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Ghosts






Chapter 1







On the third morning after the parting at the River Talahnon, the five companions left the green prairie, entering a land of stony soil where the grass grew low and coarse amid scraggly thickets and scattered groves of stunted trees. The weather had been fair, but on that day heavy clouds came up from the south and the wind grew chill. In the late afternoon they resolved to look for shelter.






Kit and Marshal went ahead to explore. Before Medesh, neither had much experience of horses, but in the days since, under the tutelage of Pantheren and Jakurian, their skills had grown. Near dusk Kit came galloping back with the news that they had discovered a small cave.



“There is not much room, but except for some old bones it is empty, and with luck it will stay dry a while.”



They hurried to tether the horses in a thicket, hauling the gear inside as the first drops of rain began to fall.



Pantheren looked around. Large stones jutted up from the cave floor leaving little room for five people to bed down, and a damp chill pervaded the air. But at least there was no water dripping from the low ceiling—not yet—and despite the discomforts, it was true shelter, far better than sleeping outside.



He laid out his blanket in an open space near the cave mouth and sat down. Lanyon came to sit beside him.



The others found places to sleep. Marshal tossed a few rocks outside. Kit tossed away some bones. Then he lay on his back, ruefully recalling the comforts of Medesh as the rain strengthened to a steady downpour. “If we could at least make a fire,” he lamented. “But there is no dry wood now, and nowhere for the smoke to go.”



“I only wish we had a light,” Jakurian replied. “I admit a dread of the utter darkness that is almost upon us.”



No sooner had he spoken these words, than a pool of white light glimmered into existence on the concave surface of a stone at the center of the cave, illuminating rough walls and weary faces. Jakurian drew back in alarm.



“Do not be afraid!” Kit said, sitting up with a laugh. “For Lanyon, the spell of light is an easy thing.”



She answered in a trembling voice, “This is not my spell.”



Pantheren heard this and started to his feet, thinking Édan had come again. But then Marshal cried out in surprise: “There is a ghost here! I can feel its chill.”



“If that’s so, it’s a sorcerer’s ghost,” Pantheren said, gripping his sword, though little good it could do him.



“There it is!” Kit cried.



Pantheren saw it too, just an arm’s reach away: a tall, glimmering, half-seen figure standing beside the luminous stone. Its shape suggested a proud warrior in battle armor. Its dark eyes appeared to glare at Lanyon.



Pantheren glanced down at her. She crouched against the cave wall, but met the ghost’s glare with defiant eyes. Then she exclaimed, “You know what happened that night? You knew what he intended?” Moments later, fury overcame her. “I will not tell you anything! Leave me and do not come again! Be gone!”



Obedient to this command, the ghost vanished, though the pool of light remained. Lanyon huddled against the wall, looking stunned.



Pantheren crouched beside her. “Speak. Are you all right?”



“I did not know a ghost could work spells.”



“You sent it away,” Marshal said in admiration.



“I knew him in life.”



“Knew who?” Jakurian asked. “This ghost?”



“Yes. He was once Renthian of Samokea, who was a skilled sorcerer, and also counselor to Édan. He was in the Citadel that night Siddél came.”



Pantheren’s suspicion stirred. “Was this ghost sent by Édan?”



“No. Renthian believes Édan to be dead. He came because he sensed the talisman—he knows what it is—but he did not expect to find me.”



“So this Renthian,” Jakurian asked, “he knew what Édan had done? It was not a secret after all?”



“He suspected—they must have discussed it—but he didn’t know it as a certainty, not until now.” She rubbed at her eyes and sighed. “I am sorry. I let anger rule me. I should have questioned him more.”



“He put the blame on you, didn’t he?” Pantheren asked. “That’s what men will do when a chieftain fails them. They would rather have the unblemished legend than the truth.”



Lanyon admitted it was so. “He decided I must have stolen the talisman and fled, leaving Édan helpless when Siddél came. So it is my fault his kin are no more.”



Kit said, “It is insufferable to be so accused!”



“It doesn’t matter,” Lanyon assured him. “Renthian is a ghost and he has no power over me.”



“But why is he here?” Jakurian wanted to know. “So very far from the Citadel of the Snow Chanter?”



She shrugged. “He sensed the talisman and he came. That is surely how Édan found us too—but I cannot hide it.”



“Will he come back?” Marshal wondered.



“I do not know.”



Pantheren again took his seat, while Jakurian and Marshal put together another cold meal. The lack of a fire was a trial, but the light remained steady, so at least they were not oppressed by darkness.





◆





The dawn brought an east wind that drove away the mist and chased the clouds up to a great height. All the peaks of the Tiyat-kel glistened with a bright cap of new snow.






They started north again. They’d been riding for a while when Marshal asked, “How far is it from Habaddon to Ohtangia? Is it farther than the distance we have journeyed through Samokea?”



“Half again as far,” Pantheren told him. “Like Samokea, Ohtangia is a vast land, and requires many days to traverse.”



“Have you been there?” Kit asked him.



“I have. I journeyed there once as a young man, and then went on south until I reached the walled city of Hallah—and that was many times farther still.”



Marshal shook his head. “I confess I did not know the Wild was so vast. Each day as we go north I keep thinking we must soon reach the edge of all things, but always there is more.”



“Far more,” Pantheren agreed, “though what lies to the north is mostly mystery.”



“Mystery?” Kit asked. “What mystery is there? We know Siddél’s home may be found in the north, this ‘Storm Lair.’ Is it not so? Though perhaps we don’t know precisely where it lies?”



“No one knows,” Pantheren said. “None among the people have ever seen it.”



“Then how do we know there is such a place?”



“The Inyomere know of it,” Lanyon told him.



“Then the Snow Chanter has told you how to find it?”



“Oh no. The Snow Chanter is bound to her place and has never ventured from it. But there are many among the petty Inyomere who wander far. It’s my hope that before long we will find some willing to speak with us.”



“Other than the Snow Chanter, I have never met an Inyomere willing to speak,” Jakurian said.



“You have not ventured in Ohtangia,” Pantheren told him. “There the Inyomere lived long in the company of Clan Kyramanthes, and many are interested in the doings of the people. Let us hope we find some like that on the path ahead.”



They saw no Inyomere, but as they continued north into the afternoon, the trees grew taller and more abundant. Before long they found themselves riding through a forest, though it was not a lovely place. Many of the trees looked broken and worn, heavy with dead branches, some half fallen over. The only trees that flourished were a kind of thorn tree none of them had seen before.



These thorn trees were not tall, but they had thick trunks and bark like pebbly armor, spiked with long black thorns. Nothing grew beneath their wide branches, though tangled weeds thrived everywhere else. The horses were soon made fretful by the stickers that clung to their legs, and by a reek of decay that became more and more common as they went along.



Hidden among the weeds and disguised in the leaf-litter beneath the thorn trees lay the rotting remains of arowl. Many had been reduced to weathered bone. But others were fresh, still with shreds of skin and flesh, though all were chewed and broken.



Jakurian spoke in a hushed voice, “There is nothing left in this land but arowl.”



Pantheren also spoke softly, “It’s strange we have not heard the howling of any pack, but perhaps they were called away to Medesh and died there. I pray it is so.”



No one wanted to linger, so they pushed on until the afternoon grew old. Then they found a hollow on the side of a hill and stopped a while to rest the horses, planning to ride on past nightfall in the hope of escaping that unhappy land.



Lanyon put together another cold supper, this time of dried fish and the last, stale remnants of the bread they had brought from Medesh.



The droning of flies surrounded them as they ate, calling attention to the pervasive odor of death. Marshal shook his head in puzzlement. “I don’t understand it. This lands feels . . . oppressed . . . as if by silence. Or something like silence. And yet the birds sing and the flies buzz. Never have I seen so many flies!”



“This is a soulless place,” Lanyon agreed. “It reminds me of the ruins of the Citadel, though that place was barren and the Inyomere were gone.”



“I wonder if that’s it,” Marshal mused. “Maybe the Inyomere are gone from here. Though this forest is lush and green, it still feels unloved and unkempt.”



“It surely does,” Lanyon agreed. “And yet I wonder if there’s a second cause of our discontent. We’ve grown so quiet and dull since we’ve been without Bennek.”



This inspired a dramatic sigh from Kit. “It’s true. I do truly miss him. And I feel it’s my duty to take over the task of asking you awkward questions, Lanyon, so we might feel more ourselves again.”



Marshal smiled—for the first time in days, or so it seemed. “Sadly, my cousin, we know you are too well-mannered for such a role.”



Jakurian laughed. “I regret there was not time for me to know your brother better . . . though I confess my feelings for him are not all fond. It’s a hard thing to know that Pantheren has allowed me here only as a poor substitute for Bennek.”



This ignited a rare, playful glint in Pantheren’s eyes. “Find me the arowl before they may be seen or heard, and then confound them. When you can do that, perhaps I will put you first again.”



Jakurian spread his hands helplessly.



Kit shook his head. “I fear we are all doomed to be bested.”



“This night we are doomed to go without sleep,” Pantheren answered. “Come. Darkness is not far off. Let us make ready to go.”





◆





Nightfall showed them that the forest was haunted not just by the scent of death, but also by its memory. Darkness revealed ghosts, come to watch them pass. The specters appeared amid the deepest shadows, each with a stern face and a cold awareness in its pale gaze. They lingered only a few seconds before disappearing again, but always there was another farther along, lurking beneath the most ancient trees.






The ghost of Renthian of Samokea came again to watch them, and later the ghost of another Samokeän captain Lanyon had known long ago. After that, she pulled her hood over her head to hide her face and refused to look about anymore.



The horses went quietly, one after another in the leaf-filtered starlight. After a time, a breeze stirred. For a few seconds, branches rustled and murmured. Then the breeze died away and the forest grew still again.



But now a new sound came to them: the quick, crunching, twig-snapping beat of tiny feet speeding through the leaf litter. A moment later, a knee-high, man-like silhouette burst into the starlight.



“It’s an Inyomere!” Kit cried.



“Wait, sir!” Lanyon called to it. “Stay but a moment.”



It froze at the sound of her voice. A tiny thing, gazing up at her with luminous green eyes. Its garment was of autumn leaves, and its fingers were long, gray, and kinked, like roots that have been torn from the soil. “The hunters come, Blessed One,” it said, in a voice low and crisp like rustling leaves. “They seek to kill us. You must flee!” It darted beneath the belly of Jakurian’s horse and disappeared into the night.



Lanyon yanked off her hood and turned her head this way and that. Then she gasped. “They are bespelled! They wear the Hunter’s Veil! Tirvallian! Part these veils now!”



Abruptly, the forest awoke with the rustle and crunch of heavy feet running on fallen leaves. Figures darted between the trees. Here, starlight illumined the hideous face of a were-wolf. There, the light glinted off rows of needle-sharp teeth.



Kit and Marshal pulled their spears. Pantheren and Jakurian unsheathed their swords. But Lanyon stood up in her stirrups and cried out to them, “No, wait! These are not arowl. They are people. Do not hurt them! We do not war against the people!”



“I see no people!” Kit answered her. “They are only beasts!”



With a whoosh and a whir, a flurry of darts flew at them. Jakurian urged his horse forward, as if he could block the darts from striking Lanyon. She cried out the name of the fire spell. Darts burst into flame, falling like burning stars to the ground. But some found their targets.



Kit plucked at a dart that had pierced his coat to prick his right arm, which fell numb and useless at his side. His spear tumbled from his hand.



Darts struck Pantheren in his hand, his thigh, his chest. He clutched at the saddle, to keep from falling to the ground. “Run, Lanyon,” he croaked, his voice almost gone. “Ride! Jakurian, defend her.”



She pulled her horse around in a full circle, shouting, “Please hear me! We are not your enemies.”



Figures swarmed from the darkness. From atop his horse, Jakurian looked down on a sea of arowl faces, hideous in the starlight. Arowl! Hunting under the protection of an enchantment. He seized the bridle of Lanyon’s mare.



She saw what he meant to do and cried out, “Jakurian, no!”



But Pantheren and Kit were already disabled and Marshal must soon be overwhelmed.



Never before had Jakurian abandoned living men to the rampages of arowl. The thought of doing so now filled him with horror. But his first duty was to protect Lanyon, and the talisman she carried. With a fierce cry, he urged both their horses into headlong flight.



“Lanyon is away!” Marshal shouted. But her warning stayed with him. These are people. Indeed, all these seeming-arowl had the hands of people. All of them spoke with the voices of people as they called tactics to one another, and yet they had the faces and hides of arowl.



Doubt restrained him. When he saw a small beast fighting to pull Pantheren from his horse, he used only the shaft of his spear to whack it on the back. The creature had a were-wolf’s head, but the hands it used to seize Pantheren were a man’s hands. The shout it uttered when Marshal’s blow struck was a man’s shout.



The people did not war against the people.



Marshal knocked another in the chest. He turned his horse in a tight circle, driving two more of the creatures back from Kit, but in the moment his attention was away, five swarmed on Pantheren.



Marshal shouted and drove his horse into their midst. He seized one by the coarse gray, wolfish hair of its head, intending to throw it back, but to his astonishment, its scalp slipped off in his hand, leaving him holding a hollow mask made of arowl hide, while a lithe, smooth-skinned youth no older than himself spun away with a shout. The other beasts paid no heed as they wrestled Pantheren to the ground.



Fury overcame Marshal. “Stop this now!” he shouted. He spun his horse around again to see another pack of beasts swarming Kit. “Masks and skins and bestial enchantment do not make you arowl!” He flung the hideous scalp to the ground. “Stand off! Remember yourselves! The people do not draw weapons against one another.”



They did not heed him.



Marshal saw them force Kit to the ground. They spirited away his horse and Pantheren’s.



Pantheren lay bound in the mud, a spear point resting against his throat.



“If you kill him,” Marshal warned, “we are all doomed.”



The beast people encircled him. He counted eighteen. Three stood with bows drawn, their arrows aimed at his heart. All were masked as arowl, except for a slender figure who wore the silvery face of an Inyomere of the stream.



One, robed in black fur, stepped forward. He was not as tall as many of the others, but his mask was more hideous: a leering black-furred face with huge protruding eyes, a broad nose that looked decayed, and a wide mouth with dog lips sagging around sharp white teeth.



What creature Siddél had twisted to create such a beast, Marshal could not guess. How these people had contrived to animate such a mask stood as an equal mystery, for the eyes appeared full of life, the nostrils flared, and spit flecked the black lips.



It was a disguise to make the bravest man falter, yet its wearer was done with it. Pale hands reached up to lift the mask away. The life went out of it. It transformed into a hollow skin with painted eyes. A woman stood revealed.



Marshal had never seen another like her. In the glimmering starlight she seemed to glow, so pale was her skin. And she was terribly thin, almost wraithlike. Her hair, coiled in a tight braid behind her neck, seemed white in the faint light. Her eyes appeared hollow. In other circumstance he might have mistaken her for a ghost. Even so, he found her ethereally beautiful.



She smiled at him, but it was a hungry smile. “Dismount,” she told him.



Marshal drew himself up a little straighter. “The people do not war against the people,” he reminded her. Secretly, he hoped he had not struck her with his spear.



“Perhaps you are people, and perhaps you are not,” she said. “Dismount, and we shall find out.”



“Dismount, you fool,” Pantheren croaked in a hoarse whisper. “Or they will kill you.”



“Listen to your father,” the woman advised.



Marshal had not the chance. Impatience overcame one of her companions. A dart hissed, striking him in the neck, biting deep. Instantly, he felt himself adrift, his breath stolen away as he sank irresistibly into the frigid black waters of a midnight lake. Gazing back at the world from beneath the surface, he saw the pale woman leaning over the waters as if searching for something. Then she went away, and darkness closed over the bright faces of the stars.









Chapter 2







Jakurian pushed the horses hard, heedless of where they went so long as they found a way in the darkness.






Lanyon depended now on him alone.



Shaken by the horror of what had happened, and shamed by the cruel blessing of his own survival, he did not feel worthy of that trust. He, who had left living men behind!



“Jakurian! Jakurian, listen to me! Slow a moment, and listen.”



He had taken the reins of Lanyon’s horse. He had cut them from her hands when she’d tried to turn back.



“Jakurian, please stop!”



“Do not call out!” he warned her. “Do not give us away.”



He did not stop, but the horses had run hard, so he let them slow to a walk, snorting and blowing. Beside him, Lanyon clung to the mane of her mare, a hunched silhouette.



“I will not shout, if you will listen,” she said. “They are not pursuing us! We must go back.”



“There is nothing to go back for! And they will come after us. They will bay on our trail after they have sated themselves. We must be far away by then.”



“Jakurian, hear me! They were not arowl! They were sorcerers. They enchanted themselves with a living disguise, but they were people. Didn’t you hear them speak? Didn’t you see their hands?”



“I confess I did not. I saw only their faces. If they were people, why did they attack us?”



“I don’t know, but we must go back. We cannot abandon our friends!”



Jakurian wanted nothing more than to do just that.



“Do you still have the talisman?” he asked her.



“Yes, of course.”



“Then we go on. That is our duty. Pantheren would say as much.”



Just then, faint on a night breeze, there came a chilling howl out of the north. The howl repeated itself, and was answered by several more.



Jakurian asked her, “Was that a sorcerer’s lamentation?”



“You know that is the baying of arowl.”



He urged the horses to a faster walk. “Arowl ahead and sorcerers behind. Have you a spell to hide us?”



“There is not enough time to summon the Hunter’s Veil unless . . .” Resolve entered her voice: “I may not be able to hide both horses. Will you let me ride behind you?”



“Come.” He held out his arm to help her climb over, then he took the supply sack from her saddle. “Lilya is a sweet mare, but if we have to sacrifice her to the arowl before this night is over, so be it. Are you ready?”



“A moment.”



She took the talisman from its case. “Édan could hide many men at once. I will try to borrow some of his power to hide the two of us.”



Jakurian set the horses walking swiftly toward the southwest while Lanyon balanced behind him, chanting softly as she held Édan’s arrow across her lap.



All the while, the howls of the arowl grew louder. The beasts could not have discovered their trail already, but the evil luck that ruled that night drew them closer. It wouldn’t be long before the pack picked up the scent of horses and human flesh.



After a time, a current stirred within the Mere. Jakurian felt the unseen force flow past him. Not long after, his eyesight began to trouble him. His horse, Vero, moved steadily, yet Vero’s pricked ears and muscular neck became harder and harder to see. The ground showed through in glimpses.



Jakurian held up a hand. Held it right before his eyes. It did not appear to be there. He could see through it to the dark shapes of trees beyond.



“Arowl and sorcerers,” he whispered. How sweet the Wild would be if it contained neither!



Just then, a great howling cacophony erupted behind them, not a quarter mile away. Lanyon’s chant went on, unwavering, but Vero trembled. Lilya pulled back, snorting and fighting her lead. When Jakurian turned to soothe her, she shimmered on the edge of visibility. All around him the shapes of the night remained solid, but the two horses wavered, as if undecided in their existence.



Now the yammering of the arowl bore down on them. Lilya shook her head and fought to break free. Vero’s hide was wet and shivering. Jakurian knew these things by sound and by feel. He could not see the horses. He felt as if he rode on a memory of wind. He felt as if he wrestled with ghosts.



“Lanyon!” he whispered. “The arowl are upon us. We must flee.”



Her chant did not waver, but she leaned against him and one arm went around his waist.



“Go,” he whispered to Vero, and the horse leaped away, running flat-out in the darkness with Lilya racing beside him.



Jakurian could not see the horses. He could hardly hear them. The pounding of their hooves was faint, and grew fainter still, until it vanished altogether. Even the fallen leaves kicked up in their wake fell back into place, leaving no trail for the arowl to follow. No longer did he ride a horse. He hurtled through the woodland on the back of a spirit that bore him soaring above the leaves and mossy stones, and nothing in the night could discern his passage.



The baying of the arowl fell far behind.



After a time he reined the horses in. Lilya snorted in exhaustion, and Vero’s chest heaved. Lanyon too was spent. Sometime during their flight, her chant had ceased. Now she sagged against Jakurian.



“Help me down,” she pleaded in a dry-throated whisper. “Let me walk.”



Jakurian slipped to the ground. He saw her as a faint, ghost-like being atop a ghost horse, but when he lifted her down, her weight was real.



She knelt on the damp ground, returning the arrow to its case. He could see her only if he looked half-away.



“What is this place?” she asked, standing up again.



“I don’t know. I let the horses find their own way.”



They had come to a stream that slid quietly through the woodland. Its silvery waters wound around large stones blackened with moss. A neat turf made up the banks. Not far to the south, a strange bird chirped. Jakurian did not trust that sound.



“Lanyon, there is something amiss here. Climb atop Lilya now, and be ready.”



Lanyon did so, without a word. Jakurian returned to Vero’s back. They waited for the peril to reveal itself.



The sky was clear. The stars bright. No wind tossed the branches. Yet Jakurian saw shadows moving beneath the trees. Lilya saw them too. She danced nervously. Vero turned and snorted.



Jakurian took up his bow, fitting an arrow to the string, and all movement ceased beneath the trees. He listened, but heard only the murmur of water and the renewed chirping of the night bird calling to a companion that answered from somewhere upstream.



Then a breeze came sighing down above the water. Lilya did not like the messages it carried. She reared with a terrified whinny, but Lanyon kept her seat and would not let her run.



“Arowl,” she whispered grimly.



Jakurian smelled them too.



Then, all at once, the night was shocked by a great outcry of people’s voices, men and women. The shouts came from upstream, beyond the shadows where Jakurian suspected the pack to be. “For Samokea!” they cried. “For Samokea!”



Goaded by this challenge, the arowl revealed themselves with an explosion of baying and barking among the trees. Some threw themselves on their attackers, but others remembered their original prey. These plunged toward Jakurian. He met them with three swift arrows. Then he seized his spear.



Vero burst into a gallop, charging the nearest arowl. Jakurian slew it with his spear, and then felled another. A third burst into flame, casting a blinding light through the woodland and sending harsh shadows lancing between the trees.



There came the hiss of more arrows, the shouts of people, the stink of burning flesh—and the blood-curdling howls of the arowl. But the howls cut off, one by one, until only the voices of the people remained.



Keeping his spear ready, Jakurian moved his horse closer to Lanyon.



Alongside the stream, a cautious distance away, a pale, slender warrior stood watching him. In one hand the man held what looked to be the smooth, silvery head of an Inyomere of the Water, be it lake, or stream, or high mountain pool. In the other he carried a spear, though he gripped it casually and did not seem to offer Jakurian any challenge.



This stranger did not have Jakurian’s height or the breadth of his shoulders, but even just in standing he had a dangerous grace . . . like a leopard Jakurian had once seen, south of Habaddon.



The warrior spoke in a soft voice. “That is a wicked object your woman carries. It has a dreadful weight within the Mere.”



Lanyon answered him. “Sir, why do you waylay us? What harm have you brought to our friends?”



“None that will last, but your own well-being is less certain. The ghosts know who you are, Lanyon Kyramanthes, and they do not love you. They clamor at me to leave you in the forest for the arowl—but this does not seem right to me. You were first to remind us of our duties to one another, and your concern is for your friends. These are not signs of a wicked heart.”



“Be cautious, sir!” she answered sharply. “It is not always easy to perceive evil.” But then her voice gentled. “Still, I mean no harm to you or any here. As for your ghosts, I knew some of them in life and I have no fear of confronting them in death.”



The pale warrior smiled. “I called your horses to me. I do not want you or your companion to be food for the arowl. But I doubt that I can hold you against your will. So I ask you respectfully—as perhaps I should have done first—come with us and be safe, for there are more arowl than these in Beyna Forest.”



“And our friends?”



“You will meet them again in our keep.”









Chapter 3







Marshal wakened to deep night and the powerful withers of a horse beneath him. His head nodded and swayed with each step the horse took. His mouth felt so dry he could not swallow. Someone rode behind him, lean arms embracing him so he would not fall from the saddle.






With astonishment, he realized death had rejected him.



He remembered the dart that had struck him, and the feeling of being drawn down into lightless waters that froze his breath and stilled his heart.



Yet he lived. He could not doubt it, for termites tunneled within his skull and his belly felt at once knotted and dead, and aboil with a sickly heat. Such evil had entered into him that he knew he must still be in the world.



He groaned, and the arms that held him tightened against his belly. A slight pressure, but more than he could bear. He thrashed and broke his captor’s grip. He threw himself from the horse, falling to his hands and knees in the forest mulch, retching, until the evil that was in him began to fade.



When he grew quiet, someone wiped his face with a moist cloth. “You will not escape into death tonight, Marshal.”



It was the voice of the wraith woman who had commanded him to come down from his horse. She spoke to him intimately, her mouth just inches from his ear. “I heard your heart stop, but I commanded it to beat again. Here, take a little water.”



He drank thirstily. In the distance he heard the howl of a single arowl, and then the baying chorus of a hunting pack.



“It was Gonly’s dart that brought you down,” she said. “I have been told he is my cousin—the son of my father’s brother—but I don’t believe it. He’s too much the fool and I hope the arowl take him before another season goes by.”



“You must not say such things,” Marshal warned her hastily, his voice hoarse and low. “Especially of your kin.”



“I say what is true. There would have been no harm if you had only been pricked like your companions, but Gonly made sure his dart struck deep in your neck and all its poison swirled between your heart and your head.”



A breeze sighed past them. Marshal’s head began to clear. “The evil is leaving me.” He could just see the milky blur of her face, the gleam of starlight in her pale hair. “Ma’am, where is my cousin, Kit? Where is Pantheren?”



“They have gone ahead with the others. They wait for you in the keep. I could not match their pace and still keep you in the saddle.”



“You stayed behind to care for me?”



“Gonly would have left you and taken the horse. He cursed me when I called on your heart to beat again. May the arowl take him.”



Marshal flinched at the harshness of her words. “I wonder that your own heart may be so warm and so cold at once.”



“You are mistaken. It has ever been cold.”



“It does not seem so to me. Will you tell me your name?”



“I am Luven, and my brother is Zavoy, who is the Chieftain of Samokea.”



“Of Samokea?” Marshal echoed in surprise.



“Samokea is his by birthright,” she said bitterly. “Now come. Get up. We must be off before the arowl discover us.”



He made himself stand up. He went to the horse. It was his horse, but all the weapons had been taken from the saddle. He looked around at Luven. She carried neither spear nor sword nor bow.



“Hurry, Marshal. You must climb back onto the horse yourself. I cannot lift you.”



“How are we to defend ourselves?”



“By swift flight. We must reach the keep or we will die.”



“You feared I would attack you,” he realized. “So you sent the weapons on ahead.”



“You’re stronger than I am. Will you take back your horse and flee?”



“I would not abandon you to die.”



“You would be a fool to do so. You need me, Marshal. Without weapons, you have no defense against the arowl and only I can show you the way to the keep. Remember that. Now climb up. We have tarried too long, and the arowl are hungry.”



He hauled himself into the saddle and she climbed up behind him. Now he had the reins, so he set the horse walking. “Where are we going?”



“Just this way.”



“You were wrong to attack us, Luven.”



“That is still to be judged.”



“I do not submit myself to your judgment, but I will see you safely to your keep.”



“I would have us both safe. Can this horse go no faster?”



“If you would go faster, then hold onto me.”



He waited until her arms were tight around his waist. Then he gave the horse his heels.





◆





Luven guided them by starlight into the western hills, as the baying of the arowl drew nearer. By their howls, Marshal knew the beasts were on a scent, yet they were to the north. They could not have found his track.






“Luven, what became of Jakurian and Lanyon? I saw them flee from our—” He caught himself. He would not say battle. The people did not bring war against the people. “From our meeting.”



“Zavoy is seeking them. If they are lucky, they will be found.”



Before long the trees came to an end. Ahead lay a span of open ground, and then a precipitous cliff rising black against the stars. Marshal reined in the horse. He could see nowhere that they might go, and he was reluctant to leave the shelter of the trees.



“Why do you stop?” Luven asked him. “We are nearly safe. Ride on.”



“There is no shelter here.”



“Ride closer and I’ll show it to you. Our keep lies within a great cavern, but you won’t see the entrance until you’ve come upon it.”



So Marshal urged the horse into the open. But as he neared the cliff, a chill touched his heart. “There are ghosts here.”



“They keep the watch,” Luven said.



She pointed to the cliff looming above them. Against its black face Marshal spied even blacker slits that looked to be narrow windows. Framed in one, he saw the gleam of a luminous face. A shiver ran through him.



Luven said, “Our ghosts know of all that passes, both here and in the forest. They told us of your coming.”



“Your dead do not depart?”



She lowered her voice. “It’s the old ghosts of the Citadel who will not leave.” But though Marshal pressed her, she would say no more on it. “Come, let us walk from here. The tunnel is low, and I think it will be better to lead the horse.”



Marshal still did not see an entrance, until Luven took a step into what seemed to him solid stone. Then he realized there was a narrow opening, as black as the windows above them. He reached out to feel its edge.



“It’s dark within,” Luven warned him, “but the floor is smooth. There’s nothing to trip you, and there is light farther inside.”



Marshal went forward, following her, while the horse snorted and snuffled, resisting only a little before it came along, the clip-clopping of its hooves echoing against hard stone. The walls felt very close.



Before long the tunnel turned back on itself and the utter darkness gave way to a glimmer somewhere ahead. Marshal worried it was the gleam of a ghost, but then the tunnel turned again, revealing more light. It welled up from the concave surface of a stone, a witch light like the one the ghost sorcerer had summoned in the cave.



The tunnel ended, and they came out into a cavern that was shallow from front to back, though very tall. The floor had been smoothed so that it had the appearance of a courtyard. On the other side of this narrow space another witch light cast its cold illumination on the face of a keep that rose three stories to the cavern’s jagged roof.



The keep had been made to fit the span of the cavern so there were no side walls, and the cavern’s roof was also the roof of the keep. Marshal noted many windows on the two upper floors. Most were dark, but a few glowed with the same ghostly illumination cast by the witch lights.



Now Marshal turned to look behind him, at the cavern wall through which the tunnel passed. Above—as high as the third story of the keep—he saw the narrow windows to the outside, filled with stars. A ledge passed beneath them. It could be reached by a notch ladder cut into the rock, but also by a swinging bridge that spanned the gulf to the keep’s third floor.



The ghost he had seen from outside stood motionless on the ledge, its back turned to them as it kept its gaze fixed on the forest.



Other than the ghost, no one was about, and all was silent within the cavern.



“Luven, you said Kit and Pantheren would be here.”



“Let us look inside.”



The keep’s heavy wooden doors were shut but not barred. Luven pushed on one. It swung open onto a hall illuminated by the warm light of a natural fire burning on a wide hearth. Scattered near the fireplace were leather chairs and soft furs. A long table stood at the hall’s center, and tapestries on the walls eased the hardness of the stone.



“Bring the horse in,” Luven said as Marshal hesitated at the door.



The horse nickered a greeting. The two horses Kit and Pantheren had ridden answered it from where they stood tethered at the back of the hall. Marshal took his horse to meet them, looking all around as he did. But he saw no one until a girl of perhaps thirteen years emerged from a farther room that he guessed to be a kitchen.



“Luven!” the girl called in delight. “You have brought still another horse!” She had eyes only for the animal, and did not notice Marshal in the shadows.



“Has Zavoy returned?” Luven asked her.



“No, he is gone to kill the witch.”



Marshal stepped forward, horrified at these words. “Luven, what does she mean? Your brother cannot mean to kill Lanyon!”



The girl fell back in terror at the sight of him. “Luven, will he kill us?”



“Lehe, he is a man, not an arowl.”



“But Gonly said such men are dangerous!”



“I have told you before, Gonly is a fool.” Luven turned to Marshal. “Be calm, I beg you. I’m sure Lehe has misspoken—”



“As have you! I don’t see Kit and Pantheren here. Was it only the horses you wanted to take?”



“Your kin are here!” Luven insisted. “Lehe, where are the men Gonly brought in?”



Marshal didn’t wait for an explanation. He strode past her, going first to look into the kitchen.



Lehe fell back with a scream. “Luven! Do not let him harm little Krispin!”



Marshal found the kitchen, warm and dark. A small child slumbered in a crib, her face lit by a red flame from the stove. He stepped past, to look into a pantry. Then he came out again.



Luven met him. “Marshal, be calm.”



He looked past her. Behind the horses, a stairway ascended. He bounded to it. “Kit!” he shouted as he started to climb. “Pantheren! Are you here?”



A faint voice answered from above.



“Call out again that I may find you!”



A ghost appeared at the top of the stairs, gleaming in familiar outline: the sorcerer, Renthian of Samokea.



Marshal hesitated only a moment before continuing his ascent.



The ghost said nothing. It only raised a hand as he drew near—and instantly Marshal felt his heart grow cold and sluggish. Dizziness came over him. He braced himself against the wall to keep from falling.



Luven ran up to him. She placed herself between him and the sorcerer’s ghost. “You may not assail the living!” she cried. “Leave off or I will banish you.”



The ghost said nothing that Marshal could hear, but Luven spoke as if in answer to an argument. “He is of the people and you will not cause him harm! Now go! Find Zavoy and tell him I am safely in the keep.”



The ghost made her a short bow. Then it seeped away through the stone wall. Marshal felt his heart beating again in strong rhythm.



“Come,” Luven said, taking his hand. “Lehe has told me where to find them.”



At the top of the stairs was a passage lit by a single witch light. Marshal heard Kit’s muffled voice call to him from behind a heavy wooden door. He pulled the latch and heard the sound of a bolt sliding, but the door would not open.



“Gonly has sealed it,” Luven concluded. “But his spells are like a child’s.” She placed her hand on the latch and spoke in whispered syllables. There came a sound like an escaping breath. Then the door swung inward.



Kit bounded into the hallway. “Marshal! I thought you—” He saw Luven. The joy that had been on his face turned to fury. He seized her and shoved her hard against the wall; he pressed his forearm against her throat so that she could not speak any spell. “Marshal, I thought you were dead,” he said coldly. “Killed by the companions of this pale wraith.”



“Kit, leave her! I am alive. She has seen to it that I live. Do not give into evil!”



“All these people are evil,” Kit said, but he released her.



Luven turned away, her hand at her throat as she gasped and coughed.



“They have forgotten that it is the way of the people to help one another,” Marshal conceded. “Though I think they have been alone a long time.”



Pantheren limped to the door. A bruise darkened his face and there was a cut on his cheek. “Why are there no warriors here?” he asked, looking up and down the hall.



Marshal quickly told all he knew.



“So they brought us here,” Pantheren said, turning an accusing gaze on Luven. “Then they left again to hunt Jakurian and Lanyon.”



Before Luven could answer this, a clatter arose downstairs. The horses whinnied, and a chatter of excited voices announced a sudden homecoming.



“Come,” Luven said, a hand still pressed to her bruised throat. “My brother is returned.”








Chapter 4







From the stairs Pantheren saw Lanyon and Jakurian, free among the pale warriors. Relief and worry collided in his heart. “Lanyon!”






She looked up and saw him. He pushed past Marshal, meeting Lanyon in an embrace at the bottom of the stairs. “Are you all right?” he asked.



“We are well. And all of you?”



“No lasting damage,” Kit assured her as he joined them—a jest that did not disguise his sullen fury.



The pale warriors had put their spears aside. They had removed their masks and their enchantments. Pantheren looked them over, surprised to see as many women as men among their number.



All were rail-thin, wearing loose tunics and trousers in shades of gray. And all looked similar to one another, with beautiful, delicate faces and hair so light in color it was nearly white. They could have been brothers and sisters.



All were young as well, in their teens and twenties, except one woman who appeared a few years older, and another who might have been close to Pantheren in age. The only child he saw was the girl, Lehe, though Marshal had reported another youngster in the kitchen. Pantheren made a quick count of everyone present and found their number to be twenty-nine.



One of the young men stepped forward. Pantheren remembered him by the mask he carried clipped to his belt—it was the face of the Inyomere of the Water. Luven met him, taking his arm. “This is my brother, Zavoy, who is the Chieftain of Samokea.”



Kit was in no mood to hear such claims, nor to heed Pantheren’s restraining hand. “Samokea has had no chieftain since Édan.”



Zavoy answered in a soft, measured voice. “Samokea is diminished and my authority does not extend far, but I will have it here.”



“If so, then defend us!” This demand came from one of Zavoy’s own warriors, who stepped up to air his anger. He was a man of no great height, but he was broad in shoulder and possessed a frightening aspect, for scars ravaged half his face.



Zavoy did not even look at him, but instead addressed his guests. “That is my cousin Gonly, whose fear has led him to speak out of turn.”



Gonly did not yield. “It is not disrespect, Zavoy, to ask that you defend Samokea against the witch that brought on our downfall. The ghosts of the Citadel remember her. She is the Kyramanthes woman!” As he said this he flung out his arm to point at Lanyon. His fingers, still stained with arowl blood, came within inches of her face.



She drew back, while Pantheren stepped in to shelter her. But Zavoy took more forceful action. He seized Gonly’s wrist and twisted it, forcing Gonly to stumble backwards to keep his balance.



Startled cries arose from the warriors, followed by rebukes against Gonly.



Without releasing his cousin’s wrist, Zavoy said, “I have promised this woman safety in our home and I will not be made a liar.”



Sweat gleamed on Gonly’s cheeks, but he did not cry out or back down. “The ghosts know her,” he insisted.



“What do they know? They can conjure no evidence of guilt. I have heard only desperate guesses.”



“Her existence is evidence enough! She has cheated death! She still lives after all these generations, while our lives rarely see thirty years. How is such a wonder possible except by the intervention of Siddél?”



“That is one question of many I mean to ask. Be at peace, my cousin, and be assured I will defend you when need requires.” Only then did he release Gonly.



Zavoy took a moment to gather himself. Then he turned again to his guests. “We are all weary. Let us refresh ourselves with a meal, and then you will tell us of yourselves and how you came to be in Samokea.”



Pantheren bowed to him. “And we would hear your history, sir, for we have long believed that no one survived the fall of the Citadel, who did not reach the Glycian.”





◆





They gathered around the hearth among pillows and soft furnishings, close and warm, while ghosts haunted the shadows beyond the firelight. And although the ghosts stayed well back, Pantheren still felt the chill of their presence. So many, they outnumbered the people.






As the eldest, he had been given a seat in a leather armchair beside the hearth. Lanyon sat nearby on the floor, safe between Jakurian and Kit. Marshal sat a little apart from the others, alert and watchful.



Luven, with the help of Lehe and two other youths, brought bowls from the kitchen and handed them out, a small baked potato and a portion of dried fish in each one. Cups were filled from a pitcher of spring water and all ate quickly, with little conversation.



Then Luven worked to gather the bowls and return them to the kitchen. Pantheren did not like the way Marshal’s attention fixed on her comings and goings. He liked it less when the last of the bowls were cleared away and Luven took a seat very near to Marshal.



Once more, Pantheren made a count of the wraith people, and this time he numbered them at thirty-one, including Luven and the child from the kitchen.



“Are you wondering if there are more of us?” Zavoy asked him. The young chieftain sat in another armchair, his weary gaze studying Pantheren as all the small conversations around them fell into silence. “Do you ask yourself if there might be more of us asleep in the rooms upstairs? Or maybe we have a second keep a day’s walk away?”



“This cannot be all of you,” Pantheren answered.



Zavoy smiled, but it was bitter. “There are no others. We are the last of the people still alive in the north. But the Long War goes on, doesn’t it? That you are here tells me it is so. Please speak. Tell us of yourselves, War Father Pantheren. We know your names, but little else about you. Is it Hallah that you call home?”



“Indeed, no.” Pantheren stood, so that he might address all who were gathered there. “Both myself and Jakurian are men of Habaddon.”



Zavoy leaned forward with a look of astonishment. A doubtful murmur ran through the assembly.



“Habaddon is fallen!” a young warrior insisted. “All the ghosts have said it is so.”



Another cried, “Habaddon was a lesser fortress than the Citadel! It is impossible that it still stands.”



A third demanded to know, “Does Jahallon live?”



“Jahallon does live!” Pantheren answered them. “And Habaddon did not fall. Habaddon stood before the Citadel of the Snow Chanter was built in the north, and to this day its great walls have never been breached.”



Zavoy arose then, and looked past his kin to where the ghost of the sorcerer Renthian stood among the other specters. Silence fell across the assembly. Many seconds passed as Zavoy appeared to listen. Then the young chieftain addressed the ghost. “I know when a living man does not speak the truth. It is only the dead that are hard to read.”



He turned again to Pantheren. “Forgive us, War Father. The ghosts have always assured us Habaddon must have fallen in the same assault that destroyed the Citadel. That it has not is wondrous news, though bitter too, for it makes our own failure more stark.”



“I cannot make the truth sweeter.”



Zavoy sat down again. For several seconds he appeared lost in thought. Then he remembered himself and asked, “What of Kit and Marshal? You have not named them as men of Habaddon.”



“That is because they are Clan Samoket, though both were born south of the Glycian.”



This ignited another flurry of questions, but this time Zavoy called for patience. “Tell us the story of Samokea as you know it, War Father, and I promise we will hold our questions until you are through.”



Pantheren complied. He began the tale on the day Jahallon brought Lanyon home to the Citadel with her newborn daughter and her son who was not yet two. He told the story as Lanyon had revealed it at Medesh, disclosing the sacrifice of her children to Édan’s ambition, the absence of the watch upon the walls, and Siddél’s assault, when chance turned against Édan and nothing went as he expected. “In the end it was Jahallon who rallied the survivors and who led them south where their descendants remain.”



The Samokeäns of the Cavern then looked on Kit and Marshal as brethren. They asked many questions, wanting to know the names and numbers of those who had escaped the Citadel. But it was long ago, and there was little Pantheren could tell them.



Zavoy next turned his attention to Lanyon. “This talisman Pantheren has spoken of, made at such great cost. That is the wicked object you carry, isn’t it?”



Kit and Jakurian grew tense, while Lanyon met Zavoy’s gaze with wary eyes. She had not removed her coat, despite her proximity to the fire, and she still had the talisman in its case, strapped to her back.



“I have said you are safe here,” Zavoy reminded her. “Though I would like to know how it is that time has left you untouched. Indeed, there is an aura about you that reminds me of those few Inyomere I have seen.”



These words did not please her. She answered him shortly, “You might see more of the Inyomere if you did not hunt them and take their skins for masks.”



This drew angry murmurs, but Zavoy was unruffled. “Will you not tell me?”



Pantheren suspected some confounding power in Zavoy’s gentle voice, for Lanyon subsided, seeming puzzled by her own anger. She answered him in a humbled tone.



“I made a spell that carried me through time. But with the talisman in my hands it went awry and was more powerful by far than I intended.”



These people were sorcerers, but not one had ever imagined such a thing could be. They responded in wonder and disbelief, asking to know the name of the spell and what Lanyon had experienced as time folded around her. But she refused to say any more about it.



So Pantheren reclaimed the narrative. He told them of the rescue of the Snow Chanter and her return to the Wild.



This proved too much for Gonly. He defied Pantheren with dark laughter. “These are children’s tales, and not to be believed!”



He was hushed by many voices. Still, Pantheren took Gonly’s hostility as a warning and decided not to speak just yet of their encounter with Édan only days before. Better to wait, and learn more of these people before revealing that truth.



He concluded his tale. “The Snow Chanter will not forgive Siddél nor overlook the suffering of her beloved Samokeän people. She would see the Wild restored, and to this end she has given all her blessing to Lanyon Kyramanthes. But time is pressing. It is our purpose to find the Storm Lair as soon as may be, and there to use the talisman as it was intended, against Siddél himself—to break the monster that has broken the Wild.”





◆





Pantheren’s story greatly affected the people of the cavern. Wonder gripped them, but also sadness, anger, and despair.






Zavoy spoke for all when he said, “War Father, you cannot imagine the grief you bring us . . . and the bitter hope.”



He stood again, and beckoned to his sister. “Luven, come. It’s our turn now. You will tell our history to our guests.”



Zavoy resumed his seat, while Luven stood beside him. In the inconstant light of the fire she appeared wan and insubstantial, half a ghost herself, but when she spoke, her voice was strong.



“It is well known that Clan Samoket was created in the union of Jahallon’s last son, Samoket, with the Inyomere, Tayeraisa the Snow Chanter.” Here her troubled gaze sought Pantheren. “If it is true our far mother has returned to the Wild, then we rejoice, for every man and woman of Samokea can claim descent from someone among Samoket’s many children.



“Still, the title of chieftain is held by only one in each generation. It is not always father to child, but Édan became our chieftain when he was sixteen, after his own father was taken by the arowl.



“In those days there was great friendship between Samokea and the last warriors of Clan Kyramanthes, who were ever the fiercest fighters on the battlefield. So when Inder, who was then Chieftain of Kyramanthes, called on Édan to safeguard the women of his household if he should not return from battle, Édan readily agreed, never suspecting the cost.



“In that spring, Édan went to Ohtangia to fulfill his promise, and there he met Lanyon Kyramanthes, who was Inder’s daughter.”



Luven seemed suddenly unsure of herself, but Zavoy told her, “Tell it as we were taught, for we have no other excuse for our rough greeting.”



Luven nodded. “Lanyon Kyramanthes was only eleven but she was a child-witch of great power who was secretly tutored by Siddél—”



Here Kit started to rise from the floor, but Lanyon caught his arm and told him in a bitter voice, “Let us hear it all.”



Luven straightened her shoulders. “Our history says that Lanyon Kyramanthes beguiled Édan so that ever after he would have no other woman. In time they were married, and they had a child. But she regretted her choice, and when Édan was gone to campaign against the arowl, she left the Citadel and returned to Habaddon where she had lived for many years—but Jahallon would not let her stay.”



Pantheren glanced at Lanyon—and was startled to see her sitting with her head bowed against her hand. He guessed there must be something of truth in Luven’s story.



“Édan’s heart had been changed by Lanyon’s betrayal. Her spell no longer affected him. When he saw her again, he perceived her wickedness and rebuked her, and said he would have her no longer as his wife.”



At this, Lanyon looked up again, and there was such fierce anger on her face that Pantheren half-rose, fearing what she might do . . . but she only closed her eyes again, while Luven went on speaking.



“A great wrath came over Lanyon Kyramanthes. She attacked Édan and drew away his strength, and Siddél came at her summons and murdered him.”



Luven drew a sharp breath and turned to Pantheren. “This is the history of Édan that we have been taught. It’s why we mistrusted you.”



“It is false,” Pantheren said, “as you have already heard.”



Luven lifted her chin. “I have only done as my brother asked, that you may understand us better. It is not my pleasure to say such things about a woman who sits here before me.”



“Nor is it my pleasure to hear these things recounted,” Lanyon answered bitterly. “It is a degradation to be required to deny them. My honor is spent. But I will make the denial anyway, so that no one here may later say I left any doubt. I did not betray my husband and I did not make alliance with Siddél who is forever my enemy. I am guilty of returning to Habaddon that year when Édan was gone away. How different the world would be now if I had refused to let Jahallon take me home!”



“The world is as it is,” Pantheren said gently. “At least Jahallon was there, and many hundreds came safely to the Glycian.” Then he turned to Luven. “How is it your ancestors escaped the Citadel and yet did not go with Jahallon?”



“They were not at the Citadel. Our family lived in the Armory Peaks, where we worked the iron quarries and forged the weapons that kept our armies strong. We are Édan’s closest kin, descendant of his younger brother, Evron. Our home was far from the Citadel, but even on that accursed night we were not forgotten!



“A dove was sent to us. It arrived in the early morning, and by the message it carried we learned Édan was dead and the Citadel overrun. We made ready, for none doubted that Siddél’s arowl would come for us next.”



Her voice softened. “Come they did, in numbers that had never been seen before. We fought them, but they were too many. We had to flee, but Habaddon was too far. So we retreated over the mountains.”



All was silent in the hall, save for the crackling of the fire and the restless swish of a horse’s tail.



“Less than ninety survived that terrible journey,” Luven said. “We lived only because the blood of the Snow Chanter is in us. Our sorcery kept us warm in the snow and ice, and let us practice hiding and illusion when the arowl came howling on our trail.



“Many generations have passed since then, and still we live by the arts of hiding and illusion. We leave no trace of our presence in the forest, and we wear the arowl masks so the beasts will believe they fight other arowl. That way, they have no reason to linger and seek us out.



“Even so, we hold it as our duty to hunt the arowl, for they are an abomination within the Wild. Yet as the years pass, our numbers dwindle.



“We have tried to escape this place. Three times we have put aside the counsel of the ghosts and set out for the south, on the slender hope that we could make our way to Hallah—for Habaddon we believed long gone—but each time we were overwhelmed by the arowl and forced to turn back.



“The Citadel is fallen, and Samokea is reduced to the thirty-one members of our household who are gathered in this hall. Still, we remember who we are, and in each generation we name one among us to be our chieftain. Zavoy has that honor now, and perhaps he will be the last, but while any of us live, Samokea itself is not fallen.”



Her story finished, Luven returned to her seat with a downcast face.



Zavoy spoke next. “We ask that you forgive us our rough greeting. We know now that we have been misled in many ways for many years. There is not much comfort we can offer you, but what there is, is yours. I pray there may be peace between us.”










Chapter 5







Zavoy slept little that night. After only a few hours he got up and went to the library. He took out The Journal of Days, a chronicle kept by his people since they’d crossed over the mountains. His father had never learned to write, and had assigned the keeping of the book to another, but Zavoy had learned reading and writing at an early age, and the journal was his passion.






By the cold glow of a witch light he began to record the past night’s remarkable events, writing slowly, using tiny characters to make the most of each page of precious paper.



After a time, the door opened and thirteen-year old Lehe peeped inside. Zavoy smiled. Lehe was his cousin on his mother’s side. She did not care for the hunt, and rarely went outside the cavern, but like Zavoy she loved to read the old manuscripts and hear the words of the far fathers and far mothers of long ago.



“Everyone is still asleep downstairs,” she said with a pout.



“Come in, then, and read.”



Zavoy sat at a table to do his writing, but Lehe preferred a cushion on the floor so that she could lean against the warmth of the chimney that carried smoke up from the hearth in the hall. She chose a bound manuscript, then sat with it balanced in her lap. The occasional rustle of a turning page became a quiet accent to the scratch of Zavoy’s quill—but at last he looked up from his work.



“Lehe, I have decided you must keep The Journal of Days when I am gone.”



She gave him a dark look. “That cannot be. It will be your son who keeps the journal, when he becomes the next chieftain. Or perhaps it will be your daughter.”



Her answer startled Zavoy. He forgot sometimes that Lehe was still a child. “I don’t think so,” he told her gently.



Their people had dwindled to so few, and their kinship had grown so hopelessly intertwined, that no marriage prospects remained among them. They did not speak of it often, but rules of kinship were still strictly enforced. The Journal of Days recorded terrible stories of banishment and death for those who had turned to their cousins or other close kin for love.



“Lehe, you know I will have no wife, and without a wife I will have no children. You will keep the journal after me, and—”



A ghost took shape between them. Zavoy met its gaze, his heart beating faster and an absurd flush heating his cheeks as it delivered its silent message. Then it was gone again.



Lehe eyed him mischievously. She had heard the message too. “You have been waiting for Édan’s witch to awaken. You set a ghost to watch her!”



“You should not call her that. Her name is Lanyon.”



“And do you like her very much?” Lehe wondered with an arch look.



Zavoy laughed nervously. “I should not dare to. As you said, she is Édan’s woman.”



“Édan is long dead and gone from the world,” Lehe pointed out in her practical way—and Zavoy had to agree that this was true.





◆





Pantheren awoke with a start.






He had slept near the hearth with his companions around him. Most of the Samokeäns of the Cavern had also slept in the hall, as was their custom. Only a few had retired to the upstairs rooms. The ghosts kept watch.



Pantheren lay still, listening. The witch lights had been put out, leaving the hall lit only by coals dusted with ash. From around him came the soft snores and vague stirrings of people asleep. He felt confused, uncertain if he had slept for one hour or many. What had awakened him?



Soundlessly, he sat up, and counted the shapes around him: Jakurian, Marshal, Kit . . . but Lanyon? She was gone, her blanket left draped against her field bag.



Stepping past the sleepers, he went to look in the kitchen. There he found Thulla, a woman he’d met the night before, playing a game of blocks with a small child.



Thulla smiled when she saw him. “Good day, War Father,” she whispered.



He answered her softly. “Good day to you, Thulla, if indeed the day has come.”



“The sun is near noon outside though its joyful light does not reach us here. Would you have some breakfast?”



“I would know where Lanyon Kyramanthes has gone.”



“She awoke only a little while ago, and like you, she missed the sun’s light. If you would find her, climb the stairs to the top of the keep and cross the bridge. She is at the windows.”



Pantheren thanked her, but Thulla had more to say. “War Father, Beyna Forest is overrun with arowl this day. Zavoy has said no one is to leave the cavern.”



He bowed to her, and went quietly to the stairs.





◆





Pantheren found the bridge. He looked across it to see Lanyon in the light of a cliff window.






It was a swinging bridge, and it creaked when he stepped onto it. She heard, and withdrew into the shadows, until she saw it was him.



“War Father.” With a meaningful glance she made sure he took note of the ghost sentry at the far end of the ledge.



Pantheren joined her in the little splash of sunlight. From that vantage he could see the meadow at the foot of the cliff, the forest beyond, and a haze of green that might have been prairie far to the east. All was still, but it was not quiet.



Up from the trees came the hunting cries of a multitude of arowl—some near, some distant—a clamor that set his nerves on edge.



Lanyon said, “There are a hundred arowl out there, by the sound. I don’t know if they pursue our scent or the scent of the horses, but they are mad with hunger.”



Pantheren nodded. “I confess to suspicion when I heard we were not allowed outside. Now, I understand.”



“Do you?” She moved closer to him and her voice grew very soft. “War Father, I don’t wish to linger here. I am afraid. Zavoy has promised our safety, but these people are Édan’s closest kin and not all are willing to forget the teachings of their ghosts.”



“Patience. We will not be here long.”



“I want to leave tonight.”



This startled him. “You fear these people more than the hunger of the arowl?”



“Yes. Some among them anyway, and their ghosts even more.”



The creak of the bridge made them both look around. They saw that Zavoy was already across. He stepped to the ledge, walking with the lightness of a cat.



“Forgive me, I’ve startled you. I hope you slept well.”



“Very well,” Pantheren said, “thanks to the security of your keep. But how is it the arowl have come overnight in such numbers?”



Zavoy shrugged. “It’s their way, and while the day lasts we can do nothing to stop them howling in Beyna Forest. But when darkness falls and they are soothed to sleep—then we will hunt them, and punish them for their trespass.”



Lanyon looked at Pantheren. “Then we can leave tonight, when the hunt has commenced and the arowl are distracted.”



It was Zavoy’s turn to be startled. “We cannot make the way safe for you all in one night!”



“The way will never be safe.”



“That is true, but while the arowl are always plentiful, they are not always in such overwhelming numbers. Lanyon Kyramanthes, the ghosts acknowledge your magic is powerful, but even you—”



She turned away.



“Lanyon? Have I offended you? That was not my intention.”



She would not look at him as she answered. “Do your ghosts still argue against me?”



“They are ghosts,” he said helplessly. “They are only memories.”



Lanyon turned again to Pantheren. “What shall we do, War Father?”



He shook his head, unhappy with their choices. “Let us be patient. If we hunt the arowl tonight, tomorrow they may be gone from the forest. Then we’ll be free to leave.”





◆





At the dinner hour, Zavoy stood before his people and announced a night hunt. Marshal, Kit and Jakurian, refreshed from their sleep, volunteered to take part. But Pantheren said, “One of you must stay in the keep with Lanyon.”






This puzzled the Samokeäns of the Cavern, especially the women. Thulla asked Lanyon, “Why would you want to stay behind? Don’t you like to hunt?



“I am not accustomed to it,” Lanyon confessed, and though they tried to persuade her to venture out with them, she would not be convinced.



Oddly, Zavoy seemed impressed at her refusal. “It is well if you stay, and you are safer thus. My cousin Lehe will remain with you, for she also does not care for the hunt, and would rather look after her sister, Krispin.”



Pantheren saw that Marshal, Kit and Jakurian were all determined to go, so he announced that he would be the one to stay with Lanyon. Zavoy argued gently, insisting the keep was secure and Lanyon would need no guardian, but in the end he bowed to Pantheren and accepted his decision.





◆





As Marshal checked his weapons, Luven came and called the Hunter’s Veil over him. Zavoy did the same for Kit and Jakurian. It reminded Marshal of the time Lanyon had prepared them for a night hunt. Back then, they’d hunted with Bennek and not Jakurian. It seemed a long time ago.






The Samokeäns donned their costumes, but instead of calling the Hunter’s Veil, they called the enchantments that enlivened their masks. Marshal suffered a shiver of real fear as he looked at them, for though they spoke quietly together in the manner of the people, they looked so much like arowl it stirred an instinctive revulsion.



From behind her hideous mask, Luven told him that the ghosts of the cavern were already out scouting the forest.



Zavoy, wearing the silvery face of a slaughtered Inyomere, boasted that their ghosts made perfect scouts. “They can move swiftly and go about as they like, and the arowl cannot harm them. The beasts don’t even know they’re there.”



The hunters gathered in the courtyard between the keep and the tunnel mouth. Outside, full dark had fallen and stars shone through the slit windows. Marshal took a cautious step back as a ghost appeared in front of Zavoy.



The young chieftain listened to the specter’s silent report and smiled in satisfaction. “We are in luck,” he announced. “The packs came together at sunset. They have bedded down on a hillside not two miles from here.”



A murmur of satisfaction. Then the Samokeäns filed out into the night, with Marshal, Kit, and Jakurian among them.



Half an hour later Marshal crept through forest shadows as the hunting party silently surrounded the resting pack.



His assigned place was at the foot of the hill. Among the trees to his right he could just see a vague shimmer that he knew to be Kit. He could not see Jakurian, who was on Kit’s other side.



To Marshal’s left stalked the squat, black-furred, hideous arowl that was Luven—her enchantment all too real. Marshal worried that in the heat of battle he would strike out against one of her kin. He reminded himself, again, to look for the sorcerers’ hands. Despite their spells, their hands were always the hands of people.



A peaceful chirping came faintly from the hilltop. Marshal recognized Zavoy’s signal and readied his bow, though without Bennek at his side to describe the position of each arowl, he felt blind.



The chirping sounded again, just as he caught the foul scent of arowl on the night air. Luven froze. Marshal fitted an arrow to his bow and crept forward a few steps more. Beneath a shadowy thicket, starlight gleamed on gray fur. Moving only his eyes, he looked around and found two more targets. The chirping sounded a third time. Smiling, Marshal drew back his bowstring and let his arrow fly.



The hillside erupted in chaos. Howls and screams from the terrified arowl mixed with throaty shouts from the hunters. “There! On your right!” “Do not let it slip past you.” “A fine shot!” “Beware!”



Marshal dropped two arowl without taking a step. Three more erupted from the thickets. Two of these fell to arrows from Luven and Kit, but Marshal took the third. Then he bounded past the fallen beasts, pursuing the glimmer of another arowl fleeing up the hill. He caught up with it and killed it. Then he looked for another, but the beasts that remained all had the hands of people, and they spoke to one another in the giddy excitement of a successful hunt.



Was it over already?



No, at least one arowl remained alive. Its shrieking rang out across the hillside, a high-pitched keening unlike anything Marshal had heard before. He set off to find it.



In a few minutes he came to a thorn tree at the very summit of the hill. Several of the Samokeäns of the Cavern had gathered beneath its spreading branches. They’d removed their masks and dismissed their enchantments.



At their center was Gorem, the eldest of them and Gonly’s wife. In her hand she held a long-bladed knife, dark with blood. Two arowl writhed at her feet. They snapped at the air, and one screeched in the horrible tones that made the night seem evil.



The Hunter’s Veil still concealed Marshal. No one noticed as he pulled an arrow from his quiver and set it to his bowstring.



“Why do you leave them alive?” he asked.



They turned to look for him.



One among them was a young warrior near Bennek’s age, named Halméd. He was Lehe’s brother and so Zavoy’s cousin, too. “Marshal? Ah, there you are . . . tirvallian.”



The spell of concealment fell away and Halméd saw the arrow in Marshal’s bow. “Stay your hand,” he said quickly. “There’s no need to fear these arowl. Gorem has cut their tendons. They cannot walk.”



“How were they taken alive?”



“With the darts,” Halméd said. Then he added merrily, “We don’t use our darts only to abuse travelers from the south.”



Marshal lowered his bow, even as a sickness stirred in his belly. “Why do you want them alive? Why don’t you kill them?”



“We would have them speak to us. Do you not question the arowl?”



“No! Never. They are beasts. They don’t speak.”



“They don’t speak with the words we use,” Halméd conceded. “Renthian, though, has learned their speech and he’s taught it to some of us. Gorem is especially skilled. Now and then, there are useful things to learn.”



Marshal could not imagine what useful knowledge an arowl might have, but Gorem set to her task. Kneeling beside the first beast—a weasel creature with a face too much like a man’s—she set to slicing its hide between its shoulder blades, as if to remove its skin while it was still alive. The beast howled out anew, and Gorem withdrew her blade until the fit subsided. Then she made sounds of spitting and growling, amid a string of guttural syllables. The arowl mewled as if in reply, a pain-filled lament.



Gorem looked up, to meet Marshal’s shocked gaze. “Would you learn this skill, southerner? I will teach it to you, though it’s not for the faint of heart.”



Marshal shook his head as the arowl mewled piteously. He could not abide the sound of it, or the foul smell of its blood. “No, ma’am, I will kill the arowl as I find them. This art I leave to you.”



She smiled at him as if he was a small child. Then she slashed again at the beast and its howls renewed. Marshal turned away. He did not want to see the arowl flayed by Gorem’s knife. He needed clean air to breathe, that did not stink of blood.



“Marshal!”



He jerked around, to see Kit climbing the hill with Jakurian and Luven.



Kit grinned. “Never have I seen a pack fall so quickly!”



Luven met him with a happy smile. Handing him his arrows, she said, “You took four! That’s one more than any of us can claim.”



But the keening was going on and on, and Marshal did not understand how they could be smiling. Kit drew near.



“Marshal?” He peered at him in the starlight. “What is wrong? Has someone been wounded?”



“No one that I know. I’m going to look about.”



He set off, but Jakurian stopped him with a gentle hand. “Luven said the arowl are being questioned. It’s an ugly thing, but my father will do the same when chance allows. They don’t feel pain as we do.”



“I do not care for their pain!”



Jakurian nodded. “I too hated to be there when Jahallon would do this. It made me feel as if their evil was slipping inside me. Still, it is necessary.” He went on to the hilltop, and Kit went with him.



Luven though, stayed behind. In a soft voice, she said, “I would watch Gorem question these beasts, but there are fish traps in the southern creek that I have not tended in three days. Now that the night is safe, I must visit them.”



Marshal felt a rush of concern. “Luven, we don’t know that all the arowl are killed. You shouldn’t go alone.”



“I won’t be alone if you come with me.”



He understood then she was doing him a kindness. “I thank you, ma’am. It’s my honor to accompany you.”









Chapter 6







Pantheren kept watch at the cliff windows with his bow in hand, ready, if an arowl should dare to show itself. Lanyon stood beside him. Together they listened to the silence of the forest, and when that was shattered by a dreadful din of panicked howls they listened for some clue to the outcome of the hunt.






Over the next few minutes, the howls died away and then Pantheren heard faint but triumphant shouts from the hunters. Relief swept over him. He dared to believe all was well—until another arowl voice lanced the night, a horrible, pitiable screeching.



Lanyon gripped his arm. “What is it? What does it mean?”



“I don’t know.”



The witch light in the courtyard below them flickered. Pantheren turned to look, but saw nothing there in the scant moment before the light winked out and an inky darkness rose to fill the cavern.



Lanyon’s grip on his arm tightened. “There is an Inyomere here.”



“Where is it?”



“Below us . . . around us. Look there! Across the bridge!”



A witch light still glowed in the hallway beyond the bridge, but as the tide of darkness rose, it too flickered. In its fading light, Pantheren saw black shadows gathering on the bridge, running together, congealing into an awful emptiness that rose up in the shape of a man. A man made of utter darkness.



The witch light went out.



Only starlight remained, but that did not reach even to the bridge. Pantheren drew his bow.



“No, do not harm him!” Lanyon whispered. “Please. It is only Darkness, and even the darkness is a gift of the One who wakened us.”



“An Inyomere of Darkness?” Pantheren had never heard of such a thing. “Why is it here?”



“I don’t know.”



From outside, the frantic crying of the lone arowl abruptly ceased, revealing another sound from the forest: the soft crackling of careless footsteps hurrying through autumn leaf litter.



Lanyon leaned out the window to see what it might be. Pantheren looked over her shoulder. At the meadow’s edge, he glimpsed a blur of motion. Lanyon saw it too.



“Tirvallian!” she whispered.



Veils fell away, revealing Gonly in the starlight, spear in hand and his bow on his back, returning alone to the cavern. He looked up at them, and though starlight could not reveal his expression, Pantheren sensed his hostility.



“Gonly is hunting you,” he whispered, pulling Lanyon away from the window.



But the Darkness had crept up on them as they looked outside. When they stepped back from the window, they stepped into its arms and it embraced them with an overpowering strength.



Pantheren felt his own arms pinned to his sides. He heard a muffled cry from Lanyon as he lost his grip on his bow. He struggled to free himself, but could not.



A deep voice spoke, more thought than sound: “I will not die to please you! We must retreat.”



Pantheren’s feet left the ground. He felt himself carried over the creaking bridge.



He could see nothing, and all his struggles did nothing to break the Dark’s embrace.





◆





As the last of the arowl fell to the ambush, Zavoy chanced to see a shimmer, a shadow, slipping away into the forest. He pursued it, thinking it might be an especially clever arowl. It went swiftly, making a rustle of leaf litter as it sped toward the keep. Zavoy could not see its shape, even when it passed into starlight. He saw only the blur of its motion, but that was enough to recognize his rebellious cousin, Gonly.






A foreboding came over him. What reason did Gonly have to return alone to the keep? Zavoy feared he knew.



He did not call out to his cousin, but followed on cat-like feet, needing to know how deep Gonly’s disloyalty ran.



Gonly reached the edge of the forest. Leaving the cover of the trees, he entered the meadow, and as he did, someone stripped away his Hunter’s Veil. Following the direction of his cousin’s gaze, Zavoy glimpsed Lanyon at the cliff window, a moment before she withdrew into darkness.



Gonly sprinted for the tunnel, confirming for Zavoy that his suspicion was not misplaced.



“Gonly!” he shouted.



His cousin whipped around. Zavoy could not see his expression, but he heard raw anger in his voice. “Zavoy! Go back to the hunt!” Turning away again, Gonly went on toward the tunnel.



“Stop!” Zavoy commanded, sprinting after him. “Think what you’re doing. She is not our enemy.”



Gonly shouted over his shoulder. “You say that because you are not yourself. Go back to the hunt and let me settle it.”



“Gonly! Do not speak to me thus. You are not chieftain here.”



Gonly turned again to face Zavoy. “She has beguiled you. I’ve seen the way you watch her. You lust after her and I do not blame you. You are a man who has never known the pleasure of a woman. How you must hunger for someone. Anyone—”



“You have said enough.”



“—but that is no reason to ignore the council of Renthian and the memories of the ghosts.”



Zavoy had learned from his father to always guard his authority. He’d given Gonly a fair chance to heed him. Now he would force his obedience. He started after him—but the ghost Renthian appeared between them and Zavoy’s thoughts suddenly became cloudy and confused. He pressed a palm to his forehead, trying to recall what he’d been doing.



Renthian spoke to him, You are not yourself. Trust in your cousin and return to the hunt.



The counsel of the ghost brought a welcome clarity to Zavoy’s mind. Of course he should return to the hunt. Why had he been angry anyway? His people had triumphed tonight. They’d slaughtered the arowl, making the forest safe, at least for a little while. He should use the time to gather food and collect forage for the horses.



Zavoy yielded to Renthian’s counsel. He started back toward the trees, though a vague worry nagged at him. Surely there was some task he’d left undone . . . ?



It came to him that Renthian would know. He turned to look for the ghost, but it had gone. Its absence allowed him to perceive the spell entwining him. Perceiving it, Zavoy was able to send it away.



Memory returned. Cold fury came with it.



He looked for Gonly, but his cousin had already disappeared inside the cavern.





◆





Marshal followed Luven for a mile or more through the starlit forest. They often had to wade through weeds, but whenever they could they walked beneath thorn trees, because nothing grew there and the way was easy.






The keening on the hilltop had ended. No other howl polluted the night. Yet Marshal suffered a disquieting sense. He felt as if the land through which they passed only pretended to be alive.



In its own way, Beyna Forest was a bustling place, home to birds and rabbits and insects—too many insects!—but despite this abundance, the land felt unhappy and unkempt. Weeds grew rampant, and the thorn trees too.



Only when they reached the stream where Luven had her fish traps did Marshal’s unease begin to lift. He gazed at the flowing water glittering in starlight and felt glad. The stream ran clean, singing with a merry voice as it burbled past a neat lawn on its bank.



“Ah, this is a lovely place.”



Luven smiled in the starlight. “It’s my favorite, and it’s far enough from the keep that no one else much likes to fish here.”



Marshal left his boots and weapons on the stream bank. He waded with Luven into the icy water and together they hauled the traps ashore. She had caught three good-sized fish, yet she was disappointed. “In years past, there would always be more.”



They sat on the bank for a time, listening to the voice of the stream. Marshal was all too aware of Luven close beside him. He found himself remembering the widows of Habaddon, and the one he had known in the summer past. Then he flushed, for Luven was a maiden, and surely she had her own lover who would be her husband soon.



“You do not say much, Marshal.”



“My little brother Bennek is the one for talking. He can’t sit three minutes without posing a question. But he is in Habaddon now.”



“Do you miss Habaddon? Do you wish you were there?”



Marshal shrugged. “Habaddon is not my home. I only stayed there for a time this past summer. My family keep is east of Habaddon, in Fathalia, on the southern shore of the Glycian. My father and his brother used to ride to Habaddon, to campaign with Jahallon against the arowl, but I was small then, and I stayed behind.”



“And did the women also ride with Jahallon and bring war against the arowl?”



“No. The women stay within the keeps and defend them when the arowl come. That’s why Lanyon stayed behind. She’s not accustomed to hunt the arowl.”



“It was once that way with us, but now we all go forth to the night hunts. Do you know why?”



He thought about it. “Is it because there are so few of you?”



“No. It’s because it does not matter.”



Marshal turned to look at her pale face. Her eyes were shadowed, and seemed sad under the starlight. “What can you mean, Luven? How can it not matter?”



She tossed a tuft of grass into the stream and watched it float away. “Once, the women stayed behind to care for their babies. Now we do not have babies.”



“I don’t understand. There’s a little one in the keep that Lehe helps to watch.”



“That’s her sister, Krispin. She is three and Lehe is thirteen. There are no other children.”



“But why? There are good men here.”



“There are no good men who are not our cousins, our brothers, our uncles or our nephews. None of them will ever be a husband of mine. So you see, it doesn’t matter if the women go out to hunt the arowl.”



For some time Marshal could not think what to say. He wondered if he had misread her meaning, but he knew he had not. Gently, he told her, “Luven, we are bound to ride on to the Storm Lair.”



“You want to believe that’s possible, but there are arowl everywhere beyond Beyna Forest. I don’t know how you managed the journey north, but to go on is—”



She fell silent as her gaze fixed on something upstream. Scarcely breathing, she picked up her bow. She did not stand as she nocked an arrow. Taking careful aim, she drew the bowstring back.





◆





Zavoy entered the tunnel leading into the cavern. The darkness did not hinder him. He knew exactly the number of steps to the first turning point. The tunnel doubled back, and out of habit he looked ahead for the glimmer of witch light that should have greeted his eyes—but it was not there.






Contempt further fueled his anger. Surely Gonly did not believe light was required for Zavoy to find his way? A childhood of hide-and-seek in the utter darkness had taught them both the precise layout of the courtyard and the keep.



No, it must be that Gonly had put out the lights to confuse and frighten his quarry. Zavoy considered calling the lights on again, but decided against it. Nothing to be gained by warning Gonly of his approach.



Bitterness filled him as he crossed the courtyard. Gonly had always been defiant and critical, but until tonight Zavoy had not believed his cousin capable of betrayal. Even now, he suspected Gonly would not have acted, except under Renthian’s direction—and that was worse.



All his life Zavoy had trusted the ghost as his teacher, his mentor, his counselor. But trust was gone.



He reached the end of the tunnel, and realized more was amiss. With the witch lights out it should have been easy to discern the ghost sentry on the ledge, or some faint gleam of starlight from the cliff windows, or the glow of firelight from beneath the keep’s doors, but the darkness was perfect. Indeed, he soon found that the doors to the keep stood open. And though the air within remained warm from the fire, the fire’s light was utterly hidden.



Zavoy knew then it was not Gonly or even Renthian who sought to hinder his steps. Rather, it was the Inyomere of Darkness, come into the keep.



Zavoy had gone many times into the deep reaches of the underworld to hunt for that spirit. He wanted to make a mask of its blank face and a robe of its lightless skin. In such garb he would be free to roam the night, for the arowl would never see him. But now the Darkness had laid claim to Zavoy’s keep, and he dreaded what that might portend.



Ahead of him, he heard the horses snorting and stamping. They had gone many hours without food and now nickered for his attention. The noise they made masked what might have been a faint scuffing sound from the floor above.



Instead of pursuing that noise, Zavoy went first to the kitchen. “Lehe,” he whispered from the doorway.



To his relief, there came a faint answering tap. The children of Samokea were taught from infancy to fall silent and to hide if danger threatened, and Lehe had obeyed this earliest training.



“Is Krispin with you?” he whispered.



Another tap.



“Stay quiet. I will be back.”



He crossed the hall, counting his steps until he passed the horses. He paused at the foot of the stairway. Again he thought he heard a faint scuffing from above. It had to be Gonly. He’d never learned to hunt in silence, while the Inyomere of Darkness always came and went without a sound.



Zavoy had no wish to take his cousin’s life, so he put his spear aside. Leaving his bow in its case, he took two darts into his hands and climbed the stairs. Just one step from the top, he heard a soft brush of cloth on cloth. Instinct warned him to duck, just as a dart whirred past his shoulder. He threw his own darts in answer—one, two. Both struck stone and rattled to the floor.



Gonly had better luck, or else the ghost guided his aim. His second dart struck Zavoy in the thigh.



Zavoy hissed and fell forward, rolling across the landing. Gonly tried to dive on him, but in the darkness he misjudged. His weight came crashing down on Zavoy’s legs. Hands still free, Zavoy wrested another dart from his quiver as a cold light fell over them.



The ghost Renthian had manifested, looking down on them. In that faint glow, Gonly saw the dart. He grabbed Zavoy’s wrist, hammered it into the stone floor, then used his knee to pin his arm. His other hand was in Zavoy’s face, covering his mouth and nose, grinding his head painfully back against the stone.



With Gonly’s weight pressing down on him, Zavoy could not breathe. He bucked, trying to throw him off, and he hammered at Gonly’s ear with his free arm.



“Do not fight me, my cousin!” Gonly pleaded. “I wish you no harm and I will let you go. Just swear you will not speak out against Renthian! Swear it.”



With Gonly’s hand crushing his face, Zavoy could not swear to anything. He could not speak. He could not breathe. His chest felt on fire. He hammered one more blow at Gonly’s ear—and Gonly’s grip slipped. Zavoy wrenched his head from under his cousin’s suffocating palm. He gasped cold air, and then he jammed his elbow into Gonly’s throat, sending him sprawling on the floor.



“Renthian.” He growled the name like a curse. “You did this.”



Zavoy tried to stand, but the dart’s poison had disabled his leg. It collapsed beneath him. He fell hard on his hip, gasping in pain. No matter. He pulled a knife from his belt. If Gonly renewed his attack, he would get no mercy.



Zavoy turned to confront his cousin—and found him on his knees, bent almost to the floor, struggling to breathe.



Good. No need to murder Gonly just yet.



He turned next to meet the ghost’s cold gaze, resolved to show no mercy here either. “Renthian, hear me! You are banished. For your assault against me, for your corruption of my cousin, you are banished. As Chieftain of Samokea I condemn you. By the pact that was made long ago by my far father I command you. Go now! Never again enter into the presence of any of my kin. Go! Cross over and be finally at peace.”



With these words, Zavoy broke the pact that had bound Renthian to the world. He felt a last cool, clinging sense of longing from the ghost, and then Renthian was gone along with his pale light.



Darkness flowed in to fill the hallway.



Zavoy drew a shuddering breath, already wondering if he’d done the right thing. He rubbed his bruised head, massaged his crippled leg, and listened to Gonly, his labored breathing now mixed with weeping.



“Do not die, my cousin,” he whispered. “We are already too few.”



Another sound reached him. Voices. One belonged to Lanyon. The other, so deep Zavoy felt it through the stone.



The voices came from somewhere above, beyond the next flight of stairs.



Zavoy put his knife away and checked his bow. Mercifully, it had not broken when he fell. He returned it to its case. Then he crawled up the stairway.





◆





Pantheren couldn’t see where the Darkness had carried them, but he knew they hadn’t gone far when Lanyon whispered into existence a light that sputtered and flared in her palm.






Hissing in protest, the Darkness set them down and withdrew. But before it could flee altogether, she whispered a second time and the light faded until it was the faintest of beacons. Then the Darkness drew close again.



Pantheren could just make out their surroundings. They were still in the keep, at the dead end of a hallway beside an open door. Whatever room lay beyond that door, the Darkness filled it with impenetrable shadow.



Pantheren gripped the haft of his knife, ready to make a defense should the Inyomere advance again, but Lanyon laid a restraining hand on his arm. In a hushed voice she said to the Darkness, “I know you, don’t I? I think you must have been there the night Édan died.”



The Darkness spoke with a voice so deep it reverberated in Pantheren’s bones. “I was there. I came when all the flames were snuffed at Siddél’s command and the smoke pushed away the light—but I don’t remember that Édan died. Siddél took him. You know this.”



“I know it now,” she conceded.



“Siddél has made a spell of oppressive weight that will ever hold open the gateway through which Édan’s life flows. You have felt the presence of this spell within the Mere. I know you have.”



After a moment’s hesitation, Lanyon asked, “Do you speak of Medesh? I remember the presence of a dark and dreadful spell, but I didn’t know its name. I couldn’t even look at it.”



“Édan knows its name. I whispered it in his ear when I found him again. Siddél had hidden him away, but not from me. In a dank hole beneath the arowl pits where Siddél conjures his blasphemy the light could not find him, but I was there. I brought him hope. The spell that binds his life is powerful, yet easily broken. I told him this. Its name was on his lips. He had only to utter it and his suffering would end.”



Lanyon answered plaintively, “He did not speak its name. He escaped Siddél, instead.”



Pantheren’s grip on the knife tightened as the Darkness loomed closer to Lanyon. “Your choice is different,” the spirit told her. “We are of the same kind, you and I, and it is your right, even as the least of our kin, to walk ageless within or without the Mere.”



“You mistake me. I am of the people.”



“You are changed. When you called the deep spell that took you away from the world, you became something other than what you had been. Has not the Snow Chanter named you ‘Little Sister’? Has not Siddél acknowledged you even in his wrath? Heed me now and I will whisper to you the name of a spell that will enfold you with all the will of the Inyomere.”



“Do not tell it to me!” Lanyon cried. She pressed her fingers in her ears, making the light dance crazily. “I do not want to know.”



Then, in the next moment, she was calm again. Raising her luminous palm, she pushed the Darkness back. “Why have you come here?” she demanded. “Was it Siddél who sent you? Is it the talisman you seek?”



At mention of the talisman the Darkness swept around her, defying her light. So swiftly did it enshroud her that Pantheren could not strike at it without also harming Lanyon. He stood helplessly by as it crooned in a seductive voice, “Will you give it to me?”



“No,” Lanyon answered calmly. “I will not.”



The Darkness persisted. “Heed me, little sister. Give me this spell. I promise you I will not use it. I will only hide it away so that no harm will come of it, and in return I will teach you to walk ageless for all time, and you will belong to the Wild and none will restrain you.”



Her eyes sought Pantheren. “War Father? What do you think of this offer? Shall I make myself one among the blessed Inyomere?”



“He does not understand the people,” Pantheren answered.



“He does not understand that we love one another. I would not want to live into an age when the last of the people are driven into the sea, or worse, when the Wild itself should fail.” She spoke again to the Darkness. “Heed me, Blessed One. Tell me the way to the Storm Lair, and I will teach you what it is to have a purpose.”



The Darkness hissed its displeasure. It grew in size, enclosing them both in choking proximity. “That is no gift, but a curse on us! There was nothing to trouble us when we knew only the present moment. Only when the people taught us of the future did we begin to imagine a purpose there—but it is our punishment and our peril that we do not all imagine the same thing.”



Lanyon answered this gently. “My purpose is to end the Long War. Will you tell me the way to the Storm Lair?”



“That is not my task. I am done here. Your fate is upon you.”



His shadows unwound from around them.





◆





Beyond the feeble reach of Lanyon’s tiny light, Zavoy waited, an arrow fitted to his bowstring.






He had crept close, determined to slay the Darkness, but the spirit had been so closely entwined around Lanyon he could not shoot without also striking her. So he had waited and listened—first in astonishment, then in fury, and finally in respect when Lanyon spurned the dreadful gift of the Darkness.



Now a space opened between them as the Inyomere withdrew. Zavoy rose up on his one good knee. But as he did his shoulder brushed the wall and Lanyon heard him.





◆





Reflected starlight gleamed in Luven’s pale hair as she bent her bow, sighting along the arrow’s shaft at a target just upstream. Marshal crouched beside her, his spear in hand, ready, though for what he did not know. He had heard no sound beyond the chattering water and a whisper of breeze in the tree tops. He had smelled no beast. He strained to see what Luven saw—and then he saw something else.






With a soft cry he pushed her arm just as she released the bowstring. The arrow went chittering into the grass. Upstream, a flash of motion as a little silvery Inyomere that had appeared on the bank vanished with a splash into the water.



“You might have killed it!” Marshal cried. “You must take care where you aim.”



“I would have killed it, for I always hit exactly where I aim! That was an Inyomere! Why did you interfere?”



Marshal drew back, astounded. “Because it was an Inyomere! You cannot have meant to slay an Inyomere?”



“It’s a rarity in these days! There are not many left to be found. And you spoiled my shot.”



“You’re angry. But the Inyomere are not meant to be slain. How can you think otherwise?”



“Do you know so little of the story of the Wild? The Inyomere made the arowl. They brought on the fall of Samokea—”



“That was Siddél! It was not all the Inyomere together.”



“—and they have been at war with the people ever since Jahallon first set foot on the shore of the Wild.”



“They are the Wild! They keep it sweetly. This stream—it is your favorite place in all this soulless forest, because it has a soul. It has a keeper . . . and you would have slain it this night if I had not been here.”



“The streams still run, the forest grows, the fish can still be found, even after our enemies are gone.”



“The flies multiply,” Marshal countered. “The weeds grow to choke the young trees. The fish are few and small. The water grows foul. The breeze bears always the scent of decay. Thorn trees sprout where there were once beneficial trees. All that is beautiful fades.”



“I have seen all these things you describe, but the loss of the Inyomere is not their cause. It’s because Beyna Forest is watered in the blasphemous blood of the arowl.”



“That is not the reason.”



“You don’t want it to be the reason! Because you think we are evil. You think our ways are evil.”



Marshal felt a sudden, icy chill on the night air. He turned to look, though he knew already what he would see: a ghostly glimmering only a few steps away among the trees. It was one of the lesser spirits, not Renthian, but still his heart beat faster, remembering the cold grip of Renthian’s will.



“It is true, I have felt evil here,” he said to Luven, his voice low. “I will say only this against your ancestors who linger—that their advice is not to be trusted. Of Gorem’s discourse with the arowl, it’s as Jakurian said—their evil enters into us when we behave as they do. Of your attack against us—”



“You have not forgiven us for that,” she lamented bitterly. “Though we have explained why it was done. The ghosts believed Lanyon Kyramanthes to be Siddél’s witch, and she does have about her the aura of the Inyomere. It was not foolish of us to be cautious.”



“It is evil that your people despise the Inyomere and aim to destroy all in this land. It is wickedness. Luven, you must forswear it.” His voice softened. “Do this for me, Luven. I beg you. I could not stay another night if I knew your hands might still commit such an act . . . and I do not want to leave here just yet.”



She might have answered him in temper, but at that moment the land forgot its duty to be still. Both looked up as they sensed a tremor racing toward them from the mountains. They felt it as a frantic vibration within the ground, faint at first but swiftly growing stronger. Starlight shivered in the stream and the water ceased to flow.





◆





Lanyon had forgotten Gonly, but when she heard a soft brush of sound from the hallway she remembered him again. As the Darkness retreated, she raised her light—but it wasn’t Gonly she saw. Zavoy had come instead. He crouched on one knee, bow drawn, an arrow aimed at the Inyomere of Darkness.






“Zavoy, no!” Pantheren shouted, just as a temblor arose from the roots of the mountain to shake the keep.



At the same time, Lanyon spoke the fire spell. Zavoy’s arrow shot forth, but as a dart of white flame. It went astray and hit stone, disintegrating into hot ash.



A hard jolt struck the cavern. It felt as if the entire keep had been dropped an inch. Lanyon staggered, putting out a hand for balance. And then all fell quiet.



She looked around. The Darkness had gone, escaping unscathed, and yet the shadows in the hallway grew heavier.



“Alaurea,” Zavoy said, calling to the witch lights to reignite.



They flared obediently, but then faded again, smothered by an oppressive presence. Even the faint glow Lanyon held in her palm faded away. The last thing she saw before the lights went out was Zavoy rising to his feet as the distance between them diminished. Not because he walked toward her. But because the space containing them constricted. The three of them, squeezed together like mice in a man’s cupped hand. Soon nothing could be seen, and there was no freedom to move.



“Zavoy, is this your spell?” Pantheren demanded.



“It is not. There is some great spirit drawing near.”



Lanyon felt it too. She had stood in the presence of the Snow Chanter, and cowered before Siddél, but in neither of those great Inyomere had she sensed such expansive power.



“It is he who shakes the mountains,” she whispered. “Did not the Snow Chanter tell us of his wrath? He is Jamu-karizen of the mountain roots.”



Zavoy said, “Then the Darkness spoke truly and our fate is upon us.”



Nothing could be seen and no spell of light would come to them. The shadows that enclosed them had turned to stone.



They listened helplessly as a voice spoke, low and rumbling and full of anger. It seemed to Lanyon the mountain above them trembled with each accusing syllable:



“What wickedness infests the people that you seek to slay the petty spirit of the stream and the Blessed Darkness? Do you war against the blasphemy of Siddél? Or do you embrace it?”



Zavoy answered, “Always we war against it! But the blasphemy does not belong to Siddél alone. It is shared by those Inyomere who refuse to contend against him.”



His words horrified Lanyon. “That is not true!” she countered. “You are misled. The petty Inyomere do only as their natures allow, and it is only a few among the greater spirits that may consider what else might be. Zavoy, forswear this wickedness! Our only enemy is Siddél.”



“Lanyon is right,” Pantheren said. “The Inyomere are the soul of the Wild, and though we fear many and love few, we must not judge them . . . for we will surely find them wanting.”



The keep trembled as Jamu-karizen answered: “Once there was no need of judgment, when the Wild was perfect and complete, and time flowed through the endless repeating circle of the seasons. Then the people came, bringing with them the past and the future, so that from one round of seasons to the next, nothing now is ever the same.



“All of the greater Inyomere have been affected by what we’ve learned of the people and their ways. Siddél has been corrupted utterly. I despise his defilement! And for this reason alone I have heeded the prayers of the Snow Chanter. She asked that I affirm your purpose and this I have done. I sent the Darkness to test you and you could not be dissuaded.”



“And we never shall be!” Pantheren declared. “It is our purpose to love the Wild, and to defend this land against the defilement of Siddél.”



“But if you had not come?” Jamu-karizen asked. “Then the Wild would need no defense.”



A cruel truth, that none of them wished to consider. But Zavoy countered it with an equal truth, “And still we are here.”



The cavern shuddered around them, rumbling with the sound of great stones moving against one another, a noise so terrible that Lanyon imagined their last moments had come . . . but the rumbling receded. All grew still again.



“The will of the One remains a mystery,” Jamu-karizen said in a gentler voice. “I will wait and watch, but only for a little time. The Wild can hardly endure its wounds, and an end must be made.”



“And so it will be,” Lanyon answered meekly. “The Long War will end when we have slain Siddél.”



They felt another tremor, but it was faint. The shadows around them softened and the witch lights ignited of their own accord. The three of them looked at one another, until Zavoy turned away, shame-faced.



“I forswear the past,” he said in a trembling voice. “From this day on, we serve the Wild.”





◆





After the first tremor, Marshal and Luven gathered up their things and ran for the keep. Before they reached it, a second, lesser tremor shook the forest floor. They held each other in fear, listening to the clatter of falling rocks on the cliffs.






Because they had ventured far from the keep, they returned late, after all the others. They found Kit and Halméd in the meadow, working to cut grass for the horses.



“All is astir within,” Kit warned. “Our night hunt was a dull task compared to the adventure Pantheren and Lanyon enjoyed by staying ‘safely’ within the keep.”



He told them the little he knew of Gonly’s treachery and the visit of a great Inyomere.



Luven listened, then hurried inside. Marshal wanted to go with her, but Kit and Halméd both urged him to stay. “Help us gather more fodder. Then we can all go in.”



The three worked until they’d cut all the grass they could carry in two large blankets. Then they followed Luven inside.



From the courtyard, Marshal glanced up at the ledge. It surprised him to see a youth named Penrik standing there, as if keeping the watch. “Where is the ghost sentry?” he asked Halméd.



Halméd looked up with a puzzled frown. He called the question up to Penrik.



“Zavoy has done a grievous thing,” the youth reported in a surly voice. “At least, that is what is being said. All our ghosts are gone.”



Surely that couldn’t be true?



“I saw a ghost just before the first tremor struck,” Marshal remembered. Then realized, “None since.”



Halméd looked suddenly fearful. “I’ve seen none since we left for the hunt.”



“The horses still need to be fed,” Kit reminded them. “Let’s go. We’ll find the truth inside.”



The fire burned low on the hearth, but no one basked in its warmth. The hall was empty. Only the horses greeted them, nickering and snorting at the scent of the grass. The noise they made brought two men and a woman from the kitchen. All three looked tense and uncertain.



Halméd asked them, “Is it true? Have the ghosts left us?”



The woman, Thulla, answered, her voice soft with trepidation. “It may be true. No one has seen them since the hunt.”



They laid out the fodder for the horses. Then Kit said, “Let’s find Lanyon. She’ll know what’s happened.”



But before they reached the stairs, Luven appeared above. She hurried down to meet them, saying, “Zavoy has called for everyone to gather in the hall.”



Others followed her down, Lanyon, Pantheren, and Jakurian among them. Marshal went to meet them. “What is going on here?”



Pantheren said, “Zavoy will explain it all. Come.”



He directed them to sit well away from the hearth.



Zavoy came down last in the company of his cousin Gonly and two others. These two flanked Gonly, and with him, they remained standing, though everyone else took seats among the cushions.



Gonly looked devastated, utterly defeated, with blood seeping from his ear and his eyes tinted red as if from weeping.



Zavoy, in contrast, looked grimly determined despite the bruises on his face. He limped to the hearth, then turned to face his people. At first, his gaze sought the outskirts of their gathering. Some who watched him also turned to look, but for the first time in memory no ghosts haunted the shadows beyond the fire’s light.



Zavoy said, “Tonight Renthian betrayed me, and for that I banished him.” He looked again to the empty shadows. “I did not know all the other ghosts were bound to the world only by the old sorcerer’s will. Now all of them are gone.”









Chapter 7







The next morning Lanyon again got up early, wanting to look out the cliff windows, and breathe the open air. She climbed up the stairs and started across the bridge, but hesitated when she saw Zavoy on the ledge, standing watch.






He beckoned to her. “You do not need to fear me.”



She approached, though reluctantly.



Last night, Zavoy had forced Gonly to stand before the people and confess his violence. In stern, ritualized words, every one of his kin rebuked him. But afterward they agreed Gonly had been misled by the ghost Renthian. They asked him to swear a new oath of loyalty to Zavoy. He did this, and was forgiven.



But had Zavoy forgiven her for triggering Gonly’s betrayal? Looking at his haggard face in the morning light, she suspected he had not yet forgiven himself. She wondered if he had slept at all.



She stepped to a window, drawn to the sunlight outside and the sight of the forest burnished with autumn colors. But a cold breeze that brushed her cheeks brought with it the loathsome clamor of arowl.



She turned to Zavoy in dismay. “Where have these beasts come from? Was last night’s hunt only a dream?”



“The past night was real, all of it,” he told her bitterly. “But it does not matter how many arowl will kill. There are always more.”



By their snarls and barks Lanyon guessed the beasts had found the bodies of their fallen kin, and that they fought one another for the privilege of consuming them.



Zavoy spoke gently, “You cannot leave tonight.”



“It is not a choice! Jamu-karizen is watching, and he has promised to wait only a little time.”



“He is Jamu-karizen of the mountain roots. He has existed since the beginning of all things. What does such a spirit mean by ‘a little time’?”



Lanyon puzzled over this, confessing, “I do not know.”



“Surely, though, it’s more than the time between one day and the next?”



“I do not know. Perhaps.”



“Our ghosts taught us much of history and I think not all of it was wrong. I know the curse of Siddél was only newly laid on Jahallon-the-Undying when your far father Kyramanthes was conceived. It’s said that something of Siddél’s nature passed into him, so that his people were ever admired as the fiercest fighters on the battlefield . . . but they were known for rash tempers and impatience too.”



“Is this the advice you would offer me? That I should defy my temper and wait until the arowl all consume one another?”



“Why do you twist my words?”



“Why do you assail my judgment and my confidence?”



He took time to consider his answer. “Last night I heard the Darkness speaking. So I know Édan still lives. I know you have seen him.”



She drew back, her heart pounding, waiting to learn which way his sympathy would fall.



He said, “You were afraid to tell us. I don’t blame you.”



“He will come after me, Zavoy. That is why I cannot stay here.”



“How far behind is he?”



“A few days or many days, I don’t know. But he’ll perceive your people from far away, and he will sense the talisman when he comes near.”



“He will not perceive us. We all wear the glamour of the Inyomere so that we are hidden within the Mere, just as you are. Even baby Krispin is protected by a glamour cast by her sister Lehe. We are masters of hiding, Lanyon. We have to be.”



At his urging she told him all that had happened and all she had seen. She ended by saying, “We think he brands his arowl. All the beasts that came with him to Medesh were marked with diagonal scars on their cheeks or shoulders. If you see any such, they are likely his, though if they hunt at his command or have run away, I can’t say.”



“I haven’t seen arowl with such markings, and the dire wolves you describe haven’t found their way to us yet. I dread the day they come.” His frustration showed in the set of his face and in the whiteness of his knuckles as his fist clenched. “If the ghosts were still with us, they could have kept watch for such monsters and warned us of Édan’s approach.”



“Or they might have shown him the way to your keep.”



Zavoy sighed. He looked out the window, listening to the morbid howling of the arowl. “I made a rash choice when I banished Renthian. It was the right choice, but I made it out of anger. Do not make the same mistake. Do not choose rashly. You are more afraid of what is behind than of what lies ahead, but do not let fear guide you to a misstep. Édan will come, but it will not be today or tomorrow. Wait, and pray the arowl will disperse. Otherwise I fear that when he comes he will only need to look for the talisman among your bones, if any are left.”





◆





Lanyon heeded Zavoy’s words.






That day passed, and then another, and another after it. Each morning she watched the forest and listened to the sounds of the arowl hunting, and it seemed to her they grew more plentiful, not less. What they hunted was a mystery. Rabbits, perhaps. Or birds. The larger game was long gone, and all the arowl that she chanced to see from the window were starved and desperate. Yet still they came.



Zavoy called another night hunt, and forty more of the beasts were slaughtered, but it made no difference. New packs swept in to Beyna Forest to feast on their fallen kin.



“They follow the blood scent,” Kit concluded, on a day when he and Pantheren came to watch with Lanyon. “They must smell it even from very far away.”



Lanyon agreed. “If the hunting stops, there might be fewer arowl in this land.”



“That’s my feeling too,” Pantheren said. “But the hunting cannot stop. There is no great store of food here. The people must fish, and gather from the forest. Since we have come, there are five more mouths to feed, plus forage for the horses. Yet they cannot move about, save in the precious hours after the arowl are slaughtered.”



Outside, autumn’s brilliance was fading, spent leaves cascading from the trees.



“We can’t stay here,” Lanyon insisted, despair in her voice. “And yet we can’t go on.”



Kit glanced at the woman standing watch at the other end of the ledge. He lowered his voice. “Marshal is not unhappy to linger here. When the way opens, I’m not sure he’ll choose to go on with us.”





◆





Zavoy, Halméd, Lehe, and Luven sat with Marshal in the hall, all working to spin the fine thread their people used to make cloth. As Luven worked her spindle, she tried to teach Marshal the art, inspiring much merriment. He had no skill at it. The thread he spun came out laughably uneven and tended to snap at every few turns.






Lehe looked on in amazement. “How do you make your cloth if you do not know how to spin?” she wondered.



“Perhaps instead of spinning, these southerners use a spell to get their cloth,” Halméd suggested with a laugh.



Luven gave Marshal an arch look. “Is it true, Marshal? Is cloth woven from spells in Habaddon?”



He laughed. “No, but only a few there are spinners and weavers, who make the cloth for all. I do know how to cut and sew cloth to make clothes. I know how to make leather. I have some skill at woodwork too.”



Luven answered this in a teasing voice, “It is good to know you are not altogether useless.”



He caught her eye—“I have other skills”—and her cheeks grew warm.



But Lehe did not notice this. “Do you know stonework?” she demanded. “Or have you knowledge of a forge?”



“I have used a forge,” Marshal said hesitantly. “Though only to help my uncle cast arrowheads.”



Zavoy said, “Then perhaps we will employ you in that task.”



“I should be pleased to do what I can to help.”



“So long as it is not spinning,” Halméd amended, and they all laughed.



“But where do you keep your forge?” Marshal wondered. “Is it in this same cavern?”



Luven’s eyes sparkled. “I could show it to you, but it is in a high chamber at the end of a long tunnel, and I know you are uneasy in tunnels.”



“I am brave enough at need.”



“There is little to see there,” Zavoy said, suddenly terse.



Halméd did not agree with his cousin. “Oh there is much that is interesting. Marshal is sure to find pleasure in that place. The arrowhead molds alone—”



“Arrowhead molds!” Zavoy said dismissively, shooting a dark look at his laughing cousin.



Marshal confessed a keen interest in arrowhead molds. “I would be pleased to see them.”



Luven put her spindle aside. “Come then. I will show you.”



Marshal set his own work down and followed after her, but as they reached the foot of the stairway, Zavoy said, “Lehe, why don’t you go with them?”



Halméd countered this at once. “Oh no,” he said, catching his little sister by her hand before she could follow. “Lehe has promised to help me in the kitchen.”



Marshal caught Luven’s eye once again, and they traded a smile.





◆





Marshal went with Luven to the third story of the keep. From there, one could reach the bridge, but farther along, down a seeming dead-end passage, a large door opened onto a rough tunnel that angled steeply upward. Small witch lights, set far apart, illuminated the way.






“You ask me no questions,” Luven observed.



“Even so, I am all attention.”



He followed her up the tunnel to a large chamber where the forge was kept. Sunlight fell through windows cut high in the walls, illuminating the forge beneath columns of drifting dust. Close by it was a large wooden workbench, its surface worn and cracking with age. A rack of well-worn tools hung on the wall above the workbench. And in a shadowed corner, there stood a large bin, half-full of blackstone to fuel the forge.



Luven stepped into a column of sunlight, turning her gaze to the high windows, the blue sky. “The smoke vents to the outside,” she explained. “We use the forge only when there is rain or fog, so that the smoke will not be seen.”



Marshal thought she looked incomparably beautiful standing there, ethereal, as if she was on the verge of dissolving into the light. “Luven—”



He reached for her hand. She drew him closer. He could not remember what he had meant to say. Or anyway, it didn’t matter. They embraced. She felt so light, so fragile in his arms. Their lips met.



No kiss Marshal had known in Habaddon had ever stirred him like that kiss. “Ah, Luven,” he sighed. “I think I came north to find you.”



“I think it is so,” she whispered. “It must be. I have longed for you all the days of my life.”



The howling of the arowl could be heard from the forest far below, but for some short time, it didn’t seem to matter.





◆





Days passed with no respite from the arowl. Finally, Lanyon insisted she would leave anyway.






Marshal bowed his head. He had dreaded this day, but he’d promised to help slay Siddél. So he said goodbye to Luven, with many tears shed between them.



They rode out in the dark of night, but only five miles from the keep, the howls of a hunting pack rang out around them. Kit’s horse panicked and threw him, then fled all the way back to the cavern, forcing them to return.



For days after that, the arowl were so abundant there was barely a chance to gather forage for the horses. In that time Luven realized she was with child. Everyone celebrated. Marshal called her his wife and Luven named him as her husband, and it was agreed they were married.



Still, Marshal held it as his duty to accompany Lanyon when she tried again to leave. This time they left the horses behind. Pantheren told Zavoy he should slaughter them for food in the winter.



Luven stayed in the keep with Lehe, but the others, wearing their hunting costumes, accompanied the southerners for a few miles, until Zavoy said they should not go farther.



Goodbyes were said, and Zavoy returned south with his people.



The southerners went on, but the next day they found themselves in a hard-fought battle with a large pack of arowl. They killed many of the beasts and frightened the rest away, but Jakurian and Marshal both were wounded. There was nothing else to do but retreat to the keep.





◆





Winter came hard to all the Tiyat-kel, that great range of mountains that began in southern Samokea and marched north into unknown lands. From the petty Inyomere, Siddél learned of the return of the Snow Chanter, and as the days grew short he brought his rage to bear upon her. Storm after storm howled through the peaks standing high above Samokea-of-old, and the snow fell. Day after day the flakes swirled and tumbled into great drifts and shining white cliffs, as Siddél sought to lock Tayeraisa again in ice.






Tayeraisa watched him from her secret haunts and laughed. Siddél was thunder and blundering rage, while she was the Snow Chanter. Each swirling flake danced at her direction. Each tiny crystal of ice delivered to her a kiss of vigor. Her wintry soul fed on Siddél’s mad fury and she was renewed. She opened her arms to the sky and sang for more.





◆





Storms lashed Beyna Forest, stripping the trees bare. Deep snow blanketed the ground and Lanyon gave up all hope of escape before the spring.






The only tracks to be seen in each fresh snowfall were those of the people and the arowl, hunting one another. The birds and rabbits all vanished from the forest. No fish could be gleaned from the frozen streams. Meager provisions stored up over the summer dwindled rapidly.



Gonly muttered that the cold and the scarcity was their punishment for defying Renthian—but no one listened to him. Even his wife, Gorem, tried to turn his mind to other things.



For six generations the Samokeäns of the Cavern had depended on their ghosts as counselors, watchmen, and sages. Their loss should have been a disaster—but against all expectation, a mood of hope and gladness took root among them.



“It’s as if the weight of the past has been lifted from us,” Zavoy confessed to Marshal, one evening when they sat beside the hearth. “This winter will be hard, and perhaps we will starve before the days begin to warm, yet for the first time in our memory our world is changing and there is hope in that.”



On the day of the Solstice, they slaughtered the first of the horses. Zavoy ordered double rations to celebrate the turn of the year, and the people shared songs and laughter in the hall. As the fire began to die down, Luven caught Marshal’s eye. He read her desire, and they slipped away upstairs to her little chamber on the second floor, where they kept their nights. A deep chill always gripped the room, but beneath their blanket they made their own pocket of warmth.



Luven had eaten well that night, yet when Marshal’s large hands measured the curves of her body, he both loved and feared what he felt. She had been thin—wraith-like—on the night he first saw her, pale, and so delicate in build. As winter deepened, she’d grown thinner still, yet her joy at this new life exceeded even that of her kin. Luven had believed all her life that she would have neither husband nor child. For her, her pregnancy was a miracle potent enough to dispel all worries.



“My husband,” she chided him, a blue tint to her pale cheeks from the faint glow of a tiny witch light. “Why do I see this weight in your eyes? Have you not promised to leave your worries in the hallway outside our door?”



“I confess I cannot put them down so easily.”



“Does your love fade so soon?” she teased. “Have you learned already to keep your head when you come into my arms?”



“It is the opposite. I could not bear to lose you.”



“Come then. Fill me with your warmth.”



In her arms, he was able to forget his worries for a time, but when their love-making was done, the deep restful sleep that usually followed eluded him. He slept only fitfully, until finally he came fully awake, overcome by a sense of imminent threat. He lay beside Luven, holding his breath to listen . . . and from the hallway he heard a swift, scratching scurry.



Pushing the blanket quietly aside, he turned to Luven and set his hand over her mouth. She wakened with a start. In the glow of the witch light her eyes went wide. They traded a look, and he took his hand away.



Rising silently, he stepped into his trousers and then his boots. He thought ruefully of all his weapons, left downstairs. Then he opened the door and slipped out into a hallway that smelled of arowl.








Habaddon






Chapter 8







Bennek? Do you remember the chant I spoke over you?






Bennek smiled to hear her voice, so close and intimate in his ear. “I remember it perfectly.” To prove it, he envisioned her, seated behind him, her hands on his forehead as she chanted from beginning to end a long verse of strange syllables. “I don’t know the meaning of any of those words,” he admitted.



They are not words. They are the name of a spell that lives within the Fourth Way. Speak the name, and if you can find within yourself the will of the Inyomere, you will call the spell to you.



At first the syllables felt awkward on his tongue, but he practiced the name again and again until at last the spell stirred, and came to him. In a flush of warmth it swept past his skin, through his flesh, all the way to his bones. His awareness turned inward to follow it. It led him deep within the astonishing structure of his body. He saw the flaws that were in him, split bone and riven flesh, and he tasted a looming poison, but the spell carried the poison away, even as it smoothed the torn edges of his wounds.



Again he spoke the spell’s name. Again it came in a warm, healing rush. Goodness and order increased wherever it passed.



He spoke the spell’s name and it came, wending along a fixed path in the Mere. Bit by bit, it mended his wounds. Bit by bit, it washed away his pain. Bit by bit, it dissolved strain and disorder.



He spoke the spell’s name and it came flowing through him, again and again, and again.





◆





Bennek startled awake at a jolt. He sat up, reaching for a weapon that was not there. A fiery pain shot through his ribs. He gasped in anguish and bent over, hugging himself, his splinted leg stretched out awkwardly before him in the bed of a canoe.






“Easy, son! You’re among friends here.”



Bennek looked up to see the Habaddon man, Meriton, standing barefoot in the water. He’d just put the canoe ashore on a grassy bank. Evening had cast the sky a deep dark blue.



“All is well,” Meriton assured him. “It’s just we’ve stopped to camp for the night. Ah, here is someone to greet you.”



To Bennek’s astonishment, Kina appeared at the side of the canoe, her tail wagging in joy. Despite his pain, he reached to stroke the smooth fur of her cheek. “Kina! How is it you are here? Why are you not watching over Lanyon?”



“The hound refused to go north,” Meriton told him as he set to unloading gear. “She has watched this canoe all afternoon.”



Bennek gazed into her warm brown eyes. “You should have gone with Pantheren,” he told her, but he said it gently, and she wagged her tail.



Meriton had brought the canoe ashore at a place where a small stream joined the greater river. The other men were already gathered there, preparing a camp in the grass.



“Hullo Bennek!” one of the men called as he came down to meet the canoe. He was quite tall and very broad in shoulder, with powerful arms and a wide, merry face. “You look a bit more lively than when I put you in this canoe at noon. I’ve carried you twice already, and this evening will be the third time—yet I think you still do not know my name!”



“I ask your pardon,” Bennek said, appalled that he might have given offense.



“My name is Fen, and there is no need to ask the pardon of anyone here. We all owe our lives to the enchantment you worked on the arowl. But how is it you have gained such strength in only one afternoon?”



“It is the healing spell.”



“A mighty spell indeed! To keep working when Pantheren’s witch is far away.”



“Lanyon taught it to me,” Bennek explained. “I called its name myself.”



“You summoned the spell?” Meriton asked. He traded a smile with Fen. “It is plain your dreams were sweet.”



“No, truly,” Bennek said.



“If only we had made a staff for you while we were in the forest, you could walk this night,” Fen teased.



Bennek thought he could probably walk if he had to—that is, until Fen lifted him from the canoe. Then he cried out at the pain in his leg and he knew his recovery still had far to go.





◆





Day by day the canoes fared south on the River Talahnon, while the horsemen followed on the bank. Bennek slept—or seemed to—lying quietly in a nest of blankets, his eyes closed and a serene expression on his face. He did not speak the healing spell aloud. He didn’t need to. He called the spell from within the Mere.






He kept watch from within the Mere as well, venturing now and then as a spirit among the low hills along the river. He sought for the arowl but he did not find them, not in all that land through which they passed.



Only when the canoe touched shore each evening did he stir.



The men of Habaddon were amazed at the swift pace of his recovery. On an evening when Fen came to lift him out of the canoe, Bennek insisted he would try to walk, and with Fen supporting him he managed the short trek to the camp, though the effort drained him.



After that Fen went looking for a sturdy piece of driftwood, and that evening he smoothed it into a staff. In the morning Bennek used it to walk on his own back to the boats.



Late on the next day, the company saw ahead of them the dark line of the forest that enfolded the Glycian River. The men cheered. They were almost home.



Bennek roused. He sat up in the canoe and told Meriton of two riders among the hills to the west.



“Ah, they will be scouts out of Habaddon,” Meriton said. He called the news to Bahir, who rode out to meet them. The scouts released a dove bearing the news that Jakurian’s company had returned from the north.



That evening they camped under the eaves of the forest, and early on the next day the canoes glided into the confluence of the Glycian. Here the current quickened, bearing them swiftly west. Bennek stayed awake, watching the forest slip past. He thought back to the night he and Marshal and Kit had floated their gear across the river, and he promised himself it would not be long before he made that crossing again.



All that morning they saw the horsemen only rarely among the trees. Then, in early afternoon, a cheer went up. News was shouted to the boats that Jahallon had come to meet them. As the canoe rounded a wide bow in the river, Bennek saw for himself a gathering of men and horses on the northern bank, making ready to board a ferry that would take them across.



The returning warriors embraced those who had come to meet them, but it was a quiet reunion as they remembered the two men who had died on the venture north.



“Look there,” Meriton said. “Jahallon has taken Bahir aside to explain why Jakurian is not with us.”



“Will he be angry?” Bennek wondered.



“I think he will not be pleased.”



Meriton guided the canoe to the southern shore, where a stockade stood guard over the ferry landing. Fen came over on the ferry’s first crossing, and hurried to meet them. “Be warned,” he said under his breath as he offered Bennek a hand. “Jahallon is in a rare, dark temper at the news we have brought him.”



With Fen’s help, Bennek clambered from the canoe.



Meriton looked uneasily across the river to where Jahallon waited with the rest of the men and horses for the ferry to return. “We did all we could to persuade Jakurian to come back with us.”



“Jakurian’s absence I think he can forgive. Not so the dreadful tale of Édan. I cannot make it out if he is angry because he believes it, or because he does not.”



“He doesn’t want to believe it,” Meriton decided. “No one wants to hear such a story. Pantheren’s witch knew it would be this way, but I heard her speak and I do not doubt that what she told us is the truth.”



Fen turned to Bennek. “Here we say goodbye to the canoes but our journey is not done yet.”



“I remember it is a long way to Habaddon,” Bennek said doubtfully, testing his staff.



Fen grinned. “Indeed, and we will not be home until near midnight—but fear not!” He winked. “Though Bennek I do not doubt you could walk to Habaddon, a wagon has come to bear you.”



While Fen and Meriton unloaded the canoe, Bennek hobbled up the riverbank to where the wagon waited. It had a long, narrow bed, mounted on four high, spoked wheels. Two great horses had the work of drawing it. Bennek stood aside as Fen loaded it with gear from the canoes, taking care in the arrangement so that Bennek had a place to sit with his leg stretched out.



Meanwhile, the ferry had reached the southern landing. Even before it was moored, Jahallon stepped onto the platform and came to meet Bennek.



Bennek had seen Jahallon-the-Undying only one time before, and that from a distance, as he rode with his men out of Habaddon in early summer. So now he looked on him in some curiosity.



In appearance, Jahallon was younger by far than Pantheren, seeming close to Jakurian in age. He was neither tall nor short, but powerfully built, with great shoulders forged in the smithy where he had made the first weapons known to the world. He did not much resemble Jakurian.



Leaning on his staff, Bennek made a polite bow. Only when he looked again on the oldest of all men did it strike him that it was Lanyon he saw in Jahallon’s eyes and in the shape of his face . . . even in his coppery hair, though that was shaved very short.



“You are thinking of someone else?” Jahallon asked.



“Forgive me, sir—”



“None of that.” He waved his hand. “We have much to discuss, you and I, and I would not have our speech hindered by an excess of courtesy. I will begin by saying that I know you are called Bennek of Clan Samoket.”



“My name is Bennek of Samokea, sir.”



Jahallon’s eyes narrowed. None among the Samokeäns had made that claim since their ancestors fled south of the Glycian.



By way of explanation, Bennek added, “I serve the Snow Chanter, sir.”



“I have heard some of this story from Bahir, but I would hear all of it from you.”



“Yes, sir. I am pleased to tell the tale, for our blessed mother of Samokea would have the truth known.”



Jahallon’s gaze grew more stern. “You make it clear your allegiance is not to me, Bennek of Samokea.”



“I mean no offense, sir.”



“Did Pantheren give you such instruction?”



“War Father, no. Pantheren said I should offer you my oath, but that I cannot do. I must return north, sir, as soon as I can walk without this staff, for my brother and my cousin are there . . . and Lanyon.”



“Fate decrees where we fight our battles, Bennek, and fate has brought you south.”



“Sir—”



Jahallon raised his hand again. “Is it true you have looked on the face of this sorcerer, Aidin?”



“It was Édan, sir. And yes, I saw him.”



“Lanyon said it was him?”



“She did, sir. Siddél knew him too.”



“Siddél?”



“He was there, sir. He came to see who had misled his arowl. Lanyon had the talisman aimed at him. She could have ended the Long War, but Édan stopped her. He spoiled her shot! And Siddél—he was furious when he discovered Édan. He had believed Édan was still imprisoned at Nendaganon. The monster would have taken him back there too but for Pantheren, who assaulted him with arrows and drove him away.”



“And did you speak to Édan after?”



Bennek shook his head. “We thought he was dead. I saw his body and it was broken and crushed by Siddél. No one could have survived such injuries, but afterward Lanyon and Marshal saw that he still lived. So we know he is cursed by Siddél, just as—”



Bennek remembered to whom he was speaking.



“Just as I am cursed,” Jahallon finished for him.



“Yes, sir. Lanyon and Pantheren agreed it must be so.”



The gear had all been loaded and the men had brought their horses up. Jahallon said, “Let us get you on the wagon, but I ask that on the way you tell me your story in full.”



So as the wagon lurched and rumbled along the rough track, Bennek recounted the details of his journey. Jahallon drove the wagon but he also listened closely, often looking back over the seat, and he asked many questions. He even had Bennek chant the healing spell.



“Lanyon didn’t teach me the fire spell,” Bennek added with disappointment.



Jahallon eyed him with a guarded expression. “Sorcery is a grave blessing.”



“I am no sorcerer, sir.”



The sun hung low in the sky, peeking through a canopy of autumn leaves, its face pale and cool. The horsemen had fallen behind, slow-walking their mounts to rest them. Jahallon told Bennek, “I first heard of Aidin some eleven years ago. I sent an emissary to Ohtangia to visit him. He is said to be a scarred man.”



“That is true, sir.”



“He would not speak of his past except to say he had been savaged by the arowl.”



“I think that must be true as well.”



“It is so hard for me to believe Édan would betray us.”



Bennek heard such deep grief in Jahallon’s voice he could not think how to answer him. But in a moment Jahallon spoke again in a steadier tone. “Bennek, there is a sage in Habaddon who knows something of sorcery. She is very old, with memories that have made her bitter, but it may be we can prevail on her to teach you something.”



“Sir? I think I met her. The night before we left Habaddon there was just such a woman in the library. She wasn’t pleased with me, though. She wouldn’t talk to me about the spell she called.”



“That is her way. Sage Hedril is bitter, and convinced the Samokeäns are a lesser people than they once were . . . although now that you have found the Snow Chanter, perhaps she will look on you more kindly.”



Bennek did not miss the teasing glint in Jahallon’s eyes. Nevertheless, he could not help asking, “Do you think we are a lesser people, sir?”



“I do not. There is less sorcery, but I think there is more courage.”



After that they spoke little and Bennek soon fell asleep, but Jahallon thought long on all that he had heard.





◆





Night came upon them, clear and cool, as they passed through the forest. Great trees stood on either side, their massive trunks holding up a lacy canopy. A vast chorus of stars gathered in the dark vault beyond.






The horses kept the path by starlight, and gradually their pace quickened as they sensed their home drawing near. The wagon’s high wheels splashed through a shallow stream. Bennek glimpsed a tiny, silver-skinned Inyomere in the shape of a woman, slipping among the shadows on the bank. Then the trees fell behind, and they were among fields of wheat, shimmering in the night. Looking ahead, he saw the tall walls of the fortress of Habaddon standing black against the starry sky. Atop the battlements, the prayer flags were long, dark ribbons tethered to slender poles. Bennek could just hear the bass roar of the sea.



They passed a few houses set among the fields. It was late, and no candles gleamed behind the paper screens that covered the windows. Still, their approach was heard, and at each house a woman, and sometimes her husband with her, came forth to call soft greetings. Once a dog barked, but then it ran happily among them, and sniffed noses with Kina.



Habaddon stood on a sea cliff, at the highest point on a headland, facing the western ocean. It had begun as a tall keep, built long ago by Jahallon’s people when they first came to that land. Later, a curtain wall had been raised around the keep and many more dwellings constructed within its shelter. As time passed, still more room was needed. The people of Habaddon built a second wall with seven square watchtowers around it. They placed the gate so that anyone wishing to enter had to pass along a narrow way at the cliff’s edge.



The riders went first on this path and the wagon followed. At the gate, the women who kept the night watch welcomed them, but they also grieved for those two of Jakurian’s men who were lost.



Despite the hour, many of the people of Habaddon came out to greet them. Some faces showed quiet joy as they recognized loved ones. Others softly wept when Bahir let them know that a brother, a husband, or a son would not be returning.



One by one the men turned aside to their own homes, so that by the time the procession approached the old keep, only Bahir, Jahallon, and Bennek remained.



The men and women of Jahallon’s household came out to greet them. Among these was Uleál, who was Jakurian’s older brother, and Jahallon’s oldest living son.



Like Jahallon, Uleál was of common height but powerfully built. And though his hair was dark, by keeping it cropped close he further extended his resemblance to his father. It struck Bennek as strange that they should be father and son. They looked like brothers, with Uleál the eldest.



The wagon and horses were led away. Jahallon consulted with an older woman called Mari, and soon Bennek was enjoying a hearty supper in the kitchen of her house, which stood at the end of a street beside the keep. Mari gave Kina a bone to chew in the walled garden just off the kitchen.



After Bennek had eaten his fill, Mari took him into the garden, where there was a bathhouse, lit by three fat candles. “Ah, you’re so thin!” she exclaimed, as she poured water over his back. “I can see every rib. Did your provisions run out along the way?”



“We were hungry at times.”



“You will not be hungry in my house. My daughters keep us well provided. They have all married, and each to a fine man. When the time comes for you to seek a wife, you must find someone who can keep your children well-fed and safe. Remember that.”



Bennek thought of Lanyon and her skill at catching fish and trapping rabbits. “I will remember it.”



He accepted from Mari a clean nightshirt to wear in trade for his own worn clothing. “These have served you well,” she said with a kindly smile, “but you have been doing some growing, have you not?”



“I do not think so,” Bennek said. “Not much, anyway, for my brother Marshal is ever the same measure taller than I am.”



“And how much older is Marshal than you?”



“Two years. He is seventeen.”



“Seventeen? Bennek, might it be that he is still growing too?”



Bennek found no comfort in this suggestion. “If Marshal should grow even taller, I will never catch him!”



Mari’s old eyes sparkled. “Don’t despair! You might still.” Then she took his worn clothes. “I will need these for size. In the morning I’ll bring you new clothes that will not pinch your shoulders, nor leave your wrists so exposed.”



Bennek thanked her. Then he dressed himself in the nightshirt and made up his hair again into a neat braid. He did not replace the splint on his leg, judging the bone strong enough for hobbling in Habaddon.



Mari showed him to a room just off the garden. “This is yours, my boy, for as long as you are with us in Habaddon.”



“I thank you. You are kind and generous, but I won’t be imposing on you for long. I am returning to Samokea as soon as may be.”



These words brought a shadow of concern to Mari’s kindly face. “Jahallon said this night that no one is to follow Jakurian north.”



“He said this to the men of Habaddon, but I am a man of Samokea, and it is the Snow Chanter whom I serve.”



Mari accepted this with a solemn nod. “Good night then, Bennek. And know that if your plans should change, you are welcome here.”



When she had gone, Bennek felt the fatigue of the long day descend on him. He closed the sliding door. Then he lowered himself awkwardly to the sleeping pallet.



He had last slept under roof at Medesh, in the cottage of the Snow Chanter. His thoughts ran to that place and the lands beyond. Where were Marshal and Kit? Where was Lanyon? The Wild was so very large. He wondered if he would ever be able to find them in all the vastness of the north. Still, he was determined to try.









Chapter 9







The sun was well up when Bennek wakened to a lively whispering in the garden court. He lifted his head, to see two small shadows consulting together on the sliding door’s paper screen.






He’d left the door slightly ajar. A small boy, with close-cut dark-brown hair and bright eyes, peered in through the gap. “He is awake!” the boy announced to his companion.



The door slid wide and a second boy—a year or two older than the first—stepped through. Bennek pushed his blanket aside and sat up, as the older boy greeted him with a deep bow. “My name is Teller, sir, and this is my brother Anders.”



Anders stood just outside, holding a great pile of clothes. He tried to bow, but he couldn’t do more than nod his head or he would have spilled his burden to the floor.



Bennek grinned. “Well met, Teller and Anders. My name is Bennek of Samokea.”



Teller waved Anders into the room and closed the door. “Grandmother Mari has asked us to bring you these clothes. They were for my father, but he did not come home. That was a long time ago. Grandmother was up early working on them.”



“I thank you. I don’t know how I shall repay the courtesy of your household.”



They had brought him a shirt, and trousers made of heavy, durable cloth, with many pockets. Both items were sturdy and soft, with fine, strong stitching. To Bennek’s wonder there was also a coat like those the men of Habaddon wore. Longer than his old coat, it reached to his knees, and had deep pockets in the front. It was extremely well made. His heart beat a little faster, wondering if it was right to accept such a gift.



Anders sidled up to him, wide eyed. “Grandmother Mari says you are a warrior. Do you kill the arowl?”



“As often as I may.”



“The arowl killed my father. A long time ago, before I was born.”



“It was the same for me,” Bennek told him.



“Our father was killed even before I was born,” Teller said. “My mother says I look just like him, but Anders looks like her, and our baby sister too.”



“Your mother has accepted a new husband, then?” Bennek asked, as he dressed.



“No,” Teller said proudly. “She says she will never marry again. Not while my father’s spirit comes to visit her, to give her more children.”



Bennek didn’t know what to make of this. He said only, “Your mother must be a strong woman.”



“She is like Jahallon. Sometimes she can foresee what will be. Even Jahallon has said she is never wrong.”



“And she is a fisher,” Anders said with a swagger. “She goes out in her boat each day when the weather is good.”



“I get to go with her,” Teller added.



“Not all the time!”



“But I went yesterday, and today there is fresh fish and porridge for breakfast. You must come eat with us. You will come?”



“It is my honor.” Bennek had finished dressing, even putting on the coat. Now he stood for the boys to admire him.



Teller frowned. “It’s all a little big.”



“Grandmother Mari said it would be,” Anders informed them. “Bennek is young and he is still growing, like me.”



“And me too! And anyway, I’m bigger than you.”



Bennek smiled, remembering his lament to Mari last night. “I am a little brother too, Anders, but Mari says I might someday be as tall as my brother.”



Teller scoffed at this, but Anders skipped merrily through the garden court as he led Bennek to breakfast.





◆





Mari had two daughters who lived with her. One was Anjella, who was the mother of Teller, Anders, and their little sister, who was just three. The other was Dina, who had two children of her own. Dina’s husband was away on a patrol along the Glycian, but Bennek was rescued from being the only man at table by the arrival of Bahir and his wife, Chane, who was Mari’s youngest daughter. All three sisters were tall and handsome women. Bennek felt a bit overwhelmed.






Bahir greeted him with a handshake and a clasped shoulder. “So it is true,” he said, with a glance at Bennek’s leg. “You have put aside your splint. Congratulations.”



“Thank you, sir.”



Bahir remained as stern of countenance at table as he had been in the field, but when they all were seated, Chane turned to Bennek with a mischievous smile. “Be careful,” she warned. “I have heard the men are not pleased with you.”



Bahir gave her a weary look. “She is teasing.”



“But I am not,” Anjella said, her eyes sparkling with humor.



Bennek had looked on her curiously when they first met, wondering at the nature of her foresight, but her merry disposition soon convinced him that whatever her visions might be, they were not all dire.



Anjella continued, “I talked to Fen’s wife this morning, and Fen has said ‘it will not do.’”



“What will not do?” Bennek asked, perplexed. “What does Fen require of me?”



“Fen requires nothing,” Bahir insisted. “Your only duty is to mend and regain your strength.”



“Will you not tell him?” Dina asked, as if she could hardly believe Bahir would withhold such critical news. “Give him time to prepare?”



“Prepare?” Bennek turned to Bahir. “Sir? I know I have been a burden these many days—”



Bahir raised his hands in defeat while the three sisters traded looks of triumph. “It is nothing like that. The men have been talking, and they’ve decided you must learn to ride, and fight from the back of a horse. When you are well, we will teach you these skills, if you are willing to learn.”



Bennek could hardly believe his luck. “Sir, yes! You are all kindness to me. I would learn these things as soon as may be—this afternoon if you want.”



Bahir turned in exasperation to Chane, while all three sisters laughed behind their hands. “You see? It is just as I said. Now he will not rest until he is on a horse.”



Bennek was flustered. “But sir, I am rested, and my leg is much improved.”



“And is it your ambition to break that leg again?” Bahir demanded. “We will teach you to ride, but only when you are well. Not before.”





◆





Later that day word came from Jahallon that the sage he had spoken of, Hedril of Clan Samoket, had agreed to see Bennek.






Anjella, who had let the messenger in, was not pleased with this news. When the gate to the courtyard had closed, she turned to Bennek. “Jahallon will see the good in all people. That is his way. But Hedril is an unhappy creature. No doubt there is much she could teach you, but she will try first to teach you to despise Habaddon as a refuge of the weak.”



Mari, who had come with Bennek into the courtyard, scolded her daughter for these words. “Anjella! You should not say such things.”



Bennek looked from mother to daughter, disturbed by Anjella’s words, and troubled at the anger glinting in her eyes. But she took no notice. Crossing her arms, she said to her mother, “I agree the truth need not always be spoken, but Bennek should know the truth of Sage Hedril.”



Turning to Bennek, she said, “Please do not misunderstand what I will tell you. The Samokeäns are a good and courageous people. No one would deny this. And still there are a few among your distant kin who feel the people of Habaddon have never done enough to help recover what was lost when the Citadel fell. Sage Hedril is one of these. Bennek, when you go to see her I counsel you to take care. I have known you only a few hours, but it’s clear to me you have a kind heart. Don’t let such as her wound your spirit. Bitterness is like the bite of a snake that hurts only a little at first, but festers until the whole body is sick with it.”



“Anjella,” Mari objected, “you’re frightening him.”



Anjella shrugged. “Bennek is brave enough.” She fixed him with a sharp gaze. “Promise me you will be wary.”



Bennek bowed, agreeing to this demand at once.





◆





Sage Hedril had requested Bennek to come to her in the evening. The day’s light was fading when he went to meet her in a study off the library. He stood in the doorway, looking in, as she shuffled about the room on stiff limbs, pretending not to see him while she murmured under her breath.






Just like last summer, the spell she called caused three small oil lamps to ignite one after another.



It seemed she too remembered their first meeting.



She turned to him. “Come in, then.”



Her eyes, small and pale and deeply set in a wizened face, followed him as he entered.



“Close the door.” She spoke in a low, airy voice. Pointing at a chair, she added, “Sit down.”



She was a tall, gaunt woman, her shoulders rounded with age and her long hair white as the snow that had fallen at Medesh. Like Bennek, she kept her hair secured in a single braid down her back.



He sat down where she’d directed, on one of two cushioned chairs separated by a low table with an oil lamp gleaming on it.



Sage Hedril remained standing. She crossed her arms, looking down at him. “Your fear is showing,” she remarked. “Has Anjella filled your head with suspicions?”



“It wasn’t like that.”



Hedril didn’t seem to care. “I misread you last summer. I should have seen it. You’re of the true Samokeän blood, aren’t you? Uncut by any lesser lineage out of Habaddon. There aren’t many of us left. Your grandparents knew what it was to be Samokeän. They refused to live within the safety of Habaddon’s walls. And so it was with your parents, and with you. You, who ventured to Samokea and found the Snow Chanter. She has waited long for the return of her people, has she not?”



“Yes, ma’am.”



“Bennek! The finding of the Snow Chanter was a great deed. Worthy of our forebears! But I should say your name properly—Bennek of Samokea. No ‘Clan Samoket’ for you. Not anymore.”



Her praise made Bennek uneasy. Even more so, her combative tone. He did not understand it. “It was not me alone, ma’am—”



She cut him off with a gesture. “But here you are now, come to learn something of sorcery.”



“It is Jahallon’s wish.”



Slowly, with effort, Hedril sat down in the other chair. “Tell me then, what do you already know?”



Bennek felt a powerful reluctance to speak; he had to remind himself Jahallon had sent him here. “I know how to seek the arowl. I know how to see them from within the Fourth Way. And when I find them, I know how to set fear and confusion among them, so they are easy to hunt.”



“Do you see only the arowl?” she asked, her pale eyes intent, as if she would draw the details out of him by will alone.



“Now that I know to turn in the Fourth Way, I see more. Animals, sometimes, though they’re hard to make out. Men and women, I can see easily, both near and far away.”



“Do you sense the Inyomere?”



“They are hidden.”



“And how far does your sight reach?”



He shrugged. “Farther now, though in truth, I don’t know.”



“You must have some idea. Can you see beyond the walls of the keep?”



“Oh. I can see much farther than that.”



“To the walls of Habaddon, then? Or to the edge of the fields? Or . . . farther?”



When Bennek nodded, her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “I would like you to try.”



He looked down at the floor. He did not want to do it—yet how could he refuse?



“You are frightened, Bennek?”



“Ma’am, it’s just that I must leave myself to do this. It’s as if I become a vapor, or a ghost, and I can’t tell anymore what’s passing around me, since I’m not there.”



She nodded. “You truly are frightened of me.” This intrigued her. “Do you think I will harm you?”



“No! It’s just that Marshal or Kit always kept watch while I . . .” His voice trailed off when he saw her mocking smile. “I do not understand you,” he whispered. “Have I done a thing to offend you?”



“No, no, dear Bennek.” She leaned back in her chair with a tired sigh. “Unless I should blame you for being born too late.”



“I don’t know how I could have changed that, but it’s true. If I’d been born sooner I might have known my father.”



Sage Hedril heard these words and closed her eyes. Her lips trembled for a moment. Then she looked at Bennek again, speaking now in a softer tone. “I will watch and see that you are safe. Now go. See how far you can reach.”



He did not want to do it. But Jahallon had sent him to learn. So he closed his eyes, and reluctantly, he set out in the Fourth Way.



At once he noticed a spirit, small and bright. But it did not know itself. It had nothing of its own volition. He realized it was not a spirit, but a spell. He called to it, not in words, but in will—the will of the Inyomere that had come down to him from Tayeraisa the Snow Chanter. The spell came to him and he recognized it. This was the fire spell Hedril had summoned, still lingering in the room. It came to him, and he understood its way.





◆





“Bennek!”






Hedril’s low, demanding voice reached him from some great distance. “Bennek, return! Return now before you are lost!”



The urgency of her tone drew Bennek back. He returned to himself with a start.



Hedril had moved from her chair. She crouched beside him, studying him warily. “What have you seen?” she asked. “Where have you gone?”



Bennek’s heart boomed in his chest. “I was in Samokea, but not far—no more than a few miles past the river.”



“Samokea?” she echoed in astonishment.



Bennek went on in agitation. “I don’t understand it. When we came south the land was empty, but now there are very many arowl gathering from east and west. Many more than we encountered in the summer. I don’t know how I will find a way past them.”



She shrugged absently. “The arowl come and they go.”



“Sage Hedril, do you know a spell of concealment? One stronger than the Hunter’s Veil? One that will let me pass unseen through Samokea? I must return there to find my brother, and Lanyon.”



With some effort the old sage stood straight again, and now her face was guarded. “I know little of spells.”



“You know the fire spell.” He turned his gaze to the oil lamp on the table, and within the Mere he reached out and snuffed its flame. Hedril drew back, startled. Bennek glanced at her. Then he looked again at the lamp, and the flame returned to life. Hedril made a small cry of surprise. Bennek said to her, “If you make a spell of concealment, maybe I could learn it too.”



Hedril appeared more alarmed than pleased by this prospect. “Have you seen the talisman?” she asked. “Have you touched it?”



Bennek nodded, though he wondered if it was a thing he should speak of.



“There have only ever been a few who can command the spell it carries,” Hedril said. “Édan, of course. And maybe the Kyramanthes woman—”



“Lanyon can command it.”



“I think you could learn to command it, Bennek, though you would need better instruction than mine.”



As she spoke, Bennek sensed a faint presence brush past him. His thoughts became cloudy; he found himself confused. He felt he should do something, but he didn’t know what might be required of him—not until Hedril spoke again—and then her words brought a welcome clarity. “Édan is the only one worthy to teach you, Bennek. Go to him. He will embrace you.”



It surprised Bennek that she knew about Édan, but then he realized Jahallon must have told her. And of course she was right. There could be no better teacher. Even Lanyon had learned from Édan.



Bennek rose from his chair, determined to leave as soon as may be, even that very night. But then he remembered, “I don’t know where to find Édan.”



“He is in eastern Ohtangia. Ride there and he will find you.”



“I will have to walk. I do not have a horse.”



Hedril shrugged. “Just do not tell anyone that you are going.”





◆





Bennek returned to Mari’s house. Anjella questioned him at supper but he said little. Afterward he returned to his room and packed up his weapons. Then he sat cross-legged in the dark. He heard Anjella instructing her sons to watch their little sister, and then he heard her go out the courtyard gate. The house grew quiet.






It was time.



He picked up his pack and the staff Fen had made for him, and slipped out of his room. Only Kina was in the courtyard. She came with him as he hobbled to the gate. His leg ached, and that made it hard for him to walk in silence, but no one came to look. The gate sighed on its hinges, and then he was out on the street.



The night sky blazed with stars. More light seeped from windows here and there where families had not yet gone to bed. But the street was empty. Leaning heavily on his staff, he set off for the city gate with Kina beside him. He had not gone far when running footsteps came from behind.



“Bennek!” Anjella called. “Bennek, wait!”



He turned to see her with Jahallon, both running until they caught up with him. He looked from one to the other in confusion. “Why have you come?” he asked, his voice quiet in the night.



Anjella set a hand on his arm. “I asked Jahallon to come see you, Bennek. There’s something wrong. Ever since you came home tonight—”



“No. It makes sense. It does.” He peered at Jahallon’s shadowed face, impossible to read in the darkness. “War Father, I only follow my duty.”



“And what is your duty, Bennek?”



“You want me to learn something of sorcery, so I am to find Édan. He is the only one who can teach me.”



Anjella gasped, but Jahallon was calm. “What did you speak of with Sage Hedril?”



Bennek thought about it, and realized, “I don’t remember.” This frightened him a great deal. He had a powerful memory and except for his dreams, he could recall all things in fine detail.



“There is a spell bound to you,” Jahallon said softly. “I cannot see it. But I think you can. Look within the Mere.”



“A spell?”



Bennek did not bother to sit down. He stood leaning heavily on his staff there in the dark street, and turned within the Mere. At once, he saw that Jahallon was right. A spell had become entangled around his spirit. Its nature repulsed him.



He sent his will against it, demanding that it retreat—but it was endowed with a will of its own.



He strove with it. He learned its name and its way. And slowly, slowly, he freed himself of it. Then he sent the spell away, far away into the Mere—and memory rushed back into him.



He was trembling by the time he returned to himself. In part, it was weariness—he felt spent—and in part it was pain. His leg ached so badly he was afraid it would give way beneath him. But more than this, he trembled with fury, realizing what Hedril had done to him.



“Bennek?” Jahallon asked him. “You are free now?”



“Yes, sir. But War Father, you must not ask me to visit Sage Hedril again. I will not do it. She has nothing to teach me that I wish to learn.”



“I won’t ask you to visit her again, but I think she has taught us both valuable lessons. You have learned to be cautious, and I have been reminded that not everyone in Habaddon is loyal to me.”



“It is true. She is loyal to Édan. She tried to send me to him! Why would she wish such evil on me?”



“I do not know yet what was in her heart, but I will discover it.”









Chapter 10







On the next day, Jahallon’s son Uleál came to the house to tell Bennek that Sage Hedril had gone from the city. “Jahallon spoke with her last night. She denied all spell-making—”






“But she did call a spell against me!” Bennek protested.



“I do not doubt it, but she would not confess it. And now she has used her skills to slip away unseen. It’s for the best, though. We would be in fear of her, now we know she can bewitch a mind.”



There was a chill in the air as they sat together in the courtyard, a cold that made Bennek’s leg ache. “I did not know before that such a thing is possible. I’ll be ever on my guard against it.”



“There is something else you should know. Jahallon never told Sage Hedril of the talisman, nor could she have learned of it from the men of my brother’s company. I’ve questioned them all, and none spoke of it, not even to their wives. Yet she asked you about it.”



“She did,” Bennek confirmed. “How could she have known?”



“Jahallon now believes she has long known about Édan, and that she has spoken with him—perhaps even contrived to send letters to him—and that she learned of the talisman from Édan himself.”



“But how could that be? How could she have learned of Édan when he was known to no one else?”



“Many have known of Aidin. Some have gone to serve him. It’s remembered that Sage Hedril left the city some years ago. If she went to Aidin, she might have guessed his true name, or he might have confided in her. We do know that when she returned, she grew secretive, and ever after she kept all her knowledge to herself.”



“You think she has gone back to him.”



Uleál said, “I think she will try. But Hedril is very old, and despite her skills it will be hard for her to survive long in the Wild.”



“Can’t she be followed?” Bennek asked, horrified at the idea of her alone and vulnerable. “Can’t she be found?”



“Are you so concerned? Even after she tried to send you into the Wild, injured and without food? I do not think she expected you would ever find your way to Édan.”



Bennek had not considered this. It made her all the more mysterious to him. “I don’t understand why she would wish me to die.”



“Perhaps she feared you would take the talisman and challenge Édan.”



“The talisman belongs to Lanyon . . . but maybe Sage Hedril didn’t know that? Still, we should look for her. She should not be left to die alone.”



Uleál sighed. “Riders have been sent after her, but she is a sorceress. She won’t be found unless she wants to be . . . just as she could not be held here in Habaddon when it was her will to go.”





◆





After that, there was no more talk of learning sorcery. Instead, Bennek spent his time with Fen and Kaliel, and other men of Jakurian’s company.






His spear had been broken at Medesh, but Marshal had made sure to save the spearhead that had been forged by their father, sending it south with Bennek’s other weapons. Kaliel helped him to make a new shaft for it, and then Bennek set about practicing with the spear, for the weight was not the same.



There was much talk of the commingled identities of Aidin and Édan. Bahir told them Jahallon had just sent an expedition off to Ohtangia. “They are to seek Aidin’s fort and learn what they can. But with winter coming, it could be a long time before we hear news.”



In Jakurian’s absence, the men elected Bahir captain of their company. He was strict, telling Bennek, “I will not allow you on a horse until your leg has healed enough that you can easily climb the stairs to the top of the curtain wall.”



So Bennek started walking the stairs several times a day. At first the exercise pained him, but he grew stronger. When he started to run the stairs, Bahir conceded the time had come for him to ride a horse. From then on, Bennek spent most of each day at the training ground beyond the fields.



One afternoon, a pair of messengers came out of the forest, bringing yet another report of arowl in large numbers on the north bank of the Glycian. After they had gone on to make their report to Jahallon, Bennek sent his horse cantering again toward the target. He twisted in the saddle as he struck at the target with his spear—and as always, his leg shot through with pain.



It made him angry. His recovery was taking too long. When he breathed hard his ribs ached, and when he grew tired he limped. He had hoped to stay in Habaddon long enough to regain all his strength, but each report that came in confirmed the way north was becoming ever more dangerous. If he did not leave soon, it would be too late.



“Bennek!” Fen bellowed from across the field. “Stop woolgathering and return to us.”



Bennek rode back, standing in the stirrups, practicing jabs with his spear. Bahir had just ridden down from the city. He must have brought more pleasant news than the messengers because Fen and Kaliel were all smiles.



“What has happened?” Bennek asked curiously.



Bahir answered him, “Our company has been given a patrol. Tomorrow we ride to the Glycian to hunt any arowl that have dared our shore.”



“Are you up to it?” Fen asked. He shook his spear. “We are sure to find arowl before the day is out.”



“I cannot go.” Bennek turned to Bahir. “Sir, I have decided. I’m leaving tonight. The arowl are gathering. If I wait even another day there may be no chance to get past them.”



“It’s already too late,” Bahir said. “Jahallon will not permit you to go north. You should know, the life of any man is too precious to throw away.”



Bennek looked at Bahir in confusion. “There is a misunderstanding, sir. Jahallon is the greatest of men, but I am not of Habaddon. I am Samokeän, and it’s to the land of the Snow Chanter that I must return.”



“It’s too late,” Bahir insisted. “The arowl are many. They are alert and they are hungry. You would be hunted down within minutes of reaching the farther shore. This is why Jahallon forbids you to go.”



Bennek pulled on the reins of his horse, sending it dancing backward. “I have sworn no oath to Jahallon. There is nothing to hold me here.”



“There is me, Bennek,” Fen said quietly.



Kaliel nudged his horse closer. “And I, as well. We are your friends, Bennek, but we obey Jahallon in all things.”



“You would hold me here?”



Fen looked desperate. “Bennek, we do not want to fight you! Don’t be stubborn. We ask you to stay.”



“I will not stay.” Bennek kicked his horse, but Bahir had been waiting for such a move. He sent his mount leaping forward. With one hand he deprived Bennek of his spear, with the other he seized the reins of Bennek’s horse.



“You take my weapon?” Bennek cried in outrage. “You think I would turn it against you?”



“Anger will make a man lose his reason,” Bahir said softly. “Let us return home, where we will talk quietly of these things.”



For one wild moment Bennek considered sliding off his horse and fleeing on foot into the forest. But Bahir had his spear. His sword and his bow he had left at Mari’s house, along with his pack. He had no food.



Bahir tugged at the reins, urging his own horse to a trot. Bennek had to grab at the mane of his mare to regain his balance. “Bahir! Sir! Do not shame me like this! Do not lead me like a child past the gate. Please. Release the reins. I will not flee.”



Bahir nodded. “On your honor, Bennek.” He let the reins go.



Bennek kicked his horse hard. It leaped away, running flat out, but not toward the forest. He had promised not to flee. He raced toward the city instead, with Fen bellowing behind him, “Bennek! Bennek, what trick is this? Are you mad?”



The sentries on the wall had seen their falling out. Word reached the gate ahead of Bennek. The watch tried to stop him passing through. Bennek let them seize his mare, but as they did he slipped from her back. A glance over his shoulder showed Fen and Kaliel galloping up to the gate, while Bahir followed at a more thoughtful pace.



“Stay, son,” one of the sentries said. “Settle this now—”



“I cannot, ma’am. My dispute is with Jahallon.” Ignoring the throbbing in his leg, Bennek took off running, on the one street that went directly to the keep.





◆





Kaliel and Fen did not give up the hunt, but they soon lost ground, for there were too many passers-by and children about to risk a gallop. Bennek reached the keep well ahead of them. He found the great doors standing open as always. He burst past them, startling a sage who was passing to the library.






“Slow down, boy! Have a care. Anyone would think the arowl pursue you!”



“Your pardon, ma’am, but where is Jahallon? Where does he keep himself?”



With a nod of her head she indicated the stairs. “Climb until you can climb no more. You will find him at his ease. His council is just ended.”



“I thank you, ma’am.” Bennek set off up the stairs, but he had not gone far when he heard the clatter of pursuing boots behind him.



“Bennek!” Kaliel called. “You must not be rash!”



Bennek made no answer, but continued his limping ascent until at last he came to the stair’s end. There he found a door standing partly open. He pushed past it.



A wide chamber lay beyond, furnished with a long table and sturdy chairs with worn cushions. A fire burned on the hearth. A small girl who had been clearing dishes from the table looked up at him in surprise.



“Where is Jahallon?” he asked her.



She pointed across the room, where open doors gave onto the top of the seaward wall. Jahallon stood there, gazing at the wide sea that rolled gray beneath heavy clouds.



Bennek started toward him, but just then Kaliel burst into the room, with Fen only a few steps behind. The girl shouted in alarm, and Jahallon turned, his hand reaching for an absent sword.



“Jahallon, War Father.” Bennek went to meet him. He went to his knees before him, as Jahallon crossed over the threshold. “War Father, why have you turned my friends against me? I am a man of Samokea. It is my own choice to go or come. Do not make me challenge those I love to win the freedom that is mine. You must tell them to stand aside. I beg you. I only seek to return to my duty. You must let me go.”



“That I cannot do,” Jahallon said, and no softness showed in his face.



“War Father, I serve the Snow Chanter—”



“Do you?” Jahallon half-turned toward the battlement. “And how deep does your devotion run? Would you throw yourself from this wall onto the rocks below if she commanded it of you?”



“Sir? The Snow Chanter would never ask such a thing of me.”



“Yet to cross the Glycian now would bring as certain a death.” His brows drew together in a disapproving scowl. “Why are you on the floor? Get up.”



Bennek did so. Jahallon strode past him and Bennek turned to follow. “Sir—”



“See here,” Jahallon said. He went to the table, where there was a map. It showed Habaddon and the lands around. “The men of Habaddon keep watch over all this land, from Fathalia, all along the shore of the Glycian, and west to Nendaganon.



“The arowl pits at Nendaganon have been little used for years upon years. Their strength is mostly spent. Still, not less than nine hundred beasts have been counted leaving those pits since your battle at Medesh. No doubt many more are issuing from the active pits that defile western Samokea. Never have we seen such numbers of arowl.”



He looked up from the map, to meet Bennek’s eyes. “Siddél fears we intend to retake Samokea. That is my belief.”



“Don’t we intend it, sir?”



At this, Jahallon looked faintly amused. “We do intend it, but not this year or next. There are not enough warriors in Habaddon to do it. There have not been enough since Édan left us.”



“Édan,” Bennek realized. “Édan is the reason Siddél has summoned so many arowl! He fears Édan.”



Jahallon nodded. “Siddél doesn’t know where Édan is. In his simple thoughts he assumes he is with me, and so the arowl gather all along the Glycian. Siddél will suffer no trespass in Samokea. He will not risk Édan re-taking that land.”



“But, sir, surely most of the arowl are within a few miles of the Glycian. If I can just get past them, I—”



“Do not try my patience, Bennek of Samokea. I have sent thousands of men to their deaths, but never without hope of victory. Life is a gift of the One who made the world and I will not allow you or anyone else to throw this gift away.” He turned to Fen and Kaliel, who lingered just inside the door, looking on in rapt attention.



“Fen, your company fetched Bennek out of Samokea and you have since claimed him for your own. So I lay it on you and your companions to make sure Bennek does not return to Samokea until that land is made safe. I am cancelling your patrol. Your company will remain in Habaddon this winter. Neither will you ride with us when the army sets out in the spring.”



Shock overcame Fen. He started forward. “Jahallon! War Father. You cannot mean to keep us from the field. Do not leave us behind. Habaddon is well-served by the women who defend her. Our place is with you.”



Bennek too was aghast. That Bahir’s company should be denied their patrol and the chance to ride with Jahallon, because of him! “Sir, this is impossible. What do you want from me? What must I do for you to see reason?”



Jahallon returned his stern gaze to Bennek. “You must swear me an oath, Bennek, that you will serve me until such time that I release you. Only then will I permit you to ride with Bahir’s company.”



“And if the way north should open again?”



“When that time comes, I will send you on to your far mother, the Snow Chanter.”



So Bennek yielded, and he swore the oath. When he had done it, Kaliel slapped him on the back. “You are one of us now, Bennek.”



Fen laughed and lifted Bennek in a bear hug that almost caused his ribs to crack again. “Though Jakurian is far away, we will do honor in our captain’s name.”



“If you do not kill me first!” Bennek protested as Fen set him back down again. He pressed a hand against his throbbing ribs. “Please, my friend, let me live long enough to hunt the arowl again.”



“You only need to live until tomorrow!” Fen answered. “We will ride the patrol, and you’ll test your skills from horseback.”



They took leave of Jahallon. Passing back down the stairs, Bennek felt strangely quiet in his heart. “Jahallon told me it would be this way, that first afternoon when he met us by the Glycian. He said that fate decrees where we fight our battles, and fate had brought me south.”



“Jahallon has the gift of foresight,” Kaliel said.



Fen laughed. “And any honest man will tell you he also has a hand in fate.” Then he paused, to gaze at a painting hung on the wall, one of many portraits in a gallery along the stairs.



Bennek had taken no notice of these paintings when he’d ascended the stairs. But now he stood beside Fen, gazing at a portrait of a dark-haired warrior with a laugh in his eyes. “That’s Jakurian!” Bennek realized. The image was so finely done he almost expected Jakurian to speak. “How are these paintings made? The people in them look so real it seems they would need only a little spell to come alive.”



Kaliel answered, “Jahallon makes them, using tiny brushes and many colors. Some of the women have learned the art too. Look, here’s Pantheren, though he’s older now. Look how black his hair!”



“And this is Bahir’s father,” Fen said, when they had gone a few steps farther down. “He was killed on a mission to Ohtangia when I was no older than you, Bennek.”



Fen and Kaliel put names to a few more of the faces in the portraits. But as they descended, the paintings grew older. Soon they were looking at people who had lived and died before any of them were born.



“Jahallon loved all these people,” Bennek said with wonder. “So many lifetimes are remembered here!”



Then he saw Lanyon. For many seconds he forgot to breathe. There she was, just where the stair turned to meet the next level of the keep. A beam of afternoon light touched the wall beside her.



She was not so thin as he remembered, but she gazed back at him with the same affectionate expression he had seen many times before. She wore a fine gown of dark red cloth, and in her right hand was a sword, though she held it like a walking stick.



“It’s Pantheren’s witch!” Kaliel said in amazement. “And in a painting from a long gone time. So it is true. She did pass through time.”



Bennek felt the weight of the oath he had made. “I cannot return to her.”



“Do not be sad,” Kaliel told him. “Pantheren will care for her, and your kin will defend her, along with Jakurian. She is well-served.”



“I am not sad. If I’m parted from those I love in this life, I will find them in the next. Until then, I kill arowl.”



“That’s my boy!” Fen said. “Now come. Back to training. It would not help the honor of our company if you fell off your horse.”









Chapter 11







All through the late fall and the winter that followed, arowl gathered in the woodlands north of the Glycian River in numbers that had never been seen before. On most days, the men who patrolled the river’s southern shore could hear the sounds of their baying and fighting carried over the water. Often the beasts would come down among the trees to the riverbank, howling and growling with bows in hand. All for display. The river was wider than the reach of their crude arrows and the arowl dreaded to swim.






Still, they could swim at need, and their need was always dire. With no large game left in Samokea, they existed always on the verge of starvation. When the wind blew from the south, the scent of the men and horses on patrol could madden them. Some would leap into the current and attempt to cross in full view of the Habaddon warriors, only to be shot before they reached the southern shore.



Some, though, held onto their wits. They might venture far to the east to attempt the crossing, or wait until deepest dusk or earliest dawn. Many succeeded in reaching the southern shore, where they hid among the trees and stalked the men who had come to hunt them. Always, a dangerous game.



But the hunt had become a different game for Bahir’s patrol, because with Bennek in their company, they had forewarning.



Bennek would find the beasts and guide his companions to them. Once the fight commenced, he often returned to the spirit world, to drive the arowl away if his companions risked being overwhelmed, or to give courage to the beasts and bring them back to the fight if they left too soon.



Bahir objected to this tactic. “You can’t protect yourself when you’re in this trance, nor can you steady your horse.”



“We can protect him,” Fen argued. “We’ll take turns at it. One man to watch over him.”



The men agreed. Bennek’s spirit sight gave them such an advantage over the arowl, they soon began to brag that no beast could slip past their watch.



Still, Bennek heeded Bahir. As the days passed, he practiced moving in and out of the spirit world, staying only long enough to glimpse any imminent danger and, if needed, to work his will. That way, he was distracted for only moments, and wasn’t plagued so much by dizziness on his return.



That first patrol lasted twenty days. They returned to Habaddon on an evening in early winter with none wounded, and many kills to their credit. The men were heartily pleased with Bennek.



“You have become our eyes and ears!” Fen declared, slapping him on the back.



But Bahir, in his somber way, countered this. “Do not rely on it. Each of you must keep your own senses sharp.”



Fen agreed at once, and all parted in good humor, each going eagerly to his home and wife.



Bennek returned to Mari’s house where Anjella and Dina each greeted him with a chaste kiss on the cheek. Mari had a hot bath ready for him and afterward a feast in celebration of his return. It was a merry gathering and went on long, for Anjella and Dina insisted on a thorough telling of all that Bennek had seen while in the field.



When he finally went to bed, he was stumbling over his own feet, and he fell at once into dreams. Indeed, he was still caught within the sticky web of a dream when he awoke, deep in the night.





◆





His eyes opened onto darkness and his heartbeat quickened. He sensed he had awakened in the wrong place. The room where he lay felt strange to him, and when he listened for Anjella’s soft breathing, he could not hear it. When he felt for her, she was not there.






This made him fearful.



He arose and went to the door, sliding it open a crack. Starlight illuminated the courtyard and all was quiet, but uncanny too. He could see now he had been sleeping in the wrong room, the one Mari kept for guests. Why? Had something happened?



He stepped outside. A dog lay on the walkway. It thumped its tail at him, and he bent to scratch its ear, wondering to whom it belonged. Then he went to Anjella’s room.



The door caught as he slid it open. He frowned. It was his pride to keep the house sound. He bent to touch the groove where the door passed. There was dust in it, and the wax was dry and old.



The noise of it had wakened Anjella. He heard her sit up as he stepped inside. “Raul?” she said.



He answered, “I am here.”



“Come to me, then, for my heart has ached for you.”



Careful to make no more noise, he closed the door behind him.





◆





When Bennek wakened truly it was still deep night. Darkness cradled him, while in the courtyard crickets sang.






A heat was on him, and as he remembered all the beauty and ecstasy of his dream, he felt himself stirring again. Never had he dreamed of a woman in such detail. The way they had moved together . . . he had not known it was anything like that. He had not known a woman could be such a thing of pure beauty under his hands, or that he could ever feel so lost in passion that his reason retreated and all that remained was a fleshly melding of himself and her.



Yet in his dream the woman had been Anjella. He wondered at this. Anjella was a beautiful woman, but she was many years older than him, and she was not his lover. As he puzzled over it, he began to feel shame for the wanderings of his imagination, and the heat that was on him cooled.



Only then did he realize he wasn’t alone. The warmth he felt was in part the warmth of another. With this knowledge came a desire to reach out, to explore by touch and discover if this other was the woman of his dream, but he did not dare. He did not know what to do, whether he should flee or lie still.



Anjella spoke softly, so close he felt her breath against his cheek. “Bennek, I hear the pounding of your heart. Do not be afraid.”



“Was it not a dream?” Bennek whispered.



“No. It was true.”



“What have I done? I did not mean to do this thing to you, Anjella. Do you hate me?”



“No, of course I don’t hate you. You are my friend.”



An even more frightening thought came to him. “Must we now marry?”



He flinched at the touch of her hand against his bare chest. “Was it you who came to me, Bennek? Or was it my husband, Raul?”



“Your husband? Teller said his father was killed by the arowl long ago.”



“It is so. We were married less than a year when it happened. But in Habaddon the love between a husband and wife is not ended by death. Raul came to visit me this night. He came within you, Bennek. For you are young and unattached, and no harm could come of it. That is how love endures in Habaddon.”



“I have heard . . . somewhat of this. In the summer past, Marshal and Kit would sometimes slip away in the night. They wouldn’t speak of where they had been, but once I followed Marshal. I know he went to visit a woman. I thought I understood what it was about, but . . . I did not.”



“There are many widows in Habaddon.”



“He did not come to you?”



“No.” Her hand shifted on his chest. “Ah, your heart is calmer now.”



“Anjella? I am not unattached.”



He felt her stiffen beside him. “What do you mean? Do you have a wife?”



“No.”



“A lover?”



“No,” he admitted. “But there is a woman whom I . . . I favor . . . and I thought that when we met again . . .”



“She is not here in Habaddon?”



“No, she is in the north with my brother.”



Anjella relaxed then, guessing that Bennek spoke of Pantheren’s witch. “It would be scandalous if you belonged to another woman, but if no promises have been spoken, no harm is done.”



Bennek started to argue this, but Anjella pressed her fingers to his lips. “If this favor you feel should grow into love, it will not be diminished by what we do here tonight.”



Then she rose up and kissed him. Heat rushed into him again, and for the second time that night they moved together. Once more Bennek became Raul. He spoke to Anjella of his undying love, and when she wept for the pain and joy of her existence, he kissed her tears.



This time though, when Bennek fell back in exhaustion, Anjella did not let him sleep. “Bennek, you must not be here when my sons come to wake me.”



So he dressed, and after a last kiss he slipped from her room and made his way toward his own with a warrior’s stealth.





◆





While Bahir’s company stayed in Habaddon, Bennek had time on his hands. He spent his days either in the library, on the practice field, or helping Mari on her farm.






Bahir and his wife Chane and their children often joined the household for breakfast, so it didn’t surprise Bennek to see them at table on a cold morning, when the sky threatened rain. The talk was all of children and farms and fishing until the meal ended.



Then Bahir pushed his chair back. He turned to Bennek and said, “Now winter is truly upon us. The golden days are past and we enter into the season of biting cold and endless rain.”



Bennek grinned in delight. “Sir, do you mean to say we have finally got a new patrol?”



“It is so. We ride out tomorrow, and this time we are posted to the east, where the arowl hope to sneak around our flank.”





◆





They rode for two days under gloomy skies, passing beyond the confluence of the River Talahnon, coming at last to where the Glycian spilled from hills forested with great cedars and sequoias, their green boughs softened with skeins of mist.






“This land is called Fathalia,” Bahir told them. “Many Inyomere still dwell here. Under their influence, the land thrives. I expect we will see deer in abundance, and even some great forest buffalo.”



“There are wild horses too,” Bennek said. “I saw them once—a stallion and two mares. We surprised each other beside a forest pool.”



“Then Fathalia is your homeland?” Fen asked him.



“No, Samokea is my homeland. But I lived in Fathalia. My family’s keep stands on the far side of this hill country.”



“That is very far from the protection of Habaddon,” Kaliel observed.



Bennek shrugged. “Our keep was well-made and strong. My grandparents built it, and my father and his brother grew up there, as did I.”



“I saw your father once,” Bahir said.



Bennek turned to him, wide-eyed. “Did you, sir?”



Bahir nodded. “I was a boy then, younger than you are now, but I remember him. Tamalin of Clan Samoket, and his brother Kevon. They were big men, said to be tireless fighters, but neither returned from Nendaganon. That was a terrible campaign, but the arowl did not trouble us again for years after. Come. Let us find a place to make our camp.”





◆





Bahir had brought with him twenty small doves, one for each day they would camp in the hills of Fathalia. Every evening he lit a candle, and in its wavering glow he wrote in a cramped hand on a tiny slip of paper the report for that day:






3 small packs, all slain; count is 19; a larger pack prowls some miles east, but unseen yet. No wounded. All men well.






At dawn he took one of the doves in hand and bound the slip of paper to its leg. Then he released the bird into the sky. It would circle once or twice beneath the leaden clouds before winging away toward Habaddon in the west. Soon after, the men would set out on patrol.






Slew 14 scattered arowl fleeing east from Makashi’s patrol. Bennek assures none slipped past. We still hear the eastern pack, but they do not draw near.






The winter rains set in on their third night in Fathalia. The downfall began at twilight with a fine mist among the branches of the great trees. The men set to cutting boughs and assembling them into a shelter. More boughs were laid on the ground to lift their sleeping places above the seeping humus. By the time they crawled into their little hut, the mist had become a drizzle that soon grew into a steady torrent.



As always a watch was set, but if there were arowl stalking the forest, their passing could not be heard over the chattering of the raindrops, nor seen beyond the mist-wrapped darkness of that night. Even Kina could give no forewarning, for all scents were washed away. From Bennek, though, the arowl could not hide.



He sent his spirit questing for them, finding them all north of the river and very far away. He felt their misery—their hunger and their hatred, and their shivering cold in the unforgiving night. They feared the night, and the utter darkness beneath the clouds.



“The rain protects us,” Bennek whispered to Bahir. “The arowl won’t move before the dawn.”



The rain did not slacken on the next day or on the one that followed, but Bennek remained vigilant. Despite the weather, no arowl could take the patrol by surprise, and they allowed none to escape their watch.





◆





Quiet today, but we’ll have no sleep tonight. At twilight 12 crossed despite high water. All slain. B counts 124 on north bank, ready to cross at full dark. For now, none wounded. Rain has made the ink run, as I write again to report we survived the night. Arowl crossed in force, but in mid-stream B sent a panic among them and many drowned. 70 came ashore. All slain by dawn. Meriton is badly bitten about the face & shoulders. Alhimbra & Sanno will ride with him as far as Makashi’s camp. Fen has broken 2 fingers. He will stay.






Corpses littered the forest, rotting in the damp. The stench forced the men to move their camp east into the hills, where the swollen Glycian raced through narrow spillways. Here they found a cave to shelter in, though there was no hope of dry wood to make a fire so the nights remained bitterly cold. Because the arowl could not cross the torrent, there were few to be found in the hills, so each morning the men rode into the lowlands to seek their quarry.



Bennek kept his watch, and whenever arowl came in from the east to feed on the corpses, or when they survived the treacherous river crossing, he knew it, and reported the incursion to Bahir.



Only in the hunt did the men stay warm.





◆





Only 3 this day. B could discover no more. We patrolled all the same, though some reluctantly. The men consult B often, relying on his watch while neglecting their own. They follow his direction eagerly to the next kill, but I fear we rely too much on one man.






The mouth of the cave looked west over the forest. At dawn on the twelfth day Bennek sat huddled in his coat beside Kaliel, looking out from this vantage. Veils of rain had turned all the world gray, and the Glycian could be heard roaring in its channel. Bennek could not discover even a single arowl south of the river. He told this to Kaliel, who looked disconsolate.



“Is it worse to sit all day in this cheerless cave and wish we were about? Or to be about and wish we were in the shelter of this cave?”



Bahir came up behind them, a gray dove fluttering in his hands. “I trust it is better to be about, for we will set out before long.”



Kaliel groaned. “To what end, if there are no arowl? My coat has been wet so long it’s turning gray with rot.”



Bahir snorted. “You have a good wife. Perhaps she’ll trade for some cloth so that you may sew a new one.”



“Aye, after she has chastised me soundly for spoiling this one.”



Bahir laughed and cast the bird into the rain. The moment it was free, it fled with all haste toward the warm dove cotes of Habaddon.



“There goes one who seeks the comforts of home,” Bennek said.



“And we will follow her in a few days. But for now let’s breakfast. We’ll need the nourishment, for this will surely be another bone-chilling day.”





◆





That morning Bahir watched his men with a critical eye. They rode too close together for his liking, and often he discovered them speaking among themselves when they should have been keeping watch on their surroundings. They’d grown lax, trusting Bennek to give warning if ever the arowl drew near.






Their inattention angered Bahir. As they crossed a meadow, he called a halt, making them endure the full onslaught of the rain as he berated them. “What manner of company have we become? I would mistake you for pilgrims from Hallah if I didn’t know your faces. You have forgotten a warrior’s discipline.”



Fen answered first, “It’s only that there is nothing to guard against. You know we are ever ready when the fight is upon us.”



Sanno nodded his agreement. “Hundreds of arowl have fallen to us on this patrol, and we would rather be fighting than shivering in this incessant rain, but Bennek has said there will be no amusements today.”



A flush stung Bennek’s cold cheeks. He felt mortified to be the cause of this disagreement. “I said only that I could sense no arowl anywhere about. We still may find some to hunt before this day is through.”



“To hunt and to slay,” Sanno said. “No arowl can escape us now.”



None of this satisfied Bahir. “All of you have grown so pleased with your prowess, but if Bennek should fall, would you still know how to fight?”



“How could Bennek fall?” Fen objected. “We protect him, while he sees the arowl long before they find us.”



“There are more dangers in the Wild than arowl. Keep your wits about you, and do not trust sorcery to keep you safe.”





◆





They rode on with discipline more like that of old—except for Bennek. Now he was the one distracted.






Had he done something wrong? It felt like it, though he couldn’t say what. He’d used his talents to aid the patrol in its mission. Bahir had encouraged him to do it; he’d set their tasks by what Bennek reported. But because of him, the men were now sullen and shamed.



Bahir perceived his mood and took him aside. “It’s not your sorcery I chastise, Bennek. It’s our companions who would let you be their eyes and ears. I cannot allow this. Each man must be ever alert and ready.”



Bahir decided to divide the patrol. With no arowl in the forest, he saw little danger in sending the men out in pairs. He hoped the experience would encourage them to again rely on their own senses to keep them safe. Bahir assigned each pair a destination.



“We’ll all meet beneath the owls’ nest by the river, in the midafternoon.”



Bennek and Kaliel were tasked with exploring a small valley to the south. At first they rode in glum silence, but soon the rain lightened, and by late morning it ceased altogether. A weak sun peered through thinning clouds, its cheerful light brightening their moods.



Kina, too, delighted in the turn of the weather. She bounded beneath the trees, chasing new scents far and wide, rejoining them only long enough to be sure they were well before running off again.



The day continued to warm as the pair descended into the valley. “It feels as if we have ridden all the way back to the golden days of autumn,” Kaliel mused as they followed a pretty stream along the valley floor.



Birds sang in the evergreens and the darting shadows of fish could be seen in each quiet pool they passed. Kina had gone off somewhere, no doubt chasing a rabbit.



Finally, Kaliel reined in his horse. “Stop a moment,” he told Bennek. “Listen.”



Bennek obeyed, and heard the golden humming of bees swarming unseen in the green boughs of the cedars.



“I think we have found a pocket of summer,” he told Kaliel. “There must be an Inyomere here that has not gone down to its winter sleep.”



“Listen more,” Kaliel urged, uneasy now. “I think there are words to be heard in this dreadful buzzing. They speak your name. Can you hear it?”



Bennek listened more closely, and a chill touched him, despite the warmth. “I do hear it.”



Kaliel turned his horse around. “Let’s go. I mistrust the Inyomere that dwells here. Bahir was right to remind us there are more dangers than—”



He broke off at a sound both soft and vast. Looking past Bennek, his eyes went wide. His mouth opened in horror. Bennek started to turn. Too late. A great blow struck his shoulders.



Next he knew, he was facedown in the stream with the breath knocked out of him and a monstrous weight on his back. His lungs burned. He fought to throw off the weight, to get his head above water, but it was hopeless. Black shadows and bursts of light impinged on his vision.



Then, when he could hold his breath no longer, the weight relented. A crushing grip seized his shoulder, hauling him up, back into the air amid a cascade of blood and water.



Bennek saw then what had taken him. A huge tiger held him, its massive jaws crushing his shoulder, bearing down on him, grinding his knees into the stony streambed while his shoulder went numb and his right arm hung lifeless.



No one could help him.



Kina had run off on her own venture and a glance at the stream’s bank confirmed the horses had fled, no doubt bearing Kaliel helplessly away.



Even so, Bennek refused to go quietly to his fate. His left hand remained free. He reached for his knife. But just as his fingers touched the hilt, the tiger raised its head, and Bennek felt his feet leave the streambed. The great cat half-carried, half-dragged him to the bank. He grabbed for the knife again, but before he could pull it from its sheath, the tiger dropped him.



Bennek collapsed between moss-covered boulders, his shoulder throbbing and blood dripping from his face. He couldn’t use his right arm, so he reached awkwardly with his left and pulled his sword from his back scabbard. The thin, curved blade shook as he turned to meet the tiger.



But it was a tiger no longer.



An Inyomere stood in the water. He had taken the shape of a huge, glowering man with honey-colored eyes, dressed in a tawny kilt that reached past his knees.



Bennek cried out with what breath was left to him. “Blessed One! I have brought no quarrel to you!”



His raised sword countered this plea. The Inyomere launched a bare-toed kick at Bennek’s sword hand. Pain shot from his wrist to his shoulder as the blade spun away, falling among the rocks. Then the great Inyomere stepped forward and, seizing Bennek by the front of his dripping coat, hauled him to his feet again.



“Now you will follow me,” he commanded in a low, growling voice, and at once Bennek felt his spirit turn into the Fourth Way.









Chapter 12







Tears streaked Kaliel’s face as he returned to the stream, a full hour after Bennek had fallen to the tiger. It had taken him that long to master his horse. Kina found him struggling with the panicked animal, but when she saw Bennek was not with him, she disappeared again.






Kaliel rode with bow in hand, an arrow fitted to the string. He did not expect to find even Bennek’s body—tigers were said to carry their prey away to secret places—but he would look. He would make sure no hope remained.



Motion caught his eye amid the mottled shadows. He reined in his horse and raised his bow. But it was not the tiger he saw moving beneath the trees. The horse nickered a greeting as Kaliel stared in astonishment at a wounded figure walking toward him in halting steps, with Kina stalking protectively alongside.



“Bennek?” he called softly, fearing that Kina escorted a ghost. “Is it truly you?”



Bennek looked up. The anguished smile on his bruised face banished Kaliel’s doubt. “Wha’ is lef’ of me,” he said in a strained voice. Bruises darkened his eyes, his nose was swollen and purple, and his breath came in short labored gasps as if each one caused him pain. “Will you let me . . . ride with you . . . back to camp?”



“Ah Bennek, you are blessed above other men! This is twice now you should have been dead.” Kaliel made him sit down while he checked his wounds. “Your nose is broken, but I will set it for you. Someday you’ll be pretty again.”



“I thank you.” Bennek touched his chest, drawing in a painful breath. “I can hardly breathe,” he whispered.



“And here is the reason for that!” Kaliel said as he discovered terrible bruises on Bennek’s chest and back. “I cannot believe you are alive. This is sorcery. It must be. Here is where the tiger held you in its jaws, yet the skin is not even broken.”



“The tiger was . . . an Inyomere . . . one friendly to our cause . . . though I think he does not harbor . . . much love for the people.”



“Not for you anyway, my friend.” Kaliel eased Bennek’s wet shirt back into place and then lifted his soggy coat onto his shoulders.



“He came . . . at the request . . . of the Snow Chanter,” Bennek explained.



“Tayeraisa sent that monster? I thought she had some fondness for you?”



Bennek looked suddenly shamefaced. “I have been foolish . . . I did not know it . . . but when I seek the arowl . . . my presence can be seen from afar . . . within the Mere. Tayeraisa sensed me . . . all the way from . . . the Tiyat-kel. She fears Siddél might . . .”



“Might take note of you as well,” Kaliel finished for him. “Are you not to seek the arowl then? Is your sorcery at an end?”



“Oh no . . . Kaliel, you must believe . . . when I say the tiger has . . . beaten many lessons into me . . . today.”



“I do believe you, but how shall you practice your sorcery if you might soon be discovered?”



“I will not be . . . discovered. The tiger has . . . taught me . . . how to hide.”





◆





Kaliel set Bennek’s nose, and after a rest from that ordeal, he helped him climb into the saddle. Taking the reins, he led the horse back along the stream. This time Kina walked with them and did not wander.






Bennek rode hunched against the pain in his chest, and most of his attention went to whispering the healing spell, but as they left the valley he said to Kaliel, “We are not alone.”



Kaliel reached for his bow, but Bennek told him, “No. Stay. We don’t need our weapons. We missed our rendezvous, but our companions have come seeking us. They found my horse and fear the worst.”



“You know their thoughts?” Kaliel asked. “Their fears? Can you sense so much?”



“Not their thoughts.”



Kaliel waited as if expecting him to say more, but Bennek didn’t know what to say. After an awkward silence, Kaliel asked, “How far are they?”



“Not a mile.”



Bennek listened to the crunch of the horse’s hooves as Kaliel led it through the forest, and it seemed to him that with each step a distance grew between them. “I ask your forgiveness, my friend,” he said softly. “It is hard to talk about.”



Kaliel turned to look at him. It wounded Bennek to see the fear in his eyes.



“It’s a strange transition,” Bennek said anxiously. “Before, I would wander away from myself to explore the lands all about. Now, it’s as if the land was once a wrinkled cloth that’s been pulled smooth, so that no tree or ridge or stone remains to hide those who wander on it. With my spirit, I may look on it as if I looked on a map, without ever leaving myself.”



Kaliel took no comfort from this explanation. “If I didn’t know you and love you, Bennek, I would be frightened of such things.”



“Kaliel, you must never fear me.”



“Not you. It’s the sorcery. It’s the art of the Inyomere and I mistrust it.”



Bennek didn’t know what to say. He wondered again if he was guilty of some wrong.



Then Kaliel asked him, “Have you discovered any arowl in these woods?”



Bennek forced a wry smile. “Do you trust the tidings of an art you mistrust?”



“The art I mistrust. Not its master!”



“I am not its master, but there are no arowl here. There are only our companions—and one other, who rides alone from the direction of Makashi’s camp.”



“Alone? But Jahallon has commanded that none should ride here alone.”



The rhythm of hoof beats reached them, and soon they saw Fen galloping between the trees. He pulled his horse up short, red-faced and sweating. “Bennek! Kaliel! What mischief have you found? Oh, my heart is ready to burst with joy and fury! When your horse came to us alone— Oh, can you not stay out of trouble for a single afternoon?”



Then the others rode up, and their delight and relief equaled Fen’s. They had Bennek’s lost mare, but Kaliel said, “I’ll ride her, and Bennek shall stay on my horse. He is wounded.”



It pleased Kaliel to tell them the story of the Inyomere. Many questions followed, and there was much wonder, but Bahir looked more stern than ever.



“It’s our duty to guard the border, not to puzzle over these questions of sorcery. Let us return to the river. It’s strange no couriers have brought tidings from Habaddon these many days, and I would not miss them, should they come.”



Only then did Kaliel remember Bennek’s report of the lone rider. “Even if he had lost his companion on the way, it’s strange that Makashi would send him on alone, in defiance of Jahallon’s command.”



Bennek had stayed silent, for the pain of his bruised muscles was growing and to speak even a little now was more than he cared to attempt. But the vision the tiger had taught him was like a dream he could not wake from. There was the world his eyes saw, and the world his spirit saw, and though he could close his eyes to the one, he did not know how to turn away from the other. He had been watching the steady approach of the rider and now he saw details that had eluded him before. “It is Jahallon himself who draws near,” he announced in a strained voice.



This news stirred fear and concern. The men could not understand why Jahallon would leave his command and undertake the arduous ride to Fathalia, unless driven by some dire need. They looked to Bahir for explanation, but he had none to offer.



“Let us go and meet him. Then all will be made clear.”



They rode slowly for Bennek’s sake. After a time, he reported to Bahir, “Jahallon must be guided by foresight. He waits for us at our rendezvous, alongside the river, at the owls’ nest.”



They came out of the forest, into a meadow by the Glycian. Jahallon had freed his horse to graze. He sat cross-legged on a boulder by the river, raising a hand in greeting as they emerged from the trees.



“What news?” Bahir called.



“Only good tidings. The arowl have grown quiet to the west. For now, all is well.”



Jahallon jumped down from the boulder and came to meet them. The men dismounted, gathering around him. He was much loved by his people and they greeted him with joy.



Only Bennek stayed on his horse. He did not think he could endure being lifted into the saddle again. He loosened the reins and let the horse graze, listening to the conversation.



Bahir said, “When Bennek told us it was you riding alone to Fathalia, we worried at the reason.”



Jahallon nodded. “It’s been the same with each patrol I met along the river. When I set out, I did not think my appearance would be taken as a harbinger of disaster.”



“It’s only that we know you’re burdened with many tasks.”



“Yes, and now and then, I like to escape them.” Jahallon’s gaze took in all of the men. “You’ve been busy these many days. Fathalia has endured the worst incursions anywhere along the river—though by Bahir’s reports, I judge the arowl are learning there is no easy way into the Protected Lands.”



Next, his gaze rose to take in Bennek, on the periphery of the gathering. His brows drew together in a scowl of concern. “What happened to you?”



Jahallon stepped past the other men to scrutinize Bennek’s face and the bruises rising above the neckline of his shirt. “These wounds are not from the arowl?”



Bennek strove to sit up a little straighter in the saddle. “No, sir,” he answered with effort. “I was knocked from my horse.”



This caused some laughter among the men, though Bennek had not meant to be funny.



“Let Kaliel tell the tale again!” Fen called out.



But Bahir said they should ride on to camp, and all tales could be told along the way.





◆





They had a fire that evening, for the rains had held off long enough that Alhimbra was able to gather wood that was only damp, not dripping. He set small, smooth stones among the embers, and when these were heated, he carefully removed them and wrapped them in a soft cloth. He gave this to Bennek to hold against his bruises, and the heat brought some comfort.






Flickering candles lit the cave. Bennek lay wrapped in his blanket on the stony floor, watching the men prepare themselves for sleep. With his eyes he could see only the men in the cave, but with his spirit he also saw Sanno, on watch outside, and farther away in the darkness, Jahallon and Bahir, who had gone to tend the horses. They spoke together in soft voices, and though Bennek could not make out their words, he knew the subject of their conversation was himself.



He looked farther, and to the west he saw a flicker of life that was Makashi’s encampment: nine men making ready for sleep, and two more on watch. He looked east, and there, just on the edge of his perception, lurked the large pack that had howled on the periphery of his mind for days.



He looked north. Across the river he felt the slumbering presence of three small packs of arowl, starving, despairing. They would cross the river tomorrow. He felt sure of it.



He looked beyond them, but found nothing more. Samokea seemed an empty land, home only to darkness. Whatever might be there lay beyond the reach of his sight.



He’d wrapped his own presence in a glamour that would turn away the gaze of any who sought him within the Mere. He was hidden now from Édan and from Siddél in just the same way that Lanyon was hidden from him. He wondered how he would ever find her.



After a time, sleep eased his troubled thoughts, and when he wakened in the hour before dawn, he found he could wield his spear, though only with his left hand.





◆





The hunt that day became an endurance race. The arowl Bennek had sensed the night before all crossed the river at dawn, though not together. Bahir arranged an ambush that destroyed one pack. But the other two slipped through and then scattered. All day, the men hunted them, running the beasts down, one by one.






No longer did Bennek need to retreat into the trance to see within the Fourth Way; that vision was always with him now. He could hunt and he could direct the other men, even as he kept watch on every arowl that trespassed in Fathalia.



Jahallon hunted with them. He took a keen interest in Bennek’s farseeing and showed a great satisfaction in the slaying of arowl. He was also tireless, and by day’s end he had more kills than even Fen.



They finished their hunt on the eastern edge of their watch, where Makashi’s patrol met them with good-humored complaints. “Let us know next time when you need help! Three arowl slipped through from your territory today, but they did not get far.”



Jahallon and Bahir clasped hands with Makashi. They talked for a few minutes, while the men teased one another and traded gossip. Then Jahallon called Bennek to join them. “Bahir has mentioned in his reports a large pack of arowl to the east. Is it still there?”



“Yes, sir,” Bennek answered.



“How large do you think it is?”



Bennek thought a moment. “Perhaps ninety? Maybe more. They are not starved like the northern packs. I think that’s why they’ve been in no hurry to hunt us.”



Jahallon nodded. His eyes narrowed in a look of anticipation. “Tomorrow is the last hunt. Then the guard changes and Bahir returns to Habaddon.”



“Yes, sir.”



“I don’t want to leave the eastern pack for the next patrol. Nor would I have the beasts strip this land of game as they have done in Samokea. Will you call them in for us tomorrow?”



Bennek grinned in delight. “They are very many, sir.”



“Makashi will work with us. Can you do it?”



“Yes. I think I can. It will be like the battle at Medesh. I will fill them with the blood hunger. They will long for our flesh, and they will come.”









Chapter 13







At dawn the next morning when Bennek sought out the eastern pack, he discovered a dire wolf stalking among them. A shudder ran through him as the pain and trauma of Medesh surfaced in his memory. Yesterday he’d compared the coming battle to Medesh. Now he regretted those words.






Jahallon, who stood beside him outside the cave, noticed the change in his composure. “What have you seen?” he asked.



Bennek told him.



Jahallon received the news with a slight, cold smile. “Call the dire wolf in first,” he requested. “If you can do that?”



“I think I can. But it will come quickly. We should be in the saddle and ready to meet it.”



By the time the company rode out, Bennek had calmed his heart and recovered his courage—and anyway, there was only one wolf, not two, like at Medesh.



“Call it now, Bennek,” Jahallon told him.



Nodding, he reached out from within the Fourth Way and set a raging blood hunger in the wolf’s mind. Then he guided the beast, leading it into an ambush that Jahallon arranged.



The dire wolf did not come alone. Several smaller arowl accompanied it. These all succumbed to a rain of arrows, but it took a sword thrust from Jahallon to finish the great beast.



Jahallon walked around the corpse, outraged that such a monster had howled on the periphery of the Protected Lands.



“You see the white stripes on its shoulders?” Bennek asked.



Jahallon nodded. “Just as you described. You think this is one of Édan’s?”



“Yes, sir.”



In a grim tone, he said, “I sent a small company to Ohtangia to learn what they can of Aiden. They are late returning. If they met such monsters on their journey, they may not be coming home.” He sighed, then shook off his melancholy.



“Let’s burn this body!” he called out. “Bring all the dead beasts and add them to the pyre. I won’t have their rot polluting this forest, and the smoke should help to draw the others in.”



All worked to gather deadwood, and they made a great bonfire.



More arowl came in, some at Bennek’s urging, some on their own, drawn to the smoke as Jahallon predicted. The beasts moved in packs and proved more wily than most arowl, laying ambushes and attacking in a coordinated way. But Bennek watched them, throwing them into a panic if they threatened to overwhelm the men, or filling them up with rage if they tried to flee.



The fighting went on until, in the early afternoon, the last arowl went down.



The men cheered. The tired horses snorted and blew and nickered for water. Two of Makashi’s warriors had been injured, but not grievously, and his patrol had added greatly to their tally of kills. He and his men returned to their territory, well pleased with the day.



Bahir’s company stayed to watch the bonfire burn down. Then Bahir led them east for a last night in the cave.



As they rode, Bennek’s thoughts returned to the battle. After a time an idea came to him—and hope surged in his heart. He set his horse cantering to catch up to Jahallon, who rode with Bahir at the front of the line.



“War Father!”



Both Jahallon and Bahir looked puzzled as Bennek reined in his horse beside them. “Sir, you know it was the Snow Chanter who sent the tiger to instruct me?”



Jahallon nodded cautiously.



“And, sir, of course you were right when you made me swear an oath to you. I wasn’t ready then to return to Samokea on my own. But the tiger has taught me much more than just to hide my spirit with the glamour of the Inyomere. It’s so much easier now for me to see the arowl and to beguile them. You have seen me hunt. You know I’m no longer in any great danger. Sir, I think it is the will of the Snow Chanter that you should free me of my oath so that I may return north to seek Lanyon and my kin.”



Bahir heard this and chuckled. “He is Samokeän, War Father.”



Jahallon though, was not pleased. “He is not at all like Samoket.”



“But I am, sir! The Snow Chanter said Samoket had this gift to confound the arowl, and it made him safe when he rode into Samokea alone. It’s the same for me.”



“It is not the same,” Jahallon said. “And I hold you to your oath.”



Bennek was taken aback. “Sir, you said I must stay with you until the way north is open, but it’s open for me. It’s true I must sleep, but then Kina will keep watch.”



“And when Siddél sets all his packs on you—as he surely will when he senses you moving north—will you be able to turn them against his will?”



“Siddél will not sense me. The tiger has taught me that.”



“Perhaps he won’t see you in the Mere, but he gazes down from the clouds too. He is determined to find Édan, which makes it more likely he will discover you. Do not be cajoled by overconfidence. No man is invulnerable.”



“No man except you, sir!”



“Bennek!” Bahir warned him. “Remember yourself. Do not let anger best you.”



“I do not want to be disrespectful,” Bennek insisted. “But it’s not fair to keep me here until the way north is fully safe. I am accustomed to peril. All of us are. But I’ve gained the skills to make my way through Samokea. Siddél will not discover me.”



“You willfully disregard what I tell you,” Jahallon said.



“Sir—”



“And you are far too certain of yourself for someone who is only fifteen.” He turned to Bahir. “I will concede that in these traits at least, he is like Samoket.”



Bennek could make no civil answer to this. So he turned his horse and withdrew.





◆





By evening, Bennek’s anger had faded into shame. He went to Jahallon and made an apology that was graciously accepted.






“Though I think this is not the last time you will find cause to be angry with me,” Jahallon warned as they sat cross-legged in the cave, a candle burning in a niche of rock beside them. “It was the same with Édan.”



“Lanyon said you loved Édan. That you love him still.”



Jahallon let this pass with a shrug. “You share many of his gifts. He also could cast a spell of fear on the arowl or make the beasts turn on one another, and like you he held an inner vision of all the men and arowl that moved in the land around him. But Édan could also speak with his thoughts as the Inyomere are said to do, so that his men could hear him as a dream voice though they were awake.”



“Is this how he would command his companies from afar?”



“Yes. It gave him great advantage. I would have you learn to do the same.”



It took Bennek a moment to realize what Jahallon had asked. Then his cheeks grew hot. He started to rise. “Sir, it’s time to be sleeping—”



“Bennek stay. What has frightened you?”



Bennek glanced around the cave to see if anyone might be listening. Bahir sat nearby, but his back was turned as he wrote the day’s report. The other men were asleep or engaged in their own quiet talk.



Bennek leaned close to Jahallon. He spoke so that no one else would hear. “You should not ask such things of me. I am not like Sage Hedril. I do not aspire to govern the thoughts of men!”



Jahallon also kept his voice low, but his words were firm. “You misunderstand. I have not said you should bespell men. I have only said you should learn to give instruction from afar as Édan once did.”



Bennek drew back. His hand closed around his sword that lay beside him in its scabbard. He picked up the weapon, looked at it in puzzlement, and then laid it across his lap. “Sir, Édan is an evil man.”



“He was not always. I would not have loved him if it were so.” Jahallon had a faraway look, as if gazing into the distant past. “He saw so many men die that he became desperate.” His focus returned to Bennek. “Desperate, and too certain of his own judgment.”



Bennek looked down, shame-faced. “Yes, sir.”



“Are you afraid you’ll fall into evil?”



“Sir, I only want to find Lanyon. I don’t want to command men. I am not Édan.”



Jahallon’s gaze grew hard. “Long ago, I was pleased to be a smith who made iron ornaments for ships that sailed between the Islands of Hahví, our first home. But Hahví is long gone. It’s our choice to make a life here in the Wild, or not at all. We become what we must, Bennek of Samokea. We become what duty demands.”



This reminder of Jahallon’s vast age and of his enduring courage in the war against Siddél left Bennek chastened. “War Father, you are the greatest of men.”



“If you believe that, then do as I ask. Speak without words to your companions. Become the silent voice that guides them on the battlefield. Try it. Try it now.”



Bennek gazed at his hands as they gripped the scabbard of his sword. In his mind he felt the luminous gravity of the men, both within the cave, and without. He fixed his attention on Fen, who kept company outside with Sanno. Bennek couldn’t hear their voices with his ears, yet his spirit-self heard them as they spoke of the weather and the threat of more rain that they sensed on the night air. He wanted to tell Jahallon that he didn’t know how to do this thing, but that would be a lie. Hadn’t he already spoken to Lanyon in this way?



His lips did not move, but he sent his voice to Fen all the same. My friend, if you can hear me, know that I speak for Jahallon.



At once, Fen could be heard from outside the cave. “What was that? Who spoke? No, it was like the voice of an Inyomere inside my head. I don’t know what it said. I couldn’t understand it.”



Bennek looked cautiously at Jahallon, who smiled in satisfaction. “Speak to Sanno. His grandmother is Samokeän. Perhaps he will understand you better. Tell him to come inside, I need his help.”



Bennek looked toward the black crevice of the cave entrance. Sanno, hear my command. I am Jahallon’s voice now. You must come inside. I need your help.



There came the hiss of a sword leaving its scabbard. Bennek lurched to his feet and by instinct he gripped his own sword, though it was still in its sheath as Sanno charged out of the dark.



Sanno’s blade swung high as he aimed a stroke at Bennek’s neck, but Jahallon moved more swiftly than any man Bennek had seen before. He drew his own sword and, spinning around, he met Sanno’s blade and parried it away.



Then Bahir came from nowhere to seize Sanno’s sword arm. He twisted it, forcing him to drop the blade. Sanno would have charged Bennek with his bare hands, but Kaliel and Alhimbra seized him, holding him back.



Sanno raged, “He speaks lies! He claims to be Jahallon! He seeks to command me, to command my mind!”



Bennek’s fury was no less, though it was directed at Jahallon. “Do not ask me to do such things! I will not practice this wicked art. Not for you. Not for any man. You would turn my friends against me!”



“What mischief is this?” Fen boomed. He had followed Sanno inside, and now he looked on the scene in astonishment. “Has Siddél himself corrupted our company?”



“Bennek practices the art of the Inyomere!” Sanno shouted. “He would command us all with a spirit’s voice. He would control us as he controls the arowl.”



“Sanno, you will stand down!” Bahir told him. “Bennek has done nothing but what Jahallon commanded. Alhimbra, release Sanno. Go outside. Take the watch.”



Jahallon looked from Bennek to Sanno with a fierce and threatening scowl. Sanno responded with an angry gesture toward Bennek. “He said he is your voice. He said I must heed his command! But I have heard an Inyomere speak before. My little sister was lured into the sea by such a voice. I will not endure it!”



Bennek felt as if a spell of despair had been cast on him. “Sanno, I did not mean you any harm. I thought you were my friend?”



Sanno looked confused. He passed a hand over his eyes. “Why did you do it, Bennek? Why did you speak to me in such a wicked voice?”



Jahallon picked up Sanno’s sword and returned it to him. “I asked him to do it. I asked him to try. It’s an art he must learn.”



Bennek looked at him in disbelief. “Sir, you can’t mean to go forward with this. A man’s mind is his own. Only his conscience should command it.”



Jahallon said, “You have fine notions of courtesy, but answer me this. If Bahir’s patrol were hard-pressed and Makashi’s men might be summoned to help, would you refuse? Would your conscience make no objection then to your silence?”



“Sir, you confound me. I know it’s wrong to cast a spell on the minds of men, yet to keep silent and allow the deaths of my companions would be unendurable.”



“To taunt a man is foolhardy. To haunt him is wickedness. But to convey to him the knowledge that will let him live and bring about victory in battle, that is duty.”



“Will you then warn the men of Makashi’s patrol that I may call on them?”



Jahallon traded a knowing glance with Bahir. “I’ll warn all the men of Habaddon that you may call on them. They will know you speak for me.”



Fen heaved a great sigh. “Ah, I see it all now. Jahallon, you’ve come to take Bennek from us. You want him for your own command.”



Jahallon acknowledged this. “I would have him where his talents will benefit all of Habaddon’s warriors, and not one company only.”



Bennek wondered that no one had asked him what he might want, but since he had come to Habaddon his circumstances had mostly been decided for him.



“Now all of us to sleep,” Jahallon said. “Save for Sanno, who will return to his watch.”





◆





In the morning, they set out for Habaddon beneath dark clouds that promised yet more rain. They had gone only a little way when Bennek perceived a small pack of arowl some miles to the east. He didn’t think Jahallon and Bahir would take the trouble to hunt them—but then he noticed the prey the arowl pursued.






“Jahallon!” he called out, and once again he sent his horse cantering up the line. “Bahir!”



They brought their horses around at his shouts. “Sirs, there are two women coming from the east. They share one horse. I know there are no settlements east of us except my own family keep and that is empty, so I don’t know where they could have come from—but a pack of five arowl has found their trail.”



Jahallon received this news with shock. He looked as if he knew too well who these women might be. “How far are they?”



“Seven miles. Maybe eight. They look like women of Habaddon, sir.”



“Are there no warriors with them or following behind? Bennek, look farther! There must be others.”



Bennek glanced uneasily at Bahir. “No, sir. There are no others.”



Anger descended over Jahallon. “Take us to them. As fast as may be!”



Bennek set off at speed. He let his mare find her own way between the trees while he looked ahead, plotting the swiftest path to intercept the hunting arowl. He watched as the beasts drew closer to the women. One was a dire wolf, with two arrows embedded in its chest. Like its companions, it ran in silence, keeping always within the cover of trees, exhibiting a level of discipline rarely seen in arowl. Bennek guessed the beasts had learned caution in a long, hard-fought, running battle—one now almost at an end.



Reaching out, he set fear in the minds of the arowl. They howled and fell back, while the riders pushed on, widening their lead. But the arowl knew their prey was exhausted, that their moment must come soon. Blood-hunger vanquished their fear, and they ran forward again.



After some minutes, the horse that carried the two women left the forest, entering a meadow of gray winter grass. The dire wolf saw this. Leaving its companions, it ran swiftly through the trees so that it could wait for its prey on the other side of the meadow.



Bennek cried out and urged his horse to greater speed. Being but fifteen, he weighed far less than any other man in the company, and his mare quickly left them behind.



He took his spear in hand and rode up on the dire wolf. The beast, intent on its prey, didn’t notice him coming. Only at the last moment, with the mare’s hoofbeats drumming the forest floor, did it turn. Its lips pulled back in a hideous snarl and the air rumbled with an awful growl.



The mare panicked. She leaped aside just as Bennek launched his spear into the dire wolf’s chest. He hauled on the reins, struggling to turn the horse, but she was badly frightened and would not slow.



From across the meadow, the two women must have heard him coming and assumed he was arowl, because as the mare broke from the trees, they greeted him with a duo of arrows. The first struck his mare in the shoulder, sending her stumbling—a misfortune that saved his life as the second arrow whistled past harmlessly an inch from his ear.





◆





When Jahallon caught up with him seconds later, he unleashed his fury on Bennek: “You ran ahead of the company, you lost control of your horse, and you failed to use the Inyomere’s voice to forewarn these women. Can you imagine the guilt they would have suffered if you’d been killed?”






Bennek hardly cared, so worried was he over the arrow wound his horse had suffered. She was light-footed, smart, strong, and mostly brave. But the dire wolf had been too much for her.



Bennek slipped from her back, just as the other men rode up. Some formed a circle around them. The others rode on toward the women. Bennek could only stare at the bright trickle of blood seeping down the mare’s trembling leg.



“Sir, tell me, should I pull the arrow out?”



“Where are the other arowl?” Jahallon demanded.



Bennek remembered to look. “They are in the trees to the east. No! They have seen our numbers and they are running away!”



“Go! Go get them!” Jahallon shouted to Bahir.



The horses surged around them. Bennek’s mare tried to follow, but he held her firmly. He still didn’t know if he should pull the arrow out. “Sir, should I—”



“Jahallon!” one of the women called. “Jahallon, how is it you are here?”



The two had slid from the back of their exhausted horse. Now they jogged over, leading the animal at a trot.



Jahallon went to meet them. “Betheska, Sazen, where are your companions? Tell me they follow behind you.”



“That would be a sweet untruth,” the taller of them answered in bitterness. She looked to be the elder of the two, with silvery-gray hair and soft wrinkles around her eyes, though her gaze was as fierce as any warrior’s. “All the brave and beloved men of our company have fallen to the arowl. Only Betheska and I still live.”



The other one, Betheska, gave Jahallon a quick hug. Tears glistened in her eyes. “It’s by their valor we survive. They held off the arowl while Sazen and I—” Tears stole her voice and she turned away.



Sazen’s eyes were dry. “We return to you with a tale of evil. The hills of western Ohtangia have become impassable. All that land is in a sickly condition, much like Nendaganon, and though we didn’t see arowl pits, there is no doubt in my mind arowl are being created there—and not just any arowl! There are great wolves, larger than horses—”



“We know of them.” Jahallon gestured back toward the forest. “There is one dead there that was hunting you when Bennek came on it.”



They looked at Bennek for the first time, and Sazen apologized for the arrow that had almost killed him.



“Please, don’t speak of,” Bennek protested. “It was my fault for not calling out.”



Jahallon nodded his approval, but Sazen said, “The fault lies with Aidin, for these are his beasts.” Wrath fueled her voice. “We thought it would be a hard task to find him, that his fort would be concealed by sorcery.” She shook her head. “Perhaps that once was true, but no longer.



“War Father, we found his settlement, but we could not get close. All we could do was look from afar. There’s a tall keep surrounded by a timber palisade. Men and women keep watch on the walls. But the horses are pastured outside, and were-beasts guard them.



“Those same beasts hunted us, all of them marked with white slashes. We didn’t see Aidin—or Édan as it may be—riding with them, but we saw enough. I have no doubt he is the master of these arowl and that he has bred them to his own purpose. They are more wily and fierce than any beast ever made by Siddél! Whether he is Siddél’s ally, I cannot say, but he is certainly our enemy.”



“He is not Siddél’s ally,” Bennek said softly.



Jahallon turned to look at him and there was such fury in his eyes that Bennek drew back. “Sir, I did not mean—”



“Never!” Jahallon shouted. “Never will I forgive him. I don’t care what he has suffered in Nendaganon. He has betrayed me. He has betrayed all of us. Bennek, you were right. He has turned to evil.”



Then to Bennek’s astonishment Jahallon laughed, though it was a bitter sound. “The people do not war against the people! That is the creed we have held closest to our hearts since we left Hahví, but it’s done now.”



“Will you bring war against him?” Bennek whispered as if the mere mention of such a thing would summon to them an evil fate.



“There is no choice in it.”



Bennek tried to imagine it. Sazen had said there were men and women with Édan. Perhaps there were children too. Would they help to defend him? Did they share in his guilt? But Bennek did not dare ask these questions of Jahallon. Not yet.



Sazen helped him to tend his mare. She showed him how to remove the arrow and stitch up the wound. Just as they finished, Bahir returned with the rest of the company. They rested the horses and all seemed ordinary, yet it was not. Bennek remembered dark words spoken by Lanyon—We have been stained by this evil we have fought for so long—and he knew it was true. Wickedness festered and spread. Édan had not fallen alone into evil. Those who supported him had also been drawn down, and those who brought force of arms against him would be affected, too.



Bennek remembered other words of Lanyon, The people care for one another. It is our way.



No longer was that always true.








The Solstice






Chapter 14







On the night of the Solstice, Lanyon volunteered to keep the midnight watch. She stood beside the windows, wrapped up against the cold in the coat the Snow Chanter had given her, her breath steaming on the quiet air. She had the talisman with her, strapped across her back in its carry case, as was her custom. She also had, near at hand, her bow and three arrows, but she did not hold the weapon. Her fingers ached with the cold, so she kept her hands plunged deep in her pockets.






Outside, the snow-covered forest glittered under starlight. On this night the arowl were quiet. Nothing moved in the forest, and no sound reached her ears. Even the merry-making within the keep had fallen into silence.



So when she heard the creak of the rope bridge, she turned around with a start.



“It’s only me,” Zavoy said as he stepped onto the stone shelf. “I can’t sleep, so I thought I would come here and frighten you.”



Lanyon was frightened by him. In the faint light she could see only the outline of his figure, the glitter of his eye.



“It is a jest,” he said in his soft, entrancing voice.



“I know.”



Louder now, “Though there is truth in it?”



She had no answer for him.



“Lanyon, can we not be friends?”



“I hope that we are.” She turned to look out the window. “I hope that is enough.”



“It is not.” He stood just behind her, gazing over her shoulder at the starlit snow. “And that is why I frighten you.”



There came a scuffing sound from outside, faint, as if some wild creature had slipped against the rock. With her bare hand braced beside the window, Lanyon leaned out to look. Zavoy too was alert. But nothing moved below; the sound did not repeat itself.



“Perhaps it was a clump of snow falling,” Lanyon whispered. She turned away from the window. The pain in her fingers had grown fierce and her cheeks stung.



Zavoy reached into his pocket. “I have made you a gift. For the Solstice, and because I’m sorry it’s my habit to frighten you.” In the dark she could not tell what he held in his hands. “It is only gloves,” he assured her. “Come, try them on. I know you feel the cold too deeply.”



Hesitantly, she took them. They were made of soft leather, and when she slipped her hands inside them, she discovered they were lined with rabbit fur. “Oh! They are so warm and so supple.”



He took her hand. “Do they fit you well?”



“Very well. I thank you.”



A pebble bounced and rattled down the cliff face, and again Lanyon thought she heard a distant scuffing sound. This time, Zavoy leaned out the window. He looked up and down, but nothing could be seen against the dark cliff. He shrugged and turned to her again. “Sometimes stones just fall.”





◆





Half-dressed, his heart hammering, Marshal slipped out of the little chamber he shared with Luven and into the hallway. A single witch light glowed faintly at the top of the stairs. It revealed nothing. Even so, the cold air stank of arowl.






Arowl in the keep!



It defied all reason. Arowl loathed the darkness. Once Siddél released them from the lightless pits where they were made, they ever after refused to venture into the dark places beneath the world, and they rarely hunted at night.



Yet—impossibly—they had come into the hallway from somewhere deeper within the keep. Even now they would be drawing close to the people sleeping in the hall—and Marshal was the only one who knew it. All this passed through his mind in a moment. Then he screamed out a warning, and raced to the stairs.





◆





Zavoy’s breath steamed in the freezing air as he stood beside the window. “It’s so quiet tonight. So peaceful. No wind at all. No mournful beasts.”






“It is peaceful,” Lanyon agreed. “But it’s not the night that conjures peace. It’s you. When I’m with you, it’s easy to be soothed. It’s easy to be comforted.”



“Is this a bad thing?”



“It is a spell. Your voice is entrancing, beguiling. Zavoy, that is what frightens me. When we speak together like this, I forget my own heart.”



He stepped closer. He touched her cheek, his bare fingers warmer than her skin. “Maybe it’s only that you’ve had a change of heart.”



“No—”



Before she could say more, there came a shouted warning from within the keep. Marshal’s voice. Muffled by walls but still audible: “Waken! Arm yourselves! The beasts are among us!”



A chaos of screams and howls erupted within the hall.



Zavoy raced for the bridge. Lanyon picked up her bow and followed him. But when he heard her, he turned around. With starlight glittering in his eyes, he said, “You will stay here and stay out of sight!”



Such was the power of his voice that she slipped back at once into the deepest shadows by the wall.





◆





The keep erupted in a nightmare of noise. Arowl howled and barked, men and women shouted, and the surviving horses all neighed in terror. Pantheren’s war cry rose above it all as Marshal reached the top of the stairs. A moment later, the solid thunk of a spear against flesh.






By the faint light of the slumbering fire Marshal saw a crowd of the beasts already in the hall. The witch light revealed many more still swarming the stairway below him. All were of a kind Marshal had never seen before. They stood on two legs, half the size of a man and hunched over in an awkward posture. A few even balanced with their knuckles against the ground. Their long arms allowed them to do this.



They had thick-fingered hands, gray fur, and hideous faces with great bony brows and obscene dangling pink noses. White scars slashed in diagonal lines down their cheeks.



All were armed. Scabbards swung on belts lashed around their waists. Most had already drawn their short swords; some brandished a knife as well. One beast lay dead on the stairs with Pantheren’s spear in its chest, but the others screamed in a display of hair-raising fury as if they meant to sow terror while stoking their own courage.



Then, as if at some secret signal, they leaped together, attacking all those who had been sleeping in the hall.





◆





When Zavoy left the ledge, he went first to the armory on the third floor and seized a sword. Then he raced to the stairs, where he met Luven as she came up. Gonly and Gorem, and other married couples who had been sleeping upstairs, came with her.






Zavoy traded no words with his sister, just a glance of understanding. All hung in the balance now.



Luven went on to the armory, while Zavoy bounded down the stairs, driven by the cries of rage and desperation arising from the hall.





◆





The celebration had inspired most husbands and wives to retire upstairs, so fewer had been asleep in the hall than on most nights. Those who remained did not grasp this in the first moments of battle. A quick count suggested many of their companions had already been slaughtered—a calamity they answered with a ferocious defense.






Thulla leaped to her feet. She had no weapon, but when she saw an arowl bearing down on her, staggering on its hind legs as it brandished a sword in its great, hairy fists, she remembered a lesson Renthian had taught in her youth. She reached toward the beast with an empty hand. Her will empowered the gesture. Her wrath seized the heart of the attacking arowl and wrenched it, so that even as it swung its blade, its wicked existence ended.



Halméd had been dreaming by the hearth. In his dream, the ghost of his father came to instruct him in fire tricks, and when he wakened, the spell was already on his tongue. He called to the fire. Snakes of searing flame erupted from the embers. They whirled past his shoulders to sting a trio of arowl closing in around him. The beasts’ long gray hair ignited. They dropped their weapons and howled in agony. Halméd slipped in to scoop up one of their discarded swords.



Young Penrik, alone in the shadows beyond the hearth, farthest from the stairs and the charging arowl, used the seconds that were given to him to summon the Hunter’s Veil, which he laid on his kin in the hall, hiding them from the arowl.



Pantheren always slept close to his weapons. His spear was gone in the first moments of the melee, but he had his sword. He used it to fight off a swarm of beasts that tried to attack the horses. Jakurian fought at his side, and the smell of blood was heavy on the air.



Kit too had slept with his sword close at hand. He stabbed and slashed at one arowl after another, pursuing the beasts through the hall until he fought his way to Marshal, who had recovered Pantheren’s spear. After that, they hunted together. Sweat shone on Marshal’s bare torso, while Kit’s eyes flashed with rage.



But there were many arowl. Sharp steel and the tricks of sorcery were not enough to counter them all. Gonly was driven to his knees and lived only because Zavoy cast a spell of dazzling light, blinding the arowl that assaulted him, and giving his cousin a moment to slip away.



Young Lehe was saved from the grasping paw of a beast only by Thulla’s quick sword work as she cut off its hand, before finishing it with a thrust to the throat.



A sudden press of arowl separated Marshal from Kit. Marshal drove his spear into the shoulder of one, but when he turned to look for his cousin, another seized his arms from behind, wrenching them back with astonishing strength. His spear clattered to the stone floor. The beast hoisted him. His feet left the ground as a second arowl, fangs bared, leaped for his exposed throat. But an arrow struck it in the ear before it reached him. A moment later, the arowl that held him began to choke and gurgle. The strength drained from its hands and Marshal wrenched free, retrieving his spear before turning to see his captor collapse with an arrow in its throat.



He looked around and picked out Luven, halfway down the stairs, a bow in her hands as she met his gaze with a fierce expression. Marshal remembered her boast, that first night they’d hunted together—I always hit exactly where I aim!—and he smiled at her.



Kit had his own close call. He escaped a trio of arowl only with Gonly’s help. They ended up across the room just as Thulla cried out, “Help me! The beasts are after Lehe!”



Kit turned in time to see an arowl grab the girl and lift her up. He leaped forward, driving his sword into its side. As Lehe fell from its grip, he caught her hand and dragged her behind him.



Arowl tried to push past him to get at her. They’d lost all interest in him. It was as if he’d become an object, no longer their warm-blooded prey. He killed two more. Then, with Thulla and Gonly, he made a circle around the girl, holding out his sword to fend off the beasts.



But the arowl kept coming. They showed no regard for their own lives. Two climbed on the shoulders of their pack mates and leaped into the circle. A short thrust of a sword, and Thulla went down. Gonly leaped to defend her.



Kit went after the other arowl, but before he could strike at it, a third beast jumped onto his back, sinking its fangs deep into the shoulder of his sword arm. He gasped and dropped his sword. But with his other hand, he pulled his knife and shoved it into one of the arowl’s large round eyes. The beast stiffened, then fell away.



Blood seeped from Kit’s wound. It ran down his arm and dripped from his fingers. He scooped up his sword anyway, and looked for Lehe. He glimpsed her as an arowl carried her away, disappearing with her into the pack.



Marshal was still on the other side of the hall when he heard Kit suddenly screaming, “They have Lehe! Stop them! Stop them!”



A strange wailing howl rose from the throat of a single beast. Some kind of signal. All across the hall, the surviving arowl abandoned the melee. They ran with knuckles against the ground, converging on the door of the keep.



To Marshal’s shock, the beasts understood the mechanism of the bolt. They got the door open and flooded outside. He glimpsed Lehe among them. She was not killed. Not yet. Her fists pounded her captor, but she could not match the beast’s strength—and she could not speak a spell, because the arowl carried her with her face crushed against its chest. She surely could not breathe.



Kit too saw Lehe being carried out the door. He stumbled into the courtyard after her, searching for her among darting nightmare figures tinged blue by the gleam of a witch lamp.



The arowl did not bother to attack him. They had spread out, exploring the courtyard, as if looking for a way out—but enchantments guarded the tunnel and they could not see it.



Instead, they were drawn by the starlight glittering in through the cavern windows. It took them only moments to discover the notch ladder to the ledge. One climbed, the others followed, gliding up the notches as easily as a man could walk.





◆





Lanyon had remained on the ledge beside the window, held there by Zavoy’s command. It took the shocking sight of the arowl, swarming from the keep, to restore her to motion. She raised her bow and quickly expended her three arrows. The beasts hardly noticed. They gathered at the foot of the ledge, and then one found the notch ladder. Using its long arms, it climbed with stunning speed. Others followed immediately behind it.






Lanyon had no more arrows. She started to call the fire spell, but before the name of the spell was complete, the face of the first arowl appeared at the top of the ladder. White slashes marked its cheeks. This was Édan’s beast, come at last to find her.



Then she saw Lehe. The girl hung draped like a limp doll over the beast’s left arm. Lanyon couldn’t tell if Lehe still lived, but if there was any chance, she could not risk her falling three stories to the cavern floor.



Lanyon released the half-formed fire spell, sending it back to the Mere. At the same time, she moved back into shadow.



The arowl scurried onto the ledge, its foot scuffing against stone with the same sound she’d heard from outside the window. Édan’s arowl had been on the cliff! But they’d been invisible to her, as if they’d worn the Hunter’s Veil . . . and somehow they had gotten in.



No time now to make it out. She moved forward again, charging the beast, jabbing at its eyes with the bow, then whacking at its ears, trying to get it to drop Lehe. It drew up in shocked surprise at this assault. And then an arrow from below pierced its neck. Lanyon rushed in to grab Lehe, but too late. The slumping arowl collapsed across the girl’s limp and lifeless body, pinning her beneath it.



Lanyon dropped the bow. She went to her knees, struggling to push the beast aside. But more arowl had swarmed up the ladder. They swarmed around her. One seized her from behind, clapping a massive hand over her mouth so that she could not speak any spell, and could not breathe. She struggled madly, the long shaft of the talisman grinding into her back. Wondering, even in her desperation, why the beast didn’t kill her. Never had she heard of arowl carrying living prisoners away.



Or perhaps they had only found a new way to kill their victims . . .



With the beast’s hand hard over her nose and mouth, her lungs burned for lack of air. She fought harder as life began to leave her.



A starlit window loomed in her vision.



An arrow struck the stone beside it.



She could not get a breath.



Then somehow she was through the window. A void opened below her. Deep darkness rose up from it, enwrapping her. Vision faded, and she could hear only the distant, failing rhythm of her heart.





◆





From the courtyard, Zavoy looked up to see Lanyon carried away. He caught his breath in astonishment as the beast that held her slipped out of sight through one of the narrow windows.






Had it just thrown itself to its death? The cliff was sheer. It could not be climbed. And the drop was deadly. Even so, the other arowl—that small fraction of the pack that still survived—followed the lead of the first one, slipping out through the windows. The ledge quickly emptied.



Any arowl late to the notch ladder fell to an extended volley of arrows, opening the way for Zavoy. He scrambled up to the ledge. Kit followed right behind him despite a bloody shoulder, and Marshal came up next.



“Lanyon!” Zavoy screamed, as the last of the arowl slipped out through a window. “Lehe! Lehe, where are you?”



“Lehe’s here,” Kit said. He’d seen her fall. He shoved aside the body of a dead arowl, then dropped to his knees beside the girl. Shaking her gently, he called her name, “Lehe! Lehe, wake up.”



Luven and Halméd came running across the bridge. Halméd went straight to his sister. “She lives,” Kit told him. “She’s waking.”



Zavoy went to the nearest window. Luven joined him. “They took Lanyon,” she said. “I saw it. They took her through the window.”



“I saw it, too.”



Zavoy leaned out to look. The beasts had not fallen. Darkness shrouded the cliff. He could not see them, but he heard their scuffing grunts as they climbed down the unclimbable cliff face. “They have not escaped yet,” he told Luven.



He summoned a spell of light, sending a dim, eerie blue glow spilling down the cliff, revealing the descending arowl. He counted them—just twelve—but he could not see Lanyon among them.



Beyond the cliff lay the snow-covered meadow, bright under starlight. More arowl there, fleeing for the trees. But Zavoy had no bow with which to shoot.





◆





Pantheren saw the arowl escaping through the high windows. He called to Jakurian, “To the tunnel! We’ll meet them outside.”






Gonly heard him, and came with Penrik to help. The four of them burst from the tunnel to find the cliff lit up by the blue glow of Zavoy’s spell—but they came too late. The last of the arowl had already left the cliff to flee across the meadow. Arrows fired from above pursued them. Pantheren looked for Lanyon among the beasts, but did not see her. The arowl must have already carried her beneath the trees.



Seconds later, the storm of arrows ceased. All grew still. Seven arowl lay dead in the snow, but at least twice that many had escaped into the night.



Pantheren went back inside to gather his weapons and saddle his horse.





◆





Watching from the window, Zavoy saw Gonly and Penrik start off after the arowl. He called out to them, “Come back inside!”






“We can’t let them go!” Gonly argued.



“We won’t.”



Next he turned to Halméd and Marshal. “You two have the watch.”



“No,” Marshal said. “Find someone else for the task. It’s my duty to help Lanyon.”



Zavoy corrected him. “It’s your duty to guard the keep and to see that my sister is safe. You will stay here.” And such was the force of the spell behind his voice that Marshal stepped back and made no more objections.



But Luven looked at him in shock. “Zavoy!” She had been tending Lehe and Kit, but now she arose. “Do you dare now to command the very thoughts of men?”



“You may chastise me later, Luven, should I return. For now, see that these men have arrows enough for our defense!”



Gonly had just come back into the courtyard. Zavoy shouted down to him, “Gonly, my cousin! I put it on you to fortify our defenses. Get up to the smithy. I have no doubt the arowl came in there through the high windows that we have always believed unreachable. See to it that it can never happen again!”



“As you say, Zavoy!” Gonly took Penrik with him and hurried inside.



Zavoy crossed the bridge into the keep. Quickly he pulled on winter boots and a heavy coat and gathered his weapons. Then he ran downstairs.



He found Pantheren and Jakurian busy saddling the four surviving horses. “I will go with you,” he announced.



“And what of Kit and Marshal?” Jakurian asked.



“Kit is wounded, and Marshal is needed here.”



Pantheren gave him a cold look. “She is likely dead. It’s the talisman we ride after.”



“You do not believe that,” Zavoy answered softly. “They did not kill Lehe. Unless they are very clumsy, they will not kill Lanyon. These are a new kind of arowl, and it seems to me they came on purpose to find a certain woman. They thought this woman might be Lehe . . . until they discovered Lanyon herself.”



“You believe Édan sent these arowl,” Pantheren said.



“They have the white slash on the cheek—his mark. So yes, I think he created them, trained them, sent them—because he is wounded and broken and would rather gamble with Lanyon’s life than risk Siddél’s wrath himself.”





◆





Pantheren decided to take along the spare horse, on the chance they found Lanyon alive. The arowl had left tracks in the snow, easy to follow even by starlight, so at first he pushed the horses, riding fast, hoping to quickly catch up with the beasts.






But the poor horses were underfed and unaccustomed to exercise. They could not run for long. Pantheren had to let them walk, but he did not let them rest.



The tracks of the beasts led at last to the edge of the forest. The sky had lightened to a cold, cold gray. Pantheren looked out onto a rolling plain, its frosting of snow unmarred except for a beeline path left by the fleeing arowl. They were running east, toward a line of ominous dark clouds that promised more snow to come.



“We need to catch them,” Pantheren said. “Before that storm erases their tracks.”



“Look how dark the clouds are,” Jakurian observed. “This is dangerous weather. We need to find Lanyon and be back among the trees before the storm reaches us. ”



They set off at a trot, but only a few minutes later Zavoy cried out as if in pain. “Oh! Lanyon! We are too late!”



“What are you saying?” Pantheren demanded. “What do you know?”



Zavoy looked grim. “The talisman is gone. All this time I have felt its evil presence, but now it is gone. It has left the world. She has taken it away. Again.”



“No,” Pantheren said. “No, you’re wrong. I do not believe it. Lanyon would not leave the world again.” Yet even as he denied it, doubt came over him. Might it be true? Had she given up hope of rescue and made her own escape, through time?



He shook his head. “I must see the evidence for myself, whatever is left behind. And even if it is true, I will not allow any of these arowl to return to their master.”



Without waiting for the consent of Jakurian or Zavoy, he pushed his horse to a canter, pulling the spare horse on its lead—and sooner than he expected he caught sight of the arowl. They ran in a loose group, gray shadows against the snow, while Siddél’s thunder drew closer.



It took Pantheren a few moments to realize the arowl were no longer running east. “They’ve turned around!” he called out. “They’re running away from the storm.”



They were coming back down the trail they had made in the snow.



Pantheren got out his spear.



The beasts had been running head-down. But as they drew near, one looked up, saw the horsemen, and wailed a warning. The pack scattered.



But such long-armed arowl had not been made for combat in the open against mounted warriors. One by one they fell, but Lanyon was not among them.



Zavoy called out that they should capture the last arowl alive. With Jakurian’s help, he questioned it in the way Renthian had taught him. A noisy, nerve-grating chore. It tested Pantheren’s patience. He had witnessed such sessions many times, but had never grasped the language, comprehending only a word here and there.



After a minute, two passing crows settled nearby with a rattle of stiff feathers. Pantheren eyed them as they walked about on the snow. No doubt they were hungry. But though the blood scent might attract them, no bird would eat the blasphemous flesh of such beasts.



He returned his attention to the captive arowl, listening again to its tortured cries. “Does it speak of its master?” he asked.



“It does,” Jakurian said as the shrieks receded to a plaintive mewling. “How much did you understand?”



“I heard the name of Siddél.”



“That was a denial of Siddél. It will not acknowledge him as its master.”



“So it is Édan, then?” Pantheren asked. “Or should I say ‘Aidin’?”



At mention of this second name, the beast chattered in wistful longing.



“Aidin,” Zavoy said. “That is how they know him, but these beasts serve Édan. He sent them to look for a woman of the people—a simple enough task! Édan must believe there is only one woman in Samokea. So he commanded his beasts to find her and fetch her back, along with all she carries.”



“How can that be?” Pantheren demanded. “How could he trust Lanyon to these arowl? How could he believe they would endure her presence for untold days without bringing harm to her?”



Jakurian shifted his grip on the bloody knife he held. The arowl saw him and writhed in the snow, chattering to itself. He gestured at it. “It says this same thing again and again, ‘To defy him is torment. To obey him is bliss.’ That is how I make it. Édan has offered some pleasure greater even than the flesh of the people. Perhaps that is how he persuaded the arowl to help him escape from Siddél’s pits.”



Again the dying beast chattered its ugly litany. Pantheren glared at it. “What of Lanyon? How did they lose her?”



“They were not able to keep her silent,” Zavoy said. “She spoke her spell of time, and she was gone.”



The crows, silent up to that point, suddenly muttered and croaked to one another. Then they took to the air with a rustle of black feathers, and sped away to the south.



“Cut its throat,” Pantheren ordered. “We’re going on, at least to the point where the arowl turned around.”



“That storm is coming fast,” Jakurian warned.



“Yes, and I need to look for some sign of Lanyon before it hits.”



They rode on into an icy wind, and soon there came the howling of an arowl pack, first to the north, and then the southeast. The exhausted horses shuddered and tried to bolt, but Pantheren pushed on and before long they found a wide swath of trampled snow. No tracks could be seen beyond it.



They walked around, searching the ground. Pantheren found a stinking cloth tied in a loop. Strands of Lanyon’s hair were caught within the knot and he guessed it had been used to gag her.



He turned to show it to the others, but then noticed Zavoy standing downcast, transfixed by an object in his hand. He signaled Jakurian, and they both went to see what Zavoy had found.



The young chieftain looked up at their approach. “It is the right hand,” he said, holding up a glove for them to see. “This is one of the gloves I gave her only a few hours ago. She was wearing them when the arowl took her.”



“May I see it?” Pantheren asked.



Zavoy handed it to him. “It’s my fault she was taken.”



Jakurian scoffed. “There is no way you could have known—”



“No! I misjudged it. I thought the danger was in the keep, so I commanded her to stay by the windows. She would have been safe if I had let her come inside.”



“It’s not without reason she was wary of your voice,” Pantheren said coldly. But then he found something in the glove. A scrap of sturdy leather, folded over and rolled up tight. When he laid it flat, it was only a little bigger than his palm.



Neat writing had been burned into it as if with a hot pick. But his eyes skipped over this, fixing instead on a scrawl, written over the rest, in an ink that glinted red in the dreary light. The lines were uneven, the writing poorly formed, but as he puzzled over it, he understood Lanyon had written him a message:



War Father I am gone ahead. Flee the prairie. Do not wait here for me.



The storm loomed. Siddél’s vague mutters grew louder, clearer. Pantheren realized he could make out words within the rumbling thunder. What he heard was a chant of triumph:



“. . . spoken! . . . the One has spoken! The talisman of evil is gone! Gone, gone, gone from the Wild! And gone will the people be! The One has made her will known! She has spoken.”



Pantheren shoved both the glove and the message into his pocket. “Come, before Siddél finds us in the open.”









Chapter 15







Bennek wakened in the night to an onslaught of fear—not his own fear—it came to him from afar, from out of the north, a terror too faint for words, brushing the edge of his senses and sending his heart into hammering panic.






Lanyon, Lanyon.



Not for a moment did he doubt it was her.



Has Édan found you?



Bennek suspected it was so. Jahallon had not yet launched his promised war against the sorcerer. He could not do it—not when all of Habaddon’s warriors were needed to defend the Protected Lands against Siddél’s unending assaults.



Bennek arose in the dark and dressed.



There was nothing he could do to help her.



Yet he needed to do something.



He took up his bow and quiver of arrows, and he slipped into the courtyard.



It was the night of the Solstice. A misty rain fell from clouds that locked away the starlight. He could see nothing, but Kina was there, nuzzling his palm. She led him to the courtyard gate.



Rain pattered and trickled on the cobbles as he passed through the street. He climbed the steep stairway to the curtain wall. A sentry met him, shivering within her coat. Opening her lantern, she allowed candlelight to fall briefly on Bennek’s face. “Bennek of Samokea! What news? Has Jahallon sent you?”



“I have only come to look about.”



“On such a night? There is nothing to be seen in this inky darkness, although . . . I have heard it said you have a spirit sight.”



Bennek nodded. “I ask your pardon,” he whispered.



She spoke again as he stepped away. “Take care. It’s a cruel night, and there will be ice on the battlement by morning.”



He was left alone on the north wall and it was as the sentry had said: nothing could be seen, not even the lanterns of the patrols in the fields below. Lanyon. He still felt her spirit crying out in anguish, unimaginably far away.



The wind rose in an angry gust. It growled past the battlement, throwing rain in his face and tearing at the bow he held in his hands. Kina faced it undaunted, filtering its messages but finding them uncertain.



Bennek’s senses were of another kind. He turned in the Fourth Way and at once he reached out, out, calling to her, Lanyon, Lanyon, hear me. And after a time—a long time—she answered him. Not in words. He felt her attention: tenuous brush of ghost fingertips reaching, reaching down the wind, nearly dissolved by the vastness between them. In that moment, he knew what she intended to do.



He cried out for her to stop, to stay.



But she could not bear it; she could not stay.



Bennek felt the crushing gravity of her spell, as if the world was abruptly squeezed into a smaller space. His heart struggled against it. He fought to draw a breath. Then, even as dawn came and ice glittered on the battlement, he felt her let go; he felt her slip from the world.



Gone.



A gale wind howled out of the north. The prayer flags snapped and shivered on their poles while faint and far away Bennek heard the voice of Siddél crowing in his triumph.



Faint and far away, yet swiftly growing closer.



Siddél was coming.



The monster that had felled the Citadel of the Snow Chanter was sweeping down on Habaddon.





◆





And yet . . .






The sentries raised no cry. None called out to alert the sleeping city of what was to come. They all huddled in their coats, hoods up against the rain, and none seemed to hear the rumbling of the monster.



Bennek accosted the woman who stood her watch at the wall’s northwest corner. “Siddél is coming! Do you not hear his threats?”



She swept back her hood and for several seconds she listened, but the wind was howling, while the cove below churned with white water and the roaring of mighty waves. She shook her head. “Bennek, you have stood too long in the cold and a nightmare has visited you. This is only a common winter storm. Go now, and warm yourself by a fire.”



Bennek did not understand it. How could she not hear Siddél’s voice? It only grew louder as the seconds passed.



But he didn’t stay to argue. He called Kina, and together they sprinted along the ice-slick wall, skidding to a stop at the heavy door that opened to Jahallon’s great room on the top story of the old keep. Bennek worked the latch. The north wind whirled in as he shoved the door open, sending papers fluttering, blowing candles out, and startling Jahallon, who was at breakfast with his wife, Nurea, and with Uleál’s family.



“Bennek?” Uleál asked, as he and Jahallon both stood.



“Lanyon is gone away! She has fled again into time. And Siddél knows it. He is coming. He is descending on us even now. Can’t you hear him?”



Uleál went to meet him. He put his arm around Bennek’s shoulders. “What has happened to you? There is ice in your hair. Have you been out all night? Come, put down your bow and sit by the fire.”



Bennek shrugged off the comfort Uleál offered, pleading with Jahallon. “War Father, hear me. It is like that last night at the Citadel. It is the same. Siddél is coming in all his wrath and power. He knows Lanyon is gone. He knows the talisman is gone. He is sure of his victory and he comes to secure it.”



Jahallon studied him. “How much time do we have?”



Bennek shook his head. “None. Can’t you hear him? He is almost upon us.”



“I can hear only the storm,” Jahallon admitted. Nevertheless he went swiftly to his weapons cabinet, where he seized two bows with quivers attached. He handed one to Uleál. “Go! Alert the sentries.”



Uleál charged out into the storm, while his wife directed their children down the stairs.



Bennek started to follow Uleál back outside, but Jahallon said, “Stay with me.”



Nurea had also risen from her place at the table; now she watched her husband, with eyes a shade of gray lighter than her hair. Age was slowly parting her from Jahallon, and still she held tight to a dignified beauty.



Jahallon turned to her. Bennek could not interpret the look they traded. “See that two companies are summoned to the walls,” he told her. “And then make yourself safe with the children in the library.”



Nurea’s eyes flashed at this last instruction, but she spoke no dissent. She turned and hurried to the stairs.





◆





The wind had risen by the time Bennek followed Jahallon outside. It drove the rain sideways and threatened to blow the sentries off the walls. It stirred up the cove into a cauldron of white foam. It gathered up massive waves and hurled them against the cliffs so that plumes of spray fell across the western battlement. It tried to keep Jahallon from reaching the north wall, but he crept and crawled against its brutal assault and Bennek followed behind him.






Once they reached the north wall, the battlement sheltered them and they went on quickly.



Uleál met them at the northeast corner. He shouted into Jahallon’s ear. Bennek could not hear what he said, but it didn’t matter. He knew the moment had come. He fitted an arrow to his bow and arose, standing sideways to the wind. Kina faced the storm beside him, her lips pulled back in a snarl.



Beyond the wall, a bank of clouds began to glow with an eerie blue light. They twisted and coiled and rolled together to form a monstrous man-shape that crouched in the sky above the wind-tossed fields.



The Inyomere glared at the city, a scowl on his fearsome face. He put forth his hand. A lightning bolt leaped from his fingers, sizzling overhead to strike the roof of the keep. The sky might have fallen in on itself so loud was the crash. Bennek lost his arrow in a wild shot. The sentries screamed out tardy warnings. Everyone could perceive Siddél now.



Jahallon climbed onto the battlement. Standing poised at the edge of the precipice, he drew his bow to its limit and let an arrow fly. Bennek leaned over the wall to watch its flight. The wind strove against it. Even so, it reached the monster, striking him in the chest. Siddél let loose a great wail of pain. He plucked at his chest, as a man will who is stung there by a bee, and yet he could not dislodge the arrow.



Jahallon already had another in his bow. He took aim again, and this arrow became a tiny black splinter in Siddél’s gray throat. The Inyomere howled and thrashed as blood sprayed, luminous, from the wound, blending with the rain that pummeled the northern wall. Bennek tasted the blood; he saw it fall in a dark stain across the stones around him. Then the Inyomere turned and fled north.



“War Father!” Bennek shouted over the roar of wind and rain. “War Father, did you see it? Pantheren’s arrow was still in his back!”



Already the rain was washing the blood away.



Jahallon jumped down from the battlement, as sentries came with lanterns. “I saw it. But what does it mean?”



Uleál unbent his bow, a look of wonder on his face. “It means we can wound him and weaken him! It must be that even Siddél’s great energies are not without limits.”



Perhaps it was so, for the storm was subsiding, even as the companies Jahallon had summoned arrived at last upon the walls.



“And still Lanyon is gone, sir,” Bennek said, as the cold of that winter morning coiled around his heart. “She has left us behind.”



Jahallon looked on him thoughtfully. “For how long, I wonder?”



“I don’t know, sir . . . perhaps you will see her again.”



She had been gone before 137 years . . . far, far longer than Bennek could ever expect to live.









Chapter 16







Pantheren, Jakurian, and Zavoy retreated with all haste before the storm, but they were not fast enough to outrun it. A blizzard rolled over them. Its swirling snows hid them from roaming packs of arowl, but hampered their return. The horses grew exhausted and could not carry them. They walked the last miles in deep snow and finally won their way back to the cavern as the day’s meager light faded.






No fodder remained for the horses, and with the storm and the depth of the snow, they had no prospect of collecting fresh feed. So Pantheren ordered the poor creatures slaughtered. What meat remained on them would be taken and preserved against the many days of winter still to be faced. But he left that work to others.



He felt feverish, and his fingers and toes and ears all ached from the cold. Huddling by the hearth with a blanket around his shoulders, he fell into a restless sleep filled with nightmares of leering arowl faces. Halméd came to sit with him. All that night, he chanted the healing spell. When Pantheren finally awoke in the morning, his fever had gone.



He washed himself, and Lehe came to him with a clean shirt and took away his soiled one. Then he settled again by the fire. His face was composed, but his heart was broken and on its crumbled fortifications he waged a great battle against despair.



Lanyon had gone on.



She had left him behind—left all of them behind—left them to the judgment of Jamu-karizen, because he had failed to protect her. She had not trusted him to come after her. She had not waited on a rescue. She had left—and he was furious with her for it, and he was angry with Zavoy, but mostly he was incensed with himself.



Most of the morning passed before he remembered the note she’d left, tucked into a glove dropped in the snow for him to find.



He fetched the note from the pocket of his coat. Sat down with it and smoothed the leather sheet against his thigh. To his distress, he discovered her bloody scrawl had faded almost to illegibility. He could barely make out her terse message in the fire’s dancing light:



War Father I am gone ahead. Flee the prairie. Do not wait here for me.



Much more was written on the sheet, though not in her hand. This other was a neat, precise writing. It underlay hers, each tiny character burned into the leather so that it could not be washed away. It read thus:






My Love—It happens sometimes we gain a knowledge we wish we did not have. So it was when I conceived the spell of the arrow. At first I did not have the courage for it. Then came that last battle at Nendaganon. We set the pits afire and unwittingly released the hordes of half-formed arowl as mad for their own deaths as for ours. It was my fault. We did not have to fight that battle. I knew already how to end the Long War but until then I lacked the courage for it. That day I made an oath that if we lived, I would do what must be done. But when I returned to the Citadel you were not there. You have always known my mind. You knew what I intended. And you fled from it. I prayed you would not return, that you would take our children and flee to Hallah. I wanted a reason to forget my oath, but Lanyon you held me to it. You recovered your courage and you came home. You have always known my mind. Do not pretend otherwise, now it is done. We have both sacrificed what we love and not for nothing. I will end Siddél’s terror. It is my duty, though it may also prove my death. By the accident of that night the arrow is blooded with my own spirit. It has become a channel of great forces. Lanyon, you would have died that morning if I had let you take the shot. You are brave and I know it is a sacrifice you would willingly make, but I could not allow it. It is my duty to end the Long War. And I have suffered as no one before me has suffered, and I have refused the release of death, so that I may finally be redeemed by it. I know as you read this you are frightened but you must endure. These beasts are mine. They obey me, and they will bring you safely to me. Know that I love you as I have always loved you. It is only in your arms that I have ever found peace.

Édan






Fresh rage filled Pantheren as he finished reading.



Édan!



Zavoy had guessed it rightly. Édan had sent his beasts to fetch Lanyon, and as she lay helpless in the grip of their abomination, he had them deliver to her an epistle of his innocence and of her complicity, crowing at her, You knew! You knew!



She had not known. And that morning outside Medesh, Édan had chosen his own redemption over an end to the Long War.



For a time, Pantheren stared into the fire, nurtured by a spark of hope: that Lanyon might come back someday, in some season while he yet remained in the world. After all, she had only gone ahead. She surely intended to return someday soon. She had written: Flee the prairie. Do not wait here for me.



Here. That one word, reconsidered, changed everything. Do not wait for me here. Do not wait on the prairie. Wait for me elsewhere. Shelter yourself in the cavern, and I will come back. That’s how Pantheren read it now.



Lanyon would not repeat her mistake with the spell of time; she would not be gone so long as before. No, she would surely return on a day, in a season, when hope still remained in the world.



He stood suddenly, startling those around him. “Zavoy!” he called out. “Where is Zavoy? Let us not sit about and stew in our despair. There is much still that can be done. There is much to prepare!”





◆





It was no easy task to rally the Samokeäns of the cavern. A day had passed since they’d driven the arowl from the keep. More than enough time for the battle fury to fade and shock to set in.






For the first time in their history, their sanctuary had been violated. They could no longer rely on the safety of their home. Three had died in its frantic defense, and many more had been wounded. Adding to that, the tentative hope they’d nourished for the future had vanished along with Lanyon and the talisman. The judgment of Jamu-karizen seemed near.



And the horses! Their beauty had stirred the people, waking in them a hope that the freedom their forebears had known might someday belong to them—but that dream had been surrendered to bloody necessity.



Then there was the hazard of the arowl carcasses. Fifty-one of Édan’s long-armed beasts had died within the cavern or just outside. The people had piled their slowly freezing bodies into a heap at the edge of the forest. More arowl would come to eat them—and discover the location of the keep.



Pantheren stood before them and acknowledged all this, still insisting hope remained. “This is not the last winter for us. There is a way forward, if we have the courage for it.”



Zavoy sprawled, despondent, in his chair beside the low-burning fire. “Jamu-karizen readies his judgment,” he said coldly. “Without the talisman, we have no future.”



“The talisman will return,” Pantheren declared. He looked around at all the people gathered in the hall, Marshal, Kit, and Jakurian among them.



He told them of Lanyon’s note and his certainty that she meant to come back in some near season. “But whether that time is short or long we must endure it.”



“As we have always endured,” Zavoy said.



“No. The time has come to put aside half-measures and all accommodation with the arowl.”



This roused the young chieftain. He stood, and demanded to know, “What accommodation have we ever made with the arowl?”



Luven answered him from where she sat beside Marshal: “Haven’t we always pretended to be them, with our masks and our illusions? We kept ourselves hidden, and gave the beasts no reason to fear us.”



Pantheren nodded, adding, “But now the keep has been breached and nothing is hidden.”



Zavoy slashed the air with his hand, a dismissive gesture. “All those arowl that violated our home are dead. They will spread no knowledge of us.”



Halméd spoke up against his cousin. “The carcasses on our doorstep will tell the tale plain enough.”



“We must tell the tale ourselves,” Pantheren insisted. “Long have you hunted the arowl in this forest, and for too long their tainted blood has leached into the land. No natural creature except flies will feed on them. Not the fox, or the crow, or the rat. Leaving the stench of their rotting carcasses to lure ever more of their own kind. This must no longer be allowed!



“We should continue to hunt these beasts as your people have always bravely done. But every beast that is killed must be burnt, starting with those that lie outside in the snow. Burn their poisonous carcasses and let the wind carry away their ashes and all scent of death. Let the forest heal.”



At first the only answer he received was a restive whispering. Then several of the people spoke almost at once:



“This is useless counsel! The smoke of burning corpses will only bring more arowl into Beyna Forest.”



“Truly, the smoke would draw every beast within a day’s run.”



“Even if we dared do it, there is no time. Only in the hours after the hunt may we gather food in some hope of safety.”



“You cannot ask us to burn the forest that sustains us!”



“The thorn trees do not sustain you,” Pantheren answered. “Their nature is like that of the arowl and it seems to me they thrive on arowl blood. Clear them from the forest! Burn their wood so that finer things may grow. Do I counsel you to gather firewood instead of food? I do! The horses have been sacrificed so that in these coming days we will not starve. The time to act is now! The arowl grow more plentiful while the people dwindle. Push them back! Or it will be too late.



“And if you are worried the smoke will be seen, then do the burning at night, but do it. Let the land be poisoned no longer. The Inyomere are gone and we are the only guardians left to it.”



“Pantheren speaks the truth!” Luven declared. She stood up. Her fierce gaze surveyed her kin, leaving no one untouched. “We were misled in our hatred of the Inyomere. Even so, we own the evil we’ve done. It is on us to do all we can to set it right.”



“The Inyomere cannot be replaced,” Zavoy countered. “For all that we regret our mistakes of the past, they cannot be made to come again.”



Luven set her hand on her belly, where her child was slowly growing. “Who is to say what is possible or impossible in this world? Let us mend our ways in full and take on this duty to serve the forest, to protect it and nurture it, for it is the right thing to do. It is a duty we owe to the Wild.”



“No, Luven,” Zavoy said, an angry curl to his lip. “My duty has always been to our people, and I will not follow a counsel that will bring all the arowl of Samokea down upon us!”



Luven did not flinch before her brother’s anger. “Do you accuse me of promoting such a counsel? The words of Pantheren are wiser than that. And I say it is easily within our power to do more than Pantheren has advised. I say that when we burn the bodies of the arowl we should set a prayer and a warning on each flake of ash that rises toward the stars. Let us bewitch the very smoke! Let us haunt the arowl with a dread of Beyna Forest, so that in time, none will see their way to set foot in these woods again.”



Silence followed this speech, but as Pantheren looked around at the pale, tired faces, he saw hope begin to stir. Whispers arose as people turned to those beside them.



“Is this our duty?”



“I think it is.”



“We must do something.”



Zavoy studied his sister, and it was not a loving gaze. “Who then is chieftain here?” he asked her.



Luven raised her chin. “You are our chieftain.”



“So you say, but all my decisions have lately gone awry and here you stand, arguing against me.”



Luven’s eyes flashed. “And when did it become your way to despise an idea because it is not your own?”



Zavoy drew back, stung by these words. But he did not deny their truth. Silence gripped the hall as he pondered. Pantheren waited with the others to learn whether Zavoy would choose hope or despair.



At last the young chieftain spoke, asking his sister, “This magic you speak of, do you know how it works?”



Luven smiled as a woman will who is amused by the folly of men. “Zavoy, you are our chieftain, and for good reason. It is only your skill that will let us succeed in this.”





◆





Such was the beginning of the Winter War. That evening the people prepared themselves to go forth, but they did not wear their arowl masks. They disguised themselves only with spells of confusion and concealment.






Their first task was to gather wood. Though the snowfall was lightest beneath the thorn trees, there wasn’t much fallen wood to dig out from the drifts. But Penrik soon discovered that the living branches were brittle in the winter. Using ropes and weights they broke off enough wood to build a great pyre. They piled the frozen carcasses on it and set the wood ablaze. As the arowls’ flesh thawed and burned, Zavoy chanted with Gorem, setting a spell of fear on the ashes and the smoke.



Near dawn, they heard an arowl pack howling in the distant reaches of the forest. The beasts drew near as the sun rose. Zavoy ordered everyone back to the keep.



They watched from the windows as the arowl came out of the forest. The beasts crept around the pyre’s red embers, whining plaintively. They appeared agitated, suspicious, jumping at shadows. Within minutes, they fled.



After that, Zavoy commanded that all the arowl masks should be taken outside and cast onto the pyre. “From this day, no arowl, living or dead, will be endured within Beyna Forest.” But he kept the mask of the Inyomere of the Stream, that it was his custom to wear.



On the next three nights the people cut and gathered more wood. They killed no arowl until late on the third night when they discovered a sleeping pack and destroyed it. They burned the bodies and again set spells of dread rising on the smoke.



All through that long winter, the Samokeäns of the Cavern patrolled Beyna Forest. They hunted arowl when they found them, and they learned to use their spells to create mazes of confusion that led competing packs to fall upon one another. All the bodies were burned.



They began to burn the thorn trees too. They cut down the small ones and piled their branches around the trunks of the grandfather thorn trees. All was set afire. Spells rose up with the smoke. And as the snow melted and spring stirred, a new spirit awakened within the forest, mysterious and unseen.



The people called this spirit an Inyomere, though it was not like the petty spirits they used to hunt. It did not work its influence on forest or stream or on any creature of the wood, but presided instead over the enchantments made by the Samokeäns of the Cavern. It gathered up their spells of confusion and despair that they had cast beneath the leafless trees and it changed them, making these spells willful and enlivened.



Moving like spinning tendrils of smoke, the spells crept beneath the trees, gathering at the edges of the forest where they grew into a misty boundary. As the trees shimmered with the first sparse, sparkling green of spring, Beyna Forest stood fenced all about with enchantment.



Arowl still howled beyond the border, but rarely did any beast find a way through the mist. Those few that did emerged from it dazed and befuddled, and were easily slain.



This Inyomere-that-Awakened had not yet shown itself to the people, but on quiet evenings a distant chuffing, sawing growl—like the call of a leopard—could be heard from the darkness beneath the trees. It reminded all within earshot that this land was guarded. The people listened, and sensed the spirit was pleased.



Sometimes though, a thick, cloying anger gathered beneath the boughs. Then the Samokeäns knew an arowl had stumbled past the mist. They took up their weapons and hunted down the beast, then burned the corpse, setting free another flurry of spells on the smoke.



Marshal could cast no spells, but he made prayers, and it seemed to him they were answered, for Luven’s belly grew full. The fear that had haunted him through the winter gave way to hope that their child might be born into a world that would welcome it.



The people now walked the forest in daylight. Many felt as if a madness had been lifted from them. With shame, Luven remembered the night she had tried to slay the tiny Inyomere of the brook where her fishing traps were laid. She went to that place often, seeking for it, but though she sensed its presence, she never did see it again.








Crows






Chapter 17







For all his life Kit had lived side-by-side with Marshal. Everything they did was shared, be it work or play or the danger of the hunt. Zavoy had grown up much the same way, with his sister Luven as his constant companion and confidante. But Marshal and Luven now preferred one another’s company, and as the spring advanced they often disappeared together into the forest. So it was natural that Zavoy and Kit found companionship with one another.






It became their custom to hunt the arowl together. In these forays they would leave at dawn and not return until after dark. But days had passed since they’d last found any arowl. The forest had grown so safe that on a morning in mid-spring Zavoy gave in to Lehe’s pleas, consenting to take her along on a hunt.



Kit didn’t like the idea. “She’s unaccustomed to venturing in the woods,” he grumbled. “She’ll just slow us down.”



“Why should we hurry?” Zavoy wondered. “Besides, I already promised her.”



Lehe did slow them down, not because she grew tired, but because she could not help stopping to examine everything along the way: the bright spring leaves, the contrasting bark of different trees, the curl of a young fern, the shining white petals of anemone flowers, the flitting shapes of songbirds. She turned to Kit, eyes shining with delight, questioning him on the names of things.



His resentment could not endure in the face of her enthusiasm, and he was not immune to her admiration. Before long, he took it on himself to teach her how to go softly and to track landmarks so she could not get lost—while Zavoy wandered on ahead.



In late morning the three stopped to drink at a brook. Then they lay awhile in sun-warmed grass, until a faint, plaintive wail sounded from the east. Lehe sat up, on her guard. “The arowl are hunting!”



“They are far away,” Zavoy assured her. “Beyond the wall of enchanted mist that bounds the forest.”



“We should go out there to hunt them,” Kit mused. He sat up too, as a chorus of distant howls answered the solitary voice. “Listen to them! They call to us. Ah, I cannot abide this quiet existence, hidden away behind the mist while the Wild still endures the abomination of Siddél.”



“But we’re safe here,” Lehe said in quiet protest. “I wouldn’t want to venture out into peril.”



“You should be safe always,” Zavoy assured her.



Kit started to say more, but a slight rustle in the forest interrupted him. Zavoy heard it too. They both stood, readying their bows, looking back along the way they had come. Without being told to, Lehe retreated behind them.



Several minutes passed. Finally, Kit whispered, “This is not the first time today I have heard a sound out of place.”



Zavoy nodded. “It seems we are followed, and not by our usual friend who moves always in graceful silence.”



This “friend” they had glimpsed many times in recent days. A large cat, always half-seen, slipping from shadow to shadow beneath the trees. It offered no threat, seeming only curious over their doings, and both were convinced it was the Inyomere-that-Awakened. But something else followed them now.



Very softly, Kit said, “Let’s flush it out. You wait here. I’ll circle around.”



Zavoy gave a slight shake of his head. “We have to stay together for Lehe’s protection.”



Lehe had grown bored of waiting. She’d wandered several steps farther along the stream, where she examined something on the ground. “Come see this!” she whispered, turning to them with frightened eyes.



They went to look. She directed their attention to the soft ground on the stream’s bank. “Are these arowl tracks? They’re so large and deep!”



Each print was in two parts, right and left, together making a rounded triangle. Zavoy puzzled over them, measuring them with his fingers, but Kit only had to glance at them. “They are deer tracks,” he said in disbelief.



Zavoy gave him an angry look. “That’s not something to joke about! You know there are no deer here. They were hunted out even before my father was born.”



“I know it! But these are exactly like tracks I have pursued a thousand times in Fathalia . . . though I confess I don’t know how such a thing can be. Perhaps I am wrong. Perhaps it’s only some sort of hoofed arowl—but let us discover the truth of it.”



He set an arrow to his bowstring. Then he crossed the water, following the tracks as they meandered up the far bank. Zavoy came after him, whispering to Lehe to stay close.



They had gone only a little way beneath the trees when Kit sensed a stir of motion amid a scattering of light and shadow. He froze. Zavoy crouched beside him. Several seconds passed. And then Kit spied a fawn, its tiny tail wagging, and nearby, almost invisible in the mottled light, a doe, moving in unhurried steps through the undergrowth. He gazed into the deeper shadows, and discovered two more does, each with its own fawn. As they moved away there came behind two young stags.



Kit bent his bow, taking careful aim at the smaller stag, but a jarring caw! from among the trees startled the pair. They leaped away just as Kit released his arrow—and the shot struck wood.



“They were deer!” Zavoy cried in astonishment as two large crows careened beneath the branches. With a rattle of wings, the birds settled on a nearby limb.



Lehe looked uncertain. “Kit? Is it so? Were those deer?”



Kit nodded, breathless with astonishment. “It is sorcery! Sorcery that we have seen deer and sorcery that I have missed them!”



Zavoy said, “If it is sorcery, it’s far beyond my learning.”



The crows cawed and rattled their wings, walking up and down on their branch.



Kit scowled at them. “You two would have had the leavings, if you’d waited but a moment longer to parade yourselves before us.”



They quieted, watching him closely with intent black eyes.



“A crow is a crow,” Zavoy said softly. “And yet I’m reminded of a pair of birds that came to watch us question the arowl on that day Lanyon disappeared. They too displayed no shyness before the people.”



Lehe was intrigued. “They listen to us. See how the smaller one cocks its head as we speak?”



“I have never seen birds behave thus,” Zavoy agreed.



“Let us go on quietly,” Kit said, wanting to make up for his missed shot. “We may get lucky and find these deer settled again.” He went to retrieve his arrow, but the crows took flight, sweeping past his shoulder and calling loudly as if to warn the deer, before circling about and landing again on the very same branch.



“They don’t want you to go on!” Lehe said in great excitement. “Perhaps there is some danger ahead.”



But the danger came from behind them. From the corner of his eye Kit sensed movement where none should be. He turned, an arrow cradled in his drawn bow.



“Hold up!” a frightened voice called to him. “Kit, Zavoy, it’s me, Penrik. And Gonly, too.” Young Penrik showed himself amid the brush beside the stream.



Gonly stood up beside him, saying, “We saw you hunting and did not call out lest we disturb your prey.”



“And for how long have you held off?” Kit wondered as they drew near. “It’s some time since we began to hear behind us the crackling of your passage.”



Penrik’s eyes flashed at this reproach. “I wonder you did not lay in wait for us. Here you are with Lehe to defend, and we might have been arowl.” He turned to her. “Lehe, you look as if you’ve had a fright. You are all right?”



She drew back, not seeming at all pleased with his attention. “I am with Zavoy and Kit. Of course I am just fine.”



Kit glanced at Zavoy. They agreed silently to say nothing, just yet, of the deer.



The pair of crows watched all this from their branch, discussing it between themselves in a soft warbling tongue.



Kit studied them suspiciously, and after a moment he addressed them again, “Will you not show yourselves?”



The crows cawed softly. Then they dissolved in a shimmering veil that lasted only a heartbeat before revealing two bird-sized Inyomere sitting on the branch where the birds had been. Lehe gasped, and Gonly reached for his bow, but Zavoy gestured at him to hold off.



In form the two spirits were like people, but tiny. If they’d been standing side-by-side with Kit, their heads would not have reached his knee. Fine black feathers covered them, and their bright eyes and their lips were black. They laughed at the surprise they’d caused, and the sound was full of harsh, croaking humor.



The smaller of the two displayed a perfect sense of balance as she stood up on the branch and addressed herself to Kit. “The Snow Chanter sends her greetings,” she said in a rough, grating voice.



“The Snow Chanter!” Kit cried in joy. “How does she fare, our beloved far mother? Has she endured the assaults of Siddél?”



The two feathered Inyomere laughed again. The one still seated rocked back and forth on the branch in his merriment. “It has been a terrible winter!” he lamented. “Terrible! Terrible! Who can recall such deep snows? Save for the Snow Chanter! Ha ha, she has drawn such strength from Siddél’s raging. Like to the Tayeraisa of old, she has become, she has!”



The tiny feathered woman then added. “All this winter we have breathed the smoke of your burnings! The taste of it is merriment.”



“It was meant to spread terror among the arowl,” Gonly said, disgruntled.



Both of the little Inyomere laughed uproariously.



“More than terror!” one cried.



“Stolen magic!” chortled the other.



“What is stolen?” Zavoy wanted to know.



“Siddél’s magic is stolen away from him by these fine spells,” the woman-spirit answered.



“Fine indeed! Fine indeed!”



She smiled at her companion. “The life Siddél breathed into each one of his beasts is freed by your fires. It returns to the Wild, and the Wild remembers what it should be. Life returns.”



“We are full of wonder,” Zavoy told them. “In our ignorance and folly we slew the Inyomere that once tended the life of this place and they never can return, yet a new spirit has arisen in their stead.”



“It is true! It is true!” sang the larger of the two.



The woman-spirit smiled joyously. “It is a mystery we cannot explain,” she confessed. “The Inyomere were wakened in the beginning of the world, and not since has another come forth within the Wild—until now! For this land is awake! It speaks not. Yet it listens. It watches. Tayeraisa will be much intrigued when we bring her this news.”



“Good news! Good news!” her companion cawed. “Good news to soothe her anger!”



The woman spirit became suddenly stern. “Her anger is very great! She says to Kit, ‘You failed to guard the little sister. Shall Siddél remain ever in the world?’”



At this, Kit was stricken with guilt, but Zavoy said, “Lanyon will come back, and it will not be so long. It cannot be. She knows our need.”



“Soon now, soon now,” warbled the tiny man-spirit. “Jamu-karizen agrees.”



The woman paced the branch. “Our Tayeraisa has gone again to Jamu-karizen. Again she has spoken for her children. She has said to him, there is a new magic in this burning. The prayers that arise from it are a poison to Siddél.”



“Wait and see. Wait and see.”



“Wait and see what will become of it. Wait and see if the talisman will return in some near season.”



“It is our hope,” Zavoy answered. “We wait for it as you do.”



“The Snow Chanter says it is not enough to wait.”



“Tell us then what we can do!” Kit pleaded.



“Go forth!”



“He is coming. He is coming.”



“For he is coming! Édan is coming. And maybe he knows more than we do of our little sister and her return. Go forth and thwart him that he may not stand again in defense of Siddél!”



“Find him! Find him!”



“Find him! Meet him on the prairie! He is there even now, with three of his warriors, seeking for our little sister. Do not let him be there when she returns. Cut him. Hurt him. Make him speak the spell that will separate him from his life! Send him forever away!”



“We will do this,” Kit agreed. “But will you guide us? Will you show us where he is?”



“Go through the mist, the mist. Beyond it, we will find you again.”



“He is coming. He is coming.”



Then together the two feathered Inyomere leaped from their branch, and in a twinkling they transformed again into crows of glittering black.



They sped away east beneath the branches.





◆





Zavoy told Gonly to take both Penrik and Lehe back to the safety of the cavern, but Gonly would not hear of it. “If it’s the command of our far mother the Snow Chanter that we should go forth in this hour to face Édan and his warriors, I will not shirk it. Let Penrik care for Lehe. He is young but adept with a bow, and she will be safe in his company.”






Lehe scowled, but Penrik was happy to do it. He had always hoped Lehe would someday be his wife and it caused him great ire to see her gaze so often turned to Kit.



“When Lehe is safe, then I’ll come after you,” Penrik promised, “and I’ll bring more warriors with me.”



“No,” Zavoy told him. “The crows didn’t fly to the cavern. They came here to us. They gave us this task. It’s not meant for all of our people to risk this venture. We three are enough.”



He told Gonly and Penrik of the deer they had seen; he showed them the tracks. Then he instructed Penrik to say they were following the deer and that they might be out throughout the night.



Penrik worried at this lie and Lehe protested it, but Zavoy asked her if she would prefer that her brother Halméd, and Marshal, and the others should risk their lives, and what if none of them came back? This put Lehe into tears. She begged that they should all return safe. But she promised to keep silent.



They parted, and in less than an hour Kit, Zavoy, and Gonly came to the wall of mist that fenced in the forest. It huddled beneath the branches, a heavy gray fog that refused to be driven off by the warmth of the sun. The shapes of trees could be seen just within it, but beyond that, nothing could be made out.



None of them had ever ventured into the mist before.



Zavoy reminded them, “All the arowl that have breached this wall have come through confused. Be prepared. We, too, may be affected by these vapors.”



“We stay together,” Kit declared. “No more than an arm’s length apart. I’ll go first.”



He stepped into the mist. Tendrils curled around him. He took several more steps—and confusion descended on his mind. All around him loomed the vague shapes of mist-shrouded trees, more or less the same in all directions. Nothing hinted at east and west, north and south. For the first time in his life, he felt he’d lost all sense of direction.



He reminded himself that this disorientation was a spell, an illusion. All he had to do to get through the mist was to keep going. But with every step, doubt grew. Was he going straight? Or had he already gotten turned around?



After a few minutes, he stopped. He looked all around at the mist. “Am I walking in circles?” he whispered.



Zavoy’s hand clasped his shoulder. “I cannot tell. I feel I am going mad.”



Gonly said, “We must find a landmark.”



Motion drew Kit’s eye. “Look there,” he whispered.



Off to the side, a shadow prowled within the mist. The silhouette of a great cat. It raised its head, seeming to gaze at them for several seconds, its long tail twitching. Then it turned away and headed off slowly between the trees.



“Ah,” Kit said with a sigh of relief. “We have not found a landmark, but a guide. Our friend has come to show us the way.”



He set off after the great cat, with Zavoy and Gonly following close behind.









Chapter 18







Neither Lehe nor Penrik had any experience telling lies, so when they returned to the cavern they said nothing to anyone about what they knew.






Only as dusk fell, with the hunters still not home, did Luven think to question Lehe. Then the story of the deer came out. Luven was too astonished to notice the tears standing in Lehe’s eyes.



That evening, there was much talk and excitement around the hearth, but Lehe and Penrik took no part in it. Pantheren wondered at this, and he wondered too that it should take Kit, a skilled hunter, all day and a night to track down the deer.



Several times that evening he went outside to wait and to listen. A light breeze rustled the forest, but no howl or wail of arowl marred the night.



Eventually, Pantheren lay down near the hearth in his usual place. The others had already gone to sleep, but sleep didn’t come for him. He got up again. Moving soundlessly, he left the hall, crossed the courtyard, and headed out again through the tunnel.



As he rounded the tunnel’s last bend he saw, to his surprise, two people silhouetted against the gleam of a starlit night. They stood just within the tunnel’s mouth, engaged in whispered argument.



“Who is awake and about at this late hour?” Pantheren asked.



A startled silence followed, until a meek voice answered, “It is Lehe, War Father. And Penrik is here.”



Penrik said, “We should be asleep. Zavoy said they would likely not be back this night. So I am not worried.” His tone belied him. He shifted nervously, a foot brushing dusty stone. “I am sure they will return in the morning. Lehe, won’t you come in?”



She answered him coldly, “Goodnight, Penrik.”



He sighed.



Pantheren pressed himself against the wall as Penrik headed inside. “Goodnight, War Father,” the youth said as he brushed past.



Lehe lingered at the tunnel mouth. Pantheren joined her there. Speaking softly, so that no one on watch at the windows above would hear, he asked her, “Will you not tell me all that happened today?”



The catch in her breath told him she was crying. In the starlight he saw her lift an arm to wipe her eyes.



“They were s-summoned beyond the mist,” she whispered—words that caused Pantheren’s heart to skip in fear.



In short, broken sentences Lehe told him of the crows, how they had startled the deer, and of the message they had brought from the Snow Chanter. “They have gone to fight Édan,” she concluded. “And it is likely they are dead now, and they will never come home.”



Grief swept over Pantheren. He bowed his head and pressed his hand to his eyes, sure that she was right. The fools! Thankfully, the darkness hid his despair from Lehe.



He drew a deep breath, recovering himself. “What’s done is done,” he said gruffly. “Still, I will go look for them.”



“But Édan . . .”



“He is likely long gone. And if they are wounded, I would know it.”



“War Father, the arowl are everywhere beyond the mist.”



“If it is hopeless, I will turn back. But come, you must help me prepare.”





◆





The stars provided light during Pantheren’s passage through the forest, showing him the shapes of the trees. His own shape was hidden from any eyes that might be watching, for Lehe had called over him the Hunter’s Veil.






Pantheren came to the mist, a looming darkness that consumed the trees. As he walked into it, its tendrils reached out to greet him, creeping past his face, brushing his skin with dry and powdery fingers until he was enfolded in it. Then he could see nothing. Not stars above, nor the trees around him. Not even the ground that held him up. Confusion came over him and he felt himself utterly lost.



Soft fur brushed his hand.



He flinched away, and drew his sword from his back scabbard. But he could not see where to strike.



The touch of fur again, this time accompanied by a soft, soothing, rumbling purr. Reaching out, he discovered the powerful, angular shoulders of what he guessed to be a great cat. The Inyomere-that-Awakened. It had to be or he would surely be dead. He sheathed his sword. Then rested his hand again on the Inyomere’s shoulders.



“I am ready,” he said softly.



The cat set off. Pantheren went with it, feeling the rise and fall of its shoulder blades as it walked. Confusion did not leave him. The beguiling mist made him feel as if he walked in circles. But the great cat knew the way. Before long, they emerged together on the eastern boundary of Beyna Forest.



Beneath the starry sky Pantheren could just make out a rolling land, covered in tall grass but mottled here and there with dark patches that might have been outcroppings of rock or groves of stunted trees. The night was quiet, unpolluted by any lamentation of arowl. The world might have been at peace—except that a soft breeze from the east brought with it a faint and intermittent stink that Pantheren knew too well as the aftermath of battle.



He turned to look for the cat, only to discover it had gone—vanished back into the mist, or so he guessed. “I thank you,” he whispered. Then he set off, walking at a swift pace, letting the breeze guide him.



He’d gone hardly a mile when he came on the corpse of a dire wolf. He could just make out the dark stains of arrow wounds in its chest, infested with the pearly gleam of maggots. It heartened Pantheren to know the arrows had been retrieved. But as he went on he found more scattered kills with arrows still in them.



The breeze hissed through the tall grass, and as he walked, the grass swished against his legs. He heard no other noise until suddenly there came, from out of the darkness, a wet snort.



In seconds, he had an arrow nocked.



But he held his shot. Through the darkness he could just make out the silhouette of a riderless horse, ears pricked, head turned in his direction. The Hunter’s Veil disguised him from its sight, but the air still carried his scent. The horse snorted again, questioning. Debating whether to bolt or to seek him out.



Was it Édan’s horse? He couldn’t bring himself to believe it. More likely it belonged to one of the warriors who rode with Édan. It astonished him the horse had survived even a few hours alone in this land, where living arowl were so common.



And where were the beasts? Where were the packs that should have been drawn in by the stink of corpses? Their absence struck him as peculiar, even suspicious.



The horse nickered. Pantheren answered it in a soft, soothing voice. “Here now. We’ll help each other.”



It came to him, still wearing a bridle and saddle. He ran his hands over it, but found no wounds. So he tightened the cinch, climbed into the saddle, and rode on, led east by the wind and the smell of death it carried.



After another mile, still in open grassland, he found the battlefield. A rock outcropping stood up against the starlight, only two-tenths of a mile to the east. It would have offered some hope of shelter to the men, and Pantheren guessed they’d been fleeing toward it when the arowl surrounded them.



Arrow-studded corpses lay strewn across the trampled grass. Mostly they were arowl. But Pantheren found among them a dead horse, its flesh partly consumed. A few steps farther on, he saw the head and backbone of another horse. He found no remnant of the warriors who must have fallen there, but such absence was not evidence of their survival. Pantheren well knew the arowl would consume the bodies of the men they killed even before a battle was done.



He came to the fierce heart of the struggle, where there were so many arowl corpses they lay against one other. He got down from the horse. It tossed its head and its eyes rolled in alarm as he led it among the dead. He kept a tight grip on the reins, wondering again why no living arowl had followed the foul breeze to such bounty.



Then he discovered the body of a man. It lay facedown, three arrows in the back. By his size and the gear he carried, Pantheren knew it to be Gonly.



He removed the arrows, examining them with his fingers and finding them well-crafted, certainly not made by arowl. With the arrows out of the way, he turned the body over. Stiff. Gonly had been dead many hours. His open eyes appeared weirdly white in the starlight. Strangely, his body was whole. No beast had come to feed on him.



Pantheren found Zavoy next, seeing his pale hand where it reached from beneath the hewed and bloody carcasses of two were-beasts. He tethered the horse to a stake, then worked to drag aside the dead arowl. Sticky blood covered Zavoy, but Pantheren could discover no wound, so he concluded it was the blood of arowl. Still, the stiffness of the body affirmed that Zavoy was certainly dead.



Pantheren stood up again. Now he must look for Kit, though no hope abided in his heart. To the night he whispered, “Ah Kit, you young fool. Why did you do it?”



To his astonishment, a hoarse, perplexed voice answered him: “War Father? Do I dream?”



Pantheren was so startled he shivered and drew back, while the horse snorted, pulling at its tether. “Kit!” he called softly. “Kit, speak again. Help me to find you.”



“I am here.”



Following his voice, Pantheren found him just steps away, curled up on a patch of trampled grass as if determined not to be touched by the arowl corpses encircling him. Yet he reeked of blood. Beneath his coat his shirt was soaked with it. Pantheren eased him onto his back. An ugly bite-wound had torn open the right side of his face; starlight glinted off the white pearls of fly eggs that infested it.



Pantheren brushed the eggs away, and to his surprise discovered the wound neither hot nor swollen.



Kit’s eyes sparkled as they fixed on him, and again Pantheren shivered. Had Lehe’s veiling spell already faded? She was young, but still a powerful witch and her spell should have lasted many hours.



Kit said, “War Father, beware. Édan is still here.”



More than a shiver, he shuddered this time.



Ah, but this explains so much!



He had wondered at the absence of living arowl. He knew now it was the will of the sorcerer that kept them away. And it would be nothing for Édan to dismiss Lehe’s spell.



Pantheren reached for his sword. But a close rustle in the darkness, followed by the prick of a spear point against his throat, put a stop to that action.



Édan spoke in a tired voice, asking, “Have you also come to kill me?”



Pantheren’s breathing became deep and measured. “Édan. If I knew how to do it, I would.”



The spear tip did not waver. “But you cannot. It cannot be done. Therefore, do not make me kill you. It is evil for the people to bring harm to one another.”



Kit took issue with these words. He tried to sit up. But he had lost so much blood he had no strength for it. Still, he protested, “The Snow Chanter commanded we should attack him . . . that we make him speak the spell to unwind his life.”



Édan kept his voice low, but he could not contain his outrage. “I have heard your tale of the Snow Chanter and I accept it as truth, but it is not the place of the Inyomere, not even our far mother, to stand in judgment of the people. Didn’t our war with Siddél begin with such an act of judgment? Yet at the command of an Inyomere you attacked us, though we came to your defense. We did not have to help you. The arowl weren’t aware of us. We could have left you to your fate.”



Kit’s answering whisper was laced with horror. “We attacked only you.”



“Yet who lives? Only you and I.”



Pantheren felt the spear withdraw from his throat. But Édan warned him, “Do not think me harmless because I can’t yet walk.”



“I would never make that mistake.” He turned to look at the sorcerer, but though he could see Kit clearly, and the corpses of arowl all around, where Édan should have been he perceived only a vague presence that faded even as he strove to see it more clearly.



Pantheren flinched as Kit clutched his coat. “War Father, what Édan says is true. The arowl surrounded us. Édan rode in ahead of his people. He rode through the arowl to defend us.”



“Lie quiet,” Pantheren urged him, but Kit would not.



“I was afraid, and I forgot my duty. But Gonly remembered. He leaped on the back of the horse. Three times he stabbed Édan before arrows felled him. Then I too remembered why we had come. I brought down Édan’s horse, and Zavoy attacked him, cutting his legs so he couldn’t walk . . . just the same as he cuts the arowl. Then he tormented him with his knife . . . as he does to the arowl . . . and I . . . I helped him by keeping the beasts away. But I should have let the arowl bring us all down, for we are evil, all of us.”



“Lie quiet,” Pantheren urged him again as he pried Kit’s fingers from his coat.



“I thought Édan was the worst of us,” Kit whispered.



Édan hissed, and Pantheren said, “Hush.”



But Kit spoke on with desperate speed, as a man will who feels the approach of death. “He murdered his own children. He created the dire wolves. He let Siddél live when Lanyon would have destroyed him. I thought he was the worst, but now I am less sure. Zavoy would not relent. He was my friend, but in those last moments I hated him. Édan finally killed him, though I don’t know how, and the arowl overwhelmed me. They knocked me to the ground. I thought I was gone from this world. And I was glad to go . . . yet I woke again in the night, and all was quiet and only Édan was here with me.”



“I’m here now,” Pantheren assured him.



“Don’t rescue us, War Father. Let the arowl come. Édan must finally die when we are consumed.” And because Kit had exhausted himself, he lay back against the ground, his eyes closing in a swoon.



Édan sighed. “He is distraught by what he has seen and done. It’s the curse of our age that right and wrong are not always easy to judge.”



“We must judge them, all the same.”



“I know some of your history, War Father. My people told me you faced Siddél and did not flinch, but drove the monster away with your arrows. It was you who saved my freedom.”



“Do not misread it. I was defending Lanyon.”



“And for that I am grateful as well.”



“Have you come here to look for her?” Pantheren asked him. “You must know she has gone away. Gone away again into time.”



“I know it. And yet you wait for her, do you not?”



Pantheren answered this warily, “I don’t know when she will return. A hundred years, maybe.”



“I don’t know either,” Édan admitted. “And I cannot wait for her here on the plain.”



“Siddél is hunting you.”



“Yes.” Édan shifted. The grass crackled. “War Father, I don’t know you, but I have known men like you. You are sustained by your honor, and your devotion to others. I know you are devoted to Lanyon.”



There came again the rustle of movement. For the first time Pantheren saw the outline of Édan’s shape, crouched against the ground. He held out a hand. Pantheren saw that hand clearly. A delicate chain dangled from his fingers. An amulet hung on the chain. It had the shape of a tiny bird no bigger than a thumbnail, and it flashed and sparkled in the starlight.



“Take it,” Édan urged him.



“I need no gifts from you.”



“It is not a gift. It is a choice.” The amulet spun, glittering, looking as if it was about to take flight. “Lanyon will return. If it should chance that you find her before I do, I ask that you keep both her and the talisman safe. And if you choose, if it seems wise to you, I ask that you summon me. Release this bird to the air. I will hear its song and come, and I will throw down Siddél. I will end the Long War. But it is your choice. Keep silent if you will. Keep your voice chained about your neck and the Long War will go on and on and on, until the last of the people are finally driven back into the sea.”



Pantheren deduced he was under a spell, for without any decision he accepted the chain and fastened it around his neck.



Édan leaned forward, but proximity did not reveal his features. He might have been the very spirit of darkness. Still, his hand was real enough as he set it against Kit’s forehead. In a quiet voice he chanted the healing spell. Pantheren felt the spell’s power as it moved through the Mere.



Kit shuddered. His eyes fluttered open. Édan spoke to him gently. “Remember what I have done for you. I defended you. I did not let the arowl have you. I did not let you die. Even now, I hold the beasts away.”



“I will not help you!” Kit insisted, thrusting himself up on an elbow. He reached for a knife that was not in its sheath. In frustration, his voice breaking, he said, “I will not help. Do not ask me again.”



“Be at peace. I do not need your help anymore.”



“Nor will I help you,” Pantheren warned.



“War Father, you have already given me all the help I need.”



Without warning, Pantheren felt his heart frozen into stillness. He groaned and fell facedown in the blood-soaked grass, sure that his chest must soon tear open. The horse sagged to the ground in the same moment. Kit cried out in rage. He rolled over, reaching for Édan—too late. The sorcerer had already dragged himself away. He reached the horse, freed it of its tether, and climbed onto its back.



Then he released his spell.



The horse lunged to its feet, and Pantheren felt his heart beating again. He gasped and rolled over, staring in astonishment at the stars. Dizziness made his head spin. Even so, he pushed himself to sit up, then tried to stand—though he could not, not yet. Hunkered against the ground, he glared up at Édan. The sorcerer was a silhouette, hunched in the saddle.



Remembering the spear Édan had dropped, he reached for it as Édan turned the horse and urged it to a run. Pantheren hurled the spear after him, but it fell far short.



At a safe distance, Édan reined the horse in. In a voice that carried easily in the quiet night he said, “You say you serve the Snow Chanter, she who lives again only because my arrow freed her from the ice. She who has called for my death. Return now to her protection. Let her hide you again, from the arowl and from my sight. But let her know that I am neither her enemy, nor yours. And consider what I have said to you, and what I have done for you, and know that when I have killed Siddél, I will set all things right.”



Pantheren reached for his bow, but before he could set arrow to bowstring Édan vanished, veiled by spells or swallowed by night.





◆





Pantheren worked quickly, knowing that with the sorcerer gone, arowl would soon come.






He lashed together the shafts of spears to make the frame of a crude travois. He used his coat for a cloth platform, but it was not enough, so he took the coat from Zavoy’s body and used that too. Then he lifted Kit onto it.



“My weapons,” Kit whispered.



Pantheren went to look, and found his bow, his sword, and his knife, all lying close.



Only one more thing to do.



“I’ll be close by,” he assured Kit.



He returned to Zavoy, taking from him a necklace and his knife to give to Luven, then gathering similar tokens from Gonly. He spent a few more minutes laying out the bodies of the two men, side by side, in honor beneath the stars: the Chieftain of Samokea and his forever-rival. He did this for them, though he knew what their fate must soon be.



Finally, Pantheren set out, hauling the travois. It took great effort, and he regretted the horse Édan had taken. “Kit, I shall never call you a boy again,” he promised, the first time he stopped to rest. “I am sure you weigh as much as any man.”



Pantheren had to rest many times, and he often had to stop to untangle the travois from brush, or lift it over the creeks that snaked through the grassland. His progress was so slow, the rising sun found him still on the prairie. Not long after, he heard the howls of a distant pack of arowl.



Nothing to do but press on.



After a time, the tone of the pack changed. Its manic screams told him the beasts had discovered the battlefield, and the bodies of Gonly and Zavoy.



Though exhausted and out of breath, he kept on, not stopping to rest any more. He could see his goal, the edge of the forest, a few minutes slow walk ahead. But as those minutes passed, the noise of the pack shifted again, this time to a hunting chorus. They had found his trail.



He did not look back, but hurried on as quickly as he could manage. The howling grew louder, and louder still. The first crude arrows hissed in the grass around him—but by then, the edge of the mist was only steps away. He stumbled toward it, the travois bumping behind him.



And the mist took him in.



It rolled around him and enfolded the travois, but the arrows still fell, all too close, and confusion descended on his mind.



Which way to go? He could not tell. Worse, the arowl had caught up to him. They’d entered the mist and now their baying and screaming surrounded him, so close he wondered that he did not feel the hot breath of the beasts—yet he could not see them. He saw only the vague shapes of trees. Then the travois caught on a root. Pantheren stumbled to his knees, and Kit cried out in fear.



“Hush now, son,” Pantheren told him, feigning a confidence he did not feel. He feared they would not be allowed to return to Beyna Forest.



But then he heard people’s voices. They sounded incensed and unnerved as they argued with one another over who should go to hunt the arowl howling so close on the boundary of the forest. Marshal declared that Luven and Lehe must stay behind and Halméd agreed. But Luven had a warrior’s heart. “I am not afraid! And I must find Zavoy!”



Pantheren let the sound of their argument guide his feet. The baying of the arowl fell behind as he made his way through the mist and came again into Beyna Forest.



Lehe was there. She saw him first and cried out. They all rushed to him, among them Jakurian, Penrik, Gorem, and several more.



Marshal went to his knees beside his cousin, awash in relief that Kit still lived. But both Luven and Gorem looked to the mist, waiting to see who else might come through.



Pantheren sighed. How many times had he delivered this same news? He went to them.



Luven looked at him and shook her head, eyes wide with fear. “No,” she whispered. “Don’t say it.” She started to back away, but Gorem put an arm around the younger woman’s shoulders.



“They are both dead,” Pantheren said gently. “They died fighting.” Luven’s whole body shook as he gave her the tokens he’d gathered. He told them, “Together they captured Édan, but they could not hold him.”









Chapter 19







For a time, Luven was undone by her grief. She lay in bed, in the little room she shared with Marshal, and wept. A witch light surrounded her with cool radiance, but it could not touch the darkness in her heart. She and Zavoy had begun life together in their mother’s womb and they had shared every day since. It did not feel possible to her that she could exist in the world without him.






Her despair might have swallowed her whole but for Marshal’s voice, reaching out to her past her suffocating grief—“Luven, Luven, hear me. You must be strong. Remember our baby yet-to-be-born. Do not let Édan take its life. Do not let Édan take yours.”



Édan.



She shuddered at the name, and yet it brought her strength. It brought her purpose.



After a few days, she arose from her bed. She returned to her duties. But she was quieter now, and as the days passed she spent many hours in the library—a place she had only rarely visited before.



Gonly’s widow, Gorem, often joined her there.



Gorem was the eldest of the clan, as old as Pantheren and a powerful witch. There among the manuscripts, she and Luven conspired together.



After grief, there comes a need for revenge.





◆





Luven waited for a night when heavy clouds gathered above Beyna Forest. Not knowing if she would ever see Marshal again, she took him to bed early, and her love-making was serious and impassioned. Afterward, she lay quietly in his arms until his breathing told her he had fallen deeply asleep.






To ensure he would not stir before dawn, she called on a spell to entrance him and bind him to his dreams. Then she arose and made ready to leave, dressing herself in loose trousers and Marshal’s spare shirt—her own would not fit over her ripening belly. She put on a warm coat. Then she opened a small chest where she kept a few precious things.



Upon his death, Zavoy’s clothes had been distributed to the other men, and his quills and paper had gone to the library. But the mask of the Inyomere of the Stream, which he had gotten from their father, was hers now.



She held it up in the faint glow of the witch light, gazing at its wilted, silvery face, denying the tears that wanted to come. Then, with a last look at Marshal, she left the room.



Moving with a hunter’s grace, Luven descended the stairs, slipped past her sleeping kin in the hall, and entered the courtyard. Gorem stood watch on the ledge, a silhouette against the starlight filling the central window. She signaled to Luven that all was quiet. No one was awake to stop her leaving.



Luven entered the tunnel, emerging moments later to hurry across the meadow, toward the darkness beneath the trees. The night air tasted of coming rain.



Once within the trees, Luven created a tiny light in her palm that let her see where she was walking. She made her way north, hurrying beneath storm clouds, drawn on toward a flicker of distant lightning.



She’d gone perhaps three miles when she met the storm. There was no prelude. One moment she was dry, the next, a curtain of rain swept over her, soaking her within seconds. Lightning came with it, sizzling over the forest, each strike starkly illuminating the trees, denying all color, revealing only cruel light and cowering shadow as thunder crashed overhead.



Luven had made a pact with Gorem that they would destroy Édan. But they did not possess the power, either alone or together, to do such a thing. They’d agreed that only Siddél could bring down the sorcerer. So Luven had come to make an alliance with the great Inyomere.



At the edge of a wide meadow, she dismissed her little light. Then she stripped off her coat, exposing herself to brutal cold, but her comfort did not matter. Ignoring her own shivering, she pulled on the mask of the Inyomere of the Stream and in a soft voice she summoned the spell to enliven it. A faint blue gleam enfolded her. She became the image of the water spirit, swollen with potential, as a drop of water, a moment before it falls.



In this guise she entered the meadow, flooded now with rain and the overflowing water of a wending stream. She splashed through pools and runnels until she stood well away from the trees, knee-deep in drowning grass.



Lightning crackled in the sky above her. She did not shrink from it. Instead, she lifted her gaze to the storm and called out the name of Siddél, again and again, in a voice that did not quaver. She prayed to him to come, come, come down from the sky to hear her entreaty.



Her prayer reached him between the crashing peals of his thunder, and he came. He loomed above her, a dark spirit leaning down from the clouds, his shape outlined in a faint glow of crackling energy. Luven’s hair stood on end within the mask as she faced him, awestruck at the proximity of his power—yet he was not invulnerable. The feathered ends of two arrows protruded from him, one in his throat, another in his chest. Both wounds festered and oozed. She wondered at this, but it did not affect her purpose.



She played the role of the gleaming water spirit, saying, “Blessed One, let me serve you. I know of your hunt for the sorcerer, he who is called Édan, and I have seen him.”



Her heart beat hard and she trembled, knowing that if her disguise was going to fail, it would fail now—and if he suspected her true nature, he would strike her down.



But he only leaned closer, demanding in a fearsome voice, “Where have you seen him?”



Behind the mask, Luven smiled, triumphant. Her gambit had worked. He saw only what she wanted him to see—a water spirit, eager to collude with him against the people.



She answered him meekly as she suspected a petty water spirit should. “I saw him on the prairie some nights ago. He stopped with his horse to drink at a stream. Then he rode on toward the east, under a clear sky agleam with stars. You were very far away and did not hear my prayer.”



“My reach is wide and many prayers pursue me.”



“Let me serve you,” she pleaded. “Give to me a prayer that you will hear, no matter the distance or the clamor of other voices. And when I see him again I will summon you, for Édan is a wicked creature, and I would not have him set foot again in my sacred waters.”



Siddél consented. He created a spell that would summon him, no matter the distance. Luven gasped as she perceived it. She fell to her knees, nearly undone by the strength of it.



Siddél took no notice. He went on, riding the storm south, leaving the little water spirit struggling with his gift.



Luven studied it, strove with it, and finally she perceived its name and possessed it. It became her spell, to use the next time Édan dared to venture near to Beyna Forest. And he would come. He must come, to find Lanyon when she returned to the world.



“So I have done it,” she said softly, slipping off the silvery mask of the Inyomere of the Stream. It astonished her that she had made an alliance with Siddél, who was her enemy and the enemy of all the people.



And wasn’t it a clever justice to use one enemy against another?



Luven shivered and slipped her coat back on. A worm of doubt tried to trouble her mind, but she ignored it.








◇ ◇ ◇
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