Shadowborn: Captivity

by
Sharon Green

Chapter 1

It was no mor e than mid morning, but the heat was already so intensethat it maderipplesin the
air abovethelinesof new plantsin thefield. We'd been moving up the furrows between the
lines, pulling out weeds by hand, sweating heavily despite the short, thin ragsweworeas
clothing. Our guardssat or stood at one side of the field, suffering mor e than those of uswho
worked in thefield despite the small amount of shadethey'd found. Even leather armor is
difficult to bear in heat likethat, and some of the guardsmen had leather reinforced with small
amounts of metal.

| stopped for a moment to straighten up and stretch my aching back, using the opportunity to
glance around. The other women working with mewere at least two strides behind in their
respective rows, which meant they couldn't afford to takethe timeto stretch. How well we did
our jobswasjudged by the work speed of thefastest of us, and any woman who didn't keep up
was beaten when we got back to thecity. It didn't matter whether it waslack of food and
general strength that caused thelagging, or pain from a previous beating. Any woman who
didn't keep up was punished.

| raised my facein an effort to find theleast, smallest breeze, but the heat ripplesin the air
must have been too heavy to move. They had used men to plow thefield, but planting and
weeding was done by women - an arrangement the guar dsmen preferred. If there had been
male davesin thefield instead of female the guardsmen would have had to be alert, not to
mention spread out on all sides of the field. Male daves had a tendency to try escaping, but
female slaves...

| wiped the sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand, then bent again to the plantson
my left before glancing over my shoulder to thefar side of thefield. All the guardsmen were
there, waiting for usto finish therowsweworked and then return toward them by way of the
next two rows. I'd donejust that in the last threefields|'d been put to weeding, but only
because those other fields had been too closeto the city. Thisfield wasno morethan ten
strides away from the edge of the forest, and thistime | meant to escape or diein thetrying.

| kept casual watch over my shoulder as| pretended to pull weeds, and saw exactly what 1'd
hoped to see. Oneor two of the guardsmen had noticed mewhen I'd stretched, possbly
thinking about the noon rest and mealtime, but their attention had drifted away even beforel'd
bent to the plantsagain. No sensein picking a dave for the noon time until the officer had
picked his. That was another reason guardsmen preferred female davesto male- or at least it
wasareason for most of them.

| counted another ten heartbeatsjust to be certain and then, still bent over, | scuttled toward
the near edge of thefield. The hot brown dirt under my barefeet gave way towild grassand
creegpersand an occasional root from one of the short bushes, but | ignored the change and just
kept going. | had ten stridesto cover beforel wasinto theforest proper, and the distance
doubled when you scuttled rather than strode.

| had covered about half the distance when | heard the shout, but | still didn't look back and |
certainly didn't stop. The shout had come in a woman'svoice, and the next instant other female



voicesrosetojoin thefirst. One of my sister daves had reached the end of her row a bit sooner
than 1'd expected, had straightened and looked around, and had seen me. If she hadn't yelled
she and the other swould have been punished for the escapel attempted, whether or not |
succeeded. If | wasrecaptured | alonewould be given punishment, sothey were

under standably anxiousto see meretaken.

But not asanxiousas| wasto get away. | continued running bent over, ignoring the thudding of
my heart and a frantic desireto straighten up and run at full speed, knowing the guardsmen
must already havetheir bowsin their hands. With the amount of distance between usthey had
no hope of catching me on foot, but arrowsfly faster than men or women run. If they had a
clear target they could get mein theleg, leaving me alive to be taken back to thecity for
punishment. It would befar better for meto stay bent over and risk a shaft in the back, one
that would end my life before | could bereturned to the city. A third escape attempt brought
dow death to adave, and | had already tried twice before.

| wasn't far from thetredinewhen | heard a distant shout, low and garbled but clearly in amale
voice. | waited an instant and then scrabbled to my left, changing position without changing
direction. That shout had undoubtedly been one of the guar dsmen, ordering thewomen in the
field down flat, which meant their arrowswould soon bein theair. If they couldn't see mewell
enough, if they only shot at wherel'd been...

My half-prayer to the godswas answer ed in the sameway it had been tendered: half way. |
heard nothing of the twang of bowstrings, but suddenly there was a swarm of angry insectsin
theair to my right, tearing into the ground and treesin whistling fury. That would have been
fine, exactly what | wanted - except for the single shaft that flew too far to theleft. It went by
mejust astheothersdid, but asit passed it diced open the back of my right shoulder, nearly
making mecry out with the pain. A moment later | wasinto thetredling, but | hadn't gained the
position without cost.

Oncel wasdegp enough into thetrees| could straighten up, but | couldn't dow down despite
the burning pain in my shoulder. And under no circumstance could | stop. | had already |eft a
smear or two of blood for the guardsmen to find, and even with the broadleaf | held to the
wound | would beleaving atrail they could follow if they really wanted to. | had to get asfar
away as| could asquickly as| could, and count on the devastating heat to keep them from
following very far.

| changed general direction every fifty pacesor so, but still kept heading deeper into the forest.
Theair wasa bit cooler there under thetreesbut gasping it in set my lungs aflame, the flood of
sweat drowning me adding to thefirerather than quenchingit. What that salty moistur e felt
like going into thewound is best left undescribed, but as| ran it certainly wasn't unfelt. The
leather brow band | wore kept some of the flood from my eyes, but therest blurred my vision
and hung my hair in strings down my back.

After agesand eonsof running, thetimefinally came when the god Ahaind took back the
breath and strength-of-limb he'd lent me. | would have had to stop even if the guardsmen had
been right behind me, but asfar as| could tell they weren't. | wanted to lean on thetreel
stopped near, morethan that | needed to lean on thetree, but | couldn't afford to leave any
mor etraces of blood than | already had. | shook my head to clear my vision asbest | could,
then looked around whilel gulped in air. A small thicket of leaves and branchesbegan not far
ahead and to my right, so | forced mysdlf into motion again.

After no morethan three pacesinsidethethicket, | had to get down on hands and kneesto go
any farther. That is, | had to get down on half-hand and knees. My left hand still had to hold
the broadleaf in place over the wound, and my right arm wasn't really up to supporting mewhile
| crawled. It took alot of effort to keep going that way and my progresswasn't very rapid, but
eventually | reached a spot wherel could simply lie down.

And maybe pass out for a short while. | opened my eyesto thefeeling that time had gone by,
but it was still daylight and there were no sounds of pursuit. | lay face down in the grass of the



thicket, my left arm under my chest, my right arm at my side, my entire body aching so badly |
thought for amoment that | was coming around after a whipping. | knew what that felt like well
enough, but wasn't prepared to know it ever again.

Even if | had to dieto makeit so. Asl lay unmoving in thegrass| could hear the scream of a
furred hunter in the distance, a clear warning for all to keep away from theKkill it had just made.
Thosewho hunted in theforest shared only with their own, but werewilling to take asprey
anyone or anything unableto defend itself. It was one of thethingsthat kept most female
davesfrom running, and my chain sistersweren't entirely wrong. Aslong asyou stay alive you
always have the hope of getting free somehow, but some of usreach the end of hope sooner
than others.

| forced myself over onto my left sidein the grass, trying to ignor e the presence of the heavy
metal collar locked closed around my neck. 1'd worn that collar for almost two full seasons,
closeto a complete cycle of the sun god'stravelsthrough a portion of hisdomain, and could no
longer bear itsweight and what its presence made me. By birth | was still Kenoss, and Kenoss
aren't known for making quiet, obedient daves.

"Which would have helped if they'd believed | wasKenoss," | muttered, trying to work myself
up toreal movement. | had the heavy black hair of the people 1'd been born among, but none of
thosein the city had ever seen or heard of a Kenosswith eyesaslight asmine. If I'd had the
usual dark eyesthey would have offered meto theMorsee or cut my throat, but they never
would have put me on the market squarefor sale. Among the Mor see, traditional enemies of
the Kenoss, | would have had the chance to prove myself worthy of freedom; sold in thecity, |
was expected to prove nothing but what a good dave | was.

| madeavery rude sound and struggled into a sitting position, fighting off the dizziness sent by
Dakko to befuddleme. | may not have looked like other s of the Kenossi, but 1'd survived
every Trial throughout my childhood and not smply by luck. There hadn't been another Life
Seeker with moresKkill than I, and if I'd remained with my people-

But | hadn't remained with my people, not after the Whispershad seen meduring the Trial of
Passage. Whispers, we children had always called them, for the way no one ever spoke about
them out loud. They'd watched me perform during the Trials, seen me qualifying easly, and
once all thefestivitieswere over they'd ... chosen meto betrained in their ways. | hadn't
wanted to go, but | hadn't been allowed to refuse.

Getting myself up on my kneeslet melook around alittle moreeasily, but it also told me what
ameager amount | had left in theway of strength. It had been far too long sincethelast time
I'd had anything decent to eat, and the work 1'd been put to hadn't been easy. | needed timeto
rest and heal, timeto recover from too long a fight against what they'd tried to make me, but |
was till too closeto that city. | had to keep going until the horrible place was a long way behind
me, and only then would | be ableto stop for awhile.

| had something of a struggle getting out of that thicket, and onceclear | had torest briefly
before going on. Thewound in my shoulder wasn't all that serious, but it was still bleeding and
didn't seem interested in stopping particularly soon. | couldn't seethe wound very well, but |
didn't need to seeit to know it wasthere. Theblazing pain of it announced its presence clearly,
but I couldn't do morethan put afresh broadleaf over it beforegoing on.

In astrangeway therunning I'd done earlier had been easier than thewalking | did now. The
thought of guardsmen right behind me had allowed meto over come privation and pain, enabling
meto use every shadow of strength my body possessed. Simply walking through the tangled
forest allowed meto reach almost none of that strength, and it came to me suddenly that the
Whispers- the Inadni - would have found nothing of surprise over the matter. | could recall
being taught something about that, in preparation for the Higher Mysteries, not long beforel'd
walked away from the Inadni for good...

| shook my head to clear away the stilted mold my thoughts alwaysfell into when |
remembered things about the Inadni. They used the old-fashioned modes of speech of their



foundersrather than modern accents, and that was only one of the things about them that had
annoyed me. Wein the outer world had come quite away sincethe founding of their order, alot
farther than | had gonethrough the forest, but the Inadni made no attempt to reconcile thetwo
worlds, choosing instead to reect all progress and advancement. They werefools, the lot of
them -

| stopped very still when the scent cameto me, and atick later | didn't need the scent. The big
cat stepped out of the bushesthat had hidden her until now, her entire bearing showing
contempt for the prey that sumbled along through theforest. If the guardsmen had found the
tracesof blood I'd left, thiscould be one of the reasonsthey'd decided not to follow. Why make
the effort to run down a troublesome dave when the denizens of the forest who scent her blood
will doit for you? Fresh blood will usually attract one of the big cats, and the nose of the brown,
spotted female not far from me twitched with the scent.

| said, " | giveyou greetings, Sister. Can you tell meif thereiswater not too far distant from
thisplace? | brought nothing with mein my escape from those of the Cursed Place, not even all
of my blood."

" A bit of blood issmall payment for therecovery of freedom,” the cat answered automatically,
startled by theway I'd spoken to her. " You are one of those, then, who speak thetongue of the
Strong and Victorious. | now find little wonder in their having been unableto hold you. You are
oneof usrather than one of them, and that despitethe crippled and grotesgue form you wear .
Thewater you seek isnear for a healthy hunter, not so near for one such asyou. Come, | will
lead you toiit."

Sheturned then and moved off to my left, but her pace wasdow in deferenceto my " crippled”
condition, and she glanced back over her shoulder to make surel waskeeping up. | followed
after asquickly asl could, smiling to mysdf in relief that I'd found a femalerather than a male.
Females wer e used to accepting the limitations of cubswith only a small amount of the
impatience of males, which meant | might survivetheforest after all. Thelanguage of the
Strong and Victoriouswas one of thefirst things1'd learned among the Inadni, but | didn't
intend using it morethan | had to. The wordswere harsh for a human throat, especially a
human throat that needed water so badly.

Thefemale had exagger ated the distanceto water just alittle, a ploy for greater effort she
might have used on cubsaswell ascripples, but | sill only just madeit. The hardest part was
going downhill toward the stream, a stream | wasn't even ableto detect until | had worked my
way down a good portion of the steepness. 1'd been silly enough to think that going downhill
would be easer than walking a flat stretch, but by now my balance wasjust about gone, my
right arm was nearly usaless, and my left hand had all it could do to hold the broadleaf over my
wound. Going down that steep a dope almost did mein, and that despite the number of small
treesavailableto hold to.

Thebig cat had talked to me quite a bit aswe'd walked through theforest, telling methat lack
of fear was one of the ways her kind recognized my kind, but while | went down the dope she
wasslent. | hadn't been afraid when 1'd first met her because I'd been trained not to be, but
right now even | could smell the fear that mixed with the sweat of effort and pain that poured
out of me. If | dipped going down it would certainly beall over for me, thetreacherousterrain
just about guaranteeing that. All that effort spent in escaping davery, just to haveit cometo
nothing because of some landscape...

But it didn't cometo nothing. The stubbornnessthat the Inadni had alwaysfound so
unacceptable kept mefrom giving up or surrendering to thefear, and | finally madeit tothe
bottom of the dopein one piece. Thebig cat grinned as she watched me from a few feet away,
amused by not needing to stay out of my path any longer. The short distance to the edge of the
stream was full of stones, but at least it waslevel.

| had to take a moment to catch my breath even if I was burning up from lack of water, but
after that moment | was ableto ssumbleto the edge of the stream and go to my kneesin front



of it. The stream bank waslow at that spot, making the water easily accessibleto the animals
of theforest, which meant | had no trouble usng my left hand to bring some of it to my mouth. |
wanted to gulp theliquid, wanted to drain the wide, swiftly running stream from bank to bank,
but even as| wasnow | knew better than totry. | had to drink sowly, or | would soon wish I'd
never madeit to the stream.

She-cat crouched next to meto lap at the water her self, her sense of concern satisfied by
having given mefirst chanceto drink. Shewasvery closeto me, at least as close as she would
have been to a helpless cub, and | clearly remember feeling appreciation for that. Shewas
trying to protect someonewho couldn't protect hersdlf, and it wasn't her fault that the effort
turned out to be the wor st thing she could have done.

The other she-cat must have been stalking us, confused about why my own cat hadn't already
taken me down, probably deciding ther e was something wrong with my companion. A decison
like that would have encour aged the newcomer to also decideto steal my cat's prey, and that
wasjust what shetried. Voicing a growl of warning to stay out of her way, the newcomer
launched hersdf at mein attack, that being our first indication that she was around.

| began to turn from the stream immediately, but the she-cat beside me moved with the speed
of the gods, launching her self into a counter attack meant to keep me from harm. Unfortunately
for me shewas much too close, and when she turned that fast her large hunter'sbody struck
me, knocking meinto the stream.

| had enough timeto hear the screaming fury of the two cats coming together in battle, and
then thewater closed over my head, cutting off awar eness of everything else. Or almost
everything else. Thewater wasn't as cold asit might have been, not with the windless heat of
theair aboveit, but the chill was enough to touch my wound with greater pain. In spite of that |
struggled to regain the surfacewherel'd be ableto breathe, and found the effort almost
beyond me. | was exhausted nearly to the point of the end of my strength, and the stream
current was even faster than it had looked from the bank.

After atimethat seemed like eternity my head finally brokethrough to the surface, but it was
no morethan a partial victory. The stream had mefirmly in itsgrip, carrying me downstream at
a speed that would have been very satisfying if | wasn't morethan a step short of drowning.
Hearing nothing of the sound of fighting catstold methey'd been left far behind, and that was
another thing to cursethewhim of the godsfor. My she-cat would very likely have been willing
to hunt for meuntil | healed, but now | was back to being alone again.

If I lived long enough for it to make a difference. | choked on some stream water and spat out
some, horribly awar e of how soon | would no longer be ableto keep myself afloat. My left arm
wor ked alone along with the feeble kicking of my legs, but only to keep mefrom going under. |
wasn't all that far from the stream bank, but the distance might aswell have been leagues. |
smply hadn't the strength to fight the current to reach the bank.

And then | saw the dead tree up ahead, fallen half on the bank and half out into the stream. The
treewas nothing but bar e branches sticking out like the stiffened hand of a cor pse, but if |
could clasp that hand | just might be ableto avoid becoming a corpse myself. The stream
obvioudly intended to sweep meright by thetree, but | couldn't allow that to happen.

If the distance had been morethan the body-length it was, | wouldn't have madeit no matter
how determined | felt. One-handed | fought the stream current in an effort to reach theend
branches of thetree, and the first one my hand closed on snapped off with a sickening
abruptness. | scrabbled around trying to reach another branch beforel wascarried past the
tree, my heart thudding wildly, and when the second branch didn't break under my franticgrip |
wasn't surel believed thingswould stay like that.

It took the passage of a long string of ticks before | was able to calm myself enough to breathe
moreeasily. | had aweak grip on thetree branch, and being downstream of the tree meant |
couldn't afford tolosethat grip or | would beimmediately swept away. The current was a good
deal lesswith thetreethereto dow it, but my meager strength was also less after all the



struggling I'd done. I'd haveto get to the bank without delay, or -

| heard the sound of a small splash behind me and to my left, the direction the stream bank was
now in. The splash was closer than the bank, much closer, and hearing it let me suddenly
remember an earlier splash I'd been too frantic to notice at thetime. Without botheringto turn
tolook | immediately let go of the branch I'd worked so hard to get to, but it was already too
late. Just as| let go an arm closed around me, the arm of whoever it waswho had svum toward
mefrom the bank.

"No!" | screamed with thefury of insanity, refusing to accept the fact that I'd been recaptured,
trying to fight my way free again. My own effortsand the stream's had carried me away from
thecity! | couldn't berecaptured, | just couldn't!

But | was. Thethick arm around my waist had no troubleretainingitsgrip, and expending the
last of my strength like that sent me down into bitter blackness.

Chapter 2

Consciousness began to return with the awar eness of lying face down in the grass, all of me
apparently wringing wet. Confusion and disappointment and bitternessand fury all raged
around in my head, and | couldn't remember thereason for it until | heard the voices.

" ... out of thestream, then carried her here,” thefirst voice said, a deep male voice full of
casual authority. " That wound in her shoulder isn't doing too well, and she looks asthough she
hasn't eaten since the full moon beforelast.”

"Most people consider it foolish to waste much food on a slave,” a second male voice said, this
one sounding mor e casually arrogant than authoritative. " L eftover susually keep them going
long enough to earn back whatever priceyou paid for them, plusa small profit. After that you
can always buy a new dave."

"1 don't likewaste," thefirst voicereturned, now heavy with distaste. " My people currently do
the samething, or at least the upper classesdo, and it'stime the practice was changed. |
foresee atime when wewon't have enough - "

"Wal, what isit you want now?" a querulousolder malevoiceinterrupted, accompanied by the
sound of approaching footsteps. " How am | to continue with my studieswhen | find myself
constantly badgered by all of you over trifles? | agreed to ply my artsduring thiscampaign, but
not every moment of the day and night!"

"My apologies, Honorable, but thisismorethan atrifle,” thefirst voice said, sounding not at
all apologetic. " | pulled that girl from the stream, and her wound isin need of your healing arts.
She's-"

" Girl?" theolder voiceinterrupted, now even more annoyed. " What girl? | seenogirl."

| heard exclamations of surprisefrom the other two men, and | cursed silently whiletrying to
crawl faster. 1'd pulled myself along the ground to the bushes at the edge of that clearing and
wasright now behind one of the bushes, but that didn't put nearly enough distance between me
and whoever it waswho had captured me. If only that conver sation could have continued
uninterrupted for alittlewhilelonger - !

"Godsrot her, she'sactually run off!" that second, arrogant voice exclaimed in outrage. " Even
half drowned as she was, we should have chained her!"

"Shedidn't run, shecrawled,” thefirst voice corrected with what sounded strangely like
amusement. " Wait herefor amoment, Honorable, and I'll fetch her back."

When | heard heavy footsteps starting after mel tried to get to my feet to run, but | managed
to struggle no higher than my knees befor e he caught up. Once again an arm went around my
waist and then therewas another under my knees, both raisng mefrom the ground with no
effort at all.

"No, you don't!" hewarned meas| closed my left fist, intending to smash him in the face.



"Hitting mewon't do you any moregood than trying to run did. You don't have enough strength
to do me much damage, but the same doesn't hold true for metoward you. Why don't you save
it at least until that shoulder's been fixed?"

He stared at mewith afaintly amused smile on hisface, hisred hair dripping with the same
water that soaked hisblue thigh-length tunic. His green eyes seemed just asamused as his
smile, but despite all that enjoyment he'd made a very good point. If they were going to fix my
shoulder, I'd be better off waiting until then before starting a fight.

"Well, well, it looks like we've achieved atruce even if lasting peaceisnowherein sight,” he
said with a chuckle, turning and beginning to make hisway back to the clearing. " Introductions
now seem to bein order, so I'll begin by saying I'm Talasin of Redann. What's your name,
grl?

| wasright now paying mor e attention to wher e he was car rying me than to what he was saying,
as| hadn't done much looking around thelast timel'd been in theclearing. It wasn't entirely a
natural clearing, that could be seen at a glance, and the dir ection we were moving in wasthe
way to get back tothe stream. 1'd been going in the opposite dir ection, towar d the deeper
forest, away from the area of fancy tentswhich filled the clearing. To theleft and right of the
tents, scattered among the trees, waswhat looked to be the campsites of a fairly large number
of fighters. Guardsmen of some sort would have been my guess, but asto whose guardsmen...
" A dave?" avoicesuddenly said in outrage, and | turned my head to seea short,
brown-haired, bear dlessman dressed in light bluerobes. His sallow face was narrow and
entirely humorless, and hisdark eyesblazed.

"You called meheretotend a dave?' hedemanded, most of hisfury aimed at the man who
carried me. A second man standing besidethe onein bluewasalot larger, morethe size of the
one carrying me, a sandy-haired, brown-eyed fighter in dark red tunic rather than blue. Heand
my most immediate captor wor e swords, but no leather other than in the sandalson their feet.
Therewere also a couple of guardsmen who were in leather above dark gold tunics, but they
stood a short way off and wer e only casually interested in the goings-on.

"1 called you hereto tend this dave," theman carrying me, Talasin, returned with the
beginnings of annoyance. " Didn't you listen to anything Fearin said? | know you werethere
when hewar ned us, you wer e standing lessthan two strides away from me. You can't mean
you've for gotten?"

The sallow-faced little man scowled, half in embarrassment over the accusation, half in what
seemed like an attempt to sear ch hismemory, and the big man beside him laughed.

" Lokkel heremight be quicker to remember if that dave was worth remembering,” he said,
proving himself to be the second voicel'd heard, the arrogant one. " I've seen and made use of
wor sein my time, but certainly not lately. Those blue eyesdon't belong in aface as
unattractiveashers."

"You can't expect everyoneto be as beautiful asyou are, Garam,” the man holding me said
with alaugh, obvioudy very amused. " But Fearin didn't say if shewas as beautiful asa song or
asplain asasword rag. Hejust said we had to have her."

"1t appear sto methat you do have her," the small man Lokkel said, stiffnessaswell as
petulance now filling him. " If she needsto betended, call one or two of the animal handlers
seeing to the hor sesand mules. They're certain to be perfectly adequateto thetask, and |
havefar better thingsto occupy my time. | trust you'll excuse me now?"

Hisbow was pure sar casm, undoubtedly saying he had no need at all to ask anyon€'s
permission to leave, but he was answer ed in an unexpected way. Without hisknowing it a
younger man in degper bluerobeshad come up behind him, a man with blond hair and beard
and blue eyesto match hisrobes.

"Your trust ismisplaced, Lokkel, sinceyou're not excused,” theman said in avery deep voice,
onethat caused the smaller, older man to paleand start. " You'll useyour artsto heal that
dave asyou weretold to do, and then you can go back to your studies.”



"1 fail to seewhy you don't useyour own arts, Fearin,” Lokkel retorted asheturned, false
aggressivenesstrying to cover extreme nervousness. " A master of your rank should find very
little beyond his ability, therefore-"

"Thereforel should do your job for you," the man Fearin interrupted, disgust in histoneashe
stared down at the smaller man. " Y ou've been trying to push things off on me sinceyou joined
us, Lokkel, and I'm morethan tired of the practice. Yes, | can heal the dave aswell asyou can,
but no, I have no intention of wasting my timer efreshing the spellsin my memory. Learning
those spellsiswhat you've chosen to devote your lifeto, and now you're going to use some of
them."

"Sinceyou insst, Fearin, of coursel'll giveyou the benefit of my learning,” Lokkel came
back, now using stiffnessto cover hisincreased upset. " | have no need to be told how many
thingsthere are demanding your time and attention, | merely thought the healing spellswere
among the great many you maintain mastery of. Set the dave on her own feet, Talasin, and
then step away from her. Thiswill only take a moment.”

" Spend two momentsand do thejob properly,” Fearin said, hisattention now on the way
Talasn began to put medown. " That wound in her shoulder isn't the only thing requiring
healing, something you would know if you had looked at her more closdly. Stop thinking of her
asadaveand start to consder her someone we've been commanded to add to our numbers.”
"Commanded,” Lokke echoed, hisnarrow face now openly disturbed. " | hadn't realized..."

L okkel stopped worrying about the conver sation at that point, possibly because of the difficulty
he could see| was having standing up all alone. What he'd just been told seemed to mean quite
alot to him, which cut short hisfiddling around. Heraised hisarms, sent an unfocussed gaze
directly at me, then began to speak his spells.

The passage of time turns strange when one of Power directsa spell at you, and the experience
isnever easy to describe. Everyone knows, of cour se, how the entire world seemsto turn blue,
and how the shade of blue always indicatesthe amount of strength possessed by the one
wielding the Power . Explaining what the Power does to you isthe hard part, and my experience
thistime was as confusing asanyone else's. It felt asthough half of forever and most of all
thingsever born or made were used to repair my wound and the ravages of davery, but it also
happened in a singleinstant through the use of nothing but words. When the for ever -instant
wasover and Lokkel began to lower hisarms, | no longer found standing up a problem.

"Now that's an example of proper, efficient healing," Fearin said with such deep satisfaction
that the Healing M aster nearly blushed from the compliment. " Y ou have my thanks, L okkel,
and now you can go back to your studies. You're obvioudy not wasting your timewith them."
"You honor mewith your wordsof praise, Fearin," Lokke answered with a bow he meant this
time. " Should you have further need of me, pleasedon't hesitateto call.”

The small man turned and walked away with hishead held high, hisentire bearing saying he
was sure hewas being watched with awe and admiration by everyone behind him, but that
wasn't quitethetruth. Thetwo fighters Talasin and Garam seemed mor e bor ed than awed, and
theHigh Master Fearin waslooking at me.

"You were so closeto the end you wer e near ly beyond the help of all but the gods,” Fearin
commented, hisdark blueeyesascalm ashisvoice. " | don't haveto betold you weren't the
best of daves, but that'sall over with now. Onceyou've helped usto our final victory, your
reward will beyour freedom. What'syour name, dave?’

"What my nameisn't isdave," | answered, usng my left hand to rub my shoulder whilel
gently flexed my re-strengthened right arm. " Whoever your victory issupposed to be over, it
means lessthan nothing to me. Keep your reward, man of high Power. When you come across a
daveyou can usethereward then toimpress her."

"Watch your mouth, Ugly!" thefighter Garam barked, taking one step toward me. " Even free
men don't get away with talking to High Magter slike that, and you're nothing but a scruffy girl
dave. If he doesn't careto knock you flat, I'll beglad todoit for him."



"Prince Garam, please," Fearin interrupted as| shifted my gazeto thefighter, the High
Master's degp voice sounding mor e than annoyed. " | appreciate your offer of help, but I'm
capable of answering an insult by myself. Look here, girl, | don't havethetimeto play around
with you. | can take back that healing you wer e given and then simply stand here and watch
you die. If you prefer that to pledging your cooperation, just say so."

"| prefer that to pledging my cooperation,” | responded obligingly, still keeping my eyeson the
fighter Garam. | didn't trust Garam to keep hisdistance theway he'd been told to do, but his
only reaction towhat | said was a tightening of hisjaw and a thicker reflection of anger in his
eyes. Theother fighter, Talasin, smply looked surprised.

"You think I'm joking," Fearin said very flatly, the coldnessincreasngin hisvoice. " You think
| wouldn't have had you healed if | intended to takeit back again. You think - "

"1 think | don't particularly care what you do," | said, finally turning my head back to Fearin.
"1 spent almost two full seasons as a dave and refuse to spend a moment morethat way. Free
or dead, whichever | become | will beit now, not at some futuretimeand at the pleasure of my
... betters. If you think 1'm not serious, call my bluff."

"Freeor dead are only two of the thingsit's possible for someoneto be," Fearin said, the
coldness now reaching for hiseyesas he straightened where he stood. " There are wor se things
than death, wor se than you can possibly imagine, horrors so over powering that strong men
have been known to soil themselves from no morethan glimpses. Shall | give you one of those
rather than death?"

His deep voice had begun to take on afaint echo, and the air around him began to darken
toward the blue of hisrobes. He was gathering his Power before casting it in a spell, and all
those within sight and hearing started to back away so asnot to be caught up. Therewasvery
little! could do at the moment, but very littleisn't the same as nothing.

" Fear isthe enemy of the strongest of hearts,” | Spoke, closing my eyes so that the Speaking
might reach memoredeeply. " To allow fear toruleisto bend a knee and bow a head to the
most ruthless of masters. Torule it instead is sometimes possible, most often difficult, alwaysa
victory when accomplished. To usefear whileit attemptsto use you isa goal of the Wise, a
goal of thetrue Seeker of Life. Even in death may L ife be Sought, for Lifeisnot the samein all
places. My strength will increasethe closer | cometo belief in thesetruths, and | will find it
possibleto stand against - "

"Hear me!" avoice suddenly shouted, the Power in it reaching through even to the place where
the Speaking had taken me. | blinked back to see Fearin looking down at me, hishands
wrapped around my upper arms, vast annoyance in hiseyesand on hisface.

"Why in the name of the End of Chaos didn't you tell me you were Kenoss?' he demanded,
appar ently on the way to being furious, shaking me as he spoke. " Do you think | have nothing
better to do than waste my time? Have you any idea how far ahead of methings are getting
whilel stand here playing games?"

"No, | don't,” | muttered, faintly surprised that he'd recognized the Speaking for what it was.
"Thelast timel tried to tell anyone | was Kenoss, they whipped mefor lying."

" Because of your light eyes," Fearin said with a nod, finally letting me go and stepping back.
"In ther placel might not have believed either. Well, it lookslike I'm finally being allowed a
hint asto why a slave must be added to our numbers. Sheisn't adave, she'sa Kenoss, and |
suspect ther€'seven moreto it than that."

He narrowed hiseyesat methen, but not because of anger or annoyance. It was my collar he
looked at mor e closely, and when he'd seen what he needed to see heraised hishand and
pointed afinger. Dark blueflared so briefly it wasalmost more of an impression than a
happening, and after alifetime of waiting that curséd collar snapped open and fell from my
neck to the ground.

"Kenoss as davesare moretroublethan any profit can possibly balance," hesaid then, his
dark blue eyesamused over the way my hand went immediately to my now freethroat. " I'll



have atent readied for you, and all | ask isthat you wait to hear what thisisall about. Will you
agreetothat?"

"Inreturn for beingrid of that collar, | doagree” | said, finding hisamusement faintly
annoying. " Beyond that, though, | agreeto nothing. What decisions| make will be made asthe
freewoman | am."

" Kenoss, not woman," hecorrected dryly. " There'saworld of difference between the two.
Prince Talasin, will you do methefavor of finding some food for thisfree woman until | can
make arrangementsfor her accommodation? I'm almost certain she won't harm someone who
offersher hospitality.”

Fearin waited until he got an amused nod from thefighter Talasin, then gavemeavery

deliber ate bow beforeturning and walking away. Thefighter Garam had already disappeared
somewher e, which meant there was only what was left of the onlookersto see Talasin stroll
nearer.

"Now | understand why you were so hard to hold onto,” the fighter said, amusement once
again strong in hiseyes. " Just like everyone else | 've heard of the Kenoss, but |'ve never met
one before. The men of your people are supposed to bethe most fear some warriorsever born.
Come along with meto my tent, and we'll find you something to eat.”

Having been healed of most of what 1'd gone through hadn't also filled my empty insides, so
rather than correct thefighter | smply followed him toward the tent that seemed to be his. The
thing was brown and orange and looked big enough to shelter a dozen people or more, but once
insdel noticed that therewasonly the gear of onelying around. Thered-haired man gestured
to awhite cloth on thethick tan and orange weaving that floored thetent, and then | was on my
way to the cloth with nointerest in noticing anything else. What 1'd been offered was clearly
leftoversfrom Talasin'slast meal, but right now they looked like a feast.

"1'm curious about something,” thefighter said after I'd taken three bites of thefirst piece of
fresh fruit 1'd seen in a season or more. The juices wer e even more marvelousthan 1'd thought
they would be, and | was counting and savoring each biteas| took it.

"What 1'm curious about isthe fact that you had enough to say to Fearin, and maybe even
mor e than enough,” Talasn went on when | moved my gaze to him without pausing in counting
and savoring. " When it comesto me, though, | keep getting the feding I'm all alone and
talking to mysdlf. Areyou ignoring mefor areason, or do you make a habit of doing thiswith
every man who savesyour life?"

Thefighter was sitting on the weaving to my right with hisback againgt a lar ge wooden chest,
hiskneesdrawn up alittle, hisforearmsresting on them. He had also lost all traces of
amusement, a sSituation | was mor e pleased with than he seemed to be. One of the candlesin
the metal floor stand in thefar corner of thetent crackled to itself in enjoyment beforefalling
slent again, and that made merealize how close and warm it wasin thetent.

"1t'snot the Kenoss men alone who are deadly fighters,” | said after 1'd swallowed my fourth
bite. " If our women weren't tested and trained just asrigoroudy, fully half of our men's
parentage would be weak. You can call me Aelana, and | could have done you mor e damage
when you caught up to methan you're prepared to believe. No matter how weak | was. Was
ther e anything else you wanted to know?"

" Asamatter of fact thereis,” heanswered with anod, eyeing mewherel crouched in front of
the white cloth. " You've just replied to almost everything | said to you or asked, but you've still
left onething out. I'm waiting for a thank-you for having saved your life. It's common courtesy
to say thewords- at least among those who are civilized."

"You mean you civilized folk thank people for saving someonethey were ordered to save?" |
remarked, holding hisgaze as| licked at thefruit. " Well, I'm really impressed. | hadn't
realized courtesy had advanced so far among those who aren't savages like myself. I'll haveto
study hard to seeif | can learn to be that advanced.”

" For a savage you have an unusually cultured accent,” heremarked back after the briefest



hesitation, ignoring thefaint darkening of hisskin - aswell astherest of what I'd said. " |
hadn't realized theinfluence of your capital city reached thisfar into the back country."

" Theinfluence of our capitol city reaches everywhere, but it has nothing to do with accents,” |
said, returning my attention to thewhite cloth and the small dice of roast meat it held. | didn't
know if | could hold down that meat, but my mind and body wer e clamoring for metotry.

"1f thereisn't enough food left tofill you | can ask Fearin to createmore,” Talasin said,
apparently watching as| carefully lifted the dice of meat in the hand not holding thefruit. " |
know you must be angry over having been offered leftovers, but the High Master israther
busy right now so getting more will probably take time. Do you want moreto eat?"

"1 couldn't hold it," | answered after briefly sucking on the meat, my eyesnearly closed in
ecstasy. " | haven't had real food in solong I'll probably throw up even from this. But it'll be
worth it."

"Every timel ask you a question, your answer breeds another dozen questions,” hesaid in a
way that wasjust short of complaint. " Maybethat'swhy you were so reluctant to talk to me.
What did they giveyou instead of food, and how did you fall davein thefirst place?"

"Most of thetime, on the occasions when we wer e actually fed, we wer e given boiled rice,” |
said, chewing on a very tiny bite of the meat. " Those wer e the times when they were working
ushard, and we needed that one bowl of rice a day to keep usgoing. When weweren't being
wor ked quitethat hard therewasathin wheat soup we wer e given to fight over. The strongest
got themost of it, and the weakest got to lick out the empty pot.”

"How in chaosdid you havethe strength to escapein thefirst place, not to mention trying to
get away from us?" hedemanded, and | turned my head to seethefury blazing out of hisgreen
eyes. " | fed my hunting dogs better than that!"

" Probably because your hunting dogs cost mor e than we did, and wer e ther efore worth more,”

| pointed out, not far from finding hisoutrage naively funny. " We werethe dregs of davery,
thetroublemakers, thelazy, the useessly stupid, the otherwise unwanted. | wasn't the only one
therealready guilty of trying to escape, and me and the otherslike mewere never hired out on
the same heavywork. They were afraid we might cooper ate and actually manage to get away.
We wer e also the strongest in our cage, because we usually ate the best."

"1t'stoo bad you weren't sold to atavern or a stop-in house," he said, shaking hishead in
continued disgust. " Those girlsare usually fed by the men who go to the place, and some of
them get to be downright plump. If you wer e pretty you could have had aseasy a life asthey
have."

That timel camea lot closer to laughter, so close he must have seen some sign of it. Hisskin
darkened again a bit, and hisdisgust began to change to annoyance.

"1'm glad what | said entertained you," heall but growled, straightening a little where he sat.
"1 usually feel disappointed if | show compassion for someone and they don't get a chuckle out
of it at thevery leadt. If you'll tell mewhat specifically you found so amusing, | may be ableto
come up with more of the same."

"Therewasadgirl in our cagewho came from a stop-in house," | said, going to one knee so that
I might look into thetwo brass pitchers standing at the very edge of the cloth to the left. One
held the dregs of a cheap wine and the other some war mish-looking water, but the water was
still what | wanted. " None of uswasted our time wor rying about anybody but our selves, but if
there was one among us we felt most sorry for, she had to beit."

" Because she'd been sold out of the stop-in house?" he asked, the confusion in histone saying
he had thefeeling hisguesswaswrong. " But that'salmost exactly what | said.”

"Wealmost felt sorry for her because she'd been in the stop-in house," | corrected, holding
thefruit and what was left of the meat in one hand while | poured somewater into a
wine-stained copper cup. " Thegirlswho are put in those houses usually want to bethere, and if
one comes along who doesn't want to be therethat oneisn't treated very well by the others.
Especially if she'snot just pretty but downright beautiful. And her troublesaren't over once she



gets sold out of the house."

"| can seethat if the other davesarejealousthey can makealot of troublefor thegirl," he
said, a statement that showed just how little hedid see. " What | seem to be missing iswhat,
beyond starvation, the girl hasto worry about once she's out of the house. If it wasthe hard
work that bothered her, she probably would havetried harder to stay in the house."

" Theidea of being worked hard from sunup to sundown is enough to bother anybody, even
someone who furioudy hated what they were doing beforethat,” | pointed out, taking another
bite of the fruit whilel smply thought about the next bite of meat. " But that isn't theentire
problem to befaced. Don't you know ther e ar e always guardsmen in charge of work gangs,
guar dsmen who look forward to the noon rest?"

Theexpression on Talasin'sface said he was confused again, asthough he couldn't under stand
the significance of what 1'd said. | found it hard to believe he could be that naive, and | was
right; hewasn't that naive, at least not in theway | thought.

"If you're saying the guardsmen used her, so what?" heasked, apparently trying tofight his
way through the mists. " Women ar e supposed to be used, they'reraised to expect it. It might
have been alittle hard on her if they all used her, but I'm sure shegot over it. And if she'd
made the effort to be good for those guar dsmen, they probably would have worked her lessand
given her some decent food asareward.”

"You think shewould have been rewarded, and you're sure she got over being put to the use of
seven men,” | repeated, no longer feding theleast amount of amusement. " Well, in a way
you'reright. They didn't work her any lessthan therest of us, not when she constantly tried to
fight them off, but they wanted her to stay reasonably healthy so they did give her better food.
Maybe | should say they forced her to eat better food, and that wastheir mistake. She made
her self choketo death on a bite of thefood, and that's the way she got over being used like
that. The guardsmen lost their off-duty timefor three days as punishment for letting a daveKkill
her self.”

Talasin just sat there staring at me while | took another small bite of the meat, hislack of
expression hiding everything he might bethinking. For my own part | was beginning to be
surprised that my body wasn't rgecting thevery rich food | was putting in it, even though | was
starting to fed very full. | decided the healing must have brought me back to the point of being
able to accept normal food, which meant | had to finish the fruit and the meat. My capacity was
gtill too low, and if | didn't build it up asfast as possible my strength would suffer.

"1 get thedistinct feeling you approve of what that girl did,” the man not far from me said after
ashort slence, still mostly with alack of expression. " You think shewasright to kill her self
rather than wait for an opportunity to escape the way you did."

" Of course," | agreed without hesitation, reaching again for my water. " She couldn't have
escaped theway | did, shesmply wasn't raised or trained to do thingslikethat. If she hadn't
killed her self she would have been trapped in something she couldn't live with for another four
or six seasons at least. After that she would have been too worn out to be attractive any longer,
but shewould havefelt she'd spent alifetime at it. She under stood what the daversdon't: you
can't endave someone who'swilling to die to escape you."

Hislack of expression turned strange, but rather than say anything else heretreated into
slenceagain. | used thetimetofinish thefood | had left and wasjust draining the cup of water
when avoice called from outside the tent.

"Prince Talasin, it'sRanander," thevoicesaid. "May | comein?"

" Comeahead, Ranander," thefighter answered, apparently pulling hismind back to wherehis
body sat. Theinvitation produced movement at thetent flap, and a moment later aman | hadn't
seen beforewasinside. The newcomer was as large as Talasin with brown hair and eyes, but
something about the way he moved and held himself said hewas no fighter.

"Fearin sent metotell our latest addition that her tent isready,” heinformed thefighter and
mein an open, friendly way. " If thetwo of you like, I'll show her whereit is."



" Since she seemsto havefinished her meal, | think that'sa good idea,” Talasin said, still not
moving from wher e he sat leaning against the wooden chest. " We can continue getting
acquainted another time."

"And | can get started,” the man Ranander said with agrin asl put the empty cup asdeand
got to my feet. " She'sthefirst femaletojoin our ranks, and I've always liked women better
than men. I'll seeyou later at the gathering, Prince Talasin.”

Thenewcomer didn't seem to notice how distant the fighter'snod was, or how Talasin followed
mewith hiseyesas| followed my newest guide out of the tent. The fighter seemed to be
disturbed over something I'd said, and wasn't that an awful shame...

"Fearin told meyou'reaKenossso | should watch what | say toyou,” Ranander offered as
soon aswewereoutside. " | don't know much at all about Kenossi, soif | say or do something |
shouldn't I hopeyou'll forgiveme. | really do want usto be friends."

" Sinceyou don't know anything about me, how do you know you want to be my friend?" |
asked, deciding from the dant of thelight coming through thetreesthat it wasonly a short
whileto mid afternoon. With all thethingsthat had happened today, by rightsit should have
been a good deal later.

"Oh, I likebeing friendswith everyone,” Ranander quickly assured me, still open and friendly
and seeming much younger than his appear ance suggested. Hewasn't dow in the head, just
somehow very ... innocent. " Getting into argumentswith peopleisusually alot of trouble, and
I'm too lazy to enjoy extratrouble. In case you missed it, my nameis Ranander. What's
yours?"

"You can call me Aelana,” | said, giving most of my attention to the dark green and silver tent
we wer e approaching. That particular tent hadn't been therethe onetimel'd looked around,
and the color choicewasvery interesting. I'd haveto find out if it had been done on purpose or
wasjust arather strange coincidence.

"1'll beglad to call you Aelana,” the boy-man said, strong friendliness till in hisvoice.
"Maybe once we get to know each other really well you'll tell mewhat your true nameis.”

| must have stopped short without realizing 1'd doneit. Onetick Ranander was beside meto my
left, and the next he was two steps ahead and turning back to look at me curioudly.

"Areyou all right?" heasked at once, very obviously concerned. " Did you forget something
important in Prince Talasin'stent?"

"1 don't have anything important to forget,” | said, for themost part to hide how surprised |
felt. " What makesyou think Aelanaisn't my real name?"

"Why ... | just know it isn't,” hesaid, staring at me with serious brown eyes. " Doesit bother
you that | know thingslikethat? Fearin saysit'sone of thereasons|'m part of all thisand |
know he'sright, but some of the othersdon't likemy being here. They're ... Let'ssay they're
lessthan kind. I'd prefer to befriendswith them, but I won't lie about myself to people when |
first meet them. If you like, I'll find someone else to show you to your tent."

" Sincethat should be my tent over there, finding someone else would be mor e trouble than
help,” | said, nodding at the green and silver tent just before starting toward it again. " There
isn't anything special | have to know about it, isthere?"

" Aside from thefact that there€'sclothing for you in the wooden chest, it'sthe same astherest
of thetentsaround here," heanswered, hurrying for a couple of steps before matching strides
with meagain. " And aside from the colors, of cour se. Fearin asked me what your choice of
colorswould be, and oncel'd started to go over thelist of possibles| knew which onesyou'd
choose. You likethem, don't you?"

"1 haven't decided yet," | said, reaching the entrance curtain and brushing it asdeto let me
walk in. It wastheleast bit cooler in out of the sun, but it was also closer than what 1'd been
used tofor awhile. The weaving on thefloor was green and silver, the candle stand was black
iron, a darkwood chest stood wher ethe same had stood in Talasin'stent, and despitethe
absence of a white cloth there was still a bronze pitcher and copper cup. Thetwo stood on the



flat top of the wooden chest, easy to seein the candle-glow, and when | walked over tolook in
the pitcher | found it filled with water.

" Fearin said you'd do better without wineright now," Ranander offered from thetent flap,
having followed meinside. " If you don't agreewith him, I'll be glad to go and ask him to change
it."

"For now | do agreewith Fearin," | said, turning away from the pitcher. " So he created all this,
did he? He must have even more Power than | thought."

"1 hear ther€'sonly oneother High Master who can be considered hisequal,” Ranander said,
briefly looking vexed. " | tried to know if that wastrueor not, but | get nothing oneway or the
other. I've cometo believe ther € stoo much Power involved for meto penetrateto thetruth.”
" And how about thetruth concerning what you're all doing here?" | asked, not bothering to
make the question casual. " If I'm supposed to decide whether or not | want tojoin you, | have
to know what 1'm deciding about."

"But I'm not allowed to tell you anything,” Ranander said with a small laugh of surprise.
"Noneof usis, and | thought you knew that. Y ou haveto wait for the gathering, and then you'll
betold everything. Why do you think Fearin didn't talk to you after you wer e healed? And why
didn't you try asking him your questions?"

Because | could see he wasn't willing to tell me anything, | answered silently with annoyance.
I'd thought | might be ableto dide a few answer sloose from a man who seemed to enjoy
talking nonstop, but my plan hadn't worked out any too well. Which wastypical of how my plans
had been going for longer than | liked to think about.

"1 know you'revery tired, soI'll leave you alone now and you can rest,” Ranander said with a
faint smile. " If you need anything, just let meknow and I'll be glad to help you get it. My tent
isthewhiteand red one, and if I'm not therel'm usually at Fearin'sdark blueone. I'll seeyou
later."

He smiled again and nodded at me beforeturning and leaving, almost asthough he was hoping
I'd ask him to stay, but aside from anything else hewasright about how tired | was. I'd eaten
well for thefirst timein almost two seasons, and now my body and mind wanted to deep the
same way.

Therewas a blankets-and-cloth arrangement over near thelefthand tent wall, obvioudy put
therefor deeping purposes, so after |I'd poured and swallowed down a cupful of fresher water |
went to the blanket arrangement and sat on it. I'd had better bedsin my time, but as| stretched
out on the cloth-covered blanket | couldn't remember any of them being more comfortable. 1'd
dept on theground or in acagefor solong...

Therag | worewasstill abit damp likemy hair, so | sat up to pull off therag and tossit away,
then lay down again after holding my hair up out of theway. | had no worries about anyone
coming in and deciding to make use of my body, not when I'd glimpsed camp femalesin the
guardsmen'sareaswhoweren't as... ugly and thin as| was. I'd be ableto deep in peace, and
if someone did decideto comein and bother methey'd find out exactly what it wasthey were
trying to bother.

For an instant that thought brought me satisfaction, but then theinstant was gone and thetrue
world came crowding back to my memory. |I'd escaped adavery | couldn't bear and no longer
woreacollar, but 1'd never be ableto escapewhat | was. Thelnadni had gonetoo far toward
changing me, and leaving them behind hadn't done the same with their teaching. When I'd tried
to go back to my people... Shadowborn they'd called me, and then they'd driven me away -

| thought then about Ranander and theway heinsisted hewanted to befriends, and the
unforced welcomel'd been given in Talasin'stent. They didn't know, either of them, what they
wer e welcoming and offering friendship to, but once they found out the offerswould be
withdrawn faster than they'd been given.

And they would find out. | hung an arm over my eyesto block out sight of theworld, aworld
that, for the most part, wanted nothing to do with me. Whatever those people around mewere



up to, the reason they wer e making me an offer had to be because of what | was. They needed
my very special lear ning, even incomplete asit was, and would put up with my presenceaslong
astheir need remained.

Cryingwasn't athing | did easily or often, but | wassotired | could fee the moisture forming
under my arm. I'd been alonefor so long, had had no one but myself to depend on for even
longer; | knew right now that | wished | could have died during my escaperather than having
been rescued. I'd had to fight ashard as| could to win through, my natureand training allowed
nothing else, but if only I could have died instead...

Don't bother wanting to know them, they won't want to know you. I'd had that proven to me
often enough for the lesson to become the most thorough onel'd ever learned, along with the
fact that all thewishingin theworld wouldn't changeit. Oncethey found out 1'd be all alone
again, and | wasalmost too tired to stand it. No matter what happened | couldn't see my life
going on for much longer, and that wasthe brightest hope| had to cling to. It wouldn't be much
longer beforetheloneliness and need for solitary strength wasover.

The comfort of that thought let metake my arm from my eyes, but it didn't stop thetears. | felt
them trickling down my cheeksin the useless way tears have, asif hoping for somethingin
their presence would make the hope happen. It doesn't, of cour se, and that was something else
I'd lear ned. What iswill be again, so there'sno sensein looking for theimpossible.

My eyes closed aswaves of deep rolled over me, but temporary lack of awarenesswasno real
solution to what plagued me. The only benefit in deep wasthat when | awoke thetearswould
be gone, and I'd havethe strength again to stand all alone. All alone. Alone...

Chapter 3

Or maybe not quite alone. When my eyesopened | could see he'd already been in the tent for a
while, and that in itself was almost unbelievable. No one had been able to comethat near
without waking me since my third successful trial asa Life Seeker, not to mention since my
timewith the Inadni. Possibly | had passed out earlier instead of falling adeep, and that was
thereason he'd been ableto enter without my knowing it.

And with food. Thewhite cloth that had been missing was no longer absent, and therewas
enough food on it to feed every davein my cagefor a full moon. Therewas also a lar ge pitcher
and two cups, a different pitcher than the onewhich still sat on the wooden chest, and | was
certain the new addition didn't contain water. | lay belly down in my new bed at least three
stridesfrom the cloth, but still had no trouble detecting the smell of wine.

Ranander had been very busy arranging thefood just so, but he must have gotten everything
theway hewanted it. Hefinally straightened away from the cloth to turn and look down at me,
then grinned when he saw mewatching him.

"What perfect timing," he said with alaugh, still completely open and honest and friendly. " |
was just about to wakeyou, but now | don't haveto. We'll have the meal together, and then
we'll go to the gathering.”

"1 seeyou have everything planned out,” | said, turning to my side before sitting up. " The only
thing bothering me about all thisisthat | can't quiteremember being asked if | wanted your
company. | also can't remember saying | did."

" Fearin did mogst of the planning and saying,” he answered, not in theleast disturbed over the
cool reception hewas getting. " Since you're newest hedidn't want you feeling left out and
ignored, and healso heard from Prince Talasin how little you ate earlier. I'm not only hereto
keep you company, I'm also hereto makeyou eat properly. You dowant to grow up big and



strong, don't you?"

"1 think Fearin isgetting ahead of himsdlf,” | said as| ran my handsthrough the tangle of my
hair, ignoring hisquestion and the grin that went with it. " 1'm not newest among you because |
haven't yet joined you, and I'll begin eating properly as soon as my capacity for food increases.
Asfar aswanting company goes, | don't. | think that coverseverything, so you can leave now."
"Oh, but I can't leave," he said, thistime the open innocence anything but real. " Even if we
overlook thefact that peoplelikemedon't ignorethe ordersof High Masterslike Fearin, we
still haveto remember that my food isover therewith yours. If | haveto moveit back to my
tent beforel can eat it I'll just about have to swallow it wholeto keep from being lateto the
gathering. And I'm afraid you werewrong a moment ago. That doesn't cover everything, but
that tunic over there should.”

Heflicked afinger to my right, toward thefoot of my bed, and when | looked | saw a deeveless
tunic of green and silver that would probably fall just below mid-thigh on me. Thewet daverag
I'd taken off wasnowherein sight, and that annoyed me. If | decided againgt joining that group
I'd hardly be ableto take my new finery with me, but the one piece of clothing 1'd brought here
was now gone. Well, if and when thetime came|'d seeto it that somebody returned therag or
replaced it. | could always go back to theforests naked, but | was still human enough to prefer
being clothed.

It didn't takelong to get into the tunic, and that was a faint disappointment for my ... company.
Ranander had seated himsalf on thefar side of the white cloth, and staring at my body until it
was covered didn't seem to embarrasshim. Asfar as| was concerned therewasn't much for
him to stare at, but | suppose some people are easly satisfied. Especially people who aren't
treated well by those around them.

"Those scarsdon't bother you as much asthey would someone else," hesaid as| walked over
to sit on my own side of thewhite cloth. " I'm glad they don't, because they don't bother me
either. You have a nice body, and once you get used to eating on a regular basisagain you'll be
back to looking the way you should. Girls can bethin, but they shouldn't be gaunt.”

"1'm glad you approve of theway | look," | said, reaching first for the pitcher of wine. " If you
wer e unhappy with mel'd probably be very upset. When and whereisthisgathering going to
be?"

"It'sgoing to bewhereit alwaysis," heanswered, taking a cup and holding it out in a wordless
request to haveit filled. " After we eat we'll go over to Fearin'stent, and once everyoneis
thereand the guardsmen arein place around thetent we'll gart.”

"Why would Fearin need guardsmen around histent?" | asked, putting the pitcher down after
pretending | didn't see Ranander'sraised cup. " If hisPower can't keep the unwanted away,
nothing can.”

"Fearin can't use hisPower during a gathering,” Ranander said, finally losing most of that
boyish-friendly look ashe stared at me. " There'sareason for that, which you'll find out once
the gathering starts. Right now I'd like to know the reason you'retreating me like something
not really worth your time and attention. Were you a dave so long you've for gotten how to get
along with people?”

"Ther€e'sa difference between knowing how to get along with people and wanting to," | said,
leaning over the cloth to see which of thefood | most felt like starting with. " | wasn't the one
who asked you in here, so | don't haveto bother pretending to be palite. I'm also not the one
looking for friends, so any timeyou don't like what you hear you don't haveto hesitate over
leaving."

" There€'s something wrong with what you just said,” hetold me, and | looked up after taking a
small wedge of cheeseto see hisfrown. " What you said isn't precisely untrue, but it alsoisn't
completely true. You want meto leave, but you don't want meto leave; that'sthe closest | can
cometo defining two fedlingsthat would be fighting one another in somebody else, but aren't in
you. You want both thingsjust about equally.”



" Personally, I'm for thefedling that says| want you to leave,” | informed him around a
mouthful of cheese, privatey wondering just how deep histalent wasabletogo. " If | had to
guess, I'd say that second feeling was mor e a matter of your imagination.”

"1 don't imagineanswers," he said with a small shake of hishead, immediately and completely
dismissing theidea. " Either | know or | don't know, nothing in between. And | must say how
awfully well educated you sound for aformer dave. Areall Kenoss that well educated?”

"No," | answered very shortly, looking down at thefood again. " And | thought you werein a
hurry to get through thismeal so you could leave. So far all you've doneistalk, wasting time
which could have been better spent moving your food to your own tent. Why don't you - *

"Now just you wait amoment,” heinterrupted, thistime sounding annoyed. " | told you that
after thismeal we would leave, and | think you know it. Y ou seem awfully anxiousto berid of
me, but it doesn't have anything to do with my knowing things. Would you liketo tell me what it
does haveto dowith?"

"It hasto dowith you," | said, looking up again with my own annoyance. " You'redull and
boringand | have nointerest at all in associating with you. And you also don't know how to
take hints, so let me say this straight out: go away!"

"Well, how about that,” hedrawled, hishead to one side ashe began to grin at me. " Most of
what you just said isatotal untruth, except for wanting me gone, which istill part yesand part
no. You don't find me boring at all, and once you deep with meyou'll probably like me even
better."

" Sleep with you?"' | repeated with an incredulouslaugh, finding it hard to believe he'd actually
said that. " I'm not even enjoying sharing a meal with you. The only way | would ever deep with
you isif | wereunconsciousor dead. What'sthe matter, can't you even get any of the camp
women to look at you?"

" The camp women have done morethan look at me and they're decent enough, but | want
something else," heanswered, hiswidened grin saying my attempted insult wastoo far off the
mark to touch him. " You intrigue me, Adlana, and | want to learn mor e about you. Do you
distrust my interest because you think you're not pretty enough to attract a man?"

His question was mor e seriousthan therest of what he'd said, but not so seriousthat | was
supposed to be upset over it. What | was supposed to do wastake hisinterest asa sincere
attempt at gentleflattery, but that was something else that would never work out.

"Why don't wewait until you have lear ned mor e about me beforewe discuss all thisinterest
you feel?" | suggested, then deliberately looked away from him and back to thefood. " And if
that gathering will bewaiting for us, then they won't appreciate ustaking our time. Besides,
I've had morethan enough conver sation for awhile."

My cutting everything off that abruptly surprised and bothered him, but you really do need
someresponse to keep a conver sation going. Ranander tried both talking and asking
guestions, but when | continued to ignor e everything he said hefinally gave up. We shared a
tasty meal in even tastier silence, and | discovered that the deep I'd had seemed to have given
me mor e strength for eating. | finished part of a small bird that had been baked in honey, three
mouthfuls of a vegetable mixture, a bite of heavy bread, a second small cheese wedge, and a
full cup of wine. By thetimel finished | felt closeto bur sting, but after almost two full seasons
it wasafeding| reveled in.

For somereason Ranander didn't eat much morethan | did, and we wer e alr eady out of my tent
befor e the wor ds began to come from him again. | let thewordsflow around and past measwe
walked toward the deep bluetent that was Fearin's, awar e of the way the man besidde mewas
trying to lighten my mood, awar e but hearing none of it.

My mood was as dark asthe sky had grown, as deep asthe night was beginning to be.
Occasional burstsof laughter floated to usfrom two or three pointsin the surrounding
guardsmen's camps, but the soundsfelt asout of place astheir campfiresin the forest looked.
Anyonewho built a campfire could never truly bea part of theforest, and asfar ashumanity



went, my campfire had long since been built.

Therereally were guardsmen ranged around Fearin'stent, but not immediately around it. They
stood at least five stridesaway from it in a circle, each guardsman no morethan two strides
distant from the onesto either side of him, all of them armed with sword and spear aswell as
wearing heavy leather.

Ranander and | wer e stopped beyond the circle until an officer was called, and only when he
passed usdid hismen step aside. | felt my curiosity stirring over what they might be guarding
so closely, but it wasjust a passing thought. By now | knew therewould berevelationsgalorein
thetent | walked toward, and at least one of them would center around me.

Stepping through the entrance flap was like stepping into aroom in one of those palaces|'d
heard about. The golden floor weaving was as soft and thick asfur, golden panels of silk

ador ned the deep bluetent walls, thick blue pillows wer e scattered all over the floor weaving,
and small, dark wood tables wer e arranged here and there among the pillows. Four golden
stands held candlesin each of the four cornersof thetent, and three females moved around
serving thefour men taking their easein the place. They all looked up as Ranander and |
entered, but thefirst to speak was L okkel the Healing M aster.

" Really, Ranander, | would have thought that even you knew better than to belateto a
gathering,” hesaid in atonethat was sharp enough to cut with, hisdark-eyed look withering.
"Making therest of ussit around toying with our thumbsisboorishly inconsider ate.”

" Possibly hewas too busy toying with something of his own to think about us," the fighter
Garam suggested in alazy drawl, arrogant insult clear in hisown dark eyes. " If it wasn't
Ranander we could consider it the dave hewastoying with, but even if he had the ssomach to
touch her he probably wouldn't know what to do. Y ou really should find someoneto give him
lessons, Fearin. Leaving him as heistendsto be an embarrassment to therest of us.”

" Sincewe are assembled later than we should be, let's get on with it,” Fearin said, apparently
not noticing that he'd interrupted the fighter Talasin just as hewas about to speak. " Ranander,
you and Aelana sit thereto complete our circle, and as soon asyou both have winewe'll

begin."

Theman of Power had indicated two places on the floor weaving to hisleft, between him and
Talasn and somewhat opposite Garam and Lokkel. Garam sat to Fearin'simmediate right with
Lokke to hisright, and | wasglad not to be seated in their part of thecircle. | wasabout to sit
nearer Talasin than Fearin, but Ranander put a hand to my left elbow, shifting me over.

"1 don't want any wine," | said to Fearin as| reluctantly sat not far from him, finding it
impossible not to notice the way Ranander avoided looking directly at the loud-mouthed
Garam. Theman I'd shared a meal with was much mor e subdued in the company we'd come
into, and all good humor seemed to have gone out of him.

"You'll takewhat you'regiven, dave," Garam said before Fearin could respond, hisarrogance
even thicker than it had been. " In acollar or without it, you'll still do asyou'retold.”

For some reason good food and comfortable, uninterrupted deep tend to make one less willing
to beimposed upon rather than philosophic and patient. | suddenly found myself voicing a
deceivingly small hissing growl at Garam, a phrasein the tongue of the Strong and Victorious
which meant, " The sight of your blood will give me a great deal of pleasure.”

The phrase was a standard response to a challenge that would be eagerly answer ed by the one
speaking, but the mighty Garam didn't seem to count knowledge of that tongue among his
possessions. Thefighter was excruciatingly unimpressed by what he saw and heard, but
another of our number reacted differently.

" Aelana, thewineis necessary for the gathering,” Fearin said quickly, surprise lowering his
browsa bit. " Just take the cup, and then the servants can leave."

Only then did | noticethat one of the camp women was standing behind meto my left with a cup
of winein her hand. Ranander already had his cup, and the other two women wer e over by the
tent flap, obvioudy waiting for their third tofinish her serving and join them. There seemed to



be nothing for it but to takethe cup, and oncel did thewoman turned and hurried out of the
tent behind the other two. We six on the golden floor weaving wer e then alonein thetent, and
the next thing | expected wasthat gathering to get under way.

In some way. What | didn't expect wastheway weall just sat there, Garam and Fearin sipping
their wine, Lokkel and Talasin staring into theirs, Ranander so deep in thought he seemed to
have for gotten he had any wine. Along with sipping wine Fearin seemed to be studying me, so
after enough heartbeats had gone by to make mefed 1'd aged, | took advantage of having the
High Master's attention.

"Isthisall thereisto thisgathering of yours?" | asked, making no attempt to keep the
impatience out of my voice. " Weall gather hereand just St staring at one another ?*
"We'renot just sitting here staring at one another,” Fearin answer ed, a faint smile playing
around hislips. " At first we wer e waiting for the servantsto leave the area completely, and
now we'rewaiting to be noticed. The next effort belongsto someone other than us."

| was about to demand to know who this someone else could be, but Fearin suddenly
straightened wher e he sat as his complete attention went to the center of our circle. | had
enough timeto notice that the other swere doing the same, and then | had time for nothing but
garing.

In the center of the circle a white mist had begun to form, a mist that could have been produced
by the use of Power but clearly didn't havethat asits source. When Power isused you can fedl
alight, faint tingling in theair, but right now the fedling was entirely different. Therewasa ...
heavy sharpness of some sort all around, an experiencethat can't be described in any other
way.

Themist that formed was very compelling, but then something began to form inside the mist
that was even moreriveting. The shape was manlikein form but much larger, and asmoreand
mor e details came clear it became evident that no man had ever looked the way that form did.
It wasvery large and hugely muscled, with mahogany-red skin and black hair and eyes; itsface
was mor e beautiful than any man's could ever be, but the sternness of the expression was
impossibleto miss. | nearly gasped when | realized who it was - who it had to be - and finally
under stood why Fearin couldn't use his Power .

"Wegiveyou greetingsand welcome, Lord,” Fearin said after rising to hisfeet, hisbow low
and sincere. " Once again you honor uswith your presence.”

"Your gathering waslate, High Master," theform rumbled in avery deep voice, faint
annoyancerather than accusation to be heard. " Since this undertaking isnot my only concern,
try harder next timeto be more prompt. How go the preparations?’

Fearin began to tell the form details of numbersand troop distributions and estimated mar ching
timesand such, but | paid no attention at all to what he said. All I could do was stare at that
form, trying to tell myself | was mistaken, but | knew | wasn't. Wewereall of usright now in
the presence of Diin-tha, god of justice and revenge. Fearin and the others moved in the cause
of agod, and that made everything a good deal more complicated than 1'd expected.

"You continueto dowdll, Fearin,” Diin-tha said when the High Master finished hisrecital, faint
approval showing on that very beautiful face. " Accept the victoriesthat come asyour own as
you have so far done, and when you reach your ultimate objectivewe'll find our enemies
unprepared for thetrue state of affairs. You may now retire."

"Yes, Lord," Fearin said, then raised hiscup of wine. " Thewill of Diin-tha shall ever be mine."
Thegod nodded regally as Fearin drank from his cup, then turned toward thefighter Garam
whilethe High Master reseated himself on the golden floor weaving. Garam rose immediately
to hisfeet, hisusual arrogance pushed well behind him.

"Wegiveyou greetingsand welcome, Lord,” Garam said, looking up at the giant figure before
him. " Asalways, you honor uswith your presence.”

"How goesyour planning for thetaking of the city, Prince Garam?" the god asked,
acknowledging thefighter'swordswith a movement of hisfinger. " Have you yet finalized your



intentions?"

"In all detailsbut one, Lord," Garam answered, working very hard not to look asfrightened as
| knew hefelt. | could smell thefear on him even with the god and his mist between us, and
wasn't particularly surprised.

"1 still need someone who knows the city to guide me and my infiltration forceto the places
wherewe want to be beforethe attack,” Garam explained, gently swirling thewinein the cup
he held. " If we haveto find those places our selves, therisk of detection goesup rather
alarmingly. It also delaysthe attack, and every delay threatens our possession of the element
of surprise.”

"Beat ease, for you will soon havethe assistance you require,” the god told him, a faint
soothing now evident in the deep rumble. " Use the assistance wisely, and continueto plan as
successfully asyou have. You may now retire."

"Yes, Lord,” Garam said, then raised hiscup of winetheway Fearin had. " Thewill of Diin-tha
shall ever bemine."

For the second time the god nodded acknowledgment of the wor ds of dedication, and then he
turned totheHealing Master L okkel. Garam sat down while L okkel stood up, but my attention
wander ed from the now-familiar greeting being spoken by Lokkd. It wasfairly clear that it
would eventually be my turn, and | was having trouble deciding what | would say and do.
Dealing with a god was not like dealing with men, something | didn't have to betold.

The problem took me so deeply into my thoughtsthat | came back to awarenessonly to
discover that Ranander was speaking the wor ds of dedication. I'd missed what had been said to
three of the men here, including what talent or ability thefighter Talasin had. It was clear
everyone at the gathering had a talent or ability, which waswhy they were herein thefirst
place.

Ranander spokewarmly and happily, ascalm as Garam had been frightened, and then
suddenly those very black, morethan human, eyeswereon me. | got to my feet rather more
dowly than Fearin and Garam and L okkel had done, and ssmply stood therein silence.

" And you have something of a dilemma, have you not, child?" the god said as he looked down
at me, faint amusement on that very beautiful face. " Having been dedicated to Bellid makes
you unableto dedicate your self to me, no matter your own wishesin the matter. Surely you
would join my effort willingly if that were not so."

"Join an effort | know nothing about?' | came back, annoyed at having been worried for
nothing. Of cour se Diin-tha would know |'d been dedicated to Bellid; gods had a habit of
knowing everything. " I sthat the way you got these otherstojoin you? First demanding that
they dedicate themselves, and only later telling them what it'sall about? If that'sthe way they
let it happen, you won't get as much out of them asyou expect to."

"Bellid must surely have been greatly pleased with your dedication to him," Diin-tha
commented, a definite drynessin the deep rumble. " He has always had an unexplained
fondnessfor rudeness and effrontery, a fondness few of therest of usshare. Hetakespridein
being the patron of those who ar e called Shadowbor n, those mortalswho live such singular
lives."

| heard Fearin draw in hisbreath sharply, asthough he'd almost said something out of turn, but
apparently he had mor e saf-discipline than that. He'd heard the word Shadowbor n befor e now,
and knew what wewere - or, more accurately, knew what | was. Lack of reaction from the
other s probably meant they knew nothing of the same, but | doubted if it would belong before
they did.

"You stand silent but unrepentant,” Diin-tharemarked, ill staring down at me with those
deep black eyes. " Your nature has become such that you are now truly one of Bellid'sown, his
despitethefact that your original dedication wasin no manner your own doing. With such a
truth in mind I will doas| had not intended, and shall speak to you asthough you were male."
Therewasa stirring around thecircle, asif most of thosein the tent shifted in place, but no one



spoke. | knew | was being accorded arather high privilege, but somehow my enthusiasm wasn't
asgreat asit might have been.

" Those about you have been enlisted in a proposed war of conquest, but not a war of the sort
you mortalsengagein,” thegod said. " It will seem asthough the desirefor conquest is
Fearin's, but once hisfinal objective hasbeen reached it will be my desireswhich are satisfied.
Onewho ismy enemy thinks he hastaken my follower sfrom mein a city which hasever been
mine, and thereturn of that city to therest of my domain isthe victory those about you now
bend therr effortstoward.”

Most of my attention was on the god, but | had no trouble noticing that themen in thecircle
wer e listening car efully to what was being said to me.

"My active support will be availableto thisgroup in thelast of the effort, but none save those
of thisgathering must know of my involvement beforethen,” Diin-tha continued. " Y our sKkills
arenecessary for my success, so necessary that | spoke with Bellid, who gracioudy allowed me
your loan. The decision of your joining thisgathering has alr eady been made for you, by the
onewho holdsyour destiny-oath, but | would have you under stand what occur s about you and
through that receive the greatest effort you are capable of. Do you under stand what you have
been told?"

Those black eyes stared at me soberly, possibly trying to judge how | wastaking what 1'd
heard. Out of habit my face showed nothing of my fedlings, | knew, but the god had no real
need to see an expression before he had hisanswer.

"You understand completely and are extremely agitated,” he observed, an unreadable
expression on hisown handsomeface. " Such a state of mind is hardly conducive towar d
excellent performances by mortals, therefore | shall add a further datum. When you areall
victorious on my behalf, each of you will receive two blessings from me, one athing you desire,
the other athing you have need of. Between the two, you will find your self well repaid for
having striven to the utmost for me."

"Why would | be given those blessings?" | asked at once, the churning insde me overriding
the prudent silencel'd been trying to maintain. " If my skillsand | have already been given to
you by Bellid, your appreciation and thanks should be hisrather than mine."

"Bellid and | have made other arrangements concerning my appreciation,” Diin-thasaid, a
faint smile now curving the cornersof hismouth. " You, not being a god, would havelittle
under standing of what such an arrangement entails. However, your being mortal guarantees an
appreciation of being rewarded for a service. Am | now to haveyour willing assistance, rather
than little beyond your mere presence?"

Theurgeto ask why hedidn't smply for ce willingness on me was almost over powering, but |
wasn't as completely Bellid'sas| might have been. The godsdo thingsin their own way for
their own reasons, and those who question a beneficial way too often find oneless easy to live
with. | had very littleinterest in Diin-tha's game of conquest, but | also had very little choice
about joining it.

"My willing assistance, such asit is, isnow yours," | acknowledged with a small nod. " What
skills| have will be exercised fully and enthusiastically on your behalf.”

"Enthudastically,” the god repeated with something of alook of reproach, then he shook his
head. " I'd wonder ed at Bellid'samusement when | presented my proposal to him, but now |
wonder nolonger. Your servicewill clearly bean experiencel have not before encountered.”
He stared down at me again, possibly wondering if hitting mewith alightning bolt would do too
much damage, then he sighed and turned to Fearin.

"Thecircleisnow complete, High Master,” Diin-thasaid. " Asthat isso, | have certain
instructionsfor your earsalone.”

Sincel had just reclaimed my seat on thefloor weaving | thought | would haveto get up again
to give Fearin and the god privacy, but that turned out not to be necessary. The god went on
gpeaking while Fearin nodded in under standing or asked an occasional question, but none of



the sound of the conver sation reached therest of us.

A glance around showed methat the othersweren't even looking at the two, a gesture adding
even moreto the privacy of the conversation, and | had the distinct feeling the same thing had
been done any number of timesbefore. | felt tempted to try reading the words on thelips of the
two, then decided it might bewiser to wait until | wasmorefully recovered beforel tried the
patience of the god any further. Mortals need all the strength they can bring to bear when they
haveto face the anger of the gods.

| expected the private conver sation to go on for sometime, and wasfaintly surprised when it
didn't. Without war ning the god retur ned himself to the exact center of our circle, and then the
mist that had clung to him in graceful patches began to thicken again. Asthe mist thickened the
giant form insdeit faded, and within a matter of heartbeatsboth form and mist were
completely gone. Thosein the cir cle seemed unwilling to break the silence that held them, but
Fearin came out of distraction to take care of the matter.

" Sincethe gathering isnow over, you can all go back to your tentsor to wherever you like,"
the man of Power said, then turned hishead tolook at me. " All, that is, but Aelana. Therearea
few things we need to discuss, so leave the guardsmen wherethey are. I'll dismissthem later."
Even without looking at the others| could sensethe hesitation in the four men who
nevertheless got to their feet toleave. | had thedistinct feeing they wanted to know what
would be said between Fearin and me, but the High Master's attitude told them therewas no
room for argument. Rather than voice any proteststhe four filed out of thetent, and after a
long moment of considering me Fearin showed a very faint smile.

"1've never before met anyone who wastrained by the Inadni,” he said, histone odd. " Most of
those who complete their training are apparently sent ... somewhereto do thingsoutsiders
never learn about, and therest stay a whileto work with othersafter them befor e going off
wherever it isthey go off to. Also, | understand that thetraineesare usually male."

" Asfar asanyone knows, the trainees have always been male," | answered, consdering the
cup of wine |l hadn't needed after all before putting it aside. " No one, including me, could

under stand why the Inadni chose a female, but they make a practice of never explaining
themselves. And to answer the other question you implied, no, | didn't completethetraining.
Thelnadniand| ... didn't get along.”

"1 see" Fearin said, the expression in hisdark blue eyes now hooded, hishand stroking his
short blond beard. " You didn't get along with the Inadni, but they still let you live. How far did
you get in thetraining?"

"| achieved the eighteenth level beforeleaving,” | said, then gave him afaint smile of my own.
"1f that means anything to you, the Inadni don't keep secrets aswell asthey think they do.”

" And you have no intention of explaining what it doesmean,” he said, something of faint
annoyance beginning to tickle him. " How am | supposed to useyour skills most effectively if
you won't even tell me exactly what they are?"

"1f | had to guess, |I'd say you've heard as many whispered rumor s about what Shadowborn are
capable of asanyonedse," | said, for the most part unimpressed with hisannoyance. " For the
pur poses of thisgame you can consider therumorsall true, and if you have any specific
guestions about whether | can do something, all you haveto doisask. | won't lie no matter
what the answer is."

"But thoserumorsare-" hebegan, deeply disturbed as he stopped the wordsin mid sentence.
For amoment | thought he would change the subject, but he appar ently decided againgt it.

" But those rumor s arethe next thing to unbelievable, not to mention designed to frighten the
wits out of people,” he said, studying me soberly. " Can you speak to thewild animals of the
forest, for example, and at certain timesbecome like them? Can you reach a man surrounded
by guardsmen, kill him silently, then melt away again into the shadows? Can you create
dazzling beauty or produce horrifying ugliness, asthe situation or your own inclinations
demand?"



"Yes." My one-word statement answer ed the questions that wer e only supposed to be
examples, smiling again at theway Fearin reacted. Thistime disturbed wasfar too mild a
description, but thelook in the man's eyes made melose the smile. " | can do all of those things
and anumber of others, especially now that Bellid isno longer angry with me. Hetook away
my ability to do alot of that when | left the Inadni without their permission, but now that the
abilitiesareback you don't havetoworry. | doubt if Diin-thawill let medo it toyou or the
others, at least until he haswhat he wants."

"1've never believed someone without the Power could do that much," hesaid, gesturing away
something 1'd said without losing the really deep disturbance he'd been showing. " Under other
circumstances| might betempted to doubt you, but with a god standing witnessto thetruth of
what you'resaying... I'd wondered why you hadn't managed to escape davery sooner. Your
god was angry with you."

"Yes" | said again, thistimelooking away from those serious blue eyes. " But you can stop
feding sorry for me. | expected nothing elsewhen | Ieft thelnadni, so | wasn't surprised. Was
there anything else of vast importance that you wanted, or can | go back to my tent now?"

" S0 you use insolence and arrogance to keep people from reaching too closeto you," he said,
acalculating toneto thewords. " You won't accept having someonefed sorry for you no matter
what you've got to go through, not even if it'sfriendly concern rather than pity. Hasn't anyone
ever told you how dangerous a defensereaction that is? If | didn't have the self control that |
do, you'd already have gotten mor e than one good beating from me."

" Possibly if you used your Power," | said, turning my head to meet hislevel blue gaze and
letting amusement color the words. " Without the Power you'd need those guar dsmen you have
stationed outside, and they'd haveto bereally good. If | didn't have the use of my skillsthey
wouldn't haveto beall that good - but you'd still need them.”

"1 can see you also enjoy insulting people on purpose,” hegrowled, straightening a littlewhere
hesat in reaction towhat I'd said. " If | ever decideto giveyou a good beating, | won't need the
Power or those guardsmen. If you don't believe that, just keep pushing me.”

He paused then, possibly to give me a chanceto enjoy myself a littlemore, but | really wastoo
tired. | could have defended mysdlf if 1'd had to, but it would be a good deal easer oncel had
morerest and food to add to my strength. Rather than saying anything | smply continued to
hold hisgaze, but that didn't do much to lighten his mood.

"Under certain circumstances, even the gods have mor e patience than men,” | wastold with
the same growl, dark blue eyesglinting at me. " | think you'll have the opportunity to learn that.
A few daysfrom now, when all our preparations are complete, you'll be taken back to that city
whereyou were held asa dave. You'll guide our peopleto the placesthey haveto be, and then
you'll seeto theindividual tasks| assign you. When you enter the city you'll be dressed and
collared as a dave, so be prepared to also act like one.”

"You expect meto accept being endaved again?' | asked with alaugh that had absolutely no
amusement in it, abruptly sitting up straighter. " If you do, you'rein for a great disappointment.
Now that I'm freeagain, | intend to stay that way."

"You'll only be pretending to bea dave," he answered with continuing annoyance, gesturing
asdemy refusal. " If you enter that city asa free woman, you run therisk of having someone
recognizeyou asarunaway save. If you're still ostensibly a dave, Prince Garam can always
say hefound you in theforest and istrying to return you to where you belong.”

"Garam!" | said with moreincredulity than | had earlier, wondering if the man of Power was
losing hisgrip on reality. " Even if | did agreeto pretend to being adave, I'll bedamned if 1'd
doit with him holding the chain. After theway he's been talking to me, I've already promised
myself hisblood. If you need a slave act all that badly, you can find someone else to take
Garam'splace”

"All right, girl, | can seeit'stimeyou weretold exactly how thingsstand,” Fearin said, abruptly
back in complete calm control of himself. " You may be dedicated to Bellid and the possessor of



mor e skillsthan any of us completely under stands, but you, just liketherest of us, are subject
to the commands of Diin-tha. The god said you'reto pretend to bea dave, and Prince Garam,
because of our need to have him in the city, will be the one you pretend to be a dave with. He
would bethe one even if wedidn't need him in the city; hewon't have any trouble treating you
like a dave, whereas Prince Talasin and Ranander would. If you try to refuse this command,
you'll find a good deal mor e than the beating you would have had from me. Do | need to go into
details?"

Onceagain | didn't answer him in words, but my slence was answer enough. Even those who
had no truck with the gods knew what it could mean to facetheir wrath; I, who knew better than
most and not smply through personal experience, also knew that a quiet, final ending would not
bewhat | faced. Had it been, | would have gotten to my feet and happily left thetent and the
camp aswell.

" Prince Garam will be under strict ordersnot to causeyou any harm,” Fearin said after a pair
of moments, and | realized | wasno longer looking at him. " Abovethat our attack won't belong
in coming after you've entered the city, so you shouldn't haveto wear the collar beyond the
length of asingleday. And just remember: oncethecity isours, you'll befreeto ... golooking
for anyonethereyou feel you'd really liketo see again.”

" Except in certain specific cases, I'm not allowed to takerevenge,” | said, still staring at the
place that had been the center of the circle. " No onein the city meetsthose requirements, so
it'sawaste of time wishing they did. Wasthere anything el se?"

"No," hesaid, thistime sounding definitely weary. " No, right now there'snothing else. I'll tell
you what else | need you to do just beforeyou leavefor the city. Go back to your tent and

deep well."

Sincetherewas nothing elseto say, | simply got to my feet and left. | spent the short walk back
tomy tent realizing all over again just how much | hated to be pitied.

Chapter 4

It wasn't avery pretty mid morning aswerodethrough theforest, but thethreat of rain didn't
bother anyonein the party. The other swere undoubtedly thinking about the city werode
toward, but certainly not in the sameway | wasthinking about it. Thiswas only the fourth day
since l'd escaped from the place, and to say | wasreluctant about going back, even in pretend
davery, was like saying the world contained many unexplained mysteries. Thewordswere
true, but didn't tell the story by half.

The previousthree days had seen quitealot in theway of military preparation, with a bustle
that gave methefedling everyonewasrunningin a different direction all thetime at top speed.
Talasin, Lokke, and Garam spent most of their time with the troops of guar dsmen who were
spread out thicker through theforest than 1'd first believed. Fearin divided histime between
the troops, the men leading them, and setting the air atingle from insde histent, and Ranander
was either with Fearin or carrying messagesfor theHigh Master.

| wasthe only onewho hadn't chased hither and yon with grim pur pose, but that didn't mean |
hadn't been given ordersby Fearin. | wasordered to deep and eat asmuch as| possibly could,
which took away something of the pleasure| should havefet over doingjust that.

Theground rose under our horses hooves aswe angled away from the stream, and a small
covey of birdsbegan to scold at usfrom the surrounding trees. Aside from the creak of leather
and the soft breathing of men and mounts, the birds and the hoofbeats wer e the only exceptions
totheslenceall around. In an innocent, unknowing way it was almost peaceful, just likethe
last few days had been peaceful - almost.

" Thingsaretoo hectic right now, Aelana, but just you wait,” Ranander had told me once,
taking time out from his busy schedule to reassure me. " As soon asthat city fallsto us, you



and | will havethetimeto get to know each other alittle better. And I'm really curiousto know
what Shadowborn means.”

He'd flashed meagrin and then heé'd hurried off, happily continuing on with Fearin'serrands.
I'd found mysdlf standing ther e shaking my head, wondering at the sametimeif I'd finally
found areal, live, beneficial usefor thehorror, fear, and revulsion that wasthetruth about
Shadowborn. For somereason beyond my comprehension Ranander had decided to deep with
me, and the only thingsthat had kept him from carrying out hisdecision - or at least trying to
carry it out - wasat first my weakened condition and then the preparationsfor war. Sincel
didn't want to haveto hurt that strangely innocent boy-man, | was actually relieved that the
detailsof what | waswould send him hurrying out of my life.

Detailswhich would beforthcoming from Fearin, as soon asthe High Master had thetimeto
passthem on. The afternoon beforel'd been invited to the man'stent, to be offered wineand
told what I'd need to do the following day.

"No, | haven't discussed your abilitieswith any of the othersyet,” he'd said when | put the
guestion a bit impatiently, gesturing for meto sit on his golden floor weaving and help myself to
acup of wine. He seemed to beignoring my unhappinesswith him, not knowing or not caring
how hard it waswaiting for the grand announcement to be made.

"Why haven't you told them?" 1'd demanded, sitting down but doing nothing about taking wine.
"Don't you think they have aright to know what they're sharing a camp with? Will you be
happier if one of them finds out the hard way?"

"Firg | havetofind out what we're sharing a camp with," he'd returned ashe'd leaned one
elbow down to a cushion, thewor ds definitely on thearid side. " Since the only one who knows
for certain refusesto part with morethan hintsand innuendoes, |'ve begun to research the
matter in my own way. By thetimethis skirmish isover | should know something definiteto
passon, which | will then do. Until that time, | don't think any of ushasto worry about
accidents. Our Guardian isthe sort to anticipate and prevent any unnecessary ...
complications.”

" Complications,” 1'd echoed in a dissatisfied mutter, not caring much for theway he dismissed
what could turn out to beareal problem. " And isn't 'skirmish' arather lighthearted description
for thetaking of a city? Your forcewon't bethefirst to try getting through and over those
walls. What makesyou think they'll have any better luck than those who came before them?"

" Those who came before my troopsdidn’t have meto help,” he'd answered with what had
seemed mor e like amusement than boasting, then he paused to sip hiswine befor e continuing.
"You'll besurprised to seewhat alittle Power can do in theway of aiding a campaign. Or,
possibly, | should say you won't be seeing it, since you'll be occupied with another task during
our attack. Why don't you take some wine and then we can get down to details.”

"Let'sstart with adetail about wine," 1'd said, finally seeing that | would haveto explain why |
kept refusing hishospitality in sorudeaway. " | can drink avery small amount of wine without
worrying, but if | tried to swill it theway therest of you do your ... Guardian would haveto be
herein person to stop what would probably happen. One of thefirst thingsthe Inadni teach isa
... reaching out, an intensification of everything you see, hear, fed - in any and every way
experience. A whisper islikeashout, a glimmer islikeablaze - and a cup of wineislikeakeg.
| can handlethe cup, but after that things start to get fuzzy and uncontrollable.”
"Uncontrollable,” he'd repeated theway | had, a peculiar expression crossing hisface briefly
beforehehad it in hand again. " | see. Or at least I'm beginning to get a glimmer. If you say
you don't want something, it'sbest to ask beforeinsisting, just in case you have a reason other
than stubbornnessfor refusing. I'll be sureto remember that."

He'd examined me briefly with a starethen, possibly waiting to seeif | had anything to add;
when hewassurel didn't, he'd nodded and continued.

"Asl said, it'stimeyou knew the details of what will be happening tomorrow. A group of our
people will enter or have already entered the city, and there are certain places they haveto be.



Some of those places, like the guar dsmen's barracks and the wing of the palace housing the
city Administrators, aren't hard to find so the men assigned to those placeswill manage on
their own. If they haveto ask directionsthey can do it openly, and no onewill get suspicious.
Other places, however, won't be the same, and those ar e the placesyou'll be guiding them to.
"1f too many of those placesarein the better part of the city, you might haveto find your self
another guide” I'd said. " | wasa dave, remember, and not the kind who's allowed to wander
asshelikes. From timeto time| was put towork in the city and those locations | remember
how to reach, but for places|'ve never been..."

I'd shrugged to show him therewas nothing | could do to makethetruth sweeter, but he'd
waved a hand in unconcern.

" The placeswe'remost interested in are maintained with davelabor, so that shouldn't bea
problem," he'd said, unperturbed by the suggestion that | might not be asuseful ashe'd
expected. " Ranander hasthe completelist, and as soon as he gets herewith it we'll all go over
it together. Right now we need to discuss how you'll guide a group of men to different places
without someone getting suspicious.”

He' d paused to swallow hiswine again, and it's possible | wasn't supposed to notice that he was
also studying me again. For that reason alone|'d kept my expression theway it had been, but
insdel'd been morethan annoyed. So it was Ranander who had thelist of places| was
supposed to guide peopleto, and for that reason alone Ranander would be here when Fearin
asked if I knew how to get to those places. Ranander, who knew when people weretelling the
truth - and when they werelying.

Remembering that almost made me hissmy breath out in vexation, and that despitethe
relative peace and quiet we rodethrough. It had been fairly clear that Fearin didn't want to
spend timewondering if | really didn't know how to get to the places| would claim as
unfamiliar, or if | wasactually trying to prove my pretending to be a dave would be a waste of
time. Thefact that 1'd already thought of that very same point madeit all doubly annoying, but
there hadn't been anything | could do to take advantage of the idea. | nsisting that Ranander
not be therewould have been tantamount to announcing that | intended being astruthful asa
southern caravan mer chant.

"Prince Garam and | developed the plan together, and now it'sup to you to find fault with it if
you can," Fearin had continued after his pause. " Having a dave guide a group of free men
would be unusual enough, but having that same dave guide men who aren't supposed to know
each other would be bound to make a city spy follow along to see what was going on. Y ou do
know that the city uses paid spiesto keegp an eye on its people and find out what they're up to.
"Everyonein thecity knowsthat," 1'd answered his half-question, making a face over the
situation. " Those of uswho were davesfound it really funny, to think that all those nobly
wonder ful free people wer e being watched as closaly and as car efully asthose free people
watched us. The only difference between us seemed to be that we werein cages and they
weren't.”

"1 under stand ther e wer e numer oustimes when that distinction abruptly didn't apply,” Fearin
said with a sound of derision, shifting on his elbow cushion. " If those spiesfind anyone doing
what they shouldn't be doing, the city usually ends up with moregold in itstreasury because of
afine, or the owner ship of another save because of the gravity of the crime. One of the few
thingsthey don't bother people about ishow they treat privately-owned daves, and there'san
excellent reason for that. If people spend their anger on abusing their own property, they're
lesslikely to notice how unhappy they are and then turn on the city and its officials."

"Why do | havethefeding that what you just said is more significant than analytical ?* |
wonder ed aloud, keeping my eyeson him whilel dowly straightened wherel sat. " And why
don't | likeit even onelittle bit?"

"Wenever expected you tolikeit, sothat part of it isno surprise” Fearin said, thistimetrying
to keep from showing hisamusement. " | do find mysdlf delighted, however, at how quickly you



jump totheheart of a matter. Since one of the few things no one will pay attention toisthe
disciplining of a dave, that'sthe signal you and Prince Garam will useto let the other sknow
when a particular location has been reached. Y ou won't betelling them anything, only showing
them something no one else will under stand the significance of."

"You'vedecided that Garam and | will taketurnsbeating each other ?* | said asif | really
believed that waswhat he'd meant and wasther efore considering theidea. " Don't you think
people will wonder every timeit getsto be my turn? After all, you said we'd be using that
signal,so-"

" So you thought you'd pester me with nonsense to show how well you like the idea and my
choice of words," heinterrupted, not nearly asannoyed as|'d expected himtobe. " You're
waiting for meto say that davesdon't do thedisciplining, they just find themselveson the
receiving end of it, and then you'll announce that you won't be allowing that. L et's save

our selves some time and effort and consider all that already said.”

"You'retaking all thefun out of it,” | commented as| narrowed my eyesat him, knowing he
was up to something but not knowing what. " If you don't try to talk me out of my refusal, how
can | tell you thevariousthings!'d liketo suggest you do with your self?"

"1'm glad to seeyou'refeeling stronger than you werethelast timewetalked,” he commented
back, no morethan afaint glitter showing in the blue of hiseyes. " You're now willing to take
the chance of getting meangry, but there'sreally no need for that. Prince Garam will only be
pretending to disciplineyou, just asyou'll be pretending to be a dave, and all you two will have
todoismakesureit looksreal even though it won't be."

"And I'm supposed to believe that?" | asked with a laugh that was, to a large extent, real
amusement. " You tell me Garam will be gentle asa loving mother, and I'm supposed to be
backward enough to believeit? Assoon as| stop laughing | think I'm going to fed really
insulted.”

"Aelana, Prince Garam can't do you any true harm," Fearin said in exasper ation, straightening
off the cushion in an effort to put strength behind hiswords. " There are five major locations
and threeminor onesthat he and his men have to be guided to, and then you have a job of your
own to seeto, an important job you'll be attending to by your sdlf. If Prince Garam does
something to keep you from being ableto seeto all that, don't you think our Guardian will find
out and ... remongtrate with him?"

He hung the demanding question in theair in front of me, giving methe chanceto examineit
and then put forth reasonable objections. He didn't believe | would find any reasonable
objections, of course, and in that he had an excellent point. Asfrightened as Garam was of the
god Diin-tha, I couldn't quite seethefighter doing something that would be guar anteed to anger
thegod. It wasa very strong argument in favor of believing, but | couldn't quite bring myself to
accept the matter asbeing assimpleasthat.

"1f Garam isn't right now looking for a way around that restriction, it'sonly because he's
already found one," 1'd answered sourly at last, letting my gaze lock to Fearin's. " Theonly
thing | can say in answer isto give you my solemn word on something, and then let you decide
whether or not the plan gets changed. If Garam hurtsmel will take hislife, even if that taking
ruinsyour chancesto win thecity. If you'rewilling to go ahead with the plan on that bass,
whatever happens can't be blamed on things having been hidden from you. Do you under stand
and agree?"

"What | under stand isthat you're much too young to bethat untrusting, not to mention
unemotionally bloodthirsty,” he'd said, hisfrown asdisturbed asit had been thelast timewe'd
talked. " Have you any idea what the god would do to someone who deliberately ruined his
plans? Even if hewasn't watching closely enough to disallow it in thefirst place?”

"All amortal can doistry,” 1'd answer ed beforeleaning down to an elbow cushion of my own,
deliberately ignoring thefirst part of hisquestion. " If thetry doesn't get you anywhere, you
concentrate on staying alive so you can try a second time. And athird, and afourth. And if my



attitudes come asa surpriseto you, that only showsyou haven't known many people who were
once daves. Savery tendsto color your attitudesin avery permanent way."

"1f you don't think | know this goes beyond davery, then it'smy turn to beinsulted,” he'd said
with a snort, but still leaned down to his cushion again. " Once we have this city business settled
and behind us, you and | are going to spend sometimetalking. It's essential that | know what
moves my people, and if necessary I'll ask the god'shelp. Think about what you'll be sayingin
answer to my questions, but don't wastetimetrying to think of away to refuse answering. One
way or another you'll betelling me everything I want to know."

Hisdark blue eyes had been hard with immovable decision, all but challenging meto start a
real argument by disagreeing. If | hadn't been so impatient to be out of histent | would have
donejust that, but therewasnoreal need to get into it then and there. Time enough to tell him
to mind hisown businessif thetime ever came when he actually tried to ask his questions.
"All right, let's get back to our original topic, and thistimefinish the discussion,” he'd said
after amoment, hisattitude having turned somewhat morebrisk. " You and Prince Garam will
spend a bit of time practicing tonight, to be sure your performanceswill be convincing, and the
arrangement will work thisway: whenever you reach alocation on thelist, you'll either make a
strenuous effort to escape, or you'll try a half-hearted attack on the prince. Either attempt will
cause him to discipline you, and then the two of you will continue on to the next location. The
men assigned to the variouslocationswill drop off in the proper places, and after the last place
has been passed you and the prince will part company to seeto your individual tasks."

"You mean hewon't haveto be guided to hisown destination?" 1'd asked, still not theleast bit
happy with the arrangementsthey'd made. " What a pity. Hell haveto give up on hislast
chanceto ... disciplineme."

" Aedlana, I've already given you my word that hewon't harm you,” he'd come back with asigh,
half weariness, half impatience. " I've also told you why hewon't harm you, and you've given
your word to me on what will happen if he harmsyou anyway. What mor e do you need to soothe
away that sharp edgethat's keeping you from settling down to work?"

" Another plan,” I'd said succinctly, but Fearin had ignored that as nothing morethan thefinal
effort before surrender that it was. I'd had no choiceat all about going along with them, and
that waswhat undoubtedly bothered me most about their arrangements.

Somewhat earlier one of our group had ridden ahead and Ieft us, and now two more men did the
same. Those wer e three of the men we would meet/not meet when we got to the city, three
among mor e than a dozen who had already joined the usual, steady stream of new arrivalsto
thecity. Thecity, called Faerza by strangers, L ettitu-Suam by those who wer e citizens, was
large enough to attract a great number of men - and women - who wer e eager to maketheir
fortunesamid the protection of her stonewalls. Most of them ended up losing the few coppers
or solitary silver coin they'd intended using as a stake, some ended up endaved before they
could run, oneor two occasionally found thefortunethey'd dreamed of. Faerzawashard on
innocent new arrivals, but her citizensmade sure never to mention that aloud.

" A bit closer, | think,"” Garam said to the guardsman riding beside him, one of those who were
thereto escort therest of usand who would then go back to camp. The man nodded aswe
continued on, and neither he nor Garam looked back to seeif everyone was following.

It hadn't been long, the previous day, before Ranander had shown up with hislist of placesin
thecity. Thethree of uswent over thelist together, and it turned out there was only one minor
location | didn't know how to reach. Fearin came up with an alternatethat | did know, the
substitution was made, and then the stopswer e arranged so that we could takethem in their
turn rather than tramp back and forth all over the city. The man of Power had had me memorize
thelist in itsproper order, and then Ranander had taken thelist away to show it to those who
would need to know what was going on.

Shortly after that Garam had arrived, impatient to get the practicing over and donewith so he
could go back to important work. Hisbrown eyes had bar ey acknowledged my presence, his



sandy-haired head held high as he'd accepted a cup of winefrom Fearin, but 1'd sat thereon the
floor weaving without being bothered at all. Under the laws of the Inadni, Garam had already
established himsalf as someone who might be dealt with without hesitation; as soon asthe
proper time came | would seethat it happened.

The practice sesson wasnot at all difficult for Garam, but the same couldn't be said about my
part. Oncewe got through the gates Garam would push me ahead of him, to " keep a better eye
on mein thebustling crowds,” and | would haveto pretend to be choosing directions at random.
Garam would be strolling along behind me just seeing the sights, and every oncein awhile
would have the bother of keeping me from escaping or turning and attacking him. At those
times hewould supposedly hit me, backhanded or straight on, and then | would haveto recail
from the blow beforeit actually landed.

If | wasfast enough todoit. If at any timel wasn't fast enough, | would pay for thelack by
really getting hit.

"Which might have to happen anyway, if one of the city spiestakestoo closean interest in
what you'redoing,” Fearin had fretted, giving Garam a brooding look with quitealot of
frustration init. " If one of the spies sees a dave getting hit without any bruisesor blood to
show for the effort there could betrouble. You might swing at a dave and missonce, but the
same thing happening three or moretimesin arow would make a stone wall suspicious.”

"1f | see anyonewatchingtoo closaly I'll just haveto soothetheir suspicions,” Garam had
answer ed with bland satisfaction, afaint smile on hisbroad face. " It would never doto give

our selves away when the problem can be so easlly avoided.”

" Ther€ sno doubt our Guardian would want it exactly that way, Prince Garam,” Fearin had
returned, a sudden matching blandnessin hisattitude. " | have, however, been given certain
very grict instructionsregar ding thisformer dave, and once the city isourswe'll be questioned
about how well we complied with thoseingtructions. Your answerswill belistened to by our
Guardian himsdf, Prince, and for your sakethey had better be absolutely truthful. | believe
you know what will happen if he discoversthey aren't.”

The smile had disappeared from Garam'sfacethen, and a faint pallor had seemed ready to
replace the expression entirely. Thefighter had appar ently known exactly what Fearin referred
to, but nothing in the way of wordshad come out of him. Garam and | had gone back to
practicing after that, and the subject hadn't come up again.

Darknesshad already fallen by the time we decided we had our routine down well enough to go
with, and then Garam had simply taken himself back to therest of the preparationsfor the next
day. After Fearin'swarning Garam had taken more carein how close he cameto really hitting
me, and once hewas gonethe High Master had seemed to bein better spirits. He'd created a
meal for thetwo of us, had insisted we discuss nothing but inconsequentialswhile we ate, and
only after the meal wasover had he goneinto the details of the task that was mine after |1 had
finished guiding men around thecity...

" All right, thisshould be close enough,” Garam announced from thefront of our group, reining
in hismount as helooked around. " If we go much farther we'll begin to run out of forest.”
Thehead guardsman beside him nodded a casual acknowledgment of the order, and the entire
group cameto a halt. I'd had opportunity to notice over thelast few daysthat the guardsmen
tended to obey Garam, but not with what might be described as enthusiasm. Thefighter was
good at planning, very good and very clever, but when it cameto getting men to follow those
plans Garam couldn't doit. That part of thejob belonged to Talasin, and once |'d seen the way
the guar dsmen cheered histritest speech then jumped to volunteer for the most hazar dous
duty, | nolonger had to wonder what the second fighter'stalent was.

"Tell Fearin thedaveand | will reach the city well beforedark,” Garam said to the head
guardsman as he handed over hisreinsbefore dismounting. " If wearen't all in place by the
second bell of the night watch, it'sonly because we're dead. And wewon't be dead, not with
tomorrow'svictory celebration to look forward to."



Some of the guardsmen around us chuckled, but not theway they would haveif it had been
Talasn making the comment. | did my own dismounting while Garam took his pack from the
hor se he'd been riding, and then we two stood watching asthe guardsmen turned around and
went back the way we'd come. Once they were well out of ear shot, the fighter stepped up closer
tome.

" Put your armsbehind you, dave,” hesaid in hisusual, arrogant way, once again sounding
faintly impatient. " Sincethe otherscan't do anything until we get there, | won't have you
wasting any time. If one or more of my men get hauled in for fining asidlers, I'll make surethe
Guardian knowsit wasyour fault."

Thethreat he used wasdoubly interesting, doubly in that he wasn't promising to do anything to
me himsdf, and hedidn't go into any details about what the god would do in hisstead. He
seemed to think | already knew what would be done and consider ed that enough to make me
jump theway hewould jump. Inaway | did have someidea asto what could be done, but |
wasn't about toreact toit theway hedid. Without moving terribly fast | put my armsbehind
me, and the gesturewasn't lost on Garam.

"1've heard that you defy men and gods alike, you Kenossi," he growled, thefirst indication I'd
had that he knew something about my origins. " I've always been of the opinion that the reason
you make such useless davesisthat none of you have ever belonged to men who really know
how to manage daves. Possibly the opportunity will soon ariseswherel can provethe
argument.”

Hishandsclosed theiron cuffsaround my wristswith a double click then, and it took quite a bit
of sef control not to give him the satisfaction of seeing me pull at the shackles. He'd said what
he had in an effort to get memad, | knew, but not for the smple sake of baiting the dave.

Part of the agreement Fearin had inssted on said that if at any timeduring our pretend conflict
| attacked Garam with theintention of doing him real harm, Garam wasthen freeto doto me
the equivalent of whatever 1'd managed to do to him. Thefighter wanted an excuseto hurt me,
and was ther efor e going about laying the groundwor k that would make the episode no one's
fault but mine.

"With only asingle link between these cuffs, you won't have much freedom of movement,”
Garam remarked as he made surethe things wer elocked tight before coming around to stand
in front of me. " | certainly hope you won't have trouble dodging your punishment because of
them."

Thegrin he showed at the thought was one of eager anticipation of exactly the opposite, but he
didn't waste any time pushing at the point. Instead hetook the dave collar Fearin had supplied
and closed it around my throat, then examined me critically while adjusting thelong length of
braided leather tied to the collar'slead-ring.

"Now you'relooking moretheway your sort should,” he said, hiseyelidsdrooping in lazy
satisfaction ashe smiled. " I'm even enjoying seeing you in that rag Fearin supplied with the
rest. You may be an ugly bitch, but your body's starting to look not bad at all.”

Very casually and with no hesitation his hand went to theragged tear down thefront of the
faded green daverag | wore, and a heartbeat later the hand wasinside thetear and holding my
flesh. My own hands curled to fists beneath the cuffs prisoning my wristsand my mind cur sed
slently at the softened roundnessjust beginning to return to my body, but even those reactions
wer e car efully kept where Garam couldn't seethem. | endured hisgroping fondlefor a moment
long enough to show my extreme disinterest, and then | shook my head.

"If you try to mark down this waste of time asbeing my fault I'll laugh in your face,”" | told him
in the sort of cold and deadly voice one was supposed to useto a blood enemy. " | thought only
very young boys engaged in thiskind of nonsense. Grown men are supposed to have more of a
sense of duty."”

Hissun-darkened skin flushed enough for meto notice, but he didn't snatch hishand back like
the boy 1'd accused him of being. Hisdark eyes smoldered with theteeth-gritting wish that he



might hurt me, but something - likethe memory of Fearin'sthreat - kept him from doingit. He
let hisdamp palm move over my breast another timeor three, and then hewithdrew hishand as
dowly and deliberately ashe'd did it in.

" Once we've achieved thefinal victory and the god has no more usefor you, that'swhen you'll
find your self really belonging to me," thefighter growled, unwavering decision hardening his
features. " You think you know what davery islike, but you won't really know until that time
arrives. You can takethat asablood-oath, girl, because that's exactly what it is."

He wrapped the braided leather around hisleft fist while he continued to stare at me, and then
heturned and started off through thewoodsin the direction of theroad. Hisyank on the
leather jerked meafter him, but not in the sort of frightened state of mind hewould have
preferred. Hisblood-oath pleased merather than filled mewith fear, primarily because| had
already swor n a blood-oath of my own. When all that fighting and nonsense was over then he
and | would see whose oath was upheld, but right now we had a " pretense” totakecareof...

Chapter 5

It didn't take long to reach theroad beyond the woods, but the walk along the road to the city
was dusty, hot, and boring. It would have been wor seif the sun had been high in the sky, but
once we |eft the shade of the treeswe had the clouds to keep usfrom squinting and broiling.
Garam strode along at a pacethat wasjust alittletoo fast to be comfortable, his pull on the
leather adding to the chafing of the collar around my neck.

It took a small effort to keep up with Garam, but | had the distinct impression hewasn't trying
to force meinto asking him to dow down. If you've never been dragged along aroad with your
arms cuffed close behind you, you'll probably havetrouble under standing exactly what it takes
to keep up.

| made surenot to look at thefieldsthat opened up to either side of theroad beyond the forest,
and by thetime wereached the city | was closeto believing thosefieldsweren't thereat all. |
paid mor e attention to the people on theroad, those heading towar d the city and those walking
or riding away from it.

Even at thistime of day the new arrivalswerefairly largein number, and Garam'sdusty gray
tunic, darker gray trousers, and black bootsdidn't bring a second look. His sword merited a
glance or two, but even that was hardly unusual. M er cenaries often cameto the city looking for
hire, and if they were any good they usually found it.

Theguardsmen at the gate made no effort to stop anyone from entering, and werereally only
thereto make surethe wrong someonesdidn't leave. Slaves wer e kept chained and free men
with slver or gold came and went asthey liked, but those who wer e bondsmen - not quite
davesbut not quitefreeeither - were another story.

Bondsmen weren't supposed to leave the city until their bonds wer e worked off, and if one of
them tried it heusually didn't get very far. It wasthe practice of the citizensto shave the head
of any bondsman - or bondswoman - indentur ed to them, and anyone leaving the city without a
retinue had to show afull head of hair. If they couldn't they'd damned well better be ableto
show an official passinstead.

Garam passed through the gate and continued on a short way into the hurrying crowds, his
head turning thisway and that ashetook in thefirst sightsof the city, and then he stopped and
used the braided leather to pull me up besde him.

"1 wouldn't put it past some of this scum to cut my leather, steal you away, and then sell you
off, dave," hesaid, talking to me but not looking at me. " If | thought you'd bring a decent price
I'd sell you myself, but you won't so | won't bother. At least you save methe price of a street



dut - aslong as| do you in thedark. Walk ahead of me, and none of that nonsense you tried on
theroad thismorning."

He gave mealittle push to set mein front of him, and just that easily the game was started. |
let the push send mein the proper direction while making it seem asif | just happened to be
going that way, and aswe walked | flexed the muscles of my armsagainst the position the cuffs
held them in. Garam probably expected meto be iff and in pain by thetime hefreed me, but
I'd been doing the exer cises at intervals since the cuffs had first been closed on meto make
certain therewould benotroubleat all. It wasatrick all Kenoss knew, and was so subtlea
thing that even Garam, who walked directly behind me, never noticed it was being done.

When wereached our first destination | set my neck against the collar and tried to pull the
leather lead out of Garam'shand. Helet the leather dide a short way, then tightened hisgrip to
yank we back towherel belonged, afaint look of annoyance touching hisfeatures. Heaimed a
backhanded dap at mewhich camevery closeto connecting, but | wasableto roll with the blow
and only seemed to get hit. After that | was shoved back to my placein thelead, and we went
on.

Deeper into the city the crowdsweren't asthick asthey'd been near the gate, but the streets
wereafar cry from being thinly populated. Twice morewe went through our routine of me
trying to escape, and each time wereached a place where men of thearmy had been assigned |
tried to figure out why they'd been assigned there.

The closest wewould cometo the central marketing section would be two twisty streets away,
and thereweren't even any guardsmen'skiosksin the designated locations. | hadn't been told
why Fearin wanted men there, only that he did, and asking straight out had gotten meno more
than a secret smileand a finger tothe High Master'slips. Hisreasonsweren't to be discussed,
but presumably the men who followed casually with the crowds, some of whom | recognized,
would know what to do when thetime came.

Aswe approached our fourth stop, | decided it wastimeto usethe variation of attempted
attack. Theareawaswider than the othershad been, a place of old buildings of wood that had
sagged back far enough to allow small street stallsto be set up in front of them.

Hawkerssat or stood beneath tattered awnings of faded cloth, shouting out their waresor
haggling with those who wer e trying to buy. What they offered wasfar below the quality of
produce and goodsto befound in the central market square, but because of that the offerings
wer e also cheaper. The people all around sweated in the cloudy, oppressive heat, but weretoo
involved with their selling and shopping and looking to take notice.

| waited until morethan half the stalls wer e behind us before making my move, only fleetingly
wondering what would happen if | actually did manage to escape. Before being endaved I'd
lived for ashort timein thispart of the city, which wasthe reason why | knew it to begin with.
Even with my armslocked behind mel could be gone from sight in a dozen heartbeats of time,
and then | could -

Spend therest of my timewaiting for Diin-thato drop a building or atree on my head. | shook
astrand of damp hair out of my eyesin annoyance, annoyed that braiding hadn't kept the hair
out of my way, annoyed with the people all around who didn't spend an instant'sworth of
concern on a dave, annoyed with myself for almost forgetting | wasonly pretendingto bea
dave. What | wasdoing right now was playing a game, but the taste and memory of davery
doesn't fade quite as quickly as some peoplethink. It takesbeing a daveto really know what
davery isabout, but the experience usually touchesall thewrong lives.

Which led metotakeashort breath and then turn on one of those who would really profit from
the experience of being a dave. Garam was still pretending to be absorbed in sightseeing, but
he was definitely watching me out of the cornersof hiseyes. That meant | didn't havetoworry
about surprising him, so instead of hesitating | went right for it.

| used my right foot to kick down hard on the braided leather, pulling it out of hishand, then
shifted to follow through with a left-footed kick to hismiddle. Originally they'd wanted meto



run after kicking theleather loose, but that would have put too much risk of successin the
escape attempt. I'm faster than most at kicking and running, and for afighter Garam was
dower than he should have been.

Rather than run, then, | kicked at Garam to give him a chanceto stop me. If I'd really been
trying to escape | would have kicked to cripple him, but our Guardian Diin-tha wouldn't have
liked my doing that. | had to makethetry look asclumsy as possible, an amateurish effort
Garam would have no trouble coping with - and that'swhen things started to gowrong. The
hard-packed dirt of the street had a hole gouged out of it, and my deliberate clumsinessthrew
my balance off just enough to let the hole get the better of me.

Garam used hisright arm to block my kick the way he was supposed to, but that wasthe last
thing that went theway it should have. With hisfacetwisted in supposed anger he swung that
samearm in an arc to hisleft, then brought it acrossto hit me on the backswing. | was supposed
toroll with that blow and probably could have salvaged therall if my armshadn't been behind
me, but my arms were behind me so | couldn't do any salvaging. Garam's hand smashed into
my faceas| frantically tried to keep from falling, and then | wasflying back and to one sideto
land hard in thedirt.

For ashort timetheentirecity swungin adow circlearound meas| lay there, memory of the
surprisein Garam'seyesthelast thing | could remember clearly. | wasn't even awar e of having
hit the ground, only of the pain that came after contact, and my entireleft sdefelt smashed. As
| shook my head to drivethedizzinessaway | didn't think anything really was smashed, but it
sureas hell felt likeit.

My vision began to clear after the headshake so | looked up, just in timeto see Garam start
toward me. He seemed to befighting to look furiousrather than worried, and despite the pain
that observation amused me. I'd been determined to kill him if he hurt me and he'd been
determined to do it anyway, but herel lay cursing at my own clumsiness and there he strode
worrying about the state of my health. The situation wasthe sort to makethe godsroar out
their laughter, which waswhy | had such alow opinion of the sense of humor of deities.

And then, of course, to the certain delight of the gods, things got wor se. Garam was, at most,
two strides from me when a shadow fell across my body and | had to look way up to seewhose
shadow it was. Most of the peoplein the crowds had either laughed or ignored the matter when
Garam hit me, but the man standing very tall to my right was neither laughing nor ignoring. He
stood looking across at Garam with avery ugly expression on hisface, something the fighter
noticed quickly enough to stop a pace and a half away.

"You seem to enjoy knocking girlsaround,” the stranger rumbled to Garam, hisdeep voice
very cold. " It probably makesit better for your sort that her armsaretied. If they weren't it
might not have been safe enough for you to hit her."

Garam's skin darkened as hefought to control histemper, and | had to grudge him the
admission that hedidn't look as nervousasmost would bein hisposition. The stranger was
really big, broad aswell astall, wearing supple leather leggings which disappeared into high,
soft-soled boots, both of a dark reddish-brown. Rather than wearing a tunic the man stood
bare-chested, and the array of weapons closed around hiswaist added to the belief that this
was a barbarian of somekind from the hinterlands. Hislong blond hair was closeto the color of
Fearin's, but hisblue eyeswere much lighter and he wor e nothing of a beard.

"That'snot agirl | wasknocking around,” Garam said after a moment, hishead high, his gaze
locked to the stranger's. " That'sa davelying therein thedirt, my dave, and | can do anything
| damned well pleaseto her. If you're having trouble under standing that, I'll be glad to ask
some of the city guardsmen to explain the law to you."

Thelast thing we wanted wasto get involved with the city guar dsmen, but the stranger didn't
know that. He may have been a barbarian, but the way hetensed just alittle showed he knew
thetrouble he'd haveif guardsmen were called. Hisleft palm caressed the hilt of one of thetwo
swordshewore, just asthough he were considering starting a fight anyway, but abruptly he



cameto a different decision.

"All right, then I'll buy her from you," he stated, appar ently seeing nothing of the shocked
vexation ghosting for atick across Garam'sface. " From theway you treat her she can't be
worth much to you, so nameyour price."

| felt the absurd urgeto get to my feet and tell that stranger to mind his own business, but that
wouldn't have helped anything at all. I glanced at Garam to seea very odd look on hisface, and
had the sudden conviction that he was laughing inside. If he named a price and the stranger was
ableto meet it, would Diin-tha be able to accuse Garam of deliberately selling me? The
possibility really seemed to be tempting him, but then he must have remembered that | hadn't
finished my job asguideand | had another job to do after that. Heraised a hand to rub hisface
ashestudied the stranger, and then he showed a small smile as he shrugged.

" Oh, but thisdave isworth quitealot tome," thefighter assured the stranger, a smooth
greasinessnow in hisvoicethat every seller in that market would have recognized. " The only
question is, how much issheworth to you?"

"You expect towalk away with every copper | have," the stranger said very flatly, showing he
wasn't asinnocent asthe average bar barian who visited thecity. " I'll tell you right now what
I'm prepared to pay, and therewon't be any bargaining. One silver piece.”

"That's not good enough,” Garam answered, hisexpression deliberately neutral, most likely in
an effort to keep the stranger from drawing on him. " If you change your mind and decide later
that she'sworth more after all, | won't be hard to find. Right now you can step back away from
my slave.”

Thestranger's head went up even higher ashisjaw tightened, and for atick | believed we had
afight on our hands. | wastryingto figureout how | might mix in without giving the game away
when the gods decided they'd had enough fun at our expense and it wastimeto let usget on
with what we wer e supposed to be doing. The people on the street suddenly began to move out
of theway of a section of guar dsmen who were marchingin rank, and with a quick glancein
their direction the stranger turned fast and did hisway deeper into the swirling, surrounding
crowd. Despite his size the man was quickly gone, and then Garam was bending over me.
"Mark my words, he'll be back with a higher offer,” thefighter chortled, mostly to cover the
almost-gentle way helifted meto my feet. " That sort always hasto meddle, and hewon't be
happy until it'shisown throat you're jumping for. It'sa shame his eyesight's so poor, but his
losswill certainly bemy gain."

Thefew peoplewho had gathered at the prospect of a fight chuckled their agreement with what
Garam had said, then they drifted away with good-natur ed disappointment. With the
lead-leather in hishand the fighter headed off at a stroll in the direction oppositeto the onethe
stranger had taken, but hisout-loud playacting wasn't yet over with.

"Yes, as soon ashe meetsmy priceyou'll be his, girl," hesaid with a snicker, moving slowly so
that he might watch my face. " They say barbarians are hard on the women they take, but the
women seem to loveit. Areyou ready to loveit?"

| showed him my teeth with a very low snarl, and that was enough to let him laugh in triumph.
He d finally succeeded in forcing meto acknowledge one of hissallies, areaction 1'd given him
on purposein the hopethat it would then be out of his system. Being back on my feet and
walking was bringing out the aches| had from thefall, and all | wanted wasto get on with that
guiding job until it wasfinished.

Since Garam was leading mein the dir ection we had to go anyway | hadn't resisted, but
suddenly heturned a corner to theright that took usinto a dead end between an abandoned
gall and the blank back end of a splintery wooden building. Therewas barely enough room for
usto stand facing one another in the gar bage that had accumulated back here, but the fighter
raised hishand in ademand for silence, did back to the corner to peer around it, then returned
to stand opposite me.

"We can only stay herefor a handful of ticks, sotell me quickly,” hewhispered while



ingpecting me narrowly. " How badly wereyou hurt?"

"1 was bruised wor sethan thisduring my first Trial asaLife Seeker,” | answered in a
matching whisper, faintly surprised that he was bothering to ask. " You don't havetoworry, |
can gill dowhat I'm supposed to."

"That bruise on your face may makeit harder to stay unnoticed at the Guest Pavilion,” he
grumbled, not as pleased with his handiwork as he should have been. " | thought you weren't
going to have any trouble keeping out of my way?"

" Our Guardian mugt like you better than helikesme" | said with a shrug, not caring to make
any mor e of an excusethan that. " Don't you think we ought to get back to it?"

" After | take careof our supposed reason for beingin here," hesaid, fill not in any way happy
with me. " And from now on we'll be doing things differently. When you reach the next location,
don't try to escape or attack me. L et something catch your eyethat you dow down to stare at,
and I'll curseat you for almost tripping me, then shove at you to get you moving again. That
will dofor thesignal, and should also make surel don't haveto turn down any mor e offersfor
you. | wasableto doit once, but a second offer might provetoo temptingtoresist.”

Hegave meavery bland look as he picked up the collar leather he'd dropped, then turned his
back on me and moved afew stepsto theright, deeper intothealley. | didn't know what he was
doing until I heard the sound of water striking thewood of the old building, and with complete
under standing of his prepared excuse for stepping into the alley came areason for giving
thanksthat he'd thought of it to begin with.

Thehead that edged around the corner from the street belonged to a narrow-faced, scruffy
specimen, but onewho had let a hint of cruel power show briefly on hisface. The man was
without doubt a city spy, but hisabrupt disappointment showed that he'd expected a scenevery
different from the one he waslooking at. The smell in the alley said it wasfar from unusual for
men to stop hereto relieve themselves, and theinfraction was so minor that it wasn't even
worth the spy'stimeto report Garam for breaking thelaw. The head shook oncein total
dismissal before withdrawing, having no idea that I'd seen it checking up on us, and that was
theend of that particular suspicion.

When Garam finished up hisexcusefor our beingin the alley, we continued on our way. Twicel
had trouble finding something sufficiently interesting to star e at when wereached alocation, so
thefirst timel used theface of avery old man, and the second a deep rut in thedirt that could
only have been made by something very heavy. Our new arrangement worked out well, though,
but only after | realized 1'd haveto help out the shoves| got. Garam was apparently trying to
make sure nothing else happened to me, and that was a point of view | didn't careto argue
with.

The shadows of the end of the day wer e already growing and spreading by the time we reached
thelast location. The crowdsthat had been ever ywher e wer e thinning down to those who had
oneor two final choresto seeto before going home, and Garam took the opportunity to stop
and ask directionsto the closest hostel that " didn't char ge everything a man owned" for a
night'sbed and fare. The shopkeeper he asked was hurrying to board and lock his shop before
the sun was entirely gone, so the directions Garam was given did nothing mor e than supply us
with areason for turning off theway we had intended to turn to begin with.

Theturning off took usthrough two narrow streetsthat followed one another, and just before
the end of the second street | ducked into a crack between two buildingsthat was hard to seeif
you didn't know it wasthere. Garam followed without hesitation, joined mein standing there
just listening for along string of ticks, and then, when it was close to certain that no one had
seen or followed us heturned asbest he could to face me.

"Isthiswhereyou're going to stay until thefirst bell of the night watch?" he asked, hislowered
voice still heavy with doubt. " It looks like the perfect placefor theratsof the city to take
refugein.”

"It isand they do, which iswhy I'm not staying here," | answered, turning around to give him



better accessto my wrists. " Can you see well enough to unlock these cuffs?”

"1f | can't, you can strikea light and hold it for me," he said with a grunt, the sarcasm dimmed
in theface of the struggle he was having with his pack. " By the greatness and glow of the High
One, girl, couldn't you havefound a narrower crack for usto crawl into?"

| would have enjoyed answering him in the same vein, but that was not the safest placein the
city for private conver sations, only the closest, and | didn't want to distract him from finding
what he needed to free me. Too much time passed to the accompaniment of low mutteringsthat
sounded like cursing, and then the sounds cut off just before handstouched my wrists. A bit of
fumbling and then the sound of a click, alittle more fumbling and a second click, and then the
weight of theiron wasfinally gone from my arms.

" Stand still and let medothecollar,” Garam ordered in that samelow growl, appar ently
annoyed that 1'd brought my armsforward to rub at them. " Unless, of course, you'd rather |
left thething on.”

" At thispoint | don't think it'll makeall that much difference” | muttered, thistimefedling the
fumbling at neck level before hearing the necessary click. Garam lifted the collar away from
me, but didn't shift immediately to put it in his pack.

"What do you mean, it won't make that much of a difference?" he demanded, histone aching
to belouder than he'd kept it. " And why doesthisthing feel wet? What could have gotten
spilled on it?"

"My blood got spilled onit," | answered, again unsurprised that he hadn't noticed even in full
daylight. " When | was healed the scabs and calluses1'd built up were sent away with therest,
s0 | had no protection against the collar. Anyone who sees me will know why my neck is
bleeding, and that'swhy the presence or absence of the collar will make very little difference.”
" And you didn't say anything back at camp, when we could have thought of a way around the
problem?" he demanded, the sole mode of speech he seemed to have left. " What in the widest
hell do you expect meto do to keep people from seeing you?"

"That part of it | get totakecareof,” | replied, breathing deeply to get a mor e accur ate sense
of thecity. " Give metherest of my thingsand then you can leave. Y ou know how to get where
you're going from here?"

"Yes. | know how to get wherel'm going from here." Thewords sounded asthough they were
being for ced through tightly clenched teeth, and it probably wouldn't have made any difference
if I'd told him | hadn't realized what the collar would do to me until it wastoo lateto say
anything. | also could have pointed out that 1'd spent alot of timein front of him, and if he'd
bothered to look he would have seen what was happening, but that comment would have done
even less good than the explanation.

Without adding any further words he stuffed my former collar in hispack, pulled out thetunic
wrapped around a knifeand thrust the bundleinto my hands, and then hewas edging out of the
crack tobeon hisway. | turned far enough to seethat hewasn't silly enough to back out, and
then stayed only long enough to watch his shadow-form dip away to theright, back in the
direction we'd come from. Once hewas gone | went to my knees, then crawled three-legged to
theleft and the holein thewall that wasthere.

Theholelet methrough into the abandoned building, behind a stack of bales containing
something that had gone badly spoiled along timebefore. | listened car efully for awhileto
make sure | was alone, then quickly stripped off the dave rag, dabbed at my neck with it
beforetossing it away, then got into my tunic. Thetunic wasa solid dark green, silver trim
being lessthan desirablefor night work, and the knife was a dagger that | very well might
need. | was moretired than I'd expected to be, and when your own strength isn't full and sure
thewise Life Seeker falls back on weapons-skill.

| left the abandoned building by a different hole hidden in another wall, heading for the placel
intended to spend my rest time. That Guest Pavilion Garam had mentioned... It wasmoreof a
small palacethan a pavilion, and | would haveto get into it, find the two women Diin-tha wanted



protected, put thewomen together, then guard them until the city waswon.

"Assoon asit lookslikethecity islost, they'll kill thetwo girls," Fearin had told methe day
befor e, theidea of that no morethan annoying him. " If you let anyone get past you, anyone at
all, our victory will beincomplete even if the city officialsturn around and declarefor us."
"Why will they consider it so necessary to kill two women?" |'d asked, feeling a good deal
more than annoyed. " How can the two be so important?”

"You'll find that out if you keep them alive," Fearin had countered, hisdark blue eyes amused.
"In the gathering everything is shared, including most information. Do you think you can do
it?

| made a soft sound of ridicule as| checked the street before easing out intoit, the same sound
I'd made when Fearin had first put the question. It didn't matter whether or not | thought |
could doiit, it was morethan clear Diin-thathought | could. And what the gods believe had
damned well better happen, or themortalsinvolved werein for it up to their necks and beyond.
| blew out a breath of vexation through my teeth, cursing myself for afool. M ost people were
bright enough to involve themselves with no morethan a singlegod; |, aformer KenossLife
Seeker, had to beidiot enough to become involved with two. | shook my head as| made sure
the street around me was empty for the moment, then took myself into the placewherel would
wait for thetimeto strike.

Chapter 6

| stood in the shadows beside theinner wall surrounding the Guest Pavilion, listening to the
night soundsthat told mewhat | needed to know. It wasonly a short time past thefirst bell of
the night watch, but thingswer e already settled back to the car eless ease that the guardsmen
on duty theremight liveto regret. When you're set to guarding a place that'swhat you're
supposed to be doing, not using your post as a placeto wastetime until you'rerelieved.

It had taken almost no effort to get over thewall, and neither the guar dsmen outsidethethree
gatesnor the onesinside them had had any idea | wasthere. I'd paused very briefly before
scaling thewall, wondering why ther e wer e guar dsmen on theinside aswell as outside, then
had shrugged and gone ahead with what | wastherefor. Since both sets of guardsmen were
equally doppy, it really made no difference why they werethere.

Thegrassunder my feet was part of the wide lawn leading up to and surrounding the Guest
Pavilion, and | could smell the sweetness of that grassas| stood theretasting theair and
listening. Thefront of the miniature palace had guardsmen of its own, five shapesthat shifted
mor e than they should in the soft pink glow of colored lanterns, and |'d already seen thefive
matching shapes around the Pavilion's back. It was difficult to know if they werethereto keep
peopleout or hold them in, but for my purposesit didn't matter. | had to get past them goingin,
but coming out they would be someone else's concern.

Totheright of thethree-storied Pavilion was a pretty stand of trees, black and graceful
shadows in the darkness of the night. Not a single leaf moved on any of thetrees, not with the
stifling weight of the night's heat sitting on everything, and that was unfortunate in moreways
than one. When | climbed one of those treesto reach the second floor of the Pavilion, I'd have
todoit dowly and carefully enough to keep the leavesunmoving. 1'd also haveto do it in that
heat, which made me fed morelikelying down than indulging in exercise.

| straightened up wherel stood and took in a deep, silent breath of air, banishing all awar eness
of wearinessfrom my mind. Whether | wasin peak condition or not | had ajob to do, and if that
job didn't get doneright Diin-thawould seetoit that | never reached peak condition again.
Excuses wer e unacceptable, an outlook the Inadni shared with the gods, which madeit an
outlook | waswell familiar with. It doesn't matter whether you want to; just go and doit.

| circled around the wall until I was opposite the stand of trees, then went and did it. Keeping



low and blending with the night took me unseen acrossthe dark expanse of that lawn, and then
it wasjust amatter of getting high enough in my chosen tree. Bark scraped my handsand the
bottoms of my feet, gently at times, not so gently at others, but it was all accepted the same. |
used a higher branch that wasn't too concer ned about my weight to swing down to the second
floor windowslevel, then shifted to the narrow stone ledge and decor ative carvings provided by
thebuilding.

A pretty little balcony stood out from the side of the Pavilion, and since that was almost
certainly the balcony 1'd been told tolook for | made my way over toit. During theday the
balcony would be partially shaded by one of thetrees, but none of the branches providing the
shade could be used for climbing even if they could be reached. The balcony should have been
consider ed secure, so therewas every chance the door s leading onto it would be unlocked.
And the doors were unlocked. | opened one of them a crack and listened, then dipped inside
and closed the door behind me. In front of my nose was a pretty silk hanging which covered the
balcony door s, muting thelight coming from the room beyond the hanging. Why the doorswere
closed and the hanging drawn on a night likethis| couldn't imagine, but it certainly did make
that part of my job easier. Theroom on the other side of the silk wasnot only lit it was
inhabited, and as| moved silently to my left away from the doors| began to listen to what was
being said.

" ... find thissituation intolerable,” ayoung female voice was announcing stiffly, asthough to a
large audience. " Go back and tell him that wewill not accept having slavesto serve usonly
whilethe sun ridesthe sky, and that we will begin to have parties as often aswe wish them. If
hefindsthat unacceptable, weintend to make immediate arrangementsto return to our

father."

"1 can understand, Your Highness, how you and your lady sister must be suffering from this
heat,” a deek male voice answered, all oil and no substance. " I, myself, have been behaving
most unreasonably, as has nearly everyonein the city. Once the gods seefit to allow usa
changein theweather 1'm sureyou'll both be a good deal happier. Until that time comes,
though, you really should draw your drapesand open your windows."

" Drawing drapes and opening windows ar e choresfor daves, not us," another female voice
said very haughtily, a voice very much likethefirst one. " Ther€snoreason for usto lower

our selves, not when thiscity boasts the number of davesthat it does. Wewant our slaves back
and we want them now, or we'rereturning to our father and telling him how you've been
treating us."

"Your Highness, thishas certainly all been explained to you and your lady sister,” the man
answer ed, thefaintest edge of impatience coloring histone. " Thetime of darknessiswhen we
must be mogt alert, and having davesrunning all about will interfere with our security
precautions. You two are most preciousto us, after all, and we mean to seethat nothing
happensto you. Once the time of the prophecy has passed - "

"You stupid people and your stupid prophecy!" thefirst female flared, accompanied by a small
sound likeafoot stamping. " It'snot usyou'reworrying about it'syour vile city, and what are
we supposed to care about that? You'rekeeping uslocked up herefor your sake, not ours, and
we demand to be allowed to return home at oncel”

"Your Highness, you'd best realizethat it wasyour father who sent you to usto begin with,"
theman returned, only just ableto keep hisvoice even. " Since your fateisbound up with ours
in some way, until thetime of the prophecy ispassed you will remain our ... guests. If it
disturbsyou so greatly to have no daves attend you after dark, I'm surethe Chief
Administrator will be pleased to give you hispermission toretire early. Asfor parties, they are
completely out of the question. | bid you both a pleasant evening.”

By now | wasin a position to seethrough afold in the hanging, so | wasableto seetheman's
bow to thetwo girls before heturned and left. | recognized him vaguely as one of the city's
silk-ax men, one of those who took car e of trouble without running a squad of guar dsmen over



thetroublemakers, and it wasfairly clear that he wasin the Pavilion doing hisjob. Thetwo girls
he'd worked on, though, werefuriousrather than soothed, and | wondered if he usually handled
hisjob in just that way.

"Don't you darewalk out of here before being dismissed!" the second girl shrilled with fists
closed tight. " Y ou miserable city-peasant, you commoner! Don't you dare!”

"He'sgone!" thefirst girl cleverly observed, asfuriousasthe other. " Pia, he left without
asking our permission! Thiscity isfilled with barbarians, stinking, filthy barbarians!"

"Well, cometomorrow thiscity won't befilled by us,” the second girl announced in a coldly
refined way, tossing her head. " While we breakfast the daves will pack our things, and then
we'll take our guardsmen and leave. We'll teach them to treat uslike commoners.”

"Didn't our guardsmen return to Father ?* thefirst girl asked, turningto look at her sister. ™|
thought | hear d someone say they went back the morning after they brought ushere.”

"1f they did, then we'll just make these bar bariansreplace them with city guardsmen,” the
second girl answer ed, waving one graceful hand in dismissal. " Really, Lia, you worry about the
most unimportant things. Much moreto the point is where arewe going to find room for our
new gowns? We may haveto send a daveto buy another trunk or two, and that's certain to
delay us."

" Not if we seethe dave well-beaten before we send him," thefirst replied, tapping her lips
with onefinger. " Yes, that will guarantee he doesn't waste any time, so we won't be delayed.
Now where did those stupid foolsleave the pitcher of iced juice? | don't believel'm going to
haveto pour acup of it for mysalf.”

Thegirl looked around vaguely for atick, then seemed to remember that the pitcher shewas
sear ching for wasin another room. She swept out with evident pur pose, about to attempt
something startlingly new, and her sister cast one last venomouslook at the door the man had
used beforefollowing her out. Possibly the second one was gathering her courage, and would
make her own attempt if and when her sister was successful.

"By all the perfection of the twenty-sixth level," | breathed, wondering if I'd found thewrong
apartment. Considering thosetwo sisters| was certainly hoping it wasthe wrong apartment,
but considering theway therest of the day had goneit probably wasn't. Two pretty littlegirls,
not abovethirty seasonsin age, both with golden curlsand lovely green eyesand yellow gowns
and too many jewels. And the sameface. Twin girl children so spoiled they would sweat rather
than open a hanging and a window themselves, and these wer e the onesthe god had sent meto
protect?

| made a very soft sound of ridicule and disgust, then decided | had enough timeto look around
and be sure. | wasremembering what the Administrator had said about their fate being
entwined with the city's, but | really did haveto be certain. If therewere other women in the
Pavilion | might be ableto forget about the girls, but somehow | had thefeeling...

A feding which, unfortunately, turned out to beright. The Guest Pavilion wasafairly large
building, but all of the apartmentsfor guests were on the second floor. There wasn't another
area being used by anyoneat all, male or female, and the stairway meant to lead to thethird
floor servants quarterswas closed off with a heavy door that wasbarred and locked. | stood in
thedimness of the hall and stared at that door, then heaved a sigh. The only thing I'd gotten
from the sounds coming from thefir st floor was complete emptiness...

" A pox and taxes," | muttered in disgust, the har shest cur se those of the city spat at one
another. Those girlsweretheones| had to protect all right, but I couldn't for thelife of me
under stand why. Of what use could they possibly be? | kept asking myself the question as|
padded silently back to their apartment, but Diin-tha, if he was watching me, showed no
inclination to visit me with enlightenment. 1'd get my answer at the next gathering - if | kept the
girlsalive.

| didn't quitesigh again as| dipped back into their rooms, but my skill at being silent was
wasted with those two. | probably could have hummed atuneas| checked each of theroomsto



be certain they were empty except for the girls, and the sister s never would have noticed. They
wer e busy matching dippersto the gownsthey would wear on their trip homethe next day, and
couldn't be bothered with paying attention to what went on around them.

Oncel'd gonethrough the entire apartment, | locked the balcony doors1'd used to get in, then
went to the small, almost bar e anteroom that fronted the apartment. Caller swere meant to wait
in that small room rather than hang around the mar ble hallway, and anyone intending to enter
the way people usually did had to come through the anteroom. With all the lamps darkened it
was the best possible position for meto take, and not only because there was no other way in.
It also put a door between me and the sister s, which would save having to explain to them why |
wasthere.

| knelt in the heavy darknessright in front of thedoor 1'd been set to guard, did freethe
dagger from the sheathel'd strapped to my right thigh, then settled back on my heelsas| lay
the dagger on thefloor besiddeme. | could fedl ... something in theair asl curled my toes
under my feset, but after a moment | wasforced to admit it wasn't thetingle of magic. It was
lessthan magic and also more, afeding | hated and yet also anticipated with racing heart. |
would need everything | had to hold that door against those who came, and that meant -
TheLearning. My eyesclosed as| knélt therein thedark, fedingit all around me and slowly
becoming a part of it. Most peoplefeared the dark, feared what might bein it, alesson they
had learned from countless ghastly deaths and mutilations committed during thelightlesstime.
Onepart of the Learning was born of thedark, drew strength and nourishment from it, formed
itsdlf from the formlessnessit sprang from. It was difficult for a human to cometo termswith,
painful in the extremeto learn, but oncelearned...

Oncelearned it could never beforgotten, never denied. The musclesin my shouldersand
thighsrelaxed, all tension soothed out of them, the peace of complete r eadiness settling down
and taking over. It wasn't possible to perform properly while tense and nervous, so the

L earning disallowed those fedlings. It readied one for what was soon to come, made one eager
for thetime when therest of the L ear ning would be used - and made onefor get what it had
been like afterwar d, when the L ear ning had been used before. The loathing and horror, the
slent demandsto know what I'd been madeinto, what 1'd become- In thegrip of theLearning |
no longer doubted my right to dowhat 1'd doneto living, breathing people.

| simply became someone who could do that, and also would. The feeling of enormous strength
and uncounter able kill, of undeniable power over those about me... Thefeding flowed through
my body likea drug of superiority and victory, adrug | both wanted and needed. Nothing would
get past me, nothing and no one, and regretsfor what would be done had simply ceased to
exist...

Timehasno meaning for onein that state, for all thought ceased asthough the changeling were
a beast who knelt waiting ... waiting ... anticipating nothing, prepared againg all. Thetaste of
the darkness was salty with heat, the smell of it empty, the sound of it ringing with distant
heartbeats. The flesh beneath the unmoving hands of the beast was cool, as cool asthe marble
it knelt on. And then it was-

Eyes opened quickly, eyesthat glowed red without the need for outer light to cause the glow.
The edges of the darkness had been shatter ed some small distance away, and those came who
would givetheir blood in sacrificeto Bellid. The god would laugh and drink deeply of their
terror beforetheir livesfled, and afterward -

The beast felt the deep disturbance rocking the darkness elsewherethan in that place. Many
of those who had stood about that dwelling wer e taking themselves elsewhere at great speed,
fear in their heartsover what occurred in the distance, but those who came -

Four followed with grim purpose, oneled with an agony of fear gripping hisbowels." | pray the
godsit won't betoo late," hisvoice whispered again and again. " | pray the godsit won't betoo
late. We should have dit their throats as soon asthey arrived here, not tempted the prophecy
out of politically motivated respect for their father. | pray - "



Theheavy thud of bootsrang on the marble of the hall just outside, and then the outer door was
thrown open. Lampswerecarried by two of those who came, but lamplight had not the ability to
pier ce the darknesswherethe beast knelt. Only her eyesof glowing red werethey ableto see,
and the sight halted them with gaspsand twitchings.

"What - what in the name of blessed Arakon is that?" one of them hissed, peering forward and
yet fearing what would be seen. " Did you set a guard-animal at their door, sir?"

" No, you fool, wherewould | get a guard-animal?" the one addressed answered in a matching
hiss, fluttering hishands. " Get it away from there, and then goin and do your duty."
"Nonemay pass,” the beast breathed asthefirst of the five grasped hisweapon and prepared
to step forward. The words, soft as darkness, reached for the men and wrapped them in their
sound and meaning, and all five shuddered from thetouch of a corner of frigid chaos.

"No - no, we must get past it!" theleader spoke again, for the most part attempting to deny his
terror. " If thosegirlsliveour city islost! All together, everyone at the sametime!”

Brave men, they wer e, those other four, but the L earning was not to be denied. Even asthe
beast flowed to her feet, the dagger held easily in her right hand, the lampsthe men held
flickered and died. Shouts came, filled with fear and desperation, and then the beast was among
them, unseen and nearly unfelt. Two went down quickly with their throats dit, a third screamed
when hisflailing sword failed to protect him from beneath, and thefourth had not repaired the
weak placein hisleather whereit covered hisside. He screamed like the one before him, but
also carried the dagger down, well-lodged in hisribs.

So quickly had so much death been committed, that thefifth, the one who led the other s, had
only just begun awhimpering run for hislife. He had sumbled back and was attempting toturn
and find the door when the beast reached him. No longer had the beast the use of her dagger,
but with thisone, soft and unencased in leather, she had no need of it. Onekick took the feet
out from under him and then she was down and upon him, tearing at his soft, helplessflesh with
the only weapon remaining to her. Hiswerethelast of the screamsto be heard, and when they
had ceased the beast roseto her feet, visited the other bodiesfor atime before goingto free
her blade from the unmoving form which held it, then shereturned to her placeat the door.
Uncounted time passed once again, and then the beast felt othersentering the dwelling. The
disturbances of the distance had come closer and closer, much of it flowing nearly to the
dwelling, but asthe disturbance had not entered it had not concerned the beast. Now there

wer ethose who had entered, and should they attempt to passthey would join those who littered
thefloor.

Lamplight bounced asthosewho carried it hurried up the marble hall, breath hissngin the
throats of the hurrying ones asthey pressed on in haste. One of their number muttered ashe
went, but the wor ds seemed mor e cursethan prayer.

"1t wasn't our fault!" one of the other swhispered asthey neared the room of the beat,
apparently speaking in answer to he who muttered. " We couldn't avoid that fight with those
city guardsmen, so it isn't our fault that we wer e delayed getting here. Once most of our troops
werein thecity - "

" Saveit totell to Garam and Fearin if anything happened to those femalesthey want.” The
wor ds from the one who had muttered were now clear, but no happier than they had been. " We
wer e supposed to be hereto help that girl dave, but we didn't makeit. If anyone got to the
females- "

Hiswords broke off ashishurrying pacefaltered, all of them dowing to a stop asthe lamplight
fell on what lay inside the doorway they had just entered. They took another step or two,
looking down rather than up, and then one of their number drew in hisbreath sharply. He had
seen thered eyes of the beast, and then all of them saw the same.

"ls- that - " thefirst oneto speak began, but the following wor dsrefused to come. He
swallowed instead, the spittle going down hard, and the second shook his head.

"1 don't know," the second whispered, hisvoice trembling unnoticed. " But wereally should



look inside - "

"None may pass," thebeast breathed, smiling into the darkness at the thought of more blood
to be spilled, and these men, like thefirst, shuddered at the sound.

"Two of you find Fearin,” the second man ordered, decision hard in hisvoice as he backed one
of thestepshe had taken. " | don't carewhat it takesto doit, just find him and bring him back.
Asfast asthegodsallow."

"Or fagter," oneof the others muttered astwo from the back left running, they having seized
the opportunity before any otherscould. " Do you think Garam - "

"No," the second said flatly, ending the suggestion, and then there was no other thing save
waiting.

Time... time... and then the beast felt newcomer s appr oach, two hesitant, one anxious, all
hurrying. Those who remained wer e not awar e of the newcomers presence until the three had
nearly reached the room, and then relief flowed out of them asthe cold fear had done.

"High Master, thank the godsyou're here,” the second man began, nearly sobbing in hisjoy.
"Wecan't even seewhat'sover there, but just look what it did - "

"That'senough," the anxious one'svoice lashed out, a raggednesstherefor those who could
hear it. " Take your men and wait in the hall."

"With the greatest of pleasure,” the man said at once, and very quickly the anxious one was
left with the beast and the dead. The outer door was closed behind the last to depart, and then
the newcomer stirred where he stood.

"Adanag, it'sFearin,” hesaid to the beast, the trembling of hisvoice clearer now. " Thecity is
oursso you don't need to guard that door any longer. You can comeaway - "

"Nonemay pass," thebeast breathed for thethird time, a heartbeat away from rising, and the
man immediately halted the dow advance he had not been truly awar e of. Thelight of the
singlelamp left for him showed a haggar dnessin his bearded face, and then he shook hishead.
" By the Power and the Will, | wouldn't have believed it beyond me," he muttered, and then he
raised hisarmsand called softly, " Diin-tha, hear your servant. | cannot reach through tothe
girl and I mugt. | beseech your aid, Lord, in severing thetie binding her in that - that - "
Thewordsfailed him then, but they were unnecessary. Thered eyesgazing at him flickered
and then faded, and then | was out of the peace imposed on me by the L earning, blinking at the
lamplight and taking thefirst deep breath | had in hours. | raised my handsto my facetorub at
my eyes, and as| did | heard Fearin moving forward.

" Aelana, can you under stand menow?" he asked, bending to put a hand to my shoulder. " Are
you all right? Isany of that blood your s?"

" Of course | can understand you," | began to answer in annoyance, wondering why he sounded
so strange, and then | took my hands from my eyesand was ableto look down at mysdlf in the
lamplight that now reached me.

Blood. Covering me almost everywher e, from the bodies of those1'd killed. Those|'d enjoyed
Killing. Especially theladt ... histhroat torn out ... with my teeth -

| looked up at Fearin's shadowy face, remembering it all, then pulled away from hishand, ran
toacorner of theroom, and threw up everything insde me.

Chapter 7

It wasn't far from noon the next day, but you couldn't tell it by looking at the skies. Rain
poured down in a solid sheet, cooling the air and everything it touched, but also soaking the
world. | sat on thewide ledge of the open por ch-room of the Chief Administrator's palace, my
armsaround my knees, my back against a pillar, my eyeson therain, remembering therest of
the night before even though I didn't want to. I'd had a number of hours of deep, but that
wasn't helping mewith any of the memories.



"Thishas certainly been a night of surprises,” Fearin had said once my heaving had stopped,
crouching down next to mewherel sat with my back against awall. " Here, rinse your mouth
out with thiswater, and then we'll usetherest of it to clean you up alittle.”

He d pressed a cup into my shaking hands, and | hadn't even been ableto ask him wherehe'd
gotten the cup and water. Thewater was cold enough to wash the horrible taste out of my
mouth and soothe my burning throat, and all I'd been ableto consder was being grateful that
the cup and water were hereto be used.

"1 think 1'm beginning to under stand mor e of what being Shadowborn means," Fearin had
commented after taking the cup back, hiseyesnarrowed as helooked down at me. " And I'm
learning that you're not quite the strutting, boasting, danger ous K enoss you want peopleto
think you are. You'redangerous, all right, but there'sa good deal moreto you than that."

"Yes, | alsodofinger trickswith lamp shadows on walls," 1'd answered tiredly, closing my eyes
as| put my head back again. " Now that my secret isout, I'll bein demand for partiesall over
thecity."

"This... whatever it washasto bewhat you wanted meto warn the othersabout,” he'd said,
ignoring my comment completely. " Can you tell mewhat happened? Four of them were
guardsmen and thefifth... Hemust have died last. They wereall larger than you, four of them
much larger and armed aswell asarmored ... All you had wasthat dagger ... Aelana, how were
you ableto kill them all?"

"TheLearning makesit easy,” 1'd said, keeping my eyes closed. " But what difference doesit
make? Our Guardian wanted something done and it wasdone. Heknew I'd haveto usethe
Learning, I'm not far enough back to decent physical condition to handle fighting without it, but
that'swhy he chose me. Because | can usetheL earning. And it could have been a lot wor se.”
"1'll see mysdlf in thewidest circle of chaosbefore| ask how it could beworse" he'd
muttered, sounding asthough he'd never seen dead bodies before. Well, maybe he'd never
seen dead bodiesin the condition of the ones I'd created. Taking thefifth without a separate
weapon had triggered therest of thereaction, theonel couldn't let mysalf think about, the one
| was never conscious of doing at thetime. It had left them all ... morethan smply dead... And
had gotten all that blood on me -

"No, no, just calm down," Fearin had said quickly, putting a hand to my forehead as| fought to
keep from being sick again. " It'sall over and done with now, and as soon astherest of the city
issecured we'll go to the palace and find you a placeto sleep. | intend to usethe palace as my
headquartersuntil we march again, sowe'll all have a chancetorest up. And as soon aswe
bring Lokkel and therest into thecity I'll have him mix up something to ease your insides.”
"Unlessit was poison you had in mind, don't bother,” I'd said, pushing hishand away from my
head as|'d started to get myself together again. " I'll get over thisalonejust theway | always
have, and you can just mark the reaction up to female squeamishness.”

" Squeamishness?" he'd repeated in outrage, glaring at mewith quite a bit of heat. " | have men
out in that hall who just went through thefighting to take a city, and | happen to know they had
to hack their way through crowdsto get here. Would you like to know how many of them
emptied their insides even wor sethan you did, and all from looking at those bodiesand
thinking about having to get past the door you were guarding? What it'sliketo remember
doing all that - "

Hisface worked briefly ashetried to find morewords, then he smply shook his head.

"1've also discovered I'm not as hard and unreachable as| thought. Hold still and let metake
care of this, and then we can both get out of here."

"This" wastrying to rub my face off with a wet piece of cloth he'd produced, and | hadn't been
ableto force him away from me until he was satisfied with thejob he'd done. 1'd been furious
that he would treat melikea grimy little child, but the man of Power couldn't have cared less.
He'd hauled meto my feet and pulled me out into the hall, and once he'd seen about assigning
guardsfor my former post we'd gone down to thelower floor of the Pavilion. I'd been aching too



much outside and in to give him the argument | should have, and had even fallen adeepin a
corner until we'd been ableto go to the Chief Administrator's palace...

"Well, good morning,” a pleasant voice came, sounding asthough the wordswerereally meant.
"We'realmost out of morning, | know, but despitetherain it'sbeen too good a morning not to
acknowledgeit. | hear your part of the attack went just as smoothly asours."

Thefighter Talasn walked to the other end of therailing ledgel sat on and leaned against the
pillar there, hisgreen eyeslooking at mewith a smilein them. Heworeleather armor over his
tunic and muddy boots on hisfeet, and the heavy sword at hisside said he'd probably been out
with histroops. Thefact that he wasn't soaked through said he'd probably worn a cloak and a
helmet, and the chicken legin hishand said he'd been too busy to stop for ameal. All those
deductions made mefed postively brilliant, but didn't do a thing to lighten my mood.

"1 saw Fearin very briefly earlier, and he mentioned you held your position without any trouble
at all," Talasin went on, in between bites of hischicken. " Since yourswasthe critical position
in all this, I'm very glad | wasthe onewho pulled you out of the stream. Now | can say our
complete success was due to me."

Hisgrin waswide and teasing, part of the expansive good humor hewastrying to share, but he
wasreally wasting histime. | was already deep into the humor of pouring, drenchingrain, and
wasn't likely to be pulled out of it.

"You know, if that'sthe best anyone could do with finding you something to wear, | don't blame
you for feeling depressed,” he said after another handful of heartbeats, now frowning at the
tunic| had on. " You look likeyou'reswimmingin that thing, and thecolor ... Faded violet isthe
closest | can come. Theleast you've earned isa decent tunic and a pair of sandals, and as soon
asFearin getsherel'll let him know it. M eanwhile, why don't you have something to eat with
me?"

" Thanksanyway, but I'm not hungry,” | said, deciding to seeif answering him would get him to
leave me alone again. It was nice of him to be so concer ned, but the tunic | worewas
something 1'd found, and it suited my mood better than what Fearin had provided. Thenight
beforel'd all but scrubbed myself with abrush to get the blood off, but it till clung red and
splashed all over my memory. I'd spilled blood before and | would again, but that particular
way... Talasin obvioudy didn't know, but once he did his concern would belong gone.

"None of that food on the table over there wastouched beforel camein,” he said now, still
studying me with those green eyes. " If you've alr eady eaten, what wasit and where did you
eat? Fearin said you had a hard timelast night, and would probably need looking after today.
My guesswould bethat he'sright asusual.”

" Fearin'swor sethan an old woman!" | snapped, unfolding from the ledge befor e diding off it to
thefloor. " | didn't haveahard timelast night | had an easy time, just as easy asit'salways
been. And sincethat'swhat I'm herefor, he'd better get used to it. When isthis meeting that's
been called supposed to happen? I'm tired of sitting around here doing nothing.”

" The meeting will happen when everyone getshere,” Talasin answer ed from behind me, his
toneoverly neutral. " Sinceit'sstill early, they probably aren't hurrying. | know Fearin
provided that food becauseit's till fresh and either hot or cold, whichever it's supposed to be.
Why don't we-"

| made a sound of annoyance and stalked acr oss the por ch away from him, struggling to keep
my temper from flying apart. The porch wasreally avery large outer room at the back of the
palace, open to the air on three sides and furnished with expensive floor weavings and
well-padded furniture. Itsroof kept the sun off anyone using it, and overhangs kept therain
from spraying in and ruining its comfort. About fifty feet below thewall | stood in front of wasa
small, private courtyard, and if I concentrated on theroom and the courtyard | just might be
ableto stay out of afight.

"Why do you haveto be so disagreeable all thetime?" Talasin demanded from the other side
of the porch, annoyance now strongin hisvoice. " You act asif you don't want anyonetreating



you decently, asif someone bothering themselves about you is offensive. Why can't you be
reasonablefor once- "

" Because she'sfemale, and females are never reasonable,” another voiceinterrupted, one
that was as satisfied as Talasin's had been earlier. Garam had obvioudy arrived, and wasn't
that nice.

" Some femalesarereasonable” Talasin countered, still sounding sour. " | know because I've
met them. How did it go for you and your group yesterday, Garam?"

"Thesefoolswere so easy it was almost a shameto take advantage of them,” the other fighter
answer ed happily, clattering things on the food table. " They wer e fat and sassy from never
having lost a fight, but the panic set in real fast when they couldn't bring therest of their forces
past thebarriersFearin set up at those cardinal points. By thetimethey got their fightersto
thewall you were already insde, and the other half of their force was captured or dead. All in
all | only lost two of my men oncethe attack started. Almost losing the girl thereearlier in the
day doesn't count at all."

"You almogt lost Adlana?" Talasin demanded, too busy watching Garam helping himsdlf at the
food tableto noticethat 1'd turned to look at the two of them. " How in the name of chaos did
that happen?’

" Somefool of abarbarian thought | wasbeing too hard on her and tried to buy her from me,"
Garam answer ed, turning away from thetablewith afilled plateand agrin. " If | could have
thought of away to convince our Guardian that refusing asilver pieceisasin, | would have let
thefool have her."

" But you couldn't soyou didn't,” Talasn summed up, pointedly not sharing Garam's
amusement. " Not to mention thefact that the fool waswrong and you weren't being too hard on
her. Or wereyou?"

" Asamatter of fact - | was," Garam said without thegrin, looking at merather than at
Talasin. | was so shocked | almost fell over dead, and seeing that brought a faint smile back to
thefighter. " Not that | really understood that at thetime. It's been my experience that women
have no business mixing in men's affairs, that if you're silly enough to give them responsibility
and depend on them todo ajab, all you'll get for your troubleisaholein your linesand
excuses about why it'sthere. And females who were also daves... All they can doiswhineand
wheedle."

" But you seem to have changed your mind," Talasin said, tossing away the chicken bone he'd
stripped. " Doesthat mean you heard what Aelana accomplished last night?”

"1t meansalittle morethan that,” Garam answered, still not avoiding my eyes. " | madeit as
hard on her as| could yesterday, waiting for her to start complaining or crying about how unfair
| was, but it didn't happen. Shetook it all just theway | would expect one of my men totakeit,
and then | really hurt her. It was an accident, we both knew that, but it doesn't change the fact
that | really hurt her. Not only didn't shefold, shedidn't even waste time blaming me. And after
that she did exactly what she was supposed to. It seems| owe our Guardian an apology."

"1 liketheway you put that,” Talasin said with a snort of amusement, passing Garam to get
closer tothetable. " You ridethegirl from thefirst tick shejoinsus, and it'sour Guardian you
owe an apology? I'll haveto tell that oneto Fearin. When | saw him this morning he looked like
he could use a good laugh."

"1 noticed that mysdf,” Garam said, finally looking away from me. | used the opportunity to
walk toachair and st init, refusing to think about what Garam had said. If he'd made any
senseat all 1'd figureit out some other time.

"Hemay beworried about thisrain delaying us,” Talasin said, busy with filling a plate of his
own. " Theonly thingit'sreally doing iskeeping the city from going up in flames while our men
finish theintaking. Another couple of daysand we'll be ready to moveon.”

"With our two special prizes” Garam said, and suddenly hewas sitting down in a chair not far
from me, hisdark eyesinspecting meagain. " | hear therewerefive men trying to keep usfrom



total victory, but they didn't live long enough to makeit. | also heard that Fearin had to be
called before our people could get through, but our prizeswere completely safe. Just the way
they were supposed to be."

"Therewerefive?' Talasn said, coming over with hisplate. " | hadn't heard the exact number,
and that'swhat Fearin must have meant about her not having it easy. Hethinks she'll need
looking after today, but sheisn't having any. That'swhat we wer e ar guing about when you
camein."

"No soldier likesto be coddled like a baby,” Garam said around a mouthful of food, his eyes
gill on mein that very strangeway. " If she doesn't want what you'retrying to push at her, she
probably doesn't need it."

"1f Fearin thinks she needsit, then her opinion doesn't count,” Talasin said, sounding annoyed
even through thefood in hismouth. " Sheinsists he'sbeing an old woman, but that'snot a
description of theFearin | know. If welet it go and something happensto her, our Guardian
won't betoo happy with us.”

"No, hewon't,” Garam said with afrown, and suddenly | could seethat he'd switched sides. " It
might be a good idea having L okkel look at her. If ther €'s something wrong with her besides
that bruise on her face, he ought to be able to take care of it with a spell.”

"Therésalimit to what even my spellscan do, Prince Garam," another voice came, and then
L okkel himself was coming over tojoin us. " Fearin had me do a Seeking while she dept this
mor ning, and ther € snothing wrong with her that magic can cure.”

" Then theresnothing toworry about,” Garam said with renewed satisfaction, happily
switching back. " L eave her aloneand sh€'ll bejust fine."

"How can she befineif she starvesto death?" Talasin demanded, interrupting L okke without
knowing it. " Has she been back from davery for seasons and seasons that she can afford to
stop eating any time shelikes? Missing a couple of meals would mean nothing to you and me,
but for her it'sway too soon. And I'll bet shedidn't even eat much yesterday, when you werein
chargeof her."

Talasin'slast comment kept Garam from immediately laughing off everything the other fighter
had said; Garam knew he hadn't fed me anything the day before, and had noideawhat 1'd
eaten before or afterwards. | brought my feet up to theleft in the chair | sat in and put both
handsto my eyesand rubbed, trying to decide whether to laugh or scream. In all my lifel'd
never been in so unbelievable a position and then, of cour se, things grew even more
complicated.

" Ah, good, everyon€'salready here," Fearin'svoice came, and then he was striding out onto
theporch tojoin us. The night before he'd been wearing all leather and a sword, but now he was
back to cloth trousers, a shirt, and a bluerobe. Therobeflared out behind him ashewalked, as
though trying to keep up with aman in too much of ahurry.

"Ranander isbringingin thegirls, so you'd better brace yourselves,” Fearin went on. " | want
all of you to seethem, otherwise | would have spared you the experience. You'll find that
taking the city waseasier. Prince Talasin, you'll haveto speak to your men. L et them know
that the girlsare grictly off-limits, even if they should happen to beinvited. If any of them do
try something I'll know about it, and then I'll take care of the matter. Any questions?"’
"Doesthat go for usaswell?' Garam asked with a grin, speaking more slowly than Fearin
had. " My men tell me those two ar e something to see, and sincethey are prizesof war... "
"Prince Garam, they'remorethan prizesof war," Fearin said with a sigh, forcing himsdlf to
dow down ashereached for a pitcher of fruit juice. They'rethekey to adoor now standing
closed in our path to ultimate victory. If the key becomeswar ped the door won't open, and that
will bethe end of our campaign. Areyou willing to accept that for a short while of pleasure?"
"Not likely," Garam answered with a snort, leaning back in hischair. " Not even if they should
beg."

"1 don't think you'relikely to find them begging,” Fearin began, cup of juice on itsway to his



lips, but that wasasfar ashegot. Therewas a sudden babble of voicesfrom insdethe palace,
and then Ranander was half-backing toward uswith two very angry young females
following/chasing after him. Thegirlswerethetwinswith golden hair and green eyes, and this
time they wor e gowns of green. They seemed to be enjoying all the screeching they were doing,
but Ranander was obviously not feeling the same.

"Fearin, I've brought them," he said hastily when he saw the man of Power. " Now you can talk
tothem."

| had to admiretheway Ranander did out of theline of fire, leaving Fearin asthe prime tar get.
Whilethegirlsstarted in on their new victim their former guide cameto our chair grouping and
sat, trying very hard to turn invisble. He'd been completely out of hisdepth with the two pretty
little girls, but hisreplacement was another story.

"That'senough!" Fearin shouted at them, theroar shocking them into silence. " If you're both
too young or too stupid to understand you're not in charge here, allow meto spell it out for you.
You will not complain, you will not give orders, and you will not throw tantrums. You'll behave
yoursalves and do asyou'retold, or you'll find your selves housed in a dungeon cell rather than
that suite you wer e given. Do you under stand me?"

" Boor s always manage to make themselves perfectly clear,” one of the girlsanswered
haughtily with a sniff. " Our father won't let you get away with harming us, you know, soyou'd
better release usimmediately. We planned to go hometoday, and despitetherain ther€sno
reason for usto change those plans.”

" Unless, of course, you really want to be defeated by our father'sforcesand délivered into his
hands,” the second girl added, a cold, nasty smile on her face. " We'd certainly enjoy that, since
we'd then have a say in what was doneto you. If you have any intelligence at all you'll-"
"Listen tome," Fearin interrupted very dowly and deliberately, looking back and forth
between thegirls. " Your father the princeisout of thisand won't be getting back in. When he
let the Chief Administrator of thiscity force him into turning you two over tothecity, he
washed hishands of you completely. He hasarich principality but avery small one, and his
forcescouldn't even resist the numbers sent from here. | have an army that's already taken
thiscity; it would roll right over you father'sforceswithout even noticing them."

"You don't seem to under stand how important weare," thefirst girl said in asmplified way
that showed she knew she was speaking to an idiot. " We've always been deferred to and taken
care of properly because we' ve been important since the day we wer e born. Everyone has been
concer ned about us, including our father, so hewould hardly ignoreusnow. He- "

"You weregiven all that attention because of the prophecy,” Fearin plowed on, trying to keep
from losing histemper. " It was said on the day you were born that you could well bethe cause
of the downfall of thiscity in thisseason of your lives. Sincetherewasa'maybe in the
prophecy theleader s of thiscity argued for yearsover whether or not to haveyou killed. Your
father knew he couldn't keep you aliveif it was decided you should bekilled, so he mistakenly
had you pampered in all waysagainst that very dreadful time. Your father isakeen
businessman and an excellent administrator, but hasn't a trace of backbone even when it comes
to hisown family."

Both girlsstart to squawk indignantly over that, but Fearin overrodetheinterruption with
greater volume.

"Thenew Chief Administrator of thiscity decided hedidn't carefor taking any chancesand
had you brought here,” hewent on. " If it looked like the prophecy was about to cometrue he
would avoid hiscity'sfate by having you immediately killed. If the time of the prophecy passed
without anything happening, hewould smply return you to your father. With you here under his
thumb he obvioudy thought he couldn't lose."

"But he did lose" thefirst girl pointed out with continuing indignation. " And you'vejust
proven how untrueyour story is. If it wasanything but liesthey would havetried to kill us, and
they didn't. Until your ruffiansbrokeinto our apartment no onebothered usat all.”



"That'sbecause| set aguard on your apartment beforewe attacked,” Fearin countered, more
annoyed than insulted. " They tried to get through to kill you, but the guard didn't allow it. Both
of you girlsoweyour livesto that young woman over there."

Henodded in my direction, undoubtedly thinking he was giving methe credit | deserved, but he
certainly must have for gotten who he wastalking to.

"Her?" the second girl asked with a ladylike snort of derision, her eyes moving over mewith
distaste. " If you ask me, shelookslike a slave."

"And sinceshe'sadave, it'sher place to dothingsfor her betters,” thefirst girl said in
agreement. " That meanswe don't owe her anything, even if you aren't all lying about what
happened. And right now | want somefood, so dave, you come and fetch it for me."

"And me" the second girl chimed in with enthusasm while Fearin lowered his head and rubbed
at both eyeswith the fingers of hisfree hand. Ranander had gone all indignant, Talasin was
furious, Garam was disgusted, and even L okkel wore a frown of disapproval. The only onewho
felt the least amount of amusement wasme, and it wasn't a very nice amusement.

" Among the Kenoss, parentswho try to spoil their children have those children taken away," |
remarked. " A Life Seeker must understand very early that the world won't givein to hisor her
whims, and expecting it to happen could cost the young Seeker'slife. Your father ruined you
two asa salvefor hisconscience, and because of that you have my pity."

"You'readaveand we'reprincesses, and you pity us?" thefirst girl came back with alaugh.
"Just imagine, Lia. The dave pitiesus.”

"That'senough," Talasin said coldly over thetinkle of their joined laughter, putting his plate
aside before standing. " Thiswoman over hereisn't a dave, and my family, at least, would
never shameitself by letting bratslike you usethetitle of princess. A princessis supposed to
be better than other women, not so obvioudly less. Y ou-"

"Please, Prince Talasin,” Fearin interrupted, and the girlslooked startled again. They'd been
dismissing everything Talasn had said - until they heard hewasa prince. " | know how you
feel, but we can't waste the entire day on these two."

" Even if we could spend thetime, it would still be a waste," Garam said, looking at the girls
with dismissivenessin hislazy, insolent stare. " They wouldn't know quality if it marched over
them, not being asuselessasthey are. Don't spend your breath telling them the why of things,
Fearin. Just givethem their ordersand send them back to their dolls."

"Not quiteyet, Prince Garam," Fearin said, and thistime| saw that he wasusing titles
deliberately. Thetwo girlscouldn't quite decide how they should be feeling, but with a second
prince speaking against them they certainly weren't happy. " | want these young ladiesto
under stand thoroughly that they aren't privileged guests. They're captives of war who will
serveapurposefor us, but their purposeisn't all that important. If they give me any trouble at
all I'll have them stripped and collared and sold as saves, and then go looking for othersto
servein their place. Do you understand me now, little girIs? No one will be coming to your
rescue, or even to avenge you. Behave your selves or face the consequences. Ranander, take
them back to their suite.”

Thetwo girlswereindignant over having been spoken to likethat, but all they did waswhisper
to each other asRanander hurried to guide them out again. Fearin had lied about their
importance, but they didn't know that and the lie had been necessary. It might be enough to
keep the girlsfrom making troublefor awhile, but | wouldn't have bet on it.

" At onetime | would have sworn that only healing produced relief likethis," Lokke said,
sending alast disapproving glance toward the door thegirlshad left by. " Areyou ableto tell us
yet what we're meant to do with them, Fearin? Or at least how soon we'll berid of them?"
"Notoyour first question, Lokkel," Fearin said with hisown sigh of relief. " | can't tell you
what their purposeis, but | can tell you they'll betraveling with usfor a while. W€l haveto
watch them car efully, but we shouldn't haveto associate with them."

"1 wonder if thecity's Chief Administrator knows yet that he guaranteed defeat for hiscity by



bringing thosetwo here" Garam said with a laugh. " If he'd left them with their father it would
have been his city we'd have needed to take. Maybe | ought to go down to thecell he'sin and
explain that to him."

"He'sprobably already figured it out,” Fearin answered, turning to thetable and reaching for a
plate. " The prophecy had that ‘'maybe' in it because there was a chancethe girlswould either
bekilled or left wherethey were. Assoon as he made hisdecision to bring them herethecity's
fatewassealed. He ... "

Fearin'svoice went on, but sincel wasno longer in theroom | could nolonger hear thewords.
I'd dipped out without any of them noticing, needing to find a place of peace and quiet to cope
with what | wasfedling. Thingswer e getting wor seinstead of better, and wasn't that a surprise.
| hurried through the palace corridorslooking for a set of stairs, and oncel found onel used it
to get totheground floor. From there |l was ableto rediscover the corridor I'd found that

mor ning, onethat led outside to the palace grounds near a moder ately large gazebo. Thething
had a roof but was open to theair all around thecircleof it, and no one waslikely to be using it
in al thisrain.

| made a dash through the downpour, but still ended up soaked to the skin befor e the gazebo
roof wasover me. Thething wasfar enough from the palaceto insurethe privacy of whoever
used it, so| didn't really mind having gotten wet in reachingit. Privacy waswhat | wanted and
needed, and as| sat cross-legged in the center of thefloor it wasalso what I'd gotten.

Privacy to calm the twisting of my thoughts. As| brushed back wet hair with both hands, my
eyesclosed with theinner pain | felt. Theway | wasbeing treated by Talasin and Garam and
Fearin and even Lokkd... How was| supposed to stand their kindness and support when |
knew what would happen as soon asthey found out what | was? Kindnesswould changeto
disgust, concern to fear -

"Why areyou doing thisto me, Diin-tha?" | whispered, really wanting to know. " Why haven't
you told them yet? Ismy agony part of the deal you madewith Bellid? | shewatching and
chuckling, waiting until I get comfortable before stopping it cold? | did what you wanted meto
and paid the pricefor doingit. Can't you just tell them now and get it over with?"

If I expected the god to belistening | waskidding myself. Or maybe he was lisening and just
didn't careto answer. | couldn't tell which, and then an interruption camethat chased all those
thoughtsaway. A big body vaulted over onelow side of the gazebo, and startlement sent meto
my feet beforel remembered | had no weapon to draw. Thenew arrival wasthe barbarian
who'd wanted to buy mewhen hethought | wasa dave!

Chapter 8

"Just becalm, girl, I'm not hereto hurt you," the barbarian said, glancing over hisshoulder as
though checking for pursuit. " I'm hereto help you get away."

| blinked at the man as he straightened and shook wet blond air out of hiseyes, and then | felt
theurgetosigh.

"1 think you'd better under stand that you're making a mistake," | began, intending to set him
straight asfast aspossible, but he shook hishead and gestured with one hand.

"Don't let thethought of that lowlifewho ownsyou bother you,” hesaid, disdain clear in his
voice. " I'll leave two pieces of silver herein your place, and that will haveto satisfy him. If it
doesn't, he can always come looking for mewith a sword. | won't bethat hard tofind, at least
not for him."

"You'renot hearingme,” | told the man, starting to feel annoyed. " | said you're making a
mistake and you are. You can't steal mefor the samereason you couldn't buy me. I'm not - *
"I'm not stealing you!" heingisted, highly indignant. " If | were stealing you | wouldn't be
leaving two silver pieces. What 1'm trying to doisfulfill a prophecy, and you'rethe onethe



prophecy speaks about. L ook, let's argue about it later. Right now we need to get out of here
beforethose guardsmen | lost find me again.”

"Therecan't possibly beanother prophecy involved in this" | stated flatly, beginning to
believe l'd been wrong about Diin-tha not paying attention. The god waswatching all right, and
undoubtedly laughing hishead off. " Listen to me, and under stand what 1'm saying. I'm not a
dave, I'm not interested in any prophecies, and I'm not going anywhere with you."

"You think you're not a dave because he took your collar off?" the barbarian asked, trying to
be gentle as he wiped the water from hisface. " I'm sure heknowsaswell as| do that you can't
escape from here, at least not alone. That'swhy I'm hereto help you, and together we'll do it.
It'spossibleto get over thewall if you know whereto climb, thewall around the palace and the
wall around the city. We'll - "

" Diin-tha, get him away from meor | refuseto beresponsible,” | muttered, closing my eyesas
my handswent to fistssat my sides. " 1'm not in the mood to be the butt of ajokeright now, and
if you let thisgoon | promise moretroublethan fun.”

"What'sbothering you, girl?" the barbarian said, suddenly alot closer than he had been. " Are
you afraid to go with me, afraid I'm lying or won't be ableto protect you? | give you my word
that I'm not lying, and asfor protection - "

"1 can protect mysdf!” | interrupted har shly, pulling my arm back away from the sudden touch
of hishand. " And theonly thing I'm afraid of isthat you'll find that out alittletoo late. Now get
out of here before those guardsmen show up.”

"You believel'd leave you?"' heasked with a snort, looking down at mewith very blue eyes. " |
don't know what you think | am, but I'm not in the habit of saving myself at the expense of a
woman'sfreedom. | - "

"What | think you areis someonelooking to fulfill a prophecy,” | told him, holding that light
blue gaze. " The only reason you're so concer ned about meisthat you think I'm part of the
prophecy, otherwise you'd be somewhere eserather than here. If you want thetruth I'll giveit
toyou: | wouldn't gowith you even if | was a Slave who needed freeing. Doesthat make it clear
enough?"

"Clear isn't really theword I'd use," he answered, his expression having gone strange. " |
think you're misunder standing something | said, but thisstill isn't the placefor a discusson.
Comewith menow, and - *

"Thereheis!" ashout came, and we both looked around to see a squad of guardsmen not
seven strides away and closing asfast asthe wet grasslet them. The barbarian wasin front of
me so fast with hissword in hisfist that the guardsmen faltered in their jogging advance. |
could seetherewould be a fight if something wasn't done, and the only one availableto do that
something was me.

" Stop right there" | called to the guardsmen, moving out from behind the barbarian even
though hetried to stop me. " Do any of you know me?"

"You expect ustoremember onelike you?" one of the guardsmen began with alaugh, but that
wasasfar ashegot. The man next to him gave him a hilt-filled backfist in the mouth, and even
through the pouringrain | could see how the second man had paled.

"You damned fool, don't you know who sheis?" the second man hissed, loud enough for all to
hear. " She'sthe one Fearin set in the Guest Pavilion, the one he had to call off personally! You
say another word out of lineand I'll kill you myself!”

" Gods, isthat her?" one of them muttered, and " Dargol save me, | saw the bodies,” came
from another, and in an instant they all looked like they wereready to run.

"Thisman isn't to be bothered," | said beforethey could decideto take off, making surel
didn't movetoward them. " Pass his description around and seeto it that no onetriesto stop
him when he'sready to leave.”

"Yes, ma'am,” and " Asyou say, lady," cameat mein variousvoices and words, and then they
wereon their way back to wherever they'd comefrom. | didn't likethereputation using the



L earning gave me, but | wasn't above taking advantage from it when | had to.

"Wdll," the barbarian said as he watched the squad leave, his sword almost forgotten in his
hand. " | thought you wer e lying to your self about not being a dave, but obvioudy | waswrong.
Now | really don't understand.”

"Garam and | arepart of theinvading force, and we wer e playing a little game yesterday,” |
said, wondering why | was explaining anything at all to him. " What you saw was an accident,
not a deliberate attempt to hurt me, so you can forget about how mistreated | am. And you can
also leave with a clear conscience.”

| walked past him to go back to the middle of the gazebo, looking forward to being alone again,
but | should have known better. When the gods decide to have their fun with you, nothing you
say or do can stop them.

" But you were a dave, and not too long ago either," he said, not sounding theleast unsure.
"You may befreenow, but you used to bea davein thiscity."

"All right, | used to beadavein thiscity,” | granted, turning with asigh tolook at him. " If |
hadn't managed to escape earlier on my own | would have needed you to help me. Isthat what
you wanted to hear ?"

" Not exactly,” he denied as heresheathed hissword, surprisingly with agrin. " | wasfairly
sureyou weretheright one, and now I'm convinced. | thought it was pureluck that | saw you
being brought herelast night, but now | know | was meant to seeit. How soon will you be able
to leave here with me? As soon asthe entire city is secure?"

"You really need to do something about your hearing problem," | said, nolonger feeling the
least amount of patience. " I'm not leaving herewith you even if | am the oneinvolved in that
prophecy of yours, which | seriously doubt. | have other thingsto do, and none of them include
you."

"You want peopletothink you'rereally hard, don't you?" he said, those light eyesinspecting
mefrom stringy hair to muddy feet. " A woman alonein a placelikethisneedsto do that, |
suppose, but I'm not likethese others. You don't haveto pretend with me, not about anything.
Do you believe that?"

| wasjust about to tell him what | believed, in gutter dave lingo tailored especially for him,
when my intentionswer e interrupted. Ranander came racing into the gazebo, just aswet ashe
would have been if he'd walked, his stare going from meto the barbarian and back again.

" Aelana, Fearin wantsto start the meeting now," he said, both looking and sounding
distracted. " Everyone thought you'd only stepped out for a breath or two, that'swhy | didn't
come sooner. Who'sthis?"

"Ranander, meet abarbarian,” | said, thewordsnot quite agrowl. " Barbarian, meet
Ranander. | hope you two get to bereally close.”

With that | marched back out into therain, heading for the palace and that meeting Fearin was
waiting to hold. It wasn't Ranander'sfault that he could follow me by knowing which way 1'd
goneand which | hadn't, but | wasn't feding too kindly right now towar d the man who had
shown me | waswasting my time. Privacy wasn't something | would be allowed, not aslong as
Diin-tha's pur pose remained unaccomplished.

That short walk through the downpour turned mewringing wet, but over the seasons|'d learned
to ignore wor sethingsthan dripping with every step. When | reached the por ch and stepped out
on it, four pairsof eyesturned to study me.

"Wheredid you disappear to?" Fearin asked with annoyance. " | wasready to start and you
weren't here, so | sent Ranander after you."

"1 stepped out for a breath of air,” | answered shortly, heading back to the chair I'd earlier
abandoned. " | didn't mean to keep everyone waiting. Go ahead with whatever it wasyou
wanted to say."

"Now we haveto wait for Ranander to get back,"” the man of Power said, even more annoyed.
"How did you manageto misshim?"



"1 didn't misshim,” | said as| sat and pushed my soaking hair back. " I left him with what
delayed me, an acquaintance who paid me an unexpected vist. Ranander should bealongin
another tick or two."

" Someone you knew in the city got onto the palace grounds?" Fearin demanded, moving away
from thetable he'd been standing near. " And the guard did nothing to stop them? Prince
Talasin, Prince Garam, | think you'd better look intothat. | didn't want to bother setting up my
own watch, but - "

"Don't get so excited, it wasn't just anybody,” | interrupted with asigh. " And theguard did
track him down, but | sent them on their way. The man thought he was doing me a favor, but
now he knows better so he ought to beready to leave. If heisn't, you can do whatever you like
toget rid of him."

"What do you mean, heisn't just anybody?" Talasin asked from hischair to my left. " And the
guard obeyed you without giving you any trouble?"

" One of them remembered mefrom last night," | said without looking at him - or anyone. " And
asfor whothemanis- "

| hesitated, feeling both annoyed and foolish, and Garam madethe sort of intuitiveleap |
hadn't thought he was capable of.

"Don't tell me," thefighter said with abig grin from hischair opposite mine, leaning forward
just alittle. " I'll bet it wasthat yokel with the two swords, back with a better offer. Didn't you
tell him I'd takeit?"

"What areyou talking about?" Fearin demanded as| smply glared at Garam. " What yoke
with two swords, and what'sthis about a better offer?"

"Sheand | had an accident yesterday while we wer e placing men around the city,” Garam
answer ed, my glare adding to hisamusement. " A visiting bar barian from somewhere or other
decided | wasbeingtoo hard on her and tried to buy her from me. | had to tell him something to
get rid of him, so | said his offer of a silver piece wastoo low. But | also told him to come back
when hedecided to raise hisoffer, and it lookslike he has. How much higher ishewilling to go,
girl?

" | offered two silver pieces, but thistime she turned medown,” another voice butted in, and
then Ranander and the bar barian were adding their own dripping totheporch.” You
sophisticated city people must have away to make silver grow on trees.”

" Of coursewedo,” Garam told him, arrogancein theway helooked at - and down on - the
stranger. " We also happen to be choosy about who we do business with, especially when one of
our own isinvolved. She still isn't for sale, so why don't you just forget about her ?"
Thebarbarian seemed to betrying to control histemper to keep from starting a fight, but all
therest of us, Lokkel and Ranander included, were staring in shock or surpriseat Garam. Not
adozen ticksearlier he'd been telling me he wasready to accept the barbarian's offer, but now,
in front of everybody, he wasflatly refusing even to joke about the matter. | was one of them,
he'd said in so many words, and wasn't for sale any morethan any of the others. Garam...!
"1'm sure Aelana appreciates your concern, but asyou can seeit isn't necessary,” Fearin
finally said after pulling his stare away from an unnoticing Garam. " And sinceyou're our guest
for the moment, why don't you introduce your self to us."

Thistimeit wasFearin | stared at, hearing something in hisvoicel didn't like, and looking at
him seemed to confirm my original suspicion. He was studying the barbarian in away that was
too casual, too easygoing for hisearlier annoyance.

"1'm ljarin of the Far Mountains," the barbarian answered, speaking directly to Fearin." My
father isRalak, King of the Silent Desert. When the day comesfor my father to journey to the
next of hislives, I'll beking of the Silent Desert and thefirst of what sons|'ll have will be
Prince of the Far Mountains. It'sthe way we barbarians do things."

Hislast wordswereon thedry side, aswas hisglancein my direction. He hadn't enjoyed my
calling him a barbarian, and wastrying to make me feel ashamed.



" Oh, good, another prince” | remarked, wanting him to see how much good hisattempt at
shaming had done. " Just what we needed around here."

"Princeljarinisn't just another prince" Fearin corrected mildly whilethe barbarian looked at
mewith no amusement whatsoever. " He'sa Crown Prince, and if I'm not mistaken also a
follower of the goddessistiel. I've heard that those dedicated to Istiel areinvisibleto other
gods and goddesses. Do you know if that'strue, Princeljarin?"

"It'swhat |'ve been told,” the barbarian said with a shrug. " Sincel've never spoken to any
other godsor goddesses| can't confirm or deny it. And yes, | am dedicated to I stiel.”

"Weéll, then let me present you to the othersof our group,” Fearin said with avery suspicious
heartiness. " After that you'll have to excuse uswhile we confer about the conquest we just
made, but you'll bewelcometojoin usfor dinner tonight. If you don't need to leave
immediately, that is."

"No, | have noimmediate plans," he answered with a bland smilethat wasn't quite sent in my
direction. " Dinner tonight with all of you will befine."

"Good," Fearin said, then hetook a moment to direct adrying spell toward Ranander and me
aswell asour new guest before beginning the introductionswith Lokkel. The Healing M aster
sat in achair between Talasin and Garam, who wer e introduced together to avoid any damaged
feelings. Ranander came after those two and then Fearin himsdf. |, who of all of them should
have been left out of it, wasdragged in last. The barbarian had been very cool and formal with
Garam, but didn't seem interested in treating me the same.

"Soyou'reaKenoss," hesaid with browsraised, but no sense of surprisein thosevery blue
eyes. " That explainsalot of things. L ooking at you, | wouldn't have guessed.”
"Therearealot of thingsabout meit isn't possibleto guess by looking," | said, drawing my
now-dry and mudlessfeet up to theleft in my chair. " A wise man would under stand he would be
wagting histimetrying."

"1'm told that wisdom comeswith age," hereturned, giving mea politesmile. " | guess!'ll just
have towait. And speaking of waiting, Master Fearin, do you have some place for meto wait
whileyou and the other s confer ?"

"1'll have some of the guar dstake you to an empty apartment,” Fearin responded at once,
gesturing toward the door hisguest had comein by. " If you need anything, just let one of them
know."

Thebarbarian nodded to therest of us before going along with Fearin, and we didn't haveto
wait long befor e the man of Power was back. He returned with a deep thoughtfulnessto his
expression and stride, and finally looked up to find usall staring at him.

"You seem to have proved hecan't beoneof us," Garam said for the entire group, working to
sound moder ately polite. " If you're keegping him around because you want a pet, |'ve always
found dogsto be superior to barbarians.”

"Hehasatieherethat could very well make him extremely useful tous,” Fearin said with
faint distraction. " I'll haveto find out if my fedingsarein linewith what'swanted, but | don't
expect to be disagreed with. If hejoinsusfor reasons of hisown, hisbeing invisiblein the sight
of all gods but hisown could be worked to our definite advantage.”

" But only if that tie encourages him to stay, something shewon't be doing," | said, annoyed
enough to make the statement in front of everyone. " | don't likehim and | don't want him
anywherenear me."

"1f someone else disagrees with you, you'll haveto learn tolike him,” Fearin said, all
distraction gone from the blue eyesthat held to me. " And there's something moreto this,
something you aren't mentioning. Why is he being so persistent? Does he imagine himsdlf in
love with you?"

"Hardly," | said to the accompaniment of Garam'ssnort of ridiculing laughter. " 1'm not the
sort toinspire men to feelingslikethat. Other feelings, yes; that sort, no."

" Then why did hetell meyou'relooking too gaunt to bereally healthy?" Fearin countered.



"Hesaid he'd takeit asa personal favor if | wasableto fatten you up alittle.”

"The answer's perfectly obvious,” | said, keeping my expression straight. " He has a weakness
for fat women, and hopesthat once you make me one he'll then fall in love with me. Barbarians
arelikethat, | understand.”

"That'svery amusing,” Fearin said, showing nothing of amusement himself whileignoring the
chuckling from mogt of the others. " You're saying you don't know why he'shere, and have no
interest or intention of finding out. I'll be checking that point later on aswell, and if someone
else wants you to find out | think you will."

Having threatened mewith Diin-thal thought Fearin wasfinally ready to get on with our
reason for being together, but | waswrong.

" And sincewereon the subject, I'm told that Princeljarin isn't the only one to notice how
badly you're doing with eating,” Fearin continued. " | want to seeyou fill up aplate and start
eating, and | want to seeyou do it now."

"Doyou,” | said, beginning to get really angry, but then a thought occurred to me. A want for a
want ought to work, and then the waiting would be over. " Wel, I'm prepared to do just asyou
asked - if | first have your word that at the end of this meeting everyone will betold exactly
what happened last night in the Guest Pavilion. Do we have a deal ?"

He hestated as he studied me, thoughts chasing each other around behind his eyes, and then
he nodded.

"All right, it'sadeal,” heagreed. " You have my word, so the next thing you'll haveisa meal.
Do it now, so we can get on with this meeting."

Heactually waited until I got up, filled a plate with the still-fresh food, and then returned to my
chair. The other swere watching usboth with interest, curiosity, and lack of under standing, but
no one said or asked anything. They seemed to feel they could wait, and didn't yet know how
right they were.

Assoon as| was seated again Fearin began to talk about what had already been donein the
city, and then he got to what till needed doing. In two days half our troopswould be started off
early toward our next objective, and later on therest of uswould follow. The city and its people
had to be a settled issue by then, no excuses and no mistakes.

| let thetalk swirl around mewithout really listening, giving most of my attention to thefood |
was actually almost enjoying. In avery short while everyone would know the truth about me,
and then all the friendliness and concern would be over. | would be back to the position | was
destined to bein for therest of my life, and that would bethat.

" ... have Ranander examinethem first thing tomorrow," Fearin wassayingto Talasin asl| put
my emptied plate aside. " As soon as hetellsyou a group of men are being truthful about their
willingnessto beloyal to us, have them moved out of confinement and merged into our army.
They'll march with thefirst group, and no morethan three of them will be assigned together ."
Talasin nodded without looking up, his hands and eyes busy with the notes he made on a rough
piece of paper with a cloth-covered bit of charcoal. Garam also had noteswhich hewas already
studying, but Ranander and L okkel had none. When Fearin had said something to L okkel
about healing those of the city we needed for a specific purpose, L okkel had smply nodded.

" All right, that should cover it for now," Fearin said, turning away from Talasin. All therest of
usweresitting but the High Master had stayed on hisfeet. " Tomorrow I'll need your services,
Aelana, or sooner if therain should stop. One of the Chief Administrator's people escaped our
net, and hasto be hiding in the city. | need that man, so you'll haveto find him."

| took my own turn at nodding, realizing that Fearin had done someresear ch into my abilities
ashe'd said hewould. Oncetherain stopped | should be ableto find hisfugitive, and that no
matter where the man was hiding.

"Wouldn't it be more effectiveif | assigned men to quarter thecity in aregular search
pattern?' Garam asked, back to frowning at me. " Asaformer dave she may know most of the
bolt holesthere are, but we have no guarantee the man is in one of them. After all, he wasn't a



save."

"That hasnothing to do with why Aelana will be the one leading the search,” Fearin answer ed,
finally going to an empty chair to Garam'sleft and my right and dropping into it. Ranander now
sat between us, and was suddenly paying even mor e attention than he had been. " It hasto do
with Aelana's abilities, which it now seemstimeto discuss. I'll want some of your men going
with her, Prince Garam, but she'll bein charge.”

Garam nodded automatically, hisfrown still with him, his eyes, like everyone else's, directly on
me. It wasfinally time, and | suddenly wished Fearin would hurry up and get it over with.

"1'm sureyou heard it mentioned at our last gathering that Aelana is Shadowborn,” Fearin
said, apparently morethan ready to grant my wish. " Even | didn't know precisdy what that
meant, but ever since l've been finding out. A little here, alittlethere... "

Helet thewordstrail off very briefly, making methink he'd changed hismind, but he was
apparently only taking some carein choosing his next words.

"1 gill don't know anything like all of it, but here'swhat 1've gotten so far," hewent on after
the short pause. " There are a people called the I nadni, who centuries ago began to associate
themselves with the Kenossi. All Kenossi young are called Life Seekers, and they'retrained
from infancy to compete against one another for the privilege of life. They'retested every year
at adifferent level, and those who haven't learned their lessonswell enough don't survivethe
testing. At puberty the children takethe hardest test of all, and if they survive they're accepted
asadult Kenoss and allowed to reproduce themselves.”

Talasin and Lokkel looked at me asthough needing verification of what had been said, but |
didn't under stand why. Fearin had been accurate enough in his summation, even though he
hadn't told it all.

" At the puberty ritesiswherethe Inadni comein," Fearin went on." Once a year they choose
three Kenoss youths and take them away to be trained as Shadowborn. What happensto the
chosen ones after their training isn't known, but the three ar e always from among the best of
thewinners. In her own year of winning, Aelana was chosen."

"1 thought | heard somewherethat only men are chosen,” Garam said, frowningin an effort to
recapturethe memory. " No one seemsto know mor e about it than that - except for all sorts of
unbelievablerumors- but that part was certain even though wher e the men came from wasn't.”
"1 understand that Aelanaisthe only exception tothat,” Fearin said with anod. " Shetellsme
no one knows why she was chosen, and the Inadni didn't bother to enlighten anyone. She
stayed with it until she'd reached the twenty-fourth level, and then sheturned her back and
walked away. Thelnadni apparently couldn't stop her, but the god Bellid wasn't pleased. That's
why she ended up asa dave and had so much trouble escaping.”

"You'redill not telling them about last night,” | said, ignoring the knowing looks | was getting
from the others. They all under stood what it meant to have a god angry with you - or thought
they did.

"I'm getting tolast night," Fearin said with forced patience, barely glancing at me. " They have
to hear the background fir<t, to under stand why you wer e assigned to the protection of the
girls. 1 could have put men at that door, but it wouldn't have been the same.”

"1 «ill don't understand why not,” Garam said, questioning rather than arguing. " A dozen men
should have guar anteed success a lot mor e thoroughly than asinglegirl."

" A single Shadowborn who, legend hasit, isworth morethan a dozen men," Fearin corrected.
" Shadowborn are given the L ear ning, which letsthem change from what they areinto whatever
they must be. Some of you may have heard that five men tried to get past Adlana last night,
four of them armored, all of them armed. | have no doubt that they really did try, but none of
them lived long enough to doit. Their bodieswer e still there when our own men reached the
Pavilion to relieve Aelana.”

" Ther € sbeen some whispering among the men about that,” Talasn said, curiosity in the
comment. " No one would tell methe detailsinvolved, and | decided not to upset them more by



pressing. Isthat the reason the guard obeyed you earlier, Aelana?"

"That'sthereason,” Fearin said, answering for me. " They had to call meto get Aelana away
from thedoor, and even | had to ask for help from our Guardian. At that point shewasno
longer Aelana, only a Shadowborn, and if we'd tried to go past her she would have doneto us
what she'd previoudy doneto the enemy.”

"Which waswhat?" Garam asked, thewordsvery neutral. " All she had in theway of weapons
was a dagger. How hard isit to get past one fighter with a dagger ?*

" Aelana had thedagger," Fearin said with asigh. " The Shadowborn used her dagger, then
went to teeth and claws when the dagger wastemporarily lost. When | got theretherewasa
deep darkness surrounding the Shadowbor n, and nothing could be seen of her but two red,
glowing eyes. The bodies of her first killswer e scattered on thefloor in front of her, torn and
bloody sacrificesto the skill of a Shadowborn. | doubt if even our Guardian could have made
any of our men try that skill a second time."

"Which doesn't mean they're cowards,” Garam said, under standing Fearin had included
himself in on that statement. " It meansthey're smart enough not to go up against something
they haven't a prayer of besting. You know, | wish I'd been told about this sooner. Special
tacticsdesigned around a Shadowbor n can bethe prettiest set of plansyou'd want to see. And |
knew shewasn't just another female. Didn't | tell you that, Talasin?"

"You certainly did, Garam," Talasin answered, rubbing hislipsto hide a smile. Garam was now
looking at me with the strangest expression, a mixture of pride and extreme satisfaction and
possessiveness and - almost attraction. " But let'snot forget | wasthe onewho pulled her from
the stream. That hasto be at least asimportant, if not more so."

"But | madefriendswith her first,” Ranander chimed in, not even glancing at thefrown | could
feel mysalf wearing. " And she even likes me, even though shewon't admit it."

"What isthe matter with all of you?" | burst out, looking from oneto the other of thosethree
idiots. " Don't you under stand what Fearin istelling you? Having a Shadowborn in your midst
means no oneis safe, not even him! You all sound asthough you think thisisa game of some
kind!"

"Wedon't play gamesduring a campaign, and | have no worriesabout my safety,” Fearin
himself answer ed, sounding just as casual asthe other three had. " The Shadowborn isonly one
part of you, and not the part we associate with on aregular basis. That meansther e snothing
for any of ustoworry about."

"No, that meansyou still don't under stand what Shadowborn isabout,” | came back, looking at
him with all the exasperation | wasfilled with. " It isn't just asingle part of me, it colors
everything | seeand do. | hateit morethan I've hated anythingin my entirelife, but thereare
timeswhen | can't resst thedraw of it, the need to mergewith the L earning and useiit. People
diehorribly when | dothat, but | till can't stop mysdlf.”

"You seem to think that makesyou totally different from therest of us,” Talasin put in,
drawing my attention from Fearin. By that time| noticed | wason my feet, glaring around at
that bunch of fools. " If you believe this company is made up of the sweetly innocent, you're the
onewho doesn't under stand. Do you have any idea how many men died last night, smply
because | led the attack against thiscity?"

" And how many morewent because | gavetheword?" Garam added in agreement, hisdark
eyes unmoving from my face. " | wasbusy last night removing certain key military
commander s, the oneswho knew what they wer e doing and could ther efor e have given us
trouble. Theones| missed last night | took care of thismorning, just to be certain they don't
start trouble among the prisoners.”

" And something of the same can be said for therest of usaswell,” Fearin contributed to close
thecircle. " Ranander went through the civilian population and culled any man or woman he
knew would maketroublefor us. We put them together and sold them as daves. Master

L okkel cast a protective health spell around all of us, designed to bounce back any sickness or



withering spell onto the one who cast it. How many lesser Healing M aster s wer e caught by
that, L okkel?"

"Morethan half adozen, I'mtold,” the Healing Master answered, looking very pleased.
"They had noidea | wasguarding our well-being, otherwise they probably wouldn't havetried
that way of saving the city."

"I'msureof it,” Fearin said very neutrally, hisgaze once again returned to me. " And if anyone
understandsthelureof your Learning, it hasto be me. Have you any idea how much Power |
have at my command, and how tempting isthe thought of using that Power for my own
satisfaction? If | decided to disapprove of something, no one around mewould be ableto do
that something. If | thought something wasareally good idea, everyone would have todoit.
Power of any sort isatemptation to the onewho hasit; maintaining moder ation isthe only
indication of true strength.”

"But what if your strengthisn't up toit?" | countered, even more upset than | had been. " What
if you fight with everything you've got, and it isn't enough? | worked hard to acquirethe

L earning and the skillsthat go with it, experienced satisfaction with each successfully
completed level. There'sa part of methat enjoys the thought of using what 1'velearned... A
part that showsitself when | least expect it... What if | losethe fight at thewrong time and one
or moreof you dies?"

Even as| said thewords| could feel the black tide lapping at my mind, hear the siren song
calling meto submergein the blood-warm waters. A Shadowbor n never worried about not
having enough strength; endless strength and power werethere, and satisfaction, that ultimate,
unmatchable satisfaction...

" Adlana, no!" Fearin said sharply, hishands suddenly on my arms. " You don't have to give
intoit, and you don't want to! Remember that, you don't want to!"

| took a very deep, very ragged breath as| realized he'd pulled me out of it, and then there
wer e other handson me, all guiding me backward to my chair. Voicesfought with one another,
trying to demand if | wasall right, and then Ranander wastherewith a cup of steaming broth,
meant to chase away the bone-deep cold.

"1've never seen anything likethat," Garam'svoice came through, asexcited asa child at the
fair." It wasstarting to get dark around her, black instead of the blue of magic... "

" And shewasfading into that black,” Talasin said, the wordsthoughtful and interested. " |
wonder if it wasreally happening or if wejust saw it likethat... "

"That'sright, get some of that broth into you," Fearin said, hishand gently brushing back my
hair." And that should prove whether or not you havethe strength to hold it off. It went so far
your eyeswer e starting to glow red, but you pushed it away and didn't let it happen.”

"But | didn't doit along," | told him shakily, looking up to seethose blue eyes directly on me.
"What you said helped me pull out of it, otherwise | would have been taken. What about the
next time, or the one after that...?"

"I'll gill behere," heinterrupted, refusing to look away. " Any timeyou need my help, it's
yoursfor theasking. You can handleit your self most of thetime, but any timeyou can't - "
"You just ask him,” Ranander put in from my right with all the confidencein theworld. " Fearin
istherefor all of us, and sinceyou're one of ushé€'ll betherefor you too. Isn't that right, High
Master ?"

"Yes. Of course. Absolutely right." Fearin was agreeing with Ranander, but for some reason
he was also giving the other man something of adirty look. " | appreciate your confidence and
your support of me, Ranander, but | can speak for myself. And | wanted to add-"

"1 wonder if | could help,” Talasin said, interrupting without realizingit. " If a time comes when
Fearinisn't around, Aelana, look for meinstead and we'll giveit atry. You shouldn't haveto
fight likethat all alone, so-"

"Soshecan alsotry me” Garam sated, interrupting in histurn, but not only Talasin. Fearin
had opened his mouth again, but not soon enough. " When it comesto fighting, I'm the onewith



the most experience. Not to mention thefact that sheand | under stand each other-"

"There may well be a healing spdll that would be of assistance,” Lokke put in with afinger to
hislips, hisgaze distracted. " I'll certainly need to consult my books, and then - "

" And don't forget friendship,” Ranander said very firmly. " Friendship isone of the strongest
forcesthereis, soif anyone can be of help | certainly - "

" All right, enough!" Fearin shouted, ending the babble that was making medizzy. " | know
you'reall offering to help, but you'redriving the girl into a corner with your suggestions. Are
you all right, Aelana?"

Sincel had noideal shook my head vaguely at him, put aside the half-finished broth, then
simply got out of there.

Chapter 9

| went back to the apartment I'd been given, chased away the servantswho showed up wanting
todothingsfor me, then sat down to watch therain. One corner of the second outer room was
likethe porch room I'd come from, two windows at the angle that wer e totally open with only an
overhang keeping therain out. Therest of the apartment was stuffy even with the drapes
pulled back, and | couldn't seem to breathewell...

| took a deep breath of therain-laden, cooler air coming from the windows, and for thetenth
timetried to under stand what had happened. Fearin had told them all what | was, they had
almost seen it happen in front of their eyes, and they still refused to react the way everyone
else had. Even the people who had never seen...

"They havetobecrazy,” | muttered for the twentieth time, shifting on thewide lounge seat |
had chosen to stretch out on. Thething was covered in silk rather than with leather, which
made it both comfortable and uncomfortableto lieon. Silk isfine when you hang it on walls
whereit can't betorn or dirtied; stting on it, though...

"They haveto becrazy.” | said it again because the statement was so obvioudly true, but | still
couldn't understand. Why wer e they so crazy that they seemed willing to accept me, and when
would it stop? How many timeswould the light appear and disappear beforethey suddenly
cameto their senses?

"Widll, I'm glad to see you were given a very pleasant apartment,” avoice suddenly said, and |
didn't haveto turn to know it was Fearin. " It'sbright and elegant even in thedimness of arainy
day, and thischamber seems madefor comfortable conver sations. Areyou fedling any better
now?"

"No," | answered, till staring out at therain. " Asa matter of fact I'm feeling worse."

"1 think everyone under stands now why you just ran out likethat," he said, coming around to
wherel could seehim. " You were expecting fear and hatred from us, and when it didn't come
you wer e caught off balance. Do you under stand yet why thefear and hatred didn't come?"
"Of course” | said with ashrug. " The bunch of you are crazy. No one but crazy people would
offer welcomeand fellowshiptoa-a-"

" Shadowborn," hefinished when | couldn't find quite the appropriate word, those blue eyes
looking down at me soberly. " But that'swhereyou're making your mistake. The one who was
offered welcome and fellowship was Aelana, someone who doesn't make excuses or complain
about how hard it isfor her. All she doesisaccept whatever task isassigned her, and then she
goes ahead and doesit. Prince Garam was the one most impressed by that."

"He seemsto haveforgotten | didn't volunteer to be oneof you,” | said, diding down alittleon
theslk as| looked away from him. " If complaining or making excuses could get meloose, |'d
complain and make excuses."

"1 doubt that," Fearin said with a small sound of ridicule. " But you might remember that others
don't keep from complaining smply because it does no good. They indulge anyway, in the



process driving everyone crazy. We appr eciate having your silent assistance and wanted you to
know it."

"What you mean isyou think you appreciateit,” | corrected, till looking at therain rather
than at him. " That should last until something happensto turn all your ssomachs, or | still lose
it in spite of all the help 1've been offered. If you don't mind, I'd rather not wait for one of those
thingsto happen. Thank therest of them for their good intentions, but tell them | pass.”
"You'd rather havethem ignoring or abusing you than being friendly,” heinterpreted, a
flatnessto the statement. " Knowing how close the Kenoss are as a people, you can't have
gotten the attitude from them. It must have come from the Inadni, then, an obvious effort to
separate you from therest of humanity. | thought you'd decided not to listen to them any
longer."

"I'm not 'listening' tothem,” | protested, turning my head soon enough to see him sitting down
next tome. " That particular lesson wasonel learned on my own - and if you need to sit down
that badly, find an unoccupied chair. Thisoneistaken.”

"What areyou afraid of?* heasked very mildly, one hand having pushed the side of hisblue
robe out of theway. " Didn't you say you could best me even without the Learning? And I'm
not threatening you in any way, all I'm doing issitting here. Isthat anything to be afraid of ?"

"1 didn't say | wasafraid of you," | answered in what was almost a mutter, forced to look away
again from those very blue eyes. " | - don't like having anyone - this close to me. It - goes
againg all thetraining I've had, and - | told you how my senses have been heightened, made
sharper-"

"1 believethat meansyou can tell | didn't come herejust totalk,” hesaid, a gentle amusement
in hisvoice ashisright hand crossed meto lean on the loungeto my left. " Your senses must
be very sharp, but there'sstill nothing for you to be afraid of ."

" Not wanting something doesn't mean you'reafraid of it,” | said, the words coming out fainter
than | liked. " If I'm the best you can do, High Master, then your strength must bealot less
than you claim. Thiscity hasto befilled with women who would fight for your attention, so why
don't you - "

"By all thegods," he exclaimed softly, and his hand came to my faceto turn it morefully
toward him." | couldn't quite seeit happening, but somehow you're uglier now than you were
five heartbeats ago. Nothing about your face hasreally changed, but - Wereyou ableto do this
while you were a dave?"

| made no effort to answer him, damning thefact that hisability had helped him to notice, but
he nodded just asthough I'd spoken.

"Yes, of courseyou wereabletodoit,” hesaid, absolutely certain. " You're not thekind of
woman who could have been for ced to constantly serve guardsmen and still have stayed sane.
Y ou made the ugliness so intense they never came near you - but something about that bothers
you."

Those blue eyes wer e so sharp they seemed to be boring straight through my head. Hewas
sear ching for the answer to hisnot-quite question, and it wasn't long befor e he found it.

"Now | understand,” he said, hishand leaving my faceto stroke my hair. " Y ou were ableto
keep yourself untouched, but couldn't do anything to help thewomen around you. It must have
felt asthough you wer e buying your own safety at their expense.”

"That'sexactly what | did do,” | confirmed his guess, thistime making no effort to look away.
"My ... participation would have eased the burden on them, but | couldn't make myself doiit.
And at onetimel actually boasted about how bravel was."

"You must have been a child,” hesaid, the hand on my hair gentle. " Only children think
srictly in black and white, with no shades of gray. The bravest fighter | ever knew had one
point of fear he couldn't handle, and that no matter how hard hetried. Hewasterrified at the
thought of being stung by an insect, and would break and run at thefirst sght of a bee or wasp.
If you put a dagger to histhroat hewould laugh at you, but one small bee..."



"lsthat supposed to bethe same?" | demanded. " How many people suffered because heran
from an insect? And even if hehadn't run, would that have guaranteed his being stung rather
than someonedlse? It didn't - "

" Stop enjoying all that guilt,” heinterrupted sternly, much of the air of under standing patience
gone. " You saved your self without being ableto do the samefor others, but that makesyou
fortunate, not guilty. You didn't sacrificethe others, not when your being brutalized wouldn't
have kept the same thing from happening to them. The onesyou took unfair advantage of were
the guardsmen, but if that bothersyou you're beyond all hope. And besides, it wastheir own
fault for being concer ned with nothing but appear ances.”

"lsthat supposed to mean you're better than they are becauseyou'renot?" | asked, letting
the subject be changed from a situation he didn't under stand as clearly as he thought hedid.
"You'refar superior tothose guardsmen because you can see the beauty of my heart and
personality?"

" Beauty isn't exactly theword | would have chosen,” he said with a grin, showing nothing of
theinsult 1'd been hoping for. " Just because | know you're being abrasive on purpose doesn't
mean | can keep myself from reacting to that abrasiveness. No, the attraction | feel has
nothing to do with beauty, and | can't really tell you what it does haveto do with."

"1 can,” | said with asmuch of a shrug asit's possibleto perform when half lying down. " | said
the bunch of you wer e crazy, and that obviously goes doublefor you. Please move out of the
way so | can get up.”

"Women alwaysthink men arecrazy," hesaid with a soft laugh, deliberately leaning closer
rather than moving away as|1'd asked. " You don't under stand us any mor e than we under stand
you, but that doesn't mean we're crazy. Ther€e's something about you that draws methe way my
summonsdraws Power, Aelana, and | want to show you that I'm serious about this. You say |
can have the most beautiful women in thecity if | want them? Well, | say - maybe some other
time."

Hisright hand moved under my back to pull me closer, hisleft hand tangled in my hair, and
then hewaskissing me. I'd been braced againgt the hard press of an intrusive mouth against
mine and was all ready to fight, but hiskisswas enough of a shock to keep me from reacting
immediately. Rather than hurting mein any way he was being exquisitely gentle, hislips soft,
hishold no morethan firm, even hisbeard silky against my face. His mouth tasted mineand
shared thetaste of hisown, more of a giving than a taking.

"1'd appreciateit if you would kissme back," he murmured, now touching hislipsto my cheek.
"Thissort of thing worksout best when it'sajoint effort.”

And then hislipswere covering mine again, giving me no chance to say anything even if I'd
been ableto think of something. I could smell hisdesireclearly, and it was making mefed
strangein away I'd never experienced before. What he was doing wasn't right, but | wastoo
confused to figure out in which direction thewrong lay.

" Come on now, won't you giveit even asmall try?" hesaid again, hissmile very definitely
amused. " I've always heard it said that a Kenoss Life Seeker never givesup, but you haven't
even gotten started.”

Hiswordswerelikethe clang of an alarm bell in the dead of night, waking meinto instant
action. | was a Kenoss and no Kenoss woman ever just sat there and let herself be taken over.
| stiffened my right hand and sent the edge towar d hisface even as| began to bring up my legs
tousethem for kicking, but none of it worked out right. Instead of being taken by surprise
Fearin seemed to have been expecting my reaction, and his response was even more
immediate than my attack.

Thearm that had been around mewas abruptly blocking my first blow, and then all of him was
in motion. Hisbody shifted to hold mine down, hisforear m deflecting another strike, and then
his hands werewrapped around my wrists, forcing my armsabove my head. | struggled with
every ounce of strength | had, cursing theawkward postion 1'd started from, finding it



impossible not to spit a singleword in the language of the Strong and Victorious.

" Now, now, noneof that,” hewarned, not under standing the wor d but appar ently getting the
general idea. " | told you | had some experience with hand-to-hand fighting, | just didn't
mention that I'm considered fairly good. Now you tell me: isthisan Earning?’

"You tricked me!l" | spat, still unableto break the hold of those big hands of his. " First you
provoked thefight, not caring that you'd forced meinto an impossible position, and then - "
"Never mind thefrillsand dressing,” heinterrupted, thewordsimplacable. " A Kenoss man
can't smply claim awoman, he hasto Earn her by showing he'sa better fighter. But once he
doesthat he'sentitled to her full cooperation, which she'sbound to give. Am | right?"
"You'renot aKenoss" | pointed out flatly, beginning to feel even moretrapped. " You can't - "
"But you are aKenoss," heinterrupted again. " You're bound to honor an Earning under all
circumstances, not just with Kenoss men. The binding doesn't mention who you haveto honor it
with, just that you havetodoit.”

"1've never heard of a man who wasn't a Kenoss accomplishing an Earning,” | muttered, trying
tofind away out, but therewasn't any. He stared down at me, waiting for meto under stand
that, knowing | smply didn't want to under stand. My people had twice sent me away from
them, but I couldn't forget or ignore what they'd taught.

"Say it out loud," Fearin directed, obvioudy reading my expression. " If I'vewon, | want to
hear you say so0."

"You'vewon," | conceded flatly, hating the need to say thewords. It didn't really matter that
he'd caught me off-balance. | shouldn't have been off-balance, but since | was| deserved
whatever | got.

"Your hearty congratulations are modestly accepted,” hesaid with agrin, finally letting me go.
" Now we can both get comfortable and do thistheright way."

He stood up to take off hisrobe, then began to open his shirt. His chest was cover ed with fine
blond hair, lighter than hisbeard, and the musclesin hisarmswer e deeply creased. It was
unexpected to find a man of Power in such good physical shape, unexpected and hardly
pleasing. If he'd been even a shade dower ...

"All you'vedone so far issit up,” he pointed out ashedid hisown sitting in a nearby chair, the
better to pull off hisboots. " Get rid of that tunic and by then | ought to bewith you."

Hearing that left melessthan delighted, but it wasn't possibleto argue. He'd achieved an
Earning, and | wastheonehe'd Earned. | lifted up to get the bottom of the tunic out from under
me, pulled it off and tossed it away, then lay down flat and just waited.

Fearin hadn't been rushing madly to get out of hisclothes, but he also hadn't been dawdling. All
too soon hewas lying down to my right on thelounge that was no longer aswide asit had been,
and hisright arm cameto cross my body again.

"You'veregained some of theroundness girlsare supposed to have, but you're till too thin,"
he said, examining me with hiseyes. " Lokke's healing spell did most of thework so far, but
now you haveto help it. | don't want to catch you refusing any more meals.”

He paused asthough waiting for meto say something, but | had nothing to say. He might have
managed to corner me, but therest of what | did was none of hisbusiness.

" Even s, you really arelooking alot better than when wefirst found you," hefinally went on,
histone softened as his hand did beneath my back. " Areyou thisreluctant because it will be
thefirst timefor you?"

"No," | answered, staring at therain past thelineof hisarm. | just wished hewould stop all the
talking and smply get it over with.

"It'snot thefirst time, but you're sill reluctant,” he summed up, his stare something | could
fed. " And not just reluctant, but ailmost clenching your teeth. Areyou afraid I'll hurt you?"

| could fed afaint, humorless smile curving my lips, but there were no wordsto go with it.
Afraid? Not theway he meant it.

" All right, so you'rethe great big Kenoss Shadowborn who isn't afraid of anything,” he said



with someirritation, once again reading my expression. " You'll kill anyone who hurtsyou, and
you havethe skill to doit. But ther €' s still something bothering you, and I'd like to know what it
Is"

"What isor isn't bothering meisnone of your business," | said, impatience beginning to touch
me. " You're supposed to have Earned your pleasure, not a conversation. Either get it done
now or get out of here and leave me alone.”

" Ah, soyou think it'smy pleasure alonethat I've Earned,” he said, sounding asthough he'd
suddenly lear ned something important. " | believethat tellsmewhat'sbothering you, but |
won't smply say you'rewrong. Thisis something you haveto be shown, sodojust asl tell you.
Youwon't besorry.”

| hadn't the faintest idea of what he wastalking about, but | wasn't given the chanceto ask
guestions. Thefirst thing | was ordered to do waskiss him, and it suddenly gave methe
strangest feeling.

Back when | was till young and not yet chosen by the Inadni, when the other girls my age and
| had first noticed that boysweren't simply there to be competed against... We'd taken several
opportunitiesto see how well they kissed, knowing those of uswho survived would one day be
Earned by one of the survivorsof their number ...

Those first kisses had been very much like the ones Fearin wasinsisting on, short and
experimental, atesting asto whether or not wereally liked it. It was clear he did likeit, but he
seemed to be giving methe chanceto make up my own mind. | wasfairly surel didn't likethe
kissing, but back when I'd been younger it hadn't been terribleat all...

After alittlewhile Fearin made me put my handson him, and then hisown hands began to
caressmy body. Hedidn't stop thekissing, just added the touching, and it was all making me
very uncomfortable. None of that waslike what |'d been expecting, and | smply didn't
undergtand...

And then | discovered | nolonger cared about under standing. His body was hard and strong
under my hands, the stroking of hisown handswas making my breath comefast, and the scent
of hisdedre-! It all made my head swim so badly that | found myself tasting hislipsand mouth
with my tongue, wanting at the sametimeto taste even more...

When hisfingersdid between my thighs| gasped, but not with upset or pain. | wanted him to
touch methere, wanted morethan atouch, but hislipsand tongue wer e too busy with my right
nipplefor him to notice. My hips moved to the rhythm of hisstroking fingers, and my left hand
found the arrow of hisdesire and squeezed with strength. He groaned low in histhroat at that,
but refused to abandon hislicking and kissing.

But it wasn't long befor e he had to abandon what hewas doing. His need was quickly growing
beyond his control, and therewas no turning back. When he put himself between my knees|
felt abrief touch of theloathing I'd live with for so long, but then he had entered meand the
feeling was gone. What he was doing was something we both wanted, and although | hadn't
expected to feel thisway there wasno doubt that | did.

After that therewas nothing but pleasure, a sharing pleasurel hadn't known was possible.
Fearin continued to guide me even as he stroked deep and kissed me almost as deeply, and all
of hissuggestions made it even better. The pleasurewent on for eternity beforeit ended
sublimely for usboth, and afterward we lay side by side, facing one another .

" For someonewho wanted it over with asfast aspossible, you didn't seem to mind working to
keep it going," he said after a short while, gentle amusement in hisvoice as his hand brushed
back my sweat-soaked hair. " | giveyou my thanksfor that, aswell asfor all therest of it."
"Why would you thank mefor something we both enjoyed?" | asked, raisng my eyesto his
face while my finger s continued to toy with hischest hair. " And why do | find touching you so
pleasant even now, when | don't fed that same desire any longer ?"

"1'm delighted that you find touching me pleasant,” he said with a soft laugh. " It provesthat
you really did find the experience asenjoyable as| did. Asfar asthanking you goes, | was



taught that a gentleman should alwaysthank the lady who favorshim. Haven't you ever been
thanked before?"

His question immediately brought back the memories hisactions had temporarily buried, so |
moved out of hisgentle hold to sit alone. Using both hands got all the damp hair out of my
eyes, and then | wasableto look at the pouring rain again.

" Obvioudy that was an extremely stupid question,” hesaid from behind me, and then hishand
cameto my bareback. " If you'd liketo talk about it, I'd be glad to listen."

| didn't even need to think about it befor e shaking my head, not when there wer e details that
couldn't bediscussed. I'd enjoyed what Fearin had brought to me, but there wer e still things
about mehedidn't know.

"Weéll, if you don't want to talk, at least come back hereand let me hold you," he said then. " |
haveto be getting back to the work waiting for me, but 1'd first liketo spend a little moretime
with you."

"1 really don't under stand why you took thetimeto come herein thefirst place” | said, letting
hishand on my arm coax meback to lying flat. " We haven't exactly been getting along
beautifully snce we met, so why did you do this?"

"When you ask questionslikethat, those big blue eyes of your s always watch car efully for the
part of theanswer that doesn't comein words," hesaid with a smile, doing nothing to avoid
those eyes he'd mentioned. " No, we haven't been getting along beautifully since we met, but
that'sthe precisereason I'm here. You'renot the only one who expects peopleto react to them
in one, unvarying way and | know exactly how hard that isto take after awhile."

| frowned at hisanswer for a moment, but then the obvious explanation came clear. Fearin was
aHigh Master, aman in control of an incredible amount of Power. M ost people would tremble
at the merethought of disagreeing with him, not to mention getting him angry. It wastruel
hadn't done much in theway of bowing and scraping, but not because I'd been trying to impress
him...

"1 know that that's smply the way you are," he said with alaugh, once again reading my
expression. " | started out being furiouswith that way, but it quickly becametoo attractiveto
makemeangry. You don't haveto beafraid I'll ask something of you that you aren't prepared
togive, we'll let that part of it takeitstime, and seewhat, if anything, developsfor the both of
us. But | am going to ask a favor of you."

"What kind of favor?" | said, finding it impossible not to narrow my eyesat him. If he thought
I'd jump to do as hewanted just because -

" Stop being so suspicious," he scolded with another laugh. " 1've already taken full advantage
of you, so what'sleft toworry about? Thefavor 1'm going to ask isthis: don't spend your time
wondering why our group acceptsyou or when it'sgoing to end. Just enjoy the acceptance while
you haveit, and if it ends, well, then it will be over and you can go back to theway thingswere.
Until then, why waste the pleasur e of the association by refusing to participate?"

His expression had grown sober again, and hisarmsaround me were part of the acceptance
he'd mentioned. | still didn't fedl right about any of that, but hisidea wasreally tempting.

" Storethe memoriesagaingt atimel'll haveto do without thereal thing,” | summed up, tasting
the sweetness of the concept with my mind. " But how much morewill it hurt to lose something
you've let your self enjoy?"

"1f you stop to think about it, nothing lastsforever but the gods,” he answered, leaning down to
kissmy brow. " Normal peoplelose thingsthey enjoy or even love all thetime, but most of
them have learned to accept what they have whilethey haveit. Fortunately or unfortunately
we're not thesame asthey, but it's a lesson we could make use of. Will you at least try to grant
memy favor ?"

" Suppose | think about trying?" | offered, certain there had to be something wrong with so
attractivean idea. " I'll think about it and then I'll let you know."

"Widll, I did say | found your way of doing things attractive, didn't I," he said with a small



headshake and sigh. " If you haveto think about it first go ahead, but don't spend toolongin
thought. Remember the frog who got trampled by a herd of rabbitswhen it couldn't decide
which way tojump.”

"Frog?" | echoed ashe sat up to get off thelounge. " Herd of rabbits?"

"Certainly," he agreed whilereaching for thefirst of hisclothing. " Haven't you ever heard
that old story?"

| know | was serioudly considering that something had happened to hismind, but then | saw the
twinklein hiseyes behind that very neutral expression and understood he wasteasing me. That
was another thing that hadn't happened since | wasvery young, and it made mefed even
stranger than thekissing.

"1 have work waiting for me, but you don't,” he said when he'd settled hisrobe around him
again. " At least you don't have work right now, so take advantage of that. Relax and enjoy the
peace and quiet, and I'll seeyou later at dinner."

Heleaned down to kissmefull on thelips, letting thekisslinger for a moment, and then hewas
sriding out to seeto hiswork. HeEd said | had nothing to do, but he waswrong. | had thinking
to do, about strange, painful, attractive subjects, but | wasin no hurry at all to get to that
thinking. I lay on the wide lounge with the coal, rain-laden air caressng me, and didn't let a
single thought spail the pleasure.

Chapter 10

Thedimnessof arainy day had changed to the dark of arainy evening, and servants had
earlier comein tolight thelamps. Thetwo girlshad been startled to find me sitting naked in the
dark, but I'd distracted them by telling them tofill a bath for me. I'd finally gotten to the
thinking 1'd had to do, and 1'd needed hot water to soak the knots from my muscles.

Now | stood in front of thelong mirror in the bed chamber, studying my reflection and trying to
wipethefrown from my face. After thebath I'd grudgingly put on the clothes Fearin had
provided that morning, and they weretrying to bring back unpleasant memories. Thetrousers
and tunic werearibbed, tight-fitting cloth, the trousersin pale gray, the short tunicin bright
yellow. Thedark gray, mid-calf boots were a very soft leather, so soft it wasthe next best thing
to going bar efoot.

And all of it wasdisturbingly like the practice clothing we wor e while studying with the Inadni...
Except for the colors. | forced mysalf to concentrate on the colors, and also on the silver belt
Fearin had included. In training Shadowbor n wor e color only on their headbands, and never
would have allowed the presence of a metal belt, even a tight-cinching one. Those things made
all thedifference, and | would haveto remember that and concentrate on something else.
Likemy face. | wasfinally ableto smilefaintly as| examined my features, turning my head
back and forth. My hair waslooking better after having been thor oughly washed, but Garam's
original declarationsabout my uglinesswouldn't have changed. It was -

" Aelana, areyou ready?" Fearin'svoice called from theinner sittingroom. " If you are, we're
hereto pick you up.”

| was curious about who the" we" might be, and got the answer to that assoon as| joined
them. Talasin and Garam stood with Fearin, and they all looked me over as| approached.

" Ah, you'rewearing them," Fearin said, obvioudy referring to the clothes. " There'safaint
chill in theair tonight, soI'm glad you are. W€'ll go on to thedinner in amoment, but first |
need to tell you three something L okkel and Ranander have already been told.”

That got him our attention, just asl'm sureheknew it would.

"1 had a brief conversation with our Guardian,” Fearin continued, hisvoice lower than it had
been. " He's occupied with something now so we won't be having a gathering for a while, but
he'svery pleased with our efforts. There'sonly one major change he wants, and it'sthe onel



told you to expect: hefeelsthat Princeljarin will beinvaluableto us, so hewantsusto do
whatever's necessary to keep him with us."

Garam shook hishead in resignation while Talasn smply nodded, and then it wastimefor my
reaction. Fearin already had hiseyes on me, waiting for it, knowing in advance how pleased |'d
be.

"1 agreed to use my skillsasa Kenoss and a Shadowborn for thiscampaign,” | said with a
shrug. " If either of those thingswill keep the barbarian with us, you can count on meto supply
them."

"Maybethat'swhat attractshim to her," Garam said with a deep chuckle while Fearin
scowled. " Helikes having women beat up on him, and knows how good a job she'll do. Let her
try it, Fearin, and then we'll know for certain.”

"Misplaced humor, Prince Garam, isin certain caseswor sethan no humor at all,” Fearin
responded, hisdispleasure still aimed in my direction. " Areyou overlooking the fact that thisis
an order, and not onefrom me? Would you liketo bethe one held responsiblefor failing to
obey that order ?"

The question wasn't really aimed at Garam, but it still made hisamusement disappear. All it did
for mewas produce frustration, that and resentful anger.

"Let'sjust relax and see how thingsgo,” Talasin said soothingly, and a glance showed hewas
talking to Fearin aswell asto me. " If our Guardian wantsit we'll haveto giveit to him, but
maybeit will be easier than we expect. |f we all work together it certainly should be, so let's not
worry about it now. What 1'd like to worry about isdinner, to keep mefrom starving wherel
stand.”

"Sarving!" Garam said to him with aridiculing laugh. " You? You must have eaten four or five
timestoday already, and | ill don't under stand whereyou put it. Or why you don't outweigh
your horse."

"Those of uswho work hard need food to keep usgoing,” Talasin countered with agrin for
Garam. " If you ever get to be one of us, you'll find that out. | wonder what they plan to serve.”
By that time we wer e started on our way out of my apartment, Fearin and | caught up by their
nonsenseand carried along. Heand | both knew the argument wasn't over, but for the moment
wed let it lie.

Thedinner turned out to be an almost formal affair, something | should have guessed from the
semi-dress clothes Fearin and the others had been wearing. Theroom wewalked into had a
largetable and an even larger number of servants, all thereto help servethefeast. Ranander
and Lokke had arrived before us, but so had the barbarian Ijarin - and the twin princesses.
Thetwo girlshad the big barbarian backed into a corner whilethey talked at him, leaving
Ranander and L okkel freeto come over and greet us.

"Really, Fearin, you must have aword with Ranander," Lokkel said asthey reached us, but
surprisingly the Healing Master seemed on the ver ge of laughter. " Hethrew that poor man to
the wolves without the dightest hesitation.”

"They weregoing to start listing all their complaints and demands again as soon asthey were
through trying to for ce a beauty spell out of Master L okkel,” Ranander explained, looking
totally unashamed. " | knew that, so | asked mysdlf if they'd liketo know that Ijarin isa crown
prince. You can see what the answer was."

"1 didn't think you wer e capable of that much cruelty even in sdlf defense,” Fearin told him,
working to keep from laughing aloud. " Under other circumstances| would applaud your
ingenuity, but you must remember what our Guardian said. If Princeljarin istalked to death
we'll all beintrouble, so I'm afraid I'll haveto ask Prince Talasin and Prince Garam to go to
hisrescue."

Fearin'stwo victimsflinched at the order they'd just been given, but therewas no way out of it
for them. Fearin wastrading two princesfor one, obvioudy hoping theincreasein numbers
would offset thefact that they weren't crown princes. | hadn't thought | wasin the mood to find



anything funny, but somehow that tradedid it for me.

"1 hate smirking females," Garam muttered, and | looked over at hisglareto seethat he
meant me. " If I'm in too many piecesto help with the manhunt tomorrow, you'll find alot lessto
smirk about."

With that he ssomped off after a foot-dragging Talasin, which wasa very lucky thing. If he
hated smirking females, | didn't want to think how he'd react to grinning ones.

"1'll takejust a moment to check everything, and then we can start themeal," Fearin said to
therest of usbefore he moved toward a door in theright-hand wall. | wondered where he was
going and what sort of checking hewould do, but wasn't left to wonder long.

"He'sgoing to usethe Power to make surewewon't be poisoned or attacked,” Ranander
supplied helpfully with asmile. " Wecan't really trust these people, you know, not after we
conquered their city, but Fearin won't make things wor se by checking wherethey can seehim
doit. There'sasmall retiring room behind that door, and he'll cast his spell there."

" And then it will finally be safeto indulge,” L okkel added, back to hisusual impatience. " 1've
been waiting to sample that wine ever sincel first heard about the Chief Administrator's
cellars”

"Thenitisn't possibleto cast a healing spell that would "heal' any poison there might be?" |
asked, suddenly curious. " The poison would haveto start to work before you could do anything
about it?"

"Even if 'healing' the poison wer e possible, it wouldn't be possiblewith wine," L okkel
explained, unexpectedly patient and interested in answering. " Alcohal isin itself a poison,
although onewe're abletotoleratein moderation. If | attempted to 'heal’ the wine, there would
be nowineleft when | wasdone. You see... "

Hetook my arm and guided me dowly toward the table as he spoke, giving all the details about
healing and winethat | could possibly have wanted. Weleft Ranander behind us, a Ranander
who hadn't looked very pleased. I'd gotten thedistinct impression he'd wanted to talk to me,
but L okkel had taken over and walked me away. Very briefly | wondered what he'd wanted to
say, then forgot about it. Ranander being Ranander, he'd certainly get around to telling me at
another time.

It took longer than the moment Fearin had said it would, but after a while he was back and we
were ableto take our placesat thetable. Hiswas at the head of the tableto my left, and on his
left he placed Talasin, oneof the girls, Ranander, the second girl, and Garam. All three of the
men looked asthough they'd lost their appetites, but thistimethey weren't alone.

"Your placeisheretomy right, Princeljarin,"” Fearin said with an easy smile, hidden
satisfaction behind it. " To your right will be Aelana, and to hersMaster Lokkel. Let'sall be
seated.”

Therewas a consider able amount of foot-shuffling while those on the other side of the table
moved themselvesto their places, but our side needed only a few stepsto do the same. | could
feel the barbarian's eyes on meagain, asthey'd been almost from the moment | walked in, but
| continued to ignore him. Since L okkel had been talking to me, Ijarin hadn't tried to come
over; asl sat, | decided I'd seeif it was possible to continue using the Healing M aster in the
sameway for therest of themeal.

" That food looks delicious," camefrom my left, a clear testing of my decision. " Which of the
wineswould you liketo try first?"

"1 won't bedrinking,” | answered without turning my head, then looked at L okkel on my right.
"Wasthewait worth it, Master Lokkel? Arethecellarsliving up to their reputation?”

"1'll need to tastethe other vintages before knowing for certain,” he answered, staring
critically at the pretty pink winein the glassgoblet he held. " Thisoneisdefinitely above
average, but | haven't yet decided if it ranksas superior. The decision requiresabit more
testing, | think."

Hedrained the goblet in a single gulp before holding it out to the nearest servant for refilling,



and that waswhen | knew my plansweren't going towork. You don't taste win by swallowing it
whole; all you accomplish that way is eventual unconsciousness. The sinking feeling insde me
was not on my face, I'm sure, but the samewasn't truefor thegrin I glimpsed on the face of
ljarin.

"Dinnerslikethiscan bevery dull without someoneto talk to,” he said, a casual comment
casually made. " You look better than you did earlier today, morerested and happier. Aren't
you glad now that | turned up?"

| made a sound of ridiculeto show what | thought of that comment, then reached for a piece of
cheese. | wasbeginning to feel hungry, but didn't liketheidea of eating while being stared at.

" Did you know that 1've been invited to join your inner group?" he asked after abrief pause.
"Master Fearin believes| can be of help to all of you, and I'm considering whether or not to
accept. 1'd probably enjoy the experience and come away with a respectable amount of plunder,
but I have enough wealth in the Far Mountainsto maketheidea of plunder only a minor
consideration. What | find moreimportant ishow I'm treated by the people around me. It's
unreasonable, | know, but | usually refuseto stay wherel'm not wanted - by everyone."

He said his piece and then leaned back to let a servant begin tofill hisplate, showing with a
gesturethat hewanted a little of everything. Another servant cameto my right to do the same
for me, but | left her to her own deviceswhilel seethed in frustrated anger. It wasalmost as
though that miserable barbarian knew how important his staying was consdered, and that |
didn't daretest thetemper of a god by being the oneresponsiblefor hisleaving. Hewastrying
totrap me, most likely because of that prophecy he'd mentioned.

The servantstook their timefilling our plates, alanguid air demanded by the customs of upper
classsociety in that city, but | didn't mind. It had cometo methat only under very special
circumstances can you win a battle smply by defending. Attack and counterattack arethe
usual keysto getting thejob done, and | had thetimeto think along those linesfor a while
beforethe servantsfinally faded back to let me see an Ijarin who was paying mor e attention to
methan to hisfood.

"Living all alonemust bevery hard for you,” | commented with only a glancein hisdirection
whilereaching for another small wedge of cheese. " Mountain retreats may provide scenery,
but they don't do much in the area of companionship. That must bewhy you'retrying so hard
here."

"What areyou talking about?' he asked in bewilder ment, hisfood now forgotten entirely. " |
don't liveall alone, and | don't under stand what would make you think | did.”

"Why, it'sobvious," | said, turning on my own version of surprise. " Didn't you just tell methat
you refuse to stay placeswhereyou're not wanted by everyone? Sinceit would beimpossible
for anyone to find a place wher e every single per son around wanted them there, the only
alternative would beto live alone. And what will happen if even one of our guardsmen decides
hedidikes having you around? Won't you haveto leaveright away, even if therest of usdon't
want you to?"

By now | waslooking at him with what | hoped was convincing innocence, but he didn’t seem to
notice. He was too annoyed to notice much of anything, the annoyance due, undoubtedly, to the
fact that he couldn't think of what to say in answer. His attention shifted from meback to his
food and stayed there, and | wasfinally ableto turn to my own meal.

Most of thedishesweren't bad at all, and my servant had given me some of everything but the
mor e exotic offerings. Pickled bat tongues, for instance, was an acquired taste, and those who
haven't acquired it usually don't want any of the dish near them. With an appetite that was
improving by theday | was ableto do justice to the meal, but when | sat back with the goblet of
water |'d asked for | had the definite feding I'd soon be working off - or regretting - what 1'd
swallowed. | wasbeing stared at again, and the starelooked like it had no intentions of being
distracted elsawhere.

"Why areyou so eager to berid of me?" ljarin demanded softly after a moment, hislight blue



gaze unmoving. " Did | offend you by trying to rescue you? Does something about me,

per sonally, offend you? What havel done?"

"You decided to use me without first finding out if I wanted to beused,” | answered, caring
nothing about thefaint hurt that came along with hiswords. " Y ou searched me out for areason
- your reason that had nothing to do with my needs and wants - and smply assumed 1'd go
along. | didn't likeit when the Inadni did that to me asa child, and | didikeit even more now.
Especially sinceyou're not the Inadni. If you happen to like being taken advantage of, that's
your business. For mysdlf, | don't."

"1 see," hesaid dowly, an odd expression having taken over hispreviousone. " These I nadni
used you badly, and you believe | want to do the same."

"Wdl, don't you?" | said after sipping at my water. " If rescuing me was all that concerned you,
you would have left as soon asyou found out | didn't need rescuing. Instead you insisted |
come along with you - again for your own reasons- and when | refused to do that you decided
to stay. Now Fearin hasasked you tojoin us, so you think you can use hisdecision to push me
around. | don't know what good you expect it to do you, but if you want meto say | join the
othersin welcoming you, I'll beglad to. | join the othersin welcoming you."

"You'reglad to say it, but that doesn't mean you mean it," heinterpreted, showing that he did
indeed understand. " If | want you to mean it, | first haveto provel don't intend to useyou
badly. All right, that soundsfair enough.”

"What do you mean, that soundsfair enough?" | demanded, seeing hisnod as heturned
toward the helping of sweetshe'd been given for dessert. " What do you think you're going to
do?"

"1'm going tojoin thegroup just as|'vebeen invited to do,” he answered, giving hiswhole
attention to the chocolate-covered fruit. " Beyond that... Well, who knows? Things do happen,
even things people don't expect. We'll both just haveto wait and see.”

Hesmiled at the spoonful of dessert before eating it, but that wasn't strange at all when
compared towhat he'd said. | still didn't really know what he'd said, and | wasn't at all sure he
did either. | wasjust about to challenge him on the point when Fearin decided tojoin the
conversation. He'd spoken to Ijarin afew timesduring themeal, but | hadn't paid attention to
what they'd discussed.

"Did | hear you say you've decided tojoin us?' he asked the barbarian, sounding really
delighted. " I didn't mean to eavesdrop, but | somehow got the feeling Aelana wasn't being as
friendly asit's possibleto be. Shetendsto be stiff with strangers, but just give her alittletime.
As soon as she getsto know you I'm sure she'll relax and let you see how shereally feels."

"1 don't know if I'vetrained hard enough to face that," the barbarian replied with abland
glancefor Fearin. " Being allowed to see how shereally fedls, | mean. I'll admit | thought at
first that shewas stretching thetruth or lying to her sdlf, pretending to be a full member of this
group when shereally wasn't. After thisafternoon and tonight, though, | can seethere'sno
wishful thinking about it."

" No, nowishful thinking," Fearin agreed, his glance sent in my direction. " Her skillsand
talentsmake her just asimportant to thisgroup asany of therest of us. The only thing | wish,
though, isthat her capacity for eating would increase a bit more quickly. That dessert, for
instance- "

" Doesn't stand a chance of getting away untouched,” | interrupted, at the sametime pulling
the bowl closer to me. " | happen to have a weaknessfor thisparticular dessert, so your wish
has been granted. Now you can stop bothering me."

"1 think 1'd enjoy meeting whoever it waswho taught her to bethat graciousand tactful,” the
barbarian commented whilel took thefirst delicioustaste of the chocolate-covered fruit.
"Therearea coupleof things!'d enjoy teaching them.”

" Funny how |I've had that samethought,” Fearin agreed with a chuckle. " Along with another
thought, of course.”



| could feel both sets of eyes on me and thought Ijarin was about to ask about Fearin's second
thought, but hewasn't given the chance. Just at that moment a guardsman bur st into the room,
looking downright paleashehurried over to Fearin.

"High Magter, there'strouble,” hegot out, asif we couldn't already tell. " The duty officer was
inspecting the guard posts, and found one unmanned. He thought they'd gone off after
something suspicious, but to leave their post entirely unmanned... He sent for a squad, had
them search... They found themen in adark corridor, all of them dead... Theduty officer's
certain that meansthere are assassinsin the palace.”

Fearin was on hisfeet by now, the Power glowing faintly around him, his gaze unfocused and
distant. Hewas sear ching the palacefor intruders, | thought, being alot morethorough than an
army of guardsmen could be. He stood silent and intensefor along string of ticks, almost
straining without moving a muscle, and then he was suddenly back with us.

"1f they're here, they're protected against my sear ching them out," he growled, the sweat of
effort suddenly on hisbrow. " And they'd also be ableto get through thetraps| set. There's
only one other thing we can do - if it's possible. Aelana?"

Hiseyeswerethefirst to cometo me, but everyone else'sfollowed quickly enough. | felt a
strong flash of disappointment that | was being interrupted before1'd finished my dessert, but
therewasreally no help for it.

"It might work," 1 grudged, putting my spoon down and standing. " Obvioudy I'll havetotry."

| thought briefly about using the room Fearin had used earlier when he'd checked thefood for
poison, but that would have added an unnecessary wall. What | needed was fewer barriers, sol
moved toward thecorridor. | could hear footsteps beginning to follow me, so | held up a hand
without turning.

" Everyone stay wherethey are,” | directed, hoping | sounded officiousrather than evasive.
"Don't move any morethan you haveto, and try to keep those girlsquiet. Thisisgoing to bea
stretch even for me."

Thetwin chatter boxes had been taking turnssqueaking in alarm and demanding to know what
was happening, but as| left theroom their noise suddenly cut off. They'd either been gagged or
threatened, and it didn't matter which aslong asthey were quiet.

Onceout in thecorridor, | saw | had to give up the hope of having no one thereto watch me.
Two guardsmen stood to either side of the door, and their expressions said they'd dierather
than leavetheir post. Ah well, word would have gotten around anyway...

| crossed to what shadows there wer e on the opposite side of the corridor, between two candles.
Even as| stopped | could feed my body drawing the dark, bringing it closer so that it might be
used. The shadow deepened, shar pening my senses and strengthening them, sending them out
to search for those who would attempt harm. The beast wasn't far from taking me over, but
somehow | was ableto hold it back whilel used its abilities.

Thechill of the night clarified and became mor e intense, but that was a nothing meant to be
ignored. | heard the sound of running footsteps many placesin the distance, booted feet
running in afamiliar cadence. Guardsmen, then, hurryingin their search to find theintruders.
Others shuffled out of their way to stand trembling, which made them servantsand daves
watching nervoudly.

Thesharp smell of fear distracted mefor a moment, but that, also, was nothing. Those who
stood not far from me, staring wide-eyed into the darkness|'d gathered... Terror wasin their
sweat and trembling. When | looked at them they shrank back, their cringing posture begging
meto know they meant no harm...

And that waswhen | heard it, the sound I'd been trying to separate from all the others. A large
number of calmly determined footsteps, stealthy in their hurry, one set among them stumbling
rather than walking. Soft-soled shoes and one set of boots, theintrudersand an unwilling
guide...

Nearly did | merge completely with the beast then, the better to move through the darkness



and meet them on their way. Their blood would have tasted sweet in my mouth -

And that waswhat let me pull out of it, the memory of thetaste of enemy blood. | couldn't do
that again, refused to do it again, especially when it was unnecessary. The shudder | felt stayed
on theinside, where even theterrified guardsmen couldn't seeit, and then | was striding past
them and back into the room.

"Well?" Fearin demanded as soon as he saw me. " Did it work?"

" Almost too well," | said, then shook my head to dismissthe unnecessary comment. " There
are about a dozen of them, they have a prisoner who's guiding them, and they're only about two
corridorsaway. They should be herein notimeat all."

" Sergeant, you and your men takethe princessesinto that room," Fearin ordered the
guardsman who'd brought the news, pointing to theroom 1'd decided against using. " | want the
three of you to stay in there with them, and if anyonetriesto comein after you without
knocking, you'reto cut them down. And if it isn't one of usknocking, do the same. Move!"

The guardsman pounded his shoulder to acknowledge the orders, then ran to collect thetwo
men Fearin had undoubtedly spotted during his own search. Thetwo had to be bellowed at
beforethey would comein and get started with their chore, and thegirlshad to be pulled to the
room by Garam and Talasin. Theamount of confusion involved in that smplea doing was
incredible, and when the door was closed on thelast of it we all felt relieved.

" All right, we can't have much timeleft,” Fearin said then, reaching acrossto loosen hisblade
in itsscabbard. " I've sent a mind message to the officer of the guard to come herewith as
many men as he can, but | don't know if he under stood the message. Even if hedid it will take
them timeto reach us, so we'll haveto hold off theintrudersuntil help arrives. Lokkel, you and
Ranander and Adlana get into that far corner, and keep an eye on thefight. If - "

"Wait aminute," | interrupted even asL okkel nodded fuzzily and staggered off to do ashe'd
been told. "Master Lokkel and Ranander may be out of it, but the same doesn't go for me.
With only four of you to stand against a good dozen, it will be over so fast therewon't be
anything towatch. | can at least - "

"Dowhat?" Fearin demanded, interruptingin turn. " Conjureaweapon that will be useless
against men who ar e protected? Or have you decided you really want to turn the Shadowborn
loose again? It didn't look that way when you wer e out in the corridor, but maybel

misinter preted your reaction. If | did just say o, and therest of uswill stand back while you
handleit alone.

"1f you four go down, I'll haveto doit anyway," | said, tryingtoignoretheway | felt sick to my
stomach. " There'sno sensein letting you diejust to protect my tender feelings, so we might as
well doit likethat. You'll all haveto stay back, of course, and make sure our own guardsmen
don't-"

"Excuseme," thebarbarian said, taking histurn at interrupting as he stepped forward to stand
besdeFearin. " | don't know anything about this Shadowbor n you'retalking about, but ther€'s
something you don't know about. Aelana, | haven't seen you wearing any weapons. Am | wrong
in thinking that doesn’'t mean you can't usethem?"

" Of coursel can usethem,” | said, wondering what he was supposed to be getting at. " There
isn't aLife Seeker alive- and | mean that literally - who can't use every weapon at least a
little. What hasthat got to dowith - "

"It haseverything to do with the problem,” he said, reaching to one of the swor dbelts strapped
around him. " Beforel left the Far Mountains, one of my seers brought this sword to me and
told metowear it with my own. I'd know what to do with it when thetime came, she said, and it
lookslike shewasright. Ranander, just how strong a man areyou?"

"Me?" Ranander asked with surprise asthe barbarian handed me his second sword, scabbard,
belt,and all. " | don't understand what you'reasking, ljarin."

"1'm asking if you're strong enough to help usagainst mor e than twice our number of
attackers,” the barbarian said, speaking dowly and gently. " The only weapon | have left to



offer you ismy dagger, so you won't be able to face the enemy the way we do. Areyou strong
enough to stand asde whiletherest of us engage them, then help usout by taking them in the
back? For myself | don't think | could doit, so don't hesitate if you haveto refuse.”

" So that'swhat you weretalking about,” Ranander said with a grin that wasn't quiteas
innocent as othershe'd shown. " You thought 1'd consider it dishonorableto stab them in the
back. Well, under other circumstances| might, but not now. They think they're sneaking up on
uswith greater numbers, and I'm surethey're hoping we'll all be unarmed. Because of that they
deservewhatever they get, including being stabbed in the back. I'd be honored to borrow your
dagger for that purpose.”

ljarin returned Ranander'sgrin ashe handed over the weapon, and Fearin nodded with
distracted approval. Our numbershad now been raised to six, and that might make all the
difference. Therewas something no one had mentioned, though, and it did haveto be said.

" Ranander, check first to seeif they'rewearing armor,” | told him, settling the swordbelt I'd
been given around my hips. Ijarin had had to wear the belt on itslast notch, but it fit meas
though it had been madefor me. " Even if you only suspect they'rearmored, aim for a neck or
throat rather than a back. Wewouldn't want your effortsto be wasted.”

"1'll certainly dothat, Aelana,” heanswered, transferring hisgrin to me while he stroked the
hilt of hisborrowed dagger. " | won't let any of them hurt you, you have my word on it."

"Just don't let any of them hurt you,” | answered, drawing the blade to test itsbalance. " With
asword as sweet asthisonel can take care of myself.”

And | wasn't lying just to make him fed better. The sword hilt fit my hand as snugly asany
weapon |'d ever held, the balance of the blade so true | knew I could accomplish wonder swith
it. I'd haveto ask the barbarian whereit camefrom, but not right now, not when theintruders
had finally arrived...

Chapter 11

Theintrudersentered theroom fast with their bladesin their fists, some of which were alr eady
streaked with red. Theremaining servants had run as soon asthe guardsman had appear ed
with hisnews, but it looked like some, at least, had run the wrong way. Whoever their guide
had been was also not with them, and had undoubtedly been given hisreward for bringing them
wherethey'd wanted to go.

Nice people... They woredark green, tight tunicsand trousers, short boots, and were
dark-haired and dark-eyed. None of that meant anything to me until I heard someone behind
me mutter, " Kenoss!" and then | wasfurious.

"They'renot Kenoss," | announced in aloud enough voiceto reach everyone, sending a look
of disdain towar d the newcomerswho wereforming up in preparation for attack. " They're
sneaking cowar dswho aretrying to make you fear them by pretending to be what they're not."
" And how would you know, girl?" the onewho seemed to betheir leader spat, hisface twisted
with fedlings of insult.

" A Kenoss raiding party isnever all male" | answered with a grin of satisfaction. " They don't
wear boots, they don't form up befor e attacking, and they never ever answer insultsthrown at
them. What they doisattack with awar cry - likethis!"

| let theold, wild yell rip from my throat as| jumped forward, and sureasrain will fall from the
skiestheintruderswer e shocked into standing and staring or giving ground in fright. | reached
the one who'd spoken to me and cut him down, took the oneto hisright on the backswing, then



retreated beforetherest could react to my being there. They screamed in fury, then, having
lost two of their number in the blink of an eye, but moreimportantly they'd lost the possbility
of being thought Kenoss. And then they began to wonder about me...

But wonder or not, frightened or not, thefight wason. Themen | stood with were hardly the
prudent sort, preferring to stand there and wait to see what would happen. They werethekind
to make things happen, and using a sword was a special kind of joy to them. In an instant they
wer e all around me, and when the intruders came forward to do asthey'd been commanded,
they met awall of sharpened sted that had no intentions of crumbling.

Theonly thing that kept the fight from being over immediately wasthefact that wewere
outnumbered. Asfightersour attackerswerefairly good, but we wer e better than that and we
wer efighting for our lives. | caught a glimpse of Garam grinning at the two facing him ashe
forced them both back, of Talasin holding his second opponent off with side parrieswhile
concentrating on hisfirst victim. ljarin had one down and was pressing the other two hard, while
Fearin had also bested one, wounded a second, and was now trying for athird.

Morethan a dozen then, | thought as| tried to get thetwo in front of meto do something other
than smply defend. Their expressonsweregrim and they weren't about to run, but they hated
theidea of facing me. You don't pretend to be something to impr ess people unlessyou,

your self, areimpressed by that something, and it bothered them that I'd known they weren't
Kenoss. I'd known it too fast, too surély, too thoroughly... And theway 1'd taken out two of
their number without a single counter stroketrying to stop me...

| knew when each of them decided for himself that | had to be Kenoss, and | cursed under my
breath. They wereno longer fighting to get at me but away from me, which meant they were
dead men. When one of them camein fast and hard in an effort to drive me back, the second
broke and turned torun. Oncel gave ground thefirst was supposed to follow the second, but
none of it worked out for them. Rather than backing | blocked the attack with my blade, then
counter ed beforethe man wasready. My point went in through the middle of hischest, causing
him to stiffen as he coughed blood, and then he wasfalling.

| pulled my sword loose befor e the cor psetook it down to the floor with him, intending to follow
the second and finish him, but following turned out to be unnecessary. Appar ently Ranander
had materialized right in thefleeing man's path, and the dagger he held had not found armor to
stop it. The body wasjust crumpling to the floor at Ranander'sfeet when | looked up, and we
exchanged smiles beforeturning to therest of the fight.

But therewasn't much left of that fight. Garam was still playing with thelast of his, the man cut
in a score of placesand stumbling rather than backing. Fearin was also down to one, but he
wasn't playing. He used his elegant fighting styleto outstrip his opponent's excellent defensive
moves, then did his point into the man'sthroat. Just asthat happened Garam finished off the
poor soul he'd been toying with, hisapparent aim to end just when Fearin did. Garam looked
around with agrin to seeif anyone had noticed, but Fearin, at least, was mor e concer ned with
other things.

"Isthat it?" Fearin demanded as helooked around, hissword still poised and ready. " They're
all accounted for? All right, then it'stimeto take care of our wounded.”

Helooked around again and so did therest of us, but theredidn't seem to be anything to find.
We wereall spattered with blood, but none of it was our own. We'd not only survived the
attack, not one of us had gotten wounded. It was something to be glad about, but it was also
rather strange.

"Why should any of usbewounded?" Garam asked with alaugh when it was clear none of us
was. " The rabble was counting on usthinking we wer e fighting Kenoss, but the girl erased that
edge from the outset. Beyond that they wer e nothing, which we had no trouble proving."

"1 supposethat could betrue,” Fearin grudged ashelooked around again, then bent to wipe
his sword on the clothing of hisfinal opponent. " It'stoo bad none of usthought to save one of
them for questioning, but it probably would have been a wasted effort. If they were protected



from my Seeking, they would have undoubtedly died beforetedling usanything.”

That left the question of who they'd been and who had sent them, but before we could discuss
the point a large number of guardsmen camerushingin. Theswordsin their fistssaid they were
ready for afight, and they wilted a little when they saw that the action was already over. The
next instant order swer e being shouted, and swor ds wer e sheathed to free handsfor body
removal. It wasvery nearly amob scene, and | hurried to clean my sword on an intruder tunic
before both thetunic and the body wearing it wer e snatched away.

In themiddle of all that Fearin got thetwin girlsand their protectorsout of the small room, then
sent thegirlsback to their apartment with a strong escort. Their shrill demandswer e till
ringing in everyone's earsasthey disappeared up thecorridor, and | raised the goblet of fresh
water 1'd poured and drank from it. Thedessert I'd been for ced to leave unfinished wasa
ruined mess, too melted and warm to look or tastetheway it had. It had been seasonsand
seasonssincel'd last tasted that particular dessert, and I'd really been looking forward to
eating all of it...

"Let metakealook at you," Fearin said ashe cameup on my left. " | want to make certain
you'renot hurt in any way."

"Why would | be hurt?" | asked hisnarrow-eyed stare, uncomfortable with the way hewas
inspecting me. " | only faced two of them, and they were mostly interested in getting away from
me. | wasafraid that would happen and it did."

" Afraid,"” heechoed, now looking at me strangely. " Would you liketo explain that? Not that |
expect to enjoy your answer."

"What has enjoyment got to dowith it?" | asked, suddenly feeling very confused. " One of the
ways| knew they weren't Kenosswas the way they all but shouted they were. M ost people go
terrified at the thought of facing Kenossi, and they might aswell be unarmed for all the good
their weaponsdo them. No real fighter wantsto face someone who won't or can't fight back, so
we usually try very hard not to let them know who they'refacing. My two got the idea anyway,
which ended the fight for them faster than it should have."

" Sothat'swhy you didn't tell them you were Kenoss," he said, shaking his head with what
looked like faint exasperation. " We wer e outnumber ed mor e than two to one, and you stood on
apoint of honor. | supposeif not knowing had let them kill you, you would have been happier
still.”

"1f not knowing had let them kill me, | wouldn't have been a true Kenoss so none of it would
have applied,” | cameback with a small laugh. " Anyone can hold to a point of honor when the
going iseasy. Doing the same when the odds are against you isthetricky part, but if you
survive you know you've done something more than simply survive. No Kenosswill just settle
for life; it hasto bea quality life or ther€sno point toit."

Hewasfrowning again and looked like he was about to say something, but he never got the
chance. Thebarbarian ljarin chosethat moment to join us, and hiswordsgot said first."
"Adana, | wasworried, but | didn't haveto be” he enthused, stoppingtogrin at me." You
handleablade aswell as| do. Nicework." Then heturned to the man of Power. " Master
Fearin, you may have a problem with those guardsmen. If they'rethat upset from just seeing a
few bodies, how will they react when it comestime to make some of their own?"

Fearin didn't under stand what Ijarin wastalking about, and neither did I. Weboth turned to
look at the guardsmen, and saw that most of the bodies had been removed. Because of that a
number of the guardsmen werefreeto stand around waiting for their next orders, but that
wasn't all they were doing. They wer e also whispering to one another, and most of them looked
pale and shaken. At first | had no idea what was happening - and then | understood only too
well.

Fearin began to say something about how impossibleit wasfor those particular guardsmen to
be upset at the sight of bodies, but therest of his protest waslost behind distance when | |eft
theroom behind. | made surenot to look at anyone | passed on the way to my apartment, and



oncetherel went straight to the second sitting room.

Theroom wasdim with thelight of only a sngle candle, which meant it was still much too
bright. Even so | walked to the corner wherethe por ch-like windows gaped open onto the dark,
unwinking black. Not a singletorch on theinner walls of the groundswas sill burning, not in
that unending downpour ...

| felt like an absolutefool, and | hated myself for having behaved so stupidly. I'd actually been
laughing, for pity'ssake, asthough | werejust another human being, forgetting | could be
almost anything but that. Enjoy it whileit lasts, Fearin had said, and likean idiot 1'd thought he
knew what he wastalking about.

"What happened?' Fearin himsdf demanded ashe abruptly strodeinto theroom. " Why did
you disappear likethat?"

"1 felt like going back to my apartment,” | answered without looking at him, suddenly more
awar e of the chill in thenight air. It made mewant to shiver, but | refused to allow that.

"You could have said something instead of smply taking off,” he complained, coming forward
to stand to my l€ft. " First you werethere, and then you were gone. And why areyou sittingin
all but pitch darkness? Why don't you light mor e of the candles?"

Thedark iswherel belong, | wanted to say, away from where people can see me and start to
believe I'm just like them. I'm not like them, not since | was reborn into the shadows of the
dark, and I'll never be like normal people again. | wanted to say that, but it hurt enough
already.

"It has something to do with the way the guard was behaving,” Fearin stated after a moment of
slence, suddenly sounding absolutely certain. "When | told Princeljarin that that group was
from what our men call the Butcher Squad even though they number alot morethan an
ordinary squad, he had trouble believing it. The group was as skittish as shy young girlsunder
the eyes of men, and they looked asthough they'd had a bad scare. That waswhen | realized
that two of them had been in the corridor when you went out to search for theintruders.”

And they saw me as| truly am, | thought, feding the hard wood of the window brace behind my
head. Now they look at me and drown in fear, just the way so many of my own people did. I'd
never seen raw fear on the face of a Kenossuntil I, myself, caused the emotion to bethere. |
hated mysdlf for that morethan anything else, just theway they hated me.

"You know, | really thought you were moreinteligent than that,” Fearin said then, and
surprisingly he sounded annoyed. " If I'd known | was dealing with nothing mor e than another
slly littlegirl I would have sent you to bed with those other two. From now on | just may do
that."

"Who do you think you'retalking to?" | demanded, forced by sudden outrageto turn my head
tolook at him. He stood in the dimnesslike a br oad-shoulder ed shadow, armsfolded and head
up. " The day you find your self able to send me anywhere, that will be the day the gods come
down with shovelsto clear the streets after a parade. You can just-"

"Enough!" heinterrupted, overriding my abrupt anger with volume. " If you don't want to be
treated likeaslly littlegirl then stop acting like one! You're one of usin thisventure because
of the Shadowborn inside you, not because of your pretty blue eyes. Did you think you could
turn the beast loose without anyone ever seeing it? Have you for gotten it's already been seen?
Those guardsmen are mostly low-class peasantsin their outlooks and beliefs; did you expect
them to see anything but a demon when they peered into the shadows?"

"Leavemealone” | muttered, turning my head from him again. A demon was exactly what
they saw in the shadows, hideous and inhuman, aswilling to drink their blood asthat of the
enemy.

"1 won't leaveyou alone," Fearin denied, and then there wasa broad hand at my face, turning
it back to him. A ghostly blue glow now surrounded him, which probably meant he could also
seemeclearly. " Only a slly child would waste time sitting in the dark, feeling sorry for her self
over something that can't be changed. | can't useaslly child aspart of my command group, so



| refuseto let her stay likethat. And if you think | can't send you to bed early for afew nights
toteach you theerror of your ways, you forget who theleader of thiseffort is. And who
appointed him leader."

Theoutrageflared in meagain, and thistime | wasso furious| couldn't get any words out. That
hewould dareto even think of doing that to me, to take advantage of hisposition and
Diin-tha'sbackingto - to -

"Yes, that'sexactly right,” hesaid, and | could seethegrin hewore. " | would not hesitateto
ask for any help I might need, and then you would do exactly asyou weretold. You don't like
seeing peoplefear you; would you prefer to have them laugh at you?"

"No," | breathed through gritted teeth, unableto free my face from his Power -enhanced grip.
I'd never be ableto stand being laughed at and he knew it.

"Would you mind repeating that, and at dightly greater length?" he said lightly, paying no
attention to the way nothing but his Power kept the beast in me from breaking loose. " Take a
deep breath, reestablish control, and then tell me precisely which you want.”

Thestruggleto control mysalf wasbrief, but it was one of the hardest things|'d ever done. |
forced thered-edged fury back down to whereit was supposed to stay, took a shakier deep
breath than 1'd intended, then moved my gaze to him again.

"No, | don't want to belaughed at," | said, the sour taste of almost having lost control strong
in my mouth. " You win, High Master, and | lose. You insist on no brooding, so I'll certainly stop
immediately. Now go away and leave me alone.”

"You seem to havetroubleremembering who givesthe ordersaround here," hesaid, the
observation mild and faintly amused. " If you're not going to be brooding any longer you don't
need to bealone, but it is getting late. Sincetherearealot of things waiting to be done
tomorrow, we'll both go to bed.”

Hishand left my faceto close around my wrist, and then | was being pulled off the ledge and
acrosstheroom after him. | tried to pull free, even tried to trip him with akick, but his Power
wasn't letting it happen. | was hauled behind him into the apartment’'s bedchamber, and half the
candlesin theroom flared alight at theflick of hisfinger.

" Comfortable,” he commented ashelooked around, nodding at the lace and silk in various
gentle, blending colors. " A littletoo frilly to be perfect, but definitely comfortable. Stop herea
moment."

"Here' wasaround table half way to thelarge, canopied bed, and hedidn't wait for meto do
the stopping. He pulled me over to thetable, reached down to unstrap the swordbelt | still wore,
then took it and put it on thetable.

"Don't worry, the weapon will be safe herewith mine," he said, now in the midst of removing
hisown swordbelt. " You go ahead and turn the coversdown, and then I'll bethereto help you
with your clothes"

"What areyou talking about?" | demanded, hating how confused | felt. " Why would | need
help undressing? If you intend to humiliate me after all - "

"No, girl, you'remissing the point,” heinterrupted with afaint grin."1'm not putting you to
bed, I'm taking you there. | have nothingin my own bedchamber that can't beleft alone, so1'm
spending the night here. And you don't need help getting undressed, but you'll be getting it
anyway."

"Oh," | said, feding very foolish, especially with theway hisgrin had widened. " You must be
thinking I meant it literally when | said you won and | lost. | wasreferring to our argument,
which isn't the same asa physical fight. You can't takethat asan Earning.”

"Areyou trying to suggest | need another Earning?' he asked, hard blue eyes suddenly
pinning mewherel stood. " As| understood it, a man Earnsawoman for afull moon. At the
end of that time he either releasesher or makesthe mating per manent, but he doesn't haveto
Earn her again and again. Areyou telling mel'm mistaken?"

| would have enjoyed cursing silently under my breath, but with theway he waslooking at me



hewould certainly have noticed. | hadn't realized he'd found out quite that much about my
people, and that changed things.

"1 don't know why you're staring at melikethat," | protested, trying not to show how
uncomfortablel fet. " | wasn't saying you needed another Earning, | wasjust pointing out that
you hadn't gotten one. And considering that you're using your Power, you wouldn't have gotten
oneeven if you'd needed it."

"Why not?" he countered, immediately back to looking amused. " A man isentitled to use any
natural ability he has, and for methe Power isnatural. If I'd never learned to usea sword,
would that make another man'susing one unfair ?"

"If hetried touseit against you, yes," | answered, turning away to be certain my expression
didn't show how disturbed | felt. | would have preferred to be alone, but that obvioudy wasn't
going to happen. " And now that you mention it, why do you know how to use a sword? M ost
men of Power arelike Lokkel, out of shape and uninterested in changing. What made you do it
differently?"

"Walk alittlefaster,” hedirected from behind me. " I'd like those cover sturned down before
dawn. You want to know why | developed my physical prowesseven as| learned to summon
and usethe Power ? If you think about it, the answer should be obvious. Asyou passthrough
life, thereare dtuationsthat will requirethe use of your mind and othersthat require a physical
response. If you choose one area and neglect the others, the day will come when, no matter
how good you've gotten with your choice, you'll be facing defeat because your choiceis
temporarily useless. The Kenoss are great fighters. Do they rely on fighting skills alone and
ignor e the use of the mind?"

"How can you be an effective fighter without using your mind?" | asked, turning again to send
him afrown. " The body and mind haveto work together, one deciding what needsto be done,
theother seeingtoit. If you don't learn to coor dinate the two, you end up losing both.”
"Exactly," hesaid, pulling histunic off and putting it on the table with hisrobeand sword. " If
you don't let the mindless scream of a ber serker frighten you, you find it unbelievably easy to
cut him down. Once, when | wasvery young, | saw a High Magster almost killed by a woman
with a dagger. She was protected from his Power by arival High Master, and even though he
had thetimeto stop her physically hedidn't do it. He was paralyzed through having failed to
stop her with hismind, and so just stood thereand let her put a dagger in him."

" And she till didn't manageto kill him?" | said, frowning up at him where he'd cometo stand
near me. " Wassheblind, or just badly crippled?”

"Neither," heanswered with asudden grin. " Shejust didn't know how to use a dagger. She
stabbed down at him, probably aiming for histhroat, and managed to strike his collarbone
instead. The collarbonedid break, but first it deflected the blow enough to save hislife. You
haveto remember that there are peoplein thisworld who haven't been taught to use weapons
as soon asthey learned to walk."

"That meansshewascrippled,” | said, finding hisgrinirritating. " When you aren't ableto do
something you should be ableto, you're crippled. Not being able to because you're physically
hurt isn't the same. It'sdamned unfair, but you'renot crippled.”

"You know, | liketheway you look at things," hesaid, hisgrin softening as hishand cameto
my face. " I've never known a woman whose opinions so nearly matched mine - but who, at the
sametime, wasincapable of turning down a bed. Areyou trying to say you'd rather deep on top
of the covers?"

| came closeto growling at him at that, especially sincel could feel the points of warmth in my
cheeks. It wasclear |1'd forgotten about turning down those stupid cover s because that would
have been too much like inviting him, something | certainly had nointerest in doing. | might
have had to let him useme, but | didn't want him mistakenly believing it was my choice.

"1 know," hesaid when | didn't comment, hisarms coming up to circleme. " With all that
Shadowbor n and Kenosstraining, you never had the chanceto learn how to turn down beds. I'll



be glad to show you how to do it - as soon aswe get rid of these clothesyou're wearing.”
Heleaned down to kiss methen, at the same time putting his handsto my belt. It was one of
themost awkward stuations|'d ever encountered, and | couldn't keep from pulling back from
both hishandsand lips. He blinked at mein surprise, but didn't get angry theway 1'd morethan
half expected him to.

"What'swrong?' heasked. " Why did you pull away?"

"1 pulled away because| don't enjoy feeling stupid,” | answered, also fedling the warmth in my
cheeksagain. " Do you expect meto just stand herelike a carving, wondering what to do with
my handsand feet? I'll get out of my own clothes, and then you can - "

"No, no, no," heinterrupted, stopping me from reaching to my belt, and then suddenly he
scooped me off thefloor into hisarms. Two heartbeats later | was down on the bed, with him
leaning over me.

"1 apologize for making you fed stupid,” hemurmured, onefinger trailing up my cheek. " |
think you'll find it easier thisway, at least for awhile. And if you don't have what to do with
your hands, you can always put them on me."

Then he began to kissme again, lightly but in alingering way, his handsflat to the bed on
either sde of me. After a short whilel thought he'd forgotten about my clothes, but he hadn't.
Hewhispered to meto kick off my boots, and oncel had hetook care of my belt.

If | expected him to bejust asfast with my tunic and trousers, that just showed how little|
under stood him. He spent half of forever lifting the tunic away, kissng what he uncover ed
befor e uncovering any more. My entire body tingled before he wasdone, and | couldn't quite
control therate of my breathing. When he began on my trousers| discovered that my hands
wer etouching him, and had been doing so for quite sometime. The musclein hisshouldersand
armswas so delicioudy hard, the flesh so firm and warm... | wanted to touch him, but hewas
moving out of my reach. | tried to follow but herefused to allow that, instead making melieflat
to accept what he gave.

And what he gave were sensations|'d never experienced before. The bedcover beneath me
waslaceand | clungto it with eyesshut tight, moaning at the touch of hislipsand tongue. If I'd
had to defend mysalf right now | would surely have died, and serioudy thought | might anyway.
"Doyou likethis?" heasked suddenly in a murmur, the stroke of histongue leaving no doubt
astowhat "this' might be. " I'm certainly enjoying doing it."

"1'm goingtodie” | whispered back, the flamesin my blood burning so high they should have
ignited thelace. " Please, I'm going to die."

"Nonsense, you'reonly just beginning to squirm properly,” he said with a chuckle. " W¢€ll do
thisfor alittlewhilelonger, and then we'll turn down the covers. You should beready by then."
Ready to pass out, he must have meant, and | certainly was. My breath was comingin
squeaking gasps by thetime he stopped, and at first | didn't know he had stopped. My first
inkling came when he pulled the cover s out from under me, covered meagain, then did in
under the coverswith me.

" Now comesthe part we've both been waiting for," hewhispered, moving between my knees.
" Areyou ready?"

| didn't know that waswhat | wasready for, but when hethrust hisgreat desireinto minel
certainly found it out. | received him like sand receives water, drinking him in with ecstasy and
immediately demanding more. | held to him ashe gave memore, all that | wanted to the end of
time, and when the world exploded in searing flames| exploded with it.

Chapter 12

n't quitethefirst one out onto the porch the next morning for breakfast, but that was hardly
surprising. After Fearin had gone back to hisown apartment, I'd had to find some clear water



towash in beforel put on the clean clothing he'd Ieft. Tight but flexible cloth trousersin dark
green, aslver tunic of the same material, the soft, dark gray bootsnow adark green... | had
the feeling Fearin had been trying to say something about me admitting to be Kenoss, but |
couldn't under stand what. It was only during afight that it wouldn't have been fair to mention
what | was, and the presence of my new sword strapped around my hips should dowell in
cutting down on fights.
" Good morning, Adana," Lokkel said when he saw me, a faint smile appearing on hisface
around hischewing. " Thefood isfresh and very tasty, so do help your self.”
"1 fully intend todojust that,” | said with an answering smile befor e turning away from him. 1'd
also looked at him rather closdly, but therewasn't a single sign of the drinking he'd been doing
the night before, not even the shadow of a hangover. It cameto methat there must bea
definite benefit in being a Healing Master if you werethe sort who liked to drink; a small spéll
before or after, and the next morning no regrets.
| filled a plate with thefood Fearin had created some time this morning wondering, as|
reclaimed the chair I'd had the day before, where he'd gotten the strength. When he'd finished
with methe previousnight |'d fallen immediately aseep, and hadn't awakened until I'd felt his
hand stroking my bottom. It was somewher e around dawn, I'd noticed, and then | hadn't been
ableto notice anything but what he'd begun todotome...
| didn't quitesigh as| took a bite of the salted egg in my hand, followed by a cautioussip of the
hot tea from thecup 1'd poured. | had noreal interest in the sort of thing Fearin wasdoing to
me, not that it wasn't pleasant, of coursg, it was certainly that. A pleasant diversion that wasn't
meant to be taken serioudly, especially not by someone like me, but | felt very confused. | till
didn't understand why hewasdoingit, or at least why he wasdoing it with me. He couldn't be
serioudly interested, not someone like him with an ugly ex-dave -
"Weéll, that's certainly an improvement,” avoice came, and | blinked back to wherel wasto
see Talasin sitting down in the chair grouping with a plate of hisown. " Y esterday you refused
tolook at thefood, but today you're definitely looking at it. Possibly by tomorrow you'll
progressfrom staring to eating.”
"1t so happens| am eating,” | answered, raising the bitten-into egg to provethe point. " Just
because| don't swallow thingswhole the way you do doesn't mean 1'm not eating.”
"1t mugt beall that light and warmth out therethat'simproved both your appetite and your
mood," he came back, gesturing with a grin toward the new day. " Or maybe it wasthat bit of
exer cisewe had after dinner. | happened to see your swordwork, and if there was any doubt
about your being Kenossthe doubt isnow gone. You weren't joking about your women being
just asgood asyour men."
"Why would anyone joke about something likethat?" | asked, shaking my head at him. " When
you say you can fight, ther € susually someone around who decidesto make you proveit.
Especially when you don't have bulging muscles and room-width shoulders.”
" Oh, there'sno doubt about you being ableto fight, Adlana," another voice chimed in, and then
Ranander was sitting down with us. " They were so afraid of you that the onewho didn't run
fought likeamadman. For amoment | wasafraid you'd need my help, but you did just fine
without it."
"Weall did just fine," Garam put in asRanander grinned, settling himself with a plate. " At
first | thought Fearin was crazy, wasting three bladesto protect those femaleswhen we were so
badly outnumbered, but it worked out just fine. None of ushad any trouble.”
"Those girls must be even moreimportant than we've been told,” Talasin said, chewing his
food thoughtfully. " I know Fearin knows how good with a bladewe all are, but he was cutting
down our chances by cutting down our numbers. And speaking about those girls, Ranander,
why aren't they herefor breakfast, giving everyone a hard time? Y ou haven't done anything
foolish, have you?"
"1f 1'd had to go near them again I'd definitely have been tempted,” Ranander answered with a



laugh, hisface open and friendly. " Luckily for me, though, the High Master decided they'd be
better off staying in their apartment until we have some idea about who sent those attackers.
He also said something about not wantingtorisk our livesagain to protect theirs."

" That'sdefinitely why hedid it, then,” Garam said with a nod, hisbrow furrowed. " Those
females areimportant enough for him torisk our lives, and hisown aswell. | don't think we
need to ask who put that kind of a value on the girls, but there€sanother question needing an
answer . Who could possibly have sent those attacker s?"

" Couldn't it have been some element in thecity, trying to rid themselves of conquerors?” |
asked when no one else offered any sort of suggestion. " | mean, it would stand to reason. Who
else would know we're here, and who else would benefit if wewerekilled?"

"Your guess may sound reasonable, but it just isn't possible,” Garam denied with a shake of
hishead. " Therewas power and planning behind that attack, but no oneisleft in thiscity
capable of either. We made sure of them all the night we attacked, both administratorsand
military leaders, with only a few having escaped us. Therest we took care of yesterday, before
they could have had a chanceto arrange anything like that attack."

" And don't forget they were protected from Fearin's Power," Lokkel added to what Garam had
said. " That would take someone with a good deal of Power of hisown, but Fearin checked the
city thoroughly before we attacked. There was no one here with that kind of Power."

"Isthat supposed to mean no one sent the attackers?" | countered, looking back and forth
between the two leader sof our army. " Those men simply got together becausethey were
bored, and for that samereason decided totry their luck with us? Of cour sethat would mean
they weren't protected against Fearin's Power, hejust thought they were. He made a mistake
because hewastired after along day and they werein a position to take advantage of his
weariness. Well, now that that's settled we can for get about it."

"You'reright, it isn't settled and we can't forget about it," Fearin himsef said, coming over to
stand near our circle of chairs. "We'l all have to keep our eyesand earsopen to seeif wecan
lear n anything, but answering the question won't beour first priority. It'smoreimportant that
wefinish up with thiscity, then continue on our way."

" Thingswill go faster now that it'sstopped raining,” Talasin told him. " No matter how willing
men areto keep going, they don't get very far dogging through knee-deep mud.”

"That'spart of the problem my men have had,” Garam agreed. " There€'snothing but stragglers
left for ustoround up, but therain madeit harder to dig them out. If thegirl really can find
Brangol, therest should bein our hands by sundown.”

"They haveto be" Fearin said, hisexpression determined. " Sinceyou'll beleaving tomorrow
with the advance guard, today isthe last chanceyou'll have. Lokke, I'll need our talentstoday,
and yoursaswell, Ranander. Talasin, you'll overseetherest. Finish your meals, now, and then
well get toit.”

Heturned away from usto go to thetable of food, and the othersbegan to eat just alittle
faster. Fearin'senergy and hurry always seemed to rub off on those around him, that and some
of hisother fedingsaswadll. | silently scoffed at myself for thinking of that, then turned my
attention to my own food.

Weall finished at just about the sametime, and Talasin left first. Lokkel went directly over to
Fearin, but Ranander paused to tell me he'd see melater before doing the same. Garam looked
asthough hewanted to comment on that, but he had already shifted too far over to the business
at hand to waste timewith teasing.

" Okay, wheredowe start?" Garam asked me, still looking the least bit skeptical. " | have my
gpecial squad waiting, so what do you want them to do first?"

"Thefirst thing | need issomething our quarry worerecently, preferably unwashed,” | said as
| walked back to thefood table. " Tell whoever you send for it towrap it in something without
touchingit. Wedon't need alot of different scents confusing theissue."

"You expect to usedogs?' heasked ashewatched me. " That wouldn't be a bad idea, except



that wedon't have trained dogs. And what do you need all that food for? Areyou afraid of
missing the noon meal ?"

"You can't expect to get the answer syou want without doing alittle bribing," | returned, giving
him something of a smileas| wrapped my plunder in alargecloth. " All right, I'm ready to
leave now."

" 1f you expect meto ask who you intend to bribewith food - " he began, then cut off the vocal
annoyance with a snap. He did want to ask, and didn't careto look like afool by saying he
wouldn't and then doing it anyway. We both turned toward the door to the corridor, Garam
stomping along for a few stepsin silence, then he decided to try to return theannoyancel'd
given him.

"1'll bet you can't wait until later,” he said, glancing down at me sideways. " Being in the middle
of awar ishard, but I've heard it said that waiting makesit sweeter."

"What areyou talking about?" | asked, honestly at aloss. My mind had goneto the best way
to start the search, and what he'd said made absolutely no sense.

"1'm talking about theway Ranander said he would seeyou later,” Garam supplied, giving me
the same sort of smilel'd given him." The boy isobvioudy crazy about you, which is something
most girlsseem to like. That'swhy | said - "

"Ranander and | arefriends,” | interrupted hisnonsense, finding it impossible not to fedl the
annoyance he'd wanted meto. " | know the concept of friendship ishard to understand when
you've never had any friends, soyou'll just haveto take my word for it."

"Friendship isn't what he's feding,” Garam corrected, surprisng me by not showing insult.
"He'sgot it bad for you, girl, and no matter what he says he'snot interested in just being
friends. He watches every move you makewith agrin | never knew hehad in him, and if he
doesn't have plans already made |'ve never seen a man who did. If you want him that'sup to
you, but if you don't you'd better handleit.”

Handleit. We'd stopped just past the doorway into the corridor, and | had to keep mysalf from
turning back to look at the man who had joined Fearin. Garam being Garam he could have been
trying to givemeahard time, but | couldn't bring myself to believe that. Garam had completely
changed hisattitude toward me, and | remembered what Ranander had said beforethe attack,
about going to bed with me...

"1 don't want to haveto hurt him, so maybel can talk him out of it,” | muttered half to mysdlf,
wondering if that would be possible. " If he's been watching methat closely he ought to know
how badly he d dotrying for an Earning.”

"What'san Earning?' Garam asked, frowning at theway | shifted the food bundle out of
discomfort. " Theword seemsto mean something | heard about, but | can't remember what."
"It meansthat any man who wants a K enosswoman hasto Earn her," | answered, still mostly
distracted. " He hasto be a better fighter than sheis, and he hasto proveit theonly way it can
be proven. If Ranander ever tried toEarn me... "

"You'd do him for good and always," Garam finished for mewith adirty laugh, the frown
completely gone. " | know the camp women like being with him, but that's probably because
he'seasy to please. You just send him back to them and then everybody will be wherethey
belong.”

For somereason Garam's attitude was really rubbing me the wrong way, but beforel could say
anything to him the situation changed. The private conver sation we'd been having abruptly
becameless private.

"Well, good morning," avoicesaid, just about thelast voice | wanted to hear. " You don't seem
to waste much time getting started with a new day."

"Thosewho liketo deep late don't usually get involved with war s of conquest, Princeljarin,”
Garam answer ed, visibly shifting ground from something else that he would have preferred to
say. Seeing Garam back down that way, certainly at Fearin'sorders, added to my annoyancein
away that | didn't haveto under stand to fedl.



"Which meansyou might try rethinking your decision to stay whileyou're having breakfast,” |
said, giving him one of those smiles Garam and | had been exchanging. " If you head for home
right now, you can deep late every day without worrying that you're missing anything."

"Oh, | never eat breakfast when | do aslittle as|'ve been doing,” the barbarian answered with
the same kind of smile while Garam choked, Ijarin'slight eyesbrightening. " That means|
can't rethink any decisions, but it also means|'m freeto join you two in whatever you'r e about.
That is, if you don't mind, Prince Garam."

"Not at all, Princeljarin, not at all," Garam said immediately, obviously to keep mefrom
voicing a different opinion. All those" princes’ back and forth were making me queasy, but |
doubted if either of them cared. " Fearin said he wanted you involved as soon as possible, so
thegirl and | are delighted to haveyou. Aren't we."

Garam nudged mewith the question, none too gently or subtly, but Ijarin pretended not to
notice. All he did was smile pleasantly at me, waiting for the agreement |'d been ordered to
give, so | shrugged.

"1f hehasto, hehasto,” | grudged with a sigh, briefly meeting the light blue gaze on me before
looking away with indifference. " I'll get thejob done no matter how much of an audiencel
have, and hewon't be ableto hurt anything - "

"Weregoing that way, Princeljarin,” Garam said hastily as he gestured up the hall. " Shall we
get started?"

| could feel a pair of eyeson mefor a moment beforethe barbarian gavein to Garam'srequest
and gtarted off up the corridor, but | ignored whatever reaction he'd shown to my prodding.

L ess easy to ignore was the shove and scow! | got from Garam, a silent dressing down behind
ljarin'sback. It wasn't Fearin who wanted the man with us, | was supposed to remember, it was
someone alot more powerful. Did | want to find the sort of trouble none of my skillsor talents
would be ableto get me out of?

The answer to that should have been obvious, but as| followed thetwo up the corridor, |
wondered.

Garam's special squad waswaiting for usat the front of the palace, and he sent two of the men
ahead tofind thearticle of used clothing I'd requested. Therest of usfollowed at a mor e sedate
pace, heading for the man Brangol's house and thereal start of the search.

The streets of the city were as busy asthey'd always been, but the busyness was one no citizen
would have recognized. Armed intruder swer e ever ywher e, most buildings and houses|looked
half torn apart, and asfar asany citizen went, theredidn't seem to beany. Thefearful hid in
whatever shadowstherewere, peering out at their conquerorslike daves, and therest - The
rest were slaves.

"Theresanother cofflegoing out now,” Garam said to ljarin, pointing to a chained line of men
being for ced towar d the city'sgate. He'd been telling the bar barian what hisfor ces wer e doing,
and had gotten up to thefate of the people still alive.

"You'resdling everyonein the city asdaves?" ljarin asked, looking asthough he was
bothered by theidea. " Isn't that on the unusual sde?"

"It takesalot of gold to keep an army moving and happy,” Garam answer ed, too busy looking
around at theworking guardsmen to notice ljarin’'sreaction. " But no, we're not selling everyone
as daves. Those who are healthy and strong have been chosen, those with soft lives or
formerly good businesses. Wefirst relieve them of whatever gold and silver they have, and
then we collect apricefor them. I'll bet the girl's not too unhappy about all this, considering
what they did to her."

"You really werea dave here, then," thebarbarian said, turningtolook at me." | thought |
might have been mistaken, that you'd only been pretending - It doesn't bother you that others
are having doneto them what was for ced on you? Just as unwillingly and just as completely?"
"'Bother' isthewrongword touse" | answered with a shrug, watching the sumbling, moaning
line of men who were being prodded out of their city and their former livesforever. | was



made a slave because most of those people allowed it. They liked the idea of davery because
they weren't bright enough to under stand that it might be someone e se being collared today,
but who knows about tomorrow? Aslong asdavery is possible, tomorrow it could beyou

wear ing the chains. No matter how safe you fedl, no matter how convinced you arethat it could
never happen, aslong asit can be doneto othersit could also happen to you. With some
people, it'salesson that hasto belearned the hard way."

"1 think they'velearned it,” ljarin muttered, also staring at the coffle. " Doesit help if you
learn alesson too late for it to do you any good?"

"It helps us,” Garam put in with agrin. " What else arewe supposed to worry about? L et's get
moving again, we'realmost there."

He headed off to theleft and | followed, leaving the barbarian tojoin usor not as he pleased.
ljarin had sounded really ... bothered by what was happening to the people around him, as
though he was used to being able to do something to help. It was nice to want to help people, at
least it was nicefor those doing the helping. For those being helped, it would do more good if
they wer etaught to help themselves. Dignity and satisfaction come from helping your salf, but
idealists seem incapable of under standing that.

Another two streets brought usto an area of middling-good houses, most of which no longer
had doors. | could feel hidden eyes on me aswe walked, adding to the discomfort of the
growing heat of theday. Thetrail would lead me deeper into the heart of the city, something 1'd
known from thevery first. It would be wor se there, mor e eyes and even mor e fear, especially
when | found theman...

"Therethey are” Garam said, pointing to two guar dsmen standing in front of one of the
undamaged houses. " Those are my men, and it lookslike they found what they were sent for."
"Makesure" | told him, keeping my voice low. " If what they found doesn't belong to our
qguarry, or was handled by them or others... It could turn out wor sethan smply wasting our
time."

"Why?" hedemanded, stopping to turn and look at me. " What do you intend to do that will
make it wor se? We need the man alive, remember, and ableto talk to us. Tell mewhat you'll
bedoing."

"1 didn't ask why you want the man, so you don't get to ask how I'll find him," | retorted,
noticing that the two guardsmen wer e coming to usrather than waiting. " Make surethey did
what you told them to, and then | can get to it."

"If it'sthat important, then you make sure,” he said, stepping back a littleto give me a better
view of the men who had reached us. " If you don't need meto help do thefinding, you also
shouldn't need mefor the questioning.”

Therewas a hard gleam of satisfaction in hiseyes, the result of what he'd doneto ease his
feelings of insult. The men wer e his, and hehadn't told them anything about taking ordersfrom
meor answering my questions. When | got nowherewith them then he would take over, but not
before he made metell him what he wanted to know. It wasatypical Garam strategy, but he
hadn't seen what I'd just noticed. Good and bad aren't alwaystwo sdes of a coin; if you spin
the coin fast enough the two sides become the same.

"Comecloser,” | told thetwo men very softly, the two who had stopped asfar from me asthey
possibly could. Their faces held no expression, but their eyessaid they'd heard things... They
glanced at each other when they realized what 1'd said, then came dowly, cautioudy, just a
little, closer.

"Tell mehow you know the article of clothing belongsto the man we're after,” | said, still
speaking softly but looking directly at them. " If you're convinced of it, | want you to convince
They glanced at each other again, their faces paling just a bit, then one of them cleared his
throat.

"We- ah - used the house dave," he offered, forcing himself toreturn my stare. " The boy



hates hismaster, and can't wait until we catch him. He did real bad to that boy - When we freed
him he couldn't stop thanking us - He swear sthetunic belongsto Brangol, and hedidn't wash it
because he wasn't a lave anymore.”

"We have no choice but to assume the boy wastdling thetruth,” | said, not happy about
needing to accept the word of a dave. Some of them, especially the younger ones, grew to like
what was doneto them... " And he also convinced you that no one else had been touching the
tunic, not even him?"

" Thething wasflung into a corner, by Brangol himsdf, so theboy said,” the guardsman
answered with anod. " He cameracing in after the main attack, threw things around looking for
what hewanted, then ran out again. The boy hasn't seen him since."

" And you two made surenot to touch it yourselves," | said, needing to hammer home the point.
"1f you did, all | need isfor you to show mewhere."

"By all thegods, lady, didn't neither of ustouch it," the second man said fervently, hisvoice
trembling very faintly. " Not when we knowed it was you who wanted it."

" They never disobey anybody who's good with a sword,” Garam put in, his expression neutral
and hisgaze calmer than I'd expected it to be. " Do you have everything you need now?"

"1 hopeso,” | muttered, putting a hand out for the bundle the second guardsman still clutched.
Heedged closer to giveit to me before backing away again, then flinched when he saw the
scowl Garam was sending. It took me a moment to under stand that scowl, and when | did |
couldn't wait to get away from them all.

"1 need to bealonefor thefirst part of this" | said without looking at any of them. " Wait here,
and when we'reready togo I'll call you."

It wasn't necessary to wait for any agreements, so | didn't. Therewasan alley between
Brangol'shouse and the next onetoit that |'d already decided on, so | strodetoward it without
another word. Garam had been angry with hismen, but not for thereason I'd expected. He d
known they'd answer me, hadn't been expecting anything elseas|'d thought at first, but he'd
gotten angry over thefear they'd shown. Asthough he knew what sight of that fear did to me.
His comment about swords, trying to excuse their behavior that way... Garam had been
arrogant and insensitive; why couldn't he have stayed that way?

| reached thealley and continued on intoit, trying to under stand why | had such trouble when
people were niceto me. It wasn't easy when they hated and despised me, but somehow it was
easer to copewith. If, afew daysearlier, someone had told me Garam would end up trying to
protect my feeings| would have laughed right in their face...

"All right, let'sget on with this" | muttered, ssopping amid a scattering of garbage and other
refuse. Alleyslikethisweren't used by the people of the neighborhood very often, so public
davesweren't sent in to clean them up any more often than every now and then. The smell
wasn't too bad either, nothing likewhat it wasin the alleysaround the market place. | cleared a
piece of ground with my booted foot, crouched down and scatter ed some of the looted food |
carried, then straightened up again.

"1 bring a gift of food, brothersand sisters," | said softly in thelanguage of rats. " Come and
takeit, for | would speak with you."

| had to step back just alittle befor e even the scout would show himsdlf, but oncel did he came
scurrying over with nose and whisker stwitching. He grabbed a mouthful of my offering without
taking his eyesfrom me, his ears swiveling even while he chewed, and then he sounded the
all-clear. Half a dozen other rats appeared instantly then, mor e hanging back in the shadows,
and it didn't take long befor e the food was eaten. Only then did the other s come out, to lick up
crumbsand droplets of what had been there, while those who had eaten stood looking at me.
"You havemore” oneof theratssaid in the squeaking hiss of their language, arat larger than
therest. " Giveit tome."

"Intime" | answered, feding all therest of theeyesjoining hispair. " | have atradeto offer."
"We can takethefood,” heanswered, gathering himself without moving a muscle. " Together



we can takethat food and the flesh of your bonesaswell.”

"You know better than that," | replied, letting him see and feel my amusement. " | am not like
the others, and none of you would ever eat again.”

" No, you speak to usasthe othersdo not,” therat grudged, hiswhiskersquivering ashe
realized therewasno fear smell on me. " What trade do you offer?"

"1 seek one of my own kind," | said, letting myself feel nothing but total assurance. " He
nested in thisdwelling beside us, but hasleft it. | will have hiscurrent nesting place, and you
will havethefood | guard. | will tradefor no other thing."

"Thereismuch metal buried not far from here,” therat tried, hisvoicetaking on the least
coaxing quality. " It is many-times-touched metal, the sort your foolish kind desires even above
food. | will show you whereit is."

"1 seek the one of my kind who nested here," | repeated, pretending | hadn't heard him just
theway he'd donewith me. " | will have his current nesting place and you will have thefood |
guard. | will tradefor no other thing."

"What if the one you seek has goneto feed those about him?" therat asked, histail moving
with frustrated swings. " What, then, will you tradefor ?"

"Nothing," | answered, making theword very flat and final. " | will takethefood | guard and
return tothe othersof my kind."

Therat paused to think about that, hisblack, beady eyes staring while hisnose and ears
twitched. If I'd given them the choice of doing something easier than sear ching for one of those
they hated and feared, they would have lied and told me Brangol was dead. Now they knew
they had to find him in order to get thefood | " guarded,” and werewondering if they could
takethe food without needingtotrade. | let theleadt, distant thought of the beast trickleinto
my mind, and suddenly all of the ratswere quivering.

"Indeed areyou unlikethe othersof your kind," theleader said, held in place only by his
overwhelming desirefor thefood | carried. " We will seek the nesting place of the oneyou
would have."

"Good," | said, clearing my mind in order to calm my small allies. " | have a thing belonging to
theonel seek, so you can know his scent. Take only the strongest scent, even should there be
others.”

| opened out thetunicin thecloth it waswrapped in without touching the tunicitself, and put it
down wherel'd put thefood. Oncel stepped back again theratsall cameto examineit with
their noses and tongues, and once they had what they needed their leader sent them off. All but
the core group disappear ed, and theleader looked up at me again.

"1, too, will seek the oneyou would have," hesaid. " Wewill return when we have found it."

"1 may well beon thisvery spot,” | answered, shifting my hold on the sack of food. " If | am
not, | will not return.”

"Wego now," heanswered in agitation, and then he and his half dozen scurried away asfast as
they could. Timehad very little meaning for them, and food was the only thing they hurried for.
They now knew that if they didn't hurry they would losethetrade even if they found the man.

| stood wherel wasfor a short while, and then | went back to the mouth of the alley to gesture
for Garam. If theratshad left a scout to watch me, | didn't want the watcher to believel'd gone
away to never return. Garam strode over with the barbarian right beside him, and the two of
them looked at me questioningly.

" 1've got the sear cher s moving, and now we havetowait," | told them. " Hopefully it won't be
too long await, because | can't leavethisalley. Assoon as| find out anything I'll call you to
joinme."

"You've contacted runaway davesin hiding,” Garam guessed, pointing afinger at me. " That's
why you took thefood, and why you couldn't meet with them in the open. You really think
they'll be ableto find where Brangol's holed up?"

"If it'spossibleto find him, my searcherswill doit,” | assured him, resisting the temptation to



laugh at hisguess. " Just remember to keep your men well back when | tell you it'stimeto
follow. My sear cherstend to be on the shy side, and they won't appr eciate having you and your
squad on their heds."

" Then what you need isan intermediary,” ljarin jumped in as Garam nodded. " If you can't
leave thisalley and Prince Garam isn't supposed to cometo you, you need someoneto carry
messages back and forth. Obvioudly the job of messenger hasto be mine."

"That'sareally good idea, Princeljarin,” Garam said so fast | only had timeto part my lipsfor
my own answer. " That way you won't feel asthough you're smply wasting time. Men used to
action don't enjoy wasting time, and we wouldn't want you to get bored.”

Bored enough to leave, wasthe emphasis put on the words by Garam's eyes, the message
reaching mein the hardness of hisstare. If you say no and he does leave, guess who gets
blamed by someone not human and definitely not merciful. A long message for one pointed
stare, but it came through without any confusion.

" No, of coursewewouldn't want him to get bored,” | agreed with no enthusiasm whatsoever .

" Then he might go off looking for someone elseto bother, and what a tragedy that would be.
All right, if you're coming, comeon."

| turned away from Garam'snear growl and walked back to the placel'd been standingin the
middle of thealley. Light footsteps followed me, and the only bright part of the Stuation was
that the barbarian didn't sound like a bull charging through the brush. | looked around casually,
knowing it was much too soon to expect the answer | wanted, and suddenly afinger cameto tap
my shoulder.

"What makesyou think 1'd want to find someone else to bother when it's so much more
rewardingto bother you?" the barbarian asked when | turned my head toward him. " 1'm
beginning to really enjoy forcing my presence on you. Aren't you having fun?"

" Oh, absolutely,” | agreed solemnly, seeing at oncethat he wastrying to get even for the....
cool way 1'd been treating him. " Thisisthe most fun I've had in - oh, at least two full seasons.
But at least you're learning something important from it."

" And what would that be?" heasked, honestly puzzled. " How to develop an infinite amount of
patience?"

"You'relearning what your placein life would have been if you hadn't been born aprince” |
told him with something of a smile, not surprised that he'd fallen into thetrap. " Y ou know, what
your current jobis"

" A messenger,” heall but growled as| went back to looking around in the shadows of the
alley. | wasreally hoping that ljarin would get so insulted he walked away, but no such luck.

" Soyou think | couldn't have gotten anywherein thisworld if | wasanything but high born.”

| shrugged at the statement, feeling he'd under stood me well enough, but that didn't end the
discussion.

" Or maybeyou think something else,* hesaid, and all traces of insult were gone from his
voice. " Maybeyou think that if you treat me badly enough I'll go away and you can for get
about the prophecy. I've discovered you didn't mention the prophecy to Fearin and the others.”
"Most propheciesare hogwash,” | stated, letting him hear the disgust in my voice. " They're so
vaguethey could cover anything, and usually end up doing exactly that. For the few that refer
to specific events, they only come true when people start to fiddle with them. If everyone
ignored them instead we' d never be bothered by 'prophecies coming true' again.”

"Inaway you'reright,” hesaid, and | heard him shift asthough heleaned a shoulder against
the wall we stood near . " Peopl€e' s actions ar e always tied into prophecies, but not just when
they try to do something. Doing nothing isalso an action, and comes fully equipped with itsown
consequences. Wouldn't you at least like to know something about the prophecy you're
involved in?"

"No," | stated, completely certain. " And the only onewho thinks|'m involved isyou, which
hardly makesit an unarguablefact. | considered the source and decided | didn't careto waste



thetime"

"You know, | don't have all the patience and self control in theworld," he said, the growl
suddenly back in hisvoice. " I've been trying to make allowances, but 1'vejust about reached
thelimit. I'm not going away, so why don't you stop trying to make it happen.”

"Now that'sfunny," | said with a small laugh, ddlighted that | wasfinally reaching him." A

bar barian making allowancesfor me. How noble can you get?"

"Haveyou ever been put over aman'sknee and had your backside soundly smacked?" he
demanded, hisvoice not quiteaslow asit had been. " Somehow | doubt it, or you wouldn't be
playing thisgame with me. Take my word for thefact that you'rejust about to the point of
earning that experience and don't say another word. If you do, you and | will havetrouble being
friends.”

"Friends?" | echoed, finding it necessary to turn and look directly at him. " You listen to me,
friend, and believewhat | say. | wasa dave in thisstinking city for almost two full seasons, and
every heartbeat of that time |l wastold to keep my mouth shut and watch what | said when | did
speak. When | told them what to do with themselves and said whatever | pleased, they strung
meup by thewristsand had a guar dsman teach me better with awhip. It hurt morethan you
could possibly imagine, but | sill said whatever | pleased. Do you under stand what 1'm telling
you?"

"1 think s0," he agreed with a calm nod, hisarmsfolded across his chest and one shoulder
leaning against thewall. " You weretreated aslessthan an animal for an eternally long time,
and now you'refighting with the urgeto strike back at anyonein reach. Y ou know the people
around you aren't responsible for what was done, but urgeslikethat are hard to reason with.
It'safight to keep yoursdf under control, and if you get pushed too hard you'll loseyour grip
on that contral.”

"Leaveit to abarbarian to read something like that into a smple statement,” | told him in
disgust, then turned away befor e he could see how unbelievably close he'd come. | had no idea
how he knew, but | didn't careto pursuethe question. " What | wastrying to get acrosswasthe
ideathat if you don't like hearing what | say you can alwaysleave. If you choose not to leave,
don't complain.”

"1 wasn't complaining,” hecorrected, and | could aimost feel him looking down at me. " | was
war ning you what to expect if you took that last step acrosstheline. | won't beat you with a
whip, and | won't causeyou agony. I'll punish you likealittlegirl for acting likealittlegirl.
Frankly, I'm surprised it hasn't already been done.”

"By who?" | asked with asnort of ridicule. " Do you think 1'm part of thisgroup because of my
beauty and sweet disposition? No Kenossis easily taken, and somearealot harder than
others. You'll find out about that if you hang around long enough, but don't expect to enjoy what
you learn."

"Someday I'll tell you what | already know,” he said, and there seemed to be afaint smile
behind thewords. " Right now, though, I'll suggest an answer to your question. Master Fearin
strikesme asa man to bereckoned with, and I've seen him get somewhat unhappy with you. If
he decidesto put you over hisknee, | don't think you'd be ableto argue very effectively.”
"He'd need hisPower todoit, and I'm sure he has better thingsto do with hisPower," | said,
beginning to get bored with the conversation. " If you insst on bending my ear, why don't you
tell mewherethissword comesfrom. I'd be curiousto know who it was made for ."

"1t wasmadefor you," heanswered, and thistime ther e was definite amusement in hisvoice.

" But we can't go into that because you don't believe in propheciesand also don't want to hear
about them. Why don't wetalk instead about why you believe none of the men around you
really care about you? Including me, of course."

"Wheredid you come up with that?" | demanded, exasperated enough to look at him again. " |
never said anything like that, and wouldn't even have been silly enough to think it. I'm not here
to be cared about, I'm meant to add my talents and skillsto the general effort. If | wanted to be



cared about 1'd go somewhere else.”

" And wherewould that be?" hereturned, those very light eyeslooking straight down at me.
"1f | asked you to nameaplace, | don't think you could. And one of the thingsthat gives me
that idea istheway you act with Prince Garam. Y esterday he was defending you, today he's
fedling protective, and you're already flinching over what tomorrow might bring. I'd say you
wer e happier when hewastreating you likea dave."

"1 don't liketo bebothered,” | said dowly and clearly, wanting him to under stand what | was
saying. " Garam isnow bothering me, so of course |l was happier when hewas pushing me
around. Hewasn't bothering me."

"lseither one of us supposed to believethat?' he asked, one eyebrow raised. " Prince Garam
is becoming concerned about you, but you don't seem ableto believethat. You've probably
been wondering what he expectsto get out of you, and not being able to come up with an
answer isconfusing you. Or confusing part of you. Another part knowstheanswer and is
frightened, while another part yet r g ectsthe whole thing. No one will ever be concer ned about
you, so why bother even thinking about it?"

"How about the part of methat'swondering why no one haslocked you up yet?" | asked,
folding my armsasl| returned hisstare. " Do barbarians believein letting crazy men run around
loose if they happen to be a prince?"

"Nofair tryingto start a different argument,” hesaid with agrin. " Wearen't finished with this
oneyet. Part of you wants to be cared about, part of you isuncomfortable being cared about,
and part of you doesn't believe it will ever happen. That'swhy it surprisesyou when Prince
Garam getsangry on your behalf, why you havetrouble dealing with it, and why you don't
simply tell him to mind his own business. One mind with three different emotions.”

"Four," | reminded him. " You'reforgetting about the part wondering why you aren't locked up.
If you pulled thisnonsense on aregular basis back whereyou come from, they had to have
been delighted to see you leave."

"If it'ssuch nonsense, why aren't you coming back at mewith details proving how wrong |
am?" hecountered. " And yes, | did do thissort of thing back home, and not only because | was
trained to doit. My father hasalways had thetalent to feel what those around him do, and | got
it from him. Our people believe you can't have areally good ruler without thetalent.”

"That doesn't surpriseme,” | said with anod. " Not even a little. Areyou finished now, or
would you liketo go into details about theway | walk?"

"You walk ddlightfully,” he said with awider grin. " Perfectly balanced at all timeslikea
superb fighter, with alittlewiggle thrown in to show you'reagirl. Shall I go on?"

"Isit possibleto stop you?" | countered. " Short of killing you or hurting you really badly? I'm
almost to the point of trying those last resorts, you see, so if you have any other suggestions
you'd better makethem fast."

"1f you'resaying | ought to be spanked, you'retoo late," he came back with alaugh. " That
was possible when | wasa very small boy, but not since then. Do you have a better idea now
about how | wasfedling just alittle while ago? And why you'd better under stand | meant what |
said? You've been treating me miserably, but sncel know why you'redoingit | haven't
stopped caring about you. If you push metoo far I'll kegp my promise - even if Prince Garam
beatsmetoit."

"Thistimel refuseto ask what you'retalking about,” | said very firmly, closing my eyesto rub
at them. " | doubt if even you know, and if thisgoes on much longer I'll probably turn ber serk."
"You'redriving Prince Garam crazy with theway you'retreating me,” he said with a chuckle.
"Heknows how badly Fearin wants meto stay, and Garam'spicturing you drawn and quartered
if you chase me off. Thelonger it goes on theangrier Garam gets, especially since he'snot
enjoying having to smooth thingsover every timeyou open your mouth. After thislast episode
he'sright on the edge, and if you push him over he'll surpriseyou again.”

| really don't enjoy conver sationswith or about crazy people, but | was saved from having to



smply turn away and ignoreljarin. | heard a small scurry a short way down the alley, and when
| turned tolook | saw the scout in the shadows. It should still have been too soon to hear
anything, but | didn't careto take the chance - or missthe opportunity...

Chapter 13

" Stand still and don't say aword,” | told ljarin over my shoulder. " No matter what you see,
don't even breathe hard unless| say you can." Then | took a couple of short stepsforward and
spoketo the scout. " Do you return with word for me?”

"Hewho eatsfirst would have you cometo him," the scout answered, still hugging the
shadows. " Thereisanother of your kind behind you."

"That other isherewith my permission,” | said very carefully. " Heand morelike him will
follow meas| follow you, for their task isto capturetheonel seek. | will allow none of them to
harm you or yours. In what place doesthe onewho eatsfirst wait?"

"Theplacel will takeyou to," the scout answered, still ill at ease. " How do you mean to follow
methrough thelow places?"

"1 cannot follow you through the low places,” | said, suddenly realizing we had a problem. " As
you can see, | am far too bigto fit. Areyou ableto find your way acr ossthe open, wherel can
passwith ease?"

"1 know the way through the open, yet cannot traverseit till the lower darknessrisesto cover
thelight,” the scout said, retreating another whisker into the shadows. " When those of your
kind see my kind, those of my kind are often put beyond eating. | do not wish to be put beyond
eating."

"1 am unableto wait till the lower darknessrises," | said, knowing how much harder it would be
for Garam'smen at night. " Perhapsthereisanother way. Would you ride my shoulder and
direct mefrom there? Should any then attempt to do you harm, | would be ableto disallow it.
Areyou ableto do such athing?"

Thescout grew very ill, asthough suddenly cast in stone, and a handful of breaths went by
beforethe motion of lifereturned.

"Therearethose who are protected by your kind asthough they were cherished,” the scout
said in a much lower voice. " Many times| have seen this, and many times| have wonder ed.
Why are none of my kind ever cherished?"

"1 ... havenowordsto speak of it,” | ssumbled, wondering if that could really bewistful hurt in
therat'svoice. " Your kind and mine... Perhapsyour kind istoo freeto be cherished in such a
way."

"Toofree" therat repeated, now sounding sad. " Yes, we arefree, and shall likely remain so.
It would please meto ride your shoulder and know your protection as| do so. Do you wish to
go now?"

"First | must send word to the othersof my kind,” | answered. " | will be with you after | have
doneso."

| turned back to ljarin then, and found him staring at therat with the strangest expression on
hisface. Then his stare cameto me, and he shook himself asthough he had just comein out of
adownpour.

"You weretalkingtothat rat,” hesaid, hisvoicefilled with near disbdlief. " It spoketo you and
you answer ed. | sthat who your searchersare, the city'srats?"



" Some of thecity'srats,” | corrected, wishing | hadn't let him stay. " They may have found
Brangol, so I'm going to let thisone lead me to wherethey think heis. Tell Garam not to follow
too closely, but to try not to lose me. And tell the prince, Prince, that if any man triestokill a
ratinthisareaI'll kill the man. Haveyou got that?"

"Yes, | think | have," hesaid with a dow nod, and the gods must surely have been smiling
because that was all he said. Heturned then and made hisrelatively silent way out of the alley,
and | wasableto turn back to the scout.

"You will ridehere" | said, tapping my left shoulder before crouching down and putting out a
hand. " The other shoulder must be free should the need ariseto protect you."

"You would let meride so closeto thefood you guard?" the scout said, coming owly nearer.
"You must bevery sureof your abilities."

" Should the onel seek betruly found, thisfood | guard will belong to you and your kind," |
said, holding my extended hand very still. " Do you believe | would guard your food less well
than my own?"

"No, | cannot believe such athing," the scout said, very nearly shaking hishead. " Y ou must
know, then, that | would not seek to takewhat isyoursto guard. | marvel at how clearly you
seemy kind."

And | marveled at thefed of tiny clawed feet climbing into my hand, and the sight of bright
black eyeslooking up at me. Thiswasn't thefirst timel'd spoken torats, but it wasthefirst
timel'd touched onethat was till living. Not to mention one who so obvioudy trusted me.
"Perhaps... perhapsyou would careto accompany mewhen | return tomy kind," | said, the
wor ds spilling out before | could decide whether or not | should be saying them. " | do not urge
you to do such athing. Merely do | offer the suggestion as one you might careto consider.”

"1 will be honored to consider your suggestion,” he said, whiskersand small body quivering.

" Thedecision will bea difficult one.”

| made a sound to show | understood, and | certainly did. Being scout for a pack wasavery
important position; if the scout lived, he usually became leader when the current leader wasno
longer ableto maintain himself. Scoutstried all food sourcesfirst to seeif they were poisoned,
and if they were poisoned only the scout died. If they weren't poisoned then theleader and his
females cameto eat, but the scout didn't lose out because he had already eaten. That let him
grow strong enough to eventually take over - which would never happen if this particular scout
came along with me. | didn't know which way he would decide, but there was something about
him that hadn't let me hold back on the offer.

But thiswasn't thetimefor smalltalk. | lifted thelittle gray body dowly and carefully to my left
shoulder, waited until he had a good grip on my tunic, then just assowly straightened up. |
expected convulsive grabs and exclamations of fright when | started to walk, but all | got were
sounds of delight. My new friend appar ently loved being so high off the ground, and was all
ready to seethe sights.

Which was much better than the sights seeing him. Therewas still no sign of peoplein the
streets beyond the occasional beggar, who no longer had who to beg from. Befor e the city was
taken | would have had troublewalking the streetsin daylight with arat on my shoulder, but
right now the only reaction | got wasthebeggar licking hislips. Happily my littlefriend didn't
seethat, and | didn't point it out to him.

| wasdirected toturn first in hisdirection, then toward my empty shoulder, then to go straight,
then to turn toward him again. The distance was much shorter when onetraveled through the
low places, | was assured, and below the level therats used was a space big enough for
someone my size. |'d heard about the catacombsthat wer e supposed to lie beneath the city, but
| had nointerest in seeing them. Thekey to finding a safe way through those catacombs had
been lost hundreds of seasons ear lier, and those who went down to explore were never heard
from again.

"Hewho eatsfirst awaitsusin the shadows of the place beyond this next turn toward your



empty shoulder,” the scout said, obvioudy referring to the next alley. " The nesting place of the
oneyou seek will then beright besde me."

"1 don't know how any of them were ableto pick up hisscent in thisstink," | muttered, looking
around at an area that was sickeningly familiar. It was closer to the center of the city, and the
streets should have been filled with people coming and going, beggar s and thieves plying their
trades, shopkeepersselling their wares. It was a place wher e city slaves had once been kept,
only recently having been abandoned because of the stench. Those who cameto hirethecity's
daves had complained about being sickened, so the daves had been moved to a smaller but
sweeter -smelling place.

And no one had cared that our agony had been added to with the smaller cage size. The
customer swho cameto hire our sweat wer e happy, and that wasall that had mattered.
"Areyou ailing?" thelittle scout asked, sounding concerned. " Wereyou not ableto hear me?"
"1 heard and understood and am not ailing,” | answered, forcing mysalf to take a deep breath
of that putrid air. " Before we approach the one who eatsfirst, | must speak with the other s of
my kind. | would not wish to seeall our effortsmadein vain."

| moved casually back up the street, just agirl and her rat out for a pleasant stroll, and caught
sight of Ijarin not far away. When | moved to the side of a boar ded-up stall and gestured to
ljarin, heglided over tojoin me.

"Therehaveto be a score of eyeswatching usfrom every building,” he murmured ashe
looked down at me, and then he smiled. " Let's pretend you're offering to sell me countless
delightsand I'm listening with interest."

"Listen tothiswith interest,” 1 countered, trying my best to match hissmile. " That big building
on the next street, the one with metal closing off all thewindows... That'swhere Brangol is
supposed to be. Tell Garam to send some of his men to the next street over, to cover thedoors
on that side. The only other doors are on thisside, so he shouldn't have any trouble.”

"Later you'll haveto tell mewhat bothersyou about that place,” hesaid, the smileno longer
with him. " Your littlefriend looks perfectly comfortable, and later 1'll tell you what Prince
Garam said when hefound out who your searchersreally were. | don't know if | can get across
the way he closed hiseyesin pain, but | havetotry."

Thistimeit wasalittle easier to match hissmile, and then he was gone to pass on my message.
Since he'd been right about all the eyeswatching us, | strolled back to the proper alley then did
intoit. Theleader rat and hisfollower swerethere, and they all became excited when they saw
me.

"We have found the one you seek, for he nested in a place familiar to most of us," theleader
said. " Thetrade has now been completed, and we will have thefood you guard.”

" Although we have not yet found the onel seek, thefood isyours,” | said, taking the scout
from my shoulder and placing him gently on theground. " It may bethat the one | seek has|eft
to find yet another nesting place, and if so | shall return with morefood to trade. Isthis
acceptableto you?"

"It isacceptable,” theleader said, quivering even harder as| set down and opened the bundle
of food 1'd been carrying. The scout immediately began to eat, and rather than wait the leader
jumped tojoin him. Whilethe leader ate he scattered tidbitsaround to therest of hispack, and
they all swallowed it with moans of delight.

"When you have finished with thisfood, you must leave thisarea and not return unless|
accompany you," | said after a pair of moments. " Others of my kind have noted your presence,
and they will know that somehow your kind guided me and mineto thisplace. If they catch you,
you will never eat again.”

"Wewill leavethis place and not return,” theleader agreed, appearing a bit bloated, but still
looking around for moreto eat. " Thefood you guarded was marvelous, and it would delight me
if the one you seek hasfound another nesting place after all."

"1f heishere, | may well be ableto bring morefood in thanks," | said with a smile. " If so, | will



bring it to the placewherefirst we met."

"Wewill hear your call and come," therat said, looking up at me. " Now wereturn to thelow
place and our own nests.”

He and his pack moved dowly off into the shadows, and soon there wasno morethan asingle
rat left. It was my littlefriend the scout, and | smiled while | waited for him to say that he was
going back with me.

"My kind has never known one such asyou,” he began, those black eyeslooking directly up at
me. " | had not believed it possibleto fedl such delight while doing something other than eating.
Therewasno fear for mewhen | rode your shoulder."

"1t seemsasthough you have made your decision," | said, crouchingdown soI'd beableto
offer my hand when thetime came.

"1 haveindeed made my decision,” he said, and hisvoice had turned sad again. " Hewho eats
first hasbegun to be feeble, and soon | must challenge him for his place. It ismy duty toward
the others, the pricel must pay for having been allowed the privileged place of scout.”

" But - asscout you could havedied,” | protested, then realized hewasn't under standing me.

" As scout you might have been put beyond eating. Isit not enough that you risked all eating
for the others? With me, you would eat whenever you wished, with therisk nolonger there.”
"Thetaste of the food you guar ded told methe same" he said, and now the wor ds seemed
gentle. " Werethe choice mine | would accompany you to be cherished, yet the choice belongs
to duty. Eat well in peace and safety, and rest assured that | will never forget you."

Hisbright black eyesrested on me a moment longer, and then he turned and disappeared into
the shadows. | wasalone again, asusual, but thistimel didn't know if | could stand it. | hadn't
realized how much 1'd been looking forwar d to having someone who trusted me, someone who -
| straightened to my feet, pushing the entireincident out of my mind. Therewould never be
someone who trusted me and liked me, not when you stopped to think about who | was.
Expecting anything else wasimbecilic, and the scout had made theright choice after all. Now |
would never be ableto turn on him and betray histrust, not accidentally or on purpose. Alone
wastheway | wasmeant to be, and | couldn't afford to let myself forget that.

When | made my way out of the alley, Garam's men werejust breaking into the old dave
building. Not all of them werein sight, though, which had to mean therest wereat the other
doors. When Garam saw me, he gestured me over.

"1f wedon't all get knocked over by the smell, we should know in alittlewhileif thequarry's
here" hesaid, actually looking dightly green. " It'sthe perfect hiding place, but I don't know
how anyone could stand it. Any guar dsmen who came by must havejust kept going.”

" After awhileyou get used to thesmdll,” | said, studying the building with present eyesrather
than in memory. " No one can avoid the sear ch by getting out the other way?"

"1 put Princeljarin in charge of themen | sent there," he answered with what seemed to bea
faint sigh. " It wasthe only way to get him to stop asking me all these crazy questions. | have
two men with mewho know what Brangol lookslike- it wastheir job to find out beforewe
attacked - and oneiswith each group. If Brangol isherewe'll get him, but - Rats! No wonder
you refused to tell mewhat you were doing. How in the most violent hell did you get ratsto
cooper ate?"

"1 bribed them with that food,” | said, hearing soundsfrom insidethebuilding. " A lot of the
cages wer e removed when they shifted the daves, so your men shouldn't have too much trouble
sear ching. There'snot much in the way of hiding placesin there."

"That'sone of the places you were held,” Garam said, a statement rather than a question.

" That'swhy you know so much about the place. Damn them... "

Hiswords choked off into a crackling silence, one that seemed to befilled with high energy
anger. Garam was starting to take my previous captivity per sonally, which was under standable
enough. | had to be accepted aspart of theinner group, Diin-tha the god had said so; if | was
acceptable now, | had to have been acceptable before now. If | was acceptable before now, the



city people had insulted all of uswith what they'd doneto me asa dave. Garam was feeling
insulted, all right, but completely on his own behalf.

" Someon€'s coming out,” Garam noted, confirming what 1'd already seen. " If it's Brangol, you
can kissthoseratsfor me."

Two of hisguardsmen wereforcing athird man out of the building, a smallish man with a
pinched and waspish face. He seemed furiousthat he'd been captured, asthough no one should
have been smart enough to figure out where he was.

"Thisistheonewewant,” the guardsman on theleft told Garam asthey neared us. " There
aresomemorein there, and afew of them are the small fish we missed. Karak's stringing them
together, and we can look them over someplace where we can breathe."

Garam nodded with satisfaction at that, but the words made me even happier. My chorethere
wasfinished, and | could go back to my apartment in the palace. | wanted alittletimeto
mysealf, and | intended to get it. Garam got busy directing everyone and shouting orders, and
never even noticed when | smply walked away.

Thewalk back to the Chief Administrator's palace disappear ed behind distraction, and |
reached my apartment to find that | couldn't stay in it very long. Therewas nothingto do there
but think, and I wasn't in the mood for thinking. | needed something to do, something physical
and hard. | consdered the matter for a short while, and then | |eft the palace and thecity. It
took some effort to leave the city in full daylight and still have no one see me, but it got me
where| wanted to be.

Which was, eventually, in the woods near the city. The surrounding countryside outside the wall
was clogged with daver caravans, mostly of those who had plied their trade in thecity. A few
othershad turned up aswell, traveling groupsthat had gotten lucky, or some who had heard
the prophecy and had cometo await thefall. Most of the peoplein chainswere miserable, but
they wer e also too numb with shock to really under stand what had happened. Once all the
flutter and confusion died away, they would be made to under stand.

| spent therest of the day and the following night running and hunting in the woods, deeping for
a short whileand then returning to the city before dawn. Darkness made my return very easy,
and my apartment was silent and empty when | walked intoit. | intended to find anything at all
in theway of clean clothing to changeinto, and discover ed that another outfit had been left for
me, thisonein paleyellow and light tan. My bootsturned the sametan asthetrouserswhen |
near ed the outfit, and that almost made me smile. Fearin was still making surel didn't disgrace
the group by wearing unacceptable clothing.

| washed briefly befor e putting on the new clothing, and then went to the dining porch where
breakfast would be put. The sky was beginning to lighten enough to notice, but theair still held
that pleasant nighttime cool. | leaned on a window ledge and looked out at the newly arriving
day, idly wondering how many more of them I'd have to endure before -

" S0, you finally decided torgoin us,” avoice said from behind me, a voice with morethan a
littleannoyancein it. " Areyou surewe aren't interfering too much with your busy schedule? |
wouldn't want our petty involvementsto take you away from what'sreally important.”

" 1f you felt you couldn't finish off this city without me, Fearin, you should have said so0," |
remarked without turning. " I don't mind giving a hand to the helplesswhen 1've got nothing
better to do."

"1 ought to give you morethan one hand,” he growled, coming up behind me. " You
disappear ed again without aword to anybody, and if I hadn't been ableto tell you weren't in the
city everyone would have gone out looking for you! Weall took turns coming up with pictures
of you lying dead or wounded somewhere!”

" Oh, comeon," | scoffed, finally turning to look up at him. " You can't tell meyou don't know
what it would taketo leave me dead or wounded. Wheredid you expect aforcelikethat to
come from?"

" From the same place those attacking intruder s came, do you think?" he suggested, heavy



anger darkening hisentireexpression. " Ah, | seeyou'd forgotten about them. That means, of
cour g, that if you'd remember ed you would have told someone you wer e going off on your
own."

"1 didn't realize | wastoo young and inexperienced to betrusted out alone," | said, annoyed
over having forgotten about those attackers. " If | had realized, | would certainly havetold my
nursemaid all about it. I'll be sureto keep the point in mind for next time."

"Here'sanother point toremember along with it," he said, heavy cold coming from the hard
blue eyeslooking down at me. " When a woman isinvolved with a man, especially if hefirst had
to Earn her, it isn't right for her not to show up even for bed. That leavesthe man dtting there
half the night in her apartment, telling himself she'sjust being insendtive, not stuck in the
middle of trouble. He doesn't believeit, of course, but that'swhat hetells himsef."

"Ah, so that'swhat's really bothering you,” | said asunder standing finally reached me. " You
expected to spend the night in my bed, but not alone and not simply to deep. Just when you
wer e starting to get used to a pleasant new routine, | shamefully made you do without."
Hishands cameto my upper armssofast | didn't even see them move, hisgrip tightening
instantly to a point just short of pain. In the space of a heartbeat | was pulled toward him and
shaken just alittle, and then | wasreleased with a small push. It wasthe strangest episode|'d
ever been apart of, and | had the craziest feeling that he'd let me go because he'd been about
tohurt me.

"You - !" Hechoked on therest of thewordstryingto fight their way out of him, his eyes
blazing at mewith absolute fury. Helooked away briefly in an attempt to regain control of
himself, the back of onefist to hislipsas hefought the anger tearing at him, and then he
partially succeeded. He for ced the rage down to a point where he could keep it contained, and
then hewaslooking at me again.

"All right,” hegrowled, the faintest blue glow surrounding him in the growing light of day. " |
don't havethetime now to explain lifeand its many mysteriesto an emotional child, sofor the
moment we'll do thisthe easy way. Prince Garam and half our force will beleaving the city mid
mor ning, and we and therest of the army will be leaving mid afternoon. From now until then
you'r e confined to this palace, specifically to thisporch or your apartment. When we camp
tonight you'reto cometo my tent, whereyou'll have the meal and spend the night. Thoseare
my orders, and you'd damned well better obey them. If you don't, I'll makeyou regret the
disobediencein away you can't even imagine."

Thesnarly words ended as heturned to ssomp half way acrossthe por ch, where he stopped to
raisehisarmsin thedirection of the empty food table. Heavy blue swirled around him as his
lips moved with the shaping of words, and then a smilar blueflared around thetable. When he
and the blue were done therewasfood on thetable, and as soon asthat happened Fearin
turned again and went therest of the way out.

| stood watching the doorway he'd disappear ed through, rubbing my left arm where hisfingers
had closed so hard, trying to under stand what he'd been talking about. He couldn't have meant
hedidn't want to bein my bed, not when he'd or dered meto spend tonight in histent, so what
had he been trying to say? That he had somehow gotten theidea | expected the arrangement to
last? That | thought he could beinterested in merather than just in using me? Since nothing
could befarther from thetruth, I'd tell him so tonight. After that, his strangenesswould
certainly stop.

| began to walk toward the tableto see what had been put therefor usto eat, but company
arrived beforel madeit. Garam walked in, nodded to mewith a neutral expression, then turned
his attention to the food. Seeing that | felt distinctly relieved, as|'d been expecting a fussfrom
him likethe onel'd gotten from Fearin. It looked like Garam had gotten tired of playing
concerned, just theway 1'd always known hewould. The change had come nonetoo soon, and
let metake a plate and choose my meal in peace.

But that wasasfar asthe peacewould stretch. | wasturning away from thetable when Talasin



arrived, shattering the ddightful silence and sending it scurrying for cover.

"Sothereyou are" Talasin announced in tones of outrage, stopping to put hisfiststo hiships.
" Back for thefirst meal of the day and acting asthough nothing at all had happened! What
have you got to say for your self?"

"Nothing at all happened,” | supplied with a shrug, heading for my usual chair. That should
have taken care of anything else he had to say, but the gods must have been in a fun-seeking
mood again.

"You'revery funny," Talasin growled, light eyesboringinto meas| sat. " Wherewereyou
most of yesterday and last night, and why didn't you tell anyoneyou'd be gone? Y ou wouldn't
have done something like thisto your own people, so why did you do it to us?"

" Once a Kenoss child reaches puberty, he or sheisno longer considered a child,” | said as|
gave most of my attention to thefood I'd taken. " Adults can go and do exactly asthey please,
and asde from being responsible for their actions, need account to no oneat all. If they don't
survive whatever it isthey chooseto do, it's conceded they might not have been very wisein
doingit. If they do survive, no one hastheright to say anything at all. My peoplefind it a
comfortable, sensible arrangement.”

"What it really isiscold and unfeding,” he stated, dowed down alittle but hardly stopped.
"1'm beginning to under sand why you act the way you do, but it's still no excuse. You're not
among your Kenoss now, you'rewith us. Theleast you can doisact the way we do.”

"Leave her alone, Talasin,” Garam said as hetook hisown chair, also not looking at the man.
" Therewas no harm done, so leave her alone."

"No harm done?" Talasin echoed, back to being outraged. " What about the way we ate

our selves up, wondering wher e she could be? What if we'd all gone out looking for her ?"

" Then that would have been your mistakerather than mine," | snapped, morethan tired of his
hysterics. " If you've all convinced yourselves| need looking after becauseyou'll all bein
troublewith our Guardianif | turn up logt, that's your problem. If it had been one of you who
was missing, no one would have thought about it twice."

"You'rewrong," Talasn said flatly, hisstare very direct. " Wewould have worried no matter
who the missing onewas, but you'rewrong in another way too. If it had been one of therest of
us, that one would havetold someonewhat he intended to do. That way wewouldn't have had
toworry."

"He'sright,” Garam said without looking up. " We'reall freeto come and go aswe please, and
our Guardian would beangry if any of us disappear ed. But the rest of uswould havetold
someone, because we're all part of something that makesuscloser than family. Familiesdon't
always carewhat their membersaredoing, but wedo."

By now hiseyes had cometo my face, and he wasn't making any attempt to avoid my gaze
either. They were both looking at me from under lowered brows, and | could fed the old
confusion returning. | would have had trouble thinking of the next thing to say, but Ranander's
arrival saved methe effort.

"Aelana, you'reback!" heexclaimed, striding onto the porch with agrin. " It took meforever
to think of trying to know if you'd be all right, but oncel did | was convinced of it. The others
weren't sureat all, but | was."

" But only after you knew," | pointed out, beginning to feel depressed. " | love the confidence
everyone hasin my ability to take care of myself. I'm out of sight for half a dozen heartbeats
and you all start to build afuneral pyre.”

That got them all arguing at once, and in the middle of their protestsMaster L okkel showed up
to add hisown demands about whether or not | needed hisskill. | gritted my teeth and smply
ignored them, but it wasn't easy. | had no idea what they thought they would get out of acting
likethis, and not knowing made me very uncomfortable.

After awhileall theyelling died down, and by then Ranander had filled a plate and brought it
over tothe chair next to me. He sat car efully, and then moved his gaze to my face.



"1 wasreally worried about you beforel knew you would beall right, Aelana,” he said, keeping
hisvoice moderately low. " | wasgoing to talk to you last night, but snceyou weren't herel'll
haveto do it tonight instead. After we set up camp, of course.”

" And what did you intend to talk to me about, Ranander ?* | asked, suddenly remembering
what Garam had said about Ranander'sintentions. " Why don't you tell meright now?"
"Really, Adlana, | couldn't doit here," heanswered with alaugh. " If you don't believe it would
upset everyone, just take my word for it. When we'realonel'll tell you how much | admireyou
and then I'll show you."

" All thisadmiration,” | said, turning my head to look directly at him. " Doesit come before or
after thefight?"

"Fight?" he echoed, stopping with thefood half way to his mouth. " What fight isthat? Y ou
don't think | want to fight with you, do you, Aelana? What | want to doistake you to bed, not
hurt you in any way."

" Ranander, the only way to take a Kenosswoman to bed istofirst best her in afight,” | said,
putting it asflatly as possible. " Even an ordinary Kenosswoman isn't easy to best, but when it
comestome... If I lose control the beast will escape, and the concept of friendship istotally
beyond her. Do you really want to make me responsible for your death?"

"But - but, we'refriends!" he protested, looking shaken and ailmost desolate. " Y ou might have
to fight with someone you didn't know, but with afriend you could - "

" Ranander, I'd haveto fight you even if I'd known you all my life," | interrupted, doggedly
refusing to let him talk himself out of believing me. " It'sthe way my people do things, theway |
wasraised to accept astheonly way. You'll just haveto find someone elseto admire.”

"But how could | dothat?" he asked, heavy disturbance showingin hiseyes. " Thereisn't
anyone else like you. |'ve been counting on thisfor quite sometime, but | didn't count on
Kenoss bdliefs. I'll haveto think about it."

Hegot to hisfeet in thegrip of degpening distraction, and left the porch carrying his
still-untouched plate. We all watched him gone, mewith a curiousfeding | couldn't define, and
then Garam made a sound of satisfaction.

"It isn't over yet, but at least you side-tracked him with a good excuse," he said, obvioudy
speaking to me. " Ranander'sfighting skillshave to be minimal at best, considering none of us
have ever seen him show any. He may decide he wants to face you, girl, but if he doeshewon't
have a chance. Just stick to that story and he may even back down permanently.”

"It can't bejust astory,” Talasn stated, clearly having thought about it. " Don't forget it's
Ranander shesaid it to, and if it wasn't true he would have known immediately. That means
she had to beteling the truth, no matter how strangeit sounds.”

"It'sthetruth?" Garam said with amusement, hisdark eyes searching my face for
confirmation. " Well, how about that. | didn't really believeit thefirst timeyou told me, but |
suppose it makes sense. If a man wants a woman like you he hasto work for the privilege. And
if heisn't good enough, all he getsfor histroubleissomelumps. | likeit, | really do. And it
makes the man who managesit someone ... special.”

Thegrin he gave mewasvery wide, but he held it only long enough to make surel saw it. After
that he went back to eating, and the discussion seemed to be over. Talasin kept glancing at me,
probably thinking over the" strange” new truth he'd just learned, and L okkel was completely
unbothered. | had thefeding Garam would haveteased me moreif he'd had thetime, but since
he had to get ready for the earlier departurehedidn't have any timeto waste. Later would be
another story, but right now...

Right now | suddenly wished it wastimefor meto leave. I'd had enough of thiscity to last me
forever, and | also wanted our group effort to be over and donewith. Onceit was over we would
all go our separateways, and | would be free of thingslike criticism for my actionsand teasing
about my beliefs. | wanted to befree of thosethings, | did ... | did...



Chapter 14

It wasthe middle of the afternoon rather than late, and the heat of the day was doing itsbest to
sguash usall flat. Riding through the heavy glarewas easier than walking or mar ching - or
running with arrowsflying all around - but | was gill feding impatient. Fearin had gotten
everyone ready to move, and then had made uswait.

"Hedidn't doit on awhim," ljarin said from beside me, apparently reading my mind. " He had
to seal the palace with his Power, to be sure no onefindsit possibleto takeit over. 1'd say he
had areason for doing that, even if hedidn't caretotell therest of us."

| looked around at the empty, trampled-down fields wherethe daver caravanshad been, and
past that areato the other untended fields beyond. Those l€eft in the city would have a lot of
trouble feeding themselvesfor quite a while; it would take them timeto realizethereweren't
daves out tending the crops, and by then there would be few crops|eft to tend. A lot of them
might even decideto desert the dying city...

" That man you found yesterday had been in charge of the city's emer gency gold supply,” ljarin
said, pretending | wasjoining in the conversation, or at least paying attention. " He'd intended
towait for usto leave and then would have set himsdf up asthe new city ruler. Or would have
taken the gold and found a mor e prosperous city to spend it in. Whichever, Fearin and
Ranander persuaded him to part with thegold, and now it'sours."

Theguardsmen from our half of the army wer e mar ching along asthough the heat didn't bother
them, asthough they werelooking forward to their short time on the road beforethey made
camp. They'd be marching almost until sundown, whileour first half would camp early. That
way, so Fearin said, we'd have the army back together again with no fussat all. Why he'd
divided it in thefirst place was something else he hadn't cared to mention, at least not to me.
"Ignoring mewon't do any more good than insulting me,”" the barbarian commented, just
mentioning the point in passing. " You deserved that scolding | gave you thismorning, and you
can't say you didn't."

Asamatter of fact | didn't say anything at all, especially since he'd reminded me of that

mor ning. Hisranting around had made the reaction unanimous, something | hadn't needed after
theway the othershad acted. Sincel couldn't under stand what they were all after, I'd decided
not to think about any of it.

"1 also heard about what you said to Ranander,” he went on, the change of subject
accompanied by a change of tone. " You'll haveto be very gentle with him, considering how
attracted to you heis. The otherscan obviousy handle the feelings, but he may not be up to
it."

"What the hell areyou talking about?" | demanded, then immediately wished 1'd bitten my
tongueinstead. He'd caught me again, and | felt likean idiot.

"You can't mean you don't know how attractive you areto themen around you?"' hesaidin a
very bland way, only hislight eyes showing a hint of thegrin he hid. " M ost women develop the
ability to judgethat at the age of four or five."

"You mean everyone was bowled over at first sght of my unparalleled beauty?" | asked,
barey glancing at him. " Well, | knew that, of course, but I'velearned to overlook it. It getsto
be such a bore, having men constantly throwing themselves at your feet."

"You think you're being sarcastic,” hesaid, and thegrin that escaped his control was softer
than theonel'd expected. " You look in amirror and the face looking back isn't outstandingly
beautiful, so you assume that the men around you can't possibly beinterested. I'll grant you
that beauty of face and figure will attract men the fastest, but that doesn't mean it's all we look
for. Some men are shallow just the way somewomen ar e, but most do want something beyond
looks."



"Ah, now | understand,” | said with a sober nod. " If aman can't have awoman who's beautiful,
he's mor e than happy to accept onewho can kill a dozen attackersinstead. Hefinds the beast
insde her adorable, and doesn't even think about thefact that she might be better with a sword
than heis. Hejust shrugsit off with a grin, and goes out to pick some flowersfor her."

"Hasn't any man ever brought you flowers?" he asked, histone and smile now very gentle. " If
they haven't, I'm sureit'sonly because flower saren't something they would normally think of.
I've watched you with Prince Talasin, for instance, and if you'd given him theleast amount of
encour agement he would have buried you in flowers. Prince Garam isanother story, of course,
but he'sthe sort to walk over flowerswithout even seeing them. Master L okkel would happily
share some of the deepest secretsin Healing Loreif you asked about them, and Ranander may
well decidetorisk lifeand limb in order towin you. Me, | complain about being insulted or
ignored, but you don't see meriding next to someone else, do you?"

"1 think we've already established that you shouldn't berunning around loose," | answer ed,
wondering why | waswasting my time with that nonsense. " And that, of cour se, doesn't even
count thefact that you have another reason for hanging around. Talasin hasfelt sorry for me
right from the beginning, Garam isdelighted that he can use my abilitiesin histactics, and
Lokkel isinterested in anything that lets him show off hishealing techniques. Asfar as
Ranander goes, he consdersme a friend and ther efore wants to shar e sex with me. The camp
women must have befriended him before | came along, so hisextending theurgeto meisn't
hard to understand. That about coversit, | think, and in a dightly morereasonable way than
you used."

"1 hadn't realized that 'reasonablée’ wasa word to be substituted for 'mule-headed blindness,'”
he came back, now sounding annoyed. " Do you really believe that if you refuse to acknowledge
thetruth about something it will stop being true?"

"Only if it's someone's opinionated version of thetruth,” | countered, catching hisannoyance.
"Do really look so backward and smplein your eyesthat you think you can tell me anything
and I'll believeit? Men want pretty women, and the stronger the men are, the morethey can
indulgethe preference. I f they happen to beinvolved in something wher e no pretty women are
available, they'll make do as best they can. Not find attraction elsewhere, smply makedo. To
believe anything elseisto believe a child's story."”

" A child'sstory,"” heechoed, hisstare hardening. " By definition that hasto be something you
can't bring your self to believein. You'renot attractive to your self so you can't be attractiveto
anyone else. Did it never occur to you that not everyonein thisworld hasto seethingsthe way
you do? That some might have opinionsdifferent from yoursand also - "

"Enough!" | pronounced, finally sick of hisconstant disagreement. " Enough spoken, and
enough heard. The next word you speak to me had best be challenge, for in that way do | mean
totakeit. Not warned, but promised.”

| met hiseyes squar ely before kicking my horseinto faster motion, and as| rode away | had
the definite feeling he'd under stood perfectly. HEd probably never before heard a Silence
Challenge, but he'd been ableto seel wasn't joking. My peoplereally disiked being bothered,
and that included being buried under an avalanche of words. Therewerealot of reasonswhy
the Kenoss wer e both respected and feared, and the fact that we kept our word was just one of
them.

| rodealonefor therest of the day, feeling ljarin's eyes on me but only from a distance. Sincel
wasriding ahead of him, thelonger werodethe harder | had to beto see. Mar ching west into
sundown does a good job of accomplishing that, and west was definitely the direction wewere
going. | spent some time wondering which direction we would take once we tur ned, then forgot
about it. For me, onedirection was as good as another; when weturned, I'd have my question
answered.

Our front-riderscontacted our first half just about when they expected to, and alittle while
after that weweretogether again. Ranander and L okkel and a very heavy escort had



surrounded the coach carrying thetwin girls, Talasin had led our half of theforce, and Fearin
had spent histime going back and forth between Talasin and the coach, the Power occasionally
crackling around him. He d been ready for anything, but the anything had played it smart and
not shown up.

The camp spread out a short distance from theHarn river, past thetreelineand acrossthe
meadowland that lay there. The city had used a portion of the closer meadowland for grazingits
herds, but we were beyond that point. For a while the area was a bedlam of shouted orders,
guar dsmen running to obey, hor ses being unhitched or unsaddled, tentsgoing up. My tent
suddenly appeared with the others, certainly by courtesy of Fearin, and when | rode over toit |
found something else. A lower -grade guardsman stood in front of the tent, trying not to look
nervous.

" G'day toyou, lady,” he said as helooked up at me, hisbody trying to decided whether or not
to stand at attention. " The High Master says|'m to tend your horse, and to remind you about
supper in histent. You got just enough time to wash some dust off firt."

"How very generous of the High Master to allow methat,” | said as| began to dismount.
"Maybe | ought to send you back with the question of which dust I'm to wash off and which to
leave."

"Lady?" hequeried ashetook my reins, having no ideawhat | wastalking about. " Y ou want
meto ask him what?"

"Never mind," | said with a headshake and a gesture. " I'll tell him myself when | see him.
Wherewill you be picketing my hor se?"

"Right over there," heanswered, pointing leftward of my tent. " Don't you worry, we'll take
good care of him for you."

He gave my horse a pat and me areassuring smile, then he walked away to do thetaking care
of he'd promised. It had taken methat long torealizeit, but Fearin must have found the one
guardsman in the entirearmy who hadn't heard the storiesabout me. The man had been
nervousat first, but only because | was one of theinner group running that effort.

| spent ashort timeinside my tent, feding out of sortsin away | couldn't under stand, but it
wasn't possibleto stay thereand think about it forever. If Fearin hadn't had Diin-tha backing
hisdecisions... But hedid have the god behind him, so | had no choice about taking the man's
orders. | would be having the meal with him, and that wasthat.

Walking toward Fearin'stent showed memost of thefuror had died down, and | found a
surprisewhen | entered. 1'd thought | wasthe only one who had been ordered to the meal, but
the presence of everyone else destroyed that assumption. Lokkel and Talasin already sat on
theweaving with cupsin their hands, Garam wasfilling a cup of hisown, and Ranander was
inspecting the array of food set up not far from the drinks. The only one not immediately to be
seen was Fearin, but | wasno morethan two stridesinto the tent when he entered behind me.
"All right, thegirlsarefinally settled down," he announced, looking and sounding sour. " They
think they're holding a grand feasting for theroyalty of the entireworld, and the heavy guard
around them believesthey're guarding victims of aterrible disease. If anyone getsinto the
tent, the disease will spread to the guardsmen aswell.”

"You wereabletodoall that?" Talasin asked with alook of surprise while everyone elsejust
stared. " But what happensif one of the girlstriesto come out, or some of the other men tell
theguard thetruth?"

"Thegirlsknow if they try to leave that tent they'll become absolutely common,” Fearin
answer ed as hewalked toward thetable holding wine. " And the member s of the guard alr eady
know thetruth. It's everyone else who doesn't know, to be certain that panic doesn't start to
spread. Those men have avery important job, and they'reproud todoit."

Fearin took histime pouring a cup of wine, and wejust sat or stood there consdering what he'd
said. | knew very little about the use of Power, but I'd never heard of anyone doing the sort of
thing he'd done. Fearin wasn't smply Power ful, then; he was also creative, which made him



even mor e than usually dangerous...

" Does anyone know why Princeljarinislate?' the man of Power suddenly asked. " Did he
somehow miss getting my invitation?"

"He- ah - decided he'd prefer to take the meal with hismen," Talasin answered, looking only
at Fearin." 1'm sureyou know he had twenty men waiting for him outsdethe city, and they're
now riding with thearmy."

"He also said something about it being better for everyoneif he stayed away for awhile,"

L okkel contributed, frowning with the effort to recall something that wasn't involved with
healing. " Surely you remember, Prince Talasin? It had something to do with good health.”
Talasin smiled faintly without moving hiseyesto Lokkel, Garam buried hisfacein hiswine
cup, and Ranander abruptly turned back to give all hisattention to thefood table. I'm sure
Fearin saw every one of thosereactions, but the only one he looked directly at was me.

"Tel mewhat you did,” he said, and thewordsweren't really a question. " | want to hear about
it now, not when | talk to our Guardian."

"1 just gave him aritual Silence Challenge," | answered with a shrug that wasn't as casual as
I'd wanted it to be. For somereason that hard blue stare was making me so uncomfortable...
"It isn't asthough | didn't put up with everything | could be expected to takefirst. Herefused
to stop bothering me, so | spoketheritual.”

"Which entailswhat?" Fearin demanded, obvioudy annoyed with Garam'sbadly hidden
amusement. Talasin was also amused, and Ranander waslooking admiring again.

"It ... declaresthat the next word he speaksto me will be taken as a challenge no matter what
it happenstobe” | said, trying not to shift wherel stood. " Kenossdon't useit much anymore,
but only because most people have lear ned not to bother us."

"Don't worry, Fearin, our Guardian won't be asking you why heleft,” Garam said with the
laugh he could no longer hold down. " No matter what she saysto him, he keeps coming back
for more. From the way hewatchesher move, I'd bet gold he'll keep coming back - at least until
he getswhat hewants. He's obvioudy staying away to give her a chanceto cool down, and then
he'll be back at her again. You can't say barbariansgive up easily.”

"Back at her," Fearin echoed with a frown, and then he waslooking at me again. " Just what is
it that he wantsfrom you?"

" Judging from hisactions, he wantsto turn me deaf and berserk,” | said, refusing to mention
that idiotic prophecy. " He never stopstalking, and it'sdriving mecrazy."

"Ten gold to ten copper he'll soon be suggesting the best way to keep him silent,” Garam said
with agrin. " He expectsyou to be so desperate by then that you'll give him exactly what he
wants. | don't think he knows yet what you can give him in place of that."

"Which isn't theusual option offered toaman," Talasin agreed with hisown grin. " ljarin hasa
lot to learn about our ex-dave."

Everyone chuckled while Fearin continued to frown, and then the man of Power shook hishead.
"Wecan gointothisfurther someother time," he said. " Right now we have a campaign to
discuss, so let'sfill our platesand get on with it. Tomorrow the men will haveto haveit
explained to them."

That last comment did well with getting everyone's mind off the bar barian. Explain what tothe
army? Garam and Talasin tried to find out immediately, but Fearin refused to change hismind.
Hewaited until all of ushad taken plates of food to places on thefloor weaving, and then he
began the discussion that had undoubtedly decided him against having anyone serve us.

" A number of people, including some of you, have been asking about the direction we'll be
turning off in," hebegan, giving alot of attention to hisfood. " Right now we're moving west,
but everyone knowswe can't continue west much longer. Lessthan three days ahead of uslies
the Valley of Twilight, and no one movesthrough there even with an army. The army would be
lost, along with those who marched it in."

He paused to chew then, acting asthough no onewas staring at him, and Garam wasthefirst to



put our sudden conviction into words.

"You mean that'sthe way we are going?" our strategist demanded, trying not to show how
insane he considered theidea. " | seriously doubt that the men will follow, even if it's Talasin
who tdlsthem about it. Not all of the Twilight Runnersare human, and therecan't beamanin
thefileswho hasn't heard the stories. Human and nonhuman compete to see how many
trespasser trophieseach can collect, and thetrophiesaren't something to mention even in
unmixed company. If wetry to march that way we'll lose every man even before wereach the
Valley."

"That'swhy you'll haveto make them understand we'll have safe passage,” Fearin said, finally
looking up first at Garam and then at Talasin. " Oncewe'recloser I'll betaking asmall group
ahead to arrange that safe passage. We have something to trade for our safety that King
Sallain has been looking for for seasons and seasons. |'ve been assured he won't refuse, and
once we have hisword he'll keep it."

"You'vebeen assured,” Garam said with obviousrdief, then didn't bother adding to thewords.
Weall knew who had given Fearin the assurance, and therewas nothing to say. If Diin-tha said
it would work, then it would work.

Fearin went on to talk about supplies, and mar ching for mations, and sentry arrangements, and
thedistribution of more of the gold. A bonuswould be paid the guardsmen after they weretold
about the Valley of Twilight, a large enough amount to beimpressive, but not so much that men
would be tempted to take the gold and disappear. Fearin wanted the men eager for the next
bonus, which would come once they mar ched out of the VValley again.

Garam tried twiceto find out what we had that could betraded for safe passage, but when
Fearin ignored the délicate questioning he gaveit up. Going through the Valley instead of
around it would save us morethan afull moon of travel, and would bring usto our destination
long befor e we could reasonably be expected to arrive. No one needed Garam to point out how
strategically useful that would be, so even if it cost most of the gold and silver we'd
accumulated the edge would be morethan worth it.

Weworked our way through alot of food and planning, me doing no mor e than listening and
eating, and finally thetalk died down. Therewould need to be more discussion during the
following days, but for right now they'd gone asfar asthey could.

"So | tel them during the midday stop tomorrow," Talasn said with afinal, distracted nod. " If
| makethe speech short and the groupslarge, it shouldn't take forever to get to all of them.
The oneswho have questionswill beinvited to see mein night camp, when I'll be ableto go into
mor e detail ."

"With all of them being told at the sametime, the rumor swill hopefully be at a minimum,”
Garam fretted, rubbing at hisface. " If we can keep them until the next dawn, wewon't haveto
worry about desertions.”

"Don't forget to keep mentioning how Powerful | am,” Fearin said, sounding asthough hewere
talking about someone else entirely. " Stressthefact that | won't have any trouble arranging
our safe passage, hint at what might happen to thosein the Valley if they even think about
refusng me, and remind the men they won't be going in until the deal isdone. What you won't
put into wordsiswhat | might do to any guardsman who desertshispost torun.”

" After what you did with thecity, they don't need it put into words,"” Garam said with a sound
of amusement, Talasin smiling and nodding in agreement. " They also know what you did to
those fivewho tried to take the plunder wagons and sneak off. | saw seasoned veterans
shudder when they heard, which meansthe point waswell made."

"And if I'm going to be making my own pointstomorrow, 1'd better get somedeep,” Talasn
concluded, beginning to riseto hisfeet. " Men have trouble putting their faith in you when you
stand thereyawningin their faces.”

"Just to be on the safeside I'll get my own men ready for possibletrouble,” Garam said, also
climbingto hisfeet. " They'll be usdessif the entire army panics, but if it'sjust individualshere



and therethey can stop the panic beforeit spreads.”

"Wel all do best with a good night'sdeep behind us," Fearin agreed, leaning down to a
cushion with hiscup of winerather than risng. " Well meet again tomorrow in night camp, when
we'll know better how thingsaregoing.”

Lokkel and Ranander also stood, but the Healing Master stopped near Fearinto ask a
question. | was able to see that much before my range of vision was blocked - by a pleasantly
smiling Ranander.

"1'll walk you back to your tent, Aelana," he said, extending a hand to help meup. " I've been
doing somethinking, and | have a couple of suggestionsfor you to consider. If you don't like
them, we can talk about how they need to be changed so you do. I'm willing to be reasonable.”
Hissmilewidened toagrin, and hedidn't seem to mind that | hadn't taken the hand he'd
offered. 1'd thought I'd done a fairly good job discouraging him, but suddenly hewas acting
mor e self-assured than discouraged. That added itself to therest of the confusion 1'd been
feeling lately, and | couldn't think of anything to say in answer. Befor e the sSituation became
awkward, though, Fearin handled it for me.

" Ranander, Adlanawon't be going back to her tent just yet," he said, surprisng me, at least,
by having heard our conversation rather than being in the midst of hisown. " Sheand | still
have a Silence Challengeto talk about, not to mention a few other subjects, like atendency to
disappear without aword to anyone. I'm afraid you'll just haveto wait your turn.”

"You won't betoo hard on her, will you, Fearin?' Ranander turned to ask, suddenly concer ned.
"Princeljarin wasbothering her, and heisn't even her friend. And I'm sure she'll bewilling to
promise not to disappear again. Shejust didn't under stand how worried everyonewould be."
"1'll beashard on her as| would be on any of therest of you," Fearin answered, standing to
facethe other man moredirectly. " You'renot suggesting | treat her asanything other than a
full member of our group, areyou? That would be very unfair, sincea full member isexactly
what sheis."

"Oh, | know that,” Ranander agreed immediately. " But she'salso special, Fearin, really
gpecial, and you should all betelling her how much you admire her. None of you has ever
before met someone like her."

"Weknow," Fearin answered with a quiet smile, coming over to put ahand to the other man's
shoulder. "Weall do admire her, but we'renot very used to saying the words. | suppose that
meansyou'll haveto say them for us. You don't mind, do you?"

" Of coursenot,” Ranander said with awidegrin. " | havelotsof words, and I'll givethem to
her later. I'll seeyou later, Aelana.”

| was standing by then, so all I did wasnod as he mar ched happily past me and out of the tent.
Once hewasgone| sighed, and then was surprised tofind | wasn't the only onedoing it.
"Poor Ranander," Talasin said low. " Hereally hasit bad. I'm afraid you'rein for some bother,
Adana."

" Shecan handleit,” Garam said just aslow, but with complete assurance. " After awhile he'll
get the message, and if he doesn't she can always ask usto talk to him. Fearin would be better
still, but Fearin needs hisfull cooperation. Therest of uswill just haveto take care of it."
Asthey passed, Garam gave my backside a gentle, encour aging smack, and then the two of
them were gone. L okkel paused to pat my shoulder and say, " Patience, child. It will all work
out,” and then he, too, wasgone. | turned around to find Fearin looking at me with faint
amusement, and that was almost too much.

"How doesit feel to havethat ardent an admirer?" he asked, showing the talent most men
havethat makesabad situation worse. " If I'd said | was going to punish you, | think Ranander
would have volunteered to take the punishment for you."

"1 hadn't realized you considered him your type," | answered with a shrug, goaded into the
comment by all that amusement. " Now that | know, I'm surewe'll be ableto work something
out. There'sno sensein having my own tent if I'll never get todeep init.”



At first hedidn't under stand what | wastalking about, but then the confusion left him along with
the amusement.

"You'retrying to suggest that my lovemaking is punishment,” he stated, a dark look in hisblue
eyes, and then thelook lightened alittle. " Isn't it strangethat | never noticed you suffering. I f
someone had asked me, | would have sworn you'd enjoyed your seif."

"Don't all men think that?" | asked with another shrug, turning toward thefood tableto get rid
of my empty plate. " Ranander has been telling meI'll enjoy mysdlf with him sincethefirst day
we met. Maybel ought to try him, just to seeif he'stelling thetruth. And, incidentally, to
finally get rid of him."

"You'll haveto learn ther€'sa difference between opinion and actuality,” Fearin returned dryly
from behind me. " Ranander was expressing opinion, hisown, actually, and your indulging him
isno guar antee he would lose hisinfatuation. Speaking from my own personal experience, he
would probably come back for more.”

" Because he'sbored with the camp women," | said with a nod, beginning to feel depressed.
"Aslong as|'m theonly other availablefemale, I'll be better than them even if I'm not. Has
anyone ever mentioned before how strange you men are?"

" Theonly oneswho mention that are peoplelooking for afight,” heanswered. " Or women
looking to avoid a different fight. Aretheothersright? IsPrinceljarin tryingto get you into his
bed?"

" The othershaveto be suffering from the same disease Ranander is," | said with asigh. " Or
that all of you are. Ijarin thinks they're interested in me, they think heis, and you're all out of
your minds. I'm not of interest to anyone but our Guardian, and his interest doesn't include a
bed."

"Don't beso sure,” wasthe murmured response from right behind me, and then two hands
wereturning meto face him. " Godsarenotoriousfor their appetites, almost asnotorious as
mortal men. | know you don't yet under stand how that works, so let me put it asplainly as
possible. If Prince ljarin announces hisinterest, | want you to refuse him. If he continuesto
pressyou, refer him to me. Do you under stand?"

| smiled very faintly as| nodded, under standing perfectly. Fearin didn't want anyone
interrupting hispleasure, but healso didn't want to loseljarin. If it became necessary he would
use diplomacy, and everything would be smoothed over.

" Good," Fearin said with anod of hisown, a smile accompanying the hand touching my face.

" That meansthere'sno moreneed for Silence Challengesor anything likeit. Be politeto him,
but not overly friendly. I'm the one | want you to be friendly to."

Hegrinned at that and tapped my nose with onefinger, then turned and strode over toretrieve
hiswine cup. Once he had it he went towar d the table holding the wine, the ener gy fairly
crackling out of him.

"Wheredo you get the strength to keep going likethat?" | couldn't help asking, remembering
how much dower the others had been moving. " After all the Power you used today, you should
be completely drained.”

"Why?" he countered, glancing at me briefly over hisshoulder. " The Power doesn't come
from me, all | doisuseit. Didn't you know that?"

Asamatter of fact | hadn't known that, and he must have seen the answer in my expression
when heturned back with hiswine cup refilled.

"L ook, it'svery ample,” hesaid, pausing only for a small sip. " The Power istherefor anyone
with the knowledgeto useit, but gaining the knowledgeisn't easy. It takes seasons and
seasons befor e you learn enough even to begin, and then you face the most difficult part of all:
the handling of the Power. Anyone with enough knowledge can handle the Power, but surviving
itisn't that smple.”

" Power can hurt theoneusing it aswell asthe one on thereceiving end?" | said, my brows
raised high. " I've never heard that before, at least not put exactly that way."



"1 know," heagreed with something of agrin. " What'susually told outsidersisthat we're the
danger ous ones, that the Power does everything wetdl it to. That may be true of those who
develop the kill of handling, but until they do get that far they're much more dangerousto
themselves."

"Why?" | asked, trying to under stand what he wastelling me. " Once you have the knowledge
to control Power, you should be able to do anything you like - including keeping your self safe.”
" Only if you really understand what it meansto handle Power," he corrected. " Power doesn't
come from the user, but it does haveto be channeled through him. He gather sthe Power and
then castsit in the direction hewantsit to go, but it hasto be theright amount. If he gathers
mor e than hisbody can stand having channeled through it, he'll do more damage to himself
than to whatever histarget is."

" But - that doesn't make any sense," | protested, suddenly remembering all thethings he'd
done. " You can't berisking your sdf every timeyou do morethan you did thelast time, it would
belikerunning blind. No onewould taketherisk to bereally Powerful."

" Only a few would taketherisk to bereally Powerful,” he corrected again with afaint, strange
smile. " Weall have our limits, but wedon't know in advance what thoselimitsare. Most are
content to wield only that amount of Power they already know they can handle. Sometry for
mor e, and some of them die. Those who live either strut around crowing about how good they
are, or keep quiet whilethey continue on. Annoying the godswith your bragging isa good way
tofind your limit sooner rather than later."

"Soit could comeat any time," | said, really upset as| looked up into hiseyes. He'd come
back to stand near me, but that didn't explain why | wasfedling so strangely bothered. " The
very next timeyou try to do morethan you've already done... And this campaign meansyou
keep having to do more.”

"No, that isn't true," hesaid hurriedly, putting a gentle hand to my face. " Most of what | do on
thiscampaign is less than what 1've already done, no matter how involved it looksto others. |
can seel shouldn't havetold you all that, or at least not in thisparticular way. Now you're
worried about me, even though there€sno need for it."

"Worried?" | repeated blankly, then instantly jerked back from thetouch of hishand. " That's
ridiculous. Why would | beworried about you?"

| was already turned away from him by then, so| used afew stepsto increase the distance
between us. My heart was pounding above the sour tastein my mouth, and all because of a
slly misunder sanding. | wasn't worried about Fearin, how could | be? Hedidn't mean any
moreto methan | meant to him; | knew | didn't mean anything to the man, so why would | care
about him?

"1 didn't mean toinsult you," hesaid softly after a moment, clearly still in the place where he'd
been. " You only worry over someoneyou car e about, and K enoss women aretoo strong to
care. lsn't that theway it works?"

"Of courseitis," | answered very low, seeing no reason to tell him he waswrong. Women
among the Kenoss were strong in their caring, but for someonelike me... What wastheusein
even thinking about it?

"Then | haveafavor toask," hesaid, and hisvoice was still soft with alack of demand.

" Kenoss women aretoo strong to care- or to need being cared about - but therest of usaren't
the same. We're ordinary mortalswith mortal failings, and some of us do have weaknesses and
needs. With all the people around who fear me, if just onewho didn't could bring her self to
pretend... | never knew | needed that, but apparently | do."

"Needed - what?" | asked, turning my head to seethat he stood looking at me wherel was, an
air of forlornnessabout him. It wasalmost asthough he wanted desperately to come closer, but
didn't dare.

"1 need to have someone car e about me," he answered quietly, hisblue gaze unwavering. " |
need someoneto care about me, the man, not the man of Power. | know it'san unreasonable



thing to want in the middle of a campaign likethis, but | can't seem to control thedesre. That's
why I'm asking you a favor. Do you think you could ... pretend to care, even though you really
don't?"

With those very blue eyes directly on me, all | could do was stare back in silence. He wanted
meto pretend to carefor him? To pretend that | wanted hisarmsaround me, hisbroad, hard
body pressed up against mine? | felt in memory the gentle demand of histouch, the warmth of
hislips, the excitement of hisdesire. How could | pretend | really wanted all that?

"You don't haveto mean it,” heurged in amurmur, and | blinked back to reality to seethat he
now stood looking down at me from lessthan a pace away. " |'ve cometo realize that some
people consider showing their feelingsthe wor st kind of self-betrayal, so I'd never ask you to
really mean it. But | thought that pretending... Since you haveto stay with me anyway for the
rest of themoon... You'll suffer, I know, but - Will you doit?"

Hewasn't touching me at all, and somehow that madeit worse. | hadn't realized how close and
airlessthetent was, how desperately | was beginning to long for the cool of the forest night. |
wanted to run through that night, asfast as| could, away from impossible dreamsand painful
favors...

But | also couldn't help but remember how he'd helped methat night, after the beast had faded.
No one had ever before stayed with me during theillness of that time, stayed and worked to
support methrough it. Help given demandshelp in return, especially if it'sasked for.

"I'll - try," | whispered at last, needing to warn him that | might fail. " 1'm not very good at
pretending..."

"Well work on it together,” he promised softly, and then hisarms were around me, holding me
carefully to hischest. " If | pretend too, it should go alot more easily for you. | can't tell you
how much thisfavor meanstome..."

Hishand raised my face so that | might see hissmile, and then he was lowering hislipsto mine.
My handswer e against hischest, and asthe war mth of hiskiss began to flow into mel
suddenly realized | wastrying to hold him away. That wasno way to keep my promisetotry, so
| did my handsto the broad har dness of hisback, holding him the way he was holding me.
Suddenly hisarmstightened around me, and hiskiss became a good deal deeper. He swept me
along with him, but after too short atime heended it.

"Yes, | can seeyou'll dojust fing" hemurmured as hekissed my eyes. " And now | think it's
timeto move usboth into bed. If | don't do it right now, we'll be spending the night on this

car peting.”

Hisgrin wasfaint but definitely there, and then he bent down to lift meinto hisarms. The
intention caught me by surprise, so he'd already started to lift me beforel could even begin to
protest. From theway hisgrin widened | knew hewould have ignored any verbal protests, but
then hefelt onethat was absolutely physical.

" Chaosunending!" he shouted as my scabbard dammed into him, the contact loud enough to
hear." That triple-damned sword!"

Very abruptly | was back on my feet, and Fearin was bending to rub at the placeswherehe'd
been caught. It was such awildly unexpected change from what we'd been in the middle of that
| had towork to keep from laughing aloud. Men seemed to usethat picking-up-a-woman alot,
but apparently it didn't work very well with women who wer e armed.

"Don't you darelaugh,” hegrowled in warning ashe glared over at me, making it even harder
for meto keep my face straight. " Half a hand moreto theleft and there would have been no
reason for you not to go back to your tent. I'm tempted to believe Prince ljarin gave you that
weapon on pur pose, knowing in advance what it would try to do to me."

"If that wasljarin'sintention, | think hewould have made the effort himsdlf," | suggested,
turning away to hide an expression | knew couldn't betrusted to keep the amusement hidden.
"He may beapest, but he also strikes me as being reasonably honorable.”

"All right, that'sit,” | heard from behind me, and then | was being pulled back to face Fearin.



Hisbig hands quickly unbuckled the swordbet and threw it away, and then they wer e wr apped
around my armsagain.

"You are not going to bedefending Princeljarin,” | wastold very sternly, the hands on my
armsshaking mejust alittle. " I'd be happiest if you never went near the man again, but since
that'simpossible we won't even discussthe point. What we will discussisthat if he needs
defending, you'll let one of the otherstake car e of the matter. That aswell asanything elsethe
prince might want."

"1 don't understand,” | said, shaking my head with the confusion | felt. " What isit about ljarin
that'sdisturbing you?"

"It's- hisdistraction,” Fearin said quickly after something of a hesitation, his expression
clearing ashereeased my arms. " You'rein the middle of doing meavery difficult favor, and |
don't want it made harder yet. That'swhy | don't want him distracting you with hisbother,
distracting and - bothering you. Do you under sand?"

"Oh ... sure" 1 managed to answer with aweakly smile, preferring not to admit that | hadn't
the faintest idea of what he wastalking about. It was possible the strain was getting to be too
much for Fearin, and if hedidn't relieveit by occasionally acting really strange he would
explode.

"Good, I'm glad you under stand,” he said with a better smile than mine, then the smilewidened
intoagrin. " Now, wherewerewe? Oh, yes, | remember."

And then | was abruptly off thefloor, thistime with nothing to stop him including my wor dless
squawk of protest. Helaughed as he carried methrough a hanging to the bed he'd madefor us,
and after that wewent back to pretending for quitealong while.

Chapter 15

Wegot an early start the next morning, dawn already finding uson our way. | wor e another
new outfit, thistimein shades of green, and | couldn't say | didn't need it. Fearin hadn't let me
get out of my clothesfor along timethe night before, and they'd been nothing but
sweat-soaked, wrinkled lumps when we'd awakened.

Thearmy of guardsmen moved at a brisk pace, but even a briskly moving army doesn't go very
fast. My hor se had no trouble keeping up throughout the mor ning, and was still fresh when we
stopped for the noon meal. | wasalittletired from lack of deep, but otherwise felt marvelous.
I'd spent the mor ning'sride letting my thoughts drift, and that had made my mood even better.
Everyone was busy with preparationsfor the great revelation, scheduled to be made during the
meal stop. Talasin would speak to one regiment at atime, Garam beside him, and soon the
whole army would know wher e we wer e going. Thetwo had ridden ahead with Fearin and taken
an early meal with him, and now Fearin sat alonein thetent he'd made. HE d stay in thetent
until we knew how the army wastaking the news - asa just-in-case.

| dismounted and tied my horseto a small tree, giving him enough rein to let him graze, then
wander ed away to think more of my own thoughts. 1'd seen Ijarin that morning, but only from a
distance. Thebarbarian wasriding with hismen, and although he'd looked my way he'd made
no effort to come any closer. | walked along through the thick car pet of grassunderfoot,
pleased that the barbarian had kept hisdistance, but even more curious. | still didn't really
understand why Fearin suddenly didiked ljarin so, and would have enjoyed asking if he knew
thereason...

" Adlana, wait!" | heard from behind me, and although | would have preferred to continueon |
stopped and turned around. Ranander hurried up, a smileon hisface, friendlinessin hisdark
eyes. " If you'regoing towalk instead of eat I'll walk with you," hesaid. " | don't have much of
anythingtodoright now ether."

"What about thegirls?" | asked, turningtolook at the small pavilion they'd been put into for



thetime. " Didn't Fearin want you to help keep an eye on them?"

"They had their meal and now they'retaking anap,” he answered with a headshake. " Besides,
he'susing the Power to protect them right now. He kept you really latelast night. | wanted to
make surehedidn't hurt you."

"No, Fearin didn't hurt me," | reassured Ranander, smiling somewhereon theinside. " At one
point he gave me a stern lectur e about worrying people for no reason and made me give him
my word not to do it again, but hedidn't hurt me."

"1'm glad,” Ranander said with awide, relieved smile, walking along besdeme as| continued
tostroll. "I respect Fearin and admire him for his courage and ability, but you do haveto be
car eful when you're alonewith him. At least until you learn what he'sreally like."

"How hard isit to know what he'sreally like?" | asked with some of the amusement | felt.

" Fearin doesn't pretend to be something he'snot, and he seemsto think it'srequired of him to
treat peoplefairly. What's so sinister about that?"

"Oh, he'snot sinister,” Ranander scoffed with a laugh, but then he grew sober again. " He's
just ... different from therest of us. Even Master L okkel occasionally makes use of one of the
camp women, for instance, but Fearin refusesto touch them. He claims histasterunsto more
innocent meat, and he'd been looking forward to taking the city. He was expecting to find any
number of girlsto play the gamewith."

"The- game?" | echoed, a sudden disturbance making me stop to look up at Ranander. " What
game?"

" Oh, Fearin likesto play a game with girlstoo innocent to know better than to believe him,"
Ranander answered with a dismissive wave of one hand. " He could use the Power to make
them believe anything he says, but he claimsit'smore fun talking them into going along with
him. Hetellsthem how lonely heis, how hard it isto be a man of Power, and by thetime he's
donethey're giving him anything he wants. He thinkstreating them likethat isfunny,
especially when he getstired of them and tellsthem thetruth. They feel so humiliated they just
run away, and he doesn't have to be bothered anymore. | never thought that wasvery funny,
but he says| have no sense of humor. Do you think it'sfunny?"

He stood waiting for an answer to hisquestion, hisdark eyeslooking down at me, but | couldn't
say anything. My lipsparted as| reached for words, but they smply weren't there. All | found
wasaterribleillness, worsethan anything 1'd ever felt. It rose up inside and began to
overwhem me, and all | could dowasturn and run.

| ran through the small stand of treesalmost to its other side, then stopped just assuddenly as
I'd started. Ranander hadn't followed theway |1'd been afraid he would, so | could just stand
thereand be alone. Not far away | could see guardsmen moving through the temporary camp,
or lying down in the meadow grass, or -

"You stupid fool!" | whispered aloud, putting both handsto the rough bark of atreeas| closed
my eyesin shame. Thefeared Kenossfighter, the horrifying Shadowborn - made afool of by a
man who had seen right through her.

"Heknew how you felt about him and hetook advantage of it," | whispered harshly, folding to
the ground as my handstrailed down thetree. And I'd thought I'd kept it so secret, even from
myself. Fearin was a beautiful man, broad and handsome and skilled and self-assured - and one
who couldn't possibly find interest in meas| now was. I'd wanted him to be interested, wanted
it very badly - and then he'd asked meto pretend -

Thereweretearsrunning down my cheeks backed by the sobs heaving my chest, but | didn't
care. It hurt so much | thought | would break, shatter like glass and beleft scattered and dead
in those woodsforever. 1'd been hurt in my life, many times and sometimes so badly 1'd thought
I'd die, but 1'd never before wanted to die. Now | did, and | wished with all my heart that it
would happen.

But of courseit wouldn't. Even with tear s streaming down my face | knew that, and | couldn't
say | didn't deserveto havethe pain continue. | should have known better than to trust him,



should have known better than to believe anything would ever changefor me. 1'd been happy
thismorning, having for gotten ther e was no such thing as happiness, not for me, not ever. They
care about you, he'd said, not | careabout you. He hadn't lied about that, at least, but | hadn't
even noticed.

| sat there cross-legged, holding to the tree astheterrible ache moved through me, and after a
whilethe tear swent away. Asusual the tearshadn't changed anything at all, and | wasglad
when they stopped. My head felt heavy and | was completely drained, two more thingsto add
toall therest. When you act likeafool, you find out what a lot of different sensationsfed like.
| have noidea how long | sat there hating myself, but thelonger my thoughtsraged on the
worsel felt. HE'd been playing a game, for the gods sake, because histastesran to innocent
meat. Me, innocent meat! At some point the rage began to grow, adirty, ugly tide that wanted
todrown mein blood red. His blood red. The sword Ijarin had given me hung around my hips,
and | could fed thethirst in it to diceflesh and stain theground -

No! | opened my eyesto stareat thetree, knowing killing Fearin would betoo easy. | would
give myself the pleasure of that eventually, but not with a weapon and not beforel returned
some of the hurt and humiliation he'd given me. | would shred hispride before| shredded his
body, in asmany waysas| could. | needed something really good to start with, something -
My left hand had goneto the hilt of my sword, and just likethat | had theanswer. ljarin, and
the sudden didike Fearin had developed for him. The othershad all said 1jarin was after me,
and for the physical, at least, it was possiblethey wereright. If | gaveljarin what hewanted |
could then turn around and laugh at Fearin, telling him in so many wor dsthat the barbarian was
ableto satisfy mein away Fearin couldn't. The man of Power would befuriouswith damaged
pride, and that would bethe perfect start.

"Yes" | spoketheword aloud with great satisfaction, softly but with deep feeling. I would
attack Fearin'sprideat every point it was possibleto reach, and then | might well havethe
good fortuneto find him attacking me. At that point | would ssimply be defending mysdlf, and
whatever happened could not belaid at my feet by Diin-tha.

| got to my feet and began to look around, thistime with purpose. Ijarin had been with hismen,
and |'d caught a glimpse of them ... There! West of the stand of trees|'d stopped in and well
out of theway. He must have been war ned about the announcement scheduled to be made, and
was keeping hisgroup out from under foot in case there wastrouble.

" And they've even put up atent,” | muttered to myself, seeing most of theridersoutsdethe
thing. " Maybethey'reafraid their princewill melt if he'sleft out in the sun too long. It would
betypical of barbarians..."

| let thewordstrail off and didn't restart them. If | wasgoing to useljarin to get back at Fearin,
theleast | could dowasrefrain from insulting the barbarian. | nodded to myself as| started off
in that direction, acknowledging thefact that | had to befair. Afterward | would oweljarin
something for the help hewould be, and | would pay the debt even if it meant listening to
detailsabout that stupid prophecy.

It didn't takelong to reach their tiny camp-within-a-camp, and the men | passed looked at me
with curiosity. They were dressed thesameas|jarin, boots, tight trousers and bar e-chested,
and all werearmed. | stroderight past them and into the tent, which was open in the center
both front and back to create a nicely comfortable breeze. The barbarian and two of hismen sat
to theleft, drinking wine, but all three came quickly to their feet when | appeared so abruptly.
"1 want totalk toyou," | said toljarin, ignoring the other two. " Right now, and alone."

| expected hismen to have the good senseto leaveimmediately, but rather than doing that
they both looked at the bar barian. He was busy inspecting me with those light eyes of his, both
browsdightly raised. After a moment he smiled faintly and nodded, and the two finally left.
"They'renot sureit'ssafeto leave mealonewith you,” ljarin said when they were gone, his
amusement obvious. " They can seeyou'rethe one the sword was made for, and also know the
last thing you said to me. They really don't carefor theidea of having to take my dead body



hometo my father."

"Then let'sset their mindsat rest, even if it'sonly alittle," | returned, reaching to my

swor dbelt. Opening the belt and dropping it to the ground took no mor e than a moment, and
then | wasableto movecloser to ljarin. " Now, push me."

"Dowhat?" heasked blankly, the amusement gone behind brow-raisng puzzlement. " What
areyou talking about?"

"1 said, push me!" | repeated in a harder tone, having no patiencefor bush-beating. " Put your
handsto my shouldersand push.”

Heclearly till had noidea what | was doing, but he could seel wasin no mood to wastetime
answering questions. Sincel stood no morethan a pacein front of him with my fiststo my hips,
it took no effort at all on hispart to reach out with both hands. The strength he put into the
push might have bothered the balance of atoddler just learning to walk, but sincel was
expecting little or nothing | was completely prepared. Assoon as| felt the feather-light double
tap | let myself fall backward, flat down to the thick, cushioning meadow grassthetent had
been pitched over.

"1 declare myself bested,” | said whilel lay stretched out, then wasableto sit up and rise
smoothly to my feet again. " All right, that'staken car e of. Do you want to cometo my tent
tonight, or would you rather | come here?"

He stood staring down at mein silence, armsfolded acr oss his chest and face creased into a
frown, obvioudly trying to under stand what had happened. | Ieft him to settle hismind in peace
and began to look him over, the sudden thought of what 1'd be doing with him making me
curious. Heand Fearin wer e about the same height, and their shoulder width wasn't much
different either. ljarin's hands wer e dightly bigger, though, and not quite asfine-fingered. |
wondered if there were other size differences, and if so...

"Will you please stop looking at me asif | were a goat you intended to sacrifice to the gods?"
he said suddenly, a faint annoyancein histone. " I've managed to figure out that 1've just been
accor ded an unexpected honor, but | still don't under stand why. What'sthisall about?"

"What difference doesit make?" | countered, walking back toretrieve my sword. " All you
haveto decide on isthelocation. If you're afraid of having your image tar nished by me coming
here, you can cometo my tent instead.”

" Aelana, thisdoesn't make any sense," he said with a sigh, clearly forcing patience on himself.
" Y ou've done nothing but insult me from the first moment we met, and now, out of the blue,
you'reinviting meinto your bed? If nothing else, I'm entitled to an explanation.”

| thought about that for a moment, wondering if hewasright, then shook my head.

"No, you're not entitled to an explanation,” | denied, looking over at him with my fingersto my
swordbelt. " All you're entitled to do isaccept or refuse. If you'renot interested I'll just haveto
look elsewhere.”

| held my expression completely neutral, trying very hard to keep him from knowing | didn't
want to look elsewhere even if I'd had whereto look. He wasthe one Fearin would hate losing
to, so hewastheonel had to have. He'd seemed to be making a habit of doing exactly what |
didn't want him to, so if | acted asthough | weretrying to make him refuse he ought to
immediately agree.

"You makethiswhole thing sound so enticing, I don't know why I'm hesitating,” he
commented, hiswordsand accompanying expression very dry. " | know I'll probably regret
asking this, but what will Master Fearin be doing whileI'm entertaining you? And if you try to
suggest he doesn't haveto know, I'll paddleyour backsideright hereand now."

"What makesyou think Fearin hasanythingto do with this?" | demanded, privately appalled
that he had even asked. " He may betheleader of thisattack force, but he hasno say over
what | do. If you feel you need his permission first, I've obviously cometo the wrong tent."
"Sothat'sit," ljarin said, hishead coming up ashistonewent flat. " The High Master said or
did something to get you mad, and you've decided to walk away and leave him standing. Would



you liketotell mewhat it isyou useto think with? It'sfairly obviousit couldn't possibly be
brains

"1f you'retrying to make a point, you'd better get it said,” | growled, fighting off an avalanche
of insult. If | hadn't needed that idiot barbarian...

"Thepointismade” hegrowled back, putting hisfiststo hiships. " You've spent at least two
nightsin Fearin'sbed, and |'ve seen theway helooksat you. If you're not with him again this
night, it won't be his choice. Don't you have any idea at all of what you'retrying to do? Think
about the amount of Power hewields, and then picture him getting angry. For getting about me,
doyou really want yourself on therecelving end of that?"

"Hewon't use hisPower on me" | returned with a snort, passing over any mention of Diin-tha.
"And even if hedecided to, he still doesn't frighten me. If you don't feel the same, | can seel
have cometo the wrong tent. | hopeyou'll pardon theintrusion.”

"Hold it right there," heordered asl| began to turn to leave. " Considering that the godstend
to protect foolsand little children, | can believeyou'renot afraid of Fearin's Power. And |
doubt that you really understand how thingswork between men and women, so you'd better
listen to me. Any man with any sense would be afraid of Fearin'sreaction to your bright new
idea, but | don't think most of the other sknow about what's been going on between you. If you
offer them what you offered methey'll probably accept, and that could well be the end of
them."

"1 don't believethat,” | said with my back to him, not wanting to believeit. " Fearin needs
them badly, and he'd beafool to causethem harm."”

" Of course hewould beafool to harm them,” ljarin agreed, taking histurn at snorting. " But
that doesn't mean he would refrain. A man in thethroes of jealousy does before hethinks, and
by then it'stoo late to think. Why don't you tell me what you two ar gued about; maybe | can
come up with a suggestion to settlethe dispute.”

"Wedidn't argue and Fearin would certainly not bejealous,” | said, hating to admit that he
didn't haveto be. Pinched pride would do an even better job, and I'd never even thought of that.
"But you'reright in what you didn't say. | can risk my own lifeif | please, but not thelives of
innocent bystanders. Just forget | said anything. I'll come up with something else.”

" Come up with something to accomplish what?" he demanded, hisbig hand closing around my
arm to keep mefrom walking out. " Sit down with me and have somewine, and then you can tell
mewhat thisisall about.”

"But | don't want totell you what it'sabout,” | informed him reasonably, turning just my head
tolook at him over my shoulder. " | thought | madethat clear right from the beginning."

" Do you know what your biggest problem is?" heasked, giving methe benefit of avery
light-eyed stare. " Y ou've done such a thorough job teaching your self to ignore your emotions,
you think everyone elseis exactly the sameway. How long do you intend to take befor e you
learn that therest of usaredifferent, and that includesthe High Master Fearin? If you wait
until he'sforced to teach you the lesson himsdlf, you'll find your self a very unhappy little girl."
"1've already learned everything | intend to from High Master Fearin,” | said, having no
trouble pulling my arm out of ljarin'sgrip. " What | intend now isdoing someteaching, and if
you'll take the advice of an emotionless child you'll stay well out of the way. When thetime
comes, | won't care much about innocent bystander s either.”

That time| did walk out, leaving behind a man who thought he knew the meaning of being
annoyed. | wasannoyed, and all because | had no idea what to do. I'd been used and
humiliated, but getting my own back wasn't proving to be easy.

| returned to the stand of treesand spent a lot of time prowling through it, trying to decideon a
positive plan of action. | was so deeply into it that the passage of timelost all meaning, and it
cameasa surprisewhen | realized the army was beginning to move again. Talasin and Garam
had finished their chore, then, and we still had a fighting for ce.

| went back to wherel'd left my horse and mounted up, but not because I'd cometo any



decisions. Theonly decision | seemed to want to make wasto ride away and never see Fearin
again, but | couldn't do that. Diin-thawasn't likely to be under standing about desertion, and |
couldn't let Fearin smply get away with what he'd done. | wanted him to feel thesamehurt |
had, and then I'd be ableto ride away.

Therest of the afternoon passed into the distance, and suddenly it wastimeto make night
camp. The guardsmen got started doing it just the way they alwaysdid, but they wer e somehow
both noiser and more quiet than usual. Even | noticed that when | rode up to thetent that had
been created for me, especially when the guardsman who took my hor se made no effort to say
anything to me. Helooked too preoccupied for conversation, but not particularly worried.

| shrugged over the problem of whether or not therewould betrouble with the army oncethey
under stood and believed what they'd been told, and went into thetent. I had my own problems
to occupy me, and if we lost thearmy it could well be exactly the help | needed. Diin-tha's plans
would haveto be held off on while another army wasr ecr uited, and that opened up alot of
possibilities. | poured myself somewine and sat down with the cup, then considered
possibilities.

Time disappear ed behind thought again, and thefirst | knew of it waswhen | heard the sound
of throat-clearing by the entranceto my tent. | looked up to see L okkel standingjust inside,
and when my gaze touched him the Healing Master smiled faintly.

"1 don't mean to disturb you, child, but Fearin asked meto fetch you," hesaid. " Our meal is
set out in histent, and the meeting is about to begin. Will you allow meto escort you there?"

| wastempted to refuseto go, but couldn't see how that would help anything. Smply thinking
about the problem hadn't done me any good so far, and seeing the man in front of mejust might
trigger an idea. It wasat least worth trying, and if | later felt likewalking out | could certainly
doit.

"Master Lokkel, | would be pleased to have you escort me," | said as| put my cup asideand
rosetomy feet. " Isit any cooler out thereyet?"

Heimmediately seized on thetopic of weather, and began to tell me how weather can actually
affect ahealing spell if the master isn't careful. Wewalked through the darkening camp
together, him deeply into the lecture, metrying to think about nothing at all, and then suddenly
we werethere. The outside blue of Fearin'stent gave way to the gold of theinterior, and

L okke'shand on my left elbow guided me over to the food table.

" Fill up ahealthy plate, now," hedirected with a chuckle. " Asyou can see, the othersare busy
getting Princeljarin'simpressions of how the men aretaking the news. Fearin asked him to
look them over, and asusual it was an excellent idea. I'll finish speaking to you later."

He patted my shoulder beforewalking away, and that waswhen | realized he hadn't completed
hislecture about healing and the weather. Sincel'd seen everyone gathered around ljarin, |
hadn't paid attention to where L okkel had gotten, but obvioudly it hadn't been wher e he wanted
tobe. Asl reached for aplatel wondered if he'd just been threatening about going back to the
subject later, and then | wondered why |'d taken a plate. | had no appetite whatsoever, not for
anything thefood table offered.

" Sothistimeyou werejust in your tent,” a soft voice said from behind me. " What 1'd liketo
know iswhy you didn't decideinstead to bein my tent. | would have enjoyed finding you here
when | camein.”

"1'll bet you would have,” | muttered, making no effort to turn and look at Fearin. " Or at least
you think you would have. What do you want now?"

"Why do | havetowant anything besdestalking to you?" heasked, and if I hadn't known
better | would have believed the almost-bewildered tonein hisvoice. " |s something wrong? |
know |'ve been too busy today to give you much in theway of attention, but | fully intend to
make up for that later tonight. We can pretend we'rethe only peopleleft in theworld, and - *
"Aren't you bored with that yet?" | interrupted, suddenly getting theidea I'd been very nearly
prayingfor." | am, which iswhy I tried something different thisafternoon. Y ou know, Fearin,



you really ought to get mor e practice with women, without all that pretending nonsense. You
don't know what you'remissing, but now | do."

I'd made my voice go very smug and satisfied, but for a moment there was no response from
him. | thought he might be considering what 1'd said, and when he stalked around to my right |
wassureof it.

" Say that again, only thistime with more detail,” heordered in a very soft voice, a glance
showing him to be ... Annoyed? Angry? Shocked? " What areyou bored with, and what sort of
different thing did you try this afternoon?"

"1'm bored with you, and what | did this afternoon isnone of your business,” | answered with
the smugness still intact, at the sametime beginning to fill my plate. " It is, however, my
business, and the sort | intend to continuewith. You'll just haveto find some other female meat
to play your gameswith."

"What in the name of chaos areyou talking about?' he demanded, a growl forming from the
small smilel'd sent him. " Not only isthistotally unlikeyou, | can't believeyou'd just spit on
everything we had together. It'sasif someone came along and put a spell on - By all the gods,
that must beit! Someone'stalked you into thisnonsense. Tell mewho heis!”

"You think it'sbeyond meto seethrough you all by mysdf?" | demanded in turn, putting the
half-filled plate down in order to turn on him with my sudden anger. " What'sthe matter, Fearin,
was | supposed to betoo innocent to know you for what you really are? Well, | do know, and
ther € s nothing you can do to change things back."

"What do you mean, you know mefor what | really am?" he growled with that false
bewilderment just touching him again. " What am | supposed to be?"

" A lowlifeand a sneak,” | pronounced clearly into hisanger, my fisssto my hips. " And don't
bother trying to deny it, you'll only make your self look even moreridiculous.”

"Ridiculous,” heechoed with mounting fury, and then those blue eyes hardened as he
straightened. " 1'm going to know exactly what's going on here, in detail and step by step. As
soon asthismeeting's over we'll sit down together and - "

"No," | stated, unimpressed with the stare coming down at me. " Since ther € snothing you
haveto say that | caretolisten to, I'll be leaving when everyone else does. To spend some
timewith a man who knowswhat he'sdoing.”

| added that last likethethrust of a dagger to hismiddle, and the stroke made him stiffen with
outragejust as!'d hoped it would. The blue of hiseyesintensified asthough he were about to
start the fight | wanted, but then he suddenly looked away from me and toward the others.

" Stop pretending you haven't heard what's been said here," heordered, and | turned to see
five men who wer e busly ingpecting various parts of thetent - in every direction but where
Fearin and | stood. " | have the sudden certainty one of you knowsthereason for this... idiot's
tantrum, and | want to know right now what it is."

Five voices began to speak at once, all of them apparently trying to declareinnocence, and |
suddenly remembered what Ijarin had said. | f Fearin thought one of them was guilty he might
act before stopping to think about consequences. And if hefound out it was Ranander who had
told methetruth... Smply not mentioning any name hadn't worked, so | now had to be more
definitein my lack of information.

"You can't possbly think it wasone of them,” | said with asmuch scorn as| could muster.
"Your ever-faithful and obedient followers? They think you'rewonderful, the poor, blind fools.
It was someone else who told methetruth, a person it'sentirely beyond you to think of."

" Oh, so it was someone who talked you into this childishness,” he pounced, making me curse
my unthinking tongue. " 1'm not about to let thisdrop, Aelana, so you might aswell tell me now
who it was."

"Maybe ... it was one of the camp women," | suggested in an airy way, just to seewhat his
reaction would be. " They'd certainly know everything that was going on, not to mention the
men doing the going. Yes, it was probably one of the camp women."



"1've never had anything to do with the camp women," he came back immediately, having no
idea he'd just confirmed the accusation against himself. " They'd have nothing to say about me
at all, and haven't theimagination to make something up. | don't believe it was one of them."
"Wel, then, I'm fresh out of suggestions,” | returned with a shrug, refusing to show how torn
up | fet on theinsde. " If you can't come up with a better idea your self, let's get back to the
meeting. Since |l have an appointment later, 1'd liketo get out of hereasearly aspossible.”
Five men winced as Fearin drew himsaf up again, but | ignored them all. | could seel'd haveto
be certain not to go near any man for awhile, but that wasn't likely to be much of a hardship.
And they certainly wouldn't be coming after me, that wasfor sure. | would be left completely
alone and unbothered, but for somereason couldn't decidewhether or not | liked that idea...
"Themen aren't happy about going through the Valley of Twilight, but sincel'll begoingin
first they'rewilling to trust my ability,” Fearin said in avery brusqueway. " They're pleased
with the looting and gold they wer e given the chance at so far, and they'rewilling to take a
small risk in order to get more. Does anyone have anything to add to that?"

Talasin and Garam exchanged glanceswith Ijarin, then those threelooked at Ranander and
Lokkel. When the last two ssmply shrugged, Garam shook hishead.

"No, that'sthe conclusion we've all cometo,” Garam began, obvioudly intending to add
something else. Fearin must have seen that asclearly as|, but decided not to allow it.

"Then | declarethismeeting over and donewith," heannounced in avery flat way. " If you
men will excuse usnow, Aelana and | want some privacy. There's something she'sgoing to be
telling me, | swear by all thesignsof chaosthat shewill. I'll talk to therest of you again
tomorrow."

Again five voices spoke together, thistime to show instant agreement, but | rounded on Fearin
inarage. | intended torefuseto stay, in fact intended to tell him 1'd never speak to him again,
but all I had timefor wasto part my lips. Words became impossible when the air suddenly ...
blurred, a soundless echoing ring accompanying the blurring. | had no idea what was
happening, but the shocked under standing on Fearin'sface said that he did. He waslooking
past me, and when | quickly turned | also began to under stand.

Themist I'd seen only once beforewas appearing in thetent, and in the mist the form of
Diin-tha grew. The others stood staring, Garam and L okkel looking asif they wished they'd
been ableto leave before the appearance, Talasin curious, and Ranander unworried. ljarin all
but stared open-mouthed, and then he suddenly looked as though a puzzle had been solved for
him. Diin-tha solidified in the mist, asimposing asthefirst timel'd seen him, and hishandsome
faceimmediately smiled at his chosen leader.

" Do not upset your self, Fearin,” hereassured the man in his soft giant'svoice. " | havetaken
stepsto seethat nonewill enter thewhilel remain, and in any event shall not stay long. | come
only to give your group my approval for your efforts, and to give a special gift to one of you. So
pleased am | with that one, that | see no reason to continue with what must surely bea
punishment. You have ear ned theright to your own sdf, Kiri, and will continue so whileyou
move in my cause. Do not thank me, for thereiscertainly no need."

| stood therewith my mouth open ashe smiled at me, then watched while he dissolved back
into mist. When the lagt of the mist wafted away into nothing it took the blurring and soundless
noisewith it, but that wasn't the end of the episode. | finally looked around to seethat
everyonewas staring at me, all with the same stunned shock in their eyes.

" All right, so now you know my real name," | conceded, seeing it would be a waste of timeto
deny it. " I don't know why hefet he had to tell you, but it really doesn't matter. And | happen
to prefer Adlana, which was my younger sister'sname. Shedidn't survive oneof the Trials, so |
haven't taken anything someone elseis entitled to."

" But you did put aside something no one elseisentitled to,” Fearin said slowly, hisstare even
deeper than that of the others. " Kiri isthe name given every generation to thefirst-born
daughter of the Kenossroyal family, and no one elsein the entire nation isallowed to use the



name. That seemsto explain alot of things."

"Yes, likewhy the presence of threeprincesdidn't impress her at all," Garam agreed, hisdark
eyes unmoving from my face. " Since her brothers must also be princes, it smply wasn't
anything new to have usaround. Or to arguewith us."

" Egpecially to arguewith us," ljarin added with agrin. " Now that we' ve been properly
introduced, I'd liketo say how delighted | am to meet you, PrincessKiri."

"1 knew Adlanawasn't her real name," Ranander said with satisfaction, hiseyesbright. " I'm
happy to meet you, too, Kiri."

L okkel added something of hisown with a smile, but Talasin didn't bother with words. He came
forward without moving his gaze from me, took my hand, then kissed it! | was so shocked |
snatched the hand back, but hisgrin said it wastoo late. The othershad come forward behind
him, and looked asthough they intended to do the very samething.

"What'sthe matter with all of you?" | demanded, finding it impossible not to take a couple of
stepsbackward. " How can a nameturn you all into blithering idiots? And | told you | prefer to
be called Adlana, so that'swhat | expect you to call me."

"It'shardly just thenamethat'sturned usintoidiots,” Talasin said with a continuing grin, the
otherschuckling their agreement. " And we can't call you anything else, not without offending
Diin-tha. Somehow Kiri fitsyou beautifully, a beautiful namefor a beautiful girl."

| felt the chill then, the horrible cold that sent my hand to my face with the dread of
premonition. Diin-tha couldn't have donethat to me, he couldn't have, not when he said he was
rewardingme! | knew | had to turn it back, was determined to turn it back, but Fearin stepped
closer to put hishand to my shoulder.

"1f you'retrying to make your self look the way you did before, I'm afraid it isn't working," he
said in avery neutral voice. " Our Guardian said you'll continuein your own self for aslong as
you movein hiscause, and it ssemshe meant it. You're ill the most beautiful woman 1've ever
seen.”

" Beautiful and desirable,” Garam corrected in a husky voice, hisdark eyesalmost literally
drinking mein. " Let's seeif we can find something to argue and fight about."

"1 think you've all forgotten,” Fearin said as he stepped out a short way in front of me, his
voicetheleast bit louder. " Y ou wer e about to leave before we wer e visited, and now would be a
good timefor you to get on with that leaving. Asl said, I'll talk with you all again tomorrow."
"You don't really think we'rejust going to walk out of here?' Talasin said with a short laugh
that had alot of amusement in it. " We might have been willing earlier to let you court a messy
death without interference, but now things have changed. We haveasmuch right torisk an
ending asyou do, especially sinceit'slesslikely to turn out that way for one of us. Why don't
we let the lady decide?"

"1f it'sending you'relooking for, thelady isn't the only one who can provideit,” Fearin
returned in a very soft voice, hiseyeslocked to Talasin's. " Do | have to get mor e specific
before you remember who you'retalking to?"

Garam and ljarin immediately began to speak at once, with L okkel and Ranander offering
softer, less aggressive comments. | didn't know if the last two wer e adding to the argument or
trying to stop it, but even beyond that | didn't care. | turned and got out of thetent just asfast
as| could, returned to my own tent and laced up the entranceflap, then opened my swor dbelt
and threw mysdf down on my bedding.

"1 don't believe thisis happening,” | whispered to the dim, empty tent, too numb to feel
anything but disbdlief. " It'sjust a bad dream, likethe ones| had when | wasa dave. When |
wake up thingswill bejust likethey were."

But it wasn't abad dream, at least not the kind you can wake up from. | didn't under stand what
had happened, didn't know why Diin-tha had doneashe had. A reward, he d said, but areward
for what? And why now, rather than after we'd secured hisvictory for him? It didn't make any
sense, not theleast little bit.



Thefear I'd been trying to hold off stole over me, and | shivered wherel lay. | didn't want to be
beautiful, not when the wor &t things happened to you when you were, but | couldn't changeit
back. My insdeswereturning so fast | thought | would throw up, but I couldn't afford not to
pay attention. If anyonetried to comein after me-

| dipped my sword out of its scabbard, my fingers closed tight around itshilt asl rolled to
gtting. If anyonetried to comein after mel would kill them, by thegods| would! It wasn't
going to belikethefirst time, it would never belikethat again! | swallowed hard as| stared at
thelacings, but it didn't matter. No one was her e to see my uncertainty, to see how my hand
trembled. After awhilel would conquer thefear again, but right now all I could do was shake
with theterror of memory.

It took along timeto pull myself together, along time before my fingerseased their grip on the
sword hilt. Everything took along timethat night, but then, it wasa very long night.

Chapter 16

Morethan half the morning was gonein our continued mar ch to thewest, and the heat was
beginning to make the day uncomfortable. | rode alone because | refused to haveit any other
way, but | wasn't completely alone. Hundreds of staresfollowed after me, stares|'d tried to
believe were my imagination, but the belief waswearing thin. If | turned | would find the eyes
behind those star es, but having done that once alr eady was enough.

I'd fallen adeep a few timesduring the night just past, but not soundly or deeply and not for
very long. Once a voice had cometo whisper at my laced-up tent flap, but no one had tried to
unlacetheflap and comein. By dawn I'd had thefear put back whereit belonged, in the
usually-forgotten past, and I'd been ready once again to take things asthey came.

But not all things. I'd found another clean outfit in my tent, obvioudy by courtesy of Fearin, but
had ignored it. The clothes| had on were morethan well worn, and that suited mejust fine.
After almost two seasons of being a dave the smell of sweat was an easy oneto stand, but the
otherswould hardly find it the same. If they didn't careto stay away from me of their own
accord, | didn't mind helping them doit.

The sound of hoofbeats drew me out of inner reflection, and | looked around to see five of my
six associates pulling up to either side of me. | didn't know what was happening, but | soon
found out.

"WEe'l be stopping for the noon meal up ahead there, where Lokkel is" Fearin told me,
indicating the direction with a nod. " We also have to have an emer gency meeting to come up
with an immediate plan. Thiscan't be allowed to continue.”

His expression was half grim and half furious, and therest of them didn't look much better. |
thought Fearin would go on to give me someidea of what the problem was, but hedidn't.
Possibly we wer e too close to wherewewould stop so it didn't pay to go into details now. |
wondered in passngif it had turned out that the army wasn't aswilling to go through the Valley
of Twilight asthey'd thought, then dropped theidea with an inner shrug. Whatever it was, 1'd
soon hear all about it.

Wedrew rein near thesmall tent Lokkel stood in front of, then handed our horsesover to two
guardsmen oncewe d dismounted. Thetwo had watched our arrival with alot of attention, and
then weren't too fast about leading the hor ses away. Garam cursed under his breath then added
mor e volume to the comments, and the men finally got the idea. They moved themselves out of
our way, and wewere ableto follow L okkel inside the tent.

"Help yoursalvesto thefood while | take care of our privacy,” Fearin said, waving to thetable
set up totheleft. He, himsdf, turned right, but | wasn't given the chance to watch what he
would do. Very suddenly | was surrounded, but unfortunately not by enemies.

"You stay right here, girl, and I'll fill aplatefor you," Garam said, looking down at me with



gtill-smoldering eyes. " We can talk while we're waiting for Fearin.”

"1 have a better idea," Talasin said with a smile, looking only at me. " Kiri will say what she
wantsand I'll get it, and then sheand | can talk."

"1 already know what shelikesand doesn't like," Ranander said very clearly, most of hisusual
good humor gone. " I'll fill aplatefor her, and then - "

"Really, my lordsand princes, the child isclearly tired and hungry,” Lokkel announced in dry,
impatient tones. " Leave her tome, and - "

"You two wouldn't know how to treat her eveniif | did leave her toyou,” Garam snapped,
glancing at Ranander and L okkel, then briefly moved hiseyesto Talasin. " Or better yet, make
that thethree of you. I'm theonly onehere-"

"Who knocks a woman down and consider sthat a compliment?' Talasin interrupted, finally
looking at Garam. " If you know the meaning of the word gentle, none of the women you ever
associated with areawareof it. You - "

" And none of thewomen you ever associated with even knew you werethere” Garam
countered to Talasn while Ranander and L okkel demanded their own pieces of the argument. |
stepped aside to give them a better chance at each other, and only then saw ljarin standing
near thefood table, watching the argument with alot of amusement. It wasonly possibleto
move a few stepsaway from all of them, which meansljarin took notimeat all tojoin me.
"You don't seem to be pleased that they're not showing real concern and caring any longer,"
heremarked, hisvery light eyes still filled with laughter. " You can't mean you liked it better
when you had to fend off good intentionsrather than active courting.”

"It'swell known that crazy people find amusement in things wher e no sane per son would,” |
sated, looking away from him. " With that in mind, | intend to ignore anything and everything
you say."

"Wel! I'm relieved to see at least one thing about you hasn't changed,” Ijarin declared with a
chuckle. " If you wereever civil tomel'd suspect you'd just been told | wasdying or some
such. | think I know how hard you'refinding this, but try to bear in mind how hard it ison them.
Last night Fearin said you wer e the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen, and | haveto agree
with him. Our unexpected troubleis coming from thefact that 1'm not the only onewho
agrees."

" Not the only one by half,” another voice seconded the comment beforel could ask about it, a
growly, irritablevoice. " | find it hard to believe that our men can handle theidea of marching
through the Valley of Twilight, but arelosing control fast after onelook at awoman. You'd
think they'd never seen beauty before."

"1 think we both know theresmoretoit than that, Fearin," ljarin countered, finally losing all
that amusement. " The only positive point we've encountered so far isthat they'reall so jealous
of one another they refuseto cooperate to get what they want. If they banded together we'd
really have our handsfull. No, their obsessive attraction isanything but natural, but 1'd rather
not think about what elseit could be."

"1 have thought about it, but I'd rather not discusswhat | cameup with," Fearin grumped,
staring at me balefully. " If you haven't gotten the point yet, Aelana - Kiri, | mean, it seems
we've discovered that most of the army hasdecided it wantsyou. If you'rewilling to
accommodate them just say theword, but if you're not we haveto find away to turn them
disinterested fast. Before there are any incidents, unfortunate or otherwise."

"That'sthemost ridiculousthing I've ever heard,” | told him, annoyed that they would try to
tell me something likethat. " No oneis beautiful enough to attract an entire army, and | resent
your trying to make me believe | am. If you have nothing better to do with your timethan play
stupid tricks-"

"Kiri, heisn't joking and thisisno trick,” ljarin said, hiseyesdirectly on me ashe spokethe
wordsdowly and clearly. " Of course no woman is supposed to be that beautiful, but for some
reason you are. Can you think of why - someone - would cause that to happen?”



" Someone," | echoed, knowing immediately that he meant Diin-tha. The cold closed in with
that thought, along with bewilder ment and a vast amount of confusion. The god had donethis?
Why?

"Maybe our Guardian decided she'd earned punishing when he saw the way she wastreating
me," Fearin suggested, hisdarker blue eyes showing he agreed with ljarin'sidea. " | would
have preferred to handle it myself, though, especially since thissituation gives me even more
of a headache. And thereason it's happened doesn't make much differenceright now. What we
need issomething that will stop it."

"1 know what will stop it,” a new voice volunteered, and then a still-sober Ranander was
standing with us. " It'sreally very smple and will take car e of the problem for good."

" Isthis suggestion your own idea, or do you really know," Fearin asked him, frowning with
sudden interest. " Thisisimportant, Ranander, so consider your answer car efully before you
giveit."

"1 know," he answered at oncewith a shrug. " Sinceit only makesa little sense | wouldn't have
thought of it on my own, but Kiri can handleit and then shewon't be bothered. Afterward she
can spend her timewith friends."

"Tell uswhat theideais, Ranander,” Ijarin nudged gently when Ranander began to smile at
me. " The sooner we know, the sooner Kiri will be safe.”

" Of course" the brown-haired man agreed, moving part of hissmileto ljarin. " Kiri will fight a
representative part of the army, and when shewinstherest will betoo afraid to come near her.
I'm not surewhy it will work out that way, but it will."

" Absolutely not,"” Fearin stated whilel stared at Ranander with even more confusion. " That's
the mogt idiotic suggestion |'ve ever heard, and we're not even going to be considering it. If |
haveto I'll usethe Power to protect her, but she'snot going to befighting anybody."

"You'll usea Power that'salready stretched thin with everything elseit hasto do?" Ijarin
asked him beforel could say anything myself. " That soundsto melikeyou'd first haveto
gather more Power, and I've heard master s speak about how unsafethat is. What you're
already handlingis-"

"1smy business alone and none of yours," Fearin rapped out, looking coldly at Ijarin. " I'll
know when I'm approaching my limit, and so far |1 know no such thing. And even if | were, how
can you prefer theidea of the girl throwing her life away to my taking a very small chance? Of
courseno onewill bother her again if she fights. Who wastestimetrying to bother the dead?"
"Dead?" | echoed in outrage, refusingtolet ljarin interrupt again. " What suddenly makes me
that incompetent afighter? | looked thisway through every one of my Trialsasa Life Seeker,
and | not only won through them | did better than most. Just because you would befedling
fainthearted over alittle fighting doesn't mean - "

"1f | could do the fighting then there would be nothing to worry about,” he growled back, those
eyesnearly glowing at me. " | don't care how good you think you are, | won't have you running
around offering your neck totheblade. You - "

"Wait!" ljarin bulled hisway between us, interrupting before | could suggest that | show
Fearin how good or bad | was. " Let'sjust wait befor e getting to generalized bloodshed. Since
we have someone here who can know thetruth of what we believe, why don't we get our
guestions answer ed through him?"

Fearin glared at mewhilel returned thefavor, so ljarin got nothing in the way of a verbal
response. | wasawar e of the fact that Garam, Talasin, and L okkel had stopped their own
sguabbling in deferenceto our s, but before any of them could venture an opinion ljarin hurried
on.

" All right, Ranander, Fearin has made two suggestions,” ljarin said. " Thefirst isthat he
protect Kiri with his Power, and the second that he do thefighting for her. Can you tdl if either
of those ideaswould work?"

"First the Power," Ranander said, and | turned my head to seethe very distracted look in his



eyes. " There'sa small, weak yesthere, but - Oh, | see! It doesn't solve the problem, it just
putsit off until he'sdistracted by something else. Then - No, let'sjust say it doesn't work."
Ranander didn't even glancein my direction, but he didn't haveto. Hisfast change of subject
told the story all too clearly.

"What about Fearin doing thefighting?' Garam asked, hisvoice hard. " Or, for that matter,
Talasin or me?"

" Someone elsefighting,” Ranander repeated, back into distraction. " Two out of three of you
would win easily, the third would be wounded but would till win. In any event, it would change
nothing. Someone elsg' swinning would not keep them away from Kiri. Only her own victory will
dothat."

"And you'rethat certain she'll win?" Ijarin pressed, now sounding encouraged. " If that's so,
we have nothing toworry or argue about."

"He can't bethat certain she'll win," Fearin said as Ranander hesitated, sour satisfaction in
hisvoice. " Hemay know she hasto fight to solve the problem, and he may know shewon't be
bothered again if shewins. What he doesn't know isif she'll win with ease or even if she'll
survivethewin. With her being Shadowborn, he can't reach close enough, not the way he can
with therest of us. Am | wrong, Ranander ?"

"No," thedownhearted answer came, along with a short breath of weary vexation. " It'sas bad
as having heavy Power in theway. | know she hasto fight and win, and | know what will happen
if shedoes. | just can't tell whether or not she will win, or whether she'll surviveif she does.
I'm sorry, Kiri. | guessFearinisright and | should have kept quiet.”

"Therearealot of thingsFearin isn't right about, and thisisjust one," | came back
immediately, having already made the decision. " This meeting wasfor the purpose of solving a
problem, and that's been done. Which of you will be arranging thisfight, and when and where
will it be?"

| got alot of voices shouting at me then, all of them arguing one point or another. | let it go on
for a short while by showing them my back, and then | turned again with a hand up.

" All right, one of you come up with a better idea,” | challenged into the seething silencel'd
forced. " At thevery least it hasto guaranteeto do thejob if it works, just likethefirst idea.
Well? Let'shear all those suggestions.”

Therewas some muttering and foot-shuffling in response to my demand, not to mention dark
looks of disapproval. What | didn't get waswor ds, which let menod owly in their direction.
"Exactly,” | told them. " There are no other ideasto try, at least nonethat will work. Now,
which of you will be arranging the fight, and when and wherecan it be?"

"Arranging it hasto bemineand Talasin'sto do,” Garam grudged, glancing at a stony-faced
Fearin." At least it will beif everyone agreeswe're going ahead with this. Sincethereareten
main regiments, |'d suggest one repr esentative from each. Not their best, of cour se, but -"

"1t hasto bether best or I'll be wasting my time," | said, gesturing aside the silliness of what
he'd been about to suggest. " How about when and wher e?"

" Theforward scoutstell methere'savery old amphitheater dug into the ground only half an
afternoon’'s march ahead,” Talasn supplied, even more grudging than Garam had been. " They
think the place may have been used for secret rites of some sort hundreds of seasons ago, and
wewer e going to alter themarch to avoid it. Sinceit will still be light enough when we get there,
| suppose we can make use of the place. If everyone decides we're going through with this."
The everyonethey'd been referring to was still expressionless, except for thelook in hisdark
blue eyes. Fearin seemed to befighting inside himself, struggling with a decision he obviousy
didn't want to make. | didn't under stand what he thought he could possibly gain by refusing to
go along with a clear necessity, but even asthe question crossed my mind he stopped wasting
histime.

"All right,” hegranted, showing Garam and Talasin what real grudging looked like. " We've
been given no other choicethan to go ahead with thismadness, so that'swhat we'll do. But one



thing our lady had better understand, and that clear asabdll. If she'shurt during thisthing,
she'd better pray shedoesn't survive. If she does survive she'll wish she hadn't. Let'sget this
meal over with and then we'll get on with it."

He gestured the othersaway with him as he headed for the food table, leaving meto stand and
starewhileburied in confusion up to my ears. What had he been talking about, right there at
the end? Men of Power enjoyed making cryptic statements, | knew, but that one hadn't been
crypticit had been ridiculous.

"It seemsyou haveyour orders,” ljarin said from my left, amusement back in hisvoice. "He
let you get your way, but you'd better fight with every bit of ability you have or you'll really be
in for it. But | wouldn't count on having gotten away with anything if | wereyou. You've made
him so mad it won't belong befor e he comes after you anyway."

"Let him come” | said, completely unsurprised that Ijarin had supposedly under stood what
Fearin had said. Two of akind, if ever I'd seen it... " And mad istheleast he deservesto be. If
he decidesto come forward with any complaints, | can alwaysturn mad into shredded.”

"You seem to be blaming Fearin for something, but 1'd say he doesn't under stand what that
somethingis," the barbarian offered after the briefest of hesitations. " If he did something to
hurt you, why not talk to him about it? Unless|'m totally mistaken, | believe he'd bewilling to
promise never todoit again."

"You expect him to promiseto change hisnature?" | asked with a sound of ridicule. " Then let
me know how much of a bet you'd back your belief with, and I'll find a way to match it. There's
no such thing asever having too much gold."

"Didn't | hear you admit you'd been told something by someone else?” |jarin persisted, his
tone now thoughtful. " Yes, that's exactly what you said, so we may not be talking about
something Fearin did. You can't be blaming him for something someone else said he did?"
Thoselight blue eyes were now staring directly at me, and therewasn't much in theway of
laughter in them. For somereason | could fed my cheeksbeginning to warm, but | quickly
shook off the feeling.

"What makesany of this your business?" | demanded, straighteningwherel stood. " If it'sjust
that burning need of yoursto interferewith everything in reach, that'sreally too bad. | don't
happen to like being interfered with, and I've been known to take exception to those who try it
anyway."

" Do you let yourself get angry so often because you know how beautiful you look when it
happens?' heasked with afaint grin, the expression in his eyes changing to match. " That may
help you with men liketherest of us, but Fearin isn't thesame. Your anger won't impress him,
your beauty won't impress him, and hewon't want to hear that someone elsetold you stories. I
you don't have something to point to that he did personally, you can bet thefirst thing he'll do
is give you something to point to. Take my advice and talk to him now, beforethis

misunder standing gets any wor se."

"That happensto beavery good idea," another voice said from behind me, onethat was back
to sounding calm and in control. " You tell mewhat I'm supposed to have done, and I'll tell you
whether or not | really did it. It isn't fair to accuse a man without giving him a chanceto defend
himself."

"1 did giveyou that chance," | said without turning, feeling mysdlf stiffen over how close he
was. " | asked you about the camp women, and you told me your self you'd never touched any of
them. | supposeif you'd known what | was after you would have answer ed differently, but it's
too latefor that. | havethetruth now and won't let you tell me any differently.”

"What in all the cornersof chaosis that supposed to mean?" he demanded in exasperation
whileljarin stared at meblankly. " Y ou would have been happier to hear that 1'd had every one
of the camp women a dozen timeseach? | know you can't be expected to look at thingsthe way
ordinary femalesdo, but that doesn’'t mean you can't make sense.”

"If it's sense you want, then how about this" | said with the growl | felt, finally turning to look



at him. " If I'm not what you'd call an ordinary female, what would you call me? Surely not
innocent?"

"In alot of waysthat's exactly what you are,” he answered, blue eyes narrowed. " I nnocent
and unwor Idly with thingsthat therest of ustakefor granted. But what hasthat got to do with -

" Then that'swhy you suggested we play a'game,™ | went on, refusing to stop now that 1'd
gotten started. " You knew | wasfar too innocent to refuse, and it was easier playing the game
with methan with somegir| from thecity. Thegirl you might have had to leave behind, but I'd
be going along on the campaign anyway. We could keep ... pretending just aslong as|
continued to believe you, which would be until you got tired of thegame. It wasn't likely I'd be
finding out the truth on my own, not asinnocent as | am. Now try telling me I'm not innocent,
and therewasn't any game.”

" Chaostakeit, of course | madeit agame,” he answered, and even had the nerve to look
annoyed. "How elsewas| supposed to keep you from shying away in panic? Y ou couldn't even
stand to have someonetell you you wer e looking fit. How was | supposed totell you | - "
Hiswords broke off asfrustration flashed across hisfeatures, and that | could understand. My
own expression was showing him exactly what | thought of him and it couldn't have been
considered pretty, let alone beautiful.

"Now | know how arrogant it'spossibleto get,” | told him in disgust. " You stand there making
mindless statements, refusing to admit the guilt even when you're caught. M e, shying away in
panic from anything? Please, do tell me another one. If | ever again believe anything you say |
will be a hopelessinnocent.”

| began to turn away from him then, glad everything wasfinally in words, but arrogant isas
arrogant does. High Master Fearin decided there was moreto say, and hishands cameto my
armsto force meinto turning back to him.

"1 made what we had between usa pretensefor your sake," heinsisted, speaking the words
dowly and clearly. " I claim | wasn't lying or trying to take advantage of you, but there'sa way
you can prove I'm stretching thetruth after all. Call my bluff by agreeingto marry me."

Our audience made various soundsin reaction to that, some of them groans of exasperation,
but they needn't have bothered. | knew | wasn't innocent, and that waswhat | intended to
prove.

" By the gods, but your generosity isamazing,” | said, raisng my armsto pull them out of his
grip. " Now that you know what | really look likeyou'll let meforceyou into marrying mein
order to clear your name. I'm so overwhelmed | can't think of a singlething to say."

"Fearin, shehastofight later," ljarin said quickly, putting a big arm up acrossthe chest of the
High Master. The man of Power had begun to take a step toward me, hisface dark with anger,
but the barbarian had saved him from a possbly fatal mistake. " Afterward you and shecan try
to straighten thisout, but for now you'd better let it rest.”

"Rest?" Fearin said, forcing himself tolook at Ijarin. " You see something restful in this
insanity? When | get my hands on whoever gave her thoseideas he'll find the permanent kind
of rest. And if I don't kill her for being gullible enough to believeit, they'll undoubtedly carve
my namein stone asthe most patient man ever to havelived. If she'sgoing to befighting later,
make sur e she eats something now."

| expected him to glare at me before he stalked off, but appar ently he was smarter than that. |
wasreally bristling over having been called gullible, and if he'd even glanced my way | would
probably have started the fight myself.

"Didn't anyone ever tell you that killing looks simply bounce off men who wield Power ?" ljarin
asked, and wasn't it nice that he was amused again. " You'rewasting your time, so you might as
well switch to doing something mor e productive. What would you liketo eat?"

"Hisheart and liver,” | muttered in answer, not joking in theleast. " It'sbeen awhilesincel've
had really fresh meat."



Then | realized that | could do with something to eat, and stalked away myself to the food
table. | wasdedlighted | had a fight to look forward to - even if the fight wasn't with my victim of
choice - and appar ently everyone could seethat. They all left me alone, even when we left the
tent to continue following the mar ch.

By the timewereached the amphitheater Talasin had mentioned, you would have thought there
was alightning storm hovering above us. Theair all but crackled with tension and expectation,
and therumble of muttering voicesrose and fell but never really sopped. The guardsmen had
finished their march for the day, but no one wastaking the time to make camp. They just about
dropped their possessionswherethey stood, and immediately began to form up to climb down
into theamphitheater.

"We'd better get down thereourselves,”" ljarin said in amutter ashewatched them, hishorse
totheright of mine. " Prince Garam hastheten you'll befacing, but heisn't happy about who
they turned out to be. Each oneishisregimental champion, and the men seem to have gotten
theideathat if their champion wins, so do they. None of uslikesit, but it may be the only thing
currently holding the men back."

"1'm going to find out what thisisall about," | promised myself out loud, feeling morefoolish
than afraid. " Three or four men might hurt me, but | couldn't possibly survivethe attentions of
aregiment. Thishasto bethe most insanething | ever heard of, the most outrageoudy
unbalanced - "

"Let'snot get intothat now,” Ijarin cautioned, dismounting to hand hisreinsto one of hisown
men. " Thefirst thing you haveto do issurvive this encounter, and then we can worry about the
rest. How areyou fedling?"

"Just asweak and helplessasthe next Kenoss Shadowborn,” | answered, doing my own
dismounting. " Why do you ask?"

"1 noticed you didn't eat very much thisafternoon,” he said, following after meas| walked
toward the entrance stepsthat had been reserved for me. " I'd hate to think you were

regr etting now that you didn't takemore."

"TheresoneKenoss Trial that demandsyou go without food for three days before you attempt
it," 1 commented, watching where |l wasgoing rather than turningtolook at him. " And asfar as
Shadowborn training goes... No. No, | don't regret not having eaten more.”

Helet it be after that and simply followed me down the stepsinto the amphitheater. Which was
good, because now wasn't thetimefor distractions...

Chapter 17

The amphitheater wasvery old, with step seats cut down into therock that wasonly a few feet
below theloam of the meadow. It would have been impossiblefor an ordinary person to know
that that rock wasthere, sothe oneswho built thisthing must have had special help. The steps
went down quite a distance into the ground, and at the bottom was a smooth cir cle of brushed
rock morethan sixteen stridesin diameter. | wondered if someone had cleared away the small
stones and such that should have littered the circle, then dropped the question entirely. As
strange astherest of that episode was, therewasvery little chancethat 1'd like the answer to
my cleaning question.

One glance had shown methat therewould not be enough room in the seatsfor our entire
army, but they were huddling closeto allow asmany in as possible. The only reasonably
uncrowded area wasthe part that would be our fighting circle, and even that wasn't being
allowed to stand empty. Ten men dressed only in tunics crouched at thefar sde of thecircle,



whilefive othersstood or walked elsewherein it. Garam and Fearin wer e two who walked
together, and when they saw me descending they cameto meet me.

"Themorel think about this, theworse an idea it becomes,” Garam growled, hisface dark
with anger. " Those men arelooking forward to winning, and they don't much carewhat they
have to do to makeit happen. | know them all and I've never seen them behavelikethis
before.™

"But it all fitsin so nicely with therest of theinsanity,” | answered, waving one hand. " An
army gonemad, a very convenient placeto hold an exhibition, and no other path open tous. It
doesn't matter how good or bad an idea it is; ther€snothing elseto be done.”

"1 wonder," Fearin murmured, hisface expressionless, then he seemed to pull himself out of
reverie. " For right hereand now we don't have a choice. Thefight will happen, but | think
you'd all better remember that Kiri has no guarantee of winning. She'll haveto fight with
everything she has, and if shewinsit will only be because she earnsthevictory. If shewas
meant to win, if thiswas supposed to be no mor e than an exer cise, there would have been no
need for such elaborate arrangements. Do you under stand what 1'm saying, girl?"

"You'renot the only onewho thought of that," | returned, barely glancing at him. " Thisisreal,
and that'stheway I'm looking at it. How much longer beforel can start?”

" Soon," Garam answered when Fearin didn't, looking around at therapidly filling steps. " Very
soon."

| nodded and walked past them both, found a place of my own in thecircle, then crouched down
torun through theinner preparation I'd learned from the Inadni. | could fed all those eyes
staring at me, could almost hear the thoughts behind, then firmly pushed it all away. The effort
about to be made wasthe only importancein the univer se, and the L ear ning helped meto know
that in every bone and sinew of my body.

| became awar e of someone standing over me, and when | pulled my vision outward to look up |
saw Garam. Behind and around him the entire amphitheater seemed filled, with men crouched
or standing around the upper edge aswell. The sun waslow in the sky, so low that part of the
seats wer e cover ed with shadow, and that had to mean it wastime. | straightened dowly until |
stood erect, then looked toward my opponentswith the eyes of onereadied.

"1'll get things started and make surethey'redonein proper form,” Garam began, hisgaze
clinging to my face, but | dowly shook my head.

"No," | said in thewhisper that could be heard so clearly, alingering after effect of having
touched so closely totherest of theLearning. " It'sfor meto do. You just stay well back with
the others."

Hisfrown had only just begun to grow when | walked away from him, heading for the center of
thecircle. Therumbling thunder of voices had been a constant backdrop, but when | reached
my place and stopped the thunder did the same.

" Stand up, step forward, and say whether you wish to face me bar ehanded or with weapons,” |
told theten whose eyes stared at me so hotly. " Do it now."

"Barehanded," camean immediate answer, and one of the ten rosefirst to step forward with a
grin." 1 mean to have something left to repay mefor thetroublel'm taking."

" Barehanded," | agreed, removing my swordbelt and holding it out to my right. Someone came
to takethe swordbelt, Ranander, | think, and then | had no attention to sparefor anyone but
my opponent.

An opponent who was alr eady moving toward me, hisown waist bare of a swordbelt. Hewasa
regimental champion, 1'd been told, someone who knew how to fight, so | stood loose while
waiting for hisfirst attack. | waited while he simply strode acrossthe circleand up to me, then
put out hisright hand to closeit around my left arm. Attack waswhat |'d been expecting,
stupidity waswhat 1'd gotten. It was mor e annoying than surprising, but it certainly wasn't
somethingtoignore.

| quickly reached over to hishand with my own right hand, thumb below histhumb, fingers



wrapped around the opposite edge. Using my left hand at hiselbow to assist in the twist |
turned him away from mewith a scream torn from histhroat, bending him over helplessy. That
waswhen | brought up my left kneeinto hisouter ebow with strength, making him scream even
louder before hefainted and collapsed. | released him when his sensesfled from having had his
elbow shattered inward, then looked at the remaining nine.

"Removethis, and then let'shave another,” | said into the strained silence now being
maintained. " And one mor e capable, if you please."

Two men came to move the unconscious one, neither of them member s of the nine, and when
they'd gotten out of the way there was another opponent already waiting. Thisone also wore
nothing of a swordbelt, but unlike his predecessor he showed nothing of agrin. He came
forward cautioudly, his hands already up, hiseyes studying my stance and movement. Better, |
thought as| awaited him, much better.

But it wasn't. From the anticipation ever yone seemed to be watching him with | expected a
display of at least adequate skill, but the speed and angle of hisfirst kick killed that idea. |
blocked the kick and the next aswdll, et hisfistsfly past in blows he should have been
ashamed of, then abruptly lost patience. A front kick took him hard in thegroin, dowing his
rush, and then | spun about and delivered aroundhousekick to hisface. He went back and
down to sprawl on the stone, hisneck possibly broken, and that wasthe end of a second one.
"If thisisthe bet any of you can do, you'rewasting my time," | said after a general sound of
disappointment surged and then died. " Among those | studied with, these pitiful specimens
never would have survived. | sther e someone capable to face me next?"

"1'll faceyou," a growl answered, and one of the eight stepped forward - wearing a swor dbelt.
Thetension in theair all around seemed to shift its stance, something | paid only a small
amount of attention to asmy last opponent wasremoved and my own swor dbelt wasretur ned.
Therewasnow adifference, but | wasn't certain asto what it was.

Something of a hint camewhen | returned my attention to the next challenger - only to find that
thereweretwo. A second armed man had joined the first, and despite the shouts of protest
from theleadersof their army they were both drawing their weapons asthey cameforward.
Without hesitation | freed my own blade, then went to meet them.

Thefight wasbrisk and fast-moving, but didn't last very long. The two attacked together, but
had obvioudy never fought together. | circled fast to my right, parrying a dash as| went, and
that man whirled to face me and continue his ondaught. The only thing he didn't notice was that
his shift had blocked his companion’s efforts, and he was blocking the man himself. | did a
swipe, parried a backhand riposte, then plunged my blade deep into my opponent’s chest.

The newly dead man was only just beginning to fold to the ground when his companion broke
freeto face me, and the shock of now being alone hit the second man hard. He parried my
immediate attack as hisface went pale, and hetried to keep hiseyesfrom thered staining my
blade. He beat at my weapon asthough he held a stick, the breath hissing out of him through
clenched teeth, and then he seemed to realize he was no mor e than heartbeats from being
ended. Heforced a clumsy disengage by stcumbling quickly backward, and then hewas hurrying
torgoin the six men remaining.

Six men who wer e already on their feet with swordsin their fists. Thelast of the sunlight glinted
from their weapons, under scoring the blood-thick silencethat lay heavily all around. Silence
right now should not have been, especially not a silence of straining madness. | felt it in all its
unnatural presence, saw the seven already coming forward as one, and had no choice but to
meet unnatural with unnatural.

| could feel the shadow beginning to gather around meas| stared at the seven, the beast
already starting to peer out of my eyes. It wasthe only way | could survive against them all,
the only way to preserve my own existence, the undeniable way 1'd been given no choice about
using. When my lifewasin danger the beast would emerge, even if my preference wasto meet
the danger and let it best me.



But this particular danger wasn't about to best me. M ore and mor e shadow had been drawn to
me, the better to let them seethe burning red eyes of the beast. For a handful of moments my
appear ance meant nothing to them, and then a ... trance of some sort seemed to break, ending
the dream they'd been walking through. At the same moment it ended for the men watching,
and then the shouts and yells - and screams - came amidst the surging of thousands of bodies.
The surging of thousands but the freezing of seven. Those seven now knew what they'd been
approaching, or at least could seeit, and knew even better that they wanted nothing to do with
it. The beast was coldly delighted with their presence, drinking in their fear, already tasting
their blood in imagination. Themen in front of it werefrantic, wanting nothing moreto do with
what had been going on. But the beast watched them backing away, and then she began to
move after them.

And | couldn't stop it. Somewheredeep inside| knew it should be over, the madnessand
fighting no longer something to worry about, but | couldn't for ce the beast back and down. It
had come out much too far, almost to the point of taking over thelast vestige of me asit always
did. | tried to stop the next step taking me after the seven terrified men, fought with all my
strength - and managed to do no morethan dow the step alittle. 1'd never entered afight
without expecting to win, but the beast was one opponent | had no chance against.

And then therewasa ... tingling stepping in on my sde, afor ce that was helping meto fight
down the beast. The beast snarled and tried to claw free, wanting nothing so much asto be
turned loose, but thetingling wasn't letting it happen. Therewas a heavy blue glow that | could
feel rather than see, and the glow was smothering the beast and sending it back to the place it
came from. The glow gave methe strength to do my own clawing, out of the shadows and back
into thefading light, to become awar e again of what was happening around me.

"That'sit, push it back and keep it there,” | heard a voice say, and there wer e hands on my
armsfrom behind. The handswer e closed tight, and the sword | still held rested with its point to
thestone. " It'sall over and you're the undisputed winner, so let'send thistheright way."

| took a deep breath to force the usual shudder down with therest, then moved away from his
handsto resheathe my sword. Fearin had used his Power to keep the beast from winning over
me, and | remember ed my previousthoughts about his creativity and strength. It wasn't
supposed to be possible for anything to best the L ear ning, and the I nadni probably would have
been shocked gray.

A sudden babble of voices erupted asthe othersjoined us, relief and delight and expansive
satisfaction coloring thewords. Our army was making hasteto leave the amphitheater, not
quite knocking each other down now that the beast was gone, but sill hurrying asthey glanced
over their shoulders. It wasanormal reaction from back-to-normal men, and the insanity was
donewith. For now.

"You see?" Ranander'svoice brokethrough therest. "1 knew her winning would solvethe
problem. And | also knew shewould win, even though | didn't know it. Kiri'sthe best there
ever was."

"Thiscallsfor acelebration,” Talasin announced with alaugh. " Formal styleif Fearin can
manageit, informal if hecan't. We haveavictory toraise our cupsto, avictory and avictor."
"Victory," | echoed, turningtolook at hisdeighted expression. The otherswerejust as
delighted, all but Fearin. " Those men never had a chance against me, but someone still for ced
them totry. Think about how you'll fed if you're the next to beforced to face me and then tell
mewhat it isyou feel we haveto celebrate.”

| watched their delight die away into a heavy silence, onethat wasfilled with the sort of

under standing they should have had to begin with. Obvioudy things sill hadn't completely
returned to normal, at least not among our inner group, but we weren't given the chanceto
dwell on it. One of Garam's special squad came over to speak softly to him, and hisreaction
was anything but soft.

" Damn it, we havetrouble,” Garam announced, speaking mostly to our distinguished leader.



"The men don't under stand what happened, and now that they're out from under whatever spell
was on them they'rejust on the edge of going wild. We'll haveto work fast to calm them down."
"Then let'sget started now,” Fearin rapped out, looking around at the others. " Master
Lokkel, you seefirst to the onesKiri faced who are still alive. Once you've healed them bring
them with you, using Ranander's help to find therest of us. W€l be out moving among the
men, talking to them and calming them down, and you can..."”

Hisvoice faded out as| climbed higher out of the amphitheater, filled with some of the delight
the othershad lost. They were so involved with their new problem they hadn't seen me go,
which meant | might be able to have some peace and quiet for a while. Especially if Fearin had
taken thetimeto create our tents beforethebig battle...

But hehadn't. Oncel reached ground level | was ableto look around, searching for something
| hadn't thought to look for earlier. 1'd been too caught up in what was ahead of me, all that
planning and anticipation that had been for nothing. | looked around again, for oncewishing |
could create a tent, and then noticed something I'd missed. A short distance away and to one
side of the balance of our not-quite-camp stood ljarin'stent, hismen relaxing around two
cooking fires asthey watched the goings-on in our area with open curiosity.

" Asif they have no idea about what's been happening,” | muttered to myself, suddenly
realizing it was morethan possiblethat they didn't know. | hadn't seen any of them in the
amphitheater, and not even near it. Now, wasn't that strange...

Or maybe not so strange. Without stopping to do any morethinking | headed for the tent,
leaving my horsewherel'd tied him befor e the confrontation. Either someone would take care
of all thehorses, or we'd end up not needing them anymore. At that point | would have been
happier with the second possibility, but couldn't quite seeit happening. That would have been
the easy way, which meant it couldn't be something | wasinvolved in.

ljarin'smen watched mewalk past them into histent, but none of them spoke or tried to stop
me. He'd said something about them knowing the sword had been madefor me... Asthough
that told them things no one else knew... Possibly about me, possibly about that supposed
prophecy. Asif | didn't have enough questionsthundering around in my mind demanding
answers. Therewere cushions scattered on the car pet-covered grassto theleft, so | sat down
among them in the soft dimness of almost-night and let my mind wander whereit willed.

When ljarin camein he brought a candle with him, along, thin taper in white whose flame he
shielded with one hand. It was completely dark outside, and quite some time had passed. He
glanced at mein away that said he'd been told | was here, spent a few tickslighting three other
candlesin a small, metal-bound stand, then blew out the long candle and turned to look at me.
" Everything isback to normal and the men have quieted down," hesaid. " Fearin told them the
enemy wastrying to stop their army with spells of destruction, but hisown Power turned the
spell into nothing morethan a brief episode of temporary imbalance. It might happen again with
the same meager results, or the enemy could get smart and give up that line of attack. Since
we're as safe asany army can be, we can afford to sit back with a smile and wait to see what
happens.”

" And they believed every word,” | said, already knowing it to betrue. " How many of those
men did | kill?"

" Actually, none of them,” the barbarian answer ed, then smiled faintly at my stare of disbelief.
" Even the one you sworded was still alivewhen Master L okkel got to him, although the man
wouldn't have been alive for much longer. That second man, the one you kicked, had a broken
neck and would have been crippled, but he'salso healed. The one with the broken arm wasn't
aseasy asthe Healing Master expected him to be, but he was taken care of aswell."

"1 think 1'm getting really mad,” | muttered, trying to hold down atemper that wanted to flare
out in all directions. " For what conceivable reason ishe doing all this?"

"Who?" ljarin asked, the faint smilereplaced by a narrow-eyed look. " And | thought you'd be
happy that you didn't do any per manent damage. Why don't you sound happy?’



"1'm too mad to be happy,” | answered in the same mutter, then stared directly at him. " Have
you realized yet that that nonsense was nothing mor e than some sort of elabor ate joke? Don't
worry, folks, it'sall in fun and nobody getshurt. You know, likethey say during the
performances put on by thosetraveling postur e shows? Well, it was all in fun because nobody
did get hurt."

"That wasn't my idea of fun,” he denied with a headshake. " If Master Lokkel hadn't been
there... And what about you? Y ou could have been hurt or killed at any time, and if you'd died
even Fearin couldn't have helped. While those men were under that spell therewasno joke
about it."

" But that'sthewhole point,” | said, getting to my feet. " While those men wer e under that spell
| was threatened, up to the point of needing to serioudly defend myself. | wasthe dancing bear
in the show, demongtrating how well 1'd learned to whirl around to the music. But then the
peoplein the audience saw that it wasa real bear they were playing with and started to get out
their hunting weapons, so the music stopped. No mor e dancing, no moreworry, that'sit, folks,
the show isover."

"Kiri, | don't under stand what you'retryingto say," he protested gently, looking down at me
with worry in hiseyes. " Or possibly I'm trying not to understand. I'd hateto think you were
about to do something foolish - like take offense over the doings of a god. Or do you think if
you get angry enough, you'll be ableto change things?"

"1 know better than to think | can changethings,” | said inagrowl. " Thebest | can hopeto
accomplish isto see the next time coming and ssmply not cooper ate. But | want to know why.
Why isDiin-tha doing thisto me?"

" The gods often havereasonsfor doing thingsthat mean little or nothing to mortals,” he
answered with ashrug. " Or maybeit'sno morethan a whim that's got you caught up. Areyou
absolutely certain it is Diin-tha?"

"Who esecould it be?" | returned, already having considered the point. " I f it wasn't some god,
your men would have been just as affected asthe men in thearmy. Sinceyou and they are
dedicated to a goddess who makes you invisibleto other gods, your men stayed untouched.
And areyou trying to suggest that Diin-tha would allow another god to interferewith thisvery
important task we'rein the middle of performing? Somehow | don't think so0."

"1'm forced to go along with that," he agreed heavily, hisgazeturned inward. " Diin-thais
strong enough to keep other gods out of hisaffairs, which means he caused that insanity. All |
can think to suggest isthat it hasto be part of hisplans.”

" But how can that nonsense possibly be part of hisplans?' | demanded, filled to capacity with
frugtration. "What if I hadn't been good enough to keep myself safe and alive? What if the
men had rioted out of control afterward and the army wasturned into a useessrabble?"

"But it wasn't,” another voice pointed out, and we both turned to see Fearin standingin the
entrance. " Themen didn't riot, you weren't hurt or killed, and there was no per manent damage
done. Possibly our Guardian grew temporarily bored and decided to divert himsdf with alittle
entertainment.”

"Asl said earlier, that'snot my idea of entertainment,” ljarin stated, thewordsflat. " Isthere
something else you need mefor ?"

"Actually, | cametotell thetwo of you that our meal isready and waiting in my tent,"” Fearin
replied, an odd ... neutrality to hisvoice. " After we eat we'll discuss whether or not we can
keep thisfrom happening again."

ljarin nodded and began to movetoward Fearin, but | didn't. | just stood therewaiting for them
toleave, but they didn't.

"Kiri, we'veall had along, hard, involved day," Fearin told me, apparently knowing my exact
intentions. " Whatever patiencel've had until now isentirely gone, so don't force meto do
something I might later regret. Cometo the meal and the discussion, and afterward we'll
straighten out the misunder standing between us.”



" There is no misunder standing between us," | denied, my tone asflat asljarin'shad been.
"Just in case | haven't made mysdlf clear, | want nothing to do with your meal, your discussion,
and most especially you. Take my advice and leave me alone. If you don't our Guardian will be
very unhappy with me."

"Isthat threat supposed to frighten me away?" he growled, drawing himsalf up as hisblue eyes
turned harder than stedl. " Haven't you been left alone enough in your life? | am not guilty of
whatever it isyou think I'vedone, so | won't befrightened away and | won't leave you alone.
Tell mewnhat you've been told and I'll prove I'm not guilty.”

"You can't," | said, refusing tolook away from hisanger." You've already proven it istrue,
and every time you say something else you smply makeit worse. Why isit so hard for you to
admit that the gameisover ? Because thistimeit didn't end on your terms? Well, that's too bad
about you becausethistimeit won't go any other way."

"Thistime" heechoed behind afrown. " You said 'thistime,’ and talked about a game. Isthat
what you weretold? That 1'm playing a gamewith you that 1've played before with other s?"
"Why don't you deny it," | invited, folding my arms. " Tel mel'm thefirst woman you've ever
paid attention to and it was my outstanding beauty that first drew you to me. Go ahead, say it
just likethat."

"You'renot thefirst woman 1'd had in my bed, but you are thefirst onel've paid attention to,"
he stated with a growl, those blue eyes still very hard. " Beauty isn't difficult to find, especially
not for someone of my standing; most of thetimeit comeslooking for me. But beauty without
anything behind it getsboring after a while, and then bored turnsinto repdlled. If ther€sone
thing you aren't it'sboring, and that's what attracted meto you. Not to mention the fact that
you need someoneto look after you."

By then he wasthe onerefusing to look away, and that despite the glare | was sending.

"1 need someoneto look after me?" | repeated in disbelieving outrage. " Me? Areyou trying to
convince meyou did what you did because you're crazy? That must bewhy you didikeljarin so
much. Hisown crazinessistoo much competition.”

"1'm not crazy or even mistaken,” he maintained, a dight darkening of hisskin and avery
brief glancefor Ijarin the only reaction totherest of what I'd said. " Despite your skill and
ability - or maybe because of it - you really do need someoneto look after you. | intend to be
that someone, so there'sno sensein arguing. Comejoin mefor the meal and then I'll prove
how wrong you areto disbelieve me."

He put hishand out, intending to takemy arm, but | couldn't stand the thought of being touched
by him again. | stepped back quickly, my armsloose at my sides, and smply shook my head.
"1'm not wrong to dishelieveyou,” | said, trying to keep everything | felt from coming through
in my voice. " Thewrongnessisin having believed you to begin with, in having for gotten how
stupid it isto believe or believein anyone. Don't come near me again, High Master, and even
beyond that don't ever try to touch me. If you do you have my word you'll regret it."

"Kiri, wait!" ljarin called as| circled thetwo of them and left thetent, all but running. | didn't
know what the barbarian wanted, and | also didn't care. What | wanted wasto get out of there
and bealone, and | intended to haveit.

It wasn't difficult to see that thetents had been created, even the onethat was mine. Fearin
was probably using a blanket spell to make all thetentsat once, and hadn't bothered to change
the spell even when hedidn't think I'd be using the tent. Well, he'd been wrong about that, but
not aswrong as!'d been.

Therewasa candle burningin my tent when | walked inside, so | paused to lace the flap closed
before going to my pallet to liedown. After putting my sword in easy hand reach | stretched
out, then for ced mysdlf into the thought-mold of deliber ate calming. | had to hold out until that
campaign was over, and then | would be freeto leave. Until then...

Until then | had to keep reminding mysdlf how stupid it wasto believe people. Especially when
you really wanted to.



Chapter 18

Thenext day our march resumed, and although | acted no differently toward the others| felt a
good deal different. I'd done somethinking the night before, and my thoughts had taken a very
odd turn.

It all started when a meal suddenly appeared in my tent, obvioudy through the efforts of
Fearin. He d been wise not to press me about joining him and the others, but | still wanted
nothing from him. My interest in food had disappear ed completely - or so| thought until a
bottomless sense of emptiness grabbed me by the throat. My body suddenly felt convinced that
it was starving to death, and it wasn't possible to keep away from that food.

| ended up attacking the meal and stuffing down morethan | had sincejoining that group, and
when the compulsion to eat finally disappeared | felt ready to explodein mor e waysthan one.
Fearin had to have been the cause of that compulsion, there wasno other explanation, and all
the anger insde mewanted to do was hurt him asmuch ashe'd hurt me. But | had to be ableto
movein order todothat, so| forced mysdf to pour acup of water to drink whilel fumed and
waited for the meal to be digested.

My thoughtswer efilled with demandsfor revenge and visons of bloody dismember ment for a
while, but then the anger faded to a point where a question worked itsway through therest: if
Fearin was ableto force meto eat, why hadn't he done so before now? He'd been asmuch of a
pest about that asthe others, but he'd never tried to force me.

"Maybe heonly just thought of it,” 1'd muttered, trying to bring the anger back. Beingangry is
alot easer than asking your self odd questions, but that particular question didn't seem to want
tobeignored. | knew perfectly well that Fearin shouldn't have been able to force a compulsion
on me, and that held true even if he had helped meto fight off the beast. That time he'd smply
added hisstrength to something | wanted to do, but thistime...

Thistimeit wasn't the same, so it shouldn't have happened. But it had happened, which meant
there had to bea cause other than the onel'd immediately assumed wastrue. And that
realization brought me another, just asdisturbing asthe first: someone else was not only
responsiblefor the compulsion but also seemed to want meto blame Fearin.

| shifted in my saddle as| felt that under sanding touch me again, but it still wasn't possibleto
deny what madeit true. Fearin had undoubtedly sent the food, and the compulsion had touched
metoo quickly after that for it to be a coincidence. But it had also cometo methat if Fearin had
found a way to give me a compulsion, it wouldn't have been smply to eat. Asundeniable asthat
compulsion had been | could have been madeto goto Fearin'stent either before or after
eating, plusany number of other things. Making me eat had hardly been the only thing on
Fearin'smind...

So the compulsion hadn't been sent by him, but | was meant to think it had been and was
supposed to blame him. Being wrapped in layer s of fury would have kept me from asking how
he'd managed to do it, and also would have kept me from wondering who might beresponsible
if Fearin wasn't. Asthough anyonewith a mind would haveto wonder for long...

| nearly found mysdf saying Diin-tha'sname aloud, and in atone no onein their right mind
would use when speaking of a god. Of courseit could be argued that | wasn't in my right mind,
not after all thethingsthe god had caused to happen around me, but justifying my actionsor
being discreet wasn't my top priority. Finding out the reason behind all that insanity was higher
on thelist, right below finding away to makeit stop.

"Good morning," ljarin'svoice camejust asherode up, distracting me from thoughts of
insanity. Moreand more| felt liketelling Diin-tha exactly what | thought of him, no matter
what the god did to me because of it...

"That'syour opinion,” | answered ljarin'sgreeting, making no effort to look directly at him.



"What do you want thistime?"

" Aside from wanting to bask in the war mth of your graciousness?' he counter ed, amusement
now clear in histone. " Only to tell you that we're nearly to the entrance of the Valley of
Twilight, so your presencewill soon berequired by the group. Only Talasin and L okke will
stay behind with thearmy and my own men. Therest of usand a small escort will continueon
into the valley, and that includesthe coach with thegirls."

"Now | understand what theplanis,” | said sourly, still looking around. " We're going to
threaten toturn thegirlsloosein the Valley if our army isn't allowed through without being
bothered. In theface of athreat likethat they'll probably give us anything we want."

"1 wasfoolish enough to think their attitudesmight at least have started to change by now,"
ljarin said, and a glance showed mor e annoyancein him than amusement. " Rational human
beings usually under stand when their circumstances change and at least try to change with
them, but not those two. For somereason Fearin let them join usfor dinner last night, and the
experience just about ruined everyon€'s appetite. I'll swear they're wor se now than they were."
"What's surprising about that?" | asked, wondering what his own upbringing had been likethat
hedidn't under stand the point. " All their livesthe girls have gotten whatever they wanted by
demandingit. That taught them the proper way to behave, so why would they try to change?"

" Because when something stopsworking you do try to change,” ljarin said, lightening my
mood by actually looking and sounding annoyed. " Y ou don't throw a tantrum and keep on with
the demands, not when no one around you isresponding. Rational, reasonable human beings-

"Ah, there'sthat phraseagain,” | interrupted, glad to be ableto lecture him for a change.

" Rational and reasonable, | mean. Haven't you noticed yet that those girlswere never taught
to berational and reasonable? They wer e taught to demand thingsand then to throw tantrums
if their demandsweren't met. It may have occasionally taken sometime, but I'll bet their
demandswer e always met eventually.”

" Areyou trying to say that they're permanently ruined to beintelligent membersof a
society?" ljarin demanded, hisfrown now much moreevident. " | don't believethat, and can't
see myself ever believing it. They're ill just children, so they can betaught differently.”

" They may be young but they're not children,” | disagreed, adding a headshake. " They're
matureindividualswho have been raised in a particular way, and that way will always bethe
right oneto them. All my people know that, but there's<till one or two every now and then who
forget it when their own children areinvolved. Trying to changethingsat thelast tick never
worksout, and that's something | saw with my own eyes."

" Among the Kenoss?" ljarin asked with browsraised. " Somehow | can't quite picturethat.”

" Even a Kenoss can sometimestakethewrong path,” | admitted, finding it hard, even now, to
speak against the people who were no longer mine. " In the Life Seeker Trialsthe season
before my own, one of the entrants came from parentswho hadn't been able to have morethan
that one child. Hismother hadn't ever been ableto let go of him, and had made him obey her
decisonsrather than letting him learn to make decisons of hisown. No one under stood that
until the boy waswounded in one of the Trials, and then smply lay on the ground begging his
mother to tell him what to do. Shewasn't close enough to tell him anything, so hedidn't survive
very long."

"But ... how could she do that when she knew what he would haveto faceall alone?" Ijarin
asked, obvioudly disturbed. " It isn't possible to live someone else'sentirelife for them."

"1t turned out she'd decided she would bethereforever, no matter what,” | said with the chill |
gill felt when remembering thetime. " Sheeven tried to interferein the Trials, but couldn't
work her way through the safeguardsin time. When she found her son dead she had screaming
hysterics, and the hysterics continued on until she was executed for the murder she'd
committed.”

"Murder?" ljarin echoed, startled again. " But that wasn't murder. It wasfoolishness and bad



judgment, but shewas punished for that by theloss of her son.”

"Thelosswas his, not hers, since she stolethelifefrom her child," | disagreed with a snort.

" And if she'd been left unpunished others might havetried the same. Not to mention the fact
that shewould have eventually blamed therest of usfor the death, not herself. Shewasn't able
to admit she'd been wrong even with her son'sbody at her feet, which means she'd never have
been ableto admit it."

"Why didn't you consider the boy equally guilty?" Ijarin put sourly, not at all pleased with what
he'd learned. " After all, he'sthe onewho let her get away with what she did without
protesting.”

"Theboy proved himsealf guilty and paid for thecrime," | pointed out, something | was
surprised to haveto do. " If he'd lived he would have been chained forever to someoneelse's
will, first to hismother'sand then to that of whoever took over after hismother died. Hewould
have been incapable of living life on hisown - or would have gone crazy under therestrictions
and started to kill innocentsto relievethe horror in hismind. Don't you know that?"

ljarin sent me a glance beforerefusing to answer, which meant he did know what 1'd been
talking about. At onetime, hundreds of seasons earlier, the Kenoss had been plagued with the
same problems. Then the Life Seeker way had been adapted, and things had begun to change
for the better. Until the Inadni had first comearound, that is...

ljarin'ssilence let me go back to my own thoughts, but not for long. After what seemed like
only ashort whilel became awar e of thefact that the army had stopped to pitch camp. ljarin
and | just kept going, of cour se, until we reached the place wher e the other swere. Garam had
his special squad surrounding the coach, and Fearin just glanced at Ijarin and me before
looking around at everyone else aswell.

"TheValley of Twilight isjust ahead, so we're going to stop for a good meal befor e we continue
on," hesaid."Whilewerein theValley wewon't eat or drink anything, not even what we
happen to bring with us. Once safe passageis arranged we can march through in just under a
day, and the samerestrictionswill hold. If anyone eatsor drinksanything - or stopstodally in
any way at all - | won't be ableto savethat person. Do you all under stand?"

No one spoke up to say they didn't, so Fearin turned away to pay attention to producing a meal
for us. I'd eaten only some of the breakfast which had appeared in my tent this morning, so by
now | washungry again. |f weweren't supposed to eat or drink whereweweregoing, | decided
| might aswell seeto the matter now.

When thelar ge table heavy with food appear ed everyone went toward it and | joined them. We
managed to get two or three pacescloser to our objective, and then an unpleasant interruption
stopped usin mid step.

"Wehaven't yet been told which of you will be getting our meal,” ayoung but very imperious
voicerang out. " Tell us now, and then those designated may continue on. Therest of you will
wait until your better s have been served.”

Weall turned to look toward the coach and found that the twin girls had been helped out of it by
one of Garam's special squad. Thegirls now stood beside the coach, looking at therest of usas
though we werelessthan dirt.

" But you don't have our permission to eat until we've finished," the second girl added, a
vindictive smirk on her face. " That will teach you not to tell usliesagain, especially not ones
that are so easy to seethrough. Princesindeed.”

Garam and Talasin looked annoyed over that, which explained thegirls new attitude. They
hadn't gotten the ador ation they felt was due them from real princes, so the two men couldn't
possibly be princes. | noticed that ljarin wasjust asannoyed rather than being upset, but the
reactions of othersdidn't concern meright now. My own reaction wasto continue on toward the
table, and an instant later | had the company of everyone else doing the same.

"Don't you dar e disobey, don't you dare!" one of the girls screeched, immediately joined by
the other screeching something else entirely. From the sound the two seemed just about ready



tothrow areal tantrum, but thistimethey werethe oneswho wereinterrupted.

" Silence!" Fearin thundered, and it was clear he'd used the Power to amplify hisvoice after
moving closer tothegirls. " Stop that mindless squawking thisinstant!”

Indignant shock apparently got Fearin the silence he wanted, but even a glance showed it
wasn't likely to last very long. Which was probably why he didn't waste the opportunity.

"How longisit going to take you two to under stand that the days of your being served are
over?" he demanded, looking back and forth between them. " No one cares whether or not you
feel insulted, and no oneisgoing to fetch and carry for you. Thisfood ismeant for everyone,
but we'll all be helping our selves. If you fedl it's beneath you to do the same you can go
hungry."

They stared at Fearin with identical pouts and expressions of hatred, then tossed their heads
and turned back to the coach. They seemed to have decided to punish usby starving
themselves, which wasn't exactly a crushing surprise.

"1 don't believethat," ljarin muttered as| took a plate and began to fill it, showing that not
everyonewas unsurprised. " They didn't even ask why things wer e supposed to be different
now, they smply rejected the entire concept. That isn't a normal reaction no matter how you
look at it."

"Intheir frame of referenceit's perfectly normal,” | reminded him, uninterested in going into
detailsagain. " Keep demanding and you'll get what you want, just the way you always have."
ljarin made no answer to that, which let me appreciate the peace and quiet - for all of another
handful of ticks.

" ... miserable spoiled brats,"” Fearin muttered angrily as he came up behind us, and then his
voice suddenly strengthened. " And asfor you, | refuseto take any more of your nonsense. As
soon asthe army isout of the Valley of Twilight you and | are going to havethat talk. If you
don't liketheidea, too bad."

And then he sscomped away, probably to find some poisonousr eptileto bite the head from.
Personally | just kept filling my plate, wondering how he had the nerveto call someoneelsea
brat.

"You still refuseto hear him," ljarin noted after a moment, a sigh behind thewords. " Areyou
really going to force him to hurt you before you'll listen?"

The question wasn't one that deserved an answer, so | didn't bother supplying one. My plate
was already asfull as| wanted it to be, which meant | was ableto turn away and go looking for
aprivate placeto eat. | found onenot far away and folded to the ground, then applied myself to
themeal. Fearin wasn't atopic | meant to discussuntil | figured out why Diin-tha appar ently
wanted meto hate him even morethan | did. After what the god had already doneto me| felt
nothing of an urgeto cooperate with hisdesires.

For onceljarin seemed to under stand that | wanted no on€'s company, so | finished my meal
without being bothered. The others sat with Fearin asthe man of Power spoketo them,
probably about last minuteinstructions. When | wasthrough eating | carried my almost-empty
plate back to the table, then poured myself a cup of water. By thetime| drained the cup we
wer eready to get moving again.

Talasin and Lokkel joined the closest guardsmen in watching usride off, Talasin looking calm,
Lokkel looking relieved. A clamor had started inside the coach as soon asit began to move,
but no one paid any attention. The girlswere undoubtedly outraged that no one seemed to be
suffering because the two had refused to eat, and that made me curious. They weren't being
taken with usfor no reason, so why hadn't Fearin made them eat? Especially after what he'd
said totherest of us...

That wasanother question | couldn't answer, but in just alittlewhilel found myself distracted
from the annoyance of mysteries by the handful. Theroad we followed suddenly began to angle
downward, and as soon as my mount crested the drop and began to move downward aswell
everything ... changed. The mid-afternoon light immediately dimmed to the point you find just



befor e night settlesin, but nothing around us could have accounted for the change. Thetrees
weren't high or thick enough, and neither wasthe now-rising landscape. We should have had
bright sunlight - but wedidn't.

" Sothisiswhy they call it the Valley of Twilight," Ijarin remarked from where herode besde
meagain. " | wonder if it stayslikethiseven in thedark of night. It'sthewor st possiblelight to
seethingsclearly in."

"Worst possiblefor us, not for the oneswho live here,” | pointed out. " And they're alr eady
watching us. Can you tell?"

Hishead came up and he began to look around, but hissensesweren't quite keen enough. He
clearly couldn't detect the odd scent I'd picked up as soon asmy horse had carried meintothe
twilight, which meant he couldn't use the scent to lead his gazeto the dim, flitting shadows
moving almost silently to both sidesof us. It looked like our arrival wasn't in the least
unexpected, and a welcoming committee - of sorts- had been provided.

"1'm sure Fearin already knows, but I'll passtheword up to him anyway,” ljarin said, finally
giving up on tryingto seewhat | had. " Stay hereand I'll beright back."

Heurged hishorseashort distance ahead, to the place where one of Garam's special squad
rode behind the coach, and then he spoke briefly to the man. Hiswor dswer ereceived with a
curt nod, which meant ljarin could dow hishorseuntil | reached hispostion. The guardsman
had moved to another of the squad in front of the coach, passed on the message, and then
waited to resume hispostion. The guardsman up front caught up with Garam, and Garam in
turn spoketo Fearin.

"TheHigh Master doesn't look particularly upset, so he must have known after all,” ljarin
remarked, then heturned hishead toward me. " And | really need to ask if you'refeding all
right. You haven't insulted me since yesterday."

"You makeit too easy for it to befun for very long,” | remarked back, keeping most of my
attention on the beings hidden in the shadows all around us. " Besides, thisisn't the time for
distractions of any kind, not even the verbal sort."

" | appreciate the way you eased my worry so quickly, but you'reright,” hesaid, thewords
very dry. " Wedo need to bealert right now, so conver sation can wait. But not forever. We
have onewar waiting for uson the other side of thisvalley. Wereally don't need two."
Helapsed into silence after that, but there was no reason he shouldn't have. He'd already said
agood part of what he'd wanted to, and now could wait until lecturing didn't put our safety at
risk. Vast annoyance flashed through me, bringing methe urgeto tell him again to mind his
own business, but | swallowed theurgeand let it dide away. Once we wer e out of thisvalley I'd
find away torid mysdf of Ijarin and Fearin both, flamed if | wouldn't...

Werodeon for awhilewith absolutely nothing happening, and | couldn't help but notice that
our pacewas more leisurey than hurried. Fearin seemed to be announcing that we had nothing
toworry about, but | wasn't quiteas certain. That odor I'd noticed at once had been dowly
growing stronger, until now the air seemed drenched with it. The not-quite-dark but shadowy air
was unconcer ned and unchanging.

Wefinally seemed to get wher e we wer e going, which meant the coach began to dow because
of Garam'supraised arm. Theroad we'd been traveling had leveled out sometime back, and
now therewasa crossroadsjust ahead. On the near side of the crossroadsto the left waswhat
looked like a small house, and a being of some sort sat leaning partially out of thewindow. The
being said something | couldn't hear, and Fearin held up a hand that seemed to betelling the
being to wait. At that moment Garam rode up to me, looking the least bit anxious.

"Fearin needsyou, girl," thefighter said as softly as he ever spoke. " Hetold methat
sometimesthese ... things speak in our own language but alot of the timethey pretend they
don't understand aword of it. If that happened | wasto come and get you, because now you're
the only chance we have."

Because of all the different languages|'d learned from the Inadni. There was no guaranteethe



language being spoken here was one of them, but Fearin hadn't thought it necessary to ask me
about it beforehand. | fet like snarling out my opinion of the man'sintelligence, but instead just
nodded curtly before letting my hor se move forward. Words could be exchanged with Fearin
later - assuming we all lived through whatever came next.

Garam and ljarin followed along behind me, but the closer | got to the small housethe less
awar e of others| became. The being in the window was man-shaped in a general way, but most
of the details about him wer e grotesque. His face was lumpy, his mouth showed fang-like teeth,
his earswerefilled with hair, and hisbody was uneven and bent. Too-light eyeswatched my
approach with interest, and then | saw a bit mor e of those sharp and jagged teeth.

"Widl, now, thisismorelikeit," thebeing said as helooked me over carefully, the language he
spoke one of thelost Khotian dialects. " What a shame you won't under stand me either,
sweetheart. | know you'll be ddicious, but | would have preferred to appreciate you in another
way entirely."

"Beglad you aren't in a position to try either way," | told him coldly in the same language,
getting a good deal of satisfaction from hisimmediate startlement. " We're not hereto be
appreciated but to offer your king something hewants. Areyou ableto arrange a meeting with
him, or do we haveto play another gamefirst?"

"Wheredid you learn that language?' the being demanded, thistime speaking Rhovari." |
haveit on good authority that no one speaksit beyond our borders!™

"Noonedoes," | agreed, also switching to Rhovari. " And the same goesfor this tongue. It
must be your imagination that you're hearing me speak them. Areyou going to arrange that
meeting, or doesour High Master get to seejust how good histalent is?"

"All right, all right, don't be so impatient,” the being grumbled after glancing at Fearin. " The
man fairly reeks of the Power, not to mention the fact that you were ableto start thedicker. I'll
get word to the king and he won't keep you waiting long."

"What did hesay?' Fearin asked when the being leaned back from the window and began to
speak to someone out of sight. " Tell mewhat's happening.”

"He'ssending for hisking because | wasableto start the 'dicker,™ | responded without
turningtolook at theman. " How lucky for everyone herethat | was ableto understand him."
"Luck had nothingto dowith it, sodon't you daretry to scold me," Fearin came back, sounding
almogt asannoyed as| usually felt. " I mentioned the point when it came up, and was assured
that these people spoke no language you didn't know - even if you usually turned deaf to this
language. Sincethelast of the comment was so true, | had no trouble believing the first of it."
He seemed about to add something else, but then swallowed down the words. He must have
realized that thiswasn't thetime or place, but 1'd realized something aswell. What he'd said
about meturning deaf to thelanguage heand | used... He'd been told that by Diin-tha, and the
comment wastoo inflammatory to be innocent. What in the name of all creation could the god
beup to?

" All right, now that word has been sent, our king will beherein just ashort while" thebeingin
thewindow said with another toothy smileasheturned back to us. " Thewait won't be long, but
you'll find it easier to endurewith refreshmentsin hand. I've already sent for those aswell, so -
"Isthat your idea of behaving in an honorableway?' | demanded, taking a small part of my ...
displeasurewith Diin-tha out on the being. " Telling people they've followed your rulesand then
offering them something you know they can't accept and remain safe? Do you also wait until
they're sound asleep before sneaking up in attack?"

It wasvery difficult totell in that light, but the being'stoo-pale complexion seemed to darken a
bit whileits gaze no longer met mine. Therewas also the sound of shuffling behind it, asthough
othersmoved about in discomfort.

"You don't understand,” the being said after atick, something of the same discomfort in its
tone. " If someone isfoolish enough to do something stupid, there'sno reason we can't take



advantage of it. Thisis our valley, after all, and you weren't invited to come here. Sinceyou
came anyway, you deserve whatever happensto you."

"What a poor excuse of acodeto liveby," | said coldly, ignoring the self-justification the being
had tried to put forward. " If people cometo do you harm you have every right to do the same
tothem. But todoit first, before finding out their motivesfor certain? You aren't being
protective of your valley, you're hiding from the worId. And doing your selves out of whatever
pleasur e honest trade would bring you. I'd be disgusted if | didn't feel so sorry for you."

For the second time the being wasn't looking directly at me, but thistimeit didn't seem to have
anything to say. That, however, didn't mean therewas silence.

"Would you mind trandating what'sbeing said to you?" Fearin put in, histone now faintly
impatient. " Just to keep me from feeling entirely useless, you under stand. And when they get
around to offering usfood or drink, let meknow at once. | know theway to refuse
diplomatically."

"They'vealready offered and I've already refused,” | told the man, still not looking at him.
"Sincethey aren't ingisting, 1'd say my response was diplomatic enough to do thejob."

"1 just realized | know something,” Ranander offered before Fearin could add to what he'd
said. Ranander had been riding with the forward coach guardsmen, but now had moved up to
jointherest of us." | know why these people keep changing languages.”

"And why isthat?' Garam finally asked when Fearin didn't. " | could tell they shifted from one
to another at the beginning there, but | couldn’t under stand aword of any of it."
"Theshiftingisn't their choice,” Ranander replied, sounding sad. " | asked myself why they
would choose to speak in away that no one else under stood, and that'swhen | knew the choice
wasn't theirs. They'reforced to go through a ... cycle of languages, | guessyou would call it,
and what they speak dependson what part of the cyclethey'reup to."

"Soit isn't completely a game, but they decided to makeit intoone,” ljarin said with a nod of
under standing. " It was probably done by whoever or whatever madethisvalley betheway it is,
but | wonder why it was done. Did these people earn being treated likethis, or arethey
victims?"

" Definitely victims," Ranander said, histone now positive. " Someone probably didn't likethe
way they looked, so they wer e hidden away here. And forced to stay because of that cycle
thing."

" They should havelooked for away around therestriction,” ljarin said with a headshake.

" Getting even with whoever came by probably made them fedl better to begin with, but then
they should haverealized they were only hurting themselves more. Not to mention the fact that
they wer e only getting even with innocents, not the onewho did thisto them. | wonder if it'stoo
lateto point that out?"

| had thefeding that Ijarin's question was meant for me, but sinceit wasn't put directly | made
no attempt to answer. I'd noticed the way Fearin sat hishorseapart from therest of us, a
hidden tension in the supposedly relaxed posture he'd adopted. The High Master was usually
in the middle of everything, handing out orders- and bothering me. Rather than fedling relief at
hisabsence| felt suspicious, even though | didn't know precisely why...

The conversation lagged after that, but the being hadn't lied when it had said we would not have
long to wait. In an unexpectedly short amount of time we heard the sound of hoofbeats, and a
group of ridersappeared out of the gloom. Their king had undoubtedly been told about our
presence since the moment we'd entered the valley, so | decided his speedy arrival really
wasn't much of asurprise. He probably wanted to be on hand no matter whether welived or
died.

Well, it looked like the time had comefor oneor the other thing to happen...



Chapter 19

King Sallain of the Valley of Twilight camewell attended to meet us. Therewere at least fifty
riderswith him, and asthey got closer it was possibleto see through the almost-night dimness
that most of them wer e dressed as guardsmen. Rings of steel protected their boiled leather just
asit did for our own guardsmen, and even the king worethe same. Thiswasnot your average,
stay-at-homeKking, then...

" Ther € s something wrong with the way he looks, but | can't put my finger on what," ljarin
mur mured from beside me, his star e caught by the approaching monarch. " Maybeit'sthis
lessthan-light distorting hisfeatures... "

| didn't say so out loud, but it wasn't thelight that was distorting King Sallain'sface. At first
glance he looked like any other man, but a second, longer inspection showed that every part of
hisfacewas ... skewed just alittle. At onetime hisdark hair and brown eyes might have been
part of avery handsome, tall, and broad-shouldered man, but now it was morethan alittle
disquieting to look at him. All but five of hisfollower s stopped a short distance away whilethe
king led those five closer to us.

"Welcometo the Valley of Twilight,” hesaid in adeep voicein our language as he stopped his
horsejust a few feet away. " Not many of our visitorsactually ask to seeme, and | must say
I'm terribly flattered. Areyou pleased now that your request has been granted?"

Sallain hadn't missed thefact that our guardsmen - and Garam and well - weren't ableto look
directly at him, and the bitternessin hisvoice sounded morethan tired. | could hear a hint of
the emotion that often causes peopleto cry with the pain they feel, hopeless sobs wracking
their bodies. | would have bet gold that Sallain wasno stranger to that kind of crying, and the
fury that sometimes came after it aswell. ljarin wasclearly forcing himself to look at the man,
and so was Fearin. But Fearin was doing a better job of it, so | moved my horse beside histo
confirm an idea that had just cometo me.

"Your Majesty, thank you for meeting with us," Fearin said with something of a bow from his
saddle. " | haveavery intrusiverequest, but I'm prepared to offer my thanksin advance. |
have a gift that will hopefully please you."

"Theonly gift that would really please meisbeyond mortal man to offer,” Sallain replied, then
his gaze moved to me. " Haven't you looked your fill yet, girl? Or areyou having troubletearing
your gaze away from the most horrible sight you've ever had the misfortune to come acr 0ss?"
"Hardly themost horriblesight I've ever come across,” | answer ed with afaint sound of
ridicule. " And speaking about sights, haven't you ever been told that you're the one causing
most of that distortion? If you adjust your thoughtsin the proper way you'll probably look
whatever way you used to."

"That'sabsurd," Sallain growled, gesturing a dismissal of what 1'd said. " Do you really think |
would look likethisif it were my choice? | wasalso told in so many wordsthat no mortal man
would ever be ableto help merid mysdf of - of what's doing this. Do you expect lying to help
your cause?"

"1 don't have a cause, and what | expected to find was some small amount of intelligence,” |
countered, morethan annoyed by hisattitude. " I know what you're doing because | was taught
to do the same thing myself, and since you've obviously missed the point let me under scoreit:
I'm not any kind of man, mortal or otherwise. Or didn't that inter pretation of what you weretold
ever occur toyou?"

He opened hismouth to arguewhat 1'd said, paused as he stared at me, then shook his head.
"It can't bethat smple, it just can't be," he muttered, still staring at me. " But it would be just
like her to... " Then he pulled himself together and sat straighter on hishorse. " | apologize for



the boorishness of my previous speech, dear lady,” he said, and rather than sounding smarmy
he sounded wearily sincere. " I've lived with this ... punishment for avery longtime, and | like
to think I'velearned my lesson - under most circumstances. And when therageisn't on me.
Any advice you can give will be most gratefully accepted.”

| moved my horseto theleft of his, and as| faced him | murmured thewordshe had to
memorize. One of the Inadni had called the words a mantra, but it wasthe wor dsthemselves
that wereimportant rather than what they were called. Even | didn't know what language the
wor ds came from, but they weren't that difficult to memorize. Once Sallain had them down with
theright pronunciation | added thefinal instructions.

" First pictureyoursdf the way you want to look, then pronouncethewordsin your mind," |
said. " After you've practiced for atime, the effort will comewithout ... effort. But keep
practicing, or thewords could dip away from you."

"1f thisworks1'll never let it dip away," Sallain vowed, painful and fearful hopein hiseyes.
"1'vegot totry it, tofind out for certain... "

And as| backed my horseto return to the place beside Fearin, Sallain madethe effort to do as
he'd been taught. It took quite a few ticks, but suddenly the distortion disappeared and his
featurescleared. Hewasn't ableto tell by himsdf, of course, but the exclamations coming from
all around forced his eyes open.

"Isit done?" he demanded, looking all around. " Havel actually - Does anyone have a
mirror?"

Most peopledon't travel with mirrors, of course, but one of our guardsmen dug into one of the
bags on the back of the coach and came up with a jeweled and gilded hand mirror. The man
must have been one of those who'd packed up after thetwin girls, and that'swhy he knew what
waswhere. He brought themirror to Sallain, who seemed to be bracing himsdlf befor e taking
thething and looking intoit.

"It isdone" Sallain breathed, staring at himsdlf in away that became purededight. " 1'm not a
monster any longer! Thisisincredible!”

He seemed to beready to add even more delighted comments, but then he sobered and
lowered themirror.

"Therearen't any words of thanks adequate for thisgift, but I'm afraid it won't do,” he said to
Fearin, and hissadnesslooked real. " I'm required to demand a material gift for any ...
intrusivefavors| grant, and the gift hasto befor someone other than mysdlf. | didn't make
that rule so, much asl'd liketo, | can't break it."

"For amoment | had hope, but | wasn't counting on it,” Fearin responded with asigh. " Thegift
| have ismaterial, and it isn't for you but for your sons. Doesthat qualify?"

"1t would if it were something my sons could share equally,” Sallain answered, his expression
having turned wry. " Dorin and Korin don't like to take turnsusing something, and they tend to
covet each other's possessions. If your gift will set them at each other'sthroats, I'd really
rather not haveit offered.”

By then two of the men behind Sallain moved their horsesup to bracket him, and the grinsthey
showed wereidentical. Therewasno distortion in their faces and they looked very much like
their handsomefather, but they looked like each other even more. The two young men were
twins, and that suddenly told mewhat gift Fearin was offering.

" Oh, you can't beserious,” | protested to Fearin, turning my head to look at the High M aster.
" Even if these people wer e davering monster sthe offer would be crue and unfair.”
"Kiri'scomment referstothe... natureof my gift,” Fearin admitted reluctantly to Sallain's
guestioning look, hisglance at memore of aglare. " You could say that a certain amount of ...
tolerancewill be necessary if you accept what | offer, but aside from that... Supposel show
you what | mean.”

Fearin turned and gestur ed to the guar dsmen around the coach, and one of them went to the
coach door and opened it. When an offered hand produced no results, the guar dsman reached



in and pulled out one of the girls, then half climbed into the coach to get the other. Their
squawking outrage was mor e than just loud; | had the distinct impression that some of the
slent shadowsthat had been diding through the dimness between the trees of the forest
actually flinched befor e disappearing.

" Silence!" Fearin shouted at the highly indignant pair, using lung power to get the quiet he
wanted before heturned back to Sallain. " King Sallain, allow meto present the princesses
Liaraand Piada, known familiarly to each other asLia and Pia. They have notrue placein the
outer world aseven their father would prefer that they weren't returned to hiscourt. If,
however, your sonsthe princes approve... "

Fearin let hiswordstrail off asDorin and Korin rode over to the girlsand dismounted, their
grinseven wider now. Thegirlsput their nosesin theair and pretended that the two men

wer en't there, which brought the male twinsto chuckling.

"1t lookslikeyou've actually found theideal gift,” Sallain said as he watched his sons, his own
amusement clear. " Perfectly matched princesses, something | would have sworn wasn't
possible. Exactly what favor wereyou after for thisgift?"

"1 need to bring my army through your valley," Fearin answered without hesitation. " Mar ching
them through should take lessthan a day, and then we'll be out of your hair. You also have my
word that none of them will try to interferewith your peoplein any way. If oneor two of them
should happen totry, their disposition will beyours.”

" With that qualification, your request isn't unreasonable,” Sallain said, relief now mixed into
hisamusement. " I'm delighted to be able to accept your gift and grant your favor, but you'd do
well to war n the men of your army. If the disposition of any of them fallsto me, they'll certainly
wish they'd never been born."

"1'm certain they already know that, but I'll stressthe point before we begin the march,”
Fearin promised, hisown pleasure a bit lessthan Sallain's. " If you'll excuse me now I'll get
them moving, and then I'll be back to visit whilethey movethrough your domain."

Fearin gestured to Garam, who in turn gestured to his special squad, and in no timethey were
all moving back the way we'd come. That |eft Ranander, Ijarin, and me, and the two men moved
their horsesover to mine.

"It'shard to believethat Fearin isusing two little girlsto get us safe passage,” Ranander said
softly with an accompanying sigh. " You know what | think of those girls, but to just givethem
away like porcelain dolls... "

"Fearin isn't any happier about doing it than we areto seeit done," ljarin surprised me by
commenting. " That'swhy he kept to himself oncewe got here, | think, theway he hasn't done
until now. The necessity shames him, something we can all under stand.”

"Don't include mein on that understanding,” | said, thistime doing thesurprising. " Thosegirls
really do have no placein the outsideworld, and | havethe suspicion that if they werereturned
tother father their liveswould soon be over. He'd never be ableto marry them off to anyone
he wanted to stay on friendly termswith, but herethey will be married. And toreal princes,
who probably know they'll never again have a chance at women from the outsdeworld."

"1 hadn't thought of that,” Ijarin said, suddenly brightening. " And if the servantsaround here
don't understand them, the girlswill have to havetheir new husbandstrandate for them. That
should be a good enough reason for them to be moder ately politeto the men. It lookslike
Fearin wasfedling ashamed for no reason."”

Ranander made a sound that could have indicated agreement, but for a changetherewereno
wor ds bubbling out tojoin the sound. In point of fact Ranander didn't look very happy, and the
following silence let medo a little mor e thinking.

After alittle while Sallain came over to talk to us, explaining that his sonshad put thegirls
back into their coach in order to takethem to his palace. Half of Sallain's escort had gone
along with the coach and hissons, and | silently wished them all good luck. If thegirlsdidn't
wear out their welcome before the last of the army left the valley it would probably be nothing



but luck...

"1 wonder if it would be possible to convince you to visit with usfor atime," Sallain said, and |
turned my head tofind him staring at me. " Thereisn't much in theway of beauty in thisvalley,
so your presence would be very welcome."

"1f it's beauty you want, you'relooking in thewrong place,” | told him, having half expected
theinvitation. " All you can seeisthe outside of me; insideis something you really don't want
to ever meet. Don't you know why | was able to speak to and under stand your people?”

He stared at mein puzzlement for a moment, probably having for gotten about the language
thing because he spoke our language, and then the truth dawned on him. He paled the least
little bit, and | could almost see hislipsforming theword Shadowborn...

"Yes, of course, you're perfectly right,” Sallain said after a handful of heartbeats. " Please
excuse me now, | need to speak to my men.”

Heturned and rode away, obvioudy trying not to look asif hewerehurrying, and ljarin madea
sound of scorn.

"1 liketheway hethanked you for helping him," the barbarian murmured, clearly annoyed on
my behalf. " Theleast he could have done was behave civilly."

" If you think that wasbad, be glad wewon't be here when thefull truth hitshim,” I murmured
back. " It occurred to meto wonder why | was allowed to help him if he'sbeing punished for
something, and a littlethought brought meto the conclusion that my helping him must have
made his punishment wor se. Anyone want to guess how looking nor mal would bewor sefor him
than looking theway hedid earlier ?"

"All right, | seeit now,"” ljarin grudged, all annoyance gone. " Until now Sallain was satisfied to
stay in thisvalley because it was his hiding place. Now that he no longer has to hide, he'll want
to go back out into the ordinary world. What will happen when he probably isn't allowed to
leave?"

"1 don't even want to think about it," | answered, and that wasthe completetruth. I'd been
used by whichever god had placed Sallain hereto begin with, and wasn't that a novel
experience...

Thefirst of thearmy wasn't long in reaching our position, the men moving morethan just
briskly. They trotted past our position in a gait they'd be ableto keep up for quiteawhile, and
their glance at uswasfilled with a good deal of relief. Fearin and Garam must have assured
everyonethat therest of uswere till in good health, but seeing thetruth for themselves
clearly made the men feel a good deal better.

Garam led theway on hishorse, and Fearin cameby in alittlewhileto ride up and down the
column. Thevariouswagonswer e being pulled by mor e than the usual number of hor ses, which
would hopefully make it unnecessary to stop and change the hor ses. ljarin's people came by
after awhile and looked likethey were goingtojoin us, but he gestured to them and they
reluctantly kept going. Thefaster we got everyone out of the valley the better off wewould be.
But fast isn't aword that can be used for moving an army through a distance that would take
almost a full day to complete. The men and wagons moved as quickly as possiblefor the length
of timethey had to keep moving, but the actual time dragged by like a dying man in a desert
trying to reach thewater that would save hislife. He might want to get up and run, but pulling
himself along by hisfingerswasthe best he could accomplish. And, as usual, waiting was more
deadly and tiring than almost any kind of effort one might be forced to. Not to mention hunger -
and thirs-making...

At least thetrouble held off until the very last of the army was almost out of the valley. Fearin
joined Ranander, ljarin, and me aswe brought up thetail end of the march, and we could see
therisein ground a small distance ahead that ought to signal the way out. Half way between
that risein ground and our own position there was a sudden flurry of activity, and Fearin
headed for theflurry at once. | felt tempted to follow, but suddenly had the conviction that that
waswhat | was expected to do.



| had no idea wher e the conviction came from, but it didn't seem wiseto arguethe point. For
that reason | stayed wherel was, and in a short whilel wasableto urgethelast of the
guardsmen to keep going. Fearin stood a few stridesto the left of the column with four
guardsmen, the four currently surrounded by beingswho looked very much liketheonel'd
spoken toin that house. The beingslooked much too innocent, Fearin looked frustrated, the
guardsmen looked frightened, and some of Sallain’s people, in armor and still mounted, looked
smug. | murmured to Ranander and ljarin to get thelast of the men out of the valley and then
rode over to seewhat the fusswasall about.

"...twostoriesthat don't quite match,” Fearin was saying with tightly-held anger as| rode up.
"Your ... citizensingst that these men made lewd gesturesin their direction, and therefore
need to be punished. My men say they're the oneswho wer e gestured toward, and they smply
returned the effort. If your people started the trouble, you can't expect to punish my people for
getting involved."

"Your peopleweren't supposed to get involved in anything at all,” one of the armored men
retorted, an ugly amusement behind hiswords. " Now that they did, you haveto turn them over
to us. After all, you can't say you weren't warned.”

" That's not what we werewarned againgt,” | put in asFearin seethed silently. " Our people
weren't supposed to interferewith yours, and they haven't. If your people considered some
gestures asinterference they wouldn't have started the exchange, so you have nothing to
complain about. Back off and let ustake these men out of here."

"Wedon't takeordersin our own valley, and certainly not from afemale,” the spokesman
came back, hisexpression still ugly even without the amusement. " Those fools are oursto see
to, and there'snothing you can do to changethat.”

"That'snot quitetrue, but | don't haveto bother with any of you," | said, showing my own
version of an ugly smile. " If it'satrade you want, your livesfor theirs, the man of Power next
tomecan takecareof it. If our people arebound not to maketrouble, so areyou and yours.
You'rein themidst of breaking that agreement, so your livesareforfeit. Who wantsto die
first?"

"Don't beridiculous,”" the spokesman said with a nervouslaugh after glancing at Fearin, while
the beingswho had been gathered around began to dide toward the dimnessamong the trees.
"Hewon't use his Power here, not when he can't kill everyonein thevalley. It would start a
war, and that'sthelast thing you people want."

" But we've already been through onewar, and now we're headed for a second,” Fearin said at
once, hisdark-blue gaze locked to the spokesman. " Besides, how bad awar can it beif your
peopledieif they try to follow me? Y ou may be under theimpression that | can't use Power
herein thevalley, but that'sa mistaken impression. Would you like meto proveit?"

When Fearin raised hisright hand the men mounted behind the spokesman began to back their
hor ses, which produced a snarl in the spokesman even while his expression said he wanted to
do thesame.

"All right, all right, you win," the spokesman snarled, clearly hating to say thewords. " We
were told that you couldn't use your Power, but - Just get those fools out of hereand don't come
back."

Fearin nodded at thefour guardsmen, who turned instantly and began to run after the last of
the men we could see climbing therise. When Fearin mounted again we followed along behind
the four, eventually taking our turn at reaching and climbing therise. The silence was lovely
until weleft the twilight behind, coming out into early afternoon that had actual sunlight. We
werethelast to leave the valley, and once we wer e a dozen strides away Fearin finally turned
in my direction.

" Do you have any idea how lucky you were?" he demanded in a voice that actually shook. " Or
maybe | should say how lucky we were. I n the future do you think you might check with me
beforeyou threaten people with my Power ?"



"1f you're saying you couldn't use your Power in thevalley after all it doesn't matter,” |
responded without looking at him. " If they hadn't believed me | would have had to let the beast
loose, so the bluff wasworth trying. L etting them get away with cheating wasn't something |
would have been ableto do.”

| heard him muttering under hisbreath rather than speaking out loud, but I could guesswhat he
was muttering about. He also hadn't been ableto let innocents be taken because those valley
people made cheating a way of life, which iswhy he'd been arguing with Sallain’s guar dsmen.
He may have been overly concer ned with diplomacy, but even someone like that would find it
hard to hand over four innocent men without doing what he could to stop thefarce. I'd realized
that if hehadn't already used magic it was probably because he couldn't, but happily the valley
people hadn't thought the thing through quite that thoroughly.

Thearmy had kept going for a good distance befor e the first guardsmen stopped to make
camp, and Garam probably hadn't had to urgethem to go that distance. The meadow beyond
the valley was wide and welcoming with a thick stand of treesbeyond its expanse, and by the
time we reached the middle of the camp our tentswere already in evidence. Therest of the
inner circlewaited for usnear those tents, along with a couple of guar dsmen assigned to seeto
our horses. Fearin and | dismounted and handed over our mounts, and once the guar dsmen
wer e gone Fearin turned to the others.

"We'reall really drained after that trek through thevalley, so even though ther€'salot of day
left we'll hold our next meeting tomorrow morning at breakfast in my tent." Fearin looked
around as he spoke, probably seeing therédlief in everyone sfacejust asl did. " Themen are
even moretired than we are, but |'ve set a spell to make surethat those men on sentry duty
stay awake and alert. You all havefood and drink in your tents, so have a good meal and a
good deep and I'll seeyou in themorning.”

Assoon asthe group began to break up | started for my tent, but I managed no morethan a
single step before Fearin'shand wason my arm.

"Not you," he said, annoyance mixed with wearinessin histone. " You and | have a discussion
waiting for us, and it'swaited too long already.”

"1 think 1've said mor e than once that we have nothing to discuss," | responded without turning
my head to look at him." And even beyond that, do you really want to start an argument with
me when wereboth sotired? Thereisn't a chancethat you'll get what you think you want, High
Master, so show everyone how wiseyou are and let go of my arm."

My mentioning " everyone' wasn't aturn of phrase; therest of our circle had stopped leaving,
and now they stood and stared at Fearin and mewith disturbed expressions. It actually took
half a dozen heartbeats before Fearin'shand left my arm, but when it happened | didn't
comment any further. | smply went to my tent, waited for my own food and drink to appear,
then had my meal while | thought some more. The conclusons| cameto werevery disturbing
and left behind a single, burning question: what was| supposed to do about the situation?
Since that answer refused to come, | laced closed my tent flap, got out of my clothes, then let
deep takeme. I'd have to see what happened tomorrow, and then maybe an answer to the most
important question would come... How long was| likely toliveif | tried to do anything...?

Chapter 20

| was dressed and out of my tent before dawn the next morning, thistime wearing the new clothes Fearin
had provided. The new day started out overcast and heavy with the promise of coming rain, the sun
god's splendor hidden behind adark gray ceiling like the top of an angry tent. Not a breath of abreeze
stirred the heat and moisture-laden air, and | couldn't help taking this wegather as abad sign. More than
one storm was waiting to break, and when it did...

Getting back to the area of our tents showed me people on their way to Fearin's meeting, so | followed



them to the dark blue tent. | got a number of worried looks that | ignored, going instead to the food table
and beginning to hep myself. Ranander was, of course, the last to arrive, most likely having stopped on
the way to seeif | weredtill in my tent. He sent me alight and friendly smilewhere | sat with my food,
and then went to the table to get his own plate. Fearin sat to one Side, paying attention to no one,
apparently distracted by histhoughts. No one saw fit to interrupt his thinking, so the meal passed in
relative peace and quiet. Once most of us were finished, though, Fearin brought his attention back to his
guests.

"l think most of you know by now that we're less than two days away from our ultimate destination,” he
said, hiswords dower than usua and on the heavy side. "Prince Garam, you and your specia squad will
enter the city firdt, primarily to escort Kiri. Shelll help you locate the cardina points your men will need to
be stationed at, and you'll help her to find the places shelll be exercising her ... talents.”

"Which taents are you talking about?' Garam asked after nodding, nothing but curiosity in hisvoice. "If
she'sgoing to betaking to ratsagain - "

"What she's going to be doing is distracting people just before we attack,” Fearin said, interrupting what
would probably have been nonsense. " She has the ability to ... make things uglier or more beautiful as
she seesfit, and shelll be doing both. Men will be clawing down wallswith their bare handsto get &t the
object of their most intense desires, and other men will be screaming and fighting to get away from their
greatest terrors. If dl those men are city guardsmen, we may not even have much to do in the way of
fighting oncewereingdethecity'swals.”

Therewas atime of slence while everyone stared at me, Garam with hisbrows high, Tdasn with agmile,
Lokke with asatisfied expresson, ljarin with nothing of hisfedings showing, and Ranander with agrin.
Fearin still hadn't looked a me directly and | wasfairly surel knew why, but that wasn't the point
needing to be madefirgt.

"Y ou've never mentioned the name of the city that's supposed to be our ultimate aim,” | commented,
watching Fearin carefully. " Since werre amost there, no one should mind if you share that information
"The city well be taking for our Guardian is caled Stophen-Zur,” Fearin said after avery brief hesitation.
"It'sthe city that was stolen from him, and - *

"No," | interrupted, having anticipated getting that particular answer. "That can't be the city helost to an
enemy. | visted that city before | went on to Faerzaand fell dave, and therewas alarge, well-attended
templeto him that was thriving. But the main point isthat hiswasn't the only temple doing well, so the
wholecity couldn't have been his."

Exclamations of surprise and shock sounded from the others, and Fearin finally looked at mewith a
frown.

"Y ou have to be mistaken,” Fearin said, disturbance in hisdark blue eyes. ™Y ou heard our Guardian for
yourself, so there's nothing to argue about. Y ou and Garam and his men will leave heretoday at - "

"No, | won't," | said again, thistime bringing anger and worry to the expression in hiseyes. "There was
an excuse to reduce Faerza because of the daves they kept and the way they treated people, but
Stophen-Zur has alaw againgt davery and they even help out people down on their luck. The city doesn't
deserve to be destroyed because of awhim, so | flatly won't do it.”

"Evenif the reason for the attack is awhim, you seem to forget whose whim it hasto be," Fearin pointed
out a once, which slenced the others again. " Since you don't want to make the mistake of offending the
onein whose cause we move, you'll just - "

"Y ou don't seem to understand,” | interrupted again, carefully making sure not to think about what | said.
"I've had enough of thisfarce so | won't waste any moretime onit. If that city is attacked, | won't be part
of the effort.”

Lokkel was open-mouthed with shock, Talasin had covered his eyes with both hands, Garam wastrying
to order meto keep quiet and do as | wastold, and Fearin seemed to be trying to find what to say.
ljarin, who sat to my right, voiced asigh, and then his hand was on my arm.

"Kiri, thisisn't something you can afford to be stubborn about,” he said, his voice filled with weariness.
"Thefirg time you ignored the wishes of agod you paid for the act with your freedom. Do you redly



want to find out the hard way what you'l lose this time?*

"Ligento him, Kiri," Ranander urged from my left, hishand on my other am. "1 know you won't have
any trouble doing what our Guardian expects of you, so | don't understand why you're hesitating. Maybe
if weal told you how wonderful we think you are you'd fed better about - "

"Areadl of you deaf?"' | asked, ignoring the words of agreement coming from the others. "'I'm not being
stubborn and I'm not hesitating, I'm flatly and absolutdly refusing. Thistrained bear has done her last
dance no matter how many timesthe music is played again, and that decisionisfind. If you think that
taking Stophen-Zur is so important, go ahead and do it without me."

"We should be ableto do just that,” Garam said to Fearin, speaking into the strained silence. "Once | get
alook at the city | can devise adtrategy that will do the job even without the girl's help. They don't know
we're here, so there's no reason to hold back aquick, decisive thrust.”

"Y ou've absolutely right,” Fearin said, clearly pulling himsdf out of the strange mood that had held him.
"Our army won't have trouble taking the city, and then - "

"No, we can't!" Ranander protested, cutting off Fearin's words without hesitation. "We have to have Kiri
doing her part, otherwise our Guardian will be furious!"

"How sure are you about that, Ranander?' Taasin asked without the hope that Fearin had started to
show in hisexpression. "Isthat just your opinion, or do you know it?"

"I'll bet he knows it," | said before Ranander could respond. "Would anyone like to bet gold against the
point?'

"Why are you acting so strangely thismorning?* Fearin demanded before anyone could take my bet.
"What's gotten into you?"'

"Why don't you tell usfirst what's gotten into you," | countered immediately. ™Y ou've been distracted
sncewefirg got here, not even pestering me the way you usudly do. If you're not in the mood to share
with us, maybe | can guessthe answer.”

I'd added that |ast because Fearin's jaw had tightened with an expression that usualy meant he was about
to snarl something about intrusion.

"If you think you can guess, why don't you just go ahead and try," Fearin returned, histone eloquent with
the knowledge that I'd be wasting my time. "If you can't guess, don't bother asking the same question
agan because you still won't be getting an answer.”

"Then my guess had better be good,” | responded, smiling into hisanger. "What | think put you into so
distracted amood isthe visit you had before we got here. Y ou were told not to keep trying to speak to
me, and probably aso not to tell me about the visit. Y ou were ordered to |eave me completely alone, and
you've been trying to figure out why the god would say something like that."

"How in the name of chaos could you possibly know that?' Fearin demanded while amost everyone ese
made sounds of shocked surprise. "1 know you weren't anywhere near my tent during the visit, so how
did you find out?'

"l didn't find out, | figured it out,” | answered sourly. ™Y ou were pressing too hard and in away that
might bring out the truth, so you had to be stopped. In away | was dmost expecting something like this."
"How could you be expecting something the rest of us didn't even know about?" Ijarin demanded,
looking dmost as disturbed as Fearin. "And what do you mean, the High Master was pressing too hard?
What truth was involved and what did he have to be stopped from doing?’

"Fearin had to stop trying to prove he wasinnocent of the accusation leveled againgt him," | explained,
finding very little enjoyment in the close attention everyone was paying me. "He was supposed to turn
away from mein disgust when | gave him such ahard time, not keep trying to deny hisguilt. It wasfinaly
necessary to actudly warn him off, but that warning off won't do the good it was supposed to. I'm still not
going to be available.”

"Look, | have no ideawhat you're talking about, and | doubt that you understand any better,” Fearin
said, morethan alittle wearinessin hisvoice. "Theré's only one question to be answered right now, and
hereitis: Do you redly want our Guardian to find out what you've been saying? Since the answer hasto
beno-"

"But Diin-thadready knowswhat | said,” | interrupted to point out. "He's been in the middle of dl this



right from the beginning - hasn't he, Ranander?*

I'd turned to look at the man on my left, dmost everyone ese adding slent stares of shock, but Ranander
only looked confused.

"Areyou asking meto know if our Guardian has been somewhere around, Kiri?* hetried, hisar of
innocence asred asever. "l thought you understood that my ability doesn't work where strong Power or
agod isconcerned. And what you said doesn't make any sense anyway. A god has better thingsto do
than hang around with abunch of mortasand ... watch... Why are you looking a melike that?"

"l wasjust remembering what you said when wefirst met,” | told him, till examining the man closdly.
"You said you tried to be friends with everyone, but some people were less than kind to you. That was
supposed to make me fed sorry for you, especialy when Garam got persona and nasty dmost every
time he saw you. But you knew Garam would act like that because of his nature and you were even
counting onit.”

"Counting onit for what?' Ranander put, still projecting heavy confusion. "Kiri, | don't understand - "

"Y ou were expecting my feelings about Garam to get you into my bed just to spitethe man,” | said, letting
theimpatience | felt color my tone. "I was supposed to believe that you were the only one Garam treated
like that, and not redlize that he behaved the same toward all people he considered non-fighters. Y ou'd
aready told me how well the camp women liked you, so you expected everything to go according to
your plan. After dl, asugly as| looked | would be rgjected by al the rest of the men around me and that
would leave you asthe only onel could turnto. But | wasn't rejected by the other men around me, not
even when they found out what | was."

"Does anyone understand what she's talking about?' he asked of the othersin our circle, the pleaadmost
pitiful. "All I did was offer friendship and acceptance - "

"Yes, dl you did was offer two of the things you knew I'd cometo believe I'd never get from anyone,” |
said, bringing his atention back to me when no one else answered his question. "Y ou never noticed that
Fearin was ready to offer those things right from the beginning, and then Garam reversed his position
completely after the attack. To make matters even worse, your specialy chosen leader of thisarmy
snuck around while | was supposed to be brooding about how alone | was and Earned hisway into my
bed firgt. That must have come as something of a shock after the way Fearin ignored women on aregular
basis. Y ou must have considered him even less competition than anyone dse.”

"Kiri, areyou feding al right?' Ranander asked in aplaintive, worried way, histone gentle. "Y ou seemto
beimagining dl kinds of plotsthat I'm responsiblefor, but it isn't true. If you stop and think for amoment
or two -"

"I've dready done the necessary thinking, and I've even consulted my memory,” | returned. ™Y ou made
sure to mention that 'some people were less than kind to you, but you never responded in any way to
Garam'sbaiting. If you were what you claim to be you would have been bothered in some way by what
was sad; you wouldn't have smply dismissed it dl as completely unimportant. And then therésthat little
tidbit you told me about Fearin.”

"Y ou don't mean that he's the one who caused dl that ruckus!™ Fearin put in with agrowl. "What did you
say to her, Ranander, and why would you do something like that? I've never been anything but courteous
toyou-"

"Redly, Fearin, I'd never say anything bad about you," Ranander protested, just the right amount of
nervousness and innocence added. "I don't know what's wrong with Kiri, but she seemsto be confused
about alot of things.”

"I'd say unclear rather than confused,” Ijarin offered in athoughtful way. "Kiri, you mentioned that our
Guardian dready knew what you said. Were you suggesting that Ranander is ... spying for our
Guardian?Isthat why he felt safe when hetried to get between you and Master Fearin?'

"No, that's not what I'm suggesting,” | said to ljarin while the others exclaimed over the contention.
"Ranander isdefinitey not spying for Diin-tha."

"Thenwhat do you mean?' Fearin asked, hisvoiceriding over those of the others asking the same
question. "And what has dl this back and forth got to do with our attack against Stophen-Zur?"

"It took me awhile to accept this part of the theory, but | was|eft with no other explanation,” | said,



deciding it wastime to get to the most outrageous part of the situation. "I you'll remember, | had to guard
those twin girls as a Shadowborn in Faerza. Then, while we were in the palace, we were attacked by
assassins posing as Kenoss. At that time | fought as a Kenoss, with asword rather than as the beast, but
| had to let the beast out alittlein order to search for the assassins. Then came that nonsense about me
being rewarded," which brought about that confrontation with the regimenta champions of the army.
Again | fought asaKenoss, but at the end | had to let the beast out part way to end things completely.
And in case you were wondering, that beauty-uglinessthing is part of the Learning, which meansthe
beast would have come to the surface yet again in Stophen-Zur. Doesn't dl that tell you what's
happening?’

I'd put the question to everyone but Ranander, but none of them cared to venture aguess. Their
expressions suggested that they didn't want to understand, and for that | couldn't blame them.

"Y ou were probably hoping I'd have to use the beast in the Vdley of Twilight when those peopletried to
stedl some of the men from our army,” | said to Ranander when it was clear no one else would be saying
anything. "But by that time | was dready suspicious, so | tried abluff instead and it worked. That meant
you had to have us continue on to Stophen-Zur, after which we probably would have been told that that
wasthewrong city after al. Just how long did you think you could go on with this?'

"That's the second time you've suggested that Ranander is behind our efforts" Fearin said dowly when
Ranander just sat there and looked at me with a sad expression. "Are you saying that this man found a
way to make us believe that we were moving in Diin-tha's cause when we really weren't?| can't believe
that that'strue.”

"You don't have to believeit becauseit isn't true," | said, noticing the hint of amusement in Ranander's
dark eyes. "The god Diin-tha is behind everything, including the attack in Faerza and the insanity of the
army. For somereason Diin-thais ... attracted to the beast in me, and has been trying every which way
to bring the beast out into the open. Ian't that right, Diin-tha?”

There were choking sounds from some of the othersas | |ooked directly at Talasin, which banished the
amusement in Ranander's eyes. "Prince Talasin" looked back at me without expression, the same way
Ranander now looked at me. Those expressions actually made me smile.

"Was| redly supposed to blameit al on 'Ranander'?’ | asked Talasin. "When everyone knows that gods
can beintwo or three places dl a the sametime?I'll bet your next move would have been aplan to
‘avoid' Ranander's ardor by offering yoursalf because Fearin wasn't available. Y ou knew there was no
way |'d ever lie with Ranander, so I'd probably take you up on your offer rather than hurt the poor man.
Andincasel actudly did get suspicious of Ranander, you would still be there to take over. How do my
guesses sound now?'

"One of them was completdy wrong," Tdasin said with avery faint smile. "It isn't just your beast that I'm
attracted to, it'sdl of you. Y ou're bright and beautiful and deadly, and | felt the pull of you from the
moment you first cameto my notice. | knew | had to have you, but | did want to seeyou in action first.
Now that the play timeis over, we can go to my tent.”

"No," | said as he began to get to hisfeet. "Ranander” had started to fade when Taasin began to spesk,
and now there was nothing left of the other "man.” "I'm not going anywhere with you, and | certainly
won't share your bed.”

"But you haveto," Taasn said, sounding like the most reasonable being in the world as he settled back
onto the golden floor weaving. "I'm agod, and you can't deny agod'sdesires. Tel her, Fearin.”

"How can | tel her anything when | don't understand what's happening?' Fearin said, dmost aplaintive
notein hisvoice. "Y ou're actualy Diin-tha? But what about Ranander? Why would there be two of you?'
"There weren't two of him," | supplied when Taasin smply smiled. "Both of them were him, which let
him keep his thumb on as much as possible. 'Ranander' wasn't lying when he said he couldn't know things
when Power wasinvolved or when | was. Diin-tha had to be present if he wanted to keep track of what
went on. He made hisinitial move against mewhen | first got to your camp, right after he'saved my life!
He expected meto be grateful enough to do anything he wanted me to, and when things didn't work out
that way he used 'Ranander’ to set up the next plan. After that things started to go even more wrong, but
if nothing ese he's adaptable.”



"Dont forget determined,” Talasn said, that familiar grin showing. ™Y ou know I'm going to get my way
eventualy, so why don't you just make things easier for both of us and stop being stubborn?1'd redlly
hate to haveto forceyoutodo as| want... "

"But you can't force me, can you?' | said while the others paled or looked really uncomfortable. "I don't
know why you can't useforce, but if you could it would already have been done. Go ahead and tell me
I'mwrong.”

"Thisisoneddeof you | don't admire," Tadasn said, no longer grinning. "'I'm not used to having mortas
tell mewhat | can and cannot do. Come with me right now or suffer the consequences.”

"Kiri, don't argue with him," Fearin said before | could respond, hisvoice tinged with worry. " Just go
ahead and get it over with."

"No, wait, she'sright,” ljarin said, and he seemed more distracted than worried. "'For some reason
Diintha can't force her to do as he wants, he needs her free agreement.”

"Which heisn't going to get,” | stated, still staring at the being I'd known as Talasin. "Not now and not
ever.”

"But why?' Tdasin demanded, annoyance and exasperation clear in hisvoice. "How can you st there
and refuse the attentions of agod?”

"| don't like people - or beings - who care about nothing but their own desires,” | answered, having
wondered if hewould ever get around to asking. "Mortals are totally unimportant to you even though you
mimic them fairly well, and you would have let our army destroy the lives of everyone in Stophen-Zur just
to let you watch me perform. Y ou also don't care how much | suffer, just aslong as you have what
satisfies you. | don't expect you to understand what I'm talking about, but that doesn't matter. Aslong as
| have theright to refuse you I'm going to exercise that right.”

"That gpeech of yourstels methat you do care about people,” Talasin said, now looking satisfied again.
"With that in mind, why don't | say thet if you try to refuse me again I'll destroy every morta within five
hundred strides? That should help you change your mind.”

"But that would be forcing me, and you aren't allowed to useforce,” | pointed out, hoping | was right.
"Why don't you change your mind instead, and find someone who will recognize the grest honor you're
trying to bestow on her? There have to be millions of women like that around, so just pick one."

"l can't just pick one, and wouldn't evenif | could,” Taasn - Diin-tha- answered in agrowl. "You'rethe
onel want, and you'rethe one | mean to have. Tell mewhat | can do to make you amenable.”

"Sure," | answered, keeping the disgust from entering my tone. "Y ou can learn to act like aresponsible
mortal, and maybe then you'll have achance. | don't guaranteeit, but the possibility exists."

"Very well, then that'swhat I'll do," he answered, histone saying the matter was settled. ™Y ou'll teach me
what you think | need to learn, and once I've done perfectly you'll change your mind. I've occasionaly
wondered what it would be liketo live completely like amortal, and now I'll find out. Are we going to
gtart now or would you prefer to rest here for atime? And when we do leave, where will we be going?!
"Y ou know, just because | was sarcastic doesn't mean you aso haveto be," | pointed out sourly. "And
that's something €lse you haveto learn, not to take sarcasm quite thet far.”

"l wasn't being sarcadtic, | was agreeing to your terms," Diin-thasaid with agleam in his currently
human-looking eyes. "l asked you to state terms, you did that, and | agreed. So when do we leave and
where are we going?"

"Y ou can't serioudy think I'm going anywhere dragging an a'my behind me?' | said with arude sound,
letting him seethat | was bothered so held stop the nonsense. "But dragging an army would be better
than dragging agod, so -"

"Oh, the army won't be coming with us," Diin-thainterrupted, now back to being amused. "Prince Garam
was promised the use of the army once | was done with it, and I'm now done with it. Prince Garam's
father was murdered by a cousin and his throne stolen, and now Prince Garam means to take the throne
back. He thought the army would also have to be used on 'Prince Talasin's behdf, but it's no longer
necessary to keep up that pretense.”

"Thearmy ismine now?' Garam said, abit of color coming back to his face as he straightened where he
sat. "That iswhat | wanted and needed, so you have my most sincere thanks, Lord."



"Y ou've earned the army, Prince Garam, so there's no need to thank me," Diin-thasaid, ahint of dryness
to thewords. "But that army is only what you want, not also what you need. To fulfill the second part of
my promise, I'll give you this thought: consider what you'll do with the army once your father'sthroneis
back in your possession.”

Garam frowned as he stared at Diin-tha-in-Taasin-clothing, obvioudy trying to understand what held
been told. He hadn't yet gotten to the point of seeing that you might need an army to regain astolen
throne, but what do you do with the army once you have the throne back? If you're into conquest the
answer iseasy, but if dl you want to do is it peacefully on your throne you have aproblem. Idle armies
are expengveto maintain, and if the members of that army don't have enough to distract them many of
them tend to turn to making trouble. ..

"And now that the time has come to hand out rewards, | might aswell finish that chore," Diin-tha said,
turning from Garam to look at Lokkel. "Y our greatest desire, Healing Master, was to have a copy of the
lost scroll containing the ancient Master Dalfrin's healing spells, so hereitis”

Diin-thatook ascroll out from under histunic, ascroll it hadn't been possible to see earlier. Lokkel took
the thing with great reverence, and there were tearsin his eyes when helooked at Diin-tha again.

"Thank you, Lord, my most devout thanksto you for putting this scroll into my hands," Lokkel said ashe
tried to smile. "It'sbeen my lifésambition to find this, and now | haveit."

"Yes, Hedling Magter, you do haveit," Diin-thaagreed, that gleam back in hiseyes again. "What you aso
need, however, isawarning. Y ou don't quite wield enough Power to actualy use any of those spells, so
you have adecision to make. Y ou can remain asyou are and never use any of the spellsin the scroll, or
you can try to channd more of the Power. The decision, of course, isyours.”

Lokke wasn't smiling any longer, and hisface had paled quite alot. It seemed fairly obviousthat L okkel
was afraid to try channeling more of the Power, but if he didn't try hed never get to use the spells on the
scroll. | wastempted to fed sorry for the man, but Diin-thahad turned his attention to Fearin.

"Asfor you, High Master, your most ardent wish isto find a place where you might livein peace,”
Diin-thasaid in away that was more oily than smooth. "That place can be yoursif you like, and right

"I think | ought to ask first wherethat placeis," Fearin said without expression, hisfull atention on the
god. "Just to be certainit'swhat | had in mind, you understand.”

"Of course" Diin-thasaid, hisamusement coming out in agrin. "The place | found isabeautiful valey, full
of animd, bird, and insect life. It'slovely enough even to charm agod.”

"But no human life," Fearin said, having picked up on the omission the sameway | had. "Why doesnt it
have humen life?'

"Possbly because no human hasfound it yet," Diin-thahedged, then he laughed. "Or possibly because it
isn't accessible to the outside world. | thought I might get that small point past you, High Master, but
gpparently | couldn't. Would you now like to hear what you need to know?"

"Certainly, Lord," Fearin agreed, and | could see the muscles of his body tighten even though he il
showed nothing of an expression.

"Of courseyou would," Diin-thasaid, his human eyes gleaming. "The situaion israther interesting in that
your greatest rival, also aHigh Magter, is determined to find and face you to prove that he wields more
of the Power than you do. Where Power is concerned thereredly is no way to determine beforehand
what the outcome of such ameeting will be, so you could well be destroyed. Unlessyou ask meto send
youto that valey | mentioned... "

Diin-thalet hiswordstrail off, but studying Fearin's face gave him no more information than it gave any of
the rest of us. Fearin was clearly congdering his options, then he smiled very faintly.

"| appreciate the information, Lord, but I'll need sometimeto think abouit it,” Fearin said at last. "When |
make my decision I'll be certain to let you know."

Diin-thas expression said he didn't much care for that answer, but there seemed to be nothing he wanted
to do to change it - for the moment. Instead he turned to Ijarin, and hislips curled into something of a
qmile

"It was interesting to have you among us, Prince ljarin, but beyond a pleasant thank-you for your



company | have nothing for you," Diin-thasaid. ™Y ou were, you'll recall, promised nothing for your
participation in our efforts.”

"That'sdl right, Lord Diin-tha, | don't mind," Ijarin answered with amusement of hisown. "My wantsand
needs are seen to extremely well by the Lady | serve. It was my pleasure to participate in your effort.”

"Y ou're giving him nothing even though you used him?' | put in before | could decideit might bewiser to
keep the words to mysdlf. "Y ou didn't want his assistance with your 'efforts,’ you wanted him as someone
Fearin would consder arivd if the High Master ever did find any interest in me. That'swhy you gave
Fearin the sudden fedling that Ijarin ought to join us. When Fearin and |jarin started to argue over me,
"Talasin" would have been able to step in as someone who was above such childish, demeaning behavior.
Y ou don't believein rewarding your stalking horses?'

"It'sdl right, Kiri," ljarin ssid while Diin-thaglared a me. "Lord Diin-thaisn't permitted to giveme
anything, not while I'm dedicated to agoddess. And since I'll be joining you and the Lord on your
journey, we don't want to generate any hard fedingsthat will take time to overcome.”

"I'm not going anywherewith agod,” | stated to ljarin, then turned my heed to look directly at Diin-tha.
"I have matters of my own to take care of , things that are more important than tickling the fancy of a
being | have nothing in common with. Theideaof traveling with you isafarce, and | don't enjoy farces.”
"But what you do enjoy istheideaof being free of the Learning,” Diin-thasaid, looking a me with eyes
that gave the impression of being dark rather than light. "What you want isto no longer bea
Shadowborn, and what you need isto control what you call the beast until you accomplish that end. If
you make no effort to back out of the pact we made, I'll seeto it that you at least have what you need.”

"I can help her with that need,” Fearin said suddenly, Sartling everyone including me. "The Power haslet
me help her before, so there's no reason to believe it won't again. After dl, sincel'm going where she
goes, there's no reason not to give what help | can.”

| felt adefinite urgeto close my eyes, but thistime | knew it would not be possible to hide in the dark
until al my problems gave up and walked away. Diin-tha had hinted that he could give mewhat | wanted,
freedom from the Learning, but apparently | wasn't asinnocent as some people believed. If the god could
have freed me from being a Shadowborn he would have said so straight out, since that would have gotten
meinto hisbed indantly.

But Diin-tha hadn't made the promise, which must mean that he wasn't able to keep it. Regaining full
freedom would be mineto do, but it would help enormoudy to have control over the beast while |
searched for the path to complete freedom and that Diin-tha had promised. But I'd have to travel with
him, "teaching” him what it wasto beamorta. Asif hewaslikdy to actudly learn the lesson. ..

And Fearin would be coming with us. Diin-thahad nearly snarled at Fearin's offer to me, but he hadn't
told the High Magter he couldn't come aong. It was perfectly clear that Fearin hadn't given up on his
determination to bring us close again, but | couldn't let that happen. If Diin-thagot even more.... jedous,
for want of a better term, something horrible could certainly be made to happen to Fearin. And | didn't
want anything to happen to the man, even though | dso didn't want to go back to the relationship wed
had. What | did want from or with the man wasn't clear, mostly because I hadn't been ableto bring
mysdlf to think about it. And gtill didn't want to think about it. ..

And then there was ljarin, who'd announced that he was aso going to be joining us. What he wanted
was even less clear than Diin-thals motives, but at least held stopped mentioning that prophecy hed
bothered me about right at the beginning. | till didn't want to know about anything a prophecy said, even
though it could well be relevant to what was now going on.

Theonething | had to do wasfind away out of the trap of being Shadowborn. And | could amost see
Bdlid rolling on the floor and weeping tears as he laughed, picturing me doing that with agod, aHigh
Master, and a barbarian prince with a secret trotting along behind me. Did one have to be a prophet to
know that they would be more hindrance than help in the effort? Not in this lifetime. ..



TheEnd



