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AS EVERY AUTHOR TENDS to use a slightly different form of ranking for magic, as well as different power sources (also given different names), it may become difficult to keep track of which story uses which format. Thus, this text reference has been provided just to keep things straight.

Power sources – which determine the kind of mage – in this novel are called Elements. The eight are as follows: Earth, Wind, Flame, Water, Dream, Song, Blood and Soul.

The ranks of magic users in this story are as such:

Apprentice

Mage

Hunter/Singer/Healer/Weaver (dependent on Element)

Brother/Sister

Master/Mistress
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1 Chayda
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THE ICY RAIN LASHED down with a fury, and the hooded figure pulled her cloak tightly to her chin. It didn't stop the rain from finding the one spot on her cloak where it had developed a leak, however, and Chayda was painfully reminded of her decision to just leave it until she got to the next city. Well, she was at the next city now, and her back was soaked through.

She kicked her battered boots on the muddy ground, noticing through her misery that at least they didn't leak. As though Ka'Heera the Trickster had been listening, she misstepped and placed her foot in a puddle, where she discovered that yes, she did have a hole in her left boot. And if that wasn't enough, the puddle had amassed in a pothole in the old road, and she ended up sprawled on the street with a facefull of mud. She clambered back up, dripping with mud and water, and cursed fluidly.

"This is just great! Wonderful! Hit the poor girl while she's down, why don't you!" she shouted at the cloud filled sky as she wiped the worst of the mud off of her face with the hem of her only slightly cleaner cloak. The freezing rain helped some, but it beat at her face, making her skin ache from both the pain and cold. It occurred to her that, with her current luck, the Trickster probably would send something else at her, and she swore again and scanned the closed and shuttered windows for any sign of an inn or hostel.

There were none of the hanging signs that had marked an inn or tavern in the rest of the cities and towns she had traveled through, and the mud-covered figure sighed. Just before she turned off onto an alleyway, the traveler saw a faint shape at the end of the street. She took a few steps forward and saw that yes, it was the sign she had been looking for.

"Thank you," she muttered ungraciously as she hurried down the road before Ka'Heera decided she wasn't wet enough.

The tavern she ended up standing before had an old sign hanging in front of it that proclaimed the building to be The Forest Green. She snorted; the nearby smattering of trees was no comparison to the forests she had grown up in, although in recent years she had passed through some that impressed her.

The woman shoved the door open and walked through the busy tavern. It wasn't too crowded, but all of the patrons – hard looking men – seemed to want their food and beer, and want it now. She did too, of course, but she didn't have quite the appearance to be able to demand it. She dropped down on a wooden bench fairly close to the fire. Sighing with content at the heat that began to seep through her almost numb bones, she removed the drenched cloak and spread in on the bench next to her to dry. After quickly straightening her hair with her fingers, she signaled one of the serving women.

A dark-haired woman scurried over, her hands already filled with mugs from the customers wanting refills. Her plain clothing was fairly neat, and it was nowhere near revealing enough to mark the woman as a whore, so the traveler suspected that she might be some relation to the tavern's owner.

"What'll you be having, then?"

"Whatever's cooking," she ordered. "Just as long as it's warm and fresh. And a tankard of something strong. A big one."

Chayda leaned her back against the table to face the fire and spread her arms out, trying to get dry. Her clothes clung with uncomfortably intimate dampness to her body, and she wished with all of her heart and soul for a nice, dry change of clothing. But she knew that the rest of her clothing would be wet enough to be uncomfortable from the deluge.

What did I do to deserve this? she moaned. It isn't bad enough that I have to be out here, I have to be wet while I do it. And, with my luck, all of the rooms will be booked for the night.

I'll never understand people who like traveling.

The woman returned bearing a wooden bowl with a large piece of bread balanced precariously on the edge and a large tankard. She somehow managed to plant them in front of the wet woman without dropping anything, and then put her hands on her waist. "Will that be all, then?" she asked.

"You wouldn't happen to have any rooms free? Just for the night. Nothing fancy..." The traveler looked hopefully at her. "I can pay for it, don't worry about that."

"There's a small one upstairs, at the end of the hallway," the serving woman suggested. "Five coppers, just for the night, seven if you want to use the bathhouse."

"Oh yes," she confirmed as her wet brown hair slowly stopped its dripping. "That will do very well." She fumbled in her belt pouch with half-numb fingers and ended up with two silvers. Shrugging, she handed them over. "This," she informed the waitress, just to make sure that there were no mistakes, "is for the room and meal, and this one," she dropped the other into her hand, "is to keep me in refills for however long I end up down here for. Of something strong. You can keep any change, if you like."

"The silver will get you about fifteen tankards," the other told her dryly.

"Oh. That's about right, then." The serving woman gave her a strange look, but shrugged and put the coins in her apron pocket.

"Here's your key, then. Last one down on your left. You got to be out by noon tomorrow, though, or we charge you for another night." She nodded, and accepted the key. That had been the policy at the last place she'd stayed the night, and she'd been forced to leave farmers' barns fairly early on in the morning.

She turned her attention to the food, and began happily spearing the chunks of stewed meat onto her eating knife. The food was much better than anything she could cook herself, and the meat far better than the stringy rabbits and dry little birds that she came across. But her bow kept her fed, if not living in the lap of luxury. She sipped the drink and made a face; it wasn't much stronger than water.

She had just wiped the last of the juice from the bottom of the polished wood bowl when the door opened again, and thirty men and women streamed in. All but one of them moved to the tables, chattering garrulously as they dropped onto the benches. Two of them – a man and a woman – ended up at Chayda's table, but she didn't say anything about it. It was probably for the best, as they didn't even seem to notice her. The leader, a dark-cloaked man of average height, promptly entered a heated argument with the tavern master. It only lasted for a few moments, and then he turned back to his people.

"Heya Ravens!" he called. "Food and lodging's covered by the purse, but if you're wanting drinks, you can pay for them yourselves!" There were replying calls, some amused, some mock-annoyed, but approving in an over-all fashion. The serving-women bustled to take this new source of income's order as the leader joined the other two at her table.

"Koras," the burly, blond man who sat at her table demanded of the leader. "Are you trying to keep us from getting drunk, or trying to save money?"

"A little of both, to be honest," Koras admitted with a faint smile. His expression turned dreamy. "Can you imagine it? Setting off one morning, on time for a change, without you and Elan nursing headaches and all of Fox 'I-told-you-so'-ing each other until half the day is over. And you actually saying something that isn't a grunt before noon."

The blond rolled his eyes, but the brown-gold haired woman who sat with them laughed. "To Rohan waking up on time, then," she chuckled, raising her arm as though to propose a toast. "Around the same time that pigs learn to fly."

"Wench," Rohan murmured, although with a note in his voice that suggested that they went through this often. He looked across the table and seemed to notice her for the first time, and then turned to his friend. "Well, Aeres, I'll bet I don't have half the hangover that she does," he noted, gesturing at Chayda with his chin.

Surprised, the traveler looked down, saw four empty mugs resting in front of her, thought back a bit and did some quick mental calculations, and realized that she'd already drunk around seven of her fifteen drinks. A vague part of her mind wondered if it would be worth ordering another set, or if it would take too long. "It's not the strongest I've had," she muttered.

"What is it?" Koras asked.

"That's an excellent question," she replied wryly. The serving-woman came over just then, though, so she turned the question to her. "Heya, what would this be?"

"Blackthorn wine," the woman answered swiftly, and then glanced down at the four empty vessels with open surprise. The three exchanged a quick glance that told her that blackthorn wine was one of the stronger drinks in the area. She sighed inwardly; it wasn't her fault that the Laesadryn, her people, were nearly immune to the effects of alcohol. The concentration of alcohol that it would take to make her as drunk as any other would have been after drinking as much blackthorn wine as she had would have floored these people after a few sips.

"I doubt I've her endurance," Rohan decided, amused. "I'll have a bowl of stew, if you please, and a mug of something not quite as strong."

"I'll have the same," the woman agreed, and the leader nodded. The serving woman hustled away to get the bowls, and perhaps to exchange gossip with her fellow serving men about a woman who'd drunk more than four tankards of blackthorn wine and was still coherent. There was no doubt in Chayda's mind that others would come around to observe this for themselves, if discretely and under the guise that they were serving food.

Her ears turned warm as she realized that it wasn't the employees of the tavern that scrutinized her. Koras, chin resting on steepled fingers, was regarding her with an unwavering stare, deep brown eyes taking in her muddy, tattered cloak, her still-damp clothing and her tangled, roughly cut brown hair. She knew what he saw; a sharply defined face, with a pair of grayish green eyes framed by nearly invisible eyelashes, a small nose, and a stubborn chin. She stared back, unwilling to be the first to look away. His face was built on square lines, with a strong chin and a nose whose bend suggested that it had been broken at least once. Brown hair, dark from the rain outside but with lighter streaks that spoke of long hours spent in the sun, was cut to his chin, with loose bangs hanging in his eyes.

"Koras," he offered along with his hand after a long moment.

She accepted the grip, returning with her own name. "Chayda."

He leaned back, crossing his ankles comfortably. The stew appeared in front of the band, but he ignored it for a moment. "You'd not happen to have any skill with that, would you?"

"I don't miss," she replied flatly. "I don't always get a heart or eye shot, but I never completely miss my target."

He nodded approvingly. "What of swordplay?"

"I'm not quite as good there. A fair hand, I suppose." She frowned. "Why?"

"Koras!" the blond Aeres protested with a hint of exasperation in her voice. "Are you going to put every person we meet through this? Honestly." She shoved his bowl towards him. "Eat." She turned to Chayda, a smile in her clear brown eyes. "My apologies. Koras is a little overenthusiastic about finding new members."

She raised her eyebrows in silent inquiry as her fifth tankard arrived. "We're Gryphons," Koras mumbled through his food. Wondering if he was crazy – there were no such things as gryphons – or somehow drunk, though he hadn't seemed so a moment ago, she glanced at Aeres, who nodded.

"We're Aeohan's Gryphons, the mercenaries. Koras spends his leave time looking for more people to join and telling littles so many tales of glorious battles that their parents lock them in once they come of age to join up. And trying to get Rohan to stop drinking," she added as an afterthought, punching said man on the shoulder

.

"That's not really fair to Kor," he protested, rubbing his arm. "He's a brilliant strategist, and he's got a knack for finding well-paying jobs that we can actually survive."

Chayda looked around at the various Gryphons, and then back at the three at her table. "There's about thirty of you. That's not enough to form a mercenary company."

"Of course not! The company as a whole is the Gryphons. Then we're broken down into Divisions and Squadrons. André over there is captain of Fox. I'm the captain of the Raven Squadron," he explained, a deep undertone of pride in his voice. She nodded, and they returned to their food while the traveler concentrated on getting dry.

"Where do you come from?" Aeres asked suddenly, putting down her tankard of golden ale. "I mean; you're not from here, or anywhere else that I've been, either with or without the rest of the Gryphons. Your eyes..." Chayda turned her head, slightly embarrassed, knowing that the woman commented on the slightly cat-like slant her pupils were set at.

"I'm Laesadryn." Rohan dropped his tankard, and it fell off of the table, its contents spilling on his feet. He was too busy coughing to notice that at first, and when he finally retrieved it he looked at her with blue eyes full of awe.

"Laesadryn," he murmured. "The Changers..." He cocked his head slightly to one side. "What shape do you wear, then?"

She stared firmly at the ground, and had to swallow hard several times before she could make the painful admission. Her stomach tightened and her ears burned as she spoke. "I can't Change."

"No? But – but all Laesadryn can change! Your name means Changer!"

Her head whipped up, and she stared Rohan in the eye, open challenge in every fiber of her body. "I beg your pardon?" she demanded, icy rage keeping her voice from quivering. "I think that I know what I can and cannot do, thank you very much. And I cannot Change! If I had any choice in the matter, any choice whatsoever, I would be back home, with the rest of my kin and friends, Changing from shape to shape at will. But I can't, so I am here." The pure rage evident in her eyes froze the two men like statues of flesh. Aeres, on the other hand, looked slightly concerned, but not all that worried about the danger she was in.

"Chayda," she said gently, honey-brown eyes touched with sorrow. She brushed her elbow lightly, bringing her out of the furious anger brought on by the verbal touch of wounds not yet healed. "I'm sorry."

"There's no need for you to be sorry," the wanderer replied just as softly. "It is no fault of yours."

Rohan glanced back at her, plainly embarrassed, but managed his question. "I wouldn't think that the Changers would force one of their own out, even if they couldn't take another form. So... Why do you wander our lands?"

She twisted her fingers through her hair, and then her fingers brushed against the chain of the necklace she always wore. With a deep sigh, she looked into the fire, and began to speak.

"Once there was a girl, and her name was Chayda..."

A tall woman walked dreamily through the forests, murmuring the words of the Summer Moon song as she gazed at the beautiful patterns of leaf, branch, light and sky. Her hair was a deep black, her eyes a sapphire blue, and there was a smile on her full lips. Suddenly, she was startled out of her reflections by a piercingly sharp whistle that echoed through the forest, causing a resulting series of squawks from the interrupted birds. She whirled around to see another, shorter girl, and ran to her with a cry.

"Chay!" she shouted. The hugged tightly, then began to twirl around and around, black and brown hair fanning out behind them, giggling madly all the while. They staggered apart, and then hugged again. "So, I'm here!"

Chayda brushed her hair behind her ear with one hand, still grinning. "Silly Tally," she admonished. "I snuck up right behind you. You're supposed to be able to know when people are coming up behind you."

"I'm also supposed to be at grandmother's for Summer Moon," Talitha retorted. "But she said since we were both turning eighteen, I could stay this once."

Their smiles became dreamy. "So, Tally, what will we Change to? I think we should be hawks!"

"I'd rather be a wolf. That way we can Change during night and day, not to mention be able to socialize more."

"It's all about the boys with you, isn't it?" Chayda asked dryly. "Well, so long as we don't end up as bugs – " they both shuddered at being trapped in a form with so little intelligence, though it had never happened before "– or sheep, we'll be fine. And it isn't like we have a choice."

She nodded agreement. "I know. The form's second nature to us. And you're anything but a bug or sheep, though your brother might say you're a pest."

The other stuck her tongue out. "Terivel hasn't Changed either, so he can't talk. And if I'm a pest, he's a sheep tick." Her eyes flickered to her friend's collar, and she noticed the new addition to the necklace she wore. Next to the small acorn that she'd born since she'd joined the ranks of the Earth Mages, was a jade-green leaf, proclaiming her advance to a full Earth Mage. All of the Laesadryn had an affinity with the magics of Earth and Soul – it was what enabled them to Change – but most never made it past the basic apprenticeship magic that let them do so. "You finally made Mage!"

She laughed and tentatively ran the fine gold chain through her fingers. "I don't see why you fuss, Chay, you're a Huntress." The green-eyed girl looked down with a half-embarrassed laugh. It was an oddity that she had managed to reach that level of Flame magic before she made her First Change, and she got flustered whenever anyone brought it up. "Maybe, once we're older, you'll make Sister!"

That focused her attention like nothing else. Becoming a Sister of the Flames called to her soul, had pulled her to the Path of Flame, drawn her in and kept her. The powerful magics that they worked, forbidden to one of her rank, whispered to her, demanding her attention, asking her to just try them, just once. And it was so hard to resist, except she knew that she didn't yet have to power to do so. That alone was all that kept her from flinging herself fully into the embrace of the Flames, risking everything else to find if she was fit to become a Sister of Flame.

Talitha looked up suddenly, and gasped with dismay at the darkening sky. Her friend followed her gaze, and then snatched her hand. "Come on! Unless you want to be late!" No one would want to be late for Summer Moon, even if they were on their deathbed, much less anyone who had turned eighteen in the last twelve moons.

They rushed into the clearing only just before the sun touched the horizon, breathing heavily. Fortunately, the clothing that they were to wear on this, the night of their First Change, wasn't very fancy. In fact, it was the opposite, which was just as hard for the colorful Laesadryn. Both were dressed in simple, loose gray tunics and equally loose pants, cinched at the waist with a black sash. Talitha's coloring made her look like one of the Night Lady's handmaidens come to earth, while Chayda simply looked washed out. She wasn't jealous of her friend, though; she had long ago come to terms with the fact that she was plain. There were young people from the three nearby towns, all of them dressed in the same manner. They shifted restlessly, impatient for the ceremony to begin, and dreading that their new forms might not be the ones they desired.

Even the area they were in was magical; the clearing was a minor Earth Circle that had also been bound in the service of Soul. These Circles were sacred to the race of the Laesadryn, and only they could enter the four Greater Circles that existed on this plain - those of Flame, Earth, Wind and Water. There were also the Circles of the more intangible elements, of course, but those were only accessible through deep meditation or the magic they were named for.

Looking around, Chayda saw her mother, with rich gold hair and equally gold eyes. That was the one reason that she had received her unusually gray-green eyes; her mother's gold ones were even rarer. Lariole, who followed the Path of Wind, was a Singer of the Winds, and thus equal in power to her Huntress daughter, if wiser. And her form was beauty incarnate in Chayda's eyes; a great sun eagle, larger than any of its already large kin by another half wingspan. Next to her was the dark-haired, gray-green eyed man who was her father, standing as still as a statue. He took on the shape of a stallion when he Changed, although, like Lariole, it was larger than other horses.

Then Paesheri entered the circular clearing, and all fell silent. Silver-haired with age, though that was the only sign of the long years that she bore, her deep gray eyes seemed to read into one's soul. That was only natural, though, considering that she was the rarest of rare, a Mistress of Soul magic. It was she who would call upon those who had turned eighteen as their second forms came to her mind, and her touch was what linked them to the power within. Dressed in a warm gray that made her look like an incarnation of the goddess Kayarlissa, weigher of souls, she stood before the assembled Laesadryn and smiled benevolently.

The Summer Moon slipped over the horizon at the same instant that the sun ducked down, its rich gold colour illuminating the Circle. Paesheri raised her arms to it, and called out, in her clear, strong voice, "Those who would know their forms, whom would touch the magic that lies within them, who would take up the responsibilities and joys of adulthood, stand before me now." The thirty men and women stepped forwards, and the Soul Mistress turned her attention inwards, focusing on the call of the other forms that searched their chosen. Chayda had always wondered if there was some other world out there, where these forms waited for their chosen to come of age, or if they only came into existence then.

Then, one after the other, the assembled began to Change. A boy behind her gasped suddenly, delighted, and then there was a huge silver wolf behind her, growling contentedly as the two forms explored one another's minds for the first time. Then a raven cawed, a lion tried out his roar for the first time, a deer leapt in the air, a fox wove in and out of a moose's feet, and all of them explored their new forms with the joy of their First Change. All of them were larger than the usual of their species, one of the marks that ensured that no Laesadryn accidentally killed another while out hunting, and none of them bit at each other.

Yet Chayda stood, still in the form she'd been in since birth, and wished to die as each and every eye, both human and other, turned to her. A murmur began, and she curled even more in on herself. Suddenly a great white tiger stood next to her, its head easily equal with hers, and snarled deeply. She turned to the tiger and buried her face in its soft white fur, crying as quietly as she could. Talitha she could trust, in human or tiger form, and she knew how deeply her friend had wanted this not to joke about it.

"This," Paesheri said softly, "is unusual. Come here a moment." Chayda turned to the Mistress, hoping that her eyes weren't as red and swollen as they felt. One ancient hand touched her forehead, and the woman frowned. "Your sister isn't ready yet... she has a long path to walk. You will have to find her..."

The white tiger launched herself forward, snarling, and placed herself between Chayda and the Soul Mistress. She snarled once more, and then quickly flickered to human form, though it was even odds as to which form had more ability to inspire fear. "What do you mean, find her other form? You find our forms and guide them to us; how could she know how to find the other half of her soul?"

The other half of her soul. She winced; was the other form that vital? Her question answered itself; Yes.

"How should I go about finding my sister, then?" she asked quietly.

"You will travel," the Mistress replied, eyes clouded and farseeing, mutely telling all assembled that she was Seeing what would be, though that was usually a talent of Dream Mages. "If you truly want to find your sister, you will travel, and you will find her, and then you will return to us. But not the lands of the Laesadryn. You will go west."

"What?"

"And you will not return until you have found her!" That last hit her like a punch in the stomach; she had been effectively exiled for something that wasn't even her fault! Though still in human form, Talitha snarled again, and Chayda felt that if she had closed her eyes, she would have been able to mistake the woman for her other form.

"Then I will travel with her!" She felt relieved, knowing that at least her friend would be there with her, to guard her back as she crossed through those uncertain lands in search of her other form. Hopefully it wouldn't take too long; she still didn't want to be out there, but at least the time would pass faster with Talitha.

"No. She goes alone."

She refused to crumple; even though that was what her body insisted she do. Instead she stood straight and looked at each of the assembled in turn. Then, with a nod to Paesheri, she turned to leave the Circle. "I leave tomorrow," Chayda said flatly.

Chayda pinched herself to banish all of the emotions running through her body. She hadn't told them the full story, not all of the emotions that she had felt, how she had cried those first few nights. But she had told them enough for the mercenaries to understand what had happened to her, and to get an impression of what she had felt. They hadn't understood the Laesadryn words she used to describe the levels of magic, and she didn't intend to tell them; she was a fighter, not a battle mage.

"How long ago was that?" Koras asked. "No offence, but you're hardly eighteen anymore."

"Six years ago..." Six long, long years without even the slightest hint of her other half, of the form that she should be able to take. She was the daughter of two Laesadryn! There was no reason why she should be trapped in one form. But she was, through some fluke, and now she was trapped outside of her homeland.

"Six years..." Aeres shook her head. "It's been a while since I've seen my people, but not that long. And it wouldn't bother me anywhere near as much as it bothers you, because I know that I can go back any time I please." She thought about that. It was true; if she had been permitted to return any time she liked, she would be enjoying this far more.

"And you are..."

"Taerithion." Chayda raised her eyebrows; that was a combination of two Laesadryn words. "The horse and hawk kin."

Rohan punched her on the shoulder, compensation for the blow she had landed earlier. "Aeres can speak with raptors and horses, so we never have any trouble, even with the stallions. Some days, if we're really good, she even deigns to coax the riderless horses into following us. Not that it takes much convincing; they're herd creatures."

"So, where have you been? Looking for your other form, I mean."

She shrugged. "Mostly south and east of here."

Koras grinned. "Well, we march north and west for an employment fair. Even if we don't get a job, the gossip will give us some idea of where to go looking. Do you march with us?"

Her heart leapt, and she accepted the extended hand and offer. "I've marched alone for far too long," she agreed, giving it a firm shake.

"Well, then, lass, may our marching days be long together!" Rohan raised his tankard, and the other three matched it.

"I'll drink to that," Aeres added with a grin.

"Speaking of drinking, your first challenge as a Raven is... to outdrink me." Seeing Aeres's expression, he hastily amended it by adding, "Of course, since you have a bit of an advantage, I think we'll go with number of cups, and I'll stay with something a little weaker than blackthorn wine."

"Loser pays for drinks," Chayda warned.

"What else do you think I do with my money? All of my armor's intact, so there's really nothing else to do with it." The Taerithion woman snorted, but didn't say anything.

"Very well," she mock-sighed. "Do my five mugs count? No? I expected as much."

The woman opened her eyes, confused for a moment by the unfamiliar bedroom. Then she laughed quietly to herself, with a hint of chagrin, as she realized that she wasn't in a bedroom, but asleep in her study. The dream she'd had hovered around the edges of her mind, testing, teasing, waiting for her to recall it, but unwilling to reveal itself. Clearing her mind, she tried to remember what she had been thinking about before she'd fallen asleep. That, perhaps, would trigger the memory of the dream.

After a few seconds, she nodded sharply to herself, the dream suddenly clear in her mind. As she wrote a brief note to her contact in Brightdale, her head kept nodding, unconsciously.

That would do very well. That would do very well indeed.
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2 The Ravens
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TRADITIONALLY, DAWN, like spring, was a time of renewal. The darkness was dispersed, the life-giving light was returned, and most creatures awoke. And it was, also by tradition, a time in which people with hangovers were awoken by their overly awake friends. This tradition was no secret to Aeres, who had taken it up on herself to ensure that Chayda didn't sleep through the entire day. Blinking fuzzily from what she suspected might be the beginnings of a hangover, and with the warmly comforting sensation of knowing that she finally belonged, she propped herself up on one shoulder and glared.

"How did you get into my room?" she demanded suspiciously. "The door was locked."

"Was being the operative term," Aeres replied without even batting an eyelid. "We're leaving soon, so go get something to eat. And don't forget your packs." Muttering about mercenaries who wouldn't explain, she waved the other out of her room and changed into her – thankfully – now dry clothing. She cinched the belt around her waist, fixed the cloak pin in place and walked down the narrow wooden stairs to the tavern. Her stomach growled noisily as she smelled the food; porridge and fruit. It was nothing fancy, but anything was preferable to rabbit after a month of the scrawny creatures.

Koras waved her over to the table they'd been sitting at the night before, and she dropped onto the bench. Looking around, she noticed that very few of the people in the sparsely populated common room weren't Ravens, and she didn't blame them. Dawn was not the time to be getting up unless there was no other option. The serving woman passed her a bowl of the porridge, and gave her a long look. Shrugging it off, the traveler blew on a spoonful of her breakfast and put it in her mouth.

"No headache, ma'am?"

Chayda choked on the mouthful of porridge she'd taken, and began coughing. When she managed to clear her throat, she stared at the woman. "Since when am I ma'am?"

"You're a Raven, a Raven and a Gryphon. Gryphons have honor enough to be called sir and ma'am."

That hit her like the cold rainwater of the night before. Aeohan's Gryphons might be mercenaries, paid killers, essentially, but these people welcomed them. Why? Because they had honor. That alone told her more about the nature of this company than anything Koras or Aeres had told her yet; they might fight, but they didn't' kill unless they had to, and never looted.

"It's still strange," she muttered. "And no, mistress, I don't have a headache. It's not in my nature."

"I suppose you won't be needing this, then." A steaming mug appeared in the woman's hand, and she smiled shyly. "We – those of us who were working last night – we figured that anyone who drank that much blackthorn would be dead in the morning, or wishing they were for the headache. So we made this for you, free of charge."

She smiled back, touched. "No, I don't think I will. But Rohan might," she added, smile growing slightly wicked. "Could I keep it for him?"

"Fair enough, Raven." With that she slipped off, leaving the mug behind, disappearing behind the door to the kitchen, to tell her fellow workers about the Raven's lack of a headache.

Aeres reappeared with a half-eaten piece of toast in one hand, sharp brown eyes scanning the common room. "Where's Rohan?" she asked sharply.

Koras just gave her a look with his eyes half-lidded. "He was drinking last night. Where do you think he is?" She rolled her eyes and sighed.

"Could he manage getting up for once in his life? I mean, the job fair is being held in Brightdale this week, and we need to get going if we want a decent job." Then a wicked gleam entered her eyes. "Koras..." she began hopefully.

He threw his arms up. "Fine! Do it! Anything to get him up. Just don't blame me for anything he might do after." With a half-mocking bow, Aeres pulled Chayda's arm.

"I've wanted to do this for so long," she confessed in an undertone as she dragged the other out of the building. The rain had left muddy puddles all over the streets, but the mercenary completely ignored them, sometimes even walking through them. The Laesadryn was a little more cautious, she hadn't quite forgotten the hole in her boot she'd discovered the night before. At the end of the wooden porch was a metal water trough, full to the brim from the rain of the night before.

The blond grabbed the bucket lying next to it and dunked it into the trough, causing the water to spill over. Coming up with a full bucket, she offered part of the handle to her companion.

"This is heavy," she grumbled. "Give me a hand, would you?" She accepted, and they began the long process of heaving the bucket up the stairs. Fortunately, not many of the inn's customers were currently awake, so they didn't have to squeeze much on the narrow wooden stairs. At one point, she stumbled on a misjudged step, and some of the water rolled down her arm. She winced; it was much, much colder than the rainwater of the night before.

"What on earth is this for," Chayda finally asked. "There's water in the building, and its warmer, so you can't be planning on washing something."

"So course I'm not washing." After a moment's silence, she grinned wickedly. "I'm going to dump it on Rohan. If I've told him once, I've told him a hundred times; one of these days I'm going to dump a bucket of water on you." She shrugged. "He didn't believe me. I haven't done it yet because Koras wouldn't let me, and he's the only one who would have helped e drag the bucket upstairs."

Chayda made a slightly strangled sound. "You do realize that he's going to shout," she warned, hoping to change her mind.

"Yes." The Taerithion looked completely unconcerned, to the point of blandness.

"And that he's going to swear."

"Yes. He'll probably threaten our lives, too, if that makes you feel any better." In fact, it did, that being just the thing Talitha would have said if she were attempting to coax her shorter friend into doing something that they shouldn't.

"Well then, what are we waiting for?"

Aeres, using her unoccupied left hand, pulled a small bronze key out of her pocket with a flourish. "Absolutely nothing, Laesadryn." Chayda wasn't certain if the smile on the woman's face was wicked or just a trick of the light, and she didn't want to know. All that she knew was that she never wanted to see that expression on the Raven's face when she was thinking about her.

The door pushed open quietly, and they slipped in, putting down the large brass pitcher to rest their arms and warm their hands once more. The room was small and plain, exactly like Chayda's except that the bed in this one seemed to be slightly smaller. Then again, that might have been due to the size of the man who was now in it.

With quiet efficiency, the blond lifted the pitcher once more, and then swiftly upturned it upon the sleeping man. She hopped back lightly, placing the pitcher behind her, just in time to avoid Rohan, who jumped up with a shout. He began swearing vividly, cursing Aeres, her family, her friends and anyone who happened to be within three steps of her. Chayda stepped surreptitiously to one side at that last; even though he couldn't curse anyone and have it turn out the way he intended, Ka'Heera might take it into his mind to let it work.

"Good morning, Rohan," she replied in a singsong voice. "How are you feeling?" Chayda's opinion of the woman's bravery, if not her sanity, went up another few notches. Even Talitha wouldn't have the gall to act like that after doing that.

The blond man gave her an incredulous look. "Aeres... Some days I really want to strangle you. Was that really necessary?"

"Of course," she replied blandly.

"Oh." He stood there a moment, water dripping from his clothing and hair, and then suddenly reached behind him, yanked the bed sheet off and – with lightning speed – wrapped it around Aeres. "So was that." The muffled series of curses that emerged from the wet bed sheet was so much like the one that Rohan had emitted moments before that Chayda did a double take.

Aeres finally worked her head free, and glared at the helplessly laughing Chayda. "You could help," she grumbled.

She was never quite sure just how it had happened, but one minute Rohan was standing there with a huge grin on his face, and the next he was standing beside her with an empty washbasin. Sputtering, she glared at him. "I didn't do anything!"

"You helped," he argued.

"I hate wet clothes. I'm going to go change." She glanced at Aeres, who was giving the man look that should have had the water freezing on his body. "If you want to fight it out with him, you do that."

As she peeled the wet clothes off of her body, once more in her own room, something occurred to her. The keys to all of the rooms had been plain iron, nothing impressive. The key Aeres had used to get into Rohan's room had been bronze; with only a vague half-pattern on it that could have worked on almost any of the rooms. It stunned her. A lockpick? Did the Taerithion even have locks? She wouldn't have thought that the plainsmen would be fond of said items, not being very materialistic. But then where would she have learned to lock pick?

When she reappeared, dressed in clothing so similar to before that it could have been mistaken for the set before, Koras was still seated at the table, though another man now sat with him. His black hair was on the long side, and his long bangs fell into bright black eyes that took in everything. That black raven-black hair framed a thin face with an average nose. There was a small crest on the shoulder of his cloak: a spread-eagled raven with the border sewn in a deep blue.

"Chayda," the leader of the Ravens greeted her. "How did it go?" From the way the second man's eyes gleamed, he too knew what she and Aeres had gone to do, and was more than approving.

"He used an amazing number of curses without repeating himself, soaked Aeres, dumped a basin of water on me and was still arguing with her when I left." She blinked innocently. "All in all, I think it went fairly well."

Koras nodded. "Better than I would have expected, anyhow. Chayda, this is Sinharan. He's another of us Ravens. Sinharan, this is the Laesadryn I told you about." Sinharan raised a hand in casual greeting.

"Pleased to meet you," he said in a rough, warm tenor that brought up images of her father, who had an almost identical voice. It took her a moment to shrug off the feeling and remind herself that this man would never change into a stallion, never tell her teasing stories about how his other form had when he didn't pay attention, never hug her close and call her his Chay.

Aeres and Rohan arrived then; looking nothing like the bickering pair they had been only moments before. "Heya, Sinharan," the blond greeted her fellow Raven. "I hear that there's to be a good market this year at Brightdale this year. What do you think?"

"We've never had a bad year," he replied thoughtfully. "But I think we'll have more choice than usual, and be getting a little more cash." He shrugged, both shoulders rolling under the dark cloak. "I only have this through a few friends in Evetlam, and a couple from Georil, so don't go betting money on it."

Rohan gave his group leader a significant glance, and the shorter man proceeded to drop coins into the other's hand with a sigh. "Ah, Sinharan," Rohan declared with a laugh, "you could have seven different sources, all of them from different locations, and unless you'd seen it with your own two eyes, you'd insist that we shouldn't stake money on it. Which is probably why we trust your word so much. But you say it so often that we end up staking money on you saying it."

"Kor-as," a young woman called as she trotted up to the table, running her fingers through dark hair that was deep brown to Sinharan's blue-black. The cast of her face, the faint tilt of her eyes, and her slightly pointed ears made Chayda bite her lip sharply. She could have been Laesadryn! She looked closer, only to realize that it wasn't only in the physical sense that she was similar to the Laesadryn. Her aura was familiar, the strong, almost dual aura that marked a full Changer. But her nose was wrong, as well as her build, and the aura had a certain taste to it that wasn't quite right.

"Laesadryn," the confusing Laesadryn-and-not-Laesadryn said with a dip of her head. "I'm Ilissa." Noting her confusion, she added, "I'm Eldoran. Wolfkin."

She smiled. The wolfkin lived fairly close by the borders of the Laesadryn, and she had met their hunting parties on occasion. A sociable people, they were quite friendly with the Laesadryn, sharing their shape-shifting gifts. However, while both races only ever took one form, a Laesadryn could have any creature as her second form, while the wolfkin were always wolves. There always seemed one or two ready to debate the point of whether the wolfkin had come from the Laesadryn, or the other way around, depending on which race the speaker was from.

"You aren't going to spend all your spare time insisting that my people are a derivation of yours, are you?"

Ilissa shook her head. "Nah. My mother is our tribe's official One Who Argues The Origins with the nearby Laesadryn, and my sister looks like she'll fill the spot afterwards. Myself, I don't really care. And Koras, I'm going to scout ahead. I have some items to pick up in Brightdale."

The leader of the Ravens nodded. "We'll be taking the usual route to get there. Try to meet us before we get in, I'd like to know what's happening and who's fighting whom before I sign any contracts. I don't want a repeat of four years ago."

"And sheilan, please try not to terrify the horses on your way out. They have enough with the wolf-scented twolegs, as they so fondly call you, and they really can't deal with a wolf."

"Yes, horse-mistress, I'll be out of the stables before I Change. Any other requests?" when no one spoke up, the lanky woman loped out of the room, but not before Chayda had a peculiar double-vision of a grinning wolf overlaid upon the image of the woman.

Koras glanced out the window at the slowly lightening street. "We'll be going soon, then."

Rohan stretched his arms over his head with a yawn, and then winced as the muscles tightened. "Relax. You'll just offend Ilissa if you leave just after her, and there's no reason to rush. Brightdale is two hours away, three at the most."

"But we wanted to get a good job this season, remember? Thus it would be logical to assume that we'd want to get there as soon as possible."

"But she'll be there in half the time that we could make it in." He pointed to the other Ravens with his chin. "Give them a chance to wake up and everything. Even the Dragons wouldn't show up this early."

"Here," Aeres said when it looked like Rohan and Koras would spend the rest of the morning if they could. "I'll introduce you to Starfrost." The two women stood up from the table. Sinharan did too, but the smooth, feline action with which he got to his feet seemed somehow demeaned by simply being called 'standing up.'

"I need to see to Kanis and Leishan," he stated softly, raven-bright eyes flickering quickly from the tables to the stairs, and then to the doorway that lead to the stables.

"Suit yourself," the Raven shrugged as they walked into the large indoor stable. This town was bigger than most that Chayda had visited recently, and its inns and taverns correspondingly larger. Even so, the stables were almost full, with horses wearing raven-marked tack in almost every stall. Broader than ordinary horses in the chest, with more muscular shoulders, flanks and necks, the Ravens's horses weren't quite warhorses, specially bred animals designed solely for the battlefield. They stood with deceptive calm, deep brown eyes following the Taerithon woman with something close to respect. She stopped before one stall, with a dappled gray young stallion.

"Starfrost, this is Chayda." His deep brown eyes stared at her for a moment, and then he made a bit of a huffing sound. "Don't be silly. And no, she isn't related to the wolf-scented twoleg, and she isn't going to eat you. Unless you're scared?" He huffed again, though this time there was an offended note to the sound. "That's right." Out of the corner of her mouth she added, "If you brought an apple, this would be a good time to bring it out."

She hadn't thought to, but she felt a ripe fruit being pressed into her hand. She didn't need to look behind her to know that Sinharan had passed it to her, and she felt her heart leap happily. Just a night, and the word of three Ravens, and the rest of the Ravens considered her one of them. Face serious, she offered the apple on her palm, and he dipped his head to pick it up. After crunching the fruit, he looked a little more receptive to allowing the one who resembled the wolf-scented twoleg on his back, and he gently lipped the open palm that was still suspended in midair.

The next step was logical, even for a girl who hadn’t spent that much time around ordinary horses. Slowly, so not to startle the stallion, she reached up to the hooks that were in the posts between the stalls and removed the curry brush. Then she slipped into the stall and began brushing him with slow, careful strokes, always watching to make sure that he didn't decide to bite her.

"He says he promises not to bite if you promise to keep doing that," Aeres informed her, eyes full of amusement.

"I can't do it for forever, or my arm will fall off and we'll be left behind," the Laesadryn replied seriously, "But I'll keep at it for a while." And for a minute, she swore she heard a masculine voice in her mind say, "That'll do." She shook her head and blinked, and the voice was gone once more.

"Don't spoil him. Oh, here. I'll show you how to put his saddle and other gear on." With quick, smooth motions, she demonstrated the correct way to secure the saddle, how much room to leave between the straps and the horse, and – with a frown – kneed Starfrost in the belly to get him to release the air he'd swallowed. "Never let a horse do that," the horsewoman warned. "The saddle won't be secure and you could crack your skull."

Chayda looked Starfrost in the eye. "You won't do that, will you? Because then no one will want to brush you."

– And that would be a shame. I get itchy when no one brushes me. –

She nearly dropped the brush. Animals speaking mind-to-mind? Flames, this world would take a lot of getting used to.

– Don't tell my herdmate that I'm speaking to you. Technically, I'm only supposed to speak with the Taerithon who I chose to bear for the rest of my days – my aidas – and the occasional other Taerithon, but you seem sensible enough. –

"Is he talking to you?" Aeres asked, half suspicious and half eager.

"No, why? Should he be?"

"That's his choice."

– Do you have another apple? – the horse asked wistfully. – Or maybe a carrot? –

– I'm sure I can find one, four-footed brother. –

– If you weren't already promised to another, – Starfrost added contentedly as she searched for such a treat, – I should think that I would chose you as my aidas. –

– Really? And whom would I be promised to, then? – She offered the apple.

– Not allowed to tell. –

"So much for not spoiling him," the horse-mistress murmured, but there was a proud note in her voice that defied her words.

"Everyone knows the best way to a horse's heart is through her stomach. Isn't that right, ladies?" The two mares, one a reddish roan and the other a dark bay, that Sinharan had just given apples nickered their agreement.
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