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In the quiet of the early twilight of a late summer day, a woman sat in a rocking chair under the eaves of the porch, facing east, rocking gently. Except for the infant she nursed, she was alone, enjoying the clean evening air, air swept of sand grit and dust by the unseasonal afternoon rain. So clear was the silver-green sky that the still-sunlit Aerlal Plateau stood out above the nearer treeless rise that was Westridge, stood out so forcefully that it appeared yards away rather than tens of vingts to the north and east.


She rocked slowly, looking down at her nursing son, a child already with dark hair, more like deep gray than black. Through the open windows set in the heavy stone walls, she could hear the occasional clatter of platters being replaced in the cupboards, and the squeak of the hand pump.


The glittering and scattered light reflected from the quartz outcroppings on the top edge of the distant and towering plateau died away as the sun dropped farther. Before long, pinlights that were stars appeared, as did the small greenish crescent that was the moon Asterta. The larger moon, Selena, had already set in the west.


She brought the infant to her shoulder and burped him. ‘There … there, that’s a good boy, Alucius.’ Then she resettled herself and offered the other breast.


As she began to rock once more, a point of light appeared off the north end of the porch, expanding into a winged feminine figure with iridescent green-tinged silver wings. The nursing mother blinked, then turned her head slowly. For several moments, she looked at the soarer, a graceful feminine figure somewhere in size between an eight-year-old girl and a small young woman – except for the spread wings of coruscating and shimmering light, which fanned yards out from the soarer’s body until it bathed both mother and infant.


The woman chanted softly,




‘Soarer fair, soarer bright,
only soarer in the night
wish I may, wish I might
have this wish I wish tonight …’





For a long moment after she had completed her wish, the woman watched. The soarer’s wings sparkled, their movement seemingly effortless, as she hung in midair, in turn watching mother and child, less than twenty yards from the pair on the porch. As suddenly as she had appeared, the soarer was gone, as was the green radiance that had emanated from her.


Slowly, the woman murmured the old child’s rhyme to herself.




‘Londi’s child is fair of face.


Duadi’s child knows his place.


Tridi’s child is wise in years,


but Quattri’s must conquer fears.


Quinti’s daughter will prove strong,


while Sexdi’s knows right from wrong.


Septi’s child is free and giving,


but Octdi’s will work hard in living.


Novdi’s child must watch for woe,


while Decdi’s child has far to go.


But the soarer’s child praise the most,


for he will rout the sanders’ host,


and raise the lost banners high


under the green and silver sky.’





She looked beyond the north end of the porch once more, but there was no sign that the soarer had ever been there.


Within moments, the door to the house opened, and a lean man stepped outside, moving near-silently toward the woman in the rocking chair. ‘I thought I saw a light-torch out here. Did someone ride up?’


‘No …’ She shifted the infant and added, ‘There was a soarer here, Ellus.’


‘A soarer?’


‘She was out there, just beyond where you put the snow fence last winter. She hovered there and looked at us, and then she left.’


‘Are you sure, Lucenda?’ Ellus’s voice was gentle, but not quite believing.


‘I’m quite sure. I don’t imagine what’s not there.’


Ellus laughed, warmly. ‘I’ve learned that.’ After a moment, he added, ‘They’re supposed to be good luck for an infant.’


‘I know. I made a wish.’


‘What did you wish for?’


‘I can’t say. It won’t come true, and I want it to come true for Alucius.’


‘That’s just a superstition.’


Lucenda smiled. ‘Probably it is, but let me have it.’


He bent over and kissed her forehead. ‘For him, as well as for you.’


Then he pulled over the bench and sat down beside her as the evening darkened into night.




2


In the warm sun of a clear harvest morning, five people stood beside the stable door, two men, two women, and a small boy. The child had short-cropped hair that was a dark gray, rather than true black, and he clutched the hand of the younger woman and looked up at the man who wore the black-and-green uniform of the Iron Valley Militia. Tied to the post outside the stable were a roan, saddled, and a gray mare. The gray tied beside the roan had no saddle, but a harness and two leather bags of provisions across its back.


‘Father?’ offered the boy.


The uniformed man bent down and scooped up the child, holding him against his shoulder so that their faces were but handspans apart. ‘You’ll be a good boy for Mother, won’t you, Alucius?’


‘Yes, Father.’ His words were carefully articulated.


‘He’s always good,’ offered the older woman who stood back from the couple.


‘You’d say that anyway, Veryl,’ countered the older man.


‘I might,’ Veryl responded with a smile, ‘but Alucius is good. Lucenda knows that.’


‘You’ll be careful, Ellus,’ said Lucenda. ‘You will, won’t you?’


‘He’ll be fine,’ boomed the older man. ‘Best officer in all Iron Valley. Just going after brigands, that’s all. Not like the border wars with the Lanachronans when I was his age. They had Talent-wielders. Not very good, but they did call out sanders—’


‘That was then, Royalt,’ Veryl pointed out. ‘You and Ellus can compare stories when he comes back. Reillies, sanders, Talent-wielders … whatever you want.’


The three other adults smiled at the dryness of her tone.


Ellus handed Alucius back to Lucenda, then bent forward and hugged her, kissing her on the cheek. ‘You two be good. I shouldn’t be gone that long.’


Alucius squirmed, and Lucenda set him down beside her, and threw her arms around her husband, holding him tightly.


Alucius looked up at the pair, embracing, then to the corral not two yards from where he stood. His eyes met the black-rimmed red orbs of the lead nightram, and he gently let go of his mother’s trousers, taking one step, then another toward the black-wooled ram with the red eyes and sharp horns.


‘Alucius!’ Lucenda cried, lunging toward her son.


‘Let him go,’ came Royalt’s voice. ‘Best we see now. He’s protected by the fence. Rams don’t hurt children, unless the children hit them, and Alucius won’t do that.’


Lucenda glanced from Alucius to the fence, and to the nightram on the far side of the four rails. Then she looked to Ellus. His lips were tight, his eyes fixed on their son.


In the silence that had settled across the stead, Alucius took three more steps, until his chest was against the second railing. The nightram stepped froward and lowered his head, until his eyes focused on the child. The curled and knife-pointed black horns glittered, reflecting the sun from their lethal smoothness, standing out from the light-absorbing all-black face, and from the black fleece that was so deep in color that the ram was darker than any night. Even the sharp-edged hoofs were night-black.


The boy smiled at the nightram, then reached out with his left hand and touched the beast’s jaw, fingertips from the sharp teeth. ‘Good! Good ram.’


For a long moment, the nightram’s eyes took in Alucius. Then the ram slowly lowered himself to the ground, so that his eyes were level with those of the boy.


Alucius smiled. ‘He’s a good ram.’


‘Yes, he is.’ Lucenda’s voice was strained.


‘He likes me.’


‘I’m sure he does.’


Deliberately, slowly, Alucius lifted his hand away from the nightram. ‘You be good, ram.’ He stepped away from the railing. The ram slowly rose, lifting his head and sharp horns, but only watched as the boy stepped toward his mother.


‘He was a good ram.’


Lucenda swept Alucius up into her arms, hanging on tightly. ‘Yes, he was. But you must be careful with the nightsheep.’


‘I was careful.’


The ram tilted his head, before turning and walking toward the far side of the corral.


‘He’ll be a herder, for sure, Ellus.’ The older and broad-shouldered Royalt laughed. ‘He’s already got a way with them. He’ll be ready to take the flock with us when you get back.’


‘That’s good to know – and so young, yet.’ Ellus smiled and straightened the green and black tunic. The smile faded as he looked at Lucenda and Alucius. He stepped over to them and hugged both of them for a moment. Then he looked at Alucius, his face serious. ‘You’ll take care of your mother while I’m gone, won’t you?’


Alucius nodded.


‘Good.’ Ellus smiled once more. ‘I’ll be back before long. Sure as there are five seasons, I’ll be back.’


‘I’ll be here,’ Lucenda replied.


Still holding the smile, Ellus untied the roan and mounted, leading the gray as he rode down the lane toward Iron Stem. He turned in the saddle and waved as he passed the end of the outermost section of the southernmost corral.


The older man and woman took several steps back toward the main house, before stopping and watching the rider. The younger woman stood by a fence post, ignoring the nightram on the other side, tears streaming down her face. The fingers holding her son’s hand did not loosen as she sobbed.


Alucius looked at the departing rider. ‘Father …’


‘He’ll be back,’ Lucenda managed. ‘He will be.’


Alucius watched until his father was out of sight. To the south, above the high road that lay beyond vision, an eagle circled upward into the open expanse of silver-green sky, a black dot that also vanished.
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Outside, the evening was darkening, with neither moon to offer illumination. Inside the second lambing crib, with only a small, single-crystal light-torch to dispel the blackness, Alucius watched. His mother held a bottle filled with goat’s milk, feeding the small nightlamb. The lamb sucked greedily for a short time, then stopped, lowering his head slowly.


‘You have to drink more,’ Lucenda told the lamb gently. ‘It doesn’t taste right, but you have to drink it.’ She stroked the lamb.


‘He doesn’t like the sand. I wouldn’t like sand in what I drank,’ Alucius said solemnly.


‘It isn’t sand. It’s quartz. It’s powdered as fine as we can make it with the crusher.’


‘But why?’ Alucius gave a small frown.


‘The ewes have it in their milk. They get it from the quarasote shoots. So we have to put it in the goat’s milk so the lamb will grow strong.’


Alucius could sense the doubt in his mother. ‘He’s very sick, isn’t he?’


‘He isn’t as strong as he should be. It’s hard for lambs who lose their mothers. The other ewes don’t have enough milk for two. Sometimes, they don’t have enough for one.’ Lucenda tendered the bottle, and the lamb sucked for a time, but the amount of milk left in the bottle remained almost the same.


‘He doesn’t feel good,’ Alucius said. ‘He’s tired.’


‘He has to eat, or he won’t get well,’ Lucenda said evenly.


‘Will he die?’


‘He might.’


Alucius sensed the concern in his mother’s words, and the darkness behind them. He looked at the lamb, then sat down on the old horse blanket beside the animal. Slowly, he reached out and drew the small creature to him, his arms around the lamb’s neck.


The lamb bleated, then seemed to relax, looking up at Lucenda. Alucius waited.


She offered the bottle once more.


Alucius held the lamb until the bottle was empty.


Lucenda looked to her son. ‘How is he?’


‘He’s tired. He’ll be better.’


‘He made a mess of you,’ Lucenda said.


‘I’ll ask Grandma’am how to wash it off.’ Alucius yawned and lay down on the blanket next to the lamb. ‘I’m staying here. He needs me. He’ll be better.’


‘For a while, dear.’


‘All night. He’ll get well. You’ll see. He will.’


‘If you say so, Alucius.’


‘I just know he’ll get stronger.’ The child’s treble voice held absolute conviction. He yawned again, and then again. Before long, his eyes closed. So did those of the lamb.


Lucenda looked at the sleeping child and the sleeping lamb. A faint smile crossed her lips.
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The wind of late fall whistled around the dwelling, but the warmth from the big iron stove in the main room had infused the front parlor as well, as had the heat from the kitchen, with the associated smells of baking apples, biscuits, and mutton. Because it was Decdi, when Royalt did not graze the nightsheep, the older man sat behind the table desk, studying the black leatherbound ledger. He dipped the iron pen into the inkwell and added several figures to the column of figures. Then, with a satisfied half-smile, he swished the pen in the cleaning bowl, wiped it gently with a scrap of cloth and set it in its stand. After closing the ledger, he stood and put it on the top shelf of the bookcase. As he lowered his hand, his sleeve slipped back over his herder’s wristguard, a seamless band of silver, with a strip of black crystal in the center.


Alucius watched from the leather hassock by the bookcase, his eyes on the herder’s wristguard for a long moment. While chores still had to be done on Decdi, the day ending the week seemed special, perhaps because there was time for the adults to talk, and Alucius could listen, and no one urged him on to the next chore.


‘Could I play a game of leschec with you, Grandfather?’ asked Alucius. ‘A short one before supper, if you wouldn’t mind?’


‘You finished your lessons?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Alucius pointed to the lesson book on the one shelf that was his, and that held his learning books as well. ‘Do you want to look at them?’


‘You say they’re done, they’re done.’ Royalt leaned forward and offered a wide smile. ‘You’ve been watching us, haven’t you?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Alucius did not move from the hassock.


‘Supper’ll be ready before long.’ There was a twinkle in Royalt’s eyes as he watched his grandson. ‘We’re having an apple pie. You can smell it.’


‘I know. I helped mother pick the best baskets at market. This afternoon I cored the apples and sliced them.’


The herder frowned slightly. ‘How did you pick the apples?’


‘I was careful. I just said some baskets looked good.’ Alucius put both slippered feet on the polished wooden floor. ‘You said I had to be careful.’


‘I did. A good herder has some of the Talent, and most people are not comfortable with it. They especially don’t like children with it.’


‘I was careful,’ Alucius said again.


‘I’m sure you were, boy.’ Royalt grinned. ‘You think you can beat me?’


‘Probably not yet,’ Alucius replied. ‘I can’t see far enough ahead.’


‘None of us can, boy. We’d always like to see farther than we can. That’s being human.’ Royalt took the board from the shelf and set it on the table, followed by the plain lorken box that held the pieces.


Alucius stood and pulled the hassock to the side of the table opposite his grandsire. Then he knelt on the hassock.


‘You want black or green?’ asked Royalt.


‘Don’t we choose?’


Royalt laughed. ‘You pick. I’ll choose.’


The boy took two of the footwarriors, one green and one black, and then lowered his hands below the table, switching the pieces between hands several times before lifting both hands, backs up, and presenting them to his grandfather. Royalt touched Alucius’s right hand. The boy turned his hand over, opening it and showing the black piece. Then he turned his left hand and displayed the green footwarrior.


‘Black it is.’


Alucius quickly set up the pieces, beginning with the footwarriors in the first row, and ending with the soarer queen and sander king.


‘Do you have any questions before we start?’ asked Royalt.


‘No, sir … except why is the soarer a woman and the most powerful? Sanders are powerful, too, and they kill nightsheep. The soarers don’t.’ He paused. ‘Do they?’


‘No, the soarers don’t.’ The older man laughed. ‘I can’t tell you why the soarer is the most powerful piece. It’s always been that way.’


Alucius waited for his grandfather’s move. Not surprisingly, it was the fourth footwarrior, two squares forward. Alucius matched the move, so that the two blocked each other. His grandfather moved the pteridon out, and Alucius countered by moving his fifth footwarrior a single square forward.


By several more moves, Royalt was smiling. ‘You have been watching. You’re playing like your mother, but that last move was like Worlin’s.’


Royalt attacked, taking Alucius’s lesser alector, but losing a pteridon, and a footwarrior, before capturing the boy’s greater alector, at the cost of the other pteridon.


‘Supper’s ready!’ called Lucenda from the main room.


‘We can finish after supper,’ Royalt suggested.


Alucius studied the board before looking at his grandfather. ‘No, sir. You’ll win.’


‘I might not.’


‘You should win,’ Alucius said. ‘But could we play another tomorrow?’


‘I think I could manage that, if I’m not late bringing in the flock.’ Royalt stood. ‘Before long, you’ll be besting me.’ Royalt laughed. ‘Time to wash up, boy.’


Alucius followed Royalt to the washroom off the kitchen where Royalt took the lever of the hand pump and put it through several cycles, until the chill water was flowing into the basin. Alucius waited and then took his turn, before returning to the kitchen.


Royalt sat at the head of the table, at the only chair with arms, facing into the kitchen, while Veryl sat at his left, closest to the serving table. Lucenda set a wide platter of mutton – from a town sheep bought the week before – on the table, and then seated herself at the end of the table, with Alucius on her left.


Veryl cleared her throat gently, and the other three bowed their heads.


‘In the name of the One Who Is, may our food be blessed and our lives as well. And blessed be the lives of both the deserving and the undeserving that both may strive to do good in the world and beyond.’ Veryl smiled and looked up, glancing at Royalt.


The herder returned the smile, and then speared a slab of the mutton and set it on his wife’s platter before serving himself and passing the platter to Veryl, who in turn passed it to Lucenda. Lucenda served Alucius and herself. The gladbeans, doused and lightly fried in sweet oil, followed. Alucius took one biscuit after his grandfather passed the basket to him.


‘You can have two,’ offered Veryl. ‘You’re a growing boy, and there’s more than enough. We got some of the best honey from Dactar last week.’


Alucius grinned. ‘Thank you, Grandma’am.’ He knew about the honey, having already snitched the smallest of samples several times during the week.


‘Of course,’ his grandmother continued, ‘there isn’t quite so much honey as there might have been.’


Alucius flushed.


Lucenda shook her head, in what Alucius knew was mock-disapproval – or almost mock-disapproval.


‘It was awfully good,’ Alucius admitted, ‘and I only had a little.’


At the end of the table, Royalt coughed to smother a smile.


‘You might have asked,’ suggested Lucenda.


‘You would have said no.’


‘Sometimes that happens,’ his mother replied. ‘We can’t always have what we want. You know that. Get too greedy, and you might get a Legacy of the Duarches.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ Alucius wasn’t too sure what that meant, but it didn’t sound good.


After the momentary silence, Royalt spoke. ‘Been wondering if we’ll be having a long and cold winter this year.’ He took another slab of mutton, and ladled gravy over it.


‘You think so, dear?’ asked Veryl.


‘Haven’t seen a sander in near-on a month. Not many sandwolves, either. Or even scrats. Saterl says the sandwolves have moved closer to the town, that folks there are losing dogs, and the wolves are going after food sheep. They all forget that the wolves don’t leave a scent, and that food sheep don’t sense them. Most times, sandwolves don’t like town sheep, unless they’re starving. Last time that happened this early in the fall was in the big winter, fifteen-sixteen years back.’ He took a swallow of the weak amber ale. ‘Wind’s colder early, too.’


‘Do you think we should lay in another town sheep or two in the holding barn?’


‘Three, maybe. And some of the big sacks of dried beans. We’ve got the coins.’


Alucius hoped that his grandfather happened to be mistaken, because Alucius hated the beans. But he knew that Royalt had a feel for weather, and his own feelings had already told him it was going to be cold.


‘And some of the dried maize,’ suggested Lucenda.


‘You never did care much for the beans, did you, dear?’ asked Veryl.


‘You know that, Mother.’ Lucenda grinned. ‘Neither does Alucius. One of my faults that has been passed on to him.’


‘One of your few faults,’ suggested Royalt. ‘If you’d pass the biscuits, Alucius?’


Alucius looked around the table, at the three adults, and took another biscuit, smiling, before handing the basket back to his grandsire.
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The Duarchy of Corus blessed all the lands with peace and prosperity, for generation upon generation, from the times of the Forerunners onward. Never was there so fair a realm, so just a world, and so blessed the peoples of a world.


The Myrmidons of Duality and their pteridons controlled the heavens, and they conveyed dispatches, orders, and messages from one end of Corus to the other, from the northern heights of Blackstear to the warm waters of Southgate, from Alustre in the east to mighty Elcien in the west, all so that the peoples of the Duarchy might prosper, and that their children and their children’s children might do so as well.


Likewise, the Alectors of Justice and the Recorders of Deeds made sure that evil gained no foothold in any city, not even in the courts and chambers of the Duarches, nor in the meanest of city quarters, for without justice, nothing endures for long.


The Engineers of Faitel created the mighty eternastone highroads that crossed Corus from west to east, and south to north, excepting only the Aerlal Plateau and the Anvils of Hel. Upon these highways moved all manner of goods and travelers, each secure in the knowledge that all were safe from any manner of harm.


Even the oceans fell under the sway of the Duarchy, with the fleets of the Duadmiralty built of dolphin ships so swift and fierce that no pirate and no brigand could contest or escape them, and the ways of the seas became as highways upon the waters, bringing goods and travelers to all manner of places.


The sun shined its favors out of a silver-green sky and blessed the Duarchy and all its peoples through all five seasons of each year, every year.


Then came the Cataclysm, and the old ways and webs weakened, and the world changed for all time …


—History of Corus [fragment recovered from the Blue Tower at Hafin]
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Mist sifted from the clouds overhead, and fog covered most of Westridge, bringing with it a faintly acrid scent of damp quarasote mixed with that of nightsheep dung. The supply wagon stood outside the stead stable. Wearing his oiled leathers and a battered brown felt hat, Royalt held the leads to the dray horses. He sat on the left side of the wagon. Beside him, slightly more to the middle of the wagon seat, was Alucius, who wore an oiled leather cloak over his nightsheep jacket.


‘It’s miserable weather to go to town.’ Lucenda stood bareheaded under the slight overhang of the stable eaves.


‘Best weather to go,’ replied Royalt. ‘We don’t miss grazing time. We need the salt, and the flour. Your mother’s not up to taking the team …’


Alucius sensed that his grandma’am might never be up to taking the team. Something about her leg hadn’t healed right. He felt that he should have been able to do something. Not that he hadn’t tried … when no one was paying attention. Sometimes, she felt better, but it never lasted.


Lucenda looked at her son under the oiled leather cloak that was too big for him. Alucius returned the gaze with a calm smile.


‘Alucius will be fine. He needs to get off the stead more, daughter.’


‘I suppose he should,’ Lucenda replied. ‘You be good for your grandfather, Alucius.’


‘Yes, Mother.’ Alucius smiled. ‘I’ll be good.’


Lucenda flushed. ‘I don’t know why I say that. You’re always good.’


Royalt flicked the reins, and the pair of dun horses moved forward. ‘Should be back around supper time.’


Neither the man nor the boy spoke until the wagon was on the narrow track that led southwest, through the treeless expanse of low and barely rolling rises, covered with scattered quarasote, toward the main road.


‘You take it to heart, don’t you, boy?’


‘Take what?’ Alucius wasn’t sure he understood.


Royalt laughed. ‘I could be wrong. Let me ask you something. Do you remember what your father said before he left?’


‘He said to be good and to take care of Mother.’


‘That is what I meant,’ Royalt said.


Alucius turned in the wagon seat and looked at his grandfather. ‘Did I do something wrong? You sound angry.’ Except that wasn’t right. Alucius could feel it wasn’t anger behind the words.


‘I’m not angry.’ Royalt shook his head, and a strand of light gray hair flopped across his forehead. He brushed it back absently. ‘No, Alucius. You haven’t done anything wrong. You never have. That was what I was talking about.’


‘I threw stones at the grayjays.’


The grandfather laughed. ‘That wasn’t wrong in the same way I was talking. You didn’t mean to hurt them. You listen. Suppose that’s what comes from growing up without any brothers or sisters and so far from other steads.’


Alucius nodded. ‘I have you and Grandma’am and Mother. You play leschec with me.’


‘You’re already better than I am, young fellow.’


‘That’s because I can think about it more,’ the youngster said solemnly.


Royalt laughed.


The wagon bumped and jolted along the track from the stead for two vingts, and it seemed like it had taken glasses to cover the distance when Royalt finally spoke. ‘Here we are – the old road. Don’t have to worry about sinkholes, washouts … and it’s a smoother ride.’ Once he had the wagon headed south on the gray stone road, Royalt shifted his weight in the seat and smiled. ‘Good roads. Have to admit the ancients built good roads.’


The ever-present red dust had drifted into piles beside the road, now dampened by the mist, and in places, encroached slightly on the gray stones that, even when scratched or cut – and that was hard to do – showed no trace of damage by the next day. The road ran straight as a rifle barrel from north to south between Soulend and Iron Stem. That much Alucius knew. He also knew that not many people lived in Soulend, and that it was much colder than in Iron Stem or in any of the more southern Iron Valleys.


The boy glanced back over his shoulder. The clouds had lifted some, and the mist-blurred Aerlal Plateau scarcely looked any smaller or any farther away, even after two vingts of travel. If the clouds did not descend again, the plateau would look almost the same from Iron Stem, he knew. His eyes went to the empty gray stone road ahead.


‘This is a good road, isn’t it, Grandfather?’


‘That it is, lad.’


‘Not many people travel it.’


‘When it was built, back before the dark days, there were more people in the world, and it was a road many people traveled.’


‘The dark days were a long time ago,’ Alucius pointed out, hoping that his grandsire would offer more than his usually clipped explanation.


‘That they were.’ Royalt paused, glancing sideways at the boy. ‘So long ago and so terrible that we can’t count exactly the years.’ He paused again. ‘They were dark years, because everything changed. Some of the legends say they were dark because the sun did not shine for a year. Others said that was because the Duarchy ran dark with the blood of men and women who fought demons from beyond the skies. Still others claimed that those days were so terrible that no one will ever know what happened except those who died or lived through them.’ He cleared his throat once more before continuing. ‘Life changed. We know that. Iron Stem – do you know where the name came from?’


‘From the iron mines and the mill, you said. That’s all you said.’


‘Iron Stem had the mines and the big mill, and the mill used to make iron ingots as big as a man, and they put them on huge wagons and drove them down to Dekhron and put them on barges. The barges carried the iron to Faitel, and the artisans and engineers there formed the iron into tools and weapons and beams that held up buildings all over the Duarchy.’


‘An iron ingot as big as a man?’


Royalt nodded. ‘Some were bigger than that. I saw one, when I wasn’t much older than you. They found a stack of them, buried under clay, coated in wax or something. Looked as if they’d been formed maybe a year before.’ He laughed. ‘Took a double team to move each one. Sold them to the Lanachronans. Town had golds for years.’


‘What happened? Why did the mill stop?’


‘The weather changed. That’s what they say. Some say the soarers did it. Whatever caused it … it takes lots of water to make iron, and it stopped raining. We used to have forests here, like the big trees on the river. You have to have rain for that. People needed the trees and cut them, but new trees didn’t grow. It was too dry. The air got bad in the coal mines, and then there were creatures there, like black sanders …’ Royal shrugged. ‘No coal, no water … and for a long time, no one needed much iron. So many people died everywhere that there were tools and weapons enough for anyone left.’


‘That’s sad,’ Alucius said.


‘Well … we wouldn’t be herders if it hadn’t changed,’ Royalt pointed out. ‘Nightsheep need the dry and the quarasote bushes. They say there weren’t any quarasote bushes before the Cataclysm – and no nightsilk anywhere. There’s little enough now. That’s why the Lanachronans pay well for our nightsilk. They can’t raise nightsheep there.’ He snorted. ‘That’s also why we need a militia. Didn’t have one, and they’d be here, taking everything we have.’


‘Did the dark days change anything else?’ asked Alucius.


‘They changed plenty.’ The older herder pointed. ‘There’s the tower. Won’t be that long now.’


The first building that was considered part of Iron Stem was the ancient spire that loomed over the Pleasure Palace. Its brilliant green stone facing could be seen from several vingts to the north. Alucius flushed as he recalled the first time he had asked about the name.


After they had crossed several low rises, the long wooden sheds of the dustcat works appeared to the left of the road, a warren of enclosures, all sealed to the outside.


‘Have you ever seen a wild dustcat?’ Alucius knew the short answer, but hoped Royalt would say more.


‘Not since I wasn’t much older than you. You know that.’


‘They aren’t many, you said.’


‘There are more than most folk think. The dustcats aren’t stupid. They know people are trouble, and want to capture them, and they’ve moved into the rock jumbles just below the plateau or into the deeper swamps of the Sloughs. They still hunt people, but they only do it in packs, and they won’t attack unless they can kill, and make sure that the hunters won’t survive.’


‘Are they that smart?’


Royalt frowned, then replied. ‘Old man Jyrl used to say that the soarers warned the cats when hunters were around. Claimed he’d seen it happen. Said that was why he never hunted them again, that any man who had both dustcats and soarers against him was as good as dead.’


‘But people still hunt them, and they keep them in the sheds there.’


‘And the cats kill one or two scutters a year.’


‘I don’t understand. Why do people work there if they are going to be killed?’


Royalt sighed. ‘It’s hard to see it when you’re young. But the dust – it’s dander really – that comes off the cats makes some people feel … well, the best they’ve ever felt, better than a good meal, better than … lots of things. That’s why the scutters work for so little. They’re around that dust all the time, and they never think about anything else except gathering the dust. Gorend and his son Gortal sell the dust to the Lanachronans – and anyone else who will pay good golds for it, and they’ll pay ten or twenty golds to hunters for a cat that’s healthy. Ten golds is more than most crafters make in a year, Alucius. It’s a huge amount of coin.’


‘Do you make that much?’


Royalt laughed. ‘We don’t bring in the kind of coins Gorend does, but we make enough.’


‘I don’t think I’d like caging the dustcats like that.’


‘Good, because I don’t think much of those that do. But keep that between us, boy.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Before long, the wagon rolled over the low rise and past the empty green stone tower and the lower building next to the road. Despite its brilliant color-faced stones laid in an alternating pattern, the structure looked more like a nightsheep barn, garishly colored, and was only fifteen yards in length, with almost no windows. The five lower courses were of alternating blue and green stones, and the six above had blue alternating with a faded yellow.


The tower stood alone, fifty yards north of the smaller building, its gutted interior empty.


‘Grandfather?’ Alucius asked tentatively. ‘The people who built the building in front—’ He didn’t feel he should use the term ‘Pleasure Palace,’ especially since it was anything but a palace. ‘Why didn’t they just alternate the yellow, blue, and green stones from the bottom?’


Royalt laughed. ‘Asked myself that very question for years. I can’t tell you, boy, because the place was old when I was your age.’


‘Are the same … people there?’


‘Sanders, no. The women there change, they say, sometimes as often as the wind shifts the sands around the plateau. Some stay. Most don’t. I wouldn’t know, for sure.’ Royalt cleared his throat and went on quickly, ‘Hope Hastaar has some of those sweet yams they bring up from Dekhron. Your grandma’am would really like them.’


Alucius understood. ‘I hope he has some of the early cherries. They’re good.’


Royalt kept the wagon moving toward the center of Iron Stem, past the empty vingt or more separating the Pleasure Palace from the nearest cottage. Despite the chill and the mist and rain, the reddish brown shutters were half open, as were the shutters of the cottages closer to the square.


Alucius leaned to one side, watching intently as they neared the metal shop. He listened for the hammermill, but the mill was silent, although the odor of hot metal and a line of smoke rose from the forge chimney. The road flattened into an absolutely level stretch more than a hundred yards from the square. The buildings around the square were all of two and three stories, and although boardinghouses, all were well kept and swept, if not always painted so well as they should have been.


On one side of the square were the trade buildings – the cooper’s, the chandlery, the silversmith’s. On the corner adjoining was the inn, with its blue-painted sign, showing the outline of the old mining mill. Alucius had only seen the mill once, a cavernous and empty set of walls on the far west side of Iron Stem.


In the center of the paved eternastone square was a short line of carts and wagons, several with canvas awnings to protect either produce or goods from the threatening weather. Alucius wondered why. Even the worst storms produced little rain, just winds that were more likely to damage the awnings than the goods.


Royalt eased the wagon over to one of the stone posts on the west side of the square. After setting the wagon brakes, he climbed down and threaded the restraint ropes through the iron rings on the back of the harness of each dun dray horse, then tied both the ropes and the leathers to the big iron ring on the posts. Then he took out the two watering buckets and motioned to Alucius, who had just finished folding the cloak and slipping it under the wagon seat.


‘You can water them, can’t you? The public pump’s right there.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘I’ll be over checking to see if Hastaar’s got any of those yams. Likely be from last harvest, but he sometimes brings ’em.’


After taking the buckets from his grandfather, Alucius pumped what he felt was enough water into one bucket and then the other, and carried them back to the horses. He set the buckets before them, and then stood back.


‘Don’t see how you herders do that,’ came a voice from beside him. ‘I’d risk having them kick it over.’


‘They won’t do that.’ Alucius turned and looked up at the older man in a shapeless gray jacket, wearing a battered gray felt hat.


‘You’re Royalt’s grandson, aren’t you?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘I’m no sir, young fellow. I just run regular sheep south of town, where it’s wet enough we don’t worry about sanders.’


Alucius nodded politely.


The man returned the nod, before turning and walking toward the nearest produce wagon.


When the horses had had enough, Alucius reclaimed the buckets and took them back to the pump, where he rinsed them out before replacing them in the back of the wagon. Then he walked toward the endmost cart, where two boys stood, admiring the display of knives on the dark cotton.


One of the boys looked up. His eyes scanned Alucius, and he used his elbow to touch the other, before whispering something. Both nodded to the itinerant knife-smith and stepped away.


‘Are you interested in something, young sir?’ asked the gray-haired man.


‘I don’t have any coins, sir,’ Alucius said. ‘You don’t mind if I look, do you?’


The man, younger than Royalt, smiled. ‘Look all you want. I come here every Septi during the spring, summer, and harvest seasons. I’ll even make special knives when you’re ready for one.’


Alucius could sense the friendliness – and a hint of something else, sadness perhaps. ‘Thank you.’ He looked over the array of knives. Most were for use in a kitchen or stead, but a handful, on one side, were clearly weapons. Alucius thought that the two on the end were a matched pair of throwing knives, but there was no reason to ask.


After a time, he nodded to the knife-smith. ‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Thank you, young sir.’


Alucius rejoined Royalt by a cart containing a few small baskets of breads and some half-bushels of early cherries from the south.


Royalt glanced down at the boy. ‘I was thinking …’


‘She’d like the soft bread, with all the raisins and the browned sugar … and the cherries.’


Royalt raised his eyebrows.


‘I heard her talking to Mother. They won’t ever ask for anything, Grandfather. And Grandma’am won’t let Mother ask for her, either.’


Royalt burst into a loud laugh. ‘You know more at ten than I did at twice your age.’ He turned to the redheaded woman at the end of the wagon. ‘How much for the cherries?’


‘Had to bring them up from south of Borlan. I’d say three silvers, but I’d not want to carry them back.’


Royalt nodded. ‘What about two silvers, and throw in two loaves of the soft currant bread there?’


The woman pursed her lips, calculating, as her eyes ran over the nightsilk covered herder’s jacket that Royalt wore.


Alucius waited for a moment, then added. ‘It’s for my grandma’am. I have one copper.’


The woman shook her head. ‘Done. Two silvers and a copper.’ She looked at Alucius and added, ‘Let your grandsire pay them.’


Alucius noted that his grandfather actually handed over two silvers and a pair of coppers, not just one.


‘You carry the bread, Alucius.’


‘Yes, sir.’


The two walked back toward the wagon through a mist that was getting cooler and heavier, under clouds that had once more thickened and lowered.


‘I’d stay longer,’ Royalt said, ‘but there’s not as much here as I’d hoped. Happens when you come midweek. We need to go out to the mill for the flour and hope Amiss has some salt.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Alucius didn’t know what else to say.


‘The produce woman, she wasn’t going to let those go for less than two silvers and five.’ Royalt stopped beside the wagon. ‘You knew that, didn’t you, you imp?’


‘Yes, sir.’


Royalt covered the bushel with a cloth before easing it into the covered bin behind the wagon seat. He wrapped the two loaves of bread in another clean cloth before easing them onto a position on top of the coarse sacks of potatoes and yams he had apparently gotten while Alucius had been looking at the knives.


While Royalt untied the horses, Alucius climbed up into the wagon seat.


Then the herder swung up into the driver’s seat. He released the wagon brakes, and gave a gentle flip to the reins. ‘Won’t take long for us to get out to Amiss’s place. Should make it easy for us to be back to the stead by late afternoon. That way, your mother and grandma’am won’t be worrying. And if it starts to mist more, you need to put the cloak back on.’


‘Yes, sir.’


As Royalt guided the wagon onto the westbound road out of the square, Alucius could see the two boys returning to the knife-smith’s cart.


‘Why do people think we’re different?’ Alucius asked.


‘You saw that, didn’t you?’


‘Yes, sir.’


Royalt sighed. ‘Herders are different. You know when the horses have had enough to drink, don’t you? Or when a nightsheep is hurt? Sometimes, even when people are hurt inside?’


‘Sometimes,’ Alucius admitted cautiously.


‘Most people can’t do that. To be a herder you have to have some Talent. Not much, but some – I’ve told you that – and most people don’t have even that much Talent. People are afraid of the Talent. Some of them even think that Talent was what caused the dark days.’


‘It didn’t, did it?’ asked Alucius.


‘It doesn’t matter whether it did or didn’t, boy. What matters is how people feel. If they think the Talent caused the Cataclysm, then they’re going to be afraid of people with Talent, and nothing we say is going to change things. That’s why some people don’t care much for herders. Something you have to get used to, if you want to be a herder.’


‘Is that why herders wear the wristguard?’


Royalt laughed. ‘No, boy. We know we’re different. You can tell a herder, young as you are. It’s a symbol, in a way, something to remind us who we are.’


Royalt eased the wagon to the right edge of the road as a rider neared, coming from the west. The man tipped his battered felt hat to Royalt. The herder returned the gesture.


Alucius nodded to the rider, as well, even as he still wondered why people would want to believe things that weren’t true.
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The full moon that was Selena cast a pale pearly glow across the stead, softening the hard edges of the fences, the main dwelling, the maintenance barn, and the sheds that held the nightsheep. Not even the cicadas or the distant howl of a sandwolf disturbed the silence.


The dark-haired woman sat on the porch, slightly crosswise on the wooden chair she had carried out from the kitchen. She cradled the four-string gitar and looked out into the patterns of moonlight and darkness. After a time, she began to sing, softly.




‘Don’t be lookin’ for soarers free,
dear, with anyone else but me …’





In the loft above, Alucius listened through his window, a window open to catch the light night breeze. He liked to hear his mother sing. She often sang that song, softly, late at night, when everyone else in the stead was sleeping. Or supposed to be sleeping.




‘Don’t be seeking the distant sea
dear, with anyone else but me …’





His mother never sang when Asterta was in the night sky, and Alucius wondered if that were because the green-tinged Asterta had once been considered the horse goddess – the one who offered both death and glory to the horse warriors.




‘Don’t be off’ring the homestead key
dear, to anyone else but me …’





At the gathers and the fests, there was always someone asking his mother to sing and play. Alucius was always amazed at how many songs she knew – from the upbeat and cheerful ones to some so mournful that even the eyes of the hard-edged Militia riders brightened.




‘Don’t sit under the loving tree,
dear, with anyone else but me …
with anyone else but me …’





As the words from the porch below faded, Alucius lay back on his pallet bed, recalling that, of all the songs she knew, he had never heard her sing that song at the fests or when the growers got together after harvest. She only sang it at night and when she was alone.
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A yellow-red arrow knifed through Alucius, searing through his stomach, and then running in a line both through his shoulders and arms, and down his back and his left leg. He woke abruptly and sat up in the darkness, panting, sweating, and recalling the intensity of the pain, a severity he recalled, but no longer felt. Except that it was still there … somewhere.


Voices drifted up the ladder.


‘… hurts so much, Royalt …’


‘I know … I know.’


Sensing the helplessness in his grandsire’s voice, Alucius crept out of his bed and to the top of the ladder that led to the end of the hall below. Although his grandparents’ room was a good five yards away from the base of the wooden ladder, the door was ajar. Like all herders, Alucius could hear from much farther away than could most people.


‘I’ll fix some root-tea and put some of the aspabark in it. That will help.’


Alucius waited at the top of the loft ladder until his grandsire had walked toward the kitchen and until he heard the clank of the stove door and the clunk of the coal scuttle. Then, he slipped down the ladder. He glanced toward the kitchen, and then toward the closed door to his mother’s room. He eased through the open door.


His grandmother lay propped up with pillows in the wide bed. Her eyes were closed, and she was breathing heavily. Even in the near-darkness – the only light being a glow-stone on the bedside table – Alucius could see the tightness in her face and the pallor, an almost yellow-green tinge that came as much from within as from the greenish light of the stone.


‘Royalt? …’


‘It’s me, Grandma’am … Alucius.’


‘You would know …’ A faint smile appeared, one that vanished as her entire body stiffened.


Alucius could feel that same stabbing pain, not so severe as when it had wakened him, but the same. He didn’t know what to say. Finally, he murmured, ‘It hurts a lot, doesn’t it?’


‘Yes … child … it does.’


Alucius edged closer to the bed, standing next to the finial rising from the post on the right side of the footboard and resting his right hand on it. ‘It’s been hurting for a long time.’


Veryl did not reply, instead silently going into another spasm of pain.


Alucius reached out and touched her leg, and the intensity of the agony almost convulsed him, and tears began to seep from the corners of his eyes. No one should have to bear that pain. No one, and certainly not his grandma’am.


He swallowed, and then let his senses, his small Talent, become himself, as though he were lost in the Talent. He kept one thought, fixed it within himself – that the ugliness and the pain had to end, and that his grandmother had to get well.


Yellow-red shot through him, and he trembled, and grasped the finial ever more tightly.


Then a wave of whiteness washed over him, and then a wave of blackness.


Alucius woke to find himself on the long couch in the main room, his mother looking down at him, her face drawn.


‘Alucius …’ She bent forward and hugged him. ‘You’re all right. You’re all right. I was so worried.’


‘I’m … fine.’ He yawned. ‘Tired …’ He frowned, realizing that he’d been in his grandparents’ room. How had he gotten into the main room? What had happened?


He squinted. He remembered fighting with the yellow-red pain, and wanting her to get better. His eyes widened. ‘How is Grandma’am?’


‘She’s sleeping.’ Lucenda’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Alucius …’


‘She’ll be better,’ Alucius said, yawning again, and turning on his side. ‘I know she’ll be better.’ This time, now, he could sleep.
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HIERON, MADRIEN


The long and narrow workroom was lit by three crystal light-torches, their radiance far brighter than those few antiques remaining and used throughout the rest of Corus. On the racks that flanked two sides of the chamber were objects of various sizes and shapes, and of varying degrees of complexity. All exuded antiquity. The workbench was newer, with its smooth-finished lorken surfaces and the polished tools set in brackets.


The only person in the chamber was a clean-shaven man who sat at the drafting table, dressed in brown, from his vest to his heavy boots, except for the silver torque around his neck. He studied the object in his hand, turning it, noting the way it flared in the light as the ancient purple crystal came into the direct beam of the light-torch.


After a time, he set it aside and began to draw upon the sheet before him. ‘Has to be a part of the energy release … somehow … but how?’


The door at the east end of the room opened, and a tall and broad-shouldered woman stepped inside. She did not close the door, and a line of afternoon sunlight falling through the opening space illuminated dust motes in a pyramidal pattern.


She did not speak until she was within a few yards of the man, and her voice was quiet, yet powerful, its effect reinforced by the intense violet eyes that fixed upon him. ‘Have you anything new, Engineer Hyalas?’


‘Engineer? I am a mere artisan, honored Matrial,’ Hyalas replied in mock servility, ‘grubbing through the buried ruins of lost Faitel to reclaim a faint glimmer of what the ancients had created.’


‘I understand that,’ the woman replied. ‘I am paying you to provide devices of use to Madrien from that grubbing. You may recall that, from time to time. I am spending good golds to reclaim what you can of the Legacy of the Duarches.’ With her flawless white skin and dark hair, she might almost have been Talent-creature, or a sculpted image of beauty, had she remained silent, but her voice was full and musical.


‘You may recall what the plaque said,’ Hyalas said, quoting,




‘That heritage, that legacy of old,
Duarchial bequest to ages new—’





A gesture by the woman cut off Hyalas’s words, and the Matrial completed the stanza.




‘– unseen by fair Elcien’s sages bold
will grant power even the wisest rue.’





She raised her finely drawn eyebrows. ‘Power great enough that the wisest rue it? There is none such remaining now, but you will find it.’


‘Yes, Matrial.’ Hyalas inclined his head, before easing his squarish body from the armed stool where he had been sitting and walking toward the second rack toward the door.


He stopped and picked up an object. ‘This … it is a working model—’


‘It appears to be a cannon. We have cannon, Hyalas. They are heavy, bulky, and even with the best of trunnions and scales, they are less than accurate, and anyone with Talent can touch off the powder before they can be loaded. They are useful only against brigands, perhaps the herders in the Iron Valleys, but not against the Lanachronans or others.’


‘Ah … but this is not the usual cannon, Matrial. I thought as you did at first, but …’ Hyalas paused, then smiled. ‘It is a Talent-cannon. That is, it can only be used by someone with the Talent, and it amplifies the power of the powder, so that a heavy ball can be fired with perhaps one tenth the use of powder, and … most important, it appears that it cannot be touched off by another Talent.’


‘That is an improvement … but it takes someone with Talent to operate it, and there are too few of those. Far too few, though we cultivate the illusion, as you know, that our officers all can wield Talent.’


Hyalas moved to the next rack, containing all manner of scattered parts. ‘This … I have just discovered it. If the plates are correct, it takes no Talent to operate, and it creates and throws crystal knives so long as there is sand nearby that can be poured into its hopper.’


‘Can you rebuild it?’


‘I would think so, but one never knows until one tries.’


‘I suggest you try. Or find us something else of even greater use.’


‘Matrial, what do you think—’


The Matrial fingered the silvery loop on her belt.


Hyalas turned red, then blue, unable to speak.


The Matrial released the loop.


Hyalas took a long desperate breath.


‘You know what you are to do. You are to find weapons, usable by any, without a need for Talent, and effective against small arms, armor, walls, or all three. That is what we need. That is what you will provide.’ The Matrial smiled. ‘You will find us the true legacy of the Duarches. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, Matrial.’ Hyalas inclined his head, more deeply.


‘Good.’


The artisan/engineer did not look up until the door closed. His lips moved explosively, but the words were silent.
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Alucius woke with a start in the dim light. His stomach ached, but the pain was hunger. He felt dizzy as he turned his head, and then caught himself, barely avoiding tumbling off the couch. Slowly, he sat up and eased his feet to the floor. He shivered, although the floor did not seem that cold. His mother was lying back in the armchair next to the couch, snoring softly.


Alucius stood, and she jerked awake. ‘Alucius?’


‘My stomach hurts. I’m hungry.’


‘How badly does it hurt?’ Lucenda asked, immediately standing.


‘I’m hungry, Mother. That kind of hurt.’


‘Is he all right?’ That was his grandfather’s voice, sleep-roughened, and Royalt emerged from the hall.


‘Should he eat?’ asked Lucenda.


‘He feels all right. But he’s white. Let him eat.’ Royalt’s voice was firm, but not harsh, and he smiled at Alucius, as if they shared a secret. ‘He can tell us later.’


‘Grandma’am?’ Alucius asked.


‘She’s still sleeping, but she’ll be fine. Better than she’s been in years. I can tell that,’ Royalt offered. ‘Now, you need to eat, as much as you can.’


‘No prickle,’ Alucius said, shivering once more, and taking a step toward the kitchen.


‘No prickle,’ his grandfather agreed. ‘But plenty of cheese and meat. You can even have the soft currant bread. You just sit at the kitchen table and let us get you what you need.’


Alucius trudged into the kitchen, aware that his legs were unsteady, and his vision blurring.


Almost immediately, Royalt thrust a chunk of soft bread and a tumbler of the costly berry juice he had been saving for Veryl before his grandson. ‘You need to eat. Start with this. Eat slowly while we get you something warmer.’ He pulled a blanket around Alucius’s shoulders.


Alucius looked at the food blankly.


‘You need to eat it, dear,’ Lucenda said.


Royalt left and then returned wearing trousers, boots, and a jacket thrown over his nightshirt. ‘I’ll see about eggs, daughter, if you’ll get the stove going.’


Lucenda nodded, and immediately went to the coal scuttle. Alucius smelled the acrid scent of coal, both burning and unburned. He nibbled at the soft bread and took a sip of the juice, carefully. He didn’t want to spill anything that cost more than a copper a tumbler. Before long, he looked down. Although he had eaten slowly, there weren’t even crumbs before him. With the growing warmth of the stove, and what he had eaten, his shivering subsided.


‘Your grandfather should be back with some eggs soon,’ Lucenda said. ‘I’ve got some ham from that shoulder Dercy brought, and I’ll fry that up with some egg toast.’


‘I am hungry, still.’ Did using Talent take that much energy? He’d fallen asleep when he’d tried to save Lamb, and all he’d done then was persuade the little ram to take a bottle.


It didn’t seem long before Royalt returned. ‘Not so many eggs as usual, but enough.’


‘The stove is heating up. The coals hadn’t burned down, not really … You’d started it up for tea last night.’


Alucius watched as his mother made the egg toast. He found his mouth watering, and he wasn’t exactly surprised to find himself eating three pieces, and two large chunks of ham – and then another piece of egg toast. Both his mother and grandfather ate as well.


‘Alucius …’ Royalt said gently, after finishing his own breakfast. ‘Your grandma’am is much better. She might even be as strong as she once was. We won’t know that for a time, though.’ He paused. ‘Last night … can you remember what you did?’


Alucius took another swallow of the berry juice, trying not to feel guilty about drinking two glasses of it. It did taste so good, and he’d been so hungry and thirsty. ‘I woke up, and I thought I’d been stabbed. I hadn’t been. Then I heard voices. Grandma’am was saying something hurt so much, and you said you’d be getting her tea and aspabark. You don’t give that unless it really hurts. So I climbed down the ladder and sneaked into your room.’ Alucius moistened his lips. ‘I know I wasn’t supposed to, but … she hurt so much … I just held her ankle, and I wanted the pain and everything that caused it to go away. Forever. Everything felt white, and then black.’ Alucius shrugged. ‘Then I woke up on the couch, and Mother was crying and hugging me.’


‘I was worried,’ Lucenda explained.


Royalt nodded, then tilted his head to the side, fingering his stubbly chin for a time before speaking. ‘You have more of the Talent than I do, or than your father did. If anyone knew how to train you, you might even have become a healer.’


‘A healer? There are healers?’


‘No. Leastwise, we don’t know of any.’ Royalt coughed. ‘That’s not a blessing.’


Alucius felt confused. Being able to heal someone wasn’t a blessing?


Royalt looked directly at Alucius, his gray-green eyes intent. ‘You must remember one thing. Until you are a full herder, with a family of your own, you are not to tell anyone outside the family that you can do this. Not your friends, not any girl you love, not anyone.’


Alucius swallowed at the total seriousness in his grandsire’s voice, and the iron resolve behind the hard words. ‘Is what I did that bad?’


‘It is not bad at all, Alucius. It is dangerous. You felt very weak. Your mother worried about you all night. What would happen if, say, the Council of the Iron Valleys knew? What if they threatened to kill your mother if you did not heal a wealthy trader? Or if the Lord-Protector of Lanachrona sent his men to kidnap you? What if he threatened to kill us if you did not heal his son? Or, even if he rewarded you, would you like to spend the rest of your life in a palace tower, guarded day and night because you were so valuable? Unable to walk anywhere without guards? Unable to see a sunset alone? Unable to walk the stead with Lamb?’


Alucius swallowed a second time. Those were things he’d never considered. All he’d wanted was to help his grandma’am.


‘If … if you keep your secret to yourself,’ his grandfather continued, ‘you can do whatever you are meant to do. If you do not, then your life will be short, and someone else will tell you what to do every day that you live. Whenever you want to tell someone beside the three of us … think about that. Do you want to live your life, or have a life where every step is commanded by someone else? Where people surround you every moment, watching you?’


Alucius shivered.


‘You’re scaring him,’ Lucenda said.


‘I have to. He looks more like a herder than any in generations. It’s his life, and he must understand.’ Royalt went on, ‘Talent is not like a powerful explosion. It is not a force that can stop a falling boulder or bend metal. It grows like the quarasote, slowly. It underlies everything, and is everywhere, but few indeed can even sense it. Even when they do, fewer still can use it. Yet people would believe you could, and failing to do what people wish makes them angry.’


‘I understand,’ Alucius said slowly. ‘Even … even if herders kept it to themselves, someone would always want me to heal a lamb or someone in their family. And if I didn’t … they might tell, or be angry, because they’d know?’


‘That’s one reason why herders never tell those outside their families about Talent and herding – even other herders,’ his grandfather said. ‘It will be hard enough, Alucius, even keeping it to yourself. If you can indeed heal others, you will always have to measure, to choose who you can heal, and how much. And never tell anyone. It must always seem like the person just got better. And that, too, will be difficult, because we all want others to know our value.’


His mother’s eyes were bright, and Alucius looked from one to the other.


Finally, he said, ‘We can tell Grandma’am, can’t we?’


‘She already knows,’ Royalt said gently.


‘I have you three I can talk to.’


‘For now, Alucius, and for years to come,’ Lucenda promised.


But Alucius could sense the sadness that went with her joy and pride.
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HIERON, MADRIEN


The Matrial sat on the south side of the circular ebony conference table, with the wide glass windows behind her. The deep violet of her tunic almost seemed to match her eyes, and the green emerald choker around her neck shimmered against her flawless alabaster skin as she listened to the officer who sat on the far side of the table.


‘In the past year, we have only found two more with enough Talent to be trained,’ reported the gray-haired overcaptain. ‘We are stretched thin in maintaining the discipline for the torques.’


‘Do we need more public demonstrations?’


‘Not yet, honored Matrial, but we may need them in the future.’


‘What about lamaials?’


‘Again, we have found no male children with Talent in the last year. That may be because their fathers have hidden them or spirited them away, but outside of the herders of the Iron Valleys, Talent is usually far rarer in males. And, as you know, Talent in males does not mean they will grow up to be lamaials. There have been no reports of one in nearly twenty years.’


‘That does not mean that there have not been such,’ the Matrial pointed out. ‘That is their danger. They can appear to be men like other men.’


‘Matrial … even among the herders of the Iron Valleys, even among those with the black-gray hair, Talent is rare indeed. We have tested many as captive troopers over the years, and watched them for years, and …’


‘You are doubtless correct, Overcaptain Haeragn, but we must be most careful, because, as the ancient lines declare,




‘Then too, the lamaial will rise, but once,


Where none yet will suspect, nor think to dare,


and his hidden strokes may kill aborning,


Duality of promise bright and fair …’





‘We have been most careful,’ replied the overcaptain, her voice even but firm, ‘as you have instructed, but the herder captives also make the best squad leaders, and the ones most effective against the Lord-Protector’s Southern Guard.’


For a moment, the even smile vanished from the face of the Matrial. ‘It is sad to think that the traits we must control within Madrien are those which are also the most effective at retaining our prosperity and freedom, but ever has it been so.’ The smile returned, not quite hiding the darkness behind the violet eyes. ‘What about the women and girls who have fled from Southgate after the recent floggings? Are there more of them with Talent?’


‘We have never seen any from Southgate with Talent, but that is because for generations, the Seltyrs drowned any woman-child who manifested Talent.’ An expression of revulsion briefly flashed across Overcaptain Haeragn’s face.


‘What about the Lanachronan captive troopers?’


‘We have never found any with Talent, and we have far more of them than of those from the Iron Valleys. It is most surprising that the Lord-Protector even has a Recorder of Deeds.’


‘He does, unfortunately,’ the Matrial replied before rising to signify the end of the meeting. ‘We will deal with that. You will let me know if you feel the need of public demonstrations?’


‘Yes, Matrial.’ Overcaptain Haeragn rose and bowed.
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Alucius woke slowly, the bright spring light stabbing through the cracks in the shutters at his eyes. He lay on the narrow pallet bed in the loft for several moments, listening to the sounds drifting up the ladder, half wondering why he had been dreaming about climbing the Aerlal Plateau. The clanking of the iron skillet on the stove stopped that speculation and told him that he had overslept – and that his mother was irritated.


He sat up, sliding the light-torch and the book into the bottom drawer of his chest. He groped for his work trousers. After pulling on his work shirt and trousers and his boots, he straightened the quilt on the pallet bed and then scurried down the ladder to the washroom. After quickly washing, he headed to the kitchen. ‘Can I help with something?’


‘Just sit down and eat.’ Lucenda’s voice was clipped.


Alucius repressed a sigh. He shouldn’t have read so late, but there was so little time, and he wanted to read more than just the lessons sent from the school. He might not have read so much had his friend Vardial lived closer, but with more than fifteen vingts between steads, they seldom saw each other. ‘I’m sorry.’


Lucenda dropped four overfried eggs on his platter, followed by dry toast, and a slab of hot and dry ham, and then two slices of honeyed prickle. ‘You’re a growing boy, Alucius, and I’d not be wanting to treat you as a child.’ His mother paused. ‘The sun has been up for near-on a glass. Your grandfather left with the flock two glasses ago, and here you are, just out of bed. Your grandma’am needs help with the carding, and I need to get to cleaning the spinnerets.’


‘I’m sorry, ma’am. I was tired.’ Alucius didn’t meet her eyes.


‘I can imagine so, staying up so late reading those old stories. You are becoming a young man, and must act as such.’


Alucius flushed. People kept saying that, but long as it had been since he had first played leschec with his grandsire … time went by so slowly, and he wondered if he would ever grow up.


‘There’s nothing wrong with reading, son, but you can’t let it get you so tired that others have to do your work.’


‘I’m sorry.’ He looked down at the platter heaped with eggs, and with the ham slice and toast to the side, and the honeyed prickle slices. Even overdone, most of the breakfast was good, but he hated eating the prickle slices.


‘Don’t leave the prickle. You want to grow stronger, you have to have vegetables and fruits, and this time of year prickle’s all we’ve got. I mean it, Alucius.’ Lucenda turned back to the sink where she wiped out the cast-iron frying pan and then dunked it into the soapy water.


‘Yes, ma’am.’ Alucius understood, but didn’t like it. Southern fruits cost golds and then some out of season. He took his belt knife and cut the largest prickle slice in half, slid it into his mouth, and swallowed convulsively. He took a gulp of the cold spring water, trying not to grimace. Then he had a bite of the eggs, and drizzled the honey syrup over the dry toast before taking a bite. He repeated the sequence three times more, until he had finished the prickle. He still had half the eggs and toast left that he could enjoy.


‘The prickle’s not that bad, Alucius.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ He wasn’t about to argue. To him, it tasted like soap mixed with sand and flavored with soured milk. ‘The eggs are good. So is the toast and the ham.’


He ate quickly, then washed his own platter, and cleaned the sink, and scoured and oiled the frying pan. Then he went back to the wash-room and washed his hands and face.


He went out onto the porch, stretching, and looking eastward, out toward the plateau that loomed over the valley, wondering how far out his grandfather had gone with the flock. A flicker of reddish brown at the base of one of the nearer quarasote plants told him that a scrat had made a nest there. Scrats could mean trouble, because the cute little rodents got into everything. And having cats was out of the question, because the nightsheep killed cats.


‘Your grandma’am’s waiting, Alucius,’ his mother called from the stable door.


‘Yes, ma’am.’ Alucius squared his shoulders and walked quickly across the open ground, and past the stable to the processing barn, where he opened the door cautiously. The odor of the solvent from the tanks in the front room almost gagged him, and he hurried down the corridor. He paused and looked into the cutting room where the huge shears glittered in the indirect light. It always amazed him that something as thin as nightsilk could only be cut so slowly and by such massive shears, even though his grandsire had explained time and again why the treated threads became harder than iron against mild pressure and harder than that against sudden violent pressure. He caught himself and hurried to the third door.


‘I wondered when you’d struggle up,’ his grandmother offered pleasantly, from where she sat at the first carding table.


‘I’m sorry.’ All Alucius had done since he’d gotten up was to apologize. ‘I overslept.’


Veryl laughed. ‘That’s the way your mother does things. Me and Royalt, we’d just wake you and tell you to get to work. That’s what we did with her. She didn’t like it. So she lets you sleep, and then makes you feel guilty all day.’ The laugh and smile vanished. ‘Sit down. I had to go over what you did yesterday. I want you to look at the difference between the wools here …’


Alucius sat down and bent forward, dreading the next words.


‘See the fine strands here … those are the undercoat, from a ewe.’ She put another set of fibers beside the first. ‘You see how those are thicker? It’s undercoat, but it’s from a ram. Now … here is the overcoat from a ram. What do you see?’


‘It’s much coarser and thicker,’ Alucius admitted.


‘I don’t know what you were thinking yesterday. You had all these in one batch, and you never separated them. You have to separate the undercoat from the overcoat, all of it, Alucius.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ Alucius held the groan inside. Carding was so tedious.


‘The solvent affects the wools differently. If you leave the undercoat threads in the tanks as long as the outer coat of the rams, then the undercoat is weaker than cotton thread. If you have overcoat threads in with the undercoats, then you get sharp fragments that can cut the cloth. So if the wool isn’t carded and spun correctly, the thread is worthless. All the work that your grandsire and you do with the flock is wasted …’


Alucius had thought oversleeping had been bad, but it looked like it was going to be one of those days when he found out that nothing he’d done had been right, and it was only just past the second glass of the morning.
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The wagon rolled northward on the eternastone road under an afternoon harvest sun. A light breeze carried the faintly astringent mintlike scent of quarasote. Alucius sat in the second seat, the one that he’d bolted in place in the morning. His mother sat beside him, while his grandparents sat in the front seat, where his grandsire guided the team.


‘I’m glad you decided that you’d come to this with us,’ Lucenda said to her father.


‘Not as though you left me much choice,’ grumbled Royalt. ‘Wouldn’t get much besides a cold shoulder to eat, no help with anything.’


‘Dear, it’s not as though Kustyl has a gather every week,’ Veryl pointed out.


‘No … but now we’ll have to give one sometime next year.’


‘That won’t destroy us. Besides, Lucenda and Alucius need to see other folk more often.’


Alucius squirmed in the seat, then looked at his mother. Lucenda grinned, then bent over and whispered in her son’s ear, ‘He just likes to complain. He’ll enjoy it as much as any of us.’


‘I don’t complain, daughter. Much good it would do to sulk and waste good ale. Besides, you’d be put out if we didn’t go, and when you get put off, you cut like quarasote.’


Alucius didn’t always understand the by-play. He knew his grandfather could hear a quarasote spine rustle a vingt away, and he knew his mother knew that. And he knew that his grandfather knew that his mother knew. So, instead of trying to puzzle it out, he looked to his right, at the great plateau, where, under a cloudless silver-green sky, some of the quartz outcroppings at the rim were sparkling, reflecting the sunlight with a green-tinged silver.


‘It’ll do you good to see other herders, Royalt,’ Veryl continued. ‘You can all complain together, and then you’ll feel better. You always do.’


Royalt laughed, and half turned in the seat to address Alucius. ‘Never argue with a woman, boy. If you’re right, and you won’t be often, they’ll never forgive it, and if you’re wrong, they’ll never forget it.’


‘Royalt,’ snorted Veryl, ‘don’t be giving the boy ideas.’


‘I don’t have to give him ideas. He’s got more than enough of his own. Needs to understand something about women, though.’


Veryl turned in her seat to face her daughter and raised one eyebrow.


Lucenda grinned for a moment.


After more than a glass on the ancient eternastone highroad, Royalt turned off onto a lane heading west, a much rougher ride, one that took nearly a half-glass to travel a vingt, until they neared a stead, similar to the one where Alucius lived. Although there was no ridge like Westridge near the stead, the rolling quarasote plains were much the same, treeless and with the red sandy soil. The main house was longer, and lower, without an upper level or loft rooms, and the eaves were longer and hung out over a wide covered porch that ran around the entire dwelling. But the walls were of the same reddish stone and the roof the same split slate. The stone-walled outbuildings seemed lower than the ones at his own stead, but there were more of them.


As the wagon slowed, a grayjay squawked from one of the posts by a lambing pen, and then took flight. Alucius watched the blue and gray scavenger until it landed on the ridge of the stead house’s slate roof, clearly waiting for any scraps that might come from the gather.


‘Over here, Royalt!’ called a thin and wiry man, one who definitely made Royalt seem stocky, even though the older herder was not.


Royalt slowed the wagon and eased it toward the open shed beside the stable, where the wiry man stood.


‘Royalt … glad you all could come. Mairee was hoping you’d be here.’


‘Wouldn’t have missed it for anything, Kustyl,’ replied Royalt as he set the wagon brake.


‘You mean your lady wouldn’t have.’ Kustyl grinned.


‘That, too.’ Royalt vaulted down from one side of the wagon as Kustyl offered a hand to Veryl to help her down on the other side.


‘You can put the team in the shed there. Got water and some grain.’


As the two men talked, Alucius offered a hand to his mother, who took it with grace, although she did not need it to descend from the wagon.


Lucenda looked at her son. ‘You be careful with that clean shirt, Alucius.’


‘Not that careful,’ Royalt added with a laugh, interrupting his conversation with Kustyl. ‘Have a good time, boy.’


Alucius looked toward the long porch, and then to the three boys on the far corner who were playing shoes.


‘Go on,’ urged his grandfather. ‘The shirt be sanded.’


Alucius grinned and began to run toward the three, although he only recognized Vardial. He heard – and ignored – the words behind him.


‘Father …’


‘He is a boy, daughter. Let him be one before he has to be a man.’


Alucius slowed as he reached the end of the long porch.


‘Here’s Alucius,’ called Vardial, perhaps a span shorter than Alucius, but far broader. ‘That makes it even. Alucius and me against Jaff and Kyrtus.’


‘Fine,’ called the tallest youth, ‘Kyrtus and me, we’ll make it quick.’


Kyrtus’s eyes lingered on Alucius, focused on the newcomer’s dark gray hair, for just a moment. ‘That we will.’


‘No, you won’t,’ Vardial predicted.


Alucius and Jaff took the pit closest to the porch, a sandy circle with an iron rod pounded deep into the ground and projecting about a third of a yard above the sand.


‘Odd or even?’ Putting one hand behind his back, Jaff looked at Alucius.


‘Odd – on two. One … two.’ Alucius thrust forward two fingers.


‘Even, it is.’ Jaff had offered two fingers. ‘You start.’


Alucius picked up the pair of black-painted horseshoes, and shifted one to his left hand. Standing to the right side of the iron rod, he pitched it toward the opposite pit, where it landed two spans short of the rod and skidded perhaps a shoe’s width past.


‘Not bad for starters,’ Jaff said, taking his place on the left side, and tossing a green shoe toward the other pit. His shoe skidded past the rod, touching it enough for a brief clang.


‘Jaff’s within a shoe,’ Vardial called back to Alucius.


Alucius tossed his second shoe. While it struck a glancing blow to the green shoe, it didn’t knock it away from the rod. Jaff’s second shoe struck the ground just short of the pit and bounced sideways.


‘Too short … wanted to slide it in,’ explained Jaff.


Kyrtus began from the other end, but his shoe skidded well past the rod, as did Vardial’s first throw. On the second pitch, Kyrtus got his shoe close to the rod, but Vardial knocked both away.


Jaff started the second round, with a pitch that ringed the rod, and then spun off, landing nearly half a yard away. Alucius slid his first shoe almost to the rod, deep enough into the loose sand that Jaff’s second shoe bounced off. Alucius tried to slide his second shoe to the rod on the second side – and did, but not quite close enough.


Over the next glass and a half, the four played five games, and, as Jaff had predicted, the two older boys won, but not easily, with all games being decided by less than four points, and with Alucius and Vardial winning two, if each of those by only two points.


‘Wind it up, young fellows!’ called Kustyl. ‘Ribs and chicken’ll be ready in a bit. Wash up and get yourself some punch.’


‘Good game,’ offered Jaff.


‘It was,’ Alucius replied. ‘You and Kyrtus are good. Thank you.’


‘… he always that polite?’ murmured Kyrtus to Vardial.


‘… his grandsire’s strict …’


As Alucius walked up the steps to the porch, he glanced toward the other end where a girl in pale blue trousers and a white shirt and a brown leather vest was helping ladle out the punch. She wasn’t as slender as Kyrtus’s sister Elyra, and her hair was straight and brown. But there was something about her. Alucius looked away for a moment.


‘That’s Wendra,’ whispered Vardial. ‘She’s Kyrtus’s cousin. Her father Kyrial is the cooper in Iron Stem. He never had enough Talent to be a herder, like his brother Tylal. Father says he’s the best cooper Iron Stem ever had, though.’


Alucius glanced back at Wendra, watching as she smiled and then laughed. He looked away quickly when she lifted her eyes in his direction. Then he crossed into the house, following Jaff to the washroom. After washing, and patting his hair back into place as best he could, Alucius eased through the large kitchen, not that any stead had a small one.


Vardial slipped up beside him. ‘I saw that.’


‘Saw what?’ Alucius kept his voice even, stopping himself from turning to go back and help his mother and another woman who were wrestling a kettle off the iron stove.


‘You were looking at Wendra.’


‘I was also looking at where the punch was.’


Vardial laughed, but softly. ‘Just be careful. Kyrtus is sweet on her.’


‘They’re cousins,’ Alucius pointed out.


‘That makes it worse.’


Alucius could see that. ‘Thanks.’


‘She is nice. I like Elyra, though.’


The two slipped onto the porch, and Alucius eased up to the punch table behind Jaff. When the taller youth had taken his punch and walked along the railing, Alucius stepped up and smiled pleasantly. He hoped his smile was merely pleasant.


‘Do you want the lemon or the berry?’ Wendra asked.


‘The berry, please.’


‘You’re Alucius, aren’t you?’ She handed him one of the tumblers, three-quarters filled.


‘Yes, and you’re Wendra?’ Alucius looked directly at her.


‘Yes.’ She smiled, not quite meeting the directness of his eyes.


‘Vardial said you lived in town.’


‘We do, but Grandfather Kustyl always insists we come to the summer gather. He says that no one can make ale like Father, and he won’t drink it unless Father’s here.’


Alucius made the slightest of gestures toward the one empty bench. ‘Everyone has punch.’


‘I shouldn’t …’


‘Go ahead, Wendra,’ interjected the older Elyra. ‘You’ve been serving everyone. I can get a glass for Vardial.’


The slightest flush ran up Wendra’s long neck.


‘If we sit there,’ Alucius nodded to the bench, ‘you can see if you need to help Elyra.’


‘I suppose that would be all right.’ She slipped onto the bench gracefully.


Alucius sat down and turned to face her, careful to leave space between his leg and hers. ‘I’ve never seen you in town.’


‘During the week, I’m in school.’


‘I get lessons from there, but they come in a package, and it’s usually for a month.’


‘Your mother goes over them with you?’


Alucius shook his head. ‘Mostly, my grandsire does.’


‘Vardial said he was strict.’


Alucius shrugged. ‘He’s fair, and he wants me to learn.’ He could see that Wendra’s eyes were a greenish gold, or maybe a gold flecked with green. He wasn’t quite sure, because they seemed to change. ‘How do you like school … I mean, learning with all the others?’


She grinned. ‘I like it, especially the mathematics. Madame Myrier is going to start teaching me bookkeeping next month. That way, I can help both Mother and Father.’


‘Your father’s the best cooper …’


Wendra’s laugh was musical. ‘You sound like Vardial. Everyone he likes is the best.’


‘He’s my friend.’ Alucius flushed. He flushed even more when she touched his hand, even fleetingly.


‘I know.’ Wendra grinned.


‘What about your mother?’ Alucius asked quickly.


‘She’s a seamstress. She has a special machine that makes flour bags, too, so that Amiss can sell flour in smaller lots than just the barrels …’


‘The food’s ready! Don’t let it get cold!’ called Kustyl, stepping onto the porch. ‘We’ve got tables on the side porch and in the big room and in the kitchen.’


‘Would you like to eat—’ began Alucius.


‘I promised Mother I’d help her.’ Wendra smiled once more. ‘I really did. After supper …?’


‘After supper,’ Alucius affirmed.


He didn’t really remember much about dinner, except that he didn’t see Wendra, but for when she served him, and that he thought the ribs were better than the chicken. And that Vardial kept looking at him and grinning.


Alucius finally managed to draw Wendra aside in the late twilight, and because the porch was crowded with the older folk, they walked out toward the low ridge to the east of the stead. The air was warm, and the scent was that of sand and quarasote and the lingering odors of chicken and ribs. Alucius had to blot his forehead with the back of his forearm. At least, he thought it was because the air was warm.


The last sparkles of light were fading from the quartz-studded western rim of the plateau, and the three-quarter orb of Selena hung in the greenish purple sky above the plateau – appearing as a massive stone rampart that marked the eastern borders of the Iron Valleys. They stopped at the top of the low rise, a good hundred yards from the main house, far enough not to be heard, and visible enough not to worry anyone, Alucius felt.


For a moment, neither spoke.


‘Have you ever wanted to climb the plateau, just to see what’s there?’ Wendra asked.


‘I’ve dreamed about it, and once I asked Grandfather about that.’ Alucius smiled wryly and briefly. ‘He said that there were more than enough mysteries in the Iron Valleys, and that anyone who wanted to climb more than six thousand yards straight up was a sanded fool, and anything but a hero.’


Wendra laughed. ‘From what I’ve heard, that sounds like your grandsire.’


‘He’s very practical. He’s a good herder, and I’ve learned a lot from him.’


‘Are you going to be a herder?’


‘What else would I be?’ He frowned. ‘I wouldn’t want to be crowded in with other people. There’s something about the valley, and even about the plateau.’


‘Nightsheep can be dangerous. That’s what Grandfather and Uncle Tylal both say …’


‘We understand each other. I mean, the nightsheep and I do.’


‘Is it true that you raised a ram from when you were only five? And that he’ll do whatever you want? Vardial said …’


‘That’s Lamb. Not a very good name for a grown nightram, but I was only five. He was an orphan, and I got him to nurse from a bottle for my mother. We’ve always been close.’


‘You understand him … with your father …’ Wendra swallowed. ‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t …’


Alucius touched her shoulder. ‘That’s all right. It was a long time ago.’


‘How about the others … the other nightsheep? Do they obey you?’


‘They seem to. I haven’t ever taken out the full flock by myself, at least not out of sight of the stead. Grandfather says I should be ready to any time.’


‘So you are a herder.’ She smiled again, warmly.


‘Well … I’m going to be.’


‘We’d better get back,’ she said abruptly. ‘I can see that Father’s getting the team ready.’


‘I wish …’ Alucius laughed, softly. ‘Yes, I suppose we’d better. Grandfather will be getting restless before long. Even with the moonlight, he doesn’t like to drive that far at night.’


‘Neither does Father.’


They turned and began to walk slowly back down the ridge to the west, and toward the stead. Alucius reached out and took Wendra’s hand, gently.


Her fingers linked with his, and she did not release his hand until they neared the stable.


‘There you two are!’ called his grandfather. ‘Told Kyrial you’d be here before we had the teams hitched. I was almost right.’


‘Wendra?’ called another voice, feminine.


‘I’m right here. Alucius and I just walked a little ways.’


‘Your father has the team ready.’


Alucius turned to her. ‘I don’t get to town often.’


‘I don’t get out to the valley at all, except for the gather. But, if you do get to town, I’m usually at the shop, in the back.’ Wendra smiled, then stepped back and hurried to the wagon with the sign on the side – KYRIAL, COOPER.


After watching the cooper drive away with his daughter, Alucius had to hurry and climb up into the rear seat of his family’s wagon, settling beside his mother.


‘She seems awfully nice, Alucius,’ Lucenda murmured.


‘She does.’ He just hoped it would not be that long before he could see Wendra again.


‘It was a lovely gather, Royalt,’ Veryl said. ‘Now, aren’t you glad you came?’


‘Suppose so. Worked out a trade with Jelyr, and a few other things …’


No one said another word about Wendra on the entire ride back to the stead.
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Alucius and Royalt rode on opposite sides of the flock, behind the lead rams, as the sun rose over the rolling rises south of the plateau. The morning was clear and cloudless, like any other working morning, and chill, as was often the case in early spring. So chill that, until the sun was clear of the plateau and filled the valley with light and warmth, Alucius’s breath steamed.


The youth kept his eyes moving, looking to the flock and beyond, and then back to his grandsire, trying to keep an even two hundred yards between them. The tenth of a vingt separation would widen to twice that, or more, once the nightsheep reached the area where Royalt decided they could begin grazing on the tender new stalks of the quarasote bushes, bushes that generally grew no closer than a yard to each other, and often much farther apart. After a year’s growth, the lower shoots of the bushes toughened. After two years, not even a maul-axe with a knife-sharp blade on the axe side could cut through the bark, and the finger-long thorns that grew in the third year could slice through any boot leather. In its fourth year, each bush flowered, with tiny silver-green blossoms. The blossoms became seed pods that exploded across the sandy wastes in the chill of winter. Most of the seeds ended up as food for the ratlike scrats or for the grayjays, but enough survived to ensure new quarasote every year.


Within weeks of seeding, the old bush died and left behind stalks that contained too much silica to burn or to break or cut. Yet by spring, those stalks were gone, devoured by the shellbeetles that burrowed through the red sandy ground, and new bushes were sprouting.


The two rode slowly, without speaking, in a northeasterly direction down the long eastern side of Westridge. After almost a glass they reached the quarasote-covered flats stretching for more than ten vingts eastward to the rolling hills that formed the approach to the plateau. Overhead, the silver-green sky shimmered, and the early morning stillness had been replaced with a wind out of the northeast that carried the faint, but cold and iron-acrid smell of the plateau itself.


Alucius glanced up, catching sight of an eagle almost directly overhead, circling ever higher into the sky.


‘Alucius!’ Royalt called and then gestured.


The youth eased the gray mare toward the older man, around behind the flock, absently using his Talent to chivvy some of the laggards forward.


‘Good. Saw you moving the stragglers up,’ Royalt noted as Alucius rode closer. ‘Best keep ’em moving early, when they’re ready and restless, and then let ’em graze their way back in the direction of the stead.’ Royalt eased the bay alongside the smaller gray mare that Alucius rode. ‘See the marker wedge there?’ He gestured to his left.


The youth squinted, slowly scanning the low rise beyond his grandsire, well to the left of the black backs of the nightsheep. Finally, he caught sight of a crystal on top of a black pole striped with yellow. He pointed. ‘Is that it? A quarter off north-northeast?’


‘Good! Another glass past that and we’ll swing south for about two glasses, depending on how they’re grazing and what the shoots look like. So far, they’ve not been growing back so quick as I’d like. Been drier this spring, though. Hope we’re not coming up on another drought.’


‘How can you tell?’


‘You can’t. Not until it happens. Except less rain falls.’ Royalt glanced back.


Alucius followed his eyes. ‘Those three are dropping back again.’


‘Having you along makes it easier for an old man,’ Royalt said. ‘One herder to watch the flock and the other to keep in stragglers before they get too far out.’


Alucius liked it when his grandsire called him a herder. ‘You’re not old, sir.’


‘Old enough, son. Old enough. It was a long time since I was your age.’


‘Things were different then?’


‘The things dealing with people were different. People change faster, and maybe it’s just different people. The land is the same. The stead was pretty much like it is now, except the processing barn is new. Had three sheds then. This way is better.’ Royalt gestured toward the plateau. ‘That looked the same then as now. So did most of Iron Stem. Few more people then.’


Alucius would have liked to have heard more, but he could see the three laggards were getting more and more separated from the rest of the flock. ‘I’d better get to them, sir.’


Royalt nodded.


Alucius turned the gray and worked his way through and around the scattered quarasote bushes, making sure his mount avoided the larger and older bushes particularly. The animals needed to graze more to the east, nearer the plateau, for their wool to be the best, and dawdling near the stead would only cut back on nearby forage, which might be needed in times of bad weather and make the wool less valuable.


The nightram’s black undercoat was softer than duck down. It was also cooler than linen in summer, and warmer than sheep’s wool in winter, but stronger than wire after it was processed into nightsilk. The wool of the rams’ outercoats was used for jackets stronger and more flexible – and far lighter – than plate mail. The fabric stiffened to a hardness beyond steel under pressure, although its comparative thinness meant bruises were not uncommon, something that Royalt had stressed to Alucius. The underwool from the yearlings or the ewes was equally soft, but not as strong under duress. The fabric loomed from it was used mostly for the garments of the lady-gentry of such cities as Borlan, Tempre, Krost, and Dereka.


‘Come on, you laggards,’ he murmured as he chivvied the three, mainly with his Talent, watching as they ambled forward, slightly more quickly than the rest of the flock, to catch up.


Another glass passed as the flock moved through the scattered quarasote bushes, and past another crystal-tipped marker. Alucius could sense something, coming and going, as if in the distance, and not with his ears, but with his Talent. Yet he couldn’t pinpoint it. Sometimes it wasn’t there at all. He checked the rifle in the saddle holder, then glanced toward his grandsire.


At that moment, Royalt stiffened, turning in the saddle, looking toward the group of rams leading the flock.


Alucius watched. Two of the nightrams had lifted their heads, and tossed them, before lowering their horns. He could sense the smoldering feeling in each ram, even as his grandsire rode toward the pair, projecting disapproval. Both black-wooled rams looked up, either at the sound of the herder or his Talent-projection – or both.


Alucius smiled as the pair backed away from each other, and the calming voice of Royalt murmured across the flats. Belatedly, he cast out his own Talent senses again, but he could sense nothing. Had what he felt been just the smoldering anger and jealousy of the rams? That was always a problem, but gelding a ram reduced the strength of his wool – and the value. So his grandfather only gelded those males who were so intractable that they always wanted to fight for dominance, and it was as though the others understood. Certainly, after a gelding, the other rams were far more manageable, sometimes for months.


Another glass passed, and Royalt had turned the flock due east, through an area that had seemingly received more rain, and where the new quarasote shoots were more plentiful.


Once more, Alucius had begun to sense the uncertain something, edged in redness. Another ram building up to a challenge? What else could it be? Then, a feeling of red-edged cold darkness rushed over him.


‘Alucius! Get that rifle ready. Sandwolves somewhere near here, maybe even sanders. Look sharp!’


Alucius had the rifle out and cocked. He glanced eastward, but the ewes grazing there seemed unperturbed. To the north, though, two of the rams had lifted their heads, and two of the younger males – one of them was Lamb – had started to move toward the flock leader.


Apprehension, if not fear, radiated from them.


Alucius rode northward, toward the violet-red feeling and the rams, who had formed a semicircle facing to the northeast. He reined up to the east, just slightly forward of the nightrams. The lead ram pawed the ground and snorted. Even Lamb snorted, although he did not paw at the red ground between the quarasote bushes.


Seventy yards or so to the north of the rams was a more open space, a good thirty yards across with no vegetation at all. There, the red-sandy soil shivered. One stonelike projection broke the surface, and then another. Then, there were two blocky figures less than two thirds the size of a man. The sanders were tan, and their skins sparkled in irregular patches, as if crystals shone through in places. The eyes were silvered green, also hard like crystal. Neither wore clothes, but Alucius could see only the same rough skin all over, without breasts or udders or any visible animal or human organs.


‘Aim for the spot where the chest and neck join!’ Royalt called.


Crack! A shot followed Royalt’s call.


Belatedly, Alucius fired his rifle. His first shot missed. The sander shook itself and started toward the rams. Alucius recocked the rifle and fired again. The heavy bullet struck the upper arm of the creature, and it turned toward Alucius and the gray.


From well behind and to his left, Alucius heard a frantic bleating, but the sander he had hit and scarcely jolted was lumbering directly at him.


He cocked and fired. Crack! Sections of skin, like rock chunks, fragmented away, and the sander slowed. He fired again, and a larger expanse of crystallike skin broke off from the sander.


Abruptly, the creature shuddered, and halted. As Alucius recocked the rifle, it seemed to melt back into the sandy ground. He glanced toward his grandsire, but the first sander was lumbering northward, well out of range for a good shot.


Alucius turned the gray toward the sound of the bleating, a sound followed by snorting. He rode almost a hundred yards toward the rear of the flock, where as Alucius neared, a younger nightram hurled himself against a reddish tan sandwolf, nearly three yards long, with fangs more than a handspan in length, fangs that glittered crystal sharp in the sunlight.


Alucius raised his rifle, but the nightram blocked a good shot at the sandwolf.


The sandwolf snapped, its teeth seeming to close on the ram’s snout, but at the last moment, the ram lowered his head and then twisted upward. The sandwolf lurched aside, trying to escape the knife-sharp horns, but a pair of long gashes scored the beast’s heaving chest. The sandwolf growled, backing away.


The nightram snorted, a hoof pawing the ground.


Alucius saw another tannish red shape farther to the south.


‘The sandwolf!’ called Royalt.


Alucius caught himself and raised the rifle, firing his last shot.


The wounded sandwolf growled, turned, as if to retreat … and collapsed.


Several other shots echoed across the quarasote flats, but Royalt missed, for the other two sandwolves sprinted away through the quarasote.


For a moment, Alucius just looked at the sandwolf – taking in the reddish tan fur that shimmered in places where the sun struck it, the fangs that looked more like crystal knives, the broad paws and large chest, and the yellow-amber eyes.


A snort turned his eyes to the nightram, streaks of blood on the curled horns whose forward edges were every bit as sharp as the fangs of the sandwolf, and the red eyes set in the black face, eyes that seemed to carry both satisfaction and sorrow.


From the ewe came a soft bleat. She licked at the dead lamb sprawled in the open space between the quarasote bushes. For a moment, Alucius just looked. The sense of loss and sadness that emanated from the ewe was as palpable to him as the sunlight and the wind.


Then he jerked his head around, expecting another sander, but there were none … and the sense of violet-red that had nagged him all morning had vanished. But there was a sense of something shimmering and green. Alucius studied the flock, then glanced up, his eyes tracking to the northeast. There, a good hundred yards away, was a soarer, hovering just above a clump of quarasote bushes, her features and figure shrouded in the indistinct shimmer that had surrounded the handful of soarers Alucius had seen over the years.


Royalt reined up beside his grandson. His eyes took in the soarer. The older man had his rifle out and cocked, but he did not raise the weapon.


‘Why …?’ murmured Alucius.


‘Don’t know. Sometimes you see them around sanders. Mostly not, though. Old tales say that soarers favor us by not meddling with people. Don’t know for certain, but one thing’s sure. You don’t shoot at them. Bullets don’t hurt ’em, and, besides, they don’t do anything if you leave them alone.’


‘If you don’t?’ Alucius asked.


‘Saw a fellow who tried to shoot one, years back. Bullet hit her and vanished. Three sanders rose right out of the ground around him and killed him. Not worth it.’


As suddenly as the soarer had appeared, it vanished.


Royalt glanced down at the lamb and nodded sadly. ‘Diversion. When the sanders got us worried up with the rams, the sandwolves sneaked in back here.’


‘What … what do we do now?’ asked Alucius.


‘Leave the sandwolf. Not good for anything we need, and don’t want to spend the effort on the pelt. Just pack the lamb up behind you. Nothing else we can do. Cold enough that we don’t have to skin it here. Besides, we don’t really have the knives. The sanders won’t be back. Nor the sandwolves. Not today, and the rest need to graze. Have this feeling it’ll be a hard year, Alucius. Sanders don’t come after nightsheep this early.’


‘Why? They look like they’re stone. How could eating … or killing …’ Alucius wasn’t quite sure what he meant, but the feeling was clear to him, that sanders were different, and that should have meant that they didn’t need to kill sheep, not for food – although the nightsheep weren’t good for human eating either, but when they died or were killed, the fleece and skin were always put to use. Did the sanders hunt to provide food for the sandwolves? Or did the sanders hunt for another reason and the sandwolves followed to get a meal?
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