the shutter and shooting skyward again, opening her
wings as she pumped furioudy, laboring back up above the cloudsto her position of superiority.

Only then did shelook down, to focus on the place where the fire had come from.

The ground there was littered with blackened bodies, most of them ill &fire, and they did not
move—while the troops around that areatried to flee,

Sowly, the answer cameto her. Ma'ar shielded these new weapons of his, just as we thought he
might. And Urtho said he could not tell what canceling two such spells would do... perhaps the
shield holds just enough that it contains the force of the lightning-stick and turnsit into a fireball.

Savagejoy filled her heart as she redlized the havoc she could wreak among her enemies, and she
folded her wingsagain.

Thistimethey saw her coming; pointing, running, they tried to evade her. She knew what wasin



their minds. They thought that it was the box she carried that was the source of the attack on them, and
not the properties of one of the weapons they themsalves carried. Zhaned quickly learned the range of
the"light" as she purposefully pursued the fleeing men, rising into the sky only to descend again, leaving
fire, death, and terror in her wake.

Her heart pounded with lust and excitement; the blood sang in her veins. Makaar tried to stop her,
but she was too swift for them. Either they fell by the wayside, or they got too close to her, and she sent
them tumbling injured out of the sky, dashed by one of her wicked hindfeet, to be finished off by one of
the other gryphons. When they tried to set an ambush for her, the others broke it up. When makaar tried
to get above her, the cold and thin air drove them back down, gasping for breath.

Again and again, she made her runs, asflashes of orange and blossoming flamestraced her path on
the ground, and her fellow gryphons pursued the makaar pursuing her. But findly, there were no more of
those explosions, and the makaar turned tail and ran, their numbers depleted to less than half of those that
had risen to fight off the gryphons.

Zhaned'singtincts screamed at her to pursue the makaar, but she remembered her orders, and
fought the impulse, taking hersalf and her burden up into the clouds again, where the makaar could not
go. Now was her moment of retreat, and the Sixth Wing's moment of glory. It wastime for the other
gryphonsto detach the canisters on the harnesses around their shoulders and drop them, creating a pal
of choking smoke to confuse the enemy. The few mages below would be trying to negate the "magica
attack™ of Urtho's box, not knowing it would smply negate any spell they threw at her. They would
assume that the smoke was magical in nature as well, and waste precioustime trying to destroy an
"illuson" or cance out asmoke-spdll. By thetimethey redlized that it was red smoke and called up
windsto disperseit, it would betoo late.

She would not be there to see the result. Urtho's orders were specific. When there are no more
fighters carrying lightning-sticks, return home.

Perhaps Skandranon might have ignored those orders to fight makaar, but as Zhaned reached her
dtitude again, the dation and battle-lust drained away, leaving her only weary and ready to drop and
perch at thefirst possible moment. Her wings ached; holding them tight and steedy against her dives, over
and over again, had taken atoll of her musclesthat not even preparation and strengthening on the
obstacle course had prepared her for. Her neck and back felt strained, and she longed for a high pesak,
where she could rest for just amoment....

No rest, not now. No telling who is watching, and one gryphon with a magic box is no match
for Ma'ar or another Great Mage! And he will want you, little gryphon, for spoiling hislovely
lightning-sticks and hurting his fighters. Fly fast, Zhanedl! If you are lucky, he will not track you!

Now fear, which battle-heat had kept away for so long, set hard, cold clawsinto her, and gave her
wings new strength. How far could Maar scry? Would he know to ook for one particular gryphon?
Would helook high, or among the others? Would he look for one lone gryphon, retreating?

No way to tell, Zhaneel. The only escape isto fly, fly, fly away, back to Urtho and his shields,
his mages!

Her wings pumped, her lungs labored, and she cast alook behind her.

Smoke rose above the battlefield, thick and white, obscuring everything to the rear. Under the cover
of that smoke, Urtho's ground-fighters Gated in to retake Stelvi Pass.

And behind her, below her, just abovethe leve of the smoke, werelittle dots of brown and gold,
blue-gray and white, moving in her direction. The gryphons of Sixth Wing, properly deployed, turning to
follow her home, their job done as well.

Maar had more thingsto think about than one little gray gryphon, swiftly winging her way back to
his enemy's home. Urtho had sent enough troops to take Stelvi Pass without the devadtating effect of the
explosions Zhaned had inadvertently set off. Now, the fighters of the Sixth would be encountering a
demordized and frightened enemy, aswell as one confused by the smoke.

Her fear ebbed, and she dowed to let her fellows catch up with her. Y es, Maar had more than
enough on his hands at the moment; he would not waste scrying on her. Her task was over, but the
reclaming of Laisfaar had only begun. She and the otherswould learn the end of it with everyone e,



and not until it waslong over. But their chances were good, and the odds were with them to win thisone.
And at the moment, that is enough.

Twelve

Winterhart paused at the threshold of Amberdrake's tent, squinting out into the sunlight.
Amberdrake dropped his hand down onto her shoulder, in a gesture meant to convey comfort and
support.

"Remember,” he said. "Right now nothing that you or | will do can change the outcome of what's
happening with the Sixth. If you did everything in your power to get each and every gryphon ready for
this, then you have contributed enough. And if you have prepared for the worst case you can imagine,
then you areready for their return. No one could expect any more than that; only the gods have the
ability to do more."

"I know, | mean, my head knows, but—" Winterhart began.

"Then listen to your head, and stop thinking you have to be superhuman.” He patted her shoulder
once, and then gave her alittle nudge in the direction of the path to the gryphons landing field. "They'll be
coming back soon, | think."

"Right. And—thank you, Amberdrake. For the advice aswdll asthe massage.” Winterhart smiled
wanly, but it was ared smile, and one of the few he had seen on her face. It was adart, at any rate.

Shetook hersdlf off, and Amberdrake dropped the tent flap as soon as Winterhart was out of sight,
sghed, and retreated to the comforting surroundings of his private quarters. Once there, he flung himsalf
down on hisbed, and performed the little mental exercisesthat dlowed him to relax each and every
musclein hisback and neck without benefit of amassage.

Not that | wouldn't love one, but | don't have time to call in any favors right now. Not and
still get my little "victory feast” together.

He still had his share to do, though the bulk of that preparation had falen, as dways, on the capable
shoulders of Gesten. They had raided Amberdrake's hoard of tokensto prepare for this, but it had been
Gesten who had done the truly impossible when it came to the feast itself. He had found a party of
convaescing fighterswilling and able to go hunting and fishing in exchange for those tokens, and now
there was a prime ragbuck waiting for Skan, atub full of moon-trout for Zhaned, and, most precious of
all, acovey of fat young quail as appetizers before the main course. Amberdrake could not recall the last
time he had seen aquail in the camp, and he had purloined one of them for his mea without ablush. And
for Gesten, the hunters had picked a basket full of the succulent sponge-mushroomsthat the hertas
prized so much. It would, indeed, be afeast, and awelcome changefor al of them from camp-rations.
Skan had assured him any number of timesthat different creatures tasted differently, evento acarnivore
that did not cook or season its meals, and that he and every other gryphon grew astired of the taste of
herd beasts as any soldier grew of field rations.

But before he could do anything, Winterhart had had a therapy session scheduled, the last one of the
day before the feast. She was making progress, both physicadly and mentaly, but with al of the Sixth
Wing gone, Winterhart had nothing to do. And that meant that she started thinking....

She needs to think less, and act more. That wasjust one of her many, many problems. She
thought too much, and there were times when she became paralyzed with indecision as one possibility
after another occurred to her. Those were the times when she was most vulnerabl e to anyone who would
come aong and give her orders—for if she followed someone elsg's orders, she could not be blamed if
something went wrong. Or so her inddiouslittle circle of reasoning went.

So s9ldom did Winterhart do anything on impulse that sheliterdly could not recdl thelast time she



hed followed such acourse.

Or so she says. Then again, given what | surmise of her upbringing, it probably istrue.

Part of that was duein no smdl part to that lover of hers—better say, "bedmate," sincelove had
very little to do with that relationship—the Sixth Wing mage, Conn Levas.

Amberdrake still had no moreidea of how she had come to be involved with that selfish bastard
than he did of how she had come by aKaled'@in name when she was no more Kaled'din than Lady
Cinnabar was. Information about her past camein tiny bits, piecesthat she let [oose with extreme
reluctance.

He had guesses, that was al. Everything about Winterhart that showed on the surface was an
illuson, amask intended to keep the observer from asking questions.

She was not Kaled'din, but she knew enough about them to choose an appropriate Kaed'din
name—since mogt of the Trondi'irn were Kaed'din, having such aname would tend to keep a casua
acquaintance (which was dl she dlowed) from asking why she had chosen such aservice. That made him
think she must have had exposure to the Kaled'din in the past.

She had parents who had expected the infinite of her, and would reward nothing less. Hence the
self-expectation that she must be superhuman.

She had impeccable manners.

That, in and of itsdlf, wasinteresting, for she tried to pretend that she was nothing more than an
ordinary Trondi'irn. Whatever their virtues, the Kaled'alin did not cultivate the kind of mannersthat the
elite of Urtho'sland learned as amatter of course. Shetried to act as much like Conn Levasand hisilk as
she could. But it was an act, and it dipped when she was under stress. She had to think in order to act
"thoughtlesdy." Insultsdid not fal easily from her lips, and she could not bring hersdlf to curse under any
circumstance whatsoever.

In short, whenever she did not think she was observed, or when she was under stress, she acted like
alady.

In acamp whereit was often difficult to find the time to bathe thoroughly and regularly, she was
immaculatea dl times.

In an army where no one cared if your uniform was alittle shabby, herslooked asif it had been
newly issued, neatly pressed, pristine.

And far more to the point, she had "the manner born." She carried herself asif she never doubted
her own authority, nor that she had the right to that authority.

To Amberdrake's mind, that spelled out only one thing.

Far from being the commoner she pretended to be, she was of noble birth, perhaps as high as
Cinnabar's. That might be why she avoided Cinnabar's presence as much as possible. If the Lady ever
got agood look at her, long enough for unconscious mannerisms to show through the Trondi'irn's
carefully cultivated facade, Winterhart's ruse might well be over. One could change onesface, gain
weight or loseit, dter clothing and hair with the exchange of alittle coin, but habits and mannerisms often
proved impossible to bresk.

Then again, Cinnabar is the soul of discretion. She might already have recognized
Winterhart, and she's keeping quiet about it. If there were no compelling reasons to unmask
Winterhart, Cinnabar would probably let things stand.

Now that he came to think about it, ever since he had begun Winterhart's treatments, Lady Cinnabar
had been very slent on the subject of that particular Trondi'irn. This despite Cinnabar's intervention &t the
time of the "hertas incident.” The Hedler had been as angry as anyone else over Winterhart's parroted
orders, but since then she had not said aword about Winterhart even when others discussed something
she had said or done. Perhaps Cinnabar recognized her, or perhaps not; in any event, the Lady wasa
powerful enough Empath aswell as aHeder to redize, once she had been around the Trondi'irn for any
length of time, how much of Winterhart's coldness was due to emotiona damage and fear.

Little by little, she reveals herself to me, as she beginsto trust me. But | think this may be the
most difficult case | have ever dealt with. Zhaneel was simple in comparison; she only needed to
learn how outstanding she was, and to be given a way to succeed on her own terms. Once she had



those, she blossomed. Winterhart has so pent herself up that | do not even know who shetruly is,
only what the facade and the cracksin it tell me. Winterhart is afraid, every moment of her life,
and she has yet to show me what she is afraid of.

Maybe that was why she had taken Conn Levasinto her bed. The man was appalingly smpleto
understand.

Smply give him everything he wants, and he is happy to let you have an identity as "his
woman." Heis protection, of a sort, because he is so possessive about everything he thinksis his.
He doesn't even know she isnt a Kaled'a'in. He thinks she is, just because of the name, that's how
unobservant heis.

Then again, that was smply areflection of what Amberdrake dready knew. A mercenary mage, in
thiswar only for the pay, would have to be unobservant. Anyone who could even consider beinginthe
pay of Maar would have to be completely amoral.

But Conn Levaswasincidenta to the puzzle. Amberdrake laid hisforearm across hiseyesfor a
moment, and tried to put the pieces he had so far into some kind of an arrangement. When she joined
the army, it had to be for a reason. | don't know what that reason is yet. But she joined it under a
cloud of fear, terrified that her identity would be reveal ed, even though, since sheisvery
intelligent, she must have chosen the profession of Trondi'irn because it was utterly unlike
anything else she had been known for in her previous identity. She may also have taken that
position because of another fear; the Trondi'irn do not normally go anywhere near the front lines.
| know that fighting terrifies her. | know that sheis horribly afraid of what Ma'ar and his mages
can do.

He had seen her in the grip of that fear himself, more than once, when the two of them had been
together at amoment when news came in from the front lines. She controlled hersdlf well, but there was
aways an ingtant when absolute terror painted her festures with adifferent kind of mask than the facade
of coldness she habitudly wore.

S0, when Conn Levas propositioned her, it must have seemed sent from the gods. Perhaps he
even wooed, charmed her. | am certain that he has the ability to do just that, when he chooses. He
had a position with Sxth Wing; so would she. He had an identity that no one questioned; so would
she, as "hiswoman." No one would ask her anything personal. And she could do her job among
the gryphons imper sonally—after all, they were "obviously" nothing more than sophisticated
animals. She could deal with them on terms that cost her nothing, other than a bit of energy.

That was where Zhaned had inadvertently shaken up her world as much as Amberdrake had. The
gryfalcon had forced Winterhart to accept the fact that the gryphonsin her charge were not
"sophidticated animas' with limited ability to gpe human speech—for she had tried to convince herself
that they were only something alittle larger than a messenger-bird, but dong the same lines.

But Zhaned changed dl that. Zhaned showed her in no uncertain termsthat these charges of hers
were people. And she had an obligation to them, to see that they received treatment as such, with
consderation, politeness, and decency. She had an obligation to act astheir advocate to the commander
of Sixth Wing.

Shewasin every way as responsible for them as their commander was.

She had not wanted to know that; it was putting stresses on her that showed up when she cameto
get her treatments for her back from Amberdrake. So long as the gryphons had not been "peopl€e’ to her,
she had been able to cope. Now they were redl to her, asthey had not been before. Now she had to
look at them and know there were personalities there behind the beaks and alien eyes, personditieslike
those of every human in the ranks. She was sending peopl e off into the war to be swalowed up, and she
could no longer ignore that fact. She had begun to fedl again, and ironically, it wasthat very fact that was
sending tremors through her relationship with her lover. Aslong as she had not been ableto fed, shedid
not care what he did to her, said to her, or how he treated her. Now she did care, and she was no longer
giving him the absolute deference he required. That much came through in the edited things that shetold
Amberdrake.

Circumstances have been keeping them separated quite a bit, but once this operation is over,



he'll be back, wanting "hisrights.” She's not going put up with his arrogance and indifference to
her feelings anymore; sheis bound to break off with him. | don't think she's been sleegping with
him much even when he'sin camp; maybe she's been finding reasons to avoid their tent. | wonder
if I should seeif he's been going to any of the perchi? Or should | stay out of it?

It was hard to tdll; thiswas not the usud client-kestralchern relationship, and had not been since the
beginning. And of the two peoplein the rdaionship, only one was currently his client. How much
interference was too much? When did "need to know" end and "snooping” begin?

And she was s0 profoundly damaged, so terribly brittle. A confrontation with Conn Levaswould
shatter her, for he would not hesitate to use the most hurtful things he could think of againgt her. Y €,
under her fragility, there was acore of strength that he would like to have the privilege of cdling on, from
time to time. He needed a confidant as much as she did, and he had the feeling that once she sorted
hersdf out, she would be ableto fill that need better than anyone he knew. He sensed that he could trust
her, and there were not many people that a kestraichern could trust. All too often, the profession became
abone of contention, or a cause for derision. But somehow he knew that Winterhart would never do that
to him; no matter what, she would keep the things she knew would hurt the most under the tightest
control.

He knew that. Even though he couldn't have told why he was so certain abot it.

Thisend of camp was very quiet, unusudly so for the middle of the day. Off in the distance, he
heard a sergeant bellowing orders, but here there was scarcely more than the chattering of
messenger-birds and the occasional rattle of equipment. He guessed that most of the other kestraichern
had opted for anap, in anticipation of being needed when the Sixth returned. Well, all thisthinking is
not getting the dinner taken care of. And | do have my share of it to do!

He was as relaxed as he was going to get, and the tension-headache that had threatened to bloom
while he was counsdling Winterhart had gone away.

Hetook hisarm away from his eyes and rolled off the bed. Timeto get to work. First thing; find out
what was happening with the Sixth and the attempit to retake Stelvi Pass. If dl went well, the first
gryphons from Sixth Wing, Zhaned leading, should be coming back about now. But there would be more
than enough folk crowding the landing field at the moment, and this was not supposed to beamission
whose purpose was widely known. No point in making a spectacle when someone might make some
inferences.

So—find a messenger-bird, or appropriate one.

The birds were easy enough to come by most times; they swarmed the camp, and al you had to do
to attract one was to scatter some of their favorite seed on the ground and wait. Amberdrake didn't need
the services of abird often, but he did have asmall store of the succulent sunseeds handy, since people
liked the savory seeds aswell asthelittle birds did. And Amberdrake was no exception to that liking.

He had abag in his quarters, next to the bed; he dug out a handful, and took the fat, striped seedsto
the cleared arealin front of the tent, where he scattered them in a patch of sunlight. A few moments |ater,
he had his choice of adozen birds, al patterned in every color imaginable. They pounced on the seeds
with chortles and chirps, making aracket dl out of proportion to their smal size.

He watched them for amoment, trying to pick out asmart one, then chose aclever little fellow
whose colors of red and black with vivid blue streaks in his hackles made him easy to see at adistance.
Hewhistled to it and leaned down to extend his hand, sending it alittle tendril of comforting thought to
attract it. The bird hopped onto his outstretched hand with no sign of fear and waited for his orders,
cocking its head sdewaysto look at him.

Whilethese were not the dtered birds of prey favored by the Kaed'ain, they were able to respond
fairly well to limited mental commands. Amberdrake held the bird so that he could look directly into one
bright bronze eye, and made his orders as smple as he could.

:Go to gryphon-field. Wait for gryphons. Look for this one—: He mentally sent animage of
Zhaned. :Listen, return, and repeat what you heard.:

That last was afairly common order, when someone wanted to know what was going on in another
part of the camp. The birds could recall and repeat several sentences, and the odds were good that at



least one of those sentences would give some idea of what was happening a adistant location. And if it
didn't—well you could send the bird back to eavesdrop some more.

The bird flew off, lumbering away rather like abeetle. They weren't strong flyers, and they were
fairly noisy about it; their wings whirred with the effort of kegping their plump little bodies doft, and they
usually chirped or screeched asthey flew. Soif you didn't want anyone to know what you were abot,
you had plenty of warning before you actually saw a messenger-bird arrive to snoop. But many people
made pets of specific birds, as much for their engaging persondities and clownish antics as for their
usefulness, so you had to redlly go to an extraordinary amount of effort to avoid them.

There would, without a doubt, be hundreds of birds waiting at the gryphons landing field. Although
it was supposed to be something of a secret that the Sixth Wing was going to try to retake Stelvi Pass,
enough people knew that the areawould look asif the birds had learned of amagjor sunseed spill there.
That was the discreet way of learning about something the outcome of which was supposed to bea
secret; send abird to watch, rather than looking around yourself.

And | am nothing if not discreet.

Widl, now that he had awinged informant aoft, it wastime to get on with the dinner itsdf. The
preparations on his part were fairly smple, snce adinner with gryphonswas by necessity informa. He
cleared the front of the tent of everything except the piles of pillows. He saved one each for himsdlf and
Gesten, and arranged the rest in two gryphon-sized "couches.” On the rugsin front of these he placed
waterproof tarpaulins, gryphonswere not nest eaters.

The buck, the quail, and the tub of trout were behind the tent, and Gesten was seeing to the cooking
of hismushrooms and Amberdrake's quail. He had hinted that he would seeto afew more smdl culinary
surprises. So that much was taken care of.

Amberdrake changed into his Kded'din festiva clothing; thered thing thistime, and not the fancy
kestraichern fakery. A sk shirt, leather tunic and tight breeches, both beaded and fringed, and knee-high
fringed boots. It was amazing how comfortable the leathers and silks felt, and how simply shedding his
"identity" of Amberdrake the Kestrachern made him relax alittle further.

| wonder if Winterhart has ever actually seen Kaled'a'in festival clothing—or if sheisonly
familiar with what we would wear to blend in with folk from outClan?

He wastying up hishair when the chattering of the messenger-bird brought him to the front of his
tent.

He held up his hand, his eyes straining to spot the red dot of the bird againgt the bright sky. Thelittle
red-and-black creature whirred in, and back-winged to alanding on hisfinger, still chattering a ahigh
rate of speed. He placed one hand on itsback to camit, and it fell silent for amoment.

Ashetook hishand away, it muttered to itsdlf alittle, then began repeating what it had heard.
Although its voice was very much that of a bird, the cadences and accents were readily identifiable as
individua people. Sometimesthe clever little things could imitate afavorite person so well that you would
swear the person it was imitating was there before you.

But thefirgt thing that the bird produced was a series of crowd noises, anong which afew phrases
were discernible. "She'sexhaugted.” "Get water!" "It isssdl rrright—" thislast obvioudy being Zhaned!.

Then thevoice of Trainer Shire. "Zhaned, | have alink to Urtho here, can you give him aquick
report?

The bird spoke again in Zhaned's voice, her shilants hissed and r'srolled, much as Skan spoke
when he was agitated or weary. "The box hasss worrrrked. It made explossssionssss, and killed many,
$S30 the sssticksss mussst have been sssshielded. Therrrre arrre injurrrred gryphonssss, but no dead. The
ssssmoke wasss ssssprrreading when we rrrreturrrned, and the fighterrrsss moving in. The rrressst follow
me"

The bird imitated the sound of a cheering crowd with uncanny accuracy, Zhaned saying that she was
fine and would take care of hersdlf, and the voice of Winterhart countermanding that, and ordering hertas
to bein readinessfor injured gryphons comingin.

Amberdrake very nearly cheered himsdf; he gavethelittle bird his reward of fruit and sent him off to
rgoin hisflock with such eation that he came close to giving the bird more fruit than it could carry away.



He did kissit, an endearment which the little clown accepted with achortle, returning the caress with its
mobiletongue.

Zhaned would be adong after she made her longer report to Urtho in person, rested, and cleaned
herself up abit. Skan was due before she arrived; Amberdrake had decided to get the Black Gryphon
settled firgt. Skan did not know that Zhaned wasthe guest of honor at thisfeast; he thought it was Smply
awhim of Amberdrake's.

In ashort time the camp was adive with rumors, asteady hum of conversation coming from
everywhere. Amberdrake knew that Skan, if he had not been at the landing field, would surely bein the
thick of thingsand have dl the news by thetime he arrived.

Gegten arrived even before Skan, pulling aladen cart. Amberdrake raised an eyebrow at that; he
was not particularly concerned with the cost in tokens, but where in awar camp had the hertasi found so
much intheway of treets?

Never mind. Better not to ask. There were dways those who had hoards of rarities, and were
willing to part with them for aprice. And tokensfor the kestralchern were prized possessions. Eventudly,
inanirony that Amberdrake certainly appreciated, there was no doubt that afair number of those tokens
would find their way back to his coffers, anyway.

"Skan'son theway," Gesten said, as Amberdrake hurried to give him ahand. "I've got somered
goodiesin here. Hope he appreciates 'em."

"Savethe best for Zhaned, she desarvesit,” Amberdrake told him with amusement.

"Huh. Got a couple thingsfor you, too, Drake. And don't tell me you don't need atreat, you've been
wearing yourself out between that Winterhart, Zhaned, and the Black Boy." Gesten pushed the cart to
the back wall of the"public" room, and opened it up. "L ook here—fresh nut-bread, good cheese, an' not
that tasteless army stuff, anice mess of vegetables, pastry, edsfor Zhaned, an' heart for Skan. Couldn't
ask for better.”

"l haveto agreeto that,” Amberdrake replied, alittle dazed. "1 don't think | want to know where
you got most of that."

"Legdly," the hertas said, turning up his snout saucily. " So none of your lip."

"What about lip?' Skan said, pushing aside the tent flap. "1s Drake trying to give you excuses about
why he can't have aproper medl for achange?!

"Oh, you know Drake," the hertas replied before Amberdrake could even say aword in hisown
defense. "If no one € se has something, he doesn't think he should have it either. Martyr, martyr, martyr.”

"Thatisnot true," Amberdrake replied, going straight over to the cart and popping abit of pastry
into his mouth to prove Gesten wrong. "It isonly that | do not think that | should take advantage of my
pogition to indulge mysdlf done"

"Oh?" Skan chuckled. "And what do you call this?'

"Indulging aclient,” Amberdrake told him promptly. Y ou are one of my clients, aren't you?"

"Wdl, yes—"

"And you have been undergoing a prolonged and painful convaescence, haven't you?'

"Wdl, yes—"

"And you do deserve abit of indulgence, don't you?"

Skan coughed. "Wdll, | happen to—"

"There, you see?' Amberdrake turned to Gesten in triumph. "Mora indulgence!”

"My eye," the hertas replied, chuckling, and began taking things out of the cart. Skan eyed the heart
gppreciatively and moved alittle nearer.

"Away from that, you!" Gesten dapped hisbeak. "That's your dessert. And stop drooling.”

"] wasn't drooling!" Skan replied with indignation. "I never drool!"

It was on thetip of Amberdrake's tongue to say, "not even over Zhaned?' but that would spoil the
aurprise. So hewinked at Gesten, and gave the hertas ahand in unloading the gloriously laden cart, while
Skan stood by and made helpful comments.

"I hope you weren't planning on eating right away," Amberdrake said, as Skan settled down on his
pileof pillows. "Thisisalittle early for me, and I'd rather appreciate good food with agood appetite.”



"Oh, | canwait," the Black Gryphon replied lazily. "Besides, by now everyone knows about the
operation at Stelvi and | expect you want to hear how the Sixth did.”

"I'm sureyou'd tel useven if wedidn't care," Gesten sniped. "But since we do care, you might as
well give usthe benefit of your superior oration.”

Skandranon pretended to be offended for just amoment, then tossed a pillow at him, which Gesten
ducked expertly. ™Y ou cannot spoil my mood, | am fegling far too pleased. The Sixth has retaken the
Pass. The messages arein from the mages, and the town is back in our hands." He continued at length,
with as much detail as Amberdrake could have wished for, then concluded, "But | have saved the best
for lagt." His eyes gleamed with malicious enjoyment. "Generd Shaiknam and Commander Garber have
been placed on 'detached duty for medica reasons,’ and General Farle has been given the Sixth Wing as
areward for successfully commanding them in this operation—and for, | quote, ‘appropriate and
srategic use of the air forces end quote.”

"Meaning the gryphons," Amberdrake said with pleasure. "'Including Zhaned."

It was not hisimagination; Skan's nodtrilsflared at the sound of her name, and his naresflushed a
deep scarlet.

He was going to probe alittle further, but a shadow fell upon the closed flap of thetent. "Ah, hereis
our fourth guest,” he said instead, and rose and went to the door of the tent himself. "Lovely lady,” he
sad, bowing and gesturing for Zhaned to comein, "you brighten our company with your presence.”

Zhaned was looking very lovely, if rather tired; Winterhart must have helped her with her grooming.
But then, since Zhaned had been ordered to report directly to Urtho before she came here, the Trondi'irn
would have taken painsto make her ook especidly good, at least to human eyes.

From the stunned expression on Skan's face, shelooked especialy good to gryphon eyes as well.

She stepped inside, and only then did she see who was waiting there. She froze in place, and
Amberdrake put one hand on her shoulder to keep her from fleeing.

"Y ou know Gesten, of course," he said quickly, "and this, as you know, is Skandranon—I do not
believe you have actudly been introduced, but as| recall, he gave you some good advice on the
dispostion of avaor-token."

Amberdrake had no difficulty in reading Skan'seyes. I'll get you for this one, Drake. Wdl, this
wasfair return for the falseimpresson that Skan had given poor little Zhaned—however well thewhole
affair had turned out, he owed Skan for that one.

"| took the liberty of adding him to your victory dinner, Zhaned," he added. "I didn't think you would
mind."

"No," shereplied faintly. "Of course not.”

But to her credit, shedid not bolt, she did not become tongue-tied—in fact, she recovered her
poise in amuch shorter time than he would have thought. She blinked once or twice, then moved forward
into the room, and took her place on the pile of pillows that Amberdrake pointed out to her.

Skan recovered some, but by no meansall, of his aplomb. Asthe dinner progressed, he was much
quieter than usud, leaving most of the conversation to Amberdrake and Gesten. Zhanedl managed to
seem friendly toward Skan, and full of admiration, but not particularly overwhemed by him, an attitude
that clearly took him rather aback.

Asdarknessfdl, and Gesten got up to light the lamps, she seemed to relax quite abit. Of course,
these were familiar surroundingsto her by now, and perhaps that hel ped put her at ease. Before the
dinner was over, Skan did manage to ask if shewould accept him into one of her training classes,
subject, of course, to Amberdrake's approval—

"He'smy Hedler, you know," Skan added hastily. "Best gryphon-Hedler thereis.”

Hefédl silent then, as Amberdrake grinned. "Why, thank you, Skan," the kestralchern replied. "I
persondly think you're more than overdue for someretraining, if Zhaned iswilling to accept someone
who'saslikdy to give her arguments as not.”

"l should be pleased,”" she said with dignity, as her eyes caught the light of the lamps. " Skandranon is
wise enough to know that one does not argue with the trainer on thefidd, | think."

Her nareswere flushed, but in the dim light of the tent, only Amberdrake was near enough to notice.



"Did you know that Generd Farleisbeing given command of the Sixth?" he asked, changing the subject.
""Skan brought usthe news."

"No!" she exclaimed, with ddight and pleasure. "But that isexcdlent! Most excdlent indeed! Heis
agood commander; most went according to plan, there were no missed commands, and when things
happened outside of the plan, Genera Farle had an answer for them."

"That leaves Shaiknam and Garber at loose ends, though,” Gesten put in, hisvoicefull of concern. "'l
don't know, | just don't like thinking of those two with nothing to do but think about how they've been
wronged.”

"But they haven't been,” Skandranon protested. "They retain their rank, they retain al their
privileges, they smply do not have acommand anymore.”

"Which meansthey have no power," Gesten countered. "They have no prestige. They messed up,
and everyone knowsit. They've been shamed, they've lost face. That's a dangerous mood for aman like
Shailknamto bein."

Amberdrake only shrugged. "Dangerousif he till had any power, or any kind of following—but he
doesnt, and thinking of him is spoiling my appetite. General Shaiknam will descend to his deserved
obscurity with or without us, so let'sforget him."

"l second that motion," Skan rumbled, and applied himsdf to his coveted heart, as Zhaned ate her
eds

And yet, somehow, despite his own words, Amberdrake could not forget the Genera—

—or hiswell-deserved reputation for vindictiveness.

Skandranon ached in every muscle, and he needed more than a bath, he needed a soak to get the
mud and muck out of hisfeathers. But that was not why he came looking for Amberdrake, hoping that
his friend was between gppointments. Drake wasn't in the"public” portion of histent, but the disheveled
state of the place told Skan that the kestraichern had been there so short atime ago that Gesten hadn't
had timeto tidy up.

Asit happened, luck waswith him; Drake was lying on aheap of pillowsin hisown quarters,
looking about the same way that Skan felt, when the gryphon poked his nose through the dit in the
partition.

"Thunderheadd" Skan exclaimed. "Whao've you been wrestling with? Or should | ask ‘what' rather
than 'who'?'Y ou look like you've been fighting the war by yourself!"

"Don't ask," Amberdrake sighed, levering himsalf up off the bed. "It isn't what you think. Y ou don't
look much better." The kestrachern pulled sweaty hair out of his eyes, and regarded Skan with acertain
weary amusement. "Zhaned, | trus?'

Skan flung himself down on the rug right where he stood. "Yes," hereplied, "But it isn't what you
think. Unfortunately. It was alesson." He groaned, as his weary muscles complained about just how
weary they were. "'l thought | might impress her. It was abad idea. She decided that if | wasthat much
better than the rest of the class, | could run her course dong with her."

Amberdrake passed a hand over his mouth. Skan glowered. "Y ou'd better not be laughing,” he said
accusngly.

Amberdrake gave him alook full of limpid innocence. "Now why would | belaughing?' he asked
guildlessy. "Youlook dl in; you've obvioudy been pushing yoursdlf just as hard as you could. Why
would | laugh at thet?"

Skan only glowered more. He couldn't put it into words, but he had the distinct fegling that Drake
was behind al of this, somehow. Zhaned, the lessons, the private lesson—all of it. "'l have been pushing,
and pushed, and | am exhausted. | need to borrow Gesten, Drake, or I'm never going to get the mud
out of my coat and feathers. And | wish you'd let me stedl your magic fingersfor abit. And—" he sighed,
finaly admitting hisdownfdl, "—and | need to talk to you."

Amberdrake nodded, asif he had expected as much. Which, if hereally isbehind all this,
shouldn't surprise me.

"In private, | takeit?" the kestralchern asked.



Asif hedidn't know.

"Very private," Skan confirmed, and flattened his ear-tuftsto hisskull in real misery. "Drake, it's
Zhaned. She'sthe one—the one. And I'm nothing more to her than one of her sudents.”

"And just how do you figurethat?' Amberdrake asked casualy.

"Because she—I just don't impress her, no matter what | do!" Skan exclaimed in desperation. "It's
driving meinsane! | don't know what to do!"

"Let me seeif | understand what you're saying correctly,” Amberdrake replied, leaning back on one
elbow. "Y ou have decided that Zhaned isyour idedl mate, and you are upset because she isn't following
you and draping herself dl over you like every other gryphon you've wanted. Then, when you strut and
puff and act in generd like a peacock, she still isn't impressed. Isthat it?

Skan fdt hisnaresflushing hatly. "1 wouldn't put it that way!" he protested.

"l would," Gesten said, from behind him. The hertas pushed hisway in through the curtains past
Skan. "Feh," he added, "Y ou look like aused mop. If | were afemale, | wouldn't have you either.”

"Drake!" Skan cried.

"Gesten, that's enough,” Amberdrake admonished. " Skan, hasit ever once occurred to you to go
and talk with the lady? Just talk? Not to try to impress her, but to find out what she'slike, what she
thinksisimportant, what kind of aperson sheis? Find out about her instead of talking about yoursdlf?"

"Ah—" the gryphon stammered.

"Try it sometime," Amberdrake said, leaning back into his pillows. ™Y ou might be surprised by the
results. Gesten, this used mop would like to know if you're willing to help him look more like agryphon. |
can go get abath in the shower tent for once; | look worsethan | fed."

"If you want,” Gesten said dubioudly. "I think you sprained something.”

"Then | can get Cinnabar to unsprain it for me," Amberdrake said to the roof of the tent. "Go on,
Skan needs your help more than | do at the moment, and we are supposed to be sharing your very
excdlent services”

"All right," the hertas said with resgnation. "Come on, Black Boy. But you'l haveto put up with my
massaging; Drakeis definitely not goingto beup toit.”

Skan climbed to hisfeet with more groans. "Right now, 1'd accept a massage from amakaar,” he
replied. "And I'd court the damned thing, if it would get the muck off me."

Gesten looked back over his shoulder and batted his eyes at Skan in aclever imitation of aflirtatious
human. "Why, Skan, | never guessed! Harboring an unfulfilled passon for little me?"

Skan only snorted and followed the hertas into the sunlight behind the tent. Gesten opened up a box
built into the side of the wagon that carried Amberdrake and al his gear when the entire army was on the
move, and got out the brushes and speciad combs needed for grooming gryphons. "Y ou really ought to go
find avacant tub and have abath,” the hertas said, looking him over. "Y ou're mage enough to heet the
water 0 your muscles don't giffen up in the cold.”

"Once you brush me out, please," Skan pleaded. "If | goinlikethis, it'll beamud bath."

"You have apoint.” The hertas picked up one of the brushes and set to work with awill. Bits of
dried, caked mud flew everywhere with the force of Gesten's vigorous strokes. "' So besides you being
infatuated with Zhaned, and her having the good sense to see through you, what elseis new out there?!

Skan ignored the firgt part of the question to answer the second. "What's new isthat we may have
the Pass, but Maar isn't budging another toe-length." He shook his head, and leaned into Gesten's brush.
"l don't know, Gesten. | can't tell if things look good for us, or bad.”

"Neither can anyone else." Gesten put the brush down and picked up one with finer bristles. "Urtho
doesn't know what to do, | hear. Maar won't leave us be, and Urtho won't spend troops like Maar
doesto get rid of him. That's the problem with an ethical commander; the leader who doesn't care how
many of hismen hekillshasan edge.”

Skan shook hishead. "Too much for me, at least right now."

The hertas snickered. "Y ah. | know what's on your mind—what thereis of it. Don't know how
Drake thinks you're going to impress Zhaned with it, snce | haven't ssen much evidence of amind inyou
gncel met you."



Skan did not rise to histeasing thistime. "Gesten,” he said hesitantly, "do you redly think shed ever
pay any atention to meif | did what Drake said? Nothing I've done has worked."

"So try it. Who knows?" Gesten dapped him on the shoulder, raising acloud of dust. "The man'sjob
isthe heart, you know. | figure he probably knows what he's talking about.”

Skan considered that. Gesten wasright. And besides, | have to tell her what sheis, what |
learned in the Tower. Might aswell kill two birds with the same stone, as they say.

"But firgt, Skan," Gesten cautioned, "there's something that's really important you need to do.”

Skan craned his neck around to look a him, the hertas sounded so serious. "What isit?' he asked
anxioudy.

Gegten fixed him with a sobering gaze for along moment, then said with deadpan seriousness,
"Skan—qget abath."

The hertas madeit al the way to the tent flgp before the flung brush caught up with him.

Thirteen

Zhaned preened atalon thoughtfully, then looked down at her hand. Hand, and not amisshapen
collection of foreclaws. She was not some kind of an accident. As Amberdrake had surmised, she was
the living result of something that had been planned.

"S0." Shelooked from the talon to Skandranon, and even though she managed to keep her
expression cam and serene, her heart raced to have him here beside her, on her favorite rock
overlooking the obstacle course. "1 am the first of abreed, you say? And you saw evidence of that in
Urtho's Tower?'

Skan nodded; his greeat golden eyes fixed upon her as steedily asif hewere the needle of a
compass, and she were the Northern Cross. The sun shone down on his black feathers, bringing up the
patternsin them that were normally concealed by the dye he used. "There seem to be about fifty different
types dtogether. Mostly broadwings, eagle-types. Y ou are based on the only kind that looks redlly
falcon-based. | don't know what Urtho had in mind to call your type, but I'd call you agryfacon.”

"Gryfacon." Sherolled the word around on her tongue. It sounded even better when Skan had said
it than when Amberdrake had come up with it. "And none of this,” she spread her foreclawswide, "is
accidental. | an smply the only one of my kind."

"Not that | saw. But, Zhaned—" He hesitated along moment, and shelooked at him curioudly.
From thetension in his body, he was trying to make up his mind about saying something more.
"—Zhaned, you aren't precisely the only one of your type. Only the first successful gryfacon.” He
ground his besk for amoment, then clearly made up hismind to continue. " Theres—well, what weld call
areal mishorninthe Tower, too. It looks asif she started out to be agryfacon, but something went
wrong. She's distorted, like achild in her head, | think she's aneuter, and there are probably other things
wrong with her aswell.”

Zhaned'stiny ear-tuftsrose. "1n the Tower? But why—why would Urtho keep her there? |—" But
then al of the dights and insults, the teasing and the bullying of her own childhood returned to her, and
she knew why. "—no. | see.” Gryphonsdid not cry, but sadness made their throats tighten, and triggered
aneed to utter akeening sound. She bowed her head and stifled the urge to keen. The poor, poor
thing. Perhapsit isaswell that it is like a child, for it cannot understand how cruel the world can
be, and it will not mourn what it has never seen. "Doesit have aname, this poor little one?’

Skan nodded. "Urtho calls her 'Kechara,' and she saysthat he visits and playswith her often. | don't
think sheisin any kind of pain or want."

"Kechara—beloved—" She took a deep breath, and her throat opened again. "Y es, that would be



like Urtho, to care for the poor thing that was not quite what he wanted, to make it as happy as he
could." She had come to understand their leader very well during the past severa weeks. She wondered
if Skandranon knew how often Urtho had taken the time to talk to her; Amberdrake knew, and several
times, things that Amberdrake had told her made her think that Urtho had been talking with him about
her. "But what does this mean for us?1 think that if we can, we should find away to free Kechara. With
two of usto protect her, she will not suffer tauntsas | did, do you not think? With two of us, acting as her
family—?We should not have younglingsjust yet, | think, but Kecharawill serve as practice of akind.
Now that you have made it possible for usto do so, whether or not Urtho approves.”

Shyly, she cocked her head to one side. Skan gaped at her, looking extremely silly, asthe sense of
what she had just suggested penetrated to him.

Helooked even sillier amoment later, but it was because he was giddy with elation. But then, so
wasshe.

She knew how exhausted he must be after the workout of this afternoon, yet from somewhere he
found the strength to follow as she legpt into the air, giving him aplayful, come-hither look over her
shoulder. And as the moon rose, she led him on atrue courtship chase, a chase that ended when they
caught each other, landing in the warm grass of ahillsde far above Urtho's Tower.

Aswasthe only way to end a courtship chase, after all.

Thiswasthe face of defeat. Chaos on the landing field; shouting and the screaming of gryphons hurt
too badly to keep till. Heders and Trondi'irn from the Hill and every wing swarmed the site, somehow
never getting in each others way. Winterhart ignored it dl as she held the bleeding gryphon in life by the
barest of margins, holding the mangled body together with Gift and hands both, until amore Gifted
Hedler could reach her. She swore at and coaxed the poor creature by turns, stopping only to breathe
and to scrub tears from her eyes by rubbing her cheek against her blood-stained shoul der.

"Don't you die on me, Felissl" she scolded. "Not after al the work Zhaned's put in on'you! If you
die, | swear, I'm going to have Urtho catch your spirit and put it in the body of a celibate Priestess of
Kylan the Chaste! That'd teach you!"

Tearsrose up again to blind and choke her; she wiped them away again, and ignored the way her
own energy was running out of her the way Feliss blood ran between her fingers. Gods, gods, it had
been easier afew short weeks ago—before she had been forced to see these gryphons the way
Amberdrake saw them. Before she had found hersdlf caring for them, and about what happened to them.
Before she learned to think of them as something more than asmple responshility....

Before Amberdrake made her like them, and Zhaned made her respect them.

Tearsrose again, but there was no time now to wipe them away; she held on, grief-blinded, unable
to see—

Until a Gift so much greater than hersthat it dazzled her touched her, and used her as the conduit to
bring the Hedling to Feliss that she had not been able to give. Emerald-green Hedling energy poured
through her, and beneath her hands the gaping wounds closed, the flesh knit up, the bleeding stopped.

Winterhart closed her eyes and concentrated only on being that conduit, on keeping Feliss
heartbeet strong, until the energy faded, blood no longer flowed through her fingers, and the heartbest
strengthened of itsalf. Only then did she open her eyes again.

Lady Cinnabar removed her long, aristocratic hands from where they rested atop Winterhart'sand
looked deeply into the Trondi'irn's eyes. Winterhart was paralyzed, frozen in place like aterrified rabbit.
She had been trying for weeks to avoid the Lady's presence, ever since the moment she'd thought sheld
seen aflicker of recognition in Cinnabar's face.

Who would ever have thought that a song would give me away? She'd been humming, on her
way back from a session with Amberdrake; her back felt norma for thefirgt timein ages, Conn was ill
inthefield and not in her bed, and she'd actualy been cheerful enough to hum under her bregth.

But she hadn't thought about what she was humming, until she passed Lady Cinnabar (hurriedly, and
with her face alittle averted), and the Lady turned to give her apenetrating stare.

Only then did she redlize that she had been humming asong that had been dl the rage at High King



Leodhan's Court—for the single week just before Maar had chalenged the King to defend hisland. Like
the nobles who had fled the challengein terror, or smply melted away in abject fear, the song had
vanished into obscurity. Only someone like Lady Cinnabar, who had been at the High King's Court a
that time, would recognizeit.

Only someone e se who had been part of the Court for that brief period of time would have known
it well enough to humiit.

Winterhart had seen Cinnabar's eyes narrow in speculation, just before she hurried away, hoping
againgt hope that Cinnabar would decide that she was mistaken in what she thought she had heard.

But the Lady was more persistent than that. More than once, Winterhart had caught Cinnabar
studying her at adistance. And she knew, because this was the one thing she had dreaded, that Cinnabar
was the kind of person who knew enough about the woman she had once been, that the Lady would
uncover her secret smply by catching her in habitua things no amount of control could change or
diminate.

And now—herethe Lady was, staring into Winterhart's eyes, with thelook on her face of onewho
hasfindly solved aperplexing little puzzle.

"Y ou are agood channel, and you worked today to better effect than | have ever seen you work
before," Cinnabar said mildly. "And your ability and encouragement kept thisfeathered one clinging to
life. Y ou are abetter Trondi'irn and Heder than you were afew weeks ago."

"Thank you," Winterhart said faintly, trying to look away from Cinnabar's strange reddish-brown
eyes, andfaling.

"Altogether you are much improved; get rid of that Conn Levas creature, and stand upon your own
worth, and you will be outstanding.” Cinnabar's crisp words came to Winterhart asfrom a greeat distance.
"Heis not worthy of you, and you do not need him, Reanna."

And with that, she turned and moved on to the next patient, leaving Winterhart standing there,
stunned. Not just by the blunt advice, but by Cinnabar'slast word.

Reanna.

Winterhart went on to her next patient in adaze; fortunately her hands knew what to do without
needing any direction from her mind. Her mind ranin circles, likeamousein abarrd.

Lady Cinnabar knew. Winterhart had been unmasked.

How long before the Lady told her kinsman Urtho that Reanna L aury—missing and presumed
fled—was working in the ranks as a smple Trondi'irn? How long before everyone knew? How long
before her shame was revealed to the entire army?

But before Winterhart could free herself from her paralysis, Cinnabar was back. "Y ou and the rest
can handle everything e se from here on,” the Healer said quietly. "'I'm needed back up on the Hill. The
gryphons are not the only injured. And Reanna—"

Winterhart started at the sound of her old name.

Cinnabar laid one cool hand on Winterhart'sarm. "No one will know what | have just spoken, if you
do not tell," the Hedler said quietly. "'If you choose to be only Winterhart, then Winterhart isall anyone
will know. But | believe you should tell Amberdrake. He has some information that you should hear.”

The Lady smiled her famous, dazzling smile.

" Sometimes being in the middle of agtuation gives one avery skewed notion of what isactualy
going on. If | wereaminnow in the middle of aschoal, | would not know why the school moved thisway
and that. | would only seethat the rest of the school wasin flight, and not what they fled. | would never
know when they ran from a pike, or a shadow."

And with that rather obscure bit of observation, the Lady turned and was gone.

Winterhart sat in her own austere tent, braiding and rebraiding abit of leather; her nerves had
completely eroded. In another few moments, she was scheduled for atreatment for her
back—treatments she had come to look forward to. The kestraichern Amberdrake was the easiest
person to talk to that she had ever known, athough the changes he had caused in her were not so easy to
ded with.



But now—Cinnabar knew. And athough she had said that she would not revea Winterhart's secret,
she had dso said something else.

"l believe you should tell Amberdrake.” Cinnabar's words haunted her. Who and what wasthis
man, that she should tell him what she had not told anyone, the secret of her past that she would rather
remained buried? Why would Cinnabar say anything so outrageous?

And mogt of dl, why did shewant to follow the Lady's advice?

Oh, gods—what am | going to do? What am | going to say?

She could say nothing, of course, but Amberdrake was skilled at reading al the nuances of the
body, and he would know she was upset about something. He had away of getting whatever he wanted
to know out of aperson, aseasily as she could extract athorn from the claw of one of her charges.

| could stop going to him. | could find someone else to handle the rest of the treatments.

But she was not just seeing him for her back, and she knew it. Not anymore. Amberdrake wasthe
closest thing she had to ared friend in this place, and what was more, he was the only person she would
ever consder telling her secretsto. So why not do it?

Because she didn't want to lose that friendship. If he heard what she was, how could he have any
respect for her, ever again?

Then there wasthe rest of what Lady Cinnabar had said. " Get rid of that Conn Lev as creature
and stand on your own." Oh, Cinnabar was right about that; she and Conn were no more suited for
each other than abird and afish. And dedling with Conn took more out of her than anyone ever guessed.

She had always known, whether or not Conn was aware of it, that her liaison with the mage was
temporary. She had thought when shefirst accepted hisinvitation to "be hiswoman" that it would only
last until Maar overran them dl, and killed them. A matter of weeks, months at the most. But Urtho was
abetter leader than anyone had thought, and she found hersdlf living long past the time when she had
thought she would be dead.

Then she had decided that sooner or later Conn would grow tired of her, and get rid of her. But it
seemed that either most women around the Sixth knew the mage for the kind of man he was—an
overgrown child in many ways, with achild's tantrums and possessiveness—or el se he perversely prized
her. He made no moveto berid of her, for al his complaints of her coldness.

Then again, he was amaster of manipulation, and one of the people he manipulated as easily as
breathing was her. She didn't like unpleasantness; she hated a scene. She was easily embarrassed. He
knew how to threaten, what to threaten her with, and when to turn from threats to charming cgjolery.

On her part the relationship originally had been as cool and prearranged as any marriage of state. He
supplied her with an identity, and she gave him what he wanted. They maintained their own separate gear
and deeping quarters, they shared nothing except company.

But you don't allow someone into your bed without getting some emotional baggage out of it.
She was wise enough to admit that. And even though she would have been glad enough to berid of him,
aslong as he clamed he had some fedlingsfor her, and he needed her, she knew she would stay. Not
until he walked away would she fed free of him.

Amberdrake had skillfully pried that out of her already—and in so doing, had made her face
squarely what she had not been willing to admit until that moment. She didn't want Conn anymore, she
heartily wished him out of her life, and the most he would ever be able to evokein her wasamild pity.
There was no passion there anymore, not even physicd passion. Amberdrake gave her more pleasure
than he did, without ever once venturing into the amorous or erotic. And now Cinnabar, saying she
should berid of him—

Cinnabar must think he's a drain on me, on my resources. | suppose heis. Every time he
comes back from the front lines, there's a scene. | spend half the night trying to make him feel
better, and | end up feeling worse. | find myself wishing that he would die out there, and then I'm
torn up with guilt for ill-wishing him....

Oh, it was dll too tangled. Amberdrake could help her sort it all out—but if she kept her
appointment, Amberdrake would learn her secrets.

Her somach hurt. Her somach always hurt when she was like this. Amberdrake knew everything



that there was to know about herba remedies, maybe he would have something for her somach aswell
as her back, and if she just kept the subject on that she could avoid tdling him anything important.

She put the bit of leather aside, and got up off her bedroll, pushing aside the tent flgps to emerge into
the blue-gray of twilight.

Timeto go. There was no place to run from it now. And no point in running.

Amberdrake knew the moment that Winterhart dipped through the tent door that there was
something wrong. Even if he hadn't been an Empath, even if he were still an apprentice in the various arts
of the kestraichern, held have known it. She moved siffly, her muscles taut with tension, and thellittle
frown-line between her brows was much deeper than usua. Her eyeslooked red and irritated, and she
held her shoulders asif she expected a blow to come down out of the sky at any moment.

"Is Conn Levas back yet?' he asked casually, assuming that the mage was the reason for her
tenson.

But the startled look of surprise, asif that was the very last thing she had expected him to say, told
him that the shot had gone far wide of the mark. Whatever was troubling her, it was not her erstwhile
lover.

"No," shereplied, and turned her back to him, modest as always, to disrobe so that he could work
on her back. "No, the foot-troops are still out. They aren't doing well, though. | suppose you know that
Maar is pushing them out of the Pass again. The Sixth got hit badly, and the Fourth and Third sent in
gryphons with carry-nets to evacuate the wounded. It was bad on the landing field.”

"So I'd heard." Skan was out there now; as the only gryphon who could keep up with Zhaned,
Urtho had assigned him to fly protective cover on her. No standard scouting raids for them; they only
flew at Urtho's express orders, usually bearing one or more of his magic weapons or protections. The
Black Gryphon had aready given Amberdrake aterse account of the damage, before going out on a
second sortie. "After aday like today, I'm not surprised that you're tense.”

"And my ssomach'sin aknot," she said, wrapping hersaf in aloose robe, before she turned back to
face him. Her expression mingled wry hope with resignation, asif she hated to admit that her body hed
faled her. "I don't suppose you have anything for that, do you?"

"Assuming you trust my intentions,” he countered, trying to make ajoke of it. "I'd prescribe an
infusion of vero-grass, dem-lily root, and malow. All of which | do have on hand. Y ou aren't the only
person who's come to me today with your muscles and somach al in knots.”

Her eyeswidened alittle, for al three herbs were very powerful, and had a deserved reputation for
loosening the tongue and giving it free rein—and for loosening inhibitions aswell. "1 don't know," she
replied hesitantly. " Then again, between the state of my back and my stomach, maybe I'd better."

He had made the same concoction often enough for himsdlf that he could nod sympetheticaly ashe
went to his chest of herbs. He put measured amounts of each into acup, poured in hot water, and |eft the
medicine to steep. "Believe me, | know how you fed. As| said, I've had to resort to my own herbs more
than once since thiswar started. I've been with Urtho's forces snce—Iet me think—right after the High
King collapsed, and Urtho more-or-less took over asleader.”

She accepted the cup of bitter tea carefully, made aface as she tasted it, and drank it down all at
once. "That'slonger than | have," she remarked. "If you've been with Urtho that long, | suppose you must
have seen quite abit of the Court, then."

"Me?Hardly." Helaughed and could have sworn that she relaxed alittle. "No, | wasjust one
kestrachern with the Kded'ain; dl the Clans came as fast as they could when Urtho caled usin, and he
didn't sort us out for severa months after that. He just gave the Clan Chiefs his orders and let them
decide how to carry them out, while he tried to organize what was | eft of the defenses. At that point, no
one knew what ranking | was qualified for. Kestraichern aren't given arank among the Clans the way
they arein the outsde world. My rank and al that came later, asthings got organized.” She arranged
hersaf on the massage table, facedown.

"The way that the Clans stood by him, though—you must have been disgusted by the way the
nobles just panicked and deserted him."



He paused, abottle of warm oil in hishand, at the odd tonein her voice. She surely knew that he
knew she was no Kaled'ain, but there was something about the way she had phrased that last that was
sending little half-understood sgnasto him. And the direction the conversation had been going in—

Go dowly, go carefully with this, hethought. There is more going on here than there appears
to be. | think, if I am very careful, all my questions about her are about to be answered.

"We stood by him because we were protected and never felt the fear,” he replied, pouring alittle oil
inthe pam of his hand and spreading it on her back. "We have our own mages, you know. Granted, we
don't go about making much of the fact, and they only serve Kdedain, but between the mages and the
shaman, Maar couldn't touch us—and there was no way that he could insinuate agentsinto our midst to
bring us down. Not the way he did the High King and his Court."

The muscles under his hand jumped. "What do you mean by that?' she demanded, her voice sharp
and anxious.

He soothed her back with hishands, and ddliberately injected a soothing tone into hisvoice. "Well,
Maar has always been amaster of opportunity, and he's never used adirect attack when an indirect one
would work aswell. Treachery, betraya, manipulation—those are his favorite wegpons. That was how
he got control in hisown land in the first place, and that is how he prefers to weaken other lands before
he movesin to take them with histroops. He may be ruthless and heartless, but he never spends more
than he hasto in order to get what he wants."

"But what doesthat have to do with us?' she demanded, harshly. "What doesthat have to do with
the way those cowards smply deserted the High King, fled and left the Court and their own holdingsin
complete chaps?'

"Why, everything,” hetold her in mild surprise. "Maar had adozen agentsin the Court, didn't you
know that? Their job was to spread rumors, create dissension, make things as difficult as possible for the
High King to get anything accomplished. | don't know their names, but Cinnabar does; she was
ingrumenta in winkling them out and dedling with them after the King collagpsed. But the mgor thing was
that once Maar believed that his agents had done everything they could to get the Court just below the
boiling point, he sent one of them into the Palace with alittle ‘present’ for the King and his supporters.”
His mouth twisted in distaste. " Treachery of the worst sort. Have you ever heard of something called a
dyrstaf?'

"No," shesad, blankly.

"Skan could tell you more about it. He wasthere a the time, in Urtho's Tower, and he found out
about everything pretty much asit happened. For that matter, so was Lady Cinnabar, but she'snot a
mage, and Skan is." Hetried to recdl everything that Cinnabar and Skan had told him. "It'sarather nasty
little thing. It'san object, usualy arod or astaff of somekind, that holdsa very insdiousverson of a
fear-spdll. It looks perfectly ordinary until it's been triggered, and even then it doesn't show to anything
but Magesight. It starts out just creating low-level anxiety, and works up to afull panic over the course of
aday and anight. And sinceit isn't precisaly attacking anyone or anything, most protective spellswon't
shield fromit. And of course, Sinceit wasn't active when the agent brought it into the Palace, no one
knew it was there, and it didn't trip any of the protectionslaid around the King."

"A fear 3pdll?" she asked softly. "But why didn't the Palace shields—oh. Never mind, it was insde
the shields when it started to work. So of course the shields wouldn't keep anything out.”

"And by the time anyone realized what was going on, it wastoo late to do anything about it,"
Amberdrake replied. "In fact, it did most of itsworst work after dark, at atime when people are most
subject to ther fears anyway. The mages aways dept under al kinds of persond shielding, so of course
they weren't affected. Anyonewith Hedler training would also deep under shidds, remember, most
Hedlers have some degree of Empathy, and thiswas an emotion. They would aso have been protected
agang it

"But anyone ese—" She shuddered.

"And what most people did was smply to run away." Amberdrake sighed. "By morning, the Paace
was deserted, and it wasn't only the nobles who ran, no matter what you might have heard to the
contrary. It was everyone. Cinnabar said that the only ones |eft were the mages and Hedler's, there



wasn't ahorse, donkey, or mulefit to ride | eft in the stables, the servants and the Palace guards had
deserted their posts, and the King wasin avirtua state of collgpse. She and the others called Urtho from
his Tower. By the time that Urtho found the dyrstaf, it wastoo late; the worst damage had been done.”

"But they didn't come back." No mistake about it; Winterhart's tone was incredibly bitter and full of
sdlf-accusation. "They could have returned, but they didn't. They were cowards, dl of them.”

"No." He made hisvoice firm, hisanswer unequivoca. "No, they didn't come back, not because
they were cowards, but because they were hurt. The dyrstaf inflictsawound on the heart and soul as
deep as any wegpon of sted can inflict on the body; an invisble wound of terror that isal the worse
becauseit can't be seen and doesn't bleed. They weren't cowards, they were so badly wounded that
most of them had gone beyond thinking of anything but their fear and their shame. Some of them, likethe
King, died of that wound.”

"He—died?" shefdtered. "I didn't know that."

Amberdrake sghed. "His heart was never that strong, and he was an old man; being found by Urtho
hiding in his own wardrobe shamed him past telling. It broke his spirit, and he simply faded away over the
course of the next month. Since he was childless, and everyone dsein direct line had fled past recalling,
Urtho thought it better just to let people think he'd goneinto exile."

"What about Cinnabar?' she demanded sharply. "Why didn't she run? Doesn't that just prove that
everyonewho did redly is acoward?

"Cinnabar was already atrained Hedler, dear-heart,” he said. Not like you, little one. You might
have had the Gift, but your family didn't indulge you enough to let you get it trained. "Youve
worked with her, you know how powerful sheis, and her Empathy isonly alittle weaker than her
Hedling powers. She was shielded againgt outside emotions and didn't even know what was going on.
Then in the morning, she was ableto tell that the fear was coming from outside, and she was one of the
oneswho got Urtho and helped him in asearch for the dyrstaf. They al camein by way of Urtho's
private Gate into the throne room—all but Skan, he wastoo big to fit. Unfortunately, by the time Urtho
and the magesfound it, it was too late to do any good.”

"They aways sad her family was eccentric,” Winterhart said, asif to hersdlf. "Letting the children get
training, asif they were ever going to haveto actually be Healersand magesand dll. | envied he—" A
gasp told him she had redlized too | ate that she had let that clue to her past dip.

"If your parents had alowed you to have Hedler training, instead of forcing you to learn what you
could on your own, you probably wouldn't be here right now," hetold her quietly. "Don't you redlize that
if you'd been properly trained, you'd have been standing beside Cinnabar, helping her, on that day?
Thereisnothing more vulnerable than an untrained Empath. Y ou were perhapsthe single most vulnerable
person in the entire Palace when the dyr staf started working. Didn't you ever redize that? If Maar's spdll
of fear wounded others, | am truly surprised that it didn't Strike you dead.”

Her shoulders shook with sobs. "I wish it had!" she wept into the pillow. "Oh, gods! | wishit had!"

Caefully, very carefully, he sat down on the edge of the massage table, and took her shouldersin
his strong hands, helping her to Sit up and turn, so that she was weeping into his shoulder insteed of into a
comfortless pillow. For sometime, he smply held her, letting her long-pent grief wear itsdf out, rocking
her alittle, and stroking her hair and the back of her neck.

She shivered, and her skin chilled. Gesten dipped in, silent as a shadow, and laid athick, warmed
robe beside him. He thanked the hertas with his eyes, and picked it up, wrapping it around her
shoulders. Sherelaxed as the heat seeped into her, and gradualy her sobslost their strength.

"So that was why you chose the name "'Winterhart,” he said into the silence. "1'd wondered. It wasn't
because it was Kaled'din at all—it was because a hart is a hunted creature, and because you hoped that
the cold of winter would close around you and keep you from ever feding anything again.”

"l never even saw aKaeddin until | came here," came the whisper from his shoulder.

"Ah." He massaged the back of her neck with one hand, while the other remained holding her to his
chest. "So. Y ou know, you don't have to answer me, but who are you? If you have any relatives ill
dive, they would probably like to know that you areliving, too."

"How would you know?" The reply sounded harsh, but he did not react to it, he smply answered it.



"l know—partly because one of my tasks as akestraichern isto pass that information on to Urtho in
case any of your relations have been looking for others of their blood. And | know because | lost my
family when they fled without me, and | have never found them again. And thereis a void there, an
emptiness, and apain that comeswith not knowing, not being ableto at least write 'finished to the
question.”

"Oh. I'm—sorry,” she said awkwardly.

"Thank you," he replied, accepting the spirit of the gpology.

He sensed that she was not finished, and waited.

Finally, she spoke again.

"Once, my namewas Lady ReannaLaury...."

Winterhart spoke, and Amberdrake listened, long into the night. She was hislast client; he had
ingtinctively scheduled her asthe last client of any night she had an gppointment, knowing that if her
barriers ever broke, he would need many candlemarksto deal with the consequences. So shehad dl the
time she needed.

Hetalked to her, soothed her—and did not lay afinger on her that was not strictly platonic. He
knew that she half expected him to seduce her. He dso knew that given any encouragement whatsoever,
she would seduce him. But the Situation was too complicated to alow for one more complication, and he
would have been not only unprofessond but lessthan afriend if he permitted that complication to take
place.

Much as he wanted to.

She was very swest, very pliant, in hisarms. He sensed a passionate nature in her that he doubted
Conn Levas even guessed at. She was quite ready to show that nature to him.

But the essence of akestraichern's talent was afinely-honed sense of timing, and he knew that this
was not thetime.

S0 he sent her back to her tent exhausted, but only emotionaly and mentally—comforted, but not
physcaly. And heflung himsdf into hisbed in afever, to stare a the tent roof and fantasize dl the things
that hewished he had done.

He had never redlly expected that he would find anyone he wanted to share hislife with. He had
aways thought that he would be lucky to find acasud lover or two, outside of his profession.

He had certainly never expected to find anyone so well suited to him—little though she knew the
extent of it. Right now, she only knew that he could comfort her, that he had answersfor the things that
had eaten away at her heart until it bled. He did not want her until she had recovered from dl this—until
she knew what and who she was, and wanted him as an equa, and not as a comforter and protector.

She got enough of that with Conn.

For Winterhart, whatever she had been, was now astrong, vital, and competent woman. She had a
deep capacity for compassion that she had been denying, fearing to be hurt if she gaveway toit.

She had overcome her fearsto find some kind of training that would make her useful to Urtho's
forces, and then had returned to take her place there, when hundreds of others who had not been
affected as profoundly as she had remained deserters. Granted, she had not come back as hersdlf, but at
this point, any attempt to reveal her name and nature would only disrupt some of what Urtho had
accomplished. The House and forces of Laury answered now to Urtho and not to those who had once
commanded them and their loydty by right of birth. Why disturb an established arrangement”? He thought
he had persuaded her of that—and what was more, he thought she had figured that out for herself, but
had been afraid that saying anything of the sort would only be taken for further cowardice. It wasn't, of
course. It was only good sense, which in itsalf wasin al-too-short supply.

"It would be different,” held told her, "if we had a Situation like Lord Cory's. He was back on his
edtate, in retirement, and was | eft the only member of hislineto command hislevy. So hedid, even
though heisfar too old for the task. He's afine commander, though, so Urtho isn't going to ask him to
step down—but if one of his sons or daughters ever showed up, willing to take the old man's orders,
thereld be anew field commander before you could blink."

"But the Laury people are commanded by General Micherone," Winterhart had observed, and



sghed. "Bet Micheroneis abetter commander than | could ever be, and Urtho has the utmost confidence
in her. | don't see any reason to come back to life.”

"Nor do I," Amberdrake had told her. ™Y ou might ask Lady Cinnabar, since she knows the politica
Stuation better than I, but if she says not to bother, then thereis no reason why you can't remain
'Winterhart' for the rest of your life." He chuckled alittle, then, and added, "And if anyone askswhy you
have aKaed'din name, tell them it's because you have been adopted into my sept and Clan. I'll even
arangeit, if you like"

Sheld looked up at him thoughtfully. "1 would like that, plesse," she had replied. "Very much.”

He wondered if she knew or guessed the significance of that. Kaled'din did not take in those from
outsde the Clanslightly or often—and it was usualy someone who was about to marry into the Clans,
someone who had sworn blood-brotherhood with a Kaed'ain, or someone who had done the Clan a
great service.

Still, he did not regret making the offer, and he would gladly see that the matter was taken care of.
Becauseif thingsfdl out the way he hoped—

Not now, hetold himsdf. Take one day at a time. First she will have to deal with Conn Levas.
Only then should you make overtures. Otherwise she will be certain that she betrayed him,
somehow, and she has had more than enough of thinking she was a traitor.

All it would take was patience. Every Kded'din was familiar with patience. It took patienceto train
ahawk or a horse—patience to perform the delicate mani pulations that would bring the lines of
bondbirds and warsteeds to their fulfillment. It took patience to learn everything needed to become a
shaman, or aHedler, or akestrachern.

But, oh, | have had enough of patience to last me the rest of my life! | should like some
immediate return for my efforts for a change!

He would likeit, but he knew better than to expect or even hopefor it. It was enough that in the
midst of dl thispain and death, there was alittle life and warmth, and that he was sharing in it.

And it was with that thought uppermost in hismind that hefindly fell adeep.

Fourteen

A bird-scream woke Amberdrake out of a sound and dreamless deep. He knew those screams;
high-pitched, and sounding exactly asif achild were shrieking. He sat straight up in bed, blinking fog out
of hiseyes.

What—a messenger, at this hour? It was morning! What could—

But if someone had sent amessenger-bird to screech at the entrance to histent, there was grave
trouble. Anything less and there would have been time to send ahertas rather than abird. Before Gesten
could get to the door flap, he had rolled out of bed and flung open the flap to let the bird in. It whirred
up from the ground and hit his shoulder, muttered in agitation for amoment, then spoke in Tamsin'svoice.

"Drake, we need you on the Hill—now."

That was dl there was to the message, and normaly the last person that Tamsin would ask for help
on the Hill was Amberdrake, despite his early training. Amberdrake knew that Tamsin was only too well
aware of hislimitations—how his Empathic Gift tended to get right out of control even now. Hewas
much better suited to the profession he had chosen, and they both knew it. But if Tamsin had sent abird
for him, then the Situation up on the Hill was out of hand, and the Healers were dragging in every horse
doctor and herb collector within running distance—and every other kestralchern who knew anything of
Hedling or could hold awound for stitching or soothe pain.

He flung on some clothing and headed for the Hedlers tents at a dead run. There were plenty of



other people boiling out of their tents wearing hastily-donned clothing; as he had surmised, he was not the
only kestraichern on the way up there. Whatever had happened, it was bad, as bad as could possibly be.

He found out just how bad it was when he arrived at the Hedlers tents and stopped dead in his
tracks, panting with effort, struck dumb by the sheer numbers of near-dead.

The victims overflowed the tents and had been laid out in rows wherever there was space. There
was blood everywhere; soaking into the ground, making spreading scarlet stains on clothing and
hastily-wrapped bandages. The pain hammered a him, making him red back for amoment with the
force of it pounding againg his disciplined shidlds. "Amberdrake!"

Heturned at the sound of his name; Vikteren grabbed hisarm and steered him into atent. "Tarnsin
said to watch for you, they need you here, with the nonhumans," he said, speaking so quickly that heran
everything together. "I know some farrier-work, I'm supposed to assst you if you want me.”

"Yes, | want you," Amberdrake answered quickly, squinting into the semidarkness of the tent. After
the bright sunlight outside, it took amoment for hiseyesto adjust.

When they did, he could have wished they hadn't. There were haf a dozen kyree lying nearest the
entrance, and they seemed to be the worst off; next to them, lying on palets, were sometervardi and
hertas—he couldn't tell how many—and at the back of the tent, three dyheli. Therewas only one
divison of the forces that had that many nonhumansin combat positions, and his heart sank. "Oh,
gods—the Second—?"

"All but gone," Vikteren confirmed. "Maar camein behind them, and no one knows how."

But there was no time for discussion. He and his salf-appointed assistant took over their first patient,
akyreethat had been dashed from throat to tail, and then there was no time for anything but the work
at hand.

Amberdrake worked with hands and Gift, gtitching wounds and Healing them, blocking pain, setting
bones, knitting up flesh. Heworked until the world narrowed to his hands and the flesh beneath them. He
worked until he logt al track of time or even who he was working on, trusting to training and ingtinct to
see him through. And at last, he worked until he couldn't even see his hands, until he was so exhausted
and battered by the pain and fear of othersthat the world went gray, and then black, then went away
dtogether.

And hefound himsdf being supported by Vikteren, his head under the spout of a pump, the young
meage franticaly pumping water over him.

He spluttered and waved at Vikteren to stop, pushed himsalf up to aknedling position, and shook
the cold water out of his eyes. He was barely able to do that; he had never in al of hislife felt so wesk.

"Y ou passed out,” the mage said smply. "I figured that what worked for drunks would probably
work for you."

"Probably the best thing you could have done," Amberdrake admitted and coughed. How many
more wounded were there? Hisjob wasn't done yet. "1'd better get back—"

He started to get up, but Vikteren restrained him with ahand on his shoulder. He didn't do much but
let it rest there, yet that was enough to keep Amberdrake from moving.

"There's nothing | eft to go back to. Y ou didn't pass out till you got the last tervardi and a couple of
the humans that the others hadn't gotten to yet. The rest no one could have helped,” Vikteren told him.
Amberdrake blinked at that, and then blinked again. The mage was amess—his clothing stiff with blood,
his hands bloodstained. He had blood in hishair, his eyes were reddened and swollen, and his skin was
pae

"We're done?' he asked, trying not to sound too hopeful.

Vikteren nodded. "Near as| can tell. They brought the last of the wounded in through the Jerlag
Gate, evacuated the rearguard, and shut it down about a candlemark ago.”

Evacuated? Shut the Gate down? Amberdrake blinked, and realized then that the light shining
down on both of them was entirdly artificia, one of the very brilliant mage-lights used by the Hedlers.
Beyond the light, the sky was completdly black, with asprinkling of stars. We've been working all day?
"Sunset was about the same time they shut the Gate down,” Vikteren told him, answering his unspoken
question. "Urtho's up & the terminus now, and—"



A ripplein the mage-energies, and an unsettled and unsettling sensation, asif the world had just
dropped suddenly out from undernegth them, made them both look ingtinctively to the north. The Jerlag
Gate was in the north, beyond those mountainsin the far distance.

Far, far off on the horizon, behind the mountains, there was abrilliant flash of light. It covered the
entire northern horizon, so bright that Vikteren cursed and Amberdrake blinked away tears of pain and
had false-lights dancing before his eyesfor several moments.

It took much longer than that before either of them could speak.

Vikteren said carefully, " So much for the Jerlag Gate.”

"Did he—" Amberdrake could hardly believeit, but Vikteren was amage, and he would recognize
what Urtho had done better than any kestraichern.

Vikteren nodded. "Fed it back onitsalf. Maar may have taken Jerlag, but it's cost him ahell of alot
more than he thought it would. That'sthefirgt time Urtho's ever imploded one of his permanent Gates.”

The thought hung between them, ominous and unspoken. And it probably won't be the last.

Amberdrake swalowed; he could not begin to imagine the forceslet loosein theimplosion of afixed
Gate. Vikteren could, though, and the young mage squinted off &t the horizon.

"Probably a hole about as big as this camp, and as deep asthe Tower there now," he said absently.

And then it was Amberdrakesturn to grab for his arm and steady him, as hetrembled, lost his
balance, and started to fall. He was heavier than Amberdrake could support in his own weakened
condition; he lowered the mage down to the muddy ground in akind of controlled fal, and leaned against
him. Vikteren blinked a him with glazed eyes.

"You collgpsed,” Amberdrake told him gently. "Y ou aren't in much better shapethan | am.”

"Y ou can say that again, Drake." Gesten padded up into the circle of light cast by the mage-light
overhead, with Aubri and two of Lady Cinnabar's hertas with him. "The Lady told me where you were.
She and Tamsin and Skan are worried sick. I'm supposed to have Dierne and Lyde help Vikteren back
to histent and get some food in him, while Aubri helps me get you back to yours." The hertas patted the
young mage on the shoulder. "Good work, boy. Tamsin says you two basically took care of every badly
injured nonhuman that camein. Real good work. If | had asteek, 1'd cook it up for you myself.”

"Right now acouple of boiled eggs and some cheese soundsfine," Vikteren croaked, hisface gone
ashen. "I'd rather not look at meat just now—could look like someone | knew...."

Gesten gestured to the other two hertasi who levered Vikteren back up to a standing position and
supported him on hisfeet. "Get somefood, get somerest. And drink what thesetwo give you. It1l keep
you from having dreams."

"Nightmares, you mean,” Amberdrake murmured, as the hertas helped the mage down the hill, step
by wavering step. "'l remember my first war-wounded.”

"Asdoweadl," Aubri rumbled. "Gegten, if you can get him standing—Amberdrake, you lean on my
back—"

Ashe got to hisfeet, he began to black out again, and Gesten tsked at him as he sat abruptly back
down. "l thought as much," the hertas said. "Y ou've drained yoursdlf. Y ou're going to be aright messin
themorning.”

"I'm aright mess now." Amberdrake put his head down between his knees until the world stopped
spinning around him. "1 hope you have a solution for this. I'd hate to spend the rest of the night deepingin
themud.”

"That'swhy | brought Aubri. Just give usamoment.” The hertas hustled into one of the supply tents,
and came back out again with anumber of restraining straps and atwo-man litter. While Aubri muttered
ingtructions, Gesten rigged aharness over Aubri's hindquarters, and stuck one set of the litter handles
through loopsin the harness. "Get yoursdlf on that, Drake," the hertas ordered. "1've got thisinclined so
Aubri takesmogt of your weight.”

Amberdrake did manage to crawl onto the litter, but he was so dizzy that it took much longer than
he thought it would, and his head pounded in timewith his pulse until he wanted nothing more than to
have someone knock him out. He knew what it was, he'd overextended himsdlf, drained himself down to
nothing. He was paying the price of over-extending, and he wouldn't be the only Healer who'd done that



today.

He closed his eyesfor the journey back to his tent; when he opened his eyes again, hewasbeing
lifted into his bed. But the moment hetried to move, his head exploded with pain, so he closed hiseyes
again and passively let them do whatever Gesten told them to. He wound up in ahaf-gtting postion,
propped in place by pillows.

When he opened hiseyes again, the tent was silent, lit only by asingle, heavily-shaded lantern, and
Gesten was till there, dthough Aubri and the rest of the hertas's recruits were long gone. Gesten turned
with acup in hisforeclaw, and pushed it at him.

"Here" he said brusquely. "Drink this, you know what it is."

Indeed he did; acompound of herbsfor his head and to make him deep, so thick with honey hewas
surprised the spoon didn't stand init. At this point, he was too spent to protest, and too dizzy to care.
Obediently, he let the too-sweet, sticky liquid ooze down histhroat.

Then he closed hiseyes, waiting for the moment when the herbs would take effect. And when they
did, hedid into the dark waters of deep without asingle ripple—for awhile.

Winterhart had never wanted quite so much to crawl away into ahole and deep for ahundred
years. Instead, she dragged hersdlf back to her tent and collapsed on her bedroll. She curled into afetal
position, and waited for her muscles to stop twitching with fatigue, too tired even to undress.

Urtho waslosing. That was the genera consensus. The only question wasif their sde would
continue to lose ground, or if Urtho would come up with something that would hold Maer off for alittle
longer.

We're being eroded by bits and pieces, instead of being overrun the way | thought we'd go.
Even that stark certainty failed to bring her ashiver of fear. She wasjust too tired.

It wasn't just tending her own charges now, it was being called up the Hill at amoment's notice
whenever too many wounded camein. And it wasn't just her—it was everyone, anyone who even knew
how to wrap a bandage. She'd seen Amberdrake working so long and so hard today that he'd become a
casudty himsdlf, and he wasn't the only one, either. The rest of the kestraichern worked just as hard, and
even the perchi camein to mix herba potions and change bandages. For now, dl the little feuds and
personality conflicts were set aside.

Unfortunately, Shaiknam and Garber have their commands again. Although General Shaiknam
no longer had nonhumans or mages under his command, he was still managing to account for far too
many casudties. When he succeeded, he did soin grand style, but it was dways at a high cost in terms of
fighters

| wish that Urtho would just put himin charge of siege engines and catapults. They don't die.

Wéll, she no longer had to parrot Garber's stupid orders, or try to make excusesfor him. And the
Sixth was holding its own at the moment. Perhaps they would continue to hold, and Maar would give up
for awhile, let things stand at stalemate, and give them dl timeto bresthe.

Footsteps outside the tent warned her in timeto roll over to face the back of the tent and feign deep.
It was Conn, of course, and wanting the usud ; she could not imagine where he got any energy to spare
when everyone else was exhausted.

He shoved the tent flap open roughly, and stood beside her bedroll, waiting for her to wake up.
Except that she wasn't going to "wake up.”

I'mtired of you, Conn. I'mtired of your so-called "temperament.” I'mtired of acting like your
mother aswell asyour lover. I'm very tired of being your lover; you have no couth and no
consideration.

It occurred to her then that he had so little consideration for her that he might well try to shake her
awake. Then shewould have no choice but to give up the ruse.

But I'm damned if I'll perform for you, Conn. You'll get me the way | feel —too tired to move a
muscle, with nothing left over for anything or anyone, not even myself.

He stood there amoment longer, and experimentaly prodded her with histoe once or twice.

Very romantic, Conn.



But she had seen people falen so deeply adleep that nothing short of an earthquake would wake
them. She knew how to smulate the same thing. She remained absolutely limp, neither ressting the push
from histoe, nor reacting to it. Findly he muttered something uncomplimentary and left the tent.

She stayed in the same position in akind of wary stupor; there was no telling how Conn would react
to having hiswishesflaunted. He might just linger outside the tent, waiting to seeif she moved or even
came out. He might even come back with abucket of cold water—

No, he won't do that. He wouldn't want to use the bedroll if it had been soaked.

But he might find some other way of waking her up and return withit.

It's a good thing he won't be able to find a messenger-bird now that it's past sunset. He'd
probably bring one back here and have it shriek in my ear. The little beggars love dramatics; he
wouldn't have any trouble getting one to cooper ate.

But nothing happened, and when her arm fell adeep, shefindly turned over, keeping her eyes
cracked to mere dlits.

Therewasalight right outside her tent, and if there had been anyone lurking out there held have
shown up as asilhouette againgt the canvas. There wasn't asign of Conn, and as her arm came back to
life and she sat up, swearing softly, he didn't come bursting into the tent.

She sighed and massaged her |eft hand with her right, cursing asit tingled and burned. Her eyesfdt
dry, and gritty, asif shed been caught in asandstorm. She left off massaging her hand and rubbed them;
it didn't stop theitching, but at least they didn't fed quite so dry anymore.

Thisend of camp was sllent—frighteningly silent. Anyone not on duty was deeping, wasting not a
single moment in any other pursuits. As she listened, she heard the deliberate pacing of a sentry up and
down the rows of tents, and the rustle of flagsin the breeze, the cresking of guy ropes and the flapping of
loose canvas. And something muttered just overhead.

She peered up, where the tent supports met in across. There was atiny creature up there, perched
onthe poles.

She got to her feet, somehow, and reached up to it without thinking. Only as her hand touched it and
shefdt feathersdid it occur to her that it could have been anything—arat, abat, some nasty little
mage-accident.

But it wasn'; it was only amessenger-bird. She dipped her fingers under its breast-feathers asit
woke and muttered deepily, and it transferred its hold on the pole to a perch on her hand.

She brought it down carefully. While they were very tame, they were aso known to nip when they
were sartled. She scratched it with one finger around its neck-ruff while it dowly woke, grumbled to
itself, and then, findly, pulled awvay and fluffed itsdf up.

It tilted its head and looked up at her; obligingly, she got into the light from outside so that it could
see her face and identify her. 1t snapped its beak meditatively once or twice, then roused dl itsfesthers
again and spoke.

Canceling your appointment tonight, it said in Amberdrake's voice, and it was uncanny the way
the tiny bird was able to imitate sheer exhaustion overlaying the words and making him dur his
sentences. Too tired. Tomorrow, if we can. I'm sorry.

She sat back down again, obscurely disappointed. Not that she was up to so much asawalk to the
mess tent, much less halfway across camp! And he certainly wasn't up to giving her any kind of a
massage, not after the way sheld seen him daving today.

But we could have talked, shethought wigtfully. We could have cried on each other's
shoulders... comforted each other.

Suddenly she redlized that she no longer thought of him as"the kestralchern Amberdrake'—not
even as her Healer. She wanted to tell him every gridy detaill—the men that had died under her hands,
the fighters who were never going to see, or walk, or use aweapon again. She wanted to weep on his
shoulder, and then offer him that same comfort back again. She needed it, and she guessed that he did,
too. Hisfriends were as mind-sick and exhausted as he was, and would be in no position to console him.

Or else they have others they would rather turn to.

If only he hadn't canceled the gppointment! If only she could go to him—



Well, why not? came the unbidden thought. Friends don't need appointments to see each other.

That was true enough, but—

Dear gods, it was along walk! She held thelittle bird in her cupped hand, petting its back and head
absently asit chuckled in content. Just the bare thought of that walk was enough to make her weep. He
might have exhausted his Hedling powers, but she had been lifting and reaching, pulling and hauling, dl
day. Small wonder her muscles burned with fatigue, and felt about as strong as aglass of water.

Footsteps crunched on the grave of the path between the rows of tents, drawing nearer, but they
weretoo light to be Conn's, so she dismissed them as shetried to muster the strength just to stand. If |
can get to my feet, maybe | can get asfar asthe messtent. If | can get as far as the mess tent,
maybe | can get to the bath house. If | can get that far—

The footsteps paused just outside her door flap, and the silhouette against the canvas was not at al
familiar. Until the man turned sdeways, asif to go back the way he came,

"Amberdrake?' she said doud, increduloudy. The man outside paused in midstep, and turned back
to the doorflap. "Winterhart?' Amberdrake said cautioudy. "I thought you were probably adeep.”

"|—I'mtoo tired to deep, if that makes any sense," shereplied, so grateful that he was here that she
couldn't think of anything else. "Oh, please, comein! | wasjust trying to get up the energy to come visit
you!"

He pushed open the tent flap and looked down at her, Sitting on her bedrall, little messenger-bird in
her hands. Y ou got my message—" he said hesitantly.

" Since when do friends need an gppointment to talk?" she retorted, and was rewarded with his dow,
grateful amile. "'l had the fedling we both needed someoneto tak to tonight.”

"Y ou'l never know how much," he sghed, collapsing on the bedroll beside her.

Asshelooked at him, sitting there in the shadows of the tent, and wanting nothing more than to talk,
awarmth started somewhere inside her and began to spread, asif acold place within had thawed &t long
last, and the warmth was reaching every part of her.

"Would you like to start first, or may |?" he asked, courteous as always.

He needed her! He needed her, and not the other way around! She sensed the paininsgde him, an
ache that was so seldom eased that he no longer expected to find relief for it. How long had he been
carrying this burden of grief? Certainly longer than just today.

"Youfirg," shesaid, acting on generousimpulse. "I think you must need to talk more than | do.
After al, you were the one who made the long walk here."

It was too dark to see hisface, but she sensed that he was startled. "Perhaps| do...." he said,
dowly.

She put the bird on the dressing stand, and reached out and took one of hishands. It was cold; she
cupped it in both of herstowarmit.

Sharing the warmth; sometimes that's all that's needed, | think....

Skan whedled sideways and left an opening for Zhaned to stoop on the pursuing makaar. The one
behind him, intent upon making the Black Gryphon into shredded flesh, was a nasty, mottled deep blue,
with freshly-broken horns till bleeding from colliding with another of his misshapen brethren. Skandranon
acted asthe lure for Zhaned's stoops, flying against the thin clouds to show up better from the ground.
The gryfacon, high above, saw through the wispy clouds easily, and it was smplicity to timewhen she
would fal upon the pursuing makaar.

Ontime, acracking sound followed by a descending scream marked Zhaned's arriva behind him,
and she shot past and under him at well over three times his speed. Skandranon's eyes blazed with
approvd, asthey did every time Zhaned fought beside him. He went into hisfollow-up while she arced
upward to retake her position of superior dtitude, higher than any makaar could fly.

Beautiful! And it'sworking. She's unstoppable when sheisin her element, and the new
makaar are more fragile than the last breed. Two breeds since Kili... wonder if he's still alive?
Tchah, next group—

While the battle raged behind and bel ow them, they managed to keep most of the makaar occupied



so they wouldn't harry the retreat. Retreat! Another one! And | warned Urtho to fortify and trap the
valley to at least Slow Ma'ar's advance, but we ran too thin on time and resources. Now our
troops are beating their way back from the latest rout, and the best the gryphons can do is keep
the makaar busy dying. Granted, it's fun, but all in all I'd rather be fat and happy in a warm tent,
feeding Zhanesl tidbits of rabbit.

In broad daylight, the Black Gryphon wasn't the most effective at stedlthiness, so he and Zhaned
had worked out this particular style of combat on the way. It had turned into a predictable pattern by
now, and the new makaar had apparently figured out that it took Zhaned acertain amount of timeto
regain her agria advantage. It was no longer quite so easy to kill makaar, but at |east the makaar at this
battle were down to manageable numbers. There couldn't be more than thirty.

Another flight of makaar—four, thistime, in aheight-staggered diamond—closed on Skandranon
sooner than the previous flights had. They were going to clash with him behind Zhaned's upward flight
path, too soon for her to strike at them, but too close for Skan to make an effective stoop of hisown.
The result—they could chase Skan and exhaust him at their leisure, unless he dowed and fell to strike at
them.

Either result reduces my chances of survival significantly, and | am not interested in that at
all. Isn't there something better you could be doing, stupid gryphon? Maybe eating. Or dancing.
Dancing—

Ah! Now that is something the makaar wouldn't expect. They're counting on me speeding past
them, or dowing—»but if | pull up and stop, that might just break up their formation. Makaar
without a formation are also known as scattered bodies. This may be fun again after all!

S0, that hertas backspin-pointe that Poidon had shown him before the Harvest festival could finally
cometo some usg, if hisback could stand up to the deceleration. Amberdrake's Healing, coupled with
Tamsin and Cinnabar's periodic care, should have his tendons and musclesin good enough shapeto
handleit. Since he was a broadwing, cupping enough air to stop should not be a problem, but the speed
was going to be acritica factor.

Zhaned was abouit to clear the cloud layer on her upswing, but couldn't know what was going on
behind her. She'd be expecting Skandranon to be in the next quarterspan, and he wouldn't be there on
time; sheldd stay on station until she located him. If he dowed hisflight too much right now, the makaar
could guess hisintention and swarm him. And evenif....

You'll talk yourself out of doing anything at all, while those four uglies are debating what
sauce to put on your bones! Honestly, gryphon, you should know better. Urtho's given you more
than wings, you know. You have a brain to think with. That brain's |earned spells, you silly side of
beef, and the makaar won't be expecting that. Makaar only act on what they expect, remember?
They're expecting you to be dead, dead, dead, not the proud father of little gryphlets.

Basic dazzling should do the job, but that took a moment of time and repose—repose? Who told
you that? It takes a moment of concentration, nothing more, you worrying lump. You can't do it
while you're flying, but you can do it while you're falling. Falling should be in your immediate
future, if you can do the backspin-pointe. You only need one calm moment.

The makaar gained and shrieked at him, Skan recognized Kili in the lead, and that immediate future
became now. Skandranon pointed his beak toward the clouds, and arched his body backward. Theair
rushing againgt histhroat was nearly enough to stop the blood flow to his head, despite the cushioning
effects of hisfeathers. Sowly and ddliberatdly, in what seemed like years of congtant effort, he changed
the angle of attack of his broad wings until he kited upward. His forward speed was decreasing rapidly,
and in thisdeadly game, speed and endurance were dl that kept aflier aive.

To the makaar, it must have appeared at first that he was surrendering. The old maxim of trading
gpeed for dtitude held true as long as Skandranon kept hiswings at agood angle of attack. He would be
higher, but eventually hed cometo agtdl and stop completely. Then, as hisold enemy Kili surely knew,
he would fal, and four makaar were sure to dice him open as he hurtled toward the unforgiving ground.

Zhaned!, if this doesn't work, don't tell anyone | did something this stupid, please?

The makaar screamed their glee as he dowed in midair, hisarms and wings spread. Kili started to



dhriek avictory cry. He straightened his body in midair with one leg pulled close, the other at pointe. The
Black Gryphon hung at the gpogee of his climb for amoment.

A cadm moment.

Just one calm moment....

Zhaned pumped her wingsfurioudy, till gamefor the hunt but growing physicaly weary. Theair
was thin above the filmy layer of cloudsthat she and the Black Gryphon were using for cover, and her
lungs had trouble supplying her body for long up here. Her claws hurt from hammering makaar, too.

But she was making a difference. Fighting beside the Black Gryphon was everything she had
dreamed it could be, and more. They worked so well together, it seemed like nothing could go
wrong—hut she knew better than to believe such things. Maar and his commanders were cunning, and
each drike the gryphon pair made could be their last. That made the elation at every successal the
Swecter.

They'd been devastating on the makaar so far today, but the knowledge that it wasto cover a
withdrawa weighed on her mind. It was one thing to be greeted as heroes for making a glorious advance;
it was quite another to dodge the enemy as you ran for home. Things looked bad enough aready by the
time the army came boiling out of Maar's ground-Gate, rank after rank of identically uniformed humans
with pole arms and bows. Urtho's mage apparently hadn't arrived in time to stop Maar's mage from
opening the Gate, so the two gryphonstook it upon themselves to disable Maar's man. Skandranon was
unable to hit him until after the mgjority of Maar's ground troops had come through, and then the makaar
had clouded like gnats.

That had resulted in one of Zhaned's proudest moments; the mighty Black Gryphon had gotten his
foot caught in the camouflage net the mage had been hiding behind. He was tangled and could not free
himself, anchored to the ground by the body of the mage which was aso trapped in the downed net, and
the mage's men were advancing on Skandranon from the escarpment below. Zhaned streaked in and cut
the net away with her shears, then pushed the broken body of the mage, net and al, down the rocky
dope to dow down the troops while Skan beat hisway skyward. Just the kind of rescue sheld dreamed
of!

And now, her beloved Black Gryphon was down below the clouds, waiting for her to strike again at
the makaar that would inevitably be pursuing him. Shelined up on where he should be, readied for her
stoop, and peered through the thin clouds—and Skandranon wasn't there! Her voice caught and she felt
her throat going tight. Thishigh up, her instinct to keen could strangle her, she redlized with growing
horror. The air was thinner, she couldn't let hersaf keen—but where was he? She couldn't help but cry
out inworry!

But sure enough, there was no broadwinged black shape moving reentlesdy under the haze of cloud
that she could see. He should beright there! That's where his momentum would have him, and he
wasn't there! Shefolded her wings and looped in afrantic search for him—

—and then there was aflash of light below her. Her eyes darted to the location of the dazzling burs,
and a the center of adiamond of four stunned makaar was afaling black mass.

Skandranon!

Zhaned fell upon the helpless makaar, as unstoppable aslightning. No damned makaar were going
to harm her beloved!

Skandranon opened his eyesto find aplanet spiraling closer and closer to him at high speed. Given
the other things he could have been seeing at the moment—hisinterna organs dotting the sky, for
ingtance, or makaar clawsin hisface—seeing that he was only faling was quite awelcome sight.

There were no makaar below him or to the sides, so he followed another bit of persona
philosophy—never ook behind you, there may be an arrow gaining—and forced himsdif to stay
stone-till so that gravity could work its magic on him. Another few seconds, and he should be moving
quickly enough that hiswingswould do him some good. Then he would see what shape the makaar
behind him werein, and hed try to find Zhaned somewhere.



She must be on station by now and looking for him, and he wouldn't be where he was supposed to
be. You've lasted thislong, sky dancer, but will you survive what she'll do to you after the worry
you'll cause her?

Before he could formulate arebutta to his own question, the air around him shook from amassive
displacement—and amakaar wing entered his vison only a handsbreadth from hisface!

Kili'swing!

Skan desperatdly twisted Sdewaysto bring his clawsto bear on the enemy that wasonly a
heartbeat away from disemboweling him. He lashed out with both foreclaws to latch onto the wing, intent
upon taking the monster down with him—

—and found Zhaned screaming past him in triumph, her shears clutched tightly in her hands. She
was followed a second later by amist of dark, cold blood, another wing, and the dying body of the
now-wingless makaar flight leader. Zhaned arced back up to come beside Skandranon and laugh aong
with him as he dropped the lifeless makaar wing and resumed controlled flight.

Oh, gods above, | amin love.

The other three makaar, still bedazzled by Skandranon's spell, scattered and took their remaining
brethren aong with them. No more makaar harried the retreat, and Maar's troops had aready hated to
assesstheir own losses.

Safe again, and there she was, flying beside him, every bit as confident and beautiful as
Skandranon's wildest dreams.

Yes, Zhaneel, | am definitely in love. You are worth living for, no matter what comes. You are
worth anything....

Fifteen

Peace, at |ast.

Amberdrake dropped the tent flgp behind hislast client for the evening; he turned with awhisper of
slk tolook back into the brightly-lit public chamber, and sighed with relief. Gesten raised his blunt snout
from the towel chest, where he had been working, and looked straight at him and then away, asif the
hertas were going to say something, then thought better of it.

Not a comment or a complaint, or he wouldn't have hesitated, so it must be a request.

"Spit it out, Gesten,” Amberdrake said patiently. "Y ou want something. Whatever it is, you've more
than earned it adozen timesover. What isit?'

"I'mtired, and I'd like to quit early and get some deep,” Gesten admitted, "but | don't want to leave
you with al thismessto take care of done, if you'retired, too. | thought you felt pretty good until | heard
you sghjust now."

Amberdrake shook his head, and pulled his hair back behind hisneck. "That sigh was becauseit is
damned niceto be doing thejob I'm trained for, and not playing second-rate Hedler," hetold the hertas.
"It wasasgh of contentment.”

Amberdrake turned aside and went over to the portable folding table beside the couch, atable that
currently held a selection of lotions and unguents, scented and not. He picked up the first, ahalf-empty
bottle of camil-lotion, and put them in their proper order. He made very sure that the lid of each was
properly tightened down before he put it away. Right now, there was no way of telling when held ever
find replacements, and each drop was too precious to waste in evaporation or spillage. Cosmetics and
lotions no longer appeared on the list of any herbdist's priorities. He knew how to make his own, of
course, but when would he ever have the time or the materias?

Of course he might not ever need to find replacements. Maar might very well make the question of



where or how he would find them moot at any point.

Better not to think of that. Better just to enjoy the respite and try not to think of how brief it might
be.

"No, Gesten, I'm not tired. Oddly enough, | think that exhausting myself on aregular basis up on the
Hill only made melearn how to make better use of my resources," he continued. "Either that, or I'm fitter
now than | was before. It's just such apleasure to get back to being nothing more than asimple
kestrachern...." A pregnant silence derted him, and he turned to see that Gesten was grinning a toothy
hertas grin. He made aface. "And you can wipe that smug smile off your snout, my little friend. No puns,
and no clever sdlies. Just go get somerest. | had to clean up after myself long before you came dong,
and | think | can remember how."

If anything, Gesten's smile widened abit more, but there was no doubt that the hertas was astired
as he claimed. Probably more so; the past few days had not been easy onesfor him, either. If anything,
he had gotten less rest than Amberdrake. His scales had dulled, and he carried histail asif the weight of
it was aburden to him. That didn't top him from exercising histongue, however.

He bowed, spreading hisforeclavswide. "Y es, O greatest of the kestraichern, O master of
massage, O summit of the sensuous, O acme of the erogenous, O prelate of—"

"That'll do," Amberdrake interrupted. "One of these days, Gesten, you're going to get me annoyed.”

"And when that happens, the moon will turn purple and therell be fish flying and birds under the
seq," Gesten jeered. "You dmost never get angry, Drake, not even with people who deserveit.
Demonshlood! Thelast time | saw you get angry was with that uppity Healer, the one that came dl the
way down from the Hill to tdll you off, and then you cooled off by the time you got back to the tent! Y ou
ought to get angry alot more often; you're too palite. Y ou've got too much control for your own good.
Dams break, you know."

But Amberdrake shook his head, and continued to put the jars and bottles back into their specia
places, each onein order. The sendel-wood lined case had cushioned dotsfor each, so that no matter
how roughly the case was handled, the contents would never break or spill. And, after dl the times of
troublein the recent past, doing asimple task was relaxing. So was smply talking to his dear hertas
rather than trading snap opinions of how to deflect this emergency or that crisis. "It'snot that I'm polite,
it'sthat | know too much about human nature—and | know how it can be twisted and deformed until
people turn into mongters. That makesit difficult to stay angry with anyonefor very long, sncel generdly
know what their fedings and motivations are. Now that 1've talked with Urtho about our enemy, | even
know why Maar istheway heis. | can manageto stay angry with Maar; | just wish that knowing the
reasonsfor his behavior would make some differencein stopping him.”

"But you never stay angry with anyonedse," Gesten argued. "And people think you're wesk
because of that. They think that they can walk al over you. And they think that because you don't fight
back, you must redly think that they areintheright.”

He had to raise a surprised eyebrow at that. "Do they redly?' hereplied. "Interesting. Well, Gesten,
that'sal to the good, don't you think? If they believe that I'm aweekling, they'll underestimate me. If they
think I'm harboring some kind of secret guilt or shame, they'll believe that I'm handicapped in deding with
them. I'll be able to defest their purposes or get around them with aminimum of effort, and they'll have
spent their strategy-time gloating that they've aready won."

Gesten snorted scornfully. "Maybe you think so—but what about al thefolk like that damned
Heder? The oneswho look down their noses at you, think they're better'n you, and say rotten things
behind your back? How're you going to stop awhispering campaign againgt you? How're you going to
ded with people who dander you?"

Amberdrake shrugged. "I'll do what | dways do. Find out who they are and what they're saying.
Once | know who the dagger islikely to come from, | have options. | can duck, | can find something to
useasashied, or | can tell theright people to deal with my detractors from a position of authority
without my getting persondly involved.”

Gesten growled, and it was clear that he was annoyed at Amberdrake's calm reasoning. "Mostly,
you duck. And they go on thinking you're week. Worse, they figure you've just proved that they'reright,



because you won't come after them!”

He thought about that carefully for amoment, then lifted the now-filled chest and returned it to its
proper place againgt thetent wall. "That'strue,”" he said &t last. "But aslong as what they say and do does
me no real harm, why should | care? Aslong as| know who they are, so that | can guard against redl
harm in the future, thereé's no point in dedling with them on any leve. And it makes them happy.”

Gesten's mouth dropped open and his eyes widened. "I don't believe | just heard that,” he said,
aghagt. "That poison they spread—it'slike stinky, sticky mud, it icksto everything it touches and makes
it filthy, contaminates everyone who hearsit! Worse, it makes other people want to spread the same
poison! Why would you want to make them happy?"

Amberdrake turned back to hislittle friend, and sat with asad smile on hisface. "Becausethey are
bitter, unhappy people, and very little e se makes them happy. They say what they do out of envy, for
any number of reasons. It may be because | lead amore luxurious life than they, or at least they believel
do. It may be because there are many people who do call mefriend, and those are dl folk of great
persond worth; afew of them are people that occupy high position and deservedly so. Perhapsitis
because they cannot do what | can, and for some reason, this galls them. But they have so little else that
givesthem pleasure, | see no reason to deprive them of the few drops of enjoyment they can extract from
heaping scorn and derison on me.”

Gesten shook his head. "Drake, you're crazy. But | dready knew that. I'm getting some deep; thisis
al too much for me. Good night.”

"Good night, Gesten,” Amberdrake said softly, rising again and beginning to pick up scattered pieces
of dothing.

| wonder if | should have told him the whole truth? he thought, as he stacked pillows nestly in
the corner. Maybe he was right, maybe | should get angry, but | don't have the energy to waste on
anger anymore. There are more important things to use that energy for than to squander it on
petty fools.

If there hadn't been awar, would he till fed the same way? No way of knowing. Maybe. He
thought for amoment about the"enemies' he had among Urtho's ranks—most of them on the Hill,
Hederswho felt that he was debasing their noble caling; some few among the officers, people he had
refused to "serve' for any amount of money.

The motives of the latter were easy to guess, those that Amberdrake sent away were not likely to
advertise the fact, but the rgjection infuriated them. For most of them, it was one of the few times anyone
hed ever dared to tell them "no." But the motives of the Healers were nearly as transparent. The fact that
he used much the sametraining and identical Giftsto bring something astrivid as"mere" pleasureto
others sent them into arage. The fact that he waswell paid for doing so made them even angrier.

He could see their point; they had spent many years honing their craft, and they felt that it should
never be used for trivid purposes. But how was giving pleasuretrivia ? Why must everything in life be
deadly and deathly serious? Y es, they werein the middle of awar camp, but he had discovered this gave
most folk an even greater need for amoment of pleasure, amoment of forgetfulness. Look at Skan; even
inthe midst of war and death, he found reasons for laughter and love.

Maybe that was why those enemies often included the Black Gryphon on the list of thoseto be
scorned.

Oh, these are people who would never coat a bitter pill, for fear that the patient would not
know that it was good for him. Never mind that honey-coating something makes it easier—and
more likely—to be swallowed. And if this had been atime of peace, they would probably be agitating
at Urtho's gates to have Amberdrake thrown out of the city without arag to his name.

And they would be angry and unhappy because if this were a time of peace—I would be a
very rich kestra'chern. That is not boasting, | do not think.

And in that time of peace, Urtho would listen to their poison, and nod, and send for Amberdrake.
And Amberdrake would come, and the two would have a pleasant med, and dl would remain precisdy
asit had been before—except that Amberdrake would then know exactly who was saying what.

Which is exactly what happens now. Except that it's Tamsin and Skan, Gesten and Cinnabar,



who tell me these things rather than Urtho. We kestra'chern are officially serving, even as they,
and it is obvious that we have a place here as far as Urtho is concerned. Besides, if they tried to
rid the camp of us and of the perchi, there would be a riot among the line fighters.

But would he hate his enemies, if he had the time and the energy to do so?

| don't think so, he decided. But | would be very hurt by what they said. I am now, though | try
not to dwell onit. I may not hate people, but | do hate the things that they do. Whispering
campaigns, hiding behind anonymity—those | hate. As Gesten said, they are poison, a poison that
works by touch. It makes everyone it touches sick, and it takes effort and energy to become well
again.

For dl of hisbrave wordsto Gesten, he fdt that way now, hurt and unhappy, and it took effort to
shrug off thefedings.

Heimmersed himsdf in the smpler tasks of hiswork, things he had not done since Gesten had come
to serve him, to help push the hurt into the background. Putting towels away, draining and emptying the
steam-cabinet, rearranging the furniture... these things al became ameditative exercise, expending the
energy of anger and hurt into something useful. As he brought order into histent, he could bring order
into hismind.

Although Skan claims that a neat and orderly living space is the sign of a dangerously sick
mind, he thought with amusement, as he folded coverings and stacked them on one end of the couch. It's
a good thing that gryphons don't have much in the way of personal possessions, because I've seen
hislair.

"Amberdrake?" It was athin whisper behind him, female, and it was followed by what sounded like
astrangled sob.

He dropped the last blanket and turned quickly, wondering if his mind was playing tricks on him.
But—no, he had not imagined it; Winterhart stood in the doorway, tent flap drawn aside in one hand,
cearlyintears.

He quickly reached out, grasped her hand in both of his, and drew her ingde. The tent flap fell from
her nervelessfingers and he took amoment to tie it shut, ensuring their privacy. "What happened?' he
asked, as shetook afew stumbling steps, then crumpled onto the couch, clutching apillow to her chest
with fresh tears pouring down her face. "What's the matter? Don't worry about being interrupted, my last
client just left, and | have dl night for you if you need it."

"I may," she said, rubbing the back of her hand fiercely across her eyes. "I'm sorry, | didn't mean to
fal gpart on you like this—it's just—I saw you standing there and you looked so confident, so
strong—and | fedd so—so—horrible.”

He sat down beside her, and took her into hisarms, handing her a clean towe to dry her tearsand
blow her nose with. It might not be ahandkerchief, but it was at hand.

“Tel mefrom the beginning,” he said, as shetook severa deep breaths, each of whichendedina
strangled sob. "What happened?’

"It—it's Conn," she said, muffled in the towd. ™Y ou knew we haven't been—for a couple of weeks
now. Mogtly it was because | was exhausted, but sometimes—Amberdrake, | just didn't want to.
Therée's nothing there for him anymore, even if there ever was. | just wished held go away. So tonight,
when his group came back in and he started on me—well, that'swhen | told him that | wanted him to
leave—and not just for right then, but permanently.”

"And?' Amberdrake prompted gently.

"Hesad—" sheburgt into tears again. "He started yelling a me, telling me how worthless| am. He
said | wasacold, heartlesshitch, that | didn't have the capacity to love anyone but mysdlf. He said | was
selfish and spoiled, and al | cared about was mysdlf. He said | wasthe worst lover he'd ever had, that it
was like making love to aboard, and that I'd never find another man astolerant ashewas. He said | was
probably a Trondi'irn because no human would have me asaHedler, and if it weren't for the fact that
there's no one checking on the Trondi'irn's competence, | wouldn't even have that job. He said | was
clumsy, incompetent, and if there weren't awar on, I'd be atota fallure—" She was weeping
uncontrollably now, and if Amberdrake hadn't been listening carefully, he wouldn't have been ableto



understand more than half of what she said.

"And you're afraid that it'sdl true, right?' he said gently, as soon as she gave him the chance.

She nodded, quite unable to speak, her eyes swollen and bloodshot, her nose a brilliant pink. She
looked horrible. He wanted to hold her in hisarms and protect her from the rest of the world.

And then he wanted to take the nearest crosshow and go hunting for Conn Levas.

And | told Gesten | couldn't be angry with anyone anymore....

But none of that would solve anything. She did not need to be coddled or protected; she needed to
regain confidencein hersdlf, so that she could stand on her own feet without having to hide behind anyone
dse

"Y ou think that what he said istrue, only because you are very sdlf-criticd, and thereisjust enough
truth in what he said to make you believe dl of it," he said firmly. "We both know what kind of a
manipulator heis. He plays people the way amusician plays hisinstruments—and he can do that because
he smply doesn't care what happens to them so long as he gets the tune he wants." He pulled away a
little, and looked her straight in the eyes. "Think about him for amoment. Right now, the onething heis
afraid of isthat someone will think you left him because he isn't ‘man enough to keep you.' He said what
he did to make you fed too afraid to leave him. Let'stake the thingshe said one a atime. What isthe
firg thing that you can think of 7'

"Th-that I'm ac-cold bitch?' she said, inasmall voice.

"By which he meansthat you are both uncaring and an unsatisfactory lover?* hereplied. "Well, so
far as he isconcerned, that's correct. Y ou told me yourself that you didn't carein the least for him,
emoationally, when you made your arrangement with him. Y ou used him to protect your red identity.
Reannawould never have had anything to do with someone like him, which made him perfect as part of
your disguise. Right?'

"Reannawould never have taken any lover, much lessalowborn one," shereplied, her cheeks
flaming. "l—I1—"

He shook his head gently. "Y ou made an unemotional bargain, and you expected it to remain that
way. It didn't. In part, because he was good enough at winkling out your redl fedings and using them
againg you. Which by definition meansthat you are not without emotion. Y es?'

She nodded, still blushing, her eyes averted.

"He dso clamed that you are incompetent and clumsy, and you are professional enough to fear that
heis correct in that assessment aswell." He thought for amoment. “The worst that | ever heard about
you—and trust me, kechara, akestrachern hears agreat deal—was that you parroted rotten orders
without questioning them, and trested your charges asif they were so many animals. No one ever
questioned your competence, only your—ah—manner. And now that you treat your gryphons asthe
peoplethey are, you have the highest marks from everyone. Cinnabar included.”

"l do?" Shelooked at him again, shocked.

"l don't know Conn Levas very well on apersond level, nor do | wish to," Amberdrake continued.
"l had him asaclient once, and | managed to avoid a second session; | have seen far too many people
with hisattitudes, and | don't fedl | need to see any more. Furthermore, every other kestralchern that he
has gone to fedls the same about him as | do. The center of Conn'sworld is Conn; heisinterested only in
someone eseinsofar asthey can do something for him. In hisworld, there are users and the used; once
you took yourself out of the ranks of the latter, you must have become one of the former, and thus, you
went from being his possession to his rival. So that iswhy he flung the other insults at you, about being
sdfish and spoiled. To hiseyes, the universe is amirro—he sees himsalf reflected everywhere, both his
good and bad traits. People who are good to him must be like him—and people who are bad to him
must also belike him." She nodded, and rubbed her eyes with the corner of the towe.

"Asfor therest of hisaccusations..." he paused amoment, and assessed his own fedings. Should 17?
What happensif | do? And what would happen if | don't? "...would you care to have a professional
asessment?’

She pulled away, eyeswide with surprise. But not with fear or revulsion, the two things he had been
worried that he would seein her expression.



"Y ou can't—I mean, do you mean—" she sammered.

He amiled, and nodded. " The assessment would be professiona,” hetold her, very quietly. "But the
motives are purdly sefish. | find you exceedingly aitractive, Winterhart. | do not want to complicate our
friendship, nor do | want to jeopardizeit, but | wish that we were more than just friends.”

She blinked for severa moments, as her cheeks flushed and paled and flushed again. For a moment,
he thought that she was going to refuse, and he wished that he had never said aword. Then, to hisown
delight and surprise, she suddenly flung hersdlf at him. But not like adrowning woman grasping after
safety, but like an eagle coming home to her aerie after along and weary flight, and there was no doubt
left at al, of her fedlings—or of his.

The afternoon respite was rare enough for Skan—and that Amberdrake had time to spare was a gift
from the hand of the gods. Timefor the two of them to Sit in the warm sun together—and as an excuse to
keep others away, Amberdrake tasked himself with repairing feathers Skan had broken in the last
engagement with the enemy.

"Theword on thelinesis—stdemate," said Skan, as Amberdrake imped in one of hisold feathers
on the shaft of abroken primary. "Again. Not aquiet stalemate though, at least not for us.”

The warm sun felt so good on his back and neck... he stretched his head out and half-closed his
eyes, flattening his ear-tufts and crest-feathers with pleasure.

"That seemsto be the case up and down thelines," Amberdrake replied, his brows furrowed with
concentration, as he carefully inserted the pin that would hold the new shaft to the old.

Skan turned his head alittle, and watched him with interest, and not alittle envy. He would have
loved to have the handsto do thingslike thisfor himsalf. Even Zhaned couldn't imp in her own feathers,
for dl that she had those wonderful, clever "hands." She could do plenty of other thingsherelied ona
human for, though.

She no longer had the disadvantage of shortened foreclaws that had handicapped her in aeria
combat. A human in the Sixth who had once been atrainer of fighting cocks had made her a set of
removable, razor-sharp fighting "claws," that fit over the backs of her hands. She could still manipulate
objects while wearing them, for they worked best when she held her own foreclaws fisted. Now shewas
asformidable as the strongest of the broad-wings and wouldn't need to rely on her shearsto take down
makaar! These new clawswere made of stedl, sharp asfile and stone could make them, and much longer
than naturd claws.

She had been so effective in claw-to-claw combat with the makaar while wearing these contraptions
that the man had been pulled out of the ranks and set to making modified "claws' and "spurs' that other
gryphons could wear. The makaar dropped with gratifying frequency, and gryphons wearing the new
contraptions found themselves able to take out two and even three makaar more per sortie.

The trouble was, of course, that as soon as someone in the enemy ranks figured out what the
gryphons new advantage was, it would be copied for the makaar. It was only a matter of time.

Aslong as every makaar that gets close enough to see the new claws winds up dead, we can
keep our secret weapon secret a little longer, Skan told himself. And every makaar dead is one
mor e that won't rise to fight us and will have to be replaced.

"| understand that the word in the camp is much more interesting than thet,” Skan continued casudly,
looking back at hisfriend through ditted eyes.

Amberdrake fitted the trimmed feather onto the spike of the pin, and dowly eased it into place.
Skan had expected him to hem and haw, but the kestralchern surprised him by glancing up and smiling.
"If you mean what's going on between Winterhart and me, you'reright,” he said, with anod. "The
Stuation between usis not a stalemate anymore.” He looked back down and finished the work of gluing
the feather to the stedl pin and the place where both shafts met. "Hold till. Don't move. If you can sit
there patiently until this sets, it's going to be perfect.”

"Not astalemate?' Skan asked, suppressing the urge to flip hiswings, which would ruin
Amberdrake's careful work. "Isthat dl you can say?'

Amberdrake peeled the last of the glue from hisfingers, and tossed aside the rag he had used to



clean up before he answered. "What else do you want meto say?' he asked. " She's the Sixth Wing East
Trondi'irn, I'm theoreticaly the chief kestrachern. She can't and won't abandon her duties, and neither
will I. Minetake up agrest ded of the evening and night, and herstake up agreat dedl of the daytime.
Asde from that—we are managing. Conn Levasis back out in the field. He has made no movesto cause
her trouble other than gossip and backhbiting which we can both ignore. He chooses to believe that sheis
proving what afool shetruly isby taking up with amanipulating kestrachern, and if that makeshim
happy and causes him to leave her done, then he can spread dl the gossip he wants so far aswe are
concerned. We have an ear among the mages in the person of Vikteren, so we know everything he says.”

"Huh." Skan cast Amberdrake alook of dissatisfaction, but the kestrachernignored it. "Tamsin and
Cinnabar had alot more to say about it than that.”

"Tamsin isaromantic, and Cinnabar was raised on ballads," Amberdrake retorted, his neck and
earsflushing alittle. "Winterhart and | are satisfied with the arrangement we have. We are fulfilling our
duties exactly aswe did before. That isdl anyone needs to know."

Skan raised his head carefully and flattened his ear-tufts. "Heyla, excuse me!l™ he said in surprise a
Amberdrake's controlled vehemence. "Didn't mean to pry. When you'rein love, you know, you like to
hear that the wholeworld'sin love, too!™

Amberdrake finaly looked into his eyes, and patted his shoulder. "Sorry, old bird," he said
apologeticdly. "Thereve been too many people who want to make up some kind of romantic nonsense
about the two of us being lifebonded, and just as many who want to turn meinto the evil perchi who
seduced the virtuous Winterhart away from the equally virtuous Conn Levas. I'm alittle tired of both
dories”

Skan nodded, but for &l of Amberdrake's denidss, there was very little doubt in his mind that
Amberdrake and Winterhart were alifebonded pair. Tamsin and Cinnabar said so, and they dlso said
that those who were lifebonded tended to be able to recognize the state in others.

"It won't be easy for either of them,” Tamsin had added pensively. "Lifebonding is hardly asromantic
asthe ballads make it out to be. Both of you have got to be strong in order to keep one from devouring
the other alive. And you'd better hope that both of you are ready for the kind of closeness thet
lifebonding brings, especialy between two people who are Empaths. Y ou can't fight or argue—you fed
your partner's pain as much as your own. Y ou become, not two people precisdy, but akind of
two-headed, two-personditied entity, Tamsin-and-Cinnabar, and you'd better hope that one of you
doesn't suddenly cometo like something that the other detests because you wind up sharing just about
everything!"

"But when it finaly works," Cinnabar had added, with an affectionate caressfor Tamsin, "itisagood
thing, apartnership where strengths are shared and weaknesses minimized. | think that the good pointsall
outweigh the bad, but | have reason to."

Neither of them had bothered to point out the obvious—that Tamsin was as |ow-born as Cinnabar
was high, and if there had not been awar on, there would have been considerable opposition to their
pairing even from Cinnabar's conspicuoudy liberd and broad-minded family. In fact, there had been
terrible tragedies over such pairings in the past, which was why there were as many tragic ballads about
lifebondings as there were romantic ones. Even Skan knew that much.

Well, if Amberdrake chose not to admit to such atie with Winterhart, that was his business and not
Skan's. And if he preferred to make the relationship seem as casua as possible, well, that was only good
sense.

"Can't help what people say, and you know that Conn isthe origin of most of the spiteful talk,” Skan
observed. "And asfor the people who are spreading it, well, you know who they are, too. If it wasn't
Winterhart, they'd make something up about you, and that'safact. | just want to know onething. Are
you happy! Both of you?'

Amberdrake nodded, soberly. "I think that we are as happy as any two people can be, in thiswhole
stuation. We aren't unhappy, if that makes any difference.” He sghed and smoothed down the vanes of
the feather, blending the old one into the new. "Thisisawar; she dedswith the physica hurts, | try to
ded with the emotional ones. Every day brings more grief; | help her through hers, and she helpsme



through mine. Maybe—"

Hedidn't finish the sentence, but Skan knew therest of it. It wasthe litany of everyonein Urtho's
forces, from the lowest to the highest. "Maybe someday, when the war is over—"

Thewar had gone on S0 long that there was an entire generation of gryphons now fighting who had
never known anything but the war. That probably went for humans, too. The war had turned the society
that older folks sometimes talked about completely upside down, and even Skan could not remember
most of what his elders talked about with such longing. The repercussions of that were gtill going on.

"Isit set?' Skan asked findly, when the silence between them had lingered for sometime.
Amberdrake seemed to jar himself awake from some pensive dream, and checked the joint with a
careful finger.

"l think s0," hereplied. "Give yourself agood shake. If it holds through that, it's set.”

Skan did o, gratefully. Therewas nothing like being told to hold till that made a gryphon wild for
agood shake! Amberdrake laughed and backed out of the way asthe gryphon roused dl of hisfeathers
and then shook himself so vigoroudy that bits of down and dust went everywhere.

The newly-imped feather held, fedling and acting entirely as strong as any of the undamaged ones.
He grinned in satisfaction and saluted Amberdrake with ajaunty wave.

"Excellent asadways, my friend,” he said cheerfully. ™Y ou should give up your wicked ways and
become afull-timefeather-artist.”

"Very few gryphons are as enthusiastic in the performance of their dutiesasyou are," Amberdrake
countered. "I don't think I've had to imp in more than a dozen feathersin the last two years, and most of
those were yours. I'd starve for lack of work."

"Y ou could dways tend hawks aswell as gryphons,” Skan suggested.

"You could dways pull atravel-wagon," Amberdrake replied. "Thank you, no. | enjoy my duties. |
would not enjoy tending psychotic goshawks, neurotic peregrines, murderous hawkeagles, and
demented gyrfacons. Have you ever heard the story about how you tell what afaconer flies?!

"No," Skan replied, with ear-tufts up. Hawks and fal cons fascinated him, because they were so
outwardly like and inwardly unlike agryphon. "How do you?'

"The man who fliesafa con has puncture wounds al over hisfist from nervoustaons. The man who
fliesagoshawk has an arm that is white to the ebow, because he never dares go without his gauntlet.
And the man who flies a hawkeagle is the one with the eye patch.” Amberdrake's mouth quirked dightly,
and Skan chuckled.

"| presume that must be avery old Kaled'din proverb,” Skan told him, with the sgh that was
supposed to tell Amberdrake he had quoted far too many Kaed'ain proverbs. "But—nervous talons?
What does that mean?"

"Tense birds have tense toes, and peregrines are notorioudy nervous,” Amberdrake said, his mouth
quirking alittle more, thistime with adigtinctly wicked glint in hiseye. "Remember that the next time your
little gryfd con is startled when she's got some portion of you in her ‘hands.™

Skan laid her ear-tufts back with dismay. "Y ou aren't serious, surely.”

Amberdrake laughed and dapped the gryphon's shoulder. ™Y ou wouldn't do anything to make
Zhaned nervous, would you?"

"Of course not," he said firmly and wondered in the next moment if there was any chance....

Amberdrake only chuckled. "I've spent enough time with you, featherhead. There are somethings|
need to take care of, and I'm certain that you have plenty to do yourself. So if you don't mind, I'll get on
with my cleaning, and you get back to your mate."

Skan's crest rose with pleasure at that last word. Mate. He had a mate. And that mate was
Zhaned; swift, strong, and atogether lovdly....

He tugged affectionately on amouthful of Amberdrake's hair, and then shoved the kestraichern back
inthe direction of hisown tent. "Back to your housekeeping, then. If you prefer it to my company. You
redlly ought to know that aclean and neat dwelling place—"

"—isthesgn of adisturbed mind, yes, | know." Amberdrake combed the hair Skan had mouthed
back with hisfingers, grinned, and took himself back into histent before Skan could retort with anything



dse

Such respites were doomed to be short in wartime.

Theflight back to the gryphons lairs was ashort one, and normally completely uneventful. But as
Skan took to the air and got above the tops of the tents, he saw evidence of agreat deal of disturbance
inthat direction. Gryphonsflew into the lairsfrom dl over the camp, their irregular wing-bests betraying
agitation. Even at adistance he saw ruffled feathers and flattened ear-tufts, crestsraised in darm and
clenched foreclaws. Y et there was no other sign of agitation in the camp, so ether the gryphons were
privy to something the rest of Urtho's forces hadn't found out yet or the information was pertinent only to
gryphons.

It wouldn't be the first time we found out about something no one else knew, hethought witha
snking heart.

Immediately, he lengthened and strengthened hiswingstrokes, to gain more speed. Whatever had
occurred, it was imperative that he learn what was going on!

Thelairs had been built into an artificid hill, terraced in three rings, so that each lair had clear space
infront of it. Therewasasmdl fidd full of sunning rocks between thelairs and the rest of the camp. That
was where everyone had gathered. He landed next to acluster of half adozen gryphons from the Sixth
that included Aubri. All of them listened intently to what the broadwing had to say, necks stretched out,
and heads cocked alittle to one sde. Their sdes heaved asthey panted heavily, one of them hissed to
himsdlf; their neck-festhers stood straight out from their necks like a fighting-cock's ruff, and two of them
rocked back and forth astheir feet flexed. All of thiswas quite unconscious, and asign of great agitation.

Aubri stopped in mid-sentence as Skan back-winged down on the top of arock beside them, and
waved Skan over with an outstretched fore-claw. "1've got bad news, Skan,” he called out, as Skan leapt
down off the rock and hurried over to join the group. "It's not al over camp yet, but it will be soon.
Generd Farle's dead.”

"What?' Skan could not have been more surprised if Aubri had told him that the Tower had just
burned down. Farle? Dead? How did you kill a Generd without wiping out the entire Command? Chief
officerswere never anywhere near thefront lines!

Granted, Farle had a reputation for wanting to be near the action, but the Genera wasn't stupid, and
he was certainly the best-protected man in the Sixth! How had anyone gotten to him? Wasiit accident?
Could it have been treachery?

"l wastelling the others—we think that some kind of suicide group got through and took him out,
him and most of the other chief officers of the Sixth," Aubri said. "We don't even know how or who did
it. There was just an explosion in the command tent, and when the smoke and dust cleared, there wasn't
much there but a smoking hole. The mages are trying to figure out just what happened, but the main thing
for usisthat wevelogt him."

Skan swore. There was only one man of Farlesrank that was not aready in acommand position:
Shaiknam, the Generd that Farle had replaced. The officia story wasthat Shaiknam was on leave while
Farle got more command experience, athough the real reason Shaiknam had been taken out of the post
was hisincompetence.

But Urtho could not help being his optimistic saif, nor could he stop giving unworthy people so many
second chances that they might aswell not even have gotten reprimanded. Urtho would remember dl the
great things that Shaiknam's father had done, probably assume that Shaiknam had learned hislesson and
would give him back the command he had taken away, rather than promoting someone else.

After al, it would look very bad for General Shaiknam if Urtho did promote someone of alower
rank to command the Sixth, when Shaiknam was sitting there on his thumbs, doing nothing. Until now,
Urtho had been able to maintain that polite fiction that he was " seasoning” Farle, and that Genera
Shaiknam was taking awell-earned leave of absenceto rest.

He would not be able to maintain it for more than a moment after the rest of the forces|earned of
Farlés death. It was either shame Shaiknam, with all the attendant problems that would cause, or givethe
Sixth back to the man who'd never completed atask in hislife.

There was no doubt in Skan's mind which it would be. Shaiknam was too well-born, too



well-connected. The Sixth would go back to him.

That seemed to be the conclusion everyone ese had come to aswell. With Shaiknam in charge, the
gryphons of the Sixth just became depl oyable decoys again. Right now, the big question seemed to be
what, if anything, they could do about it.

Skan moved from group to group, just listening, saying nothing. He heard much the same from each
group; thisis dreadful, and we're all going to get killed by this madman, but we can't do anything
about it. Therewasagreat ded of anxiety—panic, in fact—but no one was emerging with any ideas, or
even asaleader willing and able to represent them dl.

Which leaves—me. Well, thiswas the moment, if ever, to act on the theories of leadership he had
been researching dl thistime. Can you be a leader, featherhead? He looked around once more a the
gathering of hiskind; gryphons had started to pick at their feathers like hysterical messenger-birds, they
were SO UpseL.

| guessthereisn't a choice. It's me, or no one.

He jumped up onto the highest sunbathing rock, and let loose with a battle-screech that stunned
everyone elseto slence.

"Excuse me," he said into the quiet, as startled eyes met his, and upturned besks gaped at him. "But
this seemsto be a problem that we aready have the solution to. Urtho doesn't control us anymore,
remember? We are just as autonomous as the mages, if we want to be. We can dl fly off into the
wilderness and leave the whole war behind any time we want.”

A moment more of silence, and then the assembled gryphons met hiswords with aroar of
objections. He nodded and listened without trying to stem the noise or counter their initid words, most of
the objections boiled down to the smple fact of the gryphons' loydty to their creator. No one wanted to
abandon Urtho or his cause. They just wanted to berid of Shaiknam.

When the last objection had been cried out onto the air, and the assemblage quieted down again, he
spoke.

"l agreewith you," he said, marveing that not asingle gryphon in thelot had made any objection to
his assumption of leadership. "We owe loyaty—everything—to Urtho. We shouldn't even consider
abandoning him. But we do not haveto tel him that. The mages dl fdlt exactly the same way, but they
were perfectly willing to use thefact that they could al pack up and leave as a bargaining-chit. We
should do the same thing. If the Situation wasless dangerousfor usthanit is, | would never suggest this
course of action, but | think we dl know wheat life for the Sixth was like under Shaiknam, and we can't
dlow afool to throw our lives away."

Heads nodded vigoroudy dl around him as crest-festhers dowly smoothed down, ear-tuftsrising
with interest. "Y ou've got to be the one, Black Boy," Aubri cdled out from somewhereintherear.

"Y ou've got to be the one to speak for us. Y ou're the best choice for the job.”

Another chorus, thistime of assent, greeted Aubri's statement. Skan's nares flushed with mingled
embarrassment and pride.

"I'll tell youwhat, then,” he told them al, wondering if what he was doing was suicidaly stupid, or
would betheir salvation. "'l wastrying to come up with a plan to get the confrontation over with quickly,
before Shaiknam has a chance to entrench himsdlf. Now, we al know that where Shaiknam goes,
Garber follows, and I'm pretty certain heisgoing to be the oneto try to bring usto hed initidly. Thisis
the tactic that just might work best...."

Two messages came by bird from Garber, both of which he ignored. One of the gryphons who had
aparticularly good relationship with the birds smugly took the second one off for amoment when it
arrived. When the gryphon was finished, the bird flew off. Shortly thereafter, messenger-birdsrosein a
cloud from the area around Shaiknam's tent, and scattered to the far corners of the camp.

That left Shaiknam and Garber with no choice but to use a human messenger. The gryphons of the
Sixth took to their lairsto hide while the rest made themselves scarce, and Skan wasthe only gryphonin
sight. Hereclined at his ease up on the sunbathing rock, as an aide-de-camp in the colors of the Sixth
cametrudging up the path to the lairs, looking for the gryphons Garber had summoned so imperioudly.



The gryphonsin question hid in the shadows just out of sight, although they had aclear view of Skan
and the aide. They were not going to show so much as afeather until Skan gave them the word.

The young man glanced curioudy around the area—which looked, for dl intents and purposes, to be
completely deserted. Skan wondered what was going on in hismind. The gryphonswere not with their
Trondi'irn, who obviously had not been told of thisimpromptu conspiracy. They were not on the practice
grounds, nor on Zhanedl's now-sanctioned obstacle course. They were not with the Command. They
could only be at their lairs, unlessthey had al taken leave out of the area, and leave had not been
approved.

Y et thelawn in front of the lairs was completely deserted. No sign of gryphons, nor where they had
goneto. There was no one in the dustbathing pits, nor at the water-baths. No one lounged in the shady
"porch” of hisor her lair. No one reclined on a sunbathing rock.

Except Skan.

The Black Gryphon watched the man's expression as he tried to reconcile his orders with what heldd
found. Skan was not precisay assigned to the Sixth, but he had been flying cover for Zhanedl. Skan
would haveto do.

The aide-de-camp took another look around, then squared his shoulder, and marched straight up to
the Black Gryphon. Skan raised his head to watch him approach, but said and did nothing el se.

"Generd Shailknam has sent two messenger-birds here to rdly the gryphons of the Sixth,” the young
man said crisply. "Why wasthere no answver?"

Skan smply looked at him—exactly the same way that he would have regarded a nice plump deer.

But the youngster was made of sterner stuff than most, and obvioudy was not going to be rattled
samply by the stare of an unfriendly carnivore with abeak large and sharp enough to make short work of
historso. He continued bravely. "Genera Shaiknam orders that the gryphons of the Sixth report
immediatdy to thelanding field for deployment.”

"Why?" Skan rumbled.

The young man blinked, asif he had not expected Skan to say anything, much less demand
information. He was so startled that he actudly gave it.

"Y ou'l be making runs againg the troops below Panjir,” he said. "Flying in at tregtop level. Dropping
rocks and—"

"And making oursaves targets for the seven batteries of balistas and other ky-pointing
missile-throwers," Skan replied caudtically. " Scarcely-moving targets, a that. Thereisn't room between
those diff-walsfor more than one gryphon to fly a atime, much less adecent formation. Well look like
beads on astring. If the missiles don't get us, the makaar will, coming down on us from the heights. You
cantdl the Generd that well be declining hislittleinvitation. Tdl him the messageisfrom the Black
Gryphon."

And with that, Skan put his head back down on his foreclaws, closed his eyesto mere dits, and
pretended to go to deep.

The aide's mouth dropped completely open for amoment, then closed quickly. But to his credit, he
did not try to bluster or argue; he smply turned on hished and left, trudging back down the hill, leaving
behind atrail of little puffs of dust. Skan watched him until hewaswell out of sight, then jumped to his
fedt.

"Now what?' one of the others called from the shelter of hislair.

"Now | go to Urtho before Shaiknam does," Skan replied, and legpt skyward, wings laboring to
gain dtitude, heading sraight for the Tower.

Where would Urtho be at this hour? Probably the Strategy Room. That wasn't exactly
convenient; he couldn't go to something deep insde the Tower without passing adoor and at least one
guard. Skan was going to have to go through channels, rather than landing directly on Urtho's bal cony the
way he would have preferred.

He backwinged down onto the pavement in front of the Tower, paced regaly up to the guard just
outside the door, and bowed hishead in salute.

" Skandranon to see Urtho on amatter of extreme urgency,” he said politely and with Strictest



formality. "I would gppreciateit if you would send him amessageto that effect.”

Hewas rather proud of the fact that, despite his own agitation, his shbilants had no hissing, and he
pronounced hisr'swithout atrill. The guard nodded, tapped on the door and whispered to someone just
insgde for amoment, and turned back to Skan.

"Taken care of, Skandranon," he said. "If you'd careto wait, | don't think it'll take long.”

Skan nodded. "Thank you," hereplied. He longed to pace; his feet itched with the need to tear
something up out of sheer nerves. But he kept as till and as serene as a Satue of black granite—except
for histail, which twitched and lashed, no matter how hard he concentrated on keeping it quiet.

With every moment that passed, he expected to hear amessenger from Shaiknam running up behind
him—messenger-birds till probably avoided the Generd and his underlings, so Shailknam would haveto
use amuch dower method of requesting his own audience with the Mage of Silence.

Astime continued to crawl past, Skan wanted to grind his beak. He felt like avery largetarget in the
middle of al the pde stone.

Findly, after far too long await, afaint tap on the door behind him caused the guard to open it and
listen for amoment. He flung it wide, and gestured for Skan to enter. "Urtho will seeyou,” hesaid. "The
Mageisin the Strategy Room."

No point in the guard telling him the way, as they both knew. Skan was perfectly at homein the
Tower. He smply nodded and walked in the open door. A second guard stationed insde gave him a
brief nod of recognition as Skan passed. Urtho had planned most of his Tower with crestureslike his
gryphonsin mind; the floors were of naturd, rough-textured stone, so that claws and talons did not dip
on them, the doors and halways were dl madetall and wide enough for things larger than ahuman to
pass. There wasn't agreat dedl to see, otherwise—just the halway itself, plain and unadorned, with
closed doors on either side of it. The room that Skan wanted was behind the third door on the right, and
hehurried right to it.

The door opened for him, but by human agency, and not magica. Urtho stood behind the
table-sized contour map used for dl mgjor planning sessons. Areas held by Maar had been magicaly
tinted red; everything € se was blue. There was an darming amount of red on that map.

"Urtho," Skan began, as soon ashewasin the door. "1—"

"Y ou and the Sixth Wing gryphons are staging arevolt,” Urtho replied, with dangerous gentleness.

Skan's ear-tufts flattened. "How did you know?" he blurted, backing up apace or two. Behind him,
ahertas shut the door and took himsdlf out of the room by a side passage, |eaving the two of them alone.

"l amamage," Urtho reminded him. "While| don't squander my energies, | do usethem on
occasion to keep an eye on something. | knew you lot wouldn't care for having Shaiknam set over you,
but I didn't think you'd start arevolution." He crossed hisarms over his chest and gazed levelly at Skan.
"That's not a particularly clever thing to do. Y ou can't survive without me, you know."

Ah, hells. Well, might aswell drop it all at once.

"Yes, wecan," Skan replied, raising his head so that he looked down on Urtho, rather than dropping
hiseyesbelow theleve of Urtho'sasal histraining screamed at him to do. "I'm sorry, Urtho, but we
don't need you anymore. We know how to make ourselves fertile now. Zhaned isthe proof of that, if
you doubt my unadorned word oniit."

He had never indl of hislife seen Urtho taken aback before. Surprised, yes. Shocked, certainly.
But completely dumbfounded—never.

The expression of complete blankness on Urtho's face was so funny that Skan couldn't help himsaif.
He dtarted laughing.

Urtho's face flushed, and the blank expression he wore turned to one of annoyance and alittle
anger. "What are you laughing at, you overgrown chicken?' the mage spluttered. "What is so damned
funny?'

Skan could only shake his head, still laughing. ™Y our face—" was dl he was able to manage, before
he ran out of breath.

Urtho reddened alittle more, but then, grudgingly, he smiled. " So, you think you have the upper
hand, do you?' he said, challengein histone.



Skan got himsdlf back under control, and quickly, even though laughter threatened to bubble up
through his chest a any moment. Y esand no," he replied. "We can leave now. Y ou no longer control us
by means of our future, Urtho. That doesn't mean we will leave, though, it just means that we won't have
to put up with idiots like Shaiknam and Garber who think we're to be thrown away by the handful.
Wait!" He held up aforeclaw as Urtho started to say something. "Listen to mefirst. This iswhat
Shaiknam planned to do with the gryphons as soon as he got the Sixth out into thefield again!”

He told Urtho what the aide had told him, then traced out the planned maneuvers on the map. "Y ou
see?' he said, as Urtho's brow furrowed. "Y ou see what that would do? Maybe we would provide a
digtraction for Maar'stroops, but there are better ways of supplying distraction than sacrificing haf the
Wingd"

"l do see," Urtho replied, nodding thoughtfully. "I do see”

"We don't want to make trouble, Urtho," Skan continued earnestly, taking a cautious step nearer,
"but we don't want to be blackmailed into suicidal missions. Maybe that's not how it seemed to you, but
that was how it felt to us." Heraised his head alittle higher. Y ou built our urgesto reproduce as strongly
asour will to eat and breathe, and used that to control us. Wed rather serve you out of loyalty than
coercion.”

"1 would rather have you out of loydty," Urtho murmured, blinking rapidly once or twice. He
coughed, hiding hisface for just amoment, then looked up again. "And just how did you obtain this
knowledge?' he asked. "I'm sure it was you—I can't think of another gryphon who would have tried, let
alone succeeded.”

Skan gaped hisbeak wide in an insolent grin, hoping to charm Urtho into good humor. "That, Urtho,
would betdling."

Sixteen

For one brief moment when Skandranon defied him, Urtho had been in awhite-hot rage. How
dared thiscreature, athing that he had created, presume to dictate the terms of thiswar? How dared
this same cresture usurp the knowledge it had no right to, and was not intelligent enough to use properly?

But that rage burned itsalf out as quickly asit came, for Urtho had lived too long to let hisrage
control hisintellect. Intellect cameto hisrescue, with dl of the answersto the questions of "how dared...."
Skan dared because hewas not a " cregture’; he was aliving, thinking, rightfully independent being, as
were all therest of the gryphons. They were precisely what he had hoped and planned for and had never
thought they would becomein hislifetime. They had theright to control their own destinies. Perhaps he
was responsible for their form, but their spirits were their own. He was now the onewho "had no right”
to dictate anything to them—and in ablinding instant of insight he redlized that he wasincredibly lucky
that they didn't harbor resentment against him for what held withheld from them. Insteed, they were il
loyd to him.

They would have been perfectly within their rights to fly off as they threatened, hethought, as
Skan laughed at the expression on hisface. It's nothing short of a miracle that they didn't. Dear gods,
we have been lucky....

Hedidn't redlize how lucky, until Skan told him just what Shaiknam had been planning. A quick
survey of the topography of the areatold him what it did not tell Skan; that Shaiknam had intended to
launch an dl-or-nothing glory-strike againgt the heavily-fortified valley. Such things succeeded brilliantly
when they succeeded at dl, but this particular battle-plan didn't have the chances of asnowflakeina
frying pan of working. It was just another one of Shaiknam'sinsane attemptsto pull off some maneuver
that would have him halled asamilitary geniusand a hero.



The only trouble was that military geniuses and heroes had sound reasoning behind their plans.
Shaiknam, unfortunatdly, had only wild idess.

Urtho cursed the man silently as Skan pointed out al the ways that the gryphons would be cut down
without being able to defend themselves. Shaiknam's father was such abrilliant Srategist and
commander. How had the man avoided learning even the smplest of strategiesfrom him?

Wéll, there was no hope for it; the only way to get rid of the man now would beto strip the Sixth of
al nonhuman troops and mages on the excuse thet al the other Commands were undermanned, and
reassgn the personnel esewhere. Shaiknam could still be Commander of the Sixth, but he would only
command foot-troops, al of them human. With no aerid support, and no mages, he would be forced into
caution.

That should keep him out of trouble, and his inept assistant, Garber, too.

He growled alittle when Skan refused to tel him who his co-conspirators had been, but it was a
good bet that Lady Cinnabar wasinvolved in this, right up to her aristocratic chin. And where you found
Cinnabar, you found Tamsin, and probably Amberdrake. No doubt they got in when Cinnabar asked
to "look at my records on the gryphons.” | thought she was looking for a cure for belly ache! The
kestralchern must have gotten a client to make him aset of "keys' for mage-locks; that would account for
how they'd gotten into the book.

The wonder of it wasthat they had managed to penetrate past dl the fireworks and folderol in order
tofind the real triggersfor fertility.

"How many of you know the spell?" he asked, as reluctant admiration set in.

"All," Skan said, without so much asblinking an eye. "And it's not exactly aflashy spdl, Urtho. It
was smply good design. There was no point in holding the information back. Every gryphon outsde this
Tower knows the secret.”

He couldn't help it; he had to shake his head with pure admiration. "And you've kept thiswhole thing
frommeal thistime! Unbdievable.

"We had reason to keep it among ourselves," Skan replied. "Good reason. We didn't know how
you would fed or act, and we didn't want you finding out before the time was right for meto tell you."

"So you were the sacrificid goat, hmm?* Urtho eyed Skan dubioudy. "I don't know; asacrificeis
supposed to be savory, not scrawny.”

Skan drew himsdlf up in an exaggerated pose. "A sacrifice is supposed to be the best of the best. |
believel fill that description.”

His eyestwinkled as he watched Urtho from beneath hisheavy lids, and his beak gaped in abroad
grin when Urtho laughed aoud.

"I submit to the inevitable, my friend," Urtho said, dtill laughing, as he dapped Skan on the shoulder.
"l suppose | must consider this as your test of adulthood, asthe Kaed'ain give their youngsters. Y ou
gryphons are certainly not my children any longer—not anyone's children.”

Then he sobered. "1 am glad that this has happened now, Skan. And | am glad that you are here. |
need to pass dong some grave news of my own, and thiswill probably be the best opportunity to do so.”

He cdled in the hertasi, who waited discreetly just on the other side of the door, and gave him swift
indructions. "'l wish you to summon Generd Shaiknam and take him to the Marble Office; once you have
left him there, summon the commanders of the other forcesto the Strategy Room.™

Heturned back to Skan. "'l am splitting the non-human manpower of the Sixth among dl the other
commanders—| have reason enough since dl of them have been complaining that they are short-handed.
That will leave Shaiknam in command of nothing but humans. Isthere any commander that you think the
gryphons of the Sixth would prefer to serve?'

For once, he had caught the Black Gryphon by surprise; Skan's grin-gape turned into a
jaw-dropped gape of surprise, and his eyes went blank for amoment. " Ah—ah—Judeth of the Fifth, |
think."

Urtho nodded, pleased with his choice. "Excdlent. And she has had no red gryphon wings assigned
to her forces until now, only those on loan from the Sixth or the Fourth. Consider it done." Urtho
regarded Skan measuringly. " Still, the gryphons should have their own collective voice, even asthe mages



do. There are things that you know about yourselves that no human could. There should be one gryphon
assigned to speek for dl gryphons, so that thingswill not come to the pass they have with Shaiknam
before | cometo hear about it." He stabbed out afinger. "You. You, Skan. | hereby assign you to be the
overal commander of al the gryphon wings and to spesk for them directly to me.”

Skan's surprise turned to stupefaction. His head came up as if someone had poked himintherear. ™
Me?' he squeaked—yes, squeaked, he sounded like amouse. He cleared his throat and tried again.
"Me?Why me? | am honored, Urtho, but—"

Urtho waved his objections aside. "'Y ou've obvioudy thought about becoming the leader of the
gryphons, or why else would you have read al my history books about the gresat leaders of the past? The
others clearly think that you should have that position, or why else would they have sent you hereto
confront me over Shaiknam?'

Isit unusually warmin here? Skan felt hisnaresflushing, and he hung hishead. "They didn't
exactly pick me," he admitted. "They couldn't seem to do much besides panic and complain, so ... |
took over. Nobody seemed to mind.”

"All the more reason to place you in charge, if you were the only oneto take charge," Urtho said
implacably. "How do you think | wound up in charge of this so-caled army?"

Skan ducked his head between his shoulder blades, his nares positively burning. "'I'm not sure that's
afit comparison—"

"Now, | have afew thingsto tell you,” Urtho continued. "I don't know if you've been aware of it, but
I've been sending groups of families and noncombatants into the west ever since we first thought we'd
have to abandon the Tower." He turned back to the map and stood over it, brooding. "1 didn't like having
such agreat concentration of folk herein the first place, and when | redlized what chaos an evacuation
would be, | liked it even less.”

Skan nodded with admiration. He hadn't redized that Urtho was moving people out in a systemétic
way. That in itsdf spokefor how cleverly the mage had arranged it dl.

"I've been posting the groups at the farthest edges of the territory we still hold, near enough to the
permanent Gates there that they can gtill keep in touch with everyone here asif nothing had changed, but
far enough so that if anything happens—" Urtho did not complete the sentence.

"If anything happens, we have advance groups dready in place,” Skan said quickly. "An evacuation
will be much easier that way. Faster, too. And if thefightersknow their families are dready safe, their
mindswill be on defense and retrest, rather than on worrying."

"] don't want another Laisfaar,” Urtho said, his head bent over the table, so that his face was hidden.
"l don't want another Stelvi Pass.”

Skan had his own reasons to second that. Thelost gryphons there sometimes visited him in dreams,
heunting him....

... fly again, as Urtho wills....

"Who will you pick for your second, Skan?" Urtho asked after along silence, briskly changing the
subject. "l assumeit's going to be one of the experienced fighters. And—" he cast a quick glance out of
the corner of hiseye at Skan, who caught ady twinkle there. "—I count Zhaned as an experienced
fighter."

Skan coughed. "Wéll, it will be Zhaned, of course, but because she has the respect of the others.
Even gryphonswho haven't trained on her course know how hard it is, and they admire her for al she's
accomplished. But there's something ese I'd like to ask you for aswell."

Urtho turned away from thetable. "Oh?" he said, imbuing the single syllable with amultitude of
flavorings.

Once again, Skan's stomach and crop churned with anxiety, and his nares flushed. "l—ah—did a
little exploring on thet level of your Tower."

"And?" Urtho's face and voice were carefully neutrd.

"l found the—the models."

"How did you—" Urtho exclaimed, flushing for amoment with anger, but he quickly camed. "Never



mind. What—"

Skan interrupted. "I met Kechara"

Urtho stared at him blankly for amoment, then grew just alittlepae. 'l believe" he said carefully,
"that | had better St down. Y ou must hate me."

Skan shook his head as Urtho lowered himsdlf into achair, and if hewas any judge of human
reactions, the Mage had been profoundly shaken. "How could | hate you? The moretime | spent with
her, the more | redlized that you had done the best you could for her. And once | had afew daysto think
about it, | believe | managed to puzzle out why you had her up there, instead of down with therest of the
gryphons. It wasn't just to protect her from being teased and getting her fedlings hurt.” He took a deep
breath, and ventured everything on his guess. "It was because she's a very powerful Mindspeaker.
Probably the most powerful you've ever seen.”

Urtho's eyes widened, and he caught his breath. "Did she Mindspesk at you?' he asked.

Skan nodded, pleased that he had been clever enough to figure out the puzzle. "I redlized that | had
been getting agreat deal more information from her than she had thewordsto tell me. That waswhen |
remembered that she had hit me with amind-blast just before she attacked me, and | figured out that she
wasn't just telling methingswith her voice, but with her mind aswell."

Hetold Urtho the tale from beginning to end, saving only that he had gotten into the chamber in the
first place with Vikteren's mage-keys. "That'swhy she'sin the Tower, in aroom with such heavy shidlds,
and why she creates the presence of adozen gryphons when theresonly her. And that'swhy Zhaned
and | would like to have her. Well protect her from teasing and ridicule, and she can act as—oh—akind
of relay for groups of gryphonsthat may need to speak with each other. We have Mind-speakers, of
course, but none as powerful as sheis.”

"| seethat you put agreat ded of thought into this." Urtho mopped his forehead with adeeve, as
small beads of perspiration sprang up. "l must confess—that use for her had occurred to me. | wastoo
softhearted to... well... misborn usudly die young anyway, and | assumed that her nature would take care
of the problems she represented for me. When she didn't die, though, | had to do something about her.
Shel'sasold asyou are, Skan. She only seems younger because she's so childlike, and because her
memory for thingslonger ago than ayear isvery poor. | knew that if anyone ever discovered her and her
power, sheld be atarget for our enemies. In the wrong hands, she could be aterrible weapon. | was
afraid that | would have to go to war just to protect her, and | couldn't reconcile the safety and freedom
of one misborn with compromising the safety of al those who depend on me. Y ou see? That waswhy |
hid her in the Tower and kept her existence secret. | smply could not protect her otherwise, and | would
not risk awar over her."

"Urtho, | hateto point thisout, but we are in awar, and it isn't over Kechara," Skan retorted, with a
little more sarcasm than he intended. "No oneis going to get into this camp to stedl her, and thereisn't
much point in keeping her mewed up anymore.”

Skandranon sat down across from Urtho. He was rather surprised to learn that Kecharawas asold
as hewas; as Urtho said, the misborn generdly did not live past their teens, much less grow to be as old
as he. It was something of atribute to Urtho's care that she had lived as long as she had.

Urtho sighed. "You'reright,” he admitted reluctantly. " She deserves alittle freedom anyway. But
keep her here—if not in the Tower, then near it.”

"Of course." Skan nodded. "I should like to start moving the gryphon families out to where the other
noncombatants are going, if you don't mind. All pairswith nestlings and fledglings, and al fledged il in
training. | don't see any reason why they can't complete their training e sewhere.” He thought for a
moment. "I'll tell them that you are concerned that with al of us consolidated here, we make avery
tempting target for some terrible weapon. Y ou want to get us spread out, so we aren't quite so easy to
get dl a once."

Urtho considered that as he studied the map. "What about here and here." He pointed to two
valeys, easly defended, at the farthest range for a permanent Gate. "I can set two of the Gates for those
places, and move not only gryphons, but Kaled'ain and dl the nonhumans who are not combatants there.
Anyonewho wantsto vigt them, can.”



"l have an even better idea," Skan suggested. " Set up a secondary Gate and put the gryphons out
farther. Use the excuse that we are big eaters and need the territory. Send the Kdled'dinto thisvalley in
the south, and convalescents and volunteers there to the north. That gets them out from underfoot, and
they can train your human youngsters while they're recovering.”

Urtho snapped hisfingers. "Of course—and what's more, I'll have the ambulatory and the
youngsters run foraging partiesl Make them as salf-sufficient as possiblel”

"Have them send the surplus here," Skan added, with growing enthusiasm. "It won't be much, but it
will makethem fed asif we need to have them out there. And alittle fresh game now and then—"

His mouth tingled at the very thought. Herd beasts have no real flavor. A good raebuck,
though....

"With hertas in charge, Skan, | am not certain | would be too ready to say that they ‘won't send
back much.' Hertas are remarkable scavengers.” Urtho's eyebrows quirked alittle. "That's largely why |
have them in charge of supply here. They find waysto make ten loaves feed a hundred fighters.”

But Skan noticed that Urtho was much more subdued than usud. Perhaps there is something he
hasn't told me? Are things even worse than | thought?

A light tap at the door prevented him from asking any further questions. Cautioudy, Urtho's chief
hertas stuck hissnout insde.

"The commanders are here, Urtho," thelizard said quietly. Urtho glanced over at Skan and
shrugged.

"Letthemin, Seri," hesad. "They might aswell hear it dl a once.

The commandersfiled in, Generd Judeth last of al, impeccable and austere in her chosen colors of
black and silver. They gathered around the table, and Skan saw one or two turn alittle pale when they
looked over the latest conquests of Maar's forces.

Didn't they know? Or does this mean something | can't guess at?

"Gentlemen, ladies." Urtho nodded to the group. "I brought you here for severd reasons. The
firs—Generd Farleisdead. Assassinated, asfar aswe can tell.”

A sharp intake of breath around the table told Skan that none of the commanders had heard the bad
newsyet.

"l am afraid that under the circumstances, | must dismantle the Sixth as it has been known, and
spread its nonhuman and magica resources among al of you. Generd Judeth.” As Urtho spoke her
name, the lady sat up straighter, and lost her look of shocked dismay. At the specific request of the new
commander of al the gryphon wings, | am assgning the wings that formerly belonged to the Sixth to you.
| know that you will command them well.”

The Generd did not salute or snap to attention, but she gave the impression that she had. "'l will do
my bes, Sr," shereplied smply.

"Therest of you may decide among yourselves how to apportion up the rest of the Sixth's available
manpower. Genera Shaiknam will command the human foot-soldiers, but dl esewill be availableto
you." Urtho nodded, and Skan saw with satisfaction that the commanders were aready getting over their
shock and thinking about the Stuation. "I am certain that you will not alow any kind of rivary to interfere
with the best poss ble deployment of that manpower. Now—I am certain you al know Skandranon, the
Black Gryphon, either on sight or by reputation.”

Nods and some dight smiles met that, as Skan bowed hishead in abrief sduteto al of them, but
especidly to General Judeth.

"I have gppointed him to be the overall commander of the gryphon wings, in the same arrangement
that | made with the mages." Urtho paused and waited for their reaction.

Skan saw only dight frowns, and one or two nods. General Judeth was the first to speak.

She cleared her throat ddlicately, then spoke to both Urtho and to Skan. " The arrangement is
working better with the mages than we had thought it would," she admitted. "We thought it might make
for problems, if not outright mutiny among the mages, but it didn't work out that way." Her mouth
twitched alittle, dthough she did not actudly smile. "There are even some mages who have shown a
remarkable increase inther abilities. Apparently, having someone to evauate their performance who



knows what they can do has made them alittle more—eager—to do their best. | trust, both because
Urtho has chosen you, Skandranon, and from some of your reputation, that you will actinasmilar
manner.”

Skan's nares flushed, for there was no doubt just what the General meant by "some of your
reputation,” but he answered her steadily enough.

"1 can promise you that no gryphon will balk a anything heis asked to do without areason for
objecting,” Skan replied gravely. "We all understand that thisisawar, and in war thereisthe risk of
death. We only ask that we not be sent into a certainty of deeth. | can dso promiseyou thet if thereare
objectionsto what we are asked to do, it will be because the losswill outweigh the gain for al
concerned. The gryphonswill defend dl the races.

The Genera nodded at that, and turned her attention back to the table.

"| seethat you are al concerned by the amount of territory that Maar hastaken,”" Urtho continued.
"Y ou should be; | have only just updated the map, and agreat ded of that gain has been within the last
month. You al knew you'd lost ground, but none of you has seen the real scope of the loss until now. We
areintrouble, and I will not hide that fact from you. In fact, we havelost so much, that Maar himsdf has
moved into the Palace and made it his headquarters.”

They took al that without flinching, athough Skan wasincensed at the idea that Maar would have
taken the Palace for hisown. Theidea of that—that beast, that tyrant, soiling the hals that great leaders
hed caled home, soiling them with his bloody boots—

"It would be rather difficult to hide that we arein trouble, with this spread out before us," Genera
Movat sad dryly. "The question is, what are your plansto ded with it?"

Urtho considered the map, as heavy silencereigned. "Thefirgt thing | intend to do isto begin aquiet
evacuation of the noncombatants from around the Tower," he replied. " Some preiminary work has been
donein that direction, but now | want it to become apriority. | want to move them into the West. I'm
going to take six of the permanent Gates here on the Tower grounds and activate them, targeting them to
sx points on the western border. That's mostly wilderness area, mountains and forested valleys, too
steep to farm and not redlly suited for grazing. My very first Tower wasthere," he added wigtfully, "and |
rather liked keeping it wilderness.”

"Yes, wdl, now it'sagood thing it is wilderness," Generd Korad said briskly. "Maar won't consider
that you might have sent peopleintoiit.”

"My ideaprecisdly." Urtho tapped the map, pointing to the six places where the Gates would have
their other ends. "If we have to abandon the Tower, well have most of the people who would be trouble
aready out of theway. They, inturn, will have advance camps ready for us. If weinform our people that
we are doing this only to spread out our resources and make one spot less of atarget, | believe we can
keep them from panicking.”

The Generds contemplated the plan quietly for sometime, each one studying the map and making
mental calculations. Urtho watched their faces, Skan watched Urtho.

He looks satisfied; well, if they have simply accepted the plan, that must mean it's
strategically sound. So that's how he does it! He puts out a plan, waits to see what they think of it,
and changes it with their suggestions and objections! | wondered how a mage had become such a
good strategist!

Generd Judeth broke the silencefird. "I'd like to have one strong mage with each group,” she said.
"Adept-class. Perhaps this would be a good place to send those who arefrail, or those who have moral
objections to combative magics, and those who smply do not have skill at combative magics. Thisway,
if further Gates need to be built, there will be someone at hand, rested, and prepared to build those
Gates"

Urtho nodded. "My Kaed'din will be here—" he pointed. "They will have mages enough in their
ranksto cover that point. If any of you can think of particular mages who would be suitable, please let
me know, especidly if they arefamiliar with thiskind of terrain.”

If they can deal with primitive conditions, he means. Some of his older mages—well, they
ought to go with the Kaled'a'in. The Clans can make a home anywhere, if they have to, and the



horse-nomads are already set up for wandering.

There was more discussion, and they put together atacit agreement. Skan was impressed. He hadn't
known that there were humans anywhere who could agree to so much with so few wasted words.

"But thisis secondary,” Generd Korad said at last. "Thered question is—how in the name of dl the
gods are we going to defend the Tower?'

Urtho hesitated, then asked humbly, " Are you certain that we should?!

A chorus of objections met that statement, but it seemed to Skan that most of them boiled down
to—"of course we should, it's your Tower."

Urtho waved them to silence. "Thereisagreat ded in the Tower that can't be moved and shouldn't
bedlowedtofal into Maar's hands. But things can be destroyed. The knowledge that made those things
possibleis as portable as the minds and the books that hold it. This place may be my home, and it istrue
that | haveinvested agreat ded of my lifeinit, but that is no reason to remain here when the Situation
becomes untenable. Others have lost their homes; it would be arrogant of me to think mine was any more
sacred than theirs. | would be asfoolish asmy critics have clamed if | clung to this Tower when every
wise person would havefled.”

He pondered the map. "If Maar breaches our defenses here and here, he can spread out his troops
aong thisline. He has manpower far exceeding ours. If he does that, he can force usto try to counter him
until we are spread so thin we can't defend ourselves. From here, on the Plain, he has a clear run to the
Tower itsdf. We cannot hold aline againgt him, unless we can suddenly multiply our own troopsby a
factor of ten.”

The Generds studied the map with varying expressons of gloom.

"You'reright,” Korad said, with no emphasis. "Damn, but | hate to admit it. If he can get that far,
he'sgot us."

"If weremain at the Tower," Urtho reminded them dl. "'If we retreat, we can pick our place to make
astand, or make no stand at al, smply keep retreating, making him string out his supply linesand his
forces. Eventudly, even Maar must become sated with conquest! We can go west, then retrest to the
farthest south, in the lands that the Haighlel Emperorshold.”

"The Black Kings?' said Judeth. Skan knew that referred not to their predilections, but their skin,
which was supposedly as dark as a moonless, starless sky. "Would they help us?'

Urtho shrugged. "1 don't know. | do know they would shelter us against a conqueror and despot like
Maar, and their magic is so different from oursthat | think even Maar would hesitate before he attacked
them. It's not wise to attack an unknown."

Judeth bit her lip, then nodded, dowly and grudgingly. "It'sour best hope, if Maar getsthat far. |
am going to see that he doesntt, if it takes every drop of blood in my body to stop him." She sounded and
looked grim, and Skan shivered in asudden chill, asice threaded down his spine asif acold wind had
just ruffled hisfeathers.

"How are you going to explain—everything—to Shaiknam?' Korad wanted to know, after an
uncomfortable silence.

Urtho shrugged. "I'll tell him that I've seen heis best with ground maneuvers, and I'm giving him the
chance to concentrate on them without the distractions and annoyances of amixed force. Then I'll show
him what I've shown you, and well al meet tonight to plan the overall rategy to hold Maar. Right now,
| want you all to go to your people and get those who are not essentid ready to evacuate. 1'd like to start
moving people out steadily starting tomorrow.”

That sounded like adismissal to Skan, and so the other commanderstook it. They saluted and filed
out, with only Generd Judeth pausing long enough to have abrief word with the Black Gryphon.

"AS S00N as you've seen to your new command, come see me with the old Sixth Wingleaders" she
said. "And best of luck, Skandranon. | think Urtho's chosen wisdly.”

She turned smartly and left, leaving Skan to gape at her back as the door closed behind her. He
turned to look at Urtho.

The mage smiled wearily. "I think I've chosen wisdly, too, Skan," he said. "Now—go dedl with your
people, while | seeto mine. We both have agrest deal to do, and only the Kaled'din Lady knowsif we



will begiventhetimeto get it dl done.”

Skan bowed, deeply and profoundly, but he hesitated at the door. Urtho had turned back to the
map, staring at it blankly.

"Urtho—" Skan said. The mage started, turned to face him, and stared at him asif he had not
expected his new commander to still bein the room.

"l want you to know something. We never redlly considered flying off and abandoning you. We are
not only loyd to you—weloveyou. That is why we areloyal to you. Loveisharder to earn than loyalty,
and you are more than my friend. Y ou are my beloved Father."

Heturned quickly and left, and the door swung shut behind him—~but for one moment, just before it
closed completdy, he thought he saw Urtho's eyes glittering, asif with tears.

Packing too many peoplein this messtent made it stiflingly hot. Amberdrake stood on atable and
ran one hand through his damp hair, in anervous gesture that had become habit over the past few days.
Every kedtraichern in the camp had squeezed into the messtent, and they al stared at him with varying
levels of anxiety. Wild tales had spread al through the camp since word came from the Sixth that General
Farle had been killed, and Shaiknam assigned to his old command again. Mogt of those taleswere
variations on older rumors, but some were entirely new. All the stories that Amberdrake had heard had
been told with varying degrees of hysteria

He held up ahand and got ingtant silence. Lamplight glittered in dozens of eyes, dl fixed on him, all
wide with fear or hope. "Y ou've heard the rumors for weeks, now the rumors are coming true,” he said
abruptly. "We are evacuating all noncombatants from around the Tower." A murmur started, but he
shook his head and the murmurings died away. "Urtho gave me complete control of what to tell you. | am
going to tell you the whole truth because Urtho and | are counting on you to help keep people cam.
Maar isin adangerous position for us. Urthois telling people that he wants the noncombatants spread
out so that we don't make such atempting target with everything clustered here. Thered reason isthat if
he has to evacuate, he doesn't want to have civilians at the Tower to get in the way, or have the ones | eft
worry about them."

He let them absorb that for amoment. "We will be one of the last groups out because we are also
useful asHeders. I'm going to interview each of you tonight and tomorrow, and you will decide which of
the Six evacuation Stesyou wish to go to. | will give you an assignment-chit, and when the last of the
civiliansare gone, you will pack up your tents and go to your chosen sites. You will gill be ableto
sarvice your clientsthere; the Gates will be open for two-way traffic, and Urtho expects a certain amount
of coming and going.”

Someone down in front waved his hand. "What if Urtho decides to evacuate completely? What
about people who are visiting over here?"

"Good question. Anyone who goes from his evacuation Site to the Tower must be aware that at any
moment Urtho could call for aretreat. At that point, anoncombatant will haveto fend for himsdlf, and
count himsdlf lucky if he getsto any Gate, much lessthe oneto hisown site” Amberdrake shrugged
helplesdy. "Y ou would be much better off for your clientsto cometo you, rather than viceversa. We are
going to try to discourage traffic from the Stesto the Tower. For instance, thereisgoing to be a curfew
inforce oncethe civilians are theoretically gone, and meals on the Tower sidewill be strictly rationed to
those supposed to be there—no visitors alowed.”

He let them absorb that for amoment. Another hand appeared. "Isit redly looking that bad?" asked
ayoung woman with frightened eyes.

He hestated amoment. "1 can't tell you everything," he said finaly. "But Urtho is serioudy worried,
and he has dready undertaken the enormous task of stripping the Tower of as much as possible and
sending it to safer places.”

Another murmur arose, but it died onitsown. Finally Lily roseto her feet and lifted her head
defiantly. "There has to be something €lse we can do!" she said. ™Y ou know very well that most of our
clients are going to postpone visits until the civilian evacuation is over—so there must be something
practica we can do to help!”



Amberdrake relaxed margindly asachorus of agreement met her brave words. "Thank you, Lily,"
he said softly. "I was hoping someone would bring that up. Yes. Thereisagreat ded that we can do to
help, both on this Sde of the Gates and the other.” He sat down dowly on thetable top. "The very first
jobisto help with the children...."

Gesten looked out beyond the campfire, counted noses, and came up with a satisfactory total. Every
hertasi tribe had sent at least one representative, and most had sent severd. Why he should have been
chosen to be the leader of the wholelot, he had no notion, but Urtho said he was, and that was the end
of it.

"Right," he said, and dozens of eyesblinked at him. "Y ou know the story. Nonfightersare pulling
out, and we're nonfighters. The only hertas who are supposed to stay here after the civiliansleave are the
ones sarving the Healers and the gryphons. Everyone else goes. Once you've gotten your own kit out,
come back and start helping the families. The kestraichern are minding the children, so you'll be doing
what we do best—you'll be helping to pack up the households and get 'em moving. Once that's done,
you go report to the Tower. If they need you, they'll tell you. If they don't, you get back over to your
assigned place and stay there. Got it?"

"What if you're doing split duty—with aHeder and acivilian, say?" someone called from the back.

Gegten's briefing hadn't covered that, but Urtho had told him that he could and should use hisown
judgment when it came to things that hadn't been covered. "Depends on how close to the fighting you
think you can and to be," he said, finaly. "If youre feding brave, say here, go full-timewith the Hedler.
If you're not, stay on the evacuation site and help with whatever needs doing. Theré'sgoing to be a lot
that needs doing.” Hetilted his head to one side and narrowed his eyes as he recited the list Urtho had
given him. "Well need winter-proof housing built for everyone, and that includes the fighters, in casethey
have to come over. Well need food supplies|ocated. Well need wells dug, sanitary and washing facilities
st up. A lot of the families are going to consst of motherswith children; they'll all need that extrahand to
help. Well need facilities for the sck and injured, and overland vehiclesin case we have to retreat from
there”

"Will there be magesto help uswith dl this?' asked an anxiousvoice. "And Heders? There are
pregnant females with those civilians, and | don't know a thing about birthing babies, especidly not
human babied"

"WEelIl have alot of mages, dl of the Apprentices, most of the Journeymen, and at least one Adept at
each ste," Gesten promised. "The Healers are sending some of their Apprentices, a couple of Magters,
and assoon as dl the civilians are over, the kestraichern will bejoining them. Therere plenty of Heders
with them, and they dl have some Heder training.”

Gesten sensed an easing of tension at that. Hertas considered the kestraichern the most |evel headed
of the humans, and the ones most likely to react properly inacrigs. "Right," he said again. "We can do
this"

"We can do this," they echoed.

It was, after all, the hertas motto.

Amberdrake rubbed his blurring, burning eyes until they cleared, then turned his attention back to
thelist hewas compiling. Protea to tend a creche of tervardi little ones; that will work. Loren with
the Healers, putting together packs of supplies for the evacuees. Renton, Lily, Martina, Rilei—

"Amberdrake? Have | come at abad time?' He looked up, squinting across the barrier formed by
the light from hislantern, and made out the face of Lionwind, the Clan Chief of hisown Kdedain clan of
k'Leshya. "What are you doing still awake?' he asked, out of sheer surprise to see the perpetua Dawn
greeter up and active long past the hour of midnight.

Lionwind stepped farther into the tent, his heavy braids swinging with each soft, sillent step. "We had
aclan meeting,” he said. "And wed rather not go off with the rest of the Kaledain, if it'sal right with
Urtho."

But Amberdrake shook hishead. "Y ou can't stay,” he said flatly. "Urtho can't make any exceptions.”



Lionwind half-amiled, and folded himsdf gracefully onto astool on the other sde of the desk. "We
didn't want to stay, we just want to be where the gryphons are,”" he told Amberdrake. "We've supplied
most of the Kded'din Trondi'irn for the gryphons, we've worked with Urtho on his breeding
program—and we like them. They'll need someone besides hertas with them, after dl. Hertas aredl
very wedll, but they don't like to hunt, they can't lift what a human can, and they're alittle short of
imagination.”

Amberdrake listened to this calm assessment with growing relief. Hed wondered how the gryphons
were going to manage, for Urtho's plan called for a second Gate to be built from the Kaled'ain
evacuation ste, and the gryphon familiesto be sent farther out from there. The gryphons were huge
eaters, and it was doubtful that they would be able to stay anywhere that there was alarge concentration
of any other species. All of the Kaded'din Clans, for instance. But if k'Leshyawas basically volunteering
to be sent off beyond the rest, that would solve the problem nestly.

"Areyou certain you want to do this?' he asked.

Lionwind shrugged. "I'm not certain we want to do anything at the moment,” hereplied. "We dontt
want to run, but we don't want to stay here to be daughtered either. Wed likeit best if Urtho could
suddenly produce a magic weapon that would diminate Maar and dl histroops without harming anyone
or anything else, but short of the Goddess working amiracle, that isn't going to happen. So thisis our
best choice, and if Urtho will dlow it, well takeit."

"I'm certain hell dlow it," Amberdrake said, and rubbed his eyes again as Lionwind's face blurred
and went out of focus. "I'll take care of it."

Lionwind rose and leaned over the table. Amberdrake rubbed his eyes again, but they wouldn't stop
blurring.

"Isthere anything dse | can do?' he asked, blinking rapidly. That didn't help, either.

"Only—get somerest,” Lionwind answered, leaning closer. "That's your Clan Chiefsorder.”

"| can't, theré'stoo much to do," he objected—as Lionwind reached across and touched his
forehead. And only then did he remember, belatedly, that Lionwind was also aMindheder, fully capable
of impaosing hiswill on the most recalcitrant.

""The best attack is the one no one sees coming,’ kestraichern,” Lionwind quoted, and chuckled, as
deep snatched him up in surprisingly gentletalonsand carried him away ...

The six permanent Gates were enormous, quite large enough to accommodate the biggest of the
floating land barges. Urtho had constructed them using fused-stone arches, and tied each of them into its
own node to power it. Only Urtho had ever accomplished the construction of a Gate that did not require
theinterna knowledge and resources of asingle mage to target and power the Gate.

Only Urtho had uncovered the secret of keeping such a Gate stable. Of dl of his secrets, that was
probably the one that Maar wanted the most.

He had, for thefirst timein many years, left the Tower briefly to journey through one of hisown
creations and set up a second permanent Gate at that evacuation point. This one he targeted deep in the
western wilderness, to alovely valey he himsalf had once called home. The gryphon families, dl those
gryphons that were not fighters, and those who were injured, had al been sent there. Now the Kaed'ain
clan k'Leshya, of al the Clans, the only one not named for atotemic animd, but called smply "the Spirit
Clan," dowly filed through thefirst Gate to follow them.

He could not have said truthfully that he had a"favorite’ Clan, but of al of them, k'Leshyaheld the
greatest number of hisfavorite Kaedain. Lionwind, the Clan Chief, was one of the wisest men he knew,
with awisdom that did not fit with the smooth, youthful face and the night-black hair that hung in two
thick braids on either side of hisface. Lionwind's father and mother had both been shaman; perhaps that
explained it. Or perhaps, as Lionwind himsdf had once claimed, only haf in jest, hewasan "old soul.”
The Clan Chief—not then the Chief, but nearly as wise—had been of great comfort to Amberdrake
when the young kestraichern first joined his ancestral Clan. He continued to be of comfort, on therare
occasions that Amberdrake would permit anyoneto help him.

Lionwind had been first through the Gate, riding histall, rangy warmare. He had not looked in any



direction but forward, athough he surely knew he would never see the Tower again, and likely would not
see many of those heleft behind. He had made hisfarewells, ashad al the Kaded'din, and it was not the
Kaeddinway to linger over such things.

"Long fareweIs givetimefor the enemy to am.” That waswhat Lionwind said to Urtho ashe
clasped his hand, and the words were sure to become a Kaed'ain proverb. Although there was no
enemy here, k'Leshyafollowed that precept now.

Urtho watched them go, hiding his pain beneath acam smile. He did not know if hewould ever see
any of them again. All he could be certain of wasthat he had sent them into a safer place than thisone.
And now that the gryphonswerein full control of their own destinies, he could at least be certain that no
matter what Maar undid of his, there would aways be gryphonsin the world. If Maar conquered the
Tower, they would scatter, using their mobility to take them beyond his reach.

So something of mine will survive, in spite of everything that Ma'ar can do.

Odd that it should be the gryphons, creatures that his contemporaries had considered eccentric toys.
He had dways had faith in them, though. Of everything he had crested, they were hisfavorites. He had
given them the ability to do great good; it only remained to seeiif they would fulfill that promise aswell as
they hed fulfilled dl therest.

The last k'L eshya herdsman, driving the last of the Clan herds under agreat cloud of dust, passed
through the Gate. The Gate "sensed" that there was no one else waiting to crossit, and the view of the
crowd of Kaed'ain at the terminus faded, as the Gate shut itself down to conserve power. The space
insde the arch went to black—then showed only what was on the other side of the physicd arch.

Only then did Urtho redlize that he was not alone.

Amberdrake stood behind and to one side of him, staring at the now-blank Gate. The kestrachern
was not wearing any of his elaborate robes or costumes, only a pair of breechesand adeeved tunicina
soft, faded blue. Hishair had been tied up into atail at the nape of his neck, and he wore a headband of
blue that matched histunic.

Urtho regarded him with atouch of surprise. He had thought that it was understood that
Amberdrake would go with hisown Clan. Therest of the kestralchern all had their assgnmentsin the
evacuation, and as soon as they had completed those tasks, they would head for their own evacuation
gtes. Hewas not needed astheir leader anymore, and it was unlikely that anyone would have leisurein
the coming days and weeks for the minigtrations of a kestraichern, however expert.

Amberdrake seemed to divine Urtho's thoughts from his expression. He raised one e egant eyebrow
inagesture so graceful it could only have been unconscious. ™Y ou're wondering why I'm gtill here” he
sad.

Urtho nodded.

"Winterhart is<till here. Shelsthe Trondi'irn of the fighting gryphon wings of the Fifth, and | am not
going to leave her donein acamp that till holds her former lover." There was anote of sted in hisvoice
that was new to Urtho—or perhapsit had been there all dong, and Amberdrake had smply hidden it
better. "Skan is il here, and Zhaned, and Gesten to serve the two of them. They are dl thefamily |
have™

Urtho allowed abit of stedl to cregp into hisown voice. "l said, 'no exceptions,’ and you are not
excused from that. Y ou heard it clearly enough, Kestraichern Amberdrake. Y ou do not belong here.”

"l am aHeder, Urtho. Y ou can verify that with Lady Cinnabar if you wish; | volunteered for her
group.”" Pain and fear shadowed Amberdrake's eyes for amoment, and Urtho knew why and marveled
at hisbravery. He knew al about Amberdrake's past; he knew how much it would cost Amberdrake to
work with the Healers, every waking hour—how vulnerable he wasto losing control of his Empathic
abilities—how hefeared that pain, physica and menta, more than anything ese.

Y et here hewas, facing hisword fear, in order to remain with his odd and tenuous "family." Urtho
bowed his head alittle in acknowledgment of courage.

"| stand corrected, Healer Amberdrake. Y ou have every right to be here." Thelinesat the corners
of Amberdrake's eyes softened a bit, and Urtho decided that he would ease another of Amberdrake's
worries. "Thereisasngle mage still working with Shaitknam and the Sixth, at hisown request. |



gpproved his petition for field duty mysdlf. | am told hisnameis Conn Levas." Helet his own eyebrow
rise, jus alittle. "I believe the Sixth is currently avay on assgnment.”

Urtho turned then, not waiting for thanks. Already he had turned his mind to the next task.

And so, probably, had Amberdrake.

Long farewells give the enemy time to aim. And they did not dare give the enemy time for

anything.

Seventeen

Aubri'swings ached from shoulder to tip; they burned with exhaustion on the downstroke of each
wingbest. The heavy, damp air in this particular valey dways meant difficult flying, but that was not why
he wastired. He had been flying scout for the Fifth snce dawn, and it only lacked afew hours until
sunset. He had flown a double shift already, and by the time hefinished, long after dark, it would be a
triple.

At least dl theinnocents were far beyond the reach of any disaster now. Thelast of the
noncombatants, including the kestraichern, had passed through the Gatesto their new locations severa
days ago. And as Urtho had expected, there was steady traffic between the Tower and the evacuation
points, but not in the opposite direction. The word that any noncombatant caught on the Tower sdein an
emergency would haveto fend for himsdf kept the evacueesin their new homes. Aubri missed seeing the
youngsters, missed the sound of fledglings playing—but he would rather miss these things than have them
at the Tower lairs, and at risk. One daughtered youngster was one too many—and he had seen the
pathetic corpses of consderably more than one in the time he had been fighting for Urtho.

His chest muscles complained, growing tight and tiff from built-up fatigue poisons, and he knew that
by the time he landed, he'd be one sore gryphon. At least on this second shift, he wasn't fighting mekaer.
Thiswas al smple coordination scouting, making sure that the Sixth and the First were where they were
supposed to be, so that the mages with the Fifth didn't hit their own troopswith friendly fire.

Huh. "Friendly fire, isn't." That's what the Kaled'a'in say anyway. Maar's generals hadn't
pressed an attack on thispoint al day, holding apurdly defensive line, and Shaiknam hadn't made any
offensve moves, areflection of the inertia here for the past two or three days. Both forces glared at each
other from the opposite sides of awide, shdlow ravine, but the only attacking going on wasfrom little
presents the mages dropped which were easily deflected by their opposite numbers.

The dtuation was a talemate, at least here.

No—wait. He caught a hint of movement through the heavy haze. Something's going on down
there!

Aubri circled higher, to get a better perspective on the situation. So far as he had been told,
Shaiknam wasn't supposed to order any kind of attack unless an opportunity too ripe to ignore arose,
and Aubri hadn't seen any evidence of that. Wasthisjust fase movement? A little shuffling in placeto
make the enemy think that Shaiknam was about to press an attack?

He pumped harder, gaining more height, and looked down haf aminute | ater.

At firgt he couldn't make out anything at dl. Then the haze parted alittle, giving him aclearer view of
Shailknam's troops. His wingstrokes fatered with shock, and he sdedipped alittle before catching and
geadying himsdf inthe air. Demonsblood! What does he—\Why—He can't be that stupid! Can he?

Shaiknam'stroops had parted right down the middle, and were pulling back, leaving the easiest
place to cross the ravine wide open.

Thiswould have been aclassic move, giving the enemy a place to penetrate and then closing
companiesin on ether sde of him while the troopsto the rear cut hisforces off from therest. The only



problem was that there were no other companiesin place, and no timeto get any in place. Shaiknam had
not been positioned directly protecting one of the two vital passes, but from here Maar's forces could
eadly get to one of those vital passes.

He's bluffing. Ma'ar's commanders won't believe this and he knows it. HE's just giving them
something to occupy them....

He couldn't hover; the best he could do wasto glide in atight circle, panting with weariness and
disbdlief. Even as Aubri watched, the two groups that had pulled back moved on in aclear retreat, and
Madar's army marched across the ravine and into Urtho's territory with al the calm precision of a
close-order drill.

What in hell isgoing on here?

Now he wished he was one of those gryphons with any kind of Mindspeech; if only hecould tell
someone what was happening! By the time he lumbered through the sky to a message-relay, it would be
too late to stop the advance.

Damn, it'salready too late.... If | can't stop it, maybe I'd better find out who ordered this.
That's what Skan would do. Has Shaiknam lost what little mind he used to have? Or have his
troops somehow been sent false orders?

Aubri dropped through the haze, well behind the line of advancement, and landed just outside of
Shaiknam's all-but-deserted command post. He got out of sight, just in case someone from the other sde
was watching, under cover of agrove of treesright behind the command tent. Predictable, he thought
savagdy. Trust Shaiknam; ignore the fact that someone can sneak up to your tent in favor of the
fact that you get to sit in the shade all day. | hope there're red ants in those trees biting on his fat
behind. He'd wondered why there seemed to be so little activity going on around the command tent, but
held figured it was Smply because there was no activity aong this section of thefront lines. Now | know,
maybe. Either Shaiknam's been assassinated or replaced or—

—or something wor se has been going on. Hetried to emulate Skan, blessing Zhaned for al those
hours on the obstacle course, as he dithered on hisbelly through the underbrush. The lessonswere
second nature now; shove the branches aside with your beak, close your eyes, and let them dide over
your neck and your tight-folded wings. Creep forward with forefeet until you were as stretched-out you
could get, then inch the hindfeet up until your back hunched, and start over again. Vary theintervasand
your steps. Make no patterns.

And why the hell aren't there guards around the tent, after what happened to Farle? Because
Shaiknamisn't there? Or because he knows he doesn't need guards? Or because he has no guards
left?

He had concentrated so hard on his stealthy gpproach that he didn't keep track of how far he'd
come. The buff canvas of the tent suddenly loomed up in awall from out of the underbrush afew
talon-lengthsin front of hisbeak, just as he heard voices coming from inside.

Well, there's someone in there, anyway. He closed his eyes and listened. Whoever wasin there
murmured, rather than speaking in normal conversationa tones, asif they wanted to be certain they
weren't overheard from outside.

"...going very well, my lord," whispered an unctuous voice. "And Maar iskeeping hissde of the
bargain. By the time Judeth of the Fifth redizes what has happened, Maar's troops will have the Pass.”

"Wdl, good." That was Shaiknam, dl right; Aubri had heard hiswhining tones often enough to be
certain of that. "Once he has the Pass, we can close behind him, and no one will know we let him
through. His mages can set up Gates to pour troops down onto the plains, and | can 'surrender’ with no
onethewiser. My command and holdingswill remain intact. And without you, Levas, | would not have
been able to contact Maar's commander and bring all thisto pass.”

Levas? Conn Levas? Wasn't that the mage Winterhart used to—

"Thank you, my lord." The unctuous voice was back. "I aways make certain to be on the winning
sde, and | was pleased to find you are acommander as pragmatic as|.”

Shaiknam laughed. "I have another task for you, if you think you're up to it. Urtho may yet be able
to pull off amiracle; he has adisconcerting habit of doing so. But without Urtho..."



There was a certain archness to the mage's reply that held Aubri frozen. "I am amercenary, my lord;
you knew that when we made our bargain. There will be an additiona price for additiona services."

Shaiknam laughed very softly. "Nameit,” he said, asarrogantly asif he had dl the resources of all
the world to cdl upon. "Whatever coin you choose.”

"Twenty-four thousand silver, and the coin of bodies, my lord." The mage's voice, dready cold,
grew icy. "Two bodies, to be precise, and both still alive and in acondition to be amusing to me. The
Trondi'irn, Winterhart, and the kestraichern, Amberdrake.”

"Done and done," Shaiknam replied instantly. "Neither are combatants; they should be easy to
subdue. Chegp at the price. Y ou could have sold your services more dearly, mercenary.”

"Ther vdueis peculiar to me—"

Aubri could bear it no longer.

| have to stop them! Now!

Helunged at the tent wall, dashing it open with his sharp talons, back agape to bite the spines of one
or both of them in haf—

And tumbled ignominioudy to the ground, unable to move even his eyes. Helanded with
bone-bruising impact right at the feet of General Shaitknam, skidding alittle on the canvas of the tent
floor.

If he could have struggled, he would have, but there wasn't amuscle of hisbody that would obey
him. His heart continued to beet, and hislungsto breathe, but that was dl the movement he was alowed.

He'd been the recipient of aspell of paralysis, of course. Idiot! Conn Levasisa mage, idiot! How
could you have been so incredibly stupid?

Generd Shaiknam looked down at him with mild interest in his catlike eyes, then searched his
pockets for amoment. Then he turned to Conn Levas, and flipped him acoin. The mage caught it deftly,
and pocketed it. Shaiknam's serene, round face produced a smile that went no further than hislips.
"Payment for additiona services," he said, his voice ripe with satisfaction.

"Indeed, my lord," Conn Levasreplied. "As| expect payment on completion of your other task.”

Shaiknam shrugged, and his eyesreflected his boredom. "They have no interest for me. | will see
that they are captured unharmed. It should not be terribly difficult.”

"What of—this—my lord?" A new voice, but another one that Aubri recognized. Garber.

Shaknam's second-in-command spoke from out of Aubri'sline-of-sight, but there was no doubt of
where hewas. A toe prodded him in theribs, waking pain in his chest muscles.

"l can dispose of him if you like," Conn Levas began, but Shaiknam held up ahand to forestal him.

"No," hesad. "Thereisausefor him. Maar israther fond of gryphons. | believe we should send
him thisone, asagift, in earnest of many more to come." Hewaved at the unseen Garber. "Package this
up for me, would you, and ddliver it to General Polden with my compliments to the Emperor.”

"So the Emperor enjoys the antics of these creatures?' Conn said with interest.

"Hedoes," Shaiknam replied. He smiled down at Aubri; the gryphon gasped, astheice of horror
and the chill of purefear swept over him. "1 hope you can learn some new tricks, beast,” he said swestly.
"Other than 'playing dead.' 'Dance,’ for ingtance, or better yet, 'beg.' Make certain to learn 'beg.’ The
longer you entertain the Emperor, the longer you will live. Or so I'mtold.”

Urtho flung a plate across the room; it shattered againgt thewal but did nothing to help relieve his
fedings "Gods!" he cried. The cadre of hertas and human messengersignored him. There were no
messenger-birdsin camp anymore; Urtho had not wanted to leave these smalest and most helpless of his
creatures behind even by accident. They had been the first through the Gate, to go with k'Leshyaand the
gryphons.

Urtho paced the side of the map table, issuing orders asfast as hertas and humans could take them,
doing hisbest not to seize handfuls of hair and start yanking them out by the roots. What in the name of
all the gods had happened? How had Maar's men gotten past the defensive line? Why hadn't anyone
noticed until they'd aready taken the Pass of Korbast and had set up a Gate to bring more troopsin?

Never mind, it's happened, now deal with it! Thiswas hisworst nightmare come true; the Tower



gtill full of things he hadn't gotten out yet, the traps not yet set, and the enemy pouring down into the plain,
behind his own lines. Already the Sixth and the Third had been cut off from the rest and from retrest; they
would have to fend for themsalves. Judeth was bringing the Fifth in, but no one knew for certain about
therest. They have mages, they can Gate here. They can even Gate straight to their evacuation
sites. They'll beall right. | have to believe that.

He sent the last of his messengers off on their errands with ordersto send the Hedlers and other
support personnel to their Gates, and forced himsalf to stop pacing. He clutched the edge of the table
and stared down at it, asif staring at it fiercely enough would make the Stuation reverseitself.

"Sir" A hertas scrambled in the door, al out of breath. "The mage Conn Levasis herefrom the
Sixth!"

He started and turned toward the door, just as Conn Levas pushed hisway past thelizard. He
looked asif he had persondly fought hisway through al of Maar's troopersto reach the Tower; his
robes were filthy, torn, and bloodstained, his hair matted down to his head with swest.

"Go." Urtho told the bregthless hertas. "Find me Skan and bring him here. I'll need himina

The hertas |et the door swing shut behind Conn Levas as Urtho took three steps toward the
mercenary mage. "What happened?' he cried, eager only to hear what had gone wrong.

Too late, he saw Conn's hand move, saw an empty bag in it, and fdt the stinging of a hundred
thousand tiny needlesin hisface and hands, in every bit of flesh left exposed by his clothing. He brushed
a hisfacefranticaly, while Conn Levas|aughed.

"That won't help,”" the mercenary said very softly as Urtho tried to cry out for help and redized that
he couldn't do more than whisper. "Miranda thorns, Urtho. Very potent. Quite impossibleto magic
away. A littleinvention of my new employer; | believe you might have seen their effects, once or twice.
Mages never do consider that someone might attack them physicaly.”

Urtho's knees crumpled beneath him; he managed to stagger back enough that he landed in the chair
behind him before hislegs gave out dtogether. His entire body tingled, burned, twitched uncontrollably.
Hislipsmoved, but nothing emerged. Strange swirls of light and color invaded hisvison; the furniture
stretched and warped. Conn's head floated about afoot above his body as the mercenary mage
approached, and the head |ooked down at him maevolently.

"It'sapoison, of course," the head said, each word emerging from his mouth in flowing script, and
encapsulated inside a brightly-colored bubble. Y ou should enjoy the effects. | knew that dl the defenses
of the Tower are keyed to you, of course, aswell asthe node beneath it, and | knew that if | dew you
outright, I would die before | had a chance to escape. | expect Shaiknam knew that, too, and was
counting on not needing to fulfill hispart of the bargain. But you'l livelong enough for meto get clear, and
hell just have to keep hisword, hmm?"

Urtho's chest nearly burst with the need to howl in anguish, but al that he could manage was a
pathetic whimper. Conn Levas head floated around the room for amoment, then suddenly produced a
new body asthe old one faded away. A large, furry body, of an eye-searing pink. Urtho shuddered as
the fur turned into spines, like those of a hedgehog. Then Conn shook his body, and dl those spines shot
forward, piercing Urtho's limbs with excruciating pain. The furniture grew tentacles, and the walls opened
up into pulsing starscapes.

"l seeyou can't answer," the mercenary said dilkily. "No matter."”

He turned to go—that is, his head turned. His body remained the way it had been, and began
walking backward toward the door. With every step he took, bleeding wounds appeared in the floor,
and it felt to Urtho asif the wounds wereto his flesh. He whimpered again, and Conn's head turned
back.

"Oh, one morething," the mage said casudly. "In case you might have worried about that little
misborn gryphon you named so charmingly. Kechara. | offered her anice bit of rabbit and she followed
me out to the Emperor's new lines. | decided to make certain that Shaiknam would keep hisword, by
ensuring that the Emperor knows my name, and what he owesto me. She'smy gift to Maar to pavethe
way for my new rank and position. | expect to be a Duke at the very least.”



Kechara! Oh, GODS Hisanguish trandated into more whimpers, and streams of blood began to
flow from his open hands. Conn laughed and turned to open the door, which warped and deformed as he
touched it, becoming ablood clot lodged in an open wound. The walls throbbed in timewith Conn's
laughter.

But the door opened before Conn, and there was someone out there—

Skan hurried after the frantic hertas, talons clicking on the stone of the floor. " Aubri missing, the
Sixth gone slent, why did you leave that lying bastard done with Urtho?' Vikteren scolded thelittle
lizard, asthey ran toward the Strategy Room.

"Hetold meto get you!" the hertas wailed, caught in a dilemma between what he had been ordered
to do and what Vikteren thought he should have done. "1 couldn't get you and stay there at the same
time!”

"Leaveit, Vikteren," Skan snapped. "It's done—let's just hope that—"

The young mage sprinted for the door and shoved it open in the surprised face of Conn Levas. The
mercenary mage recovered quickly from his surprise, and backed up a pace when Skan loomed up
behind Vikteren.

From his greater height, Skan could seeright past Conn, and spotted Urtho, clearly in terrible pain,
collapsed into achair in the corner. Conn followed his glance, paled, and began babbling.

"Urtho—" he said. "He said hewasn't feding well. The srain—"

But Skan's hearing was better than a human's, and the word Urtho was forcing through
Sittle-frothed lips was "—poison—"

Skan's vision clouded with the red of rage; he saw Conn's hands move, and he didn't hesitate. The
Black Gryphon lashed out with an open talon, and caught the mage acrossthe throat, tearing it out ina
spray of blood. His second blow, the backhanded return of the talon-strike, flung the mercenary's body
across the room to dam against the table with the wet crack of a snapping spine.

There the body of Conn Levaslay atop the tiny space of land that was ill theirs, blood pumping
down onto the map, flooding the representation of the Tower and the plain around it with sticky scarlet.

Vikteren had headed straight for Urtho, as Skan stalked in through the doorway with every feather
and hair erect in battle-anger. "Poison," the young mage said shortly, hisface flushed and hisvoice tight
with grief. "Miranda-thorns, very rare, no antidote. The bastard probably had enough in his pocketsto
hit us both, too; that's what he was reaching for when you got him."

The hertas gasped and scrambled off, presumably to fetch help.

Skan only heard and heeded one thing. "No antidote?" he roared, so that Urtho whimpered and
Vikteren winced. "What do you mean, no antidote!"

"Skan, | can't changethefacts,” Vikteren shouted back. "Theresno antidote! 1t's something Maar
crested asan nation-tool, and we haven't seen more than three victims since the war sarted! All
we can do isbuy him some time and counteract some of the effects.”

"Doit," Skan snapped, spreading out his bloodstained claws over the body of his crestor and friend,
invoking every tiny bit of magery he had. He opened himself to Urtho, found the placesin his mind that
the miranda had muddled, bringing halucinations and pain, and joined with Vikteren to help Urtho
gtraighten the mentd paths and banish those symptoms.

Hefought with every bit of hisgrief and rage, every atom of energy. And ill, it was not enough. He
saw for himsdif that Vikteren wasright. The poison replicated itself within Urtho's body, spreading like
some evil, sentient disease, and with every passing moment it destroyed alittle more of Urtho'slife-force,
corroding it away inexorably.

At last, his mage-energies exhausted, he dropped his outstretched claw and opened the eyes he did
not redlize he had closed.

Vikteren supported Urtho in his chair, and the face that looked up at Skan was sane again. "The
evacuation—" Urtho whispered harshly. "Get me—Heders. | haveto hold on—"

Vikteren looked up into Skan's puzzled face. "'l think he's keyed some kind of destructive spdlsinto
himsaf—if he leavesthe Tower, the placeisgoing to go unstable. And if you thought what happened



with that Gate at Jerlag Passwas impressve—"

The young mage left the rest unsaid. Leaves the Tower, or dies, he means. And there must be
two dozen permanent Gates here, not to mention the Tower itself and everything still init. The
destructive potentia staggered him. Anyone gtill here would be obliterated by the result, pulverized to
dust—

The noise of running feet from the halway made him turn sharply, ready to attack again, but these
were friends. The hertas had returned with Tamsin and three more senior Hedlers, who squeezed
through the door as one. Not Cinnabar. He must have sent her through the Gate while he could.

"Weknow," Tamsn said shortly, taking Vikteren's place at Urtho's side. "Well buy him dl thetime
wecan."

Skan did not move out of theway. The Hedlers shoved past him, ignoring him asif he had been an
inconveniently placed piece of furniture.

He gtarted to say something, but Vikteren motioned to him to remain sllent. Tearstrickled down the
mage's face, and his shoulders shook, but he didn't produce so much as a stifled sob to distract the
Hedersfrom their work.

Skan himsalf shook from beak to talons with the effort of repressing akeen of grief. He closed his
eyes and clamped his beak shut, flexing histaonsinto the wood of the floor, feding it splinter beneath
them, and wishing he could kill Conn Levas ahundred more times.

Someone tapped him on the shoulder, startling him, making him jump. His eyes snapped open and
focused on Tamsin'sface, not more than afinger away from his beak.

"Weve done dl anyone can," the Hedler said, in avoice goneflat and dull with sorrow and
exhaugtion. "He needsto tell you something.”

The four Hedlers staggered out the door, holding each other in pairs and not once looking back.
Vikteren gill stood beside Urtho's chair, tearsfalling steadily down his cheeks and dropping onto the
breast of histunic.

"Get dl the gryphonsyou can find," one of the Hedlerstold the hertas who waited, trembling, beside
the door. "He's going to try to get everything open that he can before the end, and he wants them to take
al they can carry.”

The hertasi |ooked up at the Hedler for amoment, too grief-stricken to reply. The man spoke again.
"Knowledge will dways be the best wegpon againgt tyrants,” he choked out. "Urtho said that." And at
that the hertas ran to carry out the orders.

" Skan—there's aweapon.” Urtho's voice was the merest whisper, but hiswords were clear enough.
"Never meant to useit, but—now, Maar is coming. Help me—wegpons room."

Vikteren helped him to hisfeet and got under one shoulder, while Skan supported him on the other
side. They both knew where the weapons room was, and that it was locked, to be unsealed by Urtho's
presence done. They carried him across the Strategy Room and to the door across the hallway; Urtho
had no more strength than a newborn kitten. He fell against the door to the weapons room to openit, and
directed them both to abox on a stand in the far corner of the room.

"It's—like the box | gave Zhaned. But bigger. Got one on the Tower roof. Dissolves the bonds—of
spdls. Takeit to Maar when you can, trigger it. Same thing that happened at Jerlag.” Urtho did not look
at Skan; the gryphon had the feeling that perhaps he couldn't bear to. "Madeit for gryphons. Stick your
talons—inthe holes. All a once."

Skan saw then that what he had taken for decorative perforationsin the sde were actually holes
made to fit agryphon'stalons, in apattern of two on each side to fit the two-forward, two back-curved
talons of the foreclaws.

"Y ou have—a count of ahundred—to get away," Urtho finished. "Better have—a Gate handy. And
closed fagt."

The Mage of Slencetried to smile, and coughed instead. " Go!" he whispered fiercely, when the
coughing fit was over. "Go. Get Maar later. Survive now.”

Skan lifted the box from its stand, and saw that it had a carry-strap meant to go around the neck.
He pulled the strap over his head, awkwardly, and turned back to the Mage.



Urtho's eyes were clouded with pain, and hislipsformed the word, "Go."

Beak clamped down on the death-keen, Skan backed out of the room. But before he left, he saw
Vikteren hel ping Urtho to the next door to be unlocked.

And the first of the combat-gryphons arrived, to carry away what he could.

Knowledge will always be the best weapon against tyrants. Unableto hold it back any longer,
Skan fled down the hallway and into the sunset, his desth-keen echoing through the Tower asheran.

Winterhart flung books and packages through the Gate whenever there wasn't someone actually
traversing it, from the pile that formed as the gryphons brought them to her, her arms and back onelong
pulled muscle. There would be some time after Urtho succumbed before everything went dangeroudy
unstable. They should dl havetimeto get out.

All but Urtho....

Her eyes stung with tears, but she would mourn him later, when they were dl, temporarily at least,
safe.

Somewhere on the other side of this Gate was another Trondi'irn, pitching packages through the
Gateto k'Leshya. The farther away this dangerous knowledge went, the better off they would al be. She
did not bother to think about how they would continue thiswar, or even if they would be able to regroup.
The important thing now was smply to escape, to live, and to worry about the rest later.

Other gryphons, too exhausted to be of any use, staggered up to and through the Gate while she
paused in her labor. Humans and hertag, tervardi and kyree and dyheli also presented themsalves for
passage, burdened with everything they could carry. There were fewer of them now than there had been;
as combatants staggered in from the field, they grabbed what they could and headed for their
evacuation-Gates, and by now virtualy everyone who could make it back, had.

That left only the few faithful, like her and Amberdrake, who would stay until the bitter end to help
save as much asthey could from the wreckage.

She till did not know why Urtho was reportedly dying, dthough she trusted the news. It could not
have been something smplelike heart failure, or the Hedlerswould be able to save him. Had Maar
somehow penetrated their defenses with amage-attack?

Another pair of exhausted gryphons and a pack of mud-stained kyree staggered up to the Gate, and
she stopped long enough to let them pass. But before she could pick up another package from the pile,
someone el se gppeared, a human thistime. But he headed for her, and not the Gate, and it took her a
moment to recognize Amberdrake.

His face was absolutely blank with shock, and he was as pale as snow. She legpt for him ashe
sumbled and started to fall, catching him and holding him upright.

"What—" she began.

"l just saw Skan," hereplied dully. "1 just said good-byeto him."

Something in the way he phrased that made her freeze. Good-bye? As in—permanently?

"We haveto get Zhaned out of here, now, to k’Leshya," he continued numbly. "We can't et her find
out Skanisgone, or shell try to follow him. Urtho gave him aweapon, and told him to useit to stop
Maar. Skan is determined that Urtho meant him to do it now."

Winterhart redlized that she was clutching her hand in her hair at the side of her head only when it
began to hurt. Shelet go dowly. "Couldn't you stop him?' she cried involuntarily.

"| tried. Hewouldn't listen." Amberdrake stared at her, eyes blank and blind. "He told me that
Shaiknam, Garber, and Conn Levas went over to the enemy.”

A cold ring of terror congtricted her throat, cutting off her gasp. "But—"

"He said he caught Conn Levasright after hed poisoned Urtho with miranda-thorns, and he tore
thetraitor'sthroat out. By then it wastoo late; there was nothing they could do for Urtho but buy him
time." Shesensad hispain asif it were her own—if she wanted to mourn for Urtho, he would haveten
timesthe grief to ded with—and ten timesthat for Skan.

"I'll—wait, there sheis" Zhaned came hurrying up with abundle of booksin her beak and another
clutched to her chest, running on three legs with her wings spread to help her balance.



Winterhart grabbed the edge of her wing before she could put her burden down. "Zhaned!" she
cried, "l need someone on the k'Leshyaside to make certain dl thisis carried asfar away from the Gate
as possible. We don't know how unstable these things are—"

Zhaned nodded and darted through the Gate without waiting for further explanation. ™Y ou go after
her," Winterhart ordered. "I'll follow you as soon as | get the last of this Stuff across.”

At least she had something to do. Something to keep her from thinking.

"Areyou dl right?' Amberdrake asked suddenly, alittle life coming into his eyes. She knew what he
meant.

Connisdead. Connisatraitor, and he's dead. She paused and collected hersdlf, examined her
heart.

"It's best that Skan took care of the problem,” she said firmly, looking deeply into Amberdrake's
eyes, s0 that he would know she meant what she said. "'If he hadn't—I'd have done so, but with less
elegance. Mysdf."

Benesth dl the pain, dl the grief, she saw amoment of relief. It was enough for now. She shoved
him gently toward the Gate.

"I'll seeyou on the other Sde," she said. "Take care of her." Hetook alast, long look at the Tower,
then turned and stumbled blindly across the threshold.

She picked up another package as soon as he was clear, and pitched it across.

Skan knew exactly who he was looking for—the Kaed'din Adept, Showstar, the person Urtho
himsalf had appointed asthe chief of al the mages. He knew Snowstar, knew that the man wastruly
second only to Urtho in knowledge and ability, and knew one other, crucia fact.

Snowstar had been working with Urtho long before the King collapsed. Snowstar was one of the
mages that Urtho had with him when Cinnabar called them al to the Palace thet terrible morning.

Snowstar knew the Palace aswell as Skan did. Which meant that Snowstar, unlike many of the
other mages, could build a Gate there.

And Maar was at the Palace.

After threefdsetries, helocated Snowstar at the Tower stables, turning away from the last empty
gall. An odd place for amage perhaps, unless the mage was Kaed'din, and the horses here were the
precious warsteeds. Skan grinned savagely to himsdlf; Snowstar had not expected an ambush—and
doubtless intended to head straight for the Kaled'ain Gate from here, hot on the hedls of his beloved
equines.

Therewould be abrief delay.

As heturned, Skan stood in the aide between the stalls and spread hiswingsto block hisway. The
mage looked up at him blankly. " Skandranon? What—"

"l need afavor," Skan said quietly, but with an edgeto hisvoice. "And you don't have achoice. |
need a Gate to the old Palace, and | need it now."

Snowstar's eyes went wide and he shook his head with disbelief. " Are you out of your mind?' he
cried, putting out his hands to shove Skan out of the way. "There's no time for thiskind of nonsense! We
haveto get out of herel”

"Thereis timeand you will do this," Skan hissed. "I have a prrresssent to ddliver to Maar. From
Urtho."

Snowstar blanched, and his eyes dropped to the box around Skan's neck asif he had only just this
moment noticed that it was there. Skan was gambling on anumber of things. The Black Gryphon was
known as Urtho's confidant; Snowstar should assume that Urtho's request was an order, and that it was
not meant to be implemented at some far future date, but now. Snowstar knew very well what kind of
shape Urtho wasin; he would not risk asingle precious moment by going to Urtho or sending a
messenger to confirm what Skan had just told him. He might even assume that Urtho had ordered Skan
to find Snowstar, knowing that the Adept would be one of thefew at full strength and capable of building
aGatethat far away.

Snowstar's pupils widened and contracted, as all those thoughts—and likely, afew more—raced



through hismind.

"Right," he said then, ill pae, but grimly determined. "I won't Gate you into the Pdace itsdlf, if that
isagreeableto you. | have no ideawho or what Maar has stationed where. | could Gate you into the
servants quarters only to find out that he's got it full of soldiersor traps. But there's one place | know
very well where you won't find much opposition, and thelittle you find, | suspect you can silence.”

"The stables," Skan breathed, amazed at Snowstar's quick thinking.

"Exactly." Snowstar shoved a Skan again, but this time to make some room to work, and Skan
gladly moved over. "I'll position the Gate to come out of the last stall in the back; it'sabig loose-box,
partitioned off from the rest with floor-to-ceiling wals, and with no outside windows. We never put a
horseinit unlessit was one that was so sick it needed dark and quiet. No grooms are likely to change
thet."

It sounded perfect, and Skan nodded. "Put it up, and bring it down once I'm through,” he said
decigvey. "Then get yoursdlf out of here"

"What about—" Snowstar began, then saw the look in Skan's eyes. The rage Skan held bottled up
insde must have been blazing. Snowstar grew just abit paler, then turned away, raised his hands, and
began.

The Adept had had decades of practice to refine and hone his craft; the Gate went up with scarcely
aripplein mage-energies. Skan did not even wait to thank him; clutching his precious burden with one
foreclaw, he dove through to the other side.

Thisis poorly planned, stupid gryphon, but there isn't time. Urtho can't die without knowing
Ma'ar's dead and gone. You don't do helplessness well at all. And if you can't save Urtho, you can
still do something.

Helanded, feet skidding alittle in the straw, in the dark and empty loose-box. As Snowstar had
guessed, it had not been used in so long that the straw covering the stone floor smelled musty and was fulll
of dust. He suppressed a sneeze and moved cautioudly to the door.

Helistened carefully, dl senses straining againg the darkness.

Odd. Lotsof voices, and the sound of something struggling. What did they have penned up in here,
somekind of ferd galion?

"Areyou surethat's going to hold the beast?!

The voice was doubtful, and very frightened. "I tell you, orders or no orders, if that thing breaks
free, don't think I'm going to stand here and try to stop it!*"

The crack of hand on flesh, and an exclamation of pain.

"You'll do asyouretold, and likeit, coward!" a second voice growled. "If | tell you to stand there
and let the thing take your arm off, you'll damned wdll doiit!"

Not a stallion, then. A bull? Some new monster Ma'ar just dreamed up?

A muttered, sullen curse; the sound of spitting. Heavy boots, walking away. More struggles, chains
rattling, muffled thuds, more mutters, astream of ill-wishes directed against the second voice, hisfamily,
and dl his progeny to come.

Thethin, highwail of ayoung gryphon.

"Faaaather!"

A voice heknew! Kechara!

He pushed againgt the stal-door, and it swung wide while he stepped out and mantled. Hiseyes
locked with those of one poor, spotty-faced groom clutching a pitchfork in one hand, abloody rag held
to his mouth with the other. The boy couldn't have been more than sixteen. He took one look at Skan,
went pale as milk, and fainted dead away.

Skan stepped over him, and looked into the stall he'd been guarding.

There were two canvas-covered bundles there; one thrashing, one whimpering. The whimpering
bundle was the smaller, and the whimpers were definitely in Kecharas voicel

How did she—never mind. Conn Levas or Shaiknam, or both. Quickly, he squeezed into the
gdl, but hedid not freethelittle one. Not yet. The larger bundle of the two also smelled of blood and of
gryphon, and it was a scent that he thought he recognized.



"Hold «till," hewhispered. "It's Skan."

The bundle stilled immediately. He took a moment to examine the Situation.

Chains wrapped around the bundle, but they were not fastened to the stall itsdlf. If he could get the
gryphon insideto bend alittle, he might be able to dip oneloop off, and that would give him enough dack
to undo the whole thing without having to unlock it.

"Can you bend thisway?" he whispered harshly, pushing down on what he thought was the back of
the gryphon's head. It must have been; the place bent over in response to his pressure, and he was able
to work the loop of chain off as he had hoped. Once he had the dack he needed, two more loops
followed, and he worked the entire chain down, with the squirming assistance of the gryphon insde.

Now he could dit the canvas bag and see if the contents were who he thought it was. He ripped
open the canvas with adash of atalon, and a head popped out—a head covered in an enormous version
of afalcon’'s hood, with the beak tied firmly shut.

He pulled off the bindings, and the beak opened.

"Damnit, Skan," Aubri croaked, in awhisper no louder than his had been. ™Y ou took your own
Sweet time getting here!”

It took both of them to convince Kecharathat she had to be quiet, but for once Maar's men had
donethem dl afavor. They had cut off dl the primaries on both her wings and Aubri's, and in Kecharas
case, that meant she wasn't tripping over her own awkward wings.

Kecharawasn't at al clear on how she had gotten there, but the picture in her mind, projected
strongly, was of ablurred Conn Levas offering something that smelled lovely. Skan assured her that he
had "gone away" and that Skan had made certain he wouldn't come back.

Not in this lifetime, anyway.

Aubri was alot clearer on what had happened to him, and kept his explanation down to aterse
couple of sentences. He only wanted to know onething.

"Urtho?' he asked, with asdeways glanceto seeif Kecharawaslistening.

Skan closed hiseyes, letting his grief show for just the briefest of moments, and shook his head.

Aubri's beak clamped shut, and when Skan opened his own eyes, the broadwing's eyes were
blazing as red with madness as any goshawk's.

"1 got Conn Levas,” Skan said, around the lump of rage and grief in hisown throat. " This will take
care of Maar. If we can get it to him." Hetilted his head to one side. "I have to admit—I wastold that
I'd have acount of ahundred to get avay, and then thisthing will make Jerlag look like acampfire.” He
shook hishead. "If you can think of any way you can get yourself and Kecharaout of range...."

Aubri's pupils dilated, and he produced aharsh bark of alaugh. "On clipped wings? | don't think so.
Besides, dl | ever asked wasto go down fighting. I'm sorry about the little one, but thisis going to be
clean, right?"

Henodded. "Asclean asfire. And | can il send you both into the Light if all ssems hopeless.™

As you've done too many times before—Urtho, why must we feel these burdens? Why?

"Well," Aubri rumbled. ™Y ou need me. Bet we can even find away Kecharall be useful. And if it
gets Maar—" Aubri's savage grin and the scrape of histalons on the stone told the rest. "And—ah,
demonsblood, Skan, you adways were the luckiest son of avulture| ever saw. Your luck, youll finda
way out for us. I'll take my chanceswith you."

Skan let out the breath he had been holding in. "Well," he said lightly. "That was the hard part. Now
the easy part.”

"Whichis?' Aubri asked as Kechara gave abreathy squed of glee and pounced on something. She
suffed it in her mouth and looked up innocently, thetail of arat hanging out of one corner of her beak for
aheartbeet, before she swallowed and it vanished.

Skan looked cautioudy around the corner; the doors to the stable stood open wide, and the
apparently-deserted stable-yard stretched between them and the Palace kitchens. "Oh, it's nothing
much," hereplied, offhandedly. "Just getting into the Palace and the throne room."



The last Tower door had been opened; there were still books and devices here Urtho wished he
could save, but the vita things had been carried off. He had persuaded Vikteren and the rest to leave.
Now there was only the small matter of hanging on, living every possible second, for every second meant
moretimeto ensurethat al of his people who could, would reach safety.

The Tower echoed with the whisper of ar through doorslong locked, and the occasiona thud of
something faling, echoing through stone corridors suddenly more empty than imagination could bear. In
al of hislife, Urtho had never felt so done.

He had never expected to die alone, much lesslike this. At least the mages and Hedlers had taken
al the pain, blocked the halucinations and the convulsions, and left him only with growing weakness.

Hewas sotired, so very, very tired....

No! He had to fight it, to stay conscious, awake! Every heartbeat was vital!

All we have done, and all | have learned, and | cannot slow the progress of my own death by
even a candlemark.

He had never thought much about revenge, but now he burned with longing for it. Revenge—no, |
want to protect my people, my children! And when the Tower goes, | want it to be something more
than the end, | want it to mean something, to accomplish some purpose! He had aways hoped, if it
cameto that, he would be able to lure Maar, or at least some chief mages of Maar's, into the
Tower-turned-trap. He'd planned for that, al dong; a desperate gambit that, if nothing else, would keep
Maar so busy cleaning up the damage that his children and his people would be able to get far beyond
Maar'sreach or ability to find.

Now, when he died, the Tower would die in an expanding ring of sound and light, and it would be
no more than the most impressive funera pyre the world had ever seen—

—wait a moment.

Something stirred under the morass the poison had made of hismind. Anidea, and ahope. Ma‘ar
cannot know that Conn Levas succeeded. What would happen if | challenged him?

There was a permanent Gate, asmal one, big enough only for one human at atime, not morethan a
room away. It would take no effort a all to openit. A moment of clear thought, and it could be set for
the Palace, the Throne Room. Urtho had used it to step directly from his own audience chamber into the
King's—an impressve bit of nonsense that never faled to leave foreigners gaping and alittle frightened.
That was how he had gotten to the Palace the night that Cinnabar had summoned him; he had opened a
larger Gate elsawhere for Skan. He hadn't been certain what the effect of trying to squeeze through a
too-small Gate might be, and that had not been the moment to find ouit.

The odds are good that he'll be in the Throne Room, waiting to hear from hisarmy. What if |
opened that Gate and challenged him to come over? A fierce and ferd joy flooded him, and for the
first time he understood how his gryphonsfdt at thekill. | open the Gate; he can't fight me through
the Gate, he hasto come over. | closeit. He can't reopen it while | keep him busy, and by the time
he gets his own Gate up, I'mdead. And soishe. If | were alive, | would never consider it—but |
amdead already.

That terrible joy gave him the strength to rise to hisfeet, stagger into the next room, and take his
place on his own, modest version of athrone. Hardly athrone at dl, redly, just alarge, comfortable
chair, raised off the floor on a platform about half a stair-step high. He had never seen any reason to build
adazzling audience chamber; everything in the smal room was made of old, time-melowed wood. On
the few occasions that he had needed to impress someone, held transformed the whole place with
illusons. Much chegper, and much easier to clean.

He gasped with effort as he ssumbled up onto the platform and lowered himsdlf down into his
throne. The exertion left him dizzy and disoriented for amoment; he closed his eyes, and when he opened
them again, there was afaint haze of rainbow around everything.

The hallucinations, or what's left of them. | don't have much time. If this doesn't work—at
least | tried. And Skan can make his own try, someday. That initsdf comforted him, alittle. Skan
would get to safety, plot and plan with the sharpest minds of the Kaed'ain, and make his own attempt.
Maar had not, and would not, win. Not while there was a single gryphon or Kaled'din left to oppose



him.

He stared fixedly at the ornamenta arch across the room from him, an arch built right into the wall,
that seemed only to frame a shallow, purposeless nook. He wrapped his mind and his fading powers
around the mage-energies woven into wood and stone beneath, and twisted.

Within the frame of the arch, the blank wall writhed, then turned into a swirling haze of colors, like
oil on water, for just the barest ingtant.

Then the colors darkened, steadied—and Urtho looked across the leagues into the Throne Room of
the Palace of High King Leodhan, a massive room constructed of six different kinds and colors of the
rarest marbles, aplace that seemed vast even when it was packed full of courtiers. Now it held only one
man, but that man had presence enough to fill it.

Maar stared fixedly at the Gate that had suddenly opened up in his Throne Room, a Gate he clearly
had no notion ever existed. He had not been born a handsome man, but over the years he had scul pted
his body into the image of ayoung god. His square-jawed face, with precisaly chiseled cheekbones and
sensuous mouth, framed with amane of hair of dark copper, topped abody that would be the envy of
any warrior in hisranks. All that remained of the old Maar were the eyes, smdl, shrewd, and of an odd
yellow-green.

"Kiyamvir Mdar," Urtho said genidly. "It hasbeen avery long time."

Maar recovered his poise much more quickly than Urtho would have credited him for. "Urtho." He
leaned back in histhrone, areal throne, much more impressive than the aabaster bench the King had
used. Thisone might not be solid gold, but it certainly looked asthough it was, and the single red-black
ruby over Maar's head, carved in the shape of the head of asnarling cat, was twice the size of the largest
such stone Urtho had ever seen. "Have you called on meto offer your surrender?

Urtho smiled, gently. "Not at al," he countered. "I recal that you used to enjoy agamble. | am
offering you just that.”

Maar barked hislaughter. Y ou? And what have you to offer methat | cannot take?”

Urtho waved, agesture that made him dizzy again. "Why, this. I'm sure you redize that I've had as
much carried away as | could—but | am sure you aso redlize that thereis far more than could ever be
carried away. I'm sure you aso redize that what | did at Jerlag, | can do here.”

Maar's face darkened, and hislips formed a soundless snarl.

"However—" Urtho held up afinger to foretal any reply. "I'm proposing achallenge. The
prize—the Tower and everything that's I eft. If you kill me, | obvioudy cannot trigger the destructive
godls™ And let's hope he hasn't figured out, as Conn Levas did, that it isn't a spell that does the
destruction, it'sthe lack of one. "Y ou have the Tower and everything you want. If, on the other hand, |
kill you—well, | suspect that your underlingswill immediately begin fighting among themsdves, and leave
me and mine done. The bickering isinevitable, and | will have protected my own."

Maar frowned, but he was obvioudy intrigued. "Y ou underestimate what | have done here, Urtho. |
took awesak land, torn gpart by interna quarreling and wrecked by the greed of shortsghted idiotswho
thought no further than their own fat profits. | forged it into an Empire that will live long beyond me, and |
intend to livea very long time! What makes you think | would risk al that for your stupid wager?'

Urtho leaned forward in his chair, ignoring another wave of dizziness, and spoke two words.
"Knowledge. Power."

Then he settled back, and closed hiseyes. "Think about it, Kiyamvir Maar. You win, or | do. All
the knowledge, and al the power. | can afford to wait, but feel asthough | should retire. Y our army ison
theway, and | prefer to reset this Gate to—somewhere else, somewhere very warm, and leave your
army with an unpleasant surprise.”

He ditted open hislidsjust alittle, and saw to his satisfaction that Maar was staring at the Gate,
chewing hislipin vexation.

He'sgoing to do it!

"l dways said you were the luckiest—" Aubri muttered, before Skan hushed him.
"It'snot luck," he muttered back. "It's memory. Cinnabar used to play with the Princes, and she



showed me al the secret passages. | took a chance that Maar wouldn't have found them all, and that |
could take care of the traps he put in the ones he did find."

Hedidn't liketo think of how Cinnabar had shown him all the secret passages, she'd impressed them
directly into his mind, and it hadn't been a pleasant experience. Nor had the circumstances been pleasant.
Sheld put him in charge of searching the passages for that damned dyrstaf, because he wasthe only
mage there she could do that to.

She took the human-sized passages, and | took the ones big enough for a gryphon....

He shook off the memory; it didn't maiter, anyway. What mattered was how many guards Kiyamvir
Maar had with him in that Throne Room.

Please, please, please, O Lady of the Kaled'a'in, make him so arrogant that he does without
guardsentirely! Please.... The gryphons didn't have adeity as such, and thiswasthefirst time hed ever
felt the urgent need to call on one. The gryphons had only had Urtho and themselves.

And when thisis over —take Kechara somewher e safe and warm, and bring Urtho to her—
and keep Amberdrake and Zhaneel happy.

There were no pegpholesin this passage, and no human would have been able to hear what was
going on in the Throne Room. Anyone using the entrance here would have to do so blindly, trusting that
there was no one there.

Unless that someone was a gryphon.

He closed his eyes, and concentrated, becoming nothing in hismind but apair of broad, tufted ears,
listening....

He's talking to someone? Demonsblood! It's now or never!

"Go!" hehissed a Aubri. The broadwing hit the release on the doorway, and rammed it with his
shoulder, tumbling through as the panel gave way. Skan legpt his prone body and skidded to ahalt on the
dick marble, Kechararomping puppylike behind him.

Maar swung around to stare at the open pandl, and now faced away from—

Urtho? Oh, Star-Eyed Lady, is that a Gate?

Wheat e se could it be, when Urtho lay back in achair framed by an archway, with afaint shimmering
of energy acrossthe portd?

Skan did not even stop to think about hisincredible, unbelievable good fortune; did not stop to think
about the poleaxed expression on Urtho's weary face. "Aubri!" he screeched, " Get Kechara across now

But Aubri didn't have to do anything. Kechara spotted Urtho on her own, screamed, " Father " ina
joyful, shrill voice, and shot across the intervening space like an arrow, squeezing through the Gate as if
she'd been greased.

Aubri followed—and stuck.

Skan reached for the box, while Maar stared at dl of them asif he thought they were somekind of
hdlucination. Finaly he spoke.

"All of thiswasto save two gryphons?’

The Black Gryphon held the weapon before him and did his foreclaws home, and triggered the box.

"No. Tosaveadl of us"

He ducked out of the carry-strap, and dung the whole thing across the floor at Maar, who dodged
in purest reflex. But dodging didn't hel p; the box's strap caught his feet and tripped him. The fal knocked
the breath out of him, and delayed any reaction he might have for acrucia moment.

Maar clutched at the box, which glowed and sparked when his hands touched it. His expression
changed from one of indignation to one of surprise and then—fear. Then insane anger. He stood,
trembling with rage, and kicked the box aside. It clattered on the marble floor to rest by the throne.

"You think thisisit?' he screamed. "Thistoy of Urtho'sis supposed to kill me, gryphon? Watch."

The Emperor drew aglittering slver knife—and with both hands, droveit into his own chest.

Hisface wrenched into amaniacal grin and he locked his eyes on Skandranon's. As blood streamed
down his sumptuous clothing, the grin grew wider.

"You see, | know somethingsyou dont. | havewon! | will live forever! And | will hate you



forever—all of Urtho's people, dl your children, and their children, and | will hunt you all down. Do you
hear?'

Skandranon Rashkae! Will you wake up? Ma'ar is playing for time! He'll keep you occupied
with his little spectacle until the box goes and takes you with it!

The gryphon snapped himsdlf awake from Maar's mesmerizing speech. Maar withdrew the dagger
from his chest; blood blossomed anew and dripped to the floor. Without saying anything else, the
Emperor's face went ashen, and he fixed his gaze of madness on Skandranon. With both hands, he held
the dagger's point to histhroat, behind the chin—and in one swift movement, thrust the long dagger
upward.

Skandranon was running toward the Gate before Maar fell. Behind him, over the clatter of hisown
talons, he could hear the dagger's pommé strike chips from the stone floor, muffled only by the sound of
the body. The Black Gryphon hurtled to the Gate at full speed; Aubri was still wedged there, and if this
didn't work, they were both doomed.

He hit Aubri from behind with al of hisweight.

With a scream of pain from two throats, they ripped through, leaving behind feathers and allittle skin,
and the Gate came down o quickly that it took off the end of Skan'stail.

Kecharawas aready cuddling in Urtho'sap, unable to understand why her Father looked so sick.
Skan picked himsdf up off the floor and limped over to the mage, who looked up with hiseyesfull of
tears.

"l never thought I'd see you again,” he whispered hoarsdly. "What did you think you were doing? |
meant you to save that weagpon—"

But before Skan could reply, he shook his head, carefully, asif any movement pained him. "Never
mind. Y ou are the salvation of everyone, you brave, vain gryphon. Everyone we saved will be safe for
therest of their lives. | have never been so proud of any creaturein my life, and never felt so unworthy of
you."

Skan opened his beak, trying to say something wonderful, but al he could manage was a broken,
"Father—I loveyou."

Urtho raised one trembling hand, and Skan moved his head so that the mage could placeit there.

"Son," hesad, very softly. "Son of dl of the best thingsinme. | loveyou.”

Skan'sthroat closed, as Urtho took his hand away, and he was unable to say anything more.

Kecharalooked at them both with bewildered eyes. "Father?' she said timidly to Urtho.

"Father hasto go away, Kechara," Urtho said, gently. "Skan will be your Father for awhile, do you
understand? It may be for along time, but Skan will be your Father, and when the bad men who hurt you
areall gone, you can comejoin me."

She nodded, clearly unhappy, but her one taste of the ""bad men™ had been enough. She gazed up at
Urtho in supreme confidence that he could and would dedl with the"bad men,” and nibbled hisfingersin
acaress.

Aubri limped over to both of them. "'Scuse me, Urtho?" he asked humbly. " Can that Gate go
somewhere else?!

Urtho closed his eyes, then opened them with vigble effort.

"l cantry,” hesad.

Amberdrake thought that he was prepared for the inevitable, but when the greet flash of light in the
East turned night into full day for one long, horrible moment, he redlized that he was not ready. He had
accepted the loss of Skan, of Urtho, of everything he had known with his mind, but not hisheart. The
entireworld turned inside out for afraction of aheartbest; asif he had crossed a Gate, the universe
shook and trembled, hisvision blurred—Dbut there was no Gate, it was dl in himself.

Then everything was norma again. The night sky returned, spangled with stars, but wreathed in the
East with ever-expanding multi-colored rings of light, and a cool breeze brought the scents of crushed
grass and dust.

Normal—except dl was gone.



"No!" he cried out, one voice of fruitless denid among amultitude. " Nooooooo—"

He gtarted to fal to his knees—aterrible moaning burst from his chest, and tears etched their way
down hisfaceinlong trails of pain. Urtho—Skan—

Hands caught him and supported him; Winterhart. But another set of handstook his shoulders and
shook them.

"Dammit, man, no one can fall gpart yet!" Vikteren snarled at him, tears of hisown leaving trails
down hisdusty face. "We aren't safe! Didn't you fed what happened, back there? When the Tower went
up, something more happened than even Urtho thought! Gods only know what's going to happen now,
we need to get under shields.”

"But—" he protested. "But—"

"Jugt don't fall apart on me. People are watching you! Y ou can collgpse after | get the shields
organized.” Vikteren punctuated every word with another shake of his shoulders, and Amberdrake finally
nodded weskly. Vikteren let him go, and he got awavering grip on hisemotions, turning hisface into the
serene mask of the kestrachern, athough deep within, pain was egting him dive.

Vikteren turned away from him, and waved hisarmsfrantically over hisheed. "Listen!" he shouted,
over the keens, the weeping. "Everybody! This—the trap didn't do what we thought, all right? We don't
know how much isleft of Maar's forces, we don't know how far away is safe, we don't know who or
how many of the rest survived. All we do know isthat what happened was worse than we thought, and
we have a couple of hoursto get ready for it! It'sgoing to be a—well haveto cdl it amage-storm, |
guess. | cant tell you how bad. Just listen, | need al the mages over here with me, no matter how drained
you are, and the rest of you, Sart getting things tied down, like for aredly bad storm, the worst you've
ever seen!”

Somehow the desperation in hiswords penetrated; hertas carried the bad newsto the rest of the
camp, to those who had been too far away to hear him. Mages pushed their way through the crowd to
reach his Sde; the others stopped milling and started acting in a purposeful manner, glancing at the
dowly-expanding rings of light with anew respect and no little fear.

Winterhart went looking for her gryphons; her first duty was to them. Amberdrake let her go, then
stumbled through the darkness to the smal floating barge that held his own belongings.

But oncethere—it al left him. There was nothing left in him but the dull ache of grief. He couldn't
even bring himsdlf to care what might happen next.

He sat down on the side of the barge, and his hand fell on the feather he till had tied to his belt.
Zhaned'sfegther.

How would hetell her? She till didn't know—

There's nothing left, nothing left for any of us.

He didn't even hear them come up beside him, hewas so lost in despair so dark that not even tears
served to relieveit. One moment he was aone; the next, Zhaned sat beside him, and Winterhart took a
place next to him on the edge of the barge.

"When he did not follow, | guessed,” Zhaned said, her voice no more than awhisper, and athough
he had not thought that his grief could grow any greseter, it threatened to swalow him now.

Thetears choked his breath and stole hissight, and Ieft him nothing.

:Nothing?: saidavoicein hismind, asahand closed over his.

"Nothing?' said Zhaned doud. "Arewe nothing?'

And Amberdrake sensed the two of them joining, reaching into his heart to Hedl it, reaching to bring
him out of the darkness. The gryfa con touched one talon to the feather he till held.

"Will you not redeem this now, my friend, my brother?" she asked softly. "We need each other so

"And the rest of them need you," Winterhart added. "I've heard you used to ask, ‘who Healsthe
Heder'—and we have at |east one answer for you."

"Those he Hedled,” Zhaned said. "Giving back what he gave.”

Blindly, he reached for them; they reached back as he held tightly to feathered shoulder and human
and shook with sobsthat finally brought somerelesse.



Thefirst flood of tearswas over, for the moment at least, when he heard someone snouting his
name.

"Amberdrake!" It sounded like Vikteren. "Amberdrake! The Gate! It's opening again! "

The what? He stumbled to hisfeet, and ran back to the Site of the old Gate-terminus, a
roughly-made arch of stone. Sure enough, there was a shimmer of energy there, energy that fluxed and
crackled and made him alittle sick to look at.

"What isit?' he asked, as Vikteren ran across the clearing to him.

"l don't know—can't be Maar—" The energy insde the Gate surged again. "Whatever it is,
whoever, it's been affected by the mage-blast." He turned hopeful eyes on Amberdrake. "Y ou don't
supposeit's Skan, do you?"'

Amberdrake only shook his head numbly, heart in mouth. The energies built athird time; the mouth
of the Gate turned a blinding white—

And Kecharatumbled through, squalling with fear. Winterhart and Zhaned both cried out and ran to
her to comfort her, but before they could reach her side, the Gate flared whitely a second time, and Aubri
legpt across the threshold, smelling of burned fur and feethers, to land in an exhausted heap.

"Skan!" the broadwing screeched, turning his head blindly back toward the Gate. " Skan! He's il in
therel”

The Gate fluxed—and collgpsed in on itsdf, dowly, taking the stones of the arch with it. The entire
structure began tofal asif in adream.

"No!" Vikteren screamed.

Amberdrake was not certain what the young mage thought he was doing; he was only supposed to
be of Master rank, and Amberdrake had always been told that only Adepts could build Gates. But
Vikteren reached out his hands, in aclutching, clawlike motion, and Amberdrake felt the energies
pouring from him into the collgpsing Gate, seizing it—and somehow, holding it steady!

Amberdrake sensed Vikteren faltering, and added his own heart's strength to the young mage's—

—and felt Winterhart join him, and Zhaned—

The Gate flared athird and find time, but thistimeit was so bright that Amberdrake cried out in
pain, blinded.

Vikteren cried out too, but in triumph.

Amberdrake's vision cleared after much blinking and eye-rubbing, and lying before them was
Skandranon—shocked senseless, and no longer as he—was. The degant black form they had known
was thinner and bleached to snow-white, but it was unmistakably Skandranon.

The Gate and Vikteren collapsed together.

Then there was no time to think of anything, asthe Eastern horizon erupted with fire—again. And for
some reason Amberdrake could not understand, he could fedl the death, far away, of the Mage of
Silence, content that his people, including those he loved most, were sefe at last.

They had just enough time—barely—to establish their shields before the double mage-storm hit. The
worgt effects lasted from before dawn to sunset. But their preparations held, and they al emerged from
shelter to find ablood-red sun sinking over a deceptively normal landscape.

Norma—until you noticed the places where trees had been flattened; where Strangelittle
energy-fields danced over warped and twisted cairns of haf-melted rocks. Norma—until night fell, and
did not bring darkness, but an odd haf-light, full of wisps of glowing fog and dancing balls of
[uminescence.

"We can't stay here," Winterhart said wesarily as she returned to Amberdrake's hastily-pitched tent.
It was the only one big enough to hold four gryphons—Skan and Aubri, and Zhaned and Kechara, the
former two because of their injuries, and the latter because they would not leave Skan's moon-white
form.

"I'd assumed that. Well have to pack up and move West, | suppose.” He looked up at her and
smiled, then turned hiswatchful gaze back down to the dumbering Skandranon. "'l don't mind, if you
don't."



"Well, I wish we knew how many of the others survived," she sighed. "But the mages can't get
anything through this—whatever it is. Magical noise and smoke. No scrying, no mage-messages, and we
don't want to risk the poor little messenger-birds. The tervardi don't want to scout, the kyree are as
scared aswe are, the hertas are traumeatized, and the gryphons don't trust the winds. Well haveto go
West and assume any others are doing whatever they haveto.”

"So we're back to ordinary, human senses.” He reached out for her, caught her hand, and drew her
down beside him. "Not so0 bad, when you cometo think about it."

"1 have no complaints." Sheleaned her head on his shoulder, and stroked oneice-white wing-festher
of the still-shocky Skandranon. "Except one."

"Oh?" hereplied. She probably wishes we could stay here long enough to rest—but at least we
know there won't be anyone following us—

"This—" she pointed to Skandranon, curled around Zhaned like a carving of the purest alabaster,
"—isgoing to make him twice asvain ashewas!"

"Of courseit will," cameadespy rumble. A pale, ky-blue eye opened and winked dyly. "And
deservedly s0."

Amberdrake smiled and held his beloved. No matter what tears were shed or what trials were
faced, some thingswould stay the same. There would aways be day and night, stars and sky, hope and
rest. There would aways be love, dways compassion, and there would aways be Skandranon. And
forever, in the hearts of al the Clans, there would be Urtho—and for his memory, amoment of silence.

TheEnd



