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      Gods, but it felt good to sit next to a good solid fire burning strong inside a stove after days of bushwhacking in the cold and wet! Katerin Healer leaned back on her stool to take full advantage of the heat playing across her entire body, stretching her feet closer to that warm stove. The border village of Wickmasa was two days west of her usual circuit, but at least she and her horse Mira had reached it.

      Safe. Warm. Finally.

      A rich scent whispering of damp fertile soil and sun-warmed sweet fruit rather than the sage and pine of this village’s high mountain meadows teased her nostrils.

      “What is that? Starberry?” she asked Wickmasa’s healer, Makri, who stirred a small pot that simmered on top of the stove.

      “You’ve a good nose,” Makri said. “Starberry wine it is indeed, this year’s vintage.”

      Katerin frowned. Saubral produce starberry wine.

      “It’s not tainted,” Makri said quickly. “We don’t trade directly with the Saubral. I got this starberry at the Harvest Fair in Nere a month ago. I always like to have a supply for winter. It makes a good cough potion base. I—we—don’t trade with Saubral.”

      “I know it makes a good potion base,” Katerin said. “I’ve used it myself.”

      I just don’t like being around it so soon after a Shadowwalker attack.

      Especially after she and Mira had escaped that attack two days ago, in a place that should have been safe. Starberry so soon after didn’t feel right. Not remembering details that she should be able to remember about Wickmasa definitely felt wrong.

      Makri handed a cup to her. “This is starberry with a touch of Dovré’s Blessing and winter’s mint. I find it helps to settle the spirit after a time like you’ve just had.”

      Katerin cautiously inhaled the aromatic scent rising from the cup. She knew the recipe. But if he had gotten the proportions wrong—gods, Dovré’s Blessing was rare and often substitutes were sold as the true herb. Such substitutes were at best ineffective and at worst, could kill. Not knowing much about Wickmasa and the competence of this healer Makri didn’t help, either. Most border villages couldn’t afford to maintain their own healer, depending on circuit healers to pay periodic visits instead. She had never met Makri at any healer’s gathering, which gave her even more grounds for caution.

      Still, he and the village had given her shelter for the night. Mira hadn’t seemed bothered by the place, only grumping about sharing a corral with Makri’s horse instead of wandering free. Wickmasa was clearly Keldaran, not part of the Saubral. The longhouse lodge style and the Keldaran banner flying high above the headwoman’s house ensured that. The village guards had greeted her in the name of the three Leaders, Heinmyets, Alicira and Inharise.

      All good signs. She was just nervous after that Shadowwalker attack.

      The drink didn’t smell of the poisonous analogs to Dovré’s Blessing. Katerin delicately dipped the tip of her little finger into the potion to taste it.

      No bitterness but a tiny sour tang that shouldn’t be present in a well-prepared potion. Beginner’s work, not the work of a skilled potioner. Not poisonous but not the true Blessing, either. Or else the proportions were so low as to be ineffective. She ventured a small sip.

      The real thing. The proportions are off, and the winter’s mint is souring the Blessing.

      Safe enough for tonight, and possibly relaxing, after all.

      “Thank you,” she said to Makri, who had settled on his chair, leaning against the tripod back. “Thank you for this and for dinner.”

      “What else could I do?” Makri shrugged with a dancer’s grace. “Healer’s Code.”

      “Not all who’ve studied the Code necessarily follow it. One has to be cautious.” Maybe she could find out where he studied. At the least that would ease her mind about the potion.

      Makri scowled. “I’m of the Fan. We take our obligations seriously. I didn’t study at the Healing House in Dera long, but it was enough to learn my Code and my potions!”

      “My apologies if I have offended.” Katerin bowed deferentially, then drank a large swallow of starberry to reassure him of her trust. More prideful than most healers. “I did not realize that you studied at Dera. I’ve never seen you at the Healing House.”

      “I am sorry,” Makri said in a low voice. “My studies were cut short through a need to come back here and serve. I am a simple healer. I came to the Fan through my father. He died many years ago. My mother and siblings are Red Chestnut Leaf, and she took me to the Fan kindreds every summer.”

      He gestured toward a small wooden mask that hung on the longhouse wall. His coming-of-age mask. It had three small fans etched on each cheek. The twisted snarl on the mask repelled Katerin, enough that she had to look away from it.

      Small mask, small fans. He was not high in the Fan hierarchy. No wonder he might be a bit defensive, especially if he lost his father at a young age. Fathers were important to the male-dominated Fan. But the nightmarish scowl with dark highlights on the mask bothered her. Fan masks didn’t usually have such hideous grimaces. Her own Blue Starry Robe mask sported a serene smile, despite the turmoil that raged deep inside her during the coming-of-age summer she carved it, so soon after leaving Chiyan.

      She sought for a new subject, something that would ease the tension. Her rump started to itch. An image of itchy gray mare came from Mira, followed by stupid gelding covered with buffalo dung.

      Katerin stood, sighing. Mira was quirky about her likes and dislikes, though usually she didn’t let a lower-ranking daranval like Makri’s horse Soisan bother her this much. Daranvelii, the horse breed with extra sensitivity to the Goddess Dovré and an ability to mind-talk to bonded humans as well as between each other, had a strict hierarchy and Mira was close to the top ranks. Her strong abilities made it possible for Katerin to work a circuit alone in safety—most of the time, she reminded herself. Except when a Shadowwalker and his houndriders are where they shouldn’t be.

      Perhaps Mira was, like Katerin, more shaken by this last Shadowwalker encounter than she would admit, even though they had worse experiences. Mira’s last bondmate had been killed by a Shadowwalker curse. Maybe Mira was just remembering that time.

      “You’re going out?” Makri asked as Katerin rummaged in her saddlebags for some salve.

      “Mira’s complaining about an itch. I’d better see to it.”

      It shouldn’t be a problem. I’ve checked her morning and night to make sure that Shadowwalker hasn’t left a mark on her. She’s been clear.

      Still, Mira worried. Which meant Katerin worried. The Shadowwalker shouldn’t have been roaming free that deep in Keldaran territory.

      Probably spying.

      The Shadowwalker and his two houndriders had been more interested in torturing her pack mule and rifling the goods the mule carried than in following Mira and Katerin, a sign, perhaps, that they were lost and hungry rather than seeking prey. Still, it had been two days of long, hard, furtive riding through rugged canyon country to avoid any possibility of pursuit. She had thought they were heading deeper into Keldara, when they had been heading for the border instead. A beginner’s mistake, not one that either she or Mira should have made.

      It could have been the work of a Shadowwalker spell. Itchy skin was one sign of those.

      “Can’t Soisan help her?”

      “I need to do this myself. Mira worries.”

      “Sure grateful Soisan’s a lesser daranval.”

      “It does have its advantages,” Katerin agreed as she rummaged through her pack. “My first daranval was one like Soisan. I appreciate Mira’s skills.”

      “She’s not your first?” Makri said, disapproval in his voice.

      Dear Goddess, he’s one of those Fan. Odd that he ended up as a Healer if he was as rule-bound as some of the Fan clan hierarchy could be. Most of those Fan were judges. Maybe he should have gone with Artel the Judge or Terat of the Waters.

      “The Goddess is infinitely flexible,” she said instead of the sharp retort she wanted to say. After all, he had fed her and was putting her up for the night. She owed him a certain degree of courtesy.

      —Itch, itch, itch, Mira thought at Katerin. —Itch touched with worry, followed by —gray daranval mare pacing the corral, stupid mud-colored gelding covered with buffalo dung.

      —Katerin taking care of Mira, Katerin thought reassuringly as she put a lit candle stub in a tin lamp and tucked the salve in her pocket, picturing scratching Mira’s itchy spot and putting salve on it. She shrugged into her heavy winter jacket made from wolf hide and lined with sheepskin, pulled on her deerskin gloves, then slipped out of the lodge.

      Winter wasn’t far away from these high mountain valleys. Her breath came out in white clouds and small ice crystals formed on the grass. The Hunter’s Moon swung high overhead, past the sky’s midpoint, suggesting that morning was not far off. Dinner had taken longer than she thought.

      Well, she had arrived late, and getting settled into Makri’s lodge did take time.

      The village patrol passed by Makri’s corral as she fumbled with the rope securing the gate.

      “Katerin Healer, visiting Makri Healer, on my way to the Healing House for the winter,” she confirmed to the soft-voiced challenge from the woman guard. “Just checking on my daranval.”

      Mira nickered a soft welcome and moved near the fence as Katerin spoke.

      “Good eve,” the woman acknowledged, and rejoined her watch partner.

      “Good eve,” Katerin responded. She closed the gate, tying it shut, scratched Mira’s neck, then worked her way back to Mira’s hindquarters. She raised the lantern high and opened one flap to look at the rump. Nothing there.

      “Darling, it’s all in your head,” she murmured softly to the mare. “I don’t see a thing.” She put down the tin lamp, unwrapped the leather bag which held the small bentwood salve box, and scooped out a big glob of salve.

      Mira swung her head around to watch as Katerin rubbed in the salve.

      —Itch, itch, itch. Itch bad. Katerin doing Sight to check on itchy spot.

      Katerin laughed. She rubbed in the last of the salve, wiping her fingers clean on Mira’s coat, then scratched her way up Mira’s spine to her withers. “Dear one, I already did that. But if you insist, I’ll do it again.”

      Mira nudged her softly. —Itch, itch, itch. But the intensity of her image had softened.

      “It may not work. I’ve had starberry wine. You know what wine does to my healing senses. And starberry’s worst of all.”

      Mira pressed her forehead hard against Katerin’s body. They stood together for a moment, Mira’s anxiety overwhelming both of them. Then Katerin took a deep breath. She half-closed her eyes, calling upon Dovré. Healing vision rose around her hands, shimmering with a faint blue glow in the moonlight. Katerin moved her hands over Mira’s itchy spots, projecting the glow down, searching even below the hide for a possible fragment of Shadow.

      Nothing.

      Or was there? Something didn’t feel quite right, but it wasn’t from Mira’s haunches. Katerin pushed harder, and her vision winked out. She growled, and tried again. This time the glow refused to stir. Dovré’s Gift was often inconsistent when coupled with wine, especially the Saubral-brewed starberry wine. Starberry had a lovely taste, but gods, it could interfere with her healing senses.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to Mira. “I can’t raise my sight.” She scratched Mira’s forehead. “I’ll check it in the morning, and have Makri look, too. All right?”

      —Makri and Soisan covered with buffalo dung, came back to her.

      I wish I knew why she’s taken such a sudden dislike to them, Katerin thought, careful to hide that thought from Mira. She continued to rub Mira’s nose.

      Mira jerked her head away. She snorted, then turned her head, ears pricked, toward the other end of the village. Then she blew hard again, staring off in the direction that had caught her interest. Her nostrils flared wide as her ears swiveled. She snorted a third time, and stomped with her right hind. A war horse’s warning signal to her rider, carried over from her previous life as a war mare.

      Katerin’s fingers closed on Mira’s mane as fear clutched at her gut. She leapt on Mira’s back. Better to be mounted if trouble was near.

      “What is it?” she asked Mira.

      —Stark, mineral-cold Shadowwalker scent. Faint, very faint.

      Katerin shivered as scents poured through her nose as Mira would smell them. Had that Shadowwalker been on their trail after all? If so, the village guards would take care of it first.

      Mira flipped up her upper lip, trying to sort out that trace of Shadowwalker. It was old.

      No, —newer Shadowwalker scent.

      Gods. It was so very small, and yet so near. Katerin called on her healing vision, straining to look into that shadow world of the gods to find the source of the Shadowwalker essence. Her vision refused to stir.

      It’s followed us here, she thought, chilled. Against all odds, that Shadowwalker followed us here.

      And that, too, was wrong. Such persistence wasn’t common in Shadowwalkers, unless they had a particular calling from the dark side of the god Staul, the Destroyer. But gods, she didn’t think she had done anything to make Staul the Destroyer angry at her. Staul the Balancer held firm here in Keldara, not the Destroyer, not as long as Heinmyets, Alicira, and Inharise lived and ruled.

      Soisan walked toward them, head lowered, his ears pinned back, a shadow dampening the brightness of his silvery poll. The Shadowwalker scent grew stronger as he approached. Mira squealed and lunged at Soisan with her teeth bared. The gelding stood his ground, rearing to meet Mira, the moonlight making his silver-colored hooves shimmer.

      Katerin’s healing vision returned, flooding her senses as Shadowwalker essence poured forth from Soisan.

      He’s possessed!

      “Get away from him, Mira!” Katerin yelled.

      Mira twisted away from Soisan as he lunged at Katerin, jaws open wider than any horse’s should be. Mira bolted, kicking at Soisan to keep him away from them, bellowing her rage and fear.

      The guards ran toward them, carrying torches.

      “Possessed daranval!” Katerin screamed. “Soisan’s possessed! Get us out of here!”

      Someone flung the gate wide open. Mira charged through the opening, Soisan in swift pursuit. Makri burst out of his lodge, running hard toward them.

      “Makri!” Katerin pulled the ritual knife from her belt and flipped it toward him. Better for all that Soisan’s bondmate killed him before he infected others, horse and human alike.

      Makri flinched but caught the consecrated blade’s handle. Katerin wheeled Mira around Makri. Makri stepped in front of Soisan and slashed a good, clean slice across Soisan’s throat. Katerin kept Mira moving until Soisan collapsed, then pivoted Mira to face him. Makri held the knife at arm’s length as dark green goo dripped from it instead of blood, staring at it instead of containing the foul stuff.

      It fell to her, then. He hadn’t been trained to deal with Shadowwalker possession. Not a village healer’s skill.

      Katerin muttered a binding chant as the shadow rose from Soisan’s throat instead of life’s blood. Mira added a deep mareish nicker to right the imbalance caused when one of Dovré’s Own succumbed to a Shadowwalker’s possession.

      Makri’s head sagged. He dropped the blade, half-reaching toward Soisan, then stopping. Two of the villagers gently pulled Makri toward his lodge.

      “Bring me my bags,” Katerin ordered someone.

      She leaned on Mira until the guard brought her saddlebags, then searched through them until she found the pouch containing the blue-shaded glimmer dust sacred to the Goddess. She used the dust to make a circle around Soisan before she called down Dovré’s cool fire upon Soisan’s body.

      The ritual ending for a daranval, even one possessed. Leave no bonded daranval to the earth, the Goddess had ordered when gifting daranvelii to humans. Otherwise, their spirits roamed restlessly.

      The Goddess took Soisan back quickly. When the cool blue fire faded, Katerin collected what she could of the ash and mixed it with protective herbs; sage, cedar, and juniper. She gave two handfuls to a guard to scatter around the village, reserving a handful that she put in a small wooden box that she tucked into one of her pockets, to scatter around Makri’s lodge. At least Soisan would contribute to the protection of the village, despite whatever lapse had led to his contamination.

      Wickmasa’s shaman for the god Artel, Twana, helped Katerin purify herself and Mira, marking their foreheads and shoulders with protective oils while whispering prayers to the Bright Judge. Then she smudged both of them with a mixture of sage and cedar. Katerin took a deep breath of the aromatic smoke. It cleared her mind of the remnants of Makri’s starberry potion.

      “What about Makri?” Twana asked when they were done.

      Katerin glanced toward sunrise’s first glow lighting the horizon to the east. A night without rest, and odds were that she should be moving on today.

      “It’s horrible to have to take the life of one’s own bonded daranval, to violate the bond given by the Goddess. But it’s the only thing he could have done, with Shadowwalker possession,” she said to Twana, trying to avoid a direct answer.

      “How could Soisan get possessed without Makri knowing? Could he have consented to it?” Twana gave voice to Katerin’s thoughts.

      “I don’t know,” Katerin said. “If you don’t know the feel of Shadowwalker possession, you might not recognize a subtle exposure.”

      “But where would he have been exposed?” Twana asked. “We haven’t had any contact with Shadowwalkers here.”

      “And I shouldn’t have been attacked by a Shadowwalker on my healing circuit.”

      “True.” Twana shivered and thrust her hands in her pockets. “The Tyrant Zauril stirs again in quest of his lost daughter.” She winced, as if speaking the words hurt.

      Twana’s words stirred a brief memory. The daughter of Alicira and the Tyrant of Medvara, Rekaré, had disappeared near Wickmasa.

      This might be important.

      Katerin didn’t realize she spoke out loud until Twana raised her eyebrows.

      “What might be important?”

      Gods, now she couldn’t remember. Katerin tried to think back. What had she just thought was important?

      “I’ve forgotten.”

      Twana’s face softened. “Not surprising, after all you’ve been through.”

      Her tone was too relieved for the circumstances. Still, there was no time to examine this further at this moment. “Has Makri been checked?”

      “I saw to Makri before I came to you. He appears to be without physical hurt. But mentally?” She shook her head. “Despair has taken him. Worse than is typical for losing a daranval.”

      “I’d best see to him.” The shock of losing one’s own bonded daranval, even a lower-level one like Soisan, could be hard, and healer’s connections were tighter than most. “Sometimes the Shadowwalker curse touches not just body but also the mind.”

      That was extremely likely given that no one, not even she or Mira, had noticed Soisan’s possession until now.

      Katerin glanced again toward the east, gauging the growing light. “He’s not alone?”

      Twana shook her head. “No. His brother Metkyi is with him, along with others who care for him. Please. Help him. He isn’t a master healer, but he’s from here, he knows our folk, he knows our needs. More than that, his mother.” Her voice caught oddly for a moment. “His mother was from an old Wickmasa family.”

      “I will try to help him.” Katerin went to Mira for strength and reassurance, wishing they could leave now instead of dealing with this.

      I’m tired. Tired and too long out on the trail.

      The sun broke over the mountains. Katerin pressed her forehead to Mira’s. Then she stood up straight, pulled back her shoulders, and walked toward Makri’s lodge. As she neared the lodge, she heard voices arguing. A tall young man who resembled Makri ran out the door, then hesitated, turning back toward Katerin, holding himself stiff and straight, his face twisted with distress.

      “Healer Katerin?” he asked. Something about the way he stared directly at her with a single-minded focus made her shiver. Memories stirred and flickered away. This must be the brother Twana had mentioned.

      “I am she. You are his brother Metkyi?”

      The man grimaced. “Yes. Perhaps you can talk sense into him. Where’s Twana?”

      “She is coming.”

      “Good. I’m going to hurry her along. He won’t listen to me, perhaps he’ll listen to you! His thoughts are storm-snared and wind down twisted trails. I can’t get him to listen to reason.”

      “Then I’d better go to him.” Katerin turned away from Metkyi.

      Things were worse than she thought. Makri sat next to the stove, the materials for ritual suicide arranged around him. He ignored the two young women pleading with him, staring straight ahead. He startled as she strode across the lodge toward him.

      Shadowwalker curse indeed.

      Whatever had possessed Soisan had touched Makri as well.

      I don’t know if I can counter this.

      He had painted his face with Fan mourning symbols and had already sacrificed a fingertip, sloppily leaving the blood to pool around him instead of cleaning up.

      Not usual.

      The long obsidian ritual blade rested on its wood stand next to him, along with a dish full of the traditional black dust poison. Makri’s broken mask lay in front of him. The scent of starberry overwhelmed Katerin and she wobbled in front of Makri. Starberry with a rotten scent underneath. No question about it this time. Poisonous analog to Dovré’s Blessing, making it a curse rather than a blessing.

      He’s already gone far down the twisted ways.

      “Stop this.” Katerin did her best to project a confident voice. “Makri, do not succumb to the Shadowwalker.” She took Soisan’s ashes from her pocket. “Let me mark you with these.”

      “NO!”

      Makri jumped up and slapped her hand, sending the ashes flying around them. The box landed on the broken mask. It burst into flame. Makri broke into a high-pitched, ululating scream. Fire rose around them where the ashes had scattered. The other women bolted from the lodge, leaving Makri and Katerin to face each other.

      This isn’t of Dovré or even of Staul. Mira, help me!

      Nothing. She could visualize the small gray mare in her mind but a transparent barrier seemed to lie between them.

      Something’s blocking her. What is it?

      She looked around, saw the pot with the starberry wine in it still sitting on the stove.

      Get rid of that. The scent is influencing him and it’s keeping Mira from me.

      She picked it up. Makri wrenched the pot away from Katerin, splashing most of it over his body. The spilled potion burst into flame. She tried to put out the fire but he shoved her across the lodge. Then he seized the dish full of black dust and thrust some in his mouth, pouring the rest over his body. The dust caught fire.

      “MIRA!” Katerin screamed.

      Oh gods, no, no, no.

      Bile rose in her throat, choking Katerin. The starberry wine and part of her dinner came up before she could stop herself. Mira’s mind touched hers, giving Katerin the strength to spit out the sour remnants in her mouth. She scrambled back to her feet and grabbed a blanket to smother the flames.

      Makri’s body tightened and convulsed. He seized the obsidian blade and impaled himself. Flames gushed from his body along with blood as he fell. The fire’s heat drove Katerin back.

      Metkyi and Twana burst into the lodge. Katerin tried to stand but a coughing fit doubled her over. Metkyi and Twana dragged her out. Metkyi handed Katerin a waterbag and she drank three huge swallows. Her gut settled. She leaned against Mira, and forced herself to watch as fire took Makri’s lodge.

      “I am so sorry,” she said softly. “I tried.”

      “There was nothing you could do,” Metkyi growled. “He chose his course. Damn him.” He strode away.

      Twana shook her head and followed Metkyi. Katerin watched as flames consumed the lodge, sick to her stomach. She wanted nothing more than to ride away from this place and never come back.

      But she had a job to do. She had to make certain that Soisan was an isolated contagion. Her pledges as a healer required it. Her honor as a healer required it.

      “My lady healer, the Eldest wants to see you,” a guardswoman said to her.

      “I will be there,” Katerin said.

      “Do not tarry long,” the guardswoman warned.

      “I need to gather my things and find out what may have burned.”

      “Your bags are over there,” the guardswoman gestured to where Soisan had fallen. “I brought them to you.”

      “I remember now. Thank you.”

      “And if your tack is not saved, we will give you what you need.”

      “Thank you,” Katerin repeated mechanically. “I will be along shortly.”

      “I will tell our lady Imnari.” The guardswoman bowed and left.

      Katerin sighed. “We have work to do,” she told Mira. “But first, we have to meet the Council.”

      Gods, she wasn’t looking forward to this meeting. Not after this violation of healer pledges and healer honor.
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      Katerin stopped ten paces short of the line of elders in front of the Council longhouse and pulled herself up to her full height, remaining tense and tight until Mira’s muzzle brushed against her elbow.

      “Healer Katerin.” The Eldest, a strong-boned woman with long, unbound, silver hair streaming across her shoulders, stepped forward. She wore the headdress of her office, an elaborate crown of eagle feathers whose quill tips were interwoven with fine beadwork and exquisitely braided leather.

      “Eldest Imnari.” Katerin bowed formally, wishing she wore the formal healer robes that had been packed in one of the saddlebags lost to the Shadowwalker. She looked for clues to tell her more about this Eldest and her attitude toward the Healing House. Imnari’s skin bore no clan marks or sign. Golden seed heads were worked into the trimmings of the headdress, but whether that was a clan marker for the Eldest or an honorary sigil for Wickmasa, Katerin didn’t know.

      “I am Imnari of Harvest Moon Rising,” the Eldest said.

      “Thank you,” Katerin said. “I am Katerin of Blue Starry Robe, originally from Chiyan Village of Waykemin.”

      Imnari raised her brows, frowning slightly. “Surprising to find one from Chiyan in Keldara.”

      “I have my reasons for working out of Dera,” Katerin said.

      “Does Terani the God-Killer still sleep in Waykemin?”

      Katerin’s throat tightened and she coughed to cover her reaction before answering. “The last I heard, Eldest Imnari, is that she still sleeps.”

      Imnari gestured to a younger, frowning man standing next to her. He bore a slight resemblance to Makri in the shape of his face and brows. “This is Yetklet,” Imnari continued. “Our patrol chief.”

      “Makri was my sister’s son,” Yetklet growled.

      Katerin’s gut clenched. He could claim blooddebt.

      “My deepest regrets,” she murmured. “I wish I could have convinced Makri to make another choice.”

      Yetklet waved dismissively. “Makri was a romantic fool,” he said. “He should never have trained for a healer. He would have been much more useful as a blacksmith, like his father.”

      “Dovré’s call comes to whom it will, when it will,” Katerin said.

      “And now my sister’s son is gone.” Yetklet shook his head. “It’s not been that long since Zauril’s riders stopped here every summer⁠—”

      “Yetklet,” Imnari intervened. “We are not here to talk about that.”

      “At some point we will need to talk about them!”

      Katerin caught her breath. Wickmasa had once been a stop on Zauril’s annual summer demand for tribute.

      Maybe Nere isn’t where Soisan’s exposure happened.

      She tightened the fingers of one hand. What if Soisan had been exposed here in Wickmasa? A memory stirred, then hid itself, to her frustration.

      With a jolt, Katerin’s attention returned to the Council as Yetklet started to storm off, then turned back when Imnari growled at him.

      “As you wish, Eldest,” he muttered, rejoining the other Council members.

      Imnari nodded, a faint smile on her lips as he bowed to her. “Thank you, Yetklet. Healer Katerin. This is my Council, except for Twana and Metkyi. Where’s Metkyi?”

      “With Twana,” Yetklet said.

      “Ah. Yes. Family honor. Healer Katerin, let me introduce the rest of my Council.” Imnari introduced the remaining four members of the Council, three men and one woman. Katerin nodded to them, their faces and names and clans blurring together. Her usual memory for names had deserted her—the starberry? Something else?—but at least she could remember their roles. The woman, she noted, was the Gather Chief. One of the men was the Horsemaster, another the leader of the hunters, and the other was the trade chief.

      Imnari’s the peace chief, then, their negotiator.

      Katerin bowed to each as they were introduced.

      “And now,” Imnari concluded, “to the point, Healer Katerin. Wickmasa needs a healer. We have always felt it best to maintain a healer within the village rather than contract on a circuit.”

      “That is your choice,” Katerin said, keeping her tone neutral.

      How can Wickmasa afford to keep a year-round healer?

      It looked no more prosperous than any of her client villages. On the other hand—Makri had been of Wickmasa. He would have had housing and clan-rights of his own for access to food, supplies, and services. Faint memories from her history studies years ago stirred, reminding her that Wickmasa had earned its right to have a healer of its own. But the details kept slipping from her memory.

      Has someone cast a remembrance spell here? If so, why?

      Normally, Katerin remembered the details of village politics and interconnections, a crucial skill on the borders. However, in these days with all but open war with Zauril the Tyrant, some powerful villages might want to be obscure, and so, remembrance spells were cast, to keep all but a handful of outsiders confused about the role of that particular village in the politics of Keldara and Clenda.

      What role does Wickmasa play in Keldara’s defenses?

      As close as it was to the borders with Larij, Clenda and Saubral, that could be a factor. And that closeness to Saubral meant that a representative of the god Staul would guard the village against ravages by followers of his dark side.

      Staul the Balancer, she reminded herself, stifling a shudder. The priest here will follow the Balancer aspect of Staul. Not the Staul the Destroyer that the Shadowwalkers follow.

      Wickmasa most likely was crucial to Keldara’s defense in a manner she wouldn’t know. And, as such, not only would it have a priest of Staul, it would have its own healer.

      “Wickmasa has always had its own Healer,” Imnari said. “One of ours is at the Healing House right now.”

      Katerin relaxed. She would just have to make sure that any Shadowwalker taint was banished. Once she finished, she could be off to the Healing House, her obligations filled, and the Wickmasa student could come home.

      “I will certainly make sure that your healer is well prepared when I return to the Healing House for the winter and inform him or her of the need,” she told Imnari.

      Imnari frowned. “There is a problem. Our healer-to-be left for training a fortnight ago.”

      “Perhaps you could carry a circuit healer’s contract until he or she is ready to serve?”

      “A circuit healer’s contract will not meet our needs,” Imnari said firmly.

      “I can’t guarantee that the Council can find someone to work here for the next year.”

      “You are here.”

      “I have contracts I must finish before the Winter Gathering. I have training to do this winter. I have contracts I must meet for the spring.”

      “Could you not stay here over the winter?” Imnari asked. “By spring, perhaps our Hinet could come back, with the support of a circuit healer. We need to have someone here until Hinet returns.”

      “The Council will need more information than vague assertions, Eldest.”

      “I think,” Imnari paused, clearly considering her next words, “that you will find that the Council will not need any more knowledge than the simple statement that Wickmasa has need. It is a matter of the Gods.”

      Katerin took a step back and rubbed Mira’s poll.

      What do I do? What could be so important about Wickmasa? Why would working here for the winter be a matter of the Gods?

      A remembrance spell. This place definitely had a remembrance spell operating.

      Mira rubbed her left ear against Katerin’s hand.

      —Cave opening blocked by a locked door came from her, a warning of her perception of mixed motives. The clarity of the image emphasized Mira’s warning.

      Katerin sighed. —Healing House, she thought back.

      If Mira wouldn’t want to return to Wickmasa, then they wouldn’t, and would be within their rights to say no.

      —Mira and Katerin in Wickmasa, in shades of red and blue.

      Another warning, but clearly a vote to return. That, plus what little Katerin could pull out of her memory about Wickmasa, clinched her decision.

      “Eldest Imnari,” she said slowly. “My daranval and I are at Wickmasa’s service, at least for the winter.”

      Imnari smiled. “I do not think you will regret your choice.”

      I already do.

      “I need to finish my business with my other contracted villages and make my report to the Chief Healer. Then I will be free of my other obligations and can return to Wickmasa.”

      “We understand this need.”

      “Before I leave, I need to ensure that there’s no other Shadowwalker taint in Wickmasa.”

      “There is no need for you to seek out any further Shadowwalker problems until you return. Twana and Metkyi can deal with it. I’d prefer you get the matter of stores and your lodging settled today, then deal with your other obligations and return as quickly as you can. Winter storms are coming. It won’t be long until winter travel is by caravan only. Shadowwalker taint can wait.”

      “True,” Katerin conceded.

      But how many others did Soisan affect? And why is Imnari suddenly so insistent about my leaving quickly?

      Between the secrets and Imnari’s maneuvering, this definitely looked to be a long winter.
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        * * *

      

      Imnari turned Katerin over to Myrieke, the Gather Chief, to settle Katerin in for the winter. They retreated to Myrieke’s lodge to make the list of the supplies and stores Katerin would need for the winter.

      “We can have a lodge ready by the time you return. What design do you want?” Myrieke asked.

      “Something big enough for patients but easy for me to keep it warm by myself.” Cold. Gods, how cold did these mountain valleys get during the winter? Colder than she was used to, for certain. “I need two rooms, one for my private use, the other for patients.”

      Myrieke nodded as Katerin spoke, chewing her lower lip. “Yes. Yes. That makes sense. I’ll send you two assistants to help you.”

      “Thank you,” Katerin said.

      “What about your daranval’s lodging? Makri didn’t request anything special for Soisan, but I know not all healers feel like he did about their daranvelii.”

      “A shelter next to my lodge with Mira going free, unless the Horsemaster feels more comfortable with her being corralled. I need a corral for my pack animals.”

      “We can build a shelter.”  Myrieke smiled. “And Horsemaster Kwellet will want to talk to you. Wickmasa’s healers have always helped with daranval training, though Makri was an exception. Kwellet shouldn’t mind Mira going free.”

      “I can train daranvelii,” Katerin said. “After all, it’s what I do for the winter at the Healing House.”

      “Then it is fortuitous that you are here,” Myrieke said.

      That’s what you think, Katerin grumbled to herself. But she said nothing. She would need Myrieke’s good will for the winter ahead of her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Katerin and Mira finally splashed down the mud and snow-mixed path that dropped from the Northern Pass to the Keldara River, late on the fourth day after they had left Wickmasa.

      Almost there.

      Mira halted to rest at an overlook. Katerin checked Mira’s hooves and the leather wraps tightly fastened onto them. She had saved these last magicked wraps for this section of their trip. Surefootedness and speed might save their necks, and those wraps guaranteed surefootedness.

      She stepped over to the overlook’s edge. Normally, one could see the smoke and lights from Dera and the smaller villages in the Keldara Valley from here. This afternoon, the heavy fog obscured everything. No matter. Fog meant there would be no rain or snow today. They would reach the Healing House and Winter Quarters by dusk.

      Katerin checked that her bow and arrows were slung within reach and tapped the hilt of the short sword she carried as a backup to her bow. Then she examined her boots. The magic worked into them was all that kept the boots together. Barely enough magic remained to keep the boots effective and in one piece until they reached the Healing House.

      Cutting it pretty tight this year. But down this stretch, through the foothills, and we’re there.

      As long as the magic held. As long as bandits weren’t focusing on this trail and on what little wealth a tired healer and her daranval might carry. As long as another Shadowwalker out of place didn’t stumble across her path.

      “Let’s go.” Katerin swung up on Mira.

      Mira’s thoughts were formlessly grumpy. But grumpy was better than sudden alert. Despite her fatigue, despite the gloom of the dank fog that obscured the ridgetops, every known twist and turn of the trail that followed the Keldara River through the foothills brought relief to Katerin.

      Home. They were almost home. They could rest for a couple of days, replenish their medical stores, and buy supplies Katerin had been reluctant to get from Myrieke.

      She mentally reviewed her list as they walked, as if she hadn’t already thought it through at least five times a day since they left Wickmasa.

      Boots and hoof wraps. Medical supplies on Wickmasa’s account, not her own. As much magicked clothing as she dared spend credit on, including a winter blanket for Mira. No luxuries, but as much in the way of magicked and healing supplies as she could load on a pack animal. She didn’t want Mira carrying a load back to Wickmasa.

      The next turn brought them where the Keldara River broke free of the foothills and spilled out onto the open valley, suddenly free from fog. The sun had already set behind the high mountains to the west, but a faint glow lingered on the mountain ridges. Ahead and to her right Katerin spotted the lights of the Healing House and Winter Quarters.

      Home.

      “Who goes there?” A young, female voice, quavering slightly, challenged them.

      Katerin dismounted. “Healer Katerin and Daranval Mira.”

      Mira added a low whicker, answered by a higher-pitched daranval’s squeal.

      “Healer Katerin,” a deep male voice rumbled. “Greetings, and welcome home. We’ve been worried about you.”

      The two sentries moved out from their stations, hidden by screens of magicked fabric. The man, Eldoran, the Head Instructor of the Healing House, strode forward to sweep Katerin up in a big hug.

      “Eldoran, you don’t know how good it is to see you,” she said. She hadn’t expected him to be on sentry duty.

      Unless he’s been watching for me?

      Katerin gave Eldoran an extra squeeze. Whatever the reason, she was glad to see the Head Instructor.

      “I imagine.” Eldoran put Katerin down and eyed Mira’s tack. “You’re down to the basics. What’s happened?”

      “I have to go back out.”

      Eldoran frowned at her. “But your contracts are done⁠—”

      “Unfortunately, there’s need. Wickmasa’s healer is no more, and they want someone there for the winter.”

      “What happened to Makri?” blurted Eldoran’s female companion, dressed in the greens of a first-year apprentice healer.

      Eldoran stepped back. “Katerin. This is Hinet, our newest apprentice here at the Healing House. She’s⁠—”

      “From Wickmasa, arrived a few weeks ago,” Katerin finished for him. “I know.” She looked at Hinet. “I am sorry. Makri’s daranval died, and he suicided.”

      “Oh no!” Hinet’s hands flew to her mouth.

      Katerin hugged Hinet. “I am sorry,” she whispered. She turned back to Eldoran. “I need to meet with the Council as quickly as it can be arranged. I need to restock. Before I reached Wickmasa, I was attacked by a Shadowwalker. They killed my mule and stole many of my healing supplies.”

      “The Council has many end of season obligations.” Eldoran flashed a hand sign at Hinet. She stayed behind as Eldoran, Katerin, and their daranvelii strode toward the walls of the Healing House.

      “I know. But I was told by the Eldest of Wickmasa that all I would have to say to get Council approval was that ‘Wickmasa has need.’ Just what in the Goddess’s name is that all about?”

      Eldoran sighed. “It’s a long story.”

      “Wickmasa has one of the tightest remembrance spells I’ve ever run into,” Katerin continued as they passed through the outer gate. “That has to be lifted if I go back. The place has too many secrets.”

      Eldoran halted outside the main hostel assigned to incoming healers who had not yet received housing assignments.

      “If the Council agrees to your placement I’ll lift that spell myself,” he said.

      Katerin slipped her bags off of Mira and handed her reins to the apprentice healers who came to take her. She caressed the mare’s poll, thinking about —Mira romping with the daranval herd, racing in the meadows.

      —Mira as part of small band of mares came back, with added images of —black and bay mares, friends, Mira, bullying geldings and getting best food and water.

      Katerin laughed, then stepped back and let Mira go with the apprentices, watching wistfully as the gray mare pranced in anticipation of playtime.

      Eldoran tapped her on the shoulder. “Better check in and get some grub. The Council will want to talk to you tonight. It is Wickmasa and you are right, Eldest Imnari only needs to say ‘Wickmasa has need.’“

      Katerin sighed. “Thanks, Eldoran.” She pulled out the sealed letter from Imnari. “This is to the Council from Wickmasa’s Eldest.” She handed it to Eldoran. “Or should I deliver it myself?”

      “I’ll take care of it.” Eldoran carefully tucked the letter into his jacket.

      “Thanks.” Katerin shouldered her bags.

      “Be ready at any time,” he cautioned. “Wickmasa’s status means that the Council will move faster than you expect.”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      “Good.” He bowed, deeper than usual, and left.

      Katerin shivered and rubbed her hands on her elbows. Then she turned toward the hostel and heaved another deep sigh.

      Wish I were checking in for the winter.

      Unless the Goddess had changed her plans, she wasn’t going to be at the Healing House for long.

      Katerin trudged up the plain wooden steps to the main entrance, considering her timing.

      I probably have enough time to get a bunk for the short-term, set up my bed, and eat. If I’m lucky I’ll get a drink before I go to Council.

      Katerin pulled open the heavy door.

      One season ends. Another begins.

      A distant bell tolled. Katerin hurried down the hallway. If she were lucky, she would be finished with the procurer in time to eat at the regular evening meal. Making her bed up could wait until she had a good feed.
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      “Ahhh.” Katerin eyed the platter of roast beef, the mixed roasted root vegetables, and the light, fluffy, warm bread with fresh butter. on the long common table, contemplating another serving.

      “Eat up,” her friend Senai encouraged. “You’ve lost weight this season.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Katerin shook her head ruefully. “A long and hard circuit. Then that Saubral attack wiped out all my earnings.” She drank her beer.

      “Hard luck, that. At least you’ve a winter contract. Where is it?”

      “Wickmasa. Up past the Northern Pass, near the Clendan border.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “You’re not the only one,” Katerin muttered. When the plate of sweet cake came to her, she passed it on without taking any. She was too full to eat the rich cake stuffed with berries.

      “I’ve heard of Wickmasa,” Yevtin, one of the other far-ranging circuit healers, chimed in from his seat next to Katerin.

      Katerin turned toward Yevtin. “So what do you know about Wickmasa?”

      Yevtin ran one hand through his curly dark hair. “I’ve run into Wickmasa’s Makri at the Trading Fairs in Nere. He always seemed to be doing a lot of non-Healer-type trading.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Yevtin took a bite of sweet cake and chewed it thoroughly, then dabbed at his mouth and beard with his handrag. Katerin sipped her beer, recognizing the signs of Yevtin preparing to tell one of his tales.

      Yevtin swallowed some beer and set his mug down firmly. He leaned closer to Katerin and rested his left elbow on the table, shutting out others from their conversation.

      “You have to understand that Makri never talked a lot about village business,” he said, keeping his voice low. “The place has a remembrance spell.”

      “Yes. I know.” Katerin leaned closer to Yevtin. Usually Yevtin’s tales were loud and boisterous. This time he met her eyes seriously and quietly, his voice near a whisper.

      “I’m not subject to those spells anymore,” Yevtin continued. “Not after, well, you’ll learn. Listen. Makri wasn’t like most village healers when they hit Nere. Those other village healers, they’re swapping healing tales, and remedies, and all sorts of wild stuff. Figures, since most of them are from the back of beyond.”

      Katerin nodded, knowing exactly what he meant. “Makri didn’t talk?”

      “Not about the village. You’d barely know he was from Wickmasa. He wasn’t looking for remedies and new herb mixtures, either. No, he was always gathering information on the latest Saubral movements or trade issues.”

      Katerin pulled back slightly from Yevtin. “That’s not a healer concern!”

      “Lower your voice, girl,” Yevtin cautioned. Senai cast a worried glance over at Katerin.

      “It’s all right,” she told Senai. “Just talking.”

      Senai nodded.

      “What’s a healer doing gathering information that should be a war chief’s concern?”

      Yevtin nodded slowly. “Exactly. He spent time with questionable traders.”

      “Starberry dealers?”

      “Starberry and other products from those sources. He wasn’t always as careful as he should have been. I had to bail him out of trouble a couple of times. But he was my apprentice when he came to the Healing House, and I thought I should help him.”

      “Makri apprenticed? On a healing circuit?”

      “There’s not a lot of other options for training village healers.”

      “He didn’t strike me as having the savvy to make it through a regular season’s circuit.”

      “He didn’t have the skills and flexibility to last on a circuit. As it were, he was doing a poor and way-too-obvious job of intelligence gathering.” Yevtin stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I didn’t think he was a spy. He was too reckless, too talkative. I thought he might be running some trades for the Fan kindreds, and earning some gold working for smugglers here and there.”

      “He was one of the last people I’d finger for being a smuggler.”

      “Well. Yes. But the timing was always good for him to be working something for the Fan. He always seemed to be in Nere either before or after a Clan gathering.” Yevtin suddenly fell silent.

      Katerin looked up. Eldoran glowered at Yevtin.

      “Hate to rush you away from dinner,” Eldoran said, “but the Council is ready.”

      “I’m just about done.”

      “I’ll be waiting outside.” Eldoran nodded to Yevtin, holding his eyes for a moment, then strode away.

      Katerin looked over at Yevtin. “Can you tell me anything else?” she asked.

      “Only this. If you’re doing business with Wickmasa, my friend, then you need to watch your every move. That place is Gods-haunted in ways you don’t want to know about.” He waved her away. “Best get going. Council doesn’t want to wait these days. Lots of business before winter.” His voice lowered. “Maybe more. Later. Private.”

      Katerin chugged down the rest of her beer and wiped her face. “I’ll meet up with you when I’m done,” she said to Senai.

      “Any idea when you’ll be back?”

      “Whenever the Council gets done with me.”

      Senai made a face. “If it’s not too late, I’ll be by the fire. Otherwise, come talk in my room.”

      “Our room,” Katerin corrected. “They bunked me in with you.”

      “I’ll fix your bed if you’re not back before I hit the bag.”

      “Thanks. I’m hoping they won’t keep me that long.”

      “Good luck,” Senai said.

      Katerin swung her legs free from the bench, stretching before she walked. She ambled out of the dining room and onto the front porch.

      Eldoran scowled at Katerin. “Shouldn’t be listening to gossip.”

      Katerin shrugged. “With a place like Wickmasa, it’s hard to tell what’s gossip and what’s fact. As it is, I’m fighting that gods-cursed remembrance spell.”

      Eldoran nodded abruptly. He stomped down the steps. “You have to be careful about how much you talk,” he growled.

      Katerin slid to a stop in the mud, the cold glop oozing in through a crack in her left boot.

      Boots. Tomorrow. First thing I do.

      “Eldoran.” Her voice cracked slightly. “By the Goddess’s left tit, can you tell me what is going on?”

      Eldoran sighed and faced Katerin. “If I knew for certain, I’d tell you. You’re the only one who can go to Wickmasa. Not after what Imnari wrote. You’re the only healer that Wickmasa will accept.”

      “And if I don’t accept?”

      “You’re already too deeply involved. It’s safer for you to continue than not.”

      “Damn it, Eldoran, there’s too much secrecy! I’ll only take so much of ‘it’s the Goddess’ before I want some answers! If the Council wants me there so badly, then give me a reason!”

      “A lot is at stake there. Political. Not just with humans, but with the Gods. We need someone there that we can trust. A good observer as well as a good healer.”

      “Observer? Am I going to be asked to spy?”

      “Just observe. Field reports from a village healer. That’s all we want. Nothing complicated.”

      “What kind of field reports?”

      “Weather. Illnesses. Anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Why?”

      Eldoran shook his head. “Get through the winter in Wickmasa with as few complications as you can. I promise that you’ll have a smaller route next season, perhaps even just a summer route instead of a big spring-summer-fall route like you had this year.”

      “You can guarantee that?” Katerin stopped again, pulling her arm free and staring at Eldoran. She had no idea he held that much influence in Council.

      Or is my Council appearance just a sham, and he’s the real negotiator for my services? For being in a rush, he’s certainly willing to waste time talking.

      Eldoran glanced around to see if anyone else was within earshot. He lowered his voice. “If you can get through this winter without incident in Wickmasa, you’ll be able to pick and choose what route and what villages you want. By the Goddess’s gold necklace, I swear it to you.”

      Katerin studied Eldoran’s eyes. “What about my credit? I won’t earn as much with a shorter route.”

      Gods, she could replenish her credit; retire to an easier life. This last year had been rough. Pay off the last debts for her training, so that the only thing she owed was for Terani’s support. Yes. A good contract would be worth a winter’s work.

      “Between what Wickmasa’s committed itself to, and the raised contract pay for your next summer season, you’ll make more next season than you did this one you just finished.”

      “All right,” she said. “I’ll cooperate. But I need that remembrance spell lifted, right now.”

      Eldoran rested both hands on her shoulders. “I told you I’d lift that spell myself. More than that, I’ll ride out to Wickmasa with you and a couple of apprentices to make sure that you’re set up properly.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that promise. As for escorts, I’d prefer finished and experienced healers, not apprentices.”

      Eldoran grimaced. “You drive a hard bargain. I suppose you want Senai and Yevtin?”

      “Why not? Senai’s my training bond-friend, and Yevtin has a tie to Wickmasa through Makri. Better choices than two apprentices who don’t have a clue about magic, healing, and politics.”

      Eldoran shook his head, but a faint smile twisted his lips. “Healer Katerin, you’re a hard bargainer with reasons I can’t break apart, even in the name of secrecy and security.”

      Secrecy and security.

      His words confirmed her suspicions. Only the Council spoke in these terms.

      “You’re negotiating this contract for the Council right now.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Wickmasa is a subject that not even all of the Council is free to discuss,” he said. “We’ll write up the contract tonight.”

      “I want a Council steward to check it before I sign.”

      “And that would be Yevtin, the old busybody.”

      Katerin grinned at Eldoran. “Exactly.”

      Eldoran threw up his hands. “All right, Katerin. Just as long as we can get this done tonight, so we can get you outfitted and back on the trail day after tomorrow.”

      Katerin slipped her hand into his elbow. “Then let’s lift this spell and get this contract written, shall we?”

      Eldoran shook his head at Katerin. But they walked arm-in-arm the rest of the way to the Council longhouse and Eldoran’s office. The desk already had a parchment laid out on it, with writing implements waiting. Her Blue Starry Robe mask and Eldoran’s Fan mask lay on the table. Katerin shivered at the fan markings on Eldoran’s mask. Even though it lacked the twisted snarl of Makri’s mask, the Fan characteristics still haunted her.

      What had he done to that mask to make it look that way? Or did it change to reflect who he’d become?

      Her own mask had softened and mellowed over the years. Masks could change to reflect changes in their makers, or so she’d heard.

      “I want this remembrance spell gone before you sign the contract,” Eldoran said. “Yevtin will insist on it.”

      Katerin nodded. She closed her hands into fists as Eldoran gently pressed his fingertips on both sides of her temples. She whispered the invocation to Dovré after him, and bit her lip as the heel of his hand hit her forehead.

      Memories streamed back.

      Wickmasa. Closely tied to the Leaders of the Two Nations of Keldara and Clenda. Alicira, the Aireii First Wife of Heinmyets, the Leader of the Two Nations, had ties to Wickmasa. Alicira had diced with the god Staul someplace near Wickmasa to win freedom from Zauril the tyrant from the distant land of Daran. Zauril had abused Alicira and stolen the leadership of Medvara from her.

      In Wickmasa, Alicira had negotiated a protective alliance with Heinmyets, the leader of Keldara, and the woman who was now his Second Wife, Inharise, kin to the leaders of Clenda. That alliance protected Alicira and the daughter she had with Zauril, Rekaré, until Rekaré gained her magic at age thirteen.

      Rekaré had disappeared near Wickmasa, along with Heinmyets and Inharise’s son, Cenarth, while traveling to Medvara to fulfill the treaty with Zauril. Her disappearance was why Keldara and Clenda trembled at the brink of open war with Medvara, and why Zauril’s Saubral allies had doubled their raids on Keldara.

      Katerin’s hands tightened into fists as the implications of what Wickmasa was came clear to her.

      Eldoran nodded. “Wickmasa truly has need of you.” The lines in his brown face sagged into loose tiredness.

      Katerin nodded back. “Now I understand.”

      Alicira. Heinmyets. Inharise. Rekaré.

      She had only met Rekaré once, as a wild child running with her stepbrother and the kidpack that belonged to the Leader’s immediate kinfolk. The children were not openly shown in wintertime, when Heinmyets and his wives held court in Dera, the capital of Keldara and Clenda. But Katerin had seen them during a chance encounter during one of her summer trading circuits, years ago.

      Heinmyets and family were much less formal in the summer, especially deep in the heart of Clenda. Katerin’s throat tightened at the memory of the wild young Aireii horsewoman, she upon whom so much depended. Young and carefree then. Not likely to be so carefree now, if she still lived, and was not a secret captive somewhere.

      “Do this,” Eldoran said, “and not only are you free from your training debt, but we will clear you from any further obligation to Karnoi and Cirdel’s priests for the care of Terani.”

      Katerin jumped slightly. “How—Eldoran—that—that’s more⁠—”

      Since she had never known her father, the obligations for Terani’s support after she went into the dreamless sleep had been Katerin’s alone, and was one reason why she carried such a heavy contract over the years. Others in her training cohort had long ago paid off their training but Katerin always had to send payments to the priests of Waykemin’s Healing House to assure the best treatment for Terani.

      The mother who had never been a mother. If this contract could finally free her from this obligation, it would be worth it.

      “The Council is willing to do it,” Eldoran gently rested a hand on her shoulder. “We should have helped you long ago.”

      “I thank you,” she said softly.

      “If we can keep from open war throughout the nations of Varen this next year when Rekaré comes into her majority, I’ll be thanking you,” Eldoran said. “That’s how important your job in Wickmasa will be.” He picked up his mask. “Are you ready to swear?”

      “I am ready.” Katerin picked up her mask. A soft chord sounded deep within herself as she held the mask to her face with one hand and took Eldoran’s free hand with her other. The mask’s wooden shape stretched, becoming living wood as the Goddess took life within her and within the mask.

      “I, Katerin, Healer of Blue Starry Robe, do swear this my vow,” she began, her voice clear and firm, much like the voice she heard when the Goddess spoke within her.

      Gods, it had been too long since she had taken the mask to herself. She would take it to Wickmasa. After all, she wasn’t going to be traveling. She would like to have it nearby.
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        * * *

      

      “You did what?” Senai sat up in her bed, blinking. “You committed me to do what?”

      “It’s just escort duty,” Katerin told her. “You, Yevtin, and Eldoran are escorting me to Wickmasa.”

      “Katerin, I’ll have your head.”

      “Relax.” Katerin slid into her bedroll. “You and Yevtin are getting a nice-sized bonus. Yevtin made sure of that when he reviewed the contract.”

      “So Yevtin’s in on it, hmm?”

      “I wouldn’t do this without a Council representative.”

      “Smart move.” Senai ran her hands through her long dark hair. “So what did the old skinflint drag out of the Council for us?”

      “You two are getting ten gold bars. Each.”

      “Ten gold bars? But that’s a whole season’s worth!”

      “Yes. Ten. Seven from the Council. Three from me, at the end of the winter.”

      “Three from you? Katerin, this isn’t just an escort job, is it.”

      “No,” Katerin said. “It’s not.”

      “Oh, Goddess. What else do I need to do? Flub up some big name’s healing contract?”

      “Nothing that big. Just keep in touch with me this winter. You’ll be writing to Deyatim. She’s the shaman of Kinherit. I’ll introduce you to her on our way to Wickmasa.”

      “You’ll be writing every moon?”

      “No. At the full and new moons. You should be getting two letters with every delivery. I’m told Wickmasa has regular trader caravans in winter.”

      “Katerin, just what have you gotten yourself into?”

      “I—there’s more than I can tell. Just don’t wait. If you miss two letters from me, bring help.”

      “It’s that bad.”

      “Possibly.”

      Senai bounced out of her bed and hugged Katerin. “I’ll bring help if I miss one letter.”

      Katerin leaned her head against Senai’s chest. “Thank you, Senai. Thank you.”

      And I hope you never have to fulfill that promise.
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