

[image: Cover Image]





BY ELIZABETH MOON

  




The Serrano Legacy  
Hunting Party 
Sporting Chance 
Winning Colours 
Once a Hero 
Rules of Engagement 
Change of Command 
Against the Odds

  



The Serrano Legacy: Omnibus One 
The Serrano Connection: Omnibus Two 
The Serrano Succession: Omnibus Three

  




The Deed of Paksenarrion  
Sheepfarmer’s Daughter 
Divided Allegiance 
Oath of Gold

  



The Deed of Paksenarrion Omnibus

  



The Legacy of Gird 
Surrender None 
Liar’s Oath

  



Remnant Population

  



Speed of Dark

  




The Vatta’s War Series  
Trading in Danger 
Moving Target 
Engaging the Enemy 
Command Decision 
Victory Conditions

  




with Anne McCaffrey  
Sassinak (The Planet Pirates Volume 2)

Generation Warriors (The Planet Pirates Volume 3)




 
 



 
Oath Of Gold



 
ELIZABETH MOON

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9781405530415

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2010 by Elizabeth Moon

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk






Oath of blood is Liart’s bane  
Oath of death is for the slain  
Oath of stone the rockfolk swear  
Oath of iron is Tir’s domain  
Oath of silver liars dare  
Oath of gold will yet remain . . .


from the Oathsong of Mikeli
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The village seemed faintly familiar, but most villages were much alike. Not until she came to the crossroads with its inn did she realize she had been here before. There was the paved inn court, and the wide door, and the bright sign - The Jolly Potboy - hanging over it. Her breath seemed to freeze in her chest. The crossroads was busier than she remembered; there was much bustling in and out of the inn. The windows to the common bar were wide open, and clear across the road she heard a roar of laughter she recognized. She flinched. They might recognize her, even in the clothes she wore now. She thought of the coins in her purse, and the meal she’d hoped to buy - but she could not go there, of all places, and order a meal of Jos Hebbinford. Nor was there any other place to go: she was known in Brewersbridge, and dared not beg a scrap from some housewife lest she be recognized.

Paks shook her head, fighting back tears. Once she had ridden these streets - stayed at that inn - had friends in every gathering.

‘Here now, why so glum?’ Paks started and looked up to see a man-at-arms in the Count’s livery watching her. He smiled when she met his eyes; his face was vaguely familiar. ‘We can’t have pretty girls down in the mouth in our town, sweetling - let me buy you a mug of ale and cheer you up.’

Paks felt her heart begin to pound; fear clouded her eyes. ‘No - no thank you, sir. I’m fine - I just thought of something—’

The man’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’re frightened. Is someone after you? This town’s safe enough - that’s my job. You look like you need some kind of help; let me know what’s wrong—’

Paks tried to edge around him, toward the north road. ‘No - please, sir, I’m all right.’

He reached out and caught her arm. ‘I don’t think so. You remind me of something - someone. I think perhaps the captain needs to see you - unless you can account better for yourself. Do you know anyone here, anyone who can vouch for you? Where were you going to stay? Are you here for the fair?’

For an instant Paks’s mind went totally blank, and then the names and faces of those she remembered - Marshal Cedfer, Hebbinford, Captain Sir Felis, Master Senneth - began to race past her eyes. But she couldn’t call on them to vouch for her. They had known her as a warrior, Phelan’s veteran, the fighter who cleaned out a den of robbers. She had left here to go to Fin Panir; they had expected her to return as a Marshal or knight. Even if they recognized her - and she doubted they would - they would still despise or pity her. She trembled in the man’s grasp like a snared rabbit, and he was already pushing her along the north road toward the keep when another memory came to her: a memory of quiet trees and a clear pool and the dark wise face of the Kuakgan.

‘I - I was going to the grove,’ she gasped. ‘To - to see the Kuakgan.’

The man stopped, still gripping her arm. ‘Were you, now? And do you know the Kuakgan’s name?’

‘Master Oakhallow,’ said Paks.

‘And you were to stay there?’

‘I - I think so, sir. I had a question to ask him, that’s why I came.’ Paks realized as she said this that it was true.

‘Hmm. Well - if it’s kuakkgannir business - you say you were going to the grove: can you show me where it is?’

The entrance to the grove lay a hundred paces or so along the road; Paks nodded toward it.

‘You know that much at least. Well, I’ll just see you safely there. And remember, girl: I don’t expect to see you dodging around town this evening. If I do, it’s to the captain with you. And I’ll have the watch keep a lookout, too.’ He urged her along until they came to the grove entrance, marked by white stones on the ground between two trees. ‘You’re sure this is where you’re going?’

Paks nodded. ‘Yes, sir - thank you.’ She turned away, ducking into the trees to follow the winding path picked out in white stones.

In the grove was silence. Sunlight filtered through green leaves. As before, she could hear nothing of the village, close as it was. A bird sang nearby, three rising notes, over and over. Paks stopped to listen; her trembling stilled. Something rustled in the bushes off to her left, and panic rose in her throat. When a brown rabbit hopped onto the path, she almost sobbed in relief.

She went on. Far over her head leaves rustled in a light wind, but it was quiet below. Under one tree she heard a throbbing hum, and looked up to see a haze of bees busy at the tiny yellow flowers. At last  she heard the remembered chuckling of the Kuakgan’s fountain, and came into the sunny glade before his dwelling. It was the same as on her first visit. The low gray bark-roofed house was shuttered and still. Nothing moved but the water, leaping and laughing in sunlight over a stone basin.

Paks stood a moment in the sunlight, watching that water. She thought of what she’d told the soldier, and how the lie had felt like truth when she told it. But there was no help for her, not this time. The Kuakgan had nothing to do with what she had lost. Kuakkganni didn’t like warriors anyway. Still - she had to stay, at least until night. She could not go back to the village. Maybe she could sneak through the grove and escape to the open country beyond. Paks sighed. She was so tired of running, tired of hiding from those who’d known her. Yet she could not face them. Make an end, she thought.

She slid out of the pack straps, and dug into the pack for her pouch of coins, the reserve the Marshal-General had given her. To it she added the coppers and two silvers from her belt-pouch. A tidy pile. Enough to live on for a month, if she were frugal; enough for one good feast, otherwise. Her mouth twisted. She scooped up the whole pile and dumped it in the offering basin; the clash and ring of it was loud and discordant. She looked in her pack for anything else of value. Nothing but her winter cloak, an extra shirt, spare boot-thongs - no - there was the ring Duke Phelan had given her the day he left Fin Panir. ‘Send this, or bring it, if you need me,’ he’d said. Paks stared at it. She didn’t want it found on her when she—She pushed the thought aside and tossed the ring onto the heap of coins. She looked at her pack and decided to leave that too. The Kuakgan would find someone who needed a cloak and shirt. She piled the pack on top of the money, and turned away, wondering where she could hide until nightfall. Perhaps she should start through the grove now.

Across the clearing, at one end of the gray house, the Kuakgan stood watching her, his face shadowed by the hood of his robe. Paks froze; her heart began to race. His voice came clear across the sound of the fountain, and yet it was not loud. ‘You wished to speak to the Kuakgan?’

Paks felt cold, but sweat trickled down her ribs. ‘Sir, I - I came only to make an offering.’

The Kuakgan came closer. His robe, as she remembered, was dark green, patterned in shades of green and brown with the shapes of leaves and branches. ‘I see. Most who make offerings here wish a  favor in return. Advice, a potion, a healing - and you want nothing?’ His voice, too, was as she remembered, deep and resonant, full of overtones. As if, she thought suddenly, he had spent much time with elves. His eyes, now visible as he came closer, seemed to pierce her with their keen glance.

‘No. No, sir, I want nothing.’ Paks dropped her gaze, stared at the ground, hoping he would not recognize her, would let her go.

‘Is it, then, an offering of thanks? Have you received some gift, that you share your bounty? Not share, I see, for you have given everything - even your last copper. Can you say why?’

‘No, sir.’ Paks sensed that he had come nearer yet, to the offering basin, still watching her.

‘Hmm. And yet I heard someone very like you tell a soldier that she wished to speak with me, to ask me a question. Then I find you in my grove, filling the basin with your last coin, and even your spare shirt - and you have no question.’ He paused. Paks watched as the shadow of his robe came closer. She shivered. ‘But I have questions, if you do not. Look at me!’ At his command, Paks’s head seemed to rise of its own accord. Her eyes filled with tears. ‘Mmm, yes. You came to me once before for advice, if I recall. Was my counsel so bad that you refuse it now - Paksenarrion?’

Paks could not speak for the lump in her throat; tears ran down her face. She tried to turn away, but his strong hand caught her chin and held her facing him.

‘Much, I see, has happened to you since I last saw you. But I think you are not a liar, whatever you’ve become. So you will ask your question, Paksenarrion, and take counsel with me once again.’

Paks fought the tightness in her throat and managed to speak. ‘Sir, I - I can’t. There’s nothing you can do - just let me go—’

‘Nothing I can do? Best let me judge of that, child. As for going - where would you go, without money or pack?’

‘Anywhere. East, or south to the hills . . . it doesn’t matter—’

‘There’s enough dead bones in those hills already. No, you won’t go until you’ve told me what your trouble is. Come now.’

Paks found herself walking behind the Kuakgan to his house, her mind numb. She saw without amazement the door open before he reached it; he ducked slightly to clear the low lintel. Paks ducked too, and stepped down onto the cool earthen floor of a large, long room. Across from her, windows opened on the grove which came almost to the Kuakgan’s house. The ceiling beams were hung with  bunches of pungent herbs. At the far end of the room gaped a vast fireplace, its hearth swept and empty. Under the windows were two tables, one covered with scrolls, and the other bare, with a bench near it.

‘Come,’ said the Kuakgan. ‘Sit here and have something to drink.’

Paks sank onto the bench and watched as he poured her a mug of clear liquid from an earthenware jug. She sipped. It was water, but the water had a spicy tang.

‘Mint leaves,’ he said. ‘And a half-stick of cinnamon. Here—’ He reached down a round cheese from a net hanging overhead. He sliced off a good-sized hunk. ‘Eat something before we talk.’

Paks was sure she could not eat, but the creamy cheese eased past her tight throat and settled her stomach. She finished the cheese and the second mug of water he poured her. By then he had sliced a half-loaf of dark bread and put it in front of her. She took a slice; it was nutty and rich.

Master Oakhallow sat at the end of the table, his hood pushed back, eating a slice of bread spread with cheese. Paks glanced at him: the same brown weather-beaten face, heavy dark eyebrows, thick hair tied off his face with a twisted cord the color of bark. He was gazing out the window beside him, frowning slightly. She followed his gaze. A black and white spotted bird clung to the trunk of the nearest tree; as she watched, it began to hammer on the bark. The strokes were loud and quick, almost like a drum rattle. Paks wondered why its head didn’t split. She’d never seen anything like it, though she had heard that sound before without knowing its source. Bark chips flew from the tree.

‘It’s a woodpecker,’ he said, answering her thought. ‘It seeks out insects under the bark, and eats them. A forest without woodpeckers would be eaten by the little ones devouring the trees.’

Paks felt her muscles unclenching, one by one. ‘Is it - are there more than one kind?’

The Kuakgan smiled. ‘Oh, yes. Most of them are speckled and spotted, but some are brown and white or gray and white, instead of black and white. There are little ones and big ones - bigger than this - and many of them have bright color at the head. This one has a yellow stripe, but it’s hard to see so far away.’

‘How can they pound the tree like that without hurting themselves?’

He shrugged. ‘They are made for it; it is their nature. Creatures are not harmed by following their natures. How else can horses run over  rocky ground on those tiny hooves? Tiny for their weight, I mean.’ He reached to the jug and poured another mug of water for Paks, and one for himself.

Paks took another slice of bread. ‘I heard a bird when I came in; it sang three notes—’ she tried to whistle them.

‘Yes, I know the one. A shy bird. You’ll never see it; it’s brown on top, and speckled gray and brown below. It eats gnats and flies, and its eggs are green patterned with brown.’

‘I thought most birds - except the hawks and carrion-crows - ate seeds.’

‘Some do. Most sparrows are seed-eaters. There’s one bird that eats the nuts out of pine cones. Watch, now—’ He took a slice of bread and crumbled it on the broad windowsill, then took a slender wooden cylinder from his robe and blew into it. A soft trill of notes came out. Paks saw the flickering of wings between the trees, and five birds landed on the still. She sat still. Three of the birds were alike, green with yellow breasts. One was brown, and one was fire-orange with black wings. Their tiny eyes glittered as they pecked the crumbs and watched her. When the bread was gone, the Kuakgan moved his hand and the birds flew away.

Paks breathed again. ‘They’re so beautiful. I never saw anything so beautiful - that orange and black one—’

‘So. You will admit that you haven’t seen everything in this world you were so eager to leave?’

She hunched her shoulders, silent. She heard a gusty sigh, then the scrape of his stool as he rose.

‘Stay here,’ he said, ‘until I return.’

She did not look up, but heard his feet on the floor as he crossed the room, and the soft thud of the door as he closed it behind him. She thought briefly of going out the window, but the grove was thick and dark there as the sun lowered. The spotted bird was gone, the hammering coming now from a distance. She put down the rest of her slice of bread, her appetite gone. The room darkened. She wondered if he would be gone all night; she looked around but saw no place to sleep but the floor. From the grove came a strange cry, and she shivered, remembering the rumor that the Kuakgan walked at night as a great bear.

She did not hear the door open, but he was suddenly in the room with her. ‘Come help me bring in some wood,’ he said, and she got up and went out to find a pile of deadwood by the door. The last sunglow flared to the west. They broke the wood into lengths and  brought it in. He lit candles and placed them in sconces along the walls, then laid a fire in the fireplace, but did not light it. He went out again and came back with a bundle that turned out to be a hot kettle wrapped in cloth. Inside, a few coals kept several pannikins warm. As he unwrapped the cloth, a delicious smell of onions and mushrooms and meat gravy rose from the kettle. Paks found her mouth watering, and swallowed.

‘Hebbinford’s best stew,’ he said, setting the dishes out on the tables. ‘And you were always one for fried mushrooms, weren’t you? Sit down, go on - don’t let it get cold. You’re too thin, you know.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ said Paks miserably.

‘Nonsense. I saw your look when you smelled those mushrooms. Your body’s got sense, if you haven’t.’

Paks took a bite of mushrooms: succulent, hot, flavored with onions and meat. Before she realized what she was doing, she saw that the mushrooms were gone, and so was the stew. She was polishing the bowl with another slice of the dark bread. Her belly gurgled its contentment; she could not remember when she’d eaten so much. Not for a long time, not since - she looked up. Master Oakhallow was watching her.

‘Dessert,’ he said firmly. ‘Plum tart or apple?’

‘Apple,’ said Paks, and he pushed the tart across. She bit into the flaky crust; sweet apple juice ran down her chin. When the tart was gone, the Kuakgan was still eating his. Paks cleaned her chin with a corner of the cloth that had been around the kettle. She found herself holding another slice of bread, and ate that. She felt full and a little sleepy. He finished his tart and looked at her.

‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘Now. You’ll want to wash up a bit, and use the jacks, I expect. Let me show you—’ He touched a panel beside the fireplace, and it slid aside to reveal a narrow passage. On one side was a door, through which Paks caught a glimpse of a bunk. On the other, a door opened on three steps down to a stone-flagged room with a channel along one side. Paks heard the gurgle of moving water, and the candlelight sparkled on its surface. ‘Cold water only,’ said Master Oakhallow. ‘There’s the soaproot, and a towel—’ He lit other candles in the chamber as he spoke. ‘If you’re tired of those clothes, you can wear this robe.’ He pointed to a brown robe hanging from a peg. ‘Now, I’ll be out for awhile. When you’re through go on back to the other room. Whatever you do, don’t go outside the house. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Paks. ‘I won’t.’

‘Good.’ He turned and went back up the stairs; Paks saw the light of his candle dwindle down the passage.

The little room was chilly and damp, but smelled clean and earthy. Paks started to wash her hands, gingerly, but the cold water merely tingled instead of biting. She splashed it on her face, started to dry it, then glanced warily at the door. Surely he was really gone. She went up the steps and looked. Nothing. She came back down and looked at the water for a moment, then grunted and stripped off her clothes: she felt caked in dirt and sweat. She wet the soaproot and scrubbed herself, then stood in the channel and scooped water over her soapy body. By the time she was through, she was shivering, but vigorous towelling warmed her again. She looked at her clothes and wished she had not put her spare shirt in the offering basin. Her clothes were as dirty as she had been. She looked at the brown robe, then took it off the peg. It was soft and warm. When she came from the jacks, she looked at her clothes again. She wondered if she could wash them in the channel, but decided against it: she needed hot water and a pot. She shook them hard, brushed them with her hand, and folded them into a bundle. She slipped her bare feet back into her worn boots and went up the steps, down the passage, and into the main room.

The Kuakgan had lit more candles before he left, and the room had a warm glow. He had drawn shutters across the windows; she was glad of that. She sat down at the table to wait, wondering how long he would be. She thought of where she’d expected to be this night - alone in the hills, perhaps to see no dawn - and shivered, looking around her quickly. This was pleasant: the soft robe on her shoulders, the good meal. Why didn’t I ever—? I could have bought mushrooms at least once—She pushed these thoughts away. She wondered where the Kuakgan was, and if he’d bought the meal with her offering. And most of all - what was he going to do? She thought she should be afraid, but she wasn’t.

She eased into sleep without knowing it, leaning on the table; she never knew when he came in. When she woke again, she was wrapped in a green blanket and lying on the floor against the wall. The windows were unshuttered and sunlight struck the tree trunks outside. She felt completely relaxed and wide awake at the same time. Her stomach rumbled. She was just unwrapping the blanket when the door opened, letting in a shaft of sunlight.

‘Time for breakfast,’ said the Kuakgan as he came in. He carried  a dripping honeycomb over a bowl. Paks felt her mouth water. She climbed out of the blanket, folded it, and came to the table where he was laying out cheese, bread, and the honeycomb. ‘You won’t have had this honey before,’ he said. ‘It’s yellowwood honey, an early spring honey, and they never make much of it.’ He glanced at her and smiled. ‘You slept well.’

Paks found herself smiling in return. ‘Yes . . . yes, sir, I did.’ She sat down.

‘Here,’ he said, pouring from the jug. ‘It’s goat’s milk. Put some honey in your mug with it.’

Paks broke off a piece of comb and floated it in the milk. He sliced the cheese and pushed some towards her. She sipped the milk; it was delicious. The honey had a tang to it as well as sweetness. The Kuakgan dripped some on his cheese; Paks did the same, and had soon eaten half a cheese, each slice dripping honey. Bees flew in the window and settled on the remains of the comb.

‘No, little sisters,’ said the Kuakgan. ‘We have need of this.’ He hummed briefly, and the bees flew away. Paks stared at him; he smiled.

‘Do you really talk to bees?’ she asked.

‘Not talk, exactly. It’s more like singing; they’re a musical folk. They dance, too; did you know that?’ Paks shook her head, wondering if he was teasing. ‘It’s quite true; I’ll show you someday.’

‘Can you speak with all the animals? Those birds yesterday, and bees—’

‘It’s a Kuakgan’s craft to learn the nature of all creatures: trees and grass as well as birds, beasts, and bees. When you know what something is - what its nature is, how it fits into the web of life - you can then begin to speak its language. It’s a slow craft; living things are various, and each one is different.’

‘Some mages speak to animals,’ said Paks.

The Kuakgan snorted. ‘Mages! That’s different. That’s like the ring you had. A mage, now, wants power for himself. If he speaks to an animal, it’s for his own purposes. Kuakkganni - we learn their languages because we love them: the creatures. Love them as they are, and for what they were made. When I speak to the owl that nests in that ash—’ he nodded to the window, ‘it is not to make use of him, but to greet him. Of course, I must admit we do get some power from it. We can ask them things; we know their nature. But we are the ones who serve all created things without wanting to change  them. That’s why the Marshal in the grange is never quite sure I’m good enough to be an ally.’

Paks watched him, feeling that she should be able to find some other meaning in what he said, something that would apply to her. She could not think of anything. She wondered when he would start to question her.

He sat back from the table and looked at her. ‘Well, now. Your clothes are drying on the bushes out there, but they’d be clammy yet. You’ll be more comfortable outside in something other than that robe, I daresay.’ He rose and went to a chest near the wall. ‘This will fit close enough.’ He held out homespun trousers with a drawstring waist, and a linen shirt. ‘Come outside when you’re ready; I want to show you something.’ He went out the door and shut it behind him.

Paks looked at the clothes. They were creased as if they’d been in the chest a long time. She fingered the cloth, looking nervously at the windows. She looked for the passage beside the fireplace, but the panel was closed, and she couldn’t find the touchlock. At last she sat on the floor beside the table, breathing fast, and changed from the robe to the pants and shirt. She put on her belt over the shirt and looked for her dagger; it was on the table.

When she pushed on the door, it opened silently. Outside, the sunny glade seemed empty, until she saw the Kuakgan standing motionless by the end of the stone-marked path. He gestured to her, and she walked across the glade.

‘You must stay near me,’ he said. ‘The grove is not safe for wanderers; experienced pathfinders cannot be sure of its ways. If we are separated, be still. I will find you. Nothing will harm you as long as you are still, or with me. It may be that I have to leave you suddenly . . . I hope not, but it might happen. Just stay where I left you. You will find enough beauty to watch until I come back.’ He began to move through the trees, as silent as a current of air; Paks followed closely. From time to time he stopped, and touched a tree or herb lightly, but he said nothing, and Paks was silent as well. As the morning warmed, more birds sang around them, and the rich scents of leafmold and growing things rose from the ground. Paks found herself breathing slowly, deeply. She had no idea where they were in the grove, but it didn’t matter. She began to look with more attention to the trees and bushes they walked past. The Kuakgan touched a tree trunk: Paks saw a tiny lichen, bright as flame, glowing against dark furrowed bark. She saw for herself a clump of tiny mushrooms,  capped in shiny red - a strawberry in flower - a fern-frond uncurling out of dry leaves. She realized that the Kuakgan was standing still, watching her. When she met his eyes, he nodded.
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So passed the rest of that day, with the warm spring sun and the silence unknotting the muscles of back and neck that had been tight so long. They came on a tiny trickle of clear water, and drank; for awhile in the early afternoon they sat near a mound of stone, and Paks fell asleep. When she woke, the Kuakgan was gone, but before she had stretched more than twice, she saw him coming through the trees. From time to time her mind would reach for the memory of yesterday’s pain, but she could not touch it: it was as if a pane of heavy glass lay between that reality and this. She could not think what she might do next, or where to go, and at last she quit trying.

They came back to the Kuakgan’s house in the last of the sunlight. Paks took her clothes, now dry, from the bushes, and folded them in her arms. She felt pleasantly tired, and slightly hungry. The Kuakgan smiled.

‘Sit here in the warmth, while I bring supper,’ he said. ‘Or will you come with me?’

Paks thought of the inn, and the misery returned full strength. This time she felt the tension knotting her brow and hunching her shoulders, and tried to stand upright. But before she could frame an answer, the Kuakgan shook his head.

‘No. Not yet. Stay. As I feared, it will take more than one day of healing.’ And he was gone, across the glade and along the path to the village.

She sat trembling, hating herself for the fear that had slammed back into her mind. She could not even go to an inn - even here, where she had had friends, and no enemies. She stared at her hands, broad and scarred with the years of war. If she could not hold a sword or bow, what could she do? Not stay forever with the Kuakgan, that wouldn’t do. Her hand felt for her belt pouch, and she remembered that she’d put it in the offering basin. Everything was gone; everything from those years had gone as if it had never been. Warriors  can’t keep much, but that little they prize; the loss of the last of her treasures to the kuaknom still hurt: Saben’s little red horse, Canna’s medallion. Now she had not even the Duke’s ring left (the third ring, she thought ruefully, that he’s given me and I’ve lost somehow).

As before, she wasn’t sure how long the Kuakgan had been gone when he returned. He was simply there, in the evening dimness, carrying another kettle. She forced herself up as he came toward her. He nodded, and they went into the house together. This time she helped unpack the kettle, and made no protest at eating. He had brought slices of roast mutton swimming in gravy, redroots mashed with butter, and mushrooms. Again. She looked up, to say something about the cost, met his eyes, and thought better of it. She ate steadily, enjoying the food more than she expected to, but fearing the questions he would surely ask after supper.

But he said nothing, as long as she ate, and when she finished, and stacked her pans for return, he seemed to be staring through the opposite wall. His own dishes were empty; she reached for them, wiped them, and put them in the kettle. He looked at her suddenly, and smiled briefly.

‘You’re wondering when I will start to question you.’

Paks looked down, then forced herself to meet his eyes. ‘Yes.’

‘I had thought tonight. But I changed my mind.’ A long silence. Paks looked away, around the room, back to his face. It was unreadable.

‘Why?’ she asked finally.

He sighed, and shook his head. ‘I’m not sure how - or how much - to tell you. Healing is a Kuakkganni craft, as you know.’ Paks nodded. ‘Well, then, one part of the healing craft is knowing when. When to act, and when to wait. In the case of humans, one must also know when to ask, and when to keep silent. You are not ready to speak of it, whatever it is.’

Paks moved restlessly. ‘You - I would have thought you’d have heard something.. . .’

‘Hmmm.’ It became as resonant as his comments to the bees. Paks looked at his face again. ‘I hear many things. Most of them false, as far as talk goes. Brewersbridge is a little out of the way for reliable news.’ He looked at her squarely. ‘And whatever I might have heard, what is important is you, yourself. Just as you, yourself, will heal when you are ready.’

Paks looked away. She could feel the tears stinging her eyes again.

‘There. You are not ready, yet. Don’t worry; it will come. Let your  body gain strength for a few days. You are already better, though you don’t feel it.’

‘But I couldn’t go—’ her voice broke, and she covered her face with her hands.

‘But that will pass. That will pass.’ She felt a wave of warmth and peace roll over her mind, and the pain eased again.

But several nights later, the dream returned. Once more she was fighting for her life far underground, tormented by thirst and hunger and the pain of her wounds. She smelled the rank stench of the green torches, and felt the blows of knife and whip that striped her sides. She gasped for breath, choked, scrabbled at the fingers knotted in her throat - and woke to find the Kuakgan beside her, holding her hands in his.

Soft candlelight lit the room. She stared wildly for a moment, lost in the dream, trembling with the effort of the fight.

‘Be still,’ he said softly. ‘Don’t try to talk. Do you know me yet?’

After a minute or two she nodded. Her tongue felt too big for her mouth, and she worked it around. ‘Master Oakhallow.’ Her voice sounded odd.

‘Yes. You are safe. Lie still, now; I’ll get you something to drink.’

The mint-flavored water cleaned remembered horrors out of her mouth. She tried to sit up, but the Kuakgan pushed her down gently. A tremor shook her body; as she tried to fight it off, the pain of those wounds returned, sapping her strength.

‘You still have pain?’ he asked.

Paks nodded.

‘How long ago were those wounds dealt?’

She tried to count back. Her mind blurred, then steadied. ‘From - it would have been last summer. Late in the summer.’

‘So long?’ His eyebrows rose. ‘Hmm. What magic bound them?’

Paks shook her head. ‘I don’t know. The paladin and Marshal both tried healing. It helped, but the - the kuaknom had done something to them—’

‘Kuaknom! What were you doing with them?’

Paks looked down, shivering. ‘They captured me. In Kolobia.’

‘So. I don’t wonder that you have grave difficulties. And they dealt these wounds that pain you now?’

‘Not . . . exactly. It—’ As the memory swept over her, Paks could not speak. She shook her head, violently. The Kuakgan caught it, and held her still.

‘No more, then, tonight. Sleep.’ He answered the fear in her eyes before she could say it. ‘You won’t dream again. That I can still, and you will rest as you did the first night, and wake at peace. Sleep.’ She fell into his voice, into the silence beyond it, and slept.

 



In the morning she woke rested, as he had promised. Still the shame of her breakdown was on her, and she came to the breakfast table silently and did not smile.

‘You will not have those dreams again,’ he said quietly, as she ate. ‘When I release your dreams again, those will be healed. This much I promise. I have waited as long as I could for your body’s healing, Paksenarrion; it is now time to begin on the mind. Whatever ill you have suffered has clearly injured both.’

She nodded, silent and intent on her bread.

‘I will need to see these wounds you spoke of.’ He reached for her arm. Paks froze an instant, then stretched her hand out. He pushed up her sleeve. The red-purple welts were still swollen. ‘You have more of these?’

‘Yes.’

‘Many?’

‘Yes.’ Despite herself, she was shivering again.

‘And they are all over a half-year old?’ Paks nodded. ‘Powerful magic, then, and dangerous. Have they faded at all? How long did it take for them to heal this far?’

‘They . . . fade sometimes,’ Paks said softly. ‘For a week or so, as if they were healing. Then they swell and redden again. At first - I don’t know how long it was. I think only a day or so, but I lost track of time.’

‘I see. Have any true elves seen this?’

‘Yes. One that came with us. He thought they had used something like the true elves use to speed and slow the growth of plants.’

‘Ah. It might be so, indeed. Perverted, as they would have it - to heal quickly partway and then stay so. But why that far?’

Paks fought a desire to roll into a ball like a hedgehog. It was harder to speak than she had expected; that was hard enough. ‘So - so I could fight.’

‘Fight?’ The Kuakgan paused. When she said nothing, he went on. ‘You said they did not deal these wounds themselves. They wanted you able to fight, but hindered. And now you cannot fight. Was that their doing, too?’

‘No.’ She could not say more. She heard the Kuakgan’s sigh.

‘I need to try something on one of the wounds. This will probably hurt.’ He took her arm, and held it lightly. Paks paid no attention. She felt the fingers of his other hand running along the scars. After a moment she felt a trickle of cold in one, then heat in another. The feelings ebbed. She glanced at his face; it was closed and remote. A savage ache ran up her arm from the wrist, and was gone instantly. A pain as sharp as the original blow brought a gasp from her; she glanced at her arm; the scar was darker than ever. Then it passed, and the Kuakgan’s eyes came to focus on her again.

‘The true elf was correct in his surmise. These will heal no better without intervention. Did he try?’

‘He said he had not the skill. He had known one who had, but—’

‘I see. Paksenarrion, this will take time and patience. It will not be easy for you; it is a matter of purifying the wounds of the poison they used. If you can bear the pain a short while longer, you should be strong enough in body for the healing. Can you?’

Paks forced a smile. ‘After these months? Of course.’

His faced relaxed briefly. ‘Good. And now we must come to the other - it’s not for this pain that you were ready to throw away your life. What else did they do to you?’

‘Do I have to—? Now?’

‘I think so. Healing those - getting that poison out - will take strength from us both. I must know what else is wrong, what reserves you have, before I start that.’ He started to gather up the remains of breakfast, though, as if it were any other morning. Paks sat where she was, unspeaking. After brushing crumbs onto the windowsill for the birds, he turned back to her. ‘It might be easier outside. Sunlight cleanses more than dirty linen. Come walk with me.’

They had wandered an hour in the grove before Paks began to speak, starting with her first days in the training barracks at Fin Panir, and the sun was high overhead when she came to the kuaknomi lair. Even in the bright sunlight (for they had come again to the glade) she felt the darkness and the foulness of that place. Her words came short, and halted, but the Kuakgan did not prompt her. The fountain’s chuckling filled the silence until she spoke again.

‘I could not say his name,’ she said finally. ‘I couldn’t call on Gird. I tried, at first. I remember that. But after awhile . . . I couldn’t say it. And I had to fight: whenever I woke again, they were there, and I had to fight.’ She told what she could remember of the battles in the arena, of her horror at seeing the great bloated spider that devoured  those she defeated. ‘After awhile, I don’t remember more. They said - those who came and found me - that I was wearing enchanted armor, and wore Achrya’s symbol around my neck.’

‘Who found you?’

‘Others in the expedition: Amberion, Marshal Lord Fallis, those. I don’t remember that at all. They told me that after a day I was awake and talking to them clearly, but the next I remember is walking along a trail in another canyon, and finding the way to Luap’s stronghold.’

‘So it was real - you found it?’

‘Oh yes, it’s real. A great citadel, deep in the rock, full of all kinds of magic.’ In her mind’s eye the dark lairs were replaced by that soaring red rock arch between the outpost and the main stronghold. ‘We’d hardly be back to Fin Panir by now had it not had magic. That’s how we came.’

‘Magic, then, but no healing?’

Paks stopped short. ‘No. Not for me, anyway.’ She went on to tell him what had happened when she returned to Fin Panir. How the Marshal-General had said she was deeply tainted with kuaknomi evil, and how she had come at last to agree. She shivered as she spoke, and the Kuakgan interrupted.

‘Let’s go back for supper. It’s late.’ Already the sun was far behind the trees. When they came to the house, Paks feared to stay alone, and could not say it. But instead of leaving her, the Kuakgan came in and brought out bread and cheese. They ate in silence, and he seemed abstracted. After supper, for the first time, he lit a fire on the large hearth, and they sat before it.

‘Now go on,’ he said. ‘But don’t hurry yourself. What did your Marshal-General propose to do? Why did she think Gird had not protected you?’

‘She didn’t say why,’ said Paks, answering the last question first. ‘But I think they believe I was too new a Girdsman, and too vulnerable as a paladin candidate. They’d said we were more open to evil, in our training. She said that fighting under iynisin command had opened a passage for their evil into my mind. It could be taken out, but—’ Paks broke off, steadied her voice, and went on, staring into the flames. ‘She said the evil was so close to the - to what made me a fighter, that to destroy it might destroy that too.’

‘And what did she say that was?’

‘My courage.’ She barely breathed the words, but the pain in them rang through the room.

The Kuakgan hummed briefly. Paks sat rigid as a pike staff, waiting for his reaction. He reached a poker to the fire, and stirred it. Another pause, while sparks snapped up the chimney. ‘And now you are not a fighter. You think that is why?’

‘I know it. Sir.’ Paks sat hunched, looking now at her hands locked in her lap.

‘Because you know fear? Did you never fear before? I thought you were afraid of me, the first time I saw you. You were afraid of Master Zinthys’s truth spell - you said so.’

‘Before, I could always face it. I could still fight. And usually I wasn’t afraid. Very.’

‘And now you can’t.’ His voice expressed nothing she could take hold of, neither approval nor disapproval.

‘That’s right. As soon as I could get out of bed again, afterwards, I tried. But my own armor frightened me. Weapons, noise, the look on their faces, all of it. It was some little time before I could walk well, and I was clumsy with things at first. The Marshal-General had said that might happen, so when I picked up my sword and it felt strange, I wasn’t upset. At first. But then—’ she shook her head, remembering her first attempt at arms practice. ‘It was just drill,’ she said slowly. ‘They knew I’d been hurt; they wouldn’t have injured me. But I couldn’t face them. When that blade came toward me, I froze. They told me later that I fainted. It didn’t even touch me. The next day it was worse. I started shaking before I got into the practice ring. I couldn’t even ride. You know how I loved horses—’ she looked up, and the Kuakgan nodded. ‘My own horse - the black I got here - I couldn’t mount him. Could not. He sensed my fear, and fretted, and all I could think of was the size of his feet. They all thought it would help somehow, so they lifted me onto a gentle little palfrey. I sat there stiff, and shaking, and as soon as she broke into a trot I fell off.’

‘And so you left them. Or did they throw you out?’

Paks shook her head. ‘No. They were generous. The Marshal-General offered to have me stay there, or train me to any trade I wished. But you know, sir, that Gird is a fighter’s saint. How can they understand? It’s not right, and Girdsmen know it. And the Duke—’ Her voice broke again.

‘Was he there?’

Paks fought for control. ‘Yes. He came when he - when they told him I - what they might do. He said he would take me then, as a captain or whatever. But - I knew - they were right. Something was  wrong. It had to be done. I still think so. And he was there after, when we knew it had gone badly. He gave me—’

‘That ring you left in the basin.’ Paks nodded. The Kuakgan sighed. ‘Your Duke is a remarkable man. He has no love for the Girdsmen in general, and the Marshal-General in particular. He must think a lot of you.’

‘Not now,’ said Paks miserably.

‘He gave you the ring afterwards, did he not? After he knew what had happened? Don’t underestimate your Duke, Paksenarrion.’ He stirred the fire again. ‘I saw him once, long ago. I wondered then what sort of man he would be. I have heard of him, of course, in the years since, but only what anyone might hear. For the most part.’

‘Why does he dislike the Girdsmen so?’ asked Paks.

The Kuakgan shook his head. ‘That’s not my story to tell. I have it only by hearsay, and may have it wrong. Perhaps he will tell you someday.’

‘I . . . don’t think so.’

‘Because you think you’ll never go back? Nonsense. In courtesy you must see him again, and ease his concern.’

‘But—’

‘You must. Whether you draw sword for him again or not, Paksenarrion, you cannot leave him wondering whether you are alive or dead. Not tonight, no, nor tomorrow - but you must go. And when you go, you will agree with me on that.’

Paks said nothing. She could not imagine going to the Duke’s hold with her fear still unconquered. Unless she regained her courage, and could fight, she could not face the Duke and her old companions.

‘One thing more, tonight, and then you will sleep. What was it like, when you first thought your courage gone? How did you know it?’

Paks thought how to describe it. ‘When I first trained, with the Duke,’ she began, ‘I could feel something - an eagerness - in the drill. When Siger - the armsmaster - threatened with his blade, I felt it rising in me. Excitement, eagerness - I don’t know how to say it, but I wanted to fight, wanted to - to strike, to take chances. When he hit me, the pain was just pain, like falling. Nothing to be afraid of, or worried about. And after that, in the battles - I was scared, the first year, but even then that feeling was inside, to draw on. As soon as the fight started, it seemed to lift me up and carry me along. It never failed me. Even in the worst times, when we were ambushed, or  when Macenion and I faced the old elf lord, I might think that I was likely to be killed, but it didn’t affect my fighting. Unless, perhaps, I fought all the better for it. That’s how we all were; those that feared wounds or death left the Company. That danger was our life. Some, indeed, loved the fighting so much that they were kept from constant brawling only by the rules. I had had one trouble with brawling; I didn’t want more. I liked my fights for a reason.’ Paks stopped again; she was breathing faster, and her mouth was dry. The Kuakgan rose and brought the jug of water. They each had a mug of it, then she went on.

‘At Fin Panir it was like a dream. Everything I’d ever thought about, when I was a girl: the knights, the paladins, the songs and music, training every day with warriors known all over the Eight Kingdoms. There were none of the - the things that bothered me, in the south. We would fight only against true evil. And I met real elves, and dwarves. I could learn my weapon, learn as much as I could. They said I did well; they wanted me to join the Fellowship of Gird, they asked me to become a paladin-candidate. For me, for all that I’d dreamed of, that was—’ She stopped, poured another mug of water, and took a sip. ‘I never dared dream so high, before. It came like a burst of light. All the strange things that had happened in Aarenis seemed to make sense. Of course, I agreed. I felt I was coming to my true home, the heart of my life.’

‘And now?’

‘It was the happiest time of my life.’ Paks drank the rest of her water. ‘It will seem silly to you, Master Oakhallow, I don’t doubt. A sheepfarmer’s daughter with silly daydreams of wielding a magic sword against monsters, a runaway girl joining the mercenaries, still holding that dream somewhere inside. I couldn’t make them understand, in Fin Panir; maybe it’s so silly it doesn’t matter. But I had tried to learn my craft of fighting well enough to be of use, and there, where all were dedicated to honor and war - there I was happy indeed.’

‘I don’t think it was silly,’ said the Kuakgan. ‘Such a dream is most difficult to fulfill, but it is not silly. But tell me, now, what it was that changed, after the Marshal-General did whatever she did.’

‘It was gone, that’s all. That feeling or whatever that came when I was fighting. It was gone, and left emptiness - as if the ground suddenly disappeared under one foot, and left me with nothing to stand on. I had no skill and no courage to cover the lack. I thought  at first it would come back; I kept trying. After awhile I could move better, and control my sword, but as soon as I tried to fence with someone the emptiness seemed to spread and spread until all was gone. Sometimes I fainted, as I said, and sometimes - once I ran away, and once or twice just stood, unable to do anything. Now when I try to face something, when something frightens me, I have nothing inside to do it with.’

‘So you left Fin Panir and - did you plan to come here?’

‘No! Never! I wandered along the roads, looking for work. I thought I could do unskilled work, at least: farm labor, and that. But so many things frightened me - things that frighten no one but a little child—’ She wondered whether to tell him about the trader’s caravan, the robbers at the inn, and decided not to. What difference did it make, after all? ‘I wandered, mostly. I didn’t know this was Brewersbridge until I came to the inn. I would have fled, but a guard thought I was acting strangely and wanted to take me to the keep.’

‘Wouldn’t Marshal Cedfer have vouched for you? You said the Marshal-General promised safe-conduct in all the granges of Gird.’

‘I suppose he would have, sir, but I couldn’t ask him. I asked, once, in Fintha - they don’t understand. If I had lost an arm or leg, something they could see, they might. But as it is - cowardice - they think of that as shameful weakness, or punishment for great evil. With soldiers it’s even simpler. Cowardice is cowardice, and nothing else. I suppose they’re right, sir, but I can’t—’ Her voice broke, and tears burst from her eyes. ‘I can’t - live with that - with their scorn. The Marshal knew me before - he’d say I wasn’t a criminal - but he’d despise—’

‘Enough. I know the Marshal better than that. He is fair, if sometimes narrow-minded. And you are not being fair to yourself. But it is late, and you need rest. We will talk more of this tomorrow. Don’t fear to sleep; your dreams are withheld for the present.’

Paks thought she could not face the morning, but when she woke, she felt more at peace than she had for a long time. She awaited the Kuakgan’s questions. But he said nothing during breakfast, and afterwards called her to walk with him in the grove as usual. The first hour or so passed in silence. As always, Paks found something new to look at every few paces. She had never lived near a forest before, and it had not occurred to her how full a forest could be. Finally he turned to her, and spoke.

‘Sit down, child, and we’ll talk some.’ Paks sat against the trunk  of a tree, and he stretched on the ground nearby. ‘You are stronger of body than when you came, Paksenarrion; are you aware of it?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Paks felt herself flushing. ‘I’ve been eating too much.’

‘No, not too much. You were far too thin; you need more weight even now. But the day you came, you could not have endured what you did yesternight without collapse.’

‘But that was my mind—’

He made a disgusted noise. ‘Paksenarrion, your body and mind are as close as the snail-shell and the snail. If you poke holes in the snail-shell, will the snail live?’

‘No, but—’

‘By the Tree, you must be better, to argue with me!’ He chuckled a moment, then turned serious again. ‘You did not say, when I first saw you, how you planned to die - if you’d thought about it - but it was clear that you were near death for some reason. Some trouble I could see at a glance: your thinness, your weakness. Some seemed clear, more was certain. I began with what was easily cured; good food and rest heal many wounds of body and mind both. Then you were frightened even by that rabbit on the path as you came in. Is that true now?’

‘No . . . not here, with you. I don’t know what it would be like outside.’ Paks tried to imagine it, tried to see herself walking down a street somewhere. The panic fear she had felt before did not return. ‘I can think of being somewhere else, at least.’

‘Very well. Your body is beginning to heal, and with it the mind heals also.’

‘But I thought you said the wounds would need more?’

‘Yes. They will. But that will sap your strength again, for a little, and I wanted to build it first. It is a delicate thing, Paksenarrion, to choose the best time. First to gain your trust, so that even the pain I must cause you will not awake the panic. Then to let food and rest do what they may with the parts of your body that were not wounded, so that the strength there offsets—Do you understand any of this?’

‘Not really. I would think if the food and rest could heal—’

‘It should heal all? Ordinarily it might. But the kuaknomi have difficult magic, and their poisons outlast normal human lifespans. The poison takes the strength from you, and will, until we get it out. And until your body is clean of it, your mind shares the poison.’

‘Oh.’

‘And you fear what I might do to heal you,’ he added shrewdly.

‘Yes. Sir, I - I went through that once. They were saying it was in my mind, but the same thing. Evil. Something to be ripped out. And now you—’

‘Hmmm. Yes. But I can show you what I will do. Look at that scar on your arm - the one that hurt you so that night.’ Paks shoved up her sleeve and looked. It had been redder the following morning, but now had faded to a dull pink. When she prodded it with a finger, it held no underlying soreness.

‘Is it truly healing?’ she asked.

‘Yes. In a few weeks it should be pale as your old scars. I could not use quicker methods, after what they had done.’

‘But the others?’

‘You remember the pain of that one? It was almost like the original wound, wasn’t it?’ Paks nodded. ‘And you have many others. To work on them all at once will be very painful for you. I could force you into a sleep, but then we are faced with the trouble in your mind. If you still wish to die, you could go then, while I was busy with your wounds. I cannot care for both, alone. I would prefer to have your cooperation, mind and body, before I begin.’ He seemed to look past her, over her head, into some distance. ‘I might have called on another Kuakgan for aid, or on the elves - or even Marshal Cedfer - but until I knew where your trouble lay, and from what cause, I had no right to do so.’

‘But you can heal the wounds,’ said Paks, confidently.

‘Yes.’

‘Will that heal the - the other? Is that what caused it, truly?’

‘I don’t know. I think you were already weakened so by the wounds, by the poison in them, that even without the Marshal-General’s intervention your mind would have been affected in time. Without probing deeply into it, I am not sure what she did. But anything that would remove a deep-seated evil would be likely to affect other things; evil spreads like ink in water, staining everything it touches. Your body was damaged again, by that: you said when you woke from her treatment you could not walk at first. What I hope is that thorough healing of the body will allow your mind to heal, too. Whether what you have lost will regenerate or not, I cannot tell. But you are already better, in both, and that gives me hope.’

Paks stared at the ground before her. ‘I’m still scared. Not the pain, so much - that comes anyway - but the other.’

‘I know. I can treat one at a time, but that will take months. And I  must warn you that the poison itself will resist, given time for it. The last ones will be much harder to cure than the first. Yet to do this, without your free consent, is likely to widen the rift in your mind. It is for this that I waited, hoping that you would be able to trust me.’

‘How long would it take?’

‘All at once? A day of preparation for me; you would have to keep quiet within doors, and let me meditate. I have most of the materials I need; I could gather the rest today. Then a day or two for the healing itself: I cannot tell, until I have seen and tested each wound, exactly how long. You would be very weak for the first day afterwards, but your strength would come quickly.’

‘And I would sleep through it?’

‘The healing itself, yes. I would recommend it. Even if you were willing to endure all the pain awake, your reaction could break my attention to the healing.’

‘I wish—’ she began, and then stopped. She took a deep breath and went on. ‘I wish it could be done, and over, and I didn’t have to decide.’

His voice was gentle. ‘No. It is not the way of the Kuakkganni to force a good on someone if there is time for choice. Each creature has its own way to travel; we learn much of them, but we do not change the way. And for humans, the way involves choice.’

‘You forced me to eat, that first day.’

‘Then there was no time. I had to buy that time, to find out what was wrong. Now you are beginning to heal, and I judge you well enough to make a choice for yourself. I will give you advice, and have, but you are free to follow it or not, as you are free to take what time you need for the decision.’

Paks had taken a twig from the ground, and was digging little holes in the dirt at her feet. She made a row of them, then another row. For a moment she saw them as positions in a formation, then scraped the twig across the design.

‘You think I should let you do it now?’

‘I think you should ask yourself if you can trust me. I think you should ask yourself if you can trust your own mind to hold on until your body has a chance to heal. If when you are well again you still wish to waste your bones on the hills, I’ve no doubt some orc or wolf will be glad to assist.’

‘I don’t, now,’ she said very softly.

‘Good.’

‘I think - I know I want to be well again. If it can happen. If what is wrong is that poison, then - I must let you do it. Whatever it is.’

For the rest of the afternoon, they gathered herbs and other materials from the grove. Most of it was unfamiliar to Paks; the Kuakgan explained little, merely pointing out the plants to take. That evening he went to the inn for food, after telling her to stay inside. When he came back, one of the potboys from the inn was with him; Paks heard his voice outside. The Kuakgan had him leave his burden on the step, and when he had left, called Paks outside to carry it in.

‘We’ll need food for several days,’ he explained. ‘You must eat well tomorrow, while I meditate, and I must eat something during the healing.’ He unpacked loaves of bread, a small ham, sliced mutton in pans, eggs, and other rich foods.

It seemed to Paks that the next day lasted forever. She had become used to wandering outside; she was restless in the house. The Kuakgan had left the hidden panel open, and she spent some time taking a bath and washing her hair, but that left hours of idleness. She forgot to eat at noon. Sometime in the afternoon her belly reminded her, and she ate several slices of ham, then some cheese. As the daylight faded outside, she wondered if the Kuakgan would appear for supper. The door to his private room had been closed all day; she dared not knock. But she felt it would be discourteous to eat without him.

The last light had disappeared, and she had lit candles in the main room, when he came to the door of the passage. Without a word, he nodded to her, and went to close the shutters. Paks started to speak, but he forestalled her with a fluent gesture of one hand. He laid a fire on the hearth and lit it. Paks stood, wondering what to do. He pointed to the ham, and then to her. When she offered him a slice, he shook his head, but sat at the table to watch her eat. Her appetite had vanished; the ham lay in her stomach like a huge stone, and her mouth was dry. She looked over at him; he was watching her, his dark eyes warm. That gaze soothed her, and she was able to eat a bit more, and drink a mug of water. At last he reached and touched her hand, and gestured toward her pallet against the wall. She looked toward it, and at once the panic she thought had gone rose in her mind like a fountain, bursting her control. She choked on the breath in her throat, shut her eyes on the tears that came unbidden, and sat with her hands clamped on the table. He said nothing. Time passed. At last she could breathe, could see again her white-knuckled hands, could unclench those hands finger by finger. She did not try to meet  his eyes again, but forced her stiff unwilling body to rise from the table and cross the room.

His hands on the sides of her head were dry and cool, impersonal as the bark of a tree. She lay with her eyes shut, rigid and waiting. When the first touch of power came, it was nothing like she expected. It seemed more a memory of recent mornings, of spring itself, of gold sunlight filtering through young leaves. She felt no pain, only peace and quietness, and let herself drift into that light like a leaf in the fountain. She did not know when the dream of light faded.

Return from that beauty and peace was more difficult. A call she could not answer, struggle, confusion, the return of fear. She woke with no knowledge of time or place - for a few moments, she thought she was back in the Duke’s Company, trying to reach the Duke after Siniava’s attack on Dwarfwatch. ‘The Duke,’ she managed to say. ‘Saben—’ Then she remembered enough to know that Saben was dead, and the Duke far away. The Kuakgan’s face was strange to her, and only slowly did she come to know where she was.

‘You wandered a long way,’ he said at last. His face was lined and drawn. ‘A long way indeed. I was not sure you would return.’ He reached for her wrist, and felt her pulse. ‘Much stronger. How do you feel?’

‘I - just weak, I think. I don’t want to move.’

‘No wonder. You need not, for a time.’ He sighed, then stretched. ‘I wonder that your Marshal-General did not see how bad those were. It may be they’ve gotten worse. But, Paksenarrion, you were almost beyond my healing powers. One of the wounds still had a bit of the weapon in it - a stone blade of some sort - and that one I had to open completely.’ He reached for a jug and poured out a mug of liquid. ‘You must try to drink all of this.’ He raised her shoulders and held the mug to her lips. Paks sipped slowly, and finally drained it completely. She was desperately tired. Later she could never remember if that first waking had been in daylight or night.

She slept, and woke again, and slept. Finally she woke to firelight, hungry for the first time, and able to move a little by herself. The Kuakgan was beside her, as always. When she stirred, and spoke to him by name, he smiled.

‘You are certainly better. Hungry? I should hope so. Let me help you to the jacks first.’

She wavered when she stood, dizzy and weak, but by the time they had gone down the passage and the stairs, she could support herself  along the wall to the jacks. She came back alone, and slowly, still touching the wall. She tried to think, but had no idea how much time had passed. In the meantime, the Kuakgan had set food on the table: stew and bread. She half-fell onto the bench, and propped herself on the table. But she ate the last bite of her food, and was able to walk more steadily back to her pallet.

The next morning she woke normally, no more weak than if she had worked too hard the day before, or fought too long. Her mind seemed curiously empty of all feelings, but her body obeyed her, if a little sluggishly.
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‘You will not regain your full strength for some time,’ Master Oakhallow said, as he sat with her at breakfast. ‘But we need to consider your other problem now.’ He paused for a long swallow of sweetened goat’s milk. ‘If you still have one. Can you tell?’

Paks shook her head. ‘I don’t feel much at all right now. When I think of fighting, it’s very far away.’

‘Hmm. Maybe that’s for the best. Perhaps you will be able to think more clearly.’ He cut another slice of bread, and bit into it. Paks swallowed her own milk. She was discovering that nothing hurt; she had not known how that constant pain had weighed on her. For a little while she did not care whether she could fight or not; it was pleasant enough to sit eating breakfast without pain. She felt the Kuakgan’s gaze and raised her eyes to meet it. His face relaxed as he watched her. ‘At least the poison’s out. Your face shows it. Well - are you ready?’

‘For what, sir?’

‘To talk about courage.’

Paks felt herself tensing, and tried to relax. ‘Yes.’

‘Very well. It seems to me that two mistakes have clouded your mind. First is the notion that having as little courage as an ordinary person is somehow shameful, that you must have more than your share. That’s nothing but pride, Paksenarrion. So it is you felt you couldn’t live with the meager amount of courage most folk have: it was too shameful. And that’s ridiculous. Here you are, young, strong,  whole-bodied now, with wit enough - with gifts above average - and you feel you cannot go on without still more bounty of the gods.’

Paks blushed. Put that way . . .

‘Paksenarrion, I want you to think of those common folk awhile. They live their lives out, day by day, in danger of fever, robbers, fire, storm, wolves, thieves, assassins, evil creatures and powers - and war. They most of them have neither weapons nor skill at arms, nor any way to get them. You’ve lived among them, this past winter: you know, you feel, how helpless is a farmwife against an armed man, or a craftsman against a band of thieves. You are right, they are afraid - full of fear from moment to moment, as full of fear as you have been. And yet they go on. They plow the fields and tend flocks, Paksenarrion, and weave cloth for you to wear, and make pots, and cheese, and beer, and boots, and wagons: everything we use, these frightened people make. You think you don’t want to be like them. But you must be like them, first. You must have their courage before you get more.’

‘But - sir, you said they had none.’

‘No. I said they were frightened. Here’s the second mistake. Courage is not something you have, like a sum of money, more or less in a pouch - it cannot be lost, like money spilling out. Courage is inherent in all creatures; it is the quality that keeps them alive, because they endure. It is courage, Paksenarrion, that splits the acorn and sends the rootlet down into soil to search for sustenance. You can damage the creature, yes, and it may die of it, but as long as it lives and endures, each living part has as much courage as it can hold.’

Paks felt confused. ‘That seems strange to me—’

‘Yes, because you’ve been a warrior among warriors. You think of courage as an eagerness for danger, isn’t that so?’

‘I suppose so. At least being able to go on, and fight, and not be mastered by fear.’

‘Right. But the essence is the going on. A liking for excitement and danger is like a taste for walnuts or mushrooms or the color yellow. Most people have a little - you may have noticed how small children like to scare themselves climbing trees and such - but the gift varies in amount. It adds to the warrior’s ability by masking fear. But it’s not essential, Paksenarrion, even to a warrior. The going on, the enduring, is. Even for the mightiest warrior, a danger may be so great, a foe so overwhelming, that the excitement, the enjoyment, is gone. What then? Is a warrior to quit and abandon those who  depend on his courage because it isn’t fun?’ Paks shook her head. ‘No, and put that way it’s obvious. You may remember such times yourself. It’s true that one who had no delight in facing and overcoming danger would not likely choose to be a warrior, except in great need. But consider your own patron Gird. According to legend, he was no fighter until need - his own and his neighbors’ - drove him to it. Suppose he never enjoyed battle, but did his best anyway: does that make him unworthy of veneration?’

‘No, sir. But if what you say is so, will I always be like this? And can I fight again?’

Master Oakhallow gave her a long considering look. ‘And how do you define this? Do you feel yourself the same as when you came here?’

Paks thought a moment. ‘No. I don’t. I feel I can go on, but I still wish I were the way I used to be.’

‘It was more pleasant, doubtless, to feel no fear and be admired.’

Paks ducked her head. ‘Yes, sir, but - I could do things. Help—’

‘I know. You did many good things. But if we consider whether you will stay as you are now, we must consider what you are now, and what you wish to be. We must see clearly. We must have done with daydreams, and see whether this sapling—’ he touched her arm ‘—be oak, holly, ash or cherry. We can grow no cherries on an oak, nor acorns on a holly. And however your life goes, Paksenarrion, it cannot return to past times: you will never be just as you were. What has hurt you will leave scars. But as a tree that is hacked and torn, if it lives, will be the same tree - will be an oak if an oak it was before - so you are still Paksenarrion. All your past is within you, good and bad alike.’

‘I can’t feel that, any more. All that happened before Kolobia . . . I can’t reach it.’

‘That we will change. It’s there, and it is you. Come, you are strong enough to walk today; the sun will do you good.’

 



As they wandered the grove’s quiet trails, he led her to talk about her life, bit by bit. She found herself remembering little things from her childhood: watching her father help a lamb at birth, rubbing it dry, carrying her younger brother on her shoulders from the fields to the house, listening for wolves’ wild singing on winter nights when they ventured near the barns. It seemed that she was there again - where she could never go - clinging to the hames on the shaggy pony as her  father plowed their one good field, or catching her fingers in the loom as her mother wove the striped blankets they slept under. Seen so, her father was not the wrathful figure of those last days at home, but a strong, loving man who made a hard land prosper for his family.

‘He cared for me,’ she admitted at last, staring into the fire that night. ‘I thought he hated me, but he wanted me to be safe. That’s why—’

The Kuakgan nodded. ‘He saw danger ahead for you as a fighter. Any father would. To think of his child - his daughter - exposed to sword and spear, wounded, dying among strangers—’

‘Yes. I didn’t think of it like that. I wanted danger.’

‘And danger you had. No, don’t flinch. You’d have made a very bad pig-farmer’s wife, wanting to be a warrior. Even now, you’d make a bad pig-farmer’s wife.’

‘Not for the same reason.’

‘No. But your pig-farmer - what was his name? - is better off with whoever he has.’

Paks had not thought of Fersin Amboisson in years. She had never wondered whom he married instead. Now his pleasant, rugged face came back to her. He had looked, but for being a redhead, like Saben.

‘I hope he found somebody good,’ she said soberly.

‘The world’s full of good wives,’ said Master Oakhallow, and turned to something else.

Day by day the talk covered more and more of the years. Her first days in the Duke’s Company, her friends there, the trouble with Korryn and Stephi (which seemed to interest the Kuakgan far more than Paks could understand - he kept asking her more and more details of that day - things that seemed to have nothing to do with the incident itself).

And as she talked, her life seemed to gain solidity - to become real again. She felt connected once more to the eager, adventurous girl tagging after older brothers and cousins, to the determined young woman running away from home, to the young soldier fighting beside trusted companions in the Duke’s company. This, it seemed, was her real self - bold, self-willed, impetuous, hot-tempered, intensely loyal once trust was given. She began to see how these same traits could be strengths or weaknesses in different circumstances. Trust given the Duke would lead to one thing; given to Macenion, to a far different outcome.

‘I never thought, before,’ she said, as they sat one day in a sunny  spot, ‘I never thought that I should choose. I thought others were either good or bad, and nothing in between. Vik warned me about that, once, with Barranyi, but I didn’t understand. It’s still me, isn’t it? I have to decide who is worthy of trust, and even then I have to decide each time whether something is right or wrong.’

The Kuakgan nodded. ‘It’s hardest for fighters, Paksenarrion. Fighters must learn to obey, and often must obey without question: there’s no time. That’s why many of us - the Kuakkganni, I mean, now - will have nothing to do with fighters. So many cannot do both, cannot give loyalty and yet retain their own choice of right and wrong. They follow chaos, whether they know it or not. For one like you, who has chosen, or been chosen for, a part in the greater battle, it is always necessary to think as well as fight.’

Paks nodded. ‘I see. And I didn’t, did I? I did what I was told, and assumed that those I followed were right. If I liked them, I assumed they were good, and forgot about it.’ She paused, thinking back. ‘Even when I did worry - when I wanted the Duke to kill Siniava quickly - I couldn’t think about it afterwards.’

‘Yes. You pushed it out of your mind and went back to being a plain soldier. You were challenged again and again, Paksenarrion, to go beyond that, and think for yourself: those incidents with Gird’s symbol you told me about, but—’

‘I refused. I went back. I see.’ Paks sighed, and stretched suddenly, reaching toward the trees with her locked fists. ‘Hunh. I thought I’d never refused a challenge, but I didn’t even see it. Was that cowardice, too?’

‘Have we defined cowardice? Why did you refuse? If you refused simply because you were certain that you should be a follower, that’s one thing. But if you were afraid to risk choosing, risk being wrong—’

‘Then it was. Then while I thought - while everyone else thought

- I was brave, maybe I—’

‘Maybe you were afraid of something, like everyone else. Don’t be ridiculous, child! You’re not perfect; no one is. What we’re trying to do is find out what you are, and what you can be, and that does not include wallowing in guilt.’

Paks stared at him, startled out of her gloom. ‘But I thought you were saying—’

‘I was saying that you consistently refused to make some choices. That is something you need to recognize, not something to worry  about in the past, where you can’t change it. If you want to, you can decide to accept that challenge from now on.’

‘I can?’

‘Certainly. I’m not speaking, now, of returning to soldiering. As a fighter, you’re tempted to see all challenges in physical terms. But you can certainly decide that you, yourself, will consider and act on what you see as right and wrong. Whatever that may be.’

Paks thought about that in silence. When she turned her head to speak, the Kuakgan was gone. She thought about it some more as she waited for him to return.

When he came, he was accompanied by another, clearly of elven blood. Paks scrambled to her feet awkwardly; she had seen no one but the Kuakgan all this time.

‘This is Paksenarrion,’ he said to the elf. ‘She was gravely wounded by the dark cousins—’ The elf murmured something softly, and the Kuakgan frowned. ‘You know the truth, Haleron; they are no myth. Paksenarrion, this is Haleron, an elf from Lyonya. He tells me that the rangers in the southern hills there are looking for new members. I think that would suit you; the outdoor work would restore your strength, and they will hire you on my recommendation.’

Paks was so surprised that she could not speak. The elf frowned at her, and turned to the Kuakgan.

‘We have no need of the weak,’ he said in elven. ‘Let her find another place to regain her strength. And is she not the one I heard of, from Fin Panir, who—’

Paks felt a wave of anger, the first in months. ‘May it please you, sir,’ she said in her best elven, ‘but I would not have you think me an eavesdropper later.’

He stared at her. ‘My pardon, lady, for the discourtesy. I didn’t know you were learned in our language.’

‘She knows more than that,’ said the Kuakgan. ‘And I assure you that she is quite strong enough for your woods work.’ He and the elf stared at each other; Paks could feel the battle of wills. The elf seemed to glow with his intensity; the Kuakgan grew more and more solid, like a tree. At last the elf shook his head.

‘The power of the Kuakkganni is from the roots of the world.’ It sounded like a quote. The elf turned to Paks. ‘Lady, the rangers are in need of aid. If indeed you seek such employment, and have the skills of warfare, we would be glad to have your assistance.’

Paks looked at the Kuakgan. His face was closed; she felt shut out  of his warmth into darkness. She thought of the things he’d said, and sighed. If he turned her out . . .

‘I would be glad to aid the true elves,’ she said carefully, ‘in any good enterprise.’ She shot a quick glance at the Kuakgan; his eyes were alight, though his face showed no expression.

The elf nodded. ‘Very well. I leave at dusk - unless you require more rest - if you are weak—?’

Paks felt fine. ‘No. I’d like to eat first.’

‘Of course. And pack your things, no doubt.’

‘I have none.’ She thought of her pack, cloak, and clothes, but did not even glance toward the Kuakgan. The elf raised his eyebrows. She stared back at him in silence.

‘And where, Master Oakhallow, shall we eat?’ the elf asked.

‘Oh, at the inn, I think.’ He was watching Paks; she could feel the weight of his eyes. She swallowed, and braced herself for that ordeal.

But, in fact, it was no ordeal. No one seemed to notice her on the street, though several people glanced sideways at the elf. At The Jolly Potboy, the elf and the Kuakgan argued briefly and quietly over who would pay, and the elf finally won. She kept her eyes on the table at first, concentrating on the good food, but finally looked around.

The inn was not crowded, as it would be later, but she saw one or two familiar faces. Mal leaned on the wall, as usual, with a tankard at his elbow. Hebbinford’s mother, in the corner, knitted on another scarf. Sevri darted through on her way outside; she had grown two fingers, at least, since Paks had seen her. But no one seemed to recognize Paks, and she relaxed. She listened to the talk, the clatter of dishes - so loud, after the Kuakgan’s grove - but it didn’t frighten her as it had. She almost wished someone would call her by name. Almost. The Kuakgan ordered tarts for dessert. The elf leaned back in his seat, and glanced around the room. Paks watched him covertly. He was a half head taller than she, with dark hair and sea-green eyes. The leather tunic he wore over shirt and trousers had dark wear-marks at shoulder and waist: Paks decided these were from sword-belt and bow. He caught her looking at him and smiled.

‘May I ask, lady, where you learned our language?’

‘I was honored with the instruction of a true elf from the southern mountains.’ If he knew she came from Fin Panir, he would know that already.

‘You speak it well for a human. Most are too hasty to take time for it.’

‘Paksenarrion, though a human warrior, knows the folly of haste,’ said the Kuakgan. Paks looked at him, and he smiled at her, lifting his mug of ale.

‘That is a wonder,’ said the elf. ‘Are the younger races finally learning patience of the elder?’ He was watching the Kuakgan.

‘From experience,’ said the Kuakgan. ‘Where all who know it learned it. Surely elves have not forgotten their own early days?’

‘Alas, no. However remote, the memory remains.’ He turned to Paks. ‘I beg pardon again, lady, for any discourtesy.’

‘I took no offense,’ said Paks carefully. She wondered if the Kuakgan and the elf were old enemies. Surely the Kuakgan wouldn’t send her to someone evil. She thought of their last conversation and wondered.

As they came out of the inn, the sun dropped behind the high hills to the southwest. A group of soldiers from the keep was coming down the north road toward the crossing; despite herself, Paks shivered.

‘Are you cold?’ asked the elf.

‘No. Just a thought.’ She looked at the Kuakgan. He smiled.

‘If you come this way again, Paksenarrion, you will be welcome in the grove.’

‘I thank you, sir. I—’ But he was already moving away, nodding to the approaching soldiers, waving to a child in a doorway.

‘We’d best be going,’ said the elf quietly. ‘I mean no discourtesy, but we have far to go, and if you have been unwell you may find it difficult to travel at my pace.’

Paks tore her gaze away from the Kuakgan. She had not thought to part so soon. ‘I - yes, that’s fine. I’m ready.’

‘You have nothing to take with you? Nothing at all?’

‘No. What I have, I’m wearing.’

‘Hmmph. Those boots won’t last the trip.’

Paks looked at her feet. ‘I’ve worn worse for longer.’

The elf laughed, that silvery sound she remembered so well. ‘Very well, then. Come along; we go this way first.’

She started a pace behind him, then caught up. They were walking east out of Brewersbridge, on the road she had come in on a year and a half before. The Kuakgan’s grove was on her left, dark and alarming in the evening light. On the right were cottages: she tried to remember who the people were. The woman in the second one had knitted socks for her, socks that had lasted until this last winter.

Past the last plowed field, with the young grain like green plush, the elf turned aside from the road.

‘This way is the shortest for us, and we will meet no other travellers. Follow in my footsteps, and they will guide your way.’

Paks did not like that instruction, but she did not want to start an argument, either. She wanted to think about the Kuakgan, and what he had done, and why. She dropped behind the elf as he started across a sheep pasture. The sky was still pale, and she could see her way well enough. As the evening haze darkened, though, she saw that the elf’s footsteps were marked in a pale glow. When she stepped there, she found a firm flat foothold.

By dawn she was heavily tired, stumbling even as she followed his tracks. She had no idea how far they had come, or which direction: she had not been able to check that by the stars and see his steps at the same time. But she had smelled woods, then grassland, then woods again.

‘We will rest here awhile,’ the elf was saying.

Paks looked around. They were in open woodland; clumps of trees left irregular meadows between. The elf had found a spreading oak near a brook, and was spreading his cloak on the ground. Paks stretched her arms overhead and arched her back. Those casual strolls around the grove had not prepared her for such a long march. Her legs ached, and she knew they would be stiff after a rest.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘Lie down and sleep for awhile. I will watch.’

Paks looked to see if he mocked her, but his smile was almost friendly. ‘You have walked as far,’ she said.

‘I have my own way of resting. If you know elves, you know we rarely sleep soundly. And you are recovering, the Kuakgan said, from serious wounds. Go on, now, and sleep. We have a long way to go.’

Paks stretched out on the cloak after removing her boots. Her feet were hot and swollen; she took her socks off and rubbed the soreness out of her calves and feet. When she looked up, the elf was looking at her scars.

‘Were those truly given by the dark cousins?’ he asked.

‘Not by them,’ said Paks. ‘At their command, by orcs.’ The elf tensed, frowning, and looked away.

‘We had heard that they dealt with the thriband, but I had never believed it. I would think even iynisin would call them enemy.’

Paks shook her head, surprised that she was able to talk about it without distress. ‘Where I was, the kuaknom - iynisin, I mean - commanded orcs as their servants and common warriors. When I was captured, in a night raid on our camp, the iynisin made their orcs  and other captives fight with me. Unarmed. I mean, I was unarmed, at first.’

The elf looked at her with a strange expression. ‘You fought unarmed against the thriband?’

‘At first. Then they gave me the weapon of one I killed, to fight the next battle with. Only then there were more of them. And the next—’

‘How many times?’ he interrupted. ‘How many battles did you fight?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t remember that. If you count by scars, it must have been many.’

‘And you lived.’ The elf sat down abruptly, and met her gaze. ‘I would not have thought any human could live through their captivity, and such injuries, and still be sane. Perhaps I should admit I have more to learn of humans. Who cleansed the poison from your wounds?’

‘The Kuakgan. Others had tried healing spells, but though that eased the pain for awhile, the wounds never fully healed. He knew another way.’

‘Hmm. Well, take your rest. I think you will do well enough in Lyonya.’

Paks lay for a few minutes watching the leaves overhead take shape and color as the dawnlight brightened, then she slept. When she woke, it was warm afternoon, and sunlight had slanted under the tree to strike her face. The elf had disappeared. She looked around, shrugged, and made her way to the brook to drink and wash her face and feet. She felt stiff and unwieldy, but after stretching and drinking again she could think of the night’s march without dismay. When she came up from the brook, the elf was standing under the tree, watching the way they had come.

‘Trouble?’ asked Paks. She could see nothing but trees and grass, and the flicker of wings as a bird passed from tree to tree.

‘No. I merely look to see. It is beautiful here, where no building mars the shapes. We will not be disturbed on this journey. I have - I don’t think you will understand this - I have cast a glamour on us. No mortal eye could see us, although other elves might.’

‘Oh.’ Paks looked around for some revealing sign - flickering light, or something odd. But everything looked normal.

‘Are you hungry? We should leave in a few hours. It’s easier to blur our passage when we cast no sharp shadows.’

Paks was hungry indeed; her stomach seemed to be clenched to her backbone. She nodded, and the elf rummaged in the small pack he wore. He pulled out a flat packet and unwrapped it.

‘It’s our waybread. Try it.’

Paks took a piece; it looked much like the flat hard bread the Duke’s Company carried on long marches. She bit into it, expecting that toughness, and her teeth clashed: this bread was crisp and light. It tasted like nothing else she had eaten, but was good. One piece filled her, and she could feel its virtue in her body.

That night they crossed into Lyonya. The trees loomed taller as they went on, and by dawn they were walking through deep forest, following a narrow trail through heavy undergrowth. When they stopped, the elf pointed out berries she could eat. ‘It’s a good time for travellers in the forest,’ the elf said. ‘From now until late summer it would be hard to starve in the deepest wood, did you know one plant from another.’

‘I know little of forests,’ said Paks. ‘Where I grew up we had few trees. They called the town Three Firs because it had them.’

‘Ah, yes, the northwest marches. I was near Three Firs once, but that was long ago for you. I had been to the Kingsforest, far west of there, and coming back found an incursion of thriband - orcs as you call them. The farmers there had fought them off, but with heavy losses.’

‘There were orcs in my grandfather’s time. Or maybe it was my great-grandfather.’

‘And no war since, that I’ve heard of. What made you think of becoming a soldier?’

‘Oh - tales and songs, I suppose. I had a cousin who ran away and joined a mercenary company. When he came home and told us all about it, I knew I had to go.’

‘And did you like it?’

Paks found herself grinning. ‘Yes. Even as a recruit, though we none of us liked some of the work. But the day I first held a sword

- I can remember the joy of it. Of course there were things, later - I didn’t like the wars in the south—’

‘Were you in the campaign against Siniava?’ Paks nodded. The elf sighed. ‘Bitter trouble returned to a bitter land. When we lived in the south—’

‘Elves lived there?’ Paks remembered being told that elves lived only in the north.

‘Long ago, yes. Some of the southern humans think that the humans from Aare drove us out. They have their dates wrong; we had left long before.’

Paks wanted to ask why, but didn’t. After they had walked another long while, and the sun was well up, he went on.

‘Elves are not always wise, or always good. We made mistakes there, in Aarenis as you call it, and brought great evil into the land. Many were killed, and the rest fled.’ He began to sing in a form of elvish that Paks could not follow, long rhythmic lines that expressed doom and sorrow. At last the music changed, and lightened, and he finished with a phrase Paks had heard Ardhiel sing. ‘It is time to rest again,’ he said quietly after that. ‘You have said nothing, but your feet have lost their rhythm.’ They had come without Paks noticing it to a little clearing in the undergrowth; a spring gurgled out of the rocks to one side.

‘Tell me about Lyonya,’ said Paks after drinking deeply from the cold spring. ‘All I know of it is that Aliam Halveric has a steading in it somewhere. And the King is half-elven, isn’t he?’

His voice shifted again to the rhythms of song and legend, his eyes fixed on something far away. ‘In days long past the elves moved north, long before humans came to Aarenis, when the towers of Aare still overlooked the deserts of the south. All was forest from the mountains to the Honnorgat, and beyond, to the edge of the great seas of grass, the land of horses. In Dzordanya the forest goes all the way north to the Cold Lands, where nothing grows but moss on the ground. We settled the forests between the mountains and the great river, rarely venturing north of it. The forest was different, over there, alien to us.’ He paused, looked at her, and looked away. ‘Are you by any chance that Paksenarrion who was involved with the elfane taig?’

‘Yes.’

‘Mmm. You may know that elves do not live, for the most part, in buildings of stone. We have ceremonial places. That - where you were - was one such, a very great one. It centered a whole region of elves; the elfane taig was both powerful and beautiful. But old trouble out of Aarenis came there, and the most powerful of our mages could only delay it long enough for the rest to escape. He paid the price for that delay with the centuries of his enslavement.’

‘That was the one we saw? The same?’

The elf nodded. ‘Yes. He risked that, to save the rest, but he could not save himself. We have no worse to fear than such slavery. A  human can always hope for death; you will not live even a hundred years, but for an elf to endure the touch of that filth forever—’ He stopped abruptly and stood up, facing away from her.

Paks could not think of anything to say. She had finished her piece of the waybread, and she went to the spring for another drink of water. When she returned, the elf had seated himself again, and seemed calmer. ‘Do we travel again tonight?’ she asked.

‘No. We will meet the rangers here, at this spring. If you are not ready to sleep, I could tell you more of Lyonya—’

Paks nodded, and he spread his cloak and reclined on it.

‘I told you how the elves came here,’ he began. ‘The land was not empty even before. The rockfolk, both dwarf and gnome, quarried the mountains and hills. Orcs harried the forests, in great tribes; we drove them out, foot by foot. Other, smaller people lived here; they all vanished, quite soon, and we never knew them. For long we had the forest to ourselves, and for long we planted and shaped the growing of it, flower and tree and moss. Then men came.’ He stopped, frowning, and paused long before going on. ‘The first to come was a shipload of Seafolk, fleeing enemies up the broad Honnorgat. They cut a clearing on the shore, and planted their grain. We watched from afar. A colony began along the coast, where Bannerlith is now, and another across the river’s mouth. More ships came. We held council, and decided to meet with them.’

‘What happened?’

‘They were hasty men, used to war. I think they thought they could drive us all away. But one sea-captain’s son, and his crew, befriended an elf trapped by wolves along the shore, and as one note suggests a harmony, one honorable deed suggests the possibility of friendship. After awhile those who wanted to live with us settled on the south shore, and the rest took the north. Elves are not much welcome in Pargun and Kostandan. Then men began coming from the south. These were different, and they moved into Fintha and Tsaia. When we met them, they had friendly words, not blows, for us. Many of them had met elves in the mountains west of the south marches. Here, in Lyonya itself, we made pacts with the humans, and agreed on lands and forests. We had begun to intermarry, very slowly, and when Lyonya grew to become a kingdom, elven blood ran in the royal family, though little enough in the present king.’

‘And it’s now shared by elves and men?’

‘Yes - as much as immortal and mortal can share anything. Those  that will meet us here are both elven and human - most of mixed blood.’

‘Aren’t you one of them?’

‘I?’ He laughed softly. ‘No. I wander too much. Master Oakhallow knew of the need, and used me for a messenger and guide. He is, as all the Kuakkganni are, one to make use of any chance that comes.’

‘Don’t you like him?’

‘Like him? What has that to do? The Kuakkganni are alien to elves, though they know us as well as any, and we are alien to them. They took our place with the First Tree; some of us have never forgiven that, and none of us have forgotten it. I neither like nor dislike a Kuakgan. I respect him.’

Paks stretched her legs, then her arms. She was glad they would not have to travel that night.

‘You had best sleep,’ the elf said. ‘I will watch.’
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Paks did not see the rangers before they stepped into the clearing; their soft green and tawny cloaks and tunics, patterned in muted shades of the same colors, hid them well in the woods. Haleron greeted them.

‘Here I am back, friends, from Tsaia, with a recruit for you for the summer. This is Paksenarrion, a proven warrior.’

‘Greetings to you, lady,’ said the tallest of the rangers. ‘Do you know our tongue?’

‘Yes, by the kindness of Ardhiel of the Kierin Vale,’ replied Paks, as formally as she could. He nodded to her, with a brief smile, and turned back to Haleron.

‘We thank you, Haleron, for your help, though we had hoped for more than one.’

Haleron frowned, and shot a quick glance at Paks. She had the feeling he wished she didn’t speak the language. She started to speak, but could think of nothing to say. The tall one noticed her discomfort, and gave her another smile.
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