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    Chapter One 
 
    The Forbidden Experiment 
 
      
 
    Sevendor Castle looked like a tiny white rock from the sky, a mere toy, Dara reflected as she soared with her falcon overhead.  The towers that seemed so impressively tall from the ground faded together into a single hulking shape when viewed from the clouds, and the town beyond the castle was a brief jumble of tile and thatch, quickly overlooked.  All the places Dara knew and lived in were just a rough patchwork crouching between the ridges, and the buildings she thought of as prominent faded into part of the landscape.  It was the serene peaks of the Uwarri range that stood out, from the air, not the habitats of men.   
 
    Such perspectives fascinated Dara when she was riding behind Frightful’s eyes.  She’d learned a lot about such things in the two years she’d been magically bilocating with her falcon, sharing her consciousness and perspective through an arcane link.  Dara knew birds see the world differently than people – than all land-bound animals, actually, she corrected herself.  Each animal she’d formed a magical rapport with had a unique perspective on the world.  But Frightful’s vantage was different from them all.  
 
    Falcons saw things in terms of movement.  The scale of their vision was much different than Dara’s, or another terrestrial creature.  Frightful was aware of what was going on around her in the air, something few land animals even considered, unless they were prey.  She could sense air currents and was aware of variations in temperature and pressure that Dara couldn’t know without using magesight.  She knew where the sun and moon were, even when they weren’t in the sky, and she could smell the presence of other birds, bats, nightwebs and other flying creatures upwind of her.   
 
    With all of that going on, what was happening on the ground was really of secondary importance.   
 
    Frightful was hungry, and wanted to hunt, but Dara overrode her bird’s instinct and ordered her to come back to the castle.  Now wasn’t the time to hunt.  That would be tomorrow.  Right now, Dara wanted Frightful hungry, not sated, for the task she planned.  While that irritated the bird, she was far more willing to obey Dara when her stomach was mostly empty.   
 
    When she was certain that Frightful was responding to her order, she withdrew her consciousness from the link they shared.  It was much easier to disengage from the bilocation, now.  Once, that had been a difficult process, sorting out whose thoughts were whose as they separated.  But at this point in her training Dara could enter and leave a rapport with Frightful as easily as sneezing. 
 
    “She’ll be back in a moment,” Dara announced, as she opened her eyes.  “She wanted to hunt, but I insisted.” 
 
    The beautiful woman in the exotic-looking robe frowned, as she regarded the wizard’s apprentice.   
 
    “Is that not cruel, to let your animal hunger?” Lady Ithalia asked.  She was one of the three Emissaries from the non-human Alka Alon, magically transformed into a nearly-human guise, and she was more beautiful than any human woman Dara had ever seen.  There were minor differences that told her out as distinct – the shape of her ears and eyes, the narrow point of her chin, the unnaturally pale tone of her skin, the metallic sheen of her hair – but she appeared to be a tall, slender woman. Dara found that ironic, considering that Lady Ithalia’s natural form was no taller than Dara’s waist.   
 
    “No,” Dara dismissed.  “Hunger is an important part of her training.  The relationship between a bird and its falconer isn’t like that between a man and a dog,” she reported.  “Birds are . . . different.  Falconry is a relationship based on hunger.  The falconer’s ability to sate the bird’s hunger is what allows her to train the bird to hunt.  If we just fed them every time they were hungry, they’d be as useful as a chicken.” 
 
    “No chicken flew that gracefully,” Ithalia said, nodding toward the clouds.  Dara, herself, could not yet pick her bird out of the sky by sight, but the Alka Alon’s astonishingly beautiful form also included acute vision and hearing.  Dara would have had to use magesight to see Frightful from the top of Master Minalan’s tower.  “The way they attack the air and wheel on a wingtip is just sublime!  How exhilarating it must be . . . and how terrifying!” 
 
    “It was, at first,” Dara agreed, as she pulled her padded gauntlet over her arm.  “And more than a little gross, if I linger while she feeds.  But flying is amazing.  Once you trust the bird to know how to fly, and just relax and observe, it’s mostly just fun!” 
 
    “But you’re just sharing her experience,” Ithalia pointed out.   
 
    “And directing it,” Dara pointed out.  “Far more than a normal falconer.  They rely on whistles and calls to communicate with their birds.  Frightful responds to them, but she responds a lot better when I’m in her brain, nudging her along.  Or nagging, if you want to hear her tell it,” she snorted. 
 
    “Your bird thinks you’re a nag?” Ithalia asked, giggling involuntarily. 
 
    “I’m a horrible nag,” Dara nodded, grinning.  “I make her do things she doesn’t necessarily want to do.  I wake her up when she wants to be asleep and hood her when interesting things happen.  She can’t even fly away to escape me, the way a wayward falcon can slip away from its falconer.  So she thinks I nag her.  The truth is, she doesn’t pay attention to much, outside of her stomach.  If I don’t repeat my instructions a few times, she sees a vole and loses focus.” 
 
    “She seems pretty focused, now!” Ithalia noted, as Frightful dropped out of the sky with frightening speed.  She went from being a speck among the clouds to being a distinct shape . . . and then very quickly grew larger with her speedy approach. 
 
    “She’s showing off,” Dara snorted, as she held up her arm.  Frightful soared across the valley below and crossed the castle’s outer wall before speeding at the castle . . . only to stop herself unerringly with a sudden unfurling of her wings.  Dara quickly gave her a morsel as a reward while she shook her head.  “She wanted you to see how fast she is.” 
 
    “She knew I was watching?” Ithalia asked, surprised.  
 
    “She picks up more than you’d think, if you can distract her away from her stomach,” Dara agreed, as she stroked her bird.  “She knows when she’s being observed.  Alka Alon smell differently than normal humans,” Dara explained.  “She always seems more interested, when one of your folk are near.” 
 
    “She’s a pretty bird,” Ithalia praised.  “Do you think she’ll . . . mind?  I mean, it might be disconcerting.” 
 
    “She’s surprisingly adaptable,” Dara assured her.  “And very brave, even for a falcon.  She won’t mind.  I think,” she added, knowing that Frightful did, indeed, have a sense of retribution, when she felt slighted.  The link they shared worked both ways. “She’ll forgive me,” she decided, even though she wasn’t certain of that.  “If not, I’ll bribe her.” 
 
    “You might want to put her on her perch, for this,” Ithalia cautioned, as she positioned herself in front of the bird.  “Otherwise it might be . . . awkward.” 
 
    Dara nodded, and gently set Frightful on the thick wooden perch she’d brought up to the roof of Minalan’s tower, wrapping the jesses around it.  She was concerned that she might fly off, if she was too confused by the spell.  She gave her a last reassuring caress and sent her a calming surge through their link.   
 
    “All right,” Dara murmured, as she backed away.  “Let’s try this.” 
 
    Ithalia cleared her throat, took a deep breath . . . and stopped. 
 
    “You realize that we’ve never done this before,” she said, warningly. 
 
    “That’s why it’s an experiment,” Dara said.  “Do it, before I lose my nerve.” 
 
    Ithalia nodded and took another deep breath.  This time, when she opened her mouth a beautiful, inhuman melody came forth.  Her voice sounded like a bell.  The melody was unearthly.  The words were in Alka Alon, the mysterious language of the non-humans, so it might as well have been gibberish.  Incredibly beautiful gibberish. 
 
    Dara wasn’t just experiencing the unhuman aesthetic of the song; as Ithalia sang, she could feel magic coalesce around them like a warm wind.  That was a lot easier to do here, in Sevendor, surrounded by magical snowstone, than it was anywhere else, and Dara had felt the thrill of power from arcane energies on a daily basis, since she’d discovered her magical Talent.   
 
    But it was different, when an Alka Alon did magic.  The flow of power was greater than she was used to, for one thing, even when her witchstone augmented that power tenfold.  Songspells had a distinct feel to them that regular Imperial-style human magic did not.  And in this instance, the focus of the power was through a series of transformative changes in key and melody that seemed to rip open the fabric of reality, in Dara’s mind as she observed with magesight.   
 
    She watched with breathless fear and nervous anticipation as the field of magical power built up in a web around Frightful.  It had been two years since she’d begun to study magic, and she still felt a thrill when she felt it being used nearby – and this spell used a tremendous amount of power, she could tell.  Likely anyone with a shred of Talent could, if they were nearby and paying attention.  The bird barely noticed, she was pleased to see.  It was rare that an importasta animal was that sensitive to the arcane. 
 
    Then the song rose in pitch and ended with a compelling trill that acted on the power the Alkan spellsinger had raised like a match to dry kindling.  In an instant, Frightful gave a startled squawk . . . and was suddenly three times as large. 
 
    The confused struggled to keep both of her now-enormous feet on the heavy wooden perch, and her wings flew out to help balance her as the thick wood strained under a weight it wasn’t designed to bear.  For all of her careful struggles to balance, Frightful over-corrected, due to the much larger surface area of her new wings, and stumbled off the perch to the floor of the tower’s roof. 
 
    “It worked!” Dara said, amazed, as she ran to check on her bird.  She slipped back into the mental connection they shared like putting her hand into an old glove, and she was immediately assaulted by the thoughts of a confused and outraged falcon.  It took a great deal of calming, both mentally and through gentle stroking and cooing, to calm Frightful down.  The Alka Alon sorceress examined the result while Dara kept the bird from flying away in a panic. 
 
    “She’s easily three times as large as she was,” Ithalia said, studying the falcon critically.  “She does not seem any worse for the experience.  This is a positive trial,” she pronounced.  “She can be safely transformed without harm.” 
 
    “She’s . . . huge!” Dara agreed, astonished, as she stepped back to look at her bird.  Frightful’s face, once dainty, was now the size of her puppy, Cinder’s.  Her sharp beak looked less like an annoying thorn and more like a dangerous instrument.  “She’s confused as three hells, but she’s getting used to it,” Dara dutifully reported. 
 
    “There is usually a period of a few days as you get used to the experience of a new body,” Ithalia confirmed, nodding.  “Trust me, I know.  There’s a lot to adjust to.  A new center-of-gravity, new strength, new eyes.  Her burden will be limited to an adjustment in scale, which is easier than what I endured after my first transformation.  There is a lot to understanding a humani body.  Hopefully, merely being larger will be easier for Frightful to contend with.” 
 
    “Oh, she’ll be fine,” Dara dismissed.  “She’s just startled.  But she’s nowhere near large enough for me to ride.” 
 
    “This is just the first trial of the experiment,” Lady Ithalia countered.  “The next time we’ll go larger.  This needs to be something we approach cautiously, lest we make a tragic mistake.  For this trial, we just needed to prove that the transgenic enchantment would work on her, and that she could adapt to the new body.  And that she didn’t suddenly grow three hands and a fish tail or something because I messed up the song,” the sorceress admitted.  “I worked on the spell with my grandmother, and she’s really good at this sort of thing.  But there’s always a risk . . .” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Dara agreed, stroking Frightful soothingly as the bird stretched her new wings to get the feel for them.  “Master Minalan and the other wizards are always cautioning me about futzing my spells.  Anything could happen.  Tyndal and Rondal are always going on about their spectacular screw-ups, and even Gareth has had a mistake or two,” she said, referring to the young wizard who’d taken her under his wing as a tutor, when she ran into difficulty in her lessons.   
 
    “Mistakes can always be made,” Ithalia agreed, gravely.  Then she lightened.  “Of course, some of the best songspells were discovered through making mistakes,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Some of the best spells, too,” Dara said, loosening the jesses on Frightful’s legs.  With her larger size, they were binding tightly enough to pain her.  “But Master Min says that that’s no excuse for being sloppy with your spellcraft.  ‘No need to court disaster to learn something, when disaster looms within every casting,’” she quoted.  
 
    “This is far from disaster, Dara,” Ithalia assured her.  “I’m going to sing a little diagnostic spell, to ensure that she’s in good health.  And then I want you to fly her again.  None of this is worth anything if she can’t fly.” 
 
    Dara nodded and prepared to send Frightful back into the blue sky.  She started pulling on her gauntlet, but realized that the falcon was almost as big as she was, in this form.  She would no longer fit comfortably on her arm. 
 
    But she had to prove she could fly in this larger form, Dara knew.  The entire point of this project was to create giant falcons that could aid in the battle against the goblin invasion that threatened the west.  In addition to tens of thousands of ugly little black-furred soldiers marching by night on the western baronies, the goblin’s wicked master – a fossilized undead goblin head encased in the most magical substance on Callidore – also had real dragons at his command. 
 
    Dara had never believed in the legends of the great beast until she’d seen one.  And helped to slay it.  No legend could fully relate the sheer size, strength, and terror a dragon inspired, when you saw one in person.  Now she understood just why Master Minalan, the foremost wizard in the kingdom, was so desperate to find a counter to the ferocious, giant beasts.  The one she’d seen had toppled a castle thrice the size of Sevendor Castle in an hour, raking through the stonework like a bear tearing into a beehive.   
 
    It had taken the combined effort of an army and every wizard on the battlefield to kill it.  Herself, included.  That had won her acclaim, riches, and even ennoblement – she was officially Lady Lenodara of Westwood, now, and had a scroll to prove it.  But the Battle of Cambrian had also given her a healthy respect for the forces who were determined to tear apart humanity’s lands.  Sheruel, the Dead God, had hundreds of thousands of goblins at his disposal.  And more than one dragon. 
 
    This project was designed to counter that.  At this point, there was no real defense against the giant flying beasts.  But the Alka Alon Emissaries had seen how adept Frightful had been as a living spy on the battlefield, and they’d also seen the fierce little bird hunt.  They felt that the killer instinct that the bird of prey held was well-suited to the task of meeting the great flying worms in the sky.  So the three emissaries had proposed to her master that they embark on this project to study how to make falcons bigger.  A lot bigger. 
 
    Big enough, they had proposed, for a human to ride upon. 
 
    That idea had boggled Dara’s mind – and she had seen the wondrous things that magic could do.  But the more she heard about it, and the more she considered the great danger, the more she was willing to risk her bird for the effort.  And, she had to admit, risk herself.   
 
    Because if the Alka Alon did succeed and transform Frightful into a form large enough, Dara would let no one else ride her.  There was just too much they didn’t know about the process, or what unintended results would arise from the transformation.  It wasn’t that she wanted to be the first to achieve such an historic magical feat – although she secretly thrilled at the idea.  It was primarily because she didn’t want to endanger anyone else in the pursuit of the mad scheme.  It was bad enough that she was willing to risk Frightful’s life.  And her own. 
 
    “All right,” Ithalia said with a sigh, as she ended her tune.  “She seems hale enough.  I have a starting point from which I can deduce the differences in her metabolism, after her flight.  Have her fly around Lesgathael and back,” the Emissary suggested.  “That should be a great enough distance to determine how efficient her new form is in flight.” 
 
    Dara nodded, hoping that Frightful didn’t just plummet from the tower’s top and splat into the courtyard like a plucked chicken.  She took a deep breath, freed the inadequate jesses from the even more inadequate perch, and sent the mental command to her bird to fly.   
 
    Frightful was game.  As soon as Dara loosed her, she took a single wobbly step on her overlarge feet, spread her wings, and grabbed the air.  She took off like an arrow, and in moments was a speck in the clouds. 
 
    Dara relaxed and let her mind mix with the falcon’s, as she took wing.  Frightful was feeling exhilarated, the young wizard discovered, surprised and pleased at the strength and surface area her new wings provided her.  She was determined to make use of them.  Frightful now climbed higher with every powerful beat of her wings than she had with two beats, before.  When she crossed the path of a flock of starlings, once a tasty snack for the bird, Frightful all but ignored them.  They were too small; puny birds that weren’t worth her attention.  Even the ducks who frequented the mill pond seemed almost dainty.   
 
    Dara was astonished herself – not at the speed and size of Frightful’s flight, but at the gleeful way her bird regarded her unexpected transformation.  She was thinking about all the other birds she could terrorize, all the cats she could harass, all the previously-challenging mammals on the ground who would now be horrified by her size and strength. 
 
    My bird is a bully! Dara realized, with a snort.  It was an unpleasant thought, but then animals didn’t have the same standards and contexts as humans, she knew.  Expecting them to behave like humans was foolish.  But Dara had a sneaking suspicion that Frightful was, to avian society, what the mean girls in Barrowbell were to human society. 
 
    Frightful wheeled a few circles around the incredibly beautiful white spire that sat upon the crest of the largest hill in the valley, Matten’s Helm.  It was an Alka Alon design, a slender tower sitting atop an elegant base that made up the embassy hall for the nearly-immortal non-humans.  It had always been a major landmark for Frightful, but from her transformed perspective it, too, seemed smaller and daintier, now.   
 
    Dara permitted her bird no more than three circuits of the spire before recalling her back to the much more mundane looking top of Sevendor Castle.  She came toward them even faster than she had, originally.  But this time she did not try to land on her wooden perch, she landed squarely on the crenel closest to them. 
 
    Ithalia immediately started singing her scrying spell, while Dara did her own inspection of her bird.  Despite her larger size, she seemed perfectly healthy for the experience.   
 
    “I think I have enough information,” Ithalia concluded, when her short song was done.  “I’ll turn her back, now.  I don’t want her to linger in a transformed body until I have my grandmother review our results,” she said, nodding.  “But based on what I’ve seen, I think we can proceed to the next stage.  A little augmentation of the energy transfer in her metabolism, some fiddling with her bone density and some work on muscular efficiency and blood flow, and I think we’ve got it.   How did Frightful fare?” 
 
    “She’s awfully proud of herself,” Dara snickered, as she watched Frightful preen her feathers.  “She has no idea why or how it happened, but she wants to go attack every creature in the vale, now.” 
 
    “It’s good that she hasn’t lost her belligerent nature,” Ithalia smiled.  “Now let me transform her back.  If she was hungry before, she’s ravenous now, with her stomach three times its normal size.” 
 
    “How much larger do you think you’ll take her?” Dara asked, after Ithalia sang a far-simpler tune than the first, returning her to her normal size. 
 
    “Oh, another two orders of magnitude, I think,” Ithalia decided, after some thought.  “A lot will depend on my grandmother’s calculations.  She thinks we’ll settle around a thirty-eight foot total wingspan, on average.  But she thinks she could go as high as a sixty-foot wingspan, without running into too many problems.” 
 
    “What kinds of problems?” Dara asked, frowning, as she returned Frightful to her perch with another morsel. 
 
    “There are limits to even our magic,” Ithalia explained.  “Transgenic enchantments are rarely tried on mortals – of any species.  They’re just too fragile, ordinarily.  The transformation itself puts stress on the organism.  And if the transformation is too profound, it can cause problems of adjustment that can be . . . tragic.  
 
    “In this case, it’s merely a matter of scale,” she continued, managing to instruct without sounding like she was lecturing.  Between Master Minalan, Lady Pentandra, and her two senior apprentices, Tyndal and Rondal, she got plenty of those.  Ithalia was merely . . . explaining, she reasoned.  “While that is a simple component to the enchantment, it brings its own problems.   
 
    “Simply making Frightful bigger isn’t going to necessarily mean that her form is going to be viable.  She might become too big to fly, for instance.  If her muscles are not strong enough to beat her wings fast enough, or if she gets tired too easily because of the magnitude of the task, then our spell is flawed.  That’s why I’m getting my grandmother to look it over.  She specializes in this sort of thing.”  That brought another thought to the sorceress’ mind, Dara saw. 
 
    “And Dara?  If you could be . . . discreet about this project, for now, that wouldn’t be a bad thing.” 
 
    “Why?” Dara asked, curious. 
 
    “Just trust me, for now,” Ithalia assured.  “I don’t want it generally known that we’re conducting clandestine experiments.  Not before they’re done.  Especially if my grandmother is involved, in any way.  It’s difficult to explain, but some Alka Alon would not like that.  Just . . . trust me.” 
 
    “Who would I tell?” Dara asked, with another snort.  “But if you want it kept secret, I can keep it.  And . . . if your grandmother could make her smarter, while you’re at it, that wouldn’t be a bad thing,” Dara suggested, humorously. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Ithalia agreed, to Dara’s surprise. 
 
    “You can do that?”  
 
    “It all depends upon how the spell is sung,” shrugged the beautiful Emissary.  “And what you mean by ‘smarter’.  I’ll mention it to my grandmother.  She might know a way.” 
 
    “I mean, she’s already smart,” Dara corrected herself.  “For a bird, anyway.  Compared to a dove or a chicken or a sparrow, she’s bloody brilliant.  But she’s also stubbornly dim, when it comes to some things.  Like thinking her reflection wants to be friends,” she suggested.  “Or when she’s certain that the castle’s cats are conspiring against her.” 
 
    Ithalia looked surprised.  “She thinks that?” 
 
    “In her defense, they are a shifty lot,” Dara pointed out.  There were probably six or seven cats who wandered around Sevendor Castle on rodent-control duty.  They were perfectly normal, friendly cats, but Frightful did not like them one bit, and never passed up an opportunity to fly at them when she was able.  The cats, for their part, liked to sit and stare balefully at the bird, two or even three at a time, which made her even more nervous.  Dara tried to reason with them, through magic, but they ignored her.  “If they thought they could get away with it, they might try to worry Frightful.  When she was large defeating her hated foe was one of the things she was looking forward to.”   
 
    “Even paranoid birds can have real enemies,” giggled Ithalia.   
 
    Dara thought again about the rage the falcon harbored for the cats.  It wasn’t exactly murderous, but it was close.   
 
    “Yeah, on second thought, make her smarter, if you can . . . but not too much smarter,” Dara suggested, her eyes narrowing as she watched Frightful preen. “I’m not certain we could really trust her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    The Chewed Stick 
 
      
 
    Dara didn’t return to her room until she was certain Frightful was comfortable in the little mews that Master Minalan had built for her on the third floor of the castle, not too far from Dara’s own quarters. 
 
    She’d been given most of one tower room – the one closest to the Westwood – when she first came to live at the castle, last year.  Compared to the little chamber she’d lived in at Westwood Hall, her quarters were spacious and roomy.  But then she needed the additional room for all of her hawking gear, not to mention the growing pile of magical supplies, books and scrolls she was accumulating.   
 
    Instead of having her falconry gear and her magical gear neatly separated and organized, her room was a mad mixture of both, in perpetual disarray, combined with a healthy amount of her dirty clothing.  Master Minalan ignored the problem.  The women of the castle frequently took her to task over the unkempt nature of her room, and Lady Estret, the wife of the castellan, Sire Cei, had taken it upon herself to encourage Dara to adopt more ladylike standards, now that she was actually an official lady.   
 
    But neither title nor position could change Dara’s fundamentally messy nature.  It wasn’t that she delighted in chaos.  She admired organization when she saw it.  She appreciated the necessity of order when it came to magic, falconry, or the other areas in which she was educated.   
 
    But when it came to her room, Dara resisted all attempts to keep things tidy.  Almost no one ever came here, she reasoned, and she had better things to do than sort out which of her clothes were clean, somewhat dirty, ready for the laundress, or ready to be burned. 
 
    It didn’t help matters that she had a puppy. 
 
    Cinder was adorable, one of the Westwood hounds that her family had bred for generations to aid them in patrolling the wood and hunting.  Dara’s father had given the puppy to her as a gift when she’d moved to the castle, and had given her littermate, Midnight, to Master Minalan.  The two pups spent most of their time down in the Great Hall, or out in the yard of the bailey, with the other castle dogs.  But when she wasn’t chasing chickens or sniffing her way through the gardens, Cinder returned to Dara’s room, where she seemed determined to track down any representation of order and eliminate it. 
 
    So far, the teething puppy had chewed through several strips of rawhide, one of Frightful’s old lures, the left boot of a pair Dara had outgrown, her pillow, and the Principles of Elementary Thaumaturgy authored by some important scholar from the ancient Magocracy.   
 
    Today, the gray and black hound was sitting on her bed – where she was forbidden – and gnawing playfully on a stick.  Her tail started wagging as soon as she saw Dara, but she didn’t stop chewing for more than a moment.   
 
    Dara didn’t even bother chiding Cinder about the transgression.  Compared to the pillow incident, her pup was being sedate and well-behaved. 
 
    Dara threaded her way through the piles of things on the floor to get to her table, which was just as chaotic as the floor.  But that was where she kept her writing supplies.  She cast a small, simple spell – known to wizards as a cantrip – to ignite the lone candle on the table.  She would have cast a magelight, but that spell was exhausting, if she didn’t have her witchstone – and Master Minalan still kept her measly little stone locked up, if she wasn’t using it in her lessons.  That was annoying, but her master had a poor history with apprentices who had unfettered access to irionite, and he insisted on the precaution. 
 
    Once Dara had liberated her stool from the pile of stockings, she quickly found a quill, inkpot, and blank parchment in the mess and began to work.   
 
    One of the few things Master Minalan insisted upon with the falcon project was that she record the process in detail for later review.  It was as much a writing exercise for her as a report to him, she knew, but she didn’t mind.  The falcon project was important, and she didn’t want there to be any problems later on because she forgot to note something now. 
 
    Just last year the idea that she would be writing, much less reading fluently, would have caused Dara to scoff.  Learning to read had been a torturous process for her.  But to her surprise, the words and symbols that had been so excruciatingly difficult to understand when she’d began her training were now second-nature.  Writing those letters and symbols in proper order and form once seemed impossible, but thanks to the constant practice Master Minalan insisted upon she could now write entire sentences as effortlessly as drawing a picture of a cat.   
 
    To prove it to herself, she drew a picture of a cat in the margins of her report before she began. 
 
      
 
    FALCON PROJECT DAY ONE she wrote in bold letters across the top of the page.   
 
    Lady Ithalia arrived at the castle equipped with the first transgenic enchantment spell supplied by our allies, the Alka Alon.  After establishing Frightful’s health and normal flying requirements, Lady Ithalia sang her spell.  Frightful transformed into a larger version of herself and successfully flew to Lesgaethael and back in her new form without incident or injury.  She quickly adapted to her new form after some initial confusion.  Lady Ithalia took some mental notes (because the Alka Alon never write anything down) and then transformed Frightful safely back to her original form.  Lady Ithalia says that she will take the results back to the Alka Alon and return soon with an improved version of the spell. 
 
      
 
    It only took her an hour to write the report, and Dara took great pains to ensure that every word was spelled and formed properly.  Instead of spreading sand on the parchment to dry it, as normal people did, she used another cantrip and the ink dried instantly.  She was grateful for that.  Writing sand was messy.  The room did not need another source of debris to accumulate.   
 
    When she was done, she threaded the top of the parchment sheet into a wooden dowel and rolled it into a scroll.  It would be the first of many, she hoped.  As much as she disliked writing, she looked forward to adding more to it as the project progressed.   
 
    No one had tried this kind of magic before – at least no one human.  The Alka Alon, masters of magic on Callidore, had taught humanity how to use its newfound magical powers centuries ago by aiding them in developing what was known as the Imperial Magical System that all professional wizards in the Five Duchies used.  But Dara often felt as if the enigmatic non-humans had kept all of the best magic for themselves.   
 
    From what Master Minalan and his colleagues said (when they didn’t think Dara was listening) there was not even a theoretical basis for those types of transgenic enchantments within Imperial Magic.  Nor did the Alka Alon seem willing to share it, though they were happy to use it to help the war effort.  It was a point of friction in the alliance, Dara knew, but one she could do little about.  Indeed, it was something even her master, the great Minalan the Spellmonger, could do little about. 
 
    Thoughts of her master and his expectations banished Dara’s speculations.  Writing the report had been gratifying, but that wasn’t the only thing she needed to write.  She had lessons to study, and no amount of work on the special project would keep Master Min from drilling her on the thaumaturgical basics.  Even though she’d mastered the various magical runes that were the symbolic basis for Imperial Magic, she was learning the long, tiresome process of stringing those runes together in various ways to manifest magical power differently. 
 
    It was a tedious process.  Each new rune could change the spell in dramatic ways, and each of those ways had to be understood by the mage in order to complete the spell.  Nor was it as simple as writing.  Each rune not only had to be inscribed in some way, it had to be understood, integrated with the others, and magically activated.  Imperial Magic was full of mnemonic devices that helped you remember them precisely.   
 
    You could do that a number of ways, she was learning.  While the runes could all be simply written out to represent them, when a wizard was actually using them could use body motions, spoken words, visual depictions, or even pure thought, if they were good enough at the arcane arts.  The motions made by her fingers, or the words her lips spoke, or the runes she inscribed in the air weren’t themselves magical.  They were merely devices that gave her mind the organization it needed to let the flow of arcane power her Talent provided to be shaped into a useable form.  The words and gestures didn’t make magic happen.  Her mind did. 
 
    This week she was learning six-rune combinations, a particularly challenging iteration of the Imperial System.  But the technique was essential, she’d been told, for unlocking an entire domain of powerful spells.   
 
    She was in the middle of practicing Thayer’s Test, a magical routine that helped her manage six runes at once, when there was an unexpected knock on her door. 
 
    “Come in!” she said, automatically, expecting another head-shaking lecture from Lady Estret on the state of her room.  Instead, when her narrow wooden door swung open, the tall figure of Sir Festaran of Hosly filled her doorway. 
 
    Dara was immediately mortified.  It was one thing for Lady Estret or Sister Bemia or even Baroness Alya to see her room looking like a cesspool.  But Sir Festaran was an altogether different matter.  She sprang to her feet, looking crazily around at the mess, and started babbling to distract the young knight mage’s attention from the disorder.  
 
    “Sir Fes!” she said, her voice breaking, uncomfortably. 
 
    “Lady Lenodara,” Festaran said, managing a graceful bow despite his lanky frame.  “I apologize for disturbing you in your chambers, at study – I do hope you weren’t working on anything delicate?” he asked, anxiously.   
 
    Sir Festaran, as assistant castellan to the foremost Magelord in the kingdom, had grown accustomed to the type of magical work their master did.  He, himself, was technically a mage, after all – though his Talent was far inferior to Dara’s, it had awakened on the same fateful night.  Sir Festaran was what wizards called a ‘sport’.  While Dara was plowing through the intermediate-level spells every apprentice mage needed to know, Festaran’s feeble Talent allowed him the capacity to cast only the most basic of cantrips.  Except for one thing. 
 
    Festaran had been blessed with the ability to accurately estimate pretty much anything he thought about.  She’d tested him on it, asking him to supply the number of bricks needed to build the castle, the number of blades of grass in a meadow, the number of feathers on Frightful – all sorts of things.  He’d indulged her happily, but despite his amazing ability he wasn’t able to do much more than that, despite the attempts to teach him.  Sire Cei, who was also a knight mage and an arcane sport, could transform magical energy into physical power on the battlefield.  Festaran’s Talent was far less useful there. 
 
    But the young knight was enthusiastic and competent in his duties, and Minalan liked him.  Usually Riverlord knights were afraid or skeptical of magic, but Sir Festaran’s constant exposure had allowed him to accept it as a matter of course. 
 
    “Uh, no, no, just doing Thayer’s Test.  Six rune combinations of the second stave,” she explained, hurriedly, as she kicked the pile of dirty stockings under the table with the toe of her boot.  “Nothing that’s going to blow up the castle.  What can I help you with?” she blurted. 
 
    “Sire Cei asked me to inform you that Master Min will be back this afternoon, and wishes to speak to you about your lessons . . . and, my lady, are you aware of what kind of toy your puppy is chewing on?” he asked, suddenly, as he stopped petting Cinder. 
 
    “What?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “I am a novice in all things arcane,” he confessed, “but I do believe this stick resembles weirwood,” he said, pulling the stick gently from Cinder’s jaws. 
 
    To Dara’s horror, she realized that the thick, six-inch long twig was, indeed, the deep, fine red grain of weirwood.  Weirwood was a magical wood highly prized for its ability to easily take enchantments.  It was the preferred wood for most thaumaturgical wands, she knew, and was also extremely expensive.  Once carefully polished and sanded, it was now peppered with toothmarks and dog slobber across its entirety.  One end had been chewed to splinters. 
 
    “Oh, Cinder!” she moaned.  “Why did it have to be that stick?  I borrowed that from Gareth to practice elementary enchantment!” 
 
    “It is valuable, is it not?” the knight asked, concerned. 
 
    “This piece costs as much as a small cart,” she agreed, staring at the ruined wood with magesight.  While the elementary enchantments were still – mostly – intact, the wood was damaged beyond the ability to place further spells on it.  Sighing, she realized she would have to repay the young wizard for the loss.  “That was a very expensive chew-toy,” she said, handing it back to the dog, who took it greedily between her teeth.   
 
    “She didn’t know,” Sir Festaran consoled her. 
 
    “I should have told her,” Dara chided herself.  “Honestly, if I’d just pointed out this particular stick was off-limits, she would have stayed away from it, I think.  Cinder isn’t as spiteful as Frightful.  But she might as well keep chewing on it.  It’s useless for anything else, now.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence, as the two of them stared at each other.  Festaran had discharged his duty to inform her of Master Minalan’s request, but didn’t seem to want to leave.  Dara had received his message, but didn’t really want him to go – despite the unkempt state of her room.  The puppy’s improbable toy had provided a moment of distraction, but only a moment.  She struggled to think of something else to speak to him about.  Just about anything would do.  Hopefully something witty . . .  
 
    Unfortunately, Sir Festaran broke the silence first.  “Lady Lenodara, it occurs to me that the Chepstan Spring Fair is nigh, and it is well-known that Sevendor sends a robust contingent to represent us,” he began, nervously.  “Do you yet know if the Baron plans to attend . . . with his household?” he asked.  It was a pointedly awkward way of Sir Festaran asking if Dara, herself, would be going.  And there were only a few reasons why the handsome young knight would be interested in her plans. 
 
    “I am, uh, unaware of my, um, master’s plans,” she mumbled, as she struggled to remember all of the formal speech she’d learned in Barrowbell.  She’d spoken with barons and lords there easily enough – why were those words so frustratingly elusive when speaking with a simple Riverlord?  And a friend?  “He doesn’t necessarily include me in his strategies and schedules,” she said, apologetically.  She devoutly wished she knew some magic to make her sink through the floor. 
 
    “Such is the way of wizards,” Sir Fes sighed.  “Well, when you have learned of them, should you find yourself in attendance, it would be my honor to accompany you, my lady,” Festaran said, sounding confident. 
 
    “I—I—I will keep you appraised, Sir Festaran,” she finally blurted out.  “Though there is no telling if Master Minalan will give me much time to myself, even if we do go this year,” she added, lamely. 
 
    “I look forward to hearing from you,” the knight assured, with a bow.  “Good evening, my lady,” he said, and with a final pet of Cinder’s shaggy head, he took his leave. 
 
    Dara’s head was whirling.  There was no denying the intent of Sir Festaran’s invitation.  When a young knight asked a maiden to accompany her somewhere, it was a prelude to courtship.  Should she accept, there was no way she could deny declaring an interest in the young man.  Worse, not only would everyone in Sevendor know of it, at Chepstan everyone in the Bontal Vales would soon associate the two of them together. 
 
    Dara huffed a deep sigh as she sprawled on her messy, unmade bed.  Cinder quickly crawled up beside her and laid her shaggy head on her shoulder.  She absently petted the puppy’s head while she considered the implications of Festaran’s invitation.   
 
    It wasn’t that she didn’t like the young knight – quite the contrary.  He was charming and funny, intelligent and engaging.  He was the sole heir to a tidy domain of Hosly, to the east of Sevendor; his father was one of her master’s most loyal vassals.  He adored his sister and mother.  Sir Festaran had proven his loyalty to Sevendor over and over again, and any girl should be thrilled to get an invitation so graciously delivered. 
 
    But it was Sir Festaran’s very attractiveness that made Dara reluctant to pursue the relationship as assiduously as, say, her sister Linta had pursued her new man, or her friends in Barrowbell’s society went about their own courtships. 
 
    Dara was not her own woman, despite the new title of nobility she bore.  She was still Master Minalan’s juniormost apprentice and had years of study and practice ahead of her before she would take her journeyman examinations.  And considering all the schemes and plots the Spellmonger was involved with, there was no telling, one day from the next, whether she would find herself dancing with courtiers or fighting for her life in some godsforsaken ruin.  Wizards lives were just like that, she’d learned. 
 
    But she also knew, deep down, that part of her was avoiding Festaran’s attention because it was just too . . . too easy.  He was a handsome young knight with his Baron’s favor.  She was a young apprentice to the foremost wizard in the world, recently ennobled for her efforts on the battlefield, assured of a bright future as a magelord.  There were many who thought match between them was natural. 
 
    That was not Dara’s opinion, however.  As much as she liked Festaran, she was not ready for courtship or its inevitable conclusion.  She might be the Hawkmaiden, to the people of Sevendor, but she was also a fourteen-year-old girl who still stumbled up the stairs because she was unused to how quickly her feet were growing.  There was still too much magic for her to learn for her to consider tying herself down to a husband at her age.  There were aspects of her Talent as a beastmaster that she’d yet to explore.  She didn’t want to be someone’s wife before she was her own woman. 
 
    Of course, being her own woman came with its own problems.  Like being involved with a secret project for the Spellmonger she couldn’t even share with Festaran.   
 
    She sighed again, grateful for Cinder’s comfort in her turmoil.  She was a lovely pup, a little goofy and always playful, but intelligent, as all the Westwood hounds were.  Thanks to the nascent magical connection the two were developing, Cinder always knew when Dara was feeling down, and needed a wiggly puppy to cheer her up.  That brought her a lot of comfort at Sevendor Castle, where there were few girls her own age and even fewer with a brain in their head. 
 
    Of course, when she was feeling her lowest, she could always visit Westwood Hall and see her family, she reasoned.  But even that simple pleasure had become tainted, a little, since she’d been ennobled and moved to the Castle to be closer to her master.  Most of the Westwood treated her differently, now.  Certainly her brothers had teased her about her new title, and her sister had been openly jealous of her plain little sibling, suddenly bedecked with gold and titles . . . not the reward Dara should have gotten for playing around with her filthy bird, according to Lista.  Her father, Kamen, Master of the Wood, was proud as he could be, as was her favorite uncle, Keram the Crafty. 
 
    But there was also a disturbing shift in everyone else in Westwood Hall.  It was subtle, but it was there.  It had taken a few visits for her to pin down, but Dara had soon realized that her extended Westwood family no longer saw her as a pest, a troublemaker, or even a freak.  They saw her as someone important.  Someone to be aware of.  Wherever she went in her family’s estate, she was now treated with a deference that set her apart from the rest of the Westwoodmen, before the Flame.  Only her eldest brother Kyre seemed entirely immune from it, though he brought her title up more frequently than most, she realized. 
 
    That was disturbing, to Dara.  When she’d come to the castle she had the comfort of knowing that Westwood Hall was only a half-mile away, and that she could retreat there any time.  Now, because of her adventures, she didn’t quite fit there anymore.  Oh, she was always welcomed to the heat of the Flame, as all Westwoodmen were, but she was now set apart from her family in a subtle and insidious way . . . and she had no idea how to overcome that. 
 
    Instead, she’d been stretching out the time between visits, since she’d returned from Barrowbell.  While that had certainly aided her academic studies, it had also increased the distance she felt from the people she’d grown up with.  That was hard for her to contend with. 
 
    She resolved, instead, to work even harder on her magic lessons.  The giant falcon project had reinvigorated her interest in the subject, generally, even if the lessons she was grinding through were boring.  Tomorrow, she knew, she was supposed to meet with Master Olmeg, the barony’s Greenwarden, for her lessons. 
 
    It amused her that her master, Magelord Minalan the Spellmonger, accounted one of the greatest wizards in the world, would himself employ wizards, but in truth Master Minalan was busy with an awful lot, these days.  Master Olmeg was a Green Mage, a specialist in Herbomancy, the magic of plants, and he was highly competent in his trade.  She always found extra value in his lectures, just as she did from Lady Pentandra’s erudite explanations of the inner workings of the arcane world.   
 
    She was lazily petting Cinder and nearly drifting off to sleep, still in her clothes, when there was another knock at her door.  Once again, she fully expected Lady Estret or Sister Bemia to burst in and start complaining about her room before bedtime.  Once again, she was proven incorrect. 
 
    “Dara?” came the tenor voice of Gareth, Sevendor’s assistant spellwarden.  He was one of several wizards Master Minalan employed, in addition to Master Olmeg, for various functions around the domain.  He was also just a few years older than Dara, incredibly smart, and an already an accepted journeyman, Academy trained.  And he was incredibly nice.  “I’ve been looking around for a stick of weirwood I was working on, and realized I loaned it to you.  Do you have it?” he asked, hopefully. 
 
    “Weirwood?” Dara asked, guiltily glancing at her naughty puppy.  “What are you doing with weirwood?” 
 
    “Magic stuff,” Gareth dismissed, as he came into her chamber and leaned against the door frame.   His eyes flickered around the room, but he didn’t mention it.  Not because he was as gracious as Festaran, but because he was used to the idiosyncrasies of wizards. “Enchantment, actually.  Thaumaturgical enchantment, if you want to be specific.  Applied photomancy, if you want to be precise.” 
 
    “You want to build a wand that makes magelights?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Among other things,” Gareth agreed.  “Master Banamor has tasked me with installing permanent magelights on the High Street, to activate at dusk.  Believe it or not, it’s a trickier enchantment than you might think.  And far easier to do if you have most of the basic work done for you by a wand.” 
 
    “How do you manage a permanent enchantment?” she asked, suddenly interested enough to sit up and disturb Cinder.  Besides, it kept her from having to address the inevitable discussion about the weirwood wand he’d lent her.  And she liked the way Gareth taught magic. 
 
    “You embed the glyph in a piece of thaumaturgical glass,” Gareth explained.  “Ordinary glass can work, for a few years, but it’s not really permanent.  You have to use special glass for that.” 
 
    “Why glass?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “Because it’s a super-cooled liquid, even if it looks solid.  That allows the arcane glyph you attach to an enchantment to remain pliable by sealing it to the molecular structure of the glass.  And glass is a natural arcane insulator.  It keeps the spell from losing power and degrading over time,” he explained.  Once again, she was impressed with Gareth’s knowledge about their craft. 
 
    “How do you do that?” she asked, fascinated. 
 
    “By heating the glass just enough to convince it that it’s more liquid than normal and cast a darenth rune to hook it to the glass.  Then cast the spell, use the bidarenth rune to bind it, power it sufficiently, then allow the glass to return to normal temperature.  That part is easy enough, especially with a witchstone.  But casting the magelight spell, the activation spell, and the deactivation spell, not to mention the photomantic determination spell while you’re keeping a dollop of glass at molten temperatures is hard.   
 
    “So . . . I want to build a wand for that part, because I’m lazy,” he admitted.  “Then I remembered that little piece of weirwood I loaned you, which would be perfect.  It’s already shaped and primed for a simple spell like that.  Is it in Master Min’s workshop?” he asked, glancing around at her room.  For some reason she was less concerned that her fellow wizard saw her disheveled quarters than Sir Festaran. She was just more comfortable around Gareth.   “That’s where I gave it to you, if I recall.  Has he had you enchanting?” 
 
    “No, he’s been gone for a few days.  And last time I was just painting tiny little names on tiny little marbles yesterday,” she recalled.  “Nothing even remotely magical about the practice, in fact.  That’s probably what he’ll have me do tomorrow, too.  Just one of one of Master Min’s mad little projects,” she complained.   
 
    Gareth smiled.  “You’re actually quite lucky, Dara.  He’s only one master.  At the Academy, I had nine I had to serve.  And they changed up, most years.  They also didn’t allow dogs,” he said, reaching out to rub Cinder’s belly affectionately, before Dara could intervene.  Then he stopped, mid-rub.  “Dogs who enjoy chewing on expensive weirwood wands, I see,” he added, picking up the stick Cinder had been gnawing on. 
 
    “Oh, Gareth, I’m so sorry!” Dara exclaimed, as if it was the first time she’d discovered it.  She didn’t know why she pretended she didn’t know, but she did.  “How much time did you spend preparing it?” 
 
    “Only six or seven . . . hours,” he dismissed, good-naturedly.  “At least I know where it went, now.  I can stop looking for it and start fresh with a new piece from Banamor’s stock.”   
 
    Master Banamor was one of the leading wizards in Sevendor Town.  Once he’d been a wandering footwizard, before he’d come to Sevendor last year and helped Minalan develop the village into the town it was quickly becoming.  He wasn’t particularly powerful, himself, but Banamor was adept at buying and selling the sort of things that wizards needed, and had a large shop in the center of Sevendor’s new High Street.  He’d been appointed as Master Minalan’s spellwarden, the official in charge of magic in Sevendor.  Gareth was his deputy. 
 
    “Won’t Master Banamor be angry?” she asked, concerned. 
 
    “No, he’s blissfully unaware of what his underlings do in his name . . . and with his stock.  He gave me the task,” the young wizard reasoned.  “He can supply the stock from his personal collection.  And I can write this off as a regrettable enchanting failure, which happen all the time – to other wizards – and he won’t even look at it in the accounts,” he assured her with a shrug.  “No need to worry.” 
 
    “That’s a generous master,” she said, knowing the stick cost a lot of silver.  “But I can pay for it!  I—” 
 
    “Don’t bother about it, Dara,” Gareth insisted, handing the ruined weirwood wand back to the puppy, who took it eagerly.  “Banamor won’t mind, and I certainly don’t.  You can make it up to me by going shopping at the Chepstan Fair with me,” he proposed.  “I’m looking for a few particular items . . . I could use the benefit of your opinion.” 
 
    “I . . . I’ll have to check with Master Min,” she said, lamely.  “I don’t know if we’re even going, this year.  You know how he is.” 
 
    “I do,” Gareth agreed.  “Always into three different things at once.  Just let me know if you do go, and I’ll consider us even for the weirwood.” 
 
    Once the wizard left, Dara realized she now had two dates for the Chepstan Fair.  And she hadn’t even wanted one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    The Mysterious Invitation 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Dara stumbled down the stairs to the Great Hall for breakfast, after splashing her face with water and releasing Cinder to terrorize the castle.  Her dreams had been filled with all sorts of dire images, featuring all the people and animals in her life demanding all sorts of unlikely things from her.  She found she was more tired when she woke than she’d been when she’d retired.  That put her “in a mood,” as her uncle Kamal would call it.   
 
    The fire on the hearth behind the dais was crackling merrily, which irritated her for some reason.  She immediately felt guilty.  That was a near-blasphemous perspective on the Flame the Westwoodmen held sacred.  But Dara was feeling sulky, and if the Flame could not bear the slight, she decided, it could burn her later.   
 
    As a member of the Spellmonger’s official household, as well as her new title of nobility, Dara was granted permission to dine at the great stone table at the head of the Great Hall of Sevendor Castle.  There were a few others in the hall at this hour, though most in the early shift had already eaten their porridge and gone to their daily tasks.  One of the other advantages of being a wizard, Dara contemplated as the fire warmed her back, was being freed from the expectation of rising before dawn. 
 
    “You must be Lady Lenodara,” said a man at the far end of the long stone slab.  Dara didn’t recognize him, exactly, though she’d seen his face around the castle once or twice in the last few days.  He was a knight of about twenty-five, with the long hair and clean-shaven face preferred by most Riverlords.  He was dressed in armor, covered by a surcoat that displayed a blue boar.  A long cavalryman’s sword was resting against the table in its scabbard, as if it might be needed at any moment.  “The Spellmonger’s apprentice,” he added, when he’d caught her eye.   
 
    “Junior apprentice,” she corrected with a yawn.  “You must be one of Master Minalan’s vassal knights,” she observed, trying to be polite. 
 
    “Sir Ryff of Hosendor, at your service, my lady,” he said, bowing at the neck.  “I come to Sevendor to fulfill my annual military obligations to the Baron.” 
 
    “Well, try not to let any more wars break out, while you’re on duty,” she complained.  “I’ve had my fill, for a while.” 
 
    “I had heard that the Hawkmaiden was in battle,” Ryff said, chuckling appreciatively.  “I had considered it a fancy.  But you speak as an old veteran of many campaigns,” he pointed out.  “That alone convinces me.” 
 
    “Of what does it convince you, my lord?” she asked, as one of the Tal Alon drudges scurried up to her to take her order, wiping her tiny hands on her apron.  “Biscuits and porridge, please, Lilac,” Dara requested, politely.  “And ale, not milk,” she added.  The little furry brown creature didn’t reply, just chittered a little in her own language and curtsied with her apron.   
 
    “Hard to get used to those,” Sir Ryff said, conversationally, as Lilac departed.  “There are no Riverfolk in Hosendor.  But they seem to be decent servants.” 
 
    “You should make a tour of Hollyburrow while you are patrolling Sevendor, my lord,” Dara suggested.  “That’s where most of the Tal Alon in Sevendor live.  In fact, there are few humans left, there.  Save for Master Olmeg.  That’s where I’ll be going for my lessons, today.” 
 
    “Does it bother you, to be around non-humans?” the knight asked as he poured gravy from a steaming pitcher over his biscuits.  “I admit, they startled me, when I first saw them.” 
 
    “They’re people, just like us,” Dara considered.  “Just shaped differently.  They’re really quite merry, once you get used to their ways.  Yes, I suppose it took a little while to get used to their ways, and how they speak, but . . . well, wait until you meet the Karshak,” she said, referring to the other race of non-humans who were beginning to turn the great mountain into her master’s new fortress.  They were known as the Stone Folk for a reason.  “Or the Alka Alon.  They’re the really amazing non-humans.  Next to them, the Tal Alon are pretty tame.” 
 
    “What of the . . . gurvani?” Sir Ryff asked, more seriously, as he attacked his plate with his knife and fingers. 
 
    Dara suppressed a shudder, unsuccessfully.  “The gurvani . . . they look like the Tal, only larger.  Bigger ears and eyes.  Bigger hands.  And their fur is black and wiry, not brown and soft.  They fight brutally, and scream the entire time.  They’re awful,” she pronounced. 
 
    “You’ve fought them?” he asked, surprised.  “I thought you helped slay the dragon, at Cambrian?” 
 
    “There was a lot going on that day,” Dara admitted.  “I wasn’t supposed to be engaging the goblins,” she said, using the precise military term she’d learned.  “We were supposed to be in a relatively safe spot, but then our position got overrun.  I had to defend myself,” she said, defensively.  She still had nightmares about that battle, though – thankfully – they had not come last night. 
 
    “Aye, there’s no shame in that, my lady,” agreed Sir Ryff, respectfully.  “There are no safe spots, in war,” he said, philosophically.   
 
    “I was never trained to be a warrior,” Dara said, not knowing where the words were coming from.  “I was a falconer.  A wizard’s apprentice.  And then I was in the middle of a battle.  When the goblins came over the wall, I . . . I . . .” 
 
    “You fought for your life,” Sir Ryff said, as casually as if he were discussing the weather.  “You drew your blade and struck, because you would have died if you had not.” 
 
    “It didn’t feel particularly glorious,” she added, cutting her eyes accusingly at the knight.  That brought an unexpected laugh from Sir Ryff.   
 
    “My lady, anyone who has been to war and still devotes himself to its glories is a fool.  War is the enemy of a good knight,” he said, as if quoting someone.  “It demonstrates a lack of good stewardship, in many cases, or a lack of astute leadership, in others.  But when war is forced upon us, it is our duty to wage it to the best of our abilities.  To end it quickly, and restore order.  In truth, I prefer to be a peacetime knight,” he added.  “Hunting bandits and keeping the peace leads to a longer life than war.  But when war comes, we do our best.” 
 
    “Well, my best was enough for one ugly goblin,” she said, sullenly, as Lilac brought her breakfast.  “Maybe two.” 
 
    “And a dragon,” Sir Ryff said, with a smile, as he chewed.  “Don’t forget the dragon.  That’s the best part of the story.” 
 
    “Milk!  Again!” Dara said, suddenly, glaring at her cup.  She stared accusingly at Lilac.   The Tal Alon drudge chittered at Dara defensively, then just shook her head and retreated back to the buttery.   
 
    “Did you not order ale Sir Ryff asked, frowning.  “Did she not understand your commands?  I thought these . . . creatures were well-trained for service.” 
 
    “Oh, she understood, all right,” Dara fumed.  “I don’t blame her.  Sister Bemia thinks drinking milk at breakfast will make my cheeks rosy and my bones strong, and has prohibited me from ale at breakfast until I’m older.  She still treats me as a little girl!” 
 
    “In Hosendor, a maiden your age would be near to wed, by now,” Sir Ryff commented, unhelpfully.  “Ale or milk would be left to her discretion.” 
 
    Before Dara could reply with some biting comment on her desire to wed or the intricacies of the lives of peasant wives, they were interrupted by the arrival of Master Minalan.  The Spellmonger looked almost as sleepy as Dara felt.  Another late night staring at marbles and muttering to himself, probably, she decided, concerned.  He was doing a lot of that, these days. 
 
    “Good morning!” her master said, as he took his accustomed seat near the center of the table.  He didn’t even have to summon a Tal to give his order – the kitchen knew what he desired for breakfast.  “Sir Ryff, how are you faring at Sevendor Castle?” 
 
    “It is an amazing place, Magelord,” Sir Ryff affirmed enthusiastically.  “I’ve never seen a castle like it.  Tell me, are all wizards’ castles so . . . exotic?” 
 
    “As there are few enough of them, it would be hard to take a sample, I’m afraid,” Minalan chuckled as a plate of biscuits and sausages was quickly brought to him, along with a pint of honey and a slab of butter to drizzle over his biscuits, as was his practice.  It was extravagant – honey was expensive – but he was lord of the castle, and it was one of Minalan’s few personal indulgences, Dara knew.  “Indeed, most are away up in the Wilderlands.  Less exotic, and drearier, I’d say.  But if you think this is interesting, you’ll have to return in the autumn for the Magic Fair,” he suggested.  “That’s when wizards from all over the kingdom converge on Sevendor.  A week of extraordinary magical revels,” her master said, sounding like a merchant barker in the market.  “In fact, I—” 
 
    Before he could continue, the big doors at the far end of the Great Hall opened, causing a brief draft despite the spells in place to prevent it.  That was curious enough – but explained quickly, when Dara saw who was entering the hall. 
 
    Lady Fallawen, in her human-like form, Dara observed.  The Alka Alon maiden was dressed as exotically as even Sir Ryff could ask, and she sang a magical tune while she glided through the rushes of the hall.  Although “maiden” was not quite the right term, Dara knew.  Like her friend Lady Ithalia, the Alkan noblewoman was over three centuries old. 
 
    Of course, every sound stopped and every head turned when she made her entrance.  Dara, herself, felt a little mesmerized by the vision, though she was more aware than most that much of it was magic.  Lady Ithalia had admitted as much, once, when Dara got her alone and in a candid moment.  Once you understood that part of the Alkan allure to humans was a simple, if subtle, glamour spell, it lost some of its effect. 
 
    Sir Ryff was not aware of it, clearly.  The knight’s jaw fell, and his eyes opened wide at the sight of the elegant Alkan.  He muttered something under his breath, and then spoke. 
 
    “Who is that lady?” he asked in a voice just above a whisper. 
 
    She hated to see the man make a fool of himself, and decided to be generous by spoiling his gawking.   
 
    “That, my lord,” she pointed out, “is the famous magic of the Tree Folk.  That is Lady Fallawen of the Alka Alon, ambassador to the Magelord and all human lands,” she explained.  “And I would counsel you not to stare overmuch, Sir Knight,” she warned.  “The lady is a stranger to most of our customs, but she knows rudeness as well as any woman.” 
 
    It really was pathetic, the way men acted around the pretty Alka Alon emissaries, Dara thought to herself.  Well, beautiful, she conceded.  Astonishingly, impossibly beautiful.  
 
    Sir Ryff proved immune to her counsel, however, and after looking away for a moment, his gaze was once again drawn irresistibly to the approaching woman. 
 
     “Lady Fallawen?  Of the Tree Folk?” he asked in a daze.  “I had heard the Fair Ones had taken up residence in their tower, but — dear gods, I had no idea they were this fair!” 
 
    “Actually,” Dara began, “they live there in name only, at the moment.  The real labs and workshops won’t be ready for another year or more.  But they’re already planting the peak of Matten’s Helm around their tower with trees of especial virtue.  It’s going to be very pretty,” she assured him, solemnly.  “But I caution you against demonstrating too much attention to her, my lord.”  Did he not realize what an idiot he looked like? 
 
    “Why?” he asked, suspiciously.  “Would she take offense?  She has a lord, perhaps?” 
 
    Dara sighed.  Just like every other man, when they met one of the transformed Alka.  Best kill his interest quickly, if painfully, by explaining the truth of its impossible nature, she decided. 
 
    “On the contrary, she may welcome the attention . . . and soon you would be following her around like a puppy.  I’ve seen it happen to a couple of poor souls,” she said, remembering the way her brothers and cousins had reacted last year, when the Alka Alon emissaries had appeared at the Magic Fair.   
 
    “I . . . I just thought that they were . . . that they might be . . . that they are supposed to be—” he stammered. 
 
    “Little?  You must understand that the ambassadors utilize magic to appear as fair as they do, and human-sized as well.  Ordinarily they’re as small as children, and not nearly as attractive.  Lady Fallawen’s transgenic form is particularly beautiful, I think, but they are all fairer than any human woman,” Master Minalan helpfully explained. 
 
    “You speak the truth,” Sir Ryff nodded, absolutely smitten.  “So beautiful . . .” 
 
    Dara couldn’t bear to watch it, anymore.  The glazed expression, the stammering, the mindless adoration . . . did Sir Ryff have no respect for himself, Dara wondered.  Did he have to gawk like a teenaged boy? 
 
    “But as fascinated by us as some of the Tree Folk are, you would never be more than a puppy to her.  She’s going to live for centuries.  You will be dead before she’s tired of you.  Besides, that’s not even her real body,” Dara observed.   “If I had the magic to make me look like—” 
 
    “Dara!” Minalan said warningly, as sharply as her uncle or father ever had.  And for essentially the same reason.  She was familiar enough with the transgression: being “in a mood.”  Her mouth got her in trouble far more when she felt like this 
 
    But they just didn’t understand – they were being beguiled.  Yes, Lady Fallawen was beautiful, impossibly beautiful, but as she came to the high table, Dara admitted defeat.  She sighed.  “It’s just not fair.  She was smaller than I was, and— 
 
    “Dara!” Minalan prompted, splitting his glance between Sir Ryff and the Emissary.   “Do your duty!” 
 
    Dara suppressed a groan and stood, bowing.  Among the many, many petty duties required of an apprentice was to wait upon her master, facilitating certain elements of protocol and manners . . . like when an emissary of a non-human race visited his hall. 
 
    “On behalf of the Magelord of Sevendor I bid you welcome to our humble hall, my lady,” she pronounced.  Sir Ryff quickly stood, while Master Minalan came to his feet more slowly. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Lenodara,” Fallawen said, approvingly, shooting Dara a smile.  That was the maddening thing about the Alka Alon, Dara muttered to herself.  They were so bloody nice, even when they were being infuriatingly superior.   
 
     “My Lady Fallawen, to what do we owe the honor of your visit?” Master Minalan asked, after giving the visitor a bow.   
 
    “Business, Magelord,” she said, concerned.  “I come bearing an invitation for you to meet with the Council of Alkan elders,” she reported.  “They gather to address the rise of the Abomination, the invasion, and . . . other matters.” 
 
    That was good news, Dara thought.  She’d heard Master Minalan and Lady Pentandra, among others, complain about how long it was taking the powerful Alka Alon to commit to fighting against the goblin invasion.  Perhaps this was a portent that they were ready to help with the war in a more direct fashion.  
 
    “I am gratified to be of service to the Alka Alon, for all you have done for us.  When and where will this council be?” Master Minalan asked as he gave her a deep and respectful bow.  “As Magelord I have obligations which would make long travel difficult.  I am committed to a number of meetings with colleagues, a royal audience, a wizard’s convocation, the Magic Fair this autumn and possibly a war to fight in the next few months,” he listed.   
 
    “The council will meet at Carneduin, in the Hall of The Wise,” she informed him.  “And it will meet within a few days’ time.  All of the lords of the Alka Alon of this realm will be represented.  Especially the great houses,” she added. 
 
    “Carneduin?” Minalan asked, curiously.  Dara had heard of the place, once or twice.  It was supposedly one of the fabled secret, hidden kingdoms of the Tree Folk.  “That might be a problem.  That’s in the Kulines – at least a month’s journey through the Wilderlands before we even make the mountains.” 
 
    “Fear not, Magelord.  We will be happy to transport you and your retinue to the Council magically, and return you after.  You will be our guest, to come and go as you please.”   
 
    “Why is the council meeting now?” Master Minalan suddenly asked, suspiciously.  Dara knew her master suspected the near-immortals were concealing something from humanity, though he had no clear evidence to base it upon.  Yet. 
 
    “Because it was the first convenient time in which to do so,” Lady Fallawen replied.  “Most thought it would take several years to arrange such a meeting, but . . . recent events have compelled our folk to move with more alacrity.”  
 
    Dara was appalled.  The goblins had invaded human lands nearly three years ago, by all accounts.  So why did the Alka Alon council decide now was the best time, she wondered.  There was only one answer that she could think of, based on some of her recent conversations with Lady Ithalia.   
 
    “So, you’re still losing refuges to the goblins in the Wilderlands,” Dara observed, boldly.   
 
    “That is among the matters we wish to discuss, yes,” Lady Fallawen agreed, sadly.  “The Council usually meets every decade or so, a mere formality most of the time.  The lords themselves oversee the affairs of their individual territories, and rarely does the council take action.  Yet there are many stirrings at hand which need to be discovered, studied, and considered, it is felt.  And then, of course, decisions need to be made.” 
 
    “And just what is supposed to be decided by this council?” Master Minalan asked, as he casually filled his pipe.  That was a sign, too, Dara was learning.   When he did it in conversation, it was his way of preparing for a verbal challenge.  It also gave him something to point with.  “My lifespan, perhaps?”  
 
    Dara nearly gasped.  She’d never heard Minalan speak so bluntly to the Tree Folk!  The Alka Alon and the Spellmonger had been allied for years.  While it was understood that not all of the Alka Alon were happy with that alliance, this was the first time that she’d ever heard her master suggest that they might end it.  And, perhaps, him. 
 
    If Dara’s statement had been bold, Master Minalan’s was audacious. 
 
    “Magelord, only the council can give you a satisfactory answer to that,” Lady Fallawen answered smoothly.  “But if you will, I will collect you and your party tomorrow evening at Lesgathael,” she invited. “Prepare for a journey of three or four days.  You will have no need of food or drink,” she added. “All such things will be provided.” 
 
    That seemed to take Master Minalan by surprise.  “Wait!  I haven’t told you if I’m going or not!”  
 
     “You refuse the request?” Lady Fallawen asked, surprised.  
 
    “Well, no, I’d give my left stone to go, and I’m just as happy that’s not required.  But . . . well, I did mention my schedule.  It’s possible I’d have something more pressing.”   
 
    Apart from the upcoming Chepstan Spring Fair, Dara couldn’t think of anything that she’d heard about. 
 
    “Then if the Magelord doesn’t find himself besieged or attacked by bandits or conquered by a peasant revolt . . . may we count on his attendance?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Master Minalan replied, fumbling a bit with his pipe. “Of course, I’ll come.  And I’ll have my apprentice and a few other advisors on hand, as well, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Oh!” Dara said, realizing the implications of her master’s suggestion.  “Is Lady Pentandra coming?” 
 
    “She’s at her estate at the capital,” he reminded her.  “Not exactly convenient to Lesgaethael.” 
 
    “Nonsense, Magelord,” Fallawen objected.  “We can easily include the Lady Pentandra in the council, if you wish.  It is a simple enough matter to escort her through a transfer point.  There is one nearby her estate.  It would be our pleasure.” 
 
    “She would be helpful,” Master Minalan said, gratefully.  “I value her counsel.  If it’s not too much trouble.  She can meet us there?” 
 
    “I shall send Ithalia for her,” agreed Lady Fallawen.  “Be ready to depart at the morrow’s twilight.”  
 
    She turned to go, with a final winsome glance over her shoulder at them before she departed.  Dara could almost feel the field of glamour magic around the woman recede from the Great Hall.  But the effects of the spell were not entirely gone from her companions. 
 
    “What a magnificent woman!” Sir Ryff said, shaking his head as he sat and watched her go.  “A figure like a greyhound, speech as sweet as a birdsong, eyes like . . . like . . .” 
 
    That was just too much for Dara to bear.  Did they not realize when they were just glamoured?  She was only a second-year apprentice, and she could see it as plainly as the biscuits in front of her! 
 
    “Like a frozen pond in the depth of winter, blessed amongst gods and men yes we all know she’s beautiful,” Dara complained, “but have you ever stopped and considered what evil may lurk beneath that gown?” she asked sarcastically.  Ordinarily, she’d not cast aspersions on any of the Alka Alon Emissaries, but she was that irritated with Sir Ryff. 
 
    “I have,” Master Minalan said, solemnly.  “Which is why you’re going with me, Dara.  You’ve worked more closely with the Alka Alon than anyone, so I want you there.  To keep your eyes peeled and your mind open.”  
 
    That took Dara by surprise.  While it was true that she and Lady Ithalia had consulted repeatedly, in their research into transgenic enchantments, she didn’t quite think she was an authority in any way.  But she realized that her master may have ulterior motives about including her.  Especially if Lady Pentandra was involved.  If he was mentioning the Alka Alon Council moving against him, then she knew the matter was more serious than he let on.  But that was not what concerned Dara.  She’d just been given an invitation so rare and precious that a hundred wizards would have fought to replace her . . . and she knew it. 
 
    “Go to a council with the Tree Folk?” she asked, her eyes widening.   
 
    “Not if your next sound is a squeal,” Master Minalan warned.  “Control yourself.  You will be representing me and Sevendor and all of humanity.  But go ahead and pack for the journey.  Lightly,” he emphasized. “We won’t be gone long, and I’ll have other things for you to carry.  But at least one formal gown.  You do have a formal gown, don’t you?  That fits?”   
 
    “I think I have something,” Dara agreed, her mind spinning again.  They were going to a secret council with the Alka Alon, and he wanted to discuss her wardrobe?  Most of the time the Alka Alon, in their true forms, were as naked as babies!  “I was given a few dresses at Barrowbell.  They didn’t fit well at the time, but I’ve . . . grown.” 
 
    “Make sure you pack one, but don’t worry too much about what it looks like.  The Alka Alon will all be naked, anyway,” he dismissed, with a grin.  “We just want to be respectful.  Now I’ve got to figure out how to break the news of this sudden trip to my wife,” he muttered, as he turned to go upstairs. 
 
    Well, that settled one matter, Dara realized.  If she was off to some secret Alka Alon council meeting with her master, there was no way she could attend the Chepstan Spring Fair with either Sir Festaran or Gareth.  She found herself oddly pleased with that, even as she fretted about going . . . to the Kulines?  That was hundreds of miles away from Sevendor! 
 
    Sir Ryff looked at her curiously, the wonder in his eyes perhaps fading the tiniest bit . . . finally. 
 
    “Is it always like this, around here, my lady?” he asked, uneasily.  “Fairy maidens at breakfast?  Wizard’s lights at night?  Furry servants underfoot?” 
 
    “This?” Dara snorted, despite herself, as she sat down to finish her breakfast and think about what had just happened.  “This is actually a pretty boring day, in Sevendor.  Tyndal and Rondal aren’t even around.  The Flame help you if you happen to be here on an interesting day.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “When it comes to our little trip to the Kulines, I’d like you to keep it discreet,” he added.  “It’s a high honor for any human to be invited to the Alka Alon’s hidden cities.” 
 
    “I promise I’ll behave, Master!” she blurted out, fearful that Minalan was reconsidering including her. 
 
    “Oh, I have every confidence in your behavior, Dara,” he chuckled.  “But I’d like you to keep this trip . . . discreet.  There are those who would be troubled to see the Spellmonger and the Alka Alon work too closely together.  And I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up,” he admitted.  “Sometimes the Alka Alon can take centuries to decide anything. 
 
    “More importantly, I want you to keep your eyes and ears open, while we’re there,” he continued, more purposefully.  “We need to use this rare opportunity to learn as much as we can about our allies.  Every little detail, every impression, every word they speak, I want you to take note of it all.  There is no telling what obscure piece of information might prove vital, some day.  Lady Pentandra and I will be doing likewise, of course, but no one will suspect a lowly apprentice is listening.  Which we all know they do,” he add, wryly.   
 
    “I shall learn everything I can, Master,” Dara pledged.   
 
    “Good.  Now, you’re released from service this afternoon to prepare for the trip.  But pack lightly, as we will be bearing gifts for the Alka Alon council.  And take this,” he said, sliding the little box that contained her small witchstone over to her.  “I don’t think you’ll need it, but it will allow us to communicate mind-to-mind, which could be helpful, and I think you’re responsible enough to bear it without being tempted to blow up a mountain, or something.” 
 
    “I will do my best to avoid that, Master,” she assured.  “Shall I bring Frightful?” 
 
    “As amusing as that would be, I doubt she will be useful,” he chuckled.  “Besides, the Alka Alon have different ideas about domesticating animals than humans do.  They think it odd.  Bringing a bird might be a distraction we don’t need.” 
 
    “Understood, Master,” Dara nodded.   
 
    “I don’t expect a lot from this trip,” Minalan admitted.  “But we have to take whatever door the Alka Alon open for us, if we want to secure their help to win this war.  This could be nothing . . . or it could be very important.” 
 
    “You don’t really think that they would . . . execute you, do you, Master?” she asked, recalling Minalan’s conversation that morning. 
 
    “Oh, I seriously doubt it,” he chuckled.  “I was making a point to Fallawen.  But there are many on their council who object to any humans having any irionite, much less a big whopping ball of the stuff.” 
 
    “Ithalia says they don’t really trust their own kids until they’re at least two hundred years old,” Dara observed.   
 
    “At thirty, I’m little more than an infant to immortals,” the wizard agreed.  “I will make my case before their council, and perhaps convince them.  But I will not give up the best means of our defense just because they ask me to.  Not unless it’s the difference between a permanent alliance or not.   
 
    “Now, run off and get ready . . . I’ve got to talk to Sire Cei about some bandits, or something, before I leave.  I’d hate to get stranded in the Kulines and not have him know what to do about bandits,” he said, sarcastically.  “But he’s insisting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    The Unusual Lesson 
 
      
 
    “You?  You’re going to a secret council?” her sister Leska asked, shocked, as Dara rooted through the chest where she’d packed the many court dresses she’d acquired in Barrowbell.  Some were gifts from friends, some had been made for her . . . last year.  She was uncomfortably aware of how much she’d grown since then.  “Why by the Flame would they want you there?” her older sister demanded, accusingly.  “Unless . . . Smoke and cinders, Dara, what have you done?” 
 
    “Me?” Dara asked, as she sorted through the dresses – more dresses than she’d ever thought she’d own in her life.  “I didn’t do anything.  The Alka Alon don’t particularly want me there at all.  Indeed, I’m only going to wait on Master Minalan and Lady Pentandra and make them look good,” she explained.  “I just happen to be Master Minalan’s apprentice,” she reminded her sister, who, despite plenty of evidence to the contrary, still didn’t think Dara was capable of much. 
 
    “It all just seems suspicious,” Leska said, her hands on her hips.  “Suddenly you can’t go to the Chepstan Spring Fair, which is bad enough.  But then the Magelord decides he needs to take you to . . . where, again?” 
 
    “It’s apparently some Alka Alon town, deep in the Kulines,” Dara replied, absently, as she discarded her best dress from the pile.  It was beautiful, but far too showy for a mere apprentice, she knew.  Not that the Tree Folk noticed such things. 
 
    “The Kulines?  The Kuline mountains?” her sister gasped.  In truth, Leska had barely heard of the great peaks of the Kuline Range.  Like most of the folk of Sevendor, she knew only that they were big, they were in the north, and they were impossibly far away.  “Dara, how long will you be gone?” she asked, with unexpected worry. 
 
    “Only a few days.  The Alka Alon will transport us,” Dara explained, patiently.  “By magic.  They have their Ways . . . it’s a bit complicated to explain, but it’s the same way they were able to get the entire army out to Gilmora, last year.” 
 
    Her sister shuddered at the memory.  Dara had been in that army, as had her father, brothers, and most of their male relatives.  Dara felt a twinge of guilt at bringing that up.  Going to war had been bad enough for Dara and the others.  She’d never considered what it must have been like for Leska and the other folk of Westwood Hall to have witnessed an entire army, including people you loved, just . . . disappear.  Perhaps forever. 
 
    For some of those young men, Dara recalled, it had been forever. 
 
    “It will be fine,” Dara insisted, trying to banish her own doubts, as well as her sister’s.  “The Alka Alon use the Ways all the time.  One minute we’ll be here, in Sevendor, and the next we’ll be in the Kulines.” 
 
    “For a secret council that no one knows anything about!” her sister continued, resistant to being soothed.   
 
    “Well, it is a secret council,” Dara pointed out.  “That’s how they work.  So don’t tell anyone where I’m going.  It’s just some business Master Minalan has with the Alka Alon.  Wizard business, as usual.  Nothing to worry about,” she assured.  “I’m really only going along to serve as a packhorse,” she added.  “How about this one?” she asked, holding up a dark green gown of fine wool she’d been given in Barrowbell.  Dara and Leska had little in common, these days, but Dara had to admit that her sister had a good eye for clothes. 
 
    Leska looked at the gown skeptically.  “I don’t know . . . what will the Alka Alon be wearing?” 
 
    “Mostly, they’ll be completely naked,” admitted Dara, with a laugh.  “They don’t wear many clothes in their natural form.  They dress their human-sized forms out respect for our customs, thankfully.” 
 
    Dara couldn’t imagine what would exactly happen if, say, Lady Fallawen had decided to visit Sevendor Castle naked, in her exquisitely-beautiful human form.  But she doubted there would be much work done, that day. 
 
    “Naked?” Leska snorted, scandalized.  
 
    “When they’re tiny!” Dara emphasized.  “They don’t need clothes in their natural form.  Which most of them will be in, I’d wager.  Now tell me,” she said, holding the dress under her chin, “does this say ‘helpful apprentice of a powerful magelord’?” 
 
    “To people who don’t wear clothes?” her sister asked.  “I think all it would say is ‘I’m dressed.’  You could probably do as well with a shapeless smock and a kitchen apron,” she decided. 
 
    As crudely as she’d put it, her sister was correct, Dara knew.  The Alka Alon wouldn’t care what she wore.  Master Min merely wanted her to be presentable, whatever that was.  The only person who might even notice what she was wearing was Lady Pentandra.  She decided on the green gown mostly because it was comfortable and warm, and she imagined the Kulines, if they were truly larger than the Uwarris, would be chilly even at this time of year.   
 
    “I’m more concerned about all this sneaking around, than your wardrobe, Little Bird” Leska explained, using the nickname Dara had carried in the Westwood since birth.  “It’s just not natural for a lord to go popping off, unannounced, without a proper retinue.” 
 
    “With magelords, there is a lot that isn’t natural.  That’s kind of the point of magic,” she observed, as she chose a few pairs of hose and underwear to add to her pack.  “Wizards’ work is just like that.  With Master Min, it’s doubly so.  He’s the one the Alka Alon trust, not King Rard.  So, when they want to include humans in their secret councils, he’s the one they call.” 
 
    “There’s just something suspicious about a folk who are so fair.  And immortal,” Leska added, resentfully.  “You’d think with all that magic, why would they need to call upon mere human wizards for councils?  Especially half-trained, barely-civilized teenagers.” 
 
    “I am far from half-trained!” Dara insisted with a snort.  Leska never missed an opportunity for a dig at her little sister.  “As I said, I’m mostly going to make Master Min look important, wait on him, and carry his gifts.  And keep my eyes open,” she added.   
 
    “For what?” Leska asked, skeptically. 
 
    “For whatever needs to be seen,” Dara answered, realizing that any further explanation would not only be beyond her sister’s understanding, but could lead to rumors about their trip that Master Minalan probably didn’t want to be spread.  She was slowly learning why wizards were so obscure and inscrutable to other people.  Usually it just took too long to explain everything.   
 
    “I still think it sounds suspicious,” Leska said, sullenly.  “Be careful!” 
 
    “I’m always careful!” Dara insisted, automatically. 
 
    That earned her a look of skeptical denial from her Leska so severe that Dara herself had to laugh at it.  “All right, I’m not always careful,” she conceded.  “But I’ll try not to do anything that gets me turned into a tree or something.  Besides, Lady Pentandra will be there to keep me out of trouble.” 
 
    “Another wizard!” Leska condemned. 
 
    “Like me, yes,” Dara responded, pointedly.  “Leska, we are ruled by a wizard.  Your sister is a wizard.  We have wizards of all types crawling through Sevendor like ants . . . so you’d better get used to them.  In fact, now that I’m packed, I’ve got to scurry to my lesson, this afternoon.  With Master Olmeg.  Who is also wizard,” she stressed. 
 
    “Yes, but he’s not so bad,” her sister admitted.  The big Green Mage was a favorite at Westwood Hall, which he visited frequently as he helped oversee the new Enchanted Forest that Master Minalan was growing in the snow-white dirt of the Westwood and was a frequent and merry visitor.  “I guess, as wizards go, not all of them are.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dara enjoyed her lessons with Master Olmeg so much that she was cautious not to mention the fact to her master.  Nothing causes a master to rethink his approach to education more than a happy apprentice, Rondal and Tyndal had assured her, before they’d left for further training. 
 
    What Dara liked best about her lessons with Sevendor’s Green Mage was that they took place in his manor hall in Hollyburrow.  Outside of the Westwood and Sevendor Castle, it was quickly becoming her favorite place in the domain. 
 
    Once the most disreputable yeomanry in Sevendor, known as Farant’s Hold, Hollyburrow was now a green and prosperous country.  It had an intriguing history. 
 
    When Master Minalan took over as Magelord he’d turned the rascal Farant and his sons out, and installed Master Olmeg, the Greenwarden, in his place. Then Master Olmeg had recruited two small tribes of Tal Alon to come live in his small estate, with the Spellmonger’s permission, and he used his own considerable powers in concert with the furry little gardeners.  After a full year’s toil the result was a delightful little village centered on Olmeg’s manor house and the large Tal Alon compound known as Hollyburrow.   
 
    Hollyburrow was cleverly constructed of woven sticks and mud, which meant that it was technically buried.  But the squat, wide artificial hill was more than just a shelter and administrative center for the sprawling combined tribe of little brown furred people; it was also an elaborate garden complex.  The sewage and rainwater were cunningly collected and used to fertilize and water thousands of plants in little planters and cavities scattered all over the burrow.   
 
    That was in addition to the vast vegetable gardens the Tal had planted (with Olmeg’s advise and oversight) on the northern fields of the estate.  Once a place where maize and beans grew but poorly, under Olmeg’s patient care and with the industry of hundreds of nimble little Tal Alon paws, the fields of Hollyburrow were producing an ever-increasing bounty of fresh vegetables and roots.  Dara had arrived at the little manor hall only after walking by the largest, most lush garden of field peas she’d ever seen.   
 
    In fact, Sevendor had prospered so much from the Tal Alon that Master Min had given the estate to Olmeg, outright.  And the Tal had prospered so much from the green wizard’s guidance and intervention that they were now having babies.  A lot of babies. 
 
    Hollyburrow was bulging with Tal, Dara knew, and extensions to the huge burrow to accommodate the growth in population were already under construction.  Some of the Tal had taken to building little cottages or holes dug into the slope of Matten’s Helm, to escape the conditions in the compound, thus expanding their presence across the estate.   
 
    That was the part of Hollyburrow Dara really enjoyed.  While the great burrow was impressive, even majestic, in a smelly sort of way, she loved seeing the small furry brown housewives sweeping the stoops of their tiny cottages, and the little light-brown furred kids playing in the fields.  It was a scene of domestic life that seemed very familiar, but at the same time engagingly exotic. 
 
    Master Olmeg’s home was the old manor house left by Farant, but the wizard had dramatically changed the place once he’d moved in.  The willows surrounding the hall had been trimmed back, and a beautiful little hedge surrounded the compound.  Gardens within the hedge were laid out in an intricate pattern.  Mushrooms and fungus were grown in beds of leaves or manure held in boxes.  There was even a little moss garden out by the spring house where the Greenwarden grew samples of mosses valued for their medicinal and construction properties.  Dara had never considered moss to be of any particular value, but Olmeg had an entire team of Tal Alon fussing with the garden. 
 
    The hall itself had been expanded – not because Olmeg had many personal servants or a family, but because the manor was now used as a storehouse for the wizard’s most prized seeds and cuttings.  Dried herbs and grasses hung from every rafter and wall.  Earthenware jars and wooden bowls were filled with seed stocks and root bulbs, littering every shelf.   Yet, despite the volume of materials in the manor hall, the contents were neat and orderly.   
 
    The high table near the great stone fireplace of the hall was not raised on a dais, as was normally done even in a small manor like this.  Instead, Olmeg had lowered it, to be more the height of his diminutive tenants, along with the legs of his chair, and moved it to one side of the fire.  When he was in the hall, he sat there with his pipe next to the table and issued orders to his various crews from their own eye level.  And that entailed a lot of orders. 
 
    As Sevendor’s Greenwarden, he was responsible for the agricultural and horticultural abundance of the entire domain, not just his small estate.  The great short table was the nexus of his many projects.  It was scattered with sticks, stems, leaves, nuts, plants in pots, and tiny baskets of soil and rock, labelled with which region it came from.  Scrolls of parchment containing Master Olmeg’s voluminous notes on his work were scattered across it, much of the time, while others were attached to the great map of the domain, stretched across the wall like a tapestry.  Dozens of tiny stools for the Tal Alon dotted side of the wooden trestles. 
 
    In addition, Dara knew that Master Minalan often called upon his Greenwarden to fulfill other magical duties, as needed.  Like educating his youngest apprentice in his absence.  That was the kind of work a Court Wizard did, but as of yet Minalan had not hired one.  Dara didn’t mind – she enjoyed her lessons with the Greenwarden. 
 
    This afternoon, however, the big wizard was not alone at the table.  One of the other “big folk” chairs was occupied by yet another of Sevendor’s wizards, Master Zagor.  His own puppy, a littermate of Cinder, was wrestling with his boot.   
 
    Zagor was a bit of a mystery, to Dara.  Unlike Olmeg, who was trained in Imperial-style magic, Zagor was only a hedge wizard – a kind of unofficial mage who practiced without being registered and credentialed.  Or he had been, before Zagor escaped from his doomed domain with the rest of the Bovali who’d come to Sevendor with Master Minalan.  He didn’t even wear a traditional wizard hat, usually.  He had the same harsh accent as the other Wilderlands emigrants, and dressed as they did.   
 
    But Zagor had made a special point of visiting each of the yeomanries of Sevendor, when he and his folk had arrived to introduce himself.  Unlike Banamor, Zagor was far more concerned with helping people than with making money.  With Master Minalan’s encouragement he’d used his magic to help the common folk of the vale, often free of charge.  Dara had to admit that the effort had helped the native Sevendori accept the strange-sounding, strange-acting newcomers even as they’d transformed the little land.   
 
    Zagor’s work in Southridge, Gurisham, and as far away as Brestal had made him a figure of respect among the peasants of Sevendor.  Zagor was a friend of the Spellmonger’s, and even Lady Pentandra respected his wisdom.  Only in Genly hamlet had his efforts been treated with suspicion, and ultimately refused.  Genly hamlet wasn’t there anymore.   
 
    “Come in, Dara,” Master Olmeg called in his deep baritone voice through a thick cloud of pipe smoke that made the magelight above him flicker.  “We’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    Dara figured Master Zagor’s presence meant another lesson in herbomancy, not boring old glyphs or sigils.  Like all good hedge wizards, what Zagor lacked in academic knowledge of magic, he made up for in terms of practical magic.  That included the understanding of the use of hundreds, maybe thousands of herbs, roots, rocks and clays and how they needed to be prepared.  Master Min wanted her educated in both High and Low magic spells, and Zagor knew plenty of the latter. 
 
    But she was mistaken. 
 
    “Have a seat, Dara,” Olmeg said, in his impossibly deep, kindly voice as he gestured for a Tal Alon servant to bring them refreshment.  “Today, we’re going to discuss . . . the Alka Alon.” 
 
    “Huh?” Dara asked, as she sat in the third human-sized chair at the table. 
 
    “Don’t grunt, my girl, it makes you sound ignorant,” Master Olmeg corrected, without sounding judgmental.   
 
    “Sorry, Master.  We’re going to discuss the Alka Alon?” she asked, confused, as she looked from Olmeg to Zagor and back. 
 
    “You may not know this, Dara, but Zagor was actually fostered by the Fair Folk back in the Wilderlands, in his youth,” explained Master Olmeg.  “There was an enclave of them in the north of his country.  That is where he learned to tame his rajira when it emerged, with their assistance.  In the process he learned many of their ways.” 
 
    Dara looked at the hedge wizard in a new light.  “You learned magic from the Alka Alon?” 
 
    “As much as they were able,” the man nodded, modestly.  “Human voices are not made to sing songspells,” he admitted, lighting his own owl-shaped pipe.  “But my Talent was emerging, and there was no wizard at hand to take me in and teach me his craft.  So, the Fair Folk invited me to live with them.  I studied with them for years.  Alas, mortals can only dwell in their realms for short times, lest we go mad,” he sighed.  “Eventually, I returned to my own land.” 
 
    “How did they teach you to do magic, if you couldn’t sing their spells?” Dara asked. 
 
    “They . . . improvised,” Zagor explained.  “I was a bit of an experiment to them.  A wizard must always be able to experiment Dara, never forget that.  I was a kind of a pet, I suppose.  I gave them a chance to play with a humani child’s emerging magical Talent.  For years, I served them faithfully.  In turn, they taught me what magic I could learn.  No, I could not sing their music,” he sighed, sadly.  “The most beautiful music you’ve ever heard, ever felt.  It sinks into your bones, gets behind your eyes, and pours through your blood like fire.” 
 
    “But it is not the magic of the Alka Alon we wish to discuss with you, Dara,” Olmeg said, calmly.  “As intriguing as that subject would be.  Master Minalan has requested that Zagor instruct you in some of the other things about the Fair Folk you should know, before traveling in their realms for the first time.” 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” Dara blurted out.   
 
    Zagor smiled.  “Many things are dangerous, Dara.  Not all of them seem so.  Fire is very dangerous, for instance.  Yet once it is understood, it is a useful servant.” 
 
    Dara bristled at someone referring to the Flame as a mere servant, but she understood what the wizard meant.  “You want me to learn the dangers of the Alka Alon.” 
 
    “We want you to learn the intricacies of the Alka Alon,” Master Olmeg corrected.  “As much as you can, before you go.  Master Minalan wishes you to observe for him, clandestinely.  We are to arm you with the context you need to understand some of what you may see.” 
 
    “Like what?” Dara asked, as a Tal Alon gave her a mug . . . of milk.  Knowing it would be disrespectful of her to refuse or request something else, Dara began to sip the rich, flavorful liquid.  At least it was goats’ milk, for a change, as the Tal Alon did not keep cows.    
 
    “For instance, did you know that the Alka Alon have tribes or clans, countries and nations, much as we humans do?” Master Olmeg supplied.  “Each has its own history, its customs, its manners, its values . . . and sometimes they conflict with each other.  To us,” he said, gesturing at the three of them with his pipestem, “the Fair Folk all seem much the same: small, delicate, elegant.  But there are differences in the Alka Alon as great as the differences between a Wilderlord from Alshar and a merchant captain sailing the Shallow Sea out of Cormeer.” 
 
    “There are five great nations of Alka Alon on Callidore,” Zagor began lecturing her.  “And many smaller nations.  Some are . . . well, you might not recognize them as Alka Alon, if you saw them, but they are kin to those we have here, in the Five Duchies. 
 
    “Three of the major kindreds live among us, here in the Five Duchies, but yet live rever apart from us.  It is vital that you understand their differences. 
 
    “The first are the most common of the Alka Alon, the Avalanti kindred.  The little land of Ameras was of the Avalanti, though sometimes there were visitors from other refuges and other kindreds, while I was there.  The Avalanti are great lovers of trees and growing things.  They understand the songspells of all living things,” he explained, softly.  “From the tiniest seed to the greatest Leviathan of the sea.  They revere most of all the trees of Callidore: their own, those which were here when they arrived, and those we humani gifted them, when we came here.” 
 
    “They like trees,” Dara nodded, absently.  “So, the Emissaries are Avalanti?” 
 
    “There is one representative from each kindred,” Olmeg informed her.  “Lady Ithalia is from the Avalanti.  Of an ancient and noble house,” he added, approvingly. 
 
    “Though one also known for its mischief,” Zagor agreed, smiling at some personal jest.  “The Avalanti love life and live simply.  Many live in trees, exploring the majesty of nature.  They are a peaceful folk, unused to war.  Though they know how to fight, at great need.” 
 
    “Then there are Lady Fallawen’s folk: the Versaroti,” Master Olmeg continued to inform her, as he sipped a great mug of weak ale.  “Just as the Avalanti revere Nature, the Versaroti are devoted to the process of creation.  From epic poems that can last for hours to cities of great beauty, the Versaroti pride themselves on creation and building.  The Versaroti built the great cities of the Alka Alon.  Most lie now in ruins,” he added. 
 
    “And then there are the Farastamari, Lady Varen’s kindred,” Zagor said, thoughtfully.  “They are the least numerous, and the most mysterious of the three kindreds in human lands.  The Farastamari are great masters of lore.  They seek to learn . . . everything.  They desire no less than to understand the universe, itself.  They are scholars who cling to hidden settlements where they can pursue their studies.” 
 
    “Gardeners, artisans and scholars,” Dara nodded, as she tried to absorb the knowledge.  “They seem like peasants, townsmen and . . . well, magi,” she decided. 
 
    “Clever girl!” nodded Olmeg, enthusiastically.  “In truth, there is much similarity.  The plentiful Avalanti tend to the forests and groves, providing for the Alka Alon.  The Versaroti supply the fundamentals of their civilization – they are the closest to the Karshak and Dradrien clans.  And the Farastamari are the sages who keep the deep lore, the ancient knowledge to guide their civilization.   
 
    “Yet all three kindreds have their own nobles.  Their own great houses, struggling for dominance,” he warned.  “Their own factions and internal conflicts.   
 
    “Only the struggles of the Alka Alon last thousands of years, not merely a few lifetimes,” Zagor agreed.  “Sometimes subtly, sometimes violently.  As fair and mighty as they are, even the hearts of the Alka Alon can contain darkness.  Most of their civilization lies in ruin from their wars.” 
 
    “The Alka Alon fought wars?” Dara asked, in disbelief.  “They seem so peaceful and calm!” 
 
    “Immortal beings of great power can be just as subject to wrath as the weak and ephemeral.  That is why there are so many ruins, and so few of their cities, left,” Olmeg continued.  “Castabriel, great capital of our duchy, is built on the ruins of one.  Another lies within the bounds of Sarthador, deep in the forest there.  Another sprawls through the center of Wenshar, and another in the Westlands.  Once, this land was home to millions.  A civilization greater than ours, at its height.   
 
    “After the great wars, there were only a few surviving clans and houses left of each kindred.  That was why we were invited to live here, you see,” Olmeg sighed, “because the Alka Alon here had done such a poor job with this land.  Thus, it was recorded by the Archmagi of old, as told in the great epics of the Alka Alon.” 
 
    “So . . . do I have to learn all that history?” Dara asked, despairing.  She was just starting to learn the history of her own people.  She found it a depressing and boring subject, especially remembering which Archmage was which.  To have to learn an entirely different history – of immortals – made her want to run from the room. 
 
    “No, my dear,” chuckled Olmeg.  “Despite the hundreds great epics of theirs we have recorded, little is actually known of them.  Only what we can glean from the translations.  Creating a history of their civilization, the way we understand the term, is nearly impossible.  But the remnants of those powers who warred their civilization near to ashes have politics, just as we humans do.  Politics that must be understood.” 
 
    “Politics?  Ashes, I’d rather learn history!” Dara said, making a face. 
 
    “You will discover, my girl, that history is merely the result of politics viewed in the mirror of hindsight, I’m afraid,” Olmeg chuckled, amused.  “Very well.  We shall endeavor to keep things simple, then – which suits us, as we have little time before the council,” the wizard decided.  “From what we understand from our speech with the Emissaries and others, we have learned of several factions among the Alka Alon. 
 
    “Factions,” she said, turning the unfamiliar word over in her mouth.   
 
    “Yes, a faction is merely a group of like-minded people.  The Alka Alon have several.  One is strongly opposed to any prolonged contact with humanity at all.  They bear us no love, and see mixing our affairs as dangerous.  But most of that faction is willing to just ignore us as much as possible. 
 
    “Another, thankfully, seeks to embrace the opportunity for our two races to work together again.  That faction seems to be in ascendance.  It is responsible for sending the Emissaries to us, as well as gifts such as the Covenstone and the Thoughtful Knife.  Indeed, each of the three Emissaries is part of that faction,” Olmeg said, thoughtfully. 
 
    “But there are others, Dara,” Zagor said, darkly.  “There are those who actively resent humanity’s residence here in the Five Duchies.  They actually wish us harm.  They are very few, but they exist, both within the councils of the Fair Folk and on their own.  It is not a good thing, Dara, for humanity to have such powerful enemies.” 
 
    “Why would they hate us?” Dara demanded.  “We never did anything to them!” 
 
    “That is a matter of perspective, Dara,” Olmeg suggested.  “The truth is, we do not know what caused the ill will they bear us.  Many of those on their council were living when humanity first came to Callidore.  But perhaps we can discover it . . . if we observe carefully enough.  Likewise, we do not truly know why those Alka Alon who support us do so.” 
 
    “It is difficult, to understand the motivations of immortals,” Zagor reflected, scooping up his puppy and depositing him in his lap.  “Their memories extend deep into the past, and they can cleave to a grudge obsessively.  For centuries.  Long after our ancestors were dead and buried, the slights they committed against the Alka Alon are fresh in their memories, whatever they were.  The Fair Folk who favor our people, too, have reasons that remain a mystery to us.” 
 
    “I . . . see,” Dara said, trying to appreciate what the two wizards were telling her.  “How do I know which faction is which?  Or which kindred they belong to?” 
 
    “There are members of all three kindreds in all the factions,” Olmeg sighed.  “And there is little way to distinguish them from each other.  You must figure that out, I’m afraid.  Not every Alka Alon you meet will be our friend, and you must be wary of that.” 
 
    “Dara, realize that you are getting to experience something few living men have ever had: a chance to visit one of the most important of the realms of the Fair Folk.  Carneduin is famed in legend and lore as a place of great learning and scholarship.  Of old it was a meeting place between our two peoples.  It has been closed to us for centuries.  Compared to Carneduin, fair Ameras was a quaint village.  You are very fortunate to have been chosen to go.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t Master Minalan take you, then?” Dara asked. 
 
    Zagor shook his head, sadly.  “Most of the Alka Alon I knew at Ameras are no more, alas.  They were slain or fled in the goblin invasion.  More, the Aronin of Ameras, the Alka Alon songmaster who was lord, there, was an Alkan of great importance.  But great seclusion.  If I came with Minalan, I would be suspect because of my association with him.  And watched perhaps a little too carefully.   
 
    “You, however, are a mere apprentice who can ask dumb questions and stare at things she shouldn’t, and not arouse suspicions.  I would not serve Minalan as well as you.” 
 
    “Listen more than you speak,” counselled Olmeg, nodding.  “Watch everything, but do not become so distracted by the wonders of Carneduin that you miss the subtle.  Pay attention to details that might be useful later.  Move quietly, and do not attract too much attention to yourself.” 
 
    “That seems like an awful lot for me to be responsible for,” Dara said, shaking her head.  She was not the type of girl who enjoyed spying, like some she’d known.  “You’re going to depend upon my opinions?” 
 
    “You will not be alone in your observations,” chuckled Olmeg.  “Indeed, Lady Pentandra and the Spellmonger will be drinking in every nuanced detail of Carneduin and the council.  You are to fill in the things that they missed, confirm the things they may doubt, and provide a different perspective of events.   
 
    “And, ah, any opportunity you have for picking up any interesting plants or seeds would be very much appreciated.  I have a robust nursery, here, but there are some plants that grow only among the Alka Alon . . .” 
 
    Dara suppressed a giggle as she agreed to keep her eyes open for twigs, nuts and berries for the man.  As wise and deliberate as Master Olmeg was, when it came to his specialty he was just as obsessed as any wizard she knew.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    The Halls Of Carneduin 
 
      
 
    “I fully appreciate the social necessity of bringing gifts to our hosts at the Alka Alon council,” Dara announced.  “But why did Master Min have to give them his bloody anvil collection?” she gasped, crossly, as she lugged the heavy cask in her arms.  In truth, it wasn’t that heavy; but the thirty-pound chest that had seemed manageable back at Sevendor Castle now seemed ponderous, once they’d departed the cart and began walking.    
 
    Master Guri, the Karshak Alon stonesinger who was also invited to the Council, chuckled through his great beard at her struggles from behind her as they made their way toward Matten’s Helm and the spire of Lesgaethael before dawn.   
 
    “It’s a matter of presentation,” the broad-shouldered Karshak answered, amusedly.  “If you just show up and just toss a few baubles at them from your purse, it wouldn’t feel like a gift.  It would feel more like alms.  But if you take the same gift out of a box, for some reason, it feels more important.  If it is any consolation, lass, most of the weight is the chest, not in the gifts,” he explained with a chuckle. 
 
    Dara knew she was complaining about the weight of the chest to keep herself from complaining about everything else: the disgustingly early hour, the damp and cold spring morning, the darkness, and her sleepiness all conspired against her.  
 
    But she also knew that most craft apprentices had a much harder life than hers.  Bakers’ apprentices were already long awake, firing their ovens, weavers’ apprentices were preparing breakfast for their masters, and novate nuns were awake, preparing for early morning services.  As apprenticeships went, Dara had it relatively easy, and she knew it.  
 
    She also knew (based on conversations with Tyndal and Rondal) that a lack of complaint from an apprentice often convinced a master he was being too easy on them.  They followed the advice with plenty of examples, both from Master Min and Rondal’s old master.   
 
    The box was making her arms ache, though.  That wasn’t an embellishment.  And it was becoming less and less so with every step up the path. 
 
    “Just be glad that you don’t have to carry it all the way to the Kulines,” Master Minalan said, his great cloak whirling in front of her.  “Our hosts are sparing us a journey of many months.  And the indignities of river travel, coaches, packhorses, endless miles of foot travel, bad inns and roadside encampments, inaccurate maps, unmarked roads, bandits, tolls, tariffs, and rain at the most inconvenient of times.  And that’s just to get there.” 
 
    “I prefer this method,” Master Guri admitted.  “The Alka Alon are elitist snobs, but they do know how to travel.” Despite his harsh words, he greeted Lady Ithalia with a kind smile when they met her at the base of the hill. 
 
    Lady Ithalia, garbed in her human-sized body and a rustically-elegant gown that looked as if it were made of wildflowers and leaves, was awaiting them at the snowstone pillar that marked the beginning of the trail up the hill.  She greeted them warmly and politely, as Dara gratefully set the heavy chest on the ground for a moment’s rest before the climb ahead.  Unfortunately, just as she felt some of the feeling come back into her arms, Master Min bid her to lift it again.   
 
    “Where are we going, again?” Dara asked, tiredly. 
 
    “The Halls of Carneduin,” Ithalia answered, as she led us up the path.  “The retreat of sages and songmasters.  Many councils of old were held there.  Even some of your folk were involved.” 
 
    That caught Dara’s attention.  She’d always thought the Alka Alon kept themselves apart from the affairs of humanity.  She figured there was some meaningful story, or frightful bit of history involved, there.  She almost asked, but a glance from Master Min quieted her.  She was here to look and listen, not ask stupid questions. 
 
     “I feel all the more honored to have been invited,” her master replied, politely.  Master Guri looked around skeptically.  “Who rules Carneduin, and who else have they invited?” 
 
    “The master of Carneduin is Raer Haruthel,” Lady Ithalia explained.  “A songmaster of great renown and a mighty lord among my people.  He often facilitates councils for matters affecting this realm.  He is wise and impartial to a fault when it comes to his dealings with the other great lords.” 
 
    “I thought they weren’t really lords?” Dara blurted out, recalling her earlier conversation with the emissary. 
 
    “Let us use the term for convenience,” decided Lady Ithalia.  “In humani terms, Haruthel would be considered such rank as a Duke, or a grandmaster of his craft.  More importantly, he runs the sanctuary of Carneduin.  He built Carneduin, as it is, and is responsible for its safety and security.  A fair Alkan,” she decided. 
 
    “Good,” Dara said, glancing at Master Minalan.  The wizard locked eyes with her, conveying a number of meanings. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Ithalia.   
 
    “Who else is likely to show up?” Master Minalan asked, fishing for information. 
 
    “Emissaries from all the major strongholds and refuges will be there,” she said, as they reached the first clearing.  Pentandra’s Veil, the magical barrier which protected Lesgaethael from casual visitors, loomed ahead, but Ithalia parted it with a wave of her hand.  “But it is likely that Raer Aeratas of Anthatiel will be in attendance.  He is rarely away from that beautiful but hidden land.  He stays at the magnificent Tower of Vision, in the Lake of Rainbows, except in very special circumstances.  But his stronghold lies closest to the domain of the Abomination, so he will wish his opinions known, and the other lords will look closely to his counsel.” 
 
    Lesgathel was almost as beautiful close-up as it was from a Frightful-eye view, Dara noted, when she’d reached the top of the hill and the base of the slender tower.  Master Guri’s people, the Karshak Alon, had built the entire elaborate stone structure in just a season, and it was by far the most fascinating feature of Sevendor, now.  The empty hill where once she’d flown Frightful to claim Master Min’s pipe and her witchstone, his first year as Magelord of Sevendor, now had not just a spire but an entire little compound around it.   
 
    The central tower was an exotic design that was pretty enough in the distance, but breathtaking from the air: seven layers of irregular concentric circles, each elongated edge forming a tip, alternating in an equilateral pattern.  It modeled an iconic Alka Alon tree, Ithalia had once explained, meant to represent her people.  Even Master Guri had to admit that the stonework, made entirely of local snowstone, was impressive, even if he took issue with the design.   
 
    But the spire was not the only building on Matten’s Helm anymore.  Clustered at its base were new halls, some in the Alka style, but more built for human-sized people.  The work to complete the complex was going on even at this early hour.  A few Alka Alon, in their smaller forms, were tending to the finishing work on the embassy and tending the garden of exotic natavia plants and trees that encircled the snowstone court. 
 
    With a word of warning, Ithalia propelled them through the Ways, twisting Dara’s stomach the same way it had the first time she’d experienced the magical means of travel.  She swallowed bile, as her feet found themselves on strange ground, and the light in the sky shifted noticeably.   
 
    Dara stumbled under the weight of the chest, gratefully setting it down at her feet while her stomach lurched.  She heaved for breath and struggled to keep control.  She was relieved to see that Master Minalan, too, looked uncomfortable from the magical journey, although they both quickly forgot their nausea as their eyes drank in the rich, cool morning in a country far away from her home. 
 
    They were at a much higher elevation, here, Dara knew, than they ever could have been back in Sevendor.  They were standing at least a thousand feet higher in elevation than Rundevel’s peak, she figured.  Easily. 
 
    They’d arrived on a bit of a wide ledge overlooking a slender, deep-cloven valley bisected by a swiftly-flowing stream.  It was a lush view below her, despite the early season.  Strange plants and flowers contended with those she knew well in the great gardens of the valley floor.  The cliffs on the other side of the vale were terraced, and intriguing little buildings were built into them or upon the ledges, open to the sun and sky.  None of them were as large as the wide plateau they were standing upon.  
 
    The ledge was much wider further on, she could see, and covered with a compound of stately-looking halls and domes that contained more glass than Dara had seen in her life.   
 
    The pillars and supports for the rooftops were contrived to look like trees, a mixture of natavia and importasta trees carved in stone, entwined in a wild canopy that opened as irregularly-shaped windows in unexpected places.  Delicate mists floated at different levels in the valley, from the riverbed below to the treetops to the tallest of the spires.  The vapor was not exactly fog, she decided.  It did not conceal as much as obscure. 
 
    Everywhere she looked Dara could see the diminutive figures of the Alka Alon walking gracefully on their morning business. Hundreds of them.  Thousands of them.   
 
    For once, she was one of the tallest people around. 
 
    The little people reminded her of the Tal Alon, back home in Hollyburrow, except that while the Tal were rustic, jovial, and funny, the Alka Alon were sophisticated, elegant, and regal in their manner and movements.  Dara watched an Alkan maiden picking flower blooms from a nearby tree, a domestic task as common for human maids or Tal . . . but the Alkan girl moved with the grace and purpose of a priestess conducting a holy ceremony or a dancer performing for a crowd. 
 
    The strange mountain air itself seemed heavy with exotic smells as the spring blossoms filled the breeze with heady aromas that made Dara a little dizzy.  She wasn’t the only one.  Both Lady Pentandra and Master Minalan shook their heads at the wonder, as if to clear them, only to be distracted by some new fascination of the landscape.   
 
    Only Master Guri seemed unaffected by the serenity of Carneduin, Dara noted to herself.  If anything, he seemed to become more agitated.  She didn’t realize why until he uttered a particularly loud word in his own language in a way that was unmistakably a curse. 
 
    “What is it?” Dara asked, trying to be alert for trouble. 
 
    “They mixed the Late Halvanara style with the Early Maranaleen!” he muttered, scandalized, as he surveyed the halls and domes around them.  “And some of those structures . . . well, they stink of humani,” he sneered.  “No offense,” he added, when he remembered who he was talking to. 
 
    “Magic?” she asked, confused at the stonesinger’s reaction. 
 
    “Architecture,” the Karshak corrected, critically.  “If you can even call it that!  There’s no thought or reason to it!  It’s as if someone ate a treacle pudding, a pound of peppers and a quart of clotted cream, all in the same mouthful,” he said, with disgust.  “Bloody Alka Alon!  No sense of tradition!”    
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The senior wizards were led immediately to the council chambers, while Master Guri and Dara waited patiently in an anteroom.  Dara learned far, far more about Karshak ideals of design and architecture than she’d ever imagined while they waited.  Then Guri was summoned to council with the chest bearing the Spellmonger’s gifts, and she was left alone in the empty chamber. 
 
    After almost an hour had passed, the tall doorway – gigantic to an Alkan – finally opened, and a stream of people came out, large and small.  
 
    “So, what was that all about?” Dara asked Lady Pentandra, in a spare moment after the council recessed. 
 
    “So far, Master Minalan successfully petitioned the Council to keep his Witchsphere,” Pentandra reported, after looking around to see if they were being overheard.  “That was the first order of business before the Council, this morning.” 
 
    Dara was nearly speechless.  “They wanted to take it away from him?” she asked, horrified. 
 
    “There are some on the Council who question the wisdom of such great power in the hands of such an ephemeral and notoriously impetuous race,” she said with a quiet giggle.  “Minalan managed to convince them that he wouldn’t blow up the world or anything, if they trusted him.  And implied that he wasn’t likely to surrender his Witchstone willingly,” she added.  “The Council is strong, but they are wary of anything that might get themselves labelled as ‘impetuous.’  They conceded Minalan’s point.  The gifts helped,” Pentandra admitted.  “Now they want an hour to refresh themselves before we proceed to weightier matters.  I figured I should take a few moments to speak.” 
 
    “What did Master Min give them?” Dara asked, glad she had caught Lady Pentandra in such a chatty mood.   
 
    “Magical crystals Minalan discovered in the mountain of snowstone,” Pentandra revealed.  “They are tremendously useful to the Alkan Council.  You know how we travelled here by the Alkan Ways, from Lesgaethael to Carneduin?  These stones act as a kind of Waypoint that you can take with you,” she explained.  “That is a power that even the Alka Alon did not possess, before Minalan came along.” 
 
    “You mean, they can use the Ways . . . anywhere, now?” she asked, confused.  As far as she knew, you needed a special place to use the Alkan Ways to travel.  Like the one atop Matten’s Helm. 
 
    Pentandra nodded.  “Think of it like a magical river.  Instead of having to travel to a riverport to await a barge for your transport, now they can summon the river – and the barge – at whim.  The novelty of the gift alone drew several members of the Council into a more favorable mood.  The Alka Alon are great givers of gifts,” Pentandra explained.  “They don’t even trade, as such, but dress up their commerce as ‘gifts’ to each other.  And, more rarely, to humankind,” she explained. 
 
    “It sounds suspiciously like bribery to me,” Dara said, quietly. 
 
    “That is a very astute observation, Apprentice,” Pentandra agreed, approvingly.  “But Minalan’s magnificent gifts allowed him to negotiate a closer alliance with the Alka Alon . . . which we desperately need, after the dragon attacks,” she explained.  “Had we not their craft, we would not have been able to slay it, I think.” 
 
    “Well, it certainly helped!” Dara agreed.  She, herself, had used the legendary Thoughtful Knife, a flying blade of incredible power, to help slay that dragon.  She couldn’t imagine trying to kill the mighty beast with mere swords and spears. 
 
    “If Minalan can win over certain members of the Council, we may see much more assistance of that sort.  But despite the sublime nature of this wonderful place, there are issues at hand that obstruct him.  Politics.” 
 
    “Politics?” Dara asked, confused.  Carneduin seemed an unlikely place for petty arguing to interfere with anything.  “They don’t seem very political,” Dara suggested, cautiously. 
 
    “The Council is not monolithic,” Pentandra explained as they walked along the path.  “Indeed, the Alka Alon are divided by nation and clan, just as humanity is.  Where we see short, green-haired elfs, nearly indistinguishable from each other, the Alka Alon see great differences in their cultures.  Carneduin is where those differences are supposed to be settled, but as with all politics, they persist.” 
 
    “Master Olmeg and Zagor told me of the Alka Alon and their kindreds.” 
 
    “Did he now?” Pentandra asked, surprised.  “And what did they tell you?” 
 
    “That the Alka Alon have politics, they merely express it differently than humans do.  Our three Emissaries are a good example,” Dara recited.  “Each was chosen as a representative of one of the three great kindreds of Alka Alon.  Lady Ithalia represents the Avalanti kindred,” she explained.  “The rustics, and most numerous.  The Avalanti are masterful horticulturists.  They prefer to live in enchanted treehouses in the wilderness.   
 
    “Lady Varen’s people are the Farastamari,” Dara continued to report.  “Scholars and scientists, a people who value learning and knowledge.  They live in small enclaves for the purpose of studying.  And then Lady Fallawen’s kindred is the Versaroti.  They’re the creators.  They’re technically more ‘civilized,’ preferring to live in ancient cities remote and far removed from human lands.  And there are only a few of those left, after their ancient wars.”  Looking around Carneduin, she couldn’t imagine the sublimely peaceful folk even raising their voices, much less fighting.  
 
    “Long ago,” Pentandra agreed.  “Before humankind came to Callidore.  Well done, Dara!  All of that is important to know.  But also important for us to keep in mind is that the Versaroti kindred was often responsible for those wars, from what we understand. 
 
    “Lady Fallawen doesn’t seem very warlike,” Dara pointed out. 
 
    “She’s not.  But a wizard can use the same magic to become a practicing adept or a warmage,” she reminded her.  “Creativity can be a dangerous thing.  Nor does Lady Varen seem devious, but her kindred, the Farastamari, enjoy a reputation as officious meddlers. The Versaroti are great thinkers, and ingenious in their pursuit of magic.  But they are considered haughty and arrogant in their power by most of the Farastamari.  The Versaroti are perhaps the most warlike, by our standards,” Pentandra reflected.  “But all of the kindreds had a role in fighting, from what I understand.  Even the Avalanti.” 
 
     “So . . . which kindred of Alka Alon are these?” Dara asked, gesturing to the number of small green-haired humanoids in Carneduin. 
 
    “Let’s see if we cannot determine that from observation, shall we?” Pentandra proposed.  “Minalan would find it helpful, under the circumstances . . . and we have time before the Council is reconvened.  Consider it an exercise.  From what I understand, there is a mixture of kindreds, here at Carneduin.  Look beyond the obvious and study the subtleties among them.”  She led Dara to a large, high-backed stone bench of odd but beautiful construction that overlooked a particularly scenic spot of the deep cloven valley. 
 
    For the next half-hour, that’s just what they did.  It took a lot of effort, and some quiet discussion between the two of them, as they tried to sort which Alkan belonged to which Kindred.   
 
    Pentandra was right: the differences were subtle and had escaped Dara’s notice when she’d first arrived.  But the more she studied the Alka Alon, the more she realized that there were, indeed, some differences in manner and even style that revealed themselves.   
 
    Most of the Alka were engaged in horticulture of one sort or another, for instance, and Pentandra agreed that they were likely part of the Avalanti kindred who specialized in such things.  They didn’t seem to be able to pass by a bush or tree without stopping and taking stock of it.   
 
    Then there were those Alka who virtually ignored the green magnificence around them, and seemed lost in their own thoughts as they went about their business.  Those Dara figured were Versaroti kindred, those she’d mentally classed as ‘artisans’.  Often, they carried some little staff of polished wood or other object as they walked, and were far more interested in what they were carrying than their surroundings. 
 
    Lastly, a few Alka seemed concerned neither with the environment nor what was in their hands.  Instead, they had a certain contemplative manner about them that Dara found familiar, for some reason.  Then she had it: they had the same sort of sense of preoccupation with deep thoughts that she’d often seen in Gareth, when he was working on a magical problem.  Those she mentally labelled as ‘scholars,’ the Farastamari kindred of the enigmatic Lady Varen. 
 
    “They really aren’t so different from humans,” she concluded, after nearly half an hour of quiet observation.  “They have farmers, artisans, and scholars.  Just like we have peasants, knights and priests.” 
 
    “That is one way to describe it,” Pentandra giggled.  “Although I doubt you’d win favor from the Alka Alon by the comparison.  They consider us hopelessly superstitious and primitive, compared to them.” 
 
    “Yet we discovered clothes, and they didn’t,” Dara pointed out. 
 
   
  
 

 “They have no need of clothing, as such,” Pentandra defended.  “With their songspells to keep them warm and protected, they prefer a more natural look, is all.” 
 
    “I’m hoping the fashion doesn’t catch on back home,” Dara said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we humani are far too invested in clothing for status and adornment to give it up just because we didn’t need it, anymore,” Pentandra said with a smirk.  “Besides, the Alkan naughty bits don’t hang out quite so provocatively as ours do.   
 
    “In any case, thanks to the Emissaries, there is a growing movement among the Alka Alon to renew their contact with humanity more widely,” Pentandra reported.  “There are many who are sympathetic to us.  And some who would support us to enforce their own political positions,” she warned.  “Master Minalan treads a very dangerous road, here, despite the serenity of Carneduin.” 
 
    “Is that why the Emissaries have taken their larger forms?” Dara asked. 
 
    “Yes, although that, itself, was a highly controversial decision, from what I understand.  The spells used are known as transgenic enchantments, and they have the potential to be very dangerous.  They were used in their wars,” Pentandra explained.  “But their use was prescribed by the Council even before we arrived on Callidore, and is only authorized in certain special circumstances.  Extraordinary circumstances, from what I understand.” 
 
    Dara swallowed, but didn’t say anything.  She’d known Lady Ithalia was taking a risk in helping her with the falconry project.  She didn’t realize just how much of a risk.   
 
    “We . . . we may actually see many more Alka Alon in human sizes, before long,” Pentandra continued, unprompted.  “There are many, particularly among Ithalia’s people, who see the rise of the goblins as a threat that must be met.  The other kindreds are less convinced of the severity of the emergency, and advocate caution.  But once dragons began to be used on the battlefield by the Dead God, they started to re-think their position.” 
 
    “Dragons will do that,” Dara agreed, suppressing a shudder.  She still had nightmares about being in the throat of that great beast, though she’d not been in any real danger.  Not like Sire Cei, who’d charged the thing all by himself. 
 
    Before Pentandra could continue, a beautiful-sounding bell tolled from some hidden location, and she stood. 
 
    “That’s the Council bell,” she explained.  “You won’t be needed any further, I’d wager. Not until the reception this evening.  Why don’t you wander around and explore a little?” she proposed.  “Lady Ithalia said that there were several interesting things to see, in Carneduin – things from our own ancient past that have been preserved here, and nowhere else.  See what you can learn,” she directed, simply.  “As a wizard, you never know what little piece of information will become vital, later on.” 
 
    Dara nodded, and Pentandra left her alone on the ledge to return to council.  Dara continued just watching the serene activity unfolding around her, and even experimented with searching for local animals whose consciousness she could borrow to improve her perspective.  
 
    She was trying to convince a rather impertinent crow to give her a better view of the valley from above when she realized an Alkan maiden had appeared at her side, and was patiently waiting for her to speak. 
 
    “Yes?” Dara asked, shaking off her connection to the crow.  “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Lady Ithalia sent me to guide you, Lady Lenodara,” the tiny maiden said, politely.  “I am Astalia, a cousin of hers.” 
 
    “Lady Lenodara of Westwood, called the Hawkmaiden, apprenticed to Minalan the Spellmonger,” Dara introduced herself.  “Ithalia sent you?” 
 
    “She thought you might like to see the Hall of Memory,” the young Alkan proposed. 
 
    “The Hall of . . . Memory?” Dara asked, standing.  She nearly regretted it, as Astalia had to immediately crane her neck to look her in the eye.  “Sure.  I’d be honored.  What is it?” 
 
    “It is an ancient place,” Astalia explained, leading Dara down a path toward a large and impressive-looking hall.  “A great storehouse of lore and knowledge.  There are many important things there, remembrances of our mutual past held for review and contemplation by the Wise.” 
 
    “So why are you taking me there?” Dara objected.  “I’m not wise!” 
 
    “Are not the magi of humanity examples of its greatest wisdom?” Astalia asked, surprised. 
 
    “Technically,” conceded Dara, with a sigh.  “You haven’t met many human wizards, have you?” 
 
    “You are the first humani I have met,” conceded Astalia.  “Ithalia thought it would be instructive to us both.” 
 
    “That sounds like Ithalia,” Dara agreed.  “I suppose I’ll pretend to be wise and hope no one notices.” 
 
    “In truth, I was anxious about meeting you,” Astalia told her as they walked.  “The humani have a certain unfortunate reputation.  But Ithalia assures me you have a keen and clever mind and will appreciate the Hall of Memory.” 
 
    “I suppose that will have be enough, then,” Dara smiled.  “Lead on, and let’s see this Hall of Memory.  You do remember how to get there, don’t you?” she quipped, earning a giggle from the tiny maiden. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Revelations in the Hall of Memory 
 
      
 
    It seemed strange to Dara that a building as large as the Hall of Memory seemed so inconsequential in a place like Carneduin.  It was tucked to the side, against the cliff wall that extended up to the peaks above, which helped diminish its noticeability from the ground.  With that great whopping mountain above it, the elegant building seemed small by scale, though it was more than half as big as the keep of Sevendor.  With the swath of trees obscuring half of the building from view, it seemed even less important.   
 
    The walk along the way was pleasant enough – the weather was cool but sunny, the air sharp with the scent of hundreds of blooms unfamiliar to her nose.  And Astalia was a good companion for the long walk to the Hall.  The fact that she was naked, greenish, and barely reached Dara’s waist did nothing to detract from the experience.  A wizard’s life is odd, indeed, Dara reflected. 
 
    “You are the Spellmonger’s apprentice, Lady Lenodara?” the Alkan maiden asked, politely.   
 
    “One of them,” Dara agreed.  “The youngest.  And mostly by accident,” she confessed.  “But strange and unusual things tend to happen around Master Minalan,” she reflected, absently pushing the single white shock of hair in her red mane out of her eyes.   
 
    “He has had a singular effect on our society, as well,” Astalia agreed, diplomatically.  “I have not seen Carneduin in such a state since I first came here.” 
 
    “When was that?” Dara asked, curious. 
 
    “Only forty-two years ago,” Astara said, a little sheepishly.  “It was a great honor to be asked to serve, here.” 
 
    “Forty-two years!” Dara gasped.   That was as old as her father!  “Just how old are you?” 
 
    “Only a hundred and twenty-one,” Astalia said, a little self-consciously.  “I was younger than most who are honored to be invited to Carneduin.  Why?  How old are you?” 
 
    “Fourteen,” Dara said, shaking her head in wonder.  She knew the Alka Alon were long-lived, and her friend Ithalia was several centuries old, though still considered a maiden among her folk.  Astalia seemed close to her own age, but was alive in ancient times.  Well, olden times, she corrected herself.   
 
    “Fourteen . . . and already nearly mature!” Astalia giggled.  “That is amazing!” 
 
    “I’m a little young in age for my position, I suppose.  Like I said, it was mostly accidental.” 
 
    “And your people are . . . the Narasi?” Astalia inquired, hesitantly. 
 
    “Sort of,” Dara said, carefully.  “We speak Narasi.  But my . . . clan’s legends say we lived in the Westwood before the Narasi came to the Riverlands.  Just before you were born,” Dara said, giggling at the thought.  
 
    “And I have projects older than you!” Astalia said, shaking her head.  “What a strange world we live in!” 
 
    “How were you . . . chosen to come here?” Dara asked. 
 
    “I’m unsure of the exact nature of the process, but I was recommended by my . . . teachers?  Masters?  Instructors?  I am still getting used to the Narasi language,” she added, apologetically.  “I only learned it last year.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, there might not be a word for it,” Dara suggested.  “I somehow doubt, for instance, that there’s an Alka Alon word for tailor.  So you weren’t born here?” she asked, hoping it didn’t sound too nosy.  Master Minalan asked her to keep her eyes open and ask subtle questions.  She hoped this counted. 
 
    “No, I was born in a refuge in the . . . you call them the Wilderlands,” Astalia explained.   
 
    “That means you’re probably . . . Avalanti kindred?” Dara guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” Astalia agreed, pleased.  “Not many of my kindred are selected for instruction here, unless they were born in Carneduin.  It is more typical for the Versaroti to study here.  Their nature delights in scholarship, lore and discussion.  But I have always had a fascination with such things and was eager to come.  Many in my family did not understand my desire to study thus, but . . .” 
 
    “I understand,” Dara sighed.  “My father wasn’t particularly keen on me becoming a mage, but he didn’t have much of a choice.  Sometimes the gods push us in ways our sires can’t see,” she reflected.  “I thought I was supposed to marry a nice boy from Sevendor, about now.  Instead, I’m a wizard’s apprentice on a strange mountaintop talking with a naked fairy maiden.  Not exactly the life my father envisioned for me.” 
 
    “I was supposed to undertake study in the deep lore of trees and plants, or devote myself to music or explore the secrets of the natural world . . . not come to bury myself in study with a bunch of boring old Versaroti sages for a century or so,” Astalia replied.  “But places like the Hall of Memory are why I came,” she confessed.  “I’ve always been fascinated with the humani, too.  This is one of my favorite places in Carneduin, because it has so much about your folk, here.” 
 
    “Why would you have an entire hall – a really big hall – dedicated to studying . . . us?” 
 
    “Oh, originally it was built as a kind of . . . academy?   A place of study where our two peoples could learn about each other.  But after that unfortunate business with Perwyn, it was filled with as much about your old civilization as could be preserved.  It is used as a kind of storehouse, now.  An aid to remember what your people once accomplished.” 
 
    “Sinking an entire island?” snorted Dara.  “I think we’d rather forget about that!”   
 
    Perwyn was the first place humanity came to, on Callidore, Dara knew.  It was an island of legend and fable, filled with fabulous things and amazing wonders.  It was where the first magi arose, and then the Archmagi.  The Archmagi had ruled Perwyn for wisely centuries before one of them had a spell go wrong or something and caused a cataclysm that sank the entire island beneath the waves of the Shallow Sea.   
 
    History recalled that the Archmagi continued to rule the vast coastlines of Merwyn after the flood as the Magocracy, a sprawling empire ruled by wizards, as they tried to rebuild the wonders of Perwyn on the mainland . . . until the Narasi barbarians of the north invaded and put a stop to the Magocracy.  And a lot of magi.  It wasn’t exactly something the surviving magi celebrated much. 
 
    “Oh, before the tragic Inundation of Perwyn, it was a magnificent place,” Astara assured her, as they came to the doorway of the hall.  It had no door, but some sort of barrier was there, and quickly removed by a short tune from Astalia.  “One of the reasons this hall was built was to commemorate Perwyn, and share a bit of its wonder with my people.  Only a few of us were lucky enough to travel there, before the Inundation.  This hall was built to help the Alka Alon get to know the newcomers and their ways.” 
 
    As they entered the hall, Dara could see the builders had a lot of intriguing things to say about human beings.  Each lesson was displayed in a separate section, clustered almost like little shrines devoted to one aspect of human life or another.  The images seemed to be painted with impossible realism on broad sheets like glass.  Tiny models displayed various elements of biology, including the location of major organs and anatomy.  Though the models were small and lacked blood or other fluids, they were horrific enough to see.  Sort of like she imagined a goblin’s kitchen. 
 
    “Ick!  Why would your folk want to see us without any skin on?” Dara demanded. 
 
    “Your biology is fascinating to us.  To some of us,” she corrected herself.  “It so different from ours, yet so similar.” 
 
    “I suppose you can learn a lot from someone’s guts,” Dara conceded, reluctantly.  She’d learned quite a bit about rabbits and birds Frightful caught by examining their stomachs.  It was not her favorite task in falconry. 
 
    “The truly interesting stuff is farther in,” Astalia assured her.  “You probably already know most of the introductory lessons,” she said, as she escorted her past a far-too-realistic display of how a human ate, digested food, and eliminated wastes.   
 
    “Yes, I think I’ve mastered that part,” Dara agreed, without further comment.   “What’s the interesting stuff?” she asked, curious what the Alkan maiden would find fascinating about boring old people. 
 
    “This one,” Astalia said, with a tiny grin, stopping in front of a shrine-like display filled with spheres that hovered in the air.  Dara thought they were magelights, at first, but they were some other magic, she learned.  “This is where we are,” she began, waving her hand over the display.  A handful of balls appeared to float in the air. 
 
    “We’re . . . where?” Dara asked, confused.  She didn’t see anything familiar in the display. 
 
    “Callidore,” Astalia explained, excitedly.  “That’s the world we live on.  The blue-green ball in the middle, fourth one out, with the two smaller spheres around it.  Those are the moons,” she emphasized. 
 
    “Wait, the moons?  There’s only one moon!” 
 
    “You can’t see the little green one, this far north,” Astalia conceded.  “Just the big white one.  But that’s where we live, on the eastern side that northern continent, there.” 
 
    “Wait, that’s us?  That’s our . . . that’s the entire world?” Dara asked, her mind whirling. 
 
    “Well, of course,” Astalia agreed.  “Ours, originally, but we shared this part of it with your people, when they came.  But this is the really interesting part,” she continued, while Dara’s mind spawned a thousand questions in an instant.  “This is where your folk originally come from!” she said, triumphantly. 
 
    The ghostly image changed.  One collection of spheres and circles was replaced with another.  Dara was no less confused. 
 
    “That’s the world the humani came from,” Astalia proclaimed, proudly.  “Only one moon!  But bigger than Callidore’s two combined.  The star is different, too,” she added, though Dara couldn’t see any difference.  Or any star.  Just a bunch of circles. 
 
    “Uh . . . what?” 
 
    “Before your people lived here, on Callidore, they lived on this world.  It had a few different names, in your languages, but it was usually called Terra or Earth,” she explained, carefully.  “It’s a little different from Callidore.  But more similar to Callidore than our original world was.” 
 
    “Your original world?” Dara asked, more confused than ever.  “I thought the Alka Alon were from Callidore?” 
 
    “No, we came here . . . ten thousand years ago or so?” the Alkan maid tried to recall.  “Closer to twelve, I think.  From a world called Alonaral.”  She waved her fingers over the display again and another set of circles appeared.  A small green sphere expanded in size until it was as large as Dara’s head.  “The Sea Folk of Callidore gave us the land.  We, in turn, welcomed the humani here when you came.  Well, most of us,” she corrected herself. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dara asked, knowing that Master Minalan would want to know that sort of thing. 
 
    “There have always been those who have opposed the humani settlement,” Astalia confessed, guiltily.  “Sometimes, they have caused trouble.  For both of our peoples.  They are a tiny minority, however.  Most of us don’t mind the humani at all.” 
 
    “Don’t mind us?” Dara snorted.  
 
    “I mean that many of us enjoy the treasures of the humani,” Astalia said, looking embarrassed at her words.  “A few of us are passionate about you and your world.  And some are . . .” 
 
    “I understand,” Dara sighed.  “We have fanatics in our culture, too.  Mostly, we ignore them.  Unless they happen to be powerful.” 
 
    “Thankfully, those Alka Alon who . . . dislike the humani have little power,” Astalia assured her.  “But they can still sometimes make trouble.  That is one of the things I think is being discussed in council,” she said, her eyes cutting toward the distant meeting hall.   
 
    “Along with the goblin invasion.  Gurvani invasion,” she corrected herself, knowing the proper term for the nocturnal creatures rampaging in the western lands.  “Master Minalan will sort things out,” Dara assured her, in return, trying her best to sound confident.  She had no idea if that was true, but if anyone could figure out a way to fix things, it was Minalan the Spellmonger.   
 
    That’s what she kept telling herself.   
 
    Astalia heaved a great, musical sigh.  “I certainly hope so.  Things in the Wilderlands are awful!  They abandoned the refuge I was born in because of the gurvani uprising,” she said, accusingly.  “It could be decades before we return!” 
 
    “I don’t think we have decades,” Dara said, glumly.   
 
    “They’re just gurvani,” Astalia dismissed.  “They’ve rebelled before.  But they’re more short-lived than even your people, though not by much.  They’ll become disorganized and return to their nests in a few years, after their chieftains die off.  That’s what usually happens.” 
 
    “This time, they have a leader who can’t die off,” Dara pointed out.  “Sheruel, the Dead God.  He really is dead.  Or undead,” she reminded the Alkan maid. 
 
    “Yes, that even has the council . . . perplexed,” Astalia admitted.  “There is all sorts of talk about using extraordinary means to put down the uprising.  Songspells that haven’t been used in generations – our generations, not yours,” Astalia supplied, looking troubled.  “That means that they really are concerned.  They’re even talking about using . . . transgenic enchantments,” she whispered.  “Those are highly restricted!” 
 
    Dara swallowed hard at the unexpected turn in the discussion.  Transgenic enchantment was exactly what Lady Ithalia was using to make Frightful larger.  That explained her desire for discretion about the project.   
 
    “Why are transgenic enchantments restricted?” Dara asked, trying to sound innocent.  “Don’t the Emissaries use them, to look more like us?” 
 
    “They are you,” Astalia corrected, allowing the display to go dark.  “When you use transgenic enchantment, you are taking your personal essence and expressing it in an entirely new biological species.  With some changes, if they are adept enough at the magic.  That’s why it’s restricted.  We once had horrible wars that used transgencially improved bodies against each other.  Far different from these bodies,” she said, gesturing to her tiny stature.  
 
    “How, different?” Dara asked, with horrid fascination.  She suddenly imagined all sorts of terrible things happening to Frightful from the spell. 
 
    “Big, ugly, vicious, dangerous bodies designed to fight and kill,” Astalia answered.  “Once, my people put them on as easily as your folk don armor, before you fight each other.” 
 
    Dara snorted, recalling the difficulty in dressing in her armor for the first time.  “Clearly, you’ve never worn armor before,” she noted to her odd new friend. 
 
    “I’ve never worn clothes before!” Astalia pointed out, inspiring a gale of giggles from both girls.  “Have you?  Worn armor?” she asked, fascinated. 
 
    “Yes,” Dara admitted with a sigh.  “And a flaming good thing, too.  It’s the proper fashion choice, if you happen to be in the middle of a battle.” 
 
    Astalia looked even more horrified . . . and even more fascinated.  “You’ve been in battle?  I didn’t think human females went to war!” 
 
    “As a rule, it’s avoided,” Dara agreed, uncomfortably.  “I’m kind of an exception, since I’m the Spellmonger’s apprentice.  And I won my witchstone using an . . . unusual technique.  And . . . well, there are a lot of reasons I ended up going, but it wasn’t my first idea.” 
 
    Astalia shuddered.  “I can’t imagine!  Was it dangerous?  Did you fight?” she asked, excitedly. 
 
    “Personally?” Dara asked, still uncomfortable with discussing the Battle of Cambrian – or at least her part in it, as important as it was.  “I did.  I wasn’t supposed to, but then the gods don’t always pay attention to the plans of men.  Our position was attacked, early in the battle, and I had to fight to defend it.  It was . . . awful,” she said, simply.  “And that was before the dragon.” 
 
    “The dragon!” Astara nearly squealed.  “You saw the dragon?” 
 
    “Saw it?” Dara asked, self-consciously.  “I helped slay it!  Using the Thoughtful Knife,” she added, to put her effort in perspective.  She didn’t want the maiden to think that she’d charged the great beast with a sword, or something silly like that.  “I was one of several who fought it.” 
 
    “Then the humani are as brave as it is said,” Astalia said, shaking her head in wonder.  “Only the most valiant Alka Alon warriors out of legend were bold enough to stand against dragons, with spell or spear.  Most fled in terror,” she said, wistfully. 
 
    “That seems like an uncommonly wise idea, actually,” Dara observed.  “However scary you might imagine a dragon, the reality is worse.” 
 
    “We’ve oft cursed the day when we brought them to Callidore,” Astalia said, sadly.  “We thought them all but extinct, until the Abomination brought them forth again in force against us.” 
 
    “Wait, the Alka Alon brought dragons to Callidore?” Dara asked, accusingly. 
 
    “That was long, long ago, even as my people reckon things,” Astalia said, defensively.  “Nor was my kindred involved in their import.  That was the Versaroti clans,” she insisted.  “My people fought our wars with other weapons!” 
 
    “Like . . . transgenic enchantments?” Dara asked, her eyebrow arched. 
 
    “Well, yes!” Astalia said, folding her arms in a most human-like fashion.  “When our clans fought, that is how they fought!  Why is that so amusing to you?” she demanded. 
 
    “Because . . . because suddenly sinking our own civilization doesn’t seem like such bad thing, by comparison,” Dara decided, after a moment’s thought.  “I suppose that we humani look on you Alka Alon as being incredibly superior, because you live so long.  In our stories you’re always wise, remote, magically far-sighted . . . but I guess you’re just as boneheaded as we are.  Your folk just take a lot longer to do it.” 
 
    Astalia was about to reply, hotly, when she paused and sighed.  “I believe you are correct, Lenodara.  And we often treat your folk as either novel subjects for our amusement or annoying inconveniences, thanks to your shorter life-spans.  One moment you have an advanced civilization, entirely ignorant of magic yet lords of the sky, and the next you’re a bunch of ignorant farmers fighting over territory who don’t know anything that wasn’t painstakingly written down.  It’s frustrating,” Astalia revealed. 
 
    “I guess from your perspective, it would be.  And I guess we can be a little annoying.  That’s what Ithalia said, too.” 
 
    “My cousin is one of your biggest proponents, in council,” Astalia said, proudly.  “She thinks the answer to our current problems lies in embracing the humani and their ideas . . . even if you do tend to sink islands and such.  She places much value in your master, the Spellmonger.”  Though it was a statement, there was a question implied, one Dara felt compelled to answer. 
 
    “Master Minalan is accounted a great and powerful wizard for a reason,” Dara reflected.  “He’s used his powers to transform and improve Sevendor and keep it safe.  He doesn’t mind standing up to Dukes and Kings, though he’s only a baker’s son.  And he’s bloody clever, even for a wizard,” Dara decided.  “I don’t know what to tell you, Astalia.  Is he clever enough?  Like your cousin, he sees our best hope in a strong alliance between our peoples.  Regardless of what worlds we started on, we’re both here on Callidore, now.  And the Dead God threatens us both.” 
 
    “I could not agree more, Lenodara,” Astalia admitted.  “The gurvani have risen before, but never like this.” 
 
    “Call me Dara,” she replied, as a clear, bright tone seemed to fill the air.  “All my friends do.  Is that the chime for dinner?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While the Alka Alon were a strange and different people from humanity, they weren’t so different that they didn’t commemorate the meeting of the council with a feast.  The great hall they met within was large enough to host hundreds, though it was only partially filled.   
 
    While it was a celebration, it was a different sort of feast than the human occasions Dara had attended.  For one thing, while the food was delicious, exotic, and beautifully presented in captivating geometric patterns, it was not the focus of the event, the way it usually was at human affairs.  They were not even seated at tables according to rank: the food was piled on a single long table in the center of the hall and all ate freely, without service or ceremony. 
 
    Nor was wine or ale the center of attention, though there seemed to be plenty available.  There was music – beautiful music, featuring strange stringed instruments and delightful little pipes – but it was there to enhance conversation, not interrupt it. 
 
    In fact, Dara quickly realized that the reception was largely an excuse to stand around and talk, an unofficial extension of the Council’s deliberations, conducted in a less formal setting.  There wasn’t even dancing, though considering the size of her potential partners, she didn’t mind that. 
 
    “What is my task, Master?” she asked Minalan, as they spent a few moments in the small hostel they’d been loaned before the reception.   
 
    “Learn as much as you can,” he said, vaguely, as she helped him drape his “official” robes over his shoulders.  “About everything.  We did well, today, and the council is well-disposed to us, at the moment.  But there is still much reluctance among the Alka Alon to throw their support behind us, fully.  Try to discover the source of their reluctance, if you can,” he advised.  “But listen to every word.  There’s no telling when a stray bit of conversation can prove meaningful.”  Lady Pentandra was similarly unhelpful in her direction, when Dara asked her what she was supposed to be listening out for.   
 
    Master Guri, of all people, had the best counsel: “Ruthlessly interrogate the buffet table,” the Karshak stonesinger advised.  “In a room full of Alka Alon, it’s the only thing that’s likely to give you a straight answer.” 
 
    Dara did just that, when she realized that there were no service duties for her to perform, nor any rules of precedence she had to follow about when to eat.  The food – mostly fresh fruit, nuts, steamed vegetables, and boiled roots she’d never seen before – was delicious and strange on her tongue, and she enjoyed experimenting with the flavors and textures while everyone else in the room ignored her.  Sometimes it wasn’t so bad, being unimportant, she reflected while pouring herself a second cup of some amazing beverage from an impossibly elegant glass pitcher. 
 
    That’s when Dara learned that she wasn’t, strictly speaking, entirely unimportant. 
 
    Lady Varen appeared at her elbow, one of the few people in the room taller than Dara.  She and the other two Emissaries were mingling with everyone, smiling and conversing more than eating and drinking.  Of the three transformed Alka Alon women, Dara had always found Lady Varen the most distant and remote.  She lacked Lady Ithalia’s joviality or Lady Fallawen’s engagement, when she conversed.  But when she did speak, Dara soon learned, her words were filled with import. 
 
    “Lady Lenodara,” she began, quietly, her voice sounding like a bell, “Pray be cautious about discussing any recent lessons you may have had,” she said, catching Dara’s eye.  It was the closest she’d ever seen an Alka Alon to panic, she realized.  And she could only be referring to Ithalia’s experiments with Frightful. 
 
    Because transgenic enchantments were restricted by the Alka Alon council, she knew, and Ithalia was likely breaking some rules in doing so.  Lady Varen was worried that Dara would blab to someone at the important function. 
 
    It was a subtle direction, but Dara understood it perhaps a little better, after spending some time with Astalia earlier in the day.  It made sense, considering their perspective: Varen was worried a gossipy wizard’s apprentice would casually mention something incriminating about her work in the very worst possible location to do so.  That would serve neither the friendly Alka Alon or the humans they were trying to help.   
 
    While she bristled, mentally, at the idea that Lady Varen thought that she’d be such a blabbermouth, she could also appreciate the caution.  There was a lot at stake, Dara knew. 
 
    “And ruin the surprise?” she replied, slyly, popping a slice of fruit in her mouth.  “I wouldn’t dream of it.  Master Min isn’t even aware of it, yet,” she boasted.   
 
    Lady Varen’s shoulders dropped slightly as she relaxed.  “Thank you, Lady Lenodara.  You understand perfectly.  Thankfully the point is likely to be moot, soon.  The Council reacted very favorably to Minalan’s gifts,” she pointed out, nodding to some of the members mingling in the hall, fingering the pretty new stones around their necks. 
 
    “And that means . . .?” Dara asked, expectantly.  She had no clear idea just what that should mean. 
 
    “That means that things could change very rapidly, very soon,” she assured.  “Minalan and Pentandra have managed to impress the Council, and that is not lightly done.” 
 
    Before Dara could get frustrated with the vague answer, they were interrupted by an older Alka Alon, in his traditional form . . . which brought him no taller than Dara’s belt. 
 
    “Ah!   I’d hoped to get the opportunity to speak with one of the humani wizards, before they return home, but the other two seem well-occupied.  Varen, could you introduce me to your friend?” he asked, formally. 
 
    Varen sighed, but so subtly that few would have noticed.  Dara noticed.  “Father, may I present Lady Lenodara of Westwood, the Hawkmaiden of Sevendor.  Lady Lenodara, this is my sire, Raer Ingvarion.” 
 
    “Your . . . father?” Dara asked, swallowing.  “It is an honor to meet you, my lord,” she said, wiping her hands on her skirt as she bowed deeply.  “Your daughter has given great service to my homeland, and my people,” she said, formally.  That’s what Lady Pentandra would have wanted her to say, she knew. 
 
    “Oh, she’s a canny one,” the little Alkan said, beaming with fatherly pride as he looked up at his daughter.  “Smarter than her mother or father.  She’s always been fascinated by your people,” he revealed.  “I never saw the allure of such a study, but I’m beginning to see her point.” 
 
    “Lady Varen . . . studies . . . humans?” Dara asked, surprised.   
 
    “It’s been her passion for centuries,” Ingvarion agreed.  “She even kept a few as pets, once.  She’s always said that the magi were the very brightest of your species,” he reflected, skeptically.  “I’ve had my doubts, but you seem to have accomplished quite a bit, with so little,” he praised. 
 
    It was an insulting compliment, but Dara suspected Ingvarion wasn’t aware of it.  “Thank you, my lord,” she said, hesitantly.  “Though I cannot take any credit, myself.  Master Minalan and Lady Pentandra have been the ones who have done the hard work.  I’m merely the Spellmonger’s apprentice.” 
 
    “Lady Lenodara denies herself credit for her actions,” Varen reproved.  “Actually, Father, she’s one of the brightest, most capable of the magi.  In a few short years she’s managed to learn an incredible volume of material.  And even mastered the use of the Thoughtful Knife,” she added, praisingly.   
 
    “Oh, did she, now?” the older Alkan asked, newly impressed.  “That does indicate a more complex mental command than I’d give your species credit for,” he reflected.  “Now if you just didn’t die after a few damnably short decades, you might be really interesting!” 
 
    “A common complaint, among scholars,” Lady Varen said, quickly, realizing how insulting the comment sounded to humans.  “But humanity’s short lifespan also encourages them to accomplish much in a short period of time,” she reminded her father.   
 
    “Or to lose much,” he reflected.  “They went from being masters of the sky to ignorant peasants in just a few generations, after they sunk Perwyn,” he reminded them. 
 
    “We pride ourselves on our adaptability, my lord,” Dara said, diplomatically.  But she was feeling bold, after the Alkan’s unintentional insults.  “I understand that the members of your kindred focus their scholarship on some subjects with unrestrained passion,” she said, trying to change the subject.  “May I ask what field you study?” 
 
    “My father is an authority on the lesser Alon,” Lady Varen replied, informatively.  “The Karshak, the Dradrien, the Tal Alon, the Hulka Alon, the gurvani . . .” 
 
    “Our client species,” Ingvarion said, with a touch of pride.  “In this region, they’ve been allowed to go all but fallow.  A marvelous opportunity to study their unguided development,” he said, with satisfaction.  “Especially since the Feluthial Abdication, it’s been particularly fruitful.  Then your folk appeared, and were granted their lands,” he frowned.  “Now we have cultural contamination from the humani to contend with,” he said, irritated.  “Highly disruptive.” 
 
    “My father is being an ass, Lady Lenodara,” Lady Varen soothed.  “He’s been upset about losing the purity of his scholarship since the humani arrived, ignoring the far more interesting factor of that very cultural contamination.  The lesser Alon have adopted a number of cultural and technological things from humanity,” she assured.  “That is far, far more intriguing than which Hulka Alon clans are using what kind of clubs.” 
 
    “That was a very well-received lecture!” Ingvarion countered, even more irritated. 
 
    “My point is that the humani have enriched our lands with more than trees and flowers,” Lady Varen argued.  “What Minalan is doing with the Tal Alon in Sevendor is remarkable.  Even the Karshak Alon are affected by their culture – they’ve adopted writing, under their influence.” 
 
    “A cheat, discouraging proper study and scholarship!” sneered the Alka Alon.  “Hardly a step forward!” 
 
    “It’s a step somewhere!” insisted Lady Varen, putting her hands on her hips in a most human-like gesture.  “When are you going to admit that the humani arrival was a positive development?” 
 
    “When are you going to acknowledge the great difficulties they’ve created by their arrival, and agree that it was a mistake?” countered Ingvarion, hotly.  “Never mind!  It appears Lady Pentandra isn’t currently occupied – perhaps she’ll be more reasonable about the subject!” 
 
    “Proving that he has yet to make Lady Pentandra’s acquaintance,” Dara muttered, as the older Alkan strutted away.  She hadn’t intended for the remark to be overheard, but Lady Varen caught her eye and shot her a thankful smile. 
 
    “I’m so sorry you had to witness that,” the emissary sighed, as her father walked away.  “Ingvarion is a bit old-fashioned, in his scholarship.  Indeed, he hasn’t had an original idea in a thousand years,” she declared.  “He’s never accepted my interest in the humani as valid scholarship.  Until recently,” she conceded.  “Now, he’s starting to see the promise in your folk that I do.” 
 
    Dara wasn’t exactly certain how to respond to that.  On the one hand, it was a sincere and heartfelt apology from someone who was intensely embarrassed.  On the other, it was blatantly patronizing.  She swallowed and decided to respond to the apology.  Getting offended with someone who was trying to help you was rarely a good idea. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Dara decided.  “I think all fathers are that way, to some extent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    The Confrontation Before The Flame 
 
      
 
    Dara’s head was still spinning from the four-day excursion to Carneduin the day after she returned to Sevendor Castle.  It seemed small, primitive, and rustic, after four days in the Alkan realm.  Dara had learned so much and seen so many extraordinary things in such a short time that suddenly life in the famous magical castle seemed mundane and boring. 
 
    The most important event, to her mind, hadn’t been the revelations about humanity’s origins or the subtleties of the Alka Alon.  It was the mighty gift they gave Minalan in return: an entire cask full of insanely valuable witchstones.  Enough irionite to put more than a hundred warmagi on the field against the goblins.  It was the strongest, most tangible sign of the growing alliance between the two people, and Pentandra had even credited Dara with helping convince some of the Alka that such trust was not misplaced. 
 
    Dara had no idea how she’d done that, but she took the compliment without comment. 
 
    Of course, Master Min and Pentandra had sworn her to secrecy about the gift, and she was honor-bound to keep the important secret.  She understood why.  Such a trove of magic hadn’t been in human hands since the Magocracy.  It would attract a lot of attention, if it became known.  Master Min wanted to use the stones to win the war, but there were plenty who would have used them in less-savory ways.  It was a secret she knew she could keep. 
 
    It helped that there weren’t many people around to tell.  Most of the castle folk had accompanied Sire Cei to represent Sevendor at the Chepstan Spring Fair.  That was where many necessary supplies for the castle were secured every year, when the very best merchants and artisans from across the Bontal Vales gathered to take orders for their wares.  Even if Master Minalan and his family didn’t go, someone from Sevendor had to . . . and many had. 
 
    That left the castle feeling a little empty, even lonely, but Dara soon had other work to do.  While Master Min was trying to figure out what to do with his sudden fortune of witchstones, Dara quietly went back to work on her own secret project.   
 
    Ithalia came and went a few times, before Yule, always adjusting the transgenic spell one way or another.  It was fascinating watching the way she worked, and Dara learned a lot from the Alkan maid that she never would have from a human wizard – even Lady Pentandra or Master Minalan.  The visits slowed, as the weather turned colder and it became too cold to travel or fly.  But the project continued in secret. 
 
    Of course, Dara continued her lessons with both her master and the other wizards he detailed to teach her.  That included Gareth and even Banamor, sometimes, as well as visiting wizards Minalan trusted.  She was soon lost in a tangle of runes and sigils, scrolls and books, her fingers inkstained and her mastery of magic growing.  Master Min even let her keep her witchstone with her now, sometimes.   
 
    Yule came and went with the usual ceremony and merrymaking, and soon the weather began to turn warmer again as spring beckoned.  After a long winter spent huddling under magelights, reading the accumulated wisdom of the ages, Dara was ready for something more active, and began looking forward to Ithalia’s return to Sevendor . . . and their secret project.  Little did she know how complicated it was about to become. 
 
    Sir Festaran dropped by her room that morning, as he sometimes did when he had a message for her from Sire Cei, Sister Bemia, or anyone else who imposed on the young assistant castellan.  Today he stuck his head through her door after knocking politely, and relayed his message. 
 
    “Sire Cei wishes for you to know that Master Arcor and his entourage have arrived at Sendaria Port,” he dutifully reported.  “They should be arriving in Sevendor within the next few days.” 
 
    “Master . . . who?” Dara asked, confused.  She didn’t recall hearing news of any new wizards coming to Sevendor.  Or why it would matter to her. 
 
    “Master Arcor,” Sir Festaran repeated, patiently.  “Did Baron Minalan not inform you?  While he was on a military inspection of Vorone, in Alshar last year, he acquired a host of new birds for his mews from the corrupt Baron in charge of the city.  And hired a master falconer to care for them.” 
 
    Dara’s heart sank and her head spun.  “But . . . but I’m Master Minalan’s master falconer!” she objected. 
 
    “Which was appropriate, when our mews has but one falcon,” Sir Festaran replied, smoothly.  “Baron Minalan bought more than twenty hunting birds, in Vorone.  With everything else you are involved in, Lady Dara, do you not think adding that many new charges to your tasks would be . . . daunting?” he asked, smiling. 
 
    Dara groaned.  He had a point, there.  It seemed half of her day was filled with caring for Frightful, in one way or another.  She couldn’t imagine being responsible for another score of birds, too.  As she thought about it, there was simply no way a single falconer could. 
 
    “So . . . he’s actually coming here?  With more birds?” she asked, her head whirling. 
 
    “The Magelord indicated that they would be required for use in a project of yours,” Festaran told her.  “Whatever that might be,” he added, slyly.  Master Minalan had decreed that she not discuss her experiments with Ithalia with anyone not directly involved – which apparently included even Sir Festaran.   
 
    Dara considered.  He was absolutely correct, of course – they couldn’t expect to breed a new species of giant dragon-fighting falcons with just one bird.  Even magic couldn’t replace nature for that. 
 
    But the idea of someone else messing with Frightful irritated her, for some reason.  Even a professional falconer. 
 
    “Where are they going to put them?” she asked, absently, while she absorbed the information. 
 
    “For now, in a shed in the outer bailey,” Festaran explained, as Cinder trotted over to the young knight and demanded to be petted.  “But your father should prepare permanent quarters in the Westwood, Sire Cei says, as that is where they will likely be assigned.  But you should prepare yourself,” he advised.  “It looks as if you’re going to be gaining another mentor.” 
 
    “I seem to have an abundance,” Dara snorted.  “I have them for magic, I have them for manners.  I suppose I’ll have them for falconry, too.  It’s just a bother,” she complained.   
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I spent years at Chepstan Castle working with mentors . . . who made me run in full armor, beat me in combat with blunted swords, had me carry a lance over my head for three circuits of the castle, and ride endlessly at a quoit until I fell off my horse.  In full armor.  A lot,” he added.  “You could have worse duties.” 
 
    “I shall bear that in mind,” Dara chuckled, thinking of the knight engaging in all the manly exercises that turned a boy into an armored horse-riding killing machine.  Becoming a knight was a grueling and sometimes fatal training regimen that lasted years, she knew.  Tyndal and Rondal, Master Min’s senior apprentices, were undergoing similar, if abbreviated, training in such matters now, as they were technically knights magi, like Festaran and Cei.  But Sir Festaran had endured the full, rigorous training without the benefit of magic. 
 
    She realized Festaran was correct.  There were worse things than a new falconer in the castle.  She could be training for knighthood. 
 
    Of course, another part of her mind suggested, falling off a falcon was a little different from falling off a horse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Master Minalan affirmed Sir Festaran’s directions at breakfast that morning in the Great Hall.   
 
    “I thought I’d told you,” he chastised himself.  “I could have sworn I did.  I suppose not,” he conceded.  “Sorry, I’ve had a few things on my mind, of late.  But yes, I hired the man and his assistant when I purchased a number of surplus falcons from the Royal Warden of Vorone.  I thought you and Ithalia might like having more than one subject to study.  And you might learn some more advanced falconry techniques from an expert.” 
 
    “Aye, Master,” she nodded, solemnly.  “I look forward to learning from him.”  That was truthful, at least.  She was appalled by how much she didn’t know about falconry, for a girl known as “the Hawkmaiden”, after she’d met some real falconers in Barrowbell.  Her Uncle Keram had given her a bit of knowledge, but much of what she’d done with Frightful was by trial and error. 
 
    “His name is Master Arcor,” the wizard informed her, “and he and his apprentice are bringing twenty birds or more with them from Vorone, in the Wilderlands.  An entire mews’ worth.  At great cost,” he added, though he seemed unconcerned with the money.  “He has some excellent specimens of Minden raptors.   
 
    “As the Hawkmaiden, I’d like you to take charge of them.  Make arrangements with your father to house them at Westwood Hall,” he directed, “and then I want you to build them a proper mews, in the Westwood.  It will be more protected there than in Sevendor, proper.” 
 
    “A mews, Master?  You want me to build one?” 
 
    “Not personally,” he chuckled, “although I’d be impressed if you did.  But see what Master Arcor needs, and then provide it.  I’m sure you and your father can work out the details.  Just submit a report to me, when you’re done, and I’ll have the castle reimburse you.  I’m sure you can handle that,” he added, confidently. 
 
    “Of course, Master,” Dara agreed . . . although she had no idea if she could, in fact, handle the task.  When your master gave you an order, you didn’t tell him you were afraid you couldn’t do it.  She would find a way.  That’s what wizards did.   
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Minalan also had her plowing through the basic cantrips and elementary runes she was learning.  After two years of study, she was actually becoming adept at some of the simpler ones.  Olmeg and Gareth’s help had given her a good command of such things, but Master Minalan was ruthless in testing her.  She spent hours in focused meditation, attempting to complete the arcane tasks he assigned her.  It was exhausting, and such deep mental work often led to her forgetting more basic things . . . like eating.   
 
    After the second day of brutal testing, Dara was ready for a break.  Her head spun with the new runes she’d learned, though Minalan said she needed a lot more thaumaturgical theory to understand just how to use them.  The walk home was good for clearing the complicated details of learning magic from her mind and refocus herself on more mundane matters.  She lazily walked the mile and a half back home to Westwood Hall, for some supper and to get some of her summer things out of storage, now that the weather was turning warmer.  If anything still fit. 
 
    She enjoyed returning home from Sevendor Castle, usually.  It gave her a sense of belonging to something, and a chance to see her family.  As she padded across the gently swinging rope bridge in the morning light, through the magical wards she now saw as clearly as a sign, she became aware of something . . . different. 
 
    She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, which bothered her.  She was a trained observer, after all.  She had literally seen through the eyes of a falcon.  One of the very first exercises Lady Pentandra had made her do when she began to study magic in earnest was a game where she had but thirty heartbeats to survey a collection of objects, and then only a few moments to recount them in detail.  She had quickly mastered the game. 
 
    But she could not figure out what was amiss with Westwood Hall.  The sentry was on duty at the far end of the bridge, and the hall itself seemed just where she’d left it, but something nagged at her mind as she waved to her cousin Kavo, who was guarding the entrance this morning. 
 
    “About time you showed up, Little Bird,” he said, shaking his head.  “Your father has been getting antsy.” 
 
    “Why?” Dara asked, confused.  “Master Min often takes me away for stuff.  Meetings, this time,” she emphasized.  Kavo had been one of those who’d accompanied her and the other Westwoodmen into battle at Cambrian.  “Not battles.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you usually don’t leave behind a guest,” snorted her cousin.  “Or . . . a retainer.  Or whatever he is.  They are.” 
 
    “Ashes and cinders, Kavo!  What are you talking about?” demanded Dara, even more confused. 
 
    “That falconer the Magelord hired?  He’s been here for days, waiting for you to show up and tell him what to do,” Kavo reported, as Dara’s heart sank.    
 
    She’d forgotten all about the master falconer!  
 
    “Flame!” Dara swore, her mouth open.  “How could I forget about that?” she chided herself.        
 
    “That is just what the Master of the Wood was asking the man,” Kavo replied.  “It’s not just him, see, it’s all his birds, too.  And that pretty young assistant falconer,” he added, dreamily. 
 
    “What?  Who?  What?”  Dara asked, stupidly. 
 
    “Master Arcor is nice enough, but he’s got this lovely apprentice falconer.  A Wilderlands girl,” Kavo supplied.  “She talks like . . . like they all do,” he said, guiltily, “but it sounds cute coming from her.”  The broad lilt of the Wilderlands had a harsh quality to it that the Westwoodmen’s ears had become accustomed to, since the Spellmonger had led the Bovali settlers here.  “She’s nice, too,” Kavo added, dreamily.  “Red hair, kind of like yours but lighter and soft, and—” 
 
    “Scorch his assistant!” Dara shrieked.  “What about Master Arcor?  Where is he?” she asked, desperately.   
 
    “Back in the shed he’s convinced is the worst possible mews he’s ever seen,” Kavo told her, helpfully, as she turned and began hurrying toward the old shed.  “The old wood shed.  That’s where the Master put them and their birds, for now.  And tell the girl I told you that I liked her!” he called after her. 
 
    Dara was mortified that she’d forgotten about the new Master Falconer that Minalan had hired.  At great expense, he had paid for the man and some falcons to journey hundreds of miles just to teach her the finer points of her vocation. 
 
    She found Master Arcor and a girl about her own age fitting a new hood to a magnificent-looking raptor a third larger than Frightful.  Both falconers looked up at her, when she entered the dark shed. 
 
    “I’m Dara!” she blurted out, before she could stop herself.  Then she recalled that these people knew very little about her.  She took a deep breath and tried again.  “That is, I am Lady Lenodara of Westwood, called the Hawkmaiden,” she continued, a little more calmly.  “Is that a Minden’s raptor?” she asked, before they had a chance to respond. 
 
    “Aye, my lady,” the man, a short, bearded fellow with dark, serious-looking eyes.  “This is a three-year old male,” he continued, slowly, “who has out-grown his old hood.  His name is Majesty,” he added, beckoning her to come inspect the bird. 
 
    Dara approached cautiously.  She knew how skittish Frightful could get around strangers.  To help calm the bird, she extended a wave of magical soothing as she began probing its mind with her Talent. 
 
    It was always a little tricky, getting to know a new animal.  While she had extremely strong connections to Frightful, and a growing bond with Cinder, it took a while to gain an animal’s confidence enough to do more than direct it. 
 
    Dara had learned she could dominate an animal with her magic, if she needed to, without forming such a bond.  Then again, she could shout orders at passers-by, too . . . but that didn’t mean that they would listen.  She found it more effective to allow the connection to work voluntarily, if the animal was sufficiently intelligent enough to understand what was happening.   
 
    Majesty was cautious as she approached and was reluctant to accept her empathic appeal . . . but the bird slowly warmed to the idea, when he did not detect a threat from her.  His big black eyes regarded her warily, but there was an eventual acceptance of her unspoken spell that allowed her to form a voluntary rapport with the falcon. 
 
    Majesty was hungry.  That wasn’t unusual, at all, for a falcon, of course.  The birds were kept hungry to keep them willing to hunt and train.  She ignored the base desires and went deeper, establishing her friendliness and concern for his welfare.  She was a little appalled how much Majesty thought of himself, she discovered.  Dara was used to the selfish feelings Frightful experienced, but this big bird had an exceptional opinion of his own importance in the world.  The name fit, Dara decided.  The falcon was as arrogant as some kings. 
 
    That didn’t bother her.  She’d stopped trying to hold an animal’s feelings up to human standards years ago.  Animals and people were different, and they thought and felt things differently.  Of course Majesty was arrogant – he was the largest bird in the mews, and he was beautiful by both human and avian standards.  As long as Dara affected to share that opinion, she was welcomed into his mind. 
 
    Dara held out her hand and beckoned with a whistle, and Majesty obligingly flew the few feet between them and lighted on her fist.  Master Arcor and the apprentice both gasped. 
 
    “You’re using magic!” the girl realized.  “You’re a wizard!” 
 
    “Apprentice wizard,” Dara corrected, absently, while she studied the handsome features of the falcon.  Majesty basked in her admiration as if it was his due.  “But yes, I’m a mage.  I’m also a beastmaster, I’m sure you’ve been told,” she continued as she struggled to keep the heavy bird steady on her wrist.  It would have been easier with a gauntlet.  Though he wasn’t trying to hurt her, Majesty’s big talons were digging into her skin painfully.  She ignored it. 
 
    “Your father informed me,” Master Arcor admitted, as he slipped the hood over Majesty’s eyes unexpectedly.  “You can speak to animals, my lady?” he asked, skeptically. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Dara explained.  “I can form a bond with them, and usually convince them to do what I want them to.  I can feel their feelings and sometimes hear their thoughts.  But they don’t exactly speak the way that we do, so ‘talking’ really isn’t the right word for it.  He is a handsome bird,” she praised, as she handed Majesty back to the falconer.  “Has he hunted, recently?” 
 
    “We took him out to the high meadows for a flight yesterday,” the apprentice acknowledged, “but he has yet to hunt in these mountains.” 
 
    “It’s best for a bird to learn the landscape around a new mews,” Master Arcor explained as he returned Majesty to his perch.  “It reduces the chance that he will fly off.” 
 
    “I’d never thought of that,” Dara admitted.  “How many birds did you bring from the Wilderlands?” 
 
    “More than twenty, though we lost two along the way, my lady,” Arcor said, sadly.  “But these are the finest hunters from Baron Edmarin’s mews,” he said, proudly, as he gestured to the long line of occupied perches.  “He purchased scores from destitute Wilderlords as they fled the goblin invasion.  I, myself, was Baron Alvadine’s chief falconer for nearly five years, before the troubles.  In Vorone, I was accounted among the better men in the trade, my lady.”  He wasn’t boasting as much as presenting his credentials, Dara realized.  “I was surprised when I found employ with the Magelord.  Tell me, is the Spellmonger an avid hawker?” 
 
    “Not particularly,” Dara chuckled.  “In fact, I’ve never seen him hawking.” 
 
    That seemed to surprise Arcor.  “I had the impression that a man who invests so heavily in hawks would be passionate for the sport,” he said, troubled.   
 
    “The motives of wizards are oft obscure,” Dara said, diplomatically.  She didn’t really want to admit that Minalan likely purchased the birds – and hired the two falconers – on a whim as a present to her.  “But he has taken an interest, since I became his apprentice.”  Dara felt that was the best way to put it. 
 
    It did little to ease the falconer’s mind.  Or that of his apprentice. 
 
    “So, just what will our duties be, my lady?” the girl asked, hesitantly. 
 
    That was a good question.  Dara had a sinking feeling that if she presented it to her master, the wizard would likely tell her that it was up to her.  And she had very little idea what she was doing.  About anything. 
 
    “I suppose you will report directly to me,” she decided.  “I’m the closest thing to a falconer the domain has.  If you can call someone with one falcon a falconer.” 
 
    “Your father told us of how you took the Silver Head fledgling,” Master Arcor said, approvingly.  “Dangerous work for one who isn’t being supervised.” 
 
    “If I’d been supervised, I never would have gotten away with it,” Dara admitted.  “You’ve met Frightful?” 
 
    “Aye,” the falconer nodded.  “A right pretty little bird,” he praised.  “You’ve tended her well.” 
 
    Dara tried not to bristle at Frightful being called “little,” because compared to the big Minden’s raptors the falconers were used to working with, she was.  Dara was grateful to hear from a professional that her bird was in good health, though.  She did her best, but apart from her uncle’s brief experience as a youth, and a few casual conversations with other falconers, she really relied more on her bond with Frightful than craft to know how to take care of her. 
 
    “I . . . I understand this might seem an odd posting, Master Arcor,” Dara sighed.  “But I promise you that it is a secure one.  There are plans for these birds, plans beyond mere hunting parties.  But for now, our greatest priority is to establish a working mews.  This shed, I take it, is a poor accommodation.” 
 
    Dara saw at once that she had addressed the man’s deepest concern.  The falconer cleared his throat and began speaking in his Wilderlands brawl in an apologetic tone. 
 
    “I hate to complain of such things on such short acquaintance, my lady, but it is entirely inadequate, apart from keeping the rain off the birds.  It’s too small.  There is no ventilation.  There is no place to weather the birds.  There is no proper harness room. There are no proper perches.  There . . . there are many problems.  I fear it will cost greatly to repair them,” he warned. 
 
    “Well, tell me what you’d like a mews to be,” Dara suggested.  “I’ll have it done.” 
 
    The falconer looked skeptical.  “My lady, while I appreciate your enthusiasm, such a structure takes time and money – a lot of money – to build.” 
 
    “I’m a wizard,” Dara boasted, feeling a little like her master as she said it.  “Let me worry about that.  You just tell me what you need.  I’ll see it gets done.”  Though she had no idea how to see it done, she said it with such confidence that Master Arcor was convinced. 
 
    For the next two hours the falconer described what he needed in great detail, and Dara made a point of asking questions about the elements she was uncertain of.  She learned more about falconry in those two hours than she’d known in her life.  Master Arcor lectured about the need for cleanliness, good ventilation, and dark, quiet pens with a variety of perches for the individual birds; how to care for a bird during moulting and nesting; of having a secure yard in which to expose the birds to the weather, yet protect them from opportunistic predators.   
 
    It was a lot to take in.  Dara was fascinated, though, and eagerly seized every new bit of falconry lore like a starving girl.  There was a lot of lore to falconry, she realized, beyond simple care and feeding of the birds.  Even more than hunting.  After two hours she had a much better idea of what she needed in the way of a mews, and a far greater appreciation in her ignorance of falconry.  But if she was to see these birds transformed into magnificent steeds in the sky, she needed to know everything about falconry.  And that began with a comfortable, proper mews to start from. 
 
    “The important thing is that this is built before next winter,” Master Arcor concluded.  “If we cannot properly shelter the birds, as many as half might die, even in these mild climes,” he warned.  “Even more, if disease takes hold.  This . . . shed is not clean enough, nor properly floored for falconry.  We must have a real mews by next winter, or there may be no reason to, by next spring.” 
 
    Her head buzzing with the details of the conversation, Dara thanked Master Arcor and his apprentice and immediately got to work.  She borrowed a couple of sheets of parchment from the manor’s buttery along with a charcoal pencil.  Then she sat in front of the Flame in the hall and sketched out a design for a building based on their discussion. 
 
    Dara was gratified at how simple the process was, compared to the thaumaturgy she was learning.  Simply turning an idea into a picture was easy, compared to de-constructing meaning and intent of a desire before re-constructing it thaumaturgically into a magical spell.  Surprisingly, some of the discussions she’d had with Master Guri in Carneduin about architecture guided her hand as she drew.  It also helped that she had a neat hand, when it came to writing and drawing, now.  Master Minalan frequently tasked her with duties that took advantage of that skill. 
 
    By the time the afternoon waned and the estate’s workers began returning to the manor hall for the evening meal, Dara had six neat sheets of parchment filled with as complete a design of the mews as she could manage.  
 
    It was a long, low hall, narrow but tall, with several bays for particular aspects of falconry, some she had no idea they’d need at all.  At one end she’d added a second story chamber with a large room for the Master Falconer and two smaller ones for his apprentice and their gear, along with a long weathering pen on the rooftop.  She even sketched in a small kitchen building, near to the main hall.    
 
    She had an idea for a site, too, based on her knowledge of the Westwood from the air: the nearly-barren shoulder of rock that jutted out into the manor from the south side of Rundeval, above where the kennels were.  Once dark gray, the cliff was now blindingly white snowstone, like much of the Westwood.  It was also nearly four acres wide, at the summit, and near to the manor hall.  Nor was it particularly easy to reach, requiring a hike up a steep trail.  The knob wasn’t much use for anything but drying green hides in the summer. 
 
    With a little magic, a little money and some hard work, Dara reasoned, the site would allow her and her birds to train without intruding on (or being intruded upon) by the rest of the estate.  There were meadows on the south face of Rundeval nearby, places where the birds could hunt or be hacked outdoors, and once the long, narrow path up to the rock was widened and strengthened for the mews, the remainder of the hill might have other uses, she thought.  It was a productive use of a previously unuseful spot. 
 
    At least, that’s how she explained it to her father and uncle, when they returned from the day’s work before supper. 
 
    They both looked tired after spending all day inspecting the fields and nearby woods as various work crews set to their tasks of planting, cutting, gathering, or repairing.  It was springtime, after all, the time of year when the productivity of the coming year was decided.  Since Master Minalan had taken charge of Sevendor, the estate’s industry had increased dramatically, and that required a lot of supervision. 
 
    Once, her eldest brother and her Uncle Keram would have accompanied Kamen on his rounds, but Kyre and a dozen other lads from the Westwood were on duty at Caolan’s Pass, now, under her Uncle Keram the Crafty’s guidance, guarding the less-used approach to Sevendor from Sashtalia and collecting tolls from those who used it.  Her uncle Kamal was taking up some of the slack and helping her father out in his place.  She waited until both had washed their hands and faces and dried them before the Flame before she presented her proposal. 
 
    “Dara,” her father said, hesitantly, as he reviewed her detailed drawings after her proposal.  “I appreciate how hard you have worked, but this is a major construction project,” he objected, shaking his head.  “Just repairing and expanding the trail up to the knob would take a full work crew weeks to accomplish,” he observed. 
 
    “And once you were able to get a wain up that hill,” her uncle Kamal pointed out, unhelpfully, “it would still take nearly fifty wagonloads of wood and materials to build it.  That seems like a lot of trouble just for a pretty view,” he said, condescendingly. 
 
    “The shed they are in should be sufficient, for now,” her father decided, dropping the main drawing on the table.  “They may continue to stay in that guest-house, as well.  Later this summer we can build them something in the lower gardens,” he suggested, reasonably.  “That will be much easier to build on.  But not this,” he said, dismissing his daughter’s proposal.  “I’m afraid this is far too grand a place.  And far too costly.”  Her uncle nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We have higher priorities than your hobby at the moment, Little Bird,” Kamal said, kindly.  “But you did good work!” he praised. 
 
    Dara was speechless, for a moment.  Though she hadn’t arranged for Master Arcor and his assistant to come to Sevendor with all those birds, Master Minalan had.  The Spellmonger had paid good money for them to make the dangerous journey.  It was embarrassing enough that Sevendor wasn’t prepared for them, but to have her father and uncle dismiss a very reasonable plan to do so was unbearable. 
 
    They are still treating me like a little girl! she realized, stunned.  Their reaction to her proposal was telling, she knew.  Her father and uncle had entertained it as an indulgence in her ‘hobby’, she realized not as a legitimate, reasonable request.  They still thought of her as the little girl who’d gone off to live in the castle, last year, even after accompanying her into battle.  And they were not extending her the respect she should command, in this situation. 
 
    It was a difficult thing for Dara to manage – one part of her wanted to meekly accept her father’s assessment, collect her notes, and go back to explain to Master Arcor why his accommodations would not be changing.  That seemed preferable to the alternative. 
 
    But Dara had changed, since she’d moved into the castle and served the Spellmonger, full time.  She’d not only been to battle, which her father and uncle should remember well, as they were also there – but she’d been to Castabriel, the capital of the Kingdom, and as far away as the amazing vale of Carneduin in the Kulines.  She may just be a wizard’s apprentice, but she was the Spellmonger’s apprentice, and she was pursuing his policies in making this proposal.  The fact that they did not realize that was galling. 
 
    “Excuse me, Father,” she began, finding her words again after taking a deep breath.  “I don’t think you quite understood me.  This was not actually a request,” she said, as diplomatically as she could. 
 
    “What?” her father asked, his eyebrows rising in surprise.  Her uncle Kamal looked equally startled. 
 
    “This proposal was not . . . optional,” she began.  “I need a proper mews for those birds and Master Arcor.  That knob isn’t doing anything more useful.  I need to put it there,” she said, matter-of-factly.  “Not out in the back garden, in the middle of all sorts of noise and bother.  I want the mews on the knob over the kennels.  This mews,” she emphasized, shaking the parchment in her hand. 
 
    Her father looked pained, and her uncle looked amused.  “Dara, you have to understand, a project that big would require dozens of men, working hundreds of hours to complete.” 
 
    “I’m entirely aware of that,” Dara agreed, steadily. 
 
    “I’d have to take people off of other work – work that’s valuable to the estate,” Kaman explained, carefully.  And a little condescendingly, Dara realized.  “We have a lot going on, right now, and this is a perfect time for us to make some improvements on the estate that could really benefit us all, in the future.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, too,” Dara nodded, evenly.   
 
    “And then there is the cost of paying and feeding all those men,” he continued, as if she were still a child.  “A project that size I would have to devote a lot of attention to.  And for what?” he asked, with a snort.  “It’s an over-large chicken coop, nothing more, and we can’t even eat the eggs or the birds.  It would be one thing if the Magelord went in for hawks, the way some lords do,” he said, sympathetically.  “But he doesn’t.  I don’t know why he bought all those birds, but now we’re stuck with them.  I’m not going to drop everything and devote the estate to some elaborate, expensive project that the Magelord isn’t even really interested in.  I’m sorry, Dara.” 
 
    Dara felt a heat wash over her that had nothing to do with the crackling Flame her little cousin Lanava was tending.  She stood, but did not push away from the table.  Instead she leaned forward, pushing her face within a handbreadth of her father’s. 
 
    “Perhaps the Magelord does not go in for hawks, Yeoman Kamen,” she said, using his formal title as well as his name.  “But the Hawkmaiden of Sevendor does.  My lord has gifted me with a flight of hawks and a falconer.  He has granted me right to build a mews anywhere I choose in the Westwood.  I have made my choice.  I selected a site that would not interfere with anyone else, that isn’t being used for anything else, and which is suited to my purposes.” 
 
    Both her father and her uncle looked startled – and troubled. 
 
    “Dara, be reasonable!” her uncle began.  “I’m sure you think that we’re just being—” 
 
    “You are being reluctant to even consider my proposal,” Dara interrupted, something she never thought she’d do to her favorite uncle.  The slight was noticed. 
 
    “Dara!” her father said, sharply, cutting his eyes to the ever-watchful Flame in the center of the hall.  “Respect your elders!” 
 
    “This is not merely a matter of respecting my elders, anymore, Father,” she said, angrily.  “I am not speaking to you as your daughter, Dara.  I am speaking to you as Lady Lenodara.” 
 
    That was the first time she had ever used her rank in front of her father – against her father.  She felt a deep sense of shame the moment she did it . . . but also a sense of excitement.  Westwood children were always taught to be respectful of their elders, of course, but to disrespect one in front of the Flame was nearly as scandalous as telling a lie in its light.   
 
    “Dara, the expense,” her uncle pleaded.  “It will cost . . . hundreds of ounces of silver, to complete all this work!” he said, gesturing to her drawings.   
 
    “Do I not have more than that, in the treasury I gave into your care, Father?” she asked. 
 
    “Much more,” he conceded.  “But Dara, that money is for your future!” he pleaded.   
 
    “And what future would that be?” she demanded. 
 
    “Someday you’re going to meet some nice boy,” her father reasoned.  “And when you get married, some of that money can act as your dowry.  You can buy a nice farm and set you up—” 
 
    “My what?” Dara nearly screeched. 
 
    “Your dowry,” her uncle Kamal continued, partially to distract Dara’s ire from her father.  “It’s to look after your future,” he tried to explain. 
 
    “Gentlemen, my future is as a falconer and a wizard,” she said icily.  “Not as a farmer’s wife.  I don’t know where you got the idea that I would wake up one day and trade all of my hard work and achievement for the joy of spinning and cooking, but I assure you that is unlikely to happen.  Nor is it for you to decide.  That money is mine,” she insisted, “given to you in trust.  And mine to spend as I choose.” 
 
    “You are not being reasonable, Dara,” her father warned, pushing back a little.  “This project will disrupt the work of the estate, even if you do pay for it.” 
 
    “I am not as concerned with disrupting the estate as I am seeing my wishes done!” Dara snarled.  “Not just mine, but the Magelord’s, too!” 
 
    “Master Minalan can be reasoned with,” her father dismissed, sternly.  “The nobility always give us impossible demands.  That doesn’t mean we do them.” 
 
    “As I am part of the nobility, now, I will shoulder that burden,” she said, angrily.  “And if you do not do as I request, then I will have no recourse but to bring it to the attention of my liege,” she added, darkly.  “He will probably ask you these very same questions.  I have provided plans and funds along with my very reasonable request, enough funds to see the job complete.  Soon,” she added.  “He will want to know why you resist.” 
 
    “Because my people have better things to do than to cater to the whims of a wizard’s apprentice who’s head has gotten too big for her shoulders!” Kamen exploded. 
 
    “I will return in three days, Yeoman,” she said, as she gathered up her notes and handed them to her father.  “I expect to see work begun on the path,” she said, angrily.  “And I expect to see construction begun before Midsummer.” 
 
    Neither man replied as she strode away, although both looked balefully at the crackling Flame as she walked stiffly by.  It was impertinence of the highest order to sass your parents in front of the Flame.   
 
    But Dara didn’t care.  This wasn’t impertinence.  She was in the right, she knew.  She was a noble trying to enact the wishes of her liege lord to the yeoman of one of his estates, and her father and uncle were being needlessly obstructive . . . just because she was “Little Bird” to them, not Lady Lenodara the Hawkmaid. 
 
    It made her so mad she wanted to cry.  They knew how hard she had worked, since she’d discovered her Talent and gotten apprenticed.  She’d risked her life more than once to defend Sevendor and its lord.  Her ability as a falconer and a beastmaster had actually helped save Sevendor and Master Minalan from attack.  For them to look upon her request for a proper mews as akin to building a chicken-coop was just insulting.  Just because a mews wouldn’t add to the estate’s coffers every full-moon accounting did not mean the expenditure wasn’t worthwhile. 
 
    Indeed, it didn’t matter one bit whether the estate would profit from the mews.  This was an order from a noble, Dara reasoned.  One she had every legal right to make on Minalan’s behalf.  Perhaps if she had demanded that Westwood Manor pay for the expense her father’s refusal might have made more sense.  But objecting to her spending her own money to improve her own professional life was another matter.  Worse, declaring that she had to use the reward for her service so that she and some future husband might buy a farm . . . that made her irate. 
 
    A dowry made sense for her sisters, Leska and Linta.  Their aspirations ran toward a domestic life and a prosperous holding, and Dara did not look down on them for that.  Saving coin to help them start out would allow them and their future husbands to establish themselves in trade or in land without going into debt. 
 
    But Dara was a professional woman, both as falconer and as a mage.  After her apprenticeship was done she would be earning her livelihood through that trade, not through agriculture.  More, she was now ennobled as a magelord.  The title, and the rights it conveyed, put her on a far different path than her big sisters.  Dara didn’t need a dowry toward some farm in the future.  She needed a mews, and she needed it now. 
 
    Perhaps, she considered as she walked back to Sevendor Castle, if her father and uncle knew about the secret project she and Ithalia were working on, they would be of a different mind.  Should it prove successful, giant falcons could become extremely useful in the war effort.  Without a proper mews for the regular falcons to start from, it would be very hard to develop the giant variety they were seeking. 
 
    But another part of her resisted the temptation to turn around and explain to him.  She shouldn’t have to, she reasoned.  There was no good reason for him not to do what she asked, except that it was inconvenient for him and his own plans for the manor.  Yes, Dara was a noble, and nobles made life difficult for commoners all the time.  But compared to some of the outrageous requests she’d heard about the nobility making of the peasantry, constructing a mews seemed pretty benign. 
 
    It was the fact that she was his daughter, and a girl, that had made his decision, she decided.  Had Master Minalan been the one making the request, she knew, the entire Westwood would be working on it already.  But since it was plain old Dara, the Little Bird who lived in the castle, her father felt he could safely ignore her. 
 
    That made her angry.  Dara felt as if she had earned the right to build the mews, not just as a noble and the financial backer, but as a daughter who had done well and brought honor to her hall and her family.  The Westwood had prospered, since she’d become Minalan’s apprentice.  While she couldn’t take all the credit for that, she knew she’d had some effect on the recent prosperity the woodland estate enjoyed under the Magelord. For her father to ignore that felt like the worst kind of insult. 
 
    She was tempted to go immediately to Master Minalan and explain her father’s unwillingness to build the mews the way she wanted, where she wanted.  The Spellmonger of Sevendor certainly had the power to compel the Master of the Westwood to act.   
 
    But Dara also knew that if she did that, she would be essentially borrowing her master’s power.  That might get the job done, but it wouldn’t solve the problem of her father seeing her as a little girl, not a professional in her own right.  No, the Spellmonger had given her an order, and she wanted to handle this on her own.   
 
    As Dara passed under the gatehouse she came to a decision: she would handle the matter herself, without involving Master Minalan.  Not only would that keep him from asking pointed questions about some of her work, but it would prove that she could solve problems on her own without running to her master every time things got hard. 
 
    Even when that problem was her own father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    The Path To The Knob 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Dara rose before dawn and slipped out of the castle, pausing only long enough to raid the pantry for a few sweet rolls.  The morning had cooled her temper only a little, and her resolve was even stronger.  All night long she had considered her options in building the mews, trying to overcome her frustration with the problem of her father and focus on what she could actually do.  That was hard – every time she recalled her conversation with her Kamen, she got angrier.   
 
    But she’d arrived at some decisions by morning, and when she headed out of the castle it was to purpose.  It was a bit of a walk into Sevendor Town, but she didn’t mind.  She enjoyed Sevendor at this time of day.  The peasants were already awake and preparing to take the road to their scattered fields.  Dogs barked at each other from neighboring yards, roosters crowed the coming of the sun, sheep, goats and pigs were seeking their breakfast and woodsmoke filled the air as hundreds of wives kindled the fires to make the day’s meals. 
 
    Dara enjoyed “eavesdropping” on various animals as she walked.  Some were difficult to make contact with, but others were remarkably easy – as easy as waving to someone on the side of the road.  She had her favorite animal spies among the livestock and wildlife of Sevendor.  Chickens were too stupid to be very helpful, of course, but the pigs were almost always willing to exchange a friendly greeting and a polite inquiry as to her health.  A few of the oxen who regularly pulled the carts back and forth betwixt town and castle were old friends.  And an aging nanny goat who frequented the side of the road near Gurisham was a ruthless gossip, when you caught her in the right mood. 
 
    While their perspectives were often limited, they sometimes were able to tell her useful things human beings wouldn’t consider.  Not in words – Dara didn’t really “talk” to animals, as most people thought.  But by sharing mental and emotional perspectives through their magical link, they could communicate.  Indeed, words would have been awkward, for some of the concepts the animals shared.  There just wasn’t a human vocabulary for what and how dogs smelled their world, for instance. 
 
    It was through her animal friends that Dara was able to track down who she was looking for: Gareth.   
 
    The young wizard lived in the center of the new town that had sprung up in Sevendor, taking a bed and table at Banamor’s expanding hall near the center of the High Street.   
 
    Banamor was a former footwizard.  They were unregistered and largely untrained magi who made a meager living selling their limited magical services to peasants and artisans, while avoiding the notice of the Censorate of Magic.  Banamor had come to Sevendor soon after the Spellmonger’s arrival, and had provided a mercantile element to Master Minalan’s staff.  He’d been instrumental in supporting the market in town, and had developed a business buying and selling magical Now he was not only the Fairwarden of the Magic Fair, he had recently been elected mayor by the growing town’s new council. 
 
    Banamor had been richly rewarded with his canny efforts.  Banamor’s shop was the largest and grandest on the High Street, with two stories finished and a third under construction.  The industrious wizard needed the space; with the growth of the town and the success of the Magic Fair.  The entire lower floor was one vast warehouse filled with everything from magical herbs to shipments of snowstone to big bags of red dirt that Dara had no idea what use they had. 
 
    As his primary assistant, Gareth did a lot of work for Banamor and was frequently away from the shop on his master’s business; but Dara was early enough to catch the young wizard still at breakfast, before he had left for the day.  His thin face looked surprised at Dara’s sudden and unexpected appearance at Banamor’s table that morning. 
 
    “Dara!  Is there something amiss?” he asked, concerned, smoothing his unkempt hair with one hand while he straightened out his shoulders.   
 
    “I need a favor, Gareth,” Dara sighed, resigned to doing something she really didn’t want to do.  She sat down at the trestle table and explained the entire, tangled situation with her father and uncle to her friend while he ate his morning porridge.  While he was still sleepy, he paid careful attention to her until she finished. 
 
    “So, your father and uncle don’t want to build a mews – particularly that mews – even though you’re willing to pay for it, you need it for the birds and falconer Master Minalan paid for, and there’s no good reason why you shouldn’t put it where you want to,” he summarized.  “Why don’t you just get Master Minalan to order them to?” 
 
    “Because I shouldn’t have to!” Dara nearly exploded.  “I know I’m right . . . but if I go to Minalan, it will look like I can’t handle my own family,” she admitted, her shoulders sagging.  “How is that going to look?  And I need to get this done – those birds are miserable in that shed, and Master Arcor and his apprentice aren’t much happier.  I need to take care of this without resorting to the Spellmonger, if I can.” 
 
    “So you came to me?” Gareth asked, confused. 
 
    “The only way I can get this done without my father’s help is with magic,” she reasoned.  “I want to begin the project myself, and see how much of it I can do with spells before I have to hire someone,” she decided.  “I figured you would know best how to do that.  The path needs to be expanded into a roadway fit to bear a cart, the top of the rise needs to be cleared of brush and trees, and I thought you might know of a magical way to do that sort of thing.  If you could help,” she added, pleadingly. 
 
    “I could,” Gareth admitted.  “I’ve actually got a pretty light day, today.  I’m not going to Chepstan Fair, this year, Banamor is sending one of his other assistants, so I’m spared that nightmare of planning.  And the shipment we were expecting this morning from Ruelsby is late.  Banamor fears bandits – there’s been a lot of that, lately, particularly in Sashtalia.  He’s gone to have a word with Sire Cei about it. 
 
    “As far as building your mews goes . . . well, there are advanced spells and enchantments for that sort of thing, especially clearing and widening – that’s pretty elemental enchantment,” he bragged.  “I suppose I could take a look and do as much as I can to rough in the road.  You could get a work crew to tidy it up afterwards,” he proposed. 
 
    “Not if my father won’t assign a work crew,” she reminded him. 
 
    “If the Westwoodmen are too busy to assist, then there are other hands in Sevendor willing to take your coin for their labor.  But we’ll come to that when we need to.  Let me get my cloak and hat, a few spell components, and leave a note for Banamor and we’ll get started.”  
 
    After Gareth packed up some supplies he thought they might need, they walked back to the Westwood as the town and fields of Sevendor came to life around them.  The anvils of the forges began to ring, the herders began to move their herds from one pasture to another after the morning milking, and folk began moving down the roadways on their daily errands.   
 
    Work crews gathered around local landmarks before moving to their chores I groups, shovels or hoes over their shoulders.  Unlike the old days, before the Spellmonger, there weren’t any men loitering around waiting for someone to hire them – there was plenty for all.  By the time they crossed the hanging bridge to Westwood Hall, there weren’t many workers left on the roads. 
 
    The bridge guard let them cross without challenge, and Dara was glad to not be headed to the manor hall, for once, the site of her confrontation with the Master of the Wood.  Instead they bore left and headed toward the steep trail that led to the site she wanted to build upon.  
 
    The steep, narrow path up to the knob proved to be a challenge, even for the journeyman wizard.  Unlike Banamor, Gareth had attended a formal magical school and graduated with the credentials that allowed him to practice anywhere.  He specialized in thaumaturgy, the study of magic as a science, and he was considered to be a gifted intellect by other wizards.   
 
    Unfortunately, Gareth’s physical frame was not as robust as his brain.  By the time they made it to the path, he was already starting to sweat and huff his breath.  Dara suggested a short break while he studied the trailhead, just a few yards past where the kennels were built up against the base of the cliff. 
 
    “I think I can do something, here,” he decided, after considering the geography a bit.  “Cut a stick for me half again as wide as the widest cart in the Westwood,” he directed, as he began to rummage through his satchel.  “I’m going to go to work on the worst parts of the trail, first.” 
 
    Dara did as she was asked, hacking down a hazel sapling with her heavy belt knife as he began to cast spells on the trail.  When he was done, he looked at her wryly. 
 
    “You know, you could have done that with a spell,” he said, examining the roughly-hacked end of the stick.  To prove his point he cast a quick spell that neatly separated the twisted portion of the cut and provided a neat, perfectly flat cut, instead. 
 
    “Sorry,” she sighed.  “I’m still not used to using magic all the time like that.” 
 
    “How can you resist, under a mountain of snowstone?” he grinned.  “It’s easy as breathing.  Never mind.  This will do.” 
 
    “Are you going to use that to make a wand?” she asked, curiously. 
 
    “I’m going to use it to measure the width of the trail and ensure it’s relatively flat,” he replied with a chuckle.  “Sometimes a stick is just a stick.  Follow behind me, and make sure that everything I do provides a path as wide as that stick and flat enough to get a wagon wheel over without tipping it,” he advised. 
 
    Gareth began his spell.  The base of the trailhead was wide enough, expanded over the years by untold numbers of feet climbing up to the knob.  But it quickly narrowed as tree roots and a fresh growth of spring underbrush encroached on its route.  Gareth’s spell neatly sheared away all the low-lying foliage and snapped trees out of the way without effort.  Every step he took released a new explosion of pops, snaps or rustles as the plant life along the path was stripped away. 
 
    Of course, there were plenty of rocks that occluded the sides of the path, as well.  Gareth’s magic was just as effective for those, either by prying them out of place or – more fascinating to Dara – actually cleaving the white stones apart like they were made of clay.   
 
    It took all morning for the two wizards to make it to the first of two switchbacks on the trail, and, as the sun neared its peak, Gareth begged for a break.  Doing magic continuously like that was physically and mentally draining, she knew from her own experience.  While he rested and surveyed the next portion of the trail, she ran back down to Westwood Hall and begged a basket of food for them both.  Magic was hungry work, as hard as manual labor when effort was sustained that long. 
 
    “You know, this is a really pretty spot,” Gareth remarked as he chewed.  “We’re not even at the top, yet, and we can still see out over the forest and into town.  I can see why your father accused you of selecting the site for its view.” 
 
    “That wasn’t why I did it – it’s just the best place for it,” she countered.  “The ‘pretty view’ means we’re at a higher elevation.  And we’re remote.  Both good things for a mews.” 
 
    “This switchback is going to be troublesome for a cart,” Gareth pointed out as he chewed a heel of bread.  “There’s nary enough room to make the turn, unless we build out this area more.  That big boulder is in the way.” 
 
    “That’s going to be expensive to dig out,” Dara sighed, heavily.  The boulder was the size of a cart, itself, and occupied most of the area where a cart would have to turn. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gareth agreed, drawing a wand from his belt.  He said a word in what Dara thought sounded like High Perwynese, pointed the wand, and the boulder crumbled into gravel.  “That should make it more manageable.” 
 
    Dara stared incredulously at the mound of small rocks that had replaced the one very big rock.  “Gareth!  I had no idea you knew how to do that!” 
 
    “It’s actually not that hard,” he demurred, as he put the wand away.  “The spell is simple, it just takes a lot of power and some experimentation.  It expands the natural fissures that already exist in the rock, is all.  If you have a witchstone, it’s nothing.” 
 
    “If you don’t have magic, it’s four or five days of brutal labor with a pickaxe and sledge hammer,” Dara agreed.  “And that’s just to get it to move out of the way.” 
 
    “This way, you just have to rake it and compact it,” Gareth agreed.  “A few cobbles on top, some topsoil, and it’s plenty wide enough now to get a wain through the turn.” 
 
    After lunch, Gareth continued his relentless spellwork up the path.  It became much easier, Dara noted, widening the path between the first and second switchbacks.  The ground was far less rocky and the path was already wide.  Measuring it with the stick she’d cut, Dara followed behind Gareth and did what she could to move the rocks he dislodged into a more useful position. 
 
    Even with magic it was still grueling, difficult work.  Dara’s fingernails spilt and broke as she heaved one rock after another to the side of the trail, where it would better support the wheel of a wagon.  Gareth, meanwhile, kept pushing forward all afternoon, despite becoming more and more tired with the effort.  He reached the second switchback in late afternoon, and after a brief rest he used his wands to re-shape the dirt and rocks until there was a space wide enough not just for a wagon to turn, but to haul a second wagon off the road if it broke down or needed to let one pass. 
 
    They called it a day with just a hundred yards of trail left to sculpt before it reached the apex of the knob.  The sun was already starting to set behind the western ridge, and Dara knew if they stayed much longer, they’d have to descend the trail by magelight.  Not that she was afraid of twisting an ankle, anymore.  Much of the path from that point to the crest of the knob was already wide enough, and it wouldn’t take much work to put it into shape.   
 
    That, and poor Gareth was trembling with the effort he’d expended.  His face was pale and his hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat. 
 
    “I’m all right,” he insisted.  “I just haven’t done anything that sustained in a long time.  It’s harder on you, with irionite, even if it’s easier to do,” he smiled.  “But I’m glad I did it.  That kind of basic, practical work is invaluable to developing the magical ‘muscles’ a High Mage needs.  Of course, I’m starving again.” 
 
    “We can have supper Westwood Hall,” Dara consoled, as she helped him down the steep trail. 
 
    Not trail, Dara realized, a moment later.  Road.  She’d been so focused on helping Gareth push forward, she’d barely had time to appreciate the results of their work.  As she and Gareth descended the path she was amazed at how closely it resembled an actual road.  There were still plenty of places that would require further repair with a strong back and a spade, but apart from some trouble spots Dara could envision a full four-wheeled oxen-drawn wagon ascending the road.   
 
    “We did good work, today,” Gareth agreed, when she mentioned the progress. “Tomorrow, I’ll have a few fellows I know come up and finish the road and begin looking over the site at the top of the knob.  They’ll be able to find the best possible place to build your mews.” 
 
    “Who?” Dara asked, curious.  “I thought everyone was getting ready for plowing.”  That was where much of Sevendor’s collective efforts were focused, right now.  Getting the fields turned and the crops sown for the year.  Only artisans and skilled laborers passed up the opportunity to make money helping out the various manors and estates this time of year. 
 
    “A crew of Karshak,” he explained.  “They don’t really go in for plowing.  Not the ones who do the stonework, at least.  I have a friend in their lodge who oversees the woodwork – scaffolding, tools, braces, that sort of thing.  Until the main tunnel into Rundeval is opened up, he and his fellows don’t have a lot to do.  They’ll be interested in a little day-work . . . if it pays well enough.” 
 
    “Karshak?” Dara asked, surprised.  Master Minalan had hired an entire lodge of the strange, short non-humans to excavate into the heart of Rundeval, turning the mountain into a giant fortress capable of withstanding dragon attack.  The project would not be complete until she was a grown woman, Dara knew, even with magic’s aid.  The sturdy masons had become a frequent sight in the streets and market of Sevendor, and had their camp behind the castle. 
 
    “Yeah, Rumel is a solid fellow,” Gareth continued, as they came to the lower switchback.  They were making excellent time along the road they’d spent the day building.  “He and his crew are from a kind of . . . common Karshak clan.  They’re only allowed to work in wood, by tradition, so they don’t have a lot to do on the castle, yet.  You . . . you can pay them, can’t you?” he asked, suddenly. 
 
    “Certainly!” Dara insisted.  “I have a lot of coin from Barrowbell.  They were very generous in rewarding the Hawkmaiden,” she added, a little self-consciously.  “More than enough to pay for this mews.  That’s why I’m so angry about my father,” she reminded him.  “He thought the coin would be better spent on my dowry.” 
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t want to marry a peasant lad and not have enough left over after the ceremony to buy a couple of goats,” he chuckled.  “You do realize that, even as a common spellmonger, you won’t ever have to milk a goat, unless you want to?” 
 
    Dara nodded.  She knew that a decent spellmonger was often one of the wealthier artisans in a village.  Like a barber or a jeweler, it was a highly specialized trade in which credentialed professionals could charge a premium.  “Even a falconer would make enough to avoid the peasantry,” she said, wrinkling her nose.  “I’m both – what is he thinking?” she asked, incredulously.  
 
    “That you’re going to go boy-crazy, one of these days,” Gareth offered, shyly. 
 
    Dara snorted.  “I’ve been too close to Tyndal and Rondal after they’ve gotten back from swordplay practice – why would any girl want to inflict that smell on herself for the rest of her life?”   
 
    “You make a compelling point,” Gareth chuckled.  “Still, I’m sure he only wants the best for you . . .” 
 
    “The best as he sees it!” Dara fumed.  “I am not my sisters!  Father has no conception of what my life is actually like . . . flame and ash, I’ve been living at the castle for almost a year, now, and he’s been up to see me but thrice?  He only sees things in terms of accounts and livestock,” she said, bitterly.  “Daughters are hard workers until they get married off, and then they’re useless until they start making grandchildren!” 
 
    “That’s not such a bad life,” Gareth offered, hesitantly. 
 
    “It’s a boring life!” Dara squeaked.  “Compared to being a mage?  Or even a falconer?  Flame and ash!  My life is mine to decide.  You won’t catch me as just another peasant wife on some muddy farm, trying to keep my brats from playing with the goats while I milk them before try to get a crop of peas harvested from the garden!” she assured him, miserably. 
 
    “Most goodwives don’t actually talk to their goats while they’re milking them,” Gareth said, dryly.  “At least, not and expect them to answer.” 
 
    “They should, they’d likely get more cooperation,” Dara observed.  “How can he even think that I’d consider that kind of life, after being the Spellmonger’s apprentice?” 
 
    “Dara, in his defense, he’s only had a couple of years to get used to the idea of a magelord as his master, much less his daughter being one of his apprentices.  To his mind he still has the same dreams for you that he had when you were a baby.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Dara said, feeling some of her anger deflate as she considered the wisdom of Gareth’s words.  “He does still associate me with my mother.  She died when I was born,” Dara reported, quietly.  “Sometimes I think he doesn’t see even see me when he looks at me.  Not Lenodara of Westwood, or the Spellmonger’s Apprentice, or even the Hawkmaiden.  Just her.” 
 
    Gareth had the good grace to say nothing.  The arm that she had across his shoulders to help him down the trail suddenly became something else, as it pulled her into an unexpected – but not unwelcome – embrace.   
 
    “Dara,” Gareth sighed in her ear.  “He’s the only one in the world that sees anyone but you when they look at you.  Don’t blame him for that.  He’ll catch up, eventually.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Supper that night at Westwood Hall was tense, from the moment Gareth and Dara came in and washed their hands in the basin. 
 
    “Dara!” her cousin Kam called out to her, when he lined up behind them.  “And with a guest!  Is that Master Gareth, under all of that dirt?” he asked, peering at the wizard with exaggerated discernment. 
 
    “Gareth?  And Dara?  Covered in dirt?” asked her brother, Kobb.  “Dear Flame that warms us, what have you two been up to?” he asked mockingly, a disgusting leer spreading across his attempt to grow a beard. 
 
    “Clearing a path up to the knob,” Gareth said, evenly as he dried his hands.  “We’ve been at it all day.” 
 
    “Wait, the knob?” her uncle Kamal asked, appearing suddenly at Dara’s elbow.  He poured a mug of ale from the big earthenware pitcher while he stared thoughtfully at his niece.  “I thought we had discussed that plan, Dara.” 
 
    “I believe we did,” Dara agreed, coolly, as she wiped her hands dry with a woolen towel.  “I went ahead and got an early start on the project with my friend Gareth’s help.” 
 
    “Dara,” her uncle said, sternly, “your father is not going to be happy about that.  He told you that he wasn’t going to build a mews up there,” he said, reprovingly.  “I thought that was settled.” 
 
    “It appears that we have a difference in perspective about what was settled,” Dara countered, bravely.  “I require a mews be built in the Westwood to my specifications.  The Master of the Wood had objections based on cost and convenience.  I chose to overrule them and proceed with construction.” 
 
    “Dara,” Kamal warned, “quit fooling around with this nonsense and obey your father.  No one from the estate will work on this by his order.” 
 
    “I am aware of that,” she snapped, losing her patience after such a long, hard day.  “As he was unwilling to assign a crew to begin, I brought in Gareth to help with the preliminaries.  We’ve nearly completed roughing in the roadway, today,” she boasted.  “With magic.” 
 
    Gareth, the Flame warm him, did his best to look competent. 
 
    Dara hated the fact that it was her uncle, to whom she’d always been close, who had to bear the brunt of her ire.  Kamal had not set the policy, he had only agreed with it. 
 
    “We told you that we could not afford that,” he said, with quiet patience.  The bulk of the estate’s workers were filing in for the evening meal.  Not a few stared at the confrontation between Dara and her uncle. 
 
    “The manor could not.  I can,” Dara said, defiantly.  “Work on the road began today.  It will continue tomorrow.  As will construction on the new mews,” she added.  “At my expense, not the estate’s.”  
 
    “With respect, you are not in control of that money, Dara,” Uncle Kamal said, his tanned brow furrowed with concern.  “Your father is.” 
 
    “With respect, Uncle,” Dara said, hotly, “I will use that coin as I see fit.  It is mine, by law and custom, given to my sire in trust,” she emphasized. 
 
    “Until you come of age, Dara!” 
 
    “I am old enough to fight dragons,” she reminded him.  “I think I’m old enough to spend my own money.  I, not my father, am the only one who can spend it,” she declared. 
 
    “Dara,” Kamal said, warningly, looking back and forth between the magi.  “Your father is not going to be happy about this.” 
 
    “Unhappy enough to rebel?” she challenged.  “If not, then he can stand aside and allow me to proceed.  Now, my guest and I will be sitting at the High Table, as is our right.  Or has the rite of hospitality fled this hall, too?” she asked, her emotions taking over her words. 
 
    Instead of responding, her uncle Kamal stiffened.  Then he bowed deferentially, and ushered Dara to the coveted table nearest the Flame.  With a glance, a couple of kitchen drudges brought them trenchers and a single silver goblet to share.  It was the same ancient vessel that her father had offered Master Minalan when he and Alya first visited the hall.  A prized heirloom of the hall, reserved only for the most special of occasions.  Her uncle was mocking her. 
 
    “Wine, for the lady and her guest,” Uncle Kamal said, through clenched teeth.  “Dinner will be served in a moment.  Pray let me know if there is anything else you desire,” he growled, and stalked back toward the kitchen.  He was angry. 
 
    Dara’s heart sank.  She and her Uncle Kamal had always had a special relationship.  She felt like bursting into tears, seeing how poorly she treated him in front of the Flame.   
 
    Yet the burning she felt in her face made her keep her peace.  She knew she was right, and Kamal and her father were wrong.  She was asserting her lawful rights and incurring no expense to the estate in doing so.  As much as she despaired at the idea of hurting the man who had been as much a father to her as her own, she knew that changing her course would be disastrous.  Everyone in the hall was staring at her like she had two heads, but she dare not back down from her position. 
 
    “Dara?  Are you going to be okay?” Gareth whispered, when the drudges went to fetch the porridge course with exceeding deference. 
 
    “No, no I’m not!” Dara whispered back, her head whirling, as she stared at the cup.  “This is the only silver cup the hall owns,” she explained.  “It’s only used when the Spellmonger or some other important noble visits!” 
 
    “Oh,” Gareth nodded.  “Your uncle is being a—” 
 
    “Gareth!” Dara said, alarmed.  “You can’t use that kind of language in front of the Flame!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Manor custom,” Dara explained, keeping her voice low.  “It’s been so since the Westwoodmen came to the Westwood.  No profane speech in front of the Flame.  No disrespectful behavior.  And no falsehoods.  Better to keep mute than utter a lie in front of the Flame.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Gareth said, solemnly.  “You have the prettiest eyes,” he said, feigning a compulsion. 
 
    “Gareth!” Dara moaned.  “This is not the place nor the time for jests!” 
 
    “All right, all right,” he soothed, as the drudges brought bowls of hot porridge – the good crockery, she noted, not the chipped earthenware she was used to.  The spoons were pewter, too, and not wood or horn.  “I’ve been a lot of different domains with such customs.  I’ll not defy them.” 
 
    “How many places have you been?” Dara asked, curious, as she dug into the porridge.  Barley and onions cooked in chicken broth, with plenty of salt.  Thick cubes of bread floated in the top of it, competing with the barley for the broth. 
 
    “Oh, seven or eight,” Gareth sighed, as he recalled.  “Most since I was at Inrion Academy.  A lot of manors have particular customs like your Flame.  The key is knowing them.  Like the Tarmen estate I stayed at, before I went to the War College at Relan Cor,” he said, between hungry bites.  “The custom was to salute the gods and then the lord of the manor by sprinkling a little rosewater on first the idols, and then a particular stone that, for no particular reason I could see, represented the sovereign authority of the lord of Tarmen.  To fail to do so was considered a horrible insult.  Guess who failed to do so?” he asked, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “The Flame is akin to the Narasi goddess of fire, Briga,” Dara nodded.  “I suppose it’s kind of superstitious, to think our fireplace has any particular control over the rest of the universe,” she said, glancing at the crackling fire that had been in continuous blaze since long before she was born.  She’d learned so much about the world, since she’d become a wizard’s apprentice, that it seemed foolish to think a mere fire was important for anything but heating the hall. 
 
    “Oh, no, those social customs are quite important,” Gareth countered as he finished his bowl.  “They keep our families united, generation after generation.  Often in the face of tragedy and sorrow.  Perhaps if my family had such strong customs, I wouldn’t have felt compelled to leave it so early.” 
 
    “What was wrong with your family?” Dara prodded.  It occurred to her that she didn’t know that much about her friend, before he came to Sevendor. 
 
    “Oh, nothing in particular,” he considered.  “They just weren’t prepared to contend with suddenly having a mage amongst them.” 
 
    “I don’t think any family is, really,” Dara said, glancing around at the full hall.  No one else was sitting at the high table, she noted.  Her uncle and aunt had taken seats at the second table, leaving the broad, ornate high table for her and Gareth alone.  Another dig from Uncle Kamal. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Gareth nodded, as a drudge cleared away his bowl and returned a moment later with a small meat pie.  “We begin our lives estranged from our families by our Talent, and then spend the rest of it on the margins of society, trying not to annoy our neighbors.  I think that’s the best thing about what Master Minalan has done with Sevendor: given the magi a place to feel . . . included.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Dara conceded.  “Honestly, I just felt like an annoyance, until my Talent emerged.  Then I felt like I’d done something wrong.” 
 
    “And now you’re a noblewoman dining at the high board,” Gareth said, cheerfully, as he took a sip from the silver cup. 
 
    “And I still feel like I’ve done something wrong!” Dara insisted in a whisper.  “My father still doesn’t know what to do with me,” she observed.  “I’m still causing trouble for the estate. Before Master Min came, I was an annoying Little Bird.  Now, I’m an annoying Hawkmaid!  Does he think I asked for my rajira?” she demanded. 
 
    “Of course not,” Gareth sighed.  “Nor did he ask for a girl who risked her life climbing a mountain to retrieve a falcon chick,” he pointed out.  “He’s doing the best he can under dramatically changing circumstances.  That’s going to challenge the best of men.” 
 
    “You’re taking his side?” Dara asked, aghast. 
 
    “Not at all,” Gareth replied, reasonably.  “You are in the right, in this instance.  But wisdom dictates that the wizard understand the situation as completely as possible, and that includes the thoughts and feelings of those involved.  By considering things from your father’s perspective, you might find areas where you agree.  Or areas of leverage you can exploit.  But without understanding, you’re merely reacting,” he observed as one of her cousins delivered two savory-looking pies to them.  “Any idiot can do that.” 
 
    They spent the rest of the meal making plans for the morning, with Gareth making a list of supplies he’d need to finish the road and begin on the mews.  The Karshak would do most of the construction themselves, he informed her, at least the complicated framing.  Gareth also knew of a work crew that could come up in a week and start building the wattle between the great wooden timbers, and daubing it with cob – a mixture of straw and claw, fixed with limestone.  With magic’s aid and no further problems, he declared, the new mews could be ready for habitation as soon as Midsummer. 
 
    “If your father permits it,” he added.   
 
    “I don’t make plans unless I intend to see them through,” Dara said, quietly, as she finished her pie.  “It wouldn’t reflect well on me, professionally.  After all, isn’t that the thaumaturgical basis of ‘intent’?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    The Castle Folk 
 
      
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Kamen, Master of the Westwood, demanded angrily, waving a sheaf of parchment around like a sword. 
 
    His bearded face was red from the effort of climbing the new road up to the knob, as much as it was from anger, Dara figured.  But the anger was enough to halt work at the crest of the great shoulder of snowstone.  All four Karshak stopped their measuring and stood in the midst of the neatly-placed stakes and strings and stared at him; Gareth ceased work on the spells he was casting at the interruption. 
 
    “The meaning of what?” Gareth asked, confused, before Dara could speak. 
 
    “Of . . . of all of this!” he said, waving the parchment around.  “I hear tale from the sentry that a work crew of Karshak and a wizard crossed at dawn this morning, and suddenly there is a road up the side of the mountain that I do not recall being here last week!” 
 
    “Oh,” Gareth said.  “I put it there yesterday,” he said, as he dusted off his hands. 
 
    “But . . . but at whose direction?” Kamen demanded. 
 
    “Mine,” Dara said, stepping into the clearing after adjusting her mantle.   
 
    “I told you ‘no,’ Dara!” her father said, hotly. 
 
    “I took your refusal to use estate resources into consideration,” Dara said, evenly.  “I adapted.” 
 
    “We spoke on this!” Kamen hissed, his eyes wide.  “I thought I made my position clear!” 
 
    “You did.  As did I.  I need a mews.  It needs to be here.  You weren’t doing anything with the rock, so I did.” 
 
    “No one builds in the Westwood without my leave!” Kamen thundered.  “I am Master of the Wood!” 
 
    “Which is why I submitted the requisition for the lumber I’ll need to you,” Dara continued, reasonably.  “Is that the list, there?” she asked, innocently. 
 
    “This?” he asked, brandishing the parchment in his fist.  “Yes, I received this list quite unexpectedly, just after I’d heard that foreign workers were tramping through the Westwood!  Are you mad, Dara?” 
 
    “Are you incapable of fulfilling it?” she asked.  “Please let me know soon, so that I can find alternate sources of lumber.  I would hate to take the trade away from the estate, after already depriving it of the wages it has lost to ‘foreigners,’ but . . .” 
 
    “There’s nearly a hundred trees worth of lumber on this list!” he said, angrily.  “Do you have any idea how much that will cost?” 
 
    “I believe I figured up the estimated payment on the left of each listed lot,” Dara said, trying hard not to shrink from the full force of her father’s fury.  It was difficult.  She resolved to maintain a professional, adult demeanor, no matter how much she wanted to either shrink or shriek.  “I consulted with the head timberman for the estate to establish the fair market value.” 
 
    “Dara!  Stop this at once!” Kamen demanded.  “You are defying my authority!” he warned. 
 
    “I am overriding your authority,” she corrected, sharply.  “And I am acting in accordance with the wishes of my liege.” 
 
    “Minalan put you up to this?” Kamen asked.  “Does he not have the courage to face me himself?” 
 
    “The Magelord made his wishes known to me,” Dara explained.  “He told me to provide an adequate space for the new hawks he purchased . . . in the Westwood.  And his new falconer,” she reminded him.   
 
    “Which I have done!” Kamen insisted.  “The man and his assistant eat at my board every day!  They dwell in our guest house!  I’ve provided the largest empty shed I have available!” 
 
    “And it is inadequate,” Dara countered.  “Master Arcor is probably a good enough falconer to keep those birds alive, this winter, even in that shed, but unless they have a proper mews they will never be able to hunt properly.  The longer they are in poor conditions, the more likely they are to perish.  The location you proposed for the mews was inadequate, as well,” she continued, not daring to stop once she began.  “Master Minalan favors this spot for the mews.  So, in fulfilling his wishes, I have begun construction.  Without estate resources,” she added. 
 
    “So how are you paying for it?” Kamen demanded. 
 
    “The workmen will present bills for payment to you against my account,” Dara said, every word painful to speak. “You may deduct it from my savings.  The estate may also charge against my savings for the lumber,” she added. 
 
    “And if I refuse to honor those bills?” Kamen asked, hotly. 
 
    “Then you will be summoned to appear before the baron in court and answer why,” Dara said, evenly.   
 
    She knew her best advantage in this situation was to remain calm.  The moment she let herself get emotional, there was no telling what direction her feelings would take her or what her mouth might say.  She was suddenly glad to have the discipline and training of magic.  Losing your temper during a spell could have catastrophic effects.  Losing your temper during a serious argument with your father, Dara reasoned, could be worse. 
 
    Kamen started to reply, but then thought better of it.  Instead, he took a deep breath. 
 
    “I have given you my injunction, as Master of the Wood, to cease labor on this site,” he said, struggling to maintain his calm.  “As for the bills, I will not honor them, when presented.  Nor will the Westwood provide lumber to you.  There are more pressing clients to attend,” he said, stiffly. 
 
    “A pity,” Dara sighed.  “Securing the timber from elsewhere will add costs to the project I had hoped to avoid.  But very well.  As long as it is mage-kilned, it matters not where it originates.”  With that she turned her back on her father and pointed at the four Karshak.  “Back to work, gentlemen!  At half-an-ounce of silver a day, I’d like to see every bit of that value!” 
 
    “How much are you paying them?” Kamen gasped.  “That’s four times what a workman is paid!  Dara, you’re being robbed!” 
 
    “That is none of your concern!” she snapped.  “Besides, the Karshak are as strong as four men, and work more quickly than most.  I am satisfied with my crew,” she assured him. 
 
    “And what are you doing with the rock?” he demanded, as Gareth began to sketch out another spell.  Already a large pile of gravel represented what was left of the highest protuberance on the south side of the knob.   
 
    “Flattening the building site,” Gareth explained, helpfully.  “With a hall the size we’re building, we need to start with as level a foundation as possible.  With magic we can prepare the site with exacting precision,” be bragged, as he waved toward the massive pile of gravel.  “When I’m done, a few lads with rakes and wheelbarrows can redistributed the gravel.  Whatever we don’t reduce to sand to build into the hall.  I’m still curious as to what we’ll need,” he admitted. 
 
    “Sorcery!” Kamen growled.  Dara rolled her eyes.  That was the typical reaction people who were unfamiliar with magic had when they saw it. 
 
    “A fairly elementary interspatial segmenting enchantment scaled up to handle the field-of-effect we need, actually,” Gareth corrected.  “Applied thaumaturgy.  It’s simple enough that Dara could do it herself.  I’m just much faster.” 
 
    “And far more expensive,” Dara added.  “So, if you don’t mind letting my men get back to work, I would appreciate it.  You’re costing me money.” 
 
    She watched her father turn his back and depart the knob without another word.  She didn’t realize that she was holding her breath until he was entirely out of sight.  The she exhaled, sharply. 
 
    “That . . . was very tense,” Gareth observed, quietly.  “Are you certain you don’t want to involve Minalan?” 
 
    “Master Minalan has his hands full,” Dara replied.  “This is a Westwood matter, now.  I don’t need his assistance.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t pay?” Gareth asked.  “You can take him to court, but that could take months.” 
 
    “I’ll have to find other means, then, if he won’t give me funds.  I suppose I can . . . borrow the money, for now.  Or maybe sell something.”  Of course, she realized, all she had of value was in her father’s possession.  She didn’t care.  She was determined to find a way.   
 
    The look on her father’s face had determined that.  She had never seen Kamen that angry . . . ever.  Not even when he was contending with old Sir Urantal.  To know that she had inspired that depth of anger assured her: she had come too far to back down, now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dara nearly stomped back to the castle that night, her emotions flaring like lighting.  She was both angry about her father’s reaction and pleased with the amount of progress that Rumel and his crew had made.  Gareth had flattened and smoothed the rough top of the knob with magic until it was ready for the cornerstones that would support the foundation.  Though much of the afternoon had been spent just positioning stakes and making notes on a leaf of parchment, Dara was exhausted.   
 
    But she still walked the entire way back to the castle, rather than eat her supper at Westwood Hall again.  She did not want to chance running into her father again so soon after their confrontation.  Dara got back just in time for the porridge course in the Great Hall. 
 
    She slid onto the end of the bench at the high table, grateful that neither Master Minalan nor Sire Cei were present; she did not want them to see her face and ask her what was wrong.  Instead, she tried to calm herself and conceal her feelings while she ate.   
 
    And she planned. 
 
    Perhaps her father thought she would react like a child, either by bringing her master into the discussion or throwing a childish fit.  Dara resolved to do neither.  She was a wizard, after all, and wizards knew how to plan.  You couldn’t put together any kind of serious spellwork without understanding the proper elements in the proper order toward a specific goal.  Building the mews was just a variation of that skill, she reasoned.  Her father’s opposition was no different than the challenges she faced in building a spell.  Or teaching Frightful to hunt.   
 
    She was nearly lost in the details of plans and contingencies to plans when she was joined by Sir Ryff of Hosendor, the vassal knight who was spending the season at the castle.  Sir Ryff greeted her politely as he sat down, inquiring about her health before downing half a tankard of ale in one swig. 
 
    “Thirsty work, patrolling,” he sighed as he set the mug back down.  “I led a squadron north to keep watch on the roads, during the Fair,” he reported.   
 
    “No hordes of goblins or enemy armies lurking in the woods?” Dara asked. 
 
    “Nay, just a few poor souls squatting along the frontiers,” Sir Ryff said, shaking his head.  “Not even any outlaws, just villeins without a village.  The bandits have all been to the west, down Sashtalia way. Rough country, that, even before the war.  Now its filled with deserters and robbers.  That will likely be my next destination for patrol,” he reflected. 
 
    Bandits had been a persistent problem for the folk of the Bontal Vales, particularly in the hilly regions around Sevendor.  All her life Dara had heard horrid tales of shifty men on the road who would waylay travelers and threaten their lives until they had given over their valuables.  Some poor travelers who did not satisfy the evil men were badly beaten, or even killed.  Others were taken hostage until their families could pay a ransom. 
 
    It was a bloody business, one that made honest folk shudder.  There seemed to be no end to the bandits, either.  Things had gotten particularly bad around Sevendor after the Warbird’s disastrous siege, Sir Ryff explained, when many men-at-arms and common soldiers had been released from service suddenly, without pay, and left to make their own way home.  Not all of them had done that.  Despite the opportunities now available in Sevendor, there were still some folk who preferred stealing to performing an honest day’s labor. 
 
    Indeed, it was Sevendor’s recent prosperity that had led to the increase in banditry, Gareth had explained to her, once.  When Sevendor was just a poor hill domain, there was little reason to prey on its folk.  But once the Magelord took power and started to build, the roads leading to it were far busier with merchants and artisans on business.  That traffic was the nectar that sustained the shifty men of the Vales. 
 
    “It is a lord’s duty to patrol the roads of his domain, of course,” Sir Ryff continued, “and to render justice to any caught violating the Law.  Alas, bandits are elusive and clever.  The good ones, anyway,” he added with a chuckle. 
 
    “Do you have many bandits in Hosendor?” Dara asked.  Sir Ryff’s domain was actually quite close to Sevendor, on a map, but the impassable ridgeline to the east forced travelers between the two domains to take the long way around.   
 
    “A few,” he admitted.  “Not many – Huin be praised, we’ve had decent harvests for the last few years, and no one is hungry or desperate enough to resort to banditry.  And the good ones are smart enough to make themselves scarce when they’re being hunted.  But in my father’s time there was a famous band who ranged there.  They made quite a bit of coin kidnapping and threatening travelers.  Until father hung six of them.” 
 
    Dara nodded.  She didn’t like hearing about such things, but then bandits were horrible people who did horrible things.  Justice could be grim, sometimes, she reflected. 
 
    Sir Ryff’s tales provided a welcome distraction from Dara’s problems.  The life of a country knight was very different from the life of a wizard’s apprentice – and whatever else she was.  It soon became more distracting when the knight rose suddenly, his neck craned toward the door. 
 
    “Is that . . .?” he breathed, suddenly captivated. 
 
    “That’s Lady Ithalia,” Dara sighed, when she saw who had his attention.  The great door of the hall had opened and the unmistakable figure of a transformed Alka Alon was approaching the High Table.  “She’s another Emissary.  Avalanti kindred,” she added, showing off her new-found knowledge. 
 
    “Oh,” Sir Ryff sighed, returning to his seat.  Dara was surprised at his loss of enthusiasm. 
 
    “Is she not as beautiful as Lady Falwallen?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “Oh, certainly,” Sir Ryff shrugged.  “But once one has seen the glories of dawn, the magic of twilight seems lessened.  She is a beautiful woman, but my eye longs for another glimpse of Lady Falwallen,” he assured her. 
 
   
  
 

 Dara stared at the knight.  What he had said had been nearly poetry, she realized.   
 
    Before she could reflect further on the unexpected explanation, Lady Ithalia arrived at the table.  Dara dutifully stood and greeted her, as did Sir Ryff.   
 
    “Dara, could you meet me in the high meadow in the morning, with Frightful?” she asked, glancing at the knight a moment before addressing her.   
 
    “Sure,” Dara agreed.  “Did your grandmother send more . . . falconry tips?” 
 
    “Among other things,” Ithalia nodded, smiling.  “I think you will be pleased.” 
 
    “My lady,” Sir Ryff interrupted, “is there any chance that Lady Falwallen will be in attendance?” he asked, hopefully. 
 
    “Nay, my lord,” Ithalia said, sympathetically.  “She is ensconced in Laesgathel, deep in council with her father by magic.  The Spellmonger upset a great many things at Carneduin,” she explained.  “The Emissaries are all trying to calm their respective kindreds, now.” 
 
    “Her father?” Sir Ryff asked, with interest.   
 
    “One of the great lords of the Alka Alon,” Ithalia reported.  “He rules fair Anthatiel, the City of Rainbows, in the far Mindens.  Nor is he well-disposed to her fascination with the humani, I’m afraid.  Or the humani in general.” 
 
    “That’s what they call ‘humans’,” Dara explained to the knight.  “Considering he was already long-established before humans ever came to Callidore, I guess I can see his point.” 
 
    “What?” Sir Ryff asked, confused.  “Why would he dislike us?” 
 
    “We’re too big, too loud, ignorant, dirty, we don’t live long enough to have a decent conversation, and we smell funny,” Dara shrugged.  “What’s not to dislike?” 
 
    Ithalia wrinkled her nose.  “A blunt way of putting it, Dara, but not untrue,” she sighed.  “Her father has never forgiven the Council for allowing your people to settle the mainland, and he is stubborn, even among the Alka Alon.  He is even less happy that the humani have stirred up the gurvani on his very doorstep.” 
 
    “We didn’t start that!” Dara defended. 
 
    “From his perspective, you did when you invaded the gurvani territory two centuries ago, just after his daughter was born,” Ithalia countered.  “Thus you see the difficulty of communication between the two civilizations.  Thankfully, many of us are willing to overcome those difficulties.  My cousin Astalia, for instance – did you enjoy your time with her at Carneduin, Dara?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, she was a lot of fun,” Dara assured.  “She showed me . . .” she said, trailing off as she looked at Sir Ryff.  How would the ignorant country knight react to the mysteries that had been revealed to her in the Hall of Memories?  Not well, she decided.  “She showed me a lot of fascinating things,” Dara finished, simply.   
 
    “Astalia is one of the brightest minds of the Avalanti,” Ithalia said, proudly.  “She’s said to resemble my grandmother in temperament and intelligence, as well as her interest in the humani.  I had hoped you two would become friends.” 
 
    “Why would you want her to be friends with me?” Dara asked. 
 
    “Because you are destined to become one of the most important wizards of the age, I think,” Ithalia said, thoughtfully.  “Establishing good friendships between our peoples will be key to the next few decades.  Perhaps you and Astalia will work together, some day,” she predicted.  “It is good you got to know each other.  But now we have other matters to attend to.  I’ll see you on the morrow, Dara.  Good evening, Sir Ryff.” 
 
    “You see why a relationship with an Alka Alon maiden is unlikely, Sir Ryff?” Dara asked, as Ithalia left the hall.  “By the time I’m an old woman, my friend Astalia will still be a little girl, among her folk.  Even if Lady Falwallen did return your affections, your entire life would be little more than a brief distraction to her.  And that’s not even considering the fact that her father apparently hates humans.” 
 
    Sir Ryff sighed.  “Ever do the gods place insurmountable obstacles in the path of a knight,” he declared.  “Ever should the knight strive to overcome them!” 
 
    Knights are idiots, Dara reflected, not for the first time.  She had enough sense not to say so, of course – that would be rude.  She had a lot of respect for the dedication it took to become a knight.  Getting knocked off your horse in full armor over and over again apparently addled your brain, though.   
 
    “No doubt if you persevere and prove your worth, she’ll come around,” Dara encouraged, instead.  She didn’t really believe it, but she knew knights liked hearing that sort of thing.   
 
    Her planning and plotting had led Dara to a resolution, one she knew for a fact that her father would have strongly disapproved of.  If he would not release her money to her to build the mews, she would find someplace else to get it.  After she was done with her dinner, she would have to indulge in one thing that everyone in the Westwood avoided like the pox: she was going to go into debt. 
 
    It wasn’t an unusual thing to do, for a project as large as the mews.  Many a peasant went into debt to his manor to secure funds for building his cottage, hiring farmhands, and renting or purchasing a plow.  Alas, such bargains too often led to the unfortunate peasants being unable to pay back their loans.  When that happened, they lost some of their liberty and became villeins: bondsmen to the manor.  They owed service as interest on their debts.  If left unattended too long, they found themselves all but slaves to the debt, something the Westwoodmen refused to do.  Indeed, her father and uncle were horrified at the idea of owing money to “foreigners”.  The Westwood paid for what they needed with coin, or they did without. 
 
    But Dara wasn’t buying a cottage, a field, and a couple of cows; she was a noblewoman on a mission for her master.  While her father might not be terribly impressed by her title, there were others in Sevendor who were.  Others with money. 
 
    Banamor was now mayor of Sevendor’s growing precincts, but he was also in business.  Indeed, from what Dara could tell, he had a hand in just about every business venture in Sevendor.  Unlike the normal picture of the greedy burgher, however, Banamor was always keen to promote Sevendor’s general prosperity, not merely accumulate as much coin for himself as he could. 
 
    But he didn’t mind loaning money, she knew.  Nor were his terms too stiff.  She was hoping that he could be persuaded to extend her a loan until she worked things out with her father. 
 
    “So what can I do for the Hawkmaiden of Sevendor, today?” the former footwizard asked, when she’d appeared at his shop after dinner. 
 
    “I need to borrow some money,” she began with a sigh. 
 
    “Certainly,” Banamor nodded.  “How much do you need?” 
 
    “What?” Dara asked, surprised.   
 
    “How much coin do you need?” Banamor asked, as he began rummaging around on the broad table that served as his desk. 
 
    “I . . . I think . . . maybe two hundred ounces of silver?” she offered.  That was slightly more than she’d budgeted for, but then she was aware of just how quickly unforeseen expenses could arise.  “If you could . . .” 
 
    “Of course I can,” the wizard chuckled.  “Two hundred silver?  I’ve got that much here.  When do you want to repay it?” he asked, matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Within . . . six months?” she guessed, not knowing just how or when her spat with her father would allow her access to her treasury.  But surely by then the mews would be built, and Master Minalan would repay her.   
 
    “Let’s make it a year,” Banamor shrugged.  “If you pay it back within six months, I won’t even charge you interest,” he said, finding an ink pot, quill, and blank piece of parchment.   
 
    “Thank you,” Dara said, her head swimming.  “Uh, I didn’t think borrowing money was this easy.  You didn’t even ask me what it was for.” 
 
    “It’s not, usually,” Banamor admitted.  “But you are Minalan’s apprentice.  And I’m assuming you have a good purpose.  I doubt it will be to purchase a new dress – or an entire wardrobe of them, with two hundred ounces of silver.  You’re a thoughtful girl.  I trust you have a good reason for so much.” 
 
    “I’m building a mews,” she reported. 
 
    “See?  A good purpose.  What better purpose for money to the Hawkmaiden?” he asked himself.  “Two hundred . . . Lenodara of Westwood . . . payable in a year,” he finished, signing his name to the note with a flourish.  “No interest if paid in six months,” he added.  “Not the usual way I make money . . .” 
 
    “Why are you being so . . . generous?” she asked as he shoved the parchment to her for her signature.  She carefully wrote it out at the bottom, next to his. 
 
    “A few reasons,” the business-minded mage admitted, watching her sign.  “Firstly, because you are Minalan’s apprentice, and I owe him a great debt for allowing me to come to Sevendor.  Secondly,” he said, ticking off one of his fingers, “because you’re a very serious girl who fights dragons and such, and I doubt you’ll be frivolous with it.  And thirdly, because after the Spellmonger and Sire Cei you are the leading noble of Sevendor.  And as I expect you will only grow in your power and influence here, I want you to owe me a few favors,” he explained. 
 
    “You want me to owe you favors?” she scoffed.  “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because you’re just an apprentice, now,” he reasoned.  “You won’t be forever.  Someday Min will give you position and power, and when you have that, I want you to owe me a few favors.  It’s always good for the nobility to owe you a few favors,” he told her.   
 
    “What happens if I don’t pay you back?” she asked, as she returned the sheet of parchment to him.  Banamor dried the ink with a quick spell while he read it, and then nodded, satisfied.   
 
    “Then I take you to court,” he shrugged.  “But I doubt it will get that far.  Minalan and I are business partners.  I can always take it out of his share of the profits and let him settle up with you, himself.” 
 
    Dara tried not to think about how awkward that situation might be – the last thing she needed was Master Minalan angry at her.  It was bad enough that her father was. 
 
    And this would only make him angrier, she realized, on the way back to the castle, a fat pouch of silver coins weighing heavily on her belt.  Once Kamen found out that she’d borrowed the money not just from a foreigner, but from a wizard, he would be furious.  Westwoodmen just didn’t borrow money from strangers.   
 
    But then, she wasn’t really a proper Westwoodman, anymore, she realized.  She was more Castle Folk than Wood Folk, now.  That made her a little sad, but it also made her more resolute to see her task done. 
 
    After she walked back to the castle, she called Cinder from the pack of hounds in the courtyard and went up to her room, after scratching the puppy thoroughly.  It was early, yet, but she was still exhausted.  A full belly and a long walk had calmed her temper, however, and she was able to approach her problems with a clearer head.  Once she was satisfied with what she could do to overcome her own obstacles, she took the time for some self-reflection before she went to sleep. 
 
    That was an important thing for a wizard to do, she knew.  Without understanding your own emotional state, it was difficult to focus your thoughts well enough to do magic.  Dara had learned exercises to examine her feelings and thoughts in detail, to test them against reality and determine if she was indulging in self-deception.  That was a common trap for a wizard, she also knew.  A mage could get entangled in their own misconceptions.  That rarely led to anything good.  
 
    The thing that bothered her most about the situation with her father wasn’t his stubborn refusal to help her, she realized . . . it was the fact that she no longer really belonged at Westwood Hall.  Despite being “Lady Lenodara of Westwood”, she was starting to think she should call herself “Lady Lenodara from Westwood” . . . because she no longer felt at home in the one place she should. 
 
    That was what was bothering her.  Arguing with her uncle in front of the Flame, arguing with her father on the knob, the attitude of her brothers and sisters toward her recent elevation to nobility, they all served to put a barrier between her and her family as deep as the chasm that warded the Westwood.  The place she had always considered a refuge – “home,” in the most fundamental sense, was no longer welcoming her, and she felt it keenly. 
 
    Her family was somehow different, now.  No, Dara corrected, they were still largely the same as they’d always been . . . it was she who was different.  Not just because of magic, although that was the excuse.  Dara had seen and learned things that were so beyond the experience of, say, her sister or her father that it was getting more and more difficult to find the common things they used to share.  Knowing that all of humanity’s tenure on Callidore was both recent and possibly temporary made her father’s concerns about the manor’s accounts seem completely silly, now. 
 
    But to him, she knew, they were the measure of how well he was managing the estate.  That was incredibly important . . . to him.  Once it had been important to Dara, too.  She remembered how proud she was of contributing to the estate’s treasury by selling the skins of Frightful’s kills in Sevendor’s marketplace.   
 
    That was two years ago.  A lifetime ago.  Now, she was far more concerned about the war, the Alka Alon, and the giant hawk project to place such importance on that sort of thing.  Yet to Kamen of Westwood, Master of the Wood, little had changed.  He was still in charge of the welfare of the Westwoodmen and bore the responsibility for their prosperity.  Goblins and dragons and giant hawks were only going to be important to him if they affected that responsibility.  Just as Sir Ryff was devoted to the cult of chivalry and the honors of knighthood, Kamen of Westwood was devoted to seeing the Flame ever fed and his people never going hungry.   
 
    What am I responsible for? Dara wondered, before she fell asleep.  Frightful, certainly, as well as Cinder and Lumpy.  Learning her lessons, of course, and perfecting her command of magic.  Keeping her master happy with her progress and completing his orders faithfully, she decided.  That was what she was responsible for, at the moment. 
 
    And those orders included building a mews.  However she could manage it. 
 
    Gareth’s assistance had been invaluable, both in creating the road to the site and then leveling and flattening it until it was buildable.  Rumel had been exceedingly helpful in smoothing out her designs and turning it into an actual plan.  Once the cornerstones were laid, he and his crew could begin assembling the timber frame of the structure. 
 
    But before that she had to secure the lumber needed for that, as well as arrange for the place to be walled with wattle-and-daub, roofed, and furnished . . . all before winter arrived.  That was her most pressing responsibility.  That it conflicted with the desires of the Master of the Wood was unfortunate, but it did not change her responsibility.  And, by the Flame a Westwoodman did not shirk from their responsibilities, they embraced them. 
 
    Her father had taught her that. 
 
    Just before sleep came, Dara realized that the only place she really felt at home these days was right here, in her tower room, with her puppy and her bird.  The Castle Folk, as her people called them, were very different from the Westwoodmen, but those differences were part of what allowed Dara to fit in to the place.  The business of the castle was much different than the business of the Westwood.  The people were more worldly, and had far larger concerns than the next crop of peas or how much walnuts sold for at market.   
 
    As one of the Castle Folk, now, Dara had to leave the concerns of the Westwood behind her.  It was a painful realization – she’d always imagined Westwood Hall as “home” – but it was the truth, she knew.  She was no longer a true Westwoodman, and that hurt. 
 
    But she was still a wizard, she consoled herself.  A High Mage, her witchstone fairly won.  She was still apprenticed to the Magelord, and still a falconer.  No matter what her family thought about it, they could not change that.  They would have to accept it.  They would have to accept her as she was, not how they imagined her to be.  She wasn’t a Little Bird, anymore, she was the Hawkmaiden.  As uncomfortable as that was for both, that was the reality. 
 
    Nor could she change them, she realized.  She might be able to get them to accept her again, in some capacity, but there was nothing she could do that she could see that would alter the provincial attitude of her family.  They might accept being ruled by a wizard, but having one of their own practice the arcane arts in the middle of Westwood Hall was just too much to ask them to contend with.   
 
    What would her father say, if he was told the world wasn’t flat, when he could plainly see it was flat with his own eyes?  What would her uncle Kamal say if she told him that there was a little green moon in the sky, when he’d never seen it for himself?  What would her brother Kobb say about her century-old friend Astalia walking around naked all the time?   
 
    They were simple men with simple responsibilities, she realized.  Their imaginations were not open to such things, nor their importance.  Trying to drag them into her world would not enrich them, it would frighten them. 
 
    Being a wizard was a lot lonelier than she’d expected. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    The Chasm 
 
      
 
    “That’s more like it!” Ithalia said with a note of satisfaction, as Frightful’s transformation was complete.  Dara was astonished -- her falcon’s wings were now nearly twenty feet wide, tip-to-tip, and she took up nearly half of the highland meadow behind Rundeval they were using for the test.  “My grandmother suggested if we strengthen the breastbone and surrounding muscle tissue, she would have an easier time moving her wings in flight.” 
 
    “She looks ready to fly!” Dara agreed, excitedly, as she felt a wave of predatory confidence wash over Frightful through their connection.  “Shall I send her aloft?” 
 
    “Keep her over the meadow, for now,” Ithalia warned.  “I don’t want anyone to see her, if we can help it.” 
 
    Dara frowned.  “I thought the council approved the use of transgenic enchantment, now?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “They did,” Ithalia admitted.  “Technically.  But they were thinking about Alka Alon taking larger, human-based forms, not transforming vicious predators into flying war monsters,” she pointed out.  “While this experiment is technically permitted, it isn’t exactly approved.  There are those on the Alkan Council who would strongly disapprove, if they knew what we were doing.  Particularly if they knew my grandmother was involved in any way,” she added, biting her lip.  “She’s not well-loved by the Council.” 
 
    “So . . . we’re still being naughty,” Dara nodded, both anxious and excited by the prospect.  “Which is why we haven’t included Master Minalan on our results, yet.” 
 
    “I think it would be best if we presented a completed project,” Ithalia said, thoughtfully.  “Not an experiment-in-progress.  Besides, if he knows what we’re doing, he’ll want to help,” she said, rolling her eyes.  “Your master is a wizard of keen intelligence and great wisdom, Dara, but he has a tendency to . . . fuss with things, too.  Particularly magic he doesn’t understand.” 
 
    Dara didn’t reply, simply because she was Minalan’s apprentice and while it was permitted to gripe about your master to a fellow apprentice, complaining to anyone else was disloyal.  Ithalia was right, Dara knew: Minalan loved to meddle in strange magic.  While that could be helpful, she conceded, it could also complicate the relatively straightforward effort she and Ithalia had made. 
 
    “I’ll take her up for a bit,” Dara said, changing the subject.  “Let’s see if those big new wings work.” 
 
    Frightful didn’t hesitate to beat the air with her wings at Dara’s mental prodding.  The giant falcon crouched and sprung into the air, the rush of wind from her wings sending Dara’s hair into her face.  Frightful climbed at Dara’s direction until she was nearly level with Rundeval’s peak, just over the castle.  Instead of sending her north, over the vale, Dara sent her sailing over the uninhabited ridges to the south where few would be able to see her. 
 
    “She’s much stronger, this time,” Dara reported, translating the pure emotional experience of her falcon into words.  “She feels like a goddess of the wind!  She wants to hunt, just to see how large a creature she can eat!” 
 
    “One step at a time!” Ithalia giggled.  “Or, one flap of the wings at a time,” she corrected.  “This is just the intermediary stage.  She won’t be able to bear a human rider until her wingspan is at least twenty-five feet, according to my grandmother’s calculations.  She’s almost there, but not quite.  And then there is the issue of training her to be ridden,” she added.  “That’s where you will really have to do some work.” 
 
    “Yes, I haven’t really broken it to Frightful that I plan on riding her,” Dara admitted.  “That will be an interesting conversation.” 
 
    The giant falcon reluctantly returned to the meadow at Dara’s bidding, gliding to a precise halt where she originated.  Dara was thankful she didn’t resort to habit and try to land on her fist -- she would have been crushed if the massive bird had tried.  Ithalia sang the enchantment to restore Frightful to normal size, and the two women walked back down the narrow trail toward the Westwood, the falcon back on Dara’s wrist.  
 
    “The next iteration of the spell should take her up to the full, planned size,” Ithalia assured her.  “Now that we know the breast muscles are strong enough to bear the additional weight, we can increase that factor of the enchantment and ensure that she’ll be strong enough to bear your weight as well as her own.” 
 
    “When will that be?” Dara asked, curious.   
 
    “No more than a few more days.  My grandmother lives rather far from here, and it takes a while to get there and back.  I’ve learned so much from this, though, that it’s worth the travel.  No one has done transgenics like this for centuries!” she said, enthusiastically.  “My grandmother actually worried that importasta species like hawks wouldn’t be as pliable to the enchantment as natavia species, but . . .” 
 
    “She looked pretty damned big to me,” Dara agreed.  “Importasta . . . that means that those species originally came from humanity’s homeworld, right?” she asked, cautiously. 
 
    “Yes, those are the ones which your people brought to the Five Duchies,” Ithalia agreed.  “We love your trees, but your animals are nearly as fascinating.  So much variety!  So many unusual means of contending with Nature’s demands!  My people had only three or four dozen avian species, for instance, but the humani brought thousands!  You domesticate and husband animals like we do trees,” she said, shaking her head.  “You use dogs and hawks for hunting, dogs for herding, sheep and llamas for clothing, bees for honey and wax, and oxen and horses to plow and haul.  Your people excel at that sort of thing.” 
 
    “As yours excel in magic with a couple of bars of song, while we have to study and memorize to understand the most basic symbolic systems.” 
 
    “Which makes you the best of what humanity has to offer,” Ithalia concluded, cheerfully.  “Speaking of magic, even by using the Ways I have a long journey back to my grandmother.  I best be going.  Farewell, Dara!” she said, before singing a short phrase, and popping out of existence while fingering the stone in her necklace. 
 
    Dara shook her head on the way back down the trail by herself.  Ithalia took such miraculous spells as using the Alka Alon Ways – a magical means of transporting them from place to place – as commonplace, and yet was impressed by hunting dogs and draught oxen!  The Alka Alon were a strange folk, she reflected.   
 
    Just as she got to the back side of the knob on which her mews was being constructed, she realized that someone was watching her.  She peered into the thick brush surrounding the trail, and reached out with her senses until . . .  
 
    “My lady!” squeaked a thick Wilderlands accent.  Nattia, the falconer’s apprentice, tumbled out of the brush in front of her.  The girl looked guilty, her eyes wide with fear and shock.” 
 
    “Nattia?  What are you doing?” 
 
    “I was just returning from the lower wood, where I’d hacked out these birds in a clearing,” she explained, as she tugged on the heavy cage of one bird while trying to balance another on her arm.  “Master Arcor likes to give them each a spell in the wood, as it keeps them from getting moody.” 
 
    “Is that . . . all you were doing?” Dara asked.  She would not have pried, but from the anxious expression on the girl’s face, there was clearly something more than staking the jesses of a couple of hawks to a board for an afternoon. 
 
    “Nay, my lady,” she admitted, her eyes downcast.  She set the heavy cage down by her feet and calmed the larger bird.  “I was searching for good foraging spots from the branches of a big oak when I saw . . . I saw . . . you!” she whispered. 
 
    “Me?  You saw me?” Dara asked, confused. 
 
    “You and that elf lady,” she said, shaking her head nervously.  “Up in the high meadow.” 
 
    “Oh.  Oh!” Dara said, realizing what the girl was admitting.  “You saw Lady Ithalia and me . . . working on a special project,” she offered, lamely.  “She is assisting me with a bit of magic we’re experimenting with.” 
 
    “It was sorcery!” Nattia hissed.  Dara winced.  That was the same thing her father had accused her of. 
 
    “It was magic,” she conceded.  “But I’m a magelord, and an apprentice wizard.  That’s what we do,” she said, defensively.  “In this case, I am attempting, with the help of the Fair Folk, to grow falcons to large size,” she explained, as if it was a common thing and not a violation of the natural order.   
 
    “Why?” Nattia asked in a whisper, finally looking up toward Dara. 
 
    “Can I trust you?” Dara asked, nervously. 
 
    “I am trustworthy!” the girl asked, stiffly, as to assume otherwise was insulting to her.  “And loyal, my lady,” she added. 
 
    “Then I bid you keep what you saw in the strictest of confidence,” she warned.  “For now, at least.  There are those who would object to this project, and I wish to conceal it from them.  Thus I steal away to secluded meadows.  I must insist, Nattia.  This is actually a . . . a military matter,” she confided, uncomfortably. 
 
    “I . . . I will speak to no one of it, I swear on my honor!” the Wilderlands girl assured her, earnestly.  “You may trust me, Lady Dara.  Only . . . why?” she asked, with undisguised curiosity. 
 
    Dara decided that if she’d trusted the girl with the existence of the project, she might as well understand its purpose.  “Dragons,” Dara said, in a low voice.  “We’re creating them to challenge the dragons and their mastery of the sky.” 
 
    “Falcons . . . against dragons?” Nattia asked, amazed at the idea. 
 
    “Giant falcons against dragons,” Dara nodded, gravely. “Lady Ithalia thought of it, and received permission from the Spellmonger to begin research.  Eventually, we’ll make them large enough to bear a rider and fight in the air, before a dragon even lands.  I’ve seen one up close,” she added, with a shudder.  “You don’t want them to land, if you can help it.” 
 
    “I . . . I see, my lady,” Nattia nodded.  “It is a cunning idea,” she admitted.  “But if you wish the bird to bear a rider, you should consider the Minden’s hawks.  They have the strength to fly bearing twice their weight and more.  As pretty as your Silver Head is, my lady, she’s a fast bird more than she’s a strong one.” 
 
    “She’s merely our first experiment,” Dara agreed.  “If we can prove the spell on her, we can use it on other birds.  Stronger birds.  But I’m unwilling to risk another bird.  Until you and Arcor showed up, I didn’t have another bird,” she admitted.   
 
    “I don’t know how Master Arcor will take it, seeing his birds grown giant,” Nattia said, as she hefted the goshawk’s cage.   
 
    “He will adapt,” Dara said.  “As will my father.  He did not want me to build the mews I will need for this project, but I am.  Arcor will come around, when he sees the necessity.”  It pained Dara to mention her father, after their argument.  She had learned that morning that he had quit the Westwood to go inspect Caolan’s Pass.  As if by mentioning him, the girls heard footsteps pounding up the narrow trail from below.   
 
    “Dara!  Lady Dara!” called a young boy’s voice.  She recognized it – Kalen, who’d once helped her train Frightful right after she’d been caught.  The lad had grown by a head since then and was now running errands for the manor.   
 
    He pounded his feet to a halt right in front of her.  “Master Gareth bid me find you!” he said, his breath heaving from the run.  “The dwarves showed up with a cart of lumber at the bridge, but the sentry won’t let ‘em pass!” he reported, breathlessly.  “They can’t get across the crevasse!” 
 
    “Why not?” Dara asked, her heart pounding and her head growing hot. 
 
    “The bridge is down.  Your uncle says it’s to repair and maintain the rope bridge,” Kalen said, doubtfully. 
 
    “Repair?  It’s not damaged!  And it was re-roped just a year ago!” she scoffed, angrily.  “He’s doing this on purpose!  He’s trying to keep me from building!  Kalen, here, take Frightful and help Nattia get her birds back to the mews.  The temporary mews!” she emphasized.  “I will speak to my uncle!” she decided, as she stomped away down the mountain. 
 
    Gareth was awaiting her in the yard of the manor, near the heavy rope bridge.  Uncle Kamal and a couple of her cousins were nearby, and a few more men had stripped shirtless and were slowly untying the complicated knots that held the planks on to the narrow span.   
 
    The narrow footbridge on the side was still available, but that passage required steady nerves or long practice to make it across.  Carts and horses and livestock used the plank bridge.  Without them, there was no way a cart could cross.  On the other side of the chasm she saw two bearded Karshak leaning against a cart they’d hauled up the road by hand, filled with long planks. 
 
    “What is this I hear about a repair to the bridge, Uncle?” 
 
    Uncle Kamal bowed with only a hint of exaggeration.  Her cousins straightened, but did not smile. 
 
    “My lady, the estate does require the bridge to be out of service, from time to time, to ensure that it remains in good repair,” he said, smoothly.   
 
    “Who ordered this?” she demanded.  “You?” 
 
    “I believe the Master of the Wood set the repair schedule before he left for his inspection tour,” Kamal reflected.  “Indeed, he approved the work schedules in advance for the next two weeks.  In case he is detained up at the pass.” 
 
    “Two weeks?” Dara asked, incredulous.  “I cannot wait two bloody weeks for the bridge to be repaired . . . when it doesn’t need to be repaired!” 
 
    “My lady is always welcome to use the long passes,” he suggested.  While the Westwood was cut off from the rest of Sevendor by the massive crack in the earth, there were two other passes that allowed passage to the secluded estate.  Both required extensive journeys outside of the domain, and the trails were not wide enough for even a narrow cart.   
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” she replied, coolly.  “I will find another way.” 
 
    “As my lady wishes,” Uncle Kamal said, bowing again and returning to his work. 
 
    “As impressed as I am by how you kept your temper, Dara, just how do you propose to get that lumber over here?” Gareth asked, curiously.  
 
    “Magic, I expect,” Dara said as she stared daggers at her smug-looking uncle.   
 
    “That’s what I mean,” Gareth said in a low voice.  “I can probably shatter that wood into toothpicks and carry them across that footbridge one by one, but I can’t re-assemble them once they’re on this side.  Not to mention how many trips that would be.” 
 
    “There has to be a way,” Dara said, twisting her hair as she thought.  The very idea of destroying the sturdy, mage-cured and mage-planed lumber she’d paid so dearly for disturbed her.  The carpenters had sold it to her on credit, which would have to be paid within two market days.  If she paid that much silver for a pile of splinters, she would never forgive herself. 
 
    “Dara, that’s a forty-foot wide chasm that’s at least as deep!” Gareth reminded her.  “I’m not saying it’s impossible, but I can’t think of a way, off hand, to do it.” 
 
    Dara looked around in frustration.  “I could try to order him to stop work and replace the planks, but I have a feeling he’d refuse.” 
 
    “He couldn’t disobey the Master of the Westwood’s commands without good cause,” Gareth nodded.  “I’m guessing that if you insist, he will dispatch the slowest messenger in the Westwood to ask your father’s permission,” he predicted.  “I’m also guessing that he won’t be particularly forthcoming with that permission.” 
 
    “What would Master Minalan do, in a situation like this?” she asked, suddenly. 
 
    “Minalan?” Gareth asked, surprised.  “He might appeal to his overlord . . . which would be Minalan.” 
 
    “I don’t want Master Min involved in this,” Dara insisted.  “Not unless I have to.  I want to handle this on my own!  My father is just waiting for me to go crying to the Spellmonger to make him do what I want.  That’s not what I want.” 
 
    “What do you want, Dara?” Gareth asked, sounding discouraged. 
 
    “I want to get a quarter-ton of lumber across a forty-foot chasm,” Dara decided.  “That’s what’s most important, at the moment.” 
 
    “Then Master Minalan would gaze at the problem in determined contemplation, stroke his beard thoughtfully, and likely smoke his pipe until a suggestion arose in his mind,” Gareth decided.   
 
    “As I lack both pipe and beard I shall have to make do with contemplation,” Dara sighed, stepping to the edge of the chasm.  There was a short fence separating the yard to keep the toddlers of the estate from plunging to certain doom with any frequency, which Dara chose to lean against. 
 
    She wished, with a wild thought, that her experiments with Frightful were advanced enough to have her falcon pluck up the lumber like a dead hare and fly it directly to the knob.  But that was unlikely – at her present magical size, Frightful couldn’t carry more than one plank at a time, and Dara didn’t even know how to trigger the transformation. 
 
    She tried to approach the problem more analytically.  There had to be a solution, she knew, and one that she could figure out.  After all, Tyndal and Rondal had destroyed entire castles before using magic.  Master Minalan had transformed an entire mountain and two miles of land around it with magic.  By the Flame, she swore, she was a smart enough wizard to figure out this simple problem! 
 
    Gareth joined her in starring over the chasm at the two bored-looking Karshak and their cart and helpfully kept his mouth shut.  There was no way Dara could use the rope bridge, not after being explicitly told not to.  Her father was well within his rights to declare when and how repairs were made to the bridge – he’d used similar schemes, back when Sir Urantal was ruling Sevendor.  It was just galling to Dara that he would stoop to using them on her! 
 
    She had been staring in silence for nearly ten minutes when she and Gareth were joined by Nattia.  The falconer’s apprentice quietly reported that the birds were back in the mews and under Arcor’s watchful eye.   
 
    “If there is any way I can lend my assistance, my lady,” she said, apologetically, “please direct me.” 
 
    “This is as much a political and legal problem as a magical one,” Gareth said, after explaining the situation to the girl.  “Dara dare not violate her father’s rights as yeoman, else she get in trouble with the Spellmonger, herself.  Yet she doesn’t wish to involve him in this dispute and demonstrate her weakness to her father, either.” 
 
    “Master Kamen seems a good man,” Nattia said, hesitantly. 
 
    “Oh, he is,” Dara agreed, solemnly.  “By the Flame, he is a good man.  That doesn’t mean he can’t be wrong.  And stubborn,” she added. 
 
    “Such attributes are oft thought strong in some families,” Gareth reflected.  “Thus, I expect Dara to continue working on this problem until it’s solved.” 
 
    “Can you affix the timbers to each other, the way you break stone?” Dara asked. 
 
    “Honestly, that kind of thing is more Tyndal’s strength than mine,” Gareth admitted.  “I might be able to do it, but it would take time.  Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’m just looking for possibilities,” she said, frustrated.   
 
    “Does . . . does the wood have to come over all at once?” Nattia asked.  
 
    “No, it can fly across on magical wings, if Dara can figure out a way to do it,” Gareth chuckled. 
 
    “That’s . . . that’s not a bad idea,” Nattia said, to herself, her eyes darting from point to point across the chasm.  “Does my lady have recourse to some rope?  A lot of rope?” 
 
    Dara straightened.  “Why?  Do you want to build another bridge?” Dara asked.  “I thought of that.  Even with magic, it would take too much time.” 
 
    “Not a full bridge, my lady, but a single line,” she proposed.  “I notice that while this side of the ledge is somewhat higher in elevation to the other, the trees upon it are quite tall.” 
 
    “We may harm no tree on either side without the permission of the Master of Wood,” Dara pointed out. 
 
    “We would not need to cut it, my lady, merely tie a line to it a good portion up.  We secure that line to the base of that tree,” she said, pointing out a stout ash just off the paved courtyard.  “Then the level of the line will allow us to send the lumber across piece by piece, using gravity to propel them,” she suggested. 
 
    “That . . . that might work,” Dara conceded, warming to the idea as she considered it.  “I’ll grab a couple of coils of rope from the rope shed, and arrange for a cart on this side.  Uncle Kamal will charge me,” she said, screwing up her face, “but he’ll do it.” 
 
    With a little more discussion, the three of them polished the plan before putting it into action.  While Dara hired a cart from her uncle and secured the rope, Gareth and Nattia took the narrow rope path over the chasm and explained the situation to the Karshak who were waiting. 
 
    Uncle Kamal was hesitant about loaning Dara a cart, and insisted on charging her a penny for the service, as she predicted.  By the time she returned from the rope shed with two hundred-foot coils of good hempen rope on each shoulder, Nattia was ready.  She nimbly climbed up the great mountain ash on the far side of the chasm secured the end with a stout-looking knot. 
 
    “All Kasari are good with knots,” Gareth noted.  “It’s like a cult with them.  But that should leave plenty of slack to cross the gorge and tie off, and plenty of drop to propel the lumber.” 
 
    “How do we get the other end of the rope across?” Dara asked.  “Magic?” 
 
    “Rumel,” Gareth corrected, shaking his head.  The leader of the Karshak was already grabbing the other end of the coil.  Dara watched as his stubby fingers tied it around a longish rock he’d pried from the dirt.  With a mighty throw he sent the missile unerringly past the ash tree.  “Forty feet of chasm is nothing for a dwarf.” 
 
    Dara gleefully returned over the rope bridge to the manor side of the chasm with Rumel, who earned stares from everyone present after his prodigious throw.  It only took him moment to use his mighty arms to wrap the rope around the oak, pull it taught, and tie it off. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the first twelve-foot timber was tied to the guide rope and sailed across.  Rumel caught it easily, and by the time he was finished untying it the second plank was on the way. 
 
    Dara was ecstatic – she’d not only solved the problem, she’d done it without magic!  One by one the great timbers glided across the taut rope where Rumel caught them, untied them, and stacked them in the hired cart.  Dara was impressed how easily the dwarf, who was shorter than she was, could handle the foot-wide planks and twelve-feet long beams like so many sticks of firewood.  
 
    Everyone else was amazed by the ingenuity of the scheme – and how quickly the work was done.  Within half an hour of the first plank arriving, the last was finally stacked atop the cart. 
 
    “Well done!” Dara cheered, as Nattia untied the rope on the other side of the chasm.  “Now we can get that timber up the road and start construction!” The Karshak had established a solid enough foundation quickly enough to allow the first beams to be laid.  The beams and planks had already been cut and fitted together in the Karshak’s workshops, they just needed to be assembled.   
 
    “If we don’t run into any more of these unforeseen obstacles,” Rumel chuckled in his deep, gravelly voice, “my lads should have the structural elements of the first floor in place by the end of the week.  Then you can get the place wattled up and ready for the daubers while we work on the second.  Though transporting clay up that hill will be a job of work!” 
 
    “I’ll get it done,” Dara sighed.  “I have to.” 
 
    “Why are your kin so resistant to this project, My Lady?” Rumel asked, politely, as his great arms neatly coiled the heavy rope.  “It seems a fair hall, in a place no one else would want.” 
 
    “I’m starting to believe that their objections depend more on who proposed the plan, than the plan itself,” Dara candidly admitted.  “At first, I think my father and uncle just had other priorities.  They’re still contending with adding Caolan’s Pass to the estate, and they have much more business to conduct as a result. 
 
    “But then, when I started overcoming their objections, it got . . . ugly,” she admitted.  “It became more about me than the mews.  Now . . . Father has gone to Caolan’s Pass to avoid me, and Uncle Kamal is being as unhelpful as he can.  They’re trying to teach me a lesson,” she concluded, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “And what lesson would that be, my lady?” Rumel asked, cheerfully. 
 
    “That I’m just a girl, a daughter who isn’t planning on marriage, and I need to let the adults control everything.” 
 
    “Is it, now?” Rumel asked, cocking his great shaggy head to the side.  “Are you certain of that, or is that your guess?” 
 
    The question startled Dara.  “What else could it be?” 
 
    The Karshak shrugged his wide shoulders as he flipped the two big coils of rope up onto the cart.  “Like most folk, I have a father,” the Karshak informed her.  “Contrary old cuss, too.  Proud.  A master carver, deep in the forests at the foot of the Kulines.  Old Dad, he hates the Karshak—” 
 
    “What?” Dara asked, confused.  “But aren’t you Karshak?” 
 
    Rumel sighed.  “Only by courtesy,” he grumbled.  “To you folk, we’re all just ‘dwarves’.  But me and my crews, we’re mostly from the Malkas Alon clans.  ‘Wood Dwarves,’ we’re called by your folk,” he said, with a mixture of humor and disgust.  “The Karshak clans, proper, hire us out for odd jobs, and with that great whopping castle your master is building, there’s plenty of work. 
 
    “But to return to my story,” he said, with exaggerated patience, “Old Dad is a wood carver, as was his dad.  My brothers grew up and they, too, became wood carvers.  Me, I wanted to build,” he said, with a grin.  “Carving gets right boring, after the first few thousand hours.  I wanted to build . . . things like your mews,” he said, nodding toward the knob.  “And other things.  But the only ‘dwarves’ who build are the proper Karshak lodges.  If I wanted to build more than a shack in the woods, I had to hire on with Master Guri. 
 
    “So, I did . . . and Old Dad hasn’t spoken to me since,” he sighed, heavily.   
 
    “Ashes and cinders, why?” Dara demanded. 
 
    “Because though the coin is good, I’m still working with the Stoneheads,” he grunted.  “And he hates them.  There’s a lot of history between them and the Malkas clans,” he explained.  “They treat us like poor country cousins, half-idiots who are only good for simple work.  Master Guri is better than most Lodge masters, but . . .” he sighed.   
 
    “I think I understand,” Dara nodded.  “That’s how the Vale folk usually see the Westwoodmen.” 
 
    “In any case, it’s what I have to do to learn and practice my trade.  Old Dad, he’s a traditionalist.  He still hasn’t forgiven the Karshak for some unpleasantness between the clans that happened before he was born.  He’d rather see me work for humani, no offense meant.  He sees me working for Guri as some kind of betrayal of my kind,” he concluded bitterly. 
 
    “Was there a point to this story?” she asked, as the dwarf became distracted in his own troubles.   
 
    “What?  Oh, aye.  What I was whittling toward was the fact that your dad is your dad, and you’re going to have disagreements with him.  Just like I do with Old Dad,” he explained.  “You have to.  It’s part of growing up.  You do things, sometimes, that your parents won’t approve of, even though there’s nothing wrong with it.  Sometimes the row might be fierce, like me and Old Dad.  It might last until this job is over,” he suggested.  “But it will pass, and things will be right between you two again.  It might just take a little time, and a lot of talking.” 
 
    “Hard to talk to him when he’s way up at Caolan’s Pass,” Dara pointed out, bitterly, as the rest of the crew joined them, finally. 
 
    “Aye,” agreed Rumel.  “But that’s a problem you can remedy, isn’t it?” he pointed out.  “Once we get cracking on this framework, your mews will be half-done,” he boasted.  “There’s not much else for you to oversee, my lady, assuming we don’t have any more unforeseen issues.  Give your dad a few days to calm down, then go talk to him,” he proposed.  “I’m thinking he isn’t ready to acknowledge his pretty little maid is growing up faster than he’d like.  But then,” he pointed out as he and his fellows started hauling the cart up the new roadway by hand, “I’m just guessing, too.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    The Thrill of Flight 
 
      
 
    Rumel was wrong about one thing – even after the Karshak – the Malkas Alon, she corrected herself – crew fastened the great timbers into place with thick oaken pegs, there was plenty for her to oversee at the mews.  Gareth had to return to his duties with Banamor, after a few days, and the Malkas were waiting on wood for the second story to be delivered.  But she needed to see the lower story was finished off.   Dara had to hire a family from Gurisham to use hazel twigs to wattle the spaces between the great timbers.   
 
    Thankfully, after she had so adeptly brought her timbers across the gorge her uncle had cancelled the “bridge maintenance” and started being a little more reasonable about her supplies coming over. 
 
    But not much more.  He would not allow Dara to cut branches from the estate’s forests, though there was ample hazel trees nearby.  She had to pay for them to be cut and shipped all the way from Gurisham, almost a mile and a half away, which depleted her purse more than she had planned. 
 
    The news was even worse a few days later, when she hired two daubers from Sevendor Town to come up and start filling in the framework with a mixture of clay, straw and sand.  Though there was a perfectly decent clay pit at the bottom of the ridge, her uncle would not allow her to draw from it.  When she confronted him about it, he produced a written order that her father had left behind before his inspection tour.  A written order couldn’t be argued with, not from the Master of the Wood. 
 
    Dara was frustrated, the day the daubers informed her of the lack of cooperation from the estate.  Without clay and sand, there was no work.  She had to pay for a half-day just to get them to come back the next day, assuming she could figure out how to get something as heavy as a wagon load of clay over the rope bridge.  It was sturdy, but that much clay would tax its strength, she knew. 
 
    She was about to go confront her uncle about the situation when Lady Ithalia appeared, as if from nowhere, and distracted her with the next iteration of the enlarging enchantment.  As Dara wasn’t eager to have yet-another fruitless conversation with the Kamal, she was eager to get away from the entire matter for a few hours. 
 
    With Ithalia’s permission, Dara included Nattia in the trial, citing her knowledge of falconry and the fact that she’d already seen the trials as good reasons.  Thankfully, Ithalia agreed, too excited with the experiment to care overmuch about security for the project. 
 
    The Kasari falconer was just as impressed as Dara when Ithalia sang the spell and transformed Frightful, once again.  But neither of them were nearly as impressed as Frightful herself was.  
 
    When the spellwork faded and revealed the bird, her wings now measured more than thirty-five feet, feather-to-feather.  Her body was as large as a destrier and her beak was big enough to eat a small cow, now, Dara realized.  Frightful took a few moments to adjust to her new size, but soon she was preening with pride at her larger stature. 
 
    “Flame!  She’s big!” Dara gasped, as she walked around her gigantic bird in a daze.   
 
    “She’s big enough to ride, and strong enough, too,” Ithalia said, proudly.  “My grandmother adjusted the musculature and construction of her breast and improved the efficiency of her energy transfer,” Lady Ithalia said.  “She should be able to carry nearly five hundred pounds.  More, if the distance is short.” 
 
    “That should be plenty to bear me,” Dara nodded – and then was suddenly fearful.  The ultimate goal of the experiment had been an abstraction, since she began it.  But now that it was nearly complete she realized that it was almost time for her to mount on her bird and flay on her back, instead of merely behind her eyes with bilocation. 
 
    In fact, that was exactly what Lady Ithalia proposed to do next.  After Dara guided the massive falcon on a test flight to a nearby peak of the Uwarris, she bade Dara to climb up the bird’s back and see if she could bear her weight. 
 
    Dara was acutely aware of the price of failure.  Not only could she hurt Frightful, but she could also plummet from her back in the air.  That thought terrified her.  Bilocation with a bird or with the Thoughtful Knife was one thing; once her personal safety was also on the line, her fears grew. 
 
    But that didn’t stop her from climbing on Frightful’s back, when the time came.  Yes, she could die, she reasoned.  But that almost seemed preferable to failure, at this point.   
 
    After Nattia quickly fashioned a makeshift halter from some rope (the Kasari were adept with knots) and settled it over Frightful’s great head, Dara managed to steel herself for the attempt.  She grasped the massive feathers with both hands as she scrambled up on Frightful’s back and settled her legs around her neck, then grasped the crude rope rein that attached to the makeshift halter. 
 
    It took a little adjustment to find a spot that was comfortable to both mount and rider, and a few missteps earned her some baleful looks from her bird, but Frightful was, Dara discovered, almost as excited about the trial as Dara was.  Once it became clear Frightful could suffer Dara’s weight and bulk on her back, there was little other excuse to keep her from trying it out in the air. 
 
    “Shall we fly?” she asked, eagerly, as Frightful’s great talons raked the ground impatiently. 
 
    “Just a little glide down to the valley,” Ithalia suggested.  “Not too far – I don’t know how tired she’ll become bearing your weight, yet,” she admitted.   
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Dara said, though she didn’t sound confident even to herself.  “Let’s just try this,” she said, with a deep sigh, “before one of us changes our mind.” 
 
    Ithalia nodded, and stepped back with Nattia.  Both looked on anxiously as Dara told Frightful through their connection to try a short flight.  Before Dara was quite ready, the falcon took two steps, crouched, spread her wings, and leaped into the air. 
 
    Dara thought she’d be ready, when the time came.  But those first few seconds the massive falcon spent getting aloft proved to be a chaotic episode of Dara madly clinging to the halter ropes as she was tossed from side to side.  She was nearly unseated as Frightful took flight. 
 
    The worst thing about the experience was Frightful teasing her through their link, comparing her flopping around on her back unfavorably to a dead chipmunk.  But after a few powerful beats of her magnificent wings, Frightful was soaring smoothly, allowing Dara to return to her spot on her back and actually see what was going on around her. 
 
    Then Dara was able to see and appreciate their height, and after a thankfully brief round of vertigo, she saw all the Westwood unfold below her with her own eyes, for once.   
 
    They were only a few hundred feet in the air, not even above the level of Rundeval’s peak, but it was still majestic to see the treetops in person.  Frightful slipped through the air like some avian spirit, her mighty shadow darkening entire houses below.  Unwilling to end the experiment so quickly, Frightful suggested that they fly over the castle.  Master Minalan wasn’t there, she knew, and most folk were too busy at their work to stare at the sky. 
 
    In fact, Dara just couldn’t resist.  Neither could Frightful. 
 
    The giant falcon suddenly banked to the right and flapped her wings, gaining altitude on a thermal as Dara clung on desperately, excitedly.  Then the great bird banked steeply, cutting around Westwood Hall and over the chasm, and followed the road up to the castle flying just a few hundred feet above the treetops.  Only a few of the people on the road below looked up at the sudden and unexpected shadow, but those who did dropped their burdens and stared, jaws agape, at the sight of the mighty falcon overhead. 
 
    A thrill filled Dara that she’d never had before, that she’d only had hints of when bilocating with Frightful.  The dizzying sensation of speed, the whip of the wind across her face, the whirl in the pit of her stomach as Frightful banked and the trees zoomed by, below – flying on Frightful’s back was the most fun she’d had in her life! 
 
    Dara coaxed the delighted bird to content herself with one circuit around Rundeval, once she flew over the castle.  That’s where Frightful was hatched, where she and Dara had made their fateful acquaintance.  She felt she owed her falcon the opportunity to present her robust new body to whatever wild spirits inhabited the peak.  But then she compelled her to return to the high mountain meadow where Ithalia and Nattia were anxiously waiting. 
 
    Landing was another new experience, and Dara could not help but feel the icy stab of fear as Frightful dove, then extended her massive wings to catch the air and break their fall just before hitting the ground.  Though her talons lighted gently enough on the soft ground, the sudden stop jarred Dara.  Her jaw clanked together as her head snapped back, and she nearly fell off Frightful’s back.  When she’d recovered her senses, she let out an exuberant shout and punched the air with her fists.  They ached, they’d clung to the ropes so hard, and her palms were moist with sweat, but she couldn’t help herself. 
 
    “We did it!” she shouted, as Ithalia and Nattia ran to the falcon’s side.  She ignored the pain in her teeth – and how blasted cold she was, after her quick flight – and slid to the ground.  “We actually did it!” 
 
    “Is she hurt?” Nattia asked, concerned, as she inspected the bird with an expert eye.   
 
    “Let me check her metabolism!” Ithalia said, excitedly, as she sang a quick spell.   
 
    “I’m fine,” Dara said, sarcastically.  “It didn’t hurt me at all.  Perfectly all right.” 
 
    “We’ll have to get a saddle for her,” Nattia said, as she studied the giant bird.  “I take it you have a saddle maker in Sevendor?” 
 
    “Better,” Dara sighed, rubbing her arms to warm them.  “Master Andalnam is an enchanter who specializes in saddlery.  He can cast spells to make the harness lighter and less binding than normal.” 
 
    “She’s barely winded,” Ithalia said, with satisfaction.  “She could fly for an hour, I think, maybe more.  We’ll have to conduct further trials to see just how far.  But this was an important test,” she assured the girls.  “A falcon, alone, would be formidable enough against a dragon.  A falcon and a rider can challenge them in the air!” 
 
    “In theory,” Dara said, remembering the gargantuan beast that had destroyed the pretty castle at Cambrian.  “One thing at a time, though.  This was a victory,” she conceded. 
 
    “Let me show you the enchantment that transforms her,” Ithalia said, smiling with satisfaction.  She took a small twig of weirwood from her . . . honestly, Dara realized she had no idea where on her close-fitting outfit the breathtaking Alkan maid carried her gear.  “I made it into a wand.  I know how much you magi like your wands.” 
 
    “They excel at pointing,” Dara said, repeating a favorite saying she’d picked up from her master.   
 
    “In this case, that won’t be necessary,” Ithalia explained.  “You need merely speak the command word to bring about the transformation, while you are in proximity to Frightful.  Say it again, with appropriate intent, and you may change her back.  But be warned,” she said, her flawless brow furrowed, “though easy to activate, the process takes a toll on the subject.  Do it too often and you will likely affect her health.” 
 
    “We’ll try to avoid that, then,” Dara nodded, taking the wand.  It was unshaped weirwood, a fine piece, too, she realized.  Better than the chewed-up stick she had in her pouch.  Ithalia taught her the transformation word, something in Alkan, and then – after Nattia removed the rope bridle – the sorceress supervised as she practiced the spell by returning Frightful to her smaller size. 
 
    The falcon gave a disappointed scree when the spell finished working – she wasn’t done being the most powerful bird in existence, yet.  But Dara also felt Frightful’s sudden pangs of hunger after the transformation.  The magical process had drained her of energy and made her nearly crazed with hunger. 
 
    “Feed her!” Dara directed Nattia, as the falconer ran to take charge of the normal-sized bird.  “Thank you, my lady,” she said to the Alka Alon sorceress.  “And please thank your grandmother for her help.” 
 
    “Oh, she was delighted to assist.  She loves the humani and their pets.  I will retire to Laesgathel, now, to relay the results to the other Emissaries.  They will be eager to hear of our success.” 
 
    Dara returned to the makeshift mews with Nattia feeling jubilant after her incredible ride through the sky.  She and Nattia discussed a whole array of new accessories to assist with regular flight – a proper leather bridle, a saddle with stirrups and straps to keep a rider in place, even metal spurs fitted on the massive talons to assist in warfare.  Dara was pleased at how far ahead the Kasari girl thought, and by the time they’d returned – and fed – the ravenous Frightful and took a meal at the hall themselves, they had pages of parchment worth of notes to write. 
 
    Nattia proved literate, which surprised Dara.  It was rare that a mere child, even an apprentice, would pick up the complicated skill, usually the province of clerics and scribes.  It could take years to learn to do properly, and a man who could read and write could always make coin doing so for those who couldn’t.  
 
    Then Nattia revealed something to Dara that staggered her imagination.  Nattia not only knew how to read and write, but she’d practice the art to the extent that she had written most of a book. 
 
    “It’s not that impressive,” Nattia said, when she saw Dara’s amazed face.  “All Kasari learn to read.  And we’re required to make a copy of the Book of the Hand.  It’s part of our rites,” she shrugged.  “Everyone in my homeland does it.” 
 
    “Everyone in Kasar is a scribe?” she asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Kasar, Bransei, Muir, Po’el, all the major Kasari settlements,” she admitted.  “Everyone can read.  It’s a little different than here.  Or Vorone.  Almost no one here reads and fewer write.  It’s frustrating,” she said.  “Though I hear the castle lord has an impressive library,” she added, slyly.  “I hope to get a chance to see it, someday.” 
 
    “Unless you’re intrigued by thaumaturgy and the obtuse lore of spellmongers, you wouldn’t be so eager,” Dara warned.  “But Master Minalan does have a few non-magical texts in his collection,” she conceded.  “I’m sure I could arrange a loan, after I introduce you.” 
 
    “I would consider it a boon, my lady,” Nattia said, gratefully.  “For I read books and scrolls the way other girls spin and sew, and I would rather pass an hour so enthralled than do nearly anything else,” she confessed.  “I’ve read as many books as I’ve been able to,” she said, proudly.  “On all manner of subjects.  Falconry, of course,” she counted off.  “But also agriculture, herbalism, history, law, science, fable, even a text on seamanship,” the Kasari girl boasted.  “And I’ve never even seen the sea!” 
 
    “That’s incredible!” Dara said, blinking.  Why by the Flame in whose light she sat would anyone want to read . . . for fun?  “Is that a Kasari rite, too?” 
 
    “More of a custom,” Nattia explained.  “The Kasari always encourage you to learn new things and add to your skills.  We are awarded for such explorations.  That’s how I found an affinity for falconry.  But I . . . I tend to read more than is normal, even for my folk.  Or is healthy, if you ask my parents,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, parents are always . . . challenging,” Dara sighed, after glancing at the Flame.  “Tell me, how would a Kasari family handle a situation like mine?” she asked, suddenly. 
 
    The question took Nattia by surprise, and made her a bit uncomfortable.  But after she mumbled a few words in her native language and wiped her lips with a napkin, she gave the question her full attention. 
 
    “My lady, the Kasari are a very well-ordered people, compared to Narasi society,” she said, carefully.  “In my land, the decision to build a mews would be made communally, with much discussion of the need, the cost, and the design, before it would be approved.  And then the entire community would lend their aid until it was built, for drawing out construction, once the decision and plan has been made, is un-thrifty,” she said, as she thought about the situation.  “If there was a conflict then it would be discussed and debated long before it came to this point.  You Narasi do things . . .” 
 
    “Sloppy?” Dara supplied.  “I agree, even though I’m not quite Narasi.  What if there was a conflict between a child and a parent?” 
 
    “A council would be called to arbitrate the dispute,” Nattia explained. 
 
    “Trial by combat?” Dara asked.  She’d heard all sorts of tales about how the wild Wilderlands tribes did things. 
 
    “Combat?” Nattia asked, scandalized.  “We may be barbarians, according to your priests and lords, but the Kasari are not barbaric!  No, the local council would name three unbiased jurists of sufficient rank to sit in impartial judgement.  They would take a hearing of each side, individually, and then have them present again together, in the same room.  The jurists would each ask questions of the parties, and see if each were adhering to our oath and law in the pursuit of their claim.  They would then retire to make a decision by vote, after private counsel.” 
 
    “That sounds . . . extremely orderly,” Dara conceded.  “Better than taking this in front of Master Minalan.  If I do that, I lose even if I win.” 
 
    “How so, my lady?” 
 
    “If I prevail in my suit, I have proven that I cannot lead and follow instructions without borrowing Minalan’s authority.  And I have my family mad at me for the embarrassment of such an affair,” she admitted, guiltily.  “If I lose, then I don’t have a proper mews when I need one the most, I am the subject of ridicule among my closest kin, and I’ve spent . . . a whole lot of silver on this adventure with nothing to show for it!” 
 
    “There is surely a way between those alternatives,” Nattia said, hopefully. 
 
    “If there is, I’ve yet to see it.  Even from falcon back.  So much for being the famous Hawkmaiden.  I can fly, but I can’t build a mews.” 
 
    Then she realized a way in which, perhaps, magic could aid her in her efforts once again. 
 
    “That’s it!” Dara said, sitting straight up at the table.  “I know how we can finish the mews!” 
 
    “How, my lady?” Nattia asked.  She’d been in the middle of sipping from her cup when Dara nearly shouted, and had nearly spit. 
 
    “By playing to my strengths,” Dara sighed, envisioning the answer through her difficulties.  Well, some of her difficulties.  “I do have assets, after all, beyond mere coin.  You finish up here, take care of the birds, and get a good night’s sleep,” she directed, as she gathered their notes.   
 
    “Join me up at the mews in the morning.  I’m going to take these plans into town.  Master Andalnam should be about, and I’ll want to get him started on this equipment right away.  And then I have a few more stops I need to make,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she made plans in her head.  “If my father and uncle think they can keep me from doing this, they must have forgotten how determined a Little Bird can be!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took Dara the rest of the day and far into the night to make arrangements.  She’d sought out the enchanter Andalnam before anyone else.  The Riverlands wizard had purchased a shop on the High Street from Banamor to bring him closer to the snowstone of the mountain and the customers who were flocking to Sevendor seeking magical wares.  He had a second shop in Sendaria Port, Dara knew, where two of his four daughters, all magically Talented and all apprenticed to their father, sold the family’s famous enchantments. 
 
    That’s where the mage had developed his specialty, Dara had learned from his chatty oldest daughter, Rael.  Freshly a journeyman, Andalnam had helped a passing knight with his saddle on his way to a tournament, providing enchantments that helped secure him to the saddle and the saddle to horse well enough for him to take second place in the joust.  He’d provided a wide variety of saddles, bridles, and other magically augmented gear to folk across the Bontal Vale ever since. 
 
    But Master Andalnam’s business had become really prosperous once the Spellmonger had come to Sevendor.  Now that the domain was the center of magic in the kingdom, the enchanter had a bounty of business, enough to occupy two shops and five enchanters.  He’d even had assistants as well as apprentices to handle the workload.   
 
    Yet he had time for her.  The Hawkmaiden.  Sometimes being the Spellmonger’s apprentice had advantages.  The old mage was willing to see her at once.  When she asked for his discretion, he was willing to keep the commission secret, once he realized what the purpose of the strange new saddle was. 
 
    Andalnam looked over her drawings and specifications, and after praising their neatness and completeness, he quoted her a price for completing the task.  Dara had no idea whether it was a good price or not – she’d never purchased a saddle, much less a magical saddle for a magical bird, but she knew Master Andalnam was well-respected in Sevendor as both an enchanter and an artisan, and he was a friend to her master.  You didn’t get that kind of reputation by cheating your customers.  Dara agreed to the steep price, and paid a few ounces of silver as a down payment before departing his shop.   
 
    She was about to embark on the long walk to Brestal when she recalled that she owned a donkey, Lumpy.  Indeed, the beast was stabled in town, since the castle stable was reserved for rouncies and warhorses, and Minalan owned a partial interest in one of the stables in Sevendor.  Dara almost felt lordly when the stableboy brought the donkey to her and helped her mount the borrowed saddle. 
 
    Ten minutes later, she felt much less lordly as the fat little donkey bounced her down the road to Brestal.  Compared to riding on falcon back, it was punishing and undignified.  But the little beast was grateful to be doing some actual work, Dara knew from her connection to her, and nearly galloped her stubby little legs all the way to the distant village. 
 
    There she met with the men who manned Brestal’s abundant clay pit and described what she wanted them to do.  They were confused, but a few pennies from the Hawkmaiden soothed them.  The agreed to do what she bid and assured her it would be done at the specified time. 
 
    Next, she rode all the way back down the Sevendor Road, past the new village of Boval  and to Gurisham, where she found the villeins she’d hired to cut hazel strips for wattling the walls of the mews.  They, too, were confused, but as her instructions meant less work for them, they happily agreed to follow them. 
 
    That was the easy part, Dara reflected as she rode her fat little donkey back to the stable.  With Lumpy’s help, she had spent half the time in travel than she would have afoot – otherwise, she would have not completed her errand until long after dark.  It was merely dusk, now, according to the new temple bells ringing in the town.  After saying goodbye to her beast and tipping the stable boy to curry her well, she realized that it was dinner time.  Both the castle and Westwood Hall would be done serving long after she was able to return. 
 
    So she decided to get dinner on her own, for a change.  In a way, that was almost as heady an experience of freedom as riding a falcon.  All her life, Dara had been dependent on other people for her meals and ate what was set before her.  Now, as an apprentice – not to mention a noblewoman – she had the freedom and the coin to dine as she pleased.  And there were options to choose from. 
 
    Sevendor Town had grown suddenly and expansively, since the arrival of the Spellmonger.  Where once there was a measly and destitute collection of huts, there was now a paved High Street, with shops, stalls, and homes on both sides, all the way from the gate to the newly-flagged market square.  Construction was under way all the time, but there were several places where her coin could buy dinner. 
 
    After considering and discarding the Alembic as too expensive for her purse, and the Sevendor Inn as too common – she could get porridge, bread and cheese for dinner at home – she settled on a new alehouse toward the market end of the street called the Blue Duck.  It was a tiny place, with only twenty feet of frontage on the High Street, but the wide-open door between the two wide windows was warm and inviting, and the aromas coming from their kitchen were enticing. 
 
    It was a common sort of place, where peddlers, pack traders and farmers from outlying estates could grab a cheap meal near the market.   
 
    Even better, the dish for the evening meal was a mutton and mushroom pie, with plenty of leeks and carrots – a Tal Alon dish.  She sat at one of the better boards and ordered a bowl, some bread, and a flagon of cider, when the tavernkeeper came by.  She was half-way through it when she was unexpectedly joined by Sir Festaran. 
 
    “A Hawkmaiden among the ducks,” he chuckled, as he looked around at the travelers and artisans who were filling the alehouse.  “What business brings such a noble bird to such common meadows?” 
 
    “I’m just tending to a few details about the construction of the mews,” she explained, suddenly self-conscious of how she was eating.  And how she looked, after a long day traveling.  And how she smelled, after spending so much time with a donkey.  “Clay pits in Brestal, hazel wands from Gurisham – there’s a lot to this,” she explained. 
 
    “I’ve heard a rumor that perhaps things have not gone as smoothly as they could,” Sir Festaran said, diplomatically, as he sat down across from her.  “Some difficulty with the manor authorities,” he suggested. 
 
    Dara felt her shoulders sag.  “You heard?  Does everyone know?” 
 
    “It’s a castellan’s job to know what transpires in the domain with which he has been entrusted,” Sir Festaran told her.  “Not to gossip.  What seems to be the trouble?” 
 
    “Nothing I wish to trouble the castellan with,” Dara said, sipping her cider.  “I’ve had some challenges.  With persistence and magic, I’m overcoming them.” 
 
    “I have no doubt,” Festaran said, as he flagged down the proprietor and ordered an ale and a pie like Dara’s.  “But such challenges present problems for the entire domain, if left unattended.” 
 
    “There is nothing to attend!” Dara insisted.  “I need no assistance with this matter.” 
 
    “I didn’t suggest that you did,” he reminded her.  “My concern is not for your mews, my lady, but for the stability of the domain.” 
 
    “Has anyone complained to you?” she asked, suddenly irritated at the line of conversation.  She didn’t think her uncle would raise an estate matter with the castle – it reflected poorly on a yeoman if he couldn’t control his own estate.   
 
    “No,” Festaran assured her, as a pie and a mug were set in front of him.  “No complaints.  Officially,” he conceded.  “Unofficially, it’s known among the market hens that you and your father are in a row over the mews.” 
 
    “They should stop their clucking, lest a falcon hear them,” Dara frowned.  The Westwoodmen hated market gossip.  They participated in it, often enough, but they hated it.  Too often, the Westwood had been the butt of the gossip. 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to do,” Festaran pointed out, before taking a healthy bite of the steaming pie.  “By talking to one of the people involved.  What’s going on, Dara?” he prodded. 
 
    Dara set her knife down, as she allowed her emotions to rise.  “The only thing that is happening is that my father and uncle are not convinced that the mews is an appropriate use of estate resources.  So I’m overseeing the construction and financing it, myself,” she said, her fists clenching.  “Even though it’s something Master Minalan wants.” 
 
    “He did spend quite the sum on the birds, and for their transport with the falconer,” Festaran agreed.   
 
    “Exactly!” Dara nodded, thankful that the assistant castellan saw her perspective. 
 
    “Yet a yeoman is master of the manor, unless there’s a seated lord,” Festaran continued.  “Noble you may be, but you have no charge over the Westwood.  You should not be building there without his leave.” 
 
    “Fes!” Dara protested, her jaw slack.  “I thought you were on my side!” 
 
    “A good castellan never takes a side,” Sir Festaran told her.  “He seeks a solution.  How are the new birds, by the way?” he asked conversationally, as if he hadn’t just argued in her father’s favor. 
 
    “They are cramped, they are restless, and they require a real mews,” Dara reported, trying to bring her emotions under control around the young knight.  “As do the falconers.  My father’s solution to the problem was inadequate.  I am finding an alternative,” she said, defiantly. 
 
    “And defying the established authority of the estate in doing so,” Festaran pointed out.  “It is a difficult situation,” he continued, before Dara could object.  “But I’m certain some resolution can be found that can satisfy all parties.  You know, I think the Tal Alon have some magic associated with pies,” he sighed, as he finished the last bite.  “Of course, it could be the company.  I rarely see you around the castle, any more.” 
 
    “I’ve been busy with the mews,” she explained, irritated that the young knight would not take her side out of friendship.  “With Master Minalan gone touring his estates and doing wizard’s business I’ve had time to attend to this business.” 
 
    “I understand,” Festaran nodded.  “I, myself, have to traverse Caolan’s Pass soon, to investigate some disturbing reports.  Your brother has sent word that there may be bandits frequenting the roads of Sashtalia, waylaying merchants bound for Sevendor.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the rumors.  Isn’t Sashtalia enemy territory?” Dara asked, frowning. 
 
    “There is a concord, since the Warbird’s fall,” Festaran reminded her.  “My men and I should have safe passage through their lands, if we’re on an honest errand.  We’re investigating bandits.  No one will object to that.” 
 
    “Good luck in your hunting, Sir Festaran,” Dara said coolly, raising her mug to the knight in a toast.    No doubt he and his men would have a grand time, cantering up and down Sashtalia’s roads with their lances and warhorses . . . while any self-respecting bandit would be well-hidden from their investigations.  She’d learned as much from Sir Ryff.  “I assure you, by your return the matter of the mews in the Westwood will be settled.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    The Request Of A Favor 
 
      
 
    That night just after dusk, Dara carried Frightful back behind the castle, near to the Karshak encampment against the mountain.  Few save the dwarves came here during the day, and none after dusk.  She could sometimes hear their rough singing from her tower window. 
 
    As a member of Minalan’s household, she had leave to go wherever she wished, as long as she didn’t violate her absent master’s wishes.  As he couldn’t forbid something he didn’t know about, she reasoned, this fell within the bounds. 
 
    Quietly she set Frightful down on a big block of snowstone and took out the wand Ithalia gave her.  In moments, Frightful was once again the largest bird in the world.  Dara gave her a few moments to preen her gigantic feathers before proceeding. 
 
    Getting into a comfortable position, Dara relaxed and invoked the spells that allowed her to slip behind Frightful’s eyes.  In a moment the giant falcon took to the air and flew over the castle northward, with Dara accompanying and guiding her magically.  In the space of a hundred heartbeats, Frightful landed near the wattlers in Gurisham and grasped the thick bundles of hazel wands and oaken staves they’d prepared in her huge talons, as if she was carrying a rabbit.  A few moments later, Dara directed her to drop the bundles on the clearing next to the framework of the mews. 
 
    Though it was getting dark, Frightful’s eyes were still sharp, and she had no problem flying all the way to Brestal’s clay pits.  Picking up the burlap-wrapped bundles was more of a burden, and she had to make a total of four trips betwixt Brestal and the Westwood . . . but in doing so she’d managed to bring half a wagonload of high-quality clay to the construction site by the time it was too dark to fly.   
 
    Frightful was tired when she finally landed again at the snowstone block, but she was also exhilarated.  She felt as if she’d proven herself, in her larger form.  The falcon was also ravenous, when she was transformed back to her original size.  As a reward, she fed the hungry bird almost half of a lamb’s liver she’d gotten from the castle kitchen.  An entirely successful mission, Dara decided that night as she drifted off to sleep. 
 
    The next morning the wattlers arrived at the site a few hours after dawn, amazed that their materials were already there, followed by the Malkas Alon carpenters, who would begin work on the second story.  After that, the dwarves would just have the rafters to build before their part in the construction was complete.  Dara elected to leave Frightful tacked out on the knob all day, after her night’s exertions.  Besides, she had too much to do to keep an eye on the bird. 
 
    By noon the daubers arrived to begin work on the first sections that had been properly wattled.  Dara helped the men get started smearing the clay over the woven sticks, learning a bit of the craft of the process she’d done clumsily on her own in the past, and getting entirely dirty.  
 
    Gareth showed up soon afterward to show her how to use magic to dry the mud quickly, without cracking.  Of course, she would have to be smeared with mud when he arrived, but the wizard was quick to overlook her appearance when there was magic to be done. 
 
    “It’s actually an easy spell, basic hydromantics, but it requires power to do in any volume,” he explained after he’d demonstrated the spell on the first section of wall, which was now pale and smooth compared to the darker patches of the daubers’ more recent work.  “I wouldn’t try to do this without irionite anywhere but here – but with so much snowstone around, even an un-augmented wizard can do it.” 
 
    Dara was eager to try out the enchantment, and for the next few hours she followed the daubers, who were following the wattlers, around the lower story of the mews and hardening in moments with magic the clay and straw mixture that should have taken days or even weeks to cure.  
 
    She and Gareth were intently working on the project when an unexpected sound came from the trail. 
 
    Dara was surprised to hear hoofbeats at all arising from the trail up to the site, and even more surprised to see Sir Festaran atop his charger, in full armor, come over the rise into the clearing where she was building her mews.  Even after the trail was improved it was still too narrow and winding for larger carts, forcing most of the lumber and stone to be laboriously brought up by wheelbarrow – and even that was treacherous along parts of the grade.  Rumel had suggested building a crane to assist in the project, but Dara was already on treacherous ground with her father.  She didn’t need to rub his face in her disobedience with a wooden crane looming over his estate. 
 
    “I bid you a fair day, my lady,” Sir Festaran said, as he surveyed the busy worksite.  “To think this was barren wilderness a few weeks ago.  It seems you’ve made much progress since you began.”  
 
    Dara, suddenly even more self-conscious of how sweaty, dirty, and unkempt she must look to the knight in her work smock, did her best to straighten and address him as properly as he’d addressed her. 
 
    “The strong arms and cunning hands of the Malkas Alon make the work go quickly,” she agreed.  “What brings you to my mews, Sir Festaran?  Surely you did not ride all this way to check my progress.” 
 
    “Nay, I have been ordered to patrol the vales beyond Caolan’s Pass in search for bandits sooner than expected,” he reported, casually.  “Sire Cei has received yet two more reports of them haunting the roads west of Sevendor.  They are beginning to make merchants wary of carrying their trade to here.  The Dragonslayer begins to suspect that someone makes secret war on us.” 
 
    “Really?” Dara asked, suddenly concerned.  “Why would anyone want to do that?” 
 
    “Any number of reasons,” Gareth replied, coming up behind her while wiping his hands.  “To destabilize the Magelord’s rule, to undermine the confidence of artisans and merchants doing business with Sevendor, and sometimes a lord will conduct such nasty business in preparation for a raid, or war.” 
 
    “Don’t forget base revenge, my friend,” Sir Festaran reminded the wizard.  “War is a nasty business, and it’s rarely over in men’s hearts even after the accords are signed.  Many were dispossessed when the Warbird was defeated.  Some may take to the roads instead of finding more honest work, and some may owe their fallen estate to the Spellmonger.  Regardless, Sire Cei has tasked me to clear the roads of such obstructions,” he declared.  “And as it is customary in such missions, I come to beg some token of Lady Lenodara’s favor to carry with me on the road, and perhaps into battle,” he said, formally. 
 
    “What?” Dara asked, dumbly, before her mind could shut her mouth. 
 
    “It is customary for a knight on the eve of a mission to seek absolution in chapel – which I have done – prepare and rally his men, and to seek a token from a woman he holds in high esteem, to bring him comfort and resolution in times of danger,” Festaran explained.  “As my mother and sister are in Hosly, I elected to ask you, whom I hold in dear affection and highest, for the honor,” Sir Festaran pronounced. 
 
    Dara was stunned.  Here she was, covered in mud and dressed like she should be . . . covered in mud, and she was expected to respond to a young knight’s formal request . . . for a slip of embroidery. 
 
    She was aware of the custom, of course, though not from growing up in the Westwood.  When she’d been in Barrowbell, after that awful battle, she’d attended tournaments in which her new friends amongst Barrowbell society had been asked for such an honor by the various knights at joust or in pretend combat.  In Barrowbell the maidens would usually offer the gold and silver necklaces that were in fashion for such token gifts.   
 
    Dara knew that in the Riverlands a maiden of noble birth (or at least noble aspirations) would often embroider her family arms and perhaps her name, if she could read, on a slip of fine cloth specifically in hopes that a handsome young knight would ask her for one, someday. The legends and lore were filled with tales of men who were near to giving up against great challenges, and were only buoyed by the sight of his lady’s favor. 
 
    It was a silly tradition, Dara thought, and one she’d never expected to have to participate in.  After all, she was a wizard’s apprentice and a falconer . . . but she was also ennobled, now, she reminded herself.  Her brief acquaintance with knights and squires at Sevendor Castle had exposed her to just how seriously the cult of chivalry took such things.  It was a matter of honor, she knew, and to refuse to grant it would bruise Sir Festaran’s. 
 
    She felt everyone’s eyes on her, as the Malkas Alon stopped work, and the daubers she’d been helping were staring.  Dara had never felt more self-conscious.  She was wearing a wool smock, trousers, and boots – boots, for Flame’s sake!  She wore no jewelry, just the belt of pouches with falconry and magic supplies.   
 
    She was about as far from the picture of a fair maiden as one could ask. 
 
    Frantically, her hands dug around in her pouches while her mouth stammered and stuttered, trying to find the right words – or any words at all – while she searched for something personal. 
 
    “I, uh, of course wish you all the, um, best success in your mission, Sir Festaran,” she stumbled as her fingers busily searched.  A pair of worn-out jesses that needed repair, a battered lure for Frightful and her hood, a few scraps of dried meat – nothing suitable.  “I would be honored – honored,” she repeated, with some attempt at gravity, “to give you a token to bear . . .”  Cinders and ash, a chivalric token was supposed to be something personal, even intimate! she chided herself.  You can’t give a knight going on mission a piece of broken leather thong! 
 
    Her sorcery pouch had little to offer – a charcoal stylus, a few scraps of parchment for notes, some string – why did she have string? – a sliver of Roan Coral, for helping her manifest magesight (something she hadn’t needed in weeks), A stub of candle, a tiny blade . . . and then her fingers wrapped around a small, hard object that was both smooth and rough.  She recalled what it was, when she put it there, and who was there when she did so. 
 
    It wasn’t a daintily-embroidered token of favor, but it was personal, in a way, she reasoned.  In the absence of a better alternative, it would have to do. 
 
    “I give you, therefore, this token of my favor,” she said, with a hint more confidence in her voice as she withdrew the small sliver of wood.  “If you recall, you were there when I discovered it,” she reminded him.  “Alas, I have no better token than this, at the moment, but I do hope the memory of that day will bring some comfort and amusement to you on your journey,” she said, offering the piece of weirwood to him. 
 
    “Ah!  Yes, your ruined wand!” the knight chuckled, as he reverently took the stick and placed it within his armor.  “Your pup chewed on it.  You were so vexed, that day!   A most fitting token from a magelord maiden,” he approved.   
 
    “It is useless as a wand, now, and was but an essay in my craft,” she explained.  “But if you would consent to bear it as a token of our mutual affection and admiration, I would be honored.” 
 
    “It is you who honor me, my lady,” Sir Festaran said, bowing from the saddle.  “Thank you for your blessing.  I’m off to Caolan’s Pass with a squadron of men-at-arms, now.  I should return within the week,” he added.  
 
    Dara nodded, and closed her eyes for a moment.  When she opened them, Sir Festaran and Gareth, both, were staring at her. 
 
    “Did you offer a prayer for me, my lady?” the knight asked, softly, clearly touched by the idea. 
 
    “Nay, I spoke with your horse,” she replied with a smirk.  “He tells me to pass along that his left rear shoe is coming loose, and needs attention from a farrier.  And also to give him more carrots,” she smiled. “But may the Flame guide you back home safely to Sevendor,” she added.   
 
    The knight grinned in reply.  “It takes some getting used to working with wizards.  Rear left shoe, more carrots.  Farewell, then, my friends,” he said, nimbly guiding his charger back down the narrow trail.  The big horse managed it with far more grace than Dara thought possible.  Festaran really was a superior horseman. 
 
    “A handsome knight rides up to you and asks you for your favor, and you give him . . . a chewed-up stick?” Gareth asked, when Festaran was safely out of earshot.   
 
    “Who knew my sister’s insistence on accessorizing would actually mean something some day?” Dara asked, flaring her nostrils in irritation.  “Cinders and ash, who came up with that stupid custom?  A girl can’t just go carrying around a bunch of junk on the off-chance a knight is going to . . . who makes up these stupid rules, anyway?” she demanded, to no one in particular.   
 
    The Malkas Alon and the daubers hurriedly returned to work, though they were still paying attention to her as she ranted.   
 
    “It was the best I could do, okay?  I wasn’t exactly prepared for that sort of thing – just look at me!  And that piece of weirwood was useless for anything beyond the basic, after Cinder chewed on it.  But her puppy teeth were coming in, and it was the best consistency . . .” 
 
    “Thankfully you hadn’t charged it,” Gareth observed, “else your puppy could have gotten an unpleasant surprise.”  He was right, she knew.  She’d been lectured often enough on how unexpected damage to a magical enchantment could result in unexpected – and sometimes explosive – results.  Tyndal had once even blown up a bunch of goblins doing that sort of thing on purpose.  According to Tyndal. 
 
    “No, I’d merely laid down some elementary enchantments,” Dara said, shaking her head.  “I hadn’t gotten to powering it, yet.  Nothing dramatic, like a warwand, either,” she said, defensively, as they slowly walked back to the mews.  “Just some spells Master Olmeg wanted me to try.” 
 
    “No harm done, then,” Gareth nodded, sagely, tipping back his broad-brimmed hat.  “And as Festaran is, technically, a knight mage, I suppose it’s appropriate.  Because most young knights, when offered a chewed-up old stick, might reconsider the affection in which they hold the maiden who offered it.” 
 
    “I did the best I could on short notice,” Dara said, sullenly.  “Flame scorch me if I could have done better.” 
 
    Gareth continued to follow her back to the daubing, when he suddenly stopped. 
 
    “Hey, wasn’t that the weirwood blank that I gave you?” he asked, suddenly.  There was a hint of jealousy in his voice. 
 
    Dara groaned.  Some days the Flame warmed you.  Some days the Flame burned you. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Work progressed on the mews day after day.  The timber frame of the second story was complete about the same time as the wattlers and daubers finished the lower story, so they were able to get right to work, once the scaffolding they needed was built by the Malkas.  The dwarves then got to work on the rafters, a somewhat more exacting bit of work.  Still, seeing them pick up timbers it would take three men to carry and flip them to their fellows atop the mews was impressive. 
 
    As the laborers completed the structure, other matters took up Dara’s time and kept her from overseeing the project as closely as she wished.  Her magical lessons continued with Master Olmeg and Zagor the Hedgewizard.  She had to learn to integrate the magical runes she was learning into ever-more complex ways, to execute more complicated spells.  Sometimes that meant hours of study in her room or in the library, sometimes that meant sitting for what seemed like eternity in one spot, mediating, raising arcane power, and shaping it to her will. 
 
    It was, in its way, more grueling than hefting buckets of mud, heavy boards or bundles of hazel wands.  And far less satisfying, when she failed.  Simple location spells were easy, of course, but when her masters required her to attach other spells to that foundation, she began to have difficulties.  It was as hard as keeping two entirely different songs in your head at the same time, and then making them sound good, she reflected after one particularly long day in mediation. 
 
    Yet with practice came competence.  She was elated when she’d managed to combined the simple ignition cantrip most wizards knew with both the scaling rune isteth and one of the runes of reversal, almorath.  It took her all day to figure out how to do it to gain the desired effect: bringing a blazing fire to life, and then just as quickly extinguishing it.   
 
    “You’re not investing enough ego in the outcome,” Master Olmeg criticized, when she’d demonstrated the spell to him in her master’s tower workshop one afternoon.  “It’s as if you are asking the fire to go away, not telling it.”  Though Olmeg was as kind and helpful as anyone she’d ever met when it came to his estates, he was Imperially-trained, like Master Minalan.  And he was more demanding than she’d expected. 
 
    “In the Westwood, we swear by the Flame,” Dara reminded the Green Mage.  “Making it go out seems . . .” 
 
    “Sacrilegious?” Olmeg smiled.  “I suppose I can understand that.  My dear, we often spend our entire lives overcoming the superstitions and unlearned beliefs of our childhood.  While I’m certain your people’s reverence for fire is both devout and justified, I remind you that a good wizard sees herself beyond the limits of those beliefs by definition,” he explained. 
 
    “Like knowing that our people didn’t originally come from Callidore, and that we and the Alka Alon are merely . . . visiting?” 
 
    The wizard looked surprised.  “You seem to understand a lot, for an apprentice so young.” 
 
    “I was at the Alka Alon Council,” she reminded him.  “I kept my ears open.” 
 
    “What a magnificent opportunity!” the big wizard sighed, enviously.  “And it seems you didn’t squander it, to bring understanding of those facts back to Sevendor.  Few even among the Wise truly understand our history.   
 
    “Here, that understanding can serve you: just as you know that we did not spring from the boredom of the gods, as many sects insist, and came to this world instead a whole people, then you can also understand that extinguishing a fire is not probably going to offend the Fire Goddess.” 
 
    “We just call it the Flame,” Dara said, “but I see what you mean.  As a wizard I know that fire is just rapid oxidation,” she reasoned.  “A plasmatic burst of energy from the chemical combustion of the elements.  Fuel, air, fire,” she recited.  “But in the Westwood, the Flame sees all.  It warms our hall and cooks our food.  It keeps the terrors of the night at bay, and serves as a beacon to guide us home.  The Flame is a . . . it’s a living thing, to a Westwoodman,” she said, defensively. 
 
    “The two ideas are not contradictory, nor mutually exclusive,” soothed Olmeg.  “Indeed, the strength of the wizard often lies in holding two such ideas in mind at once, and believing in both of them with equal sincerity.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem to make much sense,” Dara said, frowning. 
 
    “Magic often doesn’t make much sense, in the conventional meaning of the term,” Olmeg admitted with a smile.  “That’s what makes wizards so . . . interesting, to the rest of society.  Our trade is half scholarship, half madness, it has been said,” he continued, philosophically.  “Our ability to see the same thing from several different perspectives can make us incredibly useful, and incredibly dangerous.  Seeing the subject of fire as both an arcane alchemical phenomenon and a cultural and religious symbol of great importance, for instance.” 
 
    “I suppose the Westwoodmen are unusual,” Dara mumbled.  She’d long gotten used to the way outsiders viewed her family’s reverence for the Flame, even though the Narasi personified the Flame as Briga, the Fire Goddess.   
 
    “Oh, not at all,” Olmeg disagreed.  “Indeed, such dichotomies are common.  And important.  Your folk view fire in much the same way the Sea Lords saw the ocean gods,” he observed.  “Both are powerful natural, elemental forces which provide prosperity for a people, as well as great danger.  The Sea Lords were rightly wary of the capricious nature of the ocean, the weather, and the very dangers that brought them fortune.” 
 
    “And the Westwoodmen revere fire because we’re essentially foresters,” Dara concluded. 
 
    “Essentially,” Olmeg agreed, pleased.  “While providing firewood is not your estate’s most important function, the utter necessity for cultivating trees for that basic purpose elevated fire to extreme importance for your folk, I would conjecture.  You cannot have fire without fuel, and that flame provides much of what your people find essential: food, warmth, shelter, comfort, security.  Yet you also understand just how destructive that force is.” 
 
    Dara shuddered.  “Yes, a forest fire is one of the things the Westwoodmen fear most.  More than war.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.  Just as the Sea Lords see a tempest as the inevitable rage of the sea that feeds and enriches them.  Both of your cultures revere that which provides both prosperity and promises destruction, if proper care isn’t taken.   
 
    “Now consider that magic does nothing to diminish that perspective,” Olmeg proposed.  “Indeed, our understanding of the simple manifestation of plasmatic rapid oxidation is enhanced by the cultural importance of fire, not diminished.  And it can be used to fuel intent and will,” he explained.  “For instance . . . you mentioned something about the fire perceiving things.  That’s a common understanding of flame: that it is a manifestation of life, not an alchemical reaction.  That fire – which provides our light in the darkness, allowing us to see – is an eternal witness of events that occur in its presence.   
 
    “So use that,” he suggested, gently.  “Surely there have been times when you were afraid of saying or doing things because you were concerned the fire would witness it?” 
 
    Dara snorted.  “All the time.  It becomes second nature to the Westwoodmen.  We take that sort of thing more seriously than the Narasi do with Briga.” 
 
    “So when you perform the banishment, fuel your intent with the desire to remove that witness.  Right now you are acting from fear, and that is fueling a hesitancy in your mind.  Magic despises indecisiveness,” he reminded her.  “Convince yourself not that you want the fire gone, but that you want – nay, that you demand – privacy, and allow that to lie in the back of your mind as you perform the spell.  It’s a subtle distinction,” he cautioned.  “But a good wizard understands such subtleties as a matter of course.” 
 
    Dara nodded and composed herself.  It was, indeed, a fundamental shift in her approach to the spell.  She was learning that just constructing the runes and filling them with power was not enough for a wizard to achieve a desired result – it really mattered what you felt in your heart.  The construction was inherently influenced by desire and intent, and a flawed understanding of her own mind could sabotage the arcane Will necessary to get the desired result. 
 
    Sometimes magic made her head hurt. 
 
    But she took a deep breath and took Olmeg’s advice to heart.  In that moment, she released the power she’d built and allowed it to flow into the runic construction of the spell, which transformed the energy in useful ways.  She opened her eyes when the heat of the flames touched her face.  Then she closed them again and felt them not as mere fire, but a manifestation of the Flame.  The ever-watchful, ever-present resident of Westwood Hall.  The protective spirit of all the Westwoodmen’s tiny culture.  The ultimate witness and arbiter of truth. 
 
    She’d spent much of her childhood worried that the Flame would see her being naughty.  She knew that feeling well.  As she’d grown older and become more sophisticated, she came to understand the superstition for what it was.  But it did not keep her from wanting to avoid the gaze of the Flame if she wanted privacy.  That, too, was a feeling she knew well. 
 
    As Dara manifested that desire, and transformed it into Will, the runes cooperated.  The flame on the hearth died in an instant. 
 
    “Well done, Dara!” Olmeg praised.  “Now practice that for a few days until you can do it automatically,” he instructed.  “Then we’ll add the hamuseth rune to keep flame from combusting in a chosen field.  Once you add the sustaining rune alserteth, you then have the basis for a flamewarding.  That’s one of the spells that’s a common spellmonger’s stock-in-trade.  And a handy one for anyone living in a wood.” 
 
    “Can I hang on to the witchstone for a few days?” Dara asked.  “I understand you want me to learn without it, but it is a lot easier for me to master the form if I’m not spending so much time raising power,” she proposed. 
 
    “For a few days only,” Olmeg decided, reluctantly.  “You are young, yet, to contend with such power regularly.  I fear you may extend yourself beyond your ability to bear.” 
 
    “I won’t misuse it,” Dara assured him, sincerely . . . but not truthfully.  “I’m hoping I can get ahead with the next staff of runes before I return it.” 
 
    “That would be ambitious,” chuckled Olmeg.  “You’ve mastered nearly all the basic staves.  You can perform cantrips upon demand.  You are quickly mastering third-order spellwork.  Before you tackle the next staves, you need to have a more fundamental understanding of some advanced thaumaturgical principles,” he advised.  “Dara, you are already making splendid progress.  There is no need to rush through the fundamentals,” he lectured. 
 
    “All right, all right, but it will allow me to throw magelights everywhere,” she grumbled, earning another chuckle from the ordinarily-laconic wizard.  Dara suspected he actually enjoyed teaching her, in Minalan’s absence.  “By the way, could I possible borrow a few books from the library?” she asked.  “If I’m not going to work on the next staves, then I probably should read a bit more,” she reasoned.  Olmeg was delighted to see her interest, and insisted she select two of the valuable volumes to read in her spare time. 
 
    As if she had spare time. 
 
    In fact the books she chose were for Nattia, a kind of bonus to the falconer’s apprentice to thank her for her help in both the mews and the giant falcon projects.  Dara selected a scroll entitled A Brief History Of The Bontal Vales, which someone had likely purchased from Sendaria or the Chepstan Fair.  The second book was longer, and more specialized: A Legend Of Plants, Wildlife and Birds Of the Riverlands, Including Natavia And Importasta Varieties.  It was written nearly a hundred years ago by a monk whose name she didn’t recognize, and by the dust that arose from its leaves she doubted it had seen many readers.  
 
    But Nattia was fascinated by the subjects of history and natural history, and Dara knew she would devour the books eagerly.   
 
    For Dara’s part, the request was partially to cover for her acquisition of her witchstone.  Ordinarily she was only permitted to carry it if she was in a lesson which required it, but she’d been given custody of the powerful artifact a few times, now, and she hadn’t blown anything up, yet.  She was counting on that complacency to keep Olmeg and the other wizards of Sevendor from overseeing what she was planning. 
 
    With the witchstone, she knew, she could power spells that could aid her in finishing the mews much faster.  Not even Gareth had his own shard of irionite – at least not yet – and he was a fully credentialed wizard.  But with the young man’s help and access to the stone, there were a lot of magical shortcuts they could employ to speed up how soon the birds could be moved into the place.  And Master Arcor and Nattia, she added to herself, guiltily.  The sooner that happened, the sooner the awkward situation with her father could be resolved. 
 
    As she was taking her books back to her room, Cinder found her, pouncing playfully on her ankles.  If she had been wearing slippers, like a proper castle lady, and not muddy boots the pup’s sharp teeth would have hurt.  As it was, Dara just dragged the growling puppy down the corridor toward her quarters on her foot. 
 
    Things were progressing, she reflected as she opened her door.  The mews was getting built, despite her struggles.  She counted her progress in her lessons today as significant, too.  And now that she had access to her stone for a little while, she wanted to experiment a little with Frightful in her giant form . . . before Ithalia came back. 
 
    It wasn’t that she was worried she was doing something terrible – she just didn’t want the voice of caution and reason in her ear when she was contemplating ideas.  Older and wiser might be the prudent path to success, she reasoned, but it rarely led to really creative ideas. 
 
    Dara fell asleep with her arm over the borrowed books, Cinder chewing on her boots while she sprawled on her perpetually unmade bed.  Magic was hard work, she considered as her eyes insisted on closing.  Harder than construction, by far.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The Wounded Soldier 
 
      
 
    Dara had finally had enough.   
 
    It had been nearly three weeks since her father had departed the Westwood for Caolan’s Pass, a week longer than he’d said; and though her uncle was completely capable of running the estate himself, the absence of the Master of the Wood was felt by all during the busy summer months.  Dara could not cross the compound to the new mews without getting a few stares and whispers from her cousins and the other Westwoodmen.  Everyone was aware of her spat with her father, and it seemed nearly everyone was taking his side. 
 
    There were no issues with the bridge, with the hall, or other problems, any more.  If she had a request for the estate, she presented it to Kamal formally, and if it was not prohibited, she paid for it on the spot.  It was a stiff and awkward exchange every time she had to do it, but neither she nor her uncle were willing to relent.  So the awkwardness continued. 
 
    Thankfully, so did the progress on the mews.  The first floor was timbered, daubed, and finished, and the second story was getting the first rafters of the roof laid by the sturdy Malkas Alon carpenters.  Their strength and ability to work in coordination meant that they made tremendous progress, as long as they had an adequate supply of timber.  Ensuring that supply had been Dara’s focus for days.   
 
    With judicious use of the witchstone, she and Gareth had been able to dry and cure the wattle and daub quickly, and then enchant it with firewardings and other magical protections.  Gareth also showed her how to magically bind the beams of the structure together for additional stability.  The mews was now as sound as a castle from foundation to rafters. 
 
    The problem now was thatch.  With all the construction going on in Sevendor, there was nary a reed or blade of grass that hadn’t been spoken for in the vale.  For a building this size not just any straw would do, either – it had to be selected cuttings crafted by someone who knew how to contend with the pitch and size of the roof and make it waterproof.  Ensuring the roof didn’t leak on the birds when it rained was paramount, the master falconer had repeatedly lectured her.  Damp conditions could spread disease that could wipe out an entire mews, if the falconers were lax in their duties. 
 
    So Dara was now obsessed with finding thatch.  She’d traveled as far away as Brestal to try to secure adequate thatch for the roof of the mews, but to no avail.  Folk were turning to more-expensive oaken shingles or even indulging in clay tile rooves, if they had the purse for it, due to the lack. Others were having to order it from other domains and wait weeks for delivery.   
 
    But Dara couldn’t – not while her father controlled her funds.  She had enough left in her treasury to pay for a thatched roof, if she could find some at a reasonable price.  Oak shingles were twice as expensive, though they lasted thrice as long.  If she couldn’t find good thatch she would have to return to Banamor to convince him to extend his loan and buy oaken shingles, and pay someone who knew the craft to lay them.  That would expand her costs for the mews significantly.  She didn’t foresee any difficulties with that, but it galled her to be that much in debt when she knew she had money. 
 
    Nattia was helpful in her search.  While the Master Falconer was busy building perches and cages for the mews, his red-headed apprentice was happy to run to and from Sevendor Town, the castle, and even as far as Boval Village in her maddening search for thatch and other supplies.  
 
    Meanwhile, Nattia also quietly continued offering her advice on the process of adapting Frightful to being ridden.  She’d sewn a tiny doll and stuffed it with horsehair to get the falcon used to the regular burden of a rider.  Frightful let Dara know she was unconvinced that it was the same as bearing Dara on her back, but she submitted to the training anyway.  Nattia spent some afternoons in the upper meadows practicing with the bird.  Even lacking a magical Talent for beastmastery, Dara had to admit the girl had an uncanny rapport with her bird. 
 
    But the question of thatch was what preoccupied her the most.  In just a few weeks the weather would start to cool, and the rains would begin.  It was best to thatch a roof in dry weather, not wet, she knew from personal experience. 
 
    “Have you checked at Caolan’s Pass?” Gareth inquired one afternoon when he visited the incomplete mews to see to her progress.  “I know that since the war ended sometimes the Sashtali merchants will employ an agent to contract for such things there.”   
 
    Dara glared at the young wizard until he raised his hands defensively.  Her father was still at Caolan’s Pass, and they both knew it. 
 
    “All right, I’m sorry I brought it up!” Gareth sighed.  “It’s just getting late in the summer, and you’re running out of options.  Master Arcor wants those birds safely in their new home before autumn.  And you won’t find a thatcher once mowing season begins,” he reminded her.   
 
    She groaned.  She knew he was right.  Most thatchers also did mowing, using the trimmings for their craft . . . and nearly all of that limited supply of thatch was already promised, according to the merchants in Sevendor’s market.  Once mowing season commenced, there wouldn’t be anyone to do the work if she even found the material.   
 
    “Just go, Dara,” Gareth counselled, quietly.  “It’s been weeks, and it’s gnawing on you.  You have a legitimate excuse to go there,” he reasoned.  “You don’t even have to talk to him.” 
 
    “He’s not going to let me get out of there without talking to him,” Dara moaned.  “He’s got to know how much trouble Uncle Kamal has caused for me.  He’s angry because I out-ranked him and used it to get my way.  Going up to Caolan’s Pass is just going to give him an excuse to fight.” 
 
    “You’ve got to get thatch, Dara,” Gareth insisted.  “Think about it like a wizard, not a Hawklady: you have something you desire, something you need and you have to make a plan to get it.  And then apply your Will to demand the desired result from the universe,” he explained.  “It’s no different from a spell.” 
 
    “It’s just . . . just my ego getting in the way,” she sighed, defeated.  “And I know it.” 
 
    “Always an occupational danger for a wizard,” Gareth nodded.  Most spells required a strong ego, Dara knew.  If the wizard casting them didn’t have one, they wouldn’t be casting spells.  It took a lot to demand something from the arcane.   
 
    But there was a dark side to exercising her ego, she also knew.  It was murmured about amongst the apprentices of her craft, and acknowledged as a danger from the very beginning of her instruction.  The biggest obstacle to casting complex spells, she remembered Lady Pentandra telling her in the earliest days of her apprenticeship, was the wizard’s own mind.  Mastering ego, and not letting it master you, was the key to becoming a successful wizard.  
 
    To do so, she knew, a good wizard had to put aside things like pride, anger, resentment, self-pity, embarrassment or even teenaged awkwardness.  Ego was a powerful tool, but it could be dangerous if it wasn’t controlled.  The problem was that it was all too easy for a mage to not realize when they were tripping over their own ego.  Traditionally, they relied on exercises and the observations of colleagues to give them the perspective they needed to overcome those obstacles. 
 
    Gareth was right.  Seeing this job completed was no different than a spell.  She could not let ego get in the way of her own Will. 
 
    “I’ll go,” she decided.  “I’ll saddle up Lumpy and ride up to the pass and see if the Sashtali agents can help me out.  If I see the Master of the Wood and he elects to converse, then I will speak to him on whatever topic he chooses,” she declared. 
 
    “Just get the thatch,” Gareth grumbled.  “I’m tired of hearing you complain about it.” 
 
    Dara ignored the jibe, but she was true to her word.  That afternoon she had her mule saddled and then rode her up the steep road to the top of the ridge. 
 
    She had a lot of time to think along the way, as Lumpy was a poor conversationalist, after a few minutes, and there were few others on the road this time of day.  She reflected on Gareth’s mood, of late – he had continued to be helpful in building the mews but seemed more and more grumpy, for some reason.  It was probably the increasing demands Master Banamor was putting on him, now that the Magic Fair was approaching in earnest, but the young wizard had not been a boon companion for days. 
 
    She also practiced her magic along the way, running through each stave of runes she knew by heart and struggling through the last two she’d learned.  It was mere mental exercise, for the most part – she had a hard time drawing power while being bounced around on the back of a mule without her witchstone.  But it gave her something to dwell on as Lumpy’s steady steps took her closer and closer to Caolan’s Pass . . . and her father. 
 
    The settlement at the top of the ridge was small, too small to be considered a proper estate.  While there were a few rustics who tried to garden in small hollows of earth around the ridgetops, but it was a meager existence.  The settlement only thrived on the tolls from trade over the pass. Those were few and far between, back in old Sir Urantal’s day, but since the Spellmonger came, trade had thrived.   
 
    Where once the master of the pass took in only a few pennies a week, the caravans from Sashtalia and beyond now brought in real silver.  The settlement showed the new funds in several new buildings, including a new stable she put Lumpy in for a much-deserved drink and some hay.  Had she ridden a horse, and not a donkey, the stableboy wouldn’t have been able to accommodate her, but there was a small stall at the end that was perfect for her steed. 
 
    There was much going on in the hall as carters secured their wares or exchanged them with agents from the town below and then returned home.  Messengers on errands came and went, waving their passes at the guardsmen – her cousins, she saw – and hurrying on their way.  And workmen bustled in and out of the hall as they checked with their foreman, who was scribbling notes on parchment and sketching out a design.   
 
    While she was surprised at the bustle of activity at the pass, she was even more surprised that no one questioned her about her sudden appearance.  She expected someone to call out a mere child for being in a place of adult business, but then she realized that she’d grown at least a few inches in height over the summer.  She no longer looked like a mere girl, she reasoned.  That gave her a little more confidence as she waited patiently in line for the man a helpful traveler had identified as the Sashtali agent most likely to help her out. 
 
    “Thatch?” the portly man asked, as if he’d never heard the word before.  “How much?” 
 
    Dara named the amount she thought she’d need.  That made the agent consider the problem as if he was a physician trying to diagnose a patient.  He tapped the long stem of his pipe against his chin as if he were beating the ideas into his head through the action.  Finally, he regarded Dara as if seeing her for the first time. 
 
    “That much thatch will cost you,” he finally said with an exhausted sigh.  “Thatch is at a premium, now, thanks to all the building.”   
 
    “But can you get it?” she pleaded, impatiently.  “I have to get my mews roofed up before the autumn rains begin, and if that’s going to happen the thatchers need to get started now.  I can pay,” she pledged, jingling her coin purse.  “But I need the thatch.  Good thatch.” She emphasized. 
 
    “Not much thatch ready until mowing,” the man said, thoughtfully, as he puffed his pipe.  “But I think I know a few manors who might have enough to spare.  If you can meet the price.” 
 
    “I’ll meet it, I’ll meet it, just tell me when it can be delivered?” 
 
    “Two weeks,” he grunted.  “Buying it isn’t a problem.  I have an account at the manor.  But every carter and teamster in Sashtalia is busy, right now, you Sevendori have ordered so much.  And the manor I have in mind is three days’ journey from here.” 
 
    Dara wanted to scream.  Two weeks wasn’t nearly soon enough – the mowing season would start by then, and her thatchers would be occupied.   
 
    Then she recalled how she transported the supplies from Brestal, a few weeks ago.  Frightful had been fine delivering the bundles of faggots to the mews in her giant form.  Though she did not know where the agent was considering purchasing her straw from, any journey of three days by land would be but a few hours by air, she knew.   
 
    Her plots and plans were interrupted when she heard a commotion at the door, and everyone’s attention turned to see what was happening.   
 
    A tattered-looking man in armor, bearing a tabard of Sevendori green with the white snowflake device of the Spellmonger stitched to the front, was being helped inside the hall by two guardsmen – one of whom was her brother, Kyre, she realized.  He’d been given official charge of the pass, under the auspices of the Master of the Wood, and he looked consumed with that responsibility now.  The man he helped carry had the stub of crossbow bolt in his shoulder and had other cuts and bruises on his face.  He’d misplaced his helmet somewhere, and his scabbard was empty. 
 
    “Bandits,” the soldier declared, as soon as he made it to a stool where her brother started to examine his wound.  “We came across a pack of them conducting their business on a pack merchant on the road, two days ago,” he reported as he winced his way through the examination.  “We thought we had them, ’til they blew a horn and summoned their fellows.  A lot of their fellows.  Not ruffians, either – men-at-arms.  We had two different battles with them.” 
 
    “Were you with Sir Festaran?” Dara inquired, suddenly worried about her friend.  Indeed, she realized with fear, the young knight was only supposed to be gone a few days, and it had been weeks since she’d last seen him.  She’d been so busy trying to get her mews built that she’d almost forgotten he was gone. 
 
    “Aye, my lady,” the man nodded, recognizing her.  Her brother looked up at the sound of her voice, startled to hear it so unexpectedly.  “After the first battle he lead us north, toward Taragwen, and we were attacked again on the road near the ruined abbey of Lastan,” he gasped, as her brother grasped the shaft of the arrow.  With a savage jerk he pulled the wood from the wound, and immediately staunched the flow of blood from the bloody hole in the man’s shoulder with a linen cloth one of his men handed to him.  To his credit the soldier merely winced and did not scream at the pain . . . but Dara realized he was already slipping into shock.   
 
    “How long ago were you wounded?” she asked, quickly bending down to examine the wound with her brother. 
 
    “This morning, m’lady,” he gasped, weakly.  “The bandits filled the woods, and brought more archers.  I took this hit and Sir Fes bid me to ride as fast as I could to send for aid, when I was wounded.  He and the others said they’d hole up in the ruin.  At least a score of bandits,” he reported.  “More.  With bows and swords.  Armor.  Horses.  Like regular soldiers, not mere ruffians.” 
 
    “Spirits!” her brother ordered.  “For your wound, not your belly,” he cautioned the wounded man.  “It will thin your blood, and you’ve lost too much already.  We might have to have to cauterize the wound,” he said, worriedly.  “Will someone lay a fire?” 
 
    It was the middle of summer.  Even on the high ridge the weather was warm and muggy.  Folk only lit small fires up here in the summer, just enough to cook with.  Having one burning all the time was a waste of fuel.  
 
    But wood was already laid on the small hearth.  Before anyone could get out a striker and flint, Dara tapped into her witchstone and used the spell she’d learned so recently.  She was relieved that Master Olmeg had yet to ask for it back.  A flame blazed in the fireplace moments after she gave the command. 
 
    “Impressive, Little Bird!” Kyre grunted as he and one of her cousins helped bear the man to a hastily-cleared trestle nearer the fire.  Dara covered the man with a cloak to help keep him from sliding deeper into shock.  Someone handed Kyre a small glass bottle of spirits of alcohol, and he poured a generous amount on the wound, causing the soldier to moan.  But the wound, as jagged as it was, seemed free of debris.  Dara confirmed as much using magesight. 
 
    “I’ll get . . . someone with better skills to handle this,” he decided, after examining the bloody wound.  “I don’t want to harm him more out of my ignorance.  Kasmal, send a messenger to town for a barber.  Then get a party together, swords and bows.  Horses for all, and supplies for four days’ ride.  We leave within the hour,” he commanded. 
 
    Dara was surprised to see her cousin hurry to do as her brother asked without the good-natured ribbing she was accustomed to hearing in Westwood Hall.  But then Kyre had been in charge of Caolan’s Pass since the war ended, she reasoned.  He seemed to command as much respect here as a lord would, she realized.  And more than a Hawklady. 
 
    “I’ll bear word to the castle,” Dara volunteered as she watched someone begin to heat an iron poker in the newly-kindled fire against the need.  “Indeed, I’ll tell Olmeg now,” she decided, remembering her stone.  She’d only used the spell to speak mind-to-mind through it a few times, after Pentandra taught it to her, but she remembered it well enough.  It took a few moments for her to summon the Green Wizard’s attention, but eventually he responded. 
 
    Yes? His mind spoke into hers. 
 
    Master Olmeg, it’s Dara, she began hurriedly.  I’m up at Caolan’s Pass.  A wounded man came back from the party that left with Sir Festaran to chase the bandits in Sashtalia.  He says they’ve taken refuge in an abbey nearby, but they’re outnumbered.  My brother is sending out a party at once, but I think Sire Cei may want to send further reinforcements.  There are at least a score of them, by the man’s testimony.  And he needs a surgeon, if you could arrange for a barber to be sent.  I think he’s too hurt to be moved, now that the bolt is removed.  They’re about to cauterize it, to stop the bleeding. 
 
    I will see to it at once, Olmeg said, gravely.  Thank you for letting me know.  I had forgotten you still had your witchstone, he commented, pointedly. 
 
    Actually, so did I, Dara fibbed.  I only remembered when I needed to use it to call you.  There’s one more thing . . . after you go see Sire Cei, could you stop by my room, open the door, and untie Frightful’s jesses from her perch?  I want to use her to scout for him from the air. 
 
    That’s right, you are a beastmaster, Olmeg reminded himself.  And a falcon’s eyes would be useful.  Of course, my dear.  Good thinking. 
 
    The Greenswarden ended the communication, and when Dara opened her eyes it was to the sight of the wounded man screaming in pain as her father applied a glowing-hot iron to the wound, searing the flesh closed.  It was an imperfect but effective remedy to an arrow wound, she knew.  It would stop the bleeding that was killing him and leave him with a scar for the rest of his life.  But after spirits of alcohol were applied, and a barber could tend to him, there was a good chance that the man would heal without an infection arising.  That could kill him as certainly as a second arrow. 
 
    “I informed the castle,” she told the room.  “Master Olmeg will get Sire Cei to send a rescue party for Sir Festaran.  And a barber.” 
 
    “I’m still going after him,” her brother insisted, as the wounded man passed out from the pain.  Her father looked up at her meaningfully, but said nothing.  “Sir Fes has always been a good friend to the Westwood, and I’m not going to let bandits take him from us.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Dara declared.  “I’m going to summon Frightful to help in the search.  With her eyes in the sky, we should be able to find them more quickly—” 
 
    “Dara, you are not going to go chasing after bandits,” her father declared, the first words he’d spoken to her in weeks.   
 
    “I won’t go near a horse,” she promised, coldly.  “But a knight of Sevendor is in danger, as are his men.  As a lady of Sevendor, I can do no less than all in my power to find him.” 
 
    It was a challenge to her father’s authority, boldly made and in front of a room full of witnesses.  He jerked back at her icy tone as if he’d been struck.  Dara didn’t relent.  She was sick of being treated like a child when she’d long assumed the responsibilities of an adult.   
 
    “Your mule can’t keep up with us,” her brother said, apologetically.  “We go unarmored to move faster.  If we gallop, we can come to the abbey ruins by midnight.” 
 
    “And get yourself shot in the dark,” Dara shot back.  “Should you not wait for the knights from the castle?” 
 
    “Ride with them if you’d like,” her brother countered, as he rose.  “Catch up with us when you can.  But I will make all haste to rescue them.” 
 
    Dara nodded, knowing trying to reason with her handsome oldest brother was pointless.  Once he set his mind to a task, he pursued it doggedly.  Much the way her father did, she realized.  And much the way she, herself, approached most things, she admitted to herself. 
 
    Dara’s father continued to tend the soldier’s wounds, not even looking up at her as she left.  She was angry and scared, but she would not give him the satisfaction of witnessing it. 
 
    Instead she found a spot outside on a small bench near the stables and closed her eyes.  Using a different part of her mind than she used for manipulating arcane energies, she stretched out her consciousness seeking her falcon’s mind.   
 
    It was difficult.  Despite the frequency of their rapport, it still took considerable effort over this distance.  But eventually she found herself riding behind Frightful’s eyes, looking out through the open window of her room.  When she was certain that the jesses that tied her legs to the perch were free, she commanded Frightful to take flight and come to her. 
 
    It was difficult impressing the bird with the urgency of the situation, but Dara was insistent.  Once she was certain that the falcon was on her way, she relaxed a bit and opened her eyes.  Her father was standing in front of her. 
 
    “More sorcery?” he asked, darkly. 
 
    “That’s what I do,” she sighed.  “But it’s magic.  Only the ignorant and superstitious call it sorcery,” she said, realizing at once she’d unintentionally insulted her father. 
 
    “You do a lot of new things,” he murmured.  “Falconry.  Magic.  Going to battle.  Borrowing money from strangers.” 
 
    “I do what I need to,” she replied, defiantly.  “I do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Her father didn’t comment with more than a grunt.  “I think that young man will survive.  He’s lost a lot of blood, though,” he said, doubtfully.  “You kept your head in there,” he added. 
 
    “Also what I do,” Dara nodded.  “I’m not the kind of girl who acts impetuously, no matter what people think.  I’m not Linta or Leska.” 
 
    “I know who you are,” Kamen nodded.  “You’re just like your mother.  Your sisters favor my mother,” he added, thoughtfully.   
 
    It was a shock to Dara to hear her father speak of her mother, a subject he usually avoided, even more than a decade after her tragic death.  “I am?” 
 
    “Just like her,” he nodded, grimly.  “She always had her reasons for doing something, too.  I didn’t always understand them,” he admitted.  “And she wasn’t always right.  Sometimes her ‘reasons’ were just her rationalizing doing something she wanted to.” 
 
    “Like having a seventh child when you already had six perfectly healthy children?” Dara challenged, boldly. 
 
    “The Flame blessed us seven times,” Kamen shrugged.  “It wasn’t something she did on purpose.  Nor was I opposed to it.  But . . .” 
 
    “But in retrospect you would have preferred a live wife to another daughter,” Dara said, dully. 
 
    “No,” Kamen said, shaking his head.  “I wished the Flame had spared her.  Of course I do.  There’s still a hole in my heart that will never be filled.  But I don’t regret her birthing you – not one bit.  No matter how . . . difficult my youngest daughter has proven to be to raise.   
 
    “But sometimes there’s only enough fuel in the hall for one blaze,” he said, philosophically.  “You and your mother would have butted heads like billy goats because you are so much like her.  Perhaps the Flame took her so that you would have enough fuel to burn.  I don’t know.  But your mother knew her duty and did it faithfully.  She would be proud of the woman you have become.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” he conceded.  “But I’m also Master of the Wood.  I have my own duties to see to.  One of them is as your father.  I have a duty to protect you that no apprenticeship can relieve me from.  Which is why you are not following Kyre and his men to search for this handsome young knight,” he said, resolutely, folding his arms over his chest. 
 
    “In a moment, I will be riding Lumpy back down to the Westwood,” Dara snapped.  “That’s the opposite side of the pass than Sashtalia.  Does that not satisfy you?” 
 
    “When I’m dealing with a mage who has learned subtlety and misdirection?” he snorted.  “I’m no fool, Dara.  I’ll go to Sire Cei if I have to, but you are going to get through this pass.” 
 
    “You let Kyre go,” she pointed out, sulkily. 
 
    “It’s Kyre’s job to go,” Kamen countered.  “He’s the yeoman in charge of this pass.  You are in charge of your mews and your wizard’s books.  When the Spellmonger sees fit to place you in a higher position, I will do my duty.  But there is no reason for you to go into danger when others more suited to the task are already attending to it.  You’ve done your part, and done it well.  Let others finish it, Dara.” 
 
    “So, you don’t trust me,” she said, her anger growing.   
 
    He shrugged expressively.  “How can I?  You ignore my rule in my own land.  You insult me in front of the Flame.   You go out of your way to subvert my wishes.  No, Dara, I can’t trust you.  So you are forbidden to cross the pass.  That much I can order.  And I have.  You will not be allowed through.  Not unless you can get Sire Cei or your master to overrule me.  And I don’t think that is likely.” 
 
    Dara didn’t, either.  As Castellan, Sire Cei would most certainly back his leading Yeoman’s desire to not let his daughter get killed by bandits.  And Minalan would, undoubtedly, see Kamen’s side.  Her master thought she was destined for bigger and better things than risking her life needlessly.  Even though Rondal and Tyndal were off doing just that. 
 
    “Then do your duty, Yeoman Kamen,” she said, the cold feeling of resistance falling over her like a cloak as she rose from the bench.  “I go to do mine.” 
 
    “Dara!  I’m serious!” her father warned.  “I can tell you’re planning something.” 
 
    “I’m a wizard,” Dara shot back, as she headed toward Lumpy.  “I’m always planning something.  It’s what we do.  But I shall not cross the pass, Father,” she said, formally, as she untied the reins.  “I am riding meekly back to the hall, as you requested.” 
 
   
  
 

 “See that you do,” Kamen said, darkly.  “And put away any idea of using sorcery to sneak past your brothers and cousins in the darkness.  The Spellmonger has given us use of means to detect such tricks.” 
 
    “Then you can imagine what magic he has taught me,” Dara shot back as she mounted Lumpy’s saddle.  “Or perhaps you can’t.  Regardless, I gave you my word, Yeoman.  I will not cross your pass.  But there are still things I can do to aid the search.  Go tend to the poor soldier,” she suggested.  “He needs your oversight more than I do,” she finished, as she nudged her donkey down the pass toward Sevendor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The Secret Revealed 
 
    . 
 
    Dara didn’t waste any time – before her brother and his men could ride down the northern side of the pass into Sashtalia, she was thundering down the southern road, Lumpy protesting the entire way at their pace.  Dara did her best to impress on the simple beast the urgency of the matter, and while the donkey reluctantly cooperated, that did not keep her from complaining. 
 
    Dara didn’t go all the way to Sevendor Castle – what she needed was at Westwood Hall.  After throwing Lumpy’s reins to the sentry on duty, she hurried into the hall and pushed past her cousins as they were preparing the evening meal, and ran up to her old room. 
 
    Her father had not assigned anyone else to the tiny chamber since she’d departed – partially because there was no need, as yet, and partially (Dara suspected) because he still secretly wished her to move back to the Hall.  Regardless of his reasoning, she was thankful he hadn’t disturbed it.  She still kept a few of her things here that she used at Westwood Hall more than the castle.  A press near the door was filled with a jumble of falconry and magical supplies: old jesses and lures, the first wand she’d crafted and failed enchanting, a new hood for Frightful she was working on before the master falconer arrived, and other gear.   
 
    She dug through the chest frantically, until she found what she was looking for.  The rope harness that Nattia had so skillfully made for Frightful’s giant size was still there, to one side, and Dara quickly grabbed it and slung it over her shoulder.  Looking around the room she saw one of her cloaks hanging from a peg – her Hawkmaiden cloak, the one she got in Barrowbell.  While it was ornate, it was also made of good wool and lined with cotton.  It would be sufficient, she decided, as her winter clothes were at the castle. 
 
    One by one she assembled the gear she thought she might need, her mind racing frantically to cover all possible contingencies.  When she could think of nothing else of use from her room she went back downstairs and plundered the manor’s neatly-organized storerooms for other supplies: bandages, some food, waterskins, and a few herbs she thought might be useful.  She’d learned a bit of battlefield medicine, back at Castle Cambrian.  She hoped she wouldn’t need it. 
 
    As she turned to leave the storeroom with her borrowed bounty, she ran into her uncle Kamal, who blocked the narrow door. 
 
    “Just what do you think you’re doing?” he demanded. 
 
    “There is an emergency,” she said, flatly, pushing past him.  “Sir Festaran’s squadron has been attacked by bandits.  One man has returned, but the rest are still out there.  Including Sir Festaran,” she explained, hurriedly, as she dumped her gear on the nearest empty trestle table in the Hall.  “My brother has already departed with a few Westwoodmen to seek them out.  The castle has been notified, and Sire Cei even now is preparing a rescue party,” she said, as she folded and organized the supplies she’d gathered on the table.   
 
    “So what do you think you’re doing?” her uncle asked, suspiciously.  “Surely they don’t need a half-trained wizard’s apprentice to help them out.  Not when they have real wizards and real knights to serve,” he accused. 
 
    “I swore to father that I would not go near a horse or attempt the pass,” Dara said, irritated that her uncle was not seeing the gravity of the situation.  “I have not.  Lumpy is in the stable.  And I could never keep up on foot.  But that doesn’t mean I cannot do my part,” she insisted.  “Now, if you could find me a leather satchel or a sack of some sort, something that can carry all of this, I would be grateful,” she said. 
 
    “Dara, this is none of your concern,” her uncle lectured, sternly.  “This is a matter for the castle folk.” 
 
    “Actually, Uncle, this is none of your concern!” she shot back, hotly.  She was beyond tired of her every decision being reviewed and criticized by her father and uncle.  “And if you don’t recall, I live at the castle!  I am ‘castle folk!’  Will somebody fetch me a satchel?” she hollered, angrily, at the crowd from kitchen and hall that gathered to witness the confrontation.  “You may think me a half-trained wizard’s apprentice,” she continued to her uncle, as someone – her old friend Kalen, now grown half to manhood – brought her a bag with a shoulder strap and a flap to close it.  Dara flashed him a grateful smile before stuffing her gear within.  “But I would like to think that I’ve proven my worth to this hall and the Westwood, at least once.  Should that not earn me some respect?” 
 
    “This is not about respect, Dara!” her uncle said, angrily.  “This is something for Sire Cei to deal with!  How can I tell your father I let you go running off into the night to chase some boy—” 
 
    “Sir Festaran is not ‘some boy’!” Dara nearly screamed.  “He is a good and faithful friend to the Westwood to whom we owe a debt!  He is a knight of Sevendor, in danger on a mission to protect the domain, and every one of us has a duty to help in any way we can!  Now that Kyre has gone after him, I have double the reason to assist!” she said, finally tying the bag closed and slinging it over her shoulder, after she put on her cloak.   
 
    Her uncle was wavering, she could see – her outburst had made him conflicted, she could see, and she regretted that.  Kamal had always been as much a father to her as her own.  But instead he redoubled his resistance to her leaving. 
 
    “I will not allow you to ride a donkey into the wilds of Sashtalia in the night,” he declared.  “By the Flame, I will not!” 
 
    “Nor do you have to,” Dara said, glancing at the eternally-lit blaze on the circular hearth.  She recalled her conversation with Olmeg about the matter, and realized that she had leverage in front of the Flame that she didn’t, elsewhere.  It wasn’t really something she wanted to do, but when she thought of Sir Festaran being chased through the darkness by a score of well-armed bandits, she was resolute. 
 
    “By the light of the Flame, Uncle,” she said, clearly and loudly enough for everyone in the hall to hear, “I call upon you to fulfill your oath to protect and support Sevendor when requested.  As Lady Lenodara of Westwood, on behalf of my master and liege lord, Minalan the Spellmonger, I am requesting your full cooperation in this emergency . . . as required of you by that oath.  Before the Flame,” she reminded him. 
 
    There was a collective gasp from the assembled onlookers at Dara’s tone and the words she chose.  It was a highly formalized invocation of the feudal responsibilities of the manor, and Dara knew she was treading near the edge of a metaphorical chasm by making it.  Her Uncle Kamal’s face became even more conflicted, but glancing up at first the faces of his fellow Westwoodmen, and then for a few seconds at the Flame, itself, he finally sighed and relented. 
 
    “What do you require from us, my lady?” he asked, resigned. 
 
    “I need a crossbow,” she said, quickly, as she dragged the rope harness out into the courtyard, Kamal and several others following behind her to see what mischief she was up to, now.  “Not a fowler, but a war-bow.  And a quiver of quarrels.  I believe there are a few in the manor’s armory?” 
 
    “I shall fetch one now, my lady,” Kamal said, stiffly, and went to comply. 
 
    Dara set her bag down and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath before reaching out with her mind and summoning her bird.  Frightful had been circling above, and occasionally sunning herself in the upper branches of the Westwood while she waited impatiently for Lumpy’s relatively slow descent from the pass.  Once she was certain that Frightful was aloft and on her way with the burden Dara bid her to bear, she relaxed a bit and looked around at her kin, who were all staring at her. 
 
    “Shall I fetch your mule, my lady?” Kalen asked. 
 
    “She’s already winded from a rough ride down from the pass,” Dara said, shaking her head.  “But run to the mews and fetch Nattia, if you would.”  The lad nodded and rushed off to do so.  He arrived with the falconer’s apprentice in tow about the same time Kamen returned with a heavy crossbow and a leather pouch full of bolts. 
 
    “Hunting quarrels, I’m afraid,” he said, as he handed her the weapon.  “The war-points are stored in the castle against need.” 
 
    “Wooden shafts will work well enough,” she nodded, thanking her uncle with her eyes, if not her words.  “And the bow?” 
 
    “Not the heaviest, but likely the heaviest you can draw,” he said, demonstrating the elaborate cocking mechanism that allowed the archer to draw back the powerful bowstring.  “More than enough weight to put a bolt through a man,” he assured. 
 
    “Thank you, Uncle,” she said, quietly, as she took the weapon.  “Let us hope I will not have to,” she declared. 
 
    “My lady?” Nattia asked, confused.  “What is this about?  Kalen tells me Sir Festaran is lost?” 
 
    “Missing,” corrected Dara, as she felt, rather than saw, Frightful approach.  “Somewhere on the road between here and Sashtalia.  In a ruined abbey,” she said, as she raised her arm to the sky.  “I’m going after him,” she finished, as Frightful flew to land on her gauntleted fist, dropping something from her talons before she lighted. 
 
    Nattia bent down and picked up the object – the small wand that Ithalia had given her.  She handed to Dara, understanding her purpose.  Dara gave her a grateful look as the falconer’s apprentice took Frightful and carried her to the center of the courtyard and set her down on the cobbles before backing a way. 
 
    “You may consider me a half-trained wizard’s apprentice, Uncle,” she said, as she prepared the spell, “but that doesn’t mean I am that, alone.  Nor am I without resources,” she said, as she sent a calming wave of emotion toward her bird and invoked the enchantment in the wand. 
 
    There were gasps and shrieks as Frightful suddenly transformed, filling  half of the large courtyard with her impressive size.  The Westwoodmen quickly backed up to the edges, but could not stop staring, their eyes wide. 
 
    “So this is the sorcery you’ve been doing up in the high meadows!” Kamen said, his eyes narrowing.   
 
    “This is why I need a proper mews for my birds,” Dara corrected, handing the rope harness to Nattia.  “This has been a secret project, for obvious reasons.  After Cambrian, the Emissaries were looking for a new weapon.  Something that can fight dragons in the air,” she explained to her uncle, as the Kasari girl harnessed the great falcon.  “The Alka Alon have been helping me transform and train her.  Eventually, we’ll have dozens of birds like this.  Enough to keep dragons away,” she said, hopefully. 
 
    “Dara, I had no idea,” Kamal said, shaking his head while he stared at the preening falcon.  Nattia was fastening the makeshift straps tightly, while she cooed and clucked to Frightful about how majestic she was. 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to,” Dara said, angrily.  “It was supposed to be a secret.  Not even the Spellmonger knows the extant of our progress,” she said, proudly.  “But we’ve been working on it since I returned, and we’re nearly done with the prototype enchantment.  We were planning on waiting to field-test it, but it looks like I have an excellent opportunity, now.” 
 
    “You’re going to send Frightful to look for Sir Festaran!” Kamal realized.  “And bear him those supplies!” 
 
    “I’m going to ride Frightful to look for Sir Festaran, and bring him those supplies, myself,” she corrected, swallowing.  This was the part of the plan she knew he would object to the most. 
 
    “Ride?” Kamen asked, astonished.   
 
    “That’s the goal,” she nodded, as Nattia tightened the rope.   
 
    “Dara, you can’t ride that thing!” her uncle insisted. 
 
    “You’re a bit heavy for her,” Dara dismissed.  “Of course I’m going to ride her!  That’s the entire point of the enchantment: a giant raptor with a properly-trained rider who can meet the dragons in the air, before they can rip into castles on the ground.” 
 
    “Properly trained?  Who is training you?” Kamal demanded. 
 
    “I am training me,” Dara replied, as she started securing her gear more closely to her.  “Well, Frightful is training me.  We’re training each other.  That’s why it’s an experiment,” she reasoned.  “Master Andalnam is fashioning an appropriate saddle and tack even now.  But it’s not ready.  I’ll have to ride her with just ropes, like last time.” 
 
    “‘Last time’?  You’ve ridden her?” he asked, even more shocked. 
 
    “We had to test to see if she can bear my weight, and other burdens,” Dara agreed, tucking the transformational wand into her pouch.  She encouraged Frightful to take a moment from preening under the admiring stares of the suddenly-small humans around her and crouch low enough for Dara to mount across her feathered back.  “I think with one more round of adjustments of the spell, we’ll be fine,” she said, as she settled onto the great bird’s back, tucking her legs under the rope that went around her body.  “But Frightful has proven she can bear me in the air,” she concluded, as she entwined her legs through the ropes of the harness.  She remembered how much she bounced around last time – and she hadn’t been carrying all of this other equipment. 
 
    “Dara, this is madness,” Kamal said, shaking his head as he handed her the crossbow.  She tied it firmly to the harness. 
 
    “Wizards are all half-mad,” Dara said, chuckling in spite of herself.  “But this is one of those times when the mad idea is the one most likely to succeed,” she admitted.  “It could take days for either Sire Cei or my brother to reach the patrol.  I can be there in an hour,” she boasted.  “Soon we’ll have plenty of giant hawks in the air, so you’d better get used to it,” she advised. 
 
    “Dozens of Hawkladies?” Kamen asked, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “No, they’ll be Sky Riders,” Dara countered.  “And I am the first!  Tell Olmeg I’ll contact him when I find them.  And tell father . . . I’ll be back soon,” she decided, when she realized that no message could possibly assuage his worry. 
 
    “I will, Dara.  Flame guide you back to us again,” Kamal pronounced, with a sigh of resignation. 
 
    “It always does,” Dara admitted.  “For Sevendor!” she shouted, as she encouraged Frightful to take two steps and launch her great body into the sky and climb.  It was a wild, thrilling, terrifying few moments as the bird struggled to balance the load on her back, and even at that her tail swept across the rooftop of the manor.   
 
    But in a few heartbeats Frightful steadied in the air and began climbing over Westwood Hall.  Dara could hear screams, cheers, and shouts from below, and she let the great falcon circle the place twice as she climbed on her sail-like wings. 
 
    The air was crisp and clean, much different-smelling that the fertile valleys below.  Valleys that were increasingly more difficult to see in the approaching darkness.  Though Frightful knew where she was, twilight was long past as the sun fell in the west.  Sevendor Vale was already dotted with lamps and fires in the gloom, but little else was yet in view in the moonless, cloudless summer night.   
 
    But in the east, stars were already appearing out of the darkness.  As Frightful caught the thermal behind Rundeval and climbed even further, Dara took a brief moment to appreciate them from this height. 
 
    It was strange to think that her people came from one of them, so long ago.  And even stranger to think that all of the Alon she knew were from yet-another star, somewhere in that sky.  How did both peoples find themselves on Callidore, living next to each other? she wondered.  What a grand, strange story that must be.  Then she wondered what her new friend Astalia would think of the view of the stars from falcon’s back.  Dara realized that she was doing something that Astalia, who had been alive for centuries, had never done.  It gave her an odd sense of satisfaction. 
 
    Dara realized she was stalling with her contemplation: she was on a mission, she chided herself.  She quieted her mind and cast the Cat’s Eye spell she’d perfected at Cambrian on Frightful.  That allowed her bird to see in the gloom as easily as if it were morning, and when Dara relaxed yet further and joined Frightful behind her eyes, the ground below them was lit up under the power of the spell. 
 
    “Let’s go find our errant knight,” Dara encouraged Frightful, both aloud and in her mind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One thing Dara noted almost immediately, as Frightful climbed over the castle and Rundeval, was that flying at night was much, much colder than flying during the day.  Without the warming rays of the sun, the high-altitude winds cut through her clothes and froze her.  She pulled her cloak tightly around her, but the wind seemed to whip through the fabric as if it wasn’t there.  She was chilled to the bone, and her teeth started chattering. 
 
    The other thing she noted about flying was that her hair was a menace.  It was fine if Frightful was climbing or diving, but any deviation in her level or the angle of her wings sent Dara’s long red hair flying into her eyes, her face, and her mouth, which she found distracting.   
 
    But she could see!  With the eyes of a falcon, she could see the details on the ground clearly enough to make out incredible detail, when she got Frightful to focus.  She peered down at the Westwood through the bird’s perspective until she could see a few onlookers still peering up at her . . . and she continued to focus until she could make out Nattia and Kalen.   
 
    Satisfied in her ability to see so minutely, she instructed the bird to turn north and head for Caolan’s Pass.  Along the way she noted that a party of horsemen was climbing to the pass at an unusual hour, already beyond the road to the Westwood.  She had Frightful let out a tremendous creel as she flew overhead, quickly overtaking the knights and zooming up the slope and over the ridge in moments.   
 
    The settlement at the top of the ridge looked like a toy as she sped by.  The gate was already down over the road, indicating the pass was closed for the day, and the watchmen were taking their places on the roof of the hall for the night’s watch.  Dara doubted they saw her – they were peering into the vale below for invaders, not looking into the sky.  She and Frightful followed the road down the mountain and into the next domain, banking at the base of the mountain and following it north again. 
 
    Dara was exhilarated, the parts of her that weren’t numb from the cold.  She found her gauntlets gripping the rough hempen rope tightly as she tried to keep her body from being flung around the bird’s back too much.  Frightful seemed unconcerned by the burden, eager to prove herself as a giant and enjoying the novelty of flying at night.   
 
    The world was different, through Frightful’s eyes.  She was used to the elaborate traffic in the sky during the day, but a whole different ensemble filled the night’s air: bats, owls, nightwebs, moths and a host of other insects who preferred the darkness to the light.  From the great bird’s perspective what was happening in the air was far more fascinating than anything on the ground, but Dara insisted the falcon focus.  She had to resort to calling her an owl, for her nocturnal interest.  That was insulting enough to keep the raptor on her task. 
 
    She’s as bad as I am! Dara thought to herself, when Frightful complained.  We’re both as bad as ravens seeing something shiny! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The Night Flight 
 
      
 
    It took but a few minutes for Frightful to follow the road into Sashtalia, a journey that would take several hours on foot, or even by horse.  It helped that the road twisted and turned around the foothills of the Uwarri range for miles and miles.  Frightful was not impeded by the geography below.  The great bird soared through the cloudless night in a straight line.  From the air, the long twisting road into the next domain passed by in the space of heartbeats. 
 
    The settlements beyond Sevendor’s frontier quickly swam underneath them.  They soared over tiny villages and small castles, fields of ripening wheat and barley, great pastures and hilltop meadows, manor houses and isolated farmsteads.  Most buildings were dark at this time of day, or shone with only a small fire outdoors or a feeble taper from inside.  None were aware of the passage of the giant bird overhead. 
 
    In a few minutes she passed over another group of galloping horses several miles ahead of the knights: her older brother and his men.  They were making excellent time, likely trotting their horses between gallops; already they were deep into the next domain, much further out than Dara had expected.  But she flew beyond them in an instant and continued ahead on the wind, faster than any horse.   
 
    Now she had to pay closer attention, and force Frightful to really focus on the ground below.  She convinced the bird that they were hunting, only hunting buildings on the ground, not rabbits.  The novelty of the project did not impress the falcon, but she complied.  Dara knew from the wounded soldier’s report that the patrol had headed for an abbey, a ruined and abandoned abbey, so she looked for buildings that size.   
 
    The problem was that even though Frightful’s giant eyes were every bit as sharp as her normal ones, Frightful had a difficult time actually seeing differences in buildings.  From the air, size was about all that distinguished them to a bird.  Minor features that told a mill apart from a barn were lost on her.   
 
    So Dara had to keep slipping in and out of her rapport with Frightful and stare at the ground with her own eyes.  Even using magesight it was a difficult task, made more so by how quickly her eyes started to freeze in the fierce cold of the atmosphere.  But if they came upon a building of reasonable size, she had little choice but examine it herself. 
 
    Alas, the abbey seemed to elude them.  She looked at plenty of barns, a few manor houses and a mill, and was considering flying westward and expanding her search, when she saw a brief glint of metal in the distance at an unreasonable height.  She nudged Frightful to head for the structure with her knees, and was gratified to see a steeple bearing the silhouette of a giant copper sickle at its peak: the symbol of Huin the Tiller, the god of grain agriculture to whom most plowmen and peasants in the Bontal Vales were devoted.  
 
    The building fit the description of an abandoned abbey, and not a particularly large one.  It sat half a mile back from the road down a long overgrown track, and the two small outbuildings from the chapel, presumable the kitchen and the living quarters for the priest, were both doorless, dark, and empty.  The garden looked untended to Dara’s eye, and the ritual one-acre field used for ceremonies to the Tiller was barren and choked with weeds.  If one desired the perfect picture of spooky, ruined old abbey, the one below would serve perfectly, Dara decided, as she examined the site. 
 
    But there were figures down there, she saw.  Human figures.  And they weren’t moving. 
 
    She wasn’t adept at using magesight, and certainly not with frozen eyeballs, but she managed to alter her vision enough to determine that the bodies were, indeed, dead, and not just sleeping.  They emitted no heat, nor did they move.  Their arcane shrouds, the magical field that surrounded all living things, to an extent, were missing.  As frightening and disheartening as that was, her thaumaturgical gaze also told her that there were no other large living bodies in the area.  Whatever happened down there, she reasoned, was over.  It was probably safe enough to land and inspect the place on foot. 
 
    With such somber thoughts in mind it was easy for her imagination to consider the worst for her friend and his men.  Yet she forced herself not to leap to any conclusions until she’d examined the scene with her own eyes.   
 
    Though she’d not seen any dangers from the air, the first thing she did when her bird’s great talons touched the ground was cock the heavy crossbow and place one of the heavy oaken-shafted, iron-headed darts in the groove.  And she made certain the hunting knife at her belt was within reach, before she slid off Frightful’s back and into the abbey’s yard. 
 
    “Keep watch,” she ordered her, unnecessarily.  Frightful was eager to find someone to challenge her in her new size, Dara realized.  She’d keep careful watch. 
 
    With a heavy heart Dara approached the ruined abbey and saw why it had been abandoned: the chapel was half-consumed by fire.  It had been some time ago, Dara noted, based on the vines that had started to grow over the charred timbers that remained.  The odor of long-burnt timbers was still barely detectable. 
 
    But the smell of blood in the air was fresh enough. 
 
    As she approached the first of the bodies, she was relieved to see the man’s feet were bare, and his trousers were tattered.  None of the knights in Sir Festaran’s squadron would present themselves so, she knew, and upon closer inspection she saw the man was clearly a bandit.   
 
    He looked like a bandit, with an unkempt beard and scars on his face, telling the story of a dangerous life.  It had ended in such a manner, too, she noted distastefully.  The man had bled to death from a mighty blow betwixt his neck and shoulder.  The kind that a cavalry sword might cause. 
 
    That made her breathe a little easier.   The Sevendori had fought well.  The next body was also a ruffian, though better dressed, she noted.  The robber boasted a throat viciously and expertly penetrated by a blade.  The next ruffian had been stabbed in the belly after his hand had been hacked, and the fourth had his skull crushed.  Only the fifth and final body proved to be one of the Sevendori men-at-arms.   
 
    He had an arrow in his throat, alas, and unlike the bandits his body had been laid out reverently across the vine-covered altar of the abandoned chapel.  His sword and shield had been laid over his bloody chest where a thick iron crossbow bolt still protruded.  Though as a warrior he was likely to be a patron of Duin, the Destroyer, Dara knew the Narasi believed any temple was better than no temple . . . and Duin and Huin were brothers.  No doubt they had given their friend what quick funeral they could before retreating from the abbey after the assault. 
 
    But the Sevendori soldier’s death also told her that her friends were still alive after the battle.  The ruffians had been left where they’d fallen, she reasoned, but the man-at-arms had been tended after his death, even in the most elementary fashion.  The sort of thing you would do if you were in a hurry and running for your life through the darkness, she decided.   
 
    But how recently?  That was the next question Dara asked herself.   
 
    Despite her squeamishness she reached out and touched the dead man’s face.  It was cold, but there was a trace of warmth left in it.  She tried to forestall her sorrow and act objectively, like a good mage should.  She observed his body carefully, looking for the signs she sought.  The blood around his wound had yet to dry and turn black.  He couldn’t have been killed more than a few hours ago, then, she knew.   
 
    But where did the men go, after their victory at the abbey? 
 
    Clearly, they were now afoot.  Dara saw no sign of horses, either the chargers of the knights or the rouncies she assumed a prosperous bandit would ride.  She was a poor tracker, particularly at night, but magesight gave her some insight in their direction: westward, away from the road.  Which likely meant that, when they’d slain the first group of bandits, it had attracted the attention of a second from the road.  A battered horn in a bandit’s outstretched hand supported her theory. 
 
    Westward was helpful, she conceded, but she saw no trace of the men in the underbrush nearby.  They had wisely kept moving after the fray.  Based on the time the men had died, she figured that they could only have gone so far on foot, through the dense woodlands to the west.  That meant more tracking them by air. 
 
    Sighing, she returned to Frightful, and after wrapping her cloak tightly about her and appreciating the warmth of the summer night, she took to the air once again. 
 
    A few hours on foot could place the men anywhere in a three or four square mile area, she decided.  If they stayed on this side of the road, that limited her search to a broad corridor . . . that, unfortunately, was exceeding rocky and heavily forested.   
 
    Unlike the well-tended trees of the Westwood, this forest was tangled with underbrush and what her Uncle Kamal called “weed trees”: nearly useless trees like gum and poplar.  Worse, vines grew everywhere, and there were swampy patches in the little valleys that were simply choked with foliage.  As the daughter of a forester, she was disgusted at the state of the wood – it was nearly wild!  No wonder it was haunted by bandits! 
 
    But that made it a good hiding place for her friends, too.  Dara was determined to find them, despite that.   
 
    She flew in a lazy spiral from the center of where she thought they might be hiding outward.  It was maddening, trying to find some signs of human life down there.  She was more fascinated by all the nocturnal nightlife: raccoons and racquiels, opossums nightfoxes and a host of smaller creatures that teamed from forest floor to treetop.   But no men.  Falcons preferred hunting in meadows and fields, around hedgerows and ponds, not in thick forests, the bird reminded her, mind-to-mind.  Frightful unhelpfully suggested that they search where it was easier to look, not where the prey was most likely to be found. 
 
    Dara compelled her sulky bird, and once they’d completed a full circuit of the area she started again from the center, even lower, this time.  It would take longer, but she had to find them. 
 
    When she’d completed the second circuit with no result, she was frustrated and Frightful was getting tired.  They’d spent more than two hours in the air, now, and her wings were starting to ache.  Even at her size, with her great strength, there was a limit to how long she could fly bearing a rider. 
 
    Starting to get tired herself, and realizing that she had to pee, she looked around for a barren spot that might be safe to light upon.  She chose a half-acre wide knob of rock that thrust out of a hilltop like a bulging blister.  It was high up enough to avoid any night time predators, she reasoned – though she couldn’t think of anything smaller than a dragon that might challenge Frightful’s form.  The falcon was grateful for the break, and while she was hungry, she was still game to fly again, after some rest. 
 
    Dara was frustrated, as she slid from her back.  Where had the men gone?  She had seen sign of neither bandit nor knight on her search, using falcon’s eye and magesight.  Worse, as the night wore on a mist started to arise from the ponds and swamps around her.  It hovered on the ground like a defeated cloud, rising nearly ten feet in places.  A great thing, if you were hiding from bandits.  Not as great, she sighed, when you were seeking someone hiding from bandits. 
 
    Though summer, the night was chill, and Dara’s bones still ached with the cold of the upper air.  Deciding to do something productive while she figured out a better plan, she gathered a pile of sticks and started a fire with magic.  That was something that she knew how to do, she reasoned, and she was desperate for the heat.  While it alerted her location to any bandits who might be in the forest, she didn’t care.  Indeed, she started to appreciate the idea of taunting the bandits from the top of the knob.  That would at least keep them from searching for the Sevendori men. 
 
    But no bandits assailed her.  And Festaran did not spring from the brush, grateful for his rescue.  But the fire warmed her, and gave her a chance to both thaw and rest her eyes from magesight.  Even Frightful curled up around the flame made tiny by her transformation.  Dara quietly tore a small loaf in half and shared it with her bird.  At her present size it wasn’t much, nor was it her preferred snack, but she took it anyway. 
 
    When she’d eaten and drank a little from a water bottle, she finally used her witchstone to reach out to Master Olmeg to inform him of her progress. 
 
    The Greenwarden was surprised she’d gone off alone like that, gently chiding her on her impetuousness.  But Dara ignored the criticism, and Olmeg did not persist.  He was glad to hear she was safe, but had little good news to give. 
 
    Sire Cei is leading twelve men himself across the frontier, he reported.  He left after supper, and pledged to ride through the night.  They bear war-lances and are ready for battle. 
 
    They’d best bring torches, too, Dara counselled.  It’s as dark as the inside of a cow out here, without a moon.  It’s only barely a crescent waning, tonight, so not much light.  Aren’t there any tracking spells I could do? she pleaded with the wizard. 
 
    Of course, he agreed, dryly.  But you won’t learn them until you complete the ninth staff of runes, sometime a few months from now.  And understand a great deal more thaumaturgy.  Now, what I can do is try to scry the area from here, he suggested.  I will enlisht Zagor’s aid.  It will take a little time to set up, and I’m unfamiliar with the territory, but I can make the attempt. 
 
    Would you, please? Dara asked.  I need all the help I can get. 
 
    It appears you have the help of a giant falcon, Olmeg pointed out.  Might I ask where that came from? 
 
    It’s Frightful, my bird, Dara informed him, realizing that the Greenwarden was unaware of the secret experiment.  It’s transgenic magic.  Lady Ithalia and I have been working on it since Cambrian.  We’re in the final phase of testing, but we weren’t quite finished enough to show you and Master Minalan. 
 
    Well, you certainly managed the ‘secret’ part well-enough.  I had no idea.  But it does explain some of the rumors in the marketplace.  Let me get to this scrying, and I will inform you what I come up with. 
 
    Dara thanked the mage, and closed the connection.  The fog had grown so thick it had made an island out of the rocky knob.  The dying fire gave the top of the cloud an eerie, flickering glow, Dara saw.   
 
    Still no bandits.  And no knights. 
 
    There had to be some way to use magic to find them, she told herself.  Though she didn’t know tracking spells, yet, she knew a lot of other magic, more than she’d known at Cambrian.   
 
    She tried to form a rapport with some of the other creatures of the forests, electing to bond with the bats, as she had done in Barrowbell last year.  But though the flying mammals were willing to dance and sprint overhead, they hadn’t seen any sign of men.  Unfortunately, Dara realized, the stupid little creatures really did not have much of a memory.  They may well have seen men in the forest and forgotten it the moment they detected prey in the sky. 
 
    The racquiel and the two raccoons she bonded with likewise had no knowledge of men in this region.  An owl was more helpful, and very curious about the giant bird near her.  It would not come more than two trees away from the knob, but once it respectfully perched out of Frightful’s reach, it revealed that it had seen men.   
 
    Unfortunately, the landmarks the nocturnal hunter related to Dara were nearly incomprehensible.  By asking questions and presenting mental images, she at least narrowed down the direction the night bird said she saw the men travel.  Northwest, along a deer trail.  Just as the bats came out. 
 
    That was but an hour ago, Dara realized.  With a little more prodding Dara got the idea that the owl’s brief glimpse was against a backdrop of stone . . . but there was little other detail in the image.   
 
    When beastmastery failed her, Dara turned to thaumaturgy. 
 
    Her recent study of the subject had presented a number of fascinating and occasionally useful new spells, by combining the elementary runes in combinations of three or four.  With sufficient power she could do all sorts of interesting things – from the fire spell she’d been working on to turning a cup of water into ice, and then into a snowball, to making a spindle reverse course as it spun with magic.   
 
    She knew how to do a simple spellbinding on a knot.  She knew how to freeze one of Frightful’s kills to keep it fresh until she got home.  She knew how to extract the pure acid out of vinegar with a rune.  She could make a flame dance on her fingertips, conjure magelights and send them spinning, push a cup across a table without touching it, magically bind a rent in a stocking, whisper and have her voice carry over hundreds of yards, even make electrical sparks fly between her hands, after Gareth taught her the trick.   
 
    Those were mere cantrips, but they’d led to more powerful spells.  Most she knew in theory, or read about, but had yet to practice, much less master.  And some she had picked up casually, from Gareth or other wizards, the sorts of personal spells that colored a wizard’s professional idiosyncrasies.  The Gutbuster spell was one such ‘advanced’ spell.  She hadn’t learned that one in the workshop. 
 
    Dara ran through all of the spells that she knew, using the fog and the rock as her laboratory.  She made the fog bulge, thin, thicken, and move at her direction – a fascinating enough power, once she got the trick of it, but not particularly useful.  But it was fun.   
 
    Drawing a generous amount of power from her witchstone she experimented using various third-tier runes with their first and second staff cognates.  She managed to turn a section of fog into a smooth, mirror-like surface that flashed in the firelight before she released it.  Then she had it flatten into a disc.  Supposedly, when she learned the seventh staff, one of those runes could turn the reflective plane of water molecules in the disc rigid, making a gaseous thing into a solid, somehow.   
 
    She stopped, eventually, out of frustration.  Dara realized the Court Wizard was correct: she needed to understand thaumaturgy much more before she could be much more use than a footwizard. 
 
    What was even more frustrating was that Sir Festaran was, technically, a mage himself, although not a true wizard.  His sport Talent had arisen the same fateful night as her own rajira manifested, the night baby Minalyan was born to her master.  But Festaran’s Talent was extremely limited – to accurate estimation.  She couldn’t think of any way that it might help the situation.   
 
    If only Fes was a real wizard, he’d probably know a location spell to find me, by now, she chided herself.  Of course, he has no idea I’m even searching for him.  I’m sure I’m dripping with magic, with this mammoth bird around.   
 
    Dara watched the fire as her mind rambled, too tired to sleep.  A wizard tried to approach a problem comprehensively, she reasoned.  There had to be something, some way to fix her problem.  She considered all of her resources, laid out every item in her pack hoping to see some answer to the problem.  None came.   
 
    But it did lead to an inkling of an idea that her tired mind tossed around far too long before it realized that the solution was, indeed, there.  She just had to see it the right way. 
 
    If Fes was a real wizard, she reasoned, he could track her by means of the magic she carried.  You could do that with Magesight, if you knew to look.  And where.   
 
    Festaran’s Talent used very little arcane power, she knew.  It also left him relatively insensitive to such energies, as a result.  Even if he was estimating up a storm, it was unlikely she would be able to detect the arcane emanations if she was standing right next to him.   
 
    But he did have something enchanted upon him, she realized, suddenly.  Something that she could track, or at least detect . . . because she’d laid the elementary enchantments herself!  The stick of weirwood that Cinder had gnawed on, and that she’d gifted to Festaran as a token of her favor! 
 
    Maybe the useless tradition had some point to it after all, she decided, as she pulled herself excitedly to her feet.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The Old Enemy 
 
      
 
    Dara hadn’t really studied the spell that detected magic.  It was a kind of a supernatural side-effect of combining a second-tier rune representing basic arcane energy, sefeleth, with the binding rune asath and the attention rune darseth.  The three didn’t actually do anything together, not until you added additional qualifiers, but they did make magical fields light up like a beacon under magesight.  That was only mildly interesting. 
 
    Until she added a qualifying rune narrowing the focus of the spell to a few specific parameters.  Weirwood, for instance – it rarely grew at all, in the Uwarris, and could only be cultivated with great care.  The stick she’d gifted Festaran was only a fair example, but it teemed with arcane potential compared to the rest of the sticks in the forest.   
 
    Still, that wasn’t enough.  She added a second qualifier, that included the paring spell she’d used to smooth the thaumaturgical pathways in the wand for use. She’d spent more than an hour on that, and a lavish amount of energy – more than she’d needed to, she realized now – but as a consequence she knew precisely what flavor of energy her spell should look for.   
 
    The problem, she realized, is that unless she wanted to go stumbling through the forest on foot, looking at every stick for its arcane glow, she would be at it for hours until some enterprising predator devoured her.  Nor would she be able to note the thing from the air, she knew.  It was simply too small. 
 
    But she did have an idea.  She’d never tried it before, or even considered it, but in the process of searching for some mechanism to indicate the location of the wand she’d recalled a conversation between Rondal and Tyndal, one day last spring, when they were discussing some caper Tyndal had carried out, early in his career, involving tracking.  She couldn’t recall which specific fourth-tier rune he’d mentioned, but there were only so many.  She tried several before she lit on the right one. 
 
    She was uncertain it would work, but it made a kind of sense.  And it couldn’t hurt to try.  She poured power into the spell, once she constructed it, and then added the activation rune. 
 
    Suddenly when she looked around in the darkness with magesight, on the horizon to the northwest a bright green light flared in her mind.   
 
    That had to be it.  That had to be where the chewed up wand was.  Where Festaran and his men were.  
 
    Excited, Dara packed up her things.  The spell would only last for a while, perhaps an hour, but that should be long enough to figure out where he was from the air, she reasoned.  She extinguished the fire with the spell she’d learned, proud of how quickly it now came to her, and then climbed onto Frightful’s back.   
 
    In moments they were climbing back into the sky, following the trail only she could see.  Frightful obligingly followed her instructions, and soon the green light was much closer.  Dara didn’t know how the men had made it so far, across such treacherous terrain, but she had no doubt Festaran was responsible. 
 
    As Frightful approached the source of the arcane signal, Dara’s heart fell.  The wand was there, she could see plainly enough . . . but from what she could tell he was somehow underground! 
 
    She made her bird circle the site twice, to convince herself she was correct.  But there was no mistaking it.  If she’d cast her spell properly, then Sir Festaran had taken the wand into the side of a decent-sized hill.  And Dara had no idea how he’d done that. 
 
    A cave, of course.  These hills were full of them, from mere crevices to deep caverns.  If Festaran was fleeing pursuit by a large band of robbers, a cave would make a convenient hiding place. 
 
    Of course, she couldn’t very well get to him if she couldn’t find the cave’s entrance.  And there was no sign of it from the air. 
 
    “Ashes and cinders!” she exploded, catching a fistful of hair in her mouth as she did so.  Yet if she hadn’t tossed her head in irritation, she wouldn’t have seen the faint glow out of the corner of her eye . . . another arcane sign that an enchantment was present.  Not the one she sought, so it was faint, in comparison, but a spell nonetheless. 
 
    Intrigued, Dara banked Frightful and returned to soar more slowly over the sliver of arcane energy in the darkness of the forest.  Unless one of Festaran’s men had picked up an enchantment somewhere and then got left behind in the wood, Dara suspected that the spell belonged to the bandits. 
 
    That disturbed her.  Bandits were bad enough.  Bandits with magic were serious trouble.  And that settled her course of action in her mind.  She could not let Festaran and his men be surprised by them. 
 
    She had Frightful climb and continue to circle the area.  The flicker from the forest was nearly three hundred yards from the spark in the hill, she saw, and on the opposite side of the hill.  If she assumed that the entrance of the cave that Festaran was obviously in was close to the spark, Dara reasoned, then it had to be somewhere about . . . there.  She marked the spot mentally, and then had Frightful set her down in a meadow beyond the hill.  Trying to land amongst the trees on the hill would have been difficult, she knew. 
 
    That left her sneaking through the exceedingly spooky forest in the darkness.  A little magic made it less so; the Cat’s Eye spell, which bestowed on her the ability to see almost as well as in daylight, without using magesight.  That allowed her to maintain her original spell without distraction.  She wasn’t a good enough wizard yet to keep both active at the same time.   
 
    Nor was she unarmed.  She carried the heavy crossbow and had a dagger on her belt, as well as a few cantrips she’d hung.  She wasn’t worried about animals, of course.  But she didn’t want to be surprised by a bandit.  Despite the assurance that magic would warn her, she still swallowed nervously as she advanced through the underbrush toward the hill.  Magic and even weapons could not detract from the fact that she was walking through a very spooky bandit-infested forest in the middle of a moonless night. 
 
    Thankfully, she was able to use magic to find the cavern entrance by simply asking.  Two young raccoons who were chasing each other up and down a fallen tree were familiar with the cave, once she kept their attention from wandering, and they led her there in short order. 
 
    Dara had to admit that it was a cunning hiding place.  She didn’t know how Sir Festaran had even found it: a narrow crevice hidden under a rocky outcropping, concealed with ferns and vines.  It was only three feet high at its widest point, and if you didn’t know it was there you could walk right past it. 
 
    She wiggled into the cramped little space after thanking the raccoons (who assured her they smelled people inside) for their help.  Inside it was pitch black and smelled of dirt and decomposing leaves.  It had been used as a lair by various animals over the years, she realized, but there was a gap at the rear of the cave that opened into a kind of passageway.  The tunnel was so narrow she had to crouch and crawl most of the way, dragging the crossbow behind her, until it opened up a bit more.  But it was passable. 
 
    The temptation to panic at the thought of being buried alive flirted with her the entire time.  Dara did her best to focus on moving forward, not letting her imagination betray her.  After all, she reasoned, plenty of animals had come this way over the years without getting trapped, and Festaran had apparently made the journey.   
 
    Besides, after twenty feet the space widened a bit on all sides, even as it descended deeper into the hill.   She still had to crouch a bit as she threaded her way into the cave, and she wondered how a tall fellow like Sir Festaran had managed.  In a moment she’d know, she realized.  The spark she followed was getting closer and closer. 
 
    She heard them, before she saw them, even by magesight.  They were murmuring in the darkness about something, and Dara’s heart raced with relief – they were still alive!  She could not admit it until she’d known for certain, but tracking the weirwood stick did not mean that she would find her friend alive, holding it.  But the voices gave her hope, and she pressed forward, quietly, as she neared the end of the cave.  No doubt the men were on their guard, and she had no desire to be stabbed in the darkness because they mistook her for a bandit. 
 
    She paused, as she got closer and could hear their voices.  They sounded tired and resigned in the dark, but not panicked.  She could hear some of what they were saying. 
 
    “—since the Spellmonger brought us,” one man’s voice was saying in a harsh Wilderlands brogue.  “It’s not Boval Vale, but Sevendor has been good to my folk.  Aye, and all the Riverlands folk, too, the ones who haven’t tried to kill us.” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse my former friend,” she heard a voice she recognized as Festaran’s.  “He was never bloodthirsty, before.  Just arrogant and proud.  When Fortune turned against him he became embittered.  But taking up with bandits?  I had no idea he would stoop so low.” 
 
    “He shot Baskar,” snorted another voice.  “The only excusing he’ll see from me is at swordpoint!” 
 
    “Yes, well, you’d better wait for him to have less than twenty friends around, when you do,” said the first voice, discouraged.  “You saw what they did to poor Ralk—I don’t know what I’m going to tell his girl, back in Sevendor.” 
 
    “I’ve got a girl in Sevendor, too,” said a fourth voice in a worried tone.  “If I don’t make it back, will you—” 
 
    Dara had enough of that sort of talk.  She pushed herself past the last narrow portion of the passageway and into the midst of the men. 
 
    “You’ve got a Sevendor girl right here,” she interjected.  “And she’s not inclined to see anyone not make it back home!” 
 
    “Dara!” Sir Festaran gasped, shocked and surprised.  The other men scrambled to find their weapons in the darkness until their captain recognized her.  Then they relaxed, and even cheered a bit.  “Dara, how in three hells did you find us?” 
 
    “Magic,” she shrugged, pointlessly.  While she could see the five men crouched in the small cave thanks to the Cat’s Eye spell, they couldn’t see her.  That, at least, she could remedy.  She produced a magelight, small and dim but enough to illuminate the entire space.  “It really comes in handy for that sort of thing.  I tracked the weirwood wand I enchanted,” she explained, pointing toward his chest.  “It was my spell.  I just followed it.” 
 
    “All the way from Sevendor?” he asked, still confused. 
 
    “It’s been a busy day,” she dismissed, taking a water bottle out of her pack.  “Anyone thirsty?  I don’t have a lot, but that and some food might cheer you,” she said, pulling a small loaf out.   
 
    The food and water was welcomed, she found – the men had abandoned their supplies on their saddles when they were forced to abandon their horses near the abbey.  Sir Festaran told the story between hungry bites. 
 
    “The first attack happened on the road,” he explained in the dim light of her spell.  “Twelve men on foot against seven ahorse – but they had good archers.  Corporal Baskar was shot in the shoulder with a crossbow bolt, and we laid out three on the road before we had to withdraw under their fire.  Two horses were wounded.  Baskar was bleeding badly, but fit enough to ride, so I bid him return with all speed and summon help.  Then we drew them off while he escaped.” 
 
    “That’s when we ran into the rest of them,” the Wilderlands man said, bitterly.  “And they were on horseback.  Knew their business, too.” 
 
    “We crossed swords,” Festaran admitted.  “But we had archers behind and horsemen ahead.  We were outnumbered.  Ralk took a wound to the back and his horse was near lame and mine was shot,” he said, sadly.  “We pushed past the horse and escaped up the road, but they gave chase.  And, alas, that’s when I recognized one of the bandits.” 
 
    “You know bandits?” Dara asked, confused. 
 
    “When I knew him, he wasn’t a bandit,” Festaran explained.  “He was my brother squire at West Fleria.  Sir Ganulan.  Son of the Warbird.” 
 
    That name stunned Dara’s ears.  She had heard of Sir Ganulan – he had once illegally owned Brestal, after his father stole it from old Sir Urantal.  But then the Spellmonger arrived and took it back his first Yule in Sevendor.  Young Sir Ganulan, newly-knighted and sure of his prowess, had arrogantly challenged the wizard to a duel over the estate.  Master Minalan had defeated him handily.  Or perhaps it was Tyndal – the story got jumbled up every time she heard it. 
 
    The Warbird had not taken kindly to his son’s humiliation.  Within a year he’d declared war on Sevendor, and laid siege to it while Minalan was away.  The Spellmonger brought an army back with him, though, and while the Warbird of West Fleria besieged the Spellmonger’s lands, Master Minalan and his men absolutely ravaged West Fleria and its vassal domains.  Badly enough that the Warbird admitted defeat. 
 
    She’d thought his son would have joined him in exile, but apparently he’d chosen the life of a bandit, instead. 
 
    “Ganulan?  Are you certain?” she asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” the lanky knight assured.  “I’ve sparred with the man for years.  I know his face.  Even now, when he still bears the Mage’s Marks that Master Minalan placed on it.”   
 
    Dara knew that when a wizard as powerful as Minalan wanted to remind people of their debts to him, he didn’t merely entrust them to parchment.  For some miscreants her master had used magic to draw marks on their very skin that would never wash off no matter how hard you scrubbed.  Only a counterspell could remove them.  And she knew Ganulan bore such marks. 
 
    “After we gained a few miles on the road, we saw the abbey from the road and hoped it could shelter us.  Alas, it was abandoned, a ruin.  Our horses were winded and wounded, so we sent them on while we set a trap at the ruin.  A squadron of bandits searched there, and we surprised them.  Unfortunately Ralk wasn’t as lucky in his second fight,” Festaran said, mournfully.  “After we put them down, we heard horns down the road.  We took to the wood to hide, and eventually found this cave.” 
 
    “Why is Ganulan a bandit?” she asked.   
 
    “Because he hates Minalan, and by extension, Sevendor,” Festaran explained.  “He thinks the Spellmonger took everything away from him.  He’d rather fight us as a bandit than accept defeat.”  There was a disturbing touch of admiration in the knight’s voice, Dara noted. 
 
    “Well, that mage mark of his let me see his position,” Dara reported.  “He’s on the north side of the hill, searching there.  Likely with his entire crew.” 
 
    “He’ll never find us in here,” one of the men said, confidently.   
 
    “Dara did,” another reminded him.   
 
    “With magic,” the first replied.  “Unless Ganulan has a wizard in his pocket, he won’t find us.” 
 
    “But we can’t stay here forever,” the third man pointed out.  “The water and bread was lovely, but that won’t last.” 
 
    “Neither will the attention of the bandits,” Festaran assured his men.  “They have lost eight of their fellows this day, and may lose more in pursuit.  As angry as they are, they will not compound their losses.  They make no coin if they are not on the road, robbing.   They will abandon their search before long of necessity,” he predicted. 
 
    “Help is on the way,” Dara promised.  “The castle sent a squadron of knights, and my brother, the Warden of Caolan’s Pass, went speeding down the road ahead of them with a half-dozen men.  They will be here, soon.” 
 
    “Yet you lead them all, Hawkmaiden,” Festaran observed, cannily.  “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “I’m getting better at magic,” she said, evasively.  “Now let me practice some.  I’m going to send a message about where we are, if you can all be quiet for a moment.” 
 
    It took her a few minutes to compose herself before she reached out through her witchstone and tried to attract Olmeg’s attention through the mind-to-mind spell.  It took a while longer than usual, but eventually the wizard answered her summons. 
 
    Dara!  Where are you? he demanded, concerned. 
 
    Inside a cave in a wood in Sashtalia, she reported, south of the road about two miles.  I’ve found Sir Festaran and his men.  All but one, who fell at a nearby abbey.  They are well, but tired and pursued by bandits, who still roam the wood searching for them.  For us, she corrected, realizing that she was now just as hunted. 
 
    How many bandits? 
 
    At least a score, and well-armed for such ruffians.  And one of them is Sevendor’s enemy, Sir Ganulan, she added.  About a third of them are on horseback, from what Festaran says.   
 
    I shall relay that to Sire Cei, the wizard told her.  He has a Magic Mirror that Minalan gave him for such missions.  When last I spoke to him, he pledged to ride through the night to find the men.   
 
    He’ll never find us, where we’re hiding, Dara realized.  But if we can make our way back to the road . . . 
 
    Dara!  I’d recommend that you stay put! the wizard ordered.  If you are safe then don’t tempt fortune by doing something foolish. 
 
    I won’t take any unnecessary risks, Master Olmeg, she promised.  But that was all she promised. 
 
    “Master Olmeg now knows our position and is relaying it to Sire Cei and his men.  But my brother should be passing by in a few hours, if he didn’t stop for the night . . . and I can’t imagine him doing so, if he didn’t have to.  If I can get us near the road I can signal him with a magelight,” she decided.  “He can protect us until Sire Cei shows up.” 
 
    “That’s a daft plan, Dara,” Sir Festaran said, shaking his head.  “If there are rescuers on the way, then we’d best stay here until they arrive.” 
 
    “And walk into a nest of bandits, like you did?” she challenged.  “The air in here was stuffy when I arrived, and with one more set of lungs breathing it, it’s only going to get worse.  We have a lot better chance of sneaking away at night,” she pointed out.   
 
    “Unless they catch us,” Festaran frowned.  “And then we’ll be dead.  And not quickly,” he added, darkly.  “I don’t think Ganulan likes me very much, any more.” 
 
    “All the better reason to avoid him, then,” Dara concluded.  “Look, with magic we can see them long before they see us.  The road isn’t too far.  And that way we won’t suffocate in this cave.”  It was, indeed, becoming stuffier every moment she spent in the gloomy hole.  “This might be a tidy lair for a vixen and cubs, but with six adult humans in here, we might go to sleep and not wake up.” 
 
    That sobered the men.  They were not particularly well-educated, but they understood the precious nature of breathing.   
 
    “Fine,” Festaran sighed, after a long, thoughtful pause.  “If you think we can avoid them better at night . . .” 
 
    “I’ll cast Cat’s Eye spells on each of you,” she promised.  “You’ll be able to see as well as if it were morning.  If we can sneak through the forest a few hundred yards, there’s a clearing not too far from the side-road that leads to the main road.  Who’s first?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The forest at night seemed almost open and welcoming, after the closeness of the cave.  Dara volunteered to go first and scout ahead, using her spells to survey the wood from the mouth of the cave before she pulled herself out and helped the first of the soldiers through the narrow opening. 
 
    They stayed as quiet as men wearing armor could, and Dara paid close attention to how the nocturnal animals were behaving, to warn her of any intrusion.  But they emerged from the cave without incident, pausing only a few moments to breathe in the cool summer night air before they began to make their way through the trees. 
 
    Dara led the way.  She inquired for directions from a variety of creatures, and got her bearings quickly enough.  Making her way beyond the hill and toward the meadow gave Dara an increasing feeling of hope, and she became less fearful with every step.  Sir Festaran caught up with her, when the path widened enough to do so.   
 
    “Why did you come after us, Dara?” he whispered quietly in her ear. 
 
    “Because you are men of Sevendor, and you needed help.  That’s what wizards do,” she said, proudly. 
 
    “But Sevendor has other wizards,” he reminded her, patiently.  “Surely they did not require you to search for us.” 
 
    “I . . . volunteered,” she said, a little irritated at his tone.  Didn’t she just save him from danger?  Shouldn’t he be thanking her, not chiding her?  “And I didn’t really ask for permission,” she admitted. 
 
    “I thought as much,” he sighed.  “Dara, you had no business coming out here after us,” he lectured.  “I cannot think that the Magelord would—” 
 
    “Well the Magelord wasn’t here, so the Hawkmaiden had to suffice,” she snapped, her voice rising above a whisper.  “Do you object?” 
 
    “I’m grateful for the effort, but fear you endangered yourself unnecessarily.” 
 
    “It was my duty,” she said, flatly.  “I am ennobled, remember?  I’m the famous Hawkmaiden, slayer of dragons.  I’m sorry if you think I can’t handle a few bandits,” she said sourly.  “But just as it was your duty to go off and hunt bandits, it was mine to find you when you did.” 
 
    “I just fear what the Magelord will say, when he hears.” 
 
    “Of what?” she challenged.  “This is just a common exercise, is it not?  Why would we bother Minalan with such a trivial matter?” 
 
    “Dara!  Keep quiet!” Festaran said, alarmed.  
 
    “Don’t you try to hush me!” Dara replied, angrily.  “I’m not the one who lost his horse and got himself overwhelmed by bandits.  If anyone has some explaining to do to Master Minalan, it’s going to be—” 
 
    Before she could finish the sentence, a shape threw itself into their path from behind a tree, followed by two more.  With the Cat’s Eye spell Dara didn’t have any trouble identifying them: bandits, and all three held crossbows. 
 
    “You are as loud as a festival parade!” sneered the man in the middle.  His hood was thrown back, displaying a Mage’s Mark on his face in the shape of a star.   “And if anyone has something to say to Minalan, it will be me . . . when I deliver the ransom demand to him.” 
 
    Sir Festaran raised his sword and stepped in front of Dara protectively, though Ganulan was too far away from him to be struck.   
 
    “Ganulan!  Put down your weapons and raise your hands, if you have any honor left,” Festaran demanded, angrily. 
 
    “You have no authority in Sashtalia, Festaran,” Ganulan countered.  “In this forest, I am lord.  And don’t speak to me of honor,” he added, angrily.  “You were supposed to be my sworn man,” he reminded Festaran.  “Yet you gave your parole to the common mage who stole my birthright.  And now you work for him!” he accused.  “Who forgot their honor first?” 
 
    “Ganulan, I did not foreswear my oath to you until my oath to my father took precedence!” Festaran protested, hotly.  “That was more than a year ago!  Have you no better errantry to concern you than robbery and revenge?” 
 
    “Your master ensured that, when he put these marks on my face,” Ganulan replied, gesturing to his mage-marked cheek.  “Trading you for their removal – and a bit of gold – will got a ways toward satisfying me.  But only a ways.” 
 
    “You don’t have us in chains, yet!” the Bovali soldier said, moving up next to Festaran, his sword raised.   
 
    “Fes!” Dara called, irritated.  How did she not spot the bandits getting this close?  Because she was arguing with Festaran, she reminded herself.  “When you and Ganulan were squires, did you ever run together?” she asked. 
 
    “And who is this lass?” the disgraced knight asked, with interest.   
 
    “Lady Lenodara of Westwood,” she pronounced, pushing her way through the two soldiers who were trying to protect her.  “Apprentice to Minalan the Spellmonger.” 
 
    “Ah!  My price just went up!” Ganulan said.  “Not another step, my lady, or I’ll put a bolt in someplace unimportant, but terribly painful, before I ransom you back to your master.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing,” she snorted.  “Fes?  Did you ever see him run?” 
 
    “We often had to run in armor around the castle,” Festaran admitted, confused.  “Is this really the time—?” 
 
    “Do you think he can make it to the other side of the meadow before Frightful catches him?” she asked, carefully.  Sir Festaran caught on at once. 
 
    “Oh, he’s not that fast,” Festaran decided.  “He’d never make it that far.  Your friend is near?” he asked, as he prepared himself. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” demanded Ganulan, taking a step toward them. 
 
    “I think you’re about to get more marks on your face, my friend,” Festaran chuckled as he raised his sword higher.  “Dara is known as the Hawkmaiden for a reason!” 
 
    “Put your blades down!” the disgraced knight demanded, taking another step.  “I won’t tell you again!”  
 
    “You won’t have to!” Dara shouted, preparing a spell. . . just as Frightful darted down to land with a crash just behind the three bandits.  Shocked, the men turned to see the dark shape of the giant falcon looming behind them.  Dara gave her bird the mental image of the order she wanted obeyed.  The bird was happy to comply.  Before they could react, Frightful’s head darted down and plucked Ganulan up by his cloak.  With a flick of her head, the bandit chieftain was flung far beyond the far edge of the meadow. 
 
    At the same time Dara pushed forward and threw her spells at the man to the left, who was still turned to face Frightful.  The first spell was a flashing cantrip she launched in front of his eyes to blind him.  The second was the Gutbuster spell, which took him to his knees in an instant. 
 
    Sir Festaran only hesitated a moment before he and the Bovali man rushed the man to the right.  Between them they knocked him on his feet.  The Wilderlands boy knelt across the bandit’s neck while Festaran and the others tore his crossbow from his hands and pulled his sword from his belt.  With a powerful blow from his mailed fist, Sir Festaran sent the defeated bandit into unconsciousness. 
 
    “Dara,” he said, when he straightened again.  “What . . . what did you do to Frightful?” 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” Dara said, defensively.  “I don’t necessarily tell you about every little spell I cast.” 
 
    “But . . . but . . . Frightful . . .” 
 
    “Is even more frightful than ever,” Dara agreed, walking past the man she’d debilitated with her spell.  He would recover, eventually, but he was going to suffer for a while, first.  And his hose would have to be thoroughly laundered, when he recovered.  No less than a bandit deserved.  “Lady Ithalia and I have been working on a project to counter the danger of dragons.  A secret project.  One we will eventually extend to all of those birds Master Min bought in Vorone.  This is why I need a mews so desperately,” she explained. 
 
    “And the Magelord knows of this?” he asked, warily. 
 
    “Not that it is any of your concern, but we were preparing to present our results when the Spellmonger returns,” she said, carefully.  “This was my field test of the enchantment.  How are you doing, girl?” she asked the falcon, reaching up and petting the feathers between her eyes.   
 
    “The Hawkmaiden has a giant hawk?” the Bovali lad laughed.  “And a bandit-eating hawk, at that!” 
 
    “She’s a falcon,” Dara corrected.  “And I’m not just a Hawkmaiden, now.  I’m a Sky Rider.  The first Sky Rider.  But not the last.   
 
    “Now, let’s figure out which way the road is before the rest of the bandits figure out what happened.  I’m tired, and Frightful is getting hungry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The Dragonslayer 
 
      
 
    There was only one more brief encounter with the bandits that night.  Near dawn, as the party was nearing the road, one of the bandits’ sentries left behind to watch for their escape was startled when they stumbled across his roost.   
 
    Before he could blow his horn and summon his comrades, Dara cast a spell to silence the area around his head, the first time she had attempted the complex spell on a human.  Try as he might, the horn he blew through produced no noise.  And the man tried to blow right up until Sir Festaran and his men subdued him.  Thoroughly. 
 
    The episode wasn’t otherwise noteworthy save for one thing: when searched, the ruffian had little in his pockets but some stolen silver and copper, some food, and a pouch full of rocks. 
 
    “What is it?” the Bovali lad – Dara finally learned his name was Marsil – asked, curious. 
 
    “Snowstone,” Dara said at once, when the pale light of the recently-risen sliver of moon touched the stones.  The rock that made her home so unique had a distinctive look in the moonlight.  “Why would he have a pocket full of snowstone?” 
 
    “It has value, outside of Sevendor,” Sir Festaran said, troubled.  “Indeed, this much will fetch nearly three ounces of silver to the right wizard.  Or more.  The Magelord has put restrictions on how much can be sold, who it is sold to, and for how much.  This is a disturbing development,” the knight said, shaking his head.  “And it explains why these bandits have been dogging the road to Sevendor.  They’re stealing it, one rock at a time.  I must report this to Sire Cei at once.” 
 
    “The sooner we move on, the sooner you can do that, my lord,” Marsil said, impatiently.  “We’re nearly to the road!” 
 
    “At last!” one of the soldiers moaned, a few moments later as their feet finally made it onto the hardened earth of the roadway.  “How far up the road do you think it is to safety?” 
 
    “The last manor we passed was around four and seven twentieths of a mile that way,” Sir Festaran estimated, glancing one direction along the road.  “We’re just west of the abbey we started at.” 
 
    “If you start down that road at a good pace, you can be there by dawn,” Dara suggested, as she pulled her cloak around her.  “I’ll take Frightful aloft and scout both directions, to see where my brother and his men are . . . and where the bandits might be.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s entirely safe for you to be . . . flying like that, Dara?” Sir Festaran asked, concerned. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s entirely safe to don armor and take a sword against bandits, Fes?” Dara shot back. 
 
    “You make a compelling argument,” Sir Festaran said, with a gracious chuckle.  “Very well, my lady, we will trudge while you soar.” 
 
    As it turned out, Dara never quite got to soaring.  Within moments of taking her big bird aloft, she spotted her brother’s party trotting their horses doggedly along the way in the pale light of the waning crescent moon.   Grinning to herself, she landed fifty feet in front of them, startling the horses and the men in equal measure. 
 
    “It’s about time you caught up!” she chided Kyre, when she’d dismounted. 
 
    “Flame!  What in six the bloody hells is that?” Kyre demanded, his mouth open.   
 
    “That’s Frightful,” Dara laughed. 
 
    “What have you been feeding her, Little Bird?” he asked, suspiciously. 
 
    “Nothing, tonight, Brother, and she’s getting hungry.  This is my secret project with Lady Ithalia,” she said, proudly.  “This is why I needed a mews so badly,” she explained, for the second time that night.  “Badly enough to go against the wishes of the Master of the Wood.” 
 
    “And you ride her, now?  Like a horse?” 
 
    “She’s far swifter than any horse,” Dara reproved, as Kyre nudged his reluctant horse closer to get a good look at the giant falcon.  “We’re trying to fight dragons,” she reminded him.  “We need big birds.  Frightful is the first of our experiments.  And she was very useful for finding Sir Festaran and his men, who are footbound but hale, and are heading in this direction,” she reported.  “All but one, who fell to banditry.” 
 
    “We can press ahead and secure them,” Kyre nodded, never taking his eyes from Frightful’s bulk.  “You certainly have been busy up at the castle, haven’t you?  I’m assuming that this isn’t part of the average apprentice’s education?” 
 
    “Being the Spellmonger’s apprentice grants you unique opportunities,” Dara agreed, as she returned to mount Frightful again.  “I’ll meet you with Fes and the others,” she promised. 
 
    By the time dawn colored the eastern sky bright orange and made their Cat’s Eye spells unnecessary, Kyre and his men had met Sir Festaran’s party.  After a brief breakfast in the saddle, the Westwoodmen doubled up with the men-at-arms and rode slowly back toward Sevendor, while Dara flew lazy circles overhead. 
 
    She was exhausted, but exhilarated by the long night’s activities.  She’d never used magic so liberally, or so dramatically before . . . and Kyre and Festaran’s reaction to seeing Frightful in her large form had been particularly satisfying.   
 
    Even more gratifying was how well that larger form had managed the tasks she’d been asked to perform.  She was tired and hungry, Dara knew through their rapport, but she still had plenty of strength in her wings.  She could fly Dara home in a few minutes, if she didn’t have to watch the horsemen below, the bird pointed out. 
 
    The night had proven that she could ride Frightful, too, for extended periods of time.  While that was a long way from fighting dragons in the air, it did suggest that such a thing was possible.  Dara couldn’t wait until she could tell Lady Ithalia about the evening, and how well Frightful performed.   
 
    Dara had realized a number of important things about flying along the way, as well.  Like the importance of very, very warm clothing, she noted, as her teeth began to chatter in the chill of the air.  How a Sky Rider needed a helmet to keep them from eating their own hair in battle.  And how impractical a heavy crossbow was as a weapon, though a lighter version might suffice. 
 
    Flame, she realized.  I don’t even know if weapons are practical, from the back of a bird. 
 
    There were plenty more tests ahead of her, she realized as she patrolled the skies.  And once she and Frightful had worked out exactly how to do it, she would have to teach those skills and equip other Sky Riders similarly.  Even that was a long way from confronting dragons, but it was hopeful.  If nothing else, she noted as she scoured the ground ahead of the horsemen with her eyes, it gave a Sky Rider an excellent vantage point during combat.  With a little applied magic, that could become a very important thing in the future. 
 
    The lads below her had decided to skip the nearest manor and press on to a small village a few more miles up the road.  There, at a small inn, they awaited Sire Cei’s party while enjoying breakfast porridge, a nap, and the relative safety the village afforded.  Dara joined the men around the hearth once she sent Frightful into the air to hunt. 
 
    After praising the gods for their rescue, and praying for the soul of their lost comrade, most of the talk concerned Frightful’s impressive appearance.  Dara had to answer dozens of questions from the men, from what it felt like to fly to what Frightful ate, now.  She assured them that she could return the bird to normal size any time, and that they would be seeing many more of the giant birds in the Westwood mews in the future, if Master Minalan approved. 
 
    “Technically it’s transgenic magic, and therefore forbidden – or at least strongly discouraged – by the Alka Alon Council,” she explained.  “At least until recently.  And it’s still not very popular, among the Alka Alon.  And Ithalia’s grandmother was involved, and she and the Council don’t get along.  So we wanted to keep it quiet.” 
 
    “Facing a squadron of those things would be terrifying,” Kyre said, shaking his head.  “She really flung a man with her beak?” 
 
    “By Duin’s Sacred Axe, at least a hundred and thirteen yards,” vowed Festaran.  “I witnessed it, myself.” 
 
    “Give her a lance, and the Hawkmaiden will become a knight of the air,” predicted Marsil, respectfully. 
 
    “I think the Sky Riders will be more than that,” Dara considered, as she relaxed in the simple comfort of the inn’s warm hearth.  “And a lance would be woefully impractical.  Maybe a javelin . . . one with fletchings, like an arrow, to make it fly true.  Or a very light crossbow with very heavy bolts.  Or we could just drop rocks on their heads.  I don’t know,” she confessed.  “We’ll have to try any number of things, I suppose, before we figure out how the birds can best be deployed.  And I’ll have to train other people to ride them.  Once I really learn myself,” she added. 
 
    “You seemed to do fine in the air, Dara,” Sir Festaran praised.  “Indeed, I watched you repeatedly from the ground, and you seemed to take to it naturally.” 
 
    “When I’m just hanging on and letting Frightful fly?  Sure,” she conceded.  “That’s easy.  But that’s not the kind of flying I’d have to do to take on a dragon in the air.  Just like being able to climb in the saddle doesn’t qualify you for jousting,” she said, drawing on an analogy they could appreciate.  “And then teaching that, once I’ve figured it out?  That’s going to be a lot of work.” 
 
    “If anyone can do it, it’s Lenodara the Sky Rider,” Fes declared, holding his wooden mug up in a toast.   
 
    Despite herself, Dara enjoyed the attention and admiration of the men.  She’d earned it fairly, she decided – they weren’t just fawning over her because she was a girl, they genuinely respected what she had accomplished.  It was a rare moment of indulgence for Dara. 
 
    Only her brother seemed reluctant to praise her, she noticed.  That bothered her, for some reason – not because she felt she deserved his praise, but because of all people he had always encouraged her when everyone else was against her. 
 
    “I’m just worried, Dara,” he explained, when she caught him outside, alone.  “You . . . you aren’t the same girl who went to the castle.  You’re not even the same girl who went with us to Cambrian to face the dragon.  No wonder Papa is worried sick about you!” 
 
    “Worried . . . about me?” she snorted.  “He’s angry at me!” 
 
    “Of course he is,” Kyre said with a sigh.  “You challenged him as Master of the Wood.  He’s supposed to get angry about that sort of thing.  But he didn’t leave the Westwood because he’s mad, Dara.  He left because he’s worried.  About you.” 
 
    “I’m fine!” she insisted.  “Why would he be worried about me?” 
 
    “You’re his daughter,” Kyre emphasized.  “You should be hunting a husband, like Linta or your cousins.  Instead you’re capturing hawks on mountainsides.  Learning magic.  Living at the castle and consorting with wizards.  Going away to war.  Fighting dragons!” he emphasized.  “Associating with Karshak and Alka Alon, figures out of legend, like it was nothing.  Going off to the other side of the world to unearthly councils with powerful lords . . . it’s all a bit much to take, for him.  For us all,” he amended.   
 
    “It’s . . . it’s just what I’ve got to do,” Dara said, shaking her head in confusion.  “I didn’t ask to be Talented!  I didn’t ask to be made Master Minalan’s apprentice!  I didn’t ask to be drafted into war any more than you did!” she emphasized.   
 
    “Yet you weren’t forced to tame Frightful,” Kyre pointed out.  “Nor to use her to win the Spellmonger’s Trial.  Nor doing other impetuous things . . . like riding an experimental giant hawk into the sky to find your lost suitor,” he pointed out. 
 
    “I . . . you make a fair point,” Dara conceded, with a sigh.  “I suppose I am responsible for that . . . but that other stuff just happened to me.  And Sir Festaran is not a suitor,” she insisted.  “He’s just a good friend.” 
 
    “I thought wizards were supposed to be cannily observant?” snorted Kyre.  “Sir Fes is smitten with you.  He wouldn’t shut up about you the entire way here.  It started to make me a little ill, and I’m your brother.  The man likes you, Dara.  By the Flame.” 
 
    “You’re mad!” Dara denied.  “Fes is just a friend!  A girl can have friends, Kyre!” 
 
    “Sure,” he agreed, enjoying her reaction as any brother would.  “Even for all his praise of you, Fes wouldn’t admit that he holds affections in his heart beyond friendship and admiration.  But don’t expect that to last.  Nor is he the only one interested in you beyond their professional capacities.  That wizard who hangs around all the time, Gareth,” he pointed out.  “Perhaps others, too.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for that!” she dismissed with a groan. 
 
    “I don’t think the Flame is going to care,” Kyre chuckled.  “It never does.  But don’t be blind to reality, Dara.  They both have feelings for you.  I’m not going to tease you about it, like Linta or Kobb would, but you need to realize that.” 
 
    “I . . . I’ll take that under advisement,” she sighed, quietly.  If Kyre brought it to her attention, it was something she should at least take seriously. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Little Bird, it will all sort itself out,” he promised, embracing her affectionately.  “It always does.  But even that nags at our father’s imagination, to compound his other worries about you.” 
 
    “That really isn’t any of his business!  Nor yours!” she said, irritated. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Kyre challenged.  “Dara, the people we make a pact with our heart with in front of the Flame become our family,” he reminded her.  “How is that not any of our concern?  You saw how we fretted over the lout Leska married.  And that odd boy your cousin Lillia brought back to the Westwood.  Or that . . . irritating creature Kobb just introduced to Father as his intended—” 
 
    “What?  Kobb is getting married?  Someone actually wants to marry Kobb?” she asked, incredulously. 
 
    “See?  You’re concerned about him, because he’s our brother.  Believe me, Papa is concerned, too.  She has a voice like a mule, a face like a turkey, and the most irritating laugh . . . but it’s who Kobb wants to wed.  She’s likely going to be our sister-in-law.  Their children will be our nephews and nieces.  That’s worthy of some concern.  To the Master of the Wood most of all, for to him falls the duty of preparing the next generation to bear our legacy.” 
 
    “But why does he have to be so . . . so . . .” 
 
    “Because that’s who he’s supposed to be, Dara, just like you’re supposed to be his wild daughter who does magic and – apparently – rides giant hawks, now.  You know he’s going to have a fit, when he sees you on Frightful’s back.  Any good father would.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” Dara stated, flatly. 
 
    “So does he,” Kyre shrugged.  “But you need to talk to him and work this out.  It’s not good for either of you.  Maybe you should show him Frightful,” he considered.  “Perhaps if he knew how important the mews is to the Magelord’s plans, he would be more . . . cooperative.” 
 
    It was a lot to think about, and more than enough to dash the warm feeling she’d had.   
 
    It was further eroded when Sire Cei and his mounted knights rode into the village just before noon.  Dara saw her friend Sir Ryff among them, the blue boar on his surcoat covered by a cloak of Sevendor Green.  But it was the Dragonslayer all were concerned with.  The Castellan of Sevendor Castle looked stern and concerned as he dismounted his warhorse to greet them in the road outside the inn.   
 
    “I hear Ralk fell?” he asked, when he was assured of everyone’s health. 
 
    “Sadly, yes,” Festaran reported.  “He died bravely, fighting on his feet, as the Destroyer prefers,” Festaran said, referencing the cult of the war god that the chivalry commonly followed.  “We laid him in state in a ruined abbey up the road.” 
 
    “I’ll send for his body and ensure all due honors are made,” Sire Cei said, sadly.  “I’m pleased to report that Corporal Baskar survived the removal of the dart from his shoulder, and is now resting in Sevendor Castle.  It seems as if we owe these bandits some retribution.” 
 
    “It’s a bit more complex than that, Sire,” Sir Festaran explained, taking out the pouch he’d confiscated from the bandit.  “Firstly, their leader is an old enemy of Sevendor:  Sir Ganulan, son of the Warbird.  He yet bears the Mage’s Marks that the Magelord placed on him.  I think he’s formed this bandit pack to make war on Sevendor in revenge.  And for gain,” he added, opening the pouch. 
 
    Sire Cei looked at the white rocks and understood at once.  “I see.  I will need to bring this to the Magelord’s attention, of course.  Good work, Sir Festaran. 
 
    “Now you . . . I’ll start with Kyre.  What possessed you to go running off into the night on horseback, without orders or proper reinforcements?” 
 
    “The urgency of the situation.  Time seemed of the essence, Sire,” Kyre said, unapologetically.  “I knew reinforcements were coming, and I had sufficient force with me to search the road and rendered aid.” 
 
    “And if you had been set upon by bandits?” Sire Cei asked, sharply. 
 
    “Then they would have gotten shot,” Kyre said, bluntly.  “Every one of my lads has a bow, a full quiver, and a lifetime of practice at the butts.  And they can ride.  I wasn’t worried about the danger.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Certainly not sufficiently worried.  I won’t punish boldness, Yeoman Kyre, but I will challenge foolishness.  Next time, wait for orders and assistance.  An hour would have doubled your party and made it much more resilient to attack. 
 
    “Now you, young lady,” he said, turning to Dara.  “Just who ordered you to go after these men on your own?  I expect impetuous behavior from my frontier guards – that’s their job.  But not from Minalan’s youngest apprentice!  I thought you would be the calm, stable one, yet you are behaving in ways Tyndal and Rondal would applaud.  That gives me pause,” he said, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “I am yet more than Master Minalan’s apprentice, Dragonslayer,” she reminded him.  “I am the Lady of the Westwood, too.  As a noble of Sevendor, do I not have a duty to do all I can to preserve her security?” 
 
    “Technically, yes,” Sire Cei admitted.  “But—” 
 
    “As I had the technical skill needed in this instance,” Dara continued, quickly, before the castellan could finish, “and time was, as my brother pointed out, of the essence, it was my responsibility to respond to the crisis in an appropriate manner.” 
 
    “You had technical skills that Master Olmeg, or any number of the other wizards at the castle, lacked?” Sire Cei asked, skeptically. 
 
    “Actually, Sire, in this case she did,” Sir Festaran explained.  “Dara can make Frightful . . . well, Dara, it might be best just to show him.” 
 
    Dara nodded, closed her eyes, and summoned her bird.  Frightful had been sunning herself on a large rock in the middle of a nearby wood where she wouldn’t terrify any of the local villagers, after hunting and eating a small deer.  In a moment, a shadow flashed across them all and then Frightful was landing gently on the road, spooking the horses. 
 
    “Unless Master Olmeg can transform a falcon thus, I believe Dara had the unique skills for this mission, my lord,” Sir Festaran suggested.  “I might believe he could transform into a turnip, but not a falcon.” 
 
    “I . . . I see that,” Sire Cei said, staring at the bird the size of a wagon.  “I assume one of the Emissaries has been assisting you with this?” he asked.  “Lady Ithalia, I would guess.  I may not be a wizard, but I can recognize her hand in this.  More of that transgenic enchantment,” he guessed. 
 
    “It’s for fighting dragons,” Dara explained.   
 
    “I can see the utility,” Sir Cei admitted.  “Very well.  Dara, it appears, was uniquely suited for undertaking this mission,” he agreed, finally dragging his eyes away from Frightful and back to Dara.  “However, that still does not excuse you rushing off without a plan, without notification, and without permission.  I grant that your assistance likely speeded this incident to a successful conclusion, but I will have to discuss this matter with the Magelord upon his return.  Thoroughly,” he warned. 
 
    Dara’s heart sank a bit, but not too much.  She knew that she probably deserved a bit of chewing out, considering how many risks she took, but she was willing to endure a stern lecture and perhaps even punishment from her master over the episode.   
 
    Once he recovered from seeing Frightful in her giant form.   
 
    But the castellan was not finished yet, as he caught each of the young people by eye.  “I am not blind to how well you three responded to adversity, in this instance.  Such boldness is commendable, particularly in an emergency.   
 
    “But likewise things could have gone horribly wrong.  You may have been ambushed by bandits expecting a response, for instance,” he said, fixing Kyre sternly with his eye before moving on.  “Your spells may have failed or you may have plummeted to your death due to inexperience and inattention,” he continued, staring down Dara until she was so uncomfortable she looked away.  “Or advancing deeper into hostile territory without reinforcements, proper dispatches, or a real plan of how to escape – any of these errors could have gotten you all killed.  You were very lucky.” 
 
    No one liked to get a dressing-down from Sire Cei.  The Dragonslayer was universally respected in Sevendor, perhaps even more than the Spellmonger, for his fair and even administration.  He was lauded by his fellow knights as an exemplar of the chivalric ideal, and he took that compliment seriously.   
 
    “But luck is not something we can depend upon, in Sevendor,” he continued.  “We may have defeated the Warbird, but already others scheme to take his place as our primary opponent.  No, not these bandits, as troubling as this is,” he acknowledged.  “The Magelord has directed me to make Sevendor as strong as possible in the face of such threats.  And I have done what I can . . . but having impetuous young people deciding that they know best how to contend with such challenges makes that task more difficult.” 
 
    “But Sire, we prevailed!” Sir Festaran objected. 
 
    “And lost a man doing so,” Sire Cei reminded, grimly.  “And the bandits remain at large.  I don’t blame you for that, Sir Festaran, but it must be noted.” 
 
    “Of course, Sire,” Festaran agreed, quietly. 
 
    “Sevendor will survive only if all of its parts work,” Sire Cei continued, pacing in front of them.  “The Yeomen must supervise their estates and manors properly.  The chivalry must defend and protect the domain diligently.  And the magi,” he continued, looking again at Dara, “must provide wisdom and magic with equal facility, for us to thrive.  You all made mistakes.  But, as Sir Festaran pointed out, you prevailed.  And victory, as you all should know, is often a mitigating factor.” 
 
    Dara relaxed the smallest amount . . . she’d expected a lot worse than this from the taciturn castellan.  In Master Minalan’s absence, Sire Cei was in charge of the entire domain.  Worse, now, she realized, as he was also charged with oversight of all of the other domains Minalan now controlled after the war.  Including Sir Festaran’s home domain, Hosly.  That was a lot of responsibility to bear on its own, she realized.  Having a few retainers who were prone to unexpected action had to be an additional headache.  But if he was tempering his criticism so soon, she figured he couldn’t be too upset. 
 
    But then he continued. 
 
    “We will address this in more detail, later,” he sighed, still glancing occasionally at the giant bird on the road.  “Right now we have more pressing duties.  Sir Festaran, are you fit to ride?” 
 
    “I am as refreshed now as if I’d slept a week, Sire,” the knight pledged, resolutely.   
 
    “The blessings of youth,” snorted the older knight.  “Of course you are.  Sir Festaran, assess the condition of your men.  Any who require the attention of a physician you will send back to Caolan’s Pass.  Yeoman Kyre, you and a man of your selection will escort them.   
 
    “The rest of us will re-group here,” he continued.  “I will speak to the local manor lord and convince him to contribute additional men.  Then we will ride north and flush these bandits out of the hills.  Sir Ryff is eager for the hunt.  Are you up for that, Sir Festaran?” 
 
    “I am eager for the opportunity, Sire!” the knight confirmed. 
 
    “That is all.  But – Lady Lenodara, a word?” he asked.  Dara’s heart fell.  His request was laden with meaning. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she agreed, falling in beside Sire Cei as he began walking toward Frightful, who was preening herself. 
 
    “A magnificent achievement,” he said, with earnest praise as he examined the bird.  “Not merely the transformation – I credit Lady Ithalia with that – but training her to ride?  That was all the Hawkmaiden.” 
 
    “Sky Rider,” she corrected, once again.  “We shall be called Sky Riders.” 
 
    “Appropriate,” Sire Cei approved.  “I’ve broken six destriers to saddle in my career.  All strong, spirited warhorses.  Each of them threw me – some just once, some many times.  If such a thing happens to a . . . Sky Rider, just once . . .” 
 
    “Being a beastmaster helps,” Dara said, quickly.  “When I’m riding behind Frightful’s eyes as well as on her back, she couldn’t throw me off any more than she could throw a wing.  And it does take a little getting used to, for both of us.  But I take your point.  I’ve commissioned a special saddle from Master Andalnam.  I only used the rope bridle because it was an emergency.” 
 
    “I can see why Lady Ithalia thought this might be a worthy counter to a dragon,” the Dragonslayer said, rubbing his chin.  “She is quite impressive on her own.  An entire flock of these birds would be formidable, I would imagine.” 
 
    “Especially if they are ridden by trained Sky Riders,” Dara emphasized.  
 
    “No doubt,” Sire Cei agreed.  “Let us hope the experiment is successful.  I see now why Minalan procured those birds and the falconer from Vorone.  And why you were so resolute about building your mews.  Enough to argue with your father and bring the Westwood to the brink of collapse as a result.  Why did you not just come to me, Dara?” the castellan asked.  “I could have intervened and spared you much friction with your father.” 
 
    Dara felt embarrassed at the castellan’s question, at first – because he was correct.  Settling disputes among the various estates was exactly the sort of thing a castellan did.  From the castle’s perspective, her struggle with the Master of the Wood was trivial, and could have been resolved quickly. 
 
    But then Dara saw the conflict not from the perspective of the lords of Sevendor, but as a girl from the Westwood, named before the Flame.  The Master of the Wood wasn’t merely the yeoman in charge of the Westwood manor, he was the leader of her people . . . and her father. 
 
    “Things are more complicated than that,” she said to the knight, as diplomatically as possible.  “Master Minalan instructed me to build the mews in the Westwood.  He entrusted me with the keeping of all of the expensive birds he purchased in Vorone . . . and the upkeep of the two falconers,” she added.  “If I cannot manage that on my own, what kind of noble am I?” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of nobility or even rank, Lady Dara,” Sire Cei said with a sigh, after considering her words for a few moments.  “I appreciate your difficult situation.  From what Sir Festaran has told me, your father is against the construction of the mews, and has put several obstacles in your way.  And forced you to go into debt to Banamor by withholding your funds.” 
 
    “How did you know –?” 
 
    “Very little goes on in Sevendor that I am not aware of,” Sire Cei chuckled, quietly.  “Eventually.  I commend you on finding alternatives, but I fear you risk a greater problem in doing so.  Indeed, I’m concerned that your conflict will have long-term consequences for the domain . . . consequences that I cannot, for the sake of good governance, ignore.” 
 
    The tone in Sire Cei’s voice was serious in a way that told Dara he had come to some decision.   
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “What I should have done two months ago.  I will instruct the Master of Westwood Hall to cooperate fully with the Hawkmaiden, for the good of the domain.  That includes releasing your funds to you, selling you the materials you need to complete the mews, and removing any constraints on the speedy construction.” 
 
    Instead of being happy about the pronouncement, Dara frowned.  “My father isn’t going to like that,” she warned. 
 
    “We all do a great many things that we do not like, Dara.  Your father may not appreciate the value of a mews in his estate, or considers it a mere indulgence for his ennobled daughter, but it is important to Sevendor, I see now,” he said, nodding toward Frightful.  “The Magelord entrusted you with this task for a reason.  You are uniquely qualified to see this project to its conclusion.  Perhaps he did not anticipate the difficulties you would have – or perhaps he did.  The Magelord is a man of deep thought, though he professes the opposite.   
 
    “Regardless, whether your father considers this important or not, I do, now.  I am certain I can convince him that it is in Sevendor’s best interest to cooperate.  Your father is a proud man, but he understands his duty,” Sire Cei said, approvingly.  “But before I have that conversation,” he continued, “I would encourage you to discuss the situation with your father.  And be forthcoming about your motivations, now that this secret isn’t particularly secret, anymore.  I think you will find him a bit more understanding, once he understands the importance of your mission.” 
 
    “You think he will?” Dara asked, skeptically.  “Perhaps you do not know my father—” 
 
    “Dara, in my years of overseeing estates and manors as castellan, I have seen few men who could match your father’s wisdom and patience, nor his understanding of his duty.  The Master of the Wood is not merely the yeoman in charge of the Westwood, he is the head of a great family, or a small people, depending upon how you look at it.  He, as much as the Flame or even the Hawkmaiden, is responsible for the Westwood’s unique character.  And explains much of why the Magelord has invested so much trust in the man . . . and your entire family.” 
 
    “I never really understood that,” Dara admitted.  “I mean, I suppose me being his apprentice had something to do with it . . .” 
 
    “Not as much as you might think,” Sire Cei chuckled.  “Feudal relationships are complicated, Dara.  When Minalan came to Sevendor, he was searching for allies and wary of foes.  He found plenty of both.   
 
    “But when he examined the character of the men around him, I think he saw your father’s dedication to his people, not just the economic success of the manor, as worthy of note.  He withstood the depredations of Sir Urantal, for instance.  And he respected Minalan’s role as both lord and wizard skeptically, but with an open mind.  Your emergence as Talented that fateful night only cemented the alliance Minalan was already proposing.  Your family’s performance during the Warbird’s siege secured it.  And you were rewarded with acclaim and the estate of Caolan’s Pass as a result.” 
 
    “And now I’ve complicated that alliance by having a petty argument with my father,” Dara sighed, angry at herself. 
 
    “No, you have actually strengthened it, my lady,” Sire Cei said, gently.  “If one considers it in its proper perspective.  For you are now a player on the board,” he informed her.  “Not merely Master Minalan’s apprentice, but the Hawklady who is vassal to the Magelord.  You are the only native nobility Sevendor has,” he reminded her.  “Whether you know it or not, you are an important symbol to everyone in the vales.” 
 
    “I didn’t save Sevendor from a dragon,” Dara countered. 
 
    “Not yet,” Sire Cei smiled.  “But glory in times of war is no substitute for wise governance in peacetime.  Building a mews is just as daunting as fighting a dragon, in its way.  The measure of a good lord is not in how many foes he’s slain on the field, or their nature, but in his steadfast defense of his lands in the first place.  It is not in how many men he leads to battle, but how many healthy families he rules.  It is Duin’s blessing that gives us strong men in times of crisis.  It is Huin’s blessing which feeds them.  It is Luin’s blessing that they are as wise as they are fierce.” 
 
    “We Westwoodmen don’t much go for Narasi gods,” Dara reminded him.   
 
    “Wisdom is wisdom, no matter your religion,” Sire Cei countered.  “In time, Dara, your father and I will go to a pleasant dotage – yes, even the Spellmonger will grow old someday, gods willing.  When our day is done, it will be your task to lead Sevendor.  Part of our responsibility is ensuring that you are prepared to do so.  Learning how to make peace with a yeoman after a dispute is part of that education.  As is a daughter making peace with her father.” 
 
    “That’s the part I don’t like,” Dara frowned. 
 
    “We all do things we don’t like, Dara,” Sire Cei reminded her, gently.  “Your father, you, Minalan, Festaran, Gareth, all of us must face our responsibilities, pleasant and unpleasant, with our duty in mind.  Only the simplest of fools believes he can escape that fact.  And you are not a fool.  Neither is your father.” 
 
    Dara allowed her frustration voice, for once; indeed, Sire Cei’s manner encouraged it. 
 
    “But why does it have to be that way?” she asked, with a childish whine creeping into her voice despite herself. 
 
    “Because the things we accept as our responsibilities are the things that give our lives their meaning,” the Dragonslayer explained.  “And that is something that no one can live without.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    The Sky Riders 
 
      
 
    Dara glided Frightful up the steep hill north of Caolan’s Pass and to the top of the ridge openly, and came to a graceful landing in the widest part of the road, where caravans were used to stopping while their masters paid their tolls before descending to Sevendor.  Thankfully, the road was unoccupied, this early in the morning, and when Frightful’s massive talons bore their weight only a few goats and dogs were agitated by the sudden appearance of a giant Silver-Hooded Raptor. 
 
    Dogs, goats, and a few men . . . including her father. 
 
    Kamen was overseeing a few of the Westwood lads who were building a new stable behind the hall.   They all stopped work and gawked at the sight, some clutching their tools protectively as they slowly approached the bird and its rider. 
 
    “Dara?” her father called, uncertainly, as he stared at the wondrous sight. 
 
    “Yes,” Dara acknowledged, as she slid from the Frightful’s feathered back.  “And that’s Frightful.  We’ve been . . . experimenting,” she explained. 
 
    “Flame!” Kamen swore as he took in the sight.  “I’d say you have!  Did . . . are you . . . is this . . .” 
 
    “Let’s just go inside for a moment,” Dara said, gently taking his arm.  “I’ll explain everything.  My mission was accomplished.  I found Sir Festaran and his men, and they are returning with Kyre.   
 
    “But first, I want to apologize,” she admitted.  “Sire Cei is going to come to you and ask for you to support my mews.  I want you to know that I did not invite that,” she said, proudly.  “I was not inviting the Castle into the affairs of the Wood.”  That was always a troublesome thing, according to the lore of the Westwood.   
 
    Kamen snorted, finally ignoring the bird and staring at his daughter.  “I wouldn’t think you would.  I figured the Castle would intervene, sooner or later.  I’m surprised Cei waited as long as he did.” 
 
    “You aren’t upset?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Me?  Nay.  I will do as my sworn lord commands and as duty instructs.  I would not foreswear an oath made before the Flame.” 
 
    “But you hate it when the castle gets involved!” she objected. 
 
    “I do,” he agreed.  “But there is a time for it.  If Cei thinks this is the time, I will do as I am bid by the castellan.” 
 
    “Oh.  So . . . you’ll do it because Sire Cei says so, but not me,” she said, her nostrils flaring. 
 
    “You are not my sworn lord, or his appointed officer,” he reminded her, sternly.  
 
    “I’m a noble!” 
 
    “If you want me to bow, just tell me,” grunted her father.  “You earned it fairly.  But a title does not make you superior to me by its virtue alone.” 
 
    “It’s because I’m a girl!” Dara said, hotly. 
 
    “It’s because you are not my master,” Kamen said, firmly, folding his arms over his chest.  “The Master of the Wood must behave wisely, Dara.  That’s our duty to the Flame and the Wood.  We are free men, when others have traded their liberty for the bonds of villenage.  We were free before the Narasi came, we will be free when they leave.  As Master of the Wood, I must jealously guard every bit of our freedom from those who would take it.  Including from the Magelord,” he emphasized.   
 
    “Aren’t you and Master Minalan allies?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “Aye,” Kamen agreed, cautiously.  “Even friends, if you don’t want to be too particular.  He’s done right by us, as we have by him.  We’ve both profited and prospered as a result.” 
 
    “Then why are you so worried about him?  He’s not going to do anything to hurt the Westwood!” 
 
    “And it’s my job to ensure that he doesn’t!” Kamen argued.  “The Master of the Wood must always be wary of the whims of our lords.  Even when they come to us smiling, bearing gifts, and enriching us.  The folk of the Vale consider us suspicious and superstitious about our fair wood, but the truth is we tend the Flame and guard the Wood because it protects and provides for us – not any lord in a castle.   
 
    “To let you dictate to me in my own hall where something should be built was unacceptable,” Kamen continued, as he escorted his daughter inside.  “You are my daughter, noble or not.  And a daughter of the Westwood, where my word is law,” he reminded her.  “To let you flout my wishes without consequence would make me seem weak.” 
 
    “No one thinks you are weak!” Dara said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Because I don’t let anyone tell me what to do in my own hall, except my rightful lord and his officers performing their rightful duties,” he said, forcefully, as they took a seat at the trestle . . . the same one that had served as an operating table a few days ago, Dara realized.  Or was that just yesterday? “To do so would have diminished the respect my own men have for me.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t stop following you,” Dara pointed out. 
 
    “But would they follow me because I have the title, or because I act as the Master?” Kamen countered.  “When you are in charge of other people, Dara, you achieve far more when they follow your because they respect you.  If you lose their respect, you also lose their best efforts.  You see how Kyre is seen by his men?” 
 
    “They love him and respect him,” Dara nodded.  “As soon as he told them to prepare to go find Sir Festaran, they jumped to it.” 
 
    Kamen nodded.  “If you want to inspire that kind of effort, you must be the kind of leader who commands respect because of how you lead, not just because you have a title.  Kyre does not brook any dissention in his men,” he explained.  “Nor does he shirk his duties or responsibilities out of convenience or sloth.  He enjoys their respect because he has their confidence.  And he has their confidence because they know what to expect from him.” 
 
    “So what does that have to do with me?” Dara asked, confused. 
 
    “If I am commanded to allow you to build the mews by the castellan, that is a lord giving proper instruction to a yeoman.  If I let you decided on your own that you are going to build a mews, against my wishes, then the folk of the Westwood will know that I can be challenged.  By my youngest daughter, no less.  They may not say a word about it, but they will know as surely as if it were said before the Flame,” he assured.  “The issue was never truly about the mews, but about a challenge to my authority.” 
 
    “So you don’t care if I build a mews?” Dara asked, still confused. 
 
    “Oh, I care a great deal,” Kamen agreed, nodding fervently.  “I think it’s a colossal waste of resources, it’s going to affect the work in the Wood, and it will bring yet-more strangers to our land.  But if I am ordered to do it, I will do it, as troublesome as it is.  But only if the lord of Sevendor commands it, not my daughter.” 
 
    “Why does that make the slightest difference?  Because you’re the Master of the Wood?” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed.  “Minalan has his role.  I have mine.  You, Lenodara, have yet to find yours.  You are not my master.  And though we serve the same master, you have no authority in the Westwood.  Until you are given authority, I will manage my estate as I see fit,” he said, defiantly. 
 
    “And if I am given authority . . .?” 
 
    “Then I will follow you as loyally as I follow the Magelord,” he assured her.  “But that will only be a token.  Minalan has earned my respect as a leader.  In war and in peace.  You have not.  But you’re starting to,” he conceded. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “You challenged me, and didn’t run away, or try to get others to solve your problems,” he pointed out, just a proudly as he had asserted his own rights.  “As the Master of the Wood I was angry.  As a father, I was proud.” 
 
    “You could be both?” 
 
    “Fatherhood is a complicated thing, Dara,” he assured her with a chuckle.  “I want you to be strong enough to assert yourself.  I want you to be able to challenge adversity, even when it comes from me.  I’ve tried to teach that to all my children.  I was hardest on Kyre, not because he’s the eldest but because he’s a natural leader who will need to be tough to handle his responsibilities as Master of the Wood, someday.  I am hard on Kran because he responds well to a challenge,” he said, speaking of Dara’s brothers.  “I am hard on Kasdan because he’s much like Kyre, in some ways, and much like Kobb in others.  I tried to be hard on Linta, but she’s too much like your mother.  And I’m hard on Kobb because he's an idiot – just wait until you meet your new future sister-in-law,” he said, frowning. 
 
    “But I was hard on you this summer because you’re a noblewoman and a wizard, now, and I have no idea what your life holds for you . . . but I’m certain the Flame won’t see it an easy one.  Those aren’t the times we live in,” he said, sadly.   
 
    Dara snorted.  “It’s better than when Urantal ran Sevendor!” 
 
    “For the moment,” he conceded.  “But things change, Dara.  Magelord Minalan has brought wonders and riches to Sevendor, but he also attracts enemies.   I need my family to be strong and resilient enough to face them, at need.   Else I court tragedy for the Wood.  Do you know how hard it was to take my sons to war, let along my daughter?  Do you have any idea how terrified I was?” 
 
    “You were as brave as any knight at Cambrian!” she said, hotly. 
 
    “You’re gracious to think so.  But I wasn’t scared for me getting killed, Dara, I was scared for my children.  If I could have kept you all away from that madhouse of a battlefield, I would have.  Since I couldn’t, I tried to make you tough enough to handle it – and you did.  But the next battlefield, Dara?  The one after that?  How can I protect you all from those?  I can’t.   
 
    “So I have to make my children strong enough to protect themselves.  And that includes enduring them challenging my authority to teach them how to do so properly.   Sometimes I find myself thinking fondly of the time when the worst I had to contend with was a corrupt tenant lord and an impetuous daughter,” he sighed. 
 
    Dara took a moment to think about her father’s words – many of his points she hadn’t considered.  She was starting to understand what a profound and terrible duty leadership could place on someone.  And she realized she would have to assume some of that burden, soon, if she was going to expand the secret project to include other Sky Riders. 
 
    “I appreciate that you tried to make me strong, Father,” she finally said, quietly.  “And I appreciate that you did so without treating me so much like a little girl.  I respect your authority as Master of the Wood,” she continued, “and I’m not trying to undermine it.  I’m sorry if I made you feel as if I was.” 
 
    “Now that I see that . . . incredibly large bird, I’m starting to understand,” he admitted.  “She’s not as big as a dragon, I suppose, but if she can do to a goblin what she does to a hare . . . well, I see the usefulness of that.  And why you were so determined to get your mews constructed before winter.” 
 
    “I need to have it finished before mowing is done,” she corrected.  “As it is, I’m going to have to purchase thatch in Sashtalia – that was what I was doing when that wounded man came in,” she reminded him.   
 
    “You won’t have to do that, Dara,” he sighed.  “I’ll reserve the bulk of the thatch from the south fields for you – at the manor’s expense.  To make up for past difficulties.” 
 
    “And I will move as quickly as I can to establish proper quarters and kitchens on the knob,” she pledged, “to keep the mews from becoming a drain on the hall.” 
 
    Kamen snorted.  “Dara, two falconers aren’t going to put a strain on the hall’s resources.” 
 
    Dara looked at him, realizing that her father still hadn’t understood the full implications of Frightful’s transformation . . . or Dara’s plans. 
 
    “Oh, there are only two falconers . . . now,” she agreed.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The autumn sun beat down on the bright white knob as the new recruits took their positions outside of the Mewshall – that’s what they were calling the growing complex.   Despite how new it was, it was already starting to feel crowded with the influx. 
 
    “This is a falcon,” Dara began to lecture, after taking a deep breath.  “It is one of the deadliest airborne predators on Callidore, for its size.”  Frightful preened on her perch, enjoying the attention.  Each of the recruits had been given their own hawk from the generously-supplied mews.  For some of them – particularly the two Tal Alon recruits – the experience was as frightening as it was novel.   
 
    But these were all well-trained birds, Dara knew, hand-picked by Master Arcor as the best hunters and the strongest fliers.  The best suited for Transgenic Enchantment, too, from Lady Ithalia’s determination.   
 
    “When you increase the size of the bird, through magic, you also increase its deadliness,” she continued, as she took the wand controlling Frightful’s enchantment from her belt.   
 
    In a moment, the six recruits were gasping at the mammoth falcon that preened even more proudly after she’d been transformed.  “In this size, Frightful can hunt a full-grown buck as easily as she can a rabbit in her normal size.  And, once she’s properly equipped and trained, my goal is to turn her – and each of you – not just into a better hunter, but a better fighter.  One that can contend with dragons, if need be.” 
 
    Dara started putting the new harness Master Andalnam had delivered to her a few days before – this would be its trial run – on Frightful, with Nattia’s assistance.  The Kasari falconer had been Dara’s first recruit, and for weeks her only recruit, as she scoured Sevendor for potential Sky Riders.  It hadn’t been an easy task. 
 
    She envisioned that the Sky Riders would have to conform to certain standards.  Unlike the chivalry, who valued pure strength and size to practice their bloody trade, Dara’s Sky Riders needed to be lithe, small, and light enough to not overburden the birds.  They had to be bold and brave, willing to risk falling from the sky or worse fates.  They had to be intelligent and teachable enough to learn almost as much as a professional falconer, as well as all the skills Dara assumed a Sky Rider would need to fly. 
 
    That had excluded most of the population of Sevendor – but Dara and Nattia had persisted.  With only a few weeks left of autumn, Dara had managed to find enough recruits to fill out her first Wing (the unit name Dara thought most appropriate for a flying service).  While they would spend the winter learning falconry with Master Arcor, they would also be practicing for the spring, when they would attempt to do what Dara was demonstrating: flying on the backs of their giant falcons.  
 
    If all went well, she was hoping to visit Chepstan Fair next year by air. 
 
    The saddle that Master Andalnam had produced was as beautiful as it was magical.  The dark red leather of the straps and seat were richly tooled with falcons and feathers.   
 
    There was a short knob in the front, a wide seat and stirrups, and reins attached.  Quivers and leather bags were attached for useful gear, in the future – right now, Dara had little idea of what would be needed.  When she sat in the comfortable saddle for the first time, perched on Frightful’s back, she was gratified to feel the spells included in the harness reach out and bind her to the saddle, securing her tightly enough she would not fall off.   
 
    She hoped. 
 
    “We’re estimating each bird will be able to bear up to five hundred pounds, at this size,” she boasted to her recruits.  “With my saddle and gear, I’m about half of that.  That means Frightful can carry me and perhaps even a passenger.  Or pick up a goblin and drop him in a river.  We’re working on magic that can improve how much they’ll be able to bear even more, but they should be strong enough to bear a rider for hours, much like a horse.” 
 
    The recruits gawked at the sight of her mounted.  She was wearing a tight-fitting leather jacket heavily-lined with sheepskin. She had wisely commissioned warmer clothing for flying, even more important now that the weather was turning cold.  A leather infantry cap was strapped to her head – not because it would keep her safe in a fall, but because it kept her hair from flying into her mouth.   
 
    “The primary purpose of Sky Riding is to provide a clear vision of what is going on in the field to our commanders – like a scout does for an army, only from the air.  The secondary purpose is to help our warriors on the ground.  And the third . . . is to intervene should any flying pests invade.” 
 
    “Like nightwebs?” asked one of the girls in line.  She held the falcon on her arm cautiously, as if she were a bit afraid of it. 
 
    “Like dragons,” Dara countered, gravely, as Frightful shifted her weight impatiently from leg to leg.  “Make no mistake: that is the ultimate goal, to meet dragons in the air and discourage them.”   
 
    “Are dragons this big?” asked another recruit. 
 
    “Far larger,” Dara answered.  “The one at Cambrian was sixty feet long.  And it was a young one.  We will fly in flocks, using speed and numbers to counter.  At least, that’s the theory,” she admitted. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to demonstrate just what you have to look forward to,” she promised, as Frightful began to get impatient.  “I’ve done this several times, now, and it’s a lot of fun, once you get over the sheer terror.  While you won’t have my advantage as a beastmaster, with my help I can assist you in learning how to communicate with your bird in a rudimentary way.  Enough to steer them, at least.  At least, that’s the theory,” she repeated, earning a chuckle from her recruits.   
 
    “I’m going to take a quick circle around the vale, before I return here and take each one of you aloft with me.  That will help you decide if you want to keep going,” she offered.  Without further explanation, she urged Frightful to spring into the sky.  The falcon took only two steps before her powerful wings beat their way into the air. 
 
    Dara was gratified to see that the magic saddle made taking off a far less wild ride than before; she barely shifted her weight as Frightful climbed to an appropriate altitude.  She banked automatically toward the thermal behind Rundeval and rose still higher, before soaring out over the castle and above the town of Sevendor, below. 
 
    The rest of the vale passed below her while she picked up speed, and Frightful banked over Brestal Castle, on the far side of the domain, with the elegance of a dancer before heading back west.  Dara thrilled at the sensation of speed, and experimented with the new harness, exchanging notes with Frightful as to fit and comfort.  She was amazed that her mount gave her a relatively stable position – and a far smoother ride than Lumpy ever did. 
 
    Dara headed back toward the castle, after letting her bird stretch her wings.  Without telling her to, Frightful began to dive toward the upper towers of the place.  Dara didn’t realize what she was doing until the last moment, when her shadow passed over the gleaming white stone . . . and Frightful uttered a profoundly loud screech that set every cat in the castle running for cover in terror. 
 
    Smugly, her bird pulled up and beat her wings one last time before gliding to a stop where she’d started. 
 
    Dara was breathless, as she surveyed her excited, wide-eyed recruits. 
 
    “Who’s first?” she asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
SKY RIDER

ASPELLMONGER CADET NOVEL

BY TERRY MANCOUR






