
        
            
                
            
        

    
Praise for The Firekeeper Saga

“This engrossing tale of feral myth and royal intrigue from Lindskold offers plenty of action as well as fascinating anthropological detail on the social behavior of wolves. A beautiful and complex book.”

—Publisher’s Weekly on Through Wolf’s Eyes

 

“The ultimate fairy tale. Captivating and well-told.”

—VOYA on Through Wolf’s Eyes

 

“Draws its greatest strength from its feral heroine, whose animal sensibilities lend a unique perspective to the foibles of human society. Rich details and intriguing sensibilities make this fantasy series a good choice.”

—Library Journal on Wolf’s Head, Wolf’s Heart

 

“Highly enjoyable. A marvelous opportunity to see the peculiarities of human society through the eyes of intelligent beasts. Lindskold’s wild and wonderful magic thrives in this volume.”

—Booklist on Wolf’s Head, Wolf’s Heart

 

“In Lindskold’s exciting third installment of her wolf-girl fantasy saga, Firekeeper finds herself deeply entangled in the politics and intrigues of her high-born human relations and even more so in the fight for survival of her alternate family, the Royal Beasts of the forest.”

—Publisher’s Weekly on The Dragon of Despair

 

“Firekeeper’s dual citizenship in beast and human worlds makes her a perfect liaison…in this seamless continuation”

—Booklist on The Dragon of Despair

 

“Firekeeper hits her stride in the exhilarating fourth book…An increase in pace and greater character depth… give this exciting book an edge”

—Publisher’s Weekly (starred review)

 

“Watching Firekeeper learn about humanity and still maintain her identity as a wolf makes for compelling reading. Intricately plotted and written, Lindskold’s latest creates an utterly fascinating world that readers can lose themselves in.”

—Romantic Times on Wolf Captured

 

“Thrilling. The intriguing plot makes for a quick and enjoyable read.”

—Publisher’s Weekly on Wolf Hunting

 

“Lindskold hones her world-building skills in this latest entry in her Firekeeper Saga, populating it with credible characters moving through an action-packed plot.”

—VOYA on Wolf Hunting

 

“Intricately plotted, A thought-provoking tale of magic and politics, enlivened by Firekeeper’s wry and wolfish point-of-view.”

—Publisher’s Weekly on Wolf’s Blood

 

“Lindskold explores the philosophical question, ‘What is love?’… Firekeeper has matured in mind and body throughout this fantasy epic, gaining understanding of her complex world’s operation. Lindskold does a solid job of world-building, offering thought-provoking questions to underpin this well-paced chronicle”

—VOYA on Wolf’s Blood
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[image: ]THE STARS WERE all wrong. That was the first thing Firekeeper noticed, even before she realized that the sky was night-dark. As she did, her right hand moved to where her Fang was sheathed. Her left drifted to rest in the thick fur of the enormous wolf standing beside her.

“What does your nose tell you, sweet hunter?”

“We are alone here but for the small wild things,” came Blind Seer’s reply. “Tell the others they may come forth, but to keep their lights low, lest they alert a potential threat. I will scout a little further and learn what I can.”

“I will tell them. You be careful.”

When the wolf ghosted away, Firekeeper did not turn her back on the alien darkness, but instead paced backward. At the same moment that her bare feet touched smooth tile rather than the roughness of the fieldstone pavement, her eyes became aware of a faint glow illuminating her surroundings and, with it, the scent of burning lamp oil. Although Firekeeper would have been the first to group herself with nose-dead humankind, she also detected two different human odors: one bright and anxious, the other wildly excited. But it was not to either of these humans that Firekeeper addressed her first words, but to a small falcon who perched nearby.

“Farborn, I cannot promise there are no owls or bats without. Even so, I would be grateful if you would go forth and take high watch in one of the nearby trees. Blind Seer is checking our surroundings, but he will not see all you could from above.”

A nearly noiseless unfolding of wings, a motion of air, gave her Farborn’s reply.

When the falcon had glided out through the door, Firekeeper addressed the humans. “Laria, Arasan, come forth, but keep your light low, only to guide your feet.”

“Anyone out there, Firekeeper?” Laria’s young voice was taut with tension. Nonetheless, her footsteps were steady as she moved to join the wolf-woman. In coloration, Laria was a lighter, more golden version of Firekeeper’s own brown on brown. Her skin’s hue, which she had inherited from her mother, was the color of ripe wheat. Her thick, straight hair was a light brown that bleached to a passable gold under summer sunlight. Now, with spring not even a moon old, it was definitely brown. Her eyes were a medium brown and often, as now, looked worried and frightened. At something like fourteen, Laria had not reached her full height, but it was doubtful she would be either tall or short. Firekeeper liked how Laria often braided colorful ribbons into her hair. Today’s were the dark purple of wet violets.

Firekeeper put a reassuring hand on the younger woman’s arm. “No one near, Laria, but for field mice and other such little night people. No scent of fires, old or new, nor of humans in company. Even so, we must take care that light not speak of us to those who may be far distant or upwind of what we could scent from the entrance to this place.”

“Very sensible,” came a second voice, male and dryly ironical. “That must have been Blind Seer’s idea.”

The speaker was a handsome man with thick, dark-brown hair, brown eyes, and skin that was naturally tanned. He was old enough that time had left lines between his heavy, dark brows, and probably around his mouth as well, although the close-cropped beard and mustache he wore effectively concealed these. Faint traces of grey in his beard provided their own indication of age. He possessed a strong, stocky build that contrasted oddly with his long-fingered, sensitive hands.

Knowing she was being goaded, Firekeeper didn’t bother replying. Another speaker, using the same man’s voice, although it somehow became more musical, spoke in her defense.

“Firekeeper is as wolf-sensible as Blind Seer. I, for one, would not have her otherwise. “

Six moonspans passing had been enough for Firekeeper to grow accustomed to the idea that two men lived in the one body. The Meddler—a spirit whose body was long dead—had been given a chance to live again by taking up residence within the body of the then-dying Arasan. The price had been that the Meddler use his particular magics to save the life of Arasan’s body. If the Meddler did so, then he would have a body in which he could reside, and Arasan would have a chance to continue living.

Initially, as far as anyone could tell, the Meddler alone had tenanted the body but then, some moonspans ago, Arasan had begun to make himself known. The fact that Arasan was able to do so was taken by many as verification of the Meddler’s claim that reinhabiting a physical body had greatly reduced his ability to tap what had once been formidable magical powers. Firekeeper reserved the right to doubt.

Despite the fact that she longed to run to Blind Seer’s side, Firekeeper kept her steps measured as she guided Laria and Arasan from the building into the night. The humans who paced behind her were soft-shod and, even in what for them was near darkness, they moved well. Firekeeper approved.

Once they were outside, light from a waning crescent moon augmented that of the alien stars. Firekeeper held up her left hand, signaling for the following humans to wait, and scanned the shadows. Eventually she found one that resolved into Farborn. The merlin was perched on a lower limb of a wind-twisted tree where his outline was obscured by the branches and trunk. Had she not known he might be there, Firekeeper could have missed him.

“Blind Seer?”

“Running the perimeter of the hill. I overflew his trail first, but came back to tell you that he was going to make a second, slower pass. He wanted to learn if old scents would add to our knowledge.”

Trying to hide her relief at learning her partner was safe, Firekeeper repeated the gist of Farborn’s report to the two humans. Then she hunkered down, studied the skies, and composed herself to wait.
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As he ran, Blind Seer swallowed a sharp pang of guilt, for he knew that what had brought them to this place where the stars were all wrong was him—him and his needs.

Over a year before, the blue-eyed wolf had been forced to accept that not only did he possess a magical talent, but that the force which rested within him was the ability to shape with his will what humans termed “mana” or “magical energy.” Humans usually used rotes and rituals to achieve this shaping, termed the art “spellcasting,” and considered the art one that set the user apart even within the already exclusive company of those who possessed an affinity for magic.

Speculation threatened to distract him, so Blind Seer shook his head as he might have done to dislodge a fly from his nose, then dropped his head to catch the fainter, older scents. He concentrated on the feel of the grass bending beneath his pads, reminded himself to be alert to his surroundings. Once he would have had no need to remind himself. Remaining alert to his surroundings was not only natural and ordinary—it would have been unthinkable to do otherwise. Literally, unthinkable. Blind Seer had not needed to think, to concentrate. He had been one with his surroundings as only a peak predator must be—alert because for most creatures he possessed fear’s form, and must slink beneath that until the moment came to howl forth and hunt.

But during the cycles of seasons since he had left his birthlands at Firekeeper’s side, Blind Seer had been changing. Initially, this change had been generated by the need to learn human languages: first Pellish, then New Kelvinese, then Liglimosh, since then bits and pieces of others. The Beasts shared one language, although that one had dialects that served the needs of each sort of Beast. What need had a raven to know the special terms elk and deer used for the plants they ate? What need had a land-bound creature to learn the specialized terms for flight?

Humans, though, oh, humans! Lacking one language, they struggled to use sounds augmented by a few gestures to convey information that the Beasts shared by use of sound and scent, by the cant of ears and tail, by how fur or feathers rose and fell, as well as through other postures, only a few of which humans seemed in the least aware of.

And with each collection of sounds they used, the humans reshaped their world. Even when words were considered equal—as in what the Liglimom called “junjal” and the Pellish called “water”—there were a host of extra meanings, small and large, that came with the word. When the sound sought to embrace a concept—such as “yari” or “wise”—then did the hunt for true understanding become tangled with complexities, so tangled that Blind Seer, fluent now in three human languages, able to comprehend at least key terms in several more—marveled that humans ever understood each other.

But languages and all they implied had only been the beginning of Blind Seer’s many changes. All these changes had seemed as nothing when he had accepted, then embraced, that he was not merely a magically talented hunter, perhaps with a gift for divining water or always finding his way home, but a spellcaster of great power. None other than the Meddler—a being who just might be what the humans of Liglim called a “god,” and who at the very least was a sorcerer of no little power—said that Blind Seer might be the greatest spellcaster alive in the world today.

This might well be true, although Blind Seer was the last of their company who would trust what the Meddler said, at least not without carefully sniffing about to find what the just-might-be-a-god’s motivations for saying such a thing might be. The Meddler had his own agenda, no matter how meek he had been of late. Of that the wolf was certain.

Blind Seer wondered whether the Meddler’s praise was as great as everyone seemed to think, since magical power had been choked off by the curse now commonly referred to as querinalo. For many years only talents had lingered, and these remained rare and few. Eventually, the curse had weakened, permitting the first generation of spellcasters since the coming of querinalo. Yet the ways that magical power was most commonly shaped by humans were unacceptable to Blind Seer. He dreaded that the use of blood magic might pervert his predator soul into something far more monstrous.

So Blind Seer—and his Firekeeper beside him—had been hunting since the conclusion of the war for the Nexus Islands for alternatives. Time and again they had been disappointed, but even those disappointments had not been useless. In rumor and story, they had sniffed out the faintest of trails. This faint trail was what had led them here to this place of strange stars. Would here they find what they sought or would once again they return, tail draggled down, hungry from the hunt?
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Firekeeper heard Laria shift uneasily from one foot to the other. “Why is it night?” the young woman asked, the softness of her voice not hiding her tension. “It was morning when we left the Nexus Islands. Did the gate take us through time as well as through space?”

“In a fashion,” came the reply.

From the pacing of the words, more than from pitch or tone, Firekeeper knew the speaker was Arasan, not the Meddler. The Meddler would have enjoyed maintaining an aura of mystery, then being coaxed to yield his knowledge. By contrast, Arasan could be almost too chatty.

“Remember your lessons in geography?” Arasan asked, the melodious notes in his voice growing as he turned storyteller. “How the world is a great sphere turning in the void?”

A small noise from Laria acknowledged that she did remember. Another sound might have been the Meddler trying to add a comment and being choked back.

Arasan continued. “When we left the Nexus Islands, it was morning. Further west, where the sun had still not yet reached, the day was yet younger. Therefore, if the gates brought us west, we moved to earlier in that same day. By contrast, to the east, the day was further along.”

“So, did we go east or west?” Laria asked.

“I really don’t know,” Arasan said, “judging such things can become complicated when great distances are involved.”

Firekeeper remembered when Arasan’s words would have been complete nonsense to her, but that was before she had traveled through many different gates and, between one step and the next, had gone to the Old World in the east, far across the ocean. There the sun came first, so the day was older. When she went back to the New World, the day would be younger, for these lands were west of the Old World, and the sun came there later. The Nexus Islands were surrounded by the oceans between the two lands, but were closer to the Old World than the New.

“What about the stars?” Firekeeper asked without hesitation. Unlike humans, wolves saw no advantage in ignorance. Stupidity was mocked, most surely, but nothing was considered more stupid than pretending knowledge when there was none. “Why are they wrong?”

This time the Meddler replied. “The void holds both fixed and moving stars. The fixed stars change depending on whether you stand on the top or bottom of the world sphere. Since the stars have changed, my conclusion is that we have moved so far in space that we have come to the bottom of the sphere. Therefore, the fixed stars are different.”

Firekeeper fought a completely irrational touch of vertigo at the idea of standing at the bottom of a sphere hanging in the void. What if she fell off? She banished the impulse with wolfish practicality. She was here, standing firmly on her own two feet, wasn’t she?

“So the gate carried us both far around the world and below,” she said. “Well, when one considers, that is not so odd. We already suspected that this particular gate did not serve either the New World or the Old.”

The wolf-woman sensed both the Meddler’s annoyance at having failed to impress her more, and that Laria shared some of Firekeeper’s own earlier, unreasoning panic. Firekeeper wondered how to offer comfort without insult, for young humans could be touchy. She was still considering what she might say to Laria when Blind Seer’s return took the moment from her. The wolf-woman flung her arms around the wolf’s neck in a quick, tight hug that spoke her dread that something could have happened to him out there in the unfamiliar land.

“Our pack seems to be alone here,” the wolf said, “yet this place has not been completely deserted—not as was the Burned Place or those ruins we explored on Misheemnekuru.”

Firekeeper translated for the humans, for of them all only she spoke the language of the Beasts—although there were times she wondered about the Meddler’s claim he had forgotten what he had once known. It would be very convenient for him to be able to eavesdrop on her and Blind Seer in particular. The rivalry between the Meddler and Blind Seer had dulled but had by no means vanished.

When Firekeeper finished her translation, she clarified, “By the Burned Place, Blind Seer means the place where I was last a human—the colony west of the Iron Mountains, founded by Prince Barden of Hawk Haven. That place held scraps of humans and their things, but was deserted. He finds no trace of humans or Wise Beasts currently living here, but the humans, at least, have not forsaken it. There are signs they come here time to time.”

“And what of the Beasts?” asked Farborn.

Blind Seer replied, while Firekeeper translated both question and answer for the humans.

“The Beasts leave fewer signs of their comings and goings than do humans,” Blind Seer said, “but I found no scent or sight posts—nor did I find any awareness of the Wise Beasts among the few small Cousins I could convince to pause and speak with me.”

The blue-eyed wolf gaped his jaws and panted laughter. “Those who did were frozen in shock, so I do not think that wolves of my sort are known here.”

“This would be good territory for wolves,” Farborn commented, “as well as for the game you hunt, yet I saw no sign of either. Strange.”

“Although I found neither humans nor Wise Beasts,” Blind Seer continued, “I did sniff out what once must have been great roads, such as one finds in some parts of the Old World. These are much reduced, even overgrown, but I do not think completely unused. Someone has kept the saplings from pushing through the pavement and has cut back the grass. I discovered something else. What is the season?”

“Early spring,” Firekeeper answered automatically as soon as she had finished translating. Then she paused. The hill on which the gate had been situated was what a human might call “barren,” but was neatly landscaped with low shrubs, herbage, and even a few slender trees. She sniffed the air and looked at their surroundings more carefully. “Autumn?”

“That is what I smelled as well,” Blind Seer said. “Very strange.”

The Meddler spoke as soon as Firekeeper finished translating. “Remember what I told you about the stars being wrong because we are on the opposite side of the sphere? For the similar reasons, the seasons are reversed. I could explain…”

“Not now,” Firekeeper cut him off. “I will take what my senses tell me. It is autumn and it is night. The why does not matter now that we have some sense of where.”

“As for our next move,” Arasan said, taking advantage of the Meddler’s chagrin to wrest back control of their shared vocal cords, “we humans and, to some extent, Farborn, will be more useful come daylight. I suggest we wait here until dawn. Perhaps those of us who do not see well in the dark should retreat into the building and discover if we can learn anything there.”

“Do that,” Firekeeper agreed. “Blind Seer and I will range farther, see what we can learn. Farborn can come for us if you find trouble.”
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Upon hearing Firekeeper’s parting words, Laria felt distinctly annoyed.

No question that the pair of them might get into trouble, she thought, then almost immediately felt ashamed of herself.

Firekeeper and Blind Seer had been many places at least as unknown as this one. They’d also ventured into areas they knew by reputation were likely to be very dangerous. With Blind Seer’s nose to guide them, the pair were not likely to get lost. Even if something happened to wipe out the scent trail, they both were inhumanly alert. Look how Firekeeper had noticed that the pattern of the stars was off before she’d been out of the gate building more than a few minutes.

How long would it have taken me?

A light touch on her arm interrupted Laria’s brooding.

“Come back inside,” Arasan said. “We’ll close the door, then ask Farborn to check if any light leaks out. If it seems safe to do so, we’ll turn up the lanterns and do our own exploring.”

“Maybe”—even with only that one word spoken, Laria knew that this was the Meddler— “we’ll find something written. Firekeeper can’t best us there.”

Laria knew that this was true. Over the last few moonspans, Firekeeper’s reading skills had advanced, but she was the first to admit that Blind Seer read far better than she did. By contrast, both Laria and Arasan read several languages, a legacy of their lives on the Nexus Islands. The Meddler… Well, what he did and didn’t know remained something Laria was still trying to figure out. One thing was certain. If the languages in question were ancient, the Meddler would have an edge over both her and Arasan.

Laria followed the two men in one body back into the building, reflecting on how very many odd things she now took for granted. This, even though, according to what she was learning now that her world had expanded beyond the Nexus Islands, her childhood had not been precisely normal, both growing up as she had on those isolated yet not isolated islands, then coming of age during those brief but horrible wars… No!

Concentrate on the here and now, Laria repeated to herself as she had so many times before. Here and now. Here and now.

Shifting her attention to the present moment was easy enough once they were inside the building and the lantern’s side-shields had been pulled up so that the light shone evenly all around. Unlike on the Nexus Islands, where most of the gates were situated in the open to facilitate the movement of people and goods, this gateway had been built inside a structure that possessed no windows, and whose exit was blocked by a single solid door. The structure that held the gate was rounded, with a domed roof. Light-grey granite walls had been highly polished so that the stone shone like glass. In the middle of the structure stood the gate, an arch that—unless the proper rituals were observed—could be passed through without any extraordinary effects. But if those rituals were performed, stepping through the arch would carry one to the Nexus Islands.

When the five of them had arrived via the gate, the door to the outside world had been firmly locked. Where the domed roof met the walls, there were narrow ventilation openings covered with metal grills. Firekeeper had climbed up and removed one of the grills, enabling Farborn to scout. When the merlin had reported that they seemed to be alone, the Meddler had demonstrated that he was very good at picking even extremely difficult locks, and had let them out of the building.

“Over the course of my life,” he’d said breezily as he tried a variety of tools—and possibly muttered a spell or two—“I developed an aversion to being detained against my will.”

As with so much of what the Meddler said, this invited questions, but none of them were in the mood to play that game. Laria—like all the residents of the Nexus Islands—knew a few things about the Meddler, including how untrustworthy some legends said he could be. Still, he had saved Arasan’s life, and had been a good friend to Laria herself. Did the Meddler’s past actions mean he had deserved to die or to be restricted to existing only as a bodiless spirit?

Not for the first time, Laria remembered her father, the terrible wound in his side, his blood spilling over her as she held him, baptizing her with the terrific force of his struggle to live. Ollaris hadn’t wanted to die but, in the dark hours when she was awakened by nightmares, Laria wondered… Would her father have wanted to live if that meant sharing his body with another, especially if that other was as chancy an individual as the Meddler? Had Arasan known what he was letting himself in for? Was he regretting his being given this chance at life even now? At first Arasan had been so passive that it was easy to overlook that two spirits, not one, inhabited the body, but of late he had become more assertive. Was he only trying to have an equal voice in the partnership, or did he hope to dominate?

“I wonder,” Arasan said, holding up his lantern for a better look at the shining walls that surrounded them, “why the people who built this went to all this trouble? First they sealed the gate, draining all its magical energy down to just a fizz. Then they built this building around it. I’d swear the building was constructed later. Why didn’t they just destroy the gate? It wouldn’t be easy—breaking apart magically enhanced solid stone structures never is—but hardly impossible.”

Laria knew what had led Arasan’s thoughts in this direction. Ever since the current government had taken control of the Nexus Islands, a systematic effort had been made to learn where each and every gate went. The gate that had brought them here was the first they had found which had been sealed not only on the Nexus Islands’ side, but on this side as well. Not merely locked—that wasn’t uncommon—but sealed so as to make it all but useless. If they had really wanted to stop the gate from being used, it would have been smarter to break it.

“But,” Arasan continued, “if we hadn’t had not only the Nexus Islands’ library to draw on but also those of the allied Old World nations…”

“And myself and Virim to offer some inspired suggestions,” the Meddler interrupted.

“…we probably would not have made it through. Maybe the locals thought they were safe enough.”

Laria swallowed a sigh. “But we did force the seal and here we are,” she said firmly. “What I’m worried about is whose land we’re in and how whoever sealed this gate with such care is going to feel about our showing up. I wonder if we’ve triggered an alarm?”

From the corner of her eye, Laria saw Farborn hunch over and try to make himself smaller. She flushed at her thoughtlessness. Farborn—or so Firekeeper had warned them, and the wolf-woman had no reason to lie—still felt tremendous guilt for failing to alert the Nexus Islanders when they had been invaded via gates that he had been set to guard. Never mind that the merlin had been betrayed by his watch partner, Farborn was overly sensitive about anything that even hinted at the topic of alarms and incursions.

With dismay, Laria realized that Firekeeper probably had taken for granted that the gate or the building that housed it had been equipped with some sort of alarm. While Laria had been focusing on herself, the wolves were out there in unfamiliar territory, trying to detect from where an inspector or army or whatever else might be coming. But Firekeeper had managed to go seeking trouble without causing pain for Farborn.

And here I am, being more thoughtless than someone whose lack of tact is practically proverbial.

Determined to make up for her error, Laria held up her lantern to better inspect the nearest wall. Beneath the stronger light, she discovered that the wall was covered with many lines of stylized inscription.

“Farborn,” Laria said, raising her voice slightly, “I’ve found writing here. Why don’t you scout up there, along the ledge and the dome, and see if there’s more? Firekeeper’s always saying that humans never remember to look up.”

The falcon fluttered his wings, then began hopping slowly along the ledge where the domed ceiling met the wall.

“I’m not certain that’s necessary…” the Meddler began, waving his hand toward another section of inscription. “Ouch!”

He stopped in mid-phrase, his hand flying to his mouth as if he’d bitten his tongue. That, Laria realized with a flash of perverse delight, was precisely what he had done. Or rather, what Arasan had done to keep the Meddler from saying something that would add insult to the injury Laria’s comment had already done to Farborn’s feelings.

“Meddler, can you read any of this inscription?” Laria asked quickly. “It’s gibberish to me.”

The Meddler/Arasan lifted their lantern again, stepping back so as to better inspect the words incised into the walls. Laria’s first language was a variation of what the northern New Worlders called Liglimosh, which had been commonly used on the Nexus Islands even during the time when the Once Dead Spell Wielders had ruled. However, she was comfortable with Old World Pellish, as well as the languages of Alkya and Tavetch, since the Once Dead under whose rule the Islands had been until something like a year and a half ago had often given commands in their native languages. Woe to the servant, even if only a child, who didn’t understand.

Laria’s knowledge of written languages was more limited. The Once Dead had not precisely forbidden children to be taught to read, but there were no schools as such, only tutoring by whatever literate person had a moment to spare. Spare moments had been rare enough, especially for the literate. They were still rare since everyone was scrabbling to help the new government establish its hold and…

Laria realized she was woolgathering, and concentrated on the inscriptions. The style of lettering was familiar in some cases, completely alien in others. The Meddler/Arasan, in harmony now that they had a shared interest, were moving their lips as they sounded through a text. Arasan saw the puzzlement on Laria’s face—both men had long mastered the art of reading silently—and hastened to explain.

“These scripts are both ornate and of an ancient style. The spelling is also archaic. If not, we would suspect that the old-fashioned script might have been used for artistic effect. But seeing both together and…”—a sweeping gesture of one hand— “the older spelling being a constant in several unrelated languages leads us to believe that at the time these inscriptions were made this was the style of writing currently in use.”

Laria moved her lantern closer to the wall. Now that she knew the writing was stylized, she could pick out a word here, a phrase there, especially in Liglimosh.

“’Passage’?” she murmured, “followed by ’restricted to.’ Does that say ‘to those who would dance or sing or love rather than bleed’?”

“That’s how I read it,” Arasan agreed, “although after comparing the text to those in other languages, I would translate ‘bleed’ as meaning ‘to shed someone else’s blood.’ As in ‘to bleed a wound’ or to ‘bleed a carcass.’”

Laria was puzzled. “So is this an elaborate way of saying, ‘Come in peace’?”

Neither the Meddler or Arasan offered a reply, so Laria walked a few paces to where she could view a different portion of the text. Rather than write individual panels, each in one language, the inscribers had chosen the much more laborious course of writing a single line that extended around the circumference of the room.

Laria continued muttering her clumsy interpretation. “’Restricted to those who carve in stone or wax or wood, but never bone.’” Neither Arasan nor the Meddler corrected her, so Laria continued. “Write upon paper or stone or vellum, but on thinking skin use only that which you yourself have grown.’”

She’d almost come full circle, and her sense of apprehension was growing.

“What do they mean by ‘carving, writing, singing, dancing’?”

“I’d love to believe,” Arasan said, his expression wry, “that we have discovered a gate that will lead us to a community of peace-loving practitioners of the myriad arts and crafts. Maybe, in some sense, we have. But I think there is something being forbidden other than art supplies and the manner in which one may use them.”

“Blood magic,” said the Meddler bluntly, interrupting Arasan. “That’s what is being forbidden—along with those related fashions of magic that used bones, skin, and other—uh—things harvested from living creatures, especially intelligent living creatures.”

“Harvested?” Laria echoed. She heard her voice squeak, but one did not grow up beneath the rule of the Once Dead without knowing all too much about such practices. “Wait! Are you saying it’s possible to work spells without using blood—or was whoever wrote this saying that they had given up magic? No. That couldn’t be the case. How else would they work the gates?”

She knew she was babbling, but the strangeness was catching up with her: night instead of day; weird stars; peculiar inscriptions; the unease she sensed from her companions.

“Yes, it is possible,” the Meddler replied to her question, “to do spell-based magic without the use of blood, but it’s much more difficult and can drain those who practice it to the point that working even a simple spell makes them useless.”

Farborn made a sound somewhere between a squawk and a screech that managed to reflect just the mixture of dismay and fascination that Laria herself felt.

“Then, do all of these inscriptions repeat the same message?” she asked. “That people who use blood magic aren’t welcome here?”

“Close enough,” Arasan replied, “allowing for varied cultural biases. What bothers me is what these lines don’t say.”

“Namely,” the Meddler put in, “what happens to those who violate these restrictions. As you may recall, the gate was sealed on this side. That Virim managed to undo the seal doesn’t change that in using blood magic to activate the gate we have probably already broken these restrictions.”

“But surely the people who wrote this would be reasonable,” Laria argued. “I mean, how could you know you’d broken the rules before you knew those rules existed?”

“Possibly,” said a voice that was neither that of Arasan or the Meddler, being light, sweet, and definitely feminine, “because when those inscriptions were made, the writers did not know how long it would be before the seal would be broken. They intended those words as a proclamation of the local philosophy, a statement of all that the community stands for, of the values that it held—and still holds to this day.”

Laria swung about to find that a woman had appeared among them. Her age was impossible to determine, although she certainly possessed some years, for there were time-etched lines around her mouth and near her eyes. Her skin was a rich brown, her dark hair streaked with silver, her eyes a pale grey that showed flecks of color that seemed to change with the light. She wore a straight-lined, aesthetically pleasing gown in a silvery-white that complemented the streaks in her hair.

“I am Varelle, the Gatewatcher. Who are you? Have you come to Rhinadei by purpose or through chance?”

Thankfully, it was Arasan—not the Meddler—who spoke next.

“I am Arasan, called Two Lives. This is Laria, and this”—he held up a hand to indicate where the merlin anxiously sidled back and forth along the under-dome ledge— “is Farborn.”

Varelle acknowledged these introductions with a polite inclination of her head.

Arasan continued, drawing on his considerable charm, “As for whether we came here—did you call this Rhinadei?—by purpose or by chance, the most honest reply is by both and by neither.”

Varelle’s full lips—they were ornamented by some cosmetic that gave them an opalescent shine—moved in an expression that was neither smile nor frown, but rather a request for clarification. Arasan obliged.

“We came through the gate by purpose, but without knowing where it would take us. Therefore, we did not know it would take us to Rhinadei.”

“Why did you come through the gate?”

“To find out where the gate led.”

“Even though it was locked and sealed?”

“Perhaps,” Arasan admitted disarmingly, “precisely because it was both locked and sealed. The only thing more unsettling than the unknown is the unknowable.”

“Hmm…” Varelle’s response was neither agreement or disagreement, merely acknowledgement.

Laria knew Arasan didn’t need her help. He was by far the best diplomat of their group, but she had to ask.

“Ma’am, did you come through the gate? This building’s door, it’s closed, you see, but I was looking right at the gate—at least I thought I was—and I didn’t see you arrive.”

“I came,” Varelle replied, “because your coming created a gate made from need. I would have arrived sooner but it has been very, very long since such as I was needed.” Her gaze shifted to Arasan. “Will you tell me from whence you and your comrades came?”

“The Nexus Islands,” Arasan said promptly. It had been decided before their departure that attempting to hide this would be foolish. “Would you have expected another answer?”

“The name of the place might have changed,” Varelle said, but something in her tone made Laria think that an evasion was hidden in the simple words. “It has been a long, long time since that gate was opened.”

“Rhinadei,” Arasan said. “I can’t say I’ve heard that name, but it is somehow familiar.”

In those words, Laria heard the careful phrasing that Arasan relied upon to keep from lying directly when he was drawing on the Meddler’s knowledge. Among the most commonly used magics were those that separated truth from falsehood. It was always wise to avoid direct lies unless absolutely necessary. Even some form of half-truth was better than an outright lie.

“Rhinadei is the name by which we call this”—Varelle paused to consider— “not so much ‘land’ as philosophy. Even were I to leave here, I would still be in Rhinadei as long as I maintained my principles.”

She paused, looking around the domed chamber as if seeking someone. “You two and the falcon, is this all your company?”

Laria spoke, knowing Arasan would have difficulty admitting to “you two” when two were more like three.

“Our company includes these you see, ma’am, and two others—a woman and a wolf, though the woman would say that they are two wolves. She’s very odd that way. I’ll admit, I’m worried about them. They haven’t come back and, well, I was wondering. Could another Gatewatcher like you have found them and gotten the wrong idea? The wolf is very, very large, so large he might be taken for a monster by those who didn’t know him.”

And even, she added silently to herself, at times by those who do.

“There is no other Gatewatcher,” Varelle replied cryptically, “but in the lands surrounding this building there are hazards even a wolf—or two—would have reason to fear.”
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Blind Seer and Firekeeper felt the first tremors as they were completing their fifth round of the hill upon which stood the building holding the gate. Since neither Firekeeper’s visual scan nor Blind Seer’s olfactory survey had revealed much about their surroundings, the pair had decided to pursue a more systematic search of the area. Using the hill as a center point, they had spiraled out, each staying far enough apart that a trap would not be likely to capture or injure them both. In this way they had moved outward, gradually increasing the distance encompassed in their circles.

Their search had confirmed what they already believed—that the surrounding grasslands supported remarkably few larger creatures, either the grazers that should have been drawn to this well-watered region or the predators that would have followed them as faithfully as death does life. But of anything larger than a jackrabbit or a groundhog they found no trace. Yet the land was not ravaged as it should have been if nothing was keeping the gnawers and nibblers in check.

If the pair of scouts had been human, they would have mused aloud over possible explanations, but these two were wolves and, as with all wild creatures, the unknown was not a reason for speculation but for caution. So it was that Blind Seer and Firekeeper felt the uneasy throbbing of the ground beneath their feet well before a human would have done so.

A flock of grouse exploding from the thick grass a few paces away, the white-tailed flash of a rabbit’s rump confirmed that the sensation was not usual here. Had it been so, these prey animals would have remained frozen in the tall grass, hoping that stillness would hide them from the death that walked on four legs and two only paces away.

Firekeeper halted mid-step and knelt with her hand pressed to the ground, trying to judge from what direction the shaking came. In six moonspans since the war that had confirmed the right of the Nexus Islanders to control and administer the gates, she and Blind Seer had used both those gates and the reputation they had won in the war to see something of the lands usually lumped together as the “Old World” by those who lived in the “New.” There they had encountered creatures whose size and mass rivaled that of the elk they knew, creatures whose herd movements made the ground shake. Those creatures might be herbivores, but even wolves such as Blind Seer and Firekeeper quickly learned to respect them and get out of their way.

Blind Seer tested the vibrations against each paw in turn.

“The trembling is everywhere about us in equal measure,” he was beginning when the ground some ten paces in front of them cracked open. The next crevice opened even closer, and the two wolves backed hastily away. The shaking in the earth was growing in intensity. Firekeeper, inconvenienced by having only two legs, would have fallen had Blind Seer not slammed himself against her, giving her his own tall back to brace herself against. Her hand squeezed once in thanks, but there was no time for more.

Not content to shake and rupture, the earth began punching forth irregular slabs of rock at the two wolves. Their nostrils and mouths filled with grit, their ears with the crack and rumble of broken stone. Firekeeper jumped away from one of the broken earth’s punches. Blind Seer ducked beneath another.

“Run?” Blind Seer suggested, his fur rising in a prickling ridge from his hackles then along his back at the idea of turning tail on the unknown.

“Run,” Firekeeper agreed, “before its aim improves.”

The pair turned as one and stretched out their legs, dodging about the wider crevices, leaping long-limbed over the narrower. They were doing very well. Then as Blind Seer launched himself over a widening fissure, the soil beneath his hind legs crumbled, robbing his leap of power. Instead of landing solidly on the other side, only his forepaws touched, slipping as he scrambled for solid purchase on the broken grass. Knowing himself lost, Blind Seer did not scream or call for help as a human would have done, but composed himself to manage the fall as best he might.

But though Firekeeper might be a wolf in heart and soul, in body she was a human—and her human body had been toned and honed by challenges few humans ever met. Sensing that something untoward had happened to her partner, the wolf-woman glanced over in time to see Blind Seer fail to make his landing and begin to slide into the gaping crevice.

Firekeeper was wolf enough not to waste breath in scream or howl. Instead, she pivoted in midair, turning even as her bare feet touched the shaking ground. Flinging herself down on her belly, she shot out her left hand to grab the gigantic wolf by his scruff and stay his fall. With her right hand, she jerked her Fang from its sheath and thrust the long blade deeply into the thick grassland sod.

So anchored, the wolf-woman hauled with all her considerable strength to raise the wolf closer to the edge. Blind Seer did not struggle, only tossed back his head so that he would see when Firekeeper had pulled him close to the upper edge. As soon as he was, he put out one enormous paw, then the other in an attempt to lever himself up so as to at least take some of his weight off of Firekeeper’s left arm.

Wolves are far better climbers than most humans would be comfortable knowing, but they are neither cats nor bears, who have paws made for gripping. Moreover, Blind Seer was a very large wolf, a factor that usually served both him and Firekeeper quite well. In this circumstance, however, when his paws came to rest on the crevice’s edge, the crumbling soil broke beneath his weight, causing him to drop deeper. He heard the huff of Firekeeper’s breath as he slid, but her firm grip on the loose skin of his scruff only tightened.

Again, a human might have said something like, “Let me fall! Save yourself!” but Blind Seer knew his Firekeeper. He could smell the determination in her sweat and knew that she would fall and take her chances with him rather than deliberately letting go. She held him until the worst of the earth’s shaking abated, then shifted her center of balance.

“I am going to pull myself to my knees,” she said, “so as to raise you over the edge. Do not unbalance me by pawing at the ground. Wait until you are clear and then…”

She was moving as she spoke, her actions part of the explanation. Blind Seer forced himself to hang limp, though he longed to do anything but. Inch by tortuous inch, the wolf-woman moved from her prone position. She must move slowly, for she could not risk unbalancing and so pitching both herself and her precious charge into the depths. With trust beyond that of either human or wolf, Blind Seer waited motionless and watchful. His head had risen above the crevice’s edge when he felt Firekeeper shift her grip so that she could use both hands to hold his scruff. Again, she rebalanced, then, with one powerful thrust from two legs that were muscled from hours of running at a wolf’s mile-eating jog, she was upright, hauling up with her most of Blind Seer’s upper body. However, his legs still remained beneath the fissure’s edge, effectively useless.

Rather than attempting to raise Blind Seer higher than her head, Firekeeper staggered back, then deliberately fell so that their combined weight carried them to land in a graceless heap on the torn sod. Only then, as if it had been holding its breath and watching the struggle, did the earth resume its violent shaking.

Firekeeper roughly hugged Blind Seer, then rolled to retrieve her Fang from where it was buried blade deep in the turf. She dragged herself back to Blind Seer’s side.

“I would not do that again,” she said. “Were it any but you at risk, sweet hunter, I could not. Ah, my poor fingers and shoulders!”

Again, she did not so much speak as show in the rotating of shoulders and stretching of strained muscles how she felt. Blind Seer gave her a sloppy lick by way of thanks, but his gaze was occupied studying the land surrounding them.

“The ground is more severely broken out where we began our run. Only there does the earth stab forth those stony tusks.”

“As if warning us back,” Firekeeper replied. “I am minded of a herd with horns bent against us. Shall we see if the earth’s horned head pursues us if we meekly retreat back up the hill? We need to check on Arasan and Laria in any case—although I trust that Farborn would have come to tell us if any great danger threatened them.”

“If he could,” Blind Seer reminded, agreeing with her choice of destination by turning his feet that way. “If the ceiling of that round building shed pieces down inside, he might have been trapped or squashed.”

“We will hurry,” Firekeeper agreed, sparing a hand to stroke along the wolf’s back, reassuring herself that he was indeed safely beside her. “They may have felt the earth shake and be worried for us.”

Unspoken between them was their shared fear that something worse than the shaking earth might have attacked their friends.
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II

[image: ]ALMOST IMMEDIATELY UPON the heels of Varelle’s words, the floor began to vibrate, then to shake. Above, Farborn shrieked and launched himself into the air, cutting through the space above their heads in tight, panicked circles. Drops of white spattered the polished floor tiles.

Arasan—or the Meddler, in this case Laria could not tell them apart—spoke something that had to be a profanity, although Laria did not recognize the language. Noticing that Varelle remained calm, Laria moved to the middle of the room, inside the pattern of the falcon’s panicked flight. There she crouched to steady herself, pressing her palms to the floor, to confirm that the building felt itself secure against such situations.

Laria called to Farborn. “Calm down! This building isn’t going to fall.” She held up one arm, padded for just this purpose. “Here!”

As Farborn swept down and glided in for a landing, Varelle spoke to Laria. “You seem very confident. Aren’t you afraid there might be monsters?”

Laria didn’t care to tell a stranger—especially one who might not be a friend—why she was so certain the building was in no danger of collapsing. Mindful of not lying, she spoke around the point.

“Sure, I’m scared of monsters. I’ve seen my share. But you’re not scared, so I figured the building must be built to stand against whatever’s causing this.”

From his perch on her arm, Farborn made an approving squawk—at least Laria chose to take it as approving—and sidled up her arm to her shoulder. Once settled on the pad there, he began gently nibbling along the talons of one foot as if stating that he’d never really been afraid.

“I could,” Varelle countered, slightly nettled, “be safe from the monsters that dwell here whereas you would not be—but I will say this. You are right. This building is in no danger of collapsing, nor will any monster from without find entry.”

She smiled mysteriously. “Rhinadei would need to be destroyed for this building to fall.”

“Confident,” the Meddler said. “So you have many such earthquakes?”

Varelle was opening her mouth to reply when there was a banging at the door and Firekeeper’s husky voice called, “Laria? Farborn? Arasan? The door will not open. Let us in!”

“Your absent comrade?” Varelle said, making a small gesture toward the door with one hand. “By all means, let her in.”

Laria moved quickly, lest Varelle change her mind. From his perch on her shoulder, Farborn shrieked—doubtless communicating something about their situation to Firekeeper and Blind Seer. Glancing at the merlin, Laria used the motion to check Varelle’s reaction. To her relief, Varelle did not seem to be aware of the significance of the bird’s noises. Good. The strange woman might be powerful, but she was not omniscient.

As Laria opened the door, she said quickly—because it would be odd if she didn’t, not because she didn’t think the wolves already knew— “Firekeeper, there’s a woman here. She just appeared from nowhere. Keep a hold on Blind Seer.”

Before passing within, Firekeeper flashed Laria a quick, approving smile. Then she pulled the door wide enough to admit her and the wolf as one.

Laria was used to Firekeeper, so it wasn’t until she saw Varelle’s eyes widen in alarm—for the first time losing that aura of calm competence—that Laria considered what a very startling sight the newly arrived pair would be.

Although no more than average height and build, Firekeeper moved with a wild grace and contained power that made her instantly dominate her surroundings. Her weathered brown skin was silvered with myriad scars, her brown hair short and roughly cut. The wolf-woman’s eyes were dark brown, almost black. There was something about her gaze—simultaneously unfocused and yet preternaturally alert—that made her seem other than human.

The enormous grey wolf who padded at Firekeeper’s side did nothing to alleviate this impression of inhumanity, for he moved with the woman as an equal, not a pet or a servant. His blue eyes studied the room with evident intelligence, almost seeming more human in the directness of their gaze than those of his human-born companion.

At this moment, neither of the wolves looked their best. Firekeeper showed several fresh scrapes and her clothing—for all that she preferred to wear attire made from soft but strong doeskin—was scuffed and showed small tears along the front. Blind Seer’s fur was matted with streaks of damp clay, especially in the vicinity of his forelegs. That he had not found opportunity to clean himself spoke volumes about the haste in which the pair had made their return. When he had the opportunity, the wolf was as scrupulously clean as a cat.

Firekeeper did not introduce herself as a human might, certainly feeling that the new arrival would have just heard Laria speak her name and that of Blind Seer, so words on her part were unnecessary. Instead, she faced Varelle and, with the faintest tilt of her head—a gesture mirrored by Blind Seer—invited the stranger to introduce herself.

After a long pause, Varelle did. “I am Varelle, the Gatewatcher. I am pleased to meet you.”

Firekeeper snorted. “Then why you make the earth shake and throw itself at us? We—I—cannot think it is chance that you come, then this happens.”

Varelle neither denied nor confirmed Firekeeper’s accusation, only said with a resumption of her former, superior calm, “Rhinadei does not care for trespassers. What is left to me is to discover whether your trespass was by chance or purpose. How did you come here?”

Firekeeper increased the tilt of her head, the gesture making clear she wondered at Varelle’s lack of intelligence. “By the gate—the one there. I wonder more how you come here, for you did not come from outside, and there is no scent of you within that is not new.”

“I am the Gatewatcher,” Varelle repeated cryptically and was, Laria thought, slightly disappointed that Firekeeper did not ask what that meant.

Varelle didn’t answer even as much as she did to us with that bit about a “gate made of need,” Laria thought cynically. Firekeeper makes Varelle nervous in a way we didn’t so she’s taking refuge in being the lady of mystery.

“Before your arrival,” Varelle went on, “your friends told me you came from the Nexus Islands.”

Firekeeper shrugged in a manner that said, “Do you expect me to say otherwise?” Then her expression shifted from guarded to alight with curiosity and enthusiasm. “Shall we talk together now—all of us? You tell us about this place we have come to, we tell you about the Nexus Islands and how it is there. You do not need to be afraid. We are very friendly.”

Arasan laughed, his mouth widening in his most appealing grin—and Arasan could be very appealing when he chose.

“Firekeeper’s right, Varelle. You scared us, appearing like that when we were all but certain that this area was deserted. Perhaps we should make a fresh start.” He looked around but, other than the gate itself, the building was devoid of furnishings. “We could unroll a few blankets, have a meeting of—if not minds and hearts—at least of shared information. What do you say?”

Laria half-expected the Meddler to add some clever quip or sardonic jibe, then realized that he and Arasan would be doing their best to conceal their unusual dual nature. Not wanting her silence to be taken for distrust, Laria offered Varelle a tentative smile.

“You did seem to have questions for us. Why don’t we try talking?”

Or are you just keeping an eye on us until the guards show up?

“I do have questions,” Varelle agreed, her expression softening, “and I may be able to answer some of yours. First though, you say you came from the Nexus Islands. Why now? Why after such a very long time?”

“That,” Arasan said, going over to his pack and unfastening his bedroll, which he offered to Varelle with a flourish, “is a long story.”

 

Laria seated herself on her own bedroll and composed herself to listen as Arasan began his tale. Before they had left the Nexus Islands, there had been considerable discussion as to how much information could be shared and why some things should be held back. Now as Arasan—a teller of tales and singer of songs by choice—began to spin these facts into a narrative for their—host? judge?—all the rest of them could do was hope that his tale would not contain elements that would clash with some local taboo.

Arasan began by asking Varelle if she knew how, many centuries ago, the Nexus Islands had been adopted as a location where gates from various locations would meet, thus sparing those long-ago enchanters the need to create gates to each and every place of interest. When Varelle nodded, he asked if she knew of the great illness—sometimes called the Fire Plague, querinalo, Divine Retribution, or many other names—that had swept the world over a century before, killing many and crippling the ability of magic to function through much of the world.

This time Varelle’s response was noncommittal but, as she didn’t ask him to explain further, Arasan merely spoke on, explaining how when the damage from querinalo had been at its most extreme the Nexus Islands had been abandoned. The islands and their nexus of gates had only been rediscovered and put to use again some fifteen or so years before—and had been a source of contention ever since.

The bulk of the rest of Arasan’s tale was centered around how the summer—their summer, Rhinadei’s winter—before, the Nexus Islands had come into the care of their current custodians.

“Once differences of opinion were settled,” he concluded, “as settled as possession of such a strategically sensitive location can ever be—the current ruling council decided to allocate resources for examining those gates whose end points were unknown or that had not been opened for a great deal of time. In this way, we discovered the gate that brought us here.”

Varelle shook her head, not in disbelief but in amazement. “I hardly know where to begin with my questions. You didn’t have any difficulty finding this gate? Our belief was that the other side was either hidden or perhaps even destroyed.”

Firekeeper’s response was a dry laugh. “Oh, we not sniff it out first, nor second. We open and go through many gates. This one—when we found it—was on a little island, easily overlooked. Also, it looks as if it had been buried away to be forgotten.”

“And that didn’t make you reluctant to open it?”

Laria held her breath. Was Firekeeper going to mention how the gate had been nearly impossible to open? They’d agreed that telling this would be unwise. Rather than letting those on the other side know they had the power—or at least one of their allies did—to force the powerful spells that had sealed the gate, they had decided that they should leave the impression that the wards had decayed over time.

But what Firekeeper said next might have been—judging by Varelle’s reaction—even worse. “When we find this gate, when we read what is written near it, we think on the other side is a place we have been seeking—a place nearly lost to time.”

The manner in which Firekeeper rested her left hand on Blind Seer’s head indicated to those who knew her that by “we” she meant herself and the blue-eyed wolf in particular. Laria didn’t think that Varelle caught the subtlety. Laria waited, breath tight in her lungs, as Varelle turned her shrewd gaze fully upon the wolf-woman.
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“This place? Do you mean Rhinadei?”

“Interest and fear both,” Blind Seer reported. “Stalk carefully, dear heart.”

In acknowledgement, Firekeeper gently squeezed where her hand rested half-buried in the thick fur of Blind Seer’s shoulders, but she knew he could not help but scent her excitement.

“A place,” she began, trying to find the right words, “whose name we did not find. A place hinted at in many places, many stories, but whose trail was brushed out almost as soon as we would find it.”

“A legend, then,” Varelle said, her inflection casual, even dismissive. “A myth.”

“We have hunted legends to life before,” Firekeeper said, unwilling to swallow this wolfish boast. “Our hunts have been more for the cause of others, less for ourselves, but this one he and I”—she indicated Blind Seer with a toss of her head— “want for reasons of our own.”

“Firekeeper…” Arasan began, his tone urging caution, but Firekeeper shook her head. If this “Rhinadei” was the place she and Blind Seer had begun to suspect existed, she wasn’t about to stop her hunt with sniffing about the edges.

She looked directly at Varelle. “What do you know of magic?”

Varelle met the question with a broad smile that nonetheless held challenge rather than friendliness. “Ask me what I know of today’s weather or how the seasons change or some other routine thing. The telling would be easier—shorter, too.”

Once words such as these would have made Firekeeper uneasy and caused Blind Seer to growl, but the pair had run many a long mile since those days. Now Varelle’s words—and the brag that lurked beneath them—lit hope, not fear, in Firekeeper’s heart.

“We know something of magic, too,” she replied, locking Varelle’s gaze with her own. “But we do not always like what we know. When we look for traces of other ways, we find few who think our hunting of such good or wise. They have their ways. When we look for another way, even that we do look for another way—this is taken as a challenge. Most will not help. Many become angry.”

“This Varelle’s scent holds touches of curiosity now,” Blind Seer reported, “but Arasan is growing more uneasy with every word you speak. Laria is frightened.”

Firekeeper had expected both reactions. Back on the Nexus Islands, she had argued in favor of her and Blind Seer making this passage alone, but others had not thought this wise. Indeed, Virim would not agree to release the seals on the gate until she and Blind Seer had sworn they would bring the others along.

Even our friends do not trust us to put the interests of the Nexus Islands pack before those of we two, and who is to say they are wrong? Blind Seer feels the need for this search with all his heart, and what his heart desires, mine does as well.

When the tense silence had held for long breaths, Varelle chose to let a little of her curiosity show. “I will not put words in your mouth, Firekeeper. Tell me openly what it is that you know of magic yet do not like.”

Firekeeper glanced at Laria, Farborn, and Arasan. Arasan and Farborn both dipped their heads to indicate that she should speak on. Laria echoed them a moment later but, where she clearly thought it out of sight, one hand clenched and unclenched, expressing an apprehension she wouldn’t voice.

And no wonder, since if I speak wrongly, who knows what may happen? Ah, well… You can’t take a summer-fat buck without risking the sharpness of his tines.

“Talk!” Blind Seer demanded. “As the proverb says, ‘Rabbits may be safe prey, but in that safety the pack will starve.’”

Firekeeper nodded and faced Varelle once more. “You have heard of the Nexus Islands. Arasan told you of those who held the place and its gates before us: the Once Dead, especially those who called themselves the Spell Wielders. It is from them and those like them that we of the New World learned of magic, for in our lands all magic except for talents born into a person had become unknown.”

“So I recall,” Varelle confirmed. “You explained that you came from colonies—former colonies, rather—that were controlled in part by how the rulers restricted any knowledge of the more complex magical arts, spellcasting in particular.”

“I did not say,” Firekeeper corrected, wanting to avoid even the slightest accusation of lying, “but Arasan did, and he knows the most about history of any in our company.”

Did Varelle smile slightly at this careful correction? If so, Firekeeper tried hard not to be offended.

Blind Seer shifted against Firekeeper. “Tell!” he said, the word and the accompanying growl one and the same.

Firekeeper stroked him, the caress holding promise and soothing both. As much as this search meant to her, for Blind Seer it meant more. If not for him, she would have likely given up, whereas she suspected that he would continue until death took breath from his lungs.

“All spell using magic we have seen shares one thing, no matter how different in other ways. It burns living energy, especially as found in fresh blood, the way a fire uses wood. More, in some types of magic, the fuel and the fire cannot be pulled apart. Even more than with a fire, the one—or so we are told—cannot live without the other. This is something we do not like.”

Varelle seemed to understand Firekeeper’s explanation but the Meddler—Firekeeper was certain it was him, even without the almost inaudible rumble of Blind Seer’s growl coming to her through where her hand rested on his back as confirmation—must speak out and clarify.

“What Firekeeper means is that, in all the magic as the art is practiced in the present, in the lands we have encountered, we have not been able to find any that is not intertwined to a greater or lesser extent with blood magic.”

“Except for talents,” Laria hastened to clarify.

“And even those,” the Meddler said ruthlessly, “may rely on a version of blood magic—in those cases the life force of the person who employs the talent. In circumstances where the user extends his or her talent outward—such as when Sir Jared Surcliffe uses his healing talent—the user is often exhausted by the effort.”

Varelle nodded. “When earlier you spoke of the illness that for a time wiped magic from the Old Countries and the New alike, you glossed over the details—and rightly, for that did not fit your tale’s focus. Now, I must ask—were those with talents as likely to become ill as those who had the ability to cast spells?”

Arasan—back in control, Firekeeper sensed with relief; she would not have wished to force the Meddler into silence in front of Varelle, since that would likely involve revealing Arasan’s uncomfortable dual nature—spoke. “As best as we have been able to tell, initially those with talents also became ill. For most of those who recovered, this meant losing their talent. However, the talented were the first to safely resist the plague—at least in the New World, where the Plague was much less virulent.”

“Doubtless,” Varelle said, “because those with stronger abilities were exported to the Old World, so the chance of a child being born with a magical gift diminished over time, and even those gifts that manifested were likely to be the weaker or more specialized.”

Firekeeper knew that why various people caught querinalo was much more complicated, but what Varelle didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. After all, the risk of querinalo killing anyone was much reduced from what it had been. Instead, aware of the rumble of Blind Seer’s growl, Firekeeper asked her question.

“Because of the Once Dead and those who used magic cruelly, we do not care for blood magic. But magic can be useful. We seek ways to do magic that is spell magic, but spell magic that does not use blood magic. Do you know any of this lore?”

Varelle looked so stern that Firekeeper believed that once again their search would come to nothing, but her reply was unlike what they had heard before.

“Why do you think I would know anything about this?”

Firekeeper answered Varelle with wolfish directness. “We have learned—found traces of, rather—that long ago there was a conflict. This conflict was not a fight with weapons, but of ways of thinking between those who practiced blood magic and those who would not do so. Not able to change the thinking of those who thought blood magic was best, these others went away. Most of those we ask believe these tales are as you said before, a legend, a myth, a…”

She paused, searching for a word to express a difficult concept that had come up frequently in the debates on the Nexus Islands. Arasan supplied it.

“An allegory.”

“That!” Firekeeper vigorously nodded her thanks. “But we think this fight between ways of thinking is not allegory. We think it may be something that actually happened. Maybe if we can find this outlier pack then we can learn other ways from them.”

Varelle looked interested, but Firekeeper did not need Blind Seer’s nose to tell her the Gatewatcher was far from won over. “If, as you say, this happened long ago, why would these ‘outliers’ have survived? Wouldn’t the plague you have told me of have damaged them as severely as it did the spell users in your Old and New Countries?”

Firekeeper frowned. “Maybe harmed, yes, but I—we—think not harmed as bad. We have learned that the Plague is worse for those who use blood magic. Those who do not—like with the talents—may become ill but do not die as often.”

“Also,” Arasan put in, “although querinalo attacks those with magic, it persisted in the Old World long after it had vanished from the New. It is completely possible that this legendary community may not have experienced querinalo at all—or if they did, they may have recovered more quickly and with less devastating results.”

Varelle nodded. In that nod Firekeeper read the thoughts of one who weighs and balances old knowledge against new. “So the users of blood magic were unable to use magic for a long time—and only relatively recently have those skilled in the art had time to learn how to use it. But now… You say that the threat from this querinalo is gone?”

“Not gone,” Firekeeper clarified, “but is much smaller.”

“Yet you honestly desire the knowledge of the non-blood magical arts?”

Exasperated at being asked to repeat herself, the wolf-woman huffed. “So I say.”

“But I detect traces of blood magic use among you,” Varelle protested. “You—or some of you—already know the art and have used it recently.”

“I told you,” Firekeeper said, making no effort to hide her exasperation, “where we were before, blood magic is the only spell magic widely known. Even those who claim to use other forms often combine these with the use of blood. To open the gate, we must use what we have or stop before the hunt begins. So we use blood magic.”

“So it was, so it is, so it will probably always be,” Varelle said, so softly that she might have been speaking to herself. “Still…”

She held frozen in thought, one finger tracing a river of silver through her dark hair as if it would lead her through a maze. At last she nodded decisively.

“Stay here while I consult others of Rhinadei. At the very least, they must have confirmation that the ancient gate between here and the Nexus Islands has been forced open. As for the rest of what you ask…” Varelle shook her head, not in negation or even in disbelief, but as if by doing so she could settle new information to fit among what she already knew.

For Firekeeper, who had been required to adapt her own beliefs more times than she cared to admit in the years since she had accepted herself as human as well as wolf, the process was a familiar one. She felt only sympathy for Varelle—and appreciation regarding her willingness to attempt adapting.

“We stay,” Firekeeper promised. “For how long you ask us to wait?”

“A day. Two at most. You have food?”

“We brought ample supplies,” Arasan said.

“Even though the gate is right there?”

Arasan shrugged. “Theoretically, the gate means that the Nexus Islands are only a few steps away but, in our explorations of long-closed gates, we’ve learned that it is wise to prepare as if an immediate return may not be possible.”

Varelle looked tempted by the tale implied in Arasan’s words, but only sighed. “This time you might find you have difficulty reopening the gate. Rhinadei does not love blood magic. It is a good thing you have decided of your own accord to stay. You should be comfortable enough. There is a well holding pure water out in the gardens. If you stay close to this building and its grounds, you will be in no danger. If you go out further…”

The spread of the long, graceful fingers of her hands was eloquent. Then, without further speech, Varelle turned and walked briskly around the side of one of the massive pylons that marked the edge of the gate. She did not reappear and, when Farborn swept over to check if she had slipped into hiding, he found no trace of her.
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“Was she even here?” Laria asked when Firekeeper translated the merlin’s report.

“She was,” Firekeeper confirmed. “We—especially Blind Seer—catch her scent. She was here, but now she is not.”

“You handled the discussion very well, Firekeeper,” Arasan said with a lopsided grin. “I felt almost useless. One of the reasons I was chosen for this expedition was my winning personality and diplomatic gifts. The other was because of my knowledge of languages, but Varelle spoke Liglimosh as well as any resident of the Nexus Islands.”

“Too well,” the Meddler said from the same mouth. “Her manner of speech was even idiomatically similar. Trust one who has seen generations go by: languages change. The Liglimosh of the Nexus Islands has changed more than most because of all the cultures that cross there, adopting words and terms freely. Varelle was certainly using some form of translation magic—and a powerful version as well, for she had no need to touch us or…”

He paused, showing unwonted delicacy for him, and Firekeeper finished for him, “Or ask for our blood.”

Laria offered a half-formed thought. “Varelle called herself the Gatewatcher. I bet that being skilled with this translation magic is part of her job. I bet she’s more like a lurker than just a watcher—that she listened to us talk until she had whatever she needed to make her spell work. I mean, what use would a greeter be who couldn’t understand what the new arrivals said?”

“Wisely spoken,” Firekeeper said. Beside her, Blind Seer gave his wolfish nod and panted approval. “I think you are right about her listening. Yet, whatever her spell, she did not make it so that she understood what Blind Seer or Farborn say.”

Emboldened by her elders’ approval, Laria rose from her seat on her bedroll. “I bet that appearing out of nowhere—or seeming to do so—has to go with the job as well. I wonder if I can find a trace of Varelle’s door? It’s possible that she simply vanishes, but if she could do that, why would she have walked away from us? Wouldn’t it be more impressive if she just vanished?”

“A good point,” Arasan said. “Why don’t you snoop around while I set up a proper camp? If we’re being watched, there’s not much we can do about it, so we might as well try to learn what we can about our hosts.”

“I doubt that Varelle is watching now,” the Meddler added. “Think about it. Unless this gate gets a lot more use than her reaction seemed to indicate, then her post must be largely ceremonial. If she’s raced off to report, we may have the first privacy we’ve had since our arrival.”

“Laria should sniff about,” Firekeeper agreed, adding, “I saw a hearth outside, not large but large enough. It is enclosed against the wind, with a chimney. A fire there is better than smoke here. We will go and make a fire, then wait for dawn. When it comes, Farborn says he wishes to fly out more and see if the uneasy land rises for a falcon as it did for wolves.”

 

Laria waited until the wolves and falcon had departed, and Arasan had busied himself burrowing through their packs. In addition to camping gear, food, water, and changes of clothing, there were also small boxes of items meant for trade or to serve as gifts. Doubtless he would look through these to find a trinket to offer Varelle when—if—she returned.

For a brief moment, Laria considered asking Arasan if he needed help, but she knew she was only stalling. The truth was, she was deeply conflicted about her own talent. It had awakened during the conflict between the Nexus Islanders and the forces led by King Bryessidan of the Mires. Most of the children had been evacuated via one of the gates to the New World. Laria, who at age thirteen and a half was considered on the cusp of adulthood by the harsh rules of the Spell Wielders, had asked to remain, saying that there were more than enough among the elderly, invalid, and children younger than herself to manage the refugee camp.

The forces defending the Nexus Islands had been spread thinly enough that permission had been granted. Laria had been assigned to run messages between the base and various scattered forces. It was upon returning from one such errand that she had encountered her father, Ollaris, being carried into the infirmary on a stretcher.

Laria didn’t need to see the despairing expression on the face of Zebel, the chief of the medical team, to know that her father was dying. She delivered her message, was excused from duty, and went to hold her father as Ollaris bled out his life. Then, numbed with grief, she had rejoined the messengers.

It was during those concluding hours of the battle that Laria’s talent had awakened. As she ran from place to place, she found herself experiencing brief visions of what had happened on the blood-soaked ground. At the time, she put these visions aside as imaginative artifacts born of exhaustion and strain. When the visions continued even weeks after, coming upon her with a suddenness that would leave Laria frozen within a reality more real than that which surrounded her, or bent over clawing at the ground, the fact that she had been changed could not be ignored.

Laria’s visions were not of possible futures such as tormented the jaguar Truth, but were instead linked to actual occurrences. Where Truth could read the future, Laria could sometimes touch the past. Given that much of the past of the Nexus Islands was not a pleasant thing, she found herself randomly bombarded with images of events she would rather forget. Worse were those times when Laria was tempted to sink into images of happier days gone by, when Ollaris had been alive, when she had been safe—or so her child self had believed—within the protection of her family.

“Was it being bathed in Papa’s blood that did it?” Laria asked herself. “Is my ‘gift’—if you can call it that—a type of blood magic, then?”

She’d never asked and no one had ever offered this as an explanation. Talents did sometimes awaken in times of great stress. Ironically, now that the residents of the Nexus Islands were protected against querinalo, Laria could not even hope for a bout of fever to burn her “gift” from her. She must deal with it or let it deal with her.

With the practicality that typified the new Nexus Islands’ community, once Laria’s talent and the pain it caused her had been recognized, someone who could teach her how to handle it had been sought. The jaguar, Truth, was no help, for Truth’s gift as often ruled her, rather than her it, but Truth had suggested an unlikely tutor.

“Give Laria to the Meddler’s care. She may be helped—or not—but in many streams these two swim together to our greater benefit.”

Laria was not the only one who noticed that Truth did not say the association would be to Laria’s benefit but, by then, she hardly cared. Her mother and younger siblings had tried to help her. Sadly, their presence was among the hardest for Laria to bear. Like her, they mourned Ollaris but, unlike her, they were seeking to move ahead, where Laria’s every step contained snares binding her to the past.

However, the Meddler—whether because his vanity was pricked or because he wanted to prove his value to the still suspicious Nexus Islanders or for some mysterious reason of his own—had worked hard to help Laria. His first lesson had been forcing her to face the reality of her talent. With cruel bluntness no one else used he said, “Either you will master it or it will master you. Give up any hope that you’ll wake up one day and find it gone.”

Common sense as the words might seem, they were harder to accept than Laria could have imagined, perhaps because so much else had changed in the last year. Even with the Meddler’s warning, Laria fantasized about awakening to find her talent gone. Only when she accepted that this was because her talent being gone would also, somehow, mean that Ollaris was alive, that she had never felt him go unmoving and so terribly limp, only then could she begin to accept her talent.

Through long talks during which Laria told the Meddler much about her earlier years, Meddler deduced another reason Laria resisted accepting her talent. In the Nexus Islands ruled by the Spell Wielding Once Dead, Laria showing a talent would have promoted her out of the ranks of the Never Lived, who served the sorcerers. If Laria had survived querinalo with her talent intact she would have been promoted to one of the Once Dead—although lower-ranking, since talents were considered lesser than spellcasting. Thus, with the awakening of her talent, Laria felt on some level that she had joined the ranks of those who had oppressed her family and friends.

The Meddler didn’t try to reason with Laria about this—perhaps by demonstrating how not all Once Dead were terrible or how she hadn’t chosen her talent. He simply scoffed at her for holding onto such an idiotic idea, then moved into teaching Laria how to buffer her sensitivity to her surroundings so that she could choose what images she would receive, rather than being victim to any place saturated with significant experiences.

Although the Meddler—and eventually Arasan with him—had been a patient teacher, Laria still sometimes relapsed into her former depression. Thus, when the Meddler had insisted on accompanying Firekeeper through this particularly troubling gate—and when Firekeeper in turn had insisted on taking him with her—Laria had been included in their company.

Firekeeper had even welcomed the younger woman, saying, “This Laria should be a help, I think.” But Laria wasn’t sure exactly how Firekeeper and Blind Seer expected her to be any help. When she confided in her mother that maybe the wolf-woman was just being kind, Ikitata had shaken her head in violent disagreement.

“Kind? That one? Where life and death are concerned, there is no kindness in wolves. I would be less willing to trust you to Firekeeper’s care if there were.”

So Laria had joined Firekeeper, Blind Seer, the Meddler/Arasan, and Farborn. Now, as Laria placed her palm over the smooth tiles near where Varelle had vanished, she sent her extra sense forward as much from a hope that she would feel less useless than from the belief she would learn anything useful.
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When Firekeeper and Blind Seer ducked into the domed gate building to report that a small fire had been lit in the outdoor hearth, and that dawn was pinking the horizon in a direction they could now call “east,” they found Laria slumped on her bedroll, her back against the wall. The girl smelled of exhaustion, but the shadow of depression that so often lingered on her rounded, still girlish, features had been replaced by bright interest.

When Firekeeper finished her report, Arasan said, “Excellent! Can you fill a kettle and put it on? I’d like to make tea for Laria. She’s beat—but she has learned something about this building’s history.”

Firekeeper dashed out with the fat-bodied kettle, returning a few moments later. “Is heating. The hearth even have a hook for such kettles. Laria, what have you learned?”

Laria spoke quickly, as if afraid someone would interrupt. “First, I found Varelle’s gate. It’s not at all obvious—not like that”—she swung an arm to indicate the gate through which they had arrived— “but there’s definitely a gate there.”

“How could you tell?” Arasan asked. “Are there markings you could show the rest of us, so we’d know where to find it?”

“No markings. It’s more like a feeling.” Laria shrugged. “There’s a sort of prickly feeling filling the area. I could mark the boundaries but, since I don’t think we can use that gate, why let them know we’ve found it?”

Blind Seer tilted his head in a wordless question, and Laria replied. “It feels as if the gate is keyed to one person.”

Blind Seer said, “That makes sense. Why protect this area with shaking earth and great fissures if anyone could leave through a gate that could be sniffed out by a sharp nose? Bears growl loudest when they have cubs to protect.”

Firekeeper translated for Blind Seer, adding, “Although we think that, without your gift, sniffing out the gate and how it is keyed would be difficult.”

Laria was obviously relieved at being believed. “But that’s not all I learned. This building may be deserted now, but it isn’t always. I could feel”—she waved one hand to shape a whirlwind in the air—“a great number of people parading or dancing around the span of the building. The parade went out the door, then came back in. When I probed deeper, I could feel layer upon layer of the same ritual—if it was a ritual, that is, a magical ritual—going back as far as I could touch. When I came around, back to now, I was actually surprised to find all this clean, polished tile. The emptiness is deceptive. This place is drifted deep in intent.”

“What sort of intent?” Arasan asked.

Laria fingered the violet ribbon in her hair. “That was harder to sort out. There was protectiveness, but also joy, but it was a joy all mixed up with defiance and even desperation.”

“So, if you sensed people working a magical ritual, it’s a complex one,” Arasan mused. “The ritual might serve more than one purpose. Perhaps it’s some sort of communal binding? Varelle spoke as if the philosophy of Rhinadei and the actual physical location were tangled up with each other. Maybe you’d better not probe too much more into that ‘drift’ you felt. It wouldn’t be a good thing if you triggered some sort of ward.”

The Meddler added, “Other than the wards we’ve already tripped, that is. Varelle didn’t appear by chance. Also, she didn’t have any opportunity to do the spell that chased Blind Seer and Firekeeper back here. If she could do something that complex without showing any strain, she’s more powerful than…”

“You?” Firekeeper asked innocently. The humans would only hear her teasing tone, but Blind Seer could smell the underlying tension in her sweat.

“Many, many are more powerful than I am,” the Meddler protested. “I was going to say ‘More powerful than any single spellcaster we’ve met to this point.’”

That sobered everyone. They’d all met some very powerful people indeed. Blind Seer had overheard apprehensive speculation as to what might happen when many of the next generation came of age without the moderating influence—or culling—of querinalo. It seemed completely possible that the horrors recounted in the grandmother’s tales he and Firekeeper had enjoyed so much—precisely because they were impossible—might one day become reality.

“The reality of those powerful ones is why,” Blind Seer reminded Firekeeper in wolf speech, “we need to find those who can teach me how to work spells without my needing to fall into the enticement offered by blood magic. If we cannot, I may need to follow a trail I dread could lead me to prey I cannot defeat.”

Firekeeper hugged him. Blind Seer could feel in the strength of her arms that she believed he could master any challenge—even the temptations offered by blood magic. But then she had never felt the seductive lure of using another’s power as he had. He was not nearly as certain how prudent he would be—especially if Firekeeper was endangered.

Sniffing the outside air, Blind Seer scented the freshening dew that indicated dawn. Without, the early light would be washing away that uncomfortable array of alien stars. From where he had been listening in the boughs of a tree near the open door, Farborn chuckled and chortled his confirmation that there was now light enough for him to attempt wider aerial surveillance. He added that the kettle had been boiling for some small time now.

Firekeeper sprang to her feet, darted out the door, and returned holding the steaming kettle by a thick rag wrapped around its curved metal handle.

“I am listening so hard, I forget,” she apologized. “Make tea while we go out to watch Farborn fly.”

In the pale light, they could see that the once broken earth now lay smooth and uninterrupted, only faint breaks in the tall grass or a heap of dirt or gravel testifying to the reality of her and Blind Seer’s recent peril. As Blind Seer had done, Farborn structured his flight in a gradually expanding spiral.

“Farborn has reached near where the earth rejected us,” Blind Seer said by the cant of his ears. “Will it know of his passage?”

For the course of the one more partial spiral, it seemed as if their surroundings would indeed be indifferent to the small falcon’s passage. Then, although the ground remained still, the air itself took exception to Farborn’s flight. Increasingly violent gusts battered the merlin from above, seeking to drive him against the earth, which, as if a creature that could grow mouths at will, began to gape and snap.

Firekeeper was about to race to the bird’s rescue, but Blind Seer stayed her with teeth gripping the base of her leather top and a low growl.

“No, sweet Firekeeper! Let Farborn prove himself. That falcon would rather lose one of those elegant, sharp-edged wings or his very life than need rescue so early in our venture. And I think…”

What Blind Seer thought became evident a few breaths later. Farborn dove as he might in a courting dance, using a berm of earth thrust up after one of the ground’s snaps to block the greater force of the gusts. Then he spun, leveling out to sweep a middle passage above the snapping earth and the heaving air.

Blind Seer had remembered that—unlike the peregrine Elation who relied on dives and the weight of her body to fell her prey—the merlin most often snatched smaller birds directly from the air. That speed and the ability to refine his course served Farborn well in this crisis. Once the merlin’s retreat was confirmed, the attacks by earth and air diminished. By the time the bird had landed on his favored tree near the door, the attacking elements were settling back into their more usual seeming lack of purpose.

“So,” Arasan said, blowing gently on the handleless pottery mug of fruit-scented tea he cupped between his hands, “there is a ward, definitely a ward, but one meant more to warn than to slay.”

“That’s good, right?” Laria asked from where she leaned against the building’s wall and sipped her own tea. “I mean that these Rhinadei people don’t want to kill anyone who’s willing to retreat, right?”

“I wish I was so sure this indicates an unwillingness to kill,” Arasan admitted. “They might wish to interrogate any intruders. Remember, Varelle arrived alone to meet us. If it were not for those wards, Firekeeper and Blind Seer could have run beyond her reach. This would have forced Varelle either to fight or to neutralize the three of us before going after them. This way we were all neatly contained, giving her the opportunity to judge us.”

“Point.” Laria sighed. “I hope we passed her first examination.”

“Well,” the Meddler offered, “we didn’t attack her or threaten her. Hopefully, that counted in our favor.”

“I wonder,” Laria said, pouring herself more tea, “how long we’ll need to wait before she comes back. She’ll need to answer some of our questions then, right?”

“Let them,” Firekeeper suggested, “ask us their questions first. Humans give away so much by what they say or not say. We have already given this Varelle much to think on. Now, maybe, she will give us something in return.”


[image: ]

III

[image: ]VARELLE RETURNED ON the later edge of her promised two days. Laria knew that she was not the only one who had begun to wonder if the Gatewatcher would return at all. Their days had not been idle, though. They had recorded all the inscriptions, drawn the gate building in detail, and mapped to within a handspan or so the warded area that was their prison.

Island born and island raised, Laria and Farborn found the geographic constraints on their activities easy to bear, as did Arasan who had lived much of the last decade on the Nexus Islands. Firekeeper and the Meddler clearly felt trapped. Laria found it impossible to tell what Blind Seer felt, since the wolf spent much time asleep or wrestling with Firekeeper, seeming at these times very little a sorcerer in training and very much a large dog.

Nonetheless, the wolf was the first to detect Varelle when she returned. The humans were outside, soaking up the sun’s warmth, since this early in the spring the interior of the domed structure that held the gate could get very chilly. Farborn had been almost obsessive about keeping watch over the gate, but the merlin did need to hunt. It was during one of his ventures out after the small seed-eaters that were plentiful in the tall grasses that the Gatewatcher made her reappearance.

If Blind Seer greeted her with a low rumbling growl, Laria could hardly blame him, for on Varelle’s heels as she stepped into visibility were two large, broad-shouldered figures clad head to foot in smooth-surfaced, insectoid-styled armor. That each carried a long-shafted barbed spear and wore an oval shield over their left arm did not help them seem particularly unthreatening.

Varelle remained unarmed and unarmored as she had been before, but not one of them doubted that from the first the Gatewatcher had been thoroughly protected. Only a fool would confront strangers without a means of defense and, whatever else these people of Rhinadei were, Laria didn’t think they were fools.

As she walked forward, Varelle raised both hands in a “no weapons” gesture that was rendered empty by her definitely armed escort.

“I’m sorry I took so long to return. Your advent, while not unanticipated, generated tremendous debate.”

“Fruitful debate, I hope,” Arasan replied in his most polished manner, “for us as well as for you and your associates. Will you introduce us?”

Varelle’s deep sigh seemed to indicate that she was not precisely happy at having an escort. “This is Wjem and this is Mata. They are here as much to bear witness to my actions as to offer any threat to you.”

“When first you came, we do not offer threat,” Firekeeper said, her words husky with a growl to match Blind Seer’s. “Why would we change?”

“Because I am here to present you with the terms by which you may enter more of Rhinadei than this building and its grounds. There was concern that if you did not care for our terms, you might attempt to force the issue.”

“By taking hostage,” Firekeeper said. “Using love to bind is a cruel, human tactic. Wolves are more honest.”

“Perhaps.” Varelle’s tone was coolly noncommittal. “Would you care to hear our terms?”

Nods from Firekeeper and Blind Seer, a jerking bob from Farborn, who had come to rest on the tree near the door, and Arasan’s courtly, “We would welcome it,” were echoed by Laria’s soft “Sure.”

They gathered in the building, seating themselves on unrolled bedding. Firekeeper sat with her arm thrown loosely over Blind Seer’s back, while the wolf stretched full-length on the stone tiles. They both appeared completely relaxed, but Laria had seen the pair spring into action from just this pose. Farborn glided to perch on the ledge where dome met walls.

Varelle flourished open a campstool that Wjem presented her, then seated herself to face them, ignoring the armored pair who flanked her a pace behind, their spears at rest but not at ease.

Blind Seer eyed Wjem and Mata, and panted what Laria suspected was laughter, especially when Firekeeper reached to gently tweak one of his perked, slightly forward-tilted ears.

Varelle began her explanation before she was settled. “My understanding is that you came through the gate to learn where it led, as well as what manner of people—if any—lived on the other side. A secondary goal was this search Firekeeper mentioned—to find people who practiced spellcasting that did not rely upon blood magic.”

Nods from Arasan and Laria, but Firekeeper didn’t make even that token response. According to what Laria had learned, Firekeeper was much more tolerant of human chatter than she once had been, so Laria wondered. Was the wolf-woman really as bored as she seemed or was this a ploy to make, if not Varelle, her armored companions, underestimate her?

Varelle took out a scroll tube and uncoiled a stiff sheet of parchment from within. As she spoke, she periodically consulted it.

“Surely you may consider the first part of your mission complete. You know where the gate leads, and have probably deduced that these lands are on the far side of the world. Therefore, we offer no immediate threat either to you of the Nexus Islands or to your allies whether in the Old World or the New. The reason the gate was sealed on this side is because we felt no need for contact with other cultures.

“However”—Varelle raised one finger— “now that contact has been made between us, and even though that contact seems to be from the most innocent of intents, we of Rhinadei are not children to believe that we can stick our heads under a pillow and what is out of sight will truly vanish. Indeed, during the debates over the last two days, some pointed out that a refusal to initiate at least limited contact with you and those you represent might arouse the very interest some of our number wish to discourage.”

Wjem, the armored figure to Varelle’s left, shifted slightly. Laria wondered if Varelle’s last words had significantly departed from her prepared script. If so, what warning was contained in that short phrase?

Or maybe I’m simply paranoid, Laria thought, swallowing a grin that might be misinterpreted. That armor looks very dramatic, but it’s probably stifling.

Varelle continued speaking. “After much discussion, it was decided that if you wish more extensive contact with us, then you must meet a challenge of our choosing. I will warn you here and now—it will be dangerous. If you do not succeed, it could well cost you your lives.”

“Sounds like something from a ballad,” Arasan commented, his manner easy. “Mysterious emissary, possibly mortal challenge. If we succeed at this challenge, what will we gain?”

Varelle’s lips shaped a slight smile. “If you succeed, then you will be treated as guests and given opportunity to learn more about Rhinadei. Perhaps commerce between our groups will begin then, perhaps not. At the very least, you will fully understand why that gate was so hidden, so sealed, so—we had hoped—forgotten. We might even suggest someone who could teach you about forms of magic that don’t involve the use of blood.”

Laria frowned to herself. Although Varelle had done her best to hide it, when she’d mentioned a teacher, she’d seemed excited? Agitated? Although Laria wasn’t sure about the emotion, she felt certain the bland phrasing hid something. Arasan must have noticed, too, but when he spoke he gave no indication. Laria heard the Meddler in his next question.

“And if one or more of us does not choose to take up this challenge, what happens to those?”

“Let us speak of that after you have heard what the challenge will be,” Varelle countered. “You will be better equipped to know whether or not you care to participate.”

Arasan glanced at the others, but met with no response other than a slight “We want to know, right?” shrug from Laria. Actually, what Varelle would see as a lack of response might not actually be the case. Laria had long suspected that the Meddler and Firekeeper could talk between themselves without being heard by others; the Beasts certainly could do so.

“Very well,” Arasan replied. “Tell us what this challenge is.”

Varelle glanced at the sheet of paper and began to read aloud. Something in her tone—perhaps how very careful she was to keep it even, not expressing opinions even through inflections—made Laria think that Varelle felt some disagreement with what was written there.

But is it with the challenge itself or that a challenge is being offered? Might Varelle feel that her role as Gatewatcher—as the one who judges newcomers—has been usurped?

“You have already witnessed how, outside of a certain physical boundary, the very earth and air contest your passage?” Varelle looked for a response, but this time not even Arasan and Laria offered polite nods, only waited braced for what would come next. “The challenge is to cross out of this area, then make your way to the vale that is contained between the peak of the two mountains we call the Giant’s Last Stand.”

Laria recalled seeing two mountain-high columns of stone, so perfectly matched for height and breadth that it wasn’t hard to imagine them as the legs of a giant cut off mid-thigh.

Varelle continued, “You may make this crossing in any way you choose but for one—you may not employ blood magic.”

This time Varelle’s words did receive a response—a huff from Firekeeper and a flapping of Farborn’s wings. Then Arasan repeated his earlier question.

“And if all of our company does not wish to take the risk such a crossing would entail?”

“No one is required to accept the challenge.”

“Will we be permitted to return home?”

“Under certain terms. If you do not take the challenge, you must submit to a seal on how much you may communicate—by speech, action, or written means—of what you experienced here. Instead of remembering what actually happened, you will recall that the gate led to nowhere of interest. We will even provide details of why—perhaps an isolated landmass tormented by erratic weather that, after some exploration, you realized was an isolated island. For our own part, we will re-seal—more strongly—the gate on our side.”

Arasan retorted, “That solution assumes that all of us will be in accord as to what action to take. What if our numbers are split?”

“Then those who choose not to partake will remain here, under watch, but treated as guests, not prisoners.”

Laria shook her head. “Except that those people would be prisoners, because they would be held here, right?”

“If you choose to see it that way. If the challenge was not met, eventually the holdouts would be permitted to leave, but only under the terms we have already outlined. Surely you see that we must protect ourselves. If we let those who are not willing to prove themselves go back to the Nexus Islands and report what they have learned—scant as that may be—who is to say what they may bring down on us?”

“That makes sense,” Laria grudgingly agreed.

Firekeeper spoke for the first time. “Can we go back, bring others who may be more suited to this challenge?”

“No. Some or all of those already here are the only ones we will permit to cross our borders.”

Turning to Firekeeper and Laria, Arasan shrugged. “We could ask for privacy to confer, but since we have no means of knowing if we would really be private, we might as well discuss here and now.”

Firekeeper’s nod was sharp and decisive. “Let Blind Seer and me go. Maybe Farborn, too, if for no other reason than he can carry a message back to you if we fail.”

“No!” Laria was almost astonished to realize her mind was made up. “I want to go with you. I could help. What if Blind Seer fell again? Extra hands would be useful, right?”

“You are not useless,” Firekeeper agreed. “Think you this challenge is something where your gifts might serve?”

“They might,” Laria replied. She glanced at Varelle, then at the impassive armored figures. “You know I am very good at some sorts of scouting.”

Firekeeper grinned, that teeth-bared wolf smile that was wicked and merry at once.

“So you are.” She faced Arasan. “And you? Will you run with us or remain to bear tales to those at home? Either choice has value.”

“I’ll go,” Arasan replied. He looked at Varelle. “But you should know. If we all vanish, then your gate will be assaulted again and again until those who sent us learn our fate. The people of the Nexus Islands are very loyal to their own. Consider that before you and those you speak for make this challenge unfair.”

“Is that a threat?”

Arasan shook his head. “It is a courtesy. Hard as it may be for you to believe, Firekeeper is too well loved for her to vanish and expect none to seek to know her fate.”

Varelle looked amused. “Just her? Does the loyalty of the Nexus Islands not extend to the rest of you?”

“Let us say, that Firekeeper in particular would be sought for,” Arasan replied. He twinkled as if wishing he could share a private joke. “Maybe when your people and ours become friends, you will understand.”

Varelle laughed. “I hope I will—sincerely so. Very well. I will bear word of both your acceptance and your warning.”

She was turning away when Firekeeper interrupted her.

“How long before this challenge starts?”

“By tomorrow’s dawn,” Varelle said and her words held the ring of a promise. “You will be given as many hours of daylight as possible to begin your journey, that I can assure you. If any protest my decision on this point, I will stress the need for this to be a true challenge, not an execution wrapped in fair words.”

 

When first light pinked the horizon, the small group left the domed building, moved quickly across the garden, and then stepped across the unmarked boundary. Firekeeper and Blind Seer were in the middle of their line, with Laria to Blind Seer’s left and Arasan/the Meddler to Firekeeper’s right. Farborn rested on Firekeeper’s leather-padded shoulder. Laria had been surprised when the wolves did not automatically insist on taking point. When questioned, Firekeeper had flashed her teeth in one of those oddly wolfish smiles and shrugged.

“We two know no more, maybe less, than you and Arasan. Where we were born, except for a few talents, there is no magic, no spells. Fear caused by the rumor of a few left-behind enchanted artifacts drove five nations to fight or threaten war. You and Arasan must be our teacher in this magical land, or so we think. Farborn has said that when there is need he will scout for us all, although not too far ahead.”

Something in the wolf-woman’s tone as she said this last made Laria think that there had been some unheard argument between the wolves and Farborn regarding just how far the merlin should range. Laria walked slowly forward, hoping that she wouldn’t fall short of the others’ expectations. She fought back an urge to reach out and rest her hand on Blind Seer’s back as she had seen Firekeeper do so many times. After all, she wouldn’t reach out to hold Arasan’s hand so, if she touched the wolf, it would be because on some level she didn’t respect him as a person. And he was a person, Firekeeper’s person…

Laria shied away from precisely what that might mean. Firekeeper had made it perfectly clear to any who came courting that she wasn’t looking for a partner—that Blind Seer was the one she loved. Beyond that, Firekeeper said nothing, and no one who asked ever got anything from her but a blank stare from eyes that looked darker than usual.

I’m distracting myself, Laria thought, thinking about stupid things because if I think about what we’re doing I’m going to turn tail—or “tailless” I suppose the wolves would say—and run back.

As the small group carefully picked their way forward, they were so alert for the ground to start shaking or winds to blast Farborn out of the sky, that they missed when the attack began. It was Farborn who noticed that the clouds were gathering, Firekeeper who realized that the grasslands over which they made their careful way were not the same as those through which they had made their earlier explorations.

“Look,” she said, plucking a stalk of grass. “This is wrong. The seeds are barely shaped, not autumn fat, but the sap is high. Early summer seeds in autumn?”

Arasan rocked back on his heels, craning his neck to better see the cloudy heavens. “The light’s wrong, too. This isn’t just cloudy weather. It’s later in the day than it should be.”

Laria didn’t waste time speculating, but knelt so she could press her palms against the ground. She quested after what memories the land held, expecting nothing more than the usual sleepy unawareness of growing things, the minute impulses of insects and small creatures. Perhaps because she was listening so hard, what she heard struck her with the force of a shout, sending her falling back.

These same plains but trampled beneath hooves and booted feet. There was no grass, neither energetic spring new or autumn seed fat and weary. Instead, there was mud mixed from blood and sweat and urine, infused with pain and terror and, most horribly of all, triumph.

This earth remembered past uses, past abuses. As the memories swirled up through Laria’s prone body, fragmented and out of sequence, the past erupted around their small group, becoming their present. This was not a vision, but a reality as certain as the grit that filled Laria’s mouth when she began to scream.

A rough hand—long fingers strong and calloused, yet still somehow delicate—wrapped itself over Laria’s lips, trapping the scream within. Firekeeper’s husky voice growled near Laria’s ear.

“Howl later, pup, else we may be eaten.”

Oddly, it was that single word “pup” that silenced Laria, for it showed that Firekeeper valued her as one of her pack, not—as Laria knew the wolf-woman did so many humans—as other. When Laria nodded to signal her compliance, Firekeeper released her with perfect trust that the younger woman would keep their wordless compact. Laria shoved herself to a sitting position but, when she noticed that the others remained crouched low, as if hiding, she did not stand.

When Laria peeked through the tall grass what she glimpsed was enough to tempt her to flatten herself belly down. They were definitely on the same plain as before. Ahead rose a mountain range—the Giant’s Last Stand that was their destination among them. Behind stood the hills that should hold the rounded elegance of the gateway building and its gardens. These hills bore no permanent structure. Instead there was some sort of barricade behind which cautious figures could be seen moving. That these figures had not seen the three humans, one gigantic wolf, and one small falcon was because the group was sheltered by a copse of trees—a copse that, as best as Laria could remember, had not been there when they walked down the slope and onto the plain a short time before.

Without needing to confer, the small band moved to take further advantage of the concealment offered by the trees.

“We seem to find ourselves between two armies,” Arasan commented too casually. “Or perhaps I should say two encampments—one on the hill where the gate building should be, one between us and the mountains that are our destination.”

“Armies, not just encampments,” Laria asserted, forcing herself to report with dry confidence. “I’ve seen them in the memories of this land. Even hundreds of years later, the destruction those armies caused is at the heart of the land’s fury.”
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Had Firekeeper not been a wolf, she might have wasted breath asking what had just happened. This didn’t mean she wasn’t afraid, but she wasn’t a deer to let terror freeze her nor a human to begin babbling unanswerable questions. As she scanned their surroundings, making note of the changes, Arasan spoke.

“So the challenge begins. What do you people think? Is our goal the same as before? Do we still try to reach the valley between the Giant’s Last Stand?”

“I don’t see why not,” Laria replied. “I mean, that’s what they want us to do, right?”

Firekeeper nodded. “We have no other prey. They have surprised us sure. Instead of shaking earth and raging winds to stop us, there are these humans in their camps. Are they friends or foes?”

“Foes, I think,” Laria answered. “The land remembers bad things done here—both in the past and, I think, somehow, in the future.”

“I will scout!” Farborn shrieked, taking wing on the words.

“Let him,” Firekeeper said, when Arasan gestured as if to pull the merlin back from the skies. “We need to know more than we can see from here, especially if we are to find a sure trail to the Giant’s Last Stand valley.”

But the wolf-woman watched as anxiously as the rest, dreading the rise of a too strong wind that would buffet the bird from the skies. Just because a hunt after big game was rarely achieved without risking a member of the pack didn’t free the wolf from worrying about that pack mate’s fate. Yet, even as Farborn swirled wider and wider afield, no wind rose.

Firekeeper addressed Laria. “You say ‘foes’? One army or both? If only one, then this would shape our trail.”

Laria’s brow furrowed in concentration. “Both, I think. It’s strange. The camps look very new, but the memories I touched were ancient.”

Softly, as if he feared being overheard, Arasan asked, “Then is this really here or are we being fooled with some sort of illusion?”

Blind Seer replied, “If it is an illusion, it is well done. I smell varied scents, including those I believe a human mind would have difficulty conceiving.”

After Firekeeper translated this, the Meddler said, “The finest illusions are not crafted, but turn the victim’s own mind to their use. So, keen as Blind Seer’s nose may be, if the spells work directly upon his mind, then he would smell what he expects to smell.”

“Illusion or something else,” Firekeeper shrugged, “this matters only if believing what is real is not real makes you careless.”

“Careless?” Laria asked.

“If you believe this is not real, you may treat what you see less seriously,” Arasan explained. The Meddler added, “The magic can take advantage of what you believe. That was part of the danger of querinalo.”

“So, whether real or not doesn’t matter,” Firekeeper stated. “We will treat as real. Here comes Farborn. Hold and I will tell you what he has to say.”

Farborn landed in the limbs of a chokecherry tree. Unlike the peregrine Elation, who would almost certainly have begun her report with a boast, Farborn moved restlessly back and forth on his perch, his slim body telegraphing anxiety.

“For the wingless, this plain is indeed a far-stretching net. Behind and before, as even you can see, humans are encamped. I can tell you now, those are no small groupings, but consist of many, many people, tents, and even some animals—burden bearers for the most part. Between the camps is this plain in which we hide. To one side of the plain runs a river, deep and swift, filled with rocks and foam. To the other is a burnt and broken land over which the air is hot and stinks with the reek of recent burning.”

“That burned area was destroyed by magic,” Laria added when Firekeeper had completed her translation. “The same fate is intended for this plain—with battle to be joined about this time tomorrow.”

“How do you know?” Firekeeper asked.

Laria said simply, “I read the earth. Remember how I was thrown down? That was because I was hit all at once with a memory. One piece of what I saw held the dread of the land, dread because, well, the land knew what was coming, but knew it could do nothing to stop it. When I read the land after we appeared here, I knew what the land was dreading.”

Firekeeper shook her head in open amazement. “You are well now?”

“I think so,” Laria answered, but her fingers rose to touch her hair ribbon as she often did when feeling apprehensive.

“The rules give us a full day.” Arasan was clearly trying to sound confident, but the phrase rose at the end, becoming a question. “Plenty of time for us to sneak away, especially with the wolves to guide us. Shall we wait until dark, then go?”

Blind Seer had been scanning the two armed camps, comparing them to each other. “Ask Arasan which route he thinks is best for us to take: violent water or restless destroyed lands. Or perhaps he prefers for us to go through one or the other of these walls of massed humans.”

Firekeeper translated.

“From what Farborn has reported,” Arasan replied, brushing a space clear, then drawing a map in the dirt, shaping heaps of soil to indicate rises, using bits of stone for major features, “the straightest route to the Giant’s Last Stand would be for us to go directly through the army that is massed across the plain between us and the mountains. Is that right, Farborn?”

The merlin glided down, landing on a lower branch, then leaning to better view Arasan’s map. “Shortest, yes,” he replied, ruffling his feathers so that even those who could not understand him could tell he was uncomfortable with the idea, “but those humans are massed almost as would be herds of cattle. Passing between them unseen would be difficult for those who cannot fly.”

“Well, I don’t fancy the risks involved in doubling back and then around the army behind us,” Arasan said—and the cadence of his voice indicated that he spoke for the Meddler as well, “but maybe that would be wiser. At least then we wouldn’t need to cross the open plain and try to avoid whatever booby traps have been laid there.”

Firekeeper rubbed her nose. “Farborn say that the army behind is as large as the one before. The ground on which they have made their camp is more uneven, so will be more difficult to pass over, even if we avoid the guards or traps.”

“So, should we sneak around a flank?” Arasan speculated. “If so, which one?”

“River,” Laria said immediately. “The other way seems scorched and barren, but I assure you, the land is both angry and hungry. We wouldn’t go unnoticed.”

“Because there was fighting with magic?” Firekeeper asked. “If this angry land always happened, we would not be able to live on the Nexus Islands.”

“Firekeeper’s right.” This time the speaker was definitely the Meddler. “I’ve seen many former battlefields turned to cropland or pasture, even to towns or villages. What aren’t you telling us, Laria, my dear?”

Laria’s gaze went wide and bleak. To give the younger woman a chance to collect herself, Firekeeper spoke to Farborn. A few moments later, the merlin launched into the air.

“He is going high to scout, first to see if the camps have changed, then to each side. He will especially scout the river better, so we can see if we might use those rocky banks for our retreat. While we wait, Laria, will you tell us what has made you so afraid? You are no coward. This you have proven before. Something that makes a brave one like you sweat is something we should know—even if we take your advice and avoid those angry lands entirely.”

Laria forced a smile. “I forget how hard it is to hide fear from Blind Seer’s nose. I’ll tell you but, I beg you, please don’t stop me until I’m done. I don’t think I can bear to go through it twice. The land remembers the slaughter and devastation that happened here long ago. It also knows it’s going to happen again, tomorrow, with us caught in the middle.”
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The sun was rising to noon when the competitors took their places, for this was not a battle as those of the modern world would know it, but a contest of power between two great mages and their allies. Or so this is how their assistants—those who would channel power to their masters—saw it. These stood to shine in reflected glory, never realizing that those they called “master,” “teacher,” “ruler,” viewed them at best as potential rivals, at worst as little better than the sacrifices who had been gathered to give their life blood on the day of contest.

The only two who mattered—not only as they saw things, but as most of the rest would agree—were sister and brother. Any who thinks this should have made the rivalry less fierce knows very little of families—especially families where the bond is ambition and pride, rather than support or that tenuous quality called “love.”

Each of the scions of this family had been born possessing considerable magical ability. The brother was the more gifted; the sister was the more tenacious. Through her efforts, she had made her power the equivalent of her brother, although he (perhaps alone among those who knew them) continued to scorn her, refusing to make similar effort as beneath him. So it was that neither sister nor brother achieved supremacy over the other. Their rivalry persisted over the years, fed by slights real and imagined, until there could be no resolution between them. Now, at long last, their parents had died and the question of who would inherit must be resolved.

Their ambitious parents had declared that the family lands, titles, wealth, and prestige would be given entirely to the one could decisively defeat the other in a fair and balanced contest. Thus, despite appearances, there were no armies gathered to either side of the plain. Other than a small group of assistants who waited upon the sibling sorcerers, the massed humans were sacrifices. Their number and type had been carefully negotiated in order to assure a fair contest. Other than that, their individuality mattered no more to the rivals than do the arrows in an archer’s quiver—less so, for an archer may have a favorite arrow.

In anticipation of this decisive contest, each sorcerer had prepared a special focus. The materials of each focus’s making had been carefully designated in advance, but its properties were only known to its creator. In what each created lay the first test of each sibling’s skill and power. When the sun reached its apex to shine with pitiless indifference over those who would contest and those whose deaths would be a barely considered consequence of that contest, the battle began.

The male, by virtue of his greater natural gift, moved first. His focus was a putrid green crystal sphere that fit snugly in his palm. The outward facing side of the sphere had been cut smooth and polished mirror-bright, but that shining surface reflected nothing but its creator’s desires. When he raised the sphere and incanted words of power, men groaned and fell, so much meat, not an iota of the power contained in their blood wasted by being spilled. The screams of those who knew they would die next muffled whatever words the sorcerer spoke, but his satisfied smile could be seen by all who risked drawing his attention by looking upon his face.

Unheard though those words were, their result was apparent to all. Spears of stone jutted from the grassy plain to meet lightning crashing jagged from the sky. This celestial barrage met the stone spears, then was channeled through the soil, racing like a many-legged creature intent on swallowing and searing the opposition’s human sacrifices before she could use them for her own attack. But the female was no fool. Moreover, she knew her brother of old, knew him as a stealer of sweets, a usurper of praise and prizes alike. Her move showed not a reaction to, but an anticipation of, his tactic.

Raising her own focus high in both hands, she shouted arrogant defiance. By agreement, her focus was a sphere as well, but hers had been hollowed to a grotesque parody of a gaping maw. What came from it was nothing—a void that engulfed the lightning-charged earth-born attacker as it raced toward her. The crystal maw stole the attacker’s energy from it between one leap and the next. She then channeled the stolen force through herself and gave it back as a dark storm that animated the corpses of those whose lives she had stripped when she had created her mana-consuming void. Reborn with storm and hatred replacing their spent blood, the animated corpses raced forth, their limbs stretching inhumanly as they moved with incredible swiftness toward the opposite line.

The male did not hesitate to counter his sister’s attack, but one and all of his increasingly violent and aggressive strikes were swallowed by the dark void of his sister’s horribly cold, patient power. He who had scorned her as second best, a mere echo of his magnificence, felt for the first time the terror of that which lurks in the shadows as his own life was stripped from him to become one more mote of energy among those at his sister’s command.

What she experienced at his passing was not grief, but not precisely joy either. They had been in opposition to each other for so long that upon his death she was unbalanced, as one who has long pulled a line will stumble when that line goes slack. When she stumbled, she reached into her focus, grasping for something to stabilize herself, but what she had created was void, and no one can be stabilized by nothing. Instead, the void swallowed her as it had so many others.

Without the sorceress to provide direction, the void began to swallow all else: the remaining sacrifices, the shocked acolytes, the reanimated dead. Unsated, next the void stripped the life from the earth, from every tree, every blade of trampled grass, every late summer seed. It devoured the insects and field vermin. When it could find nothing else to swallow, it engulfed itself.

In the end, all that remained was a blackened strip of land near a riverbed mysteriously dry, that and the memory within the tormented earth of what had been done to it, a memory that settled with the dust into an inhuman desire for retribution.
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When Laria finished her tale, she was shaking and her mouth was as dry as death. Firekeeper thrust a water bottle into her hand. When Laria did not attempt to drink, the wolf-woman nursed a few swallows between the younger woman’s inexplicably chapped lips.

“Blind Seer ask,” Firekeeper said, her voice even huskier than usual, “why the other land—that which makes the barren border to this plain—why is it already dead? If we understand your tale, we stand in the hours before the contest between this brother and this sister.”

Laria answered without needing to think, the answer welling up through her, although she had not known it before. “That land was killed as border beyond which the contestants’ magic would not pass. The river was meant to be the other border, but, well, that almost wasn’t enough.”

She blinked, seeing her companions rather than her vision for the first time since she had given herself over to relating it.

“Those two people—the brother and sister—their parents killed themselves to create the contest barrier. The parents weren’t good people, not precisely, but they realized the horrors they had created by encouraging their son and daughter to compete against each other. That land’s hunger… It’s hard to explain. The parents were hungry for vindication, angry that they had to die. The barrier took its shape from those feelings.”

“I wonder,” Arasan said, obviously trying hard to sound as if this was a normal discussion, “who ended up with the estate with both heirs dead?”

The Meddler snorted, but his attempt at derision couldn’t hide his fear. “Do we care? Now that Laria has revealed what the future holds for this place, we need to get out of here. Where’s that falcon?”

Farborn shrieked a conversational response from a tree bough overhead.

“He says,” Firekeeper translated, “that you may have two lives, but both of those are clearly human, for humans never remember to look up. Farborn has been sitting on that bough long enough to hear most of Laria’s tale. He wishes to compliment her, for it explains much that had puzzled him when he scouted what we had previously believed were armies.”

The Meddler made a wide, sweeping gesture with one hand. “Good to hear. Now, what does he make of our chances to escape from this most elegant trap? I haven’t striven for a new body to lose it so quickly.”

Arasan gave a dry cough, somewhere between a reprimand and a laugh. “As this is my only life, and one that I have not lived nearly as long as I might wish—no matter how venerable I may seem to our young companions—I am also reluctant to die. But take care if you choose to flee. I am not likely to welcome you back.”

The Meddler was clearly about to retort, but Firekeeper interrupted.

“We—Blind Seer and I—we think there is another escape to this trap, one that may best prove us to those who created this challenge. Rather than sneak and skulk away, why don’t we stop this sibling battle before it can happen?”

“What?” Laria and Arasan chorused.

Arasan added, “How do you expect to do that?”

“Simple,” Firekeeper replied. “We will steal these focus objects.”
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The argument that followed was fierce, and took place mostly between Arasan and the Meddler—voiced aloud, since each wished to sway the other members of their group. Blind Seer let his eyes drift half-shut. As the proverb said: “A loud howl does not mean a true hunter, only an open mouth.”

The Meddler persisted in his view that running away was the only rational option. Arasan didn’t disagree, but he was willing to consider Firekeeper’s plan. That meant much cross-examination of both Laria and Farborn, assessing their information, then exploring the likelihood of success.

If, as they assumed, the Rhinadeians were observing, Blind Seer thought with considerable amusement that the entire situation must seem insane. A man heatedly arguing with himself. A woman who was apparently delusional, since she claimed to be translating for both a merlin and a wolf.

Or maybe it doesn’t seem crazy at all. Did the Rhinadeians meet the yarimaimalom in their day? Does this land have them as well? Somehow, I don’t think so. Varelle didn’t seem to recognize that Farborn and myself are more than pets.

In the end, as Blind Seer had been sure he would be, Arasan was won over to Firekeeper and Blind Seer’s plan.

“There’s a perverse sideways element to it that appeals to me,” he admitted. “Laria is certain those foci are unique. Moreover, these sibling rivals will be hoarding their power—and that of their acolytes and sacrifices—against tomorrow’s contest. With that in mind, I think we can feel assured that those with magic are either asleep or in deep meditation, so as to be as strong as possible for tomorrow’s contest. The sacrifices should be neutral. When viewed in that fashion, the contest should be relatively balanced—the three of us humans, a wolf, and a falcon against the small groups of humans who will be on watch.”

“Do you think the sorcerers will just leave these valuable foci lying about?” the Meddler sneered. This was his best argument against the venture, so the one to which he kept returning.

Firekeeper patiently repeated her counterargument. “No, but this makes our hunt more sure, for we only need to find the brother, the sister. One thing about humans we know—if they have a One, that One is careful to show who he or she is in ways great and small. Especially when they are about to enter a contest for head of their pack, they will not wish to be seen as part of the common herd.”

“I like that thinking,” Laria put in. “I’ll do what I can to describe them. I warn you, though, in my vision they were so elaborately costumed that the people were lost in the trappings. You know how it can be, right?”

The Meddler heaved a deep sigh but, even though Arasan gave him opportunity to speak, he had clearly resigned himself to the stupidity of his fellows.

“So, which do we strike first?” Arasan asked, rubbing his hands together briskly.

“We strike both at once,” Blind Seer said, Firekeeper translating as he spoke. “This is the only way. Once one or the other discovers their focus sphere is gone, they will howl to rattle the stars that they have been betrayed. Two teams: Laria, myself, and Farborn. Firekeeper with Arasan.”

Laria gasped. “Me, alone?”

Firekeeper growled a reproof. “No. You with two strong yarimaimalom. I would keep them for me, but I do not completely trust the Meddler. He has not agreed, you see, only stopped arguing. If Arasan finds himself battling a rebel in his own soul, then I must be near.”

Blind Seer wondered if Firekeeper still maintained her ability to control the Meddler. It was possible that it had faded when he took up residence in Arasan’s body. To this point, they had not had need or opportunity to test—and Blind Seer hoped they never would.

“When you put it that way,” Laria replied, trying to look confident, although her scent betrayed her, “I guess it makes sense. But are you sure? I can’t talk to Blind Seer and Farborn the way Firekeeper can.”

“Good thing that, I think,” Firekeeper said with a slight smile to take the sting from the words. “Humans talk too much when they are nervous. This will be a task to be done in silence.”

“But I can’t see in the dark the way you can.”

“Blind Seer and Farborn will guide you. And the camp will not be dark. There are too many humans there for perfect darkness. My thinking is that you will long for shadows in which to hide. Now, only one question is left. Do you wish the male or the female as your prey? Whichever you take, be comforted. Blind Seer has some gift for sniffing out magical workings. You will not crash blindly into wards and things.”

Laria looked startled being given a choice. “From what I felt, the sorcerer seems to be the more likely of the two to be violent. I wouldn’t be much good at dealing with that. So if Farborn and Blind Seer agree, we’ll try the woman. Anyhow, we’d sort of defeat our purpose of proving to these Rhinadeians that we’re the type of people they want to know if Blind Seer just ripped him to shreds, right?”

Firekeeper nodded. “Good counsel, that. I will do my best to make captives not corpses. Farborn says that he will scout from above for you and Blind Seer but, when he is not flying, can he ride on your shoulder?”

“Sure,” Laria replied, her smile open and genuine. “I’d be honored.”

“Good, then,” Firekeeper said, her teeth flashing white. “While we wait for dark, Farborn will scout each camp from above. Then we will make maps. Take time to rest if you can, for tonight we hunt!”
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When full dark had gathered, Firekeeper and Blind Seer took a moment to be alone together. She knelt and hugged Blind Seer hard. When she let go, the wolf butted her with his head, then gave her an affectionate lick.

“You take care, sweet Firekeeper. I am not sure who I trust less—your opponent or your ally.”

“I thought about going on this hunt alone,” Firekeeper admitted, “but I like even less leaving the Meddler—especially when he is afraid—behind me. Best to keep him close and encourage his vanity. He may be helpful then. You take care of that Laria. I like her.”

“Strange way to show your liking,” Blind Seer teased, “to send her off into a crazed sorcerer’s camp.”

“With you, best beloved, to guard her. That is great liking. You might well handle this hunt alone, but she will give you human hands should you need them for this hunt. Now, which of us will be the first to succeed? Shall we bet it is me?”

Instead of making his own boast, the wolf drooped both ears and tail in worry.

“You don’t think we’re foolish to try this?” Blind Seer asked.

“Not one bit. Whether we are really in times past or only in a seeming of such, we must prove to these Rhinadei humans that we are brave, clever, and to be respected. Only then will we stand a chance of winning the knowledge that is our goal.”

But for all her confident words—and her honest belief that they were acting from wisdom, not brash overconfidence, as the Meddler still insisted—Firekeeper felt a desire to let loose a mournful howl as her partner slipped into the tall grass, Laria’s hand resting on his shoulder where Firekeeper knew her own should rightly be. She swallowed the howl and turned to Arasan.

“Ready?” she asked, then, without waiting for an answer, led the way.

Although Arasan didn’t have Firekeeper’s ability to see in the dark, the wolf-woman had no doubt that the Meddler had a few tricks and would use them for his own safety, if for no other reason.

Farborn had done an excellent job of scouting. As Firekeeper guided their small group over the route they’d traced out on maps in the dirt, she felt a curious sense of moving over familiar ground, though she had not paced it before. They encountered no wards nor more mundane traps. From this, Firekeeper felt confident that they had been correct in their assessment that the two sorcerous siblings did not expect any attack this night.

Once they reached the edge of their encampment, their easy progress slowed. The night air carried many scents and sounds: restless horses; the crackling and smoke from a large bonfire; the rhythmic stomping tread of guards as they paced their rounds. Pervading all of these was the acrid stench of fear sweat and the soft wails from humans who knew they were to be sacrificed in a few hours. Despite their fear, Firekeeper found them surprisingly calm.

The Meddler had an explanation. “They’ve drugged the sacrifices, not enough to make them fall unconscious—that would diminish the power in their blood—but enough that the slaves will find coherent thought difficult.”

Firekeeper felt glad that their plan did not include—as had been suggested at one point—causing a distraction by rousing the sacrifices to rebellion with whispered promises of freedom.

Better we be swift and silent, she thought. Now to seize this sorcerer’s focus, then away from here. Laria and Blind Seer may need our help.
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IV

[image: ]LARIA WALKED ALONE through the darkness beneath strange stars. Beside her paced the great grey wolf, Blind Seer. On her shoulder perched the merlin Farborn but, even so, Laria felt terribly alone. How could she have ever agreed to such an insane plan? Sneaking into the camp of a sorceress who was—as only Laria herself really understood—truly terrible. And why was Laria here? To serve as hands for a wolf who his… What to call Firekeeper? “Mistress” was an unsettling word in this context, holding heretofore unconsidered elements beyond that of owner and pet. Sister? That was what Firekeeper said they had been raised as. Brother and sister. Pack mates. But now? What to term the pair?

Whatever Firekeeper was to Blind Seer, Laria knew she herself did not hold that place in the wolf’s esteem. Could she trust him to protect her as he did Firekeeper? Was she just a tool to him—a pair of dexterous hands? Laria thought of how animals eagerly awaited those who tended them. She’d always thought of the relationship as one where the human was nurturing caregiver, the animals childlike dependents. Why hadn’t she ever before seen that, to the animals, the humans were as much tools as the animals were to humans? Openers of feedbags. Blenders of mash.

Laria stopped in mid-step, memories rising from her bitter childhood as the daughter of those who served the Once Dead who had ruled the Nexus Islands. The islands had been too small to support livestock other than that used for food. Humans had done the work of beasts of burden, hauling and carrying. Humans had served as pets, too. As Laria had grown nearer to adulthood, she had been aware that her first “real” job might be to serve as one of these pets. Worse—or better—if she served willingly, she could earn favors for her family. If she refused or acted less than enthusiastic—that would have repercussions for her family as well.

So who was she to think herself alone because her only companions were a wolf and a falcon? Was she really alone or should she see herself simply as a beast among beasts? One beast that padded on four paws, possessed of fangs, of senses that detected far more than hers could, and, just possibly, magic. One beast with wings, talons, and vision so keen the other two were blind by comparison. By that assessment, she was the beast with hands and a little magic of her own—the ability to scent the past.

When Blind Seer’s nose nudged her into motion, Laria straightened and again let her hand rest lightly on the wolf’s back as she had seen Firekeeper do. Together they paced over the future killing ground, around sentry posts that Farborn had carefully noted for them and that had been marked on the map all three had memorized. Three beasts with different gifts, bound by trust, they moved through the darkness until, at last, they stood on the fringes of the sorceress’s camp.
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From Farborn’s report, Firekeeper knew that the sorcerer’s camp was arranged so that the intended sacrifices were penned along the edge of the plain that would become a killing ground come the next noon. Tents in a variety of shapes and sizes were arrayed in neat ranks behind the pens. Draft animals, mostly horses, but a few mules as well, were corralled farthest back—considerately away from where human slaughtering human might frighten them into uselessness.

During his overflights, Farborn had noted which tents were larger or in some way more magnificent than the others. In his ability to judge such things, he was a better scout than Elation would have been for, except for her short captivity, the peregrine had lived wild. Farborn, though, had lived his young life among humans—and not just any humans, but the status-conscious, arrogant Once Dead. When they reached the shadows near the camp’s edge, Firekeeper scanned the area, assessing and rejecting Farborn’s various recommendations as to which tent might hold their quarry.

So far I have come from that Little Two-legs who could not see why all such structures should not be called “tent.” Farborn thought that big pavilion might be where the leader dwells, but I think not. It is too close to the sacrifices with their stink and noise. Probably it holds supplies. That one nearer the center is elegant enough, but those who come and go from it act as if they move about their own lair. They would not do so if their master was within. Then where? Ah! That one, I think.

Firekeeper nudged Arasan, pointed. He nodded once, then again, the second nod more brisk. The Meddler agreeing with his fellow. Firekeeper longed to ghost her way alone to the chosen pavilion, but here more than anywhere she needed the Meddler and Arasan’s knowledge—especially the Meddler’s ability to see what magical defenses there might be. For several long breaths, they studied the dormant camp, noting the rotation of the guards, the actions of those who were not taking their rest. Blind Seer’s assumption that the sorcerer and his acolytes would be hoarding their strength seemed to be accurate, for most of those who moved about the camp were armed and armored or wore work clothes. She saw none clad in robes such as sorcerers preferred.

When Firekeeper felt she had the pulse points of the camp set in her mind, she spoke softly to Arasan.

“Anything other than what these eyes can see?”

“There don’t seem to be any wards, if that’s what you mean,” the Meddler replied, sounding distinctly surprised. “Let’s go in.”

One hand raised in a reminder for silence, Firekeeper led the way into the camp. They did not creep, because such motion would look odd if any saw them. Instead, they walked as if they belonged, although quietly and doing nothing to attract attention to themselves. Most of the tents were oriented with their main doors facing the field, creating the sense that the camp possessed streets running before and behind the rows of tents, and alleys that went between. Once they were in the alleys among the tents, Firekeeper felt much safer. Now it would take someone looking directly to see them—and humans rarely looked into what they dismissed as waste space.

When Firekeeper and Arasan had reached an alley that ran alongside the pavilion they had decided must be the sorcerer’s own, Firekeeper checked for stray ropes or boxes that might trip Arasan. Squeezing his arm as a reminder to remain until she signaled, Firekeeper ghosted across to a side panel of the sorcerer’s pavilion, drew out her Fang, and slit the canvas. She held her breath, waiting for someone to call alarm, but no sound came. The interior seemed dark and somehow smaller than she’d thought it would be from the outside.

Holding the opening wide, Firekeeper motioned for Arasan to enter before her. He came obediently, then stepped lightly through.

“Wait,” came the barely audible words as Arasan paused. “There’s a crate or chest here. It’s not heavy. I can move it.” There was as slight grunt, then, “Come along but be careful. They’ve hung curtains between the tent walls and the interior, so the space is tight.”

When Firekeeper slipped inside the pavilion and let the slit fall shut behind her, her first thought was that the sorcerer had certainly not believed in what Derian would call “roughing it.” The pavilion had been lined with tapestries that fell straight, like the walls of a building. The fabric was thicker than a winter cloak and intricately patterned.

This arrangement enabled storage boxes, such as the one Arasan had moved, to be put out of sight, while still being near at hand in case their contents were needed. The heavy curtains also muffled some of the sounds from the camp, ensuring the sorcerer’s privacy. After listening and hearing no movement, with infinite care, Firekeeper parted the curtain in front of them just enough so they could peer into the pavilion’s interior. On the other side, a lantern turned low supplied enough light for them to easily see that the pavilion had been divided into two unequal portions. They were looking into the larger, which had been furnished as the sorcerer’s bedchamber. The other part—which was in the front of the tent—surely would be where the sorcerer’s servants, if any, awaited his pleasure.

For a brief, bright moment, Firekeeper allowed herself the hope that the focus might be stored in this narrow area behind the curtain, perhaps in one of these boxes. She did not waste imagination on such whims. Just as she never let her Fang away from her, this sorcerer would keep the weapon crafted for his next day’s battle near at hand, if for no other reason than to gloat upon it. Instead, she assessed the bedchamber and its furnishings.

The main furnishing was a bed, one surprisingly wide and well-appointed for one man who was camping. Indeed, the bedding was so rich and deep that even with the lantern’s light all Firekeeper could make out of the occupant was a lump. From the bed came the soft sound of sleeping breaths. Firekeeper listened carefully to the cadence, learning its rhythm so that if it changed the change would give her warning. As she did so, Firekeeper realized that more than one person breathed. The second set of breaths was lighter and less regular.

So the bed’s width was not only intended for comfortable rest. These humans mate to chase the fear of death from them.

So, at least two lay there. While one definitely slept, the other might be awake or lightly drowsing. The question was, how dangerous might the waking one be? Was it the terrible sorcerer who Laria had so vividly described, lying awake, unable to sleep on the eve of a contest upon which his fortune—his very life—rested? Or was it a lover, awake but unwilling to rise lest the terrible lord be disturbed?

As so many times before, Firekeeper wished her sense of smell was as keen as Blind Seer’s. The wolf could quite likely have answered these questions and others—such as whether there were weapons near at hand—but the light perfumes that pervaded fabrics and rugs were enough to confuse Firekeeper’s merely human nose.

Blind Seer is not here, but with Laria who will not be able to understand what he knows. Perhaps we were foolish when we divided our forces as we have.

But Firekeeper knew they had not been. Arasan could be trusted to abide by the course of action the group had agreed upon, but he was the far weaker of that strange partnership. If the Meddler panicked and decided to run, Arasan could not prevent him. Although Laria was showing promise, she could not be expected to dominate one such as the Meddler.

No, we were not foolish. I only miss the assurance that someone will protect my back. And—the wolf-woman’s fingers curled as if seeking to bury themselves in Blind Seer’s fur—I miss Blind Seer.

Firekeeper’s thoughts took only the few breaths needed to assess the room beyond the curtain, to give Arasan’s eyes a chance to adapt to the low light within the tent, for the lantern gave off only enough glow to keep a night-rising human from stumbling against one of the pieces of furniture scattered around the chamber.

Firekeeper twisted to face Arasan. She pointed to the bed and raised two fingers. Then she raised only her right index finger, following this by pillowing her head briefly against her hands, momentarily closing her eyes as if asleep. When Arasan nodded that he understood, Firekeeper clarified by raising her left index finger, followed by making “wide-awake” gestures next to her eyes.

Again, Arasan nodded. Then he asked a question of his own by rounding his fingers into a circular pattern that clearly asked “The focus?”

Firekeeper raised and lowered her shoulders in an elaborate shrug, then gestured toward Arasan’s own eyes and pointed toward the interior of the tent. The Meddler’s abilities had become erratic since he moved into a living body—or so he always claimed—but if any of them could see a magical aura it would be him.

He stared into the pavilion for long enough that Firekeeper was about to suggest that she go search. Then Arasan/the Meddler touched her shoulder, gently gripping as a warning not to move. He pointed to the bed, indicating the side farthest from where they stood. Just visible over the lumps of covers was a square chest that served as a nightstand. Arasan pointed to the chest, then angled his fingers down. Was the focus then stored within the chest? That made some sense—keep it near at hand, but not obvious.

Firekeeper nodded, then mimed herself belly crawling to the bedside.

“Me, too!” came the adamant gesture from the Meddler, fingers tapping his chest. He made a gesture as of casting a spell, then turning a key.

Firekeeper didn’t know if he was offering to magically unlock something or trying to tell her that he needed to come and check for magical locks or wards. As either would be useful, she only nodded, pointed to them both, then gestured low. Before dropping to the carpeted floor, she pressed her fingers to her lips in a reminder for silence, emphasizing this by repeating the “wide-awake” gesture.

Crouching, the wolf-woman raised the curtain from where it rested against the floor, then slid under, hardly touching the heavy fabric. Without looking back, she crept behind the headboard, then over to the far side of the bed. What she encountered when she rounded the corner might have caused her to jerk back in horror if she had not been aware that this would make her bump into Arasan, who was making his own careful way immediately behind her. Instead she rolled forward, so they both might see.

What Firekeeper had taken for a chest doubling as nightstand proved to be a pyramidal container resting on its point, kept from toppling over by being supported within an elaborate metal frame. The sides of the container were made from thick panels of translucent glass soldered together in intricate patterns. The container would have seemed nothing but a fanciful bit of furnishing except that something round glowed within, its light showing that—in defiance of reason—it floated about a handspan from the base. This was outré enough to startle the wolf-woman, who had no reason to like or trust things of magic, but what was horrifying was that the orb’s faint glow revealed that it drifted in an opaque tide of bright blood, spinning and rolling in grotesque delight.

Further examination showed that the orb shared its pyramidal container with a slender human arm. This had been thrust in from the side closest to the bed, above the level of the blood tide. The arm had been slit from palm to the midpoint of the forearm so the fresh blood ran freely into the pool below, assisted by the occasional pumping of the fingers. As the drops dribbled into the ruddy flood, it seemed to Firekeeper that they coalesced into a slimy tendril that slid viscous and serpentine toward the orb. The orb rubbed against the fresh blood, absorbing as much as it could into itself, while the remainder joined the surrounding bath.

Firekeeper froze. There was her target, in plain sight, but seeming as far away as if it hung in the sky, side by side with the moon. She was so absorbed by the gruesome sight that when Arasan—in the course of moving around her to get a better look at the inverted pyramid—brushed against her, it took all Firekeeper’s wolf’s training to keep her from jumping and giving them both away.

After studying the orb and its container for a long moment, doubtless looking for fastenings or locks, Arasan faced Firekeeper. He pointed toward the bed, raised two fingers, made a sharp gesture with one hand, then pressed his eyes closed, letting his head fall limply to one side.

Firekeeper flashed a grin. Would she render unconscious both of those in the bed? Gladly! Could she do it without alerting anyone? That depended. Quickly she assessed her options. In the company of her foster brother, Edlin Norwood, and no-longer-little Citrine Shield, Firekeeper had taken lessons from the old Dragon’s Eye, Grateful Peace of New Kelvin, learning from him much about ways to make someone lose consciousness without causing them undue harm.

In this particular circumstance, Firekeeper didn’t particularly care whether she harmed her targets or not, but surely the less violence the better—at least in the minds of those strange Rhinadeians who had set themselves to judge her and her companions. Besides, if the sorcerer died, that might be detected by his acolytes. The question was which one to take out first? As those steadily flexing fingers showed, the owner of the arm was the one who was awake. Would she care to call warning if someone attacked her bedmate? Certainly the sorcerer was the more dangerous. However, he slept unharmed beside one who seemed to be his victim. Best not to trust in her neutrality. She might approve of what he did to her.

Motioning for Arasan to remain where he was, Firekeeper crept to where she could reach over the elegantly carved headboard that served to keep the mounded pillows from tumbling to the floor. Slowly, she raised herself so she could—for the first time—get a clear look at the two within the bed. To Firekeeper’s left lay a woman—not young, for time had graven lines in her face—but not old either. The woman had rolled to her own left, the better to view where her bleeding arm rested within the pyramidal container. A flexible leather sleeve attached to the container and continuing up the portion of the woman’s arm that was not in the box sealed the bleeding limb away. This explained why Firekeeper had not caught the odor of freshly shed blood.

Unaware of the watching wolf, the woman pumped her hand so that the flow of blood, which had been slowing, sped up again. Her manner was as detached as if it were not her own life seeping into the pool below.

Before moving against the woman, Firekeeper inspected the other occupant of the bed. The man slept deeply and peacefully. Firekeeper wondered if the sorcerer was sated by more than the sex and spiced wine of which she was now close enough to catch the scent. Whatever the reason, she did not think he would wake without prompting. Then the woman must be Firekeeper’s first target, for not only was she awake, she was clearly a willing participant in this sanguinary rite.

Swiftly snaking one arm over the headboard, Firekeeper caught the woman over her mouth so she could not scream. With the same hand, the wolf-woman pinched shut the woman’s nostrils. Getting a hold on the points Grateful Peace had taught her was easier than Firekeeper had dared hope, for the woman was unwilling to struggle lest she do anything that might unsettle the careful arrangement that kept her arm within the glass pyramid. Nonetheless, Firekeeper held both the point and her hand over her victim’s mouth until she was certain the woman was truly unconscious.

Next the wolf-woman attacked the sorcerer. Whether he was even aware when he passed between one sort of sleep and another, Firekeeper did not know—nor did she care.

She signaled to Arasan that the pair would not be troubling them, then set about using an assortment of ties and cloths brought for the purpose to further secure her victims. It would not do to have them awaken and give alarm before Firekeeper, Arasan, and their prize were well away.

That left the problem of how to remove the orb from its bloody bath. Lines of worry etched Arasan’s face. He motioned to Firekeeper to keep watch.

“That was the easy part,” his expression made perfectly clear. As he set himself to working through the puzzle involved in opening the box, Firekeeper was forced to content herself with watching and worrying about Blind Seer and his small pack.
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Blind Seer might not be able to speak after the fashion of humans, but he was experienced in communicating with humankind. When Laria would have crept closer to the camp, Blind Seer moved to block her with his body, then sat—an action that Laria had been told meant “wait.” When Laria held still, she felt her shoulder lighten as Farborn took wing. The merlin couldn’t see in the dark as might an owl, but would employ what he knew of humans and their ways to judge the situation. When he returned from assessing the sorceress’s camp, Farborn wouldn’t be able to tell Laria what he had learned, but he would tell Blind Seer who would—in turn—use it to refine their plans for entering the camp. Somehow, wolf and falcon would let Laria know what she needed to do.

Content in her newly self-defined role as a beast, no better, no worse, than her companions, Laria settled to await orders. That, at least, as the child of slaves, slave herself, she had plenty of experience doing. Indeed, although Laria had never admitted it, even to her mother, freedom was proving a greater challenge than she’d ever imagined. Learning the new ways of the Nexus Islands would have been tough enough in any case but, combined with her disconcerting newly acquired magical talent, freedom could be overwhelming.

When Farborn returned, there was a pause while merlin briefed wolf. Then Blind Seer stretched, sniffed the air, and nudged Laria, swinging his head to indicate that she should follow him. There was moonlight enough for Laria to see the silver-grey of the wolf, a mixture of shadow and delusion, as he led the way into deeper shadow. Through these, Laria must follow him, making as little sound as possible as they picked their way toward the well-lit encampment.

That light had been a matter of much concern when they had laid their plans. The enemy sorcerers might be siblings, but they were little alike in how they had laid out their encampments. The male had penned his sacrifices along the field’s edge, convenient for the mass murder on the morrow. His encampment had been laid out in straight lines, neat as a ready-made town.

By contrast, his sister had spread her sacrifices in a long curving series of pens that created an eye-shaped oval that completely encircled the rest of the camp. Where the white of the eye would be had been left mostly open except for two bonfires or large cook fires. According to Firekeeper, Farborn—even as experienced as he was in human ways—could not be certain what purpose the fires served. In the center of the eye-oval, where the iris would be, was a ring of fine tents, doubtless meant for the sorceress’s acolytes. In the center—pupil to the eye—was an opulent pavilion. No one doubted that this would be where the sorceress herself resided.

The encircled encampment might have been impossible for Blind Seer and Laria to penetrate but for one fact: a border of future sacrifices, no matter how they might have been drugged or otherwise controlled, could not be completely trusted, especially as they surrounded those for whom they would hold no love. For this reason, four watchtowers had been set to oversee the camp—roofed platforms on stilt legs. These towers had two levels. The first was about three feet off the ground. This was not very high, but it provided a convenient base from which guards could prod any recalcitrant—or threaten them with bow and arrows. The next level of the tower rose still higher, to some ten or twelve feet—ample to survey the camp and its surroundings.

To Laria, viewing this on the map in their camp, the arrangement had looked impenetrable, but when she said this Firekeeper had laughed, Blind Seer laughing with her, his great jaws panting wide. Then the wolf-woman had pointed out that the undersides of each of the towers were untenanted except for some odds and ends of tent canvas, rope, and the like—items unneeded until the camp was broken. Nor, according to Farborn, were the guards paying any attention to what were effectively tunnels into their camp. Therefore, Blind Seer and Laria would slip in right under the towers. Farborn would provide a distraction when one was needed to pull the guards’ attention away during the most dangerous part—the crossing of the lit area outside of the camp.

Laria, Blind Seer, and Farborn worked their way carefully around to the side farthest from the prospective battlefield. From cover, they assessed the guard’s routine. This was less regimented than Laria had imagined it would be. The mood was tense, yes, but there was less of the dread she would have imagined on the eve of a battle in which at least a hundred people—for that was how many they had estimated the number of sacrifices to be—would die. The mood was more like…

Laria struggled for a comparison. Unbidden, she felt a memory of salt spray burn her cheek, the buffet of a freshening wind, the taste of grilled fish and fried root vegetables.

It’s like the night before the boat race day! she thought, remembering one of the few annual holidays that had livened the drear routine of the Nexus Islands. Some of the Once Dead had been from Tavetch, a land where the vast majority of the residents took some aspect of their living from the sea. The Tavetch had carried their traditions with them to the ocean-girt Nexus Islands, claiming that the gods they served—ominous forces of wind and water—would expect all appropriate honors to be paid to them, and promising dire consequences if these were not.

I wonder if the other Once Dead truly believed those ceremonies were necessary, or if they enjoyed having an excuse to hold a festival without seeming weak?

Whatever the reason, the boat race day had been a time of ample food, elaborate dances, the elevation of the Mermaid Queen, as well as games and races held to propitiate her consort, Drowning Doom. The night before boat race day had been like this: tense, alert, eyes watching the skies for any sign of a change in the weather.

Sure, there was the awareness that the losing team would be given to Drowning Doom, but those tears were held for the morrow. After all, your team might be victorious, and everyone associated would share the prizes. So often the losers were strangers brought in for the race, unfamiliar with the local currents. We were almost grateful for them being there to do the dying for us, rather than sorry. These guards are more excited than nervous, determined to do their job, to watch while their sorceress defeats her brother. I bet they even have bets on. They don’t know what I do—how much will go wrong tomorrow, how even though their sorceress will win, they will all be swallowed when her power rages out of control.

Understanding now why the guards kept their eyes on the sacrifices, giving only the most perfunctory of inspection to the exterior of the camp, Laria felt more confident about her and Blind Seer’s chances when they must venture into the lit zone. Sheltered by darkness, she crouched beside the wolf, awaiting the signal to sprint out and duck beneath the tower’s base.

The signal came in the form of an otherworldly shriek off to one side. No one hearing it would have believed that it originated in the chest of a bird about the size of a large robin or jay. The cry came again, this time from closer to the ground. The third time the horrific shriek rent the tension of the night, Laria was in no position to judge from whence it came, or whether it had succeeded in distracting the guards. Blind Seer—belly closer to the trampled grass than Laria would have thought possible—had begun racing across the open space between their hiding place in the shadows and the understory of the closest guard post.

Laria ran with him, bending over as much as she could without slowing down too much. Her heart pounded so hard that it nearly drowned out other sounds. She glanced up to see that hastily lit torches were flashing back and forth, their light mostly directed within the encampment, especially where the anxious sacrifices now raised their own terrified screams. For every light there was a host of jagged shadows. Under the cover of these, Laria and Blind Seer vanished beneath the guard tower’s base.

When they had laid their plans, the one question no one had been able to answer had been how the sorceress herself would react. Would she come forth to assist, to inquire, to berate? Or would she remain within her own pavilion?

Arasan—or more probably the Meddler—had offered his assessment. “She’ll stay put. Whether she’s meditating or doing some ritual to prepare for tomorrow’s challenge, she’ll not want to interrupt it. She might even suspect that the disturbance was created precisely in order to ruin her preparations. Remember, according to what Laria learned, the sorceress is the sibling with less raw ability. Tenacity has always been her greatest advantage—and she has to know that.”

Now, as Laria waited, the lightly panting wolf at her side all but invisible in the shadows, she hoped her teacher had been correct.

Farborn had been warned not to get too carried away in creating his audible distraction. When he saw that Laria and Blind Seer had reached the tower, he should find a place from which he could assess how the encampment was reacting to the disturbance. Then, when he was sure no one would see him, he should come and brief them.

Laria was wondering if, against all odds, the merlin had been captured or injured when the bird swooped down, landed, then walked over to join them. The human wouldn’t have even known of his approach except that Blind Seer nudged her, pointing with his nose to show her where to look. When Farborn arrived, he gave Laria the softest chirp of greeting, then faced Blind Seer. Whatever conference was held between gigantic wolf and mouthful of bird, Laria couldn’t share. That there was such, she had no doubt for Blind Seer occasionally huffed or growled, or Farborn fluttered his wings and scraped the ground with his talons. Then, after stroking his head against Laria in what the young woman took as a reassuring gesture, Farborn departed, walking a few steps before launching into the night sky.

Almost immediately, Blind Seer nudged Laria. When he had her attention, he began to creep to where, hidden by shadows and heaped equipment, they could study the interior of the camp. Laria crept beside him, coming to rest so close that she could feel the wolf’s fur soft against her side. As she watched the camp’s activity, Laria felt a wash of dismay that they were beaten before they had truly begun. Numerous groups of guards now patrolled the camp’s grounds, far more, she thought, than had been active before Farborn put them on alert.

After she and Blind Seer had watched for several minutes, Laria registered several details that gave her reason for hope. Although there were numerous patrols—certainly more than Farborn had mentioned in his initial report—the majority of these were pacing along the rim of the “eye,” where the sacrifices were penned. Their interlocking routes took them into the vicinity of the “iris” ring of tents that presumably sheltered the more favored acolytes, but no further. The bonfires had been built up but, while these served their intended purpose of making it easier for the patrols to see the camp’s perimeter, the light also served to render the guards night-blind when they must look into the more shadowed areas. True, each patrol leader did carry a torch, but this only served to make the areas of darkness more impenetrable.

Laria had often seen how Firekeeper and Blind Seer would deliberately sit with their backs to a fire, where a human would have stared into the mesmerizing flicker and glow of the flames. For perhaps the first time, Laria really understood why Firekeeper spoke of the “friendly darkness.” Thus, when Blind Seer signaled that after the patrol that was now closing on them and before the next, they would make their move, Laria drew the idea of darkness around her like a cloak and made herself ready.

At Blind Seer’s nudge, they darted like twin shadows across the open ground, then dodged between two of the neatly spaced tents. Blind Seer paused long enough to assure that the area remained clear between the acolytes’ tents and sorceress’s ornate pavilion. Farborn’s earlier briefing had included the information that, although the pavilion’s main entrance faced the battlefield, there was also an insignificant rear door, doubtless meant for servants. This was their destination.

Will it be open? Will it be warded? Will Blind Seer be able to sniff the wards out as Firekeeper bragged he could when we were making our plans?

These and dozens of other half-formed questions shouted in Laria’s head but, despite them—or maybe because of them—when the blue-eyed wolf gave the signal, Laria raced forward without hesitation.
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Firekeeper silently paced the confines of the sorcerer’s tent, occasionally checking on her two prisoners—while keeping an eye on the Meddler/Arasan in case the former might be up to something treacherous. It seemed she need not worry. The Meddler might have had his doubts about this venture but, now that he was deeply committed, he was an intent as a pup scrabbling after a treat. Firekeeper wondered whether vanity or fear motivated the Meddler. After consideration, she decided that in this circumstance vanity might win out, for in this game the Meddler not only competed against the sorcerer and his followers, but with Blind Seer as well. It would not do for the wolf to come away with his prize—assisted as he was only by a newly tried young woman and a small falcon—when the Meddler had Firekeeper at his side.

After all, Firekeeper thought, the Meddler has not ceased to maintain his position that he would be a more fit partner to me than is Blind Seer. Now that he is tested against his rival, he must make his boast good.

Nonetheless, Firekeeper kept watch on the Meddler lest he give into the temptation to use blood magic to ease his way—an understandable lure with so much blood, and that so fresh, near at hand. Although she hoped that Arasan would do his best to remind his other self of the terms of their challenge, Arasan might be crippled by an all too reasonable fear that they would be detected and what that would mean. Or, what if the Meddler fell into what would be for him the most familiar way to work magic purely by accident? Firekeeper thought that she would know if he did so. Therefore, although she did not forget the bound pair in the bed, and listened for any disturbance without, she also stayed alert to the actions of the two who should be her allies.

I miss Blind Seer! No matter what trials we have been through, I always knew I could trust him.

Firekeeper’s nose knew when the Meddler figured out the trick that would open the inverted pyramid, for the stench of human blood—fresh, hot, yet tainted with some alien element—filled her nostrils. She spared a swift glace and saw that the Meddler had located a nearly concealed tap, not unlike those used for kegs of ale or wine, and had toggled it open. The yet life-warm blood streamed forth, and he caught it in a wide-mouthed bottle certainly intended for the purpose.

When Firekeeper tilted her head in query, the Meddler pointed under the bed, then to the bottle. He traced the outline of one of the ornate panels that made up the pyramid’s glass mosaic sides. Lastly, he held up a small gold wand with a complicated hook at the end—apparently the key needed to open the panel so the pyramid’s contents could be retrieved when the container had been emptied.

All that remained was to wait—and a horrid, tense wait it was. Repeatedly, Firekeeper paced the confines of the tent. But though she almost longed for some indication of trouble, nothing stirred. The stillness and the continued pitch of alertness that it demanded began to seem worse than any alarm.

It was during one of these restless passes, all nerves alert, that Firekeeper noticed that the sorcerer’s eyes were now open—open yet weirdly blank. When she looked more closely she saw that their color was a putrid green—a color she had never seen among the eyes of humans nor, to the best of the wolf-woman’s knowledge, among those of the Beasts. Why then was that color somehow uncomfortably familiar?

Firekeeper darted over, meaning to send the man once more to unconsciousness. She came up short when she realized where she had seen that particular shade of green before. It was the same color as the focus, only brighter, undiminished by the bloody shroud that had veiled it in its arcane bath. Beside the man, the woman remained unmoving her blood ceasing to drip. As to which side of the line between life and death her spirit lingered, Firekeeper could not tell.

Firekeeper hissed both warning and fear, for she had no idea what to do. Whether the focus called to its creator or the creator to his tool; whether they were somehow one and the same hardly mattered. Had one or both somehow slain the woman for what power they needed in this emergency? The only thing Firekeeper felt certain of was that this apparition meant no good for herself and Arasan. Their plans had rested on a certainty that neither the sorcerer or his allies would lightly spend their power on the eve of the contest. This assumption had been borne out in the minimal camp defenses but, now that the sorcerer himself—or the focus upon which he relied—was at risk, all such provisions no longer applied.

Firekeeper had hoped that they could steal the focus without anyone being killed but, at this moment, slaying the sorcerer seemed her best choice. Quick as the thought formed, her Fang was in her hand. She was crouching to spring when a single word from Arasan stopped her.

“No!”

After their carefully maintained silence, the barely voiced syllable reverberated like a shout. Firekeeper froze and listened, but no one seemed to have overheard him. Arasan motioned for Firekeeper to come closer. Reluctantly obeying, she saw that Arasan had just opened the pyramid and had been about to insert a gloved hand to remove the orb.

“Sure alarm if he dies,” he mouthed. “Also, why give this more blood?”

Using her blade, Firekeeper pointed to the sorcerer’s glowing eyes, tilting her head in query. Arasan didn’t waste breath on expressions of shock or disbelief. Instead, he mouthed one word.

“Iron?”

Firekeeper understood. Iron was unfriendly to magic, so unfriendly that she doubted there was any among the sorcerer’s belongings. If they had some, it might be used to interrupt the link between the orb and its master. She glanced at the blade of her Fang, but the process that turned iron into steel reduced the metal’s effect on magic.

Firekeeper swallowed a growl of frustration. Although the sorcerer had made no move since opening his eyes, his body was now tense, the neck muscles visibly corded. In her gut, she knew that he and his arcane tool were working some dreadful enchantment between them. Her apprehension was confirmed when, without warning, the orb rose from where it had continued to drift within the ebbing blood. It shot up, then out of the port that Arasan had just opened.

Instinctively, Arasan began to duck. Then his body jerked unnaturally as the Meddler took command of the nerves and muscles. He thrust his gloved hand forth with a speed and at an angle that promised nothing good for the muscles and tendons so used, but he managed to grab the spherical focus as a child might a wildly thrown ball.

At the same time, Firekeeper grabbed one of the pillows and pressed it over the sorcerer’s face—not hard enough to smother, but enough that he would need to struggle for breath. Hopefully, this more immediate battle would break whatever connection he had established between himself and the focus.

Perhaps because the sorcerer was still half-asleep, the wolf-woman’s desperate ploy worked. She felt the sorcerer go limp, heard a nearly sub-audible gasp from Arasan, darted a gaze and confirmed that her ally now held a cloth-wrapped bundle in his left hand. His right arm hung limp, and he winced when the gradually slowing struggles of the orb within its wrappings jerked his injured limb about.

From Doc—one of Firekeeper’s oldest human friends—Firekeeper had learned something of field medicine. Rapidly, she weighed the advantages of pausing to do something about Arasan’s dislocated shoulder against those to be gained by a quick departure. Delay won, for Arasan would move more quickly if he was in less pain. Firekeeper motioned for him to hold still, ran her hand over the arm, then without warning, she popped the abused joint back into place. Tears shouted in Arasan’s eyes, but he made no sound.

Firekeeper quickly crafted a sling to support Arasan’s injured arm, stowed the now dormant focus in one of her own belt pouches, and—after checking that all was clear without—led them through the slit in the tent’s fabric, between the tents, and out of the camp. A few horses stomped in nervous comment, but otherwise no one detected their passage. Once they were clear of the camp, Firekeeper led them cross-country to where they had arranged to meet Blind Seer, Laria, and Farborn.

The wolf-woman took some hope from the fact that Farborn had not come bearing news of disaster and requesting aid, but nonetheless she had to school her feet to care rather than speed, knowing she would not be truly reassured until she was once again at Blind Seer’s side.
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With hardly a pause, Blind Seer led them from the protected space between the acolytes’ tents toward the servants’ entrance into the pavilion. As she followed, Laria hoped he had not forgotten to check for magical wards. Mentally, she rehearsed what she was supposed to do if they encountered guards or servants. To Laria’s relief—yet paradoxically adding to her sense of dread—neither guards or servants were in evidence when she lifted the canvas flap and slipped into the pavilion after Blind Seer. Farborn glided in as she was lowering the flap, then darted upward, presumably to find a perch from where he could keep watch.

Strongly perfumed smoke rose from braziers evenly spaced around the pavilion’s interior. Laria pinched her nose to hold back a sneeze, swallowing hard to stifle a tickling at the back of her throat. Blind Seer’s ears pinned flat against his skull in protest at the olfactory onslaught, then perked upright again. Laria imagined that the wolf must feel as if he had been blinded—or something worse. As she understood it, his keen sense of smell let him perceive the past and even, in some ways, the future, since he could smell approaching threats or scent changes of mood, often before the subjects were aware of the shift themselves.

But there was no changing the situation, so Laria resolved to be even more alert to compensate for the wolf’s diminished senses. Even as these thoughts were chasing through her mind, Laria was scanning the tent, trying to make sense of what was revealed by the dim glow from scattered lanterns hung high, their flames turned low. The problem was that the scene was so peculiar that she had great difficulty comprehending what she saw.

As best Laria could tell, the pavilion was untenanted except for a full-figured woman who lay on her back on a platform that struck Laria as less a bed than an altar. The woman was completely naked, but her skin was so intricately inscribed with symbols and sigils in a crashing variety of colors that she gave the impression of being clothed. By contrast, the patterns on her face were deceptively simple: two sets of eyes, one extra set placed above and one below her natural ones. Otherwise the sorceress’s face—for Laria had no doubt that this was her—was unadorned, adding to the impression that she actually possessed three pairs of eyes. The sorceress’s long hair was unbound and spread around her. The outermost tendrils moved slightly in a breeze stirred by something that moved in an erratic but somehow deeply disturbing pattern along the lines inscribed upon the woman’s naked flesh.

From Blind Seer’s faint rumbling growl, he detected the focus at the same moment Laria did. In Laria’s earlier vision, the spherical focus had reminded her of a gaping maw, but Laria had not registered it as having a particular color. Now she understood why. The orb possessed no single color, but instead showed the complement to whatever it touched. As it raced over lines painted in red, it shown green; when the lines were blue, it showed orange; when yellow it was violet. These colors contrasted all the more vividly because the outermost edges of the sphere remained a muddy blue-green that contrasted violently with what was visible of the woman’s natural skin tone. This was a pale, sickly peach that looked as if it never saw the sun. The void pit of the sphere’s maw was the only constant color, a hot white that burned afterimages on the eye, but was nonetheless not the least bit bright.

While the sorceress herself lay dreadfully quiescent, the void sphere was terribly alive. When she had viewed them in her vision, Laria had thought that both foci were hard crystals. Now that she was seeing one for herself, this sphere seemed malleable. Laria imagined that if she grabbed it, it would feel as soft as mud. She wondered if, like mud, it would fall apart if squeezed tightly. Somehow what seemed more likely was that the material would flow outward, engulfing the hand that grasped it.

The thought made Laria shiver. She only realized that she had begun to back away when Blind Seer nudged her, stopping her in her tracks. Then he gave her a slight shove—their agreed upon signal to advance.

“Advance and do what?” Laria wanted to ask but, even if her companion had been able to manage conventional speech, she would not have risked speaking aloud. The sorceress might have sent her attendants away so she could perform this weird rite in privacy, but Laria was certain that they would come running if there was any obvious disturbance.

As if understanding Laria’s unspoken question, Blind Seer turned his head so that his sharp nose pointed directly at the void orb, following it as it rolled along its chaotic route up and over the rises and falls of its creator’s body. In case Laria didn’t understand, Blind Seer adopted a pose clearly adapted from a bird dog’s point. Then he nosed her, nodded, then shook his head, snapping the air in the direction of the orb.

“We’re here to get that,” Laria mentally translated. “Are you going to pick it up? If not I’ll snap it up with my mouth.”

“And deal with the consequences,” Laria added to herself, although there was nothing of that subtle psychological blackmail in the wolf’s attitude. Simply put, they had come here for a purpose. He was going through with it, whether she cooperated or not.

Laria had no idea what would happen if the wolf held the sphere in his mouth, but she didn’t think it would be anything good. She was pointing to herself, stepping forward, her gloved hand extended, when the orb took action on its own.

Rolling through one of the numerous curves of the inscribed design, the orb rounded a corner, then launched into the air, aiming directly for Blind Seer. The mouth-like slit gaped wide, a rush of air pulling at them both, yet the void sphere did not strike Blind Seer, as Laria had expected. Instead, it skimmed over the great grey wolf, beginning its course near Blind Seer’s head, then slicing a long line along his spine that ended above his tail tip. Reaching this point, it looped around, cutting through the air above the underside of the wolf’s tail, moving along his belly, then up to stir the white fur of Blind Seer’s ruff before coursing under the wolf’s jaw, then coming around to begin the circuit again.

Blind Seer staggered and lifted his head as if to cry in pain. The howl that came forth was soundless, somehow all the more terrible for the agony it revealed.
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V

[image: ]DESPITE THE OVERLAYING stench of incense, the odor even from outside of the pavilion’s exterior had given Blind Seer some warning of what they would find within—or perhaps it had not been his nose that captured the elusive scent, but that other sense he was only just learning to use. Whatever the case, despite this warning, Blind Seer nearly planted his paws and refused to enter when Laria lifted the flap that would give them access to the interior. It wasn’t just that the space reeked of blood—although it did—it was the nature of that blood, hyper-saturated with what the wolf had learned to define as the odor of magical power.

But Laria was waiting for him to move ahead and the wolf knew that, at any sign of panic from him, she would flee—and doubtless be slain. Whether or not that death would be the real death, Blind Seer did not know. There was so much about the nature of Rhinadei and its challenge that was based on speculation, including the reality of what they were experiencing. What was certain was that to fail would mean the end of their search. As long as Rhinadei might hold the knowledge he had been seeking ever since he accepted his magical talent, well then, failure was not an option he could choose.

Besides, he liked this human child, and knew far better perhaps than any in their company how closely she flirted with suicide.

Since his journey with Firekeeper had begun, Blind Seer had taught himself to see much as humans saw. Even so, the peculiar arrangements in the pavilion took him a long moment to interpret, especially since the magic surrounding the woman who lay on the platform distorted all his senses, much as a fog muffled both sight and sound, while saturating scent with heavy damp. The wolf was still sorting through the multi-layered image when the sphere launched itself through the intervening space and began to devour him alive.

The pain was like nothing Blind Seer had ever known. Given that, in Firekeeper’s company, he had been grievously wounded more than once, even to nearly losing an eye, and had felt the soul-searing fires of querinalo, this was saying a great deal. Immediately, he knew what the sphere was doing. Created to harvest ambient magical energy, the void sphere had sensed the source of power that was the wolf-mage and had eagerly leapt to devour it.

On a wolfishly practical level, Blind Seer could hardly blame it. Why hunt mice when there was a moose nearby, sucked chest-deep in a bog? But on an equally reasonable, life-preserving side, Blind Seer wasn’t about to submit to the voracious orb’s attack without a fight. He was a wolf. In his own odd way, he was the One Male of his pack, and he’d never lost a fight for dominance.

Blind Seer tried to move out of the sphere’s orbit, but found that his limbs were not so much frozen into place—for numbness would have been a pleasant relief from the pain—but that they were paralyzed by an agony that soaked every muscle so thoroughly it left no room for motion. He considered howling for help, but Laria would not understand his words, and he wasn’t certain what Farborn could do. The little falcon was brave—none braver—but he was nearly as suicidal as Laria and must not be encouraged to do anything foolhardy.

There was an option, an option Blind Seer knew would enable him to shatter the sphere as easily as he might crush a ball of ice between his jaws. However, should he take it, the wolf knew that their welcome in Rhinadei would be ended, for that option involved the use of blood magic. There would be a lovely technical quibble of the sort that humans loved, for Blind Seer himself would not shed any blood, only claim what another had already taken. Still, the wolf was no human and would not lie to himself. He knew what he would be doing, and that knowledge alone would be enough to condemn him.

Nonetheless, as the pain wracked him, not with a single slash, but with myriad deep cuts that were worse than the bites of a multitude of red ants or the stings of a hive of hornets, the temptation grew to grab hold of the enemy’s power and make it his own. What matter if his choice was taken from him? This was his life, and if he lost that, he would lose so much more.

Nonetheless, Blind Seer delayed the choice breath by tormented breath, standing with his jaws agape in a soundless howl, a wolf carved from suffering, unable to even cry for help as wolves did without shame. Silence was the only weapon he possessed, silence and the hope that he could reach his end without making his Firekeeper feel disdain for the coward he had become.
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When the sphere set itself to cycle around Blind Seer, Laria darted forward, uncertain what she could do, but determined to do it anyhow. Then motion from the heretofore motionless figure on the altar caught her attention. Laria glanced over, but the sorceress had not moved. Laria felt sure of that, for the woman’s long hair remained fanned out in an even curve, as it would not be if the supine woman had moved even the slightest amount. Laria thought she must have been mistaken, and was again moving to assist Blind Seer when the same flicker of motion caught her attention. This time she detected the source and shivered in horror.

The eyes painted on the sorceress’s face were moving, their gaze darting here and there without apparent direction, although the sorceress’s own gaze remained blank and unseeing. Nor were these the only eyes hidden among the elaborate lines that covered the woman’s body. Now that they were looking about, two more were revealed tipping the sorceress’s breasts, the nipples serving as pupils. Another eye framed her navel. Other lines revealed within their twists and curves the semblance of mouths. As the void sphere completed its second pass over the wolf, these sucked and seemed to swallow.

Laria stopped in mid-motion, suddenly comprehending what the sorceress—or rather her spell—was doing. The sorceress had sensed in the intruders a source of magical energy that she craved for her own. Blind Seer was the more powerful of the pair, his undifferentiated spellcaster’s power the greater prize, but Laria had no doubt that she and her much less flexible talent would be consumed as well if they remained long enough.

No wonder the sorceress’s acolytes and servants had been sent away—and had remained eager to keep their distance. The sorceress must have been gathering what ambient energy she could draw from this land without alerting her brother, thereby tilting the balance of the contest in her favor while robbing him of what otherwise would be a shared resource.

Casting around, Laria saw a heap of clothing—doubtless the sorceress’s own, stacked aside for after this ritual. Grabbing a long robe, Laria shaped it into a loose net, intending to capture the orb or, at the very least, knock it off course. Laria knew she was being foolhardy, that the orb might dodge or might transfer its horrid attentions to her own magical energies, but she wasn’t going to just stand there and let Blind Seer be swallowed alive.

As Laria was lowering her makeshift net into place, help came from an ally she’d forgotten until this moment. Farborn launched himself from the upper reaches of the pavilion. Over the course of their association, Laria had learned that the merlin rarely dove, but instead relied upon the speed of his knife-edged wings to let him outpace his prey, often picking flying birds directly out of the air. That he intended to attack the orb in a similar fashion became obvious when, beak open in a soundless shriek, he flew over the void sphere as it coursed along the wolf’s spine. With talons extended, Farborn hit the sphere hard, knocking it off course.

A scream of raw pain rent the silence, then the falcon tumbled to the floor.

When Farborn struck the void sphere, the painted eyes that adorned the sorceress’s body blinked once, then froze open. The horrid mouths had ceased their sucking and swallowing. One advantage of having grown to adulthood as a slave to the Once Dead was that Laria understood how fragile an enchantment could be.

Farborn had bought them time. It was up to her to make certain that time wasn’t wasted.

Laria touched her knife, then rejected it in favor of her canteen. This was no time for bloodshed. She wrapped a portion of the sorceress’s tunic over her free hand. Behind her, she could hear Blind Seer snarl, a soft sound, weaker than it should be, but hopeful nonetheless. Overlaying the wolf’s growl, she heard the erratic beating of Farborn’s wings, stuttering before falling silent.

Laria longed to turn and see what had happened to her companions, but she knew she did not dare let anything distract her. She could see that the sorceress’s breathing was changing, the almost mechanical breaths becoming irregular. Quite possibly she was emerging from her trance. As she closed on the altar, Laria loosened the cap of her canteen. Now she squeezed out a jet of water that splashed onto that painted face, then trickled down over the sorceress’s neck and breasts.

Laria had chosen the woman’s face as her target since, in her vision, she hadn’t seen any indication of the triple set of eyes. These then were likely crafted from ink or paint, while the other markings that covered the woman’s body could possibly be tattoos. As Laria ripped her fabric-wrapped hand across the eyes painted on the sorceress’s forehead, her belly churned with revulsion, for they felt just like natural eyes. Only the memory of Blind Seer—transfixed and silently howling while the void sphere shaved away the magical energy that, as with all spellcasters who had survived querinalo, was inextricably intertwined with his life force—gave Laria courage.

Ruthlessly, Laria swept her now soaked and paint-smeared hand through the lowest set of eyes. As she did so, the sorceress quivered, then shook, her entire body quaking and bucking. Laria had once seen a man struck by lightning, and there was a certain similarity to this motion. That man had jolted as the force moved through him, then he had collapsed. As the sorceress continued to shake, her skin began to swell, plumping out as her body sought—so Laria instinctively understood—to retain the stolen power without the mediating elements provided by the void sphere and the associated spell.

Revolted, Laria shrank back, uncertain if she had inadvertently killed the woman. A solid bump against her side broke her fixation and tore a soft scream from her dry mouth. Laria glanced over to see Blind Seer standing beside her, Farborn’s limp body held gently in his jaws. Fused to the falcon’s talons was the void sphere, coruscated with an infinitude of minute cracks.

Laria gasped, her vision blurring with tears. Blind Seer shoved her with his nose toward the door through which they had entered. His message was plain.

“We have not yet escaped.”

Laria swallowed a sob, fear of discovery helping her pull herself together. Shoving the paint-smeared robe off of her hand, she grabbed a silk scarf from the heap of the sorceress’s clothing, then held it so Blind Seer could drop Farborn and his eldritch prey into the folds. Carrying the bundle close to her chest, Laria followed the wolf from the pavilion and into the now friendly darkness.
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Farborn was dead. Blind Seer’s nose told him as much. Wolf-like, he would have left the corpse, but he knew that precious moments would be spent fighting a useless battle with Laria. Let her carry the bit of feather and flesh. In any case, he had no desire to leave the void sphere, even cracked and battered as it was, behind where the sorceress or her followers might yet make use of it.

There was little chance that he and Laria could leave unseen as they had arrived. Even he—untrained as he was—could feel the change in the field of magical energy now that the sorceress’s spell had been broken. How long before one of her followers went to check on the woman? Not long, he suspected. If they did not check on their leader out of loyalty, they would slink close to see if they might feed on the leavings of her hunt for power. Alarm might be given any moment. As the proverb said: Better to make the herd run than be trampled in the stampede.

Yet what could he do? Blind Seer’s muscles still screamed, stretched nearly to tearing by the force that had drawn his mana from him. He did not dare risk a fight, would not even if sweet Firekeeper rather than this brave but helpless human child had been his companion. What then?

Fire will drive even the bravest hunter, quoted a voice in his head.

But Blind Seer had no means to start a fire, even if he so wished, and he did not. Fire drove prey and predator alike because it devoured all it could touch. Would knocking over a lantern and spreading indiscriminate death be counted against them as much as if they had used blood magic? Perhaps not, but relying on destruction did not run with the challenge that his pack had set themselves when they had decided to stop this battle before it could begin. What then?

A shifting breeze brought to him the scent of human waste, human sweat, human fear, and with it an idea.

This encampment was surrounded by pens holding the humans who were to be sacrificed come the next noon. What if he broke some of the fences and set the captives free? There might be slaughter. There might simply be chaos. There would certainly be uproar, especially if he bore through the midst of the mob. There was a risk, certainly, but there was always risk in a hunt.

This risk was acceptable, for the choice to kill or not to kill would be upon the heads of the newly freed. If he broke through on one side of a pen, out the other, he would be offering them a choice. What they did would be up to them.

Blind Seer had not held still while he reviewed his options, but had taken advantage of patches of deepest shadow and the absence of most of the humans to lead Laria to where the encampment’s edge bordered the great plain that, come the next day, was destined to become a killing ground. The girl had bound the scarf holding Farborn’s corpse around her waist so that the pathetically tiny bulge hung just below her belly. When Blind Seer paused, she rested her hand lightly on his back. The great wolf let her feel him tensing, shifting his weight to run, then, with a howl that held within it all the pain and fear he had been keeping within, Blind Seer leapt forward: one bound, then two, lastly he brought the full weight of his body into the slats that made up the fence.

The slats bent, then broke, for they had never been intended to actually hold against concerted force, serving instead as a reminder of the line over which the captives could not cross without risking reprisal from the archers in the guard towers. These were as yet holding their fire, for their instructions were to shoot any breaking out. What to do when one lean grey form followed by a quickly moving human girl merged into the suddenly panicking throng?

The human sacrifices parted as Blind Seer surged through their midst, their drug and panic-numbed minds slow to recognize more than that something had erupted into their despairing vigil. He hit the second fence with greater accuracy. This time the boards splintered outward, not only from the impact of his body, but from the combined force of those who suddenly realized that another was breaking trail for them.

This time arrows did hiss from the guards’ bows, but Blind Seer did not let the cries of pain slow him. He did not hear Laria’s voice among them, and the sound of her breathing, regular if shrill with excitement verging on panic, was close. As for the wounded whose blood he now caught hot on the night air? These had been dead men and women until a few breaths before. Now he was giving them a chance for life—or at least a kinder, cleaner death than being sucked in to feed a spell that would waste all around it for the imagined glory of one insanely powerful human.

Or so Blind Seer told himself as he ran, but he had not lived among humans for over half his life without soaking in some of their tendency toward irrational guilt. If his eyes had been equipped for weeping, he might have wept as he pushed his tortured muscles to carry him (with Laria as his tail) out of the range of arrowshot, into the enfolding darkness.

The thick summer grass bent beneath his paws, muffled Laria’s steps. When they were safely away, Blind Seer slowed their pace, the better to hear if any trailed them. Although screams and shouts reverberated in the distance, here there were only the sounds of bending grass, of fleeing rodents, of the quickly stilled indignation of birds disturbed at rest. Only those things and a voice that spoke—so he quickly realized when Laria did not respond—within not his head, but within the stream of mana that was flowing back into him.

Or was it a voice? Voices used words, languages. This was something else, communication through sensation, emotion, not words. Blind Seer’s ears flickered back against his skull as he struggled to make sense of what he was being told. An assurance that the teacher he sought was here, here yet not here. A nearly impossible possibility. But not so impossible, not if Blind Seer could set his paws upon the right trail. There was one who had taken a vow, but who wished to break that vow, if given fair excuse.

He wanted to growl, to snarl, to roll over, to abase himself if that would get him a clearer answer, but he sensed that whatever it was that sought to speak with him was at least as frustrated as he was, so he did his best to read the faint spoor that came to him intertwined with his own mana. If there were words, they might have been:

“All I can give you, give me, is hope.”

Blind Seer shook, aching with fatigue and confusion. Then a chance breeze brought him the scent of Firekeeper, then of Arasan. He considered howling so that they might more easily find him and Laria, for Firekeeper’s sweat held a tang that he knew for triumph. They, too, then, had been successful. Overriding the scent of relief was that of concern, he thought for him, for Laria and Farborn, but it might be because Firekeeper and Arasan were being hunted. Best then to keep silence, though every step the great wolf took made his very bones shiver, so that Blind Seer found himself imagining that only his skeleton coursed over the grassland.

When at last they met, Firekeeper flung herself into him with a wolf’s full-body embrace, hugging him close, then springing back when she felt his inadvertent wince.

“What is wrong, beloved? I smell no blood. Have you yet been wounded?”

“Later, for the tale,” he replied, licking the side of her face and rejoicing in the familiar taste, “and for your embrace. For now, I hurt, although not to death that… That came for another.”

Over to the side, Laria was weeping, explaining in broken phrases what had happened to Farborn. Arasan was trying to comfort her, offering to take the silken bundle that held the merlin’s tiny form, but Laria refused.

Firekeeper did not ask for explanation, only gave Laria’s shoulder a quick, tight squeeze.

“We go, then. Finish this too costly challenge. Without Farborn to scout from above, the river way will be harder but not impossible. I will guide those of you who cannot see well in the dark. Blind Seer will lead.”

The wolf recognized the kindness in this that Laria, drawing in a sharp breath for a protest she never spoke, did not. If he was on point, he would set the pace, have no need to sort through the varied scents of his allies to find his way. And Firekeeper would be at his back, one quick bound from his side if the need arose.

So they made their way, with relative swiftness as long as they were in the grasslands, slower when they must pick their way over broken rock and leap over rivulets. The coursing river itself made a deafening thunder, but they were not required to cross it to reach the mountains that were their goal. Those loomed blue-black against the gradually brightening sky as the night of terror turned into a dawn lit with uncertainty.

Blind Seer’s nose told him when they crossed a heretofore imperceptible line, for the air, previously filled with the green scents of summer now became permeated with those of autumn. There, too, were human scents, Varelle’s among them.

The Gatewatcher stood at the center of a half circle of men and women whose expressions were equal parts grim and awestruck. Smoothly as if taking part in some dance, Varelle stepped forward and reached for the shrouded bundle tied around Laria’s waist. The young woman raised her hands in mute protest, but somehow the knots in the silk came undone, and Farborn’s body was no longer hers to protect.

Pinching a fold, Varelle drew the scarf away, causing it to vanish into sparkling motes of dust that outlined Farborn sitting upright, alert, alive, but definitely not unchanged. The merlin’s talons, last seen fused to the fractured void sphere, no longer clutched their ugly burden. Instead, the material of the sphere had flowed out and around the falcon’s claws, coating his legs to where they vanished into the brown and white feathers of the merlin’s underbelly. The material had hardened into smooth crystal that sparked with minute fracture lines and shifted color with the vagaries of the light.

Farborn gave his wings an experimental flap, then soared to perch on a nearby tree limb. Once there, he lifted one leg, then the other, inspecting his newly ornamented talons. From how he ruffled his feathers, he was as confused as the rest of them.
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“What did you do to him?” Firekeeper asked.

“I—we—did nothing,” Varelle replied. “Rhinadei has given Farborn a gift in return for him—for all of you—showing the courage our ancestors lacked.”

As they had made their journey across the plain and through the river gorge, Firekeeper had been told by Blind Seer and Laria what had happened in the sorceress’s tent, most particularly how Farborn had attacked the void sphere, an action that had both permitted Blind Seer to break free of the sphere’s attack and given Laria the opening she needed to carry the fight to the sorceress.

“Farborn was dead,” Firekeeper stated flatly. “His heart was still. He did not breathe. Blind Seer and Laria both checked.”

“He would have been dead,” Varelle corrected, “if Rhinadei had not intervened. The risks you took during the test were genuine risks. You could well have been maimed—or died.”

“Why did you choose to attack the sorcerous siblings?” asked a man with dark skin and hair that frizzed a faded rust. “The challenge Varelle set for you was simply to reach the vale of the Giant’s Last Stand. The armies were intended as hazards—no more, no less than the river or the parched lands. We never thought you would decide you must go after the sorcerers.”

Firekeeper was about to explain, at least a little, for she had in full a wolf’s love for bragging, but Arasan—seeming in complete accord with the Meddler for once—spoke as she was drawing breath.

“Did we choose wrongly? I think not—not if this Rhinadei of which you speak saw fit to grant Farborn not only his life, but this peculiar memento in addition. We accepted the challenge Varelle set us as the only way to prove to unseen judges that we were worthy of learning more about this land of yours. Now, instead of receiving answers, we find ourselves bombarded with more questions. I think the time has come for us to ask the questions. Perhaps the first of these should be one Firekeeper has already asked. What have you—or Rhinadei—done to Farborn?”

Varelle and the rust-red man exchanged glances with each other, then looked toward their remaining three comrades—another woman and two men.

“Fair enough,” Rust-Red replied grudgingly. “Perhaps we should begin by introducing ourselves.”

Firekeeper bit back an urge to growl, for names were so often less than nothing among humans. But she recognized a courtesy when it was so intended, and held her tongue. Besides, the interruption created by Arasan’s words had shown her that she’d come close to erring by boasting of their deeds. True, these humans may have watched what Firekeeper and her allies had done, but much of what they had seen would have puzzled them—from Arasan’s dual nature, to the source of Laria’s vision, to just how intelligent Blind Seer and Farborn might be. Best to keep them guessing—especially since they were being so coy about declaring themselves friends.

Rust-Red introduced himself as “Bordyn, Chief Elementalist.” Then the remaining three gave their names. Just as Varelle was the “Gatewatcher,” so each of these claimed a title as well. Firekeeper set these aside for later consideration—a few of the strings of words had awakened old memories from her time in New Kelvin—and listened politely. However, when Bordyn seemed to have forgotten that he owed them more than names, she pressed.

“What happened to Farborn? Why do his talons now look so? How is he not dead—although we are very glad for this.”

Bordyn sighed. “The simple answer to this you already have. Rhinadei intervened. As best as we can tell, this was because Farborn put himself at risk with no gain for himself. This after all of you decided to disarm the sorcerers, rather than leave them to ruin the land. For these reasons, Rhinadei decided that Farborn should live. His talons are now proofed against injury from contact with magical forces. How extensive this protection will be, I cannot say, so I wouldn’t suggest trying to take on too much.”

“No grabbing lightning from the sky?” the Meddler asked, the inflection of his voice making clear he meant the words as a joke.

“Especially not completely natural lightning,” replied a man with very long, very straight iron-grey hair, brown skin less richly dark than that of either Varelle or Bordyn, and a completely humorless expression. This was Orten, Firekeeper recalled, the Five Spirits Alchemist.

“Not to complain,” said Erldon, the Lore Lover, a lighter-skinned, soft-bodied man with tiny spectacles perched on the tip of his nose and a bald patch in the middle of his rabbit-brown hair, “but can we continue this discussion in a more comfortable place?”

Firekeeper thought it odd that Erldon framed what was clearly a complaint as not being one, but her increased years among humans had not given her any better understanding of why they so rarely said what they meant. To her, the mountain meadow in which they now found themselves was very comfortable, but she knew humans well enough to realize that most of Varelle’s companions—who were united in showing signs of age—would appreciate chairs or at the very least cushions upon which to seat themselves.

“Ah, well”—Firekeeper brightened at the thought—“at least there are certain to be refreshments.”

“Comfortable is fine,” she agreed, “but the sky is brightening. Blind Seer does not love inside and Farborn is a bird—a brave bird, but still a bird.”

“By which,” the Meddler clarified, “Firekeeper means that Farborn is only toilet-trained in the most generous description of the term so maybe we should remain outside.”

Firekeeper nodded hopefully. Certainly after this mysterious Rhinadei had so grandly rewarded Farborn, no one would suggest that either falcon or wolf should be asked to stay outside, away from the planned conference. After a short discussion with her associates, Varelle motioned for Firekeeper and her allies to follow.

“There is a small lodge used for meditation not far from here. We will go there.”

The lodge proved to be a small house with a sharply pointed roof. The structure was framed by a wide porch along which ran a line of cushioned rocking chairs. The humans were offered seats on the porch, but the wolves and Laria chose to sit in the grass. Farborn took a perch in an apple tree heavy with fruit. After some fussing, the humans’ chairs were arranged in a half circle, so everyone could see everyone else’s faces, a thing very important for humans, who relied on sight more than the other four senses combined.

The refreshments were brought by a man and a woman.

“Those are the same two who wore the armor that made them look like some sort of enormous insects,” Blind Seer said, “those who escorted Varelle when she brought her demands to us.”

Firekeeper decided that the lack of armor and weapons was a good sign and eagerly inspected the offerings. The selection of food was not what Firekeeper would have chosen, leaning toward the sweet, but there was a very good sharp cheese, as well as ample bread and butter. Without being asked, the servants—or guards—brought a deep china bowl of fresh water for Blind Seer.

“We’re sorry. We don’t have food for the falcon or the wolf,” Mata said softly. “They are welcome to hunt, however.”

“She hides her fear well,” Blind Seer said, though whether the fear or the effort at concealment pleased him more, Firekeeper wasn’t certain. “Thank her for me. Perhaps later I will take her up on the offer.”

“Myself as well,” Farborn said, “but first I want to learn the rules of this odd aerie.”

In keeping with her earlier resolve not to give too much away, Firekeeper said to the woman, “Thank you. Perhaps later. For now, we all must hear what is to be told.”

Mata gave a slight bow, then returned inside. A short time was taken up while refreshments were handed around and a selection of drinks offered. Though a sharp cider smelled nice, Firekeeper took water. Laria accepted a tea scented with honey and mint, as well as a small plate of tiny, sweet cakes. Although there were requests to pass this, or suggestions to try a bit of that, there was not much talking among these Rhinadei humans. Nonetheless, Firekeeper felt certain that they were using this pause to organize their thoughts. That was fine. The sun was warm and, after the adventures of the previous night, rest was welcome.

Before long the Meddler—or it might have been Arasan—spoke. “We thank you for your hospitality, but more than for these fine sweets and finer cider, we hunger for answers.”

“And you may have them,” replied Orten, who, other than Bordyn, clearly thought the best of himself, at least as Firekeeper read his interactions with the others. “Although I cannot promise you will like at all what you will hear.”

Even if Blind Seer had not reported the acrid stink in the man’s sweat, Orten’s next words made clear that although he would honor the compact Varelle had made with the Nexans, his attitude toward the new arrivals was far less than welcoming.

“As Varelle reported, you forced your way through the gate—despite it being locked against you on this side, as well as barred on your own. Your excuse is curiosity regarding what you might find here. Firekeeper adds that she has been searching for knowledge regarding traditions of magic that are uncontaminated by reliance on the use of blood.”

Blind Seer said, “Tell him I am the one who seeks this knowledge.”

“But to this point we have managed to conceal just how intelligent you and Farborn are. Should we give up that advantage?”

He huffed in annoyance. “We will need to tell them soon enough. To this point, we have not deliberately deceived them—far from it. Their own assumptions have done so. Now we would need to lie. Aren’t you the one who is always saying that lying is not a part of the way of the wolf?”

Firekeeper gently punched him. This was an old argument between them—her young idealism had met with a reality she remained loath to accept. But Blind Seer was right—as he so often was—and she set about articulating her partner’s request.

“I do not wish to learn this magic,” she said, and when Orten began to swell like a bullfrog and bellow incoherent indignation, she talked through his noise. “Blind Seer is the one with the gift for casting spells. I have been told I have talents, but the working of spells does not seem to be among them.”

As was to be expected, her simple statement of the truth raised a great deal of argument—although, when Firekeeper protested, Arasan told her this qualified as “discussion” not argument. Questions were asked and answered, Arasan and Laria taking up the burden for most of this, because the Rhinadeians clearly thought that Firekeeper was mad. At last, Hanya, the Dance Warrior, a stocky woman whose silvery-grey hair was just fuzz against the golden-brown of her skin, and whose dark eyebrows had clearly been drawn in, managed to shout down Bordyn.

“Would you please be quiet? We’ve all seen more unusual things than spellcasting wolves. Are you going to continue to imply that this young woman and her friends are liars? If I were them, I would have long ago reached the point of insisting that you open the gate and step through to see the world in which they live. Why would they lie if their lies could be so easily overturned?”

Bordyn stopped in mid-argument and turned on Hanya. “As you say, we’ve all seen a great number of unusual things. Why do we have no evidence—actual or anecdotal—of animals with magical gifts? Of intelligent animals as more than stories to be told around the fireside?”

Arasan, his voice at its most musical and appealing, repeated what he’d already said several times before. “I certainly will not speak as if I know all the world but, to this point, the only place where the yarimaimalom—the Wise Beasts, as we call them in the Nexus Islands—seem to occur naturally is the New World. Given that—as we have gathered from the very little we have been told—the continent was not well-known when you sealed the gate to the Nexus Islands behind you, I’m not surprised to find you doubting that a wolf can cast spells. Nonetheless, your disbelief will not change this: Blind Seer—and at least a few others—have the gift.”

Blind Seer said, “Firekeeper, ask them this. Surely they can tell who possesses a talent or is without. Why not simply test me? If they cannot sense my gift, then likely they cannot teach me either. We would then have no reason to remain.”

Firekeeper frowned. “What if they lie to you? Say you have no gift when they know full well you do?”

“Then their fear is too deeply rooted for them to be any good to me,” the wolf replied. “But while some may be so tempted, I do not think all will be. That Varelle seems a sensible sort.”

Firekeeper huffed soft agreement, then loudly cleared her throat. “Blind Seer asks,” Firekeeper pitched her voice to cut through the babble, “can you sniff talents on those who have them?”

Silence followed her words, broken by a soft, throaty chuckle from Erldon.

“An incredibly sensible suggestion.” He paused, pressing an index finger to the tip of his nose, just below his glasses. “However, since each of you seem to possess some talent, we would need to separate the wolf from the rest of you. Would that be possible?”

“If no harm is done to him,” Firekeeper replied promptly. “If harm is done, then…” She spread her fingers wide in wordless commentary.

“I will take the chance,” Erldon said. “While we need to be some distance from the rest of you, we do not need to be out of sight. Perhaps if Blind Seer would walk with me to that rise?”

He pointed to a moderately tall hill a short distance away. Blind Seer immediately rose and loped over. Erldon followed more slowly. When he joined the wolf, the gestures he made with his hands reminded Firekeeper uncomfortably of the manner in which—as Laria had told the tale—the void sphere had skimmed over Blind Seer. But although the wolf-woman strained her senses for the least sign that Blind Seer was in distress, the wolf sat quietly upright, tolerating the old man’s peculiar behavior with far more patience than Firekeeper herself might have done.

The examination took a long while, long enough that Firekeeper and Laria shifted to remain seated in the sunlight, but eventually the pair came back, Blind Seer permitting the rabbitty old man to lean on him. When they came close, Firekeeper saw that Erldon’s bald pate was dotted with sweat and only Blind Seer’s support kept him from stumbling. She sprang up and half-carried the old man from the other side, settling him into his chair on the porch before rejoining Blind Seer and Laria on the grass.

“There’s no doubt,” Erldon said even before he finished the honey and brandy-scented tea Wjem shoved into his trembling hand. “The wolf not only has a magical gift, its shape is unfixed. He’s a potential spellcaster.”

“So that’s settled,” Hanya said, the satisfaction in her tone out of proportion to the news. Firekeeper had the sense she didn’t like debate any more than Firekeeper herself did.

Orten, however, wasn’t done nattering. “But why would a wolf of all creatures—a carnivore, certainly well-acquainted with the shedding of blood—desire to learn how to cast spells without using blood? It seems to me that this would be a very natural form of magic for a wolf, far more so than for a human.”

If Orten believed he was the first to raise this question, he was destined for disappointment. Many others had asked the same. These included the surviving spellcasters on the Nexus Islands who, having been schooled in what they considered discreet and responsible use of blood magic, could not understand Blind Seer’s aversion.

Firekeeper answered for her partner as she had before. “Maybe because we are wolves and know much of blood-spilling, even to the taste of it as it flows still pulsing into the mouth. Maybe because we are not humans, and do not leave the killing of our meat to such as butchers and hunters and gamekeepers. Maybe because of this is why we so appreciate the cost of taking a life, and would not use magic that views the shedding of blood as a shortcut, as a means of sparing the self the cost.”

“Interesting position,” Orton admitted.

He was opening his mouth to say more when Varelle, conscious, so Firekeeper thought, of the compact she had made, interrupted him. Ignoring Orton and Bordyn, both of whom looked distinctly offended, she spoke directly to the new arrivals.

“We promised you an answer to the question of whether the lore Blind Seer seeks can be found in Rhinadei. The answer to your question is tied up with something else you want to know: who we are and how we came to Rhinadei. What we need to tell you begins far back in time, back before what you call querinalo, the Plague, burned magic from the world, back to the days when blood magic dominated the use of magical powers—for that is when our ancestors came to this land.”

Arasan glanced over at Firekeeper. “We will listen.”

Firekeeper knew that many of her human friends viewed her as impatient, but this was not precisely true. She was only impatient with useless delay—and over time she had even learned to redefine what she thought of as “useless.” In truth, she loved stories, especially those that expanded her knowledge. The wolves had no books. Many a cold and hungry day, the only food they could find had been in the shape of stories that distracted both teller and listeners from the gnawing in their guts.

“Tell!” she said, flinging one arm around Blind Seer and leaning her head against him. “We will listen with ears and heart both.”
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“As hard as it may be for some of you to believe,” Varelle began, “even in those long ago days when the great sorcerers ruled the world and miraculous workings made daily life easier and more pleasant, even then there were those who felt that the use of blood magic was not justified by the admitted delights of clean heat and light, swift transportation, and reliable healing from a great many illnesses.

“You have certainly heard horror stories about the behavior of the great wielders of magic and wondered if these were exaggerated—grandmother tales meant to frighten those who would dabble in things best left undone. I tell you now—believe those tales. They are probably less horrific than what actually occurred.”

Laria, remembering how the sibling spellcasters had been willing to strip life not only from their slaves, but from the land itself, did not need to ask for examples. Varelle, perhaps expecting questions or protests, paused. When no one did more than nod encouragement, she continued.

“There had long been traditions of magic that did not involve the use of blood to augment the user’s own power. However, these came to be viewed as, at best, a stopgap, meant for emergencies. Most thought of these ways as old-fashioned and unenlightened, akin to carrying water in one’s mouth when a jar was present. Others thought such ways simply stupid. After all, why draw a cart yourself if you could hitch a horse or ox? By using the animal’s strength you saved yourself the labor and, as a bonus, could travel much farther and bring along a heavier load than if you relied on your own limited strength.

“Still, had those who persisted in refusing to use blood magic merely been typified as cranks and eccentrics, nothing might have changed and our ancestors might never have come to Rhinadei. However, there were many sorcerers who viewed those who refused to use blood magic as potential threats.”

“Threats?” Laria said incredulously. “But they were less powerful!”

“Threats,” Varelle asserted, nodding approvingly at Laria, as if the younger woman had not just cast doubt on her account. “There were two main reasons for this attitude. The first was because whenever it became apparent that at least some of the daily miracles upon which people relied could be achieved without the use of blood, then the sacrifices—sometimes quite literally sacrifices, such as you saw during the challenge—that were demanded of the general population in return for magical creations were supplied with an undercurrent of resentment. Not all the users of blood magic were as ruthless as the siblings you foiled earlier. Many simply enjoyed having power, respect, and being able to practice their art. They had no desire to raise armies or do whatever else that would be necessary to dominate the populace. They preferred a simple exchange of goods and services in return for their sharing the benefits of magic.”

Laria gave a quick smile to show she understood, then prompted, “You said there was a second reason.”

Varelle nodded. “The other reason was more subtle and, in the end, probably the more dangerous to those who refused to practice blood magic.”

“Let me guess,” interjected Arasan—no, this was the Meddler, being unwontedly polite. “The users of blood magic began to have a creeping suspicion that those who practiced the unenhanced forms of magic were actually the more powerful.”

“More?” Firekeeper asked, tilting her head to one side as she often did when asking a question. Remembering seeing dogs do something similar when begging, Laria wondered if this tilt might be wolf-talk for “Why?” “This is like saying my empty hand cuts more deeply than my Fang’s blade. It makes no sense.”

“When you put it that way,” Arasan replied, “it doesn’t make any sense. But think how your years among the wolves gave you strengths you wouldn’t have had if you had been raised as a human child. Even in the strength of my youth, I couldn’t have paced a horse for hours or climbed as I have seen you climb. But lacking the mounts and ladders we humans take for granted, you learned to build your other skills. Now do you understand?”

Firekeeper reached to touch her long bow. “Yes, I think. To speak as Varelle did, the man who pulls his own cart or carries the dead buck on his shoulders becomes stronger than the man who slays the deer, then after drops the corpse in a cart for the horse or ox to pull.”

Firekeeper turned her dark gaze to Varelle and, sliding her arm from over Blind Seer’s shoulders, quickly pressed herself against the grass in abasement.

“I apologize. Sometimes I am still a foolish pup who cannot make the leap—of thinking, I mean. Please, tell us more of those who would do magic without blood.”

The wolf-woman straightened, returning with lithe ease to her former posture. Varelle, once she had recovered from momentary astonishment at this wolfish apology, gave Arasan a sharp, approving salute.

“You understand the situation very well. As our traditions tell, the blood mages might have tolerated competition from a few eccentrics who took their payment in other than blood, but they could not overcome their suspicion that they were harboring potent adversaries among them. There might well have been war between the factions, but those who eschewed blood magic forestalled open conflict by offering an alternative: They would go into voluntary exile, taking their peculiar traditions and what threat they offered with them.

“An agreement was not instantly reached, for there was much suspicion on both sides. One fear held by the blood mages was that the opposition merely sought to band together, to grow stronger, and then—no matter what oaths had been sworn—they or their descendants would return and attempt to end the reign of blood magic by force. Moreover, there was the problem of where the eschewers would settle. Although many of them held lands in their own right, these lands invariably bordered on lands held by those who opposed their philosophy.

“For their part, the eschewers feared that the blood mages would be certain to interfere with the bold new experiment—especially since, if it failed, the blood mage’s position would be made that much stronger.

“The matter was solved in a curious and creative fashion. On the far side of the world there was a vast, isolated land mass. Long ago, so legend told, this had been as fair as any land then known. However, in the past, magical conflict had all but ruined this land for habitation. The eschewers proposed that they would take this ruined land for their new home, selling their own property and using the proceeds to acquire the means for supporting themselves while they adapted to this hostile environment.

“Although the blood mages were suspicious that this was some sort of trick, they eventually agreed. However, they insisted on one condition. After the initial transition had been completed, the exiles would be sealed from any connection with the rest of the world. A barrier would be erected around the landmass. The gate through which the colonists were transported would be closed. This was more easily agreed upon than you might imagine, for those who eschewed blood magic truly had no desire to have contact with the world they were leaving behind.”

Varelle paused, again tacitly inviting questions, and Arasan spoke.

“I can believe that of the original colonists, for they were clearly idealists, but what of the generations that followed? Didn’t any wish to return?”

Bordyn smiled sourly. “Our legends say not. While there were certainly hardships, the colonists came well-equipped. They were not castaways, struggling to make do, but well-prepared pioneers, offered a land to rehabilitate and make their own. In their new home they found freedom from the tyranny of blood-augmented power—and all around them were ample reminders of what happened when that power ran out of control.”

“So no rebels, no throwbacks to older ways?” Arasan—or rather the Meddler—persisted.

“Surely there were some,” Bordyn replied. “Human nature has ever been perverse, but the sort of behavior of which you speak best flourishes in idleness. Even these centuries later, Rhinadei is not a place for idleness.”

“So you’ve had your isolated paradise for centuries,” Arasan said—although Laria heard the Meddler in the irony that threaded beneath the musical voice, “and you fear we’ve come to ruin it.”

Erldon, now somewhat recovered from his workings over Blind Seer, laughed softly. “Hardly a paradise, as you will find if you stay here long. But let the Gatewatcher finish her history lesson.”

“I am almost finished,” Varelle said, giving him a brief, seated bow before returning her attention to the Nexans. “When for no reason we could understand, the flow of magic became weaker, we had much to do to compensate.”

“So querinalo came here, too?” Firekeeper asked.

“It did,” Varelle confirmed, “although I do not think it was anywhere near as terrible as it was in the Old World. Some did die, but mostly because they had some other physical weakness that made them unable to deal with the illness.”

“May we—Blind Seer and I—ask a question of you, Varelle?” Firekeeper said very politely. “Rhinadei. This word seems to have more meanings than I understand. You, Varelle, spoke of it as a philosophy. But in your other telling we notice that you also speak of it as if it is the name of this place—this land or nation. Later, when Farborn is given his new feet, you say Rhinadei does this. I am the first to say I am not skilled in words, but I do not think that philosophies act for themselves. What is Rhinadei?”

Orten drew in his breath in a self-important fashion, but Varelle cut him off before he could speak.

In Varelle’s grey eyes, the flecks of color seemed brighter against the pale grey. “Earlier, I told you how those who came here were bound by a common belief that blood magic—especially when abused by taking blood from the unwilling, or from those who would not directly benefit—was wrong. When our ancestors came to this land, they could hardly be said to possess it, even if they had chosen to make it their home. Abuses by those who had lived here long before had made it barely livable and in many places hostile. So, one might say—as they did at that time—that all they had was their philosophy: the philosophy of Rhinadei. Over time, parts of the new land and the philosophy came to be called by the same name.”

“Parts?” Firekeeper asked, sitting up straight to show she was listening. Beside her, Blind Seer did the same.

Again, Orten tried to speak, but Varelle glowered at him. This time her eyes swirled with kaleidoscopic color that nearly eliminated the grey. “Orten, teaching our history is part of my role as Gatewatcher. You’ll have your turn soon enough.”

Perhaps the bright sparks in her eyes cowed the man, for he shrunk down in his chair and pressed his lips into a tight line. Firekeeper was fascinated.

Varelle continued. “Yes, Firekeeper, ‘parts.’ As I said, the land had been greatly abused. When I say many regions were hostile, I mean actively so—similar to what you encountered when you initially attempted to leave the area near the gate building. To reduce many generations of hard labor into a few dull words, parts of the land were healed. Sometimes the healing was done in ways you would find completely familiar—creating healthy soil by composting or removing remnants of human constructions that contaminated the land. Other times the challenge was more dangerous.”

“Like fighting spirits in the air or earth?” Laria asked.

“Like that and worse.”

“Worse?” Laria echoed, sounding shocked.

“Worse,” Varelle agreed. “You saw enough in the challenge that I don’t need to waste breath giving examples. Take everything you have seen here and our ancestors—and ourselves today—faced that and more. Whenever a piece of the land is healed, we say it is now in Rhinadei.”

“Today?” Arasan asked. “So the land is not completely well?”

“Not at all,” Orten said, glowering at Varelle as if daring her to stop him. “This is a large land mass, and it will be the work of generations yet unborn before it is completely healed. However, we have an ally our ancestors did not. That ally is the Rhinadei that helped us to create the challenge on the plains for you, the Rhinadei that accepted Farborn’s sacrifice and chose to reward it.”

“Is the land then a person?” Firekeeper asked. “This is not symbol talking?”

Rabbity Erldon, his hand pausing in the act of selecting among some pretty pastries, spoke. “No, Varelle is not speaking metaphorically. She means precisely what she said. We really don’t know what caused Rhinadei to develop an identity of its own. I’m not trying to hide anything. We really don’t know. The most popular theory at the moment is that Rhinadei is a fusion of our philosophy with the latent magical energies of the land. The land wishes to be well, and so has embraced our philosophy with a fervor that would have surprised our ancestors.”

Farborn squawked, and Firekeeper translated for him. “Farborn says, ‘You never forgot, though, that you—this philosophy of Rhinadei—have enemies elsewhere. That is so, we think. Why else would you have one such as Varelle named as Gatewatcher?”

The five Rhinadeians shared an appreciative laugh at this insight, although the wolf-woman could tell they didn’t quite believe—not in their guts—that the merlin had been the one to ask the question.

“No, we never did forget,” Varelle admitted. “The first settlements our ancestors created were stretched between the shore where the supply ships landed and this gate. Later, when those first settlers had encouraged segments of the land to heal, the area nearest to the gate was made into a preserve. This way enemies could not use the gate to emerge into the midst of a populated area that could be destroyed or held hostage.”

Hanya glanced at Varelle. “Will you explain the next part, or shall I?”

Varelle gave the other woman a quick bow, a flicker of merry wickedness chasing across her features. “By all means, you have barely had a chance to speak. Don’t you agree, Orten?”

Hanya shook her head in mild reproof, then turned to face the Nexans. “As Farborn stated, your arrival, while not unexpected, was not wholly unanticipated. Our traditions never lost awareness that there were other peoples—possibly, probably—hostile to us, as close as the other side of a magical portal. Regularly, portions of the population have gathered to work rituals that would keep strong both our seals and the wards that protect our shores. Nonetheless, we held no delusions that these protections could not be forced.”

“The post of the Gatewatcher does not exist,” Varelle added, “merely because our ancestors had many reasons not to trust. We did not discard the possibility that whoever came through might be someone who shared our beliefs or might become a possible ally. When centuries had passed without any communication from elsewhere, Gatewatchers were taught to take into account the possibility that someone might come through who was completely ignorant of Rhinadei’s existence.”

“Like us,” Firekeeper said. “Or mostly like us. We did not know, but we did have hopes.”

“Therefore,” Hanya continued, “it was decreed long ago, that before we would treat with any who broke through our seals, they would be subjected to a test. Your behavior during the challenge exceeded all expectations.”

“So will Blind Seer have a teacher?” Firekeeper asked.
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VI

[image: ]BLIND SEER HAD listened intently to the discussion, content enough to let Firekeeper and the others speak for him, but now he knew he must speak for himself.

“Firekeeper,” he said, “say this to them for me: ‘We have reason to believe that you speak with us so easily by means of a spell. Can you extend that spell so that Blind Seer—and Farborn if he so wishes—may join in this discussion?’”

Firekeeper blinked in astonishment, for in all their long relationship, he had always trusted her to translate for him. However, she did not argue, only repeated his request with the special care she gave when speaking for others rather than herself.

The Rhinadeians looked at each other in simultaneous surprise that shifted quickly to interested calculation to something that smelled like fear. That this last—from Orten—was hidden behind a blandly interested expression could not hide itself from Blind Seer’s nose. Of course, Blind Seer did not know precisely what the man feared: that the Rhinadeians might fail in this test of their power or of hearing a wolf speak for himself or something else entirely.

Hanya spoke first, her scent bright with a flash of excitement.

“We might be able. However, we cannot simply use the same spell. For one, that spell is designed for humans. Speaking with animals is different.”

Laria frowned. “But you said you’d never heard of the yarimaimalom. Now you’re talking as if you can speak with animals. Which is it?”

Erldon laughed. “Both. The desire to speak to animals is one of the oldest known to humankind. Old tales often take place in the days when animals and humans could understand each other as easily—more easily, even—than humans can understand each other.”

“Grandmother tales,” Laria objected. “Not anything real.”

“Didn’t you ever have a pet dog or cat that you wanted to be able to talk to?” persisted Erldon.

“No,” Laria said with a bluntness that so sounded like rudeness that she flushed and hastened to clarify. “I grew up on the Nexus Islands during the reign of the Once Dead. Having pets wasn’t anything any of us wanted. Too easy to be used against you.”

Erldon’s scent soured as he digested the implications of Laria’s statement, perhaps finally understanding deep in his belly that the horrors of blood magic that his distant ancestors had fled were all too real to the Nexans.

Hanya came to his rescue. “Laria, Erldon didn’t mean to offend. We’re still learning about each other’s cultures. Please remember that.” When Laria nodded and even offered a sunny smile that fooled none of her companions but seemed to relax the Rhinadeians, Hanya continued. “There are various rotes and rituals that enable humans to speak with animals, but they are neither easy nor comprehensive. Nor do we have them for speaking with wild creatures such as wolves.”

“Do you have wolves here?” Firekeeper interrupted, then ducked her head in apology at Blind Seer’s growl. “Sorry. I am rude. I just wondered if animals were the same at the bottom of the world as at the top.”

Hanya gave a brisk nod. “Reasonable. Yes. There are wolves here, but they may be descended from creatures brought here long ago, rather than being native to the land. Humans have always been impressed by dangerous animals—killing them yet courting them. But to return to Blind Seer’s question.” She turned and addressed the wolf almost as naturally as she might another human. “There are spells for speaking with dogs. They might be adapted. However, it might be easier for you to continue employing Firekeeper as a translator unless you wish to wait days, even moonspans, while we do so.”

“The translation spell we are using now,” Varelle said, “will not last indefinitely. It was created so that new arrivals could be questioned quickly and easily. This is why I wished to answer your questions immediately, rather than risking that you would not learn what you came for because we had so many questions.”

Blind Seer nodded, then leaned slightly into Firekeeper, who threw her arm around his shoulders.

Blind Seer said to Firekeeper, “Thank them. I am disappointed that I cannot join in, but not unduly. Were such spells easy, then certainly the Liglimom would have found a way. I had things I wished to tell them, but I will do so through you.”

Firekeeper translated. “We also wondered, what is the language spoken here? We have some gift with languages—especially Arasan. It is possible we might be able to speak with you even when the translation spell fades.”

Varelle replied, “The foundation language spoken here in Rhinadei is the language spoken on the continent of Pelland.”

“Pellish?” Firekeeper said, grinning. “That is very good. It is the language I—we—first learn to speak when we come among humans.”

Blind Seer snorted loud enough that the humans looked at him in astonishment. Firekeeper thumped him once with her knuckles between his ears and translated.

“Blind Seer says that if I do not speak more carefully, you will doubt that I really know this Pellish, but I do. How is it that your language is the same?”

Varelle looked fascinated at this human/wolf discussion, but put aside the questions she clearly wished to ask and said, “Most of the original Rhinadeians—at least those who were skilled in magic—trained at a university that was devoted to the magical arts. As this was part of Pelland, a nation that occupied most of the continent, learning at least some of the local language was fairly usual.”

Arasan looked thoughtful. “I believe I know of the university of which you speak. After querinalo, Pelland split into three different nations: the Mires, Hearthome, and Azure Towers. The fourth nation that shared the continent, Tishiolo, spoke a different language and possessed an entirely different culture.”

“While it’s good to know that we share a foundation language,” Varelle continued, “from reading the documents in our own archives, we know the language has changed a great deal over time. Although most of the original colonists spoke at least some Pellish, many spoke other languages as well. Some of those languages had useful terms that were incorporated into the language of Rhinadei. Other terms were coined at need.”

“Coined?” Firekeeper asked, tilting her head to one side.

Arasan hastened to explain. “Like that word I’ve heard Derian Counselor use any time someone brings up creating awards or titles for the residents of the Nexus Islands: ‘unzoranic.’ That’s a relatively new word, created in Hawk Haven as a quick way of saying ‘Queen Zorana the First, also called “the Great,” founder of this nation, thought that complicated titles were not only unnecessary but foolish. I think she had a point.’ One word for a complicated combination of historical and philosophical information.”

“I understand,” Firekeeper said, although aside she said to Blind Seer, “But what any of that has to do with coins, I don’t understand. Humans!”

Arasan turned to the Rhinadeians. “A similar linguistic shift is happening in the Nexus Islands, although the base language is that of the land of Liglim, a New World colony that was founded by a land you may know—that of u-Chival. We have not had nearly as long, but our population is more mixed and with peoples from different lands coming through on a daily basis. I suspect that by the time Laria is a grandmother, the Nexus Islands will have a distinct dialect of its own—one that may well become a trade tongue for other areas. Already we see traces of this occurring when we hold a market, and our language is the only common one held. Linguistic drift is a fascinating process.”

He sighed happily, then grew serious. “But I suspect that Blind Seer had a reason for asking if you had a spell you could use so he might speak for himself. Now that we have resolved this magical/linguistic problem, perhaps there is a question he wishes to ask.”

Blind Seer nodded, that so useful gesture, then turned to Firekeeper.

“Translate for me, beloved.”

“I will speak as best for you as I can,” she promised, then listened. “I,” she began, pointing to Blind Seer to indicate that she now spoke for him, “had a very strange experience when we were crossing the plains. I had lost much of my mana to that void sphere. After Farborn destroyed the sphere, my mana flowed back to me, but something came with it. I would like to call it a voice, but it was not shaped in words. Rather it was an assurance that here was one who would be the teacher I sought.”

“Wishful thinking brought on by mana depletion,” harrumphed Orten, not quite under his breath. He paled when Blind Seer turned his gaze on him and growled, ears pinning to his skull, lip curling in a snarl, a friendly reminder that wolves heard far better than did humans.

“Blind Seer say you is rude,” Firekeeper interpreted unnecessarily. “I say he is right. Will you remember we are not your pups to be treated so?”

“Of course, of course…” Orten swallowed hard. “Thinking aloud. My apologies.”

“You were not thinking at all,” Firekeeper corrected him.

“I have more to say,” Blind Seer told her with a nudge of his nose. “Please translate.”

Firekeeper leaned into him in acknowledgement, then, when he spoke, continued her translation in the deeper, more stately tones she had adopted as her Blind Seer voice. “I was given not just this promise but a sense of urgency. That there is one who has taken a vow—taken a stance he will not break is perhaps a better way to explain what I felt, for there is a sense of stubbornness to it. This one has used this vow to separate himself from Rhinadei in general, but if he would become my—Blind Seer’s—teacher, this would bring him back into your community. I have a sense that this one sometimes wishes to come back, but he is so stubborn that he makes mules seem as wet wax.”

Firekeeper shrugged. “Blind Seer says that he is sorry that he cannot say more, but he is not used to something that isn’t there speaking to him. He wonders, though, if perhaps he can sense what his magic needs, even as his nose can scent what his belly needs.”

She shrugged again. “I am sorry, too. Even my best words are not enough.”

“I understand,” Varelle said, “why Blind Seer began by asking if we had a translation spell that would enable him to speak to us directly. I wonder if he hoped the spell would find words that neither he nor Firekeeper have?”

Blind Seer nodded at her, then opened his mouth in the pant he used to show laughter. Varelle nodded back.

“I don’t know…” Sour Orten was beginning when rust-haired Bordyn cut him off with that abruptness that is more dismissive than any deliberate rudeness.

“I wonder if Blind Seer was being told about Wythcombe? Could their coming be the answer we have been looking for?”
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Laria saw a flicker of excitement pass over the assembled Rhinadeians before, nearly as quickly, they put on their formal manners again. Nonetheless, she couldn’t be fooled, nor could her companions. Bordyn’s words had struck a nerve. She remembered how Varelle had seemed excited all out of proportion when she had returned from her meeting with the council. Could this Wythcombe be why?

“Wythcombe?” Firekeeper asked. “Who is this?”

“Wythcombe,” Bordyn said, “was one of our leaders, one of the greatest of our number. Some years ago—a decade, maybe two—he suffered a grave disappointment, one he blamed on himself, saying that if he had not been so old, so certain of himself, perhaps even so set in his ways, the problem would not have happened. In reaction, he renounced all his positions and honors, then took himself away from all association with our community, saying—vowing is really not too strong a term—that he would not rejoin general society unless presented with a problem so unique that he could not fall into carelessness again.”

Hanya ran a hand over the short fuzz on her head as she took up the thread. “Since then, many attempts have been made to bring Wythcombe back, for not only is he a repository of much knowledge, he is a spellcaster of tremendous power and versatility. Each time, he has rejected the approach, but this… Wythcombe has had many students, but never a wolf. Never even one who did not have at least some human heritage. Those among us with a gift for divining the future have long held that there was a possibility—a slim one—that Wythcombe could be lured out of his enforced exile. Beyond that, they could not say.”

Laria—as with all the residents of the Nexus Islands—had some familiarity with the art of divining the future. “Truth would probably say that there are too many streams and they run too shallow for her to see the course where they might meet.”

Hanya gave Laria a bemused smile, but she was too excited to pursue this. Laria wondered if there had been something personal between her and this Wythcombe. Hanya turned to her associates. “What do you think? Shall we set these newcomers on Wythcombe’s trail?”

Orten permitted himself a portentous cough. “What do we have to lose? If Wythcombe turns them away as he has so many others, well, then, we lose nothing. If this is possibly the answer we have sought, then both they and we win.”

Firekeeper translated, although from the way Blind Seer leapt to his feet in one easy motion, words were hardly necessary. “Where do I find this one?”

Hanya pointed toward distant snowcapped mountains. “There. While we can give you directions, even maps, we cannot provide you with a guide. That would predestine you to failure, as was learned long ago. The presence of any of the council, or any of our designated agents, would defeat you, for Wythcombe would doubtless decide this was a calculated ploy on our part.”

“Which,” Bordyn said dryly, “it is, now that we know of it. But since Blind Seer himself raised the question first, hopefully we will escape that particular problem.”

“Even without a guide, we go,” Firekeeper stated. “We are great travelers, he and I, and these three are not so without value, as you must have seen in the challenge. Give us your maps, tell us your laws so we will not break them from the lack, and we will go hotfoot to find this wise one who was such a fool as to believe that he had seen all there was to see.”
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Firekeeper knew that her request for information about the local laws surprised the Rhinadeians. Like so many humans, once they learned she was a wolf, even if shaped like a human, they believed she was without law. But wolves are fiercely hierarchical, and one cannot have a hierarchy without having a sense of law. Moreover, she and Blind Seer were widely traveled—that had been no empty boast. They’d been through every one of the known gates, as well as through many that had not been explored until they had made the transit. Few others could make that boast, and fewer had gone more than a day or so on the far side.

This hunting then, through unknown lands, after a quarry barely more than rumor, was oddly enough a familiar thing to both her and Blind Seer.

“We will take on this hunt,” she said, “but first we must return to the Nexus Islands, tell them what we have learned. Else, as Varelle was warned before the challenge, in time through that gate—no matter how you have locked it—or from over the seas will come those looking for us. You have spoken of vows. This is not a vow. This is simply truth.”

There was debate—always there was debate—but in the end, the Rhinadeians agreed, as Firekeeper had known they must agree.

 

The next day, their transition through the gate back to the Nexus Islands was handled by Varelle, for this was the only way they could avoid using blood magic. For the same reason, the Gatewatcher accompanied them, coming through last paired with Firekeeper. Upon emerging, they were greeted by two Wise Ravens: Bitter and Lovable. Bitter, scarred and battered, said nothing, only turned the gaze of his one remaining eye to view them with dry appraisal. Lovable more than made up for her mate’s taciturnity. Her voice croaked, but the words were recognizably Liglimosh.

“Back! Back! All! Who? Who?”

This last was directed at Varelle, who looked oddly shaken. Firekeeper knew the Gatewatcher was using a complex translation spell, so the meaning should have been clear, but nonetheless, she had to ask what should have been apparent.

“It spoke. Didn’t it? I have seen a raven or so trained to mimic spoken phrases but this one, am I right? It’s talking?”

Firekeeper didn’t need Blind Seer’s nudging her hand to remind herself to be polite. “She speaks, sometimes too much. Do you understand her?”

Varelle frowned. “Yes. The Gatewatcher’s gift is still with me. That is why I asked you—for a moment I wondered if I was now understanding the speech of birds.”

Bitter made a sound somewhere between a hoarse caw and a sardonic “Haw!”

Firekeeper placed a hand on Varelle’s arm, then turned politely to the ravens. “This one is Varelle the Gatewatcher. She comes as ambassador to us from a very interesting place called Rhinadei. We have much to tell the Nexans. We will take the boat. Will you go ahead and tell someone—maybe Derian—to meet us at the docks?”

In reply, Bitter flapped his wings, still somewhat stiff from the same injuries that had taken his eye, but fully serviceable. Lovable leapt into the sky and soared a wide circle, croaking commentary.

“Hah! Hah! Boat! Sick! Hah!”

Then the two birds were vanishing dark forms, winging for the main island. Arasan and Laria had already moved to right and ready the small sailing craft that had been left to carry them to the main island. Firekeeper, sighing, pulled out her water flask and a small packet of powder.

“I get seasick,” she reluctantly confided. “I have to share if you wish.”

Varelle managed a small smile, but her multi-hued eyes were wide as she inspected their surroundings. “I should be fine. Thank you. Is this the Nexus Islands, then?”

“Is one of,” Firekeeper said, gulping down her brew. She moved to add her strength to carrying the hull down to the edge of the beach. “That is why called ‘islands,’ not island. There”—she pointed— “is the largest island where most of the gates are. This island here has only this one. We wondered why. Now, knowing what you have told us, I think that maybe even in the days when the gates were made, the place that is now Rhinadei must have been not quite a friend with what we call the Old Countries. There was a gate, but not too close.”

Arasan raised his voice so he could be heard over the rattle as he ran up the sails. “Of course, in the days when magic was at its height, travel was much easier. The sorcerers of old were said to know how to fly or at least to have flying creatures to ride. Placing the gate on this smaller island would have meant a delay, but not the sort of difficulties we face. We’re lucky the weather is so fair today. During the winter storm season, we might have been cut off for days, even for such a short voyage, or at least needed to wait for a larger boat.”

He finished doing some arcane thing with lines—sailing was a skill Firekeeper had no interest in learning—and then made a sweeping bow.

“If you two ladies and your lupine knight would care to board, the winds are favorable. We should reach land only a short time behind Bitter and Lovable.”

The medication that Firekeeper relied upon had been refined over time so, although she sat in the bow where the fresh breezes helped keep her head clear, and she did grip Blind Seer’s scruff for an added reassurance that the world was still stable, the wolf-woman could manage to speak. It seemed only polite for her to take on amusing Varelle, since Laria and Arasan were busy sailing the boat.

“There,” Firekeeper said, pointing with her free hand, “are the gates. The original gates, Blind Seer says I should explain, the ones that connect the Old World nations. The gates to the New World are somewhat lower—you cannot see them so well from here. All the gates to the Old World still work, but those to the New, not all of them. One reason we were checking the outlying islands, looking for gates, is the hope that we might find some that would not be broken but go to the New World.”

Laria had the tiller, so Arasan ambled over. “The history of the gates is complicated and we’ve barely had time to look at the records. Suffice to say that not only are there older gates on the main island—ones that predate the complex you can see from here—there are gates on the outer islands as well. The difficulty is that the pre-querinalo sorcerers were a secretive lot, so there isn’t a tidy directory listing every gate—especially the ones that weren’t used for regular commerce.”

By the time they had pointed out a few more of the visible landmarks to Varelle, Laria was bringing the sailboat into the island’s small harbor. Arasan jumped about handling the ropes, as Laria guided the little boat in to its berth.

“I don’t see many watercraft,” Varelle said.

“There aren’t,” Arasan answered. “Most of our provisions come via the gates. We do some fishing but, best as we can tell, one of the reasons these islands were chosen to be the place where the gateway nexus was built was because the archipelago is difficult to reach by sea. Even if larger ships do come here, they need to use landing craft to get to shore.”

He laughed lightly. “And since there are rumors that the waters are populated by sea monsters, well, there isn’t a great deal of incentive to go sailing on them.”

Varelle looked as if she was only half-listening. Firekeeper didn’t blame her for being distracted. For centuries, Varelle’s people had isolated themselves from all contact with any but their own chosen community. Now she was about to meet those she had to think of less than kindly since, even after querinalo had given them a chance to break with the tradition, they had resumed the use of blood magic as soon as they were able.

“Don’t worry,” Firekeeper said, laying a protective hand on Varelle’s arm. “You are safe here and will see your home again, of that Blind Seer and I promise you.”

She permitted herself a grin but didn’t translate when Blind Seer added, “Of course we will take her back. My goal—my future teacher—is there in Rhinadei.”
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They had only been gone how long? Laria tapped her fingertips against the sailboat’s tiller to count off… Five days? They had arrived in Rhinadei’s night. Varelle had arrived that morning. Then there had been the days they had waited while Varelle conferred with her associates. The challenge had begun with the dawn—although figuring out how much time had passed in the unreal space was difficult. Still, from things people had said, she gathered this had taken about two days. There had been daylight when they finished their arduous journey through the river gorge and reached the valley of the Giant’s Last Stand. They had conferred with what was probably some sort of emergency committee, then stayed the night before traveling back to the gateway building. Five days then, only.

Yet Laria was no stranger to how a person could change within moments. She had knelt down as one person, risen as another after her father had died in her arms. Yet when she saw that her mother and younger sister and brother were among those waiting on the shore to greet the boat her heart leapt with a genuine joy she’d denied herself for so long. For the first time in too long she could see them as themselves, without being swamped with sorrow that Ollaris was not standing where he should be to one side of her mother, protectively backing his brood.

I have been so focused on what I lost that I lost sight of what I still have, Laria thought, waving vigorously. Then she eased the little craft in so that the hull touched the dock with hardly a bump.

 

Varelle met the ruling council of the Nexus Islands—and a representative portion of its population—outside, for this was one of those spring days that humans dream about when winter is at its worst. The Nexus Islands were—at least according to those who had lived much of their lives elsewhere—situated where the weather was harsh and inclined to cold. Today, one would never have guessed it. The sun shone bright and the breezes were fresh and stimulating.

As if the islands themselves are welcoming us home, Laria thought, then—thinking of what they had been told about Rhinadei—wondered if that was as fanciful an idea as it seemed.

The gathering was held in a public park set among some of the larger structures on the islands. Once both park and buildings had been reserved for the use of the Once Dead, but now the buildings had been converted into a combination of administrative uses and apartments. Laria’s family occupied a spacious suite on the third floor of a five-story edifice, where each child had his or her own room, as did their mother. There was a common room as well, but no kitchen. To preserve resources, cooking was still done at a central kitchen. Even those who, like Derian Counselor or Ynamynet the Once Dead or Plik of the maimalodalum, resided in their own cottages, came to eat with the rest.

Even with the admission of carefully chosen immigrants, the Nexus Islands were still very short of what once might have been called “human resources” or “hands.” In a community that numbered many yarimaimalom among its residents, the Nexans were still searching for an acceptable term. Since every adult was needed, childcare was shared as well, combined with school. It had come to seem perfectly normal that a she-fox or wildcat might tend human toddlers as well as her own kits, freed from the need to hunt by human allies.

Although Laria had been asked to make herself available so she could answer questions if needed, she did not sit with the rest behind one of the long tables that had been set up on a raised platform that dominated one end of the park. Instead, she brought her family close to the front of the group and sat with them. Firekeeper, for once, had not flopped on the ground next to Blind Seer. Instead, the two of them sat on a bench next to Arasan, upon whose shoulder Farborn perched. Varelle sat on Arasan’s other side.

Behind another table sat Derian Counselor, Ynamynet of the Once Dead, Urgana the librarian, and Wort, who served as the Nexus Islands quartermaster and, as a result, had become very involved in matters of trade and supply. Any of the adults who could spare the time were attending this open meeting, as were any number of the yarimaimalom. Laria didn’t doubt that the sailboat had barely left the island that housed the gate to Rhinadei before the word had spread of their return, and of the exotic woman who accompanied them.

Varelle made no attempt to hide her interest or astonishment as she studied the gathered Nexans. Laria liked the Gatewatcher even better for that. If Varelle’s gaze lingered a bit longer than was polite on Derian Counselor and the jaguar Truth, both of whom were visibly marked by their battles with querinalo, well, she was not the first, nor would she be the last. Truth seemed to glory in the attention paid to her showy burned-charcoal coat with its spots that looked like living flames, returning Varelle’s gaze with an equally fixed stare from eyes where the formerly golden iris had been replaced with hot white, with the pupil slitted blue.

At least Derian had gotten over his shyness regarding his own changed appearance. He had once been a handsome young man with red hair and hazel-green eyes. Now, while he was still human in build, his still-red hair grew like a horse’s mane, complete with forelock, and his eyes were the brown of a horse with very little white showing. His ears were still set to the sides of his head, but they most definitely resembled those of a horse—including their mobility. Rumor was that sometime this spring or early summer, he would finally return for a visit to Hawk Haven, the land of his birth, but since the war that had won the Nexans control of the gates had ended the previous summer, he had not been able to make the journey before there would have been the risk of him being unable to return before winter shut the ports.

And although he came into his role almost by accident, Derian has definitely accepted that he and Ynamynet are the leaders of the Nexus Islands. And, really, he’s the one we’d find it harder to do without, since he handles all the daily administration, while Ynamynet devotes herself mostly to questions of magic.

After general introductions, Arasan provided a quick summary of what they had encountered on the other side of the gate, ending:

“So, unlike our other exploratory ventures, this time we did not merely find a land cut off from contact with the larger world as a result of the spread of querinalo, we found a community that had cut itself off long before.”

Derian twitched his ears as a horse might when reacting to an interesting sound. “Do any of the rest of you have anything to add?”

Firekeeper and Blind Seer both shook their heads, then Firekeeper added, “Not quite now.”

Laria said, “Not me.” Farborn fluttered his wings then folded them, apparently indicating his own satisfaction with Arasan’s account.

Derian went on, “Whenever we encounter a community that has been isolated because of a non-functioning gate, we ask the same question. ‘Do you want to continue being connected in this fashion, or would you prefer to remain in isolation?’ Varelle, we realize that you’re one person and certainly are not in a position to speak for an entire nation. What I—we—want you to understand is that we’re not going to force you to change your ways.”

Wort the quartermaster chuckled dryly. “Arasan said he told you something of our recent history, so you know that we have all too fresh memories of other people trying to push us to do things their way for us to want to do that to anyone else.”

“This doesn’t mean you’re not welcome,” Derian added. “We’ll let you set up rules on your side—as long as you understand that we have rules for our side. Ynamynet, I believe you have something to add?”

Ynamynet was, as usual, bundled in far warmer attire than seemed necessary given the warmth of the day. She wore a close-fitting fur-edged cap over her hair, and her robes were those of a spellcaster, heavily embroidered with arcane symbols.

She smiled thinly and inclined her head to Derian before giving Varelle her full attention. “Please understand, before we’d be prepared to set up commerce with you, I would need assurances that you would not attempt to interfere with the manner in which we work magic. Arasan has quite eloquently explained the position your ancestors chose and which you of Rhinadei have, to all appearances, maintained for centuries. He even made it seem very appealing. However, we are in no position to change our ways—even if we wished to do so. Nor can we encourage you to be the means of creating dissension between newly reconnected communities that are trying—often against their own inclinations—to work with each other, rather than seeking domination.”

Varelle gracefully inclined her head in acknowledgement. “I can understand your point of view. Someday, you might want to consider means of magic that do not rely on seizing power from others. Perhaps then Rhinadei might have something to offer you.”

Ynamynet’s expression gave nothing away as she replied, “Perhaps.”

Varelle then addressed the general community. “Derian Counselor is correct when he says that I am in no position to speak for all of Rhinadei. Even now, other members of the advisory group that met with your exploratory expedition are traveling, speaking to various communities, soliciting their opinions. However, Blind Seer and Firekeeper came to Rhinadei in hopes of finding those who could teach him spellcasting that did not involve the use of blood magic. We agreed that he has won the right to seek such a teacher. Therefore, Blind Seer and any of the others in his original group will be permitted to return to Rhinadei.”

“And to leave again?” Derian asked sharply, his ears momentarily pinning flat.

“And to leave again,” Varelle assured him. “If they chose to remain, then they would be free to inform you so themselves. If they do not survive their journey—as is always possible, for Rhinadei is not a safe land, even now—we will do our best to provide you with not only the news but with evidence.”

Varelle’s statement stirred up a general murmur. Laria noticed that no one at the head table tried to stop the chatter, perhaps welcoming a few minutes to think. After all, they themselves had had very little warning of what the explorers had brought back with them. However, when Zebel, the doctor, and one of the most respected members of the community, stood, hands behind his back, awaiting acknowledgement, he was immediately recognized.

“May anyone else accompany them? I am concerned because, although all of them have some training in field medicine, they do not have a healer in their company.”

Varelle’s brow furrowed in concern. “We did not intend to permit anyone else to cross into Rhinadei. As Arasan indicated in his account, these five have been tested and won our approval. Still, you raise a good point. They will be going into largely uninhabited mountains. Therefore, we will provide them with some additional medical resources. We have made a great study of medicine, both magical and otherwise.”

Zebel looked interested. “If commerce is established between us, I would enjoy talking to some of your people. Now, I must excuse myself. A new shipment came in from the Mires, and we are very busy in the pharmacy.”

There were other questions, including several about Rhinadei’s magics from the librarian, Urgana, who ended up asking Varelle to stop by the archives if she had time because, “You might be able to provide a different perspective on some materials that continue to puzzle us greatly.”

That the meeting did not last overlong probably told Varelle as much as anything.

We’re used to new people, new places, Laria thought proudly. Sure, her coming here is a twist, but it’s nothing new.

As the crowd was breaking up, heading back to neglected duties with something fresh to think about, Laria’s mother, Ikitata—who had taken over her husband’s cobbling and leatherworking—snagged Laria’s sleeve.

“Will you be going back with them?”

Laria hesitated, trying to read what answer her mother wanted. Then she decided to answer honestly. “I was planning to. I was able to help—for the first time I saw how useful my talent could be, especially in strange lands.”

Ikitata’s lips shaped a wan smile. “I’m glad—not because I want you to go away from us, don’t ever think that—but because, honorable as she may be, I wouldn’t want Firekeeper to be our only human ambassador.”

Laria was puzzled. “But there’s Arasan.”

“That one! He’s human in shape, true enough, but with that mixing of minds and magic, I’m not certain I’d call him any more human than I would Firekeeper. She, at least, is honest about admitting that she doesn’t consider herself human. The Meddler hides within Arasan, smiling with that butter-won’t-melt-in-his-mouth expression. Maybe I listened to too many of Urgana’s tales this winter, but he’s more than he’s pretending. Of that I’m sure.”

“You didn’t mind him being my teacher.”

“No, not here, not where we could keep an eye on him, but there in a land soaked in old wars and older hates, with Firekeeper thinking first of her partner and his needs, I’m just as glad you’ll be there to think about those of us here and keep him remembering, too.”
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From the start, their plan had been to let Varelle look around as much as she desired—even to going through the gates to other lands if she so wished. This kept her occupied while the five explorers assembled equipment for their journey. Once Firekeeper would have sniffed about how humans weighed themselves down, but she’d learned the hard way that going to the trouble of carrying equipment was far better than wishing for medications or extra arrows or even a warm blanket.

While the mountains to which Wythcombe had retreated after his unnamed disappointment had been “healed,” they remained largely unsettled. Since finding riding animals who would tolerate Firekeeper and Blind Seer would cause delays, they were limited to what they could carry on their backs—more specifically, on the backs of the three humans, for it had been decided that the best use of Blind Seer’s talents would be as scout and protector. Firekeeper knew herself by far the strongest of those three humans, and had reluctantly resigned herself to moving at a slow human pace rather than roaming freely as a wolf should.

But a wolf thought of the pack, as well as herself, so Firekeeper stood patiently while she was fitted for a frame pack with padded straps and a belt so that the weight would be balanced against her entire body, not just hang heavy from her shoulders. Her only request was that the fastenings be such that she could unclip easily, in case she needed to shed the weight quickly.

There was much discussion on the subject of armor and weapons. In the end, they decided to do without the weight of armor. Bows served more than one purpose, so each human would take one. Spears could double as walking staves or probes. Instead of swords, everyone would carry at least two knives, longer and shorter, and a hatchet. This last was—to Firekeeper’s way of seeing things—far more useful than a sword, and in the hands of an unskilled fighter bit deeper.

When she wasn’t helping with preparations, Firekeeper visited her friends, most especially Derian. He had been her first human friend and was still by far the dearest. Her own adventures had not dulled her awareness that Derian would soon face a great challenge of his own, and she was determined that he would not back out.

Firekeeper went by the little cottage near the stables that Derian shared with Isende, formerly of the city of Gak, sole remaining heir to the Setting Sun Stronghold, and now very firmly a member of the core Nexus Islands community. Firekeeper wasn’t quite certain what human term to assign to the relationship, but she was certain that it was a good one for both involved. Nonetheless, on the day she chose to speak with Derian about his own upcoming journey, Firekeeper waited until Isende was attending classes taught by Ynamynet for those who had been discovered to have spellcasting ability. Blind Seer was also attending the class, and had promised her he would give ample warning so that Isende would not overhear anything that might make her uncomfortable.

Derian was not in the cottage when Firekeeper arrived, but she quickly found him lounging near the stable, consulting with Eshinarvash. The stallion was one of the Wise Horses of Liglim, a race whose origin was a mystery, even among the larger mystery of the yarimaimalom, for of all the Wise Beasts, only the horses were of a breed typically domesticated by humans. Although Eshinarvash was no larger than the average riding horse, something about the manner in which he carried himself, or possibly the wild black and white of his coat and flowing mane and tail, made him dominate his surroundings.

Derian’s battle with querinalo had not only transformed his appearance. It had also given him the ability to speak freely with horses. When Firekeeper joined them, the two were discussing a trade caravan to Liglim for which Eshinarvash would be the chief wrangler.

“And do you go with this?” Firekeeper asked when they paused to acknowledge her. “From Liglim you could have a boat to Hawk Haven.”

“Take,” Derian corrected automatically. “Take a boat. Yes, I could. However, it’s too early in the season for me to leave. If you have not forgotten, spring is when the use of the gates really picks up. The Mires have started shipping some of their more delicate herbs. Pelland is making good last year’s pledges to Tishiolo. This is when the Nexus Islands—as we are now—need to prove to the Old World nations that we’re as capable—more capable—than the previous administration. Now you and Blind Seer have tossed negotiations with a potentially adversarial land into the mix. How can I leave?”

“And with summer? Will your excuse then be the coming of winter, as last year?”

“Last summer,” Derian retorted with a very equine snort, “we had just fought a war. We had a treaty, sure, but we had to prove we could hold our ground. There are too many historical examples—as Skea in particular kept reminding me—of victors being conquered because they trusted too easily. And we were even worse off then than we are now because we had wounded to tend, and…”

Firekeeper cut him off. “I know. I was here, if I was not there and there again, seeking to learn more about our new ‘allies,’ checking gates to make certain they did not have a back door into our land. I know. But you are too skilled at this making of reasons you cannot leave.”

“Firekeeper’s right, you know,” Eshinarvash added. “Annoying, true, but right. For now we hold the Nexus Islands and with them we control communication with the Old World. Do you believe this will last? One thing we must do this summer is make certain that we contact lands such as Hawk Haven that lack gates. Harjeedian has prepared our way in Liglim. Grateful Peace has done so in New Kelvin, but who but you should speak to the old king of Hawk Haven and his heir apparents? Will you dump the task on Elise Archer’s shoulders?”

Something in Derian’s expression gave away that he had been considering doing just that. Firekeeper could even understand why. Elise liked diplomacy. She had been born into the hereditary nobility of Hawk Haven, whereas Derain persisted in viewing himself as nothing more than a horse carter’s son. But Derian must accept himself as what he was now: the One of a pack that needed him not only to snap at the ears of those who overstepped, to praise those who did well, but also to speak with the rulers of the New World nations and make certain that they accepted the Nexus Islands and all they implied without the need for a war.

But Derian knew this, and in any case, as Firekeeper saw things, there was something more important for him to do.

“So, will you leave your family without the knowing of where you now are, who you are now? Will you leave Isende without her place in your family’s ancestral shrine?” Firekeeper still didn’t quite understand religions, but she knew that such was important to Derian and his people. “Last summer you promised you would go home to them, even if only for a visit. Are you for breaking that promise?”

Derian heaved a huge sigh. “I’m not going to break it, Firekeeper. I’ll go. I’ll bring Isende. Let me get through the spring trading season. By then we’ll have drier roads on which to ride, as well as quieter seas for sailing. There will still be time for us to make the journey, spend even as much as a moonspan visiting, then return. And who knows? Maybe by then we’ll find an active gate to Hawk Haven, and the trip can be done as easily as stepping from one room into another.”

“Maybe,” Firekeeper shrugged. “Gate or no gate should not matter. Going will be good for you and for Isende. The woman has not had much time with you, just you, these many moonspans. Some weeks on the road, on the ocean, I think they will be good for you both.”

The manner in which Derian’s lips curved into a spontaneous grin reassured Firekeeper. He would go and Isende as well. With that settled, she could turn her own feet to her own trail.

“Maybe we will be back from Rhinadei before you leave,” she said. “If so, perhaps we can run the trail with you. Blind Seer and I would enjoy seeing our pack, as well as some of our human friends.”

But, even as she spoke the words, she felt a strange certainty that her and Blind Seer’s trail would take them in other directions, that it might be a long while before she spoke with Derian again.
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VII

[image: ]LARIA HUGGED HER mother, Nenean, and Kitatos so tightly little Kitatos gave a squeak of protest. Nenean’s eyes were bright with unshed tears, but she stood straight as her new position as eldest merited. In her hair, Laria had braided thin ribbons that each of them had worn for several days—a link between them that she could read with her talent.

“You’ll bring us presents, right?” Nenean said. “And stories?”

“Promise,” Laria said. “Little presents and big stories.”

Ikitata had already pressed any number of small comforts on Laria, including more socks than Laria thought she could possibly wear and fresh soles for her boots. Now her hands fluttered, as if she was looking for something else to give.

“Don’t worry,” Laria said, giving her an extra hard squeeze. “I’ll be careful, and I’ll remember what you said about me being an ambassador and do you proud.”

Then she half ran to where Chaker Torn waited at the dock with the Wavecleaver. Since they had no idea how long they would be gone, it had been deemed a waste of resources to leave even a small craft for them, but the yarimaimalom would keep watch. The rest of the group was already aboard, Firekeeper looking vaguely miserable even though the weather was calm.

Upon their arrival in Rhinadei, Varelle herself escorted them directly to the start of the road that would eventually take them to Wythcombe. Wjem and Mata awaited them with maps and extra supplies, including the augmented medical kits that Varelle had promised. By mid-afternoon, they had begun their journey.

The mountain trails were unlike anything Laria had ever imagined. It was not just their steepness, for in comparison the Iron Mountains in the New World were only hills. Nor was it their height, so great that after several days even Firekeeper and Blind Seer needed to rest because the air was too thin to fill their lungs. It was that among these titanic formations there was evidence of the incredible power wielded by the sorcerers of long ago.

“Why are you surprised?” the Meddler asked during one of their routine rest stops. “We’re following a human-made road. You’d expect to see their work.”

Laria fought an urge to roll her eyes toward the clouds. Clouds up close had been another revelation. She’d never realized that they were basically fog floating in the sky.

“Maybe because I’m not an ancient demigod reborn? I’m fourteen years old and until last year, I’d never been anywhere except the Nexus Islands. The tours Ynamynet has insisted be part of our education haven’t gone much beyond the cities in which the gates are located.”

“I’m not a demigod,” the Meddler retorted predictably. Arasan managed to claim the face long enough for his own version of the eyes-to-the-clouds expression before the Meddler went on. “All right, what you say is fair enough, but you’ve grown up living on islands that hold—when taken as a unit—one of the greatest artifacts created by the pre-querinalo sorcerers. The Spell Wielders were perhaps the largest concentration of magical talent gathered since querinalo. I’d think it would take a great deal to impress you.”

Laria shook her head. “It’s exactly the opposite. Because I grew up with the gates, they didn’t impress me any more than my morning porridge. Less, maybe, even, because the oats for the porridge came from some exotic elsewhere. I think now, after this trip, the gates are going to impress me more. For the first time in my life, I really understand distance.”

Firekeeper, who had shrugged out of her pack and was sitting with one arm thrown over Blind Seer, grinned. “We two run in step with Laria in this, and between us we have coursed many long trails. These roads by themselves, they are enough to cause wonder. Look back to where we just came. In some places, the rock was cut as smoothly as a hot knife does through butter. There is even a little of the same melt. What power did it take to cut rock like that?”

Firekeeper’s honest astonishment warmed Laria. One thing she was learning about Firekeeper was that the wolf-woman saw no value in pretending she knew more than she did. She was quick to admit an error, but equally quick to boast, so this was no pretense of humility, meant to make Laria feel better.

“You didn’t see anything like this in the Iron Mountains in the New World?” Arasan asked.

“Nothing,” Firekeeper replied. “In the ways of old magic, you must be eyes—and even ears—for me and for Blind Seer and even Laria. Tell us if you see anything that might be dangerous. We know the shape of snares from our place, but if some old working left a trap or trick, we might not know it.”

The wolf-woman pushed herself to her feet and hefted the much-despised pack back onto her shoulders. Laria did the same, although she could have used a longer rest. Arasan took time to finish a note he’d been scribbling in a small leather-bound journal and annotate one of the maps. Then he, too, rose and, with a groan, hefted his pack.

Firekeeper flashed another grin at him. “Farborn says that there is a good place for making tonight’s camp ahead, but it is up more, then down, then around the edge before we come to it. Can you manage? If not, I can carry a little more.”

“I can manage. Your pack already weighs nearly twice mine. Like Laria, I’ve lived too long restricted to a few islands. I fear I’m out of shape.”

He looked wistful. Laria wondered if the Meddler ever regretted his choice to take on a human body after so many years as a spirit. If so, he never spoke of it.

“Unlike Laria,” Arasan said sounding melancholy, “Even in the days when the Spell Wielders ruled, I did visit the cities on the other sides of the gates from time to time. My talent is so unthreatening and my stories and songs so welcome and varied, that I am often invited to entertain—even at royal courts.”

Or were, Laria thought. Ever since Arasan and the Meddler merged, Ynamynet has taken care that Arasan not leave the Nexus Islands. There were a few invitations after the war—goodwill gestures—but Arasan’s body was so weak that there was ample excuse to decline. I hadn’t thought about it, but this is the first major trip away that he/they have taken. I’m sure it’s because Firekeeper is here. She has some hold over the Meddler—one that goes beyond his obvious desire to impress her. I wonder if he’s really as dangerous as everyone says? The worst I’ve ever seen from him is sarcasm.

Firekeeper, who walked in front, spoke without turning her head. “I have been to royal courts. Even to royal weddings—as a guest, not entertainment.”

Arasan laughed. “I am wounded, my lady. I was not mere entertainment. I was a valued, well…”

“Entertainer?” Laria inserted slyly.

Arasan laughed again, but there was pride in his reply. “I was viewed as a living piece of art, something beyond the usual strummers of lutes and tellers of other peoples’ tales. My very appearance was a reason for celebration. You do not sufficiently appreciate me and my gifts.”

“We do,” Firekeeper said. “Most honestly, we do. I think that, with Farborn and Blind Seer to scout for us, it is safe for you to lighten our trail with a story. Perhaps one about the days of great magic—not a scary one, one to tell us more about what they could do? With the Meddler, you may be the only one who has the means of separating great fancies from what was real.”

“If you don’t mind my skipping the songs, and otherwise husbanding my breath, I would enjoy doing so. Let me see… Ah, yes! Here’s just the one. It’s from the days when Azure Towers was not a nation, but a part of Pelland that hosted the greatest school for magic on all that land or—so many boasted—any other.”

“Good,” Firekeeper said. “That sounds just right.”
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The days on the trail passed quickly enough. Blind Seer had learned that many humans believed that wolves were like owls—creatures who must live their lives by night. This was not true in the least. Indeed, heat, not light, wore at him more. Here in the mountains the days were pleasantly cool but not cold. These relatively temperate conditions made their discovery of the city made all of ice and snow even more astonishing.

They came upon it all unawares. They had been laboring uphill toward a crest so barren that not even Farborn was tempted to scout ahead. When they paused at the crest to catch their breaths, there it was, spread throughout the valley below them. The wintery city filled the valley, its buildings going up the sides, so that distant guard towers gave the impression of peaking at the travelers’ own level. Where sunlight struck towers and cornices, walls and arches, minute rainbows shot forth. Dominating one edge of the city glittered a castle, seemingly cut all from diamond. Within the expanse of white and crystal were scattered trees, but otherwise they saw no living thing. The city’s gate straddled the road, wide open and maybe inviting, for all that the road’s surface was the pristine white of untouched snow.

Firekeeper laid one hand on Blind Seer’s shoulder. “I know what my eyes see,” she said in the language of the wolves. “What does your nose tell you?”

Ice had little scent of its own, so Blind Seer sniffed for the scents that should be there—those of plants, small animals, and sun-drenched rock. There was nothing but the dry bite of frost.

“I believe the city is truly there,” Blind Seer replied. “That or we have entered another of Rhinadei’s games, such as we encountered on the plain. Somehow, I do not believe this is so.”

Farborn had been riding Laria’s shoulder, but as soon as they had seen the city spread out before them, he had launched himself aloft, soaring high to scout. Now he glided back down, landing on the arm Laria held out for him.

“I believe we could go around the valley, but the rises that cradle this vale are rough and craggy. Worse—at least for ease of scouting from above—there are enough towering evergreens that I could not simply fly high and be sure that there is an open way. It is possible that even if you went several days journey from this road, you might need to turn back. This is a broken land for those who go on two feet or even four. It might be best to go through the city. The gate stands open and I saw nothing larger than a bird within.”

After Firekeeper had translated, Arasan said, “Let’s check the maps Varelle gave us. Thus far they have been accurate—and I don’t recall a city, of ice or otherwise.”

They unrolled the map and weighted its corners down with stones. Arasan ran his finger along the route they had come, muttering below his breath. At last he paused, checked a few landmarks, then indicated an area.

“There,” he said. “That’s where we are. The map shows a valley that matches the contours of this one, but that is all. No indication of a city, not even of ruins as were marked in a few other places.”

“Could this be that Wythcombe’s doing?” Blind Seer asked. “I thought his lair was farther along.”

“It is,” Arasan agreed, showing the location on the map. “This valley is outside the area that we were told Wythcombe claimed as his own.”

“Yet not too far,” the Meddler added, his tone musing. “Perhaps this is a test of some sort.”

“A test?” Firekeeper asked. “How so?”

The Meddler gave one of his eloquent loose-shouldered shrugs. “A great deal could be learned about a person from how they treated this obstacle. Many would retreat in fear, go back, seek the authorities, and ask them to inspect. Others would go around—or at least attempt to do so. Even among those who decide to pass through, there would be differences. Some would be very careful. Others might seek to assure their ability to retreat, perhaps by breaking the gate.”

“I understand,” Firekeeper said. “So you think this is a test by Wythcombe—perhaps a means to decide who might be a possible student, who might not?”

“That’s what I think,” the Meddler agreed.

“So whatever we do—even if we do nothing—that may influence Blind Seer’s chance to win this teacher.” Firekeeper turned to the wolf. “So since if this is a test, you are the one being tested. I think you should be the one who chooses. Do we go around or go through? That is the first.”

Blind Seer considered. As he did so, he realized that except for when he and Firekeeper had lived on Misheemnekuru, this was the first time he had been One. And on Misheemnekuru, he had been a wolf among wolves—different wolves, with some odd cultural beliefs, true—but still wolves. Now the humans waited patiently for his reply although a city of ice sparkled on the trail before them.

“Through,” he said, “but carefully through. Footing is something we must consider. Farborn, you will be very important. I’m not certain it would be wise to send you to scout the entire place, but perhaps you could tell us something about how the roads run? Does that main road go all the way through or are there obstacles?”

The merlin ran his beak through his wing feathers. “I am well-rested, so if you wish, I can go now. I will do as I did on the plains: fly high and watch for predators.”

Blind Seer thanked him. Then, while Firekeeper translated for the others, he moved to where he could keep the little dark form in sight as long as possible.

The Meddler said without his usual mockery, “One thing you might consider is that the test will include not only if you choose to cross the city or go around, but whether or not you explore.”

Blind Seer cocked his head to invite him to speak on, and the Meddler continued.

“I’m not saying one choice is better than another, just that someone who travels in a direct line is saying one thing about themselves, while one who explores says another.”

Blind Seer considered. He neither liked nor trusted the Meddler, but that didn’t mean he was going to reject his advice for that reason alone. His first inclination had been to go directly through, not risking lingering in a potentially dangerous place. However, he and Firekeeper had learned much from poking their noses into places others avoided.

“Let us hear Farborn’s report,” he replied, with Firekeeper translating. “Also, let us test the footing. If the ground underfoot is slick as a frozen pond, then lingering is not wise. However, if the footing is good, perhaps looking about would be useful. One can learn about the fox from how he digs his den.”

Farborn circled down not long after, perching importantly on Firekeeper’s backpack. “The road that leads through the gate does continue to a gate at the far side of the valley. This road is not precisely straight, but curves from time to time because of the rise and fall of the land. There are also open areas where the road splits to go around some building, fountain, or statue. Near the center of the city, another great road crosses the first. This second road goes in one direction towards the palace on the heights, in the other to some other large building. I didn’t want to fly low enough to try and see what that one might be. Humans and their buildings are often a great mystery to me.”

Firekeeper had been doing a running translation for Laria and Arasan. As she concluded, she added, “How about living things? What did you see?”

“That may be the oddest part of all,” Farborn replied. “Although the place is built in human fashion and on human scale, I saw no humans, nor even human-like creatures, such as the maimalodalum. I did see some birds, but I saw no other living things.”

“No wonder,” Blind Seer huffed. “Except for some trees, there seems to be nothing alive within those walls. Without anything to eat, even creatures that might be tempted by the shelter of the walls would not be able to live there. Avians alone could live within that place, for they are gifted with the means to live in one place, hunt in another.”

When Firekeeper finished her translation, she shouldered on her pack. “Then down we go, for even Farborn’s keen eyes cannot test the footing for us. Blind Seer will take point. Of us two-legs, I will stay in front, with my bow ready. The path is wide enough that if Arasan and Laria walk slightly behind me, but to the sides, they should be able to see anything that comes at us. Farborn, if you are not in the air, will you ride on one of our packs, facing to guard our following trail?”

The merlin agreed, his shrill cry so articulate that Firekeeper did not bother to translate.

Blind Seer paused to bump his head against her before, raising his nose high to sample the wind, he led them down the trail into the valley.
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Firekeeper had considered caching her much-despised pack so as to be able to move freely if something attacked, perhaps from beneath the snow. However, she knew the impulse for the excuse it was. These many days she had been fighting an image of herself become not a wolf but a packhorse. As she moved down the road behind Blind Seer, strung bow held lightly in one hand, she took comfort from her awareness that both Laria and Arasan admired the ease with which she carried the load.

It was thin enough comfort.

They paused repeatedly on their way so Blind Seer could check for fresh scents and Farborn for any sign that any were aware of their coming. The assurances that nothing had changed did little to ease Firekeeper’s growing tension. When they paused for one last time before passing through the gate, Laria gave a small, soft gasp.

“I’ve been trying and trying to figure out what this place reminds me of… Now we’re closer, I can tell. Sometimes, when we were little and the weather was fine, the children would be let play on one of the sand beaches. We’d make buildings from wet sand, ornament them with rocks and shells, stick in twigs for trees. This is like that. Look at the wall. It hasn’t been built from blocks. It’s been shaped from packed snow, then lines have been etched in. I wonder if the other buildings are the same?”

Farborn shrieked. “From above it is hard to tell. Do you wish me to go check?”

Blind Seer shook his head. “Soon enough we can all check together. Firekeeper, thank Laria for me.”

After Firekeeper did so, Laria said shyly, “I could use my gift, see if the walls remember anything of their making.”

Blind Seer replied, “Let us save that, for using your talent is not without risk. At the very least, it can weary you.”

“I agree with Blind Seer,” Arasan said. “What if you were dragged into a vision as happened on the plain? Or all you might learn is that magic was involved. I’d say we can guess that from what we see before us. Sculpting a city from snow and ice on this scale would be the work of moonspans, maybe years, without magic. In any case, time enough for it to be included on a map. From what Varelle told us, the Rhinadeians have not given up on tempting Wythcombe back to their community, and so supplies are brought to him before winter closes in.”

“Hmm…” Laria said, touching the narrow strip of brown leather that ran through her braid. “I get it. I’ll wait.”

Firekeeper turned to Laria and Arasan. “First Blind Seer goes in, then I follow. What do you know of walking on snow and ice?”

Laria’s laugh didn’t quite hide her uneasiness. “Enough. Especially ice. You managed to not be on the Nexus Islands during the worst of the winter weather, or you wouldn’t need to ask.”

Firekeeper flashed a grin, appreciating the jibe, and replied with mock haughtiness. “In winter, I took away this great companion of mine lest he eat all the meat and leave none for you. Arasan? Are you like Laria, well-skilled?”

“Well enough,” Arasan said. “But I’m not as young as the rest of you. Let’s take it easy at first.”

Despite their concern, they found the footing was surprisingly good. The snow underfoot crunched and gave, so that they were not much worse off than if they had walked in deep sand.

However, their initial exploration raised almost as many questions as it answered. Many of the buildings were as Laria had guessed—beautifully worked models made of snow and ornamented with ice. Most buildings were solid blocks, except, perhaps, for a covered porch or a gabled window. Some buildings, however, were fully or partially carved out. Windows of clear ice invited them to look inside into fully furnished rooms where more snow and ice had been sculpted into the likeness of furnishings.

“Doll houses,” Laria said, shivering and reaching to button her coat. “No dolls, though. Not even pets. Just cold, dead rooms.”

In the mountains outside this valley, autumn had still held dominant, but here within the city the temperatures were much colder, although far from unbearable. Firekeeper found herself wondering how much of Laria’s chill came from the idea of this much snow and ice, rather than any great increase in cold. Nonetheless, she drew on finely knitted fingerless gloves as a precaution against her fingers becoming stiff.

“Very much so,” Arasan agreed. “So, does Blind Seer want to look around further or do we get out of this place?”

Blind Seer cast his nose along the ground. “Unless the humans are becoming dangerously chilled, I would like to explore further. Whether sculptures or doll houses, this place had a maker or makers. I would like to learn what I can about them.”

“Well and good,” Firekeeper said. “You are master of this hunt. If you wish to look more, I will look with you.” She switched to human speech. “Blind Seer says he would look more, but if any grow cold, then we will first take you to the far end of the valley and out the gate. What have you?”

“I’m not too cold,” Laria said, “not yet. And there’s something weirdly fascinating about this place. It’s beautiful for one, and such care has gone into the making. The Meddler may be right and it’s some sort of test, sure, but that doesn’t take away from the fineness of it.”

Arasan chuckled. “I agree. I’ll tell you when the cold starts sinking into my bones. For now, I’d like to continue in company.”

They crunched along the snow-covered streets, marveling at the delicacy and detail that had gone into the buildings. There were bakery shops with loaves and cakes displayed in bow windows. Shoe shops with every tool arrayed on rack and scattered on bench, as if the cobbler had just walked away. Livery stables with full mangers and carefully accoutered tack rooms—although with empty stalls. Every trade imaginable—as well as a few that puzzled all but the Meddler, who explained that they had to do with supplies for the magical arts—was represented, but not a single human nor dog nor cat nor any domesticated animal was included among the intricate sculptures.

When they arrived at the intersection that led in one direction toward the palace, the other to the large building whose purpose Farborn had not been able to guess, they paused while Blind Seer cast about for any fresh scents. At length he paused, tilting his head to one side and whined uneasily.

“I catch the faintest of traces of a human scent, sweet Firekeeper. It is not so much old as obscured, as is the trail of a deer after fresh snowfall.”

She hurried to his side, although she knew that what his nose could not discern, hers would certainly not find, but sometimes her human eyes saw what his missed. This time, though, she could offer no help.

“I see nothing but this ever-white, ever-level snow. What direction does the trail go?”

“Each way.” The wolf gestured by swinging his great head. “But it is strongest on the path between the palace and the structure that balances it. Which way should we go?”

“First, tell me what you can learn from this scent, faint as it is. Could it be that of Wythcombe?”

“I think not. The humans spoke of him as a wise elder. This scent is male, most definitely, but younger. I am reminded of that of Derian, perhaps even younger. Adult, definitely, but not well grown.”

“I suppose,” Firekeeper considered, “that this Wythcombe could have learned to make himself young. That is an obsession of many in the tales we have heard. Bide for a moment while I tell the humans of your findings. They grow concerned.”

Without leaving Blind Seer’s side, she gave a quick summary of what the wolf had learned, concluding, “We two will definitely seek to track this one, but we do not ask that you risk yourselves. If you wish, we will take you to the gate of your choice, then return.”

Laria sighed. “Firekeeper, would you stop trying to get rid of us? I’m with you, more than ever. If Blind Seer’s nose can’t find this man’s trail, maybe my talent can.”

Arasan rubbed his hands together. “And miss the best part of the story? Lead on!”

Firekeeper looked at Blind Seer. “Which way then?”

“The trail is no clearer one way or another. You choose.”

“Then we go toward the palace. That is a place meant for drawing the eye. And such places usually are the dens of important people.”

But although the details of the palace proved more and more amazing the closer they came—lacework balconies spun from ice, intricate “stonework” patterns on the walls, an elegant front plaza, pointed towers from which frozen flags seemed to wave in the wind—they confirmed that this was merely a model of a palace. Farborn flew up to confirm that behind the glittering windows there was nothing but packed snow.

Blind Seer’s nose found that, rather than leading to the palace, the scent trail was heaviest in front of a very unassuming house some streets over from the palace. This dwelling stood some two stories high, with a peaked roof and gabled windows. It had a covered porch, and curtained windows. When Firekeeper crept to peek in through a gap in the curtains, she nearly reeled back in astonishment.

“Firekeeper!” Laria cried out and would have raced forward, but Blind Seer gripped her jacket in his teeth. “What is it?”

“Color,” Firekeeper said. “I was so startled. Inside here, for the first time, there is not ice and snow, but things such as humans use.”

The furnishings were not much, as such things went. A bench made from a log sawn in half, a table made from what looked to be part of the same log. A bedroll pulled close to a hearth made from grey stones, mortared together, feeding into a chimney that was—on the outside—cased in ice so as to seem no different from the others. An iron kettle hung in the fireplace. Firewood was piled to one side. On a line hung items of clothing, doubtless drying after being washed.

But, despite this evidence of habitation, the snow around this dwelling was as unmarked as elsewhere.

“Does a spirit live here, then?” Laria asked, her voice trembling.

“Spirits do not leave scent trails,” Firekeeper said, grinning at the Meddler where he peered out from Arasan’s eyes. “Take this from one who has hunted such. Nor do they need kettles or clothes. We have found someone’s lair, but whose? I not think it is Wythcombe.”

“Perhaps,” Arasan said, shrugging off his pack and finger-combing his hair where it extended from under his hat, “we should knock. I would be happy to do the honors. Firekeeper and Blind Seer are rather intimidating.”

Firekeeper had to admit Arasan was right.

“We stand back, then,” she said. “I not even put an arrow to my bowstring, but I will promise you, that I can do very fast.”
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Laria realized she was holding her breath as Arasan strode up to the front door, managing to somehow seem confident without being in the least threatening. His poise was definitely a gift, one that—in its own way—was just as wonderful as Firekeeper’s assortment of wolf-taught abilities.

Arasan rapped at the door several times. Stood, waiting politely, then, when no one answered the door, knocked again. This time, when the knock went unanswered, his hand slid down the press the latch.

“It’s not locked,” the Meddler said, and was clearly about to open the door when Arasan stopped him in mid-motion, Firekeeper voiced a stern “No!” and Blind Seer gave a single sharp bark.

“I would not love anyone,” Arasan said, his voice a little tight as he struggled for control of his own body, “who walked into my house uninvited, whether or not the door was unlocked. Restrain yourself, Meddler.”

The Meddler gave a theatrical sigh but, since Firekeeper and Blind Seer also took Arasan’s part, he didn’t argue. Laria agreed even if she didn’t speak out. She remembered how precious her little corner had been in the days when her family had shared crowded quarters.

Farborn whistled and chirped something from where he had flown up to the chimney.

“Farborn say there is heat here, but the ice does not show more than the smallest melt, so the fire within is probably banked,” Firekeeper translated. Then she shrugged to indicate she was now speaking for herself. “So, do we wait here for the one who lives here to return, or do we explore more? Blind Seer say that he would like to look more, perhaps to that other large building Farborn saw, since the trail seemed to go that way as well. If you wish, we could split our forces and some stay, some go, with Farborn to fly between.”

Laria laughed. “There you go again, trying to get rid of us. But, seriously, Firekeeper, you’re forgetting. We can leave a note for whoever lives here, then all go where Blind Seer’s nose takes us.”

Firekeeper looked sheepish. “I do always forget, and I am not trying to be rid of you. I am just wishing to keep you safe.”

“Then keep us near you,” Laria retorted, “where you can protect us.”

Arasan pulled out his notebook and, leaning against the porch railing, wrote a short note, which he then read aloud: “We are visiting this city and yours is the first tenanted residence we have seen. We are going to the large building at the other end of this road, but will return no later than dusk.”

When everyone nodded their approval, Arasan said, “I’ll copy this over in Pellish, Liglimosh, and a few other languages, just to show willing. If you could find me a rock or a reasonable facsimile of such to use as a paperweight, I’ll put the note in front of the door where it can’t be missed.”

Finding a rock proved impossible, but Firekeeper did find a chunk of ice that was being used to border what, in a more usual town, would have been a flower bed.

That done, they turned their feet away from the palace district, walking briskly across town until the street ended at a building far less ornate than the palace but, in its own way, no less impressive. Blocky and solid, with a steeply pitched roof and numerous chimneys, it stood five stories high. Large windows gave the impression that the interior of the building would be brightly lit, as well as spacious. The main entry was wide enough that a carriage could have passed between the intricately carved double doors.

Laria was trying to interpret the bas-relief sculpted on the doors when Blind Seer growled. The great grey wolf was standing stiff-legged, his hackles slightly raised.

“I smell smoke,” Firekeeper said in the deep voice she reserved for Blind Seer. “The wood is very dry, of the sort that creates little smoke when it burns.”

Firekeeper then said in her own voice, “What about the scent trail you followed? Does it grow sharper here?”

Blind Seer nodded.

“Which direction?”

In reply, Blind Seer turned so that his nose pointed around the left edge of the building. Farborn whistled a comment, then launched himself directly up before leveling off and soaring around the left side of the building.

Scouting, Laria thought, but taking care to be outside of easy arrow shot.

Moments later, the merlin glided down to land on Firekeeper’s outstretched arm.

“Farborn say,” Firekeeper translated, “that around the side of this building, coming from the wall, is a little chimney from which comes heat. What little smoke there is goes quickly in the breeze.”

“So someone is there,” Arasan said. “Someone who needs heat. Shall we go investigate?”

One of those “Why are you stating the obvious?” expressions flickered across Firekeeper’s face before she replied.

“This is what we think. Farborn will fly up and over roof, to where he can see down. I go around this side. Blind Seer goes to other. He stay out of sight, since he causes fear in humans who don’t know him. I go to the closed door and knock, then we see what happens.”

“A good plan as far as it goes,” Arasan replied, “but you wouldn’t be my first choice as an ambassador. You tend to frighten people as much as does Blind Seer.”

“Maybe once I do,” Firekeeper said, “but for this I be so very mild.” She folded her hands in front of her and looked meek. “I know you think you should go in my place, but you cannot—or so you say—understand Blind Seer and Farborn.”

“I don’t just ‘say,’” Arasan replied, “I really can’t.”

“For this, someone who can understand the Beasts is best,” Firekeeper stated, and since she was right, not even the Meddler argued.

Laria cut in. “Why don’t I go with Firekeeper? Two young women will look less threatening than one alone—especially if that one is Firekeeper. That leaves Arasan as backup. The Meddler, too. If Farborn soars down to get you, you could come to the rescue.”

“As Blind Seer would come if I call,” Firekeeper agreed. “I like that. Laria and me, just like sisters.”

She batted her eyelashes, and did her best to look cute and girlish.

Arasan sighed gustily, but it was plain he wasn’t going to argue further. There was the unspoken point that if Firekeeper were in danger, Blind Seer would be at her side in an instant, but he might delay if the one endangered was the Meddler.

Which is really pretty terrible for Arasan, Laria thought.

There wasn’t much of a delay between creation and instigation of the plan. Farborn was skimming the rise of the roof to get into position as Laria was leading the way around the building. Even over the snow, which crunched under Laria’s feet, Firekeeper managed to move almost noiselessly, so Laria had to fight an urge to look back and reassure herself that the wolf-woman was indeed there.

Once in front of the door, Laria drew in a deep breath. Then, trying to imitate the manner in which Arasan had knocked on the door of the house in the palace district, she rapped on the translucent pane of ice that served as a window on the door’s upper panel. She hadn’t been aware that there were faint sounds from within until they stopped. Then a shadow passed behind the ice pane. Finally, very slowly, the door eased open wide enough for a voice, nothing more, to come out.

“Who’s there? Is it you, Wythcombe?”

Laria blinked in astonishment, then replied. “Uh, no. It’s Laria. And Firekeeper. We’re traveling to see Wythcombe, though. Do you know him?”

The door opened a little more, enough for Laria to tell that the speaker was taller than her. Belatedly, she registered that the voice had been male.

“Wythcombe. We’ve met. Know him? Does anyone? Even he himself?”

Abruptly, the door opened the rest of the way, revealing a slim but muscular young man. His aquiline features were clean-shaven, dominated by unruly black hair that he kept from his pale grey eyes with a dark-green headband tied around his brow. His attire was dominated by practical earth tones, although his green belt matched his headband, hinting at some awareness of his appearance. The young man stared at Laria for long enough that she felt a blush creeping up her neck.

Then he reached to pull the door closed. “Go away. Tell my parents I’m not coming back until Wythcombe agrees to talk with me.”
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Blind Seer hated having to hang back while the much more vulnerable humans went into potential danger. Carefully, he crept forward so that if any threat should be offered to his companions, he would be only a leap away. While he waited, he studied the lingering scents. Cold dampened them, but he was accustomed to reading them even so, as any wolf who hoped to live through his first winter must learn to do.

When the door opened, the scent sharpened, confirming to Blind Seer that this was indeed the person whose elusive scent he had been tracking through the city. He pricked his ears so that, even as he listened to the humans’ talk, he would not miss anything creeping up on them.

Blind Seer heard when the young man began to close the door, knew from the crunching of boots on snow when Laria—with perhaps more courage than sense—raced forward to keep the door from becoming a barrier between them.

“Wait!” she said. “We’re not here from your parents. Seriously. I told you we’re looking for Wythcombe. Please!”

This wasn’t the eloquent speech Arasan would have managed, even on short notice, but it had the desired effect.

“Maybe that’s true,” the youth responded not quite rudely. “Certainly I’ve never seen you before. But this could be a trick.”

“No trick,” Laria said. “Really. Hey, it’s cold out here. Can we come in?”

There was a long pause during which Blind Seer made his mind up. It was likely the humans were about to go inside, and he wasn’t about to be left behind to worry. Perking his ears and holding head and tail up in imitation of dogs he had seen, he trotted out, went to Firekeeper’s left side. There he sat, opening his mouth in his most doggishly appealing pant.

“Idiot,” Firekeeper said affectionately, but she dropped her free hand and fondled his ears. Then she spoke to the young man. “Us. Me and her, this one, and another—a man. And a bird. You might not wish the bird to come in. He poops.”

Farborn shrieked his opinion of that insult and soared down to land on her shoulder. He lifted his tail as if he would indeed poop, then let it drop. Arasan approached last, smiling his most engaging smile.

“It is cold,” he said by way of greeting. “But if you won’t have us as visitors, we’ll move on and continue our search for Wythcombe. The area outside of this valley seems to have escaped this premature winter.”

His voice invited confidences. From the youth’s scent, he was caught between uncertainty and a little bit of something even harder to define—delight? Yes. He was glad for company, even such peculiar company as they were. What was missing was fear, which was strange for one human alone.

To Firekeeper, Blind Seer said, “I smell no fear from him. There was a trace, but once he believed Laria that we were not sent by his parents, that vanished. I am used to being feared by humans, but either he has accepted me as your dog or there is more to him than it seems.”

Firekeeper stroked his head. “You wear no collar, much less a leash, but you came to my side as if brought to heel. I would fear that more than any slavering hound kept under command by force, so would any. Yet this one does not, yet does not seem a fool. I agree, he has a strength we do not yet know of, something he trusts to keep him safe.”

“That fits with his other reactions,” Blind Seer agreed. “When he thought we might have been sent by his parents, he felt fear, yes, but that was touched with apprehension—as of unwelcome tidings. Even then, he did not think we had the power to make him do other than he wished.

Firekeeper rubbed between his ears, assuring Blind Seer that she agreed with his reasoning and was poised to act if the young man offered any threat. Meanwhile, Laria had begun babbling nervously.

“Sorry about butting in. Arasan’s been complaining about the cold. Oh, yeah, that’s Arasan. I’m Laria. Behind me is Firekeeper—that’s her nickname—she’s also Blysse. And the big guy is Blind Seer, because his eyes are blue. The falcon—he’s a merlin—is Farborn.”

Blind Seer admired Laria’s diplomacy. First names, only, no titles, although Firekeeper at least could claim that of “Lady.” Giving Firekeeper’s wolf name as if it was just a quirk, offering that ridiculous human name to soften her. Chattering like what she was—a young woman who suddenly found herself face to face with a handsome stranger. But Blind Seer had seen Laria’s determination and courage, and he well knew that it would take more than a handsome face and admirable form to turn her into a fool.

When she finished her speech, Laria took a step back, as if preparing to retreat. The young man spoke quickly, “You can call me ‘Ranz.’ Please, come inside. Since I’m responsible for this cold, I guess I should offer you a seat by my fire.”
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The room was carved out of packed snow but, despite the heat from the stove set against one outer wall, showed no sign of melting or even of the sort of glazing that happened when snow melted then refroze. The stove itself possessed an unusual design, for the legs ended in wide wheels. Therefore, unlike others of the sort Firekeeper had seen, this one was intended to be moved. The metal chimney also looked as if it came apart in sections.

“Your work?” Arasan asked Ranz who, with a fine sense of manners, had motioned for the eldest among them to take a seat on a roughly made stool—three sawn-off branches set in a round sliced from the trunk of a tree. He paused. “I don’t want to take your only chair.”

Ranz smiled, an attractive flash of white between nicely shaped lips. “Well, it’s that or sit on the floor. Perhaps the rest of you could sit on your packs or bedrolls. As for me…”

Again the smile, this time with a hint of pride. Then Ranz muttered some words, placed his hands against one wall, and from it carved himself a chair, complete with high back and apparently cushioned seat.

“Won’t you get cold sitting on that?” Laria asked, shouldering off her pack, then perching on it.

Ranz shook his head. “I’ve protected myself, else I couldn’t do my work.”

“Your work?” Laria asked. “This whole city?”

“This whole city. I started it after Wythcombe repeatedly refused to meet with me. I wanted to show him…” Ranz sighed, leaning his head back against the packed snow of his chair’s headrest. “It’s a long story. I won’t bore you with my problems—especially since I’m not sure associating with me is going to help you if you are trying to get an audience with Wythcombe. You could say that I’m the reason he has withdrawn from the world.”

“I want to know more,” Blind Seer said. “What Ranz can tell us might help us not to fail in our own hunt—a hunt in which I do not think we will have more than one chance.”

Firekeeper agreed. “Please, we do not mind long stories. We like long stories—especially in winter, and although elsewhere it is autumn, here you have made it the season for stories. We will listen politely. We could even hunt for your dinner or help with tasks. Do you live in that house near the palace?”

Ranz nodded. “I do. You found it?”

“This wolf,” Firekeeper rested her hand on Blind Seer’s scruff, “he led us there, then here. Your traces are faint, but he is a prince among trackers.”

“Huh! I guess he is.” Ranz looked impressed. “I thought I had hidden my presence pretty much perfectly. I even covered my prints—which isn’t easy. Since you already know about the cottage, why don’t we go there? It’s more comfortable.”

He rubbed his chin with one hand. “And if you were serious about hunting… My supplies of meat are running thin. I think I’ve snared every rabbit for miles.”

Firekeeper sprang to her feet, Blind Seer with her. “We will hunt then. We will meet you at your cottage.”
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VIII

[image: ]WHEN FIREKEEPER AND Blind Seer arrived at the cottage some time later—she with a freshly killed yearling buck over her shoulders, Blind Seer wearing “saddlebags” in which he carried a variety of mushrooms, nuts, and wild plants that Firekeeper had gathered while he took the buck—they found their companions settled into Ranz’s cottage. That no one had been idle was evident. A stove similar to the wheeled one warmed the interior. Tea had been brewed. From how their company’s packs had been arrayed against one wall, the bedrolls hung to get the damp out of them, Firekeeper guessed that they had been invited to stay the night.

When Firekeeper showed off how successful their hunting had been, Ranz led her around the cottage to where he’d sculpted an icy locker large enough to accommodate the buck. After she had finished dressing the buck and carved some steaks that could be cooked on the stove—Blind Seer had already eaten his meal from the rich meat of the liver and heart—the wolves joined the company.

Ranz accepted the nuts and other foods Firekeeper had gathered with unmistakable gratitude. “Is it true what the others have been telling me? That you were raised by wolves?”

“Why would they lie?” Firekeeper replied. “Is all true.”

“We told him where we’re from,” Laria explained, “and a little about why we’re here, so he’d understand that we don’t know a lot about Rhinadei. That way, when he tells his story, he won’t think we’re crazy if we ask some dumb question.”

“The only dumb question,” Ranz said in a tone that made him sound very much like Blind Seer quoting some wolf proverb, “is the one that remains unasked.”

Farborn added, “They did not tell which among us wishes to be taught by Wythcombe. I believe Ranz assumes the student-to-be is Laria, and no one has explained otherwise.”

“Now that we’re all here,” Arasan said, “how about I take over the cooking so Ranz can concentrate on telling us his tale? I dare say he’s nearly as tired of his own cooking as he is of eating rabbit and squirrel stew.”

Ranz laughed. “True enough. I’m not a bad cook, but I won’t say ‘no’ to someone else taking over, if you really don’t mind.”

“I’ve been cooking over an open fire for days now,” Arasan replied. “Having a stove on which I can set my pans, and a table for the chopping and cutting, will seem positively luxurious.”

Before plopping down on the floor next to Blind Seer, who had laid down a distance from the stove, Firekeeper grabbed one of the bags of nuts.

“I’ll shell these,” she offered.

“Always restless, our Firekeeper,” Arasan—or rather the Meddler—said.

Firekeeper, as usual, ignored him, but fixed her gaze on Ranz and willed him to begin his tale. After a moment, he settled himself onto a stool where he could lean back against the wall and began.

“I guess the best way to start is by telling you that lots of people think I should never have been born. My mother became very ill when she was carrying me. When my father—who is skilled both in medicine and in healing magic—realized he was going to lose both her and me, he did something that is considered unforgiveable.”

Ranz paused, every line in his lean strong body showing defiance. Arasan saved him from having to actually speak the forbidden words. “Your father turned to blood magic, didn’t he? From what I understand, of all the magical arts, the one closest related to blood magic is healing magic. I understand why your father gave into the temptation. His art was just one step away.”

“You’re right, but you’re from a culture that still uses blood magic. I was born into a culture that believes blood magic is inherently wrong—even when used to save an unborn baby and his mother. I’ve spent my whole life hearing things like, ‘Nothing against you but, if we make exceptions, who knows where this will end?’ Or ‘First an exception to save a baby. Then an exception in any medical emergency.’ Or ‘So, we save a baby or a critically wounded person. Then the next step is using blood magic to prevent the injury happening in the first case. It’s not a big step from that to just about any justification you can imagine.’”

Laria gripped her cup of tea in hands that shook, although whether from indignation or some other emotion, Firekeeper couldn’t be sure. “People actually said things like that to you?”

“They did. You must remember, Rhinadei was founded precisely to provide a haven from blood magic. People are taught to fear it more than any other thing—certainly more than death.”

“What happened,” Firekeeper asked, “to your parents? To your father after he did this? Was he killed for his crime?”

Ranz shut his eyes for a moment, as if seeking to visualize events he would have been far too young to remember. “It was a close thing but, no, he wasn’t executed. My father had used blood magic, but the only blood he employed was his own, my mother’s, and mine. This made it harder to condemn him, since there are many magics that use a person’s own energies or join the energies of multiple people. But it couldn’t be escaped that my father didn’t take any of those routes. From what I understand, the problem between my mother and me was something to do with her blood seeing my blood as an enemy. He found a way to change that.”

“That sounds more like healing magic than blood magic,” Arasan protested from where he was slicing mushrooms.

“That’s what many people said,” Ranz agreed, “and that’s why, in the end, my father wasn’t executed. However, his power was sealed so he could not fall into error again. These days, he lives with my mother and my older sister in a small town where they need a skilled doctor too much to care that he once used forbidden arts to save his wife and baby. My mother still has her magic, but she refuses to use it in protest. She says that since she fully agreed with my father’s choice, and cooperated as best she could, she’s guilty, too.”

“Your sister?” Arasan asked.

“Migyan was only two when I was born, too young to really understand what was going on. Mig’s great, actually, because if this was some ballad she’d hate and resent all of us for messing up her life. Instead, she’s done her best to make clear that she loves us all. She got married last year and hopes to start a family. I really hope she doesn’t have any of the problems with bearing that my mother did.”

“So, your father’s choice is why you’re here?” Laria asked. “What does Wythcombe have to do with all of this?”

Ranz stared blankly, as if Arasan slicing wild onions was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen, then slowly answered.

“Wythcombe was my father’s teacher. According to what I’ve been told, Wythcombe blamed himself for concentrating too much on teaching my father about getting the most from his gift, and too little about the moral and ethical ramifications of having power.”

“Sounds to me,” Arasan said dryly, “that Wythcombe did just fine. I’m not sure I’d think very highly of any healer—and you did say your father’s specialization is healing—who diagnosed a medical problem and wouldn’t treat it because of some abstract ethical consideration. Which brings me to something I’ve been wondering. How did anyone know what your father had done? Blood magic and healing magic are so closely linked that it would have been difficult to detect.”

Ranz looked surprised. “My father told them, of course. My mother says she tried to convince him to keep what he’d done in the family—so to speak—but my father was certain Rhinadei would detect what had been done, if not immediately, then eventually. He felt it would be better to speak out and take his punishment, rather than later being discovered and accused of unethical behavior.”

“Hmm…”

Something about Arasan’s noncommittal reply made Firekeeper suspect that the Meddler had something to say and Arasan was struggling to shut him down.

Ranz went on, “Soon after my father was tried and condemned, Wythcombe resigned from his various posts and became a hermit. However, he is still considered one of the finest and most versatile magical artists there are. I came here hoping he would agree to teach me, but he has refused.”

Firekeeper tilted her head, wolf-like, and asked, “But why this city of ice and snow? It is very beautiful, but how will it make Wythcombe change his mind?”

Ranz shrugged. “I thought if I did a working that was dramatic enough, he’d get interested or at least curious. So first I shaped the basic buildings. Early on, they were little more than shapes made from snow, not much in the way of detail. Still, making them offered a pretty good challenge, since I had to create the snow, keep it from melting, and move it about. Since then I’ve been refining: carving ornaments, making interior rooms. Eventually, I thought I might sculpt residents, but sculpting living things takes a long while, especially if I want them to look as good as the buildings.”

“Ranz’s scent says he is holding something back,” Blind Seer said, “something that he fears will turn us against him. Coax it from him. Do not be too blunt or he will dive into silence as a rabbit does its hole.”

“Impressive, yes,” Firekeeper said, allowing her awe to show in her voice and eyes, “but there is about this a mystery still, I think. Surely you showing that you are very patient and very talented is good, but…”

She trailed off, trusting in the human reluctance to leave a sentence incomplete. Ranz did not disappoint her.

“But is what I’m doing enough? I know. Don’t you think I’ve gone over that? But here’s something you don’t know—can’t, because I haven’t told you. One thing I’ve heard all my life—was told to my face when I got older—was that because of how my life was saved, blood magic is my natural magic. I’ve done all of this”—His wild hand gesture swept to include the entirety of the city of ice and snow— “without using blood magic. And not because I couldn’t.”

His voice dropped so that even Blind Seer tilted his ears to catch the barely spoken words.

“Because I could have. They’re right. I do have an affinity for blood magic. I sensed how to draw the power from another’s life practically before I was aware of my own awakening abilities. But I have never, never, ever used it. Not then. Not now. Not ever.”
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Laria dreaded that someone else would ask the question that had nearly popped out of her own mouth.

“You wouldn’t use it if your own wife and baby were dying? Not if Rhinadei were threatened? Not even then?”

But she didn’t say the words, nor did the others, although from the way Firekeeper’s fingers tightened where they rested between Blind Seer’s shoulders, Firekeeper wanted to ask.

Or maybe, Laria thought with a flash of insight, she wants to know what Blind Seer would do if the one at risk were her or someone else in their pack.

Arasan had kept busy at the stove through all of this. Now he began ladling thinly sliced venison that had been sautéed with wild mushrooms and spring onions over chunks of stale trail bread. He topped this with the greens Firekeeper had gathered so they wilted slightly from the heat.

“That smells amazingly good,” Ranz said, accepting the first plate—one of the two he owned. The rest of them were eating off of the plates from their camping kits.

“As for you, Firekeeper,” Arasan handed her the final plate on which a venison steak had been seared just enough to make it warm. “Meat. No seasonings. I saved you some vegetables.”

When offered, Farborn had declined venison, but instead had flown up into the cottage’s attic where he was busily hunting mice.

Firekeeper ate several bites, nodded her appreciation, then sat cross-legged on the floor. Ranz watched in fascination, as if he expected her to pick up the meat in her hands and rip into it with her teeth, but when she started cutting off bite-sized pieces with her Fang, he turned his attention to his own meal.

“This not only smells fantastic, it tastes it, too,” Ranz commented when everyone had taken the edge off their hunger. “Thank you all.”

“If you come with us,” Arasan said, “you could keep eating like this—well, not this precisely—it’s hard to sauté over a campfire without burning your hands, but I have other skills. Firekeeper and Blind Seer keep us in fresh game and fish, as well as a variety of tasty tidbits. We have plenty.”

“Come with you?” Ranz stopped ladling more venison and mushrooms onto his plate. “I told you that Wythcombe wants nothing to do with me. If I come with you, it could hurt your own chances.”

He looked at Laria as he said this. She decided that it was time to remove at least one misapprehension, especially as one didn’t need to be able to speak with wolves to understand that Blind Seer completely approved of Arasan’s invitation.

“I’m not the one who needs a teacher,” she said, taking the serving spoon from him and helping herself to seconds. “I do have magic—but it’s a talent, not a spellcaster’s gift. The one who needs a teacher is Blind Seer.”

That led to the inevitable disbelief, explanations, and clarifications, a process that took them through the rest of dinner and into a dessert of honey-soaked journey cakes, with tea to drink for those who wanted it. In the end, Ranz agreed to come with them.

“You’re right. Our situations are similar. I’d thought to wait until the pack train bringing Wythcombe his winter supplies came through, show them my work, and ask them to speak for me, but this is better. The other always struck me as chancy, especially since I couldn’t count on anyone actually wanting to take my side, since so many people blame me for Wythcombe’s becoming a hermit.”

“Will your snow city last without you?” Laria asked, thinking what a pity it would be to see such beauty vanish.

A fleeting look of sorrow passed over Ranz’s face, then he nodded. “Probably. In any case, it has served its purpose. I hoped it would bring Wythcombe to me, but at least it brought you, and you’ve brought me around to seeing that I need to confront him one more time, then move on if he continues to reject me.”

Laria knew that by “you” he meant all of them, but her heart gave a funny little thrill at Ranz’s words.

“So, in the morning?” Firekeeper said, giving Laria a quick little smile that made the younger woman wonder if the wolf-woman had somehow guessed. “We go. All of us, to make this Wythcombe also see sense.”

 

The next day’s hike went surprisingly fast for Laria. Ranz had a lot to talk about, including shyly admitting that his first name was actually “Ransom,” his mother’s defiant proclamation that he’d been saved from death at great cost. Laria didn’t wonder that Ranz preferred the shorter version of his name. Who would want to be reminded that your father loved you that much?

Laria didn’t know what she’d expected Wythcombe to be like. Maybe a sour-faced hermit with long hair tangling into his still longer beard. Or a keen-eyed, sharp-featured aesthete, ageless, despite his many decades and many trials. Or a mystic who would need to be dragged from his meditations to even acknowledge their arrival.

She definitely didn’t expect an elderly but still robust man clad in a short-sleeved smock and stained trousers hard at work digging up what looked to be potatoes. In a weird way, Wythcombe reminded Laria of a potato: rounded, balding on top, with deep-set eyes. His arms and legs were stocky and short, his features nubbly. Even at the height of his youth, he would not have ever been handsome. Age had granted him distinction as compensation.

As they approached, Wythcombe—for surely this must be Wythcombe; they had been told he lived alone—stabbed the blade of his shovel into the dirt, then straightened, his hand at the small of his back, his quizzical expression subtly shifting into something less friendly when he saw Ranz walking alongside Arasan at the rear of their group.

Firekeeper and Blind Seer were, of course, in front. Wythcombe studied the pair thoughtfully. Although ostensibly unarmed, they moved like the living weapons they were, but Wythcombe didn’t seem in the least concerned.

Which either makes him as dangerous as they are or completely stupid, or—maybe—a little of both.

When the group had approached close enough that Firekeeper would not need to shout, yet not so close as to be rude, the wolves halted.

“We have come here,” Firekeeper announced, “because Wythcombe is said to be a great mage and a great teacher. We desire both, and have come to see if you will perhaps suit our needs.”

Arasan had spent a good hour of their hike to reach this point trying to get Firekeeper to change her wording, but she had refused. “What I wish to say is the truth. This courtship dance is not all on his side, best he knows at the start.”

“Well, that approach is sure to surprise him,” Ranz had murmured softly to Laria, who just happened to be nearest. “Wythcombe has been being ‘courted’ for years now, and has always proven coy.”

If Firekeeper had heard—as she certainly had done—she gave no sign, but Blind Seer panted laughter, something Ranz, looking at the wolf’s sharp white teeth, certainly didn’t recognize for amusement. Laria hadn’t bothered to enlighten him. She was aware that Ranz didn’t quite believe that Blind Seer was as intelligent as the rest of them and a spellcaster as well. It wasn’t that Ranz thought they were lying. Simply put, he didn’t believe. Laria remembered her own early encounters with the yarimaimalom, and knew that only time and experience would finish Ranz’s education.

Now, standing behind and slightly to one side of Firekeeper, Laria watched Wythcombe to see how the hermit would react to Firekeeper’s challenge. Wythcombe scrubbed his dirty hands against the hem of his smock and considered them for a long moment.

“We?” he said at last. “I would know to whom I speak, and who has come so far to review my qualifications. I know one of your company—Ranz—and have already told him that I will not be his teacher.”

Firekeeper replied levelly. “So we have heard, and this is one reason we must decide about you for ourselves. As for names—I am Firekeeper. This beside me is Blind Seer. There is Laria, with Farborn on her shoulder. With Ranz is Arasan, called Two Lives.”

If Wythcombe found being introduced to a hawk and wolf as well as to humans peculiar, he didn’t react. By now he had to have noticed that Blind Seer was far larger than any usual wolf.

Perhaps Wythcombe takes him for some shapeshifter, Laria thought. Or magical creation. Perhaps he’s only thinking about his potatoes. Who would have thought an expression of gentle interest would be so hard to read?

“Well, you’ve walked a long way,” Wythcombe said, “if you’ve come from where Ranz has been sculpting his city from ice and snow. At the very least, I can offer you something to drink and eat, a place to rest your feet. We can talk a little then.”

He bent to pick up one of the coarse cloth sacks in which he had been putting potatoes, but, hardly seeming to move, Firekeeper was there before him.

“Let me,” she said. “My human grandmother is a gardener, and I know how heavy these can get.”

She raised the bag with an ease that gave lie to her words. Between the several sacks, what she lifted had to be at least the weight of a man, but she carried it as if it weighed nothing. Since Wythcombe had split his burden so that he could carry it a bit at a time, he also knew how much the sacks weighed, but he did not comment at this show of strength, only nodded his thanks.

“Very appreciated, young—Firekeeper—I believe you said? Now, come this way. Yes, you as well, Ranz. We are neighbors.”

Wythcombe’s house was surprisingly ordinary, with none of the mystic trappings Laria had come to expect from those who worked in the arcane arts. The only oddity was that the combination kitchen and living area that he led them into seemed much smaller on the inside than it had from without.

“I started with a log house,” the hermit explained as he pulled thick pottery mugs from where they hung on hooks set into the beams, “then built stone walls around the outside for better insulation. It gets cold up here come winter. Then, later still, I covered the logs on the inside with board panels. So the walls are deceptively thick. No matter. The place is cozy and holds heat well. I’ve added on other rooms as I’ve seen the need, following the same pattern. There’s space enough in my chosen valley for a certain amount of sprawl, plenty of rock and timber. Building keeps me busy, as does the garden.”

“You don’t use magic for building?” Laria asked, moving to where she could relay mugs to the table. “I mean, to make things easier for you.”

“Oh, from time to time,” Wythcombe admitted, “but never for the basics. Magic can only be done if you are hale and well-focused. If I depended on it for stocking my larder, then if I fell ill, I might starve. Better this way.”

He filled mugs with a purplish red juice. “Blended from types of berries that will grow even this high up. I compete with the bears for the harvest, but I get my share. Some of the same berries are baked into this loaf. The butter comes from one of my indulgences—a very hardy little dairy cow. Belsy produces far more milk than I can use, but I make cheese and trade it for supplies.”

When Wythcombe had handed around mugs of juice or icy cold water, depending on preference, and everyone—excepting Farborn—had accepted a slice of buttered bread, Wythcombe eased himself into a large chair at one end of the polished wooden table that was the largest single piece of furnishing in the room. He motioned the rest of them to take seats on the cushioned benches along the sides.

“Now,” he said, “tell me about yourselves, and why you seek me as a potential teacher.”

Arasan made a minstrel’s tale of their adventures. He began with their land of origin, and why they had come through the gate, shaping their journey as if the primary reason had been the Nexus Island’s desire to know where each of the newly rediscovered gates led.

“I thought I recognized the translation spell,” Wythcombe murmured, topping off his mug of berry juice. “But I couldn’t quite believe it had been needed after all these long centuries. Surely wonders never cease.”

But for all that, he did not seem either unduly interested or threatened. He listened as one might to a tale told about heroes of legend, not about people sitting right before him. Not even the way they had chosen to meet Rhinadei’s challenge, nor the explanation for Farborn’s crystal-encrusted talons caused him to look in the least interested.

“I have sworn to take no more students,” he said when Arasan finished.

“We were told,” Arasan countered, “that was unless you were offered a new challenge.”

“Teaching blood mages from another land?” Wythcombe’s shrug was eloquent. “That is hardly a new challenge. It is a very old one. I have no desire to go backwards.”

As before, just who sought a teacher had been left vague. Now Firekeeper, impatient with Arasan’s delicate fencing, asked, “But have any of you taught a wolf? A wolf who desires to learn to cast spells without the use of blood?”

Wythcombe narrowed his eyes. With a thrill, Laria realized he was using some sort of spell to study Blind Seer. Eventually, he leaned back and rubbed his hands briskly together.

“Tell me more.”
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The humans did, and Blind Seer had to admit that they were getting very good at explaining what he was coming to see was a very difficult concept for humans. He’d never really thought about how hard it would be to accept that creatures you’d thought of as automatically “not people” were as much people as you were—which meant that not every wolf was the same as every other wolf, just as not every human was the same as every human.

And then there was getting around their perception of what wolves were like. Apparently, humans thought that wolves did nothing but wade in gore and slaughter wide-eyed herbivores. To his credit, Wythcombe was capable of accepting the evidence of his eyes, and since that evidence included Blind Seer lying with his head on Firekeeper’s knee, rather than ravening after the cow and goats, this did help.

Although Blind Seer could smell the doubt in Wythcombe’s sweat, what puzzled him more was the genuine apprehension and dislike that he smelled whenever Wythcombe was forced to interact with Ranz. Outwardly, Wythcombe was smilingly genial, but maybe he himself was unaware of how he felt. Humans often were.

When Arasan and Firekeeper—helped here and there by Laria—finished their presentation of Blind Seer’s request, a tale that included necessary diversions into the nature of the Wise Beasts, their varied relationship with different communities of humans in the New World, and myriad other things, darkness had come on full.

Wythcombe seemed to notice the passage of time only then.

“I suppose that you’d better stay here tonight,” he said. “I have extra rooms, if you don’t mind sharing them with various of my projects.”

“Blind Seer and I,” Firekeeper said promptly, “will go outside. It is chill here in the mountains, true, but we have slept colder.”

“I will also go out,” Ranz said, getting to his feet. The young man had remained quiet through all the long narrative, not fidgeting even when the account retraced tales he had heard the night before. “I can make it so the cold will not trouble me, but if someone could lend me a bedroll, I wouldn’t mind. Sleeping on the bare ground is not my favorite thing.”

Wythcombe protested, but from his odor, Blind Seer could tell the old man was relieved and counted on Ranz to refuse. He wondered what had happened that made Wythcombe so edgy.

“Firekeeper, ask Wythcombe, politely, if he will explain how he came to live in this place, and why he is so uncomfortable about Ranz. The young man seems decent enough to me, so Wythcombe’s dislike cannot be due to anything he has done. If it is, then I wish to hear of it, and when Ranz is here to speak his own part of the tale.”

Firekeeper did so, couching her request in terms as close to Blind Seer’s own as she could manage. Since Wythcombe had just heard her speaking in her usual, more truncated fashion, her change of cadence and wording had the effect of making it seem more as if Blind Seer had spoken. Although Wythcombe hid his reaction, he could not hide the scent of surprise. Blind Seer forced himself to swallow a smile that might be taken as a threat.

Wythcombe leaned back in his chair, then straightened. “When I invited you all to stay the night, I meant to suggest that we should probably have some dinner. My stomach just growled at me.”

It hadn’t, but Blind Seer had come to accept how often humans lied.

“We have venison,” Arasan offered, “from a deer Blind Seer took last night. Ranz chilled it, so it is still very fresh.”

The words were a challenge, and Wythcombe knew it. His reply was ambiguous.

“Fresh venison will be a welcome addition. Living alone as I do, I rarely go after big game. I have cheese, eggs, potatoes, various other root vegetables, and some greens—as well as preserves and nuts. Some of my other supplies are a little thin, since the traders have not yet arrived, but of these I have plenty.”

For once, Firekeeper did not automatically offer that she and Blind Seer would go search for food to augment the table. Arasan rose and took the bundle in which his cooking knives and seasonings were rolled.

“As I demonstrated last night, I am quite a good cook. Like Ranz, you’re probably tired of your own cooking. Why don’t you show me where I can find your pots and pantry, and I will take over so you can begin your tale?”

Firekeeper rose. “Let me wash the potatoes. I see a pump here, so I will not miss the story.”

Blind Seer did allow himself a grin at that. Derian would certainly be surprised at Firekeeper offering to help with such a chore, but the wolf knew what his partner was doing. Just as some of the pack heads off the herd before it can outdistance those who will move in for the kill, so Firekeeper was removing any excuse Wythcombe might make that would keep him from doing as Blind Seer wished.

Laria chirped. “Do you want to cook the venison as you did last night, Arasan? If so, I can cut it thin, so you can work on the other preparations.”

Ranz, with a wisdom beyond his years, kept silent. Arasan’s words had made it clear that his new friends were not denying his right to be there, even if Wythcombe continued to attempt to do so.

Wythcombe took several minutes to show Arasan where to find what he needed—and doubtless to organize his thoughts. Then he poured himself another mug of mixed berry juice and resumed his seat. After a long pause, he sighed and began talking.

“Given that I don’t want students, I’m not certain why I’m even bothering to explain myself to you. Maybe it’s because I don’t want you to go away from here thinking I’m ashamed of myself or of what I’ve done. I’m not.

“From the time I took Payley—that’s Ransom’s father—on as a student, I was aware that he would be a difficult one to teach, but not because he was in the least slow or unwilling. No. The difficulty came from his very eagerness and intelligence. Payley was naturally drawn to healing magic and, as someone has certainly told you, healing magic and blood magic run close together. It is a small step from using magic to direct the body’s natural energies to work toward mending a wound or curing an illness to turning those same energies to other courses.

“I will say this, until his wife and unborn son were endangered, Payley never overstepped the line—at least as far as I know. Afterwards, though, when I saw how easily he adapted to using blood magic, I did wonder. How often does a healer hear a family member say something like, ‘I’d do anything to help him.’ or ‘Tell me what you need and it is yours?’ How easy would it be to borrow just a little power without asking? And even if asked, how often would the desperate donor refuse? Indeed, the tales from the days before we came to Rhinadei are filled with such things, sorcerers who used their clients’ mana to work spells for them—and took their payment, quite literally, in blood.

“Did I blame Payley for what he did? Of course. He violated Rhinadei’s most basic code. However, did I understand? Again, of course. And that understanding is what drove me into my self-inflicted exile. How could I continue to teach if I doubted the rightness of Rhinadei’s strict ban against the use of blood magic?”

Blind Seer inhaled deeply, but there was nothing in Wythcombe’s scent to give lie to the old man’s sincerity. The wolf also caught the acrid bite of Ranz’s anger, but the youth kept his silence.

“Firekeeper, ask Wythcombe again: What does this have to do with Ranz? Why is the boy condemned because of his father’s actions?”

Firekeeper said, “Blind Seer—and me, too—we wonder. What does this Payley’s choices have to do with Ranz? I am not my mother. Nor my father. Nor am I the wolves who raised me. Why is Ranz made one with his father—even though that father has not been given permission to use magic since the boy was safely born?”

Wythcombe’s amiable potato-face became a little sly. “So the boy didn’t explain that to you as part of his tale of his woes?”

Firekeeper snapped. “Ranz tell us very little except that you said you would not teach him, and he had hoped to win you over by showing his skill. We urged him to come with us. We think it is not possible that a wise one, recommended to Blind Seer by leaders of this land, would turn someone away who only wished teaching.”

Wythcombe physically drew back from Firekeeper’s evident fury. Blind Seer, who had seen what Firekeeper was like when she was really dangerous—and that was as cold and sharp as the edge of her own Fang—thought Wythcombe was perhaps not as wise as everyone believed him to be.

Perhaps I should seek a different teacher. I’ve known from the start that Varelle and the other Rhinadei leaders had their own gain in mind rather than mine when they set me on this trail.

“Now,” Firekeeper said, “tell us what you think Ranz is too cowardly to admit.”

Wythcombe scowled. “Is that you speaking or the wolf?”

“Me. I do not think Blind Seer cares, but I know what it is to have people speak of you based on what they think they know. Tell, so we know we hear what you wish us to hear, not with any doubt that Ranz is softening the words.”

Wythcombe clearly saw the merit in this. “Because of how the boy’s—how Ransom’s—life was saved, I believe, and I am not alone in this belief, that his natural magic is blood magic. I have already failed to instill correct moral and ethical considerations in his father, whose magic was only akin. How can I be certain I would do better teaching someone who will be even more inclined to take that path when under pressure?”

Blind Seer shoved himself to his feet, startling everyone except Firekeeper, who had felt the ripple of his muscles beneath his coat and knew that in their shared language he was saying, “That’s it. I’ve had enough.”

Firekeeper rose with him and stood with one hand on his back, her other raised palm outward to reassure Wythcombe, who certainly dreaded that Blind Seer could be about to attack.

“Blind Seer is simply full from stomach to the top of his throat with such talk. You may have much knowledge, but not the wisdom he desires. He will seek elsewhere for a teacher.”

Wythcombe’s shock was evident even to those who did not smell it in the sudden pong of his sweat.

“Another teacher? Here in Rhinadei?”

Firekeeper rubbed her hand behind Blind Seer’s ears in a caress he loved. “Well, Blue Eyes, this is your hunt. What would you have me tell him?”

“Tell him,” Blind Seer replied, “that since Wythcombe so fears failing that he turns tail and will not even begin the hunt, then perhaps Ranz can be my teacher. Anyone who has the patience to build a city of snow and ice will have the patience to teach a wolf at least the basic lore. Then, too, I will trust Rhinadei as Wythcombe himself seems to have forgotten how to do—being so wrapped up in his own place as a One, even when he turns his back on his pack. If I run astray, perhaps Rhinadei will send warning and I will correct my trail.”

Firekeeper laughed aloud and translated very faithfully. Wythcombe and Ranz’s words overlapped each other, “Ransom?” “Me?”

The two Rhinadeians fell silent, for once in accord, and both highly discomfited by that.

Firekeeper raised and lowered her shoulders in an elaborate shrug. “Why not? If Ranz’s natural magic is blood magic—as you fear—and he has not used it in any way that has offended this Rhinadei, then he may be the teacher my beloved needs, not an old One, full of knowledge but lacking in wisdom. What say you, Ranz?”

“I don’t know… I do know some basics, sure, but enough to teach Blind Seer? Arasan said that some have speculated that Blind Seer may be the greatest mage since the coming of that querinalo.”

“Even a great hunter can be useless when first rowing a boat,” Firekeeper replied. “I know this well and personally. Perhaps you are not the final teacher, but you would be a good first. What say you?”
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When Firekeeper translated Blind Seer’s proposition to Ranz, Laria watched in unabashed delight as the expressions of the young would-be student and the esteemed senior mage assumed nearly identical expressions of shock and consternation. There was no doubt that among Firekeeper and Blind Seer’s most extraordinary gifts was their ability to shake what “everyone” knew.

Blind Seer was still standing, ready to depart. Beside him, Firekeeper stretched, doubtless happy to have the heavy pack off her shoulders and no need to reassume it until the morning.

“We will go out to run,” the wolf-woman said. “And give you time to think.”

Ranz also rose, clearly about to take his leave as he had been about to do when Blind Seer’s question had disrupted everything. Wythcombe flapped a hand at him.

“Please, accept my hospitality. If I will not keep a wolf from my door, how can I send you out into the night?”

Ranz waivered. He might be able to handle the cold, but darkness was gathering and Arasan’s cooking already smelled very good.

Laria bounced up and grabbed his hand. “Please do stay. Don’t worry about those two.” She indicated the wolves who were slipping out into the chill that was settling on the mountain with the vanishing sun. “Even after just one day knowing them, you must have figured out that they don’t operate by rules that make sense to any sane person.”

Firekeeper flashed Laria a grin as she pulled the door closed behind her, so Laria knew the wolf-woman hadn’t taken offense. If anything, she’d been pleased by the acknowledgement that rules were for other people.

Arasan tilted a pan to set aside some fried potatoes before adding chunks of cheese to the rest. “I made enough for six. Since it’s unlikely Firekeeper and Blind Seer will return in time to eat with us, you won’t let it go to waste, will you?”

Ranz glanced at Wythcombe. “If you really don’t mind, I would prefer to stay. I hadn’t realized how lonely I was until these people showed up yesterday.”

Maybe it was just chance, but Laria thought part of his smile was meant especially for her. She ran her hands over the length of her braid, wondering if Ranz had noticed that the ribbon she’d braided in today matched his headband and belt.

Arasan’s chatter made sitting in that tense company around the table not only survivable, but actually enjoyable. Nonetheless, when dinner was over, and the cleaning up taken care of, Wythcombe politely excused himself.

“I’m not as young as I once was, and had put in a long day in the garden before your arrival. Forgive me. I need some rest.”

He’d already shown them where the bath was, as well as where they could sleep. Laria’s room was partially occupied by a large loom on which a simple striped blanket was being woven. Her “bed” was made up of stacks of similar blankets over which she placed her bedroll. After several days where the softest bed she could hope for was a drift of pine needles, it looked very snug and cozy.

Even so, Laria felt reluctant to retire. When Arasan asked her and Ranz if they minded if he took the first bath, as long as he promised to leave some hot water, she shooed him along.

“It feels good to be somewhere out of the wind and to not worry when it might start raining. Go.”

Ranz looked surprised at even being given a choice. “Go, please. You did all that cooking. I’ll keep Laria company.”

Laria found herself disproportionately pleased, but when Ranz came to join her in front of the fire, his first question was about Firekeeper.

“Will she really sleep outside? I can see the wolf doing so, but for all she calls herself a wolf, Firekeeper is human.”

Laria’s reply was more tart that she had intended. “That’s your first mistake. Firekeeper might not look like a wolf, but her—call it training, call it upbringing, call it what you like—was as wolf. Derian Counselor says that by his best guess, Firekeeper didn’t see anyone human between the time she was maybe five until she was fifteen. She doesn’t remember her human parents at all, just the wolves.”

“But surely, if she lived with them until she was five, she should have some memories?”

Laria shook her head. “Derian says she doesn’t and I believe him. I haven’t been told the whole story, but apparently her parents—the entire human community she lived with—died in a fire. I don’t know why she didn’t die, too, but I think, from little things I’ve heard here and there—mostly from Derian and Plik—that to survive, Firekeeper had to bury all those memories. When Derian met her, she didn’t even speak Pellish. He was her teacher.”

Ranz chuckled. “I have the impression—even though the translation spell is doing most of the work—that she still doesn’t speak this ‘Pellish’ very well.”

As quickly as she had been offended by Ranz’s interest in Firekeeper, Laria found herself offended by his amusement. “Actually, most of the time lately, she’s been speaking Liglimosh. She speaks several human languages now, well enough to be considered fluent, and she can get by in several others. Let’s see how you’ll do when the translation spell vanishes and you need to get by with learning our language—or teaching us yours.”

“Hold! Hold!” Ranz held both hands up in front of him, as if surrendering to an enemy. “I didn’t mean to give offense.” He put down his hands, slumping as he did. “And what makes you think that I’m going to have the chance?”

Laria laughed and as a peace offering split the rest of the pot of after-dinner tea between their mugs. She’d noticed that Ranz liked his sweet, and pushed the pot of honey over to him.

“Did you think that Firekeeper and Blind Seer were kidding when Blind Seer suggested he’d prefer you as a teacher to Wythcombe? He meant it. And unless you refuse for a reason better than being young and not formally trained, they’ll persist. Remember, like I said, Firekeeper was only fifteen when she was dropped into not only a new land where she didn’t speak the language, but into a succession conflict that eventually led to all-out war. ‘Too young’ and ‘too untried’ aren’t going to convince her—or Blind Seer.”

Ranz wrapped his fingers around his mug and sighed. “You say ‘remember,’ but except for a few scraps last night, then today on the trail, I really don’t know anything about Firekeeper or Blind Seer—or you or Arasan, for that matter. Can you tell me more?”

“About who?” Laria asked. “We have very different histories.”

She expected him to say, “About Firekeeper” or maybe “About Blind Seer” but he surprised her by looking at her almost shyly and saying, “How about you?”

So she told him. Talking about being born on the Nexus Islands and her childhood there was easy enough, but the closer she came to the war, her father’s death, the awakening of her talent, the more she found herself stumbling over her words. She became so inarticulate that she wondered if the translation spell was breaking down.

Ranz leaned over and put one forefinger very gently against her lips. “Hush. I think I understand. That war was less than a year ago, right? And it was bad, for all that you were on the winning side. Let’s leave it there for now. Tell me about my potential student. How old is he? How long has he known he has a magical gift? I have the impression that he is new to his power, not just to his desire to avoid using blood magic.”

Laria appreciated Ranz’s compassion, but she couldn’t help but feel like a failure for her inability to talk about events that—after all—defined her as much as Firekeeper was defined by having been raised by wolves.

“Blind Seer… Let’s see. I think he’s about eight or nine? Maybe ten? Derian says that Blind Seer was a young wolf, full-grown, but restless, when Firekeeper decided to find out about her human heritage. They were… I’m not sure how to put it? Brother and sister? But over time that changed. Now, I guess you could say they’re married.”

Ranz looked momentarily shocked, his blush visible even in the firelight.

“Married?”

Laria shrugged. “I don’t know how else to put it. Apparently, last year, right after the war ended, Firekeeper made it very clear to several suitors that she was in love with Blind Seer and he with her.”

Laria decided not to mention that one of those suitors had been the Meddler since, the Meddler hadn’t been introduced or explained or anything beyond Arasan claiming the surname “Two Lives,” which was basically a provision against being accused of outright lying if the time came that the Meddler’s presence must be revealed. She hurried on.

“As for what you’re not asking, you’re not wondering about anything everyone on the Nexus Islands hasn’t wondered about, and we don’t know. I do have one thought, though. You asked why Blind Seer is so single-minded about learning to use magic—and that his magic not be blood magic? I think he wants to be able to somehow bridge the gap between them but whether that’s him turning human or her turning wolf or something else entirely, I don’t know. And I think he doesn’t want to risk… I don’t know quite how to put it. I think he doesn’t want anyone involved but the two of them.”

Ranz surged to his feet, filled the kettle, then hung it over the fire. “I sort of get that. I do. And just trying to imagine how they feel. It makes my head hurt. I thought my family situation was messed up.”

Laria was reaching for an answer when Arasan reentered the room. That just a little too ostentatious throat clearing was all the Meddler, though. She shot him a dirty look. What did he think? That they’d be wrapped in each other’s arms when they hardly knew each other?

“Bath is free, Laria,” Arasan said. “As your sometime tutor, I hereby insist you get cleaned up and some sleep. It’s completely possible that come morning Wythcombe is going to toss us out. Let’s take advantage of the comforts while we have them.”

Laria glanced at Ranz, but the young man was motioning for her to go ahead.

“I’ll chat with Arasan, then take my turn last.” Ranz gave her a brilliant smile that made her heart twist. “Thanks for filling me in about Firekeeper and Blind Seer. I wouldn’t want to risk making any mistakes.”
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IX

[image: ]WHEN THE WOLVES returned the next morning, Firekeeper proudly presented the greater part of a yearling swine.

“Acorn fat, very good,” she announced. “We went down a bit, because the hunting here is thin. Blind Seer left you some of the good parts.”

The others’ praise made her feel good. When it came to living off the land, she couldn’t help but think of these humans, talented as they were in other ways, as younglings. Her wolfish upbringing had beaten into her—sometimes quite literally—that it was the duty of the adults to feed the young. She had always been a pup among adults, true, but there had come a time where she had reached for a share of the freshly regurgitated meat the adults had brought back from a distant kill only to be knocked back with a hard blow from the head of the then One Male.

“The littlest first, Little Two-legs,” he had snarled. “If you cannot wait, well, you have learned to dig grubs and dig roots. Fill yourself with those.”

Nursing her bruises, Firekeeper had half-frozen in astonishment, watching the short-nosed, thick-bodied pups eat what she had considered her food. Then, rather than wait as did the tail lickers while the stronger hunters ate the best of the kill, she had gone to find herself something to still her belly’s rumblings. Pickings were thin in that early season. Nonetheless, when she returned, she held between her cupped palms as many fat, squirming grubs as she could carry. These she dropped in front of the pups.

Her offering was not quite refused but, by then, both pups and adults were full—and a small heap of meat had been set aside as her portion. Nonetheless, the action of the strange wolfling called Little Two-legs had been appreciated, even if most of the grubs had wriggled into the duff uneaten. She had been promoted that day, not just from first fed to second fed, but to one who could be counted on, even if in the smallest of ways, to contribute to the welfare of the pack. Soon after, she had been taught how to use flint and steel to make fire, earned a name, and fought—sometimes quite literally—to keep her place as a yearling, rather than a little pup.

While the humans cooked a share of the pork, Firekeeper and Blind Seer drowsed in the corner furthest from the fire. Although they acted as if fully asleep, they slept as hunters do: with eyes shut, but ears alert. So it was that they were aware how the talk remained squirrel chatter with little meaning until Wythcombe, after thanking Arasan for his excellent cooking, insisted that washing up should be his chore.

“I know,” he said, working the pump handle hard, clattering plates and pans about, “that it is said to be wisest to let sleeping dogs lie. How does that apply to wolves? Will those two sleep all the day as wolves do in the wild?”

“Firekeeper says,” Laria replied, “that wolves are not owls who cannot abide the light of day. They simply prefer to be about in the darker hours because that is when their dinner is awake to be hunted.”

Arasan added with the Meddler’s confiding chuckle. “They probably are perfectly aware we’re talking about them. They sleep lightly even when in a friendly place.”

Something in his inflection left open to interpretation whether this could be considered a friendly place or not, but Wythcombe did not rise to the taunt.

Instead, the old spellcaster raised his voice slightly and called, “Firekeeper? Blind Seer? If you’d care to join us, I’ve spent the night considering what Blind Seer asked, and I have some answers for you.”

As one, the two rolled to their feet from where Firekeeper had slept, curled where she could protect Blind Seer’s vulnerable underbelly and throat, while he protected her in the shelter of his body. The blue-eyed wolf shook his fur into place, while Firekeeper finger-combed her hair out of her eyes.

They padded over to join the others, Firekeeper speaking for them both.

“We will listen, but we, too, spent the night with some thinking. This is not your hunt alone, even if we believe what others say about how much you can do.”

Wythcombe set a deep dish of fresh water on the floor where Blind Seer could drink from it or not as he chose, then handed Firekeeper a mug of water. Then he turned to the sink and reached for the next dirty dish.

“I acknowledge that. One of the things I considered last night was whether you said what you did to force my hand. When I realized you were perfectly sincere, I knew I needed to reconsider my own actions.” Emitting a huge, gusty sigh, he continued. “I came to the conclusion that perhaps Ransom would indeed be a better teacher for you than I could be—at least when it came to the basics. That startled me. I wondered when I had come to doubt so intensely that a young man with little more than passion to guide his actions had become my better.”

Firekeeper set her mug down, flung her arm over Blind Seer’s shoulders, and listened with interest. This was a far different Wythcombe than the man who had greeted them with apparent affability, while remaining as inflexible as the thick old trees that shatter beneath the gale because they can no longer bend.

Blind Seer said, “He no longer smells so much of fear. This is interesting. Still, if he will not teach Ranz with me, then I still will not run with him.”

“You think he may offer to teach you, then if you learn well, maybe Ranz later?”

“Or that he will say Ranz may teach me, so he can later show that it takes an older, larger wolf to pull down the game I desire.”

Firekeeper did not share any of this, as a human might have done in an effort to show how clever they were in anticipating an opponent. That sort of hunting put you jumping left while the prey jumped right—or worse, being overleapt altogether. She waited, neither smiling nor frowning, only showing polite attention.

Ranz, though, Ranz was clearly astonished to hear the old man name a boy his better. He opened his mouth as if to speak, then clapped it shut again, no doubt fearing a taunt or, worse, that he would be completely ignored.

Laria, who had picked up a coarse towel and begun wordlessly to dry the plates and platters as Wythcombe washed them, glanced over at the young man with concern. Firekeeper hadn’t watched Derian fall in love—several times before he found his Isende—without learning how humans often speak last to the one they should speak with first, so she looked on with affection. Away from those things and people who—no matter how valued—reminded her of her losses and what she thought of as her failure, Laria was beginning to heal. An interest in Ranz, no matter how that ended, could be part of the medicine she needed.

Wythcombe scrubbed at a skillet. As he rinsed it, he went on. “So, I have an offer for you—for both of you. Actually, for all of you, since I don’t think you will be leaving me alone with those I would teach.”

“You think right,” Firekeeper said. “We all have much learning to do.”

Wythcombe inclined his head to acknowledge her words. “First, I will offer to teach any of you who care to learn the foundations of magic as practiced here in Rhinadei. Initially, this will consist of theory and history, much of which Ransom already knows. Therefore, lest he become bored, I will invite him here and now to be my assistant.”

“What?” The word was out before Ranz realized it.

“My assistant, Ranz.” The use of the nickname was an apology. “Even within Rhinadei, different teachers emphasize different elements. I am certain that Payley and Amparee did not leave you without basic tutoring—more than basic or you would not have been able to craft that incredible snow fort of yours. If I give too much emphasis to some point of theory or you feel I have overlooked something, I invite you to offer a different point of view.”

Wythcombe grinned, for the first time since the previous afternoon looking more like the affable potato farmer they had first encountered. “Consider it a test of your foundation knowledge. I just might leave something out deliberately to see if you choose to put it in. That will be much more amusing for us both than any test, don’t you think?”

Ranz’s expression went stiff and guarded. Then he sighed. “It will certainly keep me from drifting off into daydreams because I know it all already, won’t it? All right, if Blind Seer is interested, I’ll accept your challenge. But from how you were presenting things, these lessons in theory aren’t the end of it, are they?”

“Not quite,” Wythcombe admitted. “Foundations must, ultimately, move into practice. Now, neither you nor Blind Seer are the usual students. You both are already what many would consider senior apprentices. In your case, Ranz, you have demonstrated that you can work several sorts of magic effectively: some temperature control, whatever you used to sculpt those higher areas. I’ll never believe you did all of that with a set of tools.”

Ranz colored. “Some I did use tools for, but some… It’s hard to explain. I figured out how to convince the snow and ice…”

He trailed off so that Wythcombe’s next words were not really an interruption. “We’ll need to further examine your technique, but I have my suspicions.”

He set the last pot on the drain board, flashed a smile at Laria to acknowledge her assistance, and re-seated himself at the table.

“After we have gone over foundations, practical applications will be in order.”

Firekeeper, dreading hours listening to Wythcombe drone on about magical theory, interrupted. “Can these be done together? When wolves teach a pup to hunt, they do not first say ‘This is a rabbit’ or ‘This is a mouse.’ They drop the rabbit or the mouse before the pup and let the pup learn to take it down.”

Blind Seer growled reprimand, but Wythcombe only rubbed his hand over the bald skin at the top of his head, his expression considering.

“Tell me, Firekeeper. These pups, would they have seen a mouse or a rabbit before, maybe even eaten such?”

“Yes. Maybe. Yes.”

“And they would have eaten meat before, not just milk?”

“Of course!”

“And this rabbit or mouse—it is brought to them alive, not dead?”

“Yes. How could they kill something dead?” Firekeeper wondered if this great spellcaster was stupider than even the average human when it came to matters of hunting.

Wythcombe raised a placating hand. To Firekeeper’s dismay, Blind Seer began to pant laughter, but did not let her in on the joke.

“Very well. I am understanding. Why do they bring just a mouse or a rabbit? Why not a deer?”

“Because the pups are small. They could not reach the deer’s belly or throat.”

“Exactly,” said Blind Seer as Wythcombe said “Precisely.”

Firekeeper didn’t want to be taken for stupid, so even though she was annoyed at the direction in which her very reasonable—at least as she saw it—question had led her, she shaped an answer.

“So these theories, these foundations, they are like the hunting of the mouse?”

“Yes and no. They are more like the not hunting of a deer—they will teach Blind Seer and remind Ranz where the dangers lie, where best to make what you might think of as a ‘killing bite,’ although using magical energy is only a very little bit like hunting. If you sit with Blind Seer as he has his lessons, then you will come to understand.”

Firekeeper chewed her lower lip. “Can you speak wolf-talk? Maybe with a spell?”

“I cannot.”

Firekeeper sighed. “Then I would be there to speak for Blind Seer, and I will do my best to learn.”

Blind Seer nudged her with his nose. “Good human.”

Firekeeper punched him, but restrained the urge to get into an affectionate wrestling match. It wouldn’t be understood.

Instead, she turned politely to Wythcombe. “I stopped you from explaining what the next part of the teaching would be. Please tell.”

Wythcombe picked up his mug and swirled the liquid in it, but didn’t drink. “As I said, both Ranz and Blind Seer are, in very different ways, more like senior apprentices than new students. Both already know how to use magic, although in Blind Seer’s case, he would like to reject the blood magic he has been taught and find a different focus. What I need to see is how both of them cope when under pressure. Will Blind Seer revert to blood magic? Will what many believe will be Ranz’s latent preference for that technique come to the fore when he is faced with a complex situation that does not permit him the time to quietly build?”

Blind Seer made a grumbly sound deep in his throat. “Tell him. I already have been through one such test. I do not wish to be set another just so Wythcombe can satisfy himself that we are not lying. If he is so worried, tell him to go speak with Varelle and the others.”

Firekeeper repeated this and, to her surprise, Wythcombe nodded.

“I understand Blind Seer’s point. Here’s the problem of trying to set up parameters without the necessary foundations. Here in Rhinadei, the basic course of teaching is first theory and foundations, next discovering what techniques for manipulating mana are most effective for a given person. Years are spent refining these before the senior apprentice is put to the test. Most often, that test is going to some part of Rhinadei that is either unredeemed or only partially redeemed, and assisting in the cleansing efforts. One of the things that kept me up late last night was my growing awareness that this plan of education would not work for either Blind Seer or Ranz—in Blind Seer’s case because I don’t think he wishes to spend years working various exercises.”

Blind Seer huffed breath in an agreement so eloquent that Firekeeper did not feel she needed to translate.

“In Ranz’s case, quite frankly, even if he was content to stay here and work those exercises with me…”

Ranz interrupted. “I would. I absolutely would if that’s what it would take.”

“… in the end, I am not certain that even my prestige”—The word “prestige” was spoken with an ironical lilt— “would be sufficient to convince my associates among the senior mages to permit Ranz his journeyman’s test. They would remember Payley, and… Let’s just say that, while they respect my skill as both a spellcaster and a teacher, they do not always trust my judgement.

“Therefore, before they can protest, I want to move directly to a variation on the journeyman’s challenge. It would not be either an abstract challenge or make-work—I assure Blind Seer of that. Instead, I would like to enlist your aid in resolving a mystery that has troubled me since before any of you—except possibly Arasan—were born. This would take us into very dangerous regions and definitely force my new students to show their commitment to the ideal of using their spellcasting gift without employing the techniques of blood magic.”

Blind Seer said, “His scent is peculiar. There is excitement and something that is not quite fear or dread, but not anticipation either. This mystery is definitely close to his heart, so close that he both wishes and doesn’t wish to know the answer.”

Firekeeper had felt like that. So very many times when she had thought herself close to the answer of how she might become a wolf, she had both felt joy and a degree of fear. She sympathized with the old mage, and found herself thinking that even if solving this mystery was not part of Blind Seer’s education, she would be tempted to help.

Blind Seer knew her too well and bent his head so he could grab her forearm in his jaws and gently shake it. “Too often you have risked your life because others say ‘Only you can do this, Firekeeper.’ This is my hunt first. I will not risk you, even to learn how to use my gift. What use would that be, when I learn this for us? If the danger grows too great, or we learn that this old spellcaster is as insane in his own way as ever Virim was, then we turn aside. Do you agree?”

Firekeeper felt his fangs denting her skin and knew he was serious.

“I promise.”

The humans were staring at them with dismay, all but Arasan from whose eyes the Meddler watched with amusement.

“Don’t worry,” he reassured them. “Blind Seer is just reminding Firekeeper who is in charge when it comes to making decisions regarding his education.”

“Do you then speak wolf?” Wythcombe said, startled.

“Naw,” the Meddler drawled. “I’ve just known them a fair while and have learned their charming ways. Never forget, they’re not human. No matter how she looks or he behaves.”

“Do you wish to leave now, so you can discuss this further?” Wythcombe asked. “I wouldn’t wish you to make a hasty decision.”

Blind Seer dropped his hold on Firekeeper’s arm and licked his muzzle. “If you promise to obey me in this, sweet Firekeeper, then I would try this learning. We can always leave and seek elsewhere if it does not serve—although I think Ranz will remain no matter. He is of this culture and is finally getting what he has long desired.”

Firekeeper spoke her answer aloud. “We do not need to further talk. My will is as Blind Seer wishes in this. I only ask that each day we be given time to hunt and run, for I would not have us grow soft in body while we grow strong in mind—and Blind Seer cannot thrive on eggs and cheese.”

“Time away from study can be arranged. Ranz?”

Ranz nodded eagerly. “I will happily accept your offer. I want to prove that I wasn’t born a monster. May I write my parents and tell them, or does this need to stay a secret?”

“Write them, by all means. The traders will be here soon with my winter supplies. They can take the letter with them.”

“Will we be here all winter, then?” Laria asked. “If so, we should probably send a message back to the Nexus Islands, so they won’t worry.”

“Not at all,” Wythcombe replied. “If my students learn their basic lessons as quickly as I expect them to, long before winter locks down these mountains, we will be gone from here.”
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Blind Seer thought that Wythcombe understood Firekeeper fairly well. Only for a brief time after they had crossed the Iron Mountains into Hawk Haven had she been anything even vaguely resembling idle—and even then, he thought, her idleness had been her mind catching up with all the new things she was forced to learn. As the old mage settled himself to begin explaining to Blind Seer and Ranz the foundation elements the wolf would need to learn, he suggested that Firekeeper might as well cut up some of the swine’s flesh she and Blind Seer had brought back from their night’s hunting.

“We’ll make sausage with some of it. I have a good smokehouse, and this will give us provisions for the trail. Out in the wilds of Rhinadei, you don’t always want to eat what there is to kill.”

Firekeeper agreed, taking a seat at the table and sharpening one of Wythcombe’s kitchen knives to spare her treasured Fang. Blind Seer lay a short distance away, where he could see Wythcombe. Ranz sat near the middle of the table, as if for all his delight at finally being accepted as a student, he didn’t dare get too near to the mage. Arasan and Laria had gone outside, ostensibly to tend the garden, but also to talk out of earshot of their host. If they were going to be in Wythcombe’s company for moonspans, even seasons to come, they needed to decide how much to confide in him of their abilities—and whether or not to confide at all Arasan’s dual nature.

“First of all,” Wythcombe began, “I have a question that I don’t want you to attempt to answer right away. It is one that Blind Seer, in particular, may not have considered. I’m certain Ranz has some ideas, but I’d rather wait to hear them until Blind Seer has had a chance to weigh his reply.”

“Ask,” Firekeeper said, methodically cutting the meat into cubes that could be easily fed into the grinder. “Then we will know what to think.”

Blind Seer thought that Wythcombe realized the prompting was Firekeeper’s, not his, but for once he shared his partner’s impatience.

Wythcombe’s own knife—he was peeling potatoes—paused slightly, but that might have been because he needed to dig out a damaged section. Then he went on.

“My question is one so basic that any serious student of magic is asked it many times during the course of training—and asked again when the answers change. Or if they don’t change. What sort of spells do you wish the most to learn how to cast? Or—if you don’t think of your goal as something as simple as a spell—what sort of workings do you wish to learn to do? There’s another, related, question: are you most interested in magics you can do by yourself, or in those that you would do in combination with a group of mages?”

Blind Seer knew what his answer would be, but he respected Wythcombe’s request that they wait to reply. Even when Firekeeper glanced his way to make certain he did not wish her to speak out what they had discussed many times between them, he kept his peace.

Ranz also restrained himself, although Blind Seer—knowing what he did of how human young lived in dreams—felt sure the youth could also have replied. After a pause, Wythcombe picked up a fresh potato and continued speaking.

“One thing you may not realize, Blind Seer, is that even for those with the gift of spellcasting, the choices are not infinite. Do you know what a library is?”

The wolf nodded. He and Firekeeper had agreed that the best way to train Wythcombe to think of Blind Seer as a person was for Blind Seer to handle as many answers as possible himself.

“Very well. Do you understand how they work?”

Again Blind Seer nodded, and Firekeeper added, “He does. Libraries have many books and scrolls. Blind Seer actually reads better than I do. Three languages, although mostly Pellish and Liglimosh. New Kelvinese not so well.”

This time Wythcombe’s steady potato peeling ended with a potato sliced in half and the blade of the knife nearly cutting the pad of his thumb. He put down both potato and knife.

“Blind Seer can read?”

“Better than me. I read a little Pellish. A little Liglimosh. I know I should learn more but—I am not lazy, not even though Derian say this is so. I just prefer other things.”

“I’d like to test Blind Seer later,” Wythcombe said. “I don’t suppose he can write?”

Firekeeper shook her head woefully. “Not more than what a wolf can do with a stick in his jaws, and that is not much, more dragging lines.”

Wythcombe picked up his knife and potato, then set both down as if aware that he needed to concentrate on what he was doing. Blind Seer huffed laughter, knowing that of those present only Firekeeper would recognize the expression.

“Very well. Going back to libraries, then. Libraries hold many books, but they are not all the same book or on the same subject. Even within a subject, understanding one book may rely on reading another book first. Using spells is similar. If you choose one subject, to learn how to do the more difficult workings in that subject, you need more and more specialized knowledge. Eventually, you only will be reading the books from one part of the library.”

Blind Seer didn’t understand, and told Firekeeper so.

“Blind Seer asks, why? He has seen Urgana—that is the name of the librarian of the Nexus Islands—one day reading a book on history, another day on heraldry, another on which plants grow best where.”

Wythcombe frowned. “Maybe I didn’t choose the best example then… Ranz?”

Above the table, Ranz looked composed, but from where he lay on the floor, Blind Seer could see the youth’s booted foot tapping nervously. “In school our teacher described the different choices with a visual metaphor. He covered a table in wet clay so that one side was slightly higher than the other. Then he had us dig a single groove in the clay. Next we poured water down the groove. As you might expect, the water ran downhill to the end of the groove. After that he had us make two channels, then more—sort of like a river delta. Each time he had us pour water in the channels, and each time the flow was split. Eventually, no channel received enough water to reach the end.”

“That’s what I get for having taught only senior students for so long,” Wythcombe said, thumping the heel of his hand against his forehead. “I’d forgotten that basic exercise. It’s a good one. Do you understand this example, Blind Seer?”

The wolf nodded. He’d seen children playing on the beaches make similar channels in the sand.

“Excellent. Forget the library example for now—it will make more sense later. Let’s go back to Ranz’s clay and water. Someone who wishes to learn many types of spells can do so, but if you learn too many of different sorts, then your water—your mana—is spread very thin. Thin mana can only be used to power the most basic of spells. If you’re interested in only those, then that’s well and good, but the things most basic spells do—create a spark or a little gust of wind—are more easily achieved by more usual means.”

Blind Seer thought wistfully that no matter how hard he tried, he could not strike flint and steel as Firekeeper could, but he understood the comparison and didn’t bother to protest this humancentric example.

“Now, here’s a point that often gets overlooked in our general aversion to blood magic. We often speak of blood magic as if it’s simply a means of acquiring additional mana. That’s true, but only to a point. What is often overlooked is that blood magic is—to use Ranz’s analogy—one of these channels. Opt to use blood magic and you’ve already limited yourself.”

Ranz raised one hand. “But Master Wythcombe, isn’t that true of any of the mana-sharing disciplines? Dance magic or song magic or the like? As I was taught, those are also limiting factors.”

“As with so many things,” Wythcombe replied, “what you say is both true and not quite true. Since dance magic and song magic can also be used by an individual to focus a spell, learning to use them cooperatively is a refinement, a sub-channel, so to speak, of the technique. Using blood magic—since it involves adapting another’s mana for one’s own use—digs a deep channel that spins off more of the user’s own mana. However, blood magic users say that despite the deepness of the channel, they still benefit because they are able to draw on considerably more power than they could generate themselves. Another benefit of blood magic is that, of all the cooperative forms of magic, it can be used most quickly. Mingling of blood can be sufficient, whereas for song focus or dance focus, everyone must know the same songs and dances. Does that answer your question?”

Ranz nodded. “Very much. I think—and I’m not justifying, just thinking aloud—that this explains why my father turned to blood magic when he was losing my mother and me. They both are mages, but she’s a song practitioner, while if he sings a note in key it’s pure accident. His chosen magical focus—and he had only the one discipline, that of healing—was a series of intricate symbols and inscriptions that can—well, could—be adapted as he needed. So he couldn’t learn my mother’s discipline, and she did not have time to learn his discipline—even if she had been able. She was very sick.”

Wythcombe nodded sympathetically. “That was one of the arguments raised in your father’s defense, one of the reasons why he was not executed. And your mother grew worse very quickly, so there was not time to gather those who might lend him mana—or so your father claimed. Others said he was too arrogant, too certain that he was better than his peers.”

The mage held up one knobby hand when Ranz began to protest. “Let me finish. That was an ugly time, filled with anger and fear. I approve of your desire to redeem your father, but I want you to realize that you will be up against more than just the question of whether he was justified in using blood magic—that he did not create a monster in saving you. Your father was a powerful healer, and the powerful always make enemies—especially if they are arrogant. Payley was very arrogant, and confident enough in his ability not to hide that arrogance.”

Ranz nodded somberly. “My mother has told me this as well. It’s hard to imagine. Father is so humble now. But it’s a good reminder.”

After such a tense moment, near upon argument, Blind Seer thought, a wolf would have butted the boy with his head or grabbed him for a bit of wrestling to make sure there were no hard feelings. Humans are so impossibly restrained. I wonder if it comes from lacking a good sense of smell. They can’t tell when someone’s mood has changed.

To Firekeeper, who had dutifully continued to cut up meat, but was beginning to smell restless, Blind Seer said, “Dear heart, remind Wythcombe that I know little or nothing of the different ways to channel magical energy. It would help me to answer his question if I knew.”

But when Firekeeper repeated the query, Wythcombe shook his head. “I’d prefer not to answer that. Sometimes there is only one channel that will lead to a given result, but other times there are several. I would like to hear what Blind Seer desires, then try to determine which channels might use his mana most efficiently to reach as many of those goals as possible.”

When Firekeeper tilted her head to one side to indicate that she didn’t quite understand, Ranz glanced at Wythcombe. “If I might? I’ll use healing magic as an example, since we have already talked some about how that works.”

“Very well,” Wythcombe said. “You’ve done a better job than I have with explaining things to him.”

When Ranz addressed his reply to Blind Seer, rather than Firekeeper, the wolf caught the whiff of pleasure from his two-legged partner. “I mentioned that my father’s version of healing magic relied on knowledge of a series of symbols that enabled his mana to be channeled in a certain way. One symbol for setting a broken bone. One for reducing a fever. One for clearing irritated lungs. Like that. Are you with me?”

Blind Seer nodded, then sat up, so Ranz could see his head more easily.

“Good. Now some of those same goals can be achieved through the use of plant magic. Bones can be straightened by the application of a certain vine. A decoction of willow leaves—which will, by themselves, work to reduce fever—can do it faster and more reliably if enhanced with mana. So a glyph healer like my father and a plant mage would reach the same goal but—going back to those channels in the clay—they’d share the channel for healing, but not the one for glyph magic.”

Blind Seer said, “Glyph seems to mean writing, if I am hearing this translation spell correctly. Can all magics be done through glyphs?”

Firekeeper translated and Wythcombe replied, “Yes. However, the ‘channel’ for glyph magic is a deep one. Since plant magic enhances inherent tendencies in the plant, it is a less deep channel, which means more side channels can be carved off of it without as much drain on the user’s mana.”

“So is plant magic then like blood magic, since it is dependent on another living thing?”

The question hung in the air for a long moment, then Wythcombe shrugged. “That point has been debated. For that reason, there are plant specialists who only use parts of a plant, making certain not to endanger the living whole. Even those who use roots or the entire plant often seed new plants—and not just so they will have them for later. They seek to keep a balance, an awareness of the living thing.”

“But blood magic can be done without killing the donor. Why is it abhorred where plant magic is not?”

From the sharp tang of Ranz’s sweat, the same thing had occurred to the young man—possibly many years before—but he had not dared ask.

“Because,” Wythcombe said, massaging his temples, “plant magic is tied to specialized effects. Willow will not set a bone. A binding creeper will not reduce a fever. Blood magic converts individual mana to a force that can be used for any purpose. That makes it very dangerous.”

“Dear heart,” Blind Seer said, “this old human smells quite weary and this subject has strained him. By his own admission, he sat awake thinking much of the night. Let us go and sleep away the day’s heat. Tell him I need to think, as indeed, I do.”
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Over the next several days, the bustle in the mountain meadow which housed Wythcombe’s hermitage settled into a new routine. Firekeeper and Blind Seer would arrive sometime after first light, usually bearing fresh meat or fish. Firekeeper also gathered a variety of wild plants, nuts, mushrooms, and berries, all of which were inspected by Wythcombe since, in some cases, the Rhinadeian versions were tainted in ways their original stock had not been.

Arasan appointed himself full-time cook and housekeeper, with Ranz and Laria as assistants and clean-up crew. Wythcombe insisted on caring for his cow and goats. He was astonished to discover that Firekeeper was a passable gardener, eager to help with the autumn harvest. Therefore, while lessons were sometimes held around the large kitchen table, they as often took place out in the garden. The one section of Wythcombe’s domain where lessons did not take place was where the dairy cow and goats resided, and in their favored grazing areas. Offered no threat, the chickens accepted Blind Seer as a peculiar canine intrusion in the landscape, but the cow and goats were either wiser—or far more stupid.

Laria and Arasan often listened to the lectures, even after Wythcombe confirmed what Laria already knew—that her gift did not extend to spellcasting. Arasan and the Meddler dodged any of Wythcombe’s offers to test him/them, stating that he knew who he was and what he could do, and, especially at his age, he didn’t care to learn more. Nonetheless, Laria often caught Wythcombe studying Arasan and knew that he was puzzling over the peculiar nature of this man who talked so much and said so little.

Finally the day came when Wythcombe once again asked Blind Seer and Ranz what sort of goals they had for their magic.

Firekeeper grinned slightly as she translated. “Blind Seer says he wishes he could do his own talking. He says that while I am an excellent translator, he would speak for himself.”

“That could be managed,” Wythcombe said, making a note in a leather-bound journal, “although how best to go about it would depend on his other goals. Is there anything else he would like to study?”

“Blind Seer would like to be able to change his shape, maybe to one that is human or closer to human, even if humans are nose dead. We have talked about a shape that is maybe not completely human, so Blind Seer would not feel muffled by strange senses, but would mostly look like a human.”

“Ambitious. Anything else?”

Firekeeper tilted her head to one side. “We have talked that how would be nice if Blind Seer could change me into a wolf sometimes. I have always wished, since I was very small, to have a wolf’s body to fit around my wolf’s heart.”

Wythcombe’s note-taking took longer this time. When he raised his quill from the parchment so the ink would not blot, he asked, “Anything else?”

There was a pause, during which Laria thought the two wolves were conferring.

“Blind Seer says that he would like to know something of healing magics. We…”

Blind Seer growled, and Firekeeper sighed before beginning again.

“We—but most especially me—get hurt sometimes. We learned to rely on Doc and his talent, so it is very trying to need to wait for the body to do what it must to be healed. Blind Seer agrees that he does get hurt, too, but he knows that healing is difficult for a healer to do for himself. For this reason, he likes the idea of learning healing that could be done before and put into things—such as medicines and potions. We have carried with us medicines that are not even magic, and they help a great deal. If he could learn to add magic, this would be very good.”

“Never dream small,” Wythcombe murmured. By now he knew full well that the wolves would hear him even if he whispered, so he must have meant them to hear. “Anything else? No attack magics? Fireballs? Lightning from the skies? Rains of hail? Deafening claps of thunder?”

Firekeeper snorted. “What need we to learn of attacking? If Blind Seer learns to turn human, then I will teach him how to use a bow and a knife. We might even learn to use swords better, though they are very heavy to carry.”

“Mages often have difficulty using weapons of iron or steel,” Wythcombe reminded. “That’s why attack magics are useful.”

“Not Blind Seer,” Firekeeper said. “Iron and steel do not trouble him at all. This we have already learned.”

“Really?” Wythcombe’s eyebrows arched to where his hairline should be, but Blind Seer did not growl at the implied disbelief. “Amazing! I should warn him, if he is indeed resistant, then it is possible that he has already channeled some of his mana into this ability. It is not unheard of, especially among those who wish to use their magic on battlefields, but it is rare.”

Firekeeper shrugged. “If he has done so all unknowing, still Blind Seer had mana enough to be of great help to Ynamynet during the battle to keep the Nexus Islands. It has been said,” she went on with one of her typically wolfish brags, “that because Blind Seer fought querinalo as he did, he may be a great power among mages of both the Old World and the New.”

She humbled then, something she did as easily as she bragged. “But Blind Seer says he does not know if he would still seem greater if he should run beside those from Rhinadei, those whose powers have not been so cramped and dimmed by querinalo as were those in the Old World and New.”

Firekeeper drew in a deep breath after that speech—far longer than she usually made—and settled next to Blind Seer, throwing her arm around his neck as a signal that they were done speaking for now.

Wythcombe reviewed the list he had made, scribbled a few notes, drew what looked like the beginnings of a diagram, then crossed it out. “Very interesting indeed. My first, very general, thought is that shapeshifting would serve much of what Blind Seer desires. Speech, even healing, could be worked from that channel.”

Blind Seer thumped his tail, clearly pleased, then looked at Ranz, as if to say “Don’t forget you have another student.”

Wythcombe turned to a fresh page. “How about you, Ranz? What do you wish to study?”

Ranz licked his lips nervously, but whatever his reply would have been was cut off short when Firekeeper and Blind Seer leapt to their feet. The wolf crouched belly-low to the ground, then vanished into the trees that skirted the meadow. Farborn, who had been idly hunting for grasshoppers, darted after him without a sound. Firekeeper did not follow, but stood, stringing her bow, then dropping her quiver over her head and shoulder to rest against her back.

“Someones comes up the trail. We hear, but the breeze is wrong to catch if we know them. Blind Seer will tell—although his telling may startle these visitors. Do you mind?”

Wythcombe frowned, shutting his journal, and rising stiffly to his feet. “It is early for the traders and, in any case, I usually meet them not far from where Ranz built his snow art. Let Blind Seer know to hold his call. The trail here is steep, and if they have horses...”

“They do. And mules.”

“…these might panic and injure themselves.”

Firekeeper waved one hand over her head, then moved to where a cluster of boulders—probably not accidentally—overlooked where the trail entered the meadow.

For the first time, Laria wondered how they had come upon Wythcombe apparently unaware. Blind Seer and Firekeeper might have done it, but she, Arasan, and Ranz had been less than silent. Did Wythcombe have protections over this area or did he protect himself well enough that he didn’t need to fear intruders?

At this moment though, as he shooed them toward his house much as if they were exceptionally large chickens, he did not seem particularly powerful. Arasan trotted along, carrying the basket of potatoes. Ranz had run ahead to hold the door open. Laria darted past him, grabbing her own bow and quiver from where they were racked by the door.

Trust Firekeeper to always keep her weapons near, even in a “safe” place.

Laria ran upstairs to where windows set under the eaves gave—again not accidentally, she now thought—a clear view of the trail. A group of ten or so people, guiding half again as many laden pack animals, were laboring up the steep rise. Marching in the front was someone Laria recognized as Orten, the Five Spirits Alchemist, one of the two most annoying of the group who had interviewed them after they had triumphed over Rhinadei’s challenge. His long, iron-grey hair was still loose, but bound under a twisted scarf to keep it from his eyes. Laria, who had been keeping her own hair braided, knew vanity when she saw it—or was there some other reason the spellcaster kept his hair free? Gone were the elaborate robes that had given him a certain dignity, replaced by trousers, jacket, and boots. He leaned on a polished wooden staff whose top curved out like a crescent moon. His expression was as sour as ever.

Halfway down the trail, her hand on one of the straps that held the pack onto a stocky pony—although whether to guide the animal or for support—was Hanya, the Dance Warrior, also dressed for travel. Unlike Orten, who acted as if the steep trail had been designed for his personal inconvenience, Hanya just looked tired. Her drawn-in eyebrows were smudged and she seemed to be counting her steps.

Bow tight in her fist, Laria flew down the steps. “I don’t know who most of them are, but Orten is in front, and Hanya near the middle. Why would they be here?”

“To talk to me, obviously,” Wythcombe replied. “This is where I live, after all. And perhaps to check on you. You said ‘most.’ There are others?”

“Eight,” Laria said. “And five pack animals.”

“Is there a woman among them, maybe Arasan’s age, with fading red hair just showing grey? If she’s there, she’d be near the front.”

“Right behind Orten,” Laria said, then considered. “And not looking at all too pleased.”

“She wouldn’t be. That’s Fash, who has traded with me for many years now. I’m guessing that Orten and Hanya imposed themselves on her, probably moved up the schedule for the trip as well. Now that we know our visitors are more likely to be friendly than not, shall we greet them? Let’s not give away that Firekeeper and Blind Seer are watching. If anyone asks, they’re sleeping off the day, as everyone expects proper wolves to do.”

Laria nodded. “Want me to come with you?”

“I think so. Now that I know who it is, I don’t expect any danger.”

Not “any trouble,” Laria thought. Or maybe that’s just the translation spell and I’m reading too much into it.

After brief consideration, she left her bow and quiver inside. One thing Firekeeper had made clear—a weapon was a threat. Laria knew she didn’t want to be taken as threatening, especially by senior mages. Ranz hung back until Arasan turned and grinned the Meddler’s grin at him.

“Don’t you want to know what’s going on?”

Ranz scowled. “You people don’t seem to realize that I’m not exactly welcome. Wythcombe seems to be coming around, so I really don’t want to cause trouble for him. He might change his mind.”

Arasan snorted. “That old man isn’t the sort to let others change his mind—as I suspect Orten is about to discover. Come along. Don’t let anyone think he told you to hide or that he’s ashamed of what he’s been doing.”

That got Ranz moving. Laria glanced at the young man from the corner of her eye, trying to understand. He acts as if he believes everything they say about him. But someone, somewhere must have trusted him to keep control. How else did he learn the magic he has? Snow and ice can be dangerous, as well as beautiful, so whoever taught him believed he wouldn’t do anything horrible.

Ahead, Wythcombe was greeting Fash. “Did I miss a message that you needed to meet up early, Fash? If so, I never received it. I hope you can wait around a few days. I haven’t even started packing up my trade goods. And I need to consult with you on an unrelated matter.”

He appeared to recognize Orten for the first time, something that didn’t please the senior council member one bit. “Is that Orten? Have you taken up trade then?”

“Don’t act the fool. You know perfectly well why I’m here. We sent some outlanders to you. I see that they arrived safely. We had assumed that, by now, we either would have seen them return, rejected by you, or you would have returned with them. At the very least, we thought you would have contacted us. Now we find you still up here, in company with someone I thought that you, of all people, would not care to spend time with.”

As the two mages had been speaking, Fash had motioned for her pack train to come ahead. When Hanya, limping and leaning against her chosen horse, drew up onto the level ground, she gave Wythcombe a slight bow and a genuinely friendly smile. Then, leaving the horse to move with the others toward the meadow, she limped over to join them.

“We have arrived at your holding, unannounced. I am here to witness that the committee was divided as to the best way to contact you. Orten could not be swayed from his belief that something must be horribly wrong and that announcing ourselves in advance might prevent us from coming to your rescue. Forgive him and us.”

Wythcombe returned her bow. “I am pleased that my associates care so much for my safety, even though they saw fit to send dangerous strangers to me without escort.”

Orten rolled his eyes. “Only after nothing had been heard from you did some of us come to believe we had misjudged the outlanders and put you into danger. As for your other complaint, given your aversion to contact, we did not think an escort would help the outlander’s cause or ours.”

Wythcombe gave him a dismissive nod. “And yet you toiled up and over mountains to come to my rescue. My thanks. Now that you have seen I am well, what next? I could send you away, but since I have business with Fash, I will extend hospitality to you rather than have you leave unescorted. Laria? I believe you have met Hanya. Can you take her to where she can get her boots off? Then, if you would fill a basin with warm but not hot water and add just a little salt, she should soak what I suspect are severe blisters.”

Laria nodded, glad that she didn’t need to deal with Orten—or with Wythcombe, who, beneath his air of affable bemusement, was clearly fuming.
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[image: ]BLIND SEER HEARD Wythcombe’s instructions to the others—as he suspected he had been intended to do—and passed them on to Firekeeper.

“So, do we go take a nap?” she asked. “The day is warm, and we were busy through most of the dark hours.”

“Let us watch,” Blind Seer suggested. “For all Wythcombe is acting calm, I can smell his resentment from here. More, I can smell a fight building between him and Orten. If it is to be one of words, then I would like to hear it. If it is to take a more physical form, then I would have us near to join in. We owe Laria and Arasan our protection.”

“And after the trouble we have been through to win you a teacher,” Firekeeper added, snuggling close to him, “I would like to extend that protection to Wythcombe as well.”

Farborn, who had been watching from a perch in a tree above, said, “Good choices for you both. I will fly to join the humans. In this way, I may hear what you cannot and call warning.”

“Excellent decision,” Firekeeper said. “Laria and Arasan will feel all the more secure knowing that you are there—and not merely because you could bring us. I would not wish for your talons in my face, nor your beak upon my nose. Since you are a small warrior, even those who intend harm will overlook you.”

She only spoke the truth, but the wolves were pleased nonetheless to see Farborn fluff his feathers and polish his beak against his wing before flying off. The merlin had too long underestimated himself. It was good to see him valuing himself as he should.

Melding with the shadows, Blind Seer and Firekeeper moved to where they could assess the humans who had accompanied Orten and Hanya, but where their scent would not trouble the pack horses and mules. Unlike the two elderly councilors, the traders showed little indication that the trails they had traveled had tired them. They all wore weapons, mostly long knives and bows, but there was no reek of tension from them that indicated they were prepared to attack. Their concern seemed to be first for their animals, then for the goods they carried. Third was the question of what should be done regarding the remaining members of their group who had remained below with the company’s mounts.

Eventually, two of the largest and best armed were sent to go down the trail to give word to their companions of what had happened. That they were to remain below was another indication that these—Blind Seer thought of them as Fash’s Pack, for they took their orders from her, not from Orten or Hanya—did not intend any hostile action.

But as to the councilors, that was another matter. Orten, in particular, smelled so strongly of fear and aggression that Blind Seer felt his hackles rising in response.

“That one says he came here to see if Wythcombe was in any danger, but his mouth and his sweat do not say the same things. I find myself glad for a chance to compose myself. Whenever the wind brings me his odor, I must fight back a growl.”

“And Hanya?”

“She smells of worry but not of such anger. Still, when she looks at Ranz, there is something bitter in her scent. I would say her concern is honest, while Orten is a rutting buck, spoiling for a fight for no reason but that he thinks the other may have a bigger rack. Wolves, dear heart, are wiser. We, at least, do not pick fights unless we believe we can win them.”

“And this fight? Can we win it?” Firekeeper’s free hand drifted to her Fang, though her other remained at rest on Blind Seer’s back.

“Who knows? We have fought spellcasters before, but not like these.”

“Will you know if they build some spell? From listening to Wythcombe’s lessons, I have gathered that spells can be made without giving warning—especially if the user is very skilled. Whatever else we may think of Orten and Hanya, we cannot deny that they have much knowledge and more power.”

“Although,” Blind Seer huffed a laugh, “in Orten’s case, little wisdom. But, yes, dear heart, if you will keep guard, I can take their scent. This lesson is one I learned from Ynamynet, but since it is only to change myself, it will not raise the taint of blood magic.”

“I watch,” Firekeeper said, although there were no words, only a shifting of her posture, the removing of her arm from about him so she would be free to move if needed.

Blind Seer did as he had been taught, for to enable him to work spells with others, he had first needed to learn to detect the scent of their particular magics. Vision-oriented as humans were, most of them tended to perceive magical auras as an extension of their sight. Most of his peers had spoken of them in terms of colors: Ynamynet’s as the translucent blue-white of ice; Isende’s budding power as a pale pink shading to darker rose. Blind Seer had acquired them as scents, similar to that of their user but with a spice that differentiated them.

For this manner of scenting, he did not need the wind, but by habit he oriented his head to catch the best scent. Hanya’s scent came to him overlaid with a note as of overheated metal. Orten’s was acrid, like old piss. Blind Seer checked that one more carefully and realized that some of the stagnation surrounded the staff that rarely left Orten’s hand.

“Neither builds anything now,” he said, when he had finished, “but Orten has put a great deal of power into the staff he carries. There is a reek to the thing, as if he does this habitually, so I do not think that Wythcombe will overlook it.”

“Good, then,” Firekeeper said. She took the leather-covered water bottle from where it hung on her belt and poured some into the shallow cup that fit over the base. Bottle and cup both had been a gift from Elise and Doc, before they had returned to their duties.

Blind Seer did not precisely need a drink, but the water tasted good and, as refilling the bottle would be easily done, he allowed the pampering. He knew that Firekeeper worried about how much of a toll using magic might take of him. Since they had been given little opportunity to test this, they both erred on the side of caution.

They watched in quiet alertness that nonetheless was restful as pack animals were unloaded, tents were raised. Eventually, Fash’s Pack settled into their own encampment in a section of the meadow. The horses and mules were turned out with the cow and goats, causing mild alarm for the one and arrogant disdain from the others.

“Orten reminds me of one of those goats,” Firekeeper said after a time. “If he is going to butt heads with Wythcombe, it will not be now. Do we return to the others? We should show ourselves I think.”

Blind Seer rose and stretched. “I think so. Later, we can be foolishly impatient wild things and vanish into the darkness again.”
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The wolves’ arrival at the side door of Wythcombe’s house, unseen by any but Farborn, caused a satisfying amount of upheaval. Firekeeper would never understand how creatures who depended as much on their sense of sight as did humans still saw so little. Since the wolves had been supposed to be sleeping, she and Blind Seer arrived empty-handed, sniffing at the good scents of Arasan’s cooking. Apparently, Fash’s packs had contained some new spices and a sweet red wine, both of which were being used to good effect.

“So, lazy paws,” Arasan said, glancing over his shoulder before returning to stirring some mushrooms in butter, “you come in just in time to eat—as usual.”

Firekeeper laughed. “I will admit. I have learned to appreciate some of the things humans do to good meat, but especially to growing things. There are many new arrivals, we see. Do you cook for all of them?”

“Don’t worry about having to share,” Arasan replied. “We’re sending over some bread and some of Wythcombe’s dark honey, but Fash’s people were happy enough to have permission to fish. They’ve been on the road a good number of days.”

“And they bring with them some we know,” Firekeeper said, giving a head bob of acknowledgement to Hanya and Orten. After Blind Seer’s report, she would have offered Hanya a polite bow. However, as she could not bow to Hanya and not to Orten without causing the outburst she could almost see gathering like storm clouds on the man’s knotted brows, she forbore. “Did you travel well and safely? Your maps were good to us. We did not become the least lost when we came here.”

Hanya, whose feet were bare, revealing toes whose gnarled joints showed the red spots of newly broken blisters, sighed. “It is a long time since I made such a hike. I believed myself in good condition, but the last day’s march, when we had to leave the riding animals behind, that did for me—or at least my feet.”

For his part, Orten made a noise that was an acknowledgement of Firekeeper’s query, if not quite a reply. Having done her social duty, Firekeeper went to join Laria and Ranz who were setting the table, less because she wanted to help than because she wanted a chance to give Laria a squeeze and a sniff. Her sense of smell was nowhere near as keen as Blind Seer’s, and here in the closed room with the varied odors from Arasan’s cooking dominating, she needed to get close.

Laria was as much excited as concerned. Ranz was more worried than his bland expression would indicate, but he seemed to trust that Wythcombe was not going to shove him out the door. Indeed, based on how he looked to Wythcombe for reassurance without even realizing he was doing so, at least some of his worry was for Wythcombe, rather than for himself.

Gathered around the same table, the humans ate and drank. Blind Seer slipped outside to keep watch on Fash’s Pack, so Farborn could hunt. The merlin was taking his role as sentry very seriously—and no wonder, for it had been as sentry he had failed. Conversation over the meal was empty of meaning, which told Firekeeper that the battle, if it was to come, would happen when Orten and Hanya could speak with Wythcombe alone.

She remained, helping clean up from the meal until she heard Wythcombe say, “I don’t want to bother the young people with our old folk’s chatter. Perhaps we should take our tea and apple cake to my room. That way the others can be saved from the indignity of being sent to bed early.”

Firekeeper stretched ostentatiously. “I am not tired, nor do I wish to sit in this closed place when the night is so fresh and bright. I will seek Blind Seer and we will go hunt. With so many mouths to feed, a deer or even an elk would not be unwelcome.”

“Oh, definitely elk,” Arasan said with a laugh. “I’m not certain even you could carry back an elk. Why don’t you settle for a young pig, acorn-fat like the last one you brought?”

Firekeeper shrugged. “We will bring what the night brings to us. This is not a city where we can go to a butcher shop and say give us this and give us that. But I promise, we will come with something, if only rabbits.”

She slipped out without the meaningless farewells humans used and met with Blind Seer.

“I know where Wythcombe’s bedchamber is,” the wolf said. “I have sniffed and it is unwarded. Let us prowl close and learn if they take precautions against listeners.”

If Wythcombe did have such precautions, he had not blocked those who were already his guests. Perhaps, human-like, those within thought that because they were on an upper level of the house, they were secure. Perhaps it never occurred to them to wonder. For the wolves, the broad porch that surrounded the house made getting above almost too easy. They had just made themselves comfortable to either side of Wythcombe’s curtained window when Farborn glided in to join them.

“I thought you would be hunting other than deer or boar,” the merlin said by way of greeting as he perched on Firekeeper’s shoulder. “The elders went upstairs just a few moments ago.”

Within, the three could hear thumping sounds—presumably chairs being moved—and the clatter of glassware. The sounds would have been muffled to human ears, but those who listened had senses honed by lives where missing the crack of a twig or rustle of a leaf might be the difference between eating or going hungry—or life and death.

After a few routine politenesses regarding such things as choice of beverage and a cushion on which to rest Hanya’s feet, Orten’s voice came, querulous and distinct.

“You’ve kept us at a distance since we arrived, Wythcombe. Perhaps you did not wish your new acolytes to hear what we could tell about you.”

“Perhaps,” Wythcombe responded, his words salt and vinegar, “I was adjusting to having my hermitage invaded by your actions for the second time in a moonspan.”

“Second? Oh, you mean the arrival of the outlanders.”

“What else?”

Hanya, her tones conciliatory, interjected herself into the pissing match between the two males. “At the time, sending them to you seemed a brilliant idea. You have been considered a great teacher. You had chosen to live in isolation, so we could delay the need to find the right words to inform the people of Rhinadei that after centuries of being sealed, the gate had opened again, and…” Her tone became almost flirtatious. “There was hope that if you took on students, you would choose to rejoin our community.”

“That,” Orten snapped, “was definitely hoped for. No one believed that you would undertake such a challenge without proper texts and the like.”

“Not quite ‘no one’,” Hanya said, but her softer comment was ignored.

Orten surged on. “As I have already said, when the strangers failed to return—although auguries showed they still lived—and you failed to send word, we believed you were being held captive.”

“Even though they are untrained and I”—Firekeeper had learned to hear irony, and Wythcombe’s words dripped with its caustic taint— “am considered such a great mage that my retirement in these late years of my life has been considered a tragedy for all of Rhinadei? Perhaps you had other fears, eh, Orten? Did you think that I had been tempted along forbidden paths—even though I have been holding out against that persistent squirt, Ranz, for longer than is either sensible or polite?”

There was a long pause during which Firekeeper imagined fidgeting and darted glances as Orten and Hanya decided how to respond.

At last, Hanya said, “There was sincere concern as to your safety. You were told about how these four—no, five, I keep forgetting that I must include the bird—went about defeating Rhinadei’s challenge? They are unpredictable.”

“But nonetheless, you sent them on to me. If I were not such an unsophisticated hermit, I would think that the intention from the start has been to have an excuse to invade my hermitage. Very well. You have done so. Now, rather than continue this wearisome verbal fencing, I will tell you all you will learn from me—and it is not worth the effort to attempt to pry more from the outlanders. I assure you, they know no more and, really, given how little most of them know of Rhinadei, they know less.”

Firekeeper wondered what expression the venerable spellcaster’s features held, for not even Orten made a sound.

“I have agreed to take Blind Seer and Ranz on as my students with the avowed goal of teaching them alternatives to blood magic.”

“Avowed?” Orten’s tone was sharp.

“I can only do what I can do. Blind Seer is already familiar with the blood magic path. Ranz—if certain speculations prove true—was born to it. They both are sincere in their desire to learn other means, but who knows what will happen when they are put to the test? Now, may I continue without interruption?”

Hanya said, a note of laughter in her voice, “I will hold my tongue and I promise to hold Orten’s if he speaks before you give leave.”

“Very well. I’ll take your word on that.” Wythcombe sounded honestly amused. “Over the last seven or so days, I have been teaching them—mostly Blind Seer—basic theory. It is fully within the traditions of Rhinadei for senior apprentices to be taken into the field before they are promoted, therefore my intention is to take them on a journey. Ranz is so grateful for my acceptance that he might spend years listening to dry lectures, but Blind Seer is a different matter. In blood and bone, the wolf is of a people who learn best by doing. I would be a fool not to acknowledge that in my choice of pedagogy. Now, you may ask questions. Know this: just because you feel a right to ask does not mean that I feel compelled to answer.”

Predictably, Orten’s voice was the first raised. “Where will you take them? Such tests always hold a measure of danger, else what use? As Varelle has witnessed, the five outlanders are people of some consequence in their own community. What will we do if they are harmed… or worse?”

Wythcombe’s reply was preceded by a thump that made Firekeeper think he had probably set down one of the large pottery mugs somewhat more heavily than was his wont, but his words were as sweet as birdsong. “Our first stop will be the gate so they can pass through and inform their associates what they are doing and that they do it of their own free will. From there, we will proceed.”

There was a long pause as the other two waited for more. At last Orten said, “Proceed whence?”

“That,” Wythcombe said, “I believe I will withhold for now. I wouldn’t want any interference with my choice of lesson.”

 

Although Wythcombe had spoken as if they would be departing within a few days, the reality was different. The hermit did have business with Fash—business that now included arranging for his livestock to be taken care of while he was away. To Hanya and Orten’s evident astonishment, there was a period of heated haggling and negotiation over everything from beeswax and honey to hand-spun yarn and sacks of feathers. Wythcombe asked whether some of the traders wanted to remain as caretakers, but no one wanted to stay in the mountains, possibly through winter. Therefore, Wythcombe’s supplies needed to be stored where they would be secure from bear and burrower alike.

As he went about his business, Wythcombe was polite to the two visiting council members, if not cordial. His cool reception of the two who he should have welcomed as honored peers was all the more evident in how genial was his manner to Fash and her associates, many of whom he clearly had known for years.

Although Wythcombe was busy, he did not neglect lessons for Ranz and Blind Seer. For his part, Blind Seer was content, if increasingly short of sleep, for he still spent hours each night with Firekeeper. She, in the end, was the one who insisted that he stop stretching himself so thin.

“We came here so you could learn.” She said, pressing her nose against his and not quite squeezing his ears. “Learn all you can, for that is our real hunt. Do you think I am some fickle human to believe you have ceased to love me because you must take a little time from our play?”

She kissed him on the leather of his nose. “I will be a maker of sausage and chopper of potatoes, just as Arasan—who is far more than a cook—plays the part of a somewhat dim-witted steward. Besides, I am the only one among us who knows anything about packing for a long tour—leaving aside the traders, who will not be with us. My pride will be assuaged by showing off my skill.”

They didn’t leave when the traders did, although Orten and Hanya clearly expected them to do so. When the matter came up over the evening meal, Wythcombe made a shooing gesture with his spoon as if already easing his guests down the trail.

“I need to brief my companions before we set out for the gate. If you would care to tell Varelle to expect guests, well and good. If not, also well and good. She has shown herself to be alert to matters regarding her charge.”

But if Orten and Hanya believed that Wythcombe was going to reveal more about their eventual destination once the pack train was gone, they would have been disappointed. When Arasan asked, all Wythcombe would say was, “I promised Blind Seer this would be no empty make-work. There is something I wish to check, something that bears a closer relation to my new students’ goals than you might believe. And I assure you, reaching that place will not be easy, and some of us may not return.”

Blind Seer was pleased to see that once Wythcombe accepted Ranz as a student, he treated the young man quite properly. When Ranz had retrieved his personal goods from the cottage in the now slowly melting city of ice and snow, he had proven to be well-equipped for the next stage of their journey. Nonetheless, Wythcombe made certain that Ranz’s medical supplies had been refilled. He also presented Ranz with a many-pocketed dark-brown leather vest, the pockets of which held a curious assortment of powders and pellets. Blind Seer suspected these were meant to ease the casting of spells. The wolf tried to imagine himself similarly equipped and shook until his loose fur made Firekeeper sneeze. Whatever path of magic he chose, Blind Seer did not think it would be one that involved so much extra material.

Wythcombe himself wore a vest not unlike the one he had given Ranz, although his was a bleached tan and showed a great deal more wear. His hat was also well-worn and practical, meant to protect his balding head. His wide belt was equipped to hold any number of small bottles. Other than a hunting knife, Wythcombe’s only weapon was a staff of polished wood, inscribed with numerous curious designs, and topped with an irregularly shaped chunk of rough, naturally faceted crystal. Had the staff not nearly burned Blind Seer’s nostrils with the power of the mana secreted within it, it might have simply seemed like a somewhat peculiar support for the old man as he walked.

Firekeeper had been very cheerful when Wythcombe had held back one particularly large and ornery billy goat from the livestock that departed with Fash and her pack train. The wolf-woman liked goat meat, but didn’t eat it as often as she would like. She and Blind Seer were very careful not to hunt any creature that might belong to a human—this being a very good way to prompt a wolf hunt. Although they would never be in danger, there was no need for innocent Cousins to be slain.

She was only slightly less cheerful when Wythcombe explained that he had another use for the goat than eating it.

“I haven’t been exaggerating how dangerous the area we are going into may be. For that reason, I think it would be unwise for our three best scouts to be burdened by heavy packs. Rusty will serve as pack animal.”

“He looks big enough,” Arasan said, eyeing Rusty critically, while the goat eyed him back from yellow eyes in which the squared horizontal pupil stood out in striking contrast, “but goats are notoriously ornery. Do you really think he’ll carry a pack?”

“I know he will. He has often come with me on foraging expeditions.” Wythcombe’s eyes brightened as he enumerated Rusty’s virtues. “Rusty is also a much less picky eater than a horse or mule would be. He will be able to go anywhere we can, and quite likely places that no one other than Farborn could reach. He can defend himself, too. Those horns are not just for show.”

Blind Seer examined the goat thoughtfully. Despite the well-fed roundness of Rusty’s barrel, underneath the coarse reddish-brown hair was considerable muscle. The goat belched, then began chewing at a fence rail, having dismissed the wolf as a source of immediate danger.

Firekeeper had met the news of her release from pack duty with undisguised pleasure. “One thing we could not plan for, Wythcombe, since you do not tell us where we go. Will we need heavy blankets or tents?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

Something was odd about Wythcombe’s inflection of the word “think” but Blind Seer chose not to question. It was possible that what he heard could be part of the translation spell breaking down, because it definitely was doing so, although the disintegration of the spell wasn’t happening in any consistent fashion. Sometimes what Wythcombe or Ranz said was completely understandable. Other times only a few words made sense. Blind Seer wondered if this had something to do with how closely related Rhinadeian and Pellish were. He chose not to ask, but rather to learn what he could through observation.

I am different from most wolves—my birth pack and those I have met since—yet I am still a wolf and idle chatter is not my way. Chatter that must be filtered through Firekeeper is less natural still.

Reversing their journey seemed to take less time, as is so often the case, but even so they could tell the translation spell was breaking down. Since they all spoke Pellish, this wasn’t a major problem, although accents and odd word choices often slowed down communication. When they arrived at the gate building, Arasan asked Varelle if the spell could be renewed.

“No. I’m sorry. It was designed to ease initial communication, but”—Varelle made a self-deprecating gesture—“as I understand it, the decision was made that after a time it should stop working. The need to learn the language of Rhinadei would become part of teaching those who would choose to immigrate here to better understand our culture, our values.”

Varelle readily agreed to open the gate so that the Nexans could report their next move—and secure reassurance that the Rhinadeians would not be held responsible if something went amiss. That last was the hardest to get anyone to agree to, since the Nexans were intensely loyal. But they had also been at war less than a year before. In the end, they agreed that their friends had the right to take risks.

“You worry too much, Fox Hair,” Firekeeper said to Derian as he waited with them for the gate that would take them back into Rhinadei to reactivate. “We will come back. When we do so, we will astonish you all with the magics Blind Seer has learned to do. While we run on our hunt, you go visit your parents, show them Isende. When we next meet, think of the stories we will share.”

In this last, Blind Seer thought, Firekeeper is definitely right. Whatever happens, there will be stories to share.

When the gate activated, Firekeeper’s hand dropped to rest in its accustomed place upon his shoulders. Then, without pause, Blind Seer walked forward into the gate’s shimmering glow, back into Rhinadei, Derian’s good wishes fading behind them.
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Only later, as she was hiking across a continent that remained ravaged by the magical conflicts of centuries before, did Laria wonder at her mother’s willingness to let her eldest child return to Rhinadei. It wasn’t that Ikitata didn’t care—that was evident from the mixture of small gifts and good advice she had pressed on Laria before her departure, as well as from the tears that had brightened her eyes as she stood waving as the boat departed. Even if Laria had been inclined to doubt, her mother’s love for her daughter radiated from Laria’s room in their apartment, a room that had been kept spotless in her absence.

Was I really so bad after Dad died? I knew I was depressed, but I guess I never considered what I might be doing to everyone else. And at least I had Dad and loved him and know he loved me and believed in me enough to let me stay and fight. Ranz. I don’t even need to pry to guess he’s messed-up because his dad sacrificed the magical gift that made him who he was to make sure Ranz was born. How do you pay that back? Is this something Ranz was saddled with—a life saturated with guilt even for living? Or is it something he picked for himself?

She glanced sideways to where the dark-haired young man was striding determinedly along, wrapped in his own thoughts. Their marching order was very fluid, with Firekeeper taking point and Blind Seer ranging wide. Farborn flew high guard, not only warning them of potential danger, but helping them to choose the best route.

Firekeeper had shared with Laria, Arasan, and Ranz what she, Blind Seer, and Farborn had overheard. Laria suspected that Wythcombe was doing something to make it difficult for Orten and the rest to tell where they were going. It really was too much to expect them not to snoop.

One advantage of foot travel was the opportunity to learn Rhinadei’s version of Pellish. The basics were similar, but there were some startling revelations. Learning that what most of the other languages Laria knew called “blood magic” was called in Rhinadei by a word that translated into something more like “anathema art” had been the most dramatic. Suddenly Laria understood why Payley’s use of blood magic had caused such immediate revulsion. “Blood magic” was, after all, just a descriptive term, but “anathema art” contained judgement.

Language lessons weren’t the only way they passed the time. Arasan told stories and encouraged them to join him in various songs. When Wythcombe wasn’t lecturing about some fine point of magical theory, he answered questions about the lore and traditions of Rhinadei, or asked the Nexans about the various lands their gates touched. Even Firekeeper did her part, telling about the Beasts—Wise and Royal—and how their cultures differed. Her accounts revealed once again how very much she thought of herself as one of these Beasts, not as a human.

Firekeeper had just finished a vivid, if not precisely eloquent, rendition of her first experience attending a formal banquet and how after that she had resolved to learn more about human customs, when Wythcombe turned to Ranz.

“Learning customs,” Wythcombe mused, trudging steadily down the packed-dirt road. His gait reminded Laria of that of a three-legged animal, for he swung his staff out and down with each step as if it were an extra leg. “That reminds me, Ranz. We never did get around to hearing what you wanted to focus your studies around. Blind Seer’s choices are plenty ambitious, so you don’t need to be shy.”

Ranz flushed red and ran his finger under his collar, as he often did when Wythcombe spoke to him. Laria guessed it must be tough to finally be acknowledged by someone who had flat-out ignored you for moonspans. Longer than that, if the various written queries Ranz had sent were counted—and Laria bet that for Ranz they definitely did.

“I’ve been thinking about that—a lot,” Ranz admitted. “I’m already pretty skilled in water magic and cold magic. That’s no real surprise. Those were my mother’s specializations. Both my sister and I seem to have taken after her.”

“Those are good magics,” Wythcombe said very mildly. “And you have shown artistry in them, not merely skill. But there is something else you would like or you wouldn’t have courted me so assiduously.”

Ranz ran a finger over his upper lip, a nervous habit that Laria found weirdly endearing. “I was hoping you could tell me more about what else I might be good at. No one would even test me as they did the other kids. If Migyan hadn’t decided to show off—then made herself my teacher as a sort of apology—I would have been stuck with nothing.”

“Perhaps they were unwise to withhold even the basics,” Wythcombe admitted. “After all, you might have worked out how to use your gift yourself. Still, who among us wishes to be the one to teach one who might be a natural anathema?”

Wythcombe might have said more, but Firekeeper snapped out in her Blind Seer voice, “Tell him, Ranz! Tell us! What is it that makes your sweat so sour? Ask Firekeeper. Ask Laria. You can only run from your own thoughts so far. I promise, if you are honest, I will protect you, even from Wythcombe himself.”

As Firekeeper spoke for him, the enormous wolf growled, his hackles rising so that Laria—who had grown used to thinking of Blind Seer as a sort of enormous dog—felt her skin prickling with a visceral awareness that this was a wolf.

Ranz blurted out defiantly, “Fine! There are times that I want to learn the anathema art. After all, no matter what I do, people are going to suspect me. If I learn it and show that I can use it responsibly, then at least I’ll show that I’m not like everything they are so afraid of.”

“Do you believe that if you show yourself responsible,” Firekeeper replied in her Blind Seer voice, “this will eliminate fear? I have jaws that can crush bone. I can take down a buck in his prime. Anything that can be prey fears me, and is wise to do so. Now I have this spellcasting gift, and so my own people fear me. Fear is the price of having power. If you wish not to be feared, then let someone seal your power. It could be done.”

There was a stunned silence, then Wythcombe asked mildly, “So, Ranz, what do you think of Blind Seer’s suggestion? How do you feel about having your power sealed?”

“I don’t like the idea very much,” the young man admitted, his tone sulky. “I’ll admit, my first thought was ‘What does that wolf know about what I’ve been through?’ but he’s probably had it harder than I have.”

“Different, not worse,” Firekeeper replied in her own voice. “Blind Seer knew from the start that he would be feared by humans, so their fear did not feel like rejection. When he discovered he was a spellcaster, he dreaded that even I would cease to love him. I would not have been so faithless, but maybe those who called themselves our friends would have been more afraid of what his spellcasting meant if we had not desperately needed everyone who could work magic. When did you come to realize you were feared?”

Ranz shrugged. “I knew there was something off about how people reacted to me, but I didn’t learn how bad it was until I was about twelve. That’s when my parents had to explain to me why I wasn’t getting tested with the other kids. I mean, there had been tests before, but these were the tests that determine whether you’re going to have classes in the magical arts or not. Since I’d already picked up a few tricks from Migyan, I was certain I would. Then I realized I was… How to put it? I wasn’t just ignored. It was as if I was invisible.”

“And only then you asked why, and only then did you learn about your history?” Firekeeper’s tone held disbelief.

“I knew bits,” Ranz snapped. “I just didn’t realize how it all connected and what it meant for me and…”

He trailed off and Firekeeper picked up. “So what you wanted Wythcombe to teach you wasn’t really how to do magic without using blood magic—these anathema arts—you wished him accept you as a student because this would show everyone else you belonged to the pack. I understand this. I do.”

Laria thought that Ranz was about to burst into a tirade about how could Firekeeper understand, but then he looked—really looked—at this human who called herself a wolf. He pressed his lips together until they were white.

Arasan’s voice spoke, melodious and gentle, but the words were the Meddler’s. “Welcome to life with Firekeeper, Ranz. She has a remarkable talent for meddling with all the soothing tales we tell ourselves. If it’s any comfort, she’s just as hard on herself. Now—going back to what Blind Seer asked—do you want to be free of being feared? Then Blind Seer is correct. Have your powers sealed, very publically. Then make sure you take up some profession where you will not threaten anyone. Offhand, I can’t think of one. Even a porter or maid may be feared by someone. Still, if you had your magic sealed, then you would offer a great deal less threat and demonstrate your loyalty to the ideals of Rhinadei.”

The Meddler trailed off, his silence inviting Ranz to respond. Wythcombe glanced back at Arasan, his expression holding more interest than Laria thought Arasan’s speech had merited. Had the old spellcaster caught some inkling of the two lives residing within Arasan? If so, what would he do? Did they tell Meddler tales here in Rhinadei?

Ranz remained silent, but his hands clenched and unclenched rapidly, so that Laria found herself fancying that they were signaling the thudding of his heart.

“Well, Ranz?” Wythcombe prompted.

“I’m thinking!”

“Very well. You think, but you aren’t going to escape answering. While you consider, there is a lesson I had intended to teach Blind Seer before we left my cabin. Orten and Hanya’s arrival distracted me. Would you mind if I moved on to that? I do not wish to be accused of slighting you.”

“Go ahead,” Ranz answered ungraciously.

Wythcombe shook his head as if dismayed, then looked to where the wolf padded on his other side. “Blind Seer, you recall the discussion we had of how magic runs in channels—and the more channels, the more the power is spread?”

Blind Seer nodded.

“Do you know how to create a reserve of power within yourself?”

Blind Seer shook his head in the negative. Firekeeper added for him, “I learned how to give power to another, to recognize how far I could drain myself without putting my life in danger, that is all.”

Wythcombe used the butt of his staff to prod Rusty—who had stopped to eat a large clump of thistles that grew by the roadside—then went on.

“Very well. Right now your mana is circulating through you, much as your blood does. Indeed, mana is intertwined with blood, which is why blood magic is such an easy way to gain access to another’s mana. I want to teach you how to create a reserve that you can use first. Until that reserve is exhausted, using your magic will neither make you tired nor endanger your life.”

“Reserve?” Firekeeper asked. “As you can gather spit in your mouth, but it would take a long while for this to take away all the body’s liquid?”

“Inelegantly put but, yes, rather like that.” Wythcombe began walking a little faster. “I will discuss the theory now, so we can explore techniques once we are settled in camp.” He glanced over where Ranz remained sullen and withdrawn. “That should give my other student time to sort through what I will be the first to agree are very complicated issues.”
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After dinner, when Wythcombe motioned for Blind Seer to join him to one side of their camp, Firekeeper padded over with him.

“I am here to speak for him,” she explained. What she didn’t explain was that she was also there with every intention of protecting her partner if Wythcombe tried anything the least peculiar. For some things—like raising an alarm—wolf-speech was much faster than any of the human languages they had learned. A human might yell “Help!” but a wolf would have scented the fear before the sound could be voiced.

Blind Seer had told Firekeeper that he thought she worried overmuch, but she had only shaken her head. “I let the Meddler have a kiss in all innocence, only to find I was saddled by him, to be ridden as he wished. True, in time, I did throw him down and hard enough to break his hold, but I learned then not to trust these magical people. What if Wythcombe bound your power as some have spoken of binding Ranz’s? I could kill him for his impudence, but that might not free you.”

Now, as the great grey wolf reclined with paws stretched out in front of him, ears pricked alert, and blue-eyed gaze fastened on Wythcombe’s face with a directness that—based on the old man’s sudden prickle of sweat—made him uneasy, Firekeeper allowed her own gaze to unfocus, knowing that the human would perceive this as inattention when, for a wolf, it indicated alertness spread over many areas.

At the other side of the camp, Laria and Arasan were chatting while they tidied up from dinner, and made preparations toward the morning. Rusty had finished the leftovers and was now devouring bitter sorrel with evident pleasure. Ranz had volunteered to take a fire-blackened pot to a stream and scrub it. The young man was so intent on his personal quandaries that he was unaware that Farborn perched above, alert to anything that might threaten the youth.

When Wythcombe began discussing creating a mana reserve, Firekeeper was interested by the variety of possible techniques. Most ways reserves could be created involved some form of meditation. Meditation was something Firekeeper had witnessed, but had never tried learning. Some humans sat very still and focused on their breathing or made the same hand motions over and over. Others chanted boring and repetitive songs. None of these would work well for a wolf, however. She patiently translated as, between them, Blind Seer and Wycombe worked out that Blind Seer might be able to meditate while in motion.

Wolves were very good at focusing both on everything around them and on nothing in particular. The trick for Blind Seer would be discovering a way to add one more “sense”—his ability to feel his own magical energies—to the five he already relied upon. When he could move a portion of his attention into this sense as easily as he analyzed random sounds or chance scents, then he should be able to funnel a bit of his mana into a reserve.

Like spit in his mouth, Firekeeper thought, enjoying the memory of Wythcombe’s discomfort at her perfectly reasonable analogy.

Eventually, the lesson ended and the wolves absented themselves to hunt. If Blind Seer had less to say than usual as they coursed through the thick green, if afterwards he collapsed and slept into the cool of the morning, Firekeeper wasn’t hurt by his seeming neglect. As when she had learned to shoot a bow or to dance, Blind Seer was learning arts that he had not imagined existed until a few years before—and had not dreamed would be his to adopt until something like a year before. If he could adapt to their new roles, so could she.

While her partner’s mind was distracted by these new concerns, Firekeeper would keep watch for them both. She knew from Wythcombe’s behavior that their surroundings were becoming increasingly dangerous. Even if the trail still ran through peaceful lands that lulled one into forgetting that there could ever be anything capable of harm, she would not forget.
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XI

[image: ]SINCE RETURNING TO Rhinadei, Laria had been very careful about when she used her talent. She already had ample evidence that Rhinadei held vivid and potent memories locked in its soil. Sometimes, though, especially when she was relaxed or drifting off to sleep, the events of times long past would seep into her mind. As their expedition moved further away from the settled areas where new events diluted the old, even the steady almost meditation of walking might grant a vision entry. Most of these visions were not the sort she welcomed.

Normally, sensory impressions faded over time, but here in Rhinadei, Laria repeatedly sensed places that—even when she didn’t try to read them—were alive with memories. If these were the faded versions, she didn’t want to imagine what they had been like originally. She speculated that they had been seared into the terrain as lightning scars a living tree, so that even years later, the wound seems nearly as fresh as when it had been given.

Early one evening, after camp had been set up, Arasan sent Laria off to a nearby creek to see if there were any fresh greens she might harvest to augment their dinner. There was a local water plant that they all had come to enjoy, especially when the float bladder had been slit and filled with a little seasoning, then the whole plant set to steam in the coals of the campfire.

Laria was gathering a promising patch when a shadow fell over the water. She looked up, expecting Arasan, come to retrieve the first part of her harvest so he could start cooking, only to find the new arrival was Ranz.

“Arasan asked me to fetch these,” he said, gathering up the plants. “He’s going to feed the parts we don’t eat to Rusty so the goat will stay out of the journey-cake batter. Want me to come back and help?”

“Sure,” Laria said, hoping she didn’t sound too eager, then, after he’d left, worrying she’d sounded indifferent. Since they’d departed Wythcombe’s mountain retreat, she’d talked a lot with Ranz, but those chats had rarely gone beyond the mundane. As far as she could tell, Ranz didn’t think much of her—if he thought of her at all. She’d realized how very much she’d like him to think something of her—something nice, something special.

When Ranz returned, the empty reed basket dangling from his fingers, he looked almost shy. Laria’s pulse quickened, wondering if that shyness might be that of a young man who found himself more or less alone with a young woman. Only the fact that her hands were full of wet plants with muddy roots kept her from rubbing her forehead to check if she was suddenly flushing.

“Uh, Laria,” Ranz began, then stopped. After he’d pulled a few promising bunches of tubers and dropped them in the basket, he started up again. “Listen. The other day. I’ve been thinking. I acted sort of like a brat. Did it seem that way to you?”

Momentarily disappointed, Laria gave herself a mental shake. As dispassionately as she could, she considered Ranz’s rant and the sulk that had followed it. She decided to be honest. Maybe talking about his actions would lead somewhere more interesting.

“A little. Not really a brat, just, well…” She drew in a deep breath. “Young.”

Ranz’s first reaction was to swell with indignation, but he slumped almost immediately. “Yeah. I thought, I might have. It’s going to sound stupid to you, but I don’t think I ever really thought about anything beyond getting Wythcombe to take me as his student. If he did, then everything would be settled.”

“Because you’d be legitimate.”

“Yeah. And because he’d have all the answers. Especially about how to show everyone that I wasn’t steeped in anathema. Would you do what Blind Seer suggested? Have my powers sealed, I mean?”

Laria shook her head. “No. That would be admitting everyone was right—that you couldn’t be trusted. Do you really think that’s true?”

While Ranz considered this, Laria swished the muddy roots in the water and watched the swiftly flowing current carry the slightly sparkly sediment away. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to look at Ranz. It was that she did and that wanting to look created—thoughts? No. What she felt was too visceral to be a thought. More like an image of a question.

Laria knew she was “interested” in Ranz, as her mother might say. But did Ranz’s coming to talk to her mean he noticed her more than she’d thought? Was this maybe an indication he “liked” her? Or just that he didn’t have anyone else to talk with? Maybe if Ranz could talk to Blind Seer without Firekeeper as translator, he’d have sought the wolf out to sort through this question of magical ethics. Not knowing if Ranz thought of her as a person—rather than just the only option other than the echo chamber of his own mind—made it very hard for Laria to know what to do about her own interest. Should she tell Ranz? See what he said? Would that even be appropriate? One thing living on the Nexus Islands taught a person was that what one culture thought was perfectly normal behavior could be an enormous social gaffe in another.

Laria had heard that in the culture Derian Counselor came from, who made the first move was dictated less on gender than on social standing. Among the Liglim, courtship was much the same, although exactly how that weirdly egalitarian culture worked out social standing among those who weren’t members of the disdum was a puzzle Laria hadn’t even tried to figure out. From what Firekeeper had let drop about her and Blind Seer’s courtship, wolves fought for their mates.

Was courtship or flirting or whatever always shaped by who held the power, then? Was Ranz automatically senior to Laria because he was a few years older, because he was spellcaster? The Spell Wielders who had ruled the Nexus Islands certainly thought having the ability to cast spells made them superior. Arasan and Wythcombe clearly thought being older made them wiser. Firekeeper? Who knew?

Without even realizing what she was doing, Laria reached out with her talent, trying to get a feeling from Ranz as to what had brought him to her. Her desire didn’t really have words, but if it had, they might have been something like: “I want to know what you are. Who you are. What you think of me. If you think of me at all.”

The impulse took less time than the current needed to carry the sediment away. Unlike the current, which ran clear, Laria’s probing touched something that opened to her touch, offering answers. She reached deeper, eager now.

I am lost without you. With you, I can be who I would be. Of you, I think you could help me. I do think of you, think of you, think that I could be more with you.

With that last wordless phrase Laria realized that whatever she had touched wasn’t Ranz. He still knelt on the bank of the creek, considering her question.

This other was within the water, within the soil, a disembodied something flowing into cohesion through the medium of her talent. It was coalescing, taking on not so much shape as power, a power more definite than her own, one that was driving in and up, seeking to use the opening she had foolishly created to give itself access to her body. What it would do then, Laria didn’t know, but she wasn’t about to wait and find out.

One of her earliest lessons, when Arasan was still more Meddler than Arasan, had been learning to block the impressions that clamored for her attention. When her talent had been newly awakened, Laria had been like a person without skin, someone even otherwise benign elements like water or a soft breeze could sting. Random impressions leaked into her mind, drowning her so that her personal reality became a very tenuous thing. In defense, she’d learned to slam up a sort of wall, but it was crude and blocky, and would collapse under the least pressure. Moreover, Laria had been her own worst enemy. Convinced that everything would be better if only her father hadn’t died, she would seek out impressions of Ollaris—at first unconsciously, later consciously. She’d become addicted to a past that was killing her because moving into the present hurt too much. Considering the future was impossible.

The Meddler had taught Laria how to make a barrier that more resembled a glove than a wall, then how to make that glove thinner or thicker, depending on circumstances. He told her to wear the glove at all times, thinning it gradually if she needed to probe. At this moment, the glove was in shreds. Thickening it wouldn’t help because it didn’t cover anymore. Laria flung up a version of her clumsy wall, felt the intruder slam against it, stopped for a moment. However, the problem with the wall had always been that—just like a real wall—it had edges. It had a top. Now, rather than trying to pound through, the intruder was sliding up, oozing over, dripping its will so that it mingled with her own.

A whispery voice said inside her soul, “Why are you troubled? You asked me what I am. You invited me into you, to complete you, to help you where you are helpless. Here I am. Your best and dearest friend. I will help you be stronger. I am helping, you, me, just as you asked.”

The words soothed, sensible and rational. Laria had reached out to Ranz, wanting someone, something, whatever it would take to make things right again. This new friend wanted to help her. Hadn’t the Meddler said long, long ago that the first part of her getting control of herself was admitting that things were wrong, that she wanted help?

Wait! Was that what he had said? No. He’d been much crueler. Memory spoke with a melodious, somewhat caustic voice. “Either you will master your talent or it will master you. Give up any hope that you’ll wake up one day and find it gone.”

And Laria had mastered her talent. This other was twisting her desires into its own. Sure, she had been shy about asking Ranz what he thought of her, of even trying to reach out to him. Shy. Afraid of embarrassing herself. Silly, really. What could words do to her? Even an honest rejection was friendship of a sort. This “friend” talking to her—this wasn’t a friend. Friends didn’t try to make you something you weren’t. They didn’t try to take you over.

But the revelation had come too late. Whatever Laria had awakened had shredded her glove, was seeping over her walls. She’d tried to sneak her way into someone else’s heart. This was the price. Worse—with the realization that she’d been ready to invade Ranz’s private self just to save herself the possibility of a little embarrassment—the price seemed perfectly fair.
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Even in the earliest days of his awareness that he might have a magical gift, Blind Seer had realized that what worked for human spellcasters would not necessarily work for him. His human friends who had fought querinalo had done so as humans would—by talking, thinking, weighing and balancing. He had hunted. He had found his prey and attacked it. He had won. This didn’t mean humans didn’t have anything to teach him. If Blind Seer had believed that, he would never have begun his search for someone who could explain different options to him. But, unlike Ranz, he had never believed that finding a teacher would relieve him from the need to make his own trail.

Finding that trail was what Blind Seer was about when senses he had shaped so they would scent both magic and his surroundings caught a rank odor that was not precisely natural. Something had invaded his pack’s territory. He was already wheeling about as he spoke to Firekeeper.

“Something is wrong, very wrong, close to camp. We left Wythcombe sleeping. I do not trust the Meddler/Arasan to catch the scent. We run!”

Firekeeper did not argue as a human might. She did not say that after footsore wanderings they had finally found spoor of something that might be edible game. She did not say that she neither heard nor saw anything. Wolf packs operated on perfect trust, and no matter her shape, Firekeeper was a wolf.

As the pair sped over the broken ground in the direction of the camp, Farborn saw the urgency in their gait and dropped from the clouds to race over them.

“What?” his actions said, but like any good hunter, he did not waste breath on sound, nor risk the hunt with unnecessary noise.

Firekeeper said, “Blind Seer scents a danger near the camp.”

The wobble of Farborn’s wings showed that the merlin was tempted to ask questions, but he knew that he was the swiftest of them, that unimpeded by the trees and rocky outcroppings Firekeeper and Blind Seer must dodge around, he could reach the camp first. The wobble vanished, the merlin cut the air as Firekeeper’s Fang cut flesh, and the falcon was gone.

“Good,” Firekeeper grunted. Then, stretching out their legs, the wolves ran, leaping gullies and streams, hurdling brush and shrub. The reek of wrongness grew stronger as they closed on the stream near which they had made camp. A series of large, flattish boulders formed one bank. Blind Seer ran up along them, slinking so that his belly fur brushed the stone. Firekeeper dropped to hands and knees to creep alongside. As one, they came to the edge and peered down.

Blind Seer knew what Firekeeper saw, what Farborn high above saw as well. Laria and Ranz had clearly been gathering water plants to add to that evening’s meal. Ranz was setting a newly washed bundle in the loosely woven reed basket beside him. He spared a glance for Laria, but the younger human had turned away just a little, her shoulders saying “Don’t bother me.” Or perhaps, “Please bother me. Show me you’re interested enough to make an effort.” Sometimes, with humans, it was difficult to tell the difference.

But none of the others saw what Blind Seer did, how rising from the fast-rushing waters of the stream came something that was meshing itself with Laria, sliding into her as a human might into a tightly fitting pair of trousers. Blind Seer suspected that Laria had created an opening for the invader by unfolding to mesh her awareness with some fascinating impression within her surroundings. She must have been like a pup, so caught up in a hot scent trail that she had not realized that the source was right in front of her until it had clamped its jaws solidly around her throat. The source of that scent lay beneath the water, something Blind Seer thought of as a glint of light, although it was neither glint, nor light.

Firekeeper rested her hand on Blind Seer’s shoulder, asking wordlessly, “Where is the danger, sweet hunter?”

Blind Seer replied, “You will not be able to see it, but you can make its hunting more difficult. Take hold of Laria and shake her. Beware, she may attack you—and you could too easily kill her in defending yourself.”

Firekeeper huffed astonishment, but accepted her assigned role. When she leapt down, seeming almost to fly, Blind Seer leapt with her, but his prey was not Laria. His was the glint in the waters below. Together the wolves landed, causing Ranz to jump, dropping his bundle of freshly harvested plants to swirl away in the current. Now that the attack was joined and silence would not help, Blind Seer howled to Farborn.

“Awaken Wythcombe. We may need him.”

Then the wolf dove beneath the water, seeking the thing that was oozing into Laria. But here his wolf’s body defeated him. Despite his size, Blind Seer could not swim deep enough, even once his fur was sodden. Gasping, Blind Seer emerged. Firekeeper struggling with Laria, a struggle made more difficult because not only was Firekeeper trying not to harm the frantic younger woman—who felt no such restraint—but because Ranz was trying with all his young man’s not inconsiderable strength to pull Firekeeper away from Laria. He might as well have tried to move one of the huge boulders that bordered the stream, but he did inconvenience the wolf-woman.

Water running from his coat, Blind Seer surged from the stream and barreled Ranz over. Planting his paws firmly on the young man’s chest, then sitting to bring his weight to bear, the wolf howled to Firekeeper: “Tell this young idiot that I need his help. Whatever has driven Laria mad rests beneath the water, but too deep for me to reach. Tell him to use his ice to dam the water. Then I will go down.”

Blind Seer had considered asking Ranz to make the dive, but he didn’t know how acute was the young man’s ability to see magical auras. Firekeeper’s intervention had slowed whatever was trying to wear Laria’s body, but it was obviously dominating her.

Or maybe, he thought, as Firekeeper snapped out a less than eloquent translation, Laria runs with the intruder on this.

Ranz, to his credit, accepted what Firekeeper said. Perhaps he could now see how Firekeeper struggled to restrain Laria—when holding Laria would normally be as much a challenge to the wolf-woman as cupping her hands around a newly hatched chick.

“Let me up,” Ranz said to Blind Seer. Swiftly dashing one sleeve over his face to remove the worse of the water that had dripped onto him from Blind Seer’s fur, he got to his feet and ran a wide circle around the two women. Firekeeper held Laria in a bear hug, but the girl wriggled like a newly caught eel, demanding all of Firekeeper’s attention. When Ranz reached the stream’s edge, he sunk his hands to the wrist and began muttering. Ice grew like frost flowers on a windowpane, first freezing the top of the water. When frost flowers connected the stream’s edges, Ranz drove the cold down, making bars almost like icicles. These filled in between, first slowing the current, then beginning to block the water. Given time, the area below his dam might have drained, but Laria might not have time.

Sniffing to clarify competing auras, Blind Seer could tell that the invader had not completely succeeded in taking Laria over. Firekeeper’s attack had not driven it off, but at least by restraining Laria, Firekeeper kept the invader from using her as a weapon. Laria’s expression was curiously slack. From this, Blind Seer guessed that she was probably unaware of anything going on outside of herself.

In the distance, shrieks from Farborn informed them that Wythcombe was awake, but slowed by sleep as he was, the old spellcaster might need to gather his wits before he could help. And Arasan—or rather, the Meddler? Might that problematic soul’s sympathies lie with the invader rather than with Laria? Blind Seer had never been certain that the Meddler was as powerless as he claimed, but right now the wolf wasn’t going to count the Two Lives as an ally. Indeed, he was fully prepared to view them as an opponent.

Thus, even before Ranz had done much more than slow the current, Blind Seer waded into the stream, his senses alert for attack from any and all sides. Who was to say that the thing that invaded Laria was without a pack? Who was to say that it must restrict itself to one skin? Creatures lived beneath the water that even a wolf might fear.

As Ranz’s dam became more complete and the water drained downstream, Blind Seer sought the reek that had first caught his attention. Finding the source was difficult, for the reek had spread like a fog, making finding the point of origin nearly impossible. He gave up trying to use his sense of smell, and quested about as a human might, using his eyes. There, where the water still pooled deeply, he caught a glint of something green nearly buried in the sandy stream bottom.

Oddly, the odor was weaker here, near what must be its source, as if most of it was already gone into Laria. Blind Seer scrabbled with his front paws to free enough of whatever it was so that he could grab hold with his jaws. It tasted of metal and rotting leather so that he wanted to gag, but he gripped it tight and hauled with powerful neck and shoulder muscles to drag whatever it was free of the sucking mud.

Then strong arms, as familiar as love, gripped Blind Seer around the barrel behind his forelegs and hauled with him. Together they dragged the dripping slime-coated thing out of the watercourse’s grip. Heaving themselves up, soaked and muddy but triumphant, they pulled themselves and their prize onto the stream bank.

The scene had changed in those few minutes. Ranz now held Laria, who lolled unconscious but breathing against his sodden chest. Wythcombe stood close by, examining with narrowed eyes the magical aura that invaded the girl. Farborn circled above, steadily watchful so that those below could afford to be distracted. The Meddler stood a few paces from Ranz, his cooking spoon in one hand, his attitude one of purest consternation.

Once Firekeeper had climbed up onto the bank to stand at his side, Blind Seer dropped his burden onto the grass and stepped back to get his first clear look at it. Beneath the slime and water weed was a scabbarded sword, a yellow-green gem glinting on its hilt like a serpent’s watchful eye.
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When Firekeeper and Blind Seer emerged from the stream, Wythcombe was leaning on his staff as he bent to examine Laria.

“Did you need to hit her so hard?” he asked Firekeeper, his tone acrid.

“I did,” the wolf-woman replied calmly. “If she was harming me, then Ranz could not have held her. Blind Seer needed me. I am sorrowful, but I hit her as hard as was needed.”

Wythcombe snorted and said something he probably thought she couldn’t hear about crazy women and wolves. As Ranz shifted the unconscious Laria into a more comfortable position against his shoulder, Firekeeper couldn’t help but think it was a pity that the younger woman wasn’t awake to enjoy the experience. Firekeeper and Blind Seer hadn’t missed how Laria looked at the young man, even if Wythcombe and Arasan had seemed oblivious. She wondered if this was because their own fires were cooling with age, or if they still mistook Laria for a child. Probably a bit of both. She suspected that the Meddler, at least, kept his own fires kindled, but even he would not touch one he thought of more as a daughter than a woman.

“What did you drag out?” Arasan—no, definitely the Meddler—asked, lowering his cook spoon and taking a step closer.

Blind Seer growled unmistakable warning.

“I’m not going to steal your prize,” the Meddler said indignantly. “Fine. Haul it around in your jaws if you’d like. Just don’t complain to me if you chip your teeth.”

“Firekeeper can carry it,” Blind Seer said, clearly not caring if the Meddler could understand or not, so Firekeeper didn’t bother to translate. “The desire within it seems exhausted, dear heart. I think you will be safe.”

Firekeeper bent and picked up the sword. Once the scabbard had been wrapped in leather. Now the underlying metal—suspiciously unrusted or corroded, although definitely discolored by who knew how long underwater—was exposed to the air. Other than the showy gem on the pommel, the sword seemed practical enough. She was about to draw it when Wythcombe interrupted.

“Please. Restrain yourself. If—as I am certain it is, since Blind Seer went after it with such distinct purpose—that weapon is the source of Laria’s problem, I would like to examine it first. Some magical weapons are dormant—or mostly dormant—until unsheathed.”

“I bow to your wisdom,” Firekeeper said, “and will remember the lesson in future. But I will hold it for now, if you agree.”

“I do,” Wythcombe said, and the quick glance he shot Arasan made the wolf-woman think that sooner, rather than later, the Two Lives would need to tell the ancient spellcaster a little more of how their existences intertwined.

Blind Seer’s coat was nearly dry, Firekeeper and Ranz had dried off, and Farborn had come down for a rest before Laria came around. When the young woman awoke, she was entirely herself again and, as even Firekeeper’s nose could tell, terribly shamed by the trouble she had caused.

“Feeling better?” Ranz asked, handing Laria the mug of honey-saturated tea he had been spooning into her as soon as she was alert enough to swallow. The young adept had been horrified when he realized that Laria had been under assault a few feet away from him, and he’d been unaware while Blind Seer, who had been a fair distance away, had scented the odor of alien magic.

“My head aches and my muscles are screaming,” Laria said, accepting the mug, and bowing her head over it. Her voice dropped. “And I feel dumb.”

Wythcombe, who had been examining the sword, inhaled deeply and asked in a soft voice that was worse than any snarl or shout, “I did tell you all that we were going into a very dangerous place, didn’t I?”

There was no answer to that, so no one offered one. Ranz shuffled his feet. Laria bowed her head, her hair—loosed from its braid so that it would dry—spilling like a curtain around her face. Arasan stirred the contents of his cook pot and looked mildly interested.

“So what,” Wythcombe asked, “were you youngsters doing down by the stream without either of you on guard? And what did you”—he looked hard at Laria— “get up to that awakened this artifact? I believe we are all owed an explanation.”

Laria didn’t raise her head, but spoke bravely enough. “You know I have a talent. Well, sometimes when I’m tired or distracted, it gets away from me. I guess that’s what happened there.”

“Your talent,” Wythcombe said, “as I understood it, is for sensing latent impressions, the more vivid, the stronger your vision.”

“That’s right.”

Laria clearly wasn’t saying everything, but Wythcombe didn’t push her. Ranz had gone to get more tea. He walked among them, filling mugs. When he paused in front of Wythcombe, for the first time he lost the almost cringing deference that had been his toward his new teacher.

“Actually, you did tell us that this place is dangerous. And the stories I heard when I was growing up, about the tasks set to senior apprentices and journeymen, those made the unhealed lands seem very dangerous. But until now, until this, I’ve found our surroundings pretty safe. I’d thought maybe we weren’t even into the dangerous areas.”

Wythcombe heaved a deep sigh. “Did you ever consider the company you have been keeping? There is a gigantic wolf—one who is a mage, however partially trained. There is Firekeeper who is… Well, Firekeeper. There is a falcon who guides us from above. There is even me who—although I have not dressed myself in robes embroidered with arcane symbols, nor donned the honors and awards which are my due—have been considered a spellcaster of some power in my time. Should I have led us into danger so that you would heed my warnings?”

Before Ranz could sputter the angry reply clearly forming on his lips, Firekeeper cut in.

“Not lead into, no, but show, to warn. Perhaps Blind Seer and I should have spoken more of some of what we have glimpsed while scouting. It is hard, for me, not knowing what is common in Rhinadei, what is less so, but we have seen some things that we—great hunters that we are—would have avoided even if we ran with a full pack. Before we follow this trail farther, I think we all need teaching as to what we should avoid, what we should not do.”

Wythcombe paused to consider Firekeeper’s words, giving Ranz a chance to calm down, which had been Firekeeper’s intention.

“That seems sensible,” the old spellcaster admitted. “I have forgotten how little all of you—even Ranz—know of Rhinadei.”

“I have two questions of my own,” Arasan said. “First, what happened to Laria, and how can she—and perhaps the rest of us—avoid something similar happening? Second, I think the time has come for you to tell us why you’ve brought us here. If we’re deeper into danger than some of us realized…”

“Not him, I would wager,” Blind Seer said with a growl Firekeeper felt but did not hear.

“…then isn’t it time for us to know what you have gotten us into? Well and good to talk of senior apprentices and training, but this journey is more about you than them, I think.”

“Well, Blind Seer said he didn’t want any make-work.” Wythcombe’s reply didn’t quite admit that Arasan’s comment was on the mark. “Before I can explain what happened to Laria, I’m going to need to examine that sword. As for your second question, Arasan, that involves a story. Is dinner ready?”

“Nearly so.”

“Then I’ll tell you while we eat.”

Wythcombe was as good as his word, delaying only to get a few bites into him. Farborn perched where he could keep watch while listening. Since Blind Seer was not interested in sharing the humans’ meal, he moved to where he could share the watch and yet still hear the tale.

“Long before any of you—except possibly Arasan Two Lives—were born,” Wythcombe began, “I had a friend who became interested in learning more about the anathema arts. Yes.” He patted the air as if to quiet protests that hadn’t been offered. “I’m sure you’ve been told by Orten, Bordyn, and the rest that we’re all too busy here on Rhinadei to spare a thought for the arts our ancestors left behind, but that’s the official line. The truth is more complex—and to many of my associates, more frightening. Every generation, no matter the eloquent testimony of destruction that surrounds us, no matter the cautionary tales we learn from the cradle, someone—or ones—often among the most talented of our number, becomes certain that we here on Rhinadei could employ blood magic without falling into the excesses of the past.

“My friend, Kabot, was one of these. We grew up in a small village on the frontier, near lands that had been declared safe only shortly before our births and which were still being healed during our childhoods. Unsurprisingly, many of the children in our village showed exceptionally high magical potential, for those who elect to work on reclamation projects are usually people of great talent and ambition. Rhinadei social custom has always dealt with these by putting them where they can have both a relatively secure place for their families, as well as ample challenges to keep them from getting stale.”

Ranz stopped in the middle of cutting his meat, his mouth opening as if he had been about to ask a question, then wondered if it were appropriate. Wythcombe saw him, took a swig from his mug, then nodded.

“Yes, Ranz. That was the case with your parents—although you might be surprised to learn that your mother, not your father, was considered the greater power. Nonetheless, your father was no slacker. The highly talented are drawn to extremes—either someone who will not challenge them, or someone who is their match or more. This was the case with your parents, and why you were born and raised not in a populous city, as you might have expected given their evident talent, but in a small village on the edge of nowhere.”

Ranz nodded, and starting cutting his meat again.

Wythcombe picked up a piece of journey cake, then continued. “Kabot was always wildly curious about the ruined lands. He was always saying things like ‘If those long-ago sorcerers hadn’t gone too far.’ ‘If they’d understood moderation.’ I guess I was an idiot, because I didn’t hear the rest of that—the unspoken, ‘I could do it better.’ But whatever his flaws, Kabot honestly loved and respected Rhinadei. When he grew older and realized that no matter how eloquently he argued in favor of a return of blood magic—moderated, of course—he began to consider other options.”

“Going back,” Firekeeper guessed aloud, “to the Old World, where blood magic, so he would have thought, was still being done. Is that so?”

“That is so,” Wythcombe agreed. “When Kabot and a small group of acolytes vanished, attempts were made to trace them. In a heap of rough sketches left by a young woman with more artistic talent than sense, they found images of a gate and some rough magical rotes. After that, figuring out what Kabot was planning, where he might be going, became easier. As I told you, many of our ancestors had studied in a university in Pelland…”

“Azure Towers,” Arasan said. “Yes.”

“We believed this may have been his destination. By this time, Kabot and I had grown apart. I think that once he realized I would not support his cause, he distanced himself from me so I would not be hurt by association—or have the means to betray him. Nonetheless, we had continued to meet for meals, to go fishing, and such. Ironically, this wholly innocent friendship was why I was among those recruited to pursue him. Later, I began to suspect that I had been recruited so that an eye could be kept on me, in case a misplaced sense of loyalty might lead me to warn Kabot. Our pursuit led us through these very lands, and more than once my knowledge of Kabot—especially my belief that he remained essentially good at heart—saved us from false leads and other delaying tactics.”

“Did you catch up to him?” Firekeeper asked, the thrill of the chase quickening her blood.

“We did and yet, in some sense, we were too late.” Wythcombe gestured in the distance where the broken ground of the forest through which they had been traveling rose and became ridged and rocky. “You may wonder why Kabot and his allies came into this area, why they didn’t just make their gate closer to home.”

“I assumed,” Arasan interjected, “that they dreaded the energy of their gate being detected. At home in the Nexus Islands, we have those who can feel when a gate is operating.”

“That may have been one reason,” Wythcombe said, “but they had a better one. Portions of the unredeemed lands are saturated with mana. Tapping this would enable Kabot and his allies to make their gate relatively quickly—at least as such tasks are measured. Eventually, we traced them to what the cartographer for our expedition dubbed Mount Ambition.”

“Ask him what happened to Kabot? Was he slain?” Blind Seer prompted Firekeeper.

Firekeeper translated.

Wythcombe made a seesaw motion with his free hand. “It’s complicated, Blind Seer. As we labored up Mount Ambition, we could feel the thrum of an active spell. We believed that we might catch them in the process of making the transition. We hurried then, taking risks we should not have. What we found was a makeshift gate: no frame, only a large slab of rock inscribed with complex rotes. Within the slab was a swirling vortex.

“Within the vortex were trapped human forms, some closer, some more distant, some hardly more than shadows, caught as within a whirlpool. The closest to us was recognizable as Kabot, arms and legs flung out as if he was tied to a wheel, his features distorted as if he had been frozen in the middle of a particularly violent spin. Some of his companions could be glimpsed further down the vortex. Although the vortex’s energy was in motion, the humans were not. Whether they were dead or only paralyzed we could not discern. What we did determine over long days of experimentation was that we could not reach them without risk of destroying them entirely.

“Until recently, I assumed, as did my associates, that the reason the gate spell went awry was because we caught up to them faster than they thought possible, so that they rushed. Now, however, given what we have learned from you about conditions in the Old World, I wonder if there is another explanation.”

His silence invited speculation, and Arasan offered it. “Querinalo? If Kabot and his associates caught querinalo, then they would have been unable to complete the spell. If they were caught within a partially completed gate when they did…”

He trailed off. Wythcombe picked up his mug, swirling the liquid within, staring as if he thought he saw his lost friend caught in the eddies.

“That is indeed what I have wondered. As I said, Kabot hung within caught in mid-motion. Most assumed he was dead, although none was prepared to terminate the spell in case in doing so we terminate the casters. Instead, wards and guards were put in place around Mount Ambition. Kabot and his cohort became yet another cautionary tale. And so it ended.”

“Ended?” Firekeeper echoed, astonished. “But ice melts. Seemingly dead trees come back to life. Turtles put out their limbs when the pup grows tired of rolling their shell.”

Wythcombe laughed, but the wolf-woman heard little humor in the sound. “We stayed for a moonspan setting up the wards and guards. Nothing changed during all that time. By then—not having stealthy wolves and farseeing falcons to hunt for us—our supplies were running thin. We departed but, in three moonspans, a group of which I was a member made the journey again. Finding no change, we departed, but I came back periodically. My excuse was to be sure that no one had breached the wards we had set up. As for Kabot and his friends, I suppose I gave up… What did I give up? Both hope and being concerned for their fate. I went on with my life.”

Blind Seer said, “Not entirely. I can smell his sorrow.”

Firekeeper studied Wythcombe. “It is not only chance that Bordyn and Hanya and those thought of you as a teacher for Blind Seer, is it? Too many times does blood magic coil itself into your story.”

“Not chance, nor merely as a lure to get me to return to public life,” Wythcombe admitted. “I never could bring myself to believe that Kabot’s arguments were not worthy even of discussion. Indeed, I thought that the outright rejection he met with was what made him believe that his only choice was to leave Rhinadei. I didn’t take up the anathema arts myself, nor did I encourage experimenting with them, but I let it be known that I was someone who could be talked with about the subject—someone who wouldn’t condemn curiosity outright. I hoped that by being open to discussion, I would forestall another such disaster.”

“But after what happened with Payley,” Laria said softly, “you had enough. There was no tolerance, no understanding, even though he was just trying to save his wife and his unborn baby. So you became a hermit.”

“That’s pretty much it,” Wythcombe agreed. “Now, if all of you will promise me that you won’t do anything impulsive, I will retire so I can inspect the sword, then get some rest. Somehow telling you Kabot’s tale has made me all the more eager to reassure myself that nothing has changed there at the peak of Mount Ambition.”
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Wythcombe did not mention the sword over breakfast, nor did he as they packed their camping gear onto a mildly protesting Rusty, and resumed their hike. The ground was growing rougher, hard and blackened in some places, brittle and almost chalky in others. Laria was reminded of what was left when a piece of pottery exploded in the kiln. She wondered if a terrible fire had come through here, but pushed back her automatic impulse to mesh with her surroundings so she could discover what memories they held. She hadn’t realized how frequently she sent out a thread of her talent to check such things until she schooled herself not to use it.

Once they were underway, and Farborn and the wolves had reported that, other than a peculiar pop-eyed lizard about the size of a hunting dog, they had seen nothing that could be taken as threatening, Wythcombe finally revealed what he’d learned about the sword.

“I don’t suspect any of you will be surprised to learn that it is magical,” he said, gesturing toward the top of his pack where the sword’s hilt poked out of his bedroll. “What might surprise you is that, as far as I can tell, its magic began as wholly beneficial.”

“Beneficial?” Ranz asked. “But you saw what it turned Laria into—even Firekeeper had to struggle to restrain her.”

“Beneficial,” Wythcombe repeated. “Once here on Rhinadei—and I suspect back where these folks come from as well—such swords were, if not precisely common, at least not uncommon. They contained magic that would let someone who knew little about handling a sword do so as if they were moderately proficient—not as an expert, certainly, but far better than without the charm. As you may be coming to understand, the study of magic is a jealous lover. It leaves little time for other arts, especially not those as demanding as swordplay. Yet, although magic certainly can be used for both offense and defense, such use can leave the user weak and vulnerable. Thus the creation of these so-called sorcerer’s blades.”

Laria asked hesitantly, “What about what Blind Seer said he saw—how it tried to take me over? That couldn’t be part of the design, right?”

“Not usually,” Wythcombe said, “although there are tales of blades that were designed to take over their wielder, usually so that they could be directed by another. This blade shows no sign of such magics. Instead, I believe it was corrupted by being left alone so long in this area. As with so many other places in Rhinadei, a great battle was fought here and many died—including the blade’s original owner. Excessive violence saturates an area—you know that better than most, Laria. Additionally, emotional energy can pool, eventually becoming a force independent of those who originally created it.”

Arasan nodded seriously. “Many a time I’ve sung a song—happy, sad, stirring—and seen how the emotions linger long after I stopped singing and the strings of my instrument have stopped vibrating. I suspect violence that scored the land as this land was scored would last a long time.”

“So the sword,” Wythcombe continued, “soaked in violence and mana for centuries. Although such swords were not usually made with a sense of purpose, nonetheless they were created to be used, to help. That’s a powerful impulse. When Laria touched the sword…”

He trailed off, inviting confidences. Overwhelmed with a sense of guilt, Laria spoke.

“I was feeling sort of lost. Not homesick, really, but lonely. I mean, I guess I’ve been feeling useless. Firekeeper, Farborn, and Blind Seer hunt and scout. Arasan has proven to be expert at running a camp. Ranz and Blind Seer are studying magic. You, Wythcombe, are teaching them, guiding us, and even without any sensitivity anyone could tell this trip was important to you. No one has asked me to do much with my talent, so…”

She stopped, having said more about her feelings than even she had realized to that point. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to blurt out that in her loneliness, she had developed a major crush on Ranz, and that wouldn’t do.

“Those would have been perfect impulses to give the sword the link it needed,” Wythcombe said, thankfully satisfied. “You were looking for a way to be more useful. The sword is designed to make someone who is useless as a fighter at least competent. When you became aware that someone was slipping into you against your will and you resisted, it fought back. That explains both the violence and the remarkable fighting skill you showed. A sword is a tool. There’s really not much of a step from being a tool to learning to use another as a tool.”

“I guess,” Laria said hesitantly. “That actually feels right. I never felt as if it wanted to hurt me. The opposite, really. Now, I suppose, you’re going to suggest that we destroy it or turn it over to someone who will purge it or something.”

“You don’t think that’s best?” Wythcombe asked curiously.

“No. I bet you think I’m stupid, but I feel sorry for it. If I hadn’t come along, it would have just stayed there at the bottom of the stream. Now, because I came along, and it tried to help me, it’s going to be, well, sort of killed. It felt like a person. It wanted to be my friend.”

She stopped, feeling more inarticulate than usual, waiting for another lecture. Firekeeper’s next words startled her.

“Maybe Laria should try to talk with the sword later—with us near to give help if it is unkind to her. Blind Seer says he would scent danger, even as he did before. If Laria could make this thing her friend, maybe that would be good. We cannot always be close to protect you all.”

“You want me to have a magic sword?” Laria asked, incredulous. “One that, if Wythcombe is right, is—uh, morally and ethically challenged?”

“Especially, you,” Firekeeper said. “You are very brave to be here, but your magic will not keep you safe. This time Blind Seer was close enough to run to help. With me. And Ranz was near. But we will not always be.”

Ranz cut in. “But don’t you people from the New World hate magic? I mean, that’s what I gathered. That’s why Blind Seer had to come here to find a teacher.”

Firekeeper looked rueful. “When I was a pup, I think as a pup and am very, very noisy about those thoughts. If I have run all these trails and returned unchanged, then I am less a wolf than an image of a wolf. I would not wish everyone to have a sword like this…”

Laria noticed that the wolf-woman’s gaze flickered over to Arasan.

“…the Spell Wielders of the Nexus Islands would have been even more terrible with such tools. But Laria? She is maybe the best, because—as she says—she has talked with this sword and believes that it did wish to be her friend. Maybe, if she is careful, she will have it so.”

Wythcombe looked with interest at Firekeeper. “Here in Rhinadei, we have a detailed series of protocols for dealing with items that are imbued with magic—whether from their original creation or as a result of something that happened later. When I assessed the sword those protocols made the process both easier and less draining. However, we are trained not to be too quick to accept the first results of our analysis—often the true nature of an item, especially one that is more than it seems to be, is hidden beneath the magic.”

“That makes sense,” the Meddler said. “Most people only look at the surface.”

“Indeed,” replied Wythcombe with a coolness that made Laria think that the Meddler was taunting the wrong old man. But Wythcombe did not let the Meddler distract him. “Let me inspect the blade further, in collaboration with Laria, if she will. If we both feel it is safe for her to use, then it is best that she gets accustomed to using it before she actually needs it.”

Laria looked up at the bulky bundle. “I’d like to give that a try.”

Wythcombe nodded sharp approval, then continued. “But not now. We’re about three days from Kabot’s gate. There’s an excellent camping spot ahead, and I’d like for us to reach that first.”

Throughout the rest of that day’s hike, Laria kept glancing over at the sword hilt. The yellow-green gem seemed to wink at her every time she did. She hoped Ranz wouldn’t be jealous that she was the one everyone thought should have the sword. But she hoped even more that it would be hers. Maybe then, for the first time since Ollaris’s death, she’d feel safe.
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XII

[image: ]BLIND SEER WAITED until he and Firekeeper were well away from the camp before voicing something that had been increasingly troubling him.

“What game is the Meddler playing? He’s all but taunting Wythcombe to question him about his dual nature. The differences between him and Arasan are becoming so apparent that even Ranz—who is so caught up in his own concerns that he hardly notices the world outside his head—has begun to notice.”

“I don’t know,” Firekeeper replied, and to Blind Seer’s relief her scent held nothing of the confusion and guilt he had detected when the Meddler had been using her as one of his toys. “Perhaps he dislikes being ignored and underestimated? I think Arasan is honestly content with serving as our camp manager, cook, and telling us stories along the trail. How close he came to dying has made him value simple things like a good meal or making a friend laugh. But the Meddler—his very name says it. He is not happy if he is not working some elaborate plan—a plan that will be for everyone’s good, of course. Now that Arasan is stronger and Laria begins to sniff out her own trail, he looks for a new cause.”

“Do you think he deliberately set Laria in the way of that sword?” Blind Seer asked. “He has been very coy about just how much magic remains to him—and I think he could hide some even from Arasan. What if he sensed, not the sword specifically, but that there was something magical there? As Laria’s teacher, he must be aware as I have been, as I think Laria herself was not—which in itself is interesting, for he as her teacher should have told her—that she uses her talent to lightly sniff her surroundings whenever she becomes uneasy. Sending Ranz to join her would be a sure way to make Laria uneasy.”

Firekeeper chuckled. “Laria is a young woman growing into her body. Ranz would need to be far less attractive for her not to feel stirrings with which I think even she is unsure how to deal. Humans confuse love and sex far too easily—especially young humans. It is easier being a wolf.”

“Ranz,” Blind Seer agreed, “is somewhat backward in these things. It is as if the cold he uses so easily has frozen his balls. Derian was easier to understand. He felt desire aplenty, although sometimes he did not know how to see invitation when offered.”

“And I am not sure,” Firekeeper said, “that, for a human, Derian was unwise. Remember how Rahniseeta broke his heart? But we stray from the Meddler. Do we challenge him, or do we wait for Wythcombe to do so? Can you sniff out what drives him?”

Blind Seer shook his head, only then realizing how habitual the gesture had become, for Firekeeper did not need it to understand him. “Here is where the Meddler denning within Arasan’s body makes such scenting difficult. The scent is often muddled, as when Arasan is confused but the Meddler is amused. Of late, I have begun to believe that—unless he is startled or does not care—the Meddler is learning to hide himself beneath Arasan, so that the body only reacts to what Arasan feels.”

“A fine skill,” Firekeeper replied, “but one that would, perversely, make the Meddler all the more eager to show off. Even when he is clever enough to learn to hide, he wants that cleverness known.”

“Well, at least we agree that he bears watching,” Blind Seer said. “Do you think you still have the power to restrain him?”

“Not as much as I once did. The blood tie was weakened when he settled within Arasan, and it has grown weaker since. I think the Meddler could be controlled by believing he had my love, but I am not willing to deceive him. Besides, he would want proof. Giving that is something I would definitely not welcome.”

“Nor I,” Blind Seer rumbled. “To smell him that closely on you… I would rip his throat out before I could think. So we must watch the Meddler closely. We may not be able to anticipate what he will do, but at least we will be ready to act whatever he does.”

 

The next several days were intense enough that worrying about what the Meddler might intend was, if not forgotten, at least set behind more immediate issues. As if they had crossed some invisible border, their surroundings grew more dangerous. Gone were the days of hiking through forest tenanted with monstrous things that mostly kept clear of spellcasters and wolves alike. Now, if they were not scrambling up some sharp-edged cliff, they were fighting against increasingly aggressive creatures.

In these confrontations, Wythcombe finally showed his power, and even Firekeeper had to admit herself impressed. Wythcombe’s wards dissuaded small menaces, jets of black lightning slew others more effectively than either her rapidly fired arrows or Blind Seer’s fangs. Now Blind Seer truly believed that Wythcombe could have made this journey alone, not once but often, something he hadn’t realized he had doubted until put to the test.

Faced with such threats, Blind Seer found himself unwilling to progress at the rate of Wythcombe’s plodding pedagogy. Instead, Blind Seer sought to redesign what Wythcombe was teaching him about shapeshifting magics into his own particular compendium of magical lore. As they hiked, only Firekeeper was aware how often the wolf was lost in thought, trusting her to warn him of danger.

When he slept, his dreams were as vivid as any he had experienced during querinalo. In those spaces, changing shape was far easier, and Blind Seer took advantage of that to tutor himself in rotes that would let him use his mana to force a change in the waking world. He was very careful as he did so. Here he could perceive the channels Wythcombe had mentioned, and see how easy it would be to be dragged where he did not wish to go.
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The opponent that nearly undid them was neither the largest they had faced nor the most obviously dangerous.

The farther they had traveled, the more barren the cracked and broken earth had become. Wythcombe didn’t hide his concern, nor that when he had been through this way before, passage had been difficult, while now it approached impossible. The rise and fall of the land meant they often hiked treble the distance, sliding and slipping down, then scrabbling up. Sometimes the rise was steep enough that Firekeeper—who could climb anything that wasn’t perfectly smooth—needed to climb up first, then drop a line to help the others. Most of the time, she tied her line around a dead tree or jutting bit of rock. However, more than once she had to hold the rope while Laria—lightest of the company—climbed up to join her, then helped anchor the line for the next.

Rusty, the billy goat, lived up to Wythcombe’s boasts that he would go anywhere the humans could. Even so, once or twice the surface was so slick that after setting the rope, Firekeeper must haul the goat up. Then she would climb down to assist Blind Seer. The enormous wolf hung from Firekeeper’s shoulders while she used her arms to bring them up—it was that or have him run long distances to find a more gradual slope. Even with Farborn to scout, this might have put the wolf days behind the rest and robbed them of two of their best scouts. Gone were estimates of three days to the site of Kabot’s gate. Privately, the wolves speculated whether they would be able to reach the location at all.

When the first of the small scarlet butterflies had appeared, no one—not even Wythcombe—considered them other than pleasant accents in a stony landscape that darkened from shimmering golden into ruddy browns, eventually becoming dominated by vistas of crackling black. The butterflies flitted like sparks over the burned landscape, but offered no harm, not even when Farborn helped himself to a few on the wing.

Blind Seer confided to Firekeeper that for the last section of their journey, Wythcombe had been using a small amount of his power to keep himself from stumbling.

“We will need to make camp early,” he called to Farborn. “Can you find us a place, perhaps with water?”

“There is green ahead,” Farborn returned. “I will go see if that also means water.”

“I will run with you. Where there is green, there may be game, and even a rabbit would taste very good right now. I might even spare some meat for the humans.”

Firekeeper waved the wolf and hawk ahead. Earlier, she had wordlessly relieved Wythcombe of his pack, for with Blind Seer’s sense of smell, Farborn’s sharp vision, and the general emptiness of the landscape, her roaming ahead to scout was not only unnecessary, but also foolish. When the Beasts departed, Firekeeper trudged along on point, trying to ignore the straps digging into her shoulders. Then, between one step and the next, the ground in front of her erupted.

The upflow was like fire without heat, splattered blood without odor. Arms outspread, Firekeeper stepped back, making herself a barrier between those who followed her and the upheaval. Only then did Firekeeper realize that the eruption consisted of thousands upon thousands of the scarlet butterflies taking flight from where they had rested, their still wings camouflaged against the omnipresent reddish-brown stone.

The swirling butterflies dodged among the travelers, covering eyes and ears, clogging nostrils, clinging to lips. Firekeeper clawed them off, but always more came to take the place of the ones she crushed. By reflex, her hand dropped to her Fang, but this was not an enemy that keen steel tooth could slay. Instead, she wildly spun her arms, so that broken butterflies splatted against her naked skin. The motion created a gap through which, momentarily, Firekeeper could see other than scarlet wings. The wolf-woman realized with horror that the surface ahead was a riot of jagged lightning-bolt crevices, some large enough to swallow a herd of elk.

“Back!” she howled, choking when a butterfly nearly flew down her throat. She felt its tiny legs moving against her tongue, bitterness when she crushed it between her teeth. She spat. Howled again. “Back!”

Whether any of her companions heard, Firekeeper could not tell. Bad as things were for her, the situation was worse for them. Each of the humans and Rusty were coated head to foot in the red-winged insects. From how the humans staggered about, hands raised to cover their faces, Firekeeper guessed that they had no idea in which direction they were moving. Rusty was more sensible. The billy goat bucked and wheeled, then probably scenting his own back trail, he retreated in the direction from which they had come.

One figure—oddly shaped, as if it had a second, skinny body poking up alongside it, stood frozen. After a moment during which dozens more of the scarlet butterflies died beneath Firekeeper’s spinning arms, she realized that this must be Wythcombe. Either he was completely overcome or—she hoped—he was working a spell.

Above, she glimpsed Farborn racing back. Alone of their company, the merlin was in his element. He was able to duck and dodge, the agility that let him pluck a sparrow in mid-flight from the air serving him well here.

He darted down to fly a circle around Firekeeper’s head. “We saw and thought that some bonfire had been set alight, for all Blind Seer swore there was no scent of burning. He comes, though more slowly than I.”

“Go,” Firekeeper said, her command part gesture, part sound. “Fly around Wythcombe as you do me. If he is not smothered, he may have some magic to aid us.”

Farborn tilted his wings in reply and sped off. Firekeeper spun in place, seeking her pack mates. There was a human-sized lump on the ground. Arasan or Ranz, she thought. Laria’s smaller, slimmer figure was pushing its way out of the swarm. Perhaps the younger woman’s talent gave her some hint as to the safest direction, for she was angling away from the deeply fissured ground.

Wythcombe remained standing, Farborn now dancing a wild orbit about him. Those two were safe but, in the few breaths Firekeeper had spared to glance after Laria, the remaining human figure had staggered closer to one of the chasms. The butterflies were not wolves to deliberately drive their prey, but they seemed to have a primitive wisdom that if they left a space open, their prey would move into it. In this way, they had lured the man—Firekeeper could not tell whether Ranz or Arasan—to where he staggered over the broken ground. It was only a matter of moments before he would fall over the edge and be lost—for Firekeeper was certain that these butterflies were not here by chance. This was their hunting ground, and they would dine well on the carrion.

There was no choice. Howling had proven a mistake. Therefore, in silence she took her bearings. Half-blinded by butterflies, the wolf-woman raced to where she could put herself between the human figure and certain death. She reached the edge before he toppled in, bashing him away from the edge. When her feet came down they landed not on solid ground, but on stone slick with insect gore. She slipped, then plummeted, glimpsing jagged rocks below.

The anguished howl she heard as she fell was her own.
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Listening to the voices of the earth, Laria fought her way out of the butterfly swarm, at last reaching where mere hundreds, not packed thousands, of the scarlet wings beat. Anxiously, she scanned the swarm, trying to locate her companions and figure out who she could help. Farborn was flying a patterned orbit about someone—Wythcombe?—the merlin’s wild dashes and darts thinning the butterfly horde.

Laria didn’t consciously look for Ranz, but on some level she knew that it was him, not Arasan, she sought. Remembering the many kindnesses given to her by the two who shared Arasan’s body, Laria felt a flicker of guilt, but it didn’t last. Perhaps in her heart of hearts, she didn’t believe that anything could harm the Meddler without his willing it. Perhaps she was eager to rescue Ranz, in that way repaying the debt from when he had helped rescue her when the sword’s magic had ensnared her.

When she saw the figure on the ground, increasingly buried beneath a settling mass of scarlet wings, she acted. Whoever that was didn’t have much time. Dropping her pack, she unrolled her bedding. She draped the blanket over her head. Leaving only a small gap for her eyes, Laria awkwardly gripped the “hood” closed. This way the butterflies might cover her back and sides, but would have trouble reaching her face.

Half-running, half-shuffling, Laria made her way to the fallen man and straddled him, letting the skirts of the blanket tent over his upper body. This did nothing to clear away the butterflies already engulfing the victim, but it did slow others from accumulating. Standing with her legs awkwardly splayed, Laria bent to brush the butterflies from the vicinity of the man’s head. When her fingers caught in his hair, she knew—although she had never touched it before—that these were Ranz’s dark locks. The skin of his face felt oddly cold. Her heart sank when she realized that he might already be dead.

Then Laria heard a cough. It was thick, clotted with spume, but definitely a cough. Her fingers moved to clear away more of the insects. As she did so, Laria realized that the layer of butterflies closest to the skin were cold, that some crackled with ice. Ranz must have worked a spell to lower his temperature, slowing the insects when they attempted to clog his nose and mouth. However, the need to work a spell in such inimical circumstances meant that while Ranz had delayed his death, he had also made it nearly impossible for him to do anything else.

“Laria!” Once his mouth was clear, Ranz managed only the one word, but his smile spoke his gratitude. Grabbing the protecting blanket, he shoved himself into a sitting position. Laria understood. They could shift the blanket so that it would cloak them both, enabling them to get to their feet and out of the scarlet insect storm.

Even with the unaccustomed bulk of her sword, Laria managed to seat herself on Ranz’s right side. As soon as she was pressed against him, Ranz used his left arm to grab an edge of the blanket, then slid his right arm over her shoulders. In order for them to both stay under the blanket, Laria needed to put her arm around his waist. Ridiculously, she found herself blushing as she did so.

“Which way?” Ranz asked when they were both standing.

Laria tugged. “This way. Come on!”

Although the butterflies still darted onto Laria and Ranz’s faces through the gap they were forced to leave in their makeshift hood, the insects were neither particularly intelligent nor particularly determined. The one thing they had on their side was numbers, and the swarm thinned rapidly as the pair made their retreat.

Glancing back, Laria saw that Wythcombe had summoned a breeze and was blowing butterflies away from him so that they resembled nothing so much as flower petals in the wind. Firekeeper raced to where a butterfly enshrouded figure—it had to be Arasan—tripped and stumbled. Flailing her arms to keep the butterflies away, Firekeeper closed the distance, occasionally stumbling over the broken ground. But, when the wolf-woman reached the stumbling figure, she did not do as Laria expected—grab him and give him support. Instead, she leapt, twisting in mid-air, so as to put herself between him and… What?

Only when Firekeeper’s impact had sent Arasan reeling, did Laria realize that there must be a pit or crevice concealed beneath the scarlet horde. They had encountered many such chasms during their days of hiking deeper into the ruined lands, but most were easily detoured around. Surely Firekeeper would have judged her landing with her usual exquisite care.

But when the wolf-woman’s feet touched, it became immediately evident that the footing was unreliable. With a scream that held the cry of a wolf, she teetered for a moment, then vanished over the edge.
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Blind Seer had begun racing back as soon as he and Farborn had seen the cloud of red bursting forth where they had left the slower humans and Firekeeper. However, while the merlin could fly in a straight line, the wolf must run a jagged course, darting around those obstacles he could not leap over. Sometimes these were heaps of rock, sometimes prickly scrub growth, sometimes crevices too wide for him to safely hurdle. Nonetheless, muscles bunching, limbs stretching out, the wolf made good time. But swift as Blind Seer was, the swarm of scarlet butterflies had already engulfed their prey.

Knowing how much humans—even his dear Firekeeper—relied upon vision, Blind Seer immediately recognized his companions’ peril. Blinded, disoriented, moving over cracked and broken ground, it was only a matter of time before one or more lost their footing. And when they did, the insects would smother them.

Although he did not rely upon vision as the humans did, the butterflies’ odor masked the subtleties of human scent. But there was one person’s scent Blind Seer could always distinguish. Therefore, as he dove into the flood of scarlet wings, Blind Seer sought Firekeeper. Once they were together, they would decide who they would help first. That they would be the ones who needed help didn’t cross his mind until he saw Firekeeper leap to push someone—Arasan?—so that he stumbled clumsily back from a chasm that was almost invisible within the swarm.

Firekeeper landed with her usual lithe grace, then slid and tumbled, not only to the ground but down. Until that moment, she had fought in grim silence, but now she howled his name.

The sound cut into Blind Seer’s heart. In the two bounds it took him to reach the edge, he had laid his plans. Howling reply, he leapt, forepaws and nose pointed to orient him upon his beloved, and fell. Beneath the edge, there were fewer butterflies, scattered raindrops rather than a torrent, so the wolf could quickly assess his surroundings. The chasm was very deep, tapering slightly toward a rocky bottom ornamented with shattered bones. The caterpillars that doubtless someday would be scarlet butterflies squirmed over the bones, their multi-legged bodies craning upwards in anticipation of their next meal.

Wythcombe’s many lessons streamed into Blind Seer as the wind of his fall cut into his fur. These were not the rote incantations that the spellcaster had demonstrated, but transformed so that intent would become action. This was the wolf’s way, a way adapted for hunts in which a dip of a horned head, a slash of a hoof, changed everything and left no time for fussing over details.

Blind Seer pulled mana from the reserve that he had been building during each day’s run, draining it so that it would fill his desire in an instant. Then, from the joints of Blind Seer’s shoulders, there sprang wings. There was not time to plan them as he had dreamed of planning his new human self, so they took form from his surroundings, were shaped with his need. The wings must be there to, there to…

To speed him toward his plummeting beloved, to catch him when he caught her.

Blind Seer felt the buffet as his new wings caught the air and beat it behind him, pushing him so he was no longer behind Firekeeper but within reach of her. She had oriented herself so that she would land feet first, possibly shattering her feet and legs, but sparing her vulnerable head. Her dark eyes widened as she saw him coming after her, widened further as she saw the wings blossom from beneath his fur. A human would have said something, but Firekeeper was human only in form. Instead, she threw her arms wide, mutely offering him his choice of holds.

As he would during a hunt, Blind Seer let his need shape his choice. Although he knew what he did would cause Firekeeper great pain, maybe even break bones, whatever injury he would inflict on her would be less than what landing on that stone-and bone-strewn bottom would do. And at least she was wearing leather, not flimsy cloth. Without further delay, he clamped his jaws around her left shoulder, even in that moment of extreme need remembering that Firekeeper could do better without use of her left arm than her right. When he had a firm hold, he beat his wings hard, slowing, then stopping their fall. Firekeeper hung limp, but he felt the shudder that went through her when his jaws closed.

“Land us,” she said, her voice tight with pain. “Then either I will climb out or you can bring a rope and the others can pull me out.”

He snorted disagreement. “If those caterpillars eat flesh as their more usual siblings eat leaves, you might not survive. Still, you are heavy.”

Their conversation was not in words only, but in the cant of his ears, his snort of objection. He cast around. Slightly below them was a ledge hardly larger than a chair seat, but it should take her weight. He angled there and set Firekeeper down, then hung in the air flapping his wings.

Firekeeper tested her shoulder, winced, and forbore from future motion. Instead, using her sound right hand, she tucked her left arm into her shirt so it no longer dragged unsupported.

“Wings,” she said, her voice soft with wonder. “Wolf-hued butterfly wings.” She gently touched them, tentatively. Clearly surprised at what she felt, she applied a little more pressure. “They’re tougher, though.”

“They wouldn’t be of much use if they were as fragile as actual butterfly wings,” Blind Seer replied.

He paused, canted his ears, then his head, trying to interpret a rushing sound from above, hampered by the fact that the sides of the crevice dampened sound below. Firekeeper was also looking up. The sky above was no longer scarlet but instead showed blue streaked with red—and the red was thinning rapidly.

“A wind blowing away the butterfly swarm?” Firekeeper offered. “Maybe Wythcombe’s doing?”

At that moment, a small silhouette—the head and upper body of a human—poked over the edge. Laria’s voice, tinged with panic, called, “Firekeeper! Blind Seer! Firekeeper! Can you hear me?”

“We’re here,” Firekeeper shouted back immediately. “Blind Seer caught me. We’re all right.” She looked at Blind Seer, her dark eyes sparkling with mischievous glee. “I could climb a rope, but doing so would surely further injure my shoulder. Can those strong wings bear us both up? If so, I would prefer not to hang from your jaws again.”

As reply, Blind Seer angled himself so Firekeeper could get astride, tucking her legs behind his wings. “Let us go and astonish the humans.”

He wished he could completely share her delight at his achievement, but he knew there would be consequences.
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When Blind Seer bore them both above the rim of the crevice into which she had fallen, Firekeeper’s wolfish heart was warmed by everyone’s evident astonishment. It was not until later, when they had left the territory of the scarlet butterflies far behind them, that she realized that in saving her life, Blind Seer might have sacrificed his dreams.

They hadn’t camped at the spring Blind Seer and Farborn had been inspecting when the butterflies had attacked, but had hiked into the early darkness to reach an area that Farborn had scouted thoroughly in advance. Despite Ranz using his cold magic to make an ice pack, Firekeeper’s shoulder ached tremendously. She missed Doc’s healing gift which—even when he scolded her for being impulsive or careless—he only withheld if someone else needed treatment more. Nonetheless, she forced herself to help set up camp. The lights the humans needed to flash around might draw a predator even more dangerous than the butterflies—and neither she nor Blind Seer were at their best.

Once camp was made, while Arasan and Laria were putting together a cold meal from their stores, Wythcombe took out a selection of medicinal ointments and did what he could for Firekeeper’s shoulder.

“There’s magic in this,” he said, “to encourage healing, but it will work best if you eat a good meal, then relax. The rest of our injuries are less traumatic—although I suspect we will be coughing red dust from our lungs for the next several days. The scarlet butterflies seem to rely upon either smothering their prey, or causing them to fall to their deaths.”

Ranz produced a few of the showy insect corpses from where he’d preserved them in a folded paper envelope. “I wondered how we could walk right into the middle of them without seeing them. I thought it might be some sort of illusion magic, but it seems to be a natural adaptation to their environment. Look!” He held one of the butterflies where it could be easily seen in the firelight. “Tilted this way, the wings are a dull reddish brown, very similar to the surrounding stone. Only when they are in flight does the scarlet catch the light. The butterflies layered themselves over the chasm opening, as well as in pockets in the surrounding stone. We were lucky that Firekeeper was on point. Anyone else would have pitched right in when the butterflies erupted.”

“Lucky indeed,” Arasan said, handing Firekeeper a thick chunk of cheese and a slab of dry flat bread. “Even so, the butterflies nearly won. If Laria had not gotten to you, Ranz, and Firekeeper had not kept me from falling, then Wythcombe’s wind would have blown the bugs away, only to reveal our corpses.”

Wythcombe sighed deeply. “I am sorry I couldn’t work faster, but first I had to preserve my own ability to breathe freely. I regret that my slowness meant that Firekeeper fell, and that Blind Seer was forced to take dramatic actions to save her. I fear there may be long-term consequences for his ability to achieve his goals.”

At Wythcombe’s request, Blind Seer had not banished his wings, but had folded them closed. In this manner, they had tucked neatly against his flanks, more after the fashion of bird’s wings than those of a moth or butterfly. Even so, they changed the line of his familiar silhouette, leaving Firekeeper vaguely disturbed whenever she glanced in his direction.

Blind Seer had reclined next to Firekeeper, but when Wythcombe crooked his fingers in a “come here” gesture, he sighed, rose, and padded over. Wythcombe spent some time inspecting the wings, before motioning that the wolf might return to his usual place.

“These are very unusual,” he said. “I will admit to being impressed. Although these resemble the wings of a moth or butterfly—I am not enough of an expert to decide which—they are much stronger. The membrane resembles that of a bat, and the scales have some of the qualities of fur. Blind Seer, you have done an amazing work of transformative sorcery more or less on impulse.”

“On the fly, so to speak?” said Arasan, who had risen to set more water to heat over the fire.

“Have you been saving that?” Laria asked. She laughed, but there was a tightness to the sound. Taking in a deep breath, she asked the question Firekeeper couldn’t bring herself to voice. “Wythcombe, what do you mean about Blind Seer and his goals? Isn’t this a good thing? I mean, it shows he’s a natural for shapeshifting, right?”

Wythcombe tapped his fingers up and down the length of his staff. “Yes and no. That Blind Seer worked such an astonishingly complex piece of shapeshifting magic does show he has a gift for the art—even as Ranz’s city of snow and ice shows that his mastery of cold magic goes far beyond what is usual. Were you about when I explained how magical channels work?”

Laria nodded.

“So, basically, Blind Seer has cut his first shapeshifting channel in a fashion that links him more firmly in the shape of a wolf. From this point forward, his magic will seek to adapt his wolf form. Creating an entirely new form—say a human form—will be harder. Even if he manages to do so, he’s likely to have remnant wolf qualities.”

“You mean like a tail or ears?” Laria asked.

“Maybe. If he’s lucky. Maybe he’ll look sort of hybrid.”

“Maybe,” Firekeeper said, throwing an arm around Blind Seer’s shoulder, feeling the nub of the wing joint beneath her arm. “But this is Blind Seer. As you all say, he is remarkable. I know this better than any of you.”

She leaned against the great grey wolf and added in the language that the two of them shared, “And if you remain with only this form, I will love you no less. Remember that.”

Blind Seer licked the side of her face. “As if I could forget. Why do you think I could shape wings with such ease? For you and for you alone, I can fly.”
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By the next morning, Blind Seer was no longer a wingéd wolf. Laria thought about asking why. Had he run out of mana? Had he deliberately changed back? Was he afraid that if he stayed in that new form he might be stuck there? Thinking about it, could he change back to having wings if he wanted?

She wanted to ask, but she didn’t. She hadn’t missed how Blind Seer and Firekeeper had pressed close to each other last night. They might have been acting all matter-of-fact about how close Firekeeper had come to dying, but that didn’t mean they weren’t shaken. Anyhow, today no one was talking much. Not even Arasan was telling stories or singing songs to ease them along the trail. Yesterday’s close brush with the scarlet butterflies had brought home just how dangerous their surroundings were.

Laria repeatedly touched the hilt of her magic sword. When she’d been younger, she’d imagined that having something magical—especially a weapon, although a talisman or ring would have been great, too—would make her feel just about untouchable. Today the sword’s weight at her belt was just a reminder that the world was such a dangerous place that even powerful sorcerers needed weapons.

Over the next several days, they had a few other reminders. The gigantic turtles that disguised themselves as lumpy bits of landscape would definitely have gotten them if Farborn hadn’t been scouting ahead, seen that those boulders moved and possessed really viciously beaked heads. Avoiding the turtles meant they had to ford a gulch so rocky that what flowed through it wasn’t so much water as mist and churning foam. Ranz froze some of the mist into a bridge. The bridge didn’t provide the steadiest of footing though, for so much air was mixed with the water that the ice creaked and crackled with every step.

By unspoken consent, Wythcombe’s great magic was now kept in reserve. Working out more complex routes, being uncomfortable, eating increasingly dry and unpalatable rations was a small price to pay for the knowledge that, if they needed it, Wythcombe should be able to pull off a miracle.

Laria’s world shrank to one gritty trail after another. Even without actively using her talent, she could sense that this region had been seared so that it could not support other than prickly scrub growth, or wriggling and multi-jointed insects. Worse, something had devoured much of the latent life that inhabited even “dead” things like rock and sand.

Late one afternoon, Laria became vaguely aware that the steady crunch of booted feet along the gritty trail had slowed, then halted. She brought herself up short before she walked into Wythcombe’s back to find that they stood on a rise overlooking a plain even more barren than those they had already crossed.

Wythcombe extended his staff and pointed. “There, in the near distance, do you see that hill? The one with the peak shrouded by clouds, that seems to have a ring at its base? That is Mount Ambition. That is where Kabot and his allies have remained trapped these long decades, sealed within the consequences of their folly.”

Laria examined the place that they had come so far to reach. The hill looked more like the sort of “mountain” children made from sand at the beach, conical and evenly rounded. The clouds that covered the peak also looked artificially white and fluffy. The ring at the base of the hill glinted as if it held water. That, at least, was good. It was odd, though, that she didn’t see anything green. She hoped the water wasn’t salt.

When Wythcombe lowered his staff, Laria noticed that the old man’s brow was creased with—worry? No, something else. His eyes narrowed as he studied the distant peak, as if examining something in particular.

“Farborn,” the spellcaster advised, “take special care when you’re scouting. Some complicated magics were put in place to keep chance visitors away. I know how to neutralize those, but it is possible that during my withdrawal from general society, more or different protections were put in place. I would hate if you were to…”

Arasan cut in. “Run afoul of them? Farborn is a bird… A-foul? He’s a fowl.”

As one, everyone turned and stared at him. Laria tried to figure out whether the joke was Arasan’s or the Meddler’s, and couldn’t be certain. Was this sense of humor evidence of the blending of their personalities? Arasan’s desire to amuse mingling with the Meddler’s more caustic nature?

Farborn shrilled a comment which Firekeeper translated. “Wythcombe, Farborn agrees with your warning. He says the air currents feel peculiar, prickly, like but not like when a thunderstorm is gathering.”

“A thunderstorm?” Wythcombe mused. “That is troubling. There certainly aren’t enough clouds for a natural storm. Lightning would be very dangerous, especially in an open area such as this one. Bide. I wish to set a spell to…”

His Pellish became less intelligible, as it often did when discussing magic and the more specialized terminology used by the Rhinadeians came into play. However, Laria gathered that Wythcombe thought he had the means to protect them.

“I would be the last to argue with Farborn’s weather sense,” the spellcaster said some time later, scrubbing sweat from his brow with his sleeve, “but I will admit to being surprised at the presence of lightning magic here. It’s not usually left unsupervised—it’s too dangerous.”

“Could someone be up there?” Ranz asked, indicating the cloud-shrouded peak.

“Perhaps… Unlikely, but perhaps. As you have seen, this is not an easy place to reach.”

“We go see,” Firekeeper urged, “while there is daylight enough. You are ready?”

Taking a swig from one of the flasks at his belt, Wythcombe nodded. Laria was standing close enough that she caught a whiff of something sharp and herbal. She saw from how Firekeeper wrinkled her nose that the wolf-woman had as well. However, Firekeeper did not argue with the old man. Despite the many days they had traveled together, Laria did not feel she could ask him if he was feeling unwell. As a compromise, when they resumed hiking, she dropped to where she could keep an eye on him, without it seeming obvious she was doing so.

Life on the Nexus Islands, on which a tree maybe twice the height of a tall man was considered notable, had accustomed Laria to a world view where the sky and its mirror, the sea, defined the world. Nonetheless, immediately after Firekeeper and Blind Seer led them onto the cracked, sunbaked clay of the plain that surrounded Mount Ambition, Laria felt acutely exposed. She did her best to hide her reaction, but she noticed how Ranz kept casting his gaze up, then side to side.

He caught her watching him, smiled sheepishly, then said softly, “I guess it’s all this talk about lightning, but I feel like a bug on a table.”

“Me, too,” Laria admitted. “I want to run, but what good would that do? There’s no cover where we’re going. Mount Ambition is as barren as this plain—all except for the clouds on top, right?”

“Right,” Ranz agreed. He raised his voice slightly. “Wythcombe, has it always been so exposed here?”

“It has been,” Wythcombe’s voice was as deep as ever, but held a note of strain. He asked Laria, “Young lady, tell me. Have you attempted to sense this area’s aura?”

Laria shook her head. “I haven’t, because”—she touched her sword— “of what happened with this. But even without trying, I can feel that the land is dead. I don’t know how else to put it.”

“Dead explains it very well,” Wythcombe said, then broadened his attention to include the rest. “This area is ‘dead’ because the magic was drained from it. Do you know anything about volcanoes?”

Ranz blinked at this apparent leap in topics. “Actually, I do, a little. Since fire and ice are in opposition, I thought it was a good idea to learn something about fire as well as ice. Volcanoes occur when the inner heat of the earth comes too close to the surface. What breaks through looks like fire, but it’s actually rock that’s so hot that it’s become liquid—just as ice is water that has become so cold that it’s become solid.”

“Very nicely put,” Wythcombe said. “What you see in front of us is a different type of volcano. Mount Ambition was shaped not by molten rock seeking to rise to the surface, but by sorcery that sought to draw all the magic in the region to one point. The ring at the base is not just a moat but a magical circle intended to contain those stolen magics.”

“So Kabot chose this place because of the magical reservoir?” Ranz asked.

“That and because with the surrounding plains stripped of even passive mana, detecting what he and his associates were about would be more difficult,” Wythcombe said. When Firekeeper made a small noise of inquiry, the spellcaster continued. “Many magics rely upon the passive magical aura of their surroundings. Here, where even centuries after the initial draining the land remains leached of power, any spells sent out from a distance would be sucked in by the dryness.”

“Blind Seer wishes to know,” Firekeeper said, “why was this not fixed by the sorcerers of Rhinadei as part of healing the land?”

Wythcombe looked momentarily offended, then laughed. “Because, dear wolf, this is far from the only place where such things were done. Undoing such magics is complex and must be done gradually. In time, healing this area would have been assigned to some group. There was speculation that Kabot located this area by looking through survey records for information on promising mana surges.”

“So when we reach Mount Ambition,” Arasan said, tugging on Rusty’s lead rope, “we’re in the opposite situation. Rather than moving over a land that has been killed, we’ll be entering a land that is too alive.”

“Precisely,” Wythcombe said. His hand tightened around his staff and his eyes narrowed as he studied the cloud-capped peak, but he volunteered nothing more and no one, not even Firekeeper, seemed willing to press for more information.
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Ever since Wythcombe had lectured him regarding consequences, Blind Seer had been trying not to draw upon his magical talent. However, this self-imposed ban did not extend to refusing to use his ability to sniff out magic. That channel, Blind Seer suspected, was well and deeply carved, for even before he had known of his spellcasting talent, he had sought to know his surroundings through his sense of smell—a sense he had unconsciously adapted so that he could sniff out that which he now realized possessed no odor to most.

“What do you smell, sweet hunter?” Firekeeper asked, from where she padded at his side, bow in hand, Wythcombe’s pack over shoulders now fully healed from the injury she’d taken falling into the crevice of the scarlet butterflies.

“Nothing at all,” Blind Seer admitted. “Laria’s talent did not mislead her. This land is dead, not only of magic but even of the insects and serpents one would expect to find where there are so many nooks and crannies. I marvel that any war, no matter how devastating, could have such lasting effect.”

“As do I,” Firekeeper agreed. Then she shifted to Pellish, the language that they were finding suited for most needs, although Ranz and Wythcombe claimed the Nexans spoke with a thick accent and odd inflections. The Nexans were too polite to say the same about how the Rhinadeians spoke, although perhaps this had more to do with their being accustomed to so many different accents, rather than better manners. “Laria says that here the land is dead. Now that we have walked some ways, Blind Seer’s nose says that nothing lives here. Tell us, wise Wythcombe, you must have helped redeem many parts of Rhinadei. Is such utter lack of living, even after the battles are long gone, commonly found?”

Wythcombe’s scent turned acrid, as sweat started out all over his body, but to eyes and ear, he would have appeared perfectly calm. Blind Seer wondered if he would need to challenge the old man to make him reveal what so unnerved him, but after several long strides, Wythcombe sighed.

“Such completeness is very unusual. Even before our ancestors made Rhinadei their refuge, healing was beginning, usually where less tainted elements—say blown dirt and rainwater—created soil that could support some of the more determined plants. Once there are a few plants, then the insects and spiders come. After them come the birds that eat the bugs, but can fly away to safer areas to nest and raise their broods. This complete lack of life troubles me. Perhaps in setting up wards against Kabot and his cohort, my associates diverted what little magic that remained.”

“But their wards would not touch centipedes and ants,” Firekeeper persisted. “Nor crab grass and creeping thorn. Would they?”

“I wouldn’t think so,” Wythcombe replied. “As I said, I am troubled—more so now that Blind Seer tells us these plains are indeed devoid of life, rather than that our passage has frightened the creepers and crawlers into hiding.”

Rusty the goat, who had been chewing his cud for lack of anything fresh to eat, belched in what sounded like discontented commentary. The humans laughed uneasily.

“Stay alert,” Wythcombe said, rubbing his forehead as if to forestall a headache, “although I hardly know what to warn you against here where there is nothing, seemingly, to fear.”

They arrived at the broad band of water that moated the base of Mount Ambition without incident. Up close, the moat’s shine proved to be not merely the reflection of the sunlight, but a characteristic of the water itself, which shimmered silver, moving in peculiar patterns as if under the impetus of an inexplicable current. The water smelled no worse than any other body of water, fresher than many, but parched as he was, Blind Seer felt not the least desire to drink it.

“Too broad to leap,” Firekeeper said, “even for Blind Seer, and he is the best jumper among us.”

Ranz looked at the water dubiously. “I could try freezing a bridge, but I’m not certain how well that would work. Master Wythcombe, didn’t you say that this ring is an element in a ward?”

“I did, and I agree with your deduction. If you were to change the water’s nature, you might break or weaken the ward. Or the ward itself might react. Best we not take that risk.”

Although Wythcombe did not directly compliment the young man, the way he spoke to Ranz—peer to peer—caused the young man to straighten in unconscious pride. Blind Seer sat and thumped behind one ear with a hind leg, a posture he often found helped him think.

“I have no desire to swim in that stuff,” Firekeeper said. “Even if it smells of nothing—that is to say, much like fresh water. Yet, if that is the only way…”

She trailed off, dissatisfied, and looked at Blind Seer.

“Yes,” he said in response to her unasked question. “I could shape wings and fly across, but I am new to the art and I am not certain I could ferry each member of our pack before I grew tired. If we could find another solution, that would be best.”

Unasked, Farborn had circled all of Mount Ambition without crossing the moat, and now returned to report that this side was representative of all the others.

“Farborn adds,” Firekeeper translated, “that there is a path which winds around the mountain. It is faint enough, but a falcon’s vision is very keen, keen enough to see nearly nothing where there is so little.”

Arasan had remained uncharacteristically quiet—at least for him—as they speculated. Now he glanced over at Wythcombe. “You told us that you had visited here repeatedly. When you came before, you must have had the means to cross this moat.”

“I did,” Wythcombe said, “and do, but those means were designed for one person alone. I had planned to adapt my technique so that I could take all of us across. I can still do this, but I want time to study the changes in the situation. In fact, I am wondering if it would be best for only me—perhaps with Farborn, if he would take the risk—to cross. I could check to make certain nothing has changed. If something happened to me, Farborn could fly back and report to you.”

“And how then would we rescue you?” Firekeeper said, snorting as she did when impatient with humans. “We would be no more suited to cross than we are now. And, no, don’t say anything stupid and human like that you would not expect us to go against what had felled such a powerful and mighty one as you. You already know, if you think, that we would not leave you without trying to save.”

Wythcombe laughed. A human might have wondered if he was sincere, but his scent held nothing but admiration for Firekeeper’s forthrightness. Blind Seer felt very pleased.

Wythcombe said, “And I suppose you would add that it would be pure foolishness for us to come so far, then to leave without checking on Kabot’s situation. I could argue in turn that we have already learned something of value and a larger team could be sent out, but why bother? None of us are the sort to turn back without more evident danger. Very well. We’ve already had a long day’s hike. Let us set up camp here, then essay the crossing come morning. That will give me time to prepare my spells. When I have done so, I will brief you regarding what I will require from you.”
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XIII

[image: ]LARIA HEARD WYTHCOMBE’S decision with a degree of relief. She’d been looking up along the rise of Mount Ambition and, even if the path that Farborn promised was there, the climb did not look as if it was going to be easy. Despite her relief that she wouldn’t need to end the day’s hike by climbing a mountain, Laria felt anxious. Was it wise to camp in these dead lands?

Clearing her throat uneasily, Laria said, “If you don’t mind, I want to check the area where we plan to camp. Sometimes what seems like nothing turns out to be something taking advantage of the fact that you’re already sure there’s nothing there… I mean, like those butterflies. They looked like the rock they were covering, until they weren’t.”

Ranz grinned as Laria finished her convoluted explanation, not as if he was laughing at her, but as if he appreciated how hard it was to explain something so tenuous. “I think Laria has a good idea. If there’s nothing here, she’s not taking any risk. If there is, well… I’d hate to find out about it in the middle of the night. We know what she’s going to try, so we can look out for her.”

Wythcombe had taken off his hat and now scrubbed his balding pate with both hands. “If I understand the nature of your talent, Laria, sensing the latent characteristics of an area can lead you to feel—even become immersed in—what happened in the past. Whatever happened here was not pleasant, so you should take care to avoid it.”

“Such things usually happen when I’m not prepared,” Laria explained. “That’s why the sword sort of snuck up on me. I wasn’t expecting anything to be there, so I didn’t guard myself. I’ll be careful. Promise.”

“If you will take care, then we would be fools not to accept your offer,” Wythcombe conceded graciously. “If you happen upon any recent memories of events in this place, pray share them. I chose this particular approach because the trail Farborn mentioned begins just across the moat from here. If someone else has been here recently, it is possible they also knew about the trail, and therefore camped in this same location.”

“Will do,” Laria agreed. “Now, Arasan, how close to the moat shall we set up camp?”

“Several long paces at least,” he replied. “But close enough that we’ll hopefully hear if anything comes creeping out with the intention of having us for dinner.”

Marking out the area for their camp was relatively easy. After all, one bit of dried, broken ground was much like the rest, and they didn’t need to worry about biting insects or stickers. Arasan had loaded Rusty with enough wood to permit a small cook fire. While he was unburdening the ever-hungry goat, Laria knelt on the ground and began her inspection.

As they had hiked, she had noticed that the dry ground had cracked into roughly hexagonal shapes. Now she used these as she might have tiles on a floor to methodically track where she had checked. When at long last Laria rocked back on her heels, Firekeeper rose from where she had been silently watching and handed her a full canteen.

“Blind Seer say you smell tired but not too worried. Is all well, then?”

Laria gave Blind Seer a nod of thanks. “Not ‘well,’ so much as sick in the manner we expected the place to be sick. The only troubling parts are closer to that moat. There’s latent power there for sure. Also, whatever is in the moat isn’t just water—not salt nor fresh. It feels as if it has a purpose. Wythcombe, could that be the ward?”

Wythcombe had been sitting with his eyes closed, his staff laid across his lap. “Quite likely so, dear girl. There are various sorts of wards: some merely give warning, some act as barriers, some can harm those who attempt to broach them without proper authorization. I know the rituals that will authorize me to cross, and am now adapting them so that the wards should let all of us pass.”

That night Laria was exhausted enough that it would have taken a thunderstorm to awaken her. Come morning, over a breakfast far less interesting than most they had eaten on their journey since it was not augmented by Firekeeper’s foraging and Blind Seer’s hunting, Wythcombe detailed his thoughts.

“Although I had planned to adapt my authorization to include all of us, the one thing I did not plan for was how excessively drained of latent mana this area would be. Most of you have been listening as I have lectured Blind Seer regarding how he can create a mana reserve. As you might expect, I routinely maintain my own such reserve. Moreover, my staff permits me to create an additional reserve. Even so, I am accustomed to augmenting these two reserves with latent mana from my surroundings—not to the extent that would cause any damage, any more than breathing in an open area removes all the vitality from the air. Nonetheless, without the assurance I can draw on that last resource, I am reluctant to drain my reserve completely.”

Arasan glanced up at the cloud-capped summit of Mount Ambition. “There’s more to it, isn’t there? You’ve been glowering at those clouds since we first sighted this place. You’re not just worried about a defensive reaction from the ward, are you?”

Wythcombe sighed. “You’re right. I’m not. However, because of the ward, I can’t analyze what is peculiar about those clouds. As Firekeeper would surely like to remind us, speculating at length won’t tell us what we could learn more easily by going and finding out. That said, I feel certain we’re going to run into difficulties, so I want to maintain some of my mana reserve to deal with whatever happens—even if that means making our crossing more difficult.”

“Difficult?” Firekeeper asked.

“The easiest alternative would be for us to cross as quickly as possible. But haste can lead to accidents. If anyone were to slip and fall, well, as Laria noted, the contents of the moat are not precisely water.”

“So we run then,” Firekeeper’s shrug was eloquent of her dismissal of this as posing any sort of difficulty.

“On a very narrow span—no wider than the trunk of a fallen tree.”

Firekeeper again shrugged. Doubtless for most of her life, such had been the only bridges she had used.

“We can—Blind Seer and I—what say the others?”

Ranz frowned. “I think I can, but not all that fast, especially wearing this pack. It throws off my balance.”

Laria nodded. “Same here.”

Arasan grinned. “Make that three—and then there is Rusty. Will he balk?”

“Not if we bribe with food,” Firekeeper said, grinning. “How is this? Blind Seer and I go, then someone put Rusty up. I will hold the lure. After he crosses, the rest of you come as your feet will let you.”

Wythcombe nodded. “As good a plan as any. I will cross last. I will begin preparations while the rest of you pack up.”

“Anything to get out of doing the dishes,” Arasan teased, but the lines around his eyes etched an expression of concern.

As she had been, Firekeeper took charge of Wythcombe’s pack. As she shrugged it on, she said, “Blind Seer say he will come last with you, Wythcombe. The first magic he knowingly learned was how to share his power with another. He will help you if needed, so you can keep some of those reserves.”

Laria thought Wythcombe might have argued with anyone else, but it really was very hard to argue with Blind Seer, especially when the wolf let his jaws fall open in a panting laugh that, nonetheless, held latent threat.

Wythcombe took up a position one pace shy of the edge of the moat and began chanting something of which Laria understood maybe one word out of five, and she wasn’t certain about that one. When his voice rose, signaling he was nearing the end of the incantation, he opened his hand so that his staff fell forward. Laria was about to leap and grab it when she realized that the staff was transforming before her eyes, lengthening and widening until it spanned the silvery-grey water.

Without a pause, Firekeeper—Farborn riding the crest of Wythcombe’s pack—ran forward. Her bare feet hardly seemed to touch the shaft before she was over, swinging around into a crouch with her hand extended to show the wrinkled apple she had kept hidden in one hand. Farborn launched skyward, darting back and forth to scout the immediate vicinity.

Mesmerized by the thought of attempting to run along not just a slender log but one that seemed all too polished, Laria stood frozen. Arasan, however, had Rusty’s front hooves up on the near end of the staff almost before Firekeeper had gotten into position. He hit the goat a solid wallop on the rump, and Rusty jolted forward. He seemed inclined to balk, but Firekeeper knew her creatures. She took a large bite out of the apple, and started chewing. With an indignant bleat, Rusty trotted toward her, leaping the last few feet rather than risk the wolf-woman eating more of his apple.

Arasan had eased himself up onto the makeshift bridge as soon as Rusty was committed. He moved more slowly than had either wolf-woman or goat, choosing his steps with deliberation.

“I’ll go next,” Ranz said. He slid one booted foot onto the staff, then the other. “Come on, Laria. It’s not nearly as slick as it looks. My ice bridges were far worse.”

Your ice bridges, Laria thought as she did her best to move quickly after, weren’t nearly so narrow.

But she discovered that Ranz was right. Not only was the “log” less slick than it appeared, if she stayed toward the center, it even felt sort of flat. Nonetheless, when she felt someone—Blind Seer or Wythcombe—step on behind her, she stalled in place, fearful that shaking of their passage would knock her in.

A growl from Blind Seer urged her on. Her knees were shaking when she reached solid ground. Only then did she realize that what she had taken for the wolf growling was the rumble of not so distant thunder within the clouds shrouding the mountain top. Whereas from a distance they had looked picturesque and fluffy, from below they were ominously dark.

A warm hand drew her away from the bridge’s terminus. Laria had expected it to be Arasan in his protective teacher role, but it was Ranz. Her nascent blush vanished when he spoke.

“Firekeeper’s very worried. She thinks we’d better stay away from the moat.”

Firekeeper again. Why are men so fascinated by her?

But deep inside Laria knew her resentment was her reaction to how she’d panicked there on the bridge. She touched today’s memory ribbon, the one that held her mother’s good advice. Even though she didn’t attempt to tap the buried thoughts, she felt steadied.

Wythcombe crossed, Blind Seer close behind. As soon as the wolf’s enormous paws touched the ground, Wythcombe made a quick motion and his staff was back in his hand. He didn’t spare a breath for compliments, but tilted his head back to inspect the ominously rumbling clouds.

“That’s not going to get any better for our waiting,” he said. “Firekeeper, lead the way.”
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When Firekeeper took point, Blind Seer raced to his place beside her.

“The old human managed to keep the bridge intact without needing my strength,” he told her, “but I think before we reach the top, he will need my aid—and I think he will be too proud to ask when he should.”

“Humans!” Firekeeper agreed. “Still, I am glad to know that Wythcombe will be able to keep his promise to keep the lightning from our heads. This running into the open when the skies speak goes against my earliest lessons.”

“I must go back to where I can assist Wythcombe if the need arises. Take care, beloved.”

Firekeeper rested her hand where it could course through Blind Seer’s thick fur as the blue-eyed wolf turned to lope down the trail. Then Farborn dropped to rest lightly on her shoulder.

“The winds are rising,” the merlin reported, “and the lightning makes my pinfeathers itch. I’ll use you for my perch. I will face backwards, and tell you what happens behind.”

“Good thinking,” Firekeeper replied, lightly stroking the merlin’s back. His feathers were dewed with mist. “Often I have heard others wish for eyes in the back of their heads. Now you will be mine.”

As they stepped forth, the clouds above rumbled with deep-voiced thunder the wolf-woman felt in her bones. Sand and gravel crunched underfoot but, as the thunder mounted in intensity, Firekeeper couldn’t hear even her own steps, much less those of her followers. The lack of sound made her feel weirdly isolated, and she was glad for Farborn on her shoulder, crystal claws tightly gripped into the padding, a feather-light reminder that her pack was with her.

They were midway up Mount Ambition when the first bolt of lightning cracked down from the sky. Without thinking, Firekeeper flung herself flat, causing Farborn to burst into flight. She pulled herself up to her knees in time to see the lightning crash against an invisible roof overhead. As she got to her feet, she looked back and saw that rough gem atop Wythcombe’s staff was full of what looked like miniature lightning bolts. Blind Seer was walking at his teacher’s left side with Wythcombe’s hand lightly resting on his head. When the blue-eyed wolf noticed Firekeeper looking at him, his jaws parted in laughter, and she knew he’d seen her dive for the dirt.

Blind Seer is protecting me as surely as if he ran at my side, Firekeeper thought. I cannot disappoint him.

As if angry that its lightning was being kept at bay, the storm raged in earnest. The winds rose to a furious shriek, bringing with them curtains of rain. Wythcombe’s barrier kept the lightning at bay, but the rain drenched everyone and made the footing treacherous. Firekeeper struggled a few steps up the trail, but knew that if she was finding the climb nearly impossible, there was no way that anyone other than Blind Seer might manage it. Yet, without him assisting Wythcombe, the rest of them would be speared by the lightning.

The wolf-woman was turning to shout for the others to hold fast and protect Wythcombe while she went on ahead, when she saw Ranz face into the storm. The youth’s outspread hands shaped a rising curve, congealing the sheets of rain into a wall of ice that arched over to shelter them from the worst of the rainfall. Grinning maniacally, Ranz staggered forward a pace, repeating the hand motion. The ice wall extended, reinforced as more rain hit it and was frozen.

“Keep moving!” Arasan called. He looped an arm around Ranz’s torso. “I’ll feed him mana. You two”—his gesture encompassed Laria and Firekeeper— “lead the way.”

Firekeeper nodded and motioned for Laria to come ahead. She’d been about to order the young woman to drop back and provide a rear guard, but she’d seen that Rusty was determinedly picking his way behind Wythcombe, the tilt of the goat’s horns promising no good to anyone who thought to harm his human.

Although Wythcombe and Ranz’s combined magics made the climb possible, nonetheless the trail was sodden and slick. Loop after loop they mounted, protected on the sides by a snail shell of ice, warded above from lightning, all too aware of what disaster would descend when the mana was exhausted. At last they reached the cloud-shrouded peak. Ranz’s cold transformed the mist closest to him into wisps of snow, but could do little to moderate the encompassing white and grey.

Laria muttered, “I’ve felt like a bug on a tabletop for days. Now I can hardly see my hand in front of my face.”

Firekeeper snorted wordless agreement. The mist was muffling not only her sense of sight, but of smell as well. Wythcombe had blocked the lightning, but the thunder persisted, louder and angrier the closer they came to the summit. Firekeeper gripped her Fang more firmly and did her best to anticipate the next trouble. Something dark bulked within the cloud, something that loomed overhead high enough to occlude some of the lightning that filled the sky.

Wythcombe said, his voice firmer than she had thought possible, “We’re nearly to the top. Take care. There’s a chasm, but there should be a bridge.”

His words came none too soon. Firekeeper reached to grab Laria when she felt the slight dip beneath the soft sole of her boot. Laria dropped the tip of her sword’s blade to probe ahead, then to the side. Eventually the steel thudded against something other than gravel.

“This feels like planks,” Laria said. “Wood at least.”

“Ah, good. The bridge is still here,” Wythcombe sounded as pleased as if he’d made it himself. “Once we’re on that, we should be able to drop our spells, Ranz. Excellent solution, by the way. Creative.”

Within his own private snow flurry, Ranz managed a smile, but he was very pale and leaning into Arasan’s hold. Firekeeper didn’t wait for further discussion. She slid her foot where Laria’s sword had touched wood and found solid planks beneath. Moving her arm slowly to one side, then the other, she located railings. She glanced down and wished she hadn’t, for the clouds below were mere wisps that served only to accent the extent of the drop.

“Feels firm,” she reported. “Wythcombe, I go?”

“Yes,” came the reply. “Quickly as you can until there’s room for all of us on the span. Then slow down.”

Firekeeper obeyed. She might not have Blind Seer’s nose for magic, but common sense told her that it was present. For no other reason would the clouds have parted once they were on the bridge. She could make out a few of the details—dark-brown wood, sodden but showing no sign of rot. As she stepped ahead to make way for Laria, Firekeeper felt Farborn shift as if contemplating flight.

“Bide,” she said to the merlin in Pellish. “The storm has not cleared, I think. This bridge is sheltered. If you fly, you go out into the storm once more.”

“That is so,” Wythcombe agreed. “When I have come here before, there was no such storm—believe me, I would have warned you all. However, Mount Ambition’s crest has always been shrouded in clouds so that anyone who came here, managed to cross the moat, and then make the climb would have difficulty finding the bridge. Indeed, the intention was to discourage any further investigation.”

“Then why have a path at all?” Arasan asked. He’d let go of Ranz. The young man was leaning against the bridge railing, wiping frost from his face.

“The path isn’t all that visible,” Wythcombe reminded him. “Had we not had Farborn as our scout, we would not have found it so easily. Now, while we are in cover—relatively speaking—perhaps we should have a quick bite and something to drink. Since Rusty has persisted with us, we have supplies.”

He patted the goat, who was thoughtfully gnawing at one of the railings, although his yellowed teeth were not causing any damage as far as Firekeeper could tell. She let her gaze drift to Blind Seer. The wolf had sat, rather than remaining standing as would be more usual in an unfamiliar and dangerous environment, and from this she knew he was very tired. Still, he did not appear drained. Therefore, Wythcombe had not abused the trust Blind Seer had extended to him. She hoped that Ranz would not suffer for taking Arasan’s—or rather, the Meddler’s—aid but, given that they would have been forced to retreat without Ranz’s intervention, she couldn’t help but feel that Arasan’s assistance had been warranted.

As she ate her share of the journey cakes and hard cheese Arasan distributed, Firekeeper considered the return journey with dread. Then she put the thought from her. Time enough to worry about going back once they had actually arrived.

“So,” she said, “shall we cross and learn of Kabot’s fate?”
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Now that Wythcombe no longer needed his aid, Blind Seer padded along the span to Firekeeper’s left side. Firekeeper’s light touch was greeting and thanks, but like him, she was on watch, so more effusive greetings would need to wait. Although Blind Seer could scent no danger, that very lack made his hackles rise. Surely the gate Wythcombe had mentioned should produce some lingering scent of mana—especially since it remained partly open.

Behind them, the bridge vibrated under the humans’ heavier tread. Ranz and Wythcombe came next, in case magic should be needed, then Laria and Arasan, then, the determined clip of his hooves creating their own unique cadence, Rusty guarding their backs. Farborn rode on Rusty’s pack facing behind, fluttering his wings into almost flight as he battled the urge to fly. Valor, however, was tempered by increasing wisdom. The little bird had learned a great deal this journey.

Without waiting for verbal acknowledgement of what they already knew by scent and sensation, the two wolves moved soundlessly forward, setting their pace just a little faster than that of their followers, so that if warning of trouble came, the humans would have time to react. When his paws first touched something other than the bridge planks, Blind Seer drew a deep breath, but caught no scent of anything amiss. He felt Firekeeper’s nearly imperceptible pause as she waited for him to give warning, then together they moved forward.

Ahead, the looming presence that had blocked the lightning took shape in the fog, revealed as the curving edge of a natural caldera. The roiling heart of this volcano had not been molten rock, but mana sucked from the surroundings. Blind Seer caught not even a faint whiff of what should have been enormous latent mana. He growled, but so softly that only Firekeeper heard him. Since he did not slow, she did not either, though he heard her fingers shift around the haft of her Fang.

Blind Seer guided them less by scent or sight than by how the currents of air changed when they flowed over the worked surface of a nearly invisible path. As they spiraled down into the caldera, the clouds hung heavy above, grumbling protest but no longer shooting lightning. For all but the two wolves, visibility was dimmed to near darkness. Arasan stumbled and softly cursed.

Wythcombe spoke. “It should be safe to light a lantern. Will you two bide a moment?”

“Let me know if you need me to strike the spark,” was Firekeeper’s reply. “Everything will be very wet.”

As Arasan managed to set the light, Blind Seer wondered if Ranz and Wythcombe caught the impatient, prideful burst that was the Meddler’s mana. Then, with the lantern’s glow to illuminate their footing, they continued down what was now revealed as a pathway bordered in rocks, most of which had probably been moved to create reliable footing in this one place. As had the trail up, this path also maintained a spiral. Once Blind Seer would have thought this was only to allow for a more gradual slope, but now he had learned enough to realize that the curve helped to contain the mana, causing it to attenuate as it followed the coil, rather than blasting forth along a straight channel.

Yet still he scented no mana. He stopped and sniffed deeply. This time he found two faint sources. Neither were large, but they were definitely present. He reported this to Firekeeper who passed it along to the humans.

“You have a keen nose, Blind Seer,” Wythcombe said. “Everyone take care what you touch.”

“Is this what you expected?” Laria asked. “I mean, like it’s been before?”

“Not entirely.”

The reply was so curt that no one asked more. Hearing Wythcombe thump his staff as if prepared to push to the front, Blind Seer and Firekeeper stepped forward. The trail dropped another full turn, then another before ending on a relatively flat surface over which were scattered rocks ranging from the size of a human head to the length of Blind Seer’s torso. During their slow descent, they had had ample time to study trail’s end from all angles and knew before they stepped off the path that no one was here.

No one and nothing. Of the gate Wythcombe had described, no trace remained but the rocks and boulders that had been positioned to define its limits. These were scored with the incised marks that had created the gate, but these marks were blurred, as if the magic they had contained had burnt the very stone that held them into grit and ash.

“They’re gone,” Wythcombe said, his tone an indescribable combination of disbelief and resignation. “I… There is no doubt. They are gone.”

“Where?” Firekeeper asked, ever practical. “Did the gate fail or something else?”

“A good question. Bide and I will see what I can learn.”

The small group waited in almost perfect stillness. Laria drank from her canteen. Rusty chewed his cud. Arasan shifted once, as if about to offer help, then seated himself on a boulder and leaned against the wall. Ranz simply watched, his gaze so intent that one would have thought his fate, not that of some rebel spellcasters generations his senior, was being investigated.

And maybe in a sense it is, for whatever conclusions Wythcombe reaches will reflect on the power of those assumed to favor the anathema art.

At last Wythcombe stopped his pacing and tracing, patted his belt until he found his canteen, and, only after he had taken a deep draught of what was not water within, did he speak.

“I believe the spell that held them in place for so long was somehow completed. Whether that activation took them to their destination or not, I cannot tell. Blind Seer, could you indicate to me the mana sources you detected? I have also found some, but I would like to know if they are the same as yours.”

Blind Seer rose from where he had reclined so he could lean against Firekeeper, letting her keep watch while he rested. Breathing in deeply, he again caught the two scents. One was set near the base of the path along which they had descended, the other originated in some sorcerous runes deeply inscribed in one of the boulders. Curiously, these runes showed none of the burning and crumbling that had marred the others.

Wythcombe nodded. “Your nose and my art showed the same.”

Wythcombe lowered himself stiffly to the floor near the boulder that held the fresh-seeming runes, and closed his eyes for a long moment. Then, as Firekeeper drew breath to prompt him, he began to speak.
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“Here’s what I learned,” Wythcombe said, slumping back, his exhaustion suddenly evident. “We will be safe here. Would anyone care to make some tea? Ranz kept the worst of the wind and rain from us, but still I’m chilled to the bone.”

Arasan chuckled and whistled for Rusty. “Start talking. Making tea will take a while, and Firekeeper’s starting to bristle.”

Laria glanced over at Firekeeper, but the wolf-woman didn’t appear in the least bit impatient. From how she leaned back against a large boulder, one arm buried in the fur along the length of Blind Seer’s back, she might have been about to fall asleep. Farborn had taken a perch higher up where he could hear what went on below, but keep watch along their back trail as far as the bridgehead.

“Let me start with this,” Wythcombe said, pointing to the inscribed rock nearest to him. “I suspect this contains a message for me. Why? Because what is written there is one of my nicknames from so long ago that few other than Kabot would have known to use it. The inscription by the base of the path was set in place by the mages of Rhinadei. It is a one-use recall spell. If—as I now suspect—Kabot and at least some of his allies were able to escape their entrapment, they could not have dispelled it without a high risk of activating it. Apparently, even after all this time, they did not wish to return, so they did not choose to take the risk of doing so by accident.”

Ranz pointed to the boulder Wythcombe had said was inscribed with his nickname. “Are you going to see what that does? It might not be a message at all. It could be a trap.”

Wythcombe scrubbed at his nose with the back of one hand. “Very true. That is why I am being frank with you all. I do plan to activate it. You have every right to retreat as far as you wish. The bridge should be safe enough. After, even if something had gone amiss, you could return here and activate the recall. That was enchanted so that no additional mana would be needed to use it.”

Laria knew what Ranz would say before he opened his mouth.

“I’m staying. Even if I wasn’t curious—which I am—what sort of reaction could I expect if I abandoned you? It would just prove everything people say about me. But really I’m staying because I’m curious.”

Wythcombe glanced at the others. Firekeeper and Blind Seer hadn’t stirred. Farborn whistled something from his perch, but since he didn’t move, the meaning was clear.

Arasan glanced up from where he was measuring tea leaves. “Curiosity.”

Laria said hesitantly, “I could read the stone for you, if you’d like. The one where the runes are cut, I mean. I might sense intent or a trap or something.”

Wythcombe looked as if he was about to refuse her offer, but then he inclined his head in a gracious acceptance. Laria untangled her tired legs from where she’d been sitting cross-legged on the ground and walked over. She studied the runes for a long moment, then pressed her hands down and sent her talent into the pocked and blackened stone. After a long moment, during which the water for the tea began to boil, she pulled them away.

“It’s empty of intent. I thought I might sense something of whoever carved the message, but there’s not even that.”

“Likely he used a spell to do the carving,” Wythcombe replied. “Kabot always loved that sort of showy gesture. Very well. You will all be my witnesses that I am not keeping secrets.”

“Wait,” Arasan said. “You might as well have your tea first.”

After he had finished his tea, Wythcombe closed his eyes, summoning mana until his right index finger glowed sun-bright yellow. Moving with swift dexterity, the spellcaster overwrote the runes, adding a few lines at the end.

“My signature,” Wythcombe explained, wiping sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief he pulled from one of his many vest pockets, then backing to where he could lean against the wall. “Necessary to activate the spell. Now we wait.”

Laria saw the wolves were ready for trouble, Firekeeper with her hand wrapped around the hilt of her Fang. That made Laria feel a lot better about how her hand had drifted to the hilt of her sword. Ranz’s hands were raised, fingers spread. Only Rusty and Arasan remained relaxed. Laria wondered if the Meddler knew something they didn’t, or if the apparent calm was a pose.

During the Spell Wielder’s reign on the Nexus Islands, Laria had carried message disks. The image that manifested reminded her of those, although this was sharper, hyper-real where the message disks had projected a pale facsimile of the sender. What took shape in front of the boulder seemed to hold not only the image of a man, but the force of his personality.

Laria had expected Kabot to be Wythcombe’s own age, but this man was much younger—perhaps no more than his early forties. His sharp chin made his face seem almost triangular. His straight hair was light reddish brown, worn shoulder length, and brushed back from his forehead to reveal a slight widow’s peak centering his wide forehead. His eyes were dark brown and almond-shaped under long brows that etched an expression both wistful and inquisitive. A less likely rebel, a less likely blood mage, Laria could not have imagined.

“Hey there, Goldfinch,” Kabot said, and his voice was just a little sad. “I wonder how long after our departure you showed up here? I’m leaving this message for you because—though you certainly didn’t realize it—I was aware of all your visits over the years. That’s right. You thought me dead but I wasn’t. I spent years—decades—with my body suspended in a sort of void in which time didn’t pass. But my mind, oh, my mind was aware the entire time. I saw you come, first frequently and in company, later alone. I wonder if you realized that your aging was the only means I had to calculate the passage of time? You were pretty bald the last time I saw you, what hair you had had gone grey, and you were oh so portly! So different than the Goldfinch who was my playmate.”

Laria blinked. Goldfinch?

“But I don’t have time to reminisce. About three moonspans ago, we found that we were no longer trapped. Those of us who could dragged ourselves back, only to find that Rhinadei had erected wards against our departure from this place. We found the recall spell, but we decided not to use it. Somehow we didn’t think our reputations would have improved after serving for generations as a cautionary tale. Instead, we decided to see if we could achieve the dream that had brought us here in the first place.

“If you came here by yourself, you would have found entry easy enough, but if you came with some of your friends—friends we don’t think would feel very kindly about us—we left a little present. Sorry if you had to put up with it, but we really felt some comment was necessary. After all, no one, not even you, tried to rescue us. Too afraid of getting pulled in? Or maybe the others convinced you that Rhinadei was better off without us.

“So we’ve left. Off to find our fortunes in a part of the world that might not automatically reject us. Someday we’ll come back and let the folks back home know how we did. Sadly, you may be dead by then, having grown old while I didn’t age, which is why I’m leaving you this message. Farewell, Goldfinch. If you can, wish me and my friends well.”

Kabot’s image gave a sweeping bow and vanished.

“I wonder where they went?” Arasan said. “Is there any way we can tell?”

“Not through this spell,” Wythcombe said. “As I told you, we suspected he hoped to reach the university where our ancestors trained. Azure Towers, I think it is now called. However, I may very well be wrong. Would they go where they might come up against skilled practitioners of the anathema arts? Something about that message bothers me. Kabot was not sentimental.”

“Decades with only his own thoughts for company?” said Arasan, who as the Meddler knew something about such isolation. “Whatever Kabot was, by now he is quite likely to be utterly mad.”

“And he is gone to our lands—Old World, New World—it does not matter,” Firekeeper said, leaping to her feet. “Wherever this Kabot has gone, we must find him and learn what he does. Stop him if we must.”

Blind Seer pointed his nose to indicate where the recall spell was written. Firekeeper did not need to translate that he was demanding, “Are you coming with us?”

Wythcombe shook his head violently as if to organize scattered thoughts, then gestured for their small company to gather near the recall spell. They did, even Rusty moving with purpose, clustering around the spellcaster as he set his hand over the runes.

“I am coming with you,” Wythcombe stated, “not only to where we can report our finds to my associates here in Rhinadei, but wherever we must go to find Kabot.”

Firekeeper flashed a very wolfish smile.

“So you say, but remember. This is now our hunt. We will not let anything—or anyone—keep us from our prey.”


GLOSSARY OF CHARACTERS

Note: This glossary is intended to facilitate reading Wolf’s Search. Therefore, references to most characters from earlier novels in the series have been removed. A complete glossary of characters from the first six novels can be found at the end of Wolf’s Blood.

 

Characters are detailed under their first or best-known name. Initials following a character’s name indicate nationality: B.B. (Bright Bay), H.H. (Hawk Haven), N.K. (New Kelvin), L. (Liglim), N.I. (Nexus Islands), R. (Rhinadei).

 

 

Amparee: (R.) spellcaster; spouse of Payley; mother of Migyan and Ransom.

 

Arasan: (N.I.) Once Dead. Called “Two Lives.” A musician. See also “Meddler.”

 

Bitter: (N.I.) a Wise Raven.

 

Blind Seer: a Wise Wolf; partner to Firekeeper.

 

Blysse Kestrel: see Firekeeper.

 

Bordyn: (R.) Chief Elementalist; member of the Rhinadei Emergency Council.

 

Caidon: (R.) spellcaster; master of Uaid.

 

Chaker Torn: (N.I.) captain of fishing boats; father of Junco and Symeen.

 

Derian Counselor: (H.H.; N.I. ) also called Derian Carter; unofficial co-ruler of the Nexus Islands; partner of Isende.

 

Elise Archer: (Lady, H.H.) daughter of Ivon Archer and Aurella Wellward; heir to Archer Grant; diplomat; spouse of Jared Surclifffe; mother of Elexa.

 

Enigma: (N.I) a Wise Puma.

 

Erldon: (R.) the Lore Lover; member of the Rhinadei Emergency Council.

 

Eshinarvash: (N.I.) a Wise Horse.

 

Farborn: (N.I.) a Wise Merlin.

 

Grateful Peace: (N.K.) former spymaster, currently valued counselor to the Healed One.

 

Hanya: (R.) the Dance Warrior; member of the Rhinadei Emergency Council.

 

Harjeedian: (L.) aridisdu serving the Temple of the Cold Bloods; brother of Rahniseeta.

 

Ikitata: (N.I.) cobbler; widow of Ollaris; mother of Laria, Nenean, and Kitatos.

 

Isende: (N.I.) Once Dead, partner of Derian Counselor.

 

Jared Surcliffe: (knight, H.H.) aka “Doc”; knight of the Order of the White Eagle; possessor of the healing talent. Spouse of Elise Archer; father of Elexa.

 

Junco Torn: (N.I.) a sailor; son of Chaker, brother of Symeen.

 

Kabot: (R.) a freethinker.

 

Kalyndra: (N.I.) Once Dead; mother of Skea.

 

Kitatos: (N.I.) son of Ollaris and Ikitata; brother of Laria and Nenean.

 

Laria: (N.I.) Once Dead; daughter of Ollaris and Ikitata; sister of Nenean and Kitatos.

 

Lovable: (N.I.) a Wise Raven; mate of Bitter.

 

Mata: (R.) servant/assistant to Varelle and the Emergency Council.

 

Migyan: (R.) daughter of Payley and Selyma; sister to Ransom.

 

Meddler: (N.I.) a former spirit, now sharing a body with Arasan.

 

Nenean: (N.I.) daughter of Ollaris and Ikitata; sister of Laria and Kitatos.

 

Ollaris: (N.I.) a cobbler; father of Laria. Deceased.

 

Orten: (R.) Five Spirit’s Alchemist; member of Rhinadei Emergency Council.

 

Payley: (R.) spouse of Selyma; father of Ranz and Migyan.

 

Plik: (N.I.) a maimalodalu.

 

Rahniseeta: (L.) junjaldisdu; sister of Harjeedian. Former lover of Derian Counseler.

 

Ransom (called Ranz): (R.) a young spellcaster.

 

Rhul: (N.I.) spouse of Saeta; father of Loxia and others.

 

Rusty: (R.) a goat.

 

Symeen Torn: (N.I.) a sailor; daughter of Chaker; sister of Junco.

 

Skea: (N.I.) a Twice Dead; member of governing counsel, spouse of Ynamynet; father of Sunshine, son of Kalyndra.

 

Sunshine: (N.I.) daughter of Skea and Ynamynet.

 

Truth: (N.I.) a Wise Jaguar; possesses erratic prophetic gift.

 

Urgana: (N.I.) Never Lived; archivist, member of governing council.

 

Varelle: (R.) the Gatewatcher; member of the Rhinadei Emergency Council.

 

Virim: (N.I.) a very elderly sorcerer, creator of querinalo.

 

Wjem: (R.) servant/assistant to Varelle and the Emergency Council.

 

Wort: (N.I.) a Twice Dead, member of the governing council; quartermaster.

 

Wythcombe: (R.) a hermit, a spellcaster.

 

Ynamynet: (N.I.) Once Dead; unofficial co-ruler of the Nexus Islands; spouse of Skea; mother of Sunshine.

 

Zebel: (N.I.) Twice Dead; member of governing council; a doctor.
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