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To the people of New York City:
| always knew the great sacrifice and kindness
my neighbours are capable of, but now the rest
of the world knows, too






The palace in Corus, the capital of Tortall, in the twenty-first year of the reign of Jonathan and
Thayet, his queen
Mid-March, 456 HE (Human Era)

1

STORM WARNINGS

She lay with the comfortable black blanket of degp wrapped around her. Then, againgt the blackness,
light moved and strengthened to reved twelve large, vagudy rat- or insect-like meta creatures, devices
built for murder. The killing devices were magicd structures made of iron-coated giants bones, chains,
pulleys, dagger-fingers and -toes, and a long, whiplike tall. The seven-foot-tall devices stood motionless
inahdf cirde as the light struck whet lay at ther feet: a pile of dead children.

With the devices and the bodies reveded, the light spread to find the man who seemed to be the
mesgter of the creations. To Keladry of Minddan, known as Kel, he was the Nothing Man. He was
amog two feet shorter than the killing devices, long-nosed and narrow-mouthed, with smdl, rapidly
blinking eyes and dull brown hair. His dark robe was marked with stains and burns his harr was
unkempt. He dways gnawed a fingernail, or scratched a pimple, or shifted from foot to foot.

Once that image - devices, bodies, man - was complete, Kl woke. She stared at the shadowed
caling and cursed the Chamber of the Ordeal. The Chamber had shown Ké this vison, or variations of
it, after her formd ordedl of knighthood. As far as Kd knew, no one ese had been given any visons of
people to be found once they were knighted. As everyone she knew understood it, the Ordea was
graightforward enough. The Chamber forced would-be knights to live through thar fears. If they did this
without making a sound, they were released, to be proclamed knights, and that was the end of the
meatter.

Kd was different. Three or four times a week, the Chamber sent her this dream. It was a reminder of
the task it had set her. After her Ordedl, before the Chamber set her free, it had shown her the killing
devices, the Nothing Man and the dead children. It had demanded that Kd stop it dll.

Ke guessed that the Nothing Man would be in Scanra, to the north, since the killing devices had
appeared during Scanran raids on Tortdl last summer. Trapped in the capitd by a hard winter, with
trave to the border nearly impossible, Kel had lived with growing tenson. She had to ride north as soon
as the mountain passes opened, if she was to sneak into Scanra and begin her search for the Nothing
Man. Every moment she remained in Tortdl invited the growing risk that the king would issue orders to
mogt knights, induding Kel, to defend the northern border. The moment Kl got those orders, she would
be trapped. She had vowed to defend the reddm and obey its monarchs, which would meen fighting
soldiers, not hunting for a mage whose location was unknown.

"Maybe I'll get lucky. Maybe I'll ride out one day and find there's a line of killing devices from the
palace right up to the Nothing Man's door," she grumbled, easng hersdlf out from under her covers. Kel
never threw off her blankets. With a number of sparrows and her dog sharing her bed, she might smother
afriend if she hurried. Even taking care, she heard muffled cheeps of protest. "Sorry," she told her
companions, and set her feet on the cold flagstones of her floor.

She made her way across her dark room and opened the shutters on one of her windows. Before her
lay a courtyard and a stable where the men of the King's Own kept their horses. The torches that lit the
courtyard were nearly out. The pearly radiance that came to the eastern sky in the hour before dawn fdl
over snow, stable and the edges of the palace wdl beyond.

The scant light showed a hig girl of eighteen, broad-shouldered and solid-waisted, with Straight,
mouse-brown hair cut short below her earlobes and across her forehead. She had a dreamer's hazd
eyes, st beneath long, curling lashes, odd in contrast to the many fine scars on her hands and the muscles



that flexed and bunched under her nightshirt. Her nose was ill unbroken and delicate after eight years of
palace combat training, her lipsfull and quicker to amile than frown. Determination filled every inch of her
strong bodly.

Mation in the shadows at the base of the courtyard wal caught her eye. Kel gasped as a winged
creature waddled out into the open courtyard, as unganly on its feet as a vulture. The flickering torchlight
caught and sparked dong the edges of metd feathers on wings and legs. Stedl legs, flexible and limber,
ended in sted-clawed feet. Between the metd wings and above the metd legs and feet was humen flesh,
naked, hairless, grimy, and in this case, mde.

The Stormwing looked a Ke and grinned, baring sharp ded teeth. His face was lumpy and
unattractive, marked by a large nose, amdl eyes and a thin upper lip with a full lower one. He had the
taunting amile of someone born impudent. " Startle you, did 17" he enquired.

Ke thanked the gods that the cold protected her sengtive nose, banishing most of the Stormwing's foul
gench. Stormwings loved battlefields, where they tore corpses to pieces, urinaed on them, smeared
them with dung, then rolled in the resulting mess. The result was a nauseating odor that, in the heet, would
make the strongest stcomach rebel. Her teachers had explained that the purpose of Stormwings was to
make people think twice before they chose to fight, knowing what might happen to the dead when
Stormwings arrived. So far they hadn't done much good as far as Kel could seer people 4ill fought
battles and killed each other, Stormwings or no. Tortdl's Stormwing population was thriving. This was
the firgt sheld seen on palace grounds, though.

Ke glared a him. "Get out of here, you nagty thing! Shoo!"

"Is that any way to greet a future companion?' demanded the Stormwing, raisng thin brown brows.
"You people are getting ready to stage an entertainment for our benefit up north. Youll be seeing a lot of
usthis year."

"Notif I can hdpit," Kd retorted. Grimly she walked across her dark room, stubbing her toe on the
trunk at the foot of her bed. She cursed and limped over to the racks where she kept her weapons.
When she found her bow and a quiver of arrows, she strung the bow and hopped back to her window.
She placed the quiver on her window seat, and put an arrow on the gtring. Outside, the courtyard was
empty. The Stormwing's footprints in the snow ended right under Kel's window.

Scowling, Kel looked up and around. There he was, perched on the pesk of the stable roof, a
steel-dressed portent of war. Kel raised her bow. She wouldn't actudly kill the creature, just make him
Qo awey.

He looked down at her, cackled, and took to the air, oirding out of Kel's range. He flipped his tall at
her three timesin a mockery of a wave, then salled away over the paace wall.

"I hate those things" grumbled Kd as she removed the bowstring. The thought of anyon€'s dead
providing Stormwings with entertainment gave her the shudders. And she knew there was a good chance
that she might become a Stormwing toy very soon.

There was no point in going back to deep now. Instead, Kel cleaned up, dressed, and took down her
gave It was her favourite weapon, a wooden g&ff five feet long, shod with iron, cored with lead, and
capped by eighteen inches of curved, razor-sharp sted. Banishing dl thoughts, opening hersdf to
movement, she began the fird steps, thrudt, lunges and spins of the most complicated combat
pattern-dance she knew.

Her dog, Jump, grumbled and crawled out of bed. He legped out of one of the open windows to
empty his bladder. The sparrows, fluffed up and piping their own complaints, fluttered outside to vist
their kinfolk around the palace.

Raoul of Goldenlake and Maorie's Peak, Kd's former knight-master and present taskmaster, was not
in his sudy when Kd arived there after breskfast. Another moring conference, she thought, and sat
down with chak and date to calculate the number of wagons that would be required to move the King's
Own's supplies up to the Scanran border. She was nearly done when Lord Raoul came in, a sheaf of



papers in one ham-szed fid.

"Wereinit for certain,” hetold Kd. He was a big man, heavily muscled from years of service with the
Own. His ruddy face was lit with sngpping black eyes and topped with black curls. Like Kd, he was
dressed for comfort in tunic, shirt, breeches and boots in shades of maroon, brown and cream. He
dammed his bulk into one of the chairs facing the desk where she worked. "You know, | thank the gods
every day that Daineison our Sde" heinformed Kdl. "If ever we've needed a mage who can get animds
to spy and carry messages, it's now."

Ke nodded. Unlike other generations, hers did not have to wait for Scanran information until the
mountain passes cleared each year. Daine, known as the Wildmage, shared amagicd bond with animdls,
one that endured even when she was not with them. For three years her eagles, hawks, owls and geese
hed carried tidings south while the land dept through winter snows, dlowing Tortdl to prepare itsdf for
the latest movesin Scanra

"Important news, | take it?" Kd asked.
"I'm glad you're Stting down,” Raoul said. "The Scanrans have a new king."

Ke shrugged. Rulership in Scanra was aways changing. The dan lords were unruly and proud; few
dynadties lasted more than a generation or two. Thislagt one hadn't even lasted one generaion. She was
surprised that Raoul would be concerned about yet another king on what was caled the Bloody Throne.
Far more worrisome was the thregat that had emerged a couple of years before, a warlord named Maggur
Rathhausak. He had studied combat in relms with real armies, not raiding bands. Serving as one clan's
warlord, he had conducted enough successful raidsin Tortdl that other clans had asked him to lead ther
fighters as well. With more warriors he had won more victories and brought home more loot and daves,
enough to bribe other dans to swear dlegiance to him. It was Rathhausak that the Tortalans prepared to
fight this year, not the ruling coundil in Hamrkeng or its king.

"So they'll be fighting each other dl summer ingtead of ..." Kél let her voice tral off as Raoul shook his
head. "Sr?' she asked, unsure of his meaning.

"Maggur Rathhausak,” Raoul told her. "He's brought all Scanras dans into his grip. This year hell
have a red army to send agang us. A red army, trained for army-style battle, instead of a basketful of
raiding parties. Plus however many of those killing devices he can send dong to cut our people to shreds.
The messages from the north report a least fifty of the things, wrapped up in canvas and waiting for the
spd| that will make them move again.”

Ke st her chak and date down. Then she swalowed and asked, "The councl let Maggur take
ove?'

"They werent given a choice. Maggur had nine clans under his banner last year. The word is he
smuggled them into the capital at Hamrkeng after the summer fighting and, well, persuaded the dans to
make him king." Raoul tossed his papers on the desk with a dgh. "We knew it was to be war this
summer, but we thought we'd be facing hdf the warriors in the country, not dl of them. Jonathan's
sending messengers out to dl the lords of his council. He wants our amy to start north as soon as we can
manage it." The big man grinned, showing dl his teeth, wolf-like. "Well prepare the warmest reception
for our northern brothers that we can. Once they cross our border, they'll think they've marched into a
bake oven, by Mithros™

Kd sared blindy at the paper on top of the stack Raoul had just thrown on to the desk. It was
decison time await the Crown's orders, or dip away to wait for the northern passes to clear so she
could track down the Nothing Man? She didn't know enough; that was the problem. She needed
information, and there was only one place she could think of to get it. "Sr, has anybody entered the
Chamber of the Ordeal a second time?"

For amoment the only sound was the crackle of the firein the hearth. Raoul froze. At length he said, "I
mug tdl the bathhouse barber to dean my ears tomorrow. | could have sworn you just asked me if
anyone has ever returned to the Chamber of the Ordeal. That's not funny, Kd."



"I didnt mean to be funny, gr," she replied. Shortly after her Ordeal and knighthood Raoul had
commanded her to address him by his firs name, but "sr" was as close as she could bring hersdf. She
clenched her hands so he couldnt see them shake. "I'm serious. | need to know if you've ever heard of
anyone going back there."

"No," Raoul sad firmly. "No one's been mad enough to consider it. Most folk can tdl when once is
more than enough. Why in the name of the Great Mother Goddess do you ask?!

Ke swdlowed. If he didn't like her question, he redly wouldn't like what she was about to say. "l need
totdk to it

Raoul scrubbed his face with one hand. "You need to talk to it," he repeated.

Ke nodded. "Sir, you know me" she reminded him. "I wouldn't ask anything slly, not when you bring
such important news. But | have to know if | can enter the Chamber again. | need to find something out.”

"Youre right, I do know you,” Raoul said glumly. "No, no, you wouldnt jest a a time like this. I'm
afrad you're stuck, though. No one has been dlowed back ingde that thing in dl history. No one would
ever want to go back. Youll just have to stle for what you got in there the fird time" He hed her
questioning eyes with his own anxious ones.

Ke wished that she could explain, but she couldn't. Knights were forbidden to tdl what had taken
place during their Ordedl. "I didn't mean to worry you, gr," she told him at lagt.

Reoul scowled a her. "Dont frighten me like that again. I've put far too much work into you to see you
go mad now." He looked around. "What were we doing last?'

"Weagon requigtions, dr," she replied as she held up her date.
He took it and reviewed her numbers. "Let's finish this now. | won't be able to work on them this
afternoon - the coundil will be mesting.”

Ke fetched the papers he needed. "There was a Stormwing in the courtyard this morning,” she
remarked as she laid them out. "I think he dready knows how bad thingswill be this summer.”

Raoul grunted. "I wouldn't be surprised. They probably smdl it. Now what's this scrawl? | can't read
Aiden's writing." They spent the rest of the morning at work, sorting through the endless details that had
to be settled before the men of the King's Own rode north to battle.

After lunch Kd saw to her horses, stabled in the building the Stormwing had turned into his momentary
perch. There were hostlers, whose job it was to mind the hundreds of horses kept at the palace, but Kel
preferred to see to her riding mount, Hoshi, and her warhorse, Peachblossom, hersdf. The work was
soothing and gave her time to think.

Jump watched as she tended the horses. The scruffy dog had put in an appearance a& Kd's sde about
mid-morning, dearly recovered from having his morning's deep interrupted by Kel and a Stormwing.

Jump was not atypica palace dog, being neither a slky, combed, smdl type favoured by ladies, or a
wolf- or boar-hound prized by lords. Jump was a stocky, short-haired dog of medium size, a combat
veteran. His Ieft ear was a tatter. His dense fur was modily white, raised or dented in places where it
grew over old scars. Black splotches covered most of the pink skin of his nose, his only whole ear and
his rump. His tal was a jaunty war banner, broken in two places and heded crooked. Jump's
axe-shaped head was made for damping on to an enemy with jaws that would not let go. He had smdl,
black, triangular eyes that, like those of any creature who'd spent a lot of time with Daine the Wildmage,
were far more intdligent than those of animds who hadn't.

"I need more information,” Kel murmured to Jump as she mucked out Hoshi's dl. "And soon, before
the king orders us out with the army. | certainly can't tdl the king | won't go. Hell want to know why,
and | can't talk about what happened during my Ordedl.”

Jump whuffed softly in understanding.

Her horses tended, Kel reported to the paace library. There, she and the other knights who were her
year-mates (young men who had begun their page studies when she had) practiced the Scanran tongue.



Many Scanrans spoke Common, the language used indl the Eastern Lands between the Inland Sea and
the Roof of the World, but the sudy of Scanran would hdp those who fought them to read ther
messages and interpret private conversations.

After lessons Kel spent her time as best she could. She cared for her weapons and armour, worked
on her sword and g&ff illsin one of the practice courtyards, ate supper with her friends, and findly
read in her room. When the watch cried the time at the hour after midnight, she closed her book and left
her room, with Jump at her hedls.

The paace hdls were deserted. Wl torchesiniron cressets burned low. Kd did not see another soul.
In norma times the nobility would be at parties; not this year. The coming war dictated their hours now.
They retired before midnight after evenings spent figuring what goods and labour they could spare for the
coming bloody summer. Even the servants, dways the last to deep, were abed. It was like waking in a
dream through an empty palace. Kd shivered and grabbed a torch from the wal as she passed the Hdl
of Crowns.

It was a good idea. No lights burned in the corridor thet led to her dedtination. The Chape of the
Orded was used only at Midwinter, when squires took their find step to a shidd. Now it was shut and
ignored. Siill, the Chapdl's door was never locked. Kel shut it once she and Jump were ingde. There was
no need to post a guard: over the centuries, thieves and anyone else whose motives were questionable
had been found outsde the Chape door, reduced to dried flesh and bone by the Chamber's
immeasurable power.

Once a year during her term as a squire, Kel had visted the Chamber to try her will againg it. On
those vidts she had confined her encounter with it to touching the door.

To converse with the thing, she suspected that she had to go dl the way indde once again.

Ke st her torch in a cresset near the dtar. Itsflickering light danced over the room: benches, the plan
gtone floor, the dtar with its gold candlesticks and doth, and the large gold sun disc, the symbal of the
god Mithros. To the right of the disc was the iron door to the Chamber of the Ordeal.

For amoment Ke could not make her legs go forward. She had never had a panless experience from
the Chamber. In the grip of its power she had lived through the desth of loved ones, been crippled and
usdless, and been forced to stand by as horrors unfolded.

"Thisis crazy," she told Jump. The dog wagged his tall, making a soft thwapping noise that seemed
loud in the slent Chapel.

"Youwait here" Kd said. She ordered her body to move. It obeyed: she had spent years shaping it to
her will. She stepped up to the iron door. It smung back noisdesdy into a samal, dark room with no
windows or furnishings of any kind.

Kd trembled, cold to the bone with fear. At last she waked into the Chamber. The door closed,
leaving her in complete darkness.

Suddenly she stood on a flat, bare plain without a tree, stream, or animal to be seen. It was all
bare earth, with no grass or stones to interrupt the boring view.

"What is this place?" she asked aloud. Squires were forbidden to speak during the Ordeal, but
surely this was different. In an odd way, this was more like a social visit than an Ordeal. "Do you
live here?"

Itisas close as your human mind can perceive it. The Chamber's ghost-like voice always sounded
in Kel's head, not her ears.

Kd thrust her hands into her pockets. "1 don't see why you haven't done something with it," she
informed the Chamber. "No furnishings, no trees or birds... If you're going to bring people here,
you ought to make things look a bit nicer."

A fedling like a sgh whiffled through Ke's skull. Morta, what do you want? demanded the
Chamber. Its face - the face cut into the keystone over the inside of the iron door - formed in the



dirt in front of her. It was lined and sexless, with lips so thin as to be nearly invisible. The deep-set
eyes glinted yellow at Kel. The task you have been st is perfectly clear. You will know it when you
find it.

Ke shook her head. "That's no good. | must know when and where. And I'd like another look at
the little Nothing Man, if you please.”

Instantly the dirt beneath her was gone, the air of the plain turned to shadow, asif she dreamed
again. She fell like a feather, lightly, dipping to and fro in the wind. When she landed, she was set
on her feet as gently and tidily as she could have hoped.

During her Ordeal she had seen the Chamber's idea of her task as an image on the wall in a
corner of the grey stone room. Now she was living the image, placed in a room like a cross
between a smithy and a mage's workroom. Unlike her vison and then the dreams that had
followed it, this place was absolutely and completely real. Behind her a forge held a bed of fiery
coal. An anvil and metal-working tools lay nearby. Along one wall stood open cupboards filled
with dried herbs, crystals, books, tools, glass bottles and porcelain jars. Between her and the
cupboards was a large stone worktable with gutters on the sides. It was covered with black stains.
To her left was another, smaller, kitchen-style hearth set into the wall. Its fire had burned ouit.

Kel inhaled. Scents flooded her nose: lavender, jasmine and vervain; damp stone; mould; and
under it all, the coppery hint of old blood.

There he was, scrawny and fidgeting as he stood beside the worktable chewing a fingernail. Kel
shrank back.

It is safe, the Chamber said. He cannot see youl.

The Nothing Man was just as she remembered, just as held been in all those dreams she'd had
since Midwinter. There was nothing new to be learned from this appearance.

In the shadows to Ke's right, metal glinted. She gulped and backed up as a killing device
walked out of the shadows, dragging a child's body. The devices also looked just as she
remembered, both from her Ordeal and from a bloody day the previous summer, when she and a
sguad of men from the King's Own had managed to kill one. The device was made to give anyone
who saw it nightmares. Its curved black metal head swivelled back and forth with only a thin
groove to show where a human neck would be. Long, deep pits served as its eyes. Its metal
visor-lips could pop open to reveal clashing, sharp sted teeth. Both sets of limbs, upper and lower,
had three hinged joints and ended in its nimble dagger-fingers and -toes. Its whiplike sted tail
switched; the spiked ball that capped it flashed in the torchlight.

The little man flapped an impatient hand. The machine left the room through a door on Ke's
right, towing its pitiful burden.

Moments after it was gone, a big man came in. He was tall enough to have to stoop to get
through the door. His greying blond hair hung below his shoulders. A close-cropped greying blond
beard framed curved, narrow lips. Brown eyes looked out over a long, straight nose. He wore a
huntsman's buff-coloured shin, a brown leather jerkin, and brown leather breeches stuffed into
calf-high boots. At his belt hung axe and dagger. He stopped in front of the Nothing Man and
hooked his thumbs over his belt.

"We just shipped twenty more to King Maggur. That leaves you with ten, Master Blayce," he
said, his voice a deep baritone. He spoke Scanran. "Barely enough to make it to spring."”

Blayce, Kel thought intently.

"It'll do, Stenmun,” Blayce replied. His voice was a stumbling whine, his Scanran atrocious.
"Maggur knows - "

Suddenly Kel was back in the Chamber's dreary home. She spared a glance around - did she see
a tree in the distance? - before she turned to glare at the face in the pale stone. "Where is he?"



she demanded. "Look, Maggur Rathhausak is king now. Hell march once Scanra thaws out. The
king will be sending the army - that includes me - north as soon as he can. You have to tell me
where to look so | can leave before that happens! If | go now, | won't be disobeying the king. We
mortals call that treason.”

| cannot, the Chamber said.
Kel disagreed with a phrase she had learned from soldiers.

| am not part of your idea of time the Chamber told her. Apparently her language had not
offended it. You mortds are like fish svimming in a globe of glass. That globe is your world. You do not
see beyond it. | am dl around that globe, everywhere a once. | am in your yesterdays and tomorrows
just as | aminyour today, and it dl looks the same to me. | only know you will find yoursdf in that one's
path. When you do, you must stop him. He perverts life and the living. That must not continue. Its tone
changed; later, Kel would think the thing had been disgruntled. | thought you would like the
warning.

Kel crossed her arms over her chest, disgusted. "So you don't know when I'll see that piece of
human waste. The Nothing Man. Blayce. Or that warrior of his, what's his name? Stenmun."

No.
"And you don't know where they are.”
Your ideas of countries and borders are meaningless tome.

"But you thought I'd be happy to know the one who's making the killing devices, who's
murdering children, will come my way. Sometime. Somewhere."

You musgt right the balance between mortas and the divine, the balance that ismy reason to exist. That
creature defies life and death. | require you to put a stop to it. Your satisfaction is not my concern.

Ke wanted to scream her frustration, but years of hiding her emotions at the Yamani court
stopped her. Besides, screaming was a spoiled child's response, never hers. And as a knight at
eighteen, she was supposed to act like an adult, whatever that meant. She tried one last time.
"The sooner, the better."

Y ou will meet him, and you will fix this. Now go away. The iron door swung open.
"Can | at least talk to people about this? Tell them that you showed me this?" she demanded.

If you think they will believe you. Y ou are not considered to be a seer or amage, and your own mages
know the name of Blayce dready. They just cannot find him.

Kd responded with another word learned from soldiers and walked out of the Chamber.

The news of Maggur's coronation in Scanra sped the process of gathering Tortdlan fighters and
supplies. Preparation for war filled the hours at the palace. Every knight who was not dready detailed
was summoned to the throne room. The king, queen and their advisers told the knights that they were
now in military service to the crown for the length of the war, and gave them their indructions. Ke
remained under Lord Raoul's orders for the moment. She readied her own gear as she hdped him
assemble dl that his men would require.

Wesather mages turned their atention to the northern mountains. A week later they told the monarchs
that while it would be hard going, Tortdl's aamy could move out. The next day the warriors readied for
departure in the guesthouses and fidds around the Great Road North, assembling knights, men of the
King's Own, sx Groups of the Queen's Riders, ten companies of soldiers from the regular amy, and
wagon after wagon of supplies. It would take three times longer to reach their border posts than it would
if they waited another two weeks for the deet, snow and mud of the northern roads to clear. It would be
worth the troubleif they could be in place when the Scanrans came to call.

At dawn on the firg morning of the last week of March, the army's vanguard of knights and lords of
the redm set off on the muddy road north. Kd rode Hoshi, with Jump in one of her saddliebags and
sparrows dinging to every part of her and her equipment. On the bluffs north of the dty she murmured a



soft prayer to Mithros for victory and one to the Goddess for the wounded to come. She was darting a
prayer to Sakuyo, the Yamani god of jokes and tricks, when Lord Raoul snarled a curse. She looked at
him, startled: he was riding just in front of her with the King's Champion, Alanna, the reim's only other
lady knight, and Duke Baird of Queenscove, chief of the redlm's heders and father of Kel's best friend
Ned. Everyone dse turned in the saddle to see what could make the easy-going Raoul so angry. He
pointed afinger that shook with rage.

Bdow them lay the dity of Corus, sprawled on both sides of the Olorun River. Across from them on
the high ground south of theriver lay the royd palace, its domes and towers clear in the growing light of
unrise.

Above those wdls and the paace flev Stormwings by the hundreds, maes and femdes, like a swarm
of hornets. The sun bounced off their stedl feathers and claws, shoating beams a anyone who looked on.
Higher the Stormwings rose until they were well clear of the palace. Sowly, lazly, they wheded over the
cgpita city, then streamed north over the amy asif they pointed the way to battle.



2

TOBE

Riding with Third Company of the King's Own, Kel had spent plenty of time dogging through mud and
dush. She was used to that. It was her frequent riding companions, Prince Rodd and Sir Nedan of
Queenscove, who made her sometimes wish her family had stayed in the Yamani Idands. The bitter
conditions were echoed by the moods of both young men. They were betrothed and in love with the
women they were to marry. They moped. Kd tried to make them think of other things, but the moment
conversation lagged, they returned to the contemplation of their Yameani loved ones.

Kd fdt sorrier for Prince Road. Two years older than Kd, the prince was to have married Princess
Shinkokami in mid-May, before the arriva of word that Maggur had taken the Scanran throne. Instead
of an expendve ceremony, he and Shinko had decided to put their wedding off. Both showed cheerful
faces to the public, saying they had traded rose petas for arrows to arm their soldiers, but to ther close
friends ther disgppointment was plan.

Ned, usudly dramétic in love, would not talk about hislady, Yukimi, a dl. It was such a change from
his norma behaviour that Ke was convinced he truly loved her Yameni friend. Before, held made high
tragedy of his beautiful crushes and his own heartbreak, but not thistime. Not over a plump and peppery
Y amani.

With Road on one sde and Ned on the other, Kd had to wonder about her own sweetheart, Cleon
of Kennan. They hadn't seen each other in over a year. As a knight two years older than Kel, he was
stuck in a northern border outpost, where he had been assgned to teach the locas how to defend
themsdves. HE been unable to get or send letters during both winters. Had he forgotten her? She
wasn't even sureif he knew sheld survived her Ordedl.

Il write to hm when | know where I'm to be posted, she promised hersdf. Maybe well even be
assigned to the same place. I'd like that.

She amiled a the idea. They'd never got much time done something had dways interrupted them.
Perhaps by now hed be over his impractica idea they should marry before they made love, as proper
young noblemen did with proper young noblewomen.

Nothing would come of waiting to marry. Years ago, Cleon's mother had arranged his marriage to a
young noblewoman with a fine dowry. Cleon thought that, given time, he might convince his mother that
Ke would make a better wife. K was not so sure. As the youngest daughter of a family that was not
wedlthy, her dowry was smdl. She was dso not ready to marry. Sheld only just got her shield; there was
s0 much to do before she could think of settling down. Cleon loved her, wanted to have children by her.
She wanted love and children, too - someday. Not now. Not with Scanra ready for dl-out war aganst
Tortdl. Not with a future that included Blayce the Nothing Man.

Romance wasn't the only thing to think about, but it was more pleasant than redlity. Knights used their
powerful mounts and the wagons of armour, tack and weapons to bresak tral through snow and ice,
dearing the way for the foot soldiers of the regular army. It was dow going.

At least Peachblossom, Kd's infamous, temperamental warhorse, behaved. He was a strawberry roan:
reddish hide flecked with white, and red-brown stockings, face, mane and tail. Eight years with Kel had
cured him of his tendency to attack others. It was only when they got held up and he was bored that Kel
might catch hm eyeing Nedl, his favourite target. When that happened, Kd excused hersdf and rode
ahead to join Lord Raoul or Lady Alanna, the King's Champion and the realm's other femde knight.

To everyongé's relief, the countryside offered dry quarters for the military. War parties rode north so
regulaly that locd farmers made extra money by letting soldiers bed down in ther barns. Officers and
knights dept at Crown wayhouses. These large inns provided snug quarters and plentiful food, doubly



welcome after a day in the cold and wet. Often villages encircled the wayhouses, offering shops and
more places to find shelter for the night.

Each day as she walked into the comfort of a wayhouse, Kd hoped the Stormwings that flew above
the army found only cold, damp perches for the night. She wished them ice-covered wings and frosthite
intheir human flesh. Each morning she saw the flash of ther sted feathers and heard their jeering cdls as
the army marched. And each morning their numbers were as greet as they'd been the day before.

Ke had been on the road ten days when they stopped in Queensgrace for the night. The Jug and Fire
was the largest of three wayhouses there, so large that even firg-year knights had rooms to themsdlves.
By the time Kel got to her room &fter tending her mounts, a hot bath awaited her. She soaked until the
mud and ice were out of her pores, then dried hersdlf, dressed in clean clothes, and went down to est
with her friends. Except for the conversation of the villagers, who had come to see the nobles, the only
sounds were the clatter of cutlery and occasond quiet requests for butter, sdt, or the refill of a tankard.

Kd finished and thrugt her plate back with a grateful Sgh. A bowl of winter fruit sat on the table she
shared with Nedl and her year-mates, reminding her of her horses. They deserved a treat after that day's
work. She scooped up two apples and excused hersdlf.

A shortcut through the kitchens meant she was outside for only a couple of yards rather than the width
of the large courtyard. It dso meant she entered the stable unnaticed, through a sSde door rather than the
man entrance.

The long building lay in shadow, the lanterns being lit only around the front entrance. The horses
dozed, glad to be under shelter. Ke was letting her eyes adjust to what light there was when she heard
the hard whump! of lesther on flesh, and a child's ydl.

"I tol" ye about foolin' around the horses when there's work to be done" a man snarled. He stood two
rows of gdls over from Kd, his back to her. He raised his right hand; a lesther strap dangled from his
fig. "You're supposed to bein that kitchen washin' up, you thankless rat-turd!" Down plunged the hand,
agan, the sound of a blow asit struck, and a yep.

Kd strode quickly but slently across the distance between her and the man. The next time he drew his
am back, she saized it in one iron-fingered hand, digging her nals degp into the tender flesh between the
bones of hiswrigt.

"You dare - " the innkeeper growled, tumning to look at her. He was bigger than Kel, unshaven and
dope-shouldered. His muscle came from hoisting kegs and begting servants, not from eght years of
combat training. His eyes roved from Kdl's set face to her persond badge, a grey owl on a blue fied for
House Minddan, and below it, Kd's own ornament of crossed glaives in cream lined with gold. There
were two gtripes of colour for the border, the inner ring cream, the outer blue. They meant she was a
digaff, or femde, knight.

The innkeeper knew who she was. That information spread quickly everywhere Kel went. "Thiss no
business of yours; lady,” he said, trying to yank free of her. "Look, he's dways ditchin' chores, never
minds hiswork. Likdy he's out here to stedl. Leave me ded with him."

The boy, who sat huddled in a corner of the empty stal, legped up and spat a the innkeeper's feet. He
then bolted across the aide and into the next gall.

"No!" shouted Kel, but it was too late. The boy dipped in manure and skidded to a hdt under
Peachblossom's indignant nose. " Peachblossom, leave him be! Boy, he's mean, get out now!" While the
gdding had learned to live near others like a dvilized creature, he could not be approached by just
anyone.

Peachblossom lowered his muzze to siff the ragged scrap of humanity before him. The boy waited,
perfectly dill, as the big gdding whuffled through his guest's hair and under his arms, then gently lipped
the boy's nose. Kel walited, horrified, for the shriek of agony that would come when Peachblossom hit.

The shriek never came. Peachblossom continued to ingpect the newcomer inch by inch.



"Milady, you oughtn't go between a man an' his servants,”" the innkeeper said, trying to be agreeable.
"Il never get im to do proper work now." He tried to wrest his hand from Kel's grip. She tightened her
muscles, digging even deeper into his wrist. He couldn't shake her loose, and he was afraid to anger a
noble by griking her.

As he struggled, Kd inspected the skinny urchin who had so bewitched Peachblossom. The shadows
around the lad's deep-set blue eyes were not dl from lack of deep. There was an old black eye, a newer
bruise on one cheekbone, and a scabbed cut across his doping nose. The boy glared at the innkeeper,
his chin square and determined. There were new welts on his aam and back vigble through holes in his
shirt. A dit in half-rotten breeches reveded a long, recent bruise. He was barefoot, his feet red and
chapped. His matted har might be blond if it were clean.

As she watched, he reached up and gently stroked Peachblossom's muzzie,

Horse magic, Kel thought. It hasto be. And this idiot treats a lad that ussful like a whipping boy. She
looked at the innkeeper. Fury boiled in her veins, but she kept her face cam, dlowing no emation to
escape. It was askill she had perfected. "Tdl me heisnot your son,” she said mildly.

The innkeeper made a face. "That sray pup? We took himin of charity, fed and clothed him and gave
him a home. He works here. I've the right to disciplinehim as | please.”

"You would lose thet right if he weren't forced to depend on you. HeEd be long gone” Her voice was
dill mildy pleasant. Her inner i, the sengble part, shrieked that she had no business doing wha she
was about to do. She was on her way to a war; boys took much more looking-after than sparrows,
dogs, or horses.

"Let hm starve? That would be crud,” the man ingsted. Looking at him, Kl redized that he believed
it. "He's got no family. Where can he go?' demanded the innkeeper. "But he can't just leave work. Boys
need discipline. Elsawise helll go as bad as the feckless Scanran dut that whelped him an' Ieft him on the
midwifes step.”

"If he was |eft with the midwife, how did he come to you?' Kd asked.

"She died. We hid for the boy's indenture. Paid for seven years, we did. Been more trouble than he's
worth, but we're godsfearin' folk, an' charity be a virtue™" The man looked pioudy towards the celing,
then at Kd. "Forgive my sayin' so, milady, but this be no affar of yours."

Ke released him. "l think the district magistrate would find your trestment of this boy to be very much
his &fair," she informed the man. "Under the law indentured servants have some rights. What did you pay
when you bid for his services?!

"You can't buy his contract,” protested the innkeeper. "It ain't for e

Ke wrapped both hands in his tunic and dragged his face down to hers. "Either tdl me, or | vist the
magidtrate tomorrow, and youll have no say in the matter,” she informed him. "This boy is an indentured
servant, not adave. Accept my coin now, or have him taken with no payment tomorrow, it's dl the same
tome"

When the innkeeper |ooked away, she released him, knowing she had won.

"Two copper nobles," growled the man.

"One" sad the boy grimly. "Only one, an' | been workin' for 'im for three year."

"Lyin' little rat!" snapped the innkeeper, darting to Peachblossom's gal. The gdding lunged without
touching the boy at his feet and snapped, teeth dicking together just in front of the innkeeper's face. The
men tried to run backwards and fell, ashen under hiswhiskers.

Ke looked in her bdt purse. She wouldn't have paid a copper bit for ten boys in that condition, but
she wanted to be rid of the innkeeper. She hed up two copper nobles. "I'll take his indenture papers
before you have this. Get them, right now.”

The man fled the stable.

Ke sghed and walked into Peachblossom's gdl. "You're getting dow,” she informed the gdding.



"Time was you'd have had hiswhole arm in your tegth.”
Peachblossom snorted in derison and backed up.
"Not that I'd mind," Kel admitted, looking at the lad. "A good bite would keep him from hitting people

with that arm for a while. But | suppose it would make a fuss”" She propped her hands on her hips,
disgusted with hersdlf. Why had she done this?

Even as she asked hersdf if shedd run mad, she knew that she couldn't have done anything ese. She
couldn't walk away when someone was bullied.

Ke ingpected the boy. Clothes, particularly shoes, were required. His present rags would have to be
burned. He needed a bath and a haircut. He probably had lice. Shaving his head and scrubbing him with
licekilling soap would diminate that problem. He didn't look old enough to need shaving anywhere else.
And he needed a hedler.

Kel looked over a Hoshi's gdl, where Jump gnawed a bone. Chances were that it had not been
intended for his supper, since there was quite a bit of meat on it. She only hoped the inn's gaff didn't
know who the thief was,

"Jump, will you get Nedl, please?’ Kd asked the dog. Jump thrust his bone under the straw, then
trotted out of the stable. The boy followed the dog's movements with wide eyes but made no comment
that might draw Kéd's attention.

"Wha's your name?' she asked. "And how old are you?'

The boy retreated under Peachblossom's belly. He watched her warily from between the geding's
fordegs

After amoment he said, "Tobe, miss Tobeis Boon. | think I'm nine”

Kd repeated, "Boon?'

The boy nodded. "Auld Eulama said | musta been a boon to someun, though she din't know who."

"BEulama?’ asked Kd.

"Midwife as reared me, best's she knowed.”

Kd scratched her head. "Whose opinion is that?' she wanted to know, intrigued by his frank way of
taking. "That she did the best she knew?'

"All Queensgrace, lady. They dl say't. Way they tak, it dint do me much good.” It seemed Tobels -
Tobe - was asintrigued by Kel as she was by him. He inched forward.

Kd indicated the boy's guardian. "It's not so long ago that | convinced him not to savage everyone in
reach. I've known him eight years. | was sure held kill you."

"Aww, he's a good un." Tobe wrapped a casud hand around as much of Peachblossom's right foreleg
as he could manage. "Aint nobody likes Alvik - me master, there”

Here came Alvik himsdf with awriting board, quill, inkpot, a sheet of grimy paper, seding wax and a
candle. Kel briskly signed Tobe's indenture papers, handed over the coins, and watched the innkeeper
aso 3gn, then sed the document. As soon as Ke had the completed hill of Tobe's indenture sale in hand,
Alvik fled. He passed Ned and Jump on their way in.

"You know, Mindelan, our lives would be easier if the dog just broke down and talked,” Kd's friend
announced. "l was winning that card game." He glared down at Jump. "There was no need to grab me."

Ke amiled. "If you're not bleeding, he was being nice, and it's not far for you to play cards with
ordinary falk." To Tobe she explained, "He remembers dl the cards dedt.”

Ned looked to see who she spoke to, and stared. "Kd, that monster has a boy under hisbdly."

"That mongter hasn't touched him," replied Kel. Nedl had every reason to expect the worst of the big
gdding. "Will you take a look at the boy? Tobe - Tobeis Boon, thisis my friend, Ned." She didn't give
Ned's titles, not wanting to make the boy uncomfortable. "Tobe, my friend isa heder. | want him to look
a you."



"Not while he'sin there)" protested Neal.

At the same time the boy said, "He's no heder, just some noble"

Ned glared @ Tobe. "I'm a heder and a noble” He looked a Kd. "What have you done now,
Minddan?'

Ke shrugged. "l need a servant. Tobe seemed to want a change, so | hired hm away from the
innkeeper.”

"You mean he's another of your strays,” Nea pointed out. "Didn't that griffin teach you anything?”

"Griffin?" Tobe asked, scooting alittle forward of Peachblossom's legs. "Y ou saw a griffin?'

Kd amiled. "I'll tdl you about it if youll let Ned have alook &t you."

Tobe eyed Ned with consderable suspicion. "Falk like im don't touch the likes of me"

"If you knew how | spent my squiredom, you'd know the likes of you are most of what | ended up
touching,” Neal informed him. "'l can get rid of your lice and fless" he added as Tobe scratched himsdf.

"Cannot," retorted the boy.

"Can too," Ned replied. "The handiest spell | ever learned.”

Convinced that Nedl would tak the boy around, Kel went to see about having a hot bath drawn and
carried up to her room.

"Miss, you shouldna bother with that un,” the maid she paid for the service commented. "He's a gutter
rat, as like to bite ahdpin' hand as not.”

Thinking of Peachblossom and the baby griffin she'd once cared for, Kd replied, "If he does, it won't
be the firg time"

When Ned brought Tobe to her room, Ke was just donning the oiled canvas cloak and the
broadbrimmed hat she used to keep off the ran. Under the cloak she wore a quilted coat made by her
former mad Laasa, now a dressmaker. Laasa had spared no effort on the coat for the mistress who had
given her a start. By the time Kd had tied the cloak around her neck, she was swesting.

"Here heis" Ned pushed open Kel's door to admit Jump and Tobe. "Did you order supper for him?*

"I remember that much from my own hedings, thank you,” Kd replied. "l appreciate your seeing to
him, Ned."

Her friend waved a hand in dismissal and Ieft, dosing the door. Kel regarded her new servant. "You
see that?' She pointed to the tub that sat squarely in front of the hearth. "It's a bath. You dimbin and you
don't dimb out and eat before you're clean. Scrub dl over, understand?’ She saw that Ned had done
wdl: the boy's weds and scabbed-over cuts showed now as pink, hedthy, new skin. "Ther€'s soap in
thet bowl. Useit," she continued. "The little pick is to clean under your nails. Remember your hair, your
ears and your private parts.”

The boy went to the tub, stuck afinger in the water, and glared at Kd. "It's hot!" he exclamed.

"Don't expect hot baths every night," she told him, straight-faced. She could see that he was dismayed
a the thought of washing in hot water. "But youll do this on your own, or I'll do it for you, with a scrub
brush. My servants are cleen.”

Tobe hung his head. "Yes, lady.”

Ke pointed to the bed, where she had set out drying cloths and one of her spare shirts. "Dry with
those and put that on for now," she said. "Don't wear your old things”

"Not even me loindoth?' he asked, horrified.

"Y ou're getting fresh ones. Clean ones” she said, immovable. "I'm off to take care of that now. When
you're dry, wrap up in a blanket and look outsde - the maid will leave a tray with your supper by the
door. | got apalet for you -" she pointed to it, on the Sde of the hearth opposite the table - "s0 you can
go to bed. Youll be deepy after a decent supper and Ned's magicking.”



"Yes lady," replied the boy. He was gum but resigned to fresh clothes and a bath. He glanced around
the room, his eyes widening at the sght of her glaive propped in a corner. "What pig-sticker is that?"

Kd gamiled. "It'saYamani naginata - wecdl it aglaive | learned to use onein the idands, and it's the
weapon I'm best with. Clothes, off. Bath, now, Tobe."

He gaped, then exdamed, "With agirl lookin' on? Lady, some places afdlow's got to draw the ling"

"Veay true" Kd replied solemnly, trying not to grin. "Don't give Jump any food. He's had one good
med tonight already."

Jump, sprawled between the tub and the fire, belched and scratched an ear. His bdly was plump with
dolen mest.

Ke rested a hand on Tobe's shoulder. "Youll do as| ask?"

He nodded without meeting her eyes.

Ke guessed what was on hismind. "I'll never beat you, Tobe," she said quietly. "Ever. | may dunk you
in the tub and scrub you mysdf if I come back to find you only washed here and there, but you won't
bleed, you won't bruise, and you won't hobble out of this room. Understand?”

He looked up into her face. "Why do this, lady?' he asked, curious. "I'm on'y a nameess whelp, with
the mark of Scanra on me. What am | to the likes of you?"

Ke thought her reply over before she gave it. This could be the most important talk she would have
with Tobe. She wanted to be sure tha she sad the right things "Well, Peachblossom likes you," she
answered dowly. "He's afine judge of folk, Peachblossom. Except Neal. He's prejudiced about Nedl."

"Hejust likes the way Neal squeaks when he's bit," Tobe explained.

Ke tucked away a amile. It sounded like something Peachblossom would think. "And for the rest? |
do it because | can. I've been treated badly, and | didnt like it. And | hate bullies Now pile those rags
by the door and wash up. The water's getting cold.” Not waiting for him to point out that cooler water
didn't seem so bad, she walked out and closed the door. She listened for a moment, wating until she
heard splashes and asmdl ydp.

He's funny, she thought, gtriding down the hdl. 1 like how he speaks his mind. Alvik didn't beat that
from him, praise Mithros.

At the top of the dtairs, Kd hdted. Below her, out of sght, she could hear Ned: "...broken finger,
haf-hedled broken arm, cracked ribs, and assorted heded breaks. I'm gving your name to the
magidrate. Il recommend he look in on you often, to see the trestment you give your other servants.”

"Yes milord, of course, milord." That was Innkeeper Alvik's unmigtakable voice, ally and mocking a
the same time. "I'm sure my friend the magistrate will be oh so quick to look in on' me, as you say, once
you're down the road. Just you worry about Scanra. They'll be making it so hot for you there, youll be
hard put to remember us Queensgrace folk.”

"Yes wadl, | thought of that," Ned said, his voice quiet but hard. "So here€'s something on account,
something your magidtrate can't undo.”

She heard arudle of cloth. Alvik gasped. "Forcing a magic on meis a Crown offencel”

"Who will impress the Crown more, swine? The oldest son of Baird of Queenscove, or you?' asked
Ned crudly. "And did my spdl hurt?'

"Noooo," Alvik replied, dragging the sound out. Kel imagined he was checking his body for harm.

"It won't,” Ned said. "At leadt, as long as you don't hit anyone. When you do, well, youll fed the blow
asif you struck yoursdlf. Clever odl, don't you think? | got the idea from something the Chamber of the
Orded did once." Ned's voice went colder. "Mind what | say, innkeeper. When you drike a servant, a
child, your wife, your own body will take the punishment. Mithros cut me down if | lie”

"All this over awhore's brat!" snarled the innkeeper. ™Y ou nobles are mad!™

"The whore's brat is worth far more than you." Nedl's voice was a low growl a the bottom of the



dairs. "He's got courage. Y ou have none. Get out of my sght.”

Kd waited for the innkeeper to flee to his kitchen and Ned to return to the common room before she
descended. It was usdess to say anything to Neal. He would just be embarrassed that held been caught
doing a good deed. He liked to play the cynicd, heartless noble, but it was dl for show. Kd wouldn't
runit for him.

It was along ride to the wagonloads of goods for those made homeess by the Scanrans. Her lantern,
hung from a pole to light Hoshi's way, provided scant light asicy rain Szzled on its tin hood. Other riders
were out, members of the army camped on ether sde of the road for miles. Thanks to their directions,
Ke found the wagonsin avillage two miles off the Great Road North. They were drawn up beside one
of the large, barnlike buildings raised by the Crown to shelter troops and equipment on the road year
after year. In peaceful years locd folk used the buildings to hold extra wood, grain, animds and even
people made homeless by naturd disasters.

The misarablelooking guards who watched the wagons scowled a Kel, but fetched the
quartermaster.

Once Kd placed money in his pam, the quartermaster dlowed her to open the crates and barrelsin a
wagonload of boys clothes.

The wagon's canvas hood kept off the weather as Ke went through the containers. Tobe looked to be
about ten, but he was a runty ten, just an inch or two over four feet in height, bony and underszed from a
life of chesap, scant rations. She chose carefully until she had three each of loincloths, sashes, shirts,
breeches and pairs of stockings, three pairs of shoes that might fit, a worn but serviceable coat and a
floppy-brimmed hat. If she was going to lead Tobe into battlelands, the least she could do was see him
properly clothed. The amy talors could take in shirts and breeches to fit im properly; the cobblers
could adjust his shoes. Once she had bundled everything into a burlap sack, K& mounted Hoshi, giving a
copper noble to the soldier who had kept the mare indde a shelter, out of the wet. As the rain turned to
dedt, they plodded back to Queensgrace.

In Kel's room, Tobe sat dozing againg the wall, afloat in her shirt. When Kd shut the door, his eyes
flew open, sky-blue in a pae face. "I don't care if you was drunk or mad or takin' poppy or rainbow
dream or laugh powder, you bought my bond and sgned your name and paid money for me and you
can't return me to ol* Alvik," he told her without teking a breath. He inhded, then continued, "If you try Il
run off 'n' sted 'n" when I'm caught I'l say | belong to you so they'll want satisfaction from you. | mean it!
You can't blame drink or drug or anything and then get rid of me because | won't go.”

Ke waited for im to run out of words as water trickled off her hat and cloak on to the ma by the
door. She gave Tobe a moment after he stopped taking, to make sure that he was done, before she
asked, "What is that about?'

"See?' he cried. "You forgot me dready - me, Tobeis Boon, whose bond you bought tonight. | knew
you was drunk or tekin' adrug or mad. But here | an an’ here | stay. You need me... to... to carry your
wine jug, an' cut the poppy brick for you to smoke, an', an' make sure you est - "

Ke raised her eyebrows. "Quigt," she said in the cam, firm tone she had learned from Lord Raoul.

Tobe blinked and closed his mouth.

Ke waked over and blew into his face so he could smell her liquor- and drug-free breath. "I'm not
drunk," shetold him. "I take no drugs. If I'm mad, it's in ways that don't concern you. | went out to get
you clothes, Tobe. You can't go north wearing only a shirt.”

She tossed the sack on to her bed and walked back to the puddle shed Ieft by the door, then
gruggled to undo the tie on her hat. Her fingers were Hiff with cold even after grooming Hoshi and
treeting her to a hot mash.

When she removed the hat, a pair of smdl, scarred hands took it and leaned it againg the wdl to dry.
Once Kd had shed the cloak, Tobe hung it from a peg, then kndt to remove her boots. "I have dothes”
he said, wredtling off one boot while Kel braced hersdf.



"I saw," she replied, eyeing the heap they made on the floor. "I wouldn't let a cat have kittens on them.
| ought to take Alvik before a magistrate anyway. Y our bond says you get two full suits of clothes, a coat
and agurdy pair of shoes every year."

"It does?" he asked, fdling on his rump with her boot in his hands.

Ke reached ingde her tunic and pulled out his indenture papers. "Right there," she told him, pointing to
the paragraph. When Tobe frowned, she knew Alvik had neglected something else. "You can't read, can
you?' she asked.

"Alvik said | din't need no schoolin’, bcos | was too stupid to learn,” Tobe informed Kd,-searching for
a doth to wipe her boots with. He was practised at this the innkeeper had taught him to look after
guests beongings as wdl asthair horses, Kel supposed.

"Lessons,” she said, folding the papers once more. "After were settled in the north.” She yawned.
"Wake me at dawn. Well try those clothes on you then. And I'm not sure about the, the - she yawned
agan - "shoes. I'm not sure these will fit. If we stop on the way, perhaps..."

She looked around, exhaustion addling her brain. Her normd bedtime on the road was much earlier
then this. She eyed the door, her dripping hat and cloak, her boots, Tobe.

"Lady?' he asked quietly. "Sounds like you mean to do dl manner of things for me. What was you
wighful of me doin' for you?'
"Oh, that," Kel said, redizing that she hadn't told him what duties he would have. "Youll look after my

horses and belongings, and in four years youll be free”" A will, she redlized. | need to make awill so0 he
can be freed if I'm dain.

She picked up her water pitcher and drank from the rim. "For that, | am duty bound to see that you
are fed, clothed and educated. Well sttle things like days off. Youll learn how to cleen armour and
weapons. That ought to keep you busy enough.”

He nodded. "Yes, lady."

"Veay wdl, then. Go to bed. I'm exhausted." Unbuttoning her shirt, she redized he hadn't moved.
"Bed,” she sad firmly. "Cover your head till | say you can come out. | won't undress while you watch.”

She took her nightshirt out of a saddlebag and finished changing once Tobe was on his palet with his
eyes hidden. In the end, she had to uncover him. He'd gone to deep with the blanket over his head. Ke
banked the fire and blew out the last candle that burned in the room.

The killing device moved in her dreams. Blayce the Nothing Man watched it. He pointed to a child
who cowered under his worktable: it was Tobe. The meta thing reached under the table and dragged the

boy ouit.

Ke sat up, gasping, sweat-soaked. It was ill dark, dill night. The rain had stopped. She was a aninn
on the Great Road North, riding to war.

"Lady," Tobe asked, hisvoice clear, "what's Blayce? What's Senmun?’
"A nightmare and hisdog,” Kel replied, wiping her face on her deeve. "Go back to deep.”

Theran returned in the morning. The army's commanders decided it would be foolish to move on. Ke
used the day to finish supplying Tobe, making sure that what he had fitted properly. Tobe protested the
need for more than one set of clothes and for any shoes, saying that she shouldn't spend money on him.

"Do you want to make me look bad?' she demanded at last. "People judge a misiress by how well her
servants are dressed. Do you want folk to say I'm misarly, or that | don't know my duty?'

"Alvik never cared,” Tobe pointed out as he fed the sparrows cracked corn.
"He it noble-born,” Kd retorted. "I am. Youll be dressed properly, and that's that.”

At least she could afford the sewing and shoe-fitting. She had an income, more than she had thought
shed get as the poorly-dowered youngest daughter of a large family. For her service in the war she
received a purse from the Crown every two weeks. Raoul had advised her on invesments, which had



multiplied both alegd fine once paid to her, and her portion of Laasas earnings. Laasa had ingsted on
that payment, saying that she would nat be able to grow rich off roya custom if not for her old midress.
It was an argument Kel had yet to win. And it did mean that she could ouitfit Tobe without emptying her
purse, a venture Laasa would approve.

The rain ended that night. The amy set out & dawn, Taobe riding pillion with Kel. Once they were
under way, Kel rode back dong the line of march until she found the wagon that hed the gear of the
fird-year knights, induding Hoshi's tack, spare saddle blankets, wegpons and dl Ke needed to tend her
ams and armour. She opened the canvas cover on the wagon and dung the boy ingde with one arm.

"Theré's blankets under that saddle, and meet and cheesein that pack,” she informed him. "Bundle up.
It'sacold ride. I'l get you when we stop for the night.” She didn't wait for his answer, but tied the cover
and returned to her friends.

They ate lunch on horseback as cold rain fdl again. Knights and squires huddled in the saddle,
miserable despite broad-brimmed hats and oiled cloaks to keep the wet out. Ke had extra warmth from
Jump and the sparrows, who had ducked under her cloak the moment the rain had returned.

They were crossing a pocket valey when Ned poked Ke and pointed. In the trees to ther left a amdl
figure moved through the undergrowth, following them. K twitched Peachblossom off the road and into
the woods, cutting Tobe off. He stared up a her, hischin set.

"I left you in the wagon so you wouldn't get soaked,” Kd informed him. He was muddy from toes to
knees. "Are you mad?'

Tobe shook his head.
"Then why do this?' she asked, patient. "Y ou're no good to ether of usif you get Sck or fdl behind."

"Folk took interest in me afore, lady," replied the boy. "A merchant and a priestess. Soon as | was
gone from their sght, they forgot | was dive. Sometimes | think | jus dreamed you. If | don't see you,
mayhap youll vanish."

"I'm too solid to be a dream. Besides, | paid two copper nobles for your bond,” Ke reminded him.
"Not to mention what we laid out for the sawing and the cobbler.”

"Folk've given me nobles jus for holdin' the stirrup when they mounted up,” Tobe informed her. "Some
iS S0 rich a noble means as much to them as a copper hit tool' to Alvik."

Ke dghed. "I'm not rich," she said, but it was for the sake of argument. Compared with this
mule-headed scrap of boyhood, she was rich. It was dl she could do not to smile. She recognized the
determination in those bright blue eyes. It matched her own.

She evicted the sparrows from the shdlter of her cloak and reached a hand down. When he gripped it,
Kd swung the boy up behind her. "Not a word of complaint,” she told him. "Get under my cloak. It
keep theran off."

This order he obeyed. Kd waited for the sparrows to tuck themsaves under the front of her cloak,
then urged Peachblossom back to her placeinline

Nedl, seeing her approach, opened his mouth.

"Not one word,” Ke warned. "Tobe and | have reached an undersanding.”

Nesl's lips twitched. "Why do | have the feding you did most of the understanding?'

"Why do | have the feding that if you give me a hard time, I'll tdl dl of our year-mates your family
nicknameis Meathead?' Kd replied in kind.

"You resort to common insult because you have no stronger arguments to offer,” retorted Neal. When
Ke opened her mouth, Ned raised a hand to slence her. "Nevertheess, | concede.”

"Good," Kd said. "That's that.”

"You got anything to eet?" enquired a voice from ingde her cloak.
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LONG, COLD ROAD

It was wdl past dark when they reached their next stop, the village of Wolfwood. "We're here for a
few days,” Raoul told the younger knights. "Lady Alanna and the troops for the coast leave us here. So
will the troops and knights meant for the eastern border. Maybe well even be here long enough to dry
aJt n

"What's dry?" asked Faleron of King's Reach wegrily.

"Good quedtion,” Lady Alanna said, dretching to get the kinks out of her spine. She and Nedl
chorused, "Next quedion.” The lady grinned a her former squire. "You rode with me too long,
Queenscove,” she pointed out.

"And | learned things every step of the way, Lady Knight," said Neal with a bow.

Tobe offered to groom Peachblossom and Hoshi. Kd watched as the boy worked.

"You think he's a horse-mage?’ Ned murmured. He'd tended his mounts and was ready to go indgde.
"He's got wild magic with horses?

"It seems s0," Kel admitted, gathering her saddlebags. "Look how easy Peachblossom is with him."
Sdtidfied that Tobe needed no hdlp, she followed Nedl into the wayhouse, Jump and the sparrows tralling
behind.

Messengers had warned their hosts of their arrival. There was a tub of hot water in Kd's room. She
scrubbed, changed, then went to find her charge. She found Taobe in Peachblossom's gdl, though both
the gdding and Hoshi had been groomed and fed.

"Youll degp in my chamber like lagt night. There's a tub there now. Go wagh," she ordered. "The
servants take meds in the east wing of the house. Eat properly, vegetables as wel as meat. And drink
some milk."

Tobe grinned at her. "He said last night you're a bear for vegetables - Sir Nedlan, that is. Auld Eulama
were the same" He went to"do as he was told. Kd returned to the wayhouse, thinking. They needed to
come to an understanding. She couldn't let im walk, but she didn't like to share a saddle. Perhaps he
could ride Hoshi? Normdly Kd would have ridden the mare on a journey like this, but she needed
Peachblossom's strength to help open the road in spots. Hoshi would bardly notice Tobe's weight, and
she would keep him out of the mud.

In the common room, Kel picked at her supper, too weary to eat. She was about to go to her room
when someone ese camein. A servant rushed forward to take his wet things, the innkeeper followed to
See what this guest required.

The newcomer was abig fdlow, aknight from his tunic badge, with red curly hair and grey eyes. Ke
froze. It was Cleon of Kennan, her sweetheart. But something was wrong. She looked at him and saw a
brawvny knight she knew. Where was the joy of looking & him that she had fdt the lagt time they met?
Cleon was as dtractive as ever, but he didn't make her skin tingle as he once had.

Ke hit her lip. As a page sheéd thought she was hopeesdy in love with Nedl. Then, a newly-made
squire, sheld spent a summer with Lord Raoul and Third Company. Seeing Neal after months of
separation, sheldd found he looked like just another man, not the bright centre of her heart. Now it had
happened again. She and Cleon had kissed, had yearned for time and privacy in which to become lovers.
Hed wanted to marry her, though she was not sure that she wanted marriage. Here he was, but she



didn't fed warm and eager at the Sght of him. Friendship was there, but passion was gone.

Worse, a part of her wasn't surprised by the change. They'd been gpart for such a long time, with only
letters to keep ther fedings dive. So much had befalen her, too much, dl of it more vivid than her
memories of him. She didn't want Cleon as a lover now, of that she was sure. There was work to be
done. She wanted no lovers until she had settled the Nothing Man's account.

Kd looked down at her plate. Maybe Cleon wouldn't see her.

Merric of Hollyrose, at the end of her table, jJumped to hisfeet. "Cleon!" he ydled. Everyone looked at
the newcomer and caled out greetings. Prince Roald waved him over. Kd fixed a amile on her face.

Cleon too amiled when he saw her, but he didn't seem to notice that Neal offered hm a seat beside
Kd. Instead Cleon took a char near the prince.

"Why are you here?' asked Faeron of King's Reach. He was one of the knights destined to defend the
seacoast. Y ou're heading the wrong way."

Cleon glanced at Kdl, then looked a Faeron. "I got a mage message asking me to come home
soonest. You've heard there's flooding in the southwest hills?”

Fderon, whose home was near Cleon's, sighed. "It's bad," he said. "Father said a lot of fiefdoms lost
their entire stores of grain - oh, no. Y ours?'

Cleon nodded, his mouth a grim line "The Lictas River went over its banks and wiped out our
storehouses. I've got to help Mother raise funds so our people can plant this year."

Kd met Cleon's eyes. They had often talked about his home. She knew his estates were short of
money.

Abruptly, Cleon stood. "May | have aword, Kel? Alone?'

She couldn't refuse. Her thoughts tumbled as she followed him outside. They stood under the eaves
that sheltered the inn's door, the wind blowing rain on to them. She wondered if he'd noticed she hadn't
moved to kiss him, then redlized that he had not tried to kiss her, ether. Suddenly she knew what was
coming.

"I've just one way to get coin for grain and the livestock we logt, Kd," he said. "The moneylenders
only give Mother palite regrets. | have to marry Ermdian of Aminar or my people will sarve this winter.”
He turned away. "I'm so sorry. 1'd thought, if we had time..."

Rdief poured through Kdl. She wouldn't have to hurt him. "We knew our chances weren't good," she
sad over the rattle of sheaves of rain. "We did talk about it."

"l know," he said hoarsdly, sanding with his back to her. "Even knowing | couldn't break the betrothal
honourably, | went ahead and dreamed. That's the problem with being able to think. It means you wish
for things you can't have."

Kd wished she could comfort him. Even beyond kisses, he was her friend. She lad a hand on his
back. "Cleon -"

"Dont." He twitched away from her touch. "l can't -I'm as good as married now. It wouldn't be right.”

Rdief flooded her again. Cleon was too honourable to kiss her or let her touch him now that hed
agreed to hismarriage. She fet shalow, coldhearted and sorry for him.

"You said you liked her, when we were on progress,” she reminded him. "You said she's nice. It could
be much worse. People do find happiness, when they're married to someone good.”

The avful grinding sound that came from his throat was supposed to be a laugh. "That's you, Kd,
meking the best of it," he said. He rubbed his eyes with his am before he turned to face her. "You're
right. | saw her while we were on progress. It was after you left to hep tha village after the earthquake.
Sheis nice. She's dso pretty and kind. Some of our friends can't say as much about the wives arranged
for them. She just isnt you. She isn't my friend, or my comrade." He tried to amile.

Kd's heart hurt. Cleon was dill her friend, if not her lover. "Come ingde" she told him. "Dry out, and



eat. WEll do our duty, like we're supposed to. And we can be friends, surely. Nothing changes that.”

"No," he whispered. "Nothing will ever change that." He raised a hand, asif to touch her cheek, then
lowered it, and went ingde.

Kd didnt cry over the sudden, hard changes in ther lives until she was safe in bed and Tobe was
lightly snoring on his pdlet. She thought shed muffled hersdf until he said, "It's awright, lady. I'd be
ascairt, too, goin' off for savages to shoot a."

Ke choked, dried her eyes on her nightshirt deeve, and turned on to her back. "It's not the war,
Tobe" she replied. She groped for the handkerchief on her bedside table, sat up, and blew her nose.
"I've been shot at. | can bear it. I'm crying because my friend is unhgppy and everything is changing.”

"Isthat what you're 'posed to do?' he asked. "Cry for your friends though they aint dead? Cry when
things change?"

"If the changes are crud ones" Kd replied. "If they take away the things you knew were good.” She
wiped her nose, trying to decide what ese to say. How could he not know about sorrow for a friend?
"Dont you cry when your friends are hurt?'

"Dunno,” he said. "Never had no friends, ‘cept maybe Auld Eulama, an' she only cried when the drink
wasin her."

Ke sat breathless for a moment. Tobe sounded asif thiswas dl held ever expected hisworld to be.

"You have friends now," she told him. "And with luck, Peachblossom and Jump and | won't do any
aying for you."

"I hope nat, lady," he said. From the rustle of cloth, she guessed he was preparing to go back to deep.
"It don't sound like any kind of fun."

Cleon I€ft in the morning. Two days later the army Folit up. One part was bound for the western coast.
Another turned east. The rest, induding Kel, Nedl and Tobe, turned north with fully hdf of the army that
hed left Corus. Tobe, now with his own cloak and hat to shed the rain, rode Hoshi as Kdl's persond
groom. Watching hm made Kel fed good. Tobe looked like a proper boy & last, not alitle old man in a
child's body.

Ten days later Generd Vanget haMlinch, supreme commander of Tortal's northern defences, met them
in Bearsford, the lagt fortress town on the Great Road North before the border. His presence told Kel
how important it was to get the new forces into pogtion quickly. Normdly they would have gone to
headquarters at Northwatch Fortress to receive their orders.

Vanget wasted no time in giving out assgnments. Two days after they reached Bearsford, Kd, the
other fird-year knights and fifty senior knights accompanied Duke Bard and his heders to Fort
Giantkiller. Lord Wyldon of Cavdl, Kd's former traning master, commanded there; he would give out
ther find postings. Lord Raoul would ride a day or two with them before he turned west to teke
commeand at Fort Steadfast.

"Do you know where these forts are?' Kel asked him as the lagt of the army prepared to break up.

"I've been informed,” Raoul said drily. "You actudly know Giantkiller. Third Company named the fort
we built with them last summer that, supposedly in honour of me" He made a face. Third Company of
the King's Own had waited until Raoul wasn't there to protest before they named the fort. Raoul
continued, "Vanget moved Third Company to Steadfast. He's sending regular amy troops to Fort
Giantkiller."

He hugged Kd briefly. "Gods dl bless, Kd. Trust your ingincts - they're good. Try to survive the
summer. | don't want your mother or Alanna coming after meif you get killed."

Kd grinned as he swvung into the saddle. She wished she were going with him, but she knew that
everyone who mattered wanted to see how she did without his protection.

"Lady knight, come on,” Ned cdled. "Let's go and seeif the Stump's forgotten us."
Ke mounted up. "Dont cdl Lord Wyldon that," she told him as they rode out of Bearsford. "I doubt



he's forgotten you. He never threatened anyone ese that held tie his tongue in a knot.”

"Threats are the last resort of a man with no vocabulary,” Ned sad, noseintheair.

"Wdl, | have a vocabulary,” said his father, riding behind them. "I have often wished | could tie your
tonguein aknot. Severa of them. | can describe them, if you like™

"It's my fate to be misunderstood,” Ned announced. He fdl back to ride with the more sympeathetic
Merric.

As the knights shifted riding order, Kel found hersdf besde Duke Baird. She had often seen Nedl's
father for heding after her fightsin the palace and fdt comfortable enough to talk to him. "Your grace, if
you don't mind my asking, what are you doing here?' she enquired. "Asthe royd heder, shouldn't you be
in Corus?'

"My assgtant has to show whether or not he can step into my office™ Nedl's father replied. He was a
tdl, lanky man. His eyes, a darker green than Ned's, were set in deep sockets. His hair was redder than
his son's, but his nose was the same. "It's time to see if he can handle the nobility adone. And | have
experience in the layout of refugee camps.”

"Refugee camps?' Kd repeated.

"When villages are destroyed and there are too many people for angle lords to take in, someone mugt
care for them. That's paticularly true here, where people scrabble to feed ther own." He gestured
towards tharr surroundings. thick woods and stony ridges, the unforgiving north. "We need camps for the
refugees. We aso need fidd hospitals for the wounded now that were faced with al-out war.”

For amoment Kd said nothing, thinking of the grim picture held just painted. Could she bear the Sght
of hundreds who'd been cast from their homes? "How do you stand it, your grace?' she asked quietly.

"By doing the best | can,” Baird replied, as quiet as Kdl. "By remembering my wife, my daughters, and
the sons | have Ieft. | can't afford to brood - too many people need me" He sghed. "I worry about
Ned," he confessed. "He tries to hide it, but he's senstive.”

Ke nodded. Baird was right.

"If you are dtationed together, will you watch hm?' asked Baird suddenly. "He respects you, despite
the difference in your ages. You're sensble and levelheaded. He ligensto you.”

Ked stared at the duke, then nodded again. "I will look out for imiif | can,” she replied honestly.

They reached Fef Tirrsamont at twilight and spent the night behind the castle's grey stone wdls. The
lord of Tirrsmont pleaded scant room ingde the buildings of hisinner bailey. He dso pleaded scant food,
though he feasted Duke Baird and two of the senior knights, dong with his own family, on suckling pig,
saffron rice and other delicacies.

Camped in the outer balley, the amy was jammed in among thin, ragged survivors of last year's
fighing who were housed there. Kel looked into the commoners haunted eyes and fdt rage burn her
heart. Mogt of the newcomers rations of porridge and bacon went to the refugees. They accepted the
food in dlence and fled.

"How can they treat their own people so shabbily?' Kel asked Ned. "The lord and his family look
well-fed."

"You worry too much about commoners” remarked Quinden of Marti's Hill, who shared the
firg-years fire. "They dways look as pathetic as they can so well feed them. I've never met a commoner
who doesn't beg while they hide what they've stolen from you."

"Y ou're an obnoxious canker-blossom," Nea snapped. "Go ooze somewhere e

"On your way, Quinden," added Merric. "Before we help you dong.”

Quinden spat into therr fire to further express his opinion, then wandered off.

"I pity the folk of Marti's Hill when he inherits” murmured K.

In the morning they rode on to Fort Giantkiller. This was country that Kel knew, though the trees were



bare and the ground clothed in snow and ice. They were entering the patrol area she had covered the
year before with Third Company. This was hard land, with little farming soil. Any wedth came from the
fur trade, slver mines, logging and fishing. They might have trouble feeding themsaves if supply trains
didn't arrive. On the bright sSide, the enemy would have even more trouble saying fed, with the mighty
Vassa River a ther backs to cut off supplies from Scanra.

Some daylight remained when they reached Fort Giantkiller. Ke saw many changes. The fort had
been turned from a quickly built home for a company of over one hundred into a fortress with two
endrding walls. An abatis had been inddled on the outer wal: a number of logs sharpened on the
forward end, planted in the sde of the ditch. They made a thorny barrier that horses would baulk at
trying to jump. Watchtowers now stood at each corner of the inner wal. The Tortalan flag snapped in
the wind. Below it flapped the commanding officer's banner, arearing black dog with a black sword in its
paws on a white fidd bordered in gold: the arms of Fef Caval. Beow it were the flags of the amy
brigade charged with the defence of the didtrict.

Insde, Kel saw even more changes. Third Company's tents were gone, replaced by two-storey log
buildings. Giantkiller now housed at least five hundred men, their horses and supplies. Lord Wyldon had
taken command of the didrict even as K and Lord Raoul had ridden south for her Ordedl. He must
have rushed to get dl his troops decently housed before winter put a stop to most outdoor work.

"Kd, Kd!" someone cried. A stocky young man barrdled into her, flinging strong arms around her to
give her a crushing squeeze.

"Mithros save us, 1'd forgotten the Brat,” Quinden muttered behind Kdl.

Kd looked down aninchinto a familiar round face and laughed. Owen of Jesdaw's grey eyes blazed
with ddight; a grin revedled wide-spaced front teeth. His cap of brown curls tumbled over his forehead.
As Wyldon's sguire, he wore his magter's badge and colours. "We knew you couldn't hold the border
aone, so we came to lend a hand," she said as he released her. Owen's wild courage was a byword
among the pages and squires, he would throw himsdf into a fight even when he was outnumbered.

"Ned, you came” Owen cried as he crouched to scraich the glegful Jump's lone ear. Sparrows
swirled around his head as he did so, cheeping ther own welcome. "Merric, Seaver, Esmond, youre
herel” He looked up, saw Duke Baird, and straightened abruptly. "My lord duke, welcome to Fort
Giantkiller," he said with a graceful bow. "Forgive my inattention. If | may take your mount, your grace?"

"Mithros save us, the Stump broke himto bridle Nea said, his voice dry as he dismounted. "I thought
it was impossible.”

"Do not let me catch that nickname on your lips as long as you are under the man's command,” Duke
Bard told Ned gernly as he gave his reins to Owen. "You owe him the appearance of respect, not to
mention proper obedience.”

Ned met his father's gaze, scowled, then bowed dlently. Owen whisled softly; Kel, too, was
astounded. She had thought nothing could make Neal back down so quickly.

"'Scuse me, lady.” Kd turned. There stood Tobe with Hoshi's reinsin one hand. "Il take 'im now."

Ké gave Peachblossom's reins to Tobe. "Check his hooves, please?' she asked.

"Yes lady," the boy said. He headed towards the stables, gdding and mare in tow.

"Who was that?' The shocked whisper came from Owen. Ke glanced a himt her friend stared
gape-jawed a Tobe. "Did you see that? He just - Peachblossom! He just took Peachblossom, and
Peachblossom went!™"

Ke amiled. "That's Tobe," she explained. "Heis good with horses.”

Duke Baird cleared his throat. "Did my lord Wyldon say what was to be done with us?' he enquired
tactfully. A proper squire would have budtled the duke away at the firg opportunity. Kel was relieved
thet Lord Wyldon hadn't changed Owen completely.

"Your grace, forgive me" Owen sad with a deep bow. "My lord is out riding patrol yet, but | am to



show you where you will deep, and ask if you will dine with him later. To the knights who accompany
you -" he bowed to the group that stood behind the duke and Kel - "he sends greetings. Lukin will show
you to your quarters -" he beckoned a soldier forward - "and lead you to supper when you choose. My
lord asks you to remain in the officers mess hdl after supper. He will send for you to talk of your
assgnments™

Lukin bowed and beckoned; other soldiers swarmed forward to take charge of the newcomers. Ke,
Jump and the sparrows followed them as Owen guided Duke Baird to headquarters.

Over supper with the officersin their mess hdl, the knights got some idea of what they would face
when the fighting began. So interesting was the talk that Kel didn't redize immediady that Owen came
from time to time to lead knights from the mess hdl. When he gathered up three a once, she redized he
was taking them to Wyldon for orders.

Ke watched as Owen led the knights away. The men's backs were draight under their tunics, ther air
busnedike as they eft. Were any afraid? she wondered. Did they have unsettled dreams of war, as she
did? Were any hoping for a post in afortified place with orders that kept them from battle? Some would
get part of the didrict to guard, with squads of soldiers to command and a samdl fort to build. Others
would go to Wyldon's new fortress between Giantkiller and Steadfast, to the town of Riversedge or to
the castles, to be placed under a senior commander. Some would remain here.

Owen came for Quinden, Seaver and Esmond, then for Neal and Merric. Suddenly Kd redized that
she was the lagt newly-arrived knight to be caled. A fig clenched in her bely. She didnt like this. She
didnt likeit a dl.

Wyldon of Cavdl had not wanted a girl page. He thought that femdes had no place in battle, Alanna
the Lioness and lady knights of the past notwithstanding. He had wanted to send Kel home, then
shocked everyone, induding himsdf, when held alowed her to day after a year's probation. Once he'd
decided she would remain, held taught her as thoroughly as he taught the boys. But he had aso sad,
often, that girls didn't belong in combat, even if they did have good combat skills Doubt entered Kd's
heart. What if he planned to keep her safe with hm?

She hadn't become a knight to be safe.

Owen came for her a last. She followed him across the torchlit yard between mess hdl and
headquarters, her feet crunching the ice that rimmed the ruts in the ground. Surely if Wyldon planned to
gve Kd a safe assgnment, Owen would know and warn her. Owen was a terible liar, even when he
lied by omisson. Instead he bubbled over with plans. Before he entered Wyldon's office and announced
her, he'd predicted that they'd send the Scanrans back to their longhouses in a trice. Leaving her with his
knight-master, he closed the door behind him.

Ingde Wyldon's office, Kd studied her old traning master. The crows feet around Wyldon's hard,
dark eyes had deepened, as had the lines at the corners of hisfirm, well-carved mouth. The scar that ran
from the corner of his right eye into his short cropped hair was puffy, which meant it probably ached in
the night's raw damp. If it hurt, then certainly the arm that had aso been savaged by a killer winged horse
cdled a hurrok would be in pain, too.

Siver gleamed in the har a Wyldon's temples. His bad pate shone in the light of a globe spdled by
mages to cast steady light. Wyldon's skin was chapped, like everyone else's, by northern weather. His
cream wool shirt was neat and plain, as was the brown quilted tunic he wore. Kel knew his breeches and
boots would aso be made for warmth and comfort, not elegance.

"Have a sedt, lady knight," he said. "Wine? Or gpple juice?"

Ke st inthe char before his desk. Despite her fear of what was coming, she was deeply pleased that
this man she respected used her new title. "Apple juice, please, my lord." Recently she had found that
wine or liquor gave her ferocious, nauseous headaches. She was happy to give up spirits, she hadn't liked
the loose, careless fedings they gave her.

Wyldon poured cups for both of them, then raised hisin a toast. “To your shied.”



Kd amiled. "To my fine indructors,” she replied. They both spped. The juice, touched with spices,
was very good.

Wyldon leaned back in his chair. "I won't dance about,” he said. "I'm giving you the hardest assgnment
of any knight inthis digtrict. | think you will hete it, and perhaps me."

Kd's skin tingled. So the news was bad. She set her cup on his desk and straightened. "My lord?!

"Gengrd Vanget has asked me to build and gaff a refugee camp in addition to the new fort. As soon
asit's ready, well take about three hundred refugees, dl ages, from Tirrsmont, Anak's Eyrie, Riversedge,
Goatstrack village and outlying digtricts. About two hundred more will arrive once fighting begins. Maybe
seven hundred indl by summer's end.” He reached for a map of the countryside before him and tapped it
with a blunt forefinger. "The only ground | can get for it is an open piece of ek-dung valey between Fief
Tirrsmont and Anak's Eyrie, on the Greenwoods River. There's the river for water, and flat ground for
planting if no one expects to grow more than enough to survive. There's fortified high ground now, and
troops to defend it. My new fort, Madtiff, will be here, on the other sde of these hills Well patrol as
much as we can, to keep Scanrans from getting very far, but there's just too much empty ground and too
much forest to plug dl our gaps.”

Kel nodded. From her experience the year before, she knew how easy it was for the enemy to dip by
Tortal's defenders.

"I tried to get land farther south,” Wyldon continued. "The nobles there say they pity the refugees and
send old clothes, tools, perhaps some grain, but they don't want dl those extra mouths on their lands,
hunting their game.”

So her worgt fears were true. He didn't want her in combat. Instead she was relegated to the
protection of refugees. It wasn't right. She had more red fighting experience than any firs-year knight,
even Nedl. If she had to wait to pursue the mysterious Blayce and his guard dog, Stenmun, she wanted to
spend that time fighting.

She swalowed hard to fight off the urge to cry, then cleared her throat. A knight didn't complain. A
knight did her duty even when the duty was distasteful. Even when everyone would say Wyldon had so
little confidence in her that he was tucking her away behind the front lines.

"Who's to command this place, Sr?' she asked, forcing her voice to reman even, her festures smooth
and cam.

Wyldon raised his brows. "You are."
For amoment her ears fdt very strange. That feding promptly spread to the rest of her. "Forgive me,
my lord, but - | could have sworn that you said | will be in command.”

" did." Wyldon's eyes were direct. "It's work, Mindelan. Haf of the men | can spare to build and
guard the camp are convicts. They agreed to fight if we took them from the quarries and mines. They
mug be watched and further trained. All have mage marks to expose them as convictsif they run, so you
shouldn't worry about desertions, unless they're fool enough to go to Scanra. The other hdf of the men |
could find" - he shrugged - "I did my best."

Kd looked a her hands as thoughts tumbled wildly in her head. She voiced the firg thought that came
to mind. "I expected to serve under an experienced warrior. In combat.”

"You are more ussful with the refugees. You will have advisers. Duke Bard will resde with you
temporarily, to hep in matters both medicd and socid,” Wyldon said drily.

Panic rosein her chest. "Sir, I'm only eighteen; | don't know anything about refugee camps! Everyone
saysit, firg-year knights are so green, we're better off ploughed and planted with something useful!™

"You are not atypicd fird-year," Wyldon replied firmly. "The Knight Commander of the King's Own
trained you in matters like supply, the building and defence of a fort, and how to command. You helped
him to recruit new personnd for the Own, and he says your work in supply and logigtics is superior.”

The words fdl out before Kedl could stop them: "He dso trained me for battle." About to gpologize,



ghe closed her lipstightly. She had meant it.

Wyldon rubbed his bad arm, staring into the distance for a long moment before he said, "If this were
last summer's war, | wouldn't expect much danger. Raids don't get far without help. But this isn't last
summer's war. The border will vanish. King Maggur wants to keep the ground he takes. There is no safe
zone within a hundred miles of the border. Youll see combat. | guarantee that.”

Kd met Wyldon's eyes with hers. "Sir, youll have forts and patrols close to the Vassa - between me
and the enemy. | 4ill fed like you're trying to keep me safe. That's not why | became a knight.”

Wyldon sighed, levered himsdlf out of his chair, and went to the door. "Come with me”

Outside, Wyldon led the way to alarge building near the rear wall. 1ts windows, covered with hides to
keep out the wesether, leaked hits of light. Wyldon found the door and entered, Kd on his hedls.

The large building was filled with sound: conversation, babies and children's crying, the clatter of
wood. Rows of three-tiered bunk beds lined the walls. There were lofts overhead on either side, with
ralings to keep anyone from fdling to the ground floor. Rope strung across the open space between them
hed drying laundry. Bags of winter fruits, garlic, bundles of dried herbs, and vegetables dso hung from
therals The ar was filled with the scent of rardy washed human, burned food, cooking fat and animd
urine. Cats and dogs hid in the shadows, lay on the beds, or played with anyone who would bother. At
the far end of the barracks a giant hearth provided warmth and cooking fire.

Silence fdl as the door closed behind Kd and Wyldon. Those people closest to them went quiet,
daing at the digtrict commander and his tdl companion. Face after face turned, haf hidden by shadow,
fitfully lit by lamps or hearth fire. Children and adults appeared between gaps in the loft ralings to see
why the room below had gone ill.

"If you've come to share supper, my lord, we've none to spare,”" announced a womean by the fire. "We
ateit dl and could have eaten more."

She waked forward. There had been more of her once, from the way her stained red wool dress hung
on her stocky body. Her eyes were brown and heavy-lidded, the eyes of someone who had seen hard
times. Age had scored deep lines around her nose and mouth. Her nose was broad and fleshy at the tip,
her lower lip fuller than the upper, giving her a look of dissatisfaction. A kerchief of black wool kept
reddish-brown hair from her face; a black wool shawl hung from her elbows.

She stopped before Wyldon and Kel. "Giving this pup a look a the unfortunate?' she asked, her
husky voice scornful. " Something for the lad to write home about?!

It seemed the woman thought she was a boy. Kel looked down a her bosom. She wore a quilted

tunic, which hid her amdl breasts, and it had been so long since a knight had worn the double ring on her
badge that most wouldn't know it Sgnified alady knight.

"Good evening, Migress Fanche," Wyldon said courteoudy. "Thisis one of the knights who has come
to defend the border, Lady Knight Keladry of Minddan. Lady Keladry, Fanche Wair."

His voice was loud enough that everyone nearby heard. For a moment there was no sound. Then a
whispered rattle of tak broke out, spreading to fill the room. Kd heard "lady knight" repeated over and
over.

Ke bowed to Fanche, glancing at the woman's Ift ring finger. Fanche wore a ring of black braid: she
was a widow.

"Fanche's husband Gothar was the miller of Goatstrack,” Wyldon explained.

""Was bakes no bread,” Fanche said. "I'm sngle enough now, and I've work to do." She returned to
the hearth to stir whatever smmered in the biggest pot.

"The Scanrans hit Goatstrack last October - burned the mill, killed the miller and their daughters”
explaned Wyldon softly. "Thirty-seven dead in the entire village. Fanche mustered those who remained
and got them here, fighting Scanrans the whole distance. She saved fifty-eight lives”

"She's a handful, that one," commented the man who now stood by Wyldon's elbow. He was shorter



then Kdl, unshaven, with ears that stuck out and an impish glint in his blue eyes. He was going bad in an
unfortunate way, losng strands of brown hair in dumps, giving his crown the look of a fidd gone to
weeds. He was weathered, the sun having put deep crows feet by his eyes and two long creases down
ather cheek. Like Fanche - likedl the refugees - he wore clothes that would fit someone with more meet
on his bones. He stood casudly, hands dug into his pockets. "Gods, | love a tough woman,” he admitted.

"You have your work cut out with her,” Wyldon said with a chuckle.
"Oh, well, | like work," the maen replied.

Kd, sartled, looked from him to Wyldon. Her training master aways stood on dignity; Nedl's epithet
"the Sump" was judtified. Never had she heard Wyldon laugh or joke. Never had she seen him amile for
amusament's sake, as he did now.

He's happy, she redized, stunned. Traning us - tha was his duty. But he didnt like it. He's
comfortable here, in the dirt and the cold, with people to defend.

"Keadry of Minddan, thisis Saefas Ploughman,” Wyldon said. "He's a trapper.”

The man bowed. "Not from Goatstrack, so I've had little time to wear her down,” he said with a grin.
"Theway Squire Owen telsit, milady, you're ten feet tal and eat ogres.”

Ke amiled. She could see that Owen would like this man. "I shrank in my lagt hot bath,” she replied.
"I'm very disheartened by it."

People came over to be introduced. So did others as word spread that the redlm's second femde
knight was present. They spoke to Wyldon, asking for news as they eyed Kel. All bore the sgns of hard
times clothes that were too loose, ragged and stained; skin that had once covered more flesh. Thar eyes
were haunted by family and friends who were dead, crippled, endaved or missing.

At lagt Wyldon bade the refugees goodnight and led Kel back to headquarters. Inside he kndlt to poke
up thefire. "l hear you have a new servant.”

"Yesdr," Ke replied. She watched the play of firdight over Wyldon's features. "You took me there
because you wanted me to fed badly for them, enough that | would take the command. But dl you have
to do is order me"

"Sometimesiit's better to have understanding than obedience,” Wyldon informed her. He got to his feet
with a grimace. "' know thisis not what you wanted. No matter what | say, you and others will think this
isa dunghegp assgnment.”.

He sat in a chair and mationed for Kel to St opposite him. She did so gratefully. The long day's ride
and the time standing with the refugees had made her ache.

"The truth is, you are the only one | can trust to do this job properly,” Wyldon explained. "You care
enough about commoners to do the task well. | did consder Queenscove, but he is much too far. He
shares his sarcasm and hisinghility to abide fools with dl, regardless of rank. If they didn't kill him within
two weeks, I'd have to seeif he was drugging their water." He winced as he flexed the hand on his bad
am. "Anyone esewill order them about, create more resentment and turn the place into a shambles - or
pursue his own amusements and leave them to get into trouble.”

Kd rubbed her face. He was right. She'd heard her peers opinions of commoners, had been accused
of caring too much about them. Not so long ago she had learned that the maximum punishment given to a
noble who'd arranged the kidnapping of another noble's servant was afine, to compensate for the loss of
the servant's work. That lawv was being changed, but there were others like it. A noble owed a duty to
those who served him, but such duty was not glorious. Fairness and consideration were unnecessary; the
dfars and pride of commoners were unimportant. The noble who worried too much about them was
somehow weak. Kd knew her world. Her respect for common blood was a raity. Her father's
grandparents were merchants. Every branch of their family save his were dill merchants to the bone.
Perhaps it was ds0 because her parents, as diplomats, were so used to seeing other points of view,
foreign or Tortdlan, that they had passed their attitudes on to their children.



She aso knew Wyldon was right about Nedl.
"WdI?" her former training master enquired. "Will you do this, Keladry of Minddan?'

Blayce! she thought, suddenly panicked. The Nothing Man! If I'm pinned to a camp, how will | find
him? How will | stop him?

She remembered those thin faces in the barracks, child and adult dike. She remembered the courtyard
a Tirrsmont, crammed with people. Looking a Wyldon, she saw trugt in his face, the face of a man she
respected as much as she did her father and Lord Raoul.

Ke sghed. "I'll do it, my lord."
Her firg task was to choose basic supplies. Wyldon cautioned her not to get greedy. The next morming

he sent Owen with her to write down her choices. When they reached the storehouse, Kd stopped to
look at her unusudly quiet friend. Owen wouldn't meet her eyes.

She put her hand under his chin, startled to fed the scrape of newly shaved whiskers, and made him
look at her. "You didn't know," she said.

Owen grimaced. Words tumbled from his mouth: "Ked, | swear | didnt! He told me this morning. He -
he apologized, for kegping something important from me, he said, pecidly when | have to learn about
meking camps like this, but he said you'd see it on my face, and he wanted to tak to you firs. Kd, if |
knew, I'd've argued him out of it. Well, I'd've tried to," he amended as Ke took her hand away from his
chin. "He's hard to argue with. But | would've tried! I'm so sorry!™

Ke grinned. "Of course he wouldnt tdl you," sheinformed him. "Y ou're the worst liar | know, even if
you're just not saying anything. Y ou ought to fed virtuous, that he knows you can't lie"

"I fed like afalure™ Owen confessed. "A true friend would have found out and warned you."

"How?' Kel asked reasonably, leading the way into the storehouse. "Search his papers? That's hardly
proper. And what could | have done if you'd told me? Run off? Stop fussng.” She opened the shutters,
admitting the morning light so they could see the rows of goods. Her sparrows flew in. Some perched on
Owen; others zipped around the stacked supplies, asif taking their own inventory.

"But Kel, making you a, anursemad!" protested Owen, sroking a mae sparrow's black collar with a
gentle finger. "When you're a better warrior than anybody but my lord! And Lord Raoul, and the
Lioness" he added, belatedly remembering that there might be others Ke would think were better. "It's
just not right!"

"My lord says I'll see plenty of fighting," Kel told him.

Owen studied her for along moment. Whatever he sought in her face, he seemed to find it. "Anything
you want me to do, Kel, you let me know," he told her serioudy. He gripped her am for a moment, then
let go. "Anything | can do to hdp.”

For a moment they looked a one another, Owen's gaze firm, Kel's thoughtful. HE's growing up, she
thought, surprised. And he's growing up well.

She patted his shoulder, then surveyed the storehouse. "For now | need a quartermaster,” she sad
casudly. They might never talk about what had just passed, but nather would they forget it. "Someone
who can say what's reasonable to draw for my people.”

"Beright back,” Owen promised, and trotted out the door.

Tobe and Jump camein as he left, Tobe directing a scowl a Owen's back. "l can do anything he might
do," Tobe informed Kd.

She clasped his shoulder, amused and yet flattered. "1 need you for other things, Tobe," she informed
him. "Weve alot of work ahead."



4

KEL TAKES COMMAND

With the men who had built the camp - soldiers, convict soldiers and refugees - adready in residence,
Ke saw no reason to linger a Fort Giantkiller. She needed a thorough view of her new home and its
surroundings before the bulk of her charges arrived. Once they did, she would be short on time.

Two days after her arriva a Giantkiller, she left a the head of a train that included Duke Baird, Lord
Wyldon, Neal, Merric and Owen, as wdl as the supplies she had taken with the quartermaster's
gpprova. She had been disconcerted to find that Neal, the camp's heder, and Merric, ther patrol
captain, would technically be under her command. Ned didn't seem to mind, but Neal never reacted like
mogt people. On the other hand, she would have to be extra careful with Merric. She wasn't sure that
she would like being under the command of one of her year-mates.

Once the train was assembled, Giantkiller's defenders opened the gates of the inner and outer wals.
Lord Wyldon gave the 9gnd, and they rode out in a rumble of hooves, the jingle of harnesses, and the
creak of wagon wheds.

A pure, beautiful voice rosein the crigp ar, snging an old northern song about the waking of the sun.
Startled, Kel looked for the snger. It was Tobe, his face dight as he sang. A deeper voice joined his,
then others: the song was a common one, though the words might vary from region to region. Above the
baritone, bass and tenor voices of the men and older boys soared Tobe's perfect soprano. Even Kd,
Wyldon and Baird sang, their voices soft. Only Ned scowled at his saddle horn, ill not awake.

Giantkiller's refugees clustered around the gate to watch them go. Fanche had been quite vocd when
she had learned who was to command ther new home. The kindest phrase shéd used was
"wet-behind-the-ears southerner”. If the gods were good, perhaps Fanche would change her mind. If
they weren't, Kel would have along time to get the formidable woman to accept her.

"When people tdl me a knight's job is dl glory, | laugh, and laugh, and laugh,” Lord Raoul had once
told Kel. "Sometimes | can stop laughing before they edge away and talk about soothing drinks.”

She knew what he meant.

Stll, when Tobe started the next song, about the stlag who met the Goddess as Maiden, Kd sang
adong.

April was a chancy month in the north. Normaly, few Tortallans would try to build or march here until
May, but the news of King Maggur's arriva on the throne had forced their hand. Kd had plenty of time
to observe the once-familiar countryside while the men wrestled the wagons out of one muddy dip after
another. It took her alittie while to place the landmarks. she had been here lagt in the summer, when the
woods and hills were dive with birds, animas and insects. Now it was cold and grim. Patches of snow
lay under the groves of pine trees, but here and there she could see a courageous green bud or sprouit.
Some of the hardier songbirds were returning from the south. Those birds who had stayed through the
winter perched on tree limbs and in hollows, waiting for things to warm up.

Between Fort Giantkiller and Kél's future home was a series of rocky hills one or two of which might
actudly be caled a mountain. The road was tucked deep between them, enough so that once they
reached it, they were on solid frozen ground again. They lost no more time pulling their wagons from the
mud.

On the far gde of the hills they found the next valey dso dotted with patches of mdting snow and
heavy stretches of pines and newly budding trees. They kept to the road until Wyldon pointed something
out to Kel. She raised her spyglass, a gift from Lady Alanna, to her eye and looked. There, on a rise of
perhaps twenty feet, stood alog paisade. That wasit: her firs command. Men and dedges moved dong
the road that dlimbed diagondly across the face of the rise, bringing in logs. Every ten feet dong the top



of the wdl stood guardsin regular amy maroon, each wearing a conica hem, each carrying a bow. The
travdlers heard a digant horn cdl: they'd been spotted.

Wyldon's trumpeter replied with the cdl that Sgndled they were friends.

Ked continued to eye her new home. Above the fort she saw the Tortdlan flag, a Slver blade and
crown on aroyd blue fidd. Suddenly another flag dimbed up the magt from insde the fort until it flew
just below the nationd banner. It was a square of dusty blue with a double border of cream and blue.
The device a its centre was familiar: grey owl and cream glaives bordered in gold. It was Ké's own
inggnia, the flag of the commander of the fort.

She lowered her spyglass and took her time as she collgpsed it and set it just so into its pouch until her
legping emations were under control. Who at the camp would have known she was coming, and gone to
the trouble to create aflag for her?

Asthe supply train drew closer, they saw the Greenwoods River a the base of the high ground. The
ice was breaking up, the water cold and swift as it tore chunks away. The river was a little over twenty
feet wide, Kd judged it to be normdly fifteen feet deep a most. The soring melt-water would keep it
high and swift for now.

They crossed the Greenwoods on a sturdy wooden bridge. It was the only one Kd saw in ather
direction. She looked at it before they crossed. Hat black discs caled mage blasts were fixed on the
piles and the underdgde of the bracing planks. Even a non-mage could make the things explode by
snapping the thin, flat piece of wood that was the key to the spdll. The blasts would then drop the bridge,
and anyone on it, into the river.

As amodt, this was farly good. No enemy would be able to cross the Greenwoods within miles of the
camp as long as the spring floods continued. Kel had spent the previous night studying the maps of her
new command. In summer the river could be forded, but only ten miles upstiream and thirty miles
downstream. She devoutly hoped the army could stop the enemy by then.

Thar company rode up the doping road around to the north face of the camp: the river-moat
protected the gateless eastern and southern sides of the enclosure. Rocky, inhospitable hills gave some
protection to the west. North towards the forest was a squad of ten soldiers guarding a dedge piled with
logs. The sounds of hammers and saws grew louder as they reached the top and the large gates swung
open. Remembering her last encounter with a hammer, Kel winced and entered the camp.

The great expanse of open ground indde the wals was a mess of churned mud, crates, plank
wakways and equipment in between raw wooden platforms that looked to be floors for future barracks.
Ke noted awdl on her Ieft and another on her right, both covered with wooden lids. Near the right-hand
wdl stood a barracks with the army's flag hung over the door and a large stable behind it. Beyond those
stood two long, wooden two-storey buildings and a third that was nearly complete. These would house
the refugees.

On her |eft, beside the gate, was the guard shack. Beyond it, in front of the other wdl, stood a
two-storey headquarters that would serve as office and residence for her, Ned, Merric, Tobe and, for
now, Duke Baird. She checked the hdf-finished building behind it on her camp map. It would be the
infirmary, big enough to serve ther sck or wounded. Behind that was a second low building, a
woodshed for the infirmary and the mess hdl and cookhouse near the centre of the camp. Againg the
rear wal Kel noted storage sheds and what was unmistakably a latrine. According to her map, this one
could segt ten at atime.

Ground space for future buildings was marked by pegs and ribbon or, in some places, complete
wooden floors. The flagpole rose & the very centre of the camp, with four sets of double stocks at its
base. Kd looked up at the flags and shook her head. Her flag looked very brave. She wished she fdt the
same way. She sensed the men's eyes on her as they worked and couldn't help but wonder what they
mede of her.

A man in amy maroon who wore his grey har cropped short trotted down one of the wooden



saircases that led to the walkway lining the upper wall. He strode briskly dong planks lad on the mud to
hdt before Lord Wyldon. Kd noted the newcomer wore a ydlow band on each arm, embroidered with
crossed black swords, aregular amy captain'singgnia

He came to attention before Wyldon and sduted. "My lord."

Wyldon returned the salute and began the introductions. " Captain Hobard Elbridge, | present his grace
Duke Baird of Queenscove, chief of the royd heders”" Elbridge bowed and Wyldon continued: "Lady
Knight Keladry of Mindelan, who will relieve you here as commander, Sr Nedlan of Queenscove, who
will be camp hedler, and Sir Merric of Hollyrose, in charge of camp security.”

The cagptain bowed to each of them. Looking around, he found a man who wore a sergeant's black
crde and dot on his armbands and beckoned him over. "Your grace, my lord Wyldon, sr knights,
Sergeant Landwin here will take charge of your things and show you where you're to deep.”

Ke watched the men follow the sergeant, wishing she didn't fed so bereft as they disappeared into
headquarters. "Lady knight, what would you have us do here?' Elbridge enquired. "Will you address the
men? Tour what we have? Review the country? | have keys to give you, of course, and | must familiarize
you with the state of affairs here. The camp is unnamed. We thought to leave that to you."

Ke dismounted from Hoshi to hide her confuson. Wyldon had given her no advice about how to
actudly take command, and this man seemed determined to dump everything into her lap a once. "How
long are you with us, Captain Elbridge?'

"It's my hope to ride on to the new fort in the morning, milady,” he said, his face unreadable, "but of
course I'll stay as long as you have need of me"

Ke looked around. The soldiers had come to take charge of the horses and supply wagons, leading
the free mounts towards the stable and directing the drivers of the wagons to the storehouses. Only Tobe
remained with Peachblossom and the packhorse assigned to Kel by the Crown. The sparrows and Jump
rode on the packhorse, watching Kel and the captain with dmaost humean intensity.

"Is there any time during the day when the men are dl assembled?' Kd asked. "Supper-time,
perhaps?"

"Aye milady. Lunch most of them take where they work."

Ke passed Hoshi'sreins to Tobe. "You may as wel tend the horses, Tobe, and bring my things to my
quarters.

"Vey good, my lady," he said, bowing in the saddle before he accepted Hoshi's rein.

Somebody gave him lessons in manners, Kel thought, amused, before she looked at Elbridge again.
"Why don't we tour the camp and you tdl me how things are” she suggested. "Let the men work
unhindered - there's time enough to talk at supper.”

Elbridge fumbled at his belt until what looked like a amdl bundle of sticks came free in his hand.
Bowing, he offered them to Kel. "Lady knight, | surrender this camp to you. Here are the keys to the
mege blagts.”

She blinked for a moment, then accepted the sticks. Each was strung on a leather thong, secured to a
ring, and labelled with the location of its mage blast. Now she done could set off the blasts that would
explode and drop the bridge into the river.

"And here are the keys to this place." Elbridge gave Kd an iron ring. More conventiond keys dangled
from it. "Allow me to show you where they are used.”

She had not expected the place to be so big, or that so much work would aready be done. She said
as much to her escort.

"They did it indgde, most of it," the captain explained as they waked through the soldiers barracks.
"Cobbled the floors together in sectionsin a barn at a homestead nearby - the house was burned, but we
could use the barn. They worked dl winter, planing boards, whittling pegs, cutting shingles, meking nails
These northmen are the fastest woodworkers I've lad eyes on. They say they're used to it, just not so



much a one time"

Outsde, he led her towards the flagpole. "That long key's for the stocks," he said, painting them out.
They framed the pole, with room for two men on each. Two yards beyond them was a flogging post.
"Here's another symboal of your office” he explained, handing over a cowhide whip. Kel nearly dropped
it in her distaste, but hid her fedings behind her very best Yamani mask. She didn't want to fed the
lecther in her hand, so she hung it from her dagger hilt.

"These convict soldiers, they need a touch of the lash,” the captain informed her. "It's the only thing
they understand.”

"Will they fight?' Kel asked as they walked on.

"If they don't want to end up collared and on the march back to Scanra they will," he replied. "They
know it. | trained them and the builders on weapons this winter, same as my own men. The convicts
wespons are locked up in headquarters unless there's need. | don't know about Sr Nedlan as a hedler,
but tdl him he can't let them come whining to him whenever they've a scratch. These prisoners take any
excuse to get off work, and they love it when the hedler's a soft touch.”

With every word Kd didiked the man more and more. Obvioudy he was good & his job. The proof
was everywhere she looked. His manner itched her, though. He didn't talk about others as if they were
human, only animasto be driven.

"Therés so much room,” she commented as he pointed out the pens where livestock was kept and the
ground that would serve the cookhouse as a amd| garden. "I didn't understand from the map just how
much space we have."

"It1l fill up soon, with dvilians bringing their clutter and animas” the captain replied. "But it's true weve
more to work with than we thought last autumn. That's Master SAmdlin's doing. My lord was showing
him this place, saying how it was the best |ocation for a camp. Master Sdmdin opens his mouth and says
- something, | don't know what." The captain shuddered. "It - it made my bones ache. The ground close
to the hills it dropped about fifty feet. And the ground here starts risng up like an inchworm crawls.
Suddenly we've twice the high ground to build on as we had before. Mages." Elbridge shook his head.
"Veay wel, you can see weve storage sheds enough, and the latrines beyond.” He led her through the
rest of the camp. Stopping at its rear, he asked, "Have you questions?"

"Not redly,” Kd told him. "I would like to go over the wdls, if you don't mind.”

Elbridge looked at her, his face impossble to read. "These northern woodsmen know what they're
doing, lady knight."

"I'm sure they do," she replied palitdy. "I just want aful view."

She circled the camp once indde the wal on the ground, testing the trees that formed it, finding them
hard and sound. The gate was dso very wdl built, and would take plenty of battering, if it came to that.
She went to the firg set of stairs and dimbed to the top, not looking at the open ar outsde the rail. At
the end of her page term she had conquered her fear of heights, at least as far as being able to dimb
without either freezing or vomiting. Still, she would never like them.

On the wakway, she ingpected its boards. They were as sound as the wdl itsdf, and placed low
enough that the top of the wal would give her soldiers protection from enemy archers.

Since the guards were there, the captain introduced them. Ke shook hands with each man, looking
hmin the eye. Whispers ran the dircuit of the wal but Kd refused to try to hear what was beng said.
She had been through this before, too. These men would respect her, or not, over time. There was
nathing she could do now to win them over. She didn't even try, beyond a amile and a firm handshake.
She was respongible for their lives, not ther affections. Did it scare them to know a green girfl was in
charge here? Or did they fed safe thisfar from the border?

She did not fed sdfe, for dl that this was awdl-built refuge. She knew the heavy forests that ranged on
ather Sde of the Greenwoods River north of the camp. Last summer had taught her just how many of the



enamy could sneak by in such forests. This strong camp might not be enough.

It dl depended on the Scanrans, thar numbers, thair dlies and their strange magic tha turned chain,
iron-coated bone and iron sheets into killing devices. K wouldn't be able to guard hundreds of dvilians
with the forty soldiers Wyldon had promised her. The refugees had to be trained to fight, not just the
men, but the women, even the older children. Her next shipment of supplies had to include wegpons if the
refugees had none of their own.

Ina day or two sheéd dart riding the country until she knew it like her pam. Sheld make sure the
refugees and soldiers knew it, too. Standing over the gate, she stared blankly into the distance as she
made plans. They'd have to know the roads and trails to Forts Madtiff, Steadfast and Giantkiller, and
their escape routes to the south. She was lucky to have loca people indde her wals They'd know the
hidden and not-so-hidden trails, bogs, pitfdls and canyons around here, as wdl as the best hunting and
fihing aress.

She redized the captain was spegking. "What? I'm sorry, Captain Elbridge. | was thinking."

A corner of his mouth twitched - in amusement or scorn? wondered Kel. "l was asking if the lady
knight had chosen aname" Elbridge repested.

"A name for what?' Kl asked, looking at him blankly.

"This place. We cdl it 'this miserable mudpit', but my lady will be living here. It's your privilege to name
it as you like" explained the captain.

Ke turned, her hands jammed into her breeches pockets, and surveyed her command. Men crawled
over beams, hammered, sawed, unloaded wagons, cdled out to each other, vigted the latrines. Wyldon,
Baird, Ned and Merric were emerging from headquarters. She glanced at the road below: here came the
dedge with its military guard and its load of cut trees.

"I suppose 'Mudpit' is alittle depressing,” she admitted. "I'll have to think about it."

The captain bowed. "Very good, milady."

They descended the dtairs near the guard shack as the gates svung open. The dedge made its dow
way indde the walls

"I see you've conducted your firg ingpection,” Wyldon said to Kdl. "What do you think?'

"Captain Elbridge has done far more than | could imagine” Ke said honestly. For a hard, cold fish,
she thought. "I'll be hard put to keep up his good work." As soon as I've thrown his whip into the
compost heap, whereitll be of use, she added dlently.

"Weve plenty of work to do in the infirmary,” Duke Baird said. "But I've seen the plans. It looks

Elbridge shrugged. "It's these northern woodsmen. If they could find away to eat trees aswdl as work
them, they'd be rich men. Siill, | confess, I'll be pleased to be working only with soldiers again. These
dvilians are too contrary for my taste.”

He, Baird and Wyldon turned away to discuss matters rdating to the new Fort Madtiff, while Neal and
Merric automaticaly looked at Kel. "l fed as ready for dl this as a babe who picks up a sword,” Merric
sad with atwisted smile. "Of course, Ned isready - "

"Mithros save us, theyll dlow just any freek of nature up here, wont they?' a familiar mde voice
proclamed. Kel, Merric and Ned turned to see the speaker. One of the dedge guards, a tdl,
broad-shouldered young man, dismounted from his horse. Bright blue eyes blazed and a broad grin
flashed in a face splattered with mud. Under other mud Kel could see the familiar tunic, chain mal and
armband of a sergeant in the King's Own. "Meathead!" he called, handing hisreins to a guard. "They sent
you out with no keeper?’

Ned laughed and strode forward to hug the dightly taller man despite the mud. Kd dmogt ran to the
newcomer as wel, remembering just in time that a commander couldn't throw hersdf a an old friend.
She knew Domitan of Masbolle, Ned's cousn and a sergeant of the King's Own, very wdl indeed.



They'd become friends during her four years with the King's Own. She'd had aterrible, unreturned, crush
on him -he was handsome, mud or no.

Nedl pushed Dom away. "Insubordinatel” he scoffed. "That's Sr Meathead, to you. What have you
been doing, chasing mudhoppers?'

"It's a skin trestment. I've got so chapped here in the north,” retorted Dom. He turned to Kel and
bowed. "Lady knight," he said, and straightened with awide grin. "You did it. We knew you would."

Ke reached out her hand; they clasped forearms, Dom squeezing hers tightly before he let go.

Another voice sounded out. "Squire Kd - | mean, lady knight!" The other men who'd been guarding
the dedge came over. Kd chearfully shook hands with each of them, Dom's squad in the King's Own.
One hot day the previous summer, at a place cdled Forgotten Well, she had commanded these men after
an arrow-shot had put Dom out of action. Both Wolset and Fulcher now wore mud-splashed armbands
with the circle mark for a corporal. Dom had lost one corporal before held been wounded, the second
was killed after Kd took command. Sheld given Wolset a fidd promotion to corpora for keeping his
head, and Dom had confirmed it. Two of the other 9x men before her she did not know. They smply
bowed to her and stayed back, watching with interest.

"What are you doing here, anyway?' she asked Dom when the grestings were over.

"Lord Wyldon asked for one of our squads to work here till the place is finished, snce we've been in
the area dmog a year. It's just coincidence that my boys got tapped,” Dom told her. "Have you seen
Giantkiller? Just when we got the place dl fixed up, the regular army kicked us out. | bet they ruined dl
of our chair cushions.”

"I noticed a sad lack of taste," Ned saidinhisusud drawl, "but | figured it was left over from when the
King's Own lived there.”

Dom grinned, then looked at Kel. "Do you like your flag?' he asked.

She amiled a him with dl the gratitude in her heart. "l loveit," shetold him.

"He don't get all the credit,” Corporal Wolset sad. "It was me that thought of it."
"And you what nearly ruined the embroidering,” retorted Corpora Fulcher.

Dom cleared histhroat. "Here comes command. Well tak later, Lady Kel, Sr Meathead." He waved
his squad back to the dedge. They helped the avilians unload the logs.

"That was friendly,” Merric remarked, folding hisarms.

"They're from Third Company,” Ke sad. "We rode together for four years."

"Dom's squad fought one of the metd killing devices under Kel's command." Nedl's voice sounded
clealy over the racket of nearby hammers and saws. His wry tone told Kd what he thought of her not
mentioning such important specifics. "Dom got shot; they lost two men.”

"And it took dl of us to beat the cursed thing,” Kd retorted, wishing Ned hadn't spoken. It seemed
like bragging, even if it was Neal's comment, not hers.

"You fought one of those things?' Elbridge demanded, hard eyes fixed on Kdl.

She was darting to fed cross. She didn't want to boast. Wolset had trapped the thing's head as the
other men roped its limbs. Sll, she didn't appreciate the captain's disbdief, ether. "Together with
Sergeant Domitan's squad, captain,” she replied, locking her hands behind her back as a reminder to
keep her face and voice bland and palite. "None of us wants to repest it."

"Mithros witness thet,” murmured Duke Baird.

Wyldon and the captain murmured the ritud reply "So mote it be" Ned and Merric just a sylldble

behind them. Ked said nothing. She didn't think anything she said to Mithros on the subject of the killing
devices would stop the war-god from dlowing more of them to swarm over the border that summer.

After lunch, Wyldon, Kd, Meric, the captain, Owen and a squad rode out to view the land
immediatdy around the fort, returning with Elbridge's regular patrol as the sun vanished behind the



western mountains.

Tha night the soldiers who rode with Lord Wyldon took supper in the barracks where they dept.
Those who would reman to guard the camp - recovering wounded men, convicts and such whole
soldiers as Wyldon could spare - took their supper in the mess hdl, together with Dom's squad, and the
dvilian loggers, carpenters, smiths and men-of-all-work. The nobles, Captain Elbridge and Dom shared a
table at one end of the building.

Ligening to the men talk, K&l wished that Dom and his squad were to say dl summer, and not just
because he was easy on the eyes. Cleaned up and wearing a fresh blue tunic, Dom was fair-skinned, with
Nedl's curved brows and that same long nose, wide a the tip. He dso had a relaxed, comfortable charm
that made anyone fed confident. That charm could help to ease Kd's dedings with the men she had to
command. Dom would influence those who believed Kd to be no warrior. Like Raoul, Dom had aways
taken Kd's fighting skills as a matter of course. He would make it clear to any doubters that she pulled
her weight in a fight or a march. She knew that she couldn't depend on Dom, though. Once the red
fighting began, he would return to Fort Steadfast and Raoul.

Over supper, news from the palace and the border was traded. Kel |et the others do the talking as she
sneaked hits of meat to Jump. At last Lord Wyldon pushed his plate away. Duke Baird had finished
some time ago, and Captain Elbridge was nearly done.

"Kdadry,” Wyldon said quietly. "Time"

"Yessr," Kd sad automatically. She extracted hersdlf from her seat between Neal and Meric, then
wiped her hands on a handkerchief. For a moment she nearly forgot and raised her hands to check her

hair, but stopped hersdf in time. 1t would not do for men, who she was to command to see her do
something so feminine when her mind should be on business.

| can't do this, she thought desperately as she took alast swig of apple juice and set down her cup. I'm
eighteen! Someone should be commanding me, not the other way round! Wyldon's trusting me with their
lives, and me with the paint ill wet on my shield...

Somehow her feet and legs carried her down the long rows of men and tables, past Tobe and Saefas
to the open part of the hal. Before her now sat four squads of soldiers, forty men in uniform and about
axty-five avilians who were dl refugees. These were the fird people she had to ded with in her new
position, and they would carry ther impression of her to those who would arrive soon.

Kd looked for something to stand on and found a wooden box. She wiggled it when she put it in
position, just to make sure it could bear her weight. The men, who had watched her come their way,
chuckled quietly.

Kel looked up and amiled. "Theres so much of me" she explained. "It would be undignified if |
stepped on it and it broke."

Another, louder chuckle rose from them. One of the knotsin her chest came undone. Just like the men
of Third Company, they liked ajoke at an officer's expense. Carefully she stepped on to the box: it hed
her. She waited as men set down thar forks and knives.

As ghe waited, she |ooked them over, face by face.

None of them, not even the hedthiest soldier, was untouched by the hard times of recent years. She
recognized the convict soldiers: they bore a siver cirde on ther foreheads. It would shine under hair,
mud or face paint; it could not be cut out with a knife. The only way to remove it was to use spdls that
were caefully guarded by paace magidrates. Even without the mark, Kd would have known the
convicts. They were the thinnest of dl, hollow-eyed and gaunt-cheeked. Right now they looked to be
near exhaugtion from a day of guard duty and unloading wagons.

She would have to feed them up if they were to manage any serious fighting. They were criminds, of
course. They'd no doubt deserved ther sentences to the mines and quarries. Sheld known two men who
hed been sentenced to prison, and sheld hated them for their crime. Presumably the men here were quilty
of the same or worse, but surdly the officers knew starved men had no strength to fight.



One convict stood and walked down between the tables, peering at Kel.

"You, there" Captain Elbridge cdled. He fdl slent; Kel guessed that Wyldon had told him to let her
manage this. She kept her eyes on the gpproaching man. There was grey in his coarse-cut black hair,
grey in the stubble on his chin, too. His nose was along prow of bone, his eyes shadows in ther sockets.
From the darkness of his skin and from his features, he was kin to the tribes of the southern desert. He
was too pale to be full-blooded Bazhir, and as he drew closer she saw his eyes were grey, not brown.
His uniform was patched and worn; of course they wouldn't give convicts the best, she redized. That
irritated her. Are they supposed to come here to fight and die quickly, so we can make more room in the
quarries and mines? she wondered, kegping her face mild and blank.

"Can | hep you, soldier?' she asked when he stopped a yard from her.

He rubbed his chin with bony fingers. "l begs pardon for my forwardness, lady knight," he said,
awkwardly gdlant, "but was you anywheres near the River Hasteren in summer, seven years gone? Hill
country?'

"Yes" Kd replied, puzzled. "Lord Wyldon took the pages there for summer exercises in camping and
fidd craft."”

"You seen any fighting, them days?' the man asked. "Nothin' big, just a scramble, like. With hillmen?”
Now Kd was curious as well as puzzled. "We rode with the army when they cleaned out some hill

bandit nests”" she replied. "And some friends of mine and | got into a little trouble, which is how we
learned bandits werein the area.”

"I knew it!" he cried, jubilant. "l thought ‘twas you, but there's more of you now. You shouldve seen
the likes of her, boys" he sad, turning towards the other convicts as he pointed at Kel. "We was dl
outlaws, livin' on the edges, and this bunch of pages sumbled into our camp. We chased 'em back in a
canyon, and her -" he jabbed his finger at K - "she gutted ol' Breakbone Ddl, and him the meanest
dog-skinner you'd ever hope to meet. Stood there afoot, her and her spear, cool as metwater with
Breakbone ridin' down on her with that neck-cutter sword of his. Firg time she got 'im in the leg, second
in the tripes, and he was done. Her and ax lads hdd us dl back, jugt them. There she was, eyes like
gone and that bloody spear in her hand. Lady.” He bowed deep.

Ke looked a him, not sure whét to say. Fndly she asked, "What's your name, soldier?”

"Me? Gilab Lofts - Gil. Lady. It's - it's good to see you wdl." He bowed again and returned to his
seet, whispering with the men on either sde of him.

Ke waited for them to quiet once again before she said ruefully, "I'm not sure that being known for
gutting a man is exactly a recommendation for a commander.”

"Itisinthe north!" cried someone. Severd men laughed outright; others grinned. Kel fdt the very ar in
the room lighten.

"Wdl, perhapsitis" she admitted. "I've been away dl winter, so | may have forgotten." This time they
were quick to fdl quiet, curious to hear what she would say. "So you won't be cdling me the girl that
gutted Breakbone, my name is Keladry of Minddan. Lady Knight Keladry of Minddan. And it's no
good thinking I'm a southerner wholll squeak at the 9ght of a mountain, either. My home fief is dmost
due west of here, by the sea. I'm a northerner by birth."

She surveyed them, meking sure they were with her now. She'd thought long and hard about what she
could say. Back a Giantkiller sheld imagined hersdf ddivering a blood-tirring speech full of fire and
dreams that would have them dl on ther feet, cheering her, ready to take on the entire Scanran army.
That hed lasted dl of two bresths; then she had giggled at her own folly. She didn't have fiery speeches in
her; they would make her extremdy uncomfortableif she had. In the end, sheld decided to keep it short
and ample.

"Youdl know why we're here" she told them. "You know the enemy. He will be on us soon. When
he comes, we will fight not for some glorious cause, but to survive. The gods have given us time to



prepare, and we mug take advantage of every moment of it. Once the enemy comes, how safe well be
is determined by these wals and the people in them.

"Youve built our home wdl. It's true what they say, that northern woodsmen build the very best." That
meade the avilians happy; they grinned and clapped one another on the back. Kd smiled. When it was
quiet agan, she continued. "WEell finish building together. The more we do before our guests come, the
more time well have for weapons training - with everyone, induding divilians who can hold a bow - or a
spear.” The convicts chuckled. She went on, "If you have problems, or questions - officers, note this -
you will see me every day. You mud tdl me. | won't know anything if you don't speak up, and if it's
something that can be fixed, 1'd as soon fix it right away. You look a me and see I'm young. | look a me
and see I'm young." All of them laughed as their eyes remained fixed on her. "l have seen combat in my
years as Jquire to the Knight Commander of the King's Own. And I'm willing to learn more, if you will be
my teachers."

Ke took a deep breath. "That'sdl | have to say. Well hammer the rest out as we build this haven for
those who have logt their homes. Now Il let you go to your beds. Tomorrow comes soon.” She looked
down, then had an idea. "Who's the best woodworker here? Signs, and suchlike?!

There was a murmur among the avilians. They pointed a one man, a burly fdlow with sraggly red
hair.

"Hrd thing in the morning, will you make us a Sgn? It's got to be large enough to be read across the
river. 1t should carry the word 'Haven'. No ‘fort', just 'Haven'. Because that's what we are" The man
nodded as a pleased murmur swept through the room. "I thank you for your atention,” Ke said, and
stepped off the crate.

The men began to rise from their benches. Brief words of welcome and greeting followed Kd as, limp
with the release of tension, she walked back to the seated nobles. Tobe patted her arm awkwardly when
ghe passed; she rested a hand on his bony shoulder. When Ke met Wyldon's eyes, he nodded, once, in
gpprova. Ned clapped her on the back; Merric punched her shoulder lightly; Dom bowed his head.

"Now dl | haveto doislive up to it," she pointed out to her friends, and collapsed on to the bench.
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The next day Kd rose before dawn and used the quiet time before sunrise to take her glave outside,
on to ground dill hard from the night's cold. There she practised, working her way through the complex
pattern-dances that were actudly combinations of strikes, blocks and feints strung together so the
warrior could work hard and long, building up strength and stamina with each step. When she finished,
she cleaned the glaive thoroughly and stowed it in her tiny bedchamber. After that she went to the mess
hall, where the morning cooks had started breakfast. As they stirred porridge and fried ham, and set out
bowls of honey, plates of bread and pitchers of milk, Kel planned her day.

Baird, Wyldon, Merric and Elbridge took their breskfast in headquarters with Owen to serve them.
Ned staggered to the cookhouse after the dawn trumpet sounded. "Figured you'd be here'" he sad,
yawning, as he dumped on to the bench across from her. Tobe, then Dom arrived shortly after he did.

Wyldon, Elbridge and Owen rode north after breskfast, taking the extra soldiers and several wagons
of supplies on to the new fort, Madiiff. Before they left, Wyldon and Kd settled on a schedule of
meetings and messages so they would keep up-to-date with one another.

Once the digtrict commander, his squire and the captain had gone, Haven's residents learned their
officers ate, not in headquarters, as the captain had, but at the mess hal: Baird and Merric joined Kd and
Ned on that second day. Once everyone was at least half-awake they would discuss the day's schedule,
meking plans so they didn't interfere with each other's work.

Kd'sfird act was to put hersdf on dl the work ligs cooking, washing up, latrine duty, laundry at the
river, guard detal and patrols. This was something she'd learned from Reoul: if the commander did
something, very few would object to doing the same job. The only ligs she did not put hersdf on were
hunting and fishing: they were popular with everyone in camp. Whatever she did, Tobe was somewhere
close by, passing tools, heping as she lifted heavy objects, scrubbing, feeding animas. She found thet as
they stood watch, pounded sheets, or dumped noxious tubs into the honey wagon and went out to bury
its contents, men would drift by for a word or two. Some of it was complaints. Most was just a quick
gregting or question, a way to Sze up the new commander. She made sure to answer each of the men
courteoudy.

She tried to put hersdf on carpentry detail, only to be politdy refused. The third day the carpenters
sad no, she demanded to know why. She had experience, after dl. She didn't want the men to think she
would do some chores and not others, though she knew she was a terrible woodworker. The master
carpenter explained, politdy, that Sergeant Dom had said Kel was a disaster with hammer, axe, or saw;
they did not have wood or nals to spare. Kel spotted Dom up on the walkway, grinning down at her.
Hed seen her approach the carpenters. She gestured ruddly a him. She aso stopped asking the
carpenters for work with considerable, private, reief.

Each night everyone, nobles, men of the Own, camp soldiers and dvilians took their supper in the
cookhouse. Each night Kel ate at a different table. At first the men were wary, not sure if she had come
to lecture or to eavesdrop. They soon relaxed. Ke was very good a edting as if she thought about
nothing else. As the men got more comfortable they would talk to her. They told her of thair families thar
experiencesin the north, and their guesses about the enemy's next move. Kd fixed their names and what
she knew of them in her mind.

She aso placed bets on the contests that took place in the early evening: archery matches, foot races
and wrestling. When Merric suggested the time would be put to better use if the men continued to work,



Duke Baird replied before Ke did.

"They need play, Merric," the heder explained. "People need a release for tenson. They need a
reminder that not dl the world is a fearful, war-shadowed place.

The next evening, Merric joined the archery competition, and came in third.

After games, the men formed amdl groups, building little fires around the bunkhouses and barracks.
Ke, Ned and Merric used that time to meet in the headquarters dining room to plan and to read any
correspondence or reports. These came in dmost every day. Couriers spelled to be invisble and
noisgless brought messages from Forts Steadfast, Madtiff, Giantkiller and Northwatch. The three young
knights read each one and wrote their own reports in reply. Sometimes they just listened as the men sang,
particularly when Tobe's unmistakable voice soared into the night sky.

Ke looked forward to those night-time songs. They made her relax. She could appreciate the gars,
the growing softness in the air, and the scents of wet earth and coming spring without thinking of
everything she had yet to do, or of Blayce out there making his devices. The mage was never far from her
thoughts, but each time she caught hersdf grinding her teeth because she wasn't hunting for him, she
forced her mind back to Haven. The safety of its residents came fird, at least for now.

Between work details she took out groups of refugees and convict soldiers to train with bow, daff and
sword. The regular soldiers were used to traning with ther officers and comrades, she was only
underfoot with them. The refugees and convicts had been made nervous by the barking sergeants. Kel
gentled them dong, suggesting without insults, showing them the exercises sheld done to drengthen her
own body. Tobe helped her there. Her students were reassured by her patience with her young servant,
watching her show him the way to magter the smdl curved bow she'd found for him.

One by one, bunkhouses and storage sheds went up and the infirmary was completed. The firg
furniture to be built was the cots and stools for the infirmary, then the beds for the bunkhouses. Baird and
Ned laboured to prepare the infirmary. Baird dso rode out on one of Merric's patrols to mark the best
places to bury the waste collected in tubs under the latrines. As he did, Neal spelled the latrines to keep
any sickness ingde the tubs. He thoroughly explained to Kel and the men that human waste bred
powerful disease and must be carefully disposed of.

Ned ds0 began a thorough examinaion of Haven's resdents, spotting future hedth problems,
grengthening weak lungs and hearts, working cures on sniffles, sores and splinters. One day after held
checked one of ther two squads of convicts, Ke took him for aride outsde the walls. She had watched
the sgns of Ned's blooming temper and knew he needed a break. If he was going to explode, she
wanted him outside, far from the hearing of anyone ese.

"Therés no excuse for it, none a dl," he yelled, green eyes blazing, once they were on the far sde of
theriver. "Yes, they're criminds, but they're supposed to be soldiers now. You don't send a man with a
holein his heart into battle! Y ou might as wel execute him and have done with it!"

Ke ligened and kept Ned taking until he camed down. Sergeants Vidur and Oluf, who commanded
the convicts, were hard men. They had dready told Kd that her ban on flogging was a sgn of femde
weakness. She knew they would take their anger out on their men if Nedl turned his scalding tongue on
them. There was only so much Ke might do about the way the sergeants handled their troops. She
preferred to avoid battles with them now, so she would have authority with them later if she needed to
useit.

It's one thing to be given command by your superiors and another to be giveniit by the men under you,
she thought as she and Neal rode back to Haven. You have to decide what's important and what you
have to let go. They can pretend to take your orders, then dawdle, or lose equipment, or dam they
misunderstood, and laugh behind your back when you get frustrated. We're told the commoners will
respect our nobility and our shidds, but they don't, mostly. They only pretend to.

She could understand that. She had seen how many nobles dedt with commoners. No wonder the
common folk responded as dowly and avkwardly as they could. Understanding this made her careful



with those she commanded, soldiers and refugees dike. She found ways to firmly suggest things so they
came to believe what she'd asked was their own, rather clever, ideadl dong. It meant she didn't need to
use physcd punishment as a goad.

Tobe waited by the gate to take the reins of their horses as they rode back into camp. "Youll be dl
right?' Kel asked Nedl, a hand on his shoulder.

"Dont worry, Kel," he said. "l won't make your job harder. You probably won't see me or Father a
supper, though - we're going to try to fix that man's heart. It's - "

"Milady!" cdled Sergeant Connac, who had the command of the waich on the walls. "We got
company!"

Kel and Ned raced to the wakway up the closest steps. Kd didn't even notice the open ar to her left,
though normaly she was dways aware of it, the last echo of her old fear of heights. Her skin prickled as
she reached the top of the wall. Had the enemy come aready?

She turned to order the men to close the gate, but Watch-sergeant Connac had dready done so. Let
him do his job, she scolded hersdlf. Y ou have enough of your own to do.

On her fird complete day a Haven she had turned her precious spyglass over to the sergeant
commeanding the watch. Now Connac passed it to her and pointed east. A line of horsemen and wagons
approached on the Giantkiller road, led by a rider on a black and white horse, the kind known as
"piebdd". Behind him on a lead-rein plodded a bay cob laden with packs. The assortment of wagons
followed.

Ke frowned. They'd got no word of exactly when the refugees would begin to come. With the enemy,
and thair mages, due to arive any day, she might be looking at an elaborate illuson, one that would trick
themn into opening the gates. She passed the spyglass to Nedl. "Is that an illuson?' she demanded.

Ned put the glass to his eye and adjusted it. Suddenly he yelped and turned away, pushing the
yglass at Ke with one hand as he rubbed his eyes with the other.

"Ned?' she asked, horrified. What if hed been magicdly attacked? "Ned, are you dl right?'

"Oh, I'm fing" he grumbled. He groped in his breeches pockets, gave up, and wiped his eyes on his
deeve. He was squinting; tears streamed down his cheeks. Kd produced one of her many pocket
handkerchiefs and thrugt it into his hand. "Thankyou,” Ned said, blotting his eyes. "He's got warning and
adam magics around that train for - Mithros, it's got to be at leadt fifty yards. | couldn't manage ten feet.
Those are our refugees, dl right, and Master Numair at the front.”

Kd's jaw dropped. "Numair Sdmdm?’

"That'swho | said,” her friend replied, grumpy. "I'd know the look of his Gift anywhere, evenif it didn't
half-blind me. 'Y ou thought he was an illuson?’

"Weve had no word the refugees were on the move" Kd reminded him. "And disguisng Scanrans as
arefugee train would be a good way to get them close enough for an attack.”

"Wadl, that's no disguise. And since when do you need a mage to see through illusons?' Nedl
enquired. "Where's that griffin-festher band?'

Kd blinked a him. "Band?" she asked, confused. Then she remembered: lagt year shed learned thet if
she held griffin feathers over her eyes, she could see through magicd illusons. She had promptly stitched
anumber of the feathers she had got for looking after a baby giffin on to a cloth band. With it tied over
her forehead and ears, she had some protection from any meagica fasehood. Ned had helped her test i,
which was how they knew the band adso protected Kd from spoken magic. "The giffin band,” she
repeated, understanding. "Well, yes, | haveit..." She redized what she was about to say and closed her
mouth, feding quite sheepish.

"Where? "Ned prodded.

Kd cleared her throat. "In my room."

"Where it will do you much good, Il wager,” Nedl replied. "It looks like our guests should be here



soon. Time to warn everyone well have company for supper.”

Kd looked around for Jump or Tobe, and found the boy. "Tobe, inthe kit | use to cdean my wegpons
youll find ared slk bag. Would you get it for me, please?”’

Tobe nodded and clattered down the steps.

"I'm going back to the surgery,” Ned said, returning Kel's handkerchief. "Father and | are ready to
work on that man's heart.”

"Good luck," Kd said, then looked Sergeant Connac. "Wed best tdl everyone™ she said. "Send a
rider out to Sir Merric, so he doesn't think we're having trouble.”

"Dont you worry, milady,” the man assured her. "Well have the new folk settled before you can say
'Gods dl bless."

Kd, the griffinfesther band now on her bdt in its pouch, was hdping to unload a cart when she
spotted one of the cooks nearby. His eyes were fixed on her. She handed off a crate and turned to him.
"What isit, Einur?' she asked.

The man cleared his throat and scuffed the ground with his shoe. "Milady, if, if | might be havin' a
word," he said after a moment's hesitation.

"So are the men dl after you, then, milady?' demanded Fanche. She stood in the door of the barracks
where her people were to stay, hands on hips, brown eyes mocking. "Couldn't find a husband in the
south, so you came here to pick and choose.”

Einur turned on her with a glare. "You ant been here these last weeks, so you keep dlent till you
know who you're takin' of. She's been workin' curst hard -

"Enough,” Ke ordered, secretly pleased by his defence of her. She took him by the am and led him a
few yards away from the cart and Fanche. "None of that," she told him. "Let's not Sart any brawls"

"But milady, she's wrong,” protested Einur. "She's not seen you labouring like one of us™

"Shelll get her chance" Kd said firmly. "What did you need to say?'

"Oh'" Einur grimaced. "Lady, it might, it might be eader, if, if you great folk took supper a
headquarters, like the captain done. At least until, well, just for atime”

Now it was Kd's turn to prop her hands on her hips. "Spit it out, Einur, there's work to do. Why

change our meds?'
The man scratched his head. Findly he muttered, so quietly Ke had to leanin to hear, "Till that mageis
gone" The word "meage" sounded like curdied milk in his mouth.

"Which mage? We've got sev - " Then she saw it. "Y ou mean Master Numair.”
Miserable, Einur nodded.

"But he's a fine man," protested Kel. "He taught Sr Nedlan and Sr Merric and me. He's a little
scatterbrained, to be sure, but heis a black robe -"

BEinur raised pleading eyes to Kdl's. "Milady, you wasn't here that time he croaked and the land just
moved around, like giant snakes was under it. He makes us nervous, and nervous cooks burn soup.”

Ke had not missed that "us'. "All the cooks fed thisway?" she asked. Einur nodded.
"WEell need someone to serve, if were to be formd,” she pointed out.
"Your boy, he says hell help,” replied the cook immediatdly.

Kd sghed. "Very wdl. Notify everyone who's to dine a headquarters. | have to tak to the new
people in the morning, you know. | wanted to do it like | talked to you men, only over breskfast.”

"We can send for you, when folk are finishing in the morning.”

Ke amiled crookedly. "An answer for everything, it seems. Go on, then. Back to work.”

"Blessyou, lady,” the cook said with a deep bow. "Thank you."

Kd went back to the business of unpacking the wagon. ,, Once that was finished, she went in search of



Fanche. The woman was outside her building, hdping a man and a girl to build a firepit and line it with
stones. While that night the cooks would manage for the entire camp, normdly the inhabitants of each
building would fix their own meds outside their degping quarters. Kd had thought it would be good for
the refugees to build their own firepits and wooden shelters to keep rain off the fires. It might hep them to
fed part of their new home,

"Midress Fanche, | would like a word in private, if you please" she sad as the older woman st the
gtone she carried in place.

Fanche looked up a Kd, hair in her face. "I'm busy."
Ke held Fanche's eyes with her own. "If you please, Mistress Fanche.”

The woman draightened and dusted her hands, then followed Ke down the long drip of earth
between the refugee barracks. When Kd reached the open ground between the buildings and the wall,
ghe turned and faced the older woman.

Ke had put a great ded of thought into this moment, knowing that she and Fanche would have such a
conversation a some point. Ke preferred to do it right away, a the firs chance offered, before Fanche
got settled and confident here. Only once before sheld had to ded with someone who didn't accept that
she had been gppointed to lead, but she didn't think physica force would do the task here. Fanche was
no anxious soldier who didn't believe a squire could command. Fanche was worthy of respect, the
headwoman of the Goatstrack refugees and the one who had kept them together on the flight to
Giantkiller. So far her experience of nobles was that they collected taxes and refused to share ther
wedth and lands with homeless people. Force would be just what Fanche expected of a noble.

As Fanche opened her mouth, ready to attack first, Kd said, "It doesn't matter what you think of me.
If you have a criticiam or an insult you'd like to deliver, then take me asde and tdl me, | don't care.
Though | mugt say, | do get bored with folk daming | became a knight either because I'm a dut or I'm
desperate for a husband. Y ou'd think people would be a little more origind. I'm surprised to hear such
tak from you."

Fanche grimaced. "Why? Because I'm another woman, and everyone knows women are sweet and
hdpful with each other? Because we're dl ssters under the Goddess?"

Ke met her eyes steadily. "No. Because | expected you to know what it's like, to be a woman and
command. Lord Wyldon said you rdlied your people when Goatstrack fell. You took charge and fought
till you got them to Giantkiller. | know you must have had men who argued and baulked and nearly got
you dl killed. I'd hoped you'd see you and | arein the same boat, and keep your disagreements between
the two of us"

"You break my heart, little girl," Fanche replied. "So they told you to command here. Y ou know what
you command? A killing ground, one those northern leeches can batten on whenever they like. Gods
forbid our great and mighty lords would pay out so much as a copper bit to feed and guard us indgde
those strong walls that our families built. They can dways replace commoners. So they give us walls of
twigs, protector knights so green | can amdl the sap, and a handful of guards recovering from wounds or
half-deed from the mines"

Kd shrugged. "Don't you think | know thet?' she asked. "I can seeit just as plain as you. What 1'd like
you to seeisthat if we aren't dl united indde these wadls, noble and common, soldiers and cooks, mde
and femde, then the enemy will take us al. So think about that, will you? And insult mein private” Kel
waited for the womean to reply. There was no way to guess the thoughts behind the woman's tired brown
eyes. When she said nothing, Kel nodded. "We come to Haven, Migtress Fanche.”

She walked back to headquarters, where she found Numair on the bench outsde Kd's amdl office
There was a lot of him to lounge. With his legs stretched out before him, he nearly blocked the narrow
hdl through the building. "Master Numair, I'm sorry - you should have sent someone to find me" she
gpologized as he got to his feet. "It was me you wanted, wasnt it?" He might only be daydreaming, or
thinking.



Numar amiled. "Yes, | amn here to see you. | have digpatches for you, from Raoul, Wyldon and
Vanget. | dso brought you clerks." He pointed through the open door opposite Kd's office.

Clerks? she wondered, peering a the newcomersin the room. Do | need clerks?

Three men, five teenaged boys and two young women, dl in the pae grey outer robes of royd
bureaucrats, were there. They had shifted tables and benches, set out dates, inkpots, sheafs of paper and
the other tools of ther trade. Then Kel understood: clerks made ligts, wrote letters, kept accounts, drew
up work rosters - dl the things she did now.

"Gods be thanked," she told Numair with relief. "The way the soldiers carry on when you ask them to
write things down, you'd think it was worse than fighting. I've been doing a lot of it mysdf rather then
argue with them. Excuse me"

She went over to the open doorway. "Wdl met!" she told the clerks. They turned, Startled, obvioudy
not knowing who she was. "I'm Kdadry of Minddlan, in charge of things here. Welcome." The two
women bowed firg, then the men and boys. "Le me or Nealan of Queenscove know what you require,
and well see about getting it for you. You can deep upstairs. My boy Tobe will get you cots and
whatever dse you need." She glanced at the sparrow on her shoulder: she dways seemed to have at lesst
one with her. "Bring Tobe?" she asked the bird. The sparrow cheeped and flew off.

"Thank you, lady knight," the oldest man said to Kel. "We look forward to serving you. | am Zamid.
These are my colleagues..." As he named them, each one bowed.

When Tobe arrived, Kd turned the clerks over to him and led Numair into her office. "Tobe will see
them right. Please -" she indicated one of the rough chairs -"st down. Y ou say you have dispatches?'

Reeching into the saddlebag he carried, the mage produced folded and sedled documents. "This is for
you, and this, and this" He turned them over to Kd and took the offered chair.

Ke sat and, with a murmured gpology to her guest, cracked the sedls on the documents and began to
read. Once she had finished, she re-read them dl. They contained a mixed lot of news.

The topmost dipatch came from Raoul. He requested that Dom and his squad go to Fort Steadfast.
The serious fighting was about to begin. Already King Maggur had sent an amy to besiege the port city
of Frasrlund, at the mouth of the Vassa River.

Generd Vanget wrote that the enemy was everywhere, from the seacoast to the Galan border. In
addition to besieged Frasrlund, Seabeth and Segjen had fought off ship raids. Raoul's Fort Steadfast had
turned back a probing attack of about two hundred warriors. Along the northeastern border, smdl
parties of Scanrans had dl struck on the same day, resulting in mgjor tangles as the amy tried to defend
every threatened village and fort. The City of the Gods on the same border reported killing devices seen
inther hills Kd imagined armies on the move and hated the wadls that surrounded her, keeping her from
the real fight.

Pouting about it won't help mein the leest, she told hersdlf.

Lord Wyldon wrote that Numair carried a verba report to be heard by Kel, Ned, Merric and Duke
Baird. He dso wrote that enemy patrols had been seen near Fort Madliff, but none had been caught.
Hndly, he told Kel it was time for her to report in person about Haven's progress. He expected her and
an escort at Fort Madiiff in saven days, when he would have more supplies for her. In the meantime, the
refugees from Tirrsmont and Anak's Eyrie were on the road and should reach Haven soon.

"My lord says you have spoken messages to ddiver?' Kd asked Numair. "Can they wait until after
supper? That way youll have dl of ustogether.”

Numair gmiled. It was the firg time held ever redly met Ke's eyes. In dl her years at the paace and
with Raoul, sheld had little to do with this quiet mage, apart from lessons and one memorable encounter
during a fight with bullies. Numair was both scattered and brilliant. He would begin a lesson on illuson
runes only to be sidetracked by the habits of baslisks or the nature of tidesin the air. Now Kel got atiny
glimpse of what lay under his vague exterior, and she could not make hersdf ook away.



He blinked, and she was free. "Of course" he told Kdl. "It will be far eesier to speak with dl of you at
once."

Her mind scrambled to remember what he was taking about. "Oh... oh, yes" She frowned, relieved
and intrigued. No mage had ever affected her like that. "Sir, can other mages do what you just did - hold
someone with ther eyes?”

"I did?" he asked, gartled, then dghed. "I'm sorry, | mus have, for you to mention it. | was just
thinking that you are a good choice for this post. | gpologize for, ah, forgetting. If atypicd mage wants to
hold your attention, usudly he needs something bright and shiny in his hands. Hell play with it, catching
the light. Youll be undble to look away, or to refuse his orders, until he releases you. Or she. Didnt |
teach you pages about that?'

"l don't recdll itif you did, Sr," Kd admitted shespighly.

"We have to make sure they are taught that, firg thing every year. It can be done with something as
ordinary as aknife - you have to watch for it, and not be trapped. Listen, Keladry, I'm not just a courier.
| want to spel your wdls and gates while I'm here. | need to see the areas | need to protect. Could you
get someone to give me the tour?'

"If you don't mind interruptions, I'l take you around,” offered Kel.
Numair smiled. "I would appreciate that. I'm sure by now you know every nook and cranny here.”

They were athird of the way around the indde wall, having been interrupted by no fewer than five
newcomers with questions for Kel, when she heard familiar loud peeping. Three sparrows zipped over
the wal crying the darm and homed in on Kd. From the gate the trumpeter dso sounded an darm.
Those soldiers who had been doing chores or rdaxing after lunch grabbed their weapons and raced up
the gairs to the wal. Numair followed the soldiers, his long legs eating the ground between him and the
nearest dair.

Ke ran to headquarters, meeting Tobe near the gate. He clutched Kel's mal shirt and hdm; her quiver
of arrows was dung over his bony shoulder, dangling dmog to the ground. Jump, beside him, gripped
Ke's bow inhisjaws.

Ke did into the mal shirt, donned the plan open hdm, and accepted bow and quiver from her
helpers. "Tobe, find Saefas,” she ordered the boy. "Tdl him | said to get everyone who can use a bow on
the ramparts.”

Tobe nodded and ran. Kdl, Jump and her sparrows dimbed to the wakway over the gate. There she
took a moment to string her bow.

Connac, the sergeant in command of the watch, passed the spyglass to her. "Here, milady,” he said,
pointing. Kel looked: the enemy galoped across the open meadows on the western sde of the valey.
With one ear she ligened to the horn cdls as specid combinaions told Merric and his patrol of the
attack. More trumpet blasts summoned those who had been ploughing the fidds east of the river. They
raced across the bridge and up the indiined road to the gate.

With the glass to her eye, Kel did a rough count of the foe. This was a raiding party of thirty or so
warriors, mounted on nimble, shaggy-coated horses. Among the warriors two wore the pointed fur hats
of shamans, or mages. Fumbling one-handed at her bet, Ke drew out the griffin-feather band. The
sergeant took the glass and her hdm; Ke tied the band in place and did the hdm on over it. "Two
shamans,”" she told the sergeant.

"Sdl | get my lord duke and Sr Ned?' the man asked.

Ke shook her head. "'l doubt well need them." She jerked her head to indicate Numair. He stood on
thewall that directly faced the oncoming Scanrans, hisfull shirtdeaves flapping in the brisk soring wind.

The sergeant chuckled. "They'll wish they'da stayed in bed today,” he told Kdl.

"You may be right," she replied, hearing new voices and the rattle of shod feet clambering up wooden
dairs. She glanced around. Refugees carrying bows, men and women dike, had come to join the soldiers



on the ramparts.

"Lady knight, orders?' asked Dom, coming over to her. He and his squad had been guarding the
ploughmen. They were the lagt to enter the fort. Now the heavy gates were closed and barred.

"Keep your horses ready in case you need to make a sly from the gate, Sergeant Domitan,” Kel said.
"Up here, dispose of your men as you see fit. You know where they'll do the most good.” She looked a
the sergeant of the watch. "Tdl the refugee archers to take ingructions from the nearest soldier," she told
him. ™Y ou may want to distribute the refugees better.”

Thedvilian archers, knowing the enemy came from the north, had gone to the northern rampart. The
sergeant would spread them out around the entire wall, in case the enemy had split up to attack from two
or even three directions.

An arrow arched into the air, striking the ground dozens of yards before the closest horseman. "Don't
shoot till the sergeants give the command!" Kd shouted, pitching her voice as Raoul had taught her, to
cary over disance and noise. "Don't waste arrows! Wait for the command!”

"Did they teach you that voice specid?' came a familiar murmur in her ear. "Or did you pick it up
yoursdf?'

Ke looked a Fanche. She was glad to see the woman carried a strung longbow and a quiver of very
busnedike arrows. "Choose a spot and take your orders from the nearest oldier,” she sad as she
watched the enemy. "Wait till the command to shoot, then choose your shots.” When she glanced back a
moment later, she saw Fanche walk over to the centre of the gate, and ligen to a soldier.

Reieved that Fanche hadn't argued, Ke put the spyglassto her eye.

The raiders were fifty yards from the northern wall. Another twenty-five yards would bring them to the
base of the rigng ground. She suspected they would split up then, some to come up the gate road from
the eadt, the others to dimb the rigng ground to attack the gate directly. It was what she would do. "On
the north wall, loose at my command,” she cried, lowering her spyglass.

Thoughts tumbled through her mind as they had done when she and Dom's squad had battled a killing
device and when she and her friends had fought off hill bandits. The gate should be on the eastern or
southern wall, she redized. We could squeeze them between the height and the river then. Too late to fix
thet now.

She judged the enemy's distance, her hands trembling, her pdms covered with sweat. They were
nearly thirty yards back, about to split up. "Loosa!" she cried.

Her peopl€'s arrows whistled through the air. Four Scanran horses went down with therr riders - Ke
winced for the horses. Two other Scanrans fdl from their saddles and were trampled. Four more reeled,
arrows gicking in their bodies.

We have good archers here, Kd thought with relief. Three raiders ill galloped towards the eastern
wal. One of them went down, an arrow in his throat: it was Fanche's.

The two shamans, who had stayed sdfe at the back of the raiders, had gone to work, cregting a
mingled blue and ydlow fog. Kel, about to shout a warning to Numair, bit her tongue. He would know
far better than she what magic unfolded. She glanced at him as he raised his hands. Black lightning edged
with white streaked from his fingers, lancing towards the shamans. Kd didn't see the result; she heard
trumpet cals from the south. Merric had heard the darm. He was in the woods to the west of the camp,
the enemy in hisSght.

Dom and Sergeant Connac had stayed close by in case she had orders for them. She did. She didn't
have to make them up, after dl, not when she, Merric, Dom and the sergeants had spent their evenings
working out plans to counter different kinds of assault. "Signdl Merric to move north and be ready for our
attack,” she told Connac. "Sergeant Olufs squad and Sergeant Domitan's, mount up,” she directed: Oluf
commanded one of the convict squads. "Prepare to ride out at my sgnd. Archers on the north wdl," she
ydled, "pickyour shots and loose at will!"



Dom gathered his soldiers with an ear-piercing whigle. Kel heard the clatter of boots as the men of the
Own ran for therr waiting mounts. Dom clapped her on the shoulder and murmured in her ear, "You
sound just like Lord Raoul." Kd grinned, then returned her atention to the enemy as Dom raced down
the stairs. Connac hand-signdled Sergeant Oluf and his squad to join the attack. Horn cdls soared from
Haven's trumpeters, tdling Merric his part of the plan.

Numair's spdll had done its work: flames rose from the ground at the enemy'’s rear. There was no Sgn
of either shaman in that large blaze. Hed burned them out of existence.

The Scanrans milled at the foot of the high ground as the north wall archers pelted them with arrows.
When they started to draw back, Ke thought they were about to run, but she was wrong. They
regrouped, sent haf their number to try the road in the east, and prepared to dimb directly to the gate
once more.

"Hold your arrows," Ke shouted. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a soldier grab Fanche's bow
am to stop her from shooting again. In the distance she heard Merric's horn cdl: he was ready.

She nodded to Sergeant Connac, who belowed, "On the gatel" Timbers cresked as a handful of
avilians hauled one leef of the massve gate open just wide enough to dlow two riders to pass a atime.
Dom and Sergeant Oluf led the charge through the gate while trumpeters Sgndled ther attack. From the
woods to Kel's left she heard Merric's trumpeter reply. His patrol squad streamed out of the woods at
the gdlop, Merric, fully armoured, in the lead, his sword unshesthed. He smashed into the Scanran flank.
The attackers from Haven rode down to hammer the enemy from the front. The tide of battle had turned
agand the enemy.

Screams tore the air. Kel whirled, putting the spyglass to her eye. Soldiers and dvilians dike hacked at
black, insect-like arms as they reached over the top of the east wal. One soldier's hand flew into the air,
cut from his am. The screams and shouts of warning came from those who didn't need dl ther ar to
fight.

"Crosshow," sad Kd. She thrust the spyglass a Connac.

The sergeant didn't wait to ask questions. He took the spyglass, undung his quiver, and gave it and the
crossbow to Kd. She handed over her longbow and quiver, then raced down the wakway, heart
pounding in her throat as the domed hems of two killing devices showed above the eastern wall.



6

DEFENCE PLANS

Other avilians and soldiers on the wakway had turned to see what was happening. Kel shoved one
corpora back towards the wdl. "Keep your post!" she yelled, doing the same to a pair of dvilians who
stood gawping. "Do you want the enemy to come up this way while you stare?’

She barrelled down the wal, shoving those who didn't ligen back into their places, ordering them to
watch the enemy outside. The crossbow was dready s&t, a bolt in the notch. She wasted a breath on
regrets for her griffinfletched arrows, which seemed to am themsdves, and made the turn on to the
eastern walkway.

"Move" she snapped, thrusing onlookers aside. Ahead, a knot of soldiers and avilians baitled the
killing devices. It was disastrous. The things were quick, and the fighters had dmost no protection against
them. A man went down, gutted by a dagger-hand. A soldier flew off the wakway to the ground twenty
feet below.

Kd yanked avilians and soldiers away from the closest device, which was only hdf over the wall. She
levelled her bow at its hdm, just five feet away, and pulled the trigger. Crossbow bolts, heavy enough to
punch through armour, were devadtating at such short range. This bolt dammed into the head-dome of
the device to punch through the thick iron. Kel lunged within the reach of the three-jointed arms, prayed,
and grabbed the balt, yanking it out of the device. It left asmdl, round hole.

Something white and vaporous flowed out of the opening, crying like a child. The wind shredded the
Spirit as the device went dead in a clatter of metd and chains.

Kd fumbled for her quiver, dropping two bolts before she findly grasped one. "Get back!" she ydled
at those who fought the remaining device. "Now!"

They obeyed. One refugee wasn't quick enough; the device cut him lengthwise from behind as he
turned to flee. This mongter had made it on to the walkway. Sparrows fluttered around the narrow pits
that served as its eyes, confuang it. Kel shot from just Sx feet away, but the thing turned its head. The
bolt hit at an angle and bounced off, leaving only a scratch in the metd. The device shook its head and
faced Kel. White-lipped, she grabbed the quiver and sought another bolt with trembling fingers.

"Look out!" Saefas shouted from the far Sde of the thing. He'd got a big axe and was guarding dvilians
untl they could make it down the nearest gtair. "L ady, lookup!™

Ke glanced up and threw hersdf back. A dedgeload of logs, raised from the ground by magic the
colour of glittering black fire - Numair's Gift - hung over the killing device. As Kd dodged, Numair's
meagic dropped the logs. They dammed the metd creature and the walkway on which it stood down into
the ground behind an unoccupied barracks.

Weadting no time, Kel raced down the flight of stairs behind her, where the wakway was undamaged.
She set a bolt in the crossbow's notch and yanked the heavy gtring to the trigger as she reached the heap
of logs. It shifted. A claw hand shot out of a gap; logs rolled and tumbled as the device fought its way out
from under them. As soon as she saw the head dome, Kd shot and hit squardly. She lurched over the
treacherous logs until she could yank the bolt free. The trapped spirit thet fudled the killing device
escaped, arying for its mother. Once it had fled, the logs and the thing under them were ill.

As she was about to remove her hdmet, Kel remembered that this wasn't the only fight she had to
worry about. She ran towards the gate, trying to ignore trembling knees and ralling ssomach as the effect
of fighting the devices hit her. They could have cut her to pieces, mal shirt or no. They had cut up some
of her people.

Connac, dill a his post over the gate, was looking for her. As soon as he saw her, he gave the hand
dgn for "bettle won". Kd sagged for a moment, rdief making her giddy. But it would not do for her



people to see her fdter, even if they were safe for now. Somehow she found the strength to walk on to
the gate. Tobe met her hdfway, a water flask in his hands. Until she saw it, Kel hadn't redized how
thirgty she was. She drained it and amiled at him. It was good to know that when she needed him, Tobe
was aways there without argument or complaint. Part of his eegerness to hdp was ill his worry that she
would vanish, she knew, but she dso liked to think it was because the little old man in him approved of
the way she did things.

"I don't know how | managed before you came dong,” she said, handing the empty flask back to him.
"I did a good day's work when | hired you."

Tobe swiped at his face with one hand, embarrassed, and went for more water as Kd dragged hersdlf
up the dairs to the watch post. Below, her men were checking the enemy on the ground. They gave the
mercy-stroke to those too badly hurt for the hedlers to tend and to those Scanrans who begged for it.
None of them wanted to be made a prisoner. Like Kd's Yamani friends, Scanrans thought surrender was
aloss of honour that could never be recovered. Most preferred to die fighting.

To hide the trembling of her fingers, Ke polished the lens of the spyglass with a handkerchief. She
accepted a ladle of water from Sergeant Connac and drank it, then returned her gaze to the fidd below.
Merric, his patrol, and the squad of soldiers from Haven were on their way up the indiined road. Dom
hand-sgndled Kel, asking for permisson to check the north woods. Kel sgndled for him to go ahead
but take care. Connac was right. This battle was done.

"Nets" she said abruptly, turning to survey the camp. People were laying out those who had been
killed when the devices came over the wdl. "Maybe nets would do it."

"Milady?" asked Connac.

"I want nets made," she said as Tobe reached her with a newly filled water flask. She gulped hdf of it.
"Hemp, yes, but metd, too. Chain, wire, rods... Let's sdvage wha we can from those devices for a
gart. The nets should measure twenty feet by twenty feet, and well keep two for each sde of the wall.
And | want five pickaxes for each wall, equdly spaced, where folk can get a them.”

"You think they'll hdp with the devices?" Connac wanted to know.

"Those things can cut hemp, but metd woven into it ought to dow them down,”" she said, putting the
stopper into her flask. "Gods willing, itll dow them a bit so that someone can get close enough to crack
their heads with the pickaxe, and let the magic out.”

"It'sagood ides," Numair said. He looked dishevelled and swesty but livdy enough. Kel handed over
her flask. The mage drained it. "I'll hdp make the nets."

"Youll have to train the soldiers on them,” Fanche pointed out as she ungrung her bow. "Drill them.
They'll only get one chance to trap 'em, those devices move so fast.”

Kd nodded. "Well drill them ill they drop,”" she promised absently, watching as Merric and his fighters
rode through the gates. "And not just the soldiers. Anyone who can fight." The new refugees who weren't
hdping to carry the wounded to the infirmary or weeping for those killed on the road thanked the soldiers
who'd saved their lives

Perhaps now was the best time to speak to the newcomers and to the other dvilians Ke thought,
before they learned that a fifth of ther soldiers would be returning to Fort Steadfast in the morning. Kel
looked a Tobe. "Would you tdl Master Zamid - that's the new head clerk - | need four of his people,
with note-taking materids, at the flagpole?' she asked. "I'll need them to write up training rosters.”

The boy nodded and ran to do her bidding. Kel looked a Fanche, who observed her with a crooked
amile

"Amused?' Kd asked, feding tired. "I could use a joke."

Fanche shook her head. "'l was just thinking that maybe you're worth your feed." She poked Saefas in
the ribs with an elbow. "Let's get our falk over to that pole.”

Saefas waved to Kd and trotted down the stairs after Fanche.



"Kd?' Merric cdled from the gate below. He'd removed his hedmet to empty his water flask. His
normally copper hair was dark and matted with swest. His bright blue eyes glittered in his pae face. "I'm
taking another patrol out for alook at the south woods."

"Go, and be careful,” Kel told him. Merric nodded and began to reassemble his men.

After amoment spent watching them, Kel began to wak around the upper wall, talking to each person
there, soldier and dvilian, thanking them for ther service as she took the opportunity to inspect the
ground. She didnt want any more surprises. Fortunately, none seemed to be avalable When she
reached the gep in the walkway, she dimbed down the dairs, walked around the tumbled heap of logs
atop the device, and climbed up to finish her ingpection of her people and their surroundings.

One of the Goatstrack refugee girls found Kel after she had returned to the wakway over the gate.
"Midress Fanche says they're waiting,” she said, panting from the trot up the dairs.

Kd followed her to the flagpole, Jump &t their heds. As she made her way through the cluster of
refugees, she listened to the trumpet Sgnds that came over the wall. Patrols had found no more of the
enamy lurking in the north or south woods. A knot she hadn't noticed in her gut loosened. Sheld been
afrad there would be more Scanrans out there, waiting for them to relax after they'd beaten off one
attack.

Ke stepped up on to a bench so everyone could see her, nodding to the four grey-robed clerks who
stood nearby. "If each of you will take a place a one of the stocks?' she asked them. The clerks obeyed
as Ke waited for the people around her to quiet down. When she had ther attention, she cdled, "How
meany of you shoot bows?' she asked. "Raise your hands. | want anyone over the age of ten or so, no
maiter if your shooting is good or bad.”

Hands went up in response. "All of you, 9gn up with..." Ked pointed to the femde clerk at the
southern stocks.

"Hildurra Ward," the woman said, getting to her feet to bow.

"When I'm done taking, give Mistress Hildurra your names,” Kdl ordered them. "How many can use a
ding?' More hands went up, induding those of girls and boys who looked to be under thirteen. Mountain
children, who watched the family herds, learned to use dings to fight off predators. She assgned those
people to a clerk, then did the same for those who could widld a gaff or pitchfork. Anyone who was
skilled with more than one weapon, Kd directed to sgn up on the appropriate ligts. "No doubt you're
wondering why | ask this" Ke went on, looking into the many faces turned up to her. "Or perhaps
you've guessed aready. Tomorrow, after breakfast, we start holding weapons training for you." A moan
went up from the refugees. Kd waited for them to be quigt, taking a drink from her water flask as she did
s0. When they were dlent she continued, very much aware of the soldiers watching from the ramparts.
"Traning can't be put off. We're not a fort, we're a refugee camp. That means we don't have as many
soldiers as the forts, and one quarter of our men will dways be out on peatrol. If were to defend
oursalves properly, we need everyone who can use a wegpon. I'll put your training group assgnments up
inthe mess hdl in the morning." She amiled ruefully. "I had meant to give you time to sdttle in, but as you
see, the enemy had other plans” A mutter of curses ran through the crowd. "One more group | need,”
Ke went on, "young people who are good with horses, who can saddle them. Hands."

Hands shot up dl through the gathering.

"Sgn up with our neglected clerk,” she said, pointing out a boy not much older than Tobe, who wore
the blue ribbon trim on his deeves that indicated he was an apprentice. "You saw how little warning we
get. The moment any of you who work horse detall hears the sgnd for an attack, drop whatever you're
doing, head for the stables, and start saddling horses. Y oull have a trainer when you report to the stable
tomorrow, someone to check your work and teach you better ways to do it. Soldiers shouldn't waste
time saddling up and finding their weapons. Understood?”

Boys and girls nodded with consderably more enthusiasm than had the adults.

Siver flashed in the sky overhead. Kd looked up. Stormwings glided over Haven, bound for the dead



who lay on the valey floor. She flexed her hands into figts. It didn't matter that only Scanran dead lay out
there. They had fought as their own nobles ordered; these deserved better then the trestment that
Stormwings would give them.

"Now," Kd said, bracing hersdf for afight, "I need a burid detail to go out with me."
"Leave 'em trot!" cried a man. Others added their approval.

Ke put her hands on her hips and waited until they were quiet. "Then, sSr, you shdl plough the section
where the bodies are, two days hence," she said mildly. "The fed of a plough as it hits rotting flesh and
bone must be - interesting.”

Some of her audience turned green.

"Rotten bodies means scknessin the water and the ground,” Kd said more crigply. "We won't have it.
Burid detail volunteers can report to me. If no one volunteers, | will choose some” She looked them
over and decided the news that they would adso need to fill out work ligs could wait. "That's it. Burid
volunteers, let's get moving."

Kd wiped her hands on her ngpkin yet agan as the cooks took the last supper dishes from the
headquarters common room. For the fird time she wished that she had perfume. The odour of
Stormwings and death seemed to ding to her, despite a pre-supper wash and a change of clothes.

As the lagt cook left with the lagt dish, she made hersdf put the napkin down, and observed her
companions. Merric, Dom and the sergeants dl had a goblet of wine before them. The mages - Baird,
Numair, Ned - had smilar goblets, but theirs were filled with apple juice, as was Kel's. Baird and Ned
looked fresher than she had expected after an afternoon spent keeping the soldier with the hole in his
heart comfortable as they tended the wounded. Stll, she had to remember that they couldn't be alowed
to overwork.

Assgants, Kd thought, waiching the two heders. There are two midwives in the Goatstrack
company. Maybe the new people have a heder or three. Lord Wyldon's gift of clerks had made her
redlize that people didn't have to do each and every thing themsdlves. "Why weren't we taught about
clerks?' she heard hersdf ask. She made a face as the men grinned.

"Regular knights don't need 'em,” Merric said, Spping hiswine.

"It's trug)" Dom added. "You only redly need clerks at company levd. Till then, you do your own
paperwork." He grimaced as the others laughed. "Kd, you know I've got my orders, right?' he asked,
medting Kel's eyes with his very blue ones.

I'm going to miss looking at him, she thought. And I'm going to miss his hep. Dom dways backs me
up. "Yes, Lord Raoul wrote to me" she replied. To the others she explained, "Dom's squad's to report
back to Fort Steadfast. War's officidly declared.”

"If you hadn't said so, however would we guess?' drawled Neal. "Oh, wait, now | remember - | saw
dead Scanrans lying about somewhere.”

"They were more interesting when they were dive™ Merric told him grimly.
"Il take your word for it, thanks dl the same." Nedl raised his cup in aslent toast.
Ke looked & Numair. "Master Numair, you said you've other messages to give?'

The mage drew acircle at the centre of the table with a quill, then etched Sgns dong its sparkling edge.
When he snapped his fingers, an image sprang to life within the circle, ganding a foot tal. Kel grimaced.
It was akilling device.

"In addition to the two killed here today, nineteen of these things have been reported in the country
between the City of the Gods and Seabeth,” Numair said quietly. "Nineteen that we are sure of. Villagers
near Sigis Hold caught one in the kind of pit they use to trap bears, then shovdled it full of ail, hay and
cod and burned it until it half melted. None of the others have been taken, wel, 'dive is the best term.
But we findly know more about who is cregting them." He sghed and rubbed his temples. "The City of
the Gods expdled a mage student, Blayce Younger of Gdla, sx years ago. The charges were



necromancy, particularly the endavement of the sairits of the dead. It seems he has an aptitude for it."

"S0 he uses his aptitude to kill children,” Kd whispered through numb lips. "He murders them and
uses their spirits to fud the killing devices." Around the table everyone but Numair and Kel drew the Sgn
agand evil - an X with a straight line through it: a six-pointed star - on his chest. It isn't going to do you
any good, Kel thought, watching them. And Master Numair knows it, too.

"You sound sure”" Numair said, hislong, dark eyes sharp as helooked a Kdl.

"| was there when three of the things were killed,”" she reminded him. "The white vapours that come out
of their heads? They have the voices of children.” | don't have to mention the Chamber now, she thought
with some rdief. They know who's doing it, they have his name, and that's the only useful thing | know.
So I'm not doing harm to their search for him, by not spesking up.

"He could use any spirit," Baird pointed out, his mouth twisted in disgust. "l wager he uses those of
captive foreigners so Maggur will ignore, and make his own people ignore, what this Blayce does" He
drained his gpple juice. Ned refilled his cup. "It disgusts me" whispered Baird, "what people dlow, if
they think those who commit vile acts can hep them to achieve some god."

Numair snapped his fingers and the device at the centre of the table vanished. He reached over and
rubbed a hand over the dlittering circle, retrieving its power. "All this means that refugee camps are just
storehouses of fud for Blayce. Weve sent a request south for wagons to take every refugee out of reach
of the border," he said. "l think I've explained thingsin frank enough terms that even the Council of Lords
and the Council of Commons will see there's no choice. Theyll vote us the funds and find the land to
house them. His mgesty says he won' let the councils adjourn for the summer until they do. Until then,
well have to manage as best we can.”

"But we know who's responsble”" Merric pointed out. "And these devices could change the course of
this war. Surdly we ought to be sending teams of assassins to sttle this Blayce™”

"Do we know where he is?' asked Dom. "Theré's an anful lot of Scanra out there, and most of it's
draight up and down.”

Numair shook his head. "All we know is that he's not in the capitd a Hamrkeng. Our spies searched
the place from cdlar to attic. He's not with King Maggur.”

"And anyone who might know is too scared to talk,” murmured Nedl.

"That's the 9ze of it,"” Numair admitted. "Well continue to search, and to bolster the defences of the
camps. At least Haven can look to someone who's killed three devices"” He nodded a Kd.

"With lots of help,” she reminded him automaticaly.
All of them sat, eyes sombre, arms crossed over ther chests or cupped around their goblets.

| needed to know where Blayce was s0 | could find him before | got tied down here, Kd thought
ferocioudy at the disant Chamber of the Ordeal. But you wouldn't tel me. You aren't of my time. Now |
have to defend these people from his cregtions, and with what? Scant magic, forty soldiers, hdf of them
convicts, and a bunch of dvilians used to hunting and shooing wolves from their flocks. Curse your stone
heart.

"Stones," she said doud. Everyone looked at her. "Let's start moving stones to the base of the raised
ground here, start piling them up. It's easy to dimb earth,” she explained as Ned opened his mouth to
argue. "Didnt we see that today? And then they just claw their way up wood. Stones a least make a
smooth, rounded surface. The killing devices clawswill dip on stone.™ Ned closed his mouth. Seaeing that
the men continued to stare a her, K& went on, "That's how the Yamanis build their castles. They cover
evarything from the wal sraight down below the moat in stone. We can't cut it flat, maybe, but we can
make the dimb up these heights much harder.”

"Wyldon made a good choice when he put you in command here," Duke Baird said with a tired amile
"He knows you have a fresh way of looking at things”

Kd glanced a Merric. She knew her being in command here was a sore point with him, though her



job was the refugees and his was the patrols and command of the soldiers outsde Haven's wdls. Merric
amiled crookedly, raised his goblet to her in a mocking toast, and finished its contents.

"I can help,” Numair said abruptly. "I can provide large rocks more quickly than muscle and oxen can
doit, a lesst."

"Not the Sorcerer's Dancel” cried Nedl. "That oneis so old it creaks!"

"The spdll may creak as much asit likes, if it works," Numair replied calmly. "What would you use?'

They began to argue magic. Dom and Merric stood with groans;, Kel did likewise. If the mages even
noticed they were leaving, they gave no Sgn of it.

Ke promised Dom she would see him and the squad off in the morning, and bade Merric goodnight.
Then she looked at the extradump of shadow by the rear door. "Tobe?"

He stepped into the light of the few cressets on the wadls. "He said Blayce. Is that your Blayce, lady?
The one as makes you talk in your deep?’

Ke gghed. "Yes, itis"

Tobe shook his head. "No wonder you've got nightmares”

"If you'd deep in aroom of your own, upstairs, you wouldn't hear them,” Kd pointed out. This was an
old discusson between them at this point. Tobe refused to trade his pdlet by her hearth for a red bed
and room. "And what are you doing, eavesdropping here?' she wanted to know. "Tha was a
closed-door meeting. No ligening dlowed.”

Tobe gave Kd his best "don't you know anything?' look. "I'm in service, lady,” he sad patiently.
"When you're in service, you have to eavesdrop. Elsawise your masters get up to things and you get took
by surprise.”

Ke had begun to recognize the sgns of another conversation she could not win. She switched tactics.
"You should be in bed," she informed him.

"So should you," he retorted. "But them scribblers is ill up and working, and they asked me to say,
they're wishful of seeing you. Do | tdl 'em to Suff their wishfulness?'

Kd rubbed her eyes. "No, I'll see them,” she replied. "Off to bed, Tobe."

He vanished into her rooms. Kel waked into the clerks office. They were dl working, but when they
saw her, they scrambled to their feet and bowed.

"What may | do for you?' Kel asked.

"We hope to take jus alittle of your time, if you please, lady knight," replied the head clerk Zamid.
"We have suggestions which may ease everyone's lot."

Kd bit her lip. Hadn't her day been long enough?

A dgh escaped her. Wyldon had trusted her to do this task - dl of it - properly. She returned the
clerks bows. "l am at your service," she told them.



7

TIRRSMONT REFUGEES

When Kd left headquarters the next morning, she found the camp shrouded in fog. The sound of a
recorder wound its way through the vells of mig, an amless song that raised goosebumps on her skin.
She traced it to the wal that looked to the western mountains. Numair stood on the ramparts, the
soldiers a his sdes moving away from him. The mage played the tune on a dender, hand-carved
recorder.

She knew better than to interrupt a mage a work. Instead, she did her glave practice, trying to ignore
the piping, and walked around the camp before she entered the headquarters medting room. A deepy
cook was sdtting bread, cheese, honey and butter on the table. "We appreciate your letting him est here,
Lady Kd," he told her with ayawn. "Do you hear hm? Mages." About to spit on the floor to express his
opinion, he caught Kd's eye and thought the better of it.

"Even when heistrying to protect you?' she asked mildly.

"Especially then,” the man said with feding. "They save ther scariest tricks for when they want to help
folk." He bowed and went to fetch the rest of breakfadt.

She saw Dom's squad and Merric's patrol on ther way, then returned to the mess hdl to discuss
mundane things like work rosters with the newly arrived refugees. Once the fog burned off, she took
wespons groups - one bow, one g&ff - outsde the gate for practice. First she assgned one soldier and
one experienced avilian as teachers to each group, then she worked in the ranks, keeping her own kills
warm.

Back in Haven after training, she broke up three fights, two among children, one between two women
over who was fird in the latrine line. 1t was the magic thickening the ar that made people edgy, Ke
knew. She had just sorted out an argument between carpenters when she fdt the physca effects of
Numair's work. The ground began to quiver under her feet.

Stones, she thought, awed. | should have guessed there would be a lot of them. The sparrows came,
dhrieking, to whirl around Kel's head. They settled on every part of her they could find. Kd saw a white
streak that was Jump scrambling into headquarters. Tobe, normaly dauntless, wasn't far behind him.

Ke made hersdf wak cdmly and confidently through camp, stopping often to assure everyone this
was no earthquake but a protection spell. When she dlimbed to the rampart on the west wall, Baird and
Ned were dready there. In the distance, Numair walked, playing the recorder like a demented piper,
leading a swarm of boulders, many taler than he was. "Isthis one of those black-robe mage things?' she
asked Ned and his father as they looked on.

"BEven child mages can learn the Sorcerer's Dance" Ned replied scornfully. "An idiot couldn't get it
wrong."

"It's the magnitude that has you acting like a bear with a burr under his tal,” Baird replied gently. "If
you or | worked the Dance, we could move logs, or a handful of wagons, for a mile or two. Numair
cdled boulders from ten miles avay."

"Show-off," grumbled Nedl.

The duke leaned againg the wall, his eyes on the Sght below. "Numair told me once he has to blow on
a candle flame to put it out,” he said. "If he uses his Gift, the candle explodes. We have shaped our
power to cut Sngle vansif we must. Numair has to do big projects or nothing. You might show more
tolerance.”

Ke left father and son to it, sheking her head, and retreated to the mess hdl. She was able to eat very
little of her lunch as person after person, dvilian and soldier, came to hear from her that this rumbling was
neither an attack nor a naturd disaster. She findly gave up on edting and took a group of dingers out to



practise in the meadow across the bridge.

She could have saved hersdf the trouble. No one could practise once Numair came into view around
the northern edge of the fort at the base of the high ground. He trailed boulders like chicks as he played
that strange tune, with flourishes, on his recorder. At each flourish the rearmost boulders dropped away,
to rall up the dope below the wdls. Ten feet up they would hdt and settle into their new home. At the
point where Haven's road crossed the high ground, Numair played only the basic tune urtil the rocks had
rolled over and past the road. Once they were clear, he began to pipe them up on to the high ground
agan, one after another.

Kd sent her charges back to Haven and steded harsdf to follow the mage. The sparrows, seeing
where she meant to go, abandoned her for the safety of the wdls. Kd talled Numair around the south
edge of the high ground, picking her way aong the scant margin of earth between stones and the river.
Wobbling, she braced hersdf againgt a chunk of granite, then yanked her hand away. The newly moved
gone was warm.

She found Numair on the west side of Haven, his boulders used up. He too looked used up. His dark
skin was grey-blue. He leaned gasping againg one of the stones.

Ke took her water bottle to the mage. Numair grunted his surprise, then drank it dry. "Thank you,” he
croaked.

Kd went back to the river and touched the cork Ned had spdled for her to the water. When the cork
didn't glow, she knew the water was safe to drink. She filled the bottle, then stripped off her tunic and
soaked it in the river. Numair emptied the bottle a second time. He wiped his face, then wrung the
waterlogged tunic out over his head and back. Kel went to the river for a third refill. When she returned,
Numair offered her a dry, unwrinkled tunic.

"I thought you couldn't do smdl magics” she sad, trading the water for her tunic. She pulled it on and
refastened her belt over it.

"Depends on the magic, and what | have left,” Numair said. This time he only sipped from the bottle
and returned it haf full. Kel dung it on her bdt. "Don't worry, I'm not drained,” the mage assured her.
"And | have power stones to draw on if more company comes to cdl. Kd, | need to show you
something. Come here, on my other sde”

Ke frowned but did as he told her, waking from hisleft to hisright.

"Now look behind you, between the rocks.”

Ke looked. Hed Ieft a large gap between these two stones. Indde it she saw not the earth of the
heights, but more darkness.

"Dane made me promise to put a bolt-hole large enough for most animas to escape in every fort |
come across,”" Numair explained. "The upper opening is ingde the storage shed next to the larine”

"Masgter Numair, the enemy could find this tunnd as quickly as our animad" Ke objected, shocked.
What if those brutes yesterday had found their way in here?

"I shielded each opening with sgns only another black robe would even sense, let done have the
power to break. | just raised the protections now so you could know it's here” Numar made a sgn.
Before Kd's sartled eyes the dark gap vanished, replaced by reddish-brown dirt.

When she tried to put a hand between the rocks, she couldn't. The earth fdt solid. ™Y ou're sure no one
can whidle alittle charm and find this?" she demanded. " Scanran shamans have lots of nagty little whistle
magics”

"I know," replied Numair camly. "You have to trust me, Lady Kel. I'd suggest letting Ned and Merric
know, at least. Daine worries about animas, but here's a way to get a message out, if you are besieged.
Jump is clever enough to get word to Lord Wyldon, if need be."

Kd amiled. "Yes heis And never mind the 'Lady - it'sjust Ke."

"Asyou like" Numair replied, stretching. He twisted from side to side, his spine crackling. "I'd suggest



you get your people to put smdler stones above these dl around the high ground, just in case.™
"One of the clerks is dready drawing up a schedule” Kd said, and grinned. "l love clerks. I'd marry
themdl if | could."

"Youre easly pleased.” They walked back around the river, towards the gate road. "If anyone ever
asks me what to give you for Midwinter, I'l just tdl them, clerks.”

"I won't always need them,” Kd said.

"Vey true. While I'm here I'll finish spdling the wals and the gate. | bought some very nice fire-ban
chams in Riversedge - | had to add to ther potency, but it will be hard for anyone to burn you out of
Haven."

They continued to discuss magica protection as they circled the rim of ground between the boulders
and the river, then made their way to the gate road. They were hdfway up the steep indine when an
eegle screamed high overhead. Kel would have ignored it, but the eagl€'s next scream sounded much
closer.

Numair dragged off histunic, dumaly wrapping it around hisleft arm. He was grinning. Kel looked up
and gasped: a golden eagle spirdled down from the sky Numair extended his wrapped arm, and the
eegle landed on it with solid authority.

"S0 you found me, dear one," Numair said, and kissed the creature on the beak. "I've missed you."

Ke guessed who the eagle must be as the bird preened Numair's hair with that murderous beak. This
hed to be Numair's lover and Kel's own friend, Daine the Wildmage. Kd had seen her as a golden eagle
more than once.

"Wecome to Haven, Daing" Kel said palitey. "Have you any news?'

The bird shook its head and returned to preening Numair.

"Will you excuse us?' he asked. "She likes to be private when she changes back to human." Without
waiting for areply, he strode on up theincline

When Kd walked through the gate, she found a amdl group of young people waiting for her, with
Tobe at the fore. All of them held spears in uncertain grips.

Ke frowned. "Tobe, what's this?' she asked.

"Tis fally," Sergeant Vidur, that day's watch commander, remarked in a scornful voice. He was in
charge of the other convict squad, and as hard as his friend Oluf. "Askin' you to waste time on this lot
when you've other thingsto do."

Tobe ignored him. "Lady, we was hopin' you'd teach us to fight with spears like you do with your
pigsticker." He nodded at his companions. "I showed 'umit - the glaive - and we know there's no more,
but won't spears work ‘'most as good?"

"Jug say the word, milady, and I'll run ‘em back to their dams” Vidur told Kél.

She wasn't sureif the sergeant's attitude had annoyed her, or if it was admiration for young people who
wanted to learn a pole am. "Get me a saw," she ordered Tobe, holding out a hand for his spear. He
passed it to her, and raced away. "There's a big difference between usng a spear as a casting wegpon,
and as a combat wegpon. It's like Saff fighting, with a bit extra a the end of it," she explained to the
boy's companions. "If were to do this, we need to shorten your wegpons.” She ingpected the five young
people. Two looked to be about twelve, another thirteen; the two oldest seemed to be about fifteen or
gxteen. "What's your name?' she asked the tdlest girl.

The gifl seemed to forget she wore tattered breeches; she curtsed, hanging on to her spear with one
hand. "Loesia, if it please your ladyship.”

"Whdl, Loesia, have your parents given their permission for you to take this time to practise weapons?'
asked Kd. "Have any of you asked your parents?"

"We got none, milady." The gl who spoke up was one of the youngest, her face pde and



sharp-chinned under brown har awkwardly cut.

"They was killed or hauled off by raiders” added one of the boys. "The Goatstrack folk took us in,
like, and let us eat from their pot.”

"Acos my lord told 'em to," said another girl. " An gave 'em extry food to not begrudge us™

That made Kd's heart hurt. None of them wanted pity, though. All met her eyes as if defying her to
comment. "Well, if you have trouble now, eat with the soldiers” she said. "Il fix that with the cooks.”

"Old Fanche ain't so bad,” said the boy who had ye to speak. "She'sfair.”

"She smacked Y anmari with a spoon when she woulda fed just her own with the extra," added the girl
who'd told Kel they were orphaned.

Tobe arrived with a saw, panting, Jump in his wake. Kd traded his spear for the tool and led the
younggters down the gate road, to the practice fidd on the far side of the bridge. Once there, Kd
shortened each spear to match the bearer's height better, while they borrowed extra bales of hay from
the peasant archers who practised nearby. Once the bales were set as targets, Kel began to teach her
group the basics of holding, blocking and thrusting with a spear.

They broke off when the archers did as the sun disappeared behind the digant western mountains. Kel
followed the young people and the archers back to Haven, content with a day well-spent. She liked
teaching younggters, she redized. She had wondered as much before, when she had helped her maid and
some younger pages improve thar fighting skills. Now she was certain of it. A pity she couldn't afford to
take on asquire - she would love to do for someone else what Lord Raoul had done for her.

"l say this for them, they're determined,” a familiar voice commented at her elbow. It was Connac,
the sergeant who'd been training the archers, the same man who'd been the watch sergeant during the
attack.

"Who is determined, Sergeant Connac?' asked Kdl.

"All of them - mine and yours. New recruitsin the army, sometimes you need a switch to wake ‘em up,
impress on 'em this is dl serious business. Not our refugees” The sergeant scratched his head. "Even
your little 'uns - | was watching. They want to learn.” He sighed. "They'll spoil me for plain recruits, once
thisisover.”

"We can thank the Scanrans that they are serious” Kd replied asthey passed through the gates. "You
don't usudly need to teach mountain people a lesson twice" She asked the gate sergeant, "Is Sir Merric
in, and dl the workers?'

The man sduted. "You're the last of'em, milady.” Kel nodded. "Close up for the night, then.” As K
bade the two sergeants goodnight, the heavy gates dowly swung shut. She knew she shouldn't Sgh with
rdief a the thud of the bar as it dropped into place, but she did anyway. At least it was some extra
insurance againg night-time surprises.

The next moring dawned grey and cloudy, the skies threstening a drizzle & some point. K and
Tobe, followed by Jump and the sparrows, left headquarters early. Kd wanted to show Tobe the
bolt-hole Numair had |eft for them. Tobe was determined to practise his traning when his lady did. They
were in the middle of exercises, Kd with her glave, Tobe with his spear, when ther dog and sparrow
audience left them.

Ke refused to break her concentration to see where they had got to - she was used to them watching
her entire practice routine - but once she had washed up and pulled on her tunic, she went in search of
them. She found them, what looked to be dl of the camp's dogs and cats, and a least thirty sparrows
clustered around and on Daine. The Wildmage sat tailor-fashion in the corner formed by the north and
east wadls, surrounded by animas, sarving many of them as a perch. Her eyes were closed, her hands
pam-up on her knees.

Not a feather rustled; not a cat scratched; not a dog yawned. There was something taking place that
made the hair sand on the back of Ke's neck. It filled the ar around the animds with an dmost



perceptible weight. She beat a fast retreat. Scanrans and killing devices she could face, but this was
something different, something that she didn't understand. Daine would tel her what it was, and uniil then,
Ke would find somewhere s to be.

Ke was at the training fidd by the river with her morning archers when she heard the Haven trumpets
cdl the aert, followed by the Sgnd that friends had been sghted. Friends or no, she hudled the archers
back to Haven, then raced up the steps to the ramparts, Jump and Tobe at her heds. She had fumbled
the griffin feather band out of its pouch as she ran up the indine Now she tied it so part was on her
forehead above her eyes and part lay across her ears, then accepted the spyglass from Sergeant Y ngvar.
Cdlsto answer Haven's had come from the west.

Ke trotted over to the western ramparts, where Numair and Ned stood, garing into the distance. "It's
the Tirrsmont refugees, | beieve” Numair said.

Ke saw the gpproaching riders and nodded. Two regular army sgquads guarded a train of people and
wagons. Not nearly enough soldiers, not with the enemy in and out, she thought, swalowing anger. Nice
of my lord of Tirramont to spare any guards, | suppose.

She handed the spyglass to Ned and dipped off the festher band, ralling it up. No matter what
punishment they took, her griffin feathers never broke or cracked. "Ned, if you're done fixing that man's
heart, let's sart your physicd examinations with these people," she suggested. "They didn't look so good
when we passed through Tirrsmont.”

"No, they did not,” he said grimly. "I'll talk to Father and Master Zamid right now."

"Magter Zamid?' Kel was not sure what the head clerk had to do with medica examinations,

Ned shook his head at her. "If we record who they are as they come in, then we can draw up a
schedule for them to vist the nice heders”” he said gently, as if she were Smple. "Everything dse here
mug be scheduled. Wouldn't it be lovdy if we did the same?”

"You don't respect me" Ke told him with her sourest glare.

Ned grinned. "l respect you heaps, lady knight. I'dve thrown mysdf off a bridge, getting this
assgnment. You, you're there with ligs and plans. You ligen to every flap-mouthed bumpkin who thinks
he can do your task better, and you answer with a amile and thanks. Why, you've inspired me to be a
blessing to my felow bumpkin, just like you." He fluttered his fingersin delicate farewe| and trotted down
the sairs.

"I can turn him into something for you, if you like" Numair murmured, sartling alaugh out of Kdl.

"He was actudly complimenting me" she told the mage. "It happens so rardly, I'd hate to see him
turned into anything for it." She looked sddlong at the man.

Neither he nor Daine had come to supper the previous night. "Dane seems very wdl after her
journey," she remarked dyly. She wouldn't ask him what Daine was up to now; she knew Daine would
tdl her when she wished.

"I hate it when were separated for weeks,” Numair replied serioudy, unaware that Ke might be
teesng him for having vanished once his lover arrived. | fed like hdf of meis missng. | know she takes
risks out there, and nothing | can do will stop her. When | scold, she promises she won't do it again, but
once she's back in action, she can't hdp hersdf. Sheld do anything for the realm, however risky."

Ke looked up a Numair, surprised. "Y ou wouldn't?"

"Of course | would,” Numair replied, squinting at the Tirrsmont party. "But that's different. That's me”
The day's threatened drizze began. He raised a hand. His Gift streamed from his fingers, widening as it
went. He closed his hand into a figt, bresking off his connection to the sheet of magicd fire It flowed
through the ar until it stopped and hovered over the oncoming refugees. Kel put up her spyglass.
Numair's creation hung over the entire train, keeping it dry.

He's sweset, Kd thought, fascinated. | had no notion!

By the time she reached the gate, Master Zamid and three other clerks had set up desks under canvas



awnings, clear of the sweep of the gates as they opened. All Ke had to do was approve Sergeant
Yngvar's request for permisson to admit the newcomers. She watched the refugees stream in from a
place on the ramparts. The fresh arivas would soon get into the habit of seeking her out for every
complaint and cramp. She'd delay that for now.

Curious, she glanced indde to the corner where north and east walls met. The hegp of dogs, cats and
sparrows that covered and spread around Daine was il there.

Ke wasinthe mess hdl, just gtting down with a bowl of venison stew, a dice of bread and a wedge
of cheese, when Zamid found her. "Eighty-six in dl, milady,” Zamid reported. "Two more than we
expected.”

Kd accepted amug of gpple juice from Tobe. "One of their sergeants told me two of the women had
babies, one back at Tirramont, one on the road. The mother who had the baby on the road means to
name her Haven. That baby's agirl," she added, thinking the clerk would want to know this detall.

Zamid sniffed, which seemed to express his opinion of people who had girl babies in wagons, and
went to get his own lunch. The new refugees, their bdongings stowed in their assigned barracks, filtered
into the cookhouse. They mugt amdl the cauldrons, thought Kel. These huge pots of stew had been
cooking for more than a day.

"Thetll fill ‘'em up fast, milady,” Einur the cook told her. "Hard to beat a good stew with turnips, carrots
and onions for that, for dl it takes for ever to cook."

Watching the newcomers eat, Ke hoped they'd made enough. The Tirrsmont people looked as if they
hadn't had a proper med in months.

A group of them walked down the aide between the long tables, led by a man in his fifties His clothes
hed origindly been better. They were trimmed with tags of fur, the good cloth stained and splotched with
mud and grease. He was garting to go bald, but he combed the springy iron-grey hair on top of his head
forward to hide the retreat of his hairline. The man's mouth formed a thin, straight line. His nose was an
arrow pointing down. His brown eyes narrowed as he scanned the mess hdll.

He stopped at the table where Kel, Zamid, Tobe and some off-duty soldiers ate. "Where's this
so-called commander, this knight we're told isin charge?' he demanded, folding his arms over his chest.

Kd, dartled, looked up a him. Sheld jugt taken a hearty mouthful of stew, more than was mannerly.
There was no way she could answer until she chewed the stubborn chunk of venison in her mouth. She
fdt like a child caught misbehaving.

"You, there, clerk!" snapped the man. "I want to see this knight and | want him now. Some green lad,
fresh out of the Chamber, that's good enough for the likes of us, isit?'

"Gr," Zamid began with alook at Kel.

The man cut him off. "I won't have this. Dragged off our lands, holed up like rabhits in a hutch dl
winter, and now this place! We are the larger group - why did the Goatstrack rabble get firg choice of
resdence? Those buildings aren't fit for barns, dl green wood and cracks between the boards. I'm an
important man, with friendsin Corus. | demand proper trestment!™

Ke gave up on her venison. She covered her mouth with her hands and pretended to cough so she
could spit the meet into her pams. Quickly she dropped it on the floor, hoping no one had seen. She
glanced a Zamid. He sat, hands folded in his lap, eyes down, cowed by the newcomer. The soldiers a
the table watched Kel to see what sheld do.

Kd got to her feet. Zamid and the soldier who shared her bench pushed back so she could stand
comfortably. Taking up her goblet, Ke drained the apple juiceiniit.

The Tirrsmont man continued, "These nobles shuffle us about, lining thelr pockets with money that's
meant for us and taking thelr pleasure whilst we live with common farmers -"

A woman stood on tiptoe and whispered urgently in his ear, pointing to the Mindean badge on Kd's
tunic.



The man scowled at Kd. "You?' he said in clear dishdidf. "You are the commander of this camp?
Impossible! | will not be governed by a, a shamdess girl, a chit who's no better than she ought to bel”

Theinault to Kel, the daim that she was nearly a progtitute, brought the soldiers growling to their feet.
Ke gave them the hand-signd to return to ther seats, though she secretly appreciated their championship
of her. Then she leaned forward and braced her figs on the table. Though her veins hummed with anger,
ghe made hersdlf amile mockingly as she looked at the Tirrsmont women. "Mistresses, have you ever
noticed that when we disagree with maes - | hesitate to say 'men’ - or find oursalves in a position over
maes, the firs comment they make is dways about our reputations or our monthlies?'

One of the new women snorted. Others snickered.

Kd looked at the man, who was momentarily speechless. "If | disagreed with you, should | place
blame on the misworkings of your manhood? Or do | refrain from so serious an inault - " she made a
face - "far more serious, of course, than your hint that | am a whore. Because my mother taught me
courtesy, | only suggest that my monthlieswill come long after your hair has escaped your head entirdy.”

That brought alaugh from most of the Tirrsmont refugees, and guffaws from Kel's soldiers.

Ke hardened her face. "I am Kdadry of Minddan, lady knight and the commander of Haven," she
sadidly. "My reputation is no concern of yours. What is your name?'

The man drew himsdf up. "Idrius Vaestone, fur merchant.”

"Here you are just another refugee, Idrius Vaestone" Kd informed him. "Subject to the laws that
govern this camp. While | command, you will address me with respect, understand? If you have
complaints about me, address them to my Lord Wyldon of Caval, the digtrict commander. Until you get
hisreply, keep your opinions of me to yoursdlf. You are dismissed.”

"My lady, pleasa!" It was a woman who stood close to Idriuss ebow. "He wasnt thinking - "

"Then he had best learn," Kd remarked. "Who are you?'

"His wife," the woman said. She was a plain creature, face chapped by wind and cold, thin-lipped,
with nearly sraight black brows and greasy brown har. Her orange dress was patched and stained like
those of the other refugees; the brown shawl around her shoulders was as worn as the rest of her.

"Hiswifé isan odd name" Kd replied.

"Olka," the woman answered. "Olka Vaestone."

"I demand to spesk to my lord Wyldon immediatdly." Idrius glared at his wife, who looked down.
"Today!" the man continued.

Ke sat on her bench again and speared a hunk of venison in her bowl. "Go, with my blessing. If you
fallow the road across the Greenwoods River and north, then west on the Vassa road, you should reach
Fort Madtiff by midnight. That's his headquarters.”

"I will need a horse and an escort,” Idrius pointed out.

Ke raised her brows. "I can't spare them. Y ou may not have noticed, but we are a war. | need every
guard and every horse to protect this camp.”

"I demand a horse and escort!" Idrius repeated, asif he hadn't listened.

"And | said, no," Kd informed him patiently. "You may write to my lord Wyldon and send it with the
next courier. In the meantime, you dill are dismissed.”

The Tirrsmont people were trying to drag the purple-faced Idrius away. "You haven't heard the last of
thid" he cried. "I won't be ordered about by some brass-faced wench!™

The soldiers dtirred, their anger a rumble in ther throats. Kel, chewing busly, shook her head. The
soldiers quieted; the Tirrsmont refugees forced Idrius to st at atable far from Kdl's.

"Have you done the work schedules yet?' Kd asked Zamid quietly, after shed swalowed her
venison.

"I wanted to get the Tirramont people in before we did them,”" the clerk replied.



Kd spooned up a last mouthful of vegetables and gravy, then got to her feet. "See that Master Idrius
gets latrine detall for a week, if you please. Perhaps it will sveeten him.”

"Not that one, milady,” Zamid replied. "Men like him eterndly fed cheated of their due”
"WEell, it will make me fed better," Kel said, gathering her dirty dishes. "I'll settle for that.”

She spent the afternoon walking through the Tirrsmont barracks, greeting people, learning ther names,
meking sure they settled in. She met the newborn infant Haven, a very amdl, very red scrap of
humankind. She even hdld the child briefly and competently, as she'd once held some of her nieces and
nephews. After returning the infant to her mother, K finished gregting the newcomers, induding the
Vaestones. Not once did she act asif she remembered her conversation with them in the mess hdl.

Tobe and the rest of her spear class waited for her by the gate. None of the young people had quit. In
fact, the group had increased by four: Tobe had recruited among the Tirrsmont refugees dready. One of
them looked to be only five,

"Meech won't take part,” his older sster, a moonfaced girl with frizzy black hair and pae eyes, assured
Ke earnedly. "But Ma says waich 'im, an' | want to learn to fight. | don't want the enemy havin' 'is way
with me"

Ke understood that. "Aslong as he behaves" she said, crouching so that her eyes were on the same
levd as the boy's. He dung to his sigter's skirt, dutching a rag doll close to his Sde. It was grubby and
battered, but obvioudy wel made, right down to the shock of scarlet yarn hair that must have been
sdvaged from an expengve gament. "Wha of it, Meech? Will you say out of our way?' The boy
nodded soberly. "Very wdl." Kd sraightened. "Let's go," she ordered the group.

On thar way down the Haven road, she fdl in step with Meech's sgter. "What's your name?' she
asked.

Thegirl amiled shyly. "Gydo - Gydane Elder, if it please my lady.”

"Welcome to Haven, Gydo," Kd said. "Let me know if youd like to try any other weapons besides
spears”

Gydo's thin face lit. "Tobe says you teach 'im to shoot a bow, mornings.”

Ke nodded. "Y ou're welcome to join us”

When they reached the practice ground on the far Sde of the Greenwoods, Ke noticed that Tobe and
hisfriend Loesa had found spears for the newcomers. Kel eyed the well-polished wood and razor-sharp
points, then decided she wouldn't ask where the wegpons had come from. Few of the soldiers knew how

to use a spear; fewer dill wanted to learn. At leest if the young folk used them, the weapons wouldn't go
to waste.



8

FIRST DEFENCE

Ke rose a her usud time before dawn, heavy-eyed and achy. She had been up lae the night before,
working on the reports she would have to take to Lord Wyldon when she visted Fort Madliff in a few
days.

She cleaned up and got dressed, siffling dl the while. She was getting a cold: she needed to see Nedl
or his father sometime today. It vexed her to have to take the time to do so, when she had so much to
do.

She watched Tobe as the lad pursued the morning clean-up sheld taught him, wondering if she ought to
uggest once again that he a least remain in bed until sunrise. She decided it wasn't worth the effort.
Tobe dways refused.

This morning Jump and the sparrows settled on to Kd's Hill-warm bed after she made it. They had
returned from their conference with Daine & some late hour. Whatever they had been doing, it had
exhausted the animas. Kd grimaced at them. "Some of us have the luxury of deep,” she complained,
then coughed.

Outside she waked into the open space between headquarters and the infirmary and began her
practice dance with the heavy glave. At her fird spin she came to an abrupt hdt. There was Tobe, as
adways. With him stood some of her other spear students, induding Loesia, Gydo and Meech. Meech
yawned. Rettling his dall, he put his thumb in his mouth, amost adeep on his feet.

"You mug be joking," Kel said, looking down into determined faces.

Loesia shook her head, curls bouncing. "We won't get good fast doin' this just once a day,” she
pointed out. "Barrabul, Keon, Dortie and me practise extra when wevetime - *

"'Cept latdy, timesthe lagt thing we gat," the boy Keon interrupted.

Ke sneezed. If she weren't siffly and achy, she would fed more pride that these youngsters
understood the need for practice better than most adults. As it was, she amiled a them and croaked,
"Very wel. Form your lines"

Once ther practice ended, dl of them trooped to the mess for their morning med. While the young
people wolfed their food, Kel picked a hers. Neal, dow to wake though he was, saw she had a cold
before held touched his breakfast. He required less time than it took to fry a dice of ham to work a
heding spdll on her. Once he had finished, he ordered Tobe to make sure that she drank the noxious tea
he prescribed, three times a day for a week. As he did, Kd's gppetite returned. She ate two bowls of
porridge and two dices of ham, her siffles only a memory.

Leaving the mess hdl with Tobe and Jump, Kd asked, "I don't suppose you could be persuaded to
forget the tea?'

Tobe looked a her with reproach.

"Yes maybeit was astupid question,” Kd said in answer to his unspoken reply. "Just wait till you get
Sck."

Teeching the spear lessons meant that Kel hadn't been able to do a complete pattern-dance with her
glave She collected it from her room and retreated to the corner of the fort where Daine had spent the

previous day. She started dowly and speeded up through the dance until the staff was a brown blur and
the blade a dlver one as she spun, lunged, dodged and pivoted.

"I'm dways sorry | never get the chance to see you spar agang someone who knows what they're
doing," a familiar voice remarked as Kd finished her pattern-dance with a samp and a swirling flourish
that brought the glaive to rest a her side. "Every time you practised with the Yamani ladies on progress, |



got cdled away."

Kd turned, panting, and amiled a Daine. The Wildmage sat with her back againg the headquarters
wadl, a dender young womean in a pae green shirt, brown jerkin and brown breeches tucked into black
cdf-high boots. Her masses of curling, smoky brown har were coiled and pinned at the back of her
heed, tilting it back dightly from the weight. She watched Kd through blue-grey eyes framed with long
black lashes as she produced seed from her pocket for the sparrows who had come to see her.

"What were you doing with them yesterday?' Kel asked, leening on her glaive "l didnt want to
interrupt.” Now that she had stopped moving, her legs reminded her sheéd just had a heding, dbet a
gardl one. Tdling hersdf that she was being palite, not lazy, she sat next to Daine.

"Oh, that." Daine looked at the ground, then shook her head. "I shouldn't have, but - Kd, the guard
youve got isafar disgrace. | know Lord Wyldon's stretched thin with troops in this digtrict, but Vanget
could spare more soldiers to ward these people. It's not right. And there's no taking to Vanget about
things like that. He just tdlsme | don't see the larger tapestry, and sends me off to play with my animas”

Kd blinked. Vanget had a reputation for being sensible. Now Ke had to wonder. She knew that no
truly sensible man would make the Wildmeage cross. "It's what we have" she said mildly.

Dane grimaced. "Oh, of course youll agree. You're awarrior. You won't question orders.”

| do, dl the time, thought Kel. Then she remembered and told hersdlf, | just don't do it out loud.

Dane went on. "But I'm no warrior. | speak as | please. And | can help, which means a lot to me. |,
well, theré's away of changing the People - animals - so their clevernessis more like two-legger - human
-cleverness™

"That's happening at the paace” Kd reminded her. "Peachblossom, Jump, the sparrows, they're dl
wiser than other animds I've known. Hoshi, too."

"I can't hep that,” Daine said. "That's judt... happening, and there's nothing | can say to change it,
except stay away from the palace more. But what | did yesterday, that was stronger. Much stronger. |
filled them with my magic." "Filled?' Kd asked.

Dane amiled crookedly. "That's the best | can explain it. Your own sparrows dready knew some
hand-signas. Now they'll learn them dl, the dogs and the cats, too.

And they'll understand when you tak. 1'd use smple words, though. Smple ideas. Theyll patrol and
fight for you on their own, and they'll report back to you. Youll have to work that out with them, sgns
youll understand, besides the ones you dready know."

Ke shook her head. It was wonderful, and frightening, and overwheming, dl a the same time. "Daine,
| don't know whet to say. | - "

The older woman held up a hand. "Say nothing,” she said, her blue-grey eyes blegk. "I did them no
favours, changing them, but they wanted it. | made sure of that. They wanted to hep you, those animas
who know you. They want to keep you and most of them that lives here safe” The tiny lines around her
mouth and nose deepened. "And the wild birds said it would be interesting, to see how two-leggers think.
| wonder if they'll fed that way in ayear. | hope they likeit, because | can't undo what I've done. But you
need the help so badly.”

Kd lad ahand on Daines am. "I'll look out for them as best as| can,” she said quietly.

"Oh, that | knew, or I'd never have doneit,” replied Daine. "I don't know how you deep, with so many
to look after, and now I've added to your load."

"But I'm nat the one gdloping from fort to fort, and sending animd spies to hunt for Blayce the Gdlan,”
Ke pointed out. "You must be exhausted." She hesitated, then asked, "Any word of him?"

Daine shook her head, brown curls fighting their way out of her hairpins. "Word, oh, weve had that.
None of it any good. None that tels us where to look for him. I'd settle for word of his man Stenmun,
that captains his guard. Y ou'd think even in Scanra it'd be far hard to hide a men near seven feet tdl, but
dl we ever gat of Stenmun is a Fiff here and there. He's bought supplies here, or he's carried killing



devices there, but by the time I've word of it, he's gone She pounded her knees with her fids "It's so
meddening, Kd! If | could lay my hand on that Stenmun, I'd have little birds follow him to doom and
beyond, sraight back to his master. It's like he knows to keep on the move, before we can get word of
hisbeing somewhere" Her mouth tightened. "Well, sooner or later, I'l have him. I'd as soon it be sooner
then later, though."

Me, too, thought Kdl. She rested a hand on Daine's shoulder. "Youll fed better after you've eaten,”
she said. "Come to the mess hdl. Our cooks have a nice way with porridge.”

Dane rose, scattered more seed from her pockets for the flock of birds that had gathered around
them, then offered Kel a hand up. "I like porridge," she admitted as she and Kel waked towards the
mess hdl. "And there you go, trying to take care of me, too." She laughed and reached up to give Kd's
shoulders a quick hug.

The two young women were finishing their breakfast when Idrius Vaestone stormed up to their table,
crimson with fury. Gil and one of the other convict soldiers followed him. "These criminals tdl me I'm to
work!" Idrius snapped at Kd. "Clearing latrined I'll have you know I'm amean of affarsand - " He threw
up his hands as a amdl doud of sparrows descended on him, their angry shrieks sounding like bird
curses. "Cdl them off!"

"Nari," Kel sad wesily.

As one creature the sparrows turned and flew back to land on the table between Daine and Kdl.

"Jump," Kd said in warning as the dog advanced on Idrius from behind. Jump raised his lone good ear
and sat, panting, the image of canine innocence. Kel gave him a warning glare, then regarded Idrius.
"Everyone works here, Master Vaestone. Everyone. The schedule changes every three days for dl but
the cooks, those who specidize in useful trades like carpentry and amithing, and the soldiers. That way
no one gets stuck with one task for very long. I've done larine duty. I've got it again next week. And if
you don't quiet down and stop looking for specia trestment, I'll make sure you are listed as having a
tdent for emptying waste tubs and getting rid of sewage.”

The man had listened, denching and undenching hisfigs ™Y ou have a grudge because | named you for
the trull that you are, isthet it?"

Jump growled softly.

Ke sghed. "Go away, and take your hile with you," she recommended. "Otherwise Il have to do
something with you, and my schedule€'s busy enough asis”

Gil reached for Idriuss arm. The merchant yanked out of the convict's grip and stalked out of the mess
hall.

"Youll have more trouble with that one" Daine remarked. "He's the kind that will complain if it's sunny
or cool. And, don't bite me for saying it, caling you aloose woman isthe easiest inqult there is”

Ke gmiled crookedly. "Why should | bite you for pointing out something I've known since | was a
page?' she asked. "If talk were true, 1'd be the whore of Tortdl. Theré's nothing | can do about it, so |
just get on with my work." She sighed. "That's dl this job is, Daing" she explained. "Trying to please
everyone and pleasng no one. And it will only get worse, not better - "

Outside they heard the shrieks of birds, not sparrows this time, but ravens and jays, dozens of them.
Ke didn't need to speak bird to know they cried an darm. She raced from the mess hdl, sparrows and
Jump streaming behind her, headed for the gate. Merric, dill half adeep, changed directions as he walked
towards the cookhouse and ran with her, fumbling for the sword belt he didn't have.

Tobe poked his head out of Kd's window. "Tobel" shouted Kel. "Sr Merric's sword!" Tobe
vanished.

Merric let Kel precede him up the stairs to the ramparts. Someone thrust her spyglass into her hand.

"Thankyou," Kd said, and put the glass to her eye. In the east, where the road from Fort Giantkiller
emptied into the valey, she saw violent movement.



She turned to the gate trumpeter. "Sound cdl to ams" Kel ordered.

Asthe trumpet's blast carved the air, araven soared overhead, coming from indgde Haven: Daine. She
flew towards the distant struggle, cdling out to other ravens nearby. Stormwings also rose from the trees,
dimbing into the air for a good view.

Ke passed the pyglass to Merric and turned to find Tobe and Loesia waiting by the stair. Tobe
caried Meric's sword, hdm and cuirass, panting. Loesia had Ked's hdm and cuirass. Behind them
Keon, one of Kd's other spear trainees, held the glaive.

"Good choice" Merric informed Tobe, lifting the cuirass over his head and shoulders. "If you've got to
amin ahurry, these are what you need first. Would you get those straps on each side?' he asked Taobe.
"Yes, good, pull them sug.”

Ke donned her own cuirass and hdm. Loesia did up the straps without being asked.

"Kd, Il need two squads, | think,” Merric said as he buckled on his sword bet. "And we'd best have
athird ready to goin reserve. Youll take that one?'

Kd nodded. "Sergeants Vidur and Connac?' she cdled, knowing they'd have come here as soon as
they heard the trumpet.

"Here, milady,” they said in unison. All four sergeants had assembled on the walkway over the gate.

"You and your squads are with Sr Merric,” Kd told them.

"Yes, milady," Connac replied. Boots pounded on the dairs as Meric and the sergeants ran for the
horses. She hoped that by now their young stablehands would have a few ready to go, at leest.

It's too soon, dl too soon, she thought, her mouth dry. We aren't ready!

There was no point in fussng now. She heard familiar trumpet cdls in the disance some of the
embaitled people on the east road were theirs, at least.

"Sergeant Oluf?" she cdlled. He was in charge of her second convict squad.

"Milady?" Oluf and Sergeant Yngvar had remained on the walkway. If Ke's memory served her,
Y ngvar was that morning's watch commander.

"Have your squad arm up and hold themsalves ready to ride, Oluf,” Kd ordered.

"Milady, we're better kegping them on the walls here" the man protested. "I wouldn't want them at my
back - "

Ke faced him. She didn't like Oluf any more than she did the other convicts sergeant, Vidur.
"Sergeant, | didn't ask you what you did or didn't want," she sad quietly. "Move." She sad it as sheld
heard Raoul give such orders, as if there was no doubt she would be obeyed. Oluf wavered, then went
to collect hismen.

Ned and Duke Baird came running down the walkway from the stair near headquarters. Neal was
buckling on his sword bet. "Jugt tdl me where you want me" he said, his voice crisp.

"Right here," Kd replied. "If Merric getsin trouble, I'll take Oluf s squad to back him up. Youll bein

"But surdly you need meinthefidd,” her friend protested.

"I need you here. People will obey you." Ned opened his mouth to argue, but Kd cut him off. "We
require aknight on these wals, and I'm not about to risk a hedler out there. I'm afraid this time well have
alot more work for you and his grace.” She nodded to Duke Baird.

"Il get the infirmary ready,” the duke said immediaidy "Don't waste the lady's time in argument, Nedl.
Let'sgo.

"Kd," Nedl protested again, a hand on her am.

"Il send Tobeif | have to go," she said firmly, with alittle smile. "Don't damage the fort, dl right?'

Whatever he saw in her eyes, it made him dgh in exasperation. He followed his father back to the



infirmary.
"Tobe" Kd caled, rasng her voice, "I need Saefas and - "
Someone tugged her right deeve. It was Tobe. Saefas and Fanche were right behind him, bows in

hand. "Get every archer up and spaced evenly on the wals" Kel ordered them. "If they waste arrows
shooting when the enemy's too far off, I'll flay them.”

Fanche and Saefas went to rdly the avilian archers. Kel chewed on her lower lip, reviewing the most
recent dispatches. Under her feet the gate moaned as it opened. This had to be the next lot of refugees
from Giantkiller, those who'd come from Anak's Eyrie.

Merric and his two squads trotted through the gate and down the indined road. As soon as they were
across the Greenwoods River, they spurred their mounts to a galop. Kd looked around. Civilian archers
from Goatstrack and Tirrsmont raced up the dairs to the ramparts, bows in hand. Kd heard raised
voices: ldrius was arguing with Saefas, hanging on to the ex-trapper's am, though Saefas was planly
trying to get to his post.

"Sergeant Yngvar," Kel cdled to the watch commander, the only sergeant left to her, "have two of
your men escort Master Vdestone to the stocks and lock himin them, immediatdy.”

"Yes, milady!" the sergeant replied. He clattered down the steps with two of his soldiers.

Ke turned back to the digtant conflict, bringing the glass to her eye again. It was hard to walit, seeing
the fight, seeing wagons and riders flee across the valey floor, but she had no choice. Until Merric cdled
for help, or until she saw something that meant he would need it, she had to keep her squad back, to
defend the wadls. If another killing device attacked, they would be needed, even with the metd nets and
pickaxes spaced a regular intervas on the wal, againg just that event.

The battle moved closer and closer to the Greenwoods River. Merric had rdlied his soldiers and any
avilians in the tran who could fight into a circle around the refugees wagons. The Scanrans were
mounted and moving quickly, trying to take chunks out of that protective circle. She hoped her people
could get ahead of the enemy. She wouldn't be able to destroy the bridge to prevent a Scanran crossing
unless Merric and the refugees could get clear.

A raven perched atop the log palisade. Its beak changed shape until it could say clearly, in Daine's
voice, "There's Scanrans riding up from the south. They'll be clear of the treesin a moment.”

Ke told Sergeant Y ngvar, "Take your orders from Sir Nedan!" She raced down the stairs to find Oluf
ssquad, Tobe and Peachblossom waiting. "Mount up,” Kd ordered the soldiers. She passed her glave
to Tobe while she dimbed into Peachblossom's saddle, then reclaimed it. "Tobe, get Nedl, tdl him he's
needed on thewdl."

The boy raced off. Kel led the soldiers out through the half-open gate a a trot. Squinting a the
southern woods, she could just see movement in the trees. There was no point in wondering how the
enemy had crept behind the forts and patrols between Haven and the Vassa River. They were here, and
she had to persuade them to leave.

Hooves thumped the ground, coming up beside her. Kel risked a glance to her left and saw Numair
adtride his spotted gelding. "They need you more over there," she told him, pointing to Merric's people.

"You need me in the middle™ retorted the mage. He broke away and rode on to arise in the ground
quardy between Kd and Merric.

Screaming battle cries, the enemy in the southern woods charged. Only a third of them were mounted;
the rest were foot soldiers. Kel noted the Scanran horseman who appeared to be the leader and gave her
convict squad the Sgnd for caution.

Shrieks sounded in her ears as her recently magicked and increased sparrow flock sped by, heading
for the enemy. A flash of white caught Kel's eye on her left: Jump raced forward at the head of a pack of
camp dogs.

Wedl, | sad everybody a Haven works, she thought, grimly amused. | guess that meens that



everybody fights, too.

Hfty yards from the enemy, she Sgndled her men to form two lines a her back, leaving Ke at the
point of their formation. Arrows from the enemy's archers zipped by them; Kd heard a man grunt. Then
she was on the Scanran leader, chopping down with her glave as she drew dongsde. The blond man
shoved his axe up intime to block her. Peachblossom swung around, kicking a foot soldier with his hind
hooves as he brought Kel into position to charge the Scanran leader again. Her gdding surged forward;
Ké levdled her glave and ran the Scanran through dmost as neatly as she had once struck other knights
shiddsin tournament jousts. She jerked the blade free. Peachblossom reared and spun; Ke moved with
him, her glaive sweeping edge-firg to cut down another mounted Scanran. Peachblossom dropped to dll
fours, landing squardly on afoot soldier's back.

"You have amean gtreak," Kel murmured as she turned the gelding. She doubted that the man whose
spine Peachblossom had just crushed would be getting up.

"Kd," afamiliar voice said in her ear.

"Numar?' she asked, startled, looking around. The mage stood on hisrise, wel out of earshot. Hands
tugged at her leg; Kd dashed the man trying to unseet her across the top of his head. Blinded with blood,
he released her.

"Kd, get your people to retreat dl together,” Numair's soft voice urged in her ear.

And that griffin feather band does a lot of good in my belt-pouch. | can't tdl if thisisilluson or redly
Numair, she thought bitterly as she looked for her men. Gil was unhorsed, his mount dead beside him, as
hetried to hold off three Scanran foot soldiers with hislongswvord and round shied. Riding down on Gil's
attackers, Ke thought, | don't care how dlly | ook, I'm wearing griffin feather ornaments in my har from
now on.

The sparrows swarmed one of Gil's foes, gouging his face with their tiny beaks and claws. They
formed a cloud around his head, forcing the Scanran away from Gil. lump leaped for a second attacker's
sword am and dung, powerful jaws locked around the man's wrist. Gil knocked the Scanran's other
hand, and the axe it hdd, aside with his shidld and thrust in deanly, his blade dipping between the bronze
plagues sawn to a lesther jerkin, dl the armour his enemy had.

"Fdl back!" Kd shouted, pitching her voice so her men could hear over the damour of battle. She
rode down the third Scanran foot soldier. "Fal back in order!” She killed the foot soldier, wrapped the
reins around her saddle horn, and reached down to Gil with her free arm. "Behave, Peachblossom,” she
told the gelding. Peachblossom glanced back at her; Gil looked a the offered hand, then Peachblossom,
and gulped.

"Numair's up to something,” Kel informed Gil. "Come or stay, but decide fad."

Gl s5ized Kd's hand and let her drag him up behind her. 1t was shamefully easy. That's it, thought Kdl,
I'm making sure these convicts are fed. Once he was settled behind Kel, gripping her bet with both
hands, she cried, "Fdl back!" Hoiging her glaive, she waved it in a cirde, the Sgnd for a retreat. Her
soldiers came, some without horses, to form a line on ether sde of Peachblossom as they moved away
from the Scanrans. A pair of Tortdlans were down, motionless on the churned and bloody grass.

The enemy stayed put for a moment, panting, gathering their strength to attack once more. Step by
step the Tortalan horses and the men on foot backed, weapons ready, putting ground between them and
the foe. Kel glanced to her Sde Sergeant Oluf swayed in his saddle, blood coursng down one arm.

The earth trembled under Peachblossom, who whickered and pranced. "Stop it!" she ordered. "Thisis
hdp - | think!"

Stone grated. The land moaned. Severd of Kel's men dropped to their knees, making the sgn againgt
evil and muttering prayers. Kel urged Peachblossom over until she could poke the kneding men with the
butt of her glaive. "Up!" she snapped. They lurched to their feet. "When | say fdl back, it's an order,
lackwitd" She hoped they didn't hear the quiver in her voice. The hairs on the nape of her neck and her
ams stood. The ground by Numair's rise sprouted a crack. It raced across the land between him and the



Scanrans Kel's men had jugt fought. They huddled together in superdtitious fear as the ground shook.
When the earth opened in a massive yawn under their feet, they pitched into it. The ground snapped shut.
Only a bare, narrow gtrip marked where the origind crack had been.

"Why didn't | take up carpentry, like me mawanted me to?' whispered one of Kel's convicts.

"And missdl this adventure?' someone dse replied. Kel turned Peachblossom so she could see them.
"You act asif you never saw magic before" she said. "It's not like he doesn't do it dl the time. Now fdl
back on the fort in proper order.”

"You heard milady!" Sergeant Oluf forced himsdif to St upright in the saddle. "Fdl inl What of Laf and
Adern?' He pointed at the Tortdlans they'd left. "Laif's throat's cut,” one of the men replied. "They got
Adern clean through the bdly,” added someone ese. They were dl moving now, heading back to the
road, the men on horses outsde those on foot. Ke listened to them with one ear, trying to see how
Merric fared. People approached them on the road, running, driving wagons, riding: dvilians dl. Merric
and his two squads would be protecting ther rear, then.

A hand fumbled at one of her saddle fittings to unhook the water flask Kel dways carried. Gil popped
the cork out with a grimy thumb, letting it hang on its connected gtring as he offered it to Kd from behind.
Her mouth was dry as stone. She gulped a least hdf of the water before she gave the skin to him.

"Sergeant, we're going to form line on either sde of the road at the bridge,” she said, trying to keep her
voice levd as the ground nearby began to talk again. "You take four men to the north side of the road. I'l
take the south. Gil - "

"Gone" the convict said as he did off Peachblossom. He'd kept his sword.

"But stay with me. Y ou, you, you." She pointed to three other convict soldiers. "Well hold the road on
thissde. Sergeant?'

He sduted and led his four men across the road, keeping out of the way of the cvilians who fled for
the safety of Haven. Their wagons were stubbled with arrows, somewhat fireemarked. One of them
swayed and collapsed, its left rear whed soinning free of its axle. The driver, a woman, got out. A
teenaged girl, a baby in each arm, jumped out, followed by two boys. All of them raced across the
bridge.

Light sparked where sheld firg seen fighting on the Giantkiller road. Kel grimaced. Nearly twenty
Stormwings mingled with the vultures to approach the dead now that the battle had passed that section of
the valey. The noise of the earth cresking like an old ship brought her eyes back to the ground where
Merric 4ill fought. He and his men were now fdling back. A tree near the Scanrans Salit in two. The
ground under them opened and closed, swalowing them dive.

"He best leave us somethin' to farm," she heard a soldier remark.

"Dont worry. Well fam, soon's he finishes wi' that new-style Scanran fertilizer,” replied Gil. Some
men actudly laughed. Kel decided thet life in the quarries and mines must creaste a morbid sense of
humour.

She gnawed her lip, wondering if she ought to take her men forward to support Merric, but no. It was
wiser to stay put. If the Scanrans sheld just fought had reinforcements in the southern woods, she dared
not leave the road unguarded. And Merric was doing well enough. He was in view with his squads in
good order. Beyond them the road was clear but for the bodies strewn dong it. What looked like awave
of dark magic rose above Merric, about to break over him. Ke gasped, then redized the darkness was a
cloud of ravens, lit by streams of blugays like lightning. The crowd of birds grew wider and broader,
then broke up to feed on the dead.

Haven was safe for the moment, provided no more Scanrans were in the woods. We need a burid
detail, Kd thought, an eye on the Stormwings. And more weapons training. Four squads aren't enough to
defend us, especidly when we lose men. She squinted a Merric's approaching troops. He was short
three soldiers; she had logt two. That was an eghth of their fighting force. She would have to ask Wyldon
for replacements next week, when she was scheduled to report to himin person a Fort Madtiff. Even if



he could replace those five, what of Haven's future losses? Forays into the valey to rescue people under
attack could turn into a cogtly business.

One raven had not gone with the others. It swooped around Numair and his spotted gdding, its
movements frantic. Numair leaned againg his mount, swaying.

"That mugt be Daine. And Numair's too exhausted to move," Kd whispered. She appraised Merric's
troops and the refugees they ushered towards Haven, then her own men. "Sergeant Oluf," she cdled over
the heads of adump of refugees on foot, "day here. You three"" She pointed to three mounted soldiers.
"Come dong."

She turned Peachblossom towards the rise in the ground and urged him to a trot. "I know you're tired,”
she murmured to him. "I'll try not to ask too much more of you. We just need to get him off the fidd in
case the enemy's il about.”

Peachblossom shook his head with a snort as if to rid hmsdf of unnecessary sentiment. "It's true. |
meen every word," she assured him. She heard hoofbesats behind her: the men shedd chosen from what
remained of Oluf s squad.

They reached Numair, who now sat on the ground, his head in his hands. The Daine-raven perched on
his shoulder, preening him anxioudly.

"Magter Numair, come," Kd sad as they hdted beside him. The convicts horses shied, nervous of the
power that cloaked Numair.

The mage looked up, grey-faced, his eyes tormented. All my folk were so busy tdling me how scared
they were of him for making the ground rise for the camp, they didn't mention he must have been abed
for days afterwards, Kd thought. "Master Numair, come," she repeated. "Please, mount up - youre
worrying Dane”

He put a hand up to the raven on his shoulder. "Yes - yes. Dearest, I'm fine”

Ke didnt think he meant her. "Do you need a hand?' she asked.

"No," sad the mage, getting on dl fours. The raven took flight, drcling. Numair tried to stand and
staggered. Ke dismounted and loaded him on to his gdding in sections, head and chest firg, then the rest
of him, using her cupped hands under one of his feet and dl of her strength. Once he was settled, she
gathered hisreins and remounted Peachblossom.

"Let's go home" shetold her men.

The raven settled on to Peachblossom's saddle horn. Its beak changed shape, enough that Ke
understood when Daine said, "Kel, | musint stay. | think there's trouble over at Fort Giantkiller."

"Because Scanrans attacked on the Giantkiller road. | understand,” Kd replied. She squinted at the
road near the eastern hills Ravens, buzzards and Stormwings flocked to the dead Numair hadn't enguifed
inthe second crack held made in the ground. "Will you come back?'

"I don't know," the Daine-raven answered sadly. "If it's bad a Giantkiller, Il have to get word to
Madtiff and Northwatch. | hate to ask when you've so many to mind aready, but will you keep an eye on
Numair? Hell try to move about before he's rested, and he won't eat proper.”

Ke amiled. "I'll take care of him."

The Daine-raven took flight and headed north-eest.

The trot back to the bridge was uneventful, save for Kdl's awareness that more and more Stormwings

arived every step of the way. At the gate she cdled for a fresh horse and dismounted from
Peachblossom, taking her glave with her.

"Hnd Tobe," she ingructed her gdding. "Hell fix you up." Peachblossom shook his head, showering
Kd with foam and swest.

"Nonsense" Kd retorted asif he were ahuman. "You'redl in. Do as| say.”
He flattened his ears, then sghed, the fight going out of him. He trudged over to the waiting Tobe,



wearinessin every line. Loesia brought Kd a fresh mount, a frisky mare, and held her as Kel swung into
the saddle. Kd looked at Sergeant Y ngvar, who stood by the gate. "May | borrow your crosshow?' she
asked. "I'll bring it back." She opened her water flask and gulped the rest of its contents. Slently Yngvar
handed over his crossbow and quiver.

"Kd, where are you going?' demanded Nea. Hed been taking to the newly arrived refugees,
soothing them as he looked for wounded among them and among the soldiers. "They're dl dead,
whoever's left.”

"I know that," she replied. "Ned, we need burid details, just as soon as you can organize them.”
Someone prodded her arm. It was Gil, offering her afull water flask. She murmured her thanks.

"But where are you going?' Metric wanted to know. Hed just handed his own mount over to one of
the walting stable hands.

Ke turned the mare and urged her through the gate. "To shoo off Stormwings™ she called back over
her shoulder.
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Ke's fird emation at the Sght of Fort Madtiff was envy. Madiiff had a double set of log wadls, the outer
twenty feet high, the inner thirty feet high, with deep ditches before each. An abatis stood at the edge of
the outer ditch, the sharpened logs offering an unfortunate end to anyone fool enough to try to jump them.

AsKd and her companions passed through the firg gate, she heard avoice ydl her name from twenty
feet overhead. She looked up: Owen sat atop the inner wall, waving franticaly. A hand grabbed Ke's
impetuous friend by the deeve and yanked him back on to the ramparts. Kd traded a head-shake with
Nedl. Some things, like Owen, never changed.

Thelast set of guards waved them through the inner gate. Ned whigtled, which made Kel fed better:
she wasn't the only one who was awed. Madiiff housed three full companies of soldiers, plus an
assortment of mages, clerks, heders, messengers, hedgewitches whose Gift could be turned to combat
or medicine, and unimportant-looking persons in deep-woods dothing who would be scouts, spies, or
both. The barracks were military-trim, no ropes of laundry flgpping between buildings, no firepits and
bubbling cauldrons a each barracks door, no debris or garbage on the ground. Chickens, ducks and
geese milled in pens instead of picking their way throughout the enclosure. There was no need to keep
watch in case a toddler ran in front of the horses. The only raised voices she heard were those of
sergeants, shouting drill commands.

Owen came rattling down the gar from the ramparts. As Ke and her companions dismounted, Owen
collected the reins of Numair's, Duke Baird's and Med's horses. He moved to take Hoshi's reins, but
Tobe, who'd been in charge of the packhorses that carried Numair's and Duke Baird's things, was quick
to add Hoshi to his charges. Owen nodded to him and told the others from Haven, "My lord says, youre
dl welcome to take your noon med at the officers mess, over there” He managed to point with a handful
of reins. Y our men can eat a the common mess" He pointed it and the stables out to Sergeant Y ngvar.

The squad dismounted and led their horses away, Tobe in the rear with Hoshi and the packhorses. Ke
had brought the men as guards, but she had not been happy about removing over a quarter of Haven's
trained fighters. She'd made Merric promise to stay in camp and conduct no patrols until her return.

"Hey, Rengar, cmere,” Owen cdled. A boy dressed in dvilian clothes trotted over to them. "Kd,"
Owen said, "would you give your reports to Rengar? My lord says that way you can eat while he reads
them, and hell talk to you about them when you're done. Master Numair, Daine said tdl you she's up in
the observation tower." Owen pointed out the tall wooden tower a the highest point of ground insde the
wadls. Numair immediately went to her.

"Danés here?' asked Nedl. "The last we knew, she was on her way to Giantkiller."

"She came to us from there" replied Owen, his face suddenly grim. Kel was about to ask him what
was wrong when he trotted off in response to a cdl from the guard post.

Sill puzzled by Owen's change of mood, Kd passed her reports to Rengar and went to the officers
messwith Nedl and his father. Harailt of Aili, a powerful mage and dean of the roya universty, was there
with hislunch. He greeted Duke Baird with pleasure and invited them to join him.

"I thought you were in Northwatch,” Baird remarked as he set histray beside his round-faced friend.

"I'm here for talks with Wyldon - the prince is, t0o," Harallt explained. "He's watch captain right now,
but well see him at supper. Vanget decided some fresh ar and a change of scene might do his highness

good.



"Sill missng Princess Shinkokami?' Duke Baird asked the question Kel was thinking.

"In part,” replied Haralt. "Modly he chafes a the bit Vanget's put on him. He has a ful guard of
knights when Vanget fights battles, and he's not alowed to patrol. After Road snapped at a few people,
Vangat saw he should do something for him, before his highness did something himsdlf. It does run in the
family.”

Ned ligened in slence as the older mages exchanged news. Kd was distracted by her own worries.
She didn't want to give up Duke Baird or Numair, though she knew they had only been at Haven on loan
and that they were needed elsewhere on the border. At least they had done dl they could for her camp,
Numair setting fire protections on the wals and roofs, Baird adding strength to the protections on ther
water and medicines. Kel would gill miss the security two such powerful mages had given her. Nedl
would, too, though dl he said within his father's hearing was that he would be happy when Baird was no
longer underfoot. Kel might have scolded her friend, but she saw the look on Baird's face and redlized he
understood his son perfectly.

Owen joined them after grabbing his own med: cold beef, cheese, heaty soup heaped with
vegetables, and a tankard of milk. "Did you hear the news?' he asked, stting next to Ned. "Giantkiller
fdl."

"What's this? When?' Duke Baird asked Harallt.

"Four days ago," the other man replied soberly. "The same day | hear you were attacked. The enemy
there had killing devices and a battering ram. By the time Daine brought word of the attack to Lord
Wyldon and my lord rode out to save the place, it was destroyed.”

Ke shivered. In her mind's eye she saw the faces of those she remembered from her few days dtay at
the fort. Dead, or taken?

"Did they catch the Scanrans?' Ned wanted to know.

"Our forces cleaned out the forest on both sides of the ridge, but the enemy had gone. You can't leave
soldiersin the wilderness for ever, not in this war, anyway,” Owen said with brutal practicality. "Everyone
days on the move."

Ke looked at her friend. Her throat went tight. So Owen, too, had learned about what the soldiers
cdled seaeing the kraken - being a war. "Owen," she began.

He shook his head. "Generd Vanget sent a company in to hold the area. He wants a new fort built in
the same spot - we can't leave that ggp unprotected - but my lord talked him out of it. He says the men
will think it's a cursed place and desert. They do things like that, never mind that they're supposed to
defend their country.” He scowled, vexed with anyone who gave way to fear.

"It's hard not to believe in curses when you've seen akilling device at work," Kd told him gently. "And
it's hard to be brave when you fed the gods have turned from you."

"So isthere any good news?' asked Nedl. "King Maggur got lung-rot, say?'

Asthe talk turned to recent events, Kd sent up a brief, slent prayer to the Black God for the dead of
Giantkiller. Her post & Haven was rubbing her raw. Without Haven, without her duty to the refugees, she
might have dared the Crown's wrath to cross into Scanra done. She stood a far better chance of
avoiding capture that way. She knew the language, and surdy the thing in the Chamber would guide her
to her long-overdue meeting with Blayce. The chance to wrap her hands around the Nothing Man's
scrawny neck would be worth even disgrace and exile from Tortal. She wasn't fool enough to return to
be executed.

But thisis daydreaming, she thought bitterly as she finished her med. Daydreaming. | have Haven.

Owen raced off as soon as he finished eating. He returned with their supply ligs just as Kel had begun
to wonder what to do next. "Kd, my lord says he's ready to see with you. Nedl, he says, present your
supply requests to the quartermaster. He approved just about everything.” Owen gave Ned the ligs that
he, Ke and Meric had laboured on for the past three nights "Rengar will show you where the



quartermagter is" Kel amiled at the youth, who had followed Owen into the mess.

Ned got to hisfeet. "Time to earn my wage," he said. "Lead on, friend Rengar."

Thetdl youth bowed and blushed, then escorted Ned out of the officers mess. Kel followed Owen to
Wyldon's office. It looked much like the one Lord Wyldon had kept as traning master, right down to the
stone hawk figure at the corner of his desk.

"Take a seat, Minddan,” he said. "Jesdaw, post yoursdf outsde in case | need you. And don't
eavedrop.”

Owen bowed and left, dosng the door in his wake. Kel sat, and remarked, "How can he avoid
eavedropping?"

"He cant,” replied Wyldon. "But thisway | will know how well he can hold his tongue. Y ou requested
more soldiers.” Wyldon's lean, handsome face was expressionless as he looked at Kdl.

"My lord, the request is reasonable,” Kd pointed out. She refused to whine. "Merric takes a squad on
patrol, leaving me with twenty-four trained soldiers to man the walls. The dvilian fighters are coming
adong, but they're modlly fit for defence, not rescue work outsde Haven. And - "

Wyldon raised a hand to slence her. "Youll have two more squads and six replacements for the men
you logt," he said evenly. "I know twenty-six isnt much, but it's what | can spare. Our patrols meet the
enemy every day up here, and there's Giantkiller to rebuild.”

"So | heard, my lord," Kél replied, bowing her head.

"We repaid the enemy for some of that,” Wyldon told her. "Not enough, but some. Vanget beat
roughly three thousand of the enemy two days ago, on the Vassa Plan.”

Ke knew the area he meant from the maps. between the border and the great bend of the Vassa River
lay as broad aplain as could be found here in the north. "What were our losses, Sr?"

"Better than we could have hoped,” Wyldon said, pouring out two cups of amber liquid. Kd took one:
it was apple juice. She drank gratefully. "Vanget logt ningty-eight men as the enemy attacked, so he
started fdling back,” Wyldon explained after a swalow from his own cup.

Ke winced. That was nearly an entire company. "The enemy gave chase" continued Wyldon, "and
broke thair formation. He turned and hacked them to shreds.”

Ke unconscioudy clenched her hands. Why hadn't she been there, harrying the enemy, gving them a
taste of dl theill they had doled out? She had become a knight to fight the redlm's enemies, not to be a
nanny for dviliand

"Maggur dill hasn't made soldiers of them,” Wyldon remarked, not seeing Kd's frudtration, or ignoring
it if he did. "The moment they get excited, they break ranks and act each for himsdf, Mithros be
thanked." The man shook his head, then looked a the papers before him. "You're up to four hundred
and five refugees?’

Ke took a moment to register the change of topic. She unclenched her figts. "The day after Giantkiller
fdl and the Anak's Eyrie folk arrived, we got a mixed group from Hanaford and Riversedge, and more
from Fef Jongin aday later." She recaled something Numair had told her. "My lord, I'm told there are
plans to get the refugees out, with the danger from Blayce the Gdlan?'

Wyldon sghed. "Even if the councils agree and vote funds for it, | doubt well get transport until
summer's end.”

Goosebumps rippled on Kd's arms. "Can't they move thar behinds? Don't they see the danger?
Blayce makes killing devices with captives!"

"They see danger everywhere, induding at home," Wyldon told her. "We can't force action from them.
The nobles fear the Crown will use the war to drain their purses, to make them dependent on the Crown
should things go amiss on their estates. The commoners fear building the war up is an excuse to start
pressng their sonsinto amy or navy service. The king will wear the councils down, but not this week, or



Kd dumped in her chair. How would she last the summer penned up a Haven?

"Now, these letters of complaint from your cvilians particulaly this Vaestone fdlow..." Wyldon
began.

Kd sat up again. This was it. He would see she couldn't handle the refugees constant squabbles and
their demands on her time. This was the reason why she'd agreed to carry written complaints from Idrius
and the other macontents. It was Slly to be pleased that Fanche hadn't written such a letter when it might
have helped to convince Wyldon to replace her, but Kd hoped that it meant that Fanche had decided
Ke was doing a good job. The respect of awoman like Fanche was surdy worth one less complaint.

"Complaints go with command,” Wyldon told her, not unkindly. "Y oull never stisfy them all. You'd be
fodlish to try. Troublemakers come with every group, be they camp or company, village or paace.
Vaestone says you left imin the stocks for hours?!

So Wyldon would send her back after all. "I had other things to see to, induding the dead,” Kd replied
seadily, trying not to show disgppointment. "I couldn't approach without him starting to ydl at me, so |
left him until he shut up enough to let me explain why | put him there”

"Vey good,” Wyldon said with approva. Kd blinked. "Sometimes you mugt hit a man on the head to
get his atention. He and his friends must learn to obey orders.” Rasng hisvoice he caled, "Jesdan!”

The door popped open; Owen stuck his head indde. "My lord?"

Wyldon offered him the sheef of complaints. As Owen took them Wyldon said, "Have one of the
clerks write asngle, generd reply for my sgnature, saying that Lady Knight Keladry of Minddan has my
entire confidence and that al complaints in future will be addressed to her. She may rectify them or nat,
as dictated by the necessties of wartime. Have you got that?"

Owen recited the words perfectly. Kd raised her eyebrows, wondering how Wyldon had taught
Owen that trick.

"Dismissad," Wyldon told Owen. The squire bowed and Ift the office. "Now," the man said, settling
back in his chair, "you did not lig their complaintsin your reports. Why not?"

Ke was surprised that he'd asked. "They weren't military problems, sr. Reports should include supply
matters, the condition of the camp and its surrounding lands, military information and engagements with
the enemy, and d9gns of possible mutiny. | did wonder about that one, but..." Kd shrugged. She wasn't
going to tdl him of dl the times she'd heard refugees say that no green eighteen-year-old could protect
them, and that nobles had no common sense. She ceartanly wouldn't mention the occasions her advice
was greeted with remarks like, "What do you know, as young as you are?' or, "The only reason you
have this job is because they want you out of the way of the real fighting” Instead Kd told Wyldon,
"People didike Idrius and his friends so much that the only mutiny welll get is the others kicking them out.
It may yet happen. | figure | havertill the end of June before it gets that bad.”

Wyldon smiled. He prompily covered the smile with his hand, trying to smoath it from his lips, but Kel
saw crinkles at the corners of his eyes. She stared at her cup, her own eyes wide. She had made the
Stump amile

Wyldon cleared histhroat and refilled their gpple juice cups. "Now, let mefill you in on a few things"

Once they were done, Wyldon turned Kd over to Owen for a tour of Madtiff. Everywhere Kel saw
Wyldon's firm hand on the rein. Of course it would be tidy and well-organized, with him to run the place.
She reminded hersdf that Wyldon dedlt with soldiers, who were expected to obey when an order was
given, but she dso knew that dvilians would not argue with Wyldon as they did with her.

There's no usein pouting, she told hersdf as Owen showed her the mages workshops. My lord wants
me a Haven, so there I'll stay. | just have to make the best of it.

She tried not to drool over Madtiffs superior equipment, space and wel-traned men. That would
make her too much like the many dogs who prowled the grounds or dozed in the sun. Owen told her
mogt of the large, block-headed, brown and black war-dogs, and the scent-hounds with ther drooping



ears and wrinkled faces, came from Wyldon's own kennels, trained by hm and his wife. They were
handsome creatures, but she preferred Jump and the camp dogs a Haven. Thanks to Daine, those dogs
now earned their keep as sentinds and as hunters. They required no human archers to help them to bring
inamdl game like wild geese, grouse and rabhits. If they brought down a boar or deer, the dogs would
summon humans to carry the heavier load. Kel nearly pitied the Madiiff dogs, even though she knew
Danefdt tha she'd done the animds of Haven a great disservice.

Supper was held in Lord Wyldon's dining room, with al the camp's senior officids present, as wel as
Prince Rodd, Baird, Numair, Neal, Harallt, Daine and Kel Owen and his friend Rengar handled the
sarvice as officers and mages talked about the war, the killing devices, and the army's next assault on
King Maggur's troops.

"The problem is that the chief damage is being done by these raiding parties," Wyldon remarked as the
table was cleared. "Maggur sends his regular troops to nall down Northwatch, Steadfast and Madliff,
then turns raiders loose in the country behind our lines to burn and loot. Some of those raiding parties
bring killing devices with them, and the humans kidnap more people than they kill. We're assuming the
adults are made daves, kept or sold to the markets in the south. The young ones dl go to Blayce the
Gdlan."

"We need more troops,” said one of the captains. "And soon. Ther€'s just too much border. We can't
stop the enemy from crossing the Vassa. If we can get more men, we can turn the Scanrans away before
they reach the back country.”

"The killing devices worry me" Haralt said, his normaly chearful face troubled. "Until we learn
precisgly how Blayce makes them, we fumble for ways to stop the things. My biggest fear is that hell get
enough captives to create hundreds of them, or bigger ones, or a new kind even nagtier. I'm not sure only
children will serve as the power to make the devices work. In dl my reading about this vile magic, I've
found nothing that says the age of the spirit matters. | believe that Blayce uses children for his own putrid
reasons. If some other mage learns how to do it, and gtarts usng dl the enemy's captives to make new
ones, we could be overrun.”

"Youre cartan it's just this one mage who builds the things?' enquired Nedl.

"Definitdy," replied Numair and Daine. They smiled quickly at one another before Numair continued,
"I find the same runes and commands, made by the same hand, cut into the bones that shape the limbs
once you remove the iron. And they're on the indde of the head-domes. Blayce had a reputation a the
City of the Gods as one of those mages who feds that if others know his spells, he can be dispensed
with. Unless he's changed completely, hell keep the secrets of his devices to himsdf.”

"S0 he tels King Maggur only he can do this™ Baird said, his eyes bleak. "What a dreadful blessng for
LBll

"That'swar," muttered one of the captains. "One dreadful blessng after another.”

Ke fought to st dill, she was so upset. Blayce could do even worse harm, if pressed to create more
devices, and here she sat, usdless.

"Do we know where this fdlow is?' she heard hersdf ask. "This Blayce? Dane and Numair told me
he's not in Hamrkeng. Has there been word?!

"None" sad Harallt, his grey eyes sharp with anger and frustration. "Our spies, mostly Dane's spies,
have searched the capitd - cdlar to roof - with no success. And the place is so wdl protected from
sorying -magicd searching in mirrors and crystds - we're lucky if we can as much as glimpse the laundry
mads at work."

"I don't understand thid" cried Nedl. "How can anyone give shdlter to this creature? If we know how
the devices are made, surdy Maggur knows! How can he use such a mongter as Blayce?"

Silence followed his outburst, until Wyldon sighed. "He wants to win," he said quietly. "Everyone with
haf an eye can see thiswar turns on the killing devices.”



"If only it were a matter of armies and navies, we'd have sent Maggur into his mountains with his tall
between hislegs™ added Harailt. "Asit is, with more killing devices arriving each day, we can barely hold
our own. It it just thet they're fast and vicious - they're terrifying.”

"Troops who would face a giant without turning a har are afraid of the devices" said one of the
captains. "Two devices, they fdter. Three - they break and run. Nobody wants to be cut up by a
seven-foot iron insect with knives for fingers and toes.”

"There are rulers and generds who would sacrifice everything for such a weapon." Numair looked
grim. "Ozorne - the former emperor of Carthak - would have given his own children, and those of his
nobles, for such a weapon.”

"Maggur doesn't even have to risk his nobles turning on him," Prince Rodd said, his eyes dlittering like
cold sapphires. "All he has to do is keep Blayce and his workshop hidden, and feed him a stream of our
children. With no threet to their own children, and with daves and loot to keep them happy, his nobles
can pretend to know nothing about how the devices are made.”

"Then why don't the gods put a stop to it?" demanded Ned. "All the legends say they loahe
necromancy. It interferes with the balance between the morta relm and that of the dead.”

"Perhaps the gods are preparing to interfere,” said Daine.
Kd flinched.
"But the gods have thar own nation of time" continued the Wildmage. "It isn't ours, and sometimes

they come a thingsin away we see as, wdl, cock-eyed. They may prefer to work through a humaen
vesd."

Ke lowered her head, feding more usdess than ever. If she were such a vessd, shed have figured a
way to get a Blayce by now. She bit the indde of her lip and pleated her napkin tightly as she made
hersdf ligen to the rest of the conversation.

The supper meeting continued past Kel's usud bedtime, as information about the war was traded over
the table. When Kel emerged from Wyldon's medting room, she found Tobe waiting to guide her to the
chambers they'd been given.

She was adegp and dreaming as soon as her head touched the pillow. The big man, Stenmun, was
putting tops on crates as Blayce watched, a finger digging in one ear. Kel walked over to the fird crate.
A killing device was ingde, but this one didn't have that sharp, dien face with its visor-lips: it had a face,
Loesds face. Kd's body carried her unwilling spirit to the next box, which held a device with Meech's
face, and the next, Gydo, and the next, Tobe himsdif.

Your paths will cross, ingsted the Chamber of the Ordeal. Its face was embedded in the stone wall of
Blayce's workshop. Neither Stenmun nor Blayce seemed to heer it. In time, your paths will cross. That
is destiny.

The door to the workroom opened. A line of children, dl from Haven, straggled in.

"Lady! A hand was on her shoulder, jostling her. "Lady, you're talking in your deep agan."

Ke sat up, bleary-eyed. "I'm sorry, Tobe. That's what, every night this week?'

"Good thing for you I'm a cat-napper, mysdf,”" the boy informed her. He sat on the edge of her bed,
eyeing her gernly. "You said them names again, Blayce, an' Stenmun. And the Chamber of the Ordedl. If
| was you, I'd take a pickaxe to that Chamber, the way you're dlus dreamin‘about it."

"I'm sorry," Kd gpologized, as she did every night she woke him up. "I keep tdling you - "

"I'd be better off degpin’ somewhere dse" the boy recited, and rolled his eyes. "And how much rest
would you get without me to wake you? Lucky you, dreamin’ just once anight.”

Ke got up. "Go back to deep,” she ordered, groping for her clothes. "Il have a bit of a wak to dear
my head.”

Tobe shrugged. "As you will, lady." He wriggled under her bedclothes and was snoring by the time Kel



left the room.

A wdk on the ramparts would ease her mind. She climbed to the wakway around the inner wall as
Fort Madtiff dept. Only the night watch was awake: they seemed used to vistors taking alate sroll. They
kept ther attention on the open ground around the fort, and ignored Kel.

Owen leaned on the northern wall, saring gloomily at the moonlit ribbon of the Vassa River. She
stled in beside him, and admired the way dlver moonlight turned the land into something magicd, hiding
the gouges and scrambled earth left from some recent attack.

"It's not what | expected, Kd," Owen told her suddenly. "Not a dl. | mean, going on patrol and
fighting the enemy, that's just jolly. We gave them a good pounding. They ran like rabbits. | would have
followed, but my lord grabbed me and told me | could chase game another day." He was dlent for a
while

Ke waited. It would be hard for the chearful Owen to find words to describe bad fedings When she
saw atear course down his cheek, she gently asked, "Giantkiller?"

He nodded and swiped angrily at the tear. "The dead were just strewn everywhere, like my ssters
dalls, dl cut up. The ones in the sun were swdling, there were flies, and Stormwings and animas had
been a them."

Ke nodded. At least she had got the Scanran dead burned and her own dead buried before the
indignities of rot and scavengers got them.

"What chaps meisthat by the time we got there the trall was a day old," Owen said. "Wed no chance
to avenge them. And so many were taken - dvilians mogly, waiting to move on to Haven. They killed
the soldiers. Those refugees - some were children, Kd. | wish | could find that mage, that Blayce. I'd gut
him and drag him around Scanra by hisinsdes™

"Then you'd have another rotten body to care for,” Kd pointed ouit.

"No," Owen replied stubbornly, his chin thrust out. "1'd dump him on King Maggot's throne and let im
clean up." He shook his head. "We fight and kill dl these raiders, but we aren't getting anywhere. They
just keep diding by us, dong with thar thrice-cursed killing devices. Thisfortressisdl very wdl, but if we
day in, the enemy goes around us. If we go out, we search miles of hills and canyons and forests, and
maybe get something for our trouble. Moty not.”

"At least you're dlowed to search, and fight," a new voice said on Kd's right. Prince Road leaned
agang the wdl, surveying the river below. "They have me so wel wrapped in lamb's wool that | might as
wdl bein Corus, for dl the good | do. They only use me for magic, and that a a distance.” He sghed.
"People say they're grateful when | work a hedling on them, but what if they hate me because I'm not
alowed to take risks? Mithros knows | hate me"

Kd opened her mouth to say they'd get to do more, sooner or later, but she didn't. She couldn't tdl
her friends something she didn't believe was so.
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THE REFUGEES FIGHT

Approaching Haven at the head of atrain of soldiers and wagons, Kd fought the urge to turn Hoshi,
cross the river to Scanra and find Blayce on her own. So the redim's spies can't find the man, she thought
as she guided Hoshi up the road to the gates. I've been chosen by the Chamber of the Orded to stle
Blayce's account. | might be drawn to him, somehow.

"Lady?" asked Tobe, who had turned back to wait for her. Y ou've got your Blayce face on."

Kd tossed her mad daydreams aside. If she bolted now, who would guard Haven againg the killing
devices? Yes, her people trained now with the nets and the pickaxes, getting faster at tossing the nets
over those who played the role of the device, but Kd heard the refugees whispers. They believed in tharr
ability to best the devices because they knew she had helped to kill three of the things. Without Kel a
Haven, its people wouldn't fed comfortable about ther chances to fight off the devices.

Merric waited for them beside the gate, amiling as they rode in. Kel dismounted and passed her reins
to Tobe. "Did you behave yoursdf while | was away?' she asked Merric.

"| was just as good as gold,” replied Merric. To Nedl he said, "A courier arrived from the south while
you were gone. There was a letter for you. | eft it on your desk in the infirmary. From the capital, and
perfumed, no less, "he teased.

Gydo took charge of Nedl's mount. Meech followed her, dutching the scarlet-haired rag dall that was
hiseterna companion. Neal raced for the infirmary.

Ke looked around her as the refugees unhitched the horses and oxen from the wagons and collected
the supplies. She noticed unfamiliar faces among the population. "Merric, it looks like there are new
people snce | left," she remarked.

"That's because there are," he replied with a wry amile. "They came in late yesterday afternoon, both
groups, from two little villages near Steadfast. Loggers and carpenters, mostly. And they don't complain
as much as the Tirrsmont crowd.”

"Could anyone complain as much?' Kd enquired absently. "Did the Tirrsmont folk behave?!

"Soon as you left, Vaestone was dl for having a meeting to choose him as headman, but no one was
interested,” Merric told her. "That was the only noise. The ploughing crews did five acres yesterday, dl
on this side of the river. The woodcutters brought more wood from where they're clearing trees to the
south.”

"Did you patrol ?* asked Kdl.

When Merric shook his head, his red fordock flopped againgt his forehead. "No, Mother," he sad
dryly. "I knew you'd give me a spanking if | went out without doing my chores.”

Kd looked a him and sghed. "I'm sorry, Merric. | wasn't thinking."

"You'rein command here, Kd," hetold her, his tone quieter. "Y ou're doing a good job. | won't break
orders to skylark.”

"I'm not in command over you, precisaly,” Kd began.

Merric raised gingery brows. "Did you forget the day those bandits were set to cut us pages to dog
mesat? Y ou saved dl our lives because you think wel in afix. | know where I'll look for orders when the
enamy comes.”



Kd amiled crookedly. She just hoped held never be disgppointed in her. "Very wel. How many new
people?’

"A hundred and twelve" he answered. "Gods be thanked that Numar made dl this extra ground for
the camp, or we'd be popping through cracks in the walls by now. What's the news from Mastiff?"

"Later," Kd sad. "In private.”

Merric winced. "That can't be good.”

"Someisand someisnt,” she replied. "Spesking of good news, | have some for you.”

The sergeants of the two new squads of troops stood nearby, waiting. Loesia, Tobe's friend, and other
youngders from Kd's spear class had taken the men and horses in charge and led them to the stables.
Y ngvar's men offered to show the fresh arrivals around. Kel beckoned the two new sergeants forward.
"Sr Merric of Hollyrose, in charge of our outer defences, may | present Sergeant Kortus and Sergeant
Aufrec? The sergeants and ther squads are permanently assgned to Haven, courtesy of my lord
Wyldon. Weve aso brought 9x replacements for the men weve log.”

Merric's face lit as the sergeants bowed. "Is that 07" he cried. "Wdcome, both of you, welcome
indeed! We need dl the hdp we can get. Were you stationed a Fort Madtiff long?'

"Went in there with Lord Wyldon," said Kortus, who seemed to be the more takative of the pair.
"Stayed with him a Giantkiller last year. It's an honour to meet you, milord.”

"Kd, do you mind if | introduce the sergeants to their counterparts?* Merric asked. "I'm sure they/ll
want to settlein.”

Ke gamiled, pleased that the new troops were so welcome to her year-mate. She knew how he
worried about guarding Haven with only forty men-at-arms, twenty of them convicts whose experience,
until recently, was not gained on a baitlefield. "Of course. Sergeants, well run into one another often,” she
assured them. "'In the meantime, | leave you in Sir Merric's hands.”

As the three men left, Kel heard Merric say, "Now, | handle the patrols outside the wadlls, but the lady
knight governs dl that's ingde, and | take her orders in a fight. Don't look to this place as a restful one -
youll see combat here.”

Ke turned, to find Seefas and Fanche behind her. "I heard Master Vaestone tried to get elected
headman," she remarked.

"He seems frudtrated, poor felow," Saefas replied, with his easy amile. Kd had ordered the refugees
to stop bowing when they taked to her, or everyone would get worn out quickly. "He wants to be a
leader evenif heisn't one”

"We should st the young folk to making kites" added Fanche. "Someone ought to have fun, as much
wind as he blows™" She eyed Kd. "Good to see weve more warriors. | believe I'll keep practisng my

wegpons, though."
Ke grinned. "Aswill |."

Fanche nodded. "If you weren't anoble, 1'd cdl you a sengble girl. Y ou've commoner blood, that's the
only answer."

She walked away, hands under her patched apron.

"Fanche missed you desperately, Lady Knight," Saefas assured Kd. "She just hasn't got the proper
words."

"You are aflaterer, Master Saefas” Kd informed him.

"So shetdlsme, dl the time" admitted Saefas, his eyes mischievous. "What do you think? Will | win
her in the end?"

Ke looked a him. "She will make your life amisary,” she told the man.
Saefas grinned. "That's what | hope for." He léft to see if he could help with the wagons.
Kd looked around, at the smoke, the dirty children underfoot, the ground churned by horses hooves,



the raw buildings and the chickens that pecked everywhere. Home agan, she thought, and walked to
headquarters.

With Numair gone, Kel went back to edting in the camp's mess hdl. That firg night she sat among the
newcomers, who had not yet worked out cooking arrangements in their new home. They were quiet
around Kd, watching her from the corners of ther eyes as she worked her way through roast boar with
mushroom gravy, noodles and wild greens. It was from the other tables that Kd heard snatches of
whispered talk.

"...have replaced her with ared knight..."

"Saefas says she's a good head on her.”

"Saefas? You take hisjudgement? Mithross beard, look at what he's courting!™

" - how many more are going to be sent here?"

"I'm off. Training first thing tomorrow. Sergeant Oluf says I've a knack for the spear.”

Ke glanced at this speaker. It was a woman from Riversedge, so tiny she didn't look as if she could
even hold a spear up. Just shows you can't judge us females by our Sze, she thought with aamile

Ke had planned to return to headquarters after supper. There was news to tdl Merric and her
sergeants, news she didn't want spread dl over camp. Slill, there were the newcomers who hadn't esten
in the mess hdl to consder. They ought to see her so they'd know who to complan to. She trudged
towards ther barracks, ligening to the sounds of a peaceful summer evening: someone playing a
recorder, the clatter of pans, girls skipping. Jump and the pack of camp dogs trotted around her; the
sparrows had gone to bed.

Shouts reached her ears. They came from the two barracks given to those from Hanaford and Jongin.
Ke picked up her pace. "Le me handlethis" she ordered the dogs as they reached the edge of a noisy
crowd.

There were times for polite entrances. this was not one of them. Ke shoved and elbowed her way
through the crowd. She managed not to voice the famed provost-officer's weary order: "Move on,
nothing to see here, nothing to see.”

At last Kd emerged into the open ground around a barracks cookfire. Two young men, both larger
than Kdl, punched, kicked and rolled on the ground, trying to rip one another apart.

Ke szed the matter up quickly. One of the brawlers she recognized as an Anak's Eyrie headache, a
handsome fdlow who doled romance out to as many women as possible, whether or not they had a
partner dready. The other brawler she didn't know; neither did she recognize the young woman who
stood closest to the fight, but she knew whet this was just the same. Rather than choose one or the other
and put an end to the problem, thisgirl had let them go at it with thar fids, to prove she was desirable. It
wasin the way she stood, hugging hersdlf, her brown eyes avid, as the men lurched to their feet.

Ke had seen enough. Asthe brawlers grabbed each other in bear hugs, she strode in. They were big,
grong fdlows, but she was trained to combat, and she'd spent eght years drengthening her arms and
learning the right time and place to attack. She grabbed both men by the har and dammed their
foreheads together. The watchers gasped with awe.

The men released each other. Kel hauled them apart without letting go of their hair. They were dazed,
but that faded quickly. They tried to grab each other.

"Wdl, they say the front part of the head is the hardest,” Kel remarked to no one in particular. She
smashed her captives heads together a second time.

Now they staggered. Her grip seemed to be the only thing that kept them upright. One of them flailed
a her am. Ke shook him briskly, as a terrier might shake arat.

"This saddens me" she informed the brawlers. "It does. Grown men brawling like apprentices. Now,
here's what you may do for me. Promise to be good lads and go to your beds, and | won't remember
your names later." She turned ther heads so they looked at her. Both sported black eyes and swollen



mouths. The Anak's Eyrie man bled from a bite on his ear; the newcomer had a broken nose. "On
second thought, if you promise to be good, I'll let you vist Sir Nealan. | won't even ask him to make sure
the heding gings so youll remember dl this. Would you like that?"

Kéd's voice was s0ft and reasonable. The look she gave them was anything but. She'd never beaten
anyone and doubted that she would, but these two didn't know that. No doubt it was wicked of her to
play on their fear of being flogged - it was a punishment favoured by many nobles - but she had decided
she would take what she could get in the way of good behaviour, never mind why it was given.

The newcomer nodded agreement firs. The Anak's Eyrie troublemaker required another shake before
he too nodded.

"Clagp hands on it, like good lads" Kél told them.

Both men hestated, then exchanged handshakes. Kd let go, and they lurched off towards the
infirmary.

The young woman who had set this in motion tried to mdt back into the crowd. The row of women
behind her refused to let her by. She glanced at Kel, who beckoned with one finger.

"A word, if you please, Midiress - ?* Kd let the question hang inthe air.

The young woman looked down at her patched skirt. "Pdiwin Archer, if it please my lady.”

Kd folded her arms. "Midress Pdiwin, on the coast thereisaway of doing things If two men declare
an interest in a woman, it's her duty to announce which she prefers, if she does prefer one. Then the

second lover takes hisleave. If he does not, the woman may bring him to the court of the Great Goddess
for refusing to accept her right to choose. Does this custom not apply here?’

"It does." The speaker was a big, black-haired woman with sunken dark eyes and arms as musded as
asmith's. "It gpplies throughout the redm. It's how | got rid of my first husband and got another to it
me"

The other women nodded or murmured in agreement.

Ke looked a Pdiwin. "Why did you not declare your choice, mistress?* she asked.

Pdiwin twisted back and forth like a child who wished to leave. "I couldn't decide, lady knight,” she
muttered.

"Then the custom is that you ask both to stand back until you do,” Kd reminded her. "Instead, we now
have two fellows at the hedler's who might be called on to defend this place. | think you need time to
decide what is truly important here at Haven, and what only serves your vanity. | give you that time.
Tomorrow morning you report for a week's latrine deaning duty.”

Pdiwin ye ped, findly meeting Kel's eyes. "That's not fair! You can't expect - "

Ke interrupted, "I can and | do. At the end of that week, you will Sate your preference and that will
be thelast | hear of this, Mistress Pdiwin. I'll have no troublemakers here, understand?’

The young womean was dill gasping in horror, hands over her mouth.

"Good evening to you, mistresses, maders” Kd sad to the onlookers. They knew they were
dismissad: the men bowed, the women curtsied, and the gathering broke up.

Kd wandered between the barracks, nodding to those whose faces she recognized. Two women
approached her. Were they coming to praise her handiing of the brawl, or to welcome her back?

"Lady knight, you have got to tdl this clay-brained besom thet if she can't keep her bratlings from
grewing my wash over hdf the camp - " one began.

"Y ouve been nattering at my children since we moved in," the other womean interrupted. "Lady knight,
it's enough to drive you mad, the way she goes on!"

Ke quieted them and sorted out the quarrd. She resumed her walk to headquarters, but it took longer
then it should have: other refugees asked her for news of the war, to stle a dispute over a litter of
kittens, to learn the truth of a rumour that the crops sown in the newly ploughed fields were to go entirdy



to the Goatstrack refugees. Someone ese wanted to know why the newcomers had the barracks closest
to the cookhouse. One of the cooks came to report that a keg of Haven's supply of mead was missng.
By the time Kel made it to the headquarters megting room, she had a headache. She found Nedl, the
chief clerk Zamid and Merric dready at work, mugs of tea at their elbows. Ke dropped on to a vacant
char and rested her head on her hands. Zamid pushed a stack of reports at her.

"Tonight | will name Lord Wyldon in my prayers,” she muttered rebdlioudy. "Tonight and every night
until | am freed of this gods-cursed reeky armpit ratsbane camp.”

"You notice she didnt mention to whom those prayers might be addressed,” Ned remarked. Zamid
sniffed and sipped his tea.

Merric nodded, checking duty rosters for the soldiers. "Given the rest of her statement, | believe they
won't be addressed to any gods of happiness.”

"What's the matter, love?' Ned asked, pouring amug of tea for Kel. He watched her rub her temples
for a moment, then added drops from a vid he carried in a pouch on his belt. "Did they wear you out
with their exuberant welcome?”

"I broke up a brawl, sorted out afew quarrds - why in Mithross name do they keep coming to me?'
ghe demanded.

"Because they trust you," Nedl told her. "They look up to you."

"They know youll be far," added Zamid. All three nobles looked a him. While extremely competent,
Zamid sddom offered opinions.

"I hear them tak," the clerk explained. "I think they believe it's impossible for anyone to write and listen
a the sametime™ To Kd he said, "They missed you."

"They surdy did," Merric told her. "I'd ask if they wanted help with something, and they'd say they'd
wait for you to come back." He grinned. "Frankly, | was glad of it."

"Oh," Kd replied, her cheeks warm. She wasn't sure that she deserved such praise, not when she
bardy knew what she did. Changing the subject before she heard more unsettling remarks, she asked
Ned, "What did you just put in my tea?"

"Something for your headache," Ned said.

"It's very good, and very fadt," Zamid added. "'l recommend it."

Kd looked a Nea and sghed. "Thank you. | never had so many headaches before | came here” She

picked up the mug and sipped. Almos indantly she fdt her neck and shoulder muscles loosen; the
throbbing in her skull eased.

"Kd, dont let these commoners impose on you so much, not if it makes you weary,” Merric said,
taking a drink of hisown tea. "Tdl them to clean up their own messes. Y ou're too easy-going. You have
to keep a proper distance, or they'll dimb dl over you."

Ke and Nedl exchanged looks again; Zamid's expresson was carefully blank. Merric's views were
common. Kel and Nedl didn't share them.

" have a suggestion,” Ned offered. "It won't solve every problem, but fewer will get as far as you."
"Please, anything,” Kel begged.

"Méake each building dect two council members, a man and a woman. Have that councl gt in
judgement of quarrds" he suggested, leaning back in his chair.

"Appoint one of the smarter soldiers - your ex-bandit friend Gil, say, or Sergeant Yngvar - as witness.
If a vote gets tied, hisis the vote that decides the matter. Change the witness every two weeks. That
keeps the soldier from getting tired or getting so friendly with individuals that it might affect his vote.”

Ke sat up. She loved thisplan! "Ned, you're brilliant!" she exclamed.
Ned grinned. "I know that."
"So what's the news from Steadfast?' Merric wanted to know. "I keep asking, but Sr Meathead says



we should hear it from you."
Kd's good mood faded. "Tobe!" she cried. The door opened.
Tobe stuck hishead in. "Lady?'
"I need dl of the sergeants who aren't on duty in here," Kel said. "Get them, please?”
"It's that important?' asked Merric. "You know how hot it getsin here when there's a crowd.”

"It's that important,” Kd replied grimly. "Giantkiller has fdlen. I'll tdl the rest when the others are here.
It's not areport | want to give more than once."

Merric and Zamid, their faces ashen with shock, sketched the Sign on ther shirt-fronts.

The next morning Kel returned to her routine glave practice with Tobe and his friends doing spear
exercises besde her, breskfast, then archery practice on the river bank. Afterwards she was about to
return to Haven with her archers when a ploughman on hisway out of the fort approached her.

"They've got you listed for kitchen clean-up. A big lass like you's wasted on scrubbing pots” he
informed her. "Dye know how to plough?' Kd shook her head. "Then it's past time you learned,” the
men informed her. "That idyit Edort went and sprained his ankle. Whilg he's getting coddled by Grandma
Nesalan we could have more acres done."

Ke met the ploughman's eyes. He was a stocky older man, black-eyed, his hair slvery, his moustache
st and pepper. Like the other refugees he looked as if held seen better days, but there was an imp of
goiritinhis eyes. "You do understand I've never ploughed in my life, Master -"

"Jugt Adner, no 'magter’ inme" he retorted. "And if you keep that attitude youll never learn. Carry on,
yens," he ordered Kd's archers, usng northern dang for "you people™. "'l give 'er back to yez unbroke.”
He took Kd by the am and steered her towards the fidds being readied for planting.

"But that's the lady knight!" cried one of Kd's archers, shocked. "You can't just carry her off!"

"l can unless one of yez will plough in her stead,” he caled over his shoulder. Kd waved the archers
on. They were bakers, laundresses and carpenters, dl with their own work to do. It was vitd to get as
many acres ploughed and seeded as they could, as soon as they could. They needed dl the extra food
they could produce.

Trudging dong with the men and women who managed ploughs and animas with easy familiarity, Kel
was glad to see something familiar to her: bows, quivers of arrows and staves. Adner bore a crossbow
that must have been his longbows were easer and chegper to make in the north, so few people outsde
the army used crossbows. She wondered what kind of shot Adner was. Maybe he would shoot againgt
her some evening when they had the time.

At lagt they reached the ground beside the acres that were ploughed while she was away. Adner chose
an ox for her and showed her how to hitch him to a plough. "Youll pick it up," he assured Kd, indicating
the gtrip of ground that was hers. "Therés some good dirt here. Toss what rocks yhit over asde the
river, not on to ground we've yet to plough.” He looked Kd over as she gathered the reins in her hands.
"I'mworkin' thet strip there. I'll keep an eye on yez."

Ke nodded and faced the ox's rump. | ride Peachblossom, she thought. An ox will be no trouble &t dl.

The ploughing should be easy enough. Sheld watched ploughmen and ploughwomen dl her life. All she
hed to do was flgp the reins now and then, keep the plough movingin a sraight line, and turn the thing at
the end of the trip.

"Easy aspie" she said, and flapped the reins gently againg the ox's back. "Come on, big fdlow," she
cdled, softly, so the others couldn't hear. "Let's bustle a bit."

The ox didn't wish to bustle. He was more interested in the grass. Kd flapped the reins harder, then

harder ill. She thought she heard snickers from the others, but when she looked & them, they were in
motion, caling encouragement to their own horses or oxen. It took Jump and five sparrows to get Kel's

beast going.



When he did plod forward, it was not in a traight line. He veered as Kd fought both reins and plough
to sraighten the ox's course. She stepped three timesin lumps of fresh dung she was sure the ox had left
for her on purpose. At the end of the furrow she wrestled the plough and ox around to prepare for her
second furrow. The evidence of her long, swesty labour was a meandering furrow that stretched the
wicth of the fidd.

She looked at the others results. Ther furrows were straight. They'd ploughed more of them, too.

"If they can do it, we can," she said grimly. This time she set the ox forward by thrugting the plough
through the ground towards his rump. The ox looked round, startled by the sudden dackness in his reins,
He saw the agpproaching threeat to his tall, and ambled ahead, away from both plough and Kel. Fndly,
Kd's animas, who seemed to have learned a great ded from ther time with Daine, made their own
choice to help. Each time the ox tried to swerve left, Jump leaped up beside his left eye, gartling him
back to agraighter course. If he tried to swerve right, the sparrows fluttered around hisright eye until the
ox graightened his path again.

By the time Ke reached the end of her second, meandering, furrow, she had begun to think longingly
of latrine duty. She stopped for aladleful of water, envying the way Adner and the others moved steadily
across the ground, making furrows as nest as razor-cuts, turning up rich black earth.

Her fingers twinged as she took up the reins again. Kd looked for the source and found, to her horror,
that she was developing a bligter.

A bliger! she thought, cross. These reins were nothing like the ones she used in riding. As if | were
some lily-handed noble, good only for poems and dancing! She smacked the ox with the reins more
fimly then she had before. The ox looked back at her, startled. Something in the way Ked scowled a him
seemed to convince him that she would accept nothing but motion.

Kd was turning him a third time when sparrows darted out of the woods thirty yards ahead, chegping
the darm. Seconds later came horn cdls. Merric had sghted the enemy in the woods. The sparrows flew
draght a Kel. All but one dropped to the ground and nibbled grass seeds. The one was a bird Ke
recognized, the mae she cdled Duck because his lack of a tal gave hm a duck-shaped behind. He
hovered before her.

"How many?' Kd asked, and stretched her hand out, pam-down. Duck stooped to tap her hand
three times before he lit on the plough. "Ffteen, isit?" K& murmured. She ligtened to horn cdls as she
trotted back to the spot where her glaive leaned againg the water-cart. Merric had the Scanrans on the
run. He wanted soldiers from Haven to dtrike the enemy as he drove them towards the river. Unless held
log men, his strength was at eleven, counting his own sword, againg fifteen Scanrans. Haven's soldiers
might not reach the fidd before the enemy came into sght. She had an opportunity here, if she cared to
rsk it.

Ke looked a her companions they were trying to unhitch their ploughs. She held up a hand pam-out,
the "wait" 9gnd, and walked over to them.

"Get your bows; prepare to shoot,” she called, her voice no louder than necessary. In the distance she
heard the sounds of battle gpproaching. "Theyll come out of the north woods. Turn Sde on to them so
they won't see your bows. As soon as you have a clean shot a one, in your range, take it. Try not to
shoot our soldiers. Lord Wyldon won't give me any more.”

Adner grinned wadlfishly as he stood clear of his plough. His stance was easy, his crossbow hed down
dong hisside. It was aready cocked with a bolt in the notch. Unlike longbows, whose srings went loose
if the bow was kept strung for too long, crossbows could be readied to shoot and set aside until needed.

The other workers, women and men, didn't share his comfortable readiness. Some fumbled as they

grung their bows; one dropped an arrow. Kd didn't even try to reach her bow. If these people could
hep Merric's soldiers without her assistance, it would be a victory everyone in Haven would cel ebrate.

She saw movement among the trees. The sound of men's shouts and the crash of running horses
announced the arriva of the fight. Out of the woods burst eight or nine men in Scanran dress. rough



reddish tunics and strapped-on leggings. One of them went down, an arrow in his back. Then came
Merric and his squad, ducking to avoid the last branches of the trees, swords unshegthed.

Once the Scanrans reached the open fidd, they ran for dl they were worth. They raced draight
towards a handful of dvilians who were too terrified to run for the shdlter of the fort.

Wait for it, Ke thought. Her farmers had to decide the timing for themselves. To her left she heard
Haven's gate open and the thud of racing horses. Rescue would arive in amoment if her people froze.

Adner's muscled arm swung up. He braced his crossbow againg his shoulder. He shot dmogt as soon
as he leveled the weapon, hardly stopping to am. A Scanran went down with a bolt in his throat. Adner
bent to cock and load the crossbow again.

Two farmers arrows struck a Scanran; another arrow from Merric's soldiers brought down a second
man. A Scanran sumbled and dropped, a dvilian arrow above his knee. A dight, weathered older
womean shot the enemy's biggest man in the chest. He spun with a cry and was shot in the back by
Adner.

Merric's archers killed two more Scanrans; afarmer shot the last. Merric rode up to Kel, swesping his
hdmet from his sweat-soaked, flame-red hair. "Sorry to interrupt the ploughing,” he said, ablaze with
combat fever. "If I'd known your lot would do the heavy work, 1'd have continued on patrol." He looked
a the farmers and grinned. "Nice to know you can do it without us, en?' he asked them.

"Next time leave us afew more," the older woman informed him, coiling her bowstring. "We need the
practice."

From the wdls of Haven they heard the sound of cheers.
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About fifty of the enemy attacked from the east three days later. Sparrows got word to Ke, who had
taken her young spear trainees to the river bank. They raced back into Haven. Sergeant Y ngvar took out
two squads to support Merric's patrol. While those squads fought the enemy - a mixed force with more
foot soldiers than horsemen - on open ground, dvilian archers hdd off twenty more Scanrans who tried
to clamber over the boulders and up Haven's west wal. Idrius Vaestone was a cool head in that fight,
cdming the avilians around him so they could steedily am, shoot and put fresh arrows to the dring
without giving way to fright.

When she guessed the enemy would break with a little extra push, Kel led a fourth mounted squad to
the battle. What was |eft of the main body of attackers fled. There was no one dive to flee among those
who had tried Idrius and the archers on the western wall.

As the refugees piled and burned the Scanran dead, Stormwings circled above, jeering a them. More
then one archer tried to shoot them down, without success. The crestures were nimble on the wing, esslly
dodging dl the arrows that came their way.

Two days later couriers rode in from Northwatch to ddiver reports to Ke before they pressed on to
Fort Madtiff. Vanget's words, set on paper in a clerk's polished writing, were as blunt as ever. Giantkiller
was being rebuilt. Until it was finished, the workers and soldiers lived in aandoned mines in the hills
between the old Giantkiller and Haven. Vanget dso wrote that King Maggur's amy had logt two pitched
battles, one to Vanget, one to Lord Raoul and the King's Own. It was good to read about victories,
particularly after Vanget so wrote that the sieges of Frasrlund and the City of the Gods remained firmly
in place.

"Write a notice for our people about the battles won," Kd told the clerks. "If falk ask for word on the
geges, jus say that there's no change.”

Hve days after the couriers vist, eghty-five more refugees came in from the south intime to join in the
eections for the avilian council. Kel, who had looked forward to a decrease in dvilian complants,
discovered ingtead that she now had a dump of angry, quarrelsome people in the shape of the elected
counal to seek her out day after day. Sorting their arguments out led to such long, late discussons that
Ke had to wonder if it had taken as long to arrange Prince Road's betrothd to Princess Shinkokami.

"Thiswas your idea" she accused Nedl as the council |eft headquarters one night.

"It seemed like a good one at thetime" he replied, yavning.

"For two copper bits I'd toss the whole mess into your lap,” she threatened.

Merric, reviewing supply sheets, commented in unison with Nedl, "And let you miss such fun?'

Ke scowled at them and went to bed.

With the arriva of ill more working hands, Kd found hersdf eased off the work rosters. Taobe,
Loesa and Gydo explained that Haven's residents thought it was benesath their commander's dignity to
scrub pots and cut up wood, especidly now that there were so many who were used to the work. "1 was
getting better a sowing,” Kd protested, wondering wha she had done to make them think she had
dignity. The youngsters only grinned and shook ther heads.

With fewer chores, Kel worked more as a wegpons trainer. There she was welcomed. The more
trainers they had, the more dvilians received individud attention. The rate of ther improvement climbed.



Kd took pride in the growing kill of Haven's students, young and old. They were eager to learn
sdf-defence. As ther training progressed, they walked less like victims and more like people proud of
their skillswith gtaff, bow, spear and ding.

Ke dso worked with the animas and humans together, sdttling on sgnds everyone could use. The
humans had to learn what a dog's circling, a bird's sring of peeps, and a cat's sharpening her claws in the
dirt meant. The animds had to learn what humans meant even when they spoke with different accents.
She did her best to keep things smple, with sgns for "friend”, "foe", "nat sure’, the directions of the
compass and the ways different animas could count the number of vistors. The animals learned so
quickly that some people would have spent dl day taking to them if they could. Other men and women
were nervous, though they insdsed on daying to learn dl the Sgnds. "The darving can't choose what
tools to harvest with," Sergeant Vidur commented. "Even when it seems plain unnaturd.”

Four days before Kd and Ned were due for ther next vigt to Madiiff, a rading party of Sxteen
mounted Scanrans tried ther luck on Haven. They were dead before any soldiers reached them. Civilian
workers placing stones on the height above the boulders shot the enemy off thar mounts with arrows,
then finished them with pickaxes, staves and even the rocks they carried.

That night the refugees celebrated loud and long. They had fought for themsdalves and won! Kd didn't
mind if they made noise about it, but she did wonder if, with the enemy close enough for one attack, she
ought to put off her trip.

"Dont do that, lady," Tobe protested when she mentioned it to him. "Maybe himsdf will give you more
soldiers. Well be fine"

"We?" Kd asked. "Weren't you planning to go with me?'

Tobe grinned. "'l guess, if you go away, you're prolly cominback.”

This was the nicest thing she'd heard in days. Kd couldn't help it: she leaned down and kissed her
young henchman on the forehead. "Thank you," she whispered.

He looked up at her with suspicion. "Are you goin' t'act like agirl now?" he demanded.

"No," Kd said, trying not to giggle - something that redly would have frightened him. "It won't happen
agan."

When she broached a dday in her trip to the headquarters meeting room, Ned made a face. "l do
need fresh supplies of the herbs that don't grow localy,” he reminded her.

"Dont be ridiculous” Merric said, covering a yawn. "Y ou trained them to fight - how will it look if you
show you won't leave them for two days? Even with you taking a squad, I'm not Saying indde the wadls
thistime. We've got four squads, and your fighting farmers. Cut them off your apron strings, Mother."

"Hesright," Ned sad. "Theyll think you don't have faith in them. We need supplies, and you know the
Stump wants our persona reports.”

Zamid looked up from hiswork. "They take confidence in what they can do from the confidence you
show in them, milady,” the clerk informed her. He amiled crookedly. "So do I. Give us a bit more
confidence, and keep to your schedule. We can hold our own, should the enemy vigt."

Kd knew they were right. She did no one any favours by acting asif they couldn't manage without her.
Four days later, a dawn, she and Ned, accompanied by Jump, a figful of sparrows and Sergeant
Connac's squad, rode to Fort Madiff. Peachblossom came this time, as did Ned's and Merric's
warhorses. Haven's amiths could shoe dl kinds of mounts for commoners, but they feared the warhorses.
Madtiffs amiths could handle them, and Peachblossom had thrown a shoe. The knights decided it would
be good to have dl three warhorses checked.

"Dont skip practice” Ke warned Tobe, Gydo and Loesa as she prepared to ride out. "Loey, mind
your footing on the long Side cut. Tobe, practise that middle hold - agtraight line - *

Tobe rolled his eyes. "Aye, milady mother,” he sad, every inch an exasperated mde. Then he
coloured. "Meanin' no dis - "



"And eat your vegetables," Kel told him with a grin. She was flattered that Tobe might cal her mother,
evenin jest.

"Mén Gydo, well watch 'im, milady,” promised Loesa "Safe journey.”

Ke nodded to them and clucked to Hoshi, leading their amdl group out of Haven's gate.

Owen was as ddlighted as ever to see them. He and his dvilian friend Rengar made them comfortable
as Wyldon read Kd's sheef of reports. Afterwards the two boys waited on them a table as they took
their evening med with Lord Wyldon and his officers. Mogt of the talk was about the war, news from the
City of the Gods and Fraslund. The City of the Gods, with its concentration of mages, was proving
codly to King Maggur, and the Tortdlan navy had come to attack the Scanran ships that blocked
Frasrlund's harbour. If Blayce had been found, word had not yet reached Madtiff.

So the war progresses without you, Kel told hersdf grumpily as she got ready for bed. And you're no
closer to Blayce than ever.

Horses raced up the indined road to Haven. Kd, frightened, looked for her weapons, but she was
naked. She opened her eyesindgde Madtiffs guest quarters. Sheld been dreaming.

If it was only a dream, why did the horses hooves continue to thunder?

She jumped for the door and yanked it open. A soldier lurched in, hand 4ill raised to pound again.
"Lady knight, see my lord a headquarters.”

Ke guffed her nightshirt into her breeches and pulled on her boots, leaving her stockings aside for the
moment. She didn't bother to comb her hair or dean her teeth; she just rattled down the dtairs of the
guest barracks. Jump was at her hedls as she dashed to headquarters. Nedl, Sergeant Connac and seven
other men, dl dressed much as she was, fdl into step with her. They raced into Wyldon's office and
hdted, trying to catch thar breaths.

Wyldon, aso in nightshirt and breeches, sat before the hearth, hdping a boy to grasp a heavy mug as
the lad drank from it. The boy looked up, seaerching the faces of the new arivas. His face was dirty and
scratched, his clothes muddy and tattered.

It was fortunate Wyldon gripped the mug. Tobe let go of it and scrambled across the room with a cry
of "Lady!" He wrapped his arms around her waist and buried his face in her nightshirt.

Ke hugged her boy. Sobs shook his frame, though he refused to make any noise. Soothing him, she
looked at Wyldon. That he was here, a night, in such condition, told her what had happened.

Wyldon stood. To the men of his command who'd come with Kel, Nedl and Connac he said, "I'll take
Company Eight and Company Six. Battle mages, twenty scouts. Jesdaw.”

"Sr!" Owen said behind Kel. He wore only boots and nightshirt.

"Gat me a clerk, and messengers for Northwatch, the garrison near Giantkiller, and Steadfast.”

"Tobe, how long have you been on the road?' Kel asked the muddy head buried againg her nightshirt.

"Not th' road, th' woods. Since noon," he said, his voice muffled. "They hit mid-mornin’. The iron
mantises, with the knife fingers an' toes, they dimbed over the wdls on three sdes. Master Zamid sent
me out the hidden tunndl. | left Loey an' Gydo an’ Meech an' Seefas - *

"Stop," Kel ordered softly, her pulse beeting in her throat and wridts. She was enraged, but it was a
digant feding, one that made her cold. "You did right, Tobe. Y ou've been on the move ever Snce?!

Once more he nodded againg her shirtfront. He trembled from head to toe. As the boy continued,
Ned came over to place a green-glowing hand on Tobe's back. "I had t'go the long way ‘round, t' keep
'em from catchin' me" explained the boy. Though held spent weeks trying to speak properly, fright and
exhaugtion reduced him to taking as he had when Kéd fird met him. "The sparrows led the way. | heard
Sr Merric's horn cdls - they was fightin', in the east woods. | kep' low and kep' movin'. | darent try the
road, but the sparrows couldn't go after dark, so they fetched me an owl. Th' owl brung me here.”

"Arent you glad Daine has friends everywhere?' Kel asked gently. Tobe nodded. She looked a Nedl.



"Wha's the matter?' she asked her friend. "He's cold and dammy.”

"He's chilled,” replied Ned. "His body's in shock. He hasn't drunk enough water, and he hasn't eaten
snce breskfast, I'd guess. He needs ret.”

Ke kndt, disentangling hersdlf from Tobe, until she could look her boy in the eye. "I mugt go to
Haven. You say here" she told him firmly. "Do as you're bid." His chin jutted out mulishly. Ke went on,
"You're no good to me if you're Sck. Obey the heders, eat, drink, deep. Understand me, Tobe? You
did aman's work today. Now you mus dill act the man and rest.”

Grudgingly, he nodded. Kel guessed that he knew he couldn't do anything else right now. His eydids
did down and jerked up: he was literdly faling adeep on his feet. She nodded to Neal, whose hand was
dill on Tobe's back. A moment later the boy sagged, truly adeep. Kd caught hm and passed hm to a
heder who'd jugt arrived.

"Change and arm up, Mindelan, Queenscove,” Wyldon ordered tersely. "Your riding mounts are being
saddled.”

Wyldon led their force, leaving Madliff in the hands of one company, while two more came with him.
One company spread through the woods on ether side of the road, beeting the brush for the enemy, but
the Scanrans were long gone. The forest was eerily Slent, even after the sun rose. Wild creatures did not
like the killing devices, and fled when they were near, taking hours to return to their homes.

The scent of smoke and of Stormwing reached them as they emerged from the trees on to the flat
lands where Haven's fidds lay. Kd's inginct was to kick Hoshi into a gdlop, to leave Wyldon and the
others behind in her frantic need to see what had become of her people. She hit her lip until it bled as she
meade hersdf keep Hoshi a a steady trot in the vanguard of Wyldon's troops. She knew that what had
taken place a Haven was over.

When they reached the crossing with the road to Fort Giantkiller, they hdted. The Giantkiller road was
amess of churned and rutted earth bearing the marks of hooves and wagon wheds. The enemy had gone
that way.

"Company Eight," Wyldon cdled. The cgptain rode forward as Wyldon added, "Couriers -
Northwatch, Madtiff, new Giantkiller and Steadfast.” Once the men surrounded him, Wyldon handed out
orders. "Company Eight, follow the Giantkiller road. These tracks are nearly a day old. | see a lot of
riders, but the wagons will dow them down. Maybe youll catch up. Pursue as far as you can, but be
sensble. Return here to report. Couriers, take word to the didrict forts and Northwatch. Make sure right
now you have your protective charms with you." Each courier reached into his belt-purse. Only when
they dl showed him their loops of cord with dangling charms did Wyldon nod. "Dismissed.”

The cagptain waved his flag-bearer up. They turned on to the Giantkiller road, mages, couriers and a
hundred mounted troopersin their wake.

Wyldon beckoned to Kd. "It's your command," he said. "Lead usin."

Ke set Hoshi forward, bound for the waled heights. Stormwings circled like carrion birds through the
ropes of smoke tha rose from indde Haven. Wyldon and his troops followed Ke as she rode to the
rough bridge the enemy had thrown across the Greenwoods River. It seemed that the watch commander
had used the mage-blasts to blow up the origind bridge, for dl the good it did. She saw bodies around
the bridge's ruins, Scanran by their clothes. The sour breath of smoke and the red stink of blood drifted
down the high ground from the walls.

Ke guided Hoshi up the inclined road, around the bodies of the dead, Scanrans and defenders dike.
The mare snorted at the stench and rolled her eyes a the corpses, but pressed on. "Good girl,"
whispered Kd, patting her neck. "Good girl."

Looking at the wdls, she saw pae chips cut from darker wood, the marks of killing devices. From the
look of things, three had climbed the east wall. One hung partway over the top, snared in one of the nets
Ke had ordered made for the purpose. Someone must have cracked the dome while it was entangled,
letting out the spirit that made it work.



Kd hated at the ruins of the gate. Here the Scanrans had used a battering ram. One legf of the gate
dangled hdlf off its hinges, the logs dangling from the crosspieces. Two logs were knocked from the other
hdlf of the gate. Around the gaping entry lay the dead.

Haven was in ruins. Every building showed signs of attack. Doors were gone or hung crazily from ther
hinges. Shutters had been chopped off the windows. Smoke streaked every opening: the enemy had tried
to burn the place, but Numair's fire-protections had saved the wals, if not the contents of the buildings
The only place he had not protected, because the traces of his gpdls would interfere with the heders
meagics, was the infirmary. It was a burnt-out ruin, a mass of charred, smoky wood. If she fdt anything a
the Sght Kel would have prayed for anyone trapped there, but dl her emotions were bound into a smdl,
tight knot ingde her heart. If she prayed, the knot, and her heart, would go to pieces.

On the ground lay afew dead, sword- or axe-cut animas. Mogt of them were dogs;, some were cats.
All had bloody muzzes and, in the case of the cats, bloody claws. Changed by Dane to hep the
refugees, they'd fought aongside their humans, and they'd paid for it. Some of the other animds lay in
hegps. chickens, geese and ducks - animds that hated to be cooped up. They'd been trampled.

Ke dismounted. She fumbled the reins as she looped them around Hoshi's saddle horn. With Jump at
her heds, she dimbed one of the gairs to the ramparts.

"Dismount and fan out,” she heard Wyldon order. "Let's have the wounded and the dead lad out here
by the gate. Search every building.”

Ked stopped, hdfway up the stair. On one Sde of the hole where the gate had stood was a maroon
and brown pile. There was Oluf s cold, dead face, his eyes wide, gppearing to dare right a her. He lay
on a stack of dead men, dl in army maroon. A massve sword-cut opened his chest, tdling Kel how held
died.

| never liked him, she thought idly, distantly. He beat the convicts until | stopped him. But he fought for
us. He fought for us, and they threw him on a pile like trash.

She finished the dimb to the ramparts. The sparrows met her there, perching on the sharpened logs.
Dead soldiers and dvilians were on the walkway. Many sprouted arrows as porcupines sprouted quills.
She and Jump waked the entire crcuit of the camp over the wakway they'd fixed after Numair had
dropped logs on it. She could name everyone she saw. This fdlow mashed dl of the food on his plate
into a angle mound, then ate it asif it might be snatched away. His throat was dashed. This woman often
sang counterpoint with Tobe, her melow dto voice intertwined with his pure soprano. She had been cut
intwo a the waist, probably by the ensnared killing device beside her. 1t had got one dagger-hand free
of the net that trapped it, enough to kill the snger before someone opened its head with a pickaxe. This
men had been handsome before summer's heat bloated his dead face. Hed been much sought by the
girls but Kd had seen him with a lover, a man, hiding in the shadows one night as she walked the camp.
He a least had been shot, not cut up by killing devices. Others on the wakway had lost their heads, or
an am, or both legs Blood had dried everywhere on the wdl and the planks under Kd's fet.
Stormwings had Ieft their unmigtakable mark on dl of the dead, here and on the ground. The stench
coated her tongue, throat and nodtrils.

She finished her crcuit of the camp and descended the stairs near headquarters and the ruin of the
infirmary. She had counted over fifty dead on the wakway, soldiers and dvilians, shot or cut apart by
killing devices. The pile on which Oluf lay looked to hold about ten bodies. Sxty or so dead, most of
them soldiers, out of nearly five hundred people, Ke figured. Where were the ret?

Sunlight on sted lanced into her eyes. A Stormwing glided down until she landed in front of Kel.

She locked her hands behind her back. The last thing she wanted right now was a conversation with a
Stormwing. This one had bronze skin a little darker than that of the Yamanis with smilar, wide,
amond-shaped brown eyes. Had she been human she might have been attractive in a cold way, Ke
thought, noting the creature's cap of glossy black hair, roughly cropped around a smdl, well-shaped
head. Her mouth was plush, her face marked by high cheekbones and a samdl, rounded chin. It was the



rest of her that Kel loathed, the sted and humen flesh streaked with reeking fluids

"We are sorry about this alittle" she said, spreading metd wings to indicate the ruin around them.
"We were not certain if the rules applied, this being a refugee camp, not exactly a fort." The creature
frowned. "But then the enemy came with their weapons, and thar giant metd insects, and their shamans.
Y our people included soldiers, they carried wegpons..." The Stormwing shrugged. "We did what we live
to do. It isthefirg proper feast that we've had in this place, without you to run us off."

A dagger of something white hot pierced the ice that had enfolded Kel snce she had woken that
morning. She took a step towards the creature. "And it meant nothing to you, that my people took up
wegpons, and fought for ther lives, and their families, and their home, when otherwise they'd never fight
adl”

The Stormwing shrugged again, light rippling over her feathers. "'l said we were sorry. If only you were
not dingy, perhaps we might have held off. Practicaly everyone e<se lets us have the enemy dead, at
least.”

"The enemy dead," Kd repeated with numb lips. "They let you have the enemy dead.”

"Who cares about the enemy?' the Stormwing wanted to know. "Probably just you." She smiled
crudly. "We are done now. You may bury whet is left.” She took off, haf blinding onlookers with the
aunlight shed by her wings

While Kd had circled Haven on the walls Lord Wyldon's men had searched the buildings for
aurvivors. No one had entered headquarters yet. Jump whined as he and Kd approached the building.

"I mug," she told him gently. The sparrows fluttered down, some landing on the headquarters hitching
posts, some on Kd. "Where are the others?' she asked the birds. "Merric and his soldiers? Find them.
They would have been on patral.”

Nari, dinging to Kel's tunic, peeped. The birds took to the air.

Ke waked into headquarters. She found Zamid falen on top of his desk in the clerks office, a pile of
reports under him, a sword in one hand. He was the worst swordsman I've ever seen, Ke thought, her
heart locked inice. And he made sure Tobe got out, but he didn't run himsdf.

She went into her bedroom and dragged her blanket from her cot. With it she covered Zamid, tucking
it gently around his body. At least the Stormwings hadn't found him.

Except for Zamid, the clerks office was empty. The room where the g&aff held their nigntly meetings
was deserted. She climbed the gtairs to inspect the guest quarters and storeroom. They were empty, the
storeroom cleared of supplies. She found no other bodies. Where were Zamid's apprentice Gragur,
Hildurra.and the other clerks? Where were the children who carried their messages in the camp?

She went out the back, to be confronted by the smoking hesp of the infirmary. One of the Goatstrack
midwives Neal had once caled a "crabby old besom” lay across what had been the door. Three dead
Scanrans were sprawled in front of her with no wounds but those inflicted by Stormwings after their
hearts had ceased to beat. Kel had known the woman had a magica Gift for heding, but not that she
could widd death as wdl. She was cut nearly in two from behind. Apparently a killing device had ended
her life, not another human.

Ned leaned againgt headquarters, weeping slently. Kd gave him a handkerchief. Shock 4ill gripped
her

From the infirmary she walked the camp, building by building, eyes and nose burning from smoke.
Ingde, the barracks floors and outer wals were only scorched, tribute to the power in Numair's spdls
agang fire. The refugees baongings lay in black and ashy heagps.

She found one more lifdess killing device behind the latrine. 1t lay wrapped in the metd and hemp net
the defenders had tossed over it. Its arms were free: Kel wondered how anyone had got close enough to
crack the dome. She crouched to ingpect it and found that a sparrow had wedged himsdf into one of the
device's eyepits. On that Sde the thing's dome was smashed in to free the captive spirit. Kel guessed the



weapon had been an axe. The impact had crushed the bird. HE'd given his life so a human could attack
the device on itsblind side and kill it.

Kd gently extracted the sparrow from its metd tomb. "Daine was right," she whispered softly. "We do
you no favours, teaching you to think like us" She wrapped the bird in one of her spare handkerchiefs
and used her dagger to dig a grave for him.

Wyldon, his men, Sergeant Connac and his squad, and Owen found the dead. They placed them in
double lines on one sde of the ruined gate. Kd tried not to watch. Some of the dead were in pieces
when the grim-faced soldiers laid them out. She would have to look at them soon, but not now, surdly,
when some had to be reassembled like puzzle toys. Despite the men's care, a head or foot sometimes
thumped the ground as those lowering a corpse dipped. Coming out from behind the looted storage
sheds, Kd noticed that someone had found the head of the carpenter Snaren, and was placing it in its
proper postion atop his neck. Snaren had once told Kd that Dom had informed him she was a disaster
as a carpenter, so she need not work those chores. Kel shuddered. Was this how she would adways
remember him, as a corpse in pieces?

Wyldon came up beside Kd and laid a hand on Kd's shoulder. "You couldn't have known that this
was coming, Minddlan. It's not your fault.”

"Yesdr," Kel replied softly. She wasn't going to point out that in her shoes, he would fed it was his
fault. Hed know that dready.

Sparrows darted over the wall, cheeping urgently. They swirled around Kel. Wyldon frowned.
"Minddan, what is the problem with those birds?' he demanded.

Ke looked at the sparrows. Since Daines work with the birds her origind flock had doubled. The
new additions were far more upset over ther news than the veterans, Nari, Arrow, Quickslver and the
rest. The newer birds swooped and fluttered, chattering in panic.

"Nari, cdm them down,"” Kd ordered. "l can't think with dl this noise"

The queen of the sparrow flock peeped once, loudly. The frightened birds landed on the backs and
heads of the camp dogs that had returned to Haven, or on the shoulders of the nearest men. Wyldon's
cgptain jumped as five selected him as a perch, two on each shoulder, one dinging to his beard.

"Nari, Arrow, report,” Kd told the sparrows who had settled on Wyldon. The two immediatdy took
to the ar and flew in a amdl, tight circle, the sgn for "friend’. Then both dropped to the ground and
hopped around, one wing dragging. "Hurt friend," Kel interpreted. Nari and Arrow rose in the ar and
came together in mock battle, tiny claws extended. Arrow fled, while Nari fluttered, dipped and swerved
around Kd. "Some of our people are dive, but hurt,” Kd told Wyldon. "They're due south of us. The
birds will lead."

"Captain Toilet, take five squads” ordered Wyldon. "Proceed with caution. | believe whatever took
place here, we missed it, but there's no point in being careless.”

"Vey good, milord," the captain replied. He glanced at his shoulders. "Uh..."

Ke raised her hands. The birds who had chosen the captain as a perch took off. Tollet sduted
Wyldon properly, then turned and bellowed five sergeants names.

Ke waked down the rows of the dead. Here was Uttana, who spun the finest thread in camp. If Kd
kept her eyes on Corporal Grembdt's face, and didn't look at the ruined flesh below his bdt, he
appeared to be deeping. A redheaded toddler had been struck by a crossbow bolt. llbart won dl the
horse races agang his fdlow soldiers. Oswel brewed illegd mead and started fights when drunk.
Weaehild, a hedgewitch, told off-colour jokes to see if Kel would blush. Sergeant Kortus was dashed
crosswise from collarbone to hip. Here lay Aufrec, another sergeant. Neum won any wrestling match,
agang his fdlow soldiers or againg dvilians who fancied that dl that marching meant that soldiers had
wesk ams.

Uniforms. Mogt of the dead wore uniforms. Kd frowned, and went back aong the lines. Sixty-three



dead, over thirty-five of them in army maroon. Sergeants, corporals, privates. Soldiers. Some part of her
mind stirred, duggishly, under the weight of her shock. Here was Oluf, who commanded a squad of eght
convicts and two corporas. She looked and spotted his corporas. one had been shot, one was missng
hisright a/am and leg. Here was Vidur, whose men were aso convicts.

Where was Sergeant Y ngvar? His corporals were here, but not Yngvar.

Kd waked the lines of the dead again. Only sixty-three, sxty-four, induding Zamid. No one had
found more bodies in the wreckage for some time. She stopped and rubbed her temples, caling the duty
roster up before her mind's eye. Merric had meant to patrol with a convict squad today, Vidur's squad.
Yet Vidur was here - not his corporals, nor his convicts. Yngvar was not here, but his corporas were.

She looked around and found Connac a her elbow. The man was a twenty-year veteran in the royd
amy. She knew held seen dl kinds of dreadful things, but this had left hm grey-faced, a white line
around histightly shut lips.

"Where are the wounded?' she asked, gripping hisarm. "Were they in the infirmary when it burned?

The man shook his head. "No wounded, Lady Kéd," Connac replied numbly. "Not a one. We looked.
Under the barracks, in the cisterns, the garrets. No one at dl, and the infirmary was empty.”

No wounded in a camp of nearly five hundred people? Only sixty-four dead, most of them soldiers?
"Have you seen our convicts?' she asked, her dazed mind struggling now to think clearly.
The sergeant shook his head.

Ke looked around, seeing the camp afresh. Her thinking was duggish. Clearing her mind was like
fighting her way to air from under water. Doors and shutters were ripped from buildings, as if the enemy
had been hungry children scrambling to crack anut for the treasure indde. Animals. ..

"Horses?' she demanded.

Agan Connac shook his head.

Where were the survivors? Where were the dead? They hadn't located even a fifth of Haven's
population. More people had to be dive somewhere. Perhaps the men hadn't looked hard enough. There
would be survivors hidden away.

Kd went to the back wall of the camp and began another search. This time she went through every
nook, cranny and cubbyhole. She knew them al. She even checked the secret exit, emerging between
the boulders below Haven's western wal. From a nearby stand of trees some cows gazed &t her.

They took the horses and Ieft the cows, she told hersdf. And the pigs, she added, hearing a squed
from near the river. Meat animas They left good meet animas behind and not a sngle living human.

She cut awillow switch with her belt knife and drove the cows towards the gate. Standing below it,

she ydled up for men to take charge of them and to round up the pigs. Asfive men raced down the dope
over the boulders, Wyldon came to the gate. "Weve got Merric!”
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Ke abandoned the cows and ran up the dope, dambering among boulders. At the top she waited to
catch her breath. There had been new arrivals while she had searched for even one more survivor. Their
horses were troopers horses with military saddles and sweat-dark coats, some with long, blood-caked
scratches on ther hides. Inside the chipped walls she found convicts a last, six of them, the sivery mark
blazing through blood and grime on ther foreheads. All showed signs of a hard fight. Some wore crude
bandages, one corpord sat on the gatehouse bench, one leg draight out in front of him in a crude
tree-limb splint.

Ke ran for headquarters. Insgde the clerks office Sergeant Yngvar lay on along work table. One of
Vidur's corporas, a sdlow, black-whiskered man who had a nasty way with a riding crop, occupied a
cot someone had found. Y ngvar sported alarge black knot on his forehead. He grinned at K, reveding
broken-off teeth between swollen lips. He pointed to the lump on his skull and said with pride, "Ma
dways sad | had the hardest head south o' the Vassa"

Ke rested a hand on Y ngvar's shoulder. ™Y our mother was wise, and you are fortunate," she informed
him. "And so are we, to get you back only alittle dented.”

Yngvar nodded, grim. "Thanksto Sr Merric, milady.”

"Where?' Kd asked.

"Your room," said Wyldon.

Ke found Neal beside her cot. He occupied a stoal, holding on to Merric's hand as the emerdd fire of
hismeagic rolled over his friend. Merric was ghost-white with blood loss. Kd watched, hands clenched,
as Ned's green fire pooled in an ugly stab wound on Merric's right Sde and on a long dash down his left
thigh.

Merric saw Kel and amiled thinly. "Thirty of them. They caught us at the southern part of the sweep.
Not that we chased thirty, mind. The sparrows fetched us - | should have waited for their count, they've
got so good at counting, but we saw only seven, so we followed. | swear the sparrows caled us ten
kinds of idiot when we did it. Stupid thing..."

"How were you to know more would be waiting?' Kel demanded softly, crouching on Merric's free
Sde

"You would have been suspicious,” Merric said. "Y ou'd've waited for the sparrows.”

"Neither of us can know that," Kd told her friend. "I might have done the same thing. So stop torturing
yoursdlf. What next?'

Merric grimaced. "We heard the horn cdls from the fort just when they ambushed us. We tried to get
past, go back to Haven, but there were too many. They drove us south, but then they broke off - | think
they heard one of their own horn cdls. They weren't redly interested in a fight, Kd. Just - getting us
away from Haven. Asit was, we lost two men - Lethan and Qéfi, that Bazhir convict. Fought like awalf,
he did, kept me from being cut in two." He was swedting. "Kd, I'm sorry. We should have been more
careful. How many dead?' His hands clenched the sheets. "How many?'

"We don't know," Kd replied honedtly. Leaithan had been a city street robber, Q&fi a horse thief, both
hard fighters. They had done good work for Haven in other attacks. "We're ill looking."

Ned raised his head. "L ook, if you can't hush - "



"Save your strength, Queenscove,” Wyldon ordered from the door. "Get hm so he can be moved
without hurt, but we've other wounded. Madtiffs hedlers can finish up once we get there.”

Ned looked up, green eyes blazing, and opened his mouth to argue. Kel scowled a him. Neal dosed
hislips without a sound.
"My lord, I'd like to search the area for survivors,” Kd said. "I'm hoping they used the tunnd to get

Wyldon looked at her. She saw that he thought it was unlikely, but he kept it to himsdf. "Take three
squads. Be wary, Minddan.”

"Merric'sfine for now," Ned sad, the green fire of his Gift fading. "He can be moved safdly.”
"Too contrary to get yoursdlf properly killed," said Kd to her redheaded friend.

Merric amiled. His eydids drooped; hed be adeep in a moment. "Sorry | let you down,” he
whispered. His eyes closed.

"You didn't -" Ned and Wyldon sad a the same time. Both looked horrified a having the same
thought as the other.

"I know," Kd said. She went to gather the squads she would need, Connac's and two of Captain
Toilet's

"Minddan,” Wyldon called.

Ke turned to see what further orders he had.

"Round up any animds - cows, sheep, pigs, and so on," he told her. "We're not so oversupplied we
can leave them for anyone to take."

Ke had been thinking the same thing. "Yes, my lord," she said.

She was positive they would find people in the woods around Haven. The refugees knew the area as
wdl as she did. Given warning, they could have fled. She led the troopers on a search, usng the spird
pattern they followed on Haven's patrols. They were amile out, having found sgns of people only where
the enemy had lured Merric away from Haven, when they heard horn cdls demanding ther immediate
return.

Wyldon, Captain Toilet and five mounted squads were riding down the road from the gate as Kel and
her soldiers arrived with the livestock they had found in their search. Toilet and his men crossed the
bridge as Wyldon stopped to tak with Kel. "Courier rode in from Company Eight” he sad tersdy.
"Scanrans | eft a trap on the Giantkiller road - four killing devices. Our mages are holding them, but they
need help. Get those animds ingde your walls and put men to gravedigging, but close by, undersand?’
Ke nodded. Wyldon ordered, "Wait here until 1 send word, Minddan." He galoped on to catch up with
Toilet's force.

"Get themin," Kel ordered her sergeants. "Try to pen them somehow. I'll be dong in a moment.”

The soldiers obeyed, urging the cows, pigs, sheep and goats they'd found up the indined road, helped
by the camp dogs. Kd stared at the troops heading to the rescue of Company Eight, her thoughts bitter.
The army had mages who could actudly hold the killing devices - not kill them, perhaps, but hold them.
Stop them from advancing. Company Eight had mages to hold four killing devices a once. Haven was
forced to rdy on metd and hemp nets, pickaxes and loca hedgewitch.es who struggled with unfamiliar
spdls and runes. Haven's mages struggled, and ther efforts left only blackened outlines of killing devices
next to their own mangled bodies, while one company held four of the things

Kd's hands shook, her rage was o0 intense. Companies. That was another thing. Wyldon had
companies at his disposal. So did Raoul; so did Generd Vanget. Haven had been granted sx squads,
four if she was a Madiff to report to Wyldon and Merric was out on patrol. Sx squads and over five
hundred dvilians with scant combat training... They had been left out here, in harm's way, and harm had
come cdling.

In quiet moments Kd knew the shape of the war, the way Tortdlans were forced to protect a lengthy



border through forests and on mountains. When they met the enemy in force, they beat him resoundingly,
but such battles were few. As head of their defences Vanget did his best. The whole redm was in
danger, not just a camp of homeess people. Vanget's fird priority was the use of his armies to defend
drategic Stes. Those amies could only be so many places a once.

This was not a quiet moment. Kel didn't care about the large tapestry, about thousands of miles of
border to protect, two cities under sege, the movement of armies, raiding parties, and ships a sea. She
hadn't even been here to defend Haven with her own body. She had been a Madliff, reporting like a
good little clerk and gathering what supplies could be spared by those who did serious fighting.

Jawss clenched, she rode back to what was left of her command. There she chose the ground for the
graves, then helped the men to find any shoves that had not burned and make new ones. The graves
would have to be common. She doubted that Lord Wyldon would stay here long enough for her to dig
individud ones. The ground she picked belonged to Haven itsdlf. She marked off four large pits around
the flagpole. It stood untouched, its banners flgoping. Ther sound was a dgp to Kel, another reminder
thet she had failed her people.

During breaks in digging she continued to search. Surdy someone had escaped and was hidden
somewhere, in the heaps of burned furnishings, in a hidey-hole under or behind the buildings. She couldn't
believe dl they had was sixty-four dead.

At mid-afternoon Wyldon sent a messenger to summon Kel and Ned to meet him at the intersection
with the Giantkiller road, with ingtructions to bring Merric and the other wounded. He aso wanted four
of the squads that he'd left with Kel. Neal growled curses a people who thought to ride with haf-heded
men and showed the soldiers how to rig stretchers that could be hung between two mounts. Merric,
Sergeant Yngvar and two corporas were loaded on to the stretchers and carried down the Haven road.
The procession crossed the river and rode to join Wyldon, Toilet, hdf of Sxth Company and what
remained of Eighth Company.

"It was a trap,” Wyldon confirmed. "Four of the monsters, no humans. The mages had to mdt them
completdy to stop them. Eignth Company got badly chewed up before the spdls took hold.
Queenscove..." Hisvoice traled off as he stared into the distance.

Nedl waited slently until he redized that Wyldon was thinking of something else. "Excuse me, Lord
Wyldon - you had orders for me?'

Wyldon looked a himwith afrown. "l did? Yes, of course. You're the strongest hedler in the didrict.
You mugt check each man as weride."

He stared at the Giantkiller road to the eadt, his eyes bleak. Stormwings followed it dready, knowing
they would find Eighth Company's dead in the hills "The refugees are gone, long gone” Wyldon sad
crisply. "The devices dowed us down long enough for the trall to go cold. | cant waste more time
searching when they're across the Vassa by now."

"But sr,” Kel began, her mouth dry, "we haven't found but atenth - "

"We have other problems, Minddan," snapped Wyldon. "Maggur's got that cursed pattern,
remember? Two or three attacks a once. | want usin Madiiff before he strikes, if he hasn't aready. And
there are other factors, vitd ones - | can't explan them right now. Here are your orders: | leave you
Sergeants Connac and Hevlor. Finish up, bury your dead. Ride to Madiff a fird light. Youll be
reassgned. Bring those farm animals and keep your eyes and ears open. If Madiiff is besieged, report to
Lord Raoul at Steadfast. Do not engage the enemy a Madtiff. Understood?”

"But my lord, if the refugees are dill dive - " Kd pleaded.

Wyldon cut her off, his dark eyes hard. "We have bigger problems to concern us, Minddlan. You have
your orders. Bury the dead and get your troops to Madtiff." He sgndled the captains a the front of the
column of soldiers. They set out. The squads from Sixth Company who had followed Ke until now fdl in
with their comrades.

Sheld thought Neal would protest, given Nedl's inability ever to keep his mouth shut, but one of the



wounded from Eighth Company started to bleed through his bandages. Ned went to look a him. Merric
passed her on his stretcher, hung between two troopers. "Take care. I'll see you a Madiff!" he cdled to
Kdl.

Ke and Hoshi stayed at the sde of the road. Jump and the camp dogs sat a their feet; the sparrows
hopped on the ground, egting grass seeds. They've given up, her mind whispered over and over. WWyldon

has given up.

You know he'sright, a second part of her inssted. Maggur does like to hit more than one target a a
time You saw that last summer. It's a good drategy for him; it forces us to split our armies, and it
frightens us, not knowing what ese he's up to. And now he's got armies of his own to do it with, so he
can cause greater harm.

Kd turned Hoshi and rode back dong the Giantkiller road. She wanted to see if the raiding party had
left any trailsgn that had not been destroyed by Eighth Company's passage.

The sparrow Duck peeped and bounced into the grass. He returned to her with a ragged twigt of
bright red yarn. Kel's heart bumped in her chest. It looked like it came from Meech's rag dall.

Ke stared at the yarn, bright againgt her dirty pam, then tied it around her right ring-finger. That done,
ghe turned Hoshi and rode back to Haven, Jump, his crew of dogs, and the sparrows swirling around
her.

The graves were finished by dark. While the convicts made supper outsde Haven's ruined gete,
cooking flatbread and some ducks and chickens, Kel and the other soldiers buried their dead, murmuring
prayers as they filled the graves firg with the bodies, then with dirt. The Scanran corpses they laid on a
pyre on the far side of the river and burned. Kd was the only one to pray for these men, sent by their
king to die so far from home.

Back a Haven, they washed their hands in a cistern, now that there was no need for an emergency
supply of water, then went to eat. After supper everyone sat around the fire and told stories of the falen.
Ther best whittlers cut the names into the planks that would serve as headstones.

Ke prowled, undble to st. She waked through Haven, going in and out of buildings. She hdf
expected the missng to crawl out from under the floors and shout "Surprise!” when they saw her. She
climbed to the upper wakway, where she listened to the woods peepers and considered plans. Was this
the moment the Chamber had spoken of, when her path to Blayce the Galan became clear? She hoped it
was, because she was about to destroy dl she had worked for to recapture her people. If she could. She
was only one person. She wasn't god-touched, as Alanna the Lioness was. But she had to try, because
she couldn't live with an obedient return to Madliff, leaving her people to the Scanrans. She had promised
to keep them safe. She had faled at that, but she must not fail to bring them home.

It was farly ample, put in those terms. There were a few complications. Connac and Hevlor, thar
men, and the convicts who had ridden with Merric that day: they had to reach Madiiff and safety, or at
least, as much safety as any part of the north offered this summer. Jump and his friends would follow her,
but she mug tak to the sparrows and see if some of them would act as lookouts for Connac and Hevlor,
to make sure they weren't ambushed. And she would have to time her departure very carefully. She
couldnt leave tonight. Hoshi wouldn' fit in the hidden tunnd, and Kel needed a horse. More than
anything she wished she had Peachblossom, but she would have to manage without him. She dso didn't
want to keep these soldiers here, searching for her, when they should be safe at Madtiff. She would have
to give them the dip on the road. That meant she would lose more precious time riding back to pick up
thetral on the Giantkiller road.

You're going to take them dl by yoursdf, are you? jeered part of hersdf. Just you, your glave and
some ragtag dogs and birds.
Il think of something when | see what I'm up againg, she told that part firmly. I can't plan with no

information. Once | know more about their numbers and how far we mugt go to reach safety, then Il
worry about how to do it.



And Tobe. She would break her promise to him. She would disappear.

All she could do was pray he would understand. Surely he'd know that she had to try to recapture his
friends, to keep them from Blayce.

So many things could go wrong. If she were caught by Tortalan patrols, shed be sent to Corus in
chains and put on trid for treason. If she were caught by Scanran patrols or war parties she would be cut
to pieces. She would have to go quickly and dlently. She had to pray that her reckoning with Blayce
wouldn't be scuttled by an overeager trooper or akilling device.

At Fort Madiiff the next afternoon, Sergeant Connac finished his report and waited. Swest rolled
down hisface. Sergeant Hevlor, at his Sde, was swesting, too. Both men, hardened veterans who feared
vay little, dared not move.

"Surdy | misheard,” Wyldon said quietly, his voice as crisp as alate frogt. "I could have sworn you just
informed me that Lady Keadry of Minddan is not with you."

"She said she heard sommat in th' woods, milord,” Connac replied, staring over Wyldon's head. "She
told us sheld check it out and catch up down the road. On'y down the road never came, no more then
shedid."

Wyldon rested his head in his hands and called himsdf seven kinds of idiot. He knew her better than
anyone but Raoul of Goldenlake. If he hadn't been preoccupied... Mithros curse him, it had been right
under his nose. He knew the chit, knew that once she'd taken up those refugees, sheld guard them with
her lagt bregth.

The office door dammed open, admitting the guest who had come while he had been a Haven.
"Please say what the Haven men jugt told me isn't true” Lord Raoul's voice was a rumble in his chest.
"Please tdl me Kd did not go haring off on her own.”

"I can't tdl you that, Goldenlake, because she cursed wel did," snapped Wyldon, upset enough to
break the leash on his own contained temper. "Eighteen combat veterans can't keep their eye on one
green knight!"

"She ordered us on, milord," protested Hevlor. "We can't disobey an order from a noble, and she
didn't look at dl odd..."

Wyldon's cold stare slenced him.

Reoul crossed hisarms over his chest. "Would you men excuse us" Despite the phrasing, it was not a
request. The sergeants fled, pulling the door shut after them. Once they were gone Raoul spoke again, his
voice ominoudy soft. "l thought you knew her. Did you bdieve she would let them take her people? And
yet you left her, just told her to bury the dead and report here... I'd've wrapped her in chans and
brought her back over her horse. Thisis the gil who risked having to repeat dl four years as a page to
find her maid."

"Gods dl bless, Goldenlake, you think | don't know | made a mistake?' Wyldon asked. He sat back
with a dgh. "l wasn't thinking. | had a dozen things on my mind. You would have too, in that spot.
Mithrod All those killing devices just thrown away for a refugee camp? | was sure it had to be a
diverson.”

"If it was, then our information about next week's attack here iswrong," Raoul informed Wyldon. "No,
Haven was another matter entirdly. Five hundred odd daves will fud a lot of iron mongters, don't you
think?'

"I know | erred,” Wyldon said through numb lips. "Y ou're not saying anything | don't know."

Raoul shook his head. "If she dies, Mithros forgive you. | never will," he informed the other man. He
walked out of Wyldon's office.

Instead of returning to his room, Raoul wandered the grounds of Fort Madtiff. He was looking for the
two squads who had come here with him as guards. They were sparring in the practice grounds between
Madtiiffs firs and second wals.



Subtly, Raoul hand-signadled Dom to gather his squad and meet Raoul at the stable where their mounts
were kept. As Raoul trudged uphill through the gate in Madliffs inner wal, he ssw Dom stop by each of
his men briefly. Raoul took a moment to talk to Madtiffs watch commander. Afterwards he returned
briefly to his quarters, then ambled down to the stables, pausng now and then to chat. Dom and a few of
hismen casudly drifted to the same destination.

By the time Raoul reached the stable where the Own's mounts were housed, dl of Dom's squad was
there. The men climbed to the loft, where they could tak in privacy. The stable was deserted, but Raoul
took no chances.

"I have amisson for you lat, if youll take it, but it's risky. Volunteers only. If anyone wants out when
I'm done talking, I'll understand,” he told them softly.

The men exchanged puzzled looks. Since when did the Knight Commander of the King's Own give
anyone a choice in duties?

"This ign't a fight or a patrol,” Raoul continued. "It's behind the enemy’s lines 1've no doubt - way
behind."

"We're fallowing Kel?' asked Dom eagerly.

The men looked from him to Raoul. "What's this about milady?' asked Fulcher, one of the corporals.
"Weve heard nothing."

Reoul looked a Dom, who shrugged. "I had to use the larine™ he explained. "I overheard Connac and
Hevlor in there”

"Aslong as I've been soldiering, you'd think I'd know how fast word gets around,” Raoul commented
ruefully. "Tdl them.”

"The rest of the Haven burid detail got here safe)” Dom told the men. "They managed to lose Kd,
though." He looked a Raoul. "She went after her refugees, didn't she?'

Raoul nodded. "Alone. | need volunteers -" Every man's hand went up. Raoul amiled grimly. "Very
wdl. Quartermaster's people will leave packs with extra supplies here shortly. The sory is, I'm sending
you on to Northwatch with urgent messages for Vanget. Here's a purse for bribes and road expenses.”
He plunked a lesther pouch of coins on the floor between him and the men. "Saddle up, get your gear,
prepare for hard riding and combat. | doubt she's reached the border yet if she's following the refugees
tral. 1 just spoke to a couple of the men who rode with her till she went off on her own. The refugees
were taken dong the Giantkiller road. Shelll follow that." Raoul reached into his tunic and pulled out the
maps hed retrieved from his quarters. Placing them on the loft's floor, he traced Ke's probable route
with a broad finger, showing the men where they might intercept her. "Or, if she's moving faster than |
think she can, just follow the refugees,” he said at last, passing the maps to Dom. "From what | heard, the
Scanrans aren't trying to hide - speed's what they want.”

"The wagonsll dow them down some" remarked Corpora Wolset. "And | doubt those dvilians will
go quietly. They're tough, and she's been teaching them to fight. Well catch them.”

"But probably not this side of the border,” Raoul pointed out. "Youll be in enemy country. Once you
find her, take your orders from Kd and stay with her. Questions?' Dom's men, combat and tracking
veterans, shook their heads. Raoul nodded. "Then don't waste daylight. Try to come back with her, and
yoursdves, in one piece. You know | hate traning new men." He stood with a grimace as his knees
protested the movement. "Mithros bless you dl. Go."

"But that's treason," Merric protested, gtting up in his bed. Ned, Owen and two of Kd's other
year-mates, Seaver of Tasride and Esmond of Nicoline, had come to his room in Madtiffs infirmary to
rlay the news about Kel. "Desating in the face of the enemy, that's what theyll cdl it. Shell have
destroyed her life, just for commoners™

Ned frowned, but it was Owen, standing beside Neal, who said, "She cares about commoners.”

"And these were her people, that she promised sheld protect,” Ned added. "You know how she is.



She's been jumpy dl summer, worried something like this would happen.”

"She was afeared,” asmdl voice remarked from the corner. The young knights and the squire turned.
Tobe stood there, unnoticed until this moment. " She was dreaming dl the time, talking in her deep about
daves, an' Blayce, an' desth magic.”

Ned's jaw dropped. "The killing devices. She thinks the Scanrans took her people for this Blayce to
Lm"

"You can make alot of killing devices with five hundred people,” Owen said quietly. "Or even just two
hundred children.”

"She thinks she can retake them alone?" demanded Merric, his voice risng.
"Sell try," Ned sad. "Evenif she loses her shidd.”
"Or her life" murmured Owen.

"We cant let her." Seaver kept his voice low, so no one passing outside might hear. " She's saved dl
our lives a one time or another. At the very least we can bash her on the head and bring her back. Well
tdl people the men got it wrong, she was ambushed by the enemy - | bet my lord won't ask questions, if
we move fast."

"Areyou mad?" whispered Merric. "Break your vows to the Crown? If you stay out too long, youll
be quilty of treason, too."

Seaver looked a him scornfully. "Nobody asked you to go," he snapped. "And | know we're taking
treason here. That's why we need to move fag."

“I'm going," Owen said.
Thefour knights stared at m and said, "No!"

A heder came to the door, her eyes flashing. "If you can't be quiet, get out,” she told them. "I have
people who need re<t, induding you, Sr Merric.”

"WEell be quiet,” Neal promised her. "We're sorry. It won't happen again.”
"Il kick you out if it does," she threstened. After a moment, she left.

"Youll be twice forsworn if you try it," Esmond told Owen. "Not only would you be a traitor to the
Crown, youll break fath with my lord Wyldon."

"I know," Owen whispered;staring at the floor.

"Wl you see? It's quite impossible” Esmond looked a Ned. "I'min."
Ned amiled. "Thought s0."

Seaver nodded.

Smashing hisfig into his blankets, Merric growled, "I'm ill weak as a newborn lamb. If only we could
wait aday or so -"

"We can't,” Seaver pointed out. "Not if we're to get her back soon enough that my lord will accept our
gory."

Merric looked up a Nedl, his blue eyes ablaze. "Tie me to my horse" he said. "If you go without me,
Il tel Lord Wyldon. Somebody ought to be there to chance bashing her on the head and fetching her
home before it's too late”

Ned looked at his year-mates and Faleron. "You do redize we should dl be put in a nice, cosy room
somewhere with muscular people to keep us from harm?' When no one replied, he shook his head. "I'l
pack your gear,” he told Merric. "l think | can get us out the gate a dawn, just before the watch
changes."

None of them noticed that Owen and Tobe had left.

It was very late. The watch had called the hour not so long ago, "Midnight, and al'swel.”

Except dl was not wel, not by Tobeis Boon. The lady had broken her promise and vanished. He



couldn't fault her for going. He could and did fault her for going alone, without im to look after her. That
was plain not right. Dogs and birds could only do so much for her. She would need him, particularly if
she had to take enemy horses when Hoshi got tired. The lady was good with horses, for a noble, but she
couldn't talk to them as Tobe could. And if her helm-headed friends caught up with her, they might try to
stop her unless she was warned. He supposed they meant well, but they were dead wrong. Bringing the
lady back would save her, maybe, but what of Loey, Gydo, Meech and Saefas? What of Einur the
cook, and Migress Vaestone, who was as kind as her hushand was mean, or Gil and the other
convicts? Neither the lady nor Tobe would let them be killed or endaved, not if they could reach them in
time.

And it wasn't like he would be missed.

While everyone was a supper, he collected a sack of food, a coil of rope, a couple of daggers,
tree-climber's spikes, a spear held cut down to fit his Sze and a compass. He'd watched the guards, and
thought that he could get over the firg wall and up the second if he moved fast once they passed him.
Now, his suppliesin a rough pack, he stood a the foot of a gar to the wakway around the inner wall.
His sole regret was that he couldn't fetch Peachblossom dong. Peachblossom would be as good as a
squad of soldiers. Moreover, hed have made it possible for Tobe to reach her quickly.

Hed just set hisfoot on the stair when someone tapped his shoulder. "Not that way," Owen of Jesdaw
told him softly. "Come on."

Wyldon was right. Owen eavesdropped diligently, and kept his mouth shut about what he knew. One
of the firg things held overheard was the location of the secret exit required by Dane and approved by
Lord Wyldon. The entrance was set in the floor of the warhorses stable.

Around suppertime Owen found a chunk of lard and used it to grease the hinges on the escape hatch.
Bit by bit he'd assembled dl he'd need and hid it in an empty stdl. Now he led Tobe to the stable,
keeping to the shadows so the watch didn't see them. No doubt he was being overcautious, snce the
watch's atention would be on the land outside the fort, but Lord Wyldon had taught him to be thorough.

As Owen readied his own warhorse, Tobe saddled Peachblossom. Owen was glad to be spared that
chore, though he was farly sure the gdding would let im do it, if he explained matters carefully. Once
the horses were ready, Owen dowly raised the large section of stable floor that was actudly a gate.
Unlike the escape tunnd a Haven, this one was large enough for horses to use, so Lord Wyldon could
send couriers out while Mastiff was under attack.

Lantern in hand, Tobe led Peachblossom down firg, then asked the gdding to keep going. He
returned for Owen's warhorse, a deceptively mild-looking liver chestnut gdlion named Windtreader by
Wyldon, who had given his squire a mount from his own stables. Owen caled the big animad Happy.
With lobe's soothing hand on the reins, Happy dlowed himsdf to be led through the tunnd. Owen
gathered the last of the packs and his own lantern, then lowered the heavy piece of stable floor into
place, letting it close without a sound. No one would know where they had gone, though Wyldon might
guess.

The thought of his knight-master's wrath didn't upset Owen, dthough he knew held destroyed his own
name and his chance to become a knight. Wyldon's disgppointment in him would cut far deeper, but
there was no choice. Kel needed an amy to get her people back. If Neal and the others caught up, that
would be good, but at least Owen and Tobe could bring Peachblossom and Happy to what promised to
be an interesting fight.

Thegrey light of pre-dawn was gilding the eastern hills when four young knights assembled with their
mounts in the shadows near the inner gate. Esmond led Neadl's mount. Neal himsdf crept up behind the
sergeant in charge of the watch, emerad fire quivering ingde his closed fig. A touch of it would send the
men into a hdf hour's deep, enough for Nedl and his friends to make it out of Madtiff once he had done
the same to the guards at the outer gate.

Ned dretched out his am to shift deep from his fingers to his victim. The guard turned to him and



grinned. "Now, Sr Nedan, is that any way to treat a friend?' Sergeant Connac wanted to know. "I
thought you got training in manners bashed into you before they'd give you a shied.”

Once matters were sorted out, they left the fort with no trouble whatsoever. Connac had told Madliffs
guards thet dl they had to say to Lord Wyldon was that Sr Nedan had ordered them to open up. Who
were they to question a group of nobles? All their group's plans for secrecy now looked glly, but Ned
didn't mind. This way there was no risk that someone would note their odd behaviour and sound the
darm. When they rode through the outer gate with Connac, they found his squad and the sx convict
soldiers Ieft from Haven's fal ready to go with them.

"Don't worry about it, milord," Connac assured Neal, seeing chagrin on his face. "Us soldiers just see
things smpler than you noble folk. We don't et our plans get too complicated.” Nea was grateful then
for the faint light; it hid his blush. It was a lesson hed remember dl of his life, or a least, he would
remember it if he survived this particular venture.

Asthey rode out, no one noticed as three Stormwings perched in trees close to Madliff took to the air.
They soared high overhead, following them up the Vassa road.



13

FRIENDS

Not until she reached four puddles of malten iron surrounded by Stormwing-ravaged bodies did Ke
wake up to the fact that what she was doing was insane.

Her lips quivered as she dismounted to inspect the scene, her eyes dinging. Twice, she thought as she
crouched beside the dead. She had falled her people twice: once by being away when the enemy had
come for them, and once by riding off to their rescue aone.

She looked up, blinking away tears, and surprised hersdf with a strange giggle. She clapped her hand
over her mouth, but the giggles bubbled indgently in her throat. How could she think she was done?
After dl, she had a horse, aflock of amdl birds, Jump and twelve matley dogs, and ten cats.

"Thisisnt arescue,” Ke whispered. "It's ajoke."
She could 4ill turn back and tdl Lord Wyldon she'd come to her senses. He might let her off easy if

she returned soon. He was a commander; he knew that loang so many people could make anyone run
mad

She draightened. Abouit to take the reins and mount Hoshi again, she glimpsed something that was not
a shredded soldier's corpse a the far Sde of the road. She lifted her glave from its rest and went to
invedtigate. It was a hegp of dothing. From the fed as she prodded it with the butt of her glave, it
covered a divilian's body. She approached, holding the glaive point down in case this was someone
pretending to be dead. Ke reached out with her free hand and tugged on the clothes. The body rolled
over.

Though animds had fed on the dead woman, the Stormwings hadn't touched her. The earth had
protected her face. Gently Kd brushed the mud away. Through the dirt, bloat and darkening of dead
flesh, Kl recognized Hildurra, Zamid's assstant clerk and one of Fanche's best friends. From the caked
places on the dead woman's clothes, Kel guessed that she had taken a number of wounds during the
attack, and had bled dry as the raiders fled. There were heders among the refugees, but Kd guessed the
enamy hadn't dlowed them a hdt to care for the wounded. When Hildurra died, the Scanrans had
thrown her aside like so much rubbish and ridden on.

Ke sat back on her heds. The icy grip of rage settled around her heart once more. | can't even bury
her, she thought. | can't dow down at dl if I'm to catch them before they kill any more of my people.
Before they give the children to Blayce the Gdlan. I'll free them, somehow.

Knowledge struck her like a sudden ray of sunlight. What am | thinking? she asked. My people are
trained with weapons. They'll fight if they think they have a chance. And | didn't see any of Gil's squad
among the dead, which means they have a squad of convict soldiers among them. Mithros, even the
children can fight. All | need to worry about is finding them and getting weapons into their hands. Well
manage jugt fine. Once they're on their way home, I'll find Blayce and finish him.

Ke stood and found one of the many handkerchiefs tucked in her armour. She lad it over Hildurra's
dead face. "May the Goddess bless you, and the Black God grant you a place of peace in the summer
aun,”" she whigpered. "Mithros grant you justice.”

She swung hersdlf on to Hoshi's back and rode on through the warm afternoon, following the broad,
churned-up path left by the raiders and their captives. The sparrows flew in a broad circle, watching for
enemiesin the brush.

With Hoshi as her only mount and no replacements available, Kel took extra care of her. She watered
the mare often, dismounted and walked her to relieve her of Kel's weight, and rested her from time to
time The dow pace chafed Kel, but it was better to move dowly than to kill her only mount.

The Scanrans would be dow, too. While they seemed to have put many captives in wagons, those



who rode were not bred to it. They would fdl, they would run into each other, they wouldn't care for the
horses as an experienced rider might. Some might even do those things on purpose. Kel knew her
people. They would make the enemy's retreat a misery. Kd gmiled a the thought. Wagons would
develop lost whedls and tangled reins. Things would fdl off the horses tack. Cooking food would burn.
Unpleasant herbs picked when no guards saw would find their way into the Scanrans' tea. She might not
reach her captives before they crossed the Vassa, but she would find them eventudly.

Ke had been able to get few suppliesin the way of food, but when the late spring night came, she
didn't go hungry. One of Jump's friends, a big, wire-haired, boarhound/herd-dog mix named Shepherd,
dragged a freshly-killed young boar to Kd's fire as she made camp. Kel accepted the gift with thanks,
skinning and gutting the catch before she cut it up. She kept a chunk to cook for hersdf, then shared the
rest out with the dogs and cats. The sparrows, able to eat grass seed dl day, dept.

There wasn't enough boar to fill twenty-three meat-eaters, but four dogs found squirrels and rabbits.
Ke soon understood thet the animas saw her as a convenient way to get at supper without deding with
the nuisance of fur. She did her part of the task, skinning and gutting; her companions did the rest. She
left entrails and furs in a heagp, murmuring a Yamani prayer to the locd forest god to accept the offering
from her and her companions, then finished cooking what would be her supper and two of the next day's
meds

Once that was done, she doused the fire. Her eyes were adjusted to the dark by moonrise. She could
take up the trail again. The sparrows dozed on Hoshi as Kd led the mare though the bamy night. The
dogs and cats spread out into the brush once more. They would dert Kd if they found any humans,

Down the kidnappers trall she walked, Hoshi's reins light in her hand, the three-quarter moon slvering
the shadowed woods. In the distance she heard a wolf-pack sound the firg note of their evening howl.
She listened as voice after voice rose, each pack member joining the song. Her dogs kept slent. None of
them wanted to cross awalfs path.

When the pack-song ended, Kel listened to the Sgh of the cool wind in stands of pines and the rattle
and rudtle of the undergrowth as her companions startled nearby wildlife Once she rounded a pile of
rocks to find a doe and two fawvns in an open dretch of meadow. They darted into the trees as Kd
whispered, " Shepherd, leave 'em bel™

Whether the biggest dog actudly obeyed or refrained because he was well-fed, he didn't give chase.
Neither did the other dogs. Jump, beside Kd, snorted. Kd wasn't sureif he were pleased with his friends
or vexed with her for being slly enough to think they would neglect guard duty to chase deer.

The brief summer night was haf-over when Kel saw the remains of Giantkiller's walls. The Scanrans
trail continued past the fort, but Kel had to deep and Hoshi needed a proper rest. Giantkiller would give
them shelter. Few Scanrans would dare any ghosts who remained there to enter it.

Stopping at the open, wrecked gate, Kel spat on the ground, an offering of hersdf to the restless dead.
She added a soft Yameni prayer in praise of the nobility and strength the ghosts showed in dlowing her
on to their ground without harm. It seemed to work with most ghods. Sheld never seen ay in the
Yamani Idands. While the Tortdlan dead might have only spoken Common and Scanran when dive,
priests said that after death souls understood everything. Kd was farly certain this induded Y amani
prayers.

Dogs and cats streamed around her and her mare as they waked into what had been one of the
barracks. Its wdls and floor appeared to be solid. Kel unsaddlied Hoshi and rubbed her down. She tied
the mare to an empty bunk, and set down her packs, then removed the plate aamour she wore over her
chanmall. She placed her glaive and axe beside the area where she would deep, then lay down with the
saddle blanket for cover and the saddle itsdf for her pillow. She did not remember doding her eyes.

The amdl of cooking meset reached Kd's nodtrils, bringing her to ingtant, tense, complete wakefulness.
Making as little noise as possible, she picked up her weapons. The light coming through the shutter-less
windows and gaping door was that of barest dawn. Outside her sanctuary she heard men's quiet voices



and the chatter of sparrows. There wasn't adog, cat, or horse in the barracks with her. Had some mage
killed them dl, or lured them away? Frowning, Ke got to her feet, thrust her axe into her belt and held
her glavein both hands.

She eased across the floor, into the shadows by one of the whole wals. She thought shed made no
noise, but a handful of sparrows darted through a window. They flew in amdl, tight circles the 9gnd for
"friends’.

Kel looked out the window and scowled. She knew those horses picketed outsde: gddings and
mares, their markings and colours were as familiar to her as Peachblossom's or Hoshi's. Hoshi stood with
them, feading from a bag marked with the blade-and-crown inggnia of the King's Own.

Irate, Kd left the barracks and located the fort's wel. She used the charmed cork on her bottle to
assure hersdf that the wdl's water was dill good. She drew some to wash the deep from her face and
rinse her mouth, then dicked back her hair.

Dripping, she marched over to the campfire where ten men lounged, grins on ther faces. They wore
chan-mail, but their tunics and breeches were light brown with green trim, not the bright blue that was
their normd uniform. Ther mall wasn't parade gear, polished to slver, but a plain dull sted. These men
weren't on a pleasure jaunt; they had come for deep woods work. Despite ther casud postures, she
noticed that their weapons lay within reach. They aso had companions: the Haven dogs and cats.

Kd knew them dl, induding the corporals Wolset and Fulcher. If they were here, then the man who
sat with his back to her, cooking strips of bacon threaded on to sticks, was Sergeant Domitan of
Masbolle. Jump sat next to him, intent on the sticks' contents. On Dom's other sSide, oatcakes cooked on
afla rock.

"What isgoing on here?' demanded Kd, her voice harsh. "Are you out of your minds?'

"We wondered if we should wake you, but your breskfast isn't done yet." Dom handed the gticks of
bacon to Wolset and turned to look up a her. "We figured you could use as much deep as you could
get”

"We haven't run mad, Lady Kd," said Fulcher. "Were under orders. My lord sent us to do whatever
you sy needs doing." He was broader and tdler than Wolset, with brown hair and a trimmed, full beard.
He baanced the other corporal, who in addition to being only five feet and seven inches tal and hodlile
about it, was a quick, dark worrier. Fulcher provided bdlast, Wolset brains.

Ke refused to admit, even to hersdf, that she was glad to see the squad. "My lord sent you,” she said,
leening on her glaive as she scowled at the men impartidly. They were feeding their breakfast odds and
ends to the dogs and cats. "And you got here dl the way from Steadfast in, what, a day?"

"No, Milady Kd," sad Wolset. "Us and Aiden's squad rode to Madtiff with my lord - some parley
with my lord Wyldon. We were there when Connac and Hevlor got in. My lord told us youd likdy be
about here by now."

"You cant do this" Ke argued. She began to fed slly, looming over them. "You don't know what I'm
doing, the laws I'm bresking -"

"Wl actudly, we have a good ideg," Dom remarked. "Here, eat this before it gets cold. Which of
you hedge pigs has the honeypot?'

Someone took charge of her glave The others made room for her. She began to gt, then had to
draighten to pull the axe from her belt. The honey was produced. At last she was able to devour hot
bacon and oatcakes with honey, a feast after last night's unadorned boar mest.

Dom waited until her mouth was full before he produced hisfind bribe. He held up the rall of maps.
"You don't get these unless we come too,” he teased.

"Dont forget the purse my lord gave us for bribes™ Wolset pointed out.

"Thet's blackmail," Kd said through a thick piece of bacon.

"Actudly, it's extortion.” That was Lofren, whose father was a magistrate. "Blackmail implies - ™



His squad mates dragged him to his feet and took him to saddle their mounts. Kel was grateful. Lofren
was happy to tak about matters of law a length, in detail, to anyone who would ligten.

In the confuson of clean-up and preparation to ride out, Kel log the chance to argue further about
their involvement in her rescue attempt. If Raoul had ordered them to come, they a least wouldn't have
to pay the price she did for disobeying Wyldon, she thought. Besides, they had maps. Resgned, Kd
took out her griffin-festher band and tied it over her forehead and ears. As dways she fdt ridiculous, but
it was better to fed like afool than to be caught napping by a Scanran mage.

She was saddling Hoshi, the air overhead going from pink-tinted grey to hazy blue, when tha placid
animd reared and whinnied loudly. Swearing, Kd dragged her down by the reins. "What's the matter
with you?" she whispered. "Anyone could be outsdel™

Two digtant horses answered with loud neighs. The men, who had been joking as they prepared to go,
jumped into the saddle, swords or bows out, their faces grim behind the nose-pieces of ther hdms. The
dogs and cats raced towards the sound, Jump and Shepherd in the lead. Sparrows darted insde
Giantkiller's damaged walls, again flying tight circles before Kdl.

"More friends?' she asked, leading Hoshi to the gate. "What is this a cavalcade?' She pulled her
oyglass from a saddlebag and focused it on the shadows under the northwestern trees. The dogs had
formed a running pool of fur around two riders. She recognized one horse, and his tiny rider,
immediatdy. "I'll kill him," she announced. "I'll kill him very dead and leave him for the border ghodts..."

"Canwe do it later?" asked Dom. "We lose daylight if you kill im now. Besides, Peachblossom is as
good as a squad in himsdf." He collapsed his own spyglass.

Ke could not deny that. What she wanted to deny was the identity of Tobe's companion.

They set out - they couldn't afford to lose precious daylight - but they argued with Owen on the way.
Nothing they said had an effect. Owen refused to return to Lord Wyldon. Ke gave up at last. She knew
Owen as wdl as she knew Tobe. Neither would back down. And she had no time to deliver them to any
authorities, not if she wanted to catch the refugees before they vanished into the heart of Scanra.

Tobe's determination to come was understandable. He had friends among the kidnapped refugees, and
Ke mug not be permitted to vanish from hislife. She could hardly deny him. But Owen's presence broke
her heart.

"Dont be upset,” he said, drawing leved with her on the broad trall Ieft by the fleaing raiders. "l had to
come. We owe these people our protection. My lord was just stuck. General Vanget sent word that the
enemy will cross the Vassainto our didrict in five nights, when the moon'sfull - "

"Owen, you shouldn't tdl methid" Ke whispered, keeping her voice as low as Owen had kept his. "I
doubt Vanget wants others to know!"

"But you have to," replied her friend, his voice and eyes intent. "I know you didn't understand why my
lord turned his back on dl those civilians Well, that's why. King Maggot wants to cross with a thousand
men two miles downriver from Madtiff. My lord and Lord Raoul and Generd Vanget are smuggling
companies and mages into Madtiff before the enemy comes. Kd, it must've killed him to refuse to save
your people. That's why | had to tdl you." Owen settled back in the saddle. "I think he knew | was
going. He didn't say anything, but..."

Kel shook her head. Let Owen believe Wyldon had guessed what he planned if it made him fed
better. At least she knew why Wyldon had apparently turned his back on her dvilians. He had a much
bigger headache to ded with.

The sun had just cleared the eastern mountains when the sparrows came zipping back to them,
peeping the dert. When Kel stretched out her open hand, Quicksiver bounced down to tap her twice,
then lit on her forefinger. Three other birds flew in the figure-eight pattern 9gndling they were unsure if
the eeven who approached were friend or foe.

"Maybe a patrol from the new fort," she whispered to Dom, who had ridden up beside her. "What do



you want to do?"

He raised his eyebrows, an expression so like Ned's that Kel didn't know whether to laugh or groan.
"Your party, Kd," he murmured. "Y our orders."

Oh, well have to tak about this later, Kel thought as she hand-sgndled everyone to hide off the road.
I'm not about to command a squad of men older and more experienced than | am.

She wouldn't have thought her friends could hide so completdly, but they did. The men's tunics and
breeches helped them blend with the background, and ther horses were dl in colours that mixed with
brush and trees. They'd even used dark saddle blankets and plain tack, another dgn that they'd come
prepared. The cats and dogs vanished eeslly; the sparrows fanned out once more to act as sentries.

Ke and Hoshi chose the shelter of a cluster of rocks hemmed by mountain laurd bushes. Soon they
heard the approach of horses. Here came the patrol, as Kd had guessed, a squad of soldiers and a
knight -Quinden of Marti's Hill, one of her year-mates. They should have scouts in the woods, Ke
thought. If we were Scanrans, they'd be dead in moments. She difled the urge to grab Quinden and tel
him so. He would have to arrest her, and she had no time to dedl with thét.

Once the patrol was out of hearing, she sgndled her men to move out. As they mounted and headed
back to the refugees trall, riding in the direction opposite the patrol's route, Kel noticed that Tobe shook
his head. She nudged Hoshi closer to Peachblossom - she dill rode the mare, who was fresh from her
night's rest, leaving Tobe on Peachblossom, who'd been going dl night. "What isit?' she asked the boy
oftly.

"They shoulda had scouts, lady,” he replied, just as quiet. "If we'da been the enemy, they'd be dead

Ke amiled ruefully. What a grand world, when boys understand the tactics of war, she thought. "When
we come back, well tdl their commander,” she assured him.

The sun was hdfway up the moring sky when sparrows came in, Sgndling the arrival of even more
friends. "Go back," Kd snapped when Ned, Merric, Seaver, Esmond, Connac, his squad and her x
remaning convict soldiers were within earshot. "Have you lost your minds completely? Y ou're needed a
Madtiff!"

"We're needed more here" retorted Seaver, his dark eyes levd. "Youll have a fight on your hands
when you reach your people.”

"I have warriors, and my people can defend themsdves, given weapons. You have an oath to the
Crown!" Kel shouted, tested at last beyond the limits of her patience. "This is treason, you sgpskulld!
You can't just decide when you're in service to the relm and when you're not!"

"Like you have?' Neal asked sweetly. The young knights halted in front of Kel.

"Thisis different,” Kd snapped.

"Of courseitis" Esmond said, leaning on his saddle horn. "That's why we're here.”

Ke scrambled for another argument, any argument, she could use. She looked a the white-faced,
swaying Merric. "He should be in bed ill!" she cried. "You had to tie him to his horse to get him this
farl"

Merric amiled. "But I'm redly well tied," he explained in a tone of utmost reason. "I dept most of the
way here
"Why are you upset?' Owen came up beside the mounted soldiers. "It's going to be a jolly scramble

Ke gathered her breath and wits to argue, then surrendered without a word. There was no point to it.
They had made their choice, as she had. She would just have to do her best to make sure they came
home dive, if they had a home to return to.

"Hey, Sr Meathead," Dom cdled, riding up to them. "You took long enough to get here. Sergeant
Connac, good to see you."



"Sergeant Domitan,” replied Connac with a grin and a bow. "Good to see you again, Sr.”

Kd fumed slently. | never asked for hep, never wanted to ruin anyone's life but my own, she thought
wrathfully. What is the matter with them? Can't they see well dieif this goes wrong? Don't they care that
weve earned a warm and lagting reception on Traitor's Hill, if we choose to return? Why do men dways
have to complicate life?

"Sell be dl right,” she heard Owen say confidently. "She just needs to get used to things"

What | need is a barrel full of dreamrose to dose your supper with, she replied slently. Then, while
you dept and maybe came to your senses, 1'd get so far ahead of you that you'd never catch me. You'd
give up and go home, if youre dl as sensble as | used to think you were!

They set out again on the trall of the refugees. A mile down the road, Ked spotted a bit of gaudy red on

abush. She reached down and picked it up: red yarn. Someone was taking Meech's dall apart to leave a
dgn for pursuers. Ke tucked the yarn into her belt pouch.

Maybe having company isn't so bad, she thought, more relaxed now. After dl, if the Haven folk are
meking it easy for us to follow, then they deserve a proper rescue. She glanced back at the two columns
that rode behind her and Neal. And at least | have a better chance to save them than | did dl by mysdf.

She turned her face up to the warm early summer sun. If we were going to risk our necks and ruin our
lives, at least we chose beautiful weether for it, she thought, and smiled.



14

VASSA CROSSING

Fve miles down the road they found other, less heartening Sgns that the refugees had passed that way.
A woman lay crumpled &t the roadside. At firgt Kel thought her skirts were dull maroon until she saw that
they were stained with blood. She knew the woman, the young, pregnant wife of one of the Hanaford
loggers.

Ned dismounted to examine her. "Dead over a day,” he said, his green eyes dull as he looked up at
Kd. "She logt the baby. I'd say she haemorrhaged - bled out. It happens, sometimes, if there's no
heder.”

A hundred yards down the road they found the woman's husband hanging from a tree. His hands were
marked with bruises and cuts. Kdl guessed that held fought the disposa of hiswife, and the Scanrans had
hanged him for it.

Biting the inade of her lower lip to stop hersdf from crying, Kel rode over and stood in her stirrups,
wrapping her arm around the dead man's legs. Hies, disturbed at their business, buzzed around them.
With her right hand she took her glaive from its saddle holster and cut the rope. As the man's weight fdl
on to her shoulders, hands reached to take him from her. She glanced down: it was two of the convict
soldiers, Jacut and Uinse,

"Give'im to us, lady," Uinse told her gently. "What was you widhful of doing?"

Ke fumbled her glaive back into its socket. The buzzing of the flies gave her the shudders. "Place hm
with her, please," she replied. "We - we haven' time to bury them, but at least they can be together.”

"Aye, lady knight,” replied Jacut. He and Uinse took the dead man back and laid him gently beside his
wife, then bowed ther heads. Kel bowed hers, too, saying a prayer. Shed known them both, ther
names, thar families their hopes for the future. Now therr future lay in some other redm than the mortd
one. All she could give them was her word that she would try to send those who had killed them to the
Black God's domain, where his judges would punish their crimes.

Sunlight glinted on sted. She looked up, and saw a femde Stormwing, freshly streaked with blood and
flesh. It was the same femde who had talked to Kel back at Haven.

"Rot your eyes, they didn't diein battle” Kel shouted. "Leave them bel”

The Stormwing licked a wing feather. Her metd parts seemed as flexible as her human ones.
"Mortds" she remarked. "Always jumping to conclusons™ She took wing and flew in circles over Kd's
head. "I'm just hoping youll provide us with a med soon. With Scanrans dl over this border country, the
least you could do isgive us a snack.”

Kd took up her longbow, braced it agang her dirrup to dring it, then grabbed one of her
griffm-fletched arrows. "Why don't | turn you into someone's snack?”

She put the arrow to the string and raised the bow. The Stormwing was nowhere to be seen.

"Dont take them so persondly,” Ned advised. "They are what they were made to be" When Kd
glaed & himin reply, Ned amiled crookedly. "I'm sorry - | forgot,” he admitted. "You are wha you
were made to be, too."

They rode steadily through the morning, taking their noon med in the saddle, stopping only to water
and rest the horses. As the animdss relaxed, the men and knights would pair off to spar with wesapons or
fight hand-to-hand, keeping their bodies ready.

As scouts, the dogs, cats and sparrows were priceless. They gave Ke's people a degree of safety they
couldn't expect with two-legged scouts. Humans missed things. Daine's wild magic had trandformed Kd's
animds until her concerns were theirs. They missed nothing and they could pass unnoticed through the



forests between the old Fort Giantkiller and the Vassa River. They warned their humans of a column of
Tortdlan soldiers heading west, and steered Kel's people around them. Kel slently promised the
sparrows that if she lived through this, they would have dried cherries every day, and the dogs and cats
fresh mest.

Hve miles from the river, the refugees trall turned due north. Ther tracks went down gently doping
ground to the shores of the Vassa, where flat-bottomed boats left diginctive marks in the stone-and-mud
shore. The boats were gone. Ke used her spyglass to look across the river. They were beached on the
far Sde. Beyond them the captives trail began again.

Dom reined in beside her. "Rafts, do you think?' he asked, blue eyes measuring the far shore. "Or
Fulcher and | can swim across, and start bringing those boats here.”

Ke grimaced. The Vassa was no Olorun, flowing camly to the sea. It tumbled and roared in spots,
rushing dong its bed. The waters were icy, even thislate in the year.

"Svimming that isjust mad, Dom," she replied.

He dismounted and stuck his hand in the water. Pulling it out, he winced. "I'd cramp up ten yards out.
Doesnt thisriver know it's nearly summer?"

"Bven if it could be swum, does anyone know how to use one of them boats?' asked Connac,
scratching his head. "They got to be poled across, fighting the current dl the way.”

"It's that or build rafts"" Esmond pointed out wesarily. "I doubt well be any better with rafts.”
"More like have 'em bust up mid-river," grumbled one of Connac's men.

"If we gring ropes across, we could pull the boats over. The horses might swim it," offered Jacut.
"Maybe it takes us dl night to get there. We sure don't want to do thisin the daylight.”

"Military folk,” Ned sad with exaggerated patience, shaking his head. "The only way you know to
solve problems is by begting them with a stick.”

"And you're not military folk?" asked Seaver. "Oh, | forgot - you're a mage. Mages think, if you can't
twiddle your fingers a it, what's the point?'

"Lads" Kel began, "thisisn't vauablein the least.”

"I wasn't referring to magic,” Ned sad loftily. "I was referring to a scholar's way to solve problems.
When a Studtion arises, rather than bungle it yoursalves, cdl in an expert. Follow me”

He sad it, but he and everyone dse waited for Kd to speak. She shifted in her saddle, not sure she
liked the way they looked a her, asif she knew things they did not. "Will your solution get us across
sometime before next week?' she asked Nedl.

"Congderably,” Neal assured her, histone serious, not mocking. "It's not entirdly legd, but | won't tdl
anyoneif you won't."

Ke hit her lip, but her need to reclam her people was stronger than her need to find out which law
Ned intended to bend. "Let's go, then."

Ned rode down atrack that followed the high ground as it rose above the Vassa, until they rode sngle
file dong the edge of a forested biuff. Kd was fascinated: the path looked like a game trall until she
noticed the hoofprints on the edges. The path was dso beaten down a the centre, as if it were used
regulaly by heavier animds than deer. By the time they had ridden three miles, fording the Brown River
inthe process, she knew they had technicaly crossed the border into Scanra. Fortunately, no one lived in
these surroundings to tattle. Every farmhouse and woodsman's shack was ether smashed and empty or
burned and empty. No one stayed to seeif they could survivein border country when two lands were a
war.

Thetral rose, taking them out of sght of the river, and then it descended into a broad clearing. At the
far edge stood a cluster of Scanran-style longhouses indde a log paisade. Chimney smoke rose ingde
the pdisade, a hint that this place, unlike others, was dill occupied. The noises of goats, chickens and
geese added to the impresson that peaceful life continued behind the wal. Kd would bet that the



residents were either Scanran dlies or smugglers

"Wait," Ned told their companions. "String out dong the trees so they can see how many we are. Kd,
you're with me"

"How did you know this was here?' demanded Seaver, his dark eyes suspicious.

Ned gmiled crookedly. "You meet the most interesting people, riding with the Lioness," he replied.
"They're usudly friends with her husband. Kel?' He urged his mount down the track.

Kd told Seaver, "Rdax. HE never risk his own skin, let done ours” She rode after Neal. Double
figfuls of sparrows, aswel as Jump, five dogs and three cats came with her.

"No!" someone protested. She turned. Tobe and Peachblossom broke away from Dom's restraining
hand and followed her.

"Tobe, Ned said jus me" Kd told her young henchman.

"He can come, just be quiet,” Ned cdled over his shoulder. "Act like we know what we're doing.” The
paisade gates svung open. Four men and three women, dl of whom looked Scanran, waked out,
armed with crossbows.

Air rippled behind them. Kel drew the griffin feather band down closer to her eyes and saw atiny old
womean doddering in their wake, usng a cane to make her way. She was a mage, concealed by spdls
which made her look like the background againgt which she stood. "Ned!" Kd whispered. When he
looked at her, she hand-sgnaled awarning about the mage.

"Hne" he whispered. "Now, you and Tobe stay here, and look serious”” He rode up to the locd
people, Kd, ten yards back, couldnt hear what he said, but she saw its effect. The man who led the
group stepped back asif artled, then grinned, and waked forward to dap Ned familialy on the leg.
His companions lowered their crossbows.

Ned twisted in his saddle and waved Kd and Tobe closer. As they advanced, Kd heard him remark
in Scanran, "...brisk of late

The man shrugged as he surveyed Taobe, then Kd, with the hardest blue eyes Ke had ever seen.
"Bugnessis dways brisk, one way or another," he replied, dso in Scanran. "We survive"

Ke propped hersdf on her saddle horn. "Were you part of that interesting business two or three miles
downriver?' she asked in Scanran, her voice as cool as she could make it, despite the furious pulse
beating in her throat. "The very noisy and complicated business, with nearly five hundred captives?

"Strangers. Pah!" said a short woman and spat on the ground. "They had naught to do with us, nor we
with them.”

"Not ther daves, not their vile metd beasts," added another man. He too spat, the spittle landing an
inch from Peachblossom's right front hoof. The geding regarded the man with one large, brown eye.

"And you didn't think to warn anyone?' Kel asked, struggling to breathe normdly.

"Not our look-out," replied the man who seemed to be in charge. "We do business with dl up here,
whoever they be. It's the only way to live, on the border.” He looked a Nedl. "Not one of the Whisper
Man's, is she?'

Ke raised her eyebrows. What was a Whisper Man? Despite her curiogty, she remained slent. When
negatiating with possible enemies, her people had to show they were united and sure of their loydlties.
She would ask Neal about the Whisper Man later.

"No," replied Ned to the stranger's question, "but she's dl right. You don't want to get on her bad
Sde"

Ke wanted to rall her eyes at his extravagant daim, but didnt. Neal was in charge here. Instead, she
tried to appear stern and imposing, and hoped she looked like something other than a complete sick.
Out of the corner of her eye she glimpsed the man who had spat near Peachblossom. He sdled closer to
the big gdding and Tobe, his eyes on the reins.



"l wouldn't do that," Tobe remarked to himin Common. "He's smarter than he looks."

The man reached anyway. Peachblossom whipped his head around and grabbed the man's
outstretched forearm, big teeth dosing on cloth and flesh.

"Peachblossom, let go," Ke ordered in Common. In Scanran she told the man, "He's not for sde or
for geding. Hell kill you. He's killed men before, he doesn't seem to find it difficult.”

Peachblossom released the man after await to show Kel he didn't take orders. He then spat foam on
to the man's shirtfront. The man backed away, grimacing as he tried to wipe gooey green sdiva from his
clothes.

Ke looked a Ned. "We're wasting time" she told him.

"We're here to do business, coming and going,” Neal sad to the smugglers leader. "Us and our friends
back there"

A loose feather in Kel's band tickled her nose. In a moment she would sneeze. "Grandmother, come
out from behind your vels" she suggested, looking draight at the old woman. "It's uncomfortable,
pretending you aren't there"

Cackling amusement, the old lady shed her magicd concedments with dow flicks of knobby fingers.
Ned and Tobe started when she seemed to appear from the wood of the paisade. "Now, there's atoy |
wouldn't mind having,” she said, painting to Kd's griffin-feether band.

"It has its uses,” Kd replied. She pushed the band higher, where it was less likdy to drop over her
gyes. The erant feather she pulled free and offered it to the old woman. "A good-faith gift,
Grandmother;" she said.

The mage lurched forward and accepted the feather. "A usful thing,” she remarked, turning it over.
"Amazing how many folk try to lie to those who are jugt trying to survivein acrud land.”

Ned and the leader had embarked on a harsh, whispered argument. Ke and the old woman looked at
them as the leeder said, "Out of my mind! | don't careif you are from the Whisper Man, | know trouble
when it rides up on warhorses!"

Ned reached into his belt-purse and drew coins from it. He held up three gold nobles.

"Not if it was a thousand gold!" snapped the leader. "Y ou think I'm blind? Y our Iot is plain dangerous,
and | won't risk my people!™

Ned produced two more gold nobles. Kd resolved to pay him back somehow. Perhapsit was time to
&l some griffin fegthers.

"I'm not trying to drive up the price," the man growled.

"Doit," said the old mage abruptly. The leader - there was enough resemblance that Kel thought they
might be mother and son - glared down into the old woman's faded blue eyes. "The hand of fate is on
them. On her." She pointed to Kel and ordered, "Bring your people ingde the wdlstill moonrise”

"Mother," protested the leader, "just look at them!”

"I did," retorted the old woman. "Maybe you should look harder." She turned and hobbled back
through the gates.

The leader 9ghed and looked a his companions. They shrugged as one.

"Cdl your peoplein," hetold Nedl, exasperated. "The Whisper Man owes us large for this”

Ned turned and waved the others forward, down off the ridge. Kel and Tobe followed the smugglers
ingde

It was the dowest evening of Kel'slife. From the Sgns left by the river, ther quarry was only hdf a day
ahead, but here was another delay. In her mind she understood the smugglers need for caution, but her
heart shrieked that every moment the enemy stayed ahead of her was a moment when someone else

might die. She paced until she redized dl of the smugglers watched her nervoudy, hands on weapons.
Then she went outside into the soft night air.



The old mage stood at the haf-open gate, staring blindly a the dearing before her. Kd hestated, not
sureif she ought to distract the woman.

"You're better mannered than most nobles,” the old woman remarked without turning her head. "Not
that we're experts, but we see more than we ever wanted to. That moon won't rise any faster however
much you fidget."

She was right. Kd took a deep breath and thought of a broad, cdm lake, its surface glassy and
serene. Sowly, she drew breath in and released it, until she fdt more like that lake. Once she had
recovered some of her cam, she looked a the mage again. "I thought smugglers worked in the dark of
the moon."

The old woman grinned a her. "Not on the Vassa, girl. You need dl the hdp with the Vassa you can
get. We have our little arrangement, both sides. They're well paid to overlook us on the far bank, and
weve afriend who explained to Vanget we do more good than harm.”

"You mean the Whisper Man,” Kel guessed. "Who is he?!

"He buys and sIs information. More than that, | can't tdl you," the woman said. "Mayhap your friend
will say, or not. Look. There's afox, with her cubs.”

Kel looked over the woman's shoulder and saw a vixen and two cubs. They trotted across the
clearing, the mother dert for enemies, then vanished into the trees near the wider path from the woods.

Asthe mage turned back towards the longhouses, Kel remembered something she had wanted to ask.
"You sad | had the hand of fate on me" she reminded the woman as she thrust the gate dosed and
barred it. "How could you tdl”? Do you have the Sight as well as the Gift?"

The old woman cackled. "Who needs Sight to tdl that much?' she asked. When Kd offered her an
am, she latched on to it with her free hand, her grip like an eagle's claw. Together they waked dowly
towards the woman's home. "A wench in armour, wearing a griffinfeether band. You've got a dever st
of animds about you and you're leading four knights and a bunch of men who don't look sentimenta. Oh,
yesd And you're chasng after two hundred warriors and nearly five hundred prisoners, led by Stenmun
Kindayer." They entered the longhouse as the old woman continued, "You don't need magic to see the
fate in that, any more than you need a heder to know you and your folk are deranged.” Kd hung her
head. "l tried to stop them,” she muttered.

"That's your fate, t00," the mage said, rdeasing her arm. "Be happy they respect you so much they
didnt ligen. It's not like you're off to a May fair, not with Stenmun againgt you." She tottered off to a seat
by the hearthfire,

Ke sghed. She was grateful. She just wished she didn't know how little chance they dl had to return
dive

The smugglers served a very well-made dish of murrey. Having seen no cows anywhere, Kd was
wondering how their hosts got the ved that set the pork off so well, when Merric sat across from her.
Ke eyed him as she briskly wiped the ingde of her bowl with a piece of bread. She was farly certain
why he/d come and would have avoided this argument, but she knew him. Nothing would stop him from
sying his piece. Hed been adegp snce the smugglers had taken them in; if he were to speak fredy, it
was now, before they crossed the river, or not et dl.

When he opened his mouth she quickly asked, "Feding better? That's the trouble with hedings, you
could deep for a week. You shouldn't be here” She grimaced. In her eagerness to distract him, sheld
given him the perfect opening.

He took it. "Kd, we shouldn't be here, none of us. It's not too late. My lord's practical, helll overlook -

Ke met her friend's eyes squardly. "It doesn't matter. | can't leave my people to the enemy. To Blayce.
| can't. Even without what | know - " She stopped hersdf, grinding her teeth in frudtration. She must be
tired. Either that or the smugglers had put something in the food to make thelr gueds takative. She



wouldn't put it past them.

Merric pounced on the hint. "What do you know? Kd, if there's something you're not tdling us, you
oweit to usto spit it out.”

She was sheking her head. "Y ou won't believe me”

Merric sat back with a frown, eyes puzzled. "Come on, Kd. Give me the bendfit of the doubt. I'm a
aullible lad. | believe dl sorts of things."

"If it's knowledge you'e &fter, try Ned," suggested Dom. He straddled the bench Kel sat on. "It looks
to me like he's gleaning from the crop of spy fidds”

They looked across the hdl. Nedl sat in deep conversation with a knot of smugglers, unaware thet his
friends looked hisway.

"What does Lady Alannaknow of spies?' demanded Kd. "That's how he said he knew of them, from
riding with her."

"He aso mentioned her husband,” Dom reminded Kd. "I think that's more to the point.”

"Enough!” snapped Merric. "Kd, jus say it, dl right?"

"It's sommat to do with Blayce, an' Stenmun, an' that Ordeal room," Tobe said. Hed come up behind
Kd. "She dreams about 'em dl the time. How can anybody talk to aroom?"

"Tobe," Kd began, and sghed. "It's not just aroom. Or theré's athinginit, a god or something." She
looked at Merric, Dom and Esmond, who'd come to listen. "I, | had reason to talk to it, before we left
Corus™"

Merric blinked. "You talked. To the Chamber.”

"I said you wouldn't believe me" Kd reminded him. "It told me that my path and Blayces would
cross" The words were as bitter as gdl when she sad, "It just wouldnt - couldnt - tdl me when, or
where, or how many would die beforehand.”

"W, that answers that. I'm so glad | was a younger son and never wanted a knighthood,” remarked
Dom, getting to his feet. "I wouldn't go in the Chamber once, let done twice. Not to be abrupt, but it
looks like were getting ready to move."

He was right. Everyone was standing. As Kel and her people walked to the door, the old woman met
them, holding a large, open cup of the sort known in Scanra as a krater. "Some protection for poor folk
ground between two countries,” she said, meeting Kdl's eyes.

Ke sniffed the sleam rising from the krater. "Ned," she cdled.

He took the cup from its bearer. Emerdd fire rose from his hands to drift over the liquid indde. He
rased his eyebrows, impressed. "Very nice" he said with considerable gpproval. "l don't suppose you
have the recipe?’

"Il giveit to you when you return,” the old woman said. "Now reassure the lady, here, before she sets
her birdies on me"

Ned grinned and took a swdlow from the krater before offeing it to Kd. "It's a very nedly
specidized bit of magic,” he explained. "If anyone tries to learn how we crossed the river, or who helped
us well forget. It's keyed to the spot where you drink the potion, you see. Harmless, except if we're
questioned by mages or torturers, we won' give this place or these people away."

"Youre surel" demanded Esmond.

Both Kel and Ned looked at him, Neal with more wrath than Kel. "Do you think hedd have taken the
firg drink himsdf if he weren't?' Kd asked Esmond.

"Not our Sr Megthead,” Dom commented behind Kdl.
"Youre like a dog with a bone about that name" growled Nedl as Kd did the krater from his hands.

She ignored Dom's reply as she sipped. Her tongue found hints of lavender, rosemary and peppermint,
mixed in with other strong herbs. She grimaced - maybe hedlers like Nedl logt ther sense of taste after



drinking their own nagty teas - and passed the krater to Dom.

When it reached Merric, he looked at it, and Sghed. "Why didnt | start my page-traning with
year-mates who were sane?' he asked sadly, then drank.

"You're not looking at thisthe right way," Owen told him gternly as he accepted the cup. "Here we are
on an adventure. It's glory, and fame, and dl those people the Scanrans took. It's not counting troops or
finding ways to bury the dead so they won't rot into the drinking water. And if we die in battle, Mithros
will speak for us in the Black God's court. You ought to be more grateful.” He took a gulp from the
krater, nearly spat the mouthful out, and forced himsdf to swalow it instead.

Once dl of them had drunk, the smugglers led the way down the moonlit trall to the river. The
sparrows rode, fast adeep for the night; many of the dogs and cats were tucked into their saddlebags.
They could rest their paws for awhile, at least, after their long day's run. Everyone in armour and mall
wrapped themsdves in blankets so no dlint of polished metd gave them away. Even the horses armour
was wrapped in large canvas sacks and carried.

The smugglers boats were wdl hidden, covered in nets through which leefy branches were laced.
From the water they mus look like greenery, Kel guessed as she led Peachblossom on to a
flat-bottomed boat. She hadn't redized how nervous she was about the crossing until the smugglers cast
off and poled the boats into the current. 1t could be worse, she told hersdf as the boat wobbled, rocked
and bounced under her feet. You could be faling off adiff, or dimbing one.

A warm, solid weight leaned againgt her left calf. A bigger, more solid weight pressed againg her right
sde Ke peeked: Jump had come to steady her on the left as Peachblossom braced her on the right. "It's
as easy as pig" shetold them. "A redly bouncy pie”

Once the boat did to a stop on the far shore, Kel disembarked. It took three trips for the smugglers to
land them dl in Scanra, necessary with the large, skittish warhorses. Owen's Happy did not live up to his
name. He baulked at the sght of the boat, fidgeted dl the way across, and legped ashore as soon as he
could, nearly yanking his magter into the Vassa.

"I'mwith you," Ned told the gdlion as Owen led hm to stand beside Kd. "I fdt safer on ocean ships
inthe middle of a sorm.”

"The Vassa keeps what it takes," Sergeant Connac murmured, repesting an old northern proverb.

Once they were across, the smugglers left them without prolonged farewdls. If their Scanran kin were
anywhere near, they refused to show themsdlves. Kel looked around, wondering if she would need the
maps, but there was a good-sized trall dong the river's margin.

They could fallow it to the spot where the raiders had landed with their refugees.

"Let's get ready,” she ordered her friends softly. Those closest to her passed the order down the line.
"Tobe, I'd better take Peachblossom now. Y ou ride Hoghi."

Tobe nodded and got to work saddling the mare. Kd put saddle and armour on Peachblossom, then
mounted up. The dogs and cats had dready spread out to cover the ground between the river's edge and
the bluffs that rose a hundred yards away. They scouted for lurkers or enemy soldiers, siffing the
evening's mild breeze.

As s00n as everyone was ready, Kel sgndled them to move out, dong the riversde tral. Merric rode
beside her. For amile or so he was quiet. Suddenly he asked, "The Chamber of the Orded?"

Ke nodded.

"You sad you taked to it before we left Corus. You - you went inside?"
Ke nodded a second time.

"You went into the Chamber a second time.”

Looking at her friend, Ke sighed. "'l had to."

"And you're dlowed to tak about it? Y our Orded."



"Not the Orded," Kel said patiently. "It said | could talk about the second time, the task it set me, if |
could find anyone who would beieve me. Do you bdieve me?'

"l have no idea," replied Merric, his face troubled.

"Then we don't need to keep talking now," Ke pointed out. "That would be a good thing, seeing's how
we're in enemy territory. Don't you think so?"

Merric took the hint and returned to his place in the column.

Two miles of brisk riding brought them to the wide, mangled grassy verge where Sx large,
flat-bottomed boats had been pulled on to the land and covered over with branches. Kel'sindinct was to
put holesin them, in case the enemy meant to use them for the assault on Madtiff. At the same time, she
knew they could be used to take the refugees home.

The three-quarter moon settled her mind: it was edging towards the treetops. They had to ride now.
They were in the open and needed to find cover before moonset.

Raisng her hand, she sgndled her people to fallow and turned Peachblossom. They rode down the
broad, messy path left by raiders, wagons and horses. It led northeast, towards the rise of the bluffs and
deeper into Scanra. High above, moonlight glittered on Stormwing feethers and claws as a lone scout
flew overhead.
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They followed the refugees trall across the Vassa road to the foot of the bluffs where an unpleasant
aurprise awaited them. Beside the trail the raiders mounts had left, five dead people hung from trees. Into
the ground before them someone had thrust a plank of oak with asgn cut into it: "Rebellious Saves'.

Kd knew them dl, of course, even with ther faces swollen and dark from hanging. Two were a
hushand and wife from Riversedge, both smiths One was a convict soldier from Gil's squad, one a
Tirrsmont man who was forever loang his temper. Thefifth was Einur, the cook.

They cut the bodies down and covered them with legfy branches. There was no time to dig graves.
Kd tried to speak the prayers for them but could not. She had liked Einur. Hed been one of her firg
supporters a Haven, someone she knew would dways be honest with her. It was Ned who findly
prayed.

They rode on dong the foot of the biuffsuntil Kel called a hdt. A place where the trees at the base of
the riang stone offered plenty of cover for them and the horses. Once the animds were tended, they
worked out guard watches and settled for what remained of the night. Kel thought that she wouldn't be
ableto deep.

Heartsick over the dead, worried about the time and distance they had logt, she hadn't known how
exhausted she was. The moment she pulled her blanket over her she was adeep.

Tobe woke her around dawn. Kel blinked at him and thought of a new concern. "Did | tak in my
degp?'

"No, lady," he assured her.

"It could be that now you're on your way, youll stop dreaming about it," Dom pointed out from
nearby. He was cutting dices of cheese and cold sausage: no one wanted to risk a fire in enemy territory.
The rest of the men were up and about, edting their cold breskfast as they fed and saddled the horses.
One of the convict soldiers skinned rabhits as the dogs and cats waited patiently so they could edt, too.

They're getting spoiled, Kel thought as she cleaned her teeth as best she could. Next thing you know,
theyll start thinking we're their pets. She combed her hair, then got out her maps. If she had judged their
crossing and the direction of the refugees trail properly, she and her friends were tucked into a broad
angle formed by the Vassa road and the Smiskir road. That road followed the river of the same name, a
tributary of the Vassa. Now that Stenmun was in home territory, he would be rdieved of the need to
move secretly and quietly. Judging by what she saw of histrail from her camp, he was heading sraight for
the Smiskir road. She folded her maps, accepted cold ham and cheese from one of the men, and
mounted the aready-saddled Hoshi. Tobe immediatdy hauled himsdf into Peachblossom's saddle.

"Doent it hurt you to ride him for so long?" Kel asked, seeing the boy's feet never got near the
dirrups.

"He don't mind if | fidget, long as | don't fdl off,” said Tobe, patting the gelding's neck. "If it gets too
bad, | ride Sdesaddle.”

"You could ride a packhorse," Esmond pointed out. "They're smdler.”

Tobe shook his head. "Thank you, sr, but men Peachblossom do fine"

"Quit yoursdf,” Esmond replied with a shrug, then mounted his own horse.

Ke sent anima scouts out in awide cirdle around her group, and placed humans on either side to look



for things the animas might deem unimportant. She then led her column of men sngle file over the ground
dready covered by the refugees to ensure that enemy patrols would confuse their tracks for those of the
refugees. On they rode through forests that looked the same as those they had ridden through the day
before, hearing the same kinds of birds, seeing the same kinds of trees. Kd redized that she'd expected
things to look different once they were in another country. She shook her head. The land didn't change
because humans divided it with an invisble line. Birds weren't stopped from going where they must for
food, and the Scanran sSde of the Vassa ran as hard, fast and cold as the Tortallan side.

She dso knew she should not let the amilarities in countryside soothe her. The rocks and trees might
look the same, but she and her men were in enemy territory, far more so than when they'd been on the
snugglers land. She was especidly wary, asif the trees might have eyes. Every twig-snap, every rudlein
the bushes was a hunter in search of supper, afarmer's child looking for mushrooms, or an enemy scout.

A glimpse of bright colour grabbed her attention. With a thin smile, Kel leaned down from the saddle

and plucked a bit of red yarn from the end of atwig. "That doll will be as bad as an egg by the time we
find Meech," she murmured to Neal.

He grinned. "They're tough, those young ones," he remarked, his voice aso quiet. "It amazes me, how
tough they are.”

Kd sobered immediately, remembering Blayce's workroom, and a white shape that cdled "Mama?'
Ther young people would have to be tough, to get away from the mage and his dog Stenmun.

They reached the Smiskir road by the time the sun was clear of the eastern mountains. Kel had
worried that her quarry's tracks might be los among others on the road, but it seemed five hundred
people and thar guards were enough to make an impresson even on a mgor highway. Jacut, the human
scout on their group's Ieft flank, found a game trall that pardleled the road: they could ride there with
trees and brush to hide them from passers-by.

The sun was hdfway up the sky when sparrows came back to warn them of the approach of
twenty-five enemy soldiers. Owen, the scout on Kel's right, on the far Sde of the road and wel ahead,
came right behind the birds. He risked a dash across the open road to reach Kdl.

"Weve got company,” he said, eyes blazing with excitement as he reined in beside her. "They're hard
men, fighters. Five carry shidds. Wegpons are armed long-axes, spears and swords. | think they're
bound for Madtiff, right, Happy?" The sdlion, scenting battle, snorted and pawed at the earth.

"Dont let him do that. Brush it away - people will be able to tdl we were here" Ke said absently.
Owen tugged Happy away from the spot and dismounted to sweep the mark away with a branch.

Ke looked a her men. All together, they outnumbered the enemy, but barely. A fight seemed unwise
she might lose some of her people. They could hide from the oncoming scouts - there had been another
road a hundred yards back that would keep them away from the warriors,

If they avoided the enemy, where did that leave them? This war party and their supplies might turn the
course of battlein the attack on Madtiff. Sheld bet her shidd the Scanrans were on ther way there. She
owed it to Wyldon to reduce the Scanran numbersif she could. Moreover, if she and her men found her
refugees and freed them, they would have to ride back this way, with this Scanran war-party between
them and the Vassa.

If they fought the Scanrans, they'd have to kill dl of them. They couldn't risk one man getting away to
cry the darm. They dared not take prisoners who might escape. But surely it would be murder, if a man
lay on the ground and begged for hislife

Her lips trembled. She had not set out to kill every man in a group smply because they were in her
way. What did that make her?

She redized she was ralling something between her fingers: the red yarn sheld taken from the bush not
50 long ago. That settled her mind, though what she was about to do would haunt her dl her life So
much thinking and feding for so few breaths of time, she thought, knowing that it had only been that long
snce Owen brought his news.



She hand-sgned the men to prepare to fight. "Jump,” she whispered. The dog trotted over to Hoshi.
Kd dismounted, beckoning for Tobe to take the mare. She kndt and looked into Jump's tiny, triangular
eyes. "l hope you redly do understand what you're told,” she remarked. "There are enemy scouts riding
inthe woods on ether Sde of the road. You and the others mugt take them. Hamdtring the horses if you
mug, but don't let them escape. Get ther riders on the ground. Kill them if you can, or fetch one of us.
Undergtand?'

Jump whuffed quietly, his agreement-noise. He turned and trotted into the brush, a cluster of dogs and
cats at his back. Kel straightened. The men had gathered around her. She checked the fit of her armour
as Tobe waited, holding her glave and hdm. "The animds will tend to the scouts, | hope" she sad,
keegping her voice low as she tested each strap and buckle. The other knights did the same. "Dom, you
and your boys get behind the men on the road, like yesterday. Esmond, go with them to hold the enemy
a the rear. If you don't mind, let Dom give the orders - he's been fighting longer then ether of us™
Esmond and Dom nodded. Kel went on, "Wait till you hear noise from the front before you start
shoating. Don't let the horses get away -"

She gulped, then continued, "And don't let a man get away. Not one, do you understand? Get the
dead off the road as soon as you can. Nari, QuicksIver?'

The sparrows fluttered over to Kd. "Take some of the flock. Get in front of Dom, further down the
road. Warn hmif anyone dse comes." The sparrows darted awvay. Dom and his men mounted and rode
off after the birds. "Uinsg, take your lads to the far Sde of the road, get into the trees with your bows.
Seaver, you're with them." The sx men didn't wait; they hurried to get across the road before the enemy
came in view. "Owen, Ned, Merric," sad Kd, "youve got this side of the road. Neal, do not hed
anyone. Do you understand me?' She met his gaze until he lowered his eyes,

"l understand,” he replied huskily.

"I'm sorry,” Ke whispered, resing a hand on his am. The two knights and the sguire mounted up.
"Tobe, say with Nedl, do as hetdlsyou,” ordered Kd. "I don't know if you can cdl the enemy's horses
to you once thar riders are off them, but now would be a good time to see if you can." Kd looked at
Connac. "Your boys and | will hit them from the front. Duck, Arrow?" The two mde sparrows sat on
Peachblossom's mane. Both regarded Kd with black button eyes. "Let us know when the enemy's three
horsdengths back from that rock.” She pointed out the rock at the bend in the road: it was just visble
through the trees. The birds left. Connac's men were dready riding towards the rock as quietly as they
could. K&l mounted Peachblossom. Tobe passed her hdm up. She settled it on her head, then flipped up
the visor to keep the stench of aly iron and sweat-soaked padding from overwhdming her. She
accepted her glaive from Tobe, then set out after Connac.

It seemed like forever before Duck and Arrow came shrieking around the curve in the road, but the
aun had bardy moved. "Chargel” Kd shouted to Peachblossom and to the men with her. Peachblossom
legped forward, hooves digging into the packed dirt of the road. The big gdding hurtled into the mass of
men just around the bend.

Chaos erupted as arrows flew from the woods behind and on ether Sde of the Scanrans. Horses
reared, throwing off their riders, then trotting into the woods. Ke barely noted their departure. She was
too busy fighting. She dung to Peachblossom's back as the gdding wheded, driking out with his front
hooves. Down he went on to dl fours. Kel wrenched her glaive free of a Scanran and grabbed the saddle
horn one-handed as Peachblossom kicked out to smash whoever had come up behind him.

It was a short fight. The Scanrans, relaxed and comfortable behind ther own border, were not
prepared for an attack. Those who cleared their weapons to ded with Kel's smdl group in front of them
bardly lived long enough to redize that more enemies harried them: archers and knights boxed them in
while sparrows darted at ther faces, pecking and scratching, distracting them enough for a fatd blow or
shot.

Stormwings circled overhead as Tobe returned to the road with packhorses and mounts, the Scanrans
aswdl asthar own.



Kd wiped swesat from her eyes and looked at the boy.

"Would they stay here if you asked them?' she enquired, curious. "In case we need them on the way
home?'

"It's better over by theriver,” replied Tobe. "Theré's grazing and water."

"Do that, will you, please?' Kd asked. As he led the horses away she cdled for the sparrows, twising
the stopper from her water flask. Two birds she didn't recognize immediaidly came to her. "See if the
road is clear ahead." Off they went.

Kd drank dmog dl of her water, her mouth and throat caked with road dust. Someone took it from
her to rdill it. She looked around. Ned was fixing a shdlow gash on a convict's forearm as the man
gulped the contents of his water flask. Here came Dom, Esmond and the men of Dom's squad, some
with cuts or scratches, dl on ther horses. She counted her knights. All were present.

Owen had a long cut across one cheekbone. He demurred when Ned reached for him with a
green-glowing hand: "'l want a scar to impress the girls” he informed Neal. "They like a man who looks
dangerous, and my face needs dl the help it can get.”

"At least let me cdleanit,” Neal growled. "Unless you think youll look really dangerous with your face
rotting off."

Owen submitted. Kel looked around. "I want their weapons, dl of them," she croaked. Someone
shoved aful water flask into her hand: Jacut. She thanked him, then gulped another belyful. I'll need to
stop behind a bush before we ride on, she thought ruefully, but at the moment she didn't care. She was
dive and so were they.

"Strip them of their weapons and supplies. Put it dl under canvas, hide the whole mess behind that
rock," she ordered. "You never know when a cache of supplieswill comein handy. Let's drag the bodies
into the woods, soitll be afew days before they can be amdled.”

"Spoilsport!" jeered a Stormwing from above as the men got to work to hide the dead.

Kd, who had joined the effort to get the Scanrans out of sght, dropped the legs of the body she was
hauling. "Tobe, my bow and arrows,” she caled. By the time he reached her with the weapons, the
Stormwings had fled.

After shed helped to srip the dead of their weapons and hide the bodies, she washed her hands.
Slently she gpologized to the men they had left in a graceless heap. | am sorry to leave you without
proper burid rites, she told them. Maybe you leave enemy dead like this, but | hate doing it.

Ke squared her shoulders and walked over to Peachblossom. "We'd best mount up,” she said. Tobe
came to her with her hdm and glaive. Kel donned the hdm - she would fed very fodlish if she were shot
inenemy country because she had |eft it off - and accepted the glave. Tobe jumped into Hoshi's saddle.
Ke sent her human scouts out, two forward, two to her rear, and led the way once she could no longer
see themin the trees.

They met a second party of ten warriors around noon and dedt with them just as they had the earlier
enany party. When the fird Stormwing appeared, Kd shot at it, not paticularly trying to hit it. She
missed. At the same time, sheld come near enough that the creature swore a her and fled. She didn't
want the presence of Stormwings to aert Scanrans that battle had come to their side of the Vassa.

Asthey rode on, Kd thanked Mithros and the Goddess for her animds and for Tobe. Without them
she and her men might well have been caught; with them no enemy soldier or horse got away to warn the
locd people. She dso thanked dl the gods for the two farmsteads they found later, both abandoned
weeks ago.

"Wadl, of course” Dom remarked when the scouts reported that the second cluster of buildings was
empty. "Smart people - they decided maybe they could live with Grandmother's belches and Brother's
sharp tongueif it meant getting clear of the war.”

"Smarter than Maggur,” Owen muittered as they rode on.



"You think he's supid?' Ned demanded. "He's just united a country of men who live to take chunks
out of one another. What better way to keep them from rebdling againgt him than by garting a war with
wl

"And they're hungry,” the convict Uinse added. "Ther lords tdl them how rich we are, and they want
to berich, too." He amiled thinly. "I can understand that."

"Underganding that is what got you hard labour to start with," Jacut pointed out.
"Hush," Kd told dl of them softly. A scout was coming in, one of Connac's men.
"Lady, have alook," he said, offering her ablob of horse dung in a gloved hand.

Kel poked it, and discovered it was soft yet, only dry on the outside. "Were close" she whispered.
She glanced a the sky, judging the angle of light coming through the trees. "Where are we?' she
muttered, opening a map.

"I'd guess about here” Dom leaned across to tap a spot on the map below the joining of two rivers.
From that point the Smiskir flowed north-west; the second river was the Pakkai, flowing down to the
Smiskir from the north-east. "It's dmog dark; they'll pitch camp.”

"Where the rivers meet?' suggested Owen.
Connac shook his head. "Too damp. But closg, for the water.”

"l want three scouts, on foot,” Ke said. "Dom, Connac, Jacut -" she had noticed the other convict
soldiers followed Jacut's lead - "your quietest people, right now. Send them forward dong the road, with
care, mind. | need to know where the refugees camp is and where the guards are positioned. Well be
there" She pointed to the woods to her Ieft, where a few fdlen trees gave them something to duck
behind.

The foot-scouts were chosen. Kd sent Jump, his dogs and his cats to cdl the mounted scouts in. They
returned to eat cold sausage, bread and cheese with the rest while the horses were fed. The sparrows
returned for the night on their own, settling drowsly on packs, saddles and manes. Ke envied them the
ability to stop for the day and leave the work to others. She wished she could do as much. Instead she
tended her weapons, deaning her glaive thoroughly, then sharpening the edge on it, her sword and her
dagger. She was checking the straps on Peachblossom's armour when the foot-scouts returned. The sun
gilded only the tops of the trees when they arrived, shadows thick in the low ground between the foothills
and mountains

Everyone but the four men on watch gathered around the scouts. The men scraped a square of ground
clear of grass so the scouts could draw a map for them. Tobe produced a lantern and lit it SO everyone
could see as the scouts drew the enemy camp with sticks.

"Heres the ford," said Dom's chief scout. "The two rivers, and this levd patch. Then there's arise on
the far sde of the road, our side. That's their camp.”

"There's about two hundred fighters. Only a hundred are soldiers, and doppy ones a that." Uinse had
scouted for the convicts. The siver mark on his forehead shimmered in the dark like a pale moon. "I got
close enough to hear ther tak. They had two hundred more soldiers, but they rode west on the Vassa
road after they crossed back to Scanra. These dvilian davetakers was waiting here. They took charge of
our people. It don't look like they expect trouble. | saw one guard nodding off, and it not even dark.”

"They've set the wagons in a circle on the west Sde o' camp.” That was Connac's scout, Weylin. He
drew linesto indicate the wall of wagons. "Horses are picketed here. Our folk is chained ingde the wdll. |
heard a couple of the davetakers say they're never takin' unbroke daves again, however cheap. Seems
they've lost wagon whedls, their horses keep goin' lame, an' even usng the whip it takes forever to move
out or make camp.”

"They whipped our people?' cried Tobe, furious.

Dom clasped the boy's thin shoulder with one big hand. "That's what davers do. Like some whip a
horse to break him to bridle”



Tobe's hands clenched.

Kd grinned for the firg time in what fdt like years. She knew her people would not go tamey or
quickly. They could fight even without weapons. She looked forward to putting real weapons into their
hands once more. "Uinse, did you see the other squad of convicts? Gil's squad?”

Uinse nodded.
"Can anyone on that squad pick locks?" she asked.

It was fully dark when the dog trotted into the dave camp, "As bold as brass," sad one of the guards.
They decided the scarred, ugly animd might have belonged to one of the families that had fled the border
country. It had certainly seen hard times, as shown by hismissng ear and broken tail.

The only further notice the guards took of hm was to warn the daves that if they fed the animd it
would come out of ther ration. The guards were angry and irritable, after a day when a angle vexaion
spawned twelve more. All they wanted was their supper and bed &fter their watch.

They didn't notice the daves had gone quiet at the dog's appearance. They adso didn't see the dog
leave severd thin pieces of iron next to the convict Morun, whose crimind life was lad on a foundation of
locks.

Asthe night passed, the guards didn't see the trickle of dogs and cats that entered the camp while the
daves pretended to deep. Each animd carried something. Dogs quietly set belt and boot knives next to
selected people. The last two to vigt, both rangy cats, left packets for the women who'd been forced to
cook for the guards. Each packet was filled with herbs and marked with a dot of emerdd fire tha
vanished as the women took them. The herbs went into the guards pots.

The avilian dave-merchant guards who stood the night watches were not the mogt attentive. Fghting
drowsiness, not as wary as the soldiers this close to the border, they faled to notice when ther felows
on watch began to disappear. They aso didn't see the ugly dog pull up the stakes that picketed the
horses.

For every three dvilian guards there was a soldier, bored, angry and tired. One of them ordered a
dave woman to bring him a cup of tea as the sky began to lighten in the east. She brought it with a wink
and asddong glance that told the man he might have company in his bed that night, if he wanted it. He
gulped his tea, thinking it was time these women redized how to make ther lives easer. He nodded
approva as the woman carried tea to the other guards, but he so watched to make sure that she gave
none of them the same flirtatious glance.

The teg, hot and strong asit was, didn't make the guard fed wakeful. If anything, it made him deepier.
He was about to cal for another mug when the arrows flew out of the dark, hitting the soldier guards
fird. Most went down immediately and did not rise again.

The refugees who had received knives during the long night dipped out of unlocked manacles. They
came up behind their captors, killing them as quielly as they knew how.

Warriors attacked the dave camp on foot. They widded swords, axes, and in one case a heavy
Yamani glaive with deadly force.

It was soon over. Afterwards Kel found that every dave guard and soldier lay dead. She wasn't sure if
she was rdieved or not. Had any survived, she would have ordered their deaths to keep word of the
Tortdlans presence from getting out, but the refugees had taken revenge on each of ther captors. Ke
waan't sureif she ought to thank Mithros for sparing her the need to give the order, but she thanked him
dl the same.

Checking the dead, she saw aflurry of movement in the road. Pdiwin Archer hacked at a dead guard,
chopping his body repeatedly with alongsword she could bardly swing.

Kd stopped her. "Pdiwin, hel's dead. Enough.” Gently she unwrapped the older girl's fingers from the
hilt of the sword.

Pdiwin looked at Kd, despair in her eyes. There was a long, purpling bruise on the Sde of her lovey



face and bruises around her neck as well. "He hurt me" she replied, her voice a croak.

Kd wrapped an am around her shoulders and led Pdiwin away from the dead man. "You've fixed it
50 hélll never hurt anyone ese. You can forget about him." She winced, knowing she'd just sad a very
foalish thing. "I mean, you can live your life. | guess you won't be able to forget him." She took her am
avay.

"No," Pdiwin admitted, tears streaming down her cheeks. "No, | don't think | will." She took a deep
breath and squared her shoulders. "I'm going to the river, to wash.”

"Say in view of our people” Ke told her. As Pdiwin made her way down to the water's edge, Kel
saw Olka Vaestone, Idriuss soft-spoken wife, join her. The quiet woman had away of soothing people.
Ke hoped Olka would have more comfort for Pdiwin than Kel hersdlf.

All of the refugees showed the effects of their time with their captors. Fanche's back was bloody from
shoulders to waist. She had particularly annoyed her guards. Saefas had a whip-wed across his face and
more on his back. Idrius Vaestone, unusudly quiet now, had been punched untii he was barely
recognizable.

Ke was refilling her water flask when Tobe raced up to her. "Lady! Lady Kd, they ain't here! Loey
and Meech and Gydo and them, they ain't here!”

Kd nodded. "I know." During the fight she had noticed there were no children in 9ght. She had
expected it, in away. "They were taken?' she asked Fanche.

"Sunset last night,” Idrius said through puffy lips and broken teeth. "Across the ford. They're with a
hundred and fifty soldiers and that animd Stenmun, riding.”

"Y ou'd've been proud,” Fanche said wearily. "They fought like wildcats, dl of them. We were terrified
they'd be killed, but Stenmun wouldnt let them be hurt. Now he has them. Gods know where they're
going.”

"Across the ford where?" demanded Owen.

"Upriver," said Adner the ploughman. "Up the Pakkai."

Kd nodded. They were on their way to Blayce. She summoned her soldiers. "'Drag the bodies and the
wagons into the woods," she ordered them. "Get them out of sght. | don't want anyone who rides this
road to know afight took place here. Merric, post watchers on the road here and to the ford. We don't
want surprises. Tobe, round up the horses, get them ready to go. Everyone, collect weagpons and food.
Youll need them on your way back."

Even those who had started off to do as she ordered turned back.

"What do you mean, 'you'll need them?" demanded Esmond suspicioudly.

"Exactly what she says" Ned replied wearily. "She's going after the little ones, and Stenmun, and
Blayce" He spoke as he worked, one hand on Fanchées shoulder, one on Idriuss chin, green fire
gtreaming through hisfingers to hed them. ™Y ou'd better tie me to my horse after | get this It fit to ride”
hetold Kdl.

She propped her fiss on her hips. "l want you to return with them.”

"Not achance" Ned sad crigply, looking into her face.

Ke wanted to argue, but his eyes were as hard as emerads, daring her to try it. She knew him. There
would be no talking Ned out of riding on with her.

"They go without me and my boys, t0o," said Dom as he handed a sword to Gil. "My orders were to
day with you."

"Weére stayin', too, me an' my squad,” Gil announced.

Ke looked & Owen, and Tobe. Ther eyes were as steady as Nedl's, Dom's and Gil's. She didnt fed
like arguing. "The rest of you,” she began.

"Y ou're not going without me™ announced Fanche.



"Or me" Saefas indantly added.

Kd rubbed her temples. She fdt a headache coming on. "Merric, you're in charge," she ordered. "Get
them back across the Vassa and safe home, to Madiiff if you can. Nedl, tdl hm how to contact the
snugglers”

"But Kel," Merric protested.

"It's our duty,” she replied, stubborn. "These people are under our protection. | can't go back, do you
understand? | have to get the little ones, and | have to settle with Blayce and Stenmun Kindayer.
Otherwise they'll be making amogt two hundred new killing devices for us to fight."

"Oh," Merric sad quietly, understanding at last. "What the Chamber wanted you to do, right?"

Ke nodded.

"But our children," arefugee protested. "Oughtn't we go after them?”!

"I have a reasonable certainty well meet killing devices™ Ke replied. The refugees paled. "In any
event, | need to move fast, and | need to know youre safe. Tha means you go home. Esmond and
Seaver, Connac, youre dl with Sr Merric, undersand?' She looked & the refugees again. "We know
the rest of you can fight at need. Take your orders from Sr Merric. If | live | swear I'll bring your little
ones back. But | can't be worried about protecting you as wdl."

"You could die out there," whispered Olka Vaestone.

"I hope nat," Ke replied, trying to sound casud. "I put eght long, hard years into this - I'll fed very
fodlishif I'm killed with the paint till wet on my shield. Now, let's get moving.”
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OPPORTUNITIES

Now Ke was free. She was surprised thet she didn't float despite her mall and armour. The confusion,
frudration and uncertainty of the last few months were done. Her path was clear. Slenmun was in her
way, as were the soldiers he commanded, but Kel had an idea or two about how to ded with the odds
agang her and her people.

Most of the cats and dogs had gone back to Tortal with the refugees, but Jump and ten camp dogs
were part of her group, as was a cat who had tucked hersdf into one of Dom's saddlebags. She'd hissed
and clawed when he tried to give her to Merric's group. Dom informed Kd he made it a rule never to
argue with a lady, and the grey-and-orange marbled femade rode like a queen before him, viewing the
landscape with pale green eyes. Ke had negotiated with the sparrows urtil the flock split. Part went with
Merric, part stayed with Kdl. Nari, Arrow, Quickslver and Duck were the four Kel knew were with her,
but there were eght more, dl eagerly scouting the trees.

They couldn't range far on ether Sde of the Pakkai. Between the river and the mountains that
bordered it lay just a mile of ground, thick with trees and brush. It was forsaken country, given over to
deer, ek, boar, wildcats and the occasiona bear. On the far Sde of the river was a scant border of trees
a the edge of steep, hard diffs The Pakkal itsdf ran fast and cold, as cold as the Vassa. All Kel needed
in such restricted country was a handful of human and animd scouts.

The road showed sgns of recent horse traffic. She hoped that was Stenmun and his men, not a Sgn
that the road was much used by anyone else. When they stopped to rest and water the horses, Ke
beckoned to Fanche, Saefas, and the convicts who had been taken by the raiders. "Tdl me about
Stenmun and his command,” she ordered.

It was Fanche who spoke, her eyes as hard as jet. "He's a big one™" she said, ams wrapped around
her knees, skirts negtly drawn over her legs "Sx foot five?'

"Sx foot seven," amended Saefas. "A broadsword of aman.”

"Handsome enough in a Scanran way," Fanche continued. "Long blond hair, beard. Greying at the
gdes and in the beard, but he'sfit."

"More than fit," grumbled Morun. "Backhanded a man a Haven in the throat and crushed his
windpipe.”

"He favours a double-headed axe" continued Fanche. "He's as fagt with it as you are with your glaive,
Lady Kel. Brown eyes, thin nose, hard mouth.”

"He wouldn't let ‘'em hurt the little ones, for dl ther mischief, undoing laces and saddle girths”" Gil
pointed out.

"He said his master Blayce wants them unmarked,” Saefas replied. "He didn't so much as look at the
grown folk, 'less we crossed him." He frowned a Fanche. "You kept needling him."

The woman shrugged, her back Hiff despite Ned's heding. "I wanted to seeif | could make him dip.
Lots of control, that one. The men were afraid of him, you could tdll.”

"One of his soldiers sad he had a man skinned dive for lifin' supplies™ one of the convicts
volunteered. "I believed the soldier. HE the ook of aman that's seen askinnin'."

"l don't mean to let im skin any of us™ Kd said.
"But what can we do?' Owen asked. "Theres five of them to one of us, just about.”



Ke amiled a him. She had wondered when they'd remember that. "I learned something from Lord
Raoul," she said, looking a Dom, who stood nearby, ligening as he watched Neal eat. His cousin leaned
agang atree, exhausted by the hedling hed done just so the refugees could make it back to Fort Madtiff.

"Which lesson would that be?' Dom asked. "He teaches so many ussful things.”

"When the odds are againg you, change the odds," she explained. "We don't throw alog down and try
to light that for a fire. We whittle it to kindling. That's how well treat this Senmun and his folk. Well
whittle them down. Firgt, though, we narrow the distance between us and them.” She stood and twisted
her shoulders back and forth to loosen her spine. "Mount up.”

On they rode, as dlent as mounted warriors could be, sraining eyes and ears for Sgns of the enemy.
They set as fast a pace as the warhorses could manage. It wasn't as quick as they could have traveled
with lighter animals, but it had to do. They needed dl the fighters they had, and that included the
warhorses. When Tobe said the mounts had to rest, the company hated. Ke would take no chances
with the hedth of Peachblossom, Happy, or Ned's Magewhisper.

All dong the way they found 9gns of Stenmun and his captives. There was no need for Meech to gtrip
his doll of harr when buttons, buckles, food, coins and scraps of lesther and cloth littered the road.
Haven's children were not cowed by Stenmun's soldiers. Ther courage gave Kel hope.

She was thinking that it was dmogt time to stop for the night when sparrows and the forward scout,
Owen, rode in. "They're camped three miles up," he told Kd. "They're wdl settled and have sentries
posted.”

"Good enough." Kel looked around. There was a clearing ingde the trees that bordered the road.
"WEell stop here for now.”

"Hres?' asked Uinse.

K shook her head. "Take care of the horses, eat Something, but we're judt resting till moonrise.”

Owen grinned, his eyes shining. "Time to start whittling?" he asked.

Kel nodded. "Care for your horse" she told him. Turning to the big dog Shepherd, she said, "Bring
Jacut in" The dog gdloped off to collect their rear scout.

Ke worked on Peachblossom and Hoshi, thinking. They would have to get as many of Stenmun's
command as they could, at dawn. If they picked off sentries in the early watches, Stenmun would know
there was an enemy on histall. He'd take precautions, perhaps even attack. Kd wasn't about to risk her
tiny company in a battle with over a hundred soldiers. The best time to strike was a dawn: the Scanrans
would be deepy, cross and bored. She wished she could send dogs with weapons to the children, but
ghe didn't have the courage. Saving them from Blayce meant nothing if she got them killed by Stenmun.

Besdes, the big man had to keep some captives. He was going to lead Kd to Blayce the Gdlan.

After dawn, the game would be up. Stenmun would know he was followed: held be weatchful. Kd and
her people would be reduced to picking off his scouts, the tail-end riders in his column, and the men he
sent for water - a least, until he redized their weskness and started to send children for it. Sooner or
later he would think to protect his men by dlowing them to ride with children on their saddles.

How to get rid of the soldiers without endangering the children? she wondered as she watered her
horses. Tobe. Tobe could cdl the horses to him. Her people could then drag the rider down, sparing the
child. Mithros, god of warriors, must have sent Tobe to Kd. The boy was worth hisweight in gold.

She gnawed a cold sausage, got down some mouthfuls of cheese, and made hersdf eat a wedge of
bread. She wasn't hungry, but fanting because she hadn't eaten would be foolish. More than a any time
in her life, she could afford no mistakes.

Once the moon was high enough to see by, they resaddled their mounts and put the spare horses on
lead-reins. K and Dom checked each mount for the dightest jingle in its tack, and muffled each piece
with cloth. Only when they could move quietly did they head towards the enemy camp.

The moon was overhead when they took places in the woods around Stenmun's camp. The man had



chosen cardedy, hdting in a pocket formed by the land a the foot of a set of bluffs From those bluffs
Ke and her people could look down into his camp. The children dept, some restlessy. Those who
tossed soon woke up. It was a little while before Kd saw why. Each of them was picketed next to a
soldier by a stake and a chain. When they moved too hard, the soldier would ingantly awake. He would
give ayank on the chain until the child tethered there huddled unmoving once more.

It was time. Kel snapped a branch. Humans might think an anima made the sound, but Jump would
know hissgnd.

Furious yowling split the air, the sound of a cat in combat with a hated enemy. The cat's yowls and the
crash of battle in the underbrush were loud even on the biuff. Dom turned to Kd and grinned. Everyone
in Stenmun's camp woke, the men flalling for their weapons. The grey-and-orange cat, dl fur and claws,
raced through the camp and back, screaming her rage. Jump and another dog - a brown, black and
white fellow with lungs of leather - charged here and there among men and children, baying as they
"chased" the angry cat.

One of the soldiers got to his fet, a big, double-headed axe in hand. He svung and just missed
hecking the cat in two. She raced up hislegs and chest before he knew what she was doing, gouging his
flesh. She sank dl four sets of claws into his scap before she launched hersdf from his head into the
dark. The dogs had vanished the moment that axe came down.

Ke surveyed Stenmun in the scant moonlight: here at last was one of the enemy. Not only was he big;
he handled that axe as lightly asif it were made of straw. She would have her work cut out for her if she
fought him.

"Animdd" she heard him roar. "It's just animds - dl of you shut up and go back to deep!” Hiswas a
battlefield voice that could be heard over the clash of weapons and men's ydls Ke admired the order,
though she thought Stenmun didn't know babies. That roar, on top of the dog and cat fight, just made the
five infants in the camp shriek dl the louder. The men who cared for them had a dreadful time caming
them until they could deep. Some of Kd's men duffed their forearms into their mouths to difle laughter.

Ked watched the camp, marking who had the babies, where the horses were picketed, and where their
sentries were posted. Obvioudy Stenmun fdt safe now: he took no care to conced his people. One of
her human scouts reported that the two men now detailed to watch the road and the river had sat down
to drink and dice againg one another. A woods sentry between the road and the bluffs sat on a stretch of
rock lit by moonlight, biting his nalls and scratching his scalp. He'd taken his hdmet off, something his
rdief scolded him for. At the far end of the bluffs the slhouette of the man on waich there was clear
agang the sky. Hisrdief was no smarter, because he took the same place out in the open.

Ke poked Dom after the new watch was posted and the old had gone to bed. Dom poked the man
next to him, and so on down the line to Neal, who tossed a pebble down below. Shepherd, hidden in the
brush, began to howl. The dogs of Kel's command lifted their heads and joined him. In the distance
wolves heard and began their own pack's song. The babies came to immediate, shrieking wakefulness;
the soldiers scrambled to tharr feet.

They had bardy settled down to deep again when Kd dgndled Tobe. She couldn't see or hear wha
he did, but suddenly the picketed horses went mad, neghing and trying to free themsdlves. They yanked
and plunged, forcing the men to rise once more to cam them and make sure ther tethers were secure.
Some men couldn't lie back down. They had the next watch.

Everything was going as planned. Kel rolled on to her back and took a nap.

A hand nudged her. She sat up, blinking deep from her eyes as she reached for her bow. From the
sounds of the birds and the ghodlly light that filled the air, it was dmogt dawn.

The others had fanned out to assigned positions. Kel rose to her knees, squinting in the iffy light, set an
arrow to her bow, and sighted on her target, a man in the woods. He crouched by a stream that fed the
river, solashing water on his face. Kel loosed. Her firg arrow skimmed over his head. He scrambled to
his feet, looking around in panic. Her second arrow killed him.



Around her rose the soft twang of bows. Saefas and Fanche shot; as did Gil, Dom, Uinse and Fulcher,
the best of Kd's archers. Sx more sentries died as quiglly as Kd's had. A Sgnd came up the chain of
watchers: Owen had killed the road sentry. Lofren of Dom's squad killed the man on the riverbank.

Once the easy shots were over, everyone but Kd retreated to the spot two hundred yards back where
Tobe and the dogs waited with the horses. Kd found a hiding place in a massve tree, one that dill gave
her a good view of the camp. She'd had to argue with Nea and Dom, but & last they'd seen that she had
apoint. She could weigh their future tactics by observing how Stenmun reacted when he found dl of his
sentries for the pre-dawn watch dead. They had killed nine, dmogt a tenth of Stenmun's force. Not bad
for a night's work, Ke thought grimly as she shifted so a knot in her tree wouldn't dig through her mall
into her kidneys.

The raiders camp dept through dawn. The sentries were to rouse the others as they came off duty,
except that none lived to do so. Predictably, it was the babies who woke firs. They began to cry from
hunger or wet nappies. The toddlers and dightly older children woke to strange, uncomfortable settings
and the faces of strangers, and joined in the infants walls.

Stenmun lunged to his feet with aroar of fury: "Can't a man deep!”

Kd, watching through her spyglass, saw the big man notice the sun was wel over the horizon. He
scowled and barked orders. A handful of men scurried out to check their sentries.

They returned a a run to tdl Stenmun tha the last guard shift of the night was dead. This was the
moment Ke had waited for. In Stenmun's place she would have searched the woods, teking hours if
necessary to track down who had killed her men and to ensure the safety of those left to him. If her
notions about Stenmun were right, though, Blayce and the killing devices would be of greater concern
then his soldiers. If that were the case, Stenmun would rush on to his master with his prizes. She hoped
that wouldn't gt wel with his men: angry men were dipshod. It would mean she could pick off more
soldiers as the Scanrans fled.

After the lagt searcher returned to tdl the big man what they had found, Kel watched as Stenmun
thought. He pulled on his lower lip and scowled, then glared at the men who'd brought the news and gave
them an order.

The men argued fiercely. By ther gestures and their expressions Ke guessed that they wanted to bury
the dead properly and say prayers. Stenmun cut them off. The argument got worse; one man dapped his
chest asif he asked, "Will you do thisif | am killed?'

Stenmun's answer was a snarl and a blow that knocked the man back Sx feet. The men got to work.
Once the horses were ready, they untethered the children, tied their hands together, and helped them on
to horses. Some children rode with a soldier; others paired up on a horse that was led by one.

Her lads had to be careful, thought Kel as she waited for the Scanrans to ride out. Those children
were the soldiers best protection. Stenmun would know that as soon as he found time to wonder why
only his sentries had been killed. She'd be rdluctant to tamper with any man who rode with a child, and
ghe couldn't let Tobe cdl a horse that might throw a child and kill him, or her, by accident.

Once the Scanrans were gone, Kd dimbed down from the tree and ran back to her men to describe
what she'd seen. As they mounted up, Ned handed Ke a dice of bread covered with melted cheese,
followed by another. Kel wolfed the food. She looked at him reproachfully as she ate.

"We used dry wood,” he said. He knew she was thinking thet a fire was risky. "No smoke at dl.”

"Smel," she mumbled around a mouthful.

"The enemy was upwind," Saefas replied. "They'd have to be gods to amdl it."

"Mother gets 0 upset when she thinks we lads have been cardess” Dom teased Kd as she gulped
ome water.

"If I'd been your mother, I'd've beaten you,” she informed him, swinging on to Hoshi's back. "Bows,
everyone. Well use the road till our forward scout spots the enemy. After that, we take to the woods.



It's risky, but we have to chance it. They've got little ones with dl the men. No shooting unless a man
dismounts and leaves the children on the horse. Remember the plans we made last night. We can do this
if we go at it carefully." Sheld had to work to persuade her companions not to kill Stenmun or even dl
of his men. Stenmun had to lead them to Blayce.

They rode a a trot, doing their best to go easy on the warhorses, ganing on Stenmun. They had not
gone far when Dom tapped Kel's shoulder and pointed up through a gap in the trees. Kd looked and
growled under her breath. Four Stormwings flew lazly dong the road, closer to Stenmun than they were
to Kel and her fighters. If Stenmun didn't know someone followed him, he does now, she thought grimly.
Within moments the trees closed in again, which stopped her from having to choose between pursuit and
abrief hdt to shoot Stormwings.

At lat the convict soldier who rode as forward scout returned with the sparrows to say the enemy
was in gght. Kel and her people fanned out in the northern woods. That dowed them, forcing them to
watch the ground for rabbit holes and other hazards which might cause a mount to break aleg or a rider
to bang his head. They'd been in the woods long enough for Ke to redize she needed to find a bush
where she could relieve hersdf in private when the forward scout returned a second time. Their quarry
hed stopped to water their horses.

Ke hand-sgndled for Gil, Fanche and Owen to dismount, go forward and pick off any soldiers if they
could. When they were gone from view Kd dgndled four more of her people to go forward with thar
bows. She and the others drew back to a stream they'd just crossed.

There they waited. Kd relieved hersdf, then returned to gnaw a handful of the dried dates favoured by
the Bazhir among her companions. She made a face as she nibbled. They were sticky sweet. To the man
who'd given them to her she whispered, "Y our people like these things?'

"If you don't want them," he began, reaching for the handful.

Ke yanked them back. "I need the food," she confessed, trying not to yawn. She was tired, despite
two naps the night before. Catngpping in hogtile country was not restful.

They heard crashing in the woods. The sparrows came winging back to Sgnd the approach of friends.
It was Fanche, Gil and Owen, sweating and bright-eyed with success. Gil raised a bony fid, extended his
thumb, and dipped it four times. They had shot four men.

They heard more crashes and battle sounds. Kd and the others grabbed their wegpons and waited.
Hve horses, riderless and wild-eyed with terror, galloped through the trees to hdt beside Tobe. The four
archers who had gone to cover Gil, Fanche and Owen returned, wiping sweety faces on therr deeves.
One of them - Lofren - grinned as he raised his hand, made a fig, extended a thumb, and dipped it five
times.

"Old Stenmun'll be wetting his breeches,” Dom murmured to Kel. "He's down eighteen men.”

When a scout reported that Stenmun was on the move again, Kel and her people returned to the road.
They could speed up now, Kel decided. Stenmun knew the enemy was Hill with him. If he wasn't going
to send anyone after them - and his departure after they'd killed nine of his men told her that he wouldn't
- held ride for Blayce as fagt as he could. His captives would dow him down even more as they now
outnumbered his warriors. It was time to seeif they could recover some of the children.

The problem with catching up with Stenmun was that with fewer men to burden the horses, his train
could ride faster. Wolset, Kel's latest forward scout, sent word back that horses without soldiers to ride
them had been put on lead-reins, children tied to their saddles. Kd ordered him to keep Stenmun dways
within Sght. She thought as she rode. There had to be away to separate some of those horses from ther
lead-reins.

"What about the sparrows?’ Ned asked softly as he drew even with Kdl. "If they came a the faces of
the men holding those lead-reins, the men might drop them. Tobe could summon the horses back to us™

Ke amiled at her friend. "I dways knew you were the clever one," she said. To Nari on her shoulder
Ke explained what she wanted. Nari listened, then rounded up those of her flock not on scout duty.



Tobe, Gil and Saefas followed the birds down the road.

"You know, when | was growing up, talking to animas was considered more than a bit cracked,” Kel
remarked to Fanche, who had come to ride on her other side. "But the more | do it, the more reasonable
it seems.”

"It helps that you know they understand,” replied the woman. "I wouldn't want to vist that palace of
yours."

"Why not?' chorused Ned and Kel, gartled. In their travels they were dways asked to describe the
palace and the people who lived there. When they did so, the usua responses from their audience were
sghs and the wish to actudly see it, just once.

"W, your animds here are unnaturd. What if you return to find the horses have decided not to work
for men and the dogs are running the courts of lav?' Fanche asked.

Ke grimaced. Sometimes she wondered the same thing.

When she heard Stenmun's roar of frustration, she knew he must be in an area hemmed in by rock,
which bounced the noise back aong the river. | hope you told Blayce how many children you would
bring, she thought with grim satisfaction. | hope he holds you to account for the missng ones.

Tobe came back on Peachblossom, three horses trailing him. They trotted dong the road negtly, teking
care not to suill their precious burdens, two girlsin their early teens, three boys of seven to nine years, a
toddler and one infant. K&l welcomed each with a amile, a clasp of the hand, or a ruffle of the hair, but
her ingdes twisted. Stenmun 4ill had more children, induding Loesia, Gydo and Meech.

She sent aconvict soldier up to take over as scout. Wolset, when he returned, was sweeting hard. Kel
gave him her second-to-last handkerchief.

"Thanks, milady," he said gratefully, wiping his face. "They won't make that mistake a second time, |
fear. Senmun ordered them that's leading horses to wrap the lead-reins around their waists or ther
saddle horns. Where we are now? In about five hundred yards the land starts rigng. It looks like there's a
castle on amountaingde ahead, with the river in front. Ten miles, perhaps? | think they're riding for it."

Ke gnawed on her lip. She couldnt push the horses any harder, not the warhorses, anyway. "Gil?" she
asked, waving the grizzled convict soldier to her. "Take your lads and Saefas. Try to get into the road in
front of them. Start shooting, but don't hit anyone. | want them stopped, or dowed down, not killed.
Tobe, take Hoshi." She dismounted and collected her weapons as Tobe clambered from Peachblossom's
back to Hoshi's. Kel took Peachblossom's reins. "Ask Stenmun's horses to dow down if you can.”

Tobe rubbed hisforehead. "If | can. It's easier with just two or three."

Within moments the convicts, Gil, Saefas and Tobe were gone, dust rigng from the road in therr wake.
Ke swung hersdf into Peachblossom's saddle with a grateful Sgh. She didn't want to exhaust the gdding
by riding him too long and too fast with the burden of her weight, armour and weapons, but it was very
comforting to be on him again. She looked a Nedl. "Shdl we?' she asked.

They had not gone far when her advance party returned at the gdlop. Ke drew up. They wouldn't
have returned unless something was very wrong.

"Therés an amy ahead, beyond a rise in the ground,” Gil reported, his weathered face ashen. "Or a
least a company, ready to do battle. If their scouts find us, we're dead.”

Ke frowned. Surdly the sparrows would have reported an army. She and her people spread out in the
woods and rode up the hill ahead, ears sraining for the faintest sound. A hundred feet from the crest Kel
and the others dismounted, leaving Tobe with the horses. Asthey crept through the undergrowth towards
the peak in the land, the road barely visble on ther right, she redlized that the dogs were aso relaxed and
comfortable. They trotted glesfully through the brush, pouncing on hidden mice, acting not at dl like her
fierce scouts and defenders.

Sowly and carefully the humans crawled the lagt yards to the break in the ground and peered over.
Ned and Owen went pade and made the Sgn againg evil on their chests. Dom made the Sign as they



did, but hisfrown indicated puzzlement, not fear. Kel was the last to find a spot from which she could see
into the smdl valey below. When she did, she noted forest, open fidds a amdl, ill-kept village on a
creek, and the road. At the far end of the valey she saw Stenmun's group, riding on for dl they were
worth.

"Where's thisarmy?' she whispered to Gil on her right.

"Milady - are you wdl? It's there, across the road,” he said, pointing with a bony finger. "They're a
least two hundred strong, maybe more.”

Ke wondered if her bandit had cracked under the strain of fumbling through enemy territory. It startled
her to see im giving her asmilar 1ook.

"Two hundred without the mages” Neal added in a husky whisper. "Fve mages, and they look like
red trouble”

Owen frowned. "Why are they here?' he wanted to know. "Are they on ther way south? You'd think
they'd be on the road if they are, not camped.”

"Ther banners don't flgp," said Dom, his brows knit. "Weve a good wind, but thar banners hang
limp."

Ke took her griffin-feather headband off. Suddenly she could see the army, sprawled and waiting on
the road. Dom was right. Their banners didn't fly on the wind.

She put the griffin band on. The amy vanished. "It's an illudon, lads™ she told them. "Jugt a village
down there."

"l hear them," Seafasindsed. "'l can sndl thair horses."

"It's a very good illuson," Ke admitted, though it seemed the griffin feathers protected her from the
part of theilluson that smelled, too. "Bt it's an illuson. And Stenmun's getting away.”

She got hdfway to her feet. Ned yanked her fla. "Are you mad?' he demanded hoarsdy. "I see their
maeged”

Kd lifted her face out of dry leaves and dirt, blowing them out of her mouth and nose. If he wasn't my
friend, I'd hit him, she thought, wiping her hand over her nose. She yanked the feather band from her
head and thrust it on to Nedl's.

He looked at the valey and turned beet red. "Oh," he said, and dipped off the band. "Very wel, then,
it'sthe best illuson I've ever seen.”

Dom surveyed the griffin feathers with thoughtful eyes. "Almost makes it worthwhile to raid a nest," he
murmured.

"l wouldnt, if | were you," replied Kd. "They're nasty beasts.”

"Are you sure it's an illuson?' asked Owen. "Wha if it's an illuson that were hearing you and Ned
sy it's anilluson? It could dl be a fakement. We wouldn't know until it was too lae. If were andling
illusons, maybe we're hearing them, too, and well be chopped up before you can say 'King Maggot'.”

Ke got to her knees. A headache brewed behind her eyes, and Stenmun was gone from view. "Since
| don't fed like going to every one of you and jamming this cursed itchy thing on to your faces, youll have
to take my word for it," she growled. "While we pick our noses the quarry's getting away, and there's ill
avillage to worry about!"

Thistime Fanche, who had remained mercifully quiet until now, spoke. "There's avillage?'

Ke thumped her forehead with her fis. Dom gently pulled her am down, then borrowed the
griffinfesther band. He didn't put it on, only lad it on his forehead. "Looks pretty dead. | don't see
movement, but there's smoke coming from the bakehouse. There's tools just lying about.”

"Jump, Nari,” Kel said wearily, gtting back. "Take some friends. Seeif anyonée's down there" As they
obeyed, Kd looked at her companions. "The sparrows and the dogs didn't see it. That's why they didn't
warn us" she explained. "It's a very good illuson -"



"Layered," Nedl remarked with a 9gh of envy. He took the griffin-festher band from Dom and lad it
above his own brows. "Beautifully detailed. Almogt perfect. Putting enough power into the mages so
another mage would bdlieve they were red, now that's brilliant.”

"If it was truly brilliant, the banners would flap in the exigting wind," retorted Dom.

"Probably figured we'd just see the army and run," commented Fanche.

"Anilluson.” Tobe shook his head. "No accounting for these mages, what they'll come up with, eh,
lady?'

Ke rubbed the back of her neck. "No accounting at dl,” she replied.

Soon the dogs and birds returned. "Anyone?' Ke asked Jump. The dog shook his head. "But there
are people living there" He nodded.

"Cleared out," said Gil. "And not for us. For Stenmun. They don't even know we're here.”
"They're araid of their own people?' Owen asked. "That's sad.”
"I wonder how many children they have™ murmured Fanche.

Ke chewed her lower lip, thinking. "Let's risk the village and the road,” she decided. "We need to
catch up with Stenmun. Gil, those of you with the last forward party, ride. Try to reach them before they
et to the castle. There aren't enough of us for a sege. You have to dow them down before they reach
Blayce. Sparrows, some of you fly ahead. Try to get Stenmun's horses to dow down without scaring
them. Tobe will help once he's close. Go, go, go!"

Sedfas, Tobe, Gil and the remaining convict soldiers rushed back to ther horses. Kd looked at the
others. "WEell have to push the warhorses, I'm afraid," she said regretfully. "If we catch the enemy soon
we should be dl right. Please, Goddess,” she added. Horses were dedicated to the Great Mother.

They mounted and rode, the dogs and birds spreading into the woods to scout. As they passed
through the village, Kel noticed a dropped broom, a tipped-over bucket, a lone chicken pecking a the
dugt. The people had I&ft in a hurry. She had to pray her animd scouts would find them if they waited
somewhere nearby with bows, ready to shoot her and her companionsin the back.

The road followed the rise out of the smdl vdley that cupped the village. When it leveled, Kel found
that her advance party had come to a hdt. Their horses reared and danced in the road, their eyes
panic-white dl the way round the irises. They were terrified despite Tobe's reassurances.

Sparrows flew shrieking around a bend in the road ahead, crying their most serious darm. Kel's scap
prickled. She put two fingers to her mouth and whistled. Saefas turned to look, and she waved him and
the others back to her. Though the advance group's smdler, lighter horses were terrified to advance, they
weren't too scared to return to Kel and the others. They came at the gdlop.

The only bird sounds Kd heard were made by a few sparrows. The dogs and cat burst from the
woods ahead, racing until they could stand in the road with their people. Jump and Shepherd came lagt,
hackles raised, lips peded away from their teeth as they voiced low, shuddering growls. They backed
down the road to Kd, eyes fixed ahead. Beyond the sounds they made, and those of riders trying to
soothe nervous mounts, Kel heard none of the noise of normd forest life. She got her bow and srung it,
bracing its lower end againgt her boot in the girrup. "Ropes” she cdled. She had the feding that just now
readiness was more important than secrecy. "Dom, you remember the lagt time the birds got this upset?”
she asked, making sure she could reach her quiver eesily.

"I do," he said grimly. "Boys, let's have the specid ropes out." The men of his squad turned pae and
moved the coils of rope they carried from the backs of their saddles to the front. "We borrowed a page
from your book, ropes with a chain core," Dom explained. "Oh, look, Mother. We have company for
Supper.”

Three black metd killing devices walked around the bend in the road. The hammered iron domes that
were thar heads swivdled to and fro on the neck grooves, quedting for their quarry.

The things stopped and fanned out. The sparrows attacked two, swooping and dodging, dirding the



devices heads like a swarm of flies. Both halted, confused. Helm-heads swivelled as they tried to follow
the birds. Kel hoped none of the birds would try to dimb into the things eyepits, as the bird that died at
Haven had done.

Thethird device strode towards them on the grassy border on Kel's eft. Its steps were uncertain, its
movements dow and uncoordinated. New? she wondered. Or was something not right with the child
whose spirit gave the thing its unneturd life?

She selected an arrow and puit it to the string. She rose in her irrups, @aming at the dow one's hem,
as two of Dom's men gdloped towards the closest device, a rope stretched between them. They spread
gpart to avoid the thing's knife-clawed hands.

Kd loosed her arrow. It sped across the distance between her and the dowest device and punched
into its iron dome. Shepherd raced over to the thing and leaped, twiding to avoid its wildly flaling
knife-fingers and gripping the arrow's shaft in his jaws. His weight snapped the arrow, dlowing its head
to fdl into the dome, opening a gap for the child-gpirit to escape. The dog's momentum carried him free
as the device collapsed in a heap.

"Can | have one of those arows?' asked Fanche. Kd handed one over and sdected a third for
hersdf.

Dom's fird two riders gdloped past the device in the centre of the road. Their rope snagged neetly
under the thing's chin, in its neck groove. The riders then gdloped at each other, crossng the rope so it
encircled the device's neck. It snapped off its feet, crashing on to its back. Two more of Dom's men rode
forward, twirling rope lassos. The nooses settled over the device's ams and pulled tight. Behind them
came more of Dom's men to lasso the thing's feet.

Kd and Fanche shot the second device in the dome, nicking a feether on a sparrow who didn't move
quickly enough. Both arrows struck the device and punched through. It began to spin, dawing at the
arrows. Its knives sheared through the shafts, dlowing the arrowheads to drop indde the dome. A srdl
cloud issued from one of the holes, walling like an infant. Its iron prison collgpsed as the wind blew the
infant's ghost away.

Thethird device hung in the ar between five horsemen, spreadeagled by tight-drawn ropes. It fought
to get free as the men wrapped the ropes around ther saddle horns and backed the horses, until the
thing's limbs were stretched to ther limits Dom got down from his horse, choosing an axe from his
wespons. It was like Kd's own war-axe, a blade on one side, a sharp spike on the other. Dom smashed
the spike into the device's hdm. When he yanked it free, the white ghost-cloud flowed out and broke up.
The device went dead, and his men recovered their ropes.

"Lady," Tobe cdled, "we got vigtors" Kel looked back.

From the trees on ether side of the road came the mising villagers, men and women, armed with
scythes, axes, flals, crude spears with knives strapped to them for blades, whips and a few dumdly
made bows. They spread out across the road.

Ke looked a Gil. "Take a scout and go ahead, in the woods," she ordered. "I need to know what that
Senmun isdoing.”

"Thisday just gets better and better," groused Owen as they turned their horses. "Why can't we fight
red warriors, who know whet they're doing?'

Kd and Peachblossom advanced through her people as they moved asde. Ned and Owen followed
on ether sde of her; Tobe rode beside Owen. The animds came with them, but for the sparrows who
left with Gil or went to search the woods. Kel held up a hand; she and her immediate companions halted
out of the range of the villagers weak bows.

"We don't want trouble," she called in Scanran. "Our business is with those who just rode through your
village We mean no harm to you if you mean none to us™

A girl of no more than Sx or seven years trotted out of a dump of bushes to stand at the centre of the



road. She clutched afloppy rag doll to her chest. Kd thought of Meech and twisted her ring of bright red
yarn, wanting to scream with impeatience. Her problems were ahead, not behind. If shed been done she
might have run, but she didn't want farmers who knew this area to be after her people.

The child stared up a her and amiled. She had vivid dark green eyes rimmed with long lashes as
brown as her waving mass of har. Her amile was full of innocent good will. When she grinned, she
revealed a missng front tooth. After looking at Kel for a moment, she faced the villagers. "That's the one,
dl right,”" the girl announced. "1 told you she would come, the Protector of the Smdl. And she's got her
knowing animds, the healer, and the horse boy, the armed men and the marked men, the trapper and the
bitter mother. They're dl here. Blayce will fdl."

A man, sharp-featured and lank-haired, came up to stand beside the child. "She is a seer,” he
explaned, hisdark eyes hard as he looked Kd over. "She prophesied that you would come and save us
from the Gallan. Y ou had better be worth the wait."

"I'm not interested in waiting," Kel replied, happy that her mall hid the goosebumps that had rippled
over her skin when the little girl spoke. "Every moment | St here puts Stenmun closer to the castle and its
wadls. If you don't mind, go home and let me do whet | came to do.”

"You mug come with us” the little gil said matter-of-factly. "They're dosng the castle gates now.
Blayce has your children.”

Kd's heart froze. She turned Peachblossom and set him racing down the road towards the castle. She
hed not gone a mile when she met Gil, his companion Morun, and the sparrows. The bleak look in the
men's eyes told Kel the young seer was right. Stenmun, and Kdl's charges, were in Blayce's hands.

How could she get in? They couldnt lay a Sege here, not twenty-odd fighters without supplies or
catapults. Were they completely helpless?

She rode on past her scouts. The castle. It wasn't as far off as it had looked from the ridge above the
village. The trees ended where the castl€'s owners had cleared the land to leave hdf a mile around its
wadls with no cover for attackers. Armed men trotted to postions on the wdls Ke's people were
expected. She saw no moat or abatis. Her men might try to scae the wdls that night. Dom and Connac
hed brought grapples.

The cadtle itsdf was not particularly big. The river flowed dong its east Side, a brisk, deep obstacle.
On the north side a sheer stone diff soared hundreds of yards into the air. The north and east wadls, then,
were wel defended. The west and south wals might be dimbed in the dark, if the guards were
digtracted, and if the mage had set no further illusons or killing devices to protect the place. Kd didn't
like to calculate with SO many "ifs' to consider.

The wind dtirred. It bore a sench and a dacking sound. Gripping her spyglass with hands tha
trembled with frugtration, Kd opened it. She found the source immediaidy. Corpses hung from the wdls
iniron cages. Some of the bodies were beginning to fdl apart. At least two looked farly recent. Some
cages hung empty. The dead looked to be adults, not children. Ke wondered who had been so0
unfortunate as to suffer Blayce's wrath.

Sowly she rode back, consdering. They needed a digtraction, a good one. An assault had a better
chance of success after dark, but she feared to wait that long. How many children would be dead by the
time she got her plansin order?

When she rgjoined her force, the villagers were dill there. "Come with us” the little gifl said. "Weéll
hdp you."

Ke looked bleskly down & her. "How?' she demanded. "And when?'

"Tonight," said the man who had spoken before. "We know away insde.”

It took a moment for hiswords to penetrate Kel's gloom. When they did, her nerves came to fiery life
"A way in? Then we can't wait. Well distract them, draw them off."

"We wait," the man replied stubbornly. "Theres no cover, and the way lies right under ther wals.



Unless you've a mage who can hide everyone, were not killing our own so you can bravely chargein.”

Kd leaned forward, dutching her saddle horn tightly in her effort to be patient. "You don't
understand,” she told them fiercely. "They have nearly two hundred of our children. | want them back -
all of them. How many will he daughter between now and dark?"

"None" sad a hollow-eyed woman. She wiped her mouth on a grimy deeve. "Right now he's
aranging for them to have baths, and have their har combed and curled. He's showing them rooms of
toys and beds with clean sheets and slken comforters. Later they'll eat food the likes of which they've
only dreamed.”

"Hell tdk to them, and tdl them they're safe" added the lank-haired man. "Hell make Stenmun
gpologize on bended knee for scaring them. Theyll play games tonight and tomorrow. Theyll have
kittens and puppies and more baths. They get bam put on their chapped little hands to make them as
smooth as alady's. He won't pick hisfirg one for a couple of days, and that only if he'sin a hurry.”

"How do you know dl this?* asked Nedl. "How can you be sure?’

"My daughter worked there, till he found she was smuggling poppy to the ones held chosen,” said the
hollow-eyed woman. " She's hanging on the walls right now."

"And my daughter's there, and my son,” the lank-haired man told them. "My grandchildren went in
there and never came out.”

"Your children work for hm?' demanded Owen. "They lend themsdlves to that?"

"He says if they don't, hell kill us" retorted another woman. "He tdls us that if we refuse to till his
fidds, he will kill them."

Kd sat for amoment, looking a these people. They were ragged, thin and dirty. She remembered the
homesin the village, the bad thetching, the windows with shutters made of trash wood, the crudey made
pens and coops. These people got no profit from the creation of killing devices. They looked as if they
were near Starvation.

"I don't understand,” Ned said abruptly. "He doesn't need that for deasth magic. Clothes, or food, or
toys. Bathing, maybe, for purification, but the rest makes no sense.”

"He doesn't do it because it's needed,” said the hollow-eyed woman, her voice thick with scorn. "He
doesiit because he likesit."

"He could use any ghosts for hismagic,” the girl seer added, rocking her doll in her arms. "Aslong as
the king in Hamrkeng gets his evil metd creatures, he doesn't care who Blayce uses or how he uses
them.”

"At least, he doesn't care if our children are used, or yours across the border,” said the lank-haired
mean, his voice cracking. "It would be different if Blayce wanted nobles children.” He shook his head as if
to clear it. "WdI?' he demanded, brown eyes fierce as he glared a Kd. "Do you want in, or don't you?
Will you rid us of him, or will you stay here like a herd of cows?"

Everyone looked a Kd. She wished they wouldnt.
"You're sure he isn' killing them right now?" she asked the child seer.

She closed her eyes. When she spoke, it was in a thin, whispering voice that Ke knew. "He
welcomes them as his own," the Chamber of the Ordeal said. Everyone around her made the Sgn
agang evil on his or her chest. "He says they are safe now. They are to have sweets, hot baths, a
feast, easy dreams. He makes his dog Stenmun grovel for them. It is your time, Keadry of
Mindelan, Protector of the Small."

The child staggered as the Chamber released her. The lank-haired man swept her up in his ams and
walked down the road, bound for the village. Kd followed, weary.

Ned stopped her with a hand on her arm. "Kd, who was that?' he wanted to know. Kd turned. All of
her people stared at her.



She d9ghed. "It was the Chamber of the Orded," she told them. "It sent me here. Sort of "
A convict brightened. "Then were to succeed? If it's been foretold?"

The hollow-eyed woman had stayed within earshot. She faced them with a crooked amile. "Imai - the
seer-child - she says your chances are onein two. Since that's better than ours, well pray for you."
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THE GALLANTS LAIR

After alook at the villagers meagre rations, the Tortalans added their supplies: sausages, Sae bread,
hunks of cheese. The men of the Own produced noodle bals, dried noodles and herbs that made a
decent soup when dumped into bailing water. Kel, restless, walked around the village. The farm animds
hed returned. The villagers had concealed them from Stenmun. At leest the fowl, goats and cows looked
decently fed. The dogs and cats were as rail-thin as the villagers. The grain and vegetable fidds were rich
and green, the orchards flourishing. Why did these people go hungry?

The lank-haired man - held introduced himsdf as Zerhdm - laughed bitterly when Kel asked. "Weve a
mege in the cadtle, in case you'd forgotten,” he informed her. "Mogt of it goes to him, and he knows
what's due. If we hold anything back, like our children, Blayce has Stenmun grab one of us, skin him, and
hang him from the castle walls to wait for death. Or her, in my wife's case.”

"Why don't you go to his overlord?' demanded Owen. "Or even to the king in Hamrkeng, and ask for
justice?'

"We did," Zerhdm retorted. "King Maggur has made a pet of this mage from Gdla. Couriers say welll
eat like kings when we've land in the south, but we don't hear of any greet victories™

The phrase, "like our children” had sent a shock wave ralling through K. She'd thought, hoped, that
thar young people were hiding. "Have you no children Ieft?" she asked. "He took them all?"

"Hrd it was just the prettiest girls and boys, around ten years old,” Zerhdm replied, his eyes seeing a
horror invigble to Kd. "Those days, we didn't know it was him. We'd go to bed and wake in the
morning to find them gone. Next went the pretty ones who were nine, deven, twelve. Around then we
found our weapons had gone mising; our bows, our spears, dl we used to defend oursdves from
raiders. We went to him for help againgt the thieves and for wespons to fight them with. Stenmun had his
men beat us, demanded our older boys and girls as servants, and kicked us back home. We were told to
feed the castle and not ask questions. Then the young children went. The warlord Rathhausak, King
Maggur now, he came to the castle. We begged him for help. He had ten of us killed and hung on the
wadls"

"Your children?' repeated Kd oftly. " All?"

"Even the ugly ones, the crippled ones, the dow ones, the babes in their cribs, over winter this year,"
Zerhdm whispered. He trembled from head to toe. "All. And in every village hereabouts.”

Kd remembered the three devices she and her people had just killed. One had seemed dow.

"They brought in more children by cartloads, under Maggur's banner, so no one would try to save
them,” Zerhdm went on. "Our neighbours, folk beyond - the lords of Scanra were &fraid to protest. By
then Rathhausak had their wives and children.”

"What about the seer?’ Owen asked. "Thelittle girl, urn -" He looked at Kdl.
"Ima," Kd said.
"Why doesn't Blayce have her?' demanded Owen.

"I don't believe he knows she exigts" replied Zerhdm. "She walked in here a month gone. Never said
where she lived, who her people are. Told us the Protector of the Smdl was coming. Told us it was our
best chance." He looked around at the soldiers, the young knights, Tobe and Fanche, dl sharpening their
weapons. The dogs and the lone cat sprawled in the sun, adeep. The horses grazed in a nearby fied.
"Forgive my saying, but you don't look like much of a chance to me, not againg Blayce and Stenmun and



ahundred and fifty men-at-arms in the castle.”
"He had a hundred and seventy at midnight last night,”" Gil pointed out.
Zerhdm grunted.
"Pesamig,” Ned remarked as he hedled an ulcer on an old man's leg.
"Four years of Blayce the Gdlan does that to amean,” retorted Zerhdm.
"Then he wasn't dways here," commented Fanche, looking up from the arrow she was checking.
"Not if we cdl him 'the Gdlan', midress"” Zerhdm told her. "That's where he said he was from."
Fanche and Saefas glared a him.

The Scanran sghed. "This was Hef Rathhausak, once” he explaned more patiently. "The line
dwindled. Y oung Maggur went off to foreign lands to be paid for fighting. He came home but once, took
hisfamily with him, just his mother and an old aunt. We were happy with no lordling over us, till Maggur
gave the castle and lands to theGallan."

Kd's gut twisted. Instead of caring for his people, Rathhausak had given them to a monger who
murdered ther future. Did it bother him, that those who should be his firs concern were now preyed
upon by his successor? Or were the killing devices so important that he didn't care?

She crouched by a patch of dusty ground and, using a stick, began to draw a rough map of the castle
wadl and the surrounding lands in the dirt. Someone kndt beside her. It was the hollow-eyed woman,
Agrane. She picked up her own stick and added to the map. "I was cook," she explained as she worked,
"until the Gallan decided | was too old and too ugly to keep. Would | had put metd shavings in his food
before that. It wasn't until after thet we learned he was taking our little ones. Well bring you up through
the cdlars, past the dungeons. Now, here's the underground level. Here -" she began a second sketch
next to the firg - "isthe ground floor and the castle grounds ingde the wall."

Ke watched the lines form in the dust. Other villagers added what they knew to the maps and made
suggestions for the assault. Ke went over the maps again and again, making sure the distances were as
accurate as the villagers could make them. Once she had the layout fixed in her mind, she worked out her
plan of attack and presented it. Some villagers, Agrane and Zerhdm included, would go with them. Ke
refused to let Iral the seer-child or any of the children she had recovered accompany them. They were
to stay hidden in the village. Only Tobe would go, for the warhorses. Kel, Neal and Owen would fight
afoot, but the horses would be as good as four men in a battle with the castle's soldiers.

By the villagers count, there were a hundred and forty-ax armed men ingde the wals, not counting
those Kd and her people had killed on the road. "The main thing is to hit fast and hard,” Kd told them
over supper in the village dehouse. Outside the shadows grew long as the sun dropped towards the
horizon. "We take them by surprise, before many can so much as grab a weapon. If you don't like hitting
them when they're defenceless, remember that they hep Blayce. Now, rest, dl of you. We leave a
moonrise.”

She walked outside to enjoy the cool ar and clear her head. She paused under the tree where her
sparrows had settled for the night to thank them for their help that day. Footsteps made her turn. Nedl
and Dom approached.

"I wish you'd let one of us go inwith you,” Ned began.

K shook her head. "Connac's squad and Gil's convictswill do very wel ingde. Dom and his lads on
horseback will creaste more confusion when they get in. You're best placed with Dom - your group will
be in more danger from archers than mine. You mug dso take command if | don't make it," she added
quietly but firmly. "If | diein there you have to get our people home. Ligen to Dom - he's more used to
commeanding groups. But your duty is to take our folk back to Tortal.”

"Wed best take these people, if they'll go," Dom pointed out. He lounged againg the tree trunk, hands
in breeches pockets. "Leaving them here for King Maggot seems like a bad idea.”

Ke scowled. He was right. "Will you tak to them?' she asked. "After, | suppose, if we get an after.”



"WEell get it, Kd," Dom replied, his eyes serious. "I have fath in you."

"So doI," sad Nedl, though he dill looked troubled by her orders.

"Me too,” said Owen. None of them had heard him come up. "Itll be jolly, Kd. An evil mage
destroyed, a chance to take a bite out of Stenmun and his men - isn't thiswhy you became a knight?' He
looked from Nedl to Kd, who both watched him, speechless. "It's why | want to be a knight,” Owen
inggted. "l may not get to be one now, but itll be dmost worth it, to rob Maggur of the killing devices.
And | thought we were supposed to rest, and here you three aren't doing it.”

"We're coming, mother,” Kel told Owen with a crooked amile. "Or did you learn that from Wyldon™?'

Owen beamed at her, grey eyes bright with mischief. "Nope - | learned it from you. Mother," he
teased. He ducked Kd's swipe a him and ran back to the house where they were to rest, a bounce in his
gtep.

"That boy makes mefed old," grumbled Nedl.

The path they followed under the castle wals dong the Pakkal River was little more than a goat track.
The ground dropped sharply into the icy river not a foot from the trall. The moonlight shimmered on the
briskly moving water, but granted only alittle light for their feet.

Ke stepped on some fdlen rock and dipped. Zerhdm, ahead of her, and Gil, a& her back, grabbed
her before she fdl. Afterwards Kd was grateful for the dark that hid her shakes. She had largdy
conquered her fear of heights, but she doubted there was any knight who didn't fear the result of fdling
into deep water inful armour.

Agrane led, in front of Zerham. She guided them to a run-off tunnd from the castle's depths. Kd did
not look forward to entering it - human waste was dropped into run-off tunnds - but once indde they
would be out of the open, safeif the guards chose to send out a patrol.

Zerhdm came to a stop. Ke sent the sgnd back to her troops through Gil: wait. Kel peered around
the villager's broad shoulder to see what caused the halt. Agrane stood afew yards up, running her hands
over alarge, grate-covered opening asif they touched a solid wal. "I don't understand!™ the former cook
hissed. "It was right here. | always counted the stepsin and out!"

"They bricked it up?' asked Zerhdm. He too ran a hand over the opening asif it weren't there.

"Can | get by?' Ke whispered.

Zerhdm backed into a nichein the rock. Kel did by, though a touch of her foot made the edge of the
path crumble dightly. | will be so happy to leave through the gate, she thought as she reached Agrane. If |
liveto doit.

As aways now, she wore her griffin-feather band.

"Itsanilluson," shetold Agrane. "Anilluson that they filled it with rock.” She tested a bar of the grate.
Ancient with rugt, it broke in her hand, fragments dropping around her feet and ralling into the river.
"That's so shoddy,” Kel whispered in disgust. "He expends magic to hide the thing, but then he doesn't
replace the grate. Mages - so many are lazy." She broke away more bars, until she could walk into the
tunnd. There was afant dank: her hdmet. She wouldn't be able to weer it in this cramped space. With a
dgh Kd removed it and lad it indde the grate, out of people's way. When she re-entered the tunnd, she
stooped to fit. Her glaive and longbow, strapped on her back, scraped the caling. Ralling her eyes, she
took them off and leaned both againgt the wal. "Agrane, Zerhdm, come on,” she whispered. "The rock's
anilluson. Grab my tunic.”

Agrane gripped Kd's tunic, closed her eyes and let Kd draw her into the tunnd. Once indde, the
woman looked round. "Mithross mercy!" she exdlamed softly. "But | “felt rock."

"Lantern," Kd urged her, hdping Zerhdm to enter. While Agrane fumbled to light their lantern, Kel
helped the others past the illuson. Once the humans were safdy insde, the dogs and the cat trotted
through.

The other lantern-holders it their wicks from Agrane's, then spread out to light the way. The dogs and



the cat went ahead, scouts once more. Ke gathered her weapons and followed Agrane, her neck and
shoulders aching as she tried to keep from knocking the celling with her head. Her glaive and bow were
encumbrances that she worked around. She was certain that she would have to go through Stenmun to
et to Blayce, which meant she needed both weapons.

Soon the reek in the stone passage made her eyes water and her nose itch. She breathed through her
open mouth to avoid the worst of the stink, fought the urge to sneeze, and smacked her head on mouldy
stone. Biting her lip to stop curses from escaping her, she trudged on, catching up with Agrane.

They walked for some time. Findly Agrane hated and raised her lantern. Overhead Kd saw a grate.
This one had solid bars, but it was not anchored. Kel handed her wegpons to Agrane and carefully
pushed the grate up. With it clear of its stone rim, she eased it to one side. Then, gently, she lowered it to
the floor overhead. Once it was out of the way, Kd placed her hands on ether side of the opening,
jumped, and levered hersdlf out of the tunndl. Agrane passed up her glaive, bow and a lantern: Kel took
them and set them aside before she reached down to grip the woman's arms. Lifting Agrane and then
Zerhdm was too easy. These people needed a proper med.

With them to hep the rest, Kel hedld the lantern up to view their surroundings. They were in a dearly
long-forgotten storeroom. Everything was shrouded in burlap and covered with an inch of dust. Mouse
droppings lay everywhere; an assortment of rustles and squeaks came from the shadows.

Ke burrowed in Agran€e's pack until she found a rugged sack attached to a coil of rope. She passed it
to Agrane. As Zerhdm helped Connac, his squad, the convict soldiers, Fanche and Saefas up, Agrane
lifted out bagful after bagful of dogs, and one cat.

At lagt they were dl present. They wiped themsalves dean of tunnd muck usng the burlgp in the room.
Ke pinched her nose againg sneezes as dust rose everywhere and mice scattered in panic. The cat
spotted a mouse by the door. Her forelegs went down, her bottom wriggling as she prepared to attack.
Ke nudged her with a booted toe. "Don't," she whispered. "We have work ahead.”

The cat gave her aglare that would ped paint. She then sat and began to wash a paw, asif to say tha
washing had been her intention dl dong.

Once everyone was ready, Kd tried the door. It was unlocked. She did through the narrow opening,
gave a the ready, Agrane a her back. They were in a shadowy corridor. At one end light flickered and
bounced: torches in the next hal. Kel snapped her fingers softly, a 9gnd to Jump. He trotted forward to
the junction of their corridor with the one that was lit. He looked a Kd and shook his head: no one was
there.

They moved quickly and slently, trying not to scrape the wall as they oozed into the next corridor. The
light came from a pair of torches a an intersection ahead. Once more Jump scouted and sgndled that the
hell was empty. The third corridor was better lit and punctuated with closed, locked metd doors. Kd
waved up the picklock Morun, then indicated each door. He nodded his understanding and got out his
picks. As Kd and Zerhdm watched the stairs to the castle's upper levels, Morun opened lock after lock.
Out came the castle servants, imprisoned after supper was served - Blayce feared they might use the
nights to escape. The servants looked haunted. K tried to send them out through the tunnd and back to
their village, but most refused. Instead they showed her to the guardroom where they helped themsdves
to axes, maces and swords.

The dogs and cat trotted updtairs to scout as Kel lisened for humans. She didn't think the animas
would draw any atention: people rarely noticed a castle's rat-catchers or hunting dogs. Agrane had said,
and the present servants confirmed, that when they were locked up for the night Blayce retreated to the
upper floors to toy with the children and to conjure in his workroom. The soldiers went to their barracks,
where they could ignore what went on in the keep. Kel hoped that was true, but she had to ensure that
Blayce had not changed his routine tonight. Lord Raoul had drummed it into her that more expeditions
went awry from bad scouting than from bad planning.

One dfter another the dogs returned to report. The ground levd was empty. The children were in



rooms on the firg floor, and alone adult male was on the second floor in aroom with a closed door. The
villagers and servants watched with quiet astonishment as Kel and Jump quizzed the other dogs, who
conveyed answers by tapping a paw, sanding on their hind legs, shaking or nodding their heads, or giving
vary quiet yips.

The humans dimbed to the ground leve and the main hall. It was agloomy area, lit just enough to keep
them from sumbling. Kd glimpsed tapesiries and the usud lord's trove of weapons on the shadowed
wdls spears, swords, axes, bows. The hearth fire was banked for the night, the tables and benches
cleared for morning use. Here the men ate and toasted ther master, while Blayce fed his children dainty
bits and planned their murders.

More then anything Kel wanted to charge up to his workroom and finish him off, but somehow she
kept hersdf in hand. Ignoring her carefully lad plans would get her and those who depended on her
killed. Instead she resettled her armour and waited. Jump, Shepherd and two other dogs led Agrane, Gil
and Gil'sfive convict soldiers, dl armed, upstairs. They wore soft cloth wrappings over boots and shoes
to muffle thair steps.

Ke went to the foot of the dtair to ligen, sraining to hear anything that did not sound right. Time
dowed. A few of the servants, Connac, Zerhdm, Fanche, Saefas and Connac's squad went to the
kitchen, where a Sde door led to the outside. It made a better exit for their purposes than the front door,
which was framed with torches that burned throughout the night. If they went out that way, in dl
likdlihood the guards on the castle walls would see them and dert their comrades in the barracks.

Swest trickled down Kd's temples. So much could go wrong here... Blayce might want a late-night
snack. A messenger from King Maggur could arrive. A restless soldier might wander and glimpse her
people. The children might make noise.

Stop it, Ke! she ordered hersdf. Nedl's the one with the imagination, not you.

At lagt a child appeared at the top of the stair. He was dressed in a white velvet tunic, hose,
lacy-callared shirt, gold chain belt. If it hadn't been for the haf-bad doll clutched in his aams, Kel would
never have recognized Meech in this pretty lordling. He saw her and raced down the steps to hug her
fiercdy around her armoured waist. Behind him came a flood of children, dl barefooted, dl clean,
dressed in Slks, velvets, lace and brocade, their hair brushed and ordered. They trotted down as quickly
and quiglly as Meech had, though a few wept dlently: Kel saw the glitter of tears in the fant torchlight.
Meech wasn't the only one to seize her in afrantic hug. Kel kissed the heads of any she could reach and
traded hand-clasps with the rest.

Here came Agrane and the convict soldiers with the infants. The youngest children made no sound,
ather: Neal had given Agrane drops to make them deep until dawn. The dogs swarmed around them as
they descended the dairs.

Ke waved the remaning servants in and hand-signed dowly, making sure they understood her. They
were to help Agrane take the children to safety through the tunnd, now. Each time a servant opened his
or her mouth to argue, Kel put a finger to her lips. When it was clear that she wouldn't take no for an
answer, they gathered the children and led them downdairs. If this attack goes wrong, a least the
children will escape, Kd thought.

As the lagt of them vanished on the dtair to the dungeon, Kd turned to discover that not dl of the
children had left. Gydo and Loesia stood there, armed with spears they had taken from brackets on the
wal.

Ke draped an arm around each girl's thin shoulders and murmured, "Y ou could get killed."

"Well fight till then,” Loesia replied, her voice barely a whisper. Gydo nodded. Kel looked from one
grl to the other. At twelve she had battled bandits and spidrens. She doubted that commoner girls had
any less courage than noble ones did. She motioned towards the kitchen hall.

The people who had gone ahead waited there. Some of the men carried three long kitchen tables. Kel



nodded when she saw them. They could block some barracks exits with these. Handing her glaive to Gil,
she srung her bow and checked her quiver of griffin-fletiched arrows. She chose severa and handed
them to her best archers: Fanche, Saefas, Gil and one of Connac's men. This was the trickiest part,
dividing Blayce's soldiersinto bite-sized groups and opening the gate to the others.

Once the arrows were didributed, Kd went for a look outsde. The inner courtyard was just as
Agrane had described it, torch-lit dl the way round on the lower part of the wal. The barracks stood at a
right angle to the kitchens with the privy a separate building behind them. The stables stood on the
opposite Sde of the courtyard; the main gate was directly across from the keep. As a cadtle it was just
enough to hold off bandits and neighbours. It was aso a perfect isolated location for a mage who worked
death magic.

Hidden from the sentries by alow woodshed, Ked scanned thewadl. A couple of wagons stood againgt
the wall between kitchen and barracks. She pointed them out to Connac, who hand-sgnaled his men.
Four of them followed him through the shadows to the wagons. They, like the kitchen tables, could
barricade the rear and sde exits of the barracks, once things got moving.

Firg they had to ded with the sentries who paced the wadls. The portcullis was down, the gate up.
With no soldiers on the ground, Kel guessed that Stenmun didn't think she could attack the castle in any
drength.

And maybe if hed treated the locds better he wouldnt have to worry, she thought, counting the
sentries. There were five, dl in view. With the castle's curtain wal built shug againg the diff, Stenmun
couldn't post guards there, out of Kel's sght, even if hed wanted to. Kel shook her head at this further
doppiness, and sgndled her archers one by one, indicating which sentry to bring down. Carefully she
fitted a griffin-fletched arrow to her bow.

Her people were as ready as they could get. Kel stepped into the open, sghting on the guard she had
chosen. All wore legther jerkins with iron plaques sewn to them, scant protection againgt big longbows,
which could punch an arrow through plate armour. Ked loosed; five more bowstrings snapped. Her
sentry went to his knees as her arrow struck him in the back. Gil's arrow hit his man on the hdm and
glanced off. He indantly put another arrow into the ar before the man could shout the darm. The sentry
went down with an arrow in his eye. Kel made sure of her guard with a second arrow, conscious of the
thuds of fdling bodies and the creak of wooden wheds as her men pushed wagons towards the
barracks.

Those with tables quietly braced them againg three sets of shutters. Kel saw no light through the
shutters or under the barracks doors, but she dill approved of her peopl€e's stedth. The more exits they
could block before the soldiers woke, the better their chances for survivd.

Uinse gppeared around the far Sde of the barracks and waved. Kd motioned to those whose chore it
was to open the gate, then pointed her archers to their positions on the keep steps and the far Sde of the
barracks, where they could shoot anyone who escaped. She and Connac stood on ether sSide of the only
barracks door that was not blocked, the front one. Other men took places on either Sde of the shutters
that opened on to the courtyard, their own weapons ready.

Ke looked & the men & the gate: they had their hands on the winches that would raise the portcullis.
Onceit was up, they could admit the rest of their friends. Kel raised her arm and let it drop. The men put
thelr backs into the winches, graining to raise the heavy portcullis. The thing gave off a crunching noise
that Kel would have sworn was audible in Corus, but long moments passed in slence before she heard
the pounding of feet ingde the barracks.

The door opened; a man stuck his head out. Kd cut hm down. Another man sumbled across his
body to die at Connac's hand. Insde Kd heard men hammering a the blocked doors and shutters. Here
came another soldier, haf-armed over anightshirt. Kel rammed the glaive into his unprotected sde while
Connac chopped at the next man's neck.

Ydls and the crash of wood told Kel the unblocked shutters near her were open. The men positioned



there did their best to kill anyone who came out. A second crash; the other shutters didn't fly open as
much as they shot off their hinges. Three men tumbled out of the barracks into the courtyard dirt. Her
fighters were on them.

A Scanran in chain-mail svung at Connac with a big hand-and-a-haf sword, forcing the soldier back.
Kd darted in and blocked his stroke with her glave Sparks flew as glave met sword: the Scanran's
wespon was made of good sted. Now Kd had a fight on her hands. She parried the man's next swing
and jabbed a his middle. He lunged back, then legped forward again, chopping. She parried as she
backed up a step to give hersdf room. He chopped down a third time Kel came up ingde his weapon's
reach, driving her blade up into her foe's armpit. The glaive parted hismall like a hot knife passed through
butter, biting into the big vans in the armpit. Kd freed her glave and thrust at a new attacker, a blond
men who advanced on her, howling, axes in both hands.

"ldiot," Kel muttered. She sivung her glaive up between his legs, dashing his thigh muscle. The man
went down. She killed him.

She glanced at the gate. The porteullis was up; her men fought to lift the heavy bar on the wooden
gate. One lagt shove and it was off. Eagerly, they thrust the haves apart to admit Dom's squad, Ned,
Owen and the warhorses.

It was a mess after that, one Kd was hard put to follow. Two of the tables failed, giving the men in the
barracks less hazardous ways to leave the building. Peachblossom saw three of them race around the
corner of the barracks and plunged into their midgt, spinning as he lashed them with his fordegs, then
dropping to kick out with hishind legs. The men flew into the air. When they landed, Peachblossom was
waiting for them.

Ke was halding off two men with swords, both veterans who respected the reach of her glaive, when
Owen rode up behind them, cutting one man down from behind as Happy butted the other with his
armoured head. The second man fdl and Kel finished him off. She hated to kill men on the ground, but it
hed to be done. She couldn't let word of thelr presence get out.

There was Dom, cdling out orders to his squad, blade flashing as he rode down two men who
swarmed out of the barracks. There was Nedl, crouched beside Gil as one of Blayce's soldiers ran a
him, sword raised high. Kel was about to scream awarning when Ned turned on his knees, the sword in
his hand hiting deep into his attacker's side. It seemed he had learned more than just heding from Alanna
the Lioness.

Morun, her picklock, was dead on the keep steps. Loesia, Gydo and Tobe circled a soldier, ther
gpears levdled a him. Shepherd hung from a man's throat despite his prey's frantic hammering on his
ribs. Jump seized the wrigt of a man who was about to stab Fanche as she kndt over Saefas. As Jump
avung from the man's sword arm, Fanche gutted the attacker, hate in her eyes.

Throughout the entire mess Kd was aware of a tdl man, his long, grey-blond har loose, bdlowing
orders as he cleared the ground around him with a big, double-bladed axe. He briefly managed to get a
few soldiers into a pogtion they could defend, ther backs to the keep wal, but Peachblossom, Owen
and Happy rode a them, the horses as bent on victory as Owen. The men scattered.

Loesia screamed. Tobe was shot, an arrow inhis side. Kd legped to fend off the men who converged
on the girls and Tobe. Jump, the grey-and-orange cat, Dom, and Ned's horse, Magewhisper, dl
followed her. Within moments the younger fighters attackers were dead. Kd brought Tobe to Ned
hersdf.

It was nearly over. A few soldiers fought to reach the gate, but they wouldn't make it: she could see
that. What she couldn't see was Stenmun, but she knew where to find him.

"Ned," she said. He looked up as he hdd a green-glowing hand over a deep gash in Gil's chest. "I'm
going after Blayce. If I'm not out when you've secured this place, take our people home.”

He nodded, hdf of his concentration on Gil. "I'll remind 'im, lady,” croaked Tobe. Loesa wept as she
kndt with her friend.



"Good," Kd sad, trying not to show her fear for her boy. Later she could give way to emotion. Right
now, if Blayce and Stenmun escaped, dl this would meen nothing. "Try to day dive, will you?' She
turned for a last survey of the battle scene. Her people had won. That was as plain as the glaive in her
hand. They could finish up. She wiped her forehead on her deeve before remembering her deeve was
mall, grimaced, and headed into the keep.

"Gods dl guard you, lady,” she heard Tobe call.

Themain hal was empty. Kel climbed to thefird floor as Jump, the cat, and severd other dogs spread
out around her. She lisgtened for any sound of an ambush. The firg floor, where the children had been
kept, was dso empty. She hadn't expected anything else, but waited until the dogs returned to let her
know they had found no one. Just because she didn't expect to find Stenmun or Blayce here didn't mean
she could go on asif they weren't. Mistakes like that got people killed.

Agan the dogs and cat preceded her up the gtair. She did expect to find Senmun here, guarding his
magter's workroom. Stenmun was Blayce's dog: he would protect the mage and leave the men who
looked to him for leadership to die.

Jump yelped and leaped to the Sde as an axe-blade cut the ar where he had been. Sparks flew when
the blade hit the stone steps. Kd ingantly lunged up the stair as Stenmun recovered. She kept low, her
gave held over her head as a shidd. When the axe came down again she parried it with the teak staff of
her weapon, wincing as the axe cut chips from the wood. She parried a second lunge and made it to level
flooring. Stenmun swung his axe sdelong, chopping at her armoured waist. Kel knocked the heavy blade
asde and dammed the iron-shod foot of the s&ff into the big man'sribs. They circled, eyes intent on one
another.

It wasn't often that Ked had to look up to a man, but Stenmun was a head tdler then her, a big,
hard-muscled warrior with the merciless stare of a watersnake. Though she was armoured and he wore
only a shirt and breeches, she knew he was going to make her work for a victory.

The mustles in Stenmun's ams flexed, making Kd think he would try a big chop. Instead he jabbed
with the pointed, spear-like tip between the twin crescents of his axe-blade. Kd knocked the axe aside
just enough that the point punched through her mal into her left shoulder ingtead of into her throat. A
blaze of fire legped in her Ieft Sde. She stepped back to get her bearings.

"I just want to know," she said as they circled each other once more, "why you do this? You bring the
children, you know what he does - why?"

Stenmun raised his eyebrows, asif he were shocked by the question. "He pays me wdl," he informed
Kd.

"That'sit?" Kd demanded, shocked. "Just money? Are you mad?'

"lant that jugt like a noble?" asked the Scanran. "Only you rich folk believe having money doesn't
mean anything. Ligten, these commoners brats die dl the time. Famine, disease, war - something gets
them." He feinted at Kel, who dodged and feinted back. He blocked it, ill taking. "At least Blayce's
way they have a bit of fun and a decent med before they go, and we have King Maggur's gratitude.”

He closed in, his eyes dight, thinking he had her. With a yowl that made the hair stland on Kel's neck,
the cat who had made him bleed on the road once more launched hersdf on to Stenmun's head. She
dung to his scap with three sets of claws and swiped a his eyes with the fourth. Stenmun yowled and
flaled a the cat one-handed, using his other hand to try to keep his axe between him and Kel. Jump
legped and grabbed the big man in a place no human mde should be grabbed. Stenmun roared. He tried
to smack Jump away while throwing himsdf backward at the wall in an attempt to jar the cat from his
scap.

Ke lunged, bracing her glave with her right wrist and elbow so she could widd it one-handed. She
thrust a Stenmun's belly; he kicked her weapon aside and struck Jump with the butt of the axe. The dog
let go. Stenmun hit the cat againgt a stone arch. She tumbled from his head, leaving ribbons of blood to
flow from the wounds she'd inflicted.



Now Stenmun charged K, bringing his wegpon up in a two-handed chop. She swung her glaive up to
block the axe and twisted the teak Saff, locking it and the axe-haft together. Stenmun leaned into the
jammed weapons, forcing them back on Kel. They strained. Kd's am trembled with the force he put on
it.

Stenmun smiled. "Too bad for you, litle girl,”" he said, his voice tight with triumph.

Kd gave hm her politest Yamani amile, hooked her leg around one of his, and jerked, a leg-sweep
from her sudiesin hand-to-hand combat. Her legs were powerful and he wasn't braced. Down he went
on his back, fdling so hard the breath was knocked from his lungs. His fdl jerked his axe clear of her
gave Kd didn't wait for an invitaion. She brought the iron-shod butt of the glave down with al her
grength, driking him right between the eyes, bresking through his skull. That probably finished him, but to
be sure, she cut his throat.

For amoment she stood over him, leaning on her glaive, gasping for breath. Then she looked for her
friends. The other dogs stood in front of a closed door. Jump limped towards them, a long scrape on his
left shoulder bleeding duggishly. Ke couldn't even remember when held been hurt. She looked for the
cat. Theanimd lay againg the wdl, unmoving.

"I hope the Black God has something tasty for you," she whispered to Stenmun, and spat on him. Then
she cut gtrips from his shirt to bandage the hole hed put in her, so she wouldn't bleed to death. The
wound hurt sharply as she pressed a wad of grips againg it and bound them tightly round her shoulder
and under her arm. Only when she finished did the pain sdttle into a dull, steedy pounding. The cut didn't
Seem to be too deep, though it was cursed inconveniently placed.

She looked at the door where her dogs stood and stepped towards it. The door moved away. Kel
stepped again to close the distance. Now it seemed a hundred yards away, which was much too far for
the Sze of the keep. A third step took the door two hundred yards back. She could barely see the dogs.

Ke put her good hand to her head and ground her teeth. At some point, a missed blow had cut the
giffin headband from her forehead. She looked until she found it hanging over the top step of the Hair.
Ke lurched over to the band and picked it up, baancing her glave againg her shoulder. When she
sraightened, the room spun.

"Blood loss™" she said doud. "Never mind." She turned and laid the band over her eyebrows. The
dogs, and the closed door, were just ten feet away. Is it locked? she wondered. It might be. She made
hersdf go to Stenmun's body and grope in his belt-pouch. Here was the key.

It took her a moment to get the key in the lock: her hand shook as badly as the rest of her. Findly the
giff mechaniam opened. "I hope the Chamber was right, and he's out of killing devices" she muttered.
"Hse I'm dead and am just about to find it out." She thrust the door wide. The dogs streamed in ahead of
her as Kel walked draight into her nightmare.



18

BLAYCE

Here was the amithy, and the shelves, and the table. Here were the barrels of iron-covered giants
bones and the guttered table. The reek of old blood was even stronger then it had been when the
Chamber had shown her this place the second time.

The Nothing Man paced back and forth before the ordinary hearth, not looking a Kel as he gnawed a
thumbnail. " Stenmun, tdl me how you let them get in," he whined in Scanran.

“I'm not Stenmun,” Kd replied steadily in Common.

The mage turned to Stare a her, his brown eyes wide in shock. The hand held gnawed on went to his
chest. He held the other up to her, pam-out, as she advanced on him. He was as pasty-skinned as she
hed dreamed, amd| and unhedthy-looking, with nails bitten down to the quick of his fingers and gtrips of
angry red flesh around them where held picked away bits of skin. His robes were ratty and stained, his
brown hair short and uncombed. "I don't know who you are, or what you are doing here, but King
Maggur will be most displeased when he finds you've interrupted me at my work. It's vitd to the war.
Y ou've broken my concentration. Youll pay, my overeager friend. If you want to keep even a shred of
life, youll get out and fetch Stenmun to me"

"I don't answer to Maggur, Stenmun, or you," Kel retorted. "l just came to see what a monger looks
like"

Blayce opened his mouth, then closed it. He peered & her for a moment, obvioudy confused. At last
he said, "You're not Scanran.”

"They said you were clever,” Kd told him bitterly. He was the worst let-down of her life. She had
expected someone with Numair's or Dain€'s air of hidden power, or Baird's suggestion of iron strength,
not this rat-like creature. He truly was a Nothing Man. How could the gods have let such a creature
wreak so much havoc?

"You're Tortdlan," Blayce said, now spesking in Common. "You - youve..." His eyes darted around
the room, asif he were looking for an escape hatch. "Gods be praised, you've saved me™

He lurched towards Kd with open arms. She brought up her glaive, the point aimed at his throat. "Not
another step,” she warned.

"I don't know what your masters told you, but it was lies Stenmun forced me to do it, for King
Maggur. | had no choice. They said they'd kill me. You've saved nmy life" He fiddied nervoudy with a
jeweled pendant around his neck. "Gods, | thought 1'd never be free"

"Liar,” Kd told him softly. “The lives I'm saving are those of the children you had fetched to you. |
thought Stormwings were mongters, but they aren't. They're what they were made to be. You chose your
path.” She made her voice hard, but her soul was in an uproar. How could she do this? Was she going to
cut him down in cold blood? He was no more able to physicaly defend himsdf than Meech. "You're the
mongter, Blayce the Gdlan."

"Chose?" he whined. "I didn't choose where my greatness lay. Don't you think I'd rather make a
place in the world by heding, or bringing rain to places sricken by drought? Necromancy is where my
tdents are. | must work with whet | have

"Liar," retorted Kdl. "You like what you do."

He drew himsdf up. "I'm a grest mage, whoever you are, and youll treat me with respect.” He
attempted to sound haughty but only sounded anxious as he fiddled with his pendant. "Don't think
yoursdf fit to judge magics you can't comprehend, or great mages. A sword-thug like you couldn't hope
to understand the subtleties of my mind.”



"You torture and murder children, then endave ther spirits for conquest and murder,” Ke told him,
leening on her glaive for support. It was hard to remember if she had ever been so tired. "That'sdl | need
to undergand.” She wished he would leave the pendant done. The light that glanced from it fdt like
needlesin her eyes.

"You don't want to be rash,” Blayce said. The pendant he fiddled with so nervoudy held a jewd of
some kind. "Think. Y our king could win thiswaer if | helped him. Not only do | have the secrets of these
devices, but | know King Maggur. | know his plans. That could be worth a greet ded to you. Honour
from the Crown, perhaps more land, more gold, more respect at court.”

Kd swayed, and dimly redized what he was doing. He was usng the pendant to try to catch her mind,
just as Numair had warned some mages could do back when held visted Haven.

With a growled curse she swung the glaive at Blayce as she might swing a club, with no thought but to
break hishold on her. He was an illuson: the glaive passed through him. Kel turned round searching for
the red Blayce, sveeping her glaive in front of her, hoping to strike him if somehow held made himsdf
invisble

"You redly ought to ligen to me, Sr Knight." His whine came from every direction. Ke advanced,
swinging her glaive left and right. "Trust me when | tdl you | know kings. They use every tool they can
find. Y our monarchs will welcome any chance to defeat King Maggur and save themsdlves along war.
My devices will give them that power. You don't want to throw away the most powerful wegpon that
your king can put his hand on."

"He would never take hdp from the likes of you," Kd said, trying to pinpoint the location of his voice.
"Never." She advanced, thrusting her glaive into the room's nooks and crannies.

"For dl you know, I'm not even in thisroom," Blayce taunted.
Ke hdted. This was foolishness. If she weren't dizzy from blood loss, she would have known better

then to hunt a mage unaided. She groped in her bt for the pieces of the griffin-feather band, then held
them over her eyes.

"What are those?' Blayce demanded sharply. "There is power in them, but not the Gift. What
hedgewitch made that?'

Ke turned. His voice dill came from dl around. But now she saw him, sanding on top of his
worktable.

She thrust the pieces of the band into her breastplate.

She knew she had to kill him quickly, before he caught her in the mind-gripping spdl of his pendant, or
with any other magic.

She brought up her glaivein a controlled dash, one-handed, part of the saff lined up agangt her am to
steady it. She caught Blayce at the knees, cuiting the muscles behind them. He dropped, turning visble to
her unaided eyes, his control over hisinvishility spdl gone. Kel seized her glaive two-handed and yanked
the blade towards her, negtly beheading the Gdlan.

She swayed. Tha was it. The man who had haunted her for nearly Sx long months was dead at last.

"Y ou're wrong about my king, | think," she told the body. "But better that he not have the chance to be
tempted by the likes of you. And frankly? What you just got was far more merdiful than you deserved.”

She stopped, thinking about what she'd just said, and smiled briefly. He had deserved worse, yet she
hed not given it to him. That was something to be proud of, and it made up for her carelessness in dmost
getting trapped by the pendant spdl. With a dgh of rdief, she leaned on her glave, trembling with
exhaugtion. What next?

Jump pawed her leg and whined. When Ke looked a him, he took a dog's pointing stance, his
twice-broken tal quivering as he stared at the door.

Usng the glaive as a crutch, Kd turned. What she saw was not the door she had come through, but



another, familiar entryway, lined in bright blue light. She now looked at the door to the Chamber of the
Orded from the indde. The face sculpted in its keystone looked at her. Its eyes shone ydlow, as they
hed during Kdl's previous experiences with the thing.

Very tidy, itsvoice announced in her mind. | said you would do it, and you have.

Ke gripped her glaive until her fingers creaked indgde her gloves. "Yes, it's done” she replied. "I ‘fixed
it. | killed a siwordless man and saw alot of good people murdered. Now you have your baance, | have
the little ones, and you and | are quits, understand? Find someone else to do what you can't.”

Yes, we are finished. Do you think this makes you free of your fate? asked the Chamber. You are
the Protector of the Small. You see real people in the humans and animals overlooked by your
peers. There will always be work for you.

Ke scowled. "I don't mind that," she retorted. "It's what | mean to do, though I'd never cdl it by as
glly a name as 'Protector of the Smdl'. At least now | know where I'm going and what I'm doing, which |
never did with you. | can find my own road from here” She strode towards the door, praying it would
open in Scanra. Jump and the dogs followed her.

As she put her hand on the latch, she heard the voice say, Gods all bless, Keladry of Mindelan. She
stepped outside. She was dill in Blayce's keep. Before she could shut the door the Chamber added, with
something that sounded like wicked humour, Protector of the Small.

Grumhling about Chambers that thought too highly of themsdves, Kd stumbled down the hdl. She
blinked at Stenmun's corpse: her fight with him fdt like something that had taken place years before.
Looking past him, she saw the grey-and-orange cat againg the wall.

It was afoalish thing to do. She knew that as she did it. Somehow she got down to one knee, hanging
on to the glaive asif her life depended on it. Carefully, she leaned it againg the wall until she could gather
up the cat's body and drape it over her good shoulder. She didn't want to leave so brave a fighter in the
same building as Stenmun and Blayce.

Dizziness flooded her as she fought her way to her feet. The floor seemed to roll and lurch. Wetness
on her left Sde told her she had bled through the makeshift bandage on her shoulder. She had forgotten
dl about her wound during her fight with Blayce.

"Sometimes battle fever isa good thing," she mumbled to the anxious dogs. For a moment she rested
agang the wdl. Then, with a grunt of effort she took up her glaive and hobbled dowly across the yawing
floor, bound for the staircase. Her head swam as she essayed fird one step, than another. The dair rall
she dung to began to sway dong with her body.

Once she reached the ground floor, she stopped. Just for amoment or two, she told hersdf. Somehow
she propped hersdf againgt the wall. Gently she placed the cat's body on the floor beside her. Then Kéd
closed her eyes.

When she woke, it was past sunrise. She lay on a pdlet in the courtyard of the castle. Her firg ght
was of Stormwings, lined up on the outer wal, watching greedily as the Tortalans built a funerd pyre for
their dead. The Scanran dead had been left where they fdl, except for two. Stenmun and Blayce - his
head and his body - lay in an open part of the courtyard, their faces bluish white.

Kd druggled to St up. Her blankets felt like sheets of lead. Dogs who sat in aring around her moved
up and dragged the covers away. Putting a hand down, Ke found a smdl, warm body at her sde. She
looked down into the emerdd eyes of the grey-and-orange cat. The cat blinked, and began to purr.

"She was only sunned.” Tobe kndt beside her. He sported a set of bandages. "Bad stunned, but
Zerhdm has the Gift with hedling animals. She's near as good as new.”

"That's good indeed, then. Seefas?' asked Kd.

Tobe pointed. Dom was hdping the trapper to mount a horse. Kd was glad to see that there were
plenty of castle horses in addition to their own. Escape from Scanra would be much eesier if everyone,
adult and child, was mounted.



Hands - Fanche's and Gydo's - heped Kd gt up. Woman and girl both looked the worse for wear,
but Kel saw a new, fierce gleam in ther eyes. "They cdl what happened to you seeing the kraken,” she
told them, her voice a croak. "It means you've survived the orded of war.”

"An honour I'd as soon have done without,” retorted Fanche. "You look like the kraken found you too
tough to chew and spat you out.”

Kd looked a her left shoulder. The bandage was farly cean and unganed by blood. She fdt
pounding there that would probably get worse, but a least she was no longer bleeding.

Ke looked for Neal. Dom's remaining corpora, Wolset, was heping him lurch over to Kdl. Like most
of Kd's people, Wolset carried bandages, his on his arm. The bandages meant that while Neal had done
his best, he had been forced to spread his Gift thin to keep as many people dive as he could. Only the
gravest wounds had been tended. The rest would have to wait.

She ingpected Neal as Wolset brought him over. Her friend had seen better days. His skin was pae
and sweaty, his eyes feverish. When he saw her, Ned glared. "You cdl that mess you had on a
bandage?' he demanded sharply. "I was picking threads out of your wound. | stopped the bleeding, a
least, and cleaned it. What business did you have getting wounded in the first place?!

"You, you should -" croaked Kd. Her parched throat refused to emit another sound.
"She's bone dry,” snapped Ned. "Any of you battle baits have a water flask?'

Someone offered her afull waterskin. Kd drank, and drank, and drank. When she fdt hdfway humen
agan she told Nedl, "You should see the other fdlow.” She looked over at the bodies of the mage and
his protector. "What are Blayce and Stenmun doing out here?"

"The loca folk wouldn't believe they were dead till they saw the bodies” Fanche explained. "Can't
exactly blame them for that."

"No, | suppose nat,” Kd whispered. She drank some more water, then struggled to her feet. "Let me
think a moment.”

Someone put her glaive into her right hand. Kel used it like a g&ff as she looked around the courtyard,
trying to decide what to do next. The Tortdlan pyre was nearly ready, which was good. She hobbled
over to measure ther losses. They were harsh. Gil lay there. Ned hadn't been able to save the former hill
bandit. So too did Sergeant Connac, Morun the lockpick, Lofren and Corporal Fulcher of Dom's squad,
and three of Connac's men. The pyre dso induded animds Owen's Happy, the dog Shepherd, the
hound that Owen had wanted to take back to Wyldon, and two more dogs. Kd would cry for them
later, in private. She had other problems now.

In a corner by the gate Kel saw Tobe's friend Loesia, hidden in the shadows. She walked over, her
legs 4iff, to find the girl kneding beside one of the Scanran dead, her face in her hands. A spear was
buried in the man's body.

"Loey, what's the matter?' she asked, usng Tobe's nickname for her.

"Him," said the girl, showing Kel a tearstained face. "He was - he was good to me. He took care of
medl the way here, he was nice, and | killed him."

Kd shook her head. "He couldn't have been that nice” she reminded the girl. "He was bringing you
here to die”

Loey wiped her eyes, leaving streaks of dirt on her face. "I know | ought to think of that, Lady Kd,"
she whispered. "But he was nice when | was scared. How can | fed good about killing him?*

Ke sank to one knee, dill hanging on to her glave. Awkwardly she put her wounded arm around the
girl's velvet-clad shoulders. "There would be something wrong with you if you did," she said quietly,
thinking of the men she had killed. "Try to think of the young folk who will live because he and his master
are dead. And come on. It's time to go home."

In the end it took Loesiaand Dom to get Kd on her feet again. Her people gathered around her with
that ook on ther faces, the one that said they trusted her to see them through the next bit of madness.



Ke took a deep breasth and plunged in. "We need to get out of here sooner rather than later," she told
them. "l want the torch put to the keep - make sure the levd where Blayce kept his workroom burns in
particular. Take nothing out of there. | mean nothing." Her worst nightmare was the chance tha
someone might find Blayce's workbooks and commit his crimes al over again. She watched as a handful
of men and women ran to take care of the keep, then continued, "The keep burning will be a torch for the
countryside. The quicker we go, the safer well be."

Tobe brought Peachblossom to her. Dom and Zerhdm helped her to mount up. She was steadier in
the saddle, more clear-headed. She took part in the prayers for the Tortadlan dead from Peachblossom's
back, and watched as Owen lit their funerd pyre. The young squire's chubby face was set, his mouth a
gimline

Sowly, one by one, her people mounted up. Some formed strings of free horses and placed them on a
lead-rein. They would carry the rest of their company, the children, back to Tortal.

By now the upper floors of the keep were buning well. Smoke poured from every window. The hegt
of the keep and the funerd pyre dowly drove Kd and her people back towards the gate.

"Lady Kd?" asked Saefas. He was dill on foot. "The Scanrans? Douse 'em with ail and light 'em up?'

Ke looked at the bodies of the soldiers, who had carried children into Blayce's grasp, a Stenmun,
who had commanded them and who had killed so wdl and efficiently for pay, and a Blayce, the most
commonplace monger she might ever meet. Was it a curse on the world, Kel wondered, that Blayce
managed to find empty men like Stenmun to carry out his wishes? Bt if that were so, what manner of
curse harmed so many unrelated people, Scanran and Tortalan?

No, she decided, the gods dways had good, clear, plain reasons for curses and blessings dike. The
bloody triangle made by Blayce, Stenmun and Maggur was sheer, dumsy, human bad luck.

She lifted her eyes to the wals. The Stormwings were restless, watching the fire consume the Tortdlan
dead. They sdled to and fro, one eye on Kd's people and their bows. Only the femade who had inssted
ontaking to Kd dl dong remained ill, her dark eyesfixed on Kel's face.

"Someone ought to get some good for this. Leave them for the Stormwings,” Kd told Saefas, and
rode out of the gate.
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It took them five days to return to the Vassa River. The children, those villagers who refused to stay in
a place that had so many painful memories of their dead, the freed castle servants, and the seer-child,
Irna, couldn't ride for as long as warriors. Kel's band took as much care to hide their presence leaving as
they had on their way north, the sparrows and the dogs derting them to any human presence. They lit no
fires as they worked their way down the Pakka and dong the Smiskir road. When they set watches, the
servants and villagers from Blayce's domain stood guard dongsde the soldiers.

At lagt they reached the Vassa. Nedl disappeared briefly with Dom and Owen to find the Scanran
relatives of their smugglers. These men and women looked every bit as hard and wary as their Tortalan
counterparts. Kel would have grinned a the obvious shock on their faces when they saw how many
children were in their company, but her painful left shoulder left her with amost no sense of humour. She
knew she would be better once a heder was able to finish the heding Nedl had started, though she didn't
look forward to being made hedthy only to face execution.

Once they werein sght of Tortal she had considered deserting her people, but knew that she couldn't.
She owed it to the children to get them to a place of safety, for one. For another, flight meant that she
took no responghility for what she had done. That was unacceptable. She had done wha was
necessary. She would take the consequences.



Owen and Neal, who had as much to lose as she did, made no mention of flight. Kel thought that was
amply the result of what they had gone through: Owen was dill too griefgtricken over the loss of Happy,
Ned too exhausted from kegping a number of wounded people dive to reach Tortal. K&l wondered if
ghe should ask them if they meant to run, but decided not to in the end. They were grown men; they
knew the risks aswdl as she did.

The smugglers took for ever to get them across. they had not anticipated being used as unpad
ferrymen for crowds of escapees and their escorts, they told Kd. She redized they did not just mean her
and her group. When she asked, they told her that Merric and his people had crossed three days before.
They were quarrdling with each other non-stop, according to the smugglers, but dl were dive and well.
Kd was freed of that worry, a least.

She, Jump and Peachblossom were on the lagt boat with Neal, Dom, Owen, Tobe and their mounts. If
the crossing was as bumpy asit had been on her way north, Kd didn't notice. She was adeep by the rall
before they cast off.

As the boat ground againg the river's Tortdlan shore, Ned shook her awake. Kd groaned, stood,
and led Peachblossom on to solid ground. Only then did she see that a welcoming committee awaited
them: Lord Wyldon, Lord Raoul and Duke Baird. Behind them stood Merric, Seaver and Esmond.

Kd kndt and bowed her head in submisson to Lord Wyldon, waiting for his judgement. Ned and
Owen kndt on @ther sde of her. Jump and the sparrows put themselves in front of Kel. She fdt
Peachblossom's warm breath on the back of her neck.

"Sergeant Domitan, tdl me these children aren't the result of your squad's Scanran frolics” Ke heard
Reoul say chearfully. "Though | do admit, some of them look alittle old to be yours™

"Wl ar, my men helped,” Dom said, the picture of boyish mischief.

Ke dmog amiled. At leest Dom would get away from this with a whole kin, it seemed. Shed
wondered if histale of Lord Raoul's sending his squad to hep had been judt that, atde. It was ardief to
know it was the truth, and Dom had been acting under proper orders.

"You mised atidy fight,” Raoul said. "Smashed one of King Maggot's little armies dl to bits. Come
dong and Il tdl you about it Dom and his remaining men followed him up the path.

Kel looked sdeways when she picked up movement on the edges of her vison. Duke Baird was
gathering up the children who had aready landed. He was tdling them, "Well just have a look, to see
how wel you are. | know some mothers and fathers who are eager to see you dl." To the avilian adults,
Scanran and Tortdlan, he said, "And you look asif you could use proper meds and beds. Come dong.”

Ke lowered her head once more. Only she, Ned and Owen remained with Lord Wyldon and the
friends who had brought the adult refugees home.

Owen was thefird to break the slence. He looked up a Lord Wyldon, tears running down his face.
"My lord, I'm sorry, but | got Happy killed. | didnt mean to - he fought as hard as any knight - but he got
killed anyway, and | never wanted that."

"Isthat dl you have to say to me, that your horse is dead?' Ked heard that familiar, cool, measured
voice say over her head.

"No, my lord." Owen bowed his head. "I disobeyed you. | betrayed you. And I'd do it again, under
the circumstances, not meaning any disrespect, Sr. But | miss Happy."

"And you, Sr Nedlan, have you any comments?' Lord Wyldon enquired, his voice quite mild.

"No, my lord," Ned replied.

"I believe, Owen, that you are familiar with my didike of needless dramatics," Lord Wyldon said. "'l am
not about to declare you atraitor because the mount | gave you was killed in battle. He did what he was

trained to do. | am sad for the loss of the horse - he was one of the best I've raised - but | would be
sorrier dill for the loss of a squireinwhom | can take pride.”

"Sr?" chorused Ned, Owen and Kdl, dl saring at ther former training master.



Wyldon stood iron-graight, arms crossed over his chest, his dark eyes observant as he looked at
them. "One of the hardest lessons for any commander is this it is a very bad idea to issue an order one
knows will not be obeyed. Lady knight, had my mind not been on other things, | would have known
better than to forbid you to rescue your people. | had placed them under your care, knowing you would
protect them with every kill a your disposa. | canot now say | didnt want you to take your
respongbility too serioudy. The same gpplies to Sr Nedan and to Sr Merric, who were dso charged
with their well-being. If 1 do not punish you, then | cannot in fairness punish those who aided you.”

Ke glanced past Lord Wyldon to Merric, Seaver and Esmond. All three looked sheepish.

"But my lord," she began to protest.

A hard am wrapped around her head; a cdlused pdm seded her mouth. "Not a word,” Ned
whispered in her ear. "For once in your life, will you take a gift without arguing that you aren't worthy of
it?" He looked up a Wyldon. "She took a blow to the head, | think," he said, fasdy earnest. "It leads her
to say odd things. She needs a Say in the infirmary, just until she comes to her senses.”

Wyldon sghed and resettled his sword belt. "It appas me to say this, but for the firg time | find mysdf
in agreement with Sr Nealan." He warned Neal, "Do not et it go to your head.”

Ke, Neal's hand ill firmly over her mouth, blinked up a Wyldon. She was free? She wasn't to die a
traitor, or be forced to leave Tortdl?

Wyldon looked a Owen, then at Ned. "l would like a moment done with the lady knight," he sad
more formdly. "Go with your friends™

Sowly Ned withdrew his hand as Owen looked suspicioudy at his knight-master. "Y ou're not going to
ydl a her, are you, 9r?' he asked. "Because you can't.”

Wyldon looked at the younger man, brows raised. "I beg your pardon?' he enquired. Kel expected
frogt to issue from his mouth with the words.

The Owen of a month ago might have ducked his head and fled. This Owen remained where he was,
meding Wyldon's stare with resolve. "She doesn't deserve to be ydled at, not after loang so many
people and killing Blayce and being wounded and keeping us dive"

Wyldon sighed, and fingered the raised scar on histemple. “I do not intend to ydl at her. Now will you
0o away?"

Before they went, Neal and Owen dragged Kd to her feet. As they obeyed, Kd tried to knock away
the pieces of grass and damp earth on her knees. Once she knew they were out of earshot, she

graightened and met Lord Wyldon's eyes. "You have every right to ydl a me, my lord," she said. "Go
ahead. | deserve worse™"

Wyldon took a step closer to her, cupped her head in both hands, and kissed her gently on the
forehead. "You are a true knight, Keladry of Minddan,” he told her. "I am honoured to know you." He
steered her down the path her friends had taken. "Interesting news came from the bettle fronts this
morming,” he said. "Apparently the killing devices a Frasrlund and the City of the Gods collgpsed in the
fidd and move no longer. King Maggur's troops are plainly frightened, though he is ill in control. The
spymadters plan to set it about that a powerful new mage has entered the war on our sde, one who did
away with the devices."

Ke amiled crookedly.

"Not that we're done fighting," Wyldon continued. "Frightened Scanrans are dangerous, and Maggur is
dill king. Have you thought about your duties now, where you will be assgned?’

His question took Kel by surprise. She searched for a coherent answer until at last she said, "My lord,
up until we landed | assumed my next assgnment would be on Traitor's Hill, and not as a guard.”

Wyldon nodded. "Very proper. As your punishment, then, | assign you to find ground for a new
refugee camp, build it, and run it. Continue to ingruct the people in how to defend it. | give you the entire
vdley of the Greenwoods River as your subdigrict of my command. You will hold it and make it safe



agang Scanrans and anyone ese who thinks those people will be easy pickings”
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EPILOGUE

Ke swung hersdf into Hoshi's saddle, taking one last ook around her. After two months or so the
fortified town of New Hope 4ill looked raw, but it was sarting to resemble an actud town rather than a
logging camp thrown together in aweek. The 9ght of cart after cart bringing their hard-earned harvest to
the storage barns filled her with profound satisfaction. Not for the firg time she blessed Lord Raoul for
waiting until the crops were in before he set his wedding date. She wouldn't have been able to enjoy
hersdf at Steadfast if her people had ill been in the fidds. With the crops taken care of, she could feast
with a carefree heart.

"Stop fusing,” Fanche commented. She stood near Kel, hands propped on her hips, her dark eyes
amusd as she looked up a the younger woman. "Youll be away for a week - if we can't manage for
that long, what good are we?'

Kd grinned a& New Hope's headwoman. "Actudly, | was trying to remember if there was anything |
hadn't done. Shutters left open - "

"Shutters closed,” said Tobe, mounting a smdl, spritely piebad mare who had taken aliking to himin
Scanra. The greatest change the events of June had made in him was that he no longer trusted Kd out of
his 9ght unless they were ingde New Hope's wdls Kel understood, and hoped he would rdax as the
winter's snows made it possible for none of them to go very far. "Shutters closed, bed made up,
leave-behind weapons and armour cleaned,” Tobe continued to rattle off. "Don't have to worry about
feedin' your animas because they're coming dong with us. Duty rosters for the week in Master Terrec's
hands" Terrec was the clerk who had taken Zamid's position.

"She's fusang, it she?' Merric drolled out of headquarters, his hands tucked comfortably in his
breeches pockets. "You women are forever fussng.”

Things with ther fighters had reached the point where occasondly Merric would let a sergeant
command a patrol, rather than do so himsdf. Today was Sergeant Jacut's day to patrol with his squad of
former convicts and men of the town intermingled. While there was no offica attention paid to Kel's
Scanran journey, a week after her return the slver marks on the convicts foreheads had faded, a 9gn
that someone somewhere had decided they were pardoned of their crimes. As migrudtful as Tobein ther
own way, they had eected to remain with the army, in the north, with Kel. Merric's staying in town while
a convict squad patrolled showed dl of New Hope that he trusted them not to return to ther crimind
habits.

"I'm not fussng,” Kd retorted. "And where's Ned 7"

Ned came racing up to them, windblown and hands only partidly cleaned of blood. "I'm sorry! | don't
tdl babies when they're dlowed to get born.”

"Ned," Kd said as he reached for the horse that Loesia hdd for him.

Ned looked at her, his green eyes feverish. He wasin a hurry to get to Steadfast. His betrothed, Lady
Y ukimi, was there. Like Raoul's betrothed, Buriram, Commander of the Queen's Riders, Yuki had tired
of wating for her man to return south. As soon as the celebrations for Prince Roald's wedding to
Princess Shinkokami had ended, Buri had resigned her post as commander, to be replaced by her
assgant commander, Evin Larse. Together she and Yuki bought passage on the fird ship north, then
travelled overland to Steadfast.

"Your hands" Kd pointed out as Ned smply blinked at her. He looked, saw they were not entirdy
clean, and released a sound like a cross between an anguished cry and a wall. Back into the infirmary he
went.



"If he's like this now, how will he stay cdm when his daughter tries for her knighthood?' a youthful
voice wanted to know.

Kel looked down & Irna. The gil was one of severd homeless children who had come to live in
headquarters with Kel, Neal, Merric and Tobe. She did her best to act like anorma child of her age, but
when she foresaw things, she sounded as world-weary as Nedl at his most sophisticated.

"Perhgps we won't share that knowledge with him just yet?' suggested Kd. "Let it be a surprise for
him."

Irmal grinned up a her. "He doesn't like surprises, and the road of hislifeis littered with them. | like
that.”

Ke couldn't hdp it; she grinned at the child. "I do, too," she admitted. "It will be good for him."

Ned came back, hands dripping wet and clean. He flung himsdf into the saddle and raked his har
back from his eyes. "I'm ready," he declared. "Let's go."

Ke led the way, Ned on one side, Jump trotting on the other. People waved as Kel and Ned rode
by, but immediatdy returned to ther work, putting on roofs and shutters, and preparing the nalls,
preserves and kindling New Hope would need to see them through the winter.

Passing through the gate, Kel waved at Sergeant Adner, who now commanded the village guard. He
waved in reply. "Bring back some pretty, meek girls" he caled. "Ours are too quarrdsome” Agrane,
whom he was courting when off-duty, elbowed him.

"Enjoy your holiday, Lady Kd," Ira cdled as they rode down the indined road that served the
village. "There will be work for the Protector of the Smal soon enough.”

Ke shook her head. No matter what she did, she couldn't stop people from caling her that.

She let her guard escort, Ned and Jump ride ahead as they crossed the Greenwoods Bridge. She
looked north. The dark high ground of Haven, now ther burid-ground, lay two miles upriver, too far
from New Hope for an enemy to use it as an attack base. She had dso asked Numair if he could raise
the ground they would need forty feet rather than twenty, to put off dl but the most determined attackers.
Thistime Numair had kept his hedth and shared the work with Harailt of Aili and afew other mages who
hed responded to his cdl for assistance. Lord Raoul had confided that Kel should ask for dl the extra
help she needed. Giving her dl she asked, within reason, was a kind of slent gpology from the Crown for
putting her people in harm's way.

Ke turned Hoshi to look up a New Hope's walls. She thought the battle flags and shields taken from
those Scanrans who had attacked her people that summer gave the walls a nice, homey touch. They dso
served as awarning to any rading parties that New Hope had teeth.

"Kel!" shouted Nedl. "Are you going to dream dl day? She's waiting for me!™

Lovers, Kd thought, raling her eyes. At least there was one headache she didn't have. She was about
to tdl her friend he could wait, when she remembered that she'd get to see Dom while a Steadfast. It
would be nice to be able to st and chat for a while without kidnapping, flight and war to distract them.

She nudged Hoshi to atrot.



