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      He crouched, arrow nocked but bow not yet drawn, waiting. The cervi buck took another bite of dark green browse, moved one step forward, and raised his dark red head. The buck looked left and right, round ears flicking. Thss thunk. His arrow hit the buck, sliding between ribs to pierce the heart. The cervi bolted, ran two steps, and fell into a lush stand of burning-stem. Halwende groaned as he stood and slipped the bow into its case. Radmar had turned His Wheel.

      A polite cough. "M'lord Halwende, th' buck gets th' last laugh."

      "Aye." Halwende knew better than to complain, especially here, in Valdher's own demesne. He drew his skinning knife and crept toward the cervi. It lay motionless, truly dead. He sheathed the blade for the moment. Ah, one hind foot lay outside the patch of stinging plants, Valdher be praised. He reached down, took a firm grip on the leg just above the sharp, cloven, black hoof and pulled. The buck's hind quarter slipped clear of the crushed plants. Halwende leaned his strength into the pull, and got all but the head and antlers clear before the antlers snagged. He lost his footing on the acorns and fallen leaves and fell, hard, on his back. He fought for air, then rolled into a sitting position. He checked the bow-case and quiver. Both felt intact, although he'd have a bruise—another one—from his back-knife.

      Only after the young noble waded into the burning-stem, freed the antlers from the tough, knee-high plants, and dragged the beast fully clear of the burning-stem did Pol speak again. "I'll hold the rope once ye' tie th' forelegs, m'lord." The old hunter did not intend to get stung, Halwende knew. Had it been anyone else, he'd have lashed the man with tongue and rope both. Instead Halwende nodded and tied the dark-brown forelegs together at the ankle. Pol took the end of the rope and pulled. Halwende sliced the cervi's belly and opened it, removing the hindgut and lights. Pol nodded. He showed the organs to the old man, who grunted, "Good. No sign of lung worm or gut rot."

      Halwende found a flat bit of rock, well away from wood and water, and left the organs there. Valdher frowned on fouling Her waters and trees, and Donwah showed no mercy on the disrespectful, either. Only then did Pol grunt, "Go wash, m'lord. I'll bag th' buck."

      "Thank you." His hands and forearms burned, red streaks from the poison sap already reaching past his elbows. He'd blister, and badly. He rinsed in a pool of water, teeth gritted against the pain from the icy water on his burned flesh. Complaining served no purpose. He leaned back from the water and waved his hands gently, drying them in the warm afternoon air.

      Heir to the Valke title he might now be, but until his father went to the Scavenger the servants expected Halwende to do his share of the work and more. Pol held the large bag, and Halwende muscled the cervi into the brown sack. Would that magic could bring back the pfeards, the riding beasts from the time of Cold. But no, he had to carry his kill himself to the cart. Then walk back to the castle. Pol helped him get the burden settled across his shoulders. He divided his attention between the forest floor ahead of him, and the larger forest. Pol should be watching and listening for danger, but the marks from the last ambush still made Halwende's ribs ache. He'd been very fortunate to survive. His older brother had not.

      Birds called around them. A handful of golden leaves gleamed among the old, brown leaves and low green plants on the floor of the shadowy stretch of forest. Autumn would come soon, and winter. A blue-crested wachter dipped and rose as it flew past the hunters. It did not sound an alert. Halwende allowed himself to relax, almost. Something . . . He slowed his steps, listening, smelling the faint wind that found its way through the trees. Musk, faint but distinctly bitter, burned the back of his throat. "Scavenger take it," he whispered. An einar, still in mating fury. Valdher speed my steps, our steps. He lengthened his stride to catch Pol. The weight on his shoulders provided no aid. The huntsman turned his head. Halwende signaled, "Danger. Behind, left." Pol scowled, then jerked his head down in a hard acknowledgment.

      The men sped their steps as much was safe. Einar ate anything—plant, animal, alive and otherwise—and tended to attack first, ask names later. Running attracted attention, especially when the males were in mating fury. The hunters eased to the right, away from the einar boar, still on the trail to the cart. Could the ovsta pull the cart, and three men in it? No. Halwende glanced up at the trees around them. Too straight to climb, no low branches in easy reach, the old forest provided no refuge. The smell grew stronger. Ahead he could see the other servant and the cart. The ovsta snorted, pawing the ground. She smelled danger as well.

      Halwende heaved the cervi into the cart, turned, and reached for his bow. Blood pounded in his ears as he nocked an arrow. Pol and his helper got the cart moving. "My lord," Pol started.

      Skerweeeee! Not one but two einar raced toward them, both bleeding from a mating battle.

      "Run, now!" Halwende commanded, sighting, drawing, and loosing his first shot. It hit, and one einar stumbled. The second one slowed too, enough time for Halwende to nock a second arrow. "Damn it, run!" Small red eyes over a large, blood-red mouth laden with dagger-sharp teeth, heavy shoulders rising to a ridge, the second einar ran straight for him. Valdher have mercy! Halwende aimed for the chest and released the arrow.

      Wind swirled around him, full of the sound of leaves and rushing waters and creaking wood. Arrow and einar hung in the air, motionless in mid-flight and mid-stride. Before his mind could understand Halwende heard a voice, a woman's voice, filling the world. All the beauty and danger of the forests echoed in her words. "Halwende Valke, I claim you for my own, priest and pathfinder and magic worker." The power in her words drove him to his knees, then prostrate on the dirt and grass of the clearing. "You are my servant, my priest, my speaker."

      He cowered, shaking at the weight of her presence. No, Her presence, because Valdher spoke, Valdher of the Forests, Lady of the forested wilds, Lady of the Hunt. He dared not refuse, not here, not now.

      "Speak, my servant." The command could not be denied.

      "M-m-my Lady, great Lady, I know not what to say." He dared not say otherwise.

      "Look at Me."

      Shaking like trees in the winter storms, Halwende dared to look up. A woman clad in green and brown stood beside the motionless einar. She wore brown boots, sturdy but fine, with green embroidery on the leather. Dark green trews tucked into the boots, under a knee-length skirt of green and brown. A belted tunic embroidered with trees and animals and a hooded cloak, brown like tree-bark, covered her shoulders. He dared not look into Her eyes. No man could look at a goddess and live.

      "No man save my priests. Meet My eyes, Halwende, priest and pathfinder."

      He looked. Deep green brown eyes that held every forest in creation locked with his. He could not glance away. Ageless, wild, terrible, beautiful, full of life and death intertwined, her gaze took away his breath and thought. Nothing existed save those eyes.

      She drew closer and extended one brown-gloved hand, touched his forehead. "I mark you as mine, until I release you." He prostrated himself once more as she stepped backwards, toward the frozen einar. She sighed. "Little one, I grant you mercy." She plucked the arrow out of the air and jammed it into the beast's eye, into the brain, the impossible shot. Wind roared, leaves swirled from above and below. Halwende covered his eyes.

      When he looked again, two dead einar lay in the clearing, the second only two man-lengths from him. "Th-th-thank You, great Lady, Lady of the Wilds, thank You," he chanted, shaking so hard his teeth rattled. Silence, not even the sound of the cart, came to his ears, then the first of the normal sounds of the forest. Bird song, leaves rustling and slapping in the wind, proper sounds in this part of the forest. He smelled sun-warmed dirt, metallic blood, flesh-rot, and his own fear.

      At last he made himself move. Two dead einar waited for him. He inspected both beasts, and sighed a little. The first one, the one he'd shot, should be edible if soaked to get the anger-taste out of the meat. The second one? No. "Thank You, Lady, for Your mercy," he whispered as he saw the oozing green-and-black wound beside the beast's sack. Only mating fury had kept it moving, the pain must have been so terrible. Halwende did not cross his own legs, but he wanted to. No wonder Valdher had granted the boar a clean death. Halwende considered the arrow, driven so deep that only half the shaft remained visible, and shook his head. It stayed there. Someone else could remove it. Instead he grabbed the creature's forelegs and pulled it well away from the trail and the clearing, onto some rocks where the scavengers could dine in peace.

      "I'm going to sleep outside the walls, I think." With a groan and a sigh, Halwende drew his hunting knife and set to work cleaning the good einar and considering how to carry it. If he'd brought his full hunting kit, he'd have a drag-sack as well as other things, but he did not. He'd be washing his jerkin and tunic himself. His father did not allow his children to impose on the washer-women when blood and other things fouled hunting clothes. If he weren't so tired, he'd hate his father. Instead he heaved the beast onto his shoulders, staggered to his feet, and began trudging toward the keep.
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      Pol and two others met him just before he came into sight of the keep, as the sun touched the edge of the ridge to the southwest. "My lor' hurry."

      Go to the Scavenger and take my father's rules with you. Halwende slogged forward, ignoring the servants as he plodded. His legs ached, his shoulders burned, and it was all he could do to keep his eyes open so he could see the ground ahead of the toes of his boots.

      They crossed the outer gate as the watch called the first warning. Halwende didn't bother to answer. He made it as far as the stones of the inner courtyard, then staggered, eased to his knees, and rolled the einar onto the ground. He stretched out beside it, too exhausted to move.

      "And I do not care what Lord Hal said," a woman's voice snapped. "You, you, and you two over there, get that litter and carry Halwende to the healer's quarters. Now!"

      He opened his eyes and saw Valdher Herself. No, not the goddess, Her speaker, the priestess, pointing with her staff. Valdher Herself did not have the mole on Her cheek, or the pink scars, and a missing eyebrow from fighting a wild fire three summers before. He closed his eyes again and slept.

      His legs ached, burned. He bit his tongue to keep from groaning. Instead he stretched a finger-length at a time, as slowly as he could. The heavy, rough blanket scratched. It also covered his privates, another reason not to leap from the bed.

      "My lord Halwende," Eticho said with a tired sigh. "There are easier ways to draw attention to your hunting skills." The healer-mage and priest of Rella snorted a little. "Not as dramatic, to be sure, my lord, but easier on you and on the rest of us."

      Halwende sat, with great care and much wincing, keeping one hand on the blanket. He leaned forward then straightened again. Everything moved as it should, and hurt as if he'd been used as a target by beginning staff-fighters. "Master Eticho, I assure you, I have no desire to repeat that particular experience. Einar are not light beasts. Nor are cervi."

      "Drink this. It tastes terrible. It will finish lifting the burning-stem sap from your blood, as well as restoring the balance of your natures."

      Thus warned, Halwende accepted the mug and drained it in one go. Indeed, the healer spoke no falsehoods. Halwende's guts churned and threatened to reject the bitter, liver-ish brew. "Is there a rule that healers are forbidden to make good-tasting medicines, sir?"

      A snort, and the older man folded his arms, studying his patient. "There is, for those that might cause craving for more. Some of the poppy-laced pain-killers must be made unpalatable. Some tinctures as well, to prevent over use, or using the doses too quickly."

      Well, he'd always wondered, and now he knew.

      "And you will want to put on clothes, because our sister Maltaria, Valdher's speaker, is coming to meet with you before you emerge from my clutches." Eticho snorted and shook his head. His bald patch shone a little in the light from the tiny window, that bit not covered by his soft, dull-red skullcap. He leaned forward and squeezed Halwende's shoulder. "My brother, you have a hard, but blessed, road ahead of you. You can always come to one of us for support and soul-counsel, should you need it."

      How does he—? He does, so the others do. Blessed Lady, I hope Father doesn't know yet. Once Eticho turned his back, Halwende eased out from under the blanket and dressed in clean clothes. Well, the others remained blood-stiffened and unwearable until he dealt with them. He'd gotten dressed, and had raked the flop of brown hair out of his face by the time Maltaria, priestess of Valdher, swept into the small room. Halwende went to one knee.

      "Rise, little brother," Maltaria said. "Then sit, before you fall over. I've half a mind to chase you and your father both around the walls, beating you with my staff for prideful folly, but our Lady acted first, at least in your case." She sat as well and folded her arms, looking at him. Before he could start to squirm, she nodded once, then sat back against the high-backed, leather-padded chair. "You need to learn to control your magic better, as in to use it, instead of ignoring it and wishing it would go away, Halwende." Her stern expression softened. "Little brother, most of us are not chosen as, let me say, directly as you were. Don't worry if you feel off balance for a day or so. Having Valdher speak to you and through you is never easy, although it comes more easily with time and experience."

      The sympathy in her hard blue eyes drew the question he feared to ask. "How should I tell His Grace, my father?"

      "Not alone. And not until you are more certain about how to balance being a priest and being a ruling noble." Maltaria frowned a little. "Pol told me about the hunt. Why did you order him and his assistant to run?"

      He wanted to lie. He didn't dare, not here, not now. He looked at the floor and the toes of his shoes. "Because if the einar hurt or killed them—" He heard his voice rising in pitch as he lost control, and stopped. He took a deep breath, and said, "Because I'd rather be killed by the einar than endure what His Grace, my father would do and say if Pol were injured because of me." What Duke Hal had said after the ambush— He glanced back up at the priestess.

      Maltaria's face darkened like a storm cloud racing from the north. "Were you not the heir, I would order you, senior priest to junior, to go on retreat away from here in order to study and meditate so that you could better discern Valdher's desires for your vocation. I can't." Eyes narrowed, she exhaled a long sigh. "What I can do is order you to attend worship daily, and stay after to train your magic, since you are not doing that to my satisfaction." She winked. "Because you did promise to attend worship in thanks for a successful hunt, did you not?"

      "Yes, ma'am." Relief washed over him. Even Duke Hal hesitated before challenging the priests of the gods, especially Valdher and the Scavenger. Well, no one with two still-working bits in his brain challenged the Scavenger.

      The hunt. "Ma'am, the Lady said— She called me priest, and pathfinder."

      The senior priestess' remaining eyebrow rose to the edge of her green and cream headcover. "Did She? That . . . ah. That explains the vision." She spoke to herself more than to him, but he felt better even so. Maltaria nodded once and stood. "No, stay seated. I have a possible idea, but meditation and prayer are still needed." She skewered him with a firm look. "Yes?"

      He gulped. "Yes, ma'am."

      "Good, little brother. Worship tomorrow, then we work. Do not speak of this to your father, not yet. The hunt, yes, but not your new vocation."

      Eticho returned with food. "Start with this, my lord. You are suffering the same as if you over-worked your magic skills, as well as extreme physical exertion." He folded his arms and watched Halwende start to eat. "Do you know how much that cervi weighed? Or the einar?"

      Halwende swallowed and looked up at the healer. "A lot, sir. A lot more by the time I got here." He pointed down with his knife tip, then returned to eating.

      "The cervi was eighty pfund. The einar weighed almost a hundred. You shouldn't have made it back to the keep with that on your shoulders." Eticho shook his head. "Someday, you will regret having been young, unstoppable, and determined."

      He regretted the last two already, but Halwende kept that to himself as he devoured meat, cheese, and heavy bread under minced, pickled vegetables.

      "And drink all of that," Eticho ordered, pointing to the small pitcher. "If you get bladder rocks, the pain will be worse than you want to imagine. And that's before they leave."

      Halwende did cross his legs upon hearing that. No thank you! He drank the water with mint.

      Only when he finished did Eticho wave toward the door. "Go take care of what you need to. Come back here if you feel any pain in your low back or guts, you hear me? You have not passed water since last night."

      "Yes, sir." He felt like a child again, almost. Halwende slunk out. What did he need to do first? Clean his hunting clothes. That first, before His Grace berated him for not caring for his belongings properly.

      Indeed, he went to his chamber and found Odo, his personal servant, frowning at his hunting boots. "My lord, these need to be dealt with."

      "Yes, they do, and I will, now that Master Eticho and Valdher's speaker have given me leave to resume my duties." He wanted to snarl, but he felt too tired. Odo reported to the chief steward, who reported to Duke Hal. What point in snarling when his father would just . . . do something, even if he was the heir now? "I'll see to them."

      Halwende gathered tunic, jerkin, trews, and boots, along with a few other things, and carried the lot down to the wash troughs. Since it was not wash-day, he had no fear of disturbing Mistress Kai or her women. He started with the tunic, jerkin, and trews, brushing off the dirt and anything else brushable. Then be plugged the end of the trough and went to the pump. A bucket waited. He pumped cold water into the wooden bucket, then hauled it to the trough. Two buckets should do for the moment. He dipped the material into the trough, swished it back and forth, and waited for it to soften in the water. He'd broken clothes before through impatience.

      As he'd feared, it took a great deal of work until the dried blood, hair, and dirt released its hold on the fabric and leather. His shoulders hurt as much as they had the night before by the time he finished. Sitting and working on his boots, getting the fat back into the seams, came as a relief. While he was close to the pump, he drank as much water as he could hold. He hung the garments in the proper places to dry. The boots he took back to his chamber. First, he washed himself, as much as was seemly.

      "His Grace wishes you to call on him tomorrow, following morning worship," Odo informed him later that evening.

      Thank You, Lady of the Forests. Should he tell Odo why he would be late? No. Either way his father would likely berate him for something. Better to be late with a solid reason than to anger the priests. And their patrons, especially now. "Thank you. I will do as he commands," after I do as the Lady of the Forests commands. Halwende drank more water. He'd added water to his supper wine. His father had ordered the meal sent to his quarters, or perhaps the healer had informed his father that he needed more time to recover from the previous day. Either way, he ate in peace.

      He'd rather eat at a fire out in the field, hunting or patrolling the Valke lands. Why did his brother have to be the one killed in the ambush? Because he'd been the one to ignore the signs of people passing through earlier and had walked into the trap. Halwende caught himself before he snarled at the memory. It would do no good. Edwacer had died, leaving Halwende as the only male heir, unless his father decided to replace him with Cousin Otto. Halwende finished the last of the water, visited the jakes, then prepared for sleep. It might come easily, for once.
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      "Blessed be Valdher, Lady of the Forest," Maltaria and her assistant chanted.

      Halwende and the others bowed to the small carving of Valdher. "Blessed be the Lady of the Forest," they replied.

      "Blessed be She who gives wood and game."

      "Blessed be the Lady of Game."

      For once, Halwende paid close attention to what the priestess said, and to how she said it. She pitched her voice . . . lower, but also to carry more easily even in the chapel. It didn't echo the way Valdher's voice had, but it differed from Maltaria's speaking voice. Yet she wasn't speaking for the goddess, either.

      Since the day wasn't a great feast, the service did not last too long. "Praise and thanks we give for Your bounty and Your protection on Your servants, hunters and leaders alike," the priestess intoned. That was different, but appropriate.

      "We give thanks and praise," came the ragged echo.

      Once formal worship ended, everyone save Maltaria herself and Halwende departed. He bowed once more to the Lady of the Forest and waited as the priestess, joined by an assistant, put out the lamps on the altar and those on either side of the statue. The figure looked the same as She had in the forest, except that here, Her eyes stared past Her worshippers, into the distance, and looked green-black, not full of forests. He shivered again and made Her sign.

      "So." Maltaria clapped her hands once. "Here is as good a place to work as any, and if we are interrupted, well, the keep had best be on fire or under water." She smiled, and he relaxed.

      "Yes, ma'am."

      She studied him, then pointed to the floor. "Sit." She sat as well on the smooth, clean wood. "How many years have you? Fifteen?"

      He tried to recall. He'd been born on the turning of autumn, twenty years after the end of the Great Cold, so that meant . . . "Yes, ma'am. Almost sixteen."

      "So you are of legal age and proper discernment. That might make things easier." She sighed and rested her staff across her folded legs. "Or perhaps not. Close your eyes and concentrate on relaxing your muscles."

      He closed his eyes and looked inside, then started making his shoulders, neck, and other things let go of their grip. He breathed slowly, as if he sat in hiding, waiting for game, or for an enemy warrior. The green-brown glow he saw inside himself grew brighter as his muscles loosened.

      "Ah." The priestess spoke quietly, her words like wind in the forest. "Good. Very good. Keep your eyes closed and look outward, look for light that matches what is inside you, and tell me what you see."

      How—? Halwende breathed in, smelling the scent like needle-leaf of the incense in the chapel. As he breathed out, he looked out as well, looking for a glow the same as his. One he found very close indeed, Maltaria, strong and clear, like a good spring of water. He looked farther, pushing a little, and found two others of Valdher in the rooms behind the chapel. "I see you, ma'am, and two in the preparation rooms, and," he sought farther. "I see a red-gold glow across the courtyard and down, two blue and brown lights near father's private office, and—." Is that really? "Ah, glowing black near where the men slaughter kine and schaef?"

      "Very good. Look inward again, please, then open your outer eyes."

      It felt good to rest his gaze inside. He did for a few heartbeats, then opened his eyes. He saw carved branches arching over his head, polished wood in light and dark brown, touched here and there with green of leaves. The ceiling, he stared up at the ceiling. How strange. He blinked a few times and tried to sit.

      "Hold this." The end of her staff appeared above him. He grasped just below the ornately carved wooden cervi head, and used that to help pull himself upright. She was strong. He knew that, and stared at his legs for a moment, then met her eyes. She smiled, and her one eyebrow rose a little. "You have very strong magic. And you will probably have a headache soon. Besides the one about to be inflicted upon us."

      Huh? Oh no.

      Maltaria raised one hand. "Kneel in devotion, Halwende, and give thanks for your life, and for the Lady's mercy. And don't tense, or the headache will be worse," she warned, getting to her feet with the aid of the staff.

      "Yes, ma'am." He shifted to his knees and sort of crawled to the proper place for such things. He knelt and began reciting a prayer of thanks. His back and the back of his neck crawled.

      "Where is he?" came a bellow from the corridor. "What do you mean he never left the chapel?" It sounded like am ovstrala's bellow when the males fought for the does. "I ordered him to attend me!"

      Halwende's shoulders tensed in anticipation of a blow. Instead Maltaria spoke in her "worship voice." "He attended to—and is attending to—giving thanks to the Lady of the Forest for sparing his life and those of your servants, Lord Hal." Calm and relaxed, she sounded in full control of herself. Unlike His Grace.

      "What mean you?" The anger remained, but not so loud as before. "The young fool endangered Pol as well as himself, by coming in so late."

      A soft thump, wood on wood. "Were you told of the two einar in mating fury that attacked the cart and those with it, Your Grace?"

      "Yes, and that was no excuse." Lord Hal bit each word short, snapping them.

      "And that your heir ordered his men to leave him behind, lest they be endangered as well should his arrows miss? They did as commanded." The priestess's words came smoothly and quietly. "And that he then brought in the healthy einar for your table, after granting mercy to one that ailed? Carrying the einar by himself, on his shoulders?"

      "That I did not know. But he must obey me." The words came slower, still angry.

      "I'm certain that he will, Your Grace, after his devotions. He has been here since worship began."

      Heavy boots stomped on the floor outside the chapel. "Send him to me when he finishes." The boots departed.

      Lady of the Forest, thank You for life given and taken, for mercy given. Thank You for the bounty of the woods and the wilds, Valdher of the Forest. He recited silently. A tiny ache had begun in the back of his head, as well as at his temples. He needed to eat, and to rest, if he could.

      Softer footfalls approached. "Lady grant me patience, as fast as Your graciousness permits." A light sigh whispered above his head. Halwende finished and stood. He bowed to the statue, and turned to the priestess. Maltaria gave him a stern look. "Attend to your father, then get food. You pushed your magic farther than you should have, but I wanted to see what you would do. Now I know, and we will build from there." She raised her hand and made Valdher's Antlers. "Go with the blessing of the Lady of the Forest, younger brother."

      He bowed again. "Thanks for the blessing."

      He took the longer route to his father's meeting hall. The keep, one of the first built after the ice and snows began retreating north, could be navigated easily, provided one already knew where he needed to go. A few servants hurried past on errands. The first of the harvest had begun arriving, and the women and some men busied themselves in the still room, kitchens, and storage rooms. The time for preserving meat had not yet arrived, but it would come with the first true cold. Hills and the western ridge sheltered the Valke lands from some storms, but not from true winter. He shivered a little, recalling his grandmother's stories of the Great Cold, when Sneelah had been the only deity to rule the north.

      Halwende heard voices from the meeting chamber and stopped short of the door. " . . . and that's all from the Kalman farm, Your Grace," the chief steward said. His voice always reminded Halwende of an eigris, the long-legged, sharp-voiced wading birds that stalked the marshes, spearing fish and other things. The steward stood easily as tall as Duke Hal, perhaps taller when he straightened. He stooped most of the time, round shouldered, eyes on the ground ahead of his feet, or on the record books and papers of his trade.

      "Hmm." His father's voice rumbled. "Very well. You are dismissed."

      "Your Grace." A soft thump as the big record book closed, and light steps approached the door. Halwende stayed clear of the steward's path. The man walked like an eigris, long, steady strides that only looked slow.

      After he assured himself that he heard no more voices, Halwende gathered his nerves and entered his father's hall. A small fire burned in the hearth near the duke's chair of office, a sturdy, dark seat upholstered in grey, with a high back that bore carvings of real and legendary beasts, topped by a valke in flight. The chair dominated the room, just as Duke Hal dominated the Valke lands. More than once Halwende had wondered if even the Great Northern Emperor had a stronger presence than his father. He'd never seen the emperor, so he had no way to know. His father loomed, a man's man, a warrior among warriors. He stood a head taller than Halwende, broad-shouldered, with heavy legs. Duke Hal, one year from entering his fifth decade, looked younger, aside from the bulge over his belt. His hair remained dark, unlike many of the ruling dukes.

      "What excuse this time, boy?"

      Halwende bowed, then straightened. "None, Your Grace."

      A storm cloud lowered over his father's face, his skin turning darker brown. "You are a fool, twice a fool, for hunting so late in the day. Pol is too old, too important, to be forced to sleep in the open outside the walls."

      So why did he leave the walls? He did not provide aid, he just paced me. As he had so often, Halwende said, "Yes, Your Grace."

      "And you left your near-ruined garments for the servants to deal with."

      "Yes, Your Grace." His aching head kept him from anger at the unjust words.

      His father stared at him, then barked, "I have arranged a betrothal. You will be wed to Malita of Kamsicht when she comes of age in three years. The emperor chose your brother's betrothed as his own, so I had to find a replacement. Kamsicht will do."

      Who? Oh, the girl with the mines and no brothers. "Thank you, Your Grace."

      Duke Hal stared at him again, eyes narrow. "What were you doing for so long in the chapel?"

      "Giving thanks for the successful hunt, Your Grace, and for your servants returning uninjured." Do I dare? Yes. "I felt it wise to make good on my promise to Valdher sooner rather than later."

      Fingers drummed on the wide arm of the ducal chair. The cloud of anger lifted, just a little. "Very well. That I will accept. Two einar charged?"

      "Yes, Your Grace, the healthy one that I brought in, and one that had an injury. The injured boar ailed, smelled of dead flesh, so I left it for the eaters of the dead." For a moment he saw again the enraged einar, mouth open, racing toward him. The vision faded as his head pounded.

      His father stood. Halwende backed to the side, out of the duke's way. "Well, you did one thing properly. And Pol was uninjured. Don't hunt so late in the future."

      Halwende bowed. "Yes, Your Grace."

      "Go."

      He went, and grabbed whatever remained on the table outside the kitchen for the servants and those who could not sit for the meal. Something in bread, and sauce-soaked trencher bread. He grabbed a fist-sized lump. He hesitated, then drew his knife and cut a trencher in two and took half of it as well. When he became duke, should he live that long, he would never, ever eat trencher unless it was a time of true dearth. When his mother yet lived, they'd only eaten trencher at the end of spring, when the stored food ran low but the fresh had yet to arrive, and then always with greens and young meat to ease the sting. Duke Hal gave it to his servants and sons even at harvest.

      When he was duke . . . Halwende ate, not tasting the food. He could learn how to be a priest. Maltaria appeared determined to do that as soon as possible. Since Valdher was not known as "Lady of Patience," he'd probably concentrate on the priest and magic lessons. And if father decides to throw me out in favor of Otto, I'll have something I can do to survive. Would Duke Hal really do that? Marsdaam the Traveler knew that the duke had threatened Edwacer and their older half brother with disinheritance at least once a year, not that it meant much when the duke's temper flared. Would the duke disinherit him? Halwende chewed the trencher and thought hard. Yes, he would. Otto already had more skill and support among the arms-men than he did, Otto was older, and Otto never said the wrong thing or endangered servants. The einar should be the ones to blame for that, not me. True, but when had His Grace ever blamed the wildlife? Aside from those few times that His Grace went hunting and failed to return with game, of course. Halwende snorted, drank some small-beer, and chewed.

      Maybe I should study His Grace, and do the opposite of whatever he does? Feed servants and sons good food, not anger people so greatly that they set ambushes for his heirs, at least pretend that he cared for his children . . . Halwende caught himself reciting the list. The Valke lands prospered, and aside from the ambush, peace had rested on the lands for a decade. His grace did something right, something that worked. He swallowed, then caught a yawn. Finish eating, then rest. Healer's orders, priest's orders, and there is nothing that I must do today. He needed another day to recover before he tried to train with the arms-men. Eticho would do something healer-ish and unkind if he hurt himself being dumb.

      The next day, after morning worship, Maltaria caught him. "Please meet me in the smaller training ring before the noon meal. Our sister of the Scavenger has some knowledge of  kinds of non-priestly magic, and can help me see how best to assist you  with training your skills."

      He bowed to her. "Yes, ma'am." Maltaria made sense, unlike his tutors and his father. And his poor older half-sister, but she was as the gods had made her, simple and sweet. Her mother had found a place for her, Rella be praised, and she served Gember in her own simple way.

      Is anyone else worried about seeing the Scavenger's priestess here? Judging by the concerned looks, and the way the other men all edged along the walls, trying not to attract notice, Halwende suspected so. He wasn't very happy, either, even though he knew why she visited the training grounds. Maltaria walked beside her associate, deep in conversation about something. Halwende waited beside the gate to the smaller practice ring. None of the arms-men used it at the moment, and they'd probably all find other places to be while the priests lingered. The bright sun didn't help, burning his eyes and making him sweat. Good for ripening crops, not so good for staying cool and clean during . . . whatever the priests wanted him to do.

      "Good," the voice from inside the black hood declared. The Scavenger's voice wore practical tunic, trews tucked into boots, a hooded, sleeveless cloak, and black gloves. She carried a staff with a black rat perched on the top. The rat watched the world with glittering silver eyes. "You'll need practice blade and shield, what you usually carry, little brother."

      "Yes, ma'am." He fetched them from the rack in the shed and returned. Valdher's speaker had shed her own cloak and stood, arms folded around her staff, beside her associate.

      "I am called Wulfhilde," the Scavenger's priestess told him. She sat on the stool tucked into the corner of the practice area and crossed one leg over the other, ankle on knee. "Halwende, battle magic is what I want to test you for. I test by watching you, not by probing you with magic."

      He relaxed a little. "Yes, ma'am."

      The hood nodded. "Battle magic is . . . It is banned, and for good reason. It is not anathema, however, not like making change-creatures, and we," she waved to her green-clad sister, "keep books and records of what was done and how." She raised one black finger. "We, your brothers and sisters, are not quite certain what to make of the fact that you might have battle magic as well as temple magic, but are not of Sneelah." He sensed her giving him a puzzled yet resigned look from the depths of her hood. "If you have it, we need to train it. More than that?" she shrugged.

      Maltaria, arms still folded around her staff, shrugged as well. "The gods are not always as clear and forthcoming as we, their servants, might wish. Or perhaps it is just as well that we don't know." She unfolded her arms and took a two-handed grip on her staff. "Defend," she commanded, then lunged and swung.

      Halwende started to block with his shield, then ducked under the blow and stabbed up, inside her defenses. He hit something, something he could not see, and his sword hand lost all feeling. The blunted sword hit the ground. Motion to his right warned him and he blocked the next blow, caught it on his shield. Thunk. That arm lost feeling too, and something yanked his feet out from under him. He rolled, then stared at the sky, jaw open. The staff tapped him on the throat, the lightest of touches, then retreated.

      "Which is why no one harasses priests twice, unless they are truly stupid." Wulfhilde chuckled. "That's god magic, little brother, part of it, purely defensive. It will not help you, Halwende duke of Valke, unless you are acting solely as a priest, not as a noble." She stood and extended her hand, helping him to his feet. "Why?"

      He blinked, shook all over, and blinked again. Because my life is unfair. No that wasn't the right answer, no matter how much he believed it. He retrieved the practice sword and hung it from the hook on his belt and flexed his hand, trying to get feeling back. "Because if I'm attacked as a noble, like this summer, the gods are not involved? So god magic won't help? But if I'm acting as priest, um‚—" He looked down at the loose dirt, trying to put his idea into words. "Um, it's like attacking an imperial courier, or a neutral messenger. You're not going after the man, but his message or goods, so you are attacking the emperor or noble?"

      "He's fast," the Scavenger's voice said.

      "He is, and you're right, little brother." Maltaria smiled a little. "God magic is for the service of Valdher, not Lord Valke." She took a defensive stance. "This, not attacking, unless the attack is commanded by the Lady, and then you'll know." A snort. "The Lady of the Forests is not subtle at such times."

      Wulfhilde gestured with her left hand. "No. Not subtle. When the gods command attack magic, you will know, and will do whatever they demand. Battle magic, though, can be subtle or dramatic. The emperor favors dramatic, because he has assistance and he seeks to overawe." She pointed at Halwende. "You, Lord Valke, should avoid dramatic."

      He sensed a question, and tried to answer it. "Because some people think battle magic is wrong?"

      "In part." Maltaria folded her arms around her staff again. "One, you lack the sources of power the emperor can draw upon. You have only yourself, and if your head ached yesterday, you have a sense of what even weak magic use can do to you. Two, battle magic can only be used against battle magic. You cannot throw a fireball at an enemy's horsemen unless they use magic first."

      "What's the point then?" He heard the whine in his voice and caught himself, looking down at his boot toes. "Your pardon, ma'am." He looked up again. "Why learn something I may not use and that is forbidden?"

      "Because someone else will." Wufhilde's words sent the hair on his neck snapping straight up. "Power will be abused by someone with the ability to do it, and the desire. You need to learn and control battle spells so you can stop them. Think about the beast that killed your oldest brother."

      He thought back to what he remembered of the attack. They'd been out at one of the farms, collecting the rent in ovsta. As they walked back to the keep, following the herders and their charges, an oily black thing like a laupen—but heavier and with claws that dripped poison—had attacked. It had an armored shell on its back, too, something no laupen had. It had savaged his oldest brother before anyone could respond, then tried to drag him into the underbrush of the forest. One of the arms-men had attacked it with his sword, and the thing had let go of the body. A priest of the Scavenger and a group of hunters had tracked the thing and killed it, or so he'd heard. "The creature, the changed laupen. That was battle magic, ma'am?"

      "A form of it, yes, although not all change creatures are made by living men and women." Wulfhilde waved toward the forest, hidden by the walls around them. "Have you ever hunted near the Black Spring?"

      "No, ma'am, and I don't want to."

      Maltaria drew something in the dirt with her staff. "Good. Look. Here's the spring here," she pointed at a circle in the dirt. "And rocks and twisted trees here, overlooking the Black Spring. According to the priestess of Valdher before me, the laupen came from here. It had been changed by man, but when they tracked it back, they found other things changed by the magic left in the Black Spring." She met his eyes. "Magic from the Great Cold, from the fighting then. It remains in the land, polluting and twisting it. Our sisters and brothers of the Scavenger, Sneelah, and Valdher work to drain and dilute such when we find them, but they are the result of battle magic."

      He shivered. "Ah, I see why it is banned, and why we're not supposed to touch it." He licked dry lips. "Like some kinds of man-trap and snares in the woods."

      "Yes." Valdher's priestess locked eyes and he twitched. "To leave a slow-killing trap is an insult to the Lady of the Forest. And cruel. Yoorst has no patience with people who abuse His beasts, no more than our," she tapped her chest with her free hand, "patron does."

      Halwende nodded. He'd heard stories about the accidents that befell teamsters and others who didn't properly care for animals.

      Wulfhilde clapped gloved hands together. "So. Before my sister scares you out of your boots. See that pile of wood?" She pointed with her own staff at the loose heap at the end of the practice area.

      "Yes, ma'am."

      "Concentrate at it, and make it catch fire."

      How—? Oh. If nothing happened, then he didn't have battle magic. Maybe. He turned and looked at the pile. He squinted a little and thought at the pile, seeing fire fall onto the dry wood and ignite it. Nothing happened. He thought harder, forcing the flame into the dry, cracked, brown—

      "Ow, dear Lady have mercy ow," he whimpered, eyes closed, flat on his back again. His hair hurt. Breathing made his head hurt.

      A man's voice—Eticho—said, "What in Rella's name was that?" He panted. "I felt magic— Oh." A loud, dramatic sigh made Halwende's head hurt worse. "I should have guessed."

      Wulfhilde chuckled, a sound that echoed slightly. "The fault is mine. Young Lord Halwende acted on my command, and I did not think to ask him for moderation in his efforts."

      Halwende rolled onto his stomach, got to all fours, and breathed. His stomach rejected the morning meal.

      "Little brother, that's a hard way to answer a question," Eticho said. "In Rella's name and by Her grace, be lifted." The pain eased a little, but the nausea remained.

      Master Lothar yelled, "Who's tryin' to burn down my— Oh, your pardon, sir, ma'am."

      "No damage done, arms master," Maltaria assured him. "We saw to that. You may resume your other duties."

      A loud gulp. "Yes, ma'am. Thank you, ma'am."

      "Fireballs, check," Maltaria sighed. "Battle magic, check. That makes him what, one of four we know of?"

      "Yes." Wulfhilde's voice deepened, and Halwende froze. He could feel the Scavenger speaking despite his terrible headache and weakness. "Four, for now." The Scavenger departed.

      "Yes," Maltaria's voice rustled like leaves in the wind and he bowed, as best he could. He felt Valdher's presence and trembled. "Yes, my pathfinder has the gifts he needs for his task." The Lady retreated.

      Halwende gave up. He rolled onto his side and lay in the dirt, eyes closed, hurting.

      That night, he lay in bed, staring up at the faint shadow of the beams and plaster in the darkness. He still hurt, not so much as before. If that was battle magic, they must have been short battles.
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      The wind whispered from the north, carrying a warning. From atop the dark brown stone wall of the Valke keep's tower, Halwende could see a low, dark grey line to the north and east. Gember be praised we got the harvest in. The hunters and wood cutters who ventured north into the raw, wild lands, had brought word of the changing colors of trees and shrubs, of animals moving south. The eistraka, the dark brown wild cousins of the eigris, had passed through the eight-day before, warbling and calling as they fled. Winter came, Valdher's creatures knew, and they made ready with Her warnings. Mere men had to shift for themselves. Halwende folded his arms for a moment, stretching his shoulders and back as he studied the land around the stronghold.

      How many generations since the Valke lords had fought other men? Four, he decided, because the accidental raid in his grandfather's day didn't count. Nor did the occasional spat and duel, such as they were. Eight generations to the Great Cold's release of this land, and the return of Valdher, Yoorst, and Donwah, then Gember and Korvaall as men eased north, taking up lands newly returned by the ice and snow. Wulfhilde had allowed him to read some of the accounts of the battle magic from the Great Cold and just after, of the twisted creatures and shattered men, of land turned fearful until priests and magic workers cleansed it. I'm glad battle magic is banned, even if I do have to learn how to use it. Magic tired him. How did the people with everyday magic manage, the preservation mages, light mages, and others? Maybe smaller, more common spells took less strength, like walking a long way compared to running in full armor. Or carrying an einar boar two leagues.

      Boots on the wooden wall walk grew louder, and he turned, hand on half-drawn blade. Master Lothar stopped, hands open in front of his chest. Halwende returned the blade to its sheath. "You don't trust, m'lord?"

      Halwende snorted. "Some of His Grace's arms-men think that I need to be warier, and have taken it upon themselves to test me. I grow tired of the attempted ambushes, Master Lothar."

      The old warrior and hunter glanced down, then shrugged as he met Halwende's eyes again. "Aye, m'lord. It does wear. There's rumor sayin' that ye've grown soft and bookish, too easy with bein' heir."

      Bookish, perhaps, although not in the way the men thought. "Since His Grace has made it clear that he is considering other options for heir, should I fail to meet his measure, please assure the men that I am not at all easy with being heir." He didn't bother to keep the bitterness out of his voice.

      Lothar moved to stand beside him, eyes turned to the north and northeast. "There's also talk since ye do not take a bedwarmer, m'lord."

      Halwende snorted and returned to his watch. "Do they not remember what happened when Edwacer got caught with the dairy maid?" The girl had been dowered off, but Edwacer had been black and blue for three eight-days from their father's anger. Who hadn't heard Duke Hal's roaring that if the boys wanted that sort of company, they'd best go to a house of pleasure in a town, not tumble the servants or other women of the Valke lands? Edwacer and Halwende had both grumbled—very, very far from their father's hearing—since he'd sired three children by maids and others before marrying Edwacer's mother.

      The arms master coughed. "Most do, m'lord. Doesn't stop th' talk."

      They can take that talk and go sit naked on the northern ice. Well, there was a reason for the saying that rumor traveled from the Comb to the Northern Sea and back before truth rose from his seat and reached the door. Halwende leaned, peering at a hint of smoke. Was it—? No, there was a charcoal burner working on the ridge, that's right. Maltaria had told him as they went over the list of forest users who had permission to cut wood rather than gathering only by hook and crook. He straightened up again. "Any news from the west?"

      The wind passing the keep made more sound than did Master Lothar. At last he grated, "Aye. Lord Ruthard bragged in his cups about getting the young stag, even if the yearling buck got away." Lothar snarled and thumped the stone with his fist. "His Imperial Majesty won't act, not without more proof."

      Halwende answered the snarl with one of his own. He could go on his own, or with a handful of hunters, and catch Ruthard— a sense of warning stopped the thought. No, he couldn't. Men were not laupen, not without having been found guilty and cast outside of the law. He took several long breaths, cooling his temper. "I've heard about the time when it was every man for himself and Scavenger take the slow." Another breath. "Now's not that time, lightning blast him, Scavenger take him." He left unsaid which "him."

      "Aye that, m'lord!" Master Lothar hawked and spat to the side. He looked back into the keep, then north once more. "Storm comin'."

      "Aye." The blue-grey had not shifted, still lurking, waiting, patient as the stones of the keep.

      A heavy, scarred hand clapped him on the shoulder, then the sound of boots on wood faded. From farther along the wall walk, a bellowed, "Hai, what think ye', gaffin' off like that?" Halwende allowed himself a mean smile. He wasn't the one getting a new one ripped for inattention and lazing around in the sun. Any man who thought Master Lothar grew easy as his years increased deserved what they got. Only a boot to the ass, if the arms master felt merciful.

      The shadows tipped toward the east and grew longer as Rella's lamp passed across the sky. Halwende paced, watching the roads and paths leading to the pastures and fields around the keep. White and brown shapes drifted across the lush green pastures, grazing down the grass. They'd begun moving schaef, kine, ovsta, and ovstrala closer to shelter, not that ovstrala needed protection. Their thick winter hair kept everything out and heat in. Unless they got soaked with rain, or while fording a stream. He wrinkled his nose. Yoorst be with anyone downwind of drenched ovstrala. The stench rivaled, well, anything not dead, and even some dead things didn't smell that sour and musty.

      Painful creaking and groaning reached his ears just before his watch ended. "I did grease them, Yoorst and Gember my witnesses. You overloaded the blasted wagon's the problem." Halwende strode along the wall walk until he reached the west-facing wall. He and two other guards peered down at the commotion. Three wagons, each pulled by four ovstrala, grumbled and howled their way toward the keep, laden with grain sacks and other things. One wagon lagged, and the beasts' faces bore pained expressions, what could be seen through their shaggy forelocks. The teamster with the wagon shook his fist at one of the men walking beside the wagon ahead. The other man jerked his fist up in a rude gesture.

      "Fight, m'lord?" the warrior beside him asked.

      "Not till later, less'n they want His Grace t' add his two coppers worth."

      A new guard leaned back, puzzlement on his round face. "Would His Grace fight them, m'lord?"

      Halwende nodded. "Aye. Beat both senseless, like as not, for fightin' in the walls, or near the walls." He'd seen it twice when he was younger. Duke Hal hit hard. "His Grace fights to win, be it fists or blades."

      The older guard nodded. "Aye, m'lord. His Grace has no patience with fightin' round th' beasts. If they spook and run . . ." Halwende winced along with the younger guard. No man wanted to be near panicked or enraged ovstrala or kine. He returned to his post as the others watched the teamsters, wary for surprises.

      " . . . I don't like it," Duke Hal declared that night. He thumped one fleshy fist down on the table, not quite hard enough to make the plate and half-empty cup bounce. "Harvest's too good. Warns of a hard winter, mark my words. The Lady of Snow and Ice hasn't renounced Her full claim, not yet."

      Halwende felt a shift around him, and sipped his small-beer to cover his distraction. My sister has. I have not a murmuring rustle whispered in his ears. You will know, my pathfinder, you will know. The voice faded and the sounds of the table returned. Should he correct His Grace? Did he care to feel His Grace's anger? No to both. Halwende held his tongue. And it could well be the unwatered wine speaking, probably was, given the flush in his father's cheeks and the glitter in his eyes. All the more reason to keep the peace. His father didn't know about the Lady's touch yet, and this was most certainly not the moment to tell him.

      The chief steward added wine to the duke's cup. "Yes, Your Grace." The steward glanced toward Halwende and raised one eyebrow. Halwende shook his head the slightest bit. The man's head dipped a hair's width and he backed away, bowing. No more wine, not unwatered. It had been several eight-days since His Grace had drunk so much. Given how Halwende's own knee and elbows grumbled about the weather changing, His Grace must ache terribly.

      "Bah. Blasted storms," Duke Hal muttered, flexing his left hand. Halwende finished his own drink and set the cup down with a soft thunk. "Go, boy," his father ordered.

      He stood and bowed, "Yes, sir. Marsdaam be with you." He hurried away before His Grace changed his mind.

      The next day, after worship, Maltaria caught his attention, and he lingered. "What are the duties of a priest, besides leading worship and speaking for the gods?"

      Oh no. I don't like that look in her eyes. "Ah, settling disputes and giving counsel, ma'am?"

      "Which means you need to know the laws, and how to find them, and when to call for a law-speaker or notary mage. Do you?" She watched him like a valke watching for mice.

      He gulped. "A little, those for the Valke lands, ma'am."

      She smiled. "Not today, but you need to learn more, little brother."

      Oh damn. I hate to read. "Yes, ma'am."
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      As the first warning snow and early cold settled in around the Valke lands, Halwende alternated going out to the farms and villages, making certain all was in readiness for the season of deep cold, and studying with the priests. "So, what do you do if you are called to settle a dispute over ownership of an orchard or village woodlot that is coppiced and marked?" Gember's voice asked. He'd come to the keep to bless the stores and to check Halwende's progress. They sat in the tiring-room behind Valdher's chapel.

      This one I can answer, I think. Halwende counted off on his fingers, "First, sir, I confirm which woodlot or orchard is in question. Then I look at the records of the temples of Valdher and Korvaall, because orchards should be under Korvaal's care and watch. They might be listed to Valdher if there is no temple of Korvaall yet." He touched his third finger. "Then I visit the property, if the records are unclear, or no records exist. There should be claim marks, fences, and other signs of ownership. Overgrown coppices are not current claims, under current law," he added quickly. "And if that does not suffice, then either call for a full law speaker, or ask my brothers and sisters to help hear the dispute and invoke a truth oath."

      "Good." The priest nodded. "Why not make a decision on your own by calling the Lady for aid?"

      Because She might answer? Halwende kept that very, very much to himself. "Because if it is an orchard or tamed woods, She has lifted Her claim. Her law no longer applies to the land, only to the wild creatures that might live in the woods and fields around them."

      "Correct." He smiled and leaned back from the table between them. "If someone swears falsely, how many times must you caution them?"

      "Three times. If after the third warning he still swears falsely, then Halwende steps aside for the Lady, or for whichever god chooses to act." It felt better to name himself, as if Halwende-the-man and Halwende-the-priest were two separate people.

      Gember's priest stood and stretched. "Correct. Always three times, and warn them, and do what you can to encourage the offender to stop the bad behavior." He bent at the waist and touched his toes, then straightened once more. "Unless they are a danger, a current danger, to those around them. Then act."

      A cool snort from the doorway brought Halwende to his feet as Wulfhilde, the Scavenger's voice, glided in. "If he is a current danger, act as duke and arms-man, not priest. Thump, then debate. Sit, little brother." She nodded to her associate. "Roget, you are Gember's only slender priest."

      He grinned. "My lady wife's cooking keeps me," he patted his still-flat stomach. "That and the ovens are still being repaired. I can't sample what doesn't exist yet." The grin turned sneaky. "Halwende, can you be a married priest?"

      "Yes." Of course! If you are, I can be. What was the rule? "Unless the Lady says otherwise, gives clear sign that I am not to wed." He'd been surprised by that, since the priests in the keep were not currently married. Wulfhilde was a widow, he now knew. "If I marry, I should tell my betrothed before the first handfasting, so she can ask to withdraw if there will be problems."

      "Good." Wulfhilde nodded. "In your case, she knows, and your duties as duke come before temple duty, unless Valdher wills otherwise, and again, there will be clear sign."

      This seemed like a good moment to ask. "Sir, ma'am, why does it seem as if priests are always unwed or widowed? I mean, I don't remember ever seeing a priestess and her children together."

      "Because women are always unwed or widowed, with children either old enough to be cared for by other family members, or grown." Roget nodded to his associate. "Men don't have to carry, recover from birth, nurse, and tend small children. The gods know that family comes first for women, always and always, and in their mercy do not call women with young families to priestly service. Or men whose wives have small children, for that matter. Our call comes earlier, so all know."

      "A married woman with a vocation will sense that she has a call, but will not be permitted to answer it until she is in a position to do so without hurting others." Wulfhilde shrugged. "Imagine a dozen crawling or toddling children in the courtyard of Rella's temple during the kindling of the spring flame."

      Halwende shuddered. "Ma'am, danger of fire aside, small children are easy to fall over in the dark." A herd of brats underfoot in the pre-dawn, then all trying to touch the pretty flames— He felt a little ill.

      The others chuckled. "Um, yes," Roget said. "But choose your words with care, should your wife ever inquire, lest she threaten you with a fireplace poker or log-tongs for calling your children less than complimentary names." He smiled again. "Even if they do have snotty noses or just got into mischief."

      Halwende tipped his head left and right, stretching a little. The mysterious space behind the chapel wasn't as mysterious as he'd always thought. So much for the wild speculation about treasure, or stores of fine food and strong beer, or other things. No, four chests lined with red-cender to keep away moths and other pests, a row of pegs for cloaks and common-use robes, and a set of shelves for altar cloths, took up much of the space along the bare stone walls. Two windows allowed some light in, but not much, and lamps on stands stood here and there, lit only when truly needed. A table and five stools took up the center of the room, sturdy and plain, with Valdher's symbol and cervi heads carved on the edges. Here Maltaria and some of the traveling priests worked, mended robes, made new cloths of the altar, and the like. The grey, smooth-polished wood came from farther east, at the edge of the wild forests near the low mountains that formed the edge of the empire and the plains of grass to the east.

      Maltaria came in through the chapel door. Halwende stood, legs warning that they'd better rest a little longer before he went running up and down stairs. His mentor and superior rested her staff against the wall in the corner and sat at the table.

      "Sit, before you fall over," she ordered. "Cleaning the floor takes more work than it seems." He sat. One of the servants assigned to the priestess brought a pitcher of small-beer and three metal mugs, dipped a tiny curtsey, and hurried away.

      "Thank you." He waited for her to bless the drink, then poured for her and Roget before serving himself. The Scavenger's priests never ate or drank in the company of others not vowed to the Scavenger, unless it was out of pure need, or in a healer's presence. When he acted as a priest of Valdher, he wasn't supposed to stalk game or gather wild foods, or cut wood, unless necessity or the Lady compelled it. Killing a pain-maddened beast counted as necessity. He shivered a little at the memory once again.

      "So, word from the south," Roget said after a moment. "Since we are all here. First, a priest of Marsdaam will be coming in the spring."

      Wulfhilde's hood nodded. "Good. We've gone too long without one."

      Halwende nodded as well. Marsdaam, not Valdher, was the Valke family patron. They'd not had a priest since Ohffa died the previous spring.

      Gember's voice looked around, then leaned forward, "And someone will be coming to visit His Grace, and to check on," he tipped his head toward Halwende. "One of the Sons or Daughters."

      Please not the Scavenger's Son, please? Wulfhilde gave him the shivers, even though she treated him as a fellow cleric. The Scavenger's hands were not easy company.

      Roget sat back, "And, to no one's surprise, a new emperor may speak for Sneelah come spring, or perhaps even midwinter."

      How old was Hagmar Thorkilson? Halwende couldn't recall. Old. That much he did know, because Hagmar had been emperor when Duke Hal became duke, and that had been thirty years and more.

      Maltaria smiled, a smile that became knowing and a bit mean. "How much are the wagers up to?"

      Roget rested one hand on his chest and gave his associate an offended look, eyes wide. "My sister, how can you imagine people wagering on which son might become Sneelah's Son?" He relaxed and grinned back. "Three gold coins is the highest I've heard of, on the eldest son."

      Wulfhilde snorted. "Fool and more a fool, since Sneelah has already chosen the second son, Aglak, as Her Son."

      Maltaria gestured with her now-empty cup. "Aye. And no one dare gainsay Her choice. Snow, indoors, in high summer, is rather attention getting."

      Halwende stared, feeling his eyes bulge. He caught himself before they fell out and rolled across the floor, as the saying went. "Ma'am, it really snowed indoors?"

      "Oh yes. I was there, saw it myself." She set the cup down. "Hagmar has four sons, three by his wife, and one he acknowledges but who will not inherit. That boy's a light mage, so he has a living." She rested her arms on the table. "So, midsummer in the imperial court is the quiet season. There's not enough food yet to feed a lot of people in one place, so no major court events take place then, unless it is a coronation, and those don't happen every year."

      "They'd better not," Wulfhilde said, voice cool. "Those were bitter years indeed."

      Halwende did not reach back and smooth the little hairs on his neck, but he wanted to.

      "As I was saying," Maltaria gave her associate a firm look. "Midsummer, imperial court, the three legitimate sons are with their parents, at court, hearing news and reports. People had been speculating about who would be named heir, of course, and most guessed the oldest son, Konrad. All three boys showed signs of magic of some kind. I was there, assisting my senior with the records about a property claim dispute.

      "As the emperor began speaking to one of the couriers, clouds formed between us and the ceiling of the hall. The air chilled, and we all went to our knees, aside from the Scavenger's Son. He's the only one, aside from the emperor himself, who stands in the presence of the Lady of the North. Snow began falling around the second son, Aglak, and a white cat formed in the snow. The snow cat walked around the boy three times, then fluttered apart into flakes of snow once more." Maltaria held one hand a waist height. "White cat. Made of snow. Snow falling indoors. Hard to argue with."

      Halwende suddenly needed the small-beer in his cup. "Ah, yes, ma'am. I wouldn't question that sign."

      Roget nodded, his good humor gone. "Argue with your patron, little brother, and you might come through with nothing worse than a headache that makes you wish the Scavenger would come to call, or at the very least a healer priest or mage. Argue with Sneelah, well . . ." His voice faded away.

      "Sneelah makes my lord Scavenger seem as warm as Rella's light and as gentle as the Lady of Grain." Steel filled Wulfhilde's voice. "She is not the oldest, the Lady of the North, but She is the least forgiving. She is the Lady of Ice and Snow, and of battle magic."

      "Yes, ma'am." He squeaked a little and he didn't care. Something about her words . . . Halwende shivered.

      Maltaria sniffed. "Now that you've terrified our little brother out of his socks, Wulfhilde, please pass the small-beer."

      A snort came from the black hood as Wulfhilde passed the pitcher. "If you think I'm scary, you should see Donwah's Daughter from that trading city in the north, Rhonari. She's terrifying."

      "Well, given the weather up there, the sea storms, she'd have to be," Maltaria said, adding beer to Halwende's cup, then to her own and Roget's. "So, a new emperor. No surprise."

      The others all shook their heads. Talk turned to more mundane topics, and Halwende relaxed. Still, something in Wulfhilde's words gnawed on him. Maybe it's because we are the northernmost settled land, so we're closer to Sneelah's territory? He turned the idea over and over, like the smooth rock that Edwacer had played with when he needed to think.
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      Two eight-days later, Halwende rubbed his forehead. It didn't ease the pain. The village writer's handwriting . . . was not as it had once been. The woman confessed to joint-wear, and given how cramped her hand had become, he well believed it. There should be more than one person in a village who can write and read, surely? Why didn't their priest help? Mayhap they didn't have a full-time priest. Some villages did not, and shared. He closed his eyes, counted to fifty, then tried again, comparing the letter to the map from the estate record book.

      A heavy hand pounded on the doorframe. Halwende looked up as Master Lothar appeared. "Guest come. His Grace wants you."

      Halwende put out the lamp, twisting his fingers and using a tiny bit of magic to cut under the flame and cool the wick. It worked, for once, and he waited. No, it did not relight. He grinned, then closed the book, tidied the papers, and hurried to the courtyard. He skidded to a stop behind his father just as a wagon glided into the courtyard. Someone had done a very good job greasing the axles.

      A tall woman, as tall as Duke Hal and clad in greens and browns, eased down from the wagon. "Greetings to the keep, and Valdher's blessing on those in it."

      "Greetings to the road, and thank you for the blessing," Duke Hal said, bowing a little. Halwende and the others bowed as well.

      The priestess removed a wood and brass staff from the wagon as a younger man, also in green and brown, wiggled out of the back of the wagon. The priestess wore a heavy brown caped-cloak embroidered with leaves and forest animals on the border, done in green, yellow, and light tan. Her knee-length dress and green trews had been made of sturdy ovsta and schaef wool, hard wearing. Her leather gloves and boots looked practical despite the patterns worked onto them. The cold sunlight glinted off her heavy gold necklace, a flat chain that ended in a striped stone of leafy and grassy greens and a swirl of darkest needle-leaf green. She's Valdher's Daughter. Halwende bowed again, lower, to his superior.

      "It has been too long since I visited the Valke lands, and others of the north," the Daughter began. "The gap between harvest and deep winter makes for easier traveling. I brought taxes, tithes, and some supplies for the chapel."

      Duke Hal nodded. "Yes, ma'am. Thank you for your consideration and generosity." The words sounded forced, at least to Halwende's ears. Well, His Grace hadn't been expecting guests, or their animals, and preferred for his own people to bring in the taxes.

      Halwende risked a glance at Maltaria. The slightest smug smile graced her lips. Oh dear. She had warned the Daughter about His Grace's possible response to his son's vocation, perhaps?

      "We," the Daughter waved toward the wagon, teamsters and spare animals, and escorts, "will stay three nights, two days. I do not wish to strain your resources, Your Grace."

      "Thank you, ma'am. Your thoughtfulness, and that of the Lady of the Forest, is much appreciated." It was relief Halwende heard, and he bit his tongue, lest he smile or show any other trace of satisfaction at his father's discomfort.

      The Daughter beckoned Maltaria, who bowed and strode over to speak with the visitor. Halwende hesitated, then looked to his father for orders. "Get that taken care of, then go back to work," Duke Hal barked, but quietly, eyes on Valdher's speakers.

      Halwende bowed. "Yes, sir." He waited for his father to turn to go back into the main keep before he squared his shoulders and marched over to the wagon. "Which are tax payments?" he asked.

      The teamster gave him a hard look, then gestured with his head to the sacks and a barrel closest to the end. "Those, from Karvale. Get 'em out so I can unhitch and water."

      Halwende found the heaviest looking sack, pulled it toward the end of the wagon, and hefted it onto his shoulders. Two servants hurried up. "M'lord, wait," one began.

      "Unload the rest here, set the tax payments apart, Valdher's Daughter will tell which need to go to chapel storage." As the teamster spluttered and tried to apologize, Halwende strode off with the sack, leading the way to the storage area. It probably weighted fifty pfund, give or take, and felt like grain or shelled nuts. The stewards would know. Indeed, a scribe met him at the door to the storage areas. "Tax from Karvale, brought by Valdher's Daughter," he told the woman.

      "Karvale, aye, my lord." She dipped a small curtsey and made notes on her stone tally-board. He set the sack in the proper place and got out of the way of the other men staggering in with their loads. The barrel rumbled over the stones and dirt of the courtyard and he winced, as did the scribe. "I hope that's not honey or settled beer," she muttered to the tally-board.

      Whatever it was, it had not started leaking. Halwende made certain that the rest of the wagon's contents went to the proper places, then trudged back to the records room and stared at the lamp. Nothing happened. He shrugged, went to a different room and lit a long splinter of wood, and re-lit the lamp. Tossing flame around in a room full of paper, parchment, and other things would not endear him to anyone. Too bad we don't have a light mage, so we could use mage-lights here instead of flame. And if the gods granted all the prayers of teamsters, they'd have no ovsta, ovstrala, or kine at all! He sat and tried to parse through the message once more.

      Two mornings later, Maltaria beckoned to him as he left his quarters to break his fast before worship. "Eat lightly and quick. You will lead worship this morning. The Daughter and I will assist." She strode away before he could do more than stare, gape-mouthed.

      He bolted his food, not tasting it, gulped hot tea, and hurried to the chapel to prepare. He bowed to Valdher, then eased into the back room to gather his proper garb. He wore a long vest, knee length, with Valdher's symbols of antlers, trees, and stylized hills on it. Snug brown gloves embroidered with green showed that he served as Valdher's hands. He stopped, breathing slowly, eyes closed. If he rushed, he'd forget something. Lady of the Forest, please help me to remember Your proper praises and thanks. Have mercy when I err, please. A chime like a cervi stag belling sounded, and he opened his eyes. Maltaria and the Daughter, and her assistant, waited for his signal. He nodded, turned, and led them into the dim, warm space outside the door.

      He bowed low to Valdher's statue, then lit a taper from the door lamp. With that he lit Maltaria's taper. She touched flame to the other candles and two lamps on the altar as the gathered worshippers stood and bowed.

      "Blessed be Valdher, Lady of the Forest," Halwende chanted, allowing the Lady to move in him if She willed.

      Those gathered for worship bowed with a rustle and creak of cloth and leather. "Blessed be the Lady of the Forest," they replied.

      "Blessed be She who gives wood and game."

      "Blessed be the Lady of Game."

      He didn't try to speak exactly like Maltaria did, but he used the same rhythm. No one seemed to notice the difference, or at least no one commented on it.

      He raised his hands, then lowered them. The people sat, or leaned against the wall. More seemed present than usual. He ignored the thought and said, "Thanks be to the Lady of Game, She who blessed the land in the time after the Great Cold, then lifted her care, allowing men to enter Her place. Valdher, Lady of the Forest, gives game and wild wood, healing herbs and other fruits of the forest, preparing the way for Her brothers' and sisters' gifts."

      He took a deep breath. This was the part he stumbled over when he tried to practice. Half-singing, he recited, "When the Great Cold faded, and the Lady of the North lifted Her hands from the land, the gods divided the new-revealed world. Valdher, in Her grace, took the raw land. 'I bless this to the wild ones, the cervi and einar, the eigris and laupen, the eich and heather. Mohse and wildwood, forest and mountains I claim, and all that in them lives.' And so it was that She went first, following Her sister Sneelah, blessing the raw land." He gestured for the others to stand. "Blessed be the Lady of the wild lands."

      "Blessed be Valdher," came the answer, with another voice, an angry voice, cutting through the group.

      "All honor and praise to the Lady of the Forest," Halwende chanted, bowing to the image.

      "Praise to the Lady of the Forest."

      "Praise and thanks we give for Your bounty and Your protection on Your servants, hunters and leaders alike," Halwende called, on impulse.

      "We give thanks and praise," came the ragged echo.

      The Daughter raised her hands, and he inclined toward her. "Go in the grace of the Lady of the Forest, making fit use of Her gifts and blessings."

      "Go in grace in Valdher's name," he and the others replied, bowing once more.

      The ordinary folk wasted no time departing. As they left, Halwende gulped. His father marched into the chapel. He'd been standing in the corridor.  "Why—" Duke Hal hesitated, then looked around the space once more. He inclined towards Valdher's Daughter, just enough to show respect. "Why is my son leading worship?"

      "Because he is a priest of Valdher," the Daughter said. "He was chosen and called, and other priests have confirmed that calling."

      His father's face turned red and he inhaled. He clenched his fists. His shoulders rose and he loomed. "He cannot be priest and noble, cannot be a ruling duke."

      "Are you saying that the Great Emperor cannot be emperor? Because he is both Sneelah's Son and monarch?" The Daughter stood, relaxed and still, staff in hand, her free hand turned palm up.

      The color faded from Duke Hal's fleshy face. "I say nothing of the sort. He must be a priest of— of the Northern Lady. This is different."

      Halwende heard the sound of leaves in the wind, of the forest in full summer, smelled soil and lightly-crushed plants. His vision shifted, he looked down on the chapel and those in it. He opened his mouth. "I choose whom I choose," he heard his voice—yet not his voice—say. "Halwende is mine, priest and pathfinder. He is not the first noble chosen, nor the last. My sisters and brothers and I choose our hands as we will." Green like sunlight through spring's leaves filled his sight. He swayed, drained for a moment. Sight and strength returned between heartbeats. He breathed. That at least he could control.

      "The Lady of the Forest has spoken," Valdher's Daughter said. "I see no need to question Her choice. A noble who can see Her will in the raw land makes good sense."

      His father stared at Halwende, fists still clenched. "This . . . is not what I had planned for the Valke lands." He hissed, "Priest, yet heir? He must prove himself." Duke Hal bowed to the Daughter and departed the chapel.

      That did not sound— later. Halwende turned to the altar and finished his duties. Duty before aught else. That did not vary, be he priest, hunter, or duke. Only when he and the others completed worship and finished cleaning the chapel did he let himself sag. He followed the priests into the room behind the chapel.

      "Sit, brother," the Daughter said.

      He didn't look for a stool. Instead he leaned against the wall, then slid down into a heap on the floor. He rested his head in his hands and inhaled, then exhaled. In and out, his shoulders lost their tautness and the pain in his jaws and temple eased. The others spoke quietly. Maltaria sounded resigned, if irked. The Daughter's voice held tension and frustration.

      "Can he— Aye, he can, and might." Maltaria made an irritated sound. "He doesn't see his son as a man, only as a possession and a tool."

      "A flawed tool, ma'am," Halwende said. "I'm not my brothers, I killed my mother with my birth and cost His Grace half her dower lands, I didn't die in the ambush to protect Edwacer." The recitation no longer caused pain, only fatigue. He leaned his head against the cold stone of the wall, eyes still closed. "His Grace finds my person lacking in strength and appealing features."

      "In short, you are not an exact copy of him," the Daughter snapped. "Lady's leaves, I am so tired of people like your sire." She extended her hand to him. "Get off the floor, brother, and put away your robes of office." He took the hand and heaved himself to his feet.

      "I doubt Duke Hal could have carried that einar from the forest to the keep, even in his prime," Maltaria said. She sounded thoughtful. "He certainly can't now." She frowned and rubbed under his nose. "Has Pol thanked you for stopping the einar?"

      He blinked at her as he removed and folded the long vest, then put the gloves with it. "Ah, no, ma'am." Why should he? It was my duty, nothing more. A mug of cider appeared. "Thank you." He lifted it off of the table and held the mug with both hands. The heat felt good in his fingers, and even better inside him as he drank.

      The Daughter removed her gloves a well and rubbed her forehead. "Oh, cervi scat. You're right. Someone should chase His Grace around the keep a few times, Maltaria, beating sense into him. Even old Otakar down on the Comb isn't that blind." She knocked back half her cider. "Halwende, brother, you have a hard trail ahead until His Grace sees more clearly, or goes to the Scavenger's realm."

      Those were not the words he wanted to hear. Halwende drank more slowly, savoring the tart and sweet together, and the warmth. "Yes, ma'am." Anything else he said would cause more problems. He swallowed anger along with the cider.

      Thunk. The Daughter set her mug down on the table. "Halwende, should Maltaria not be able to preside at worship—ordinary worship—I give you leave to do so. Don't worry," she smiled. "Not every day, because you are a noble called to be a priest, not a priest who happened to have been born noble. Someone senior must still preside at great feasts and at the vigils."

      "Thank you." He stared at the remains of his cider. He would assist, and gladly. Duke Hal wouldn't dare stop that.

      Friendly quiet filled the tiring room, and he relaxed, sagging on the bench. Maltaria poured all of them more cider.

      "Speaking of gossip and news, sir," the junior priest who had come with the Daughter began. "Is it true, sir, that it grows warmer in the north?"

      Halwende straightened. "Perhaps? That is, when I've hunted past the ridge, to the edge of the hills, I see more plants like those here and south of the Valke lands." Something else, something about harvest and crops . . . "Oh, and the records hold that the first snow now comes after Gember's harvest festival, instead of around Yoorst's late-summer vigil, as when my father was young."

      Both the junior priest and the Daughter stared, then blinked several times. The young man said, "A full three eight-days later at least?" He blinked again, then ventured, "Ah . . . does anyone move north yet? Um, besides hunters?"

      "No, not—"

      The Daughter sat straight, eyes unfocusing. Halwende bowed where he sat.

      Her voice wilder and deeper, eyes wilder as well, the Daughter said, "I have not lifted My hand. My pathfinder will know when and where."

      Halwende gulped. The junior priest steadied the Daughter. She shook a little and blinked again, eyes normal. "Halwende Valke, I do not know why the Lady is so much with you, but I do not envy you."

      He finished the cider and thought, hard. "Ma'am, perhaps, if all goes well, come spring it would be, ah, wise to venture north, in order to better discern the Lady's desires for the land and for Her service." The words jumbled up, coming faster and faster.

      "Ha!" Maltaria slapped the table, but lightly. "And it will require you to leave the keep and be away for an eight-day at least, past the settled Valke lands. No one has claimed anything in that direction, there are no contested borders."

      "Not yet," he muttered well under his breath. He'd become heir because of the western edge of the Valke lands. "Should the winter continue as it has begun, looking to the north might be wise."

      "Speaking of north, south and the Comb," Maltaria said, leaning forward, voice lower. "Is there any truth to that rumor about the lands to the south?"

      "That the prince wants to go to war to claim the northern lands?" The Daughter shook her head. "No. No, he's asked if his imperial majesty needs someone to watch the Comb and the lands south of the Moahne, but he's not willing to push." She set her mug down. "He's got so many problems of his own down there that he'd be a fool to extend his claims right now." She folded her arms and smiled. "However, I can tell you that yes, they really are trying to breed big birds to use to pull wagons."

      Halwende stared, then caught himself. "Ah, big birds?" He set the mug down and made flapping wings with his hands. "To pull a wagon?"

      "Ah, not like that." The Daughter tipped her head to the side. "Do you have eigris this far north?"

      He nodded.

      "So think of an eigris, long legs, top of the legs chest high on me, with a heavier body. These birds never flew, and no, Yoorst has not told anyone why He made them that way. So they are long-legged, heavy body, really thick upper legs, and they hiss and bite." She shrugged. "They don't have enough kine in the south to pull wagons with, not after the plague three generations ago. The air has grown too warm for ovsta and ovstrala." She made a face, nose wrinkled. "Even clipping their hair doesn't help. They just fall over dead after pulling the wagon or cart a few leagues, hot to the touch and dry. They don't sweat, not like we do."

      Halwende didn't try to hide his dismay at the thought of an eight-ovstrala hitch all dropping dead. "That's a lot of beast to get out of the road, and unharness, and ah, dispose of properly, ma'am."

      She nodded, and her assistant sighed. "Yes, and you can't eat the meat. Dying of heat does something to them, and even soaking the meat and making sausage, well." He wrinkled his nose and stuck out his tongue. "It won't kill you, but you'll know what you are eating, and not in a good, gamy way, sir."

      "Like the eigris at the spring feast last year," Maltaria sighed. Halwende made a face in turn. "It wasn't that bad, brother. Just . . . fishy."

      Very fishy. The meat had tasted like a pond in mid-summer smelled. Whatever the bird had been eating in the south, it had been strong flavored. He'd rather eat that thing like a schaef that lived in the high hills and tasted of needle-leaf tar. "Fishy, yes, ma'am."

      The Daughter planted her hand firmly on the table top. "So. Halwende. Continue as you have begun. You are noble first, priest second, unless the Lady shows otherwise. I think your planning to go north is a good idea, if only so we know what's up there and where the limits of Valdher's lands are in this area. With that in mind, you need to learn about way-marking and making claims to raw land. When was the last claim, do you recall?"

      "Five generations, ma'am, Lord Tarvo's day, and we claimed to the ridge west of here. The claim is disputed past that ridge, between us and the Wilteer lords' claims." He looked down at the table. "It may reach the point of blood feud, ma'am, but I hope not." It should be, since Lord Ruthard bragged about killing Edwacer. Except he didn't want to have to hunt and kill people, not without very, very good cause and proof.

      "Hmm." The Daughter gave Maltaria a hard look. "Tell me what you know, please, later. It may be time to ask for others to intervene, if blood has been shed."

      "It has, it probably is, but proof?" Maltaria turned one hand palm up. "Our brother's scars and the death of his half-brother are not considered sufficient yet." She tipped her head toward the door. "Go in peace, brother."

      He got the message and stood, bowing, and took the now-empty pitcher with him. He left it in the place for such things, near the kitchen, then hurried to his quarters to attend to other business.
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      By the time the days began to grow longer and softer, Halwende was not the only man eager to escape the confines of the valley and the keep. His father watched all his people closely, supervising the least little things in order to ensure that they had sufficient supplies and fuel to get through the winter. Even so, some of the smaller hamlets suffered. Halwende and others dragged back in one evening, just before the sun touched the western ridge, as weary as the ovstrala plodding with them. They'd taken food and some wood to one of the small settlements on the northern edge, away from the shelter of the ridge and hills. Fire had struck four days earlier, destroying houses and the grain and food storehouse. Duke Hal had ordered Halwende and an escort to take supplies. The road . . . lacked for smoothness and ease.

      Halwende helped unhitch the beasts, then forced himself to climb to his quarters. Bedding down with the warm, shaggy bovines sounded quite good, even if he got fleas and smelled terrible. The beasts stayed warm. He had not.

      Another eight-day passed before his father summoned him. Duke Hal's temper had grown shorter as the days lengthened, restless and angry. Halwende presented himself and braced for trouble. Duke Hal glowered from his chair in the reception chamber.

      "The emperor ails," he stated. "Word came through the Scavenger's priests. We will go south for a coronation this spring or summer, like as not."

      Halwende thought, then nodded. "Yes, sir."

      His father glared at him again. 'What's this about you wanting to go north?"

      Lady, please help me find words. He took a long breath. "Yes, sir. No one claims the north of the Valke land, and it may be that Valdher lifts her claim to the land, allowing people to move in. Would it not be good for us to establish first claim, to prevent strife from growing?"

      Duke Hal heaved himself to his feet and strode to stand nose-to-nose with Halwende. "Do you seek your own lands, boy?"

      What does he—? Oh. "No, Your Grace, only to extend what the Valke name already graces, if the Lady of the Forest permits." Because otherwise he most certainly was not going to court trouble. "And if the Lady of the North has lifted Her hand as well. No one knows where Her borders are, sir."

      The duke's eyes narrowed. He'd lost weight during the winter, they all had, but remained fleshy and strong, round-faced and sharp-eyed. "Do you swear that you do not seek land of your own?"

      Halwende went to one knee, hand raised in oath. "Valdher my witness, may She strike me if I lie, I do not seek lands of my own, only for the Valke name."

      Nothing happened. "Very well." His father sniffed. "Once the way clears, take a wagon and four men and go. Go armed, and get out of my sight. Don't come back without claims." he blinked, "Valdher permitting, of course."

      Halwende bowed where he knelt. "Lady permitting, sir, I shall do as you command."

      "Get out of my sight, boy. Maybe you can make up what your birth cost me."

      Halwende kept his eyes on the wood of the floor until he could control his expression properly. "Yes, Your Grace." He got to his feet, bowed again, and hurried out before his father changed his mind. Thank You, Lady of the Wild, for Your blessing.

      Now, all he had to do was wait and prepare. His heart sang as he trotted through the keep. Out and away!
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      "M'lord, this isn't much for supplies," Magnus said, looking at the laden wagon. The ovstrala grumbled and muttered to themselves, tails flipping. The early morning light just now touched half-way down the wall of the inner courtyard. Neither men nor beasts loved this hour of the day, not yet.

      "We don't have much we can take, other than shelter. We'll be hunting, Valdher permitting." They didn't have much at all, given that the first crops wouldn't be ready until after Yoorst's spring feast. He got the sense that Valdher permitted hunting, given the huge number of cervi that had invaded the valley over the winter. Too many for the health of the land, he guessed, given their condition. At least they had a lot of hides for leather and other uses, even if the meat had been weak. "And we go to see if the Lady of the Forest has lifted Her hand from the land, or if we should stay in our current borders."

      The teamster standing beside the pair of ovstrala nodded. "This ain't the time to overload the wagon. Not with mud in the way and no good trails or roads."

      "Aye," Magnus had to agree.

      Halwende nodded, and the set off. The first day they would pass through Valke lands, and he took note of the fields and pastures. People worked breaking up the soil, helping soften it and turning under the animal leavings and green fallow. Kine pulled harrows and light plows, those few fields going into quick-growing farri, for early animal fodder. Men could not eat it, but it put goodness into the soil and helped female beasts regain strength lost to winter and nursing. Birds called, passing to the north high above the settled lands. Rella's lamp shone warm, even though the wind stayed cold. The land warmed slowly. Yet it warmed, thanks be. The ovstrala settled into a steady stride, now eager to be on the move. He did not want to push them too hard, not so soon. They needed to regain condition, too.

      The men and beasts camped overnight at the northern edge of the settled lands. Valke claims ran farther north, but the land between Stony Creek and the border still belonged to the schaef herders and others. The soil didn't like crops. It grew stones in abundance, and held too much water. Boggy low spots sported rank, tough reeds and sedges that only schaef cared to dine upon. Goats would, of course, but ovsta and ovstrala brought more use than goats. Goats belonged to the south, hairy beasts to the north. Halwende took the second watch, the long watch that never seemed to end, no matter how far the stars turned overhead. In summer, nights had sound. Now? Quiet and solitude, wind and water, but few animals moved. Those that did travel in the darkness moved in silence, their steps softened by the moist ground and new growth. He smelled clean earth and a bit of damp. They'd have low fog come the dawn. He pulled his cloak closer and walked a bit, alert and careful.

      The next day they reached the official border, the end of Valke land, of the land given to Gember, Yoorst, Korvaall, and the use of farmers. Halwende took a long, deep breath and pulled his priest's staff out of the wagon. He knelt for a moment. "Lady of the Forest and Wild, show Your servant Your will." Please? Thank You. He stood and strode forward, following a narrow track, probably one made by the wild relatives of ovsta and schaef. They avoided the lowest places, and the roughest, most of the time. He saw low hills ahead, across a wooded area. How far ahead? Well, they'd find out. He and Magnus went first, looking for bog and other places the wagon ought not go. He'd strung his bow, as had Kal, just in case. Laupen might not be the only hunters in the forest. The great northern cats should not be this close to man, but he doubted that the cats read the books of the scholars.

      "M'lord," Magnus said as the sun crossed the noon peak of the sky. "Has the Lady released this land?" He'd been studying the trees, tapping some of them with the blunt face of his hatchet from time to time.

      Halwende stopped, relaxed, and let his eyes unfocus. He reached with his mind, the way Maltaria had taught him. He did not feel Valdher's active presence. "It seems so, Magnus," he reported. "I'll know better when we crest the hills." A sense of agreement pushed him. "Yes, at the hill top I'll know for certain."

      "Very good, m'lord." Magnus studied the trees and nodded once, a fast jerk of the head. Halwende drank from his water skin and set off once more. They had not found any truly bad places yet, but they would, like as not. The ground around streams tended to be boggy, especially if they had any mohse-rats. Those made their own bogs, alas, and tasted like pond mud.

      They camped in a forest clearing that night. "Nae," the teamster, Tai, grumbled as he bedded down his beasts. "Not at night. Breakin' trail by day's hard enow. Trail by night? Scavenger take it. I won't."

      "Aye," Kal agreed. "Probably find cliff, like as not."

      Halwende had to agree. He felt odd, as if part of him hovered just above himself, watching and seeking . . . something, like a valke on the wing, searching for prey.

      The next morning, he set out early with Magnus. As they started up the hill, two small streams laughed and burbled their way down from ledges of pale grey stone. The bones of the hills appeared here and there, pale and worn smooth, a bit gritty to the touch. The alder and weepin' salla of the damp ground at the bottom of the hills yielded to eich, castana, and a few other good trees as Halwende and Magnus climbed. A game trail led up, paralleling the slope, then cut back across a different level. Cervi had browsed the new growth, and something dashed off through the trees and underbrush, a brown flash that disappeared into the dappled shadows. A small clearing covered in white and pale pink blossoms surrounded an enormous deadfall. "Good wood, m'lord," Magnus observed as they studied the tree.

      "Aye." When no other large beasts moved, Halwende stretched his legs and walked ahead, toward the crest of the hill. The trees thinned, and he eased his way through the brush, listening and looking with each step. Ambushing an einar by accident would not be healthy! At last saw nothing above and ahead of him save sky. He slowed his pace even further and peered over the crest. "Valdher be praised," he murmured. Lush grazing and good water filled the valley below them. The land looked rich, with healthy trees clumped here and there. A broad stream wound through the western end of the valley, then turned north, or so it seemed, around the end of the lower hills opposite where he stood. Two birds—hunting eagles—flew in lazy circles, then tipped their wings and soared to the east and north, leading his eyes away to the blue, distant horizon.

      The sound of wind in the forest filled his ears, and green suffused his vision. As he watched, the Lady swept Her hand over the land and lifted a soft veil of forest green and brown from over the valley. "This I release to my brothers and sisters," she murmured with the rustle of a cervi moving through dense brush. "This I release to Korvaall, Yoorst, Gember, and Marsdaam." The Lady of the Forest turned Her back and walked north, cresting the hills farther on and fading into the soft green of the woods and blue of the sky.

      He sat, hard, and hung his head down, regaining balance and breath.

      "My lord? Do you ail?"

      "No," he managed, just breathing and trying to recover from the Lady's vision. "Valdher releases the land, gives it to be farmed and settled. I saw Her lift Her protection from the valley below us." He sagged onto his back. "Thank you, great Lady of the Wilds," he whispered, then closed his eyes.

      Magnus knelt beside him. "M'lord, are you certain? You're very pale, near to white as th' winter snow."

      "I'm fine. Just tired. The Lady of Forests has lifted her hand of protection and claim from the area between these hills and those next ones." He sat up. "The valley behind us," he tipped his head to the south, "and the next one are ours."

      "Then we'd best start markin' them, m'lord."

      Yes, because Ruthard Lord Wilteer or someone else would make a claim as soon as word got out. Blaze, cairn, and blessing, those would make the Valke claim secure, or as secure as law could make it. Men would still dispute that law and claim, he just knew it. Halwende gathered himself and got to his feet, using his priest's staff to help him. He joined Magnus in cutting blazes on several of the trees, on the north side. Finding stones for cairns required more effort, but a jumble lay at halfway down the north slope of the hill, in a bare area. They carried them up to the blazes and stacked them into cairns, waist-high pillars that could not be made by anyone save man.

      The two men returned to the valley. "Found a wagon-able way round the east end of th' hills, m'lord," the teamster reported. "Better place to th' west, but needs work."

      "Clearin' out a bunch o' rocks, and somethin' 'at lives in 'em," Kal sniffed. "I didn' ask t' name nor god sign."

      Halwende smiled despite his exhaustion. "No, best to let whatever it is remain a stranger, least for now." He sat on the ground near the fire, priest's staff across his crossed knees. "The next valley over is ours as well. We'll move camp to there and make cairns and blazes, write down what we see as border marks, then go home. Looks like better farm land to the north, not so damp." Granted, it might be too dry and sandy, or lack ways to move goods, but two possible wagon ways already? Truly Valdher had blessed them, and Radmar perhaps. He made Radmar's wheel, just in case, "Probably sandy soil and good for naught save hunger-roots."

      Magnus made the horns and spat through them. "Aye that. Like as not someone already looked and left for cause." The other men made the Wheel or the horns too, in case Radmar heard.

      Halwende excused himself from watch that night, and the others agreed. "Better you rested and ready than asleep on yer feet and eaten, m'lord," Kal said. "I've heard said that god-touch wears on a priest."

      It did. "Yes, it does, at least sometimes." Was it because he looked through different eyes, watching the Lady instead of speaking for Her? He fell asleep before he could decide.

      He woke before dawn. The midnight stars still shone down at the western edge of the little clearing they camped in. He stretched and stuck his tongue out at the stiffness in his shoulders. He was too young to be stiff. He rolled up to a sitting position and stretched again. Something snuffled in the darkness, out of sight of the dim red light of the dying fire. Dying fire? He eased to his knees, then his feet, and unsheathed his sword as well as grabbing his heavy staff. He poked wood into the fire, attention away from the flames for once.

      The snuffling sound grew louder, and heavy breathing, or the breaths of something large, came through the darkness. No small animals moved. He set his staff down for a moment and reached for his bow. If it came into the light, and looked dangerous, he needed to be ready. Don't shoot what I can't be sure of killing, I know, but that doesn't sound harmless. The breathing moved farther away, and bark ripped, or sounded like it ripped. Was that with teeth, or with claws? Bieber used teeth and didn't hurt men, unless they had brain sickness. Other things had claws.

      "That sounds big, m'lord," Kal murmured from behind him. The fire grew brighter, casting more light. "Like whatever lives in th' rocks to th' west."

      "Aye. I'm not going to shoot blind." He'd probably hit it and make it mad, or miss and hit a laupen or other equally friendly beast.

      The thing moved away. He and Kal eased closer to the fire, warming themselves. Halwende pulled on his boots. He sheathed his sword, but strapped it on. Kal held his hands close to the flame as he squatted beside the fire ring. "I don' know, m'lord. Are you sure—"

      Whunf Whunf Whunf! A large dark shape lumbered out of the pre-dawn shadows. "Shit!" someone squeaked.

      Halwende grabbed his bow and arrows, and nocked a hunting arrow. The thing had small eyes, a hump over its shoulders, and large feet that ended in claws. It peered at them, sniffed, and whunfed again. Roawr! It pawed at Magnus. He rolled as far and fast as he could, and the thing turned to the side, giving Halwende a clear shot. He aimed for where the heart should be.

      Thunp, the shot hit. Whzzz thunk, a slinger stone hit the beast's snout, turning it from Magnus. Halwende put another arrow into the chest. Blood and foam gushed. Whzzz thunk, another slung stone hit just below the small, pointed ear.

      Roawr! The beast crashed into the forest. The sound of heavy steps in the underbrush stopped all at once.  Thwumpf. The men breathed as quietly as they could, waiting, listening.

      "Are the ovstrala still with us?" Halwende asked, once he got moisture into his mouth. He needed to piss, too.

      Magnus checked. "They're still here. One's tethered to each end of the wagon, goin' different ways." The others grinned. It would be hard for them to run off that way. Not impossible, no, nothing was impossible to ovstrala if they put their shoulders to it, but hard, and not quiet.

      "My beasts are here," the teamster, Tai, grumbled, appearing from that edge of the clearing. "Wagon too. What was that?"

      Halwende glanced into the dark woods beyond the fire light. "I'm not going to look until Rella's blessed us a little more." He unstrung his bow, slid it back into the case, and found a tree to water. He'd gotten a lung shot, at least one, and those arrowheads worked deeper into the flesh as the beast moved. "It might have friends."

      "Or a mate." Kal took a long breath. "Never heard of anything that big what hunted in a group, like laupen."

      "No, me either, but I've never seen one of those before," Halwende said. I hope its edible, or the hide's tannable.

      They ate a camp breakfast, and only them, once the sun cast clear shadows, did they go look for the brown thing. It had traveled a quarter league, no more, before collapsing. Blood came from the long, blunt muzzle, and from the ear, where the slung stone had hit. Heart blood and other things formed a mat in the fur of the flank. The beast had four claws on the end of each foot, blunt but thick, like a digging spade. Blunt, light brown teeth like a giant ovsta filled the mouth. Not a meat eater, then, unless like radhle it ate carrion as well as plant food. If it eats plants, why did it attack us? Did it have brain-rot? Or was it the fire? Halwende could not think of aught else that might draw the beast.

      "That's a big winter cloak, m'lord," Magnus observed.

      "Aye. His Grace should be pleased, if we can get it back before it goes bad." Halwende considered the creature, and tried to lift one leg. It wasn't as dense as it seemed. "And we can skin it without gettin' crushed ourselves."

      The sun passed noon before they got the thing skinned, paws and all, and some of the leg and flank meat into the wagon. The ovstrala seemed pleased to move and stepped out with good speed. They moved around the hills into the valley as birds called a warning of their presence. Two cervi raced into the distance, dam and yearling. Halwende didn't bother them. No man hunted a female with nursing calves if he could help it. It wasn't forbidden, but Valdher did not favor it, either.  The air smelled of sweet, crushed herbs, something new to Halwende. Here he belonged, here on the edge of the settled lands, here in Valdher's realm. He studied the land, mentally placing a road, watch-posts, farms and other settlements. All the plants looked familiar, aside from one with brilliant blue stems and berries that even the birds had not touched. He wouldn't touch it, either, not until a healer or someone could test it.

      As they passed through the land, the men blazed marks on the trees, both sides of the trunks, and piled stones into cairns. They stopped early that afternoon, and Halwende wrote out what they'd seen, where, and how they'd marked which trees. Why can I recall every blaze and cairn, but not the laws of trade and merchant-right? Land rules made sense, good sense. How much a Comb-side pfund differed from a Valke pfund? He had no idea and shouldn't have to worry about it. That's what merchants, priests of Marsdaam, and law speakers were for.

      Kal brought a cervi buck in just as they finished making camp. Halwende considered the giant beast's meat, and soaked it in water and a bit of vinegar, just in case, then cooked it in water in a pot overnight. They ran sticks through the cervi and cooked the meat over the flames. While the meat cooked, the three Valke men took turns scraping the flesh off the large hairy pelt, as best they could, then covering it with a layer of needle-leaf and eich bark from the blazes on those trees. That would help keep pests away, and perhaps start a bit of tanning.

      The next day, Halwende and Kal crossed the valley. They found a workable ford across the big stream, and used that to reach the foot of the hills. Here too they blazed and made cairns, some of them with stones large enough to need two men to move easily. They found enough good stone that Halwende made a mental note about building a town or at least another large keep here. He went up the south slope of the facing hill, just high enough to get a good view. "Here," he whispered. "Here needs a town, or even a town with city right, if the land proves to be good, and if perhaps the Scavenger favors us with a metal or salt place."  The hills looked rocky enough to possibly hold metal in them, but that was the Scavenger's land, not his, and he would not presume to look. "Not that I know what to look for, other than finding ingots or a hole full of pots and tools." He snorted to himself. Noble he might be, but he knew that finished goods did not grow on bushes, or appear fully finished from holes in the ground! "Maybe life would be easier if they did," he grumbled as he rejoined Magnus.

      "My lord?" Magnus asked as he cleaned sap off his hatchet and sharpened the blade.

      "Thinking about how nice it would be to find a tree laden with hot pies, or roasted schaef legs laced with shatter-root slices."

      Magnus laughed, baring crooked teeth. "M'lord, like as not Radmar would send a sausage or meat pie tree, and all the cats an' dogs north of the Comb would vanish."

      "Probably, or the fruit would all be sour apfel." They looked so tasty, and curdled milk if you dropped a slice in the milk bucket.

      The big beast's meat tasted . . . Halwende chewed and considered. Not gamy, no, but not as good as kine. It wasn't as strong as schaef, either. Tough, though, without much fat in the flesh. Maybe in the late autumn or winter, when wild things put on fat for the season. He'd eat it again, but only if he needed to. Food's food, and if it doesn't kill you, Valdher be praised for Her gifts and mercy. Man could eat laupen, but not often and not easily. Like tanning the hide, it could be done, but the gods had provided better animals for leather and food.
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      They marked everything that seemed markable, made cairns, and recorded what they saw. Come the rising of the sun, Halwende recited the morning ritual of praise and thanks to Valdher and the other gods, blessing the land and all that lived and grew on it. Blaze, cairn, and blessing, three things to claim new land. The Valke lords now had five summers to settle and improve the land, or send in herders and build homes and places for livestock, before another had the right to challenge the claim. Halwende and the others paid special attention to the western and southwestern edges of the two valleys and their hills, perhaps over-marking the land, just to be sure.

      Rain moved in as they returned to the Valke lands. "Thanks be to Yoorst that the load's lighter," the teamster sighed as he encouraged the ovstrala to pull the wagon. It had sunk half-way to the axles in mud, and the other three men pushed as the beasts pulled.

      "Thanks be," Halwende managed, saving his breath for the labor. Radmar had turned His wheel, as He seemed inclined to do, and that was that. Mud coated him to the knee, more mud spattered his chest and face, and his hands slid on the slick, wet wood. And of course, the ovstrala smelled like wet ovstrala. I wonder if any scent hunters remain downwind, or if they've all fled? I would. Why had Yoorst made ovstrala so smelly, but ovsta were not? Well, ovsta kept closer kin to schaef, while ovstrala nodded to kine, but still. Wet kine didn't smell as musty, sour, and foul as did their larger, hairy cousins. He shrugged to himself and leaned harder against the wagon. It moved forward with a schlorp and a groan.

      That evening, when they stopped to camp, Halwende cleared a large area around where they planned to build their fire. He gathered wood as dry as possible, stacked it, and said, "Move well clear." The men scrambled out of the way. He took a deep breath, reached inside, and drew fire from himself. He pushed the heat and flame into the wood, not as hard as the first time. A gasp, then he felt warmth and released the push. He opened his eyes. The wood burned. So did his head, and he staggered back, then sat on the wet leaves and dirt. "Ugh." He leaned forward, throbbing head on hands. "Feed the fire," he ordered.

      If that was battle magic, well, it wasn't worth it. He'd put out a lamp, or make a shield to turn arrows, but not throw fire. Perhaps it was because he was born to Valdher and not Rella? No, all magic tired him more than just doing it himself.

      "M'lord?" He made himself look up. Kal handed him some way-bread with meat inside.

      "Thank ye." He ate, not really tasting the food. The others talked quietly and made camp around him. He grew cold, and managed to shift closer to the fire, feeding it with some of the wood he and the other men had found. Pushing the wagon, walking in the cold rain, making the fire . . . No. He'd have to talk to the Scavenger's voice, see what else their records held about battle magic and how it was done.

      He slept too well, and had to roll out of the blanket, then onto hands and knees before he could stand the next morning. Stars glittered down, the last of the night, as the sky faded to purple and pink. A good day, once the cold faded. Indeed, knee-high mist filled the area around the fire. He fed the last of the wood into the flames, building the fire to boil water, then found a bush and took care of his needs. He ached more than he should have.

      The scouts pushed through one more bog before finding a better trail. The beasts didn't quite trot, but they sped their steps on the firmer ground, probably sensing home and good fodder. They hadn't exactly worked themselves, unlike the men, but they liked their comforts too. Why not? The gods made men and beasts of the same material, and they shared some appetites.

      The teamster looked to Halwende as they came into sight of the keep. "Into the main courtyard, so we can unload there, please," he said. He didn't feel like carrying everything all the way into the keep and storage areas from the ovstrala pens.

      "Aye, m'lord." The beasts fussed a little as they turned away from their fellows and toward the grey and brown walls of the keep. "Nae, we work, you work, then you rest." He nudged the near-side gelding with his goad.

      Mbwooh the beast grumbled. His heavy tail flicked, then settled down as he plodded.

      Halwende smiled a little. He agreed with the ovstrala. Who didn't want to rest in his own bed? He thought back to the second valley, and watching Valdher's graceful, strong steps as she crossed the land. He belonged there. Or did he? He pushed the memory aside. If he tripped and fell over on his nose, he'd never hear the end of it.

      "Well?" His Grace demanded. He stood in the center of the inner courtyard, arms folded. "What found you?"

      Halwende bowed. "Your Grace, we found good land, two valleys released by the Lady of the Forest to us. They are marked with blazes and cairns, and were blessed by a priest. We also encountered a new beast."

      Magnus and Kal had been wrestling the hide out of the wagon, and they unrolled it on the stones. Duke Hal didn't quite jump clear, but his eyes went wide at the sight of the brown pelt and claws. "It visited in the night, Your Grace," Halwende told him. "The teeth looked like ovstrala, but larger."

      "Huh."

      "It may have denned in some rocks, Yer Grace, but we didn't go look," Magnus added.

      Duke Hal walked around the pelt, bent over, and lifted one paw. "Damn, that's heavy." He straightened up. "Good work Kal, Magnus," he nodded to the teamster. "You recorded everything?" He gave Halwende a hard look.

      "Yes, Your Grace. I will write it out in a fair hand so that you can seal the record and send the claim to the imperial court." And to other people, warning them, but not until the imperial chancery recorded the claims.

      His father studied him, arms folded again. "Good. See to it, and get cleaned up."

      Halwende bowed. "Yes, Your Grace."

      The others departed, and he wrestled the pelt into a compact, heavy, bundle. That he took to the tanner. "I don't know if you can save it, but try."

      The master tanner boggled, then nodded. "Try I can do. With th' feet?"

      "No. They've been unsalted too long, I think." The fat and flesh had started to rot, and no tanner, even a master of masters, could cure that and undo the damage.

      By the time he cleaned his clothes and boots, saw to returning unused supplies to storage, and moved the records to the book and paper chamber, Halwende barely had energy to eat. He made himself chew and swallow the food and drink, then fell into bed.
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      "I don't know," Wulfhilde admitted four days later. She shrugged black-cloaked shoulders. "You have read all that we have here on the Valke lands. The imperial court holds more, including books with spells and accounts of the Great Cold's wars. I can send south, but I suspect that such books are not permitted to travel." He sensed her hard look even without seeing her eyes.

      Halwende nodded. "Making things burn without using fire arrows or balls of flaming tar hurled by arm-throwers, breaking stone from a distance, twisting animals into weapons, those are not skills I'd want other people to have." He glanced down at the floor. "I don't want to have those skills."

      A black-gloved hand rested on his shoulder, then withdrew. "No. It is not a light burden because of the duties that come with those skills. Gifts are divided for good reason, so that none are overburdened." She leaned back in her seat. "Although, I freely admit that I wonder at times if the Dark Lord perhaps, mayhap, overestimated my abilities and wisdom." He heard a little humor in her quiet words, and smiled in turn. "Which doesn't answer your question, brother."

      He looked up again. "No, ma'am, but now I know not to continue searching for, oh, a bedded-down ovstrala in an empty snowfield." More than one man had literally stumbled over—or run into—the beasts after a heavy snow. They disappeared, looking like snowdrifts. Only the tiniest tip of a nose revealed what lay beneath the snow blanket.  A man could spend hours poking at drifts only to discover that the herd had moved without his knowing it.

      She chuckled. "True." She paused, sitting up very straight. He went on alert. Her voice lowered, pitched to carry only to his ears. "The old emperor . . . is not well. His heir is not experienced. Be wary, brother, when you go to court."

      He inclined toward her. "My thanks for the warning and road word, sister." The news did not surprise him. Nor did the warning. He'd read a few too many accounts of lords and others who sought to take advantage of inexperienced and distracted emperors.

      "Now go. You have duties, I have duties, and I shudder to imagine the rumors if you spend too long in my company."

      He stood and bowed again. "That I will turn miner and begin working on that wine cellar that His Grace desires? Scavenger forfend such a fate, honored sister." He dared to wink before he left. Her chuckles helped ease his mood.

      Warm spring air played around the keep. Halwende nodded to the other guard on duty and took his post. Dark soil appeared among the green, plowed and ready for planting after the next Eighth-Day. The new priest of Marsdaam should arrive soon, weather permitting, now that the roads had started to dry. A pair of valke danced in mid-air, talon-to-talon, then wing-tip to wing-tip before separating and diving down, toward the edge of the close schaef pasture. The first flocks had started moving north, along with woodsmen to begin clearing land for pastures and farms. Someone had done laundry, and he shook his head. The amount of work, and fuel, and labor that went into cleaning bedding and clothes . . . No wonder washer women were so strong.

      Spring . . . two years until he could wed. The Valke lands, the new ones, should be ready then. Perhaps moving north would not be such a bad idea? Except his father would not allow it, of course. He needed to stay here, in the heart of the lands, not go to a new place away from civilization. Except Valdher had called him to do just that. How, my Lady, how do I do both? He took a long breath and moved to the right, watching the distance, then moving his gaze closer in. He did not expect an answer. She answered in Her time, and his wife would have to learn to accept his dual roles.

      An eight-day later, a servant pounded, then caught herself and tapped on the chapel door. He got to his feet and opened the door. He'd been working on a spot on the floor, along with Maltaria. Here, the Lady's servants served. "M'lord, His Grace seeks you and Valdher's voice. A messenger from the south has come with news."

      "We come," Maltaria called. The servant bobbed a curtsey and hurried off. Halwende helped his senior to her feet and they put bucket and brushes away, then made their way to Duke Hal's reception chamber.

      "Good." His Grace waved to a man clad in light grey and brilliant blue, the hard blue of the winter sky on a sunny day. "My heir and Valdher's voice are here."

      The stranger bowed and turned so that he could see everyone in the room. All the senior servants, Master Lothar, the chief steward, and others had crowded into the chamber. "I bring news from the south," the man began. He opened the large, flat bag hanging at his side and removed a page written in blue ink on creamy white. A heavy blue seal, and a smaller black seal, hung below the page. Halwende glanced to Maltaria and raised one eyebrow. She nodded. They knew the news.

      "Hagmar Thorkilson, has gone to the Scavenger's realm. His second son and trained heir, Aglak Hagmarson, called Rothbard, is now emperor. Full court will be held on the Eighth-Day following Yoorst's spring feast, to honor Hagmar Thorkilson and celebrate his majesty's ascension to the throne." The messenger turned to Duke Hal. "Your Grace, your presence, and that of your heir, are requested at His Majesty's court at Shwabvale. All titles and claims will be confirmed, and honors paid and received."

      Duke Hal bowed in his seat, as did Halwende. "I and my heir shall attend."

      The messenger inclined his head. "I leave this here as proof of the news." He removed another handful of documents. "And these." Duke Hal waved his hand, and the chief steward took the pages.
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      "Stay close, and stay alert," Duke Hal ordered, just before the turn of summer. Halwende nodded. Given the press of people, at least compared to back on the Valke lands, close came easily. Alert came too easily, for the same reason. He'd already sensed more than one glared and unhappy scowl, although was it for him personally, or for his being a body blocking someone from being closer to the new emperor? Halwende let his mind wander for a moment, trying to relax.

      The journey to Shwabvale had been quiet, perhaps too quiet. Although, since his majesty had sent word, confirmed by the priests of the other gods, that no man was to use the court to seek revenge or continue any feuds, perhaps that had something to do with it. The weather had been good, if a touch cooler than what the farmers along the route wanted. "When was a farmer ever happy?" Magnus had asked, under his breath, as the man's lamentations extended into the next winter's anticipated dearth and schaef murrin. Halwende had mimicked his father, looking concerned and trying to listen. The man wasn't one of their farmers, but he might be if their land claim held and people from outside Valke lands asked to move.

      The obsequies for the late emperor had finished before the nobles had assembled. "Well, even the best preservation mage can't keep a body sound in summer," one matron had hissed to her companion. The Scavenger, too, frowned on leaving the dead unburied or unburned, when proper rites could be conducted. That had been one of the surprises in his training—the duty of Scavenger-born to care for the dead stranger or sojourner who had no family or patron to care for the remains. Since the old emperor had died with his family and priests present, and in late spring, well, he'd been sent to the Scavenger's realm with "seemly speed and decency," as Wulfhilde had phrased it while testing him.

      "No, no public testing," Rella's Daughter said to a man standing close to the Valke men. "The Lady of the North made Her choice known two years ago and more, almost three years now, in a way that none could mistake."

      Halwende nodded a little to himself. Snow falling in a room at midsummer, and then taking the shape of a white hunting cat, well, even battle-magic couldn't mimic that. Since the old emperor had also been Sneelah's Son, he would have known trickery. Halwende shivered a little. What would the Lady of the North do to someone who tried to counterfeit Her blessing? I do not want to know, and I do not ever want to hear about it happening. He'd be safer arguing with the Scavenger Himself, if the stories were half true.

      He made himself relax and look around at the gathered nobles and courtiers. Here and there the crowd shifted without seeming to, a sign of one of the great cats moving through the group. The ice-white cats stood easily waist high to a middling man, heavy-set and stolid, with enormous paws. People did their best to stay out of the felines' way.

      The colors of the courtiers and the nobles turned the waiting chamber into a rainbow of sorts. The imperial courtiers and staff wore pale grey and blue or white, with snowflakes and other signs of Sneelah on them. Several of the women sported hairnets of thread-of-silver with blue and silver trim, or in two cases pieces of sarka, the rare gem of the north. The pale colors of the imperial court stood out among the darker reds, browns, greens, and blues of the other nobles. One man wore black with red embroidery. His Grace had frowned and leaned over toward Halwende, and whispered, "He's from south of the Comb, an ambassador from their so-called king. If that man claims the Scavenger's colors as his own, he's a fool twice over."

      "Yes, sir." Was that why none of the other northerners did? Halwende had not seen anyone with black as the primary color in their sigils or family symbols. However, no rules forbade the use, either. He wondered about the group in brilliant yellow and dark brown, but shrugged. Yellow was not an expensive color, not like true crimson or the blue-green that came only from a plant that grew on the edge of the snows. Or purple. Two people had purple jerkins, and a few sported belts or scarves in the deep purple that came only from the southern coast. It cost more than a good eight-ovstrala hitch, the dye did. Maltaria had made a face as she explained what gave that color. Catching thousands of snails, then setting them out in the sun to rot before grinding the mass and leaving it out in the sun for another eight-day in order to get color . . . No, he'd just as soon not be within a hundred leagues of that sort of thing.

      Despite the open windows, the room felt warm, too warm, even for summer. So many people, all of them tense and eager, built up heat. He smelled washed and unwashed bodies, ovstrala wool that should have been washed at least twice more, a bit of incense, and the dung mound in the courtyard. That wind through the windows sent that in as well. He'd rather be in the north, back in Valdher's lands.

      Halwende took a long breath and made himself calm and relaxed. He was there only as Duke Hal's shadow, nothing more. Watch and learn, because someday you'll have to treat with these men, negotiate and argue. watch and learn, he reminded himself. His too-snug new clothes did not help. At least, the collars felt too snug, even though he could get two fingers between cloth and flesh. He and his father wore Valke colors, dark reddish brown and dark forest green, with the Valke hunting bird marked in pale cream on the collars, cuffs, and hems. Like the others, they carried eating knives and swords, or at least like the other men. One woman, too, went armed. She stood taller than Duke Hal, with shoulders to match her height, and Halwende decided after two glances that he did not care to face her in the ring. Her reach exceeded his, and she moved like a fighter. The other women gave her sideways looks.

      Duke Hal nudged him. Halwende tipped his head to the side so he could hear better. "Keep an eye on—"

      "Enter all who are bidden," a loud voice called, carrying over the conversations and filling the chamber. The doors opened, and those closest to the entry began filing in by twos and threes. A sound like a mild scuffle at the other end of the chamber caught Halwende's ear, and he hesitated, turning toward the commotion.

      "I represent Rhonari and the Five Free Cities," a firm voice stated, loudly enough for all to hear. "We were invited, just as were you."

      "This is only for the noble of birth, not noble by purchase," a sharp voice sneered. Several large men in blue and white moved around the edges of the nobles, easing their way toward the rising voices.

      Halwende turned his attention back to following his father and the other dukes and nobles. I have enough fights of my own. I don't need to join someone else's, especially one that doesn't border Valke lands. The Five Free Cities perched at the edge of the world, where land and water blurred together and Donwah of the Waters and Korvaall of the Fields traded dominion. Not my problem, not now, not ever. The faintest rustling of leaves in the wind and water in a stream flowed past his ears. Halwende hesitated, then bowed his head. A warning, or a hint? Now was not the time to stop and ask. Great Lady of the Forest, I hear Your voice. The sound faded and he continued after Duke Hal.

      Here at last the gathered nobles and others had space to spread out, a little. He didn't gape with awe at the space, but he wanted to. How do they hold up the roof? Walls, obviously, but where were the huge timbers needed to support such a large span? Light came from windows, small openings set high in the walls, and from mage lights that hung against polished metal hanging from the walls. No fire. Wise. The light looked different, whiter, than the light of the sun. Blue and white banners hung below the mage lights, all save one bordered in black. All showed the head of a great cat, with either blue or green eyes. Below that, each bore a different design. Most had leafless trees, or mountains, or birds of prey. A few sported flames in red and gold, what looked like streams of water, or other designs.

      "The old emperors' personal sigils, below that of Sneelah," a matron near him whispered to the younger woman with her. "Black for all have gone to the Scavenger save Aglak Rohtbart, the new emperor."

      "Ooh, that makes sense, Mistress Amma." The young woman nodded her understanding. She was pretty in a soft, round sort of way. Halwende dragged his wandering attention away from her ample charms before her father or older brother take offense. Or anyone else, for that matter!

      Servants discreetly directed people by ranks, the dukes closest to the platform at the head of the great hall, others closer to the entry doors. Halwende glanced around. Ah, two more doors. Good. Many ways out made him feel better. He eased a tiny bit farther from his father, at Duke Hal's left shoulder. He was not the only one. Several of the older lords, and the armed woman, all relaxed their shoulders and stood more quietly. Two men, both grey of hair, stood on the other side of the hall from him and his father. They eyed each other, and he got the sense that if the imperial peace were not in effect, they'd have daggers or swords in hand.

      His father nodded to the pair, "Avoid them. Their lands are on the upper branch of the Moahne. Their fight goes back to their grandfathers, and will continue to their grandsons, like as not."

      "Yes, sir." No, he had no need to wade into another's argument, especially not one that old.

      The space between the dukes and the walls filled in. His uncle-by-marriage and cousin Otto stopped behind Duke Hal. They wore Valke colors. Halwende wondered, then faced forward once more. A sound like battle trumpets and the winter wind filled the hall, and all went to one knee.

      His imperial Majesty, emperor of the lands north of the Comb Mountains, entered the hall. Ahead of him paced a standard bearer, and behind him came two priests of Sneelah, a woman in mourning colors, and others. A third priest carried a thin, flat, black and grey box. They walked to the dais at the end of the hall, where a high-backed chair with cushions of deep, night-colored blue rested on silvery and grey wood. The arms of the seat of office bore snarling cat heads, and cats alternated with snowflakes and swords around the back of the chair. A pair of great hunting cats, caught in mid-leap, topped the back of the throne. All the cats’ eyes glittered. Was it a spell, or gems? Do not poke. Sneelah might not like it. Maltaria and Wulfhilde, and Roget as well, had all warned him about using magic in the presence of the emperor.

      An enormous silvery-white cat appeared in the far corner of the chamber and paced along the wall behind the dais, then climbed the low steps and stood beside the great chair. When the emperor sat, so too did the cat. It yawned, flashing enormous white daggers of teeth. The assembled lords and city representatives murmured and shifted. No, do not attract attention.

      "You may rise," a strong voice called.

      Leather and fabric rustled, and a few joints popped and creaked as the notables all stood. Halwende couldn't quite see the emperor. He had a clear view of the throne and the cat, and the other people, but something blurred his imperial majesty, like a sort of veil. Halwende suppressed a shiver at the power.

      Two women clad in the white of ice, each bearing staffs with silver caps and inlay, stepped down from the dais and moved to stand facing the emperor. The box-bearer joined them, standing off to the side.

      "Who claims the imperial crown?" One of the women called.

      "Aglak Hagmarson, priest of Sneelah, claims the crown," the seated man replied.

      The other priestess replied, "By what signs is this claim made?"

      The woman in mourning said, "I bore Aglak, I who was married to Hagmar Thorkilson for twelve years before Aglak's birth. He is the son of the emperor."

      Aglak himself declared, "Sneelah chose me as Her priest by signs that all present acknowledged as true god-sign."

      The huge white cat reached up and rested one enormous paw on Aglak's arm. The man remained still for a moment, then called, "Blessed be the Lady of the North, and great is Her mercy and grace." Aglak's voice shifted, and Halwende sensed god-power moving. He bowed. "I have chosen My Son, My priest." Ice filled the air, glittering and swirling, then settled onto the floor like a tapestry before disappearing.

      "By signs it is shown," the first priestess announced. The man carrying the box opened it. The cat lifted its paw, and Aglak stood. He walked to the edge of the platform and leaned down. The man lifted the box to within easy reach. The emperor removed a heavy necklace with a blue-and-white stone pendant mounted in gleaming silver intertwined with blackened silver. Halwende felt a pressure on his shoulders and went to one knee, as did the other priests in the chamber. Only the Sons and Daughters present remained standing, equals of the emperor. Aglak reversed the chain and hung it around his own neck. The other priests inclined toward him, acknowledging his power.

      One of the priestesses called, "Behold Aglak Rothbard, son of Hagmar Thorkilson, emperor of the lands north of the Comb Mountains, Sneelah's Son."

      Halwende and the priests stood, then bowed with the others to the new emperor.

      "Rise," the emperor called. "Today we hear no petitions or calls for judgment. This is not that time. Today we feast in honor of Hagmar Thorkilson, gone to the Scavenger, and celebrate our," he touched his chest with his fingertips, "accession to the imperial throne." He stood. "Go, now, to prepare for the feast to follow." Did the hand tremble slightly? Given the power that had flowed through the room, the emperor might need a little time to recover from the Lady of the North's touch. Halwende bowed again with the others as the standard bearer stepped to the front of the dais, dipped the banner once, and then led the way out of the enormous room.

      Now, at last, Halwende could see the Aglak the man. He looks no older than me! Rothbard came by his name easily—his bright copper-red beard contrasted with pale yellow hair. He could not be too old, but a weight surrounded him, a presence cold and old. He wore blue and white, and black. A gleaming white hunting cat with brilliant green eyes paced the new emperor. Sneelah's symbol personified, the cat matched the man. No wonder Rothbard seemed older than his years. Valdher's hands rested lightly compared to those of the Lady of the Snows.

      The emperor stopped and turned to the Valke men. "Duke Hal?"

      "Your majesty." The duke bowed low, as did Halwende.

      "And your heir, the scout and pathfinder?"

      Duke Hal grumbled as he pointed to Halwende. "Halwende, your majesty. His cousin, my sister's second son Otto, is next should Halwende come to grief."

      He felt eyes glaring into his back. His skin crawled. What did you just do to me, Your Grace?

      The emperor's mouth turned down slightly at the corners, and one pale eyebrow rose the same small amount. Hard blue eyes, the color of thick ice in midwinter, narrowed for a heartbeat. "And touched by Valdher. Any sire would be proud of such a son." The emperor continued on, speaking with Lord Dangé.

      Halwende dared to glance at His Grace. His father had gone pale, and he'd clenched his fists. That boded ill for everyone around His Grace. Duke Hal glowered at the floor, then turned his head toward Halwende. Pure poison filled his eyes.

      Halwende did his best to stay calm, quiet, and invisible for the next while. Only after Duke Hal firmly closed the door to his chamber did Halwende dare make a sound. He'd walked as quietly through the halls of the palace as if he hunted cervi in dry leaves. Why had the emperor's praise so angered his father? I don't understand. What did I do wrong? Or is it my being a priest known to the emperor that made His Grace so angry? Halwende turned the matter over and over as he prepared for the feast. He didn't dare ask the Lady of the Wild for a hint, not here in Sneelah's Son's court. The look Cousin Otto had given him . . . It might be a long evening. The valet, Pol, sniffed and adjusted the fit of his tunic. At least that never changed.
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      The banquet took place in an enormous, wooden-framed, blue-and-cream-colored tent in the inner courtyard of the palace. Mage lights along with afternoon light provided illumination. That made good sense— fire in a tent made it warm, but the fire danger? Too great. Mage lights were much safer. Benches and tables formed a three-sided square, the center and doorway-end being open. The smell of food teased, and Halwende told his stomach to hush. "So, how much that they serve that giant river fish?" old Count Hildibruh asked.

      Hildibruh the younger shook his head, smiling. "I don't wager on what I already know, Father."

      How giant was giant? None of the rivers on the Valke land held fish larger than a man's arm long, and some of those tasted terrible. Pond mud probably tasted better than that one with the flat nose. Halwende stayed out of his father's line of sight and kept his musings to himself.

      To his relief, he found his place at one of the lower tables, among other heirs and mid-ranking nobles. Alas, his cousin Otto sat two people to his left, facing him. Otto scowled, then relaxed when he caught a glimpse of the giant cat strolling along the wall of the tent. Duke Hal sat much closer to the imperial table. The great cat had a place at the head table, Halwende discovered. "Well, Lord Gernot's manners are better than some men I've broken bread with," a young man with a stylized eigris on his jerkin observed. "And his majesty doesn't have to worry about Lord Gernot overdoing the wine, either."

      Several people chuckled, very quietly. Halwende smiled, but couldn't find it to laugh. His Grace . . .

      Eleven courses of fish, soup, and meat later, Halwende considered the wine still in his cup. No, I don't need any more. His father’s face had grown flushed, colored like the dark red wines of the southwestern hills, and one of the Valke men needed to be full witted. A serving woman reached with her pitcher. He rested his hand over the top of the cup and shook his head slightly. She bowed and left a small grape leaf beside the cup, telling others that he did not care for more.

      "So, Cousin," Otto began. Halwende turned toward the voice. "What do you plan to do, now that you are no longer heir?" Condescension filled his voice and he looked down his nose, a cold smile stretching his lips.

      Halwende clenched the fist resting on his lap, out of sight of the people around him. Don't. Keep the peace. He wanted to slap the face sneering down at him. "I was not aware that my lord father had formally changed the succession in the Valke lands." He fought to keep his voice calm and polite.

      Sniff. "Oh, he hasn't yet, but all know that he will. The Valke lands need a competent, strong hand, not one that runs away to the woods when he should be protecting his family."

      Conversation around them died. Several people eased away on the bench, bumping their neighbors, who turned to see the cause for the disturbance. Halwende glanced at the head table. His majesty appeared deep in discussion with Duke Welfhard. The great cat seated beside Aglak watched, green eyes cool and intent. Halwende took another breath, even as his blood roared in his ears. "I have not been so told, nor has His Grace made the declaration before witnesses noble, common, and clergy. Until then I see no reason to seek a third vocation."

      Otto's face flushed and he clenched his fists. "Well, you should. Because you are a treacherous, lying, kin-slayer who has no place on the Valke lands or in this court."

      What would Maltaria say? That won't cause him to run me through? "Otto, I hear wine speaking, not my wise and steady cousin. We are under peace-lock. Do not endanger yourself or others."

      A new voice, younger and deeper, snarled, "Peace-lock doesn't apply to kin-slayers." One of Lord Ruthard's younger sons stood and strode to stand at Otto's shoulder. Otto stood as well.

      Halwende glanced at the head table once more. The emperor locked eyes with him and frowned. Did he agree with Otto, or did he oppose a fight? Aglak stood, and Halwende bowed where he sat.

      "Does someone seek justice from Our hand?" Aglak called, voice cold and neutral.

      Otto and young Ruthard turned to the emperor. "Your court harbors a kin-slayer, one who will soon be disinherited and perhaps even declared out-of-law, your majesty." Otto's voice carried to all corners of the now-silent tent.

      Halwende looked to his father. Duke Hal's seat stood empty. Halwende bit his lower lip, shaking. I can take you, you bastard, take you easily.

      "This is a strong challenge, Master Otto. Do you have proof?"

      Otto turned back to Halwende. "I have no need of proof. All know that Duke Hal of Valke will read this one," he waved at Halwende. "Will read him out. I am the proper heir to the Valke lands. He should not be permitted to share roof, let alone table with truly noble men and women."

      A cold voice, colder than it should have been, announced, "Should you choose to break the peace, there will be consequences, Otto Valke-Kärner, Halwende Valke."

      Halwende stood, then inclined toward the head table and the emperor. He stood warned. Unless Otto moved first, he would not respond.

      "I so choose!" Otto reached for his knife.

      The cold voice snapped, "In the center, lest others be endangered!"

      Halwende bowed again and moved quickly around the tables to the center of the chamber. Otto followed, blade in hand. Servants and others hurried out of their way. Halwende turned to his cousin, hands open, watching him. Otto crouched, eyes locked on him, face now white. As Halwende reached for his own blade, Otto lunged.

      Halwende dodged the attack, and got his knife free. Otto's reach exceeded his own, easily, and he'd been training for half a decade longer. Halwende felt his own anger rising, and circled, eyes on Otto's hands and chest.

      "I'm heir!" Otto sliced again. Halwende dodged, too slow. Fire laced his left arm. He didn't look, kept moving. Otto bared his teeth. Shoulder down, he leaped for Halwende. Too close! Halwende dropped, ripping across Otto's leg just above the top of his boot. Steel on bone, Otto yelled, fell on top of him! Otto slammed his arm down, across his throat, choking. "You will I kill," he panted, insane fury in his eyes. "Kin-slayer, allowing your brother to die in the attack. You should die, and mine the han— Ugh."

      Halwende didn't think. He slid his arm under Otto and stabbed up in the tiny space between them. Blade grated on rib, wet hot poured onto his chest. Otto's eyes opened, his mouth gaped wide, no sound. His arm went slack, and he collapsed onto Halwende.

      Halwende wiggled free, gasping, left arm painfully sore. "Why?" he demanded, then sat. "Blast it, Otto, why?"

      The hem of a black cloak, black boots, and black trews appeared in his vision. He shifted to one knee, as best he could, as the Scavenger's Son studied him, and Otto. "Halwende Valke, answer me true," a voice asked from above him. "Did you kill your brother?"

      Halwende shook his head, fighting for control and to not fall over. "No, sir. We traveled the western edge of Valke lands, between villages, seeing what winter damage they had suffered, and seeing to the fields and flocks." He inhaled. "Men attacked us as we crossed the Roskil, at the deep ford. I tried to protect Edwacer, and suffered bad injury. He died of arrow wounds, others suffered as well. Our attackers fled, I could not follow. The Valke servants carried us to the keep, but Edwacer had died. I am not a kin-slayer, sir, Scavenger and Valdher my witness."

      "He speaks truth," a woman's voice said. Faint rustling, as leaves in the wind, accompanied her words, and Halwende bowed lower as Valdher's Daughter joined her associate. "I choose none for my service who spill shared blood."

      What about— Stop. He caught the thought and crushed it.

      The Daughter moved closer. "Give me your arm," she commanded. He lifted his injured left arm, biting his tongue against the pain, and closed his eyes. She took his arm. Cool ease flowed over him, like clean stream water just touched by Rella's heat. He heard gasps.

      "Halwende Valke," a cold, icy cold, voice said, neither male nor female, yet purely female. Halwende looked to the emperor. His features had shifted, and Halwende knelt full on both knees. Sneelah spoke through Her Son. "Otto broke the peace, but you shed kin-blood in self-defense. Go from Our court, until We call for you to return. Go to the north as Our Sister commands, Lord Valke, pathfinder, small brother."

      Halwende bowed until his forehead drew level with his waist. "Your Majesty, most mighty Lady of the North, I go as You command."

      "You are dismissed."

      He stood, bowed once more, and departed with dignity, at least while he was in sight of the others. Once out of the tent, he turned and found the closest wash and watering trough. He untied the cuff of his sleeve and rolled it up. He rinsed the blood from his arm, and splashed his face. The fight had burned the wine out of him. He continued on with steady, slow, steps. No one stopped him, none of the servants seemed to notice his presence.

      Only when he reached his assigned chambers did Halwende collapse onto the floor, shaking. Once the reaction passed, he heaved himself to his feet. "I go, now." The gates remained open. He gathered his road pack and changed clothes, leaving his court finery for Pol to fold and put away correctly. Snores from his father's chamber told him where Duke Hal could be found. Halwende bowed to the sound, slung his road pack onto his back, took both travel and priestly staves, and eased out into the night.

      "I travel with you m'lord," a voice murmured from beside the door.

      Halwende shook his head. "No. Don't risk His Grace's anger, Magnus. I can care for myself."  He needed to be away from others, to cool his head and blood. The hunter frowned and followed him. "No, Magnus. I go alone." Cool and quiet, get clear of any who sought an easy route to claiming the Valke lands.

      "No."

      Halwende picked his way down the corridor, into the courtyard of the buildings of the pfalz. An ovsta cart and handler stood, as if waiting for someone. Perhaps they had brought in late supplies. A soft voice called, "My lord Valke?"

      He turned, almost running into Magnus, or the reverse. A young man in pale livery approached. "My lord, His Majesty orders you to take the cart for your use, for the next three days. It goes to a pfalz along the way."

      Halwende inclined to the messenger. "I hear and obey his majesty's words." He put his belongings into the cart, along with his priestly staff.

      As they passed out of the guarded gate into the pfalz, a shadow in Valke colors eased out from the light of a torch. "I go with you, m'lord," one of the guardsmen said.

      "Will you stay if I command?" Halwende asked, tired.

      "No more than Magnus, m'lord."

      He knew that determined tone too well to waste breath arguing. "Very well. Come."
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      "Your Grace!" Halwende ignored Mistress Kai's voice, intent on removing the evidence of the cervi's blood and grass and leaf-stains from his trews. "Your Grace, that is my task, not yours."

      What does she mean? I'm not— Oh no. He looked up from the trough to see the chief steward, Scaz, Master Lothar, and others approaching. Wulfhilde, the Scavenger's voice, led the group, and he stood, then bowed to her.

      "Duke Hal has gone to my lord Scavenger's lands," the priestess informed him.

      The breath left his body, as if he'd been punched in the gut and chest. His father . . . gone? How—? His grace had barely said two words at a time to him since their separate returns to the Valke lands. Magnus and the guardsman had traveled farther north, onto the new lands, to take claims there. And to avoid Duke Hal's fury. Except he had not raged, nor cursed. If anything, His Grace had acted most restrained indeed since court had ended. Halwende had not dared ask any of the servants what happened, nor had he troubled Wulfhilde. He had returned to the keep to find full vestments of Valdher's voice waiting for him. Maltaria had been struck with apoplexy and died during his absence, leaving him to conduct all rites and honors as best he could.

      "Th—" He caught himself. "Thank you for the news, may His Grace's spirit find peace and rest with my lord Scavenger." He nodded to the washer woman. "Please see to these, if you have time. We will mourn Duke Hal for two eight-days, as befits his station and accomplishments."

      The others bowed to him, aside from Wulfhilde. "Yes, Your Grace," Scaz murmured.

      Two eight-days. Halwende looked to the Scavenger's voice. She gestured with her empty left hand, palm up. "Your Grace, Duke Hal's body has been moved to the Scavenger's temple, and wood is being gathered. Eighth-day eve is an auspicious day for the final rites." He sensed sympathy in her voice.

      "Thank you, ma'am. I believe that is sufficient time to assure His Grace a proper dignity." He used the same words Duke Hal had used when Edwacer had been killed. He turned to Scaz and told the chamberlain, "Please inform the rest of the keep's staff of His Grace's final journey." They would spread word to all other Valke vassals and dependents.

      Scaz bowed. "Yes, Your Grace." He gave Halwende an expectant look.

      What? Nothing else could be— Ah. "I will remain in my present quarters until mourning ends." This wasn't the time for large changes, not yet. Two eight-days to think and mourn and decide. Blessed be the Scavenger and other gods who required a period of quiet. That reminded him. "Has aught been heard of the arrival of Marsdaam's speaker?"

      Pol, the chief hunter, looked to Master Lothar, swallowed hard and licked his lips, then looked back to Halwende. Pol shifted his weight from foot to foot. "Um, sir— That is, Your Grace, it is said that Lord Ruthard has claimed his services for another eight-day."

      "It is said," Halwende repeated, flame burning his blood as anger swept him. "When was he, the priest, due here?"

      "Two eight-days ago, brother," came a soft hiss from deep inside the black hood.

      He clenched his fists and started to snarl, then caught her meaning. He inclined his head to her. "Then Valdher's voice shall stand for Marsdaam, should need enjoin." The men and women behind Wulfhilde shifted and muttered, concern and a little fear in the eyes and hunched shoulders, in their whispers and pallor. Halwende continued, "Four priests—Rella, Gember, Valdher, and the Scavenger," he reminded them. That helped. Relief and ease-of-tension bloomed.

      He needed to get away, to regain his calm. "Thank you for the word of His Grace's departure on his final journey. I will be in Valdher's chapel, then my current quarters." Should he? Yes. "I will dine in my chamber at the usual time, on whatever was already planned. I stand my night watch as well." He nodded to Master Lothar.

      "Very good, Your Grace." The arms master saluted and the other servants bowed as Halwende departed. He climbed the stone stairs by feel and habit. His hands still ached from the cold wash water they'd been immersed in. For the last time, perhaps? No, if he went north again, he'd have to do his own— Stop. You are here. Stop. He chased his thoughts back into the keep, and to the closed doors that stood before him.

      Cervi, einar, laupen, eigris, valke, and other animals and birds danced with trees and Valdher's sign around the dark, smooth-planed wooden doors. He rested one hand on the wood, almost warm to the touch. He closed his eyes for a moment, then pulled the door open only wide enough to ease in.

      The darkness meant nothing. He knew the chapel by sound and feel. His boots made soft thumps before he shifted to walk silently. He stopped, bowed to the Valdher's image, and continued into the tiring room. He used flint and steel to light a small taper. He returned to the chapel, lit two candles, then returned the extinguished taper to its place after lighting a pinch of incense. He walked the incense burner around the chapel's corners before setting it on the stand beside the altar. He bowed, then knelt. He breathed slowly, drinking in the calm quiet, stillness like a forest drowsing in the heat of a late summer afternoon. The needle-leaf and almost animal-scented incense helped quiet his racing thoughts. Valdher looked out from Her place, Her expression shifting in the candles' light. Did She smile or did She gaze into the distance? Her calm, relaxed features hinted at a smile, but he could not tell either way.

      He should pray. He couldn't. What to pray for? He felt numb, relieved if anything, confused. Wisdom? Help in ruling the Valke lands? Those seemed arrogant, inappropriate. "Lady of the Forest, Lady of the Wild Places, what next?" he murmured. The candle flames nodded, then stood straight once more. A heaviness settled on him. I must defend the Valke lands. We're alone, an enemy to the west. We have no allies, do we? Should we go to the new lands, leave here? No, there wasn't enough there yet to support everyone, and to run would be to lose all the Valke family had striven so hard for. He'd be betraying his people and his ancestors. "Wild Lady, what next?" he pled.

      Flames danced as a breeze blew toward him. The air carried the hard, clean scent of the woods in winter, under snow. He prostrated himself on the cold floor. My pathfinder, do nothing in haste, not yet. You will know the time to strike, my hunting valke. Valdher's voice hardened. Justice comes on silent steps, in its own time. You will know, She repeated.

      "Thank You," he whispered, still prostrate on the floor, eyes downcast. "I wait, great Lady. Thank You." Only when the scent of incense returned dared Halwende return to his knees. The candles had burned two finger-widths lower. No wonder his knees hurt, and his lower legs felt numb and cold. He shifted so that he sat. Once feeling returned to everything, he eased onto one knee, then stood. The room wavered and steadied. He bowed, snuffed the candles, covered the incense burner, and departed. The burner needed to cool before he put it away, and it did better in the chapel's coolness.

      As he'd hoped, food waited in his quarters. He ate slowly, concentrating on the flavors. Food helped. Duke Hal . . . I am not His Grace. Thinking of his father by his title also helped. Halwende did not begrudge His Grace a full mourning and proper obsequies. He had been a good ruler, had provided justice and seen to the welfare of his people. He'd just been a terrible father, or so Maltaria and the other clergy had told Halwende. I wouldn't know, would I? He shrugged and finished the wine.

      "More, Your Grace?"

      "No, Odo. I have duty tonight, thank you." He needed a clear head and calm guts. Nor did he need a sore head come the morning. "Do not wait up for me. I will see to myself when I return."

      Odo gave him a hurt look, as if Halwende had betrayed or injured him by not demanding service.

      "Until Duke Hal's final rites are concluded, and my accession formalized, I remain only the heir and a priest of Valdher. It is better to change slowly, Odo. I would not insult Duke Hal by taking his privileges too soon."

      The man's eyebrows rose, and his hurt frown shifted to understanding. "Ah. Thank you, my lord. Shall I tell the others?"

      "Yes, please do. We all need time to adjust and to honor Duke Hal properly." Halwende kept his doubts to himself, along with his thought about finding a different man to see to his clothing and to his person. This wasn't the time. Valdher Herself had said so.

      That night, Halwende took his place on the wall of the keep, watching the lands to the north and west. Cold, clear weather had come in, good for slaughtering beasts and speeding harvest. Hunting would begin soon as well, now that the last of the summer births had reached the age of independence. He draped his cape over his shoulders. He didn't need it now, but it would grow cold enough by the end of his watch that he'd want it. He settled the light helm in place, checked his weapons, and left the watch room for the wall.

      Master Lothar waited for him on the bastion. "Yer grace, yer excused from watch duty," the arms master reminded him.

      Halwende shook his head. "Excused by rule, yes, but not by the men." Or the gods, I suspect. He was not going to ask that question. He didn't want to know the answer. He turned his head, gazing past the dark shape of Master Lothar and into the distance, searching for movement. "Or by me." Duty he had, duty he could do, duty didn't require thinking about the future. The less his thoughts wandered while on watch, the better.

      A heavy hand thumped onto his left shoulder. "Good. A true duke leads by showin', not by just orderin'. May yer watch be quiet, Yer Grace, and Valdher bless."

      "Marsdaam be with ye," Halwende replied. Heavy steps plodded away into the darkness, and the black bulk of the arms master's shape disappeared down the steps. Was that a test? I think it was. He shrugged and turned his full attention to the clearing and fields stretching north from the keep. Nothing should move in the night, not this night. The Scavenger had no feast or rituals this night, and the fields in this direction had all been harvested and gleaned. Rella lit the days for work, holding back most of Her light in the night, so that men and most beasts could rest. Most men, Halwende reminded himself. Some men always labored in the night.

      He moved a few paces east along the wall, turning his attention to a different part of the land. He let his eyes rest on the far horizon, where the arc of Donwah's Drops flowed down into the Scavenger's realm. He shifted his gaze closer, not trying to peer, but waiting for motion. Motion meant trouble. A little hint of wind teased his nose with wood-smoke, drying grain, and the dusty smell of weisblaat leaves about to fall. An ovstrala complained to the world about something, a few more mumbled back, their deep-voiced grumbles fading back into the quiet after a while. Two pale night-hunting birds flew through the tranquil sky.

      Halwende shifted once more, moving to stay alert and to turn his attention to other areas. He would need to start patrolling away from the keep again soon. He'd left that to Master Lothar and the other arms-men, and to the villagers and woodsmen closer to the edges of the Valke lands. No longer. He sighed a little, but only to himself. He had to check the border stones as well, especially in the west but in the north too, shifting those to fit the Valke claims. Once set by the Emperor, then they'd be made larger and stronger, and he'd need to see to building outposts and watch places, but not yet. No need to stir neighbor strife so soon.

      The night cooled. The drops of light overhead shone bright, undimmed by cloud. No sky-veils danced, either. He'd seen them twice, green and blue that flowed across the northern sky, close to the edge of the Scavenger's realm. He pulled his cape closer and walked to face west, the direction of trouble. Lord Ruthard's fight preceded Lord Hal's birth, if the stories held truth.

      The bright red and shining gold of the Mill and Pond passed overhead before his watch concluded. Nothing moved— nothing that should not move. Whatever had troubled the ovstrala no longer irritated, and they made no sound. Cervi had emerged from the forest and browsed on anything the gleaners had missed. They didn't miss much, although few people gleaned out of dire need this year. In other years, things differed. Flood, fire, those hurt families. Drought and frost and excess rain hurt everyone. He'd need to see to the stores and supply posts as well, he remembered, then stopped the thought. Not now. Not tonight. He would make a list after he rested, and consult with the chamberlain, Master Lothar, and others.  They should know better what supplies should be used and what needed to be replaced.

      Footfalls lighter than Master Lothar's approached, then heavier. Halwende turned, partway, toward the sound. He trusted but did not fully trust.  An arms-man stopped, just out of blade reach, and saluted. Master Lothar lurked behind the young man. Halwende returned the salute. "I have the watch, um, Yer Grace," the new arms-man said, or tried to. He squeaked the last few words.

      Halwende ignored the squeak. "You have the watch. Cervi graze in the north-near fields. Something troubled the ovstrala but they have been quiet."

      "I have the watch," the arms-man repeated. He moved to the side, allowing Halwende to pass on the wooden wall-walk. Master Lorthar waited, then walked behind Halwende back to the watch room. They descended the stone steps, ducked the low doorway, and entered the warmer, dimly-lit chamber. Whatever waited in the pots on the night hearth smelled very good. Halwende set his helm in the proper place and hung his cape on the appointed peg. Master Lothar removed it. He set it on a different peg, one carved to resemble a valke's head, with beak and painted eyes. Halwende ducked. Yes, he was duke now.

      "But you still need to see to yer own weapons, Yer Grace," the arms master chuckled.

      "I would fear to do otherwise, lest the Dark Lord release the spirits of your predecessors to come terrify me into proper respect for my blades and arrows." Halwende smiled and relaxed a little at the snort that greeted his words. Both men served themselves cider and flat-bean soup from the night hearth, then sat at the trestle table and ate. The soup meat tasted suspiciously like a male ovstrala of considerable age and durability. He shrugged. Better to eat the old beast than to waste it.

      Once he'd eaten, and Master Lothar had made good progress on his own food, Halwende asked, "How long after mourning should we wait before we start checking the borders?"

      "Yer th' duke, Yer Grace, but," Lothar lifted one thick-jointed finger off the table. "I'd start now, have some of the younger men what need seasoning go out, just to see if any of the border marks have been shifted or are overgrown. Nothing to trouble the neighbors, but to let younger men gain experience."

      Halwende nursed the last of his cider and considered, eyes half-closed to better see the map in his mind. "Yes. Start to the south. So as not to worry the neighbors. Then west, and north, should any of the new markers have been damaged by animals." It wasn't animals that cut down blazed trees, not even the legendary wood-chewers of the mountains. Confirming the bounds wasn't forbidden during mourning, and some of the younger men probably did need to get out and away. They all needed to see everything in all times of year, because some things changed greatly once the plants slept in winter. "Not tomorrow, but the following day." The day before Duke Hal's death ritual, he realized.

      The older man gave him a sideways look, as if Halwende had forgotten something. He cast his mind back, seeing the map again in his mind. No, nothing he'd described should lead to problems with either the gods or men. It would, at least with men, because that's how things went, but again, so long as Halwende didn't go with the arms-men, ordering them to beat the bounds would not offend the gods. "The following day," he repeated.

      Master Lothar nodded. "I'll see to it, Yer Grace." He relaxed.

      Halwende had passed another test. "Remain seated, please," he said, standing himself. He set bowl, spoon, and mug in the place for dirty utensils and saw himself out. Odo had best not defied me and stayed up waiting. The servant knew very well that Halwende could take care of his own needs. As he crept down the nearly black-dark hallway, he listened for night sounds. None reached his ear that should not. I will continue seeing to my own boots. My boots and my weapons must be ready at all times.

      He slept longer than he'd planned, but he needed the rest, like as not. He'd have all-night death vigil after the next night, followed by the death rituals for Duke Hal. The pile of wood already waited beside the Scavenger's temple. The other chapels had closed their doors, aside from that of Gember in the villages, because of the Scavenger's primacy at this time. Halwende would pay private honors to Valdher, as Her priest, but not lead worship. He would speak as priest at the death rites, but Maltaria had trained him in those, and he'd served with her twice. Since he was not the priest of Marsdaam, Duke Hal's born to and born for deity, Halwende had not great duties or role. He rolled onto his back and stretched. As heir and new duke? No real duties, either, because of mourning. He'd ease into the duke's tasks and be acknowledged as duke at the next imperial court, whenever that would be. Next spring, like as not, given how large the summer's gathering had been and what had been done.

      Odo cleared his throat. Halwende pushed back the heavy blanket and fur-on ovstrala hide bed cover and eased out of the straw-filled mattress. He wasted no time washing, then pulled on proper clothes. "Ah, Your Grace, it seems that, perhaps, a few of Your Grace's late fathers jackets and cloaks from his younger years might fit you, my lord, but none of his recent garments."

      Halwende shrugged. "Nothing can be done about or with any of the late duke's possessions until the time of mourning has passed." Not entirely— some legal documents needed to be moved from the ducal chambers to the office, and anything that might be eaten by vermin within that time should already have been removed with His Grace's body.  Wulfhilde and Maltaria had drilled him on that, in case he had to see to the first rituals for someone born to and for Valdher if a voice of the Scavenger could not be quickly located or called. That was not the case now.

      Odo swallowed, the mouse in his throat moving up and down. "Ah, Your Grace, not to contradict, but it would not be amiss if you were to dress more finely, and none of your current garments fit your status."

      Do not bite his head off. One, two, three, four, he counted until he could speak without raising his voice. "Odo, until mourning ends, nothing is to be changed that is not a threat to life or health. That includes my wardrobe."

      "But sir, the death rites!" Odo half-wailed, wringing his hands. "You must have proper garb for the rites!"

      Halwende growled. "I do. My vestments as speaker for Valdher. I will stand for the Lady of the Forest, since Marsdaam's voice is delayed." Before Odo could protest further, or faint, Halwende added, "I wish to break my fast."

      He also needed to drink, preferably something warm. A twinge had begun in his low back, a sign of insufficient liquid in his body, according to Master Eticho. Too dry and his humors would unbalance. The excess heat would bake waste into bladder rocks. One of the teamsters for the keep had passed rocks in late summer. All the men filled their water skins at least twice daily and then drank them dry, after that. Especially when Eticho warned that once a man formed rocks, he'd be likely to form more. No. I never, ever want to see another man being held up to piss, sobbing and screaming because the pain is so great. He'd rather carry an einar to the keep from the northern border of the Valke lands!

      After eating, Halwende drank more warm water with sun-stem in it, then went to the Scavenger's temple. It sat away from the keep, at the edge of the cleared area reserved for day-work, and the first of the ovsta and cattle pens. The Scavenger's voice spoke for Yoorst, determining the day of fall slaughter, if no priest of Yoorst happened to be available. It also marked the place where final rites for the dead were conducted. The pile of wood, as high as Halwende's chin, stood waiting. Oil too had been prepared and yet waited inside the keep. He looked at the mound of wildwood, cut firewood, and other pieces of brush and tree, and nodded. Go in. He can't yell at you anymore. He took a deep breath, turned, and walked to the temple door. It opened. He bowed and stepped inside.

      The hard-edged incense he associated with the Scavenger . . . No, a gentler scent met him from the silent darkness. Lamps burned on either side of Duke Hal's bier. Halwende bowed to the hooded figure standing behind the altar, then approached the body. His father lay with his arms along his side, his body draped with rough black cloth, a thin white veil over his face. He looked—Halwende sought the word. His father looked at peace. He had done his duty, he had died easily, he had paid his debts save one. He could enter the Scavenger's presence with a quiet spirit, perhaps.

      The flames of the lamps swam, and wet trickled down Halwende's face. Duke Hal—his father—lay dead. Truly dead. Now what? He went to one knee and covered his face with his hands, fighting to control himself. Fear for the future warred with anger at the old duke. "How dare you rest quietly, who never allowed your sons to know quiet? How dare you?" The words hissed out of him, impious and bitter, as bitter as the tears on his face.

      "My brother," a soft voice murmured from the darkness. Fabric rustled, and Halwende lowered his hands. Wulfhilde extended one black-gloved hand. He took it and rose. "Come." He followed her past the body and the altar, pausing with her to bow to the One for whom she spoke. She pushed open a hidden door and led him into the tiring room. A window allowed the cloud-softened morning light into the chamber. "You cannot repair black vestments with black thread by lamp light," she told him. "Sit."

      He sat. She sat on the other side of the small table, facing him. "Younger brother." She said nothing more, but the sympathy and warmth in her voice undid his effort at control, and the tears began once more. He let them flow. A different door opened, and Eticho came in, wearing a darker version of his usual garb. He sat beside Halwende and rested one hand on his shoulder. Neither priest said aught more, but their presence helped. The tears and rough sobs ended. Eticho offered a bit of much-washed cloth. Halwende wiped his eyes and returned the material.

      "So," Wulfhilde began. "Since we are almost all here. In two days, the rites begin when Rella's torch crosses the peak of the sky, so that His Grace's remains will be burned by nightfall." The two men nodded. "Halwende, you will speak for the Lady of the Forest. You know the proper words?"

      He nodded. "Yes, I speak as the Lady, and give permission for the wood that was gathered to be used for the rite, and I bless His Grace as appropriate to his sex and station."

      "Good. You will not light the flame." The black hood turned toward the healer-priest.

      "No, that's my job, and I hope no one needs me afterwards, because I'm going to be flat on my back." He sighed. "Halwende, remember your headache after throwing fire?"

      "Yes." He winced as a phantom throb bounced through his head.

      Eticho nodded. "That's what I'm going to feel like, since His Grace was not born to and born for Rella." A heavy sigh. "I do not begrudge the gift of Her flame, but I wish I was a fire-priest instead of a healer."

      A quiet snort came from the depths of the hood. "A fire priest in the forest. I've heard that song."

      Who hadn't? Even if no one was supposed to sing songs like that, ones that made fun of the clergy. Well, given the songs making fun of the nobles . . . it was pretty mild, really.

      "Roget has the least to do, at least during the main rites," Wulfhilde continued. "He will bless the breads of the feast, once the flames of the death-fire die. Then what?"

      Halwende half-closed his eyes so he could see the page in the book. "I, no, Valdher's speaker has to ensure that the ashes are cold. The wood ashes, and that all embers have died before the remains are gathered and taken to the place of burial to return to the soil." Those ashes could not be used for making soap or other things. "And I need to find the proper place today, since we have no place set-aside for the bones and ashes of the family." Some clans did, but the Valke tended to move every few generations, and had never begun the tradition.

      "Yes. And you will need to lead Eighth-Day worship on the Eighth-Day, as Valdher's speaker." She patted his hand. "I get to sleep." A hint of laughter came from the hood, and he imagined her sticking her tongue out at him.

      He did not return the gesture.

      Eticho chuckled. "I will be sleeping, whether I want to or not, and I assure you, brother, I will want to. So don't get bitten by an einar, or fall of the wall, or get run over by an ovsta storm until after noon."

      Halwende managed a weak smile. "I will endeavor to stay out of trouble, Master Healer."

      Wulfhilde sat bolt upright, head turning to the chapel. "My, this changes things," she whispered.  "Stay here." She stood and went out into the chapel.

      "I hope that doesn't mean that Duke Hal's spirit has returned to scold me one last time," Halwende grumbled, trying to hide a spike of fear.

      Eticho snorted. "If he does, our sister will have firm words for him, and will need both of us to deal with whatever is pretending to be His Grace."

      Cold chills shook Halwende, and he swallowed hard. That was one thing the priests never, ever discussed outside of their own company, and then behind locked doors.

      The door opened, and Halwende and Eticho both stood as a brown clad man in a traveler's cloak, with a traveler's staff and hat, ducked into the room ahead of Wulfhilde. The man wore a large rectangular pendant of brown-and-gold striped cat's eye, hanging from a heavy gold chain with red-and-brown enamel. "Well met, brothers," Marsdaam's Son said.

      The others bowed. "Well met, sir," Eticho replied. "You come at an auspicious time."

      "Indeed." The stranger removed his hat and pointed to Halwende. "I know you are in mourning, Duke Halwende, but your men are needed in the west, to watch and guard. Lord Ruthard seeks to make trouble. Don't go yourself, but warn your men."

      Only being in the Scavenger's Own house kept Halwende from erupting with rage. Crimson filled his vision.  He— How dare— The twice blasted son of a— One, two, three, four, . . . He got to twenty before he could open his mouth and speak in calm, quiet tones. "I thank you, sir, for your counsel, and I go to warn Master Lothar and the others. If you will pardon me sister, brothers?"

      Wulfhilde waved at him, then made a shooing motion with her right hand. "Go. Your role tomorrow will not change."

      He bowed and departed by the outer door, the one not into the chapel. He eased past two storage rooms and out a concealed side door. That put him face to face with the wood for the final rites. He drew magic, then stopped himself. No, no anger, not now. This is not the time. And you'll have to gather more wood. He trotted to the keep, and to Master Lothar's domain near the weapons' practice areas. Of all the times to push things . . . Ice replaced fire. He wants me to be foolish, and rash. And then I will join my brothers and parents. Somehow he knew, just knew, what Ruthard hoped would happen. Thank You, Lady of the Forest, Scavenger, for holding me back.
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      Despite everything, sleep came easily that night. Eating his way through the samples of feast meats and breads probably helped. Avoiding excess wine helped more, although he made certain to drink more water and teas than he really wanted to. I can't tomorrow, so I'd better tip my natures toward the cool and wet, since I will be hot and dry come the morning.

      Halwende confirmed everything with the chamberlain and chief steward and worked on cleaning his boots and weapons. Odo, his chamber servant, frowned mightily and acted mildly offended, but kept his peace. Oiling blades, repairing the leather wrap on one of his hunting blades, and working fat into the seams of heavy winter boots served a purpose. Pacing, getting in the way of people who knew what to do better than he did, and thinking too hard only wore him out and irritated the staff.  Marsdaam's Son and a few younger servants refreshed the Valke family temple and took inventory. Halwende and the others had tried to keep it decent, but they'd probably missed something. I hope vermin didn't get into the hangings and vestments, or the candles. Maybe we should switch to lamps for every-day, since mice don't drink oil-seed oil. He might try it, if Valdher approved, for the lights not on the altar, and for non-feast days.

      That night he put on the robes of Valdher's speaker, took his priest's staff, and went to the Scavenger's temple. Marsdaam's Son met him on the way, and Halwende bowed. "No, brother, do not bow," the older man said, voice quiet and rich, a warm medium-deep voice. "We stand as equals this night, hands of the gods alone."

      Halwende still opened the door for the Son, younger for elder. Together they bowed to the Scavenger. The Dark Lord loomed in the flickering lamp light, a shadow clad in darkness, His robes of black concealing face and much else. Black and silver patterns marked the edges of His knee-length cloak, and silver capped the ends of the staff standing at His left hand. He wore black trews tucked into black boots. His right hand rested on the head of a very, very large rat. His left reached forward, palm up, fingers curved in a gesture of welcome, or perhaps of command—come. No man could refuse the Scavenger's call, no matter how young or brave or wise. Some said that the Scavenger was the fairest of the gods, the most just, for He ignored all rank and station. Even the Northern Emperors passed into His domain.

      "Well met, brothers," a cool voice murmured from the shadows. "By twos we stand vigil, by twos we rest. Gember's speaker, Rella's speaker, and Yoorst's speaker come also. The tiring room is open to all."

      "Our thanks, sister, for the hospitality and welcome," Marsdaam's Son replied, equally quiet. "Shall we," he gestured to Halwende, "begin?"

      "Yessssss," came the cold, sibilant reply. Halwende swallowed and inclined toward the voice, as did Marsdaam's Son. Heavy, dull steps retreated toward the tiring chamber's door. The lamp flames bowed to the Scavenger, then straightened.

      Halwende bowed as well, then took his place on the left side of the bier. Marsdaam had been Duke Hal's born-to and born-for patron, so the Great Traveler's Son stood on the right. Halwende held his staff in front of himself, butt resting on the floor, and shifted to "ready-relaxed" as he would for a long ceremony or court. He gazed down, at the edge of the bier and the floor. Four long, slow breaths, then he opened his mind the way he did if leading worship.

      Calm, the watchful calm of a cervi doe alone and safe in the forest, filled him. A soft green bloomed at the edges of his vision, the green of sunlight through leaves in late spring. He contemplated the forest, of life and death and the proper way of things. A great tree died, fell in a storm or burned in a fire, and new life arose from the roots and ashes, fed by the light and water and the life returned to the soil. Hunting animals killed prey animals, then died in their turn, and the eaters of the dead returned the bodies to the soil, renewing the life therein. Birth and death, mating and rest, spring and summer and fall and winter, all passing in their turn, the proper round. As with the forest, so too with men.

      The soft scuff of boots on the floor caught his ear, and he slowly emerged from his meditations. He turned his head, with great care, and looked to the sound. A lean man in Gember's golden brown robes stood waiting. Beside him, an unfamiliar older priestess in Yoorst's black, brown and cream nodded to Halwende. He turned, bowed to the Scavenger, then stepped back. He cleared space for Yoorst's voice to take his place. She walked forward, bowed to the Dark Lord, and turned to face the bier. Only then did he follow Marsdaam's Son to the dim quiet of the tiring room. Herb-laced warm water waited for them, along with light food appropriate for wakefulness. Unlike the others, he and Marsdaam's Son would stand extra watches until the dawn.

      Marsdaam's Son helped himself then sat. "Sit, brother. Our sister rests, since she has the greater duty tomorrow."

      "Yes, sir." Halwende got a little food and more water, then sat as well. How old was Wulfhilde? Probably not young, but he could be wrong. He'd never know, and it didn't matter.

      The older man studied him. Halwende liked his brown eyes and solid features, and his calloused hands. The priest worked. That was good. Halwende drank some of the herbed water and didn't make a face. It smelled like sweet spices, but tasted more bitter than sweet. Eticho's work, I should have suspected. That or just something that simmered too long and went bad, like some fish had to be cooked for hours, or waved over the fire, but nothing in-between.

      "Have you ever stood death vigil before?"

      Halwende finished his swallow. "No. I only became Valdher's voice at midsummer, when the former priest died. No one has died yet who was born to Valdher." He thought about the people he knew. "The senior huntsman, Pol, and I, and one of the maids who works in the kitchen may be the only people born to the Lady of the Forest currently living in the keep or close to the keep." A number had been born for Valdher, but born to other deities. "We don't have many Scavenger-born, either."

      The Son frowned, a thoughtful expression rather than with anger. "Interesting. That may explain some things." He shrugged and drank. "I ask because you seem both comfortable with your duty, and hesitant." He smiled a little.

      Halwende nodded and shrugged in turn. "Meditating on life and death . . ." He turned one hand palm-up in a sort of shrug. "I'm a hunter and forester, or was before my brothers' deaths. That is all life and death, looking to see that the trees are taken at the best time with minimal waste, if possible, dealing with fires if they endanger farms and villages." He inhaled. "As a pathfinder, I seem to walk closely with danger and death. But I've never stood vigil before, sir. I'm not sure, other than falling asleep or letting my mind wander in, ah, improper directions, how I would go wrong."

      "Those are the main ways. Since no other family members stand vigil, talking or other people sleeping isn't something you have to worry with." The Son frowned again. "Have Duke Hal's brothers and sisters been told?"

      Oh dear. This will be— No, be honest. "Sir, messengers were sent. Only Lady Valeria accepted the message, His Grace's youngest sister. The others sent the messengers back with the unopened message." I should not have sealed the letters with my signet, but now I know. They won't forgive me for Otto being stupid and drunk. It would have been nice to have at least a coldly formal acknowledgment of the news, but so it went. Otto had forced the matter, and Otto had gone to the Scavenger to explain his choices.

      "Hmm." Neither spoke after that. Halwende concentrated on drinking, then taking care of the used water.

      The second vigil passed as the first. The third, however . . . As the lamps burned lower, the green at the edges of his vision spread, filling his eyes with a vision of the forest. A woman in hunting clothes, her face hidden by the hood of her green cloak, waited at the edge of a clearing. A dark, shadowy figure watched as well, half-hidden by an old, fire-blackened tree trunk. Halwende went to one knee, head bowed. The rustling whisper filled his ears. My servant, my pathfinder, patience. Watch and wait. The cervi will come to your hand, and justice come with it.

      Lady and forest faded into darkness. Halwende managed to stay on his feet, but he swayed a little, then regained himself. Thank You, Lady of the Forest. Thank You, Scavenger, for Your mercy and guidance. He had no excuse to go seeking revenge, not after that! Yes, and now he had every reason not to court danger, at least not until Valdher gave Her sign. He shook a little, then studied His Grace's body and returned his thoughts to the appropriate meditations.

      At first light, Eticho and Wulfhilde took his and the Son's place. The doors of the small temple opened, and those who wished to could pay honors to Duke Hal before the final rites. Halwende retreated to Valdher's chapel in the keep. He recited prayers of thanks and honor, and savored the calm and quiet. Then he ate.

      Just before mid-day by sun, he joined the five other priests at the Scavenger's temple. Four lifted the bier off the table, using carrying poles that had been added, and carefully carried His Grace out to the oil-soaked wood. Several of the men of the keep and the villages helped move the body onto the now head-high pile. The wind had faded away, and a bit of Halwende's mind gave thanks for the lack of fire danger. The Scavenger's voice and Marsdaam's Son stood closest to the wood, then Valdher's speaker and Rella's, with Gember's and Yoorst's farthest away.

      A large group of people from the keep, and the closest villages, had gathered to watch the first part of the rites. Tables laden with food, small-beer, and mild cider waited, the final feast provided by Duke Hal for his people. Halwende had checked the strength of the drinks—not too strong. This wasn't time for celebration or for fighting, and both came easily with strong drink, even after food.

      "A son of Marsdaam, duke of the empire, son of the Valke family, seeks entry to the Scavenger's lands," Marsdaam's Son called. His voice stilled the murmurs and faint weeping, carried over the sounds of the animals in the pastures and paddocks. "Marsdaam releases his child Hal into the care of the Scavenger, if the Scavenger will accept him."

      The cold, deep voice from behind the black hood sent many people to their knees. The priests remained standing, but inclined toward the speaker. "I turn away none from my realm. Not all find rest, but all are welcome." Halwende shivered. The sun on his shoulders and back was not enough to ease the chill from those words.

      The Son turned to Halwende and made a small, half-hidden gesture. Halwende stepped forward and pitched his voice to carry. The sound of wind in the woods surrounded him once more, and a voice spoke through him. "I give wood to send this son of Marsdaam on his way. Freely give, for he gave freely and obeyed My commands and word." The presence faded, and Halwende returned to his place.

      "I give fire to send this son of Marsdaam on his way. Freely give, for he gave freely and cared for those of his people under My light." Eticho pointed one red-gloved hand at the pile of wood. Power moved, and flame arose from under the body, a pillar within the pile that then spread. As he'd warned, the priest staggered, and Halwende stepped sideways, grabbing Eticho's arm and steadying him. Neither spoke, and Halwende stayed where he was until he felt the healer-mage stop swaying.

      As the flames licked, then caressed the dead man's burial robe, Halwende felt himself wavering. He caught himself. My father is dead. Duke Hal is dead. I mourned him already, I think. A soft numbness filled Halwende. Later. There would be time later. Now he was not Hal's son, but Valdher's voice. The smoke rose straight up. The wood burned easily and burned hot. He sweated under his robes despite the coolness in the air. The strong sun played a role, as did the flames. He'd need to drink a lot come evening.

      The priests of Gember and Yoorst inclined to the Scavenger's voice, then turned and walked to the food. That was the signal for the gathered witnesses, and they retreated to the tables. Halwende heard the blessings, and felt the blessing settle on the food and drink, and on those who had come to pay honor to the late duke. He remained in place, in part to steady Eticho should Rella's voice have further difficulty. "Back," Eticho called, but quietly, after the sun had passed almost half-way to the horizon. All four priests stepped back at least ten paces from the fire. The mound trembled, then fell in on itself. The body no longer looked like a body, and it disappeared into the red and gold flames. They surged one more, and three of the arms-men used long poles to move the edges of the wood farther into the center, encouraging the fire to keep burning. The smell of roast meat faded, and clean wood and incense spread out from the fire, as was proper.

      Just as Rella's torch touched the western sky, the last flames faded to embers. "Go," Wulfhilde said, her voice harsh and dry. "Hal has finished his journey, and now resides in the lands of the Scavenger."

      "All hail to the Scavenger, Lord of the Depths," the priests intoned, along with a few arms-men and others who had come for this last bit of the ritual. Two men and a widowed woman, all born to Rella, would stay and ensure that the flames did not spread, and that the fire died properly. Halwende would check the ashes after dawn, gather them, and take them into the forest to return to Valdher's land.

      Halwende stayed close to Eticho until they got to the healer's chambers. "No fights, no eating unknown plants," Eticho groaned. "Lady of Fire my witness, I hurt."

      Two of his assistants helped the healer-priest farther into his domain. Halwende staggered to his own quarters, drank far too much of the waiting tea, and removed his robes. Those he managed to drape to air. He pried off his boots and fell onto the bed. He'd eat late—
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      "I am not my father," Halwende repeated for the fifth time at least. What of the late duke's clothes could be re-made to fit, or used for other things, Halwende had already ordered sent to Mistress Kai for washing and then to be re-made to fit him. The others. . . The embroidery and colors didn't suit him, and he wasn't born to Marsdaam, so those certainly should go into storage or have the stitching undone and the fine threads put to other uses, or saved. Many of the ornate furnishings had also been removed from both the ducal chambers and the receiving rooms. Sturdier but still excellent tables, chairs, and lamp-stands, as well as banners, now resided in Halwende's official spaces.

      "No, Your Grace, you are not, but this," Odo waved his hand at Halwende's current clothing, "is not suitable for a duke's court." The material alone in the green-dyed leather jerkin and woolen trews, creamy shirt of finest schaef wool, and tan-embroidered dark brown boots cost the price of two very good ovsta ewes in lamb. The embroidery on shirt and jerkin added another un-bred ovsta to the bill. And they had been remade from Halwende's older clothes, as well as from things found in storage. The servant wrung his hands. "You must show your strength and wealth, Your Grace!"

      "To whom?" His voice sounded as sour as verjuice in his ears. "My court, my ways. I am not greeting or entertaining his majesty today, Odo." Halwende slung the light brown, tooled leather belt around his waist. He settled the hilt of his long knife so that it would not stab his ribs when he sat, and stalked out of the ducal bed chamber. He hadn't carried it when he led worship, but he needed it now. He also needed to pension off Odo and find someone who knew clothes but would not be such a sore-under-the-yoke. I am not Duke Hal.

      For one thing, Duke Hal had been married when he came to the ducal honors. Halwende needed to do that, and sire an heir, as soon as possible. He and Malita of Kamsicht had exchanged letters and tokens of betrothal, but she lacked a year and three-quarters to being of marriage age. As he strode up the corridor, two passing maidservants stopped and curtsied as he passed. He waved an acknowledgement and continued on. There's nothing stopping you from taking a leman, a little voice in his head reminded him. The excessive amount of the taller maid's charms revealed by her bodice had something to do with that idea.

      Nothing stopped him except the problem of bastards, and the mess of servants competing to warm his bed, then acting superior and trying to order around the other women. He'd heard stories. No. Duke Hal had a point about finding a professional if I want that sort of company. Which was not what he needed to be thinking about right now! Now he had reports to read, news from the north and west to hear, and a property dispute to settle. Marsdaam's Son settled trade disputes and confirmed that weights and measures met proper standards, but that didn't help when the wool was still on the schaef.

      The chamberlain met him at the door of the office. "Your Grace, the petitioners are here," he said. He looked tired already. Halwende raised his eyebrows. "They are most enthusiastic in their desire for a solution."

      "Ah. Then I will see them first." They were about to knife each other, or at the least get into a fight and cause further trouble, and Scaz wanted them out of the way before they got blood on his floors and walls. Or something similar. Halwende undid the peace-strap on his knife and went into the receiving chamber.

      He sat in an older, plainer chair than Duke Hal had used. Unlike his father's ornate seat, this one fit Halwende's smaller frame. The darker wood with inlaid white-bark valke flying up the sides matched his personality as well. A scribe already waited in a corner, out of the way, pens and ink at the ready. The door opened and three men, escorted by as many men-at-arms, boiled into the room. The commotion flowed toward him and showed little sign of ceasing. He stood. "Enough!"

      The roar, and the butt-ends of the arms-men's spears, muted the argument. Halwende sat once more. He pointed to the sturdy, square faced man in a schaef-man's smock and boots, and faded brown flat hat. "What is the dispute? You first, and only one at a time or I will claim the schaef and toss all of you out."

      All three glared at him, but quiet accompanied their glares. The schaef-man scuffed the floor with one boot, then said, "M'lor', Henk claims three yearlin' schaef what are mine. Says t' ewe had triplets. I bargained for his ram t' tupp t' ewe, one lamb fer each of us."

      Halwende let his eyes close a little. The schaef-man had contracted for the ram to service his ewe, the price being one lamb of the two. The ram's owner wanted three lambs, because the ewe had delivered three lambs? That made no sense. He opened his eyes. "And you, Henk, what say you?"

      The skinny, thin-shanked man scowled from under a nose that couldn't decide which direction it wished to go. "M'lor, we contracted for m' ram t' do his ewe. One lamb a piece, aye. But his man abused m'ram, an' it could nae serve for three eight-days after. Th' ewe had three, and I claim mine, plus two for th' ram bein' hurt."

      What would take an animal down for three eight-days but not kill it outright? Leg bruises from hitting the ram instead of using a leg-crook? He didn't know much about schaef, but even he knew that a man used a crook to catch, not beat. He studied the man standing behind the other two. Something about him . . . Halwende caught the eye of the closest arms-man and moved the fingers of his left hand. The guard nodded and shifted a little closer to the shabby gent.

      "And you, in the brown smock. What is your part in this?"

      The other men stepped to the sides, both turning and glaring at the stoop-shouldered figure in the worn and patched brown smock and patched trews. The man gulped, glancing side to side, eyes never still. "Ah, m'lord, I help Mak w' his schaef. I witnessed th' bargain an th' servicin'."

      Something in the witness' voice caught Halwende's attention. Something shifted, something that should not be here. He stayed relaxed, but drew a little magic from inside himself, battle magic. "What was the bargain?"

      "A lamb for th' service, m'lord."

      "And if the ram's efforts failed?"

      The witness gulped again. "Ah, m'lord, I don't recall." His voice wavered a little as he spoke. "May not have been part of th' contract m'lord."

      He's lying. That's always part of the contract. I've seen it. He didn't press. Instead he said, "What happened with the ram and the ewe?"

      The witness shifted his feet, eyes on the floor, and wiped his palms on his smock. He looked up and Halwende caught his eyes. The man said, "M'lord, ah, nowt happened. Th' ram serviced th' ewe and went his way."

      Halwende didn't look away. "The ram did his duty and left. Did he try to cover any other ewes?"

      The man started to shake, eyes still locked on Halwende's own. "Nae! Yoorst my witness, th' ram left, went home on his own."

      Faint green settled over the scene like a thin veil. "A ram walked to his owner's farm without guard or guide?" Halwende heard his voice asking.

      All three men stared at him, then went to one knee. The witness dropped to both knees, then onto his belly. "Mercy, please, mercy! Th' ram, while Master Henk was distracted, th' ram snuffed at another ewe. I tried to help, chased th' ram to th' second ewe, tapped him wi' my stick to speed him. Not so hard's to hurt, I promise!"

      "You have sworn falsely once," Halwende said, vision now clear. "Why should I trust your word now?"

      "He made me," the witness yelped, pointing to Mak. "Wanted more than th' bargain. I couldn' disobey."

      Before Halwende could ask another question, Mak drew something from a pouch on his belt and tossed it toward Halwende. Halwende dodged and threw magic at it, smashed it to the floor, shattered the thing. A charred spot the size of his hand appeared on the reddish-brown wood. He sat again.

      Pain spiked from temple to temple. Red filled his vision. The guards grabbed Mak and hauled him back, away from the others. Halwende rested his hands on the arms of the chair and breathed, calming himself and willing away the exhaustion and pain. They faded with his anger. "Who sold you the magic?" he demanded.

      Mak babbled, almost soiled himself with fear. The guards shook him. "Man from Wilteer land, gave to me, said t'would bring justice, came from temple on Wilteer land. Gave me t'other charm to have ewes give triple."

      Red replaced green, and Halwende fought himself for control. "And did the ewes have triplets?"

      "Two did. T'other one died in the borning, delivered a curse beast. Th' priestess of Yoorst blessed all th' beasts, just in case, said something seemed off."

      "Henk, take three lambs, and have the priestesses of Yoorst and the Scavenger both bless the animals. You," Halwende pointed to the cowering witness. "Find a better master, and pay Yoorst's temple the forfeit for swearing false oaths, in restitution for hurting one of His beasts."

      "Mak." Halwende stood, now that he could do so without falling over. "Your flock is forfeit, as are half your lands. Guards, take him to the courtyard and do as the law commands. Then you have four days to leave Valke lands. After that you are out-law. Your family may remain and farm on what remains of your property."

      The men dragged Mak away before he could protest. The others slunk out of the chamber. Halwende sat once more, then leaned forward, head in hands. He breathed through his nose and out through his mouth until the urge to be sick passed. Then he stood. The world remained steady, so he walked with slow steps to the scribe's table. She gulped and offered him a pen. He dipped it in ink, signed the judgment, then waited as she dripped a bit of wax onto the page. He sealed it. "There will be no further cases today," he told her.

      "Ye-, ye-, yes, Your Grace. Thank you, Your Grace." She snuffed the taper and lifted the page, tilting it a little to see if the ink had fully dried. He left her to her work.

      He made it to the ducal chamber, then fell onto the bed, rolled onto his back, and covered his eyes with one arm. "I ha—" He caught himself. "I fail to see why anyone desired to have battle magic," he whispered.
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      Later that day, Halwende met with Master Lothar. ". . . They couldn't cut it down, m'lord, but not for lack of effort." The arms master smiled, a mean, unkind smile. Halwende smiled as well. "All th' marks are still there and all th' blazes save those two. One cairn pulled down, and one half-pulled." He coughed and smiled again. "Seems like that group found some wild ovstrala on their way south with the cold."

      Halwende chuckled. "That would explain the worn tracks." Wild ovstrala out-massed their domesticated cousins by at least twice, and were set in their ways. Anyone who tried to build or camp on their travel paths or their bedding grounds learned not to do that. Or got to explain his folly to the Scavenger instead of to Valdher. "So the damaged cairns are on the western edge of the northern land."

      "Aye. And the part-cut blaze tree is on the western border." He scowled. "Ruthard Wilteer's not giving up."

      "No." Halwende took a sip from his tankard of small-beer. "No, his son was pushing my late cousin to fight me in his majesty's court. And Ruthard detained Mardaam's Son for at least two eight-days, although I'm not going to fight over that, since there were trade disputes and other things that needed the attention of one of Marsdaam's speakers." Now, why Ruthard refused to have a full-time priest of the Great Traveler on Wilteer lands, well, Halwende had some thoughts that did not need to be voiced aloud. Should I say something? Yes, because if I don't, we're going to have someone move on his own and then real trouble will come crashing down on our heads. Starting with my head. "Master Lothar, I was told that we must not act against Ruthard, not yet. Justice is coming, and soon, and Ruthard will do something to bring it onto himself."

      The older man scowled. "Who said, m'lord? His majesty?"

      Halwende shook his head. "The Lady of the Forest. Twice She has spoken. She will give a sign when the time is right, but we need to be patient. Watchful and wary, and we can fight back if they start it," he added before the arms master could object. "But we can't start it."

      Lothar turned his head to the side and mouthed rude things, probably about Ruthard's ancestry and what he could go do with livestock, or something similar. "The men won't like it."

      "I don't like it. Ruthard's the reason there's a burned spot on the floor of the receiving chamber that won't come out. The magic changed the wood." Halwende folded his arms as well. "I want to go over and beat the bastard until he has fewer solid bones than does a pear, but I am not going to disobey the Lady. Nor am I going to tolerate any of my men trying to poke Ruthard into acting."

      Lothar didn't look pleased, but he did unfold his own arms. "That makes sense, m'lord. And that will stick. Priest and duke, they can't argue with that."

      Halwende smiled and stood. "They will. I'm young, I'm inexperienced, and I should be doing something about the thorn that Ruthard is determined to stick in us. If they want to argue with Valdher, they can do it. If an einar or laupen eats them when they go to the jakes at night, well, we'll know who won the argument." He was only half-joking.

      A snort. "If an einar eats Mo when he's staggerin' to th' jakes, th' einar's not going to last much longer. That much stupidity's as bad as a crimson-cap pilz."

      Halwende took his turn on the watch the next day, after going through more farm reports and listening to the state of the Valke coffers. Despite the costs of court, they were better off than he'd feared. It would take a lot of coin and goods to settle the northern lands, he mused as he watched the women carrying loads of wet fabric out of the keep and over to the drying bushes and racks. It would be the last big laundry wash until warm weather returned. A few arms-men watched, just in case someone decided that they needed a shirt more than the current owner did. And to keep away animals. They didn't have any goats, but schaef tended to nibble first and drop dead of poison or stuffed-guts later.

      He lifted his gaze from the area around the gate to the road leading to the servants' hamlet and the farming villages. They were getting into the season when laupen and other things came closer to farms, searching for food. An ovsta cart appeared on the road, coming from the west. Something about it caught his attention. He leaned a little and peered. The cart moved quickly, as if pulled by fresh, well-rested beasts. The pair of ovsta all but gleamed in the late morning sun. How odd. As the cart and the two people with it drew closer, he stared hard. Blue. They wore bright blue, imperial blue. A blue and cream cover concealed the cart's load. He turned and hurried over to the other man on watch. "Imperial messenger coming. I'll send up my replacement until I return."

      "Aye, m'lord."

      Halwende clattered down the steps to the watch room. "Imperial messenger coming. Go up and take my place until watch change or I return."

      "Take your watch, aye, sir," the man waiting said, jumping to his feet and getting his weapons and helm. Halwende stowed his own gear and hurried down to be ready when the couriers arrived.

      He almost collided with the youngster serving as message carrier for the chamberlain. "Your grace," pant, pant, "imperial couriers. At the gate."

      "I come." Halwende stretched his legs and reached the gate just as the cart and couriers emerged into the main courtyard from the shadows of the portal. "Well met and welcome," Halwende called. "Be welcome in the name of Marsdaam, the Great Traveler, and Valdher, Lady of the Wild Lands."

      A tall, broad-shouldered man in a blue and white tabard bearing the imperial crest called back, "Our thanks for the welcome. May Marsdaam bless those who bless travelers, and Sneelah's hand rest on these lands only in the proper season."

      Halwende didn't shiver, but he wanted to. "I offer you drink and rest, you and your beasts."

      The man replied, "Thanks for food, drink, and shelter. We," he gestured to his companion, "bring news and a message for His Grace, Duke Halwende, lord of the Valke lands."

      "I am Halwende." He slipped his signet ring from his thumb and approached the messenger, hands well clear of his weapons.

      The man studied the ring, nodded, and removed a packet of documents and letters from the cart, along with a book-shaped parcel. "His imperial majesty, Aglak Rothbard, sends greetings to Duke Halwende. His majesty wishes to meet with the head of the Valke lands, as well as the head of the Wilteer lands, to discuss certain matters of common interest."

      Halwende fought to keep from smiling. Good! He can solve this mess and smack Ruthard the way he deserves. "Comes his majesty from the south or the east? I ask because two gathering places suitable for his majesty's desires and needs exist, one on the western and southern edge of the Valke lands, on the Wilteer border, and one due south of this keep."

      "From the south and west. The western gathering place." The second courier nodded his agreement with his taller fellow's words. "His majesty has discussed matters with Lord Ruthard. Including the northern expansion of settlement, should the Lady of the Wild and the Lady of the North permit."

      Did I hear a warning there? I think I did. Hmm. Halwende slid the thought to the back of his mind, for later consideration. "The western place, yes."

      "Three days from tomorrow," the smaller courier informed everyone within hearing. "His majesty wishes to speak with Your Grace, your arms master, and your chief forester."

      "Three days from tomorrow," Halwende agreed. "I will be there, with those so named." He'd also bring supplies, just in case. On impulse, he added, "We come under promise of peace."

      The taller courier gave him a thoughtful look, then nodded. "His majesty will be pleased to hear that. The rumors of fighting concern him. Concern him greatly."

      He should be in the middle of it. He caught the thought before it could reach his face or his tongue. "Please be welcome. Quarters are available here, in the keep, along with stalls for your beasts and guards for your gear."

      "Thank you. It is better if we remain outside the walls, lest questions arise," the smaller messenger said. "A night guard on our beasts would be welcome, however."

      He's being very, very careful. Something . . . Halwende inclined his head. "Certainly. I would not cast doubt on his majesty or on his messengers." He turned to the chamberlain and to the senior beast herder. "Whatever they need, please provide, including portable pens should they desire such." Ovstrala could be rope-penned at night, if enough beasts traveled together, but ovsta . . . had minds of their own, alas.

      Three days later, Halwende walked alongside an ovstrala wagon, kicking himself for having grumbled about the late-season warmth. A biting north wind hissed through the rapidly-shedding trees, when it didn't snarl over the grasses and now-empty fields. At least they were almost there, and he could get under shelter soon. What he saw of the land looked good, nothing terribly amiss, but the wind stung.

      Only one place on the western edge of the Valke lands could serve as a meeting place. The clearing had been there since the Valke and Wilteer families had come to the area, and before. The meadow's soil only went elbow-deep, with stone below, or sour clay that might as well be stone and that had proven useless for either pottery or building. Grasses and low herbs grew in the meadow, but nothing more than knee-high. Some said that Valdher had cursed the ground, or perhaps Korvaal. However, the border between the lands passed through the meadow, and space enough for wagons and people could be found there. It made good sense to meet both Lord Ruthard and his majesty there.

      Fine but sturdy, that's what I need, and Odo just does not understand. Unless he wanted to carry court clothes and then change while in the woods, or wherever his majesty happened to be having court. Halwende smiled a little and shook his head. He'd heard of a few people who would do just that. No, especially not if he had to fight his way out of another ambush. There are times and places for show and finery. This is neither, I do not believe.

      As they reentered the forest, Halwende raised his hand for a halt. He undid the strap on his sword and strung his bow, but did not move any arrows from the quiver on his back to the one on his belt. Several of the servants with him and Master Lothar murmured. Glares from the arms master and the lead teamster both stilled the muttering. "You can ask a laupen to leave us alone, go ahead and try," the big ovstrala herder growled. "I'd rather shoot first and then talk."

      "This is the season for laupen and other things to move," Halwende reminded everyone. "I do not care to explain to the Lady of the Forest why I was foolish enough to get eaten." Or die of wound fever. She'll kill me again, then toss me to the Scavenger. He'd rather have Pol and a few other huntsmen with them, but his majesty's letter had been blunt. Only those called, and a decent number of servants.

      They passed without surprise through the forest. Twice Halwende noted signs of possible laupen, and once of something he did not recognize. He called the others to look at the track, and remember it. It had four long claws on the front feet, two in the back, and ran by bounding, or so the tracks suggested. The beast had moved through recently, and the depth of the marks in the soil gave all of them pause. He moved three arrows into his belt quiver, all with hunting points.

      The clearing came into view. He stopped them again, and they secured their weapons and unstrung bows, then moved closer. "Who approaches?" a cold voice called.

      "Halwende Valke, his arms-master, and servants," Halwende called back. He felt magic, not entirely god magic, ahead of them.

      The magic shimmered for a moment, then faded. Murmurs rose from behind him. "Advance Halwende Valke, and others."

      As they entered the clearing, Halwende boggled. He'd never seen a traveling tent that large, or so many beasts crammed into the meadow. They're all ovstrala. No wonder it looks crowded! Blue and white filled the center of the large clearing. Across the grass and plants, he noticed a cluster of brown-and-black tents, and the Wilteer banner flying. He nodded to himself. The emperor stayed between the two parties, so anyone who wanted to act foolish would have good reason to think again.

      A different courier, this one armed as well as wearing the tabard of the emperors, gestured to the closest edge of the clearing. "Your party will camp here, Your Grace. When the sun reaches the top of the western trees, his majesty wishes to speak with you and your arms' master and forester."

      "We camp here, and will attend his majesty at the proper time." Halwende nodded. That gave him time to get a little to eat, and to change into better boots.

      "No arms save table arms," the messenger warned, his expression hard as he pointed to the sword at Halwende's side.

      Halwende nodded. "What is needed in the forest is not needed among men, especially not while under his majesty's protection." Should he? "We saw unfamiliar tracks, something large and fast, four claws on the front feet, two in the back, hind feet so long," he held his hands not quite chest-width apart.

      The man's eyes opened wide indeed, and he swallowed hard. "Ah, thank you for the warning. We heard laupen but met none. I shall inform the night guards."

      "Please do." He didn't want to meet whatever had those feet in the dark.

      Halwende studied the edge of the forest as the servants set up his tent, then their own. He'd prefer to be farther from the edge of the trees, but he didn't care to sleep among the ovstrala, either. At least no underbrush remained to conceal ambush hunters, two or four legged. The trees eased the wind, for now. The wind had chased away the clouds. Tonight will be clear and cold. Well, winter is not far away. They'd had a little snow, just enough to dust the land and warn everyone to make haste.

      As he rested, and ate some trail rations, Halwende puzzled over the warning in the emperor's written message. More than the Lady of the Wilds waited to the north. He's Sneelah's Son. Does the Lady of the North have to give Her leave as well? I thought we were far enough from Her domain to avoid trespass. The books and accounts Maltaria and the other priests had loaned him suggested that Sneelah's claims lay well to the north, in the lands where the Great Cold lingered, above the end of both trees and settlement. I don't know. She's like Donwah and the Scavenger, mysterious and cold. Well, Donwah of the Waters wasn't always cold, just powerful and not patient with the foolish and disrespectful.
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      As the sun touched the tips of the western trees, Halwende and Master Lothar approached the main tent. The door opened, and Halwende blinked. A door? He and Lothar bowed and entered. Lamps and mage-lights illuminated the interior. Aglak Rothbard, northern emperor, sat waiting for them. Halwende bowed once more, and Lothar bent the knee. The emperor gestured to their left. Halwende eased to the side, clearing the entry, and turned slightly so that he could see both emperor and door. The large, green-eyed white cat sat beside Rothbard. It yawned, flashing teeth as long as Halwende's hunting knife.

      Ruthard Wilteer entered, glanced left and right, and bowed. His arms master, a younger man, taller than Master Lothar and more muscular than Halwende, followed, along with a skinny man in forester's garb. Ruthard reminded Halwende of a schaef, with sleepy eyes and a placid, droopy expression. His bark brown beard and mustache drooped as well, carefully trimmed and combed to do just that. Halwende preferred to bare his face, except in midwinter. Ruthard opened his mouth, then closed it and moved to the right without waiting for the emperor's gesture. The emperor raised his eyebrows but said nothing. The silence stretched. The cat washed one enormous paw, revealing claws that seemed as long as Halwende's pointer finger.

      "Duke Valke, your hunting master?" the emperor inquired at last.

      Halwende bowed a hand-width. "I serve as my own hunting master for now, your majesty. Master Pol suffers from joint-twist and can no longer serve." He'd been bed-ridden since mid-summer, crippled with knees that refused to bear his weight. Halwende gestured with his right hand. "As priest of Valdher, one of my duties is to oversee that the hunters take due and proper care and honor, so I see no conflict at this time, your majesty."

      "Ah." The emperor sat back in his chair. "That does seem to be a fortuitous combination of duties."

      Ruthard turned to Halwende. The older man scowled. "You are a priest as well as noble?"

      How does he not know? Or is this something more? "Yes. Valdher marked me for Her service one year ago and more. Her signs were confirmed by priests of Gember, Valdher, the Scavenger, Yoorst, Rella, and Marsdaam's Son."

      The scowl under the mustache turned into a smile, a cold smile. "Ah. Then you are not duke at all, but priest, and there is no Valke lord."

      Do not take the bait. Do not walk into the snare. He heard Lothar growling behind him. One, two, three, four. After ten he said, "Other clergy see no difficulty with my dual service."

      An even colder voice inquired, "Ruthard, what say you to a lord who is also a Son?" The words flowed as smoothly as polished ice and just as hard.

      "I say, your majesty, that Sneelah's Son has duties that do not and cannot interfere with his service as ruling monarch. Unlike a lower-ranked noble who must see to his people as well as to the game and forests on his lands." Ruthard's words flowed as well, full of confidence and sincerity.

      Power began to move around them, like a cool breeze on a warm autumn day, like the soft touch of a cat's paw, testing. Halwende breathed deep, forced his shoulders and hands to relax just as he would in preparation for worship, or when he began to draw the bow.

      "We called you, Valke and Wilteer, to confirm Valke's title as ruling duke of the Valke lands, and to confirm permission to move settlement north, into lands released by Valdher and Sneelah." Something in the emperor's voice and posture gave Halwende pause, and he listened hard. "We also have heard concerns from other nobles, and from priests and common folk, about the . . ." The pause stretched once more. "Let us say, the strife between your houses."

      Neither noble spoke. This is good, perhaps. Lothar shifted his weight but did not otherwise move. Ruthard's forester and arms master both alternated watching Halwende and watching their master. Do they not trust us? Why not? Magic moved around the tent, and the cat yawned, then sat up and stared at him. He inclined slightly to Sneelah's living symbol.

      The emperor turned to Halwende. "What say you of the strife, Duke Halwende?"

      "It goes back to before my birth, your majesty, if I understand correctly. The Valke records say that the dispute goes back to my father's father's youth, when his father and the then lord Wilteer quarreled over the precise location of the border of our lands," he gestured to Ruthard, "and over an einar."

      The emperor's eyebrows rose. "An einar?"

      He had to smile despite the grave nature of the tale. "Yes, your majesty. The einar, according to Valke records, had caused mischief on our side of the border, and was pursued and killed just inside the disputed border. The then hunting master for then Duke Wilteer claimed that the Valke men stole game. Again, your majesty, according to story, the Valke men demanded at least the head and tail, to mount as a warning to other einar to leave the crop lands alone." I have never heard of that working, but I wasn't there and I'm not going to ask the Lady of the Wilds about it.

      Aglak Rothbard covered his mouth with one blue-gloved hand, as if hiding a smile. "Ahem. That is indeed an interesting story, Duke Halwende." The hand lowered. "What say your accounts, Duke Ruthard?"

      Angry brown eyes glowered at Halwende. "Our accounts say that the Valke people claimed land a league into Wilteer borders, borders sealed by His Majesty Thorkil Gunnarson, Second of that name, and that they killed an einar boar that lived under the protection of Valdher Herself." He clenched his fists. "They also say that the then Duke Valke took the honor of the niece of the heir of the Ruthard lands."

      Do not answer. Breathe, do not answer. He shook with rage and bit his tongue to stay silent. The growl behind him warned of looming trouble. He made the hand-sign for "stand down," but did not look to see if Master Lothar obeyed the order. Halwende kept his attention on the emperor. The cat—Lord Gernot—stood. Halwende eased back a half-pace. That's a huge cat. A huge, unhappy cat. The large ears tipped back, and the tail slapped back and forth.

      "And that loss of honor justified Wilteer men setting an ambush for Valke men, including the then heir, Edwacer?" The emperor stood, but did not leave the small platform holding the imperial seat.

      Duke Ruthard took a long, loud breath. "I do not know who set the ambush, your majesty. It is unfortunate that Duke Hal lost a second son to the forest, but perhaps the Lady of the Wilds had been offended, since both young men died in Her domain, and then she claimed the third son, one whom all know as a kin-slayer."

      Only Master Lothar's hand on his shoulder kept him from replying. Crimson replaced blue and silver in his vision, and he fought for control, fists clenched. Damn you, I told Otto not to push it, I asked him not to push it. Otto forced me to fight him! I did not kill Edwacer, I tried to help him. I was too young to stop the changed laupen that killed my oldest brother. Lady of the Forest, what could I have done?

      Dark green replaced red, and he went to one knee. Nothing. You could do nothing. Hold your peace, my pathfinder. Halwende remained on his knee. He shook too hard to do otherwise. If he looked up, he would attack Ruthard. Pain in his hands, blood in his mouth, he fought for control.

      "No," an icy, silken voice, half male, half female, whispered. Lothar too went to one knee, based on the rustling and gulp. "No," the voice continued. "You did not know, but you encouraged others to act, let it be known that you would not be displeased should Lord Edwacer and his younger half-brother be killed. Nor did you protest when the offer of herding changed beasts toward Valke lands came to you, Ruthard Wilteer. Nor did you object to your men attempting to remove blazes and cairns from lands not yours."

      Halwende shook, but for a different reason as the air in the tent chilled.

      "What say you, Ruthard?"

      Halwende heard a cough, then, "Show me the killers, your majesty, and they are yours for justice. I committed no crime. Moving stones on unclaimed land, removing false boundary marks, those are no crimes."  Fear wafted through the cold tent, fear and something else, something like animal musk. "Valdher took Valke's sons as punishment for impiety, for taking the honor of my elder cousin."

      A rustle like paper or parchment. "You blame Valdher for your own deeds? We have your words, in your own hand, Ruthard Wilteer. What say you?"

      Don't look, don't move.

      Ruthard's words sped faster and faster, rising in pitch to a near shriek. "I did no wrong! The Valke men started the dispute, and I seek only what is mine, mine and my son and our cla—"

      Thud, thud, crunch! Wet, tearing sound followed ripping cloth and a strangled mewling noise.

      Halwende closed his eyes. He didn't need to see to know what transpired. He heard the sound of a man losing the contents of his stomach, and another babbling for mercy and forgiveness. "Great imperial majesty, I swear, I did not want to kill the boy, I feared what my lord would do to me if I failed, imperial majesty, mercy, I beg mercy, forgive, please I didn't want to kill, I didn't—"

      "Quiet." The soft roar stilled all sounds save that of tearing flesh. "Enough, Gernot. That is sufficient mess for one season." The emperor sounded tired. "And you will ruin your meal along with ours."

      "Mragh!" a deep feline voice protested, but the sound stopped. "Mrow." Heavy steps moved away from that end of the tent.

      I will never, ever lie to the emperor. Never. I'd rather a wild ovstrala sat on me than be eaten by a cat.

      The emperor took a long breath. "Duke Halwende, you and your arms master are dismissed until supper."

      "Thank you, imperial majesty." Halwende stood, bowed to the throne, and caught a glimpse of the crimson-splashed cat licking his fur clean.  That was nothing compared to the remains of Ruthard Wilteer, and the still-prostrate forms of his hunt master and master of arms. The cat had ripped out Ruthard's throat, along with his guts and a few other things. Crimson and pink covered the floor of the tent. Ruthard's dead eyes stared up, his face a mask of horror and shock. Halwende swallowed hard, tried to not to breathe, and fled. He'd seen dead men before. This . . . Later. Go.
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      Whoever had charge of cleaning the main tent had done a near-miraculous job of effacing the evidence of the afternoon's judgment. Halwende observed a slightly damp, dark spot on the heavy canvas and wood of the floor, but no other traces of Ruthard's demise. Gernot had tidied up any trace of blood from his fur, and now lounged off to the side of the dining area, a large platter before him. Only four places had been set at the table, each with a marked piece of cloth at the top of the platter, and a knife and spoon provided.

      "His grace, the new duke of Wilteer is in deep mourning and has been excused from attending," a man's voice said. Halwende turned and inclined to Lord Dangé, the emperor's chief advisor. The slender, quiet man smiled, revealing uneven but white teeth. He moved with near-gliding steps, as if he danced rather than walked. "His majesty trusts that there will be no further difficulties between the dukes of Valke and Wilteer."

      Halwende nodded. "There will be none, sir, save that the new duke begins the strife. Any personal dispute I bore lies in the grave with the late duke." He'd told the servants about the execution, and they all agreed—eagerly agreed—to remain on the Valke side of the clearing, unless the ovstrala got loose and had to be chased, or a predator entered the meadow.

      "Good," a new voice. Halwende and Lothar both went to one knee as Aglak Rothbard appeared from off to the side, opposite where Gernot lounged. "I'm tired of settling things that my grandsire ought to have dealt with, or my father." He raised his hands "In the name of the gods who give us life and food, light and comfort, I bless this meal and all who partake of it."

      "Blessed be the gods," Halwende and the others replied.

      "Rise and sit. This is not a formal court meal." Halwende found a place with his sigil on a small piece of cloth. He sat. That put the emperor facing him, Lothar to his right, and Dangé to his left. The smell of food tickled his nose, and despite himself Halwende began to salivate. Servants brought in a series of folding tables, then steaming dishes. They served each man, starting with the emperor and ending with Master Lothar. "Eat as you are served. I'm here as Aglak, not the emperor, not right now."

      "Thank you, sir." Halwende studied the soup-like dish, found a spoon beside his place, and began eating. The spices tasted sharper than what he was used to, but they suited the meat. Whatever meat it had once been. Not ovstrala, that much he could tell by texture, but otherwise? Halwende shrugged to himself and ate.

      Only after two courses did a servant serve wine. Halwende locked the fact in his memory. That made good sense, and he would ask the chamberlain to make the change in the Valke court as well, should he ever host a formal meal.

      "So," Aglak began after all had gotten well into the third course. He leaned forward, blue eyes full of curiosity. "Tell me about what you found in the north and about this new creature you saw coming here?"

      Halwende thought, then nodded. "As we went north, a teamster, two hunters, and me, we entered forest. Once we passed the next range of hills, we found a very lush valley, with a marsh filling most of it." He sighed a little. "I suspect it will stay pasture, or woodlands for coppice and trimming, not farms. The stream flows west, as do most in this area. We saw sign of game but nothing truly new. That changed when we passed around a ridge, rock-covered and harsh."

      Aglak and Dangé both leaned toward him little more. "That . . . Huh. I thought you had to go farther than that to get to rough lands," Aglak said.

      "No, sir. The ridge stands well proud of the land around it, and has springs that flow down the northern and southern sides. We camped to the south, then went around the ends of the ridge. The first day we scouted there, Kal, one of the other hunters, saw what he thought might have been a den of something, but he was uncertain." Halwende stopped and sipped some wine before going on.

      "The valley to the north is rich, sir. Excellent soil, good water and a small river that flows west and north. The flood plain is not excessive, and we saw no large marshy areas. Beyond that are higher hills, and Valdher has not lifted her hand from the lands beyond the hills. Two valleys, and the hills between, those we can settle. No farther, not yet, at least not due north." He thought, letting his memories unroll once more. "Perhaps, sir, northwest? Not this season, but soon?"

      The others nodded and sat back. Halwende took a few bites of excellent, seared ovsta in a mild, leafy sauce. Dangé finished his meat and inquired, "Halwende, you said that something denned in the rocks of the ridge?"

      Both Halwende and Master Lothar nodded. Halwende said, "Yes. Something very, very large, that either blundered into our camp during the third watch, or attacked our camp. I, ah, was not in a mood to inquire as to which." He smiled, a bit weakly, "We drove it off, and it died of its injuries not long after, before the dawn. I got a lung shot, and Kal, one of the hunters, is an expert with the sling. The beast tore bark off a tree before it bothered us. It had four claws per foot, hump on the back, small eyes, tiny ears, and dark fur. The meat tasted a bit like kine that got into water-straw. It stood, ah, so high at the shoulder, higher at the hump?" He held his left hand a few hand-widths above table height, halfway between his waist and his shoulder.

      "Valdher have mercy, that's huge." Aglak's ice-blue eyes had gone wide, and he stroked his beard. "Did it have hunter teeth?"

      "No, sir," Lothar said. "Plant-eater teeth, like a giant ovsta but browner, as if stained by tanners' bark. The keep's tanner preserved the hide, but the head could not be saved except as a skull." He shook his head. "It doesn't need to eat meat to do damage, sir, not with claws like," he held up one hand, palm out, and pointed to the base of the palm, then fingertip. "Claws like so, digging claws."

      Dangé shook his head a little. "That would send ovsta, ovstrala, and anything else racing for the Comb, sir,"

      "Aye." Aglak shook his head as well. "But that's not what you found coming here?"

      "No." Halwende looked to Master Lothar. "How long were the hindfoot tracks?"

      Lothar pursed his lips, then said, "Fingertip to midway between wrist and elbow, I'd say, sir. Without the claws, just the foot. Narrow, like a hare, but with two sharp claws."

      "The front feet had three claws, rounder feet, but not like m'lord Gernot," Halwende said. "Fixed claws, or it was running with claws extended. Bounded, left marks as deep as my first finger joint in soft soil, deeper in firm mud."

      Aglak and Dangé both made Valdher's Antlers. "I'd just as soon not come upon whatever it is in the dark, or behind rocks or a tree," Aglak admitted. "I'm not fast enough with a bow to catch it if it pounces when it hunts."

      "No, sir. That would be one for einar spear and help," Dangé said. He shivered a little.

      The men returned to the food, and talk shifted to hunting, harvest, and rumors from the Free Cities of the Northern Sea. Gernot sat stretched, and sauntered to the table. He rested his head on the edge, eyeing Aglak's bread-plate.

      "No. You cannot eat grain. You know it."

      Large teeth flashed as the cat yawned, then blinked green eyes.

      "No bread. You had your meal already, Gernot."

      The cat sniffed and tried to look starving, as best Halwende could guess.

      Aglak pushed the heavy head off of the table's edge. "No. You go hunt if you're minded, but don't scare the ovstrala. Otherwise I'll let the teamsters make good on their threats to hitch you to a wagon."

      "Mow." With that declaration, Gernot stalked back to his corner and flopped down with a reproachful whunf.

      "Be glad you are not host to one of Valdher's cervi," Aglak sighed, but very quietly. "He thinks he can eat anything he can get between his jaws. Not everything agrees with his guts." The emperor glanced at the cat, then back to his dining companions. "What bread does is worse than hairballs."

      Hairballs. Cat that large. Worse? "Ah, I can understand your, ahem, reticence concerning Master Gernot and grains." Halwende tried to be diplomatic. Dangé's vehement, small, rapid nods confirmed the wisdom of tact.

      Servants removed all but the bread-plates, and the men ate those with a small glass of spirits of red-thorn, to settle the digestion after the meal. The harsh drink burned all the way down. I still do not understand how a man could drink that for pleasure. They kept none at Valke keep, unless the healer stocked a little for medicinal use, like he did other tinctures.

      Aglak and Dangé stood. Halwende and Lothar copied them. Servants took away the table and chairs. Aglak turned toward the dais, and something shifted in the air around them. Halwende went to one knee as the emperor climbed the low step and turned to face them. Gernot too stood, moving so that he loomed at the emperor's right hand. Man and beast seemed to be of one nature. Sneelah moves through Lord Gernot. That . . . now I understand that account in Maltaria's book.

      "The new valley, northernmost. A pfalz will be built in the north-west portion, and will be stocked appropriately. No such places exist north of Half-stream, and one needs to. One league in all directions is to be imperial land."

      Halwende started to protest, then caught himself as he felt green eyes staring at him. That is not right. How can he—? Very easily. He counted to ten once more. "Yes, imperial majesty."

      "And you are not marrying Malita of Kamsicht."

      Halwende gaped with shock, staring at the emperor. "What— Why not, imperial majesty?" Bride-price has been paid, dower contracts signed, he can't break it, not without cause.

      "We are tired of dealing with too-powerful nobles and with those who seek to reduce the power of nobles thought to be too powerful." Cold filled the emperor's voice, and a low growl vibrated from the cat at his side. "Malita's hand will go to the second son of Lord Orba, and he will take the lands when Kamsicht dies. There are reasons for our decision."

      Before he could stop himself, Halwende blurted, "And who will I marry, then?"

      "Someone else." A push of magic came with the words. Halwende knocked it back at the emperor. "What did you?" Anger filled the cold voice, anger and surprise.

      Halwende glared at the man. "I kept you from hurting my arms master, sir. He has no part in this."

      Gernot's ears went flat. The emperor's eyes narrowed, just like the cat, and Aglak hissed, "You dabble in forbidden magic."

      Green filled Halwende's vision. "It is not forbidden to defend against an unjust attack, sister," his voice said, sharp like the crack of a limb breaking off a dead tree. "You forget yourself, Aglak."

      A pulsing ball of blue white formed over Aglak's left hand. "I am the elder, sister, and battle magic is mine." The words hissed, the sound of icy-snow on a bitter wind.

      Halwende rose to his feet and spread his hands. A wall, woven of green and brown like wattle for building, appeared before him and Lothar. Valdher waited, silent, watching Aglak.

      "Outside," the man snapped. "We take this out, where none may be injured."

      Valdher's presence left Halwende's mind. He bowed. None save me. You think. "Agreed, sir." Aglak descended the dais and stormed past Halwende. Lord Gernot remained where he stood. That could be good, or bad. Halwende followed into the night.

      Something, or Someone must have warned the others, because no one appeared in the darkness. Were they all hiding? If so, they were wise. Aglak stomped north a few paces more, spun, and faced Halwende. Halwende stood, waiting. He wouldn't attack. Fire, in a camp in the woods? I'm not stu— He ducked under a blast of power. Right, brat. He wasn't as strong as Aglak, but he could be sneaky.

      Halwende gathered power into his hand and threw it low, aiming for Aglak's shins. Before Aglak could deflect it, Halwende twisted the magic into a rope, wrapped it around his opponent, and pulled.

      It almost worked. Aglak lost balance, then caught himself and retaliated with stones that appeared out of the air. Halwende made a shell, like a spearman's shield, and knocked the rocks to the side. They melted into the ground. He panted, head starting to ache.

      An enormous white shape bounded into the space between them and hissed. Gernot glared from one to another, tail lashing the night, claws out, ears so flat as to be invisible. Halwende backed away one step, then another, hands in the open. Pain pulsed through his head.

      Aglak looked no better, what could be seen in the darkness. "Blast it, Valke." The words dragged with exhaustion. "I can't best you without killing you."

      "Call it a draw, imperial majesty." Halwende wheezed a little. "Before our patrons make both of our headaches worse, sir."

      MrooOOOOOOOwwww! Gernot's yowl sent Halwende to his knees. Pain shot through his head like a crossbow bolt that dragged lightning with it. Hhhssssssssssss.

      "A draw. You are dismissed," Aglak grated. "Cat, stop tha— Oof!"

      Halwende glanced up just long enough to see the emperor flat on his back, a very, very large feline nose to nose with him, paws on shoulders.

      Scavenger, please, come for me and end my pain, please? Master Lothar helped Halwende to his feet, and all but dragged him into his tent. Then exhaustion and pain erased the world.

      "M'lord," the arms master informed him the next morning. "You are a fool, sir."

      Arm across his eyes, still flat on his back, Halwende concentrated on breathing as quietly as possible. Magic was worse than the worst hangover he'd ever had to date. Valdher had no need to strike him. If she did, it would be a mercy, which probably explained why She stayed Her hand.

      "His majesty, or so servant rumor has it, remains abed as well."

      Heh. Serves him— Pain spiked, then faded, and thought fled. Only when the sun reached mid-day could Halwende even sit up. He drank three tankards of ache-bark tea, wished he hadn't, and ached.

      Not until that evening did an imperial messenger present Halwende with written orders. After the courier departed, Halwende broke the blue seal and opened the parchment. "We are dismissed, with the same orders as were given last night." Fury flared, the headache followed, and Halwende sat firmly on the ground. He rested his head in his hands. "Tomorrow. We depart tomorrow. His majesty will send food and drink for us tonight, as he is doing with the remaining members of Duke Wilteer's party." There has to be a better way to fight with magic. Or perhaps not. I want to go north, away from all this, away from Aglak Rothbard and his furry friend. Please Lady, call me away, please.

      The return journey passed quietly, aside from rain that pelted them for the last few leagues of the journey. The cold wind was not sufficient to clear the air of the scent of wet ovstrala. Perhaps Yoorst, too, wished to show His displeasure with Halwende's folly. If so, it worked. Halwende hid in the keep for the next two eight-days, doing nothing magical, leading worship when appropriate, seeing to ducal business, and nursing his anger.

      Some day, Aglak, you will go too far. I hope I live to see that day, because I will laugh and enjoy every moment of it. He stared to the north, watching low, snow-heavy clouds flowing down over the hills and bringing winter with them. Some day.
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      Winter and spring passed before Valdher next gave Her sign. Halwende had just finished leading Eighth-Day worship. He waited until all the others departed, then stepped into the tiring room and removed his robes. That done, he returned to the chapel to snuff the candles on the altar. The flames bowed to Valdher's statue, then bowed again. He went to one knee, head down, as rustling filled the air.

      Look north, my pathfinder, north and east. Treasure awaits my servant.

      "Thank You, Lady of the Forest. Thank You for Your grace and gifts." He bowed until his forehead touched his knee. The sound faded, but he remained low until the tears prickling his eyes passed. A sense of pure relief filled him, and he sat on the floor, head in hands. "Thank You." The walls of Valke keep had grown close, too close, this winter. Too many people, yet not the right people. He wanted— He caught the thought, stopped it, and rose to his feet. He bowed to Valdher and retreated with haste before something happened. He did not want to know what She would do if he entertained that sort of vision in Her chapel.

      The next day he called the senior servants, including Master Lothar and the new chief hunter, Januz. They all gathered in the receiving hall. Many had worried expressions, and they talked quietly, glancing toward him from time to time. Halwende took a long breath, then said, "I will be brief. Valdher has sent a sign. I am to go north and east. I do not know how far." Not that far, like as not, because She would not lift Her protection from the mountains, and Sneelah's domain remained closer in the east than the west.

      Murmurs and more frowns greeted his words. Master Lothar folded his arms. "Your grace, you need an heir. You should not be leaving these lands without an heir and someone to guard and care for them."

      That he had not been expecting! He bristled. Yes, and I need new boots, too, and I know which will arrive faster, unless there's truth in the story about an elch bringing one of my ancestors to his parents. Then he caught himself. I'm the last Valke male, and I have duties to my people. Which include not throwing them to the laupen if I die. Not that he was going to die—he knew better than to be stupid.

      He took another breath of the cool, smoke-touched air of the room. "I do need an heir. And unless you know of an eligible daughter who is not already betrothed, vowed to the gods, or prohibited by closeness of blood, I cannot wed between now and the next naming of daughters." He'd asked, very, very carefully, about one candidate over the winter, and his majesty had replied with clarity and firmness.

      Head shakes greeted his words, and more murmurs.

      He managed a faint smile. "And before anyone inquires, no, I am most certainly not going to inquire about Duke Wilteer's cousin."

      Relief greeted his words, and a few knowing nudges and smiles, along with coughing from one of the steward's assistants. I'm sure she has many virtues. Somewhere. Probably hidden in the bottom of the jakes. If a quarter of the rumors were true, she'd seduced most of the manservants on her father's estate, and a few others as well. And bragged about it. No. He'd prefer not to be cuckold before the seal even set on his marriage contract, thank you!

      An eight-day later, he set out with two hunters and three teamsters. They'd take some supplies to the northern settlement and see how things progressed, collect Magnus and Kal, and then a smaller group would move north and east. The sun felt kind as they walked. Only normal forest sounds surrounded them, and the woods seemed healthy. Januz and his men had taken a larger number of cervi than usual over the winter, with Valdher's blessing, and the lower plants and bushes throve. A few hare had been seen, and one or two other southern animals. Things did indeed warm, or so the animals suggested.

      The group traveled quickly on the dry, improved road. Instead of a narrow track, a wider, cleared path now led north from the older Valke lands. A logway allowed safer passage through the marsh, and he saw signs of schaef and ovsta flocks having passed through. The logway appeared sound, although he never quite trusted them. The water was supposed to protect the logs, not rot them, but still . . . He didn't like the road to sag under his feet.

      Magnus greeted him at the gate of the new settlement north of the stony ridge. "Welcome to Valbaum, Yer Grace," he called. "You just missed the excitement, Yer Grace."

      Halwende clasped the older man's forearm. "Wild ovstrala? And I give you leave to use my lesser title." Magnus had earned that right.

      Magnus smiled, a lopsided smile. "Nae that. Digger-foot wandered into the shearin' line." Halwende felt his eyes bulging. The hunter's smile spread wider. "Come see, yer gr— m'lord."

      "You, go into the village and deliver what needs delivering." Halwende waved the teamsters and wagons ahead, then followed Magnus around the gate. The wood of the wall gleamed raw and light brown. It would weather to grey. Stone. I want stone here. I want to stay here, in my city. Valbaum is mine, not my father's. Magnus disappeared around a corner, and Halwende slowed a little before turning. "By Valdher's Antlers what the blazes?"

      Magnus laughed. "That's what the schaef-herds said too, m'lord, but a little less kindly." An enormous white lump lay near the schaef pens. The schaef had been moved, and four men worked to skin the lump. "Same feet's the one we killed back before his old grace's passing, m'lord, but white, with different fur, and a longer face. Bigger eyes, too. This one, though, well . . ." He pointed to the head, now separated from the rest of the body. Halwende went closer and looked

      "That explains it, perhaps." The eyes had clouded, part-blinding the beast, whatever it was. Digger-foot indeed! He squatted down and studied the upturned front claws and paw pads. He picked up the foot. It was heavy, a good five pfund at least, plus the leg attached to it. He shifted his balance, bent closer, and sniffed the not-dirt still caught in the claws. A faint whiff of rotting meat reached his nose. He sniffed the fur. "Either this stepped in a dead beast, or it tore into something dead and ate part of it." He liked the softness of the fur, but who could tan such a thing? Well, someone would try if he offered enough coin. He set the paw down and stood.

      Magnus, arms folded, nodded. "M'lord, we think, that is, me an' the other hunters here, that it also eats the dead when it can. The teeth." He used a stick and pried open the beast's jaws. Black lips parted to reveal both biting teeth and flat, chewing teeth. "Like an ovstrala, but the front can bite and tear like a man or a laupen or other meat-eater. That reminds me, m'lord." He met Halwende's eyes. "We've heard vulpen, off in the distance, this winter and early spring. Saw some tracks, nothing more."

      That gave him pause. Halwende looked down at the white thing again, then back to Magnus. "In that case, we're going to take extra einar spears, and have someone with a strung bow at all times." Kill one of the dark, oily, slender laupen and the rest of the pack would turn on the dead one, or they fled. Vulpen, like the war dogs of legend but larger, would try to avenge their fallen comrade. Or so he'd been warned. They no longer came so far south except in the heart of winter, and even that had not happened since he'd been a child.

      "Aye, m'lord. And we keep a fire all night, bright fire." Magnus glanced to the north, and what lay beyond it. "I trust the Lady of the Wilds, Yer Grace, but not some of Her creatures."

      I'd trust vulpen more than some men, but vulpen just want to eat me. "No argument here. There's some truth in the story about the priest who got eaten by einar." Not much, and certainly not in the version he'd heard from a drunk arms-man many years ago, but some truth. None of the gods had much patience for the willfully foolish.

      Two days later, they crossed the hills to the north of the valley. Halwende went ahead with Kal, then stopped in a small clearing inside a stand of wild castana trees. He took a deep breath, then another, and slipped into the same attentive place as when he prepared for worship. After some time, he did not know how long, darker green than what lay around him appeared in his vision. North and east, pathfinder. North and east, trust me. What you see now is not for you, not yet. You may hunt and gather as you pass, but nothing more.

      He came to himself, then sat in the damp duff with a soft thud. "Thank You, great Lady, for Your will. Blessed be Valdher, Lady of the Wilds and of all that dwells therein." Halwende rested elbows on knees and cradled his head, waiting for the exhaustion and headache to pass.

      "Yer grace?" Kal sounded concerned. Something . . .

      Halwende got his legs under him and stood, then leaned on a tree until the land returned to level. "We keep moving. We can hunt here, and gather nuts and the like, and deadfalls, but nothing more. Valdher has not lifted Her protection from this valley yet."

      "Yes, Yer Grace." Kal nodded, alert, looking at the dappled green-gold light and shadows around them.

      They returned to the others. "Keep going north and east. This isn't ours yet."

      Another day passed before Valdher lifted Her hand. Halwende reverted to hunter and scout, thinking of nothing save what he saw and heard. The ovstrala moved reluctantly, perhaps unhappy to be away from Korvaal and Yoorst's domains. Or perhaps they were just ovstrala and had minds of their own. The air cooled, and rain passed in the night, light but chilly.

      "Too many cervi," Magnus said, poking the thread-grass and sweet black-leaf with his staff. The plants should have been knee high, not ankle high at most. He used the other end of his slick-worn staff to tap a branch, the end frayed and chewed. "They're eatin' themselves into hunger."

      "Why?" Halwende stared down the animal path ahead of them, then back at Magnus. "Where are the laupen and other hunting beasts? Did they all move north, leaving only the cervi?" He almost wanted to ask, but the Lady's answer might not ease his worries, if She answered.

      Magnus shrugged. "Maybe the white digger-foot ate the eaters?" He grinned. "Or sat on them."

      Both men chuckled, then continued down the trail. If I were a valke in truth, I could fly up over the trees and see what lies ahead of us. And starve to death if the mice and other small game fail, or freeze to death, or be smashed by a storm wind. Some of the books hinted that strong—very strong—magic workers had been able to change men into beasts, before and during the Great Cold. Wulfhilde had said that even the Scavenger's Son she'd spoken with had been unsure if any truth lay behind the tales. I do not care to find out. Halwende moved silently, listening between steps, relaxed but wary.

      They heard the river before they saw it. "That sounds big, m'lord," Kal observed.

      "Aye." They went slowly. The trees thinned, and stopped. "Donwah of the Waters that's huge!" A fast-running river easily as big as the Moahne appeared before them. A river in flood, Halwende realized, since it lapped the base of still-green trees. The land sloped down toward the stream. Flood-borne mud turned the water the brown of eich-tanned leather. "It was higher," he said, pointing with his own staff to the line of flood-litter and drying mud upslope of the current edge of water.

      "Not a good place for a port city, Yer Grace," Ulber said that night as they camped. The teamster had just finished securing the ovstrala for the night. Kal had shot a cervi, and they ate from the beast. More meat cooked in a pot for the morning. Halwende had found sweet-root where the river had retreated, and those, baked in the edge of the fire, spared their road bread. "Not with the water comin' so high. We need a ferry."

      "Ye don' wan' t' swim yon creek?" the youngest hunter asked with a wink.

      The older men snorted, and Kal said, "I don't want to smell wet ovstrala for the next eight-day."

      "That too," Ulber growled. "Two's not enough, not to swim. Water's too fast, and we can't see the far bank clear, ye ken? Slow bank, like so," he held one hand at a low angle. "That they could do, mayhap, if older animals go first. If it be steep, a fast bank?" The hand tipped up. "Nae. Won't even try it. Wet grass's slick, too. No, that's a ferry crossin', not a ford, not now."

      "No, and the valley's too narrow," Halwende said. He'd been chewing on the idea along with the cervi slices. "We go east, upstream. See what lies there. The beasts can rest tomorrow while we scout and see what the river's doing." Something about the river bothered him. It's just a big, flooded river. Why does it make my skin crawl? Is it because flowing water breaks magic? No, that doesn't fit. Other flowing water hadn't given him the same sense of dread.

      Just after dawn Halwende, Magnus, and one of the younger men started north, walking between the river and the forest. Kal and the other hunter moved south, not as far, while the youngest man stayed with Ulber and the beasts, just in case. Eigris flew over, traveling to the south, and other birds. The water seemed lower than the day before, although Halwende didn't care to get close and measure. The river bent to the north, a good sign, and they moved at a good pace over the firm, grassy ground. The land to the north opened up, and the hills they'd seen the day before retreated from the river's valley. "Better for a settlement," Magnus observed when they paused to look around. The wind blew from the north, heavy with river and mud and wet.

      Halwende started to answer, then froze. Green swept down on him, a curtain. He went to one knee. "Lady of the Wild, what is Your will?"

      Continue. This I give you, this and to the north and east. Cross the river. I lift my hand from this land. As before, he saw Her in Her glory walking east and north, followed by a green mist that faded from the forest and beasts. Some beasts strode with Her, leaving the land to men and Yoorst's creatures. Your treasure waits here, something lost and waiting, come.

      "Keep going, upriver," Halwende managed. "We keep going." He concentrated on breathing, feeling the dampness working through the fabric of his trews. After a dozen breaths the tiredness receded, and he got to his feet.

      "Donwah be praised," the young hunter gasped as they passed a thick stand of wet-footed grey-needle trees. A ford awaited them. Bare stone emerged from the soil. The grey and black-flecked rock led down into the river. The water seemed slower and shallower, almost pooling downstream of the ford before rushing on. The land around the ford sloped less, too, flatter and easier to approach and retreat.

      Indeed, they could cross, although they used ropes and went with great care, tapping the stone ahead of them with their staves. A thin fringe of trees screened the river on the north side, then opened into a natural meadow as large as the cleared area around Valke keep. A wild ovstrala spooked and disappeared into the far tree line, thudding into the woods. "We keep the beasts on the south side, m'lord," Magnus said. His tone suggested that only a true fool would do otherwise.

      "Aye. I have no desire to see if the story is true about our beasts calling wild beasts to them." Waking up in the middle of an ovstrala herd . . . never ended well. Not for the subject of the story at least. "I don't care to be remembered as Halwende the Flat."

      They set about blazing marks on the trees and looking for stones for cairns. Rocks proved to be hard to find, until Magnus went a little farther to the west and discovered several mounds and a wet, boggy area with rocky soil around it. They carried rocks to where rocks ought to be, and Halwende made notes. He'd sketch and write out their claim later. They worked until the sun stood one hand above the trees at the north side of the meadow as seen from the south, then hurried back to where the wagon and others waited for them. The river had fallen lower, and they saw more debris caught among the trees. And a few animals, too, including three laupen. The stench of the fast-rotting beasts hurried the men's steps.

      They feasted on more cervi, sweet-root, and some crack-shell nuts that Kal had found. "No sign of the wood-carver that left 'em, Yer Grace. Bird forgot he'd cached 'em, like as not."

      Mouth full, Halwende just nodded his acknowledgement. That night, after he made some notes by firelight and sketched out their way and the river's bends, he watched the stars. The red eye of the Great Vulpe glowered down at him. He rested his head on his interlaced fingers and stared back. A few dark shapes flittered overhead, darting and diving on quiet or silent wings. Far in the distance, something bellowed defiance, or perhaps indigestion. The faintest hint of a howl reached his ears, or did it? Even falling, the river's mutter and rush hid much that moved in the night. The Great Vulpe eased to the west, making way for the Tower and Plow. Who named the stars? How long ago? Did the gods teach us the names, as they taught us how to find our way by the stars and sun? What treasure did we find? No gold or silver, not laying on the ground for any to gather. No coins glittering in the water, either, or growing on a tree. He smiled, then yawned. Where had that story come from, and how strong would be the branches of a tree that bore gold leaves? Sleep came before he had an answer.
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      "A what?" Halwende asked, blinking. He sat back in the chair at the portable camp table and tried to corral his thoughts. "A marriage proposal waits for me at Valke keep?" He didn't recognize the man, but that didn't mean much. The chamberlain or Lothar could have hired him, or he could be a trader's courier, come to Valbaum on other business and bringing messages with his trade.

      Halwende sat under a canopy, outside the site of his new keep, working on his notes by the last light of the sun and a small lamp. He'd heard disputes that day, and had watched the men measuring out ground for a new stronghold inside the walls of Valbaum. Supper should be ready soon. He'd go south the next day, weather permitting.

      The courier offered him a sealed message. "Yes, Your Grace. And a portrait. Lord Adalbert of Crosstrees seeks a husband for his second daughter, Aedit. Rumor has it that he needs land, not silver, Your Grace." A knowing look crossed the man's narrow face, and he lowered his voice. "He has too many schaef for his land, and four daughters by his first wife, two sons by the second."

      Oh dear, yes, land is far more important. Where is Crosstrees? Well, Aglak Rothbard has the final say, blast it. "Thank you. As soon as I finish here, another two days or so, I will return to the keep and consider the offer."

      The messenger shifted from foot to foot, then glanced over his shoulder. "Ah, Your Grace, there is another message."

      Something about the man— Halwende eased his knife from its sheath on his upper leg, out of sight. He leaned forward, as if eager for the news, but still relaxed. "And it is?"

      The man lunged forward, a blade also in hand. Halwende flipped the table's top at him, then followed it. The light wood caught the assassin's legs, slowing him. Halwende's greater weight followed, smashing the stranger to the ground. "Who sent you?" Halwende demanded, his won blade on the man's throat.

      The attacker snarled, then shoved himself against the blade, cutting his own throat. Halwende rolled clear of the blood that sprayed up, cursing as he did. That brought men running.

      "My lord!"

      "I'm fine. He's dead, or will be, Scavenger take him, laupen gnaw his bones." Had the blood gotten on his notes? No, and the lamp had gone out when it hit the ground, as it should have. Halwende got to his feet, then wiped the knife on the leg of his trews and sheathed it. He'd clean it properly later. He drew a little magic from inside himself and cast it at the message the man had brought. Nothing. Even so, he used only two fingers when he picked it up off the ground and studied the seal. It looked like an imperial seal, blue with a silvery sheen to it. "Move clear," he ordered. He set the message back onto the ground, made a sort-of blade of magic, and used that to break the seal. Nothing, the pages popped open without anything more happening. He panted, as tired as if he'd run after cervi for an afternoon. "I'm fine," he repeated. Someone righted both table and chair, and he sat once more. "Need food."

      "Had a wrist sheath," one of the arms-men said. He pointed to the dead man's right hand and wrist, now bared to the light.

      "Search him but be wary for surprises. And call the Scavenger's voice, please."

      The message . . . As he waited, he read it. Then he ate, and read the message again. "How kind of you," he snarled well under his breath. Stop. He's not standing in the way of a marriage, so long as it is to one of those three. One of whom is what's-her-name of Crosstrees. Aedit. And now I have land to spare.

      Indeed, a portrait waited at the keep, along with four disputes in need of settlement, and a new priestess of Valdher. And a new priest of Marsdaam, two actually, one who promptly went north to Valbaum. And a different headache.

      Halwende held up one finger, stopping the flow of words gushing from the Mistress of the Wardrobe. "To be sure that I understand. Odo suffered a nervous fit when he saw the white digger pelt?" Of all the things to cause his manservant to collapse, that seemed the least likely.

      Mistress Kai nodded, a tired nod. "Yes, Yer Grace. Although he didn't truly have the fit until someone," she glared at Januz, the hunter and game-master, "someone said that it would make a fine sleeveless jerkin or cloak. That's when Odo had a shakin' fit and collapsed, Yer Grace."

      He closed his eyes and rested the tips of his fingers on his forehead. "Thank you for informing me. I will see to my own needs for the moment. You are dismissed." Not until the door closed and cut off the loud argument between the two senior servants did he open his eyes again. He looked up at the shadows hiding the ceiling of the office. "Valdher, Gember, and Korvaal have mercy." And anyone else who felt a moment of pity, please. I'll sort it out later. He shook all over and studied the portrait again.

      Aedit, if she indeed matched her picture, lacked something as for beauty. Reddish-brown hair went with dark eyes. She had strong cheekbones and a face that tapered more than was really beautiful. Thick, almost bushy eyebrows drew a line over each eye. Her nose looked . . . large, there was no other word for it. Not "could pass for a southern bug-eater" large, but not the small, sweet nose praised by song smiths. Her shoulders appeared broad, what he could discern, and the rest of her had not been included in the small painting. She didn't seem fat in the face, or so skinny as to blow away in a stout breeze. He shrugged. He wasn't worried too much about beauty. He needed a competent manager and mother of sons, not a gem to be displayed. If she's not beautiful and shapely, I'll have fewer men trying to seduce her. That's a positive. If the artist didn't "improve" her at her father's command. Who hadn't heard the jokes about unhappy surprises the morning after the wedding and bedding? He set the painting aside and read the offer.

      Alberecht of Crosstrees offered trade rights, and a year's fleeces from three hundred schaef, prime quality, delivered, plus his daughter's bride portion and her marriage chest as dower. He wanted land, grazing land, north of his current holdings if possible. Crosstrees lay east of the Valke land, a little south of the Valke southern border. That put him . . . due south of the new land, and he wasn't worried about having adjoining borders. That also kept Kremsicht and one other lord between him and the Valke lands. That explained why his majesty allowed the match. And she wasn't rich, not at all. Schaef didn't count, not really. Second daughter, somewhat plain, small dowry in fleeces and trade-rights?

      The other two candidates the emperor approved, well, no, not at all the Wilteer cousin, no. If she were the last female living, perhaps, but otherwise no. And the girl from Moahnebrig . . . "I need trade rights, but not south. I need north, the Free Cities, but I do not want to deal with the city of Moahnebrig." He'd heard stories. He wanted a city that he could control and shape, not that mess of a place. It had a bridge, and a river that ate the bridge on a near-yearly basis, and people who considered their lord to be a challenge to be overcome rather than as someone to be respected. And she was beautiful, too beautiful. The sketch on paper showed a woman who made other women look like the back-end of an ovsta.

      "Aedit, then Moahnebrig, then we'll see. Not Wilteer. And who sent the killer, hmm?" And why? Not the emperor, no.

      "My lord, he came with messages, true messages, that he'd been given in Southhill. Traveled with a small group of mid-season merchants on their way to Jossmouth. They detoured north because they had to cross the Klarstein at Bend. They couldn't do it any farther south." Master Lothar had looked as furious as Halwende had been—once Halwende's headache and shakes had passed.

      I want someone to pay. I need a wife, sooner than later. He stared at the wall and the closed door. Revenge will wait. An heir won't.
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      Summer passed into early autumn. Halwende drummed his fingers on the stone of the wall as he stared to the north and west, letting his mind drift. Already he felt the keep growing small around him, and winter had yet to arrive. Valbaum. He wanted to go north, to Valbaum, away from Valke keep and the older, quieter, tamed lands. Well, mostly tamed. He and Junuz and a dozen other hunters and arms-men had been forced to clean out a pack of laupen that had attacked an ovsta flock in broad daylight. That had been too exciting by half.

      Aedit and her goods, and the first batch of fleeces, would arrive on the next Eighth-Day eve. Her father would not be accompanying her, nor would her escort stay with her past the border of the Valke lands. Halwende had sent a dozen or so men to meet her, and to discourage anyone who contemplated taking her goods. I should go meet her, but then I'd have to take an escort, and entertainment, and I have too much to do here. He was not pleased that Aedit's father thought so little of her.

      She'd been born to Valdher, but born for Marsdaam. "Your patrons complement each other," Leilwo, Marsdaam's speaker, had observed two afternoons ago, "and the fifth day following the Eight-Day is auspicious." He'd frowned, then begun, "Now, Your Grace, about the wedding ritual."

      Halwende had folded his arms, leaned against the wall, and looked up into the priest's eyes. Leilwo stood at least a head taller than Halwende, but had a lighter frame and narrower shoulders, with a face narrow as a laupen's. "What about the wedding? It will follow the rituals prescribed in the books for our patrons. You and Aldone will preside, supported by the others as appropriate." Wulfhilde, the Scavenger's speaker, would not be present. She had other duties that day, including a wedding for two Scavenger-born. Halwende had seen no problem with that couple marrying on the same day as he did, and had given permission once the priests agreed to the date.

      "You do not care to participate as priest?" Leilwo's black eyebrows had risen a little.

      Halwende had shrugged. Hmm. This vest should not feel tight in the shoulders. "I'm a noble who happens to also be a priest. Now that Aldone is here, I serve as noble only, unless Valdher speaks to or through me."

      Leilwo had opened his mouth, then closed it with a click. "I see. That . . . I have no guidance for such a thing." He looked at the wooden planks of the floor, then back up. "You and his majesty are the only nobles also called to the priesthood. To do the duties of both—" Frustration had filled the priest's voice and he'd made an irritated gesture with his right hand.

      Now, in the soft twilight of the autumn evening, Halwende snorted and folded his arms. The first stars appeared in the blue, and a white blob of schaef bleated their way to the pen, encouraged into shelter by their herders. He'd ordered the ovsta sent north during the summer. A few would come back when it grew cooler. Ovstrala too went north now. They did better there, or so their keepers averred. Yoorst alone knew why, but it was so.

      His majesty and I are the only nobles who are priests. That . . . Would he want an overlord who also served the Scavenger? Marsdaam perhaps, Gember or Korvaal certainly, but the Lord of the Hidden? No. And given the rules that the Scavenger's hands lived under . . . Perhaps in the past, during the Great Cold, in the days of battle magic and chaos, a lord who served as the Scavenger's voice would have been good. Now? But you don't know, and who are you to say what the gods should or shouldn't do?

      Priest and noble. The two duties had not conflicted and did not conflict. Not yet. They wouldn't, perhaps, especially not once he married and had an heir and a spare or two, if the gods willed. Aedit, should she be halfway capable, could see to the Valke lands when Valdher called him away. Problem taken care of, unless trouble came, and then Aedit would have Master Lothar and others to advise her and take care of the actual fighting, should it come to that. It shouldn't, not the way Aglak has been pounding on the other nobles. He had a point about his father tolerating too much, but his father had the southern so-called king to deal with. What was it with the lands south of the Comb? Maybe that story about heat making men go mad was true.

      None of which mattered now. Now he had to see about protecting his people, getting the Valdbaum road finished, and seeing trade-rights signed, and marrying Aedit. That was, if she did not refuse the match once they met. Or he refused. That had happened in the past, when one party was not at all as contracted.

      The man on watch cleared his throat. Halwende turned. "Yes?"

      "Ah, m'lord, Master Lothar wants a word." The arms-man glanced over his shoulder, then back to Halwende, then to Lothar again. Halwende hid a smile at the man's nerves.

      "Thank you." He eased around the guard and went to see what Lothar wanted. Not just Lothar, he realized. A smaller shape in a black hooded cloak and black gloves waited farther in the shadows.  Halwende bowed to the Scavenger's voice.

      "M'lord," the arms master began. "Word from the imperial court about the one who attacked you, the courier." He too looked to the black-clad form.

      One hand made a beckoning sign, drawing the men closer. "Aglak Rothbard too was attacked," the cold voice said. "His attacker lived long enough to name Welfhard of Marshburt as the one who sent him."

      Halwende felt his jaw drop with shock. "Marshburt?" Donwah's waves but that's mad. What would one of the Free Cities want with killing their patron and protector? He cleared his throat, regaining control. "That's interesting."

      "Indeed." The hood turned toward Master Lothar, then back to Halwende. "Why murder the patron of the Free City? And why you?" Something in her voice . . . He listened harder as she murmured, "It is said that some in the far north wish magic to depart along with the Great Cold."

      Halwende bit his tongue on a snarled comment, one unflattering of both the northerners and their patron deities. Do NOT anger Donwah or Sneelah. "I hope that wiser, calmer, and more reasoned heads are able to bring sense to the confused."

      He sensed a hard, cold look from the depths of the hood. Master Lothar studied the wood of the wall-walk and made an unhappy sound. "They may," the Scavenger's voice stated. Halwende bowed again to the voice. She turned and glided into the growing darkness.

      Halwende looked to Master Lothar. "Ah, m'lord, I think perhaps that we should wait for further word from his majesty before continuing to pursue justice?" Lothar's voice trembled just the tiniest bit.

      Halwende swallowed, mouth suddenly dry. "I agree. Patience is best on this hunt." Once more he cleared his throat a little. "I need small-beer. Come."

      Lothar followed without hesitation.
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      Halwende's betrothed and her goods arrived very late on the eve of the Eighth-Day. The mud stains on men, beasts, and wagons explained why. After the well-bundled and veiled women had been shown to their quarters by Mistress Kai and some of the maids, the lead teamster sighed. "M'lord, Yer Grace, rain caught us two days out of Crosstrees. Raised th' streams, and axle deep in places." The guard standing beside him winced.

      Halwende nodded. They'd had rain, but not as heavy. It had come from the east and north, so perhaps it had wrung itself out before reaching the Valke lands. The farmers had grumbled, and Eticho had led extra prayers to Rella for sun and heat, at least enough to get the full harvest under cover before the next spell of wet. Halwende said, "We have pens for your beasts and quarters for you and your men. Take as much rest as you need." Sending exhausted ovstrala back . . . Yoorst would probably smite him personally with fleece-rot or whatever version afflicted men as well as beasts.

      "Thank ye' m'lord Yer Grace."

      Halwende left it to the servants and retreated to his quarters. He'd moved back into his old rooms for now, while the staff refreshed the ducal chambers. He preferred the smaller rooms and plainer furnishings, but Aedit would likely expect something fancier, and with more room for her garments and supplies. He'd meet her on the morrow, to confirm or end the betrothal. If she refused him, or the reverse, he'd let her and her people stay until their beasts had rested and the smiths and wood wrights made any needed repairs. I hope it doesn't come to that. When was the last refusal? He washed his face and hands.  My grandsire's day, it was. She was beautiful but addlebrained, that was it. Dangerously mad, now that he recalled the story. She should not have been allowed out of safe confinement, and eventually was executed for killing two maidservants and badly injuring more. No. I don't care if she's beautiful and richer than the emperor, no.

      The next morning, after his guests broke their fast, he met Adeit and her guardian in the secondary hall, a neutral space. To his mild surprise, Aedit matched her picture. Hair the red-brown of his hunting boots hung in a thick braid over her shoulder. Dark green eyes met his. An expression of polite interest raised thick red eyebrows and curved up the ends of her small mouth. The shape of her face tapered to a nice chin. Her nose . . . remained large. She wore a soft brown over-tunic embroidered in dark gold, a fine white shirt, and black-brown skirt. Her shoes—not slippers—were sensible leather. He approved.

      She spoke. "Your Grace, I do not love you."

      That, he had not expected. His anger flashed, then faded as she continued. "You are not who I wished to marry, nor was I give a choice in the matter."

      Well, she was honest. So was he. "Then already we agree and share something. I was betrothed to Malita of Kamsicht. The emperor broke the betrothal." He shrugged a little as her eyes opened wide and her eyebrows rose halfway up her high forehead. "At least you are as depicted."

      Surprise flashed into irritation. "Really."

      "Really. I had feared to find you more like a schaef in features."

      Aedit went still, perhaps not even breathing. "I— You— That—!" She spun on her toes, stormed to the end of the chamber, then stomped back. "If you want me to hate you, it won't work."

      "No, I want you to be tolerable, to have healthy sons, and to not abuse the servants." Or him, but he could fix that easily if he needed to.

      She mastered her temper as he watched. "Very well, I too want a tolerable man who will provide me with steady roof and board, and healthy children."

      "Good." Love was for tales and common folk. He could almost feel her escort's eyes staring holes in him. He glanced at the matron. Her face resembled the sun seen through forest-fire smoke, so red it glowed.  Was she expecting sweet words and flattery? He wasn't in the mood. He extended his right hand to Aedit. "Shall we confirm the bargain?"

      Aedit glanced at her matron, then back at him, and smiled. She extended a lightly callused, sturdy hand with clean, if slightly stained, fingers and nails. They touched palms, "I call fair dealings," she announced.

      A choked, angry voice squeaked, "Fair dealings, seen and witnessed." The matron stood, "My lady, you are— This is not proper!"

      "No, Agtha, it is full and proper. Contract made and agreed to. This marriage is a business matter, not a love ballad." She folded her arms. "I prefer honesty to sweet words from a bitter heart."

      Oh, he remained bitter, but not at her. To be bitter at her made as much sense as beating an untrained ovstrala for not answering voice commands. "So, I will have a clerk bring the marriage contract later today, so you may read it for yourself before you sign." He stopped. "Ah, you do read and write?"

      She glared at him for a moment, then caught herself. "Yes, Your Grace. My father insisted, will I or nil I. I have some numbers as well."

      Good. Very good. "Then you can read the contract for yourself and see if there are any changes that you were unaware of." The matron, Agtha, made another choked noise of dismay. He turned to her. "A contract requires the agreement of both parties, does it not?" Unless the emperor was involved, and Aglak most certainly was not.

      She opened and closed her mouth like a schaef chewing sour-leaf. "Yes, Your Grace, but . . . This is not proper! My lady should remain in seclusion until the day of the wedding, should be allowed time to rest and regain her nerves and composure after the journey. My lady, you have not finished the embroidery work for your dower chest, nor have you completed the slipper tops for the wedding." The words came in a sort of soft wail.

      He glanced to Aedit. Her patient expression, folded arms, and quietly tapping foot suggested that this was not the first time such complaints had been aired. He hid a smile of agreement and did not roll his eyes with impatience. I hope Agtha will not be staying. Marsdaam knows I have enough maids and other female staff to tend to a wife.

      "If you will excuse me, my lady." He bowed to Aedit and left to find the scribe.

      Behind him, he heard Aedit begin, "Agtha, I am not my older sister or my mother. His grace is not Lord Caro, to be concerned solely with appearance."

      They signed the contract that afternoon. Otherwise he left Aedit to her own devices, once he introduced her to the senior servants and vice versa. He had other matters to tend to, including a letter from Aglak Rohdbard. He gritted his teeth and broke the seal, then read. "How kind," he grumbled. The emperor wished him and Aedit well. Halwende read farther and shivered. "I do not care to know how he came by that information," he said very, very slowly and quietly. "Valdher have mercy, I do not want to know." Because he did know. He reached back and smoothed the hairs on his neck. They had stood as straight as the trees in the forest.

      He slipped that page to the back of the stack and resumed reading. "You want me to what?" he reread that part, closed his eyes for a moment, and read it again.

      "You alone do we trust to keep the peace," the letter read, in dark blue ink on cream paper, written in a scribe's fairest hand. "We must see to the northern cities, and will be away, up the old eastern trade road. We grant you our authority and seal, should it be needed, Halwende Valke, voice of Valdher, Duke of Valke, Valbaum, and the lands to the north. Sneelah and Scavenger willing, we will return at mid-winter. We have directed our court to send all calls for justice or law-cases to you, all that they cannot deal with of their own authority. By our hand and seal, Sneelah's Son, Emperor of the North, Aglak Hagmarson, called Rohdbard." That part of the message repeated in the next page, along with the imperial seal and an enormous pawprint.

      He reached for the tankard of tea, drained it despite the heat, and stared at the wall of the office. Aglak Rohdbard, you bastard. You absolute bastard. Lady of the Forest be my witness, I want to strangle you. Which he could not possibly do until after midwinter, when the emperor returned from whatever he was doing in the north. Aglak had dropped the empire on his head until midwinter. He snarled, then found a small piece of parchment, much scraped, with a note in Aglak's own hand.

      "Halwende Valke, you are not senior in experience, but you are the only noble who is also a priest and has battle magic. Pray the gods it doesn't come to that. Your lands are also not far from the road to the main pass in the Comb. Watch the south. I trust that sun-baked fool's common sense less than I trust the first ice of winter to hold an overloaded ovstrala wagon. My brothers are not called to rule. That leaves you. Aglak"

      A headache bloomed across Halwende's forehead and down his neck. "I don't want this. I want to get married, see to the Valke lands, then go north," he whispered, as quiet as quiet could be. Aglak hadn't asked, had just dumped it on his head. "And if I say no?" The memory of Ruthard's death played out in his mind's eyes. Aglak Rohdbard, when you overplay your hand, I will laugh. If I'm alive to. He folded all the parts of the message together and locked them away in a special concealed drawer in his document chest. The less he said about it, the happier everyone would be.

      Five days later, Halwende yawned and stretched, then winced at something catching in one hip. "I can't hurt. I'm too young." He was nineteen. Old began at forty. He yawned again, and rolled into a seated position, then pulled on his overrobe. He'd bathed the day before, part of the pre-wedding rituals, and had shaved. That he wouldn't do again until spring. A winter beard was a necessity.

      A heavy hand knocked twice, then opened the door. One of the manservants brought in bread and broth, with small-beer. They'd be eating far better later that day, and into the evening. He smiled to himself. Not too well, however. He didn't want to fall asleep too soon. Very entertaining thoughts and memories came together, quite entertaining indeed! Calm yourself. He thought about the last time he'd blundered through ice and ended up waist-deep in a cold pond. Desire died with a whimper. He ate, then dressed in his basic clothes. He'd change into his wedding finery later. Now he needed to go check on some of the preparations, and attend morning worship.

      Before he could open the chamber door, one of Aldone's helpers opened the door. "Your grace? Valdher's voice is ill and cannot leave her bed." The girl sounded panicked. "None of us can lead worship."

      "I come." Halwende hurried to the tiring room. He stopped, took several calming breaths, and put on the proper robes, then stepped into the chapel and lit the lamps. He also lit the incense and waved smoke into the room, leaving a sharp scent like crushed needle leaf in the air. He retreated to the tiring chamber again and checked to see if any special invocations or prayers were needed. No, except the we— Oh no. He caught himself.  Morning worship first, he had to see to that. Then he could worry about the later ceremonies. "Lady of the Forest, of the Wild, guide Your servant and Your followers," he murmured, lifting his priest's staff out of the holder. With another deep breath, he squared his shoulders and slipped through the door and into the chapel.

      After worship, he waited in the tiring room until the others departed, then put out the lamps and incense. He stopped and bowed to Valdher, looking up into Her eyes. As he did, they changed, no longer painted but alive and holding all the wild lands of the world in their depths. He went to one knee and bowed his head.

      My pathfinder, patience. Savor the arrival of your treasure. I will call you in due time. The rustling presence faded, leaving him alone in the stillness and shadows of the chapel.

      "Blessed are You, Lady of the Forest, blessed are You," he murmured at last. "Your servant hears and waits." He levered himself to his feet, bowed again, and fled to the tiring room. There he found Aldone, the priestess. She sat at the table, drinking a mug of something that smelled horrible. Eticho sat across from her glaring at her. Halwende cleared his throat. "Did I miss anything?"

      Eticho shook his head. "No, brother. I tried to beat sense into our sister's head, but it's too hard. I broke my staff instead." The healer-mage folded his arms and glowered. "That head is so dense that even my Lady's light cannot penetrate that skull."

      You are casting aspersions at a redhead, one with a very good draw on the bow and a long memory. Halwende considered reminding his colleague of that, then shrugged to himself. If Eticho found himself flattened by a falling branch, or shot in the ass with a practice arrow, well, the Lady worked in mysterious ways. Instead he said, "It is good to see you recovering, sister," and bowed to her.

      Aldone gave him a hard look, and drank more of whatever was in the mug. She pointed to Eticho with the mug. "Brother, if this tasted worse, I'd pour it onto your pate."

      "Considering what's in it, it should taste bad." Rella's voice shook one finger at Aldone. "You need to stay in bed."

      "Can't. Our brother cannot act as priest at his own wedding, not when he weds as noble instead of priest." She finished the mug. "I hope a cervi pokes you in the ass with his antlers."

      Eticho stuck his tongue out. "Promises, promises." He turned to Halwende. "Alas, she speaks the truth. You cannot act as Valdher's voice at the wedding, not in this instance. However, as soon as the ceremony ends, our sister is going back to her bed if I have to hire an ovstrala to drag her there."

      Halwende shook his head a little and spread his hands, palms to the other clergy. "I am not going to presume to give orders to my senior in service. However, as the ruling duke, I am going to order her to rest as soon as she fulfills her duties for the day."

      Aldone gave him another hard look, then brushed some stray hair back from her collar. Her hair and Eticho's red robes shared almost the same color, although Aldone's mane had more copper in it. "I'd scold you for such disrespect for your superior, noble brother, but I don't have the strength. Thank you for leading the morning ritual."

      "You are welcome." He studied her closely. "Are you truly able to serve this afternoon?"

      She set the mug down and held her hands out. They looked steady. "Yes. I'll be leaning on my staff, but yes."

      "And I'll be there, barring a crisis of life and death, so I can help if it comes to that." Eticho scrubbed his face with his hands, then sighed. "You need another healer here, my lord."

      Halwende nodded. "I do, we do. I will send word and see if any are available." He finished putting his robes into their proper place and returned his staff to its holder. "If you will excuse me." The others waved him away, and he left the tiring room to them.

      The chief steward and Master Lothar both waited in his quarters. "Before you even think about complaining, I had to lead worship this morning," Halwende snapped. "I have been attending my duties."

      "Which are now to prepare for the wedding, my lord," the chamberlain, Scaz, informed him.

      The arms master nodded. "There are messages, sent from the imperial court, but without the imperial seal?"

      Not today. Nothing can be so urgent. He closed his eyes, counted, then opened them again. "I will explain later. They are related to his majesty's earlier letter. Tomorrow, since none bear the seal of the emperor himself. You are both dismissed. I will dress myself." And calm down before I tear something.

      At least he didn't have to have new smallclothes. The fine linen of the shirt rubbed at his neck, as usual. It would soften with time, but the embroidery stiffened it, and linen always scratched when new. Dark brown trews, long enough to hide his boots, came next, then the long embroidered vest of finest ovsta fleece, three-times combed to softness and embroidered with valke in flight in dark brown on the pale brown material. The hem of the vest brushed the back of his calves and his shins. He laced the chest, frowning. Yes, the fit seemed closer than he recalled. Over those he draped a heavy, open-fronted robe. The schaef wool, thickened by boiling, shared the same dark green as the needle-leaf trees on the top of the western ridge. Valke in thread-of-silver perched on the wide panels on either side of the open chest, and cervi and other beasts ran along the lower hem and cuffs. Fur from three winter minkha hid the collar.

      The minkha . . . He shrugged as he considered the robe. He'd had it made so the fur could be easily removed, should someone protest. Someone who mattered, that was. Yes, the emperor and his wife and heir wore white minkha. He smirked to himself. If I have the duties, then why not the privilege as well? He'd be removing the gown after the ceremony, exchanging it for a lighter jacket without the thread-of-silver, a jacket that could be cleaned or mended more easily if needed.

      He put on shoes, not boots. Boots suited him better. The fine green and brown leather seemed poorer than boots would be. This is my court, not the imperial court, but tradition overrules both of us. Today he was Halwende Duke Valke, not Halwende the pathfinder.

      He wore only his table knife, not a hunting blade or his sword. Master Lothar would carry his sword during the ceremony, sheathed as a sign of the peaceful nature of the union. Halwende glanced at himself again, looking as best he could for problems. He saw nothing obvious, so he left the chamber. Servants had already moved his usual clothes and other things to the ducal bedchamber.

      He walked on his own to the small temple of Marsdaam. That too was tradition, at least on the Valke lands. Bright sunlight blazed down, Rella answering the prayers of the farmers and others, perhaps. He needed no escort. He came of his own free will, unlike some. If he ordered Lothar to wed, well, an escort would be needed. No. If he has not found a woman by now, and his family didn't make any arrangements, then there's a reason, probably one I have no business challenging. When the gods called someone to live without marrying, they gave a very, very clear sign. Or so the books said. He'd never met a person like that who wasn't also clergy, but they existed, or there wouldn't be a need to list it in the books. This is your wedding. Focus on that. He had reached the brown-and-yellow painted building of the temple. The pillars holding up the porch had been painted to look like a traveler's staff, one of the symbols of Marsdaam, god of merchants, the Great Traveler, also patron of innkeepers and those who lived by trade. He nodded to the pillars and stepped onto the porch, then entered the open door of the temple.

      He bowed, letting his eyes adjust to the relative darkness. A scent like sweet dust, a road home, touched his nose. It always made him want to sneeze. The figure of Marsdaam appeared in the gloom, standing behind His altar. He wore a large hat, plain robes, and sturdy boots. His staff bore carved ships and wagons, and gilded metal capped both ends. A wagon sat beside Him on the other side, laden with bales of something and sacks of grain. Several other people already waited, and candles as fat as Halwende's wrists burned on either side of the altar, in addition to the lamps.

      Just as the sun touched the height of the sky, Aedit and her maids appeared in the doorway. The temple had filled, and everyone moved clear for her to enter. She wore . . . He couldn't tell, because of her veils. Now he understood the jokes about brides switched and grooms who didn't know until too late. Master Lothar shifted behind him, but kept silent. Aedit and everyone else bowed as four priests entered from beside Marsdaam's statue. Priests of Marsdaam and Valdher led, then Rella and Gember. The priestess of Yoorst, like the Scavenger's voice, had other duties this day. Roget would be blessing the granaries and fields after the wedding, so he did double duty. A bell or something else metal chimed, and the priests bowed to Marsdaam, then spread out across the front of the temple.

      "Be welcome in the name of Marsdaam, the Great Traveler, He who leads the journey."  Lielwo's voice filled the space. "All hail the Traveler!"

      "Hail Marsdaam, the Great Traveler," everyone replied, bowing once more.

      Aldone gathered herself and called, "Be welcome in the name of Valdher, Lady of the Forests, She who provides game and wood in their seasons."

      "Hail Valdher, Lady of the Forests."

      Lielwo stepped forward. "Who comes this day to be wed?"

      Halwende licked his lips and took two paces forward, away from the others. "I, Halwende Valke come to be wed. "

      "I, Aedit Alberichtdattir, come to be wed," Aedit called, her voice steadier than his had been. At least, it sounded like her. The much-veiled form glided toward the altar, one of her maids half-guiding her.

      "Do you come of your own free will, not compelled or commanded?"

      Halwende crushed a comment, then said, "I do come of my own free will."

      "I come of my own free will," Aedit echoed.

      Aldone shifted her grip on her staff, holding it in a fighter's block. "If any man or woman has just and legal ground that this marriage should not take place, speak now and present your documents and witnesses." She glared at all and sundry, and someone coughed, and shuffled. Silence. Silence. "The time of objection is ended."

      Lielwo handed his staff to one of his assistants. "Halwende Valke, do you pledge to support Aedit Alberichtdattir, to care for her as yourself, to cleave to her, and to protect and provide for her?"

      "I do so swear, Valdher and Marsdaam my witnesses."

      The priest turned to the veiled woman. "Aedit Alberichtdattir, do you pledge to support Halwende Valke, to care for him as for yourself, to cleave to him, and to honor and respect him?"

      A pause. "I do so swear, Marsdaam and Valdher my witnesses."

      Aldone handed her staff to an assistant as well and lifted a brown and green cord from off the altar. She inclined to Marsdaam, then handed the cord to Lielwo. "You who are here, witness this joining of Valke and Crosstrees. Support and aid this couple, bless them in need, and encourage their faithfulness and honor."

      Marsdaam's voice took up the charge, "Halwende and Aedit, as man and woman the gods made you, as man and woman have you lived separate lives. Now you join in marriage, as the gods decreed, for it is not good that man and woman live alone. You shall be one in duty, one in honor, one in family, one in property, until you take the journey which has no return.

      "Halwende, protect and guide Aedit, be patient with her and cherish her. Aedit, advise and support Halwende, be patient with him and cherish him. You will remain two, but also become one in the fullness of time, blessed by children and their children." Lielwo stopped and stared at Halwende, then Aedit. "Come forward, you who would join in marriage."

      He moved closer, as did Aedit. Each presented a right hand. "As two are become one, so two strands make a stronger cord," the priest declared, lightly tying their wrists with the cord. "I declare you man and wife, by the power of Marsdaam and all gods. What has been joined here, let no man drive asunder."

      Halwende lifted the veils from Aedit's face. Yes, it really was her. He caught himself starting to smile with relief and squashed the feeling.

      "You may kiss the bride."

      He did. The witnesses cheered. He felt himself flushing, and saw red filling her cheeks as well.  Well, that's three things we have in common. It's better than nothing. The priest removed the cord to store it with the contract. Halwende took Aedit's hand. They bowed to the statue of Marsdaam, turned, and left the temple. A few people tossed handfuls of threshed grain over their heads as they departed the building.

      "As many sons as grains on an ear," a rough voice called, and others cheered and laughed. Halwende pretended to ignore that, and to ignore his wife's soft growl.

      The feasting went long into the evening. Halwende left it to his men, the servants, and the villagers, and a few guests from the Ruthard and Caro families. The celebration would continue the next day, since harvest seemed safe. They'd eat out the last of the old stores, some of which needed to have been eaten in the spring, but no one had wanted to risk it. Eticho had caught Halwende at the jakes early in the evening and had assured him that Aldone had returned to her bed. "You'll need to lead worship tomorrow, brother," he'd murmured. "I gave her something stronger than this morning."

      Halwende had stifled a snarl. "I'll do it."

      Now he had something else he wanted to do, so wanted to do, waiting in the ducal bedchamber. Aedit had retired early, with two maids, again per tradition. Halwende had stayed at the feast a while longer. Now he made his way through the halls of Valke keep, far steadier on his feet than at the last banquet he'd hosted. Well, he had a reason to be alert, this time!

      As he rounded the corner from stone stairs to bed chamber, he stopped. A voice growled in his memory, and he ducked out of ingrained fear, bracing for a blow. "You touch another woman of the keep and I'll beat you so hard Yoorst Himself will think you're a piece of leather!" his father's voice roared in his mind's ear. "Go wench in the village with a professional if you can't keep your trews up, boy!" Edwacer had suffered the brunt of their father's wrath, but Halwende had taken a handful of blows as well. The memory echoed, stopping him.

      No! I am not Edwacer. I am a man grown, we are married. Go to the Scavenger, Your Grace, go back and leave. Me. Alone! Halwende straightened up by force of will and took a step forward. Nothing. No blows struck him, no yells filled the air. Two more steps and still nothing. I am Duke Valke now. You are dead, dead and gone, gone to the Scavenger. Leave me be. Silence, more or less, save the sounds of music and laughter from the great hall below him. He pushed through the last shred of memory and entered the chamber.

      Only one candle burned. Halwende found a manservant waiting to help him with his finery and to put things in their proper places. Aedit already waited in the bed. He dismissed the man and joined her. "My lady?" he asked, waiting.

      "I'm here," she said, reaching for his hand. He took hers and drew her closer. They kissed.

      The next morning, he rose and began to dress. He wanted to stay in bed, with her. She yawned and shifted. "My lord?" She sat up, keeping the blanket over her womanly charms.

      "I must lead worship, Valdher's morning rites." Should he order her to come? No. "You remain as you are, if you choose. I will return with the morning gift."

      She stared at him, gape mouthed, then dove back under the blanket and disappeared. What? He shrugged and rinsed face and hands, then went to the chapel. He'd sort things out later, when he gave her the morning gift.

      Aedit acted uneasy when he returned. She'd pulled her hair up into a matron's crown, draped with a soft headcover in a brownish green. She wore a plain day gown of fine wool, probably ovsta by the look of it. He found the wooden box and gave it to her. She opened it, eyes going wide, and smiled a little. "Thank you, my lord husband." It held a necklace of a valke on a silver chain, enamel and gold and silver. Along with it were a dozen packets of fine silk, dyed for embroidery, and other woman's things. Mistress Kai had recommended them.

      "And this. Don't use it on me." He handed her a woman's stiletto, this with a valke on the hilt in silver wire.

      She stared at the weapon, then at him. "You give me a knife? You wish to sever the marriage already?"

      "No I want you to be able to deal with trouble, if—Valdher forefend—it comes here. It is a Valke tradition for a man to give his wife a blade as a sign of trust."

      Her shock turned to something different, respect perhaps? "Ah. Thank you." Her smile turned slightly mean. "Agtha will have a fit."

      Should I be worried? Not yet. He could overpower her if it came to that, and he slept lightly.

      She stood, set box and knife in the chair, and fetched a larger, dark-brown inlaid box from beside one of the storage chests. She gave it to him, then stepped back. He opened it to find a pair of steel and leather archery bracers with the Valke falcon on them, and fabric. He set the box down and removed an embroidered vest of finest silk. Cervi danced in the fabric, and he tried not to stare or gawp. "Thank you, my lady." It should fit. In fact, it would go well with his new jacket or the robe.

      Her smile faded. "My lord, why did you have to lead worship?"

      "Because I am a priest, and Valdher's voice is ill and cannot. She should be able to resume her duties on the morrow." He looked up from the vest and saw pure surprise on Aedit's face. Why is she— Oh schaef dags. "You did not know that I am a priest of Valdher as well as duke of Valke."

      "No, I did not." She spoke through gritted teeth. "No one saw fit to mention that."

      I think she's angry. Why? "I am the only noble, aside from his imperial majesty, who is also clergy. I am duke first, priest only when called by need to serve."

      She turned and paced twice before facing him again. She inhaled, making the front of her gown swell in a very nice sort of way. "My lord, I do not care for this surprise. I know there is nothing that can be done, now, but I prefer to learn things in advance."

      I don't understand, but I'm warned. Once again, she wasn't what he'd expected. Well, he'd make do. Somehow. "Now you know, my lady. And know that I am acting in the behalf of his majesty until he returns from the north. The Free Cities of the north," he added.

      "Thank you for telling me, my lord." After a moment she asked, "Ah, would my lord care to break his fast?"

      "Yes." And then . . . He'd see.
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      An imperial courier arrived just after mid-winter. "His majesty wishes to meet with you, and your lady, at the pfalz near Valbaum. On the Eighth-Day next." She sounded rather smug, for some reason. Halwende glanced at the large white cat standing behind the courier. It seemed more interested in the fringe on the courier's jacket and sash than on anything else. Perhaps. He glanced at Aedit. She'd shifted from pale to increasingly red, and one hand had clenched.

      "Thank you for the message. Please inform his majesty that we will be at the pfalz near Valbaum on the appointed day." That left them five days to load sledges and go north. Yoorst be praised that the ovstrala were well rested, and thank Sneelah that the snow remained firm. They'd make good time, perhaps.

      Aedit made a choked sound. He reached over and clamped one hand on her left arm, ordering her to silence. An under-the-breath growl warned that he'd best get her calmed down, and soon. After a season of marriage, he knew what that color meant. Aedit lost her temper rarely, but when she did . . . An einar in full mating fury might turn tail and flee from her. At least she doesn't throw things. She preferred to use her tongue as a weapon, and the loudness of her voice.

      "Did his majesty request any supplies for the pfalz?" He shouldn't, given as much as he'd claimed in taxes that year, but Rohdbard . . . He just didn't know yet.

      "No. He has brought supplies from the north, as well as what has been stocked." The courier gave him a significant look, her eyebrows half-raised, head turned a touch, as if Halwende ought to catch the meaning under the words.

      Supplies from the north. All that lay up there was— "Ah. His majesty's business has concluded for the season." Had he taken a large forfeit from the guilty, or had something else transpired? He'd find out soon.

      "Almost." Another almost sideways look. The cat yawned, then reached out and started batting at the fringe that had caught its eye. "Quit!" The courier turned and tapped the cat on the nose. "Act your station, not your age."

      The feline gave the woman a very disappointed look, turned around and sat with a soft thud. After a moment, very loud slorp, slorp, slorp filled the hall as the cat washed a paw. Halwende glanced at his wife. She had one hand over her mouth, fighting laughter at the courier's expense. Well, so was he.

      After the courier recovered her dignity, more or less, Halwende dismissed her and her . . . associate. Then he and Aedit retreated to his office. She paced the small room as he skimmed the message from the emperor, then fetched the pages granting him use of the seal. He tore them into long strips, then fed them into a small fire burning in a metal and stone heating bowl on legs that sat by the door. I am glad to be shed of this. Three imperial cases were more than enough!

      "We are to drop everything and go through the winter snow to attend to his majesty?" Aedit demanded at last.

      "Yes. So he doesn't drop rocks on us, or bury Valke keep and everything around it in snow deeper than the keep is tall." Not that even Aglak Rhodbard could do that, but his patron goddess certainly could. "He shares a certain firmness of temper with the Lady of the North." Very privately, Halwende agreed with Aedit, but he didn't dare say that so bluntly.

      She stopped, one hand going to the valke pendant around her neck. "He's that close with the Lady of the North?"

      Halwende nodded. Had she forgotten? "He's Sneelah's Son, and her living symbol, Lord Gernot, walks at his side. Bigger than the cat with the courier. I've seen Lord Gernot kill a man. I do not care to share the late Lord Ruthard's demise. And yes, his majesty could bury the keep in snow. He'd probably have a very bad headache afterwards, but if Sneelah commanded, he could and would do it."

      She'd gone pale, and swallowed hard. "I— My lord, I'd heard that he was that hard, but I thought the tales exaggerated."

      "No." He finished burning the strips of document and the seals. The flames leaped at the wax of the seals. They burned blue-white for an instant, and he shielded his eyes. Red replaced blue, proper red, and the flames returned to a few tiny tongues above the bed of coals. He slid the ink-warming shelf back into place and returned to his chair.  He makes you look sweet, mild, and even-tempered. Which she could be, if she wasn't pushed in a direction she did not care to go. They shared that in common, alas for him. He hadn't had to raise his hand to her yet, but he'd come close once or twice.

      "We will need our own supplies, will we not?" she asked, eyes resting on the stack of payments and inventory on his writing table.

      He narrowed his eyes and tried to recall. "Yes," he began, very slowly. "That is, yes, plan on yes, and if he provides us shelter and food within the pfalz, we can use the supplies later, or the servants and others with us will." They could visit Valbaum on the way as well, a surprise visit to see how the town progressed. That would work very well indeed. "Pack court clothes, winter court, but also traveling clothing as well. And food, fuel. I'll see about shelter and fodder for us and for the beasts." Only ovstrala, in case the snow returned and they needed beasts to break a path.  "You do have winter equipment, don't you?"

      She blinked several times. "More than heavy gowns and underrobes, lined boots, and heavier socks, my lord?"

      "Trews for under your skirts, snow-walkers, eye-wraps?" She shook her head. "Right. Those first, then everything else." He put out the lamp in the office, opened the door fully, and beckoned for her to come with him. They went to Hrothuld, the new chief steward's office.

      Hrothuld sprang to his feet. "Your Grace, my lady?"

      "My lady needs a full winter travel wardrobe. Call Mistress Kai and see what we have, and what needs to be made. We leave in four days."

      Hrothuld's eyes had gone wide, then narrowed a little. He jerked his chin down in a firm nod. "Yes, Your Grace, my lady. Snow walkers, eye wraps, storm hoods we have. My lady, if you have a moment of your grace, please?"

      Halwende patted her shoulder and returned to his own preparations. He collected all the notes the scribes had made of the three imperial cases he'd dealt with, along with reports on the Valke contribution to the pfalz. All nobles contributed to all the pfalzen, but since Aglak had taken a chunk of Valke land, Halwende kept especially close records of the in-kind payments as well. The second case he'd had to sort through . . . He shook his head. Why appeal to the emperor over ovstrala, of all things? Salt right he could understand, and that would need Aglak's personal attention, as well as that of Donwah's Daughter and the Scavenger's Son, since salt-springs fell under the authority of both deities.  But ownership of ovstrala grazing lands in the south? He shook his head again. Well, he'd made a fair decision, and both nobles now hated him. They didn't like the emperor much, either, so he wasn't going to worry.

      He took inventory of his own supplies that afternoon. He had heavy clothes, his boots had been greased and prepared already, and he had both gloves and mittens, knitted gloves and fur-lined leather mittens. His fur-lined hood with the snow-veil remained in good condition, but the strap on his eye-shield needed to be replaced. The leather had aged and stretched to the point that he didn't trust it. He also needed to shift the scabbard hangers on his winter sword-belt, so he could wear that over his coat, under his winter cloak. One of the guards had already taken his snow-walkers to rework the boot-straps and netting for the season. If Sneelah had mercy, they wouldn't need the heavy shelters, the kind that man and ovstrala both fit into, but they'd have them, just in case.
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      Four days later, thin clouds softened the sun just enough to make the wind colder, but not enough to ease the eyes. They'd had a little more snow two days before, and he squinted even with an eye-mask and thin veil over the top of his face. His beard took care of his lower face, since the wind lay still for now. The sledge runners creaked on the snow, so hard and cold was it packed. That suited teamsters and ovstrala both. The beasts almost trotted, so glad were they to be out and moving. He had to trot as well, and soon shed his outer coat, handing it to Aedit to see to. She rode in the sledge. She'd walk on the morrow, but she hadn't felt well that morning, so she huddled under a mound of blankets and coats.

      If they had to travel in winter, this was the weather for it. Not so warm that they had melting to worry about, not so cold as to endanger life, no falling snow or ice, and very little wind. He'd like a little more cloud over the sun, but the ovstrala probably wanted colder weather, and the teamsters grumbled about it being too cold! No one was ever happy. He didn't need his snow-walkers yet, so long as he stayed on the path broken and trod by the ovstrala and sledges. In some ways, travel in winter went faster than in summer, so long as they could use sledges and the wind and snow cooperated. True, and if they don't, you die. Which can happen in summer as well, but not as easily. Vulpen didn't come close to men in summer, for one thing.

      They camped that night at the edge of the marshy valley. "I don't want to try the log-way in the night," Halwende said, ordering an early camp and meal. "Better to stop early and start early than to have someone find thin ice in the darkness." Or damage the logs of the road, but he feared cold and skin-burn more.

      Aedit had recovered from her illness of the morning and had helped set up the tent in the sledge, once the maids showed her what to do. "What about the ones in the big sledge?" Aedit asked after they finished shifting things around.

      "Those are for storms, my lady," Magnus said. He'd met them part way, with some news and road information. "Those hold man and beasts both, to keep all of us warm, if it comes to that. They have to be on the ground, not on sledges, so they are colder at first. If we can use these, ma'am," he waved at the sledge-tent, "it is more comfortable."

      Her eyes went wide. "Sleep with the ovstrala?"

      Halwende nodded. "Yes. If it is that bad, we need all the heat we can find, and the round tent-top sheds snow better. They are coated as well, to keep out more wind and so snow does not stick as badly. Sneelah willing, we won't need them." He'd used them twice, and did not enjoy either time.

      She gulped a little, nodded, and disappeared into the sledge-tent.

      Halwende and Magnus moved a little ways away, both watching the woods and the tall reeds and grasses. The teamsters were getting the ovstrala settled in the rope pen, inside a ring of sledges. "What news?" Halwende asked, quietly.

      Magnus took a long breath and folded his arms, shifted his feet, and watched the shadows of the forest. "My lord, vulpen up the river, on the other side of the ridge. They have not come farther south yet, but the schaef-herders have moved their flocks, and we are keeping the ovsta and ovstrala closer to the walls. No younglings are allowed outside the walls without armed adults. The first trade wagons came in just before the hard cold, up from the south, and they did business and left that same eight-day. We have enough supplies, if we're sparing and nothing happens, Valdher, Sneelah, and Scavenger willing." He sighed. "But the place will likely burn down, mice will get into the grain, and the ovstrala will all shed early or suchlike." He made Radmar's sign, warding off a turn of Radmar's wheel.

      "Early shed would be my suspicion, just to spite everyone. Then we have steady, warm rain." The stench of wet ovstrala wool and hair would force the town to be abandoned. "And they all get a murrin."

      "The green flux, my lord." Magnus agreed. Halwende shuddered a little at the thought. That would indeed be ill fortune.

      They ate well that night, including warm food they'd brought from the keep. Halwende at least slept well from the cold and the walking.

      They reached Valbaum late the next day. The ovstrala seemed ready to walk all night, but Halwende and the teamsters preferred not to, thank you. Aedit had been ill again in the morning, recovering in the afternoon. She'd walked a little, getting used to the snow-walkers. She took to them better than did many men, not fighting the wider gait they required. Now she stood beside him, admiring the walls. Well, he admired the walls. He took her arm.

      Valbaum had begun to look like a town, with proper walls. Those had come first, if only to keep Valdher's creatures out and Yoorst's beasts in. And to protect people, of course. Within the wooden walls, what would be his new keep boasted a stone ground floor, and work would resume in the spring.  People came and went, all well dressed for the weather. They'd cut down the trees close to the city for building wood and for firewood, and he even smelled the bitter scent of a little earth coal coming from a blacksmith's shop. They entered the gates and he acknowledged those who bowed to him and Aedit. They walked to the entry of the new ducal residence. He left her there with her maids and some local servants, then went to see to his men and the beasts.

      Temples or at least chapels to all the gods save Sneelah and Radmar marked the square at the western end of Valbaum. Radmar's place would be determined once a priest came, since no one cared to make that great of a decision without clerical presence. For now Radmar's followers had a grace to use part of the Scavenger's space. Halwende smiled a little at that. It fits. No man knows when the Scavenger's hand will rest on his shoulder.

      "So, all seems to be going well, for now," Magnus repeated, as they inspected the ovstrala pens and shelter. He made Radmar's Wheel. Halwende nodded his agreement. Magnus sniffed and rubbed under his nose, then added under his breath, "The pfalz isn't as much of a problem as we'd feared. Yet."

      "Yet." Because if the emperor extended his claim . . . Well, he and Aglak would both have headaches again, that much Halwende would be willing to wager on. "Sneelah and Valdher willing, the current lands will meet his needs for the now and in the future." The men made Valdher's Antlers, just in case.

      Halwende returned to the unfinished residence and saw to some business. Clergy of Valdher, Yoorst, and Rella waited for him as well. He confirmed the rights for Valbaum by its charter, then considered a petition for a trade monopoly. The monopoly was on cervi hides and leather, tanned, trimmed, and scraped but not cut for use. Something about the petition felt off. He studied the tanner making the request. He didn't recognize the man, Rothulf, but that alone did not truly mean anything. Many new people moved to the towns as settlement crept back to the north. Halwende stared at the small carved cervi over the door of the chamber and breathed slowly three times. He relaxed, listening. The faintest green haze appeared at the edges of his vision. He waited. Soft, so soft he almost could not hear Her, a rustling voice murmured, No. Hunt for need and life, not for trade use, not here.

      Halwende bowed his head, accepting the warning. He looked up and gestured to Kal, the senior hunter and game watcher after Magnus, and acting arms-master for Valbaum. "Kal, have you seen signs of too many cervi in the forests?"

      Kal rested one finger beside his now-bent nose. "No, m'lord, Yer Grace. Valdher my witness, we've seen fewer this fall than last. Th' 'beasts might be movin' north, m'lord, or just had a bad year what with the dry spring."

      "Thank you." He turned back to Rothulf. "No. No hunting and tanning cervi hide for trade, not this year. Perhaps next year, if the numbers increase."

      Rothulf gave Halwende an intent look, eyes narrowing a little. "Your Grace, perhaps an early payment of my earnings would show that I am sincere and will not overstep the limits of my trade?"

      Is he? Yes, he is. "No. For that I should ban you from trade in my lands. Do not seek what Valdher Herself refuses, Rothulf. Perhaps next year, should the cervi numbers recover. Go."

      "Since his majesty has already given me the right, I do not have to, Your Grace." The man bared his teeth and pulled a page out of the case on his belt. He unfolded what looked like an imperial rights grant, with seal.

      "Ah. And when was that dated?" Halwende remained calm, schooling his expression to polite curiosity.

      "Two days before Gember's autumn feast. In his majesty's own hand and seal, it was given to me. Your Grace, this gives me full rights."

      Valdher's voice emerged from the corner of the chamber, along with Yoorst's priestess. Still only curious, Halwende inquired, "Then why did you ask for a city monopoly, Rothulf, if you already have a greater right?"

      The man blinked and licked his lips. "Ah, Your Grace, because I sought to enter the city record, not only the imperial. Ah, it would prevent misunderstandings, Your Grace."

      Yoorst's priestess stepped closer to the tanner. She extended one hand. "May I see the grant, sir?"

      Rothulf swallowed again and handed it to her, sketching a sort of bow as he did. She studied the page, and the seal. A frown appeared on her low forehead, and she beckoned to her green-clad associate. Valdher's priestess leaned a little and read over the grey-clad woman's shoulder. Both shook their heads, and Valdher's priestess beckoned to Halwende. He left the high seat and joined them. Rothulf took two paces back. "Noble brother," Valdher's voice began, "is this his majesty's hand and seal?"

      Halwende studied the page as well. "Not his hand, no, nor that of the two scribes who I know are in his employ. Which does not mean anything, as there are many scribes at court," he added. He reached and brushed the seal with one finger. It shivered. "The seal . . . is not as it should be."

      "No." Yoorst's voice extended her hand. Halwende moved well clear. The older priestess took the page and touched her seal to that on the page. The imperial seal shivered and twisted, revealing cheap brown wax and a bad copy of Aglak's father's seal. "This is false." Halwende bowed to the god who spoke through His voice.

      "Rothulf Jenson, begone from Valke lands, and be glad that I do not have you further punished for counterfeiting imperial documents." Halwende rested one hand on the hilt of his sword.

      The tanner fled as if vulpen had appeared in the chamber, his face as white as the snow outside the city walls.

      "I will have to show this to our brother, Sneelah's Son," Halwende sighed, rubbing his forehead. He did not want to do that.

      Yoorst's priestess shook her head. "No, show it to his chief clerk. That one will know better what lies behind this, and if Jenson needs to be punished further. It is out of your hands, Your Grace."

      He inclined his head, accepting her command. Or rather, Yoorst's command. It is the imperial seal, not mine, that was forged. "Perhaps it is time to ask to look at all the merchant seals as well as document seals, for those merchants who carry them. Simply to confirm the designs and ownership, nothing more or less," he added quickly.

      Both women thought, then nodded. Yoorst's speaker said, "Not today, Your Grace, but the Eighth-Day next would be enough time to have those with seals bring them to worship as appropriate."

      "Today, we," Valdher's voice gestured to the other two priests, "merely want to confirm that you are here as duke, not as priest."

      I'm here because of Aglak Rohdbard's whims. "That is correct. I was summoned to attend his majesty in my role as Duke Valke, not as Valdher's voice."

      Rella's voice, a woman no taller than Halwende's waist, with a round face and plump hands, sighed. "That's what I told you, have been telling you."

      The next day, Aedit again had difficulty with her morning meal. Warm tea, small-beer, and toasted bread were all she could eat. Halwende kept his hope to himself. Other things might turn a person's stomach. If she were with child, well, he'd certainly been doing his best toward that outcome!

      They left only after the sun had risen, or at least once the land grew easier to see. Heavy clouds, warmer than the previous day, covered the world. "Snow comin', Yer Grace," one of the teamsters observed. The ovstrala wanted to clump up, making driving them difficult to put it mildly.

      "Aye," he said. At last the ovstrala stopped sulling up and began walking, in the proper direction. They crossed a well-frozen ford. The snow had stopped creaking under the runners of the sledges and boots of men, instead giving slightly. It had grown warmer indeed. That . . . might not be good, depending on how much warmer it became. Should they get rain on the snow, the return journey could be too interesting by half. Halwende set the thought aside. He couldn't change the weather. Neither god magic nor battle magic could do that, at least not battle magic now. He walked beside the wagon and kept his eyes on the shadows in the forest beside the road. Like the others, his bow traveled in his hand, and he had four arrows in the case on his belt, plus more in the quiver on his back.

      They stopped once, for the women to get out and stretch and move. To sit for too long in the cold brought the risk of snow-sleep, and no one wanted that. Halwende stayed close to Aedit, watching for trouble.

      "My lord, I can care for my own needs," she hissed, very quietly.

      "I trust you. I don't trust vulpen or other hunters to leave you alone." He listened hard to the silence. The ovstrala muttered, as they tended to do, and a bird called far into the woods. Men talked, as did Aedit's maids. Nothing else moved. That— He did not like that at all. "Too quiet."

      She caught his meaning, tended to her needs as quickly as he could hope, and raced back to the wagons. He followed, wary. A shadow moved from tree to tree, then another.

      "Laupen," he called. "Pacing us." He continued to back toward the wagons. The others got bows and slingers ready. "Start moving," he commanded the teamsters.

      "Aye, Yer Grace."

      The big, hairy beasts had just started moving, sledges gliding forward, when the first slender, dark shape raced from the forest, mouth open, hissing.  Whrrrrr thunk! One of the slinger men hit the beast with a stone. It staggered, then turned toward Halwende. He drew, sighted, and released an arrow, grabbed a second arrow, sighted, and released at a second laupen.

      Aiiieeeessss! Four laupen turned and began ripping apart their wounded comrade. Halwende trotted to regain his position beside the wagons. The ovstrala sped their steps, thudding across the packed snow, teamsters jogging beside them. More laupen emerged from the shadows of the trees, blacker than the pale shade. He drew, sighted, shot. The arrow hit his target just behind the shoulder, slowing it. Another bowman finished the beast, and more laupen stopped to eat the dead. They ate anything—man, ovstrala, or even their own kind. Even vulpen did not stoop so low. No more of the sleek hunters appeared, but Halwende did not stop trotting.

      Only after they passed two curves in the road without pursuit did the teamsters begin slowing the big ovstrala. "Mbwaaaah," one of the lead geldings sighed, returning to a placid plod. Halwende slowed as well, glad of the respite. He moved more arrows from quiver to belt case. They'd need to restock, possibly at the pfalz, or back in Valbaum. He unlaced the throat of his shirt and loosened his jacket. He didn't want to start sweating, then chill.

      Not too much later, a figure in muted blue and grey waved them down. One of the imperial guards, Halwende noted, and lengthened his steps to meet the man. "Who comes to the pfalz?" the guard demanded. Halwende only saw one, but that meant nothing.

      "Duke Valke, his wife, and servants with supplies for the pfalz, at his majesty's invitation." Command, not invitation.

      The guard gave him a steady look, then nodded to the strung bow. "Why come you with weapons free?"

      "Because we were attacked by laupen, before the two bends in the road, at least ten in the pack. We did not stop to collect heads, but killed enough to turn the pack and fled." No one would blame a man for running from a pack.

      The guard gave Halwende a skeptical look, then caught himself. He stared past the wagons and gulped. Halwende didn't turn to see. "Ah, Your Grace, proceed ahead, and once you pass the gateway, unstring your bows and slingers. Marsdaam and Valdher be with you."

      "Unstring past the gateway, and Sneelah and Valdher guide your path." He motioned, and the lead team grunted, leaning against the harness. The sledges started to move. Only then did he glance back, in time to see a very large white shape dragging a dead laupen across the road by the neck. Ah, I do believe that his majesty is about to get a most unwanted gift, if Sneelah's cats are like other cats. He grinned, relishing the thought. Not that he would wish a half-dead laupen into anyone's bed chamber, even Aglak Rohdbard, but still . . . He caught himself and sobered.

      Once they passed the gate and guards, the sledges stopped. The men unstrung their bows and put them and their arrows back into their cases. Halwende nodded. "Weapons into the sledges for now, other than blades." Some fools couldn't tell a cased bow from a strung bow, and he'd find one of those fools, with his luck. Radmar had been too kind thus far. He was due for a turn of the Wheel. Indeed, the watching guards relaxed when they saw quivers and cases going into the sledges. The group continued forward until they reached the pfalz, and ovstrala pens and shelters.

      He stared despite himself. What had— How had so much been done so fast? Not magic, surely. He hoped it had not been magic. No, he realized, a lot of work and materials that had been gathered during his majesty's absence, and it wasn't as finished as it seemed.

      The pfalz looked more like a very, very fine hunting lodge or manor than a keep or palace. That was, if he ignored the granary, other supply buildings, secondary kitchen, and large pens and sheds for ovsta and ovstrala and other animals. Aedit stared, then shielded her eyes once more. "Halwende, that's . . . How was it done so fast? And where are the walls?"

      "It was planned, I think, and material had been prepared for when it was needed, my lady. And he does not need true defensive walls." He shivered a little and not from the cold. "His imperial majesty does not reside at a pfalz for more than a few eight-days at most, and he has sufficient guards and other protections to prevent an attack." Leave it there. She'll see soon enough, if she does not know already.

      Indeed, as they approached the large, heavy front doors of the pfalz, a smaller door off to the side opened. A white shape flowed out, stopped with one paw in the air, and charged toward them. Aedit started to scream, clamped her hands over her mouth. He grabbed her and shoved her behind him, out of Lord Gernot's path.

      "Cat! Stop that at once," came a bellow from off to the side. The cat slid on the snow, stopping an arm's length from Halwende. The feline smirked, if a cat could be said to smirk, and yawned, showing all his teeth. He stood easily waist-high at the shoulder to Halwende. Behind him, he heard Aedit whimpering. Halwende took a step back, away from Lord Gernot, and reached for her. She drew closer, then grabbed him, hiding in his arms.

      "Mew?" The huge cat seemed puzzled, and looked from Halwende to the rapidly approaching emperor and back. "Mrew?" He turned to the emperor.

      "Cat, we have had this discussion before. Scaring people to death is not good hospitality. Take care of your business and go back inside. Or go hunting. Shoo." Aglak Rohdbard shook a scolding finger at Lord Gernot.

      "Mroh." The cat slunk off, a picture of injured innocence.

      Rohdbard snorted and rolled his eyes, then turned to Halwende. He wore a silvery-grey cloak over his blue jacket and black trews. Black fur and white filled in the collars, making Halwende glad he'd had the minkha removed from his own collar. "Well met, Duke Valke." The emperor's breath steamed as he spoke. Then he looked up. A handful of snowflakes drifted down around them from the low sky. "Well met, indeed." He nodded to Aedit, still shaking and hiding. The emperor's eyebrows rose in a question.

      "Your majesty, my lady wife, Aedit of Crosstrees." Aedit eased away from him, still trembling, and looked to Aglak. "Lady Aedit, his imperial majesty Aglak Hagmarson, called Rohdbard." She curtsied, and he bowed as well.

      "Rise, please. You are my guests, mine and my lady wife," Aglak said. "Enter and be welcome in the names of Sneelah and Marsdaam."

      Halwende straightened. "Thank you, your majesty. May Sneelah bless this house and all who reside herein, and Marsdaam show grace on all who welcome travelers." He took Aedit's arm. "If I might show my lady to shelter?"

      "Yes, go, we will discuss matters later. The snow will not pass until the morrow."

      Halwende hid his shiver and bowed once more, then guided Aedit toward the now-open door of the pfalz.
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      That log— Halwende studied the hearth and the enormous log that dominated the main room of the pfalz. How many ovstrala did it take to drag that here? And how did they fit through the door? Heat flowed off the fire, warming the world. "Praise be Rella for Her gift of flame," he murmured.

      "Praise be Rella," a voice echoed. Halwende turned and bowed to Aglak. "Rise. I apologize again for. . . Enough, Gernot." Aglak pointed down and past Halwende. He turned oh so slowly and still almost fell over the cat lurking barely a hand-width behind him. "Shoo."

      "Mrow?" the huge white head tilted, as if confused at why the emperor might possibly be unhappy with him. Gernot sniffed, then stalked away. He flopped out by the fire, stretched both ends, and licked one huge paw. He didn't quite extend the length of the great hearth, but he came close.

      "He is a rather . . . independent individual, is Lord Gernot," Halwende ventured.

      A weary snort met his words. "You are too tactful by half." Aglak shook his head, then ran a hand over the top of his pale blond hair. He'd grown it long for the winter, and the braid hung to his collar and a little below. "How is your wife?"

      "Resting, your majesty. She has been ill of the mornings, and we encountered laupen on the way. The combination seems to have exhausted her." She wasn't alone. He felt drained, more than just the cold would explain. Halwende had seen to her before coming to the great hall.

      Aglak gave him a sharp look, then turned his attention to the fire and the great cat reposing before the flames. "I'd wondered why you came so close to the pfalz still armed. That . . . The laupen are supposed to have been hunted out, along with other cervi-eaters."

      Soft green appeared in the edges of Halwende's vision, and he sensed Valdher's disapproval. Should he speak of it? The feeling and Her presence faded, and he held his tongue. Instead he said, "I thought it better to apologize if we trespassed on guest-right than to deal with dead ovstrala and men."

      Another sharp look, then the emperor shook a little all over. "You have the right of it, Valke. I am, perhaps, too used to the Northern Lady's protection and forget that danger still roams, even this far south."

      "Aye." Halwende stared at the red and orange flames. "It is not so deadly as it once was, but I wouldn't allow my schaef to wander at will just yet."

      A tired chuckle answered the old jest. "Indeed. Schaef and fools will find trouble, no matter how the rest of us work to make their way safe." Aglak's broad shoulders rose and fell, and he sounded tired, older than his years. "Fools will find trouble indeed, and make their own if they must." The words barely passed over the sound of the fire, and of Lord Gernot's snores, so quiet were they.

      "And I am a poor host who does not offer you a guest cup and something to break your fast. The evening meal will be a while yet." As the emperor spoke, servants brought in pitchers of something that steamed, and covered platters. Gernot stopped snoring and rolled onto his belly, head up, sniffing loudly. "Not for you," Aglak informed the cat.

      "Mow." Gernot drooped, then flopped into another nap. Both men shook their heads.

      Halwende held back as the emperor accepted food and drink. Then he served himself, bristling a little. You are under his roof, his guest. Tread carefully. As he ate, then warmed his hands around the cup of spiced wine, Halwende considered what to ask and how. When the emperor seemed relaxed and had settled into a chair, holding a tankard of heated spiced wine, Halwende began, "My lord, I trust the journey to the north was satisfactory?"

      Aglak leaned his head back against the leather padding the high back of the ornate seat, studying the shadows of the ceiling. "No. It served its purpose, but it was a journey I would rather never have made. Not the travel, no, that went as well as one could hope, perhaps too well." He sighed, then snarled, "We broke four, four axles on the return journey, and then an ovstrala dropped dead out of spite in the middle of an unfrozen ford."

      Halwende looked down until he mastered his laughter. "Ah, once again Radmar proves that His hearing is a touch too good for the comfort of mortal men."

      Aglak made a rude sign with his free hand, then his lips curved in a half-smile. "Just so." The smile faded. "It is one thing to hear and read of Donwah's realm, the Northern Sea. It is another to behold it in fury." He made Sneelah's sign. Halwende made Valdher's Antlers, warding off trouble. Awe filled the emperor's voice. "I now understand why the Free Cities tread so warily around Donwah's domain, and why they use no water-magic at all. She is a hard lady is the Lady of the Waters."

      Halwende hid a shiver. For Sneelah's Son to speak so! He took a sip of the last of his wine. "Indeed, your majesty. I have yet to hear anyone, even in their cups, speak lightly of the Lady of Waters."

      The very air in the room seemed to shift, and Halwende took a pace back from the emperor. Gernot rose from his basking and with silent steps took his place at the emperor's right hand.

      "We are curious about your decisions in our absence, Duke Valke," Aglak Rohdbard, now purely the Northern Emperor, said. "The ovstrala?" Pale eyebrows rose in a question.

      Halwende shrugged. "Your majesty, they could not decide which herd had priority on southern pastures, pastures set aside for schaef, according to the records I saw. Lord Gediminus is trying to breed heat-tolerant ovstrala, and so claimed the pasture. Count Hildibruh wanted the pasture for winter grazing until it becomes too warm, which Gediminus and Yoorst's Son both say it already is. They have not had true snow for the last two winters." He'd asked the temples to relay the question to Yoorst's Son and a beast-healer. The Son had replied for both.

      "And so you ordered both to move their herds off the land and use it for schaef or kine only, per temple warning," Aglak said.

      "That's what the land was claimed for, when it was claimed, your majesty, and what Yoorst's Son recommended. I'm having to move ovstrala and ovsta both to the northern pastures in summer, just to keep them in condition for the cooler months. We're what, three eight-days north of Count Hildibruh's lands, even here?" He'd never been that far south.

      "More or less three eight-days, in good weather with dry roads, yes." The emperor set the page with the decision and seals aside. "The salt matter we will attend to at the proper time, although your compromise suggestion carries merit. We are more concerned with the news from the Comb."

      Halwende nodded and stroked his beard. "As am I." He took a deep breath. "The south. Your majesty, I do not know what to make of what the lord of Milunis reports," he held out his left hand, "as compared to rumor," he extended his right hand an equal amount. "When weighed with the summary of the official diplomatic letters that arrived at Court from the southern princes." He lowered his hands and shrugged. "Since the trade tax income is also lower than in previous seasons, I am inclined to favor rumor and a little over half of what the lords south of the Comb are claiming."

      The emperor leaned forward, and Lord Gernot rolled to his feet, then sat. "You do not believe Lord Vytaute?"

      "I believe that he reports what he observes, your majesty. I am not so certain about his interpretation of those observations." Tact would be wise. "But he knows his lands far, far better than I do, and what I know for certain of the south, is quite limited, your majesty." He dared to smile a touch. "It is warm, inclined to be dry, plagued by fleas that prefer sand to grass, and is the source of hot-tasting and sharp spices. And it borders on the western sea. More than that?" He shrugged again. Honesty is easy in this instance.

      The emperor smiled and sat back into the chair. "Fortunately for us, the fleas cannot cross the Comb yet, or so I am assured." He glanced at Gernot and a hint of a wince crossed his strong features. The smile faded. "I trust Vytaute. The diplomatic reports I do not trust so much, since the southern lords do not answer to us," he rested his fingers on his chest, "and we do not know their true state and thoughts."

      Halwende inclined in a slight bow. All the more reason to leave me be. If you don't know what happens south of the Comb, then how can I know? "The decrease in trade . . . suggests that finding more sources for salt, kupfer, and other gifts of the Scavenger and Donwah might be wise, although not at this particular moment." I'm not testing Sneelah's mercy, or Valdher's. The Lady of the Forest would probably drop a tree on him as he watered it, or something equally mortifying, for being so foolishly daring.

      "Perhaps." The weight behind the emperor's words—and Lord Gernot's cold stare—gave Halwende pause. The cat yawned and shifted around. One hind leg went straight up, and he began washing his privates. Aglak scowled and pointedly turned away from the display. "He is too feline by half at some times," the emperor muttered.

      "Mragh," Gernot replied. He stuck a very large and quite pink tongue out at the emperor, then resumed his bath. Halwende studied the stones of the floor and did not laugh.

      Aglak looked back to Halwende. "Marshburt." Something in how he said that single word set Halwende on edge.

      "Your majesty?"

      "It is no more." His voice shifted, took on a coldly feminine aspect. Gernot stood on all four feet, teeth bared, ears flat, eyes narrow like a snake. Halwende went to one knee. "Marshburt has been reclaimed by my ice and my sister's waters."

      Halwende gulped. "Yes, your majesty, great Lady of the North." He bowed until his forehead touched his knee, and shook. What had happened? No, I don't want to know. What did they do? I don't want to know that, either.

      "We have made Our will plain. Our power is not to be denied," Sneelah said. The very air in the room chilled, and two flakes of snow settled by the toe of Halwende's boot. "Magic is not to be abused, nor are magic workers to be abused, or denied."

      "Yes, your majesty, Lady of the Ice."

      He heard steps, pacing, man and cat both. The steps stopped. "Come summer after next, you may venture so far north. Should any wish to go with you, they may. Not until then, and no man once a dweller of Marshburt. A lesson is needed. A clear lesson."

      He could barely speak, he shook so hard from both fear and cold. "Two summers, yes, imperial majesty, great Northern Lady." Did the fire still burn in the hearth?

      "Two years, Duke Valke. Two years, and perhaps We will consider allowing a return to the site of Marshburt." Goddess and emperor spoke together. "The port is too valuable to leave unused, but the warning must be heeded."

      He didn't dare look up into the cold, awe-full face. "I hear and will obey."

      "Good." Ice ran down his spine as the voices continued, "We would prefer not to make multiple examples in such quick succession." Magic pressed against him, then faded. He didn't respond, barely risked breathing, and that only of pure necessity.

      The emperor relaxed and sat once more, and the cat flopped onto his belly, head on paws. Halwende waited, then returned to his feet. Aglak's tone shifted. "Your thoughts on Lord Borea's choice of heir?"

      Halwende sighed. "Your majesty, I find his method of choosing to be . . . novel, but given the novelty of the situation, and that Radmar is the family's secondary patron, I understand why he might do that. As for the son?" Another shrug. "I know the name and reputation, but no more. I have not heard anything especially bad about any of the sons. Or the daughter."

      The emperor chuckled. "I agree on the novelty, but there's nothing in any surviving records, either imperial or temple, about having a triple-birth where all survive to adulthood. Except in schaef," he added.

      "The method may also reduce challenges by the other sons, perhaps." The emperor made a shrugging gesture with his right hand as a servant refilled his tankard and returned it. "Not all successions are as clear as mine was. My older brother has been called by Rella to the priesthood, and my younger brother will inherit his wife's father's holdings north of Moahnemouth, such as they are. All three of us knew that the ones not chosen as Sneelah's Son would find another place, as it has been for the last five generations. I hope that the future generations remain as willing to accept the Lady's will."

      "One hopes." Halwende shrugged, hiding his consternation. I might challenge you, Aglak, but not your patron. How could a brother be so blind?

      "Speaking of heirs?" The pale eyebrows rose once more.

      Halwende dared to smile a little and raised one eyebrow in return. If Aedit was not yet with child, it was not for lack of effort on his part.

      "And should you die before a son is born?"

      "At the moment, the claim would pass to Aedit, then her younger brother, Beorn. Unless there is a reason not to pass the title down the uxorial line?" He had not found one, but that did not mean one did not exist.

      The emperor scratched his chin, eyes narrowed in thought, then shook his head. "I know of none, and I have not heard anything especially bad about Beorn, yet." He finished whatever was in the tankard. A servant refilled it from a still-steaming pitcher. "I'm puzzled about the laupen. Why did they come so close? Were they driven? Or starving?"

      Halwende tipped his head to the side and rubbed his mustache as he considered the possibilities. "Your majesty, I . . . I don't know. With other animals, I'd suspect hunger, but laupen . . . are laupen. I can't think of any time I or my hunters or herders have tried to study them, to learn why they act as they do. Perhaps a beast mage has, but I have not heard of such being done. It should be early for them to move close to settlements, and given the number of cervi, einar, and other prey animals in the forest, there should be plenty to eat still."

      After a few questions more, Aglak dismissed him. Halwende bowed and returned to his assigned quarters. The courier who had visited Valke keep with the emperor's seal acted as his guide. The young cat with her insisted on bumping her hand with his head. She tried to ignore the demands. Halwende placed a silent wager, one silver coin on the cat succeeding in his efforts. Indeed, just before they reached his and Aedit's chamber, the cat darted forward and flopped across the floor. The courier caught herself just as she began to fall on top of the cat. Halwende didn't bother hiding his smile at her discomfiture. Kitten and dignity? He stepped past the sprawl of pelt and claws and continued to the proper door. It opened and he stepped inside. He closed the door before the maid could. The door could be barred from inside. He approved. A warm draft touched his face, and he followed to where Aedit rested.

      She dozed lightly on a high-backed bench, one of two flanking the small fire. He glanced at her, then looked at her maid. The young woman smiled and nodded. All was well. Halwende ducked into the sleeping chamber and found his winter court shirt, sleeveless jerkin, and knee-length coat waiting. He changed, then considered the locked box at the foot of the bed. He knelt, unlocked it, and removed the false hide grant. Document in hand, he left the chambers to the women once again.

      "The clerks and law-speaker," he told a passing, grey-clad servant.

      "This way, Your Grace." The young man led him through halls so new that yet smelled of fresh wood. Mage lights illuminated the corridor, and Halwende quashed a snarl of envy. No tapestries decorated or softened the walls. Given that the emperors did not linger in any pfalz, perhaps the walls would remain bare. Less-used portions of Valke keep lacked wall hangings. What he could see appeared well constructed, with good materials. Still, he encroaches on Valke land. And his comment about hunting out all predators . . . That boded ill for the health of the land. And for men who compete with him.

      "Here, Your Grace," the servant said, gesturing to a door with crossed quills carved on it. His guide knocked twice. The door opened. Halwende ducked under the low lintel and entered a warm chamber. Warmer than the hallway, at least. Five clerks sat at traveling tables or stood beside a set of portable document chests. Each table sported pens, pen-knives, ink, bead-counters for working sums, and other tools of their trade. Mage lights and candles both provided even, clear light. Would that his own office were so well appointed!

      "Ah, Your Grace? How may I assist you?" The woman behind the center desk peered at him, as if she were a slight bit short-sighted. Grey frosted her hair and he sensed a hint of magic about her.

      "I encountered a tanner at my court in Valbaum. He is called Rothulf. He petitioned for sole tanning and trade-right for cervi hides, in a very large number. More than the Lady of the Forest permits to be taken in a year." Halwende handed her the false document, word and seal-side down. "When I refused, he presented this. Priests of Valdher and Yoorst inspected the document, and when Yoorst's voice touched her temple seal to the imperial seal, the impression changed. Instead of his majesty's seal, this."

      Her eyes unfocused as she studied the page. Magic moved, trade magic, and she brushed the seal with one ink-stained finger. "Image magic, Your Grace." Her eyes focused once more. She turned to the man at her right. "Trade rights to Valbaum."

      The slender man opened an enormous tome that sat on its own table beside him. He turned to the end of the book and studied rows of painfully neat and small writing. "None. No grants at all in Valbaum." He blinked and leaned toward Halwende. "His imperial majesty has issued no trade right grants on Valke lands. The last such was made in Thorkil Hagmarson's third regnal year."

      Halwende boggled, then regained his composure. "Thank you." This . . . changes something. I will be looking at trade rights, when I return to Valke keep. He turned back to the older woman clerk. "The priests who examined the seal said that, other than banning Rothulf from trade on Valke lands, I ought do no justice. That such belongs to the emperor as the injured party."

      The woman nodded, as did her colleagues. "Yes, Your Grace. To falsify the imperial hand and seal, even for a minor trade-right, is a high crime. Unless his majesty chooses to be merciful." The hard expression on her face matched that on her associates' visages.

      Mercy does not seem to be one of his majesty's traits. "Ah. Thank you for the clarification." May the imperial seals remain far, far away from me from this day forward! He had no interest in being accused of usurping imperial right, or abusing the seals.
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      Four days later, just after dawn, Halwende made certain that Aedit and her women were secure in the sledges. A group of imperial guards would travel with them for half the day, in case more vulpen stalked the forest. Cold, sharp cold, had followed the snow, and the ovstrala snorted, making small clouds around their noses. Lord Gernot watched from the doorway of the pfalz, his thick tail wrapped around his toes. Aglak Rohdbard had dismissed them the night before. Halwende did not miss his presence. Aedit had confided that she found the emperor's presence overwhelming, even when he spoke as himself, discussing minor matters of common interest. "He is Sneelah's Son," Halwende had murmured. "I do not believe that She ever truly leaves him." Now he felt the cat's green eyes on his back, watching and weighing him. Once he knew that Aedit was settled and warm, he turned to face the pfalz. He bowed, then straightened and gestured to the teamsters.

      "Hey-ah, on yer way, ye hairy lumps," the lead teamster urged his beasts.

      "Mbowah," the gelding beside the man grumbled. With a grunt and another grumble, the ovstrala set one foot before the other, plodding forward against the harness. The cold-hardened snow squeaked under the sledge's wooden runners, and the sledge glided forward.

      Only after the imperial guard left them did Halwende relax his guard. I trust you, Aglak Rohdbard. I trust you to be as hard and cold as the Lady you serve. He put more faith in the vulpen, laupen, einar, and other four-legged beasts. All they did was kill a man and eat him.

      The weather held, cold and quiet, until they reached Valbaum. Heavy snow began fluttering down as they came into sight of the walls. "Sneelah and Valdher be praised," the lead teamster called. "And Yoorst, who kept the beasts sound."

      "Ja," called Magnus, who had met them at midday. "And now watch. One of the runners will break when you're half-way through the main gate."

      Halwende snorted and made Radmar's Wheel. He was not alone. "And some fool will have a doe in heat, and there go the rest of the supplies, and we'll have two bucks fighting. In the main gate."

      "Aye, Yer Grace," the closest guard sighed. "We're due, no offense."

      "None taken." They were due. But he'd rather have an ovstrala drop dead, or a sledge upset and the load scatter, than be caught out in a storm, or have a fire inside the walls. Or an enemy ambush them on the road. Or more laupen. Or for Aedit to fall ill. She had missed her woman's time three times now. She was indeed with child.
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      The next while passed as quietly as any winter ever did. That was, until an eight-day after Rella's late-winter feast, when Aedit took to her bed. Her women and Eticho chased Halwende out of the ducal chambers. The healer's expression boded ill, and Halwende betook himself to Valdher's chapel. He bowed, then knelt and prayed. He was still there when Eticho joined him. Halwende sensed the healer-priest's arrival and stood, bowed again to the Lady, and met Eticho at the doorway. "Aedit?"

      "Will recover." Eticho rested one hand on Halwende's shoulder. "I'm sorry, brother. The child could not be saved."

      Was it a boy? He did not ask. "Thank you. Aedit?"

      Eticho lowered his hand. "Is very weak from blood loss, and from grief. She needs to eat meat, and to rest. And mourn." He gave Halwende a stern look. "Wait until she is ready before exercising marital privileges, please. At least after her next woman's time. Her body needs to heal from the strain."

      I what—? Men actually—? He glanced around for listeners, then leaned closer, "You mean that a man would take a woman, um—?"

      The healer's scowl and folded arms answered the question. "There is a reason for the rules about not taking a woman until four eight-days after she delivers, my lord. Not just the ritual reason for us," his gesture took in the chapel. "Too soon and it can cause child-bed fevers by further imbalancing a new mother's natures."

      That made far too much sense. Halwende nodded. "Thank you. And thank you. I'll tell the servants to prepare my old chamber for the next eight-day or so." If they didn't share a bed, he wouldn't be tempted.

      "That would be wise. She's young, and will recover, but rest is what she needs more than anything now." The healer continued, "She's sleeping, and will be for a while. I told her maid to find you when my lady starts to wake."

      A thought struck him, one that made his blood chill, then boil. "Healer, might the journey in the cold have caused the loss?" If Aglak Rohdbard's summons killed my child . . .

      The healer shook his head. "If this had happened just as you returned, then I would suspect so. Some women cannot travel when they are with child. In this case?" He shrugged. "Her natures might not have adjusted properly to the child. That happens more often than you would think, my lord, especially with first pregnancies."

      "Thank you." A trace of anger lingered, but Halwende set it aside.

      Eticho took his leave. Halwende gave thanks for Aedit's survival, then squared his shoulders and retreated to the ducal office. He stared at the wall. He wanted to hurt something, to break something. He wanted to find what had killed his child and injured his wife and . . . and he could do no such thing. "But if someone tries to say that it is for the best, and that the Scavenger be praised, he will eat a law book." I won't swear it, but he will eat that book. Halwende gritted his teeth and forced his attention to the reports from the village and Valbaum, and the farms.

      He worked until the lamp flared, then guttered out, fuel spent. He looked up from the page and found the Scavenger watching. How appropriate. My heir, then me, in the same day. Halwende rose, then bowed.

      "Brother, rise," Wulfhilde said. She leaned on the doorframe. "I came to see if you need counsel, and to discuss the rites for the child."

      Halwende thumped back into the chair. He felt . . . numb, dull, not exhaustion numb, but— "I don't know about counsel, sister. The child was born for Marsdaam," he closed his eyes and thought. "Born to Donwah?" He opened his eyes. "Before half to noon, so Donwah."

      The black hood nodded. "That matches my understanding. Eticho did not have time to tell me, and Aldone is still dealing with a dispute over tanners' rights."

      Halwende didn't bother hiding his wince. He'd be called in as well, like as not. That reminded him. "Will four days mourning be appropriate?"

      The hood nodded again. "Yes. Some say that if the child dies more than six eight-days before the feast closest to the expected birth, no mourning is needed." He heard her frown. "I find that too cold, too hard on the mother and father. Our," she pointed to her chest with one black-gloved hand, "books offer discretion. Four days of full mourning, then another four of rest and quiet for grief are fully appropriate, Your Grace."

      "Thank you. I will inform the others." He would still hold court and take watch after full mourning, but not host entertainments or travel.

      "The day after tomorrow will be the death ritual. You are father, nothing more." She sighed, "Our patrons willing, of course."

      He managed a tired smile. "Of course." He made Valdher's Antlers, then the Wheel.

      "Now. Go eat, rest, and grieve, Halwende Valke." She shook a finger at him. "Or else."

      He almost challenged her, then caught himself. He'd find rats in his boots, or something equally awkward. "Yes, ma'am."

      Just before full dark, one of Aedit's maids found him. "Your grace?" She sounded fearful.

      "Yes?"

      "My lady is waking, Your Grace."

      "I come."

      Halwende followed the servant to the ducal chambers. He caught a whiff of hard-scented blood and of medicinal herbs, despite the soft incense that had been burned. Aedit sat up in bed, her face puffy and red, eyes red as well. Halwende dismissed the serving women and went to the bed. "My lady?"

      She looked up at him, pain in her eyes, mouth trembling. "Please, my lord, do not set me aside."

      What? What do you? Oh, by Marsdaam's staff, do you really— She did, because some men would. He sat on the edge of the bed, carefully, and took one too-cold hand. "Aedit, I will not set you aside because of this, I swear." He started to add more, then caught the words before they became speech, lest she misunderstand his meaning in her distress. Instead he pulled her against himself, holding her. She wept, silent, trembling. Sorrow rose in him as well, sorrow for broken hope, sorrow for Aedit's pain, sorrow for what might have been. When he sensed her distress easing, he let go a little and leaned away so he could see her face. "Aedit, you are my lady wife. We are young, and you are strong. I want you to rest and heal."

      She sniffed hard. "What did I do wrong?"

      The words pierced his heart. He swallowed and shook his head. "Nothing. The Healer says you did nothing wrong." No, he would not say a word about her natures unbalancing and harming their child. Perhaps in the future, but not now. "Aedit, you did everything you were supposed to. It happened. We mourn as is proper." He'd ask Eticho if she should attend the ceremony.

      She leaned against him again, silent. He held her until a firm hand tapped on the door. He looked up. Eticho stood in the doorway, followed by servants with food and drink. "My lady, Aedit, you need to eat, drink, and rest. I promise you," Halwende repeated,"I will not set you aside because of this."

      "My lady, you need to regain strength and rest," the healer said. Halwende stood, kissed Aedit's hand, and left her to her maids. The hand felt cold, too cool given the heat in the chamber. As cold as he'd felt after he'd lost so much blood in the ambush, it made sense. She'd grown too cold and dry, her natures unbalanced. Thus keeping the room over-warm until she regained her own inner heat. And another reason to avoid marital congress until she was fully recovered.

      He turned toward his old chambers, then stopped. Eticho . . . They had to get at least one more healer or another healer-priest. Halwende changed directions and went to his office. He made a note on the small slate board, to remind both himself and the scribe. He'd send out a call for a second here, at Valke keep, and ask for one to work at Valbaum. They had two herb wives there, and a birth-wife, but no true healer that he yet knew of. Were there any healers called by the Scavenger? Yes, he'd heard of one, in a mining area where Scavenger-born were more common.

      Task done, Halwende walked to Valdher's chapel. His steps echoed, or so it seemed. The corridor lacked the usual evening bustle of servants. Well, he had no guests, was not dining, and all were observing mourning. That, and a few likely feared his mood. Duke Hal would have yelled at people, have lashed out. I am not him. No, but old habits died hard, as he well knew. Numbness returned, emptiness where he should feel—? He hesitated, one hand on the cool, smooth-worn wood of the carved door. He stilled his thoughts and opened the door, easing into the familiar darkness. The door closed and be bowed to the Lady of the Forest, approached her altar, and sat on the floor. At last, after his seat had grown almost numb, he spoke. "Why?"

      No sound or answer came to him save silence and his own breathing. He looked down at his hands, almost invisible in the near darkness. Only starlight on snow provided any light through the slit windows. Perhaps that was the answer. The child had died, nothing more or less, as all men died. Did he truly want an answer? In a way, the very silence eased his heart. He got to his feet with a wince as his hip complained. He bowed and departed.

      Lielwo waited outside the chapel. Marsdaam's speaker considered him or so Halwende guessed. "Your grace?"

      "You heard?"

      "Yes. I'm sorry." And he was, Halwende sensed, truly sorry.

      "Thank you. Aedit rests. We mourn—full mourning—for four days." He met Lielwo's eyes. "Aedit . . .would appreciate your counsel, sir. I," he shook his head a little. "I promised her that I will not set her aside for the loss. She did naught wrong, so says Master Eticho."

      Lielwo pursed his lips, glanced to the side, then nodded. "I will remind her, Your Grace, on the morrow. There is an herb-wife, Dhouda, in Hillfoot village. She has good repute among women, and offers counsel. Perhaps . . .?" He looked the question.

      "If she will," Halwende replied. "Only of both Dhouda and my lady agree." He managed a smile. "Aedit responds . . . vehemently . . . to advice undesired, no matter how well meaning."

      Lielwo's tired smile matched Halwende's. "Indeed Your Grace. Vehement is, perhaps, a mild way to phrase the strength of her displeasure."

      Aldone had not returned the next morning, so Halwende led the morning ritual. The Lady remained quiet, like the trees in the forest in winter. The rhythms of the ritual soothed him. Life and death, summer and winter, the rising and setting of the sun, all flowed in their times and ways. So it had been since the end of the Great Cold, and so it would always be. "Go in peace, in the name of the Lady of the Forest," he intoned, hands raised in blessing.

      "Blessed be the Lady of the Forest," the small group of worshippers chanted, bowing to the Lady.

      They departed, and he put out the lamps, then hung his vestments on their pegs. The collar on the winter robe looked loose. He'd need to mend it. How many people know that priests have to fix their own garments? Not many, I wager. Maltaria, Wulfhilde and the others had pounded that into him with the same enthusiasm that Master Lothar had pounded sword and spear skills into him. A priest serves with his hands as well as his mind and voice. A duke mended his own armor and padding but only when he was in the field and had no choice. A duke did not sew. Women sewed. I wonder how large of a tree the Lady would drop on me if I asked Aldone to repair that collar? That's assuming that Aldone left enough of him to warrant the Lady's attention! The redhead's skill at staff-fighting had left one of the arms-men sighing and wishing that he wasn't already wed.

      Halwende shook himself and brought his thoughts back to proper matters. For Aldone to still be absent meant that the tanners' dispute that she was adjudicating had grown more complicated. He'd need to look into the matter as Duke Valke. Not today, no, not until full mourning ended, but not long after, unless the Lady or perhaps Yoorst made Their thoughts clear. Why tanners? That idiot with the fraudulent imperial seal had been a tanner. Halwende shrugged to himself. Two leaves on a tree did not springtime make. How many farm and beast disputes had he dealt with over the past two years? Many, or so it seemed, but not all farmers and herders spent their time arguing. He checked the chapel once more, making certain yet again that the lamps remained out. Then he went to break his fast.

      He was with Aedit later that morning when Wulfhilde and Lielwo appeared in the doorway. Aedit began to shake, and Halwende moved from his chair to perch on the bed, holding her. "Aedit, my lady, it is the Scavenger's hand," he reminded her. "We need to speak about the service for our child."

      "Th-, Thank you, my lord," she whispered. She seemed weaker than the day before. Had she rested properly? He put one arm around her shoulders, supporting her.

      The two priests came into the chamber. Wulfhilde began. "Halwende, Aedit, the service for the child will be tomorrow, at mid-day by sun. The rite is shorter than that for an older child or adult. Since the child was born for Marsdaam, born to Donwah, Lielwo will assist. Donwah's speaker hopes to be here this afternoon, but he ails. Should he be too ill, Aldone will speak for the Lady of Waters as well as the Lady of the Forest."

      Halwende nodded. All death rituals made provisions for priests to substitute if the need arose. "What do my lady and I need to do?"

      "Light the fire. Not with magic, Your Grace," Wulfhilde said, voice firm. "With a torch. And that only if Master Eticho allows you to attend, Aedit. You are excused from the duty unless the healer expressly states that you are strong enough for the duty."

      Before Aedit could respond, Marsdaam's speaker raised his hand, one finger up in warning. "Aedit, daughter of Marsdaam, hear my counsel on this. The Great Traveler prefers that we reserve strength for the greater task and duty. What is your greater duty and task?"

      Halwende pulled his lady closer. She swallowed hard. "It," she sniffed, "it is to recover, and to bear a son to my lord."

      How hard and cold the words sounded, spoken like that! And yet it was so. Halwende kept silent, still holding her close.

      "Should you, and the healer, agree, then you should participate." The hardness in Lielwo's voice brooked no argument. "Otherwise, allow your husband to do his duty without fearing for you."

      Because he would be distracted, very distracted, if she collapsed, or something else happened. And he'd be worrying about it during the rites as well. Again Halwende kept his thoughts well to himself.

      They discussed generalities before Eticho arrived. He eased in behind the others. One of Aedit's maids came with him, and the older woman gestured toward Aedit and whispered into the healer's ear. Eticho frowned and gave Halwende a hard look, then made the hand-sign for "go."

      Halwende nodded. "Thank you, sir, ma'am," he inclined toward the priest as he sat, releasing Aedit as he did. "It appears that the healer needs to have a word with my lady."

      "Indeed." Eticho marched to the side of the bed, pointedly ignoring his associates. "My lady, what have you eaten today?"

      Once out in the corridor, Halwende leaned on the wall and closed his eyes. A hand gripped his shoulder. "Brother?" Wulfhilde asked, voice full of sympathy. Lielwo stood beside her, a look of concern on his strong features.

      Halwende looked down, shaking his head. "I—." He looked up again. "I do not know what to call the child. Eticho did not say if Aedit bore a boy or a girl."

      A long, sad sigh came from the black hood. "A boy."

      "Kenelm. He would be named for my sire's grandsire." A boy. A Valke heir. Pain pierced his heart, the first pain he'd felt. He closed his eyes again. He wanted to curse, to rage at the Scavenger for taking his heir. Instead he slammed his left hand into the stones of the wall once, twice, three times. It stung. He opened his eyes. "Kenelm," he repeated.

      "Kenelm, born for Marsdaam, born to Donwah," Wulfhilde said. She squeezed his shoulder once more, then let go.

      The others departed, leaving him in the hallway. The door to the ducal chambers opened, and Eticho came out. He looked right, then left. "She's not attending the rites," the healer stated. Then he snarled, "In fact, I ordered her women to bolt the door from outside if she even thinks about trying to attend. She lost more blood in the night, and they did not see fit to inform me."

      They what—? How dare they not—

      "Because they did not want to disturb their mistress," the healer finished the thought, then sighed. He scrubbed his face with his hands. "The younger ladies insisted on taking the night watches, and so lacked the counsel of the older women. They won't do that again."

      "Thank you."

      The healer studied Halwende, then leaned closer and looked at him. "You need something hot to drink. What did you have this morning?"

      "Ah, whatever was on the table by the night hearth."

      "When was the last time you made water?"

      Halwende ducked. "This morning, when I woke."

      Eticho shook his head. "Go drink tea. At least two tankards of it, tea or hot small beer with sun-bark. Unless you want bladder rocks, or a dose of liver-leaf to force the passages."

      The memory of his one encounter with liver-leaf made Halwende's tongue curl up and try to hide in the back of his throat while his guts threatened to evacuate themselves then and there just to prove that they did not need a dose. "Tea. Three tankards of hot tea."

      Eticho pointed toward the kitchen. "Go forth and drink hot tea. Remember, you will be out in the cold tomorrow."

      "I'd ask who you think you are to give orders to a ruling duke, but I know. Bastard."

      Eticho smirked. "I'm a healer. I can take you apart, one potion at a time." He sobered. "Brother, go drink, rest, mourn."

      Halwende went.

      Aldone staggered in just after Halwende finished evening prayers. She sagged onto the bench in the work room behind the chapel proper. "Lady of the Forest grant me discernment, patience, and strength, now, please," she groaned. Halwende waited. Valdher's speaker straightened up from her slouch. "Duke Halwende is going to have to deal with the matter of rights, but not for another eight-day at least. Yoorst's temple needs to be consulted first."

      He nodded. He'd learn the details soon enough.

      She studied him. "Brother."

      He sat as firmly as she had and rested his hands on the top of the table. Pain cracked his heart again, and his eyes burned. "I— A boy. Kenelm. An heir," he grated, throat closing. He met her eyes, then closed his own. "Aedit's still too weak and cold. Sister, I—" The words failed.

      A rough, warm hand took his. "Brother."

      He let himself grieve. At last he said, voice harsh, "I feel anger, sorrow, both together. Aedit . . . She begged me not to set her aside. I pledged that I would not set her aside for this, that it was not her fault."

      "Nor is it yours, brother," Aldone said. Sorrow and certainty both filled her voice. "I offer only cold comfort, perhaps. It is times like this that are hardest."

      Should he tell her? "I asked why. She did not answer."

      The grip tightened. "She's still listening. But our Lady does not answer questions that have no answer." A quiet snort. "If a tree falls on you and no storm troubles the forest, then you might receive an answer. If a wild ovstrala sits on you, you know the answer."

      He managed a snort of his own. "Gross stupidity, or being too drunk to notice all the warning signs."

      "Yes. But for why Kenelm died before he could truly live? I have no answer."

      It helped. It shouldn't, but it did. He looked down, then met her eyes again. "Thank you, sister."

      She released his hand. "You are welcome. I will stand for the Lady of the Wilds and Donwah both tomorrow. Can you lead the morning worship once more?"

      "Yes."

      "Thank you. Travel in the cold is wearying." With that she heaved herself to her feet. "As senior to junior, I order you to eat and rest, so that you can conduct your duties properly."

      He felt his lips spreading in a half-bitter smile. "And as ruling duke to priest, I do the same. If you fall over tomorrow, I do not want to have to act as officiant as well as father."

      Aldone shook a finger at him, then departed.

      He remembered very little of the death ritual for Kenelm, afterwards. Words were said, he lit the small fire for his son's tiny body. Cold and clear, that much he recalled, and how tight his jerkin had become across the chest. Why he remembered that . . . He remembered none of the ritual proper, save hearing Aldone speak for both Valdher and Donwah, and that his jerkin pulled when he leaned to touch the torch to the oily wood. He had made certain that Aedit would not be able to attend, and assured her afterwards that all had gone properly. Of the rest? He looked at the sooty, melted place in the snow the next day where the pyre had been and . . . nothing. Soon snow would cover and conceal the spot, then melt and wash away all trace of his son's last moments.

      Two eight-days later, Valdher spoke.

      North, my Pathfinder. North with the greening of the leaves. Go, north then west. I will show you. North with the spring. Go. Halwende saw green, and a flash of a place, well trodden by animals but untrodden by men since the Great Cold's coming. The vision faded, and he found himself on one knee before Her statue. Aldone gave him a concerned glance, then continued the morning litany. He remained as he was, head down, waiting until sight and balance returned. The vision had knocked the wind from his lungs, so strong was it. Not yet, no, he would not leave on the morrow, but come true spring he would depart. Without an heir. The weight of sorrow crushed him. Only when the feeling eased, when breath and sense returned, did he rise.

      "Brother." Aldone said no more, but it was enough.

      He bowed to the Lady they served, and departed to eat and tend to ducal matters. The tanners' dispute, for one, and a letter from Lord Gedimus. Gedimus had two spare sons, and wanted a place for at least one of them. If that place came at the cost of Valke lands, well, so much the better, or so Halwende suspected. After I eat and drink. I do not need to cause a fight, then claim it was hunger speaking and not me.

      "Your grace," the note from Yoorst's priest at Hillfoot began. "Jed has worked as a rough tanner here for four years. He is the son-by-marriage of Uhdo, the tanner at Elchspring. Uhdo claims that his Jed has stolen trade secrets through his wife. Uhdo is a fine tanner, but of increasingly variable repute." Halwende rubbed his forehead, sensing an ache trying to begin. "The local herb-man thinks Uhdo has both too much time in the tanning shed, and has had at least one mind-spasm. I do not know Master Uhdo well enough to judge. Jed has only done rough tanning before now, but has started to offer fine-tanned hides, cervi and scraped schaef. They are of good quality, those I have seen."

      Halwende drank more small beer and glanced at the open tax page beside him. Jed had paid for a double tanning license, since he had only been listed as a rough tanner previously. Uhdo paid as fine tanner, because that included rough tanning as part of the process. Halwende looked up at the ceiling, closed his eyes, and counted to ten, then resumed reading the priest's letter. At least the man had a steady hand.

      "Jed swore on the altar of Yoorst that he has not taken any trade-knowledge from Uhdo, save that known to all men, but studied under Master Elckti of Harnford. Jed provided a sealed attestation of mastery from Master Elckti, with a valid seal. Two witnesses, both of good repute, swear that Jed indeed went to Harnford and studied there. Uhdo maintains that Elckti might have studied in Harnford, but that he took with him trade secrets taken by his wife's mother from Master Uhdo's workshop. Uhdo affirms that he has sworn the truth of his statements."

      Halwende frowned at the letter. Why is this my problem? Why can the two men not go their ways in peace? He turned to the next page.

      "Jed was presented with a half-tanned hide and asked to salvage it. The farmer said that he had given the hide to Master Uhdo to tan, one of three, and that Uhdo had returned all three only part-tanned yet claimed them ready for use. Jed did what he could, but could not salvage all of the hide. When Master Uhdo was told that the farmer had gone to Jed, he, Uhdo, attacked his own wife, then tried to attack Jed, claiming theft of trade and theft of property in trade secrets." Halwende imagined that he could see the priest trying to make sense of everything. The letter continued, "Your grace, it is my belief that Master Uhdo suffers delusions, and that while he swore truly that he believes Jed stole trade knowledge through the women's side, he is in error. Neither Yoorst nor Valdher have spoken on the case."

      And that is why I have to decide it. Just based on the letter, it did sound as if Uhdo's last brain storm, or an accident, had affected his senses. How could a woman steal trade secrets from a workshop, unless it was a special preparation or bark? No master wrote down trade secrets—they passed by word of mouth from master to journeyman and apprentice, even he knew that. "I will go see the men, speak with them, then render my decision. It may be that the priests have missed something." He doubted it, but he could never be sure. Halwende considered the letter, the list of tax payments, and when he had last visited the southern part of the Valke lands. "I should go there, before I go north." He needed to see things for himself. The saying about "a farmer's footprints are the best soil-healer" also applied to nobles and their lands.
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      The first leaves were appearing on the trees when restlessness arose in Halwende. He stood his watch, looking north from the top of the keep. The spring stars had begun to appear in the east, making their way across the sky, the Eigris and the Scales, following the Hunting Cat. He folded his arms and listened. He didn't hear the frost frogs yet, the little brown peepers that chirped around ponds and marshy places as soon as the danger of hard freezes had passed.

      Aedit. He had yet to tell Aedit of the Lady's call to go north. Aedit had grown quiet, and clung to him in the night. They had resumed marital relations, but only when she had approached him. She seemed to suffer no ill effects, but neither had she missed her woman's time yet. It did not help that one of the serving girls had whispered about Halwende perhaps spreading his favor, as other lords did. He'd stopped that talk as soon as he'd heard of it, and the girl no longer served in Valke Keep. Still, it had hurt Aedit, hurt her sore.

      The next morning, during worship, green tinted his vision. He waited, listening, thoughts quiet as Aldone chanted the invocation. Now, my Pathfinder, north and west, go. Past the great mohse, go. He remained on his feet this time, but the room swayed a little. The feeling passed, and he bowed low to the image behind the altar. He sensed Aldone's sharp look, and he nodded. She'd felt it too.

      "Aedit will not be happy," Aldone sighed as they worked in the tiring room after worship. The lamps needed to be cleaned and polished, and the candle stands showed the usual end-of-winter dullness.

      "No, she will not. I give thanks that Gotelinde has arrived, to help Eticho. And that Dhuoda and Aedit are good companions." The older woman seemed to have a gift for knowing how to reassure his lady without seeming forward or talking down to her. She was also a mistress of distilling, and Eticho had happily delegated some of the less dangerous work to Dhuoda.

      Aldone lifted the lamp squinted at it, and peered more closely, nose almost touching the metal. "I don't— What think you, brother?" She handed him the green-inlaid brass lamp.

      He took it, careful not to touch what she'd already polished. She pointed to one of the green and white striped stones. He too peered. Something about the mount. He touched it, and the stone wiggled oh-so-slightly. "The stone has come loose, perhaps from the heat?" He returned the lamp.

      "Good. It's not just me." She frowned at the lamp. "That I do not know how to repair, and there's not a whitesmith on the Valke lands." She wrinkled her nose, set it aside and reached for another, unpolished, lamp. "I'll worry with it later."

      He braced himself, and after washing the scent of polish off his hands, he went first to Lielwo, then to Aedit. He'd already told Lielwo that he would be leaving, and he needed the support. Aedit would listen to Marsdaam's speaker when she listened to no one else. She and her ladies worked in the best-lit room in the keep, repairing clothing, and unmaking several worn-out garments to reuse the trim and other things.

      How should I begin? With the truth. "My lady, I have news."

      She stopped work and looked up at him, dark eyes troubled. "My lord?"

      "I am called to go north. Valdher has summoned me, and I will leave as soon I can gather the needed supplies and men." An eight-day, that much he knew, because of checking all the ovstrala for soundness, and calling in men.

      She stared, face going red. "You . . . You want to leave?"

      "I am ordered to leave, my lady. Valdher calls me north. I must answer Her summons."

      Aedit's mouth opened, closed, opened again, then closed. Her eyes bulged. "How— How can you leave? What do you mean Valdher is calling you north?"

      Lielwo raised his hand. "My lady, Lord Halwende is priest and pathfinder. The Lady of the Wilds chose him as her pathfinder, as one who can confirm that She has lifted her dominion from the land and will now allow people to settle there. She gives clear signs, but only one of Her priests can confirm them and declare a place either free or still prohibited."

      Halwende nodded. "She retains some lands, why I do not know and do not ask." Asking "why" is probably not wise. She or another god might answer. Having the Scavenger speak directly to him would probably scare him to death.

      "But I'm not with child yet. Can you wait until summer, until I carry a child?"

      "I doubt that Valdher will permit a delay, my lady." Although, he'd never asked, and given the tone of Lord Gedimus' latest message, perhaps waiting until he had a potential heir would be wiser.

      Lielwo glanced at him, but held his tongue.

      Aedit did not. "My lord, you need an heir. To leave now would be unwise, given the rumors about the younger lords seeking lands, and my brother's illness." He recognized the determined look growing in her eyes, and braced. "Your people will not allow you to leave without an heir, or my brother being restored to full health."

      It is not my people, or your brother, who bids me go. He was not going to argue with her now, not with all her ladies and two servants listening avidly. And in truth, he had never asked the Lady of the Wild for anything, aside from the usual.

      After He and Lielwo took their leave, the older priest folded his arms. "Your grace, brother, Lady Aedit voices a valid concern."

      "She does, one I am well aware of and that has been voiced in the past by others. However, what Duke Halwende wants is not what the Lady of the Forest wants." Often it was, and he suspected that She sighed over foolish and overbold hunters as much as he did. Although She likely did not groan about cervi and elch that fled just as the bow drew tight, or about tree-dancers that informed every beast south of the Northern Ice that hunters walked the woods. Or about bees settling into trees marked for firewood.

      Lielwo nodded, still frowning. "I have no counsel, Your Grace, other than to ask for guidance and discernment."

      Halwende retreated to his office and read several messages from the imperial court, groaned at a request for tax waivers, and once more wondered if another letter-writer could be found for the village of Half-tree. The poor woman's hand grew worse, and neither he nor his law-reader could make out half of the message. At last he finished, stood, and went to Valdher's chapel. First, he got his priestly staff from the tiring room.

      Usually, the quiet dimness, like a forest at twilight in summer, soothed him. Not now. He bowed to the image, went to one knee, and said, "My Lady, gracious Lady of the Wilds, please, allow me to wait to do Your will."

      The sense of a storm building over the forest, unseen and dangerous, filled the room. Green eased into his mind. Go north, pathfinder. North and west until I stay your steps.

      He couldn't, not now. Halwende gritted his teeth. "My Lady, please, a few more Eight Days? To leave without an heir—"

      Pain. Crimson replaced green in his vision, and he fell over. Go north, pathfinder. Heed my words. Each sound hurt, hurt more than his worst injury. Nothing existed save agony. He almost screamed, but stopped the sound. Instead he curled up, sobbing, unable to think, just hurting. His magic hurt, all of it, his head pounded, spots and flashing suns blinded him, any sound sent another dagger through his skull.

      How long he lay on the floor he knew not. When he could move once more, whimpering, the light through the windows had faded. Nausea washed over him. He clenched his teeth against the sensation and it faded. Not here, no, he'd have to clean the mess and he couldn't. He got to all fours, gasping, then to one knee, then stood. Somehow. He didn't dare use his priest's staff to help himself stand. He bowed to the image and staggered into the tiring room.

      There he found Eticho and Gotelinde. Eticho pointed down at the bench. Halwende sat. Rella's priest presented him with a cup and a frown, still silent. Halwende drank whatever it was, almost choking from the terrible taste. Even so, it didn't taste as bad as his head still ached.

      After some time, Halwende gasped, "I am so glad I do not speak for the Lady of the North."

      A wary snort. Eticho nodded, arms folded once more. "You'd be dead, not just wishing you were. Don't tell me details, please."

      "I won't, believe me." The pain faded enough that the sound of his own breathing no longer sent shooting stars streaking across his eyes to burn the rest of him. "I do not care to upset the Lady again."

      The junior priest looked from Halwende to Eticho and back. She gulped. Eticho turned to her, "This is what happens when you have more than a minor disagreement with your patron, or disobey a command, or break one of Her rules." The healer tilted his head toward Halwende. "Or in the case of Valdher of the Wilds, you might be eaten by something, or have a tree fall on top of you."

      Being hit by a falling tree wouldn't hurt as badly, or at least not for as long. Halwende kept that observation to himself. Speaking made his head hurt worse.

      Eticho turned back to him. "Go to your bed, brother. Do not try to explain to anyone. Just go, sleep, and be glad you can move."

      Halwende nodded with great care, eased to his feet, and made his way to the ducal chambers. He stripped, then fell into the bed.

      And an eight-day and two days later, Aedit kissed him, then retreated into the keep. He squared his shoulders, turned to the other men, and pointed to the gate with his priest's staff. "North and west." Rhober, the lead teamster, called to his beasts. The ovsta carts and ovstrala wagons creaked into motion, the ovstrala muttered and grumbled, and they set out.
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      They traveled four and a half eight-days north and west, the last four days skirting a marshy, soggy, slurpy wilderness. The way ahead trembled, or so it appeared—as if the boggy ground could eat a cart, a herd of ovstrala, and Valke Keep all without suffering indigestion. Valdher had lifted Her hand from the lands to the west, but not the giant marsh, for which Halwende and the others gave thanks. He and some of the others had ventured into the mohse several times while hunting or gathering greens and roots for roasting. Once he'd sunk near to his waist when what he thought was solid ground proved to be quaking bog. Not again, Valdher willing!

      "Might be a good place to give to some younger son who can't mind any other business," Magnus chuckled. A few of the men echoed him, while others made the Horns.

      "Aye, or find some of those bog-schaef, the ones that everyone swears exist but no one's seen while sober," Witold suggested with a wink. The young man, born to and for Valdher, already had a land sense that made Halwende envious. He also knew when to keep quiet, something Halwende appreciated almost as much. Kestutis, another pathfinder, had met them part way. Older than Halwende, he came from the north, born to Donwah and for Korvaal. Kestutis stayed with the beasts, watching the back-trail for signs of trouble and for breaking land.

      In addition to Magnus and Witold, this time he'd hired Uhtric, a beast-mage and healer, to come with them. So long a journey so far from roads and towns . . . Halwende didn't want to risk losing beasts and men if he could help it. Nor did he want to anger Yoorst by taking His animals for granted. Already Uhtric had prevented a night run by warning when some of the male ovstrala had become restless.

      They had stopped to allow Beadu to sketch a quick map of their path since the noon rest when green—not the green of the marsh and woods around them—began seeping into his vision. Halwende pointed with his walking staff. The land rose ahead of them and formed a long mound or hill. "The rest of you stop. I go ahead. What we seek may be before us."

      He heard the teamsters giving orders, and Magnus telling someone to go west, not east, to find fuel and water. Halwende continued ahead, toward the low ridge, and began to climb.

      Theo, one of the arms-men with him, gulped. "Yer Grace, here?"

      Halwende ignored the incredulity, attention turned inward and outward, listening for the goddess as he walked. He climbed the rise and saw their goal. "No. Not here." He pointed. "There."

      A higher cluster of gentle hills rose from the marshes and mohse. Beyond the lowland to the east of the distant upland he could just see a broad river or narrow lake winding toward the north, where the sea waited. A game trail led from where they stood, down the slope through trees, scrub, and red-berried bushes to fade away toward the hills. "Salt, clean ground, river," Halwende said, seeing Valdher lifting Her possession of the hills. But not of the mohse. "The low land unsettled, for Valdher and Yoorst." Donwah's waters rose easily here as well. All the more reason to avoid the mohse. Birds called, unfamiliar songs, and something buzzed near his ear, then departed.

      "Your grace, may we halt here?" The world swayed a little, as if Halwende stood on quaking bog, then steadied. He turned to Rhober. The teamster had followed him up the rise, and pointed to the sun with his goad. "We have but a short span to dark, Your Grace."

      Halwende held his hand between horizon and sun. A short span indeed. Rella's lamp lacked only four fingers from nightfall. Where had the afternoon gone? "Aye. Valke I may be, but I can't fly over that in the dark." The heath near Valbaum he knew as well as he knew the creases on his palm. Here? No. "Halwende the Bogged" was not how he cared to be remembered! Valdher would let him get lost in the mire if he acted that stupid. And he'd deserve it, too. A wave of tiredness washed over him, rising then ebbing as he made his careful way down the gentle slope toward the waiting carts and wagons.

      He wrote Aedit a note that evening, then fell asleep before the second guide star rose. He stirred before dawn but lay still, letting his hip wake on its own. Men moved outside the wagon-tent. "Why did His Grace act so tired?" a young voice asked.

      "Valdher's hand on him. She demands more of him than She does of us."

      Did She? No, no more than Valdher asked of any of Her priests. Halwende stretched and eased into motion. As always, his hip warned that fast movement, save in a dire emergency, would draw strenuous protest from that joint. The ovstrala muttered among themselves, low-voiced and quiet. An ovsta bleated a protest, and was over-ruled by his larger cousins.

      They set out across the moor only once the morning light grew clear and the last wisps of mist burned away. Halwende had no desire to find himself knee-deep in mire again. He and Witold went first. They carried no packs, just staves and marking stakes. They took care to avoid the lush, low-growing, reddish-tan plants that looked so much like a safe path. Both had learned that lesson already. Taller, rough-looking clumps of wayfinder grass marked a safer choice, although even they lied on occasion. Thus testing the ground, poke, then lean on staff. Only if it remained solid did the men pound in a stake.

      "Ahlo!" Witold staggered, then pulled his staff out of the mud. "Soft spot."

      "Aye." Halwende poked, shifted to the left, and probed with more force. "Solid here, mostly." He tapped a way-stake into the ground and moved ahead.

      Some of the men who followed them cleared the grasses and brush away from the way-stakes. Others guided the carts, then the ovstrala wagon. Kestutis worked his way back and forth behind the last wagon, testing the ground and watching for seeps. Uhtric paced back and forth along the line of vehicles. The tall, lean beast-mage watched the ovsta and ovstrala, and warned if one grew anxious. Or seemed determined to nibble an un-tested plant. The ovsta in particular sought to sample the bushes, grass, and anything else that didn't seek to flee. Just now, several tried to cram themselves around a grey-leaved bush, stretching their necks to nip at the leaves.

      Halwende and Witold stopped on a small rise in the moor. Why are the ovsta doing that? They'd been well fed. Uhtric and the others had seen to that. Halwende leaned on his staff and considered clump of grey-leaved bushes. They sported flat leaves in clusters along the stem, narrow but not needle narrow. He peered closer. The bush moved in the breeze, and the leaves glittered. Huh. I wonder. He rubbed his fingers over the leaf and waited. No pain or irritation. He reached for a tiny bit of god-magic and studied the bush. It didn't look dangerous. He plucked a leaf and touched it to his tongue. Salt flavor filled his mouth. "No wonder they like it."

      "M'lord?"

      Halwende pointed to the bush with his staff. "Salt. This one has salt on the leaves. Explains why the ovsta keep trying to eat it."

      "Aye, m'lord." Witold studied a different clump of the same brush. "From the water, ye think?"

      Halwende gave the murky, dark-colored water off to the left a wary look. "Maybe. I'm not going to drink it and see." Testing both Valdher's and Donwah's good favor would not end well. "Both the Lady of Waters and Lady of Wilds might decide to reward my folly."

      Witold smiled a crooked smile and nodded. They looked south. The others had drawn closer. Time to return to work. Somewhere ahead lay a salt spring, as well as safety for man and beast and wagon. The path might not bear the wagons' weight if they lingered too long.

      They found the salt spring just before stopping for the night. Only once had man, beast, or cart gotten bogged, Valdher and Donwah both be praised. "M'lord, found tracks." Witold reported, coming back from scouting a potential camping site. "Lots of tracks, hunter and hunted both."

      Halwende followed Witold around the lower end of a long slope on the edge of the moor. Halwende stopped and boggled. "Valdher bless," he breathed, eyes wide. So many beasts had come and gone that the ground sat bare, hard-packed, just as in his first late-winter vision. A spring emerged from the slope and trickled down, past the bare area, into the mohse. White crusted some of the plants, bending them into the water. Halwende approached with great care, listening hard for danger. He knelt and stuck one finger into the water downstream of the spring. It smelled fine, so he tasted the drop. Pure salt, or so his tongue claimed. "It's a strong salt spring, Donwah and Scavenger be praised."

      Witold smiled fair to push his ears off his skull.

      Halwende stood and smiled as well, then mock-warned, "You cannot claim it, at least not all of it. The emperor gets a portion of salt spring income."

      "But m'lord, I'm just a poor hunter, with a family to care for. We're all starvin', sir, I promise." He winked.

      "A starving hunter needs to make a better offering to Valdher, or thrash the man who taught him to hunt." Halwende winked back. A cloud of small flies drifted toward them, and the men separated. He didn't care to breathe his meat, thank you. "Well done, and yes, you get a claim-share. I'll have Beadu make a separate record for the spring, with find-right to you." Aedit and other nobles might complain and challenge it, but Witold had found the spring, even if Valdher had given Halwende the vision and command. A sense of rightness brushed Halwende, and he inclined a little. The Lady approved. More flies swarmed, and he waved them away, trying not to breathe until he backed clear of the dance of gnats.

      Smokey fires kept away the worst of the blood-biters, or so everyone hoped. The ovsta and ovstrala appeared immune to the pests. That, or the beasts bore the gnats' attentions with greater patience than did the men. "Can the buggars even find blood through that fleece?" one of the guards demanded of Rhober.

      The teamster chuckled, as did his associates. "Aye, but it's not worth the effort. An' the beasts butt their noses into the dirt, aye? The dirt keeps the biters away, sort of."

      Halwende waved away something that whined as it departed. Birds called from around them, including one with a croak more like a pond-crawler. He wouldn't have believed it a bird until he'd seen one, dark greenish brown and grey with a yellow beak, and heard it croak as he watched. A few large birds, including an eater-of-the-dead, had passed above them, lazy on the summer wind that had murmured down from the north earlier in the day. Alas, that it did not blow strong enough to chase away the blood biters and gnats! The wind had died as the sun reached the western end of the world.

      "How far are we from the sea, Your Grace?" Rhober asked.

      A good question, and one that Halwende had no answer for. He ate another slice of roasted cervi leg and tried to guess. He'd never been so far north, but how far were they? "I don't know. More than one day's travel, that much I feel certain of."

      Kestutis had come to the fire, and he nodded. The older man, hair turning grey where it had not fallen off, crouched and said, "Yer grace, I'd say an eight-day, barring storm an' surprise. If I recall right, yon river," he tipped his head east, toward the stream they'd seen the day before, "that runs north, then hard west-by-north, and grows wide. If it's th' river I recall. Th' midnight guide star looks almost as high as it does in Vlaaterbe, up near the coast."

      Halwende ate more and thought hard. "The Five Free Cities. None of them are right on the sea, are they?" He'd had to learn something about why, but that had been years ago.

      Kestutis nodded with more energy than he'd shown since joining them at the northern edge of the Valke lands. "Aye, Yer Grace! Donwah and Korvaal both ordered that the coast be left unsettled, and for good reason. Come winter and early spring? Storms off th' Great Northern Sea run th' sea as far inland as two days' fast walk. Fields, trees, all of 'em wet-footed. Even up th' rivers, the storm can back the rivers into th' lower part of th' cities, so no man with sense keeps valuables in a cellar or even on th' ground floor for long." He frowned and pointed down. "Ovsta and schaef graze th' salt meadows in summer, mostly schaef. Ovsta and salt grass don't fare so well. Some say Donwah don' like ovsta."

      Uhtric and Magnus had joined them, and Uhtric started to shake his head, then stopped. "I've never heard so, but we're so close to Donwah's home that I don't want to speak out of turn."

      Halwende chewed on both the idea and the last of his supper. "I've never heard so, either, but the Valke lands are well inland, away from the Western Sea." He wasn't of Donwah, and most certainly did not care to inquire, lest She take offense. Irking his own patron might be safer, perhaps, especially here, where the land couldn't decide if it inclined to Donwah or Korvaal, or they took turns. "Another man can find out."

      Several of the group made god signs or the Horns, and sounds of agreement rose like the smoke from the fire. Halwende stood, handed his plate to the guard acting as his servant, and retreated to his wagon-tent. He could sleep out. He preferred not to.
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      Six days later, the air changed. Halwende breathed deep, smelling a salty, heavy, pungent scent on the north breeze. Kestutis, now walking ahead with Witold and Halwende smiled. "That's Donwah's scent, Yer Grace. We're close to the sea."

      Flat land stretched around them, flat beside, flat before, and flat behind. Not mohse, no, but Halwende felt small without trees or hills to shield him from the sky. Grey clouds and white feathers stretched across the pale blue sky. The sky touched the ground, as if they looked up at a bowl tipped over onto the ground. Birds had grown sparse over the past day, and they'd seen what might have been wild schaef, but only at a distance. Lush grass waved in the wind as it hissed past. The ovsta and ovstrala grazed themselves into a near stupor every time they could.

      "How close?" He didn't want to get caught in a storm, if Donwah's waters came onto land.

      Kestutis poked the ground, poked harder, and turned up a bit of soil. He crouched and rubbed the wet-looking dirt between his fingers, then studied the northern skyline. "Half a day, Yer Grace? Perhaps less if we hurry."

      Halwende studied the land, and listened. Nothing. This remained for Valdher, just as he'd sensed earlier that morning, and after noon by sun the previous day. They'd come so far only to learn what lay here, dangers and gifts both. Halwende nodded once and turned, stretching his stride to reach Magnus and the others. "No farther. We three pathfinders will go on, and mark where the sea touches the land, then return. This land remains wild, the Lady's and not for men."

      Relief greeted his words. Did they feel as uncomfortable as he did? He'd never thought to ask. He shrugged to himself and rejoined the other two scouts. "We go to the sea, then start back."

      The sun, or the pale spot against the clouds that marked the sun, hung half-way to evening when they crested a very slight rise. "Blessed be Donwah, Lady of the Waters," Kestutis breathed, going to one knee in homage.

      The sight took Halwende's breath away. "Donwah have mercy," he whispered, staring out at the endless grey and white. The wind hissed past them, bending the tall grasses as it raced inland. His cloak blew like a wing in the wind, trying to pull him back onto the land, perhaps, back onto his proper place. Waves slapped the beach, white tipped grey-blue, the color of iron and just as hard. Grey water stretched as far as he could see, with perhaps a pair of darker lumps of land still fighting Donwah's will far from shore. The grey and white clouds, tattered and humble as terrified schaef, fled inland over their heads, chased by the salty-cold wind. He smelled the Northern Ocean, and death, and power. Donwah held court here, and woe betide the man who did not pay Her full homage and respect!

      "Now I understand," he told Kestutis.

      The greying, wiry man stood again, then nodded. "Aye, Yer Grace. Donwah's lands are not for men, not unless She gives Her grace. We go with care on Her domain, and this land's as much hers as m'Lord of the Fields. Tide's comin' in with t' storm, an all this returns to Her." He waved at the bare land and grassy marshes to the east and south.

      And we leave it to Her, or at least I do, and to Valdher. The higher ground, that we can settle, but I'm not even glancing at anything else. No wonder Valdher had remained silent. This was not Hers at all, may never have been. "I don't care to see what a storm on the sea looks like."

      "No sane man does, save that he's well out to sea already and can't be smashed against the land, and he's Donwah-born and blessed." They retreated back the way they had come, and caught up with the others just before dark.

      The group continued until the first hard drops of rain began to fall on them. They'd reached the edge of some clumps of trees, and sought shelter under the trees' boughs. The scattered copses didn't block as much rain as he southern forests did, but they eased the wind. The ovstrala and ovsta settled, a little, and the men made camp. "I'm not lighting any fires unless it is with fire-striker or drill," Halwende warned. "We're still too close to the realm of the Lady of the Sea."

      Kestutis nodded. "No magic save god-magic here, now, unless you want to find out what happens when you make Donwah angry."

      He'd rather insult the Scavenger while standing in a mine. Donwah reminded him far too much of Sneelah, and neither Lady were called "mild" or "gentle" save by those born both to and for them. Halwende ate quickly, then ducked into his wagon tent. He'd take a watch later, and wanted to enjoy being dry for a little longer yet. It felt as if he'd just said his evening prayers and taken off his boots when Magnus' voice came from the darkness. "My lord, the ovstrala are nervous." The wagon rocked, or so it felt, as wind slapped against the side.

      "I come." Halwende pulled on boots and heavy waxed cloak, fasting the toggles tight against the claws of the wind. He smelled wet dirt and water. Cold rain stung him until he pulled up the hood and fastened it well. Lady of the Wild, please help us keep our beasts calm, that they do not trespass Your domain. He tossed in a quick plea to Yoorst as well. Magnus led the way to the rope corrals. The teamsters, led by Rhober, had begun hobbling as many of the ovstrala as they could. The guards took care of the ovsta, since they tended to be calmer in storms, until the moment they panicked and bolted en mass for . . . wherever they bolted for. Uhtric moved between flock and herd, checking on both groups of beasts, and reminding one of the guards to cross-hobble the ovsta, not straight hobble them. Others tied the wagons and carts so they wouldn't roll if the wind grew worse.

      "Your grace," Uhtric began, his voice hard to hear over the wind's whining. "Your Grace, we need to walk around the beasts, being calm and steady. I can't manage all of them if they bolt. If they go, and break hobble, turn the lead beast, drop her if you must."

      Halwende gulped a little. The wind hid the sound, thanks be. "Drop the lead animal, but only if we can't turn them. I can do that." He'd be close, and had shot in storms before, at night. He returned to his wagon and pulled bow and quiver out, then hooked them to his belt. Should he string the bow? Not yet, lest the bowstring get wet. Then he joined the others, walking in slow circles around the beasts, being quiet in the storm. The ovsta settled again, for now. Three of the ovstrala remained too wary, heads up, watching something only they saw. Does anything move under the cover of the storm? No, don't distract your beast mage. If reading the animals took as much magic as reading the land did, Uhtric should not be interrupted.

      The ovstrala watched, the men watched, and the wind abused both, slapping them with rain and bits of leaves torn from the trees. How long the night lasted Halwende had no idea. The clouds hid the stars he used to mark the watches. Long, that much he knew. A shaggy gelded male snuffled loudly enough to be heard over the wind, and started to get to his feet. The closest teamster eased into the rope corral and checked on the gelding. Uhtric joined him and the gelding snorted, then settled once more, head still up.

      Two ovsta jumped up and surged forward, then tumbled as their hobbles held. Halwende helped Magnus turn one beast right-side-up, and eased it back into the flock. The others seemed content to learn from their comrades' failure, and remained quiet.

      Come the dawn, Halwende longed for a hot fire. His hands ached, his hip complained with each step, and enough rain had gotten through his cloak's fasteners and flap to make him uncomfortable indeed. "At least we can't smell them yet, m'lord," Magnus observed as they growing light revealed two mounds of wet, wooly backs.

      "Blessed be Yoorst for small favors, and please Radmar, don't take offense at the lack." Halwende flexed stiff fingers. He couldn't wear full gloves and handle a bow, so now his joints protested the cold and wet. No, he did not want to live up here, where land and water traded places too often for a man's comfort.

      After some discussion, the teamsters stripped the hobbles off the beasts and hitched them up. "We move and let them warm themselves, Your Grace," Uhtric explained. "They need to work off their nerves."

      So did he. What had the ovstrala been looking at, there in the darkness? "My lord?" Magnus waved to him, and he went up the path they'd blazed earlier. The other hunter pointed with the butt of his staff at tracks. "Vulpen?"

      Halwende looked from the tracks to his hand and back. Each paw seemed as large as his spread hand, with vulpen-like claws on the toes. At least two of the beasts had moved around, leaving deep tracks in the soft, dark soil. "If not, something the like. Now we know what disturbed the ovstrala."

      "Aye, m'lord." Both hunters looked southeast, the direction the tracks took. "I'd just as soon not follow that right now."

      "No." Both men rejoined the group, and Halwende nodded to Rhober. They set out, Halwende and Magnus walking point, bows unstrung but at the ready. "We'll probably meet a dozen of the things," Halwende sighed.

      Magnus nodded and made Radmar's wheel with his free hand. "And they'll be charging toll just like the lord at Moahnebrig."

      Halwende gave his second in command a firm look. "In what, ovsta? Or way bread?"

      A mean smile bloomed on Magnus' face. "Let's pay way bread, m'lord. They'll break their teeth and never harm any living soul ever again."

      That or swear off eating forever and die that way. Way bread was what a man ate if he had nothing, not even grass, to chew, or so it tasted. Flour, fat, dried meat, all pounded into a lump, then a little water and perhaps something spicy added, and baked until even rats fled from the stuff, that was way bread.

      Halwende studied the land as the moved south step by step. So flat, and so few trees! Lush grasses and bushes covered the ground, interrupted by bits of marsh and a few clumps of young trees, but nothing like the forests on the Valke lands. A faint, quiet rustling in his mind's ear, and Her voice sighed like wind in leaves, You see young ground, my pathfinder. My sister's ice cleaves stone and plows under hills. What are trees and beasts before her?

      "Nothing, great Lady of the Wild. We are as nothing," he murmured, bowing as he walked. He shivered, only in part from fatigue and the coolness of the day. Snow and ice could do so much? They had, and he imagined Sneelah smoothing down trees and hills with Her hand the way the maids smoothed down lumps in bedding, or petting a cat head to tail smoothed raised fur. The very thought terrified him. Such power! He shivered yet again and sensed Magnus looking at him with concern. "We see the Lady of the North's hand at work," Halwende said. "She flattened the land with Her ice and snow during the Great Cold."

      "Valdher have mercy," Magnus breathed, making the Lady's Antlers. "That," he gulped. "That explains much, m'lord."

      Yes, it did. Perhaps too much for Halwende's comfort. Valdher, Gember, the others moved more subtly. Even Donwah's waters moved quietly in their work most of the time, making Her anger all that more powerful when it did rise. The Scavenger too moved in the shadows and depths, too quiet for men to know before He opened His lands to them. But to raze forests and hills, to bury the land for hundreds of years . . . Halwende did not envy the emperor his patron.

      The sun hung two hands above the horizon when they stopped for the day. Something bothered Halwende, Magnus, and the ovstrala. The beasts grazed lightly, taking a bite, then looking around instead of burying their heads in the grass as had become their custom. Magnus sniffed the wind. His eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward, like a vulpen with a scent in its nose. Halwende moved away from the wagons and inhaled, nose open. What— There! The scent came on the wind, from the direction of a stand of oddly-shaped trees. Musky, half-bitter, not like a wild ovstrala's scent but more predatory. Halwende turned and saw Magnus stringing his bow. He did likewise.

      "M'bwoah?" Thud, thud, thud. "Bwaaah." The declaration at his shoulder made Halwende jump. The largest male ovstrala had stepped close and now peered toward the scent, ears back, nostrils flaring open, then closing. Thud, thud, thud. More of the hairy beasts joined their associate, all staring toward the scent.

      What did they know that he didn't? Yoorst had given His creatures gifts different from those of men. The scent grew stronger, more bitter, and a warm breath of wind swirled around them before hurrying on to the east.

      "Something marks its territory," Magnus murmured. He tipped his head back, toward the ovstrala. "They know it, somehow."

      "Aye."

      Soft green eased into his peripheral vision. Be ready, my hunter. Uncleanliness moves. Her voice carried hardness, like aged eich wood. He pulled a hunting arrow out of the quiver by touch and raised the bow. Magnus did the same. The ovstrala stepped back, but did not flee.

      "M'bwaaahh!" As the big male bellowed, the ground at the edge of the trees seemed to erupt with vulpen-like beasts. They raced toward the camp. Halwende aimed and fired at the closest form. It twisted, like wool wound too tightly, and the arrow missed, hitting one of the next rank of vulpen. Magnus' arrow suffered the same fate.

      Wall, my Hunter, cast a wall! Halwende envisioned a wall between them and the beasts, a solid block of green. Power moved, battle magic and Valdher's magic both, and he heard yelps from the men behind him as the creatures hit something in the air and bounced away. Halwende began to shake from strain, holding the barrier. Hold, my hunter, hold. He clenched his teeth against exhaustion and held. The warped vulpen howled from mangled throats, clawing and throwing themselves at the shield. Hold, hold, release! At Her command he let go of everything, including awareness.

      " . . . No," a whisper came to his ears. "I've never seen the like, and Yoorst hear my prayer, I don't want to see it again." He heard footsteps. "I've heard of wild ovstrala, Valdher’s creatures, doing the like, but not ours." Uhtric. Uhtric spoke, the beast mage.

      Halwende moved fingers and toes. His head ached, but no worse than when he'd made fire the last time. He lay in his wagon tent. Someone had removed his cloak and boots, and covered him in blankets. The air felt warmer. A few birds chirped, sleepy. Sunset? No, the light came from the wrong way. Unless they'd moved everything during the afternoon? He started to sit and regretted it. Nothing wanted to move, including his muscles. His bladder, however, threatened to embarrass him terribly unless he did get up. The bladder won, and he eased up, found the boots, pulled them on, and climbed out of the wagon. Tree watered, he returned to find Magnus waiting with a leather tankard that steamed. "M'lord, our resident healer-sort swears it's not the same drench he used on the ovsta. I'm not so sure."

      Halwende warmed his hands on the tankard, then gulped the contents. Once his breath returned from where it had fled to, he squeaked, "I've had worse."

      "And you will have worse, Your Grace, if you don't eat." Uhtric marched up, studied Halwende with the same look he used on a gut-bound ovstrala, then jerked his chin down. "Over-work, Your Grace, but nothing more." With that he turned and hurried over to where the teamsters had gathered.

      "What happened?" Halwende accepted a fresh tankard from Magnus. This one smelled like tea, nothing more.

      The hunter shook his head. "M'lord, if I hadn't been here, I'd never believe it. When the wall that stopped the creatures went away, the ovstrala ran forward, like men charging into battle. The false-vulpen— M'lord, it looked like thin meat paste when the ovstrala came back. Trampled the things into the ground, left not a one alive. We managed to save the bodies of the two you," he nodded to Halwende, "and I killed, but the rest? Witold wondered if they'd dropped into the ground all the way to M'lord Scavenger's judgment hall, as little remained."

      Rhober bowed and joined them. "M'lord, th' beasts settled in and ate proper until we bedded them down. Save yon," he pointed over his shoulder with his thumb at the big male. "He stayed all cocky and full of himself 'til two of th' does had a word with him."

      Halwende buried his nose in the tankard to keep from laughing.
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      All four men made god signs as they studied the remains. No, battle magic needs to stay forbidden. Nothing good comes of it. Halwende considered the false-vulpen and half-closed his eyes, drawing power as a priest of Valdher and seeing green and a blessing settle over the two bodies. Twisted magic stung his nose like a foul stench, then faded away. Magnus and Uhtric both caught him as he staggered. "They are no more than bodies now," Halwende murmured, saving his remaining energy for standing.

      Alive, the beasts would have stood waist-high to him. They had heavier shoulders than true vulpen, but similar hips and hind legs. Instead of a pale over-coat and thick, dark under-coat, these sported spotted pelts, rough to the touch, and almost no under-coat. Their heads seemed flattened, muzzles shorter and wider than real vulpen, with heavier jaws. In fact, as he looked at the things, their heads had almost more jaw than skull. That would explain the heavy neck, perhaps. Witold came up, with a stout stick, and pried one jaw open. "By Yoorst's hand, that's not natural!"

      Uhtric shook his head. "No, at least, no beast I've seen not a snake has teeth with holes for poisoning its kill."

      Halwende folded his arms and considered the creatures, and the copse of trees beyond them. Like the false-vulpen, the trees gave off a sense of "not right." The trunks looked rough when they should have been smooth, and two shed bark out of season. The leaves bore all shades of green and yellow save the proper shades, and the strangely harsh susurration they made in the wind bothered him. What else might be in that copse, and the land below it? Should he try to cleanse it? He wasn't a healer, nor a Son.

      The rustling sound changed, and he listened hard. No. That is not what I called you for, pathfinder. Mark the land, warn others, and leave it be. My brother the Scavenger must provide aid, when the time comes. Did he sense weariness in Her voice? No, but perhaps wariness.

      "Witold, Magnus, get Kestutis and Beadu. Map this copse, but do not enter it, do not approach it. Mark it well. The very soil is tainted with battle magic grown corrupt, and will need healer-priests and the Scavenger's hands as well as Valdher's servants to properly cleanse and bless."

      Unfeigned relief filled their faces. "Aye, Your Grace!" Witold hurried off to get the other pathfinder and the map-maker scribe.

      "We can skin the beasts and keep the pelts, but leave the rest. They have no magic, but I wouldn't trust the meat." It had lain out too long. "We're not starving."

      Magnus too folded his arms. "M'lord, to be honest, I'd rather starve. No offense to the Lady, but the meat of meat-eaters isn't always sound, especially if they were enraged when they died."

      "You just don't want to have to milk all the ovsta so we can soak the bitterness out of the meat, you mean," Halwende said with a wink.

      "That too, m'lord. Milch beasts hate me."

      They returned with Uhtric to the camp, leaving the survey and marking to the others. Halwende sagged onto the step of his wagon tent. Theo, one of the guards, brought him food and more hot tea. Halwende ate and drank. His head didn't ache, yet, but a sort of creeping numbness slowed his thoughts. When Magnus returned, Halwende said, "Check with the teamsters, but if we do not need to move to fresh grazing, we will stay here another day. Let all of us rest, men and beasts." It would also let the land dry, so they'd be less likely to bog a wagon or have other trouble. They had at least five eight-days travel back to the south and east. The carts and wagons would grow lighter, but still, Yoorst would take it amiss if they didn't properly respect His beasts.

      Rhober came back with Magnus. "Yer grace, a day's rest will be welcome. We can move the beasts a little farther from the cursed place, and fix some gear and tighten up that cart wheel that's tryin' to wiggle loose."

      "Good." Halwende drank more, then retreated to the wagon tent and slept. He should be helping with the camp chores. Aye, and if I do that, I'll fall over into the supper fire or the like. He'd earned a rest.

      "Good," a quiet voice said from outside the tent's wall. "He's a noble, needs to act like one. And a priest."

      "Aye. 'Tis one thing, when Valdher's hand's upon him, but 'is grace's not a third son anymore."

      Magnus spoke, "Hush with that talk. M'lord's not a court lord but a march lord, the old kind. He knows what he does."

      Footsteps hurried off. Some time later, the soft sound of dragging, and the louder sound of under-the-breath grumbling came to his ears. He yawned. A tired voice said, "I don't know what it's been eatin' but I've never seen one so fat this time of year."

      "Valdher be praised! But I hope that wasn't one of Her household beasts."

      Did the Lady have household beasts? Halwende bit his tongue as he envisioned an einar sitting on its hind legs, begging for a treat the way some house beasts did. Did he want to meet an elch that had been bucket fed? Lady be kind, no, he did not. He sat, slowly, stretched everything, and winced at a new pop from his right shoulder. He had a bruise there as well. He must have fallen onto something when he passed out following the false-vulpen attack.

      "The hides came away like normal vulpen hides, Yer Grace," Kestutis said as Halwende studied the skins. "We cut the heads off, then skinned the beasts. Utrich didn't know if the teeth might yet have foulness in them."

      Halwende rubbed his chin. "They might have. According to the books of beasts, some of the snakes do that, so a man can be poisoned even after the snake is dead." He shrugged. "Those live closer to the Comb, where winters are not so cold, and I'm told they eat rabbits and rats and the like. I've not seen one, just read of them."

      The next morning, beasts and men stepped forth with a will. No one cared to stay longer near the twisted land. Halwende glanced to the north, then squared his shoulders and set out as the last cart creaked into motion. He'd cover their back-trail this day. Witold and Kestutis had asked to take point, and Magnus had politely suggested that Halwende save his strength. Halwende had started to bristle, then sensed a warning and had backed down without comment. Now he walked along, listening to the land and the birds. The ovsta murmured to themselves, higher voiced and flatter-sounding than their big bovine relatives. The ovstrala had contented themselves with a few grumbles and one attempt to stomp on a teamster's foot.

      The land . . . Halwende glanced around, then up. He needed trees, or hills. Nothing protected a man from the sky here. Nothing tempered storms. A man couldn't hide, couldn't find shelter from wind or rain. How had the land looked when Sneelah released it to Her sisters and brothers? Flat, empty, that much he knew. Had anything grown after the ice? Thank You, great Lady of the Wilds, for trees and animals, for grass and life. Thank You for Your mercy, Valdher of the Wilds.
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      Five eight-days later, they crossed into the Valke lands. "How holds the axle?" Witold asked Rhober.

      "It holds, for now." The lead teamster heaved a sigh. "Probably give way in the middle of the ford." He made the Horns. Halwende did likewise.

      Things had gone too well as they went north. Radmar had found them and had traveled close beside them on the return journey. An ovstrala had dropped dead out of pique just after crossing a small river, blocking the way until they could unhitch the body, get the wagon out of the path, move the rest of the carts and wagons past, and hitch a spare beast to move the dead one, then move the wagon to camp. A different wagon had cracked an axle. They'd used rawhide to mend it, for now. Three nights ago, the ovsta all took it into their heads to move during the night, traveling an hour's fast walk to the west before the men could turn them. Even Uhtric couldn't get them to turn, and had given up, instead pacing the flock and watching for night hunters.

      Witold shook his head. "Bridge, or that wiggly causeway."

      "Causeway'd be worse," Rhober agreed. Halwende wrinkled his nose. A ford could be worked around. The carts and wagons couldn't leave the wagon-way, not without sinking until they sank clear to the Scavenger's greeting chambers.

      "Bwoah," the gelding closest to Witold opined. "Blargh!" The belch left all three men gasping for air and fanning away the stench.

      Of course the beast would have the last word. Halwende stepped to the side of the track. It had widened and grown more compacted underfoot Even though they'd barely crossed into Valke territory, already the presence of others could be felt. Or was that just him? Once he'd thought this the end of the world, or at least of the civilized world. Now . . .

      He wanted to go back to Valdher's domain. Except he also wanted Aedit, and the wilds were no place for a woman, especially not a noble woman. He needed to be here, on the Valke lands, doing his duty to his people and his liege. He also needed to go north, to see more, to mark out the new towns. Halwende studied the forest around them, the straight trees and freshly-cut sides of the road. Someone had trimmed back the brush, clearing the line of sight as was required by law and custom. Custom probably carried more weight than law, at least here. He smiled a little to himself, a grim smile. It only took one attack by vulpen, or men, or an angry einar, to remind everyone why the law demanded that the road-edges be cut twice a summer.

      Creeeeeaaaaaakkkkk SNAP! "Faaaaaaaahhh!" the ovsta complained as one of the carts tipped, left side now resting on the ground. Halwende covered his eyes with one hand. The wheel had broken at the hub. Truly, Radmar had a strange sense of humor. The offside ovsta craned his neck, trying to see behind himself, then faced forward once more and lay down. His partner did likewise. No, they were not going to waste effort moving the cart. That was a job for men.

      The group reached a clearing just as the sun disappeared in the west. The teamsters took care of their beasts while the hunters and others got food ready. "At least the axle's intact, and the hub can be salvaged, m'lord." Magnus sounded resigned.

      "We were due." Halwende shrugged and poked his knife into the einar leg turning over the fire. It needed a little more time yet. "And it didn't break in the marsh, or in a ford." That would be one of the wagons, probably.

      One of the older teamsters, a sturdy man who looked a bit like an ovstrala himself, snorted. "Yer grace, I've taken harness off an ovstrala 'at decided t' drown in th' shallowest ford I've crossed that wasn' dry. Still no idea how 'e managed it, an' don' wan' t' know."

      "Beasts'll do as they're minded and Yoorst alone knows why," Magnus sighed. He dug some fuzz-stem tubers out of the edge of the fire, cracked one open, and offered it to Halwende.

      Halwende nodded his thanks and pried some of the pale gold flesh out of the thick brown skin. It tasted like unsalted bread with a tiny hint of sweetness. It wasn't bad, just bland. He preferred fuzz-stem to other marsh tubers, though. Fuzz-stem never tasted of mud and rot, unlike white-stem.  They'd found one in the north that Kestutis had called salt-root, and one bite told why. After that, they dropped a slice into the pot to salt the meat, or slid slices under the skin as they pit-roasted a beast. Could you use the plants to draw salt out of soil so that other things might grow there? Or burn them for the salt, like some did with sea weeds south of the Comb? Halwende thought and chewed. The einar finished by the time the roots had all been eaten, and Halwende took a large chunk for himself. He also took the second watch, the long one.

      Instead of the Wain marking the passing of the night, now the Eigris' Eye stared down, the rest of the Eigris following behind, wings outstretched as it flew across the sky. He no longer needed his cloak in the night. Halwende listened, moved a few paces, and listened once more. Frogs bellowed to the east, proclaiming ownership of a pond. A night bird called, two high notes, two low, a pause, then two low followed by two high. The same call answered from the north, far fainter to his ear. Something grunted, low and deep. He turned that way, hand going to his bow. He heard digging, dirt hitting a tree, another grunt, and steps going away from the camp and animals. The scent of fresh-turned soil came on the faint breeze. He shrugged and returned to his rounds. Valdher's creatures doing what their nature bade them, as was proper. Would that men were as considerate. He snorted a little to himself and paused, listened, looked, then walked on.

      The group reached Valbaum four days later, after a rain created mud that slowed them considerably. Then the Rella had sent such light and heat as to bake a man like a tuber. They couldn't push the beasts in that, and so had stopped early, allowing the animals to alternate soaking in a stream and panting in the shade. Yoorst, please may the southerners have luck with their birds. We can't use ovstrala and ovsta if we have more days like this. None of the beasts succumbed to the heat, but none of the men dared push them, either.

      " . . . Nae, 'tis t' hottest day suh far," one of the foresters was telling Magnus when Halwende and the last cart joined the others at the edge of the farmed lands north of Valbaum. "Cool an' damp, not suh wet's tuh ruin t' grain but t' women complain 'bout t' wash never dryin'." The teamsters and others coughed, or smiled behind their hands. Halwende studied the ground until he could hide his own grin. Although, he remembered the frustration of having washed his hunting clothes only to have them rained on just before they finished drying. "No surprises save findin' three bee trees." The forester scowled mightily, eyebrows almost meeting his mustache. "Worst part was I'd marked one of 't trees meself, and I swear, Valdher my witness, t' tree was sound, nary a hole in 'er!"

      Several of the teamsters glanced to Halwende. He shrugged. The Lady's ways were Her own, and perhaps Yoorst had asked His sister for a bee tree.

      Halwende made sure that the teamsters and their beasts were taken care of. Witold had family with a farm north of Valbaum, and he stayed with them. Kestutis had gone southeast, to a distant cousin's village. Distant enough that if the cousin had a daughter, marriage would be possible, or so Halwende guessed. He dragged himself to the now half-finished residence within the walls of Valbaum. So many people crowded the town that he caught himself staring. Market day. Today is market day, so of course there are lots of people here. Lots for a day not a major feast. Indeed, he smelled market food, including something fried in hot fat that made his stomach growl. Should he? You carry no purse, and someone will have a judgment or worse if you visit the market. Trying to prove that he was Duke Halwende when he looked like a hunter who'd lost a fight with a bog probably would not end well, either. He snorted and trudged to the residence. He'd told Magnus to attend him later.

      Some time later, washed, shaved, and in clean clothes, Halwende considered himself and nodded. His manservant shook his head. "Your grace, the fit of the tunic." A sigh. "It did not hang loose when you departed. Nor did your trews. The fit." Another, quieter sigh.

      "I will regain the flesh I lost." That's what summer and fall were for, after all. He had no one to impress aside from, well, no one. And he planned to eat soon and well. The scent of food had already begun tormenting him, food he had not cooked.

      "Is he ready yet? Why do men complain that we take so long when they take even longer?" Halwende felt his eyes going wide and struggled to control his expression of surprise. The servant grabbed up the dirty clothes and boots and fled before he could be dismissed. The outer door opened. Aedit marched in. She looked rounder in the face than when he'd left, and wore her girdle a finger-width or two higher above her hips. "You!"

      She almost threw herself at him. He caught her, holding her as she embraced him as hard as she could, despite the fullness at her waist. "My lady, my treasure, I wasn't expect—" Her lips met his and he ceased his attempt to speak. Perhaps supper could wait. Or perhaps not. His stomach reminded him that affection did not feed a man.

      Aedit let go and planted her hands on her hips. She studied him intently. "Food. You need food, my lord." She nodded once, spun on her toes, and marched out.

      Marsdaam my witness, what's gotten into her? Or do I want to know? His manservant had crept back into the chamber, and Halwende turned to him. "When did my lady wife arrive?"

      "Ah, three days ago, Your Grace. She came to hear judgment in a women's case, Your Grace. Or so her maids told Master Hrothuld, who told us," he waved his hand at the chamber, "so we could prepare the ducal rooms. And Marsdaam's speaker told us of your return, Your Grace."

      "Thank you. You may go." How long since we've had a women's case? Before Edwacer's death, that much I recall. He'd never been asked to adjudicate such, but perhaps the women who served the gods had been able to hear the cases until now. Very, very few matters were so delicate that a man should not sit judgment on the dispute. He shrugged and felt the material of his shirt pulling across the shoulders. That was loose when I left. I can't have put on more muscle. He shrugged once more, carefully, and left the chamber. The scent of food, and the sound of voices including Aedit's, drew him to the smaller of the two dining rooms.

      "My lord?" she called, gesturing to a small feast set out for him. Cheese, three kinds of bread, a roasted fish, and what smelled like spiced lentils awaited. He sat. She sat as well. He gave thanks, then dug into the food as two boys in training served the meal under Hrothuld and Kal's watchful eyes. Kal acted as arms master for Valbaum, while Hrothuld served as steward. Perhaps he should ask Hrothuld to stay full time here? Or perhaps relocating from Valke Keep would be easier. Halwende savored fluffy bread almost free of bran and grit, then took his time removing the bones from the fish. Perche tasted wonderful, but the work to debone them . . . Ovsta, ovstrala, cervi, and other land beasts gave up their flesh far more easily.

      Only after the meal, and after he had sated other hungers, did Halwende inquire as to the case Aedit had come to hear. She shifted on the pillow. "My lord, one of the herb wives was accused of giving the wrong herbs to a woman who carried a child. Instead of easing morning sickness, it caused her to lose the babe, or so the accusation claimed."

      He rested one hand on her arm, soothing her. Even in the dimmest of lights yet in the chamber, he could see the pain in her face and hear it in her voice.

      Aedit took a shaky breath. "The midwife confessed willingly. She had given a miscarriage potion instead of what she'd been asked for. She gave it because the pregnant woman is only twelve years old, and is too young to bear and care for a child."

      He felt his eyes bulging, and fought to control his anger. "Who took the girl so young?" The age of marriage for a girl was sixteen years, fourteen if all parties and their parents and the priests agreed, which happened once every five years at most.

      "A man who is answering to the Scavenger and Donwah for his crime. Kal and the other arms-men saw to that. The child's father is one of the hunters, out with the foresters this season. An arms-man heard her screams, and Kal and the others took steps." Her face hardened. "The child is born to and for Donwah. She is at Donwah's temple, sheltering until she recovers from both the crime and the miscarriage." Aedit shivered and he pulled her closer, stroking her back. She whispered, "I held that the herb wife was to donate to the temple of Donwah equal to the cost of the preparation, and to pay for the spices for the sweet buns for Gember's next feast. The herb wife is born to Gember, born for Korvaal."

      That . . . was far kinder, and fairer, than what he would have done. He kissed her forehead. "You show great tact, my lady. Thank you."

      She kissed him, a kiss that grew more heated the longer it lasted. He did not hesitate to respond in kind.
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      "Your grace, Artu 'eard screams from near the fodder piles," Kal reported the next morning. The arms-master's face darkened with anger. "Artu called for aid, and Jesk and I went with 'im. We found the beast with the child." The soldier's fists clenched. "He'd 'urt 'er sore before 'e took 'er. We dragged 'im off 'er, and Jesk went for a priestess or 'erbwife. Some of the other men 'ad come after us, and well, Your Grace, first we made sure the beast wouldn't 'urt another woman. Then we carried out sentence." He took a long breath. "We were too mad to wait for you, Your Grace, or for Master Magnus."

      Halwende took a long breath. The peace and quiet of spirit he'd enjoyed since attending morning worship at Valdher's temple burned away in the heat of his rage. Red tinted his vision. I want to find out where they left the remains and geld him again myself. Instead he forced the anger aside, at least for now. "The law says that a rapist caught in the act with an unwilling woman may be punished by those who find him, if it is proven that the woman is unwilling." Another long breath, to keep his voice from showing his fury. "I confirm your judgment. The girl could not have agreed."

      "No, Your Grace. He 'ad scratches on his face and arms, and the priestess of Valdher and Gember both say the child 'ad torn fingernails and blood under the other nails. She'd fought, Your Grace." Kal's voice shook a little. "She's no older than my youngest sister, Your Grace. Her hair's the color of my datter's."

      Halwende got up and put one hand on Kal's shoulder. Kal had stood beside him when Duke Hal had not. Kal had been at Valbaum since the first stone had been laid in the first building. "You did right by her, and by them." I'm not going to say a word about what happened before they executed the beast. "Was he from here?"

      Kal shook his head, and Halwende returned to his seat. "No, Your Grace. He'd brought some schaef to sell. The market master said that the ear marks on the schaef were those of a Markor from Twisted Tree farm. Markor swore in Marsdaam's market chapel that he'd sent the man to sell for him, and that 'e, Markor, 'adn't known of the man's deed." Kal scowled down at the floor. "We didn't 'ave a truth-reading priest, Your Grace, but the priest of Marsdaam and priestess of Yoorst witnessed the oath and affirmed it."

      Halwende drummed the fingers of his left hand on the carved arm of the chair. "You did the best you could, and if the priests affirmed the oath, then it is binding and legal." He rubbed his forehead with his other hand. "Unless the gods speak, or Markor does something wrong himself, then he is blameless for his man's acts, especially if the man is away from the master." It wouldn't be the first or last time a man had misjudged one of those in his employ. "Did anything else happen in my absence?"

      The scowl shifted to a sly grin. "Oh, Hrothuld lost a fight with an ovsta, Your Grace, and a youngster tried getting fresh with one of the younger women washing and waulking a batch of mixed schaef and ovsta wool." Kal folded his arms and grinned even more, flashing uneven, slightly brown teeth, as Halwende covered his eyes with one hand. "The young'un saw stars, Your Grace, nothing more."

      Saw stars, heard chimes, and sat hard on the ground more likely. He deserved it. "Spring makes the young foolish."

      "Aye that, Your Grace!"

      Not only had the fool interrupted work, but only the strongest women waulked mixed wools. He'd watched them once. A woman or older man sang and tapped a drum to set a rhythm. The women at the trough poured hot water onto the wools, then squeezed and pounded the material in the hot water over and over until it shrank into a dense, water-resistant fabric. Or they used carded but unwoven wool to make a sort of felt. Anyone who interrupted the work had best have a very good reason indeed. Halwende sighed to himself. "No surprises on the borders?"

      "No, Your Grace. It's quiet enough to worry me a touch, Hwelfo too, but the Wilteer lord's got his hands full on his western border." Kal's frown returned. "Someone setting fires, and then using slingers and archers against the foresters."

      Teeth gritted, Halwende rested his hands on the valke heads carved on the ends of the chair arms. That— Not wise. Not wise at all. "Has anything the like happened on Valke lands?"

      "Hwelfo isn't certain, Your Grace." Kal rubbed his chin before shrugging. "There was a small fire south of Valke keep, but it came with a storm and sky-fire."

      Halwende sat back, forcing his hands and shoulders to relax, and let his eyes unfocus. Nothing happened, and he heard no rustling voice in his mind's ear. "That fire wasn't set by man, I don't think. We've been due for a fire." They'd not had one for a while, and flame kept some kinds of woods healthy and clean.

      Kal too relaxed. "That's what Hwelfo said too, Your Grace. And no one attacked the men who went to salvage the wood and see what had been burned."

      Hrothuld, the steward, confirmed Kal's report. "Not too quiet Your Grace," the heavyset man said. "But not too exciting. I don't mind a little quiet."

      I'm coming to like it more and more. Quiet doesn't leave me feeling like a carpet left in the path of wild ovstrala on the run. Which reminds me . . . "Does anyone in Valbaum speak for the Scavenger yet?"

      Hrothuld nodded. His head reminded Halwende of a cornerstone, square and solid looking, with dark hair and slightly dark features. "Ealdwin is his name. He came two eight-days ago, and confirmed the location of the chapel. There's not enough Scavenger-born for a full temple yet, and he says that the Scavenger would prefer not to have a full temple on the market square." The steward shivered. "He's a truth-reader, Your Grace."

      A truth-reading priest of the Scavenger would make any man uncomfortable. Perhaps. Not the emperor, but Sneelah, Donwah, and the Scavenger are the elder gods, or so it is said. "Good. I need to speak with him about something we found in the north. Not today, but in the near future, before I return to Valke keep." He'd also consult with Wulfhilde, just in case.
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      Wulfhilde's breath hissed as she inhaled. "No, you were right not to look more closely, brother. If the Lady of the Forest says that we of the Scavenger are needed as well as you of Valdher, then it is too great a danger for one priest, even with battle magic."

      That matched what Ealdwin had said, just more bluntly than the younger priest had phrased it. "Good. Not that I could have done more than looked at the grove, if that much, as flat as casting the shield left me. I didn't have the headache fire gives me, but I don't pass out after calling fire, either."

      A chuckle came from the black hood. "Perhaps there's a Rella-born in your family that no one told you about."

      He smiled at the teasing in her voice. Since Eticho was also in the room, Halwende winked and said, "It happens even in the best of families."

      "You really do want my journeyman to make your next headache cure, don't you?" the now bald healer-priest grumbled as he sat firmly on the bench in the tiring room of Valdher's chapel in Valke Keep. "She's a firm believer that the worse the taste, the more effective the cure."

      Halwende made the Horns, warding off such an ill fate.

      Eticho folded his arms and leaned on the table. "Just between us, brother, sister, I don't like the murmurings from the Wilteer lands. Young lord Wilteer . . . Something's not right. The Lady of Light's speaker there says that the young lord hasn't been to any worship since the end of winter, and he's not attended any of the spring and summer ceremonies, even those that he's needed for. One of his younger brothers stood in his place each time."

      "Huh." Halwende thought back to his last encounter with the current lord Wilteer. "I don't remember anything wrong with Iringe. But then we were both too terrified of the Lady of the Ice and Her, ah, representative, to pay much attention to each other." And then he'd gotten into the fight with Aglak that left both of them with screaming headaches and as sick as einar that ate too many snow-berries. Speaking of foul tasting potions . . . "How is Aldone?"

      "Better, but I suspect she'll be eating ovstrala out of spite come slaughter season." Eticho shook his head. "The bruising is starting to fade, but she's still not moving easily."

      Halwende and Wulfhilde both nodded. The beast had kicked, catching Aldone in the hip and sending her rolling on the cobbles. She'd not broken anything, but she hadn't been able to move easily for almost an eight-day. Halwende had "enjoyed" some injuries like that himself. Wulfhilde tapped the table. "Halwende, what say you to rumors that you will be moving the ducal seat to Valbaum?"

      He took a long breath. "I say that I am considering it, but no more than that yet. It would be more central, but if there are, ah, let us say potential neighbor difficulties to the west, remaining at Valke Keep is the wiser choice." He could move faster to the Wilteer border from Valke Keep than from Valbaum.

      The other priests nodded. "That makes good sense," Eticho said. "Would that more people listened to good sense."

      "Mushrooms or barley?' Wulfhilde inquired.

      "Barley with something. None of them will tell me or Gotelinde which something. She thinks it might be those white, slightly fuzzy berries that even the einar treat with care after the first eating."

      Wulfhilde's hood nodded. "Someone has to try it every generation, and learn why no one else does that." She tapped the table with one black-gloved finger, then raised the finger in caution. "I mention mushrooms because my brothers and sisters to the west and south say that a rumor has spread among the young. The rumor is that black-frilled mushrooms, made into a tincture, can strengthen mage gifts."

      "Valdher, Gember, and Scavenger have mercy," Halwende breathed, making Valdher's Antlers. Beside him, Eticho shuddered. The healer-priest paled as he made Rella's Flame. "Whoever started that rumor will have a great deal to answer for."

      "Indeed." The coldness in Wulfhilde's tone suggested that the topic was closed.

      After a bit of quiet, Halwende said, "Ah, should either of you feel the urge to go north, Witold, one of the scouts, found a salt spring near a town-site. Beyond that there aren't enough trees for me to want to stay there."

      Eticho frowned. "No trees? Was there a fire?" He sounded confused.

      Halwende shook his head. "Sneelah's ice flattened all of them, and none have grown save in clumps and patches. Up closer to Donwah's domain, the sea comes too far inland for trees to take hold, save on the ridges, and even those are wind-bent. Donwah and Korvaal share the land. Valdher's creatures live there, but She doesn't claim the land. I didn't either."

      Wulfhilde snorted quietly. "Do the beasts pay land rent?"

      "I suspect a few do each year, if they are caught in the storm floods. One of the scouts, from near one of the Free Cities, says that the big storms back the rivers up, like a plug in a water trough, and the sea comes inland." Halwende shivered. "I'd prefer not to see that, thank you."

      "No." Eticho shivered as well. "The Lady of the Waters . . . does not take well to things of man that block Her waters' path."

      Like cities, and bridges? As often as some of the river bridges have to be repaired, I believe that. "Oh, and my lady is with child once more. I am keeping the news quiet for at least three more eight-days."

      Wulfhilde reached across the table and rested one warm glove on his hand, patted, then withdrew. "Should anyone ask, I will not have heard yes or no."

      Eticho nodded his agreement.

      With a bit of a groan, fast silenced, Halwende stood. His left knee complained about the decision to move. One of the arms-men had gotten in a solid blow the day before, flat of the practice blade against Halwende's leg. "I go to read the upcoming requests for justice. May the gods be with you."

      "Valdher guide your steps, brother," Wulfhilde said as he bowed, then departed.
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      "That is odd," Halwende murmured just before after the turning of summer, reading the letter from the Imperial court. He backed up a paragraph and re-read the missive. No, he had not spoken to Iringe Wilteer since— Since not long after his wedding, when they'd met on the border to sort out a grazing question. He'd had a letter back before the Scavenger's winter feast, a reply to one Halwende himself sent concerning fire guards and possible deliberate low burning where the Valke lands passed the northeast corner of the Wilteer domain. Given the rareness of words other than insults and accusations passing between the Valke and Wilteer families, he'd not thought much about the lack.

      He lowered the letter and stared at the wall, trying to recall anything about Iringe Wilteer. He stood as tall as Halwende himself, and had seemed more heavily built. That might have been as much his winter clothing as muscle, perhaps. Pale eyes, that's what Halwende had remarked on, far paler than other Wilteer men and women, but not blind white. Iringe had been wary but polite, like most nobles. He and Halwende had reached a compromise that left neither truly pleased, which had suggested that it was the best they could achieve for the moment.

      Had Iringe had a touch of magic about him? I do not recall any, but I did not look, did I? No, no, I didn't because there wasn't any cause. None of the Wilteer family had mage gifts, at least none in the Valke records, and the only priest had been in Halwende's grandfather's time, a woman called to Yoorst who had left the Wilteer lands to serve in the south, where Yoorst's creatures were more common. That appeared in the Valke accounts only because the then-Emperor had warned that none of the nobility should impede her in her vocation. Had someone threatened a forced marriage, or protested because they feared Lord Wilteer would make a claim to wherever she served? He shrugged and brought his thoughts back to the present. The letter asked if he had observed Iringe working magic. He had not, but he had not looked.

      Halwende frowned and smoothed his beard. Had Wilteer complained of fires? Yes, in the west, and complained of men attacking his foresters. Kal and Hwelfo had both been concerned. Halwende stood, went to the book for forest and timber, and glanced at the last few pages. Only the usual fires, and none in any one area. That fit what should be. He sat again and wondered. Iringe Wilteer had not mentioned the fire problem when they'd met, but both men had been concerned about the coming storm and sorting out the grazing problem before the weather turned from merely cold to deadly.

      "I'll answer with what I saw, no more or less." Unless the Lady spoke, something that seemed doubtful given that Iringe was born for Korvaal and born to Gember, Halwende knew nothing more than what he'd observed or not observed. Very, very few nobles had any magic, even just fire-lighting or sensing the presence or absence of a spell. Which family was it that prohibited magic-gifted from inheriting the title? One of the far southern clans, but he couldn't recall which one. They deemed magic workers too valuable to waste on leadership. Halwende snorted a little to himself. On the other hand, they seemed to throw lots of preservation mages and healer mages, and were involved in trade. Perhaps, in their case, he'd do likewise? Who knows and it is not my business or problem. He had more than enough to sort out as it was!

      He wrote out his reply to the imperial court, then handed it to the scribe on duty to make a fair copy. She took the page, and said, "Your grace, Wemba sent word that the men in the ovstrala case asked to delay testimony. They need to move the rest of the beasts north for the season, and fear waiting much longer."

      Thank You, Yoorst and Rella. "Tell him to allow the men three eight-days, more if they truly need the time to be sure that the beasts don't suffer from heat." He didn't want to deal with that tangle of tales in the guise of a pasturage dispute.

      She bowed. "Yes, Your Grace."

      The weather had turned warm very quickly since Gember's spring feast. The spring rains had turned dry as well, enough so to worry the foresters. The herders had opted to shear the schaef early, lest they suffer from the heat. The last of the ovsta were being shorn now, so moving the ovstrala north early made very good sense. And perhaps the two parties would work things out among themselves on the way, and spare him the difficulty.

      Alas, the heat had made Aedit snappish. Dhuoda, the older woman and birth-guide now acting as Aedit's maid, had assured him that it was normal, especially given Aedit's fear of losing this child as well. "Yer grace, when women carry, our natures become hotter and wetter, to keep the babe warm and growing. That makes it harder to balance ourselves in summer, so we feel over-hot." It made sense, but it didn't make Aedit's moods any easier to put up with. Halwende had taken to sleeping in his old chambers. Aedit hadn't complained. Instead she complained about everything else, including her belly getting the way of whatever she wanted to do. Well, that would fix itself soon.

      Indeed, two eight-days later, Halwende returned to Valke keep and found a flutter of women coming and going from the ducal chambers, directed by Dhoda and Eticho. "Your lady suffers birth pains, Your Grace," Eticho reported. "I suggest waiting to greet her."

      Meaning she was cursing, wailing, and would not welcome his presence, if she acted like the ballads claimed. "Thank you. Please let her know that I pray for her health and that of our child, and will wait to be summoned." He did not care to be in the ducal chamber with that many other people, either.

      "Smart man," Eticho murmured well under his breath. "Thank you, Your Grace. Prayers are always wise."

      Halwende found rinse water and fresh clothes waiting in his old chambers. He took the hint and cleaned the last eight-day's grime and sweat off, then left his garments for his man-servant to deal with. Mistress Uote would be doing a wash soon. He'd seen the large boiling pots out in the field behind the keep. They had not been there when he'd departed with the foresters and Januz. The chief hunter had expressed concern about a spate of sick einar and had asked Halwende to come as priest as well as lord.

      Clean and properly dressed, Halwende went to Valdher's chapel. The cool dimness felt like home far more than the rest of Valke keep now did. He bowed to the image in the shadows behind the altar, then knelt and let his thoughts turn back to the einar. They had indeed ailed, because of a new plant that they had eaten. The buds and young leaves stung a man when touched, and had barbs that clung to the einar's tongues and guts. The hunters had granted mercy to ten of the beasts, and had found barb-leaf in all of their guts, blocking the passages and likely causing terrible pain. He'd given orders to rip out any of the plants the men found, and told Januz to pay a silver coin to any man who brought in twenty of the plants. Or offer tax forgiveness, whichever the men wanted. That would probably take care of the problem for now. Did other beasts suffer from the barb-leaf? They'd not found any, but that might not mean aught.

      Halwende recited the afternoon prayers, and the full thanks-after-hunt prayers. The Lady remained quiet. He also prayed for Aedit and their child. The Lady looked after the dams and young of Her creatures, so perhaps She might cast an eye on Aedit too, even though Marsdaam was Aedit's patron.

      Aldone came into the chapel and lit the lamps. Halwende rose, bowed, and moved out of the way of those coming for evening devotions. He did not worship as priest but petitioner and giver of thanks due. Aldone gave him a questioning glance, but otherwise ignored him. He departed with the others, and found Gotelinde waiting.

      The healer's assistant smiled. "Your grace, good news. Your lady has delivered a son. Both are doing well and are resting. Master Eticho asks that you not disturb them for now."

      "Thank you for the news, and I will do as Master Eticho recommends." He wanted to race to the tower walk and shout his joy and relief to the world. Instead he ducked back into the chapel and give thanks, then got supper. He'd missed dinner in favor of prayer and meditation.

      "Lady Aedit has given birth to a son, Adalbert," he told Master Lothar, Januz, Hwelfo, and Wemba the next morning. "Both do well."

      The senior servants smiled with relief as well as happiness. "A strong name for a strong boy, my lord," Master Lothar said.

      "May Marsdaam and Valdher grant that it be so. The naming feast will be in an eight-day, barring surprises or Lielwo speaking otherwise." He had not checked with Marsdaam's speaker. Lielwo had been leading worship, then dealing with a dispute over scales and measures. Halwende envied him not at all. That requires more patience and precision than he possessed. "Tell the other servants, those who do not already know." Gossip traveled faster than the fastest courier or message spell.

      Wemba, the chief steward, smiled in a knowing way. "I believe, my lord, that will be the deaf washerwoman, and two schaefherds who are out scouting pastures."

      Halwende chuckled with the others. "I believe that you have the right of it."

      Just after noon, Eticho sent for him. "Aedit's still tired, brother. The birth greatly unbalanced her natures, and she needs quiet and time to recover fully." The healer priest gripped his shoulder and smiled. "She will recover, and faster than before, but be patient."

      "I will be patient." Eticho released him and Halwende went into the ducal chambers. The maids had removed the soiled linens and clothes, but he could smell blood and other things even so. Aedit sat in the big bed, propped up with pillows and blankets. A young maid tended something in a basket near the fire. "My lady?"

      Aedit smiled and extended her hand to him. He took it, and sat carefully on the side of the bed. "My lord, your son, Adalbert." The maid brought a small bundle. A bundle with a red face, and that yawned. It was so small! Or maybe not, given how much Aedit had complained about carrying their son.

      "Adalbert. Born to Maarsdam, born for Gember." It was a good pairing. Superstition held that a god of staying and a god of going made for a steady nature. Nothing the priests could say stopped the superstition, and all the clergy save the Scavenger's hands grumbled among themselves about the foolishness. They'd been grumbling since before the Great Cold, or so Wulfhilde had averred on several occasions. Nothing had changed.

      " . . . What name is given this child?" Lielwo, Marsdaam's speaker, asked an eight-day later.

      "Adalbert of Valke. Born to Marsdaam, born for Gember," Aedit said. They stood in Marsdaam's temple. Light streamed in through the open windows and doors. As many people as could fit into the building crowded the hall, with more listening at the windows. It felt as if everyone living on Valke land had come to witness the naming. Halwende wanted to flee, to get away from the press of bodies. Instead he held himself still by force of will.

      "Halwende Valke, do you acknowledge this child?" Lielwo asked. The gold-clad priestess of Gember standing beside him gave Halwende a firm look.

      "I, Halwende Valke, acknowledge the child Adalbert. He is of my house and blood." As he spoke, the weight of the words finally made sense.

      Lielwo handed his staff to an assistant and reached toward Aedit. She gave him the well-swaddled baby. Adalbert yawned and blinked, then sneezed as incense tickled his nose. Dhuoda had insisted on extra wrapping around the baby's privates. "It's bad luck to wet the naming priest," the older woman had informed the sleeping baby. Halwende had kept his irreverent thought very much to himself. He'd been wet twice while acting as naming priest, and both children seemed to be healthy and strong thus far.

      Gember's voice opened a silver salt box and presented it to Lielwo. He took a pinch and touched salt to Adalbert's tongue, forehead, and rubbed it on his cheeks. The priestess set the box aside and took the baby. Lielwo offered her a miniature keg of flour. She touched the tip of one finger to the flour, then rubbed a little on the baby's forehead and cheeks. The priestess them handed the baby to Halwende.

      He turned and faced the people watching. "Adalbert of Valke I name this child. Adalbert of Valke I claim this child. He is blood of my blood, blood of my house, and heir of my house, if the gods allow." Very carefully, he raised the bundle to head height so more people could see.

      A long sigh filled the temple, and expressions of relief and joy filled the faces of the watchers. Halwende lowered his son, turned, and gave Adalbert back to Aedit. She smiled a smile of pure joy and love, and tears blurred the world.
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      The Scavenger's winter feast passed before Halwende heard anything more from either the Lady or the Imperial court. He stood in the ducal chambers, watching Aedit nursing their son, when soft green seeped into the edges of his vision. Halwende went to one knee, head bowed, as a cool voice, like the wind in bare branches, whispered, When the days are equal, go north and east, my pathfinder. My sister's wrath is fading, and the land calls for hands. Go. The words ended in a quiet sighing sort of sound, and the green wisped away.

      Halwende shivered where he knelt, then murmured, "Yes, Lady of the Wilds. I hear and will obey." He gathered himself and stood, biting the tip of his tongue at the pain in his right hip and left knee. That knee cared not for stone floors, or wood floors, and had not since it had collided with the butt of a practice staff just after Gember's harvest feast.

      "My lord?" Aedit's voice carried concern and a hint of fear. "Do you ail?"

      He shook his head. "No. The Lady of the Forest spoke. I will go north again come spring."

      Aedit glanced down at Adalbert, who seemed to have taken his fill for the moment. The baby sported a full head of dark brown hair, half of which seemed determined to stick up in spikes and twigs despite the best efforts of his mother and the nursemaid. "I— I thought I heard a sound like leaves rustling, and felt a breeze." She looked up again and met his eyes. "Is— Is that how you hear Her voice?"

      As the girl tending the baby took Adalbert to tidy and return to the cradle, Halwende joined Aedit in the bed. "Sometimes, yes." He stopped, reluctant to say more. I don't care to explain the Lady's reply last spring. The memory of the headache still made his stomach threaten to rebel, or flee. "I am to go north again come spring."

      She said nothing, but wiggled closer to him, reaching for him. He held her as she wept without sound.

      The next day, clouds came and went, hiding then revealing the sun. The wind, too, blew in fits and starts, indecisive. "My lord," Hwelfo said as he leaned on a practice staff and watched the younger men training. "I wish the sky would snow, or clear, one or the other. This is as bad as an ovsta standing between a salt-sack and a mound of grain." The acting arms-master scowled. "Or my youngest sister trying to pick a husband."

      Halwende straightened up from easing the stiffness in his back and shoulders. His joints had been complaining since dawn, such as it had been. Worse, one of the senior training arms-men had gotten a solid blow with the flat of his practice blade, knocking half the breath out of Halwende before he dodged and countered. He settled his sword belt and folded his arms. "The way this eight-day has gone, if it snows south of the keep and full sun shines down to the north, it will surprise no one." Please may the Lady of the North not take our words amiss. He made Valdher's Antlers with one hand, just in case.

      The winter had turned bitter cold, tree-cracking cold, and he'd started sending arms-men out to check on the smaller hamlets and forest-edge farms. Magnus had passed word from Valbaum and the imperial pfalz of vulpen and laupen both threatening travelers, and had ordered the women and children to remain within Valbaum's walls, or at least in sight of the walls. Halwende had confirmed the order. Other things moved in the cold, and the Lady of the Wilds only knew what might drift south.

      Hwelfo sighed loudly enough to be heard at the Comb. "Aye that, my lord." He straightened up from his lean, scowl deepening. "And what was that supposed to be?"

      "Sir, I thought—," the half-trained arms-man started to protest.

      "You thought? That explains it. Don't think, fight!" Hwelfo stalked across the ring, staff in hand and fire in his eyes. Halwende almost ducked. He'd heard that same thing from Lothar, and knew what would come next.  He heard the clatter of staves, a yelp, and a meaty thump as Hwelfo's staff struck home. "That's what comes of thinkin'. When he comes at ye like this," the staff came down slowly, aiming at the more seasoned arms-man's upper left ribs, "ye counter like this." Hwelfo's partner slowly swept his own practice staff up, blocking the attack, then swung the butt end around to catch Hwelfo in the hip. They both stopped and backed apart. "Now do it again," Hwelfo commanded.

      Halwende reclaimed his practice blade and worked against a training dummy, then switched to using the slinger for a while. No, it wasn't a noble's proper weapon, but the beasts of the field and beasts among men didn't fight like nobles. He'd rather stop trouble before it came close enough for a sword to be needed. The air seemed to grow warmer as he worked, and he stripped off his cloak, tossing it over the low fence that separated the practice ring from the main training area. Only when four slung pellets in a row hit the spot painted on the wall and shattered to dust did he feel satisfied. His hand and left shoulder hurt. His eyes ached from the cold and glare. He'd be very sore come the morning, which was as it should be.

      As he pulled his cloak on once more, a message runner trotted up, breath steaming in the cold. "Yer grace, Yer Grace, imperial courier at the gates."

      Halwende hesitated. Something— A sense of warning swept over him, like wind suddenly sweeping through the forest on a calm day. He bowed his head in acknowledgment, then followed the page. They cut through the servants' doors from the training area and arms-men's quarters to the keep proper. Halwende stopped long enough to make certain that he looked properly composed and calm, and to order people to start preparing the guest house. Tidied and relaxed, he entered the central courtyard.

      A man in imperial blue and white waited beside an ovstrala sledge. The small, sturdy courier tapped the bare dirt of the courtyard with one botted foot, his gloved fists resting on his belt. "Be welcome in the name of the Great Traveler and the Lady of the Wilds," Halwende called as he approached the sledge.

      The courier glared, then cleared his expression as he recognized Halwende. The courier sketched a bow. "My thanks for the welcome. May the Lady of North rest Her hands lightly on these lands. I bring news and documents for Halwende Duke Valke, and congratulations from his imperial majesty on the arrival of a Valke heir."

      Halwende inclined in turn. "My thanks for his imperial majesty's gracious words. You and your beasts and any staff are welcome to stay here, in the keep proper, or in a guesting house outside the gate, if that would be more comfortable. Both have corrals and sheds for ovstrala and ovasta." Lielwo had suggested the guest house, and the last two couriers had been delighted by having proper shelter and corrals without having to worry about questions of favoritism.

      The man hesitated, frown starting to reappear before he nodded. "The guest house, Your Grace."

      "Staff are on their way there as we speak. Will you take the in-kind taxes with you, or should those be sent later?" Everything from the southern Valke lands had been gathered and prepared for transport.

      Dark eyes wide, the man gulped, "You have them, the goods, already?" Surprise and perhaps even shock colored his voice.

      What were you expecting? How strange. "Yes. Some things do not travel well in summer." Only an idiot tries to move barrels of wool-fat and pickled meat in summer. The stench of sun-melted, rotting wool-fat made even eaters-of-the-dead leave the country while gasping for clean air.

      "Ah, we can take them now, Duke Halwende."

      The ovstrala closest to the man turned its head and gave him a look, then sniffed twice. It hesitated, sniffed again, and chbleeeewwww sneezed. Halwende tasted blood, he bit his tongue so hard fighting off laughter at the courier's horrified expression. Ovstrala snot covered everything in range. The beast sniffed again, then returned to its usual stolid placidity, mischief accomplished.

      "Yoorst have mercy," Halwende gasped as soon as it was safe to show his mirth. He leaned against the inside wall of the keep and laughed until he ached. Servants had helped the courier clean his boots and lower legs, then took the messages and parcels for Halwende, Eticho, and others.

      Aldone walked up as he wiped his eyes. "Something amusing, brother?"

      He shook his head, still smiling so hard his cheeks hurt. "The courier. He wasn't expecting us to have the tax-goods prepared for him. Then the near-side ovstrala sneezed. Yoorst as my witness, the beast knew exactly what she was doing. Got his boots and lower trousers. I didn't laugh then, sister, but the beast looked so satisfied—"

      Her laughter drowned out the rest of his words. She tipped her head back, copper-red braid wagging as she laughed. When she caught her breath, she wheezed, "By Valdher's cervi, I wager the beast did indeed. I've heard Yoorst's hand aver that beasts are how the gods keep men humble. If the courier was Yarbo, then the sneeze was doubly deserved, according to what our brother Lielwo has said."

      He leaned against the wall once more. "I know not the man's name, only that he seemed less than pleased to be here. I shouldn't laugh, because Radmar will turn His wheel, and it is unbefitting the dignity of a noble and a priest to laugh at another man's misfortune." None of which had stopped him.

      Aldone gave him a firm look. "Brother, we are also men and women, as are imperial couriers, as is his imperial majesty himself. I suspect Lord Gernot has taken his majesty down a step or two when needed." Her expression turned sly. "I seem to recall an account about Duke Valke and a digger-of-the-woods that decided to dig its new tunnel in the darkness of night."

      Halwende, face suddenly warm, studied the stones of the floor until he could be sure of his composure. Valdher had used one of Her lesser creatures to remind him to be watchful at night. He'd bruised his dignity as well as landing face-first in a pile of— "Ahem. Point made, elder sister."

      The next day Halwende broke his fast after morning worship, then broke the seal on the first letter from the imperial court. He started to read, blinked, and swallowed hard. He glanced at the bottom of the second page. Aglak's personal imperial seal, and a very large paw print, filled the lower part of the paper. "No wonder the hand is a touch cramped." Aglak wrote in a smaller, tighter hand than did the imperial chancery scribes. Halwende went back to the opening and began reading once more.

      When he finished, he let the pages fall from his fingers to rest on the surface of the table. He stared at the stones above the door lintel, seeing neither. Instead he saw the Northern Sea, dark and hard, and felt the wind again on his face.

      "My lord?" Aedit's voice broke his reverie. She'd stopped in the doorway, one hand on the high collar of her gown, face pale. "My lord, what's wrong? Your dinner has grown cold and Wemba grows worried."

      He glanced at the time candle. It had burned half-way. He'd lit it when he began work. No wonder he felt dry and stiff! He snuffed the candle and stood. Several things popped as he moved. "Both Valdher and Sneelah command me to go north with the spring."

      The last bit of color drained from her face. "Sneelah? The Lady of the Snows commands you go north?" she whispered.

      He took her hand, rubbing the blood back into it. "Yes, my treasure. His imperial majesty orders me in Her name." Which was the same. "He wrote the command himself, and both he and Lord Gernot sealed it." How did they get the blue ink out of the cat's fur? No, he didn't care to know, nor would he inquire. "And I am hungry." He was, and thirsty as well.

      He mulled over the other message in the letter as he ate. "The site of Marshburt you may redeem, Halwende Valke, pathfinder of Valdher. None others, nor may you claim aught for Valke. We would not have strife in the north as well as the south." What did Aglak Rothbard mean "strife in the north as well as the south?" No one had contested Valke claims since Ruthard Wilteer's demise. No other lords in the area moved north. A few sought to fill in along the western coast, and several had claimed good port locations, as had a group of people seeking to become a free city. Halwende chewed the smoked ovstrala loin and searched his memory. No, and perhaps the other letters had more information. The imperial chancery kept saying that they would have new maps of land claims and confirmed titles, but the newest ones he'd seen dated from his grandsire's day. Halwende drank more spiced wine and shrugged to himself. There was a reason for the saying that a tree walked faster than an imperial scribe moved.
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      Adalbert grew steadily, and began making sounds other than wails and burps. He also kicked with determined energy when the maids attempted to bathe him. "He's certainly not a child of Donwah," Aedit sighed. She wore some of the bath water, as did the nurse maid, the floor, and the rags set out to catch the water. She glanced up from the now-quiet and dozing baby to Halwende and gave him a firm look.

      He pointed to himself. "My honored lady wife, I assure you, I have not instructed him in mischief, nor have I any recollection of misbehavior when I was Adalbert's age." His first memory of getting into trouble came far later, and involved Gember's bake oven just before the harvest festival. Which he missed, because his nurse had paddled him once the priestess finished, and had locked him in his chamber until the feasting ended and the sweet breads all distributed. That had hurt more than the spanking, to smell the wonderful things and not eat any until the next year.

      His words failed to ease her suspicions, based on the lifted eyebrow. She pursed her lips, then turned back to the baby. Halwende put out the lamp and went to bed. She joined him after a little while, and began caressing him. He responded in kind. She'd grown eager for his touch once more, and he most certainly would not have it said that he failed to do his marital duties!

      The sun began moving north. Halwende stood his watch on the wall just after sunset, looking out over the farms and pastures around Valke Keep. A few dark patches stood out against the snow, bare ground open to Rella's gaze. The star marking the end of the Plow's handle appeared in the east, the first of the spring heralds to appear in the night sky. A few clouds faded from pink to grey against the darker sky. The wind gave a last fitful push against his cloak and stopped. The air felt different, not warmer, no, but softer perhaps? Halwende moved along the wall-walk, looking first near then farther away. Softer, without the hard cutting edge of mid-winter. Snow and storms would still come, they always did. Sneelah did not care to have people forget Her power. But Rella's Lamp rose earlier and set later, and Valdher's creatures and plants had begun to show signs of quickening. He'd seen an einar dam with her get, very early but there, when he'd gone out to confirm a timber claim. Soon the Plow would be high at sunset, and it would be time to go north.

      Thank You, Lady of Snows and the North, for a gentle winter. They had sufficient fuel and oil for the rest of the winter, unlike some years. No villages had disappeared in the cold, no hamlets and farms found with no one save the frozen dead within their walls. Halwende moved again, working to stay alert in the quiet. Was anything as quiet as a still night with snow on the ground? He could not think of anything. The ovsta and ovstrala made lumps of white against the white, the schaef slept in their pens and sheds. Smoke rose from here and there, including the smithy. He'd granted special permission for night work after the hour of covering fires, because of the need to make repairs to tools and wagons and carts. And weapons. Something itched, a sense of danger coming. Halwende sighed, scrubbed his face with one gloved hand, and moved again. He heard his boots on the wood and stone, the creak of heavy boiled leather over padded gambeson and tunic, but no other sounds.

      When his watch ended, Halwende retreated to the guard room. There he found hot tea, hot soup, and Master Lothar waiting for him. Halwende acknowledged the older man, put his armor in the appointed place, and served himself. Here he was a guard, no more or less. Master Lothar and Hwelfo held command.

      "My lord?" Lothar said, after Halwende had drained a mug of hot tea and gotten more.

      "Yes?" He began eating.

      "Hwelfo." Lothar closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. "He must take my place."

      Halwende finished his mouthful of soup. What mean you? You can't step aside. You're too young, and I need your calm hand on the men when I'm away. Except . . . "I see. Why?"

      A long sigh came in answer, and Lothar lifted his own mug. As he did, Halwende saw the shaking in Lothar's hands, and the odd way he tipped his head to the side as he drank. "I can no longer fight as an arms-master must, my lord. And my vision has lost keenness. Everything looks foggy, and I don't think you want to be around if I try my hand with bow or sling." Lothar smiled. "I don't want to be around when I try a sling."

      A chuckle came despite the large rock now residing in his gut. "No. There's a reason for that proverb." "As on target as a blind-man's sling stone" was not a compliment. "If I allow you to retire, what do you plan to do?"

      Lothar blinked several times. "Ah, my lord, I've not thought about it. Perhaps see if my sister's man will allow me to join them on their farm?"

      Halwende shook his head. No. I need you, and I'm not casting you out. "Stay here, keep Hwelfo out of trouble. Out of more trouble," Halwende sighed.  "He's talking of courting the miller's second daughter, may Valdher and Rella have mercy on us all." That girl's family . . . Well, Hwelfo couldn't claim that he didn't know what he was marrying, should he ask for her hand!

      "He's thinkin' with the wrong head," Lothar grumbled into the mug. Halwende snorted, ate more, and waited. "I'll stay, as advisor, not arms-master."

      "Done and done. And I'm thinking this might be the year to move to Valbaum, perhaps. If Hwelfo does wed the chit, it will get him and her away from her family." Were the miller not so skilled, and so honest with his payments kept and made, well, he'd have been found floating in the river downstream of the mill pond with half the people of the Valke lands swearing they saw and knew nothing, and the other half hiding from the truth-reading priests.

      "Not this year, my lord, if you'll allow." Lothar leaned forward, set the mug down, and counted on his fingers. "You need another heir, boy or girl. Trouble's in the west and south for now, not north, and you bein' here keeps trouble from growin'. I don' like what I'm hearin' from Wilteer lands and down on the Comb, and if his majesty needs men, we're closer and ready."

      All good reasons, and Lothar knew the arms-men's mood better than Halwende did. Halwende nodded. "What hear ye from the south? His majesty said there was trouble, or might be trouble, but nothing more in his last letter."

      "Not Milunis, but to the west? Count Gedimus, he's the one, been having schaef and those pulling-birds taken, and claim marks found on his lands that his majesty didn't approve. And not claim marks known to the court, or so a trader said to my Lord Crosstrees last fall." Lothar frowned and stroked his grey-streaked winter beard. "Gedimus is pushin' for raids across the Comb, or against his neighbor to the west, whichever is takin' the stock and makin' the claims."

      Halwende opened his mouth, then closed it again. "I can see why his majesty is concerned." Gedimus had a long memory for slights, very long, and rumor claimed that he still blamed Halwende for the schaef-pasture decision. Aglak Rohdbard's father had tread carefully around Gedimus, and it seemed as if Aglak were doing the same. A faint prickle touched Halwende's mind, and he waited. Nothing more, but a warning perhaps? He needed to know more about the south, that was certainly true.

      The rest of Lothar's words sank in as one of the logs in the fire collapsed with a crackle and sigh, sending sparks up into the night. "Pulling-birds? Someone's actually managed them?"

      The older man chuckled and leaned back. "I haven't seen them, but priest of Yoorst told my sister's man that they are big enough to pull an ovsta cart, and can take the heat. They also kick like a beast, and can kill a man with claws and beak if they're minded."

      "Just like all of Yoorst's other creatures, then," Halwende sighed. He finished his soup and stood. "Stay seated, and stay here. I must go north again come spring, and I want you to keep Hwelfo out of trouble. If the gods permit."

      "Aye that, m'lord!"

      Aedit slept by the time Halwende made his way to bed. So too did Adelbert. Halwende allowed his manservant to take away his clothes, then pulled on a night robe and eased into bed. Aedit did not stir. He studied her face in the darkness, then fell asleep himself.

      An eight-day later, as he studied the list of travel supplies that remained sound and compared it to what he'd need to go north, he heard footsteps racing up the hallway. He stood and put out the time candle as a messenger appeared in the doorway. "Yer grace," gasp, "Master Januz sends word. Trouble on the southwestern border. Fire and something else, Yer Grace. Master Lothar and Master Hwelfo are gathering the men." The young man inhaled, exhaled, then inhaled once more as Halwende cursed silently. "Mistress Aldo—"

      "Mistress Aldone is here, and Master Eticho says it is not proper fire. More he cannot discern," Valdher's speaker announced from behind the winded messenger.

      Halwende felt anger rising, and pulled it back. This was not the place. The border was the place. "I come." Aldone's expression boded ill for whoever abused the forest with fire out of season. "What of our brothers and sisters of the Scavenger?"

      "I know not yet." Aldone paced him as he hurried to the arms-room for his heavier weapons and armor, then to the main courtyard of the keep.

      There he found Aedit giving orders, Master Lothar standing at her left shoulder. "Get the livestock closer to the keep. You and you, move any more supplies that you can locate into the keep as well. We may have women and children coming here for shelter. You and you, get the buckets and start preparing to have water ready for fires." She sounded calm and steady, as if they prepared for an attack every year. Her shaking hands told the truth.

      "Good, my lady," he told her. He kissed her hand, then said, "I go, both priest and duke are needed."

      A cold voice called, "Yes, they are. Battle magic moves, brother." He turned and bowed to Wulfhilde. The others stopped work to drop to one knee as the Scavenger's voice glided toward him. The silver eyes on the raven atop her staff glowed black in the bright sunlight. Halwende gulped as she commanded, "Go, brother, and be ready. Someone dabbles in the forbidden." The cold, echoing sound of her words sent ice through his blood, replacing the earlier fire.

      He bowed once more. "I hear the words of the Lord of the Hidden, and I go ready." He straightened and pitched his voice to carry. "Until I return, obey my lady as you obey me." Hwelfo had ovsta carts with supplies and arms-men waiting, and Halwende hurried out of the courtyard. Aedit could take care of everything in his absence, and Adalbert was known to the emperor.

      Halwende saved his breath for moving. The ovsta carts carried the heaviest of weapons, and set the pace as the shaggy beasts jogged in the cool air. Thanks be for the cool weather! Aldone accompanied them. He didn't ask, nor did he inquire if Wulfhilde or Aeldwin would join them. Probably not, but the Scavenger had spoken, and that was more than enough warning. Halwende concentrated on moving easily and quietly, staying calm and steady. Some of the younger arms-men looked eager, too eager. He and Hwelfo would have to keep them back until he knew what truly transpired.

      They stopped at sunset. "No. If it is an attack, we will arrive tired and possibly injured from trying to move at night. We wait, rest, and then move. Januz and the hunters and foresters can contain things until we arrive." Please, Lady of the Forest, may they have the strength and wisdom to contain things, please give them Your aid if You will. He and Aldone led the full evening ritual, and he sensed the men paying much closer attention than usual, those not on watch. He took the second watch, the long, quiet one.

      As Halwende walked the edge of the camp, he studied the clearing ahead of them. He didn't trust sleeping in the open, not this night, so they remained among the trees. The men grumbled, but Aldone and Hwelfo had stilled the complaints. Once the ovsta grazed their fill in the clearing, the carters had guided their beasts back into the shelter of the trees and brush. Now Halwende prowled the darkness, eyes and ears alert, mind calm. He could do nothing from here. After three turns around the camp, wind moved in the tops of the still-bare trees, and a soft murmur filled his mind. He stopped and went to one knee. "My Lady."

      Pathfinder, priest. Forbidden magic moves. Be ready, be wary, and stay your hand until My sign comes to you. He heard hardness in Her words, as he had heard in the far north.

      "I hear and obey, Lady of the Wilds."

      My brothers and sisters watch. Stay your hand until My command. The murmur faded, leaving him alone in the night. He shivered, then rose to his feet and returned to his patrol.

      Just before dawn, he heard Aldone chanting, and sensed corruption moving. He rolled to his feet and grabbed quiver and bow. "There, in the clearing, aim for the chest," her voice called in the fading darkness. Halwende joined the other archers. Forms had risen from the ground of the clearing, animal-like but made of soil and wrongness. "Aim for the chest," Aldone repeated, then sang the invocation of protection and blessing on beasts and men.

      Halwende strung the bow, pulled a war-point arrow from his quiver, and nocked it. A form like an einar, but made of soil and foulness, lumbered toward him. He aimed where the chest should have been, drew, and released the shaft. It struck, as did another man's arrow. Halwende pulled a second arrow from the quiver by touch and prepared to shoot. The false beast had collapsed, but something like a beord had risen behind it, as tall as a man and broader. Halwende aimed for the beord and fired. Someone else targeted the head, but the beast moved on despite the arrow sticking out of the lump of dirt on the top of the dark shoulders. Behind them, he heard the ovsta protesting and the carters' voices as they tried to chivvey the beasts to safety. Great Lady, Lord of the Hidden, what is this?

      Aldone's song rose to a peak, and she held the note as she made a hurling motion with her hands. Green fire flew into the meadow. The corruption shattered. Valdher's hand staggered, then sat hard. Halwende ignored her for the moment, sighting and firing once more at the false-beord. After a fourth arrow in the chest, it sagged and collapsed into a mound of dirt.

      "Great Lady of the Forest, Valdher of the Wild, bless us Your servants," Halwende managed as he lowered the bow. "Lift any taint of unclean magic from this place, and from us Your tools. Thank You, Great Lady, for strength and for warning." Should they try to reclaim the arrows? A sense of waiting and warning touched him, then faded. "Leave the arrows. We'll scavenge the heads if we are allowed to when we return." That felt correct.

      After everyone ate, he saw to Aldone. "Next one's yours, brother," she warned him. "This offended the Lady and Korvaal and the Scavenger, but could be fought by men. Your task still lies ahead." She sounded as drained as she looked. "I'm the wrong kind of priest for this stuff."

      He smiled, baring his teeth. "When we find out who did it, I'll hold him and let you thump him with your staff, to put some sense into him."

      "That I will do, and gladly!" She drank more of whatever was in her leather mug. It smelled terrible, meaning it had to be one of Eticho's teas. Halwende made the smaller Antlers toward the mug, then returned to gathering the men.

      The ovsta trotted down the trail with eager energy. They didn't want to linger, and the cold morning air gave them strength. Halwende stretched his stride, not jog-trotting quite but close. They still had a distance to go. The smoke rising into the morning air told them where. He imagined that he could smell the strange black-blue smoke. "My lord, that's the wrong color," Hwelfo observed as they got closer.

      "Aye. Should be white for grasses or darker brown. That looks like tar-bark smoke, and we don't have that kind of tree here." They grew farther south, and when they caught fire, all a man could do was flee and pray, or so all the books and the foresters averred.

      As the sun drew closer to the noon peak, Halwende sensed motion ahead, not animals fleeing the flames. He signaled, as did Hwelfo, and the men spread out. Aldone took her place with the carts and carters. "Who approaches?" Hwelfo called.

      "Messenger from Master Januz, seeking word of His Grace." The man slowed, hands outspread and empty save for his staff. He stopped before drawing closer. "Come ye from His Grace?"

      Hwelfo glanced to Halwende, then answered. "Aye, with priests and arms."

      "Thanks be! We've been attacked twice by arms-men. They don't wear colors or marks. The fire's moving slower, but not stopping."

      "Can you take us to where Januz is now?"

      The messenger nodded. "Aye, sir! He's at Three Rock Spring, because of the lake and the hill."

      Halwende nodded to himself. That made good sense, put the small lake between the foresters' camp and the flames. And the hill allowed for time to flee if the fire jumped, as well as making it harder to attack easily.

      The group, plus messenger, reached Three Rock Spring at mid-afternoon. Januz had returned to the eastern edge of the fire. Halwende drank two flasks of water, checked his weapons, and prayed. Then he, a guard named Tam, and one of the foresters went to meet Januz. They'd dodged cervi and other beasts fleeing the fire as the arms-men entered the woods, and Halwende frowned mightily. Some of the beasts acted odd, not fearful enough. Was it the Lady's hand, or something else? He couldn't tell, and did not desire to stop an einar to inquire.

      "Yes, I see it," Januz told one of the men as Halwende and his guard joined him. "We need a priest as well as arms-men." He stood with his arms folded. Soot streaked his clothes, and his boots looked singed as well as dirt-covered. Januz coughed, spat something black, and coughed again.

      "I see it as well," Halwende called. "You see battle magic, false-fire." He carried his priest's staff, along with bow, quiver, and sword. True fire did not burn wet wood, nor did it have purple and grey flames that hissed instead of crackling and popping. Black smoke rose from the remains of the forest's plants. "Has anyone gotten behind the fire to see the damage?" He suspected not.

      Januz bowed. "No, Yer Grace, sir. I won't risk it, not without a priest here. I don't trust that," he nodded at the flames creeping toward them. "Nor the twisted beasts that come from it."

      Halwende inhaled with a hiss through clenched teeth. The guard with him made Donwah's wave as Halwende and the forester made the Antlers. Halwende said, "No. They can be killed by men, but they are more dangerous than ordinary creatures. How wide is the fire?"

      "Ye see the flame front, Yer Grace. North to south, last word was Leanin' Tree village in the north to the Grey Brothers," the cluster of old rocks that dated to before the Great Cold and had been uncanny even then.

      A soft, clean breeze brushed them, moving Halwende's hair. He bowed his head. Go to the Brothers. What you need waits there. Go. He felt a hand on his shoulder, pushing, and gulped.

      "The Grey Brothers. I am to go there, and will work from there. Januz, Hwelfo brought men. He will deal with the men attacking your foresters. I will deal with," he waved his priest's staff at the grey and purple tongues consuming the trees and wet brush ahead of them. "Mistress Aldone is with Hwelfo."

      "Valdher be praised." Januz began giving orders to the foresters and hunters waiting nearby. As he did, the push on Halwende's shoulder repeated.

      He turned south and began hurrying down that way before the Lady decided to kick him into faster motion. The brush seemed to lean aside, or at least nothing blocked his and Tam's way as they traveled. Rella's lamp moved to the west behind the smoke, and Halwende stopped at a spring. He and his guard drank, then dipped their scarves in the water and wrapped their faces, just in case. As they traveled, Halwende felt something pacing them, something wrong. "Be ready for a twisted beast to attack from the right," Halwende warned. "Once we reach the Grey Brothers, I will be under the Lady's command, and cannot be certain that I can fight."

      "Yes, Yer Grace."

      Two cervi raced ahead of them, then crossed the trail and fled east, but no other beasts came in sight before they reached the four heavy stones. Three stood upright, leaning in toward the fourth. Green and grey stained the tight-grained stones' sides. The uprights loomed twice as tall as Halwende himself, and the flatter stone reached his waist. It lay on its side, like a man reclining, and the length matched the height of the other three Brothers. Nothing grew near them save for creeping star-leaf, and no animals denned near. Halwende stopped and gathered himself, then turned, back to the stones.

      "Lady of the Wild, what is Your will?" He murmured, "Show Your servant Your desire, Great Lady, of Your mercy." Smoke thickened the air, and Tam coughed behind his scarf.

      Green filled Halwende's mind, and he flew up like a valke in truth, seeing the fire and the forest together from above. There. The black heart of the flame. Rip it out, Pathfinder, rip it free and shatter it. Darkness like a dying coal, and wrongness that seeped out into the soil and water and air around it, there lay his target.

      He drew power from himself, and felt the stones answering, lending strength as well. He reached, seeing a green hand extending and covering the blackness. It fought, warped magic fought, and he dimly heard the arms-man call a warning. Halwende ignored it. Instead he pushed the Lady's magic into the land and water and air, wrapping the blackness in green and brown, healing, pulling the black up like pulling a poison plant up, roots and all. The evil magic fought and he struggled, panting, muscles straining. Then he clenched the fist of magic, twisting as he did. The spell shattered, and green sparks flew, burning out the dark fire. A valke of green magic grabbed the last piece and ripped it apart.

      As the core of the spell broke, the rest shattered as well. He saw twisted beasts freeze in motion, allowing men to kill them. The black and purple flame became red, then died away. Heat-sealed soil softened and broke, once more the usual charred dirt men found after a fire. Yes, my servant. The land will heal and mend, and my brothers and sisters will tend to their portions.

      Did he dare ask? Did he dare not? "Great Lady, what of the one who cast the evil?"

      He fell to his knees, then his face, as blazing blue-white and deepest black replaced green for an instant. A different voice thundered and hissed, like the worst of killing winter storms, He is ours. Green returned, and the Lady's voice, hard as iron wood, came again. My sister and brother of the ice and stone will attend to that one, now that his power is known and breaking. The green withdrew from his mind.

      Halwende rolled onto his back. More he could not manage. "Thank you, Great Lady, for Your grace and mercy on Your creatures," he whispered, each word tearing a throat dry and aching. Pain filled his head, exhaustion paralyzed him, and he lay still. Darkness, the Scavenger's blessing, swept over him and he knew nothing more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      "Because 'is grace couldn't fight, ye idiot!" Thump, and a yelp followed those words. Halwende bit his tongue against a moan of pain. Hwelfo sounded more than just angry. "What did Mistress Aldone say?"

      "Th-, That when the Lady's hand rests on His Grace, he can't do anything but Her will, and any man who goes with His Grace should remember that." The much quieter voice trembled with fear and something else. It grated on Halwende's nerves, and he pressed his hands to his ears. Soft bandages warned that he'd best not try to grab anything small or fragile, or plunge his hands into water to soothe the pain. They hurt, stung as if he'd ripped the skin off the palms. His shoulders ached, his head throbbed, and breathing sent jabs of agony racing from his ribs.

      "Aye. Now go, and stop spreadin' tales." Another thump followed the order.

      A woman's voice, Aldone's, rough and dry, spoke close to him. "Brother, you are going to feel hands lifting you. You must drink, and yes, it will taste as foul as you imagine. Sun-stem will follow."

      He lowered his hands but didn't try to push. Large hands eased under his shoulders and pushed and pulled him closer to seated. Something hard moved under his back, holding him upright. "Drink this," a man ordered. "It's not hot."

      Halwende accepted the cup and drained it. His stomach churned like the clouds below one of the storms of summer, and he cursed the creator of the brew, whoever made it, and the holder of the cup. The sun-stem tasted like the very liquor of the gods, if such a thing existed, in comparison. After he drank, Aldone said, "I'm drinking the same thing, if it makes you feel better, brother."

      "No," he whispered.

      She chuckled. "I didn't think so. Some woes are not made easier to bear by sharing." The strong hands removed the support and he lay down once more. Welcome blackness returned.

      Another full day passed before he could move on his own. "Whatever attacked you, my lord, I'm sorry. Tam stopped it, but he died before we could reach you. It cracked ribs before he could get it off of you." Hwelfo refused to meet his eyes. "I should have gone with you, my lord."

      And die in Tam's place? No. Halwende took as deep of a breath as his injuries allowed. "No, Hwelfo. You did what I needed you to do, what the Lady needed you to do. Tam knew what might happen, as did I." He swallowed hard. "I will pay the life-price, since the one who sent the flames and anathematized magic belongs to the Lady of the North and to the Scavenger." Never, ever again did he want to hear Sneelah's voice in his head. No, please Valdher no.

      He stood, leaning on a fighting staff. He should be sitting, but that hurt. So did standing, and walking, and breathing. "His Grace did what he could," Aldone reminded everyone. She'd taken to staying with him, in part to keep him from falling when he staggered. He'd not felt this tired and weak since the ambush that killed Edwacer. No man dared challenge Valdher's voice. He certainly wasn't about to.

      Hwelfo, one hand pink with a healing burn, frowned but stopped protesting. At last he met Halwende's eyes. Guilt warred with anger. "My lord, the beast that killed Tam. We burned it."

      Soft green filled his mind, and he heard his voice saying, "You did right. Such cannot be eaten or tanned, and the bones must be cleansed by fire, lest the weak try to use them for that which is forbidden." The green faded away, and Aldone and Januz caught him as his knees gave way.

      "Brother sit, now," she growled. A stool appeared and he sat. "Hwelfo, Januz, and I will do what is needed. Rest, or I swear, I will ask our sister of Yoorst to send all the ovsta to sit on you so you stay still and heal."

      She would do just that, like as not. He considered sticking his tongue out at her, but stopped. Not with others around, no. "I will rest." Far more quietly, he snarled, "Because I fear Eticho's brews even more than I fear the Lady of the Wild's speaker."

      Aldone made a rude sound under her breath, then stalked off. Women of the village appeared with food, and he ate, then managed somehow to see to his own physical needs. Then he slept.
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      "Cracked ribs, bruises as deep as your bones, burns on your hands from forcing so much magic through your cleric's staff, and a screaming headache weren't enough?" Aedit had the grace to keep her voice quiet and slightly lower pitched than ear-piercing, but he still winced from the rough edge of her tongue. "Scavenger mark my words, if you die from this foolishness, I will pray that Marsdaam and the Scavenger both turn you back so I can strangle you with my own hands."

      He counted to ten, then began, "My lady." He didn't get any farther because she was hugging him and weeping onto his shoulder. I do not understand women, especially this one! He held her carefully, trying not to flinch as his still-sore bruises ached. She'd insisted on staying near him since his return two eight-days before. It had taken him almost an eight-day to recover enough to return to Valke Keep, in part because he and Aldone had both been needed to bless the land and to assure the foresters and farmers that nothing of the forbidden magic remained. Wulfhilde had remained at the keep, along with Lielwo and Eticho.

      At last she sniffed hard. "I don't want you to go. I'm with child, and I want you here. I'm not you, the men won't obey me, don't trust a woman with child."

      He took a slow, deep breath, easing air in slowly enough that his much-abused muscles didn't do more than whimper. "Aedit, my lady, they will obey, because both Hwelfo and Master Lothar will stay here, and will obey." Well, probably not Lothar if she tried to do something stupid, but she had not yet done anything stupid. "You had everything ready and prepared as well as I could do." All noble women learned how to prepare for winter and for war. The needs for the two blurred into each other.

      He released her. "I must go north. Both his majesty and the Lady of the Wilds have repeated the command, and I dare not delay longer." Aglak Rothbard's last message had been firm, if not emphatic. Halwende had seen red after reading the missive, and the entire first watch had passed before he calmed himself properly. Why does he not want me here? This smells of something I will not care for. Which described half of the Northern Emperor's decisions and decrees, or so it felt. He was still talking about expanding the territory around the pfalz near Valbaum. And still abusing hunting right, although rumor had it that Valdher Herself had spatted him this past hunting season. Perhaps Aglak would remember the lesson.

      "I still don't like it. Why can't the emperor do this himself?" She settled into the chair and accepted Adalbert from Dhuoda. The baby fussed, then latched onto his mother's breast with a will. "Ow! I am your mother, not a chewing ring."

      Halwende looked at the fire until he could maintain a proper expression, and not chuckle at his son's antics. Adalbert had almost taken a piece of his father's right thumb, just to prove that indeed, he had proper teeth. "His majesty can't do it because he was there when Marshburt was destroyed. Another must rebuild the city, and Korvaal, Marsdaam, and Donwah wish the city rebuilt." He'd have second thoughts about moving there after what had transpired, but he'd also never, ever challenge the gods' instructions concerning magic, either. Just the lack of trees would keep him from living up there!

      A very quiet, "Oh," met his words. She busied herself with their son, and Halwende considered the matter at an end. "Ah, my lord, Adalbert will need a wet nurse, or schaef milk."

      He looked to Dhuoda. The older woman nodded. "Your grace, I'd recommend schaef milk. It's time to wean the young sir, and schaef milk is plentiful this season. From milk to soft schaef cheese is an easy change."

      "Do that, then." That was women's business, not his. He was not one of those who could drink milk. It unbalanced his humors and gave him excess wind. Cheese, however, especially the sharp cheese of kine milk, that he certainly approved of. Perhaps they ought to bring more kine onto the Valke lands, since the ovstrala and ovsta needed to stay farther north in summers? He'd ask Wemba. The steward would know if any other lords moved kine north. Decision made, Halwende accepted a proper, clean shirt from his current manservant and began dressing for the evening meal. Aedit preferred that he not smell of animals and sweat when they ate.

      He also needed to see if Tam's widow needed anything more. She had a small child, two summers old, and came from a family of weavers of heavy fabrics. Halwende had offered her a place with Aedit's maids, but the widow had declined, citing the child and the need to mourn. She had food, and he'd made certain that she would not be ordered out of the cottage to make space for a different family. She was young, and had a son. Like as not someone would ask for her hand, and if so, he'd pay the dower and anything else that was asked. He'd already ordered Wemba to make certain that any taxes were listed as paid in full.

      Four days later, he took his leave of Aedit as light rain trickled down from low spring clouds. She watched, still and calm, her face composed and quiet under the edge of her dark blue headdress. He nodded to Master Lothar, turned, and followed the ovstrala wagon out of the courtyard. First they would take supplies and news to Valbaum, then go north and east to the northern lands. He would claim nothing on this journey.
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      Kestutis met them north of Valbaum, as did Witold. "My lord, some men of the north may ask to join the group later on. If one is the man Gere, from south of Rhonari, I vouch for him." Witold sounded very confident. "He's a third cousin, known for his good sense. Born to Donwah, born for Gember."

      Halwende considered as he studied the evening meal. It had meat. He did not ask from what. It tasted like game of some kind, so he shrugged and ate. "If you vouch for him, then I trust him. Rhonari?"

      "Aye, my lord. Not city born, but one of the farm villages nearby, inland side. His family raise sea-schaef and have orchards. Good apple ground up that way, where Donwah permits." Witold made Donwah's wave.

      Beadu, the map-maker tilted his head to the side as he chewed. When he finished his bite, he asked, "Sea-schaef? Do they swim?"

      Witold grinned, missing front teeth prominent. "Aye, swim from land to islands and back. But the name comes from the flavor. They taste of salt and herbs, from eatin' the sea-washed herbs and grasses. Sea-schaef lamb, there's none finer, so long's not cooked to death."

      Pity it doesn't travel. I'd like to try that. Halwende shrugged and finished his meal. He'd need to start hunting soon, Lady permitting. They had enough supplies to get up to Marshburt and return, provided nothing happened and the weather cooperated. He trusted neither, and made Radmar's Wheel with his spoon hand, just in case.

      An eight-day later, Kestutis whistled from ahead of the group. They'd made good time, finding the old trade road north. It dated to before the Great Cold, or so legend had it. Halwende wasn't sure, but the beasts had kept it relatively flat and easy to find. That was, compared to the mohse, bog, and steep, sharp hills to the east. The hills boasted flints that poked from the soil and cut an unwary man's boots. Halwende had looked at the land and returned. No, he had no desire to make a claim, even if the Lady might allow it in the future. Now Kestutis hurried back up the trail toward him, two men following behind. One of the two looked like Kestutis, taller than usual but not too tall, darker of hair than many, with a heavy lower half. The other . . . He seemed to sniff at the air like a rat or dirt-digger, eyes narrow. He had a thin, small mouth and no chin to speak of. His clothes seemed practical, and he carried a bow and staff with ease. He knew how to use his weapons.

      "Your grace, my cousin Gere of Rhonari." Kestutis bowed, as did Gere. Kestutis hesitated. "And Ortwin of Maanshill. His family wishes to settle at Marshburt, should the gods permit."

      Ortwin frowned at the last phrase, just for an instant, then cleared his expression and bowed as well. Halwende studied the men. Gere appeared to be one he could work with. Ortwin seemed off. Halwende shrugged again to himself. If the man acted foolish, they'd send him away and he could fend for himself. He probably had already done so, before he met with Gere. "You are welcome, so long as you abide by camp rules. Hunting only for need or mercy, gathering only for need. The Lady of the Wild has not lifted Her hand from these lands, so do no thing to claim them for yourself. That command also comes from the Northern Emperor himself."

      Gere's eyebrows had risen. At the last his brows settled and he nodded. "That matches word we had in Rhonari, Your Grace. We have no speaker for Valdher, but Donwah's Daughter gave word that we were not to extend holdings this season."

      Interesting. Since the land belongs to Donwah and Korvaal in equal measure up there, that makes sense. "I am a priest of the Lady of the Wild, as well as Duke Valke. Until She gives leave, no man may settle or claim, and no hunting for the market." Ortwin sagged as if disappointed, then caught himself and nodded, after glances left and right.

      The land grew flatter, and the trees fewer as they went north. A large bog cost them two days, one spent finding a safe path through the mire. How had Aglak Rothbard gotten through with his tents and ovstrala wagons? Or had they stayed behind while he traveled light? Halwende set his shoulder to the frame of the wagon and pushed as the beast-mage Uhtric encouraged the four ovstrala to lean into the harnesses and plod forward. The mud wasn't quite knee-deep, but that was more than enough to catch the wagons. Mbwooo  ungh! With a bellow and a grunt the ovstrala pulled the wagon free. Halwende caught himself before he landed face-first in the cold mire, but he came close. The men spent that evening cleaning their boots and working more grease into the seams to keep them from cracking.

      Rella's lamp hung half-way between spring's turning and summer's turning before they reached where Marshburt had stood. Claim nothing I do not allow, Valdher warned as the edge of the world came into view. Halwende bowed and slowed his steps, waiting as soft green appeared, filling his vision. Everything around them remained under Her hand, except a rise that seemed to loom a little ahead of them. There.

      "Here?"

      The next day, Halwende climbed the hill. Better, he started climbing the hill, then stopped. What? A bit of wall, he realized, then crouched and squinted up the slope. Steps, terraces, that's what he'd seen but not recognized. He gulped, cold despite his cloak and good boots. Donwah . . . Scavenger have mercy. What had happened? He stood again and picked his way around the bits of wall and stone. Grass and scrubby bushes had wasted no time moving onto the empty ground, and he saw signs of a few small burrowers. Sea birds shrieked from overhead, complaining about intruders, or perhaps just shrieking. Halwende glanced back. Gere followed him. Halwende made himself relax, lower his shoulders, and unclench his left hand. Witold had stopped and was speaking with one of the others. Halwende slowed his breathing and shifted his awareness. Valdher would speak if She will.

      The soft green edging his vision announced Her presence. He continued climbing, then stopped at the crest of the mound that had been Marshburt. Part of the city the whisper of breeze in leaves and grass told him. Here my sisters worked their will, then left it to me. He went to one knee, half in homage and half in fear at the glimpses of Sneelah's and Donwah's wrath. Now, the tongue of the sea—river?—flowed quiet and grey, troubled only by the same wind that danced over the reeds and grasses, that rustled the low, grey-green bushes. Halwende waited. A sigh murmured through his mind. This I release to my brothers and sisters, but not there. The far side of the river, low and grassy, patched with the darker green and brown of reeds. That remains to Donwah and Korvaal. As before, he saw Valdher walking east, lifting Her veil and protections from the southern side of the river, opening the land to the hands of men. The vision faded. Halwende started to fall over, too tired even to kneel. Gere caught him, steadied him until he could shift his weight sufficient to sit on the uneven, damp ground.

      "M'lord?"

      Halwende made the hand-sign for not needing help.

      "Aye." After a breath or two, Gere said, "Th' Lady's not so hard as She seems, but Her hand is heavy on some."

      "Aye." Halwende levered himself back onto his knees, then his feet. Witold had caught up with them. "This side of the river, or whatever that is," Halwende announced. "Donwah keeps her claim to the north, to the lowlands there."

      Gere lifted one boot, then planted it firmly on the chilly dirt. "That's flood ground, m'lord. Sea covers it at the highest tides and in storms. Some folk graze schaef and ovsta on the inland edges, but careful like, with one on th' sea and one on th' sky." He laid one finger alongside his nose. "Most schaef don' swim so well when wet, m'lord." Gere winked.

      "Nor so good when dry, like as not." Halwende winked back. But they didn't smell so bad as ovstrala, be they wet or dry!

      He sobered and studied the land around them, reminding himself of the land and the limits. Valdher had lifted Her hand from the city site, and some land to the south, but not all of it. The lowlands across the river remained to Donwah, and Korvaal and perhaps Yoorst as well. Halwende locked everything into his memory and shrugged. He would not ask further.

      The scent of salt and decay together . . . What had become of the people? Some lived, else the Emperor and Sneelah would not have warned together that the former residents could not return, and were barred from the sea for two generations. Halwende considered the land, the water, and the ground that was both and neither.

      "City or town here," he said, more to himself than to Gere and Witold. "Nothing remains here, no curse or blessing." Donwah's waters had seen to that. "Port yes, grazing and farms along the road south and southwest." North and east  . . . He nodded once, then turned to the others and pitched his voice to carry past them, to the men lower on the slope. "Here Marshburt again, free city after ten years of stone walls." He'd get fifteen years, perhaps, or income such as it might be. "By the rules the emperor laid forth."

      "And if someone breaks the rules, Yer Grace?" Ortwin growled that night, when Halwende repeated his orders.

      "In what way?" Halwende sat up. He'd been confirming the map Beadu had drawn up from the last three days of way-finding.

      "People ask for a lord to stay, Yer Grace." Something oily in his tone set Halwende's teeth on edge.

      "That's theirs, and his majesty's to decide. I have heard of such, in the past." And now, that place on the western coast that had asked for noble protection. Someone's younger son had gotten the duty.

      Ortwin's hairy eyebrows pulled in like two worms marching downhill. "And if old Marshburt people move back, claim storm-loss and salvage right?"

      Halwende stiffened. The other men made the horns and their personal god signs. Green covered the world, and Halwende heard Her voice in his own. "Then nothing of Marshburt will ever remain." Green faded and he sat—firmly. Witold helped ease his descent. His head ached from the memory of the last time he personally had defied Valdher. He heard stillness, firm voices speaking quickly, then only camp noises. At last he opened his eyes. Please may none be so stupid as to defy Valdher, Donwah, and Sneelah. If they did, please may he be in Valbaum or down at the Comb when it happened!

      The last of the sun had not sunk to the west, but almost, when he finally rose from the chair. The small biting gnats inspired movement, and he got to his feet, then fled with dignity to the closest smoky fire. A table with food appeared, and drink. "M'lord," Witold grunted. "my wife will think I'm a schaef-ham by smell if th' healers don't find a better way to keep these things away." The scout waves some smoke toward himself. "How do they live up here, the city men?"

      Halwende chewed and shrugged. Magic? Staying above the blood suckers? Learn to ignore them? "They have a way. More I do not know." He gave the food his full attention, then retreated to his tent and slept. How did the Sons and Daughters manage to do so much, as heavily as the gods' hands rested upon him?

      He woke with the dawn. The birds of the moor trilled, so different from the birds of the southern forests. Halwende moved with care, easing his body into motion. The usual aches plagued him, but nothing more. Thanks be. He washed hands, face, and arms, then dressed. After leading worship, he ate and considered what needed to be done.

      Mark the land, that first. Sufficient stone remained on the hill for cairns, and nothing had been said against using it. He would bless it to make certain, then walk the bounds. A faint pressure, not the Lady's hand but experience, made him wary of lingering. He ate, packed his writing things into the locked box, and found Witold and Gere. "Break camp, send the other south. We need to move, then mark the bounds."

      Gere bowed a little. "Aye, Yer Grace. Wind's shiftin' south to east to north. That's storm sign."

      Halwende glanced west, to the lowlands and marshes. Nothing existed that a man might hide behind or use for shelter, only grasses and reeds and sky. "South to the ridge, then over onto the terrace. Only those not needed to relocate will mark the bounds." A puff of wind swirled around them, heavy with the scent of mud and green life. Two of the sea-skimmers glided overhead, riding the wind. The white birds stood out against the darker grey sky. "I will bless the stones, then begin marking the bounds."

      As he had anticipated, loose stones in plenty lay half-hidden in the greenth of the city mound and even around it. The dressed stones came easily to the men's hands. Some had broken, their edges smoothed like rocks in a river. Halwende was not alone in making warding-off signs. The wind whispered as it raced over the smooth land. "Here," he said, setting two stones on the ground, then walking a spiral around them to flatten the grass. Blaze and cairn and blessing, or just cairns where no trees could be found. Gere pounded stakes into the soft ground. Each stake bore both the imperial and Valke signs painted on the pale wood. No one could claim not to see that, or pretended the stakes to be grown into place. Halwende drew a flattened ring around the mound, taking more of the firm low ground than before. Stone, stake, and blessing marked the land. Marshburt would rise again. Wiser, perhaps, although he harbored a few doubts as to that.

      What sun they had seen at dawn faded as they worked. Clouds covered more and more of the sky, grey and blue, lower clumps running like schaef on the wind. Birds called as if urging the men to hurry. As soon as the last cairn reached waist height, the group hurried south. Halwende came last. The wind pushed from the north, snarling. Cold came in the wind. Salt and rain-smell flowed around them, encouraging speed. "Glad we've mohse, not sand, behind us," Gere said to Ortwin.

      "Aye that! Mud don't blow and blind a man, or rub his hide off." The coastal men both nodded and the others sped their steps even more. Halwende pulled the folds of his cloak closer and stretched his stride.

      The first rain stung them as they began climbing the long, rock-strewn ridge. Halwende growled low under his breath, then shrugged. Even with his back to the wind, the gusts pushed him forward. No, the old city hill would provide no shelter, not today! The crest of the ridge blocked some of the storm, not all of it, but it stood proud of the marshes and mohse.

      The instant they reached camp, a rough voice called, "Ovstrala are bedded, Yer Grace." Ekholt, the senior teamster, added, "Oh, the men are fed and in shelter too."

      First things first. Halwende smiled and clapped Ekholt on the shoulder. "Good." Then Halwende hurried to his own tent. First, before he went in, he checked all the stakes and ropes and storm cover once more. He did not care to be known as "Halwende the Wind-tossed," thank you. He chewed on cold camp-rations and listened to the wind and rain. A different sound, deep yet soft, flowed under the usual storm noise. He heard no thunder, Valdher and Yoorst be praised. He recited the prayers for nights and storms, then slept.

      Morning came with a westerly breeze and the scent of drenched ovstrala. Even the biting flies fled from the scent. "Maybe that's the real reason the men near the Comb are trying to train birds to pull wagons," Ekholt said as the other teamsters harnessed their morose charges. "Not so much th' heat, Yer Grace, as the smell in rain."

      Halwende snorted a little. "I'd rather smell a wet, live ovstrala than a dead one." It was a lot of beast to bloat and rot. He walked ahead of the others. As so often with heavy storms, the next day proved fine indeed. They made good time despite the rain-soft ground under foot. Just after mid-day, Ekholt and Uhtric both signaled for a halt. The teams spread out and men got journey food out of the wagons. Halwende went a little farther ahead, scouting for downed trees now that they drew closer to the edge of true forest. He breathed deeply of the ovstrala-free air, smelling nothing but— Smoke! Not forest fire smoke, either, or the stinging wrongness of burning earth, but old campfire-smoke, freshly doused. He spun and raced back, loosening his sword and knife straps as he ran.

      "Trouble. Ambush," he called. Kestutis and Witold stared, then snatched up bows and started preparing for trouble. Ulber and the other teamsters hurried the beasts into a fort, pulling the wagons into a tight ring with the ovstrala in the center.

      Thwwwwunk. "Mbwoooooh!" An arrow hit a gelding in the rump. He kicked and fussed.

      "Get th' beasts!" Men erupted out of the trees and high brush. Three charged at Halwende. One swung at his legs with a heavy staff. Halwende jumped the swing and closed the distance, slashed the man's head almost off. Halwende twisted and ducked a second man's blow, then stabbed up, between arm and chest. The man gurgled, dropped his club, and fell. The third attacker slashed at him with a long hunting knife. Halwende dodged again, slashed low at the back of the man's legs as he passed. The knife man fell, screaming, hamstrung. Arrows sang out of the brush. Halwende reached inside, to his magic, then out, finding bow-strings and tearing them. He staggered from the effort.

      "Our turn!" Witold yelled, leading the others into the woods.

      Halwende swore to himself and started to follow. Green in his eyes, wait. He wiped his blade and checked on the dead and dying. Two ragged men he put out of their misery.

      More arrows from the woods! Witold and two more staggered back. "More! Not just robbers."

      Green in his vision, view of men in Bushmaak colors, armed and armored. Fire and life, my Pathfinder, the voice snarled.

      What? He realized. "Witold, guard me when I fall," Halwende ordered. He called fire, pushing it into the old, dry wood of bows, arrows, spears, anything of dried and carved wood. Shrieks, yells from the forest and brush, men appeared slapping at their sides, ripping off quivers and even boots. Staggering, Halwende gestured, pulling the brush and tree limbs, entwining the attackers, twisting grasses around their ankles, slapping them with branches and catching their arms and legs with limbs and branches.

      Good. None defy My will without cost. The voice faded, green faded, the world faded, and black filled his mind.

      Halwende woke in darkness. Faint chirps and quiet bird calls, the sounds of the last watch before the dawn came to his ears. He remained still, eyes closed, willing feeling into stiff joints. He needed to move, desperately needed to move, but his hip and knee balked. His left shoulder threatened a dire fate should he reach and pull. His bladder overrode his joints—and the dull ache in his head—and he eased to his feet. He found the bucket for such things and relieved his tension, then oh so slowly worked each joint and muscle until everything worked as well as it ever did.

      "What said he?" one of the teamsters muttered, not far from the rear of the tent.

      "Nothing of sense. Said his bow turned to ash, then his boot-heels burned too. And a tree attacked him, before two cervi does and their young chased him into camp." Witold sounded both amused and afraid. "The burns on his hand matched a bow, that I'll grant, but cervi herding man?"

      "When the Lady of the Wilds is mad—" Halwende imagined the teamster making the horns, or Valdher's Antlers, or perhaps Yoorst's sign. "I know I'm never questioning His Grace's magic ever!"

      The scent of roasted einar made his mouth water. Thirst dried that water in a heartbeat. He looked around the tent, and saw a covered flask. It held tea, now cold. He drank it anyway, then pulled on boots and his cloak before venturing out. He could walk, that much at least functioned. His head still ached a little, and his hands stung. In the growing light he saw faint red on the palms and fingers, as if he'd grabbed something too hot.

      Halwende found more tea and drank as much as he could hold. Then he claimed a chunk of the einar. Witold smiled and nodded to the young beast. "We found it tryin' to make cozy with the ovsta, m'lord. The ovsta didn't agree, an' well," he winked, "all men know about the penalty for a male what overstays his welcome with the ladies."

      Halwende chuckled despite himself and ate. The beast tasted a little of salt and something else, as if it had been roasted in a sauce. Food eased his headache, although the sun beamed too brightly in the east for his comfort. His hands stung, but not so much as to keep him from eating and drinking. Everything else worked as it should, so he'd not unbalanced his natures too badly. Baked marsh root of some kind eased a bit of his other discomfort. Man could eat nothing but meat, but not well.

      After eating and tending to his other needs, Halwende considered the prisoners. Only three of the attackers had survived, and they now sat downwind of a fire, tied like trussed meat. Two acted terrified, and Halwende could smell ordure over the sharp scent of the smoke. The third man glared up at him and spat. He had hair the brown of a northern eich leaf in winter, dark eyes, and a face not unlike Halwende's own. "This one carried a sword, Your Grace," Witold said, speaking with great formality and care. "He claims blood right against you."

      "You killed blood of my blood and swore falsely to the emperor, Halwende kin-slayer." The man spat once more. "Kin-slayer I name you before the gods and men, and false-priest. No true priest throws fire and drives men like beasts."

      Halwende studied the man more closely. His speech was not that of the north, and he wore what had been fine clothes before he'd torn them, or the trees and beasts had torn them. His tunic looked worn where a sword-belt would rub. "Who are you, that I killed blood of your blood?" He didn't look like a Wilteer.

      "Etzel of Beordplatz, brother by marriage of Otto Valke, nephew of Lord Gediminus." He sat straighter, glaring at Halwende and the others. "I demand justice, true justice, not what you might declare, false-priest." He spat again, to the side.

      Halwende sensed anger rising and stepped back from Etzel. He should slap the fool down, execute him for endangering the others with his folly. Except— Something stayed his hand. He wasn't on his own land, but the emperor's and Valdher's. To administer High Justice here might end badly. Would end badly, somehow. He allowed his eyes to half-close and listened, waiting.

      After several slow heart-beats, a soft rustling came to his ears. West, Harnancourd.

      Halwende bowed his head. Thank you, Lady of the Forest. "We go west, with these three, to Harnancourd. A truth-speaking priest is there, and will hear the demand for justice." How did he know? He knew.
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      Two eight-days of travel took them to the site of the salt-spring now called Harnancourd. Witold grinned broadly as they beheld the beginnings of a town, and a salt-work. "M'lord, behold, my treasure!"

      Halwende and Gere both snorted a little as they waved away a swirl of tiny flies. "Aye," Gere said, "and yer subjects dance in welcome at yer arrival."

      Etzel snarled from where he sat in one of the wagons. His two associates cowered farther away. Halwende ignored them for the moment as he studied the town. Wooden walls had begun rising, backed by turf. Men and women came and went, and what looked like two temples had already risen on a market area. He nodded. The salt and new land had drawn people, as he'd hoped. He'd collect the taxes while he was here, at least some of them.

      "Let's move. I prefer to sleep inside the walls tonight." They'd seen vulpen sign, and he didn't care to tempt Valdher to remind him of Her power, or to be punished for foolishness.

      Once they reached the market square, people began to gather, some curious, some concerned. "I am Duke Halwende Valke," Halwende announced, removing his seal from his belt pouch and showing it.

      Two priests, one of Donwah, one of the Scavenger, nodded. "Well met, Your Grace. Our brother of Marsdaam settles a dispute in the market hall," Donwah's voice said.

      "Justice!" Etzel demanded from the cart. "I demand justice from a true priest, not this foresworn kin-slayer and false-priest."

      Halwende nodded to Gere and Witold. They dragged Etzel and his companions out of the wagon. Etzel staggered, twisted free, and went to Donwah's speaker. "I demand justice. This so-called noble lied to the emperor, shed the blood of his brother and cousin, and uses that which is forbidden to all."

      The black hood inclined slightly toward Etzel. "If you speak of battle magic, Halwende's gift is known and is allowed when used in defense of others." The priest sounded concerned but no more than that. "Or do you speak of other abilities?"

      "He makes false claims to lands of others, and used fire and twisted beasts to kill those who challenge him." Etzel sounded certain indeed. "Read me for truth, I demand it!"

      What are you doing, Etzel? I do not understand. Halwende turned to the others. "See to the beasts, then prepare camp. I go to speak with the master salter and others in the market hall."

      Uhtric, Ekholt, and Gere all nodded and began directing the others toward the area designated for traders and travelers. Witold stayed at Halwende's shoulder. "M'lord, something in the air tastes wrong." He glanced left and right, then back to where Etzel and the other two surviving attackers stood before the priests. Ortwin hung back, lingering after the rest of the party had begun to move.

      "Agreed. But what?" Halwende murmured. He wore his sword, and carried a walking staff. "Not the weather."

      "No, m'lord, something of men." Witold stayed at Halwende's shoulder, alert but relaxed, as when they'd seen laupen or beornd sign. The two crossed the market and followed the sound of raised voices to the wooden building with Marsdaam's sign, and a set of scales, on the wall.

      "No better than a fishwife, you are! That's not redling but sprat. Redling's pink even after salting." The angry woman's voice carried very well, almost as well as Aedit's.

      A dull thump, then, "An' I told you, it's smoked not salted. Smoked redling's darker, smoke-colored, 'specially apple-smoked! No man with sense smokes sprat this season. That's winter fish, Donwah my witness." The man sounded as determined as the lady, if not quite as loud.

      "I think we wait out here," Halwende said. He did not care to walk into a trade dispute of this kind!

      Witold nodded with more energy than he'd shown in days. "Aye that, m'lord. Like as not fish flew, and may well again."

      The voices rose and fell. Halwende smelled bread, and went to find the source. He'd gotten a few broken pieces of silver ring out of his traveling chest earlier that morning. Indeed, a baker had wasted no time in starting work in the new town. "How much for the leb-loaf?" Halwende asked.

      "Three and two buns for a quarter silver, or three for market token."

      That's high, but everything has to be brought in, and I'll get the tax coin back. "Done." Halwende opened his belt pouch and removed a quarter of a silver ring. The baker weighed it, nodded, and gave him the loaves and two rolls. Halwende gave the rolls to Witold, who promptly devoured one. He didn't drop dead, or break a tooth. That was a good sign. They returned to the market hall in time to see a determined goodwife storm out the door. A path cleared ahead of her as people moved well out of her way, even ducking behind a market stall or two to avoid the woman. She looked ready and willing to take on an einar in mating-fury with her bare hands.

      "It wasn't sprat, I wager," Halwende murmured as he cut a chunk of bread off one loaf.

      Witold shook his head, then swallowed and said, "Not takin' yer coin, m'lord."

      They waited until the priest of Marsdaam departed to enter the hall. Halwende gave the loaves to Witold to hold, and presented the clerk and market master with his traveling seal. They both stared, then bowed low. "Your grace! Be welcome in Harnancourd," the clerk began, her hands shaking as she returned the seal. "How may we serve?"

      "I came on other business. Since I am here, I wish to see the tax books, if it is not an imposition."

      She sprang to her feet, almost knocking over the trestle table. "None at all, Your Grace! No sir."

      By the time he finished looking at the most recent accounts and sealed them, showing his approval and that he was taking some of the in-kind payment south with him, Rella's Lamp had moved toward the west and shone in through the door of the current market hall. Halwende and Witold departed. "You are a wealthy man," Halwende observed, taking back the loaves.

      A long sigh. "I would be, m'lord, save for taxes and my younger sisters' dowers."

      There was that. His majesty claimed a third of the salt revenue. Before he could speak, they heard a commotion near the two temples. Uhtric came trotting toward them. "Your grace, you are need at Donwah's temple. Ah, I'll take those, Your Grace?"

      Halwende glanced down at the bread. "Do that. Divide them among the others as you see fit. Witold and I have had some already."

      "Yes, Your Grace." The beast-mage took the bread and bowed. Halwende stretched his stride and led the way to the temples.

      The priest of Marsdaam waited for them, along with Donwah's voice. Etzel, no longer bound, stood with Ortwin. "I demand truth and justice," Etzel announced again.

      "I am a truth-priest," the Great Traveler's voice stated. He was easily the tallest man Halwende had seen, at least two heads taller than even the emperor, and not slender. His priestly staff rose over Halwende's own head. "This man seeks justice of the gods against Halwende Valke."

      Halwende removed his seal from the pouch. "I am Halwende Valke." He gave the seal to the priest. Marsdaam's speaker studied it, and Halwende felt god-magic move. The seal glowed, as it should.

      "Seen and witnessed," Donwah's speaker declared. She nodded to Halwende. "You are Halwende Valke."

      Marsdaam's priest returned the seal. "Etzel demands justice now."

      "Let it be granted," Halwende replied. "I speak only that which is true, may Valdher hear my words."

      A weight settled over him, and Halwende inclined toward Marsdaam's priest. The brown-clad man nodded, eyes narrow. "What transpired between you and Etzel?"

      "My party was attacked as we departed Buschmaak. At the command of the Lady of the Wild, the attackers' wooden bows and staffs turned to ash. Then the plants and beasts of the wild turned against them and drove them into my men. I remember nothing more until the next dawn. I am Her hands and voice, no more or less."

      The tall man nodded, and a murmur rose and fell around the from the gathered crowd. Etzel swallowed but stood his ground. The priest inquired, "What say you of the charge of kin-slayer?"

      I say that I am angry as an einar in mating fury. "I did not shed the blood of my brothers. Otto Valke, son of my sire's brother, attacked me before witnesses in the imperial court. I defended myself. The Scavenger's Son himself heard my words and absolved me of the accusation."

      The weight lifted. "This man speaks the truth." Marsdaam's speaker turned to Etzel. "What say you?"

      "I say that he speaks lies, and uses prohibited powers to enrich himself at the expense of the people of the Valke lands and Bushmaak. He cast fire, and created twisted beasts to atta—"

      Etzel clutched his own throat, eyes bulging as the words stopped. Halwende went to one knee, as did the others. "He shed shared blood," Etzel squeaked, but could say no more.

      "Fool!" Ortwin moved. Metal flashed, and he drove a long knife into Etzel's back. "Fool and doubly a fool." Ortwin threw something toward Halwende and Witold. Halwende "caught" the thing, dark green magic flowing. Dark blue, the blue of the northern sea as a storm approached surrounded green, and Halwende released his magic.

      Donwah's priestess moved her hands. The thing shimmered like a silvery fish under water, then fell to the ground. Ortwin too fell to the ground, gurgling and drowning on dry land. Halwende went to both knees. A rich, cold, flowing voice like waves of water proclaimed, "Justice is done, as was demanded."

      "Indeed," an even colder voice agreed. The Scavenger's priest nodded to His sister. "The matter is at an end."

      Mouth too dry to speak, Halwende nodded his agreement. He needed beer, water, tea, and something stronger. The people around called their agreement as well. "Seen and witnessed," rose from a dozen throats at least, including Witold's.

      That night, after he ate, Halwende stared at the flames licking the wood and shivered. What had Ortwin been doing? Gere swore that he knew nothing, and Halwende believed him. That left the question of how Ortwin knew Etzel, and why he'd killed Etzel. Halwende rested his head in his hands for a moment. Why? Why must that still pursue me? I don't understand, what is going on? Surely the Scavenger's Son's own words were enough. And Sneelah's Son's as well. I don't understand. And why here, why Bushmaak. His majesty was the one to declare the city accursed, and Donwah and Sneelah both destroyed it. Not Valdher, not me. I don't understand.

      He expected no answer and heard none. Instead he stared at the flames until they sank into embers. Then he retreated to his tent and slept.
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      "No, they come no farther," Halwende agreed as the group straggled into sight of Valbaum's half-finished walls. The heat had taken a toll on the ovstrala, and they'd moved everything they could from the wagons to ovsta carts and man-packs. He himself carried a heavy load, as well as his own armor. They'd cached some things in the forest, to return and fetch with carts. "It's time. No ovstrala south of Valbaum until after the first snow."

      Uhtric nodded and panted. He and the heat did not agree. "Aye, Yer Grace. They can't tolerate this and carry a load."

      "My lord!" Magnus and several others hurried toward the group. "My lord, what's wrong? Allow me to take some of that, my lord."

      A great deal, but nothing that concerns you. "The heat and the ovstrala." Halwende gladly shed his pack and armor. "We left some goods up the trail, taxes in kind, salt and a few other things in casks as well as bales."

      Magnus waited until they'd all reached Valbaum's gate to say much more. "There's messages here for you from your lady and from His Majesty. And from the Scavenger's Son at Court." He sighed a little. "We're having to re-do part of the stone wall, my lord. We found a spring by accident, and had to move the wall as well as pay a fine."

      Halwende stared as the words sank in. "Magnus, I'd kiss you from joy were I not so tired. Is the spring now inside the wall?"

      "Yes, my lord. With a proper fountain coming as soon as the workers can manage it, and Donwah's priestess blesses the work. It's a good flow, my lord, very cold and clean. It's for drinking, and no wells or cellar-privies will be allowed near that part of the town." He didn't rub his hands with glee, but Magnus sounded as happy as Halwende felt.

      Halwende ate, washed, and slept, after seeing that the men with him were taken care of, and the ovstrala and ovsta as well. Only the next morning did he consider the letters. "Magnus, have Kal go with the men fetching the goods. I don't trust the taste in the air."

      "Yes, my lord." Magnus departed, leaving Halwende in peace for a moment.

      He began with Aedit's messages. Two were counter-sealed by Lothar, confirming what Aedit had ordered. That . . . Halwende wasn't sure about it, but then he read the third letter. She'd asked Lothar to counter-seal her decisions as regent, because the other nobles didn't complain when she did that, unlike when she issued decisions on her own. They do not know my treasure of a lady and her good sense.

      She also complained mightily about the heat, and his leaving her with their child-to-be in summer and flies and the crops ripened too quickly and if the harvest were too good, they'd not have places to store things. He covered his mouth with one hand. She sounded so much like Wemba and every farmer Halwende had ever asked about the harvest that he had to laugh. Too good or too bad, either way farmers complained, just like schaef-herds and ovstrala herders. Perhaps it was to fend off Radmar? He made the Horns, then Radmar's wheel, and re-read the bulk of the letters. He agreed with most of what she'd done, and the two things he disagreed with, well, since neither compromise had made the parties truly happy, they were good compromises.

      After drinking more tea, then getting rid of older tea, he considered the letters from the imperial court. Why do I doubt that this contains pure good news? Because nothing from court boded completely well, at least thus far in his life. Halwende confirmed the seal and broke it, then began to read.

      "Rumor has reached us that you seek to claim lands between Bushmaak and Harnancourd. This is forbidden.  Rumor also held that Milunis might be attacked from the south. That has proven true, and we command that you hold the peace in the north. Use whatever force is needed to hold the peace until such time as we are again able to attend to the northern lands. Should you attempt to claim that is prohibited, our reaction will be firm and swift. By our hand and seal . . ."

      Halwende pinched the bridge of his nose and counted to fifty before he re-read the letter. Mindful of the clerk updating the tax ledgers at the far end of the chamber, he held his tongue and temper, but not easily. He set the letter aside and opened the second missive from the court. Dated three days after the first one, it brought red to his vision. He set it aside with great care, covered both open letters with a piece of cloth, and said, "I will be in the guards' practice area for the next while. Hold any requests or petitions until I return." He did not wait for an answer, lest he strike the clerk in his anger.

      Only after attacking the practice dummy for a hand-width of sun travel did Halwende feel able to consider the second letter's contents properly. He ached, sweat stained his shirt, his hands stung from a too-tight grip on the blade, and he longed to take the flat of the blade to Aglak Rothbard's head, or perhaps rump, and beat sense into the man. You claim Bushmaak after I travel to the north, survey and map it, and suffer men injured and two others dead? You believe rumors rather than trusting me, who have yet to defy your will? Only the memory of Sneelah's voice in his mind, and of the results of their last collision, kept Halwende from taking pen and ink to parchment and informing his overlord what he could do with Bushmaak, no matter how challenging it might be! Instead Halwende re-read both letters, folded them together, and reached for the letter from the Scavenger's Son.

      That left him as cold as the emperor's letter had heated him. He stared at the wall above the door. "To our brother Halwende, pathfinder of Valdher, greetings. I will be brief, for we your brothers and sisters of the Scavenger do not know much at this time. The magic you dealt with in the fire came from books thought destroyed, books once held by a temple in the north. How they came south we do not know yet, nor how they survived without being known. One known as Rothulf the Tanner gave them to Iringe Wilteer, or so claims said Rothulf. We know not if Iringe himself took up the magic in the volumes, or if another on the Wilteer lands did so. Or if a third party seeks to cause strife where none should be. We of the Scavenger are seeking the person who cast the spells. The books are now in our hands once more, and Rothulf as well. He will be disciplined. By my hand and seal," the black and grey seal of the Scavenger's Son ended the letter.

      I want to see those books, to see how to prevent that kind of magic. And he did not need to see them, or even know about them, truly, because he might be tempted to use the knowledge in his anger. He licked lips with a tongue gone dry and blinked several times. He needed to drink, and to eat, and to consider what to do. Nothing. Nothing until I pray and seek counsel from the Lady and from the Scavenger's voice here. Ealdwin is a truth-priest as well as voice. He will know.

      "Ah, Your Grace?" a quiet voice called from the back of the room. He stood and turned, going to the clerk's desk in the patch of light from the open window. She peered up at him, squinted, then said, "Your grace, all the tallies match. Will more be coming from Harnancourd?" She gestured to the incomplete inventory.

      "What?" He recalled and nodded. "Yes, it will. Some will be coming later today or tomorrow, and the rest in due season once travel is less wearing on the beasts."

      She bowed as she sat. "Thank you, Your Grace. I will make a note to that effect, so that the list is not closed too early." She returned to the wax-board and ledger, bending close to see the words and numbers. Halwende departed.

      After the noon meal, he attended Valdher's new temple and meditated. The wood smelled hot and raw, perhaps complaining about leaving the cooler depths of the forest. Lady of the Wilds, of the Forests. I don't want to be here. I want to be in Your lands. How can I balance my duties? He studied the statue of Valdher, searching her calm, strong face for a sign. She gazed out on the world and the wild, serene, distant. Was that what he should be? Distant and detached, above the conflicts in the south and north? No, because I'm a noble as well as a priest.

      The faintest rustle of fabric and leather, the sound of a bird call that should not be heard so close to the city, reached his ears. Halwende bowed. He stood, bowed once more, and departed. Trust and wait, that was all he could do.

      ". . . No, but I've got enough on my plate keeping that idiot hunter from going after the tanner again," Magnus sighed. He and Kal stood outside the temple door, in the shade of the portico, watching people going about their business. "I don't suppose you need another overly-touchy and lively arms-man, do you?"

      "No. It's the wrong season for hunting vulpen over bait." Kal sounded resigned. Halwende coughed, letting them know that he was there. "This is the season for 'I only had one tankard of ale, and how was I to know her brother was standing beside her?' That's enough for me." Both men turned and bowed to Halwende. He swallowed his chuckle and bid them rise.

      "A dispute over a young lady?" Halwende inquired.

      Kal glanced left and right, leaned closer, and said, "I wouldn't call her a lady, my lord, but yes. Spring beer also had somethin' to do with it."

      "And a dispute over the value of hides tanned or untanned. That one came to blows, although how much damage a man can do with a rolled up, soft hide I don't quite know."

      Halwende tipped his head to the new keep and the men went that way. He thought better when he walked. "Unless he tried to choke the other man with the hide, or hid a club inside it, I can't imagine much either."

      Magnus and Kal both shook their heads. "Neither. They were flailing away at each other, one with a rolled tanned hide, then other a rolled raw hide. Made a mess but not much more than that." Magnus shrugged and sniffed. "I put both of 'em to carrying water for a day to cool down."

      "Good choice." Pouring water over both their heads would just damage the hides, and those had value. "Did they see the market master to finish sorting things out?"

      "Master Lielwo was here, and he dealt with it, since it was a trade matter but not in the market officially yet." Magnus sounded relieved. "And he put them under peace bond while in the walls."

      "So now the hunter's loafin' outside the walls, waitin' for the tanner." Kal gave Halwende a tired sideways look. "Can you send him somewhere, m'lord?"

      No, he— "Yes, I can. He can go help Januz. He lost three foresters this past spring, before the fire, and he'll want men for counting the game and looking for bad plants and the like." That would keep the young man busy, and away from Valbaum, until tempers cooled. "Does he have family down that way?"

      Magnus rubbed his chin, then slowed as the heavy wooden and iron door of the new keep opened and Halwende entered first. "Not that I know of, my lord."

      Kal shook his head. "He's from the eastern end of the Valke lands, m'lord, so probably not."

      "I'll warn Januz and the hunter can come with me when I return to Valke Keep after the next Eight-Day." Problem solved. Would that everything could be dealt with so simply. Save that simple is not the same as easy. Halwende sat in his chair in the lesser audience room. Magnus and Kal stood before him. "I have word from the priests about the spring fire." He'd speak plainly with Magnus and Kal.

      The two men exchanged glances. Both looked older, especially Magnus. "My lord?" Magnus asked.

      Halwende took a long, calming breath. "Someone on Wilteer lands dabbled in forbidden magic, using something that was thought to have been destroyed. The Scavenger's hands have that item now, and are dealing with the person who last held it." He took another breath. "If Iringe Wilteer, or his brother, or another in the family knew of the magic or used it themselves, the priests do not yet know. I am—we are—to wait for the Scavenger's hands to act before we do more, unless we are attacked again."

      Both men frowned, and Kal stroked his bristly brown mustache. Then the arms-master of Valbaum shrugged. "That matches what Master Lothar and Hwelfo both said. Ealdwin, the Scavenger's voice here, has cautioned several about market talk. I didn't ask what over, since it was his business and not mine." He folded his arms, biceps bulging through the light fabric of his shirt. "But if we're attacked, we can reply, m'lord."

      "Aye. Now's not the time, according to what his majesty's letter says, to pursue full justice on our own," he waved to take in everyone on the Valke lands. "But we're not to sit and bear quietly if we're attacked once more."

      "Witold told me what you saw in the north, my lord," Magnus began. "Men in Bushmaak colors, and your cousin Etzel with them?"

      Halwende had been chewing on that since they left Harnancourd. "And Etzel murdered to keep him from speaking more. I like it not. The gods—Sneelah, Donwah, Korvaal together—declared that none of Bushmaak as it was may return, and none of Bushmaak may go to sea for two generations. I have nothing to do with that decision, neither does the Lady of the Forest."

      "Ah, my lord, speaking of the Lady of the Wild," Magnus began. "Ah, how would a man know if an animal is not just Hers, but one of Her chosen creatures?"

      That was an odd question. Halwende inhaled to answer. Green filled his vision, and his voice yet not his said, "The stag and faun are mine. Touch them not." He saw a stag with shining golden antlers, accompanied by a fawn with silvery hoofs. The visions faded, leaving him tired with a mild headache.

      Silence like a calm night over fresh snow filled the chamber. At last Kal scuffed one boot on the wood and said, "She will tell us, aye?"

      Magnus swallowed hard. "Aye. Blessed be the Lady of the Wilds."

      "Blessed be the Lady, and greatly to be praised and honored for Her gifts and mercies," Halwende added without thought. He made the Antlers, and the two bowed. "Go in Her grace. I need to rest." And eat. Again.

      "My lord." Magnus and Kal bowed and hurried out. Halwende rested his head against the back of the carved chair, hands on the valke talons on the arms, and closed his eyes. The pain between his ears faded, but tiredness remained.
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      "I had nothing to do with this," Iringe Wilteer declared, staring at the carnage of men, women, and beasts. Halwende nodded. The early morning light revealed far too much that no man should ever see. A group of somethings with claws, poisoned teeth or spit, and too much cunning had attacked a small herding settlement close to the Wilteer border, then fled west across that border and attacked this place. The houses bore marks of destruction, ripped door frames and damaged roofs. Valdher and Yoorst's chapels had been profaned. Halwende sensed magic as well, battle magic, still lingering in the beasts prints and on the bodies. Master Ealdwin, the Scavenger's voice, had already led prayers for the dead. Iringe Wilteer gulped, face white-pale under his dark brown cloak hood and hat. "I swear by Marsdaam and the Scavenger this is none of Wilteer doing."

      Halwende forced his hands to unclench. "I believe you." This once. Because this is far, far beyond what you can do. Iringe was a light-mage and had been hiding his gift. Rella's Daughter had forced it at court two years before, and Iringe had paid a forfeit for not accepting training. I detest you, but this isn't yours. "This is forbidden magic. We need priests of Yoorst, Valdher, the Scavenger, and Korvaal to cleanse this place, once we see to the dead."

      Iringe all but glowed with relief. "Thank you. I'll call the priests on my land to come, once weather allows." He gulped again. "Why?"

      Ealdwin, now senior speaker for the Scavenger on the Valke lands, gestured with one black-gloved hand. "Fear and blood-lust, nothing more. The creatures that did this kill for pleasure, maim for pleasure. They were once simple beasts, but now carry the worst of beast and of man in their natures. They cannot be allowed to live." The coldness in the air had nothing to do with the light dust of snow that covered the ground and the bodies, and everything to do with the voice speaking through Ealdwin. Halwende bowed, and the others went to one knee. "Wilteer, Valke, do your duty and spare no changed beast or man."

      Halwende shuddered, and Iringe turned pale green. "As you command, oh Lord of that which is Hidden." Iringe whispered.

      "My servants will track the one who created this, that he may face justice." The icy whisper stole that last heat from the sun.

      Halwende bowed once more. Ealdwin glided off, away from the others, to speak with Yoorst's priest. The men with Halwende and Iringe got to their feet, and Halwende offered the other duke his hand. Iringe startled, then took it, and Halwende helped him rise. "Is this what it is like, Valke, when the Lady of the Wild speaks to you?" Iringe murmured.

      "It can be, yes. And now we must track the creatures while we can. I don't want to do it at night."

      Vehement head-shakes greeted his words. "Ah, no, Your Grace," Januz said. The men gathered themselves, and after some low-voiced talk, began moving the remains of the villagers to the few remaining houses and the Korvaal's temple. They wouldn't leave them out for eaters of the dead, lest corruption be carried in the flesh. The Scavenger's hand would bless the bodies once more, ensuring that nothing lingered.

      Halwende and Janus, joined by Iringe Wilteer and his chief hunter, stood off to the side. Halwende relaxed with some effort and half-closed his eyes. Which way, Lady of the Wild? He felt a pressure pushing him south and slightly east, back into Valke land. "They are south of us, and east, on Valke land. My lord Wilteer, perhaps you follow your side of the border south, ready should they turn, and we continue on our side?" He did not want to trespass.

      Iringe nodded. "Yes. We can do that. Mayhap we will trap them between us before they can do more damage. There are no villages to the south until you reach Ulrich's Rest. South of that is the river, and no bridges until Blackneedle Crossing, south of my keep. I can call more men, and send word ahead of us to warn Ulrich's Rest."

      Thanks be. "Please do that. We," he waved at his men, "will track on our side, and I'll try to warn you if we find that they have turned back onto your lands."

      Iringe's face had hardened, and he stood straighter. "Do that. We'll be ready." Halwende nodded, sketched a bow and led his men back toward the border.

      "What do we look for, besides those strange tracks, my lord?" Januz asked once they entered the woods. The empty branches allowed some weak winter sunlight to cast faint shadows, just enough to confuse the tracks they sought.

      "Beasts killed and not eaten, or part eaten. Beasts left part dead." His gut rebelled, or tried to, and clean anger rose as he considered what they might find. "Spread out, as if we were driving the twisted creatures, but stay in sight of each other."

      Januz half-smiled. "Aye, and no shooting or using sling-stones against anything in Valke colors."

      "That too."  There was a reason anyone not a hunter wore bright colors in autumn, especially if he had to go into the woods or near the edge of the forest.

      After some time they reached a large clearing, large enough to show the westering sun just above the tree tops. Clouds had begun drifting over the sun, the first warnings of a coming storm, perhaps. Halwende slowed, undid the peace straps on his sword and heavy hunting dagger, and sniffed. He should smell nothing but the woods in winter—heavy, the faint sour scent of greenblat leaves, quiet. That he did, but a whisper of wind from the south and west carried a sharp, unnatural sourness. Did he catch a whiff of musk in the new smell? Perhaps. "They are ahead of us."

      One of the foresters nodded and made the hand-sign for 'danger', the same as they used when a man found a maddened beast. Januz signaled his agreement and several of the men removed the einar-spears from their backs. The hunters, foresters, and arms-men moved quickly but quietly, not speaking, listening as they walked through the winter-quiet forest. How fast could the creatures move? And what did they look like? Claws and sharp teeth, but did they have other protections? What had made them? Had they come from the magic-bent spring, the one that priests had been laboring to cleanse for generations now? Halwende let his thoughts circle, then turned back to the task at hand, listening with both inner and outer ears.

      A faint hissing, like icy snow on the wind, came from the lengthening shadows ahead of them. The sourness grew stronger, undercut by a bitter, musky, wrong stench. Halwende made the hand-sign 'danger.' Januz and the others passed the sign left and right. Lady of the Forest, please help— "Ware!"

      Mottled grey and black beasts flowed out of the forest's edge toward them. A yell to Halwende's left became a scream, pure agony rising into a mewling wail. Yellow eyes, legs too long, bodies too long and then, lithe and deadly, the creatures moved like water, twisting and churning, almost impossible to focus on. Purple-yellow magic moved with them. Halwende pulled from inside himself and threw a shield ahead of the center-most part of the pack. The beasts slowed, then pushed through the magic. They labored as they moved, giving the bowmen time to sight and fire. Arrows struck home, and three of the creatures fell, the others hissed. The sound sent the hair on Halwende's neck straight up.

      Green filled his vision, and Valdher's voice, hard and implacable, filled his mind. Be my hands, Pathfinder. He dropped his own magic and waited, heart racing. Let that which befouls My lands be gone! Green fire filled his hands, and he threw. The glowing, healthy green surrounded four of the beasts, stripping them of magic and allowing the men to kill them easily. Twice more green fire flew. The largest beast, with the red eyes and red stripe down his back. He felt his hand drawing his sword, and he swallowed. Meet it, Pathfinder, Her voice commanded. Meet it and strike where I show. He charged into motion, seeing nothing save green and the beast. Blood stained its blunt muzzle and splashed up where its ears should be. A bit of something like intestine or sinew hung from the lower jaw. Cruel intelligence lit the beast's eyes, and it pivoted, racing to meet him. Green like the first leaves of a royal eich appeared on the creature's chest, just where the throat met the chest, below the narrow shoulders. He ignored the sound of yells behind him, of howling. At the last moment, he reached down with his left hand, then made a fist, and slammed it up, knocking the bloody jaw clear as he shoved the sword blade into the pale green on the chest.

      Back! He released the sword's hilt and dodged away, muscles screaming. Something in his right hip popped, and he tasted blood as he bit his tongue to stay quiet. Cleanse them, my priest.

      Eyes streaming tears of pain, Halwende staggered, then stood. "In the name of Valdher, Lady of the Wilds, Lady of the Forest, be cleansed of all that is impure and unnatural. Return to your proper place. Great Lady, bless these creatures, bless this land, and us Your servants." As he spoke, he sent the power of the wilds out over ever trace of corrupt battle magic that he could see or sense. Only when all felt as it should be, quiet under the sifting of snow, did he drop to his knees, then onto his left side. Black replaced green, and the sound of worried voices faded.

      "His grace is only exhausted," a woman's voice declared. She sounded both young and irritated. "The same as you would be, if you ran across the Valke lands east to west, then killed an einar with your bare hands. What did the Scavenger's voice say?"

      A boot scuffed on stone, and a man said, "Not to disturb His Grace, and that justice had been done." He sounded hesitant and somewhat ashamed. "Her grace Lady Aedit is rather, insistent, for news."

      A female snort, and an under the breath, "Which is new in what way?" More loudly she said, "After His Grace wakes, and takes nourishment, then I will send word. Go." Halwende herd boots, and a door closing. The woman sighed loudly, then said, "Your Grace, if you want to wake up, it is now safe so to do."

      He opened his eyes, taking as much time as he needed. He hurt. His right hip especially hurt, a stronger ache than usual. His hands felt as if he had gripped a staff too tightly for too long, and his shoulders and back refused to move quickly. He tensed his muscles, then relaxed. His head ached the slightest bit, the same ache as from squinting over snow on a sunny day. His hands at least obeyed him, unlike the lower half of his body. He sat up, one finger width at a time. He wore a loose shirt and trews, so he didn't worry about the blanket falling away.

      Gotelinde watched him move, arms folded, eyes narrow under the edge of her green and brown headdress. The healer did not move until he stopped moving. "Can you hold a mug, my lord?"

      He flexed his hand. "I think so." She filled the mug half-full with something that steamed, and handed it to him, keeping one hand under the bottom of the pottery. He needed both hands to steady the warm mug enough to drink safely. Sunstem tea with honey to speed the rebalancing of his natures. He had grown cold and dry from lying on the snowy ground, like as not.  After he finished the mug, she refilled it. He felt stronger, but used both hands even so. "How long have I been ill?"

      "A day and a half. If your left hand feels raw, it is because I had to use a burning-stem poultice to draw poison out of your hand and arm. Something drove through the leather of your glove, my lord, and into your skin."

      Halwende tried to recall. "Ah, it was the upper-jaw fang of the beast. I had to hit it under the jaw to get the head out of my way so I could put the sword where the Lady directed."

      Gotelinde made Gember's sheaf with her right hand. "You were fortunate, my lord, and the Lady guided both your hands. The upper teeth are all hollow, while the lower ones have rough edges, for tearing I suspect. The spit also caused irritation, but more like stinging nelke than burning-stem or the like." She sounded thoughtful. "At least, that's what I think did it. No other part of the beasts caused illness, nor did the smoke from burning the bodies."

      Burning the bodies? "Was that on Ealdwin's orders?"

      "Ealdwin and Januz both, brother." Aldone emerged from the shadows and nodded to Gotelinde. Valdher's voice said, "The hunter feared that something in the beasts might linger in the soil, or be used again. Ealdwin blessed them twice, and ordered them burned with both wood and oil." The redhead frowned a little and rubbed under her nose. "You will need a new sword."

      What? Did they burn it too? The steel should have survived flame. "Did the heat of the fire damage it?"

      Aldone shook her head, as did Gotelinde. "The blood of the creature, or so Ealdwin thinks. He's not entirely certain, but he's not a smith, and Rella's voice wasn't close enough to ask." Aldone tilted her head to the side. "The blade looked like fat that has shriveled in the pan as it melts."

      Halwende made Valdher's Antlers and gulped. He felt queasy. "Ah, no, ordinary flame wouldn't do that. I'll get a new sword."

      "And you'll get a proper meal into you, my lord, and more to drink, before I tell the others that you are awake as well as alive." The healer sighed again and shook her head. She looked very much like Eticho for a moment, except with hair. "Everyone wants to see for themselves that you are still alive, more or less. I'm tired of people bothering my quiet. It's bad enough when your men are just falling off the top of sheds and getting run over by wagons, or catching the spotted cough." As Gotelinde bustled off, Aldone rolled her eyes a little, and smiled. Halwende shook his head at the litany.

      Aldone sobered and came closer. "So, brother, news. A few of the beasts had crossed back into Wilteer land. Januz found the tracks and sent word, and Lord Wilteer and his men caught them. They seemed weaker than the ones you dealt with, and only four of the beasts crossed the border. Januz has men looking for any sign or more, but Ealdwin thinks all are dead. The Scavenger's hands have yet to find the magic worker, and think he might have come onto Valke lands, but are not entirely certain. There's heavy snow falling now, so no one is looking until the storm passes." She took a deep breath. "The one you killed. When it died, the others all froze, then turned and stared, as if it controlled the others somehow."

      He made the Antlers once more. "It had a man's eyes. It acted smart, like a man, not like a beast, and the eyes were red." I wish Wulfhilde were here. I'd feel better. But she'd gone to the Scavenger in truth two winters before. Eticho had died the summer before. He had not woken up one morning, much to everyone's surprise, probably including his. "How many did I lose?"

      "Hwelfo says three. Two to the beasts, one to foolishness. He cut across a frozen pond." Aldone gave him a tired look.

      "And the pond wasn't frozen. Donwah has little patience for the foolish," he sighed, finishing the all-too-familiar story. It happened every year, or so it seemed.

      "Yes. And your food has arrived, so I will depart." With that she disappeared, leaving him with Gotelinde and a tray of food that smelled absolutely wonderful. And a small glass of something brown.

      "Drink this, then eat. It will speed the balancing of your natures. You are too cold and dry, my lord." The young healer informed him.

      The brown liquid tasted just as sour and unpleasant as he feared.
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      As he held Aedit, Halwende decided yet again that he'd rather fight off a half-dozen vulpen while armed only with a hunting knife than wage a battle of words with his wife. "Your Grace, Halwende Valke, what were you thinking? You'd leave the lands without an heir of age and I can't manage them and," each word rising in volume, if not in pitch. He'd braced for worse. "And I'll kill you with my own hands if you get eaten by a wild beast." She threw herself against him, sobbing, clinging to him with the strength of desperation. Their two youngest children stared, eyes wide, mouths partly open, until Dhouda gently ushered them out of the ducal chambers and closed the door.

      When the sobs faded to soft weeping, he patted her back, then let go. "My lady, when Valdher commands, I cannot refuse."

      She sniffed at the top of her lungs, wiped her eyes with her under-sleeve, and sniffed more quietly. "I know, but—" She swallowed hard. "You are not young, not in your thirties. You don't heal so fast as before.

      "The men thought you dead or dying, so still and cold were you. Your left hand had begun to blacken, and Gotelinda needed Aldone's and Lielwo's assistance to pull the poison from your flesh." Aedit looked down at the rush-mat on the floor, then up at him again. "Halwende, husband, I cannot manage the north without you. The men listen because I am your wife, not because they trust me."

      He rested his hands on her shoulders. As he did, he saw new, shiny pink-white stripes like healed burns tracing back along his left hand toward his wrist. He shivered despite himself. "Aedit, beloved wife and lady, you underestimate yourself. Have any of the men refused your orders in my absence?" If so, he'd deal with the imbecilic  ass himself. Happily deal with him, because he needed to pummel something to test his strength.

      She looked down again, then met his eyes again. Tiny lines surrounded her eyes, and creases from her smiles never disappeared any more. Grey had replaced brown in her hair and her matronly figure befitted the mother of seven and wife of a ruling duke. Halwende approved of the changes. She could still flay a man alive with her tongue, and had, alas. Granted, the ovsta-fleece-grader had deserved it for trying to claim that Valke ovsta gave bad fleeces so that he could defraud the estate, but Halwende's, Magnus', and Kal's ears had rung for days after.

      "Not yet. My lord, two letters with Imperial seals await your attention. And," she glanced to the side, then lowered her voice and licked her lips, "I don't like the feeling that was on the wind this morning. I went up to the gate tower, to confirm that all had come in before Magnus and I ordered the gates closed, and the wind . . . My lord, it carried tales and bad thoughts. But can the wind do that? It blew from the south and east, and—" She swallowed hard, face going paler. "My lord, it reminded me of that horrible spring of cursed water that you and the others had to cleanse, the one that appeared six years ago this summer, the one that turned schaef into monsters?"

      He pulled her close again. "My lady, what you say can be. Not today, no, but as I recover I will speak with Aeldwin and the others about what needs to be done. The wind can carry tales, and warnings." Sometimes, the gods' signs came so clearly that all men saw and wise men heeded. He held her until she stopped trembling, then let go, caressing her hand as he did.

      He looked at the imperial letters later that afternoon. One gave him pause, and he frowned, moved closer to the lamp, and read it again. What do you mean, your majesty? I have not applied high justice for— Three years? Yes, three years. Or is this a warning for all nobles? All ruling dukes and some others held the power of high and low justice both, and all should know that high justice was to be meted out only with care and thought, unless the crime was so obvious that all knew the need for swift retribution. I will take this as badly-phrased warning to all of us. Someone probably needed the reminder, and he doesn't want to name names. It would not be the first time that a caution aimed at one person went to all. The priests did it frequently.

      Two days later, Halwende met Aeldwin and Lielwo in the robing chamber in Marsdaam's temple. Aldone had departed back to Valke keep, to the relative quiet, and to be closer to Januz and the other foresters. Halwende served as Valdher's voice in Valbaum. Once Aledwin arrived, Lielwo ordered the temple servants out and locked the door behind them. He could still get to the main sanctuary if needed, as could the others. Lielwo sat on the bench beside Halwende with a bit of a thud and a wince. "Got caught in that schaef-rush last eight-day," he explained. "Something pulled when it shouldn't have."

      Halwende winced and Aeldwin made a sympathetic noise. He'd taken off his gloves, and rested strong, pale hands on the golden-brown surface of the wooden table. "The one who cast the change spells on the laupen is on Valke lands. My brothers and sisters know that much, but something about the person hinders their efforts. I cannot do more, since I am a truth-reader, not one strong in that sort of magic." The hood turned toward Halwende, and he sensed the unasked question.

      Halwende thought as he searched for the proper words, if such existed. "Brothers, I have read of spells that would track magic back to the source, man magic, but I have never done one. It is not battle magic as I understand it."

      Both Lielwo and Aedlwin shook their heads. "We of Marsdaam know very little of battle magic, other than to recognize it and how to lift it if the Great Traveler wills. Far more of us are truth-readers, or preservation or notary mages." Lielow smiled a little. "I'm just as happy not to have to know battle magics, brothers. No offense intended."

      Halwende felt his lips twisting into an uneven smile, and heard Aledwin's snort. Halwende replied, "None taken. I would prefer to be a truth-reader, I think. Or perhaps not. Beast mage would also be useful."

      Aeldwin chuckled, a dry sort of sound. "No offense taken here, Lielwo. Our brother and the emperor are sufficient examples of why the smaller gifts are to be preferred." The black hood turned toward Halwende. "You will be amused to learn that Lord Gernot and his majesty had a slight difference of opinion concerning the use of magic."

      Dread warred with malice. Malice won. "Dare I assume that Lord Gernot's opinion was pointed and firm?"

      "Pointed yes. The ground was firm when it hit his majesty's head." A strong hint of glee crept into the Scavenger's hand's voice. "The Scavenger's Son and Valdher's Daughter have both warned Aglak Rothbard about acting without allowing time for proper discernment. It is hoped that Lord Gernot's, ahem, weighty presence tipped the scales in the clergy's favor."

      Halwende managed to hide his smile, but it took effort. Lielwo had one hand over his mouth, likely for the same reason. Given that Gernot weighs easily as much as I do, yes, the cat could apply a great deal of pressure to Aglak's decision making. Especially if he was standing on Aglak's chest. It was probably just as well that he'd not been in court to see that, or Aglak would have yet another reason to snarl at him. "That would certainly give me pause."

      He felt Aeldwin's tired look. "Ahem. Back to the problem at hand. My brothers and sisters of the Scavenger know that the magic user remains on Valke lands. More we do not know, nor can we, it seems."

      "Were it another changed beast, Januz and his men could . . . track . . ." Halwende shifted slightly on the bench, staring at the wood and stone of the wall. "Do they know, very roughly, where on the Valke lands the person is, meaning south of Valke Keep, or east or west?"

      The others went still, and Halwende relaxed, turning his attention inside as well as outside. After a long spare of heartbeats, a cold, sibilant voice whispered, "Yessss. Yes, that can be discerned."

      Green filled Halwende's peripheral vision, and he heard his voice saying, "With that can my pathfinder track down the one who mangles my beasts."

      "Indeed," a richer, dustier version of Lielow's voice stated as the Great Traveler spoke through him. "For he endangers all who move, not only beasts of the field and forest."

      The green faded away, and Halwende shuddered. "Your pardon, my brothers, but it discomforts me that our patrons take such close interest in this."

      The black hood nodded, as did Lielwo. Marsdaam's voice said, "I do not know why They are so interested, but I have suspicions."

      The hood nodded once again. "Your suspicions are likely correct. I hope for the sake of the man doing this that he regains his senses and stops, because the penalties for such abuse are high indeed." The pure certainty in Aelwin's voice sent the hair on Halwende's arms to attention.

      After another spell of silence, a very hesitant hand tapped on the door leading to the sanctuary. Lielwo stood, claimed his staff from where it leaned against the wall, and went to the door. Barely had he opened it when a frantic voice blurted, "Master Lielwo, pardon the intrusion, but the market master sent me. There is a dispute that has come to blows over weights and coin exchange, and both parties are calling down the Great Traveler to witness that the other one started it and that bad trade is involved and please, sir can you come before it becomes a riot?" The messenger gasped for breath.

      Halwende and Aelwin both made shooing motions, and Lielwo hurried out. They looked at each other. "I am not going, because if it comes to my court, I need to be neutral. And I am recovering from my injuries," Halwende averred.

      "And you do not care to listen to half the city of Valbaum arguing over how many pooz to the galrund, especially in this wet cold," Aelwin chuckled as he pulled on his gloves.

      "I will not lie to a truth-reader." He stood, unlocked the door, and followed Aelwin down the short hallway to the door reserved for the priests to come and go. Lielow had not offered any food or drink out of deference to Aeldwin, and Halwende wanted both. He stretched his legs and hurried back to the small keep in Valbaum's walls. He'd left his usual guard at the keep, since he'd come as priest and not duke.

      I hope the individual is close to Valbaum. Because I do not care to hear what Aedit will say if I must go to the far borders. And all men of Valke who still posses ears will hear as well!
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      News came on the Eighth-Day, just after the conclusion of morning worship. Halwende had sent the other worshippers out with the Lady's blessing. He removed his winter robes and returned to the sanctuary to sweep the floor, tidy the candlesticks, and do all the other things that needed to be done. Two junior priests assisted him. As they finished, he glanced up at the statue of the Lady of the Forest. She carried a staff in one hand, and rested the other on the back of a cervi stag with gilded antlers. The cervi had been carved from one tree, as had the figure of the Lady. The antlers had been added, then removed and replaced with larger, more finely gilded ones last year, so that it looked like the Lady's cervi stag that the foresters and gatherers saw on occasion in the forest.

      One of the younger priests gasped as the stag turned his toward them, eyes blazing green. Halwende went to his knees. The voice like the wind in a summer woods whispered,  Prepare yourself, my pathfinder. The servants of my brother, the Scavenger, have the scent of the one whom you seek. The stag nodded once, then returned to his former pose, eyes once more brown. Halwende prostrated himself fully, then rose to his feet, hands shaking slightly.

      He took a deep breath and picked up the broom once more. "The Lady has spoken. But She did not excuse us from our other duties, did she?"

      "N-, n-, no, Master Halwende," a shaky voice replied from the far end of the sanctuary, by the main doors. Halwende nodded and resumed sweeping, chasing the dirt and bits of this and that toward the door to the tiring room and the pan for collecting dirt and ash. The others finished their assigned tasks, and the three priests retreated to the tiring room and storage rooms.

      Halwende confirmed that all was in readiness for the next worship service, then departed back to Valbaum keep.  Thank You that we were working, and the lamps not lit, so that they did not see my hands shaking. They still shook. He had not broken his fast yet, but it was not hunger that caused the trembling.

      Nor was it the cold, which had softened from sharp-edged to merely winter. The shortest day had passed with the last eight-day. He acknowledged salutes and bows from the people leaving worship at the other temples and chapels. Does Aglak also lead Eighth-Day worship, or is that done by other priests? The pfalzes all had small chapels to Sneelah, but he'd never seen a full temple dedicated to the Lady of the North. Huh. That doesn't mean none exist, only that I've not seen one. As little time as he spent in cities aside from Valbaum, Harnancourd, and the other new towns of the north, it did not mean anything.

      Once at the keep, he found Aedit and food waiting for him, along with sun-stem tea and warmed, spiced small beer. Gotelinde must have been speaking with the servants again. The mug felt good in his hands. He raised it in salute to Aedit and drank. The warm liquid and sun-stem warmed him and helped settle his nature and digestion, easing the transition from the cold out of doors to eating hot foods. Aedit smiled, accepted the salute, and started on the sausage soup. Pale brown hand-loaves accompanied the soup, as close as he ever came to trencher now, unless he asked for it. How long had it been since they'd eaten trencher bread out of need rather than choice? At least five years, perhaps ten, since the last serious dearth had struck the Valke lands. "Gember has been gracious to us," he observed between bites.

      "That she has, my lord, Gember and Korvaal and Yoorst together." Aedit made Yoorst's sign. "We were truly blessed to be spared the worst of the murrain two summers ago."

      "Indeed." The disease had come no farther than Crosstrees. The Valke lands had lost some kine, but the kine herders had spotted the ailing beasts early and had moved them well away from the others, then killed and burned the entire herd. He regretted the cost and the loss, but it had saved their herds, and those to the west and north. They'd also been spared the wool-drop that had plagued schaef ten years ago. Scattering out the flocks required more schaef-herds, but had paid off, Yoorst be praised.

      Only after he finished eating and had a second tankard of warmed small-beer did Aedit say, "Magnus and a messenger are waiting for you. They know that you needed to eat, my lord husband, and they both broke their fasts as well. The news was urgent but not life-or-death."

      "Thank you." Urgent could wait. Food should not wait. Einar flank marinated in wine-dregs and spices, along with white-root and another winter plant went well with the soup. Halwende considered the einar and growled in his own mind. Two years after the emperor's orders about killing all the vulpen and other hunting-beasts, they'd been overrun with cervi and einar and other browsers and grazers. The forest had only now recovered, and still an excess of einar flared up in warm years. What had Aglak been thinking? Well, he'd learned, and everyone else had been reminded why the Lady sent both hunter and hunted, so that the balance remained proper.

      After he ate, Halwende met Magnus and a second man in the lesser receiving hall. Magnus's shoulders drooped, as if already exhausted. That did not bode well. The messenger wore dark brown trews, heavy boots, and a black cloak over black jerkin and shirt. The colors raised Halwende's eyebrows. He opted to leave the dais and speak to the two on the level. "You have a message?"

      The messenger nodded. "Yes, Your Grace." He opened the large pouch at his waist and removed a tightly folded and sealed letter. He handed it to Halwende.

      A black and pale grey seal held the pages closed. The shiver that ran along Halwende's backbone had nothing to do with the cold outside the hall. He closed his eyes for a moment, then gathered himself and opened the missive. It sprang flat, revealing a sketched map and a message in large, looping hand that flowed over the entire page. "Halwende, hand of Valdher. The one we seek is in the eastern part of the Valke lands, between Valke Keep and Valbaum, near the site of the cursed spring. Go wary, brother. We of the Scavenger distrust what we sense. By my hand and seal—" Halwende blinked and studied the lower half of the now-broken seal. There it was. Indeed, the Scavenger's Son himself had sent the message.

      The Son is not at court? Or is he with the emperor at a pfalz not far from the Valke lands? Worry about it later. Halwende nodded once. "Magnus, I need Hwelfo, and Ealdwin and Lielwo if they are available. Gotelinde as well." And Adalbert, because if I fail, he and Aedit will have to govern the Valke lands. Lady of the Wild, please may it not come to that. He folded the message once more.

      "Hwelfo, Ealdwin, and Lielwo, yes, my lord. Gotelinde tends to a patient, so I will leave word with her assistant." Magnus bowed and hurried off.

      The messenger followed Magnus with his eyes, then turned back to Halwende. "Your grace? I have a second message, spoken only."

      "What is it?"

      "This." The young man closed his eyes and recited, "Watch for a beornd who walks as a man, and tracks not as they seem." He opened his eyes, revealing confusion. "Your grace, the Son . . . with the greatest of respect, the Son did not make sense, but that is what he commanded me to tell you."

      Despite everything, Halwende smiled a little. "The gods do not always speak as clearly as we, their servants, might wish. I'm sure the meaning will become clear with time." Although, when the Lady speaks clearly, it can be just as confusing. "Thank you, and you are dismissed." He caught himself and said, "Before you go. Are you Scavenger-born?"

      The messenger nodded. "Yes, Your Grace. Born to and for the Scavenger. I'm from a mining family."

      That explained why he served as temple courier. "Thank you. I have no answering message at this time."

      The young man bowed and saw himself out. Halwende climbed the low platform and sat in the ducal seat, easing down onto the cushion. Each year he appreciated the cushion more and more. He rested his head against the carved back of the seat and half-closed his eyes. He let his mind travel east, to the area around the once-cursed spring. It had appeared six years before, after a small earth-shake broke the rocks at the base of a long, gently-sloping hill. Such things happened, although rarely, and no one had thought much about the spring. Halwende felt his shoulders tensing, and relaxed, counting to himself and running his fingers over the carved valke heads on the end of the chair arms.

      He and the other priests had cleansed the spring, drawing out all the warped magic. Or had they? He'd not heard any word of more changed beasts, so he had not gone back to study the spring. Perhaps he should have. Perhaps it was time to make a full study of the Valke lands, north to south, every spring and outcrop. After winter ended, that was. He studied the memory of the land. Several places near the spring might provide protection to a man, and the schaef-herders and foresters both had small shelters or huts nearby that they used. The forest came close to the north and south ends of the long hill, while several leagues of open meadow or old mohse stretched to the west. That was why the schaef herds had claimed the area. The cervi and some smaller browsers also liked it.

      Hurried footsteps came up the hallway outside the chamber, and he heard Magnus clear his throat. Halwende stood and joined the others below the dais. "You have news?" Lielwo demanded.

      "Yes. The Scavenger's Son sent word." Halwende handed Marsdaam' priest the message. "The one who created the changed beasts remains on Valke land and was near the spring at Schaef Hill."

      Magnus made the Antlers, and Ealdwin hissed. "I do not care for that," the Scavenger's speaker stated.

      Lielwo shook his head. "Nor do I. The taint has been lifted, but the land might recall the ill."

      Halwende folded his arms and nodded. 'That worries me as well." He turned to Hwelfo. "I need a dozen arms-men who can work in the cold, two ovsta sledges for weapons and supplies, and an ovstrala sledge. Magnus, I'll send word to Januz via Mistress Aldone that I'd like some forester trackers as well, if he can spare any. We'll meet at Black Rock in three days."

      Magnus and Lielwo both frowned. Before they could speak, a woman cleared her throat. The men turned as Aedit appeared in the doorway. She entered and closed the doors behind her. "Word travels, my lord, masters." She marched up to where they stood, and Magnus and Hwelfo shifted to make room for her. "If I am to remain here, I need to know what to prepare for." The fire in her eyes boded ill for his peace of mind, although she kept her words quiet and properly respectful.

      She has the right of it. Halwende jerked his head down in a curt nod. "The one who created and perhaps controlled the twisted beasts? He is on Valke lands. I cannot wait until spring to remove him."

      Ealdwin's black hood turned left and right as he shook his head. "No. He will only grow stronger, and do more harm. And he might teach others what he knows."

      Lielow frowned mightily at that, as did Magnus. "My lord, permission to speak freely?"

      Halwende nodded. "You of all people know you have that right always, Magnus." He and Kal both.

      "My lord." The spate of words came far more quickly than usual. "I don't like this. The gods have spoken, and I agree that this man must be dealt with." Magnus rubbed his chin. "But, my lord, something feels off. Not a trap, sir, but—" He stopped. "I have no better words."

      Lielwo nodded his agreement, brown eyes grave. "My lord, I do not trust the road ahead, but I cannot say clearly why. The Great Traveler has not given me clear sign."

      "The Lady of the Wild did. The junior priests saw it as clearly as I did, this morning. The cervi stag turned its head, and She spoke through it."

      Eyes as wide as wide could be, Aedit gulped, "Th-, the cervi in the chapel, my lord?"

      "Yes. Valdher said that word would come through the priests of the Scavenger, and to be ready." He felt his hands starting to tremble at the memory.

      The others exchanged glances. Hwelfo spoke for the first time. "My lord, I will have the men and beasts ready. Tomorrow?"

      "Yes. This is not the season for racing off half-prepared." He smiled a little. "I need to study maps, because I do not care to be the next person to find a part-frozen pond under the snow."

      Aedit studied the underside of her head-covering and the others smothered chuckles or winced. Hwelfo coughed, then said, "Aye that, my lord. And the straight route to Schaef Hill isn't the best one, this time of year."

      "No. Nor do I want our prey to know that we stalk him." Depending on his magic, the man might sense their arrival anyway.

      After he dismissed the others, Aedit spoke again. She folded her arms and rubbed herself, as if cold despite the heavy wool of her dark brown gown and green over-tunic. "My lord husband," she began, then stopped.

      "Yes?"

      She took a deep breath. "My lord, I'm scared, and I don't know why. As if—" She stopped again and looked down, then met his eyes once more. "As if a storm comes, hiding behind the hills, waiting for something. Or as if a pard lurks, stalking us. If pards still exist."

      He'd never seen one, but that meant nothing, since the great cats of the northern snow certainly existed. He rested his hands on her shoulders. "Aedit, my lady, you are not alone. But I see no option but to deal with whoever this is. His actions have killed men and women on Valke and Wilteer lands, elsewhere perhaps as well. He must be brought to justice."

      As he said the word, "justice," uneasiness rose in him for a moment, then faded. He shook off the feeling. "And I will not be alone, and I am warned, and the lady has commanded that I go."

      "I'm not arguing with you," Aedit snapped, then caught herself. "I am worried, my lord, but I'm not arguing with you."

      He squeezed her shoulders, then let go. "No, you are voicing your concern, as is proper for a wife and advisor." And doing it without leaving his ears ringing, for once.

      Aedit stuck her tongue out at him. "Now, I'd best go see what else your youngest son has decided to get into." She turned in a whirl of skirt and hurried out, her slippers making a soft scuffing sound on the wood of the floor. The small dark patch from the long-shattered spell remained still, despite the floor twice being sanded and cleaned.
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      The hunter, Luitgard, held up one hand. Halwende and the others stopped, breath steaming in the hard cold of the day. Luitgard crept forward, head down, blending into the grey-blue shadows of the forest. He stepped once, twice to the side of the trail and turned so that he could see whatever it was better. He looked up and gestured for Halwende to join him. Halwende too shifted to the side, off the trail, and stepped with care through the mid-calf-deep snow. "Your grace," Luitgard breathed, pointing to something with his snow-staff.

      Halwende crouched and studied the tracks. The creature had bounded, leaving deep prints in the snow. It had— No, that could not be. Halwende reached inside himself, listening as he extended priestly magic into the prints. Yes, it did. He tasted twisted power, and saw a glimpse of a beast with flat feet, hardened and split as if with hoofs. "Follow them. They are what we seek." The distance between bounds matched an adult male laupen, a good sized one.

      "Your grace." Luitgard nodded once and began working slowly through the snow, still parallel to the trail so that he could see the shadows of the prints more clearly. Halwende watched the other side of the trail, and listened hard every few paces. He heard the ovsta and ovstrala coming behind them, and the sound of men walking through the snow, only ankle to knee deep here. The snow squeaked a little in places, or gave way with the faintest of sighs. Soft white covered the sky, muting shadows but also sparing his eyes. A few birds called, the proper winter birds. A tree-runner squeaked and chittered somewhere to the north, deeper into the forest. He relaxed. The beasts sensed nothing amiss, for now.

      The main party stayed far enough into the forest that they could just barely see the edge of the open meadow once they reached it the next day. Here the sleds and sledge found harder going, enough so that Halwende stopped them. "No farther. Isn't there an old fire clearing nearby?"

      Luitgard nodded. "Yes, Yer Grace. Two hands of sun north. Fire two years back, an' the storms of summer dropped the Scavenger's pets."

      Several men made Radmar's Wheel or Valdher's Antlers at that, and Halwende cringed to himself. When a tree died in a fire but didn't fall fully over, or limbs broke off and dropped onto men, killing or crippling, the foresters called them the pets of the Scavenger. Halwende himself had dodged more than one of the "pets." "Good. Take the beasts and go there. Luitgard, Kal, Aesc, come with me. We scout ahead." The strange tracks had turned into the meadow, and the men didn't follow them.

      Kal opened his mouth, then closed it once more and shook his head.

      "You disagree?"

      The senior arms-man made a complicated, wringing gesture with his free hand. "My lord, I don't disagree. The air tastes false, as if it should carry a bad scent, but doesn't. I've heard of mines, my lord, where not smellin' something means danger. This feels like that."

      Halwende bristled, then caught himself. He sniffed instead. A tiny hint of smoke, perhaps from the old burn, and the normal scent of this type of forest in winter, both teased his nose. He listened as well. He heard one bird, but far away. Bare trees surrounded them, thinning toward the meadow's edge. The sky darkened toward the west, when it should have grown lighter. More clouds and weather coming, which should have brought wind. The very stillness . . . He nodded once, then gestured for the men to come closer.

      "Spread out, still with in sight and hearing. Look up as well as out. We will not approach the spring now, just get within sight of it and of the hill. You're right, the air is too empty." He unhooked his bow from his belt and moved two arrows from quiver to belt. He also undid the strap on his second hunting knife. Kal nodded, happier.

      Nothing moved as they advanced toward the hill and spring. Another bird called, closer this time, and the proper trill answered it from overhead. Halwende caught a glimpse of scarlet head and nodded. Right place, right bird. However, as the quartet drew into sight of the hill and where the spring should be, with its scatter of dark brown and rusty red rocks, the hair on Halwende's neck rose. He signed to the others to stop, and relaxed, looking inwards and out.

      Lady of the Wild, I see it. What is Your will? Green purple shimmered oh-so faintly around the spring, like a thin veil or water mist on a cold morning. Six years before, it had been yellow, not purple-green, and had oozed instead of rising.

      A sigh, like the first wind from a storm in the leafy tops of trees, whispered through his mind. Return to the others, pathfinder. Come the night and dawn, be ready. Watch for tracks that are not as they seem. Her presence withdrew, and Halwende bowed.

      He tipped his head toward where the fire-clearing and camp should be. The others nodded and they went that way, still careful, still wary.

      They'd not lack for firewood. Halwende shook his head a little at the size of the fallen tree. "Watch for scatter-cones," one of the foresters growled as he pawed through someone's arm-load of bits of branch and shook the snow off. "Like this, but bigger." The big man held up a thumb-sized, egg-shaped lump. Halwende made the Antlers as the forester hurled the cone into the darkness. "Hate those things."

      "No argument here," Luitgard said, squatting down beside another stack of wood and searching it as well.

      Halwende found his sledge-tent, knocked the snow off his boots and climbed up into the shelter. He should sleep with the men. He couldn't and move quickly when he awoke. Besides, he'd take the third watch, the coldest one. He unstrung his bow for the moment and wiped the string. It shouldn't be wet, but he'd been surprised before. The pallet-bed tempted him, cushioned with a straw mattress and covered with blankets and furs. No, because you'll fall asleep and miss supper.

      Supper was hot tea and lots of it, and food they'd brought with them. "We should have seen more game, Your Grace, shouldn't we?" Aesc lifted his bowl, then tipped his head back toward the dark forest behind him. "It's winter and all, but still, we didn't find any cervi or even radhle or einar sign, just birds above."

      Halwende shrugged. He didn't care to choke. Luitgard answered, "Maybe, maybe no. The cervi in this part of the forest favor the land south of Schaef Hill. It burned two years back, a good, low burn, and has more food. They have shelter in the thickets along Bitter Creek, too. I'm not a cervi, but if I could get food and drink just outside my door, I'd stay home too."

      "You've never tried my sister-in-law's brewing, then," one of the guardsmen grumbled into his tankard. "Gember's voice finally ordered her to stop, because of the waste of grain."

      How could anyone ruin—? No, he could guess, and it was said that a woman too soft-spoken brewed bitter ale. Halwende ate more and kept his peace. The man in charge of food for the night had crumbled way-bread into the soup, thickening it and trapping all the goodness and the heat. It could also conceal way-bread gone bad, but they'd not had that problem for four years at least. Other problems yes, but not wormy bread. Valdher and Gember save him from ever eating the like again.

      Halwende finished, saw to his physical needs, and brought in more wood. No stars shone down, but tiny flakes glittered and danced in the red and orange firelight. "Keep the flames high," Halwende ordered. "And have wood for lights ready." I don't trust the night.

      "Aye, my lord." Kal touched two fingers to his forehead in salute. Halwende nodded and went to his bed. He didn't bother with the warming pan, he was so tired.

      Far too soon, he roused. He moved his feet, then knees, then hands and arms. Stiff, a bit sore, but nothing new. His right hip complained as he sat up, and he smothered both a groan and a curse. He pulled on his boots, then a fur-lined jerkin over his shirt and fur-lined tunic. Halwende strung his bow. A heavy cloak on top of the jerkin, and thick half-gloves, half-mittens to keep his hands warm, and he was ready to take up his rounds. He stepped with care out of the sledge-tent and walked to the fire. It had faded, so he added more wood, gently nursing the flames back to bright life.

      Kal appeared from the darkness and joined him at the fire. "I'm too old for second watch, my lord," he grumbled with a wink.

      Halwende made a rude gesture and grinned. "You're a child compared to me, Kal."

      The arms-man snorted and stretched his hands out over the flames. "Something's sniffing around, my lord. Can't see what it is, or how many, but I saw eyes once or twice when the fire flared.  I'd guess at least five, head just below my waist, maybe. I didn't go looking."

      Halwende nodded. "I'm warned." He started to turn toward the perimeter of the camp, then stopped. He moved closer to Kal and whispered, "Get wood for torches ready. And sleep lightly."

      "Dawn attack? Aye, my lord," the soldier murmured back, nodding in turn. Halwende clapped him lightly on the shoulder and left the fire.

      The snow hid sound. No air moved. Halwende walked slowly, listening, tasting the air for hints of animal or man. The snow gave under his boots, not squeaking or sighing. He breathed as quietly as he could. A soft plop reached his ears, the sound of snow falling off of a branch, except no wind moved. He pretended not to notice. The sound came again, closer perhaps. He strained to see in the darkness, then shook his head and looked away. There! At the edge of his vision, he saw a low shape, then another. They glided forward, slow and wary. He took two steps, as if he saw nothing. The shapes followed, and a third joined them.

      Wait, murmured in the air. He swallowed hard, hands curving, longing to put arrow to bowstring. More steps, then more. The shapes followed, no closer but no farther. They paced him.

      He covered half the circle when something gave a howling bark from the other side of camp. Halwende turned. The camp lay empty between him and the sound. He pulled a hunting arrow out of the quiver and nocked it. One of the shapes bounded toward him. He aimed for where the chest ought to be, turning and crouching the moment he fired, and nocking a second arrow.

      Thunk. The meaty sound said that he'd gotten a hit. His second shot missed, and he went flat as two of the beasts bounded over him, one launching from his back! Halwende swore, then rolled to his feet. Men yelled, the fire grew even brighter still, and an arrow almost hit him. He swore again and went flat once more. He heard more of that barking-howl. The beasts turned and fled the camp. Or had this been a scout only, to test the men and learn their strength? Halwende waited until Kal and Luitgard had restored order before clambering onto one knee, then to his feet. He brushed snow off and counted heads.

      "We're all here, and safe, my lord." Kal sounded out of breath.

      "Good. I wounded one."

      Aesc, burning branch in hand, eased past them and into the edge of the darkness. "Nae, yer' grace, ye killed it."

      "Drag it closer to the fire. Half of you, go back to your beds. The rest of you, be ready for another test." Why had he said test? He just knew. He made the Antlers and returned to his rounds.

      Come the dawn, Halwende and Luitgard studied the dead beast. White fur with a few brown spots scattered here and there covered the body. The shoulder would reach Halwende's knee, perhaps a touch higher when the beast stood square. Luitgard shook his head. "Your grace, if I didn't see it, I'd not believe it. Valdher my witness, I don't fully believe it even now," he confessed, using a stick to open the beast's mouth. "The fur and feet are radhle, but the teeth and tail look like a laupen." A rahdle would not sport such sharp fangs, nor have a hairless tail. The hips and shoulders belonged to neither laupen nor rahdle.

      Halwende stroked his winter beard and considered the beast. Any magic had faded away, leaving the body only a body. "Those feet," he said. "Radhle don't have hard-soled feet."

      Luitgard crouched and tapped the sole of one paw with his stick. It made a clicking sound, as if he tapped an ovstrala's hoof. "That fits no beast I know."

      "Me either." It made no sense for an animal to have patens on its paws. "It's a change-beast." Whoever did this, what did he want? Or was he even still in his right mind? Some said that certain magics, gone with the Great Cold, warped a man's mind as well as his body. Halwende made the Antlers again. "Don't eat it. Drag it into the woods, well away from camp. I'll bless the pelt should anyone claim it, but later." They needed to eat, and to find out what transpired at the spring.

      A ovsta bellowed. Something moved, white against the trees. Kal jumped, darting between the shape and Halwende. "'War—eeeeee!" Kal shrieked. His voice rose into a scream as a white shape tore into him. Halwende spun and took two paces toward the beast.

      Luitgard grabbed him before me moved two steps, pulling him back. A guardsman blocked his path as well. "No, Yer Grace! Too dangerous!"

      The other men swarmed the creature, stabbing it with einar spears and driving it away from Kal. Red stained the snow, and orange-red. Kal's blood flowed crimson. The spears brought orange-red that stained white fur. Harooooooo, the thing howled, then collapsed. One of the foresters used a hunting knife to sever the head from the neck, just in case.

      Halwende looked with magic, forcing himself to ignore Kal. Purple-green covered the white creature like a second skin. Halwende forced himself to be calm and still, like an ancient tree in the forest. Green came to his hands, and he reached with Valdher's power, lifting the other magic and cleansing it.

      Kssssss. Halwende came back to himself as the stench of burning flesh filled the clearing. "The bleeding's stopped," one of the teamsters said. He held a burning stick and knelt beside Kal. "Valdher and Marsdaam willing, he won't bleed to death."

      Halwende went to Kal's side. The old arms-man, grown almost grey in Halwende's service, lay senseless, Valdher and the Scavenger be praised. The beast had torn his arm off, but cleanly, severing bone and flesh. A little blood seeped through the char, but not much. The smell turned Halwende's stomach, and he heard at least two men losing their previous meal. Valdher, Lady of the Wilds, have mercy on your servant. Please ease his pain and send healing, if it is Your will. They had no healer-mage or healer priest with them.

      Her voice answered, as sharp as a tree shattering in the cold of deepest winter. Go, now, my pathfinder. Strike now!

      "You and you, watch him. The rest of you, gather arms and come. The Lady of the Wild commands." Halwende stopped only long enough to get his sword from the wagon-tent and cinch the belt around his waist, then slide his priestly staff out as well. He and Luitgard led the way back to the schaef-meadow and the hill and spring. Red edged his vision, and Halwende forced himself to be calm and still inside, to set aside anger. Whoever cast the spell owned Kal blood price, owed Halwende life-price if Kal died.

      The light snow of the night before had given way to cold. The snow creaked a little as they moved. As they drew closer to the edge of the forest, the sound of chanting came to them. Halwende gestured with both hands, and the others spread out. If the magic user intended to attack with battle magic, scattered was safer. The wind danced, stinging cold. Grey covered the sky, Rella be praised. The chanting grew louder, and Halwende felt magic old and fell moving, gaining strength. The barking howl sounded again, now behind them.

      Stop the false-man, came the command, almost deafening into his mind. He caught himself before he staggered, then caught himself once more as a twisted root tried to grab his toe. He knew better.

      "There!" Luitgard hissed.

      A hunter gasped, "Valdher have mercy!"

      "What is that?" a third voice demanded, fearful.

      Luitgard gestured for silence.

      Halwende made the sign for the others to stop. A dark form, like a man under a tanned pelt, crouched or squatted over something, his back to the forest. The man chanted, his voice harsh with overuse.

      Halwende advanced into the open, one hand on his sword hilt, the other on his staff. The eyes on the valke perched atop the staff turned green as he walked. "Cease your magic," Halwende called.

      The chanting grew louder, and purple magic flowed along the snow. Halwende could hear the ground groaning from the pollution. He flowed green back, lifting the purple and destroying it. "Justice shall I have," the hoarse voice chanted. "Justice is mine, power of the cold, justice is mine, dark fire hear me, power of the cold come to my hand." The voice changed, words turning into a deep, grunting half-roar no human throat could create. The dark shape rose, growing taller than Halwende, tall as a beornd on his hind legs. Brown and white fur covered the legs and arms, while the tattered remains of a cloak covered the back and head. The shape turned, revealing hands with beornd claws, and a face—

      No man could carry that face. Jaw of a beornd, nose of a man, eyes of madness burned at him. The part-man spoke, somehow. "You are not alone with corrupt magic, Halwende Valke, who drove me unjustly from my farm and family!" The bellow turned to a hiss. "Valdher has given me true power, power you and the others tried to hide. Hide I now wear, Her creature of hide and claw, I am hers. Cold power, true magic, just magic is mine! The beasts obey me." The voice rose and fell like waves, surging and fading, not fully man nor fully beast. Halwende made the Antlers.

      Green replaced white of snow and grey of sky. Take him. He befouls My land. Valdher's magic pulsed in Halwende's staff. He nodded his head to Her command, trusting the others to watch his back. He pointed the valke-staff at the beornd-man and sent Her magic out, wrapping the corrupted mage with a net of grassy-green magic.

      "It burns! You destroy Valdher's magic, false duke, kin-slayer!" The beornd-man ripped the net with his claws, tearing it. He lunged one step, then a second, toward Halwende. Halwende sent more power through the valke, forcing green into the beornd-hide, ripping the other magic free of the man. A scream sounded, then a roar. Purple-green lashed back, and Halwende yelled in pain. His right hip failed and he fell, still driving magic into the beornd-man. Something twisted around his throat, half-choking him. "No!" the twisted beast-man howled. "You cannot stop my magic. I. Am. Valdher's. Choiceeeeeeeee." Howl became shriek faded to moans.

      As Halwende stared, the man's form shrank. The fur fell away, leaving blood and raw skin on his arms and chest. The jaw remained that of a beornd, as did the thickened arms and the claws. The man sagged, dropped to his knees. "Nae! It can nae be. Justice denied me, the schaef were mine, the magic nae mine, justice Valdher give me justice." He babbled as he rocked back and forth in the snow. "Justice I called for, the schaef were mine, justice, Valdher and Yoorst my witness."  The man rocked more slowly, his words replaced by keening and moans.

      Halwende gathered himself and got to one knee. Luitgard appeared beside him and offered a hand. Halwende swallowed pride and took it, heaving himself to both feet. His hip squalled, but moved. He limped forward.

      "No." Halwende stared. His jaw sagged. "You— I declared you outside the law for attacking me and swearing falsely."

      Luitgard gulped. "He is of Valke?"

      Halwende scowled, anger replacing shock. "He was. He was called Mak. I had just become duke, and he came to me in a case with schaef. He had purchased magic from someone of Wilteer, when the old duke yet lived. His is the scar on the floor of the receiving hall." He rested his free hand on his sword hilt. "He is outlaw, and has forfeited his life."

      Halwende handed his priestly staff to Luitgard, and drew the sword. He walked toward the keening, rocking form in the snow. "High justice I command, and justice I shall grant." Something shifted—a hint of warning? He waited. Valdher held Her silence. As the wailing figure rocked upright, Halwende swung with both hands, almost beheading Mak. Blood flowed, and Mak's body fell backwards, eyes staring. His claws clenched. Blood stopped, life stopped. Halwende gritted his teeth and forced himself to say, "May the Scavenger have mercy on you in your madness." He knelt and wiped his blade on the snow, then on the remains of the torn cloak. He sheathed the blade and again, with Luitgard's help, stood. He reclaimed his staff and turned to the others.

      A heap of white and brown bodies lay in the snow, the twisted beasts now still and dead. Halwende felt himself swaying. Not yet. Must find his books, spell things. Lady, Valdher, help me, please. He turned back to the hill and spring. A patch of brown-purple pulsed near the spring. Halwende set one foot ahead of the other, forcing himself to walk to the magic. He found a shelter made of scrap and scavenged wood. It contained old, old clothes, and something else. Part of a beornd's head sat on a stack of rocks, along with a vulpen's hide. Halwende drew the last of his strength and sent cleansing magic into the books and head. The purple fought, and sweat stung his eyes as he clenched his teeth against the strain. Purple ripped free, shattering, disappearing into nothing. Halwende turned. "Burn them. Hear Valdher's words, burn them." He managed two steps away from the books, then collapsed, sitting hard in the snow.

      One of the foresters ran back to the camp. Others helped him out of the snow and onto a rock that Luitgard covered with his own cloak and coat. Halwende breathed, head down, as he fought to stay awake. So tired, so very tired. Sleep, need sleep, can't sleep. He smelled fire, heard wood being piled and flames snapping and crackling. A pungent stench, like a rotting ovstrala in midsummer but worse, rose on the smoke. He tried to stand but Luitgard gave an order and two of the arms-men pushed down on his shoulders, keeping him seated. "Nae, Yer Grace," Luitgard said. "A sledge's on the way."

      Halwende rode back to the camp on an ovsta sled, too tired to argue. He hurt, his hands and his hip. The cold air stung his hands. The clouds had parted, and the brilliant white light above and below burned his eyes. He sank down beside the camp's fire with some help. The ovstralas' teamster forced a leather tankard into his hands. Halwende drank. It tasted so bad it had to be a healer's potion. "That'd better not be a worm drench," he croaked.

      "Nae, Yer Grace. Sun-stem and something else. Healer makes it for when a man's cold soaked, or a new calf." The teamster took the tankard, put snow in, then dumped the snow out and poured something else in. "Jus' sun-stem, Yer Grace." Halwende drank more slowly, letting the tea warm his hands as well as his insides. He had gravely unbalanced his natures, spending heat and dryness with the magic.

      "Kal?" Halwende asked when the teamster replaced the tankard with a bowl of something.

      One of the arms-men, Aesc, answered. "He's no worse, Yer Grace. We've wrapped him in blankets and cloaks to stay warm."

      Food eaten, Halwende could think again. "Get the warming pan out of my tent. Fill it with coals, and move Kal into my tent, with the pan. I'll watch him. It's all I'm good for." It hurt to admit, hurt his pride terribly, but he didn't trust his right hip not to fail again. He'd done what he'd been commanded to do.

      The next day, they returned to Valbaum. Halwende rode with Kal in the ovstrala sledge as far as to within sight of the walls. Kal had roused long enough to drink, then relieve himself, before sinking once more into sleep. That was good. Now Halwende climbed down from the sledge.

      "Your grace—," Luitgard began.

      Halwende cut him off. "I will not be carried into my city if I can walk." He did not want people thinking him weak. Nor did he want Aedit to panic. She will not panic. She will scold you for scaring her, scold  frequently and loudly. He'd rather walk on the still-aching hip.

      And so he did.
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      Just after Rella's Lamp passed the hill that marked the beginning of true spring, Halwende locked his eyes on the lintel over the door. He counted to one hundred twenty before he trusted himself to continue reading the emperor's reply to his report about Mak. "We are greatly displeased that you overstepped the bounds of justice, Duke Valke," Aglak Rothbard's tight, precise writing stated. "We desired the magic user to face justice in our court, as is our right as overlord and as Sneelah's Son. Low justice we granted you in this matter, but not high justice."

      His beasts mauled one of my most faithful men, Valdher Herself commanded me to strike, and his beasts killed men and women of both Valke and Wilteer! How dare you— Halwende caught the thought, stopped it mid-stream. No. He had acted as Valdher commanded, nothing more or less. Had Aglak been in the schaef meadow, he'd have done the same. Or perhaps he could have stripped Mak of power and carried him to a pfalz for trial and questions from the Scavenger's priests and others. The emperor could do that, had done that in the south, if rumor was true. He, Halwende, had only the Lady of the Wilds and his own strength to call on. Valdher is not Sneelah. Does he remember that? I wonder.

      The more Halwende pondered the question, the more that seemed the best reason for Aglak's ire. He assumes that I can do as he does, perhaps a little less, not that I am a dusting of snow compared to his blizzard. Especially in winter, when Sneelah's power waxed even here, where She had lifted Her hand of dominion. Halwende turned his attention back to the letter.

      "We are exceedingly concerned with some of what we hear from the north. Your oaths are those of vassal, not of equal, Halwende Duke Valke. Your judgment suggests impulsiveness not appropriate for a noble of your age and stature."

      Halwende snorted and reached for his fast-cooling tankard of spiced small-beer. Then why had he been sent the imperial seal twice in the last four years, so that he could act as the emperor's hand and provide judgments if needed while the emperor dealt with other matters? Besides, if rumors from court, and Halwende's own observations the last time he attended court told truth, Aglak was not one to lecture others about impulsiveness. Halwende drank and returned to reading.

      "We propose new laws concerning magic use, and have been petitioned to grant letters of authority for three new guilds of mages: water-mages, fine-masons, and beast-healing separate from beast-handling. We are not certain of the last. Your thoughts would be appreciated." The letter continued with a few other observations about magic, and another warning about justice and the law. "Should anything the like occur again, we order you to wait for our presence before acting to do more than preserve human life, Halwende Duke Valke. By our hand and seal," and Aglak's imperial seal followed.

      The next page bore a rather smeared pawprint and a small note in a different hand. "Lord Gernot's mark, third attempt."

      Halwende smiled a touch too widely.
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      Halwende eased into the chair. Washed, trimmed and shaven, he felt more like a proper person and less like an old einar cranky with years. "I'm only fifty four. I shouldn't hurt this much." Not hurt, but ache, especially that right hip and his left elbow, the one the slinger-stone had almost shattered. Grey had begun creeping into his dark brown hair, or so Aedit said. She had enough grey for both of them, something he'd observed to her. She'd almost hit him. Instead she had recited the list of things "his" youngest son had gotten into during his absence.

      Now she looked at him from under the edge of her richly embroidered head-cover. Skepticism colored the look. "My lord, you are only fifty-four. You are commanding men half that age, and work sufficiently hard to make them and me tired. Without having the emperor's servants to do the hard things." She sniffed. "And you insisted on leading dawn worship after traveling all night."

      "Had I not traveled all night, I'd not be here at all, but still on the north side of the great marsh to the north." As he'd guessed, that land turned from mere mohse and marsh into a deadly river when enough rain fell. And enough rain had been falling all summer to drown a fish. He'd pushed men and beasts terribly, but they'd gotten through while they still could. At least one bridge had washed out to the south, and they'd lost crops as well. The schaef, kine, and other beasts had all moved up into the hills, grazing or no. A few would develop hoof-rot even so. It always happened in cool, wet, flooding summers.

      He rested his head against the back of the chair, eyes closed. He heard the soft scuffing of slipper-shod feet, Aedit's voice murmuring, and the sound of wood on the fire. A spicy scent reached his nose, and Aedit said, "My lord husband?" He opened his eyes. She gave him a tankard of hot sun-spice tea and a smile. "I'm glad you've returned."

      "As am I." Valdher's summons came less often than they had when he was younger, but they still came, and he answered. Aglak Rothbard had given him very cold, hard looks at the last imperial court, but had not challenged the will of the Lady of the Wild. Instead the emperor had made cutting remarks about imperial law and too much land in the north to govern easily. Halwende had ignored the remarks. So much remained in Her hands yet. "Any word on the problem on the southern border, the Comb?"

      Aedit settled into her own seat, closer to the fire. "Yes. His imperial majesty had to call on all the others to assist him. He sealed the border with magic for three years. Valdher's creatures may pass, and men may pass through two places, those close guarded, or come by sea, but nowhere else." She shivered, then sipped her own tea. "The schaef herds and the bird-chasers are irate, as you would expect. It appears that the wild giant birds promptly moved farther south, as if out of spite."

      He had to smile despite his aches and awe. "I think even Yoorst Himself would face complaints if He tried to restrict schaef-herders  and bird-catchers from their favored hills. Respectful complaints, but complaints." He still could not quite believe that birds could pull carts, even though he'd seen them twice now. Great-haulers, Count Gediminus called them. More and more people had taken to using the birds, kine, and ovsta rather than ovstrala. Ovstrala now came no farther south than Valbaum, and even that only in winter—they summered north of Sweetspring, half-way to Harnancourd. Attempts to get schaef to pull carts had failed. Some lords down on the Comb proper had even given up ovsta, because they lost condition so easily in summer's warmth.

      Aedit shifted in her seat, frowning at the fire. "Ah, my lord. I—" She stopped, waited for the maidservant to refill his tankard with tea, then began once again. "I do not care for the rumors from court, that his majesty still resents your not assisting him in the south this past summer."

      Halwende let the heat from the tea warm him as he weighed his words. "I . . . I can do nothing. Could do nothing. I am not sworn to him in that way, and he had given me leave to go north, as Valdher commanded. I could not answer the summons I did not receive." He'd found a very unhappy letter awaiting him upon his return, along with a courier who demanded an instant reply. "The lands west of the Free Cities demanded my attention, as did that problem in Harnancourd." That had ended with high justice and a handful of very unhappy people, himself included in that number. They should not have pushed matters so hard once I said no. The law is the law.

      The logs in the fire cracked and the top log fell in with a quiet thumpf and small scattering of gold and crimson sparks. "He's been harsher and less forgiving since Lord Dangé's death," he observed. Dangé had known how to ease the emperor's anger without overstepping the bounds, and had been a moderating voice in court. "That and the winter cough taking his daughter." The ailment had swept the empire three years before, claiming far too many children. He and Aedit had lost their youngest son. "Perhaps it is his patron's hand weighing on him."

      A soft sigh met his words. "Perhaps, my lord. It is said that the Lady of the Ice demands more of Her servants than anyone save the Scavenger, and even He does not travel so closely."

      Halwende had to chuckle. "I don't think that He does. Although, forgive me, the thought of Gernot debating proprieties with a rat of equal size would be something to behold."

      A sniff. "My lord," her voice turned cool, "given Lord Gernot's reaction to rats and mice of the usual size, I have no desire to even think of a beast so large." She had yet to forgive Lord Gernot for shedding all over her court gown when last they attended the emperor in person. The patches of shaggy white had not complemented her outfit.

      Three taps on the door. "Ah, my lord father, honored mother?" Adalbert inquired. Halwende sat a little straighter and stifled a groan as his muscles protested. Adalbert came in and bowed. He stood as tall as his father, and would be wed in two eight-days. He'd spent the last season at the old Valke Keep, seeing to the southern lands, while Aedit dealt with Valbaum and the north.

      "Yes?" Halwende studied his son. The young man looked like descriptions of Halwende's own grandfather, tall and sturdy, broader in the shoulder than his father, or at least broader now. He shared his mother's quieter manner, until pushed. Also like her, he preferred to fight with words when he could.

      Adalbert, Leofgifu, Ulrich, Lothar, and Uote, three sons and two daughters still living would carry the Valke name, if the gods allowed. Three had gone to the Scavenger: Kenelm, Karl, and Waldrada. They'd been blessed. Vytautas of Milunis had lost all his children save one daughter to disease in one eight-day, may the Scavenger have mercy on them. Vytautas had never quite recovered, and left running Milunis to his son-by-marriage and the emperor. Perhaps that weighed on Aglak as much as the border did? Halwende nodded to Adalbert and brought his thoughts back to the proper place and time.

      "My lord father, I spoke with Master Kal and Master Hwelfo about the wall question."

      "Good. What said they?"
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      Just after Gember's fall feast, as the first snow danced down on Valbaum, Halwende stared at the letter, hand starting to shake with rage. He clenched his fist, crushing the letter and the seal both. He stood and hurled the page into the fire. The flames flared, flashing blue-white like ice, then returned to red. Halwende turned to the clerk cowering in the corner of the chamber. "There is no reply. I will attend to his imperial majesty in person, at the pfalz." The pfalz on Valke land.

      "Ye-, ye,-, yes Your Grace." The young man squeaked, still cowering. "Ah, Your Grace, the other letter?"

      Halwende ignored the man. Instead he stared at the flames and counted to one hundred seventy. Only then did he trust himself to reply properly. "It is merely confirmation of an earlier agreement for Uote's hand in marriage. No reply is required. Add it to the file with her dower contract." Her new husband's family wanted settlement and grazing rights as her dowry, nothing more. Halwende and Lord Karloman had agreed to that back in the spring, and this merely confirmed the contract.

      "Yes, Your Grace."

      Halwende stalked out of the office, ignoring two servants and his son Lothar as he strode to where Aedit worked on the winter inventory. "You are dismissed," he told her maids. They fled without demur. Aedit set her work aside and curtsied to him.

      "Rise. I must go to the pfalz. Aglak Rothbard," he caught himself before he said something that might endanger her. "The emperor wishes to reprimand me for failing to obey summons I knew not about."

      "The call while you were in the north?" Her face too hardened. "He asks the impossible."

      "Yes. First the flooding, then the other matters? He forgets that I have lands I must see to, and people on those lands."

      Aedit frowned, her still-dark eyebrows drawing down almost to her nose. "My lord, I go with you."

      He opened his mouth, then closed it as she continued, "Adalbert can manage things, now that his mind has returned from, ahem," she gave him a knowing wink. "Distractions. And I swore to be with you in all things. I will be with you in this." She glanced around the chamber. "And I want to go outside the walls."

      "I must think on this. It will not be tomorrow. He will be at the pfalz just north of the Moahne until the next Eighth-Day, then will go to the coast to approve the relocation of some settlements." The Eastern Sea had eaten two towns in the last two years, and seemed to be creeping higher up the shore with each year. Four villages and a small fishing hamlet had petitioned to move inland. Two of those relocations would encroach on noble lands, thus the requests for the emperor to adjudicate.

      Aedit stared past him, one hand going to her throat to rest on the carved golden-stone valke pendant. "My lord," she began, slow, hesitant. "I, ah," she glanced down to the floor, then met his eyes. "I do not question your decision. I wonder at the timing, that he comes here, only once hard cold and snow have settled in."

      After so long, he heard what she did not say. "I will be mindful of that, when I meet with him." Sneelah's power waxed in the cold, or so popular belief held. Was that also true of Her Son's power? I will not know until we meet, and Valdher willing, it will not come to that.

      Halwende allowed three days to pass before replying to the letter. "Some things haste does not reward," he murmured to himself as he studied the last handful of messages that had passed between Valbaum and the imperial court. He read them twice over, then turned his attention to the map that Beadu had sketched. It was not the final map, that would require time and proper materials, but this showed the time to travel between Valbaum and the new lands in the north. "I have brought, the Lady has given, so much to the empire in so few years." Much of the land remained free of settlement still. Four other lords, including Count Beorn Vulfson, had begun moving north, and a few free-cities had been founded. How to say what he needed without either groveling or claiming rank he did not have?

      The faintest of green shimmered over his vision like a veil made of the finest silken stuff from the eastern islands. Tread warily, my pathfinder, the soft breeze murmured through new leaves. My sister is troubled by change. So much, so fast. The last word hissed into silence. Halwende made the Antlers and bowed where he sat.

      He reached not for parchment or paper but the wax-board and stylus. Three times he wrote, then reconsidered. He softened the wax, smoothed it once more, and tried again. Evening had crept up, and the smell of food tormented him, before the words satisfied him. He covered the wax tablet with a piece of cloth, then went to get food. He caught a passing servant in the hallway outside the office. "When I finish eating, I will return to the office. I will need more light."

      "Yes, Your Grace. Lamp or candle, Your Grace?"

      "Both."

      The man bowed and turned back toward the chandlery. Halwende continued on his way. Wax and oil both cost, but he needed to write it now, in as fair of a hand as he could muster, then clear the board before someone else saw. His stomach reminded him that it lacked proper filling. The ache between his eyes seconded the protest. He also needed to drink.

      Four musicians played quietly as he and Aedit dined. Magnus and a visiting trade master from Maans'hill joined them at the top table. Kal too, although he preferred to eat earlier or later, and only drank. "M'lord, my manners are not as they once were," he'd said, eyes down. Meaning that he had difficulty cutting things with only one hand and arm, like as not. Given that he lived and still served as arms-master at Valbaum, Halwende couldn't fault the refusal, and had given him leave to eat first, even before Halwende and Aedit did. Kal deserved that much dignity and more. Now, Halwende made certain to drink as much as he could, all light ciders, teas, or small beer. His low back had grumbled, warning that he grew dry and unbalanced.

      "I've not 'eard one way nor 'tother," the merchant admitted to Magnus and Aedit's questions. "The island folk are uncanny, that all agree on, and no man knows 'ow they got to th' islands, nor 'ow they survived the Cold."

      Halwende finished his mouthful of schaef and gold-nut. "Donwah guards Her secrets well," he observed.

      The trader made Donwah's Wave. "Aye, Your Grace. No man asks 'er more than She offers, if he's wise. I've 'eard it said that the Lady of the Waters is stronger than even the Lady of the North, but—" He turned one hand palm up. His middle two fingers lacked the tips, a reminder of an accident with a rope on board ship, or so he had told Magnus.

      "Donwah, the Scavenger, and Sneelah are the elder three. More than that I do not know, and do not care to ask." Halwende savored the spices and heat both from the cider and the meal. Speaking of Sneelah and the North . . . "Has aught come of the dispute between Maan'shill and Karlstown?"

      The trader shook his head. "Not yet, Yer Grace. Lord Beorn agreed to hear both sides, along with priests, and see if we could find an answer. If not, we'll petition 'is Imperial Majesty for an 'earing, or you if 'is Majesty gives you the seal."

      Not that, please. Lady of the Wilds, please may nothing demand Aglak's presence so swiftly. Great Lady, please hear my prayer. Anything so bad would demand Halwende too, like as not, and he'd prefer never, ever to see that day. "I hope you can sort things out on your own." It worked better that way.

      "Aye that, Yer Grace. Small ills do best with small remedies, as they say."

      Halwende nodded. He, Beorn, and a number of other nobles had agreed after the last Great Court. Everyone fared better when they sorted out matters amongst themselves without bringing Aglak Rothbard into the dispute. Halwende had settled a handful of disputes in the north without bothering the emperor, so long as the other parties agreed. The young Count of Moahnebrig had declared, "Sneelah and Marsdaam bless the Emperor and keep him." Then he'd dropped his voice to no more than a faint murmur, "far away from us." Halwende had feigned deafness, as had a few others. Aglak was a good man but a hard Emperor. Or perhaps all of Sneelah's Sons grew hard with time? No, Aglak Rothbard had been hard from the day of his coronation.

      After supper, Halwende returned to the office, changed two words, then wrote out the letter in his best hand. "I am not a scribe," he muttered after he finished and studied the letters and lines one final time. A true scribe did not need to write twice, once with scratch pen and straight edge, once with pen and ink.

      "No, honored husband. Were you a scribe, you would finish at sundown and refuse to work until dawn, unless you received gold coin in hand, or Yoorst Himself dictated to you." She smiled as she spoke, then walked with quiet steps into the office, closing the door behind her as she came.

      He started to conceal the letter, then stopped. "I have written a reply to his imperial majesty. I will send it by courier tomorrow."

      Her smile faded, shifting into a determined frown. "Good. Perhaps, with sufficient time, he will see the unwisdom of asking the impossible. No man can be in two places at once." She stopped. After a moment, eyebrows drawn in, head tilted, she asked, "Can he?"

      Halwende smiled a little as he shook his head. "No, my lady. It is written that perhaps a magic-made seeming of a man might appear, but even that account expressed great doubt. Only the gods dwell in all places at all times." Not even all places, exactly, but that sufficient to keep men respectful and wary.

      She brought the box with his seals and waxes in it. He lit the forest-green candle and dripped just enough on the paper, then pressed his seal as Duke Valke into the wax. Once it hardened, he folded the letter and closed it with his other seal and brown wax. The two seals bore similar patterns, but not identical, and served as a way to prevent easy falsification of his personal seal.

      The next morning, after leading morning worship, Halwende sent the letter to court, along with other documents and a tax payment. He felt empty, neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. A cold wind, wet and heavy, swirled through Valbaum and tugged his cloak's hems. He watched the people going about their business. All were well-dressed and moved freely. No one shivered as wind found holes between patches, or minced as too-thin shoe soles touched frozen ground. No one had petitioned the temples for aid yet, but winter had a long time yet to run. Smoke rose from smoke-holes, workshops, and chimneys to blend into the lowering grey sky. They'd have snow soon.

      He set out to check on matters at the market. He needed to move, even if he remained inside the walls. People saluted, curtsied, or tugged the edges of their hoods and hats as he passed. He acknowledge the honor and strode on. Other nobles went guarded, even in their seats of power. He did not.

      "Now look you, don't—"

      Mmmbwooooohhh? A handful of heartbeats, then cruuuunnscreeEEEEEEEch. Halwende and half the city winced at the sound of metal trying to drag on stone and failing. Clink. Another moment of quiet. Mbwoh. The ovstrala sounded satisfied, as if it had been proven right in an argument. Despite his better judgment, Halwende walked around the corner of the market inn and beheld the scene.

      Lielwo, Marsdaam's speaker, and the new priest of Yoorst both stood in front of a pair of ovstrala. The ovstrala pulled an overladen wagon. The wagon now tipped toward the rear, away from the beasts, and part of the load of hay and fodder had slid onto the ground. The bovines turned their heads toward each other, then faced forward once more and sat on the stones of the market square. Halwende swore he could hear a sigh of satisfaction as they made themselves comfortable.

      "Yoorst and Radmar my witnesses, the axle and wheel were sound when we left," a brown-clad teamster declared.

      The market-master's assistant eased around the bulk of the teamster and crouched, looking at the back corner of the wagon. "Th' wood of th' bed failed." He took the end of his heavy, iron-strapped staff, and pried between the wheel and the bed. The wood, what Halwende could see of it, shifted up, then back down. The assistant stood. "Well, unload it here. Who's the load for?"

      "Temple of Yoorst, half, and Goodman Arburt at Three Trees Inn," the teamster replied. He sounded more resigned than irritated. "I knew things were goin' too well. Weather's been good, beasts stayed sound, got paid two-thirds in advance. Radmar turned His Wheel."

      Halwende made the Antlers as other men and women made the Horns or god signs. The priest of Yoorst had hurried off. He returned with half a dozen young men and one sturdy lass. "Half the fodder, half the hay," the brown and grey clad priest ordered. He looked around, saw Halwende, and frowned. "Are you going to watch or help?"

      Halwende swallowed his snarl and hefted a bundle of hay onto his shoulder, then followed the others. A handful of snowflakes fluttered down around them. He made two trips before the market master saw him. "Your grace! What are you doing?"

      "Moving fodder to clear the road. Yoorst blesses those who care for His beasts, aye?"

      Lielwo, Marsdaam's speaker, cleared his throat. "That is true, noble brother, but perhaps Duke Valke no longer needs to lead by example?"

      Yoorst's speaker stopped what he was doing and turned, truly looking at Halwende for the first time. Halwende waited. He wore brown and green embroidered with cream and black valke on the hems and collar. He did not wear his priest's chain, but instead his House Valke pendant. A long hunting knife hung from his belt in a fine brown and green sheath. "You are Duke Valke?" the new priest inquired, peering closer, eyes half-closed.

      "Aye. Halwende Duke Valke, priest of Valdher."

      Before the priest could apologize or introduce himself, Halwende heard running feet and panting. He turned as a young messenger skidded around the corner, saw him, and trotted up. He bowed. "Yer grace, imperial courier."

      "I come." He followed the lad back to the keep. Indeed, a most impatient individual in blue and silvery-grey stood beside an ovsta sled. A snow-cat kitten tumbled around in the snow, pouncing on the flakes and acting like an ordinary kitten, if overlarge. "I am Halwende Valke." He undid the drawstring on the pouch holding his seal.

      The courier turned, frowning. "Ruling dukes do not wear straw on their shoulders," she stated.

      "Ruling dukes serve the gods as we are called. In this case, it was Yoorst." He handed her the seal. Her eyes unfocused as she studied it. She returned it without comment. "You bear messages for me?"

      "Yes, Your Grace." She removed a parcel as big as her two hands, and some letters, from the sledge. "His imperial majesty will arrive at the pfalz west of here in an eight-day. He wishes to speak to you."

      Good. It will seem less as if I am challenging him. "Thank you for so informing me. I will be there." Something tugged on the hem of his cloak, then tugged harder. He had a good idea who pulled. Indeed, the pull shifted to patting of his booted leg, and batting at the hem of his cloak. He glanced down just enough to make sure that he didn't step on the kitten, then spun and danced out of the beast's reach.

      "Mow!" came the protest. The kitten tried to follow the new toy. The courier scooped up the kitten, and loud mews of complaint sounded. Halwende left her to Magnus and the others, and carried the messages and parcel into the keep. He needed to tidy up, and leave the hay where it belonged, lest an ovstrala follow him in hopes of a nibble!
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      An eight-day later, Halwende bowed to Gerberya, Valdher's Daughter at the imperial court. They met in a small chamber within the pfalz. "Sit, noble brother," she commanded. He sat. "Our brother, the Scavenger's Son, and Donwah's Daughter will join us in a moment. How was the journey?"

      He sorted his words before speaking. "Quiet, honored sister. Too quiet, and too much sign of cervi, radhle, and eilch. They eat the forest to the ground. I had feared as much, when his imperial majesty ordered all predators killed out."

      The door opened, and Halwende stood as a black-hooded form wearing a black pendant on a darkened silver chain walked in, followed by a veiled woman dressed all in blue. He bowed to the Son and Daughter. "Be seated, noble brother," Donwah's Daughter ordered. The hood nodded agreement with the command. Halwende sat once more. The others sat facing him and Gerberya. Donwah's Daughter began, "Our brother, Sneelah's Son."

      The hooded form drooped, then straightened once again, and rested a black-gloved hand on the arm of the chair. "Some of his recent decisions worry us," the Son gestured, taking in all clergy.

      "His last messages to me raised concerns also," Halwende said. "Not as clergy, although as a voice for Valdher, I find his forestry policy to be unwise. He seemed, ah, preoccupied with matters in the south, preoccupied to the point of asking me to break my oaths to the people of the Valke lands."

      "Ah," The sound seemed to flow like water in a slow-flowing stream. "That matches what I have been told by others, Count Beorn and the council leader of Rhonari."  Donwah's Daughter leaned forward, one hand on the shimmering blue stone in her pendant. "What orders were you given, Duke Valke?"

      "To ignore Valdher's command and come south with arms-men and supplies, and to cease succoring my people during the floods and troubles in order to attend to his majesty. The orders to come south arrived as I was away from Valbaum, serving as Her pathfinder and priest in the north and east, and I did not learn of the command for at least six eight-days." He still felt no guilt about not responding to the summons.

      The Son and Daughters all sat back. After a long few moments, Gerberya rubbed her forehead. "That fits what others have related. Be careful, noble brother. Something troubles Aglak Hagmarson. I do not know if it is Sneelah's hand alone, or if something from the south weighs on him."

      Halwende spread his hands, palms up, in a shrug. "I do not know, either. He was most wroth that I did not capture the changed magic worker, Mak, and hold him until his imperial majesty could come and study the man, then provide justice. Mak's misdeeds had caused deaths of men and beasts on both Valke and Wilteer lands, and he attacked me with the intent to kill. He had been declared outside the law over twenty years before, and banned from Valke lands. I did not delay high justice."

      The black hood hissed as the Son inhaled. "Tread very carefully, noble brother. High justice has become a very delicate subject for his majesty, and we do not know why."

      Halwende bowed in his seat to the Scavenger's Son. "Thank you for the warning. His majesty's last three letters all warned against administering high justice unless I had no choice in the matter." I don't understand why, since I know far more of the law than do most nobles.

      The other priests all shared looks, or so Halwende guessed. No man could read the face of Donwah or of the Scavenger, but he could sense concern. Gerberya bowed her head, then met his eyes. "Go with the blessing of the Lady of the Wild, noble brother, and be as diplomatic as you can. I fear his majesty hunts prey that is not found in these forests, and in his disappointment will turn on any who draw his eye."

      Halwende stood, then bowed to all three of his seniors. "My thanks for the blessing and the warning." He left the room and returned to the guest quarters he and Aedit had been assigned. Kal had insisted on coming with them. Halwende had a suspicion why, but kept that suspicion to himself. Magnus too wanted to come, but Halwende had ordered him to remain in Valbaum. "Adalbert needs a wise, cooler head, should something arise." Magnus, Wemba, and Hwelfo should be enough to keep Adalbert steady if the worst came to pass.

      Aedit met him at the door of their quarters. Once he had entered, she slid the door bar in place. "Trouble?"

      "I do not know, my lord. But the coldness in the air worries me."

      The guards and servants had let the it be known that Duke Valke was not entirely welcome at Court, although no one had overstepped the bounds of rank and propriety. Halwende took her hand and caressed it, drawing a weak smile. "Valdher's Daughter expressed mild concerns, although I suspect the imbalance of beasts in the forest worries her as much as it worries me." They'd seen too much sign of overgrazing, and two cervi does had crossed their path. Both had ribs showing far too early in the winter, and neither looked pregnant. That boded ill.

      A firm hand tapped on the door just after mid-day the next day. One of Aedit's maids opened it. "Duke Valke, his imperial majesty wishes to speak with you after his hunt, in two hours by sun. In the great courtyard." The page clipped the words and looked down his nose at Halwende.

      Do you speak for yourself, or for your master? If the first, he would thrash the young man for disrespect. If the second, then he would best tread as warily as if he hunted einar and laupen. "I will be there."

      Halwende entered the courtyard at the appointed time. A platform had been set up, with a seat on it, in the open. Aedit had insisted on coming with him, Kal as well. Guards stood on both sides of the dais, setting Halwende's teeth on edge. "My lady, I ask that you go stand with Kal and the priests. If his majesty is tired from the hunt, he might be more sensitive to irregularities in protocol." If he lashes out, I don't want you near me, my treasure.

      Aedit gave him a hard look, but complied. Silence filled the courtyard, and cold. At last, Aglak Rothbard himself stalked into the courtyard, Lord Gernot close behind. Blood stained Gernot's paws still, and the emperor's boots and cloak had seen better days. Halwende bowed low as the emperor took his place, and a servant brought hot wine to him. "Rise, Valke." He straightened and waited.

      "Why did you disobey us?"

      Halwende took a deep breath of the hard, cold air. "Which time, imperial majesty? When you called me to the Comb while I was in the north, or two years ago, the year of the flood? Or when I administered high justice without waiting for your presence, your majesty?"

      Gasps came from the courtiers and others around them. I am not a diplomat. I am a northern lord and Valdher's servant.

      Aglak's face darkened, reddening until it matched his beard. Gernot's tail whipped back and forth as he stood beside the seat. "The Comb. Your refusal to answer our summons cost the lives of four of our servants, drained of their strength to the point of death. Had you obeyed, your magic plus ours would been sufficient for the task."

      Halwende spread empty, gloved hands. "Imperial majesty, your message did not find me until I returned to Harnancourd. I could not obey summons I did not receive. Nor could I disobey Valdher's command. Once did I ask Her permission to disobey Her, to delay answering Her summons. The Lady made Her will quite clear." The ghost of that headache haunted him yet.

      Aglak pounded the arm of the chair with one blue-gloved fist, hard enough to make the wood creak. "You also mediated between other lords without our knowledge or permission, and heard cases without our authority, Valke. That is a violation of your vows to us."

      "Imperial majesty, I acted at the request of the lords and towns involved. They did not care to disturb you while you dealt with far more serious matters in the south. I agreed with their concerns, and so acted as law-speaker and mediator. I did not rule in your name, your majesty, nor did or do I seek to claim authority that is not mine."

      Aglak snarled, flashing from red-faced anger to pale fury. "Oh really? Yet you claim priority of your lands over those of the empire, refusing to serve me when called." The emperor hissed the words, his voice as cold as a sleet-laden wind.

      Lady of the Wild, help me to keep my temper. Something more than just Aglak spoke now. "The lives of my people come before the needs of court, your majesty, save in time of war. Human life and the will of the gods before all else, so do all nobles and priests swear. Do we not?" As soon as the words left his mouth, Halwende regretted them.

      "The needs of the empire come before all else!" Aglak thundered. Lord Gernot's ears went flat against his head, and he hissed.

      Halwende stood his ground and folded his arms. "Your imperial majesty, my oaths to my people came first," he repeated, "then my duty to the Lady of the Wild. Flooding and dearth, then the orders north."

      Aglak rose to his feet. He descended from the platform, hand on the hilt of his sword. He moved like his cat, prowling closer, flowing until he stood only a hand-span from Halwende, blue eyes blazing with icy fury. "I forbid you to leave these lands, no matter Valdher's commands."

      Green filled the world. "Aglak Rothbard, you exceed the bounds. My servant answers my commands, not yours."

      "I am the elder," the emperor hissed. "I command. You are sworn to obey."

      Halwende glared right back, locking eyes with him. "I am also sworn to the Lady of the Wild, and to protect my people. Those oaths predate my vow to you, your imperial majesty."

      Aglak took a step back and raised one hand. Cold power gathered, an icy wind that whipped Halwende's cloak around him. "Do not push us, Valke, or challenge us."

      Halwende drew power from himself and envisioned a barrier between Aedit, Kal, and the emperor. "I do not challenge. I will obey unless you force me to chose between Valdher and the empire, or my people and the empire."

      Magic like ice slammed into him. Green came to his hand, and he held the ice, then sent it down into the snow around his feet. "No, sister. This is not your place," he heard his voice saying, hard and cool.

      "My time is not yet passed, sister." Again ice, then bitter cold, and raw power like lightning slammed into him. Halwende sent some back at Aglak, and the rest into the ground. He reached through the soil, up through the ice, pushing aside the snow at the emperor's feet. Aglak lost his balance and staggered. Halwende followed with power like a wind. Sweat poured into his eyes despite the bitter cold.

      "Impious fool to use My tools against Me!" Ice erupted around him, like a cage. Halwende broke free and dodged power once more, still keeping a shield between Aedit and the emperor's rage. "Do you not trust me?" Sneelah demanded with the emperor.

      "I trust you, Lady of Ice. Your anger overflows, your majesty, and that I do not trust." Panting and gasping, Halwende lashed green magic again, trying to catch Aglak and flip him into the snow. Green and red warred in his vision, and he started to reach for his sword, then caught himself. His family's lives would be forfeit should he do that. "Stop this. I cannot obey imperial commands that conflict with Valdher's commands."

      "Oath breaker, kin slayer!" Power hammered him. "Your oath to the empire comes before all else."

      "No!" Halwende drew everything he had still inside and hurled green and gold, summer's full power, at the emperor. Blue-white flared, too bright to look at, scattering green.

      Too much! He'd reached too far. Halwende fought even as he felt his magic buckling, collapsing. The shield failed and with it, the last of his strength. He staggered, dropped to his knees, then rolled onto his flank.

      Slsss. A blade left the sheath. Footsteps creaked on the hard-frozen snow.

      "Enough," three voices called, speaking as one. "Enough, sister," Donwah's priestess repeated.

      "You triumph. Let him live." The Scavenger's Son, refusing to claim a life?

      A gloved hand jerked Halwende's head back by the hair, baring his throat. "Full victory and justice," the icy voice, devoid of the last trace of Rothbard's own speech, demanded. "Nothing less." Cold steel, cold as the grave, colder than the snow and ice of the North, crossed his throat. Pain filled his skull to the breaking point and past. Halwende heard his own voice, felt his throat tear as he screamed, heard another echo the cry. Blackness swept the world, and he knew nothing more.
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      His muscles refused to obey. He tried to open his eyes, but something held them closed. Soft footsteps came from somewhere to his left. The tiny sound sent daggers through his skull. His stomach churned and nausea swept over him, then ebbed like the grey waters of the northern sea.

      "My lord, please."

      He was no one's lord, not now. No man ruled save the Scavenger, not here. Something, someone lifted his shoulders, warm hands supported his head, then lowered him down, but not flat.

      A half-familiar voice repeated, "My lord, please, if you do not drink, you will die."

      How could he die twice? But no man nor woman knew what lay in the Scavenger's lands, not truly, not even the miners. Warm metal touched his lips, and he drank. He tasted meat and an herb. Another touch, and he drank again. The sickness in his guts faded. After the meat, a bitter herbal tea touched his tongue. Then darkness once more, soft blessed darkness, free from failure, free from pain. Blessed be the Scavenger, the final healer, the One who ended all pain.

      When Halwende next woke, he clenched his fist, then relaxed. The pain in his head flowed away as he forced the muscles to let go of their hold. He kept his eyes closed. He sensed no light, so why bother? Instead he listened. The chamber sounded small. The dead sound of hangings around the bed or walls . . . No. The faint ring and echo suggested bare walls and a stone or hard wooden floor. Steps approached. Wood, not tile or stone, or so he guessed. Not a prison cell, then, not that it mattered.

      Aedit. Where was she? Had the emperor, Sneelah, broken her as well? Please, Valdher, Marsdaam, please may she be safe and whole. She had no part in his battle. But Sneelah . . . Valdher bore Gember's sweetness and Rella's mercy compared to Sneelah. Please, he'd suffer all the pains of the world if only Aedit might be spared.

      "My lord, I am touching your head to remove the bandages on your eyes," a man—Kal— murmured, so quiet as to be almost unheard. Thus warned, Halwende remained still and did not flinch. The heavy pressure on his eyes eased, but he kept them closed. A damp cloth wiped his eyes, then his forehead as well. "My lord, the room is dark. There is a closed horn-lantern, but not where you will see it easily if you open your eyes. The healer-priestess says that it will be another day before you can tolerate more light than that."

      "Aedit?" Halwende whispered, all the sound his abused throat could produce.

      "Is well, and will reach Valbaum tomorrow, should all go as it has." Kal hesitated, then repeated "She is well, and in good health, my lord."

      "Thank you." Thank You, Lady of the Wild Lands, Great Traveler, thank You for Your mercy.

      He heard the sound of pouring, and steps coming closer once more. "My lord, Teo and I will help you sit. Then you need to drink, please. It will give you strength, and was sent by the temple."

      Thus warned, Halwende tried to sit. He managed it, almost. Had the servants not caught him, he would have fallen back. He kept his eyes closed and drank. It tasted as bad as he'd anticipated, and his stomach rebelled, then subsided. "Had it been sweet, I would have thought poison," Halwende muttered.

      A soft chuckle greeted his words. "Aye, my lord. The healers swear that the foulness is not so bad. They tell rank falsehoods." More pouring, this thicker, perhaps. "This is meat and gold-grain, to rebuild your strength."

      Halwende slept again after he ate. When next he woke, he opened his eyes. A trace of light spilled from the shielded lantern in the corner of the chamber. Pain built behind his eyes until he closed them again, pain as when he stared at bright sun on snow at noon.  What had Rothbard done to him? After the pain ebbed, Halwende tried again. If he squinted and looked elsewhere, he could see bed posts, a table, and two stools. Patterns stood out against the stark white of the wall. Patterns? Painted borders and a design, but of what he could not tell. Where was he? Not any of his palaces. Kal had said that Aedit traveled to Valbaum, the ducal seat. But where was he? Cold grew in his gut. Not dead, not with Aedit, not at the emperor's current residence, so where had he been taken?

      "My lord." Teo looked at the floor when Halwende asked. "My lord, you are in the hunting lodge in the Snowcrest Hills, near the source spring of the Maerla. Valdher's Daughter will tell you more, my lord."

      "The emperor's hunting lodge." His voice sounded dead to his ears. A prisoner, then.

      The door opened and a tall woman in green and brown swept in. She carried a black staff topped with a raabvogel. It was Gerberya, Valdher's Daughter. "No, Duke Halwende. Yours now. The lodge and the hills are yours. You may go anywhere in the hills, but not cross the Maerla or the road to the village. All others are free to come and go."

      "And Aedit, honored sister?"

      The priestess shook her head, her large, dark brown eyes tired. "May pass freely between the cities you created, but may not come here. Our Sister of the North struck a hard bargain for your and her lives, Halwende."

      He closed his eyes. He should hate the northern Lady, goddess of the snow and ice. He felt nothing. "So be it, honored sister. If that was the price for my bride's life so be it."

      "Hers and yours, noble brother."

      He'd rather be dead. Halwende bit his tongue, stopping the words. Arguing with the Lady of the Wild Lands would never end well for him. "So be it. May I write to Aedit?"

      "Yes." Valdher's Daughter frowned. "She is regent for the Emperor, until he approves Adalbert. You no longer have any role, Halwende." He heard disappointment in her voice. "His imperial majesty . . . may find that decision to be one of his poorer ones, or he may not."

      Without a strong hand and sword arm, one that could move quickly to stop trouble or provide aid when problems arose, Rothbard would find that the north did not remain as calm or prosperous as before. Halwende could not find it in himself to enjoy the prospect. In truth, he felt nothing. "Indeed. Honored sister, why do I feel no feelings?"

      "Ah." She came closer and whispered, "Sneelah stripped you of all magic that comes not from the hand of the Wild Lady, brother. We, your brothers and sisters, fear that She took more than just magic, but we do not know and will not ask, lest it rekindle Her fury."

      He closed his eyes. "Thank you. I had feared other injury."

      "So did we, noble brother. So did we." He heard her steps grow quieter then fade away entirely. Darkness eased closer, and he embraced it. Perhaps in dreams he might see Aedit once more.

      Two eight-days later, he stood on the terrace beside the hunting lodge, staring out at the meadow and forest beyond. A mild evening breeze tugged his cloak's hem and brushed his forelock into his eyes. He ignored it. Five eight-days had passed since his confrontation with Rothbard, and winter's grip weakened, at least for now. Snow still held the peaks of the hills, but here, a few brave blades of grass and snow-bells poked through the white blanket draping the south-facing meadow and grounds around the stout lodge. Creamy white and delicate pink, the flowers dotted the snow. Ovstrala munched their hay and grain out of sight, resting after bringing supplies. Others could come and go. He could not. He clenched his right hand as he looked down at his boots, then up once more.

      The light still brought pain to his eyes, but not so much as before. Sneelah had marked him well. He remained numb, almost entirely without anger or joy, sorrow or regret. Perhaps being denied Aedit was a mercy of a sort. For him, not for her. She had reached Valbaum without encountering trouble beyond the usual, and with Adalbert's help, had taken up Halwende's former duties. He gave thanks, had given thanks. He needed to resume his priestly duties. Valdher had little patience for those who failed to do Her proper honor.

      As if summoned by thought, he heard the quiet tap of Gerberya's staff on the bricks of the terrace. He turned and bowed to his superior. "Rise, noble brother," she ordered. He stood. She stopped even with him, looking out at the forest around them. He waited. The Daughter turned to him at last. "Do you feel able to assist with worship?"

      He nodded. "Yes, Valdher willing."

      Soft, healing green filled his vision for the first time since the confrontation. I will it, Halwende, my priest and pathfinder. The murmur of wind in summer pines soothed that last ache in his head as Her voice flowed through his mind. He inclined his head toward the forest and made the Antlers.

      "What do you feel?" Gerberya asked. He heard nothing in her tone aside from curiosity.

      Halwende considered. "Nothing, honored sister. No," he caught himself. "Relief? Yes, relief. That I still hear Her voice, that I may still serve Her as She called me to do." He turned back to Gerberya and met her eyes. "That is the first feeling I have had since—"

      She nodded, dark eyes somber. "I have spoken with our brothers and sisters with skills of healing. They do not know what the Lady of Ice did, that She stripped you of feelings as well as power. They cannot say if you will ever feel," she touched her heart with her empty hand, "again. I hope that you will, but—" She did not finish.

      Halwende bowed his head. "Truth, honored sister, perhaps the lack is a blessing. I am dead to my family and my people. I should, perhaps, rage at our brother of Sneelah, or mourn for what was. I can do neither."

      She turned her gaze back to the forest. The last bit of evening wind shifted her cloak, blowing it back to reveal a brown skirt and black indoor boots. She reached up and stroked the raabvogel on her pendant of office. "It may indeed be a blessing, albeit a hard one. I do not know. I can offer no counsel, aside from that offered to all of us as speakers of Valdher." She turned enough that he could see her tired half-smile. "And to suggest that you return indoors before Master Kal grows concerned enough to come looking for you."

      Halwende snorted, but obeyed. He opened the door for his superior, inclining slightly as she walked through the portal. I cannot be irritated with Kal and the others watching me so closely. For whom is that a blessing, I wonder.

      A letter from Aedit arrived just before Gember's spring feast, the first news he had from her. He had begun testing himself, walking farther and farther into the hills, pushing himself, regaining strength lost to injury and winter. After eating a light supper, he took the letter out into the warm sunlight to read. "Most honored husband, Lord Halwende," it began. "It is my greatest hope that this finds you well. Although winter rested a heavy hand on the Valke lands, they suffered no great losses of life. An early rain caught the wagons bringing supplies and in-kind payment from Harnancourd and other places to Valbaum. My lord husband, cold, drenched ovstrala smell just as bad as warm, drenched ovstrala. Worse, perhaps, because we had to build fires to keep them from catching lung-rot. They steamed. I feared that Valbaum would need to be abandoned." Halwende winced at the description and at his memories of wet ovstrala both.

      "The north is troubled, my lord husband. Not least because of fears for his majesty's sense of proportion and discernment. The northern lords have contacted me, each on his own, seeking confirmation of the news of your survival and health. I have told them only what I know to be certain. His most gracious imperial majesty sent word to all lords and speakers for the Free Cities that they must attend him at spring court, barring death or attack from outside the empire. It is said that the merchants of the five northern cities have expressed displeasure at this requirement, because they cannot sail until Donwah Herself gives them leave."

      Halwende pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head a little, then turned to the third page. Aedit's hand was not what it might be. Be glad that she has her own letters and numbers.

      "Adalbert has been confirmed in his titles as Duke of Valke, but only in that. He will attend spring court to reaffirm his oaths to the emperor. Ulrich stands as his heir until such time as Adalbert and Aeigifu are blessed with a son. By my hand and seal, Aedit of Crosstrees, Regent of Valke."

      He studied her seal. She used medium red-brown, as befitted being born for Marsdaam, and instead of the crowned valke, he saw a valke holding a staff in one talon, the seal used by the now-extinct cadet branch of the line.

      The next day, Halwende replied, commiserating about wet ovstrala in small spaces. After much thought and prayer, he said nothing about her other observations, only adding that he was in good health. She said nothing personal. Does she fear someone reading these letters? If so, he would reply in kind.

      That afternoon, after the messenger and teamsters had left, Kal came looking for him. "M'lord?"

      Halwende looked up from cleaning an einar spear. "Yes?"

      Kal shook his head a little. "Ah, m'lord, there's a group of people from Ironspring village. They ask you to hear a case as mediator, since you are not from the area, but know the law." Kal shook his head again. "Mistress Gerberya attends to a forestry matter."

      Halwende set the spear aside and shrugged a little. "I will hear the case in the main hall." he glanced down at himself. "After I change." Oil and metal, and bits of other things, clung to his trews.

      "Yes, m'lord." Kal departed. Halwende brushed the worst off, then went to find Teo and clothes fit for a noble.

      "Mushrooms, Yer Grace."

      He blinked at the contents of the basket. Yes, they looked like the tree-ears of the lands he knew, except these had orange spots. "I see." Halwende looked from the basket to the two groups of petitioners. "To make certain that I understand the difficulty. Goodwife Mapp gathered these mushrooms in the part of the Snowcrest Hills forests that are held in common by both Ironspring and Marelaquel."

      The sturdy, flat-nosed matron nodded her agreement. "The common lands, aye, Yer Grace."

      Halwende turned to the other group. "However, by general understanding, this year, Marelaquel residents get first right of gathering in the commons, be it of berries or mushrooms or deadwood gathered from the ground. And you feel that Goodwife Mapp entered the woods too soon."

      "Aye, Yer Grace." The short, narrow-faced woman and her equally narrow man both glared at the basket. "Those should be ours, Marelaquel, by time right, Yer Grace."

      He turned to Gerberya's acolyte. "Please bring me the book of common record." The young woman bowed and hurried off. He'd been surprised to learn that Gerberya had brought copies of all the law books and rulings for the area to the lodge. Perhaps things like this were why.

      The young woman returned with the proper volume. Halwende opened it and went down the list of villages, then found the proper commons land. That's interesting. He glanced up, and a the faintest of greens tinted the edges of his vision. "According to the records, Ironspring and Marelaquel have their commons in pasture and woodlots only, not forest. The forest remains temple land, open to all so long as proper rules are followed. The slopes of the Snowcrest Hills and all that grows or grazes there belong to his majesty, Valdher, and Sneelah. This is sealed and signed by the temples of Valdher, Korvaal, and Gember. You can see their marks and seals." He held up the open book, showing the three seals.

      Both groups of petitioners fell silent, and the two goodmen both swallowed hard. Goodman Mapp's face bore a faint green hue. Halwende closed the book. "Here is my judgment." He heard his voice shift, growing more feminine. "First, Goodwife Mapp may keep the mushrooms she has collected so far, as may any from either village, so long as an herb wife or healer has confirmed that the mushrooms are sound to eat or use for healing. Second, any who wish to gather in the woods need to confirm with their temple that such use is allowed by the Lady of the Forest or the Lord of the Harvest." That would be fair, and should keep things balanced. The green faded from his vision.

      "Thank you, Your Grace, speaker for Valdher. We will abide by your decision," Goodwife Mapp declared.

      "Aye," the group from Marelaquel said, "that's fair, and we'll abide to it and tell others."

      Halwende handed the book back to the acolyte. "I will send copies of the decision to your temples of Valdher and Korvaal, so that they can be sure to remind others of the ownership of the different lands."

      "Thank ye, Yer Grace." The goodman from Marelaquel sounded relieved. "We'll pass the word too."

      "Go in peace and may Valdher be with you." Halwende stayed on his feet until the petitioners left, then thudded onto the closest bench. What was wrong? Rendering judgment should not leave him as exhausted as if he'd hunted every peak in the hills in a day.

      Gerberya returned the next day and he dined with her. "When was the last time She spoke through you, before midwinter?"

      He stared at the wall and tried to remember. "Midsummer last? Yes, I think it was Midsummer last, when I was in the north. It was a dispute over castana trees, and if the temple of Korvaal had any right to declare judgment over them, since the stand grew in a wildwood."

      Gerberya's eyebrows rose as she drank her tea. "Castana trees have to be tended, so yes, it would be Korvaal, even if someone was hiding the stand in a wildwood. Or so I understand it. But that explains your exhaustion." She set her mug on the table. "That, and the lingering injury from the winter. You should feel less drained the next time, and the next."

      "Is it—?" He caught himself. "No, as Valdher's speaker, to give judgement on questions of forest law and temple practice is still my duty. Other laws, perhaps not, but Valdher's laws, yes."

      Valdher's Daughter smiled. "Yes, it is. And you are less intimidating, and have more experience, than I do. My duties lie elsewhere, although I can and do hear small questions. So long as the petition does not require you to leave the hills and Valdher's lands, then I see no reason why you cannot give judgment." She had left the imperial court, as had Donwah's Daughter, the Scavenger's Son, and the other Sons and Daughters. They moved among the temples, returning to Court only when needed. Gerberya preferred to stay here, at the edge of the wild. Halwende both shared and understood her preference.

      His imperial majesty can go jump in a snow-fed creek in early spring. Halwende had more schaef sausage and savored the flavor.
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      Halwende and the other hunters squelched into the lodge that autumn. "Go, get warm," he ordered the younger men. "I'll deal with the cervi and radhle."

      They bowed and hurried to find a fire and hot drink, and to get into dry clothes if they had them. Halwende carried the cervi buck to the kitchen, then did the same with the radhle. The pelts had already been stretched in the place for such things. "Your grace!" one of the new lodge servants gasped. "Please, let us do that."

      Halwende gritted his teeth and managed the last few steps with the beast over his shoulder, then draped it on the butchery table. "I killed it, I bring it in. Hunt law." Task done, he plodded up to his chamber.

      He started coughing that night. Coughing grew harsher and shifted into fever. His muscles turned to water, and his bowels as well. He burned and froze. Einar and vulpen taunted him from the corners of the room, and he coughed until his ribs ached and creaked. Someone wiped his forehead, and made him drink a bitter, thin tincture that tasted like red-root crossed with burning stem. The coughing eased, but a digger-foot hung from the bedpost and flapped its tongue at him until an ice-eyed snow cat slapped the beast. The cat grew and grew, stealing all the heat from the chamber. Halwende stared, then threw himself into the depths of the dark forest to get away.

      "Noble brother," a man sighed. "By now you should know to allow younger men to do the hard work."

      Halwende coughed and regretted it. He wheezed, gasped, and wheezed again. "Valdher would smite me if I don't do my duty as a hunter," he rasped.

      "Brother, your head is as hard as the stones of the hills. You are not eighteen." The healer sighed again. "I hope an ovstrala steps on you and squeezes some sense into your brain. I'm going to help you sit." Halwende did his best to lean forward as the healer propped him up. "Drink. Sun-stem tea. Then eat." Halwende noted the pattern of sheaves and fruit embroidered on the healer's shirt collar and jerkin. He wore a golden brown skullcap.

      "How long was I ill?"

      "Over an eight-day, from when you started coughing to now. Your fever dreams sound most entertaining, I must say, although not the vulpen or the snow cat." The healer handed him a tankard, steadying it until Halwende had both hands wrapped around the warm pottery. "The cough became a burning fever. The other hunters fell ill as well, but not so badly. They're young, and they didn't stay wet and cold for as long."

      Halwende drank the wonderful hot, sweet tea. "I am not old."

      The red-haired healer folded his arms and glowered down at him. "Noble brother, you have almost sixty years. You are old, at least in body. You cannot do what you once did and expect to recover overnight." He took the tankard. "Eat, then drink."

      Halwende snarled, then stopped. He was angry. He felt anger! Pure relief washed through him, followed by frustration. He wanted to get out of bed. His body refused to obey.

      It took the better part of three days before he could stand without Kal or someone helping steady him, and the rest of the eight-day before he could stand long enough to lead worship. The weather turned warm, and he basked in the heat until the cold returned. His joints ached, and he and Kal shared complaints about the unkindness of the weather.

      The next afternoon, he wrote a letter in answer to one from Adalbert, concerning an old law case involving two villages. After he finished, he stood and tried to stretch the aches out, or at least stretch them into aching less. The door opened. He ignored it for the moment.

      "Noble brother," Gerberya said.

      He turned slowly, bones and joints both sore from the weather change. He inclined to her. "Honored sister?"

      "You have a visitor. A most insistent visitor." A slight smile began to curve her lips. "Who is most firm about, well, you'll hear."

      If it be the emperor, he can go roll in the snow and take that damn cat with him. "Very well."

      Tones aught but dulcet came from the hallway leading to his chamber. "He did what? No wonder he got sick, the headstrong fool. That man." Gerberya ducked well clear of the doorway as a force of nature in grey and brown stormed in, skirts a whirl. "Halwende, you idiot." Aedit all but threw herself at him. He managed to catch her, and not fall over, but he staggered. She hugged him, and he saw tears pouring down her face. "If you die from wet feet, Donwah my witness, I will pray the Scavenger to send you back so I can kill you myself," she whispered, then jammed her face against his shoulder, weeping.

      The walls twisted, swimming as if in heavy rain. He closed his eyes and held her as close as he could. He buried his face in her hair. The faint sound of a door closing reached his ears, then quiet as he steadied her, one hand on the back of her head, one on her back. Thank You, Lady of the Wild, thank You. He could do anything, endure anything, with Aedit at his right hand, in his arms. "Oh, beloved, I love you," he whispered.

      "Sneelah has not relented," Aedit said that evening, voice quiet and fearful. He took her hand, feeling the strong bones under the now-delicate skin. "Rothbard, however, seriously regrets leaving the north without a steady older hand. He's spent the last year putting out brush fires and dealing with land claims and fighting." She bared her teeth. "I managed to keep bloodshed to a minimum, more or less, but," she tipped one hand up. "I'm not you. For which I give daily thanks."

      He snorted but kept quiet.

      "Beorn Vulfson now leads the north. Adalbert has the Valke lands, and does well. Rothbard gave me leave to retire." She gave him a saucy look, one he knew all too well. "He did not say where. Should he object, I will ask forgiveness. Or perhaps I won't."

      He should chide her about disobeying the emperor, about breaking imperial commands. He knew better than to bother. He sighed, "My dear, if Rothbard has not learned by now that women require close supervision and explicit instructions and limitations, it is far too late to worry about his ire." Sneelah's however . . . She can kill us. Nothing more, not now.

      Aedit gave him a hard look, as if after all these years she had not learned about his teasing. "Nyah." She stuck her tongue out at him.

      "I need not say more."  He smiled and squeezed her hand. That night he held her in his arms and slept better than he had since the previous fall.

      Fall became winter became spring. Aedit lost weight, her matron's roundness returning to maiden-like slenderness, then worse. Her appetite faded with her weight, and she slept more and more. "I'm sorry, brother," Samo, Gember's voice and a healer, told him one evening. "Lady Aedit has blood-waste. She is not in pain, but there's nothing a healer can do for her."

      Halwende had guessed as much, feared as much, but the words still stabbed like Sneelah's own ice into his heart. "Thank you." He went to Valdher's chapel and knelt, then sat on the floor in the darkness. He stared up at the shadowed face of the Lady of the Wild. She looked into the distance, gazing over Her lands and creatures. "I want a miracle," he murmured at last. "But You already gave me miracles, Lady of the Forest. Forgive me."

      Aedit went to the Scavenger the day before Gember's spring feast. As he watched the flames devour what little remained of his lady, his treasure, tears seeped down his cheeks. Gerberya rested one hand on his shoulder, as did Kal.

      Spring passed into high summer. His world seemed to shrink to the Snowcrest hills and the people around them. Two or three times per eight-day, someone came to him with a question or petition. Rumor held that the north remained less than tranquil, and that many of the lords grumbled about the emperor's harshness. Halwende could not bring himself to either savor the discontent or worry about the north. Instead he did his duty to Valdher and Her lands, and walked in the forest. He did not hunt, only watched and listened.

      One slow, still afternoon, the light through the late-summer leaves turned golden green. The first hints of autumn, the nuts bending branches with their bounty and the scarlet veins on red-cone leaves, warned that man and beast needed to prepare for the coming season of dearth. Halwende stopped at the edge of a natural clearing. One of the great trees of the forest had fallen at the end of spring, leaving a gap full of sun. He heard steps. A cervi buck strode into the glade. The light gleamed off of shining golden antlers. A fawn followed, then froze, one silvery hoof poised in mid-air. A woman clad in green and brown stepped from the forest shadows and rested one hand on the buck's shoulder.

      Halwende went to one knee, joints popping and creaking as he moved. Valdher glided toward him. He met Her eyes. Endless green of all the forests, depths of the wild, filled his mind. She reached one green-gloved hand and touched his forehead, traced a pattern, and smiled. My pathfinder, faithful servant, priest, I release you from your duties.

      A different voice, cold but welcoming, intoned, Pathfinder, priest, noble, I claim you. Come.

      Halwende stood, then bowed to the black-hooded shape waiting in the twilight shadows beside the dead tree. "I come." No man could refuse the Scavenger's call.

      Aedit awaits.

      Halwende followed Him gladly into the darkness.
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      Sources:

      Ehlers, Joachim. Heinrich der Löwe.

      Slawski, Robert: Im Zeichen des Löwen.

      Jordan, Karl. Heinrich Der Löwe, Ein Biografie.

      

      The above are all biographies, two traditional, one theameatic, about Duke Henry the Lion, one of the most intriguing characters of the Holy Roman Empire during the High Middle Ages. Jordan was the first, as best I can tell, the only one available in English, although it is long out of print.

      I first encountered Henry of Saxony, Henry the Lion, while reading about Lübeck and the Hanse. I crossed paths with him again at one of Frederick Barbarossa's palaces. Henry was a fascinating character, and there really should be more about him in English, in my opinion.

      

      Zuch, Ranier. Pfalzen Deutscher Kaiser.

      

      This is about the buildings, the imperial palace/depot/fortress, used by people like Frederick Barbarossa (von Staufen) and others.

      

      Information from the sources used in books earlier in the series also appears in this work.
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