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I sat cross-legged on the dirt floor of my father's hut, my journal upon my lap, and began my entry.

 

This morn, I wrote with trembling hand, I buried my mother and father. As their son and only heir, it was my responsibility to dig the pits. The village women prepared my parents' bodies, and when the men had lowered theminto the ground, I covered them with earth. While Emory led the Solith in their mumbled prayers to Juven Dro for my father, I silently asked Beormeh to assign my mother a seat of honor in the SpiritKin Hall Eterne.

 

A shadow fell across my page. I stopped writing and looked up. Still wearing his red wool ceremonial robe, Emory stooped to enter through the open doorway. Large framed and fair, he had been chosen village chieftain because he fit so well the Solith ideal.

The coppery haze around his head spoke of repressed hostility and distrust. Mother had said that I must never reveal my ability to read Lights, and so I quelled my angry reaction to his emotions, rose and docilely bent head.

Face impassive, he spoke without preamble, his deep voice rumbling in the small hut. "Gage, son of Allet, it is the Council's decision that you leave Hafton before eventide."

I drew a quick breath. The edict was not unexpected, for one of the Solith villagers had been killed trying to defend my mother. But the urgency of it surprised me. No need to plead for time, to remind him I was half-Solith. I looked SpiritKin, with my tan skin, dark hair and dark eyes. And the Village Council had made their feelings plain enough when they had ordered that my mother be buried outside the cemetery fence.

I would not satisfy Emory with a spoken reply. I called upon my SpiritKin Discipline and willed my legs to stand strong, my heart to beat steadily, my dark gaze to meet his pale one without blinking. I motioned him toward the door.

His Lights flared deep red. "Before eventide, Gage," he snarled, then whirled to duck outside and stride away.

Beyond our stone hut, which sat on the westernmost edge of Hafton, the treeless land sloped away to the sea. Tears dimmed my vision as I looked through the doorway and saw my father's hemp fields. Bracken and heath would soon reclaim them, for the villagers cared not about making paper. They were fishermen, and scavengers of shipwrecks. 

I pulled my gaze away from the outside and its spring-sun brightness to look about the hut's dim interior. The big wide-mouthed iron pot holding my mother's paper-moulds would soon enough belong to Emory, to cook mutton and millet on Juven Dro feast days.

Anything else I left behind would go to the family of Cecil. They would not know how to use our tools, but they would sell them to a passing trader. I could not begrudge them that. In fourteen years, they were the only villagers whom my parents and I could call friends. And only Cecil had run to help my mother and father when three hooded grayclad Militants had thundered up on their great strong horses and did their work with flashing blades.

My heart wrenched as I looked at my parents' pallet, which lay against the wall, opposite mine. Never again would I hear their whispered conversations, their nearly-silent couplings, when they thought I lay asleep. They would not laugh and exchange news with old Hollis when he brought us his donkey-cart of rough-cut, blacklead rods from Nighland's eastern shires. Their sure, strong hands would not guide mine as I trimmed the lead and wrapped the twine.

The hut was too quiet, too empty, without them. And although it was the only home I had ever known, I would not mind leaving it.

In a corner stood a bundle of pencyls. Twenty blacklead cylinders, each seven inches long, each wrapped with hemp twine. Strand upon strand, bonded to the blacklead with a binding agent known only to the SpiritKin. Father had asked me to wrap the pencyls before I joined him and my mother, sowing hemp seed in the fields. Had I been with them, I would have died, too.

Hands fisted, jaws clenched, I made a vow. Someday I would find my parents' killers, and I would slay them.

I had only scant descriptions to identify the hooded men. One carried his sword in a black leather scabbard. One had a long scar on his left hand. One wore boots with spurs. If the three rode together again, I would know them. 

I looked at the bundle of pencyls. Ordered by Duke Rikard Blaydon, Lord Governor of Westgardshire, they were worth twenty silver full talyers. Surely enough to get me resettled in Truthrun, the SpiritKin hubcity. It was not my mother's home village, but she had lived in Truthrun, and had often corresponded with a woman friend who lived there. Besides, I must find somewhere to stay until I could reconcile myself to being alone, and make plans for the future. Truthrun was as good a place as any. 

Sick with despair, I set about filling the leather pack my mother had made. I could take only what food and clothing I could carry, and of course my journal and my pencyls, along with those for Duke Blaydon. I fastened my father's dagger in its sheath at my belt, and took his three spears. No match for Militant swords, but the only weapons I had. I left at midday and I did not look back.
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I tramped the moorland trails with wary step, ever watchful for three men on horseback, but saw only an occasional Solith cutting peat. Perhaps the grayclads would not strike again; perhaps they did not know I existed.

Neither did I see our Lord Governor's military men searching the moors. Had Duke Blaydon not been informed of the Militants' attack?

It had come without any hint of such trouble brewing. Not like eight years ago, when High Duke Wezlin had seized the throne of our small island nation. At first, he had not sought to prevent the sporadic killing of SpiritKin. But our paper and pencyls, our jewelry, our fine woolen cloth, were too valuable. Nighland's merchants and nobility had pressured Wezlin to stem the actions of the Militants. So, for more than seven years, there had been only isolated incidents of violence against SpiritKin.

I looked up at the sky, spring-fresh blue, with a scatter of thistle-down clouds. Why? I asked Beormeh. Why my mother?

But I received no sign to ease my grief.

 

[image: Image] [image: Image][image: Image]

 

At eventide I entered the forest and approached Duke Blaydon's mansion. I had never set foot inside the dwelling, although I had accompanied my father there several times. A handsome gray gelding stood tethered to a post outside the front door. The duke must have a guest, for only a member of the nobility could afford such a fine animal.

Beyond the gardens surrounding the huge quarried-stone building, I glimpsed the stables, the kennels and the poultry pens. Numerous Solith common folk bent to their tasks, but none gave me more than a curious glance.

A cold-eyed guard directed me toward a side entrance, where he ordered me to set spears and pack aside before he'd allow me to enter. Inside, a servant met me, his nose wrinkling with disapproval as his gaze slid over my rough-woven garments, and my long hair tied at my nape. With the duke's bundle of pencyls in hand, I followed the servant down a carpeted hall. He announced me, and I entered a room which would have held my parents' hut five times over.

Only then did I truly understand the villagers' bitter resentment of Westgard's tax levy. The fine wall tapestries, the satin-upholstered furnishings, the thick pile carpet--our labors paid for this. I heard my gentle mother telling me not to judge all nobility by the actions of a few. But indignation left me short-breathed as I pulled my gaze away from the opulence and looked at the heavy-set man who must be the duke's guest.

His Lights shone violet and gray with compassion and sorrow, although his expression revealed neither. I wondered at his emotions. Even if he had heard about my parents' deaths, why would a member of the Solith nobility care? 

I turned my attention to Duke Blaydon, a man of middle years, who sat behind a large walnut-wood desk. Although the glow from the room's oil lamps softened his heavy features, his Lights revealed his avarice and arrogance. His sixteen-year old son, Jask, whom I'd seen before only from a distance, lounged in a chair at his father's left.

The boy wore brown velvet, and his dark blond hair was cut in the style of noble-born males--straight across the brow and with the sides and back bobbed at chin level. I had anticipated his contempt, for I looked so obviously his inferior, but the reddish-black haze around his head bespoke a depth of enmity that astonished me.

Curbing my answering hostility, I approached the duke and bowed. "Your Grace. I bring your order of pencyls, crafted by my father, Allet, for the sum of twenty talyers."

The servant had already taken them from me and handed them to the duke, who untied the bundle and examined the pencyls individually. His yellow-green Lights told me he was pleased, but even as I watched, they darkened and took on the deeper hue of duplicity.

"Gage, is it?" he asked.

I nodded. Although the servant had announced me, I was surprised the duke had taken notice of my name. 

"I don't remember promising Allet twenty talyers for these," he said, one soft, white hand gesturing toward the leads. "Think they're worth it, Jask?" He chose a pencyl and tossed it to his son.

Jask caught it, looked it over, and tried to run a thumbnail between its wrappings. I had bound them too tightly, too perfectly. With a grunt of irritation, he thrust himself out of the chair, stepped to his father's desk and scribbled a few words on a piece of paper. Even upside down to me, I could read them. "Offer him half."

Rage boiled up within me. Their great hall suffocated me with its wealth. And yet, for all that, father and son did not want to pay for work well done. 

"Your Grace," I said, anger over-riding deference, "I will not accept half."

The duke's expression hardened at my insolent words, and the servant sniffed. The surprise in Jask's Lights revealed he had forgotten that SpiritKin teach their children to read and write.

"Stout lad!" said the sturdy nobleman. 

Duke Blaydon's irritation shifted from me to his guest. "Sometimes I wonder where your sympathies lie, Merrestone," the duke growled.

Laughing, my defender waved a broad, ring-bedecked hand. "With the losers, of course. Don't I always back the wrong horses at the Matches?"

Upon hearing the nobleman's name, I understood why he'd reacted as he had to my presence. He had known my father, who, before he'd wed my mother, had hunted boar for Earl Merrestone. Father had always spoken well of him.

The earl's tone grew serious as he continued. "And this stripling has lost much. My fishmonger tells me that some Militants killed his parents, as well as a Solith villager, early this morning."

Duke Blaydon regarded me with surprise. "Your parents were killed in that attack?"

I saw no deception in his Lights; he had not known the identities of those who had died. But I saw no concern, either, as he said, "I'm sorry to hear it. Allet was a skilled worker." He leaned back in his chair, tapping one pencyl against the desk's edge. "I've sent out a patrol, but there's little hope of catching the Militants."

Earl Merrestone sighed. "Perhaps this new Containment Decree is for the best. Scattered SpiritKin will be safer from such random blood sport when they get re-settled with the rest of their kind on the Boar's Head."

"I've been lax about beginning the purge," the duke said. "In view of today's incident, though, I'd better implement it."

I had heard nothing of a "Containment Decree" and wondered why the High Duke had ordered it.

Jask's hostile gaze raked me. "These Royalists, at least, won't be hard to identify."

So, a crackdown on Royalist sympathizers. And, I thought bitterly, we SpiritKin were selected because our coloring would make us easy to find. I had never been so aware of my heritage as at that moment, standing before the pale duke in his fine dwelling.

"Your Grace," I said stiffly. "If I may have my twenty full tals, I will be on my way north."

He leaned forward and fingered the pencyls again. "Did your father wrap these, or you?" he asked.

"I did some of them, sir," I replied and knew by his Lights what would be forthcoming.

"I would pay well for Allet's work," he muttered, "but not for yours." He took a bag of coins from a drawer, dumped them upon the desktop, and selected fifteen silvers. Leaning forward, he set the stack of talyers within my reach.

No need to argue that my work was as carefully done as my father's. Duke Blaydon had every right to withhold payment. I swallowed my disappointment, took the coins and put them into my jerkin pocket. Murmuring words of obeisance, I bowed to each of the nobles and left the room.

I tramped the long corridor, collected my pack and spears from the guard and turned my steps toward the estate gates. But although I strode with pretended confidence, my heart shuddered at what might lie ahead for a half-blood, commonborn orphan.
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I spent the night in the duke's forest. Unused to being among the towering evergreens, I felt smothered. Their incense, while fresh and clean, was nothing like that of the sea, and I slept fitfully.

I awoke to clear skies, ate a quick breakfast of dried apple slices and barley cake, and set out north upon the main road. To my right, the ragged peaks of the Barrier Mounts were visible above the dense forest. The Mounts ran north-south across the western tip of Nighland, forming a natural boundary between Westgard and the more populous shires to the east.

Truthrun lay northwest, on the cliffs of the Boar's Head. The large peninsula had long been the home of most SpiritKin. Now it was evidently to be the "containment" area for those of us being forced to relocate from Nighland's other shires.

Early on, I encountered no fellow travelers, but at mid-morning, a wagon drawn by a spavined nag rattled up behind me. The wain carried a Solith man and woman and three small children. Wood gatherers, for sticks and limbs gleaned from the surrounding forest filled the wagon bed. The Lights of the Solith, even the young ones, shone with wariness.

As the wain passed by me, a snake crossed the road in front of the horse. The animal snorted and reared, and the man fought to control it. "SpiritKin bastard," he roared, and slashed at me with his whip. I dodged, but its tip nicked my cheek. As blood welled from the cut, I read his satisfaction. No need to mention the snake, for he had not seen it, and he would not believe me anyway.

The wagon trundled on, the children peering over their shoulders at the strange person who could frighten a horse with his magik. Well, let them believe what they wished. 

I left the road and plucked a fern frond to wipe away the blood. Father had told me that Earl Merrestone's estate, though much smaller, bordered Duke Blaydon's. If this were the earl's land, then my father had hunted boar in these forests. He had spoken of animal trots that ran parallel with the road. I pushed through the undergrowth.

No bracken and heath here, but large-bladed ferns and dense laurel thickets. Everything was green. I had been gone from the moorlands only a day and already I missed the purple heather, the blazing yellow gorse.

I found a path and followed it north, relieved to be amongst the forest creatures instead of the Solith. No matter that the crows protested my presense, and the squirrels worried about it. Their reactions carried no malice. And the songbirds welcomed me with melody.

Where the trail crossed a patch of damp earth, I saw fresh boar tracks. Knowing how unpredictable the wild pigs could be, I switched two spears to my left hand, and carried one at the ready in my right. Perfectly balanced, the weapons hung easy in my hands. Father had made the spears, and had trained me so well in their casting that even the heath-rabbits could not evade me. The villagers had grudgingly approved, for, unlike paper and pencyl making, hunting proved a man's worth.

At times, the boar trot branched, or the main path became dim, but trusting my sense of direction, I continued steadily north. The warm spring day peaked, and I had just eaten a barley cake when I heard hoofbeats on the trail behind me. More than one horse, I thought.

The Militants? For an instant, a strange mix of fear and anticipation gripped me. But how would the grayclads have known a SpiritKin walked north this day? The riders must be only travelers. Nevertheless, I crouched in a laurel thicket, holding one spear at the ready.

The heavy gray horse that trotted along the brush-choked path was ridden by Earl Merrestone. Feeling both relieved and disappointed, I rose and stepped onto the path, curious as to why the earl was in the wood.

"Thank Juven Dro I found you," he cried. I read his anxiety as he drew rein and dismounted. "I thought you would probably forsake the road and follow the trail."

My gaze went past him to a second horse and its two riders, a boy about my age and another a little younger. I could not read the older boy's Lights, and that astounded me. Mother had said that I might someday encounter someone whose character was so complex that his Lights would be unreadable. But I had become so dependent upon my ability that I stared at the boy, nonplussed and unreasonably irritated that he was able to hide his emotions from me.

I dragged my gaze away from him and back to the earl. With a quick head-bend, I asked, "Why do you seek me, sir?"

He drew a deep breath and his eyes registered true sadness when they met mine. "Gage, I was so sorry to hear about your parents. I met your mother only a few times, but I knew your father well. He was a hard-working, honest man, and I valued his friendship as much as his hunting skills."

While it pleased me to hear his words, I did not think their utterance was the sole reason he had tracked me through the wood.

My expression must have showed my doubt, for although I said nothing, he acknowledged it. "I'm sure you are thinking I wanted to do more than offer condolences." He frowned and rested one hand on the gray's shoulder. "And you are right. Last night, I received word that Wezlin has ordered a purge of suspected Solith Royalists as well as of you SpiritKin. The difference is that he seeks only to contain you, as he doesn't consider you a threat."

I nodded, for it was common knowledge that the SpiritKin were not fighters.

"Royalist Solith nobility, though," he continued, "have wealth and power. The High Duke fears us to the point of declaring us traitors. The gallows awaits any who do not escape. I'm sailing for the Continent as soon as I can find someone willing to take me." 

He paused and regarded me with anxiety.

"I understand your distress, Milord," I said. "But what has all this to do with me?"

"Do I guess correctly, that your destination is Truthrun?" he asked.

"It is."

"I want you to take my foster sons with you."

"To Truthrun?" I echoed. "But they are Solith!"

"Yes." The earl drew a kerchief out of his pocket and wiped his sweaty face. "And the SpiritKin hubcity is the last place the Wezlinites would search for them."

"Who are they?" I asked, nodding toward the boys. The older one I still could not read, nor would ever, I thought with vexation. But the younger one's Lights, though pleasant, glowed with such lack of energy that I decided he must be simple-minded.

"They are heirs of a powerful and wealthy Royalist from east Nighland," Earl Merrestone answered. "I fear trying to sneak them past Wezlin's net at the port. But they must be protected. Will you do that, Gage? I believe you have inherited your father's strength and resourcefulness."

And you have no one else to turn to, I thought, but did not speak it. He looked at the boys and his Lights grew warm blue with love for them. The same color I had seen when my parents looked at me.

This man was not like other Solith. This man had called my father friend. I swallowed my reluctance.

"I'll take them," I said. "But not on horseback. If the Wezlinites come after them, it would be easier to hide our trail if we were afoot."

"Yes, yes." The earl nodded eagerly. "I thought as much. These two are hardy and fit. They will manage." 

The boys dismounted and approached. Both were dressed in traveling clothes--breeches of heavy wool, long-sleeved shirts and sleeveless jerkins. But the material was of far better quality than mine. The older boy wore a sword at his side, as well as a dagger, and his easy stride told me he was accustomed to carrying the weapons.

"This is Breen," the earl said, clapping one hand on the older boy's shoulder. His physical appearance was as much an enigma as his Lights. He was slight of build for a Solith. His stylish-cut hair, though golden-brown, had red tones, and his hazel eyes were by turns green or blue or brown, as shadow and sun played across his face.

"And this is Daevith." Earl Merrestone brushed bright blond hair from the younger boy's forehead with a touch that bespoke of deep devotion.

The earl's eyes misted with tears, and he turned quickly away to swing up on his horse.

"Goodbye, sir," Daevith said, his small square face solemn. "I will miss you very much."

Breen stepped close to his foster father's horse and clasped the earl's hand. "As will I. May Juven Dro keep you safe until we meet again."

I felt some satisfaction that his voice, unlike mine, had not yet begun to deepen with approaching manhood.

Looking down at the boys, Earl Merrestone swallowed hard, then said softly, "You know who you are."

"Yes, sir," Breen murmured. "We won't forget."

The earl handed the boys their packs, then, their horse in tow, turned south. He hipped about for a last sad smile and small wave before a curve in the path took him out of our sight.

Tears tracked Daevith's cheeks, but he did not cry aloud. Breen put one arm around his brother's shoulders and with his free hand gestured toward the spears I carried. "Do you really know how to cast those?"

"Of course!" I snapped, irked at his tone. I pointed to the sword at his belt. "Do you know how to handle that?"

"Of course," he replied coolly and I regretted that I had not spoken as civilly. He looked at Daevith. "See Daevi. You needn't fear. Gage and I will protect you."

I shouldered my pack and took to the trail, setting a fast pace, closing my ears to the sounds of those following.

We had tramped about a league when Breen said sharply, "Enough, Gage."

I turned to look at the two boys and felt a pang of stricken conscience. Daevith's fine woolen shirt and breeches were sweat-stained, his face red, his mouth open, gasping. Yet his Lights still glowed yellow-white, and although his legs trembled, he marched bravely on.

"We will rest," I said, and stopped. I slipped my pack off my shoulder and sat down on a moss-shagged log.

Somewhere along the trail, Breen had taken Daevith's pack and he now lowered both of them to the ground. "Are you satisfied that you are more fit than we?"

I did not answer, for I realized I had been testing these Solith nobles, and my mother's training against lying was too strong to deny it. "Better drink some water," I muttered, "if you remembered to bring some with you."

Breen opened both their packs and took out their water flasks. I could barely drink from mine, as I observed how Daevith swallowed hasty gulps between rasping breaths. When he began to breathe easier, Breen dug into his pack again, and shared sausage sticks with him.

Slanting a glance at me, Breen asked, "Is it true that SpiritKin can start fires with their minds?"

"Yes," I replied. No need to say that we had to have something dry like moss or grass to set spark to.

After a moment, Breen spoke again. "Is it also true that you can control the behavior of animals and birds?"

"Not exactly." I would have let it go at that, but Daevith's clear blue eyes fixed upon me, and I felt compelled to add, "We can influence them a little."

Breen's eyes went dark green. "I see," he murmured, and took another bite of the sausage stick.

We rested perhaps half an hour, and I had just picked up my spears when I again heard the thud of hooves on the path behind us. Several horses, and coming at a canter.

"Into the brush!" I commanded, heart pounding.

"I can fight!" Breen cried, and drew his sword.

"Not now!"

Throwing an oath at me, Breen thrust Daevith into a laurel thicket and plunged in after him. I did the same.

Three riders, single file, one several lengths ahead of the other two, broke into view. Gray-clad Militants, hoods over their heads, swords in their hands. The Lights of all three pulsed reddish-black with enmity. I was hardly surprised to recognize those of the last rider. Jask.

The Militant in the lead wore spurred boots, and even at this distance, I saw Jask's black sword scabbard. These were surely my parents' killers. I burned to confront them. But I could not endanger the lives of the nobles. Trembling with frustration, I hid. Still, my fingers tightened around the shafts of my spears as the men approached.

For the nobles' sakes, I prayed to Beormeh that the riders would pass without seeing us crouched there in the dense brush. But the first grayclad's horse must have sensed our presence. He shied and his rump pushed aside enough branches that his rider, glancing back, saw me.

"By Juven!" he shouted. "Here's that SpiritKin whoreson we're after!"

Enraged, I leapt to my feet and flung my first spear. It drove into his chest. Shrieking, he dropped his reins and clutched at the shaft. Blood spurted along its length. As his horse reared, the Militant toppled in front of me.

I had already cast my second spear. It caught the next grayclad below his right shoulder. The shock of it sent his sword-swing askew. The blade nicked his horse's neck. Screaming, the animal pitched, and the man fell.

Jask's mount crabbed, putting his rider sideways to me as I threw my last spear. It sliced across the grayclad's forehead. Ripped a tear in his hood as it furrowed his brow. Blood gushed from the wound, drenching his hood and shirt front. Shouting obscenities, he jerked his horse around and pounded away.

I ran to retrieve my spear. I could not find it quickly enough in the dense undergrowth to pursue him. The two riderless horses, snorting and wild-eyed, crashed past me, galloping south. I stared after them, furious that one of the three Militants had escaped alive.

"Two down, Mother," I muttered. Yet I could almost feel her dismay at my bitter words. Revenge was not the SpiritKin way. Not what she had taught me.

I drew a deep, calming breath, then returned to the site of the attack. Sword in hand, Breen stood over the wounded man, a foot planted on each side of the grayclad. The right side of the man's shirt shone wet-red around the protruding spear shaft. He moaned and stirred.

With his sword's tip, Breen flicked aside the hood's lower edge, then he lifted his blade and with both hands drove it downward into the man's throat. The Militant's body arched, then his limbs spasmed in death.

I gaped at Breen. He withdrew his sword, stepped back and wiped the blade on the dead man's shirt. "Don't look so shocked. That's what you do with a wounded enemy." When I said nothing, he added, "Why does it bother you? You killed the first one outright, and this one would have died anyway."

"I struck as they attacked," I said.

"What's the difference?" Breen asked, shrugging. "They're just as dead either way." For the dozenth time, I wished I could read his Lights. He leaned down, reaching to grasp the grayclad's hood.

"Don't!" I snapped. I did not want to see the dead man's face.

At Breen's questioning glance, I muttered, "We know he was Solith. Like you."

Breen's eyes flashed with anger. "Only Wezlinites condone the actions of the Militants. And these must be the ones who killed your mother and father."

I looked down at the grayclad, at the scar on his left hand. In my mind's eye, I saw again my parents' bloodied bodies. Quickly gone was the twinge of remorse I had felt.

Motioning for Daevith to come out of hiding, Breen bent over the Militants. "Help me with their weapons, Daevi. Quickly, now. That other grayclad will be back as soon as he gets his head stitched."

He and Daevith began to hastily remove daggers, swords, knives and sheaths from the two dead men.

"Who taught you that?" I asked.

"Randle," Breen replied, and added, "Earl Merrestone, to you."

The man with such gentle Lights had instructed them in this? I shook my head.

"We cannot carry all those," I said.

Breen scowled. "We can't leave them. It would mark us as gutless." He began to stuff the sheathed weapons into his pack. "If you don't want to carry them, I will."

"I can take the knives," Daevith offered.

"No," I said. "You are having enough trouble just keeping up."

Daevith's chin quivered and tears filmed his eyes. Breen shot me a cold glance and handed a small boot knife to his brother. "How about this one, Daevi?" 

As Daevith brightened and took the knife, Breen's gaze came back to me. He gestured toward the two corpses. "You'd better collect your spears."

I steeled myself to do so. The leaf-shaped spearheads were designed for easy retrieval; my father had used them on boar. But I had never killed anything larger than a badger. Very aware of the two nobles' intent gazes upon me, I wrenched at the shaft of the spear that had gone into the one man's right shoulder. The weapon loosed quickly enough; I set it aside and went to claim the other.

It was deeply imbedded in the grayclad's chest. I would have to grasp the bloodstained part of the shaft to pull it free. But I needed my spears. Clenching my teeth, I set foot to the Militant's body, braced myself and pulled. When the spearhead yielded in a spatter of blood and torn flesh, I nearly spewed. I would not let Breen and Daevith see my weakness. I pretended to examine the shaft. "It's stained half its length."

"If that bothers you," Breen said, "I suppose we can take time to wash it. There's a stream ahead." When I looked up, doubtful, he added, "We are in Merrestone's wood. I've ridden here often enough to know it well."

I followed Breen and Daevith at a jog trot into the forest. The stream was shallow, its bed rock-strewn. I knelt long enough to rinse my spears. Father had sanded and cleaned the shafts. Now they were stained with human blood. As one of them would be again the day I caught up with Jask.

Breen watched me with narrowed eyes. When I rose, he said, "I don't know how adept that grayclad is at tracking, but we'd best take to the stream, don't you think?"

I nodded and glanced down at my ankle-high boots. They were well-made and of good leather, but they were not fish-oil treated.

"Leave them on," Breen said. "The water may ruin them, but they will protect your feet."

I could only glower at him. He probably had another pair of boots in his pack; I did not.

We splashed into the stream and waded north as fast as the uneven footing would allow. Too soon, a far-off sound caught my attention. I stopped wading, turned, and cocked my head, listening. Breen and Daevith did the same.

"Perdition!" Breen muttered. "The bastard is coming after us with hunting hounds."
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"We have to leave the stream right now," I said. "Sooner than the grayclads will think we did. So that they will keep their dogs running north, looking for the place where we left the water." I pointed ahead, at pine branches which overhung the stream.

"Take to a tree?" Breen asked.

"Not just one. The forest is thick here. We can climb from tree to tree without ever setting foot to ground. The SpiritKin call it a tree path."

"You can't have tried this before," Breen said. "The part of Westgard where you lived is nearly treeless."

"It can be done," I snapped. "By the time the Militants realize we left the stream, we will be a league west."

His left eyebrow quirked, but he did not gainsay me.

"We'd better relieve ourselves first," Daevith said. With a glance at me, he added, "Um...Gage...would you mind...?"

I shrugged. Having grown up in a one-room hut, I was not used to having privacy, but I supposed the nobles were. I turned away and began to slosh ahead toward the tree.

When they rejoined me, I gave my instructions to Breen. "Give me your packs, then boost Daevith onto the limb. We will pass our packs to him and he can hold them while you and I climb up."

I followed Daevith and Breen into the tree. We worked our way to the trunk, scrambled to a limb opposite, and inched along it until we were able to reach a branch from another pine. At first our transfers from tree to tree were awkward. My spears required constant adjustments to avoid getting hung up in the branches, but after a while, I learned how to maneuver with them. As with any endeavor, repetition improved our skill. Daevith became quickly adept and his Lights glowed with delight as he led the way.

Once we saw a wood-gatherer with his cart. He might have been SpiritKin, but he was too far away for me to be sure, so I signaled Breen and Daevith to remain motionless until he was well gone.

The day groped toward eventide, and I wondered how we would fare in darkness. In spite of the gouges and scrapes we suffered, the cry of the hounds ranging north along the stream kept us moving. We were well west when the nearness of the dogs' yelps indicated they must have reached the place where we had taken to the trees. I clung to a pine branch, listening, my heart hammering. But the baying became no louder; the hounds had continued north.

As we neared the edge of the stand of pines, the trees grew farther apart. Presently, we came to the point where we could not reach the next tree.

Daevith peered at it through the eventide gloom. "I'll bet I could jump that far."

"You, perhaps," Breen said. "But not Gage and me. So I suppose we will have to chance traveling on the ground from here on."

I tensed as I heard twigs crunch on the forest floor below us. "Hssst," I cautioned, and leaned down to get a better look. A man of middle age driving a mule-wagon full of wood was passing nearby. This time I was near enough to recognize SpiritKin features. And his pale yellow Lights marked him as a man at peace with his world.

I dropped to a branch within his view. "Friend!" I called. "In Beormeh's name, help us!"

For a moment, the lavender of surprise flared in his Lights. Then he said, "The dogs...they are after you?"

"Yes. The grayclads set them upon us. Me and these two Royalist boys."

Without hesitation, he brought the wagon beneath the tree. "On top the wood, lads. My village is short ahead."

We dropped out of the tree onto the stacked branches in the wagon bed. The mule seemed to recognize our need for haste; she broke into a trot without touch of whip. His face barely visible in the fading eventide, Breen cast me a questioning glance. Well, perhaps our driver did influence the mule.

"I'm Ganon," the wood gatherer said. "But don't tell me your names. Then I can't admit to having met you."

As with most SpiritKin, untruths must lie strange upon his tongue. The wagon bounced and lurched across the floor of the thinning forest, and I gripped the slatted sides to keep from being thrown about. After a time, we came out of the wood, and entered a track. The mule increased her pace as Ganon's village came into view.

He drove between the outlying wooden huts and drew up before their Hall of Worship. Even though I had never seen one, I knew it from my mother's description. I squinted into the near night. Above the door hung Beormeh's symbol: a white cloud with golden lines extending earthward. Beormeh, the Breath of Life. He who had created us.

He who had taken my mother and father. 

As I started to climb over the side of the wagon, Ganon caught hold of my shirtsleeve. "Wait!" he cried.

From a hut beside Beormeh's Hall, a graybeard had emerged. With three brindle dogs at his heels, he hurried toward us. "What is it, Ganon?"

"These lads are under hunt by the Militants, Holman Mathor. They escaped through the tree path."

A SpiritKin holy man? I didn't want to meet one now. Not while this fierce hatred gripped my heart, for I thought he would surely sense it.

"They mustn't touch ground," the holman said. He called out to several villagers who had left their huts at the sound of the mule's quick approach. "Come! Carry the boys and their belongings into the Hall. Quickly, quickly!"

Although I gritted my teeth with the humiliation of it, reason told me I must allow them to lift me like a babe. While three men carried us up the steps to the Hall door, others ran to open it, and preceded us down the aisle. The interior was softly lighted by the glow of candles in wall sconces set between arched, stained-glass windows. The men who had gone ahead pressed their hands against the back wall of the building and lifted away a door-sized panel.

Behind it was a pace-wide space between the false wall and the real outer wall. Those carrying us climbed the three steps of the lectern dais, crossed it, and deposited us in the space. Others brought our packs and my spears. Holman Mathor had followed us.

I bent head to him. "Holman..." I began, but he waved away my words.

"We will speak later. To your right is food and water. To your left, a chamber pot. The roof is constructed to let in air." He paused a moment, then touched the fingers of his right hand to my forehead. "Beormeh bless you," he said.

A tremor passed through me. Never had I received the blessing of a holy man. What was there about him that confounded me, set my dark thoughts tumbling?

He glanced at Breen and Daevith. "Your supreme being is Juven Dro, but..."

To my surprise, Breen ducked his head forward to receive the blessing and nudged Daevith to do so.

The holman touched them, spoke the words and stepped back. The villagers secured the panel into place. We were in complete darkness, for Lights do not illuminate.

An orange tint of fear glowed in Daevith's. Since he had shown none during our flight, I presumed he did not like being confined. 

"A King's closet," Breen murmured.

"What?" I asked.

"The waggish name given to hide-aways such as these constructed during the early years of Wezlin's takeover. Many a Royalist owes his life to such. Merrestone Manor had one. Daevi and I used to play there."

"When Randle didn't catch us," Daevith said softly, then added, "I think we aren't supposed to talk."

My back against the wall, I slid down to sit, drew up my knees, and clasped my arms around them. For a time, silence lay deep about us. I reached with my left hand and touched my spears, and then the pack sewn by my mother. Tears stung my eyes, and I drew a deep, steadying breath.

I wished I could make an entry in my journal. Could erase the destructive emotions that had fallen upon me this day. In the last twelve hours I had experienced more strife than in all my fourteen years. Was this, then, to be the pattern of my life from now on?

 

[image: Image] [image: Image][image: Image]

 

I think Daevith and Breen heard the hounds' cries at the same time as I. Daevith, who sat close beside me, gripped my arm. Breen mumbled an oath. The dogs couldn't have tracked us. Their owners were only letting them range in the hope of finding a scent, and this was evidently the SpriritKin village nearest the stream.

Soon enough the dogs' yelps were accompanied by the thunder of horses' hooves. From the sounds that reached us, it was clear that men and dogs ranged the village streets. Daevith's fingers tightened their grasp.

I heard Holman Mathor call out, "Search if you wish. But not with the dogs. I will not allow them into the Hall."

One of our pursuers must have questioned this, for the holman's next words were, "And did he fly up these steps?"

A moment later, I heard the tramp of booted feet in the Hall, the scrape or crash of benches being thrust aside or overturned. Panting, swearing men passed within inches of where we hid. My hand clamped around one of my spears. I steeled myself to spring up if we were discovered, half hoping we would be. But no, Jask may not be one of the men on the other side of the wall. 

The Militants left the Hall. I looked toward the nobles, wondering if a heightened emotion might make Breen's Lights readable, but that was not the case.

Daevith's, however, burned with fear, and he still gripped my arm. I put one of my hands atop his and gave his fingers a reassuring squeeze. And didn't know why I did so.

It seemed a long time before the sounds indicated that dogs and men were leaving the village. We waited to be let out of our hiding place. Time moved slowly. I thought it must be past moonrise, but still no one came.

"Do your SpiritKin friends intend to keep us prisoners here?" Breen murmured, and Daevith withdrew his hand.

"Why should they do that?" I asked, irritated.

"Ransom?"

"Fool!" I snapped, unheeding that I addressed nobility. "SpiritKin earn their way honestly."

Breen chuckled. Daevith, his Lights flaring with concern, whispered, "We're supposed to keep quiet."

Neither Breen nor I said any more, and after a while, Daevith rose to grope past me on his way to the chamber pot. Trips to that end of our hall-like space were the only movements we made that night. I did not hear either Breen or Daevith eating or drinking. Eventually I slept, and I think they must have done the same. At least, their movements, upon arousal, sounded as uncoordinated and sluggish as mine.

The shuffle of many feet, the murmur of voices, the scraping of the Hall's benches being straightened and repositioned had brought me astir. I rose and waited impatiently for the villagers to lift away the panel. Stiff and groggy, I stepped out onto the lectern dais. Holman Mathor gripped my arm.

Judging from the small amount of light that shone through the Hall's stained-glass windows, I thought it was either early morn, or that the day was a gray one. In the dimness, I beheld a sea of upturned faces. My gaze swept over their Lights. Although I saw no resentment or anger, the brown of frustration often darkened the violets and pinks of concern and curiosity. I looked at the holman. He, too, was frustrated and upset.

"Gage, son of Allet and Noress, you stand accused of murder," he said quietly.

"No!" I cried. "The grayclads attacked me!"

"It was not Militants who rode in last night," Holman Mathor said, his dark gaze never leaving mine, "but Duke Blaydon's son, and a dozen of the duke's men."

My gut knotted. Of course Jask would not admit to being a grayclad. While I shook with indignation, Breen stepped forward. I envied him his noble carriage, for it commanded the holman's attention at once.

"I am Breen," he said. "This is my brother, Daevith. We were being fostered by Earl Merrestone. He handed us into Gage's care because Wezlin is now purging Nighland of suspected Solith Royalists, as well of the SpiritKin. Three Militants attacked Gage with swords. He killed one outright and mortally wounded another, whose death I hastened. The third escaped with a spear crease across his forehead."

The holman's Lights flickered with sudden comprehension at Breen's last-spoken words.

"Please, sir," Daevith said, his square chin lifted, his stance as authoritative as that of his older brother. "What Breen says is true. The men wore gray hoods. We hid from them, but they saw Gage and tried to kill him."

His grip on my arm softening, the holman's Lights spiked yellow with relief. I took a deep breath, thankful for witnesses whose honesty could not be doubted. 

"I think they were the same ones who killed my mother and father yesterday morn," I said.

"Allet and Noress are dead?" The holman's eyes widened as his gaze swung quickly back to me. I read his sorrow before he spoke. "Oh, Gage, I'm sorry." He moved his right hand, palm out, fingers spread, in a large, circular motion, calling for Beormeh's blessing.

Then, shaking his head, the holman said, "I was sure that Duke Blaydon's men accused you falsely, but I felt obligated to question you." He gestured toward the dais steps. "Come, sit down. We have brought you breakfast."

As Breen, Daevith and I sank down upon the steps, three women rose from their seats and approached us. Of younger age, they all appeared to be with child, their cloaks bulging over their ankle-length dresses. Smiling, they withdrew cloth-wrapped packets of sausage, cheese, dried fruit and barley cakes from beneath their cloaks. I murmured words of thanks, then helped myself to the food as the women returned to their benches. Holman Mathor sat down beside me. Another man had taken his place at the lectern and led the villagers in song.

"Part of our pretense," the holman said, gesturing at them. "The Solith camped at forest edge last night. One of them lurked about in the brush and kept watch on our village. Thus we could not release you last night, but had to wait until this morning's worship service."

I bit into a chunk of cheese. "He's gone now?"

The holman shrugged. "We think so. The group broke camp this morning and headed north. But we do not know if they all left. To check would only raise suspicion."

"The Solith man who watched," I asked, "did he bear signs of a recent head wound?"

Holman Mathor nodded. "He wore a wide bandage across his brow." He sighed heavily. "You have made a bad enemy in that one, Gage." 

And, I thought, he has made a bad enemy in me.
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"Do you know him?" I asked.

"Oh, yes," the holman replied. "He is Jask, Duke Blaydon's son."

I heard Breen's quick intake of breath. I pretended equal surprise. "That, then, is how you knew my name and those of my parents. When I delivered my father's last order of pencyls to the duke, Jask was present. I could feel his hostility." I took a bite of barley cake. "As with most Solith," I added bitterly.

"Your father was Solith," the holman said gently.

"He was an exception."

Holman Mathor nodded toward Breen and Daevith. "What of these two boys? And Earl Merrestone, who entrusted them to your care? And what of our good King Eldon?"

"And what of the people of Hafton?" I retorted, with rising anger.

"Ah, well." Holman Mathor sighed. "The Solith of Westgard are a people unto themselves. Those of your father's home village must have been resentful not only because he married a SpiritKin woman, but also because he took up her crafts. And did so well at it that his work, along with hers, became highly valued throughout Westgard." He folded his hands, and lowered his gaze, his face pensive, his Lights glowing silver-gray with sadness. "Your parents will be sorely missed."

Mother and Father had never spoken of such renown; it was not the SpiritKin way to boast. But it eased my grief somehow to know that others would mourn the loss of my parents, even if only as skilled craftsmen.

In spite of the holman's mollifying words, I could not shake my resentment of the Solith. They begrudged our hand-skill abilities and our aptitude for reading and writing. But what bothered them more was our magik--they were envious and fearful of it. I ate my breakfast and contemplated how closely fear relates to hostility.

Breen leaned forward a little, to look past me at the holman. "If you think some of the duke's men are still watching, how do you propose to get us out of the Hall?"

"When you have finished eating, you will put on cloaks and caps that some of the men are now wearing over their own," Holman Mathor answered. "The women who carried in the food will carry out your packs. You will leave with the gathering, as if you were part of it."

One of the villagers had placed our packs on the last step of the dais. Holman Mathor nudged the protruding swords with his toe. "Did these belong to the Militants, Gage?"

"Yes. But I don't think we need them. I have my father's spears and dagger, and Breen has his own weapons. Can those of the grayclads be of use to you?"

The holman smiled. "Perhaps," he said, and I wondered why his Lights spoke of mild deception.

Daevith tugged at my shirtsleeve. "Gage, may I not keep my little knife?"

Over his head, my gaze met Breen's. I could not tell if his hard expression was due to Daevith's asking my permission instead of his, or if it only warned me to consent to his younger brother's request.

"If you wish," I said, and it pleased me to see Daevith's shy smile.

"By the way, which village is your destination?" the holman asked.

"Truthrun. My mother lived there for a time and had kept in touch with a friend. I hope the woman will help me get resettled. And I believe the holman will offer sanctuary to these two nobles."

"I am confident he will." Holman Mathor returned his gaze to Breen and Daevith. "And to further insure safe passage out of the Hall and on your journey, we will dye your hands and faces." 

Daevith slanted an uncertain glance at Breen, who gave him a nod of reassurance.

When we had eaten, some of the women came forward with containers of walnut-water to stain the nobles' skin. 

Daevith compared his hands to mine. "I think I'm darker tan than you. Does that make me more SpiritKin?" 

"Of course. You are one of us, now, Daevi." His short-name had slipped off my tongue before I realized it might offend his brother. Breen's gaze lingered on me thoughtfully for a moment, but I detected no pique. I had begun to read his emotions as anyone else would have--through his facial expression and body stance.

While the women concealed our packs, three men removed their extra cloaks and caps and handed them to us. We put them on, and one of the villagers opened the Hall door. As I had suspected, the day was gloomy and rainy.

"Oh!" Daevith stopped short. Holding up his dyed hands, he looked at Holman Mathor. "Will this wash off?"

"No," the holman reassured him. "The dye will have to gradually wear off. But be thankful for the rain. The duke will know it would do him no good to send out his dogs. They are not trained to track people. They may have been able to pick up a fresh scent, but certainly not one that is hours old and rain-soaked. Now put on your cloak and be sure to stuff all that golden hair under your cap."

"My spears--" I began.

"I will sneak them out later," the holman said.

Breen, Daevith and I left the Hall amidst the other villagers. If Jask watched, he probably wouldn't notice that three different families had each gained a son.
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Before moonrise, Holman Mathor came to collect me. Knowing of our night journey to come, my host family had let me sleep most of the day. As I made ready to leave, the man handed me a pair of boots. "Too small for me, lad," he said, "and yours are hard as boiled leather."

I considered offering him one of my silver talyers, but thought it might offend him. SpiritKin do not expect payment for kindness. I bade the family goodbye, thanked them for their hospitality and stepped outside. The rain had abated to a drizzle, but I did not relish leaving the hut. Turning up my cloak collar, I joined Breen and Daevith, who awaited me. The holman had brought my spears and our packs, re-provisioned, he said, with fresh water and food.

He carried a candle-lantern, its shutters closed so that only a dim ray of light shone directly ahead. Two of his three dogs followed us as we wound our way between huts. When we passed the last dwelling, Holman Mathor ordered the animals to lie down and wait, and they quickly obeyed.

We crossed the open area surrounding the village and approached the edge of the uncleared moorland. I did not see how we could ever find a path in a night so dark and wet, even with the use of the lantern. The holman handed it to me, then hunkered, pursed his lips and made a series of sharp, yipping noises. I shifted from foot to foot, waiting. Presently a silver-gray fox melted out of the night and approached the holman, who extended his hand. The fox stepped forward cautiously to sniff his fingers.

"Now, Gage," Holman Mathor instructed, speaking softly, "talk to the fox, your mind to his mind. Suggest to him that he will want to take the path through the heath."

Although I wanted very much to practice my influence over animals, I hesitated. 

The holman looked up at me. "Seek his emotions, Gage. Surely your mother taught you this."

"She did. But..." How could I tell him that she had also warned me not to use my gifts in the presence of the Solith. No matter that Breen and Daevith were friends--the forbiddance lay strong upon me. "I don't think I can."

Holman Mathor's expression was unclear in the darkness. But I could see his Lights well enough and he was impatient. "This is not only the best way," he said, "but there is no other. You must do this if you are to preserve the lives of these Royalist boys and your own."

Mother, forgive me, I thought, and sought the fox's mind with mine. He was a gentle creature--most animals are--and regarded me with mild curiosity.

Take a walk along the path, I suggested to him.

He didn't like the rain.

You will not even notice it, I told him. Please. You lead. We will follow.

The fox began to walk away. The holman rose. "Beormeh bless you," he murmured to each of us as we hurried past him. We stepped into the murky night, with only the white tip of the fox's plume like a ghostly glow leading us.

We walked through bracken and brush, usually knee deep, but occasionally shoulder high. Our oil-treated caps, cloaks and boots kept us mostly dry, but our breeches soon became soaked. Stiff and cold, they clung to my legs, chafing me at every step.

After a time, I was sure I could hear the roar of the sea. The rain, though now only a mist, still did not permit starlight to penetrate.

I could not say how much ground we covered before the half-moon came up behind us, only a dim glow through the haze. I observed its rising with gratitude, for the candle in the lantern burned low, and my eyes ached from the strain of keeping the fox in sight. From time to time, he stopped and looked over his shoulder. He wondered why he walked the path with us.

Because it is a beautiful night, and you are enjoying our company, I told him.

He was miffed about being too far from his den.

As soon as the moon was high enough and the clouds had cleared sufficiently for us to see the path, I suggested to the fox that he would like to return to his home. He stopped in mid-stride and looked around. Then he shook himself vigorously. With a last puzzled glance at us, he plunged into the brush.

Perhaps because they had feared to break the spell, neither Breen nor Daevith had spoken during our trek. Now, Daevith murmured, "However did you do that, Gage?"

My mother would have disapproved of the glow of satisfaction I felt upon hearing his reverent tone. "I can't explain it. It's just something SpiritKin are born with."

"But you are only half-SpiritKin," Breen said. "You must be grateful that you inherited your mother's gifts."

"I am very grateful," I replied. And you, I thought, should be grateful that you inherited the noble bearing that commands immediate respect.

"Can we rest now?" Daevith asked.

I glanced at the moon, which stood directly overhead. "Yes. It must be almost midnight." I extinguished the candle, to save the stub for future use.

Daevith and Breen dropped their packs and sought privacy behind a large clump of gorse. I merely turned my back to both of them.

We found a hillock where the rainwater had drained away a little. Daevith flung himself down on his back and stretched out, crossed arms cradling his head. Breen lay down on his side, his head propped on one elbow. I sat, hunched forward over bent knees, relishing the bowing of my tired back.

Even lighted only by the moon, the terrain was achingly familiar--moorland sloping away to the sea, spotted by pale blotches of blooming gorse. On the peninsula's interior, my mother had told me, grew the immense groves of resin trees. From them, the SpiritKin obtained the basic ingredient for the bonding agent they used to secure hemp fibers to pencyl leads. But here, closer to the seashore, bracken and heath dominated, with but a few scrubby pines trailing along the spring-fed streams that tumbled to the sea. 

"Perdition," Breen said after a time. "It's desolate out here."

I wondered how many years he had lived on Earl Merrestone's forested estate. "I like it," I said. "It reminds me of home."

"How could you stand it?" He sat up and looked around. "The only good thing about it is that a horse and rider would be visible for miles. If your nemesis Jask decides to search for you, we'll spot him in time to hide."

"Yesterday you wanted to fight."

Breen shrugged. "That was yesterday."

"Just how skilled are you at swordplay?"

"Very skilled. But not good enough to want to face three men on horseback."

Surprised at his tone of admiration, however subdued, I said, "You killed one of them."

Breen raised one hand and touched at the hollow at the base of his throat. "A sword thrust, right here, ends it for a mortally wounded man. It's the humane thing to do."

Yesterday he had not spoken of being humane, but had gone to great effort to impress me with his dispassionate behavior. And now he as much as admitted that he had been affected by the killing?

He grinned suddenly. "I felt like spewing, too. I would have, if it weren't for Randle's training. He made me help slaughter sheep."

I looked away from him, out across the moors. No wonder Breen's Lights were unreadable. I never knew what he would say or do next, let alone what he must be thinking.

After a moment's silence, he said, "When it gets daylight, let's take a path closer to the cliffs. I'd like to map them in my mind."

"You didn't study maps?"

"Of course. But we have no good ones of Westgardshire. People who live east of the Barriers consider anything west to be not worth pursuing." He laughed shortly. "Including fostered children."

I wanted to ask his father's name, but thrust aside the impudent question.

"A cliff path might be a good idea," I said. "We are on the southeast edge of the Boar's Head. The SpiritKin are artisans, not fishermen, and my mother told me that on the Head, the villages lie inland. If Jask does come after me, he will probably search them first."

"That sounds reasonable. How far is Truthrun?"

"About another three days' walk."

Breen rose and squinted into the darkness along the path behind us.

"Jask won't follow us at night," I said. "Nobles like their comfort."

Breen tensed, but then turned away and bent over to wake Daevith, who had fallen asleep.

We tramped on through the night, following the path discernible in the moonlight. Under clear dawn skies, we stopped and ate breakfast. Afterward, I found a branch path that led toward the sea. It felt good to tread ground rich with the fresh scent of salt water on every blade of grass, every bracken frond, every branch of heather. Yet my throat nearly closed with choked tears as homesickness and grief pressed upon me.

We stopped often to look back along the way we'd come. I strained my eyes to watch the flight of distant crows and hawks for any sign that they had been disturbed. And though I pretended to walk with casual step, agitation strode with me. Instead of hiding from Jask, I should be tracking him, waiting to catch him alone, so that I could finish my business with him.

At midday, we found a dell, where we stopped to eat and rest, well out of sight from the cliff path we had followed. After repacking our remaining foodstuffs, we lay back to rest. I had not intended to sleep, yet when I next opened my eyes, the sun stood at mid-afternoon. My two companions also slept, Daevith curled close beside me, Breen stretched out next to him.

Irked by my lack of vigilance, I put my ear to the ground, wondering if I would hear the drum of hoofbeats. But the only sounds were my checked breathing, the sigh of the wind and the gurgle of the rill. I rose slowly to my knees and looked around. Seeing no danger, I shook Daevith and reached across him to do the same to Breen.

Before my hand touched him, he scrambled to a crouch, his dagger already in his hand, although I had not seen him draw the weapon. His eyes glittered, as feral as a hedgehog at bay. Startled at his reaction, and envious of his speed and agility, I drew back.

"Randle would have been proud," Daevith mumbled sleepily, as he got to his feet.

I could almost feel Breen bringing himself under control. "Next time, just call my name."

While he slowly sat back on his heels and re-sheathed his dagger, Daevith went to the stream and jumped across. He followed it a few yards down its run, where it took a slight turn around a grass-hung outcropping.

"Look!" he said. "A ship!"

Breen and I both stood, shielded our eyes with our hands, and gazed out across the calm sea. I scanned the distance for white sails, and saw nothing but sunlight flashing on waves.

"I don't see it, Daevi," Breen said. "Are you sure it wasn't a gull?"

"Not out there," Daevith said, darting a glance at us. "Down there." He pointed to the cove below.

Breen stepped across the stream and I followed. From Daevith's vantage point, I saw a two-master, sails furled, tucked tight in against the rocky cliff. She lay only a few yards off shore and her small-boats were plying to and fro unloading crates and cartons onto a narrow strip of sandy beach. Knowing we were observing something we shouldn't, I grasped Breen and Daevith by the shoulders and pushed them to their knees.

"Smugglers," I said.

"Can't be." Breen shrugged free of my grip, his eyes flashing with amusement. "You said SpiritKin earn their way honestly."

Crouching, I thrust Daevith up the streambed ahead of me. "I'm sure the SpiritKin don't know anything about this."

Breen scrambled after us. "What should we do?" he asked as he snatched up his pack.

"Nothing! Forget you ever saw them. And pray to your Juven Dro that they did not see us."
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We traveled at a jog trot until we had rejoined the cliff path. When we had once more settled into a walk, Breen asked, "What do you think they were smuggling?"

"I don't know. They might have been just hiding stolen goods. My mother said the cliffs of the Head are honeycombed with caves."

"The ship was from Dawz," Daevith said.

His tone was so positive that I stopped walking and turned around to look at him. He and Breen also stopped, and while Daevith regarded me with solemn eyes, Breen watched me with a half-smile.

Dawz, which lay along the western edge of the Continent, was the country which had offered King Eldon sanctuary when Wezlin had seized control of Nighland. But it was a long sail from Dawz to the Boar's Head. And for what?

"Why do you say that?" I asked Daevith.

He shrugged. "I just know. She was a lugger, and her rigging marks her as Dawzian."

I glanced over his head at Breen.

"If Daevi says the ship was a lugger from Dawz, that's what it was," Breen said. "Once he'd studied ships' models, he was never wrong in identifying one." He reached out to rest a hand on his brother's shoulder, and grinned at him. "Randle was ever amazed, wasn't he?" 

"Yes. He even quit giving me sweets for right answers, because he said I was always right."

"I've never heard of the Dawzians being involved in smuggling," I said. "But perhaps the ship was stolen." I gazed beyond Breen and Daevith, toward the sea. "Well, no matter. It's still best we don't get involved."

We walked steadily west, more comfortable now that the pleasant sun had dried our breeches. We watched for men on horseback, but saw only an occasional donkey-cart or mule-wagon on the distant main track. In late afternoon, we spotted a village perhaps half a league away. "Do you think we dare overnight there?" Breen asked.

"I'd rather not," I said and glanced up at the sky. Only a few clouds drifted on the western horizon. "We have some daylight left. And it should be warm enough to sleep out tonight."

By eventide, however, a cold breeze had come up, and we sought shelter in a hollow surrounded by thick gorse. I regretted my decision not to take advantage of the village, for Daevith, wrapped in his blanket, ate his meal with trembling hands. I feared that the previous night's drenching had brought a chill upon him. Although Breen added his blanket, Daevith continued to shiver.

"Why don't you start a fire?" Breen asked. "It should be safe. After all, nobles don't forsake their comforts to travel at night." 

So, my words had struck home. Not looking at him, I rose to search the surrounding area for suitable tinder. Avoiding the prickly gorse, I broke off small heather branches, and pulled up some dried grass. If I got the fire burning hot enough, I could cut off large branches of brush to burn. But I wasn't even sure if I could set spark to the grass. I had done it many times in the privacy of my parents' hut, but never in front of the Solith.

After laying up grass and branchlets, I sat down and concentrated as Mother had taught me. The magik wouldn't come. The Solith were watching.

As when I'd influenced the fox, I reminded myself that Breen and Daevith were friends. I glanced at them. Daevith's usually warm Lights pulsed with the pale gray of mental and physical distress.

I looked at the wad of grass, pictured it becoming even drier. And warmer and warmer. It smoldered. A few wispy blades turned brown. I bent my mind to it, but the grass would not ignite.

"Luckily, we do not have to depend upon your erratic magik," Breen said. I flung him a sharp glance. While I had been focusing on the tinder, he had evidently dug into his pack. He now held a small bag from which he dumped flint and striker. It irked me that his request had been no more than a game for him.

On his third try, the spark caught, and he fanned it gently with one hand until it licked up into the heather branchlets. Its warm glow lit his face, and I could not guess his thoughts until he voiced them. "Perhaps your magik works only when it is to your personal advantage."

Anger drove me to my feet, fists clenched. Before I could challenge Breen, Daevith spoke through chattering teeth. "He tried, Breen. I saw the grass smoking."

Breen gazed up at me, one eyebrow quirked. "Yes, Daevi, so did I."

As I stared down at him, nonplussed, he gestured toward the moorland around us. "We will need more fuel."

It was a statement, not an order, but I turned and tramped away, wanting to escape the enigma that was Breen.

He and I took turns scavenging for brush to feed the fire. Daevith slept fitfully, and in the morning, his eyes were red-rimmed, his nose dripping, his voice hoarse. 

"The first village we come to," Breen said, "we will find you a warm bed."

"It's only a chill," Daevith protested. "I'll get over it, like always."

"You always did so in a warm bed."

"I'm not a baby," Daevith cried.

"No." Breen spoke more sharply than I had ever heard him address his brother. "But don't forget who you are."

And who are you? I wondered, as we took to the trail. Daevith huddled inside his wrapped blankets as we walked, and Breen carried both their packs. The weather was not as warm as the previous day; the sun glowed weakly through high, thin clouds. We did not find a village, but about mid-morning, we spied a sheepherder's hut in the distance.

Long before we reached it, we heard dogs barking within. As we set foot to step, the wooden door opened and a stringy old man with a bristly beard faced us, a black and white dog at his knee on each side. "Enough!" the herder commanded and the dogs fell silent. The old man's Lights flared with curiosity that quickly turned to hostility when his gaze took in my spears.

"A SpiritKin carrying weapons," he muttered. "I thought the duke's son lied." His gaze bored into mine. "He called you murderer."

My stomach knotted. My accusers had been here before me. I willed my words to sound strong and true. "I did not murder. I defended myself against three attackers wearing gray hoods."

His hostility turned to uncertainty. His glance slid past me and his Lights reflected surprise and puzzlement. One look at the two Solith and he bent head to them. Even wearing commonfolk cloaks and with their skin dyed, the two boys were recognizable as nobility.

I will never get over my envy of them, I thought.

"They said naught about nobles," the old man muttered.

"They don't know these two are with me. They are Earl Merrestone's foster sons." I didn't know if he had ever heard of Earl Merrestone, but hoped the name would add authenticity to my story. "He has handed them into my care. Please, may we come in?"

The herder's Lights had taken on the yellow of acceptance. He stepped back, gesturing for us to enter. Odors of peat smoke, dogs and a sick ewe resting in one corner filled the hut, but the room was warm and reasonably clean. The old man shut the door behind us. For a moment more, he looked into my eyes, then he thrust out his hand. "I am Eyom."

"I am Gage." I clasped his wrist as he clasped mine. "These two are Breen and Daevith. Daevith is unwell. He needs rest and a warm place to sleep. Do you think the duke's son and his men are apt to come back this way?"

Common sense told me I shouldn't wish it, but I almost hoped they would.

Eyom shrugged. "They might. And I do not have a King's closet. But they have searched my hut once. If they do so again, mayhap they won't scatter the stack of fleeces in the lean-to a second time."

"How many men?" I asked. "And when did they come by?"

"Twelve. Yesterday. Near eventide." He scolded his dogs off the bed and cleared it of flung clothes. "Here, lad." He motioned to Daevith, who collapsed onto it with a grateful sigh. Eyom covered him with sheepskins. As soon as the old man turned away to stir the banked fire, the dogs once more leapt upon the bed. I made a move to shoo them.

Breen caught my arm. "They will help keep him warm."

As if understanding his words, the dogs nestled against Daevith, one on each side. He smiled dreamily, and closed his eyes.

While he slept, Eyom concocted a soup of dried herbs, wintered-over vegetables and strips of mutton. I hoped he'd made enough of it to feed us all, for the aroma it exuded made my stomach yearn.

"Where are you bound?" he asked as he stirred.

"Truthrun. Earl Merrestone thought that would be a safe place for these nobles. Actually, I'm looking for an area called the Community, and a woman named Shanna. Have you heard of her?"

He shook his head. "Name's not familiar. But the Community, that's up on Little Hill. Beormeh's Hall is in Truthrun, but the holman lives in the Community." With a final stir, he set lid to pot, turned away and crossed the room toward the ailing ewe. From a shelf he took medicine bottle and syringe and knelt beside the animal.

Taking advantage of the first idle moments of daylight I'd had since leaving Hafton, I took out my journal and pencyls. I sat cross-legged on the plank floor on one side of the hearth, Breen on a stool in front of it.

 

This day, I began, I rest in a sheepherder's hut somewhere between the Mounts and Truthrun. I have been entrusted with the care of two nobles, foster-sons of Earl Merrestone, who are fleeing the Wezlinite purge of all suspected Royalists. In protecting them and myself, I had to kill two grayclads.

 

I stopped writing when I noticed Breen watching me. "Do you always keep a journal?" he asked.

"Whenever I can." No need to say how much it helped to clarify my thoughts. I would write that killing two of my parents' attackers had brought me satisfaction. That finding the third and ending his life would be my constant goal. That I disliked being forced to wait here for Daevith to recover when I had unfinished business to attend to. 

Breen removed his sword belt, laid the sheath across his lap and drew out the blade. I eyed it with envy. It was a beautiful weapon, with a silver pommel, a grip of gold wire wrapped over black wood, and a gracefully-arched silver crossguard. The blade itself was two-edged, fine ground at the outsides, thicker in the center. Two long thin grooves ran from the top of the blade to within about seven inches of its tip.

Breen stroked them. "These are for added strength," he said, although I did not see how that could be true.

He extended the weapon to me, grip first, holding the blade near its top between fingers and thumb. I put aside my journal and took the sword. It was heavier than I had thought it would be.
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