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Prologue

Long ago, before the elder folk were driven from the lands south of the Hakkenarsk, the elves who dwelt in those heights had found a valley more lovely than any other. The shape of its rock and the clarity of its water brought joy to all who saw it. There for a time the elves lived, and built as they rarely build, while the greatest among them sang to the taig of that place, and wakened it to its own power. Over long years they shaped it, singing one song of beauty after another, and the taig responded, willing itself to flourish as the elves suggested. Very dear was this valley to all who could sense the taigin, both elder and younger folk, and it was known as the elfane taig, the holy place and living banner of the elves and their powers.

Then troubles came: the tales are lost that tell who brought them, or how those who fled sought refuge far away. Even to the elfane taig the evil came, and the elves fled, driven out by a power they could not resist for all their songs. The taig remained, crippled in its resistance to that evil by corruption placed at its heart, no longer truly  elfane but banast, or wounded. Most of its great strength was spent in containing that corruption. The taig could not attack the embodied evil without loosing the worse danger, the periapt which would leave it permanently defiled.

Few travelers went that way at first, for its hazards were well known. The elves, when they were asked, warned all. No dwarf would venture so near the Ladysforest, and humans, for the most part, preferred the easier pass at Valdaire, or the shorter one over Dwarfwatch. So for long years the contending powers in the valley had only each other to feed on. A stray orc here, a wolfpack there - these nourished the conflict ill. And of the travelers that passed, not all were apt for use. Some, when the visions came, woke quickly and fled, leaving packs and animals behind. Others, greedy for treasure, stormed into the ruins without sense, and fell to the first of the traps and creatures, ending as servants of evil, or its food.

But ages passed, and time dulled human memories, and ever the contending powers sought lives and souls to serve them, to war in their long and bitter strife. As elven influence waned in Lyonya, the  nearest settled land, few asked elves for advice; fewer still obeyed. Bold explorers, half brigand, wandered the northern slopes. From time to time an entire band disappeared below the valley’s ruins, to live in the eternal light of the old halls, and fight for whichever power could enchant each separate soul. There they died, for none came alive from the banast taig. So the treasure accumulated, over the years: most of it the weaponry and armor of wandering mercenaries or brigands, but also odd bits of magical equipment, scholars’ scrolls - whatever a lost traveler might be carrying.

 



Then two more travelers entered the valley.




1

When all Siniava’s troops had been marched away under guard, most of the Phelani assumed they’d be going back to Valdaire - even, perhaps, to the north again. Some were already making plans for spending their share of the loot. Others looked forward to time to rest and recover from wounds. They were more than a little surprised, then, to be marched south, along the Immer, in company with Alured’s men, the Halverics, and several cohorts of the Duke of Fall’s army. These last looked fresh as new paint, hardly having fought at all, except to turn Siniava away from Fallo.

‘I don’t understand it,’ muttered Keri to Paks as they marched. ‘I thought we were through - Siniava’s dead. What more?’

Paks shook her head. ‘Maybe the Duke has a contract.’

‘Contract! Tir’s bones, it’ll take us the rest of the season just to get back to Valdaire. Why do we need a contract?’

‘Have you ever seen the sea?’ asked Seli.

‘No - why?’

‘Well, that’s reason enough to go south. I’ve seen it - you’ll be impressed.’

‘What is it like?’ asked Paks.

‘I don’t think anyone can tell you. You have to see it. I’ve heard the cliffs are lower here, at the Immer’s mouth, than at Confaer, where I was. But even so—’

As they marched south beyond the forest, the river beside them  widened. They passed through a few small towns and villages. Alured stationed some of his troops in each of these. Word trickled down from the captains that Alured was claiming the title of Duke of Immer. This meant nothing to Paks or the younger soldiers, but Stammel knew that the title had been extinct for several hundred years, since the fall of the old kingdom of Aare across the sea.

‘I’m surprised that the Duke of Fall and the other nobles are accepting it,’ he said one night.

‘That was the price of his help this year,’ said Vossik. All the sergeants were gathered around one fire for an hour or so. ‘I heard talk in Fallo’s cohorts about it. If the Fallo, Andressat, and Cilwan would uphold his claim - and our Duke, of course - then he’d turn on Siniava.’

‘But why would they, even so?’

‘It’s an odd story,’ said Vossik, obviously ready to tell it.

‘Go on, Voss, don’t make us beg,’ growled Stammel.

‘Well, it’s only what I heard, after all. I don’t know whether those Fallo troops know the truth, or if they’re telling it, but here it is. It seems that Alured used to be a pirate on the Immerhoft—’

‘We knew that—’

‘Yes, but that’s the beginning. He’d captured another ship, and was about to throw the prisoners over, the way pirates do—’

‘Into the water?’ asked Paks.

Someone laughed. Vossik turned to her. ‘Pirates don’t want a mess on their ships - so they usually do throw prisoners overboard—’

‘But don’t they swim or wade to shore?’ asked Natzlin.

‘They can’t. It’s too far, and the water is deep.’

‘I can swim a long way—’ said Barra.

‘Not that far. Tir’s gut, Barra, you haven’t seen the sea yet. It could be a day’s march from shore, the ship, when they toss someone out.’ Vossik took a long swallow of sib and went on. ‘Anyway, one of the prisoners was a mage - or said he was. He started calling to Alured, telling him he should be a prince by rights.’

‘I’d have thought Alured wouldn’t listen to prisoners’ yells,’ said Stammel. ‘He doesn’t look the type.’

‘No,’ agreed Vossik. ‘He doesn’t. But it seems he’d had some sort of tale from his father - about being born of good blood, or whatever. So he had the man brought to him, and the mage told him a long tale about his ancestors. How he was really heir to a vast kingdom, and was wasting his time as a pirate.’

‘He believed that?’ Haben snorted and reached his own mug into the sib. ‘I’d heard pirates were superstitious, but—’

‘Well, the man offered proof. Said he’d seen scrolls in old Aare that proved it. Offered to take Alured there, and prove his right to the kingdom.’

‘To Aare? That heap of sand?’

‘How do you know, Devlin? You haven’t been there.’

‘No, but I’ve heard. No one’s ever said anything was left in Aare but ruins.’

‘That’s what the mage told Alured - that he’d been in the ruins, and could find the proof of Alured’s ancestry.’

‘It seems to me,’ said Erial, ‘that it’s extra trouble to hunt up ancestors like that. What difference does it make anyway? Our Duke’s got his steading without dragging in hundreds of fathers and fathers’ fathers.’

‘Or mothers,’ muttered Barra.

‘You know they’re different here in Aarenis,’ said Stammel. ‘Think of Andressat.’

‘That stuffed owl,’ said Barra.

‘No - don’t be that way, Barra. He’s a good fighter, and a damn good count for Andressat. Most other men would have lost Andressat to Siniava years ago. He’s proud of his ancestors - true - but he’s someone they could be proud of as well.’

‘But go on about Alured, Voss,’ said Stammel. ‘What happened?’

‘As I said, he already had some idea that he was nobly bred. So he listened to this fellow, and sailed back to old Aare with him. Then - now remember, I got this from the Fallo troops; I don’t say it’s true - then the mage showed him the proof. They say that Alured believed it - an old scroll, showing the marriages, and such, and proving that he was in direct descent from that Duke of Immer who was called back to Aare in the troubles.’

‘But Vossik, it wouldn’t take much - any decent mage could fake something like that!’ Erial looked around at the others; some of them nodded.

‘I didn’t say I believed it, Erial. But Alured did. It fitted what he wanted, let’s say. If Aare had been worth anything, it would have meant the throne of Aare - if it was true. It certainly meant the lands of Immer.’

‘And so he left the sea, and settled into the forest to be a land pirate? How was that being a duke?’

‘Well - again - this is hearsay. Seems he came to the Immer ports first, and tried to get them to swear allegiance—’

‘But he’d been a pirate!’

‘Yes, I know. He wasn’t thinking clearly, perhaps. Then he hired a lot of local toughs, dressed them in the old colors of Immer, and tried to parley with the Duke of Fall.’

‘Huh. And came out with a whole skin?’

‘He wasn’t stupid enough to put it in jeopardy - this took place on the borders of Fallo. The Duke reacted as you might expect, but - well - he didn’t much care what happened in the southern forest, as long as it didn’t bother him. And, so his men say, he’s longsighted - won’t make an enemy unnecessarily.’

‘But what about Siniava?’

‘Well, Alured wasn’t being accepted as Duke of Immer any more than Siniava was accepted as Count of the South Marches. Now this bit I got from one of Alured’s men. Siniava promised Alured the dukedom if he’d break up the Immer River shipping, and protect Siniava’s movements in the area. That’s why no one could trace him after Rotengre.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘But a couple of things happened. First, Andressat. Andressat didn’t accept Alured’s claim, but he was polite: read the scroll, said he could understand Alured’s feelings, but pushed the decision off on the Duke of Fall. He let Alured look at his archives, and said if Fallo was ever convinced, he’d back him. So when Siniava tried to get Alured to move on Andressat’s flank, he wouldn’t. Then the wood-wanderers: you remember that old man we met in Kodaly, that time?’ Stammel nodded. ‘Alured had befriended them when he moved into the forest, so they were on his side. Same time, our Duke had befriended them for years in the north, and northern Aarenis. From that, our Duke knew what Alured wanted. And he knew what Fallo wanted, which was to marry into a northern kingdom - and he knew that Sofi Ganarrion had a marriageable child—’

‘But Sofi’s not a king—’

‘Yet. Remember what he’s always said. And with Fallo behind him—’

‘Gods above! You mean—’

‘Somehow our Duke and the Halveric convinced the Duke of Fall that Alured’s help in this campaign was worth that much to him. So the Duke of Fall agreed to back Alured’s claim, and Andressat fell  into line, and we got passage through the forest and Siniava didn’t.’

Paks shivered. She had never thought of the maneuvering that occurred off the battlefield. ‘But is Alured really the Duke of Immer?’

Vossik shrugged. ‘He has the title. He will be ruling. What else?’

‘But if he’s not really - by blood, I mean—’

‘I don’t see that it matters. He’ll be better as a duke than a pirate: he’ll have to govern, expand trade, stop robbing—’

‘Will he?’ Haben looked around the whole group before going on. ‘I wouldn’t think, myself, that a pirate-turned-brigand would make a very good duke. What’s the difference between taxes and robbery, if it comes to that?’

‘He’s not stupid, Haben.’ Vossik looked worried. ‘It will have to be better than Siniava—’

‘That’s my point. Siniava claimed a title - claimed to be governing his lands - but we all saw what that meant in Cha and Sibili. He didn’t cut off trade entirely, as Alured has done on the Immer, no - but would any of us want to live under someone like him? I remember the faces in those cities, if you don’t.’

‘But he fought Siniava—’

‘Yes - at the end. For a good reward, too. I’m not saying he’s all bad, Vossik; I don’t know. But so far he’s done what any mercenary might - gone where the gold is. How will he govern? A man who thinks he’s nobly born, and has been cheated of his birthright - what will he do when we reach the Immer ports?’

 



They found out at Immerdzan, where the Immer widened abruptly into a bay. It sheltered four ports: Immerdzan and Aliuna, across the river from each other, Ka-Immer, seaward of Immerdzan, and Seafang, high on the last rocky point of the bay on Aliuna’s side. Seafang alone had not been controlled by Siniava in the past few years; it was more a pirates’ lair than a port anyway. But Immerdzan, Ka-Immer, and Aliuna had been governed by Siniava’s minions.

Immerdzan required no formal assault. It had never been fortified on the land side, beyond a wall hardly more than man-high with the simplest of gates. The army marched in without meeting any resistance. The streets were crowded and dirty; the air stank of things Paks had never smelled before. Paks got her first look at the bay, here roiled and murky from the Immer’s output. The shore was cluttered with piers and wharves, with half-rotted pilings, the skeletons of boats, boats sinking, boats floating, new boats, spars, shreds of sail,  nets hung from every available pole, and festooned on the houses. She saw small naked children, skinny as goats, diving and swimming around the boats. Most of them wore their hair in a single short braid, tied with bright bits of cloth.

Beyond the near-shore clutter, the bay lay wide and nearly empty under the hot afternoon sun. A few boats slid before the wind, their great triangular sails curved like wings. Paks stared at them, fascinated. One changed direction as she watched, the dark line of the hull shortening and lengthening again, now facing another way. Far in the distance she could see the high ground beyond the bay, and southward the water turned green, then blue, as the Immer’s water merged with the open sea.

Around the Duke’s troops, a noisy crowd had gathered - squabbling, it seemed to Paks, in a language high-pitched and irritable. Children dashed back and forth, some still sleek and wet from the water, others grimy. Barefoot men in short trousers, their hair in a longer single braid, clustered around the boats; women in bright short skirts and striped stockings hung out of windows and crowded the doorways. One of Alured’s captains called in the local language, and a sudden silence fell. Paks heard the water behind her, sucking and mumbling at the pilings, slurping. She shivered, wondering if the sea had a spirit. Did it hunger?

Alured’s captain began reading from a scroll in his hand. Paks looked for Arcolin and watched his face; surely he knew what was going on. He had no expression she could read. Now the announcement, whatever it was, was finished: Alured’s captain spoke to the Duke, saluted, and mounted to ride away. The crowd was silent. When he rounded the corner, a low murmur passed through them. One man shouted, hoarsely. Paks looked for him, and saw two younger men shoving a graybearded one back. Another man near them called in accented Common:

‘Who of you speaks to us?’

‘I do.’ The Duke’s voice was calm as ever.

‘You - you are pirates?’

‘No. What do you mean?’

‘That - that man - he says is now our duke - he is a pirate. You are his men - you are pirates.’

‘No.’ The Duke shook his head. Paks saw Arcolin give the others a hand signal, saw the signal passed from captains to sergeants. It was unneeded; they were all alert anyway. ‘We are his allies, not his men. He fought with us upriver - against Siniava.’

‘That filth!’ The man spat. ‘Who are you, then, if you fight Siniava but also with pirates?’

‘Duke Phelan, of Tsaia.’

‘Tsaia? That’s over the Dwarfmounts, all the way north! What do you here?’

‘I have a mercenary company, that fights in Aarenis. Siniava—’ The Duke’s voice thinned, but he did not go on. ‘We fought Siniava,’ he said finally. ‘He is dead. Alured of the forest has been granted the Duchy of Immer, and as he aided us, so I am now aiding him.’

‘He is no duke!’ yelled the man. ‘I don’t know you - I heard something maybe, but I don’t know you. But that Alured - he is nothing but pirate, and pirate he will be. Siniava was bad, Barrandowea knows that, but Alured! He killed my uncle, years back, out there in the bay, him and his filthy ship!’

‘No matter,’ said the Duke. ‘He is the Duke of Immer now, and he rules this land - including this city. I am here to keep order until his own officers take over.’

The man spat again, and turned away. The Duke said nothing more to the crowd, but set the cohorts on guard along the waterfront, and had patrols in the streets leading to and from their area. All was quiet enough, that first day. Paks felt herself lucky to be stationed on the seawall. She could look down at the boats, swaying on the waves, and catch a breath of the light wind that blew off the water. Strange birds, gray and white with black-capped heads, and large red bills, hovered over the water, diving and lifting again.

It was the next day that the executions began. Paks heard the yells from the other side of the city, but before they could get excited, the captains explained what was going on.

‘The Duke of Fall and the Duke of Immer are executing Siniava’s agents.’ Arcolin’s face was closed. ‘We are to keep order here, in case of rioting - but we don’t expect any.’ In fact, nothing happened in their quarter. The men and women went about their work without looking at the soldiers, and the children scampered in and out of the water freely. But the noise from across the city did not quiet down, and in the evening Cracolnya’s cohort was pulled out to join the Halverics in calming the disturbance. They returned in the morning, tired and grim; Paks did not hear the details until much later. But the Duke’s Company marched out of Immerdzan the following day, and the bodies hung on the wall were eloquent enough.

In Ka-Immer, the word had arrived before they did. The gates  were closed. With no trained troops for defense, and only the low walls, the assault lasted only a few hours. This time the entire population was herded into the market square next to the seawall. While the Halverics and Phelani guarded them, Alured’s men searched the streets, house by house, bringing more and more to stand with the others. When they were done, Alured himself rode to the edge of the square. He pointed at a man among the others. His soldiers seized him, and dragged him out of the mob. Then two more, and another. Someone yelled, from across the square, and a squad of Alured’s men shoved into the crowd, flailing them aside, to seize him as well. The first man had thrown himself down before Alured, sobbing. Alured shook his head, pointed. All of them were dragged to a rough framework of spars which Alured’s troops had lashed together.

A ripple of sound ran through the crowd; the people crammed back against each other, the rear ranks backing almost into Paks’s squad. She and the others linked shields, holding firm. She could hardly see over the crowd. Then the first of the men lifted into sight, stretched on ropes slung over the framework. Paks stiffened; her belly clenched. Another. Another. Soon they hung in a row, one by the feet and the others by their arms. Alured’s men pelted them with mud, stones, fish from the market. One of them hung limp, another screamed thinly. Paks looked away, gulped back nausea. When her eyes slid sideways, they met Keri’s, equally miserable. She did not see the end, when Alured himself ran a spear into each man. She felt, through the movement of the crowd, that an end had come, and looked up to see the bodies being lowered.

But it was not the end. Alured spoke, in that strange language, gesturing fiercely. The crowd was still, unmoving; Paks could smell the fear and hatred of those nearest her. He finished with a question: Paks recognized the tone of voice, the outflung arm, the pause, waiting for an answer. It came as a dead fish, flung from somewhere in the crowd, that came near to its mark. His face darkened. Paks could not hear what he said, but his own soldiers fanned out again, coming at the crowd.

Before they reached it, the crowd erupted into sound and action. Jammed as they were against a thin line of Phelani and Halverics holding the three landward sides of the market, they somehow managed to turn and move at once. Paks’s squad was forced back, by that immense pressure. They could hear nothing but the screams and bellows of the crowd; they had been ordered to guard, not attack. But  they were being overwhelmed. Most of the people had no weapons; their weapon was simply numbers. Like Paks, they were reluctant to strike unarmed men and women - but equally, they did not want to be overrun.

Behind, in the streets that led to the market, Paks could hear other troops coming, and shouted commands that were but pebbles of noise against the stone wall around them. She tried to stay in contact with the others, tried to fend off the crowd with the flat of her sword, but the pressure was against them all. A man grabbed at her weapon, screaming at her; she raised it, and he hit her, hard, under the arm. Almost in reflex, Paks thrust, running the sword into his body. He fell under a storm of feet, that kept coming at her. She fended them off as best she could, pressing close to the rest of the squad as they tried to keep together and keep on their feet.

A gap opened between them and the next squad; the crowd poured through, still bellowing. Paks was slammed back into the building behind her; she could feel something - a window ledge, she supposed - sticking into her back. Faces heaved in front of her, all screaming; hands waved, grabbed at her weapon. She fought them off, panting. She had no time to look for Stammel or Arcolin; she could hear nothing now but the crowd. They had broken through the ring in many places, now, and streamed away from the market, lurching and falling in their panic. A child stumbled into her and fell, grabbing at her tunic as he went down, screaming shrilly. Paks had no hand to spare for him, and he disappeared under the hurrying feet.

By the time she could move again, most of the crowd was gone. She could see Alured riding behind his soldiers as they tried to stop those in the rear. She finally saw Arcolin, and then Stammel, beyond the tossing heads. Then she could hear them. The cohort reformed, joined the others, and was sent in pursuit of the fugitives. But by sundown, barely a fifth had been retaken, mostly women and children too weak to run far, or too frightened. Paks, still shaken by the morning’s events, was upset still more by the treatment of those she helped recapture. Alured was determined that none of Siniava’s sympathizers would survive, and that all would acknowledge his rank and rule. To this end, he intended, as he explained to Phelan in front of the troops, to frighten the citizens into submission.

Paks expected the Duke to argue, but he said nothing. He had hardly seemed to smile since Siniava’s death, and since reaching the coast had spent hours looking seaward. She did not know - none of them knew  - what was troubling him. But more and more Paks felt that she could not live with what was troubling her. The looks of fear and loathing turned on them - the muttered insults, clear enough even in a foreign tongue - the contempt of Alured’s troops, when the Phelani would not join them in ‘play,’ which to them meant tormenting some poor citizen - all this seemed to curdle her belly until she could hardly eat, and slept but little, waking from troubled dreams.

Paks tried to smother these feelings. She had spoken out once - that was enough for any private. As long as she wore the Duke’s colors, she owed him obedience. He had done a lot for her, had honored her more than most. Surely the Duke’s service was worth a little discomfort, even this unease. When they marched out of Ka-Immer, leaving a garrison of Alured’s men behind, Paks tried to tell herself the worst was over. But it wasn’t. In town after town, along the Immerhoft coast, the same scenes were played. Alured, it seemed, knew of Siniava’s agents in every one. Or they refused his lordship, remembering him as a pirate, and he had to enforce his will. The mercenaries did not participate in the executions and tortures, but without them Alured lacked the troops to force so many towns.

None of them knew how long it would last - where the Duke was planning to stop. Surely he would, they thought. Any day he would turn back, would march to Valdaire. But he said nothing, staring south across the blue endless water. Uneasiness ran through the Company like mice through a winter attic.

Paks thought no one had noticed her in particular until Stammel came to her guardpost one night. He stood near her, unspeaking, for a few minutes. Paks wondered what he wanted. Then he sighed, and took off his helmet, rumpling up his hair.

‘I don’t need to ask what’s wrong with you,’ he began. ‘But something has to be done.’

Paks could think of nothing to say.

‘You aren’t eating enough for someone half your size. You’ll be no good to any of us if you fall sick—’

‘I’m fine—’ began Paks, but he interrupted.

‘No, you’re not fine, and neither am I. But I’m keeping my food down, and sleeping nights, which is more than you’re doing. And I don’t want to lose a good veteran in all this. We don’t have that many.’

Paks nodded slowly. ‘So many of us aren’t - aren’t really the Company.’

‘Yes - all those new people we’ve picked up here and there. They aren’t the same.’ Stammel paused again. He put his helmet back on,  and rubbed his nose. ‘I don’t know if they ever will be - if we ever will be - what we were.’ His voice trailed away.

‘I keep - keep seeing—’ Paks could not go on.

‘Paks, you—’ Stammel cleared his throat. ‘You shouldn’t be in this.’

She was startled enough to make a choked sound, as if she’d been hit. ‘What - why—’

‘You don’t belong.’ His voice gathered firmness as he went on. ‘By Tir, I can’t stand by and see you fall apart. Not for this. You’ve served the Duke as well as anyone could. D’you think he doesn’t know it? Or I?’ Now he sounded almost angry. ‘You don’t belong here, in this kind of fighting. That Marshal was right; even the Duke said you might be meant for better things.’ He stopped again, and his voice was calmer when he resumed. ‘I think you should leave, Paks.’

‘Leave the Company?’ Despite the shock, she felt a sudden wash of relief at the thought of being out of it.

‘Yes. That’s what I came to say. Tir knows this is hard enough on me - and I’m older, and—But you leave, Paks. Go back north. Go home, maybe, or see if you can take knight’s training somewhere. Don’t stay in this until you can’t stand yourself, or the Duke either.’

‘But I - how can I ask - I can’t go to him—’

Stammel nodded forcefully. ‘Yes, you can. Tell Arcolin. The captain’ll understand - he knows you. He’ll tell the Duke - or you can. They’ll recommend you somewhere, I’m sure of it.’

‘But to leave the Duke—’

‘Paks, I’ve got nothing to say against him. You know that. He’s been my lord since I started; I will follow him anywhere. But - you stopped him once, when he - he might have made a mistake. Maybe - if you leave, maybe he’ll look again—’

Paks was speechless, faced again with the decision she thought she’d settled in Cortes Immer. How could she leave the Company, how could she return to the north, alone? It was closer to her now than family, more familiar than the rooms of the house where she’d been born.

‘Paks, I’m serious. You can’t go on the way you have been. Others have noticed already; more will. Get out of this while you still can. Will you?’

‘I - I’ll have to think—’

‘Tonight. We’ll be in Sord tomorrow - more of the same, I don’t doubt.’

Paks found that her eyes were full of tears. She choked down a sob. Stammel gripped her shoulder. ‘That’s what I mean, Paks. You can’t keep fighting yourself, as well as an enemy. Tir knows I know you’re brave - but no one can fight inside and outside both at once.’

‘I gave my word,’ she whispered.

‘Yes. You did. And you’ve already served your term, and more. You’ve seen Siniava die, which ends that oath, to my mind. I don’t think you’re running out - and I don’t think Arcolin or the Duke will, either. Will you talk to them?’

Paks stared up at the dark sky spangled with stars. Torre’s Necklace was just rising out of the distant sea. She thought of the distant past, when she had dreamed of being a soldier and seeing far places, and of the last town they had been through. ‘I - can’t - go into another—’

‘No. I agree.’

‘But it’s too late. It—’

His voice was gentle. ‘Would you if it weren’t so late?’

‘Oh, I - I don’t know. Yes. If the Duke would let me—’

‘He will,’ said Stammel. ‘Or I don’t know Duke Phelan, and I think I do.’ He called back toward the lines for one of the newcomers. ‘He’ll take your place. Come on. If I know you, you’ll convince yourself by morning that you owe it to the Duke to work yourself blind, deaf, and crazy.’

The following hour was not as difficult as Paks had feared. Four of the captains had been talking in Arcolin’s tent; the others melted away when Stammel asked Arcolin for a few minutes of conference. Arcolin himself looked at Paks steadily, but with no anger or disappointment.

‘I had been thinking,’ he said, ‘that you were overdue for leave. And this isn’t your kind of fighting - mine, either, for that. But yes, if you want either leave, or to quit the Company entirely, you have the right to do so. I would hate to see you leave us for good; you’ve done well, and I know Duke Phelan is pleased with you. Would you consider a year’s leave, with the right to return?’

Paks nodded. ‘Whatever you say, Captain.’

‘Then we’ll speak to the Duke about it. I think you should come, too. He may wish to speak to you about your service.’

The Duke also had not gone to bed. His gaze sharpened when he saw Paks behind Arcolin, but he waved them into his tent. Arcolin explained what Paks wanted, and the Duke gave her a long look.

‘Are you displeased with my command, Paksenarrion?’

‘No, my lord.’ She was able to say that honestly. It was not his command, but his alliances, that bothered her.

‘I’m glad for that. You have been an honest and trustworthy soldier. I would hate to think I had lost your respect.’

‘No, my lord.’

‘I can see that you might well wish to leave for a while. A northern girl - a different way - but do you wish to leave the Company forever, or for a while?’

‘I - don’t know - I can’t imagine living another way, but—’

‘How could you? I see. Well, you perhaps should know that the Marshal we met outside Sibili had a discussion with my captains and me—’ he glanced at Arcolin, who nodded. ‘You refused to leave, once - perhaps this is the right time. You would benefit from advanced training, I think. If you decide to enter another service, I will be glad to recommend you. My own recommendation would be that you seek squire’s training somewhere, or the equivalent. You’re already good with single weapons - learn horsemanship as well, and you might qualify for knight’s training.’ He stopped, and looked at Arcolin. ‘She’ll need maps for the journey north; I suppose you’ve already arranged about pay and settlements—’

‘Not yet, my lord. She came just this evening.’

‘Well, then. You might stay with the Company, Paksenarrion, until you have decided how you will travel. The state Aarenis is in, going alone would not be wise. If you can find a caravan - you could hire on as a guard - that might work. I’ll be sending someone back to Valdaire a little later, if you wanted to wait—’ There was more of this discussion, but none of what Paks had feared. The Duke seemed more tired than anything else, a little distracted, though kind. She shook his hand, and returned to the cohort area with Arcolin, a little let-down at how easy it had been.

Stammel was waiting. ‘You go on to bed. Tomorrow—’

‘But tomorrow is Sord—’

‘No. That’s the day after. And you won’t march with us. I’ll have something for you to do.’

‘But—’

‘Don’t argue with me! I’m still your sergeant! By the time you  get into Sord, you’ll be free of all this. Now get over there and go to sleep.’

To her surprise, Paks slept all night without waking.




2

‘From Duke Phelan’s Company, eh?’ Paksenarrion nodded. The guard captain was a burly dark man of middle height. ‘Leaving the Company?’

Paks shrugged. ‘Going home for awhile.’

‘Hmm. Wagonmaster says you want to leave the caravan halfway—?’

‘It’s shorter.’

‘Mmm. Wagonmaster talked to your sergeant, didn’t he?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘It’ll do, then, I suppose. Do you handle a crossbow?’

‘Not well, sir. I have used a longbow, but I’m no expert.’

The guard captain sighed. ‘Can’t have everything, I suppose. Now listen to me - the caravan starts making up day after tomorrow, and we’ll leave the day after that or the next, depending on how many merchants join up. I’ll want you here by high noon day after tomorrow, ready to work. You come in drunk, and I’ll dock your pay. We have to watch the wagons as close in the city as on the trail. Don’t plan on sleeping that night. Be sure to get some armor; the caravan doesn’t supply it. I’d recommend chainmail. The brigands we’ll run into along the coast use powerful bows. That leather you’re used to won’t stop arrows. You can buy mail from us, if you want.’ He cocked his head at her. ‘Clear so far?’

‘Yes, sir. Be here at noon day after tomorrow, with armor.’

‘And not drunk.’

Paks flushed. ‘I don’t get drunk.’

‘Everyone gets drunk. Some know when. And by the way, no bedding with the merchants; it’s bad for discipline.’

Paks bit back an angry retort. ‘No, sir.’

‘Very well. See you day after tomorrow.’ He waved her off. As she left the room, she passed two armed men in the hall outside; one of them carried a crossbow.

 



‘I can’t believe you’re going.’ Paks had hoped to slip out quietly, but Arñe, Vik, and other friends had found her. ‘What’ll you do by yourself?’

‘I won’t be alone,’ she said. ‘I’m doing caravan work—’

‘Caravan work! Tir’s gut, Paks, that’s—’

‘Some years the Duke does some. You know that.’

‘Yes, but that’s with us - with the Company. To go out there with strangers—’

‘Arñe, think. How many strangers are in the Company this year?’

‘You’re right about that. But still, we’re - we’re your friends, Paks. Since I came in, you’ve been my friend. Is it that Gird’s Marshal? Are you going to join the Girdsmen?’

‘I don’t know. No, I don’t think so. I’m just—’ Paks stared past them, trying to say it. ‘I’m taking leave - we’re all owed leave - and I might come back or I might not.’

‘It’s not like you.’ Vik scowled. ‘If it was Barra, leaving in a temper, I could understand it, but you—’

‘I’m leaving.’ Paks glared at him. ‘I am leaving. I have talked to Stammel and Arcolin and the Duke himself, and I’m leaving.’

‘You’ll come back,’ said Arñe. ‘You have to. It won’t be right.’ Paks shook her head and walked quickly away.

As she was leaving the camp, one of the Duke’s squires caught her. ‘The Duke wants to see you before you go,’ he said. She followed him to the Duke’s tent. Inside, the Duke and Aliam Halveric were talking.

‘—And I think that will—Oh, Paksenarrion. The Halveric has a request to make of you.’

‘My lord?’

‘Since you are going north - I understand you are planning to cut across the mountains?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘If you’d be willing to delay your journey home long enough to carry this scroll to my steading in southern Lyonya, I will pay you well. It won’t be much out of your way if you take the eastern pass.’

‘I would be honored, sir.’ Paks took the scroll, in its protective leather case, and tucked it into her belt pouch.

‘Come look at this map. You should come out of the mountains near here. If you go north, you’ll come to an east-west trail that runs from southern Fintha all the way to Prealith. You’ll find Lyonya rangers, if you’re in Lyonya, or traders on it in Tsaia, and any of them can tell you how to find it.’ He pointed it out on the map. ‘Tell them Aliam Halveric’s, or they’ll send you north to my brother or uncles. You don’t want to go that far out of your way. When you come there,  be sure you give it to my lady: Estil, her name is, and she’s several hands higher than I am. Your word will come to her sooner than a courier going back up the Immer, I think.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And I can trust you, I’m sure, to tell no one of this. There are those who would be glad to steal that scroll, and cause trouble with it.’

‘No, sir, I will tell no one.’

‘I thank you. Will you trust my lady to pay you, or would you take it now?’

‘Of course I will trust you - your lady, sir. I have not delivered it yet, though I swear I will.’

‘Phelan says you may seek work in the north; is that so?’ Paks nodded. ‘Well, then, Estil may be able to help. She will do what she can, I promise you.’

‘Paksenarrion,’ said the Duke, extending his hand. ‘Remember that you are welcome in my hall, and in my Company, at any time. May the gods be with you.’

‘Ward of Falk,’ said the Halveric. Paks left the tent half unwillingly. It was hard to think that she had no right here anymore. If anyone had stopped her then and asked her to stay, she might have changed her mind. But she saw none of her friends, and passed through the sentries without challenge. As she neared the city gates, the thought of the journey ahead drew her on.

She moved quickly through the crowded streets of Sord. Now that she was out of the Duke’s colors, in rough brown pants and shirt with a pack on her back and a longsword at her side, she heard no more of the catcalls that bothered her so. It felt very strange, being in trousers again after so long. Her legs were hot and prickly. The longsword, too, rode uneasily at her hip. She pushed it farther to the back, impatient. The pack was heavy . . . she had thought it was too hot to wear the chainmail shirt, and warm woollen clothes as well were folded into the pack. She cocked an eye at the sun, and strode on.

At the inn, the caravan master bustled about the court; three wagons were already loaded. He grunted as he saw her, and jerked his head toward the inn door. Paks looked and saw the guard captain there.

‘Ha,’ he said. ‘You’re on time.’ He looked her up and down critically. ‘Where’s your mail?’

‘In my pack, sir,’ said Paks.

‘Best wear it,’ he said. ‘With all the confusion around here, I  wouldn’t trust leaving it anywhere. Then you can put your gear in that wagon—’ he pointed. ‘For now, just patrol around the packed wagons. As soon as some of the others arrive, I’ll organize guard shifts.’

 



By the time they had been on the road a few days, Paks felt a little more comfortable with the other guards. She still did not feel like trusting them in a bad fight, but she found them much like other soldiers she had known. A few were outcasts of this company and that militia, but most were reliable and hard-working. Some had never been anything but caravan guards, and had no skills beyond aiming a crossbow. Others were well trained, and had left respectable military units for all sorts of unimportant reasons.

Days passed. It was hotter on the Copper Hills track than any place Paks had yet been; the others told her this was the hottest part of the year.

‘The smart ones take the spring caravans,’ said one, hunkered in the shade of a wagon one noon.

‘When there is a spring caravan.’

‘Yes, well, what can you expect of merchants?’

‘High prices.’ A general laugh followed this. Paks sweltered in her chainmail and looked east, toward the distant line of ocean. On some of the higher ground, when the heat haze didn’t blur it, she could see the sand and water form long, intricate curves. It looked cool out there. Finally she asked someone why they didn’t travel closer to the ocean.

‘Where are you from?’

‘The north,’ she said. ‘Northwest of Vérella.’

‘Oh. That’s inland, isn’t it? You don’t know much about the sea. Well, if we went closer to the sea, we’d get down in the worst country you can imagine. Sand - have you ever tried walking through sand?’

‘I walked on a little bit of beach, between Immerdzan and—’

‘No, not a beach. Dry sand - loose sand. It’s - oh, blast. It’s - it’s worse than a dry plowed field.’ That Paks could understand, and she nodded. He went on. ‘So think about these wagons - the wheels sink in, and the mules labor. We labor. And then it’s swamp. Sticky, wet, salt marsh. And more sand. And it’s not cool - its beastly hot, and the water is salt, and everything stinks. Ycch.’

‘And don’t forget the pirates,’ put in another of the guards.

‘I was coming to that. Pirates - they call it the robber’s coast, you know.’

‘But how do pirates live there?’

‘Some people like eating crabs and clams and things. There’s plenty of that shellfish. There are fresh-water springs here and there, so they say. A few miserable shacky villages. And the pirates have ships, and can sail away.’

Despite the ominous name of robber’s coast, and the caravan master’s precautions - or because of them - no bandits showed their faces, and the caravan crawled steadily northward without any trouble. Paks practiced the crossbow, and impressed the other guards with her fencing. She, in turn, spent plenty of time spitting out dirt after trying unarmed combat with the others. They had tricks she had never seen in the Company.

Finally she saw the smudge on the horizon ahead, where the Dwarfmounts crossed the line of the Copper Hills. As they came closer, she could see that they ran east of the present coast line, and saw the angle of shore change from sand and mud to rock again.

‘That’s the Eastbight,’ said a merchant, when he saw her looking. ‘If you sail, you have to get well out for the best currents.’

‘And where you don’t ever want to go,’ added one of the guards, ‘is over there—’ He pointed to a wide bay that lay in the angle. ‘That’s Slaver’s Bay. If there’s a robber on the coast, there’s ten in Slaver’s Bay. It’d take a Company the size of your Duke’s to keep you safe in that place.’

‘I’ve traded there,’ objected another merchant. The guard looked at him.

‘Well,’ he said finally, ‘they must not have liked your face - or your fortune.’

The caravan had reached the crossroads, and turned west for the pass through the Copper Hills into the Eastmarches of Aarenis. Paks began to look at her map again, hoping she could find the trail that led to the eastern pass of the Dwarfwatch. The other guards kept suggesting that she find a companion, but she was reluctant to ask anyone; she didn’t want everyone on the caravan to know where she was going. Finally they took it on themselves to look.

 



‘If you want a traveling companion, there’s another that’s leaving us at the Silver Pass.’

‘Oh?’ Paks kept working at the crossbow mechanism. ‘Who is it?’

‘That elf.’ She looked up, startled. She hadn’t known there was an elf with the caravan. Jori grinned wickedly. ‘Proud as elves are, you won’t have to worry about ’im bothering you.’

Paks ignored that. ‘What’s he leaving for?’

Jori’s smile faded. ‘Oh - says he’s going to the Ladysforest. You know, the elf kingdom. But he’d be going part of the way with you.’

‘Huh.’ Paks set the crossbow down and stood up, stretching. ‘Where is he?’

‘Over there.’ Jori cocked his chin at the group around the big fire. ‘I’ll introduce you, eh?’

‘Not yet. I want to see him first.’

‘In the gray cloak, then,’ said Jori.

He looked to be a fingersbreadth shorter than she was, Paks thought, and he didn’t look like the elves she had seen, but for something a little alien in the set of his green-gray eyes, and his graceful way of moving. His voice held some of the elven timbre and music.

‘No, I have business in my own kingdom,’ he was saying to a merchant of spice.

‘But don’t you fear the high trails alone?’ asked another.

‘Fear?’ His voice mocked them and his hand dropped lightly to the golden hilt of a slender sword. The merchants nodded and murmured. Paks looked closely at the sword. Very slender - a dueller’s blade, she thought. If he had not been elvish, she would have suspected bravado rather than confidence in that word. He was slender and moved lightly. She could not tell, for the strange billowing style of his tunic, whether his shoulders were broad enough for a practiced warrior. His hands were sinewy, but she saw no training scars or calluses. Was it the firelight, or did elves not callus? One of the merchants looked up then and noticed her.

‘Ho, a guard! It’s that tall wench - come to the fire, girl, and be warm.’ He waved an expansive arm. Paks grinned and stayed where she was.

‘’Tis warm enough here, by your leave. But I heard talk of the high trails, and came near to listen.’

‘What do you want with that? Are you planning to skip the caravan and go north?’

‘I’d heard of several trails,’ said Paks. She didn’t want to say exactly how much she knew. ‘And I knew someone who’d been over Dwarfwatch. But if there’s a shorter way—’

‘Oh, shorter,’ said another merchant. ‘That’s with where you’re going in the north—’ He looked closely at Paks, but she didn’t say anything. After a moment he shrugged and went on. ‘If you go straight across at Silver Pass, you come out between Prealith and  Lyonya, but there’s a good trail on the north side that will bring you west again and out near the southeast corner of Tsaia.’ Paks nodded. She felt rather than saw the elf watching her. ‘That trail meets the one crossing from Dwarfwatch; there’s a cairn at the crossing, and a rock shelter. If you’re headed for Tsaia, the distance isn’t less, but you can travel faster alone, and the passes themselves are easier than the Dwarfwatch route. That high one—’ he broke off and shook his head.

Paks followed this with interest. ‘I thank you, sir,’ she said. ‘I have no great knowledge of mountaincraft; I had heard only that the pass was short.’

The merchant laughed. ‘Aye - it’s short enough. If you get over it. Ice in midsummer, and blizzards - dangerous always, and for one alone - well, were I you, I’d take the eastern passes, the ones we spoke of. You’ll be in mountainous country longer, but none of it as high or as cold. Does the Wagonmaster know you’re leaving?’

‘Of course, sir!’ Paks was angry, but she saw by the reactions of the others that no insult was meant.

‘I would ask him to free you for the eastern pass,’ said the merchant seriously. ‘Especially since you’re traveling alone.’

Paks nodded and said no more. The merchants returned to their usual topics: what product they had found in this or that port, and how well they sold; who ruled what cities, and what the recent war would do to the markets.

‘What I worry about,’ said one enormous man in a heavy yellow cloak, ‘is what it will do to the tolls. They say the Guild League spent and spent for this last year’s fighting - they’ll have to get it back somehow, and what easier than by raising the tolls?’

‘They need us too much,’ said another. ‘And they were founded to give trade a chance. The Guild League won’t rob us, take my word for it.’

‘If they do, there’s the river,’ suggested another. ‘Now Alured’s settled down to play Duke, he’ll be letting us use the river again—’

‘Ha! That old wolf! By Simyits, you can’t believe a pirates’s changed by gaining a title, can you? And what have we ever got, come to that, from the noble lords and their kind? They want our gold, right enough, when a war’s brewing, but after that it’s - oh, those merchanters: no honor, no loyalty - tax ’em down, they’re getting too proud.’ Paks found herself laughing along with the rest, though she, too, thought of merchanters as having no honor - like the militia of Vonja. It had never occurred to her before to wonder what the merchanters thought of anyone.

When she came off watch that night, and stopped by the guards’ fire for a mug of sib, a cloaked figure rose across the circle of light to greet her. She caught a flash of green from wide-set eyes.

‘Ah. Paksenarrion, is it not?’

Paks stood stiffly, uncertain. ‘Yes. And you, sir?’

He bowed, gracefully, but with a curious mocking style. ‘Macenion, you may call me. An elf, as you see.’ Paks nodded, and reached for the pot of sib. ‘Allow me—’ he said softly, and a tin mug rose from the stack beside the pot, dipped into the liquid, and rose to Paks’s hand. She froze, her breath caught in her throat. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Take it.’ She looked at the mug, then her hand, then folded her fingers gingerly around the mug’s handle. She nearly dropped it when it sank into her grip. She let her breath out, slowly, and sipped. It tasted like sib - she wondered if he had put anything into it. She froze again as another mug rose from the pile, filled itself, and sailed across the fire to Macenion. He plucked it from the air, bowed again to her, and took a sip himself. ‘I apologize,’ he said lightly, ‘if I frightened you. I had heard you were a warrior of some experience.’

Paks drank her sib, wondering what to make of this. She certainly did not want to admit being frightened of a little magic, but he had seen her reaction. She set the mug down firmly, when she finished, and sat down slowly. ‘I had not seen that before,’ she said finally.

‘Evidently,’ he replied. He brought his own mug back to the stack and sat near her. ‘When I asked,’ he began again, ‘everyone assured me that you had an excellent reputation.’ Paks felt a tingle of irritation: what gave him the right to ask about her? ‘You were in Phelan’s Company, I understand.’ He looked at her and she nodded. ‘Yes. One of the other guards had heard about you. Not the usual sort of mercenary, he said.’ Again Paks felt a flickering anger. ‘And this evening past, you said you were going north over the mountains before we reached Valdaire. Alone, I assumed—?’ Paks nodded again. ‘I might,’ he said, looking down at his hands clasped in his lap. ‘I might be able to help you. I know those trails - difficult for one with no mountain experience, but safe enough.’

‘Oh?’ Paks reached out and refilled her mug.

‘Unless you prefer to travel alone. Few humans do.’

Paks shrugged. ‘I have no one to travel with. I’d appreciate your advice on the trail.’ She was remembering Stammel’s warning about those who might seek to travel with her.

The elf moved restlessly. ‘If you are willing, I thought we might  travel together - as far as the borders of the Ladysforest, at least. I could tell you about the trails from there.’ He sat back, and looked at her from under dark brows. ‘It would be far safer for you, Paksenarrion, and a convenience to me. While the trails are not as dangerous as these caravan roads, all trails have their hazards, and it is as well to have someone who can draw steel at your back.’

Paks nodded. ‘I see. It is well thought of. But - forgive me, sir - you seem to know more of me than I of you.’

He drew himself up. ‘I’m an elf - surely you know what that is.’

‘Yes, but—’

His voice sharpened. ‘I fear I have no relatives or friends nearby that you can question. You will have to trust my word, or go alone. I am an elf, a warrior and mage - as you have seen - and I am returning to my own kingdom of the Ladysforest.’

‘I’m sorry to have angered you, sir, but—’

‘Have you been told bad tales of elves? Is that it?’

Paks thought back to Bosk. ‘Yes - some.’

His voice eased. ‘Well, then, it’s not your fault. You must know that elves are an elder race, older far than men. Some humans are jealous of our knowledge and our skills. They understand little of our ways, and we cannot explain to those who will not listen. But elves, Paksenarrion, were created by the Maker himself to be the enemy of all evil beings. It is elves that orcs hate most, for they know their destiny is on the end of our blades: the dark powers of the earth come never near the elven kingdoms.’

Paks said nothing, but wondered. She had heard that the elves were indeed far older than men, and that elves never died of age alone. But she had not heard that elves were either good or evil, as orcs and demons were clearly evil, and saints like Gird and Falk were clearly good.

In the next few days, she found out what she could of elves in general and Macenion in particular. It was not much. But as the higher slopes closed in on the caravan track, she saw how easy it would be to miss her trail. Traveling with someone who had been there before seemed much wiser.

 



Paks saw the last of the caravan winding away to the west, higher into Silver Pass, with great relief. She had not felt at home with the other caravan guards; she had not been able to give them her trust, as she had her old companions. But now she was free - free to go north  toward home, to adventure as she would. She imagined herself, as she had so often, riding up the track from Three Firs to her home, with gifts for everyone and money to spend at a fair. She could almost hear her mother’s gasp of delight, the squeals of her younger brothers and sisters. She imagined her father struck silent, awed at her wealth and the sword she bore. She turned to grin at Macenion beside her, whose longsighted gaze lingered on the caravan’s dust.

‘Well, they’re all gone by the smell. Let’s get moving.’

He turned his gray-green eyes away from the pass and glared at her. ‘Must you be in such hurry? I want to be sure no thief drops out to trail us.’

Paks loosened her sword in its sheath. ‘Unlikely now. And with your magic arts, and this sword, we shouldn’t have much to fear. I wanted to find a good camping spot before dark.’

‘Very well. Come along, then, and keep a good watch. Move as quietly as a human can.’

Paks bit back an angry retort. It wouldn’t do to quarrel with her only companion for the trip across the mountains; she had no other guide, and elves made dangerous enemies. She turned to the sturdy pack pony she’d bought from the Wagonmaster and checked the pack a last time, then stroked Star’s neck, and started up the narrow trail that forked away from the caravan route. She hoped Macenion would mellow as they traveled. So far he had been scornful, sarcastic, and critical. It seemed obvious that he knew a great deal about the mountains and the various trails across them, but he made his superior knowledge as painful as possible for anyone else. Now he walked ahead, leading his elven-bred horse whose narrow arched neck expressed disdain for the pack on its back.

But at the campfire that night, Macenion seemed to have walked out part of his bad temper, and was once again the charming elf she had first met. He lit the fire with one spell, and seasoned their plain boiled porridge with another. He set a spell to keep the horse and pony from wandering. Paks wanted to ask if he could not set one to guard the camp, so that they could both sleep through the night, but thought better of it, and offered to take the first watch instead.

Though it had been hot that afternoon, the night was cold, with the feeling of great spaces in movement that comes only on the flanks of mountains. Nothing threatened them that Paks could see or hear, but twice the hair on her arms and neck stood straight, and fear caught the breath in her throat. Macenion, when she woke him at  the change of watch, simply laughed lightly. ‘Wild lands care not for humans, Paksenarrion - neither to hunt nor hide. That is what you feel, that indifference.’ She surprised herself by sleeping easily and at once.

For two days they climbed between the flanks of the mountain. Midway of the second, they were high enough to see once more the caravan route below and behind them, and the twist where it crossed the spine of the Copper Hills. Paks could barely discern the pale scar of the route itself, but Macenion declared that he could see another caravan moving on it, this time from west to east. Paks squinted across the leagues of sunlit air, wavering in light and wind, and grunted. She could not see any movement at all, and the brilliant light hurt her eyes. She turned to look up their trail. It crawled over a hump of grass-grown rock - what she would have called a mountain, if the higher slopes had not been there - and disappeared. In a few moments, Macenion too turned to the trail.

To her surprise, the other side of the hump was forested; all that afternoon they climbed through thick pinewoods smelling of resin and bark. Paks added dry branches to Star’s pack. They camped at the upper end of that wood, looking out over its dark patchwork to the east, where even Paks could see the land fall steeply into the eastern ocean. Macenion gazed at it a long time.

‘What do you see?’ Paks finally asked, but he shook his head and did not answer. She went back to stirring their porridge. Later that night he began to talk of the elves and their ways - the language and history - but most of it meant little to Paks. She thought he seemed pleased that she knew so little.

‘My name’s elven,’ she said proudly, when Macenion seemed to be running down. ‘I know that much: Paksenarrion means tower of the mountains.’

‘And I suppose you think you were named that for your size, eh?’ Macenion sneered. ‘Don’t be foolish; it’s not elven at all.’

‘It is, too!’ Paks stiffened angrily. She had always been as proud of her name as its meaning.

‘Nonsense! It’s from old Aare, not from elves. Pakseenerion, royal tower, or royal treasure, since they used towers for their treasuries.’

‘That’s the same—’ Paks had not clearly heard the difference in sounds.

‘No. Look. The elven is—’ Macenion began scratching lines in the dust. ‘It has another sign, one that you don’t use. Almost, but not  quite, the same as your “ks” sound - and the first part means peak or high place. The elven word enarrion means mountain; the gnomes corrupted it to enarn, and the dwarves to enarsk, which is why these mountains are the dwarfenarsk - or in their tongue, the hakkenarsk. If your name were really elven, it would mean peak or high place in the mountains. But it doesn’t. It’s human, Aaren, and it means royal treasure.’

Paks frowned. ‘But I was always told—’

‘I don’t care what you were told by some ignorant old crone, Paksenarrion, neither you nor your name is elven, and that’s all.’ Macenion smirked at her, then pointedly lifted the kettle without touching it and poured himself another mug of sib.

Paks glared at him, furious again. ‘My grandmother was not an ignorant old crone!’

‘Orphin, grant me patience!’ Macenion’s voice was almost as sharp as hers. ‘Do you really think, Paks, that you or your grandmother - however worthy a matron she may have been - know as much about the elven language as an elf does? Be reasonable.’

Paks subsided, still angry. Put that way she could find no answer, but she didn’t have to like it.

Relations were still strained the next day when they came to the first fork of the trail. Macenion slowed to a halt. Paks was tempted to ask him sharply if he knew where he was going, but a quick look at the wilderness around her kept her quiet. Whether he knew or not, she certainly didn’t. Macenion turned to look at her. ‘I think we’ll go this way,’ he said, gesturing.

‘Think?’ Paks could not resist that much.

His face darkened. ‘I have my reasons, Paksenarrion. Either path will get us where we wish to go; this one might provide other benefits.’

‘Such as?’

‘Oh—’ He seemed unwilling to answer directly. ‘There are ruins on some of the trails around here. We might find treasure—’

‘Or trouble,’ said Paks.

His eyebrows went up. ‘I thought you claimed great skill with that sword.’

‘Skill, yes. I don’t go looking for trouble.’ But as she spoke, she felt a tingle of anticipation. Trouble she didn’t want, but adventure was something else. Macenion must have seen this in her face, for he grinned.

‘After these peaceful days, I daresay you wouldn’t mind a little excitement. I don’t expect any, to be sure, but unless you’re hiding a fortune in that pack, you wouldn’t mind a few gold coins or extra weapons any more than I would.’

‘Honestly - no, I wouldn’t.’ Paks found herself smiling. Ruins in the wilderness, and stray treasure, were just the sort of things she’d dreamed of as a girl.

Macenion’s chosen path led them back west, by winding ways, and finally through a narrow gap into a rising valley, steep-sided, where the trail led between many tall gray stones. These stood about like tall soldiers on guard.

‘What are those?’ asked Paksenarrion, as they began to near the first ranks of them. The stones gave her an odd feeling, as if they were alive.

‘Wardstones,’ said Macenion. ‘Haven’t you ever seen wardstones before?’

Paks gave him a sharp look. ‘No. I wouldn’t have asked, if I had.’ She didn’t want to ask, now, what wardstones warded, or whom. But Macenion went on without her question.

‘They’re set as guardians, by the elder peoples,’ he said. ‘Humans don’t use them, that I know of. Can’t handle the power, I suppose.’

Paks clamped her lips on the questions that filled her mind. How did they guard? And what?

‘It’s the patterns they make,’ Macenion went on. ‘Patterns have power; even you should know that—’ He looked at her, and Paks nodded. ‘If intruders come, then, it will trouble the pattern, and that troubling can be sensed by those who set the stones.’

‘Are we intruders?’ asked Paks.

Macenion laughed, a little too loudly. ‘Oh my, no. These are old, Paksenarrion, very old. Whatever set them is long gone from here.’

‘But are they still in those - those patterns you spoke of?’ Paks felt something, an itch along her bones.

Macenion looked around. ‘Yes, but it doesn’t matter.’

‘Why not?’ asked Paks stubbornly. ‘If it’s the patterns that have the power, and they’re still in the patterns, then—’

‘Really, Paksenarrion,’ said Macenion loftily. ‘You must realize that I haven’t time to explain everything to you. But I do know more about this sort of thing than any human, let alone a very young soldier. You must simply take my word for it that we are in no danger from these stones. The power is long past. And even if it weren’t—’ he  fixed her with a glance from his brilliant eyes, then tapped his wallet suggestively. ‘I have spells here to protect us from such as these.’

Paks found nothing to say to this. She could not tell whether Macenion really knew about such magic, or whether it was all idle boasting, but her bones tingled as they passed between the wardstones, rank after rank. Did Macenion not feel it because of his greater powers? Or perhaps because of his duller perceptions? She did not care to find out. For the next glass, as they climbed between the stones, she thought as little as possible, and resisted the temptation to draw her sword.

They were nearly free of the stone ranks when Paks heard a sharp cry from behind. Before she thought, she whirled, snatching her sword free of the scabbard. Macenion was down, sprawled on the rocky trail, his face contorted with pain. When he saw her standing with naked sword in hand, he gave another cry.

‘No! No weapons!’ He was pale as milk, now. Paks felt, rather than heard, a resonant thrum from around them. She spared a quick look around the valley, and saw nothing but the shimmer of the sun on many stones. She moved lightly toward Macenion.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said, grinning at him. ‘It’s not drawn for you. What happened?’

‘Sheathe it,’ he said. ‘Hurry!’

Paks was in no mood to listen to him. She felt much better with her sword in hand. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Here, let me help you up.’ But Macenion had scrambled away from her, and now staggered to his feet, breathing hard. She noticed that he put little weight on his left foot. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘Paksenarrion, listen to me. Sheathe that sword. At once.’ He was staring behind her, over her shoulder.

‘Nonsense,’ said Paks briskly. ‘It’s you that’s being silly now.’ She still felt a weight of menace, but it was bearable as long as she had her weapons ready. ‘Come - let’s be going. Or shall I bring Star, and let you ride?’

‘We must - hurry, Paksenarrion. Maybe there will be time—’ He lurched toward her, and she offered her left arm. He flinched from it, and started to circle her. Paks turned, scanning the valley again. Still nothing. Sun glittered off the wardstones, seemed to shimmer as thick as mist between them. She shook her head to clear her vision. Macenion was already a few yards ahead of her.

‘Wait, now—’ she called. ‘Let me lead, where I can guard you.’  But at her call Macenion stumbled on even faster. He reached the horses, and clung to Windfoot’s saddle as he clapped Star on the rump. Paks lengthened her stride, angry now, and muttering curses at cowardly elves. The quality of light altered, seeming to match her mood, ripping across the stones. Paks was too angry to be frightened, but she moved faster. For an instant Macenion turned a white face back towards her; she saw his eyes widen. Then he screamed and flailed forward. Paks did not look back; she broke into a run as Macenion and the animals took off up the trail. She felt a building menace behind her, rising swiftly to a peak that demanded action.

As they passed the last pair of stones, the light seemed to fail for an instant, as if someone had filled the valley with thick blue smoke. Then a blaze of white light, brighter than sunlight, flashed over them. Paks saw her shadow, black as night, thrown far ahead on the trail. A powerful blow in the back sent her sprawling face-down on the trail; she had no time to see what had happened to Macenion or the horses. Choking dust rose in clouds, and heavy thunder rumbled through her body. Then it was gone, and silence returned. From very far away, Paks heard the scream of a hawk.

When Paks caught her breath and managed to rise to her feet, she saw nothing behind or before her on the trail. Afternoon shadows had begun to strip the narrow valley; the trail itself was latticed with shadows from the stones. Ahead, upslope, the trail was scuffed and torn where Macenion and the horses had fled. Paks scowled at the place the trail disappeared behind a fold of mountain. Alone, in unknown wilderness, without supplies or her pony. . . . She looked back at the valley and shook her head. She knew without thinking about it that she had no escape that way. And perhaps she could catch up to Macenion - he had been limping.

In fact, by the time she reached the turn that left the valley safely behind, she could hear him, coaxing the horses to come. When she trudged around the last rocks, she saw him, limping heavily and trying to grab Windfoot’s rein. The horse edged sideways, nervous, keeping just out of reach. Paks eyed the situation for a moment before speaking.

‘Would you like some help, Macenion?’

He whipped around, nearly falling, his mouth open. Then he glared at her. ‘You fool!’ he said. Paks had not expected that; she felt her ears burning. He went on. ‘What did I tell you - and you had to keep waving that sword!’

‘You told me there wasn’t any danger,’ snapped Paks, furious.

‘There wasn’t, until you drew your sword,’ he said. ‘If you had only—’

‘What did you think I’d do, when you let out a yell?’

‘You?’ He sniffed, twitching his cape on his shoulders. ‘I should have realized the first thing a fighter would do would be draw steel—’

‘Of course,’ said Paks. ‘You hadn’t said a word about not drawing, either.’

‘I didn’t think it was necessary,’ muttered Macenion. ‘I never dreamed you would, for no reason like that—’ Paks snorted, and he went on hurriedly. ‘If we went through quietly, nothing would happen—’

‘You told me nothing could happen.’ Paks felt the length of her blade, lightly, to see that it was unharmed, then slid it into the scabbard. ‘If you’d warned me, I wouldn’t have drawn. I don’t like liars, Macenion.’ She looked hard at him. ‘Or cowards. Did you even look to see if I was still alive?’

‘I’m no liar. I just didn’t think you needed to know.’ He looked aside a moment. ‘And I was coming back as soon as I caught Windfoot or Star, to find you - or bury you.’

Paks was not at all sure she believed that. ‘Thanks,’ she said drily. ‘Why did you choose this path - the real reason, this time.’

‘I told you: it’s shorter. And there are ruins—’

‘And?’

‘And I’d heard of this place.’

Paks snorted again. ‘I’ll warrant you had. So you wandered in to see what it looked like, eh?’

‘I knew what it looked like.’ He glared at her. ‘Don’t look at me like that, human. You nearly got us both killed—’

‘Because you didn’t tell me the truth.’

‘Because all you thought of was fighting - weapons. I knew what it looked like because I’d spoken to someone who was here - a cousin of mine. She said it was quite safe for peaceful folk.’ He emphasized peaceful. Paks had nothing more to say for the moment. She looked at Windfoot, and spotted Star behind a screen of trees. She clucked softly, holding out her hand. Windfoot looked from her to Macenion, and took a few steps back down the trail. Paks stepped into the middle of it, and clucked again. Windfoot’s ears came up; the horse looked at her. Paks walked forward, and took the dangling rein in her hand. The other rein was broken near the bit ring. Macenion was staring at  her strangely; she handed him the rein without comment, and called Star. The pony nickered, pushing through the undergrowth. Once out of the trees, she came to Paks at once, pushing her head into Paks’s chest.

‘All right, all right.’ Paks untied one side of the pack and pulled out an apple. They were going soft anyway. ‘Here.’ The pony wrapped her lips around the apple and munched, dribbling pungent bits of apple from her mouth. Windfoot whuffled, watching Star, and Paks dug out another apple for the horse. ‘How’s your foot?’ she asked Macenion, who had watched this silently. ‘I saw you were limping.’

‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘I can walk.’ Paks started to say he could run, but decided not to. She turned back to Star, checking her legs and hooves for injuries and the packsaddle for balance. Everything seemed to be in place. Macenion, meanwhile, mended the broken rein. They traveled until nearly dark, hardly speaking.
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More than ever Paks realized how she had depended on the plain honesty of her friends in the Duke’s Company. Perhaps they were not magicians or elves with mysterious powers - but they did not pretend to powers they did not have. What they promised, they performed. And in a fight of any kind, they would never leave her behind, possibly injured or dead. Now, wandering in the mountain wilderness with Macenion for a guide, she wondered if he even knew where they were. He had said nothing more about the wardstones - nor had she. He seemed as confident as ever. But she felt almost as trapped as if she were in a dungeon.

Their way - or the way Macenion led them - continued upward, day by day. The distant sea was hidden behind the shoulders of mountains now. Paks had asked if that meant they were across the pass, but Macenion had laughed. He tried to show her, on the map, how far they had come. But to Paks, the intricate folds of the mountains and the flat map had little to do with each other. Most of the time the trail ran through open forest, broken with small meadows. Paks thought it might be good sheep country. Macenion said no one farmed so far away from any market.

Wild animals had been scarce. Macenion told her of the wild sheep, the black-fleeced korylin, that spent the summers just above timberline. He had pointed out an occasional red deer in the trees, but Paks lacked the experience to spot them. They had seen plenty of rock-rabbits and other small furry beasts, but nothing dangerous. Nor did Macenion seem especially worried. Wolves, he’d said, were scarce in this region. The wild cats were too small to attack them, at least until they were high above timberline. If they saw a snowcat, he said - but Paks had never heard of snowcats.

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Macenion, with his usual tone of superiority. ‘They are large - very large. I suppose you’ve seen the short-tailed forest cats?’ Paks had not, but hated to admit it. ‘Humph. Well, snowcats are about three times that size, with long tails. They’re called snowcats because they live high in the mountains, among the icepacks and snow; they’re white and gray.’

‘What do they live on, up there?’

Macenion frowned. Paks saw his shoulders twitch. Finally he answered. ‘Souls,’ he said.

‘Souls?’

‘And anything else they can find, of course. Wild sheep, for meat. But - I don’t think we’ll have much trouble, at this season, Paksenarrion. The pass should not be snowed in. But if we do see one, remember that they’re the most dangerous wild creature in the mountains. I don’t except men - a snowcat is more dangerous than a band of brigands.’

‘But how? Are they—’

‘I’m telling you. The snowcat is a magical beast, like the dragon and the eryx. It lives on both sides of the world, and feeds on both sides. For meat it eats wild sheep, or horses, or men. For delight it eats souls, particularly elven and human, though I understand it takes dwarven souls often enough that the dwarves fear it.’

‘I thought elves didn’t have souls—’

Macenion suddenly looked embarrassed. ‘I didn’t know you knew so much about elves.’

‘I don’t, but that’s what I heard - they don’t have souls because they don’t need them - they live forever anyway.’

‘That’s not the reason - but in fact, you’re right. Elves don’t have souls - not full-blooded elves. But—’ he gave her a rueful smile. ‘I don’t like to admit it, Paks, but in fact I am not pure elven.’

‘But you said—’

‘Well, I’m more elven than human - I do take after my elven ancestors much more. You yourself wouldn’t call me human—’

Paks had to agree with that, but she still felt affronted. ‘Well, if you’re not elven—’

‘I am. I am - well - you could say - half-elven. Human-elven. If you must know, that’s how I gained my mastery of human wizardry as well as elven magic.’ He drew himself up, and took on the expression she found most annoying.

‘Oh.’ Paks left this topic, and returned to the other. ‘But the snowcat - can’t we fight it off? We have a bow, and—’

‘No. It is truly magical, Paksenarrion. It can spell your soul out of you before you could strike a blow. I am a mage and part elf; it will desire mine even more.’

Paks thought about it. It seemed to her that this meant nothing more than death. She started to ask Macenion, and he turned, startled.

‘No! By the First Tree, you humans know nothing, even of your own condition! It is not the same thing as being killed. When you die, your soul goes - well, I don’t know your background, and I’d hate to upset your beliefs—’ Paks glared at him, and he went on. ‘You have a soul, and it goes somewhere - depending on how you’ve lived. Is that plain enough? But if a snowcat eats your soul, it never gets where it should go. It’s trapped there, in the snowcat, forever.’

‘Oh. But then - what does it want with a soul?’

‘Paksenarrion, it’s magical. It does magic with souls. I don’t know how it started, or why; I only know it does. Somehow the souls it eats feed its magic powers. If we see a snowcat, we’ll flee at once - try to outrun it. Whatever you do, don’t look into its eyes.’ He walked on quietly some hundred paces. Then: ‘Paksenarrion, how did you make Windfoot come to you?’

She had not thought about his surprise since that day. ‘I don’t know. I suppose - he knows me now. He knows I have apples. Horses have always liked me.’

Macenion shook his head. ‘No. It must be something more. He’s elfbred; our horses wouldn’t go to humans unless - do you have any kind of magical tools? A - a bracelet, or ring, or—’

Paks thought of Canna’s medallion; surely that wouldn’t have moved an elfbred horse. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not that I know of.’

‘Mmph. Would you mind if I checked that?’

‘What?’

‘I could - um - look for it.’

‘For what?’

Macenion turned on her, eyes blazing. ‘For whatever you used, human, to control my horse!’

‘But I didn’t! I don’t have anything—’

‘You must. Windfoot would never come to a human—’

‘Macenion, any horse will come to anyone kind. Look at Star—’

‘Star is a - a miserable, shaggy-coated, cow-hocked excuse of a pack pony.’

Paks felt the blood rush to her face. ‘Star is beautiful! She’s—’

Macenion sneered. ‘You! What do you know about—’

‘Windfoot came to me. I must know something.’ Paks realized that her hand had found her sword-hilt. She saw Macenion glance at it. He sighed, and looked patient.

‘Paksenarrion, I’m sorry I abused Star. But she is a pony, and human-bred; she is not an elfbred horse. There’s a difference. Just look at Windfoot.’ They both looked. Windfoot cocked an ear back and whuffled, whether at Star or Paks was uncertain. Paks could not sustain her anger, with Windfoot’s elegant form before her. Macenion seemed to recognize the moment her anger failed, because he went on. ‘If you’re carrying a magical item, without knowing it perhaps, it could be dangerous - or very helpful. Magical items in the hands of the unskilled—’

Paks bristled again. ‘I’m not giving you anything.’

‘I didn’t mean that.’ But Paks thought he had meant exactly that. ‘If you have such an item, I can show you how to use it. Think, Paksenarrion. Perhaps it’s something that would call danger to us - wolves, say - or—’

‘All right.’ Paks was tired of the argument. ‘All right; look for it. But, Macenion, what I have is mine; I’m not giving it up. If it calls danger, we’ll just fight the danger.’

‘I understand.’ He looked pleased. ‘We can camp here - I know it’s early, but I’ll need time. And the horses could use the rest. They can graze in this meadow.’

Shortly they had the camp set up, and both animals had been watered and fed. Macenion withdrew to one side of the fire, and brought out his pouch. Paks watched with interest as he fished inside it. He looked up at her and glared.

‘Don’t watch.’

‘Why not? I’ve never seen a mage—’

‘And you won’t. By Orphin, do you want to get your ears  singed? Or your eyes burnt out? Can’t I convince you that magic is dangerous?’ Paks did not move. She was tired of being sneered at. Macenion muttered in what she supposed was elven, and turned his back. She thought of circling the fire to see what he was doing, but decided against it. Instead she lay back, staring up at the afternoon sky bright overhead. So far they had had good travel weather; she hoped it would continue. She shifted her hips off a sharp fragment of rock and let her eyes sag shut. She could hear the horses tearing grass nearby; to her amusement, she could distinguish Star and Windfoot by sound alone. Star took three or four quick bites of grass, followed by prolonged chewing; Windfoot chewed each bite separately. She opened her eyes to check on them and glanced at Macenion. His back still faced her. She closed her eyes again and dozed off.

 



‘I found it.’ Paks opened her eyes to see Macenion’s excited face. She rubbed her face and sat up.

‘You found what?’

‘The magic ring you’re wearing.’ Macenion sounded as smug as he looked.

‘What? I don’t have any magic ring!’

‘You certainly do. That one.’ He pointed to the intricate twist of gold wires that Duke Phelan had given her in Dwarfwatch.

‘That’s not magic,’ said Paks, but with less assurance. The Duke had said nothing about magic, and surely he would have known.

‘It is. Its power is over animals; that’s why you could use it on Windfoot.’

‘I didn’t use it on Windfoot. I just called him and held out my hand . . .’

‘That’s all it would take. You touched it - perhaps accidentally, since you say you didn’t know about it.’

‘I didn’t - and I don’t believe it.’ But Paks was already half convinced.

‘Where did you get it?’

‘It was - my commander gave it to me, after a battle.’

‘As a reward?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was it part of the loot from Siniava’s army?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, then. He and his captains used magic devices often, so I heard. Perhaps your commander didn’t know. It is magic and it is  how you controlled Windfoot. You can prove it - call him now, with the ring. Don’t say anything, or move, but touch the ring and think that you want him to come.’

Paks looked across the meadow to see Windfoot and Star grazing side by side. She clenched her hand around the ring, and thought of Windfoot. She didn’t like the idea that a ring - a ring she had received from the Duke - could have such power. She had always liked horses; horses had always liked her. She thought of Windfoot: his speed, his elegance. A quick thudding of hooves made her look up. Windfoot came at a long swinging trot, breaking to a canter. Star followed, her shorter stride syncopating the beats. Windfoot stopped a few feet away, and came forward, ears pricked.

‘All right,’ said Paks quietly, holding up her hand for Windfoot to sniff. Star pushed in and shoved her head in Windfoot’s way. ‘But I didn’t call Star—’

‘No, she came for company, I think. But that is definitely a magic ring, with the power to summon animals. See if you can make Windfoot go away.’

Paks wrinkled her brow. It did not seem fair to control Windfoot this way. She flipped her hand, and the horse threw up his head and backed.

‘Not that way,’ said Macenion, annoyed.

‘Yes.’ Paks pushed Star’s head away. ‘Go on, horses! Go eat your own dinners.’ She stood up. ‘I believe you; it’s magic. But I don’t like the idea.’

‘You’d rather have the power in yourself?’

‘Yes. No - I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel right, to be able to call and send them like that.’

‘Humans!’ snorted the elf. Paks glared at him, and he modified it. ‘Non-magicians don’t understand magicians, that’s all. Why involve right and wrong in it? The ring is magic, it’s useful magic, and you should use it.’

 



Paks had had no idea what a mountain pass would be like. Macenion told her that the pass at Valdaire wasn’t really a mountain pass at all. Now, as they climbed past the forested slopes to open turf and broken rock, she wondered how, in this jumble of stone, anyone could find the way. It was a gray morning, and she felt the cold even through her travel cloak. Macenion pointed out marking cairns.

‘But it’s just another pile of rock.’

‘No, it’s not just a pile of rock. It’s a particular pile of rock. Look - do you see anything else like that?’

Paks looked. Rocks everywhere, but nothing that tall and narrow. ‘No.’

‘Now, look here.’ He pointed to a smaller pile on one side. ‘This is the direction.’

‘What is?’

‘This - Paksenarrion, pay attention. The big pile tells you that this is the trail, and the little pile tells you which way is downhill.’

‘But are we across the pass? Aren’t we going uphill?’ Then she realized the simple answer, and felt her face burning. ‘I see,’ she said quickly, before Macenion could tell her. ‘I know. We go the other way.’

‘Yes. And we know it’s the right trail because of the runes.’

‘Runes?’

‘Look at this.’ He lifted the top rock of the small pile and turned it over. On the under face were angular marks gouged in the rock. ‘That’s the rune for silver, which means that this is the way to Silver Pass.’

‘Oh.’ Paks looked around again. ‘But that only says what’s downhill. Can we tell where this will come out?’

‘Easily.’ Macenion’s smile was as smug as ever. He turned over the top rock of the big pile and showed her another rune. ‘This means gnomes, and means that this trail ends at the rock shelter on the border of Gnarrinfulk, the gnome kingdom south of Tsaia.’

‘I didn’t know there was one.’

‘Gods, yes. And you don’t want to wander in there without leave.’ Macenion replaced the stones carefully. ‘It’s simple, really. The big pile points uphill and has the uphill trailend rune, and the small one points downhill and has the downhill trailend rune. Can you remember that?’

‘Yes,’ said Paks shortly.

‘Good. Let’s hurry. I don’t like the smell of this weather.’ Macenion looked at the sky above the peaks, which was, as they had often seen from below, thickened into cloud. As if his words had been a signal, a cold rain began to leak down, thin at first. They started upward.

As they climbed, forty paces at a time, Paks watched the stones near the trail darken in the rain. Instead of the rustle of rain on leaves, the water tinkled, as if a thousand thousand tiny bells rang in the stillness. The slopes around them closed in, and the trail became  steeper. It was more like a stairway than a trail. When they stopped for rest, Paks looked up. The clouds seemed lower. She looked back down the trail. The cairn had disappeared into a hollow behind and below them. She was surprised at how far they had climbed.

Macenion shivered beside her. ‘It’s getting colder - we’d better keep climbing. There’s no good place to stop until we’re over the top.’

‘You mean, this is the actual pass?’

‘Yes - didn’t you know? What I’m afraid of is snow - it can snow all year up here. We’ve been lucky with weather so far, but this rain - and if it gets colder—’

‘What if it does?’

‘Then we keep going. There are some undercut ledges near the top, but they aren’t good shelter. We won’t stop if we can possibly make it through.’

But as mountain weather changes from minute to minute, so it thickened around them. Rain changed to sleet which coated their cloaks and the horses’ packs, and made the trail treacherous. Paks did not even suggest stopping to eat. She fumbled a strip of meat from under her cloak and chewed it as they climbed. Wind began to funnel the sleet, now mixed with snow, down the trail. Macenion showed Paks how to wrap a cloth around her face to keep it from freezing.

All too soon the rocky slopes around them whitened as snow flurried past. They climbed higher, leaving clear tracks that filled quickly behind them. Rocks disappeared under the snow. Macenion had to shout in Paks’s ear that he thought the snow had been falling at this height for more than a day. As they came around a shoulder of mountain on their right, the pitch flattened. Paks expected a change to a downhill slope, but instead met a blast of wind that nearly took her off her feet. Macenion, ahead of her, disappeared in a white fog of snow. She stumbled, and forced her way on, dragging Star behind her.

Paks finally found Macenion by stumbling into him. Windfoot was sideways to the wind, trying to turn. Macenion grabbed her arm and yelled into her ear.

‘Paks! We can’t go any farther this way. Drifts! Go back!’

‘Where?’

‘Back!’ He pushed her a little, and Paks turned carefully, bracing against the wind. Star had already turned, and Paks followed her  back the way they had come. At least, she hoped it was the way, for nothing remained of their tracks. With the wind at her back, shoving her along like a giant hand, she could see a little way. A dark smudge to one side caught her eye; before she could ask, Macenion’s arm on her shoulder pushed her that direction. ‘It’s one of those overhangs,’ he yelled in her ear.

Star and Windfoot shouldered their way to the back of the shelter and stood, heads down and together, their breath making a cloud in the gloom. Paks swiped the snow off Star’s pack and rump, and wiped the pony’s face clear. Ice furred her eyelashes and muzzle. Both animals were quivering with cold and exhaustion. Macenion, meanwhile, was doing what he could for Windfoot. When he had the saddle off, he turned to Paks.

‘We need to block the ends of this completely,’ he said. ‘Snowdrift will help, but we’ll have to work hard before we dare rest.’

Paks groaned inwardly; she wanted to fall on the ground and sleep. She looked where he pointed. Snow blocked most of the uphill end of the overhang, but some blew in above the drift. Wind roared through the gap, swinging the horses’ tails wildly and freezing their sweat.

‘We’ll use the cover off your pack,’ Macenion went on. ‘Anchor it with rocks—’ He was picking rocks off the floor of the shelter as he spoke. ‘If we’re lucky, we won’t have to compress the snow much - that’s the hardest work.’ Paks began wrestling the pack off Star, and tried to unwrap the cover. The knots were frozen, and the rope stiff as iron, but she dared not cut it. She took off her gloves to fight with it, and muttered a curse as the rope scraped her fingers raw.

‘Here—’ said Macenion suddenly. ‘Let me help with that. Get your gloves on; you don’t need frozen hands.’ Paks sat back. Macenion glared at her and she backed farther away. He moved his body between her and the pack, and said a few words she did not know. When he stepped back, the knots were untied, and the ropes were supple again. Paks shook out the pack cover, and Macenion reached for it.

By the time Macenion was satisfied that their campsite was safe, Paks felt she could not move another inch. They had managed to secure the pack cover in the upwind gap. Snow drifted against it quickly, and now - so Macenion said; Paks had not gone back out in the wind to see - covered it several feet deep. The other end of the shelter was still open; they had nothing large or strong enough to block it. Macenion wanted to form blocks of snow, but finally gave  up when Paks simply stared at him, exhausted. He managed to light a small fire of the wood they had packed along, despite the wind that still gusted in and out of their overhang. Paks helped steady their smallest pot above it. She thought longingly of hot food, hot mugs of sib. But the snow that finally melted and boiled was hardly hot enough to warm her.

‘It’s the cold demons,’ explained Macenion. ‘They’re jealous of their territory; they hate the warm-bloods who come up from the plains. So they steal the heat from fire, up on these heights.’

Paks drank the lukewarm sib, and decided she might never be warm again. Marching in a cold rain now seemed like a pleasant excursion. Only a few feet away, the wind whirled veils of snow past their shelter. She huddled in every scrap of clothing and blanket she could find. But as the afternoon wore away, she regained both strength and warmth. The horses, too, seemed to recover. Paks gave them some of the warm water, and dampened Star’s grain. Macenion claimed that elven horses didn’t need such coddling, but Paks noticed that Windfoot tried to push Star away from hers. She poured warm water on the pile of grain Windfoot had been ignoring, and the horse ate eagerly. Macenion glared, but said nothing more. He ventured outside several times, trying to judge the weather. As the light faded, he reported that both snow and wind were lessening.

‘We might get through tomorrow, if the drifts downhill on the other side aren’t too bad. It’d be easier without the beasts—’

‘You wouldn’t leave them!’ said Paks, horrified.

‘No, of course not. We need the supplies. But we can walk over drifts they’ll stick in. Anyway, get what sleep you can. If we can get out tomorrow, it will be early - as soon as it’s light. I’ll watch tonight - I’m more used to the cold and the height.’

Paks resented his usual tone, but was too tired to resist. She fell quickly into a light doze, waking as Macenion replenished the fire. She squinted around the shelter. The horses stood head-to-tail near the rock wall; she could see the firelight reflecting from Star’s eyes. Hardly man-high, the ledge of rock overhanging them glittered as if it were full of tiny stars. Paks blinked several times, and decided the rock itself had shiny fragments to catch the light. Firelight turned the snowdrifts into glittering gold and orange - pretty, she thought, when you didn’t have to be out in it. She snuggled deeper into her blankets, took a long breath, and slid back into sleep.

Macenion’s choked cry brought her halfway out of her blankets before her eyes were open. She had her sword in hand. He stood rigid beside the fire, mouth open. Paks tried to see beyond him, to the outside. Nothing but a wavering dark. She glanced back at the horses. Both of them were alert, heads high, nostrils flared. Star’s ears were back; Windfoot’s tail was clamped tight. Paks began to untangle herself from the blankets as unobtrusively as possible: she felt they were both easy targets, in the firelight.

It was then she saw the pale blue glow of eyes.

‘Paksenarrion!’ Macenion’s whisper was hoarse and desperate.

‘I’m awake,’ she said softly. What, she wondered, had eyes like that? Farther apart than human eyes, that was all she could tell. Big eyes.

‘Paks, it’s a—’ he choked, and then recovered. ‘It’s a snowcat.’

‘Holy Gird,’ said Paks without thinking. When she realized what she had said, she wished she’d kept quiet.

‘What?’ asked Macenion.

Paks felt herself blushing in the dark. ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Now what?’

‘Can’t you see it?’

‘No - nothing but eyes.’

‘I don’t know what we can—’ Macenion’s voice suddenly sharpened. ‘Paks! Your ring!’ For a moment Paks had no idea what he meant. Macenion spared a glance at her, furious.

‘Your ring, human! Your special ring,’ he went on. Paks nodded, then, stripped off her glove to touch it.

‘But are you sure it will work? Maybe the thing - the snowcat - will just go away if we let it alone.’

As if in answer to that suggestion, the glowing eyes moved closer. Now Paks could see a suggestion of the body’s outline, a long, powerful catlike form, crouching as if to spring.

‘You fool!’ cried Macenion. ‘It knows we’re here! It’s about to jump. Stop it! Hold it!’

Paks thought she could see a twitch in that long tail, like the twitch she had seen in the mousers at the barn, the last instant before they sprang on a rat. She pressed her thumb hard on the ring and thought ‘Hold still, cat.’ She wondered if those words would work.

‘Are you?’ asked Macenion hoarsely.

‘Yes,’ said Paks. ‘How long does it—’

‘As long as you concentrate. Keep holding it.’

Paks tried to concentrate. She wished she could see the snowcat better. Macenion turned to rummage among his things. She was afraid to look sideways at him, lest the cat jump. She forced her eyes back to the shadowy cat-form. Suddenly light flared around her, and she jumped.

‘Don’t look,’ said Macenion harshly. The light was clear and white, brilliant enough to show true colors. Now she could see the snowcat clearly. Its body was man-long; it would stand almost waist-high on her at the shoulder. As Macenion had said, its fur was white and blue-gray, patterned with dapples that reminded Paks of snowflakes enlarged. The ears bore long tufts of white, and it had a white beard and short ruff. The eyes, despite the blue glow they’d shown before, were amber in Macenion’s spell-light.

‘Macenion, it’s beautiful. It’s the most beautiful—’

‘It’s spelling you,’ he said firmly. ‘It seems beautiful because it’s trying to use magic on you.’

‘But it can’t be. It’s—’ she stopped as Macenion came forward into her field of view. ‘Macenion, what are you doing?’

‘Don’t be silly, Paks. I’m going to kill it.’

‘Kill it? But it’s helpless - it can’t move while I—’

‘That’s right. Just keep holding it still. It’s the only way I have a chance—’

‘But that’s not fair - it’s helpless—’ Paks let her concentration waver, and at once the snowcat moved, shifting in a kind of constricted hop, as she caught her control back. She was distracted again by this evidence of her power and its limitations, and the cat managed to rear, swiping at Macenion’s head with one massive paw. He ducked, and Paks forced the cat to stillness again.

‘Damn you, human! Hold that beast, or we’re both dead. Worse than dead - you remember what I told you!’ Macenion glared back at her, then turned, raising his sword.

Paks felt a wave of fear and pain sweep through her mind. It was wrong, terribly wrong - but what else could she do? ‘Macenion—’ she tried again, staring into the snowcat’s huge amber eyes. ‘It’s not right—’

‘It’s not right for us to end up soul-bound to a snowcat, no,’ he said roughly. ‘It’s easy enough, though, if you forget yourself one more time. If that’s what you want, go ahead.’

Paks looked down, biting her lip. She could not watch, and then she thought she must. The snowcat made no resistance - could make  no resistance - but it could cry out, in fury and pain, and so it did. That wailing cry, ending in an almost birdlike whistle, brought tears to her eyes. She blinked them back. He came back to the fire almost jauntily.

‘A snowcat. That’s quite a kill, even if you don’t think it was fair. I’ll just take the pelt before it freezes—’

‘No.’ Paks glared at him.

‘What d’you mean, no? Snowcat pelts are nearly priceless, it’s so rare to take one - you noticed how careful I was not to damage it when I killed—’

Paks erupted in fury. ‘By the gods, Macenion, I wonder if you ever tell the truth! You dare pride yourself on killing a helpless animal? It might as well have been a sheep trussed up, for all the courage and skill it took—’

‘I didn’t notice you out there—’

‘You told me to stay here—’

‘I told you to hold it still. You could have helped me, if you were able to hold more than one thought in mind at a time. As it was you nearly killed me—’

‘I!’ Paks flourished her own sword. She noticed with some satisfaction that Macenion backed up a step. ‘I but tried to save your honor and mine - not that I would have thought an elf would care so little for it—’

‘You know nothing about elven honor, human!’ Macenion seemed to swell with rage. ‘You are my travel companion, oath-bound to defend me - as I defended you just now - against all dangers. As for the snowcat having no defense, it was trying to spell you the entire time.’

Paks felt her anger leak away into the cold. Had she been half-spelled? Had she nearly failed her oath because of it? Macenion took quick advantage of her hesitation. ‘I don’t blame you,’ he said more quietly. ‘You are human, unused to magicks of any kind, and this may be the first magical beast you’ve seen.’ She nodded unwillingly. ‘It would have killed all of us, and feasted many days while our souls were enslaved to it, if we had not managed to kill it. Or send it away.’ He cocked his head and gave her a sly grin. ‘If you’d been quick enough thinking, o lover of animals, you might simply have sent it away.’
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