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Chapter 1

 

Chaff limped into the speckled mare's stall and darted a glance over his shoulder as he kneed shut the gate. Earlymorn light silhouetted no figure in the stable's open doorway, nor did the dark-timbered interior reveal any sign of human life. And so, setting down bucket and broom, Chaff pulled two withered carrots from the pocket of his breeches. 

"I've brought you a treat, Lusala," he whispered, his throat choking. A pitiful offering for a starving horse, but the best he'd been able to do. 

The dootra lifted her head and whickered faintly. Although in the dimness, Chaff could not see the color of her eyes, he knew the green that had once been bright as spring foliage was lusterless now. 

He took a step toward her, but froze at a flicker of lantern light and the sound of rapid footfalls coming toward him along the stable corridor. 

"Chaff! You're in here, aren't you?" The hard-voiced shout stirred Lord Yoad's dozing purebloods to nervous snorts and restless hoof stamps. 

Chaff slipped the carrots into the water pail. 

Ghost-like in his pale gray uniform, a man strode into sight. Rix, damn him. No surprise that Lusala's ambitious guard had quit breakfast to check on her; he was ever eager to prove his competence. As he reached the gate, he lifted the lantern to light the stall. "What are you up to?" 

Chaff gestured at the scrub broom and bucket of water. "What does it look like?" he snapped, but under Rix's hostile scrutiny, his bravado wavered. He clenched his hands to conceal their trembling, and cursed the sweat that suddenly dewed his forehead. 

Stablemaster Parl, who had followed the guard, stepped forward. "I told you, he's my most conscientious boy." 

"And I say your confidence is misplaced." Rix jerked open the gate and stepped into Lusala's stall. By Lord Yoad's orders, the hayrack was empty, the floor bare of bedding. Thus, the guard's attention came to rest on the bucket at the stableboy's feet. Apprehension seized Chaff, shortened his breath and weakened his limbs. 

Thrusting the lantern at the stablemaster, Rix pushed up the sleeve of his uniform, and bent to plunge a hand into the water. When he straightened, carrots pinched between thumb and fingers, his dark eyes burned with satisfaction. "You see, Parl," he said, "you just can't trust a hedge-whelp." A sardonic grin touched his lips as he addressed Chaff. "I suggest you beg for strength from that Eternal One you Believers love so much. You'll soon need it." 

As Rix tramped away, Chaff sagged against the wall and pressed his back against the wood, wishing he could transfer its solidity to his body. Well aware of Parl's frustrated gaze upon him, he drew a deep breath, seeking comfort in the familiar scents of meadow hay and well-groomed horses. 

"Whatever possessed you to do such a thing?" the stablemaster burst out when the guard was well gone. "Did you really think your absence at table wouldn't be noticed when yours is the only blond head amongst the lot? And just what did you expect to accomplish with two carrots?" 

Wanting to give answer to the man he viewed as a second-father, Chaff mumbled, "I had to do something." 

"What you had to do was obey Milord's orders. It isn't your place to decide if he's right or wrong." 

"How can you defend him?" Chaff flared. "How can you say nothing and watch Lusala die?" 

"He won't let her die," Parl shot back. 

The Holdings' bell began to toll, summoning the Hall servile staff to witness Chaff's punishment. His stomach churned. Only a ten-day ago, he'd watched a cobble sweeper receive seven strokes of the rod for insolence. What would his penalty be? More than seven, he thought. 

As two guards approached with purposeful step, Parl sighed heavily, and looked into Chaff's eyes, his own filled with compassion. "You know I'd help you if I could." 

"Yes," Chaff breathed. "I know." 

Then Lord Yoad's men were upon him, one on either side, propelling him into the broad courtyard, its cobbles still wet with earlymorn dew. Above the horizon, ragged with silhouetted always-greens, the sky had turned rosy-yellow, as if anticipating the sun's arrival on this clear March day. The assembled staff members whispered to each other. The women smoothed their white smocks with twitchy fingers; the men tucked loose shirttails into their brown breeches. 

Chaff's mouth went dry as his gaze swept past them to the flogger, a man of hard-sinewed arms and an impassive face. And skilled enough to deliver great suffering with the least amount of incapacitation, for Lord Yoad would expect Chaff to resume his duties on the morrow. The guards stripped off his shirt, pushed him against a lantern post and tied his hands to the crossbar above his head. 

Flanked by Parl and Fieldguard Captain Slone, Lord Yoad stood before him. Chaff's heart clutched with dread. Seven years' training kept him from looking his lord in the eye, but Chaff sensed his master's anger. The nobleman raised one hand and called out, "For willful and deliberate disobedience of my orders, fifteen strokes." 

Gasps arose from the serviles, and Chaff recoiled in mind and body. Fifteen! Lord Yoad had never ordered that many for anyone! Anguished, Chaff raised his gaze to his lord's, and saw only a chilling emptiness. 

Already the rod whirred through the air, and Chaff had no time to prepare himself. But he could not have even imagined the shock of that first blow. It broke skin, scored flesh, stung like a fishknife cut. The force pushed a strangled gasp between his lips. Gratification flitted across Lord Yoad's face. Chaff bowed his head and clenched his teeth. He won't hear me scream, he vowed. He won't! 

Stroke after stroke fell. Chaff strained away from the terrible pain, pressed his body against the post. Its sharp corners gouged his chest and abdomen. The rough ropes scraped his wrists as his knees folded. He fought to remain upright, to maintain his dignity. 

"By the Non," one of the fieldguards muttered, "the little lame mucker is tough as boiled leather." 

But Chaff's mind longed to close itself to the agony that wanted to swallow him whole. And so the courtyard, the world, hazed over. Only two humans existed in it. Him and the flogger. He heard only the whir of the rod and the expressionless voice intoning the stroke number. Felt only the wracking torture. Smelled only his blood and sweat. Sickened, he swallowed his bile along with his groans. 

"Twelve... Thirteen..." 

Chaff could not bear any more. The orphan warders had taught him to Believe, and although he had little faith that the Eternal One truly cared about him, he raised a silent prayer. Please, One, help me withstand this. 

"Fourteen..." 

Chaff caught his lower lip between his teeth and bit as the fourteenth and fifteenth blows fell. 

The punishment was over. He had survived without fainting, without crying out. His back burned with a merciless hot, red fire. He sagged against the post, tumbled hair clinging to his sweat-damp forehead, bloody slaver oozing from his bitten lip. 

"Guardsman Rix tells me the boy is ten-and-six this morn, Milord," Captain Slone said. 

"Really? On the first day of springtide? Then we must lay on one more stroke to celebrate such a lucky birth-remembrance day." 

No! Chaff's mind raged. No! I've taken my penalty! Tears of indignation and anger blurred his vision as he lifted his face toward the just-born sun. Its rays splashed over him. Their golden warmth enveloped his body, enwrapped it as if in layered quilts. He hardly felt the last blow. 

"Untie him," Lord Yoad said. 

As the rod-wielder obeyed, two fieldguards stepped forward and grasped Chaff's arms. He hung limp between the men. One of them grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked his head up to watch Lord Yoad address the other serviles. 

"No one will go near this boy. No one will speak to him or touch him until tomorrow morn." He stabbed a finger at Rehnata. "Especially not you." 

The old healer acknowledged his words with only the slightest incline of her gray head, an act of near-insolence the lord would not have tolerated in anyone else. He dismissed the crowd with a gesture, and as Rehnata turned away, her gaze touched Chaff's. He saw a flash of surprise, then awe. She must not have expected him to endure so well. 

The fieldguards jerked him upright and urged his stumbling steps across the courtyard toward the long, low stable building. They left him sprawled in Lusala's stall, breathing in the stink of urine-soaked flooring. 

The speckled mare whickered and came to snuffle at his raw wounds. Her warm breath heightened the fires of hurt, and he moaned, "No, Lusala." As always, she understood, and lifted her head, although she stayed close beside him. 

For a time, Chaff's thoughts drifted, then slowly came to focus on Lord Yoad. Lean of body and fair of feature, he was the richest man in the kingdom of Draal. At only three-and-a-half ten-years, he owned forests that stretched from its landsedge to Prand's Crown, where grew the Eternal Trees. But all of Chaff's loyalty and devotion had gone to the lord's wife, Lady Meave. And she had responded in kind. Lord Yoad must have resented that terribly. Now, with Milady gone and no one else who dared intercede, he was levying his retribution. 

Chaff heard the hoof-clatter of horses being led from their stalls, followed by the excited baying of the lord's pack of white hounds and the shouts of the fieldguards. The din swelled, then diminished, and silence descended. 

Slowly, Chaff became aware of the presence of creatures other than Lusala. Sparrows and pigeons in the rafters, a mouse in a nearby stall, barn cats on the prowl. And yes, even stable flies, dung beetles and wood ants. 

Had his agony heightened his senses to such an incredible degree? The intense connection with all living things awed, yet frightened him. Perhaps death hovered near. Perhaps he was already on his way to One's Realm. 

Another presence, a human, entered Chaff's range of perception. Quietly and quickly it came toward him. 

"Here," a small voice whispered. "I've brought water." 

The disquieting sensations fled from Chaff like darting minnows. Relieved to be free of them, he collected his thoughts and opened his eyes. The youngest stableboy, Winky, only a ten-year, knelt beside him, holding a dipper. 

"Go away," Chaff mumbled. "You'll be punished." 

"There's hardly anyone about," Winky said, but his quick glance into the corridor belied his attempt at bold unconcern. "Parl and the boys are owner-marking the new foals. Milord's taken Cap'n Slone and some of his men hunting, and the rest are at weapons practice." He waved a grimy hand. "Even the one who guards Lusala." 

Lord Yoad needn't have worried about Rix offering sympathy, Chaff thought. 

"Please drink." Fear now shadowed Winky's dark eyes, and set his thin body atremble. 

Chaff pushed himself up on one elbow. For a moment, the stable rocked. When it had stilled, he guided the dipper to his mouth with his free hand, wincing as the rim touched his swollen lower lip. He rinsed his mouth and spat, then drank thirstily. The water tasted especially good--fresh, cool and minty. 

"Rehnata put something in it to help with the pain," Winky said, "and to heal the stripes quicker." 

Tears threatened and Chaff forestalled them by draining the dipper. Winky took it from his shaking fingers as he once more collapsed. 

"Thank you," Chaff whispered. "And thank Rehnata. Now go before you get caught." 

The small boy rose, glanced around, and hurried away. Not until his footfalls faded did Chaff yield to the despair he had stubbornly restrained. Swimming on the brink of a potion-induced sleep, he sought memories of Lady Meave, his beautiful, golden-haired lady, absent from the Holdings these past four thirty-days. She had brought him with her from the kingdom of Falshane when she had married Lord Yoad. From amongst all the children at the orphan home, she had chosen him to accompany her, to be Lusala's caretaker. She had chosen him. How he had clung to that all these years. 

Unmindful of the hurt such movement brought, he turned onto his side, and curled his body around the bitter sorrow in his heart. "Milady," he sobbed. "Milady, why couldn't I have gone with you?" Squeezing his eyes shut, he willed himself to escape the pain, to let Rehnata's drink take effect, and at last the healing peace of sleep engulfed him. 
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He awoke slowly, with hazy recollections of having heard Lord Yoad and his men return from the hunt, their horses stamping and blowing. He vaguely remembered listening to the stableboys' unnaturally hushed voices as they went about their eventime chores. 

The stable now lay night-quiet, but lantern light glowed on the stall's partitions. Sensing a presence other than the dootra's, Chaff turned his head. 

Parl hunkered beside him. "Rehnata drew fresh water for you and Lusala." He gestured at the bucket sitting next to the lantern. 

Chaff struggled to form words in a cottony mouth. "You aren't supposed to talk to me." 

"Milord relented and gave me permission to check on you one time before going to bed," the stablemaster said. "Here. Let me see your back." 

Chaff eased himself onto his stomach, and repositioned his left arm so that he could rest his cheek upon it. Parl looked closely at the wounds and sighed. "They'll feel better in the morn, after Rehnata cleans and salves them, but you'll have some scars, I'm afraid." He sat down and leaned against the wall. "I'm amazed you're doing so well. Sixteen strokes for a lad as fine-boned as you..." 

He shook his head. "You made Milord very angry, Chaff. I wish you'd try harder to understand him. He's doing what he thinks he must to force Milady to return." 

"But she might have been abducted." Chaff hated himself for almost wishing such were true. It would explain why Lady Meave had not taken him with her, or at least told him she was going. While he had sensed she was not truly happy in her marriage, neither had she indicated she was miserable enough to leave. 

"Chaff, be sensible. If she'd been abducted, Milord would have received a ransom demand long ago." 

"None was ever received for the return of Princess Haehli of Shubeck," he said, "and it's been six thirty-days since she disappeared." 

"Hunh!" Parl snorted. "That hoyden. No doubt she'll soon surface with a commonfolk bastard in her arms." 

"Then perhaps Milady was taken by magik." 

"Ah, yes," Parl said. "Rehnata's explanation." He waved one hand in a gesture of exasperation. "Whose magik? The only mortal beings who possess it are Keepers. And whether they be sprite or human, they're committed to good works. The Eternal One wouldn't have spirited her out of her garden. That's not His way. And the Non couldn't have got anywhere near someone as devoted to the One as Milady. So who then, Chaff?" 

"I don't know. I only know that if she'd had a choice..." Chaff's words failed, and he closed his eyes against the melancholy that scored his heart as painfully as the rod had scored his back. 

"She had a choice. And she chose to leave. She won't ever come back. Milord is almost to the point of accepting that, and when he does, he will allow Lusala to be fed." 

"Do you really believe that?" Chaff's astonishment burgeoned into sudden anger. "If you do, then you're a fool! He starves Lusala for the same reason he ordered so many strokes for me. Because Milady loved us. Your dear lord can't understand such devotion since he doesn't give a rat's turd about anyone. Not even you, Parl, no matter how long and faithfully you've served him. Can't you see that? Are you blind?" 

The stablemaster flinched as if struck, and tight lines hardened his plain face. Chaff pulled in a deep breath. He'd said too much, let his misdirected rage hurt someone he cared about. But he couldn't bring himself to apologize for speaking the truth. 

The silence hung like cobwebs between them. When Parl finally spoke, it was as supervisor to servile. "According to contract, a dootra must be returned to the royal family of Falshane if its owner dies or otherwise relinquishes ownership. Milord will have to send Lusala back, but he's under no obligation to return you. You'll just have to get used to life without Milady. And unless you enjoy getting rodded, you'd best learn to obey Milord without question." 

"I won't promise that." 

Parl rose abruptly and snatched up the lantern. "Then you'll suffer the more for it. The world can be a hard place unless you bend to fit it." He tramped out of the stall, and in the corridor hung the lantern from a hook on the wall opposite the stairway to the sleeping loft. "'Til the morn, Chaff," he muttered and climbed the steps. 

Chaff lay quiet, listening to the small night noises of the stable. Lusala chewed at the half-wall, loosing the strong odor of lamp oil, which Chaff had been ordered to pour upon it to prevent such cribbing. The wood bits fell from her lips as she lowered her head and blew. Poor sweet thing. No matter what Parl thought, Chaff was sure Lord Yoad would starve her until she died. 

Slowly, he forced himself to a crouch, then steeling himself against the hurt, straightened his back. Sweat beaded his forehead and he rested, hands palm up on his knees. He looked down at his rope-burned wrists. On the underside of the left one, his birthmark was plainly visible, even in the dim light from the corridor lantern. 

As a child, he'd pretended the long-looped figure-eight made him special, for he'd never seen anyone else with such a mark. Well, but here he was, beaten and bloodied. No one special at all. A hedge-whelp, as Rix had said. 

He inched to the bucket of water Parl had brought, and drank. Gratitude welled in his heart when he detected the taste of Rehnata's tonic. Whatever herbs she used, they brought not only pain relief, but renewed strength. 

After a few minutes, Chaff dared to stand. Giddy, he steadied himself with a hand on Lusala's shoulder, ashamed to take support from her. She was already ribby and canted in at the flank. 

Chaff closed his eyes, rested his hands on the mare's back, and pressed his forehead against her side. "Oh, Lusala," he whispered. "If only I could take you home." 

The mare's hide shivered under the quick tightening of Chaff's fingers. Thieve Lusala and run? Why not? She was dying and he had only a life of misery ahead at the hands of Lord Yoad. He lifted his head, feeling flushed and feverish. He had to take this opportunity, for there would be no other. 

His heart trembled at the audacity of his plan, but he could not quell the elation that consumed him, body and soul. He hurried to fetch the bucket of tonic-laced water and set it in front of the speckled mare. 

"Drink, Lusala. Drink your fill. When the night's full dark, we leave." 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"About to thieve Lady Meave's mare, are you?" 

Lusala snorted and shied at the sudden voice out of the stable's dimness. Chaff whirled, heart racing. How could anyone have heard his words? They had been barely a breath. 

He recognized the man before him as a secret business partner of Lord Yoad's, one whom a servile must never admit to having seen. Chaff had mentally dubbed him Shadow-slip, for he visited only at night, and always wore garments the color of slate. 

Forcing words through a mouth gone dry, Chaff asked, "Milord, may I be of service?" 

"No. I, however, can be of great service to you." The nobleman stepped forward to rest his forearms on the half-wall, hands dangling, slim fingers loosely interlocked around a pair of dark-gray gloves. A floppy-brimmed hat shadowed his face, and Chaff could not discern his expression as he spoke. "I won't inform Yoad of your plans." 

"Why not, Milord?" Chaff managed. 

The nobleman chuckled dryly. "Let's just say I admire your determination. After the rodding you received this morn, I wonder that you're even on your feet, let alone considering flight." 

From earliest childhood, Chaff had been able to distinguish ally from adversary at first meeting. But he could not guess this man's intentions, and he wondered why. 

"You realize, of course," the nobleman went on, "that Yoad will have his hounds and guards after you at dawnlight. He will guess your destination. He did not become the wealthiest landowner in Draal by being less than astute. Further, he will know that you dare not go inland. You have no certificate of ownership for the dootra. Since they are bred only for royalty or nobility, you'd be hard pressed to explain your possession of one. And the wood is full of thievers, who'd kill you before they realized you have nothing they want." 

He shrugged a shoulder, setting pinpoints of light glittering in the dark gemstones of his cape's clasp. "So you will follow landsedge, and be subject to capture by sea-rogues. I hear they are especially fond of golden-haired lads. They'd have great sport with you before they slit your throat." He gestured at Lusala. "And what a welcome addition to their diet horsemeat would be." 

As if she understood, the mare gave a throaty whuffle. Chaff stroked her cheek, his hand trembling. 

The nobleman sighed dramatically. "If thievers or sea-rogues don't catch you, Yoad will. He'll hang you, of course. Do you really want to risk all that when Lady Meave herself doesn't care what happens to her horse?" 

Chaff had listened to Shadow-slip with increasing dread, but bristled at his disparagement of Milady. "She does care, Milord," he said tightly. "If she knew about Lusala's condition--" 

"I'm sure she knows," Shadow-slip interrupted. "How could she not? Whoever arranged her flight would have sent word to her by now about Yoad's treatment of the mare." 

The nobleman slapped his gloves idly against the partition. "No, stableboy. She ran. No doubt she grew tired of these remote Holdings. She'd been at the queen's court in Norporte. Life must have been very dull for her here, tending her flower garden, trying to educate you servile rabble, riding the horse given to her by her lover." 

At Chaff's quickly indrawn breath, Shadow-slip laughed. "Oh, didn't you know about her and Prince Torin? That's probably who she's run to, now that his wife is dead." 

Sudden anger fired Chaff's retort. "Prince Torin's wife died of illness five years ago." 

"Oh, ho! The mucker knows something of the royalhouse of Falshane. From Lady Meave's own lips, no doubt. Did she also tell you how little the prince grieved?" 

Having no answer, Chaff remained silent. 

"I thought not. Neither did Lady Meave feel sorrow at the loss of her one-time friend. No more than the remorse she felt at leaving Yoad. Or the mare," he paused, then added. "Or you." 

Hurt squeezed Chaff's heart, and he averted his gaze. 

"Surely," Shadow-slip exclaimed, "you didn't think she really cared about you? A lame little orphan servile? Be sensible. Your own mother didn't want you." 

His words broke the lock on doubts Chaff had kept boxed for years. Tears stung his eyes. Why had his mother abandoned him? Because he'd been born less than perfect, his left leg shorter than his right? Or because he'd been the product of a casual union? 

He took a shuddering breath and drew himself up. He would not reveal his anguish to Shadow-slip. "My parents died in the spotted plague." 

The dark lord shrugged. "Believe what you wish." 

"Well, I don't believe you!" Chaff snapped. "I don't believe anything you've said!" 

Shadow-slip's eyes narrowed. "I ought to report your impudence to Yoad. Perhaps another rodding would quiet your insolent tongue." He stepped away from the stall partition, and began to pull on his gloves. "However, I prefer to let matters run their course. Take the dootra and leave. See how far you get." 

The lantern's flame flickered and when it steadied itself, Shadow-slip was gone. Chaff stepped to the gate and looked for him, but the stable appeared empty of human life. In spite of Shadow-slip's assurances that he would say nothing to Lord Yoad, Chaff doubted. 

Drawing a ragged breath, he turned back to Lusala. He saw the depth of trust in her eyes--a trust that he had lately betrayed. Well, no more. He would take her home. 
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The stable lay uncannily quiet, as it had since shortly after Shadow-slip's visit. No noises sifted down from the loft above, from Parl's apartment or the common area where his assistant Callum and the stableboys slept. It grieved Chaff that if he made good his escape, Parl would be one of those who'd surely suffer for it. 

Chaff sighed, then whispered, "Come, Lusala," and stepped out into the corridor. Without halter or lead, the speckled mare followed him. He had tied pieces of a saddle mat over her hooves, and his worn boots trod soundless on the scrubbed board floors. Lusala whickered no greeting or farewell to the dozing horses as Chaff led the way between the long rows of box stalls. 

At the end of the corridor, the stable door stood open to the mild March night. A tatter of clouds hid the partial moon, and Chaff squinted into the darkness. A thick timber wall surrounded the great two-storied Hall, its grounds and it many outbuildings. At night, the gate was barred within and guarded without. South lay the fieldguards' barracks, its orders-room window the sole one showing light. To the north, the poultry pens and kennels betrayed their presence by only the faintest of offensive odors, for the enclosures were cleaned daily. Beyond them, in the northwest corner, stood the postern gate, Chaff's exit to freedom. 

As his gaze swept past his master's residence, Chaff's smoldering resentment flared. Sixteen strokes! He flung a silent curse at the sleeping lord. 

A whippet of the westerly breeze from the sea brushed Chaff's face; he sucked in a calming breath, looked up into the immensity of the star-flecked sky, and whispered, "Please Eternal One, let me escape. But if that is not Thy will, help me face my hanging bravely." 

Shuddering at the black thought, he edged into the courtyard and turned right, keeping close to the wall as he crept toward the gate. Lusala's padded hooves made no sound on the cobbles, and the chickens, long aroost, would give no warning, but what about the dogs? As Chaff neared their woodweave enclosure, he abandoned stealth--for dogs could sense that--and approached as boldly as his limp allowed. "Ho, Taj. Down, Flitch," he soothed softly, calling the pack leaders by name. The white hounds grumbled briefly, and once more settled into sleep as he passed. 

Across the courtyard, light bloomed in a Hall window. Chaff stopped abruptly and Lusala stumbled into him. He clamped a hand over her nostrils to prevent a snort of surprise. Eyes and ears straining, he waited for a door to open, for houseguards to come running out. 

But the Hall remained silent, and Chaff realized that the light came not from Lord Yoad's study, but from the kitchen. The chief cook must be checking on the rising of the breakfast bread dough. Lest she look out the window and notice darker shadows against the others, Chaff would not move until she was back abed. 

The minutes fell like drops of water from a slow-leaking bucket. And all the while, Lusala stood quiet, with never an idle stamp nor impatient whuffle. At last the lantern flared and died, and still Chaff waited, his nerves thrumming with tension. The moon remained hidden, but in the west, the clouds scudded before the wind. Wanting to be through the gate before they dispersed, he crept forward. Anxiety had sapped his strength by the time he reached the gate, and he sagged against it. 

The mare nudged his arm, as if she too were eager to be free. Chaff drew the bolts with shaking fingers, then put his weight against the heavy door. As expected, it swung silently, for Lord Yoad allowed no part of the Holdings to be ill-maintained. 

With Lusala at his heels, Chaff slipped through the opening onto the dirt path that ran along the outer perimeter of the wall. He turned and eased the gate shut. When it fell to, he stood with his hands pressed against the slab, engulfed by a terrible feeling of isolation. He had closed the door on seven years of his life. 

But Lady Meave no longer dwelt within those walls and without her, he had nothing. "I miss you so much, Milady," he whispered, his eyes stinging with tears. 

He pushed away from the gate, turned to the dootra mare and stroked her cheek. "I'll get you safe home for her, Lusala. I swear it." 

Yet, apprehension gnawed at his resolve as he knelt to remove her saddle-mat boots. Landsedge was the only route he could take if he hoped to escape Lord Yoad's hounds, but what if Shadow-slip spoke true? What if sea-rogues did prowl the shores of the Great Kind Sea? Chaff had never seen any suspicious ships when he'd exercised Lusala on the sand, but he'd never been out at night. 

As he rose, a short, stocky figure clad in tunic and breeches emerged from the low-growing brush. In the starlight, Chaff perceived a dark-skinned man, about two-thirds his size. An adversary so soon? Well, he would not be taken without a fight. He leapt forward and swung at the silent observer, who caught his wrists and held them fast with astonishing strength. 

"Calm ye down," a husky male voice commanded. "A brushbung Keeper I am and hurt ye, I'll not." 

Chaff ceased struggling to observe his captor with surprise. A Keeper? All Keepers, whether human or brushbung, received magik from the Eternal One. That much Chaff knew. But why was the woodsprite here? 

"Dowvy, my name is," the brushbung said, as if reading his thoughts, "and come to help ye I have." 

"To help me thieve a horse?" Chaff asked, incredulous. 

"Aye, if right the cause be." 

"Well, it...it is," Chaff stammered, uneasy in the company of one who had magik. He glanced at Lusala, but she seemed to be completely accepting of the little man. 

As the brushbung released him, Chaff felt a tingling sensation pulse through his wrists and into his body. He shivered, and while Dowvy retrieved a pack from the bushes, Chaff set foot to the path, the dootra mare following. 

Catching up, the brushbung said, "Need me ye do." 

"Why?" Chaff asked, then drew up short at the sound of the slow thuff, thuff of plodding hooves. The night guard approached, just out of sight beyond the corner of the wall. 

Grasping Chaff's forearm with one hand and placing the other under the mare's muzzle, the brushbung drew them into the bushes. "Keep ye quiet," he commanded. 

Frantic, Chaff looked for cover. None was tall enough to conceal the mare, and the clouds chose that moment to unveil the quarter moon. The white speckles on Lusala's nut-brown hide shown like mica bits in a streambed. There was nothing he could do. Despairing, he hunkered in the brush and waited. If the guard dozed, he might pass by without noticing them, provided Lusala did not draw attention with a movement or a sound. 

Preceded by the creak of saddle leather and the chink of bridle rings, the guard rounded the corner. When his horse fidgeted and pricked its ears toward the pathside bushes, he reined to a halt and scanned the area around him. 

Chaff held his breath. Even though he and Dowvy were well hidden, surely the guard must see Lusala. For seconds, the man stared into the darkness. His horse sidled, champed at the bit and blew through its nostrils. 

"It's only rabbits, you old fool," the guard finally muttered, and urged his mount forward. 

Chaff let out a sigh of relief, then turned to the brushbung. "How did you do that?" he whispered. "How did you make us be unseen?" 

"My sort of magik, illusion is," the sprite answered. 

Chaff eyed the little man with reluctant admiration. 

"Have magik ye do, also," Dowvy added. 

Chaff grimaced. Only a few humans were gifted with magik, and the very idea that he might be one was preposterous. "What frappery!" he mumbled. 

Once more he took to the path, and when Dowvy kept apace, he glanced sideways at the sprite. "I don't suppose I can stop you from coming with me, but I don't want to hear any more fooltalk. I'm only a stableboy. And one whose life will be forfeit if I'm caught with a thieved horse." 

"Ungrateful ye seem to me," the brushbung grumbled, "but stay with ye I will." 

They tramped the trail without speaking. Already Chaff heard the sea's muted roar and smelled its salty tang. In a sixth-league, the scrub gave way to tough grass and soon he trod upon sand. He sat down, removed his boots and hung them around his neck by their thongs. No point in rolling up the legs of his breeches; even the Great Kind Sea sometimes tossed an errant wave. 

When they reached the water, Dowvy paused to run stubby fingers over Lusala's ribs. "Half-starved, she is." 

His words were not accusatory, yet bitter regret fired Chaff's words. "What could I do?" he snapped. "Lord Yoad ordered she not be fed." 

Dowvy sighed, then asked, "For Norporte, ye are bound?" 

So, like Shadow-slip, the sprite had guessed that Chaff's destination was the royal city of the neighboring kingdom. It was logical, Falshane being the only place where the green-eyed horses were bred. "Yes," Chaff answered. "I'm taking Lusala home. She was a wedding gift from Prince Torin to the Lady Meave." As Dowvy busied himself tying his pack to the belt that encircled his waist, Chaff added, "Milady's disappeared, you know." 

"Oh?" 

Bitter disappointment sent Chaff's thoughts tumbling. Milady had not been taken by magik then, for surely the brushbung would have heard about that. And why should Chaff search for Milady if she cared naught for him? 

The brushbung's voice wrested him from his ponderings. "Many leagues it is to the border," Dowvy said. He took hold of the mare's mane and hoisted himself onto her back. Chaff caught a breath, expecting Lusala to drop dead on the spot, but she staggered not at all. Instead, she lifted her head on her poor thin neck and looked at him, as if expecting him to join the brushbung. 

"Ride ye can," the woodsprite said. "Magik-might I'm giving the mare." 

Chaff regarded him with awe, then remembered the tingling sensation from Dowvy's hands, and that he'd felt renewed energy immediately afterward. Still, Lusala looked so thin and frail... "No," he said, "she can't carry both of us. I'll walk." 

Dowvy shrugged, and kneed the dootra into the water where it swept in flat sheets over the sand. As the surf curled about his ankles, Chaff swallowed a gasp. He'd forgotten how cold the sea was in March. Within minutes his feet ached so that he could barely walk. For a time, determination kept him abreast of Lusala and her silent rider, but at length the hurt became so intense that he clung to the sprite's leg, unable to take another step. 

"Come ye aboard," Dowvy said peevishly, as the mare stopped. "Yere weight she won't feel, I tell ye." 

Too miserable to resist the invitation, Chaff took the brushbung's proffered hand and pulled himself up. Lusala resumed walking at a steady pace and Chaff's concern eased. As his feet warmed, his attention returned to the painful welts upon his back. Salt air misted the wounds, and when a wild sea wind flung spatters of spray upon them, he moaned. 

Dowvy ordered the dootra to halt. He swung one leg over her withers and slipped down onto the wet sand. "It's long enough ye've suffered," he mumbled. 

Reaching up, he touched one hand to Chaff's right shoulder. Heat spread outward and downward. It rippled over Chaff's back, caressing each rod strike with a feather of soothing relief. 

Chaff sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. Then as the pain left him, anger flared. "Why didn't you do that before? Why did you make me suffer all this time?" He leaned forward to strike at Dowvy, who stepped nimbly out of his reach. Lusala turned her head to look at her rider, her eyes pale ovals in the moonlight. 

Chaff leapt off her back, hands fisted. He had very little fighting experience; Parl wouldn't allow any scuffling. He swung, but as before the sprite caught his wrists and held him. 

"Easy ye think it is to deepen the sleep of hounds and stablehands?" Dowvy asked angrily. "To illusion boy and horse? To give them magik-might?" 

The brushbung did look tired, and as quickly as Chaff's ire had flamed, it faded. 

Dowvy started to release him, but again gripped his left wrist, and bent to stare at the figure-eight birthmark. The brown hands trembled and the sprite straightened to gaze intently into Chaff's eyes. Then he dropped to one knee and bowed his head. "Forgive me," he said. "Know, I did not." 

"Know what?" Chaff questioned and jerked his hand free. "What's wrong with you?" His frustration mounted. He was tired of Dowvy's unpredictable behavior. "Get up!" 

Dowvy rose, head still bowed. "Good reason my king must have had," he muttered, and ruffed thick black hair with stubby fingers. When he once more looked at Chaff, his expression was impassive. He gestured toward Chaff's face. "Yere lip ye've bitten through. Heal it, I will." 

At his touch, the soreness was gone. Chaff's fingers traced the short thin line of mended flesh. 

"Some scars ye'll bear," Dowvy mumbled. 

"But to be able to heal," Chaff breathed, shaking his head. "Can all Keepers do it?" 

"Most. Varies, does the gift. And of a different sort entirely yours may be." 

"Mine!" Chaff cried, but the sprite had already turned away and waded into the surf, heedless of the wavelets that soaked his clogs and garments. 

Lusala resumed walking. Chaff pulled himself up onto her back, then leaning from first one side to the other, he put on his boots. Keeping abreast, the woodsprite stooped now and then to gather streamers of a certain kind of seaweed, the ends of which he knotted together so that he could loop them around his arm. When he had collected a goodly supply of it, he hopped up in front of Chaff. Leaning forward he offered one end of the coil to the mare. She took it willingly and ate as she walked. 

"Are you sure that won't make her sick?" Chaff asked. 

"Certain I am. The nourishment, she needs." 

"Well, at the very least, it will make her thirsty. And where along landsedge are we to find fresh water?" 

"Find it we will," came the confident reply and Chaff had no choice but to accept it. 

The mention of nourishment had set Chaff's stomach grumbling. "I haven't had any food since eve before yesterday," Chaff said hesitantly. "Do you happen to have something to eat in your supplysac?" 

"Oh, aye. Breadbits," the sprite replied. Reaching into the fabric bag, he drew out a handful of the standard travelers' fare. Tough and grainy, with a taste akin to raw wheat, the plum-sized pieces of bread were meant only to sustain, not to enjoy. But they eased Chaff's hunger, and he was grateful for that. 

In time, the skies lightened so that the forest on their right began to look green instead of black. The sea changed from gray to dark blue. In the eastern sky, sheepswool clouds pinked around the edges. Birds hopped and skipped on the flat, tan sand, the seawater sheening away their crosshatch of tracks. By turns, at the whim of nature, the wind carried the sharp breath of unknown sea mysteries or the dew-damp incense of the always-green trees. 

The Holdings would be awakening. Someone would report him missing. Parl, if Dowvy's sleep enhancement spell had worn off. Or Rehnata, come to salve his wounds. Perhaps Rix, eager to sew an exemplary-service star on his uniform sleeve. Chaff shivered. What matter who sounded the alarm? Too soon, guards and dogs would be in fevered pursuit of a runaway stableboy and a thieved dootra mare. 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Parl awoke slowly, muzzy-headed as if he'd gone to sleep with the aid of cheap ale. He slapped at the person shaking his shoulder before he recognized Rehnata. Showing no surprise at his reaction, the healer dodged away. 

While Parl tugged at his blanket to reassure himself it covered his nakedness, she spoke in low tones. "Get dressed and come below." 

A sense of foreboding filled Parl as he watched the old woman leave the room. Something unsettling had happened. Rehnata would never have entered his apartment otherwise. 

He pulled on clothes and boots and stepped into the common room. Ordinarily, cockcrow and dawn birdsong set Callum and the stableboys astir, but this morn they showed no sign of awakening. Puzzled, Parl knuckled the last vestiges of sleep from his eyes and descended the stairs. 

Rehnata waited for him. The lantern light revealed sleep-bristled braids that she hadn't taken time to re-plait before coming to attend to Chaff. Her basket of ointments sat on the floor outside the dootra's stall. "Chaff's gone," she said without preamble, "and he's taken Lusala." 

"What?" Parl asked numbly. "He can't have. He was hurt and the mare--" He broke off and strode to the stall, knowing it would be empty, feeling his heart wrench with anguish. "I should have said something." He pounded his fists on the wall. "I should have reminded him how lucky he was that a flogging was all he got. Twenty years ago, he would have lost two fingers for what he did." 

"You have more reason than some to remember the passage of the anti-maiming laws," Rehnata murmured. 

Parl whirled on her, but saw no reproach in her eyes. She had forgiven him long ago. "Why did he run, then?" 

"Not because he resented an unfair rodding, if that's what you think. He did it to save Lusala." 

"She didn't need saving. Only last night I assured him..." Parl broke off, gesturing. "No matter." Obviously, Chaff had not believed what he'd said, and that angered him even more. "The young fool! How did he manage this?" 

"The stable was spelled." 

"Spelled?" Parl echoed. "Have you been listening to your own wild tales?" She had once told him she could sense magik, but he had no proof of that. 

"Seems you and Callum and the boys slept extra sound last night," she said dryly. 

With a glance upward at the loft, Parl considered her words. She spoke true. Usually, the slightest disturbance in the stable brought him wide-awake. "Yesterday was a tiring one," he said, and knew that was not a valid explanation for his inadequate vigilance. But magik, here at the Holdings? Parl found it hard to accept. 

"Supposing there was a spell," he said. "Who set it?" 

"A Keeper, for sure. Maybe Chaff himself." 

Parl's distress-induced anger flared. "Now I know your wits are curdled," he snapped. "Chaff has no magik." 

Unperturbed by his ire, Rehnata demurred. "He does. He received it yestermorn, at sunrise, when he turned ten-and-six. You were watching him. Didn't you notice the brightening of his eyes?" 

"No." Parl shook his head. True, the boy's eyes had odd coloration. Gold rings encircled the pupils and dark brown irises, which were also flecked with gold. But Parl had seen no change. "He had tears in his eyes and was looking into the sun." 

He caught Rehnata's look of puzzlement before her expression became impassive. "Perhaps I was mistaken about that," she said. "Nevertheless, I'm sure our Chaff is a Keeper." Her dark eyes sparked warning. "But that is only for me and you to know." 

As Rix came into sight, striding down the corridor, she sighed heavily. "Lord Yoad will soon learn that the boy has thieved Lusala." 

"Come to salve the hedge-whelp's stripes, eh?" The guard addressed Rehnata with jaunty disdain. His expression hardened as his gaze slid past her to the empty stall. He leapt forward to examine it more thoroughly, then whirled on Parl. "Where is he? Where have you moved him and that accursed horse?" 

"I haven't moved him," Parl replied. "But he's gone. You'd best notify Milord." 

"I will," Rix snarled. "Since you haven't seen fit to do so." He left the stable at a run. 

Parl massaged his temples with his fingertips. He felt anger at himself for not having prevented Chaff's escape, anxiety over what now would befall the boy, and fear of Milord's reaction when he heard of the thievery. 

Gray brows knitted in resignation, Rehnata stooped to pick up her medicine basket. "I wish I could help you, Parl," she mumbled, "but I can't." Eyes misted with tears, she turned and walked away. 

His mind on events to come, Parl hardly noticed. As much as he cared for Milord, he knew his master's temper had grown ever shorter with the passing years. Those who had failed to prevent the boy's escape would be punished severely. Parl wondered how many strokes he would receive, and if he'd be able to bear them as well as Chaff had. 

Well, no time to think of that now. He climbed the stairs to rouse Callum and the stableboys. Upon hearing the news, man and boys scrambled to dress, trembling, wide-eyed, without chatter. By the time Parl returned to the stable below, five fieldguards, Rix amongst them, were backing their mounts from their stalls. "Milord wants to see you, Parl," Rix said, grinning, and yielded his horse's saddling to a stableboy. "I'd say he's a little upset." 

Parl nodded. "I'm sure he is. I'll go to the Hall as soon as you're on your way." 

The hounds, sensing an imminent tracking, set up a furious yelping and baying. Within minutes, the five fieldguards, preceded by the entire pack of adult hounds, pounded through the postern gate, headed for landsedge. Parl watched them leave, his heart heavy, a prayer for Chaff on his lips. 

From the stable's dimness, a soft voice spoke Parl's name. Even before he turned toward the speaker, he recognized the lilac scent Tevony always wore. As he had done countless times before, he pushed away non-paternal thoughts about this black-haired woman, young enough to be his daughter. 

"Tevony," he said. "You shouldn't be here." Lord Yoad did not permit house serviles to enter the stable unless on an errand for him, and Parl doubted Tevony had been sent. 

Anxiety paled her face, beautiful in spite of the ugly scar that marred her left cheek. Every time Parl looked upon it, his heart ached anew. And so he fixed his gaze on hers as she spoke. "I'm so afraid for Chaff." 

"As am I," Parl responded, knowing the melancholy he could not restrain would do nothing to reassure her. 

Her chin trembled and tears shone in her eyes. "I'm praying for the Eternal One to help him." 

"Chaff will thank you for that." Even if Parl had been certain Chaff was a Keeper, he would not have mentioned it. 

"I've...I've said a prayer for you as well," she said, her throat choking on a sob. 

"For me?" 

"Yes. I fear for you, too." She laid a hand on Parl's arm, her touch lighting fires of desire within him. "Milord is in a rage such as I've never seen. He's storming around the study, kicking the furniture, throwing things. And you are one of those whom Milord is cursing." 

Parl closed his eyes briefly, and drew a calming breath. "Milord has cause to be angry with me. I failed in my duties. I should have prevented Chaff from running." He blinked away tears as he looked at her. "If I had, he wouldn't be in danger of losing his life." He laid one hand atop hers where it rested on his arm. "Now, please," he said gently, "go back to the Hall. With the mood Milord is in, you mustn't risk disobeying him." 

"May the One bless you as well as Chaff," Tevony whispered, and squeezed his fingers briefly before she stepped away. 

If the One had, Parl thought, watching her hurry toward the kitchen door, you and I would be more of an age. Then perhaps I could tell you what I feel. 

He sighed, then willing nerve and muscle to do as he bid, he answered his summons to the Hall. 
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Chaff's anxious gaze scanned land and water. He saw no ships' sails, sea-rogues or otherwise, on the horizon, nor smelled smoke from thievers' camps in the wood. Shadow-slip might have exaggerated the menace from them, but surely Lord Yoad's hounds must already be ranging landsedge, searching for tracks leading inland to fresh water. Chaff twisted around, one hand braced on Lusala's rump, and squinted into the distance behind him. As far as the eye could see, lay only tan sand, devoid of any human life. 

He'd estimated his and Dowvy's nightlong flight had taken them six leagues from the Hall. The dogs couldn't possibly have caught up with them, yet he suddenly saw and heard them, twenty-seven white hounds leaping and baying. Behind them rode five fieldguards, swords and arrowsacs at their sides, bows on their shoulders. 

Some distance behind them, Shadow-slip followed on a tall, gray horse. Why would the nobleman accompany Lord Yoad's men? To satisfy himself that his predictions of capture were fulfilled? 

Chaff blinked and the vision was gone, but he knew that, although far away, the dogs and men were there. As he stared into the distance, he became aware of the movement of tiny bits of...of something. No, of everything. Water, sand, trees, birds, insects--all the Particles that made up the land and sea and air and what was on it and what was in it. Awestruck, he let his senses explore the phenomenon. 

What an amazing, glorious, extraordinary thing! And in more colors than a rainbow. He'd never seen so many shades of green as he now saw in the trees, nor so many hues of blue in the sea. And the sand wasn't just tan--it was silver and gold and white and black and russet. 

Then he heard the sounds. Sea droplets murmuring, sand grains rubbing together, summer-green leafbuds expanding, and always-green needles drinking in the earlymorn dew. Those sounds and a host of others. But it was a quiet chorus. Soothing and gentle, sweet to the ear. 

Along with the colors and sounds came the emotions. He was astounded to find that all Particles of nature had them. Wiser and more complex than human feelings, but just as diverse from Particle to Particle. Each knew its place with all the others and respected that, yet it had great pride in its own composition. Chaff found no strong negative emotions such as jealousy, greed, hate or vengeance, but willfulness abounded. Secure in the Eternal One's love, many of them behaved like spoiled children. 

Chaff knew, felt, saw, all this in an instant, but as suddenly as the wondrous Awareness had come, it was gone. Dazed by the profound experience, shaken to his very soul, Chaff once more looked upon sand and sea and forest as he had always seen them, and the wind carried no sound of the pursuing hounds. 

"Something wrong with ye, there is?" Dowvy asked. 

Realizing he clutched the brushbung's belt in a fierce grip, Chaff loosened his hold. "No," he mumbled. "No. I just...I was looking over my shoulder and...and I got a little dizzy. I'm all right now." 

He closed his eyes and let his thoughts tumble. What's happening to me? How can I see what I can't see? 

With great effort, Chaff collected his fragmented thoughts and when he could trust himself to speak sensibly, said, "I think I heard the dogs. The fieldguards won't be far behind. Can you illusion us again?" 

"Aye. Always illusioned are brushbungs, unless not to be we wish. And ye and the mare, I can conceal. But our scent, I cannot hide." 

"If we stay to the water, the hounds won't find us," Chaff said with more confidence than he felt. "They're ground trackers." 

"Still, very strong our scent will be when they pass us. Notice it, they might." 

Chaff frowned. As they continued on their course, he cast many an anxious glance over his shoulder. Soon enough, he detected the hounds, mere white dots in the distance, but coming steadily and fast. Fear tapped his shoulder, sending ice-tingles down his spine. True, Dowvy's illusion had concealed them before, but Chaff felt unprotected, here in the open, wading through the surf. 

He looked north up landsedge and again knew what he should not have been able to know. A large group of people gathered there. People who cared about each other. Families. They must be the folk who supplied fish and seafood to Yoad Hall. But why were they not at sea? Then Chaff remembered this was Onesday. They were at worship. 

Their fishing skiffs would be beached, or perhaps they had a pier along which the larger boats would be tied. Either way, Lusala would have to walk on dry land to pass by them, and thus lay down tracks and fresh scent. That would endanger the lives of the fisherfolk, for Lord Yoad's men would not believe they had seen nothing. 

Without explaining how he knew, Chaff told Dowvy what lay ahead. The sprite seemed unsurprised by his words. He ordered the mare to stop. "Well, then, yere magik ye'd best use," he said. 

Chaff started. He wished with all his heart that he could do as Dowvy said and bring forth magik at will. He might be able to make the wind change course, might mask their presence, might turn the dogs aside. Then he could keep his promise to himself that he would save Lusala. 

As if his desire alone had commanded it, the curtain again lifted on the magnificent, detailed world he'd glimpsed earlier. Air Particles danced about him, bright and joyous, each absorbing whatever scents they encountered. In a moment, their exuberance would carry them inland, unmindful that they would inform the hounds of the presence of boy and brushbung and dootra. 

Fear overwhelmed Chaff. Stop! he shouted at them within his mind. Don't go ashore! Stop! 

The Air Particles faltered. They began to inspect him, brush his bare shoulders, stroke his face, ruff his damp hair. Then as if in a sudden rush of recognition, they ceased motion, their inactivity almost reverent. 

Staggered by this seemingly impossible reaction, Chaff froze. He could not fathom the reason, but the Particles were attentive to him. Restless and impatient to be moving again, but for the moment at least they seemed to be waiting for him to give the command. Don't go, Chaff begged. Stay here. Stay with me. 

The dogs were fast approaching and the fieldguards whipped their horses to keep within sight of the pack. Shadow-slip drew rein, as if he anticipated something unusual was about to happen. Chaff watched and waited. 

Soon, the pursuers would pass the point where he, Dowvy and Lusala stood. And then what? The guards would return when they didn't find their quarry farther along landsedge. 

Of a sudden, the Particles burst from Chaff's grasp. No! he cried and tried to pull them back, but they eluded him and leapt gleefully into the sky. They soared up and up, then swooped down in front of the hound pack and rushed for the forest. 

Surely, they acted only out of their own perversity, yet Chaff had a fleeting impression that another presence influenced them. Whatever the reason for their actions, the result was better than he could have planned. Some of the dogs picked up the scent, and with renewed energy, turned toward the wood, belling and baying. The rest of the pack followed, and the fieldguards rode after them. Shadow-slip remained motionless on the shore, gazing intently in Chaff's direction. The nobleman could not see through Dowvy's illusion, of course, yet his scrutiny made Chaff shiver. 

As dogs and guards disappeared amongst the trees, the sprite looked over his shoulder at Chaff, his mud-brown eyes filled with awe. "Greater magik ye have than I thought." 

Too overwhelmed to ponder the how or the why of what had happened, Chaff looked away and mumbled, "Let's go." 

Lusala resumed walking, and at a faster pace than before. "Are you helping her?" Chaff asked. 

"Aye," came the brief reply, and sensing Dowvy's concentration, Chaff said no more. He glanced behind them. Shadow-slip had disappeared from sight. 

Within a third-league, the fishercove came into view. As Chaff had suspected, numerous beached skiffs and a wide wooden pier barred access to the surf. Lusala stopped when she reached the first boat. 

Some distance from the shore, amongst a grove of mixed always-greens and red-trunked jolo trees, stood a huddle of fisherfolk houses. Over the door of the largest was painted the Believer sign--a dark green Eternal Tree silhouetted against a yellow sunburst. From within the house came the low murmur of voices in prayer. As it ended, the door opened and out tumbled a scatter of children, followed by a more sedate procession of thirty or more older people. One of the boys looked toward the harbor, then shouted, "Seal!" to the others. 

Immediately, several of the young men snatched up slings and stones from beside the front door of the house. The fisherfolk raced toward landsedge, and Chaff turned his head to look at the sea creature. 

At the sound of a dull thud, Dowvy groaned and sagged against him, a red spot flaring on his temple. Chaff instinctively tightened his arms around the brushbung to keep the little man from falling, then leveled his gaze on the boy who held the empty sling. 

He and the other villagers stared, agape. There was no doubt in Chaff's mind that he, Dowvy and the mare were no longer illusioned. 
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