
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MISTRESS OF THE WIND 
 
      
 
    ARUCADI, BOOK 1 
 
      
 
    E. ROSE SABIN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ..\..\..\..\Pictures\Arucadi_The Beginning\logo.jpg] 
 
    ARUCADI ENTERPRISES, LLC 
 
    2019 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MISTRESS OF THE WIND 
 
    ©2012 copyright not registered 
 
    ©2018, E. ROSE SABIN 
 
    Copyright registered 12/29/18 with the United States Copyright Office 
 
    ARUCADI ENTERPRISES, LLC 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
    COVER ART BY IGOR DEŠIĆ, ©2018 
 
      
 
    The first poem in chapter eleven was written by the late Ben Levin, and the second poem in that chapter was written by Joyce Anne Levesque. 
 
    Both poems are used with the permission of their authors. Joyce Ann Levesque retains all rights to her poem, and all rights to the poem by Ben Levin pass to his estate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CONTENTS 
 
      
 
    ONE: WINDSPEAKER 
 
    TWO: ENCOUNTER 
 
    THREE: MINDSTEALER 
 
    FOUR: MAGE 
 
    FIVE: RETURN 
 
    SIX: WADDAMS 
 
    SEVEN: EXILE 
 
    EIGHT: CLAID 
 
    NINE: FLIGHT 
 
    TEN: MAGE HOME 
 
    ELEVEN: DANNEL 
 
    TWELVE: NIGHT PROWL 
 
    THIRTEEN: DARK COMPANION 
 
    FOURTEEN: NIGHT FLIGHT 
 
    FIFTEEN: TRANSFORMATIONS 
 
    SIXTEEN: RIM CANYON 
 
    SEVENTEEN: LINE’S END 
 
    EIGHTEEN: INN 
 
    NINETEEN: LINE’S END JUSTICE 
 
    TWENTY: WORKHOUSE 
 
    TWENTY-ONE: VISITOR 
 
    TWENTY-TWO: TRAIN RIDE 
 
    TWENTY-THREE: DISCLOSURES 
 
    TWENTY-FOUR: THE BARRIER BREACHED 
 
    TWENTY-FIVE: REVELATIONS 
 
    TWENTY-SIX: JOURNEY OF TRUST 
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN: ONE MIND 
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT: LOST 
 
    TWENTY-NINE: MAGE MIND 
 
    THIRTY: BOOKS 
 
    THIRTY-ONE: POWER-GIVER 
 
      
 
    BRINGERS OF MAGIC EXCERPT 
 
    AUTHOR 
 
    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    WINDSPEAKER 
 
      
 
    Kyla raced up the steep path. She should have been at the trysting place at dawn. Hampered by her tight-fitting cotton shift, she had to stop to catch her breath before hurrying on. 
 
    Just below the crest of Rial Hill, where the path narrowed and the incline sharpened, Kyla stumbled and almost fell. A raging red wind rushed around her, pushing her up the last difficult steps onto the flat, bare summit. Raising eddies of dust and pebbles, it tore about, whipping her long hair around her face and twisting it into a blindfold across her eyes. 
 
    “No, stop!” she gasped, sinking to her knees. “I’m sorry I’m late. I slept right through all the crowing of Turley Beal’s roosters.” 
 
    When the wind did not lift her off the ground in a joyous burst of power as it so often did, she could almost believe it was angry with her for being late. Its coldness as it plastered the thin shift to her body made her shiver. She tried to calm it by singing, but it ripped her breath away, and she could only wait until its anger abated. 
 
    No, not anger. As an apprentice, Kyla had debated with her teacher, Mistress Forythe, who believed that a windspeaker was not only an interpreter of the wind but a lover and confidante as well. Kyla had argued that it was wrong to attribute human emotions to the wind, but at times like this it was difficult to believe the wind was impartial and unfeeling. 
 
    Finally her hair fell away from her eyes and drifted back across her shoulders, letting her see that the wind was calming. It was safe to stand and sing. 
 
    She lifted her voice in a wordless croon that mimicked the wind’s own sounds. Now a deep rose color, the wind joined its song to hers, and the windspeaking began. 
 
    The wind’s airy fingers drew on her bare arms pictures of scenes it had passed on its sweep down from the Starmist Mountains and through Noster Valley. Waving fields of grain rippled across her arms as the wind whispered of whipping through trees, scattering leaves, spreading seeds, and stirring waters. The scents it had gathered filled her nostrils. 
 
    Most of what it conveyed would not interest the villagers. If Kyla caught the scent of a ferebeast herd descending on the valley, or felt the ripples from a run of prized graufish in the Damin River, or heard the rush of shalkor wings as the large birds swooped down from the hills to snatch newborn lambs, then Kyla’s report would send hunters out to scatter the herd before it could trample the crops, or men would leave their chores, grab up fishing nets, and head for the Damin River to snare a feast, or farmers would arm themselves with slings and stones to drive off the wide-winged shalkors. Today the wind told of nothing like that. 
 
    Her most important task was to warn her village of the presence of mindstealers, who sometimes swarmed down out of the hills to capture a lone traveler or an unwary farmer alone in his field, draw out his mind, and leave him alive but forever incapable of thought. 
 
    Today the wind carried no hint of the hideous creatures. Instead, it mimicked how it had lifted off hunters’ caps and sent them flying, then whistled and chased the hares into fleeing to safety while the men raced after their caps. She laughed. “That story I’ll keep to myself. The village men won’t think it’s funny.” 
 
    By the time the wind tired of its play, she’d gleaned only two items worth reporting to the Townmaster: Widow Lee’s cow had wandered into Sedder Sims’ apple orchard again, and a fine crop of mushrooms had sprouted on the shaded eastern slope of Shalkor Hill. 
 
    This second disclosure, though good news for the villagers, caused a quickly suppressed pang of grief. 
 
    Kyla descended Rial Hill and took the most direct way to her cottage, not wanting to be seen in the wispy dress she wore for windspeaking. Because the thin garment allowed the wind more access to her body, it gave better results than she could obtain in heavier clothing, but the village elders disapproved of a woman’s wearing such a revealing dress. She usually wore a tunic and trousers to climb the hill and changed when she reached the summit. Today she’d had to slip into the windspeaking shift at home and run as though Dire Lords were pursuing her. 
 
    Where the mountain path merged into cobbled lane, she broke into a run and dashed over the cobblestones until she reached her small cottage. There she put on a long skirt and high-necked, long-sleeved blouse like a proper village woman. When she’d brushed and bound up her hair, she left to make her daily report to the Townmaster and to claim the fresh-baked bread, eggs, and vegetables that her morning’s work had earned. 
 
    The Townmaster’s gabled house stood opposite the town square. One of the few homes of more than one story, it always gave Kyla the impression of sneering down on its humbler neighbors. Perhaps she was merely attributing to the house the attitude of its occupant, a vain, supercilious man with a tendency to take to his bed with some imagined illness when there was hard work to be done or an unpopular decision to face. The Townmaster was often the butt of jokes, yet every three years he was reelected to office with no opposition. 
 
    “The Townmaster knows everyone’s private business,” an old woman had once whispered to Kyla. “People are too afraid of the tales he might tell if we turn him out of office.” 
 
    Reaching the house, Kyla climbed the four steps leading to the front door and used the ornate brass knocker. The Townmaster boasted that it was very old, a legacy from his great-great-grandfather, who had come to Noster Valley from Another Place. Kyla understood that to mean that his ancestor had come from beyond Rim Canyon, a claim she considered unlikely even if the canyon was not as uncrossable as most claimed. 
 
    The Townmaster swung open the door. His formal morning coat and cravat hung loosely on his scrawny frame. Kyla thought his dress a silly affectation for this small farm community. With a curt greeting, he led her into his parlor and took his seat at a high escritoire. She perched on the edge of a fragile-looking chair and made her report. 
 
    “Not much of value today,” he said with a sniff. 
 
    Kyla stiffened. “Isn’t it of value to know there are no mindstealers about?” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” he huffed. “That’s a comfort, certainly. One hopes for profitable news, however. News of more … ah … substance. Though Sedder Sims will be glad to know about the cow, if he hasn’t already discovered it. He’ll thank you with apples, I don’t doubt. The Widow Lee must be warned about letting Tizzy wander.” 
 
    “Some of the men could help mend her fence,” Kyla suggested. “And the mushrooms can be profitable.” 
 
    “I’ll get Mistress Carver’s boys to gather them,” the Townmaster said, nodding. “If they come back with a good amount, I’ll see you’re sent a share.” 
 
    “Please—you know I don’t eat mushrooms.” 
 
    He had the good grace to look flustered and murmur an apology, ending with “I’d forgotten.” 
 
    Kyla could never forget. That day seven years ago was etched into her soul. 
 
    Her parents had gone early to gather mushrooms on the slopes of the Rocky Hills. She’d expected them back by late morning. When they failed to return, she’d gone alone to the hills to search for them. 
 
    Nothing prepared her for the horrifying sight of her beautiful mother running aimlessly along the cliffs above the sea, keening like a child. Tears flooded her eyes as she remembered trying to catch her, only to see her mother plunge over the precipice onto the rocks below. 
 
    On her way down to recover the battered body, she’d found her father huddled on the ground, slack-jawed, unaware. The blood streaming from his ears revealed the awful truth. Her parents were the victims of mindstealers. 
 
    She’d been a child of only twelve years, but on that day she grew up. Since that day she had not eaten mushrooms. 
 
    “You’ve heard my report,” Kyla told the Townmaster coldly. “Now I’d like your authorization for my supplies.” She hated this daily ritual. Having to ask for the note made her feel like a beggar. 
 
    He gazed at her as if considering whether she did indeed deserve payment for her morning’s work, then slowly took a quill pen from its holder, dipped it into the inkwell, and scrawled his signature on a small square of paper. The note affirmed that she had carried out her windspeaking duty for the day and was entitled to compensation in food and other supplies. He held it out to her as though bestowing a magnanimous gift. She took it and rose to leave. 
 
    “One moment, Mistress Kyla,” he said, motioning her back to her seat. 
 
    She sank down, her apprehension returning. Had she not, after all, escaped notice when she ran home in her windspeaking shift? 
 
    The Townmaster cleared his throat. “The elders feel we are not getting fair exchange for the unlimited goods we authorize as your payment.” 
 
    Kyla hadn’t expected this. “Hardly unlimited, Townmaster,” she said. “You made it clear from the beginning that I was to live simply, and I do. The furniture in my home was brought from my parents’ house. The town has supplied none. I exchange these notes only for food and enough cloth to sew one new tunic, one skirt, and one blouse each year. I am not extravagant.” 
 
    “No doubt, mistress, no doubt.” The Townmaster adjusted his cravat. “Yet the authorization you receive each day permits you to claim any supplies you wish. Some on the council feel that the authorization should be for specific items, those items to be determined by the amount or worth of the news you bring.” 
 
    Kyla could scarcely believe what she was hearing. She had never been greedy, had always taken less than she considered her right. Mistress Forythe, windspeaker to a smaller town than Waddams, enjoyed far greater luxuries. True, she was much younger than Mistress Forythe, but why should she be valued less highly? She had grown up in Waddams, and the members of the council had known her from her infancy. 
 
    “In that case,” she said icily, “what would you award me for today’s news?” 
 
    He rubbed his chin. “The necessary items, naturally. Butter, eggs, a loaf of bread. Perhaps a bit of bacon.” 
 
    “The only other thing I would have asked for is one of Mistress Laron’s sweetcakes. But if a day free from worry about an attack by mindstealers is worth only butter, eggs, and bread, I’ll be content with those items.” Glaring, she stood and marched to the door. 
 
    “Now, Mistress Kyla, you needn’t—” 
 
    She closed the door on his words, her teeth clenched in fury. For a windspeaker to be so little appreciated, so little honored … 
 
    Her father, a scribe and an educated man, had always been regarded as an outsider, but the villagers had respected him and rewarded him well for his services. Her mother, too, had been held in high esteem for her healing skills. Their house was one of the finest in Waddams, and she and her parents had lacked nothing. 
 
    Nothing except friendship. Kyla remembered too well sitting with her parents on the fringe of such social events as weddings, town dances, and picnics. She had hoped becoming a windspeaker would break that pattern. 
 
    Maybe she should seek work in some other place, but where? The three good-sized towns in Noster Valley—Weaversville, Fenley, and her own town of Waddams—already had windspeakers. The small villages could not afford their own, but received information from the nearest town. That left only scattered mountain settlements, all much too small to support a windspeaker. The fishing villages along the coast could band together to hire a windspeaker, but so far they never had. 
 
    The paucity of opportunities was probably what made the council feel free to change her working agreement. Her world was restricted to this single valley with its surrounding mountains and canyons. She often wondered about the world beyond Rim Canyon, what it was like, and whether she could find the opportunities there that were denied her here. Although the canyon that deepened and divided at Nine Falls to form a V, with both sides continuing from there to the sea, enclosing and isolating the valley area, was considered impassible, at least one person must have found a way to cross it. The man who’d bought her parents’ home had paid her in gold disks he said were valuable coins beyond the Rim. Most scoffed at his claim to come from beyond Rim Canyon, but the gold disks convinced Kyla. Their design and lettering had an official look, and nothing of the sort was known in Noster Valley. She’d had the coins tested; the gold had proved genuine. 
 
    The man had refused to tell her how he’d crossed the canyon. Perhaps he had not done so. Perhaps he’d made the perilous journey by sea, sailing far out to sea around the treacherous rocky shoals flung from the canyon. She’d heard vague rumors about some brave souls who had attempted that trip, but those rumors also said that all who tried had died in the attempt. She would never dare take that route. 
 
    Deep in thought, she made the rounds for her butter, eggs, and bread, exchanging a few words with Turley Beal, who supplied the eggs, and Ida Keller, whose cows produced the creamiest milk in Waddams. At the bakery she meant to have little to say to Mistress Laron. She owed no explanation of why she was passing up her cherished sweet roll and taking only a loaf of barley bread. 
 
    Mistress Laron picked up the loaf but did not hand it to Kyla. Scowling, she said, “My nephew Elwyn says he saw you run through town this morning wearing next to nothing. I s’pose you had on that little thing you wear for windspeaking, but you got no call to wear it where decent folks can see you.” 
 
    Kyla sighed. “It won’t happen again. I was late and didn’t—” 
 
    “Go around like that and you won’t keep your job as windspeaker,” Mistress Laron interrupted. “We can’t have our young men getting ideas. Our young folks’ morals are more important than the bits and scraps of news you bring from your carrying on up on that hill.” 
 
    Kyla snatched the bread out of the woman’s hand. “The young men’s morals are in no danger from me.” She turned to leave. 
 
    “Old windspeaker’d never have done such a thing,” the accusing voice persisted. “Had better sense, she did.” 
 
    Kyla whirled around. “If she had such sense, why did she fail to report the presence of the mindstealers who attacked and destroyed my parents? Is that the kind of windspeaker you want?” 
 
    She did not wait for a reply but hurried away. She ran all the way home and locked herself in her cottage, as the anger and grief she’d kept under control for so long gave way like a burst dam. 
 
    She wept over childhood hurts, memories of other children mocking her for her ability to read and write. She cried for the loss of her mother and the terrible loneliness that had overwhelmed her during the two years after the mindstealers’ attack. Years that had been dedicated to caring for her mind-robbed father, feeding and bathing the once strong and able man as though he were an infant. Recalling how she’d watched him shrink and fade and finally die, she shrieked out her hatred of those abominable thieves. 
 
    She had never forgiven the windspeaker who didn’t warn of the mindstealers’ presence. She vowed never to be guilty of such a lapse. She longed to see mindstealers killed because of her warnings to the villagers. Added to her grief was the conviction that the villagers did not share her zeal. 
 
    Whenever the wind reported the presence of mindstealers in the valley or the hills above it, the men of the village went out, armed with pitchforks and clubs, and made such a racket that the creatures were driven off, escaping before any could be captured. Kyla suspected that the men never really tried to capture and kill the loathsome things despite the fact that individual mindstealers, though taller than most humans, were spindly creatures, their long limbs thin and fragile-looking. They attacked isolated prey and ran and hid when villagers went out in groups to hunt them. Their primary weapons were their eyes, which could hypnotize their prey, and the formidable talons on their four-fingered hands. Kyla felt reasonably confident that with a knife and the help of the wind she could overcome those defenses if she ever had the good fortune to come upon one or two of the creatures by themselves. 
 
    She had heard that any pain inflicted on a single mindstealer was felt by all, and she longed to avenge her parents’ deaths. Mindstealers were a threat that needed to be totally destroyed, but that deed was beyond her abilities. It would help to know that she’d at least made them suffer. 
 
    The flood of tears finally ebbed. She washed her face and combed her hair. Though not hungry, she forced herself to eat a lunch of fried eggs and a bit of leftover bacon. Afterward, she walked aimlessly through the cottage. 
 
    The shelf that held her father’s library of twelve books drew her, and she stood looking over the leather-bound volumes of which her father had been so proud. He’d taken great pleasure in teaching her to read them. She’d neglected them of late; a layer of dust dulled the leather. Her father had called them his “true friends.” He must have felt the same sense of isolation that she felt. Perhaps the books had brought him comfort. Although she could read, she valued the books mostly because they were all that remained of her father. 
 
    Almost all. A small table held a curious stone that had also been one of his treasures. It came, her father had told her, from a spot high in the mountains east of Noster Valley, a place where such stones were abundant. About the size and shape of a calf’s brain, the stone was dull brown on the outside, rough and deeply furrowed. She picked it up and turned it about in her hand, remembering the day her father had cut it in half and let her separate the halves and look inside. To her delight she’d seen a crystalline maze of veins sparkling with an eerie light. Mysteriously, the light winked on and off in a recurring pattern that pulsed through the maze and flashed back to its starting point. 
 
    “See if you can break the pattern,” her father challenged. She played with it for a long time, clapping the two halves together, banging them on the floor, pounding them with her fists. Still the lights pulsed in the familiar pattern. She grew angry and threw the stone down. Her father picked it up and gazed at her sadly. “A temper tantrum won’t do it,” he said. 
 
    “Show me,” she demanded, pouting. 
 
    He shook his head. “I want you to discover it.” 
 
    For a long time she refused to try, but the challenge nagged at her. 
 
    It took weeks of trying before she found it, but the solution proved simple. Her father had made her a toy drum. Idly one day she picked up the drumsticks and beat a rhythmic tattoo on the stone. The light flickered and leaped erratically from spot to spot, like the winking of lightning bugs on a summer night. The opposing rhythm had broken the pattern. 
 
    Smiling at the memory of her father’s pride in that success, she took from her sewing basket her scissors and a thimble and used those implements to drum on the stone’s outer surface. Separating the halves, she watched the lights wink faster, skipping madly from vein to vein. After a few seconds all the lights coalesced into a single bright flash, then died away. She set the two halves back on the table and watched the lights slowly wink back on and flow into the familiar pattern. Reluctantly she put the halves back together, ending the display. 
 
    The scissors and thimble reminded her that she had garments needing repair. The mindless routine of drawing needle and thread through cloth might be calming. From the mending basket she pulled out a tunic with a ripped seam. Settling into a chair, she got to work. 
 
    After a time, she noticed that the light from the window had dimmed. It was too early to be growing dark. She couldn’t have worked that long. Putting aside the mending basket, she went to the window. 
 
    Dark clouds had gathered in the east, and the scent of rain hung heavy in the air. The storm must have formed quickly. 
 
    She left the window, reordered her sewing basket, put it away, and was hanging up the mended clothes when a loud knock summoned her to her front door. Young Elwyn Conrath, Mistress Laron’s nephew, stood there. 
 
    “Townmaster says you’re to come right away,” the boy said. 
 
    For a heart-stopping instant she thought she was being called to account for her morning’s indiscretion. But the boy continued, “A bad storm’s brewing. Already sending squalls down on the farmland to the east. People are scared of losing crops this close to harvest, or of the river flooding. Townmaster wants you to speak the wind and see how bad it’ll be.” 
 
    “He wants me to speak the wind now? Climb Rial Hill in a storm?” 
 
    “Think so. You’d best talk to him. He said to hurry.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    ENCOUNTER 
 
      
 
    The wind pushed at Kyla’s back, hurrying her along. 
 
    The Townmaster waited at his front door. “Your report said nothing of a storm today,” he barked at once. “Will this one be bad? Are the crops in danger?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “The wind told me nothing about a coming storm.” 
 
    “What good is a windspeaker who can’t predict the day’s weather? You must windspeak again and find out what’s happening. At once.” 
 
    “It’s late, Townmaster. I won’t have much time—” 
 
    “Then don’t stand here wasting it! Do what you’re hired for.” 
 
    Kyla’s temper flared. “I’ll go, but I won’t be treated like a slave. I expect no more talk of reducing my rations.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss that when you return with news.” He stepped back and slammed the door in her face. 
 
    He’d probably gone to watch from behind the curtains of his front window to be sure she left. She was tempted not to, but the villagers would face a hard winter if the storm damaged or flooded the crops this close to harvest. 
 
    No time to go back for her windspeaking smock. The climb up Rial Hill in the rain would take over half an hour, and she’d then have only about an hour before nightfall. She considered whether she should sing the wind right here in town, but decided against it. She could better get the answers she and the village needed by meeting the wind at the usual place. 
 
    As she hurried toward the hill, she noted that the wind’s color had softened—a good sign. The wind was flinging leaves and debris into the air in a show of ferocity, but its violet hue signaled a mood more playful than malign. It eagerly boosted her over rocks, and she had soon climbed high enough to see not only Waddams but also much of Noster Valley spread out below. 
 
    She saw the frightened villagers hurrying home early from their fields and herding cows into the barns. The wind was creating a spectacle. Pounding squalls tore at the trees, pushed the Damin River over its banks, and thrashed the tender stalks of ripening grain in the fields below. No wonder people were frightened. Blind to the wind’s color, deaf to its voice, they were terrified of its destructive power. 
 
    Time to sing. Her wordless crooning mimicked the whistle of the wind. Her long hair whipped about, rippling like a banner. The wind and rain plastered her clothes to her body. Impulsively she stripped off the clothes and stood bare, arms open to the wind. The wind poured over her, nuzzled her breasts and caressed her waist, thrust its tendrils between her thighs, wrapped itself around her bare legs. 
 
    “What a lecher you are,” she cried. “You come drunk and lusty from your plunge over Nine Falls. Take out your energy on me, and spare the poor village.” 
 
    The wind reddened. It tore at her, bit at her face, tangled her hair, swirled around her body. She stood firm, legs apart and arms outspread, letting the wind’s power surge through her. Its voice roared in her ears. It lifted her, not just enough to put a cushion of air between her body and the ground, as it sometimes did. This time it raised her high, high above the hilltop. As if she were a leaf, it carried her through and above the dark thunderclouds, where the sun shone and the air was dry and cold and thin. 
 
    Terrified at first, her fear slowly changed to ecstasy as the wind rocked and twisted her in orgasmic abandon. She laughed aloud. The foolish villagers worried that she’d give herself to a man and lose her windspeaking ability. What human lover could give her an experience to equal this? 
 
    The wind spun her around in a sensual dance, then softly, gently floated her downward, easing her onto the hilltop. “That’s as wild a ride as I can stand,” she gasped. “No wonder I was taught never to ride a storm wind.” She lay on her back and let the wind lave her with warm breezes tender as a lover’s tongue. The storm was over, the rain ended. The dark clouds drifted away. The wind’s color softened to light rose. Its soothing whispers lulled her into a dream state, so that she almost forgot the need that had brought her here. 
 
    At ease, she listened as the chatty wind told of its day’s travels. In brash bursts it reenacted its plunge over Nine Falls, roaring, racing, tumbling, and bouncing like a child at play. From Nine Falls it swept through Martyr’s Pass. With soughs and sighs it portrayed what it had seen in the rocky channel before it swept down on the valley in frenzied storm. 
 
    She jerked upright, startling the wind into pale yellow eddies. “Mindstealers!” Her voice sliced through the swirls. “Mindstealers in Martyr’s Pass!” 
 
    The wind howled and tugged at her. She wouldn’t be calmed. “When? How many?” 
 
    Its puffs and wheezes conveyed the answer. Two mindstealers prowled through Martyr’s Pass. They’d stay there to trap unwary travelers until their grisly purpose was accomplished. 
 
    Only two. In the narrow, winding pass two would be enough for a successful ambush. That could work both ways. She could take them, one at a time, by setting up an ambush of her own at the entrance to the pass. 
 
    At last! The opportunity she’d dreamed of. 
 
    She pulled on her discarded clothing and scrambled down the hillside, slipping on loose stones and grabbing at gorse bushes to slow her descent. With a precipitous slide she connected with the path into the village. 
 
    Her shoes slapped the cobblestones, startling a blackbird from its perch on a peaked roof. She ran through the narrow lanes, the wind howling after her like a deserted lover. She skidded to a stop, spread her arms wide, and let the wind pummel them. “Calm, now. I’ve got to see about those mindstealers. I’ll meet you in the morning as I always do. Not in the usual place, but you’ll find me. Easy, no need to terrify these poor people.” 
 
    The wind slackened. Its moans and whistles ceased. It lapped at her like a chastened puppy. Relieved, she ran past the smaller houses, their windows shuttered against the storm, to the Townmaster’s gabled house. 
 
    After smoothing her wet and wrinkled skirt, she ran up to the front door and beat on it with both fists. A quavering voice called out, “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Kyla. Open up!” 
 
    The door creaked open and the Townmaster’s pinched face peered out through the gap. “What did you learn?” he asked. “Is the storm worse? Are we doomed?” 
 
    “No, no. The storm’s over and the sun is shining. Come out and see for yourself.” Kyla stepped down to make room for him. 
 
    The Townmaster swung the door wide and tottered onto the steps. He craned his neck to peer up and down the street as if he could see the wind as Kyla did. Relief spilled color into his sallow face. “You’re right,” he said. “I’ll commend you to the council. Did the wind bring other news?” 
 
    “Some,” Kyla said. “Flooding on the Damin River’s washed away part of Sar Bridge. You’ll have to send men to repair it. Hunters from the mountains are trespassing in the croplands. They’re after ferebeasts flushed by the storm, and animals and men are trampling the grain in the south sector.” 
 
    “I’ll put the word out right away,” he said. “Anything else?” 
 
    Kyla almost blurted out the vital information that as windspeaker she should impart at once.  
 
    If the Townmaster knew of the mindstealers, he’d rouse all of Waddams and send the men to hunt them. She’d not be allowed to join them. The men would go with a clanking and clattering that would alert the mindstealers and cheat her of her vengeance. She said only, “I won’t be bringing you news tomorrow morning. I’ll be away.” 
 
    “Away!” He paled. “To where? You’re our windspeaker. You’re bounden—” 
 
    “I won’t be long. If I’m not back in two or three days, well … Mistress Forythe in Weaversville is training a new apprentice.” 
 
    He shook his head. “We want no apprentice-child. You can’t leave. I forbid it.” 
 
    Like a racer poised for the signal, Kyla teetered on the bottom step. “I’ve sworn to serve this town. I’ll not break my bond, but I have the right to travel on business of my own.” 
 
    Shuffling his feet, shivering though the air did not seem cold, he said, “I always feared you’d develop a stubborn streak like your father. Vahan Cren was mighty independent-minded and liked to put on airs. You get that way, mistress, and you won’t be much use to us no matter how great a talent for windspeaking you have.” 
 
    Furious, she spoke through clenched teeth. “How dare you bring my father into this? He has nothing to do with it.” She was lying; he had everything to do with it, but that was none of the Townmaster’s concern. “I’ve already spent too long arguing. You can’t keep me here.” 
 
    He glared, eyes full of suspicion. “Are you going to meet a man?” 
 
    Kyla shook her head and backed into the street. “The wind is my only lover.” 
 
    His trembling grew worse. “I’m taking a chill standing here in the cold,” he said in a plaintive voice. “And the worry is souring my stomach. I’m too delicate for the responsibilities I have to bear. You must wait while I convene the town council. Let it decide.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to decide. You have the news. I’ve fulfilled my duty.” 
 
    “But where are you going?” he called out as she turned away. 
 
    Kyla left the question hanging in the air. Skirt hiked up to her knees, she raced through the street, jumped a low fence, and cut through gardens to reach her cottage. 
 
    She whipped through the house, snatching up items for her travel pack: food, rope, firesticks, a long scarf, and her windspeaker’s smock. For ease of traveling, she dressed in tunic and trousers and exchanged her shoes for sturdy hiking boots. Though she didn’t expect to need it, she tossed a second tunic into the pack. Quickly she wound her long hair into a tight roll, pinned it high on her head, and covered it with a cap of thick wool. She put on the heavy cloak that had been her mother’s. The air would be cold and thin in Martyr’s Pass. After thrusting her father’s hunting knife into a sheath on her belt, she sped toward the eastern mountains. 
 
    Guilt dogged her steps. By not reporting the mindstealers she’d betrayed a windspeaker’s primary obligation. Yet she’d dreamed of and planned her revenge too long to jeopardize this chance. 
 
    She ran tirelessly, letting the night wind lead her through its secret paths. Shortly after dawn she reached the entrance to Martyr’s Pass. 
 
    The rocky defile between perpendicular mountain walls provided a short but perilous route from Noster Valley to mining villages in the Starmist Mountains. The narrow openings at either end forced journeyers to squeeze through one at a time, offering easy prey. 
 
    In a soft voice that would not carry into the pass she sang a coaxing plea for the wind’s help in setting up her ambush outside the entrance. 
 
    The pale gold wind swooped down and licked at her face and hands. Impatient as she was, she knew the wind’s mood and understood that she could not hurry it. It teased her, toyed with her, finally let her coax from it the information that the mindstealers had taken a victim. They hadn’t yet left the pass, but were approaching at a leisurely pace. 
 
    The wind gathered her scent and tore it away, denying her enemies within the pass a warning of her presence. Leaving her cloak and pack hidden behind rocks, she clambered up onto the lichen-splotched boulders overlooking the narrow opening. There she crouched catlike, ready to spring, knife in her right hand, her scarf wound loosely about her left wrist. 
 
    The wind murmured a warning. Kyla tensed. 
 
    Through the opening beneath her came a thin, black, long-limbed and long-necked creature, its head turning like a weathercock. 
 
    She sprang onto the slender back, grasped the bony shoulders, and dug her knees into the mindstealer’s sides. With a whuff of surprise it tumbled forward onto the path. Despite the jar and the pain of scraped knees, Kyla kept her hold. The creature’s head swiveled; the evil beam of its orange eyes swept over her. 
 
    Squeezing her eyes shut to avoid its paralyzing gaze, she plunged her knife into the leathery back, withdrew it, and stabbed again and again until the creature no longer moved. 
 
    The wind whistled. Before she could turn, spidery arms wrapped around her shoulders. With a howl of rage the second mindstealer tore the knife from her grasp. She ducked her head and bit the clawed hands, at the same time grinding her boot into its foot. The creature shrieked and dropped the knife. Twisting around, she planted a knee in its midsection. It stumbled back. She avoided its eyes and sang for the wind. A sudden strong gust slammed her foe against the boulders. She pounded it with her fists until it crumpled and lay unmoving at her feet. 
 
    She bent over it and nudged it with her toe. “Not dead yet, I hope. You’ll suffer before you die.” She didn’t care whether it understood, though some claimed that mindstealers could understand and use human speech. 
 
    She unwound the scarf from her wrist and reached for its head. Its arms shot toward her face, claws extended. Its head lifted, the orange eyes caught her gaze, held her helpless. A talon stabbed into her ear. She screamed. 
 
    Laden with grit, a red wind raged between them. The mindstealer blinked. Kyla shut her eyes and tore at its arms, the thumbless hands. While the wind roared around them, she wrestled with the creature, kicking, biting, clawing, and finally slamming it against the rocks. 
 
    Again it lay still, and she dared open her eyes. The wind caught up the scarf she’d dropped and flung it across her hands. She wrapped it around the creature’s eyes, blindfolding it securely. Her knife lay in the dirt; she grabbed it up, ready to kill the mindstealer as she had its partner. 
 
    Images of her mother and father filled her mind. Killing’s too merciful. If she brought the creature back to Waddams and let the villagers wreak their anger on it, they would be more likely to forgive her transgression in running off to deal with the two mindstealers herself. It might make them value her more. 
 
    The mindstealer stirred and whimpered. Kyla ran to her pack, fished out the rope, tied the creature’s arms to its sides, and bound its ankles. 
 
    “I’ll have to get rid of those claws so you can’t steal any more minds.” She grasped the creature’s hand and rammed the blade of her knife into the upper joint of the first finger. Working the knife back and forth, she sawed off the end of the finger with its deadly talon. Blood gushed, making her hands slippery and the work more difficult. 
 
    The creature’s screams were agony to her wounded ear, but she persisted, the thought of the suffering it had caused untold numbers of victims and their families steeling her resolve. She sawed off the claw from each finger while the mindstealer struggled and screeched and the wind tore around her as though enjoying the sport. At last all eight claws lay in the dirt, and the mindstealer’s screams settled into a steady wailing. 
 
    Spattered with blood, she retrieved her travel pack and pulled the firesticks from it. “Calm now, calm,” she told the wind. 
 
    The gale eased to a zephyr. Kyla tore the bark from a firestick, and flame burst from its tip. She thrust the stick against each of the bleeding fingers. The creature howled and went limp. The fire hissed and flickered out. The stench of charred flesh filled Kyla’s nostrils; she gagged and retched. The wind quickened, caught the odor, and lifted it away. Cold air washed over Kyla’s face. 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered. 
 
    Hearing a scuffling noise, she raised her head and grabbed for her knife. A man in a long black cloak stumbled from the pass and blundered into the boulders. The creatures’ victim! Dropping the knife, she jumped to her feet, caught hold of his arms, and halted his erratic progress. Though he was a head taller than she, she easily pushed him into an awkward sitting position, his back against the rocks like a huge collapsed puppet. 
 
    His shoulders slumped, his arms flopped into his lap, and his legs bent at awkward angles. Dirt smeared his white tunic. His hazel eyes, dull and unfocused, stared at nothing. A thread of spittle trailed from his open mouth, coarsening the fine features. A trickle of blood oozed from each ear. 
 
    He’d been handsome, this man who looked only a few years older than she. He must be a person of some importance. His clothes were of cloth far finer than the best material produced by the weavers of Weaversville. Perhaps this man was a townmaster. Or a scribe like her father. 
 
    “What am I to do with you?” she asked the insensible figure. 
 
    A quick thrust into the heart would be the kindest course. She balanced her knife across the palm of her hand. 
 
    No. This man’s friends and family would be searching for him. Although it would break their hearts to see him like this, the right to decide between death and deathlike life was theirs, not hers. 
 
    The mindstealers had probably surprised their victim in the pass only a short time ago. She guessed he’d entered from the eastern end. Of the few settlements in the eastern mountains, the mining town of Hightree, an hour’s walk from the pass, seemed the most likely place to find his home and family. She could go that much farther. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    MINDSTEALER 
 
      
 
    With the seasons of waiting to avenge her parents ended at last, Kyla should have felt relief. Yet the killing of the one mindstealer and the prospect of displaying the other as a trophy brought her no cheer. 
 
    Perhaps it was exhaustion. The ear pierced by the mindstealer’s talon ached dreadfully, and after the night’s journey and the morning’s battle, she needed to stop and rest. First, though, she had to find water to clean the blood off her clothing. 
 
    Fearing that the mindstealer would regain consciousness, she considered how to bind it. She decided to cut strips from the bottom of its victim’s full cloak to bind them in place. It was a shame to damage such a fine cloak, but its owner couldn’t object, and the strong yet soft fabric would not cause more bleeding, as binding the stumps with rope would likely do. She didn’t want the creature to bleed to death before she could get it back to Waddams. 
 
    The material resisted cutting, proving almost as difficult as sawing off the mindstealer’s talons had been. The three-finger-width strip she separated from the bottom of the cloak would have to do. She bound it around the creature’s wrists, wound the ends around its body, and tied it so that it held the hands in place against its chest. 
 
    She pulled the mindless one to his feet, turned him, and, while the mindstealer remained limp and quiet, she used the rope she’d brought, tied the mindstealer to its victim’s back. She passed the cord under the armpits of the creature, over the shoulders of the man, and around both their bodies, binding the mindstealer firmly to him, back to back. 
 
    “Sorry to make you bear such a burden,” she said to the man, “but you have a strong back, and I can’t manage you both any other way.” 
 
    She took his hand. His fingers, lax and clammy, dwarfed hers. His palm was not callused but smooth—the hand of a scholar. His light brown hair, matted now with blood from his ears, had been trimmed and neatly shaped. 
 
    She tugged him around and dragged him into the pass, then pushed him in front of her and prodded him along the path. Tall as he was, the mindstealer was taller; its heels trailed through the dirt behind its mind-robbed bearer. 
 
    “Who are you? And what made you venture alone into Martyr's Pass? You don’t look like a foolish man, but that was a foolish thing to do. Well, the sooner I find your family, the sooner I’ll know the answers.” 
 
    Talking to him brought some comfort, even though he could neither hear nor respond. It also made her wonder what he would answer if he could. She imagined conversations they might have had. Perhaps they would have argued philosophy or religion. He might have had knowledge to share about nature. Or poetry. Or the wonders of the heavens. 
 
    Empty dreams. Like her father, this man would never speak another word or have another thought. 
 
    The sooner she found his family, the better, though she dreaded witnessing grief such as she had known. She pictured herself trying to comfort a heartbroken wife, or hunting for the right words to say to a son or daughter faced with that tragic loss.  
 
    Kyla thrust those images from her and set the mindless one into motion. She sang a short wind-song. “Stay at our backs,” she asked the wind. “Help us move quickly.” 
 
    With the wind as her ally, Kyla had little fear of being ambushed. She met no one as she traversed the narrow, rock-walled defile. When she reached the eastern exit, a thin gash, she paused and sang again to the wind, a longer song. The answering croon of the pale blue breeze assured her the way beyond was clear; no other mindstealers roamed the valley. The people of Waddams were safe; her delay might anger them but it would cause no harm. 
 
    She pushed her charge sideways through the breech. The mindstealer strapped to his back made the added bulk almost too great for the gap. Kyla shoved until they scraped through, then slipped through after them. The tight fit left the mindstealer’s knobby knees raw and bleeding. It screeched, curling its lips to reveal sharp, lizardlike teeth. 
 
    “So, you’re awake. Stop that caterwauling or I’ll gag you,” Kyla snapped. 
 
    The loud cries subsided to low moans. It swiveled its head and its teeth menaced its bearer’s shoulder. 
 
    Though the man could no longer feel pain, she would not allow him to suffer the defilement of a bite. She smacked the mindstealer’s head away, and it let out another loud shriek. Kyla released it from the man’s back and secured the rope around its waist, wrapped the other end around her wrist, and grasped it tightly. “You’ll walk from here on,” she told it. “Try to escape and you’ll get my knife in your back.” 
 
    The mindstealer didn’t move. “Hands pain. Fingers burn. Eyes can’t see.” The complaints burst out in wheezing blasts like air from a rusty bellows. 
 
    The rasping words startled her. “So you can speak. You can’t see because you’re blindfolded, and your fingers burn because I cut off your claws.” 
 
    The thing wailed. “Hurt! Hurt! Can’t walk,” it said. “Feet sore. Pain.” 
 
    The creature’s bony heels were raw and bloody where they’d scraped along the stony path. Too bad! Its refusal to walk was wasting time she could ill afford. Ignoring the creature’s yelps, she shoved the mindstealer back against its victim and tied it, pulling the rope tight enough to cut into its leathery hide. 
 
    Kyla again grasped her silent companion’s limp hand and tugged the man forward along the widening path. 
 
    “Part of us gone,” the mindstealer rasped. “Empty place. So empty.” 
 
    “No emptier than this poor man’s mind,” she told it harshly. “But he’ll be your last victim.” 
 
    “Not poor. Honored! Chosen!” Its screeches assaulted her ears. 
 
    “Honored! Chosen!” she mimicked. “That’s what you call destroying a mind? Leaving a man like this?” She drew her knife. “I’ll kill you if you say anything like that again.” 
 
    The creature flinched. “Not destroy mind. Add to One.” 
 
    Kyla stopped abruptly. “What are you saying?” she demanded. “By eating the minds you make them part of you?” 
 
    “Eat?” The mindstealer seemed genuinely puzzled. “Not eat. Join with One.” 
 
    Kyla had always believed, along with all the villagers, that the mindstealers somehow ate the minds they took. Unable to reconcile that assumption with the mindstealer’s unclear explanation, she growled, “Your babbling’s slowing us down. Quiet or I’ll kill you and leave you here to join your One.” 
 
    The threat did not completely silence the mindstealer, but it reduced its protests to low, staccato mutters: “Pain. Wind witch knows nothing. Hands on fire. We suffer.” 
 
    The sound grated on Kyla’s frayed nerves. She had to admit to herself, however grudgingly, the truth of the creature’s accusation. She’d absorbed the village lore about these sworn enemies, but she realized with growing unease what she and the villagers did not know: where the mindstealers came from, why they stole minds, how they lived. She hadn’t known they could speak. Village lore was full of guesses and contradictions, but no one had ever attempted to study the dangerous creatures and learn more about their habits and way of life. 
 
    It was well that she’d kept this mindstealer alive. Possibly from it she could supply some of the needed knowledge. At present she was too tired and uncomfortable to make that effort. 
 
    She stumbled from weariness. The wind, always capricious, had deserted her, leaving the air still, dry, and oppressive. Her feet felt like stones. As she forced them to carry her forward, she thought of Waddams, her cottage, her soft bed. Her duty to the townspeople. 
 
    They would have no messages from the wind this day. If danger threatened, they would go unwarned. She could not, would not be guilty of the crime for which she condemned the previous windspeaker. Hightree was only a little farther. She’d soon discover whether this man came from there. If he did not, she’d have to entrust him to the care of those villagers anyway. Let them find his kin; she would have to return to Waddams. 
 
    The sound of running water drew her a short distance from the path, to a thin, clear stream cascading down the mountainside and pooling in a rocky basin. 
 
    After tethering her mindless companion to a spike of rock, she hurried to the small pool, stripped off her bloodstained clothes, and stepped into the icy water. 
 
    Teeth clenched against the chill, she scrubbed herself until every fleck of dried blood disappeared and her skin glowed. Then she pulled her tunic and leggings into the pool. Rubbing until the material threatened to part beneath her hands, she flushed out the filth and the worst of the bloodstains. That accomplished, she spread the garments on the rocks to dry in the noonday sun. 
 
    “Your turn.” She untied the man, and led him into the water, with the mindstealer bound to his back. The cold water licked the mindstealer’s feet, and it screamed and kicked, throwing its awkward mount off balance. With a huge splash, the man toppled into the water. She needed all her strength to haul the man to his feet before he drowned.  
 
    While the mindstealer screamed, she tugged her stumbling, choking charge out of the pool. She released the mindstealer from the man, held its tether with one hand, and pounded the man’s back with the other until he coughed up the water he’d inhaled. 
 
    “Deathwater,” the mindstealer shouted. “Fear!” 
 
    Kyla shut her ears to its screeches and tied it to the rock spike so she could get its sodden victim out of his wet clothes. 
 
    “Tch! You’ve soiled yourself like a baby. Of course, you are a babe, and far worse.” 
 
    As she tugged him into the shallow water, the years of caring for her father came back with unnerving vividness. The child she was then had been ashamed at having to undress her father, see his nakedness, and cleanse his private parts. She’d shed many tears while bathing the large and utterly helpless man. She shed a few now as she repeated that task for the first time in many years. 
 
    While she gave the man a thorough scrubbing, she chattered to calm herself and drown out her painful memories along with the mindstealer’s maddening bleats. 
 
    “I’ve got to get you presentable to meet your family, though nothing I do will ease the blow. Are you married? It won’t be easy to face a heartbroken wife. Scarcely easier if it’s a mother, a father, a sister, a child …” 
 
    The man’s fine clothes indicated wealth. Perhaps the family would hire her to care for him. Could she bear to look day after day at this wreckage of what had been a healthy man? She’d borne the pain with her father, and this man was, after all, a stranger. 
 
    An extremely attractive stranger. She ran her hand over his muscled arms and let it linger on his chest, curling the dark hair around her fingers. “Such a beautiful body! What a man you must have been before those filthy wretches stole your mind.” 
 
    An unexpected surge of desire unsettled her. Her face flaming, she chuckled at her foolishness. Yet she could not quell the sudden longing this contact aroused. Caring for her father had never brought such thoughts. 
 
    Stop that! The wind’s the only lover you need. 
 
    Time to get out of the pool. Her tugs and pushes brought her charge stumbling out of the water. She wrapped him in his cloak, which covered him to his knees even without the strip she’d cut from it. Though trembling with cold, she punished herself for her wayward thoughts by gathering his underclothes and returning to the pool to wash them. His outer garments were too fine and the cloth too delicate to scrub in a pond. She brushed them, sponged away what spots she could, and spread them on rocks to air and dry. Only then did she put on the clean clothes from her pack. 
 
    She ate sparingly of the food she’d brought, and, as she had done for her father, she fed small bites to the man, taking care that he didn’t choke. 
 
    The mindstealer moaned and sighed. She would not share her food with it. She did offer water, which it refused. After checking its bonds and satisfying herself that they were tight, she left it propped against the rock. Exhausted, she lay against her mindless charge for the warmth of his body, meaning only to rest briefly while the clothes dried. 
 
    The wind woke her, blowing dirt against her face, whistling in her ears. Day had not ended, but an early fog had crept in. Kyla sat up and strained to see through the dense gray veil. 
 
    The mindless one lay next to her, wrapped in his cloak exactly as she had left him, open eyes staring at nothing. She shuddered and turned away, hunting the mindstealer. 
 
    Rope fragments and blindfold marked its empty place. It must have gnawed through the rope while she slept. 
 
    She jumped to her feet. “Where?” she asked the wind. 
 
    The wind nudged her onto the trail, sent her racing along it. A spindly shadow appeared through the fog. The wind lending speed, she hurled herself onto it and brought it down. 
 
    It yowled. Straddling it, she pressed her knife to its throat. “I should’ve killed you when I first caught you, you wretched sneak!” 
 
    Its head swiveled; its orange eyes glowed like beacons. She turned her face away and slammed its head against the ground. “That does it. You’re too great a risk to keep alive.” 
 
    Her knife bit into the black flesh. Beneath her the creature writhed. “No!” it screeched. “Not kill! Restore prize.” 
 
    “Prize— The mind?” Her knife eased its pressure. “You can restore this man’s mind?” 
 
    “Core, yes. Core not yet joined to One.” 
 
    “Keep your head turned away.” She placed her knife blade against the back of its neck. 
 
    The creature was most likely only trying to gain time so it could try again to escape, but if there were even a slight chance that this man might be restored, Kyla felt obliged to take that chance. She got off the mindstealer, took firm hold of its arm, and with her knife pressed against its back, led the mindstealer back to the camp by the pond. 
 
    The dim light filtering through the fog showed her the creature’s victim lying just as she’d left him. Using her knife and an arm lock, she shoved the mindstealer toward him. “Let’s see this restoration.” 
 
    “Core hidden. Down trail. Need light. Sun.” 
 
    “So this is a trick? You’ve been lying to me?” Kyla jabbed the point of her knife into the flesh of its neck. 
 
    It cringed. “No lie. Core hidden. Safe for collectors.” 
 
    “Collectors? What collectors? Who are they?” 
 
    The mindstealer squirmed and hid its face. 
 
    “Explain or I’ll throw you into the pond.” 
 
    The creature trembled violently. “Deathbringer. Want core? Spare us.” 
 
    “I promise to spare your miserable, rotten life if you restore this man. If you try any trick, I’ll drown you in the pool. Tell me about the collectors.” 
 
    “No pool. No pool.” The mindstealer’s words clacked out through chattering teeth. “Collectors, parts of One. Gather cores. Take to join One.” It stopped as though the explanation were full and clear. 
 
    Kyla’s skin crawled. Join One. What did that mean? She started to ask but thought of her parents and dared not pursue the matter. Some things are better not known. 
 
    The mindstealer slouched, not speaking further, allowing her to bind it again without resistance. Kyla kept a close watch on it while she retrieved the man’s clothes and dressed him. Placing the cloak over the broad shoulders and fastening it, she regretted ruining such a fine garment. He would understand, though, and be too happy to regain his mind to care about the cloak. 
 
    Kyla put on her own cloak, then took hold of the mindstealer’s rope, took his victim by the arm, and prodded both of them into motion. 
 
    The mindstealer resisted. “Don’t like cloud water,” it screeched. “Not go now.” 
 
    “This man’s mind must be restored at once!” She jerked on the mindstealer’s tether. “Fog or no fog, you’ll take me now to where the mind is hidden.” She drew her knife. “Hurry!” 
 
    The creature let out loud wails and slouched forward for several paces along the trail toward the east, then turned, retraced its steps, and continued westward until they reached the entrance to Martyr’s Pass. Here the fog was even thicker. Kyla could barely make out the opening. 
 
    “Is the mind hidden in the pass, or have you set a trap for me in there?” she asked, coming to a stop. 
 
    The creature howled. “No trap. Can’t see. Can’t find marks. No see, no see.” 
 
    Day was almost gone, and the fog would linger into the night. It would be folly to enter Martyr’s Pass under those conditions. She had no choice but to wait for morning to come and the fog to lift. 
 
    “As soon as it’s light, we’ll go to where you hid the mind,” she told the mindstealer. “Don’t try to escape. The wind will guard you.” 
 
    In confirmation, a dark wind whistled suddenly and whipped around the mindstealer, lifting it up, spinning it around, and flinging it down with its face turned away from Kyla. 
 
    “Wind witch,” the mindstealer howled. “Cruel.” 
 
    “Just showing what’ll happen if you try to get away.” 
 
    That lesson had to suffice. The creature mustn’t know that the wind did not always come at her bidding. 
 
    She pulled the mindless one down beside her and settled in for a long wait; she dared not sleep. Instead, she listened to the whispering wind and kept her eyes fixed on the mindstealer’s hunched back. Absently she rested a hand on the man’s forehead and stroked his thick brown hair. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    MAGE 
 
      
 
    The morning dawned free of fog. Kyla arose as the sun’s rim poked above the horizon. Too impatient to dress for wind singing, she hummed a brief summoning song in her journey clothes and cloak and readied her charges for the trek, ordering the mindstealer to keep its face turned away. “I’ll have no more arguments or excuses,” she told it. “You’ll lead us quickly to where this man’s mind is hidden.” 
 
    The mindstealer mumbled something but didn’t voice its usual loud complaints, nor did it resist when she set it and its victim in motion. 
 
    The man stumbled along behind her on his tether, crashing into her if she stopped abruptly, dragging her back like an anchor when her pace quickened. The mindstealer led, straining at its rope leash as though eager to fulfill its promise. It seemed to have no difficulty finding the way through the early morning light. Kyla didn’t trust its eagerness; she feared a trap. 
 
    To her relief, it did not enter Martyr’s Pass, but led her east along the trail to Hightree. They had not gone far when the mindstealer pointed to a path that veered off the main trail. The track was no more than a twisting, rock-strewn rut, a dry streambed. 
 
    The mindstealer fairly danced. “Need hurry. Reach core. Before collectors.” 
 
    Kyla caught up the slack in the rope, forcing the creature to stay within reach. The path twisted around boulders and snaked up a steep slope, making it ever harder to maneuver the helpless man and negotiate the sharp turns, all while avoiding tumbled rocks and unexpected crevices. She was despairing of reaching their goal when the mindstealer pointed a maimed finger toward a cairn of rocks. “There.” 
 
    She allowed it enough slack to reach the cairn, where it scrabbled about with its feet, scattering the rocks and digging beneath them with its long toes. 
 
    Gold-tinged flurries rose around her as though the wind was spying out what was happening. “Good,” she whispered. “Keep close watch.” 
 
    The mindstealer straightened and swiveled its long neck toward her. “Can’t dig,” it said. “Feet sore. Can’t use hands.” A baleful glare shot from its orange eyes. 
 
    She shut hers. “Turn away!” She accompanied the shout with a blind knife thrust that drew a squawk of protest. 
 
    Cautiously she opened her eyes and made sure the mindstealer had turned its head. “I’ll dig,” she said, pushing it aside, “but I have to be certain you can’t try anything.” With no tree or shrub nearby, she had to force it against the man and again bind it to his back. 
 
    Keeping a firm hold on the man’s tether, she squatted and dug with her knife at the spot the mindstealer had cleared, stabbing the blade into the hard soil and wriggling it back and forth, then scooping out the loosened dirt with her hands. 
 
    The wind keened. The mindstealer let out a long-drawn howl. Its cry and the wind’s warning alerted Kyla to distant footsteps. She gave her knife one last desperate jab. It struck something with bone-jarring force. 
 
    With hand and knife she scratched and scrabbled until her hands felt something hard and rough. She hacked at the surrounding dirt until she could grasp and lift out a large stone. A wave of disappointment gave way to astonishment as she recognized it as like the stone her father had had. “The mind is in this?” 
 
    “Brainstone holds core. Yes.” The mindstealer’s voice squeaked with excitement. 
 
    Clutching her prize, she jumped up. Four mindstealers pressed toward her, their gawky limbs moving in unison. She gave a shrill whistle. The wind reddened, swept up pebbles and dirt, and hurled them at the creatures.  
 
    Kyla turned the mindless one toward her so the mindstealer faced the attackers. “That’ll give us a shield,” she muttered. The brainstone cradled in the crook of her arm, she steered the man with one hand and gripped her knife in the other. The captive mindstealer screeched protests and thrashed in its bonds. 
 
    She could never fight off four mindstealers. Kyla poured all her strength into singing for the wind. The sky darkened. The wind whipped around her, enclosing her and her charge in a protective swirl, its roar drowning the mindstealer’s shrieks. Wild scarlet gusts picked up and hurled aside the four would-be attackers. Her cloak puffed out around her like a sail and sped her along the rocky path, dragging man and captive mindstealer after her back to the main trail and along it to the pool where they’d bathed. 
 
    Mist still hovered over the pool. Good! The mindstealers’ fear of water would make this a defensible location. 
 
    Kyla’s breath failed; her song died away. The roiling winds slowed, softened to rose. “Thanks,” Kyla whispered hoarsely. 
 
    “Wind witch! Promise breaker!” the mindstealer shouted. 
 
    She walked around the man to confront the creature bound on his back. “I broke no promise. You tried to trap me. But it’s not easy to trap a windspeaker.” She held up the brainstone. “Now you’ll show me how to restore this man’s mind. Then I’ll keep my word and let you go.” 
 
    “You lie,” it wheezed. “Can’t trust wind witch.” 
 
    Kyla bristled. “Call me that again, and I’ll toss you into the pond.” 
 
    The orange eyes caught her gaze. Kyla’s thoughts grew confused. Her knees buckled and the brainstone fell from her hands. She reached out blindly; her fingers grasped the man’s cloak. 
 
    Strength flowed into her as though her hold on the cloak was freeing her from the mindstealer's hypnotic power. Her mind cleared. She ducked her head and snatched off her scarf to bind it over those dreadful eyes. 
 
    The creature snarled, showing its pointy teeth. She backed to the pool’s edge, leaned down, scooped up a handful of water, and threw it against the mindstealer’s face. “You’ll keep your bargain or drown,” she said. 
 
    The creature shrieked but remained stubborn. “Hands hurt,” it sputtered. “No jabbers. Need jabbers to give core back.” It wiggled the stumps of its fingers. 
 
    Kyla frowned. “You mean the claws I cut off? I’ll find something else to use. Just tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Witch hands not good enough.” 
 
    “They’re good enough to throw you into this pond.” Kyla grabbed the mindstealer’s arm. 
 
    It squirmed and twisted, straining against its bonds. Unbalanced by its struggles, its mindless carrier staggered and fell against Kyla, knocking her to her knees. She lost her hold, and the man tumbled toward the pond, carrying with him the screaming mindstealer. 
 
    The creature’s frantic writhing loosened the ropes that bound it to its victim. It wriggled free, shoved the man into the pond, tore off its blindfold, and ran. Kyla couldn’t chase it; she had to keep the man from drowning. She plunged into the pond, caught him beneath his armpits and tugged until, with his waterlogged clothes working against her, she got him hauled out and away from the water. By that time, the creature was gone. 
 
    After assuring herself that her helpless charge was breathing, she took the man’s arm, guided him to a sunny spot, and pushed him to a seat on a large boulder. She stood beside him, recovering from the exertion. With a start she remembered the brainstone. 
 
    She hunted around, spied it wedged between rocks, and picked it up. “I have to figure out how to do this.” 
 
    She sank to the ground beside the man and rotated the brainstone in her hands. Such a light thing to hold the essence of a man. This stone was whole, not cut in half like her father’s, but she imagined the flashes of light racing through their usual pattern within. Or the stolen mind might have altered the pattern and imposed a stronger, stranger one in its place. 
 
    The mindstealer had said it couldn’t transfer the mind without its “jabbers.” Her hands with their five fingers were more dexterous than the creature’s thumbless paws, but they didn’t end in long, curved talons. So what could the creature do with its talons that her fingers could not do? 
 
    Pry the rock open, perhaps? Was that why her father’s stone had been cut in half? Her hunting knife would not cut stone; she had no tool that would. She could possibly crack the brainstone open with a rock, but that might destroy the mind within. 
 
    She recalled her father saying, “You’ve got to break the pattern.” She remembered how she’d drummed on the brainstone halves to disrupt the pattern of sparks. Drumming—that was something the mindstealers could do with their talons. She gazed ruefully at her short nails, not much good for drumming, no match for those talons. 
 
    She could use the firesticks in her pack! She hunted through the pack and found two of the long, bark-covered sticks. Her last two. She’d have to take care not to wear off the bark and cause them to ignite. 
 
    After considering how to go about the experiment, she wrestled the man off the boulder onto the ground, where she turned him onto his side. She set the stone on the side of his head, over the ear the mindstealers had pierced. Shifting her weight to one knee, she used the other to keep the stone from sliding out of position. The procedure was awkward and would have seemed ludicrous if so much did not depend on its success. 
 
    She set the firesticks in motion. Tap-tap, tap-TAP-tap. Pause. Tap-tap, tap-TAP-tap. Over and over, until her legs cramped and her wrists grew tired. Nothing happened. 
 
    She stretched to relieve the ache in her back and saw that the man’s breathing had grown ragged and irregular. 
 
    Quickly she lifted the brainstone off his head and rolled him onto his back. Gradually his breathing returned to normal. 
 
    Her tapping on the brainstone must have caused the change. The pattern had been wrong, but it had had an effect. Maybe she simply needed to find the right pattern. 
 
    Watching his steady breathing, she had a flash of inspiration. She bent and pressed her ear to his chest, fixed the rhythm of his heartbeat in her memory, and again rolled him onto his side. The brainstone replaced over his ear, she resumed her drumming, this time reproducing the rhythm of the beating heart. 
 
    The brainstone shook. A shudder coursed through the man’s frame. An eerie blue light bloomed around the stone and circled the man’s head, sparking and crackling like miniature lightning. The firesticks exploded into flame. The stone burst into fragments. 
 
    The man’s eyes blinked. His head moved. The blue light faded. Kyla thrust the burning sticks into the dirt to extinguish the flames. The man tried to sit up; she helped him straighten and lean back against a boulder. He pressed his hands to his face. His fingers massaged his forehead and probed his injured ear. 
 
    Kyla knelt beside him. “Good sir, are you well?” 
 
    At the tentative query he lowered his hands and glanced frantically from side to side. “Claid? What—? Where—?” 
 
    His gaze fixed on Kyla. “You—you’re not Claid.” 
 
    He stood with a look so wild that Kyla rose and backed away. “Please,” she said. “You should rest.” 
 
    “Who are you? What’s happened?” He ran his palms over his wet clothes. An angry crease deepened between his eyes. “Where’s Claid?” 
 
    “I’m Kyla.” She edged farther back, poised to run if he headed toward her. “I saved you from the mindstealers. I don’t know who Claid is.” 
 
    “Saved me from the mindstealers!” His roar made it sound like a crime. “What about Claid?” 
 
    His mind was still unsettled, no doubt of it. Kyla spoke in a slow and soothing voice. “Mindstealers caught you. I killed one and declawed the other. It promised to restore your mind in exchange for its freedom. It tried to trap me, but I got the brainstone with your mind in it. The mindstealer got away before I could bring you around.” 
 
    As she spoke, he grew calmer, and the gaze he turned on her seemed more focused. “Tell me your name again.” 
 
    “Kyla Cren.” 
 
    His eyes widened as if in recognition, though she was positive they’d never met. He regarded her thoughtfully and said, “Kyla, eh? And Kyla traded my life for that of a single mindstealer—a maimed one.” She couldn’t tell whether the glint in his eyes signaled anger or amusement. “How did you accomplish the feat?” 
 
    She told of the mindstealer’s leading her to the cairn, and of digging up the brainstone. She described running from the “collectors” and reaching the pool. She explained how the mindstealer had escaped and the way she’d reasoned how to transfer the mind. It was, she thought, an impressive tale even though she’d carefully avoided mentioning her windspeaking. 
 
    He gathered the brainstone fragments and regarded them curiously. “So my mind shattered the stone, did it? It couldn’t withstand the power of a mage mind.” 
 
    “Mage!” Had she heard correctly? “You’re a mage?” 
 
    “Mage Alair.” He dropped the fragments and dusted his hands. 
 
    “Mage Alair!” Kyla’s shocked outcry caused the man to stare at her. 
 
    “You didn’t know?” he asked as though his identity should have been obvious. 
 
    Too awed to speak, she could only shake her head. The villagers spun tales of Mage Alair of Starwind Peak, northeast of Nine Falls. Folks whispered of a tropical garden on the summit above the snow line. Of white birds fashioned of snow and sent forth to fly errands. Of sticks shaped into men and animated to be his servants. It was even rumored that he could bend Dire Lords to his bidding. Once, she had asked her parents about those tales. They grew strangely serious and told her not to believe all the stories. Her father added that some day she should discover for herself whether the tales were true or false. 
 
    It seemed that day had finally come. 
 
    This tall, attractive man was too young to be the legendary Mage Alair. No one had ever described his physical appearance. She’d pictured an old white-beard with wrinkled face and ancient eyes. This man must be mad from the shock of having his mind stolen. 
 
    “You’ve been through a terrible ordeal,” she said. “Please sit and rest awhile.” 
 
    “No time.” He shook out his cloak and stared in consternation at the ragged edge of the damp and muddy garment. “My cloak! What happened to it?” 
 
    “I cut a strip off it to bind the mindstealer’s hands after I chopped off its claws.” 
 
    “You cut—Woman, you—YOU tore a mage’s cloak for wound bindings?” He made it sound like a crime that she in particular should have avoided. 
 
    “I had nothing else. I didn’t expect you to need it again.” 
 
    “You didn’t think! You should know a mage’s cloak is a reservoir of power. You could have—Never mind. I must find Claid.” He caught her wrist and, giving her just enough time to snatch up her pack, dragged her roughly after him. 
 
    She tried to pull free. “Let me go. I need to get back to my village.” 
 
    His grip tightened. “Sorry, but saving a man’s life puts you forever in debt to him.” 
 
    Mad. No doubt about it. So much for her foolish dreams of having intelligent conversation with this man. She raised her knife. “I owe you nothing. Let me go.” 
 
    He laughed, a rich, warm laugh she might have enjoyed under other circumstances. “Feisty, aren’t you? Come on. We’ll search Martyr’s Pass.” He strode on, yanking her with him. 
 
    She drove her knife at his wrist. 
 
    The steel blade crumpled like paper. His swift steps never faltered. “Foolish to try that on a mage,” he said, not sparing her a glance. “Hurry, can’t you?” 
 
    “No, I can’t! Slow down. Tell me who Claid is.” 
 
    “Claid is …” He hesitated, finished with, “my familiar.” 
 
    The rocky entrance to the pass loomed ahead. Kyla had to run to keep up with Alair’s long strides. Angry tears blurred her vision. This won’t do. Blubbering like a child because of this ungrateful wretch. Call the wind. 
 
    The mage pulled her after him into the pass. The wind sharpened its claws like an angry cat and roared through the narrow passage, a wild beast caged between high slick walls of banded rock. She had only to sing it to her bidding. 
 
    Alair pushed ahead, shouting, “Claid, you traitor, where are you?” 
 
    Panting with the effort of keeping up, she had only enough breath for a brief wind call, scarcely audible above his shouts. 
 
    Yet he heard it. He halted so suddenly that she plowed into him, stubbing her nose on his outthrust elbow. 
 
    “You windspeak,” he said. “Excellent. What else?” 
 
    She dropped her ruined knife and rubbed her nose. “What do you mean, ‘What else’?” 
 
    “What powers? What magic do you have?” His voice was eager, his attention finally focused wholly on her. 
 
    “Magic? None. I’m a windspeaker, not a mage. And you might remember you have me in tow and be a little considerate.” 
 
    “Sorry.” He tendered the offhand apology while continuing to regard her thoughtfully. “Wasn’t thinking. Not a mage, eh? No magic? But you’re a windspeaker.” 
 
    Puzzled by his odd reaction, she said, “A windspeaker isn’t any kind of magician. Windspeaking’s a talent, developed through training.” 
 
    “And your parents trained you only in windspeaking?” 
 
    “My parents were victims of mindstealers when I was twelve,” she said curtly. “I was trained by Mistress Forythe, the Weaversville windspeaker.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Well, then …” He turned back to scanning the rocks and high walls of the narrow passage. “I’ve got to find Claid.” 
 
    The object of his search must be dead, slain by the mindstealers, but it would be unwise to point that out. That he didn’t realize it himself was added evidence of his disordered reason. 
 
    She needed to get away. The wind should sense her plight even without a windsong, yet the wind had no word for her as it rushed past, tugging at her clothing, chilling her flesh. After all the help it had given earlier, it now blew against her with no touch of recognition. 
 
    Still holding her wrist, Alair shaded his eyes and surveyed the area where they stood. Perhaps his distraction would give her a chance to free herself. She looked for a rock she could reach. She would have to strike quickly, before he had time to neutralize the weapon. 
 
    “Claid! Show yourself. I know you’re near,” he shouted. 
 
    She spied a stone that might serve her purpose. About the size of her fist, rounded on one side but broken and jagged on the other. Alair was scrutinizing the rock wall beside them. She gauged the distance to the stone. Watching Alair from the corner of her eye, she extended her foot, worked the rock loose with the toe of her boot, and flipped it toward her. 
 
    Where the rock had been, a snail-sized object uncurled, sprang to its feet, and expanded to the size and form of a young boy. 
 
    In terror Kyla jumped back against Alair, who swung around and roared, “Claid! So there you are, you rogue!” 
 
    The slender lad leaped away from the mage, hands raised as if to ward off a blow. “I was trapped, master, truly.” He spoke fast, his voice high, a child’s piping. “I’d have answered if I could. I was following you as we planned. I shrank so the uglies wouldn’t see me, and they smashed that stone down on top of me. Lucky they didn’t kill me.” 
 
    The Mage scowled. “You can’t be killed, you scapegrace.” 
 
    “I can be caught. You know that. I couldn’t get out from under the stone until this fair lady so kindly moved it off me.” He bowed to Kyla. 
 
    In her amazement she could think of nothing to say. She caught herself massaging her wrist. Alair had released her. She could run away while he berated the strange, boyish creature, but, fascinated by the bizarre turn of events, she made no effort to flee. 
 
    “You’re lying, of course,” Alair said, and then turned toward her. “I was right, you see? This ingrate had no doubt set a spell to hide himself from me, but the spell wasn’t designed to protect against you.” 
 
    The mage gathered the torn fringe of his cloak over one arm and took a menacing step toward Claid. “Wicked, Claid, to break your word and take advantage of my helplessness.” 
 
    The willowy lad vaulted away. “Save me,” he begged, sheltering behind Kyla. 
 
    She thrust her hands out in front of her to halt Alair’s advance. “Leave this poor child alone!” 
 
    The mage stopped and burst into laughter. 
 
    Claid crept out from behind Kyla and looked up at her with an engaging grin. 
 
    Still chuckling, Alair said, “Claid’s no child. And in no sense is he poor.” 
 
    “No matter what he is, he doesn’t deserve to be punished for hiding from mindstealers.” 
 
    “Ah, but he does,” Alair insisted, keeping his gaze fixed on Claid. “My plan was to let myself be captured and my mind stolen while Claid watched and kept my body safe. He was to rescue my mind and restore it to my body after I accomplished my purpose. Instead, when I was taken, he hid and abandoned me.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him.” Kyla stared at the mage in disbelief. “What could you hope to accomplish with that harebrained scheme?” 
 
    Beside her Claid gave a little gasp. His deep blue eyes widened with admiration. 
 
    Alair’s eyes narrowed. “It was no harebrained scheme. It was a way of locating the mindstealers’ hive. If this ne’er-do-well had done as instructed, I’d have been safe enough.” He reached for Claid. 
 
    The boy jumped back behind Kyla. “Please, master,” his high voice quavered, “I couldn’t help it. I told you, I was trapped.” 
 
    Alair circled Kyla, his hand poised to grab Claid. Kyla pivoted, keeping herself between the mage and his familiar. “Whatever he did, you ought to forgive him. Mindstealers are terrifying creatures. I don’t know what you thought you could do when they’d taken your mind.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, Claid was supposed to keep me safe.” He lunged, but she was quicker. 
 
    “That was too much to expect of him. You’d have died if I hadn’t restored you. For which you haven’t bothered to thank me.” 
 
    Alair halted and studied her speculatively. “So!” he said. “You want gratitude, do you? And no punishment for this miscreant. Hah!” He lifted both arms. “I’ll show my gratitude. You may return to your home, and I give you a gift to take with you.” 
 
    Suddenly remembering the reputed powers of this man, Kyla shrank back. The mage raised his hand and traced an invisible sign in the air. Behind her Claid whimpered. 
 
    Alair pointed a finger at the cringing boy. “False one, I bind you to this woman. Until I revoke that binding, you may not leave her side. 
 
    “Woman,” he said, aiming his finger at Kyla, “I give you this being whom you have called a child. Learn what he really is. If you can teach him to do your bidding, you will find your good deed bountifully repaid.” 
 
    He raised his arms over his head and brought his palms together in a resounding clap. His cloak swirled about him. 
 
    “Master!” 
 
    Claid’s wailing cry went unanswered. The mage vanished. 
 
    High overhead a large crow flapped away from the pass. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    RETURN 
 
      
 
    Kyla trudged along the trail, tired and sweaty in the heat of one of those autumn days that reverted to summer. Too bad she hadn’t brought lighter clothing. Her call to the wind went unanswered. Its lack of response deepened the doldrums she’d been in since Alair’s abrupt departure. 
 
    Claid trotted beside her, unfazed by the heat though he wore thick wool trousers and a heavy tunic with attached hood, thrown back to free a mass of brown curls. He seemed to have gotten over his dismay at being deserted by his master. 
 
    If only she could so easily shed her dismal mood. She told herself her gloom resulted from Alair’s rudeness and the mindstealer’s escape, compounded by the heat and her weariness. Yet something more—an unaccountable sense of loss—haunted her. She couldn’t miss the haughty mage she’d known so briefly. He’d proved nothing like the man she’d fantasized while caring for his mindless body. Caring for him in his mind-robbed state had brought back afresh the loss of her father. It was that—only that. 
 
    Except that something about the mage after his restoration—something strong, vital, and, yes, stubborn—also reminded her of her father. 
 
    She massaged her forehead, trying to banish her headache and the unwelcome thoughts that caused it, and focused her attention on the child trotting happily by her side. 
 
    Not a child, Alair had insisted. What was he? His familiar, the mage had called him. She had thought that familiars took animal form. 
 
    An elderly sorceress used to live in Fenley. Kyla’s parents had taken her to the woman’s house three or four times to buy herbs. The sorceress had a small brown bear she called her familiar. A neighbor threatened the sorceress after the bear tore his beehives apart to get at the honey. Shortly afterward the woman left Fenley, and as far as Kyla knew, no one in Noster Valley ever saw her or the bear again. 
 
    From that time until her encounter with Alair, Kyla had no contact with anyone with magical powers, though the villagers spun wild tales of a time when witches and sorcerers, mages and conjurers had gathered in the valley in great numbers and performed amazing feats. Their greatest feat, according to legend, was carving by magical power the immense Rim Canyon that enclosed and isolated Noster Valley from the lands beyond. Kyla dismissed the account as silly superstition. To Kyla, the sorceress had been no more than a woman wise in herbal lore, the little bear an ordinary animal the woman had tamed. If it had special powers, she’d seen no evidence of them. 
 
    Her experience with Alair and Claid caused her to question that conviction. If she had not seen Claid grow from snail size into a child of five or six years, she would be convinced he was an ordinary human boy. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself, Claid,” she said. “How did you come to be with Alair? And how were you supposed to save him from the mindstealers?” 
 
    As though he hadn’t heard, he skipped ahead of her, zigzagging along the path, the picture of a carefree child. 
 
    “Claid! I asked you a question.” 
 
    He slowed only slightly, keeping several paces in front of her. “Claid can’t tell you,” he sang. “Master’s got Claid’s voice, Master’s got his power, Master’s got him chained. Claid can’t tell you anything.” 
 
    Kyla lengthened her stride, trying to catch him. He skipped faster. “Come back here,” she called. “Stop singing and give me a straight answer.” 
 
    He stopped and turned guileless blue eyes on her. “I was only playing, mistress,” his childish voice piped. 
 
    Alair had said he was no child. “What does your song mean?” she persisted. 
 
    “It’s just a song.” His voice brimmed with innocence. 
 
    “It sounded a bit more than that,” she said. “Is it true? Does Alair hold you captive in some way?” 
 
    His face took on an expression of exaggerated sadness. “He has me bound in a chain, mistress,” he said, pressing his arms against his sides as though fettered. “Can’t you see it?” Then he laughed, whirled around, and dashed forward again, flapping his arms like wings. 
 
    Too hot and tired to chase after him, Kyla gave up. The child, or whatever he was, knew how to be exasperating. Maybe Alair had been right to chastise him. If the mage had told the truth, he had trusted his life to this child—or, rather, this odd, mercurial creature. Why would the mage have been so foolish when he knew, as he apparently did, that Claid was not to be trusted? Trying to make sense of the past day’s events only made her headache grow worse. 
 
    She resisted the temptation to find a shady nook off the trail and rest until the day cooled. A nagging fear drove her onward. She hadn’t warned the town of mindstealers in its vicinity, and she knew now that the two from whom she’d rescued Alair had not been the only ones about. If her dereliction had the same tragic consequences as that of the woman she’d replaced, she would never be able to endure the guilt. 
 
    She quickened her pace, and still Claid skipped on ahead. She wiped away the perspiration that streamed down her face. Her hair hung limp around her shoulders; she longed for the wind to whiffle through it. Its absence was not unusual for this time of day, yet she could not banish the suspicion that Claid’s presence had driven the wind away. 
 
    Alair had thrust Claid on her in mockery. The man’s colossal ingratitude continued to astound her. If she could control Claid and make him content with her, she would teach his arrogant master a lesson. 
 
    First she would have to win back the wind. 
 
    Claid dropped back beside her, pulled a panpipe from his trousers pocket, and played a jolly tune that should have cheered her, but he played too well for a child. The happy sound grated on her nerves. 
 
    “Put that thing away, will you?” 
 
    With a hurt look, he stuffed the pipe back into his pocket. Subdued, he plodded along, sad-faced, kicking now and then at a stone. 
 
    She neared Waddams in the late afternoon, dark thoughts dogging her steps. Claid trailed behind her now, head hanging, shoulders slumped. Impulsively, she reached down and lifted him into her arms. “Why, you weigh nearly nothing,” she blurted, both shocked and relieved that he was not the burden she’d expected. “No more than my goose-down pillow.” 
 
    He hugged her neck and rested his head on her shoulder, as any weary child would do. 
 
    They were arriving late enough to have missed the farmers coming in from the fields, the dairymaids from the barns. Only a few stragglers caught up with her and passed her by: the Farno brothers, their spavined horse drawing a creaking cart filled with vines for rope making. Old Man Ryne, trotting past her with a load of firewood on his back. They nodded politely as they passed, but stared at Claid. They would reach town ahead of her, and the word would fly through the streets that the windspeaker was returning with a child. 
 
    The Widow Lee hustled along, driving her cow before her, her big black dog loping at her side. The widow gaped at Claid, and her nose twitched as though scenting a scandal. The dog ran toward Kyla, growling and snarling. “Hush, Ruffian,” the widow shouted. “You know the windspeaker.” 
 
    The dog, his hair standing up along his spine, bared his teeth and snapped at Claid’s dangling legs. Claid tightened his grip around her neck and drew up his feet. 
 
    The Widow Lee shouted, “Stop it, Ruffian! Down, I say. Calm. You like children. Back!” She struck him with the stick she carried for the cow. 
 
    The frenzied dog twisted around, caught the stick in his jaws, wrenched it from its mistress’s grasp, tossed it down, and lunged at Claid. 
 
    “Stop, I say,” the widow shrieked. 
 
    Kyla pivoted to shield Claid with her body and braced herself for the dog’s attack. 
 
    Ruffian’s charge ended in mid-spring. The dog fell back, wagged his tail madly, and sat on his haunches, his head cocked to one side as if listening. 
 
    “Well, now, that’s better,” said the Widow Lee. “Make friends, then come along. We’re already late getting Tizzy to the barn.” 
 
    The dog paid no attention. Gaze fastened on Claid, Ruffian whined and panted. Suddenly he leaped up and raced away, tail between his legs, in the direction from which Kyla and Claid had come. 
 
    The cow mooed and trotted off in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Ruffian, Tizzy, come here. You both act like a Dire Lord’s after you. What’s the matter with you? Come!” Calling and whistling, Widow Lee hiked up her skirt and scurried after the cow, while Ruffian sped away from mistress, cow, and town. 
 
    “What did you do to those animals?” Kyla whispered sharply into Claid’s ear. 
 
    He clung to her, his body trembling, his face hidden against her shoulder. When he didn’t answer, she walked slowly on toward Waddams, stroking his back to comfort him.  
 
    A hot red wind descended on her, plucked at her clothes, hurled sharp-grained sand in her face. 
 
    “Stop!” Shielding Claid from the wind’s assault, she tried to sing a soothing melody but the music refused to form itself in her mind. 
 
    An impulse to hurl Claid from her and flee warred with the protectiveness he aroused. She stifled the impulse by bursting into a run that carried her panting and stumbling into Waddams. 
 
    Ignoring the curious stares of those walking through the quiet streets or peering out their windows, she detoured around the town center and turned at last down her own street. To her relief no one was outside to witness her homecoming except a group of children playing a raucous game of Circle ‘Round the Kettle. Hands joined, they skipped merrily around the child portraying the kettle. 
 
    His frightened, tired appearance cast off like a cloak, Claid observed the game with such interest that Kyla set him down so that he could join it if he liked. Instead he trotted inside when she opened her cottage door and sprang around the room with the eagerness of a hunting dog, investigating everything. 
 
    Kyla sagged against the wall and watched. His enthusiasm could be that of a child, yet … 
 
    Something about the way his eyes gleamed in the lamplight … Golden-brown they were; in the afternoon sunlight they’d been bright blue. It wasn’t the color change that made her shudder but the sharp, appraising glances, the exploring touches that seemed to assess and catalog every item in the room: Her easy chair with its faded cushions. The straight chairs and round table carved of hard, dark babwood. He paused before the bookshelf and gave special attention to her father’s hand-lettered and leather-bound books. 
 
    “My master has a library of books, but none any finer than these.” He ran a finger across the spines. “Excellent quality. Dusty, though, and the leather could use a bit of oiling.” 
 
    “You know the care of books?” 
 
    He nodded. “My master sometimes bade me care for his library.” He cast her a sidelong glance. “He beat me if I did not do the job well.” 
 
    “He beat you?” The thought of Alair striking the slender lad aroused her anger until she remembered how untrustworthy this “child” could be. 
 
    “With a stout stick he keeps for the purpose.” Claid winced and rubbed his back as though reliving the pain. 
 
    “If that’s so, it’s an abuse of his power,” Kyla said, hoping to worm more information out of the wily lad. “How did he come to be such a powerful mage?” 
 
    “Ah, mistress, he guards well the secret of his skill. I cannot tell its source.” 
 
    “And how did you come to serve him?” 
 
    “I dare not say.” He lowered his gaze; his tone was apologetic. “He’s forbidden me ever to speak of it.” 
 
    “You spoke earlier of a chain,” she reminded him. 
 
    “A chain,” he repeated, again pressing his arms to his sides. For a moment his tone seemed truly bleak. “A cruel chain, mistress, tight and heavy—so heavy.” 
 
    “But you don’t wear any chain,” she said, frowning. 
 
    “I—No, I can say nothing.” His hands flew melodramatically to his throat. Playacting again. “He’ll slay me.” 
 
    “He’s not here to hear you.” 
 
    Claid’s eyes grew wide and frightened in his childish face. “He’d know, mistress.” He glanced about as if expecting to find the mage lurking in the shadows. “He has spies everywhere.” 
 
    “What sort of spies?” 
 
    “Oh, nasty things. Spirits and wraiths, werefolk, even Dire Lords. Things he traps and binds to his will.” 
 
    He did sound genuinely afraid. Still, she remained skeptical. “No one, not even a great mage, could trap a Dire Lord,” she said, thinking of all the tales told about the powerful lords who shepherded the dead either to a place of torment or to a place of joy. If such beings existed, they must be beyond the reach of even the greatest of mages. 
 
    “A mage who has no fear can do many forbidden things,” Claid said. 
 
    “Only fools have no fear.” 
 
    “My master is many things, but he is not a fool.” 
 
    Though she didn’t fully accept Claid’s revelations, Kyla’s picture of Alair darkened. “And what are you, Claid?” 
 
    His innocent gaze rested on Kyla. “Hungry, mistress.” 
 
    With a pang of guilt Kyla pushed away from the wall. She’d actually forgotten that they’d eaten nothing all day. “I’ll see about making supper,” she said. “And I’ll fix you a place to sleep.” 
 
    Before she could do either, someone pounded on her front door. She opened it and found the town elders gathered in front of her house, their faces stern, angry. Claid slipped in front of her and pressed himself against her legs, looking small and fragile and frightened. 
 
    The elders had been hastily convened: Sedder Sims had come without the cap that usually covered his bald head, and Turley Beal must have been called from his supper and came away without wiping the gravy from his beard. 
 
    The Townmaster was not with the group, and the men wore their everyday tunics and trousers, not their cloaks and ribbons of office over fine white shirts. So this was not a formal hearing. 
 
    She nodded a greeting. Only two or three of the ten nodded in return. 
 
    Claid hid his face against her knees and stayed absolutely still. 
 
    Sedder stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Mistress Kyla,” he began, “we heard you brought back a child.” He paused to peer curiously at Claid. 
 
    Kyla pictured the Widow Lee dashing through town spreading the news. 
 
    “He’s a child I’m taking care of for a short time,” she snapped. “If that’s what you’ve come about, it doesn’t concern you.” She turned to step back into her house. 
 
    Turley Beal moved to block her way. “Mighty peculiar,” he said, squinting at her. “You up and leave all on sudden with no word to nobody ‘cept the Townmaster. And him you roust from his warm house to announce you’re going but won’t say where nor for how long. Townmaster’s been ill ever since. He thinks you cast a spell on him.” 
 
    “So think many of us,” another man added. 
 
    Kyla stared at them in disbelief. “I’m not a sorceress. I know no magic, and if I did, why would I bear the Townmaster any ill will?” 
 
    “He says he ordered you not to go and you got mad, and that’s when he took the chill that sent him to his bed.” 
 
    “The Widow Lee swears you put a spell on her cow and her dog,” someone else put in. “The dog’s run away and the cow’s gone lame.” 
 
    “I put a spell—” 
 
    “You had no call to leave like you did,” the oldest of the group interrupted. Hunched over his cane, the stoop-shouldered ancient glared up at her. “Suppose there’d been mindstealers about? We’d have had no warning. People would have been caught in the fields.” 
 
    So they didn’t know about the mindstealers. “Mindstealers are about,” she said hurriedly. “I cut my journey short and hurried back to tell you.” A sudden wicked impulse made her add, “This child was orphaned by the evil things. How could I leave him? I’ve not forgotten what happened to my parents.” 
 
    She scanned their faces, saw a softening of their anger, a slow reversal of their censure. Some cast sympathetic glances at the quiet child. She pressed her advantage. “I was near Martyr’s Pass when I learned of them. It’s good you came here. My legs ache from running through the hills, and I didn’t know how I’d find the strength to cry up the whole town. Now you can sound the alarm and set a guard.” 
 
    With a shuffling of feet and apologetic mutters, the group edged away. 
 
    “Hurry,” she urged. “Please waste no time.” 
 
    “I’ll ring the alarm bell,” Sedder Sims offered, trotting off. 
 
    The oldest hobbled to the next house on the street, pounded on its door with his cane, and in a quavering voice called out the warning. The others dispersed quickly until only Turley Beal remained, scowling at her, hairy hands planted firmly on his hips. 
 
    “What I want to know is, how come you didn’t warn nobody that passed you on the way if you was in such a hurry to get the news out? And when you reached town, how come you didn’t come directly to one of us ’stead of goin’ home. If we hadn’t come here, would you a’ waited till morning afore you gave the news?” 
 
    Kyla thought fast. “Of course I wouldn’t have waited,” she said. “When you arrived I was about to go out and start spreading the warning. I had to get the child settled first. On the road here I met very few people. The Farno brothers couldn’t hear me over the creaking of their cartwheels, Old Man Ryne is stone deaf, and when I called to the Widow Lee, her dog started barking, frightened the cow into running off, and the widow ran after it before I could tell her anything.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Mebbe it’s all as you say. You better get us a full report from the wind first thing in the morning. Don’t let that young’un keep you from your duties.” 
 
    “I’ll climb the hill at sunup and gather the news,” Kyla promised. 
 
    Apparently satisfied, he stomped off. 
 
    Kyla pulled Claid into the cottage with her and made sure the door was securely locked. “Well, that went better than I’d feared,” she said, turning to Claid. 
 
    He gazed up at her, eyes gleaming silver in the lamplight. “Why should you fear them, mistress, with the power you have?” 
 
    “They are my employers, Claid. And I have power only with the wind. Now I’ll see about supper.” 
 
    She had little food in the house. Tomorrow, if the windspeaking session went well, she’d not give the information unless the Townmaster first promised no restrictions on her supplies. She’d need plenty of eggs and milk and butter and meat and fresh greens. 
 
    They supped on stale bread and cheese, caronuts and fruit preserves, with only well water to drink. Not the fare Claid was accustomed to, Kyla guessed. The mage most likely provided a bountiful table. But Claid didn’t complain. He ate with great delight. Could Alair have been starving him? 
 
    After the meal, she laid out a pallet for Claid in the main room and retired for a good night’s rest so she could rise early for her tryst with the wind. 
 
    Hours later, when she tiptoed out in the morning darkness, he was asleep, curled up like a cat. She left without waking him and went to meet the wind at the sun’s rising. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    WADDAMS 
 
      
 
    A few stars still shone in the silvering sky. Thin clouds drifted along the horizon, their soft coral a harbinger of the waking sun. Kyla shivered in the chill air. She sat cross-legged on the brow of Rial Hill and, lifting her arms, sang a wordless song, its melody formed of the fading flicker of stars, the glow of dawn, the sparkle of dew, the rustle of grass, the flap of bird wings. 
 
    The wind eased around her. Pale yellow zephyrs blew against her upraised hands. 
 
    “Oh, I was so afraid you wouldn’t come!” That fear had haunted her dreams throughout the night. 
 
    As if in apology the wind ruffled her hair, brushed her skin, and whispered soothingly. 
 
    She felt a sudden pang of guilt for having blamed Claid for the wind’s absence yesterday. He’d given her no more trouble after the incident with the widow’s dog. She could hardly blame him for that; Ruffian had, after all, attacked him, and he’d acted to defend himself. What he’d done to Ruffian she didn’t know, nor how he’d done it, but he had surely frightened the dog more than damaged it. It would find its way home—probably already had—and the Widow Lee would forget the matter. 
 
    With a sigh of contentment Kyla lay back on the smooth rock and let the wind swoop down and flow over her, plucking at her dress. Its pale gold deepened and reddened, inflamed with the rays of the rising sun. It tore around her with the ardor of a penitent lover. She laughed and yielded joyously to its wild bursts. When it calmed and softened, it whispered all it had seen and done. Bathed in its sweet airs, she gathered the gossip of the valley and its surrounding hills. 
 
    She listened carefully to each murmur, each soft susurration. The wind reported with the same light exhalation the ripening of saddleberries on Tinder Mount and the death of Farmer Blagg’s young wife in childbirth. Kyla sifted the important from the inconsequential, wary of overlooking some portent of danger to the people of Waddams. 
 
    The wind told of cows wandering into a grain field, of a flock of birds descending on the chirberry patch, of fish schooling in the Damin River at Willow Bend, of the early harvest of caronuts, of the taking of three ferebeasts by hunters. Only one item made her uneasy: the report of a large black dog trotting alone along the trail to Martyr’s Pass. 
 
    The description fit Widow Lee’s Ruffian. 
 
    Kyla bid the wind farewell, changed clothes, and made her way down the hill. The early morning sunlight warmed Kyla and bathed Waddams in temporary splendor, gilding the wooden shingles of the steep roofs and transforming the humble whitewashed walls into gleaming alabaster. Kyla loved this time of day when the streets were quiet, the farmers gone to their fields, the women gone out to milk cows and gather eggs. She’d have time to look in on Claid before reporting to the Townmaster. 
 
    As always, Kyla wound to the east and came through the center of town to avoid the sight of the home where she’d grown up. She almost regretted her decision to sell her parents’ house. She could use more space now that Claid was thrust on her, but she wouldn’t want the unhappy reminders of her parents’ tragic end. 
 
    No, she’d done well in selling it two years ago at the conclusion of her apprenticeship to the young man who claimed to be an exile from beyond Rim Canyon. With Claid to consider, she’d need the gold disks she’d received for the house. The gold was of sufficient purity to be useful for jewelry. She could barter it for goods her windspeaking didn’t earn. 
 
    The aroma of fresh-baked bread wafting from the bakeshop made her mouth water. She’d bring Claid here after seeing the Townmaster, and together they’d enjoy the warm bread and perhaps a sweetcake or two. Already tasting the delicacies, she hurried home. 
 
    She let herself in and looked for Claid, expecting to find him sleeping. Instead he was seated before the bookshelf, dusting and oiling each precious volume. Apparently unaware of her, he caressed the leather bindings lovingly, totally engrossed in his work. 
 
    She spoke his name and he jumped to face her. “Mistress, you’re back. You left me here alone. Master said I was to stay always at your side.” 
 
    “I’m sure he didn’t mean that we could literally never separate. I’m a windspeaker. Each dawn I climb Rial Hill to sing the wind and gather news for the town, and I can’t take you with me. You seem to have found something to do while I was gone.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress, I always find ways to occupy my time.” He nodded toward the cabinet. “These books were sadly in need of care.” He removed a book from the shelf and held it out, pointing to its spine. “See, the leather has begun to crack.” 
 
    “I forget about them,” Kyla confessed. “My father set great store by them and treated them well. I rarely use them.” 
 
    “A pity, mistress. You do read?” 
 
    She nodded. “My father taught me, with these books.” 
 
    “Good. Books hold power.” He replaced the damaged volume on the shelf. “Pity, though, that you have no spell books here.” 
 
    “Why should I? My father was not a mage and all these books were his.” 
 
    “If your father wasn’t a mage, why did he have these books? He must have been a scholar, but what was a scholar doing in this humble village?” Claid held out one of the books and read its title: “A Philosophical Treatise on Mind and Thought Expounding on How the Latter Proceedeth from the Former. That is not a book a farmer would own.” 
 
    That was true; books were costly. The Townmaster owned three or four, and one or two of the elders might have a volume of family or valley history—that was all. Few of the villagers could read. 
 
    She’d never asked how her father acquired all these, had always taken their possession for granted, accepting them as the symbol of her father’s profession. 
 
    Yet her father had made only one of them. The rest were old and beautifully bound. A sudden memory surfaced of her father teaching her to read, saying, “You must always value these books, Kyla. They contain treasures beyond your imagining.” 
 
    When she’d pressed him to explain how books could hold treasures, he’d said, “Knowledge is treasure, pet. These books contain many kinds of knowledge. When you can read well and think you understand them, read them again and search out their deeper meanings.” 
 
    She’d forgotten until now her father’s injunction. She still thought he’d meant no more than that the books held knowledge she could only understand as she grew older, but Claid’s interest in them hinted at other possibilities. 
 
    “My father was a scribe,” Kyla explained, resisting these thoughts. 
 
    “I wouldn’t think this town would offer enough work for a scribe.” 
 
    “He liked the quiet life in Waddams. He recorded deeds, wrote letters, did accounts. We never wanted for anything. Why are you so curious about him?” She might have added, How is it you know so much about books like these? But she forbore, having accepted the truth of Alair’s declaration that Claid was not a child, though what he was had become more of a puzzle, not less, with this discussion about her father’s books. 
 
    “Forgive me, mistress.” Claid bowed his head contritely. “I didn’t mean to pry. The books fascinated me, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no mystery about them.” She spoke with more conviction than she felt. 
 
    “No mystery perhaps, but all books possess a kind of magic, and these more than most, I’d say.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” she snapped. “My father had no interest in magic, and neither do I.” 
 
    Claid finished arranging the books to his satisfaction and turned to Kyla, his eyes the dark green of a murky sea. His face looked older, less childish. “No magic? You’re a windspeaker. You practice a magic art.” 
 
    “Windspeaking is an art, but not magic. It requires talent and training, not spells and charms.” 
 
    A wide smile lit Claid’s face. “Ah, but magic is a matter of talent and training. The spells and charms are merely tools. Sometimes they’re for nothing but show.” 
 
    Kyla frowned. “Yes, well, my voice is my only tool. Now I must go and make my report to the Townmaster. I’ll come back for you as soon as I’ve done that, and we’ll go for bread and milk.” 
 
    “And eggs?” Claid added hopefully, his face a child’s again. 
 
      
 
    The Townmaster did not observe even the slightest formality before ushering Kyla into his parlor and indicating with a wave of his hand the chair she should occupy. She sat, expecting him to take his customary seat at the escritoire. 
 
    Instead he stood in front of her and glared down his beaky nose like an angry shalkor. “Mistress Cren,” he began ominously, “because of you, men have been out all night searching the valley for mindstealers and have found none. Now they go footsore and weary to work their fields and tend their animals. Many are saying that your tale of mindstealers was a diversion to forestall questions about why you sneaked off.” 
 
    Kyla stiffened. “I did not sneak off. I told you I was going and about how long I’d be gone.” 
 
    “You told me only just before leaving. There was no time to summon the elders.” 
 
    “There was no need to summon the elders,” Kyla shot back. “I’m not a slave. I was only gone two nights and two days.” 
 
    “You left us unprotected.” His voice reached a higher pitch, becoming a nasal whine. “I’ve been ill the whole time you were gone—sick from worry and from the chill I took talking to you outside in the damp air. And you’ve returned with a child and a tale of mindstealers that no one can confirm.” 
 
    “I explained the child,” Kyla said, well aware that her explanation had been a lie. 
 
    “Perhaps, mistress, perhaps. But the elders have advised me that your compensation for this week is to be greatly reduced.” 
 
    “Reduced! That’s unfair! I’ve fulfilled my duty. And now I have a child to feed.” 
 
    “The child is no concern of ours, Mistress Cren,” he said with a self-righteous sniff. “You’ve aroused the ire of the townspeople. The men were sent on a fool’s errand. Widow Lee has lodged a complaint about you, and Mistress Laron has accused you of rudeness and indecent dress.” 
 
    “I explained—” Kyla attempted. 
 
    He cut her off. “It is the opinion of the town that you presume too much on the value of your services and need to be taught a lesson. Here are your authorization slips. You won’t starve. You have chits for bread and milk, apples and caronuts, even mushrooms if you want them.” 
 
    Kyla jumped up, snatched the chits from his hand, and stormed from the house without another word. 
 
    Claid would have to do without sweetcakes, ham, and the eggs he seemed to crave. So, of course, would she. 
 
      
 
    Claid endured the deprivation better than she. “Don’t worry, mistress,” he consoled her when she gave him the news. “I’m used to meager fare.” 
 
    “But why must the Townmaster and the villagers be so cruel? I serve them faithfully, yet they mistrust me and treat me like the lowliest servant.” 
 
    Claid shrugged and said with a wisdom of one of far more than his apparent years, “People mistrust and belittle what they don’t understand. Much as they need your windspeaking, they also resent it because it’s beyond their comprehension.” 
 
    She sighed. “I suppose that’s true, but I can’t help thinking it’s more than that. The other windspeakers don’t have this trouble. Mistress Forythe is highly respected and honored in Weaversville, and in Fenley—” 
 
    Claid interrupted. “Those windspeakers have neither your talent nor your beauty, mistress. Their villagers have less to envy.” 
 
    She felt herself flush and frowned down at him for a few moments, then said, “How can you know that? You aren’t speaking like a child at all. What are you, Claid?” 
 
    He spread out his arms and spun around on one foot, then plopped onto the floor and grinned up at her. “I am what you see, mistress—if you look hard enough.” 
 
      
 
    Although she remained angry with the Townmaster, elders, and villagers, Kyla’s pride would not let her demand an end to her punishment. For three days she kept her daily tryst with the wind, dutifully but coldly reported the results to the Townmaster, and accepted the reduced chits. 
 
    On the fourth day the Townmaster restored her full allowance with the grudging comment, “I trust you’ve learned your lesson.” She accepted the chits without a word and hurried home for Claid, happy to be able to satisfy his hunger and indulge his whims. 
 
    They stopped first at Mistress Laron’s and traded one chit for bread and sweetcakes, then walked to the Conraths’ farmhouse, where Kyla exchanged another chit for a generous slab of bacon. “Next we’ll get eggs,” she told Claid. “Just for you.” 
 
    He skipped happily along, stuffing a sweetcake into his mouth and humming at the same time. Kyla smiled. Whatever he was, at this moment he looked and acted exactly like a young child, and Kyla preferred that to Claid the connoisseur of books and raiser of difficult questions. That Claid disturbed her. 
 
    Maybe he’s not a real child, but he’s as much of one as I’ll ever have. She’d thought she’d accepted without regret the chastity and childlessness that Mistress Forythe insisted were required of a windspeaker. She’d watched mothers nursing infants and observed children at play with no pangs of longing. Now this pseudo-child was awakening instincts and feelings she’d not known she possessed. 
 
    She turned in at Turley Beal’s gate and went up to the front door of the sprawling house on the edge of town. Cackling hens and crowing roosters engulfed the house in a cheerful cacophony. Turley’s eggs were the largest and tastiest of the valley. No one could raise poultry the equal of his. 
 
    She knocked on his door. It swung open and Turley stepped out, glaring. “I didn’t expect to see you here, witch.” 
 
    She took a step back, puzzled. “I’ve made my report and brought authorization for a dozen eggs. I’ve—” 
 
    “Eggs! You expect eggs! You must know … Come and see what a spell’s been done here.” He grabbed her wrist and pulled her around the side of the house and through a gate into the chicken yard, Claid tagging along. 
 
    Hens left off their scratching and scattered before Turley’s advance. Feathers floated in the air; Kyla held her breath against the overpowering odor of chicken droppings. Turley led her into the henhouse. 
 
    He motioned to the rows of nests filling a double tier of wooden ledges around the shed. “Look!. There’re your eggs, still in the nests. Help yourself.” 
 
    Although all the eggs should have been gathered hours before, almost every nest held a single large egg, some white, some brown. Mystified, Kyla moved to the nearest nest, picked out a white egg, and held it in her hand. It was heavy and cold—a piece of marble. 
 
    She moved to another nest and tried a brown egg. Granite, like that quarried in the Rocky Hills. 
 
    “You see?” Turley bellowed. “Every one of ’em. Marble or granite!” 
 
    “And you think I did this?” How could he accuse her so groundlessly? 
 
    “No one else in Waddams knows spells.” 
 
    “Nor do I. Why do you blame this on a spell? Maybe an enemy made the exchange during the night.” 
 
    He snorted and spat on the ground. “You telling me somebody took the trouble to cart in all them stone eggs and leave ’em in place of the real ones? You know how heavy that load of fake eggs would be? You got any idea what a ruckus the hens’d make if somebody come in and lifted ’em off their nests? I’d ’a’ heard ’em, girl. I’d ’a’ heard ’em even if I was deaf as old man Ryne. I was up and about when the hens was a-layin’ this morning. Couldn’t ’a happened during the night. Hens lay in the mornin’. If these stone things’d been snuck in at night, there’d be real eggs alongside ’em by now.” 
 
    “Are you sure there aren’t?” Kyla walked farther into the hen house and peered at the rows of nests. 
 
    “Checked ’em all, I did. See for yourself.” Turley stomped along the rows, plucking eggs randomly from nests and hurling them to the straw-strewn plank floor. They all fell with a hard thud, rolled a bit, and came to rest coated with droppings and bits of straw. 
 
    “Stone. Every last one,” Turley said. “You wanted eggs. Take ’em. Mebbe you can turn ’em back.” 
 
    “Turley, it’s ridiculous to think I—” She stopped at the sight of Claid scampering around gathering up the eggs Turley had thrown. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “He said we could have them. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Them eggs won’t help your hunger none,” Turley said. 
 
    “You said she could turn them back.” An egg slipped from Claid’s full hands and smashed on the floor, spreading yolk and white among fragments of shell. 
 
    “What? Let me see them eggs you got.” Turley snatched an egg from Claid’s hands and crunched it in his fist. Egg yolk spurted through his fingers and splattered onto his tunic. 
 
    Turley turned back to the nests, grabbed a handful of eggs and banged them together. Granite thudded against marble. He plucked two more from Claid’s collection and slammed them together. Eggshells crumpled; a gooey mess filled his hands. “Witch!” he yelled, face flushed, beard quivering with rage. “Right before my eyes you work your magic. Get out!” 
 
    “Claid!” Kyla whirled on the lad, who was replenishing his supply of eggs. He danced out of the henhouse with an armful of the white and brown ovals. She stormed after him. 
 
    He darted ahead of her, dashed through the gate and out to the street without dropping an egg. Chasing after him, Kyla nearly collided with the Widow Lee. 
 
    “There you are, you evildoer,” the widow screeched, brandishing her walking stick. “I’ll beat you black and blue, I will. My dog’s lost, and this morning my Tizzy gave sour milk. You’ll pay for my cow and dog, or I’ll have you run out of town.” 
 
    She aimed a blow at Kyla’s shoulder. Kyla ducked, but the blow never landed. The widow screamed and dropped the hissing, writhing thing in her hands. A long black snake slithered away and disappeared into the bushes. 
 
    “Witch!” the widow screamed, backing away. 
 
    Turley Beal’s shouts joined the widow’s cries. With the two of them chasing her and Claid, confusion and anger drove Kyla’s racing feet. How could she defend herself? Even if she could prove that Claid, not she, was the guilty trickster, they’d hold her responsible for bringing him to the town. 
 
    “This way, mistress! Follow me.” Cradling the eggs, Claid dodged around a large tree, sped between two houses and through a neatly tended garden, jumped a small stream, and doubled back toward the center of town with Kyla puffing along behind. They had long since lost Turley Beal and the Widow Lee, but Kyla’s relief vanished when they turned a corner near the town square. A crowd was gathered in front of the Townmaster’s house. Kyla would have ducked back out of sight, but Claid pranced forward unconcerned. She lunged to catch him. 
 
    “There’s the windspeaker,” someone shouted. The crowd surged around them. With dread squeezing her gut, Kyla stepped in front of Claid to protect him. He stared at the angry faces, his eyes a brilliant jade, his arms filled with eggs. 
 
    Sedder Sims pushed through the crowd and faced Kyla. At first she thought he was wearing a cap—but no. The bald head had sprouted a bushy growth of flaming red hair. 
 
    Sedder pointed at the luxuriant thatch. “You know anything about this, Mistress Kyla? Grew in overnight, it did.” 
 
    “Thank her, Sedder,” a man called out, laughing. “You won’t have to worry about your head getting chilled anymore.” 
 
    “Hush, don’t mock the work of evil,” a woman scolded. “She couldn’t do such without trucking with Dire Lords.” 
 
    One of the Farno brothers came up leading a goat. Its loud bleats mingled with the shouts of the crowd. 
 
    “Tie her to the goat and drive her out of town,” a voice shouted. 
 
    A young girl ran up with a coil of rope and tossed it to Sedder Sims. 
 
    Kyla glanced around, hunting a way of escape, but the crowd pressed in around her. Claid, beside her, looked utterly unconcerned. She considered blurting out that Claid was the spell caster, the mischief-maker. Would they believe her? Perhaps if she told them about the Mage Alair …  She grabbed Claid’s arm so he couldn’t run away when she accused him.  
 
    “People! Good people!” The voice of the Townmaster rose above the din. “Beware. She’ll strike you with the wasting sickness like she has me.” 
 
    All heads turned upward to see the Townmaster, in nightshirt and nightcap, leaning out of his second-story window. 
 
    “I’ve had chills and fever off and on for several days,” he called down. “I thought I was better, but since I talked to her this morning, all my bones ache and all the blankets in the house won’t keep me warm. I had to drag myself to this window.” 
 
    Farno pointed to his goat. “We’re about to ride her out of town,” he said. 
 
    “Ohhh!” The Townmaster grabbed his head. “Ohhhh, the pain, the pain!” 
 
    The old faker! Kyla thought bitterly. He’s claimed sickness all his life to get sympathy and to get out of work. And they all know it, and ignore it. Yet now they choose to believe him. 
 
    “Hurry, she’s killing him,” Sedder shouted and grabbed for Kyla. 
 
    She released Claid so she could defend herself. Claid tossed up his arms, sending the eggs into the air. They split open in flight, and miniature cocks, fully feathered and with sharp beaks, sprang from them, wings flapping, spurred feet extended. The tiny birds launched themselves at the crowd in furious attack. 
 
    Shielding their faces from the jabbing beaks, the mob retreated with screams and yelps. 
 
    The Townmaster slammed his window shut as a feathered missile hurtled toward him. 
 
    “Come, mistress.” Claid grabbed Kyla’s hand. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    They ran to Kyla’s cottage and once inside latched all the windows and barricaded the door. 
 
    Kyla turned on Claid, tears stinging her eyes. “How could you have done those terrible things? And let me take the blame? To them you’re only a child, but they’ve always believed I have some kind of magic power.” 
 
    Claid only smiled and said with no glimmer of remorse, “In that they’re wiser than you, mistress. They know what you deny—that windspeaking is a magical gift, and those who have it have other powers as well.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense, but this isn’t the time to argue about it.” Kyla paced about the room. “Those people won’t forgive this. They’ll be back, and how will we hold them off? We’ll be lucky if they only drive us from town. They’re more likely to kill us. And if I do get away, where will I go? When word of this spreads, no village will have me as windspeaker. What will I do?” 
 
    “You could fry up the bacon you’re carrying,” he said, licking his lips. 
 
    “You want me to feed you after you destroyed my life?” She whirled toward him, her hand raised to strike him. “You ungrateful wretch!” 
 
    Her intended blow never fell. She looked into Claid’s eyes, big and earnest and blue as a summer sky, and her hand fell to her side. She slumped and began to cry. 
 
    Claid patted her arm. “We can go to my master. And if you have the courage, maybe you can pull loose the chain that binds me.” He gave her a sly grin. 
 
    Were Claid’s tricks designed to force her to return to Alair? Not to pull a mythical chain, but to satisfy some scheme of his or of his enigmatic master? 
 
    “Whatever happens, I’ll not go to Alair,” she vowed. “Not to pull a chain, or for any other reason.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    EXILE 
 
      
 
    Footsore, shoulders aching from the heavy pack, Kyla glanced at Claid, who strode beside her with no sign of weariness despite the bundle of books he’d insisted on bringing. saying “We mustn’t leave these behind. These ignorant peasants have no appreciation of their worth. I’ll wager not one of them can read. They’d burn them, believing them to be spell books.” 
 
    He was right, though Kyla refused to admit it. She’d observed coldly that they could hardly trek through the hills burdened with a package of twelve books besides clothes, food, and cooking utensils. 
 
    In answer Claid had hefted the bulky pack to his shoulders and strutted around the room to prove how easily he could manage it, reminding her again that he was not a mortal child. 
 
    Not a child at all. And not to be trusted. Look at him! He doesn’t tire. That weariness on the road from Martyr’s Pass was pretense. 
 
    Was his distress at being parted from Alair an act, too, or had it been genuine? His tales of beatings and mistreatment had surely been lies, and the story about the chain was patently impossible. Most likely, he missed his master, and the spells he’d cast had been a ploy to get her to take him back to Alair. Well, it wouldn’t work. I’ll be on guard against his tricks, and I’ll not go near his master, she resolved. 
 
    “If you’re tired, mistress, we can rest in the shade by the brook.” Claid pointed to a stand of caronut trees that offered a tranquil haven from the dusty road and the bright autumn sun. 
 
    Kyla nodded, still too angry to break the silence she’d maintained since they’d left Waddams. It was too early to be taking a rest, but she was weary, heartsore, and in no mood to argue. Claid might not chafe under the burden he carried, but her steps lagged. She’d paused a few times just long enough to sip water from her canteen. That was empty now. She hadn’t thought to fill it up when they’d crossed the Sar Bridge over the Damin River. Now they were nearing the Seaway Hills. She’d hoped to pass through them and reach the moors to the west by nightfall. 
 
    The fisher folk of the western shore beyond the moors kept to themselves. No coastal village had a windspeaker to carry word of the scandal that drove her into exile. If she could find a village willing to accept her, she’d have time to prove her worth before the news could catch up with her. The villagers might disregard the tales and let her stay. 
 
    If she could make Claid behave. 
 
    She slipped off her pack and sank down onto the ground to lean against a tree. 
 
    Claid rummaged through the pack and pulled out a tin cup. Taking it and her canteen, he ran lightly to the brook and skipped back to her in just moments. “Here, mistress, this will refresh you,” he said, holding out the cup, filled with clear, cool water. “And I’ve filled your canteen, too.” 
 
    Her thirst won out over the urge to throw the water in his face. She accepted the cup. “Is this an act of contrition?” she asked. 
 
    “Contrition, mistress?” 
 
    The puzzled innocence in his hazel eyes brought a bitter laugh to her lips. “Are you being so thoughtful to make up for all the grief you’ve caused me? Because no amount of helpfulness will make up for the loss of my home and livelihood.” 
 
    “Ah, mistress, how could I guess those ignorant villagers would get so upset over a few harmless pranks?” 
 
    “Harmless! Claid, Turley Beal’s eggs support his wife and eight children. Widow Lee trades her cow’s milk for the goods she needs to live on. Without them—” 
 
    “The spells were only short-term. In three or four hours they’d have worn off.” He sighed and shuffled his feet. “That’s the best I can do. No matter how hard I try, the spells fade in a few hours.” 
 
    Kyla grinned in spite of herself. “You mean Sedder Sims won’t get to keep his new head of hair?” 
 
    Claid’s wide grin answered hers. “By now his head’s smooth and shiny like Turley’s marble eggs.” 
 
    Kyla’s grin faded. “I wonder … when everything’s all right again, do you think they’d let me come back?” 
 
    Claid cocked his head and gave her a saucy look. “Oh, yes, mistress, they’d take you back. And blame you for every mishap that befalls them. They’ll have no more accidents, no natural illnesses. They’ll only be bespelled, and they will know who set the spell. So go back, take up your duties. Protect them from danger and live off what they’re willing to exchange for that service. No doubt they’ll be properly grateful and reward you as you deserve.” 
 
    Kyla’s temper flared. “They were generous enough and grateful enough before you pulled your stunts,” she protested with imperfect truthfulness. “My life was good; I had all I wanted.” 
 
    “And you were content.” Neither statement nor question, the sly remark prickled. 
 
    She’d been far from content, and the villagers had been far from generous. She’d blamed her restlessness on her need to avenge her parents, but her victory over the mindstealers brought her no peace. 
 
    Because of Alair, she told herself, and because of this creature he foisted on me. 
 
    Blaming Alair was too simple; her feelings about the mage were complex. Her encounter with him had left in its wake a dissatisfaction that pecked at her the way Turley’s hens pecked at gravel. The feeling of something missing from her life had increased, but no other place in Noster Valley could offer more. If living in Waddams had been like living confined in a box, Noster Valley was only a larger box. 
 
    “So, mistress, do we return?” Claid’s question interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    “We go on.” She got to her feet, and Claid helped her reposition her pack. She checked the sun’s path toward the hills hunched together like humpbacked giants, heads shaggy with clumps of brush. “It’s getting late. We’ll be lucky to get past the first hill by nightfall.” 
 
      
 
    Kyla stared upward into the gathering darkness. Scarcely enough light remained to show the path. Her shoulders ached, her feet hurt, and her tired legs complained at every step. Claid had chattered nonsense most of the afternoon. She’d heard only snatches, her mind busy pondering her future. 
 
    She’d not brought enough food, but she hoped to find some along the way. In her pack she had the bag of gold disks she’d taken in trade for her parents’ house. They could be bartered for food, but she didn’t want to use them unless the need was extreme. 
 
    Beyond the hills, they would have to cross the moors and climb down the cliffs to the coast, then follow the coast to where it widened and fishing villages nestled beneath the overhanging cliffs. A journey of three days, Kyla reckoned. 
 
    They climbed for some time in the growing darkness, with Claid leading the way. “Mistress,” he said, falling back beside her, “I see a hollow that might make a good camping place. Should I go ahead to make certain it’s safe?” 
 
    She nodded, wondering how he could see anything off the trail in the waning light. He bounded away, seemingly as fresh as when they’d set out. What is he? her tired mind repeated. 
 
    He was back before she’d gone ten steps. “It’s safe, mistress. It was the burrow of a wooleree, but it’s been abandoned for some time.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” Woolerees were shy and nonaggressive but did not hesitate to use their long claws and dorsal spines to protect their dens and their young. They’d been known to disembowel large predators and walk away unharmed. 
 
    In her weariness she accepted Claid’s assurance and let him help her up the steep slope. When they reached the hollow, she shrugged off her pack and used it as a backrest, relaxing against it while Claid went about building a fire. Any guilt she might have felt for leaving the work of setting up camp to him was assuaged by his cheerful competence. 
 
    When the fire settled into a merry blaze, he brought the last of the bread they’d packed, divided it with her, and hunkered beside her in the small den to eat his half. 
 
    After she’d eaten and drunk water from her canteen, she wrapped herself in her woolen cloak and curled up on the mat of dried leaves and grasses that lined the den. Her nose twitched at the musky scent of old wooleree scat. She sneezed—and sneezed again. 
 
    “Beware, mistress,” Claid shook a finger in her face. “A sneeze warns of trouble, and three sneezes in succession summon woe.” 
 
    Kyla’s nose wrinkled. “That’s just a … just a … a … aachooo! … a silly superstition.” She wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “Anyway, trouble has already found us.” 
 
    “Shhh. It has only brushed past us on its way elsewhere. Now that you’ve attracted its notice, it may decide to stay.” 
 
    Kyla opened her eyes and lifted her head to peer at Claid, expecting to see him grinning at her. His face was solemn. “You sound like the foolish villagers,” she said. “I thought I’d left that kind of nonsense behind.” 
 
    “It isn’t nonsense,” he insisted. “Few know the harbingers of trouble better than I.” 
 
    She couldn’t keep from laughing. “I don’t doubt that,” she said. “You know your own kind.” 
 
    He squatted back on his heels and regarded her with eyes large and dark as an owl’s. “My kind, mistress? Have you determined what I am?” 
 
    “No.” Why, when she was tired and wanted only to sleep, had Claid become so argumentative? “What are you? Isn’t it time you explained yourself?” 
 
    “Wise indeed the one who can explain himself,” he answered maddeningly. “I am whatever you make me.” 
 
    She sighed and lay back, her eyes closed. “This is pointless, Claid,” she said, too tired to think through the implications of his remark. “If you were of my making, you wouldn’t have got me sent into exile.” 
 
    He did not reply, and she drifted off to sleep vaguely surprised that he’d let her have the last word. 
 
      
 
    It was dark when she awoke, but a nearby arborbird proclaimed in song its confidence in dawn’s impending arrival. Shivering, she crawled from the den and cast a longing glance at the cold ashes of last night’s fire, faintly visible in the light of a large crescent moon. 
 
    Force of habit rather than obligation drove her, despite the cold, to change into her light shift and head for the crest of the hill. She didn’t wake Claid, not wanting to windspeak in his presence. He would distract her, break her concentration. 
 
    Studded with shrubs and bushes, the hilltop offered no bare expanse where the wind could have free play. She thrashed down a circle of sharp-bladed grass and uprooted a small bush to create a spot for her rendezvous. By the time she finished, the sun’s rim had climbed above the farthest hills and sent a shaft of gold into her clearing. A sudden movement beyond the stream of light caught her attention. 
 
    Claid stood leering at her. 
 
    Or did he? She blinked. Where he’d stood she saw only a bush about his height. The vision could have been a trick of the light—or some new trick of Claid’s. 
 
    If it was Claid, she would not give him the satisfaction of deterring her from her purpose. She dropped to her knees and with arms uplifted sent her crooning call to the wind. 
 
    It swooped down on her, buffeting her with angry blue gusts. 
 
    “What have I done?” she asked in song. 
 
    The force of its attack increased. The stinging blasts brought tears to her eyes. The wind pressed her shift to her body. Her hair whipped around her face, blew into her eyes and mouth, stopped her singing. 
 
    Huddled on the ground, teeth chattering with cold, she endured the wind’s anger until the blue lightened and the flurries spent themselves. Still the wind refused to turn playful or passionate. In short impatient bursts it huffed the news. Kyla strained to understand the rush of tidings bombarding her. 
 
    “Cows strayed from … hunters driving … ferebeasts … stampede … fire in … village … early snow … avalanche … black dog … near Nine Falls … bloody tracks in snow … wooleree … trapper killed … mindstealers … horde … pouring into valley …” 
 
    Kyla sat up. “A horde of mindstealers? Did you say ‘horde’? Coming into the valley? Tell me again.” 
 
    The icy blue wind refused to repeat its tale or make further mention of mindstealers. The rest of its chatter was of no consequence. Chilled, miserable, consumed with anxiety, Kyla stumbled back to the den. 
 
    Claid sat cross-legged in the entrance reading a book from his pack. He looked up at the clatter of her hasty descent. He jumped to his feet, his face registering alarm. He seemed older and taller, a lad of nine or ten rather than a child of five or six. “Mistress! What is it? You look—” 
 
    “Turn your head while I dress. Or go back to reading. We have to return to the village.” 
 
    “Return? Why?” 
 
    “Mindstealers are coming into the valley. If I understood the wind’s mutterings.” She pulled warm clothing from her pack, dragged her boots from the den. “I have to warn the villagers. I think I heard ‘a horde of mindstealers.’ Can’t risk their lives on the chance I heard wrong.” 
 
    Paying no heed to Claid, she stripped off the shift, dressed in her travel clothes, and reordered her pack. Into the top of it she stuffed her heavy cloak. Wearing it could slow her down. 
 
    “The townspeople won’t believe you, mistress,” Claid warned. “They don’t deserve your concern.” 
 
    “They’ll have to believe me. Help me get this pack on. A horde of mindstealers! If that’s true, the whole village is in danger.” 
 
    Claid slipped the book he’d been reading into his sack, shouldered the heavy bundle, and followed Kyla down the slope to the trail. “You’ll get us killed, mistress,” he wailed. “For those ungrateful wretches.” 
 
    “No one deserves to be abandoned to mindstealers,” Kyla snapped. “Go back to Alair if you’re afraid.” 
 
    “No, mistress.” Claid caught up with her and trotted beside her, bundle of books slung over one shoulder. “He ordered me to stay with you. I’ll share whatever fate befalls you.” 
 
    Kyla grimaced but did not slow her pace. Guilt washed over her at the thought that she might be leading Claid as well as herself into the mindstealers’ clutches, but she saw no help for it. Her duty as a windspeaker was clear. 
 
    “I told you trouble would find us,” Claid moaned. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    CLAID 
 
      
 
    Kyla halted her descent and stared. Yesterday Noster Valley had been a tapestry of green and gold, with farmers harvesting vegetables from green-leafed stalks while golden heads of grain swayed and shimmered, waiting to be threshed. Today the tapestry was shredded as if by giant scissors. She gasped at the chaos—the total ruin of all crops not yet harvested. No storm had wreaked such havoc on this clear autumn day. 
 
    A rumble like distant thunder drew her gaze to the western edge of the valley. A mass of dark blotches winked in and out of a cloud of dust, blocking her view of Waddams. She caught Claid’s arm and pointed. “That can’t be the horde of mindstealers.” 
 
    He peered in the direction she indicated and shook his head. “No, mistress. Those are ferebeasts. They’ve run through the valley and trapped themselves between the town, the cliffs, the river, and the mindstealers.” 
 
    Squinting, shading her eyes with one hand, Kyla focused on the swarming black dots. “You’re right.” She remembered the wind’s other snatch of important news, swallowed up till now by her concern about the mindstealers. “A stampede of ferebeasts! Blocking our route into Waddams.” 
 
    “And look to the east.” He pointed toward the opposite end of the valley where the Damin River wound away from Weaversville in the eastern corner of Noster Valley and meandered westward toward Waddams. She could barely make out a moving black line snaking along the riverbank. “Those are your mindstealers,” Claid said. “They’re marching on Waddams, no doubt about it.” 
 
    “Ferebeasts or no, we have to get there first,” Kyla said grimly. “We’d better stow our packs so we can run faster.” She shrugged hers off and glanced around for a place to hide it. 
 
    “I won’t leave the books, mistress,” Claid said stubbornly. “They won’t slow me down, I promise.” 
 
    Kyla didn’t argue. She spotted a tree with a large hole in its trunk. Standing on tiptoe, she thrust her pack between the branches and poked it down into the hollow. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said. “Let’s run.” 
 
    A steady yellow wind greeted her as she reached the valley. It swept behind her, pushing her along. Had its former cold fury been because she was leaving Waddams? She sang a quick song of thanks for its help as she ran. Claid kept pace with her despite his heavy bundle of books. 
 
    With the aid of the wind, she sped through the ravaged fields. Around noon she and Claid crossed Sar Bridge and neared the edge of the milling herd of ferebeasts. 
 
    The earth trembled beneath the pounding hooves. A forest of curving horns flashed in the midday sun. Kyla choked on the dust-filled air and the heavy scent of musk. With a helpless, sick feeling, she stared at the sea of beasts. 
 
    The males stood as tall as she at their heavily muscled shoulders. Broader at the withers, the sleek body narrowed to the haunches, above which whipped a wickedly barbed tail. At the opposite end a long head jutted out on a sinewy neck. The glittering eyes sported a perpetual look of rage. Above tufted ears, sharp horns curved up, back, and forward like grappling hooks; no less formidable were the powerful jaws with large teeth. 
 
    The smaller females had straighter horns and lacked the barbed tails, but they, like the males, could deliver deadly kicks with their cloven hooves, and they had the same crushing jaws. 
 
    Hundreds of these animals charged toward the steep slopes, wheeled around at the river’s edge, and dashed back to the rear of the herd in mindless circling. 
 
    “How can we get through?” Kyla shouted to make herself heard. 
 
    “I don’t know, mistress,” Claid answered. “You came with such haste, I thought you must have a plan.” 
 
    Ignoring his sarcasm, she turned back to the herd in time to see an enormous buck charge directly at them. 
 
    Kyla screamed. Claid dropped his bag of books and jumped in front of her. The ferebeast thundered nearer. Claid ran forward and vaulted over the creature’s horns, landing on its back. He grabbed the barbed tail as it lashed at him and gave a twist that sent the animal into a skidding turn just before it reached Kyla. The buck arched its long neck, bellowed, and aimed its horns at the annoyance on its back. Holding the tail with one hand, Claid turned enough to catch a horn in his other. With a mighty tug he pulled both hands together. The ferebeast toppled. Claid leaped free and dashed back to Kyla. He caught up the pack of books and slung it over his shoulder as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. 
 
    Kyla stared open-mouthed at the fallen, writhing ferebeast. “You broke its back,” she said, awed by Claid’s inhuman strength and horrified by the animal’s agonized moans. “Can’t you put it out of its misery?” 
 
    “It would have crippled you without a thought.” 
 
    “It’s a mindless beast. You aren’t.” 
 
    He shrugged, walked nearer the shivering animal, and kicked its head in what appeared to be another act of wanton cruelty. With a final shudder the beast fell still. Its labored breathing ceased; its eyes glazed. 
 
    “If you can do that,” she yelled, “you can find a way to get us through.” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Is that an order, mistress?” 
 
    Kyla stamped her foot. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    Again he lowered the pack of books and placed it at her feet. “Wait here. Guard these.” 
 
    He turned and strode into the midst of the galloping beasts. He’d grown taller; she could follow his progress as the packed bodies parted to let him through, then closed behind him to form a solid phalanx of moving flesh. 
 
    Could he survive that awesome medley of hooves and horns and teeth and tail-barbs? 
 
    He could. He wasn’t human. That was clear in the way he’d mastered the ferebeast and killed it. She had not sent him to his death. 
 
    Fists clenched, nails digging into her palms, she waited and watched the seething mass and wished she could also see the winding column of mindstealers. She worried that even if Claid could find a way through the ferebeast herd, she would not be in time to save Waddams. 
 
    A change in the rhythmic pattern of drumming hooves alerted her to Claid’s return. Snorting and bellowing preceded his emergence from the throng leading two young bucks by the horns. Heads lowered, tails lashing but not trying to strike with the barbed end, the animals followed Claid. The rest of the herd trumpeted its displeasure but continued its frantic circling with no attempt to challenge Claid. 
 
    He halted before her and jerked down on the horns of the two ferebeasts. Both animals sank grudgingly to their knees. 
 
    “If my mistress would be pleased to mount,” Claid said with a flourish, “these beasts will carry us through the herd and into the village.” 
 
    “Ride? Ride a ferebeast? Claid, that’s impossible.” 
 
    “I assure you, these two are tractable.” He bowed his head and said modestly, “I have a way with animals.” 
 
    “But can you control mine when I’ve mounted him and you’re no longer holding him by the horns?” 
 
    “There is some risk, but if I ride by your side, I believe I can control your beast as well as mine. If you won’t take the risk, you’ll have to find your own way through the herd.” 
 
    Kyla walked to one of the bucks. With trembling knees and her stomach knotted with fear, she climbed onto the back of the kneeling beast and cast a nervous glance over her shoulder at the barbed tail. The tail lay in the dust, and though the animal gave a low, menacing grumble when she mounted, it made no threatening move. 
 
    Claid pulled up the animal’s head. “Lean forward and hold on to the horns, mistress. Don’t let go.” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Kyla followed his instructions. The ferebeast lumbered to its feet. Its back was bony and rough. She sat far forward, on the massive shoulders. To maintain her hold on the horns she had to lean toward them at an awkward angle. When Claid released her mount, she held her breath, sure she would be tossed off and trampled. The animal stood quietly while Claid picked up his sack of books and held it in one hand as he vaulted onto the back of the other beast. He settled the books in front of him and leaned over them to grasp his mount’s horns. Digging his heels into its shoulders, he urged it into motion. 
 
    Kyla’s ferebeast mimicked the movements of its fellow, and, walking sedately side by side, the two animals headed directly into the herd. 
 
    Racing beasts veered and shifted to allow their passage. Like the calm eye in the center of a cyclone, they plodded in an island of safety ringed by galloping, head-tossing, tail-flicking creatures. The thunder of the hooves deafened Kyla; it pounded in her blood. The shrill trumpeting sent spears of pain through her head. She hung on to her mount in terror, sure they would be crushed beneath the surging mass. Only Claid’s serene presence at her side kept her panic in check. 
 
    At last the wall of rushing bodies parted before them to reveal the houses and streets of the village. Claid shouted an order to halt, and her ferebeast slowed and stopped beside his. A moment later he was helping her dismount. Her backside ached, her thighs burned where the rough hide had chafed her skin. Yet she’d done it! She’d ridden a ferebeast. 
 
    The freed pair wheeled and galloped back to the herd. Trembling, not trusting herself to speak, Kyla stumbled forward to a barrier of wagons and furniture thrown up across the street to keep the ferebeasts from stampeding through the town. With Claid’s help she moved some of the obstructing items and clambered over the rest. 
 
    Toward the center of town, they encountered another barrier, forming an inner line of defense. They broke through that as they had the outer barrier. Kyla dusted herself off and looked back at Claid. His size and appearance had reverted to that of the small child he’d been when she brought him to Waddams. 
 
    As they approached the village square, a crowd charged toward them, shouting and brandishing clubs and whips and pitchforks. It seemed the whole village was bearing down on them, enraged and dangerous as the ferebeast herd. 
 
    “Witch!” She recognized Turley Beal’s voice. “Have you come back to gloat?” 
 
    “As I predicted, mistress,” Claid said, stepping in front of her and drawing himself up so his head reached her waist. “They blame you for the ferebeasts destroying their crops.” 
 
    Someone in the crowd hurled a stone. It fell to one side of Kyla, but others in the group quickly copied the action, and some had better aim. A large rock barely missed Kyla’s head; a smaller one struck her shoulder, the blow bringing an involuntary yelp. 
 
    “Stop!” she shouted. “I came to warn you. Mindstealers.” She ducked. A rock whizzed by her ear. “Coming toward the town. A horde. You have to—” A rock struck her chest, knocking her backwards. Pain radiated through her body. She fought for breath. A black fog closed in around her. 
 
    Through it and over the hammering of her pulse came the incongruous sound of a childish voice chanting a rhyme. 
 
    The chant stopped, and in the eerie silence Claid helped her sit up. “You’ll be all right, mistress. No broken bones. Bad bruises, painful, I know, but we have to get away. The freezing spell I cast won’t hold long.” 
 
    She blinked and stared through the clearing mist. The townspeople stood motionless, some with arms uplifted, hands gripping rocks. 
 
    Kyla coughed and struggled to her feet. “Can they hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ve no time for speech. Let’s go.” He tugged at her tunic. 
 
    She pulled free and addressed the frozen mob. “Mindstealers are coming through the valley. We saw at least a hundred. I had nothing to do with the ferebeast herd. I risked my life getting through it so I could warn you. Be ready to defend yourselves.” 
 
    In the front of the crowd Turley Beal’s face twitched. Someone near him blinked. A rock thudded to the ground, released by relaxing fingers. 
 
    “Hurry, mistress. I can’t hold the spell much longer.” Claid’s voice held an edge of panic. 
 
    Kyla let him lead her at a run back to and over the barricades. Distant shouts told her Claid’s spell had failed. Chest aching, lungs straining, she drove herself to the limit and reached the outer barricade in a desperate burst of speed. Claid helped her over it, panting as hard as she, and bent under the bag of books as though feeling its weight for the first time. 
 
    “I’ve spent my strength on the spells,” he said. “I’ve none left for controlling the ferebeasts. We can’t get back the way we came.” 
 
    The ferebeasts were gone, melted into a thundering cloud of dust that was sweeping east out of the valley and into the hills beyond. 
 
    The reason for the herd’s change in direction was terrifyingly clear. 
 
    Like a huge black snake, the line of mindstealers wound toward them, its head less than two stadia distant and moving rapidly closer. 
 
    Claid lowered his sack of books to the ground and sagged against Kyla. “I’ve little strength left, but I’ll try one more spell. Take care of the books.” 
 
    He straightened and sprinted toward the mindstealers. 
 
    “Claid, no! Come back!” 
 
    A sheet of fire erupted in front of him. High flames shot toward the mindstealers, driving them back. Claid’s spell. If only he could maintain it. 
 
    The flames wavered, flickered, faded. Claid backed away, but the creatures sprang toward him. “Run, mistress,” he bellowed. “Get away.” 
 
    Kyla stood rooted, helpless, watching the long, black, multi-jointed arms clutch at Claid, lift him, and pass him back through their ranks. 
 
    “Go. Get help,” he yelled. “Go to Alair. Pull loose the chain that binds me.” 
 
    As the black horrors closed in around him, blocking him from her sight, he called, “Save the books!” 
 
    She snatched up the bag of books and staggered toward the bridge, blinded by tears. Burdened by the heavy sack, she expected at any moment to feel bony fingers grasp her arms, long talons thrust into her ears. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    FLIGHT 
 
      
 
    Kyla reached the hills and found the tree where she had stowed her pack. Sinking to the ground beneath it, she dropped the sack of books beside her and wondered why she heard no sound of pursuit. 
 
    She had never known mindstealers to appear in such numbers and attack so boldly. Unless Claid had managed another distraction, the creatures had turned to attack Waddams. Most likely the evil creatures had first taken Claid’s mind. She could do nothing to save him. 
 
    Go to Alair. Get help. Pull loose the chain that binds me. Claid’s frantic plea must mean that the chain he’d told her of was real. 
 
    Alair lived on Starwind Peak, a journey of many days. She couldn’t reach it in time to help Claid. 
 
    Yet he had told her to go, and she owed him that for saving her life. 
 
    She sighed. Such a long and difficult trail. Far wiser to press on toward the fishing villages. She had to build a new life, a goal that would be easier without Claid. 
 
    Claid was gone. Her former life was gone. She must forge her own destiny, with no more thought for Alair. 
 
    Night was drawing near. She retrieved her pack from the tree. She’d go up to the wooleree lair to camp. In the morning she’d speak the wind and strike out for the coast. 
 
    She struggled into the backpack and bent to pick up the sack of books. 
 
    She straightened without touching it, struck with the pain of Claid’s loss. The books! She couldn’t leave them behind, but neither could she look at them without being reminded of Claid. 
 
    His regard for them shamed her. They were all she had left to remind her of her father. She’d neglected them, had been willing to abandon them. Claid had seen them as a treasure beyond price. 
 
    She glared at the lumpy sack. Each volume within it seemed to call out Claid’s name. She could not bear the twelvefold reproach. Though she longed to turn toward the coast, she had to set out on the long trail to Starwind Peak. 
 
    Hunched in the cramped space of the wooleree lair, Kyla redistributed the goods in her pack to fit some of the books into it. Even nested, the three cooking pots took up too much room. She’d leave the two largest along with all the utensils except two spoons and one bowl. Nor would she need more spare clothing than a single tunic. When she reached the mountains, she would need her woolen cloak and her fleece-lined boots. 
 
    What she removed let her fit eight books into the pack. Four still sat in a stack beside her—the ones she considered least likely to be of value in her new life. They’d have to be left behind with the pots and clothes. Claid wouldn’t approve, he but would never know. 
 
    The Record of Deeds and Transfers of Ownership of All Plots of Land In and Adjacent to Waddams was a historical record that her father had written and guarded with special care. She’d recorded her sale of her parents’ home but had made no other entries, so the record was no longer current. She felt no obligation to the people of Waddams after their treatment of her, and if they hadn’t heeded her warning, they’d have no need of the book. 
 
    The Poems of Tarant of Hilpret That He Wrote on Divers Subjects and Dedicated to Mistress Filene with Chaste Honour and Respekt. She had no idea who Tarant was and had never thought the poems particularly good. Claid had taken great interest in the book, perhaps hoping to discover some poetic spells, but the poems dealt with trivial matters. Mistress Filene had probably been disappointed to find the poems empty of ardor and as chaste as the title declared the poet’s “respekt” for the lady to be. 
 
    With deep regret Kyla set out A History of Those Wonderful Beastes, Bothe Natural and Unnatural, That Run, Walk or Creep Upon the Land or Flye Through the Air or Swim in the Waters of the Sea. The book was her personal favorite; she loved the sketches of the animals, particularly the “unnatural beastes” whose fanciful portrayal provoked both laughter and horror. But it was the largest and heaviest book, and its abandonment would make it easier to carry the rest. 
 
    Finally, she put aside On Mastering the Intricacies of Mathematical Theory, a book she little understood and for which she saw no practical application. 
 
    Her choices made, she drank the last of the water in her water skin. She’d eaten nothing all day and felt light-headed, but she was too tired and unhappy to think about food. Tomorrow she’d find nuts and berries; they abounded in the hills this autumn. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Shortly before dawn she climbed the hill, where she flattened again the space she’d selected the previous day. This time she brought her cloak and spread it over the crushed weeds. 
 
    She knelt on it. Prickly stalks stabbed her through the soft wool, but the garment offered protection against the cold, damp ground. The session would be a long one. She had to win the wind back, gain its help for her journey. 
 
    Head bowed, eyes closed, she composed her mind, emptying it of every thought save of the wind and the song she must sing to it. Her eyes opened to a shower of light from the rising sun. Beyond, in shadow, where she had seen him before, again she thought she saw Claid. This time he did not leer. This time blood ran down his head and over his shoulders, and his eyes were closed. 
 
    She leaped up and ran to him. 
 
    Only a bush, its outer leaves dyed autumn red. 
 
    Shaken, she returned to her place. Twice she’d seen a vision of Claid in that same spot. Could it be a plea for help? She had to reach Starwind Peak quickly. If she rode the wind … 
 
    At times in its raptures the wind had lifted her high, but never carried her any great distance. Could it lift her into the mountains and transport her over the intervening peaks all the way to Starwind? It was her only hope of reaching Alair quickly. Arms uplifted, she began her song. 
 
    Her cadences rose and fell and soared higher. The wind nibbled at the edges of the song, allowed itself to be drawn down to sough around her, its storm-tinged green brightening to gold. 
 
    Stifling her sense of urgency, refusing to manifest her impatience, she relaxed and let the wind play. It turned rose, then deepened to red as she let it sweep her up, invade her, and spend its passion on her. 
 
    When it gentled to a soft pink, she sat up. “Wait here,” she whispered, and crooned promises until the wind slept and all the leaves were still. 
 
    She scrambled down to the wooleree lair, changed into her journey clothes, stuffed her shift into the top of her pack, over the books, and got the pack onto her back. She looked at the four rejected books stacked beside the kettle and skillet. By the time she returned, they’d be covered with mold, bored and tunneled by insects, probably even gnawed by animals. 
 
    Thinking of Claid, she reached around and pulled the shift from the top of the pack, snatched up the books, wrapped the shift around them, and knotted it into a sling. Carrying it over one arm, she clambered up the slope to the waiting wind. 
 
    She spread her cloak out on the ground and sat cross-legged on it with her pack on her back and the sling of books in her lap. She sang softly at first, but as the wind joined in, her song grew louder and wilder. Never had she poured so much effort and intensity into her singing. Her music blended with the wind’s until the voices swelled and exploded in a thunderous crescendo. 
 
    The wind, deepening to a rich violet, swirled around her. It tugged at the edges of the cloak until it burrowed beneath it and lifted it off the ground. 
 
    As she was swirled into the sky, Kyla grabbed at the cloak with both hands and continued to sing, praying her voice would not give out. 
 
    Storm clouds formed around her. The wind purpled. In a rush it soared above the trees and skirled over the hilltops. Swathed in clouds, Kyla lost all sense of height. She merged with the wind, free of earth’s bonds. The tempest raged in her and through her; her song became defiant laughter, eddying and circling with the wind. 
 
    The clouds lightened, slowed. She drifted gently toward the snow-covered slopes of a high mountain. Softly the wind set her down in front of a modest stone house near the summit. Could this mountain cottage be Alair’s reputed castle? 
 
    Pale blue now, the wind fluffed her hair and sped away, leaving her standing knee deep in snow. 
 
    Shivering, she retrieved her cloak, wet from its snow bath, and put it over her shoulders. Her pack heavy on her back, the additional packet of books in her hand, she slogged through the drifts to the house. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    MAGE HOME 
 
      
 
    Kyla stamped her feet to shake the snow from her boots. She made heavy-handed use of the brass knocker adorned with the glaring face of some evil creature. Scowling back at it, she shifted her burden of books. A fine thing if she’d come all this distance to an empty house. She’d freeze if she had to stand out here much longer. She grasped the knocker with numb fingers and slammed it against the heavy wood door several more times. 
 
    The door swung open, revealing a short, rotund woman in a lumpy dress, sagging stockings, and shapeless shoes, all the same dull shade of gray. 
 
    “You might give a body time to get to the door without banging so,” the woman scolded, hands on hips, gray eyes frowning beneath the halo of wispy gray hair encircling an equally gray lace cap. “Young people have no patience these days.” She cast a suspicious eye on the bundle hanging from Kyla’s arm. “If you’re here to sell something, merchants are to use the side door.” 
 
    Kyla glanced around, trying to imagine a merchant peddling goods to this isolated and snow-covered peak. “I have urgent business with the Mage Alair,” she said. “This is his house, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is, and I’m his housekeeper.” The woman made no move to allow Kyla inside. “Anyone who wants to see him must state their purpose to me. The mage is a busy man. He hasn’t time to see every soul who comes clamoring for a love philter or a good luck charm.” 
 
    The housekeeper spoke as if she had to fend off a steady stream of supplicants. Who but a person in desperate need would climb Starwind Peak? “I told you, my business with Alair is urgent. Let me in.” Kyla tried to push past her. 
 
    The small gray woman stood firm, immovable as the rock she resembled. “That’s what they all say. I’ll judge whether your errand is worth troubling the master for.” 
 
    Beyond the stubborn housekeeper Kyla saw the glow of a hearth fire, heard the cheery crackle of the flames, and breathed in the balmy aroma of burning pine. If only she could bask in its heat. 
 
    “I have to see him about Claid,” she said. 
 
    “That scapegrace! You’d be the young woman Alair foisted him onto.” The woman took a step back, allowing Kyla to ease inside the door. “What’s the imp done?” 
 
    “Probably got himself killed saving my life. Will you please get Alair.” 
 
    “Humph. Snippy thing, aren’t you? But I suppose he’ll speak to you.” After closing the front door, she turned and stumped across the room and through another door, which she shut behind her. 
 
    Kyla hurried to the fireplace. She put down the bundled books, shrugged off her cloak and heavy pack, and thrust her hands near the flames until they tingled from the warmth. Turning to warm her back, she surveyed the room. It gave no hint of its owner’s reputed wealth. The walls were rough unpainted stone. Three wooden armchairs with cushioned seats surrounded a table cluttered with writing materials and a plain oil lamp, unlit. Between the table and the door, a braided rag rug covered a small portion of the otherwise bare hardwood floor. To one side of the front door a single uncurtained window showed her the snow falling outside. 
 
    Alair must be deliberately making her wait, testing her patience. She dragged a chair near the fire, sat down, and began to tug off her boots so she could warm her icy feet. She had the first one off when Alair strode into the room. 
 
    The mage loomed over her. He wore a woolen tunic of soft purple over tight-fitting black breeches. His hair fell in warm chestnut waves that brushed his shoulders. His hazel eyes shone gold with reflected firelight. She caught her breath. Her heart climbed into her throat. 
 
    He gazed down his long straight nose at her. “What’s this nonsense about Claid?” 
 
    Her heart slid back where it belonged. Rising up on the toes of her bare foot to balance the booted one, she matched his arrogant tone. “It’s not nonsense. He needs your help, if it isn’t too late. He told me to come to you.” 
 
    “Too late! For Claid?” A corner of his lips curled upward in a smirk. “You’ve yet to learn anything at all about him, I see.” 
 
    First the rude housekeeper, and now this! It was too much for Kyla’s frayed nerves. “It was a mistake to come here.” She snatched up her boot. Teetering on one foot, she worked the other into the boot. 
 
    “Are all windspeakers as quick-tempered and changeable as the wind?” he asked, watching her with amusement. 
 
    “Are all mages so arrogant and patronizing?” She picked up her backpack and bundle and headed toward the door. “I’ll not stay and listen to your insults. It’s clear you care nothing about Claid.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be so melodramatic,” Alair said, laughing. “You don’t want to go blundering about in a snowstorm.” 
 
    Her hand on the latch, she turned and glared. “I’d rather get lost in a blizzard than endure your insufferable rudeness.” She jerked open the door and flung herself into cold air laced with snow flurries. 
 
    She’d made a grave mistake in abandoning Claid to come on this fool’s errand. To correct it she’d have to summon the wind and persuade it to carry her back to the valley, where she’d try to rescue him herself. 
 
    A large black dog, snow melting on his back, bounded in front of her, barring her way with flattened ears and a menacing growl, but at the same time he wagged his tail wildly. 
 
    She recognized him. “Ruffian! What are you doing here?” She extended her hand and let the dog sniff it. Ruffian licked her fingers with evident joy. “Come on, fellow. You can help me find my way home.” 
 
    The dog whined and hung his head. His tail lowered and swung slowly back and forth. 
 
    “He just got here this morning. He’s not ready to leave.” 
 
    She hadn’t heard Alair step outside behind her. Pointing at Ruffian, she said, “Why is he here? He belongs to the Widow Lee.” 
 
    “He did, but he found his way to me.” He scratched the dog’s ears. “He’s eaten, warmed himself by the fire, and settled in quite comfortably. I don’t think you’ll persuade him to go back into the cold.” 
 
    “You must have treated him more kindly than you’ve treated me.” 
 
    “Then you must give me another chance to offer hospitality.” The mage smiled down at her, melting her anger. “Come back inside,” he urged. “Sit by the fire and tell me about Claid.” 
 
    She allowed him to draw her into the house. Ruffian followed, and the door closed behind them. Alair led her back to the chair by the fire, took her pack and bundle, and set them to one side. She sat, and Ruffian plopped down at her feet. His tail thumped against the hardwood floor. Alair pulled up a second chair and settled into it, stretching his long legs out in front of him. 
 
    “So, Mistress Kyla Cren,” he said, “you have my rapt attention.” 
 
    His use of her surname irritated her. Curse the man! He was so smug, so unbearably sure of himself. If it weren’t for Claid, she wouldn’t put up with him. She reached down, scratched Ruffian’s ears, fixed her attention on the dog, and launched into her tale. 
 
    To his credit, Alair listened without interrupting. 
 
    She’d intended to relate only the essential facts—the horde of mindstealers, Claid’s attempt to protect her, his capture, her escape. Somehow she found herself filling in more and more background. One thread led to another in an erratic, back-and-forth pattern. To explain their nearness to the mindstealer horde, she had to describe her attempt to warn the villagers. To explain why the villagers hadn’t been out working their fields when the horde descended, she had to tell how the ferebeasts’ stampede had destroyed the crops and driven the farmers to barricade themselves within Waddams. Next, of course, she needed to tell Alair why she and Claid had been traveling through the hills when the wind told her of the mindstealers. That led to the recounting of Claid’s mischievous spells and the townspeople’s reaction and her subsequent exile. Her tale expanded to include the books and why she’d kept them with her despite the urgency of her mission. 
 
    Finished at last, she waited for his reaction. 
 
    He said, “So it’s books you’re lugging in that heavy pack. Let’s see them.” 
 
    “The books! What about the mindstealers? What about Claid? Do you think he’s dead?” 
 
    “You can’t accept that Claid can protect himself. If he cares to, he can protect your town as well. He’s in no danger—he can’t die. The books are more important.” 
 
    “Why do you insist that he can’t die? What is he?” 
 
    Instead of answering, he sprang from his chair, startling Ruffian, who sat up and growled. Alair picked up the four books bundled in Kyla’s shift and worked at the knots. She tried to jerk the bundle away from him. “I tell you, Claid is in danger. I was there; I know. His spells only last a short time. And he’d already used up his power with the spells he’d done to control the ferebeasts and to rescue us from the villagers.” 
 
    Alair regarded her with maddening amusement and did not release his hold on the books. “You said that after the mindstealers captured him he did ‘something’ that enabled you to escape from a horde of mindstealers and reach the safety of the hills. It should be obvious that the ‘something’ he did could have been no minor spell. At a time when he was supposedly helpless and drained, he provided powerful protection for you all the way across the valley. That was not the act of a being bereft of power. And, in fact, it’s not true that Claid’s spells are of brief duration. They last as long as he wants them to.” 
 
    While he spoke, Alair worked at the knotted material. As his speech concluded, the knots yielded and the books tumbled free. He held up the wrinkled smock. “You may need this again.” He tossed it to her, gathered the four books, and returned to his chair. Ruffian settled down, gazing warily at his new master. 
 
    Kyla crushed the white dress in her hands. “Are you heartless? However he did it, Claid used his power to save me, not himself. And what do you think the mindstealers were doing to him while he was using all his strength to protect me?” 
 
    Alair wasn’t listening. He opened a book and scanned its pages. “Excellent!” he said, running a finger down a page. “This book is a rare treasure.” 
 
    She jumped to her feet and tried to snatch the book from him. He dodged her hand without looking up. The volume that had captured his interest was On Mastering the Intricacies of Mathematical Theory, the book she valued least. “Please,” she said desperately, “I’ll give you the book if you’ll only help Claid.” 
 
    He smiled. “An attractive offer, but I’d be taking advantage of your ignorance.” Closing the book, he stood and, disregarding her enraged sputters, took her hand. “Come along. I see you’re too distraught to be satisfied by words. You’ll have to see for yourself that Claid is in no need of rescue.” He pulled her toward the door through which the housekeeper had earlier gone to fetch him.  
 
    She went with him, too astounded to resist. “Claid is here? And you never told me?” 
 
    “No, of course he isn’t here. I have no idea where he is. But I am a mage. In my laboratory I have a device that will allow me to locate Claid and see what the ne’er-do-well is up to.” 
 
    His hand clasping hers, he took her through a dimly lit corridor that seemed too long for the size of the house. Ruffian padded behind them. 
 
    A motionless figure stood in the shadowy hall. As their rapid pace brought them to it, Kyla saw it was the housekeeper. She neither moved nor spoke. Alair walked past her without a glance. Kyla’s hand brushed against the woman’s arm. At the feel of cold stone beneath her fingers, Kyla recoiled. 
 
    Alair turned his head but did not slow his pace. “That’s only a statue,” he said. 
 
    A statue! Why would he have a statue of his housekeeper? Puzzled and more than a little frightened, Kyla said nothing. 
 
    They reached the end of the corridor and halted before a door. Alair released her hand. “Open,” he said to the door, which swung obediently inward. 
 
    Alair and Kyla entered a brightly lit room filled with long cluttered tables arranged in three parallel rows. Ruffian paused in the doorway. The door began to swing shut. “Step lively, fellow,” the mage called as he crossed the room to stand before the first table. 
 
    Ruffian sprang forward, tail barely clearing the door. 
 
    “Sit,” the mage commanded. “Don’t move until we’re ready to leave.” 
 
    The dog sat, ears back, tail twitching nervously, his gaze fixed unwaveringly on Alair. 
 
    “And you,” Alair said to Kyla in the same tone he’d used for the dog, “come here.” 
 
    Furious, she glared at him and did not move. 
 
    He looked at her as though puzzled, then rubbed his forehead. “I’ve never allowed anyone in my laboratory before. It’s … difficult,” he said. “Please don’t make it more so.” 
 
    It was a poor apology, but it was pointless to wait for a better one. She crossed to the table, which was laden with odd objects. She stared in frank curiosity at the jumble. Fragile glass beakers lay next to iron tongs. A golden goblet gleamed incongruously in the midst of scales of various sizes, rods of metal and of glass, and a bit of moldy cheese. Many of the items seemed like nothing more than trash: jars filled with crumbled solids or murky liquids, scraps of leather, unusually shaped rocks, even a brainstone like the one that had held the mage’s mind. Nearly hidden among this apparently worthless clutter, Kyla spotted a delicate crystal sphere the size of her thumbnail, its many facets glittering in the light. 
 
    The light. Kyla gazed upward at the sunlike globe suspended from the high ceiling and radiating a bright golden light that illuminated the whole room. She looked away, blinking, blinded for a few seconds by the brilliance of the imitation sun. 
 
    When her vision returned, she saw Alair dragging something out from under the table and clearing a space on the table for it by carelessly shoving things together. 
 
    It was a square box of a hard, smooth, shiny material, about two hands high and two wide, with rounded edges. Kyla could see no latch or other way of opening it. 
 
    “What is it?” she dared to ask. 
 
    “A far-viewer.” Alair dusted it off and placed his fingertips against one side of it. His other hand found a flat metal rectangle among the clutter on the table, placed it beside the box, and tapped on it in a rhythmical pattern that Kyla guessed to be a mystical code. 
 
    The box cleared. Kyla gasped. A scene formed within it. She drew closer and stared at the clear, three-dimensional image. The scene was so distinct that she could see the leaves sway gently as if stirred by a light breeze. She recognized the clump of caronut trees where she and Claid had rested the day they left the village. She imagined she heard the burble of the nearby brook. 
 
    Claid lazed on the grass beneath the trees, playing his pipes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    DANNEL 
 
      
 
    Kyla felt both anger and relief as she gazed at the mage’s box. Especially, she felt humiliated. The peaceful scene revealed no trace of mindstealers. Claid had deceived her, made a fool of her. Alair had been right all along … 
 
    Had been if what she saw in the mysterious box was an actual scene and not a wizardly trick. Perhaps the mage was making her the butt of a monstrous joke. Perhaps Alair had Claid imprisoned somehow within that box. 
 
    She scowled at the image. “Can you prove that’s real? That Claid is where that thing shows him at this instant, doing what I see?” 
 
    Within the box the tiny image of Claid shifted, put down the pipes, and reached for a handful of caronuts from a pile beside him. 
 
    Alair chuckled and gestured at the box. “Look at the shameless scamp! If you can doubt it’s really he, you have totally misread him.” 
 
    Unsatisfied, she drew herself up and met his gaze. “You constantly accuse me of misunderstanding Claid. Perhaps I do. I don’t have your powers. I can only judge him by his actions—and you by yours. Yes, Claid worked spells that got me exiled from the village, and I was furious with him, but then he kept the villagers from hurting me. He cared for my books and wouldn’t let me leave them behind. He helped me return to Waddams to warn the people about the mindstealers. He controlled the ferebeast so I could ride it. He saved me from the mindstealers. However badly they turned out, I believe he meant the spells only as pranks. They were all short-lasting—well, except maybe for his frightening the Widow Lee’s cow and dog into running away.” She paused and glanced at Ruffian sitting patiently on his haunches, his gaze fixed on Alair. “The cow wandered home, but Ruffian—why did he come all the way up here? Was that Claid’s doing or yours?” 
 
    “I assume Claid sent him, and he could well have killed the dog, forcing him to make such a long and difficult journey. That prank was not harmless. Nor was transforming the eggs that were your farmer friend’s livelihood.” 
 
    “But they changed back—at least, Claid said they would.” 
 
    “You didn’t see them change back,” Alair reminded her. “You only took Claid’s word for it. Would the villagers have been so angry when you returned if all the harm had been undone?” 
 
    Kyla opened her mouth, shut it again. He could be right, but she had no intention of yielding. “I want to see Claid in person, not in this magic box,” she demanded. “I know he played tricks, and he wasn’t always truthful, but he did save my life, and he treated me with kindness and respect.” 
 
    “Claid—respectful?” Alair laughed. “Only if it suited his purpose.” 
 
    “And you? Does it ever suit yours to be kind and courteous?” 
 
    The scene in the magic box winked out; the box turned black. The laboratory shook, glass containers rocked, and liquids sloshed and spilled. The mage loomed beside her, twice his normal size. “Woman,” he thundered, “who are you to demand respect from a mage?” 
 
    Kyla stood firm, fists on hips, chin thrust out. “I am Kyla Cren, Windspeaker. I bade the wind bring me here to Starwind Peak and it did. With power from the wind I rescued you from the mindstealers when you were mindless and helpless.” 
 
    Alair shrank to his normal proportions. “Go!” he gestured toward the door. “Call the wind and let it take you to Claid. I’ve shown you where he is. Go and learn that I speak the truth.” 
 
    Kyla could not do what he ordered, not with night coming and snow falling. She doubted that she could snare the wind that howled and shrieked around this high, snow-swept peak. She dared not try to ride it through darkness, but she couldn’t let Alair sense her misgivings. 
 
    “If you’re such a great mage that you’re above being decent to people, it should be an easy matter for you to transport Claid here. I came all this way for your help, and I won’t leave until I know he’s safe.” 
 
    “I’m busy.” 
 
    Kyla folded her arms across her chest. “I’ll stay here until you can find the time.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Please yourself. I’ll take you back to the sitting room to wait while Melita prepares a room for you. Tomorrow I’ll try to make time to fetch Claid.” 
 
    Realizing she’d get no more concessions from the mage, Kyla swept toward the closed door. A chain hanging to one side of it brought her to a halt. She reached for it. 
 
    “Don’t touch that!” Alair’s sharp call stayed her hand. The door swung open. 
 
    Ignoring the open door, she looked closely at the chain. Made of sturdy iron links about the thickness of a man’s thumb, it descended from a hole in the ceiling, hung to the floor, twisted around and through a large metal ring, and, pulled taut, stretched along the wall about a finger’s width above the floor. She was turning to follow it when Alair’s hands clamped down on her shoulders. He swung her back toward the door and pushed her from the room. 
 
    “Come, Ruffian,” he ordered. 
 
    The dog bounded into the corridor, and the door slammed shut behind them. 
 
    “It is not for those who claim to know no magic to inquire into the secrets of a mage,” he said. 
 
    “Claid told me of a chain—” she began. 
 
    “Claid lies,” he snapped. 
 
    She didn’t answer, but pulled free of his grasp and marched in front of him, her head held high. 
 
    The secrets of a mage. She’d touched several of the puzzling objects in the laboratory and he’d said nothing, yet her interest in the chain alarmed him. Had Claid spoken the truth? Did the chain hold the secret of Alair’s power over him? She resolved to return and examine the chain, to find a way to free Claid from Alair’s power. 
 
    Back in the sitting room, Alair motioned her toward a chair. While she sat, he picked up the book on mathematical theory. “I want to study this.” 
 
    She didn’t answer. He hesitated and his gaze softened. She thought he was about to speak, but he turned abruptly and left the room, taking the book. 
 
    Kyla sank into the chair by the fire. Ruffian sat beside her, his large head resting on her knee, his eyes gazing sorrowfully up at her. She scratched his ears, and he gave a contented sigh. 
 
    “I will find a way to take you with me when I leave,” she promised. “You don’t deserve having to put up with that terrible man, and he has no right to keep you. I wonder if he really did feed you. He certainly hasn’t offered to feed me anything.” 
 
    She was hungry. She’d eaten nothing all day and little the day before. “If the housekeeper doesn’t offer something, I’ll have to swallow my pride and ask her to fix me a meal. Maybe Alair intends to starve me into leaving. He’s heartless enough.” She scratched the dog’s head. “What shall I do, Ruffian? Claid told me to come here and ask Alair for help.” 
 
    Ruffian thumped the floor with his tail. 
 
    “Too bad you can’t tell me what you’ve seen here.” 
 
    Still scratching Ruffian’s ears, she stared moodily into the fire. A log collapsed in a shower of sparks. The others glowed red and would soon burn out. A poker leaned against the stone fireplace, but the woodbin was empty. Already the room was growing chilly. Where was the housekeeper?  
 
    It seemed odd that Alair, with all his reputed magic skills, should live in this poorly furnished house. “Probably can’t keep servants,” she muttered to the dog. “Too bad-tempered. The housekeeper stays because she’s as ill-natured as he … or maybe there’s another reason.” She thought of the statue in the hallway. “Maybe he uses the statue in a magic spell to force her to stay. Maybe that’s why she’s so irritable. Suppose he binds me that way? He could right now be carving a statue of me so he can make me his slave.” 
 
    She shivered, reached down, and hugged the dog. Ruffian licked her cheek as if to calm her fears. 
 
    “I thought you might be lonely, but I see you’ve found a friend.” 
 
    Startled, Kyla sat up and peered into the gloom. She hadn’t heard the door open, hadn’t heard the stranger enter, but a tall, dark-skinned young man came toward her out of the shadows. He walked stiffly, as if doubtful of his welcome. “May I join you?” He put his hand on the back of the empty chair. “It’s not often I have someone to talk to.” 
 
    His shy smile reassured her. She nodded. Beside her, Ruffian wagged his tail. 
 
    The young man started to ease his slender frame into the chair, got halfway down, and sprang up. “The fire’s almost out!” he said as if announcing a momentous discovery. “What can Alair be thinking of, leaving you here in a cold room? I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He melted so swiftly into the shadows from which he’d come that Kyla rubbed her eyes. Had she been dreaming? 
 
    “A fine watchdog you are,” she scolded Ruffian. “Letting someone sneak up on me like that. I guess you know him, though.” 
 
    Again the brown figure materialized out of the darkness. Even carrying an armload of wood, he moved with uncanny quiet. He dumped the wood into the bin and knelt by the hearth to stir the dying embers. He put a log on them, watched until it ignited and burned with steady flame, then added others. 
 
    Soon the fire roared and crackled, radiating warmth and light. The stranger propped the poker against the wall and settled carefully onto the second chair. “Now,” he said, smiling. “You’re Kyla, I know. I’m Dannel.” 
 
    “You live here?” 
 
    He smiled again, and his face glowed a ruddy mahogany in the firelight. “I guess you could say I’m a relative of Alair’s. He lets me stay here in return for work I do around the house. Carpentry, repairs, gardening.” He ran his hand along the armrest. “I made these chairs,” he said with pride. 
 
    “You do good work,” she said. “Do you help him in his laboratory?” 
 
    “Say!” He jumped to his feet. “Are you hungry? I’ll bet Alair hasn’t offered you anything to eat.” 
 
    “I’m starved,” she confessed. “I was going to ask the housekeeper for something.” 
 
    “That one!” Dannel snorted. “Hospitality wouldn’t occur to her. Anyway, she’s a terrible cook. You’re lucky I’m here. Just wait. I’ll bring you a feast.” 
 
    He hurried off. Kyla expected the wait to be long, but he was back in minutes carrying two platters. With a graceful bow, he placed one in her lap. She supposed the second to be his, but he bent and set it before Ruffian. The dog sprang up and tore into the meal. Lowering himself into the chair opposite her, Dannel smiled as he watched the dog. “I knew Alair hadn’t thought to feed him. He never remembers such things.” 
 
    Kyla could hardly resist attacking the food as Ruffian had. Mouth watering at the savory odor of roast lamb with steamed onions and carrots, she held back only to ask, “Aren’t you eating?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I had my supper earlier. Go ahead, please.” 
 
    She picked up the fork on the side of the platter and started in without further urging. The meat and vegetables were delicious, and it was hard to be polite when she was starving. Dannel appeared pleased to see her enjoy her dinner. He waited until she sopped up the last of the gravy with the remaining chunk of bread, then jumped up. “You’ll need wine,” he said and rushed out. 
 
    He returned almost immediately with a flagon and a stemmed goblet of worked silver. He poured the wine, presented it to her, and returned to his chair. 
 
    “You’re kind and I thank you,” Kyla said. “But why won’t you join me?” 
 
    “Alair doesn’t permit me to drink his wine,” Dannel said. “But it’s a joy to serve it to you.” 
 
    “And does he know you’re doing that?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell him.” Dannel gave her a conspiratorial wink. “A mage knows everything that happens, doesn’t he? He can’t object if I show kindness to a guest.” 
 
    Kyla grinned and sipped the wine. Uncomfortable about not sharing it with him, she offered the goblet, saying, “Please drink.” 
 
    He raised the goblet to his lips, but when he handed it back to her, she thought it held no less wine than before. 
 
    Leaning back in her chair, she gazed into his dark eyes. “Tell me about yourself,” she said. “And tell me about Alair. And the work he does in his laboratory.” 
 
    “About me there’s little to tell, and about Alair and his work I would be ill-advised to speak.” 
 
    Ruffian got up, went to Dannel, and gazed up at him, sad-eyed, panting. Dannel hopped up. “The dog needs water,” he announced, vanishing again. 
 
    Holding a conversation with Dannel seemed akin to talking to a child’s pop-up toy. It seemed clear he’d divulge no secrets about Alair’s laboratory and the mysterious chain. Dannel returned with a large bowl of water and set it on the floor. Ruffian lapped noisily. 
 
    “What would Ruffian and I have done if you hadn’t come in?” Kyla asked. “We both could have died of hunger and thirst before anyone else thought to offer anything to eat or drink.” 
 
    “Alair is absent-minded,” Dannel said, sitting down. He jumped up again. “What’s this?” 
 
    Dropping to his knees, he examined the three books lying on the floor beside her chair. In a moment he rose with one in his hands. “Poetry! I love poetry.” He sank back into his chair and turned pages, his face eager. 
 
    She was strangely touched to see his excited expression change to a frown. He looked up. “This is terrible poetry. Who would go to all the trouble and expense of preserving such bad verse? Books are too precious to waste on such drivel.” 
 
    Kyla laughed at his vehemence. “It’s not that bad. Not outstanding, I’ll grant you, but most of it is at least passable.” 
 
    “Passable? Listen to this.” Dannel stood, placed one hand over his heart, held the book out in front of him, and read with exaggerated expression: 
 
    Wending my way home by wagon track, 
 
    In amazement I watch Lady Night 
 
    From the hills make her graceful descent 
 
    Down the slick and stony slopes 
 
    To wash her voluminous garment 
 
    In the waters of the bight, 
 
    Dyeing them a muddy, star-flecked black. 
 
    He resumed his seat and his normal, quiet tone. “It doesn’t start out badly, though he knows little of meter, but what poet rhymes ‘garment’ with ‘descent’? And ‘voluminous garment’ gives an image of a fat woman dressed in a tent.” 
 
    Kyla giggled. “You’re right. Somebody who wears a ‘voluminous garment’ doesn’t make a ‘graceful descent.’” 
 
    He nodded. “‘Muddy’ doesn’t help the image either. It clashes with ‘star-flecked’.” 
 
    “You’re right. The imagery is wrong. Night comes across as a slattern in a big, dirty housecoat carelessly dripping stars all over the place.” Kyla flashed him a mischievous grin. “Can you do better?” 
 
    He laid the book in his lap and gazed at her. “I wouldn’t have to be good to improve on that. I would hope to do much better. You’ll be the judge.” 
 
    He dropped his gaze, burrowed back in his chair, and remained so quiet that the sounds of the crackling fire and Ruffian’s slow steady breathing filled the room. 
 
    He looked up and a soft smile played about his lips. “This is for you.” The words were little more than a whisper. After another long pause he recited slowly in a low, gentle voice: 
 
    ’Neath shadowing peaks 
 
    Our voices drift and twine; 
 
    Soft glances reach, then fade 
 
    O’er the crevasse. 
 
      
 
    While, leagues beyond, 
 
    Sweet wisteria and pine 
 
    Imbibe of early sun 
 
    A golden draught. 
 
      
 
    Its taste is fire 
 
    And wash of fragrant wine; 
 
    She yields her sweetness 
 
    In its tender grasp. 
 
    Mesmerized by the cadence of the words, the warmth of the wine, the flicker of the flames, Kyla gazed at Dannel and did not speak. The silence between them formed its own communication. A fragrance of pine mingled with traces of wisteria swirled around her. 
 
    He reached for her hand and she allowed him to take it, and still neither spoke. His fingers caressed hers. His flesh was cool and dry and smooth. 
 
    She leaned forward, eyes closed, lips parted. His hand slid along her arm and cupped her elbow, drawing her nearer. 
 
    A loud snore broke the spell. Kyla snapped from her dreamlike state and pulled her hand from Dannel’s. Beside her chair, on his back, Ruffian let out a second snore and pawed the air, muzzle twitching, while short barks and soft growls defined his dreams. 
 
    Dannel stood and held out his hand to Kyla with a look of wry regret. “I think he’s reminding me that I’m supposed to show you to the guest room. Alair will have my head if I delay any longer.” 
 
    She took his hand, but it was only a gesture of friendship. He led her from the room. 
 
    She frowned and looked around in confusion. She thought they’d passed through the same door, but instead of the long corridor to Alair’s laboratory, they entered a short, wide hallway with a door on either side and a third at the far end. An oil lamp burned brightly in a wall niche, revealing the details. She had not seen this hallway before. 
 
    Dannel swung open the door on her left and showed her a bedchamber dominated by a wide canopied bed. 
 
    “You’ll need this.” He lifted the oil lamp from the niche and handed it to her. “I hope you find the room comfortable. You must be tired. Sleep well. Someone will come to fetch you in the morning.” 
 
    She placed a hand on his arm. “Thank you, Dannel, for your kindness—and for the lovely poem.” 
 
    He smiled nervously and edged away from her as though embarrassed in her presence and eager to be gone. “I—I think Alair needs me.” He hurried through the opposite door, opening and closing it too quickly to let her glimpse what lay beyond it. 
 
    She walked into the bedroom, set the lamp on the bedside stand, and sat on the side of the bed. The room was cold, but she made no move to undress and crawl under the thick down comforter, wonderful as it would have been to snuggle beneath it. 
 
    Earlier she’d been sleepy; now she was wide awake, her thoughts in turmoil. She gazed around the room. A chest of drawers stood against the wall by the door. Against the side wall a washstand held a basin and pitcher, towels, and, on a shelf beneath it, a chamber pot sat partially hidden under a discreet lace cover. A chair like those in the front room completed the furnishings.  
 
    The chair reminded her of Dannel. Why had she been so captivated by him? They’d scarcely met, and she’d let herself be drawn into his embrace, eager for his kiss. If Ruffian’s snore hadn’t broken the spell … 
 
    A spell, yes. It was as though she’d been bespelled. She shuddered and hugged herself, thinking of the sudden longing she’d felt for Dannel. Could Alair have sent him to distract her from her interest in the chain? 
 
    No, the idea was absurd. It had been the food, the firelight, the wine. The poem. 
 
    Dannel seemed afraid of Alair. He did not, like Claid, refer to the mage as his master, but he seemed no less bound to Alair’s will. Perhaps Alair had sent him. 
 
    If Alair was that determined to keep her away from the chain, then she was determined to get a closer look at it. She would have to exercise great care. 
 
    She rubbed her arms briskly and resisted the temptation to wrap up in the comforter. She’d give Dannel time to retire, and, if she was lucky, Alair as well. Then she intended to take the lamp and find her way through this mysterious house to Alair’s laboratory and the chain that held Claid captive. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    NIGHT PROWL 
 
      
 
    When she knew she’d fall asleep if she delayed longer, Kyla rose, took the lamp, and tiptoed to the door. She eased it open and slipped into the hall. She shaded the lamp with her hand and moved as soundlessly as she could. She considered removing her boots, but the cold floors would chill and numb her feet, making her more likely to stumble. 
 
    She wore her heavy cloak. If Alair caught her, she’d claim she’d decided to leave despite the night and the cold, and she’d gotten lost hunting for the front door. Not a plausible story or a prudent one. If Alair called her bluff and put her out in the cold to find her way down the mountain by night, she could blunder into a snow bank and freeze. Or topple into a crevasse or be torn apart by night-prowling fellcats. 
 
    If she was right about the chain and Alair caught her with it, casting her out would be the least he might do. Her best hope was not to be caught. 
 
    In the square hallway she listened at each of the other three doors. No sound came from behind them. She eased open the door through which Dannel had fled and held the lamp high. The light fell on an uncarpeted wood floor and, to her left, a plain white plaster wall. She pushed the door open wider and stepped inside. The widening circle of light revealed a book cabinet, a reading table with an unlit lamp, a silver inkwell, and a cluster of quill pens. Alair’s study! Cautiously she approached the table, fearing to see Alair step out of the shadows.  
 
    A foolish fear. The mage would hardly be lurking in a dark room. He had, however, been here recently—she touched the lamp’s chimney and found it still warm. On the desk lay the book on mathematical theory. She imagined it making him sleepy and so bored that he’d closed the book and wandered off to bed. 
 
    The light from her lamp played on the books in the cabinet. Recalling Claid’s comments about Alair’s spell books, she wiped dust off the glass front with a corner of her cloak and read the titles engraved on the spines. She was hoping to find a book that might tell her something about the chain, but none of the titles mentioned spells or chains, and the cabinet was locked. 
 
    Crossing to the room’s far end, she opened the door there and peered cautiously inside. She saw a bed, and on it a blanketed mound stirred. A sharp snore set her heart hammering. She’d blundered into Alair’s bedroom! 
 
    She stepped back into the study, pulled the door shut, and stood motionless, scarcely daring to breathe. What should she do if he threw open the door and found her cowering there? 
 
    I came to find my book, she’d say. I got confused and thought I was going out the door I entered. How silly of me to get so turned around. 
 
    The bedroom door did not open. She gathered courage and tiptoed across the room and through the other door. 
 
    Another door. Although she hadn’t noticed more than two, she did not step out into the square hallway but into a space filled with shadowy forms. Her lamp’s light roved around a circle of nightmare creatures, hunchbacked, twisted. Maw-mouthed faces leered at her. Their shadows shifted and changed in the lamplight. For a heart-stopping instant she thought them living beings. She went rigid with panic until the utter quiet eased her terror, letting her see that the moving shadows were caused by her lamp shifting in her quaking hands. The monstrosities were carved stone arranged in a demonic circle contrived for Alair’s foul magic. Shuddering, drawing her cloak about her, she backed from the room. 
 
    A nudge from behind sent her flying forward. She grabbed the lamp, burning her hand to keep the chimney in place. Trembling, she turned to look behind her. 
 
    Ruffian, tail wagging sheepishly, gazed up at her, his eyes glowing gold in the lamplight. 
 
    “Oh, Ruffian, it’s only you.” She dropped to her knees and hugged the dog. “Show me the way out,” she whispered, scratching his ears. “Good dog.” 
 
    Ruffian trotted across the room, ignoring the statues, and, ears cocked, head alert, stopped before a closed door. She pushed it open, and Ruffian pranced through. She followed. 
 
    She brushed past hanging bundles of garlic. A large fireplace with a spit, a cutting board, and the lingering odor of scorched meat told her Ruffian had led her to the kitchen. He gazed proudly at her, tail wagging. 
 
    She patted him. “You did get me away from those horrors. Could you show me the way to the laboratory? I do not want to go back through the stone monsters.” She looked around for another exit. 
 
    Ruffian was no help; he busied himself sniffing and licking at the stone floor near the hearth, probably where burnt meat had been dropped. She spotted a door across the room and headed for it, thinking it wiser to leave the dog absorbed in his find. If he barked, he’d wake Alair. She tried the door. It wasn’t locked, but it stuck, and when she pushed hard, it gave with a suddenness that sent her stumbling inside. 
 
    She collided with a figure standing in a small pantry. 
 
    She jumped away, but the silent figure did not move. She steeled herself and drew near for a closer look. The shock of recognition nearly made her drop the lamp. 
 
    “Dannel!” She spoke the name aloud, clapped a hand over her mouth, and examined the rigid form. Was he dead? She ran her palm over the arm, felt the smooth texture of polished wood. 
 
    A carving. A life-sized wooden replica of Dannel. Or Dannel himself, bespelled and hidden among sacks of flour, jars of preserves, and bags of pungent spices. 
 
    Like the stone statue of the housekeeper, this wooden image of Dannel must be part of Alair’s wizardry. Perhaps he used the images to bind his servants to him, holding them as slaves. 
 
    The thought filled her with revulsion. She backed from the pantry and shut the door on the painful sight. She’d find a way to wrest Dannel from Alair’s power, but first she had to find the chain and free Claid. 
 
    Standing in the center of the kitchen, she examined the room. In addition to the fireplace, it boasted a small cast-iron cooking stove and a sizable table with a washtub, but she saw no doors other than the one she’d come in and the pantry door, both closed. She also saw no sign of Ruffian. Could he have followed her into the pantry and been shut in? No, she would have seen him, and he’d be scratching and whining to be let out. 
 
    More likely she hadn’t closed the other door completely, the dog had pushed through it, and it had clicked shut behind him. 
 
    Much as she disliked the idea, she would have to retrace her steps through the stone trolls. 
 
    The door was shut tightly enough now. It resisted her efforts to open it, yielded with a loud groan. Her muscles tensed. She peered around the edge of the door. A grimacing stone face thrust into hers. 
 
    Heart thudding, she leaped back. She didn’t remember passing so close to the frightful thing when she went to the kitchen. 
 
    Refusing to let statues unnerve her, she brushed past it. Something caught her cloak. A quick, frightened glance showed her a fold snagged on the upraised fingers of a stone hand. She tugged it free and ran to the center of the room. 
 
    She lifted the lamp over her head and turned slowly, peering past the carved monsters into the shadows beyond, looking for Ruffian. If he frightened her again, she’d scream. 
 
    Ruffian was not in the room. She saw several doors, but turning had disoriented her. She had no idea which door led into the kitchen and which into Alair’s study. 
 
    Most of the doors could be reached only by squeezing past the statues. Though she chided herself for her foolishness, she could not bear to touch the ugly things. She slipped through the only significant gap in the circle of ogres, headed for the door beyond it. Reaching that door, she grasped the handle.  
 
    It came off in her hand. For a moment it lay solid and heavy in her palm, and then what looked like genuine brass shrank and lost its shape and vanished into nothingness. The door it had attached to vanished with it. She faced a bare wall. 
 
    Shaken, she turned away toward the surrounding figures and shrank from the leering visages. They appeared no more animate, yet hadn’t that head been more cocked? She didn’t remember that eye being closed in a wink. A hand that had pointed straight up toward the ceiling now angled to point at the far wall. Knees that had bent in a crouch were straightened. Yet her terrified gaze caught no sign of movement. 
 
    Telling herself that the changes were only tricks of her imagination and the wavering light, she took one hesitant step forward. Another. Vainly she tried to steady her trembling hands and stop the light’s fickle dance. The stone creatures seemed to gloat as she moved back into their midst. She watched lest they tighten the circle and cast their stone bodies on her. 
 
    Nothing moved. 
 
    Breathing a little easier, she walked slowly toward another door. She turned sideways to slip between two statues, facing one and turning her back on the other. Gritting her teeth, trying not to look at the goggly eyes, the warty nose, and the huge grinning mouth, she pushed herself through the gap. 
 
    A cold stone hand fell heavily on her shoulder. She screamed. The statue behind her crashed to the floor. Its fall set the others swaying and thudding together like a thunderous rock fall. She jumped for the door and grabbed the handle, praying that it would not vanish like the other. 
 
    It turned, and she sprang through the doorway. A long dark corridor stretched ahead of her. The way to the laboratory! 
 
    Alair must have been awakened by all the noise, but she had been through too much to give up so close to her goal. She rushed forward, halted when the lamplight fell on a figure blocking the way. 
 
    She’d forgotten the stone image of the housekeeper that stood in this hall. It faced her, a scowl carved on its face, its arms akimbo. She started to edge around it. 
 
    A gray arm whipped out to block the passage. “You’ll want to be shown the way to your room,” the housekeeper said. 
 
    Kyla reeled back, aghast. A cold, hard hand gripped her wrist. The lamp fell from her shaking fingers and shattered on the stone floor. The burning wick ignited the spilled oil, and it blazed up, illuminating the corridor in a fiery glow. The housekeeper released her wrist, and Kyla leaped away from the flames.  
 
    The housekeeper walked into the midst of them and stomped on the pool of burning oil, undaunted and unharmed. Kyla watched in horrified fascination as the woman beat down the blaze with her feet until she crushed out the last sparks, and the corridor plunged into darkness. 
 
    The housekeeper’s heavy steps came closer. Kyla flattened herself against the wall. In caterpillar fashion she edged along it. Inexorably the slow tread approached. 
 
    A furious barking burst out at the far end of the corridor and raced toward her, the booming sound filling the passageway with echoes. As it reached Kyla, the barking turned to snarls. A reverberating crash deafened her—the sound of stone shattering. A warm tongue licked her hands. 
 
    “Ruffian! Oh, Ruffian! Thank you!” She hugged the dog, felt his wagging tail catch in her cloak and flap the cloth back and forth. 
 
    Teeth closed gently around her wrist and pulled. At the dog’s urging, she hurried with him through the darkness. Her groping hand met a wood surface. A door. 
 
    She couldn’t find a latch. Alair had commanded the laboratory door to open. “Open,” she said with no success. 
 
    Something prompted her to sing, “Open,” in her best windspeaker’s tone. 
 
    The door swung inward. She and Ruffian passed from the blackness of the hallway into bright light. Momentarily blinded, she blinked until her eyes adjusted. She had found the laboratory. 
 
    Afraid the light meant the mage was here, she checked every corner. No one was in the room. She was safe, but not for long, after all the commotion. Less than a handbreadth from her hung the chain. 
 
    She reached out, touched it carefully, not sure what danger it concealed. Her hand closed gingerly around the thick links. When nothing happened, she tightened her grip and pulled. 
 
    “Take your hands off that, you fool!” 
 
    She released her grip and whirled around. 
 
    Alair stood in the doorway, his long cloak swirling around him like black smoke, his eyes blazing. 
 
    Ruffian whined and groveled on the floor. 
 
    Kyla shielded her face with her arms and shrank back, looking for somewhere, anywhere to flee from the mage’s wrath. Her back struck the heavy metal chain. She raised her hands higher, reached above and behind her, and, scarcely conscious of what she was doing, grabbed hold of the chain and yanked it hard, producing a grating noise. 
 
    With a bellow of rage Alair loomed over her and pried her fingers from the chain. Shouting, “Fool! Fool! Fool!” he thrust her into the corridor. She stumbled forward, lost her balance, and fell among shattered fragments of stone. 
 
    Alair lifted her up and over the debris and strode down the corridor, carrying her effortlessly as though she were a rag doll. Kicking and yelling, she struggled to free herself.  
 
    The light spilling from the open laboratory door dimmed as he proceeded through the long hallway, but the growing darkness did not slow his pace. “Open,” he ordered the door at the corridor’s end. It swung open to allow his entrance, swung shut behind him. “Light,” he said into the darkness. An eerie glow sprang up. 
 
    He had brought her to the chamber of stone monsters! They were all standing upright again. He dumped her onto the floor in their midst. 
 
    She lurched to her feet, pulled her cloak around her, and tried to recapture her dignity. “What are you doing?” she demanded. “I meant no harm.” 
 
    “No harm! You may have destroyed my life’s work.” His voice rocked the stone figures. “I told you not to touch the chain. I told you Claid lied about it.” 
 
    “Claid said I could help him by pulling the chain, and I believe him.” 
 
    “It’s time you started believing me. I’d hoped—But now I’ve got to undo the damage you’ve done.” 
 
    “What damage?” she demanded. “Is Claid free?” 
 
    “You’d better hope he isn’t,” he said. “You’ll stay here and make no more trouble while I check.” 
 
    She tried a more diplomatic approach. “If you’ll only bring Claid here and prove to me that he’s safe, I’ll leave and never bother you again.” 
 
    “Silence!” he thundered, and, “Guard,” he commanded the sculpted figures. With that, Alair stalked from the room. 
 
    Slowly, ponderously, the statues began to move. Their heavy feet stomping on the wooden floor, their faces grinning maliciously, the stone horrors joined hands and circled her in a grim parody of the children’s game of “Circle the Kettle.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    DARK COMPANION 
 
      
 
    The light Alair had magically kindled faded after his departure. The stone figures grew more menacing in the gathering gloom. Soon they were no more than masses of moving darkness. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! Stone feet beat a funereal tattoo on the wood floor. The boards creaked in protest; the building shuddered with the impact of the feet pounding in unison. Thump! Thump! Thump! 
 
    Kyla stood motionless, clutching her cloak tightly about her, arms hugging her breast, her breath sucked in to make herself a smaller target for the circling ogres. From time to time she felt the rough scrape of cold stone against her arm or back or shoulder, and her teeth clamped down on her lip to keep from shrieking. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! 
 
    Round and round the monsters stomped. They did not harm her. She recalled that Alair had ordered the figures to “guard,” not “attack.” Had they intended her real harm, they would have crushed her by now. The passing nudges might be inadvertent at best, at worst a warning against an attempt to escape. 
 
    If only she could escape, but each thunderous stomp of the stone feet told her an attempt would be futile. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! Imprisoned within that incessant sound, her only escape was to turn inward. She couldn’t, her inner world was filled with thoughts as black as the darkness through which the monsters moved. 
 
    She’d failed Claid. She didn’t trust the vision in the black box. Nor did she trust Alair. Nothing in the mage’s house was what it seemed. She should have gone outside before nightfall and summoned the wind to aid her. Instead she’d dithered and dallied and let herself be charmed by Dannel’s seductive poetry. She’d eaten and drunk beneath the mage’s roof. When she had acted, her pull on the chain led only to disaster. Despite Alair’s fury, it had produced no result that she could see. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! The pounding feet filled her with despair. 
 
    She’d failed her villagers, too. She should never have deserted them. If Claid had escaped the mindstealers, maybe he had helped them as Alair had said he could, but she didn’t trust Alair. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! The pounding thudded through her brain, perhaps creating a new pathway as her tapping had done to the brainstone that had held Alair’s mind. 
 
    “I’d hoped—” the mage had said, and left the words unfinished. Somehow that unuttered hope made Alair more human, almost vulnerable. It made her fear that his claim could be true, and by pulling the chain she could have ruined his life’s work. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! Her thoughts marched in circles along with the animated statues. 
 
    Claid was a trickster; his behavior in Waddams had proved that. If he was safe and had never really been in danger, then by sending her here and telling her to pull the chain he might have been playing some monstrous joke on her and on Alair, and she’d been ensnared in his web of deceit. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! She felt her head would burst from the ceaseless drumming, like the brainstone when it gave up Alair’s mind. 
 
    She could not be sure of anything Claid had told her. She wanted to believe Alair, but the mage refused to tell her who or what Claid was. His anger and secretiveness about the chain convinced her that it did have some connection with Claid. 
 
    Thump! Thump! Thump! Her thoughts circled round, returning always to their starting point: Claid. 
 
    Where was he? What was he? 
 
    “Claid!” In her distress she called the name aloud. 
 
    “I am here, mistress,” a voice spoke in the darkness. 
 
    The thumping and the creaking and the shaking ceased, and in the stillness she heard the beating of her heart. 
 
    “Claid?” Her plaintive query swelled to fill the room. 
 
    Silence again. 
 
    “Claid?” 
 
    “I am here, mistress,” repeated the voice that resembled Claid’s yet held subtle differences. 
 
    If only she could see. She thought of Alair’s producing light with a word. “Can you ... can you give us some light?” 
 
    “Alas, mistress, the kindling of light by magical art is not one of my skills. But I’ve returned these horrors to their inanimate state, and I can guide you from this house to a safer place.” 
 
    “I came here because of you.” Kyla could scarcely hold her voice steady as reaction set in; with relief came weakness and trembling. All the anxiety and fear and anger and confusion she’d been feeling coalesced into a torrent of words and launched itself at its hapless target. “I thought the mindstealers would kill you. I thought Alair was your only hope. I seduced the wind into bringing me here, and Alair laughed at me and told me you were safe and showed me your image in a black box, and you were lying under the trees eating caronuts, and I didn’t know whether it was true or some trick of Alair’s, but if it was true I knew you had tricked me.” 
 
    She wanted Claid to comfort her, to reassure her, but he didn’t touch her. She couldn’t locate him in the blackness, and the flow of words refused to shut off. “I knew the mindstealers had carried you off, I couldn’t believe you were safe no matter what the black box showed, and I begged Alair to bring you here, but he wouldn’t. I saw the chain and pulled it like you told me to, and he was so angry he shut me in here with these stone things and … and …” Salty tears streamed down her face, choking off the tide of words, leaving her hiccoughing and feeling thoroughly foolish. 
 
    A hand clamped around her wrist. It didn’t feel like Claid’s hand. Not like a human hand at all. It was cold and hard and thin-fingered like a bird’s claw, or a lizard’s. She gasped and tried to pull away, but beside her Claid’s voice, or the voice that sounded so like Claid’s, said, “You’re safe now. Let me lead you out.” 
 
    Gathering courage, she placed her other hand over the hand that gripped her wrist. Her probing touch confirmed that no human hand but some taloned thing held her. “You … you aren’t Claid! What are you? Let me go!” She struck out at the thing beside her. Her hand shoved at something her own height or taller, not the child Claid had been. She screamed. 
 
    “Hush, mistress, you’ll summon Alair. It is I, truly, but in a different form. Alair transformed me into something repulsive as a punishment. I didn’t want to tell you until we were safely away from here.” 
 
    “What … what are you?” 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough, mistress. Only come before Alair finds us. We must be down the mountainside and far from here before he discovers we’re gone.” 
 
    Still in his grip, Kyla hesitated. “If he brought you back, he can do so again.” 
 
    “He did not bring me back, mistress. You did. When you pulled the chain.” 
 
    “I did? By pulling the chain?” Kyla squinted into the dark, trying to make out some feature of the being who claimed to be Claid. 
 
    “You brought me, and if you’d pulled a bit harder and hung on a bit longer, you might have freed me altogether. As it is, you distracted Alair enough to allow me more freedom of movement than I’ve enjoyed in long years.” 
 
    Seething with doubts and questions, Kyla opened her mouth to speak, but a loud boom shook the building and rattled the stone ogres. Were they resuming their interrupted march? 
 
    The clawed hand tightened around her wrist. “We have to go. Now.” 
 
    She let herself be pulled along, though the absence of light gave her no notion of where she was being taken. She knew only that they did not collide with any of the monsters despite the swiftness with which her companion moved. He must be able to see in the dark. She’d suspected Claid of having that ability. 
 
    A door opened, closed behind them. They were outside. The cold night wind snarled and bit. 
 
    The darkness was not total, as it had been inside. The night was cloudy and moonless, but the scudding clouds parted to allow intermittent glimmers of starlight. Kyla made out a tall, spindly shape at her side, darker than the surrounding night, a vague shadow figure. Her unease increased. Whatever this thing was, it was not Claid. If only she could see … 
 
    It hurried her along an icy path and started down the snow-covered mountain slope. 
 
    Kyla dug in her heels. “Stop! We’ll be killed.” 
 
    Her companion jerked her forward, slowing a little. “I know the way. The danger is in Alair’s house. We must be gone.” 
 
    “Claid told me to come here. You can’t be Claid.” With the protest she yanked her hand free of the taloned grasp, stopped, and tried to turn back. Her companion grabbed at her. Dodging, she skidded, fell, and began to roll down the snowy slope. The taloned hands caught her. The head bent over her, and in the starlight orange eyes gleamed. 
 
    She screamed and twisted from beneath its grasp. Panic drove her to her feet. Hunched against the wind, she bolted toward the house. “Mindstealer!” she shrieked. “Help! Mindstealer! Help!” 
 
    The creature, puffing and scraping behind her, moaned, “No, mistress. Hush, please. It’s only Claid.” 
 
    Blood pulsed in her ears, shutting out his words. A light appeared before her. The house. In the open doorway, bathed in a rich flood of light, stood Dannel. Her dash carried her into his arms. They closed around her, he swung her inside, and the door slammed shut. 
 
    She clung to Dannel, letting his sheltering arms support her while she sobbed into his chest. 
 
    “I was looking for you.” His soft voice eased her panic. “I was worried about you. You’re cold and wet. Come and sit by the fire.” He let her go and stepped back toward the fireplace. 
 
    “There’s a mindstealer. Out there. It almost had me.” She was breathing hard, her fright returning. 
 
    “You’re safe, Lady Kyla. Nothing ‘out there’ can harm you. Come and warm yourself.” 
 
    He took her hand and led her to the wooden chair with its cushioned seat. In the fireplace logs blazed, filling the room with golden warmth. She unfastened the neck-clasp of her snow-soaked cloak and let the garment fall onto the back of the chair. The fire’s heat stroked her, eased her tension. She dropped into the chair. Dannel sat opposite her. 
 
    She looked down at the three books she’d left stacked beside her chair, the poetry book on the top. Crumpled beside the books, like a discarded rag, lay her windspeaker’s shift, the symbol of her profession. She snatched it up and smoothed it. Carefully she folded it and rose to put it into her pack, which still leaned against the wall behind her chair. 
 
    Dannel leaped to his feet. “How careless of us to leave your things lying here. They should have been gathered together and put into your room. I’ll see to it. And I’ll make you a pot of hot tea. Sit down, please. Rest yourself.” 
 
    Kyla stood over her pack, fumbling with its ties. “No, Dannel, sit, please. I need to talk to you.” She arranged the shift neatly over the eight books inside the pack.  
 
    When she returned to her chair, Dannel hovered beside her as though it pained him to sit. “You’ve had a bad fright, Lady Kyla. Hot tea would do you good.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not now, Dannel. Where’s Alair?” 
 
    “In his laboratory. There was an accident, and he has damage to repair. Do you want me to take you to him?” He leaned toward her to help her up. 
 
    “No!” Kyla shuddered. “He’s angry with me. He’ll blame me for whatever happened—and maybe it is my fault.” 
 
    Dannel clucked sympathetically. “Well, you don’t have to worry about his coming here. Not with the mess to clean up, and he’s hurt his foot besides.” He settled into the other chair. “Tell me about the mindstealer.” 
 
    “A voice spoke to me and said he was Claid and we had to leave right away. It did sound like Claid. It grabbed my wrist and pulled me outside, and I saw it against the snow.” She shuddered again, recalling the eyes like twin beacons. “It was a mindstealer! I ran, but it was right behind me and would have caught me if you hadn’t come out.” 
 
    With a sad look, Dannel shook his head. “That was Claid.” 
 
    “No!” Kyla gripped the arms of her chair and leaned forward. “That horrid thing—Claid? It couldn’t be!” 
 
    “It is,” Dannel insisted. “Alair brought him back as you asked. To punish him and to make you see him differently, Alair forced him to take the form of a mindstealer.” 
 
    She frowned. “Claid—or whatever was claiming to be Claid—said I brought him back. He said when I pulled the chain it gave him a bit of freedom.” 
 
    Dannel’s hand curled into a fist and struck the arm of his chair. “The rascal doesn’t tell the truth. How can you believe him? Of course Alair brought him.” His sudden intensity disturbed her. He sounded too much like Alair. 
 
    “I have little reason to believe either him or Alair.” 
 
    He leaned forward and gazed into her eyes. “Alair has not answered all your questions, but neither has he deceived you.” 
 
    She met his gaze. “Dannel, he doesn’t supply answers, yet he ridicules me for accepting Claid’s answers. That’s not fair, is it?” 
 
    “It may not seem fair, but what he wants, I suspect, is to force you to think things out for yourself.” 
 
    The way my father always had, came the unbidden thought. “Well, if you’re right, and Alair brought Claid here and gave him the form of a mindstealer, that’s evidence of his heartlessness. How could he treat Claid so badly?” 
 
    “He probably thought if you saw Claid in that hated form instead of in the form of a beguiling child, you would no longer be blind to his deviousness.” 
 
    “Devious!” Kyla stood and glared at Dannel. “Maybe he is, but so is Alair. How dare he manipulate me so! Poor Claid. I’ve left him outside in the cold.” She hurried to the front door. 
 
    Dannel followed her and put his hand over hers as she grasped the door latch. “Wait, Kyla. Listen, please. Claid will not feel the cold.” 
 
    She turned and faced him. “You talk just like Alair. ‘He won’t feel the cold.’ ‘He can’t be hurt.’ ‘He can’t be killed.’ But Alair won’t tell me what Claid is. And he treats him cruelly.” 
 
    “Treats him cruelly? Whatever makes you say that?” He kept her hand from turning the latch. 
 
    “Being transformed into the vilest creature in existence—you think that isn’t cruel? No wonder the poor thing was in such a hurry to get away.” She ducked beneath his arm, went back into the room, and hoisted her pack to the chair. Hunkered down, she slipped her arms through the straps, then straightened and shrugged the straps onto her shoulders. 
 
    Dannel confronted her again. “You see only one side of Alair,” he said. “You seem to think all he does here is entertain himself with feats of magic. You ask, ‘What is Claid?’ Has it never occurred to you to ask, ‘What is a mage?’” 
 
    “I know what a mage is,” Kyla snapped. “And I want nothing more to do with this one.” 
 
    “Kyla, Kyla. You are a lovely woman with many excellent qualities, but your stubborn refusal to see the truth may prove your undoing.” 
 
    Kyla ignored him. With the pack settled against her back, she picked up the remaining books. Wanting to leave nothing of hers behind, she considered sending Dannel for the book Alair had carried off to his study. She glanced up at him. He was giving her a pitying gaze that aroused a fresh surge of anger. 
 
    Let Alair keep the book. She wanted only to find Claid and leave. “I don’t know what it is you think I’ve refused to see, but as a windspeaker I’m exceptionally skilled at listening, and what I’ve heard in this house has not endeared me to your master.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of your skill at windspeaking,” he said. “It’s to be used to protect the villagers who hire you, not for your personal benefit. So it is with Alair’s magic, though you may not believe it. His power is a bulwark against the mindstealers you so despise.” 
 
    “That only proves that his power isn’t as great as you claim. The mindstealers would have destroyed him if I hadn’t rescued him. If he ever falls into their claws again, I’ll not lift a finger to save him.” 
 
    “You have so much anger, my lady.” He spoke more softly. “It blinds you to the truth.” 
 
    She snatched up her cloak and threw it over her shoulders, covering her backpack. When she fumbled with the catch, he said, “Here, let me do that.” Gently he pushed her hands away and fastened the clasp. He placed a palm against her cheek. 
 
    She placed her hand over his, let his fingers entwine with hers. “I’m sorry we’ve had this argument,” she said. “You’ve been kind to me, but I can’t stay any longer in this house. I have what I came for, if that creature is truly Claid. Alair bound Claid to me, so I’ve the right to take him with me. In any form he’ll be better off far away from that madman.” 
 
    Dannel sighed. “I wish you’d reconsider. Alair can be difficult, but he is neither the madman nor the wicked one you take him for.” 
 
    Kyla pulled her hand free. “You’re too close to him. You can’t see him as I do.” 
 
    He stepped back with a sad chuckle. “Too close? Yes, I suppose I am.” 
 
    He looked so thoroughly woebegone that she felt sorry for him. Impulsively she squeezed his hand. “Come with us. Come away from this awful place.” 
 
    “I’ve told you I’m bound to this place; I can’t leave.” 
 
    She remembered the wooden statue she’d found. “How does he bind you?” she asked. “Does he use that image of you he keeps in the pantry?” 
 
    For a moment he turned as stiff and motionless as the statue. Then he relaxed and laughed. “So your explorations carried you all the way to the pantry? You claim to have no magic, yet you wander around a place of power without its owner sensing it.” 
 
    Her temper flared. “Why does everyone insist that I have magic? I have neither talent nor desire for magic.” She walked to the door, and he followed. 
 
    “You could learn magic here. This house, which you called awful, is a place of power. It’s one source of Alair’s strength.” 
 
    “I want only to get away,” Kyla said as she opened the door. He did not try to stop her. In the darkness she picked her way carefully through snow and ice. “Claid,” she called. “Claid, where are you?” 
 
    Something crunched through the snow. With a glad bark, Ruffian jumped up and licked her hands. 
 
    “Oh, Ruffian, I’m so glad you found me.” She patted the dog’s head and scratched his ears. “I’d promised to take you away with me, and I’d forgotten you. But you remembered. Good boy! Now if I can find Claid, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Claid is here, mistress,” said a voice beside her. A dark column deepened the night. “Here, let me take those books.” A hand took the books from her; they were swallowed up into the blackness. Talons gripped her arm. 
 
    Her skin prickled and an involuntary shudder coursed through her. Not wanting to see her guide’s form, she kept her gaze fixed on the snowy ground as he led her forward. Ruffian kept close to her other side, apparently willing now to leave Alair. Maybe the accident in the laboratory had distracted the mage and thus allowed both Ruffian and Claid greater freedom. That would explain Claid’s haste. 
 
    Dannel said it had injured Alair. How badly? Was the fault hers? Perhaps she should—No! If it had been anything life threatening, Dannel would have said so. Whatever had happened to the mage was no more than he deserved. 
 
    With her two companions she began the slow and dangerous descent. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    NIGHT FLIGHT 
 
      
 
    It was Claid. 
 
    It was not Claid. 
 
    It surely was. 
 
    It could not be. 
 
    Kyla’s trust swung back and forth like a pendulum. 
 
    “Careful, mistress, these rocks are slippery. Let me lift you over them.” 
 
    The sharp contours of stones stabbed through the soles of her boots, and the icy slickness was all too apparent to her unsteady feet. She had to allow her companion to use both hands to grasp her in those horrid claws and ferry her over the hazards. 
 
    At such times Claid set down the books he carried, then went back for them. He’d insisted on lightening her pack, taking three more books from it, leaving her with five while he carried six. 
 
    Only Claid would care about the books. For that matter, only Claid would care about her; a mindstealer would relish seeing her slide and fall and break bones. That reassurance was not enough to keep her from closing her eyes when Claid helped her, afraid of being caught by the hypnotic orange eyes of a true mindstealer. 
 
    Ruffian wasn’t helping; he snarled and snapped whenever Claid approached her. He’s only acting the way he did the first time he saw Claid. The dog seemed to be making it clear that he accompanied her, not her mysterious companion. His snarls held as much fear as menace. Apologetic whimpers punctuated the growls, as though the animal were saying, “I’m doing all I can. I know it’s not enough, but please don’t ask me to do more.” 
 
    When the path leveled and Kyla was able to walk without more assistance than a guiding talon on her elbow, the dog brushed against her other side as though seeking her protection. She reached down and patted him; her hand rubbed across fur that was raised and stiff, and though he crowded close against her and welcomed her touch, he did not relax or cease his gnarling. 
 
    Claid didn’t complain about the dog’s hostility. It wasn’t like him to say nothing. It was Claid, she was sure, who had bespelled the dog and forced him to take the long trek to Starwind Peak. He could send Ruffian away again, force him to return to Alair. 
 
    Claid ignored the dog’s presence. 
 
    An angry and alien wind howled around them and flung flurries of snow at them. Kyla’s teeth chattered, her cheeks stung, her hands were numb. She thought longingly of the hearty fire in Alair’s sitting room and of the warm bed she’d spurned to explore the mage’s house. 
 
    She thought of Dannel. Of the way his hand had fit over the curve of her cheek, the warm smoothness of his fingers, the gentle affection in his voice. 
 
    It was because of Dannel she was here. Not because they had quarreled. Because she trusted him. Because she believed him when he told her this thing in mindstealer form was Claid. Believed him as she would not have believed Alair. 
 
    Was it her reason that made her trust him—or her heart? Dannel had stirred her as had no other man. Perhaps due to the firelight, the lateness of the hour, her need of an ally against Alair. 
 
    In the end, though, he’d taken Alair’s side. He’d made her angry, but she could not despise him as she despised Alair. He was, after all, a relative of the mage. No doubt he felt obligated to side with him, but while arguing with her, Dannel had remained a gentleman. She regretted her sharp words. It had been Alair she was angry with, not Dannel. They should have parted friends; it was her fault they hadn’t. There was truth in Alair’s accusation that she was as changeable and quick-tempered as the wind. 
 
    To drive away the unwelcome thoughts she said, “I tried to persuade Dannel to come with us.” She almost added, I’d feel much safer if he were here. Instead, she said, “I wonder what hold Alair has over him.” 
 
    Laughter burst from the shadow at her side. “Better to have invited Alair. Dannel’s his most successful creation, true enough, but ten paces from the mage’s door he’d revert to the wooden statue he is.” 
 
    Kyla halted. Her incredulous gasp brought more chuckles. 
 
    “Dannel’s not real?” 
 
    “What is real, mistress? Dannel’s real enough when a portion of Alair’s spirit animates him. He’s as real as any other aspect of Alair.” He choked back more laughter to add, “Whatever you said to Dannel, you said to Alair, and it was Alair who spoke to you in Dannel. No doubt it delighted him to be able to deceive you.” 
 
    “No!” Even as she shouted the denial, Kyla recognized the truth of Claid’s explanation. What a fool Alair must have taken her for! Her cheeks flamed, and she was glad for the concealing darkness. She had trusted Dannel! On the strength of his word she was prowling the mountainside with what might, after all, be a mindstealer. 
 
    Mingled fear, shame, and rage swirled in like a black mist. She struck out blindly at the thing by her side and ran recklessly down the slope, crashing into shrubs and scraping her knees on boulders. Her ankle twisted; she pitched forward and sprawled full length in the slush. Ignoring her bleeding hands and abraded cheek, she picked herself up and dashed on. 
 
    A harsh wind swirled about her, keening. Its bitter, mournful howling sang to her soul. She sang back. She lifted her voice in wordless discordant song a listener would have been hard put to distinguish from the shrieking of the wind. Her rage and the wind’s flowed together. The wind roiled around her. It tugged at her cloak, loosened it, and lifted it up like a sail. She grabbed the edges and tried to gather the cloak around her. The wind was too powerful. She could only hang on as it caught her up, and Claid’s shouts and Ruffian’s frantic barking faded into the distance. 
 
    The wind bore her away on a nightmare ride, spinning, speeding, rising, falling, jerked this way and that like a bit of chaff. She no longer sang, had no breath for screaming. Terrified, helpless, she expected death when the wind tired of its game and dropped her. Instead it dipped down and deposited her, shaken, half frozen, onto a rock outcrop. 
 
    A cold spray soaked into her clothes and a roar of rushing water filled her ears. The violent churning of the river warned her she was not far from Nine Falls. She shuddered. What had possessed her to sing the wind on such a night? She might well have been dropped into the cascade or smashed against the boulders over which it fell. 
 
    Feeling her way, she crept off the rocks and away from the river and huddled in the darkness, cold and afraid, waiting for morning. 
 
    The wait could not be long; the night must have been already far spent when she left the mage’s house. 
 
    She thought about that parting, about Dannel, who was really Alair. The unkindness he had shown her as Alair he had compensated for as Dannel. She didn’t understand his reason, but she couldn’t ignore Dannel’s effect on her. 
 
    The full impact of Claid’s revelation struck her now that she had time to think. 
 
    It had been Alair who spoke through his creation to comfort her, to recite poetry to her, to touch her tenderly. It had been Alair who released her, allowed her to go with Claid, and permitted Ruffian to accompany them. 
 
    Alone and lonely, she’d longed for the comfort Dannel had given. 
 
    Not Dannel. Alair. 
 
    So the mage did have a gentler side. Maybe he cared for her but was too proud to admit it in his own person. She should go back to Starwind Peak and confront him, tell him she knew of the deception, see whether he would show the same kindness—she dared not call it affection—directly, without Dannel as go-between. 
 
    First, she must locate Claid and Ruffian. They would be searching for her, and it had been wrong of her to abandon them. They had been trying to help her. 
 
    Gradually the sky lightened. When she could distinguish trees and rocks and the contours of the surrounding mountains, she changed into her windspeaking shift and climbed the nearest slope to a small clearing. Shivering, teeth chattering, she greeted a bitter blue wind. Arms lifted, voice soft and cajoling, she implored the wind’s pardon. 
 
    The wind swooped shrieking from the mountains. Her crooning failed to calm it. It tore around her in fury, plastered her shift to her body, whipped her hair into a tangled mass. She grew hoarse from singing, but the indigo hue did not soften. The wind was being capricious again—as she had been. 
 
    Cold, weary, defeated, she returned to her pack, got back into her trail clothes, and set out to search for Claid and Ruffian on her own. 
 
    Her nearness to the river and the thunder of Nine Falls gave a fair idea of her location. She had been blown southwest from Starwind Peak. It shouldn’t be hard to find the trail that led back toward the mage’s residence. 
 
    The mountain she was climbing was neither as high nor as steep as Starwind Peak, but it was still a slow and tiring trek to the top and down through a narrow pass and up the next slope. 
 
    Beneath her cloak, her pack bit into her shoulders; her back ached. She’d had nothing to eat all day, and her stomach protested its emptiness with loud growls. What she needed in the pack was food, not books. Even without those Claid had taken, the remaining books, added to her bowl, two pots, and change of clothes, made it burdensome. 
 
    She spotted a clump of chirberry bushes. Hoping to find a few of the purple berries clinging to the branches, she left the winding path and picked her way through jumbled rocks and thorny groundcover to the chirberry thicket. The edges of the leaves were brown and curling, but she spotted a purple cluster deep in the thicket and pushed her way through brittle branches to reach the prize. 
 
    The berries fell into her hand at a touch. She stuffed them into her mouth and ate them eagerly, dry and tasteless though they were. 
 
    A search for more proved futile: her poor stragglers had been the last. She backed out of the thicket and turned toward the path. 
 
    A mindstealer strode into view. She ducked into the bushes. 
 
    Then she remembered. Claid. She stepped forward. Its head swiveled toward her, orange eyes glowing. “Cla—” 
 
    Her shout cut off in mid-syllable. Two other mindstealers tromped down the path and stopped beside the first. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    TRANSFORMATIONS 
 
      
 
    Kyla pressed into the bushes, too frightened to care that the branches jabbed and snatched at her clothes and flesh. Silently she cursed the thick backpack that prevented her from burrowing in farther. 
 
    The mindstealers moved toward her as one—a single creature that focused its six eyes on her, the glowing orange pupils a beacon drawing her to them. She stepped forward. Her cloak snagged on the branches, pulled free of her shoulders, and remained entangled in the bushes. She felt its loss but could not draw her gaze from the combined gaze of the mindstealers. 
 
    Some detached portion of her mind told her she should be terrified, should feel revulsion and dread. She felt nothing. 
 
    The mindstealers clamped their hands around her arms and led her to the path. The creatures walked one on each side of her and the third in front with its head swiveled so its eyes continued to hold her. They marched in that formation for most of the day. All the while, Kyla saw nothing but the eyes of the mindstealer in front of her. Her world shrank to the circumference of the flame-hued orbs. 
 
    She staggered with exhaustion. Her parched throat burned. Her feet and legs were columns of fire. Unable to keep moving, she sank to the ground. One of her captors stripped her backpack from her and dropped it to the ground. Relieved of its weight and pulled to her feet, she moved on, giving scarcely a thought to the pack holding her gold and her father’s books, left behind on the trail. 
 
    Much later, when the shadows were lengthening, they came to an abrupt stop. The mindstealer who had held her entranced turned away, its eyes no longer visible. She could think! She understood how close she was to mindlessness and death. 
 
    Another mindstealer replaced the one who’d held her in thrall. It raised hands with shortened, clawless fingers. Shaking them at her, it wheezed, “Wind witch brought us pain. Now we take her core. Fine prize.” 
 
    One of its companions went to its side and fitted onto its stumpy fingers claws carved of bone. 
 
    “We make new jabbers. Wind witch will feel their sting.” 
 
    Her gaze fixed on the bone talons. A gut-wrenching, heart-twisting terror slammed through her. She squeezed her eyes shut to hide the sight of those claws moving in to tear out her mind and leave her body a slobbering, shambling shell. 
 
    A bone blade jabbed into her ear. Pain streaked through her head. She screamed and kicked. Her boot slammed into the mindstealer’s knees. It yowled and backed away, its talons scraping across her earlobes. 
 
    Still screaming, she lashed out again with her foot. The two creatures flanking her tightened their grip on her arms. She kicked at them, shrieking as she twisted and jerked. One mindstealer loosened its grip. She yanked her arm free, risked opening her eyes. A claw-tipped finger waved in her face. She grabbed at it, tore loose the false claw, and used it to gouge the face and arms of her attacker. 
 
    Its fellows tackled her from behind, threw her to the ground, and pinned her down. She struggled helplessly under their combined weight. The claw was torn from her grasp. The creatures turned her onto her back and sat on her outspread arms and legs. The one she’d maimed bent over her, its artificial talons again in place. Kyla closed her eyes. Its stinking breath flowed into her nostrils, gagging her. She hushed her screaming. 
 
    In the silence she heard the barking of a dog. 
 
    “Ruffian!” she shouted in desperation. The barking dog could not be Ruffian. 
 
    She opened her eyes. An immense gray wolf bounded into the midst of the mindstealers, snarling and snapping. It leaped on the one bending over her and sank its fangs into the creature’s scrawny neck. The other mindstealers scattered. 
 
    Kyla rolled aside. Trembling, she crept away from the animal and the screeching mindstealer. Sheltering against a tree trunk, she pulled herself slowly to her feet. Her wobbly legs scarcely supported her. She leaned against the tree and stared into the gathering darkness. The wolf gave the limp mindstealer a final shake and loped off into the surrounding trees. 
 
    It must have gone after the rest of the mindstealers. Unable to run, she clung, sobbing, to the tree trunk, face pressed against the rough bark. 
 
    Something cold and wet nudged her hand. She turned, screaming. A black dog whined and jumped up to press his paws against her waist. 
 
    “Ruffian! Oh, Ruffian, it really is you!” She bent down, hugged the dog, and let him lick her face. “Ruffian, I’m so glad to see you.” 
 
    “May I hope, mistress, you are glad to see me as well?” 
 
    She looked up. A mindstealer stood before her. She released the dog and backed away. 
 
    “Ah, mistress, it’s only Claid.” 
 
    She halted, wary. Could it be Claid? The hated form and those ghastly eyes repelled her. 
 
    “Look,” he said, turning around. “I found your cloak and your pack. They told me what path you’d taken.” The pack hung awkwardly on the sloping shoulders. The cloak was folded up and stuffed into the top of the pack. “I have the other books, too.” 
 
    The books. Who but Claid would be concerned about the books? She was safe! 
 
    Shudders racked her. Claid slipped off the pack, took out the cloak, and placed it over her shoulders. She drew it tight around her. 
 
    “Claid, I can’t look at you in that shape,” she said. “Can’t you change to something—anything—else?” 
 
    “You just saw me in another guise, mistress.” 
 
    “The wolf!” 
 
    He nodded, his head bobbing loosely on the stalklike neck. “I couldn’t maintain that form for long.” He spat. “The taste of mindstealer blood has fouled my mouth. Come, we must find a shelter where you can safely rest.” 
 
    “Is there such a place? The mindstealers can’t have gone far. Did you kill that one?” She glanced at the place where the wolf had mauled her enemy, saw only bare ground. 
 
    “I couldn’t hold the wolf shape long enough. It crawled away while I changed.” 
 
    “If it’s the one I maimed, it’ll be more determined than ever to steal my mind,” she said, fresh fear welling within her. “We have to get away, but, please, change to something else first. You must be able to; you switched to the wolf.” 
 
    “Alair commands me to wear this form. I could take the wolf form only to save you.” 
 
    “Alair!” At her feet Ruffian let out a low growl. “He has no right to punish both of us like this.” Suspicion refused to be held at bay; it leapt back. “You said I’d freed you when I pulled that chain, so how is Alair controlling you?” 
 
    “If Alair’s only intention was to punish us, I have enough freedom, thanks to you, to thwart him,” Claid said. “Unfortunately, this guise is part of his plan. I’m not free enough to defeat anything relating to that.” 
 
    Kyla frowned. “What plan is that?” 
 
    “To destroy the mindstealers. He has seen them grow stronger and become bolder. Like ants, killing one here and there does no good. When you declawed one, they all felt the loss and all share the rage. Your act has made them more dangerous. To end the threat, my master must demolish their hive.” 
 
    “Their hive?” 
 
    “For want of a better term. The hidden place where they breed and where they guard their central mind.” 
 
    “Central mind?” She could only echo his words. 
 
    “My master used his magical arts to study them and learn their secrets. He discovered that a single mind directs them all.” 
 
    Kyla shuddered. 
 
    “That is horrible enough. But that isn’t what makes them evil,” Claid went on. “My master told me how, long ago, the controlling mind—their Core—discovered how to add to itself, to make itself more powerful. By absorbing the minds of its prey, it could think as its prey thought, anticipate their moves, and catch them more easily. It grew bolder and took the minds of larger animals, wild and domestic. Through animals that lived in association with humans, it gathered impressions of the owners and desired to add to itself the minds of these two-legged beings. 
 
    “By adding human minds to their controlling mind, the mindstealers acquired human speech and learned the use of tools. They ceased taking the minds of lesser animals and went after human minds only, taking them in ever larger numbers.” 
 
    Kyla hugged herself to stop her trembling. “I knew they were evil,” she said. “I didn’t know they were becoming worse and worse.” 
 
    Claid nodded. “The threat will grow unless the central mind is exterminated. That is what Alair was trying to do when he allowed himself to be captured. His mind would be taken where his body could not go. He hoped to retain enough power and coherence to destroy the mind from within.” 
 
    In the deepening gloom Kyla could see little of Claid other than the glow of his orange eyes. At these she stared, trying to absorb the awful revelations his implacable voice continued to pour forth. 
 
    “Now you understand,” he said, “why Alair was angry when you rescued him. You robbed him of his chance to carry out his plan.” 
 
    “A foolish, impossible plan!” Kyla said. “How could a disembodied mind destroy anything? He would have been lost, and he’d have made those things stronger.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Claid admitted. “But Alair had planned carefully.” 
 
    “But if he had succeeded in destroying the mind after becoming a part of it, would he not have destroyed himself as well?” 
 
    “He might have. It was a risk he accepted. The venture was not hopeless. I was there to protect him.” 
 
    “You? Protect him? You ran away. I found you hiding under a rock.” 
 
    “I hid only after you restored Alair’s mind to his body. I knew he’d be angry, and I was afraid of him, not of the mindstealers.” 
 
    That was not what Claid had said at the time. Either he’d lied to Alair, or he was lying to her now. Or both. Alair always implied that Claid never told the truth. Of course, she couldn’t believe Alair, either. 
 
    “What does all this have to do with me?” she asked. “And with your looking like a mindstealer?” 
 
    The orange glow dimmed. Claid had turned his head. “Alair must find the hive. He required me to move among the creatures and follow them. When you were captured, he hoped the mindstealers would take you all the way to the hive before removing your mind.” 
 
    “So he knows where we are and what is happening to us?” Of course he does. He’d probably been watching her in his “farviewer” from the moment she left his house. He knew everything that had happened to her, all the foolish things she’d done. And Dannel—Dannel had been no more than part of Alair’s plan. 
 
    Kyla paced angrily around the clearing. She could trust Claid no more than she trusted Alair. She stopped by a tree and rubbed her hand over the rough bark with a force that scraped skin from her palm. The pain helped focus her thoughts. “He planned this whole encounter, didn’t he? He’s manipulated me—and you.” 
 
    Claid shrugged, an odd gesture in that awkward form. “My master was desperate. His power has kept the mindstealers from crossing Rim Canyon and spreading throughout the land, but they grow harder to restrain. He feels he has little time left.” 
 
    “He risked our lives.” She picked bits of bark from her palm. “What gives him that right?” 
 
    “I am sworn to protect you. I would not allow you to be hurt.” 
 
    “But I was hurt.” She lifted her hands to her aching ears, felt the cuts that miraculously went no deeper than the outer ear. “I suppose Alair would have let them take my mind if it served his purpose.” 
 
    “Alair is eager to find the hive, but he does not want you harmed. He knew you’d be endangered—” 
 
    “Endangered! I was seconds away from being mind-robbed. I was terrified! Do you understand what it felt like? Those claws in my ears?” 
 
    “I saw the blood, mistress. That’s what drove me to act.” 
 
    Kyla stifled the sobs that rose to choke her. 
 
    “Alair knew your hatred of the mindstealers. He knew they’d taken your parents. Killing one and maiming another didn’t satisfy you, did it? It did not take away your desire for vengeance. He hoped you’d be willing to help him.” 
 
    “Willing to help—” Kyla pushed herself away from the tree and stood in front of Claid, hands on her hips. “Why didn’t he tell me all this himself? He didn’t tell me anything, didn’t ask for help. He was using me for bait, that’s all!” 
 
    “No, mistress. He does not find you easy to talk to. He is a proud man and knows little how to speak to a woman. That’s why he sent Dannel—” 
 
    “Dannel! Ah, I see. He sent Dannel to flatter me with his soft words. Why couldn’t Alair speak to me directly as an equal? And a person of intelligence?” 
 
    “He tried, but you always became angry with him.” 
 
    “Tried! He threatened me, bullied me, and scared me with those stone things. Is this the way he ‘tries’?” 
 
    Claid sighed. “It galls my master to ask for help. He does not do it graciously.” 
 
    “He does it stupidly. I do hate the mindstealers, and I would have been willing to help him with any scheme that had a reasonable chance of success. I may yet, if he has a workable plan—” 
 
    “He has a plan, mistress.” 
 
    “Tell me what it is. I’m willing to do anything short of letting myself be dragged off by mindstealers again.” 
 
    Claid did not answer. In the lengthening silence the night sounds rose around them. Ruffian’s paw thumped the ground as he scratched a flea. 
 
    “Claid?” 
 
    His continued silence confirmed her suspicions. “So. He plans for me to be the sacrificial lamb.” 
 
    “I’m here to guard you, and so is Ruffian.” 
 
    “And with that ironclad protection I’m to deliver myself into the mindstealers’ hands and let the one I maimed stick its new claws into my ears and finish what it started.” 
 
    “No, mistress, that is not Alair’s intention or mine.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t give a fig for your intentions,” Kyla said. At the rage in her voice Ruffian jumped to his feet and slunk away from her. “Tell your master he can do his own dirty work.” 
 
    “But, mistress, that’s what he was doing when you interfered.” 
 
    “So that’s why he said I’d be forever in debt to him. Well, I want the mindstealers stopped, but I won’t throw my life away to do it, and if that’s his plan, he can find another victim.” 
 
    Claid sighed again. “As you will, mistress. He won’t force you.” 
 
    “As if he could!” 
 
    “Oh, he could.” Claid’s mindstealer face looked into hers. The orange orbs glowed. She tried to look away and could not. He clasped his talons around her wrist and drew her through the darkness. She walked unresisting where he led. In a broad clearing where the lingering twilight gave some visibility, Claid turned his head away, releasing her. “You see how easily I could force you to do my master’s will. But have no fear. You are free to choose your own way.” 
 
    Kyla massaged her temples. “How can I trust you, knowing you can do that?” 
 
    Claid placed his taloned hand over his chest. “I swear I will not do it again. I judged that the best way to prove you weren’t being manipulated was by demonstrating how easily you could be. I will henceforth obey you, mistress. Where will you go?” 
 
    As she tried to think, she scratched Ruffian’s head, glad the dog had stayed with them. Ruffian was a comfort, but Claid … “Can you take some other form? As a sign of good faith? I can’t look at you in that guise. Especially after your demonstration.” 
 
    He cocked his head as though considering the request. “I might be able to take another form,” he said, “but Master Alair placed severe restrictions on the shapes I can assume. If I change, it must be to something that requires little energy to maintain. You may find it more pleasant to look at, but I don’t think you will find it more convenient.” 
 
    “Anything would be better than what you look like now. Unless it’s that as a mindstealer you’d have a chance of carrying out Alair’s plan yourself and finding the hive?” 
 
    “No, my master bound me to you. If you will not accept the quest, I cannot. My place is with you.” 
 
    “Then take a different shape. Let me see you as a companion and friend.” 
 
    “In any form I will be your companion, but perhaps not the kind you want.” 
 
    “Just so it’s an improvement over a mindstealer. Do it!” 
 
    He bowed. “As you wish, mistress. I bid you remember that you have another companion.” His mindstealer’s head bobbed toward Ruffian. “I do have a bit of influence over the dog, no matter what form I take. I will encourage him to serve as your guide and protector if I cannot.” 
 
    “What do you mean, if you can’t?” 
 
    He walked to the other side of the clearing and sat on the ground. Ruffian wandered over, evidently curious to see what he was doing. The large dog blocked Kyla’s view. Annoyed, she called him back to her. Wagging his tail, Ruffian came. 
 
    She stared past him. An infant not more than two or three weeks old lay on its back on the damp soil. 
 
    She ran to it, bent over it. “Oh, no, Claid. Not this. What use are you in this form?” 
 
    The baby cooed and kicked its chubby legs. 
 
    “I ought to go off and leave you like that,” she said, glaring down at the infant. 
 
    The baby gurgled and waved its arms. 
 
    “Oh, curse you!” She bent, picked it up, and cradled it in her arms, a lovely child with beautiful deep-blue eyes. “What am I supposed to do with you? I can’t go back to Waddams carrying a baby. Are you as helpless as you look? Can you talk?” 
 
    The infant burbled soft, meaningless sounds. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    RIM CANYON 
 
      
 
    As a baby, Claid was much easier to look at than the mindstealer, but he was not as helpful. She had to protect him rather than rely on him to protect her. She could not ask him for advice or directions. 
 
    “I ought to put you down and leave you here. Do you know what a predicament you’ve put me in?” 
 
    The baby cooed and smiled. Unable to resist, she touched a finger to his dimpled cheek. His chubby hand closed around the finger, pulled it to its mouth, and sucked on the tip. 
 
    “I suppose you’re hungry. And how am I going to feed you, when I can’t even feed myself?” 
 
    She frowned and pulled her finger away. The baby let out a wail. She glanced around nervously. The cry could attract predators or bring the mindstealers back. She gave the finger back and let the child suckle it. 
 
    She turned to the dog, who sat on his haunches looking up at her. “All right, Ruffian, lead us out of here.” 
 
    The dog wagged his tail. His tongue lolled foolishly. He made no move to rise and go anywhere. 
 
    “Some help you are!” Kyla looked down at the infant in her arms. “You said you could still influence Ruffian!” 
 
    Twilight had faded quietly into night, though here in the clearing moonlight provided some illumination. She couldn’t stay here; it wasn’t safe. Where could she go? What could she do to protect herself and, now, an infant as well? 
 
    How could Claid have done this? She should ask him to resume the mindstealer form, but her stubbornness rebelled against it. “I think you did this to force me to follow Alair’s plan, by getting myself captured by mindstealers or by becoming so desperate I’d agree to the idea. Well, I won’t.” 
 
    Holding the baby in one arm, she took off her cloak and spread it on the ground. She laid the baby on it. Ruffian rose and ambled over. He sniffed the child and wagged his tail. 
 
    “Ruffian likes you better in that form, that’s clear.” As she spoke, the dog settled down beside the baby. “Maybe he will protect you. He doesn’t show any sign of wanting to help me.” 
 
    Kyla put on her backpack and gazed at the extra books. “I can’t keep carrying those with me,” she said. “I’ll have to leave them.” 
 
    The baby broke into loud cries. She snatched up the books. “Oh, all right, I will bring them. Hush!” 
 
    Baby Claid quieted and gurgled contentedly. 
 
    Kyla stood looking down on him. “You won again, but you’re not going to like what I have to do. Unless you shape yourself into something that can protect us from the mindstealers, I’ll have to try to ride the wind tonight. I don’t want to see you as a mindstealer, nor an animal. Change to something I can talk to. Now.” Hands on hips, she waited, looking down at the infant. 
 
    He cooed and waved his hands Could it be some kind of changing spell? 
 
    No, the child just found and sucked on his fist. 
 
    She’d waited long enough. Whether Claid could not change or was merely being stubborn she didn’t know, but she couldn’t stay here through the night, and Ruffian didn’t seem disposed to guide her anywhere. 
 
    She glared at Claid. “You can’t protect me in that form, and Ruffian only wants to sleep. I’ve got to get far away from here and leave no trail for mindstealers to follow. Wail if you want. It’ll do you no good.” 
 
    She rearranged the items in her pack, trying to fit in the books Claid had carried. She got in the three he’d taken out, but no matter how she arranged and shoved, the other three would not fit. 
 
    “Since you won’t let me leave these, you’re going to lie on them.” She picked up the baby and sat on the cloak, holding him in her lap on top of the books. “Sorry if that’s a bumpy bed, but it was your idea.” 
 
    She pulled Ruffian close to her, stretched out her legs on either side of him, and lifted his head and paws into her lap beside the baby. “You aren’t going to like this, either,” she said. “I hate it myself. But with mindstealers around, I don’t dare wait until morning. I can’t think of any other way to get far enough to be safe. I only hope I can hold on to you and not get you killed.” She stroked the dog’s head. 
 
    Then she sat up straight and sang. 
 
    Her fear and her anger infused the melody, gave it depth, and wove into its weird harmonies a tension, a recklessness, that brought the wind screaming down from the Starmist Mountains. Fierce and frenetic, it roiled around her. Ruffian whined and pulled himself higher into her lap, resting his head on the baby. She clung to dog and child as the wind lifted the cloak. This time she kept her head and continued to sing, including in her song a plea to be carried to Waddams. She wouldn’t be welcomed there, but she had to see for herself that the town had survived. 
 
    Trees became a dark blur. An instant later she looked down on a tapestry of treetops. Clouds shredded as they tore through them. The baby wailed; Ruffian quivered and whimpered. Kyla’s stomach lurched as the wind spun her about, dropped, lifted, and tipped her this way and that. 
 
    Screaming its laughter, the wind capered over the woods, setting the trees dancing. It careered over the hills, gathering in its wake a train of rain squalls. After drenching fields and meadows, it cavorted through darkened, tightly shut villages. One of them could have been Waddams, but in the darkness and with the wind’s speed she couldn’t be sure. The wind swooped down to frolic over rooftops, prying shingles and shutters loose and sending them flying. It zoomed over more hills and, to Kyla’s horror, coasted at dizzying speed down the slope of Rim Canyon. She sang frantically, trying to change its direction, to no avail. It brought her to rest, drenched and shivering, on the boulder-strewn canyon floor. 
 
    She groaned and lay where the wind left her like flotsam. Both Ruffian and infant Claid were so still she probed for breath and heartbeat. Reassured by the rapid rise and fall of Ruffian’s ribs and the slow but steady heartbeat of the babe, she shoved the three books from beneath Claid, and wrapped the cloak about her and dog and baby. Not knowing what else to do, she hugged them both and fell into an exhausted slumber. 
 
    The baby’s loud cries awakened her. Stiff and sore and cold, she struggled to a sitting position and looked around. Above her the morning sun painted a gold rim along the canyon’s edge, but the light had not yet driven the darkness from the canyon floor. Ruffian lay beside her, a black hump against the graying light. 
 
    Baby Claid had soiled her cloak, dashing her hope that he would not have the needs and behavior of a normal child. 
 
    She unwrapped the squalling infant, lifted him from the reeking cloak, and rocked him, heedless of the filth. The child refused to be soothed or to suck the finger she put to his mouth. “You’re hungry, I know, and I have nothing to feed you. I warned you of that. You’d better take a different form and find your own food.” 
 
    The baby’s screams only grew more insistent. Laying the baby down, Kyla fished her windspeaker’s shift from her backpack, regarded it ruefully, and tore strips from around its hem. She also took her canteen from the pack. A narrow stream ran through the center of the canyon. She filled the canteen, then dipped the torn cloths into the water, returned to the baby, and put a twisted end of rag into his mouth. As she’d hoped, he quieted and sucked greedily, giving her a chance to use the other cloths to clean him. 
 
    The reprieve wouldn’t last long. The water would do nothing to relieve the baby’s hunger. She’d find nothing else to offer him here, nor would she find anything for herself and Ruffian. She could only hope that the wind would respond to her singing, lift them out of the canyon, and carry them back to Noster Valley. 
 
    Quickly she sponged off the cloak—no time to wash it properly. With the infant temporarily quieted, she called Ruffian, again arranged dog, books, baby, and herself on the damp cloak, and sent up a loud, clear wind song. 
 
    Pouring her heart into the song, she cajoled, promised, pled. The air at the bottom of the canyon remained still and colorless. Ruffian grew restless. The baby dropped the cloth and broke into loud wails. 
 
    If she could get no help from the wind, she’d have to locate another way out of the canyon before they all starved. That meant she’d have to have her hands free for climbing. Tearing more strips from the shift, she made bindings to strap the baby to her breast. With the pack on her back and the crying infant strapped in front of her, she regarded the three books that wouldn’t fit into her pack. She’d brought them so far, but she had done so at Claid’s insistence, and she owed Claid nothing after what he had done—was doing—to her. 
 
    Yet of all that had once been hers so little remained. To leave the books behind would be to cast away part of her identity. 
 
    Ruffian had gone to the stream for a drink and was scouting about among the rocks. She called him to her. “Old fellow, I’ve put you through so much. I don’t know why you stick with me. Now I’ve got to ask for one more thing.” 
 
    The dog wagged his shaggy tail. She wrapped the last remnants of her shift tightly around Ruffian’s midsection and inserted the three books beneath the wrappings so that they were held tightly against his sides and back. 
 
    “There,” she said, stepping back to look critically at her work. “If Claid really can influence you, he’ll keep you from losing these.” 
 
    Ruffian tried to shake off the burden. When Kyla was satisfied that the binding would hold, she called him after her and set off to find a path up to the rim. 
 
    There had to be a way out. 
 
    Wary of falling rocks, she cast frequent glances up the sheer slope. All the rocks that blocked her path had at some time come crashing into the canyon from above. 
 
    Rough and uneven, the high canyon walls looked as though they’d been gouged out by angry giants. Sharp edges marked many of the striated layers, but these looked too brittle to offer handholds or niches for climbing. The stranger who had bought her parents’ home must have had special equipment and exceptional skill if he had made the perilous climb. How could she, with neither training nor tools, and a dog and a baby to hamper her, possibly scale the wall? Yet the pretty gold disks in her pack offered hope that a way up might exist. 
 
    As time passed, Kyla became inured to the baby’s thin, piercing wails. The constant crying must be sapping the child’s energy. From time to time she offered him the wet rag, until he refused that inadequate sop. 
 
    Ruffian plodded beside her, tongue lolling, patient and stoic beneath his burden of books. The brassy sun glared into the canyon, and its heat, trapped between the canyon walls, turned the place into an oven. 
 
    The sun’s position directly overhead told her it was noon. She took refuge in the shadow of a large boulder. Ruffian sat panting beside her, his eyes fixed on her with a mixture of bewilderment and trust that tore her heart. She drank from her canteen and poured a bit of water into the dog’s panting mouth. 
 
    The baby had finally fallen quiet; probably he had bawled himself hoarse. She offered him a water-soaked rag, and he sucked on it listlessly. 
 
    When the baby dropped the rag, she caught it and pushed herself away from the rock. Ruffian lumbered to his feet and plodded along beside her. The baby whimpered, a more pathetic sound than its loud squalls had been. Alair had said Claid couldn’t die, but in this form he seemed so fragile, so vulnerable, Kyla found herself forgetting it was no mortal child she carried. 
 
    Ruffian trailed dispiritedly at her heels, taking no apparent interest in his surroundings. The canyon’s monotonous sameness made Kyla feel she was getting nowhere, the small stream, the rocky canyon floor, the high, striated walls unchanging. Only the sun dipped lower, stretching out the shadows but not lessening the heat it poured into that deadly chasm. Occasionally she went to the stream to refill her canteen and drink. 
 
    By late afternoon the baby was silent and Kyla was plodding along dispiritedly, scarcely noting where she walked and paying no attention to the dog. The sound of a loud splash alerted her to his crossing the stream. With an energy she wouldn’t have believed he could still possess, he ran to the wall on that far side. His ears cocked, his tail stiffened, he sniffed the air, and barked. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kyla scanned the area, trying to rouse her dulled senses to a semblance of alertness. 
 
    She saw nothing, but Ruffian dashed along the canyon wall and clambered up onto a pile of rock, barking furiously. 
 
    Kyla forded the stream at a narrow point and followed him to the base of the rock pile. “Come down here,” she called, worried that the awkward burden tied onto him would unbalance him and cause him to fall. 
 
    Instead, he climbed higher and leaped from the top of the pile toward the canyon wall. He landed on a ledge hidden by a trick of the light, looking like only another band marking a new stratum in the varicolored layers. Ruffian’s walk along it resolved it into an upward sloping shelf. At its end a dark stripe might mark another such ledge sloping upward in the opposite direction. 
 
    Desperate to get out of the canyon, she decided to follow the dog. After all, Claid had said he would cause Ruffian to guide her. 
 
    Climbing awkwardly because of the double burden of backpack and baby, she scrambled up onto the rock pile. The leap that had been easy for Ruffian looked impossible to her. She had to try. She put the baby down, took off her backpack, and tossed it onto the ledge. Then she tied the baby onto her again, positioned herself carefully, flexed her knees, and sprang. For a terrifying instant she teetered on the brink of the ledge. She pushed herself forward and clung to the rock wall, sobbing with fear. 
 
    When at last she stopped trembling, she edged along the narrow path. Ruffian gave a welcoming bark and wagged his tail. He led the way, more sure-footed than she. 
 
    Claid must be directing the dog. That thought gave her the courage to reclaim her backpack and balance precariously on the edge while she maneuvered the backpack onto her back, a difficult feat that made her still more certain that Claid was keeping her from falling. Armed with that certainty, Kyla followed Ruffian even when the shelf shrank to only a handbreadth wide. As best she could with the baby bound in front of her, she hung onto the wall and inched along, not daring to look down. “Don’t squirm,” she told Claid, and he must have understood. He lay unmoving against her while she climbed. 
 
    She feared that at any time their perilous path would reach a dead end, but it did not, and after what seemed hours of arduous climbing, they stepped off it onto the firm ground at the top of the canyon. Shaking, she stared down at the distant canyon floor. The stream was a mere thread of silver shining with the sun’s reflected light in a dark, sinuous chasm far, far below. 
 
    The baby whimpered and Ruffian gave an echoing whine. 
 
    “I know, boys. You’re hungry. So am I. But together the two of you got us up here where we have some hope of finding food.” She turned away from the canyon to see what sort of land lay beyond the Rim. 
 
    The high ground at the canyon’s edge sloped downward to a sunken plain that stretched to a horizon lost in a gloomy haze. Shrubs on the slope leading down to the plain had a yellow, sickly look, and the few trees were mostly dead branches with pathetic tufts of browning leaves clinging like bits of flesh on a bone. Clouds of black smoke rose from several points to float above the haze and mingle with it, and she thought she glimpsed occasional flickers of flame. Whiffs of an acrid, sulfurous smell rode to her on an alien wind. 
 
    “What is this place?” she asked her two speechless companions. “What have we gotten ourselves into?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    LINE’S END 
 
      
 
    The sun, a baleful red, hung low on the western horizon. Should she find a place to spend the night and wait until morning to start down to the plain? 
 
    No. She and the baby needed food. Maybe she’d find a farmhouse or hunter’s cabin where she could get a meal and shelter. Ordering Ruffian to heel, she headed into the gray pall. 
 
    She plodded on in the dim light. A low rumble in the distance brought her to a stop. Thunder? Maybe the thick haze was only a low-lying storm cloud. 
 
    The ominous roar grew louder, closer. 
 
    It was no storm. As the booming sound came nearer, jarring clanks as of metal striking metal mingled with it. With a hellish shriek and the clanging of a bell, a huge iron monster seethed out of the gloom and bore toward her, smoke belching from a tall cone rising from its long snout. 
 
    Ruffian crouched beside her, threw back his head, and howled. The baby bawled. The dreadful din of the monster swallowed up both protests. 
 
    Kyla sank to her knees in terror. Ruffian pressed against her, still howling. Light streamed from a single eye positioned in front of the smoke-cone. A fearsome grin of iron teeth curved below its snout and swept the ground in front of it. 
 
    The creature veered and clattered past in a cloud of smoke and cinders, spitting sparks, swaying, huffing, and clanking. Kyla gaped at a line of huge metal-wheeled boxes pulled along behind it over two parallel iron strips. 
 
    The dust and smoke of its passing left her coughing and choking. A stray spark set a nearby bush ablaze. The fire could spread rapidly through the dry vegetation. Kyla clambered to her feet and ran. As the monster hurtled away, Ruffian recovered his courage and bounded off after it, barking furiously. Kyla whistled, but the dog probably couldn’t hear over the din of the departing horror. 
 
    She crossed the two iron strips and paused to touch them. Hot! Were they the monster’s spoor, left behind as it churned forward? Or had the wizard who’d created the monster set them in place as guides to keep the thing on its intended path? Almost hidden by drifting sand, thick planks crossed at regular intervals beneath the iron strips, supporting them. That was curious, but with night closing in around her, there was no time for a close examination. 
 
    She headed away from the fire in the direction the monster had taken. Its tracks provided a trail to follow in the waning light, though she feared the monster might return or another might come charging after the first. The trail might lead to the dwelling of the mage who had created the thing and who must be far greater than Alair, and therefore even more arrogant and dangerous. Kyla wanted no encounter with such a person, but if she wandered off into the darkness, she would become hopelessly lost. It would be best to put a safe distance between her and the fire, and then stop until morning. 
 
    Ruffian barked in the distance. She whistled for him again. The clangor had faded away; he should be able to hear the summons, but the barking grew fainter. She shouted for him and walked on. He’d find her when he was ready. 
 
    She patted the baby, who had again fallen silent after the passing of the creature. No infant could survive long without nourishment. She had to find milk for it tomorrow, and food for her and Ruffian. She’d nothing but a few berries since leaving Alair’s house. Even if it meant confronting a haughty mage, she could not go a third day without food. 
 
    A noise behind her sent her whirling around. Head down, ears flat, Ruffian slunk to her, burs clinging to his coat. She bent to give him a comforting rub. The girdle of books was loose, and one book hung halfway out. Only luck (or Claid?) had prevented its loss. 
 
    “I’m not mad at you for wandering off and not coming when I called you, but I would have been upset if you’d come back without these.” She removed the cloth girdle. “We might as well stop here. I can’t go any farther tonight.” 
 
    Ruffian wagged his tail. 
 
    She eased off her backpack and took the baby from his bindings. He’d wet himself and her, and she had nothing to wash with. The little water remaining in her canteen would be their supper. She spread her cloak near a clump of wilted shrubs and laid the baby on it, drank her share of water and gave the baby his. 
 
    When she poured Ruffian’s portion into a bowl and held it while he drank, she discovered bits of fur and a smear of blood decorating his mouth. “So, you caught yourself a meal and didn’t share it with us. Well, at least you won’t have to sleep on an empty stomach.” Sighing, she wiped the messy bowl and returned it to her pack. “For that, you can keep guard while I sleep.” 
 
    She lay on the cloak beside the baby. Ruffian settled on the ground nearby, head on his paws. 
 
    She thought she had only just drifted into a restless sleep when the rumble and clatter of the iron beast jerked her awake. The sky had turned light, and she saw the thing returning from wherever it had gone. She sat up, hugged the baby to her breast, and watched the creature thunder past. What if it leaped from its path and attacked her? 
 
    It seemed unaware of her presence, though the hail of sparks it flung in its wake raised again the danger of fire. One struck her bare arm and left a blistering burn. 
 
    When the thing vanished into the ever-present haze, she rose and packed. Deciding against entrusting the extra books again to Ruffian, she slipped their sling over her arm. The added burden was almost more than she could stand, but they would surely reach a village soon. She set off in the general direction the monster had just come from, keeping a considerable distance from the twin strips of iron and their undergirding rows of planks. 
 
    She was tottering with weariness and hunger when, shortly after noon, a town loomed out of the haze, its buildings a uniform sooty gray, so near the color of the haze that she had drawn quite close before she saw them. 
 
    The outlying houses were wooden shacks, but taller structures, some of wood and others of stone, rose behind them. The tallest sprouted high smokestacks that vomited black smoke into the noxious air. 
 
    She hurried toward the nearest house to ask for food and water. Four or five children played on its porch, and in the street in front of it a filthy dog stirred up clouds of dust with its vigorous scratching of fleas. It spotted her and barked furiously. Other dogs heeded its summons and dashed toward her. Ruffian leaped in front of her, growling and baring his teeth. 
 
    The would-be attackers backed off. The children stared sullenly from the sagging porch. 
 
    “I need help,” Kyla said. “Food and milk for the baby.” 
 
    “Tramp!” they taunted in chorus. “Get out of here, dirty, stinking tramp!” 
 
    Kyla gathered energy for a sharp retort, laughed instead. She did look like a tramp, a dirty stinking one at that. She put on as pleasant a face as she could manage and called out, “Are your parents at home? Could I talk to them?” 
 
    Children from other houses gathered around her, along with more dogs. “Folks aren’t home,” one child said, standing and glaring at Kyla. “Get out o’ here. Ain’t nothing for you here.” 
 
    Kyla tried again. “Why are you so rude? I need help. What town is this?” 
 
    “Must be crazy, don’t know where she is,” a child yelled. 
 
    “This here’s Line’s End,” an older one said. “Last town on the line, as any fool knows.” 
 
    They all laughed at that. “Fool, fool,” the younger ones echoed. 
 
    “Go away, tramp! Go away, beggar!” they shouted, scooping up handfuls of pebbles. 
 
    Ruffian’s fur bristled. He rumbled a warning growl. Kyla turned away but did not run. A shower of pebbles peppered her back. Ruffian snarled and leaped at the children, scattering them and allowing Kyla to hurry out of range of their missiles. 
 
    Ill-mannered brats. I hope they’re not examples of what Line’s End is like. 
 
    The shacks gave way to larger buildings. Kyla trudged past shops and warehouses. People walked along the streets or stood in doorways, the men in dark trousers and long-sleeved shirts with vests, over which many wore hip-length coats, though the day was warm. The women’s long, full skirts dragged the ground, gathering dust. The high lace collars and sleeves that reached to the wrist had to be hot and uncomfortable. No wonder they all seemed so cross, casting hostile stares and giving her a wide berth when they passed. After her experience with the children, she did not try to approach them and was thankful for Ruffian’s stalwart presence at her side. 
 
    There! An inn on the next street corner. She pushed her tired legs to a faster pace, eager to reach that promise of food and shelter. And a bath. Her body longed to be clean as much as her stomach longed for food. She reached the door, pushed it open, entered, and found herself in a large room with six or eight tables on one side and a desk on the other. Most of the tables were empty; one held a group of four men. 
 
    Another man stepped out from behind the desk and hurried toward her. “You!” he shouted. “Get out of here with that dog. We don’t allow beggars in here. Go around to the kitchen door if you’re after scraps.” 
 
    “I want to rent a room,” Kyla protested indignantly. “And buy a meal. I’m sorry I’m so dirty, but I’ve had a hard journey and a long one.” 
 
    The innkeeper frowned and wrinkled his nose. “How’d you get here? Couldn’t’ve come on the train.” 
 
    “I came from over the Rim.” Kyla made a vague gesture in the direction she thought the canyon lay. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” the man snapped. “Get out of here before I call the sheriff.” 
 
    The men at the table gawked at her. One of them scraped back his chair and stood. “Want I should go fetch Ollie and Jake?” he asked the innkeeper. 
 
    “Why bother ’em?” one of his companions, a big muscular man, said lazily. “We can take care of it.” 
 
    The innkeeper nodded. “There, see? Get out fast, or you’ll be thrown out.” 
 
    Kyla backed toward the door, but the aromas wafting in from the kitchen stopped her. “I need food,” she insisted. “And milk for the baby. He hasn’t eaten in two days.” 
 
    The big man got slowly to his feet. The other two followed his example. 
 
    The innkeeper folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t run no charity,” he said. 
 
    Kyla felt her face flush. “I can work for it.” 
 
    The man snorted. “Expect to take it out in trade, do you? Who you think’d want a dirty bitch like you?” 
 
    Kyla’s face burned hotter as she realized what he thought she’d meant. 
 
    The big man clamped a hand around her arm and jerked her toward the door. Ruffian barked and snarled. The man planted a hard kick in the dog’s ribs. Ruffian yelped and ran whimpering to hide under a table. 
 
    “Wait!” she cried. “I have something to pay with. Let me open my pack.” 
 
    “I don’t take no peddler’s wares,” the innkeeper said. 
 
    One of the two men who’d remained silent now said, “Turn loose of her, Pete. Let’s see what she’s got.” 
 
    Pete released her arm but stood menacingly over her while she shrugged out of her pack, knelt beside it, and tore frantically through its contents. “Trash!” he said as she pulled out clothes, books, and her battered cooking pots and bowl. 
 
    The felt sack of gold disks was at the bottom of the pack. She drew it out, and with trembling hands unknotted the ties and shook out two disks. 
 
    The innkeeper snatched the bag from her hand and poured out the rest of the disks. “Where’d you get these?” he asked in an amazed tone. 
 
    “Must’ve stole ’em,” Pete said. 
 
    “Give those back! They were payment for a house I sold.” Kyla grabbed the disks from the innkeeper and stuffed all but two into the bag. Those two she held out to the innkeeper. “Will these rent a room and buy food and milk?” 
 
    The men looked at each other. The innkeeper slowly nodded. “The rooms don’t have baths. There’s a bathhouse out back with hot water, but it’ll cost you extra.” 
 
    “That’s all right. Those two should be enough to cover it.” 
 
    “Might be about enough,” the innkeeper said, accepting the two gold pieces. The other men nudged each other, and one laughed out loud. 
 
    Wary, Kyla pushed the bag of disks down into the bottom of her pack. “It will have to be enough. I won’t pay more.” 
 
    One man whispered something to the others, and they moved back to their table. The innkeeper wiped the two coins on his shirt and carried them behind the desk. He picked up a small handbell and rang it. “Lizzie,” he bellowed. “Lizzie, we got a customer.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    INN 
 
      
 
    A gangly scarecrow of a girl dashed from the kitchen with arms waving like windmill paddles. Her strawy hair appeared never to have seen a comb. She skidded to a stop in front of the innkeeper and wrapped her hands in her patched apron. “Sir?” she said in a frightened, childish voice. 
 
    “This lady—” he drawled out the syllables, “—wants a room, a meal, and a bath. Especially a bath.” 
 
    The four men at the table snickered, and Lizzie flicked them a nervous glance. 
 
    Kyla ignored them. “I need milk for the baby first,” she told the girl. “And then food for me and for my dog.” 
 
    At the mention of the dog, Lizzie’s eyes widened. She looked around, saw Ruffian, and screamed. 
 
    “Quiet, you ninny!” the innkeeper roared. “And you, woman, put that dog outside.” 
 
    “The dog stays with me,” Kyla snapped. “He won’t hurt anyone. He needs food and water.” 
 
    “I run a clean place here. I won’t have that filthy cur spreading dirt and fleas all around. There’s a tree out back you can tie him to. Lizzie can take him a dish of food and a bowl of water.” 
 
    Kyla nodded, unwilling to waste time arguing. Later, after she’d eaten and bathed, she’d find a way to sneak Ruffian into her room. She had to think first of the baby’s needs. He hadn’t made a sound in some time, and she feared for his life despite Alair’s assurance that Claid could not die. When the mage had told her that, he surely was not expecting Claid to take the form of a helpless infant. 
 
    Keeping a wary eye on Ruffian and a good distance between her and the dog, Lizzie led Kyla into the kitchen. “I’ll fetch rope so’s you c’n tie the beast,” she said and would have darted off had Kyla not grabbed the girl’s arm. 
 
    “The dog won’t hurt you. Get me some warm milk for the baby before you do anything else.” 
 
    Lizzie peered at the quiet bundle in the crook of Kyla’s other arm. “Eww, what a poor, wee thing!” she said. 
 
    Before Lizzie could carry out Kyla’s instructions, a large unkempt woman in a white apron bore toward them brandishing a meat cleaver. “What’s that animal doing in my kitchen?” she demanded. “Lizzie, where’s your brains, bringin’ that thing in here? Out, now!” She herded them all toward the back door and pushed them through it. 
 
    Kyla endured the wait while Lizzie found rope. The girl watched from a safe distance while Kyla tied Ruffian to the indicated tree. 
 
    Next to the tree was a ramshackle wooden structure with a tin roof. “The bathhouse,” Lizzie said, pointing at it. “I’ll heat water while you and the baby eat.” 
 
    After making sure Ruffian’s rope wouldn’t let him reach the bathhouse door, Lizzie darted inside. Kyla headed back to the kitchen to face the virago alone. The woman gave her a fierce stare and wrinkled her bulbous nose, but she produced a jar of milk, poured some into a pan, and set it onto the big iron stove. 
 
    “Looks done in, it does. What you done to it?” A suspicious glare accompanied the woman’s surly observation. 
 
    “We’ve been traveling a long way,” Kyla said, trying to keep her tone civil. “We haven’t had any food.” 
 
    “Milk dry up?” The woman leered at Kyla’s breasts. 
 
    “I—the baby isn’t mine.” 
 
    “Humph. You steal it?” 
 
    “No. Of course not.” Kyla lacked the energy to sound indignant. “He—he’s an orphan that I’m caring for.” 
 
    “Not doin’ a very good job of it. Oughta put ’im into th’ orphanage.” She took the pan off the stove. “You got a bottle?” 
 
    Kyla shook her head. The woman gave a disgusted snort, set the pan on the table, and disappeared into the pantry. She returned with a dusty bottle topped with something made of a flexible substance and resembling a nursing mother’s nipple. She wiped the bottle off on her apron, pried off the nipple, and poured the milk into it. “That’s an old bottle I used for my last young ’un when my milk gave out,” she said as she replaced the nipple. “It’s all I got, so it’ll have to do.” She squeezed the tip until milk flowed from it, and handed it to Kyla 
 
    Kyla she placed it in the baby’s mouth. After a few seconds he began to suck. 
 
    “What’s ’is name?” 
 
    At the question, Kyla hesitated. “I, uh, call him Claid.” 
 
    She could see that her hesitation had further aroused the woman’s suspicions. She couldn’t think of the infant as Claid. He was only “the baby.” 
 
    “Odd name,” the woman said with a sniff. 
 
    Lizzie came in and announced, “Bath’s ready, miss. Nice an’ hot.” 
 
    “Could I have a quick bite of something before I bathe?” Kyla asked the older woman. “And something to take to my dog?” 
 
    The woman gave her a plate with a bit of cold meat and a pile of cold mashed turnips. “This is all I’ve got until dinnertime. Here’s a bone the dog can have.” She handed Kyla a large, greasy soup bone with a few shreds of meat clinging to it. 
 
    Kyla started to object, but thought better of it. Ruffian had, after all, eaten something last night. The bone would serve for the present. As angry and suspicious as the woman acted, she had at least been reasonably generous. She’d most likely become more hostile if Kyla asked for anything more. 
 
    Juggling the baby, the bottle, her plate, and the bone, she asked Lizzie to bring her backpack. She headed for the bathhouse, detouring to give Ruffian the bone and a bowl of water she had Lizzie fetch. 
 
    Inside the door of the shabby structure was a wooden bench. Lizzie set the backpack on it. “There’s soap and towels inside.” She nodded at the wooden partition that separated the bathing area from this front section, which was evidently considered a dressing room. A mildewed curtain covered the doorway between the two. 
 
    Kyla looked in vain for a latch on the outside door. “Don’t worry,” Lizzie said, following her gaze. “I’ll keep watch so nobody walks in on you.” 
 
    Kyla peeped behind the curtain and saw a big round metal tub half filled with water. A shelf above it held a pitcher, a cake of soap, towels, and a scrub brush. “All right,” she said. “Wait outside, please.” 
 
    The girl went out, letting the door bang shut behind her. Kyla laid the baby on the bench and propped the now nearly empty bottle so that he could continue to drink from it. While he sucked eagerly, she gulped down the food on her plate, then stripped off her filthy clothes. By the time she was ready, Claid had finished the milk. She picked him up. “Now to get clean.” 
 
    The water in the tub was little more than lukewarm, but Kyla didn’t care; it was wonderful to scrub off all the accumulated filth. She crooned to the baby and sang and splashed in the tub, reveling in the luxury of a long bath. Bathing with the baby was awkward, and when she got him clean, she had to wrap him in a towel and lay him on the floor while she washed her hair. He let out two loud sneezes. 
 
    “No more of that,” she called out. “We’ve had all the trouble I can bear!” 
 
    By the time she finished washing, the water had turned to mud. She considered calling Lizzie and asking her to refill the tub for a clean rinse, but the innkeeper would most likely charge her double and complain about her monopoly of the bathhouse. She stepped out of the tub, dried herself, picked up the baby, and as she went into the front area to dress, the baby sneezed again. 
 
    That warning of trouble came too late. Her backpack lay empty, its contents spread out on the floor. She needed only moments to verify that the bag of gold disks was gone. She should have been quieter, more wary. Theft was not something she’d ever had to worry about in Waddams, but she’d been so very tired and so eager to be clean, she forgot how different the people here seemed from those of Noster Valley. 
 
    Leaving Claid lying on the floor and holding a towel in front of her nude body, she opened the outer door. “Lizzie!” she shouted. “Come here at once!” 
 
    The girl did not respond at first, though Kyla could see her cowering by the kitchen door. It took another shout and a stamp of her foot before Lizzie shuffled to the bathhouse with the air of a dog expecting a beating. Her thin face seemed even longer and more pale. 
 
    “Who came in here while I was bathing? Was it you?” 
 
    Lizzie cringed. “No, miss. I been outside the whole time like I told you.” 
 
    “Someone came in and stole something from my pack.” 
 
    “That can’t be, miss. I been watching the door.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” Kyla snapped. She stepped back from the door and motioned toward the articles piled on the floor. “Someone emptied my pack and took my gold.” 
 
    “You had gold?” Lizzie’s voice rose to an incredulous whine. 
 
    “I did, and I intend to get it back.” She grabbed the girl’s arm and yanked her inside. “If you didn’t take it, you had to have seen who did. Tell me or I’ll take you outside and feed you to my dog.” 
 
    “Let go of me,” Lizzie sobbed, trembling. “I didn’t take nothin’. Let me go.” 
 
    “I’ll let you go when you’ve told the truth. Speak!” 
 
    Lizzie tried to wrench free and Kyla dropped her towel to hold on to the struggling girl. 
 
    Lizzie shrieked, a louder sound than Kyla would have thought that frail body capable of. 
 
    Outside Ruffian barked. Heavy footsteps pounded toward the bathhouse. Kyla released Lizzie and grabbed for her towel. 
 
    Before she could pick it up, the door flew open. The innkeeper and his four cronies shoved inside. Wailing hysterically, Lizzie pointed to Kyla. 
 
    “What you doin’ to this poor child?” The man called Pete advanced on Kyla. Lizzie darted around the men and ran outside. 
 
    Kyla backed to the curtained doorway and wrapped the curtain around her. 
 
    “Pervertin’ a young girl, that’s what,” the innkeeper thundered. “Look at her, the shameless whore!” 
 
    “I was trying to make her tell me who came in here and stole my gold from my pack,” Kyla said. “Get out of here and let me get dressed.” 
 
    “Little late to think of that, gal,” one man said, and the others guffawed. 
 
    They grabbed for her. She dodged into the back room and in one quick motion snatched the pitcher, scooped water from the tub, and tossed it in their faces. They cursed and lunged for her. She hurled the pitcher at Pete. It hit him on the nose, bringing a howl of rage. 
 
    She kicked at her attackers. One tall man grabbed her from behind and pinioned her arms to her side. She lowered her head and raised it, striking him beneath the chin with a force that knocked his teeth together and jerked his head back, making him loosen his grip. She kneed him and scratched his face and arms with her nails. 
 
    The others caught her, dumped her head first into the tub of dirty water, and held her under until her lungs were bursting for air. They yanked her up by her hair and she drew in a frantic breath, only to be shoved underwater again while she was inhaling. Pulled up again, she choked and gagged as they hauled her out of the tub and threw her onto the floor. While she fought for breath and retched up the muddy water, they dragged her across the rough wooden floor into the dressing area. Splinters stabbed into her bare flesh. Pete sat on her, his beefy hands pressing her arms against the floor. The other four men stood around them leering down at her. 
 
    “Shucks, Pete, you got her all dirty again,” one said. 
 
    “She don’t stink like she did before,” another said, laughing. The others’ comments couldn’t be heard over the bawling of the baby and Ruffian’s frantic barking outside. 
 
    Kyla gasped beneath Pete’s suffocating weight. Hot tears burned her eyes. She had no doubt what the men intended. Surely if Claid could change back and prevent it, he would, but he did nothing but wail. 
 
    “Somebody kick that damn dog in the teeth and shut it up,” someone said. 
 
    “While you’re at it, stuff a towel down the kid’s throat,” Pete added. 
 
    Kyla squirmed in helpless agony. 
 
    “Here, what’s all this?” The strident voice of the kitchen shrew sliced through the din. 
 
    Pete didn’t move, but the other men turned toward the door. “We caught her corruptin’ little Lizzie,” one said. 
 
    “She’s a thievin’ tramp,” the innkeeper declared. “We’re fixin’ to teach her a lesson.” 
 
    “She don’t need that kind of lesson,” the woman said, coming to stand over Kyla, fisted hands on her wide hips. “I’ve sent Lizzie for the sheriff’s men, on account of that poor baby. I think she stole it. They’ll see she gets what she deserves. Ain’t no call to put yourselves down on her level.” 
 
    With a loud shriek Lizzie appeared in the doorway. “The dog’s tore itself loose.” 
 
    Kyla waited for Ruffian to throw himself onto her tormenters. 
 
    “Where’d it go?” The innkeeper pushed Lizzie aside and peered out the door. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lizzie sniveled. “It ran away.” 
 
    “Let it go, and good riddance,” the innkeeper snarled. “Did you get Ollie and Jake?” 
 
    Lizzie nodded. “They’re on their way.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    LINE’S END JUSTICE 
 
      
 
    Pete got off Kyla and hauled her to her feet. “Hang on to her, boys,” he told his companions. 
 
    They clamped their hands around her arms and twisted them behind her back. The more she struggled, the tighter and higher they yanked her arms, until she screamed. Pete grinned and walked forward to meet the two newcomers. 
 
    Ollie and Jake were big men who looked so alike that they had to be brothers, maybe even twins. Both had mean little eyes set deep in fat florid faces. Both carried truncheons. One slapped his against his palm and stared greedily at Kyla while the innkeeper and Pete piled up lies about her. 
 
    “She come into my place beggin’ food,” the innkeeper said, glancing at his wife. “Stunk to high heaven, she did. And luggin’ a near-starved baby. I don’t generally give charity, but I felt sorry for the baby. Wouldn’t want to see it die.” 
 
    As if to support his words, his wife stooped and picked up the wailing infant. She cradled it somewhat gingerly and rocked it while her husband continued. “The wife’s convinced she stole it. Even so, we guv ’er food and milk and sent her out here for a hot bath for her and the littl’un. And she repays the kindness by attackin’ poor Lizzie here.” 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Kyla shouted. “I paid for the food and the bath and a room. With two gold pieces. While I was bathing, someone sneaked in here and emptied my pack and stole the rest of the gold.” 
 
    “Gold! What a laugh!” Pete snorted. “Look at ’er! Where’d the likes of her get gold, I’d like to know? Look at the junk in her pack.” He kicked a battered pot, sent it clattering across the wooden floor. “Think she’d get gold from peddlin’ this trash?” 
 
    “Look at her clothes.” The innkeeper picked up the tunic that she’d planned to put on. It had been none too clean even before it had been dragged through the muddy water on the floor. “That’s cleaner than what she had on when she came. Gold! Hah!” He spat. 
 
    Kyla reached for the tunic. The innkeeper swung it away. “Turned her dog on us, too, she did,” he went on. “Big, nasty brute. The wife had to pacify it with a bone to save us from gettin’ tore up.” 
 
    “The dog never hurt anyone,” Kyla said. “Not even when they kicked it. Please, let me get dressed.” 
 
    “Ain’t lettin’ you loose for nothin’, slut,” said one of the men who held her. 
 
    “Offered to sell herself, she did,” the innkeeper leered. “As if anybody’d touch ’er.” 
 
    “They’re lying,” Kyla cried. “They stole my gold and they’re trying to cover it up.” 
 
    “So ya had gold, eh?” sneered Ollie or Jake. “And jewels and silk clothes too, I reckon? All hid in a peddler’s pack?” 
 
    “I’m no peddler. The gold was from the sale of a house I owned on the other side of Rim Canyon.” 
 
    “Owned a house! That’s a good one!” Jake or Ollie guffawed. And Rim Canyon, where’s that? I never heard of no Rim Canyon. D’you mean Uncrossable Canyon? That’s even crazier. I suppose you’ll tell us the wind blew you across.” 
 
    “I’m a windspeaker,” Kyla said desperately. “You have no right to treat me this way.” 
 
    “Windspeaker! What’s that?” Pete said. “Full o’ wind is what you are.” He roared with laughter. 
 
    “Don’t you respect windspeakers here?” Kyla cried. 
 
    “It’s daft she is,” put in the innkeeper’s wife. “A real lunatic.” She rocked the squalling infant. “This baby’s stole, I’d wager. She allowed it wasn’t hers.” 
 
    Ollie or Jake slapped the truncheon harder against his palm and licked his lips. “We’ll get the truth from her with a floggin’.” 
 
    If only Claid would do something. And where was Ruffian? Her only friends had deserted her. 
 
    “What’s these?” Jake or Ollie picked up a book that lay near him. “Somethin’ else she stole?” 
 
    “Most likely,” the innkeeper agreed. “They’re old things and I doubt they’re worth much, but I thought I might haul ’em over to Old Man Stebbins and see if he’d give anything for ’em.” 
 
    “They’re mine!” Kyla shouted. “You’ve no right—” 
 
    Pete cuffed her across the face. “Shut up, slut.” 
 
    Kyla’s face stung. Blood welled from a cut on her lip. Its metallic taste filled her mouth. 
 
    “I figure that trash’ll bring no more’n what she owes me for the food and the bath and the cleanin’ up of this here mess,” said the innkeeper. “Not to mention payin’ for the hurt to poor little Lizzie.” 
 
    Poor little Lizzie! Kyla almost laughed. The innkeeper would never share his ill-gotten gains with the wretched servant girl. 
 
    Lizzie squealed on cue. “Come after me like a crazy person, she did. Tried to strangle me. And I’d been nothin’ but good to ’er.” She sniffled righteously, and the innkeeper’s wife nodded confirmation. 
 
    “We’ll show her we don’t take to her kind here,” Ollie or Jake said. “We’ll get the truth outa her, then lock her up till she’s ready to do some honest work.” 
 
    The men passed her to Jake and Ollie, giving her no chance to flee. The two burly men lifted her. One grabbed her wrists, the other grabbed both ankles, and they swung her between them like a side of beef. “Slimy tart,” one said as they pulled her to the door. 
 
    “Give me my clothes. Let me dress,” Kyla begged. 
 
    “Bit late to turn proper,” the innkeeper said with a snigger, as he and the others trooped after Ollie and Jake. 
 
    They dragged her through the inn and out onto the street. “The baby! Take care of the baby!” she screamed. 
 
    After that she had no thought for anything but herself and her humiliation at being paraded naked through the center of town. Men clapped their hands over the women’s eyes or turned them around, but they themselves gawked shamelessly. Many trailed after Ollie and Jake, whistling and jeering. By the time her captors pulled her into an open square in front of a large stone building, they’d attracted a crowd. 
 
    Amid hoots and catcalls she was set on her feet facing a tall post and shoved against it. Ollie and Jake yanked her arms high above her head, tied her wrists together, and bound them to the post. The rough stake pressed between her breasts, tearing the flesh. Someone kicked her feet into position on either side of the post and bound them in place. 
 
    “She’s ready,” announced Jake or Ollie. “Fetch the lash.” 
 
    Several minutes passed. Kyla cast about for something she could say or do to save herself. The wind! If she could sing the wind and beg its help, she could show these stupid louts what a windspeaker was. She had to calm herself, to close her mind to the taunts of the crowd. She lifted her voice, sent it soaring in urgent appeal. 
 
    The wind remained colorless, lifeless, unstirred by her plight. 
 
    “Cut that yowlin’.” Ollie or Jake smacked her head into the post. Pain shot through her skull. Her teeth slammed together, halting the song. 
 
    Someone said, “Here’s the whip.” 
 
    Behind her something whistled and fiery torment slashed across her bare shoulders. She shrieked, and the crowd applauded and shouted for more. 
 
    “Tell us where you stole the stuff in your pack,” Ollie or Jake said. The other added, “And who you stole the baby from.” 
 
    “I stole nothing. I’ve told you that,” she said, bracing herself. The lash struck again, and she clamped her teeth together to keep from screaming. The thought of giving this bloodthirsty crowd the satisfaction of hearing her beg for mercy sickened her. Nor would she confess to crimes she had not committed. 
 
    She imagined Alair looking into his “far-seer,” seeing her plight, and transforming himself into a crow to fly to her rescue. Or Claid taking wolf form and bounding into the crowd, scaring them and ripping Ollie’s and Jake’s flesh the way their whip was tearing hers. 
 
    No rescuer came. 
 
    The whip laced her back with agonizing blows, and warm blood oozed over her buttocks and trickled down her legs. Forgetting her pride, she screamed and pled and cursed. Perhaps she even called out the confession they demanded; she no longer knew what she was saying. Still the lash sliced into her, bringing explosions of pain until she slipped finally into merciful oblivion. 
 
      
 
    Icy water splashed over her face and into the open wounds on her shoulders and back, shocking her to awareness. She coughed and spluttered, and gasped at the raging agony. More slowly came the comprehension that she was no longer bound to the post but lying on her stomach on a hard, foul-smelling mat. 
 
    She got her eyes open and turned her head enough to see a stoop-shouldered, grizzled old man standing over her holding an empty bucket and grinning. 
 
    “Had a long sleep, you did. I was startin’ to worry.” 
 
    Kyla tried to sit up, fell back groaning. “Who are you?” she asked in a voice that refused to rise above a whisper. 
 
    “I’m a doctor, missy. Doctor Sam. Town pays me to tend to the prisoners and the workhouse inmates.” He set down the bucket, dug into a worn leather bag, and came out with a large jar. “Lie still. I’m going to rub some salve on your back. It’ll hurt going on, but in a little while it’ll make you feel better, plus it’ll help you heal.” 
 
    He scooped a handful of yellow salve from the jar and bent over her. His breath stank of liquor and bad teeth. What kind of healer could he be? Still naked, she did not want this vile man to touch her. She tried to scoot away, but he grabbed her and held her while he slathered the greasy stuff over her wounds. She screamed as his rough hands assaulted the raw flesh. 
 
    “Easy, now,” he said. “Easy. Gotta have this. Those are deep cuts, and if they mortify, you’ll get a fever that can kill you.” 
 
    He rubbed harder and longer than necessary to spread the foul substance. His hands lingered on her sides and buttocks where the damage was less. She felt defiled by his touch and refused to look at him when he stood and spoke again. 
 
    “I’ll come back in the morning and do another application. I’ve told the sheriff you won’t be fit to work for two or three days, but I can’t promise he’ll listen. He hasn’t listened the times I’ve told him that Ollie and Jake get too happy with the lash.” He put the jar of salve back into his bag and lifted something off the floor near her feet. “Here’s a blanket.” He shook out a piece of dirty wool and spread the scratchy cloth over her back. 
 
    “No!” she shouted. 
 
    “You’ll need it tonight. Gets cold in here.” He picked up his bag and the water bucket, went to the door, and knocked on it until it clanged open. 
 
    She caught a glimpse of Jake or Ollie’s fat face leering at her as the doctor stepped outside. Shuddering, she turned her head until the door slammed. 
 
    She tossed the blanket off her back and sat up, gritting her teeth against the pain. She was in a tiny cell, cold and damp, with the reek of an outhouse. The bloodstained mat and dirty blanket were its sole amenities, other than a stinking metal bucket in the corner, in which apparently she was expected to relieve herself. The only light came from a narrow slit high in the brick wall. The heavy, metal-studded door had no knob or latch and could be opened only from the outside. 
 
    She sank back onto the mat and sobbed. She’d lost everything. Her gold, her pack with her clothes and cooking gear, the books. Claid. 
 
    What had they done with Claid? Surely he would have saved her if he could. For some reason he must not have been able to change. She hoped it was only a temporary helplessness brought on by near-starvation and not that in taking the form of a baby he had deprived himself of his powers. 
 
    And Ruffian. Instead of protecting her as Claid had promised, he’d run away. That could only mean Claid had lost whatever control he’d had over the dog. She couldn’t bear to think of what could happen to the poor animal, running loose in this awful country with its iron monsters and its heartless people. 
 
    Without Claid and without Ruffian she felt utterly desolate. She might as well have gone back to Alair and helped him with his crazy scheme against the mindstealers; she could be no worse off. At least without a mind she wouldn’t suffer, wouldn’t feel the terrible pain that flamed in her back. 
 
    Alair. Again she thought of the ill-fated rescue that had led to all this misery. If only she’d never crossed paths with the mage. She’d saved him, and he’d ruined her life. 
 
    No, that was unfair. The mindstealers had ruined her life. Alair had been right when he’d accused her of being too like the wind. She shouldn’t have forced Claid to change his form. Instead, she should have persuaded him to return with her to Starwind Peak. There she should have sat down with Alair and learned more about his plan for destroying the mindstealers. 
 
    She remembered with a pang of guilt that Dannel had said Alair was injured in an accident in his laboratory—an accident that somehow she had caused. She hadn’t even bothered to find out how badly he was hurt. 
 
    Dannel was Alair. So the injury couldn’t have been serious, or he wouldn’t have been able to send Dannel to talk to her. 
 
    Alair was her sole remaining chance. He could use his mage powers to learn her whereabouts and come to save her. Even if the rescue meant that she’d have to help with his scheme to destroy the mindstealers, if he were to suddenly appear in her cell and offer to whisk her back over the Rim, she’d be so happy to see him she’d … 
 
    What? She dropped the question into the well of pain that spread across her raw and fiery back and drove the dream of rescue from her mind. 
 
    She cried herself out and lay exhausted but awake, when the cell door opened and an older man entered. She caught up the ragged blanket and held it in front of her. 
 
    “Supper,” he said, holding out a wooden bowl filled with a questionable liquid. He gazed at her incuriously and with no hint of compassion. 
 
    Clutching the blanket with one hand, she took the bowl in her other. It bore a faint odor of chicken. “I’ll bring you a cup of water when I come back for the bowl,” the man said in a bored tone. 
 
    He left, and she drank the broth. Salty with little other flavor, all that justified calling it soup were a few shreds of what might have been meat and a tiny piece of something green. 
 
    Her cell had grown dark by the time her jailer returned. The broth had left her with a maddening thirst. She reached eagerly for the promised cup of water, gulped it down in three swallows, and tipped the cup to capture the last drops. 
 
    “Could I have more?” she asked, handing back the cup. 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s your ration for today. Lucky they’re feeding you. Doc Sam insisted on it, or they’d’ve made you wait and earn your keep first.” 
 
    With that harsh pronouncement, he left her to the darkness. 
 
    Sleep was impossible. The cell grew cold, but she couldn’t bear the pain of the blanket against her back. She tried curling up on her side with the blanket draped over her like a tent. That position stretched her lacerated skin and opened the cuts. The discomfort was made worse by a fit of uncontrollable shivering brought on by the cold and a growing fever. 
 
    Her lips were cracked and dry and her throat ached for water. Visions of the Damin River haunted her, its fresh, clean water sparkling in bright morning sunlight as it tumbled through Noster Valley. She tried to reach it, but as she knelt on the bank and dipped her cupped hands toward the water, the river receded; the bank grew into a cliff; the cliff, a steep rock wall. Far below, a tiny silver ribbon wound through a deep canyon, forever out of reach. 
 
    The cliff she stood on became the verge of Nine Falls. The roar of the mighty cataract rumbled through her body as she leaned toward the cool, clear spray. She stretched forward to fill her hands with water, but the water turned to sparks that seared her flesh, and in place of the falls the iron monster charged toward her, its thunder drowning her screams. It bore down on her, clawed its way over her back. 
 
    Someone pounded on the door and shouted, “Quiet down in there.” 
 
    Alair. It must be. Alair, come to punish her for pulling the chain. She tried to run, but mindstealers barred the way. She couldn’t get away, and no one answered her screams. They raked their talons across her back. She fought them, tried to grab something to hang onto so they couldn’t drag her off. 
 
    Her hands wrapped around something. A chain. She wasn’t supposed to touch it. 
 
    “Let go,” Alair was saying. 
 
    Claid’s voice said, “Pull the chain.” 
 
    The chain, long and thick, stretched out of sight above and reached through cold mist into another world. Claid was caught in it, the young lad he’d been when she first saw him. His slender body was wrapped in the chain’s thick coils, suspended above her, out of reach. She stretched her hands toward him. 
 
    “Pull the chain, mistress,” he urged again. “Pull it hard.” 
 
    She grabbed it and tugged with all her strength, but the chain wouldn’t budge. Claid changed, grew, and became a horned being whose hairy body was furred like a goat from the waist down and goat legs ended in cloven hoofs. Yet the bearded face remained Claid’s. “Pull harder,” he said, peering down at her. 
 
    She yanked again. This time the chain moved, the coils unwrapped, and the half-goat, half-man tumbled free. As he fell toward her, he changed form again. 
 
    A newborn infant landed in her arms. She hugged him to her breast and tried to suckle him, but no milk flowed. The innkeeper and Ollie and Jake pried open her arms, snatched the baby, took it from her, while the innkeeper’s wife chanted, “Not yours, not yours,.” 
 
    Lizzie slapped her with a wet towel, and when she opened her mouth to protest, Doctor Sam stuck the neck of a bottle into her mouth. A foul-tasting liquid flowed down her throat. She choked and spat, but couldn’t avoid swallowing much of the vile drink. 
 
    “Good, she’ll sleep,” someone said just before all her tormentors vanished. 
 
    They’ve poisoned me. They’re leaving me alone to die. 
 
      
 
    Kyla awoke with a sickening taste in her mouth and a dull ache in her temples. She remembered her visions, but her mind was clear, and she knew she’d been delirious with fever. 
 
    She lay between flannel sheets on a metal cot with a thin mattress that, though flimsy, was an improvement over the filthy mat in the jail cell. The cot was in a narrow room with a wooden floor and frame walls. It must be morning; striped light fell from a barred window above the head of the bed. Bars. She was still in some kind of prison. 
 
    Beside the bed, a small table held a squat brown bottle, a spoon, and an empty water glass. Instead of being poison, the bitter liquid they’d forced her to drink must have been a healing elixir of some kind. 
 
    Her guess was confirmed when a gray-haired woman in a white dress bustled into the room with a pitcher of water. “Well, you are awake,” the woman said. “Doc Sam said you would be, but I didn’t believe him. He said that medicine would bring you around, and for once he knew what he was doing.” 
 
    She poured water into the glass and handed it to Kyla. She drank it down, and the woman refilled the glass. “Doc Sam made ’em bring you here when he saw how bad off you were. He told the sheriff you’d die if they left you in that dirty cell. And if you died, you wouldn’t be able to work off your fine and your debts, would you?” 
 
    “Debts?” Kyla asked weakly. “Where am I?” 
 
    “This is the women’s workhouse, where you’ll work off what you owe for the doctor,” the woman said. “And the medicine. And this room and your board. None of it’s free, you know.” 
 
    Kyla didn’t know. “How am I supposed to pay for it?” 
 
    The woman chuckled. “You never will, to tell the truth. You’re starting too far behind. You’ll be here the rest of your life, just like me. But as soon as you can walk, they’ll expect you to get busy earning your keep.” 
 
    Kyla felt a glimmer of hope. “I’m good at what I do,” she said. “I can pay off my debt. I was the best windspeaker in Noster Valley.” 
 
    The woman gave her an odd look. “Don’t know what you’re talkin’ about,” she said. “Whatever a windspeaker is, that’s not what you’ll be doing here.” 
 
    Kyla remembered how the colorless wind had refused to recognize her or respond to her song. “What will I be doing?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Matron will assign you.” 
 
    “Matron? Who is that?” 
 
    “The boss lady. The head of this workhouse.” Taking the pitcher, the woman left the room. The door’s lock clicked. 
 
    She was better off than she had been in the jail cell, but what kind of prison would a workhouse prove to be? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    WORKHOUSE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The scabs on Kyla’s back itched beneath the starched white muslin dress the matron made her put on. Its high neck chafed her throat; its long sleeves ended in constricting cuffs around her wrists. Her legs sweated beneath pantaloons, two petticoats, and the dress’s floor-length skirt. The worst part was the tight band that cinched her waist so that she could hardly breathe. 
 
    When she begged for a looser, more comfortable garment, the matron, an imposing woman flinty-eyed and square-jawed, crossed her arms beneath her mountainous bosom and said, “The first thing you’ll learn here is to dress like a decent woman. A loose dress is a sign of loose morals. In this establishment you’ll look like a proper lady no matter how far you are from being one.” 
 
    Kyla tried to proclaim her decency, but the woman plowed over her words. 
 
    “I’ll tolerate no complaining. Especially from a little snip who’s not begun to earn her keep. You should be grateful for a fine dress to cover your nakedness. You came to us a penniless tramp, and we’ve provided you with room and board and medical attention, and honest work to pay for it all. You can thank the good citizens of this town for their charity.” 
 
    “Charity!” Kyla’s protest burst forth. “I wasn’t penniless until your ‘good citizens’ robbed me of everything I owned! And I wouldn’t have needed medical care if I hadn’t been flogged for something I didn’t—” 
 
    A clout on her ear sent her staggering against the wall, her head ringing. Recovering her balance, she rubbed her aching ear, the same ear wounded by the mindstealer’s talons. If only Claid were here to rescue her now as he had then. 
 
    “You’re well enough to lie and complain, you’re well enough to work, no matter what Doctor Sam says. You come with me.” The matron clamped her hand around Kyla’s wrist and dragged her from the room. “You don’t need to be taking up space in the infirmary. You’ll sleep in the ward tonight like everybody else.” 
 
    It was all Kyla could do to keep from tripping over the long skirt and stiff petticoats as she was drawn through cheerless corridors and down a flight of creaking stairs. To the right of the steps a man lounged against the side of an open archway. He snapped to attention and bowed as the matron approached. 
 
    The matron led Kyla through the archway into a cavernous room filled with rows of small wooden tables, each topped with a peculiar metal device. At each table sat a woman dressed like Kyla. In the daylight filtering through several barred windows on both sides of the room, the women manipulated lengths of cloth, some dark, some brightly colored, across the tables and through the metal contraptions. They did this with one hand, while the other turned a wheel that drove a part of the table device up and down, stabbing the cloth on each descent. The hum and squeak of the wheels, the click of the stabbing part, the rustle and swish of cotton, wool, and muslin combined to sound like a strident insect chorus. 
 
    Hunched over their work, the women did not look up, but a wiry little man picked his way down an aisle strewn with cloth. He carried a polished wooden rod and paused to bring it down with a sharp crack across a worker’s hand. Without another glance at his hapless victim, he hurried to bow before the matron. He spoke, but Kyla’s attention was fixed on the woman he’d struck, watching as she removed the cloth from the metal claws and examined it, then picked up a small scissors and snipped at a row of stitches. 
 
    The matron cuffed Kyla. “Answer when you’re spoken to, girl.” 
 
    Kyla blinked and turned her gaze to the man. 
 
    “I asked if you know how to run a sewing machine.” He glared at Kyla and tapped his stick against his palm. The gesture reminded her of Ollie and Jake with their billy clubs.  
 
    The memory turned her stomach. She swallowed hard. Unable to speak, she shook her head. 
 
    The matron slammed her palm against Kyla’s back. “Answer!” 
 
    Kyla yelped at the matron’s blow. The woman couldn’t have forgotten her injuries; she was being deliberately cruel. Blinking back tears, Kyla said, “I don’t know what a sewing machine is.” 
 
    “Those are sewing machines,” the man said, giving her a disgusted look. “You’ve never seen one?” 
 
    Kyla started to shake her head, caught herself, and answered, “I’ve never heard of such things.” 
 
    “She’ll have to learn,” the matron said. “She’s already run up a big debt.” To Kyla she said, “This is Master Amos, your supervisor. He’ll show you what you’re to do. Any disobedience will be punished by reduced food rations and a fine added to your debt.” 
 
    The matron left. Master Amos led Kyla down a narrow aisle to an unoccupied table near the rear of the room. “This is your assigned station,” he said. “Sit and I’ll bring you some scraps of cloth to practice on. Can’t have you working on anything good until you know what you’re doing. You’d better catch on quick, though. From what Matron says, you’ll have to work fast if you ever hope to catch up. Once you learn the machine, you’ll earn a credit of two small coppers for every garment you complete.” 
 
    Filled with dread, Kyla sat and studied the ugly apparatus. Like an evil bird of prey, its black back rose from the shaft of the handwheel and arched to the moving head. A thick needle formed the beak. 
 
    She gave the wheel a tentative turn and the needle descended, thrust into a hole in a flat metal plate beneath it, and reappeared as the bird’s head rose to glare at her with a slit silver eye. 
 
    Master Amos’s return startled her. He dropped a pile of scraps of varying sizes and colors onto the table and set a spool of white thread on top of them. “Marta,” he called. 
 
    The girl across the aisle jumped. “Yes, Master Amos?” 
 
    “Show—what’s your name, girl?” He poked Kyla’s shoulder. 
 
    She winced. “Kyla,” she said. 
 
    “Kyla what? What’s the rest of it?” 
 
    “Kyla Cren.” Speaking it in this place sullied the name her father had taught her to take pride in. 
 
    He beckoned the girl he’d summoned. She rose and crossed the aisle. “Show Kyla how to thread the machine and how to feed the cloth. Get her started.” 
 
    The girl groaned. “But I won’t be able to make my quota if—” 
 
    Master Amos raised his stick. “Do as you’re told,” he barked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the girl Marta said, flushing. 
 
    Master Amos stalked off without a backward glance. Marta yanked her chair across the aisle and set it next to Kyla’s. Though younger than Kyla, probably no more than sixteen, her thin features had a hard cast with bitter green eyes and tight, unsmiling lips. “Bastard!” she said in a low whisper. “He doesn’t want me to make my quota.” 
 
    She picked up the spool of thread and jammed it onto a spindle on the bird’s tail. With swift, angry motions she pulled the thread through guides and stabbed its end through the needle’s eye, oddly located in its point. Kyla did her best to follow the procedure, but Marta’s haste discouraged questions. 
 
    Marta folded a scrap of cloth and quickly demonstrated how to feed the material under the needle while turning the wheel. Her rapid motions brought the cloth to the front of the table, a straight row of stitches running its length. 
 
    She folded another scrap and handed it to Kyla. “You do it.” 
 
    Kyla tried to duplicate the girl’s movements, but the cloth bunched into a tangled clump. With an exasperated sniff Marta reached around her, reversed the wheel, lifted the needle, and straightened the cloth. “Your two hands have to work in rhythm. You can’t move the cloth faster than you turn the wheel. Try again.” 
 
    This time under Marta’s critical eye Kyla managed to get the cloth all the way through, but the resulting seam puckered, the line of stitches zigzagged. 
 
    “You’d have to rip out that whole thing and do it over.” Marta’s face registered deep disgust. “Look, I gotta get back to my own work. Keep practicing. Find the pattern.” 
 
    She scooted her chair back to her own station, dismissing Kyla as she might an annoying fly. 
 
    Find the pattern. If only it were so easy. I’ve lost the pattern of my life. How can I find the pattern of this ugly thing—this machine? 
 
    Kyla watched Marta, studying the deft motions of both hands, admiring the effortless way she directed the flow of the material to produce a perfect seam. 
 
    Attempting to follow Marta’s instructions, Kyla drew the material toward her and turned the wheel. She couldn’t coordinate the two actions. The needle jammed, the material crumpled, the thread broke. Unwilling to disturb Marta, Kyla rethreaded the machine as best she could, and tried again. Stitches appeared in the cloth, not neat ones like Marta’s but loose and irregular. She puzzled over the problem, experimented with other arrangements, and only succeeded in snarling the thread and igniting her temper. She slammed the spool down on the table and shoved her chair back with a force that crashed it into the table behind her. 
 
    “Hey! Careful!” came a woman’s outraged voice. 
 
    A shadow fell over her; a stick pummeled her knuckles. Master Amos glared down. “You’ll be fined for that bit of carelessness, missy.” His hand scooped up the scraps of cloth. He pawed through them, tossed them onto her table. “You’ve done nothing but waste time. Marta!” He swung round and brought his stick down on the young girl’s shoulders. “I told you to teach her to use the machine.” 
 
    Marta’s shoulders hunched but she made no outcry. “I did,” she said with a sullen glare at Kyla. “I showed her exactly what to do. Is it my fault she’s stupid?” 
 
    He raised his rod and Marta flinched. “All right, I’ll try again.” 
 
    “And, you, listen this time,” he ordered Kyla. 
 
    When he’d moved away, Kyla whispered to Marta, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you into trouble.” 
 
    The girl shrugged. “He’s got it in for me. Last time he tried to grope me, I hollered for Matron.” 
 
    She pointed out the path for the thread and made Kyla remove and replace the thread several times under her supervision. When Kyla could do it on her own, Marta showed her again how to move the material and turn the wheel at the same speed. 
 
    “I gotta get back to my own machine,” Marta said. “You’ve got the idea, but if you get stuck again, call me. Don’t let Master Amos have an excuse to keep you here after quitting time. Not until you’re smart enough to make sure he pays you in credits. Some of the women get their debts reduced that way. Never enough to get out of here, so what’s the use, I say.” 
 
    She slipped across to her own table, leaving Kyla to practice on her own. With the terrifying new incentive that Marta had given her, Kyla bent to the effort. Her seams didn’t look like Marta’s, but after going through another pile of scraps she produced a reasonably straight row of stitches. 
 
    When Master Amos examined the practice seams and declared her ready to work on an actual garment, Kyla felt a glow of foolish pride. 
 
    Sewing a dress seam proved far different from placing a line of stitches across a folded scrap. The heavy material slipped away as she tried to guide it. The two sections, though pinned together, refused to stay even; one slipped out from under the other, leaving gaps and folds in the crooked seam. She spent most of her time plying the scissors Master Amos had given her along with the dress material. By the time the gathering darkness brought the long day to its end, Kyla had completed only one acceptable seam. Her shoulders and back ached dreadfully; she could hardly stand. Her knuckles were bruised from their encounters with the stick, her fingers were dry and stiff, and she was bleary-eyed from squinting at tiny stitches in the bad light. 
 
    At least Master Amos didn’t hold her back when bored guards escorted the women to a communal dining hall. They took seats at long wooden tables lit by candles placed at wide intervals along the center. Matron stood at the head of the table. All eyes turned toward her. She pointed at an older woman, who rose to her feet, bowed her head, and intoned a prayer to Nisil, a god Kyla had never heard of. 
 
    In Noster Valley people gave little attention to gods, though they spoke fearfully of the Dire Lords who ruled over the dead. Kyla felt as though she had somehow wandered into the Dire Realms. The woman’s flat voice held no pretense of sincerity, and Kyla could not imagine any god hearkening to such a prayer from such a place. 
 
    When the prayer ended, solemn-faced little girls served bowls of stew and hard biscuits. Too tired and sore to be hungry, Kyla stirred her stew dispiritedly with a spoon and lifted only one or two bites to her mouth. 
 
    “If you’re just going to play with that, give it to me. You owe me.” 
 
    She looked up to find Marta seated beside her, a feral gleam in her green eyes. She’d been too weary to notice her table companions. She nodded and shoved her bowl over to Marta. Without a word of thanks the girl emptied the stew into her own bowl and slid Kyla’s back to her with a furtive sidewise glance. If it was against the rules to share food, apparently no one observed the transaction. 
 
    After the meal, Marta walked beside Kyla as they were marched double-file out of the dining hall, up a flight of stairs, and down a corridor. Under the guards’ watchful eyes the women turned into one or another of three doorways. 
 
    Kyla hesitated, not knowing where she was supposed to go. A guard approached her. “You the new woman? Kyla Cren? You go to ward three.” 
 
    “That’s my ward,” Marta said. “Come on.” 
 
    Marta led her into a large room lined with bunks. A middle-aged woman with a hooked nose and a pockmarked face placed herself in their path. “If you’re Kyla,” she said, “you’re to report to me. I’m Sadie. The ward monitor. And if you’re smart, you’ll stay away from that one.” She cast a meaningful look at Marta, who made a face and flounced away. 
 
    Kyla was sorry to be left alone. Although the girl hadn’t been friendly, she’d offered more help than anyone else on this side of Rim Canyon. 
 
    “Street whore, that one was,” Sadie said, gazing after Marta. “They brought her in here to protect respectable folk.” She consulted a fat notebook that she carried under her arm. “You’re no better, I see. Thief, beggar, kidnapper. No wonder you took up with that other piece of trash. Well, here you’ll follow rules and lead a decent life in spite of yourself.” 
 
    Kyla was too tired to protest. Why bother? Sadie wouldn’t listen any more than anyone else had. 
 
    Sadie continued her lecture. “You’re to keep yourself and your clothes clean, and I’ll inspect daily to make sure you do. The wake-up call sounds at five. You’ll make your bed, go to the washroom to bathe and dress, and come back here for inspection. We don’t go to breakfast until everyone’s passed, and if someone makes us late, we get less time to eat. You have to be at your machine by half-past seven. Any privileges you get you have to earn.” 
 
    She scanned her notebook page and gave a loud snort. “You’ve got a long string of debits and nothing at all in the credit column. You’d better stir that lazy butt. Another day with no credits, and they’ll cut your food ration.” She smirked as though that result would amuse her. “Go to the end bunk in that corner,” she pointed to the back of the room. “Chamber pot’s under the bunk. There’s one blanket on the bed. You want another, you got to earn the credits for it. Lamps’ll be snuffed in a few minutes, so you better get ready for bed fast.” 
 
    Most of the women had already undressed and were getting into bed. Some wore long nightgowns; some were nude. One near her bore scars on her pale flesh; floggings must not be uncommon. She spotted Marta already in bed at the opposite end of the room. Was it true that she’d been a whore? The charge could be as false as those leveled against her. She thought about what Marta said about Master Amos keeping her in the sewing room after quitting time and about making sure he paid in credits. Maybe Marta had been a whore. Or maybe being in here had turned her into one. 
 
    When Kyla undressed, she discovered bloodstains on the back of her dress and camisole where the unhealed wounds had bled from the day’s abuses. As she hung the garments on a wall hook by her bed, Sadie snuffed the nearest oil lamp, forcing Kyla to finish undressing in darkness. 
 
    The light blanket did little to ward off the cold. Tired as she was, Kyla couldn’t fall asleep. It was more than the cold, more than the pain in her back, more than the loneliness and hopelessness of being trapped in this place. Windspeaking had been the center of her life, and that center had become a void. She’d thought that her own faults kept her from seeing or speaking the wind here beyond the Rim, but the people’s ignorance of windspeaking suggested that the problem did not lie with her. 
 
    While in the valley only windspeakers could discern the wind’s colors and understand its speech, all the people knew that windspeakers had that talent and honored them for it. Here no one knew what a windspeaker was. A different wind blew here, without speech and color. 
 
    Maybe Claid’s insistence that windspeaking was a form of magic was true. If so, perhaps no magic could operate here. That could explain why Claid had not been able to rescue her. If he had no power to draw on, he truly was a helpless infant, and she must find a way to rescue him. She’d brought him here; she was responsible for him. 
 
    Only the metal monster that had given her such a fright made her doubt the absence of magic. That thing had to be the diabolical creation of some powerful mage. She’d question the other women to learn what she could about the creature and to uncover the truth about this land. 
 
    She’d barely made that decision when the brassy clang of a bell announced time for rising. She had passed the whole night without sleep. 
 
    Sadie was stumbling around lighting the oil lamps and shouting for everyone to rise. Kyla staggered from the bunk. The other women were making their beds, so Kyla did the same. Following the others’ example, she gathered her clothes, held them in front of her to hide her nakedness, and paraded with the rest to the washroom. She looked for Marta and spotted her near the front of the line but couldn’t get her attention. 
 
    Carrying their smelly chamber pots, they filed down a back stairway and along a path protected from prying eyes by a high, thick hedge on either side. The chill autumn air raised goose bumps on her bare flesh. The path led to a barnlike building. Inside, a wooden platform ran along one side, and on it a raised bench was studded with round holes of varying sizes. She learned that the platform covered a latrine when she saw the women empty their chamber pots into the largest hole and women sitting on the smaller holes to relieve themselves. They had no privacy here, and the stench that arose from the latrine made Kyla gag. 
 
    Along the other side of the structure stood large barrels of water and in front of them were ten or eleven round metal tubs. Women dipped water from the barrels and poured it over themselves or dumped it into the tubs for a hasty bath. When she followed their example, the icy water she splashed over herself sent her into a spasm of shivering. She dried off quickly, struggled into the hated white dress, and waited for the others to finish. 
 
    Sadie approached and circled round her like a sniffing dog. “Your dress is stained,” she said. “You can’t wear it like that. Take it off and wash it.” 
 
    It did Kyla no good to protest. Sadie forced her to remove the gown and scrub out the bloodstains on its back while the other women waited with growing impatience. Their enraged glances and threatening mutters drove her to work fast, but Sadie refused to be satisfied until only a faint yellow stain remained. Then she allowed Kyla to put on the wet garment and led the group back to the ward. 
 
    The angry women jostled Kyla and jabbed elbows into her back and sides as they walked. Kyla did her best to protect herself, though hampered by the chamber pot she carried. By the time they returned to the ward she was shaking from fear that their jabs would start her back bleeding again as well as from the cold of the wet garment against her skin. 
 
    In the ward, Sadie inspected the bunks. She stopped at Kyla’s. “You call this bed made, girl?” she barked. “Strip it and do it again, and this time pull the sheet and blanket tight. I don’t want to see a single wrinkle.” 
 
    Her ward mates groaned and stomped their feet in a menacing rhythm, Marta along with the rest, while Kyla, hands numb from cold, tried to obey Sadie’s order. By the time the ward monitor gave her grudging approval and the women trooped to the dining hall, breakfast was nearly over. No one could do more than gulp down a bit of thin gruel before the guards escorted them to the sewing room, where Master Amos waited, stick in hand. 
 
    Kyla hunched miserably over her machine and tried to remember the lessons of the day before. Her stiff fingers could not thread the needle. Her hands could not coordinate the turning of the wheel and the movement of the cloth. Her weary mind could not concentrate on its task. Marta ignored her. 
 
    She couldn’t question people who spoke to her only in anger. She couldn’t escape when she was never alone, never unguarded. How would she survive in this soulless land? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    VISITOR 
 
      
 
    Kyla handed Master Amos her third finished garment and received the material for the next. She wouldn’t have time to complete it, but she’d make a good start. Three and a half garments in one day—the best she’d done in the two months she’d been here, though far below what Marta could do. Not enough to earn the credits for another blanket. 
 
    She understood the system of debits and credits better now, and knew that with all the debits on her account spring would arrive and pass before she could earn the coveted blanket. Still, it was a goal to work for. What else was left? 
 
    Her hands swung mechanically into the rhythm that made her an extension of the machine. She blanked her mind and let her fingers perform their automatic function. 
 
    Master Amos stopped beside her. She tensed, waiting for the blow of his stick, forced herself to go on sewing as he continued to watch, not speaking. His surveillance unnerved her; her hand faltered on the wheel. The stitches puckered, but the expected blow did not come. She raised the needle and took up her scissors. 
 
    Master Amos said, “Leave that. Matron wants to see you.” 
 
    She dropped the scissors and looked up. What could she have done? Master Amos’s face wore its customary cross expression; it told her nothing. 
 
    The past weeks had taught Kyla to avoid any action that might draw Matron’s attention. Matron delighted in heaping ridicule on any of her charges caught in some infraction of the rules. She was expert at devising punishments both torturous and humiliating. 
 
    Once at the dining table Kyla had not seen the approach of the serving girl and had turned as the child placed the bowl of soup on the table. Her hand struck the girl’s arm, and the bowl overturned. Matron grabbed Kyla by the neck, shoved her face into the spilled soup, and held it down until Kyla had to breathe even though soup went up her nose, making her choke and cough. 
 
    Matron let her raise her head and encouraged the women to laugh at Kyla’s wet and greasy face. She allowed her no food, and after the others had eaten she made them stay and watch Kyla scrub the entire table. 
 
    Though Kyla could think of nothing she’d done this time, she was no less anxious. For Matron to summon her from the sewing hall, which was Master Amos’s domain, something must be seriously amiss. Kyla was trembling by the time she reached the archway where Matron waited just outside the sewing room. 
 
    She quaked more at the sight of Matron’s outthrust jaw and stony eyes. She wanted to run, but the guard stood at attention, his hand on his pistol. 
 
    Kyla remembered all too well how she had learned what that terrible weapon was. Two tables behind Marta had sat a gaunt woman whose racking coughs echoed throughout the room. The cough had grown worse for days, and the frequent spells interrupted the poor woman’s sewing so that she could scarcely complete a garment a day. When Master Amos applied his stick, it only brought on a fresh coughing attack. Pale, eyes glittering with fever, the woman slumped forward after a coughing spell. Master Amos brought his stick down on her back. She leaped to her feet and with unexpected strength shoved him across the aisle, picked up her chair and swung it at him. For once, every machine stopped, and every woman watched the chair crash against the hated supervisor’s side. 
 
    The sick woman gathered up her skirt and ran for the archway. The guard stepped in front of her, his pistol drawn. A thunderclap echoed through the room. Blood gushed from a hole in her chest, and the woman collapsed. 
 
    Master Amos regained his composure. He picked up the chair, set it in its place, and rapped his stick on the deserted machine. “Attention, everyone,” he called. “As you can see, the guard has cured Lily of her cough. Get back to work immediately, lest any of you develop an affliction that needs that same cure.” 
 
    The hum of wheels and clicks of needles had resumed their familiar pattern. 
 
    That background drone reassured Kyla now as she waited for Matron to speak. The women kept dutifully to their sewing, not curious enough to risk Master Amos’s wrath by stopping work to watch. Kyla tried to conceal her mounting tension and force her bowed head and downcast gaze to display only the required humility. 
 
    “You have a visitor,” Matron announced abruptly. 
 
    Kyla lifted her head to meet the woman’s flinty stare. “A visitor? Who?” 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough. Follow me.” Matron spun around and marched off. Kyla trailed behind her. 
 
    A visitor! The image of Alair flashed before her eyes and the hope she’d thought dead fluttered to life and beat its wings within her breast. 
 
    Matron escorted her into a tiny room filled with a narrow table, a chair behind it, and a stool in front of it. Kyla’s hope collapsed. The man in the chair was not Alair; it was someone she’d never seen before. 
 
    Matron pushed her onto the stool. “You may have half an hour, Master Stebbins.” She slammed out of the room, leaving Kyla alone with the stranger. 
 
    Master Stebbins cleared his throat and regarded her with eyes magnified by thick-lensed, gold-rimmed spectacles. His gray hair was combed from one side to the other in an unsuccessful attempt to conceal its scarcity. A tic in his cheek betrayed his nervousness. Was he afraid of her? How ludicrous! 
 
    He licked his lips before he spoke. “I’ve come for information,” he said at last. “About some books I purchased from Innkeeper Kotvas. I have learned that he, ah, acquired the books from you.” 
 
    “He stole them from me,” Kyla said, her long-suppressed anger bursting forth. “Whatever you gave him for those books is rightfully mine.” 
 
    “My dear young lady, you would find it impossible to support that claim,” he said. “However, I am willing to post a fair sum to your account here if you supply me with information I need about the books.” 
 
    Kyla sat up straight and stared at this flustered little man. Could he actually offer a way for her to escape the morass of debt? “What information?” she asked cautiously. 
 
    “First, where did you get the books? I must have the truth.” 
 
    She frowned, not trusting him to believe her or to keep his word. “How much credit will you give me to answer your questions? How will you use the information?” 
 
    He sat back, his hands resting on the desk, his long, thin fingers interlaced. “The amount you receive will depend on the value of your answers.” 
 
    “What will keep you from cheating me?” 
 
    “My dear, I’m an honest man. Your matron will verify that I have agreed to post to your account the four middies that your time here will cost you.” 
 
    Kyla held back a smile. It would take her days to earn a credit of four of the midsize copper coins called middies. Matron had cheated this shopkeeper, and no doubt she’d cheat Kyla as well, and not post the credit to her account. 
 
    “I’ll tell you where I got the books, though I doubt the knowledge will be worth anything to you. They belonged to my father. I inherited them on his death.” 
 
    “Where did your father get them?” Master Stebbins asked eagerly. 
 
    “I don’t know. He had them since well before I was born. He was a scribe and may have received them in payment for his services. I never asked him.” 
 
    “A scribe!” Master Stebbins unlaced his fingers and leaned forward, his palms flat against the table. “So he could read the books? He knew their contents?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And did he talk to you about those contents?” His voice held undisguised excitement. 
 
    “He did more than that,” Kyla said. “He taught me to read them.” 
 
    “You can read?” His eyebrows rose. “You know what’s in the books? All of them?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” His eagerness added to Kyla’s suspicions. She thought of Claid’s care and protection of the books. She’d read them all, years ago. Could she have missed something that made them more valuable than she’d guessed? 
 
    “Ah, and were the eleven books all you had?” 
 
    “I had twelve.” Kyla grew impatient to find where the questions were leading. 
 
    “Only eleven were brought to me.” Master Stebbins hands curled into fists. “Where is the twelfth?” 
 
    The twelfth. The book of mathematical theory that had so fascinated Alair. “I left it in a place where I stayed on my journey here.” 
 
    “Could you find that place again?” The shopkeeper was nearly panting in his excitement. 
 
    “I know where it is, but— What is this about?” 
 
    Master Stebbins stroked his sharp chin. From behind the thick lenses his eyes probed her for several seconds before he replied. “A client has expressed great interest in purchasing the books. However, he tells me that there should be twelve, not eleven. If I can produce the twelfth book, he will purchase the complete set at a very generous price. He will purchase only the complete set.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” Kyla objected. “It’s not a set. The books have nothing to do with one another.” 
 
    “So I thought. My client convinced me otherwise.” 
 
    Alair and Claid both knew that she had twelve books; no one here on the far side of Rim Canyon had known or cared. Hope bloomed that one or the other could be using this ruse to rescue her. Just as quickly the hope faded. Neither the mage nor Claid would need such devious means. Something odd was afoot, but how it could help her she could not see. She probed further. “What did your client tell you?” 
 
    Scowling, he removed his glasses and polished them, clearly unwilling to answer. Apparently he realized he would have to satisfy her curiosity if he hoped to get the information he wanted. He replaced his glasses and explained, “The books are diverse by title, contents, and size, it’s true. But they all have something in common. Each holds portions of a hidden message.” 
 
    “What sort of message?” Kyla demanded. 
 
    Again Master Stebbins squirmed and scowled, apparently holding an internal debate on how much to tell her. She waited, determined to glean all the information she could. 
 
    Finally he said, “A message pertaining to the mystical powers once wielded by great mages but now unknown here. I am a student of history and have read accounts of the incredible feats performed before the mages disappeared from the land. I think it possible that the books’ message explains where they went and why. Possibly it even reveals the source of their power. Unfortunately, without the twelfth book, which holds the key, the messages cannot be assembled into a coherent whole.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” The words burst from Kyla before she thought. “I’ve read all those books, and there is nothing of the sort in them.” 
 
    Master Stebbins sniffed. “Nothing that you were aware of. Not surprising if you stole the books, as the innkeeper said.” 
 
    “I did not steal them. I told you that they belonged to my father, who was no mage. Perhaps your customer made up this story as an excuse not to buy the books.” 
 
    “No customer needs an elaborate excuse to refuse a purchase,” Master Stebbins said. “I tell you, I was shown proof that the hidden message exists.” 
 
    “Well, unless you show me that proof, I can’t accept the story.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me whether you accept it or not,” Master Stebbins said angrily. “You’ve confirmed that a twelfth book exists. All I want is its location.” 
 
    She almost told him, It’s in the Starmist Mountains, on Starwind Peak, in the home of a powerful mage, and there is no way you can get it. Something held her back—a reticence to give the location of Alair’s home to this stranger. The hope lingered that Alair might be using this bizarre scheme to rescue her. She said only, “I can’t give you that.” 
 
    “You’re being foolish,” he snapped. “I’m offering you enough credits to buy your freedom.” 
 
    Freedom. What a wonderful sound that word had. Almost it persuaded her. It would have, had Master Stebbins not said, “Of course I can give you those credits only after I find the book and make the sale.” 
 
    “In that case, we have nothing more to say to each other, because even if you knew where the twelfth book was, you could not recover it.” 
 
    “The book hasn’t been destroyed, has it?” He regarded her anxiously through the thick lenses. 
 
    “No, it’s safe enough, in a place you can’t reach.” 
 
    He leaned forward. “Tell me where that place is. I’ll find a way to reach it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You can’t. Anyway, the books are mine. You’ve no right to sell them.” 
 
    He rose, came out from behind the table, and glared at her. “You’ll never see those books again. Not a single one.” Brushing past her, he yanked open the door. 
 
    Matron stumbled inside. She’d probably had her ear pressed against the door throughout the conversation. 
 
    “If you change your mind, you can notify your matron. She knows how to reach me.” With that parting word, Master Stebbins stomped away. 
 
    Matron grabbed Kyla’s wrist and dragged her back to the sewing room. Marta paused in her work and sent Kyla a sharp look. The girl was always alert to any new event, any change of routine that she could work to her advantage. 
 
    She couldn’t ask now; Master Amos was watching. For once Kyla was glad of that scrutiny; she wasn’t ready to fend off Marta’s questions. As she slipped back into her seat, snipped angrily at the puckered seam, and set her needle in place, the interview with Master Stebbins kept replaying in her mind. 
 
    She arranged her material for sewing and tried to fall into the usual automatic pattern, but her thoughts continued to dwell on the interview with Stebbins. His story had to be false, though whether it was his invention or he was the innocent dupe of his mysterious customer, Kyla couldn’t decide. She was positive her father’s books could not contain a mage’s message. The books had all contained passages that she had found puzzling or incomprehensible, but that was only because she’d been so young when she read them. 
 
    A sudden realization halted her hand on the wheel and stopped the forward movement of the cloth. 
 
    Of course the story of the twelve books being a set was false. Eleven of the books were very old and too fine to have been produced in Noster Valley. They might have been a mage’s gift to her father, though if so, why would her father not have said so? The twelfth book, though, was of her father’s own making: The Record of Deeds and Transfers of Ownership of All Plots of Land In and Adjacent to Waddams. He’d compiled the book over the years, recording each time land changed ownership or passed from father to son. Its pages were of the coarse paper made at the Fenley Mill, its leather cover sewn by a Weaversville saddle crafter. Older by far than she, it was still not as old as the rest of the books, and her father had printed it in his own fine hand. It could not possibly be part of a “set” containing a mage’s cryptic history. 
 
    A sharp crack of Master Amos’s rod across her knuckles brought her back to the present. “Get to work,” the overseer ordered as he passed by. “You have a lot of lost time to make up.” 
 
    She jerked her garment forward and gave the wheel a rapid spin. Her finger slid under the descending needle; the sharp point drove into it. She stared in horror, unable to think past the pain. 
 
    Marta was at her side as Kyla’s stunned cry left her lips. “Hold still,” she ordered, pressing one hand on the pierced finger. Her other hand slowly reversed the wheel and lifted the needle from the flesh. Blood welled from the wound. Kyla jabbed her aching finger into her mouth and stanched the flow of blood with her tongue. 
 
    “I want to know what Matron wanted with you,” Marta whispered. “Sit with me at supper tonight.” 
 
    Despite her pain Kyla smiled at the girl’s transparency. It wasn’t concern that had brought her to Kyla’s side. Kyla had no chance to respond; Master Amos brought his stick down on Marta’s shoulders, forcing her back to her station. He applied the stick next to Kyla. The burning pain in her shoulders blotted out the dull ache in her finger. 
 
    Ignoring pain and ache and blanking her mind to all but the rhythm of her machine, Kyla focused on the needle’s rise and fall and the straight row of stitches left in its wake. 
 
    That evening Marta walked beside Kyla to the dining hall and sat next to her at the table. Kyla had to decide how much to tell her; the girl could be unbearably persistent. 
 
    At least the table conversation was kept brief. Under Matron’s watchful eye they managed only brief whispers. 
 
    “I had a visitor,” Kyla murmured as she passed Marta a bowl of mashed turnips. “He wanted information about some old books I had that he’d bought.” 
 
    “What information? Why?” 
 
    Marta’s terse questions required fuller answers than Kyla could give at the table. Not wanting to antagonize the closest thing to an ally she had in this hostile place, Kyla shared snatches of her story as they walked to the ward, a bit more while they undressed, and more details the next morning in the bathhouse. 
 
    Although Kyla tried to keep her story brief, Marta couldn’t understand Master Stebbins’ demands without hearing something about Kyla’s background and the journey to Line’s End. She told very little about Alair, omitting entirely the fact that he was a mage. Somehow Marta wheedled from her an account of traveling with a baby, though she carefully avoided any mention of Claid’s magical powers or of the mindstealers, knowing that Marta would neither comprehend nor believe. 
 
    “You little fool!” Marta berated her in harsh whispers as they filed back to the ward. “You threw away a chance to escape.” 
 
    “What could I do?” Kyla whispered back. “I can tell him where to find the missing book, but he won’t pay until he actually has it, so telling him wouldn’t do any good. He can’t get the book.” 
 
    Marta cast a scathing look. “The answer is obvious, but if you don’t see it, I’ll tell you. Only you have to promise to get me out, too.” 
 
    Kyla quickly agreed, but Sadie stepped up beside them, postponing further conversation. 
 
    At breakfast Marta sat beside Kyla. When no one was watching, she leaned close and whispered, “Tell him you can’t tell him where the book is, but you can take him to it. Say that he has to get you out of here and let you lead him to the place.” 
 
    That was it? Marta’s wonderful scheme? It might get them out for a brief time, but when Master Stebbins understood that Kyla could not retrieve the book, he’d bring them back, and they’d be in more trouble than ever. 
 
    Marta insisted that her plan would give them a chance to escape—possibly the only one they’d ever get. In the disjointed snippets that passed for conversation, she added details.  
 
    Though skeptical, Kyla agreed that it could be their only hope. 
 
      
 
    Kyla waited in an agony of suspense, not sure that Matron would deliver her message, doubting that Master Stebbins would respond if she did. Her garment production fell; not even the hope of earning another blanket could focus her attention on her sewing. 
 
    The summons came. She dared not look at Marta as she left her station. Her knees trembled so, she feared Matron would notice. When she was placed again in the small room where Master Stebbins waited, she sank onto the stool before her legs gave way. 
 
    “You’ve changed your mind?” he asked when the door closed behind Matron. 
 
    “I’ve come up with a plan,” Kyla said, keeping her voice low in case Matron was listening at the door. “I’ll lead you to the person who has the book. You could never find the place on your own. It won’t be an easy journey, and it’s a dangerous one for me. But I’ll do it to get out of this place.” 
 
    “I can’t pay enough to get you out of here,” Master Stebbins thundered. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    Kyla sat quietly, her hands folded in her lap. At the conclusion of his outburst she said, “I thought you had a wealthy client who was willing to pay. If I misunderstood, I’ve wasted your time by calling you here.” 
 
    He shot her an infuriated look. “My client will pay only when I have all twelve books. Until then I have nothing and can offer you nothing.” 
 
    “It’s not true that you have nothing. You’re a merchant. You can invest in the trip to recover the book.” She felt proud of her use of the term “invest.” She’d learned it from Marta. 
 
    Master Stebbins leaned back and stared at the ceiling. After several agonizing minutes, he turned his gaze to her. “I could possibly make a small investment,” he conceded. “The books are of considerable value. How long would it take to recover the missing one?” 
 
    “It’s a bit complicated.” She leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “Do you know about the baby I had with me when I came to this town?” 
 
    “What does the baby have to do with the book?” 
 
    This part was Kyla’s own refinement of Marta’s plan. “I left the book with the man I stole the child from. If I go back without the baby, he’ll kill me. You or your client will have to take me to him and offer to exchange me and the baby for the book.” She was taking a big chance, but she had to try to rescue Claid. 
 
    “That’s an impossible plan. Tell me where to find the man, and I’ll take the child to him.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you nothing. I’ve explained that it’s not a place you could find without my help.” 
 
    His long fingers stroked his chin. “The baby was placed in an orphanage in another town. He won’t be easy to recover.” 
 
    A thrill passed through Kyla. He knew where Claid was. He was considering her plan. She concealed her sudden excitement. 
 
    “It will cost dearly to get you released. You can expect no other payment.” 
 
    Kyla fought the temptation not to risk what she’d won. What she was about to do was folly, but she’d promised Marta. She swallowed twice before she could get words through a dry and constricted throat. “I do need something else. I need you to release my friend Marta as well. I’ll need her help with the baby. I won’t go without her.” 
 
    Master Stebbins stood and leaned over the table, glaring. “You presume too much. You can rot here, and your friend, too.” 
 
    He stalked to the door. Kyla swiveled around on the stool. “You say the book’s worth a fortune to you,” she said softly. “Come back if you want that fortune.” 
 
    He hesitated, his hand on the latch. She held her breath. He opened the door and pushed past Matron. 
 
    Matron conducted Kyla back to the sewing room with the air of a conqueror leading a triumphal procession. Kyla wiped tears from her eyes. She’d been so close. If she hadn’t made that foolish promise … Marta wasn’t even a friend, not really, but most of the plan had been Marta’s. Kyla would never have tried it without Marta’s urging. 
 
    Marta had been a prostitute, as Sadie had charged. She had confirmed it. It had kept her alive on the streets after her parents abandoned her. That explained her bitterness and the hard lines etched on her young face. Marta might be only using Kyla, but having lost her own parents at a young age, Kyla could not abandon the girl. 
 
    As she took her seat at her machine, she glanced at Marta and shook her head. 
 
    Marta mouthed the word, “Wait.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    TRAIN RIDE 
 
      
 
    Kyla saw no justification for Marta’s confidence in what seemed a hopeless scheme. 
 
    “Greed,” Marta explained. “It won’t let the shopkeeper rest. He’ll be back.” 
 
    Each day that passed strengthened Kyla’s conviction that Marta was wrong. Then on the fifth day, Matron called both of them from the sewing room. With a grin and a wink, Marta got up from her machine and walked with Kyla to where Matron waited. 
 
    “You’ve both been indentured to Master Stebbins,” Matron said in a surly voice. “He’s taken on your debts, but if you don’t serve him well, you’ll be right back here, debts and all.” 
 
    Looking as though she’d just eaten a green chirberry, Matron led them through a corridor and into a beautifully furnished sitting room. Kyla had never seen it before, and she was sure none of the workhouse inmates were allowed in it. 
 
    Nor were Kyla and Marta permitted to sit in the comfortable armchairs. They were made to stand before Master Stebbins, who was ensconced on a plush settee. Afraid we’ll dirty the upholstery. Kyla seethed, but Marta only smiled and bowed respectfully to Master Stebbins. 
 
    She lost her smile when the guards shackled their ankles, linked her and Kyla with a short chain, snapped metal bands onto their wrists, and linked those with a longer chain, the end of which was entrusted to Master Stebbins. Kyla deeply resented that treatment, and guessed that it galled Marta, too, though the girl kept silent. 
 
    Matron and the guards led the way to the front door, unlocked it, and formed a gauntlet through which Master Stebbins led his hobbled charges. Kyla expected to be snatched back at the last minute or to have the guards rain blows on her, but nothing worse happened than that Matron fixed a loathing stare on her as she passed. Only when she stood on the street and heard the door slam behind her did Kyla feel free of the despised workhouse. 
 
    The pale winter sun felt wonderfully bright on her face. She breathed deeply. Alien and colorless though it was, the cold wind cleansed her lungs of the sewing room’s stale, lint-filled air. Her excitement soared; she wanted to sing and dance with the wind. 
 
    While Marta kept her gaze fixed on Master Stebbins, Kyla drank in the sights and sounds and smells of Line’s End, minding neither the curious stares of the townspeople nor the hobbling weight of the chains. 
 
    Master Stebbins had not spoken since receiving them into his custody, and Kyla did not ask where they were going. He was leading them away from the workhouse; that was enough. 
 
    He led them down back streets and narrow alleys, avoiding the main streets. At each corner he peered carefully up and down the side streets. He cast frequent glances behind him as if fearing pursuit. 
 
    “He’s up to something,” Marta muttered into Kyla’s ear. “Watch him. He may try to get rid of me.” 
 
    So that was her worry! It wasn’t groundless. Master Stebbins needed Kyla and he’d believed her claim to need baby Claid in order to retrieve the book. He didn’t need Marta. He might well have agreed to take her only because he’d found a way of getting rid of her as soon as it was safe. 
 
    “I won’t let him do that,” Kyla vowed, though how she’d keep that promise she didn’t know. 
 
    Heedless of how their shackles limited their pace, Master Stebbins rushed them along, forcing them to take short, awkward running steps to keep up. His route took them to a long, narrow wooden building on the edge of town. He stopped and gazed around furtively before opening the door. After cautiously peering in, he drew them inside. 
 
    The building consisted of a single large room furnished with rough wooden benches, a few occupied, most empty. A counter ran along one side. A bored-looking man in a flannel shirt and wide suspenders stood behind it. On the wall behind him hung a slate on which rows of numbers and times were chalked. 
 
    Master Stebbins pulled Kyla and Marta with him to the counter. “Three tickets to Dabney,” he said. 
 
    The clerk looked up from a paper he’d been studying. “Good morning, Master Stebbins. Will that be one way or with return?” He swept a curious gaze over Kyla and Marta, taking in the chains, but didn’t comment. 
 
    “With return.” Master Stebbins took out a leather purse and extracted several copper coins of three different sizes. Kyla watched with considerable interest. These must be the coins represented by the numbers in the credit and debit columns of her account. 
 
    “One great, five middies,” the clerk said. 
 
    Master Stebbins pushed one large copper disk and five medium-sized ones across the counter. The clerk picked them up and counted them as though he mistrusted his own eyes. Nodding, he handed Master Stebbins three long strips of paper in return. “Train’ll be here in half an hour. Got any baggage?” 
 
    “No. We’ll be coming back on the evening run.” 
 
    The man grunted as though speaking required more effort than he cared to expend. 
 
    Master Stebbins pulled a pocket watch out of his trousers pocket and snapped it open. “Hope it’s on time,” he muttered. 
 
    He led Kyla and Marta to two benches placed opposite each other. He sat in one and they sat together on the other, their chain stretching across the distance between. 
 
    “Dabney,” Marta said conversationally. “That’s where the orphanage is. So we’re going for the baby. And I’d guess you haven’t informed your customer. Maybe you think you can cut a better deal with someone else? Or do you plan to use the books’ secrets yourself?” 
 
    He frowned and his hand clenched the chain more tightly. “I am an honest man. She,” he inclined his head toward Kyla, “says we must exchange the child for the book, so getting the child is step one of our quest, a step my client has no need to be involved in.” 
 
    Marta’s curled lip and arched eyebrows expressed scornful disbelief. The girl clearly thought Master Stebbins intended to betray the book buyer. She was probably right. Maybe he believed the missing book would teach him the secret of mage power. A planned betrayal would explain his nervousness and stealth, so Marta’s fears for herself might be unfounded, but it wasn’t wise to bait him. Kyla wanted nothing troublesome to happen until he led her to Claid. Then they would have to find a way to escape. 
 
    Kyla leaned her head against the bench’s high wooden back and wondered about this place. She recalled being asked if she had come to this town on the train. What kind of conveyance was it? She hoped they wouldn’t have to ride on the back of some animal. Their chains would make that difficult. She longed to question Marta about it but didn’t want to expose her ignorance to Master Stebbins. Marta didn’t seem worried, so probably they would ride in a carriage drawn by horses or other beasts. 
 
    A low rumble followed by whistles like shalkor shrieks interrupted her thoughts. A rumble grew louder until it shook the building. The noise of the metal monster! Why did no one else seem alarmed? A bell clanged, and Master Stebbins stood and pulled the chain, bringing Kyla and Marta to their feet. 
 
    Kyla stifled a scream when Master Stebbins said, “That’s our train,” and headed for a platform outside the building, pulling her and Marta with him. Seeing the iron beast thunder to a stop beside the platform, Kyla held back. She stared at the huge black creature belching steam and smoke. Was that a train? They were going to ride that horror? Her stomach knotted; her legs refused to move. 
 
    Master Stebbins yanked on the chain. “Come along! Hurry!” he shouted over the din, his voice rife with impatience. 
 
    The other people in the waiting room had risen and were heading for the platform, heedless of any danger. 
 
    Marta regarded her curiously. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Haven’t you ever seen a train?” 
 
    “I’ve seen one,” Kyla said, resisting Master Stebbins’ tugs on the chain. “I didn’t know what it was. How do you ride it?” 
 
    “In the passenger car. It’s noisy, but it’s faster than a horse and buggy.” 
 
    “Get along, girl,” Master Stebbins ordered, his face reddening. “You’re drawing attention.” 
 
    Kyla didn’t want to move. Marta took her hand and helped Master Stebbins draw her through the door onto the platform, where the snorting, hissing train made conversation impossible. She watched others climb up onto a step and, with no sign of fear, enter an open door in a long closed wagon with a straight line of small windows along the side. Faces peered out the windows, smiling and waving. 
 
    So they would ride in this wagon pulled by the iron beast. She moved toward it more confidently. No one else seemed to fear this thing, so it must be under firm control. 
 
    Kyla gazed at the creature and saw two men in a kind of box up behind the long snout. They must be the drivers. They looked so ordinary! 
 
    Master Stebbins tugged her forward, forced her to step up after him onto the wooden floor of the wagon, with Marta following behind, cutting off retreat. A man in a blue-and-white striped uniform examined the paper strips Master Stebbins had bought at the counter. He used a scissorslike device to punch a small hole in each paper, handed them back to Master Stebbins, and motioned him on. 
 
    A line of wooden benches, back to back and bolted to the floor, ran down the middle of the car and faced the windows. The other passengers had already taken seats and were staring uneasily at Kyla and Marta’s chains and shackles. When Master Stebbins prodded them to a space where they could sit together, passengers near them rose and moved away, leaving a wide empty space on either side of them. 
 
    They had scarcely settled onto the hard benches when with a loud squeal the wagon lurched into motion. At intervals in front of the benches, metal poles ran from floor to ceiling, and Kyla followed her seatmates’ example in grabbing hold of one and hanging on while the train swayed and shook. 
 
    The other passengers chatted cheerfully at the top of their voices, but Kyla could only clutch the pole and brace herself against the bone-jarring jolts. Neither the ferebeast ride nor her last wild flight on the wind had terrified her so. She stared at the cinders flying past the windows and at the trees and fields and occasional house that winked by. How could the creature maintain such speed? 
 
    As time passed and the uncomfortable journey continued, she gathered her courage and asked, “Master Stebbins, the men who drive this beast can control it, can’t they? Are they its makers?” 
 
    He frowned. “What are you talking about, girl?” 
 
    “This train,” she said. 
 
    Marta leaned forward and spoke across Master Stebbins. “It’s a machine, Kyla. Like the sewing machines. It runs on steam.” Marta imparted the knowledge boastfully. “The men on the locomotive keep the fire hot in the boiler by shoveling on fresh coal. The steam drives gears that turn shafts and make the wheels go around. Same way we turned the sewing machine wheel and kept the needle going up and down. It’s only a big machine.” 
 
    Ignoring Master Stebbins’ disgusted look, Kyla sat back and digested Marta’s information. Not a monster. A machine like the sewing machines. A manmade thing, a soulless object, neither created nor sustained by magic. 
 
    She gazed thoughtfully at the finger into which she had driven the needle. More than a week later it remained a bit swollen and painful to touch. If a small apparatus like the sewing machine could inflict such damage, what could one the size of this—locomotive, Marta had called it—do if the operators became distracted or were not highly skilled? 
 
    Kyla felt relieved to know she was not at the mercy of a monster imbued with the kind of magical life Alair had given to Dannel and to his housekeeper. Still, it was disquieting to ride in a wagon pulled by a machine as prone to error as the men who operated it. Recalling how often she’d operated the sewing machine in a mindless haze, she imagined the locomotive operators doing the same. She compared the mindstealers’ evil practice of adding the stolen minds to their central mind to increase their mental power to these people’s practice of building mindless machines and diminishing themselves by sharing their minds with their creations. 
 
    It seemed that Rim Canyon not only kept the mindstealers in Noster Valley; it also kept these terrible machines out. 
 
    She had heard Matron and the women refer to this land as Arucadi. She knew little more of it: not its size, its boundaries, or its features. Of the customs of its people she knew only what she’d witnessed and experienced in Line’s End. Until today she’d imagined the area to be small on no basis other than a conviction that the wickedness she’d encountered didn’t deserve to be widespread. As the train hurtled onward, the suspicion grew that this land might be much larger than her familiar valley. 
 
    An onslaught of homesickness increased her misery. She had no wish to be forever an exile in this land where the wind had neither color nor speech and machines replaced magic. 
 
    After churning through a long stretch of desolate country, the train began to pass farms and orchards. Its frantic rush slowed; its whistle shrieked; its bell clanged. 
 
    “We’re coming into Dabney,” Master Stebbins announced. 
 
    The train stopped next to a building like the one in Line’s End. As soon as they’d stepped off, Master Stebbins herded Kyla and Marta through and away from the station. He led them through the streets of the town with less stealth but with the same haste he had imposed on them in Line’s End. 
 
    “We have to hurry to make the evening train back,” he explained. 
 
    Kyla didn’t object. The weather had turned cold, and her muslin dress offered little protection from the chill wind. 
 
    “You planning on feeding us at all?” Marta demanded. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “We’ll get the baby first,” he said. “I don’t know how long that will take. If we have time afterwards, we’ll eat.” 
 
    Too shaken from the journey to want food, Kyla was glad to postpone the meal. She could scarcely contain her eagerness to see Claid. All she could think of was what they might have done to him and in what condition she would find him. 
 
    One worry—whether they would be willing to release him—Master Stebbins clearly shared. “You’re only here to identify the child,” he told her. “You’re to remain quiet except for that and let me do all the negotiating. They’ll want an outrageous sum to surrender him, and I’ll have to bargain. Don’t interfere.” 
 
    She nodded, but an icy dread gripped her. What if Master Stebbins refused to pay the price? She would not leave without Claid no matter what crimes she had to commit to get him. 
 
    Dabney was larger than Line’s End and less shabby. Its streets were busier, filled with pedestrians and horse-drawn carriages. Once she jumped awkwardly aside, hauling Marta with her, to avoid a collision with a young man balanced precariously on a narrow two-wheeled contraption. She noticed other such vehicles, which their riders propelled by operating wooden treadles with their feet. It was hazardous having to dodge this traffic while hobbled to Marta. 
 
    When Master Stebbins led them at last to a large red-brick building and announced that they’d reached the orphanage, Kyla could scarcely contain her joy at their safe arrival. 
 
    A flight of stone steps led to the front door, embellished with a weighty brass knocker. Master Stebbins made liberal use of the knocker. A woman in a lace cap and full-skirted dress of rust-brown print opened the door and peered out at them. “Are you expected?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    “I didn’t make an appointment, but I’ve come about one of the children. The infant that was sent here from Line’s End a few months ago while its poor mother was confined to the women’s workhouse. I’ve taken the woman as my indentured servant,” he lifted the chain as if to confirm his words, “and I’m interested in acquiring the baby as well.” 
 
    “You want to take that baby?” The woman’s frown transformed into a wide smile. She threw the door open wide. “Come in out of the cold. Warm yourselves before the fire. I’m Mother Hannah. I’ll fetch the child at once.” 
 
    She hustled them into a large sitting room where a fire crackled in a generous fireplace. “Make yourself comfortable,” she said to Master Stebbins, ignoring Kyla and Marta. “I’ll not be a minute.” 
 
    “She seems uncommonly eager to give the child up,” Master Stebbins observed when Mother Hannah left the room. “I fear she thinks to obtain a high price for him. Remember to let me do all the talking.” 
 
    Kyla did not answer. Mother Hannah returned quickly, panting as though she’d run the whole way. The child she carried in her arms was no infant but a boy of between one and two years. Kyla was ready to protest that this was not the baby she’d lost scarcely three months ago, when Mother Hannah set the child on the floor. With a squeal of glee he tottered across the room to Kyla and wrapped his arms around her legs. “Kywa,” he said. 
 
    She bent and gazed into his face. The baby’s eyes had been blue; this child’s were a deep jade. When one eye closed in a saucy wink, her doubts vanished. “This is Claid,” she said to Master Stebbins. 
 
    Mother Hannah clapped her hands in delight. “I was afraid you wouldn’t recognize him. He’s grown so since he came.” Her hands went to her hips; her forehead puckered. “I never saw a baby change so fast. Nor one that ate so much. Unnatural, it is.” 
 
    So. That meant that even as an infant Claid had not been entirely helpless; he retained some measure of magical power. Kyla didn’t know whether to feel angry or relieved by that revelation. 
 
    Master Stebbins cleared his throat. “I’m sure, my good woman, since you’re eager to be rid of him, you’ll be willing to take this other indentured servant of mine in exchange,” —he indicated Marta— “and waive any additional payment.” 
 
    So that was his plan! “No!” Kyla protested. “That was not our agreement. You have no right—” 
 
    “Silence, girl!” Master Stebbins gave a yank on her chain that nearly pulled her off her feet. “You have no say in the matter.” Then to Mother Hannah, “Madam, I’ll make no other offer. Take it or keep the child.” 
 
    “Lying bastard,” Marta said, white-faced. 
 
    “I do have a say, if you expect my help.” Kyla spoke defiantly, though fear of losing Claid and being returned to the workhouse tore at her gut. 
 
    Casting a hard glare at Kyla, Master Stebbins said, “What price had you intended, Mother Hannah?” 
 
    “No price. I ask for nothing but a promise not to bring him back,” the woman said. 
 
    “We promise,” Kyla said hastily, lifting Claid into her arms with a jangle of her chains. 
 
    “You promise nothing,” Master Stebbins told Kyla. To Mother Hannah he said, “Madam, don’t spar with me. Name the price.” 
 
    “I ask no price,” the woman fairly screamed. “Keep your servant, take the cursed urchin, and be gone.” She ran at them, flapping her arms and shooing them toward the exit, then dashing around them to open the door and shove them outside. 
 
    On the street, Master Stebbins turned to Kyla, his glasses tilted awkwardly from the haste of their departure. “How dare you defy me like that! You’ve earned a good beating—both of you.” 
 
    Claid let out a piercing wail that attracted stares from passersby. A carriage slowed and a dignified man in a top hat peered out in concern. Kyla caught the child up into her arms, where he continued to wail. 
 
    “Calm the child I’ll pardon the offense, since the matter turned out well,” Master Stebbins said hastily. 
 
    “No thanks to you,” Marta said. “You tried to betray us. If Kyla hadn’t—” 
 
    “I owe you nothing,” he snapped. “It would have been no betrayal to leave you in a good position. I have every right to transfer the indenture.” 
 
    Baby Claid pointed a finger at Master Stebbins. “Bad,” he pronounced. 
 
    Kyla had to fight to repress a giggle. Marta grinned. “Smart kid,” she said. 
 
    “Humph.” Master Stebbins adjusted his spectacles. “I’m very afraid I’ve been made the victim of a monstrous deception. I believe that woman tricked us, though how you could be in collusion with her I can’t imagine. I distinctly recall your saying the child was only a few weeks old.” 
 
    Guessing that Master Stebbins knew little of babies and their normal rate of growth, Kyla said, “I told you the child was a few weeks old when he was taken from me. Naturally, he’s grown in the months since then. Mother Hannah dealt with you honestly, Master Stebbins, and so have we. This is the right child.” 
 
    “It had better be.” With a suspicious sniff Master Stebbins turned and led the way back through town to the station. 
 
    Walking beside Kyla, Marta, too, eyed the child with misgiving until he favored her with a sunny smile, reached over, and patted her cheek. “Good,” he said. 
 
    Marta grinned. “He’s a sharp little guy, isn’t he? May I carry him for a bit?” 
 
    Kyla handed him over. As he cooed and beamed, the girl’s sharp features softened, and her eyes lost their predatory glint. 
 
    “Pretty,” Claid said, and gave Marta a big hug. 
 
    Her delighted laugh brought Master Stebbins whirling around, his pinched face exuding fresh suspicion, but he saw nothing more alarming than his servants playing with the child. 
 
    “Hung’y,” Claid declared. 
 
    “Master Stebbins, you said you’d get us something to eat,” Marta reminded their master. “We didn’t stay long at the orphanage, so we ought to have plenty of time.” 
 
    He nodded and resumed his brisk pace. “The inn next to the station serves meals. We’ll eat something while we wait for the train.” 
 
    He kept his word. The inn’s dining room was empty due to the early hour. They sat around a table near a window from which they could watch the tracks in case the train should arrive ahead of schedule, an event Master Stebbins declared unlikely. He ordered roast pork and biscuits. When the platter was set before him, he served himself a generous portion and pushed the remainder toward Kyla and Marta. 
 
    “Where do we go to retrieve the book?” he demanded as he began to eat. “Perhaps we should do that before returning to Line’s End. We can’t exchange the child for the book soon enough to please me.” 
 
    “The book is not in a place we can reach by train,” Kyla answered, juggling Claid in her lap. “We’ll have to go to Line’s End and prepare for a long journey on foot.” 
 
    She did not intend to try to lead Master Stebbins across Rim Canyon, but she meant to have him outfit her and Marta for the trip. Once they set out and were well away from Line’s End, they would have to find some way to escape from the shopkeeper. 
 
    “You’re positive you can find this place?” Master Stebbins asked. 
 
    Kyla merely nodded, but Marta said, “It’s a bit late to doubt her, isn’t it?” 
 
    He glared at her, then turned and stared out the window, leaving Kyla and Marta free to eat and talk. 
 
    Kyla fed Claid a biscuit dipped in gravy and let him slide off her lap to play on the floor at her feet. He tugged at the shackle and chain on her ankle, swung the chain, traced it across to the shackle on Marta’s ankle and back to hers. 
 
    Remembering her thoughts during the train ride, she asked Marta, “Tell me about this land. What’s it like?” 
 
    She felt the shackle open and fall away from her ankle. Claid had retained his magical powers. She went on talking to conceal his activities. Keeping her voice level, she said, “I can see this is a bigger place than Noster Valley, where I come from. How big is this land?” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘this land’?” Marta asked. “You mean this area, North Woods Province? Or the whole country? Arucadi’s huge. Don’t you know anything?” Her eyes widened. She cast a quick glance ankle-ward, and thrust her hand over her mouth. When Master Stebbins gave her a puzzled look, she feigned a cough and continued her lecture. 
 
    “North Woods Province is in the northwest corner of the country. It’s the biggest province land-wise, but there are eleven others. I learned about it in the workhouse from a teacher who came in and gave us lessons while we ate. We had to recite them back later or lose credits. You got lucky. They stopped that about a year ago. I think the teacher moved away.” 
 
    Marta glanced down, adjusted her skirt, and spoke louder and more rapidly. “You know how it took us a couple of hours to get to Dabney. Well, it would take four or five days to get to Tirbat. That’s the capital of Arucadi. It’s halfway across the country and way south. So that gives you an idea how big Arucadi is.” 
 
    Kyla listened, not sure whether to believe the girl. It didn’t matter. She smoothed her long skirt, and Claid climbed back onto her lap and reached for a bit of roast pork. The chain and shackles lay loose on the floor, hidden beneath her dress. 
 
    Claid stuffed the meat into his mouth, wiped his hand on the tablecloth, and tugged at her wrist, lowering it to her lap. He rubbed his hand across the lock. The shackle opened without so much as a click. 
 
    “If the land is as wide as you say, no wonder you need things like trains to travel in,” Kyla said as, hidden by the table, she eased her wrist from the iron band. “I could walk from one side of Noster Valley to the other in a matter of days.” She caught the released chain in her hand to keep it from crashing to the floor. Master Stebbins continued to stare out the window. 
 
    Marta, watching Claid, said, “Here, let me hold the baby while you eat.” She lifted Claid to her lap, where he plucked at the shackle on her wrist. 
 
    Kyla went on, “From Waddams, where I lived, to Rim Canyon is a hard walk through hills, but I—I didn’t go directly from Waddams.” 
 
    Claid’s activity looked like child’s play, but with a rub of his chubby fingers across the lock, the shackle eased open. 
 
    “Rim Canyon,” Marta mused. “That’s what we call Uncrossable Canyon. I always heard that if you could cross it, the land on the other side would be deadly. Its air is poisonous. No one can live there.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Kyla said indignantly. “It’s a beautiful land, fertile and productive.” 
 
    Master Stebbins jerked to attention. “That’s ridiculous! Are you going to tell me you crossed Uncrossable Canyon? And that that’s where the book is? I won’t tolerate such a lie.” 
 
    “It isn’t a lie. And I’ve told you from the beginning that the journey will be difficult.” 
 
    “Crossing the canyon isn’t difficult—it’s impossible.” 
 
    From far off in the distance came the eerie screech of the train whistle. Other diners left quickly. Claid slipped to the floor beneath the table. 
 
    Master Stebbins rose, glaring at them. “So. Just as I’ve feared all along, you’ve deceived me to get your freedom. Well, you won’t get it. As soon as we reach Line’s End, I’m taking you back to the workhouse.” He waved for the serving girl, and counted out several small coppers to pay for the meal. The girl took them and disappeared into the kitchen. Stebbins tugged on the chain; it went slack in his hands. 
 
    Exchanging looks, shackles in hands, Marta and Kyla rose and flanked the shopkeeper. Snatching his arms, Marta clasped one shackle around his wrists and clicked it shut, while Kyla grabbed his other wrist and shackled it.  
 
    “Let’s see how you like wearing these,” Marta crowed. 
 
    “How … who?” he sputtered, looking from one to another, indignation turning to fear. 
 
    The serving girl came out, gave a small cry, and fled back to the kitchen. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this,” Master Stebbins said. Opening his mouth, he started to cry out. “Hel—” 
 
    The word broke off in mid-syllable when Claid pressed a finger to his mouth and said solemnly, “Shh!” The man’s mouth continued to move, but no more sound came out. 
 
    “So!” Kyla tried to look stern despite the laughter that threatened to bubble out. “You have your powers back—if you ever honestly lost them.” 
 
    “Lost,” he said, his green eyes gazing innocently up at her. 
 
    Kyla clasped Master Stebbins’ arm and gathered up the chains. They had to get away before the serving girl summoned the authorities. “We’ll take you back to Line’s End. I intend to reclaim my books.” 
 
    “Books,” Claid echoed happily. 
 
    Marta stared at Kyla. “That’s right. Those books must be worth plenty.” She clasped Master Stebbins’ other arm and they hustled Master Stebbins out of the inn and into the train station. Claid clutched Kyla’s skirt and toddled beside her. 
 
    “What in the name of all the gods is going on?” Marta demanded as they passed through the station to the platform. “What did that kid do?” 
 
    “I can’t explain now,” Kyla said. “We have to get on the train before they stop us. Or Claid and I do. You don’t need to return to Line’s End. You can go anywhere you wish.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. I’m enjoying this.” Marta searched their former master’s pockets and pulled out the three tickets. “Good thing kids in arms ride free.” 
 
    All the while Master Stebbins’ tongue waggled furiously, his lips pushed in and out like a fish pursuing a fat fly, and not a sound came forth. 
 
    The train pulled in. Kyla tried to look nonchalant as Marta handed the tickets to the uniformed man who gave admittance to the carriage. 
 
    He merely motioned them inside as though two women leading a chained man was something he saw every day. He looked tired and bored and possibly did not notice the chains. It was also possible that Claid had something to do with his inattention. 
 
    The carriage was nearly empty. The only other passengers were an elderly couple, both dozing, and a young man who was leaning out of the window, intent on saying goodbye to someone outside. They took seats well away from those other passengers. 
 
    The train whistle shrieked, and moments later they were on their way back to Line’s End. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    DISCLOSURES 
 
      
 
    As night fell, the train slowed to a crawl, and the return journey seemed to take forever. Claid slept on the seat beside Kyla, his head in her lap. On her other side Master Stebbins sat sullenly in his enforced silence. Marta peered around him and shot frequent perplexed glances at Claid. She must be bursting with questions, but even with so few others sharing the carriage with them, Kyla felt uneasy about trying to explain about Claid and Alair where others might overhear the conversation. 
 
    Kyla pondered the troubling facts she’d learned from Marta. She’d supposed that this land must be of limited extent, its soullessness an aberration in the wider world. Instead, if Marta’s information could be trusted, Noster Valley was the aberration, a single enclave of vitality in a vast heartless country. 
 
    Again she was struck by homesickness. She resolved that if she ever got back to Noster Valley, she would never again leave it. She regretted her impatience with Alair and her refusal to help him destroy the mindstealers. He was right: the creatures must be eliminated so the valley could become the paradise it would be without them. 
 
    Now that she was reunited with Claid, going back was possible. Claid’s powers could probably get her across Rim Canyon. She did have an obligation to be sure that Marta was beyond the reach of the Line’s End authorities. She owed the girl that for devising the plot that permitted their escape. Marta had indicated that it was possible to cross the country by train. Kyla decided that somehow she’d get her friend onto a train and send her far enough from Line’s End that she could not be found and brought back. Only when that was done could she face her own future. 
 
    By the time the train pulled into the Line’s End station, Kyla felt numb and weary. Awake but not alert, she staggered to her feet, lifted Claid into her arms, and followed Marta, who held Master Stebbins’ chains and pulled him from the train and onto the platform. The station was locked. The only light came from the front of the locomotive, where an oil lamp was set in front of a tin reflector mounted in a metal box. The reflector focused the illumination on the track; it gave little help as they picked their way off the platform and around the building to the street in front of it. 
 
    The frigid night air bit into Kyla. She hugged Claid to her and wished for her heavy cloak. 
 
    “We have to find Master Stebbins’ store,” Kyla said. “I want my books and anything else he still has of mine. And we’ll need to take supplies and warmer clothes when we go.” 
 
    “I used to know where it was,” Marta said. “Just let me think a bit. I’ve been so long in the workhouse.” 
 
    “I wish we had more light.” Kyla looked nervously along the street, deserted and dark at this late hour. 
 
    “Oh, as for that, I knew my way around town better by night than by day,” Marta said. “Come on, it’s this way, I think.” 
 
    Kyla carried the sleeping Claid, and Marta kept a tight grip on the chains that bound Master Stebbins as they walked. “Turn here,” Marta said at a corner Kyla hadn’t seen. The girl did seem to know where she was going. She made other turns, peering closely at the darkened buildings lining each street. “Here!” she announced triumphantly, coming to a halt in front of a modest frame building indistinguishable to Kyla from all the others they’d passed. “Now we’ll have to get him to let us in.” She tugged him closer to the door. 
 
    Kyla looked at the locked and shuttered building. “He must have keys.” 
 
    “You have no right to enter my business.” The words burst forth from Master Stebbins in indignant storm. 
 
    Startled, Kyla almost dropped Claid. Marta raised the loose end of the chain and held it ready to strike. 
 
    Master Stebbins shrank back away from Marta. “I should never have taken you from the workhouse,” he said. “Street slut!” He spat at Marta’s feet. 
 
    She swung the chain, and only Kyla’s one-handed grab deflected it so that it struck his shoulder rather than his head. “You forget, sir, who has the upper hand now,” Kyla said. “We’ll hear no more about the workhouse, and no more name-calling.” 
 
    “You!” he snarled at Kyla. “You denied knowledge of the mage lore in those books, and it was all a lie. You know how to use it.” 
 
    Like the people of Waddams, he was blaming her for Claid’s sorcery. This time it worked to her advantage. “I’ll do worse than take away your speech if you don’t do as we tell you,” she said. “Unlock this door. Hurry!” 
 
    In the darkness she could not read his expression. She waited tensely to see if his fear would win out over his anger. She heard the jingle of keys. “I’ll give you anything you want,” he said, “if you’ll just let me keep the books.” 
 
    “You’ll give us anything we want and the books,” Marta said, jerking the chain taut. “Now get that door open.” 
 
    He fumbled with the keys and, after several tries, the door opened. “There’s a lamp on the counter,” he said. “I can’t see to light it.” 
 
    Claid could see in the dark. Kyla shook him awake. “Where’s the lamp?” she asked as though talking to herself, while he stirred sleepily and raised his head from her shoulder. “We need light.” She walked forward until she bumped into what she thought must be the counter, groped around until she felt metal and glass. “I hope there’s oil in it. And something here to light it with.” 
 
    “Light,” Claid said and guided her hands to the wick and to a wooden box filled with the matches used here instead of firesticks. With his help she struck a match and held it to the wick. The lamp soon spread a golden glow around them. 
 
    They were in a room filled with racks of clothing, free-standing glass-covered cases, and walls lined with shelves filled with jars of preserved food, cooking utensils, and tools of all kinds. They would have no trouble outfitting themselves for whatever lay ahead. 
 
    To Marta she said, “Find something to fasten Master Stebbins’ chains to so you can get what you need to travel wherever you want to go and to wear when you get there. I’m going to hunt camping gear for my journey.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Aren’t we going together?” Marta spoke over Stebbins’ spluttering and fuming. 
 
    “I face a long, dangerous journey,” Kyla answered. “I may not make it. You can go on the train to whatever part of the country you want and make a new life there. I have to go back to what may very well be my death.” 
 
    “You promised to take me with you,” Marta said, hurt filling her voice. “I mean to go. You won’t send me away.” 
 
    Kyla shifted uncomfortably and searched for the right words. “I promised I wouldn’t leave the workhouse without you. I thought if we got free, I’d go with you somewhere. But now that I have Claid—well, I have to take him back where we came from. You don’t need to go.” 
 
    “Just try to get rid of me,” Marta said, anger replacing the hurt. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I mean to find out, and I mean to learn about this magic Master Stebbins keeps babbling about.” 
 
    So that was it! It wasn’t loyalty but curiosity and greed that bound Marta to her. Instead of making it easier to refuse her, that realization salved Kyla’s conscience about taking her into danger. She liked having Marta as a companion, liked the girl’s courage and defiance. For all her faults, Marta was the closest to a friend Kyla had ever had. 
 
    “When I explain things you may change your mind,” Kyla said. “I’ll understand if you do. But if you still want to go, well, I guess it’s your choice.” 
 
    “What about me?” Master Stebbins demanded querulously, rattling his chains. “What about my customer?” 
 
    Kyla turned to face him. “We’ll tie you up and leave you here for someone to find.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Master Stebbins protested, adding with a groan, “I should never have listened to you.” 
 
    “Where are the books?” Kyla asked. “You have them here, don’t you?” 
 
    “I have them,” Master Stebbins said. “And what do I tell my customer when he comes for the twelfth book?” 
 
    “Whatever you like!” Kyla snapped. “Marta and I won’t be here when he shows up.” 
 
    Master Stebbins looked greatly relieved, but the relief turned to a look of consternation when Kyla added, “We’ll have the books with us.” 
 
    “No, you can’t—” Master Stebbins began the familiar protestations. 
 
    Kyla cut him short. “Where are the books?” 
 
    He crossed his manacled hands in front of his chest in refusal. 
 
    “Claid find,” the not-child announced, and toddled off. 
 
    Confident of Claid’s ability to track down the books even in the darkness beyond reach of the lantern light, Kyla took up the lantern and in its illumination helped Marta pick through a wide assortment of garments. While Master Stebbins watched, fuming, they found men’s tunics and trousers in sizes they could wear and selected several outfits. 
 
    “We’ll need warm cloaks,” Kyla said. 
 
    Marta pointed to a rack of coats and cloaks. Kyla made her way toward it, when Claid ran to her. Was it a trick of the lamplight, or had he grown a bit taller since they’d taken him from the orphanage? Kyla handed the lantern to Marta and followed Claid 
 
    “Books,” Claid said, and led Kyla to a dark corner, where he pointed to stacks of books. She could barely distinguish the shapes; she could not possibly read the titles, but she had no doubt that the volumes Claid handed to her one at a time were hers. When he finished, she held a stack of eleven books. 
 
    “Dirty,” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “He hasn’t taken care of them, has he?” 
 
    “I won’t let you take those!” As she neared him, Master Stebbins raised his arms to bring down on her head the chain that bound his arms. 
 
    Claid scuttled between his feet, nearly toppling him. 
 
    “Ow!” The shopkeeper hopped on one leg. “The brat bit me!” 
 
    “He thought you were going to harm me,” Kyla said. “And he knows these books are mine.” 
 
    “How can he know that? He’s—Oh! Stop that, you little monster! Ohh!” He danced back, out of range of the angry child. 
 
    Kyla marched triumphantly past him holding the books. 
 
    “I’ve got cloaks for us both,” Marta announced, meeting her with a cloak thrown over each arm. She grinned when she saw Kyla’s burden. 
 
    Carefully Kyla set down the stack of books and dusted her hands. 
 
    Look at this one.” Marta displayed a lovely royal blue cloak. “It’s lined and everything. I’m taking it, but I’ve found another one almost as fine for you.” Her other arm held a heavy wool cloak of warm brown, the same shade as Kyla’s hair. Kyla reached for it. 
 
    “No! Here!” Claid grabbed her skirt and pulled her away from the cloak. 
 
    She looked at the rack he tugged her toward. “No,” she said. “Those cloaks are old, used. The one Marta picked out is new and much finer.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Claid shouted, his face purpling. “Here!” 
 
    “Maybe he wants you to have your old cloak back,” Master Stebbins suggested maliciously. “I think it’s still there.” 
 
    She went to the rack of used garments and saw that it did, indeed, hold her old cloak, cleaned and pressed and looking reasonably respectable. 
 
    “No point in taking that old thing.” Again Marta held out the brown one. 
 
    Kyla started to put the old cloak back but reconsidered. The cloak had been her mother’s and was of fine, strong material. She liked the idea of reclaiming what was hers, and furthermore, she recalled what Alair had said about his cloak being a reservoir of power. That could not be true of this old cloak, but she did recall that she'd been seated on it all the times the wind carried her a great distance Maybe somehow the cloak had gathered power from the wind. Probably a foolish notion, but … “This one has always served me well,” she said. “I’ll keep it. Let’s find the other things we need.” 
 
    Reluctantly Marta returned the new cloak to the rack. Walking to a nearby glass case, she beckoned Kyla. “Look here,” she said. “We can use these.” 
 
    Kyla joined her at the case and saw that it displayed fine hunting knives. 
 
    “You can’t.” Master Stebbins limped toward them, waving his fists in the air. “Indentured servants are forbidden to carry weapons.” 
 
    “We’ve unindentured ourselves,” Marta reminded him, grinning. To Kyla she said, “If the journey’s dangerous, we’ll need these to protect ourselves.” 
 
    Kyla nodded and tried the case. Finding it locked, she looked for something to use to break the glass. Claid stood on tiptoe, tapped on the case, and it sprang open. 
 
    Kyla selected a hunting knife similar to the one Alair had ruined, while Marta chose a wicked-looking dagger. Master Stebbins lunged forward and tried to slam the case shut. Marta pointed the dagger at his throat. He backed away, and she followed, pressing the point against his Adam’s apple. “I think you’d better treat us with kindness and respect, Master Stebbins. It would give me great joy to slit your skinny throat.” 
 
    Trembling, he remained leaning against the wall to which he’d backed and said not another word. 
 
    Kyla and Marta finished gathering supplies and tins of food for the journey. The store stocked all they needed, including backpacks. They sorted through the supplies and divided them, with one pack holding five books and the other six. Kyla objected that she should carry them all, since they were hers, but Marta said a pack that heavy would only slow her down. 
 
    With everything ready, they picked up blankets and looked for the stairs to Master Stebbins’ living quarters, which Marta said were above the store. They found them at the back of a storeroom cluttered with bins, tins, wooden boxes, rags, and small tools. Marta grabbed up a coil of rope as they led Master Stebbins through the debris to the stairway. 
 
    Kyla’s heart sank when she saw the crowded, cheerless living area. An iron stove, a table with two straight chairs, a chest of drawers, and one narrow bed took up almost all the space in the single room. A rag rug covered the bare floor by the stove. 
 
    Kyla made Master Stebbins lie on the bed, and Marta used the rope she’d found to tie him to the bedposts. She pressed her knife to his chest. “Don’t dare shout or try to get loose,” she said. “I don’t need much of a reason to stab you.” 
 
    Could Marta really do such a thing? Master Stebbins seemed to have no doubt. He remained quiet, allowing them to talk. 
 
    Claid curled up on the rug and fell asleep sucking his thumb. Kyla spread a blanket over him while Marta stuffed wood from the woodbin into the stove. The fire slowly spread warmth through the room. A kettle of water on the stovetop inspired Marta to hunt some tea and prepare a supper of tea and crackers. 
 
    When the water began to boil, they sat at the table and Kyla poured the tea. 
 
    “At last!” Marta leaned forward, cup in hand, a wreath of steam circling her face. In a conspiratorial whisper she said, “Tell me about Claid.” 
 
    Kyla feigned ignorance while she considered how to answer. “What do you mean? What about him?” 
 
    Marta frowned and set her cup in its saucer. “You know what I mean. What is he, some kind of genius?” 
 
    Still stalling, Kyla sipped her tea. She had no idea what to tell Marta about Claid. The girl would never believe the truth. 
 
    The hardness and suspicion settling on Marta’s features decided her. Marta might reject the truth, but she would quickly recognize a falsehood. It was best to be honest and face Marta’s reaction, whatever it was. 
 
    “He isn’t a child at all,” Kyla said in a whisper, glancing at Master Stebbins. “I don’t know what he is.” Her hands cradling the teacup for its heat, she told Marta the whole story of the mindstealers, Alair, and her flight into Rim Canyon. 
 
    When she finished, Marta shook her head, her expression disbelieving. “Windspeakers, wind riding, mindstealers, mages—I’d say you were completely crazy but for Claid. No normal baby could have taken off our shackles and helped us control Master Stebbins, so there must be some truth to your story. I don’t care how dangerous you say the trip is, I’m going.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth, Marta. And I must also tell you that I don’t for one minute believe the story about valuable secrets hidden in my books. I know those books, and—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Marta interrupted. “I want to see this valley, this place of magic. And I want to meet your mage.” 
 
    “He’s not my mage.” Thinking of Alair, Kyla finished her tea without tasting it. Marta’s cough called her back to their conversation. “We’ll start together, at least. I think you’ll change your mind when you see Rim Canyon.” 
 
    “Don’t bet on it,” Marta said, her jaw set in a firm line. 
 
    Kyla sighed. “If we’re to start out early tomorrow, we’d better get some sleep.” 
 
    They wrapped themselves in blankets from the store’s best new merchandise and slept on the rug beside Claid. 
 
    They slumbered longer than they had intended, waking about an hour after dawn. By the time they dressed, ate breakfast, and donned their heavy packs, the town was astir, its shops and businesses opening for the day. With no hope of getting through town unseen, they decided to take Master Stebbins along as a hostage. Otherwise, he could raise an alarm to set the sheriff and his men after them. They’d leave him at the canyon’s edge and let him make his way back to town on his own. But they dared not parade him through town bound; he had to appear their master. 
 
    “Claid, can you put that spell of silence back on him?” Kyla asked. “We’ll be caught if he shouts out.” 
 
    “If he carry me,” he said, pointing insistently at Master Stebbins. His ability to speak had improved greatly overnight. 
 
    “I’ll have nothing to do with that vicious brat,” the shopkeeper said, backing away from Claid. 
 
    Kyla made a canvas sling for Claid to ride in and hung it around Master Stebbins’ neck, while Marta overcame the shopkeeper’s objections by holding her knife to his throat. They were fortunate that Master Stebbins was a cowardly man. 
 
    When Claid had settled into the sling, he placed his small hand on Master Stebbins’ throat. Not only was the man rendered mute, but he also became more tractable, obeying their every command and thus allowing them to do away with the chain and shackles. 
 
    Kyla and Marta walked a couple of paces behind Master Stebbins, their heads bowed, their postures submissive enough to satisfy the curious stares of those they passed. One or two men greeted Master Stebbins, and he nodded and smiled in response. Fortunately, none stopped to talk, and his silence failed to arouse curiosity. 
 
    Kyla’s big worry was that they might encounter the mysterious customer whose desire for the missing book had brought their good fortune and who could reverse that fortune, but they reached the outskirts of town without incident. 
 
    When they put the last of Line’s End’s ramshackle buildings behind them, Marta let out a whoop of joy. Kyla felt free only when they crossed the parallel iron rails. As they continued through the barren wasteland that lay between town and canyon, a distant whistle seemed to bid her farewell. The colorless wind seemed less unfriendly as they tramped onward; it puffed at their backs, hurrying them on their way. 
 
    Kyla hoped not to meet any other travelers in the wilderness, but a dark figure appeared in the distance, coming from the direction of the canyon. As the traveler approached, walking with a slight limp, a black dog detached itself from his side and bounded toward her. 
 
    Barking joyously, Ruffian leaped on her, licked her face, and decorated her cloak with sandy paw prints. She hugged him, ruffled his fur, and let her genuine delight at seeing him mask the irrational joy that rushed through her when she recognized his tall companion. 
 
    “Down! Down!” cried Claid, squirming in his sling. 
 
    Kyla pushed the dog away, lifted Claid from the carrier, and set him on the ground. He patted Ruffian’s head. “Good dog,” he said. 
 
    A loud exclamation of dismay from Master Stebbins told them that the spell of silence had faded. The shopkeeper fell to his knees and raised clasped hands. “Please, sir, help me. I freed this worthless girl so she could get me the twelfth book, and the shameless slut deceived me. They’ve stolen the books and kidnapped me.” 
 
    Mage Alair flung back his long black cloak and glared down at the miserable storekeeper. “‘That girl’ is the rightful owner of those books—and a valued friend of mine.” 
 
    Valued friend! Had she heard correctly? Unable to restrain herself, Kyla threw her arms around him and hugged him. “Alair, I’ve dreamed you’d come for me.” 
 
    He didn’t return her hug, but his hand lingered on her arm. “I’m sorry it took so long,” he said. 
 
    “You—you’re in collaboration with this thief?” Master Stebbins face purpled. “Your offer to buy the books was only a ruse to free them and cheat me?” 
 
    “Silence, worm!” Alair thundered. “You got no more than you deserve for purchasing stolen goods.” 
 
    Despite herself, Kyla giggled. “You’re his client? You’re the one who offered to buy the books and concocted the story of the secret message?” 
 
    “I am.” His eyes smiled into hers. “I’d been trying to find you, but my far-viewer showed nothing. I very much feared that mindstealers had— But Claid sent Ruffian to let me know you were in trouble. I’d hurt my leg, but I set out as soon as I could to rescue you.” 
 
    Kyla remembered the accident in the lab—the one she’d been blamed for. She wanted to ask about it, but decided it was better to let it go. Instead she made a teasing attempt at arrogance. “I’m no longer in need of rescue.” 
 
    “Now who’s ungrateful?” Alair scowled, but the corners of his mouth twitched with suppressed laughter. “Without the seed I sowed, you’d still be in the workhouse.” 
 
    “If you knew where I was, why did you leave it to this miserable wretch to release me?” She no longer teased; the anger he always aroused flooded in. 
 
    “I found your books in the wretch’s shop, but I didn’t learn where you were until a little over a week ago.” Alair sounded sincerely apologetic. “Please understand: I have to limit my presence here. The barrier that keeps the mindstealers locked in was already weakened. If I’d used power to find you, it would have weakened more. On this side of the Rim I can’t use my power, so I had to use this man’s greed to trick him into revealing your whereabouts. That gave me a link I could focus my power on and follow what was happening. Unfortunately I had to return home to do that.” The sadness in his voice and eyes quenched her anger. 
 
    She might have succumbed to the sudden desire to throw herself into his arms had Claid not chosen that moment to take hold of Alair’s cloak with one hand, clutch Kyla’s cloak with the other, and announce, “Claid grow.” 
 
    “No, not here! Fool, you can’t—” The rest of Alair’s rebuke was drowned by Marta’s scream, as Claid, bursting out of his clothes, shot to Kyla’s height. 
 
    For no more than an eye-blink Kyla thought she saw not a human form but a bearded, horned, and goat-legged being. Then as a youth in his teens Claid stood naked and beautiful, the remnants of his child’s clothing scattered around him. 
 
    Master Stebbins fainted. 
 
    Marta gaped, her gaze feasting on his nude body. A different phenomenon captured Kyla’s attention. Around their little group a pale gold wind danced a merry welcome. 
 
    Kyla lifted her voice in a song of greeting. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    THE BARRIER BREACHED 
 
      
 
    Alair grabbed Kyla’s shoulders and shook her. “Not here! You mustn’t sing the wind here.” 
 
    She wrenched free of his grip. “Why not?” 
 
    He had already turned his face, dark with fury, to Claid. “You! You can’t take that form. Undo this damage.” 
 
    “I can take this appearance,” Claid said with an insolent grin. “My mistress has made it possible. She didn’t like the other forms.” 
 
    “I command you, she does not.” Alair glared in turn at Claid, Kyla, and, as if to leave no one out, at Marta. 
 
    Marta responded with a saucy wink at Claid, who winked back and said to Alair, “Mistress Kyla has given me a degree of freedom you never allowed. And you did entrust me to her care.” 
 
    “If the mindstealer and the baby were your ideas,” Kyla put in, “they weren’t good ones. I prefer Claid as he is now—but with clothes on.” She added the last, noticing Marta’s continued fascination with his well-endowed physique. 
 
    “That’s because you don’t understand what he is or what these actions of his—and yours—will cause.” 
 
    “I don’t understand because you never explain. You only make threats and pronouncements.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time for explanations.” He glared at Claid. “Obey me! I won’t have my years of labor put in jeopardy.” 
 
    “I’ll continue to serve you, but I will keep this form,” Claid said. 
 
    “Rogue! I’ll show you what you may do.” At Alair’s rage the wind darkened, took on a reddish hue. The mage’s cloak billowed around him. Marta cringed and hid behind Kyla. Ruffian slunk off, tail between his legs, and cowered in a clump of leafless shrubs. 
 
    Kyla focused on the mage’s display. He could affect the wind! Not with a song, as she did, not even consciously, she guessed. The wind was responding to his anger, but windspeaking was her gift, a woman’s talent. How could he— 
 
    A scream interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    Master Stebbins, recovered from his swoon, clambered to his feet. Wild-eyed, he screamed again and bolted for the city. 
 
    The mage grabbed for Claid. “See what you’ve done. He’ll tell all he’s seen.” 
 
    The lad ducked and jumped away. Kyla interposed herself between them. “Stop it! I won’t have this.” 
 
    “Don’t interfere.” Alair picked her up, lifted her aside and lunged for Claid, caught him by the shoulders, and shook him, his fingers digging into that unblemished skin. 
 
    He’s gone too far. Let him see who really controls the wind. Kyla sang out a clear, high appeal. 
 
    The wind whipped around them. It plucked up the mage’s cape and swooped it over his head. He released Claid, but Kyla kept singing. All her anger, all the bitterness spawned by the harsh treatment she’d suffered in the workhouse poured into the wind until, fiery red, it caught up sand and rocks, pelted Alair, and drove him back, away from Claid. His hands shielding his face, Alair stumbled and fell to his knees, a whirlwind of sand and stones swirling around him. 
 
    Whining, Ruffian nudged Kyla’s side with his nose. On her other side, Claid placed a hand on her arm. “Enough, mistress,” he said gently. 
 
    Her song spun out one high, sustained note and ceased, her anger absorbed by the wind and drained away. The wind calmed, lightened to pink. 
 
    Alair rose slowly to his feet and shook the sand from his cloak. Blood dotted his face and hands. He looked dazed. 
 
    Kyla walked to him, touched his face, and wiped off the blood. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t want you to hurt Claid.” 
 
    His eyes focused, met her gaze. He covered her hand with his. “You,” he said, “you’re magnificent!” For once there was no hint of sarcasm, no tinge of hauteur in his voice. Gently he pressed her fingers to his lips. 
 
    “Alair, please.” Her hand slid to his chest. She was finding it strangely hard to breathe. “You must tell me the truth about Claid.” 
 
    He sighed and drew away from her. “I will. But not here. Not now. We have to go back where we belong, and quickly. When we get there, I’ll explain.” 
 
    She grasped his arms to keep him from walking away. “I deserve an explanation now, and I won’t budge from here until I get it.” 
 
    “Kyla, we don’t have time. Claid’s use of magic—and yours—has done too much damage.” 
 
    “Except for just now when he used it to grow, he only used power to free Marta and me and to get us safely out of Line’s End. How is that so terrible?” 
 
    “All right, listen.” The mage, looking solemn, gazed into her eyes. “Many power holders gave their lives to concentrate all mage power within the bounds of Rim Canyon and the Starmist Mountains. That concentration of power holds the mindstealers within those bounds. When power is used on this side of the canyon, it draws to it the power contained on the other side and creates a breach. I’m the only mage left with the strength to heal and maintain the barrier, and I can do it only from inside, not here on the far side of Rim Canyon. Already the mindstealers are on the move, prowling about in large numbers. They’ve never done that before. If they discover that breach before it’s closed, they’ll use it to escape into the larger land, and we’ll have no hope of destroying them. That’s why we can’t waste time here.” 
 
    He turned and strode toward Claid. “Come, fetch the dog. We’re going home.” He turned to Marta. “You belong to this land; you can’t go with us.” 
 
    Marta ran to Kyla and clutched her arm. “I won’t leave you. He can’t make me.” 
 
    Marta’s words touched Kyla, though she doubted that it was loyalty that motivated the girl. She turned to Alair and said, “She can’t go back. Master Stebbins would have her flogged and returned to the workhouse.” 
 
    Alair dug into a pouch on his belt, held out a handful of silver coins. “Here, these will buy you passage to a new town and a better life. Be content with that.” 
 
    Marta ignored the coins. “I won’t be bought off,” she said. “And I won’t leave.” 
 
    Claid stepped in front of Alair. “You were worried about the shopkeeper spreading tales,” he said. “Think what tales Marta can tell.” 
 
    The mage scowled, but when Kyla stepped up beside Claid, his gaze softened. “I suppose you’re right. The damage is already done.” He put the coins back into his pouch. “Let’s be on our way.” 
 
    “Before we go anywhere, Claid needs clothes.” Kyla took off her cloak, removed her pack, and pulled out the tunic and trousers she had brought for herself. Holding them out to Claid, she said, “I hope these fit.” 
 
    He accepted them with a rueful grin. “I don’t feel the cold, mistress. I’m fine as I am.” 
 
    At Kyla’s stern look he shrugged and put on the clothes. Marta watched with an expression of mingled awe and disappointment. 
 
      
 
    With food and water, with the wind at their backs, and with no infant to care for, the return to Rim Canyon was much easier than Kyla’s trek from the canyon to Line’s End had been. They reached the Rim in the late afternoon and stared down into the canyon. Shadows hid its depths, transforming it into a river of darkness. 
 
    “We can’t climb down in the dark,” Alair stated, his regret obvious. “We’ll have to make camp here and go down in the morning.” 
 
    Even in the dim light relief was evident on Marta’s face, but Kyla frowned. “Master Stebbins has probably sent a search party out to stop us. We’re well ahead of them, but if they use torches and hunt through the night, they’ll find us long before morning.” 
 
    Alair shook his head. “They won’t find us. I’ll set wards around our camp. It’s a power use I’d prefer to avoid, but for the little it will add to the imbalance you and Claid have already established, I won’t deny us safety.” 
 
    He busied himself with selecting a site for their camp and tracing sigils in the sand around it while he set Claid to building a fire. Claid quickly assembled a large bundle of dry brush. At a snap of his fingers it burst into flame. Kyla distinctly remembered his telling her he did not have the gift of creating a mage light. Kindling a fire could not be so different. Another thing Claid had lied about. 
 
    Although the wind had been blowing strongly from the north, the smoke went straight up as though passing through an invisible chimney. Alair’s wards barred even the wind; they would hide the fire from the searchers. 
 
    Marta, Kyla noticed, rarely took her eyes off Claid. Her avid gaze seemed to memorize his every action. 
 
    They settled around the fire and ate some of the provisions they’d brought from Master Stebbins’ store. Soon after, they bedded down for the night. Ruffian curled contentedly against Kyla. She stroked the dog’s fur and tried to banish the wish that it was Alair lying next to her. You’re a windspeaker, she reminded herself. If Mistress Forythe was right, you dare not have such thoughts. 
 
    His reaction to her mastery over the wind continued to haunt her. He’d been genuinely impressed with her power. More than that, he’d seen her as a woman and desirable. She liked that. Foolish of her, she knew, but the attraction she felt for him defied all logic. That glimpse of his human side, first revealed in Dannel, made her yearn for more. 
 
    It was a long time before she fell asleep. 
 
    She heard the whistle of the train, muted and made mournful by distance. Would the iron monster have been needed if magic had not been kept from this land? The soulless machines seemed a poor substitute, but maybe not. Only a very few could ride the wind, but the train would transport all who could pay the fare. 
 
    Maybe it was not only because of the mindstealers that Alair wanted to keep magic contained within the canyon. She had to break through the prideful barrier that made him so hard to talk to. She was still puzzling over a way to do that when sleep claimed her. 
 
    At dawn shouts awakened them. Several men fanned out along the edge of the canyon and peered into its depths. Marta shrank close to Claid. Kyla spotted Pete among the search party, and a few minutes later Ollie and Jake passed close by the camp. Fear twisted her gut. A hand fell on her shoulder; she jumped, looked up into Alair’s face. 
 
    He drew her against him. “They won’t hurt you again,” he said. “They can’t see us.” 
 
    She rested her head against his chest, absorbing his warmth, enjoying the sense of security imparted by being enclosed in his arms. 
 
    A word nagged at her—again? The suspicion that he knew of the brutal flogging she’d suffered and possibly could have spared her the ordeal drove her from his arms. “When can we start down into the canyon?” she asked. 
 
    “Not until the search party gives up and heads home,” he said. “I can’t dissolve the wards while they’re around.” 
 
    “I could hurry them on their way,” Claid suggested. 
 
    “You know I won’t permit that,” Alair said. “You’re to stay within the wards and behave yourself.” 
 
    Kyla’s exasperation drove her to cry out, “Why? Now that you’ve used your power here, would it do so much more damage to let Claid use his?” 
 
    “My power is his, mistress,” Claid said. “He fears to lose it.” 
 
    “Silence, wretch!” Alair’s voice boomed. 
 
    The searchers paused and looked up as though scanning for storm clouds. The fire flared and died. Ruffian threw back his head and howled. Marta grabbed the dog and hung on to him as if to anchor herself. Kyla caught a brief glimpse of a heavy chain stretching upward from Claid and disappearing into the winter haze overhead. 
 
    Aghast, Kyla moved quickly to Claid’s side, put her arm around his shoulders, and glared at Alair. How could she desire such a mercurial, dangerous man? 
 
    Alair’s haughty gaze pinioned her for a long moment. Then he spun around and strode to the edge of the warded area, where he stood looking out over the Rim, his back to her and Claid. 
 
    Kyla trembled with anger, but Claid chuckled. “Fortunate was the day you met us, mistress,” he said. “Before that day the master’s self-control never wavered. Now each time he loses his temper, the chain gains a bit more slack.” 
 
    “The chain—I saw it,” Kyla said. “Above you. What is it? What does it mean?” 
 
    “It means he holds me captive, as the shopkeeper held you and Marta. And it may be that as I freed you from your chains, you will free me from mine.” 
 
    With an oath Alair swung around and hurried toward them. “Mindstealers!” he shouted. “Swarming into the canyon. I’m too late!” 
 
    He clapped his hands, and Kyla felt a sudden inflow of icy air. Their bubble of safety had burst. With a shout two searchers headed toward them. Marta released Ruffian and sprang to her feet, her knife in her hand. 
 
    “Put that away,” Alair commanded. “You won’t need it. Claid!” 
 
    The mage flung out his cloak, and, with a transformation too swift to observe, leaped upward and took flight as a giant bird of prey. At the same time, Claid bounded forward, transforming into a great, maned fellcat. The bird plummeted toward the search party and drove them back, away from Kyla and Marta, away from the canyon. With a mighty roar, the fellcat charged, scattering the fleeing men. 
 
    “By all the gods!” Marta whispered, staring after them. “To think I doubted you!” 
 
    Kyla spotted Ollie and Jake scooting away with the lion at their heels. Only Pete stood his ground. He raised a double-barreled pistol, and took aim at the bird. 
 
    “Alair!” Kyla screamed. 
 
    With a deafening blast the pistol belched smoke and flame. The fellcat roared and vaulted toward Pete. The bird spiraled slowly to the ground. 
 
    Kyla raced toward Alair. Ruffian sped past her and reached him first. Her relief at seeing the mage hold on to the dog and pull himself to his feet vanished when she reached him and saw the red stain spreading down his side. 
 
    “I got careless—overconfident,” Alair confessed and accepted the shoulder she offered him to lean on. He grimaced. “No time for this. Where’s Claid?” 
 
    The fellcat trotted toward them, its muzzle bloodied. Ruffian barked frantically. The fellcat rose on its rear legs and reshaped itself. 
 
    “Here,” Claid said. “Ugh!” He spat. “That one tasted as foul as he acted. He shot you, master?” 
 
    “As you can see,” Alair snapped. “Lend me power for healing.” 
 
    Claid took a step backward. “I’ll give you the power—in exchange for a loosening of the chain.” 
 
    Alair swayed and leaned more heavily on Kyla. His pale face and clenched teeth alarmed her. “Claid, don’t bargain—help him,” she pled. 
 
    “Ah, but mistress, when will I get another such chance?” Claid backed farther away. 
 
    “Remember … mindstealers,” Alair urged weakly. Blood seeped down his side. 
 
    “Come here at once and do what he asks,” Kyla commanded, straining to keep the mage on his feet. 
 
    Claid hung back. “It’s your chance, too,” he said slyly. 
 
    Her chance to bargain with Alair? She could demand that he set things as they had been before he and Claid came into her life, but not even a mage had that much power. Even if she could have that wish fulfilled, it would not bring her happiness. 
 
    Marta came up beside them and helped Kyla support Alair. “Those things Alair saw in the canyon—they’ve forded the river and they’re climbing up this side. They’ll be here soon.” The fear in Marta’s eyes belied her matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “We can’t delay.” In her fury, Kyla spat the words at Claid. “Heal Alair at once or I’ll do nothing more to help you win your freedom. I’ll be harsher with you than Alair ever was.” 
 
    He cocked his head and studied her. “I suppose you might be,” he said. “Will you swear to help me if I do heal him?” 
 
    “Yes. Just do it!” 
 
    Claid stepped forward, put his hands on Alair’s arms, and—vanished. Kyla stared at the empty space where he had stood. She blinked. Blinked again. With the same suddenness with which he had vanished, he refilled the space he’d left empty. 
 
    Alair straightened; his weight lifted from her shoulder. “You made a bad bargain,” he told her as he drew his cloak around him and strode toward the canyon’s edge. 
 
    “Is he always like that?” Marta asked, staring at his retreating back. 
 
    “Sometimes he’s worse,” Kyla said, hurrying after him. 
 
    Claid fell into step beside her. When they caught up with the mage, Kyla gasped. Like spiders the mindstealers scaled the canyon wall. Fifty or sixty of them, she estimated, more than they could possibly defeat. Most were too distant to look like more than large insects clambering over rocks, but the vanguard was so near that their glowing orange eyes menaced the watchers. 
 
    “Get back,” Kyla ordered Marta, pushing her away from the rim. “Don’t look at them. You won’t be able to look away. They’ll control you.” 
 
    Ruffian ran back and forth, his frenzied barking urging action. 
 
    “We can’t stop them all,” Alair said, shouting to be heard over the dog’s baying. “We’ll have to do what we can here, and then cross the canyon and try to stop them from there. Crossing’s no problem for Claid and me, but we can’t carry you.” 
 
    “You’re a mage. Can’t you find a way?” 
 
    “As a bird I can’t carry anyone but Claid.” 
 
    Two black figures crawled over the rim. Ruffian l yelped and dashed toward Alair, tail between his legs. 
 
    “Run!” Alair ordered. “Get as far away as you can. Take Marta.” 
 
    Claid dashed to Kyla, leaned close, and whispered into her ear, “Your cloak holds power, like Alair’s. Use it. Now, run!” He pushed her. 
 
    She caught hold of Marta’s arm and raced away from the mindstealers, away from the canyon. 
 
    Her worry about Alair and Claid slowed her steps. She should be with them, singing the wind and calling on it to battle the mindstealers. 
 
    Yet she was responsible for Marta, and if she stayed, she’d place Marta in grave danger. She ran but often glanced back over her shoulder. She could no longer see Alair or Claid, but neither did she see any mindstealers in pursuit. She slowed to catch her breath. 
 
    “Are we safe?” Marta asked, jogging beside her. 
 
    She looked back again. 
 
    Mindstealers, still distant, now loped after them. 
 
    Marta, too, had seen their pursuers. “We’ve got to go on,” she panted. 
 
    Kyla nodded and renewed the race. Burdened by heavy backpacks, they ran until their breath came in ragged gasps. 
 
    A rumbling sound, the hoot of a whistle. The train. Not close. How far were the tracks? If they could cross them before the train passed, it might cut off pursuit. Kyla veered and dragged Marta toward the distant roar. The noise still brought fear, but the mindstealers were worse. She’d rather brave the train than them. 
 
    She risked a glance over her shoulder. The mindstealers were running silently only a few paces behind. With a tight grip on Marta’s arm, Kyla spurted forward. In front of her a pair of heavy dark lines slashed the sandy soil. 
 
    The train was near. Too near. Kyla plunged toward it. The ground shook. Marta’s shriek was lost in clatter and thunder. Clinging to Marta, Kyla hurled herself over the tracks, fell, rolled. The train screamed past. 
 
    She hauled Marta to her feet, straightened her pack, and angled away, but not far. They could not outdistance the mindstealers. They had one chance. She must summon the wind before the mindstealers recovered from the sight of the train. 
 
    Her voice lifted in the strongest song she could manage. Would the wind hear her over the train’s clamor? 
 
    The train was not long enough; its last car clattered past. The mindstealers huddled together on the other side of the tracks. Kyla held Marta tight against her and keened her plea. 
 
    A violet wind swirled around them, peppering them with sand. Kyla shut her eyes and kept singing. Marta moaned. Kyla opened her eyes and saw the mindstealers gesturing and bounding toward the tracks. 
 
    As they neared, the wind swept up pebbles and cinders and hurled them at the creatures. It swirled around them, shoving them back, forming a bulwark protecting Kyla and Marta. The creatures fought against it for a time, then turned and ran back toward the canyon. 
 
    After a few minutes’ rest they set off again, not running but walking at a rapid stride. Kyla led the way, circling back toward the canyon, but far to the east of where they had camped and had seen the mindstealers crossing. They crept to the canyon’s edge and peered into its depths. It looked as uncrossable as ever. Yet she and Ruffian had crossed it, the mindstealers had crossed it—though she saw none in it now—and Alair had crossed it. 
 
    He had probably flown across it in bird form, so that didn’t count. The mindstealers were lightweight and long-limbed and weren’t burdened with heavy packs. The wind had carried her down into the canyon before, and Ruffian, under Claid’s influence, had guided her up and out of it. 
 
    Ruffian. Was he safe? Was Alair? Until she and Marta crossed the canyon, she wouldn’t know whether he and Claid had gotten away and reached the other side. Resolutely she hunted for a place to begin the harrowing descent. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    REVELATIONS 
 
      
 
    The canyon wall mocked their attempts to find hand- and footholds. Their heavy backpacks threatened to unbalance them, and the rope that bound them together hampered their movements more than it offered security. 
 
    Peering over the edge, Marta, who had been so stalwart, collapsed in terror. “I can’t,” she wailed, shaking. “I’m sorry, Kyla. I thought I could do it, but I can’t.” She gave a quick glance over the edge and shuddered. “It’s so far down,” she moaned. 
 
    Kyla had to find a way to get them both across. Alone, she could try the descent, or she might even be able to ride the wind. Marta could do neither. 
 
    She recalled Claid’s parting words: Your cloak holds power, just as Alair’s does. Use it. 
 
    That couldn’t be true—her cloak was just an old cloak that had been her mother’s. Yet she recalled again that she had been wearing it or sitting on it each time the wind had carried her any distance. 
 
    Desperate, not knowing what else to do, she removed her cloak and spread it on the rocky ledge. “Sit down,” she ordered Marta, pointing. 
 
    With a puzzled look, Marta sat. 
 
    “I’m going to sing the wind and try to get it to fly us over the canyon. It may not work. We may go nowhere or we may be dropped into the canyon and killed. It’s our only hope, though. If you don’t want to try it, you can go back and take your chances on evading the mindstealers.” 
 
    Marta swallowed and said in a choked voice, “I said I was staying and I will. If you die, I’ll die with you.” 
 
    Kyla took rope from her pack, sat beside Marta, and wound the rope around them, binding them tightly together. “I don’t have a scarf to blindfold you, so you’ll just have to keep your eyes shut.” She squeezed Marta’s hand. 
 
    Kyla lifted her voice in the strongest sound she could manage. The wind grew brisker; its dim color deepened from pale pink to rose to red. It whuffled around the cloak, lifting its edges but no more. She poured passion into her song. The wind whipped around them so, she feared they’d be blown over the edge into the canyon. Marta trembled against her. 
 
    With a suddenness that shocked her into a brief silence the cloak swept upward. Almost immediately it dipped. Kyla clutched it to keep from sliding off. Marta moaned. Somehow Kyla resumed her song. The cloak pitched and yawed like a fishing boat in a storm. Holding on tightly, Kyla sang more fervently still. 
 
    An updraft caught them, tossed them high over the canyon. Kyla looked down. Her voice wavered, her throat closed. They swooped downward. A tight band clamped around her chest; she couldn’t breathe. Like a falling leaf they spiraled into the canyon. 
 
    A huge bird dived toward them. Its beak raked her shoulder. She screamed—and sang. 
 
    Their descent slowed, stopped. They began to rise. As Kyla sang and the bird flapped beside them, the cloak rose up out of the canyon and floated slowly and gently to rest on a snowy hillside. 
 
    Marta had fainted. Kyla collapsed on top of her. Hands lifted her, arms held her. Alair pressed her against him, warming her. “You’re safe,” he murmured. “You did it.” Then, as if to himself, “So much power.” 
 
    “And you,” she said, her voice muffled. “You’re safe. I was so afraid.” 
 
    “For me?” 
 
    “For you, for Claid, for Ruffian. For all of us.” She raised her head and looked around. “Ruffian! Is he here?” 
 
    In answer the dog ran up, barking joyfully, and licked her cheek. She laughed and patted his head. “How did you get him across the canyon?” 
 
    “You can thank Claid for that. He wouldn’t let me leave him to fend for himself.” The mage scowled. “With his newfound freedom, Claid defied my order to use no more power and changed himself into a huge flying reptile, large and strong enough to carry the dog across.” 
 
    “I was a most impressive pterosaur, mistress.” She hadn’t seen Claid approach, but now he stood in front of her and Alair, an insouciant grin on his beautiful face. “Ruffian thought he was being carried off to be eaten. You can imagine how happy he was to be set safely down.” 
 
    “Poor Ruffian.” She hugged the dog. “He’s had so many adventures.” 
 
    “So have we all.” Alair picked up Kyla’s cloak and wrapped it around her. 
 
    Claid knelt beside Marta. “She needs caring for,” he said, lifting her into his arms. “Since you are busy with Kyla, master, I’ll see to this one.” 
 
    “Better to make a camp and build a fire,” Alair said, frowning. “We can’t go any farther today.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” Claid carried Marta to the shelter of some trees, where he wrapped her in her cloak and a blanket from her pack. 
 
    Kyla twisted around to gaze into Alair’s eyes. “If Claid has power enough to change to that flying whatever-he-called-it, why couldn’t he have carried Marta and me across the canyon?” She grew angry thinking how close they had come to being killed. 
 
    “He could have, but he knew you had the ability to save yourself—and Marta. Ruffian was helpless.” 
 
    Gathering her cloak around her, she got to her feet and glared down at him. “I wish I were as confident of my ability as you and Claid seem to be.” 
 
    “You will grow more sure of it each time you use it. And your power will grow through use.” 
 
    “If I live long enough,” Kyla said bitterly. “So you and Claid have been manipulating me, forcing me into situations where I had to use the power you keep insisting I have? What if you were wrong?” 
 
    He rose and stood beside her. “I wasn’t wrong—” 
 
    “You could have been. You gambled with my life—and Marta’s.” 
 
    “Kyla, please.” He reached out to take her hands, but she snatched them away. “Listen to me. I’ve done everything I could to protect you. Even though it meant weakening the barrier. In doing that, I put you before the welfare of thousands upon thousands of people. And put my whole life’s work in jeopardy. That’s how much you mean to me.” 
 
    The declaration softened her rage. She found she wanted to believe him and to forgive him. Yet … “Alair, you’ve deceived me and refused to answer my questions about Claid. How can you say I’m important to you?” 
 
    “I’ve always told you the truth about Claid’s power, but you wouldn’t believe me. Trust has to go both ways.” 
 
    “Maybe you did tell me the truth about Claid’s ability, but you’ve kept a great deal else from me.” She thought of Dannel, but could not bring herself to speak of that deception. “If Claid has so much power, how could you force him to take no form but that of a mindstealer? Or a baby?” 
 
    “You accept his word as truth but not mine. He told you I forced him to take those forms. I never limited him to that extent.” 
 
    “So he was lying? As a baby he seemed so helpless. Was that all a deception?” 
 
    “In that form his power was limited, but he was never as helpless as he seemed. I tried desperately to restrain his use of power after you crossed the canyon because I still hoped to prevent a breach that would let the mindstealers escape. But I’ve lost much of my control over him, and you’ve seen the consequences.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why the mindstealers had to be confined to Noster Valley. Why is it fair for the good people of the valley to suffer, while the people of Line’s End, who are twisted and evil, have to be spared?” 
 
    “Not all the valley people are good, as you well know. And despite your experiences there, not all the people of Line’s End are evil. Furthermore, Line’s End is only one tiny spot in Arucadi.” He clasped her hand. “Come, sit with me while Claid sets up camp. I’ll try to make you understand.” 
 
    He led her to a seat near where Claid had arranged Marta and dropped down beside her. “Kyla, what we call mindstealers were originally harmless hive creatures controlled by the directing mind of their queen. Long years ago a single hive somewhere in the Starmist Mountains learned to steal minds and thus became intelligent. “That hive grew and spread into other areas. It would have passed on to other hives the terrible custom of mindstealing. It had to be stopped. If those mindstealers were allowed to spread into the rest of the land, their numbers would increase until they absorbed and destroyed the human population of the entire continent. But no one could find the hive, and destroying individual mindstealers had no effect. So mages were called in to help. 
 
    “The mages succeeded in pushing them back into the area now bounded by the two branches of Rim Canyon and the Starmist Mountains. By restricting them to Noster Valley with its surrounding mountains and marshes, the mages could keep the mindstealers’ numbers in check until they discovered how to destroy them. A mountain stream forked to become two fast-flowing rivers with deep banks, cutting off that small area from the rest of Arucadi. The mages poured their strength into deepening the rivers’ banks and creating a forked canyon too deep and steep to be crossed. The strain of calling forth the power to carve such a chasm cost the lives of most of their number. The survivors remained within the barrier, replenishing their strength. Some never did recover. With the boundaries sealed, only the single hive of mindstealers remained. Arucadi was saved.” 
 
    “The valley continues to suffer,” Kyla observed bitterly, thinking of her parents. 
 
    “The mages didn’t leave it defenseless. They established the windspeakers.” 
 
    “The mages did?” No wonder the people beyond the Rim knew nothing of windspeakers. “But why didn’t they just find and destroy the mindstealers’ hive?” 
 
    “After sealing off the area, they didn’t have enough strength left to find the hive by magic. It was—and still is—too well hidden to find in any other way. They left to their descendants the task of destroying the creatures.” 
 
    “Who is that, besides you?” she asked. “I’ve heard of a few people with minor, limited powers, but you’re the only true mage I’ve heard of.” 
 
    He nodded sadly. “The mages did not produce much progeny. Most married normals, and their descendants’ power became diluted. I know of only one with full power besides myself.” 
 
    “Who is that?” Kyla asked eagerly. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Me!” Her voice squeaked. “I’m no mage. My parents weren’t mages.” 
 
    “You received no training because of your parents’ early death. But your mother was not always a mere healer, and your father was not always a scribe. Both were great mages, called here with the others to seal off the valley. Like my parents, they survived, but that work drained most of their power.” 
 
    She sat up and stared into his eyes, unwilling to accept this incredible story. “They would have told me. I’d have evidence.” 
 
    “From what my father told me, your father believed children should be left to discover their power for themselves and only then be trained to use it. I’m sure that is what would have happened, had your parents lived.” 
 
    That fit with Kyla’s memories. Her father had always encouraged her to figure things out for herself—like the way to alter the pattern in the brainstone. But her father would have given her some direction. She could not believe otherwise. 
 
    Alair must have recognized her skepticism. “They did leave evidence.” 
 
    “I’ve seen none.” 
 
    “Your books, Kyla,” he said. “The whole story is in them. The tale I told Master Stebbins was not false.” 
 
      
 
    The four of them, along with Ruffian, gathered around Claid’s fire as evening shadows deepened. He’d made camp in a stand of evergreens well away from the canyon, on the mountains’ lower reaches. Marta, recovered finally from her wild ride, helped Claid prepare a generous supper from their supplies. Alair had wandered off into the woods, and Kyla sat brooding, trying to absorb the monstrous implications of what he had told her. 
 
    Marta handed her a plate of food. “You need to eat.” 
 
    Kyla nodded and took the plate, but merely held it on her lap. She wanted to get the books out of her pack and find the evidence Alair had spoken of, but there wasn’t enough light for reading. She also, in a sense, feared both to find and not to find the mysterious messages he claimed were hidden in them. 
 
    Claid sat down beside Marta on the other side of the fire. Kyla guessed he was keeping Marta occupied, knowing that his “mistress” needed time alone to think about what Alair had told her. And about the things he had not told her. He had again avoided explaining Claid. 
 
    Alair returned from his walk, got a plate of food, and sat beside her. “You must eat,” he said, looking at her untouched plate. “It cost a lot of your strength to sing the wind and have it carry you across Rim Canyon.” 
 
    Still not touching her food, she said, “Claid told me my cloak holds power. I thought it was just an old cloak, but it was my mother’s.” 
 
    He nodded. “The cloak stores power so that it’s available for you to draw on. Your talent lies in being able to draw on it.” 
 
    “So I don’t have power of my own.” 
 
    “No, and neither do I. Only Claid has true power. Like all mages, I have the ability to draw power from various sources. Claid is one of those sources. Starwind Peak is another. I live there because it’s the site of a power nexus. Rial Hill where you did your windspeaking is also a nexus, and you were unknowingly drawing from it the power you needed to sing the wind. At times some of that power was stored in your cloak to be drawn on later, in a time of need. Your cloak was made and bespelled for that purpose, just as mine was.” 
 
    “I don't understand this at all, " she objected. "You keep talking as though I have mage power and draw on it to windspeak. That's nonsense. Windspeaking is a talent. I can exercise it anywhere.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s more effective when you do it from a power nexus. Then you are in direct contact with the forces that control the wind.” 
 
    “Alair, I can’t accept any of this—power, the cloak, the nexuses. Mistress Forythe instructed me in the art of windspeaking, and she never taught me anything like what you are saying. Nor did she need a power nexus to windspeak.” 
 
    “Where did she do her windspeaking?” he asked between bites of food. 
 
    “On Shalkor Hill, outside of Weaversville,” Kyla answered. “You aren’t going to tell me that’s a nexus, too, are you?” 
 
    He nodded. “It is, and so is Tinder Mount near Fenley, where that village’s windspeaker communes with the wind. Very long ago when there were still many who were gifted in the use of power, those towns were deliberately established on the sites of power nexuses. Most people have forgotten. The windspeakers who draw upon the power now do so without real understanding.” 
 
    “Well, I certainly don’t understand.” Kyla sighed. “I’ve called on the wind in many places other than Rial Hill, and it has answered. I rode the wind to Starwind Peak—” 
 
    “From a place selected by Claid, who knew it to be a nexus,” Alair said. “Now eat. I won’t say another word until that food is inside you.” 
 
    She ate, tasting nothing, hungering only for more of what Alair was at last imparting and not trusting that any of it was untainted by deceit. 
 
    When she’d emptied her plate, she set it aside and turned to Alair. “You were so secretive when I came to you on Starwind Peak,” she said. “Why couldn’t you have told me all this then?” 
 
    “You weren’t ready to hear it,” he said, and added, “And I wasn’t ready to tell it. I knew I couldn’t defeat the mindstealers alone, but I don’t find it easy to ask for help. I’ve been alone so long, Kyla, and throughout my childhood my parents impressed on me that my destiny was to finish the work they’d begun and I must not, could not fail. I’ve always imagined that I could accomplish the feat on my own. I see now that, while I can probably enter the mind and destroy it, I cannot survive that destruction without help.” 
 
    So they were back to the mindstealers and the terrible way in which he meant to attempt their destruction. Locking her gaze to his, she said, “I know the mindstealers must be stopped. I believe you when you say the only way to do that is to destroy the central mind. But why do you have to become part of it to destroy it?” 
 
    “It can only be destroyed from within, and only by someone strong enough to retain a sense of self when incorporated into the central mind. I think I can do that. I can’t ask anyone else to attempt it.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you send Claid?” 
 
    “I can’t trust him to destroy the mind,” Alair said, keeping his voice very low. “He could use it and the mindstealers to free himself. He doesn’t care what happens to us humans. That’s why he helped you get across Rim Canyon. He knew his use of power would open a breach, but that didn’t bother him. In fact, I’d guess he let it happen, hoping it would distract me enough to allow him to slip free.” 
 
    “So you do keep him chained in some way,” she said. 
 
    “I have to. I’ve got to rely on Claid to get me out of there—and on you to see that he does it.” 
 
    Recalling how stubbornly Claid had resisted healing Alair that morning, Kyla asked, “Suppose I can’t do that?” 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    “Then tell me the truth about Claid—what he is. I can’t control him unless I know.” 
 
    Her gaze followed Alair’s to settle on Claid, on the other side of the fire. Having finished eating, he teased Ruffian with a stick, throwing it for the dog to fetch and chasing him to wrest it away and toss it again. He seemed unaware of her discussion with Alair, but could anyone be sure of anything about Claid? 
 
    Marta, too, was watching Claid while she cleaned the dishes and put away the supplies. The girl was far too fascinated by Claid, and he seemed to encourage that fascination. She could be putting Marta into danger by allowing that relationship to develop. Another reason to know exactly what Claid was. 
 
    Unable to restrain her impatience, Kyla said, “Alair, you must tell me. Now!” 
 
    He nodded, but instead of speaking he hunched over and with his finger drew lines in the black soil. Whether he worked some magic or merely made idle marks while thinking she could not tell. She called on the stoic patience she’d learned from dealing with Matron at the workhouse to wait quietly until at last he spoke. 
 
    “My parents taught me as much as they could, but they died when I was young and still exploring the limits of my power. I accomplished much, but I was helpless to protect Noster Valley from the growing menace of the mindstealers. I conferred with other mages and spell casters, sorcerers and sorceresses. There were more of us in those days.” 
 
    He paused and stared at the marks his finger had carved into the soil, as though reviewing a long-departed past. He had to be much older than he appeared. His power must prevent him from aging. She was pondering that idea when he resumed. 
 
    “In the end, I found my answer in a book.” 
 
    Again he paused and marked the ground while she waited. If he’d only hurry! 
 
    He continued slowly as if selecting every word. “Long before you were born, Kyla, a mage—one of those who’d lost their powers—loaned me a book that he said contained a marvelous and dangerous secret.” 
 
    So he confirmed her suspicion about his age. How long ago had all this been? She bit her lip to keep from asking, not willing to interrupt. 
 
    “After much study I unraveled the pattern and learned of a new source of power—abundant power.” Again he indulged in a maddening pause while Kyla dug her nails into her palms to keep from shouting. 
 
    Finally, he said, “I learned about Dire Lords.” 
 
    “Dire Lords!” 
 
    He bent and marked again in the earth, then went on. “To most people the Dire Lords are the immortal lords of confusion, destruction, and death,” Alair said. “Much of what is said of them is superstition. This book revealed that Dire Lords live in another dimension, open to us through a power nexus. It told how some Lords grow evil from feeding on mortal wickedness and greed; others are amoral, having little or nothing to do with humankind, and some few, a very few, are ennobled by contact with the righteous dead, whom they help on their way through the stations of the afterlife. Most of that I knew, but the book went on to reveal an amazing secret.” 
 
    He stopped as Marta approached with a questioning look. Kyla shook her head. Taking the hint, Marta moved on around the fire to where Claid still played with Ruffian. She sat on a blanket, and Claid dropped down beside her. The low murmur of their voices came to Kyla through the fire. She pulled her cloak more tightly about her against the cold. Her eyes smarted from the drifting smoke, though it carried with it the sweet smell of burning pine. 
 
    At last Alair spoke again, keeping his voice so low, she had to bend close to hear. “The book showed the way to forge a chain to bind a Dire Lord. It taught how to travel to their realms, imprison one, and draw his power. That is what I did, and that is who Claid is.” 
 
    Kyla gasped. “Claid—a Dire Lord? How—? He doesn’t have that much power. He’s not—” 
 
    “He is. He does.” Alair spoke the words so softly, she could scarcely hear them. 
 
    How could they be true? Claid was clearly more than a mischievous imp, but he was not vicious, not majestic, not— 
 
    “I can’t believe it! If Claid is such a powerful being, why did you entrust him to me?” 
 
    He did not immediately answer. His eyes tracked a floating ash. 
 
    Several minutes passed. Claid and Marta had fallen silent. The night wind rustled in the evergreens. The fire crackled. The mournful hoot of an owl floated past. 
 
    The fire had died low, the cold become knife-sharp. He spread his cloak around her, and drew her close against him. She stiffened, but before she could pull away, he whispered into her ear. 
 
    “You saw how he failed me when I made the first attempt to add my mind to the mindstealers’ central mind. If you hadn’t come along—” He paused, twisted a lock of her hair around his finger. Finally, he continued. “I might have succeeded in destroying the central mind, but I would have perished, too. I suppose that wouldn’t have mattered. I would have accomplished my life’s goal. But I confess that I love being alive.” 
 
    He held her more tightly. His lips brushed her cheek, pressed against her ear. “I knew I’d have to try again. I wanted to be more sure of Claid. I thought you might do a better job of taming him than I have. As you have.” 
 
    “I—I’ve tamed a Dire Lord?” She couldn’t believe it, but neither could she argue. Held tightly against Alair, his breath warming her face, she could scarcely think. 
 
    “Would you like to see for yourself?” Again his lips caressed her ear. 
 
    She turned her head to see his face. “I can’t … I don’t think …”  
 
    His lips covered hers, stifling her weak response. His kiss drugged her, made her want more, but he drew away after that single, sweet promise. His hand cupped her chin. His hazel eyes glowed in the firelight. 
 
    “I can show you the Dire Lords’ realm,” he said, “show you Claid as he really is.” 
 
    “How? When?” She found it hard to speak. 
 
    “Tonight,” he said. “Now. If you will trust me.” 
 
    His gaze did not waver; his eyes seemed to swallow her. Her lips burned from his kiss. 
 
    “Show me,” she whispered. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    JOURNEY OF TRUST 
 
      
 
    Wrapped in Alair’s cloak and arms, Kyla felt warm, dreamy. This isn’t right. The thought tickled the edges of her consciousness like an annoying fly. She tried to brush it away; it flitted back. She shouldn’t be so comfortable, her head resting on Alair’s chest and her arms wound round his waist, but she couldn’t stir herself. He was going to show her something. He’d asked for her trust. 
 
    Shouldn’t they be moving, going somewhere? She made a half-hearted attempt to rise. 
 
    “It’s a journey of the spirit,” he murmured. “Lie still.” 
 
    Her body relaxed, but her mind gave one final effort. It’s as though I’m bespelled. The thought was fuzzy, elusive. Those signs he drew in the ground … 
 
    Her eyes closed. The memory slid away. His heartbeat drummed in her ear, lulling her to sleep. 
 
      
 
    She walked with him through a featureless, dimly lit tunnel with rounded gray walls that were slick and damp like some sort of membrane. He held her hand tightly in his, leading her like a small child. Trust me. His voice echoed in her ears, though no sound invaded this ominous corridor. 
 
    They walked for a very long time, but she did not tire. They cast no shadows, and no lamp or other light source was visible to explain the unvarying light. That enigmatic illumination together with the absence of sound and scent gave her the eerie sensation of being trapped in some eternal circuit, doomed to walk this endless path forever, Alair’s hand on hers the only link to the world she had known. 
 
    She made no attempt to question Alair; speech was too alien to this silent place. 
 
    Without warning the tunnel walls contracted and convulsed, threw them forward, and ejected them from that sterile passage into total darkness. They landed on a flat surface. Alair helped her to her feet. A din of chilling screams and demented laughter replaced the silence. She drew closer to Alair. The battle cries and clang of metal on metal convinced her that an invisible war was being waged all around her. Deafening booms and unnerving crashes made her flinch and seek the shelter of Alair’s arms. Most unsettling of all was the constant monotonous sound of a chanting voice that wove through all the rest. 
 
    A circle of light broke through the darkness. A small bright flame bobbed along in front of Alair. 
 
    The light of that flame fell on a hideous, inhuman face. Kyla gasped and hid her face against Alair’s shoulder. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “That’s an illusion. Dire Lords don’t welcome visitors. It can’t harm you.” His voice steadied her. 
 
    She pulled away from Alair and dared to stare at the thing. Tiny eyes were scarcely visible in the crevices of its bulbous, blue-veined flesh. A pig’s snout projected from the ill-shaped mass. A long purple tongue darted from a crack she hadn’t recognized as a mouth. She jumped back, imagining she had felt the rasp of that tongue against her chin, had smelled the monster’s foul breath. 
 
    “Are you sure that isn’t real?” she whispered. 
 
    “Like any illusion, it’s as real as you let it be. It can be very real if your mind participates in its creation. Don’t let that happen.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a Dire Lord, then?” She tried to match his calm tone. 
 
    “In a sense it is. A manifestation of one. They can take many forms. You’ve seen that with Claid. But these things are no more than projections of a single facet of a Dire Lord’s mind.” 
 
    Alair pointed his light toward another fearsome face—black and shaggy like a bear but with a flat little nose and lips that curled back to reveal long, sharp teeth. Its eyes hid under jutting brows. It snapped at Kyla before retreating into the darkness. 
 
    Its place was taken by a goatlike creature with wicked curving horns and the most malignant glare Kyla had ever seen. She quailed and looked away. 
 
    Alair drew her close. “Courage,” he whispered into her ear. “That one had more substance than most.” 
 
    Had. She dared to raise her eyes. The thing was gone. 
 
    Other faces became briefly visible. One eyeless, with tusks like a boar’s and a long snout that swayed and sniffed back and forth. Another a bristling ball of spikes interrupted by a cavernous mouth. A woman’s face framed with long golden hair, her symmetrical features ruined by lidless serpent’s eyes and the forked tongue that darted from her mouth. In the background the groans and screams and clanks and crashes continued. 
 
    The sounds and visions only threatened. Unable to inflict real harm, the parade of horrors took on the quality of a spectacle, like those presented by the village children on holidays. Kyla’s pulse slowed, her heart rate returned to normal. She pulled free of Alair’s protective embrace and walked beside him, no longer flinching at the approach of each new grotesquerie. 
 
    As though discouraged by their failure to terrify, the raucous sounds faded into silence, the horrors vanished. A radiant winged figure swept into view. The newcomer’s beautiful features bestowed a welcoming smile, its luminous eyes filled with love. Far stronger than the fear aroused by the horrors was the longing aroused by this being’s beneficence. Kyla would have run to it, but Alair held her back. “Not yet,” he said. 
 
    The figure nodded and disappeared. Kyla wanted to weep for its absence, but Alair’s pointing finger drew her attention to another figure. She gasped in recognition. 
 
    Bound with a sturdy chain so that it could move neither arms nor legs, the being of the fever-dream she’d had after her flogging towered over her, mighty even in its helplessness. The goat-man’s body bulged with powerful muscles. Why couldn’t it break the chains? 
 
    Thick, coarse hair covered its legs and hoofed feet. Except for pointed ears and short inward-curving horns, its upper body was human. It had a short curly beard, clear gray eyes, and features she could not mistake despite their greater age. 
 
    “Claid!” 
 
    The gray eyes regarded her with such sadness that Kyla’s eyes filled with tears. She turned to the mage. “Alair, you have to free him.” 
 
    “And let the mindstealers destroy us all?” 
 
    She bit her lip. She’d forgotten the mindstealers. 
 
    “His power is the only thing that can stop them,” Alair said. “With his help my plan has a chance of succeeding.” 
 
    Kyla stepped closer. “How do you know he wouldn’t help us even if you didn’t have him chained?” She reached out, doubting that what she saw had any physical reality. Her fingers touched the links, explored the cold hardness of the metal. 
 
    Alair jerked her back. “Be careful! He’s not entirely helpless.” 
 
    “But he’s Claid,” she objected. 
 
    “He’s a Dire Lord,” Alair said impatiently. “The being you know as Claid is only a manifestation of part of his power. This being is far more. His power in a less focused form maintains the barrier that bars magic from the rest of Arucadi and holds the mindstealers in check.” 
 
    “How can that be, when he’s here, chained like this?” 
 
    “The chain is only a visible symbol of the power links that bind his will to mine. It doesn’t limit the action he can take within my will. He can hold the barrier in place because the chain binds our world to his. 
 
    “Now come, we’ve been here long enough. You’ve seen what I promised to show you.” Holding her arm, he tried to turn her. 
 
    She resisted and strained to draw nearer to the chained Dire Lord. “Wait! Can he hear us? Can we talk to him?” 
 
    “He can hear, but he isn’t likely to speak. He converses only through his manifestation.” Again the mage tried to turn her away. 
 
    “Stop!” She yanked her arm from his grasp. “I’m not ready to go back. I want to know something first. You and Claid have both said that by pulling the chain in your laboratory I loosened his bonds, yet here I see the chain wound so tightly that he can’t move. I don’t believe I did anything at all.” 
 
    “What do you think allowed you to cross the canyon with Claid?” Alair reverted to the angry, arrogant man who so angered her. “He could go only in infant form, but he could not have gone at all without your meddling. Later he could grow and use more power because your actions added to the slack in his chain. And now the mindstealers are swarming through the breach they created. Can you imagine what they’re doing to those poor people?” 
 
    Hands on her hips, Kyla stood face to face with Alair. “‘Those poor people’ can stop them with their guns. They can get on their trains and outrun them. They can—” 
 
    He grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “They won’t know how to deal with them. Their machines aren’t designed to confront that kind of evil. Their guns will stop some, but they won’t stop enough. That takes the kind of power we have.” 
 
    “And you’ve taken that power from them.” Kyla spun around and ran to the being. She grabbed hold of the chain and tugged at it, tried to unwind it. 
 
    Alair seized her, pulled her away, and hurled her to the ground. He stood over her, glaring. “It cost too much to forge that chain. I wanted you to see him in his true form. I hoped you’d understand then. I thought— But that foolish sentimental attachment still blinds you.” 
 
    She sat up but didn’t try to stand. The ground, invisible in the darkness, was rough and hard. Her palms bled from scraping across it; her knees stung. 
 
    The pain focused her mind. “Whatever else he is, he’s still Claid,” she said. “He isn’t evil like those hideous things we saw earlier. He doesn’t deserve to be enslaved. Why didn’t you chain one of those horrid creatures?” 
 
    “I couldn’t use the power of evil without being corrupted by it. The radiant one we saw was beyond my reach; the power of good can’t be chained. This one, neither good nor evil, is perfect for my needs.” He bent, caught her arms, and lifted her to her feet. “Kyla, think of your parents. See them as the mindstealers left them. You wanted vengeance. You also wanted to protect the villagers from a similar fate. Isn’t that part of why you became a windspeaker? Think of how many victims like your parents the mindstealers have left throughout the years. Think of all those left behind, as you were. How can you say I shouldn’t do whatever is necessary to eliminate that scourge?” 
 
    His words stirred up the painful memories—her mother’s broken body, her father helpless and infantile. Alair himself as she had first seen him, shambling along, vacant-eyed and drooling. She closed her eyes to shut out the heartbreaking images. 
 
    Alair drew her into his arms and held her against him. “You see?” he said softly. “I have to do this.” 
 
    She pushed away and looked up into his face. “If you succeed in destroying the central mind, do you promise to free Claid? Immediately?” 
 
    Alair met her look with a slight nod. “I swear to you, I’ll remove the chains and restore him wholly to these Dire Realms as soon as the mindstealers are gone.” 
 
    She darted around Alair and ran to the Dire Lord, stood on tiptoe to place her hand on the sinewy arm. Muscles rippled beneath her palm as the arm strained against the chains. 
 
    “Did you hear?” she asked. “I’ll make sure he keeps that promise. That’s my vow—to see you freed.” 
 
    The clear eyes met her gaze; the bearded face broke into a wide smile that reminded her of the beatific smile of the radiant winged being. 
 
    “Kyla,” Alair urged, “we must go.” 
 
    “I’ll come back,” she said and patted the mighty arm. “It won’t be long.” 
 
    She turned and went with Alair. 
 
    The way back was much shorter. They walked only a few steps to reach that eerie, monotonous tunnel. They had barely started down it when she was aware of night sounds and the scent of pines and the bite of the winter wind. 
 
    She lay against Alair, wrapped in his cloak. His hand stroked her hair. Their breath formed a cloud around their faces. 
 
    Had she been dreaming? She disentangled herself and got to her feet. He watched her without speaking. 
 
    The fire had burned down to a few glowing embers. Beyond them she could distinguish two sleeping forms, cocooned in blankets. Claid and Marta, lying together. As she peered more closely, she saw Ruffian stretched beside them, sharing their warmth. 
 
    Claid—a Dire Lord! What would Marta do if she knew she was sleeping with a Dire Lord? She should do something to protect the girl, but what? 
 
    She moved quietly to the supplies, got the remaining blanket, and returned to Alair. “When do you intend to find mindstealers and let them take you?” 
 
    “Now that the mindstealers have crossed the canyon, there’s no time to lose. It will start and end tomorrow.” 
 
    “So soon?” The words caught in her throat. A band tightened around her chest. 
 
    “So soon.” He reached for her hand, caught it, and pulled her down beside him. “It’s late. We should rest. But I couldn’t sleep, thinking about going through that again, knowing this time what it’s like to …” He held her against him, and she felt shudders course through him. 
 
    He clung to her, his face buried in her hair. She held him, rocked him—not an arrogant mage but a frightened man. Was that what the arrogance had concealed all along? 
 
    He had good reason to fear, but he wouldn’t let fear deter him. For all his faults, he had courage and unswerving devotion to a cause that was probably hopeless. Though if anyone could succeed, it was Alair. 
 
    “This time you’ll succeed,” she whispered. “I know you will.” 
 
    He responded with kisses that covered her mouth, her face, her neck. She let him lift off her tunic, kiss her breasts. When his fingers fumbled with the clasp of her trousers, she broke away, grabbed the blanket, and clutched it in front of her. “Alair, you know I can’t—I’m a windspeaker. Don’t take that from me.” 
 
    “Kyla, I wouldn’t.” His finger reached to trace the line of her jaw. His whisper was hoarse, urgent. “That’s a myth invented by a jealous old woman fearful of losing her power. Or, maybe, the idea is a residue of a warning not to dilute the mage power by mating with someone without it. Of course, without mating at all, power doesn’t get passed on. No wonder the number of windspeakers is so few.” His tone grew huskier. “Love can’t diminish power; it can only increase it.” 
 
    Was he right? She wanted to believe. Her body ached for him, but … “The wind is a jealous lover,” she whispered, shrinking farther from him. 
 
    “The wind is only a force. A force you control by your power.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s more than that. When I sing to it, it responds like a lover. It caresses me. It—” 
 
    “Is that enough for you? To know no love but the wind’s?” His voice was sad, not angry. 
 
    She couldn’t answer. It had always been enough. Suddenly, it was not. She leaned forward to see his face in the darkness. A tear made an icy track down her cheek. His finger rubbed it away.  
 
    “Kyla, the wind will be here tomorrow. It will be here for thousands of tomorrows. This may be the only night you and I can ever have.” 
 
    A chill crawled slowly down her spine. Her stomach twisted. She reached out to him. 
 
    Gently he pulled the blanket from between them. “You’ll find me a better lover than the wind.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, mistress.” Claid’s voice woke her. She was locked in Alair’s arms, his cloak and her blanket wrapped around them both. If Claid was surprised to find them thus, he did not show it. “It’s time to get up and break camp,” he said. 
 
    Kyla rubbed her eyes and forced them open. She hadn’t been asleep long. Dawn shed its first faint light into the eastern sky. The air was bitter cold and a crust of frost crunched under Claid’s feet. 
 
    Claid was still the personable youth he had been the day before. His manner toward her had no less of its usual deference. Yet knowing that he was a Dire Lord changed everything. She feared him and she no longer trusted him. 
 
    Alair groaned and sat up, pulling Kyla with him. “What is it? What’s the hurry?” 
 
    “Mindstealers, master. A small group of them, coming this way.” 
 
    Alair swore, and Kyla scrambled to find her discarded clothing. She willed herself to put away her fear and think of Claid no differently than she always had. When Alair put his plan into motion, his fate would rest in Claid’s hands—and in hers. If she could not control Claid … 
 
    It’s too soon. I’m not ready. 
 
    The night had passed too quickly. Alair had been right. His love was far better than the wind’s. Had he also been right that it was the only time they would have? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    ONE MIND 
 
      
 
    They smothered their fire, packed up their gear, and started along a barely visible trail that wound up the mountainside. Breakfast was a few bites of bread eaten on the march. The sun rose as they climbed; the morning wind was a cold pale blue, not a good sign. Kyla wanted to sing to it, to test Alair’s truthfulness. There was no time. Had he told her the truth, or had he betrayed her to satisfy his own need? She wanted to believe him, to trust him, but doubt haunted her like an ancestral ghost. 
 
    Claid took the lead and guided them to a spot where they could shelter behind a rocky outcrop and peer over it to view the mountain slope and the path winding through the trees that studded the slope. Obeying Claid’s signal for silence, they watched five mindstealers stroll into view, briefly visible through a break in the trees. They seemed to be heading in the direction of the abandoned camp. The creatures each carried one or two brainstones in slings hung on a cord around their waists. One stopped and sniffed the air like a dog. Kyla shrank back behind the rocks until it moved on out of sight. 
 
    Alair put his arm around her shoulders, and when she turned to him, he kissed her. “It’s time,” he whispered. She wanted to cling to him, not let him go. “Be strong,” he said. 
 
    “Claid, you know what you have to do. Keep the women safe.” 
 
    Ruffian whined and wagged his tail. Alair scratched the dog’s head. “Stay!” he ordered, and disappeared into the thick growth of shaggy pines. 
 
    Ruffian sat on his haunches, stared after the mage, and whimpered. 
 
    “I know how you feel, fella,” Kyla said. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, Claid whispered, “Wait here while I see what’s happening. I have to be sure they take him.” 
 
    Kyla nodded and he slipped away. Marta looked miserable, and Kyla wished she could offer words of comfort, but she had none. They waited in silence, sheltering against the rocks. Occasionally Kyla peeped over the outcrop to scan the path below. 
 
    Startled by Claid’s sudden, silent reappearance Kyla jumped. Ruffian gave a low growl. 
 
    “They’ve captured him, but they’re not sure they want to steal his mind. They remember him from before, and the trouble he caused.” 
 
    “They may kill him. You've got to stay with him.” 
 
    “My master can protect himself. I needed to warn you. They may come this way.” 
 
    “We’ll be all right,” Kyla said rashly. “Go back to Alair.” 
 
    Claid shook his head. “He ordered me to protect you.” 
 
    Fists clenched, chin thrust out, Kyla said, “I order you to guard him.” 
 
    “As you say, mistress.” He scampered back into the woods and was gone. 
 
    To do what? If only she could be sure of him. “I hate this,” she said through gritted teeth. “It’s crazy. It isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it will,” Marta said. “Your man isn’t the kind to throw his life away. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    Marta’s confidence encouraged Kyla. She had to smile at the girl’s description of Alair as “your man.” Alair would never be anyone’s man but his own. 
 
    She had to know what was happening. The wind could tell her where the mindstealers were. 
 
    “Stay where you are and watch for trouble.” As she spoke, she took off her heavy pack and dropped it onto the ground. “I’m going to sing the wind. We may need its help. Ruffian, stay here and guard Marta.” 
 
    The dog wagged his tail in apparent understanding, but Marta, hands on hips, blocked the path. “Why must you go somewhere else to do that? We should stay together.” 
 
    Kyla felt her cheeks flush. Marta was right; they should not separate. Kyla admitted to herself what she could not confess to Marta: she feared the wind would refuse her. She wanted no witness to her failure. 
 
    “I concentrate better when no one else is near,” she said. “I won’t go far. If there’s trouble, scream.” 
 
    She hurried off. The trail wound upward through the pines and fallen rocks, and although she tried to keep her promise not to go far, she’d gone a considerable distance before she found a clear space, a wide spot between the trees large enough to offer the wind room to play. 
 
    Dried pine needles covered the ground; overhanging branches shaded much of the clearing. Though the air, unwarmed by the winter sun, was bitterly cold, she took off her cloak, spread it out, and knelt on it, shivering. 
 
    She tried to focus on the wind alone. When the cold and her own fears intruded, she pushed them aside, lifted her voice, and sang. She poured her soul into the song, coaxing, pleading, and murmuring love. 
 
    The wind, wearing its hostile pale blue color, came poking around her, prodding with faint tendrils as though exploring a stranger. Its color did not deepen; its icy fingers refused to warm. It plucked at her hair and chilled her face and hands. It swirled around the clearing, stirring up a flurry of broken needles, deepening their pungent scent. She threw her arms wide, tried to embrace it, cajole it. No use. It blew past her and was gone. The air fell still, brittle. Her song died away; she covered her face with her hands and wept. 
 
    After a while the cold drove her to her feet. She should not have tried this experiment. It shook her trust in Alair as her trust in Claid had been shaken. Now, when she needed all her wits about her, she was filled with doubt and fear. 
 
    She gathered up her cloak, shook it, brushed off the twigs and dirt. As she fastened it around herself, she heard a scream. 
 
    Marta! 
 
    She snatched her knife from its sheath and dashed toward the sound. If only she had heeded Marta’s warning and her own better sense! 
 
    It took too long to reach the outcrop. Kyla skidded to a halt by the sheltering rocks. The spot was deserted. Scuff marks in the ground and a chipped rock told of a struggle. 
 
    From farther down the trail a dog barked. Kyla raced in that direction. She nearly fell over something large and black blocking the path. She thought it was a rock until it moved, groaned. 
 
    Alair! Alair, curled into a fetal position, his black cloak crumpled beneath him. 
 
    She sheathed her knife, bent down, raised his head, stared at his face. 
 
    The vacant eyes, slack mouth, bleeding ears told her more than she wanted to know. Kyla lifted him to a sitting position so she could tuck his cloak around him. Again came the sound of furious barking. 
 
    “I have to leave. Marta needs me,” she told him, lowering him back to the ground. “I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    With a last worried glance at Alair, she ran toward Ruffian’s beacon of noise. 
 
    The dog bounded to meet her, spun around to urge her toward the place where they’d camped. Six mindstealers profaned the spot where she’d let Alair make love to her. In their midst she caught sight of Marta, frozen in place, mesmerized by the eyes of her captors. 
 
    Kyla drew her knife and hurled herself at the creatures. Shouting, she stabbed one and kicked another. Ruffian joined in the attack; he leaped, snarling, on the mindstealer in front of Marta, tore into its leathery flesh. It turned, fought the dog off. Marta screamed. 
 
    One creature sank its claws into Kyla’s knife arm. Another grabbed her by the throat. “Run, Marta,” she yelled. “Get away. Find Cl—” 
 
    The grip tightened around her throat, choking off her words. A third mindstealer grabbed her free arm, twisted it behind her back. Ruffian held two more at bay. The last one lunged at Marta, but Kyla saw her evade it and speed toward the trees. It let her go and turned back to help its fellows. The kick it aimed at Ruffian sent the dog scurrying after Marta. 
 
    The mindstealer strode toward Kyla. Twisting its mouth in a hideous rictus of a grin, it lifted clawless hands above its head in a victorious wave. Two brainstones hung in a sling around its waist. Lowering its arms, it patted one stone with its shortened fingers. “This time,” it wheezed, “wind witch cannot save mage friend. Join him. Make One stronger, more powerful.” 
 
    Wind witch! Kyla cringed at the irony. Her wind singing wouldn’t save them this time. 
 
    One of its companions fitted onto its maimed fingers the carved talons she’d seen before. While the others held her immobile, it positioned itself in front of her. Its glowing orange eyes sucked her into their depths. 
 
    Sharp pain pierced both ears. She shrieked. The pain exploded into her head. 
 
      
 
    A sound that might have been the rush of the wind surrounded her. No, it was more like the roar of the sea in a shell held to her ear. Or the rush of blood through her veins when she’d run a long distance. 
 
    Not a thought. A sound. Almost-music. It ebbed and became a slow plaintive crooning. Moments later it built to a thunderous roar. Again it subsided to a low hum, then surged again to a powerful crescendo. 
 
    If it were the wind, she should be able to understand it. She concentrated, listening intently. Yes, there was a message. 
 
    Life is One. One is life. Join the One. Serve us. 
 
    As she distinguished the words, she became aware of a faint scattered glimmering. Again she concentrated, and the lights grouped themselves and formed a mosaic of a thousand scenes. Rocks. Water. Canyon wall. Barren ground. Black figures, tall, thin, and spidery. Trees. Buildings. All in confused juxtaposition, shifting, changing, making no sense. 
 
    The music rose. DRAW, it urged. DRAW. 
 
    A mélange of messages bombarded her. Obeying the plea, she drew them in and tried to make sense of them. There were too many, crashing together, with no time to sort them out. 
 
    We must continue crossing big cut. Walk on rocks. Rocks hold back water. Climb to wide land. Good land, dry, full of food for bodies, minds for Core. Make stronger and wiser. Hurry! Cross, climb, run free, take minds, make eggs, increase, spread over whole land. 
 
    The music crashed to a shattering crescendo. SEND, it screamed at her. It was impossible to disobey. She could not endure the terrible pressure of the music. Without understanding them, she let the messages flow from her until the sound ebbed, returned to a low hum. 
 
    The reprieve didn’t last. New sensations stabbed like needles: disharmonic sounds, a wild babble. She must sift out the inconsequential, draw in the significant, and send it on. As she had done with the wind. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    <Hurt> <Pain> Men have rods that spit fire. We are falling. <Pain> We grow less. 
 
    Sudden understanding came to her. She knew what was happening to parts of the One. 
 
    SURGE, the music commanded as it built. SEND. 
 
    She sent, adding her own contribution to the messages surging through her. The rods that spit fire are guns. They kill. Stay back, away from them. Not all men have guns. Don’t go after ones who have them. 
 
    In another surge the music caught other messages, drew them in, joined them with hers. 
 
    DRAW. SURGE. SEND. The cycle repeated, and her thoughts became part of the surge and blended into the sending. 
 
    Hide from men with guns. Take men with no guns. Steal guns from men. Take more minds. Find more food. Make more eggs. Increase. Spread. 
 
    The kaleidoscope of images shifted again. Men. Guns. Dry shrubs. Cloudy sky. Falling snow. House. Wooden door. Man, woman, child. Brainstones. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Streets. Houses. People running. 
 
    An assault of sound: shouts, screams, the roar and shriek of a train. 
 
    <FEAR> Big animal. Breathes fire, smoke. Runs fast, no legs. Wheels. 
 
    The surge of messages and emotion was overwhelming. She had no choice but to send it on, weaving with it her own message of reassurance. 
 
    A train. Not an animal, a machine. Made by men. Men feed coal to make it run. It carries people, things to far places. The wheels run on tracks. It can go only where tracks go. It can’t hurt us if we stay away from tracks. We who get in front of it will end. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    The kaleidoscope of images shifted. Houses. Rooms. People. Grain. Animals. Honey. She tasted its golden sweetness. 
 
    Eat. Increase. Spread out, cover land. 
 
    She was getting the hang of it, falling into the pattern of draw, surge, send. It grew automatic, as it had with the sewing machines in the workhouse. This was easier, really. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Poison. Food is poison. It will make us smaller. 
 
    SURGE. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Use guns. Shoot other parts of us. 
 
    SURGE. 
 
    SEND? 
 
    Food is poison. We shoot our parts. 
 
    The message was wrong. She hesitated. Should she pass it on? The normal, expected messages also flowed in. Pass everything on? What should she do? The rhythm faltered, the pattern changed. She tried frantically to find and send the messages that fit the pattern she’d learned. 
 
    We are one. Eat. Take minds. Grow more parts. 
 
    The pattern shifted. She drew one strong message that did not fit yet could not be suppressed. 
 
    We run. Run from people. Take guns. Shoot guns. Become smaller. 
 
    Hold. Ebb. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Not one. Many parts. I. I am not a part. I am I.. 
 
    DRAW. SURGE. 
 
    All. Join all. 
 
    SEND. 
 
    All joined. We are one. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Not one. Not we. I. You. Many. 
 
    Pause. Ebb. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    One. Join one. 
 
    Run. Separate. 
 
    One. Together. 
 
    I am. I am not a part. I am I. 
 
    Join all. 
 
    Not a part. I. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Not all. Not parts. Not One mind. Many minds. I. I am. I am Alair. I am Alair the mage. 
 
    Pause. Ebb. 
 
    Alair? 
 
    Who? 
 
    We. One. Join. 
 
    No. Not we. Not one. I. Who? Claid? 
 
    Claid. Alair. Not one. Who? Who am I? 
 
    Kyla? 
 
    Kyla? I? Not all? Kyla. I. 
 
    Kyla. No. Not here. 
 
    Here. Where is here? 
 
    The mind. Mindstealers took me. You too? No! Claid. Ordered to protect you. Where is Claid? 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Mindstealers? 
 
    SURGE. SEND. 
 
    Parts of one. All. 
 
    <confusion> <separation> No. Not parts. I? 
 
    Kyla. You are Kyla. I am Alair. 
 
    Kyla. I am. I am Kyla. 
 
    Yes. You are Kyla. 
 
    Not parts? Not together? 
 
    Not parts. Mindstealers. They kill. Remember. 
 
    <pain> I remember. <sorrow> 
 
    Where is Claid? 
 
    Claid. Not here. 
 
    No, not in the mind. He should be channeling power. I can’t sense him. Deserted again. Put you in danger. I ordered him to protect you. 
 
    I knew the danger. I wanted to be with you. Claid had to keep Marta safe. He couldn’t protect us both. 
 
    He could have. This happened the other time. He grabbed the chance to get free. I’ll get you out of this. Define yourself. Think separately from the One. Don’t let it swallow you. 
 
    She had been swallowed, drowned in the group mind, until his call pulled her out. Sorting the bewildering mosaic brought by many eyes, making sense of its elements, reacting to them—these processes challenged her. Her mind demanded its role in directing the units to work together no matter how widely apart they might spread. The pattern must not be broken. 
 
    Think, Kyla. Think for yourself. Don’t help the mindstealers. Break the pattern. 
 
    Messages poured in. She had to pass them on, had to add her wisdom to the knowledge of the all. Her surge strengthened the all, helped our parts grow and spread. 
 
    Kyla. Help me, not them. Listen to my message and pass it on. Not parts. Enemies. Destroy. Mind thieves. Separate. Destroy. 
 
    The message was strong. It overrode the ebb and flow of the other sendings. It broke the hypnotic rhythm that kept her a part of a thinking machine. 
 
    DRAW. SURGE. SEND. 
 
    She passed the message on, spreading confusion, division. 
 
    Good girl. We’re doing it. Keep sending. 
 
    No all. No one. Separate. Destroy. 
 
    She drew in, sent on. The rhythm grew erratic. The resonance changed to inharmonic clatter, like the sewing room when some machines stopped and others moved at different speeds. Connections broke, sections shut down. She felt the fraying mind try frantically to reassert the steady flow. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    All. All joined. 
 
    One. One mind, many parts. 
 
    Together, all together. 
 
    Not one. Many. Separate. 
 
    SURGE. SEND. 
 
    <confusion> Not one. Separate. <fear> What to do? <pain> <helplessness> 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Act together. One mind. Not separate. All one. 
 
    Kyla. Alair. 
 
    SURGE. 
 
    <memories> <hurt> 
 
    Alair. You lied. I couldn’t—couldn’t sing the wind. You said I’d be able to, that it wouldn’t matter that we made love. It did. 
 
    No, Kyla. I wouldn’t—I didn’t lie. Not about that. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    Join. 
 
    Take minds. Strengthen One. 
 
    Together. Act together. 
 
    SURGE. SEND. 
 
    All one. Join together. 
 
    Kyla, hear me. You are Kyla. Your mind is separate. 
 
    Not joined. You lied. Together. We are one. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    I didn’t lie. Your fear kept you from singing the wind. Not our love, Kyla. Only your mistrust. And fear. Don’t let your fear destroy you. 
 
    DRAW. 
 
    All join. Take many minds. Strengthen One. 
 
    SURGE. 
 
    Kyla, hear me. Don’t let yourself be destroyed. Kyla, separate yourself. You are a windspeaker. You haven’t lost your power. Kyla, trust me. You must. I love you. 
 
    <love?> 
 
    <love> 
 
    <POWER!> 
 
    Claid? 
 
    {Claid is here, master.} 
 
    At last! 
 
    DRAW-snap. 
 
    <love!> 
 
    I. I am. I am Alair. 
 
    I. I am. I am Kyla. 
 
    <POWER> 
 
    SEND. 
 
    I. I am. I am. 
 
    The message rang out from several sections of mind. The visual mosaic fractured into a collage of confusion. Mindstealers fought one another. Scenes shifted, rocked, spun, as the owners of the eyes ran madly, some in circles, some leaping, jinking, slamming into trees and rocks. Mindstealers plunged mindlessly down hillsides, crashed against the sides of houses. Some shot the guns they’d stolen, not aiming, firing at anything, even at themselves and each other. 
 
    <confusion> <no thought> <fear> <empty> 
 
    <love> 
 
    Scenes winked out; blind spots appeared in the fragmented mosaic, transforming it into splotches of motion and color among swaths of black. Those swaths spread, the tiny fragments of color grew fewer, and the views more bizarre, a thousand disparate nightmares. 
 
    The dizzying visions confused her. If only she could shut them out, and along with them the voices crying, begging for identities lost long ago. 
 
    I. I am. Who? 
 
    Who am I? Why? 
 
    Why? 
 
    I must die. The message flooded through her. Shut down. Rest. Sleep. 
 
    Yes, sleep. She was so tired. Time to rest, to shut down. No more messages. No more DRAW-SURGE-SEND. Find peace. Die. 
 
    Kyla. Break out of the path. Hurry! 
 
    Alair’s thought pounded through the loop, stronger than the snatches of alien memories bombarding her, stronger than the longing for death. 
 
    Alair? Help me. I don’t know how to break free. I hear so many voices. They all want to die. 
 
    They’re remembering their separate identities. They sense the deaths of their bodies. They know what they were turned into by being trapped here. They long for release, and they’ll find it. But not you, Kyla. You have a body to return to. You can’t shut down. I love you. 
 
    Die. Sleep. I die. 
 
    No, Kyla. Fight it. Break the pattern! Focus on one thing, something important to you. Concentrate on that thing. Build an image of it and don’t let it go. Take in every detail of it and hang on to it until Claid gets you out of here. 
 
    Help her, Claid. 
 
    Would he? Claid couldn’t be trusted. He—no, don’t think about that. Think of something else. What? What was important to her? 
 
    The wind, but she couldn’t bear to remember its desertion. Nothing else came to her, and the wailing voices were overpowering, driving her into the sleep from which she would not awaken. 
 
    {Books} 
 
    The books, Kyla. Think of your books. 
 
    Her twelve books. Her father’s library. Foreign to the central mind, they were important to her. They’d been even more important to Claid. Yes, she’d think of the books. 
 
    The effort was disorienting, painful. She had to shut out the press of incoming messages, the alarmed sendings. She had to isolate herself, to concentrate on the books. 
 
    She pictured them, not stuffed into her pack, but arranged neatly on the shelf in her parents’ home, their leather bindings softened with lanolin, the titles embossed in gold. She inhaled again the rich smell of the leather, the oily aroma of the preserving lanolin. 
 
    She placed herself before the shelf and examined each volume in turn. Her finger measured the width of the first book, traced the smoothness of the soft vellum. She read the title: A History of Those Wonderful Beasts, Bothe Natural and Unnatural, That Do Run Or Walk Or Creep Upon the Land Or Do Flie Through the Aire or Do Swim in the Waters of the Seas. She had marveled over that book as a child, imagining encounters with the fabulous beasts depicted in loving detail in words and sketches. She’d accepted the reality of every creature catalogued by the ancient author; later she learned that most of the wondrous fauna existed only in that author’s fertile imagination. 
 
    Smiling, she passed on to the second, more practical volume: Techniques of Animal Husbandry. She suspected that her father had placed those two books together, fat volume and slender tome, so the practical treatise on the care of farm animals provided a counterpoise to the first book’s flights of zoological fantasy. 
 
    Third came A Compendium of Herbal Remedies for Common Complaints, a book well worn from her mother’s frequent use of it to treat the ailments of family and neighbors. A smell of herbs clung to it from her mother’s hands, fragrant with fresh-cut leaves and blossoms. 
 
    Fourth was The Path to Worth and Spiritual Wealth. That book had been hard to understand. Her father had urged her to read it with great care, but she always had the feeling she was missing the major part of its message. 
 
    I remember that book. The thought stood out from the background cacophony. 
 
    Who? 
 
    I—I was—Who? 
 
    Vahan Cren? 
 
    I—yes, I remember that name. I was Vahan Cren. 
 
    Father! 
 
    Who? 
 
    Kyla. Oh, Father, you’re here! After so many years! 
 
    How long? 
 
    Seven years. 
 
    Too long. A different voice. Softer. Weary. 
 
    Mother? 
 
    Kyla? Thank you, daughter. You’ve brought us peace at last. 
 
    I knew you’d find your power someday. 
 
    Is it true then, Father, that you were a mage? 
 
    Long ago, daughter. The power your mother and I once had has passed now to you. 
 
    No, father. I’m a windspeaker. It was Alair’s power that freed you, not mine. 
 
    Alair. Son of Samnor and Lumi. His power would be great. But yours should be no less. 
 
    Now we shall all sleep in peace—her mother’s voice—knowing our children have fulfilled their destiny. The One mind is shattered and the mindstealers are destroyed. 
 
    Sleep, hundreds of voices echoed and fell silent. 
 
    Not you, Kyla. You and I must finish the task and return to our bodies. 
 
    She was so weary. Peace, her parents had said. She wanted peace. 
 
    Let me sleep. 
 
    Focus! Focus again on the books. For me, Kyla. 
 
    For Alair. The books. Think of the rest of the books. Picture the bookshelf again. What book had been in fifth place? 
 
    The answer refused to come. She was too tired. She only wanted sleep. 
 
    Her father’s voice, faint now, supplied the answer. The Art of Making Fine Wine. 
 
    She remembered. Her father had put that book to good use when he’d been paid for his scribal work with baskets of Noster Valley’s best grapes. She could taste the rich fruity flavor of the deep red wine her father had proudly poured for her in celebration of her twelfth birthday. Not long after that the mindstealers had—but she must not think about that. The books. Keep to the books. 
 
    Sixth was one she’d often puzzled over but never understood: The Meaning and Hidden Significance of All Colours With Special Attention to Those of the Skye Bow. She who so easily read the meaning of the wind’s colors was baffled by the book’s odd interpretations and long discourses on the symbolism of colors. 
 
    There’s more to that one than you can imagine, daughter. Her father’s voice, fading into sleep. Find the pattern. His final thought. 
 
    {The books, mistress} 
 
    Think of the books, Kyla. 
 
    She concentrated again on the shelf. Seventh? That was the slim, dark red collection of The Poems of Tarant of Helpret That He Wrote on Divers Subjekts and Dedicated to Mistress Filene with Chaste Honour and Respekt. She chuckled at the memory of Dannel’s horrified reaction to the badly written poems. 
 
    Except Dannel wasn’t real. It was Alair, speaking through him, reciting his own poetry to me, making me fall in love with him. 
 
    Alair! The image of the books dissolved. She cast about for his presence, found herself alone, horribly alone. She could see nothing, hear nothing, feel nothing. All sensation had gone. Her mind screamed out to Alair. He did not answer. It was as though she was locked in a small tight prison. Her mind knew nothing beyond itself. 
 
    Was this death? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    LOST 
 
      
 
    The sudden return of sensation brought such agony that Kyla lost consciousness again. She awoke to the seeping cold of the hard ground beneath her back. Heaviness in her limbs made movement impossible. The fiery ache in her ears and the pounding in her head told her she was, after all, alive. 
 
    Not only alive, but in a body again. She had forgotten the familiar feel of the blood coursing through her veins, the regular beat of her heart, the twitching of nerves, the small muscle contractions that go on all the time beneath the normal level of awareness. Her stomach growled. An itch between her shoulder blades tormented her. Her mouth was dry, her nose stuffy. A body is such an uncomfortable thing. But, oh, how good it is to be back in mine! 
 
    With some effort she got her eyes open and struggled with the strangeness of confronting only a single scene. Her surroundings were a vast blur. It was some time before she could focus enough to recognize Marta bending over her. 
 
    Marta’s lips were moving, but Kyla could hear nothing. Marta’s worried expression, though, was plain to read. Kyla wanted to reassure her. She tried to speak, but nothing came out. Marta lifted her head, put a canteen to her lips, and held it while Kyla drank. It was hard to swallow, and most of the water dribbled down her chin and neck. Marta wiped the water away and let Kyla try again. She got a little more the second time, tried to say, “Thanks,” felt her lips move but could not tell whether any sound came out. 
 
    Marta eased her back onto the ground and straightened. Kyla saw her speak to someone near her. He stepped closer. Claid. 
 
    Claid bent down, scooped her into his arms, and set her on her feet. She tried to protest that she couldn’t possibly stand. 
 
    She could not speak, but she could stand. Strength was flowing back into her body and her muscles were again responding to her commands. Claid put his hands over her ears, and when he pulled them away, she could hear. 
 
    The sudden rush of sound had to be sorted out, words separated from the background noise of birdcalls and bare branches rattling in the wind. 
 
    “Kyla, I’ve been frantic with worry,” Marta was saying. “Please tell me you’re all right.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “I think I am. It … it’s been an eerie experience. I—Where’s Alair?" 
 
    The question was greeted with an ominous silence. Marta looked at Claid, who gazed off toward the hills. 
 
    Kyla’s dizziness returned. She clutched at Marta for support. “What’s happened?” she gasped. 
 
    “I don’t know, mistress,” Claid answered, not meeting her gaze. “I have his mind here.” He patted a brainstone in a net hanging from a cord tied around his waist the way the mindstealers carried them. “But I can’t find his body.” 
 
    Kyla couldn’t believe what she heard. “Why aren’t you searching for it?” 
 
    “He hasn’t had time,” Marta answered. “He kept me safe, and he had to rescue your minds from that awful place.” She shuddered, a faraway look coming into her eyes. 
 
    “I did what I could to feed power to you both while you were in the central mind,” Claid said. “I couldn’t reach you to let you know I was there until the mind began to fragment. My master ordered me to restore you as quickly as possible. I had to do that before I could restore him. I did send Ruffian out to hunt. He hasn’t come back, so maybe he’s found Alair and is guarding him.” 
 
    Kyla’s stomach churned. Claid was hiding something. “I left him lying alongside the trail when I came to help Marta and got captured. Would he have wandered off on his own? Did you look there for him?” 
 
    “Yes, mistress. He was gone.” He hesitated and added, “I don’t think he wandered away by himself. I saw the tracks of mindstealers.” 
 
    “But they’d already taken his mind.” Kyla grabbed Claid’s hand. “They wanted to kill him. You knew that. Claid, where is he? Use your power.” 
 
    “Mistress, my power is of little use. I can find a living person easily enough, but not an empty shell, whether animate or—” 
 
    “You can follow the tracks of the mindstealers,” she snapped. “Go!” 
 
    He bowed and ran off into the winter gloom. 
 
    For the first time Kyla took note of her surroundings. She and Marta were in the foothills in a small depression encircled by bare-limbed trees. Their packs were beside them along with wood for a fire, though, cold as it was, no fire had been lit. Kyla couldn’t guess the time of day. The clouds hung low, hiding the sun, and their dull gray color presaged snow. The foothills gave way to mountains bristling with pine and spruce, their snow-covered tops scraping the clouds. 
 
    “How long has it been since the mindstealers took us?” Kyla asked. 
 
    “A day and a half.” 
 
    Not long, but Kyla wasn’t comforted. She felt a deep chill that had nothing to do with the weather. A day was long enough to—“I’ve got to find Alair.” 
 
    “Claid is looking for him. You should rest. Here, I’ll start a fire, and—” 
 
    “Marta, stop fussing over me. I’m all right, and I can’t stay here and do nothing while Alair is missing.” 
 
    “It’s going to snow,” Marta objected. “We need to find shelter and make camp. It’s too open here. If you feel strong enough, we should do that while Claid is hunting Alair.” 
 
    “You’re as bad as Claid,” Kyla said. “What do you know that you haven’t told me?” 
 
    “Nothing!” The answer was too quick, too emphatic. 
 
    “You’re lying.” Kyla hurled the accusation at Marta and snatched up her pack. “I’m going.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    At Marta’s word, Kyla eased the heavy pack back to the ground and gave her friend an impatient scowl. “Well?” 
 
    “It’s just—” Marta hesitated, reached into her pack, and pulled out a small object. “Claid found this near where Alair’s body had been.” She held it out to Kyla. 
 
    It was a bone talon, its sharp tip stained with blood. The mindstealer she’d mutilated had used those talons on her. After taking Alair’s mind. After she’d left Alair’s body by the trail. It must have returned later to find the body and … 
 
    She ran, not bothering to pick up the pack. She crashed through brush and dodged rocks and roots, calling for Claid, for Ruffian, even, hopelessly, for Alair. No one answered. She sprinted on as though fellcats were chomping at her heels. 
 
    She ran downhill, away from the mountains, the hills, the trees, not by any conscious decision but because she could run farther and faster in that direction. Snow began falling, only a few flakes at first, but it built quickly to a thick, blinding swirl. Her face ached until the freezing cold numbed it. Her steps slowed. She rubbed her eyes and strained to see through the white curtain. Ahead of her the fallen snow ended abruptly, interrupted by a black divide. She moved cautiously to that precipice and gazed down into Rim Canyon. 
 
    At the sound of footsteps behind her, she shouted, “Stop! The canyon!” She stretched out her arms, and Marta blundered into one. Only Kyla’s desperate backward twist kept them both from plunging over the edge. 
 
    They fell into the snow and clung to each other, shaking from their narrow escape. Rising from the chasm below came a dog’s mournful howl. 
 
    Kyla jumped to her feet. “Ruffian!” she screamed. “Ruffian, where are you?” 
 
    With Marta clutching her ankles, she hung over the edge and called again and again. Snow veiled the canyon, but the barking sounded nearer. With Marta’s help Kyla edged back from the brink and crouched, waiting until out of the whiteness a black shape emerged, and a tongue licked her frostbitten face. 
 
    She clasped the trembling dog to her, brushed the snow from his coat. “Did you find him, boy?” she asked. “Is he down there?” 
 
    Ruffian whined and licked her again. 
 
    “I think he did,” she said to Marta. “I’ve got to get down.” 
 
    “If he fell …” 
 
    “I have to know.” 
 
    “You can’t go down in this storm. You can’t see, and the rocks will be slick with ice.” 
 
    “Ruffian will lead me. You stay here and call for Claid. Tell him where I’ve gone.” 
 
    “I can’t let you try that alone. It’s suicide.” 
 
    “In that case, why should we both die? Stay here.” Kyla clasped Ruffian’s neck. “You’ve got to lead me down, boy. I’m depending on you.” 
 
    Marta made no further argument. The dog whimpered but eased himself over the canyon’s edge. Kyla followed and found footing on a narrow shelf, made more precarious, as Marta had predicted, by a coating of ice. Her bulky cloak imperiled her balance. She shrugged it off, handed it up to Marta, ignoring Marta’s wailed prophecy, “You’ll die of cold.” 
 
    Clinging to the canyon wall with one hand while the other clutched Ruffian’s tail, she inched along after the dog. Ruffian stopped her by pressing his flank against her, waited until she stopped shaking, and guided her in a terrifying drop to a ledge below. 
 
    The snow decreased as they descended, and Kyla could see her immediate surroundings, though the gloom prevented a view of the canyon floor. 
 
    The descent must have taken hours. How she kept going, Kyla never knew. Had Ruffian not shielded her with his body, she would have fallen many times. She was so numb and exhausted, she only knew they’d reached level ground when she stumbled over a rock and fell, and her outflung arms encountered frozen soil. 
 
    Ruffian nudged her, his nose like a broken icicle. She got her arms around him and hauled herself to her feet. “Are we almost there, boy?” she asked in a voice hoarse with cold. 
 
    He grunted and moved forward, and she dragged her weary feet after him step by agonizing step. 
 
    Ruffian stopped by something dark and cold. Kyla bent, felt cloth, and beneath it, what might have been rock or icy ground but was not. Kyla didn’t need Ruffian’s howls to know that her groping fingers explored a broken corpse. She was almost grateful that the darkness prevented her seeing the shattered remains. She rocked back on her heels and her cry joined Ruffian’s. 
 
    She felt the weight of a cloak wrapped around her; someone chafed her frostbitten face and hands. “I’ll build a fire,” a voice said. “I’ve found a niche formed by leaning boulders. We’ll get you into it and warmed.” 
 
    She was lifted and carried into a place where the wind no longer ravaged her, laid gently against supporting rock. Ruffian huddled beside her, warming her. A light flared, flames burst up with a bright glow. She shut her eyes against the glare. 
 
    The heat restored feeling to her abused flesh, and with the return of sensation came pain. Her face and hands burned, her muscles ached, and raw agony lined her throat. But the physical misery was nothing compared to the hurt in her heart when memory returned. 
 
    Alair was dead. He’d succeeded in his wild scheme to destroy the mindstealers, but his brave act had cost his life. She hid her face in Ruffian’s thick fur and wept. 
 
    She became aware of Claid hunkered beside her. “It’s your fault,” she sobbed. “He was right about you all along. You were supposed to keep him safe. Did you hide under a rock again?” 
 
    “Mistress, I was looking after you and Marta, keeping you safe while the mindstealers rampaged.” His voice was low and filled with sadness. 
 
    She lifted her face and glared at him through her tears. “With your power, you could have protected us all. You deliberately abandoned him.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I swear to you, mistress, I did not. The chains that bind me to Alair’s service also limit me. Free, I could have saved all of you. Bound, I had to choose. I followed Alair’s orders and protected you, though I risked my own hope of freedom by doing so. Remember, he had promised to set me free.” 
 
    She studied his face. His eyes, a deep violet in the firelight, met her gaze without flinching. He looked sincere, devastated by her accusations, but— 
 
    “You didn’t trust him to keep that promise. You thought I’d be more likely to free you than Alair would.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, mistress. I knew that Alair could free me, and I was sure that at your insistence he would do so. Though you’ve loosened the chain, I doubt that you have the power or the knowledge to dissolve it.” He stood and poked at the fire with a long stick. 
 
    She had no strength to argue further. “How will we get him up, out of the canyon?” she asked dully. 
 
    “Better not to try,” Claid said. “We can lay him out properly and build a cairn of stones over him right here. This canyon was the greatest work of the mages before him; it will be a fitting sepulcher.” 
 
    “I’ll help.” She pulled herself to her feet, but stumbled when she tried to walk. 
 
    “I can do it, mistress,” Claid said, taking her arm, steadying her. “You stay here by the fire. Keep warm and try to rest.” 
 
    As he eased her down, the firelight illumined the brainstone hung at his waist. 
 
    “Wait! You have his mind.” Kyla pointed to the stone. “It lives. Use your power to heal his body, then restore his mind to give him back his life.” 
 
    Claid placed his hand on the brainstone. “Mistress, I can heal ills, but I cannot raise the dead. This mind can’t be restored to a corpse. To attempt it would cause the death of the mind as well.” 
 
    Kyla could not respond, only watch him slip away. She slumped against Ruffian. Claid had lied about so many things, had so much more power than he acknowledged. He could be lying now, but how could she know? How could she force him to do anything without Alair’s authority behind her command? She knew nothing about controlling a Dire Lord. Alair should have told her more. 
 
    Her strength depleted, she felt utterly helpless. In a stupor she curled around Ruffian and absorbed the dog’s warmth. Her ears picked up the sounds of Claid’s return and his words to her, but her brain refused to invest the sounds with meaning. Only when he lifted her and shook her did she waken to the urgency in his voice. 
 
    “Mistress, we must find a way to get you out of this canyon and rejoin Marta. I left her with a fire but alone and armed only with her knife.” 
 
    Marta! In her grief she’d forgotten Marta. Of course they had to get back to her right away. The mindstealers were gone, but other dangers abounded, not the least of which was the blizzard that had been raging above. 
 
    “I found a cave for her to shelter in.” Claid must have read Kyla’s thoughts. “She’s safe from the cold and from wild beasts while the fire lasts.” 
 
    “How long will that be?” 
 
    He frowned. “Not much past dawn, I’d say.” 
 
    “How near is that?” Kyla had lost all sense of time. 
 
    “About two hours away, mistress.” 
 
    If she could somehow manage the perilous climb at night, Kyla knew it would take far more than two hours. “You’ll have to get us out of the canyon,” she insisted. 
 
    “I can easily get myself out, but I have no way to carry you out.” 
 
    “You can carry me out the same way you carried Ruffian across the canyon. When you turned yourself into a whatever-it-was.” 
 
    “A pterosaur, mistress, is a creature that can only function in the warmth of the sun. I cannot make that transformation on this cold night.” 
 
    “Then change to something else. You have the power.” 
 
    “I know of nothing strong enough to lift both you and Ruffian and carry you all the way up out of this canyon at night against the wind.” 
 
    Although she was certain he was lying, her pain dulled her anger. She said only, “Go to Marta, then, and keep her safe. I’ll sleep here until daybreak, and when it’s light enough I’ll make the climb.” 
 
    “Mistress, even by day you’ll court death by attempting that ascent.” 
 
    “Ruffian will help me. He got me down here.” 
 
    Claid stroked his chin and regarded her with eyes full of concern. “My master would never approve.” 
 
    “Your master is gone,” she snapped, her eyes brimming with sudden tears. “You won’t help me. Who but Ruffian can I count on? What choice do I have?” 
 
    “You can call on the wind to carry you and the dog.” 
 
    Kyla turned her face away. “The wind won’t hear me.” 
 
    “The wind blows strong outside this shelter,” Claid persisted. “I think it seeks you.” 
 
    “Even if it heard my song, you’ve said yourself that the wind’s direction is wrong. It couldn’t lift me.” 
 
    “As a windspeaker you have the power to change the wind’s direction. You’ve done it before. I’ve brought you your cloak, and I’ve renewed the power it holds.” 
 
    “I can’t ride the wind tonight. Go to Marta. I’ll manage the climb. Maybe the cloak will help with that. Watch for me.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress. But the cloak holds more power than you think. It is made to soak up power as a sponge soaks up water.” He added sticks to the fire, then left the shelter and vanished into the night. 
 
    She hadn’t believed he’d actually leave her. Eager to get back to Marta, Kyla thought bitterly. Marta makes no demands of him. I never told her what he is. 
 
    Will he lie with her? Has he already? What effect can that have on her—having sex with a Dire Lord? 
 
    Maybe no worse than having it with a mage. 
 
    She couldn’t dwell on these thoughts—she lacked the strength. Rolled up in her cloak, she tried to sleep, but the memory of Alair haunted her. She could not repel the image of him as she had first seen him and as she had seen him last, helpless, mindless. In that condition he had fallen to his death. 
 
    He wasn’t dead though. His mind, the powerful mind that saved her from being absorbed into the One, still lived in the brainstone Claid carried. He had saved her; he hadn’t been able to save himself. With no body to return to, the mind was useless. She suspected that it could not survive long in that stone prison. A few days, maybe a week. They could find some other body, some living victim of the mindstealers, and put Alair’s mind into it. In a different body he might not seem the same person, but he would still have his mage powers. 
 
    She recalled how he had animated his housekeeper and Dannel. The thought of the housekeeper made her shudder, but Dannel … Could Alair’s mind be made to animate Dannel again? 
 
    They knew where Dannel was. They wouldn’t have to go on a long hunt, as they might for a mindstealer’s living victim. They’d only have to reach Starwind Peak. 
 
    She thought of what Claid had said about the wind seeking her. Maybe it would respond to her song. 
 
    She had to find out. Calling Ruffian to her side, she skirted the fire and went out into the wind. 
 
    It swooped down on her. She steeled herself against its force. Not far away loomed a large mound of stones. The cairn Claid had built to entomb Alair. She fought the wind to reach it, press herself against its rough contours. 
 
    “You were a stubborn, aggravating man, but I miss you terribly,” she said to the cold, unresponsive stone. “You withheld the power of magic from most of a country, and whether you were right or wrong I guess I’ll never know. You did keep the mindstealers contained, and you gave your life to destroy them. You had so much courage—help me to have a little. I mean to save you if I can. You promised I’d still be able to windspeak.” The bittersweet memory of their single night of love choked off her words. 
 
    Ruffian pawed at her arm. Kyla pushed herself away from the unresponsive stones. 
 
    She spread her cloak, the cloak that Claid said held renewed power. I’ll need every bit of that power. She took Ruffian into her lap, held him tightly, and sang to the wind. 
 
    Her breath clouded the frigid air. She sang a new song, shaped by the memory of Alair’s body, warm and alive, pressed against hers, a song vibrant with the rhythm of their lovemaking, filled with all her passion and longing. 
 
    With an eager rush the wind swirled around her. The billowing cloak lifted. Her arms locked around Ruffian, Kyla shut her eyes and soared upward in a triumphant spiral until the sting of snow against her face alerted her that she had left the canyon. 
 
    “Here, mistress, down here!” 
 
    At Claid’s call she opened her eyes and strained to see. In the darkness a light flared, revealing Claid waving frantically below her. 
 
    Her song changed: it softened and pled. In response, the wind gentled and wafted downward, bringing her to rest on a snowdrift not far from Claid. She comforted the trembling dog and let Claid help her to her feet, shake out her cloak, and wrap it around her. 
 
    “I’ll take you to Marta,” he said, and she noted the pride in his voice.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Bring Marta here,” she said. “And our packs. Hurry!” 
 
    Claid loped off, leaving her shivering in a snowdrift. She thought of the light he had conjured and the time he had lied and said he lacked that ability. She wouldn’t tell him about her plan for Dannel. Not yet. 
 
    Clutching her cloak about her, she considered the significance of her ride out of the canyon. Alair hadn’t lied, after all. She could still sing the wind. 
 
    Claid returned with the packs slung over his shoulder and Marta in tow. Marta slogged through the snow to embrace Kyla. “I’ve been so worried,” she said. “Did you find—” 
 
    “He’s dead. Didn’t Claid tell you?” Kyla took off her cloak and spread it on the snow. “Get on. We’re going to Starwind Peak.” As she spoke, she dug a blanket from the pack and wrapped it around herself to replace the cloak. 
 
    The destination she’d announced meant little to Marta, but Claid raised his brows. She glared at him. “We haven’t much time,” she said to squelch his questions. “Claid, I’ll need power for this. I want to get there before daybreak.” 
 
    Motioning Marta to a seat on the cloak, Kyla sat beside her and took the long-suffering Ruffian into her lap. “Make yourself tiny,” she ordered Claid. “Let Marta hold you.” 
 
    For once he didn’t argue, merely shrank to the size of a small doll and slipped into Marta’s lap. “Ready, mistress,” piped a tiny voice. 
 
    Again Kyla sang the wind, her song less erotic, more commanding. The wind swooped them up and carried them aloft as smoothly as it ever had. Pelted by snow, stung by needles of ice, Kyla could not call the journey comfortable, but she marveled at how meekly the wind accepted the guidance of her song. 
 
    Perhaps it was not her song, but Claid’s power that kept them afloat on the mage-cloak. Nevertheless, she meant to reach Starwind Peak before dawn brought a change in the wind. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    MAGE MIND 
 
      
 
    A tinge of rose crept into the eastern sky. “Hurry, oh, hurry!” Kyla sang, and the wind obliged, sweeping them along like a leaf caught in a gale. 
 
    Stiff with cold, Kyla grew too hoarse to sing. She held on to Ruffian and to the cloak with fingers that seemed frozen in place. Starwind Peak loomed in front of them, high and white. The wind lofted them into air too thin to breathe, swooped down, and dropped them into the snow piled around Alair’s house. The sun’s rim appeared above the eastern horizon. The wind snuffled about them, and, as if in anger and disdain, hurled blasts of snow at them. 
 
    Unable to move, Kyla shivered uncontrollably. Had she come so far only to die of cold? Ruffian lay unmoving in her lap and Marta was collapsed beside her. 
 
    “Claid,” Kyla whispered. “Help us!” 
 
    A diminutive figure crept out of Marta’s embrace. He soared to towering height, stooped, lifted Kyla and tucked her under a huge arm, and from that uncomfortable upside-down position she watched him gather Marta under the other arm, wrap Ruffian in the cloak, and lift the dog in his hands. His mighty legs stamped through the snow, jarring Kyla with every step. He kicked the drifts away from Alair’s front door, clearing the entranceway. At a word from him, the door swung inward. Kyla was set down and Marta and Ruffian deposited beside her, while Claid reduced himself to human size. With his help Kyla stood and staggered inside. He brought Marta in and returned for Ruffian. 
 
    The house was cold and dark, unwelcoming in its master’s absence. Its closed and lonely smell made Kyla sneeze twice. Remembering Claid’s warning about sneezes, she stifled a third. They’d had all the trouble she could bear. 
 
    Dully she let Claid take off her pack, remove the wet blanket beneath it, and install her in a chair by the empty fireplace. Ruffian curled up on the floor by her feet. In a dreamlike state she watched Claid seat Marta in the other fireside chair. She was grateful for the blankets he brought from the bedrooms and tucked around her and Marta but couldn’t react. 
 
    Claid said, “I’ll get a fire going.” 
 
    Marta slumped in her chair, her eyes closed, her breathing shallow. Kyla couldn’t muster the energy to worry about her. Claid would take care of her. Claid would take care of them all. 
 
    Alair had left a supply of wood in his woodbin; from beneath drooping eyelids Kyla watched Claid arrange it in the fireplace. Though the fire roared into life at his command, it was some time before the room lost its chill, longer still before Kyla’s icy limbs regained feeling and the ability to move. She basked in the warmth, her mind closed to troubling thoughts. 
 
    Claid left the room and returned in a short time, bringing a tray that held steaming bowls of soup. He gave one to Kyla and set one on the floor for Ruffian, who lapped it gingerly, his tongue curling and uncurling as it touched the hot liquid. Kyla took the bowl away and blew on it until it cooled enough for the hungry dog to eat. Claid cupped Marta’s hands around the third bowl and lifted a spoonful of soup to her mouth. Marta ate what he fed her without moving or opening her eyes. Kyla reasoned that if Marta could eat, she must be conscious. She would soon recover. 
 
    The aroma of herbs and vegetables and beef awakened Kyla’s appetite. How long had it been since she had last eaten? The soup was delicious; she hadn’t suspected Claid of knowing how to cook. She ate eagerly, had almost finished before she allowed her awakening mind to recall what this scene reminded her of. 
 
    She’d sat by this blazing fire before, recovered from the punishing cold, and had her hunger satisfied. Dannel, not Claid, had ministered to her needs then. 
 
    Dannel! At the thought of the wooden statue in the pantry, she set down her bowl. It was time to tell Claid her plan. 
 
    “Claid, Dannel was like a living being when Alair animated him. I didn’t know he wasn’t a real man. If Alair could live in part in Dannel, couldn’t he live in him entirely? Couldn’t we transfer Alair’s mind into Dannel?” 
 
    Claid took the empty bowl from Marta’s hands and put it back on the tray before turning toward Kyla. He gazed at her, stroking his chin, and finally said, “Is this why we came here, mistress? I don’t think a mind can dwell in wood. But I suppose we could try.” 
 
    Kyla threw off her blankets and stood. “We must. What other chance does Alair have?” 
 
    Kyla glanced at Marta. She remained in her stupor, but her color and breathing had improved. Kyla judged it safe to leave her for a short while. “Let’s get him,” she said to Claid. 
 
    Claid led the way to the kitchen. Kyla opened the pantry door and found the wooden statue propped in front of the shelves as she’d seen it before. She dragged it into the kitchen. It stood lifeless and dull in the big, drafty room. The stove Claid must have lit to prepare their meal had already grown cold. 
 
    The cheerless room depressed Kyla. She shuddered and put a restraining arm on Claid’s hand as he reached for the brainstone. “Let’s take him into the sitting room first.” 
 
    He nodded and effortlessly picked up the statue, carrying it as he might a log for the fire. She snatched up a large wooden spoon and trailed after him through a dark hall and into the room where Marta and Ruffian waited. Ruffian looked up when they entered and thumped his tail on the floor. Marta was asleep and did not waken when Claid stood the statue near her chair. The terrifying ride through freezing air must have sapped both strength and spirit. Kyla started to ask Claid to administer his healing power, but Marta’s regular breathing reassured her. It was safe to try this thing with Dannel first. 
 
    She nodded at Claid. He removed the cord tied around his waist, took the brainstone from its sling, and handed it to Kyla, all in a silence that shouted disapproval. She placed the stone against Dannel’s wooden ear and drummed on it with the spoon in a rhythm that matched her own rapidly beating heart. Fixing her gaze on Dannel’s carved features, she watched for any change. Nothing happened. “Help me,” she appealed to Claid. 
 
    From a pocket he took his panpipes and, while Kyla continued drumming, he played a single, sustained high-pitched note that brought an agonized howl from Ruffian. 
 
    The statue’s arms flailed wildly, striking Claid and knocking the pipes from his hands. Dannel lurched forward with the awkwardness of a poorly manipulated marionette. His wooden face took on no animation; his jerky movements seemed random. Kyla ducked behind Marta’s chair to avoid the thrashing arms. 
 
    The fire flared; the room filled with its light. Flames filled the fireplace and spilled out into the room. Ruffian leaped to his feet and raced in circles, barking. 
 
    The house came to life: doors slammed, floorboards creaked, furniture shifted. From another room came an ominous stomping and crashing. The stone figures! 
 
    “Alair, what are you doing? Stop!” 
 
    The house shook. Dannel staggered about, stumbled, and toppled into the blazing fire. “Get him out!” Kyla screamed, and Claid ran toward him, but flames had already engulfed the dry wood. Then, as the unnatural fire used the wooden statue as a bridge to sweep toward the chairs, she cried, “Save Marta!” 
 
    Claid grabbed the sleeping Marta up into his arms. Sparks flew onto the chair’s cushioned seat, setting it and the chair ablaze. “Grab the packs with the books,” Claid called to Kyla as he headed for the front door. 
 
    She caught up the heavy packs and started after him. 
 
    The door from the rear of the house burst open and the stone ogres blundered into the room. Howling, Ruffian dodged the clomping statues and raced to Kyla’s side. Claid was holding the front door open against a violent wind. Snow and sleet pummeled him; a blizzard raged outside. Kyla braced herself for a dash into the storm. 
 
    “Wait,” Claid said, and pushed the door shut. 
 
    Brushing off snow and ice, Kyla watched the statues shuffle into the fire and trample the flames with their massive feet. In slow, arrhythmic dance the stone monsters shifted and stomped and waddled and pounded, smothering the flames, grinding out the sparks. She cried out in horror when they kicked Dannel’s smoldering form and reduced it to powdery ash. They tumbled into one another; several crashed to the floor, and the others rocked to a halt amid the ruins left by the fire. 
 
    “I think we’re safe,” Claid said. 
 
    Marta struggled in Claid’s arms and demanded, “Put me down!” 
 
    He set her on her feet, and she gazed at the fire-blackened sitting room with the fallen, broken statues. A rueful expression came over her face. “My poor house,” she mourned, her voice oddly deepened. “Dannel, the guardians, all destroyed with no one to remake them.” 
 
    Kyla stared. “Marta?” 
 
    The girl shook her head. “Alair.” 
 
    “How—What happened to Marta?” 
 
    “I’m merely borrowing her body,” the mage answered. “I could animate Dannel by my power as I could my guardians,” he indicated the stone ogres, “but my mind can’t dwell in wood or stone. I needed a body of flesh, and Marta’s unconscious state allowed me to borrow hers.” 
 
    “But is she all right? She won’t be harmed?” 
 
    “I haven’t harmed her.” 
 
    The shiver that shook Kyla’s frame was due not to the growing coldness of the room but to Alair’s evasive answer. Her fear for Marta quashed the joy that welled when Alair spoke. Claid, standing behind Marta, kept his hand cupped under her elbow. His face wore a worried frown. 
 
    “Claid,” Kyla asked him, “what’s happening to Marta?” 
 
    “Mistress, she’s weak. I doubt she can long bear the strength of my master’s mind.” 
 
    “That’s not for you to judge,” Alair snapped. 
 
    “And what of Marta if he’s right?” Hands on her hips, Kyla stared into Marta’s eyes seeking some hint of the man whose mind controlled the woman’s body. “Is she expendable? If you kill her mind to keep her body, you’re no better than the mindstealers you gave your life to destroy.” 
 
    Marta’s eyes blinked. She tottered to the only undamaged chair, sank into it, and covered her face with her hands. 
 
    Kyla knelt in front of the chair and put her hand on Marta’s knees. 
 
    “I don’t want to go back to nothingness, Kyla,” Alair said. “I don’t want to lose myself. I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “You have to do what is right,” she said. 
 
    Marta’s head nodded. Her hands clasped Kyla’s. “Tell Claid to put my mind back into the stone.” 
 
    Claid stepped to Kyla’s side, holding the brainstone. 
 
    “Wait,” Kyla said. “Tell me how to free Claid. Do I pull the chain in your laboratory?” 
 
    “No. It would take a far greater strength than yours to pull the chain free. There’s another way.” He paused. Marta’s eyes closed and a convulsion twisted her body. Her limbs stiffened, her face contorted. 
 
    “No time,” Alair said in a weak voice. “It’s in the book. Hurry, Claid.” Another spasm jerked Marta’s limbs. 
 
    “Hold her head,” Claid ordered. 
 
    Kyla grasped Marta’s head and placed a quick kiss on her clammy cheek. Claid leaned down, the mindstealer’s talon in his hand. He inserted it quickly into Marta’s ear, dropped it, and placed the stone against the bleeding orifice. Marta’s body relaxed. Claid slipped the stone into its sling and tied the cord around his waist. He pressed his hand against Marta’s ear, stanching the flow of blood. 
 
    “She must be kept warm.” He picked her up and carried her into the nearest bedroom. Kyla helped him arrange her in the big bed under a pile of blankets and quilts. 
 
    “Are you sure you got Alair’s mind only and not hers, too?” Kyla asked. 
 
    “I was careful about that,” Claid said as he wrapped a quilt around her. “Stay with her while I clear the debris from the fireplace and build another fire.” 
 
    He left Kyla to keep a lonely vigil by Marta’s side. If she’d lost Alair only to lose Marta, too, she couldn’t bear it. 
 
    She could hear Claid banging around in the sitting room, removing Dannel’s remnants from the fireplace, wrestling the stone guardians out of the way, and sweeping up ashes. She grieved for Dannel—not for a wooden statue but for what he’d represented: Alair’s tender, loving side. 
 
    Alair’s mind lived, unconscious in its stone prison. She had to discover a way to free it, find a receptacle in which it could be aware. For that she needed Claid, untrustworthy though he might be. 
 
    Through the walls came the howl of the storm raging outside. They could not leave, yet they must. Alair wouldn’t survive unless they found him a body. Claid had to help in getting off this cursed mountain, and with the search, and with the transfer. She could not let him go. 
 
    Yet she’d promised, and she had wrung a promise from Alair. No matter how great her need, she must free Claid. 
 
    The book, Alair had said. The secret was in the book, but which book? 
 
    She’d search them all, hers and Alair’s. Claid would help, and so would Marta if she recovered. 
 
    She peered closely at Marta. Color seemed to be coming back into the pale face; the breathing was deep and regular. She patted Marta’s cheeks and called her name. 
 
    Marta groaned and rolled her head from side to side, but did not wake. 
 
    “Come on, Marta, wake up.” Kyla reached beneath the covers to shake her friend’s shoulder. “Wake up, please. I need you.” 
 
    Marta gasped. Her eyes popped open. She sat up, gazed around, focused on Kyla. A sudden smile lit up her face. “He left me a gift,” she said in an awed tone. “A wonderful, wonderful gift.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Marta must be hallucinating. 
 
    “Look!” Marta snapped her fingers. A golden light sprang from her hand. “And look at this.”  
 
    She waved. The light vanished. A book lifted off the bedside table and floated into Marta’s grasp. “He left me some of his power,” Marta explained. “As payment for the trouble he caused me, he’s made me a mage.” 
 
    Stunned, Kyla couldn’t speak. A pain stabbed her heart. Alair had passed his gift to Marta. To Marta! Not to her, despite his professed love for her. 
 
    Marta’s triumphant smile faded. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Kyla lied. It was pointless to be jealous. Alair had intended a kindness. She needed a distraction. “Let me see that book.” 
 
    She held out her hand, and with a quizzical expression Marta handed her the book she’d used to display her new powers. Kyla glanced at the title. On Mastering the Intricacies of Mathematical Theory. It was the book Alair had borrowed from her. 
 
    “This is mine,” she said. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning to steal it.” 
 
    The hurt in Marta’s voice stung Kyla. She grabbed Marta’s hand. “Of course you weren’t. I didn’t mean to sound snappish. I’m worried about Alair, and I’m upset that he didn’t have time to tell me how to free Claid. He said the secret was in a book, but he didn’t say which book. We’ll have to look through his library and my books, too. Unless you can find the answer by your power.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have that kind of power. I thought I could make the light and lift the book because I saw myself doing those things in a dream. Maybe if you hadn’t wakened me I would have seen more, but I didn’t, so I’ll have to experiment to find out what else I can do.” 
 
    “Claid may be able to help you,” Kyla suggested. “He’ll probably have time. Reading through Alair’s books could take weeks, even with all of us looking.” 
 
    “If I can’t use my power, I won’t be any help,” Marta said. “I never learned to read.” 
 
    Kyla should have known. The search was up to her and Claid, while Marta was free to play with her new tricks. 
 
    “I’ll do everything else—cook, clean, cut firewood—so you can spend all your time reading,” Marta added. 
 
    Ashamed of her bitter feelings, Kyla hugged her friend. “We’ll make a great team,” she said. “I’ll bet it doesn’t take us long to find the answer.” 
 
    It can’t! Alair has so little time. He’ll perish while we search the books. Must I lose him to set Claid free? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    BOOKS 
 
      
 
    Kyla sat back on her heels between the stacks of books and listened to the wind howl around the house like a pack of hungry wolves. Hunting her? She couldn’t shake the notion, though Claid had laughed the first time she’d voiced it aloud. He’d assured her that the winter wind always sounded so on Starwind Peak. It had nothing to do with her. “The house is built to withstand the strongest gale,” he’d said. “We’re safe inside no matter how fiercely the storm rages outside.” 
 
    Safe from the storm, but not safe from starvation when they ran out of stores. 
 
    What of Alair, his mind stifled in that brainstone? Claid had sworn that the mind could still be restored. That assurance made Kyla more eager than ever to find a body to transfer the mind into before it deteriorated. They’d find none while they were trapped on Starwind Peak. 
 
    She’d been wrong to come here. They should have gone to Line’s End, where the mindstealers had left many victims. She could have found a mindless body for Alair, but as time passed, fewer and fewer of those victims would remain alive. Already it might be too late to find one. 
 
    The delay brought her increasing frustration and fear, though she filled the time with the search for the secret of freeing Claid. She and Claid examined all the books in Alair’s study. It wasn’t logical that the secret would be in a book of hers rather than Alair’s, but at Claid’s insistence they were searching through those as well. She kept urging Claid to show her the hidden messages that her books supposedly contained, but he insisted that he did not know how to find them. 
 
    He couldn’t be trusted. As a Dire Lord he must have almost unlimited power, but he used it only when it suited him. Most of the time he kept his power hidden and deliberately withheld his help, perhaps in revenge for his entrapment, perhaps merely because it amused him to toy with them. Yet his guise of innocence never slipped, and Marta grew furious with her when Kyla accused him of deceiving them. 
 
    Whatever else he might be guilty of, the storm couldn’t be his doing. As long as it prevented them from leaving, searching the books at least filled the hours, but the work produced no answers, and time was running out for Alair. 
 
    Kyla glanced across the piles of books to the corner of Alair’s library, where Claid sat cross-legged, absorbed in his reading. No matter how much she scolded him, he persisted in reading entire books because they interested him. Nor could she dissuade him from dusting each volume and treating its leather cover with lanolin before replacing it on the shelf. “It only wastes precious time,” she said to him over and over. 
 
    “Proper care of books is never a waste of time, mistress,” he’d answer infuriatingly. 
 
    Her eyes smarted and the words blurred on the page before her. Time for a break. She hauled herself stiffly to her feet, stretched, and rubbed her neck. Claid did not look up as she picked her way among the stacks of books and headed toward the kitchen, where Marta was preparing lunch. 
 
    Fortunately, Alair had kept a well-stocked pantry, but the supplies would not last much longer. Claid supplemented their stores by trapping snow hares on the few occasions when the storm eased enough to set out traps and later return to check them. The fresh meat had been most welcome, especially to poor Ruffian. Throughout the past week the storms had been unrelenting. 
 
    Kyla detoured through the sitting room to check the woodbin. Claid would soon have to get more firewood from the pile behind the house. He alone could defy the fierce wind and plow through the snow with the needed wood. 
 
    Even if they found the knowledge to set Claid free, she and Marta couldn’t leave: the winter storms made travel impossible. Perhaps Claid understood their dependence on him and was purposely dragging out the search. The suspicion didn’t ease her mistrust; it made her angry. Alair needed his help, too. 
 
    She entered the kitchen, and Marta looked up from the pot she was stirring. “Lunch is about ready,” she said. 
 
    Kyla wasn’t hungry, but she nodded and walked over to give Ruffian a pat. The dog lay by the hearth. His sad eyes gazed up at her as if reproaching her for Alair’s loss and their incarceration in this snowbound mountain home. She couldn’t bear it; she turned and, fleeing the kitchen, headed down the long corridor to Alair’s laboratory. The door didn’t open to her spoken word as it had for Alair, but she had discovered that if she sang a command in her best wind-singing style, the door would respond. 
 
    Inside, the bright light shone, giving Kyla the eerie feeling that the mage was in residence and had only just stepped out. It was hard to come here, yet comforting, too, because of all the reminders of Alair’s living presence. As she had done many times before, she tugged on the chain with all her strength. The chain moved no more than a fraction of an inch. Why, if the attempt could not possibly succeed, had Alair become so angry with her when she had first tried it? Why had he insisted that her pull had wreaked damage by giving Claid greater freedom? 
 
    The only obvious effect was that her hands and arms grew sore. Abandoning the effort, she wandered around the room, fascinated by the array of odd objects scattered on the table and piled on the floor. She’d asked Claid what several items were, but he professed not to know. 
 
    Reluctant to return to the library and resume the wearying search, she paused before a shelf on the back wall and idly examined the row of bottles and beakers that filled it. Something inside a large bowl of clear glass sparkled even through a layer of dust. 
 
    She lifted the heavy bowl from the shelf and carried it carefully to the table, where she removed the lid and peered inside. 
 
    A single multi-faceted crystal, roughly spherical, filled the jar so completely that it was hard for her to lift it out. She turned the jar upside down, shook it, and pried the crystal through the wide mouth. When she had it free and held it in her hands, rainbows formed where the light touched it. 
 
    She recalled the small crystal she’d spotted amid the table clutter on her first visit to the laboratory. She’d never seen it again. This one was larger but otherwise looked the same. 
 
    The crystal glowed and shimmered. She set it on the table and moved it this way and that to see the shifting rainbows. The sphere almost seemed alive, but whatever purpose it might have was not related to her present quest. She tore her gaze from the crystal and went back to the shelf. 
 
    Behind the space left by the bowl she saw a large leather-bound book leaning against the wall at the rear of the shelf. She moved other bottles and beakers to get at the hidden volume, stood on tiptoe, and pulled it forward. 
 
    Its thick leather cover was fastened with metal clasps. She blew off the dust to read the title, but the single word, Breyadon, meant nothing to her. Still, Alair must have concealed this book because it had special significance. 
 
    She dashed to the library with the book clasped to her breast. “Claid, look what I found in Alair’s laboratory,” she called. 
 
    He marked his place with his finger and raised his head. His gaze fell on the book; his eyes widened. “The master’s spell book,” he said in an awed tone. “I’d wondered where it was.” 
 
    “Spell book! You knew he had a spell book and you didn’t mention it? You let us waste all this time looking through the other books when you knew of this one? This one that must hold the answer?” 
 
    He reached out and reverently touched the book’s leather cover. “If it does, it won’t do us any good. It’s written in a code only the master could read.” 
 
    “Code?” Puzzled, she opened the book and stared. Incomprehensible words and undecipherable symbols filled the page. She turned pages, saw only more unreadable lines. Looking up, she asked, “You can’t read this?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Alair made sure I couldn’t. He did tell me that its title, Breyadon, means ‘Doors’ in a secret mage tongue. It refers to all the possibilities the spells open, but the magic that forms the code is a different kind from mine. If the key to my unchaining is in that book, it may be forever hidden to us.” 
 
    “It can’t be,” Kyla said. “If the secret is here, we’ll have to find out how to break the code.” 
 
      
 
    The mysterious symbols and meaningless words blurred before Kyla’s eyes. She pounded an angry fist on the table. “Not a single word I can read,” she said to Marta, seated across from her mending a shirt Claid had torn while gathering firewood. “Why did he have to be so secretive? Why couldn’t he have used plain language?” 
 
    Marta shrugged. “All writing looks like that to me.” She waved a hand at the open book. “Claid told you there’d be nothing in it you could read.” 
 
    “I know, but I had to try. I’m positive this holds the information we need.” She frowned at the page. “And no matter how often Claid declares he can’t read this, I’m sure he can.” 
 
    Marta’s needle paused, stabbed the cloth with vicious force. “You keep saying that. Why? Why would he lie, when he wants to find the answer more than we do? He’s given you no reason to mistrust him.” 
 
    “You didn’t see how excited he got when I showed him the book,” Kyla said. “He knew what it was, he knew it was written in a secret language, and he acted as if it was a valuable find, not something useless.” 
 
    “Maybe he forgot it was in code.” 
 
    Kyla turned a few more pages and slammed the book shut. “No,” she said. “With all his power, he could break the code.” 
 
    “You mean it could be broken by magic?” Marta frowned. “Then why can’t you break it?” 
 
    “I’m no mage. You have Alair’s gift of power. Maybe you could do it.” 
 
    Marta dropped the shirt into her lap and pulled the book toward her, swung it around and opened it. She stared fixedly at the page for several seconds, lifted her gaze to Kyla, and shook her head. “I don’t have any idea how to do it. Claid’s been teaching me a few things, but I’m not close to having the power you have. Anyone who can command the wind—” 
 
    “I don’t command the wind,” Kyla snapped. “I windspeak. I know Alair claimed that was magic, but I’ve never thought of it that way.” 
 
    “Of course it is.” Marta shuddered. “I’ll never forget the ride that brought us here. Scared as I was, I could hear and feel the wind responding to your song. It was weird.” 
 
    “Riding the wind is not part of a windspeaker’s job. It’s my duty—or was—to coax the wind into giving me news of what’s happening in the valley. A windspeaker’s primary responsibility was to warn of mindstealers. Now that the mindstealers have been destroyed, no village will hire me.” 
 
    “Maybe not in your little valley,” Marta said. “Outside of it no one’s heard of windspeakers. They’d pay to see you ride the wind. You could probably carry messages from town to town.” 
 
    Kyla shook her head. “They have trains that go as fast as the wind. They don’t need windspeakers. And if windspeaking is magic, it’s the only magic I have.” 
 
    She stood and picked up the Breyadon. “I’m going back to the library to see Claid. I’ll tell him I won’t look at another book until he proves to me that this one won’t yield to his power.” 
 
    “You haven’t tried to use your own power on it,” Marta pointed out stubbornly. “You should do that before you go after Claid again.” 
 
    “My power? Should I sing to it?” Tired of this discussion, Kyla flounced out of the kitchen. 
 
    “You could try,” Marta’s voice followed her. 
 
    Claid wasn’t in the library. Could he have gone outside? The storm still raged; the wind howled through the stout outer walls. Hunting her. 
 
    Shuddering, she turned her attention to the stack of books Claid had left in the middle of the room. 
 
    Her books. She picked up the one on the top of the stack, The Meaning and Hidden Significance of All Colours with Special Attention to Those of the Skye Bow. The words “Hidden Significance” leaped out at her. If any of her father’s books did contain a secret message, this one must. 
 
    She put down the Breyadon, sat on the floor, and opened the curious volume. She’d examined it before, and so had Claid. They’d checked every one of her books as well as most of Alair’s, but she felt compelled to study this one again. 
 
    Hidden Significance. Special Attention to … the Skye Bow. The title might contain a message. She began to study the sections dealing with the colors of the rainbow, looking for some clue to a secret meaning. Probably she was being silly, wasting time when the answer they needed was most likely in the Breyadon, but the Breyadon was unreadable. This book was printed in words and letters she could understand. Though it was no more comprehensible. 
 
    She shook her head at its peculiar and outlandish statements clumped together without any apparent connection of meaning. Writing that appeared so meaningless must have some purpose. 
 
    After staring at several pages and seeing nothing that looked like coded text, Kyla let her eyes go out of focus to rest them. As she refocused, she thought she saw the word “dire” near the top of the page. A closer look showed her that what she had seen was the end of the word “nadir” followed by the e of the word “even.” She felt foolish until she saw in the line above and slightly to the right of what she had read as “dire” the word “realms.” Could she have found something? 
 
    She hunted for other words and combinations of letters that made sense and fit with “dire realms.” She spotted a few, and their location brought the breakthrough. Skye bow. The rainbow was a semicircle. If a semicircular strip were superimposed on the top half of each page (its sky?), the letters and words it covered formed a message, read in an arch from the bottom left of the “bow” to the top center of the page and down to the right. 
 
    Experimentation established the width and boundaries of this “rainbow.” As she puzzled out the message, it became clear that she had not found its beginning. She turned back to the book’s opening pages. Finding no hidden bow on the first page, she looked with equal lack of success on the next six pages and doubted the reality of her discovery until she found the bow on the eighth. She traced it for seven pages before it skipped again, resumed seven pages later. Seven, for the seven colors of the rainbow. 
 
    Proud of her cleverness, Kyla fetched paper and pen and sat down to transcribe the book’s revelations. 
 
    As she wrote, she grew more excited and amazed. This must have been the book Alair had told her of borrowing. How like him to withhold the fact that the mage he’d borrowed it from was her father. 
 
    The book contained the procedure for traveling through other planes to reach the realm of the Dire Lords. Not just anyone could use the formula; it required a mage’s skill. Forging the chain of power to bind and enslave a Dire Lord was a long, arduous procedure that must have drained Alair for many years. What courage and persistence he’d needed to attempt it! 
 
    With an exclamation of annoyance she reached the end of a seven-page section and counted the next seven pages hurriedly, impatient to arrive at the part that must reveal how to free the captive Dire Lord. 
 
    When she turned the sixth page she found—nothing. Worse than nothing! Kyla stared in shock, her fingers tracing the ragged edges that were left where several pages had been ripped from the book. 
 
    Claid! He must have done this. Despite all his protestations of respect for the books, he had ruined this one. The missing pages must contain the secret they’d been trying so hard to recover. He’d torn them out to use to gain his freedom. 
 
    Sudden rage blazed through her. No wonder she hadn’t been able to find him. He had returned to his own high realm, abandoning her and Marta. 
 
    The wretch! Everything Alair had said of him was true. 
 
    The brainstone that held the patterns of Alair’s mind! Where was it? Had he taken it with him? 
 
    Desperate, furious, Kyla left the books to search for Claid and for the brainstone. 
 
    She checked the bedrooms. Empty. She headed down the corridor to the laboratory. A loud crash from that direction made her break into a run. 
 
    She halted at the open door and gaped at the rainbow-filled room. Light bounced off the facets of the huge crystal balanced precariously on the laboratory table. Fragments of objects pushed off the table lay scattered across the floor. 
 
    The crystal she’d taken from the glass bowl and left forgotten on the table had grown. Was growing! As she stared, appalled, it usurped more table space and sent two more glass beakers crashing to the floor. The top of the crystal neared the light that hung from the ceiling. 
 
    She spun around and screamed for Marta. 
 
    Marta came running from the kitchen, and Kyla pointed wordlessly at the inflating crystal. Marta pushed past Kyla and took a long look. She stared at the shimmering sphere. Its sparkling facets sent reflected rainbows dancing over the wreckage. “It’s beautiful!” she said. 
 
    “But deadly if it breaks through the roof and brings the house down on us.” The thing had grown a bit more. 
 
    “What is it? How did it get there?” 
 
    In short, rapid phrases Kyla told her what little she knew. 
 
    “Find Claid,” Marta said. “He’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “He’s not here,” Kyla said shortly. No time to explain Claid’s absence. “We’ll have to deal with it.” 
 
    Marta put her hands on her hips. “What do you expect me to do? You’ll have to deal with it.” 
 
    “What can I do?” Kyla slipped around Marta and approached the expanded crystal. 
 
    “Sing,” Marta urged, peering over her shoulder. “Maybe it will break.” 
 
    Kyla didn’t argue. She breathed deeply and poured forth her strongest wind-summoning song. Her voice soared to its highest pitch. The crystal quivered. With a bell-like chime it rocked back and forth like a hatching egg. 
 
    One or two more sustained high notes should shatter it. She inhaled deeply and opened her mouth. 
 
    “Don’t break it!” 
 
    Kyla whirled around. 
 
    Claid stood behind her. He held the Breyadon in his arms. “Don’t break it,” he repeated. “It may be the way out of our dilemma.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    POWER-GIVER 
 
      
 
    “Claid! You’re here! You didn’t … I thought … the book … the secret …” Helplessly she let her voice trail off. 
 
    Claid grinned his insouciant grin, and Kyla guessed he knew exactly what she’d been trying to say. “I’ve been restocking the woodbin. Our supply was getting low. I’d just come back to the library when I heard you scream. I brought this.” He thrust the spell book into her hands. 
 
    What good would the unreadable book do? 
 
    There was no time to argue. Kyla pointed to the crystal. “Look! What do you mean, ‘Don’t break it’? It’ll destroy the house.” 
 
    “It may hold the key to saving Alair.” 
 
    “Save Alair! How?” Kyla’s mind raced. If there was a chance to restore Alair … 
 
    The crystal pressed against the light globe. The false sun shattered, plunging the laboratory into darkness. “Marta! Light!” Kyla shouted. 
 
    A wavering light sprang up from Marta’s trembling fingers. Claid clasped her hand and held it steady. The flame grew stronger. 
 
    “Kyla, aim your power at the spell book,” he said. “Find how to stop the crystal’s growth.” 
 
    With clammy hands and a feeling of hopelessness, Kyla opened the Breyadon. 
 
    “I know you have the power,” Marta said excitedly. 
 
    Did she? She had claimed for so long that her wind singing was not magic, but she had used song to open the laboratory door. Could Alair have been right all along? Could she have magical power expressed through song? She could test it by using song on the spell book. Claid and Marta were watching her with expressions that said she had to try. 
 
    She needed a song that would summon power yet not endanger the crystal. She chose a soft, seductive melody she’d used to wheedle a recalcitrant wind into mellowing and sharing its gossip. The book in her arms grew warm. The leather glowed. She flipped open the book while singing and watched the lines of script for any sign of change. Her song pled, promised, coaxed. The script remained unreadable. 
 
    A loud crack interrupted her. She looked up. The table split and collapsed beneath the crystal’s weight. The crystal settled slowly to the floor. It rocked but remained whole. The change in position opened a wide space between it and the ceiling, but a new spurt of growth lessened that distance to little more than a handbreadth. Cracks radiated outward from a bulge in the ceiling where facets of the crystal had pressed. If the crystal reached the ceiling again … 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Claid urged. “Keep singing. I’ll channel power to you.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. Closing her mind to the growing crystal, she directed her song to the book alone. Breathing deeply of the smell of the leather, her fingers caressing the heavy, rough pages, she spoke to the words inscribed in bold black letters, spoke to the letters themselves with their wide loops and tall straight strokes. Her song sank to a near whisper, crooned to the marching lines. 
 
    They shifted slowly. Almost imperceptibly they slithered into the shapes of familiar letters, familiar words, until the page she stared at held neat lines of intelligible script. Her eyes scanned the lines while she tried to maintain the thread of her song. 
 
    It was hard to do both. She held the book so that Claid could see it and paused long enough to say, “Find the spell while I sing.” 
 
    As she resumed the song, he reached over her shoulder and turned pages, stopped with a triumphant “Aha!” and pointed at the top of a right-hand page. A section heading announced the formula for creating a living crystal and explained how to control its shape and regulate its growth. 
 
    When Kyla stopped singing to read the instructions, the writing wavered and reverted to code. 
 
    “Keep singing,” Claid said. “I’ll stabilize the crystal.” 
 
    So Kyla sang, while Claid scanned the instructions, then edged around her to enter the laboratory. He placed his hands on the crystal, blew on it, edged around it, squeezing through the tight spots where the crystal blocked passage, touching it all around. Kyla lost sight of him when he passed behind the crystal. He reappeared holding a bottle of liquid fitted with a perforated top. “Found this on the shelf,” he said as he sprinkled the contents liberally over the parts of the crystal he could reach. He pulled a ladder out of one corner, set it up, climbed on it, and sprinkled the top of the crystal. 
 
    He returned to Kyla and Marta. “No need to sing any longer. The crystal will grow no more until I will it to.” 
 
    Kyla could not suppress the suspicion that Claid had needed neither the spell book nor the mysterious liquid. With his power and knowledge he had no need for spells or libations. He had used this ploy to make her see that she did indeed have mage power inherited from her parents. She cleared her throat. “Tell me how the crystal can save Alair,” she said. 
 
    Claid removed the brainstone that held Alair’s mind from its cord and balanced it on the palms of his hands. “Mistress Kyla, you know we have no time to find a living, mindless body we can insert Master Alair’s consciousness into. I can’t tell whether his mind still lives in this small container. It may have already faded into true death. If not, it soon will. We may not be able to leave here until the spring thaw, and that would be much too late. Alair cannot be restored to human form.” He paused and regarded the stone solemnly, turning it slowly about in his hands. 
 
    Shifting his gaze from the brainstone to Kyla, he continued. “The living crystal gives us an alternative. Alair’s mind can be placed in it. The properties of the crystal will allow the mind to be conscious, to think and to know, but with no body he will be a prisoner within the sphere.” 
 
    “That would give us time to find a body for him,” Kyla interrupted, giddy with sudden excitement. 
 
    Claid regarded her sadly and shook his head. “If Alair’s mind enters the sphere, I can no longer control the growth of the crystal. The sphere cannot remain here; it would destroy this house. I will have to transport it to another place, another dimension, where its expansion can do no harm. I have the power to take it to such a place. There Alair will retain all his mage power, and I believe he will be able to reach out to other minds, but he will never again experience physical contact with another human being.” 
 
    Claid’s words gripped her heart. Never again would she feel Alair’s arms around her, never again know the warmth of his lips against hers. Their single night of lovemaking could never be repeated. 
 
    All her grief at his loss welled afresh. She had given him up once, when she found his broken body on the floor of the canyon. Claid’s words had rekindled her hope, let her imagine a rebirth of the love that had bloomed so briefly. Now that fragile hope was crushed. 
 
    Marta slipped an arm around her waist, steadied her. When she raised her tear-filled eyes to meet his gaze, Claid said softly, “You must make the decision.” 
 
    How could she decide such a thing? She stretched out her hands and cupped them around the brainstone, drew it to her and cradled it against her breast. His life, his survival was up to her. And she didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “If only I could ask him what he would want,” she said. 
 
    “I’d let him come back into my body for a few minutes, if that would help,” Marta offered, hugging Kyla. 
 
    Kyla looked hopefully at Claid. 
 
    He shook his head. “Too dangerous,” he said. “He could use Marta before only because she was unconscious. Marta would be unlikely to survive the possession of her conscious mind.” 
 
    Kyla sighed. She couldn’t risk Marta’s life, but she could risk her own. 
 
    As though he anticipated her thought, Claid said, “I doubt that Alair’s mind could withstand another such transfer, either. You must decide for him.” 
 
    What if she decided wrongly? She tried to guess what the proud mage would have preferred. 
 
    Proud? Yes, he was that, but he had been capable of great sacrifice. He’d spent years in total isolation while he forged the chain that held Claid captive—he was used to being alone. He’d known when he dedicated himself to the destruction of the mindstealers that the struggle could cost him his life. 
 
    “How is it that Alair could live in the crystal though he can’t in this stone?” she asked Claid. 
 
    “The crystal is a living organism, one that will not grow old and decay like a human body. In it he can be virtually immortal.” 
 
    Immortal … Alair would like that. “You have no doubt you can transport the crystal safely?” 
 
    “None at all,” he said. 
 
    His certainty aroused her suspicion. “How would your chains allow you to move something that large into another dimension?” 
 
    He smiled sheepishly. “Ah, mistress, I must confess to a deception.” He reached up, grasped the heavy chain hanging beside the door, and pulled. The chain spilled down onto the floor in wide coils. Kyla and Marta leaped back to keep from being struck by the massive links. Solid though the metal appeared, it disintegrated into a pile of metallic dust, and after a few seconds even the dust vanished into nothingness. 
 
    Kyla wiped the toe of her shoe over the bare floor where the chain had been. “So, the pages you tore from my book did allow you to free yourself.” 
 
    Claid hung his head and drew from beneath his tunic the torn and wrinkled pages. “Forgive me for damaging the book. I’ll do my best to repair it.” 
 
    “When? I’m amazed you’re still here, not already returned to the Dire Realms. You must have discovered the secret only just before I did.” 
 
    “No, mistress, you misjudge me. I did not need these pages to free myself. Your efforts freed me bit by bit.” 
 
    “My efforts? You mean by pulling on the chain every time I came into the laboratory?” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “That had only a small effect.” 
 
    “Then why did you tear out those pages?” She reached for the crumpled sheaf, but he dodged her hand and thrust the pages back beneath his tunic. 
 
    “You don’t have time to decipher and read the message now. If you wish to save Mage Alair, you must act quickly. I’ll answer your questions later.” 
 
    Kyla shivered as the weight of the decision bore down on her. “How can I know what is best, when I don’t have all the facts? How can I be sure I can trust you?” 
 
    Claid did not answer but regarded her with sad gray eyes. 
 
    Marta, standing behind her, rested her hands lightly on Kyla’s shoulders. “You can trust him. I know you can.” 
 
    If only she could. Did the crystal really offer Alair’s only hope for survival? Suppose she threw away the opportunity for Alair to live out a normal human life. How could she take such responsibility? Yet if she refused and Alair perished because of her refusal, she’d be responsible for his death. She might have discovered her mage power, but it was useless in resolving such a moral dilemma 
 
    Marta increased the pressure of her fingers on Kyla’s shoulder, urging her to decide. Marta trusted Claid—had always trusted him. Claid had been unfailingly kind to Marta; he had been her lover. She had seen none of his tricks or deceptions. Nor had she seen him in his true Dire Lord form. 
 
    Kyla’s trust in Claid had faltered before all of Alair’s warnings. She couldn’t be sure that Claid did not see in the crystal a way to destroy or imprison Alair in revenge for his long captivity. If only she could know what was in the removed pages. She couldn’t escape the conviction that they held the key to her quandary. She met Claid’s patient gaze, trying to fathom what lay behind those mysterious, changeable eyes. 
 
    She thought of the many quarrels she’d had with Alair over Claid. Always she’d taken Claid’s part, but mostly out of stubbornness. She’d had her own doubts about Claid, and since Alair’s death those doubts had expanded like the crystal. 
 
    Alair wasn’t dead. Not yet. Claid was offering her a last chance to keep him alive. She had to take that chance. “Trust me,” Alair had said, and she had. And he had been right about the power she’d denied having. He hadn’t lied about that. Now Marta told her to trust Claid. 
 
    “He’ll be conscious? He’ll still have his mage power?” 
 
    “The crystal will enhance his power. I’ll take it to a junction between dimensions, a place where there is ample power to draw on.” 
 
    She thrust the brainstone into Claid’s hands. “Do what is best for Alair.” 
 
    Claid accepted the stone, his eyes now dark and serious. “Alair may, if he chooses, use it to let his mind touch others and even share his power.” 
 
    “So he could restore power to the rest of the land?” 
 
    “If he wishes, he could do so.” 
 
    She studied his face for any hint of deception. “If you play us false, I’ll forge a new chain myself and bind you forever.” 
 
    “I will not betray your trust.” 
 
    “All right,” Kyla said. “Set his mind within the crystal.” 
 
    “I obey, mistress.” 
 
    A sudden darkness blotted every vestige of light. Kyla’s stomach lurched. A bitter coldness swept over her and was gone. 
 
    A faint glow penetrated the darkness. Kyla was no longer in Alair’s laboratory. She stood on a vast plain. The light increased. Shadowy mountains took shape in the distance. In front of her was the crystal sphere, grown larger. It loomed above her like a tall building. 
 
    Beside it, a giant being with Claid’s face and the legs and hooves of a goat held a small brown stone. He placed it against the top of the sphere, and the crystal filled with light. “It is done, Lady Kyla,” said the Dire Lord. 
 
    Kyla gazed at the glowing crystal, resplendent with rainbows. A beautiful dwelling place. 
 
    But lonely. So lonely. 
 
    Kyla started at the voice in her head. “Alair?” 
 
    I was the mage Alair. 
 
    “You still are,” she said. “Your body died, but Claid says that in this crystal you can live on forever.” 
 
    I don’t know that I relish that prospect. Though this is indeed a marvelous place, and I shall enjoy discovering all its facets. It holds many possibilities. And it allows me to communicate with you. But nevertheless, my love, in it I face a solitary existence. 
 
    “It needn’t be. You can reach out to others.” 
 
    “You can,” Claid put in, “even share your power with them.” 
 
    The rainbows danced, and it seemed to Kyla that the voice in her head laughed. So you discovered a way to cure me of being self-centered, did you? Not a way I would have chosen for myself, but perhaps, after all, it is just. 
 
    “Alair, I’m sorry,” Kyla said. “It was the only way to save you. Forgive me.” 
 
    You did the only thing you could have done. I’m the one who must ask forgiveness—of you and especially of Claid. 
 
    “Lady Kyla,” the Dire Lord interposed quickly, “I must return you to Starwind Peak. If you wish to say farewell …” 
 
    Kyla nodded. She walked forward and pressed her lips against the faceted crystal. “Goodbye, Alair. I love you.” 
 
    Another instant of darkness and cold, and she was back in Alair’s laboratory, where Marta still held the mage light. Claid joined them in his human form. 
 
    When she could speak, Kyla asked, “Why did Alair say he needed our forgiveness?” 
 
    Claid drew the torn pages from beneath his tunic and handed them to her. 
 
    While Marta held the mage light so that she could see, Kyla sat on the floor among the wreckage left by the crystal. She smoothed each page and searched for the rainbow pattern that contained the hidden message. It took a long while to decipher the message, longer to absorb its meaning. Neither Marta nor Claid spoke while she labored. As the import of what she read became clear, she found their silence oppressive. 
 
    She looked up at Claid. Tears spilled from her eyes and she could scarcely choke out the words. “You let me think these pages told how to free you.” 
 
    He regarded her sadly. “I never said they did.” 
 
    “Because you knew,” she said. “He prepared that crystal for you. He never meant to set you free.” 
 
    “I knew he would face the temptation, but we can never know what he would have done when the time came.” 
 
    “He promised to remove your chains and return you to the Dire Realms,” she said as tears rolled down her cheeks. “It was a trick. He would have done those things, but he would have enclosed you in the crystal so he could draw on your power whenever he wanted. These pages showed him how.” Kyla scrambled to her feet and faced Claid. “He lied to me.” 
 
    “He’d grown too dependent on the power I brought him,” Claid said softly. “He couldn’t let it go—not entirely. Do not judge him harshly. Few men would relinquish control over so much power. He at least used that power for good.” 
 
    “He had the crystal prepared.” Kyla grew hot with anger. “He worded his vow to me in such a way that he could use the crystal without breaking his oath. He—” 
 
    “He had the strength to know his own weakness. He protected me by entrusting me to your care, knowing that if he lacked the will to free me, you would find a way to do so.” 
 
    “But in the end you freed yourself.” 
 
    “No, Lady. You freed me. Alair saw it happening. He did nothing to stop it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I had no concept either of loyalty or of love until I learned them from you. You stood by me when I brought the wrath of the villagers down on you. When I became a helpless infant, you did not abandon me but fought to preserve my life. You tried to protect me at the inn, and your first act on your release from the workhouse was to rescue me from the orphanage. 
 
    “Alair forced me into his service. He used power to bind me to him. Power I understood, and I used my own to resist whenever I could. Your bonds were gentler—and harder to resist, as Alair himself learned. He came to love you, and I—I came to understand that goodness has a force of its own, subtle yet stronger in its way than the raw might of a Dire Lord. It was that force that broke my chains, Lady Kyla.” 
 
    Too moved to express her feelings in words, she put her arms around him, kissed his cheek, and found it as wet as her own. 
 
    He hugged her, then drew Marta into the embrace. “I’ve learned from you both,” he said. “You’ve taught me the true use of power. Together you can spread that lesson across Arucadi. The land needs you.” 
 
    “I can no longer say I’m not a mage,” Kyla said. “About that Alair told the truth. I do have power, though like Marta I need to learn to use it.” 
 
     “You’ll learn,” Claid told Kyla. “Your father was a wise and powerful mage before he exhausted his power in helping to create Rim Canyon. You have inherited his abilities. You can do far more than windspeak already, and your power will grow as you put it to good use.” 
 
    “Will you teach me to use it as you’ve been teaching Marta?” 
 
    “You have a better teacher—your father’s books contain the knowledge you need.” 
 
    “And I suppose you’ve known that all along how to extract that knowledge.” 
 
    He grinned, and his eyes turned a guileless blue. “I’ve learned through studying his books.” 
 
    She frowned, then broke into laughter. “You scamp! You’d better show me how to find it.” 
 
    Impishly he shook his head. “I wouldn’t deprive you of the thrill of discovery. You have time to search it out while we wait for spring.” 
 
    “Then you won’t leave us to go back to the Dire Realms?” 
 
    “Not yet. While you need me, my place is here. I’ll see you safely through the winter.” 
 
      
 
    The spring rains had spread a palette of wildflowers across the barren landscape. Kyla breathed deeply of their fragrance and marveled at the transformation. Ruffian charged through the waving plants after a lizard. 
 
    “The land’s spread out a carpet of welcome for us,” Marta said, echoing her thoughts. 
 
    “Of farewell for me,” Claid said. 
 
    Kyla put her hand on the arm of the familiar boyish figure. “It’ll seem strange not having you around,” she said. “I thank you for coming with us this far.” 
 
    “Alair’d have my hide if I didn’t.” He laughed. “And I wouldn’t have missed that last wind ride over the canyon on your cloak.” 
 
    Kyla laughed too, though the mention of Alair brought a pang of sadness. If only he were here with them, handsome and proud in his own black cloak. 
 
    I am with you, dear heart. And I will be with you as you and Marta select those who will share my power. 
 
    Claid nodded. He, too, must have heard the mage’s silent voice. “You have no easy task. The people have grown dependent on their inventions; they won’t give them up and may not believe magic can coexist with them. Those who have entrusted their souls to the machines will oppose you, but the few who welcome Alair’s gift of power will bless you and him.” 
 
    He gave Marta a warm embrace and a lingering kiss. Then he turned to Kyla and placed his hands on her shoulders. “From your father’s books you’ve learned all the secrets of power. You need me no longer. I leave you, Lady Kyla, with my thanks for all you’ve taught me.” 
 
    “Will I never see you again?” 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “My lady, I promise you the day will come when we will meet again.” He reached into his pocket, withdrew his pipes, and played a haunting melody. Kyla listened, charmed by the sound. Tears streamed from Marta’s eyes. She wiped them away with the sleeve of her tunic. 
 
    Too soon the music ended. “I will play for you again on that day,” he said and bowed. 
 
    He loomed before them in his Dire Lord form, muscles rippling beneath bare skin, hips and legs heavily furred and ending in cloven hooves. Marta cried out. His bearded face smiled down on them; his gray eyes winked. Then he was gone. 
 
    Marta stared at the place where he had been until Kyla tugged at her arm. “We’d better move on. It’s a long walk to Line’s End.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Marta fell in beside her. Neither looked forward to the return to Line’s End, but they had decided that they must start there. The townspeople would not be happy to see them, but after all the victims the mindstealers had claimed, the town had need of healing, and she and Marta had memories to lay to rest and wrongs to right. Their newfound power would protect them. 
 
    The two of them marched off through the wildflowers, while Ruffian dashed eagerly ahead and a pale gold wind frolicked around them. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    BRINGERS OF MAGIC 
 
    Book 2 of the Arucadi Series 
 
    EXCERPT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla woke Marta as the train pulled into Carey. It was growing dark. Already gaslights illumined the station platform, casting their soft glow over the large brick station, a finer building than any they’d seen in North Woods Province. A small crowd waited to greet the deboarding passengers. Watching the other passengers gather bundles and valises and hurry off into the embraces of friends and family, Marta felt a pang of loneliness. No one would be meeting them; no one knew or cared that they were coming. 
 
    She adjusted her blouse, smoothed the wrinkles in her long skirt, picked up the valise that held all the possessions she owned, and followed Kyla from the train.  
 
    Kyla had only stepped onto the platform when she stopped so suddenly that Marta bumped into her. “Sorry,” she said. “But feel the wind.” 
 
    Marta shrugged. A stiff breeze was blowing, hardly unusual for an autumn day. It meant nothing to her except the need to clutch her skirt to keep it from whipping about. But then, she wasn’t a windspeaker. Kyla stood there, eyes closed, taking deep breaths and looking like a starving person who’d just been handed a plateful of rich food. “It’s lovely,” Marta heard her murmur. “Soft gold and sweet smelling.” 
 
    Marta could smell nothing but the sweaty bodies of the passengers. She grabbed Kyla’s arm and steered her toward the station. 
 
    Before they reached the door, a young man blocked their path. “Pardon me, ladies,” he said, courteously removing his hat. “Is this your first visit to Carey?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Kyla answered while Marta appraised the stranger. 
 
    An icy tingle coursed along her arms and shoulders, its coldness a warning. This man had the potential for power, but he should not be trusted with it. 
 
    Tall, well-groomed, neatly dressed in dark topcoat and gray trousers, he looked more friendly than menacing. His smile was open, his gaze direct. But Marta knew all too well how easily some men smiled and how little it meant. 
 
    “I was asked to watch for two ladies traveling alone from North Woods Province,” he said. “I’m Jerome Esterville, secretary to Councilor Hardwick, president of Carey’s town council. May I ask whether you’ve come from Dabney?” 
 
    “We have,” Kyla answered, “but we weren’t expected here. I don’t think we can be the women you are looking for.” 
 
    “Probably not,” he said, his smile fading to a look of disappointment. “The ladies I seek are known as ‘wonder workers’ or ‘bringers of magic.’ They seem to be itinerant magicians who are claimed to confer mystical powers on favored individuals. I had hoped … but, no, of course you can’t be they.” 
 
    Marta’s heart sank. So they weren’t starting out with a clean slate, after all. They would be facing the same handicaps they’d faced in North Woods. 
 
    But Kyla asked with a smile, “And if we were?”  
 
    “Ah, if you were, I’d be privileged to escort you to Council Master Hardwick’s office so that he could give you a proper greeting on behalf of the Carey Council.” 
 
    “What sort of greeting would that be?” Kyla’s teasing question sent a premonitory shudder crawling up Marta’s spine. This young man was hiding something behind his polite and pleasant pose, and a confrontation with the city officials smelled of a trap. 
 
    “A greeting appropriate to their fame and quality,” he said with a bow. 
 
    “But since we are not those ladies,” Marta interposed before Kyla could make a damaging admission, “perhaps instead you could direct us to a good hotel?” 
 
    “My dear ladies,” he said, turning his clear-eyed gaze at Marta, “it is ill-advised for two unaccompanied young women to go alone to a hotel. I beg you, let me escort you to Councilor Hardwick’s office. He will be happy to find you safer and more fitting accommodations.” 
 
    “We were about to find the copper exchange here at the station,” Marta objected. “We’ll need Inland coins before we go anywhere.” 
 
    Jerome smiled and shook his head. “I’m sorry to say that the rate of exchange here at the station is far from favorable. The Council Master can help you transact that business as well, and the rate will be more to your advantage.” 
 
     Marta frowned and would have offered further objections, but Kyla threw her a quick, cautioning glance and said, “Thank you, Mr. Esterville. I think we should see Councilor Hardwick.” 
 
    “A wise decision,” he said. “Let me carry your valises.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    As he threaded his way through the station crowd and led the women past hansoms and horse-drawn carriages, Jerome congratulated himself on his good fortune. He'd expected to have to meet trains for several days before spotting his quarry. Also, he had pictured older women, crones perhaps, not these attractive young women, neither of whom appeared older than eighteen. 
 
    Notwithstanding the denial from the younger, sharp-featured one, he had not the slightest doubt that these were the two he sought. He had seen the glance that passed between them, had heard the subtle undertone that lay beneath the teasing banter of the one who seemed to be the leader. 
 
    He would not make the mistake of underestimating them, despite their youth. They had to be clever to have caused all the commotion in North Woods Province and to have convinced so many of their powers. He might pretend to be charmed by them, but he would not, for an instant, let down his guard. 
 
    He conducted them into Hardwick’s outer office, set down their valises, and knocked on the councilor’s door. Almost immediately the door swung open; Hardwick must have been listening for them. The councilor stepped out, beaming. If he was as surprised as Jerome had been at the women’s youth, he gave no indication of it. “So these are the magicians?” he said with a heartiness that might to the women have betokened a genuine welcome but which Jerome recognized as stemming from the man’s colossal greed. Clearly he saw in the wonder workers an opportunity for profit. 
 
    “They claim not, sir.” Jerome kept his voice carefully noncommittal. “They are two women traveling alone from Dabney, the only such journeyers to arrive on the evening train from North Woods. They wanted to go to a hotel, but I advised against it. I’ve told them that you would be happy to find them more appropriate accommodations.” 
 
    “Ah, quite so. As usual, Jerome, you have acted prudently. I commend you. Ladies, please step into my office.” He backed against the open door and waved them inside. Jerome saw two chairs already positioned in front of his desk. As the women moved toward the chairs, Hardwick said, “If anyone comes, tell them I’m in conference.” He swung the door shut, closing Jerome out. 
 
    “Old fool,” Jerome muttered under his breath at the closed door. 
 
    He considered leaving. His workday was technically over, and despite Hardwick’s order, no one was likely to visit the office at this time. No one would expect Hardwick to be here. He didn't think the councilor would object to his leaving; he clearly wanted to conduct his interview in privacy. But Jerome was curious. More than curious. He had felt something, some kind of emanation from the two women. Power? Maybe. Whatever it was, he had to investigate. If it was power, and it could be shared, he resolved to get his share. 
 
    There were many ways, after all, to get ahead in the world, and Jerome intended to grasp every one that came his way. He determined to occupy Hardwick’s position one day—and to use it as a stepping-stone to rise even higher. 
 
    The way would not be easy; it hadn’t been. He’d thought to advance himself by marrying Hardwick’s daughter, Genevieve, until that time four years ago when, against all reason, she’d rejected him in favor of Matthew Wirth, whose greatest ambition was to take over his father’s funeral parlor someday. The failure to win Genevieve had been a setback, but these wonder workers offered him a new and different type of opportunity. 
 
    He’d stay to see what happened in Hardwick’s office. To occupy the time, here were their valises, begging to be searched. They might disclose some of the women’s secrets and might tell him more than the women would reveal to his employer. 
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