Terrilian Il11: The Warrior Rearned
By Sharon G een

CHAPTER 1

| sat beside the pretty little blue pond, just in the shade of a nearby tree,
trying to rid nyself of the gray nood of brooding. Constructive thought is
al nost i nmpossible in that kind of nobod, but it had descended on me the night

before and | couldn't seemto shake it. Wth all the problens | had, | should
have been spending my tine considering solutions, but all | felt capable of
tackling right then was sitting still and breathing in the fresh, clear air.

My mind was so close to being shut down from self-centered consideration,
nearly mssed the faint, unfamliar mnd trace. It was near enough to cause mne
to focus on it imediately, but | hadn't been wong in ny first, fleeting

i npression: there was a small, frightened ani nal sonmewhere in the grass near
me. On that planet it could have been sonething a lot nore harnful, but I
hadn't been as frightened as | once would have been. |'d been grow ng on
Rimlia, but I still had a far distance to go.

In curiosity | touched the mind of the small animal, automatically soothing
its fright, and a bright-eyed head suddenly popped up above the grass to | ook
at me, sharing ny curiosity. The aninmal was only a little above a foot | ong,
fluffy dark-red fur covering it, pointed ears above shiny black eyes, a snall
button nose and nouth. The sight of it charned me, and when the adorabl e
little thing saw and felt ny smle, it noved toward me in small, delicate
hops, landing in ny lap after quickly covering the ten feet between us. A
purring sound cane when | began to stroke the soft, thick fur, the contentment
inits mnd so strong it nearly acted as a balmon ny own agitation. | turned
to l ook at the cool pond water as | continued to stroke the animal, and nmade
sure nmy gray nood was bl ocked fromit conpletely.

"So there you are," a voice cane a minute |ater from behind me, breaking into

the sem -trance of peace |I'd alnpst fallen into. | wasn't totally startled,
and was able to calmthe small animal in nmy lap before it could panic and
bolt. The voice had come from Lenham Phillips, a brother enpath of nine, and

Len's cal mi ng thoughts joined nmine as soon as he realized there was a nind
that needed calmng. Len's abilities weren't as strong as mne, and he wore a
Wy expression as he canme up beside me to |lower hinmself into the grass.
"Sorry about that," he said, gesturing toward the animal that had turned its
head to ook at him "I didn't realize you had conmpany here. Tammad's been
searching for you, and he's getting nore and nore annoyed the | onger he can't
find you. I think you'd better head back."

I just turned ny face fromhi mw thout saying anything, sending ny attention
back to the tall shade trees and wi de bushes all about us. | wasn't quite used
to seeing a man of ny world dressed in the haddin of the nen of Rimlia, but
Len felt as confortable and natural in the brief body cloth as he had begun to
| ook. The newest addition to his wardrobe was a swordbelt, the wide hilt of

t he weapon protruding fromits top a still-unaccustoned thrill to the blond
man beside me. | knew that Len had been given his first Iesson with a sword

t hat norning, and although he wasn't as big or acconplished as his teachers he
nmust have done well enough to please them Len would have checked the truth of
their professed opinions in their mnds, and if they hadn't really been

pl eased his own nmind wouldn't have glowed as it did.

"Terry, ignoring ne won't change anything," Len said, stirring where he sat.



"Tamad agreed to let me try to find you, but if we don't show up pretty soon
he'll conme after you hinmself. You shouldn't have cone out here alone to begin
wi th; once he sees you're safe and his worry disappears, all he'll be left
with will be anger."

"I don't care," | nuttered, tightening ny shield even nore around ny reactions
to the thought of Tammad's anger. No matter how strong | grew | still couldn't
seemto keep fromturning pale and shaky at the thought of facing an irate
Tammad. The beast had nore than one advantage over me-which brought ne right
back to ny original problens.

"The hell you don't care," Len snorted, reaching a hand out to stroke the side
of the small animal in ny [ap. "You' ve been junping fromone enotiona

reaction to another since Tammad rebanded you | ast night, but indifference
wasn't part of the group. Frankly, | don't think you' re capable of being
indifferent toward him"

The flash of anger | felt had to be two-thirds enbarrassnment, but that only

made it worse. |'d had enough enbarrassments on that world to | ast anyone a
lifetime, and all the feeling made me want to do was strike back. Wthout
stopping to think about it |I hurled a command at the little animal | held, and

not thinking about it nmade the action nore effective. Acconpanied by a grow
the animal's sharp, white teeth flashed toward Len's hand, causing himto
snatch it back with a yelp of startlenment. If he hadn't noved so fast he would
have been bitten, and he woul dn't have been able to nove so fast if he hadn't
caught the sudden attack rage in the animal's mind. The little animal, picking
up Len's burst of startlenment and not understanding why it had briefly been
aggressi ve, hopped quickly out of ny lap and di sappeared into the grass,
ignoring nmy attenpts to call it back. The calm| needed to calmits flurried

t hought s was beyond ne then, and that nmade me nore upset.

"Now see what you've done!" | snapped at Len, turning nmy head to glare at him
"The little thing is gone and it's all your fault. Wiy didn't you | eave ne
al one?"

"My fault?" Len demanded, his blue eyes hardening at the accusation. "You
coerce it into attacking ne, and its my fault? Terry, if | didn't owe you for
breaking me out of a slave cell in that city, 1'd

"You don't owe ne for anything!" | interrupted, not liking the way his m nd
firmed up behind his stone-hard stare. Hi s thought patterns were nore |like a
Rimlian's than ever, and | wasn't used to coping with that sort of reaction
fromhim "If |I hadn't gotten you and Garth | oose that night, you would have
been rel eased the next day anyway. You don't owe me a thing. Not a thing!"

| turned in the grass and started to throw nyself to nmy feet, but sonmehow Len
knew | was going to run fromhim H s hand m ght not have been as big as
Tammad' s, but it was still big enough to flash out and wap around ny ankle to
hold ne down. In desperation | kicked at him frantic to get |oose, but his

ot her hand caught ny second ankle and | was down in the cool grass on ny face,
caught the way | was always caught on that world. | struggled and tried to

ki ck out again, but a single twist forced ne to ny back, and then Len was
kneel i ng across ne.

"That's nore than enough,"” he said, grabbing my arnms to hold me still. "If |
hadn't had sone success in copying that shield you devel oped, 1'd be flat on
the ground fromthat whirlpool of frenzy you've been | eaking. You re going to
tell me what's bothering you, Terry, and then we're going to talk it over like
two adults. Wal king around shielded all the tine is too rmuch |ike being
unawakened, and | don't want to have to do it any |onger."



| stared up at him feeling the constriction he was tal king about, but sonehow
hel pl ess to do anything about it. My thoughts were like a whirlpool, tw sting
around and around w t hout goi ng anywhere, dragging nme farther down into the
dept hs and taking nore of ny strength the longer | fought them | stirred

agai nst the unyielding grip of his hands, having not the faintest idea of
where to begin, but the spinning had enough ideas of its own.

"Len, it isn't true that the Amal gamation would sell ne, is it?" | blurted,

di stantly shocked that 1'd had the nerve to put that particular probleminto
words. "They woul dn't just-hand ne over to the first man who had sonet hi ng

t hey wanted, and who deci ded he wanted me? They'd renenber how |l ong I'd worked
for them and that | was one of them and refuse to turn their backs on
me-woul dn't t hey?"

He stared down at me with no expression on his handsome face, but through ny
shield and his | had the distinct inpression that his thoughts were a bl ur
H s hands left nmy arms to brush the ends of my hair free of my face, then he
sat hinself beside me in the grass again.

"Well, | guess | asked for it," he nmuttered, running a hand through the bl ond
hair that was slowy growing toward the length that Rimlian nen wore it at.
"Terry, I'd lie to you if | could, but |I haven't the strength to hold this
shield up much Ionger. The truth is-1 don't know | know | was there when

Mur dock McKenzie refused to give back whatever price Tammad paid for you, but
you' ve been involved in this a lot longer than | have. Do you think they'd
give up all clainms on a Prime just for-whatever Tammad pai d?"

"I don't know," | said, shaking my head automatically as | sat up in the
grass. "l don't even know what it was that he paid. All | knowis that he said
t hey abandoned me-and then closed me in these chains to prove the point."

| 1 ooked down at the bronze bands on ny wists and ankles, feeling the one
around ny neck even if | couldn't see it, knowing they were all beyond a
worman's strength to open. The light, small-linked chains marked ne as Tanmmad's
property, his beyond argunment or offer. | hated being | ocked in chain; to ne
it was a nmeasure of things on that world that being five-banded was the

hi ghest distinction a wonan coul d achi eve.

"So that's why you went so wild when he banded you," Len said, staring at ne
soberly. "I wasn't that far away when it happened, but | thought you were just
being difficult again. Terry, can't you understand that it's necessary for a
worman to be banded on this world? Did Tammad say he was bandi ng you to prove
possession, or is that just your own idea?"

"Ch, | just snatched the thought out of the blue," | answered, staring back at
him "The fact that all wonen on this world are possessions didn't count in
the least. Neither did the coincidence that he did it right after I told him
again that | refused to obey himor stay with him Wenever | insist that |I'm
leaving this world he pretends he doesn't hear me--except for |ast night, when
he trotted the chains out. You nust be right, Len. It's all ny inmagination."
"You're still ignoring the necessity for banding," Len answered, surprising ne
by not reacting to my sarcasm "Wnen who aren't banded are up for grabs in
this society; Tammad's just nmaking sure no one grabs w thout know ng what he's
getting into. Don't you care that he's willing to fight to keep you?"

"Way woul d | care?" | asked with brows raised high. "It isn't as if he could
die trying to keep nme, or that whoever killed himwuld then be entitled to
cl aim conpl ete possession of me. It isn't even as if he has one fight already



lined up, and wanted to announce his answer to the challenge by five-banding
me. These chains are just cultural decorations, best ignored if not forgotten
about entirely. Right, Len?"

"Terry, do you really think you' re going to change anything by fighting it?"
he asked, conpassion joining the calmin his voice and eyes. "Everyone on this
pl anet must know how you feel about being a possession, but Tamrad al so knows
how you really feel about himand he won't I et you go. He doesn't mnd risking
his life fighting for you, and the best thing you can do is accept the risk
the way he does."

"Accept it?" | exploded, furious that he'd even suggest such a thing. "Accept
the fact that he'd be dead and |1'd bel ong to soneone else'? If he died

woul dn't care what happened to me; do you think I could live knowi ng he was
dead because of nme? No matter how happy he was to take the risk? You'd better
know | won't stand for it, Len. Do you hear nme? | won't stand for it!"

I'd expl oded so far out of control again, | didn't realize what was happeni ng
until it was alnost too late to stop it. My shield had thinned further and
further until it was totally gone, and all the fury and rage and frustration I

felt came pouring out of ny nmnd at Len, covering his shield and bearing down
hard. H s handsone face tw sted as though he'd been stabbed with a knife and
his right hand went up in a feeble gesture, as though my nmental onsl aught
could be stopped by physical neans. His mnd resisted mne for no nore than
seconds, and then he col |l apsed back on the ground at the sane time that his
shield gave way. But his shield fell inward rather than fading, and the oddity
of that caught ny attention enough so that | suddenly realized what | was
doing. | cut the projection an instant before it touched him then discovered
that | was trenbling all over, the infamus cold sweat covering nme in a way
I'd al ways considered to be pure fiction. Cose calls were supposed to bring
on that sort of reaction, along with the pale face and cl osed eyes that had

settled on Len. | took a shaky breath and put a weakened hand to ny head,
wondering if | |ooked as bad as he did.
"Len, I'msorry," | said after 1'd wet ny lips with a dry tongue. "I didn't

nmean to-whatever it was | did. Are you all right?"

"I"l1l let you know as soon as ny heart starts beating again," he gasped,
opening his eyes to struggle back to an upright position. Once he was sitting
again he ran both hands through his hair, then | ooked at me bleakly. "Do you
have any idea what that felt and | ooked like fromny end? | don't believe I'm
still in one piece."

"I think "'mafraid to ask," | nunbled, paying a lot of attention to the pond

and the bushes and grass around it. My abilities were growing on Rinmlia, but

not in a nice, slow acceptable fashion. Anger and fear seened to trigger that
gromh, leaving me to find nyself doing things I'd never even considered

doi ng-or thought that | could do-before it happened. Coping with the abilities
was turning out to be easier than coping with the surprises; deciding whether

or not | was pleased to have all of it was another matter entirely.

"It was like a-a giant, rushing storm" Len said, and a corner of the fear
he'd felt showed briefly in his eyes. "The Iightning had substance and the

t hunder had weight, and | knew that if it touched me I'd be crushed and
shattered, both at the sane tine. Terry, | don't know what you're feeling
because you're shielded again, but if that's what's behind the shield, you'd
better get it resolved fast, with or without help. The next time you m ght not
be able to pull back."

"Speaki ng of shields, let's discuss yours," | said, ignoring everything el se



he'd said. If 1'd tried thinking about any of it, especially the not being

able to stop part, |I'd have gotten a lot nore practice in hysteria.

"What about ny shield?" Len asked, not really distracted. "I knowit isn't as
strong as yours, but it's better than anything | thought I'd have. | never
even considered a shield until | saw yours.

"That's at least half our problem™" | grunbled, feeling an unconfortable

m xture of anger and frustration and disquiet. "W're conditioned into
t hi nki ng about our abilities only when we're Mediating, and not rmuch even
then. Every tine | find nyself doing sonething new, it's a shock."

"I't wouldn't be as nmuch of a shock if we also weren't conditioned against
experimenting," Len agreed, getting to his feet to nmove the three steps
necessary to get to the pond' s edge. "How can we know what we're capable of if
we don't experinent?"

| wat ched himcrouch down and put his hands in the water, then raise them
dripping to his face, where he held themfor a long mnute without nmoving. It
was on its way to being a hot, sticky day, but that wasn't why Len had needed
the water. | knew why he needed it, but the guilt 1'd been feeling was crowded
out by outraged indignation.

"Wul d you repeat that statenent?" | said, letting nmy stare burn into himas |
shifted in the grass. "lI'd like to be absolutely sure I heard right before
kill you dead where you stand."

He turned a faint frown in ny direction, not understanding i mediately, then
the dawn arrived to erase the dripping frow and fill his light eyes with
menory. Not too many days earlier, Len had hel ped Tammad puni sh ne for the
experimenting |'d done, telling me how foolish and dangerous it was for an
enpath to do sonething like that. He'd frightened ne so badly that | stil
shuddered when | thought about it; now he had the nerve to conmplain that we
weren't doi ng enough of the very thing he'd been so dead set against. | opened
my mouth to tell himexactly what | thought of him but he got his parry in
first.

"You still haven't said what you were going to say about ny shield," he
interrupted, letting the words come out calmand interested as he wi ped his
face with his forearm "Do you have a suggestion for inproving it?"

"The only suggestion | have for you would be anatomically difficult!" |
snapped, rising onto nmy knees with ny fists clenched. "You put ne through
hell, and then calmy decide that you' ve changed your nmind? | think I'I
decide to beat you over the head with sonething!"

"I haven't changed ny mind the way you nean it," he said, still maintaining
that infuriating calm "W need to experinent with our abilities, but inside
oursel ves, not on other people. Experinmenting on the people around you is a
good way of committing suicide."

"Len, there is no other way of experimenting except on the people around us!"

| insisted. "Being an enpath means interacting with other people; you can't
interact all by yourself! And that shield you're forcing didn't do nuch to
keep Garth with you when you two and Tammad were captured, now did it? You had
to work directly on the men who captured you, didn't you? You took a chance to
get what you wanted, and it paid off w thout anyone knowi ng you did anyt hi ng,
now didn't it?"

"I was lucky," he said, his tone as flat as the look in his eyes was deci sive.



"I could just as easily have gotten caught-and |ynched for it. It's a risk
won't take again until | get a lot better with this sword |I've been given, and
maybe not even then. Now, what did you nmean about ny 'forcing' ny shield?"

| stared at himfor a mnute without answering, wishing | could deep probe him
wi t hout his knowi ng about it. Was he really that afraid of using his

abilities, or was he trying to talk ne out of using mne ? W both knew | was
a lot stronger than he; was he just trying to keep me manageabl e by scaring
me? | didn't know what difference the answer woul d make, but | would have

enj oyed knowi ng the truth.

"The shield you're projecting is alnmost a physical effort,” | said at |ast,
settling back on ny heels. "You're pushing up on a cloud of confusion to hide
your thoughts and feelings, rather than using an actual shield. Try rel axing
conpl etely and then sensing around yourself. Do you feel something hovering
just past awareness, sonething your mind is automatically pushing away and
keepi ng unf or med?"

Len frowned where he crouched by the pond, as he searched around inside
hinsel f, his search a struggle | could feel as | reached toward himw th ny
own mind. | couldn't help himwith the struggle, it was sonething he had to do
for hinself, but guiding himwas another story.

"You're pushing too hard,"” | said in a nurnur, passing on some calmto ease
the tightness and anxiety he was falling into. "Relax a little nmore and | et
the sensations cone to you rather than chasing after them Softly, gently,
rel ax and beconme aware."

"I think I have it," he gasped after another ninute, the sweat of non-physica
exertion mngling with the drops of pond water on his face. "It's like a sheer
bubble |'ve been keeping at arm s length without knowing it. It doesn't take
any effort to keep it away; the effort comes in when | think about bringing it
close. Just as if it were on a spring."

"You don't need effort to bring it close,” | denied, renenbering my own first
tries with the shield. "If you try to force it close you'll |ose your grip on
it. Just let it cone close, as if you were allow ng the sensation of sweet,
fresh air touching your skin to enter your awareness. It's hovering there,
waiting for perm ssion to ease close. Gve it pernission, Len."

H s handsorme face had tightened because of the struggle, matching the fists
hi s hands had becone where his arnms rested across his thighs. H's entire body
showed a forced rigidity-until suddenly it was conpletely gone, and a | ook of
surprised pleasure covered his face.

"It's easy!" he exclaimed with the delight of a child, his mnd nowtightly
encl osed by a snooth, shining, inmpervious sphere. "You don't have to hold it
up, you don't have to force it; it's the next thing to a magi cal w sh. Decide
that you want it and it's there. "

"It sure is," | said, for the first tinme able to exanmine a shield fromthe
outside. It seened totally untouchable, and | began to wonder how smart 1'd
been in helping Len formit. If | couldn't figure out sone way of breaking
through it, 1'd never be able to touch himmentally again wthout his

perm ssion. The thought was beginning to bother ne, but suddenly | pushed it
away with disgust. The day | becane convinced | had to reach and contro
everyone in range was the day | needed to be stopped permanently.

"It's beautiful,"” Len breathed, bringing ny attention back to the cal m

pl easure he showed. "Just as beautiful and natural as you are, Terry. | can



under stand why Tammad would risk his life to keep you. If he weren't around,
I'd take a stab at it nyself. | still haven't forgotten how good you were in
t he Hamarda canp."

For the second time that day | opened ny nouth to shout at him but that tine
| didn't need anyone else to interrupt me. I'd run out of words to say to that
particul ar sentinment a long time ago, leaving nme with nothing but a very
strong awareness of how much | was wanted for what | could do rather than what
sort of person | was. | stared at himfor the briefest instant before standing
up and turning away, but | hadn't gone nore than four steps before he was
right behind ne, his big hands on ny arms pulling me to a halt.

"You ought to know by now that being told how desirable you are isn't

somet hing you can run away fromon this world," he said, his tone nore anmused
t han annoyed that that was exactly what |1'd tried to do. He turned ne around
to face himagain, but his grin faded and di ed when he saw the silent tears
rolling down ny cheeks. | may have hated that world and its ways, but in that
one respect it was no different fromany other world in the Amal ganation
Everyone wanted ne-but not for the right reasons.

"Terry, why are you crying?" Len asked, gently pulling ne closer to his chest
and putting his arnms around ne in confort. "You know | won't touch you without
Tammad' s pernission, and neither will any other man around here. | was just
trying to tell you how !l feel, in the way that's nost natural in this culture.
It's supposed to pl ease you-not make you cry."

H s hand coaxed ny head down onto his chest, but | stood there stiffly even as
the flow of tears increased, beyond all conforting and consol ation. The pretty
green and gol d day had becone covered over with the dingy gray of persona

di sillusionment, one | couldn't bring nyself to accept. Even Len-who shoul d
have been an exception-wanted me only for ny abilities. Len's breath drew in
sharply as his mnd touched nine, and then his hand was at ny face, raising it
to the concern in his eyes.

"Why are you hurting like that?" he demanded, his new shield quiveringly ready
to snap tight. "Nothing | said should have caused you such pain! Terry, tel
me what | did to hurt you!"

"You didn't do any nore than anyone else,” | whispered, pushing at himto nake
himlet me go. "You and Tanmmad and Dal drin and Garth, and everyone else in the
whol e dammed uni verse. Let go of me, Len, |'ve got to be by nyself for a
while."

"You' ve been by yourself |ong enough w thout it doing any good," he said,
tightening his grip to hold ne where | was. | struck at himwith ny nmind, but
his shield was suddenly there to bounce ne off harm essly. "And that won't do
you any good either," he said, referring to the shake 1'd given his shield.
"You weren't faking that pain, and I'm going to know what caused it. Now. "

"Sure," | nodded, ignoring the way his hand wi ped at the wetness on one of ny
cheeks. "As if it'll make any difference. Tell ne why you suddenly find ne so
desirable, Len."

He hesitated briefly as he | ooked down at nme, trying to see into ne with his
eyes rather than his shielded mnd, then gave up the useless effort.

"I"ve always found you desirable,” he said, nmaking it sound |like a comrent on
the weather. "When | finally got to use you that night it didn't end those
feelings, it reinforced them If you expected ne to |ie about the pleasure
felt, or act ashaned and pretend it never happened, you're living in a dream



worl d. | enjoyed having you under me, noaning and squirmng and trying to
pretend that you weren't having just as good a tinme as | was. If it were ny
choice 1'd do it again, here and now or wherever el se we happened to be. Your
m nd wel coned me as warmy as your body did, and that was something |'d never
had before, even during the times |I'd taken a wonan when awakened. Wy
shouldn't | find you desirabl e?"

| looked away fromhimas | felt my cheeks flare with heat, w shing he hadn't
been so col d- bl oodedly graphic. In point of fact he'd raped nme that night,
just as Garth had, and as far as | was concerned, it didn't matter that he'd
taken the trouble to make nme enjoy it. But according to the laws of that world
it hadn't been rape, and nmy own opinion to the contrary didn't matter; even if
| had responded to him even if he hadn't hurt me as he could have; it stil
wasn't right.

| said, "It strikes me as odd that you didn't nention how desirable | was
until after | helped you with that shield. Soneone with an overly suspi ci ous
m nd m ght have junped to the conclusion that nmy desirability lay nmore in what
| could do for you that way than in any other area."

"Why, that's utterly ridiculous,” Len |aughed, but the | augh seened a shade
too hearty, and his shield stayed tightly in place. "If you won't take my word
for it, just ask any man around here. You're a beautiful woman, Terry, and
attractive even beyond that. Wiy else would so nany nen be interested in you?"

"So many nen," | echoed, seeing the difficulty he was having in keeping his
gaze on mine. "Men like Garth, who considers inportant wonmen a persona
chal l enge, or like Daldrin, who had a taste of what a femal e enpath could do
for himin the furs, or Tammad, who needs an enpath he can control, to help
himbuild his shiny new world. Are those the admirers you're tal king about,
Len? At | east you've added your nane to a distinguished roster."

"Al'l right, maybe | was thinking nore about you as an enpath than as a woman, "
he suddenly admitted, his gaze now steady as he let me go. "But you can't be
serious about adding Tammad's name to that list. Terry, he's crazy about you,
and you dammed well ought to know it. What nore does he have to do than he's
al ready done?"

"Ah, all those wonderful things he's done," | nodded, folding nmy arnms. "Like
ki dnappi ng me from Al deran, and dragging nme along with himagainst nmy will,
beating nme to make nme obey himand trying everything he can think of to get ne
to work for him But he's succeeded in one thing I can't deny, and that's
hooki ng nme good and proper. That's why | can't believe anything he tells ne."

"Come on, Terry, you're a trained Prime," Len protested, a m xture of
frustration and upset in his eyes. "Are you trying to nake nme believe that you
can't read Tammad wel |l enough to know whether or not he's lying to you? Even
could do that!"

"That's because you're not in love with him" | muttered, turning away to
stare at the faint footpath | eading away fromthe pond and through the trees,
back toward Aesnil's palace. "If you were in love with him everything he said

woul d be weighted down with the lure of possible truth, a truth you coul dn't
quite make yourself believe in. If you believed himand it was true, your life
woul d be paradise fromthen on through forever. But if you believed himand it
wasn't true, the-horrible, unending pain-1've already had a couple of tastes
of that, Len. | think another taste would kill me. "

| didn't realize 1'd closed my eyes until his hands cane to ny arns, silent
conpassion and a pain-sharing flowing fromhis mind to mne. It seened



particularly odd that |, who could generate trust in anyone around ne,
couldn't find any of that precious quantity for the one man in the universe
would give ny life for. |I tried to hold back ny reaction to that feeling, but
I'd held it back so long that it was overwhel m ng. Too rmuch of it expl oded
fromnmy mnd-right at Len, who was wi de open and entirely off guard. H's
strangl ed, tornented cry spun ne around, just in time to see himfold

bonel essly to the ground, his hands falling linply away from his head where
he'd frantically pulled them | stood rooted for one eternal instant, then
turned and ran back up the path.

My race through the bushes and trees was one big blur of green and brown,
punctuated by the reaching out of branches and roots, tearing at ny gown and
tripping ny feet. The stroll out to the pond had taken about ten m nutes;
raci ng back at top speed took hours longer. | was on the verge of collapsing
along with nmy lungs when | burst through the small side door of the pal ace,
startling the guards so badly that they nearly drew on nme before they realized
| wasn't attacking. | tried to speak through the heaving and gaspi ng of ny
body, discovered it was inpossible, then tried again anyway, waving nmy arm
back in the direction I'd come fromand nmewl ing incoherently. The idiots
didn't understand the gestures or any of the single words | nanaged to force
out, and when heavy, hurried footsteps brought nore nen on the scene, | found
out why. The newconers were Tammuad's |'lendaa, |ed by Loddar, a man of

envi abl e conposure. Hi s i medi ate appearance with the other warriors from
Tammad's city let me know they' d probably been | ooking for me, and he stopped
in front of me to put his hands on ny shoul ders.

"CalmMy, wenda, calmy," he soothed, speaking the Rimlian |anguage with

del i berate sl owness. "Neither these other |'lendaa nor we understand the
tongue of your people. You must speak in our tongue if we are to assist you."

"Qut . . . by the pond," | gasped, this tine speaking Rimlian in between
panting. "Lenham. . . | have caused . . . himharm You rmust . . . help him"

Loddar frowned, but he turned to | ook at one of the three nen stationed at the
door.

"Do you know the |ocation of this pond she speaks of ?" he asked. "I would have
her guide us to the place, were ny denday not awaiting her return. The man in
need of aid is a brother of ours. "

"The pond is easily found," answered one of the three, a man as | arge and
blond as all Rimlian males were. The three guards wore baggy trousers and

| oose shirts and | eather sandals rather than the sinple haddi nn of Tammad's
'l endaa, and all three were sweating. "You need only follow the clear path
into the small woods, which lies beyond the garden w thout this door. The path
will lead you to the pond.™

"My thanks, |'lenda," Loddar nodded, then turned to the four men with him "Do
you hasten to this pond and search out Lenham" he directed in a | ow voi ce.
"When you have returned with him bring word to the denday of how he fares."

"Plittar," answered one of the four for all of them a casual word carrying

t he general neani ng of "anything you say," with uncaring shrug appended, a
word never used to a denday. They turned then and left the palace, stretching
their stride but not really hurrying. If I'd had the breath | would have
screaned at themto nove faster, and then | renmenbered | didn't need to shout
or scream | reached out to their four mnds and planted a strident sense of
urgency in front of their attention, and had the pleasure of hearing their
steps turn into a trot before Loddar's voice brought me back to the pal ace
corridor.



"I's that where you had taken yourself, wench?" he was asking, the di sapproval
he felt carefully mssing fromhis tone. "You did not ask the denday's

perm ssi on before departing, nor were you properly escorted. Tammad w || not
be pl eased."

I could have answered himif I'd had to, but | used my continuing need to take
deep breaths of air to maintain a nonentary silence. Loddar had been better to
me than nost people on that world-not good, but better-and didn't really
deserve the sort of answer |'d been about to snap at him | drewin three
breaths, then a fourth, then finally nodded at him

"You are surely correct in all that you say," | agreed, keeping my tone as
unaccusi ng as his had been. "Now, as there are other nmatters awaiting me, |
must | eave you."

| began to turn away fromhim prepared to | eave things as they stood as |ong
as he did, but he didn't |eave themthat way | ong. Even before | was fully
turned away, his hand canme to nmy arm

"Wenda, there is no nore than one matter awaiting you," he said, his
still-calmtone tinged with the begi nnings of annoyance. "Tanmmad awaits you,
and will be kept waiting no |onger than the time required for me to take you
to his chanmbers. \Wat awaits you beyond that is for the denday to speak of."

| turned my head back to ook at him letting no expression show on ny face.
The first and easiest step was to soothe his annoyance, and then | was able to
work. His strong sense of duty needed acconplishment-already-attained to
weaken it, but once that was done the unconcern and indifference were slid in
its place without his fighting them Loddar's enotions were of a chore
successfully acconplished, and his uncritical, reasoning mnd followed right
al ong, accepting the feelings as natural and unarguable. His hand left ny arm
as he turned away, already forgetting about ne, |ooking toward the doorway out
as though considering the idea of following the men he'd sent after Len. |
turned again in the opposite direction and wal ked up the corridor, aware of
the stares and fear coming fromthe three door guards, but too weary and

di sgusted to worry about them The guards had undoubtedly heard stories about
me from others of the pal ace guard, about ny secret powers and how |I'd used

them for their Chama Aesnil. That fearful people often renoved the object of
their fear with viol ence nade the situation a dangerous one, but at that point
I couldn't have cared less. | was so upset and confused, it was a mracle |I'd

been able to work through it.

The pal ace corridors were large and airy and beautiful, but | sawlittle nore
than my own inner turnoil as | wal ked, nmy outer awareness touching only the
route | took to the destination |I'd decided on. Tammad was probably in the
apartment which had originally been mne, and he was the last one | wanted to

see just then. | needed a quiet place to sort out my thoughts and try to
under st and what was happening to me; quiet was not what |'d find around
Tammad. | wal ked the snoothly polished stone of the corridors, passing silent
guards and hurrying slaves, ignoring themall as | ignored the walls and roomns
and courtyards | passed. | was intent on only one room a rooml"'d

appropriated once before, and it was a good distance away fromthe entrance
|'d cone in by.

Reachi ng the room and slipping inside was both a relief and a surprise, the
surprise centering around the fact that 1'd net no others of Tanmad's men on
the way. | didn't know how many of them he'd sent out |ooking for me, but even
t he ones who hadn't been sent out woul d have known enough to stop nme if they
saw nme. | leaned on the door to make sure it was cl osed, then wal ked toward



the lightly curtai ned wi ndows.

The roomwasn't as large as the suite Aesnil had given ne, but the pale yellow
fur carpeting on the floor was thick and soft, the number of fat brown
cushions scattered around and pil ed nest-fashion nore than adequate, the wide,
deep pile of bed-furs invitingly confortable, the wi ndows wi de and tall and
stream ng yel |l ow sunshine behind the sheer yellow curtains. It was a warm
attractive room designed to please the senses, but there was no pleasure in
me as | wal ked through it and stopped in front of the wi ndows. Putting a hand
out parted the sheer curtains enough to let ne see the chasmthe room | ooked
out over, a drop of nore than a hundred feet through enpty air to a bottom!|
couldn't quite see. |I felt as though |I were falling through all that air,
hel pl ess to stop or change direction, a victimof forces totally beyond ny
control. Abruptly | turned away fromthe w ndows, hurried with head down to

t he nest of brown cushions, then let nyself drop into the mddle of them

"What if he's dead?" | whispered aloud, closing my eyes against the terrible
pain the question produced inside ne. "What will | do if | killed hin"

The enpty room gave ne no nore of an answer than ny own mind did, the total
silence increasing the illness | felt. Len had been trying to help nme and 1'd
hurt him possibly even destroyed him | didn't know what to do with the power
that was growing so strong within me, didn't know how to control it to keep
the people around nme safe. If | hadn't had so many things upsetting ne | m ght
have had a chance to learn, but it had been so long since I'd felt anything

renotely like calm | alnobst couldn't renenmber what the enmption was |ike.
Everyt hi ng worked agai nst me on that world, the people, the dangers, the
i nvol venents, everything! | picked up a cushion and hugged it to me, watching

the wi ndow curtains begin to nove to the urgings of a breeze, nore mserable
than 1'd ever thought it possible to be. If Len was dead |I'd have to kil

nmysel f-if | could find the nerve to do the right thing in the mdst of all the
blunders 1'd nade. | lay back and put the cushion I was hol ding over ny head,
hi ding nyself fromthe sort of world I'd never wanted to be a part of.

| didn't fall asleep, but time passed in long strides without ny noticing it,
nore than an hour slipping away behi nd non-thinking sem-oblivion. It would
have been good continuing on |ike that forever, but the sound of the door
openi ng dragged me back to unpleasant reality. | knew instantly that it was
Tammad who cane in, but didn't nmove or speak even to demand how he'd found ne.
H s enptions were a blend of relief and annoyance and concern and a few ot her

things | couldn't resolve, and all | could feel was disgust with nyself. After
all that had happened, the first thing I did when soneone el se showed up was
reach out to touch themwth ny mind. | had |ong since begun sweating under

t he cushion over ny head, but | didn't nove it away even when Tammad stopped
in front of me, cutting off some of the strengthened breeze fromthe w ndows.

"Terril, what do you do here?" his voice cane after a mnute, his nind working
toward maki ng his tone sound cal m "Lenham has awakened with a great ache in
his head, yet his first words were a questioning concerning your well being.

For what reason was he concerned w th your well-bei ng?"

"For the reason that he's a fool," | nmunbled into ny cushion, resisting the
urge to stir in disconfort. "If he weren't a fool, he'd never cone near ne or
t hi nk about ne again.”

I was sure he hadn't heard ny nearly private comments, but a surge of anger
flared in his mnd, and then the cushion was suddenly gone. | blinked back the
bri ghtness to see himcrouched in front of nme, forever broader and nore

well -nmuscled in reality than any nmenory made him Standi ng strai ght he was
nore than a head taller and nearly twice as wide as |, his long, shaggy-blond



hair so perfectly a part of himand so perfectly msleading. Wth | eat her

wri st-bands and sword belted at his waist and dark green haddin he was the

pi cture of a backward, thoughtless barbarian; backward and barbari an he m ght
be, thoughtless he certainly was not. The thoughts in that shaggy head were
nmore intricate than even | knew, and | seened to know nmore of his plans than
anyone el se on the planet-or in the Anmal gamati on

"That something disturbs you is nmore than clear, wenda," he said, reaching out
a broad hand to snooth aside my sweat-danpened hair. "W will first speak of
what disturbs you, and then we will speak of what occurred between you and
Lenham | do not care to see you so distraught."

"Di straught is becoming a way of life," | answered, wondering for the

t housandth time why those |ight blue eyes of his affected me so strangely. The
wei ght of their stare seened to press ne down to the size and ability of a
hel pl ess child, especially when he was angry. It was true that he was nore
dangerous than any being | had ever net, but there was nore to it than that,
consi derably nore.

"That is scarcely the response | sought,"” he said, putting alittle nore stern
into his tone and stare. "There has been enough of ni sunderstandi ngs and

unvoi ced di stress between us, hama. You will learn to speak freely to nme, so
that we may see to your unhappi ness together. Now, tell me what disturbs you."

"Wasting ny breath repeating things disturbs ne," | said, hating nyself for
the faint trenmor in ny voice. "I don't want to be banded, | don't want to be
hel d here against ny will, | don't want to be fought for, I don't want to be

used, and I don't want to stay on this world. Now that you know what's
di sturbing me, go ahead and fix it."

"Wenda, what battles a nan fights is for his consideration, not for the

consi deration of his wenda," he said, the reproof in his voice mlder than the
annoyance in his mnd. "That this Daldrin and | choose to face one another is

of concern to no other save ourselves. The choice belongs to |'lendaa, and we

are |'lendaa. "

"Of no concern to anyone else?" | screeched, sitting up amd the cushions to

stare at him "Have you two changed the reason for the fight and forgotten to
et nme know? The last | heard it was winner take all, with me as the all. Are
you saying that I'mnow free to decide on ny own future, no matter who w ns?"

"I have said nothing of the sort,” he returned, still somewhat patient but
only just barely. "You are ny woman and will remain such, no matter that your
hunor changes with each turn from darkness to daylight and back again. | now

know your love for me is as deep and conplete as mine for you, therefore wll
you remain beside nme as long as life is left to me. And this Daldrin has not
yet even drawn sword from scabbard; why do you insist upon seeing ne as

best ed?"

| opened my mouth to answer him closed it again, then blew out a breath of
vexation. How do you answer a black and white questi on when any possible
answer has to be gray'? The barbarian's expression was cal mand reasonabl e,
nothing to jeopardi ze the cal mand reasonabl e stance he'd taken; if not for
the gleeful satisfaction in his mnd, he m ght have had me cornered. Instead

of letting nyself be cornered, though, |I decided to counterattack

"What makes you think it's you I'mworried about?" | asked, pleased at the
i medi at e di sappearance of his satisfaction and glee. "If not for Daldrin's
sense of honor and willingness to help, | would have had a | ot nore trouble

here than |I did have. You demanded what was yours by right and got chai ned up



for your trouble. He kept quiet and got done what had to be done."

A thick physical silence descended as those blue eyes stared at ne, but the

| evel of mental noise increased alnost to ranting range. Qutrage was the npst
prom nent feature of the group, interlaced with anger and jeal ousy-and a good
deal of confusion. | kept ny eyes on his, pretending | didn't know what he was
feeling, hoping he would decide | really wasn't worth fighting for after all.
A decision |like that would have nmade ny efforts worthwhile, but | rnust have
forgotten for the nmonment who | was dealing with. The level of frustrated
annoyance in his mnd rose higher for a minute, then his usual cal mwas forced
t hrough to cover everything el se.

"You seek to make ne believe your concern is for this Daldrin?" he asked,
considering ne in a way he hadn't done earlier. "Perhaps, then, your feelings
for himare stronger than any you possess for ne. Perhaps it would be best if
| were to unband you and sell you to him"

"Sell me to him" | blurted in outrage, know ng he was deliberately pushing ne
of f - bal ance again but unable to stop ny reaction. | tried to vocalize the
outrage, found nyself gibbering like an idiot, then | apsed into seething
silence when | saw the barbarian grinning at ne.

"You seemto dislike the possibility of being sold to another, wenda," he
said, reaching toward ne again to touch nmy face and the side of nmy neck
"Should it truly be your desire to remain nine, you nust continue to interest
me. You have done little lately to command ny interest."

"I would love to tell you what to do with your interest!" | snapped, pushing
at his hand as | noved away fromthe caress. "How dare you tal k about selling
me as if | were a-a-possession! I'ma Prinme of the Centran Amal ganmation, and
happily not a native of this backward, barbarian world! | demand that you take
me back to ny people inmediatel y!"

"Why do you insist upon giving yourself unnecessary pain, )lam?" he asked
with a sigh, no longer grinning. "You are indeed nmy possession, mne to do
with as | please no matter your origins. Should |I choose to sell you to

anot her, that choice, too, is mne. I, however, do not choose to sell you to
anot her, therefore will there be battle between this Daldrin and ne. You had
best accustom yourself to these truths, wenda, else happiness will never find
you. "

He continued to crouch in front of ne, his eyes filled with conpassion, his
m nd seriously concerned. He believed everything he said and really wanted ne
to accept it, but the situation was sonething | woul d never accept.

"I won't be owned," | grated, feeling ny right fist clench against the cushion
it leaned on. "I won't be ordered around or sold or used. and | especially
won't be fought for. You can't ignore the fact of what |'ve becone, sonething
beyond a wonan you can control."

"You now consi der yourself sonething other than a wenda?" he asked, raising
one eyebrow. "WAs this not what you originally wi shed to be considered, no
nore than an ordi nary wenda? Was | not condemed for seeing you as nore? First
| amreviled for seeking the possession of a Prine, and now | amreviled for
seeing no nore than a woman? Do you attenpt to try nmy patience to its limt,
wonman?"

H s bl ue-eyed stare had hardened considerably, a perfect match to the greatly
i ncreased annoyance in his mnd. | stirred against the cushions in faint
di sconfort, but refused to back down.



"Don't pretend you don't know what |'mtal king about," |I answered wondering if

| sounded as defensive as | was beginning to feel. "You know very well that |
wanted to be seen as a woman rather than as a tool, sonething you stil
haven't managed to acconplish. | did not want to be owned and ordered about

and fought for as though | were a prize seetar! It's a manner of treatment |
won't allow no matter how you try justifying it!"

"You speak as though you nean to defy me, wenda,"” he said very softly. Those
bl ue eyes were directly on nme, totally lacking the softness his voice held.
"Do not mistake my attenpts to aid you in your distress for license to do as
you will. The darayse, the non-nmen of your land are not to be found here in

m ne; here wendaa do as they are bidden, just as you will do. You may speak of
di sobeying me if you wish; do not think to attenpt the reality. "

"Why, you niserable barbarian!" | said, suddenly seeing the light. "You
weren't ignoring what | said about going hone and not obeying you or worKking
for you, you were hunoring me! The poor, helpless little female is upset for
some strange reason, so the big, strong warrior, in his generosity, decides to
spoil her a little. Let her ranble on about what she will and won't do, |et
her fool herself into believing she's a real person. She won't be puni shed for
any of it-unless she forgets her place so far that she tries to do what she's
been tal ki ng about!"

| struggled to ny feet anobng the cushions, then | ooked down at hi mwhere he
crouched, wanting to add to the flood of words, but too furious to do so.
turned my back on himinstead and strode to the wi ndows, seething so hotly I
was sure the lightly fluttering curtains were in danger of catching on fire.
On top of everything el se, he'd been hunoring me, as though | were soneone who
had tenmporarily | ost her sense of what was right, but was sure to regain it in
time if handled gently and with understanding. | was so furious nmy enotions
were beyond description. | stared out at the slightly di mmred sunshi ne and
didn't even see it.

"Why do you persist in anger?" he demanded after a minute fromright behind
me. "You are not unaware of the doings of this world, you are not unaware of
the fact that | mean to keep you. Wiy nust you be forever chall enging ny

aut hority over you, forever denying ny right to do as | must and shoul d? Wy
have you not yet |learned that your strength and abilities entitle you to no
nor e?"

"You dare to speak of what I'mentitled to?" | snapped, jerking around to
glare up at him "I'ma Prime of the Centran Amal gamation, entitled to
anything | dammed wel |l please! Everyone knows that, with the single exception
of the barbarians of this miserable world! You have no right keeping nme here
and forcing ne to obey you, and it would serve you right if |I decided to take
over instead of sinply |eaving!"

"Agai n you speak of challenging me?" he asked, folding those massive arns in
annoyance as he stared down at ne. "I have no interest in further indul gence
in such foolishness, wenda. You are able to face ne with neither sword nor
dagger nor enpty hands, a fact which has al ready been well proven. You are
nmeant to obey me, not | you, and this, too, has been proven."

"Has it really?" | murnured, suddenly tenpted beyond denial. 1'd found the

i dea of controlling Aesnil inpractical due to the fact that she would be out
of my reach so nuch of the tinme, but Tammad was another matter. He usually

i nsisted on having nme near himnost of the tine, an arrangenment which woul d
make no one suspicious. | had no interest in running the rest of those
barbari ans through him but | had a great interest in returning to ny enbassy



where transportation to a civilized world woul d be avail able. After that |
could find a place to stop and breathe, and think of a way to get themall to
| eave me al one.

"I don't understand why you keep saying you want me here," | said, |ooking up
into his eyes and reaching toward himwith ny mnd. "Wat you really want is
to return me to ny enbassy, isn't it? You have Len to read people for you, and
Garth to do whatever you plan for himto do, and Gay King to pl ease your body.
Al'l you have to do is go and get her, which can be acconplished easily after
you |l eave nme at the enbassy. Isn't that what you really want?"

A frown had formed on his broad face at the first of nmy words, his mnd

i medi ately beginning to deny those words. | let the denial slide past nme, not
even touching it, waiting for the faint agreenent | knew woul d come when
mentioned Len and Garth and Gay. The agreenent wasn't as strong as | thought
it would be, but strength wasn't necessary. Just having the agreement did the
trick, letting me grab it and increase it as | sniled.

"You see hownicely it will all work out?" | pressed, expanding his agreement
by force against the frown he still showed. "Len wants to work for you and so
does Garth. Gay is dying to please you, and will never refuse you no natter
what you tell her to do. Since you have all that, it would be foolish to keep
one small, useless wenda on top of it, nowwouldn't it? A wise nman would rid
hi nsel f of her as soon as possible, wouldn't he?"

H s agreement withed in my mental hands, fighting to change to denial. He
stood with eyesight directed inward, his teeth clenched, his no-Ionger-folded
arnms tense at his sides with straining fists. | felt the sweat break out on ny
forehead as he fought ne, shocked that he was able to resist as nmuch as he was
doing. The last time I'd fought his mnd |'d won easily, brushing aside his
mental strength the way he woul d brush aside the physical strength of soneone
not quite his giant size. Mentally | was his superior; how was it possible for
himto resist me |ike that?

"Just think how good it would be to have no one around to oppose you!"

gasped in desperation, trying to thrust delight in to bolster the wavering
agreement. "Everyone around you doi ng exactly what you say, nore than pl eased
to obey conpletely! The one bane of your existence would be gone, and you'd
never have to see her again!"

Red- hot rage suddenly exploded in his nind, crashing through the wavering
agreement | held, shattering my grip and back-blasting into ny w de-open m nd
| choked and clutched at my head, barely feeling it when nmy knees hit the
carpeting, wapped in a yellowred blaze of pain that didn't even let ne
scream | withed in the conflagration, fighting to breathe, and just as
quickly as it had cone it was gone, |eaving behind a boom ng throb of an ache
i nterspersed with stabbing pains. My body wilted with the wi thdrawal of that
unbel i evabl e pain, and | would have coll apsed to the carpeting conpletely if

two strong arnms hadn't caught ne. Sonehow, unbelievably, I'd lost to him
agai n, and the nagnitude of that |oss was unbearable. | tried to shout against
the words coning at ne behind the thunder of surf, but | |acked the strength

even to nmoan. Bl ackness devel oped due to the frenzy of the attenpt, and
gathered me in conmpletely.

CHAPTER 2

Consci ousness came back slowy and reluctantly, as though afraid to face again
the pain it knew was waiting. | noaned as the ache welled up behind ny cl osed



eyes, making my head echo with the throb, vaguely wondering what it woul d be

like if nmy shield weren't closed tight. | became aware of a dampness across ny
forehead and fought nmy armup to grope in an attenpt to find out what it was,
clumsily encountering a length of folded cloth. | began to pull the wet cloth

away with a grunt, but another hand cane to keep me fromdoing it.
"You'll be better off leaving it there," Len's voice cane, soft with the
know edge of what |oud noises would do to ne. "You may not think it's hel ping,
but it is.”

| forced my eyes open to look in the direction his voice cane from blinked
back the blurriness, then finally managed to focus on him He sat |ooking down
at me fromno nore than a foot away, his brand-new sword gone, his face
wearing a wy expression. Looking around showed ne a silver and blue room one
of the roons of the suite Tanmmad and | shared, definitely not the last sight |
renenbered before tuning out. It came to nme then that | was |lying on the w de
pile of furs the barbarian and | used as a bed, with Len sitting on its edge
to ny right. My eyes flickered again to the rest of the room searching for
something | didn't want to think about, and Len made a sound of subdued
amusenent .

"I'f you're looking for Tammad, he's in the next room" ny brother enpath
informed me, his voice as dry as the desert air. "Bite off alittle nore than
we could chew, did we?"

H s eyes and tone told nme that his poor opinion of ne was back in full force,
but that was hardly unexpected. | closed nmy eyes and put an arm over them
then took a deep breath.

"I can't decide whether | have a greater dislike for your old personality or
your new one," | told the darkness in a very soft croak, feeling the
reverberation of every word. "Your new personality is unspeakably patient, but
the old one gloats."

"I"'mnot gloating," he denied, trying to shed some of the dripping
satisfaction in his voice. "I'"mjust wondering what you tried to do this
time-and curious as to why it backfired."

"What | tried to do was get that barbarian to take me back to the enbassy,"”
adm tted, making no effort to keep the disgust out of my voice. "Not only
didn't it work, it also exploded in ny face. As far as the why goes, your

guess is as good as mne. Last time | |ooked, | was stronger than he was."
"And this tine he wal ked all over you," Len agreed in a thoughtful voice. "If
anyone had asked ne, | would have bet against this sort of an outcome. Are you

sure that's all you did, try to force himinto taking you back to the
enmbassy?"

"OfF course |'msure,” | said in exasperation, pulling my armaway fromny eyes
so | could half-glare at him "Even if | were into world conquest, this is
hardly the world I'd want to conquer. Al | want is to go somewhere where |'|

be left alone. Is that so nuch to ask?"

"I"'mnot the one in line for the question," he said, suddenly trying not to
| ook synpathetic. "Sone nen, |ike ne, for instance, would |l et you go wherever
you thought you had to, and then spend their time kicking thensel ves and

wor ryi ng about you. Tanmad bel ongs under a different heading, the one that
reads, "W'll work it out together.' Wiy don't you try renmenbering exactly
what you said and did."



| was tenpted to accuse Len of avoiding ny question, but ny head hurt too rnuch
and it was fairly obvious that that was exactly what he was doi ng. |nstead
dragged out the data on the episode |I'd gone through with Tammad, including
the details of his strange resistance, and gave themall to Len. Hi s silence
at the end of it gave me a chance to exercise some vestige of pain control on
nmysel f, which seenmed to go a short way toward returning ne to normal. | was
able to get rid of the danp cloth and drag nyself to sitting before Len pulled
hi nsel f out of the deep thoughtful ness he'd fallen into.

"I think that may be it," he nmuttered under his breath, | ooking at me with
those pretty blue eyes. "In fact, I'msure of it.-

"Well, I"'mglad that's settled.” | smled, pushing back the danpened hair from
my face. "Now let's have a contest to see which of us can stand up straight
first without falling."

"Terry, stop being an idiot," he snorted, surprising nme by having-heard what |
said. "I think I know what happened to nmake Tammad stronger than you, even
t hough he really isn't."

"Scientific curiosity aside, Len, I'"'mnot sure | want to know, " | said,

| ooki ng away fromhimtoward the wi ndows. "I had exactly one advantage over
Tammad, and now even that's gone, right along with ny |ast chance to get out
of this place. Wat difference does it nake why he beat me'? It won't change
the fact that he did."

"Whys are nore inmportant than you seemto understand, Terry," he said, putting
hi s hand under ny chin to turn ny face back to him Hi s expression was nore
serious than was usual with him but his eyes were warmw th conpassion. "I
thi nk Tacmmad was able to beat you at your own gane because you weren't sinply
trying to make himtake you sonewhere, you were trying to nmake himgive you
up. Hasn't it come through to you yet that he |oves you far too nuch to give
you up?"

"That can't possibly have anything to do with it," | denied, disturbed over
the idea. "You'll see how deep his | ove goes when | refuse to help himw th
any nore of his plans. And | didn't ask himto give ne up. | never would have

presented so radical a concept with the sort of precarious hold I had on him
It would have been stupid."

"Stupid cones in a variety of flavors," Len answered, beginning to | ook
i npatient. "According to your own account, the first thing you told Tammad was
that he wanted to take you back to the enbassy. He obviously didn't agree, but
he also didn't fight unreasonably hard. You weren't satisfied with the
reaction you were getting, so the next thing you told himwas that he was
foolish trying to keep you, and would be smart if he got rid of you as soon as
possible. H's reaction to that one should have told you that you'd gone too
far, but instead of calmng himand w thdrawi ng, you had to add the crowni ng
touch. You had to tell himhe'd never see you again. |'mnot surprised that he
expl oded; |I'msurprised he didn't blast you flatter than he did. Wth you w de
open and hi m pouring out rage and fury, you' re lucky he didn't burn you out
conpletely. If you'd used your head, you would have known what his reaction
woul d be without taking the risk of testing for it."

"What do you mean, testing?' | demanded, suddenly suspicious of where his
facile logic was taking me. "I was trying to get nyself out of this place, not
maki ng nebul ous and fatuous tests of some sort."

"Sure you were," he scoffed, |eaning down to one el bow on the bed furs away
fromme. "Terry, when an ordinary wonman tests a man's desire for her, she uses



words or actions to see what he'll do. Wien a female enpath tries the sane

t hi ng, she shoves at his enpotions to see how easily she can change them You
knew you woul d be wi de open if he expl oded, but you didn't expect himto

expl ode. You expected himto accept ne and Garth and Gay in place of you, and
expected the substitution to be easy. You tested himdespite the danger of
bei ng burned out because you still don't believe he really | oves you."

Len was staring directly at me, his eyes searching deeply as his m nd poked at
nmy shield, both trying to find a way within. | avoided his stare while
i gnoring the poking, then shrugged in an ainless sort of way.

"I"ve already told you how | feel about that," | said, trying not to sound as
defensive as | felt. "Everyone in sight keeps assuring ne how great his |ove
is, but all I know for sure is how !l feel. And that has nothing to do with

what he feels for ne.

"I don't believe you can sit there and say that!" Len burst out, straightening
again near ny right shoulder. "After everything that man has done, how can you
still doubt hin®"

"What sort of everything are you talking about?" | asked, watching the
billowi ng curtains at the wi ndow. "The way he ki dnapped ne, the way he refuses
to let me go, the way he insists | obey himand beats ne if | don't'? O naybe
you mean the way he keeps trying to get ne to work for hinf? Those last itemns
really make nme feel wanted and | oved."

H s big hand canme again to ny face to turn it back to him and | could see
forced calmfighting with exasperation in his expression

"How about the way he came after you to the Hamarda canp and here?" he asked,
trying to keep from shouting. "Those Hamarda were ready to accuse himof slave
steal i ng when they found you gone, but he didn't care. He was ready to kil

any or all of themwho tried to keep himfromfollow ng you i medi ately, and
woul d have fought them single-handedly if the rest of us hadn't cal ned him
down. By the tine we got here, he was closer to being frantic than |'ve ever
seen him Instead of using the diplomacy he's so good at to free you, he
marched right in and up to that Aesnil worman and demanded your release. Only a
man in | ove could have acted |ike such a dammed fool ."

"Or a man desperate to regain an object of irreplaceable value," | pointed
out, this tine holding his gaze. "If you've forgotten |'ma Prine, Len, he
hasn't."

"Dam it, Terry, you're making it all one way!" he shouted. "He's been junmping
around |i ke a madman, but you insist on |ooking at himw th your eyes cl osed!
What about the way he's been civilizing you, teaching you not to be such a
spoil ed brat? Doesn't that show you he nmeans to spend the rest of his life
with you?"

I could feel nyself stiffening in reaction to that coment, but Len didn't
notice it because he wasn't able to reach ny nind. | pulled a section of ny
gown out fromunder ne, then noved a short way away from him

"So that's the way you see it, is it?" | asked icily. "Everything that that
barbarian does to ne is sinply himcivilizing me! Ckay, Len, have it your own
way. |'mnothing but a spoiled brat in need of adult teaching. But | think
|'ve had enough of it for one day. Wiy don't you take your maturity and get
out of here."

| slid off the bed and stood up, turning my back on my |loyal brother as I



wal ked toward the wi ndows. It was anazi ng how everyone al ways found a good
reason for the things Tanmad did to me, but the things | did in return were
i nvariably considered the tantruns of a child. 1'd heard the contention so
often, | was seriously considering believing it nyself.

"Cetting all huffy and offended won't acconplish rmuch, Terry," Len's voice
cane after me, annoyed rather than contrite. "It's tine you stopped acting
like a sullen child and got around to making an adult conmitment. The people
of this world are offering you a life with nmeaning, and all you have to do to
accept it is offer your abilities in exchange. Garth and | have al ready
accepted; the longer you wait to do the sanme, the bigger the fool you make of
yoursel f."

| raised one hand to ny head as | stared out through the noving curtains,

wi shing there were | ess heat and humdity in the breeze that rippled them I
still had enough of a headache to find the heaviness of the air painful, a
dull pain which fit in perfectly with Len's | aughabl e suggestion. | knew al
about the neaning of the life | was being offered, a neaning considerably
different fromthe one Len and Garth saw. They'd found freedomon that world
of barbarians, but they were men on a world run by men. | was nothing but a
worman, a mere wenda, one whose sol e purpose was to give pleasure and obedi ence
and confort to those nmen. Hand over the power of ny abilities for the
priceless gift of alife like that? Sure, why not.

"It's conforting to know your stubbornness was undamaged by what you went

t hrough," Len said dryly. "Tammuad, especially, will be relieved to learn that.
Ever since he found out you weren't badly hurt, he's been anxious to discuss
your little experiment with you. You ought to find the time npost absorbing-as
wel | as instructional."

| closed my eyes as | cursed feebly under ny breath, half sick at the thought
of having to face that barbarian. He'd punish nme for trying to control him as
strictly and horribly as he always did. He continued to want to use ny
abilities as a Prime, but refused to accord ne the privil eges those abilities
made mine by right. He violently resented the thought of being controlled in
any way, nost especially by the power of the nmind. The thought of what he
woul d do to-me this tinme nmade swallowing difficult and weakened ny knees.
hated mysel f for being such a coward, but he never failed to affect ne that
way.

"Terry, why do you keep fighting hin?" Len demanded, but gently, fromright
behi nd me as his hand touched my shoulder. "You' re afraid of what he'll do and
you're right to be afraid, but all he wants is to be gentle with you. H's
greatest joy is to share |laughter and love with you, but you refuse to allow
himthat. He's a man and you're a worman; why can't you relax and let nature
take its course?"

| felt nmy head drop even lower than it had been, wishing it were as sinple as

Len was trying to make it. W weren't discussing a nan and a woman, we were

di scussing a barbarian and a Prime, a man who woul d use anyone and anything to
achi eve the goals he had set hinself, and a woman who was tired of being used.
Nature didn't intervene in affairs like that; nature wouldn't dare.

"I can see Tammad was right the way he usually is," Len sighed, taking his
hand off mnmy shoulder. "He maintains that if a man and wonan are right for each
other, no one can prove it but they two. If it can be worked out, it's now up

to you and him 1'Il see you later."

Len's footsteps noved away fromne across the floor, his bare feet whispering
agai nst the carpet as he made for the door. | was suddenly aware of the fact



that | wasn't wearing sandals any | onger, and that foolish revel ati on sonmehow
made ne want to turn and call out to Len to keep himfrom going through that
doorway. | was half turned and ready to call out when | realized that del aying
the inevitable would not stop it from being inevitable. Tamrad coul d not be
kept a room away from e forever, not by any power then at ny disposal. |
turned conpletely back to the wi ndows then and just stared out, waiting for
the inevitable.

If | thought |I'd have sonething of a wait, it didn't take long to disillusion
me. Len could barely have cl eared the doorway when other feet, heavier feet,
made their own sound across the carpeting coming in. Before | knew it he was
standing right behind ne, and | didn't have to open ny shield to know him
There was usually sonething electrical in the air when he was around, and that
time was no different from any ot her

"I see, wenda, that you have recovered," he said after the briefest of
hesitations, his voice filled with its usual calm "You suffer fromno other
ill-effects, no hurt you have neglected to nention to Lenhan®?"

"I have a headache,” | answered, still not turning around. "Conpared to the
condition I'"musually in on this planet, that's equivalent to being in the
best of health. You needn't worry that you'll have to put off the beating.”

"Good," he said, and his inmedi ate agreenment nmade ny eyes wi den. "\Wen | mi ght
be able to beat you was, of course, my sole concern. '

| snapped nmy head around to | ook up at him but no expressi on showed on his

rugged, masculine face. | opened ny shield and probed at his mnd, then w shed
| hadn't. There was no |ight-hearted, good-natured hurmor behind his conment,
just a thick, dark cloud of anger and nore anger. | winced at the intensity

and strength of it, and he slowy nodded his head.
"It is as | thought it could not be," he said, folding his arnms as he stared
down at me. "Not only did you attenpt the outrage of invading ny thoughts, you
now have the tenerity to attenpt the same again. Wnan, does ny rage nean

not hing to you?"

"Touching your mind is |ike |looking at you," | answered in an unsteady voi ce.
"I'f you don't like it, of course | won't do it again. "

"Ah, you now understand that the action displeases me, and will therefore
refrain fromindulging init," he nodded, his eyes still not noving fromny
face. "How obedi ent a wenda you have becone, and how easily the obedi ence was
brought forth. | hesitate to estimate the |l ength and breadth of your obedi ence
when once you have been puni shed.”

A thrill of fear washed through ne at that, but not the sinple sort of fear
brought on by the presence of a hungry predator or a danger-filled, imm nent
accident. The barbarian was worse than any predator, nore dangerous than any
accident, and he had just given me his word. | backed up right into the
central w ndow brace, ny knees weaker than they had been, and his right hand
shot out to ny left armto steady ne.

"I hear no words fromyou, wench," he said, his voice still as unwarned as it
had been. "Have you no interest in estimting how deep your obedience will be
once you have been puni shed?"

"There's really no need for that," | quavered, stepping back, too aware of
that giant-sized hand on ny arm "I am after all, a civilized wonan, and
capabl e of understanding when |'ve comrmitted a breach of etiquette. |I'msure



you know you deserve an apol ogy, a deeply sincere apol ogy, one which will be
i medi ately forth-"

"Silence," he quietly interrupted, cutting off ny hal f-hysterical babble,
gently drawing ne toward him "There is no matter of etiquette between us, no
matter so |light and uninportant that sinple words of apology will suffice.
Once before you entered my mind unbi dden, not to soothe or share but to
tanmper, and nmuch did | believe that the punishment you received then was
enough to keep you fromattenpting the sane again. It appears | was m staken
but will take care that the same m stake does not appear a second tinme. Should
this current punishnent not deter you, you have nmy word that | will see nyself
collared and sold as a wenda-graj. "

Hal f - hysterics becane full-bl own panic, but shaking my head and stuttering

i ncoherently didn't keep nme from being drawn gently but firmy away fromthe
wi ndows toward the middle of the room If the barbarian prom sed to have
hinsel f sold as the equivalent of a ladies' maid if | ever touched him

mental |y again once he was through with nme, | might not even survive whatever
he was going to do. At that point |I wouldn't have m nded not surviving, but I
was very much afraid that survival would be part of the punishnent. | |ooked

up at that massive body in front of me, looning |ike an aval anche in the

maki ng, the hard blue eyes unwavering, the face expressionless, and di scovered
how close it was possible to come to fainting fromfright wthout actually
doing it.

"Please don't," | begged in a whisper, pushing feebly and uselessly at his
hand on nmy armwith nmy free hand. Hs grip wasn't hurting ne, he hadn't even
rai sed his voice, and those two facts together had ne nore desperate than

al nost anything el se. "Please don't punish nme, please!" | begged. "I know
did wong, nore wong than | can say, but | won't do it again, | swear |
won' t! | swear it!"

"I amwell aware of that fact, wenda," he said, turning toward the door as he
pulled me along. "We will begin by having you cut and trimthe switch to be
used on you, and then, after the switching, there will be other things for you
to do. Your punishment will consune nuch time in the giving, even nore in the
receiving."

"No!" | choked, wild at the thought of those other beatings he had given ne,
ones where he hadn't been nearly as angry as he was right then. In other
frightening situations | had struck out with nmy mnd, but just then such a
reaction was inpossible. | felt paralyzed in the very center of ne where ny
talent lay, frozen and half dead and totally incapable. | couldn't have struck
at himeven if ny life had literally depended on it, or, even nore

i mportantly, ny sanity.

"Wait, wait just a mnute!" | babbled, suddenly realizing it was time to admt
| had lost. "What |'ve said to you till now1've changed nmy mind! |I'll do
anyt hi ng you want ne to do-anything!"

He stopped that inexorable progress toward the door, and though he still held
my arm | could have fainted fromrelief. I'd have to work for him now,
readi ng people and hel ping hi minfluence them but that was better than-I
shuddered to think of it. He turned his face toward ne, and it wore a faintly
surprised expression

"This is truly unexpected, wenda, this decision you have nmade," he said,
| ooki ng down at ne. "I had not thought to see you noved fromthe stand you had
taken. And yet; it occurs to me that | may not accept such a decision from
you, for it would seemthat you were coerced fromyour sworn word, which is a



di shonorable act. | would not care to be thought of as dishonorable.

"No, no, coercion has nothing to do with it!" | assured himquickly, desperate
to keep himfromturning toward the door again. "The decision was freely nade,
based on an estimation of what was due you after my invasion of your privacy.
It's the least | can do."

| 1 ooked up at himanxiously, wishing | had the nerve to peek at his mnd
totally unable to tell what he was thinking fromthe expressionl essness he had
sl i pped back into. He thought about what I'd said for a minute, then nodded
hi s head.

"Very well," he said. "As the decision was freely nade, | shall accept it. You
will now do exactly as | wish."

"That's right," | agreed, relieved that the bargain was accepted and
conpleted. "I know your plans for unifying your people call for the assistance
of an enpath, and now you' ve finally got one where you want her. So where
shall | begin? Wth C nnan and Aesnil? It won't be easy, but I'msure |I can do

it. Cnnan already feels brotherly toward you-so-"

My words trailed off and died, due entirely to the fact that he was slowy
shaki ng his head. | coul dn't understand what he was di sagreeing with, unless |
had his objectives in the wong order.

"I hope you don't nean you want to return to the Hamarda first," know ng ny
expression showed the distaste | was feeling. "Being there with you won't be
the sane as being there alone with them but | don't know how well | can
handl e my own enotions in the niddle of "

"Wenda, | have no know edge of what you speak," he interrupted, his voice and
eyes oddly free of confusion. "The need V have for one the power is no |onger
a need, for Lenhamsees to it. You have denied ne the use of your power,
greatly disturbed over the matter, therefore | do honor your denial. | shal
not again set such tasks to your hand."

"But -t hen-what have we been tal ki ng about ?" | asked, honestly puzzled and
definitely uneasy. "Aside fromny abilities, what else is there?"

"Such a question seens foolish to one who is able to | ook upon you," he
answered, letting his eyes nove over me in that intrusive, possessive way he

had. "You will do exactly as | wish-in all things."

"But-that wasn't what | nmeant!" | protested in shock, unconsciously trying to
take a step back fromhimas ny eyes w dened. Sonmehow |I'd managed to forget
that he was still holding my arm stepping back didn't take ne very far

"It matters little what thing was in your nind, wenda." He shrugged, hol ding
me easily less than an arms length fromhim "It was in all things that you
pl edged yourself in obedience, therefore is the choice of area mne Should you
wi sh to attenpt the reclaimng of your word, we may di scuss the matter after
the first of your punishnment is done."

"No!" | said imediately, then cal ned somewhat when | saw he wasn't beginning
to nove toward the door again. "No, a discussion |ater won't be necessary. W
made a bargain and 1'll hold to it."

"Excellent," he commented in distant approval, finally letting go of nmy arm |
reached over and rubbed at the place even though | didn't have to, reflecting
that | had been extrenely fortunate. After all, what could he ask me to do



that | hadn't already done in the past?

"It pleases ne, wenda, that there is to be no delay in the eager service | am
to receive fromyou," he said, folding his arns as he | ooked down at ne.
"There has been little fromyou in the way of eagerness of late, not to speak
of service. The difficulty you insisted upon woul d not have been permtted
much | onger in any event; seeing to it now nerely ends an unpl easant epi sode
sooner than expected."

| parted my lips to argue his distorted version of recent happeni ngs, prepared
to bitterly defend ny position, but his right hand snapped up, silencing ne
with surprise.

"No words!" he growl ed, his distant approval and satisfaction |ong gone. "I
have had too nmany words fromyou of late, all of which have done no nore than
convi nce you you m ght disobey ne with inmpunity! You may not speak again til
you have ny perm ssion to do so!"

| closed my nmouth again with a snap, angry that he would dare speak to ne that
way, but deternmined to see the thing through. Silence he wanted, and silence
he woul d get.

"Better," he grudged with a slow nod, refolding his arms. "You now pout as
woul d a berated child, yet is it done in silence. Let us continue further to
t he point of eagerness and service. "

He stepped cl oser then and put his arms around nme, but not to hold ne. H s
hands tugged the gown sl eeves off ny shoul ders, urged the whole thing down to
my waist, then let it goto fall to the floor around ny feet. My first
reacti on had been to consider holding onto the gowmn and not letting it be
taken, but that would have been foolish. It was hardly the first time the

barbari an had stripped me naked, and |I could still think of no way in which he
m ght be stopped. After a first, abortive novenent | nerely stood there,
telling nyself the action nmeant nothing, but still feeling the disconfort of

enbarrassment in my cheeks.

"Consi derably nore acceptable,"” he said, stepping back to | ook at ne again.
"The sight of a woman in his bands gives a man great pleasure. Step entirely
out of the garnment and give it to ne."

| frowned as | reached down and picked up the gown, not understandi ng why ny
doi ng such a silly thing was beginning to give himsuch intense pleasure that
it cromded at my mind. | had the gown taken fromny hand, watched himwal k to
the windowwith it, then watched himtoss it out. The gown had a | ong way to
fall before it hit the ground, but it didn't take nearly that |ong before
under st ood what was happening. | had dressed nyself in that gown that norning,
a gown that had been given to me by Aesnil. It had now been pernanently taken
away from nme, and whatever clothing I had in the future woul d undoubtedly be
given me by Tammad. The gesture made nme feel nore stripped naked and dependent
than | had in a long while, and when the barbarian turned back fromthe

wi ndow, he nust have seen it in ny expression. He smled faintly, satisfaction
joining pleasure, then went to the pile of cushions and sat hinself anong
them next to a small wooden table holding a tray.

"Why do you stand with your hands before you?" he asked me, the anusenent in
his voice stinging terribly. "Cone and place yourself before ne, your arns at
your sides, so that | may have the pleasure of |ooking upon my bel ongi ng."

It took a great effort to force nyself to notion, an even greater effort to
put my arnms down. VWen |- stopped in front of him the whirling of my enotions



was nearly enough to make me dizzy. | didn't want to be | ooked at |ike that,
like nothing nore than a barbarian's possession, |like sonething to be owned
and used! The presence of the bands on ne, around ny wists and ankl es and
throat, was pure indignity, tightening my hands into fists at ny sides.
"Again | see nothing of eagerness in you," he said, annoyed. "It is clearly
foolish to be patient with you, wenda, for patience does no nore than
encour age your di sobedi ence. Be inforned that nmy patience is now at an end.
Kneel before ne."

| felt another frown take me as | slowy went to ny knees in front of him
seeing the anger in his eyes and feeling it push against ne. He was unhappy
with the way | was reacting to being put on display, but what else did he
expect? He stared at ne briefly fromthe cross-1egged position he had taken
anong the cushions, and then his hand flashed out to take ne painfully by the
hai r.

"Again | feel the tendrils of your mind slipping close to nine!" he grow ed,

i gnoring the gasp of shock and pain torn fromne. "Though to you it is
ostensibly the same as | ooking upon ne, to me it is unconscionabl e invasion
It seens you require a nore constant remi nder to induce proper behavior. Knee
and bow in the nanner you were taught anong the Hanarda. "

My fists flewto nmy forehead as his hand forced ny head to the carpeting, ny
heart thuddi ng | oud enough to be heard at the other end of the room | hadn't
been probing him nerely picking up the strongest of his enotions, but I
couldn't have told himthat even if he hadn't insisted on ny silence. Being
defiant when he wasn't angry seemed to conme naturally to me, just as naturally
as fright when he was angry. No, it wasn't sinply fright that | felt, though
fright was a part of it; the enotion was nuch nore complex, and | coul dn't
seemto resolve it. | heard himstand up and wal k away from the cushi ons,
pause sonewhere else in the room then return.

"I will have eager service fromyou, wenda, and | will have it now, " he said,
sitting down anong the cushions again. "Should | find nyself displeased with
your service, you will be inmedi ately punished. Raise yourself again so that

you are nerely kneeling.

| straightened nyself again as he had commanded, flinching away fromthe
renewed cal m he was projecting. He was too close, and his mnd was too strong,
for me to be able to stay away from himconpletely. | decided | had to explain
the problem no matter what he had said about my not speaking, but sight of
what he was hol ding put the words right out of my mnd.

"This cloth about your eyes will keep nmenmory of required obedience clearly
before you," he said, finishing up the folding of the dark cloth in his hands.
That, in itself, was bad enough, but the length of thick |eather on the
cushion to his right made things considerably worse.

"You can't be serious!" | blurted, staring in horror at the cloth and | eather
"Tammad, this is all insanity! | can understand your being angry and wanting
to punish me, but can't you see how useless this all is? Things will never be
the way you want themto be, no matter what you do to me! Blindfolding ne and
then tying ne the way the Hamarda did won't change any of the inportant things
standi ng between us, the things that will always keep us apart! None of this
is fromny world, none of it something | can relate to! Please let nme go back

to nmy people!"

He stared at ne in silence for a monent. The words | had spoken were true
representatives of the way | felt, and he seened to know that. |1'd tried



pl aying the game his way, tried easing the feelings of invasion he'd had, but
it had all been for nothing. There was a certain point beyond which | coul dn't
go without being truly humiliated, and that was it. Hi s stare and sil ence
stretched out a bit longer, then his hands came to nmy arnms to draw ne gently
into his |ap.

"Terril, though the difficulty seens truly great for you, you nmust strive to
under stand and accept the realities about you," he said, his soft voice calm
"You cannot be returned to your people for you are already anong your people,
here on Rimlia. You are ny belonging and will remain so, therefore nust you
learn to obey me properly. This matter of your agreement to do as | w sh was
nerely idle foolishness, nmerely a manner in which I mght nmeasure the depth of
your failure to understand what place you stood in. You will obey nme whet her
there is agreenent within you or not, wenda, for only through obedi ence will
you survive here if | do not. Should another take you and band you, he wll
not feel the patience my love for you brings far too often than is w se.

will not see your life lost through | ack of proper action on ny part."

He turned me around in his lap then, ignoring the stunbling, tongue-tied
argunents | tried to put forward, then placed the dark cloth around ny eyes. |
didn't understand what was going on, didn't want to understand, but when the
dark cloth cut off all Iight and vision the understandi ng began to creep up on
me, until | thrust it away again. He was wong about where | bel onged and
about obedi ence and survival, and what did he nmean by saying he night not
live? What did he know about his neeting with Daldrin that he wasn't telling
me? He tightened the blindfold with an extra knot, pulling nmy hair slightly,
leaving me with no nore awareness of things than that and the bare thigh ny
own bare flesh rested upon. |I felt again as though I were falling through
enpty air, helpless in the grip of gravity, and reached up to tear the

bl i ndf ol d away. Instead of reaching the cloth, however, ny hands reached only
hi s.

"You may not renove it," he said, his hands everywhere that nmy hands tried to
go. "You nust also learn not to inpose with your powers, for that sooner than
any other thing will end your life. Your reality is here, hama, anong those
who are | arger and stronger than you. You rnust |learn quickly, else you wll
find no other thing than puni shnent."

| shook ny head; about to protest what he'd said, but I wasn't given the
chance. The hands that had kept me from renoving the blindfold were suddenly
at my waist, lifting me fromthe thigh | sat on and pl aci ng ne belly-down over
the other. | struggled, not knowi ng what was happening, but a big hand in the
m ddl e of ny back kept nme fromrising again.

"You were also mistaken in believing | intended to do as the Hamarda," he
said, his mind throwing off the distaste of the suggestion. "I do not bind
females in leather, nerely do I punish themwth it for the di sobedi ences they
conmmit. | shall take care not to bring further harmto your back, yet mnust you
recall that you were instructed to remain silent.-

| barely had time to understand and believe that he was going to punish ne
before the first stroke cane, sharp and stinging, across my bottom Five
strokes came in all, five hard, measured, punishing strokes with the strength
of his arm behind them each one causing ne to cry out in pain. Tears welled
under the blindfold and wet the cloth, tears that would have otherw se run
down my cheeks. He was actually punishing nme, and despite the fact that he had
done it before, | found nyself shocked. Didn't he know | was the one who had
hel ped hi m survive Aesnil's arena? Didn't he realize | was grow ng stronger
every day? Wien he was done he lifted me off his thigh and set ne back on the
carpeting on nmy knees, and then his hand came to nmy chin to raise ny face.



"This time your punishment was |ight, hama,"” he said, undoubtedly watching as
| rubbed at the stinging ache in my bottom "Should you di sobey again the

puni shment will be greater, and of |onger duration. The switch is not the sole
i mpl enent capabl e of teaching you your place. Do you understand?"

| bobbed my head spasnodically, still sniffling, hating nyself for not daring
to say a word. | didn't want to obey him but he was going to nake ne do it
anyway.

"Good," he said, taking his hand back as | heard himshift around on the
cushions. "l presune that this tray of food here was brought for the two of
us, but | have as yet to sanple fromit. Have you eaten?"

This time | shook nmy head, not even certain | knew what tray of food he meant.
I'd seen a tray on the small table near the cushions, but | hadn't the
faintest idea when it had been brought or what it contained.

"I find myself scarcely surprised,"” he said, his tone going dry as he shifted
in place again. "Despite nmy constant urgings to the contrary, your interest in
food continues poor at best. Wth this consideration, as well as ny present
hunger, in nmind, | shall permt you to feed me first."

| nearly blurted out ny surprised dismay in words, catching myself just in
time to avoid that leather. | was supposed to feed himwhile | was
bl i ndf ol ded? How was | supposed to find the food-or hinf

"Take each serving carefully fromthe tray so that it does not spill," he
instructed, his attention so clearly on ne that | could feel it. "I wish to
eat the food, not have it draped about ne."

H s faint anusenent took nothing away fromthe inplied threat-or prom se-and
sniffled again as | crawed slowy across the carpeting, one hand gropi ng
blindly for the location of the tray. A small voice inside ne urged nme to
refuse to serve him to stand up and pull the blindfold off and then wal k out
of the roomw th ny head high, but that small voice was insane. If | tried to
refuse himhe would catch ne and beat me again, a |lot harder than he had the
first time. The humliation of crawing around on the carpeting was terrible,
but the humliation of being beaten was worse-and nore pai nful

Just as | thought 1'd never find the tray nmy hand touched it, banging the wood
and rattling sone of the bows. | steadied it quickly and pulled nyself

closer, then rose up on nmy knees to grope for the first of the bows. | took
it off slowy, tws-handed, to make sure | didn't spill or drop it, and then
junped and gasped when fingers came out of the dark to touch ny breast.

"CGently," the barbarian's voice cautioned, a faint hum beginning in his mnd.
"The contents of that bow were nearly spilled. Do you wi sh another taste of
t he | eat her?"

| shook ny head convul sively even as | shuddered, the fingers on nmy flesh
sendi ng trenors through me. He couldn't touch ne now, not when | had to be so
careful! It wasn't fair!

"Now you nust find where | am" he said, blessedly wthdraw ng his hand.

took a deep, raggedly uneven breath and reached out with ny right hand, slowy
and carefully searching for his face. My fingers first encountered his chest,
hard and hair-covered, then slid up to his strong, corded neck. Above that was
his chin and cheek, and when | reached theml|, too, was reached. | gasped a
second tine and straightened uncontrollably at the touch between ny thighs.



"Ah, melon wedges!" he observed, pretending that he | ooked in the bow rather
than at nmy violently shaking head as his fingers explored me. "They are
properly for the end of the meal, yet have | devel oped a fondness for themin
nmy short time here. You may begin with them™

Wth that the touch was gone as suddenly as it had come, |eaving ne shaking
and desperate to cover nyself all over. Al | could see was darkness and nore
dar kness; being touched |ike that, w thout warning, made nme feel nore hel pl ess
than | ever had in ny life. It was as though dozens of people stood about, any
of whom m ght touch ne without ny knowing who it was. | couldn't stand being
done that way-but also couldn't think of a way to stop it.

| could feel ny armtrenbling as | took one of the wedges and reached it
toward him but his teeth took it frommy fingers w thout anything el se
happening. | fed hima second wedge and then a third, but when | reached out
with a fourth, his hand was at mny thighs again.

"You have lost the proper direction,” he told ny gasp, the humin his mnd

making it worse. "I do not care to stretch my neck to reach the wedges. Try
again."

This time the touch didn't disappear, not until |1'd found where he was again
and had fed himthe wedge. By the tine | was down to the |ast two wedges, 1'd

been touched twi ce nore and was a nervous weck. He kept me from feeding him
the last two wedges by feeding themto me, and they were nore distasteful than
| could possibly have imagi ned. Being deprived of sight is supposed to

hei ghten the other senses, but | didn't find a new, deeper flavor in the
normal ly tasty wedges. | couldn't rid myself of worry over what he was really
feeding me, to find any enjoynment in the things at all.

"I will now have the spiced neat chunks,"” he announced after the |last of the
mel on wedges was in nmy nmouth. | managed to find the tray again by the tine |
had fini shed chewing, but had to resort to sniffing before | |ocated the bow
wi th neat chunks. My success was rewarded with two hands of fingers at ny
breasts, and the nmeat chunks woul d have ended on the carpeting if he hadn't
grabbed the bow and steadied it. His chuckling was like a file across raw and
bl oody nerves, and | half wi shed that | had dropped the bow. H s caresses
were beginning to be nore painful than pain, and | didn't know how nuch nore
coul d take.

Unsurprisingly, | didn't |last beyond | ess than half the neat chunks. The nore
concerned | became about |ocating the barbarian's position accurately, the
worse | did. H s hands were on nme al nost constantly, one between ny thighs,
the other on ny knee, or side, or breast or neck. | had been reduced to

whi npering, needing himso badly I was al nost ready to beg, and then he broke
me conpletely. His toying fingers suddenly thrust deep within nme, tearing a
moan fromny throat as indescribable sensations coursed through ny body. |
dropped the bow and threw nyself on him finding hard-nuscled arns under ny
hands and a hair-covered chest under ny face. | kissed at himand thrust ny
body at him new ing and begging without words to be taken. | was sure he'd
been waiting for that, waiting until | begged before taking nme, and was nore
than ready to be taken. Considering that, | couldn't understand why his hands
suddenly cane to ny arns, forcing me away from him

"Forshane, wenda!" he said sternly, shaking me enough to stop my struggles.
"I's this the way in which you see to the feeding of he to whom you bel ong' ? By
t hrowi ng down the food he wi shed to consune? By blatantly and deliberately

di sobeyi ng? You must be taught better."



No! | screaned, but only inside as he draped me over his thigh again. Qutside
| was crying, sobbing against the punishnent he would give and the way he had
tricked me. He'd been waiting all right, but not for me to beg to be used.
He' d been waiting for nme to ignore his orders and do as | pleased, just as |
usually did. He'd let me get away with it nore than once, but that time |
didn't get away with it. The first stroke of the |leather was the first of

ei ght, harder than the first five and with nore anger behind them | was
screamng by the third and hysterical by the eighth, and not only because of
the pain. He wasn't going to let ne do anything out of the way, and the
hum |'i ati ng puni shnent had been designed to teach ne that. It was somnething
didn't want to learn, but that wasn't about to stop him

This time when | was placed back on ny knees, he held onto ny wists with one
bi g hand. The tears were stream ng down ny face despite the cloth, and

choked on a sob when he touched me again, deeply and possessively, proving
that even the beating hadn't destroyed my need. He then let go of my wists
and thrust a bowl into ny hands, a bow that snelled of fried nmeat strips and
veget abl es. Wordlessly, still sobbing, | put ny fingers into the bow and
carefully fed him as conpletely cowmed as he undoubtedly wanted me to be. It
was his wi shes and needs which were inportant, not mine, and | had been taught
that the hard way

He finished the neat and vegetables to the last, also finishing two other

di shes, one a roast fow garnished with nuts, the second a grain puddi ng of
some sort. My fingers were sticky and ny armached from constantly being

rai sed, and ny insides were beginning to runble with enptiness. |'d been given
not hi ng beyond the two nel on wedges, and | didn't have to ask why. My portion
of the neal lay on the carpeting where I'd thrown it, handily available if |
got hungry enough. | grewill at the thought of his insisting that | eat it,
knowing I would throw it up again if | had to stuff it down, but he spared ne
that. He poured hinself a goblet of wine, the tangy smell of it making ne
faintly dizzy, then rel axed back among the cushions with a sigh of
cont ent ment .

Wt hout having any nore bow s to handle, there was nothing for me to do but
kneel where | was, listening and thinking and feeling. My knees and bottom
hurt, my insides throbbed and burned, | felt sticky and naked and so badly
used that | couldn't stop the tears welling in nmy covered eyes. It didn't
matter whether | deserved the punishnments |'d been given or not; | felt so

m serable fromthemthat | didn't know what to do. He had blindfolded ne, and
puni shed me twi ce, and made me want him so badly | coul d have di ed. Now he had
left nme entirely alone in the darkness he had forced on ne, alone and enpty
and unwanted. That was what | felt the nost, unwanted. Nobody wanted ne except
to use me, and | still couldn't believe he was any different. He may have had
Len, but Len wasn't a Prine.

"Wenda, why have you begun weepi ng agai n?" he asked, touching ny face so
suddenly that | junped and | ost control due to the startlenment. A large, ugly
corner of the misery and desolation | was feeling flared out at him causing
himto cringe inside and grunt aloud fromthe inpact before | had it under
control again. H's hands funbled clunsily at nmy arns, as though he were
fighting to keep from shuddering or trenbling, and then he had gathered nme to

him holding ne tight against his chest. | lay unmoving in his arnms while he
fought his twisting enotions, doing nothing to help himregain the cal mhe
struggled for. It was a hard struggle, but his will was too strong for his own

enotions to deny himfor |long. He gained control, and then he gained calm and
then his hand came to stroke my hair.

"Ah, wenda, what am| to do with you?" he sighed, holding ne tight with one
armwhile he stroked nmy hair with the other. "It is ny duty to teach you



obedi ence and proper behavior, yet when | do so you become like a small child,
bewi | dered and desol ated by a puni shment you have no understandi ng of. When |
recall this and w thhold puni shment fromyou, you view the | enience as an
attenpt to coax the use of your powers fromyou, and grow bol der in your
defiance. How am | to deal with you?"

| didn't know what he was tal king about and | didn't want to know, | just kept
trying to ignore how his holding ne nade ne feel. | could have been so happy
bel onging to him so happy just being held in his arms. Instead | had to be a
political pawn, traded and fought for and bought and sold and used! The sobs
joined the tears then, shaking me deeply, and his upset came so close to
breaki ng out of his control that he nearly crushed me. He didn't have to guess
at what | was feeling, he knew, beyond doubt and beyond argunent, and he was
having trouble coping with it. | snapped ny shield closed and buried ny face
in his chest, retreating deep inside until | could cope with it nyself. He
held ne for quite sone time, his stiffness and uneven breathing telling ne

al nost as clearly as reading that he was maki ng no progress in controlling
hinself, and he finally had to admt it. H s hands went to the blindfold and
pulled it off me, his lips cane to nmy hair very briefly, then he was up on his

feet and striding away, to the doorway and through it. | blinked back the
glare of bright sunlight as | watched the door close, then slowy |owered ny
cheek to the carpeting. | didn't know where he was going, and | didn't have

enough strength left to care.

It has never failed to anaze nme how soneone el se's energy expenditures can
drain your energy if you watch themwhen you're tired. It could not have been
nmore than two minutes after Tammad | eft that the door opened again, admitting
Len and Garth. The determi nation in their expressions fairly screanmed of
battle to come, an involvenent | wasn't anywhere near up to. | pulled a few
cushions closer to nme to do what | could about ny nakedness, then resolutely
turned nmy face away fromtheir advance.

"Don't turn away like that, Terry," Len grow ed, rapidly closing the gap
between us. "It won't do you any good! | want to know what you did to Tanmad!"

What | did to Tammad. | seriously considered raising my head to | ook at Len as
if he were crazy, but it wasn't worth the effort. My |ooking at hi mwould not
have turned him sane. So far Garth hadn't said anything, but his churning
confusion told ne he was nmore than ready to add his oar. Garth R Hem Sol ohr
was an Al deranean, tall and broad-shoul dered and dark-haired, a Kabran Col one
and a menber of one of the oldest fam lies on Al deran. Being a Kabran he was
also amlitary man, as well versed in the art mlitary as are all Kabrans,
who make up nore than sixty percent of the Al deran popul ation. Tanmmad had
brought himto Rimlia with a specific purpose in mnd, but | hadn't yet found
out what that purpose was. Unless it was to join Len in bothering the life out
of me, an achi evenent they weren't far from acconplishing. Len stopped a foot
away fromme on ny right, but Garth the mlitary tactician noved around to ny
| eft, acconplishing encirclement with very little effort. | sighed to nyself
and considered putting the blindfold back on, but wasn't given the chance to
do so even if | had decided on it.

"You heard me, Terry," Len snapped, |oom ng over me. "What did you do to
Tanmad?"

"I beat himunmercifully,” | munbled into the carpeting, closing ny eyes. "He
begged and pl eaded, but it did himabsolutely no good. He earned a beating and
he got it."

"Well, sonebody got it," Garth put in, and a minute later | junped at the
touch of his hand on ny bottom He was crouched down next to me, inspecting



the results of what Tammad had done, feeling absolutely no compassion at the
si ght.

"Maybe Terry would like a few nore stripes to join those," Len suggested as he
al so crouched down, adding his own light touch to Garth's. "We'll both be gl ad
to arrange it, Terry. Al you have to do is continue being stubborn.”

"Len, Garth, you're hurting ne!" | gasped, finding it inpossible to crawl away
fromthem w t hout dislodging the cushions |1'd arranged so quickly. "Please
stop touching nme!"

"We'|| stop as soon as you tell us what we want to know," Len answered
ruthl essly, aware of the full agreenment visible in Garth's mnd. "Tell us what
you did to Tamred. "

"I didn't do anything to him" | answered in desperation, taking care not to
squirm "He did to me, just as he always does! Please let go!"

"That doesn't make any sense," Len pursued, neither of them nmoving an inch
"Tammuad' s enotions were totally out of control, so far out that | nearly
didn't recognize him He told us to take care of you, then just about ran out
of the apartnent. \Wat could have caused that?"

"I don't know" | insisted, then yelped as Garth | eaned harder. My tone had
annoyed him and he was just short of replacing the touch with a snack.

"I think you'd better tell us everything that happened," Len decided, shifting
fromhis crouch to a sitting position next to ne. "Go through all of it, and
don't | eave anything out."

Len had taken his hand back, but Garth still had full possession of ny
enbarrassnent, which left ne very little choice. | told them everything that
had happened, getting swatted only once, very early on, when |I tried to close
my mnd to Len's probing. If ny narrative hadn't been open to i mediate
verification | would have gl ossed over certain parts, but ny tornentors
refused to allow that. They had grown inpossible to deal with, and at the end
of it I lay belly down between them Garth's hand on ny thigh, Len's hand
toying with a lock of ny hair, both of themignoring the mst of tears in ny
eyes as they discussed the nystery.

"I still don't see what could have disturbed himso deeply,"” Len said, vexed
and not bothering to hide it. "He was doing so well with her. Wy did he
stop?”

"Maybe she didn't tell us everything," Garth suggested, stroking ny thigh in
an absentm nded way. "Whatever was l|left out would have to be the reason.”
"She told us everything she knows," Len di sagreed, noving one finger down to
touch the swell of ny breast. "That whack you gave her did nore than force her
shi el d back open. It won't |ast permanently, but right now she has us in
Tammad' s cl ass, and she doesn't dare lie to him If only she hadn't cl osed her
shi el d when she did."

"Pl ease, can | get up now?" | asked in a very snall voice, appalled and nearly
in shock over the way | was reacting to them Sarcasmwas ny usual node with
these two Centran men I'd known so | ong, but sonehow they'd nmanaged to
intimdate me. After the session |I'd had with Tammad | shoul dn't have been
surprised; he always intim dated ne enough to | ast a good |ong while.

"I think you' d better take care of her," Len said to Garth, withdrawing his



hand and noving away a bit. "Tammad was specific about that, and | can see how
badly she needs it. I'mnot in the mood right now to do her rmuch good."

"Even | can see what's bothering- her," Garth chuckl ed, squeezing the thigh he
hel d. "Tammad got her all ready, then decided to go for a wal k. Maybe he's
payi ng her back for doing the sane thing to himwith Gay."

"She already paid for that," Len | aughed, reaching over to run the back of his
hand down ny cheek. "She nust have screaned | oud enough to deafen rocks when
he switched her for it. You did a lot of standing up after that, if | recall
correctly, Terry. "

"Len, Garth, please let me go," | begged, |ooking down at the carpeting in
front of ne as the tears ran down my cheeks. | couldn't seemto find the nerve
to look up at them and | was afraid of what they woul d do.

"Terry, Tammad wants you taken care of," Garth chided gently, his hand gone
fromnmy thigh. "Are you going to di sobey Tarmad and refuse to do as he
wi shes?"

I closed my eyes and shook ny head vigorously, making sure they knew
woul dn't di sobey. The last thing | would do was di sobey, but | was stil
fri ght ened.

"Al t hough you' ve done some pretty rotten things to us, | know you' re a good
girl,” Garth said in a warm approving voice, and | heard a stir, as though he
were |ying down next to ne. "You're going to obey Tammad, and you're going to
obey me. Open your eyes now, and come closer so that | can hold you. "

| opened my eyes to see that he had indeed put hinself on the carpeting next
to ne, anong the cushions, but he was no | onger wearing his haddin. | trenbl ed
as | inched closer to him and the streamof tears fromny eyes increased.

"Ch, now why are you crying, good girl?" he asked gently as he took me in his
arms, smiling dowmn at me. "CGood girls shouldn't cry when they're being good."

"I"mnaked," | sniffled, |ooking up at himonly because his hand was under ny
chin. "1'mnaked, and you're looking at me, and I'm afraid of what you're
going to do."

"Yes, you are naked," Garth chuckl ed, deliberately |ooking at every part of
me. "You're beautifully naked, and if you were mine | would keep you this way
nost of the time. Wwuld you |like that?"

"No!" | wept, burying ny face against his chest. "I'd hate it! I'd hate it!"

"But you'd still doit," he said, running one hand over me very slowy. "You'd
do it or you' d regret it. Tell ne why you'd do it, Terry."

"I"'d do it to keep fromregretting it," | sobbed, feeling terrible all over.
"Pl ease don't | ook at me."

"Ch, but | enjoy looking at you," he | aughed, stopping the novenent of his
hand at ny thighs. "I enjoy |ooking at you and so does Len, and so does every
man around here. But what | enjoy nore is touching you. You're trying to keep
me out, Terry, and you know what happens to bad girls. Relax your |eg nuscles.

"Pl ease don't do anything to me," | begged, inmedi ately obeying him "Garth,
pl ease don't-Ch! GChhh!"



| suddenly felt as though | were on fire, shuddering and airless and dying.
Garth held me to himwith one armas | choked and struggled, his |laughter | ow
but deeply anused.

"Are you sure you don't want anything done to you, Terry?" he rmurnured,
| ooki ng down at nme. "G ve ne a kiss now, and think about the question."

| quickly raised my lips to him and his kiss cut off the sobs escaping ne.
The kiss was hard and insistent, alnost ruthless, and it made nme feel worse
than | had before. | withed against him tortured and teased by his hand til
| thought | would die, but | didn't dare end the kiss until he was ready to
end it. He tasted nme deeply with his Iips and tongue, over and over, and then
finally, at long | ast, noved away agai n.

"Well, have you deci ded?" he asked, his light eyes dancing as he | ooked down
at me. "Now, wait another ninute before answering, and then tell me your
deci sion."

| withed helplessly as | waited that extra mnute, not wanting to speak but
knowi ng I had no choice. Then, forcing the words, | choked, "I do want
somet hing done to nme, Garth, but not by you! Not by you!"

"You want Tammad," he said, still smling pleasantly. "I know that, Terry, but
Tammad asked nme to take his place. Nowl'd like you to ask nme the sane."

"I -want you to--take Tanmad's place,"” | whispered, saying the words not only
because | had to. | was slowy but definitely beginning to feel a terrible
need for Garth, one that would soon be beyond control

"And so | will, Terry," he laughed, kissing ne lightly and quickly. "But first
I want you to stand up and show Len and ne your body, with nothing to hide our
view Go ahead, and wiggle a little."

| scranbled to ny feet with a sob, dying from enbarrassnment and need, but they
had to see nmy body. | showed it to them around and around three tines, ny
arnms up above ny head and bent at the el bows, ny cheeks wetter and wetter.
Garth lay at his ease and grinned, but Len did nothing nore than stare at ne
with a sheen of sweat on his forehead. At last Garth gestured nme back to his

side, put me flat on the floor, then began tasting me. | screamed so | oud he
finally stopped, separated nmy thighs with his hands, then plunged deep within
me. | screamed again, at the presence of blessed relief-to-be, then

i medi ately found nyself overwhelmed. Len was in my mind, sharing it with
Garth, taking everything there was as Garth took all ny body had. It went on a
very long time, draining every ounce of strength within ne, and when Garth
finally withdrew and noved away | curled into a ball on its way to being sound
asleep. As | fell asleep |I heard laughter, but I didn't know what it was about
nor car ed.

CHAPTER 3
"That miserable cretin!" |I snarled, staring around the enmpty, junmbled roomin
a towering rage. "That insufferable sneak! That lowifel "Il kill him 1'II

kill them both!"

| hadn't been awake very many m nutes, but renenbering what had happened
before | fell asleep didn't take many minutes, and | knew what had been done
to ne. Garth and Len had taken advantage of ne, and when | thought about how



servile I'd been, it nmade nme sick! That little extra had been Len's doing, his
i dea of a good joke with Garth playing al ong!

| stal ked over to the wi ndows and pushed a curtain aside, seeing the fading,

| ate afternoon sunlight turning patchy with small clouds, wi shing | had Len
and Garth there to throw out into it. Len had gone far with his
experimentation, but he seenmed to have changed his mind about experinenting on
hi nsel f. He nmust have gotten the idea when he saw how tired and weak | felt,
obviously in no condition to defend nyself fromanything. It had to have

started when they first began pushing ne around physically; 1'd still been
groggy from what Tammad had done, and reviving ny enotions toward the
bar bari an woul d have been sinmple. | remenbered wondering why | felt so

br ow beaten by them but | shouldn't have wondered. Len was encouragi ng the
feeling without nmy even suspecting it! Once that receptivity was established,
a touch of fear made the need for absol ute obedi ence a shoo-in, all of it
generously laced with hunbl e subm ssi veness and hei ght ened physi cal need.
crunpl ed the sheer, delicate curtain in my fist, fighting the urge to pull al
the curtaining down and stonp on it. 1'd get even with them sonehow,
somewhere, |'d get even, damed if | woul dn't!

"Wenda, what has happened here?" Tammad's voi ce suddenly canme, and | turned to
see himstanding in the doorway, staring around at the weck |I'd nade. "Has a
storm bl own t hrough, or have you been attacked by savages?"

"Attacked by savages is nore like it!" | snapped, ignoring the ness he was
looking at. I'd thrown just about everything that could be thrown, the
cushions, the tray and bow s, the small tables. "And they said it was what you
told themto do!"

"Lenham and Garth caused this chaos?" he asked, in disbelief. "Did they find
it necessary to pursue you about the room battling each step of the way,
before they were able to see to your needs? Are they |less than the nen |

t hought t henf"

"They're not men at all!" | snarled, dropping the curtain to take a step
toward him "Garth forced hinself on nme while Len twisted my enotions to suit
their nood! You're quick enough to junp on me when | tanper, but with Len
doing it it's perfectly all right! But why shouldn't it be? Len's nmale and |I'm
not!"

| turned back to the wi ndow and pulled the curtain aside again, nmy hand
trenbling fromthe fury | felt, the frustration and rage so thick that | had
no i dea Tammad had |l eft the doorway until his hand gently touched ny shoul der
"No, it is not proper that Lenham has done such a thing to you," he said, calm
and qui et dom nating himas always. "That you invite such treatnent by
treating others so has no bearing, for I will not see it done to anyone about
me. As you were punished so will he be punished.”

| turned back slowy to look up at him not really believing what |1'd heard
even with the verification so clear in his mnd. My expression put a grin on
his face, but very little anmuserment reached his pretty blue eyes. Beneath his
usual cal mwere sharp, uncontrolled flickerings of sonber determ nation
fading the grin after no nore than a nonent of life. He touched ny face with
one big hand, then took ny arm

"There is a decision | have come to which you nust be made aware of," he said,
drawi ng me away fromthe wi ndows and toward our fur-pile bed, the only thing
inthe rooml hadn't thrown every which way. W both sat down half facing one
anot her, | wondering what painfully hard decision he had made. | could fee



the pain of it even through the calmof his control, a pain he was maki ng no
effort to rid hinself of.

"Wenda, it has conme to ne at last that ny thoughts have been nore concerned
with nyself than with the woman who is ny bel oved,"” he said, stroking ny arm
once before taking his hand back. "My love for you is very deep, and when

| earned that your love for me was the sanme | thought we would face eternity
toget her, yet now | know this cannot be. My love has failed to convince you of
its reality, and this lack brings you greater pain than | had thought it

possi ble for a woman to bear. | have felt the pain, and now know ny failure
for what it is; it is for this reason that | have decided to give you up."

The bl eakness of his thoughts was | oss-sharp and tears bitter, and for a
mnute | sat stunned, not knowi ng what to say. He wasn't sinply trying to
inmpress me with well-advertised nobility, he really meant it. He was going to
gi ve ne up.

"Well," | said at long last, taking a deep breath to cal mthe quaver in ny

voi ce. He was staring straight at me, watching for ny reaction, but | wasn't
sure exactly what that should be. "So you've decided to return me to ny people
after all. It's undoubtedly the best decision you could have nade. W never
were really right for one another."

| stood up fromthe bed and turned away from him wapping ny arns about
nmyself to fend off the chill of still being unclothed. It was his fault |I wore
nothing, and I'd be well rid of him The only thing | still didn't know was
when he was taking me back

"Terril, you m sunderstand,"” he said frombehind me, a faint puzzlenment
touching him "I said nothing of returning you to your people. Among ny
peopl e, seeing to the well-being of wendaa is required of a man. Shoul d he
know t hat returning her fromwhence she cane will bring greater hurt upon her
t han keepi ng her where she is, he cannot, in honor, return her. Should he have
no feelings for her hinmself he will see her with another, yet he will not
return her. Though | have deep feelings for you which often cloud ny reason, |
am neverthel ess able to know what fate awaits you anmong your own peopl e.

will therefore find another, upon ny world, to band you."

Again | couldn't believe what | was hearing. | turned back to stare down at

hi m where he sat, so deep in shock that ny mnd had ceased to function. Al |
could make of what he'd said was that he was going to sell nme. He was going to
sel | me!

"Wenda, how pal e you have becone!" he said in concern, standing quickly to put
his arms around ne. | slunped against himdizzily, barely knowi ng where | was,
nmy i nner voice demanding that | do sonethi ng-anything!-to get myself out of

t hat ni ght nare.

"You can't mean that!" | husked, ny voice producing itself wthout benefit of
mnd to direct it. "You can't just-sell ne, as if | were an animal or a piece
of clothing! You can't sell nme, you can't!"”

Even as | said it over and over again, | knew well enough that he could do
exactly that, sell nme or give me away or any dammed thi ng he pl eased. Wnen
wer e possessions on that world, and selling themwas not only legal, it was
routine.

"Hush, wenda, and do not concern yourself," he soothed ne, stroking ny hair as
he held ne to his chest. "You need not fear the one | shall choose, for he
will be worthy of you in all ways. | will begin | ooking about here, anong



C nnan's | 'l endaa and dendayy, and perhaps will need to |l ook no further. It is
happi ness | seek for you, hama, and I will find it."

"No," | mpaned, shaking my head in a netronone sort of way. "You can't do that
to me, you can't. It's too barbaric."

"It is our way and will prove to be the proper way," he reassured ne, concern
still coloring his thoughts as he took me back toward the bed furs. "There
will be a great enptiness in ny life once | have found another to band you,
therefore must | fill ny nenories to overflowing with the taste of you before
that time. | shall use you at every opportunity, hama, against the time | may
no | onger use you at all, this instance being the first. "

He took ne down to the bed furs with him his arms tight about me, his |ips

bl ocki ng of f the incoherent sounds | was nmeking. | still felt mentally nunb,
totally overwhel mred by what he had said; little wonder | was unable to

consi der and protest what he was doing. H s hands caressed ny body, relishing
nmy nakedness, his m nd humm ng and conpl etely devoid of inpatience. He fully

i ntended taking his time, and that's what he did. My body took a long while to
acknow edge the presence of his hands and |ips, but such an acknow edgnent was
inevitable. He had trained nme to respond to him and ny body finally recalled
that training, despite the absence of the mind that carried such nenories.
True awareness of what was happening canme to nme only when he spread ny thighs
and entered ne, plunging deep in his usual manner of full possession. Even as
| squirmed involuntarily to his presence within nme, | blankly wondered what
had happened to his swordbelt and haddin; | hadn't even seen himtake them
off. He gathered me close to his chest and began to stroke slowy, his mnd
savoring the pleasure he felt and experiencing every bit of it as if it were
the last tinme he would have ne. | mpaned and tried to struggle out of his
possession, blurrily convinced that he should be listening to my words rather
t han using ny body, but | would have had as nuch success freeing nyself froma
| andslide, if not nore. He tightened his hold enough to keep ne where he
wanted me and continued caressing me internally, his lips touching ne wherever
they were able to reach, one hand roving freely. | nmpaned again and | ost the
moan to a kiss, but I, nyself, was not fully lost to the sensations being
given me. Normally | would have been, but normality was a good | ong way behind
ne.

It took a long while before he was done, before he had everything he wanted.

He seened to know fromthe very beginning that my mind woul d not be giving him
a deeper echo of what ny body did, and he nmade no effort to try forcing, it
fromme as he had in the past. He merely used ne with very deep pl easure and
endl ess patience, then kissed me as deeply before w thdraw ng. Rather than
just lie beside me, he held me in his arns, stroking ny hair and idly touching

ny body.

"We have been asked to share the darkness neal with G nnan and Aesnil," he

mur mur ed, somehow knowi ng that nmy m nd had been settled to a | arge degree by
what had been done to ny body. "You will serve me properly, as a wenda shoul d,
giving a pleasing inpression to those warriors attendi ng who observe you.
Shoul d there be one suitable anong them | do not wi sh himdisinterested by
unseemy behavior. | will see that he is fully informed of all of your faults
bef ore he bands you."

"No," | protested, distracted by his fingers gently squeezing ny flesh. "You
can't all ow soneone else to band me as if | were a native of this world.
won't allowit. I won't obey either of you." Suddenly that seened to be ny way

out, and | repeated triunmphantly, "I won't obey either of you!"

"You wi |l obey, wenda," he chuckl ed, as though amused at the feeble protests



of a very small child. "You will obey your |'lenda as all wonen do, else will
you face his displeasure. You may rise now and straighten this room then will
you be taken to the bathing roomand prepared for the neal. Your beauty will
not be hidden beneath streaks of dirt and disarranged hair."

"I won't be prepared as if | were a sacrificial offering," | argued,
desperation allowi ng nme the defiance. "You may he able to force me to obey you
in other things, but you can't force ne to be pleasing to other nen. This is

where | draw the line, and I'll stand behind it."
"Have you not yet learned that you will be no other thing than pleasing to
'l endaa, sinmply because they are |'lendaa?" he sighed, noving his hand to ny

thighs. "Are you able to deny the manner in which you are touched? You gasp as
| delve within you and cause you to squirm hel pl essly about, and this so soon
after you were well and conpletely used. Are you able to resist ny denands,
are you able to force me fromyou? No nore will you be able to deny any ot her
'l enda, no matter what stand you have vowed to take."

"Stop," | gasped, truly unable to resist him The circular notion of his thunb
drained the strength and will fromme, a sorcery | had never been able to
fight.

"Am | bound to obey you?" he asked, the amusenent returning to himas he
continued his mnistrations. "Must | cease in obedience to your word?"

"Pl ease stop!" | begged, withing in obedience to his hand and will. "Pl ease
stop, please, please stop!”

"Much nore acceptable,” he said with approval, slowy w thdrawi ng his hand
fromnme. | went boneless with relief as he did so, ashaned that | had had to
beg but glad that | had done so, and then | gasped again, this time in
surprise. Rather than let me lie collapsed on the fur, recovering, he lifted
me fromthe fur and threw me face down across his knees. The | eather he had
used earlier was not available, so he had to make do with his | eather
swordbelt, minus its scabbard. This tine it was a full dozen strokes which
fell, one after the other, bringing ny screans quickly and maki ng t hem | oud.
The tears streamed down ny cheeks as he finally let ne craw out of his lap
but I wasn't allowed to crawl far. He took my armand turned ne back to him
then raised ny face with one hand as the other w ped at ny tears.

"You were instructed to put this roomin order," he told me gently as | | ooked
up at himfromall fours, replacing the tears he renmpved. "Your disobedi ence
did not go unnoticed nor unpunished, nor will it again. Do you still wish to
di sobey?"

| stared at himvery briefly before shaking my head, his swordbelt having
renoved all the defiance fromme. | still felt defiant, but the throbbing ache
in my thighs, bottom and | ower back precluded doi ng anythi ng about the
feeling. He |l eaned forward and brushed ny lips with his, showing ne that he
was pleased with the answer | had given him then he let me go entirely. |
clinmbed off the bed fur amid sniffles and began to clean up the nmess | had
made, w ncing frommy puni shment but doing the best | could. If |I hadn't done
so, | knew what | woul d have gotten

Cl eaning up the weckage took |onger than making it, but once it was done it
was tinme to |l eave for the bathing room For one frantic nonment | thought |
woul d be marched there naked, but the barbarian produced a yellow cloth wap
fromthe closet in the next room and gave it to ne to put about nyself. He
al so chose the gown I would wear afterward, a pale, sheer |avender, then
escorted me and the gown to the bathing roomand its waiting femal e sl aves.



The three slaves listened to his orders with their foreheads to the floor at
his feet, waited until he had |eft and cl osed the door behind him then
scranbled up to pull the wap away fromnme and hurry me into the water. It
didn't matter what | wanted, only what he wanted, but that was the |east of ny
problems. | told the slaves to let me soak for a while, turned the suggestion
into an order in their mnds, then | eaned back to |l et the water ease ny
hurting body while | fought to straighten ny thoughts.

As unacceptably unbelievable as it was, the barbarian really intended selling
me. It made no sense of any kind, but that was what he was going to do.
Despite the fact that he needed ny abilities to help himconsolidate his
peopl e, despite the bargains and agreements he had nmade with the Amal gamati on
he was going to | et someone el se, sonme other barbarian, band ne. For ne,
accepting the truth of that intention was |ike running through hip-deep nud,
nore nearly inpossible than simply difficult. | just could not see nyself
bei ng banded by anyone el se, and that was an attitude | had to overcone. I|f |
didn't believe it | would do nothing to try to stop it, which would surely
seal ny fate.

| splashed sone water over ny shoulders and finally let nyself wonder why he
was doing it. Objectively it seened to be a stupid nove, but stupidity was a
crime he wasn't usually guilty of. He had to have sonething in m nd, sonething
that woul d benefit himnore than ny presence. To believe that he was doing it
to insure my happiness was a belief | couldn't allow nyself. If | ever did, it
woul d crunmble the world, and | would never stop crying.

| was left to brood I ong enough to | ose track of tine, but the slaves coul dn't
be kept away forever. They'd been commanded by a warrior and a master, and
they had to obey those conmands or face the consequences. | hated the thought
of being prettied up for show, but ny very recent experiences with the

bar bari an had convinced ne that open defiance wasn't the way to wi n agai nst
him He had to find someone who was interested before he could sell ne, and
that was the key point | had to work on. How | was going to discourage
interest with himliterally |ooking over ny shoulder | didn't know, but 1'd
have to think of sonmething. If | didn't, it was totally ny |oss.

The sl aves bathed nme nore thoroughly than | appreciated, then hel ped nme out of
the water and into a large drying cloth. The next room outward was | ess steany
than the bathing room and gave ny towelled hair a better chance to dry while
the slaves rubbed lotions into nmy skin. The three of them giggled over the
fact that | couldn't sit without feeling swordbelt echoes, and | nearly fed
them a replay of what the beating had been like before renenbering that they
were sl aves who knew about such things fromfirst-hand experience. | thought
about having to live that sort of life forever, always forced to obey, always
subj ect to punishnent, and shed a fewtears for all of us. The sl aves,

thi nking they' d enbarrassed and hurt ne, inmmedi ately began pouring out
synmpat hy and confort, patting ny shoul ders and nmaki ng soot hi ng noi ses. Their
m sinterpretation of ny feelings was hardly surprising, but the tender little
scene tickled sonmething at the back of my mind. It had to do with

m sinterpretation, but | didn't yet know how m sinterpretation could help ne.
Al | could do was wait and see.

The sl aves were very thorough in their preparation of ne, and by the tinme they
were finished | was finding it necessary to consciously fight off depression
My hair had been brushed until it shone, ny face had been delicately pinched,
and ny body wore so subtle a fragrance under the sheer |avender gown that nen
were guaranteed to cone closer to confirmit. | was being presented as a rella
wenda, a silk wonman nore suitable for showing off and using in the furs than
for normal, everyday chores, a dark-haired, green-eyed wonan on a world of

bl ue-eyed bl ondes. It was one way of saying that without my abilities | was



just about useless to the nen of that world, and also told ne that Tanmrmad had
not changed his policy of always telling the truth. Any nan who chose nme woul d
be told what | was, head to toes and through and through. If | hadn't already
hated that world, that was the point | would have started.

Leavi ng the bathing roomfor the corridor brought a double surprise, the first
being that it was already dark. Torches hung flickering on the walls 0 around,
their flanmes withing to the heavy caress of the stiff, warmw nd bl owi ng al
about. The skies were dark and starless, as though obscured by cl ouds.

"You are nore than lovely," Tammad said, coming forward out of the group of
men he waited with to stop and | ook down at nme. He and the others were ny
second surprise, as | hadn't thought to find so |large an escort. Mst of the
others were the barbarian's nen, but a handful undoubtedly bel onged to C nnan

"Clearly worth the extended wait," said one of the men | didn't know, com ng

forward to stand next to Tammad as the others clustered around. "You wll have
little difficulty in finding one to band her, Tanmad, yet not as she is. Few
wi || approach you to discuss a five-banded woman. "

"I -seemto have overl ooked that point," the barbarian answered, his tone calm
and controlled while his mnd surged and bill owed and fought to break through
his restraint. His hands lifted toward ny neck after a hesitation so brief |
wasn't sure there really had been one, and with one surge of his nuscles the
smal | -1i nked, bronze chain was gone from about ny throat.

"Ah, considerably better," said the nman besi de Tammad, and suddenly it seened
that a restraint had been taken, not fromne, but fromhimand the others. The
m nds of the tall, blond |I'l endaa had been hunm ng as al ways, but as soon as

t he band was gone from nme the hum becane a grow . | shivered at the unbridled
desire in the minds all around ne, desperately fighting to keep from bei ng
overwhel med, and took an involuntary step toward the barbarian. As his arm
cane up to circle me the growl s eased off, dying down again to nothing but
hunm ng. | shivered a second tinme, |eaning against the warnth of his body, and
his armtightened even nore.

"The air has grown danp, and I do not wish to see the woman becone chilled,"
he said to the others, his tone still even and cordial. "Perhaps it would be
best if we took no nore tine before proceeding to the apartnents of the
Chana. "

"Certainly," agreed the man beside him so anenable he was nearly jolly.
"Those who await us will be pleased to have their wait shortened."

H s sparkling blue eyes touched ne briefly with anuserment, and then everyone
was turning in the sane direction and noving off, the barbarian and the ot her
man | eadi ng the way, ne between them 1'd had a |ot of shocks that day, but
apparently shocks don't becone easier to weather with increased frequency. 1'd
really thought | knew what it would be like to be offered for banding to the
men of that world, but the reality had turned out to be |like nothing | had
ever experienced. They would not politely contend for ny attention the way a
group of Centran men woul d, there would be no civilized courting and pretty
words and gifts. They would offer Tammad a price and wait to have it accepted,
and then | would belong to thementirely, a possession they could do whatever
they pleased with. It was out and out slavery no natter how nmany tinmes the
contention was denied, no matter how nmuch tender concern filled buyer and
seller. In only one way was the object of sale considered, and that one way
was her relationship with her current owner. As the barbarian had said over
and over, a worman who didn't care to be with the man who possessed her, m ght
be just the woman the next man was | ooking for. For himshe would sew



beautifully and cook deliciously, and be even nore delicious in the furs. If,
on the other hand, she did want to be with the nan who was selling her, a
change of ownership could prove to be nore trouble than it was worth. The
worman woul d cry, and do her work hal f-heartedly, and make the new man force
her to feel something in the furs. It could be unpl easant as well as annoyi ng,
and many men woul d not

My train of thought cane to a dead stop, and woul d have stopped the novenent
of my feet as well if the barbarian hadn't had his armaround me. | had to
qui et the surge of elation that told me 1'd found ny answer, the one way to

di scourage other nmen even with the barbarian watching me every step of the
way. Msinterpretation had been the key, and I'd been blind not to see it
sooner. If | handled it right it would work, and | had to handle it right; one
m stake and | was done. The elation |I'd felt faded to grimdeterm nation, but
it was better that way. Elation has too nuch self-delusion in it, and what |
needed right then was reality.

The wal k to Aesnil's apartment was nmuch too long, but all the nen were in a
chuckl i ng good nood by the time we got there. The corridors of the pal ace were
designed to pick up every stray breeze in the hot, usually windless climte
and intensify it to cool the inhabitants of the place, and the stronger air
nmoverrent that had devel oped turned the place into a thing one step down from a
wi nd tunnel. As soon as we left the sheltered area around the bathing room

i nvi si bl e hands grabbed ny gown and hair and tried to toss them off every wall
and over every balcony. | snatched at the gown and tried to fight it down from
nmy face, struggled to get the wide butterfly sleeves untangled fromthe skirt,
pawed at the hair that whi pped around my head and blinded ne, too distracted
to notice immediately that a silence had fallen over the conversations that
had been goi ng on around and behind nme. The first thing | noticed was the
return of the mental growls, and then the soft |aughter cane through, telling
me every eye was riveted to nmy struggle. | know | blushed from di shevel ed
hairline to bare toes, and the increase in laughter told me the nen knew it,
too. Not one hand cane to help ne fight the stupid gown down, not even
Tammad' s, who was enjoying the show as much as the others. | did sone growing
nmysel f as | qui ckened nmy pace toward the next sheltered area, but a |ot of
good it did ne. By the time we reached our destination, every man with nme knew
beyond doubt whether or not | had a royal birthmark-anywhere.

Aesnil's reception roomwas all red and silver, red-cushioned and draped, and
silver carpeted. A short, broad-stepped dais stood directly opposite the
doubl e entry door, back against the far wall to all ow enough room for the
Chama' s guests to seat thenselves on the fur carpeting and anong the cushions
laid on for themin front of the dais. The w de, well-cushioned area was
occupi ed by no nore than ten men, all of them strangers and therefore
undoubtedly allied to C nnan, who | azed above them on the broad step just
bel ow the dais top. As the denday who had banded the Chama Aesnil, C nnan had
a lot of power anong his people, but the easy |laughter he contributed to the
conversation of the nen on the fl oor bel ow hi m showed not hi ng concerni ng t hat
power. He was a man to whom power neant very little, therefore he felt
confortable with it. Unfortunately for a |ot of people, the Chama did not view
power with his eyes.

The Chama Aesnil lay stretched out on her side on the top of the dais, her

| ong bl ond hair carefully brushed, her red gown neatly accenting her curves,
her eyes down and deeply involved with the way the fingers of her hands pulled
at one another. Even fromthe doorway | could feel her msery and fury, but

not many people in her palace or country woul d have doubted she deserved to be
m serabl e. Finding power a tasty dish, Aesnil had gorged herself on doing
exactly as she pleased, sending innocent nen to the vendra ralle, the arena,
to fight for their lives, handing down deci sions based on favoritism and



refusing to be banded by the |'lenda who had been chosen for her by and from
anong her dendayy. She had al so bl ackmailed ne into working for her, and had
captured Tammad and G nnan and decl ared them vendraa. | hadn't had the easiest
time in the world with her, but ny feelings for her were friendship and | ove
conpared to the way the men felt. C nnan had gotten some of his own back the
day before, when his nmen and Tanmad's had freed themfromthe ralle and they
had caught up to Aesnil and me, but he had a lot of things still pending

bet ween hinself and the woman he'd banded. The last tine |I'd seen her she'd
been determ ned not to give Cinnan any satisfaction he couldn't sinply take,
whi ch was bound to nake things worse for her. When we appeared at the door

Ci nnan | ooked up with a broad grin of welconme, but Aesnil stayed as she was,
unnovi ng and uncaring, |eading me to wonder how successful she'd been

"Tamuad, wel conme!" Cinnan called out, raising one armin a gesture of
expansi veness. "Take a seat where you will, and honor me by joining ny repast.
W have not yet cel ebrated our recent good fortune."

"The honor is mine, brother," Tammad answered, |eading the way to a place
anong the cushions to Cinnan's right. "A sinple crust is a feast, when one
shares it with friends."

"And a feast not enough, when taken among enem es," G nnan agreed, conpleting
what was obviously a well-known homily. He waited until Tamuad had | owered
hinself to the silver fur carpeting and | had knelt beside him then said, "I
see you have done as you intended. The wonman is no |onger five-banded,
therefore offers may be made for her. Has she displ eased you after all?"

| quickly put ny head down, as though deeply ashaned, nearly caught off-guard
by the abrupt, unexpected begi nning of the gane |I'd decided to play. Now that
the first nove had been made | wasn't at all as sure as | had been that it
woul d work, and small, invisible feet tiptoed up ny nerve ends as ny heart
thunped a few beats. | could feel Tanmad's eyes on me, and his hand cane to
snoot h down t he bl own-away mess ny hair had becone.

"She has not displeased me, G nnan," he said, his voice gentle and calm "I
have nerely deci ded that she woul d be best off with another, and take the
steps required. The doing is for the wenda's sake, that and her happiness."
"I see," G nnan acknow edged, faintly puzzled by the nisery and di sappoi nt nent
I"d trickled to himand his men. They'd be convinced | didn't agree w th what

was bei ng done, but they'd al so be convinced they could tell it just by
| ooking at me. If any of themgot the |l east idea | was using projections, |
was dead; needless to say, | was being very, very careful

Ci nnan cl apped his hands and serving sl aves began entering, males and femnal es
wearing the Chama's red and carrying food and drink. There was a runor that

Ci nnan intended freeing as many slaves as he coul d and naking them servants

i nstead, but that was too big a job to be done quickly. It was said he would
get to it as soon as he had Aesnil settled down, another big job that would
not be done quickly. A male slave in tight red-leather trousers carrying a
tray of silver goblets stopped in front of Tammad, but before he could take
one | reached up slowy and got it for him The | ook |I gave the barbarian said
| was renenbering his instructions and obeying himreluctantly, but the
enotions | projected to everyone else said | wanted desperately to serve
Tammad, but was being very careful not to be too pushy. The barbarian grinned
faintly at me where | knelt in front of him knowing it wasn't servility but
the beating with his swordbelt that kept ne fromsitting, but none of the
others in the roomknew the same. Wth or w thout help they would al

m sinterpret whatever | did, hopefully getting the nessage that buying ne
woul d be a waste of tinme and dinga. They would picture me as bei ng hopel essly



and hel plessly in love with Tarmmad, a woman rui ned for any other man-if
everything went right. If it didn't, | didn't even want to think about what
woul d happen.

Naked fenal e sl aves cane around with pitchers of wine, and | held Tanmad's
goblet with both hands till it was filled full, then hesitantly handed it to
him The wine was that vile drishnak which | wouldn't have touched for
anyt hi ng i magi nabl e, and Tammad saw ny hesitancy as taking care not to spil
any of it on me. The others, however, got the inpression that | wanted to take
some of the drink that woul d so soon be inside ny |ove, but sinply didn't

dare. The conbination of longing and intimdation was difficult to handl e, but
it was the only way to get the nmessage across.

After the wine canme the food, spiced meat chunks and stews and roast fow and
fried vegetables, and on and on. The first nmouth-watering snells nearly
doubl ed me over with hunger, but | overrode the holl owness due to how little
|I'd eaten that day and did nothing but feed Tanmad and concentrate on ny
projections. Friendly conversations and a | ot of |aughter had been com ng from
the men in the room but I'd been too busy to keep track of them nore closely
than just before a specific projection. That was the main reason for ny

startl ement when one of the dendayy suddenly appeared right next to us,
crouching beside me and in front of Tammad.

"I am@Gllim" he said to Tammad, his bl ond handsoneness growing with the

friendliness of his grin. "I would |look nore closely at this wenda you offer
for banding."
"Certainly," the barbarian agreed, as cal mand casual as though he were

offering a seetar. "Her nane is Terril."
"Alovely nane for a lovely wenda," Gallimmurmured, |ooking down at nme from
his crouch. His mind was humm ng deeply, nore than interested, and | felt the
tendrils of panic curling around ne. Wiy hadn't he believed ny projections?

"She seenms fearful," Gallimobserved with a chuckle, putting one large hand to
the side of ny face. "How is she in the furs?"

"For the nost part adequate," Tammd answered, grinning at the furious glare
couldn't help sending him "Though her cheeks redden nodestly, her shyness
does not keep her from being as helpless in the furs as any man mght w sh. It
is only when her tenper is high that she nust be taken with nore than norma
effort. You see how deep her fearfulness is, that it has already departed.”

The two of them | aughed softly, showing nme that 1'd been tricked. Gallinms
m nd had been no nore than cal mand faintly curious, but seeing ny supposed
fear disappear had given himinmredi ate and deep satisfaction. He'd been
suspi ci ous of ny seeni ng subservience, and had cone over to find out for

hi nmsel f.

"She seemed to be filled with too little spirit to attract a |I'lenda, not to
speak of a denday," Gallimsaid, his twinkling eyes still on me. "She is,
however, a truly well-rounded norsel, made to be touched by nen."

H s observation seened to be a cue for his hands, which rose quickly to the

sheer | avender covering ny breasts. | gasped as his fingers closed gently on
my nipples and | began to pull away, but suddenly Tamad's hands were on ny
arms, holding me still. | withed in the double grip w thout being able to

free nyself, furious and ashamed, grow ng even nore furious when Gallim
breathed a satisfied, "Ahhh." The notions of his fingers had nanaged to harden
nmy flesh despite the denial | was filled with, and his initial satisfaction



grew even hi gher.

"It will indeed take an effort, but I now know she may be reached,"” he told
t he barbarian, taking his hands back. "Perhaps she had best be fed now, for
she seens sonewhat pale.”

"Her pallor is fromanother source,"” the barbarian said, "yet your inpression
agrees with mne. | foolishly expected her to speak of her hunger before this,
yet her stubbornness is apparently too great. Take the food and eat, wenda."

He rel eased me and pushed a bowl toward ne, either not seeing or ignoring the
way | was trenbling. | hated himso much right then | could have killed him
with ny bare hands or any weapon | could find. Gllimstraightened out of his
crouch and began noving away, and | bl undered against his legs as | jerked
nmysel f away from Tammad, trying to get to ny feet to run out of there. It was
like stunbling against a tree in the forest, painful to you but nothing to the
tree. Gallimturned back to see what was happening, but it was already over.
Tammad had nmoved with his usual speed, and |'d been pulled back to be held in
hi s armns.

"No, wenda, do not struggle," he whispered, stroking ny hair in an attenpt to

calmme. "I will release you when you have regained control of yourself, not
sooner. It is unseemy for a guest to act so beneath the roof of his host,
even nmore unseenmly for a wenda to do so. Calmyourself and I will rel ease you.
"You let himtouch ne!" | choked, beyond reasoning with as | struggled to
break | oose. "You let a stranger touch me and you didn't give a damm! | hate
you!"

"Wenda, wenda, he is not a stranger," the barbarian sighed, struggling to hold
back sone emotion he refused to et me see. "Should he find an approval from
me to match his desire for you, you will becone his belonging. He will then
have the right to do nore than put a hand to you."

"No!" | whispered, choking on the word as | closed ny eyes and shook my head
violently fromside to side. "You can't sell me to him you can't!"

He held ne even nore tightly against him trying to quiet me, but | couldn't
even quiet nyself. The last time |I'd felt so abysmally | ost and frightened,

I'd been a slave anong the Hamarda. 1'd been afraid | was going to be killed
then, but 1'd since discovered there are things worse than death. | was
petrified at the thought of being sold to a stranger, so conpletely out of
control | could no |longer even think about the plans |I'd made. My gown tw sted

agai nst the barbarian's body as my struggles grew w | der, and the background
conversations and | aughter died away.

"Tammad, what ails the woman' ?" Ci nnan asked, nore concerned than annoyed.
"What words does she speak?"

"She is upset,” Tammad grunted in answer, hard put to hold onto me w thout
hurting ne. "The words she speaks are in her native tongue, filled with
angui sh I amunable to ease. It is one reason anong many that | seek anot her
to band her. Perhaps another man will find it possible to ease her pain."

"You may place her in our second sleeping roomif you wi sh," C nnan offered,
conpassion strong in his mnd. "It is unoccupied now, and will provide what
privacy the woman requires to collect herself. It lies through that door."

Tammad nodded and stood up anobng the cushions, taking ne up with himthen



lifting me off the floor. |I kept trying to hit himin the face with ny fists,

but he refused to allow ne to do that. | was carried around to the right of
t he dais, through soberly synpathetic nen, and into a small room The room was
dimwith the light of only two candles illumnating it, and the barbarian

| ooked around for a nmonment before taking nme over to the pile of bed furs and
putting me on it face down. Instead of noving away as | expected himto, he
put his knee in ny back and pulled ny wists behind me, an instant |ater
produci ng a snapping sound. | knew what he'd done and | grew even nore
furious, pulling at the wist bands he'd connected with a bronze clip, having
no success whatsoever in parting themagain. He reached down to ny ankles and
did the sanme thing to the ankle bands, then left ne like that, face down and
bound hand and foot, and left the room He was punishing me for disobeying him
about my behavior, | knew, but | just didn't care. Even if he came back and
beat ne, | still wouldn't care. | squirnmed around, finding it inpossible to
get confortable, and worked on believing that | didn't care.

Less than a minute later | heard nuffled sounds fromthe outer room and
suddenly becane aware of what was happening out there. My outburst nust have
gi ven Aesnil ideas; the sounds | heard were the vocal evidence of her own
outburst, full of reproach and bitterness. | probed to find out who she was
shouting at, and was startled to discover it was Tammad. The mi nds of the nen
in the roomwere enbarrassed, except for those of Tammad and C nnan. Tamad
was his usual calmself with an undercurrent of annoyance darting through, and
he wasn't saying anything in answer. C nnan, however, spoke for them both and
with cold anger. He seened to be lecturing Aesnil, or at |east just beginning;
the Chama didn't give hima chance to finish. She interrupted after no nore
than a dozen words, her own words cold and filled with the bitterness in her
m nd. What ever she said shocked the other men in the room and filled G nnan
with frustrated desperation. Tammad was no nore than puzzled, but everyone
listening seened to understand that Aesnil neant what she said. Wen her short
speech was done, her nmind trace faded away toward the other side of the room
nmost likely into the other bedroom The nen all renmained silent for a nonent,
enbarrassnent and upset clear in their thoughts, then they spoke brief words
of good-bye and began | eaving the room Tanmad was prepared to do the sane,
but G nnan spoke, probably asking himto wait, and once the roomwas enpty
except for thenselves, G nnan spoke to him

From G nnan's tone of nmind as he spoke, he wasn't as rel axed and unconcer ned
as he had appeared when we'd first arrived. He seened very much like a nan who
had t hought he'd solved all of his problens, only to suddenly di scover that
his solution had generated new probl ens which mght turn out to be worse than
the old ones. Tamad listened with a good deal of synpathy, naking occasiona
comments that were nore observations than suggestions, then stopped to think
about a question G nnan asked. There was a certain faint reluctance in his

t houghts, but he didn't hesitate | ong before agreeing to G nnan's request.

Ci nnan was pl eased and grateful at Tammrad's deci sion, and the two spoke no
nore than anot her noment before separating, Tammad fadi ng out quickly, GCinnan
remai ning in range

| put ny cheek down on the top fur of the bed pile, disgusted with how tired
was. Between the work 1'd done projecting to the twenty-five men who were now
gone and the eavesdropping of a minute earlier, | was just about played out.
wasn't tiring as quickly as | used to, but I couldn't understand why nental
work was so draining. It wasn't like running or lifting things that were
heavy-or maybe it was. Just as the bottons of nmy feet had gotten used to ny
goi ng barefoot, it was possible | needed to build up calluses and nuscles in
my mind, to increase ny strength and endurance. It wasn't an unreasonabl e
supposition, but building up my mind would not be I|ike building up ny body. I
wasn't supposed to use ny abilities especially around Tammad; doing it anyway
whi l e hoping he didn't notice wasn't a practical consideration. It would be



like lifting weights under his nose while pretending to be napping. | nmoved in
annoyance then pulled at the bands and |ink, adding frustration to what |
already felt. Sinmply picking up enotions was |ike raising and | owering ny arms
during gesturing, but that was as nmuch as | could do without being detected.
"You still seemdisturbed, wenda," Ci nnan's voice cane unexpectedly, startling
me with his undetected entrance into the room | struggled around on the bed
fur to watch himcone closer, annoyed with nyself for not keeping track of

him He carried a bow of something with a wooden spoon handl e sticking out of
it, and stopped next to the bed furs to crouch in front of ne.

"W will see this food within you, and then you may tell me what disturbs
you," he said, reaching a hand out to smooth ny disarranged hair. "Often, a
worman finds it difficult to speak to the man who possesses her, less difficult
to speak to another who is willing to listen. I will listen, wenda and we w |
rid you of your upset.”

"Just so easily?" | returned, pulling ny head away fromhis big hand. "Wth no
nore than a single discussion, every point of distress plaguing ne will be
seen to? How powerful you have becone, C nnan, and how awesone."

"Wirman, | do not care for your tone," he said, his gaze hardening in response
to ny sarcasm his mnd hardening to match. "A warrior, should he be so
foolish, may spurn the aid of another with such words, yet a wenda has neit her
the strength nor the weapons to answer the insult so generated. To answer

courtesy with insult will bring you no nore than a strapping.”
"\Where you see courtesy, | see no other thing than condescension,"” | said,
putting nmy cheek back down to the fur in weariness. "Leave ne be, |'lenda, for

there are none upon this world who may aid ne."

"Your distress seens weighty indeed," he nused, bringing nore of his attention
to the discussion and away fromthe distractions his mnd had been filled
with. "I had not intended condescension toward the one who assisted in ny
survival in the ralle, wenda. Should it be within my power, | would return
that timely assistance, and sweeten your life as mne was sweetened. Is there
nothing I may do to aid you?"

"Certainly," | said, watching his broad, handsone face as his light eyes
wat ched ne. "Unbind me and return me to ny people, and all debts between us
will be done. That is the only assistance now capabl e of sweetening nmy life."

"Ah, wenda, there would be little assistance to you in such an action," he
sighed, shifting slightly in his crouch as upset touched his mnd. "Even were
you mine to take where | willed, allowing you to fl ee whatever distress hol ds
you would not elimnate that distress. It would follow though you fled to the
farthest corner of the world, hold you though you fought with the very | ast of
your strength. You nust battle it now and find victory, else will you never be
free of it."

"There is little likelihood of victory when |I nust battle |'lendaa w t hout
nunber,” | shrugged, or at least tried to shrug. "As you, yourself, are
['"lenda, | was foolish to speak of it. Now | eave me be, for I amweary and

w sh to rest."

| closed my eyes to dismss his physical presence, but could hardly mss the
sharp flash of frustrati on and annoyance that lit his mnd. | knew |'d never
get anywhere with himand was tired of wasting ny tine, but he wasn't prepared
to be reasonabl e.



"What foolishness do you speak' ?" he denmanded, putting his hand to nmy face to
shake it, trying to get me to look at himagain. "L'|lendaa do not battle
wendaa, they do what they may to assist themi Do you truly believe there are
'l endaa hereabouts who woul d not assist you?"

"Certainly not," | answered, opening ny eyes as he wanted ne to. "Every

'l enda within reach woul d eagerly offer nme the sane exceptional assistance
of fered every other wenda, the sane, noble assistance you, yourself, offered
Aesnil. | consider nyself truly blessed."

He stiffened and drew his hand away, but instead of feeling anger or insult,
bl eakness seeped out of every corner of his mind

"I't was my wish to give nothing but |ove and happi ness to Aesnil," he said,
the bitterness in his voice turning his mind raw with pain. "Wen | was chosen
to band her ny heart soared, for ny desire for her was like a fire in dry
woods, consuming all it touched in m ndless need. | was content to be no nore
than he who banded the Chama, he who directed her dendayy in accordance wth
her wi shes. And then did she direct that | be captured and sent to the vendra
ralle.”

He put the bow down, forgotten, and rose to his full height, his eyes seeing
somet hing other than the room as he began to pace. | flinched at the tortured
enotions his mnd poured out, regretting having broached the subject, but
knowing it was far too late to stop it.

"How great ny fury was, | have no need to speak of," he said, walking out of
my line of vision toward the room s wi de windows. "Had it been a man who had
done me so, | would not have rested till his blood covered my sword. And

yet-Wien | found her there, behind the ralle in the guard room her |ife about
to be taken by the swords of the three vendraa who had caught her-it was they
whose blood | wished to see on ny blade. My love for her is as great as ever,

yet | cannot allow nyself to forget what was done to nme, nor am| able to

all ow her to continue in her previous actions. | gave her pain and
hum liation, yes, yet far |less than she had earned. She will continue to be
puni shed till she is able to grasp the enornities she has cormitted, grasp

themand regret them It is a duty | cannot refuse to attend to.,

He was silent then, his mind still in a turnoil but slowy settling down, and
then he was suddenly on the other side of the bed furs, |leaning across it to
put a fist in my hair and turn ny head to him | gasped nore in surprise than

in pain, for he wasn't really hurting me, and | ooked up into his eyes.

"And another duty | have been given is to see to your feeding," he said, his
light-eyed gaze directly on me. "Though you seek to distract ne w th argunent
and insult, I will not be distracted. WIIl you eat, or nust you be puni shed
and then fed?"

Hs mind wasn't really like that of Tanmad, but he seened to share the ability
to put aside his personal problems to concentrate on whatever job was at hand.
He wasn't sinply threatening me to nake ne obey, any nore than Tanmmad woul d
have been sinply threatening, which gave me very little choice.

"I have had enough beatings at the hands of |'lendaa," | said, trying to sound
saintly-brave but too tired to argue. "I will therefore do as you w sh."

"A wise choice." He nodded, releasing ny hair so that he m ght reach | ower
with both hands to the clip at nmy wist bands. "As for the rest, you have
clearly spoken an untruth."



"What untruth?" | asked, now free enough to sit up. "OF what do you speak?"
"I speak of your observation upon the subject of beatings," he said, walking
around the foot of the bed to get to the bow he'd left on the other side. He
crouched down to pick up the bow, then grinned faintly. "It is apparent to
any man who speaks with you that the nunber of beatings given you has not been
nearly enough. Had it been otherw se, the edge would surely have been taken
fromthat weapon you use in place of a tongue. "

He pushed the bow into ny hands then stood again, folding his arns in that
unspoken-threat-whil e-waiting manner that seened to be part of a |'lenda's
nature. The glare | sent himonly broadened his grin, but he didn't speak and
neither did |I. Being that close to even cold food had turned ne ravenous,
giving ne sonething nore inportant to do with nmy nouth than talk. | took the
spoon and began using it, ignoring the smug satisfaction com ng out of

G nnan's m nd.

| had gul ped down al nost the whol e bow of stew before C nnan turned away from
me to take his weapon off and put it on a table, then turned back to ne.

"As you are to spend the darkness with ne, you nay now renove that gown," he
said, putting his hands to his haddin as he began returning to the bed furs.
"Tamad has agreed to see to Aesnil, therefore will | see to you."

"What a surprise,” | muttered, angrily. | wasn't surprised, not even slightly,
showing I'd known the truth fromthe very beginning even if | hadn't adnitted
it to myself. It was the way that world worked, the world that Len and Garth
i ked so nuch.

"What words do you speak, wenda?" Cinnan asked, stopping next to the bed furs
to look down at nme. "I amunfamliar with your native tongue."

"It was nothing," | said in Rmlian, not looking up at him "I should by now
be used to Tanmad's pursuit of duty."
"I't was scarcely his pursuit of duty," C nnan said, scooping his arns under ne
and throwing me to the far side of the bed furs before sitting down. "It was a
favor | asked of him brought on by Aesnil's announcement that she will no

| onger be the Chama. A Chanm cannot be given as host-gift to another by the
man who bands her, though an ordinary wonan nmay be. She nust learn what it is
she thinks to be, and conpare it with that which she has al ways been. Perhaps
she will even speak to Tanmad of that which troubles her."

| turned my head to | ook at himas he stretched out on the bed fur, feeling
the way he took his own troubles and firmy put them aside until he saw the
results of his plans and efforts. H s eyes noved over me, appreciating what he
saw, and none of it made the sort of sense |I could deal with.

"Anmong ny people, a nman who feels | ove for a wonan does not give her to other
men," | stated, not caring that | sounded accusing. "He al so does not take
other wormen to his furs, enjoying themin her absence. Wen a man does behave
in such a way, it is clear to all that he feels nothing of the love for her he
so |l oudly professes. "

"What foolishness!" G nnan | aughed, surprising ne by not being angry. "If a
man tastes of no nore than one woman, how is he to know that he prefers that
one woran above all others? If he gives her to no man as host-gift, howis he
to know she prefers himabove all others? As to enjoying the wonman in his
furs, is he expected to be so boorish as to give the woman insult by

di smi ssing her presence, or naking her use a matter of duty al one? The wonman



i s another man's bel oved, el se he woul d not have given her as host-gift, or
asked that she be seen to. Is she to be treated as ahresta wenda, one who is
used only out of pity? How uncivilized a man nust be to behave so."

He reached over and drew the top of my gown sleeve down to ny |eft el bow,
running his palmslowy over the arm he had exposed. The deepening humin his
m nd di sconcerted ne so badly that | barely felt the automatic outrage which
devel oped over having Centran ways called uncivilized. It wasn't the first

ti me those over-bl own barbarians had | ooked at Central and its doings
critically, and it scarcely mattered that they didn't know what they were

t al ki ng about .

"Then perhaps you woul d be so good as to consider ne uncivilized,” | told him
stiffly, shifting back away from his hand and raising the sleeve again. "I

di slike being given to other men for their use, no matter that the viewis
considered ill-mannered. I, nyself, do not see it so, quite the contrary. Wre
| to keep silent regarding ny opinions, you would have little pleasure from
ne."

"And now that you have not kept silent, | wll have nuch pl easure?" he asked
with a chuckle, for sonme reason anused. "Wndaa, it seens, are nuch alike no
matter their origins. Your words put ne in nind of a wenda given ne as
host-gift when | visited one of our far, outlying provinces, a wenda taken
el sewhere in battle, one who considered herself a warrior. She had worn the
bands of men only a short while, and swore to have ny life if | should use
her. As wild and spirited as she was, her words were not idle."

He chuckl ed again and pulled the sleeve off my right arm then grinned w de as
| hastily pulled it back up

"Qut of curiosity, | agreed to | eave her untouched,” he continued, raising up
on one el bow and turning toward me. "Though she attenpted to conceal it, her
di sappoi ntment was nore than clear. Her concept of honor had forced her to
speak as she had, a concept which had no bearing on her true desires. | then
fetched a dagger and put it in her hands, gave her what nonments she required
to prepare herself, then proceeded to take her. She was unable to use the
weapon | had given her, for | did not allow the use of it. In such a way was
she taught that her use was not hers to give or withhold, no matter the ways
of the people to whom she had once bel onged. Once taught this | esson, she was
magni ficent in use, as are all wonmen. Do you wish nme to fetch a dagger?"

H's stare was so direct that | had to | ook away, despite the fact that | felt
di sgusted with nyself for doing it. If ny ankles hadn't still been |inked
toget her at the bands |I might have tried running, but that would probably have
been as usel ess as struggling. |'d been told ny opinions didn't matter in the
| east, not on any subject nen had al ready deci ded about, the standard outl ook
of Rmlians. | stretched ny mnd out to see how far | could reach, testing
the strength | had left, but that was another dead end. Ci nnan was the only
one | could pick up, which nmeant he was bound to notice if | tried tanpering.
I'd never be able to hold him he'd still have his way, and then Tammad woul d
find out. | shivered at the thought of what the barbarian would do to ne, then
shook ny head in answer to the question C nnan had put. He was quietly
awai ti ng an answer, feeling nothing of inpatience, but when the answer canme he
felt a faint stirring of upset.

"Wenda, it is wong of you to fear nme," he said, his voice concerned as his
arms circled me to draw nme close. "Wuld Tammad have al | owed nme your use, were
| the sort to bring you harmor pain? | had thought your reluctance

haughti ness, yet now see | was mistaken. | will bring you only pleasure, for
this you have ny word."



"I's pleasure not pain when it is brought about by force?" |I asked, doing no
nore than resting ny cheek against his chest. "Though | cannot hope to match
your abilities, |'lenda, | do not fear you. | have abilities of ny own which
you cannot hope to match. | will not be bested by this world of yours, for
that you have ny word."

"' Wendaa!" he growl ed, annoyed. "There is no soothing their fears when

st ubbornness junps in the breach! | see you, too, fancy yourself a warrior

but of another sort. Very well, then, warrior, let us proceed in such a
manner. You have been told to renove your gown. Mist the comrand be repeated?”

H s hand was on ny throat, raising ny head to force me to look up at him
maki ng sure | knew he was all through playing ganes. It was an attitude 1'd
been trying for, one I'd forced on himw thout the use of ny abilities. If |
were going to be raped, | wanted it over with as soon as possible.

"You hold me with the strength of a warrior, then condemm ne for disobeyi ng?"
| asked, raising an eyebrow. "Do you seek to guarantee mny di sobedi ence' ?"

"Di sobedience is clearly no unfamliar state to you," he grow ed, letting go
of me as his annoyance increased. "See to yourself quickly, else | shall find
other things to do with you."

H s thoughts were just short of the sort of hardness which neant real trouble.
I wasn't trying to get nyself a beating, so | squirned around pulling the gown
up, yanked it over mny head, then turned to lay it down on the carpeting out of
the way. That was when | saw the flash of |ightning outside the w ndows, a
silent triple-crackling that lit the darkness in jagged lines before

di sappearing as quickly as it had cone. | stared at the darkened w ndows, sure
it had been heat lightning, and then, fromvery far away, a rumbling answered
the signal of light, speaking of its inmpending approach

"The storns will be here by daylight,"” C nnan said, obviously having followed
my stare. "It is the time of their usual conming, and they are expected. Do you
fear the fury of such storns?"

"No," | lied, quickly turning nmy back on the wi ndows. "I nerely find
rainstorns filled with ill fortune for me. | sinply dislike them™

"I see," he answered, putting his hands on ny shoulders to urge nme down fl at
beside him He rerained | eaning on his |left el bow, |ooking down at nme where

| ay.

"Well, why do you hesitate?" | snapped after a mnute of being stared at and
not touched. "Do you seek to nmake me feel ahresta?"

"I do not hesitate," he said with a very faint smle, still making no effort
to touch ne. "I amnot in the habit of taking a woman in ny arnms while
annoyance fills my mind. I will not have any wonan feel slighted when held by
me. | would not give her such hurt."

I felt nmy hands curl into fists at ny sides, underlining nmy need to scream out
that it wasn't fair. | would have shouted it, but he would have | aughed at ne,
gi ving back what he had gotten. He'd realized that |1'd gotten hi mannoyed on
pur pose, and he was trying to punish ne for it.

"You may cal myourself or not as you wish," | said, staring up at himw th al
the furious outrage | felt. "In the end, it will nake no difference at all. |
have decided that you will have no pl easure fromne."



"Have you, indeed, wenda," he murnured, reaching a hand out to touch my face
gently. "I believe you have al ready been told which decisions are yours and
whi ch are not. Tammad has asked that | see to you and | shall do so, with
proper care and tenderness as well as the thoroughness he expects. It is ny
duty to do so."

"Al as, C nnan denday, your duty is fated to be left undone,” | countered,
ignoring his hand as | |ocked eyes with him | knew he'd never |eave ne al one
of his own accord, and | couldn't stand bei ng pushed around any |longer. Wth
the last strength | possessed, | forced ny way into his mnd and pl anted doubt
so deep he was rendered inpotent, for that night at |east and hopefully into
the norning. His fury finally drove ne out, but not until it was too late to
do himany good. At first he didn't understand what |'d done, and his anger
moved himto try using me harshly-until he realized he couldn't use ne at all.
The shock in his nmind was so strong it reached through the waves of exhaustion
rolling over ne, telling me he'd never had that experience before. He sat at
the edge of the bed furs, trenmbling fromthe shock, and | coul dn't have done
anything to ease his difficulty even if 1'd wanted to. Expending the | ast of
nmy strength had acted as a drug on me, sending ne hel plessly down into sleep
Even as ny eyes closed | felt the stirrings of elation, knowing I'd won after
all, knowi ng C nnan woul d be unable to touch ne.

The ni ght was peaceful and quiet-but in the norning he told Tammad what |'d
done.

| knelt to the side of the room beside a wall, trying to make nysel f as
unobtrusive as possible, flinching every tinme the |ightning and thunder
struck. The nmen in the roomwere | aughing and tal king over the storm sounds,
drinking the drinks and eating the food they'd been served-that |1'd served. It
still hurt to nove, but even nore painful was opening ny shield and picking up
t he barbarian's continued anger, the fury he'd been feeling ever since C nnan
had told himwhat |1'd done. Because of the storm he hadn't been able to nake
me cut the switch nyself, but that hadn't stopped himfrom using one cut by
someone else. I'd been feeling justified in ny efforts until 1'd cone face to
face with him and after that I'd just felt nore frightened than | ever had
bef ore. The barbarian seenmed to consider ny efforts toward sel f-defense a
personal affront to him and his rage had nearly knocked nme over. Expl anations
had been out of the question, just as inpossible as trying to control his
anger. In order to touch himl would have had to open ny shield, but 1'd had
enough pain waiting for me. I didn't have to go | ooking for any nore.

A triple crash of thunder rocked the room drowning out the conversations and
sending me huddling closer to the wall. The reception room of our suite was

| arge enough under nost circunstances, but right then | could have used five
times the di stance between me and the wi ndows. Slaves had repl aced the sheer
curtains with heavier, glazed cloth of sonme sort that seemed to be wat erproof,
but the cloth was still transparent enough to let me see the stormas well as
hear and feel it. Thunderstorns had disturbed me for as long as |I could
renmenber, but the storms of Central were nothing conpared to the viol ences of
Rimlia. Even ny shield seened |like no nore than fine netting before it,

t hrough whi ch fl ashed every troubl ed thought on the pl anet.

"Bring the pitcher of wine, wenda," the barbarian called after the thunder had
subsided to nere runbles and grow s, backdropping the thud of tranpling rain.
"My guest has enptied his cup and wi shes to have it refilled.”

Wthout looking up | forced nyself to ny feet, took the pitcher fromthe small
table it stood on, then wal ked with eyes down to where the nmen sat anong the
cushi ons. The barbarian was hosting an informal mnidday neat for Cinnan's



dendayy, a small party to which no slaves had been invited. My serving all of
them wasn't considered slavery, but then that was their opinion

"Kneel here and serve nme, wenda,"” | heard fromthe man closest to the
barbari an, the one who sat imMmediately to his left. | hesitated visibly when
heard the voice, recognizing the tones of Gallim the denday who had been
interested in me the day before. 1'd seen himwhen |1'd served himearlier, but
he hadn't been sitting right next to Tammad then. Having to keep ny shield

cl osed was handi capping nme, nearly to the crippling point. | knelt slowy and

tried to give ny attention to his goblet, but he wasn't holding it out.

"The gown you wear this day enhances your |oveliness, wenda," Gllimsaid, his
voice warm and friendly. "Al ways have | felt that that col or should be
reserved for glorious flowers and desirabl e wendaa. "

He paused, obviously expecting sonme sort of answer fromnme, but the answer |
woul d have nade was on the barbarian's forget-it list. The gown | wore was
pi nk, his preference, not mne. | kept ny eyes on Gallims silver goblet and
didn't say a word

"Mbdesty is becoming in a wenda," Gllimfinally said when it was clear | had
nothing to say, approval strong in his voice. "Raise your eyes to mne, little
one, so that | nmay take pleasure fromtheir beauty. Rarely does a nan see eyes
of such a green.”

| had no interest whatsoever in looking at him but | also had no choice

what soever. | raised ny gaze fromhis goblet to his face, then discovered that
| couldn't quite nmeet his eyes. He was | ooking at me with that direct stare of
the Rmlian warrior, deep, penetrating, evaluating and appreciating. | found

a point beyond his left ear, and just stared at that.

"She is truly a great beauty, Tammad," he said, putting his hand out to touch
my cheek with his fingertips. "It is clear, however, that she has recently
shed tears. May | ask what caused then®?"

"She was soundly switched, Gallim" the barbarian answered, his voice as calm
as ever despite the increased pressure | could feel against nmy shield. "She
shaned me before C nnan, shaned himas well, and di sobeyed ny strictest
conmands. These are common failings with her, ones the switch has not yet
cured her of. "

"Unhappi ness is a conmon cause for disobedience,"” Gallimsaid, as though
agreeing in some way with the barbarian. "I will not ask in what manner she
shanmed Ci nnan, for the question would be inproper if put to any save him yet
| would put the other question. In what manner were you shanmed?"

"The wonman was given to Cinnan in return for a host-gift," Tamad sai d,
shifting sonmewhat anong the cushions. "Rather than give himthe pleasure

wi shed for him she gave himinsol ence and refusal. Were she truly one with
me, ny feelings woul d be understood and respected by her, shared in deed

t hough t hought di sagreed. Those words, first spoken by our fathers' fathers,
are truth.”

But what about ny feelings? | demanded silently, keeping ny eyes to Gallins
left. Don't my feelings count for anything? Wiy can't my feelings be
under st ood and respected? Because |'mnot a |'lenda? Because |I'monly a wonan?

"Indeed,"” murmured Gallim sparing me enough attention to nove his fingertips
down my face again. "And yet the truths of a man are often not the truths of a
worman. She will, of course, be offered to C nnan again."



"OfF course," agreed the barbarian, the hardening of the calmin his voice

making me ill. "He has agreed to honor nme when this nmeal is done."
"I feel sure she will not again attenpt insolence nor refusal,"” Gallimsaid,
his voice warnmi ng even further with confidence. For nmy part | just closed ny

eyes, hurting rmuch nore than the beating accounted for. Another clutch of

t hunder struck, dinning and vibrating beyond sound, and Gallims hand cane to
nm ne on the pitcher.

"Per haps you had best pour the drishnak now, wenda," he said, tightening his
hold on ny hand to steady the pitcher. "I would prefer seeing it in nmy cup
rat her than upon the carpeting.”

Controlling the trenbling seemed to be inpossible, nost especially as |
couldn't be certain about its cause. | didn't care that he was giving nme to

Ci nnan again as a further punishment, at the sane tine refusing me the right
to defend nmyself. Wiy would | care? It wasn't as though | wanted or needed his
arnms instead of a stranger's, it wasn't a thing to make any great difference.
Wth Gallims help | managed to fill the cup with drishnak, then prepared
nmyself to rise and go back to the wall 1'd left.

"Rermai n where you are, wenda," the barbarian directed, stopping nme even before
I'd gotten the skirt of the gown out of ny way. "As ny guest enjoys your
presence you will remain before him And you may refill ny cup as well."

| didn't so much hesitate as brace nyself against the |atest salvo of thunder
then reached the pitcher to ny left toward the goblet being held out to ne.
Gllims hastily replaced hand kept ne fromspilling nore than a few drops on
t he carpeting, but neither he nor the barbarian remarked upon the incident.

set the pitcher down on the floor in front of ne, folded ny hands, then stared
down into the tawny depths of the drishnak

Not thinking wasn't hard, but not feeling the thunderstormwas a different
matter. The men took their tine with the nmeal, doing nore socializing than
eating and drinking, occasionally calling ne over to fill their goblets. That
is, they filled their own goblets fromthe pitcher | brought, preferring to
serve thenselves rather than risk the unsteadi ness of ny hands. | felt

besi eged fromall sides, hamrered on, beaten, and in pain; | kept ny eyes away
fromthe nen | approached, knowi ng they were | ooking at me in that way

'l endaa had, knowing | couldn't even half-cope w th acknow edgi ng t hose

| ooks. They were all so big and sure of thenselves, |ooking at nme as though
considering what it would be like to have ne in their houses and furs.
shuddered as the last one returned the enpty pitcher to me, hating to be

| ooked at |like that even as | turned away fromthe [ ooks. | was on display as
avai | abl e nerchandi se, hating that even nore.

"Ah, Cnnan joins us!" called out one of the nen, and | turned to the door
that had just opened. G nnan stood there, tall and broad in his blue haddin
and wel | -worn swordbelt, a nod and a smile for everyone in the room -except

me. When his glance passed nme it took no note of me at all, as though | were

i nvisible or beneath his notice. | felt no insult at being treated that way,
just a sad regret that it wasn't likely to last very |ong.

"Cinnan, you are nost welconme to ny apartnments,"” the barbarian said, rising to
his feet as G nnan passed ne and approached him "WII| you join our nmeal for a
short while?"

"My thanks but no," G nnan answered, clapping Tammad once on the shoulder. "It
was not ny intention to disturb you as you nade the acquai ntance of mny brother



dendayy. | would not have cone so early, but other matters press.”

"Anot her time, then," the barbarian agreed easily with a nod, then his eyes
cane to me where | stood in the mddle of the floor. "Step forward, wenda, and
present yourself to the denday G nnan. As he has agreed to honor ne, your
presence will be required.™

"As it is you he honors, no doubt your own presence would be nore fitting,"
said, not really believing I'd said such a thing even after the words were
out. The pain of the stormhad put me into a strangely detached nmobod, and even

if I didn't believe it, | discovered | also didn't care. Wth that in mnd
added, "I feel it would be rude of me to i npose upon one who is so pressed for
tinme., "

Even as the men in the roomerupted into | aughter, | could feel ny shield

thi ckening alnost rigidly with the increased pressure frombeyond it. Tammad's
expression hadn't changed, Gallimstared at ne with disbelief in his Iight
eyes, and C nnan's expression was qui zzical, but | thought | knew where that

i ncrease of pressure was coming from the barbarian never had appreciated ny
sense of hunor. Tammad stirred where he stood and parted his lips to speak

but G nnan beat himto it.
"Al'low ne to apol ogi ze, wenda," he said, speaking |oudly enough to be heard
over the amuserment of his I'lendaa. "It was not my intention to insult you by
suggesting that there were other, nore inportant natters awaiting nme. No
matter is of greater inportance than the honoring of a brother through his
wenda, nor the wenda herself. Cone now, and allow nme to apol ogize in a

nor e- conpl et e manner."

He put his hand out toward ne, a faint grin showi ng on his face, the chuckling
of the other men in the roomnearly drowning out the rain noises. | didn't
have to | ook toward the barbarian to know that he hadn't moved or changed
expression, nor had he any intentions of doing so. He had already given ne to
Ci nnan, so what nore was there to say? My hesitation was no nore than a deep
breath long, then I noved forward to where C nnan stood.

"Why the hell not?" | said, thrusting the enpty pitcher at Tanmad, who took it
wi t hout stopping to think about what he was doing. "Wio knows? Maybe |'I1l even
enjoy it."

"What does she say?" C nnan asked the barbarian w thout |ooking at him his
full attention on me. | |ooked back up at himwi th something |ike drunken

bel i gerence, an action which nmade him blink

"Her tongue is at tines too barbarous to translate,” Tanmad grow ed, throw ng
the enpty pitcher behind himwith a gesture that matched the pressure on ny
shield. "No matter the neaning of her words, she will acconpany you."

"I was certain of it," Cinnan smled, putting his hand on ny arm as he turned
to the door leading to the next room "Cone, wenda. | already anticipate
hol ding you in nmy arns."

There was nothing | cared to say to that, nothing that woul d have done any
good. | let G nnan urge me along with himw thout resisting, and a mnute

| ater he was closing the door to the sl eeping roombehind us. He rel eased ny
arm giving ne the opportunity to walk to the center of the room al one,
something | did inmediately. The thunder roared again outside the w ndows,
soundi ng nuch |l ouder in the nearly enpty room making ne hug nyself in an
attenpt to keep from npani ng.



"Turn and | ook upon ne, wonman," Cinnan said fromdirectly behind nme, having
cone closer without ny knowing it. | turned slowy and | ooked up into his
face, seeing the frowning, narroweyed inspection | was getting. "Are you
ill?" he demanded, brushing the hair back fromny face with one big hand. "Wy
do you seem so strange?"

"In ny eyes, | amscarcely the one to be considered strange,” | told him then
| ooked down fromhis stare. "No, | amnot ill."

"Then you will find no difficulty in speaking to me of why you did to ne that
whi ch you did," he said, his voice hardened. "To treat a nman so i s despi cabl e,
low and vile. Surely you knew you woul d be puni shed for the doing?"

"Perhaps | no longer cared." | shrugged, beginning to turn away from him
again. "l have recently discovered a great many things | no |onger care
about . "

"You speak of ny brother Tammad," he stated, putting one hand on ny shoul der
to keep me fromturning away conpletely. "He has spoken of how great the rift
bet ween you has grown, so great that he feels it best to allow another to band
you. Though you seem nore than eager to be free of him a point he counts in
favor of his decision, you have shown no interest in any other who woul d band
you. A woman does not often act so, and | woul d know t he reason behind your
actions.”

"I am not a worman of your world, therefore you nay not judge me," | returned
stiffly, still not looking at him "As to the reason for ny actions, they
concern no one save nyself. Even were | to speak of themto you, you would be
unlikely to understand. "

"I see," he answered, his voice containing sonething of the stiffness mine had
had. Then he took his hand from ny shoul der and said, "In that event, we need

pass no further tine in talk. Take yourself to the foot of the furs and await

nme there."

My mind darted around briefly, |ooking for a way out, but w thout the use of
my abilities there was none. Too few steps took ne to the foot of the bed
furs, where | stood like the condemmed awaiting execution. G nnan waited unti

| got there before taking off his swordbelt and unw appi ng his haddin, then he
foll owed ne over and stopped to | ook down at nme. As soon as he was cl ose
enough | could feel the trenbling begin again, the same thing | always felt
with one of these |'lendaa. They were so dammed big; how was it possible to
say no to one of themand make it stick?

"For what reason do you fear me, wenda?" he asked, reaching out to slide the
gown top off my shoul ders and slowy down to ny waist. "Do you continue to
fear that | will cause you harm despite ny word to the contrary? Your
hesitation would be nore fitting in one who has never been touched."

| 1 ooked away from himas he urged the gown down past ny hips, unable to
answer his question. To himthere was nothing wong in what he was doi ng, on
the contrary it was a duty expected of him If 1'd tried telling himhow | saw
it, he would have | aughed or thought I was crazy. \Wen he understood | had
nothing to say, he bent to lift ne off the floor, then lay down on the furs
and took nme in his arns.

"It is clear you nust be shown the truth of ny words," he nurmnured, beginning
to nove his hands on nme. His sliding pal mtouched a still-aching welt just as
t he thunder crashed again, and | cried out in pain and clung to him too
scattered to continue keeping ny reactions to nyself. H s arns tightened



i Mmediately in confort, holding ne to him trying to cal mthe shaking.

"It is beyond me why certain wendaa nust beg for punishnent,” he said, his
voi ce uneven as he held ne close. "As slight as you are, a strapping nmust be
nearly unbearable, no matter the care taken with it. |Is obedi ence so

i npossible to you that you nust choose pain over it?"

"From some nmen, pain is preferable to pleasure,” | gasped, ny head whirling.
"Pain will drive away the nenory of his arns, the need for his body. From
pl easure comes naught save an even greater pain, one inpossible to guard
against. Wth pain, one may hate without tears."

"Ah, wenda, howis it possible to find no nore than tears in pleasure?" he
asked, sonething of pain to be heard in his voice. "Wat is this thing which
stands between you and my brother, the thing which brings pain to you both?
Speak to nme of it, and perhaps | may aid you as you and he gave aid to ne."

| hate your world, | wanted to say, still trenbling against him If not for
this world and its people, he wouldn't have lied trying to make nme work for
him If not for this world and its people, | would not be handed about anobng

strange men, expected to please them If he were a man of Central, he would be
j eal ous of other nmen touching me, even if he didn't have the backbone to do
anything about it. He'd want to keep nme for hinself and he'd care if | slept

wi th anyone el sel He'd never arrange it hinmself, not ever

"Wenda, | do not understand your words," Cinnan said, and | realized he was
trying to hold me still as | struggled in his enbrace. | also realized 1'd
been nuttering aloud, but that part didn't matter. 1'd been nmuttering in
Centran, and C nnan didn't speak Centran. | didn't know what was wong with
me, but it felt damed cl ose to being drunk

"My words-nean nothing," | got out, well on the way to feeling suffocated
"Rel ease me now, for I amno |onger able to bear this."

"You must bear it, and nore," he said, his voice as inplacable as his arns
were inpossible to escape. "You have shaned my brother once, and | will not
all ow you to do the same a second tine. You will serve ne, wenda, and will

find pleasure in the doing."

| tried to add argunent to ny struggles, but his Iips bottled up the words and

refused themexit. Wth the way | felt, | would have sworn he'd be able to do
nothing nore with ne than cormt rare, but being sonehow drunk had nade ne
forget what |'lendaa were |ike. He began working on ne i mediately, his hands

touching just so, his lips and tongue teasing, all of them caressing and
heating; despite the pain of the stormand the beating |I'd had, despite the
drunkenness swirling nme around, in no time at all | was |ost to what was being
done to nme. It wasn't fair for |'lendaa to have that sort of power, to be able
to raise a woman's needs and nmake her a slave to them and | told C nnan so as
| kissed him He chuckled softly and nmoved his hand on me, and t npaned and
threw ny arnms around his neck. There was no doubt about the fact that he had
me, but he wasn't surprised; he fully expected nme to react the way he wanted
me to, and woul d have been surprised if | hadn't.

Ci nnan chucklingly shared the pleasure he made ne feel, typically taking even
nore than he gave as nost Rimlian nmen did, but as far as he was concerned he
was only beginning. | couldn't have disagreed with himon nmy own, but | wasn't
maki ng many of ny own decisions just then. | becane nore aware of being held
by him his arms tight about ne as he stroked deep to satisfy us both, the
sati sfaction somehow beconing |l ess and I ess with each passing mnute. Inits
pl ace the stormintruded, searing fireworks and deafeni ng expl osi ons battering



harder and harder in an attenpt to shatter ny shield and mnd. | had been
sweating from G nnan's efforts and nmy own, but the sweat increased and turned
cl ammy, making G nnan's massive arns and body under ny hands and agai nst ny
flesh fire hot. My head throbbed and | coul dn't breathe, and when | npaned
with the heavy pain settling all about nme G nnan chuckl ed again, thinking ny
nmoan was one of pleasure. He | eaned down to kiss me w thout breaking the
stride of his lazy stroke, not yet ready to build toward full passion again,
but I knew |I'd suffocate during one of his sustained ki sses. Desperately |
jerked ny face away, gasping for the air | needed so badly, and the |aziness
in the body above nme suddenly di sappear ed.

"Wench, what ails you?" Cinnan's voice cane, a frown to be heard init. "You
have becone pale, and your body trenbles in ny arms. \Were is the pleasure you
felt but nonents earlier?"

| closed nmy eyes as | sinply dragged in air, unable to answer himas the pain
flared through me. It felt as though | were being flogged to death, whips
striking fromall directions around ne. Ci nnan's hand came to ny sweat-soaked
hair, snmoothed it once with a gentle notion, and then he w thdrew from ny
body. | imediately began shivering violently, feeling the withdrawal of his
body's warnth as al nost pain, barely knowing it when he gathered up the fur
we'd been lying on and wapped ne init. My eyes opened with a good deal of
effort as the shivering began subsiding, showi ng ne a sober, worried-I| ooking
Ci nnan who held the fur about me. He snoothed ny hair again in an al nost
unconsci ous gesture, then backed off the bed furs and turned toward the door
to the other room He was still four hurried strides fromit when it opened,
admtting a quickly striding Tammad.

"Ci nnan, excuse the intrusion," the barbarian began, "yet there is a matter of
great-" H's words broke off as he realized C nnan was on the way out rather
than being intruded upon, and his calmy worried expression changed to a
frown. "What occurs here?" he demanded, a heavy edge to his voice. "Wat has
she..."

"This is scarcely likely to be her doing," Cnnan interrupted with an
i npatient gesture, stopping in the niddle of the roomas Tanmad canme up to

him "The worman has taken seriously ill, and |I had intended fetching a heal er
You will, of course, sit with her till his arrival."
"I'l'l ?" Tammad echoed, jerking his head around in nmy direction. "It was her

assistance that | cane for, as word has been brought ne that Lenham has
col I apsed to unconsci ousness after being taken by great pain. |In what manner
is she ill?"
"I know not," G nnan answered, follow ng as Tammad qui ckly made his way over
to ne. "She was excellent in use, far better than | had expected, this despite
her great initial reluctance. She gl owed beneath me, filled with pul sating
life-and then the life drained fromher, and all pleasure as well. She becane
as you see her now, and | knew not what to do."

"Terril, speak to nme," the barbarian urged, sitting down in front of me where
| lay curled in the fur, sweating and in pain. "Tell me what has touched you
and Lenham so cruelly, so that | mght see to it. Have you been taken by the
same thing? What is it?"

H s hand wi ping the sweat fromny forehead trenbled slightly, alnost in tine
to the storm sounds beyond the window. | tried | ooking up at him but couldn't
seemto focus ny gaze; even holding ny eyes open was painful. | licked dry
lips froman even drier tongue, finding it difficult to answer even after
maki ng the decision to try.



"The-storm " | whispered, too deeply wapped in stabbing nails to even wonder
if he could hear nme. "The stormsuch pain. Can't hide fromit. Can't stop it."

"What does she say?" C nnan demanded, |eaning closer. "Wiy must she
continually speak in that barbaric tongue?”

"I much doubt that she realizes which tongue she speaks in," the barbarian
muttered, his hand searching for one of mine through the fur so that he m ght
squeeze it gently. "She has told ne that the stormbrings her pain, and that
she is unable to halt it. It is undoubtedly through her power that she is
tornented so, yet | spoke of easing her. How am!| to keep my word, G nnan?
How?"

"Tammad, brother, do not tornent yourself," G nnan answered gently, putting a
hand on the barbarian's shoulder. "A man may do no nore than his utnost,
especi al |y agai nst those things he has no understanding of. It is possible

may be of assistance to you, yet | mnust first speak with Aesnil. | wll return
as soon as may be."

He wal ked out of my line of vision for a mnute, and when he reappeared goi ng
toward the door he wore his haddin and swordbelt again. The barbarian | ay down
beside ne and took nme in his arms, but even his presence didn't do anything to
hel p. The pain just went on and on, doubling ne over and making ne sick to ny
soul .

It's inpossible to know how | ong G nnan was gone. The passage of tine is

al ways subjective, even with tinepieces around. It had finally occurred to ne
to wonder why | was still conscious when the door to the room opened,
admtting C nnan and a nunber of other nen. They all strode quickly to the bed
furs, and C nnan cl apped Tamad bri skly on the shoul der

"Bring the woman and cone with ne, brother,"
eager. "I may have found the answer to her difficulty.

he said, his voice sounding

"How?" Tammad demanded, only glancing at G nnan before lifting ne and the fur
of f the bed furs. Being noved that abruptly hurt, but | hadn't the strength
even to noan.

"The inner fortress," Cinnan answered, noving fast to keep ahead of Tamuad. "I
spoke with Aesnil, and discovered that there are chanbers deep w thin which
have no direct contact with the outer world. Should it be possible to shield
the wenda fromthe storns, the place is there."

"Ci nnan, brother, you have nore than ny thanks," the barbarian answered, his
voi ce soft and even despite his hurry. "Should this take the pain fromny
woran, ny debt to you will be unrepayable.™

"Do not speak foolishness, Tammad," G nnan | aughed, shaking his head. "What
el se mi ght one do than assist a brother? And | have already been repaid, with

a sight | scarcely expected to see. When | spoke with Aesnil, the wenda
appeared concerned over this one! She inmediately offered the use of the
fortress, and her own services as well! Perhaps she will become the woman of

nmy heart sooner than | had expected."

The barbarian grunted and said sonething else to G nnan, but | couldn't follow
t he conversation any further. W were outside the apartnment and hurrying

t hrough the corridors, practically in the mddle of the stormdespite the
coated cl oth hangi ng across every normally open area. The crash and crackl e of
the thunder and lightning were the only things left in the world, black pain



and yell ow pain and every color in between. | strained and fought against it,
and kept wishing that | could just give in.

And then the stormfeeling was further away, no nore than a matter of inches
but far enough to let nme breathe a little nore easily. | forced ny eyes open
to see us entering a narrow, torch-lit area at the end of a short, narrow,
delicate bridge piece, beyond which was a larger room also torch-lit.
Entering that place was inpossible other than in single file, which gave the
men carrying Len on a litter a good deal of trouble. G nnan was already in the
| arger room as were Aesnil and a nunmber of female slaves, and as soon as |
was carried in Aesnil gestured and began | eading the way toward a heavy,

cl osed door. The deeper we went into that place, the nore the pain receded,
the nore it dropped to a tolerable level. | found I ess and |l ess of a need to
fight and struggle, even though | still hurt quite a bit. | took a deep, shaky
breath, ready to try relaxing for the first time in hours, and instead passed
out .

CHAPTER 5

The room | awoke in was only torch-lit, but even if it had been blazing with
bright, cheery light, there wouldn't have been much of an inprovenent. All

four of the walls were cold, undecorated stone, the floor uncarpeted stone,
the ceiling dimy seen stone. Aside fromthe narrow pile of furs |I lay on, one
smal |l table and a couple of torch sconces, the roomwas entirely bare. |
shivered as | | ooked around at it, wondering if it was a cell rather than a
room wondering if the heavy wooden door was |ocked. | couldn't renenber how
had gotten there, or why sonmeone would lock nmy in a cell. | noved around under
the fur covering ne, realizing | was naked, growi ng nore and nore upset-unti

t he door opened, admitting a female slave carrying a tray. The naked sl ave
hurried to put the tray down on the snall table, fell to her knees and put her
forehead to the floor, then scranbled up and backed out of the room | didn't
know Aesnil stood by the door waiting for the slave to | eave until | saw her
the bright red of her gown an incongruous sight in the drab of that room She
cl osed the door firmy behind the hurrying slave, noved gracefully to the tray
that had been | eft, chose one of the bows, then brought it over to ne.

"I am pleased to see that you have recovered," she said, handing ne the bow
with a warmsmle. "You nust now eat to regain your strength, and then you
will be conpletely whole again. "

| took the bow automatically, still trying to renenber what had happened, and
then | realized that nmy shield was closed. Not know ng any better | opened
it-then slamred it cl osed again agai nst the shock of nore than atnospheric
stati c.

"How | ong have | been here?" | gasped, putting one shaky hand to ny head as
menory cane floodi ng back. "How long a tinme do those storms continue?"

"The new day has begun," she answered, |ooking at ne narrowy in the dim
torchlight. "How are you able to know that the storms continue? Ah, but of
course. You are able to feel them | believe | no | onger envy you your powers.

"No one possessed of sanity and sense would envy me ny powers," | came back
| ooki ng around for a place to put the bow she had given me. "There is little
pl easure in being sought for no nore than their use."

"Do not put your food aside!" she said sharply, taking the bow back before



could get rid of it. Your strength will not return without it and your
strength will be necessary if we are to escape from here!"

"Escape?" | echoed, staring at her with the frustration of not being able to
read her. "Have you gone insane after all'? How would it be possible to
escape, and to where would we run? Are we to float through these walls? And
what of your position here? You cannot be Chama if you are no | onger present."

"I no longer am Chama!" she spat, squeezing the bow between her hands as her

lovely face twisted with grief. "I have publicly renounced the position, and
will not take it up again no matter the doings of Ci nnan! He believes | may be
forced to his will, yet his beliefs will prove to be m staken! One who has
been a Chama will never be a slave!"

She | ooked down at the bow in her hands, seenmingly ready to throw it
violently away from her, but then she realized what she was about to do.
could al nost see her grabbing her fury and forcing it back down, establishing
control over it before stepping closer and sitting down on the bed furs next

to ne. Her novements were still jerky as she took the small scoop out of the
bowl , scraped off the excess cereal grain against the side of the bow, then
stabbed at ny face with the scoop. | was so startled | opened ny nouth, and

found nyself being fed the cereal grain | hadn't really wanted.

"The man is insufferable,” she nuttered, barely giving ne a chance to swall ow
before stabbing at me with the scoop again. "He beats nme and uses ny body as
though I were a slave, then demands that | behave as a Chama! When | refused
to continue with the farce and inforned the dendayy of ny decision, he dared
to give me as host-gift to the beast who holds you! |I refuse to allow this
state of affairs to continue, therefore shall we escape together. "

"You still have not told ny how we are to escape fromthis place," | said as
fast as | could before the next scoopful canme at ne.

"This fortress was built by ny famly," she answered, grimsatisfaction
acconpanyi ng the sharp, angry novenents of her hand. "For one of the bl ood,
there is nore than a single exit fromit. W will await the end of the storns,
and then we will depart. Do you fear to go with ne?"

She stopped feeding ne for the nonent, but | still hesitated before answering
her. | wanted very much to be away fromthat place, but-all alone on Rinmlia
with no one but another woman |ike nysel f? \Were would we go? Wwuld | live to
see ny enbassy agai n? What would we do if we were captured by strangers, nen
who deci ded they wanted us? Did | have the nerve to face Rinmlia on nmy own?

"I do fear to acconpany you," | said at last, feeling nore of the throbbing
headache that had di m ni shed so nuch fromthe day before. "You find yourself
filled with the same anger which fills me, and yet-lI fear the world beyond
these walls and you do not. That | have even greater fear of the doings within
these walls is happenstance. | do fear to acconpany you, yet | shall do SO "

"Ah, Terril, it seens it is best that | shall no |onger be Chama," she sighed,
putting her hand on my arm "Your lot must truly be worse than mine due to aid
you gave me, yet | spent not a single nonent in thought concerning what was to
become of you. | nust see to it that your reluctance to remain grows nmuch
greater than your reluctance to depart. In such a way will departure please
the both of us."

She reached forward to hug nme briefly, smled in a synpathetic way as she got
to her feet, then returned the bow to the tray and left the room | stared
after her, wondering what she could possibly have been tal king about, then



shrugged to nyself to disniss the question. Aesnil always had been sonmewhat on
the strange side, and it wasn't likely that she'd change. Wat she'd said
meant nothing at all, and | would be foolish if | wasted tine thinking about
it.

O sol idiotically believed, until the door opened again to reveal Tammad. |
could see the anger in his eyes even in the torchlight, especially when he
cane closer to ook down at ne. He informed ne coldly that the Chama Aesni

had told himthat | was nuch better, but had refused all her attenpts to make
me eat sonething. She al so said she intended arguing with ne, but had suddenly
found herself perfectly willing to drop the subject and | eave. She didn't
under stand why that had happened, but the barbarian did-and was furious about
it. I was so shocked | couldn't say a word, and then | was beyond shock and
stunbling into panic. | babbled and tried to back away as the barbarian's
hands began to unbuckle his swordbelt, but there was nowhere to go and he
wasn't interested in listening to anything | had to say. He caught ne easily
before | could run and then beat me with the swordbelt, ignoring my screans
that Aesnil was lying just as he ignored ny begging that he stop. He punished
me hard for something | hadn't done, then forced al nbost everything on the tray
down my throat. Wen he left his anger hadn't dim nished much, but mine was

al ready grow ng.

I'd never been angry after being punished before, and the anger had a strange
effect on the pain the barbarian had given nme. | squirmed around belly down on
the furs I'd been left on, feeling the flam ng ache in ny body and hating the
barbarian nore with every throb. He'd had no right doing that to nme, not after
I'd told himAesnil was lying. He just didn't care whether or not it was the
truth, not if it neant he had to pass on strapping ne. He enjoyed beating ne,

I knew he did, and | hated himnore with every passing mnute. Once | was gone
he'd have to find someone el se to beat, and | hoped he woul d choose soneone

who had nore courage than I. It would serve himright if the woman he chose
stol e his dagger and plunged it into his body in revenge, ending his pleasure
and his life together. | put nmy head down to the fur as the tears ran down ny

cheeks, knowing it would serve himright.

| was left alone in that cell of a roomfor hours, |ong enough to brood to ny
heart's content. Wen the door finally opened and the sane slave femal e cane
in with another tray, | ignored her and | ooked for Aesnil. The Charm stepped
into the roomin the same quiet way she had that nmorning, waited until the
slave had left with the enptied first tray, then closed the door firmy and
smi | ed.

"I ampleased to see that you ate well earlier,” she said as she approached
me, her eyes noving over what she could see of me. "Your strength will now be
sure to return, and as quickly as we require it."

"Perhaps even nmore quickly than that," | grow ed, beginning to turn under the
fur. | fully intended getting up to thank her properly for what she had done,

but | discovered immediately that | still hurt too nmuch to nove as easily as |
wanted to. | swall owed a gasp against the stiffened protest of my body, then

sl unped back in defeat. On that world, | couldn't even get nmy own back froma
worran | i ke nysel f.

"How badly were you beaten?" Aesnil demanded, stepping closer with her eyes
narrowed. "Wat sort of man would give you such hurt nerely for failing to
t ake sustenance?"

"I was not beaten for failing to take sustenance,” | told her, closing ny eyes
agai nst her ridiculous outrage. "I was beaten for attenpting to control you, a
doi ng whi ch was absol utely forbidden ne. Please accept ny thanks for



i ncreasing ny reluctance to remain here."

"I -was unaware of this," she stumbl ed, her voice sounding guilty and filled
with confusion. "I nerely sought a reason as to why |, myself, failed to
conmand you to your food. Are you in great pain?"

"Certainly not," | answered, keeping nmy eyes closed. "I remain unnmoving solely
through lack of interest in nmotion. You will, of course, forgive ne for not
rising in your presence."

"Terril, you must believe that | did not know he would beat you in such a
way, " she whi spered, coming close to take nmy armin both of her hands. "When
he forced ne to his use he seemed so gentle, so different from G nnan. Though
| fought him he gave ne no pain, and even attenpted to bring a smle to ny
lips. | thought he would do no nmore than punish you lightly, if at all, and be
certain that you ate as | wi shed you to. | will seek himout and speak the
truth to him no matter that Cinnan will then give me what you were given.

wi I I not have you suffer innocently for a doing that was nine, not even though
I amno | onger Chama. Once | was Chama, and | will never forget."

| watched her get to her feet and head resolutely for the door, and coul dn't

control the urge to peek. Opening ny shield was still somewhat painful, but it
didn't take long to confirmAesnil's intentions. She neant to do what she said
she woul d, and that was all | needed to know.

"Wait," | called, and her reluctance when she stopped and turned back to ne
was real. "Speaking the truth nowwill do no nore than delay our departure,”

sai d, knowi ng ny voice carried conviction. "Should you wi sh to nake amends for
what you have done, do not delay our departure.”

She hesitated, clearly struggling within herself, trying to deci de between
what was right and what was desirable. She seened to have begun changing from
the arrogant brat 1'd known only a couple of days earlier, but | doubted if
she saw the change in herself as yet. She was beginning to think about others,
beginning to step out of the linmelight now and then. She hesitated anot her

monent, still unsure, then slowy returned to the side of ny bed to sit down.
"As it is your wish, I will not speak of what | have done," she grudged, not
soundi ng happy about it. "Although | fear Cnnan's anger, | will not lie to
save nyself fromhim and this failure to speak feels nuch like a lie. The
stornms wi thout have begun to lose their fury, and it is believed they will be

gone by dark. WIIl you be able to travel by dark?"

"I'f necessary, | will crawl,"” | assured her, shifting to get nore confortable
on the furs. "How will you find yourself able to return here at dark? WII

C nnan not demand that you remain in your apartnents and see to his needs?"

"I foresaw the problem and have already seen to it," she answered with a
headshake. "When you and that other were first brought here, |I informed C nnan
that tradition denmanded the presence of one of the blood here in the fortress
as long as strangers were to be found within. He knows little of nmy famly's
traditions, and allowed the thing after only a brief hesitation. To see to his
needs he must visit ne here, which he has not failed to do. In his absence he
| eaves a guard at the foot of the bridge, thinking ne in such a way penned
within. Apity he will soon be disillusioned."

"What of this other you speak of ?" | asked, partly to distract her fromthe
bitterness | could see in her eyes, partly to find out how Len was doi ng. "Has
he regai ned consci ousness as yet? Has the pain | essened its hold upon hin®"



"He fares at |l east as well as you," she answered, taking a deep breath. "He
has regai ned his senses, and conplains that the storms have not yet ceased.

Al so, he allows the slave who brings his tray to feed him Though | have not
been officially declared slave, you nust allow nme to do the sane for you.
Shoul d your strength fail through |ack of sustenance, it may well nean the end
of both of us; we depart together, so shall we remain together, for | wll not
abandon you. "

Even wi t hout opening ny shield, |I could feel the truth and determ nation in
what she said. It was possible she was trying to nmake up for what she had done
to everyone el se by being |loyal and straight with me, but her reasons didn't
really matter much. When someone offers you absolute |oyalty w thout asking
nore than a little in return, it's very difficult to refuse

"Very well," | said with a sigh, not sure how far wllingness would take ne.
"I will attenpt to build ny strength as you w sh. '

Aesnil smled encouragingly and went for the first bow, and | managed to eat
nore than | thought | could. Being beaten doesn't do nuch for the digestion
but being angry rather than frightened and shaky seens to conpensate for that.
| ate everything | could stuff down, nmore than | wanted but |ess than Aesni
wanted, then finally called a halt. It wouldn't help either one of us if |
threw up everything 1'd swal |l owed, and she seened to understand that. She put
back the last bowl with only a small amount of reluctance, hel ped ne finish
the Iast of the light wine she'd had brought, then left me alone. | noved
around on the bed furs trying to get confortable, thinking I'd earned sone
nor e undi sturbed brooding time, but it turned out | was m staken. Not five
mnutes later | became aware of the presence of soneone else in the room and
when | twi sted around | saw Tanmad standi ng just inside the doorway.

"The Chama tells ne that this time you have obediently eaten nearly all that
was brought you," he said, slowy stepping farther into the room "It pleases
me that you were obedient."

| stared at himvery briefly then turned conpletely away, unwilling to hear
anything he had to say, unwilling even to |look at him There was silence for
short while, and then he was standing directly behind ne.

"Wenda, | cane to see how you fared," he said, sounding as cal mand cont ai ned
as he always did. "Though the strapping you had was well earned, it may

per haps have been a trifle-harsh. | would know what pain you continue to
have."

| bit back the urge to be sarcastic and just kept quiet, knowi ng well enough
that sarcasmwasn't called for. | usually reserved sarcasmfor people | could
like, and the barbarian didn't qualify.

"Wenda, | hear no words fromyou," he said after a nmonent, his tone show ng
not hi ng of the touch of annoyance | was sure was in his nmnd. "I asked after
what pain you felt."

When | still didn't answer, his hand went to the fur covering ne and pulled it
aside. | could imagine fromhis silence what he was seeing, knowi ng damed
well what it felt like. He'd been furious when he'd beaten ne, and ny back
hurt even when | did no nore than breathe. Between the |eather swordbelt and
the strength of his anger, nmy back nmust have been a fascinating sight.

"I-feared as much," he said at last, his voice nearly a whisper as he gently
repl aced the fur. "How great a fool a man i s, who | oses hinself to anger when
his intention is nmerely to punish. Cone and let ne hold you, hama, and swear



that I will never again be such a fool. Open your mind and share the pain with
me, for | have earned that and nore."

He put his hands to my shoul ders, waiting for ne to turn and be held, but I

didn't want to be held by him | wanted to be left alone to wi pe away the danp
filmhanging in front of ny eyes, to finally rmake mnmysel f understand how real ly
alone | was on that world. | hated being so alone, bat it was all 1'd ever be.

"Hama, do not hold yourself so far fromme," he whispered, the tips of his

fingers just touching ny shoulders. "Never will | |ove another as | |ove you
this you nust believe though you disbelieve all el se you have ever heard.
Never have | wi shed pain for you, yet painis all | bring. Turn to ny arns so
that I may hold you close, and swear that | will never bring you such pain
again."

| lay still in the furs, my eyes closed, feeling the pain he spoke of even

wi thout repeating it in ny mind. | couldn't stand any nore, not without

col I apsi ng or going insane, and not noving was the easiest of all inpossible

options. He waited a very long tinme behind nme, not saying another word, but
even the worst of tortures has to end. Wien | heard the door close | knew he
was gone, and | cried as hard as | ever had in nmy life.

| slept for a while after the sobs finally left nme, jerking awake only once in
the grip of a bad dream Once it was gone | couldn't remenber what it had been
about, but | was nearly afraid to go back to sleep. Wen |I finally woke al

the way another tray was being brought into the room but this tine the slave
was alone. | bit back the urge to ask her where the Chama was, waited unti
she'd left, then gingerly opened ny shield. The static-pain |I'd felt fromthe
stormwas gone, letting me open ny mnd wide to stretch after what seened |ike
years of confinenent. It felt good to spread out, but that was all
acconplished. If Aesnil was within range of ny m nd, she was either
unconsci ous or dead.

I moved ny body even nore gingerly than | had ny nind, this tine finding pain

but a lot less than | thought | would. | got up and wal ked and stretched,
cursing the barbarian with every twi nge, wondering if it was too early to
begin worrying about Aesnil. | wasn't quite sure whether dark had al ready

fallen outside, but if it hadn't it couldn't be far off. Had she changed her
pl ans, been del ayed-or gotten caught? There was absolutely no way of telling
until and unless the ax fell on ne as well, a nethod of gaining answers I
woul d have preferred avoi ding. The bare stone floor under ny feet nmade ne
shiver, so | hurried back to the bed furs and | ay down agai n, determ ned not
to borrow trouble. Tinme enough to deci de somet hing had gone wong if norning
carne and Aesnil still hadn't shown up. A pity |I hadn't thought to ask her
where her bolt-hole was when |'d had the chance.

Subj ective time is always a burden, even when pain isn't involved. It either
creeps or flies, depending on what you're involved in, depending on how

di stracted or bored or anxious you are. | shifted around all over the bed
furs, got up and wal ked to the tray of food, decided | had no appetite worth
nmenti oni ng, wal ked back to the bed furs again, then nearly tore ny hair.
Despite the fact that tine was creeping, it had been passing; what sort of
crisis could possibly be keeping Aesnil?

When the door to the roomfinally opened, | had to stifle a gasp as | whirled
around. 1'd been so distracted with worrying that it could have been anyone
barging in, but it was only Aesnil. She slipped inside and cl osed the door

qui ckly and quietly, then turned to ne as she | eaned against it.

"There was an unforseen delay," she panted, pushing back her long blond hair



with her free hand. The other hand clutched a bundle of cloth, and it was
cl ear she'd been hurrying.

"What was the cause of the delay" | asked, waiting for ny heart to stop
poundi ng. "Does soneone suspect what we are about to attenpt?"

"No," she answered, shaking her head as she swall owed | arge draughts of air.
"No, we are not suspected. It was sinply that-C nnan cane to ne before
returning to his apartments in the outer pal ace.”

She wal ked over to the bed furs and sat down on them droppi ng her bundl e as
she shook her head to clear the damp hair from her face. She wasn't saying
anyt hing el se al oud, but her mnd was clanoring and whirling so wildly she
shoul d have been shouting or scream ng or junping around. | stood it for as
long as | coul d-about thirty seconds-then went to sit down next to her

"What disturbs you so deeply" | asked, ready to put an arm around her. "What
has C nnan done that affects you so strongly?"

"He has done not hi ng-and much," she stunbl ed, turning painfully confused eyes
to ne. "When he canme to visit ne, it was as though he cared for me. He made no
demands, found no fault with my actions, sought no vengeance at the expense of
my dignity. Though | had no wish to be held by him he took me in his arns and
spoke gently of love, a thing he had never spoken of before. | had thought he
had banded me solely out of a sense of duty, and | had greatly feared being
bound to one who felt no nore than duty toward me. Wen he touched his lips to
mne it was as though a spell had been cast upon me, turning ny flesh to
liquid and destroying my will to resist him Wen he took ny body I was
overwhel med, so thoroughly that I was unable to stir for some tinme after he
left me. Nownow | am here.”

"And considerably nore reluctant to depart than earlier,” | comented, finally
able to resolve sone part of her enobtions. "You now wish to remain with him
to learn nore of his intentions and feelings. He is no | onger the man you

t hought to run from"

"Yes, | noww sh to remain yet | may not do so." she whispered, |ooking down
at her lap while msery flared in her mnd. "The thought has cone to ne that
his | ove has been professed nmerely to insure the presence of a Chanma, one who
will rule as the aws of the |land demand. Wuld his duty not then be properly
seen to, without difficulty and without disgrace? Wile deep within ny body he
| aughingly called ne small girl-child, yet he errs in believing ne a child.
amnot a child, and will not be gulled as easily as a child. I will |eave

Grel ana, and never again return.”

She sormehow nmanaged to keep the tears out of her eyes, but | could see them
plainly in her mind. | gave in to the urge to put an arm around her shoul ders,
then patted her awkwardly.

"Aesnil, should you wish the truth, I amable to give it to you," | said,
automatically trying to soothe the misery in her mind. "That C nnan feels |ove
for you is beyond doubt, for he has spoken to me of his feelings and | was
able to verify them You may believe himw thout fear of being gulled."

"I cannot believe him" she cried, twisting away frommy arm as her m nd
twi sted away frommy confort. "How may | believe hin"

"For what reason can you not?" | countered, seeing her agitation even in her
back. "Is it not part of my power to know such things? Have | not assured you
of the truth of his words?"



"And what of his actions?" she demanded, whirling back to face ne. "Have | not
also the truth of his actions? Was he not the one returned me to ny apartnents
fromthe vendra ralle, already aching fromthe strapping he had given ne, only
torip my gown fromnme as though I were a slave? Was he not the one who then
forced the degradation of slavery upon nme, demanding that | bow to himand
serve himand beg his use of nmy body? When | angrily refused he strapped ne

again, beating ne till | was unable to deny him These are not the actions of
a man who feels love, Terril, and it is for that reason that | cannot believe
you. "

She took her gaze away from ne and went back to the bundl e she had brought,

Wi ping angrily at her eyes with the back of her hand. | closed nmy lips again
wi t hout speaking further, knowing fromthe shut-tight feel of her mind that
she woul d refuse to listen to anything el se on that subject. That she refused
to believe the truismthat angry nen do vengeful things, | could understand;

t he t hought was highly disturbing to any woman who had to deal with themafter
getting them angry. Wiat | couldn't understand was her refusal to believe what
| had to say. | could see it all so much nore clearly and unenotionally than
she; why didn't she believe ne?

"We nust hurry if we are to make good our escape,” Aesnil said, imediately

bani shing all questions on belief fromny mnd. "I have stolen clothing for

us, for gowns will not do upon the journey we undertake. The fit will not be
perfect, yet it matters little as we cannot hope to do better."

| didn't understand her coment until | saw the clothing, and then

understood only too well. She had brought two sets of the clothing her guard
wore, | oose, wi de-sleeved shirts and baggy trousers, with wide |eather belts
to cinch them The only thing she hadn't brought was the sort of heavy sandal s
the men wore, undoubtedly for the obvious reason. C othing can be forced into
fitting, leather sandals can't be. It took another minute to realize a second
obvi ous thing, which made ne revise ny opinion on how unsel fish the Chama was
growi ng: Aesnil already wore a pair of sandals, her own. The only one who
woul d be goi ng barefoot was ne.

Ten mnutes later saw us both in the new clothing, and to say the fit wasn't
perfect was at |east an accurate description-as far as it went. Considering
the size of Rimlian nmen, we didn't have to be wearing the clothes of the

| argest of themfor us to feel we were wapped in tents. The brown and yel |l ow
shirt | wore came down to just past ny knees, nmaking it al nbost unnecessary to
lug on the brown pants. If it hadn't been for the red | eather belt-supplied
with extra buckle holes all the way around its circunference-l1 couldn't have
wal ked nore than a step and a half w thout being hobbled. Aesnil's outfit was
bl ue and gray with blue pants, but even her extra inch or so of height didn't
make it better than mine. W rolled and tied sleeves and trouser legs with
strips of leather, then decided not to waste any nore time. If the outfits
cane apart we could fix themlater, sonmewhere where there was |ess risk of
getting caught.

When it actually came down to |leaving the fortress, | was sonewhat

di sappoi nted. | suppose |I'd expected sliding walls with fiendishly clever

rel ease levers, but | must admt rock makes a poor nediumfor sliding. The
bolt hole we used was just that, a narrow, wooden trapdoor in the far corner
of the room painted and disguised to |look just |like the rock of the rest of
the floor. The trapdoor groaned slightly when we raised it, but the |ack of

hi nges neant it didn't need regular oiling to keep it usable. The door rested
on a built-in ledge at the proper point below floor |evel, and just bel ow the
| edge were three torches, tied to netal stakes driven into the rock on three
sides. The fourth side contained a wooden | adder, and | hoped it was as strong



as it looked. It disappeared far down into unlit depths, a place | wanted to
reach at a pace of one rung at a tinme. | was in sonething of a hurry to | eave
that fortress room but not in that nuch of a hurry.

While Aesnil untied two of the torches and went to light themfromthe roons
torch, | looked around to see if we'd left any clues showing that we'd |eft
the pal ace. The only thing | found was Aesnil's discarded red gown, and knew
i mediately that it couldn't be left behind. If there' d been a w ndow | would
have thrown it out, but l[acking a wi ndow | decided the escape tunnel would
have to do. After wadding it into a ball | threw it down, half expecting to
hear it hit bottomas if it were a rock. | still hadn't heard anythi ng when
Aesni|l came over with the two lit torches, and then it was tinme to go.

Aesni|l | owered herself through the trapdoor first, reached up to take one of

the torches | was hol ding, then began a sl ow descent. \When she was far enough
down | took ny turn, putting the torch down on the bare stone floor just |ong
enough to find the top of the ladder with ny feet. W' d deci ded Aesnil would

go first to lead the way, but that left me with the job of reclosing the

trapdoor. | imediately discovered that | needed one hand to hold a | adder
rung, one hand to hold the torch, and one or two hands to pull the wooden
cover back into place. | was seriously considering the acrobatics of draping

one |l eg over a rung and holding the torch in ny teeth when | saw an hori zont al
torch bracket set into the stone beneath one set of the stakes the torch had
been tied to. Wth a sigh of relief | used the bracket, fought the wooden door
back onto its | edge, then reclained the torch. The hardest part of the descent
was behind ne, and for the first tine in along time | felt like singing.

It's enbarrassing to | ook back on that night and ask nyself if | really was
that innocent, or if | had just been suffering froma severe case of w shful
thinking. My urge to sing lasted all of five minutes, just |long enough to |et
me appreciate the necessary routine for descending that |adder. The narrow,
encl osed space was hot and airless, making it nore than necessary that the
torch be kept as far away fromme as possible. Its orange and yel |l ow
flickering illum nated the rough gray stone walls and dark brown | adder, but
it also started the sweat rolling down ny forehead into ny eyes and nmade ny
hair feel singed. | tried resting ny torch hand on the highest rung above ny
head that | could reach, but that put the torch too close to the |adder and
made ne nervous. |f the |adder caught on fire Aesnil and | were both dead, and
in a place it was unlikely anyone would ever find us. Being dead is bad
enough, but being dead and unnourned sonehow nakes it seem worse. The torch
had to be held up, with ny arm unbraced.

The arm not burdened with a torch had trouble of its own, needing to steady ne
on the | adder as ny feet clinbed dowm. My body seened to tend away fromthe

| adder, making it necessary that | hold on with ny free hand, not sinply guide
myself with it. Wile stepping dowmn to the next rung there was little
difficulty other than strain; nmoving the hand down to a new position quickly
became a race, to see if | would be able to secure the new position before ny
body swng too far back fromthe ladder. Early on | al nost nissed, and
thereafter the race becanme nmuch nore absorbi ng.

As if the other problens weren't bad enough, the | adder itself was a probl em
Considering the fact that it had undoubtedly been built by the nen of that
world, it had al so undoubtedly been built for them Stepping down from one
rung to the next was an exercise in body stretching, a |leg below, an arm
above. The squarely cut rungs were solid enough to hold a man's wei ght, but
after a couple of minutes the shape of them began hurting ny bare feet. Add to
that the fact that the trouser legs of ny stylish new outfit didn't take |ong
bef ore begi nning to escape the confines of their leather ties, and we have

al nrost all of an exciting, fun-filled picture. The last mgjor point |eft out



of it was that Aesnil was having the sane trouble | had, which sl owed her
descent. If | hadn't kept a regular watch on her progress, | would have

| owered nyself right onto her torch, instead of nerely struggling through the
snmoke fromit.

Subj ecti vel y speaking, how long the descent really took is inpossible to know
It seened three or four lifetinmes before my groping | ower foot found rock

i nstead of |adder-rung, and | nearly cursed Aesnil for not giving ne the good
news sooner-until | saw her. She had noved only two steps away fromthe | adder
bottominto a narrow tunnel before dropping to the rock floor, her head and
back against the rock wall, her eyes closed, her torch forgotten on the rock
besi de her. | knew exactly how she felt, but |I managed to put ny torch into a
bracket set in the wall before doing the sane. | was soaked with sweat and
nearly exhausted, but | didn't want us to be left in the dark in a place like
t hat .

It took at least twenty mnutes before we were able to force ourselves on our
way again. If we hadn't been filled so full with the need to escape, we'd
probably still be there, breathing hard and noaning at the aches in our arms
and | egs and backs. Aesnil stirred first, sending ne her intention wthout
words, forcing me into follow ng her exanple. | wouldn't have admtted it out
loud, but if there hadn't been the | adder to contend with, | m ght have

consi dered turning back

The narrow tunnel we began followi ng went on a | ong way, but other than that

it posed no problem W passed three other wooden | adders descendi ng out of
rough square holes in the ceiling, but found no other idiots struggling down
them 1'd |Iong since begun wondering how good an idea we'd had, but coul dn't
argue the fact that there were no viable alternatives. If we weren't to be
forced into soneone else's idea of what was right, we had to go our own way.
The tunnel was narrow and dark before and behind us, the torches snoked just
enough to be annoying, and the sweat poured into the heavy cloth sacks we were
draped in; neverthel ess we kept going, and finally reached an area that was
noti ceably cool er.

"Ah, we will soon be free of these confines," Aesnil said, stopping to w pe at
her forehead with the back of her hand. "The exit undoubtedly lies only a
short distance ahead of us."

"There is another thing which lies directly ahead of us," | said, keeping ny
voice low as | put a restraining hand on her arm "I feel the presence of a
nunber of mnds, and they seemto be male."

"They could not have found us!" she cried, but softly as fear flooded her

m nd. She'd been projecting so much fear going down that |adder, | was
surprised she had any left. | thought ny own quota had just about been used
up, but | suppose there's such a thing as reserves.

"Their mnds hold nothing resenbling a desire to search for and find,"
soot hed her, wondering what they were doing there if they weren't |ooking for
us. "Let us advance cautiously, and see what we m ght see."

Her soft, shaky agreenment came quickly, but once again we had to do things the
hard way. W couldn't take the chance of anyone seeing our torches so we had
to |l eave themthere, sputtering on the rock floor, and go ahead w t hout them
W edged slowy along one wall, seeing nothing in the deep darkness all about,
but we didn't have all that far to go. The tunnel ended at a bl ank face of
rock with a single fold in it, and once we'd negotiated the fold we saw dark
cl oudy skies and heard the sound of night creatures.



"See themthere, about their canpfire,” Aesnil whispered, squeezing ny
shoul der from behind. "How many do you nake themto be?"

"Five," | told her, positive about the number even though they were too far
away to be probed. W seened to have exited in the woods, a short way up a
rocky slope. The nmen were canped at least fifty feet away, farther into the
woods and below us to the left.

"They should not be there, canped and taking their ease," Aesnil whispered
angrily, conpressing nmy shoul der even nore. "They are undoubtedly the wood
patrol, nmeant to nove about singly and remain unseen. What if enemes cane to
attack?"

"Then they would surely be the ones who were attacked first," | whispered
back, reaching up to | oosen her hold on ny shoulder. "Is it your intention to
march forward and renonstrate with thenP"

"Certainly not," she answered, sounding outraged even in a whisper. "I have
scarcely put nyself through rigor and danger nerely to renonstrate with inept
guardsmen. We nust avoid themat all costs.™

"I think not," | disagreed, |ooking back at the cheery canpfire. "Their
seetarr are tied not far fromthem and riding is nmuch preferable to wal king.
That is, if our destination is not too near to require nounts."

"Qur destination is not near at all," she said, also | ooking toward the canp.
"I had not considered the possibility of obtaining nmounts, for it seened
unlikely that we woul d. Now that the possibility presents itself, we would be
foolish to fail to take advantage of it."

"Then, by all means, let us not be foolish," | said, and began noving forward,
away fromthe rock fold. Aesnil followed al ong behind me, her mnd extrenmely
pl eased, her attention on wal king softly and carefully.

There were a good nunber of dark shapes on the slope all around us, boul ders
and stones and rocks and pebbl es. The overcast sky rust have hidden us from
observation as we made our cautious way down the slope, moving fromcover to
cover, but otherw se wasn't nuch of a help. It was difficult seeing things
even directly in our path, and the pebbles and silt kept making us | ose our
footing. The night air had started out being cool and danp, but by the tine we
reached the foot of the slope we were covered with sweat again.

| left Aesnil behind a boul der and noved forward into the woods al one, my mnd
guesting all about against detection or attack, at the same tinme trying to
ignore what ny feet felt like. Going down that slope had hurt, but | didn't
have tinme to sit and clutch themand cry the way | wanted to. Babies had no
busi ness being out on their own, wthout sonmeone to confort their tears. If |
wanted to be on ny own, and | was sure | did, | had to forget about tears.

It took time and effort getting within twenty feet of the five men wthout

bei ng detected, but cheating hel ped. | was scarcely so capable in the woods
that they were likely to niss ny presence once | was near enough, so | watched
their mnds very carefully. As soon as the first one noticed sonething, | fed

hi m a conbi ned dose of conviction-regarding -identification and rel axed

di smssal. The two enotions worked to tell the nan that | was a harm ess night
prow er, and | ack of attack reinforced the belief. | was noticed three tines
and instantly dism ssed as not being worth bothering about, and then | had
reached the position | wanted.

The men were totally rel axed and enjoying thensel ves, but | picked up the



definite inpression that they were there for a relatively brief rest stop, not
permanently settled in. Their canpfire had been built against the danp of the
night and the aftermath of the rains, and they were handing around a | arge

skin of what had to be drishnak, the spiced wine |'lendaa |iked so nmuch. The
eveni ng breeze brought the snell of it to ne, winkling my nose, but that was
one time | was pleased to see the horrible stuff. I could tell fromthe way

they drank, carefully rationing thenmselves, that they probably intended the
supply to last the rest of the night at least; happily for Aesnil and nyself,
that intention was subject to change.

Careful to project to all five nen at once, | began by sendi ng unconcern and
the feeling that there was no need to hurry, that they had all the tinme in the
worl d. Once those thoughts were firmy established | went after the one who
was bei ng passed the skin, naking himworried about the amount of drishnak
left and concerned that he might mss his share. The worry and concern were
too generalized to convey such specific thoughts, but the wineskin in his
hands and the unconcern about everything el se tended to establish a focus. The
man took two long pulls, nore than he had at any other time, then reluctantly
passed the skin on to his right. | passed on along with the skin, and tackl ed
the second man in the same way.

| may dislike drishnak intensely, but there's no faulting the way it worKks.
The anount the skin contained woul d have been enough to teeter twice their
nunber of nen; having only five of themto work on it put themall out cold
even before the skin was enpty. Wen the last nmind slid down the well into
oblivion, | stood up from behind the bushes I'd crouched near, stretched the
newest aches out of mnmy back and shoul ders, then signaled to Aesnil to join ne.
She approached with caution, curiosity and worry interm ngled, peered at the
five notionl ess bodi es, then | aughed her tinkling I augh

"Truly, Terril, your match does not exist," she said, turning away fromthe
canpfire to hug me briefly but warmy. "W may now take two of their seetarr
and depart."

"W may take two of the seetarr,” | said, "but we nmay not depart as yet. To
| eave these men here, in such a way, would surely be to | eave themto their
deat hs. We nust sonehow protect them from predators.”

"How are we to protect |'lendaa?" she demanded, inpatiently. "Are we to stand
over themw th swords in our hands till they wake? They are sure to be
grateful then, and strap us no nore then till midday. Do not be foolish,
Terril."

"There nust be a way," | insisted, |ooking around, and then ny attention was
caught by the five seetarr. The big black animals were tied to a line strung
between two trees, their reins fastened tight but their [egs unhobbled. 1'd

checked thembriefly earlier to make sure there were two who woul d accept new
riders, and had found only one of the five was so attached to his present
rider that even his thoughts didn't stray far fromthe man. Seetarr are nore
than just dunmb animals, their intelligence higher than nost Rimlians know.
Aesnil and | couldn't have stood over the nmen and protected themeven if we'd
wanted to, but that didn't mean no one el se could.

| crossed the small canp and headed directly for the seetarr, swerving only to
avoi d the unconscious nmen. Now that |'d thought of sonmething I wanted to get

it done as soon as possible and then continue with our escape, hopefully
before | becane exhausted. | was already tired, already feeling what |'d done
to the men, and | didn't have all that nuch left. Whatever |I did would have to
be done before | reached the bottom of the barrel



| quickly untied the two seetarr |1'd chosen as mounts, and urged themto
follow me back to where 1'd left Aesnil. It took a certain anount of

cl ambering and scranbling before we were in the saddl es but clinbing up was
necessary; making the seetarr kneel would have wasted my strength. Then
turned back to the other three. The two who had no attachment to their riders
made no resistance to the suggestion that they pull off the line and take

t hensel ves for a wal k. Rope and reins snapped in any nunber of directions as
two noved and one stood still, underscoring the puzzlement in the nmind of the
last to remain. | touched his mnd and merged with the puzzlenent, then
changed it to determination as | brought his attention to the five nmen. Wen
his concern appeared | increased it, then urged himto come cl oser and stand
in a position above the unnoving bodies. By that time he knew there was
somet hi ng wong, and wouldn't have left his position of protection unless
taken fromit by his rider. | wi ped at the sweat on ny face with a sleeve, got
the proper direction from

Aesnil, set our seetarr off on their way, then slunped forward to rest.

W rode through the dark woods for hours, Aesnil silent, ne half-dozing,
before it occurred to either one of us that we hadn't brought any food al ong.
The only thing on our m nds had been escaping fromcaptivity, and | coul dn't
hel p but rant silently against the stupidity we'd shown. Ganted we were both
relatively new to escaping, but | should have thought of it even if Aesni

hadn't. | remenbered the well-filled tray I'd been sent but hadn't touched,

t hought about how easy taking nost if it along would have been, and coul d have
ki cked nyself. | was too used to traveling with the men of that world,

'l endaa who had no trouble hunting for what they wanted to eat. | stirred in
the hard,

unconfortabl e | eather saddl e and | ooked over toward the dark shape of Aesnil,
riding in disconfort to ny right. As Chama she had gone out on occasi ona
hunting parties, but | was willing to bet she hadn't done any of the hunting
herself. The realization of hunger didn't breed the determ nation to do

somet hing about it in her, a sure sign she had only gone along for the ride.
She had said we had a long way to go; if it was too long a way, we might find
that we'd escaped relative safety and confort for the freedom of disaster and
deat h.

Nervousness to be out of the vicinity of the pal ace kept ne quiet unti
daybreak, but once the sun began to rise over the nountai nous and upward
trending country we rode through, | had to insist on stopping for a while.
still hurt fromthe beating the barbarian had given ne, and the saddle 1'd
been in for hours hadn't hel ped any. Aesnil was nearly as unconfortable as |
was, but the growi ng |light had brought recognition to her of where we were,
and .she insisted that we ride on a little farther before stopping. Since she
seened to know what she was doing | reluctantly agreed, and foll owed al ong

t hrough woods that turned fromblack to green as though by magic, the rising
sun al ready begi nning to warmthe danp. The seetarr picked their way through
the trees until we reached a pebbled road, followed the road upward for about
another half mle, then let thensel ves be guided off the road to the right,
behi nd a number of giant boulders that lay at the foot of the craggy rockface
that rose high on that side of the road. Grelana had turned out to be a snal
country tucked into the skirts of a noderately small nountain range, and now

we were heading up higher into those mountains. | preferred the nountains to
the desert that lay on the other side of Grelana, but for sone reason clinbing
hi gher into them was naking nme uneasy. | thought about it as we pulled the

seetarr to a halt behind the boulders on a flat, rocky area that al nost seened
swept, and decided that the [ ack of food was what was maki ng me uneasy. |
didn't seemto think much about food unless there wasn't any there not to

t hi nk about .



"W may rest here awhile." Aesnil announced, then raised her armto point
beyond three or four boulders that lay closer to the rockface. "There is a
smal | spring over there, fromwhich we may drink to heal our thirst. Apity we
| acked the foresight to bring along the enptied drishnak skin, which m ght
have been filled instead with water. There are sure to be other springs ahead
of us, yet | knowonly a few of them"

| 1 ooked at her sharply as she began dismounting fromthe seetar, wondering if
she was blam ng me for having forgotten the skin, but her mnd held only vague
accusation. She was unconcerned over everything except having gotten where we
currently were, and was pl eased over that, extrenmely pleased. She slid to the
ground with no nore than a grunt for the stiffness she felt, still too
relieved to really be bothered by it, feeling a ot nore chipper than | felt.
It had al so occurred to ne to wonder what the seetarr were going to eat, and
was tired of asking myself such depressing questions. W had defied the

'l endaa who had cl ai ned us and had made good our escape; why couldn't | be
like Aesnil and sinply be pleased with the acconplishnment? | sighed deeply
then tackl ed the novenent necessary for dismounting, not |ooking forward to
it; I hurt too much for it to be anything but unpl easant.

It took Aesnil's help before | was able to |ower nmyself all the way to the
rocky ground. She tsked and fussed over the pain | felt, seriously concerned,
and imredi ately insisted that | lie down for a while. | was in no condition to
argue with her inperious commands, and nerely waited while she struggled to
untie the rolled sleeping furs fromthe back of ny seetar, then watched her
spread themnext to a boulder. It didn't occur to me to be thankful that those
furs were there until nuch later; it didn't seemthat nen out on a brief night
patrol would need them but | certainly did. If 1'd realized sooner they were
there, I would have used themto cushion nyself fromthe saddle. | |owered
nmyself to one of the furs and stretched out on ny left side, then sighed with
the confort of it as Aesnil covered me with the second. It would soon be too
warm for the covering fur, but right then it felt good. Aesnil chose one
corner of the furs to sit down on, toward ny feet, and | | ooked over at her

"You seem quite pleased to have arrived here," | observed, watching her gather
her long blond hair away from her face as she stretched. She | ooked ridicul ous
in the shirt and trousers she wore, and seened as unconfortable in themas |
was; their one redeening feature seened to be that as awkward and
unconfortable as they were, they were better than gowns woul d have been

"Indeed am | pleased," she smled, beginning to take off one sandal. "W have
begun the journey to lasting freedom the journey which nay even return ny
country to me. These are things which cannot fail to please ne."

"To what |asting freedomdo you refer?" | asked, nore than aware of the
excitement that filled her. "Were do we go, that you speak of having your
country returned to you?"

"We travel to the land of Vediaster, whose anbassador | recently received,"”
she I aughed, rubbing at her foot, "Their country lies beyond this nountain,
and is governed solely by females. Even their |'lendaa are female. Should
prom se themtheir choice of captives as slaves, they may well return with ne
to attack Grelana. Male slaves bring high prices in Vediaster, and the first
to be sold there will be ny council of dendayy."

She | aughed softly, inordinately pleased with the idea, her thoughts taking on
the sort of novement which usually indicated fantasizing. | was glad she'd
taken her attention away fromne, as | wasn't sure how well pleased she woul d
have been with ny expression. |1'd been there when Aesnil had received the



anbassador from Vedi aster, a big, unpleasant-I|ooki ng wonan who had brought a
mat ched set of male slaves as one of her gifts, handsome twi n men who had been

so filled with fear and true servility that it had nearly made nme ill. | don't
know where 1'd thought Aesnil was heading us, but it had never occurred to ne
that it mght be a place |ike Vediaster. | wouldn't have trusted wonen |ike

them but it wasn't surprising that Aesnil did. They were her only hope of
getting her country back on her own terns, and she was far too desperate to
guestion her actions. If we nanaged to survive until we got there, |1'd have to
be sure to | eave as soon as possible. Al other considerations aside, the |ast
thing I needed was to be caught up in the mddle of a war.

"I may perhaps keep G nnan as ny own slave,"” Aesnil nused, stil
hal f - fant asi zing. "He has great skill in pleasing a woman's body, though his
manner is far too brash. How did you find hin®"

Her eyes cane to me with the question, her curiosity genuine despite its

m | dness. Caught unawares, all | could do was stare in confusion, not know ng
what to say. When she saw the pink in ny cheeks, her anusement canme out in
tinkling |aughter.

"For what reason do you feel enbarrassment, girl?" she asked, back to raising
her hair up off her neck. "You have known far nore nmen than |, yet | feel no
enbarrassnent discussing their various qualities. Did you find G nnan awkward
and i nept ?"

"N-no," | stunbl ed, sonmehow even nore enbarrassed at her amusenent. "He was .
adequate to the task."

"Adequate to the task!" She | aughed, slapping her knee. "Indeed is he
adequate. Hi s manhood was so thick and adequate that | thought it likely I
woul d die fromthe pleasure of it. H's manner of use is sonmewhat different
fromthat of himwho clains you, he called Tarmad. He, too, is nore than
adequate, and | found nyself helpless to resist his demands. C nnan, though

is far nore exciting than Tammad. Tammad, | think, would quickly bore nme as a
sl ave. "
"I could not imagine holding that beast as a slave," | nuttered, stil

unconfortable with the conversation. "How might | ever approach him with fury
and pain blazing fromhis nmind as he struggled in his bonds? How would it ever
be possible to sleep, knowi ng he m ght break free of his chains and cone
seeking me? | believe | would be even nore eager to run fromhimas a slave
than I amto run fromhimwhile he remains free. "

"You fear him" Aesnil said, and the anmusenent was gone from her as she stared
at me. "You fear himso deeply that you cannot even consider holding himin
chains. | spit on one such as he, who gives such fear through pain as he has
done. You are well rid of him Terril, well free.”

In anger she rose to her feet, holding one sandal, and began to wal k toward
the place she had earlier pointed to, where water m ght be found. As | watched
her take her anger further away, | tried to consider her statenent
objectively. Was it true that | feared the barbarian as Aesnil believed?
knew | couldn't seemto face hi mwhen he was angry with ne, and | knew how
pani c-stricken | grew at the prospect of being punished by him but those two
consi derations paled to nothing when | thought about trying to keep himas a
slave. | knew | hated him so why shouldn't | find pleasure in the thought of
chaining himup with netal the way he had chained ne up with strength? The
only |l ogical answer was that | did fear him even nore deeply than | hated
him but it wasn't sonething he had done to nme. The world of Rimlia had
proven ny cowardice to me any nunber of times, and he had nmerely noted the



fact and used it. That | hated himfor helping to show nme my cowardi ce didn't
mean | bl aned himfor causing sonething that had been there all the time. |
turned slowmy in the fur until | was face down, then tried to do sonething
about the pain | felt. Cowards don't like pain, and | was no exception

| didn't realize I1'd drifted off to sleep until Aesnil woke me, excited over
what she had found. She'd begun searching the seetarr in the hopes of finding
somet hi ng whi ch woul d hold water, and had succeeded. Each seetar had a
good-sized water skin in its | eather saddl ebags-right next to an unbelievable
amount of | eaf-wapped food. The food was enough to |last at |east three or
four days, the | eaf wappings certain to keep it nostly unspoil ed during that
tine.

"Clearly, those |'lendaa were not the woods patrol,"” Aesnil summed up,

repl aci ng the food she had pulled out to show nme. "Perhaps they were passing
t hrough the woods, and not of ny guardsnmen at all. Had | disregarded the

wi shes of the Council and commanded that all menbers of ny guard be properly
cl othed, rather than nerely those who served about the palace, it would be
possible to know for certain."

| distracted her sharp-edged anger by suggesting that we eat some of the food
she'd found, then made sure not to ask why she found those shirts and trousers
so attractive. The sun couldn't have been up nore than two or three hours and
was partially obscured by clouds to boot, but | was already sweating in the
sacks hanging on ne even without the fur that had originally covered ne.
Aesnil's hair | ooked danp and stuck together, but there wasn't a word out of
her about being unconfortable; as well as | was begi nning to know her,

didn't expect any such words in the future, either.

As soon as we finished eating, refilled the water skins, and fed the seetarr
we resumed our journey. The small anount of sleep |I'd had gave me back sone of
my strength, but it wasn't likely to last long in the heat of the day riding a
seetar. Aesnil wasn't allow ng herself to acknow edge the exhaustion she felt,
and again | had the inpression that she was pushing herself to reach a
particul ar destination. The depression that had settled on nme didn't seemto
let up, and it took nme a long while before | understood why Aesnil had the
determ nation | seenmed to have lost. Aesnil was running to sonething, but al

| was doing was runni ng away from sonmething. | had nowhere to go and no
pur pose awaiting me when | got there, nothing that promi sed to solve all ny
problems if | just reached one particular goal. | had run to keep nyself from

being sold like a slave, but that was beginning to | ook as though it had been
a major mstake. Now that | had my freedom | didn't know what to do with it.

We continued noving nost of the day, stopping briefly only once to stuff down
some food. Aesnil was just about ready to drop-with ne not far behind her-when
we reached the place she'd been heading us toward. The dulled afternoon
sunshi ne showed us a tiny but fast-nmoving stream beneath a few thin shade
trees, about twenty-five feet fromthe mouth of a cave. | checked the area
carefully for signs of |ife before we disnounted, paying special attention to
the cave. Nothing but insects and bird Iife cane through, which nmade Aesni

and ne laugh giddily with relief. W had no weapons to defend ourselves wth,
and if anything native to the area had argued our presence, we would have had
to nove on. W took ourselves into the cave in record time, bringing the
seetarr along to nake sure we didn't |ose themto restlessness or predators,
then dragged brush in front of the cave entrance to keep everything out and
the seetarr in. The brush didn't strike me as being nmuch of a hindrance to the
exit of the seetarr if they really wanted to go, so | made the effort to

i npress the command to stay in their mnds before dragging ny furs off the
saddl e and arranging themon the cave fl oor. Aesnil had already coll apsed into
hers, their softness and the pl easant cool of the cave draggi ng her



i mediately down to sleep. Her exanple was the best one I'd seen in a long
time, and | lost no time in following it.

When we awoke again it was still dark out, but that didn't mean we turned over
and went back to sleep. W had to assunme there was pursuit behind us, even if
the pursuit was only one of a nunber of search parties, beating the bush of
the countryside trying to flush us out. W led the seetarr out of the cave,
got us all fed and watered, then began traveling again.

It was a nunber of hours before the sun canme up, and | spent the tine we noved
along the road stretching ny mnd. Everything in the dark seemed so quiet and
deserted to Aesnil peaceful and enpty except for the sound of our seetarr's
hooves, clopping evenly against the stones of the road. To nmy mind the dark
was anyt hi ng but peaceful, with predators and prey hunting and fl eei ng

t hr oughout the woods we rode near. A cough sounded not far away to our left,
registering in Aesnil's awareness but imediately ignored, registering in the
seetarr's awareness and bringing themalert for further sounds |ike that. The
cough had cone froma night hunter in the woods, standing w th bl oody feet
over the kill it had just made, hearing our passage and i medi ately prepared
to challenge us if we tried to approach its spoils. | had felt the kill when
it had been nade, the shock and terror of the victimas its throat was sl ashed
out, the keen, gnawi ng satisfaction of the hunter as it knew victory, the
fadi ng of the shocked mind force as life faded and drained away. |'d shuddered
at the raw savagery of the scene as it cane to ne, sickened but in some manner
al so fascinated. How did that predator develop the enptions that let it kil
without regret ? What told it its survival was so inportant that it had the
right to take other lives in order to continue its own? And what kept its
victimfromfighting back, fromtrying to do nore for its own survival than
merely running? What if its victimdid fight back; how would its enotions be
affected then? Whuld it be angry, outraged, shocked-intinidated? Wuld it
fight anyway, or would it turn tail and run? The answers to those questions
woul d be totally useless in any frane of reference | would care to find
nmysel f, but something inside ne still wanted to know. It was an itch that
couldn't be scratched, and probably never woul d be.

The night prow ers settled down for the day and the day prow ers took their

pl ace, but moving along the road atop the giant black seetarr kept Aesnil and
me safe. The sun had been up three or four hours when we cane upon a branching
in the road, one armleading off to the right, steeper-looking than the nmain
road and turning higher into the nountains.

"That road would al so take us to our destination," Aesnil observed, giving it
a brief glance as we passed by it. "It was used by all before the construction
of the bridge across the abyss, yet is it considerably | onger and nore arduous
than the bridge road, which halves the distance. W will reach the bridge well
before dark at our current pace, therefore will we cross before seeking a

pl ace of rest. \When we reach Vediaster, we shall allow ourselves proper rest."

But not before, |I thought to nyself, feeling her eagerness and determ nation
I, nyself, was beginning to feel annoyed, but | didn't know why. | didn't
begrudge Aesnil her shining purpose, but it was possible her continued "we"
was beginning to rub me the wong way. Her attitude wasn't sinply a matter of
friendship or concern over what woul d beconme of me; her thoughts becane
somehow proprietary when she said "we," and | didn't care for it. If she was
t hi nki ng about owni ng ne again the way she had when she was still actively
Chama, she was in for a rude shock

W rode on another couple of hours, sweating in the heat, eyes slitted agai nst
t he peek-a-boo glare of the sun every tinme it came out from behind the
hi gh-fl oating cl ouds. Since Aesnil hadn't said anything about the road



branchi ng again | was surprised when the second branchi ng appeared, al so off
to the right but this time going level if not dropping. As unexpected as it
seened there were trees around this second road, and it | ooked a decent place
to stop and have lunch. Keeping to a saddle so long had nme feeling as though
I'd been switched, but when | nade the suggestion Aesnil's reaction surprised
me even nore than the sudden appearance of the branching had.

"W may not stop here," she said at once, her voice even despite the agitated
junping of her mind. "That road holds difficulty and danger for us, for it

| eads to the holding of enemes of mne. W will continue ahead, and will take
our sustenance only when well away from here."

Even if I'd wanted to argue with her words, | couldn't very well argue with
the fear she felt. | could tell she wasn't sinply being high-handed, so
sighed and gave in again. If it had been anything but fear notivating her |
woul dn't have, but fear is too strong to ignore.

Lunch break was hardly |Iong enough to et nme stretch the kinks out of ny back
bef ore we were nmounted and novi ng on again. Aesnil had devel oped a heavy
anxiety to reach and cross the bridge, and the longer it went on the better

chance it had of giving me a headache or forcing me to shield. |I had begun
t hi nki ng about going nmy own way as soon as we were out of the nmountains, and
the nore | thought about it, the better it sounded. | still hadn't decided on

a definite place to go, but once | was alone | could stop to think about it.
The one thing | really wanted was to get off that planet, but | didn't yet
know how | coul d acconplish that. Mybe thinking about it would give me an
answer, so undisturbed thinking tinme was the first order of business. Having
somet hing of a plan, if not a true purpose, raised ny spirits, making nme fee
better despite the ever-increasing saddl e-ache.

If | was feeling happier, Aesnil was suddenly feeling considerably worse. The
road went on and on, bearing ever so slightly to the right, and then we
reached a curve, rounded it-and cane upon the abyss Aesnil had nmentioned. It
was no nore than twenty feet ahead of us, the road di sappearing over its near
edge, better than sixty feet of enptiness gleanming in the sun before the far
edge appeared, the road then begi nning again. | gasped at the unexpected
sight, but Aesnil mpaned with true pain.

"The bridge!" she cried, undeci ded whether to wing her hands or tear her
hair. "What has happened to the bridge?"

| dismounted without answering her, then wal ked cl oser to the abyss to get a
better look. Aw nd blewin over the openness, flapping ny clothes and sending
nmy hair backward, but it wasn't strong enough to drive me back before | peeked
over the edge. There, just below nme, was what was left of the bridge, a tangle
of charred and broken wood, rope, vines and boards, all of it rmuch too short
to reach to the other side of the dizzying drop. It didn't |ook as though it
had been all that sturdy to begin with, the sight keeping nme from sumoning up
the sort of knife-edged di sappoi ntnment Aesnil was feeling.

"It appears to have burned,"” | called back to Aesnil, fighting with ny hair as

| turned away fromthe chasm "Are there those about who woul d have burned
it?"

"No," she choked, fighting with tears which becanme nore obvi ous the closer
got. "It nust have been the storms recently past, the lines of fire thrown
fromthe skies. Once before this happened, bringing about the need to rebuild
the bridge once the storm season was done. It had not occurred to ne it would
happen a second tine, when nmy need for the bridge was so urgent. Wat are we
to do?"



The tears were rolling freely down her cheeks by then, her desolation so
strong | winced. She'd gone ahead with her plans as though nothing in the
worl d could stop her, and now that nature had gotten in her way she wasn't
prepared to cope. It was the reaction of sonmeone who hadn't often been denied
what ever it was she'd wanted, and it annoyed ne.

"As we are ill-equipped to fly over the abyss, we would do well retracing our
steps,” | answered, getting ready to remount even though |I didn't want to.
"Though the alternate route to our destination is longer, it seens we have
little choice."

"Yes, yes, the alternate route," she gul ped, wiping at her tears as new hope

wel led within her. "We will surely grow a bit hungry before we arrive in
Vedi aster by that route, yet will we arrive there. Let us continue on at
once."

She backed up her seetar then turned it to go back the way we'd cone, noving
slowy despite the return of her anxiety to allow nme tine to catch up to her

| followed suit on ny own seetar, but not because | was that anxious to be
nmovi ng on again. Being that close to such a deep chasm bot hered ne, but once
we were far enough away | intended calling a halt. | needed tine to sleep and
rest ny body, nore tine than I'd recently been allowed. It would help us very
little if we avoided all pursuit, only to fall over dead from pushi ng

oursel ves too hard

Goi ng back took us down rather than up, and the seetarr showed their enjoynent
of the change by increasing their pace. | stood the bouncing, jarring notion
as long as | could, then called out to Aesnil that it was time we stopped.
could see in her mnd that she heard nme, but there was no other positive
acknow edgnent from her aside fromthat. Instead she kicked her seetar to

i ncrease its pace even further, pulling away ahead as though she were intent
on winning a race. If I'd had any intelligence I would have |l et her go on

al one and be dammed, but what she'd done had gotten ne nad. If we were going
to part company then rather than later, | had a few words | wanted to say
first. |1 jiggled the reins of ny owmn nount to let it know | wanted to go
faster, and began chasing after the forner Chama of G el ana.

Since |'d cone to Rimlia l'd spent nore time on seetarr than |I'd ever been
interested in, but only rarely as the sol e passenger and the one doing the
steering. Seetarr are so cal mand manageable in a walk or slowtrot that they
tend to lull whatever nornmal caution one possesses, nmaking one believe that
they will be the sane at any pace. | discovered ny mstake only when it was
too late, only when the seetar | rode gleefully picked up nmore speed than

had anticipated it woul d, now bent on the gane of catching up to its
conpanion. | had time enough to grab on to its nane and saddl e with one hand
each when the first headlong jolting began, and thereafter didn't even have
the time to gasp.

As 1'd noticed on other occasions, terror has the ability to freeze both body
and m nd without the least difficulty. Plunging down a nountain road at

br eakneck speed in md-afternoon |ight appeared to be an excellent source of
terror, and if | hadn't been entirely convulsed into a death grip to keep from
failing off, | probably would have screaned nyself blue. The woods and
nmount ai nsi de flashed past in a blur that made nmy eyes water, the jouncing
rattling nmy teeth and bones so thoroughly that | couldn't even appreciate the
cooled air flowing by. In a distant way | becane aware of the fact that
Aesnil's mount had al so speeded up, which convinced me she nust be crazy.
Anyone who travel ed at that speed voluntarily on a seetar had to be crazy!



| don't know how long it took before |I realized that Aesnil wasn't any nore a
vol untary passenger than | was. She might have started the speed escal ati on
but it hadn't been her choice to continue it. Qur seetarr were having fun

pl aying a ganme after spending so long in dull routine, and | finally
under st ood why the barbarian had never wanted nme to ride one on ny own. It was
clearly in the nature of the beast to do things like that, especially to
riders who hadn't the strength and experience to stop them | can't say the
realization made nme any less terrified, but along with the thoughtl ess fear
anger appeared, easing the grip on ny mnd just enough to et me do nore than
qui ver and shake. Wth a calmdeliberation | wasn't feeling, | reached out
first to Aesnil's mount and ordered it to slow and stop, then did the sanme to
m ne. The seetarr felt the beginnings of rage in nme and reluctantly obeyed,
slowing carefully until they came to a full stop, one beside the other. The

m serabl e beasts were scarcely even breathing hard, but Aesnil was gulping in
deep, desperate swallows of air, and I was having troubl e unclenching ny hands
frommane and saddle. | felt as battered and bruised as | had after the

bar barian had beaten nme, but as soon as | could |I tw sted out of the saddle
and dropped to the ground. The pebbles of the road hurt the bottons of ny
feet, and nmy legs felt as though they were made of rain cloud; neverthel ess |
staggered across to the grass of the forest, |owered myself, then | eaned back
against a tree with a groan
"Once again | owe you ny thanks," Aesnil croaked, dismunting stiffly and with
as much pain as | had. "Had you not stopped this thoughtless beast, it would
undoubt edly have taken nmy life. | had not the strength to cling to it nuch

| onger, "

"How good of you to give ne your thanks," | croaked back, watching her totter
to the grass and collapse on it. "Had you given me your consideration instead,
your thanks woul d have been unnecessary. The beast you ride is not alone in

t hought | essness. "

"How dare you speak to ne in such a manner," she huffed, trying for outrage
but managing no nore than a weak glare. She lay in the grass hol di ng hersel f
up on one el bow, her head still hanging despite the attenpted glare. "Though
amno longer Chama | will be again, therefore do I demand respect fromthose
about me who serve ny will."

"Respect may not be demanded," | told her, letting some cold enter ny voice.
"To obtain it one nust earn it, and be willing to give it to others as well. A
true | eader would know this, and know al so the difference between a conpanion
and a servant. Was this the reason you saw so carefully to my escape al ong
with your own? So that | night serve you?"

"It is a great privilege to serve a Chama," she answered, but the attenpted
bel I i gerence was gone, replaced by traces of confusion and hesitancy which

al so showed in the slight w dening of her pretty blue eyes. "To what other

would I allow such a privilege, if not she who served ne once and was given
pain for the doing?"

" 1 want none of privileges such as that!" | answered harshly. "I amnot a
slave, to be given the privilege of serving! | shall serve you now no nore
than | did previously, which is not at all! No nore than ny own purposes were

served them and the pain | received no nore than the fruits of my own
fool i shness! To aid one who cares for no nore than the use he m ght put you to
is a foolishness | will not allow nyself with you! Mrre than enough that
allowed it with another."

| turned away from her then and bl ocked her off with my shield, not trusting
nmysel f not to strike at her out of anger. Al her help and solicitous concern



had in reality been self-directed, all for her own benefit and none for nine

I was nothing but a handy tool to her, sonmething to be rescued from savage,
uncaring hands, cleaned carefully, then tucked away in a traveling bag agai nst
future need. It wasn't as though it hadn't happened before or that | hadn't
suspected it; ny anger stemmed fromthe fact that | was so damed sick of it!

"You aided his escape fromthe ralle, and still he beat you as he di d?" Aesni
asked after a long nonment, now cl ose behind ne. "He hopes, then, to force you
to aid himby giving you pain. It had not seened to ne that he was so crue
and wi thout feeling, yet he is undoubtedly no other thing. Wre you to serve
me instead, | would not give you pain, for | value your powers too highly.
Surely you would prefer my service to his?"

Aesni| hovered on her knees behind ny right shoul der, waiting with what she
consi dered patience for my answer. | sat cross-legged next to the tree,

| ooki ng down, suddenly filled with waves of al nost overpowering confusion. He
knew dammed well he couldn't force me to work for himby giving ne pain, so
why had he punished nme like that? He never hesitated to punish me when | did
somet hing he didn't approve of, and that nade no sense! He should have been
panpering ne and giving ne everything | wanted, just the way Aesnil was
offering to do. And I still didn't understand about his offering ne to those
other |'lendaa. Unless he was doing it only to threaten me into toeing the
line, he couldn't be serious about it.

"Have you heard my words, Terril?" Aesnil prodded gently. "Wuld you not
prefer nmy service to his?"

| turned my head and opened my nmouth to tell her exactly what | thought of her
service, but never got to say the words. | saw her go pale and heard her gasp
at exactly the sane tinme that | felt the startled upset of the seetarr. It was
only then that | became aware of the other mind traces, the ones that | would

have been aware of much sooner if | hadn't had ny shield closed. | jerked ny
head back to the left and saw themthen, nine | ow, dark shadows with eyes
still gleamng fromthe deeper shade of the forest. They had crept close to

where we sat, and now they were grinning and grow i ng, baring fangs in
anticipation of the feast before them

"A pack of virenjj," Aesnil whispered, her throat alnmost closed with terror
"We are done!"

No, | thought to myself, still feeling the rising anger she'd started in ne,
and then | shouted, "No!" and projected that anger toward the nine slinking
shapes. | could feel their mnds wince at the touch of the projection and then
they snarled, viciously rejecting the denial 1'd sent. They were hunters and

we were prey, and it was the way of the world for the first to take the
second.

| wonder if it's possible to explain in words how | had grown to feel about
being a perpetual victim I'd been ki dnapped and beaten on that world,
attacked, enbarrassed, shaned, denied and forced to act against my will. I'd
been too close to death and also too far fromit, and all the fury and
frustration fromall of those things surfaced in ne right then, driving away
the fear any sane person would have felt, and | eaving behind nothi ng but
refusal. The virenjj snarled again, baring their fangs and preparing to nove
in, and | raised up on ny knees and clenched ny fists, determned to go down
fighting.

They' d rejected nmy denial, but glee and eagerness for themto come closer was
harder for themto ignore. They felt the enotions clearly and hesitated, not
understanding why | felt that way. They were famliar with traps and beasts



who hunted them but | didn't snell like a trap, just like a victim One of
those in the forefront cried out with a high-pitched how, rejecting ny
suggesti on, and began | aunching hinmself toward Aesnil and ne.

The terror Aesnil had been putting out all along crescendoed then, and

shunted it through to the attacking beast in one great wallop, hitting it
harder than with a physical blow, then added ny own strength of projection and
sent it toward the other eight. The one who had begun its attack how ed

hi deously and twisted in the air, naddened by the terror and no | onger aware
of its original intent, spitting and screaning in all directions. The rest of
t he pack screaned and clawed at the frenzied one, filled with heavy fear and
swi rling confusion. They none of them understood what was going on, and their
uncertainty was ny cue to press harder

Deeper uncertainty and fearful mstrust soon had each nenber of the pack
striking out in all directions, back-biting and bei ng back-bitten as the
madness spread anong them Hate and envy laced into their mnds, turning their
screans and how s deafening, drenching me with sweat as | struggled with the
effort of reaching themall. Nine of themthere were, each requiring a speci al
bal ance to their madness, each swirling about the trees, slashing and tearing
at its fellows. My breathing cane even faster than theirs did, dizziness
fighting to overwhel mny struggle, and then, distantly, | becane aware of
Aesnil pulling at my arm and shoul der, whispering urgently that we had to run
It was hard understandi ng why we had to run, harder yet to pull ny mnd away
fromthe nine I was so closely linked to, but Aesnil was insisting and
couldn't think clearly. | let her pull ne to my feet and away fromthe bedl am
back toward the road, then felt her shock when she realized the two seetarr
were nowhere in sight. To nmy vague surprise the shock faded i mediately and
then we were running, down the road and away from death and savagery.

| was able to keep going until all sounds of pain and fury were | ost behind
us, but after that | just had to stop. | stunbled and pulled at the grip
Aesnil still had on nme, alnmost throwing the two of us down, forcing her to
slow and pull at ne again. Instead of increasing ny pace as she wanted, | went
to ny knees, holding up one hand to show that | was done. Mentally and
physically | had nothing left, and all the wishing in the world coul dn't
change that.

"Terril, you must continue to run with ne," Aesnil panted, pulling
ineffectually at ny arm "W nmay not yet be safe fromthose beasts, and we
must try to find the seetarr. Wthout themand the food they carry, we will
never reach Vedi aster!"

"I . . . cannot," | gasped, |ooking up at her sweat-stained face and greasy,
di sarranged hair. "I cannot go . . . another step . . . though all the beasts
inthe world . . . cone behind nme. Should you feel it possible that
the seetarr may be caught . . . you nust go on . . . wthout nme.".

"Leave you' ?" she denanded, her pretty face twisting in outrage "Here, where
you may fall prey to the first beast to chance across you? \Were you might die
fromlack of a conpanion? Never would | do such a thing, never!"

| hadn't the breath or strength to argue with her, and | didn't even know if
she was right or wong. | hung ny head, wanting nothing nore than to coll apse
the rest of the way to the road surface, and only then did | becone aware of
the sound. It sounded sonething like cal mthunder with pebbles in it, quickly
growi ng | ouder, and Aesnil tw sted her head around to | ook down the road
toward the curve. That was the direction the sound was com ng from and she
identified it Iong before I woul d have.



"Riders!" she gasped, paling under the flush our running had put in her
cheeks. "W nust hide or they will see us!"

| felt the same clutch at nmy heart that she undoubtedly did and tried to get
to ny feet again, but it was absolutely inpossible, not even with Aesni
pulling at my arm | shook my head even as | |eaned on ny |left hand, the road
pebbl es cutting into ny palm trying to nake Aesnil understand that nore
runni ng was beyond nme. She continued tugging at ne for another mnute, casting
wi | d gl ances back at the curve, and then the first riders appeared around it
nmovi ng at a considerably faster pace than we had when conming up. Aesnil nade a
| ow sound of misery and et go of ny arm threw one last frantic glance at the
riders, then ran for the shelter of the trees.

The |'l endaa com ng up the road seened surprised to see us, but surprise
rarely keeps a Rimlian warrior fromacting. Wiile nost of the seven or eight
riders began sl owi ng down, one of them|eaned forward on his seetar and sent
t he beast flashing forward into the woods, clearly after Aesnil. | tried to
put up a wall of repulsion in the mnd of his seetar, hoping to nmake it shy
away fromthe chase, but | couldn't even detect its mnd, |et alone influence
it. It noved faster than anything that large had a right to nove, and a brief
nmonent |ater Aesnil's scream canme, showi ng the chase was ended. By then the
others had reached nme and were di smounting, and | didn't have the heart even
to ook at them

"I't is a wenda," cane a startled nmale voice, a voice | had never heard before.
"What does a wenda do here, all alone and unprotected?"

"Two wendaa," said a second voice, and | could hear the approach of another
set of seetar hooves. "Never has a |'lenda grown hair the I ength of that
second one."

"Two wendaa, dressed |ike nenbers of the Chama's guard," said the first.
"Where m ght they have conme from and where m ght they be goi ng?"

"It seems clear their destination was the Chama's pal ace,' the second one
answered. "For what other reason would they dress thensel ves so?"

The man | ooking at ne so intently was as bl ond and bl ue-eyed as all Rimlians
were, but he was also a total stranger. He wore a plain brown haddin and
swordbelt just as the others did, but they were all strangers. It took nme a
short while to understand that we were caught but not caught, and by then the
last rider had arrived and had put. She | ooked furious and afraid, but her
eyes darted fromone face to the next, her slight confusion showi ng that the
men were strangers to her as well. The man hol ding ny face | ooked up at Aesni
with the sane sort of inspection he had given ne, then he shifted his
attention to the last man who was then di snounti ng.

"This one is four-banded," he said, indicating ne with a short novenment of his
head. "What of the little bird who attenpted flight?"

"She is five-banded," answered the other with a grin, |ooking down at Aesnil.
"Had she not been, | night not have returned so soon. "

Al the nen | aughed at that, causing Aesnil to flinch and back a step, and the
one before nme snorted.

"You show fear at a nere jest, girl," he said, the sternness in his tone
capturing Aesnil's attention imediately. "Were we the sort to do other than
jest upon the matter, you would suffer far nore than slight disconfort. \Wat
do you do on this road unprotected, with your sister so near to collapse that



she was unable to foll ow you? Do you seek your deaths?"

"What we do here is our own concern," Aesnil answered, her chin high despite
t he obvi ous quiver in her voice. "By what right do you detain us?"

"Right?" the man exploded, rising to his full height to | ook down at the
faintly trenbling girl in front of him "There is no question of right here,
only a question of responsibility! It is the responsibility of any man to
assure the safety of wendaa, whether they be his own or another's! Wre ny
wenda to be found wandering this road, for whatever reason, | would npst
certainly wish her to be returned to me, so that | might strap her soundly for
pl aci ng herself in jeopardy rather than speaking to me of her unhappi ness. W
will do the same for the |I'lendaa to whomthe two of you bel ong, for we cannot
| eave you here. Tell us their nanes and where they may be found."

"Why must you refuse to understand that we have no wi sh for your protection
and assi stance?" Aesnil demanded, trenbling harder. "Leave us as you found us,
and no ot hers need know "

"We woul d know," the man returned in a renorseless tone, continuing to stare
down at her. "From where do you cone?"

Aesni|l turned away from himand raised her chin high, giving himthe only
answer she could. Wen he [ ooked at nme |I sinply dropped ny head, not about to
give up after what we'd gone through. W might end up right back where we'd
started, but not through anything we'd done. | heard a hiss of exasperation
escape fromthe man, his annoyance so strong | actually felt a shadow of it,
and then the first man stepped closer to him

"There can be but one place they conme from denday," he said, his voice tinged
wi th the sane annoyance. "As the bridge spanning the pass downed in the storm
they nmust surely have conme from Gerleth."

"I ndeed, " answered the one who | ed them satisfaction showing in his voice at
the way Aesnil had started in upset at the nention of Gerleth. The nanme neant

something to me as well, but | couldn't quite remenber what. "As we now ride
hone to Gerleth, it will be a sinple matter to take themw th us. Once there
their |'lendaa should not be difficult to discover. "

"I, nyself, will be curious to see the one to whom she bel ongs," said the
first man, pointing to me. "A wenda such as that, dark-haired and green-eyed,
and no nore than four-banded? Perhaps he will accept an offer for her."

"Perhaps he will," allowed the second man, al so | ooking down at ne. "Yet
surely not before he punishes her for her foolishness. Let us continue on now,
for the day grows no | onger. "

The one identified as their |eader turned back to his seetar, |eaving Aesni

to the rider who had caught her and ne to the |'lenda who was anxi ous to neet
my owner. Aesnil kicked and fought as she was lifted to the |'lenda' s saddl e,
but all | could do was think about it. The broad, well-nuscled |'lenda lifted
me fromthe road with no effort at all, laughed softly as | noved feebly in

protest, then boosted nme up to his saddle.

"Were you not so fatigued, | believe you would prove yourself to be even nore
spirited than that other," he nmurnured as he quickly mounted behind ne. "I
will be sure to speak with himto whomyou belong, for spirit holds a great

attraction for ne.



He put his armaround ny wai st as we began noving up the road again, and

t hought about where we coul d be going to keep fromthinking about what
attracted the men of that world. Everything seened to attract them as |long as
the everything was fermale and still breathing. Aesnil and I were a coupl e of
wrecks, dirty, winkled, unkenpt, sweaty and exhausted, but that didn't seem
to matter to the Rimlian nale Iibido. W were female and alive, and therefore
attractive.

| was so tired, | stared at the suddenly appearing branch road with surprise,
wondering how | could have mssed it on the way up. | didn't recognize it

until we had turned off onto it, and Aesnil had tried slipping out of the grip
of the man hol ding her. The branch road | ed downward and w dened, and only
when the direction had finally come through to nme did | renmenber the road
Aesnil had identified as |l eading to the |ands of enemes of hers. It was the
second branch road we had passed on the way up, and between the downgrade

pl unge we had taken on seetar-back and the wild, thoughtless rout we had

i ndulged in after encountering the virenjj, | hadn't known we'd passed it a
second tine. The |'lenda holding ne tightened his grip, pulling nme against his
chest, but | still lacked the strength to do nore than stir. Enem es of Aesni
woul d be enemies of mine, and that wasn't the best of times to be taken to
them 1'd need hours of sleep before | had ny strength back, and | could only
pray that | would get it before the first encounter

The road ran down and around the nountai nside away fromthe direction in which
we' d been going, and we rode on for a short while with no one speaking and
not hi ng untoward happening. | fell into a light sleep against the chest of ny
'l enda, something that pleased himso much | could feel the faint tendrils of
the enotion in his mnd. One minute we were noving sedately along in the late
aft ernoon heat, me nodding, and then we were pulling up short to keep from
running into a large group of men comng the other way around a curve at a
much faster pace. The second group al so slowed i nmedi ately, and the |eader of
our group nmade a sound of recognition

"Well met!" he called, urging his seetar ahead to the van of the second group
"It was my intention to stop at the palace, and now | need not take the tine.
Ferran, as commander of the pal ace guard, you are aware of nuch that occurs in
our towns. Has there been word spread about concerning the di sappearance of
two wendaa, one four-banded and the other five-banded? W encountered these
two on the road above, alone and unprotected. "

"M ssi ng wendaa?" the man addressed as Ferran frowned, |ooking toward Aesni
and ne. "No, Hi ddar, | have heard of no such thing, nor do | know of a man in
our towns who possesses a wenda such as that. Her dark hair and green eyes
woul d have been spoken of by every nan who saw her. You nust excuse us now,
for we ride with purpose and in haste."

"Hol d," canme another voice fromthe m ddle of the second group, stopping the
man Hi ddar as he was about to gesture his nen out of the way. "What is this of
a dark-haired, green-eyed wenda?"

The voice that had spoken had somehow sounded familiar, but the denday Hi ddar
spoke again before | could place it.

"W have found a dark-haired wenda on the road above, acconpani ed by a wenda
| ess distinctive yet none the | ess striking," H ddar answered, craning his
neck around to see into the mass of nmen. "Do you know of these two? Wo
speaks?"

"I speak," said the ticklingly fam liar voice, and the nen began novi ng aside



to let himthrough. "I amDallan, drin of Gerleth, and | do indeed know of
those two. The dark-haired one is she whom | intend banding, and other is ny
dearly bel oved cousin."

| could see himclearly then, his eyes directly on ne, but | still couldn't
bel i eve what | was seeing. In front of me was Daldrin, nmy servant-slave from
Aesni|'s pal ace, now called Dallan, Prince of Gerleth!

CHAPTER 6

| had been awake for sonme time, but | hadn't been able to get out of the wi de,
confortable pile of bed furs. After a good long night of restful, peaceful
sleep I was no longer tired or hurting nmuch, but I still hadn't been able to
get up. The reason for ny laziness was a thin silver collar and chain, one end
of which was let into the smooth stone wall above ny bed, the other end of

whi ch was around my throat. 1'd pulled at the stupid thing, trying to force it
open, but 1'd seened to have run out of luck. | was chained right where | was
want ed, and there wasn't nuch chance of getting | oose.

I moved in annoyance to the acconpani ment of chain tinkling, |ooking around
the roomagain. It was a wi de, bright room but the conbination of stateliness
and barbarismmade it incongruously unreal. The walls and ceiling were of a
beautiful, polished marble, the tall, ribbed windows to the right gracefully
mat ching their dignified presence. Wiat didn't match quite as well were the
mul ticol ored sil ks hanging on those walls and around those w ndows, the thick
fur carpeting dyed a bright red, the piles of nulticol ored cushions, the
smal |, carved-wood tables. The inposed decor spoke of the sort of people who
had i nposed it the sort of people who inposed their will on everything they

t ouched.

| turned onto ny stomach in the bed, feeling the soft, golden brown fur

agai nst my bare body, angrily knocking aside the silver chain. | mght have
been exhausted the night before, but |I had no trouble renenbering what had
happened once we'd run into Daldrin-or Dallan, as his nane really was. Aesni
and | had been handed over to the drin and his guardsnen w thout a murmur, no
nore than di sappointment coming fromthe |I'l enda who had been holding nme, in
reaction. The Prince hinself had condescended to take ne on his own seetar
and the men who had found us | aughed when I'd tried hitting himin the face
with ny fists, then had ridden away. Aesnil had been silent and woodenly nunb
when she'd been given to the man Ferran to ride with, but she'd continued to
hol d her head high with a martyred | ook, |ike soneone awaiting inescapable
execution. Dallan, holding onto my wists, had stared at her until the nen who
had found us were gone from sight and hearing, and then he had grinned.

"Greetings, Cousin," he'd said, his anmusenment dry. "I'd had no idea you neant
visiting here, else | would have arranged a proper greeting. Your |oveliness
and graci ousness warms us as al ways."

Aesni|l had gone pale at the first sight of him and her color still hadn't
cone back. She'd stared into thin air while he'd been talking to her, and
didn't nove or change expression when he'd done.

"I hear no matching words of greeting fromyou, Cousin," Dallan had pressed,
his tone still mld. "Such surliness is not to be understood-save that

di sconfort may be at the root of it. O course! Excuse ne, Cousin, for not
having seen it and seen to it the sooner. Ferran, ny cousin fairly swoons in
this oppressive heat. Renmove that cloth covering her legs, and allow her a
breath of air."



"No!" Aesnil had shrieked, |osing her silence and pallor together, but yelling
and struggling hadn't hel ped her. Despite her screams and very evident
enbarrassnent, her trousers were pulled off and tossed away. The shirt she
wore came down to the nmiddle of her thighs, but its presence hadn't been the
confort it should have been. Her legs were long and |l ovely, and the |aughter
of the nen all around us seened to acknow edge that fact, naking her blush
even nmore deeply. Ferran had set her astride his saddle again and hel d her
before him and Dall an had chuckl ed when she'd | eaned forward away fromthe
man with a gasp

"Much better," he'd nodded, not m ssing the way she was then avoi di ng

everyone's eyes, rather than ignoring them and then he'd | ooked down at ne.
"What has befallen you, wenda?" he'd asked, a frown replacing his anmusenent.
"There has been so little of struggle and words fromyou, that | m ght have

nm st aken you for another. Are you ill"'?"

"I amno nore than weary,” |1'd told him noving my wists in his hand as I'd

| ooked up into his eyes. "Wariness passes nmuch sooner than illness, therefore
you would be wise to release us imediately. To wait till my weariness has

passed woul d be foolishness."
"Perhaps." He'd nodded, pursing his lips to hide his faint grin. "And then
agai n, perhaps not. In any event, we shall surely see. At the noment, we
return to ny home."

They'd all turned their seetarr around then, but I'd mssed the grand
hone-com ng. Once we'd started noving |I'd been attacked by waves of

sl eepiness, driving in at me fromall directions. 1'd tried resisting them but
Dal  an had been holding ne to his chest, trying to make me as confortable as
possi ble. Unfortunately for me he'd succeeded, and the last thing | remenbered
seeing was a deeply enbarrassed Aesnil, trying to keep her nearly bare bottom
away fromthe grinning man who held her

| turned to my right side in the bed furs, this time ignoring the chain,
sending my mnd out again as far as | could reach. |I'd searched for Aesnil's
mnd trace right after I'd awakened, but it hadn't seemed to be anywhere in
range. There were plenty of other mind traces out there, male and fenal e

ali ke, but all of themwere fromstrangers. | gave it up in disgust, wondering
if she was in the same place | was, wondering what was happening to her, then
| began wondering what woul d happen to ne.

Dallan and | hadn't parted enenies, but we hadn't exactly been friends either
| knew he wanted me, but he also had certain things to get even for; maybe if
he deci ded he wanted ne badly enough he'd forget about getting even, and |I'd
have a chance to work on him

Five mnutes later, all the worrying and planning |I'd been doing was abruptly
term nated by the opening of the door in a wall. If I'd been paying attention
| woul d have known Dal | an was cl ose by, and his abrupt entrance woul dn't have
surprised me. | grabbed the fur covering ne and pulled it up to nmy chin, and
he chuckl ed as he cl osed the door behind himand canme closer to put down the
tray he was carrying onto a small table near the bed furs. | still wasn't used
to seeing himwearing the dark red haddin of a free man, and the sword hangi ng
at his side was equally di sconcerting.

"I am pl eased to see that you have recovered from your weariness," he said,
grinning as he renoved his swordbelt and put it aside. "Wen | placed you in
those furs | ast darkness, you made no effort to hide your |oveliness."



"I was not awake!" | snapped, feeling the heat nove into ny cheeks. | felt
like an idiot for blushing, but | couldn't seemto help it. Wen the nen of
that world | ooked at a wonan, there was nothing of the casual gl ance about it.

"I amaware of that." He nodded, stopping at the side of the bed furs to | ook
down at me. "Had you not been so soundly asleep-and so clearly in need of that
sl eep-you woul d not have found yourself alone in the furs."

"You have not the right to touch ne," | said, feeling nyself nmove back from

t hat unwavering blue stare. "W aided each ot her when we both had need of aid,
yet that need is no longer with us. Unchain me and return ny clothing, and
allow nme to be on ny way."

"Your way has led you here, and will not lead fromthis place again," he said,
his mnd warm as he spoke the words. "It was sonmehow clear to nme fromthe
first that your |'lenda would be unable to hold you, yet |I shall find no
simlar difficulty. Wien you are banded as m ne, wenda, you will not run from
ne."

"And is this the manner in which you nmean to hold ne?" | demanded, raising a
section of the chain to shake it at him "I amnot a slave to be bound so, and
will take great pleasure in proving the fact to you!"

| began reaching toward himw th my mnd, angry enough to do to himwhat 1'd
done to those virenjj, but he nmust have been expecting the nove. He suddenly
cane up with a blood-curdling screamthat sounded |ike, "Hai-yah!" startling
me out of ny skin, at the same tinme diving at me. Wien his arns cl osed around
me | did some scream ng nyself, not to mention kicking and struggling, but
that didn't stop himfrompulling the covering fur away. | don't know what |
expected himto do then, hurt me, possibly, but controlling ne was nore what
he had in mind. As soon as he touched nme |I shoul d have known what he was
after; unfortunately for the sake of thinking, | was too busy gasping and
trying to get |oose

"Ah, | see you renenber my touch, wenda," he said, holding me down with his
body as his hand worked between ny thighs. "I, too, recall certain things, and
t heref ore have no need of chains with which to hold you. Force ne from you,
wenda, cause nme to lose ny desire for you as you once did."

H s tone was nocking then, knowing as he did that he had already rattled ne
out of the control | needed for projection. H s body was hard and warm agai nst
mne, his mnd growwing lowin pleasure, his free hand coiling in ny hair. |
tried to ignore what he was doing to me and pull together the necessary calm
the control required, but it was patently inpossible. My body had been trained
to respond inmmedi ately to those Rimlian beasts, and | hadn't been given the
time to forget that training. My hands closed on biceps like netal as I
shuddered and cl osed ny eyes, and Dallan | aughed | ow, then pulled my head back
by the hair so that his |lips could reach ny throat.

"You cannot force me fromyou for | know the neans to control you," he

mur mured, ignoring the way nmy fingernails dug into his arms. "Also, | believe
| know anot her thing. Why do you travel in conpany with the Chama Aesnil ? She
is able to give you no assistance, no nore than unnecessary hi ndrance and

di straction. For what reason did you continue all this way with her?"

"Pl ease, no nore!" | whispered, unable to control ny withing. "Daldrin,
pl ease, | beg you!"
"I amDallan,"” he answered with vast amusenent, "a man who knows full well

your recent intentions toward him You nmelt to my touch, wenda, yet shall you



continue in dire straits for a tinme, as a beginning to your punishnent. You
may now answer my question.”

"I . . . | merely followed Aesnil," | gasped, understandi ng nothing of what he
want ed, only what he was doing to nme. "She is famfamliar with this area as |
amnot. | could not have regained ny freedom w thout her."

"Mere excuses," he snorted, staring down at ne. "Your having secured nounts
and food for the both of you would surely have repai d whatever debt to her you
stood in. Yes, | have spoken both with her and with the denday who found you
and she. | amtold that Aesnil would surely have escaped into the forest, had
she not spent so long a tinme attenpting to take you with her. My cousin was
nmore difficult to extract information from yet a strapping and the promi se of
anot her succeeded in | oosening her tongue. She had refused to | eave you for
you had twi ce given her her |ife back, when it was all but lost. | believe
there is a bond between the two of you, one you are incapable of ignoring even
should nmy cousin fail to honor it. Is this not so?"

"Yes, yes!" | wept, trying to toss ny head back and forth despite the unnmoving
fist inmy hair. O course | knew Aesnil would still be free if she hadn't
wasted time trying to take ne with her. Her actions mght have been caused by
fear on her part of trying to reach Vedi aster al one-or she m ght have begun
feeling something like real concern for nme. If | hadn't been all used up

woul d have known which it was-and | couldn't forget about it until | found out
one way or the other for sure.

"And so | thought," he breathed, satisfaction flaring in his nmnd. "In that
event, | amable to use a | esson learned fromny bel oved cousin herself. |
will release you fromthe chain and allow you to return to yourself-yet does
Aesnil's well being depend upon your refraining fromthe use of your powers.
Shoul d you use themand | am affected, others, watching, will know of it and
see to Aesnil. Do you understand the words | speak?"

"Yes, | understand!" | sobbed, but not only fromwhat he was doing to nme. He
had trapped nme, dam him trapped ne!

"Excel lent," he chuckled, pulling ny head back by the hair again. "Now the

followi ng days will be filled with pleasure rather than strife." He | owered
his lips to mine and ki ssed me hard, opened the collar around my throat and
tossed it away, then finally let ne go. It was as though |I'd been holding a
live electrical wire, and had only just managed to release it: the i mediate

shock was gone, but ny nervous systemwas still remenbering the current that
had been forced through it. | lay slunped on the furs, unable to nmove, ny m nd
still whirling as fast as ny bl ood.

It took a few nminutes before | was able to force nyself up on one el bow, and
by that tine Daldrin-Dallan-had noved the tray of food closer to the bed and
was stretched out along the edge of the furs, nibbling sonme dried fruit and
nmovi ng his eyes over ne. Just because he was controlling what he felt from
havi ng touched nme didn't nmean he wasn't feeling it, and the jarring of his
enoti ons began upsetting ne all over again. | reached a sl ow hand over toward
the fur he'd thrown aside earlier, but he didn't mss the novenent.

"No," he said, putting no special enphasis into the word. "You have not ny
perm ssion to cover your |oveliness again."

"What do you intend doing with ne?" | demanded, nore than annoyed that he'd
treat ne that way. "Are you nerely going to sit there and stare at nme from
this day on?"



"You could not have forgotten me this soon, wenda," he grinned, reaching a
hand out to run one finger over ny calf. "Best you renenber that the foul nood
your need instills in you may bring puni shment rather than an easing of that
need. Guard your words carefully when you speak to nme, else | shall recal

them when the time has cone to see to previous matters which stand between us.
| shall not warn you again."

The armusenent didn't |leave his face, but his eyes and m nd had hardened in a
way that was clearer than any threat. | still didn't like the way he was
treating ne, but | swall owed down what | was feeling and tried again.

"I woul d know what you nean to do with ne," |I said, wishing | didn't have to
ignore the urge to pull ny leg out of his reach. "Am | now your prisoner-as
Aesnil is?"

"My cousin is not ny prisoner." He |aughed, taking another nouthful of dried
fruit. "She has been nmade a slave in this house, as | was in hers. | believe
t he experience will do much for her, teaching her the fate she bestowed so
unt hi nki ngly upon others. As for you, my little bird, you will be taught
obedi ence. "

My expression nust surely have told himwhat | thought about that, as he
| aughed al oud when he saw it.

"No, it will not be nearly as difficult a task as you think to make it," he
said, sitting up and twisting around to put his feet on the floor. "W will

begin with seeing to your feeding, go on to having you bathed, and then your
| essons will begin. Cone here. "

| hesitated over moving closer to him but | really had very little choice in
the matter. Aesnil had wasted her opportunity to get clear of the riders who
were about to find us, and I couldn't very well thank her by deserting her in
return. If there was a |loophole in Dallan's trap, |I'd have to wait there unti

| found it. Slowy, with a reluctance the man didn't mss, | noved nyself
across the furs until | was right behind him tending neither to the right nor
the left. It seemed the safest place to be just then, but when he twi sted
first right and then left and still couldn't reach me easily, he experienced a
flash of annoyance that ended ny safety. He tw sted around once nore, all the
way to his right, hooked me with one unreasonably |large and nmuscled arm then
pul led me over into his |ap.

"I care little for the manner in which you obey even the sinplest of
conmands, " he grow ed, the annoyance still with himand trying to grow
stronger. "Now, rather than see to your own feeding, you may put your arnmns
about ne."

He was getting too close to anger for ne to hesitate even | ong enough to ask
himwhy | was to put ny arns about him but once | had done it | no |onger had
to ask. He was broad and hard, tanned and strong, and in order to put ny arms
even part way around himl| had to | ean very close, ny chest against his. Even
before I'd left Central | couldn't have been that close to a nman |ike Dallan
wi t hout feeling something, and |I'd been yanked out of the Centran culture and
forcibly adjusted to a nmuch lustier one. H's skin was firmand warm under ny
hands, the hair on his chest cushioned and caressed ny breasts, and | was
suddenl y-strongl y-reni nded of what he had just been doing to ne.

"You may not draw back again." he said, obviously reading the intention in ny
t houghts as he | ooked down at ne. "Though your disconfort is as keen as | had
hoped it would be, | find the posture nost pleasant. You will take your food
in silence, and consider what |ack of proper obedi ence has brought you."



He reached past ny shoulder for a bow on the tray, brought it back, then
began feeding me. Though | really did need food at that point, | barely
noticed that the dish was that thick cereal grain mxed with dried and
sweetened fruit. Dallan was feeling a good deal of pleasure from being held by
me, and even his rmuted, controlled enotions were hel ping to make nme dizzy and
nore than unconfortable. My bottomrested on his bare thighs, ny arns and
hands touched his sides and back, his arm novenents caused his chest to rub
agai nst mne; before very many m nutes had passed, | was reduced to squirmng
Dal l an the free man chuckl ed heartily at that, and did nothing about it but
continued to feed ne.

By the time the food was all down ny throat, | was well on the way to being
intimdated. Dallan continued to feel pleasure fromthe way our bodies
touched, but despite the growing frustration and desperation | could fee
within me, his enotions and bodily urgings remai ned easily under his control
In spite of the fact that Rimlian nen rarely denied thensel ves anything, they

seened to be capable of the nobst col d-bl ooded sel f-denial | had ever seen-when
it suited them For some reason it suited Dallan to refrain fromtouching ne
any further, nmost |ikely because of the punishment he had spoken of. | was

bei ng puni shed for not obeying himto his satisfaction, and in a way | had not
expected. The worst part of it was that | didn't know how | ong he woul d | eave
me like that, and the uncertainty was making ny nmind and body nmore anxious to
obey himno matter what ny intellect thought about it.

Once ny feeding was over, | was made to stand up so that Dallan might do the
same. | was beyond knowi ng what to expect next, so his taking ny arm and
starting for the door came as a surprise. W were nearly there before |I gasped
and tried to pull back, wasting the tinme and effort, but happily |I'd been

m st aken regarding his intention. He wasn't dragging ne naked into a public
corridor as I'd thought when | saw the door, but into the next room of what

| ater proved to be a suite of roonms. The next room was a bat hi ng chanber, nore
pl easant than Aesnil's in that it had wi ndows, and once we were through the
doorway, ny captor stopped to | ook down at ne.

"These serving wendaa will see that you are properly bathed," he said,

i ndicating the three wonen in the room "Obey them wi thout conplaint, for they
have al ready been nade aware of ny wishes. | will await you within the inner
chanber . "

He gave ny bottoma smack to send nme forward another step or two, then turned
and went back into the roomwe'd conme out of, closing the door behind him |

| ooked again at the three wonmen waiting for nme, seeing that they'd risen from
the nest of cushions they'd been sitting anmong. None of them was the size of
the men of that world, but all three of themwere considerably |arger than I,
broad, solid wonen who were shapely enough, but thick rather than slender
They wore i madd and cal di nn, the | ong-sleeved bl ouses and ankle-length skirts
that nost Rinmilian woman wore, but rather than being brightly colored, theirs
were solid white. They all had their long blond hair twi sted close and tied
back short, and even as | watched they untied the |leather ties of their

sl eeves and pushed the slit sleeves back behind them then tied one | eather
tie of each sleeve together at the back of their waists. Their arns were then
both bare and free, and the sleeves were conpletely out of the way. It was
fairly clear the wonmen were not slaves, but they were | ooking at ne as though
I mght be. | could feel nmy body stiffening in resentnment at their appraisal
but that only anmused them In their own ninds, they knew they were confortably
dressed and | wasn't.

"Come, weerees, and let us see to you," one of the three said, beginning to
|l ead the other two toward ne. "The drin Dallan woul d have you cl ean and



sweet-smelling for his pleasure, and so shall he have, you. Has he used you as
yet ?"

"What business is that of yours?" | snapped, outraged by her question and
deeply stung by the name she'd called nme. Werees neant adorable little girl
or cuddly toy, and was a pet nane for a child-or an insult for a grown woman.
| felt insulted, but there was nothing |I could do about it.

"I do not ask for ny own anusenment, weerees," the woman answered, stopping
before nme to | ook down into nmy eyes with an insolent twinkle in hers. "Should
it be that he has not yet used you, we will take care not to tread too heavily
upon your . . . sensibilities. "

The other two joined the first one in |aughter, all three of themgetting a
great deal of anusenent out of embarrassing ne; the one thing | didn't
understand was why they were doing it. They didn't hate ne, they didn't even
really dislike me; they just felt terribly superior for some reason | coul dn't
even begin to guess at. | looked up at the three plainly pretty faces, know ng
they were partially laughing at the blush on nmy cheeks, and tried to hold ny
head up hi gher.

"What sensibilities |I had have | ong since been trodden upon,” | told them ny
voice as cold as | could make it. "Should you feel the need to add your own
touches to the general effort, | amunable to deny you. | shall nerely

continue in ny refusal to be cowed.

I thought mnmy speech sounded rather brave and noble, but the burst of renewed
| aughter fromthe wonmen showed it didn't hit themthe sane way. Their
anusenment was gl eeful and anticipatory yet totally without malice, and | just
didn't understand it! My hands curled into fists as | stanped ny foot, but I
didn't get a chance to demand that they explain what they were |aughing at.
The wonman in front of ne gestured, and the other two put their hands on ny

ar ns.

"I am pleased to hear that you will not be cowed." The woman chuckl ed, | ooking
me over in a very insolent way. "lIn that event, we need not be overly cautious
in our handling of you. Bring her to the bath."

She turned and began | eading the way across the roomthen, the other two
pulling nme al ong between them This roomwas nearly as |large as the first,
with silk hung marble walls and clean marble ceiling, but only half the floor
was covered with fur carpeting. The covered half was near the w ndows, and
contai ned the nest of multicol ored cushions the three women had been sitting
anong. The other half of the floor was bare marble, and held the bathing poo
the wonen were taking ne toward. The pool itself was two-sectioned and oval in
shape, the larger part of the oval suitable for paddling around in, the
narrower |eft-hand end shall ow enough for soaki ng and washi ng. The two wonen
hol ding nme followed the third to the shallow end, ignoring the way | tried to
struggl e | oose, doing no nore than tightening their grips automatically. Their
m nds di smssed ny di spl easure as though I were a small child, uninportant and
therefore ignorable. Truthfully | felt Iike a small child anong those three,
especially when | was perenptorily manhandl ed over the edge of the pool and
into the water.

"We shall see to it that you shine for the drin, weerees," the first wonman
said, watching as | was plunked down into a sitting position am dst a |arge
splash. "It is the least we may do for one so backward as to intend defying a
'l enda. When he has done with you, you may | ook back upon our kindness with
keen nenory and longing, for he, himself, will find little kindness for you



She nodded to the other two, then got to her knees beside the pool to add her
share of help. | kicked and struggled as | was dunked entirely under the
water, came up spluttering and shaking water out of ny eyes, then tried
yel i ng when they began to soap ne. The first wonan used two hands, the others
one each, and all ny screaning and struggling didn't stop them from spreading
the slick, perfunmy liquid soap all over me. Sonehow the humiliation of that
bath was worse than what 1'd felt when bathed by the nal e bedinn of the
Hamarda, the male slaves of the desert tribe |I'd been held by. The slaves had
been rough and uncaring, but those wonen . . . ! It was as though | were a
small child placed in their care, one whose tantruns weren't to be noticed or
given in to. Their anusenment continued as long as the bath did, but it didn't
interfere with the efficiency of their efforts.

After being soaped three tines and dunked four, then having nmy hair thoroughly
washed, | was finally et out of the pool. I'd tried demandi ng that they |et
me take ny own bath, but was told that that wasn't part of their instructions.
I'd been placed in their care, and they'd be doi ng whatever was necessary. The
topi c of necessary seened to include drying nme thoroughly with | arge cloths
and then rubbing thick lotions into ny skin, |otions which seemed downri ght
erotic in their allure. I was put on a dry cloth on the marble for the lotion
spreading, and was finally told by the first woman that if | didn't stop
yelling and trying to spill the lotion, |I'd be given a good strapping before

they went any further. | was shocked at the prom se, even nore shocked that
t he wonman wasn't joking or merely threatening, but | just couldn't stand it.
After what Dallan had-or rather hadn't-done to me, | couldn't bear being

touched all over like that. Wen | began crying | was conforted in a firm
stern way, then the rest of the Iotion went on.

By the time my hair had been thoroughly dried and neatly conbed, ny skin had
absorbed the thick yellow I otion, all excess having been earlier patted away.

| stood on the cloth I'd been ordered to when they'd first begun on ny hair,

nmy head down, my nmind filled with misery and deep depression. | was being
prepared for show again, being prettied up at the orders of and for the

benefit of a man of Rimlia again. Wat made themthink they were so damed
special that they had the right to do that to ne? | was a Prinme of the Centran
Amal gamati on, an enpath whose abilities were sought after by everyone who knew
of them why wasn't ! the one with special privileges?

"Weerees, | see a foolish [ ook upon your face," the first wonman said, bringing
me back to that hateful room She was standing right in front of me and

| ooki ng down at me, her voice carrying as nuch of a warning note as her
narrowed eyes and annoyance-tinged nmind. "It cannot be that you have not as
yet |learned the |l esson we attenpted to teach.”

"Your words hold no neaning for me," | answered, nmy tone sullen despite
everything | could do. "The sole lesson | have | earned here is one already
known: | would be best off far fromthis place."

"Perhaps." She nodded, her mind disagreeing with the voiced thought. "You
however, are not far fromthis place, therefore would you be wi se to heed the
teachi ngs of another |esson. The drin Dallan may do with you as he pl eases,
therefore is it to your benefit to see that it pleases himto do other than
puni sh you. He need not have nerely had you bat hed."

"Hi s generosity overwhelnms ne," | answered, |ooking away from her toward the
wi ndows. The day was beautiful and bright and sparkling, with only a few
clouds marring the | oveliness.

"You are indeed a fool for failing to understand that he is no other thing
t han generous," the wonman said, angry now. "Ever has he been nore generous



even than his brother, the drin Seddan! A woman must needs be bereft of her
senses to spurn his interest and incur his wath! Have you no concept of how
many yearn to be his?"

"The nunber is surely beyond counting," | said with a small shrug, stil
| ooki ng out the window "I, however, preferred himwhen he was no nore than a
| oyal servant-slave. He was then so nmuch nore-anenable."

"No slave is anenable," she snorted, totally out of patience. "A slave is
obedient, a state awaiting a stubborn weerees of a wenda, who thinks to pit
hersel f against a man. You will learn better, and be the better for it. Let us
pl ace her within that, and have done with it."

Her | ast conment was for the other wonmen, but it was enough to take ny
attention fromthe wi ndows to see what she was tal ki ng about. One of the other
two had just rejoined our jolly group, and was carrying a fold of sheer pink
silk in her hand. It was little nore than a scrap of material, short and
narrow and thin, far too small to be a gown or even an inmad or caldin. The
first woman saw nme | ooking at the material, and inmedi ately radi ated anusenent
and self-justification

"That garnment is an excellent exanple of the generosity of the drin," she
infornmed me, flicking a finger toward the silk. "Had you shown yoursel f
sufficiently repentent and eager to please the drin, you would not have been
required to wear such a thing. For a free woman to wear the garment of a slave
is a great sham ng and puni shnent."

| stared as the woman holding the bit of silk unfolded it and held it up, her

| aughter and ridicule matching that of the others, ny head shaking in negation
even as the other two closed with ne. It seened inpossible for anyone to wear
such a skinmpy little thing, but once they had forced me into it |I found it was
nore than possible. The silk was nostly skirt, tied with two thin strands at
my left hip, leaving all of the outer portion of nmy left side and thigh bare.
As if that weren't bad enough, what there was of the skirt barely reached the
tops of nmy thighs, showing it was designed for titillation rather than
coverage. Fromthe center of the skirt's waist flowed two narrow streaners of
silk, two halves of an oval, which rose to be fastened behind ny neck, only

i ncidently-and scantily--covering the very centers of ny breasts. The very
sheer silk did nothing to conceal me, in point of fact made ne feel nore naked

that | had before it was put on. | fought the grips of the wonmen, trying to
free my arms so that | mght tear the silk off again, but it was no use. They
were stronger than I, and fully as determ ned.

"You had best not struggle so," the first woman chuckl ed, | ooking ne over with
her hands on her hips. "You have nore height than the slave neant to wear
that, which will undoubtedly please the drin greatly. Should you continue to
nmove yoursel f about so, he will be nore than pleased. He is after all, a

'l enda and a man. Bring her."

Agai n her last words were for the other two wonman, who snoothed ny hair and
straightened the silk even as they pulled nme toward the door to the next room
The first woman | ed the way through, knowi ng we followed, continuing on unti
she reached the middle of the room Wen she stopped about ten feet in front
of Dallan, who sat anong the cushions on the carpet fur, | expected her to
speak. Instead she waited until |'d been brought directly behind her, then
simply stepped aside.

| felt the man's eyes and mind as though they were physical blows, watching
wi th nunbed attention as he slowy sat straight anpbng the cushions. Hs
t houghts were a roiling grow of insatiable desire, the heat in his blue eyes



arising fromopen, leaping flames. | could feel nyself flinching fromthe roar
that rolled at me fromhis mnd, trenbling but rooted to the spot. He got
snoothly to his feet, cat-graceful despite the size of him and wal ked t oward
me, the smile on his face barely noticeable below the ook in his eyes. |

swal  owed and tried to control the trenbling that had taken ne, nearly crushed
beneath the weight of his mnd, but still couldn't keep from cringi ng when he
stopped right in front of me and put a hand out to touch ny face. |1'd gone

t hrough too much with the men of that world to trust one of them and sone of
the soaring pleasure in Dallan's mnd faded and di ed.

"Wenda, you are lovelier than | have ever seen you," he said, slowy
wi t hdrawi ng his hand. "Do you believe nme capable of bringing harmto such

| ovel i ness, that you fear ne so? Wiy do you cower away fromthe nere touch of
ny hand?"

"I . . . do not cower," | said, disgusted with the way ny voi ce shook, | ooking
down to avoid nmeeting his eyes. "l do not fear you, therefore may you do as
you will."

Again | could feel his eyes on me, and when his hand suddenly touched ny arm!|
junped, automatically shrinking back toward the wonen who had cone into the
roomw th ne. Consider ny shock when | discovered they were gone, their exit
so qui et and unobtrusive that | hadn't noticed it through the turnmoil in ny
mnd and the growing in Dallan's. | was all alone again and terribly

vul nerabl e, and when a whi nper escaped ny throat, Dallan's arnms were

i medi ately around ne.

"Terril, what ails you?" he demanded, holding nme close to the warnmth and
strength of his chest. "That you lie is clear to any with eyes, for you do
i ndeed fear me. Wat has brought this sudden fear to you, a thing you felt
not hi ng of when last | saw you?"

"I't . . . isnot youl fear," | answered raggedly, clinging to his warnmh wth
pathetic desperation. "It is this world that | fear, a world where | am
not hi ng, and the nmen of this world, to whom| amnothing. It is they whom
fear, not you."

"Ah," he said, his anusenment strong enough to be felt and heard. "Then |I am
not to be feared for I amnot a man of this world. Is it that you consider ne
from another world, or sinply not a man?"

"You seek to ensnare nme with words,"” | protested, stirring unconfortably in
his arms, relieved to know he wasn't feeling insulted. "Wre you not a man,
woul d scarcely feel as | do when held by you. You asked the reason for ny
fear, and | attenpted to speak of it. As you feel the need to ridicule ne, |
shal | not speak of it again."

"Wenda, you are overly sensitive." He |aughed, patting ny bottomthrough the

sheer silk covering it. "I do not ridicule you, for what is foolishness to one
is true fear to another. | do, however, doubt the fullness of your words
rather than their content. It is neither this world nor its |I'lendaa which you

fear, and I would know the full truth of your feelings. Wat has been done to
you that you now find yourself filled with fear?"

"Naught has been done that has not been done before,"” | answered, suddenly
feeling the need to try pushing out of his arnms. "Rel ease ne now, for | would
rid nyself of this terrible garment as soon as possible.”

"I think not," he said, holding me against himw thout effort, his eyes stil
on me. "The garnent pleases ne, and will please nme for sonme tinme to cone.



Speak to me of what has been done to you."

| looked up at him seeing the determnation in his eyes as well as feeling it
in his mind. 1'd been told that I'd wear the silk until he had the answer he
want ed, but my feelings weren't something | could talk about in exchange for a
simple favor.

"Then | shall ignore the garnent,” | shrugged, trying to make hi m believe ny
di sinterest without nudging himwith ny mnd. "I amsure to find it |ess
terrible the longer it is upon ne."

"That remains to be seen,"” he said, his anmusenent obvious. "You may attenpt to
i gnore the garnment if you wish, yet | shall not. "

H s arns were suddenly gone from around ne, and then | was being drawn cl oser
to the pile of cushions by one arm to be left about three feet fromthem
while Dallan went to seat hinmself anong them He kept his eyes on nme the
entire tinme, and once he was | eani ng down onto one el bow, he grinned up at ne.

"I find the sight of your |oveliness enhanced by that silk rather
stinmulating," he said, his mind putting out an increase of the growing hum
that had not at any tine subsided conpletely. "Turn about so that | nay see
all of you."

| stood there in front of him feeling his eyes touch ne all over, finding it
i npossi ble not to know how | | ooked to him The silk which did no nore than
color ny flesh teased his senses, luring his mnd to the menory of the
sensual , perfuned softness of ny skin, calling to himto put his hands on ne
agai n-and then go on fromthere. | knew all that as well as | knew my own
feelings, and |I couldn't turn around in front of him exciting himeven
further-1 couldn't!

"Turn about, wenda," he repeated, his voice still soft but beginning to harden
wi th annoyance. "Or nmust | go for a strap?"

Hs words hit nme with the shock of cold water, waking ne up to the nenory of
where | was, what sort of man | stood before. He was Rimlian, just |ike al
the others, no different, no better. Jerkily, with nore than sinple

reluctance, | began to turn, noving woodenly until | was facing in his
direction again. | tried to keep ny eyes away fromhim but suddenly he rose
up in front of nme, filling all the space in ny view from much too close a

di st ance.

"Wenda, what has been done to you?" he demanded, putting his hands on ny arns
to keep me from nmoving back away fromhim "The hunmor in you has turned to
dust and ashes, leaving little nore than a hollow shell. | will hear what
befell you since we parted and | will hear it now"

| didn't understand what his conplaint was, but | also couldn't resist being
pul | ed back to the cushions with him to sit beside himand be held up agai nst
him 1 discovered that ny shield had closed tight around ny mnd, as though
I'd be protected fromhimthat way. | l|aughed briefly and bitterly at nyself
for being a fool, but didn't send the shield back to nothi ngness.

"You may begin fromwhen you told your |'lenda what assistance you had been to
himin his escape,” Dallan said, holding me cl ose as he began stroking ny
hair. Wien | didn't answer imediately, his hand paused in its stroking and he
demanded, "You did speak to himof it? You did not foolishly allow himto
continue believing you noved in Aesnil's cause?"



"He . . . learned of it without my speaking of it," | admtted, unable to
resi st |eaning ny cheek against Dallan's chest. "If he had not, | would not
have told him | wanted naught of gratitude for services rendered. "

"And is this what you received?" he pronpted gently, stroking ny hair.
"Gratitude for services rendered?"

"He was . . . pleased that | had not betrayed him" | said, closing ny eyes.
"Again he professed his love for me, in such a way that | nearly believed him
and then . . . and then your parting nessage was brought."

"At which he grew angry,"” Dallan murnured, a statenent rather than a question
"Was any part of his anger given to you?, ,

"No," | answered, renenbering how ny mnd had cringed away fromthat towering
rage. "Hi s anger was for you al one, that you had dared to do and say what you
had. Afterward, he five-banded ne."

"I see," he said, and that was all the coment he nade. "How is it, then, that
you are now four-banded? You could not have renoved the fifth band yoursel f?"

"I had no need to," | said, ny voice lower than it had been. "A . . . a thing
happened between us, and then he came to the decision that | would be filled
wi th greater happiness as the bel ongi ng of someone other than he. It was a
firmdecision, for he took the fifth band and made of fer anmong Ci nnan's
dendayy, seeking one who would band ne. | was pleased at his decision, yet

di spl eased with those he offered ne to, therefore did | decide to flee from
the palace with Aesnil and thereafter return to my own people. They will greet
me warm y upon ny return, accepting me as | am once again giving ne ny place
anong them | will not miss this terrible world nor its heartless |'lendaa,
nor ever think of themagain."

| believed that, | really did, but Dallan's arns tightened about ne as though
he thought | needed conforting. He was silent for a long nonment, his lips to
nmy hair, and then he sighed.

"Ah, wenda; are you able to find naught save pain in your |ife? For what

reason woul d a man unband one such as you? What was this . . . thing between
you and this man who calls hinmself |'lenda? In what manner did you anger hinP"
"I'n the manner nost natural to one such as |I," | choked, pushing away from his

chest so that | might look up at him He had i mediately assuned that the
fault was mine, just as everyone on that world did, and there was no reason to
disillusion him "l attenpted to control his nmind, to make himbend to ny
will, to obey ne in all things! He discovered ny attenpt and repulsed it, then
beat ne for daring to touch him | was forbidden to touch any other with ny

m nd, and when | di sobeyed | was beaten again and yet again! He finds great

joy in beating ne, that |'lenda, yet now nust find another to give himjoy for
I amno |longer there. I amhere, frightening and sickening another, who will
soon take his own turn at beating me! How long will you feel safety in your
efforts to guard against ne, eh, |'lenda' ? How | ong before you, too, seek to

gi ve ne to anot her?"

| tried to pull away fromhimthen, to get away fromthe pity so clear in his

eyes, but he still refused to let ne go. | struggled for a mnute or two,

bl essing the fact that ny shield was cl osed, wishing I'd al so kept ny eyes
closed. 1'd never felt pitiful inny life-until 1'd come to that world.
"Wenda, | amneither frightened nor sickened," he said as soon as he'd forced

me to stop struggling. "Nor, | think, was your |'lenda taken so. It is clear



you feel ahresta due to his decision to unband you yet it is patently untrue
that you are unwanted and kept only out of pity. That he punished you for
touching himwi th your mnd is to be expected, for | would do the sane. |
believe there is nore to your upset than that which you have spoken of, and it
is this which nmust be reached before your pain may be eased. Speak now of that
which truly disturbs you. '

| dragged nmy head up to stare at him not believing how col d-bl ooded he could
be about the whole thing. Hs mind was calmand totally under his control
conpl etely untouched by the mael stromin mne

"Why do you continually defend hin?" | demanded, ignoring the question he'd
asked. "Wy nust every being upon this world defend his doings with ne?"

"I do not defend him" Dallan shrugged, reaching up to smooth the hair out of
nmy eyes. "I merely point out the truth of his actions, as any |'lenda is
honor - bound to do. For what reason was the decision made to unband you?"

"I know not," | said, lowering ny head again. "He felt some portion of ny
upset, and was unable to bear it. To truly know the feelings of another is no
pl easant thing, and yet-"

"And yet you had thought him strong enough to bear the burden,” Dallan
finished when | didn't. "Earlier you said he spoke of your happiness. Can it
be not his strength but yours which concerned hin? Mght his thoughts not be
solely for you?"

"I care not for whomhis thoughts are,” | nuttered, still |ooking down at ny
hands. "That he speaks of ny happi ness does not nean it concerns him Little
concerns himsave his own beliefs. "

"How i s this?" Dallan asked, putting his hand under ny chin to raise nmy face
to himagain. "What was done that gives you such a belief?" Wen | sinmply
stared at himw thout answering, he briefly returned the stare then said,
"Perhaps you feel so because of the punishnent given you. Were you never
taught that punishment is given for your benefit, not the benefit of others'?
That a |'lenda bothers to give you punishnent is an indication of his concern
for you."

| unhooked ny chin fromhis hand and turned nmy face away, sick to death of
their concept of concern. If that was the way they cared, | didn't want to be
cared about ever again.

"I hear no protests, therefore nust there be nore to the matter," Dallan

deci ded, his voice thoughtful as his mind poked and pried at the question
"You spoke of the joy your |'lenda finds in beating you, and al so seened
strange when | spoke of strapping you. Even now | feel you stiffening between
nmy hands. Can it be that he lost hinself to anger when puni shing you? Can it
be that he gave you true pain rather than the sting of a | esson properly

t aught . ?"

| could feel the stupid tears comng to ny eyes, renenbering how he had hurt
me over a lie. It would have been bad enough if 1'd been guilty, but all that
over a liel He hadn't believed ne when I'd said | was innocent, he hadn't
wanted to believe me. It would have made his code of behavior too conplicated
if he had to decide between truth and lie, so he hadn't bothered. He had j ust
hurt ne and wal ked away, unconcerned wi th what he had done because he knew he
could al ways apol ogi ze later. It rmust have annoyed hi m when his apol ogy wasn't
accepted as it always had been in the past, it nust have annoyed himlike
hell. Apity | wasn't there for himto beat agai n when the annoyance got to be



too much. Dallan's finger cane to my cheek to wi pe at the wetness there, and
then he had gathered nme tightly to him to cry if | had to. | did have to, but
there was nothing left to cry over

Dal l an held me for a nunber of minutes in silence, but when he let ne go it
wasn't sinmply to let nme sit beside himagain. He rose to his feet, walked to
where he had left his swordbelt, got something fromit, then came back.

"It was my intention to wait until another tinme before seeing to this," he

said, sitting back down next to me anong the cushions. "I have, however, been
gi ven reason to change ny nmind. It disturbs ne to see the pain you carry,
| ovel y wenda, and perhaps this will renpove a portion of it."

| wat ched without understanding as he reached to ny right wist and opened the
band there, then went on to the other three.

When all four bands were off he gathered them together and put them aside,
then reached behind him Only when | saw the new set of gl eani ng bronze bands
did I understand, and the enlightenment was no bl essing.

"Dal | an, you cannot band ne," | protested, trying to inch back away from him
"You know | nean to return to ny people, therefore is it foolishness to

"To nake the effort,"” he interrupted, nodding absently as he grabbed my ankle
and pulled me easily back to him "You nean to return to your people and have
ever done as you neant, therefore is it foolishness to go counter to your

wi shes. There are few anong your people who go counter to your w shes, are

t here not, wenda?"

He gl anced up as he closed the new band around nmy ankle, then turned his
attention to my second ankle. Hi s mind was pl eased but calm unannoyed in
spite of the way he'd spoken to me. If anything he was anused, probably over
the fact that some nen let their wonen run their own lives. | kicked at him
with the leg that was al ready banded, found myself totally ignored, then put
nmy arns behind me when he reached for one of ny wists.

"You are no different fromany of the others!"™ | spat, twi sting away as he
reached for my arm "You speak gallantly of easing my pain, then proceed to
put me in your bands despite ny unwillingness! How m ghty and courageous are
the I'lendaa of Rimlia, to stand thensel ves firm agai nst the begging of their
wendaa! "

"Al'l men require courage and m ght when dealing with wendaa," he |aughed, his
light eyes sparkling with amusenent. "As to begging, that is heard from one
such as you. Do you wish to beg me to unband you, little bird?"

"Wul d you do so?" | pounced imediately, willing to consider hunmliating
nmyself if it neant being free.

"I would not," he laughed, capturing ny nose with two fingers, then

i medi ately grabbing ny wist when | tried to push his hand away. "My desire
is for the warnth of a wenda, not the scrapings and mewl i ngs of a slave. You
may i ndeed soon find yourself begging, little bird, yet not for freedom"

| beat at himwith ny fists while he put the wist bands on, but all he did
was continue to ignore me. He had pushed nme flat onto the fur carpeting anong
t he cushions and had knelt across me, naking sure that beating at himwas al

| could do. That silly scrap of silk | was wearing was tw sted all about, but
that made no difference at all; as well as it covered nme, it mght as well



have been gone entirely. Wen the band had snapped cl osed around ny second
wrist he suddenly | ooked down into ny face, the snile he wore and the grow i ng
humin his mnd forcing nme still. | knew that sense of possession he radiated
| had cause to know it well. It nmade me swall ow hard and try to shrink down
and away, but he just laughed and stopped ne by | eaning | ower.

"You will not fly fromne, little bird," he said, grinning at the expression
on ny face. "I will conplete the rite of five-banding, and then you will be

m ne."

"Rite?" | quavered, wondering why | always had to be such a coward with these

men of Rimlia. "Wat rite do you speak of ?"

"It does not surprise me that you know nothing of the rite." He sml ed,
putting his hands on the carpeting to either side of ne and | eaning even
closer. "It is all one with the balance of what has been done. Suffice it to
say that it pleases ne to be first."

| didn't know what he was tal king about, but didn't have the tinme to wonder
about it. His lips came quickly to mine, soft but hungry, enticing rather than
demandi ng, taunting and teasing and inpossible to escape. Once, when | turned
my face away fromhim his lips cane to ny throat instead, drawing a noan from
me despite everything | could do. He was using what he'd done to ne earlier
ruthlessly and with full know edge, bringing ne to the withing point wthout
once touching me with his hands. | could have cried when | realized |I wanted
himto touch ne with his hands, but nore from desol ate confusion than anything
el se. What had those nen done to me that | was no | onger mstress of ny own
body? Wiy did my will crunble and ny bl ood run hot any time one of them was
too near? | nmpaned again and put ny hands on those wi de, netal -thewed arns,
trying to press nyself up against him but he refused to allow that. He

conti nued doing nothing but kiss me until | rolled about in near-nmadness,

dying for him and then he | eaned away.

"Wenda, | would make you fully mne," he said softly, holding up the fifth
band. "Wth this band | swear to defend your life with mne, to share ny
victories and keep sadness fromyou, to deny with a sword all those who would
take you fromne. Wth this band take ny heart, for they are both equally
yours. "

He reached down then and closed it around ny throat, and only then did he take
me in his arms. His kisses grew fierce and his hands touched ne everywhere,
and it was inpossible to deny him anything he wanted. | kissed his face and
bit at his earl obe even as he | aughed and renoved his haddin, and then he put
me beneath him to enter nme and take his due as ny owner. It took a long tine
to satisfy both of us, to quench the flames that had risen so high, but even

so | still remenbered, and afterward lay with ny hand to the band on ny throat
and wept .

CHAPTER 7

Dal l an, the nonster, refused to allow ne time to brood or dwell on shoul d-
have- beens. | had been banded as his and would think only of him or at |east
that's what | was told. | wanted to lie still and ask the unanswering air why
Tammad had never gone through the rite of five-banding the way Dal |l an had, but
my new owner had other ideas. | lay curled on nmy left side, facing away from

him but suddenly found nyself being pulled over onto nmy back so the |'lenda
above me mght ook at ne nore easily. Angrily |I struck at his face with both
fists, expecting the usel ess gesture to be ignored as usual, suddenly shocked



when ny bl ows | anded agai nst his nose and in his right eye, sending hi mback
with a shout of surprised pain. | sat up quickly with both hands to nmy nouth,
horrified at what | had done, watching as he sat and cradled his eye and nose
in his hands, a disbelieving tinge to his thoughts. Wen he finally | ooked
over at me | was already edgi ng away across the carpet fur, about five feet
fromhim | squeaked in al armwhen he began crawing after me with dark
determ nation in his thoughts, but shifting to crawing nmyself didn't do nore
than delay the inevitable. As fast as | crawed, he crawled faster, finally

getting close enough to put a big hand on ny ankle. | cried out when he caught
me, wishing I'd gotten to ny feet and run instead of crawling |ike an infant,
but I knew why | hadn't. As big as he was on all fours he was still bigger

upright, and sonehow I thought it would go harder for me if | was caught wth
both of us erect. How true that was |'d never know, it was hard enough on al
fours.

Dal  an wasn't anywhere near furiously angry, but that didn't mean | had the

nerve to struggl e when he caught me. | shook ny head desperately when he
pull ed me back to him wi shing | could say it had been an accident, w shing I
could say it was his fault for not protecting hinmself. | was trying to think
of something | could say, afraid to i magi ne what he would do to ne, wasting
time picturing those big fists crashing into ny body or face. | call inagining
bei ng severely beaten that way a waste of tinme sinply because with |I'l endaa

such as Dallan it was. There are worse things they can do to punish insol ence,
and Dal | an chose one of them

Wth very little effort | was draped over his knees, but | wasn't held down. |
felt the ridiculously tiny silk skirt being lifted away, ny bottom was patted,
and then the first smack came. | junped at the sting and withed in

hum liation, feeling so niserable | wanted to cry. Dallan knew there was no
need to hold ne down, that | didn't have the nerve to try getting away, but
that wasn't the reason why | wasn't being restrained. It was part of ny

puni shment to have to lie face down across his lap, with nothing holding nme
there, sinply accepting the humliation he gave. If he had really hurt ne |
could have found fury to brace nyself with, but he didn't hurt ne. He nmerely
puni shed me one smack at a tine, putting enough strength into it to let ne
know | was being punished, taking it sloww th the thought that we had al

day. He may have all day, but after the fifth whack, | began grow ng
desperat e.

By the time it was over there were tears running down ny cheeks, and not only
fromthe ache I'd been given. The puni shnent had al ready been well begun when
a knock canme at the door, followed by the sound of the door being opened. In
utter, chasm deep enbarrassnent | began shifting out of that humliating
position, not caring what was done to me afterward as | ong as no one was there
to witness it, but I'd forgotten the decision wasn't mine to make. Suddenly
there was a fist tangled in ny hair, not painful as long as |I lay still, and
t he puni shment was continui ng, sonewhat harder than it had been when begun. |
cried out in msery when the amusenent crowded at ny nind, conming fromthe
worman who had entered, the one who had been the first of the three during ny
bat hi ng. She | aughed al oud from behind e, gleefully approving, then noved

cl oser.

"I bring your midday neal, drin Dallan, and that of your weerees as well," she
said. "Do you wish nme to serve it?"

"Not at the noment, Ladir," Dallan answered, still swinging his arm "I now
attend to a necessary chore, one which will be sone time in ending. This one
will serve me when | wish to be served.”

"And eagerly," the woman Ladir |aughed, while | npaned to nyself over that



"some time in ending"” comrent. "The red in her pretty, rounded seat will
assure you of that. Do you wish nme to fetch a strap?"

"No." The nonster chuckled as | hid ny face in ny hands, blushing fit to burn
out a circuit. "Should I require a strap, | will send this one to fetch it.
You nmay go now. "

"As you will, nmy Drin," the woman answered, taking the earlier tray with her
I was crying hard by then, nore than m serable, but the punishnent continued
only another mnute or two. Abruptly it stopped, and the fist was w thdrawn
frommy hair.

"I suddenly find nyself interested in what is held by that tray," Dallan

nmused, alnost to hinmself. "Shall | continue with what | currently do, or have
| one about who will serve me eagerly?"
"I will serve you!" |I choked out inmmediately, willing to do anything to get

vertical again. If I'd begun feeling intimdated by himthat norning, by then
t he process was nearly conplete.

"Excellent," he said, the laughter in his nmind surrounding me to suffocation
"Ri se, then, and begin serving ne."

| struggled to ny feet without |ooking at him hurried to the tray to get a
bow of spiced neat strips garnished with nuts and vegetabl es, then went back
to the tray after delivering the bow, under orders to bring a goblet of w ne.
| held the wine goblet while nmy owner ate, kneeling in front of him ny eyes
and head down, relinquishing the wine only when he wanted to sip it, or when
he was ready for the next course. It still amazed ne how nuch those nen ate

wi thout getting fat, a thought | held to as | stared at the beautifully
decorated gol den goblet in nmy hands. It was painful thinking about the serving
| was doing, as though | were a slave, beaten down and terrified of what would
happen if | did sonething wong. | wasn't exactly beaten down and | wasn't
exactly terrified, but | was so ashaned of nyself that | couldn't stand it. |
was a coward for letting nmyself be browbeaten into obeying, but | couldn't
face that punishment again. | glanced up at Dallan where he sat and ate, found
his eyes on me as his mnd hunred, and quickly | ooked down again, hating
nmysel f even nore. He couldn't have done that to ne if | hadn't let him but I
couldn't seemto find it in nme to argue the point.

When Dal l an was through eating it was ny turn. The last thing | wanted just
then was to eat, but ny preferences didn't matter. | brought the bow to ny
owner, had himapprove the dish, then stuffed it down while he watched. | was
just finishing up the third selection, sonme sort of fow in a thick sauce,
wonderi ng where | would put any nore, when the bowl was taken out of mny hands.
| looked up to see Dallan reaching toward nme, and suddenly realized that his
desire had grown too strong for himto hold back. 1'd been sunk so deep in ny
m sery that | hadn't been aware of his feelings, but once he had taken me in
his lap and arnms | becane nore than aware of them The flanes washed over ne
as his lips took mne, his heartbeat becane a pounding in ny ears, the hot

bl ood surged fromhis body into nmine, forced fromflesh to flesh as he crushed
me up against him | knew the reactions | was feeling weren't my own, but they
were absol utely overpowering. | gasped once for air, trying to protect myself
or fight back, but it was already too late. The fire burning w thin himwas
too wild, his hold on ne too strong, for ne to be able to break | oose. He
swept ne up as easily as his arns lifted ne in the air, and by the tinme we,
reached the bed furs, | was conpletely |ost.

Hours went by that way, and | had the distinct inpression Dallan was trying to
make up for all the time he'd | ost as a servant-slave in Aesnil's palace. At



one point | told himtruthfully that | had nothing left to give, that he'd
taken all there was to take, but all he did was |augh and prove nme wong. |
couldn't seemto resist the way he touched nme-or the way he kissed nme-or the
way he thought when he | ooked at me. |'d been forced into sharing ny enotions
fromthe very first, and the man was glorying in the sensations as never
before. He was enornmously pleased with his new bel ongi ng, and | was beyond
desperati on.

I'd been napping for a short while in Dallan's arnms when | was awakened by a

| oud knock on the door. | raised my head when Dallan called out for whoever it
was to enter, but | knew who it was before he did. Ferran, conmmander of the
guard, cane in, wal ked four or five paces fromthe door, then nodded his head
to Dallan.

"My Drin, those you alerted us to expect have arrived," he said, his nmind nore
curious than his tone. "They await your pleasure in the courtyard."

"Good." Dallan nodded in turn, taking his arnms fromme as he sat up. "Ofer
themrefreshnment after their long ride, and tell them| will be with them
shortly."

"At once, ny Drin," the man agreed, turning back to the door after a single
glance at ne. His nmind had started to grow as was usual with Rinilian nmen,

but sight of the small-linked bronze bands | wore had changed the grow to a
hum Apparently their society found humm ng over a five-banded woman
acceptable, while growing was not. Gowing led to swordplay, and Ferran
wasn't about to challenge his drin.

"You may arise now, wenda, and clothe yourself in this,"” Dallan said, dropping
somet hing on the bed furs as he passed them "W have guests awaiting us, and
| do not care to have themwait overlong."

He, hinself, headed for his haddin, and when | |ooked at what he'd dropped on
the bed, | found it to be a gown very nuch like the ones I'd worn in Aesnil's
pal ace. The thing was backl ess and veed in front, but instead of butterfly

sl eeves there were full sleeves, gathered at the wist the way imad sl eeves
were, but not with leather. Sheer silk ties closed the sleeves, of a silver
mat ching the delicate silver of the rest of the gown. As nmuch as | wanted to
be out of the playtime outfit I was then wearing | glanced over toward Dall an
bef ore begi nning to undress. The silver gown gave nme an odd feeling of

f orebodi ng, as though sonething very unpl easant was goi ng to happen, but
Dal l an's m nd gave no indication of what it could be. The Prince of Gerleth
was very pl eased about sonething, not to nmention lighthearted; if there was
going to be trouble, it was nothing he was expecting. | threw away the

sl ave-rag as he began buckling on his swordbelt, and paid attention to getting
nysel f dressed.

By the time we left the roons. | was glad it wasn't me waiting for Dallan

He'd had hinself ready in alnmost no tine, but he called the three wonen back
to see to my hair and reperfum ng, and he hadn't hurried them He stood and
waited patiently until the job was done, watching me carefully, determ ned
about somet hing even though he didn't think it was a good idea. | could see
that fromthe way he kept pushing away a fully understood doubt, but | didn't
know what the idea was, or which part he was doubtful about. The teasing hints
nagged at ne, taking ny nind off the way | was being prinped and preened. The
worman Ladir seenmed to have caught Dallan's npbod and was no | onger anused, but
she wasn't the only one.

The next room past the bathing roomwas a reception room full of cushions and
smal | tables, but no bed. Beyond that roomwas a narble corridor, and that was



where we picked up our escort. Eight |'lendaa fell in behind us, scarcely

wal king in step but still guards for all of that. W wal ked down the |ong,

wi de corridor to its end, then stepped through airy double doors onto a wide
bal cony of sorts, that nmoved away before us to a broad set of descendi ng
steps. When | stopped to | ook over the balustrade with a gasp, Dallan stopped
with me and gestured w dely.

"The | and of Gerleth," he said, referring to the mles and mles of country I
could see, way, way down bel ow us. There were tiny towns, and tinier

i ndi vi dual houses, and neat rows of farm and in between the towns and houses
and small stands of trees. | was |ooking down into a nountain valley, the
entire area settled and cultivated even to the foot of the slopes. The
mountain had to fall away into the valley on this side only, considering the
road leading to it on the other side. | wondered how long circling that valley
to the far side of the nountain would have taken and then | renmenbered it
didn't matter any | onger.

"The land of Gerleth is very lovely," | said, turning away fromthe valley to
| ook at Dallan. "It is now clear why you missed it so greatly."

"It is said that once a man sees it, he may never again leave it." Dallan
smled, running a gentle hand over ny hair. "Possibly it will hold true for a
woman as well."

Hi s comment was an odd one, but before | could ask hi mwhat he neant he had
taken ny arm heading us toward the broad stairway that |ed downward. He was
still firmy suppressing his doubts, and as we approached the stairway I
suddenly knew why. | couldn't see himas yet, but at the foot of that stairway
wai t ed Tammad.

I must have tried stopping in ny tracks; the first thing | realized after

di scovering who was waiting was that Dallan's grip had tightened, and | was
now nmovi ng forward only because | was being pulled. | really didn't want to go
down those stairs, but another sudden revel ati on made nme stop hangi ng back
Knowi ng who was waiting belowtold ne the Dallan intended to fight Tamad for
possession of me, and it was ny presence at the fight that he had been unsure
about. Dallan knew well enough that | could cripple his mnd so badly that he
woul d | ose, but he was bringing nme there anyway. Did he intend maki ng ne
choose between themor was he too proud to hide anything fromme, even if he
died for it"? | felt the silver gown fluttering in the light breeze as we
approached the top of the stairs, and also felt the new alertness in Dallan's
m nd. He knew | was aware of what was happening and was waiting for me to
react; as far as that went, | was waiting for the sane thing.

We did no nore than reach the top of the stairs and start down, and every eye
bel ow was riveted on us. Tammad was there with C nnan beside him a dozen

'l endaa ranged behind them half Tammad's and half Ci nnan's. They stood in a
| arge marbl ed courtyard, marbled colums and arches rising around its
perimeter, nmore |'lendaa and seetarr visible through one of the arches. Also
around the perineter were two dozen | 'l endaa who seemed to belong to Dallan
all armed, all alert. A large, beautiful fountain stood in the far right-hand
corner of the courtyard, but no one seened in a nood to appreciate its beauty.
Anger and inpatience and wari ness rose up at ne in waves, unseparated and
undefined even when | nmet Tammad's gaze wi thout | ooking away. There were too
many minds there for his to dom nate, even with the cl ear displeasure
flickering across his features. If | hadn't expected trouble sooner, that
expression al one woul d have kept me from bei ng surprised. Tammad and Ci nnan
began wal ki ng toward us as soon as we began descending, and by the time we
were at the bottom of the steps they were only five feet away and waiting for
us.



"Aldana, |'lendaa," Dallan greeted them pleasantly, nodding to themin a
friendly fashion. "I amtold you come seeking our assistance. How may we aid
you?"

"You have already aided us by ending our search." Tanmmad answered, his voice
cal mand neutral, but just barely. He and Dallan had | ocked eyes, and Dallan's
hand was no longer on my arm "I take it you are the one called Daldrin."

"I amDbDallan, drin of Gerleth," Dallan answered, the ghost of a smile touching
his lips. "At one point and for a certain purpose, | was indeed called
Daldrin. You, | take it, are he called Tammad. "

"I am" the barbarian said, forcing calmon hinmself with enornmous effort. "I
have cone for my wendaa-and she who was banded by Ci nnan as well."

"My cousin Aesnil is here and well, though far from pl eased with her new | ot,"
Dal | an said, sparing a quick glance for a tight-lipped C nnan. "She receives
the courtesy in ny house that | received in hers, an experience she will not

soon put behind her. Should he who is called Cnnan wish it, he may remain as
guest in this house, to watch his wenda from afar or even to be served by her
as he chooses. At the proper tine, he will then be able to return her to her
former place.”

"And what, | would know, do you consider the proper tinme?" C nnan asked,
gi ving Tammad no opportunity to speak the words he had intended.

"The proper time will be when she has | earned sonmething of hunmility and

obedi ence." Dallan answered, his snile widening to a grin even though he stil
| ooked only at Tammad. "Should you decide to remain, speak to the overseer of
nmy house at your conveni ence. "

G nnan nodded as though Dallan could see the gesture, but nade no nove to

| eave Tanmad's side. Now that he knew Aesnil was safe, he could afford to
forget about her for a short while. Tammad's busi ness wasn't done, and
everyone there knew it.

"I have heard no words fromyou regardi ng ny wenda," the barbarian pursued,
his eyes now the blue of ice. "I will have the return of her now. "
"Your wenda," Dallan mused, the grin having left him "A man who cannot keep
his wenda by himhas not a right to the wenda. A man who two-bands her, then
five-bands her, then four-bands her, shows little interest in her peace of

m nd and sel f-concept. As you four-banded her, name your price to the overseer
of my house and he will see that you receive it. She now stands five-banded
and cherished as well, and will remain so as long as | live."

| was shaken by the strength of the disgust conming fromDallan, but not as
much as by the blast of rage coming fromthe barbarian. The force of the rage
literally staggered me, and | might have fallen if not for the hand of one of
Dal | an' s guardsnmen on ny arm Dallan, who had begun turning back toward the
stairs, ready to take ny arm again, nust have seen nme pal e and knew

i medi ately what the problemwas. Rather than trying to help ne in any way, he
qui ckly turned back to Tammad, who had taken two steps forward with the very
first echoes of his rage.

"No man has the right to come between another man and his wenda," the
barbari an grated, his voice sounding |ike two stones rubbing together. "You
know not hi ng of that which |ies between us, nothing of what |I-" H s words
broke of f abruptly as he fought to cal mhinself, but the effort was usel ess.



He was well beyond calm and his eyes nore than showed it. "It makes no
matter," he continued, again having | ocked eyes with Dallan. "All that
concerns us is that no man may give hinsel f approval for banding save with a
sword. My wenda has not been offered to you, nor shall she be. Return her now
or face ne. "

"I shall not return her," Dallan answered, standing as tall in mnd and body
as the barbarian. "It will be ny pleasure to face you. "

"No," | said, practically to myself, not believing they were really going to
fight. And then, because | knew they were, | shouted, "No! | wll not be

fought over! Do you hear ne? | refuse to be fought over!"

I mght as well have been shouting over the side of the nountain into the
val l ey. Tammad backed off a few paces then turned toward the center of the
courtyard with Dallan following right after him both of themignoring ne as
if I hadn't said a word. | began to nove forward, to stand between themif
necessary, but Dallan's guardsman still had his hand on ny arm The others in
the courtyard were all noving back toward the pillars and arches, giving the
two central figures all the roomthey would need, and as real as | knew the
confrontation was, | still couldn't believe it. The two nen were Dallan and
Tammad, and they couldn't really be serious about using the swords they were
drawi ng; they didn't really intend trying to kill each other

"I have | ooked forward to this neeting for some tine," Dallan said to Tammad
with a smle, raising the sword he held. "By the rite of five-banding do
def end possessi on of ny woman. "

"There is that which is deeper and nore binding than five-banding," the
barbarian returned with a simlar smle, also raising his sword. "The woman is
m ne."

Their m nds were hardened nmetal and rock, cold and unmoving and conpl etely
determined. | was so close to true shock | could have brushed it with the
silver gown | wore, tripped over it and fallen. The snmiles on their faces were
absol utely ghastly, lacking all hunor of any sort, meking ne shiver so hard
nearly pulled | oose fromthe guardsman's grip. Their polished nmetal swords
rose glinting in the sunlight, sharp and deadly, |ong and graceful, handl ed
with ease despite their weight. Tammad and Dal l an, two tanned giants, the
first wearing a green haddin, the second in dark red, both wi de and strong,
both determned to win or die; they faced one another with eagerness, and it
had al ready begun

I think it was that very eagerness that finally broke through to ne, pushing
of f the shock with the begi nnings of anger. They were glad to be facing one

anot her, happy over the prospect of fighting and killing! They were both

bar bari ans, savage beasts who were only using me as an excuse to get at one

another, calmy deciding ny fate for nme even as they casually ganbled their

lives. It nmade ne fighting mad nysel f, but ny weapon wasn't the sword.

Wt hout even thinking about it, | nudged the guardsman beside me with

i ndifference, and his hand fell away fromny arm Tammad and Dal |l an were
casually striking at one another, their blades silver lightning, each testing
for an easy opening, each pleased to find none. It was a real win they were
set for, the sort that had to be worked for and earned the hard way. My fists
clenched as | watched them trying to decide what to do, and then the answer
cane: if it was fun they wanted, it was fun they would get.

Tammad swung hard at Dallan, forcing himto duck back to keep frombeing hit,
and the pleasure they both felt at the well-executed exchange gave nme ny



openi ng. Touching them both at the same tinme, | changed pl easure into
anusement, a shadow of it at first while Dallan i mediately noved forward from
his defensive retreat and attacked. Tammad caught his bl ade and swung it aside
with his own, then had his thrust swng aside in turn. They were very well

mat ched, these two |'lendaa and abruptly they were grinning at each other even
as they circled, bodies set, free armout, swords held ready. They were both
wel | prepared to continue, but so was |I.

A flurry of attacks and counters went by with blinding speed acconpani ed by
the ring of nmetal; murnurs of appreciation and approval could be heard al
around, drowni ng out the chuckling the two conbatants had graduated to. If
they hadn't been so deeply involved with each other they probably woul d have
al ready been suspicious, but the concentration necessary for |ife-and-death
battle | eaves very little roomfor consideration of other things. Dallan noved
in fast with a stroke toward Tamuad' s head, which Tammad si de- st epped and

bl ocked as they both began | aughing al oud, as though in delight. Delight was
part of what they felt, but not because they were delighted with the
situation. I'd had to use sonething to distract the growi ng distraction they
felt, and delight tends to have a great attraction for nobst people. |I could
see |'d have to speed things up before they broke away.

One thing I will have to give them they did try. They both began sw ngi ng at
each other almost wildly, as though determined to get to the bl oody part of
the fight no matter what anyone did to try breaking it up. If they had started
just alittle sooner they m ght have nade it, but not with utter hilarity
filling their mnds. Their laughter turned to roaring mrth, the sort that

hol ds you in a hel pless grip, weakening your |inbs and dripping tears from
your eyes. Wthin noments they were just about convul sed with | aughter
staggering around rather than circling, unable to accurately sw ng those
nmonstrous swords even with two hands. Their weapons were down, their guards
were down, and if | could hold off the draining tiredness a little |onger,

they would be down as well. A runble of confused nuttering had begun when
their laughter had first started, rising when the nmock hysteria had roared
out, culmnating in some of Tammad's |'lendaa | ooking in nmy direction. | could

only hope they were unsure of all that being my fault, and doubly hoped they
couldn't see the sweat on ny forehead. They, better than any of the others,
knew what | could do, and | was too close to success to stand the thought of
their interfering. | forced nyself to stand strai ghter under the weight of
weariness, and tried to | ook as confused as everyone el se.

"By the Sword of Gerleth, what insanity is this?" a deep voice suddenly
roared, overriding the nuttering and | aughter alike. Tammad was down on one
knee, Dallan was bent over holding his mddle, both of them had dropped their
swords, and both of them were | aughing their heads off. The nuttering stopped
abruptly at the roar but not so the |aughter, and that seened to infuriate the
newconer even nore

The big man had come through one of the arches, leading ten or a dozen other
newconers. He was as blond and blue-eyed as all Rimlian nmales seened to be,
and though he was noticeably older there didn't seemto be an ounce of fat on
him He wore a haddin of the red Aesnil's gowns had been, a bl ack | eather
swordbelt fromwhich a golden hilt protruded, and one curving gol den arnband.

O her than that he was no different fromthe other |'lendaa, except for being
angrier. My grip on the two in the mddle of the courtyard began to slip when
he roared, and an instant's thought told nme it wasn't worth recovering. 1'd

done what 1'd hoped to do, and | didn't have all that rmuch left after the
effort; what | did have woul d best be conserved for any necessary |ater
effort.

"Dal | an, what is the nmeaning of this?" the man demanded, stalking forward to



stand and glare at the two ex-conbatants. "Do | see grown men before me, or
smal | boys in need of a sound strapping for childish foolishness?"
"Father-wait-" Dallan gasped, still unable to throw off the |aughter, holding
one hand up toward the other man. Then he slowy | owered hinmself toward the
ground and dropped the | ast few inches, stretching hinself out as though
exhausted. Tammad had shifted from one knee to sitting hunched over, noving as
slowy as Dallan had, |ooking just as weary. Strong |aughter is very tiring,
and theirs had been close to the draining of hysterics. They were finally
bringing it under control, but the danmage had al ready been done. | stirred
where | stood, know ng they would soon be able to come after me, know ng al so
that | didn't really care. Possibly | was too tired nyself to care, but there
was no confusion to the feeling. | was glad | had done what | had, and | would
not have recalled the doing even if that had been possible.

"Perhaps you woul d now care to explain the nmeaning of this-this-wtless
exhibition," the big man said, |ooking down at Dallan where he lay on the

marble. "I amaware of the fact that | have not seen you in some little tine,
yet behavi or such as this. Even as boys, you and your brother engaged in
little of it. Wwo is this |'lenda, and those others as well, and what do you

all do here?"

"Father, this was neant to be a contest to death."” Dallan panted, rolling onto
his side and propping hinself up with one elbow. "That it degenerated into the
farce you saw was not our doing. The buffoonery was forced upon us."

"Forced?" Dallan's father echoed, frowning in obvious disbelief. "In what
manner may | aughter be forced on a man? And where m ght one be found who is
capabl e of such a thing?"

"To find the one responsible, you need only | ook there," Dallan answered
sourly, sitting up and turning his head in ny direction. Tamad had al ready
been | ooking at me for a minute or two, and | was glad | was too played out to
read them at that distance. Fromtheir expressions, it was easy to see that |
woul dn't have enjoyed what | read. "Her name is Terril, and | have just this
day banded her," Dallan continued, his tone going grim "This day will also
see her well punished. "

"She is not yours to band nor punish,” Tammad interrupted, bringing Dallan's
attention back to him "The woman is mne, and | will see to her punishnent
when | have returned her to ny bands. "

"She wears ny bands and will continue to do so," Dallan answered, his tone
even but his back straightening. "Wat disposition is made of her will be nade
by me. Have | not made ny intentions sufficiently clear?"

"As clear as mne," the barbarian returned, holding his gaze, both their hands
novi ng together toward their swords again. Not even Dallan's father seened
prepared to stop them and | was nore than sick of it.

"Perhaps there are those about who are interested in nmy intentions," | said,
stepping forward toward them before they were able to get to their feet. "I
strongly feel that ignoring ny intentions would be a great foolishness."

Dal | an craned back as Tammad | ooked up, but neither one of themgot to
verbal i ze the annoyance filling their eyes. Dallan's father had had his eyes
on me since Dallan had pointed ne out, and he stepped forward to stand between
me and them

"I amRellis, Chand of Gerleth and lord of this house," he said, |ooking down



at me with curiosity and annoyance. "From what | and do you cone, that you have
not been taught proper manners, eh, wenda? A matter of honor between |'l endaa
may not be interfered with, nost especially not by a wenda."

"This is no matter of honor," | countered, ignoring the rest of what he'd
said, looking up into his eyes. "I will not be used as an excuse for

bl oodl etting, no matter how noble the thing is made to sound. That they have
greater interest in facing one another than in any end result they m ght
attain is quite clear to ne, even should no other be able to see it. It is for
this reason that | amdeterm ned that neither shall wn."

"You mean to prevent the victory of one over the other?" he asked, his tone
fal sely astoni shed while his mnd chuckled indulgently. "To do such a thing
you rmust be a greater warrior than they, greater than any who has yet been
known! | amtruly honored to have you as guest within nmy house."

He had made his voice awed and respectful, indulging the little girl in her
fantasi es, not seeing the expressions Tammad and Dal |l an wore. The two m ghty
warriors were finally on their feet, standing to Rellis' right, anger and
frustration conpeting for place on their faces, outrage and indignation
pouring out of their mnds. | was daring to trespass on warrior domains,
daring to oppose their wills with mine, but I didn't care how unhappy they
were. It was time someone thought of me first, even if | had to be the one to
do it.

"They will not face each other with weapons.” | said through nmy teeth, grating
on the condescension Rellis felt so strongly, then turned ny head toward the
other two. "Should they find nmy resolve sufficiently distasteful, ny life may
be easily taken by them yet not so the decision. That | will not allowto be
taken from ne

"Do not speak foolishly, wenda!" Rellis snapped while the other two | ooked as
though 1'd struck themin the face. "No warrior would take the life of a
worman, and nost especially not the life of the woman he fights to possess. You
cannot know whereof you speak, therefore . "

"Harma, do you truly believe I would harmyou?" Tammad interrupted, taking a
step closer to me, his blue eyes seriously concerned. "Your life is mne to
protect, never to take."

"No nore would | offer you harm woman of ny heart,"” Dallan agreed, stepping
forward to stand beside the barbarian. "You cannot think I would consider such
a thing even for a nonent. "

"You both not only consider it, you strive to acconplish it,” | said, the

har shness of ny feelings coloring ny words, "I will not be fought for and won
as though I were no nore than the spoils of your war. You both covet ny
possessi on for reasons of your own; should one slay the other toward this end,

its very acconplishment will negate it. You have nmy word that | will open ny
m nd wi de, sharing the death of whichever of you experiences it, allow ng the
shock of such a contact to take me as well. You disbelieve that it may be done
so; then doubt me if you wish. | say there will be no victory nor victor, not

of the sort you profess to desire."

"Profess?" Dallan repeated, his thoughts as shocked and confused as Tammad's

t hough his eyes and expression showed it nore. Rellis didn't understand
anyt hi ng that was going on, but nothing in his attitude showed that he

i ntended interrupting or interfering. He had decided to |isten and wait before
com ng to any decisions, an attitude which surprised ne. | wouldn't have
expected it froma R nilian barbarian



"You cannot think I do not desire you, Terril," Dallan said, his voice

consi derably nmore even that m ne had been. "Should your power fail to tell you
this, you may judge fromny actions. Surely you understand that | would not
have banded you had ny feelings for you not been deep."

"I ndeed does my power tell me of your feelings,"” | said, glancing at him
briefly before | ooking away. "As for your actions, there are those which stand
out quite clearly in my menory. | find it difficult forgetting actions such as
those. "

| could al nost feel himstraightening where he stood, his mnd filling
protests of justification, but none of themreached the vocal |evel.

"By the Circle of Mght, what have you done to her?" Tanmad dermanded in a
growm, his fury beginning to tower again. "Should | find that you have given
her pain. | shall. '

"That | have given her pain?" Dallan interrupted with his own anger, sounds of
noverrent showi ng they were turning to face one another again. "Wat of the
pain she has had fromyou? If your arns have held her for no nore than proper
puni shrent and expressions of |ove, why does she seek to run fromyou? Has she
shown you the tears of her ache, so that you might banish them and ease her?
When she was held in ny cousin's house, her life and sanity nearly forfeit,
why did she not believe you would seek for and find her'? Wy does the nere

t hought of you bring hopel essness to the depths of her lovely eyes? You ask
what | have done to her; allow me to ask the same of you!"

When Dal | an was through, there was no i nmedi ate answer to his question. |
could feel the silence behind me, full of jagged edges, but even nore | could
feel the groaning and stretching in Tammad's nmind as his emptions tried to
escape his control. He had forced that rigid, unyielding cal mon hinself
alnost fromthe first of Dallan's words, and he refused to let it break. He'd
felt the strength of Dallan's bitter outrage full force, but what effect it
had had on himif any-he refused to adnit even to hinself.

"Al'l you say is true." he answered at last, his voice not overly |oud and
certainly even enough to match his calm "There are far too many things

bet ween t he woman and mysel f which shoul d not have been. And yet the greatest
of my follies was ny attenpt to give her up, which her recent di sappearance

has proven wi thout doubt. | cannot give her up and | shall not, for she is
nore precious to nme than life itself. She is mne and will remain mne."
"She is banded as nmine and will remain mne," Dallan returned doggedly,

conpleting the circle of speaking-and-refusing-to-hear. My head was begi nning
to hurt and | was very tired, and | realized that my eyes had cl osed during
Tammad' s say, and | hadn't opened them agai n. Lightheadedness tiptoed up to
me, whi spering of how good it would feel to sit down for a while, and | really
began considering it

"Enough of this,"” Rellis' voice cane, w thout anger but filled with authority.
Suddenly hands were on ne, lifting me in a pair of strong arns, and | didn't
under st and what was happening. "Are the two of you so engrossed in one anot her
that you fail to see that the woman you both seek to possess was nearly upon
the ground in a faint?" he said, showing he was the one holding nme. "You
squabble nore like children than nen, and | find nyself too weary to listen
further. | shall see to the wenda, the while you pose as though you were
warriors. Should you |later discover sone interest in the wonman's well - bei ng,
you may consider joining us-should I permt it."



Hol ding ne tightly to him he turned then and started away, his mnd faintly
annoyed. | opened ny eyes to see that we were heading for the stairs | eading
up to the palace, but I nmade sure not to | ook over his shoulder at the two we
were | eavi ng behind. They'd registered indignant outrage at his speech, but
seeing Rellis wal king away had bot hered them even nore. They hesitated no

| onger than necessary to glare at each other, then they were hurrying to catch

up.

"Father, this is nost unseenmly," Dallan protested, holding his anger down out
of a deeply ingrained sense of respect. "It is unheard of for another to walk
off with a woman who is the object of contention!"

"It is now no |longer unheard of," Rellis answered, keeping to a brisk pace as
he mounted the stairs. The other two clinbed behind him and they seened to
understand he'd said all he was going to. Dallan was annoyed and fighting off
anger, and Tammad was--cal m above runbling and swirling. | |eaned ny head
against Rellis' shoulder, trying to see the funny side of being carried away
fromthe two men who had been fighting over me, with them now scranbling al ong
behind in an effort to keep up. Under other circunstances the situation woul d.
have been funny-except for the fact that Tammad and Dall an weren't prepared to
give up on the idea of facing one another no matter what had been said to
them and Rellis' mind had begun to humwith interest. | should have been used
to that humfromny tine anong the nen of that planet, but | wasn't. It stil
had the power to frighten ne no matter how bravely | tal ked, especially when
felt as drained and tired as | did then. | was just about hel pless to protect
nmysel f, and coward that | am the thought made me ill with fear

It didn't take long to reach Rellis' destination. A guard opened a door, and
then we were entering a large reception roomwith a raised dais, nuch |like the
one Aesnil had in her palace. It was all marble with red and gold silks on the
wal I s, gol den carpet fur, and red and gold cushions; | was taken to the
cushions at the foot of the dais and set down anbng them but not to be left
alone. Rellis went to a small table which held a gol den carafe and gol den

gobl ets, poured into one of the goblets, then came back to sit down beside ne.

"Here, wenda, drink this and you will find yourself somewhat restored,"” he
said, handing ne the goblet with a snmile on his handsone face. It was delicate
gol den wi ne rather than drishnak so | sipped at it, ignoring the netallic
taste inmparted by the goblet in the sane way | ignored Rellis' hand at ny
hair. He, in turn, was ignoring Dallan and Tanmad, who stood stiffly in the
center of the room Dallan the very picture of outrage. The anusenent in
Rellis'" mnd showed he was nore than aware of them but when Tammad spoke he
was still surprised

"Your purpose has, for the nonment, been achieved, Chand of Grelana," the
barbari an said, his usual deep calmevident in his voice. "It would, however,
be wi se of you to avoid too great a proximty to the woman in an attenpt to
prol ong that purpose. Her ability to interest a nman is never intentionally
exerci sed, and therefore far nore potent than it otherw se would be. To
bel i eve yoursel f immune woul d be foolish self-deception.”

"Wuld it indeed,” Rellis said, |ooking over at the barbarian with a good dea
of annoyance touching him He resented being spoken to |like that, but he'd

al so taken his hand fromny hair after only a brief hesitation. "And who are
you, |'lenda, to address a Chand in such a nanner? You are clearly not from
the |l and hereabout."

"I am Tammad, denday of the city of Thriving Near the River's Bend," the
bar bari an responded, folding his massive arns across his chest. "Anmong the
menbership in the Grcle of Mght, | speak first."



"The Circle of Mght," Rellis nmused, the faint frown creasing his forehead
mat ching the one Dallan wore as he stared at Tammad, "I have heard many thing
concerning the | eadership of the cities of the plains and forests and their
Circle of Mght, yet not that they had chosen one to speak first. He who
occupi es that position is a man to be reckoned with, for he has the |'lendaa
of five and twenty cities at his disposal. Does your Circle now nmean to ride
i n conquest ?"

"Qur Circle is far nore concerned with the well-being of our cities," the
barbari an said, his cal mdeepening. "W have been contacted by of fworl ders who
wi sh to build a conplex on our world, and we have demanded nany gifts and
concessions to allow themtheir desire. To halt their intentions would be

i mpossi ble, therefore do we strive to protect and strengthen the peopl es of
our world, so that we will one day find ourselves able to face them as equal s
in the nysteries of their know edge and devices. To see one portion of our
world fall to themthrough weakness, would soon nean the rest following in
turn, our cities anmong them It is for that reason we nean to demand the needs
and desires of all, not nmerely our own; to do otherwi se would be to set out
upon the road which |leads to self-destruction.”

"I salute the wisdomof your Circle," Rellis said, a hand to his face as his

m nd consi dered what he'd heard. "It would indeed benefit each of us to see
our entire world strengthened, yet it would undoubtedly nmean the end of our
way of life. | ama warrior as ny father was and ny sons are; what is to be

the ot of the sons of nmy sons and their sons after then? To see them as
shopkeepers and merchants and schol ars, never knowi ng the feel of a sword in
their hands, would sour and sicken the life | have so far found so sweet."
"Such a thing need not be," Tammad said, his voice filled w th understandi ng.
"There is one world anmong those of the outworlders filled with those who | ook
upon thensel ves as warriors. They are called Kabras, and it is to these Kabras
that the darayse of the outworlders go when there is a battle they wi sh fought
with their enenies, for they have neither the stomach nor the skill to face
their enem es thenselves. Al fear these warriors called Kabras yet are they
warriors in nanme alone, rarely finding it necessary to rai se weapons as true
warriors would. |I have anong those who follow ne one of these Kabras, one who
longs for true battle and who will therefore school us in the manner in which
we, ourselves, may offer our swords and protection as the Kabras now do. Those
of our world who wish to remain warriors will find thenmselves fully needed,
and perhaps find the opportunity of extending our sway to worlds not our own.
The Kabras have made no attenpt to claimthat which they win through the
strength of their swordarns; what need is there for us to emulate themto so
great an extent?"

"What need indeed," Rellis chuckled, delighted with the i dea Tanmad had
grinningly presented. For ny own part | was appalled, listening to themcalmy
di scussi ng conquering the other nmore peaceful and civilized worlds of the

Amal gamati on. | now knew the use the barbarian intended putting Garth to, and
| wished | didn't. |I swallowed the |ast of the golden wine in a gulp, nearly
choking, unintentionally bringing nyself back to the attention of Rellis.

"I fail to understand what occurs here between yourself and ny son," the Chand
said, losing nost of the pleasure he'd felt. "How does it cone to be that you
stand in contention over this wench?"

"The woman was bought by nme fromthe outworlders,” the barbarian said, noving
his eyes to nme where | sat holding the enpty goblet.

"They are all darayse and did not dare refuse ny demand for her, instead



eagerly accepting the offer of paynent | made. She left me once, thinking I no
| onger desired her, and it was necessary for ne to follow after her and carry
her back. She was allowed to do as she pleased anobng the darayse she cones
from therefore is she willful to a |arge degree as well as the possessor of a
strange power. She was stolen fromnear ny canp by savages, sold to a tribe of
t he Hanmarda, escaped fromthe Hamarda, and taken up by the Chama of G el ana,
who wi shed the use of her powers to serve her own ends. It was there, at the
pal ace of the Chama, that your son discovered her. Though we were each of us
held as slave, he in the palace, | in the vendra ralle, our paths never
crossed. Once we had attained our freedom however, we were also free to face
one anot her, which we earlier attenpted to do. Wth the wonan present and
unrestrained, the effort was the farce you saw. "

"Held as slaves, did you say?" Rellis demanded, suddenly outraged. "Dallan
were you truly rmade slave by your cousin Aesnil? Wat of your brother?"

"Seddan was enslaved as well," Dallan said, a tightening evident in his
jawline. "I, held in the pal ace, faced no nore than the whi ps and kicks of the
guard. Seddan, however, was sent to the vendra ralle, where it was necessary
that he fight in defense of his life. He was wounded in his final encounter in

the ralle, and wounded agai n when we fought to regain our freedom | |ost no
time in bringing himhonme at battle's end, and now he rests in his apartnment,
regai ning health and strength beneath the eyes of our healers. He will again

be as he was, though through no thanks to Aesnil."
"I find your tale incredible," Rellis said, staring at Dallan as his anger
grew. "You and your brother were nerely to have paid your respects to Aesnil,
visited a short while, and then returned hone. Did one or the other of you
give her insult, that she had you ensl aved?"

"We refused to go to our knees before her," Dallan answered grimy, his left
hand resting on his sword hilt. "The gesture was demanded of us to counter the
“arrogance' we showed when first presenting ourselves before her. Seddan

| aughed and called her a foolish girl-child, and the next instant her
guardsnmen had been set upon us."

"There nust be an accounting for this outrage," Rellis fumed, keeping hinself
fromjumping to his feet only by the strongest effort of will. "°I will visit
her nyself, and . "

"Fat her, you need not go far." Dallan grinned, holding one hand up to calm
Rellis'" anger. "Aesnil and Terril fled Gelana together, and were brought here
by |'l endaa of Gerleth who thought them wendaa of our land. | have returned to
Aesni|l the courtesy given in her house, and have decl ared her slave. She now

| abors at whatever tasks were given her, and strives to avoid the straps of
those in whose charge she stands. You may renonstrate with her whenever you

pl ease, nerely by summoning her fromthe kitchens or wherever it is she
serves."

"A fate undoubtedly well earned by her." Rellis said, |osing a good deal of
his anger. "Your nother, had she lived, would have been greatly upset to learn

of such doings fromthe daughter of her sister. I will speak with the girl
|ater, after she has had an appropriate anmount of punishnent, and then decide
when she will be returned to Gelana. A pity she has not yet been banded."

"She has been banded," Tammad put in, drawing Rellis' eyes again. "C nnan
awai ts wi thout, anxious for her return yet unwilling to offer you insult by
demanding it. Perhaps you would do well to discuss the matter with him"

"I will be sure to do so." Rellis nodded, |eaning down anong the cushi ons.



"The question of Aesnil will be easily seen to, yet not so the matter which
stands between yourself and Dallan. Is it possible it my be seen to by other
nmeans than a neeting of blades?"

"I came here solely with the intention of regaining ny woman." The barbari an
shrugged deliberately keeping his eyes fromDallan. "Should it be possible to
acconplish this end without the spilling of blood, so be it."

"When | found her, the woman was four-banded," Dallan said, also speaking only
to Rellis. "I was well within ny rights five-banding her, a decision | wll
stand with. The wonan is banded as mine and will remain mne."

"Clearly an impasse,"” Rellis said with a sigh, then he turned his head to ne.
"It is easily seen why you both desire this woman, yet | have not seen her run
weepi ng and begging to either of you. Is she convinced that one will easily
best the other, or is she unsure which of you she wi shes to belong to?"

"Neither," | said before anyone could answer the question for me. "As it is
the truth you seek, | shall give it to you. | wish to belong to neither of
them™

"For what reason do you feel so, wench?" Rellis asked gently, pretending he
was unaware of the painful silence coming fromthe mddle of the room "Are
you not aware of the desire these nmen feel for you, the love they wish to
share with you?"

"Ch, | amnore than aware of their desire," | said, just short of a bitter

| augh. "He who banded nme first desires the use of ny power in his designs and
the use of ny body in the furs. He who banded ne second desires the end of the
pity he feels for ne in the bands of another, and the addition of nmy power as
well as ny body in his furs. The things they nost wish to share with nme are
hum liation and pain, for those are the things | find nobst often at their
hands. They both w sh the use of ny power, yet they also wish to deny ne the
use of it. I will no longer allow such a thing, therefore will | belong to

nei ther of them"™

"Wenda, such a decision is not yours," Rellis said, his voice still gentle to
cover the pity he felt. "Surely your upset causes you to exaggerate what was
done to you, for | amable to picture neither nmy son nor the denday Tammad

gi ving unnecessary pain to a hel pl ess woman. You mrust be. "

"I amnot helpless!" | interrupted with a shout, furiously throwi ng down the
goblet | held. "Unrestrained | amnot helpless at all, yet | seldomfind
nmysel f unrestrained! The mighty |'lendaa of Rinmlia fear me as greatly as

t hose of ny own world, seeking to bind ne as tightly as they, offering

puni shment nearly as harsh! | will no |Ionger allow nmyself to be restrained,
and will fight for freedom to the death if necessary!"

"There is much of the sound of |'lenda to you," Rellis nused, for the nost

part deciding he'd better calmme dowmn. "It is scarcely necessary for a wenda
to fight to the death, npst especially as she has no weapon to use. Best you
allow us to see to this matter, for your happiness will be forenost in our

m nds as we contenplate our decision. | will have you taken to a roomin which
you may rest yourself "

"I will not be brushed aside that easily," | interrupted again, my anger
building. "If | have no weapon which nmay be used, | assune you have no
objection to nmy using this nonexistent weapon on you?"

"Certainly not," he agreed, annoyed but still willing to humor ne. "You may



use whatever weapon you

"No!" Tammad and Dal | an shouted together, both of them coming forward fromthe
center of the room They were feeling considerably nore nervous than they

| ooked, anticipating all sorts of calamties. They both should have known I
was too tired and drained to do anything really spectacul ar, but their
reaction was enotional rather than | ogical

"I have had nore than enough of interruptions!" Rellis snapped in irritation
jerking his head around to glare at Tammad and Dallan. "The girl flounders in
sel f-del usion, and you aid her by supporting her foolishness! It is little
wonder that she feels as she does, confused and unsure and deeply ahresta! You
are each of you fully grown |'lendaa, and should know of the delicacy required
in dealing with wendaa!"

| leaned back a little as he plowed on and on, refusing to let Dallan
interrupt or explain, lecturing themon how nmen knew better when he was young,

stressing how small and hel pl ess and delicate wormen were. | know he thought he
was defending nme, but 1'd been defended that way too often to be willing to
swallow it again. | had his freely given pernission to use ny imagi hary weapon

on him and although | used restraint, that's exactly what | did.

Have you ever been the victimof a psychological itch? The condition usually
mani fests when you're carrying two arnfuls of packages with nowhere to put

t hem down, or when you're in the mddle of a |large group of people where it's
i npossible to turn politely away. The itch is actually enotional rather that
physical, a rebellion of your m nd agai nst the intol erabl e chaining of
conditions and circunstances. It's trigger is gross rather than subtle,
otherwise | couldn't have managed it just then. As Rellis continued on and on
in his lecture, | was triggering that reaction in him spreading it faster and
nore conpletely than it would have done on its own. He began by scratching
absentmndedly first at his chest, then at his thigh, then at his neck; before
a full five mnutes had passed he was beginning to use two hands, and that was
when he became consci ously aware of what he was going through. He broke off in
the middl e of a sentence, and | ooked down at hinself.

"By the Sword of GCerleth, what occurs here?" he demanded, watching as his
hands scratched everywhere, enbarrassingly even down into his haddin. He was
beyond being able to control the sensations, and felt as though he were
infested with tiny vermin. The strength of imagination is such that he could
feel tiny feet wal king on himeven if he couldn't see them

"Father, | feel sure you suffer fromself-delusion," Dallan said, his
expression uninflected despite the chuckling in his mnd. "I cannot pretend
understand the nmethod used, yet Terril was invited by you to exercise her
power. It seens she has."

"The wenda?" Rellis said with incredulity, then turned his head to | ook at ne.
Al though | was scarcely straining, | could feel the beads of sweat on ny
forehead fromny expending the the last of nmy strength. It was hard, dammed
hard, but | wasn't about to ease up until he cried uncle.

"It cannot be," Rellis nuttered, still scratching Iike nad. "No being is able
to do this to another, invisibly and froma distance! It is nadness! It is-
Enough, wenda! | amno |longer able to bear it! Enough!"

As soon as he admtted defeat | let go, both to show himthat his suffering

really had been ny doing, and to stop voluntarily before | was forced to stop
| hadn't been able to build up nmy nmental nuscles very far, and the limtations
| worked under were painful as well as frustrating. Rellis' scratching sl owed



i medi ately, quickly petering out to nothing, and he slunped to the cushions
with a sigh.

"Never in ny life have | felt such a thing," he nmuttered, then | ooked up at
Dal  an and Tammad. "Was this the reason for your failure to face one anot her
with swords in proper manner? | doubt it woul d have been possible for ne to
hold a sword."

"The reason for our failure was sonewhat different,"” Dallan said, glancing at
Tammad with a wy expression. "W were each forced to feel the hilarity of

| aught er, rendering serious battle inpossible. As ny recent opponent has said,
the woman is strong-willed. "

"And therefore should not be allowed to escape the consequences of her
actions," the barbarian put in, annoyance clear in his voice. "She nmust be
taught to use her power with discretion, as a boy is taught to keep his sword
sheat hed when not truly threatened. Should she fail to learn the | esson, her
l[ife will sooner or later be forfeit."

"I"d rather lose that life than be taken advantage of any longer!" | spat, not
caring that Dallan and Rellis didn't understand Centran; just then | wasn't
talking to them "If you're so afraid of what I'lIl do to you, you can solve

t he probl em by never comi ng near nme again!"

| hadn't really | ooked at himwhile |I'd spoken, but | still turned ny head
away, toward the dais behind ne. | was beginning to feel that hatred again,
and it was a good thing | was too tired to do any nore projecting. Wat woul d
have cone out of nmy mind right then woul dn't have been as amusing as | aughter
or itching.

"What does she say?" Rellis asked, shifting anmong the cushions so that |I could
feel his eyes on ne. "So barbaric a tongue is beyond my know edge."

"She-di sagrees with ny opinions,"” the barbarian answered, his voice the | east
bit fainter than it had been. "She dislikes punishnent and fears it, yet
refuses to learn fromit. Howis a man to abandon such a one, so filled with
pride and arrogance that she is unlikely to survive w thout protection, yet
who | ooks upon such protection with furious insult? What is a nman to do with
such a one?"

"Per haps he woul d be best off seeing her with another," Dallan said, his voice
soft with pity rather than hard with chall enge. "Wen there is constant pain
for both menbers of a match, that match is best dissolved. To live with
constant pain is not to live at all."

"Only through pl easure and pain does a man know that he lives," Tammad cane
back, his voice strengthening again. "There are things not worth the slightest
twi nge. and those worth the pain of agony. To truly live is to believe that
when the agony ends, the pleasure will first begin."

"I feel that this discussion would be best conducted over cups of w ne,"

Rellis said, rising to his feet. "I, nyself, can surely do with nore than one.
You may rest here undisturbed, wenda, and gather yourself together before the
darkness neal. W will take our drink elsewhere."

| twisted in the cushions and tried to protest, but all three of them were
headi ng for the door, paying no further attention to ne. Getting up nyself
proved i npossible when | tried, and | slunped back into the cushions as the
door clicked closed. They were going el sewhere not to drink but to deci de what
was going to be done with me, a topic | wouldn't be allowed a say on.



grabbed a pillow and hugged it to ne angrily, then | owered my cheek to the
carpet fur in msery. | hated themterribly, all of them but they couldn't
have cared | ess. They weren't going to turn me | oose, weren't even going to
demand that | make a choice. The choice would be made for me, and all | had to
do was accept it. Well, | wouldn't accept it, no matter what they did to e, |
woul dn't! | closed ny eyes to the urging of the exhaustion I felt, beginning
to think about ail the things they could do to ne, and fell asleep that way.

| awoke crying out, my heart hammering, ny nouth dry and stale with the taste
of fear. It was terror that pursued ne out of the nmists of sleep, and
shuddered and pressed nyself against the chest | was held to, desperately
needing the arnms that held nme tight. It had been horrible, awful, and know ng
that it had just been a bad dreamdidn't help at all.

"Wenda, what has disturbed your sleep?' Rellis asked, holding nme cl ose against
t he shuddering. "You seermed to be in fear of your very life."

"I -cannot renenber," | answered, trying unsuccessfully to bring back what had
frightened ne so. It was gone behind dark clouds, |eaving nothing but the
reaction it had caused.

"We are not prepared to take the darkness neal," Rellis said, absently
stroking ny hair. "Are you able to join us, or would you prefer being served
here.”

"I need but a noment to gather nyself," | said, renenbering his views on how
hel pless | was. Cowering in his arns was a poor way of changing his opinion
and the effects of the nightnmare were already wearing off. | stirred to |et

hi m know he could let me go, but he didn't release ne i mediately. He held on
for a mnute or two, and when his arns finally did open, |I could have read his
reluctance even wthout ny enpathetic ability. | |ooked up to see his blue
eyes directly on ne, as frankly and openly as all nen | ooked at wonen on t hat
world, but with nore than casual interest in his nind. Wen | didn't | ook away
fromhis stare he smled faintly, then put a hand to ny face.

"It is easily seen why ny son feels so strongly about having banded you," he
said. "The other, Tammad, was conpletely correct. Your lure is greater than
that of any woman | have ever net. "

"You find yourself attracted to my hel pl essness?" | asked, noving back a bit
before straightening the silver gown | still wore.

"No, hardly your hel pl essness," he |aughed, breaking out of whatever nood had
just been holding him "As | deemnyself a prudent man, | shall prudently
avoi d delving nore deeply into the question. It would never do that | add
nysel f to the confusion we now face."

"I had thought the matter would by now be settled,” | said, watching his
reactions closely. "As | cannot press my own stand till resolution is reached,
| find the delay vexing."

"I need not ask what your stand will be," he said with a grin, rising fromhis
knees to extend a hand to ne. "My suggested sol ution woul d have been the sane
even had | not known, yet the manner of execution would have been other than
it was. It now |l acks only your know edge of what is to be, and that may be
seen to over the neal ."

| took his hand and let himhelp me to nmy feet, but swall owed down the
qguestions | had w thout asking them His "suggested solution" sounded |ike
nothing I would care for, but there was tine to nake a fuss once | heard it.



Despite the fact that | felt winkled and nussed, | followed himout of the
reception roominto the corridor, up the corridor a short way, and into

anot her room This one was considerably smaller than the first and had no
dais, but what it did have was Dall an and Tammad rel axi ng anong the piles of
red and gold cushions. The nmen of Gerleth seened to like red and gold, using
it so often it was beginning to get boring. The sky outside the wi ndows had
turned dark with night, but the roomwas well provided with candles. Five
femal es-servants, they were, rather than slaves--either stood near trays or
served the two seated nen, and Rellis led me to a place opposite Tammad and
Dal l an and no nore than four feet away fromthem then gestured for service as
we sat. Two pairs of eyes watched nme as bow s of food were put on the small
table to ny right, but | decided | was too hungry to pay any attention to
those eyes or the strangely roiling nmnds behind them | finished a spicy fish
sal ad, swallowed nost of a thick root soup, nibbled at a few strips of grilled
meat, then finally lifted ny goblet of golden wine. | could tell by the odor
that the nen were drinking drishnak, but there was nothing | cared to say
about that as long as | had better

"Per haps you woul d now care to discuss what is to follow," Rellis said,
watching me sip at the wine. "The-ah-stand you have taken has nade you very
much a part of it."

"I will make no objection to listening," | answered, |eaning down to a cushion
with ny left el bow "What objections | have may be nade afterward.”

"You may voi ce whatever objections you wish," Rellis shrugged with a grin,

al so | eaning down to one elbow. "That will not change the fact that you wll
be required to obey. My son Dallan and the denday Tammad, at ny request, have
agreed to hold their differences in abeyance until they have returned from
visiting the resting place of the Sword of Gerleth. The Sword was pl aced deep
within this mountain by the |I'lenda Zannon nany |ifetines ago, after he had
wielded it in battle against his foes, winning this land for his followers. It
is said that the solution to all problenms may be found by those who visit the
resting place of the Sword, no matter the conplexity of the problem no natter
its thorniness. It is for this reason that they undertake the descent, and the
way will take sone time in the wending."

"I refuse to await their return to have ny future decided for me," | stated,
| ooking directly at Rellis. "Even should you chain nme, | will find ny way free
of the bonds and then of this place, for I will no |longer allow others to

dictate ny fate."

| was braced for anger fromany or all of them having decided that playing it
fearless and firmwas ny only hope, but | wasn't prepared for anusenent.
Tammad and Dal | an chuckl ed where they hal f-1ay anong the cushi ons, and the
grin Rellis had worn earlier matured to an open | augh

"Wenda, we none of us believed that you m ght be ordered nor persuaded to
await their return," Rellis said, giving ne the inpression that | had becone
predi ctable. "By cause of your own difficulties you will acconpany them and
also return with a solution. There is no other thing that nmay be done."

"There nost certainly is!" | huffed, trying to hide the dismay |I felt. "I have
made the decision to return to my own people, and shall do so. There is no
need what soever for me to acconpany those two!"

"On the contrary there is great need," Rellis came back, sitting up to | ook at
me in a sober way. "Should you be allowed so foolish a thing as the returning
to peopl e who care nothing for you, Dallan and Tanmad no | onger have reason to
visit the resting place of the Sword. Only with your presence does their



effort become mneani ngful ."

"Only in the opinion of certain others do ny people care nothing for ne,"
said, casting a hate-filled glance at a cal mmnmi nded barbarian. "Also, in ny
opi nion, the actions of those two have as yet to be meaningful. | refuse to
acconpany them "

"Wenda, you may not refuse," Rellis said, and his eyes had grown harder
"Shoul d you think to use your powers upon us and thereafter depart in peace,
be advi sed that ny guard has been warned and forned agai nst you. Beyond this
door stand ten warriors, a bit beyond themten others, and ten further beyond
them Should you attenpt to depart they will halt you, for you cannot hope to
best themall. Two |'lendaa have found you of interest, |'lendaa and not
darayse. Though you have been rai sed anong of fworl ders, you nmust by now know
that we are not as they. You may not turn your back upon the interest of nen."

| didn't have to I ook around to know they were all watching nme, their m nds
guarded and al ert and suspicious of how ! would react. |I |ooked instead at the
door to the hall, searching for and finding the guards Rellis had spoken of,
furious but helpless to do anything about it. Human ninds were harder to

i mpress than animal minds, and | doubted if | could have handl ed even that
nunber of animals. | was so angry | wanted to strike out at someone or

somet hing, but all | did was put ny cup of w ne aside.

"No, you are not like the nen of my world," | said, |ooking at none of them
"On ny world a wonman need not fear being trapped, and held against her wll,
and ravi shed w t hout chance of reprisal. As this is your concept of |'lenda,
allow me to say how greatly | prefer darayse.”

Again | was prepared for one reaction and got an unexpected other. The
reaction | was expecting was anger and insult, but the waves of upset suddenly
rolling at me cane fromall of them showing the feeling to be unani nous. They
were silent during this surge, confusion keeping any words fromformng, and
then one of those minds pulled itself together

"' Wenda, you see those about you through eyes |acking understanding," the
barbari an said, the sound of nobvenent acconpanying his words. "You are held

agai nst your will only when your will is capricious and unreasonabl e, urging
you to do that which is poorly thought out. As for ravi shnent without
reprisal, there is no such thing indulged in by true |'lendaa. Should a nman
wi sh to show his | ove and appreciation of his wenda he will use her as his

body urges himto do, yet with no thought of ravishnment. Should the wenda find
his use to be overly energetic due to his deep |ove he nust be told, for he
woul d not willingly cause her anything of pain. Though duty forces himto see
to her puni shment when such a thing is called for, there is no desire within
himto cause her true pain. Should he | ose hinself and bring such pain, his
regret is greater than hers. "

Hs mnd was as calmas it always was, but it was trying to tell ne he was
apol ogi zi ng again. | kept ny eyes on the golden fur | sat on, still unwilling
to hear his apology, totally unwilling to let anything he said touch ne. H's
opi nions, like those of Dallan and Rellis, stemmed fromthe position of his
own vi ewpoint. He'd have no idea about how | saw things until he stood in ny
footsteps, a place he was unlikely to ever visit. | sat anbng the red and gold
cushions on the golden carpeting, not |ooking at any of them and slowy their
expectant minds understood that | would not be answering Tammuad's contention

i n words.

"Pain is at times a difficult thing to forgive," Dallan said at last into a
silence that had grown al nost awkward. ''Wndaa are small and | oving and soft



in a mn's arns, yet when they believe thensel ves wonged they have the
strength of ten men in support of their belief. Wen they have truly been
wronged, the strength of the pain in their hearts is greater still. A nman's
proper duty is to guard hinself with his wenda above all things, for she
cannot hope to match the strength of his anger. Should he fail to do so, the
di sappoi ntnent within her is well earned by him"

"And yet, a man is no nore than a man," the barbarian answered, his voice
still soft. "He, too, is able to feel disappointment, and such a feeling

br ought about by the woman who holds his heart is bitter indeed. Wen she
continues to fail himthat bitterness becones inpossible to contain, if only
for a noment. Though he would have it otherwi se, the fool in himagains contro
and does that which requires forgiveness. Should that forgiveness not be
forthcom ng, there is foolish pain to acconpany resigned understandi ng. "

"A man is indeed a fool to expect overrmuch of a wenda," Rellis said gently to
t he barbarian, synpathy urging himto give advice to soneone who was a virtua
stranger. "Wendaa are for pleasant conpani onship, and use, and the bearing of
a man's children; though loving and attentive they are shall ow and delicate.
Should a man wi sh one he may rely upon come what may, he nmust seek anong his
brothers. Wendaa, for all their desirability, have not the strength nor a
proper concept of honor. Wen you have attained ny age, you will know the
truth I speak. "

Tammad and Dal | an were considering what they'd been told, but part of their
attention was on ne, warily waiting for my reaction to what |I'd heard. | know
they were expecting an expl osion of sone sort, but Rellis' words, on top of
the barbarian's, had left very little roomin ne for anger. It hadn't occurred
to ne that Tammad had beaten nme nore in disappointnment than in anger, and
could see that Rellis was right. Tammad had been a fool for thinking he could
rely on me, for thinking | would bring himany nore than di sappointnment. | was
a freak anong normal people, sneering at themfor fearing sonething they had
every right to fear and mistrust, invading their privacy even when it wasn't a
matter of self-protection. | didn't even have enough sense to keep them from
knowi ng it was happening as though they were too far beneath ny notice to

bot her with. No wonder Tammad hadn't believed that Aesnil was lying; I'd
tarred myself with the brush with my own hand so often before, there was no
reason for himto think I hadn't done it again. | closed ny eyes and | owered
nmy head in shame, drawing ny shield in tight at the same tinme. Nothing | did
on that world was right, and I wi shed | were dead.

"Father, | fear you have bruised the feelings of ny little bird," Dallan said,
his voice trying hard to exclude the sound of pity. "Her tears are a sight t
have no wi sh to becone nore famliar with, yet they now appear distressingly
upon her cheeks."

"Wenda, forgive me if | have given you insult or pain," Rellis said
i medi ately, resonating to a strong sense of dismay. "I should not have spoken
as | did within your hearing, for ny words are certain to have been

m sinterpreted by you. A woman has other strengths than those of a nman, ones
whi ch give to her

| rose to ny feet and headed for the door, cutting off Rellis' overbl own and
circuitous attenpt at apol ogy. There was no need for apol ogy, not under those
particul ar circunstances, especially not if | didn't want to hate nyself any

nore than | already did. | was a poking, prying, sneak of a coward, and even
couldn't stand being near ne. | got the door open and hurried out into the
hal I, al nost bunping ny nose on the guards out there, but | didn't have to

wade through them Wthout ny knowing it Rellis was right behind ne, and the
guards stepped back when he took nmy arm



"1 will now see the wenda to her chanber," the Chamd of Gerleth announced,
| ooki ng around at his men. "You are to acconpany us, and then guard her door."

H s hand on my armdirected me up the corridor, giving me no opportunity to

di sagree even if I'd wanted to. It wasn't ny door that was going to be
guarded, but | didn't care any longer; all | cared about was being al one. The
hal | nade no inpression on nme, nor the nunber of doors we passed, only the one
we eventually stopped at. Rellis opened it and urged me through first,
followed after, then closed it behind hinself.

"You may consider this chanber yours, wenda," he said, gesturing with one arm
"Though it is rare for a banded wonan to sleep any place other than at the
side of himwho has banded her, it is best that you do so. \When your proper
ownership is once again plainly established, you will no | onger need to occupy
enpty furs.”

I wal ked away fromhimand further into the small room distantly aware of the
| ack of red and gold. Brown and green and tan and white were the room s
colors, to be found on the silks on the walls and single wi ndow, in the fur
carpeting and low pile of bed furs, in the carved wood of the single, snall
table, in the two candles still it in their sconces. The roomwas a box
conpared to what | had recently grown used to, but what difference did it

make' .? It would hold me w thout fuss and presunption, w thout the need to

i mpress. | neither wanted nor needed to be inpressed just then; what | needed
was to be left alone.

"How great an ache | feel in your silence," Rellis sighed, his voice com ng

fromdirectly behind nme. "Should you wish to speak with one who will listen
willingly, | need not depart inmediately."” Wien | didn't nobve even to reject
his offer he sighed again, then put his hands on nmy arms from behi nd. "Wnda,
there is one other thing I must do, and then | will |eave you to the solitude

you so clearly long for. Had | not agreed to this doing, ny son and the denday
Tammad woul d not have agreed to | eaving you unclainmed for the darkness. It
will be distressing, | know, yet it will continue no |onger than the darkness.

| didn't know what he was tal king about, but again | was given no choice. His
hands on ny arns steered nme to the bed furs and down onto them and then he

was lifting something netallic toward ne. | immedi ately began to struggle, but
when has struggle ever gotten ne anything on that world? The netal collar
attached to a chain was still closed around ny throat with a click, and then

Rellis had the nerve to hold me to himin an effort to cal mne.

"No, wenda, there is nothing you may do for it," he soothed, stroking my back

with one hand. "It was feared by Dallan and Tanmad that you woul d either
attenpt escape or seek to take your life if none were with you, therefore was
the restraint agreed upon. |, nyself, would have remained to spare you the
need for it, yet such an action would scarcely be wise. The restraint will not

be taken with your charns."

He held ne tightly up against him stroking me slowy, outwardly cal m but

i nwardly watching for the least sign of invitation. Wth my face and body
against him feeling his warnth and strength, it was difficult not show ng the
hint he was | ooking for; when it cones to Rimlian nales, |'ve been well
conditioned. But despite the conditioning | really needed to be al one, and
there was only one way to guarantee that. Reaching out gently toward Rellis, |
touched himw th boredom

Boredomis one of those magic enotions that can bring any nunber of reactions.



Sone peopl e eat when they're bored, sonme pace, some yawn and stretch, sone
close their eyes for a nap, sonme develop an overwhel mng urge to go and do.
Rellis was clearly the type to react in the |l ast way, and that's just what he
did. Hs mnd told himhe was wasting his tine, and after a final hug he let
me go, patted my cheek gently, then got up and left the room Once he was gone
| was able to unclanp ny jaw, then stretched out on the furs.

The problemof Rellis was no problemat all, not by itself and certainly not
when conpared to nmy major problem M hand absently stroked the dark brown fur
| lay on while | tried to decide if | could consider the thing unenotionally.
As a creature of enotions, | finally had to adnit | was touched nore by them
not less, and that made everything nmuch nore difficult.

A few mnutes earlier 1'd been ready to bl ane everything that had happened
squarely on nyself, but that was no nore true than that | was totally

i nnocent. The barbarian had beaten nme when he'd thought I'd mani pul at ed
Aesnil, and for a minute or two |I'd thought he mi ght have been justified, but
that wasn't so. He'd spoken of the way 1'd failed him and maybe | had, but
was it fair of himto denmand what he did of me? He wanted nme because of ny
abilities, but he didn't want those abilities exercised except at his express
instructions. If ny ability had been super-keen hearing, it was as though he
wanted me to listen only at approved tinmes, and ignore what | heard at any
other time. How do you stop yourself from hearing? How do you turn your
hearing off except at certain specified times? You can stop yourself from
hearing altogether by filling your ears with cotton or wax, but how do you
stop the reflex to hear without those things? It was inpossible, just as

i mpossi bl e as not picking up enotions w thout shielding conpletely.

I moved in sonme disconfort on the bed fur, reluctantly willing to adnit that
I'd made the mistake of intruding with my abilities nore than once, but not
willing to admit that it was all nmy fault. Wth ny newy devel opi ng powers |
was like a child just beginning to | earn how to wal k, aware of the potenti al
danger but too wrapped up in the bright, glittering newness of it to be
cautious. 1'd been punished for my intrusions, a sure-fire way of learning to
be cautious if there ever was one, but too nuch of the punishment had been
harsh beyond the need to teach, bringing resentnent rather than regret. It was
all part of being on that world, all part of the victimsyndronme that was

maki ng me hate everything and everyone | canme in contact with. | didn't want
to be a victim in fact | refused to be one, and that didn't sit well with the
men of the world. | couldn't fight all of thembut that was just what | was

doi ng, and the result had been painful, to say the least. They were afraid of
what | mght do, and had a right to be afraid, but |I had sone rights, too. If
they couldn't live with what | was they had no right to change ne, only to |let
ne go.

VWhi ch brought ne right back to Tanmad and Dallan. Dallan enjoyed using ne, but
the main reason for his banding me had been pity, pity for what | had gone

t hrough. Despite the way he'd humiliated ne there was no viciousness in him
no driving need to give ne pain in order to make hinself feel like a nan. He
wanted me so that he could protect ne from everything including nyself, which
was a decent notivation but nothing to build a permanent rel ationship on
Dal l an woul d give up his life before he would see nme hurt, but Tanmad-I stil
couldn't decide. My thoughts became a blur when | tried to think about him
and enmotions i mediately rose to rule. | hated himfor beating ne, and for
trying to hold me, and for giving me to other nen, and for a dozen ot her
reasons, but | also couldn't forget what it was like to be held in his arns.
There wasn't another man anywhere, even on Rinmilia, who was able to nake ne
feel the way he did, but I didn't understand why. Way couldn't | sinply hate
him for what he had done to me? Why couldn't | turn nmy back on him and forget
hin? | would do that anyway when | left Rimlia, but why did the thought of



doing it bring pain instead of joy? I would still escape himno matter what
he'd done to bewitch ne, but why did it have to be so hard?

Al'l those unanswered questions put ne in a deep black nood, and when | shifted
frombrooding to sleeping, it was a distinct relief.

CHAPTER 8

Al the thinking 1'd done before falling asleep hadn't solved any of ny

probl ems, but waking up certainly brought ne a new one. | squirmed and noaned
agai nst a hard, broad body even before ny eyes opened, wondering if | was
dreami ng, nmiserable to find that | wasn't. The early nmorning light conmng into
the room showed nme Rellis' face, a chuckling in his mnd, his hand noving ne
as though | had strings. The silver gown | still partially wore was no

i npediment to his efforts, but when | tried to rise up to reach him his other
hand on the chain leading to the collar about my throat was a distinct

i npedi ment to mine. | noaned again and struggled to get free, and the chuckle
in his mnd energed fromhis throat.

"So, wenda, you awaken to a predicanment," he said, grinning down at ne.
"Per haps, had you known what you would face, you would not have done as you
did."

"I do not understand," | gasped, close to tears fromthe way he was torturing
nme. "What have | done?"

"I'n some manner you knew | was asked to confort you | ast darkness," he said,
giving ne no rest. "It was agreed that you were to believe the choice yours,
uni mposed by those about you, so that you might take true confort fromthe
doing. It did not cone to ne that | had been touched by your power till | had
returned to Dallan and Tammad and had seen their surprise at ny too-rapid
return. I would not have left your side of my own volition, therefore was I
forced fromyou by that which | was unable to see and defend against. Do you
deny this charge?"

"I wished neither your confort nor your use!" | cried, ineffectually trying to
push his hand away. "It was ny right to refuse you in ny own way!"

"You have no such right," he disagreed, ignoring nmy efforts. "You may not
refuse the man chosen to ease you by those who claimyou, for in so doing you
spit upon their authority and shane them Are you unable to see that you have
no right to shanme then"

"What of ny shane?" | demanded with a sob, held down by throat and thigh. "By
what right do they shanme nme? By the right of their being |I'lendaa? By the
belief that I, nerely wenda, have no place protesting my shamng? AmI| of so
little consequence that ny shame nmay be so easily overl ooked?"

"What shanme do you speak of, wenda?" he asked, his mind truly perplexed as his
brow furrowed. "Wat shane mght there be for a wenda i n obeying himto whom
she bel ongs? There is no shane in use, for that is one of the purposes of
wendaa, to be used. Wat other shanme m ght there be?"

| becane aware of the tears rolling down my cheeks, but only because | didn't
know how to answer him | did feel shame when | was forced to a |'lenda's use,
but | couldn't explain why in any other way than by saying it was wong. |
knew it was wong but Rellis didn't, and there seened to be no clear way for
me to explain it to him



"To be put to the use of a |'lenda by the decision of another is wong," |
groped, trying to make hi munderstand. "It is not only wong it brings great
shane, and | amnot alone in believing so. Ail ny people believe the sane,
therefore .

"Your people!"” he laughed, interrupting me with amusenent. "Now do | believe |
begin to see. The darayse of your |and are unable to bring pleasure to their
wendaa, therefore do they beseech the approval of their wendaa before their
pitiful attenpts. Should they succeed in giving pleasure, the wenda is praised
for having done the proper thing; should they fail, which is much nore I|ikely,
t hey condemm the wenda for having done a shaneful thing. In fear of having

t heir inadequacy brought to light, they deny their wendaa to all others,

har shly condemmi ng any use other than their own, imediately placing the

wei ght of guilt on all who disobey them | know their sort well, for in ny
youth | visited a city of such darayse, a city which no | onger stands. The
fools gave insult to true |'lendaa, bringing down their wath upon them Their

wendaa, when taken fromthe place at battle's end, thought nuch the sane as
you and were not easily reached, yet-look you. As | touch you deeply, are you
abl e to deny ne?"

| gasped and tried to refuse the sensations coursing through nme, but it was
i mpossi ble. | would have had to have been dead to succeed, and ny body told ne
| was definitely not dead.

"As you cannot refuse me, is your response not neant to be?" he pursued.
"Where is the shane and wongness in doing as you were born to do? Were is

t he shame and w ongness in giving pleasure to one approved of by himto whom
you belong? It is pleasure he, hinself. cannot give, and he joys in the

t hought that his woman is able to do the thing for him If they are one she,
too, will find joy in giving joy, and will see no shanme in the doing. It wll
be her decision to do so, and she will not need to have force used upon her
Shoul d there be shane involved, it is surely that a wenda nust be forced to
give joy to her beloved. The thought then cones that he cannot truly be her
bel oved after all. Let us renove this gown."

H's hand left nme then, but only to nove to the silver gown so that it could be
slid off nme. | didn't have the strength to resist, but nore than that | was
caught up in the question of what he'd said. He thought I was wong for making
men force ne to their use, wong for finding shane where there was none,

i nconsi derate and uncaring of a man | supposedly loved. | didn't |ove
himthem but that wasn't the point. Did they all see it in the sanme way? |
couldn't have been wong right fromthe begi nning-could I?

"You will not be clad so cunbersonely upon your journey," Rellis said, tossing
away the well-worn silver gown while | still drowned in confusion. "After your
puni shent, | will see you clad nore appropriately.”

"Puni shnent ?" | asked, trying to remenber everything we'd tal ked about. "Do

you mean to use ne after all?"

"No, wenda, | do not nean to use you," he sighed, trying not to | ose patience.
"Had you not used your power | would have given you pl easure, yet you chose to

do as you deened best. Now | do as | deem best."

He put his hands on nme again, and what he gave ne really was puni shnent. He

made ne want himso badly | nearly died, but he didn't let me have him 1'd
refused his attentions the night before, and all the beggi ng and pl eadi ng

did nmade up for it not at all. He allowed nme no rel ease what soever, and when
he was finally through with me | was well into hysterics. H s hands opened the

collar around ny throat and nade me sit up, and by the time ny crying had



eased up | was already into the clothing he had brought. Cothing. | |ooked
down at myself through a filmof tears, burning and unable to sit still,
seeing a slightly longer, slightly fuller, version of the thing Dallan had
made ne wear the day before. The top of it veed down to ny waist but it had a
back, leaving only nmy arns and sides bare. Wien | got to my knees, the skirt
reached to the mddle of nmy thighs, and | could feel Rellis' eyes on ne and
the approving humin his mnd. He wanted ne, | knew he did, and | coul dn't
make nyself not beg.

"Rellis, do not |leave me so," | sobbed, putting my hands out to him " Should
it be true that ny actions |ast darkness caused shane, | have been well

repaid. Do you wish nme to plead for your use? | will gladly do so. Allow ne to
touch you and I will plead in any way you wi sh."

| reached toward hi mwhere he sat at the edge of the bed furs, wishing | could
use nmy mnd instead of ny hands, but even ny hands weren't permtted near him
He caught nmy wists between his own hands with a snmile, and slowy shook his
head.

"It is not nmy use you nmust beg," he said, raising one hand to snooth ny hair.
"There are two who await you who will be pleased to see you, and all you need
do is ask. Wiich of them | wonder, will you approach first?"

| closed my eyes and | owered ny head, whinpering at the need | felt, know ng
woul d have to go on that way. 1'd die of shame if | had to ask one of themto
ease me, and |'d sooner die of need. Sonehow Rellis seened to understand ny
resol ve, and a flash of annoyance touched his nmind as he snorted.

"So you believe you will approach neither of them do you?" he said, holding
my wists in a one-handed grip. "Do you need to be coaxed further into the
fire before you have the good sense to seek water?"

"No, do not touch me again!" | choked, stretching back away from his reaching
hand. "How m ght | approach one w thout giving unnecessary pain to the other?
I do not wish either of them yet begging their use is a poor way of
convincing themof it. "

"Do you truly expect nme to believe that you wi sh neither of then?" he asked,
annoyed but drawi ng his hand back again. "Had that been so, you would al ready
have found another to face themfor you. Wth the aid of your power, even
darayse woul d have found it possible to best them No, wenda, it is clear you
care for them both, yet the question remains as to which of themyou care for
nmore. Undoubtedly this journey will provide the answer-as well as prove to you
your inability to withdraw fromthem Cone now, we have del ayed | ong enough."

He pulled me off the pile of bed furs, made nme brush ny hair fast, then
hurried nme out into the corridor by one arm Only two sets of twenty warriors
waited for us outside, and we | ed a parade up one corridor and down anot her
passing marbl e walls and occasi onal ribbed wi ndows, the norning |ight managi ng
to break through the thin, scattered clouds in the sky. | wasn't expecting to
neet anyone, so when we rounded a corner and canme upon a slave down on hands
and knees wi ping one of the nmarble floors with a cloth, I was startled. Wen
we stopped not five feet fromthe slave, | was nore than startled; the naked
worman on her knees, working under the critical eye of a large |'lenda hol di ng
a broad strap, was none other than Aesnil. Her long blond hair was braided to
keep it out of her way, and even that early in the norning she seened
exhaust ed.

"Well, well, Aesnil, how pleasant to see that you are being kept from boredom
in my house," Rellis said, |ooking down at her. "How pl eased you nust be at



the feeling of such acconplishnent.

Tears welled in Aesnil's eyes and her mind filled with msery, but she didn't
| ook up or stop wi ping the floor

"Have you no words of norning greeting, Aesnil?" Rellis pursued, his thoughts
grimy pleased. "WIIl you not ask after my sleep in the polite nanner?"

"I may not cease ny task without perm ssion, uncle,"” she whispered, stil
nmovi ng the cloth across the floor. "Should | do so | will be strapped, and
made to begin again fromthe beginning. "

"I see," Rellis said, and then noved his eyes to the guard standing over her
"How often has it been necessary to strap this slave and begi n her agai n?" he
asked.

"Two tines it was necessary to strap her and begin her again, ny Chand," cane
t he answer, acconpanied by a grin. "It has taken all of the darkness for her
to see to her task, and it is nearly done."

"And through it she has | earned sone neasure of wisdom" Rellis nodded in
approval, looking at Aesnil again. "I am pleased that you show yourself able
to learn, Aesnil, for your position in this house is as unique as your
position in your own house. Here you are the sole femal e slave beneath ny
roof, and nust conport yourself accordingly. I amtold you find great pleasure
in consigning others to slavery, therefore nmust you relish your position nore
t han anot her woul d. Learn well, Aesnil, and perhaps | may be persuaded to
recall that we are kin."

He stood another nmonent | ooki ng down at her, but when | took a step forward
and tried to bend and touch her, he pulled nme away by one arm and resumed our
trek through the corridors. Her mnd had been sunk in such deep mi sery and
hum liation that 1'd had to try conforting her, but Rellis wasn't prepared to
allow that. He'd tried hurrying me away before I could weck what he

consi dered good work, but 1'd caught the flash of gratitude in Aesnil's mind

showi ng she knew what |'d wanted to do. | got a short |ecture on not
interfering with a well-earned | esson, but | ignored nost of it as | sent
Aesni| as much strength and support as | could. | didn't waste nmy breath

sayi ng anything, but if Rellis had been able to feel Aesnil's mnd the way |I'd
felt it, he nmight not have consi dered what he was doing to her such a good
i dea.

Qur wal k took us to the end of a corridor that had a single door in it. Behind
the door was a stairway |eading down, but it had nothing in comobn with the
stairway Dallan and | had used in Aesnil's palace which led to the slave
quarters. This stairway was marbl e rather than cut out of rock, w de rather
than narrow, well-lit rather than dark and dank, and guarded rather than
deserted. W | ed our parade downward a good thirty feet or nore, and finally
energed in a wide-landing or roomwhich held a single, netal-bound door. Two
nore guardsmen stood at the door, but they were being kept conpany by Dallan
and Tammad, who had a nunber of | eather-bound bundles at their feet. Al four
wat ched us | eave the stairway, but the humring in the mnds of the two nen
waiting for me topped everything else for quite some distance around. | didn't
realize | was trying to hang back until Rellis' hand tightened on ny arm

pul ling me forward cl oser to where they stood.

"Await proving its worth," Dallan said, noving forward one step fromthe door
and the bundl es. "Your presence will brighten the darkness, Terril."

"And perhaps warmit as well," Rellis said, thrusting me forward ahead of him



"You have taken what was necessary?"

"I ndeed, " Dall an nodded, gesturing back toward the |eather bundles. "Enough to
feed us there and back, water to drink, furs in which to sleep, a sip of
drishnak to ease the boredom W will be no longer than the time necessary to
reach the resting place of the Sword and return.”

"You will be a bit longer than that," Rellis answered, but gave Dallan no tine
to ask the obvious question. "As you are conpletely prepared, you had best
depart."

"The thought has conme to ne that perhaps it would be best if we were to | eave
t he wonman here," the barbarian said, stopping Dallan as he bent for one of the
bundl es. "There is no true need for her presence, and she will surely slow our
pace. This matter is one between |'lendaa, and not to be given over to the
dabbl i ng of wendaa."

Although | really didn't want to go with them | could feel myself stiffening
in resentnment at the barbarian's attitude. | mght not be as ridiculously big
as he and Dallan, but I wasn't entirely hel pl ess! He nade ne sound as
conpetent as a two-year-old, and | resented it l|ike hell.

"The denday Tammad is no doubt known for his wisdom" Rellis answered

i medi ately, giving me no opportunity to do sonmething stupid |like insisting on
going. "This is, however, a matter with which he has had little experience. If
he will accept nmy word as to the necessity for the presence of the wenda,

wi I I nost hunbly of fer nmy apol ogi es should he feel upon his return that | have
been proven wong. Is this condition acceptabl e?"

Tammad didn't hesitate long, but his mind tightened with vexation even as he
accepted the offer so made to him He still didn't agree with Rellis, but the
only way to say so was to insult the man. Those light blue eyes touched ne
briefly with disapproval, and | didn't have to guess what he di sapproved of.
He'd reacted with a good deal of heat when he'd first |ooked at me in that
brief nmockery of a gown, but he really didn't enjoy seeing ne dressed that way
in public, especially not through sormeone el se's decision. Wien he'd put nme up
for sale he hadn't m nded that nmy gown had been just about bl own away by the
wi nd, but the situation had changed and he just didn't approve. | didn't give
a damm whet her he approved or not, and |I couldn't resist standing just a
little bit straighter.

"I will carry these," Dallan said, lifting two of the bundles by their |eather
strings and slipping themover his |left shoul der, just above his sword hilt.
"There are two for you as well, denday Tammad, and the carrying of the fifth

may be shared between us."

Dal l an's voice was calmand friendly, but his nmind was enjoying the annoyance
he knew t he barbarian was feeling. He felt no annoyance at all, and was
actually looking forward to the trip.

"I will be pleased to carry these two bundles,” the barbarian agreed, picking
up what seemed to be duplicates of Dallan's packs. "The | ast, however, need be
carried by neither of us. As the woman is to acconpany us, she nay as well be
of some use. '

He lifted the fifth bundle and tossed it at nme, startling me into catching it
with a squeak of surprise. It was |long and round and | ooked as though it were
heavy, but once | had my arms around it, | found it to be nothing nore than
bul ky. It weighed very little, and Rellis and Dallan chuckled at the way 1'd
junped when it was thrown at ne. | cast a black | ook at the barbarian as he



turned away from ne, wondering just how pleasant the trip had to be for him
He seened deternmined to nake it as hard as possible for me, and | wasn't above
returning the favor, not with Dallan there to stand behind. As Rellis had
mentioned earlier, even a man of nmy world could have won agai nst that mghty
['lenda with ne behind him

The two guards turned to the large netal door, drew back the heavy netal bolt,
then pulled the door open. Beyond was darkness lit with a single torch
uninviting in the extreme, but Tammad strode through the doorway into it as

t hough he'd done it any nunmber of tinmes before. | was in no hurry to foll ow
him but Dallan took ny wist and did sone striding of his own, and |less than
a mnute later the nmetal door clanged cl osed behind us.

The area beyond the door was sonething |like a stone terrace, with three broad
steps |l eading further down into the darkness. The single torch on the wall was
ri ght above the terrace, flickering gently against the faint w nd novenent

com ng out of the darkness all around. W seened to be in the heart of a
nmount ai n, and even the two giant fornms to either side of me didn't do much to
reduce the chill of the place. When | found nyself clutching the bundle I held
and searching the darkness with my mind, | decided it was tine to force nyself
to rel ax. Deep darkness is dangerous only when you don't know what m ght be in
it, and I wasn't about to let anything alive get even as close as spitting

di st ance.

"Are there no torches we mght carry to light the way?" the barbarian asked,
staring down the three carved steps. "A misstep in the darkness is certain
wi thout it, not to speak of losing what trail there is."

"I aminformed that torches are unnecessary," Dallan answered. "Let us proceed
as far as we may, and then reconsider the question. "

He hitched up the leather ties over his shoul der and started down the steps,
wat chi ng both where he put his feet and the deep bl ackness to either side of
him 1 glanced back at the door that had been cl osed behind us, seeing the
smal | gong hanging to its left that |1'd spotted when we'd first conme through
If Dallan was | eading off Tammad mght sinply follow him the two of them
forgetting all about nme. If that happened | intended staying by the door unti
they were far enough ahead not to worry about and then ring the gong to be |et
out, but I'd run out of luck the first day |I'd net the barbarian. Instead of

i gnoring me as he had done earlier, he reached a hand out into the niddle of
nmy back and pushed nme ahead of him down the broad steps of carved rock

Atrail of sorts waited at the bottom of the steps, the rock somewhat shar per
under foot than the terrace had been. Not nuch of the torchlight reached that
far, especially with the barbarian behind nme cutting off what there was. |
wal ked as slowly as | could with one armpartially raised in front of ne,

aimng for the dark shadow and fascinated thoughts that were all | could see
of Dallan. | couldn't inagine what he might be fascinated with, but as the

seconds passed and ny eyes adjusted nore fully to the dark, | discovered that
the walls of rock to either side of the wide trail, as well as that overhead

and underfoot, glowed very faintly. The gl ow wasn't bright enough to nake
seei ng easy, but it was considerably better than pitch darkness.

"Should this continue, we will have very little difficulty following the trai
downward," Dallan said softly when we reached him "Torches m ght well be
considered an intrusion in this place."

"Shoul d we encounter no nore than the trail, the dimess will indeed be
pl easantly restful ," Tammad agreed, |ooking around hinself. "As the woman is
able to detect the approach of that which nay be inimcal, there should be



little in the way of danger to halt us."

Dal | an made a sound of agreement and began noving ahead again, slowy but with
nore confidence than he had shown earlier. | followed after inmediately,
giving the barbarian no chance to put his hand on ne again as he'd intended.

It really annoyed nme that he'd so casually assigned | ong-distance guard duty
to nme right after insisting that | stay behind, and if | could have | et

somet hing horrible through that woul d have eaten himbut |eft ne al one, |
woul d have. | didn't know if there was anything horrible down there to |et

t hrough, but if | canme across something |'d be sure to see if there was
anything | could do with it.

W followed the wide trail through the rock corridor behind Dallan for about
fifteen mnutes, conscious of a slight but definite downgrade and then
suddenly, the corridor ended. Beyond it was what seened to be an imense
cavern, its walls and ceiling lost in inky blackness, only the glow fromthe
rock bel ow our feet and sone down-trendi ng boul ders left to show us the way.
Dal  an noved forward slowy until he stood beyond the edge of the rock
corridor and then, one hand on the boulder to his left, began what seened a
consi derably steeper descent. Again | followed himbut with a good deal nore
reluctance, watching the greenish-glow |l clinbed on for any uneven gaps |
mght trip on, beginning to shiver fromthe increased cool ness of the open
unwal | ed area. | could feel that sunlight and warnth had never touched that
space for as long as the nountain had lived, and alnmost felt that | had to
fend off the shadowfingers of the rock as it tried to touch nmy flesh where it
was bare. W had only just begun traveling through the mountain, but it was
al ready reaching for ny soul

Bei ng cold sonetinmes turns ne norbid and overly inmaginative, but brisk
exerci se takes care of that by substituting disgust. Dallan forged ahead as if
he were running a foot race, Tammad came right behind me seemingly with the
intention of running ne down, and I, the only one there of a nornmal size, was
caught between them and forced into a scranbling downhill rush. By the time we
reached the bottom of the rock slope | was sweating, and the soles of ny feet
felt as though they'd been beaten. Dallan stood | ooking around into the

dar kness as he waited for us, and the barbarian passed ne where |'d stopped to
rub ny feet and joi ned him

"The trail has wi dened somewhat," Tammad observed, al so | ooking around into
t he recedi ng darkness where only the faint glow of the floor appeared, and
that for only a short distance away. "Wre you told of any markings we m ght
fol [ ow?"

"I was given no nore information than you," Dallan admtted, and then his
qguesting thoughts centered on an idea. "However, as we know we are to descend
farther into the mountain, let us search out the direction which nost seenms to
| ead downward. "

"There," the barbarian said, his shadow arm pointing to the right of our
descent and close to the rock wall we had conme down. "The gl ow of the floor
di sappears sooner than it should."

"It does indeed," Dallan agreed, studying the area that had been pointed out
to him "Let us by all neans investigate it."

Again Dall an strode away, and again | would have stayed behind if at al
possible, but | didn't seemdestined to be forgotten. The barbarian stood
waiting for me, inpatience in his mnd, but I wasn't in the nmood to be rushed.
I'd put down the bundle I'd been carrying in order to rub ny feet, and | had
to retrieve it before I could follow after Dallan. Mving very slowy and



deliberately | turned nmy back on the giant shadow six feet away, hoping he
could see ne well enough to understand the snub, then reached down just as
slowy and deliberately for the bundle. | was sure | would be able to spot any
anger in his his mnd soon enough to avoi d what ever unpl easant ness he mi ght
consider, but it hadn't occurred to ne that he night have been expecting sone
sort of gesture of defiance fromne and was prepared for it. | was watching so
carefully for anger, that he was right behind me and lifting me off the floor
by an arm around ny wai st before | knew what was happeni ng.

"Clearly do | recall having once instructed you regarding the offering of
tenptation,” he said very softly as his hand canme to nme beneath the very short
skirt. "As you seemto have forgotten the I esson, | shall repeat it in another
manner . "

| al most choked trying to scream but nothing forced itself through ny
straining throat but mewling. He held ne backwards under his left arm letting
his right hand do what it always did to ne, adding to the punishnent Rellis
had given ne earlier. | kicked wildly and cl awed at the back of his leg with
nmy left hand, dying fromthe fire he caused so easily, and suddenly a burst of
anusenment cane from his m nd.

"I see you have been well prepared to give warnth through the darkness," he
chuckl ed, abruptly setting me back on ny feet and crouchi ng, but not

wi t hdrawi ng his hand. "I shall do nothing to ruin that preparation, for you
have as yet to learn your natural place anong nmen. Such preparation will do
well in teaching it you. Take your bundle and follow the drin Dallan."

If | could have spoken | woul d have babbled that | couldn't follow Dallan, not
yet, but words were beyond ne. | put both of ny hands on one of his broad
shoul ders and tried to inpale nyself on his hand, but he refused to all ow
that. He had me squatting and grasping his knee before | realized that he had
no intention of easing ne, and in fact had withdrawn his hand entirely. He was
still punishing me for being insolent with him punishing me nore horribly
than if he had raped nme the way he had the first time, and | wanted to curse
at himfor being able to deny me his body the way | could never do with him
Wth soft sobs choking me | groped for ny bundle, found it and pulled it to
me, then forced nyself erect and staggered after Dallan. | could feel the
tears running down ny cheeks in a steady stream but their noisture did
nothing to quench the flames in nmy body.

| rounded the dark curve and followed it downward as fast as | could nove

wi thout falling, catching sight of Dallan's outline in no nore than a m nute.
He noved forward nore slowy than he had earlier, his mind alert as he | ooked
around, and | was glad he couldn't really see nme even when he gl anced back
Thi nki ng through the chaos in ny mnd was inpossible, but | didn't have to
think to know how much furious nmisery | was filled with. They all took

advant age of me, every one of those oh-so-nmighty |'lendaa of Rimlia, and if |
never saw any of themagain | would |laugh in delight every day of a very |ong
life. | stepped on a pebble and hurt ny foot even nore than it had been

hurting, but that was just another thing to add to all the rest. It was all |
could do to stand strai ght and keep noving, thanks to the punishment 1'd had
fromthose wonderful nmen who were so rmuch ki nder than Hamarda sl ave-nasters.

The half-trail we were on continued to wind down and around, gradually enough
to cover nore horizontal distance than vertical through that faintly

illum nated darkness. After we'd been wal king for an endless time we reached
anot her vast |evel that spread out into the darkness all around, and again the
two nmen wal ked a short way ahead to see if they could pick out the next proper
direction. Despite the fact that | was dark-chilled, tired from wal ki ng, and
still in terrible disconfort, | waited until the two were definitely | ooking



away, then slipped off quietly into the darkness to the left of the trail we'd
cone down. | stayed close to the wall and worked at getting out of sight as
fast as possible, having decided nore than an hour earlier to | ose nyself at
the first opportunity, stay out of sight until they had given up and left, and
then try to head back al one. There was always the possibility that | m ght

| ose nyself so well that 1'd never find the way back, but at that point I
really didn't care. The thought of dying in the ghost-glow of the mountain's
heart wasn't nearly so depressing as the thought of continuing on in the
conpany that had been forced on me. Once | was out of sight and sound of them
| seal ed nmy heaving enotions behind the shield that woul d keep nme from
betraying nyself, took a tighter grip on the bundle that had grown heavier
with the passage of tine, and broke into a choppy run

I ran until | couldn't control the gasping of ny breath, hurried until ny |egs
turned to liquid, then forced nyself to walk on a bit farther, holding onto
the rock wall with ny left hand to make sure | didn't lose it. If there had
been a giant crevasse directly in ny path I wouldn't have seen it, but that
possibility fell nore into the category of kindness than disaster. | had been
too miserable to be hungry earlier, but all the exertion I'd gone through

rem nded me that |1'd been given nothing for breakfast, and | felt hollow as

well as thirsty. | stunbled over a fair-sized boul der and scraped ny hand on
the rock wall trying to stay erect, and while | was flatly refusing to cry
over the pain, | becane aware of the cave.

The gap was no nore than two feet ahead of me, | ow enough down on the wall

that I would have missed it if 1'd continued on the way |'d been goi ng-nmy hand
woul d have crossed above it. | noved forward the two feet slowy, |ooking down
at it, then abruptly cleared nmy shield briefly to search the space. No |iving
m nds seenmed to be behind the gap, so | got down on my hands and knees and
peered inside. The space was all of eight feet wide and four deep, just big
enough to achi eve box status, but that was tine with ne. There were no deep
recesses where uni magi nabl e nonsters m ght be hiding, just a place where

m ght hide. Wthout thinking about it any further, | craw ed inside.

| put aside the |eather bundle |I'd been carrying, sat for a mnute |ooking
around nyself, then lay down on mny side, facing away fromthe snmall entrance.
The rock was hard and cold and uneven, but it was better than standing up and
even better than sitting. Wien | sat | could see nyself against the
surroundi ng greenish glow, a dark outline-figured with no details visible,
with no depth or reality. It was typical of the way | felt on that planet,
that | had no true reality. People | ooked at nme and spoke to me-and abused
me-w t hout ever thinking of me as being real or being worthy of consideration
The words concerning consideration were there, but a real understanding of mne
wasn't. It was not only painful it was wearying, and | was sick of fighting
the tide. | pushed aside the wildly swirling thoughts clanoring for attention
I was in no condition to give them and sinply closed ny eyes.

I was hoping to fall asleep and escape everything in the way of questions and
decisions, but | was just too hungry and thirsty. | would have opened the
bundle I'd carried, but it would have been a waste of tinme and effort. It
wasn't heavy enough to contain either food or water, and | couldn't face any
ot her disappointments just then. At least ten minutes went by while

struggled to ignore all sorts of disconfort, and then |I suddenly had an odd
feeling. Not knowi ng what it meant | opened ny eyes and turned to ny back to

| ook around, and then cringed back in shock. A black outline-formwas craw ing
t hrough the | ow opening into the box-cave, but | wasn't fortunate enough for
it to be an animal. It was a human beast, far worse than anything of the | ower
orders, and | noaned in misery, sure | knew who it was.

"Wenda, why did you run?" the shadow s voi ce denanded, and for a mnute



didn't understand. Then it cane to ne that it was Dallan rather than Tanmad,
and | shuddered in uncertain, partial relief.

"How were you able to find nme?" | denmanded in turn, not quite as strongly, in
fact inlittle nmore than a whisper. | bunped up agai nst the back wall of the
cave, surprised that | was still retreating, upset that |1'd gone as far as

possi bl e, awash in every enotion of distress there is.

"There was little difficulty in finding you," he said, disnissing the

i ncredi bl e as uni nportant even as he straightened up to his knees. "Of greater
nmonent is the reason for your having done such a foolish thing. No matter your
own beliefs, Terril, you are scarcely |'lenda. You may well have found
yourself irretrievably lost."

H s voice held the overtones of the beginnings of anger, a clear indication
that his mnd woul d have been the sane if | had |lowered ny shield. But |
hadn't |lowered ny shield and wasn't about to; what little control | had |eft
woul d have been totally inadequate to the task of keeping nme from

br oadcast i ng.

"And what if | had becone lost?" | came back, mnmy voice trenbling as nuch as ny
body. "Perhaps | wished it so for reasons of ny owmn. It nmakes little

di fference, for I have now been found. You have only to give ne what

puni shment you find necessary, and we may | eave this place.”

"Wenda, your bitterness cuts with the edge of a dagger," he said, his voice
softened and filled with faint hurt. "Is this the sole thing you have cone to
expect fromthose about you' ? Punishnent for that which was done by you?

woul d sooner you spoke of the cause for the distress which sent you alone into
t he darkness, than that you wept fromthe punishment for it."

"And | woul d sooner speak to the beasts of the forests,” | said, turning ny
face away fromhim "To speak to |'lendaa is nore useless still."

| knelt beside the back wall, ny left shoul der and arm against it, ny head
down in utter depression. The urge to look at himw th ny m nd was nearly
overwhel mng, but | forced nyself to keep the shield in place. I'd been
telling nyself | didn't care what he did to punish me, but when he noved
forward on his knees and took ny armto pull me close to him | gasped from

nore than the scrape of pebbles on ny knees. Coward that | was | did fear what
he woul d do, and | trenbled uncontrollably as he held me against his chest.

H s hard body and strong arns brought warnth to chase away the chill of that
dark place, but his being so near also brought flare-tinged throbs to nmy body
as the various punishnments |'d been given earlier reasserted thenselves. |
knew he was trying to | ook at me even though I kept nmy head down, and after a
m nute his hand cane to ny face.

"Again | have the inpression that | hold a wonan who has been slave to nen,"
he said, his fingers touching my cheek gently. "Once, not long after | had
first been declared servant-slave by Aesnil, | and four others of my brothers
i n bondage were called upon to assist in the punishnment of a slave wench who
was guilty of insolence. Rather than sinply being whipped, the wench was
passed about anmong a nunber of guardsnen to be aroused, yet none were
permtted to use her. Al during the early part of the day was this done, she
being forced to the attending of assigned tasks in the interim her tears and
distress clearly evident to those of us who watched her. \When we were
permtted to eat our nidday gruel, it was she who was made to serve it to us.
Her body was small but nicely rounded, pleasant to | ook upon as she knelt
naked before each of us in turn, clenching her thighs as she offered the
gruel . She had begged rel ease fromthose who guarded us, but could not bring



herself to do the same with slaves |ike herself. She saw us as slaves, you
understand, rather than as nen who were bound.

"When our gruel had been swallowed, it was then necessary to see to the
fooli sh wenda, yet not until she had been made to beg her use of us. That she
had no wish to do so seened an insurnountable problemto those who stood wth
me, for they had too | ong been set to the pleasing and serving of wendaa and
had nearly forgotten their manhood. They were eager for the use of the slave
and feared what puni shment would come to themwere we to fail in our assigned
task, yet they knew not how to achieve their goal. It was left to nme to take
the wenda in ny arnms, and once she knew it was a nan who held her, her pleas
were quickly forthcom ng. When first | put ny arns about her she felt nuch as
you do now, stiff with refusal yet helpless to disobey, atrenble with need and
fear, knowing well the power of men yet seeking to hide herself fromit. A
man's power has little purpose other than to give pleasure and easing to his
worman, memabra. Why do you not seek my assistance when you have need of it?"

"What becane of the slave when you were done with her?" | asked in a whisper
i gnoring his question as | ignored the way he called ne his little banded one.
| knew | wore his bands; how could |I forget?

"She was used by those others who were servant-slaves till she wept with pain,
then was she taken by the guardsmen and whi pped,"” Dallan answered after a
brief hesitation, his arns tightening around ne. "You need not fear the sane,
memabra, for we keep no slaves here, and you are no slave in any event."

"I feel nothing other than slave," | whispered, discovering to ny horror that
| held himaround, pressing nmy body against his. "I would | ook upon it as a
great kindness were you to take that sword hung at your side and with it put
an end to the msery of my life. | have no further strength with which to

wi t hstand the whi ppings of this world."

"Never would | take your life, wenda nine," he said, his voice soothing and
filled with concern as he stroked my hair. "We will put an end to sone small
part of your distress, and then we will speak further upon the balance of it."

He rel eased his bundl es and reached behind me then to the bundle |I'd carried,
fought open one end of it, and pulled out a sleeping fur. | don't know what it
was | thought | was carrying but seeing the shadow fur over ny shoul der
surprised me. | began shaking ny head and crying, trying to tell himl didn't
need to be used, but | was lying and we both knewit. | still held himaround
as he spread the fur, renmoved his swordbelt and then put us on the fur, and
when his hands raised ny face to his and his lips touched mne | was glad he
hadn't listened to nme. He kissed me deeply wi thout touching anything other
than nmy face, and when | could no | onger keep from nmoving agai nst hi m he
reached down and renoved his haddin, then knelt above ne. H's hands went to

t he open sides of the short gown | wore, his lips to the sides of my breasts
beyond the narrow strip of covering silk, and as | reached spasnodically for
his shoulders | knew | couldn't wait any longer. | had to have him right
then, and for once he let hinself be rushed. He spread ny thighs and entered
me strongly, then gave ne exactly what | needed; it wasn't slow and careful
but it was very satisfying. His ow satisfaction was a match to mne, but it
wasn't the wildly abandoned thing he had been hoping for. 1'd let ny shield

di ssol ve at sonme point, and | could see that easily enough, but the way he
continued to hold ne gave no indication of how he felt. He knew that all ny
probl ems had not been solved by a sinple toss on the furs, and he didn't
pretend they had been.

"I find it increasingly disturbing that | cannot see you, wenda," he said
after a final kiss, again holding ny face. "The tension has gone out of you,



yet the unhappi ness remains."

"You believe that sight of me would enable you to cure ny unhappi ness?"
asked, too far from amusenent even to laugh in derision. "Then by all mneans
let us kindle the fire."

"The fire we kindled a few noments ago saw to some neasure of it," he returned
with a chuckle, leaning toward nme so that our bodies touched again. "Perhaps a
second fire would i ndeed be of sone benefit. Speak to ne now of what disturbs
you. "

"\What disturbs ne has not changed since | ast we spoke of it," | said,
squirmng a bit against the way he partially pinned ne to the fur. "That it
has grown worse rather than better is scarcely surprising, for | had expected
nothing else. | nust leave this world before it takes nmy life or sanity."

"You will allow my world to defeat you?" he asked, running his hand down ny
side to my thigh. "This | cannot believe, for | have seen you fight agai nst

t hat whi ch you could not accept and wi n against great odds. It is not a thing
done by many wendaa, and shows great courage."

"I have no courage at all," |I denied with a headshake, shifting against his
weight. "I ama coward who fears all things, and is weary unto death of that
fear. | shall return to my own world where | feet no fear."

"Yet where others feel fear of you," he said, his voice now sober. "Where you
are bound harshly by cause of that fear and forced to |live beneath unnatura
restrictions. This is the world you prefer above mi ne?"

"You believe | should not?" |I laughed with incredulity. "There are none there
who beat me and torture ne, none who take ny use w thout ny perm ssion, none
who give my use to others when it is they | desire, none who-"

| broke it off and turned ny face away, knowing I'd said too nmuch-and not
enough. | couldn't rmake nyself conpatible with Rimlia in a hundred years of
trying, and | felt as though I'd already tried at |east that |ong. Banging ny
head on stone walls has never been one of ny favorite pastines.

"Perhaps it will be best if we continue this discussion when we have returned
fromthe resting place," Dallan said, snmoothing nmy hair once before rolling
away from nme and reaching for his haddin. "There is little sense in agonizing
over a difficulty now, when that difficulty may no | onger remain when once we
have nade our visit. Should there be need later, it may be done later. "

H's outline formmoved slowy but deliberately, a conscious effort against the
churning in his mind. | sat up on the fur and stared at him wondering what
was upsetting him but didn't get the opportunity to decide to ask. Once his
haddi n was wrapped around him he reached for the bundles he'd carried, took
one and opened it, drank fromit, then offered it to me. I'd been afraid it
woul d be drishnak, but all it was was water, clear, wet and very satisfying. |
lifted the skin and drank deeply fromit the second time, feeling it fl ow down
my throat with al nost indecent pleasure, feeling it giving me the strength to
go on a little farther. | savored the second swallow then went for a third,
and didn't know |I'd done anything other than drink until Dallan grunted

"Wenda, you had best cease that |est | beconme uncontrollably aroused," he
said, his mind flashing deep, true disconfort. "I had not known that water
woul d bring you such pleasure, else | wuld have given it to you much the
sooner."



For a minute | didn't understand, and then |I realized that I'd allowed ny
feelings at finally getting sonething to drink to leak fromny nmnd. | hadn't
known Dallan would interpret and react to them as he was doi ng, but he wasn't,
after all, an enpath trained to interpret correctly.

"Pl ease accept ny apologies,” | said at once, making sure he got no nore
acci dental |eakages as | handed the skin back. "I had a great need of that
water, so great a need that its presence nmade ne unaware of the doings of ny
mnd. It will not happen again. "

"It is odd that it occurred this time," he said, putting the water aside and
gesturing ne off the fur. "W have not been so | ong upon our way that your
need should have grown so great. \Were you so concerned over our journey that
you ate and drank | ess than what was wi se at your meal before you joined us?

H s tone showed somnet hing of the annoyance in his mind as he folded the fur
we' d been lying on, undoubtedly thinking |I'd skipped the nmeal on purpose.
stood behind himnear the back wall of the cave-box, understanding that he
knew not hi ng of what his father had done, wondering if | ought to tell him |
caused enough troubl e between people w thout doing it on purpose, but I
hesitated a little too long. H's mnd used ny silence the way it usually did,
and dove straight for the truth I was trying to avoid.

"By the might of the Sword, you were given nothing!" he swore, his anger
flaring out as he grabbed my bundl e and began stuffing the fur into it. "This
was surely ny father's doing, for he has not yet |earned to know you. \Wen we
have rejoi ned the denday Tanmad, we will eat before continuing on."

"For what reason would your father have done such a thing?" | ventured, being
careful not to touch the edges of his anger. "He does not appear to be a crue
man. "

"Nor is he," Dallan said, drawing ny bundle closed and then handing it to ne.
"It was his intention that your need for sustenance would drive you to the
feet of Tammad or nyself, asking to have the hunger and thirst taken from you.
Wth this know edge | now understand another thing, which is the reason for
your great physical need. You were aroused by him before being brought to us,
were you not? This double need was to have put you at the feet of himwhom you
truly preferred, for hunger of the body is considerably nore selective than
hunger of the belly. A pity ny father knows nothing of the shape and size of
the pride which fills you. Had he known that, he would al so have known t hat
his efforts would be in vain.'

"I see," | munbled, watching as Dallan took his swordbelt and strapped it on
then slung his bundl es over his shoulder. | felt pale remenbering the way 1'd
acted with Tammad after he'd touched me, but that was surely only because he
had touched me. | hadn't put nyself at his feet by choice because | hated him
and the more | squeezed the bundle | held, the nore | believed it.

"I will leave this place first, and then you may follow " Dallan said, getting
down on all fours in front of the gap in the wall. "Wait until | call, and
then cone ahead."

H s dark outline squirnmed and crawl ed t hrough the gap, di sappearing quickly,
and all at once | wanted out of there. | followed i mediately and got down on
nmy knees, thrust ny bundle through as | heard nmy name being called softly,
then crawl ed out. My bundle had been lifted out of the way, and it was

somet hing of a shock to see not one pair of legs in front of me, but two. By
that time my mind had done the frantic searching it should have done much
earlier, and had discovered the vast cal mthat never brought itself to ny



attention unless |I looked for it. I slowy rose up frommy knees in front of
Dal | an and Tammad, and took back the bundle that Dallan was hol di ng w t hout
| ooking up at either of them

"It seens clear that you are the victor according to our agreenent," the
barbarian said to Dallan, his voice as even and calmas his mnd. "As you were
t he one who found her, you were the one to ease her distress. | would know,
however, whether the easing was given with or w thout her consent."

"What man would find it necessary to take his memabra by force?" Dallan cane
back in a very bland way, for sone reason anused. "As the woman wears ny
bands, it is to be expected that she would give herself freely to ne."

"OfF course," the barbarian answered, a good deal of his cal mhaving turned to
stiffness. "And now it woul d perhaps be best if we continued on our way. This
del ay has cost us a good deal of tinme. "

Dal | an gave i medi ate and sol enn agreenent, then put his arm about ne to nove
us both after the barbarian, who had turned and stal ked away. After a minute a
| arge chunk of neat was thrust into nmy hand, and | glanced over at Dallan to
see that he had taken something to eat as well. Things seemed to be comi ng at
me in a very disjointed fashion right then, mainly because of the way my mi nd
kept replaying the | ast exchange between the two nmen. It was clear | hadn't
done as good a job of escaping fromthemas |I had thought, since neither one
had had any difficulty finding me once they took the proper direction. It was
appalling to think that | couldn't avoid recapture even in the darkness of the
i nside of a nmountain but that wasn't the only thing bothering nme. The
barbari an had demanded an answer to a question from Dallan, and hadn't even
noticed that the answer he'd gotten wasn't an answer at all. Dallan had stated
a couple of generalities, and Tammad had stal ked off into the darkness with a
mat chi ng bl ack nood forming in his mnd. If | didn't know better I would have
sworn he was jealous, but that was idiotic. |1'd been given to enough nmen by
himto know that there was no jealousy in him at |least as far as | was
concerned. That was why | couldn't understand the stiffness he had devel oped,
nost especially after the way he had tortured me. | chewed at the neat chunk
Dal | an had gi ven me and thought about that for a while, then pushed the entire
guestion away fromne. If the barbarian was upset at the thought of ny giving
nysel f to Dallan, for whatever reason, | couldn't be happier. If it wouldn't
have been unfair to Dallan, | would have thrown nyself all over himjust to
see the barbarian suffer even nore. It was probably an ego thing with Tammad,

t hat any woman woul d have the incredibly bad taste to prefer another man to
him and he surely deserved whatever suffering he did. It was scarcely likely
to |l ast beyond the tinme other wormen becane avail able, so | hoped the suffering
he did was good and pai nful.

When we reached the place | had left the nen, we found the next downgrade and
just kept going. Hour after hour passed, filled w th descending and searchi ng
and nore descendi ng, the pain of scrapes and stunbl es and sharp rock
underfoot, the pressure of no rest stops being allowed, and the boredom of
constant, faintly shining darkness. Dallan had given nme nore than the single
meat chunk when we'd first started but a lot of tine had passed and | was
hungry all over again. The barbarian had taken over the | ead of our expedition
and acted as though he intended going on forever, and that was the one thing
that had kept one going. I'd sooner drop in ny tracks than ask anything of
him even if | did it through Dallan. 1'd either go on as long as he did or
col I apse from exhausti on, whichever canme first. | put a hand to nmy aching
back, wishing | could rub ny feet just for a mnute, then swall owed a gasp
when ny el bow scraped agai nst the rock wall we were wal ki ng near. Coll apsing
seened a lot nore likely than continuing on to wherever the end mi ght be, and
| really didn't want to think about it.



Thanks to Dallan, | didn't have to walk on forever or collapse. He was the one
who finally called a halt, saying that the narrow, tw sting corridor of rock
we were in would do as a place to stop and sl eep.

"This place will allow us to be sure that we have not |ost our proper
direction," he said, |ooking up at the sheer, glowing walls all around us. "An
open gallery would scarcely serve the sane purpose.™

"Yes, let us by all neans see a purpose served," the barbarian nuttered,
finding a lot less interest in the walls. "I will take the furs that are mne
to the far side of this fold, and you may remain here with yours. How | ong do
you mean to sleep' ?"

"Until we awaken refreshed,"” Dallan answered with a shade too mnmuch
pl easantness. "Do you feel it necessary that we stand watches?"

"No," the barbarian answered, taking the sleeping furs bundle fromme so

abruptly that | was startled. "I will sleep lightly against any intrusion
therefore will you be free to enjoy your sleep. | w sh you pleasure in your
dreans. "

He threw the bundl e back to nme without the two furs he had taken, nodded to
Dal | an, then took his surliness around the comer of stone flaring out into the
trail. Dallan chuckled softly as he stood next to nme watchi ng Tammad

di sappear, then he gestured toward the inside of the fold on our side.

"Spread our furs beside the wall, nemabra," he directed, speaking as softly as
he had chuckled. "Qur meal will be considerably nore pleasant with that one
el sewhere, and after we have eaten we may sleep.”

The t hought of being able to sit down in confort hel ped me get the furs out of
the bundle in record tinme, but there wasn't room enough next to the wall for
nore than one set. Because of that | began spreading Dallan's furs on the

out side of the curve, just beyond the pocket near the wall, thinking he would
prefer having me on the inside, where he could keep an eye on ne. | should
have known that | was only partially right, but exhaustion tends to make ne
forget the realities of life.

"Do not be foolish, wenda," he chided with inner anusement when he saw what |
was doing. "You nmay double the furs, for there is room enough for both of us
in there."

To prove the point he picked up the fur I'd put outside and threw it on top of
the first, picked me up and tossed nme into the pocket, then renmoved his
swordbelt and clinbed in after me, pinning ne down in the fur. Wth himon top
of me there was plenty of roomfor both of us, but it wasn't a position likely
to get me a good night's sleep. | squirnmed around trying to get |oose, got a
chuckl e and a kiss for ny efforts, then was allowed to sit up next to Dallan
whil e he got the food out.

| suppose if | hadn't been so tired | wouldn't have gotten silly, but Dallan
was in the nood to be silly and | caught it fromhim He refused to let us
each eat our own neals, instead insisting that we feed each other, but that
wasn't all. He sat ne in his lap for the exchange and began tickling ne,
enough so that | just had to tickle himback. He had very little trouble
finding ticklish spots on me, but | had to search all over before | found ny
target. | did as nuch giggling as | did chewing and swal |l owi ng, and as soon as
the food and water was down Dall an took a cover fur and draped it over ne,
insisting that |I felt too nuch like a block of ice for himto enjoy touching



me as much as he should. | was cold fromthe hours of wal king through the

chill of the darkness, but sonehow Dallan wasn't. H's body was as warm and
alive as it had been in the heat of sunlight, and when he put his arns around
me under the fur | couldn't help snuggling up to his chest. | was tired enough

to have ny eyelids begin drooping i mediately, and rmuch too tired to struggle
when hi s hands pushed ny skirt back to get it out of his way. | suppose
shoul d have known better than to be surprised when he got an al npst inmredi ate
reaction, but 1'd been sure ny exhaustion would be able to set up a barrier ny
consci ous decision couldn't. Exhausted or not, his demandi ng hand worked ne
too deeply to ignore, forcing ne into withing around in his |ap, sending ne
further into the fuzziness of near-sleep rather than drawing nme away fromit.
Hs lips took nmine for a long, breathless tinme, a time | noved through with
growi ng need, and then he whispered that | had to renove the covering | wore.
I fought in a sightless dreamto take it off without |osing the fur covering
me, and when | finally succeeded and noved back to his chest, found that his

haddi n was gone as well. H s deep excitenent was a lure | couldn't refuse, and
before I knew it | had straddl ed himand captured his desire with mne
drawi ng surprise fromhis nind and a moan of pleasure fromhis throat. | rode

himlike a novice on a runaway seetar, bouncing nadly and unable to stop, but
he was no novice when it canme to knowi ng his own capacity. Wen the pressure
became too great he threw ne to ny back, then followed me down to direct the

rest of our pleasure. | whined and conplained and tried to force himto let ne
go back to where | directed, and got rolled over onto ny side and smacked hard
on the bottoma fewtimes for nmy trouble. I was too far gone to know he was

right, but my sleepiness found the tiny punishment enough to be intimdating.
| sniffled as he held nme to himand ki ssed ne, and i medi ately thereafter | ost
nmysel f conpletely to his deep stroking. There was no hurry invol ved that tine,
and | have no idea how long it was before he let ne sl eep.

There was no norning, of course, but | awoke with Dallan's arms around ne and
his |lips against mne, giving me a good norning wi sh. | found myself nelting
to himmost willingly, nore than happy to oblige if he wanted anything, then
cringed and stiffened agai nst the blast of struggling calmthat hit ne.
Dal | an, feeling ny reaction, raised his head to | ook out of our little nook
and saw the | oom ng bul k of Tammad. Hi s dark outline was considerably nore
calmthan the calmhis nmnd was fighting for, and | couldn't understand his
reaction. He'd even seen nme being used by other nen w thout getting ruffled,
so why should Dallan's kissing me bother himso much? | didn't understand what
was goi ng through his nmind, and al so didn't understand Dallan's instant
amusenent .

"I bid you a pleasant norning, denday Tammad," he said, covertly tightening
his hold on me to keep ne fromnmoving away fromhimas |'d i mediately tried
doing. "l trust your sleep was adequate?"

"Quite adequate," the barbarian answered, paying a high inner price for the
evenness of his tone. "I have already had ny neal, and have conme to see how
qui ckly you will be prepared to continue on. "

"W have only just awakened," Dallan answered, noving his hands on nme under

the covering fur so that | gasped and arched against him "I had intended
taking a short while with my woman before seeki ng sustenance, and | now see
that the tine nust be brief indeed. W will be with you as quickly as | see to
her. "

He turned away fromthe barbarian and began ki ssing nme again, well aware of
the fact that | was nearly choking on the stormof bulging, rippling fury-calm
com ng at ne. Dallan was enjoying hinself imensely, but froma cause other
than the usual one. | didn't know what he was up to, and | really didn't care;
| just knew what | wasn't about to be the main attraction in his one-man show.



Bl ocki ng out Tammad's frothing and Dal |l an' s nearness was as easy as pulling
out teeth with nothing but fingers, but sonehow, mraculously, | managed to do
it. After that | gathered what | needed to use on Dallan, at the sane tine
keeping all my fingers crossed tight. | had to dip into the area of nervous
reactions for what | wanted, but it was the only thing | could think of that

m ght possibly be m staken for a natural urge. Certain tensions produce a
nervousness in sonme people that stenms frommental activity but manifests

mai nly as a physical response, actually forcing the body to not only feel the
di stress, but to actively participate init. You don't have to have a weak

bl adder to feel the urge to relieve yourself if you're jumpy enough, and you
don't have to be nervous to feel that way if an enpath turns desperate. Dallan
held ne pinned to the fur with his body, his hands in my hair as his lips
teased mne, his right knee already beginning to insert itself between ny

knees, and all | could do was pray that he hadn't yet relieved hinself that
nmorning. | brushed himwi th that special feeling then brushed hi magain,
m serably aware of how quickly | was growi ng weak and willless, al nost

convinced that | was wasting ny tine-and then it took him H s nuscles
clenched and his teeth gritted al nost at the sane tine, and he was abruptly no
| onger interested in taking his time. He brushed the covering fur away and
scranbl ed out of the nook, trotted past Tammad wi thout a word, then

di sappeared back around the last fold of rock in the direction fromwhich we'd
cone the night before. |I lay still on the furs trying to snpboth the jangle out
of my own nerves, and saw Tammad's outline turn back to ne again. He'd been
startled by Dallan's sudden and unexpected departure, but his startlement had
i nexplicably turned to anger

"So, wenda, once again you act to suit yourself," he said very softly, slowy
nmovi ng closer to where | lay. "The rights and desires of those about you nean
as little as ever, causing you not a nonent's hesitation in thought. To do as
you will is a thing you have ever done, and undoubtedly always shall. Wat a
fool a man would be to think you able to grow and change-and what a fool to
speak of regret for having given you the fruits of your efforts. |I shall not
be such a fool again."

The bitterness and disgust in his mnd cut at me like a cold wind in the dead
of winter, crushing ne down, suffocating me. | found nyself cowering back
agai nst the inner wall of the nook, clutching the cover fur to ne, shivering
as though it really was the dead of winter. My mind had turned too nunb wth
fear to do anything nore than quiver and shake, faint with the thought that
hi s hul ki ng shadow shape mi ght come closer yet, sick with terror over what he
would do to me. If it had gone on another minute |I know | woul d have fainted,
but that was when Dallan cane trotting back

"Terril, forgive ne," he said as he approached the nook, a chuckle of
anusenment in his voice. "I meant no insult in |leaving so abruptly, for a man
has little choice at a time such as that. It was not-Wat has happened here?"

He stopped beside the barbarian to | ook down at ne, confusion touching him
but it was nothing conpared to what was in Tanmad's m nd. The bi g barbarian
had suddenly turned al nmost as nunb as | felt, and his shadow profile stared at
Dal | an.

"For what-for what reason did you | eave the woman?" he forced out at |ast,
al nost choking on the words. "Were you-ill, or incapacitated, or-driven away?"

"I was forced, yes, but only to relieve nmyself," Dallan grow ed, abruptly
glowing with the begi nnings of a nonstrous anger. "Have you grown to believe
t he wonman capabl e of affecting our bodies as well as our mnds? Miust all that
occurs be laid at her feet, tied to her throat, or heaped upon her head? Do



you wi sh me to beat her for her fear of you?"

The | arger shadow jerked his head back to nme, silent in the darkness where our
bodi es dwelt, screaming with guilt where his mnd dwelled alone. | nearly
threw up with the agony he felt and then he was gone, running silently around
the fold and up the trail, disappearing into the darkness and taking his
illness and pain with him | didn't know Dallan was down on his knees beside
me and holding ne until Tanmmad had put enough rock between us to be out of
range, and then | collapsed in hysterics. It hurt so nuch I thought | would
break, and Dallan's words canme to ne as | forced the fur against nmy nouth and
face to muffl e ny screans.

"No, menmabra, do not weep," he growl ed, trying to be soothing but soundi ng
savage. "Had he been worthy of you he would have proven it during ny
provocation of him yet was it the opposite that he proved. To engender such
fear in a small and hel pl ess woman! | know not how a |'lenda mi ght sink so
low, yet do | know | shall not |eave you alone with himagain. W wll
conplete this journey as quickly as possible, and when we return you need
never see him again."

He held ne tight trying to calmthe near-insane crying | tw sted about in the
grip of, but his efforts were useless while |I found it inpossible to calm
nmysel f. 1'd acconplished what 1'd tried to do and had touched Dall an wi t hout
his knowing it, but what about the rest of it? Tammad had been right in
accusing ne and Dallan wong incomng to ny defense, but how could | tell them
the truth? How could | face that bitterness and di sgust from Tanmad agai n,
especially after what Dallan had made him feel ? And what would they do to ne
if they found out the truth now, know ng they'd been fooled? I still wanted to
spit out the words of truth to keep themfromcutting me to pieces with the
sharpness of their edges, but tear closed nmy throat and |left them deep inside
to silently spill the blood of my life. | screamed into the fur with the agony
of unrelieved pain, brought about by the abomi nation of a disease called
cowar di ce.

It took a long while before the storm passed, and afterward | was unable to
eat. Dallan hel ped nme dress and gather the furs together, and then we went on
in the direction Tammad had taken earlier. | had nmy shield tightly in place,
hi di ng as cowards usually do, but | couldn't keep ny eyes closed too as |
woul d have preferred. Once we left the corridor of folded rock we entered a
smal | gallery, black gaps of enpty air surrounded by the gl ow of stone. Just
past the mddle of it toward the far end stood a dark outline, which waited
until we had al nost reached it before turning and di sappearing through one of
the wall gaps. Dallan and | al so reached the downgrade and began to descend,
but why any of us were doing it was beyond ne. There was supposed to be a
magi cal cure for all of our troubles at trail's end, but | don't think even
Dal | an believed that any longer. | had never believed it, but if 1'd had to
make a choice, | would have believed in the magi c sooner than in the cure.

We continued on down through the wi nding darkness, and after another few hours
it becane obvious that it was a good thing Dallan had forced ne to eat not
long after we first started. My head had begun to ache and I wasn't feeling
wel |, and the chill of the darkness had been working at the sane tine to enter
nmy bones. | just kept wal ki ng over the pebbled rock that had begun to fee

i ke knives under ny feet, saying nothing to Dallan except for refusing nore
to eat. The sonewhat anusing thought had cone that maybe there was real magic
down there after all; if | caught sonething terrible and died, all my probl ens
really woul d be sol ved

| was al nost staggering by the tinme we reached the bottom of the | ast
downsl ope. 1'd been fuzzily wondering how nuch | onger | could go on without



Dal  an noticing somet hing, when | noticed sonething nmyself. At the end of the
thirty-foot corridor in front of us a stronger |light source than the constant,
faint rock glow could be seen, and the barbarian had stopped at the corridor's
end wi thout rangi ng ahead as he'd been doing. Dallan took ny armto speed up
nmy sore-footed progress, |ooking ahead rather than at me, mssing the
muttering | was doing that even | couldn't quite catch. Wen we got to the

pl ace where Tammad was waiting | thought | was even nore confused than | felt,
but blinking didn't chase the sight away. Another slight downsl ope led to the
floor of a cavern of sorts, but the cavern wasn't dark and it wasn't enpty.

W de, picture-w ndow gaps all around the outer walls led to open air, making
the area |l ook |like a dinner hall rather than a cavern, and what seened to be
lazy, puffy clouds rested on the rock floor all around the depression in the
center of the room Rising fromthe depression was a marble stand, five feet
hi gh and contai ning two things: a golden casting of a big man's hand cl osed
into a fist, and the sword which was held in the fist by the bl ade. The sword
bl ade was shining silver rather than gold, its hilt so encrusted wth what
seened to be jewels that it surely would have been painful to hold it and
swing it. The thought of pain made me groan out |oud w thout meaning to, and
the barbarian stirred where he stood to ny right as Dallan put his arm around
me in concern

"It is the stormwhich gathers in the outer air that gives the woman pain," he
said so softly to Dallan that he sounded al nost diffident. "W had best hurry
and stand before the Sword so that we may return her quickly to the depths of
the nountain where she will be protected fromits fury."

"Yes, let us hurry," Dallan agreed after a strange pause, as though he had
meant to say sonething el se and had changed his nmind at the last mnute.
hadn't noticed that the outside skies were darker than they should have been
by daylight, and | hadn't realized that | was being affected by a com ng
storm | wasn't noticing or realizing nuch of anything right then, but
hurryi ng sounded smart even to ne.

Dal | an hel ped nme along as the three of us started for the Sword and its
pedestal , the barbarian wal king close to ny right but not touching ne. | think
he understood that Dallan woul d probably have drawn on himif he'd tried

hel ping ne as well, and | don't think he disagreed with the viewpoint. The
barbari an | ooked expressionless rather than calm Dallan | ooked gri mand not

at all pleased, and however | |ooked coul dn't have been that far fromtheir
appearances. It was the first time in nore than a day that we were able to see
each other clearly, and we di scovered that we hadn't been m ssing anything.

i nped al ong between them trying to keep ny thoughts lucid, but wasn't

| eaving much luck with it. My mnd was fluttering in all directions, and the
thing of nbst concern to ne seened to be the worry that we'd get wet passing

t hrough the grounded clouds. | stepped into the clouds with the two nen
because | was given no other choice, and suddenly becane delighted that I
wasn't getting wet. The clouds swirled around our feet and | egs and wai sts,
and had a strange,, dry snell to them naking me winkle ny nose and bringing
frowns to the nen. W noved two steps through them then four, then discovered
that the clouds were growi ng fingers. The fingers grabbed at us and held us
back, trying to keep us with them even though we didn't want to stay. Dallan
and Tamuad slowy began to fight with the clouds, but | didn't get to see how
the fight turned out. Between one breath and the next | had returned to the
dar kness.

CHAPTER 9

It was a glorious day, bright with sunshine and warnth and filled with the



clean air that conmes after the dawn-rain. | had stayed out of sight during
chore assignnents, and then had |left the house and hurried out of town, eager
to clinb the hill-mountain and stand at its top again. On its side facing our
town the hill was no nore than any other hill, perhaps a bit steeper but
certainly no higher; on its far side, though, the hill was a true nountain,
sweepi ng down and away through enpty air for what seemed like mles. | |oved
standing right at its top, high, high above the tiny valley so far bel ow,
feeling the wind bl ow ny hair about and tug at my | ong w aparound skirt.
Standing on top of the nountain was |ike suddenly being alive after spending
endless tinme in the death of town-dwelling, and I couldn't stay away fromit
for Iong without needing to go back. The feeling was pure conpul sion, and
couldn't have resisted even if |I'd wanted to.

"So you've run away again," a voice said frombehind nme, startling nme. "Aren't
you tired of being punished for not doing your chores?"

"I don't get punished,” | said wi thout turning, knowi ng who it was. He was
after me again, and after all |1'd said and done trying to di scourage him

"You .should be punished,"” he said, having heard nmy words despite the wind s
nearly bl owi ng themaway. "If you were puni shed you would learn not to try
avoi di ng what has to be done, and there would be | ess resentnent toward you
from everyone el se.™

"They don't resent nme, they're awed by ne and maybe even frightened a little,"
| answered smugly, stretching ny arns out toward the lovely, enpty air. "I can
fly and they can't, but they wi sh they could; they wish they even had the
nerve to try."
"They resent you," he said with that cal mcertainty that always set ny tenper
afl ane. "They resent the fact that you can and they can't, and you don't even
try to make themlike you. You sneer at themand | augh at their shortcomn ngs,
and al ways make sure they know how much you can do that they can't. One day
you'll get themso angry they'll hurt you."

"Perhaps then I'Il need you to protect ne," | |aughed, huggi ng nyself, know ng
nmysel f so nuch better than he. "Do you think you will?"

"You know I'|Il have to try," he said, and for sonme reason he sounded angry.

Wt hout warning his hand cane to ny arm and | was pulled away fromthe top of
the mountain and down a foot or so to face him "I1'll probably die right al ong
with you, but that won't stop ne fromtrying. Don't you care that we'll both
be dead?"

"I won't be dead!" | spat, struggling to free nyself fromhis grip. "They al
know |I' m special, and they won't dare hurt nme! You're just saying that they

wi || because you're jeal ous of me, because you can't fly! Wiy don't you | eave
nme al one!"

"I'f /leave you alone, you really will be alone," he said, his |light eyes sad.

"There's no one else in this whole world who feels the way | do about you. Wy
do you think | bother, when it would be so nuch easier just |eaving you to
your fate?"

"I don't know," | said, shaking my head agai nst his nonsense. "I don't know
why you bother when |'ve made it so clear that | want nothing to do with you.
What do you hope to gai n?"

"Why must you insist that | want something?" he cane back, his eyes now
annoyed. "Do you think so little of yourself that everyone who shows interest



in you has to be seeking sone sort of gain? Isn't it possible that all | want
is you?"

"I't may be possible, but it isn't very likely," | retorted with a snort.

"Untal ented people interested in talented people usually want to share a
speci al standing anong the rest of the untalented that they' d never achi eve on
their owm. If you think you re good enough to match ne, try this."

By noving suddenly |I managed to pull away fromhim and inmediately ran toward
the nmountain top again. He was no nmore than a step behind nme, but where the
top of the nountain was as far as he could go, it was just the begi nning of
the journey for me. | plunged over the edge and let nyself fail, ny w ngs
spreadi ng out and quickly catching at the unbelievable nix of air currents.
The fall became a lazy, circling soar, ny arns back under my wings, ny hair
flaring out backward to the caress of the stream Most of nme ai ned backward
but ahead was where | was goi ng, beyond anything those others had done, beyond
anyt hi ng they had even dreaned. | tipped away fromthe | adder of air and beat
skyward, glorying in nmy strength, sending a | augh of victory down toward the
tiny figure still standing on the mountain top. He could never match me, never
be my equal in a milion lifetimes, and | would prove it to himover and over
until he had no choice but to believe it. He would | earn how outrageously he
overstepped hinmsel f by aspiring to me, and in learning he would finally go
away. | didn't need himor anyone, not when | could fly!

| spent hours playing alone in the skies, and when |I finally returned to the
top of the nountain, he was nowhere to be found. That gave nme a good deal of
satisfaction, and | strolled back to town and ny house with a pleased snle on
my lips. The others in the house knew |I'd been out flying, and their awe kept
themsilent as | passed, giving themtheir voices back to whisper only after |
was no longer near. | stole food fromthe kitchen without my aunts knowing it,
ate it among the shade trees at the back of the house, then lay down in the
grass for a nap. My sisters and cousins could take care of the chores around

t he house, even the ones that were supposed to be mine. | had better things to
do with ny tine.

When | awoke frommy nap and returned to the house, | was furious to discover
that there was one chore I couldn't avoid. It was tine for ny famly to bring
its share of the growing to the central depot, and afterward draw its share of
the made things. Everyone in the famly went but ny nother and aunts, and even
my mother's protests woul d have been usel ess against ny father. My nother knew
I was much too good for nenial chores, but ny father had never agreed wth
her. He called her treatnent of ne panpering, and sawto it that | did ny
chores when he was about. Happily he wasn't about nuch, but even his

occasi onal appearance was nore than | cared for

The sacks containing our growing were already in the carts, but the carts had
to be pushed to the center of town, and then they had to be unl oaded.

sweated in the hot afternoon sun, straining at a cart that | alnpst seened to
be pushi ng al one, annoyed by the |laughter and foolishness of ny cousins and
sisters and brothers. They considered going to the depot a holiday rather than
the drudgery it was, one where they got to neet the flirt with the young
menbers of the other families. | had no interest in nmeeting those others and
even less in pushing the cart, but | couldn't afford to turn and wal k off, or
even to shirk. Although my father and uncles had stayed at the house as

al ways, my brothers would be sure to notice what | did and report back | ater
My brothers were jeal ous of what | could do, and al ways made as nuch trouble
for me as possible with our father. One day | would | eave that place, and
never have to be bothered by any of them again.

It took | ong enough to get to the depot, but once we were there the boys took



over unloading the carts. My sisters and girl cousins stood around wat chi ng

t hem and sendi ng covert glances toward the males of other fanmlies, and | was
able to melt back into the rest of the female crowd and then hurry away. |'d
taken an uninterested | ook around When we'd stopped our carts, and had seen

hi m busy unl oading with his brothers. As soon as he was through he woul d cone
| ooking for me, and | didn't want to be where he would find me. He had not hing
to offer but a place in his famly, a place that would nean work and nore
wor k, a drudgery | had no intentions of becom ng a part of. | could do

somet hing no one else in the whole world could do, and sonehow | would see to
it that ny position in life was just as speci al

Once | was past the edges of the crowd, it was easier to nove faster. My bare
feet added dust to the air that had only just been cleared fromall the carts
going by, and | hurried toward the circle of shops in the market area around
t he depot, glad the shops were always closed on depot day. No one woul d need
very much for a couple of days after evening out, and the shop people knew it
and took the tine as a holiday. That neant | could circle the depot area
behi nd the shops, and that way get back to the hill-nmountain. Since the work
was all done, no one would miss ne except for him mssing ne he mght try to
follow, but by then 1'd be beyond the top of the nountain. Let himtry
foll ow ng ne therel

The first of the shops was no nore than twenty feet away when | dragged ny

t houghts out of the waiting skies to notice that the area wasn't as deserted
as it should have been. Three men hol di ng thick branch-cuts stood ahead of ne
in front of one of the shops, and | didn't recognize any of them By their
short waparounds and netal jewelry they certainly weren't town men, not even
fromthe other towns that |ay one or two days travel away from ours. Those
town men wore | ong w aparounds the way our men did, and woul dn't have strung

t hensel ves with usel ess trinkets any nore than ours would have. | didn't know
why they had come to our town, but they had certainly picked a good tine. The
only ones around to stand agai nst themwere boys, and if their intentions were
to do mschief, | pitied the town. It was, however, none of ny concern, and

i medi ately began to turn to ny left to avoid the three, but there were three
others of the same sort standing there. Quickly turning my head to the right
showed another four, and it suddenly came to nme that they were nore interested
in me than in the town. The thought was sonewhat unsettling, but not unduly
worrying; | didn't have to go around themto get away fromthem

"A good day to you, girl," one of the three directly ahead called, stepping

out in front of the other two. "It's clear you' re the one we've cone after
and you'd be wise not trying to struggle. If you'll keep silent we'll be gone
with none the wiser; if you screamand alert the others, you'll be beaten once

we' ve got you away."

"I don't know what you're tal king about,"” | said, beginning to feel angry and
annoyed. "Not only don't | know you, |I'mcertainly not going anywhere wth
you. "

"Ah, but we know you," the man said, a grin spreading on his face. "The word
about a flying girl has spread for nmiles around, bringing disbelief to
nost-and interest to some. There are those willing to pay to own you, you see,
and we are the ones who will sell you to them Now cone along, for we want to
be well away from here by dark. '

"You're crazy!" | sneered, know ng he was sinple-mnded as well. "I'm not
going to let you take me, and |'mnot certainly not going to let you sell ne.
I'"mnot even going to stay here and talk to you any | onger."

The fool's eyes wi dened when | spread ny wi ngs, and his armcanme up to guard



his face and eyes when | began beating hard to rise up and away fromthem The
two behind himdid the sane, and | |aughed as | began rising into the
air-until the net flew over ne. It came fromnmny right where the four nmen had
been, rose in an arc above nme, and was caught by the three men to ny left. |
flewright into it and was dragged back down to the ground, ny |aughter

i mediately turning into screanms of shock. They were using a net to catch ne,
and it wasn't fair!

| struggled in the dust of the street as the weight of the nen held the net
down, screamni ng above the snarling of the spokesman directing the others not
to break anything on nme. Hands tried to silence ny screans through the nmesh of
t he heavy net, but even | was beyond silencing them | struggled insanely as
the net was wrapped around nme and | was dragged to ny feet, and then ny
screans cut off as | saw the figures racing toward us. My brothers and nal e
cousins pelted al ong without any of the others, | ed by none other than him
They slowed as they cane within ten feet of the men who held nme, and then
stopped to glare at themw th chins thrust out.

"Rel ease her at once!" ny el dest brother demanded, outrage and fear m xed
plainly on his face. "Release her and we'll allow you to | eave in place."

"You'll allow us to | eave in peace?" the spokesman of the raiders |aughed,

| ooki ng around at them "There aren't enough of you to do anything else. W'd
heard that there weren't as many as a handful of people in this town who woul d
lift a finger to help this little bird, and it |looks |ike the runor was true.
You don't | ook very eager to start anything yourself, boy, so why don't you
take your handful and go back to the others? If you're smart, there's no
reason for anyone to get hurt."

"Except her," he said, stepping out in front of my brothers and cousins. "Even
if everyone in this town says you can have her, | won't allowit. Let her go."
"You're older than the others," the | eader of the raiders nused, staring at
him "You don't look like a relative, so you trust be a suitor. Take ny advice
and find a different girl to court. This one has al ready been clained."

He started to turn away, as though done with the conversation, but he was only
pretendi ng. When he sprang forward in attack the | eader was ready and waiting,
and he whirled back to strike hard with the branch-cut he carried, over and
over with all his strength. Two others of the raiders joined him and when

t hey stepped away there was nothing but notionl essness and bl ood on the dust
of the ground. My brothers and cousins backed away in horror, their faces pale
and shocked, and after a single glance at them the | eader of the raiders
gestured to his men. The net was pulled down fromny face and head, a terrible
metal collar alnost as wide as ny hand was cl osed around ny throat, and then
the net was pulled away fromme completely. Two heavy chains were attached to
the netal collar, and by those chains | was pulled along the street in the

direction | eading out of town. | held to one of the chains to keep from
sprawming in the dust and tried to | ook back at the still, red-covered body on
the ground, but all | could see behind nme, too horribly close, was the bul k of

the | eader of the raiders

"Once we have you far enough away, you'll be beaten for starting that," the
man said, his voice low and his eyes angry. "If any of the others had deci ded
to join that first bunch, it could have gotten ugly for us. A good thing only
that one decided to junp in, and | can't say | blame him |'m]looking forward
to tasting you before the others get their turns, and | probably won't stop
with once. You're a good-I|ooking piece even with those wings. "

H's free hand cane to ny waparound, sliding in through the side slit to grope



at nmy flesh, but the action did no nore than cause a small shudder in nme. |
was nunb through and through, so deep in shock that | didn't think I would
ever clinmb out again. Aterrible thing had happened to ne and worse things
were goi ng to happen, but none of that seened to matter. | was wapped in so
overwhel m ng a sense of loss that nothing else in the world mattered. 1'd

t hought | wanted nothing to do with him thought I'd be happiest if | never
saw himagain, but he'd given his life for me as he'd said he would, and
couldn't bear the thought. Mire than his life had been taken and nore than

m ne, and although | didn't understand what | felt, | wanted to Iie down and
di e because of it. He'd tried so hard and | hadn't tried at all, not even to
understand the way he | ooked at things, and now it was too late to do anything
at all. 1'd never see himagain even if | were freed, never see his snile or
his arms opening in invitation, offering me a safe place to rest and be | oved.
He was gone forever, gone beyond apol ogy or any other effort, and life was no
| onger worth living. The dust of the road rose up to swirl about me in clouds,
causing me to cough in the collar about my throat, causing me to pull harder
at the chain | held to. Hands came to pull mnmy arnms behind ne and tie ny
wists, but all that did was nmake ne fall. | fell down and down into the dust
of the ground, not caring that tears streaned down my cheeks; | cried as |
fell through the dust of forever, and that was the way it shoul d have been

CHAPTER 10

| coughed again at the strange snell that wasn't dust and tried to force ny
eyes open, but | was surrounded so sharply with pain that | couldn't do it.
The strange dream |'d wal ked through had provi ded pain of its own, but purely
physi cal pain surrounded nme now, stabbing at nme with skull-breaking

i nsistence. | could hear the sound of thunder and felt the claw ng of
lightning that acconmpanied it, but that wasn't all that was bringing ne pain;
| had to see what was happeni ng, and the need quickly turned into conpul sion

Forcing ny eyes open was a nmjor feat, but once | had acconplished it |I was
sure | still had to be dreaming. The first thing I saw was Tammad and Dal | an
tied by the wists and suspended by the same |lengths of |eather that tied
them dangling Iike grotesque decorations fromthe cave ceiling, their bound
feet a good distance fromthe floor. Their bodies were stripped of weapons and
haddi nn, but that doesn't nean they were totally bare; whip marks clothed them
in streaks of red, sharp and awful against the bronze of their skin. Al though
t hey were conscious, they made no sound, holding the deep, wacking flare of
agony wapped inside their minds. It was partly their agony that cut at ne so
strongly, that and the thunderstorm outside the open rock wi ndows, and even

t hrough the pain and confusion | felt, | knew | had to do sonething. Wat that
somet hing consisted of | didn't quite know, but there was sonething even nore
important that | didn't know | found it out, though, as soon as | tried to
nove.

If the men were tied vertically, the position given to me was horizontal, or
at least nearly that. The awareness finally seeped through my confusion and
pain that | was tied to a boul der of sorts, ny head hangi ng back and down, ny
arnms stretched tight and tied at the wists beyond my head, ny ankl es

restrai ned but not tightly. | could turn my head to see Tammad and Dal | an
hangi ng where soneone or sonething had put them and could also turn ny head
an equi val ent anpbunt in the opposite direction; aside fromthat | coul dn't
nmove. Apprehension had taken its time reaching me, but when it came it was
full-blown fear; | couldn't think clearly through everything that was com ng
at me, but fear seened very appropriate. What could have captured and hurt two
'l endaa so easily, and what was it going to do to us beyond that?



Trying to pull myself together was worse than opening ny eyes had been. The
nore vague my thoughts and perceptions were, the less it hurt; the converse

| eaned on ne and poked with flam ng needles until | nearly gave up. | was
going to have to open ny mind wide to be at all effective, but that damed
stormwas ripping me up and throwi ng me away, making me shiver and sweat and
hurt and cringe. | nmpaned and nmoved feebly on the jagged stone | was tied to,
fighting for any corner of control | could reach, and the reason for all that
madness noved into nmy line of sight fromthe right. My first thought was a
hope that | was still dream ng, but unfortunately I knew | wasn't. The man was
absol utely unbelievable, both in size and in appearance; |arger than Tammad
and Dallan by nore than a little, conpletely naked, and dark-haired! | know
stared with nmy mouth open while he stood and gazed casually at his two hangi ng
victinms, then flinched involuntarily when he turned to |l ook at me. H s mind
was as cold and enmotionl ess as the barbarian's was usually calm sonething
that was reflected in his soulless green eyes. | didn't have to probe to reach
the cold lack of enotion, and that made me shiver even through ny pain.

"So you have awakened," he said in a very deep voice, obviously addressing ne.
"Fromthe fear | see in your eyes, you had not thought to neet a man of our

| and here, in the place of these puny weaklings of darayse. It is a fortunate
thing for the honor of our people that | lost ny way during the |last storns
and took shelter in these caverns. Had | not, our honor m ght never have been
restored. "

"What honor do you speak of ?" | whispered, fighting to get the words out over
the pain | felt. "Wat people do you speak of ? I do not know you, nor do
know your | and. Wiy have you done this to us?"

"Do you think me blind, that you deny our conmon heritage?" he snorted, his

col d eyes growi ng even colder. "Qur numbers are as yet too few, yet are they
| arge enough for nme to know you as one of our own. Though you are young and

have not yet attained your full growth, you are not so young that you are

i gnorant of our law. It is forbidden for one of our women to give herself to
t hese pal e non-nmen, and yet you have done so. You nust all be punished, you

for having broken the |law, they for having dared profane one of ours. Their

puni shment has al ready been begun; yours is yet to cone.”

"You are insane!" | husked, trying to put sone strength and conviction into ny
voice. "I am not one of those you claimas your own, nor have | ever been
Should it be beyond you to believe this, do as you will with nme-but you mnust

rel ease ny conpanions. They are guiltless, and you cannot harm them further

"Quiltless!" He snorted again, still without a trace of hunor. "They have had
you, have they not? They have hunored and used your disgusting female urges to
squirm and have put you beneath them have they not? You could not bear to
obey the law and await your full growth before seeki ng manhood to ease you,
therefore did you flee to those who would aid you in disobeying yet a further
and greater |law. As you were so eager for that which you were not yet to have
| shall now give you that which you are ill-equipped to receive."

It was so difficult following the twisting of his warped argunments, that for a
monent | didn't understand what he neant. My main difficulty with himwas that
he was insane, a pathol ogically disturbed personality that ny nind cringed
back fromin pain and fear. Just as a healthy person would cringe back from
touching the body of sonmeone stricken with a flesh-rotting disease, so did ny
mnd recoil fromtouching the sickness that rotted away his rationality and
humanity. The stormflared and crashed outside, jarring ne to nmy teeth; Dallan
and Tammad fought inside thenselves to throw off their pain and break free
fromtheir restraints, and all of it just made ne dizzy and weak. Wen the
nmonster started wal king toward me | didn't understand what he intended doi ng,



and that was undoubtedly a kindness. Once he reached nme and tore away nost of

nmy shortened gown with a single, savage pull, | understood nore than | cared
to.

Since the first day I'd nmet the barbarian on Central, 1'd had a | ot of use
fromthe nen of Rimlia, willing or otherwi se, and usually otherwise. I'd
called their use rape nore often than | could recall, glibly tagging the
actions with the entire title when all I'd known had been a snmall and not al

that terrible corner of the reality. That dark-haired nonster taught me the
full meaning of the word, his mind grimy satisfied all the while, his body as
uncaring about what he did as the stones of the walls around us. If | really
had been an ungrown femal e of his people, he probably woul d have damaged nme so
badly that | nmight not have survived; as it was, | screaned when he forced his
way i nto me, understandi ng how outrageously outsized he was only after he had
done so. He brought ne nothing but pain, seeking pleasure not even for

hinsel f, hurting nme deliberately as a part of his tw sted concept of

puni shrent. | closed ny shield tight as | screaned, fighting to keep from
bei ng overwhel med by that savage addition to what pain | already felt, but |
couldn't block out the roars and cursing fromDallan and Tammad. They tw sted
where they hung, straining to break free, desperately trying to pull the
nmonster away fromne by insults and chall enges. The nonster ignored them as he
conpleted his task, jarring down into me with his body, tw sting and pulling
at nmy flesh with his fingers, until he was thoroughly done and had rel eased
the strength of his need. Then he withdrew as uncaringly as he'd entered, and
turned to | ook at his two other captives.

"You dare to attenpt interference when a man di sciplines a wonan of his own
peopl e?" he demanded of them his deep voice nearly a runbling grow. "As you
wi shed for ny attention, so shall you now have it."

He strode out of my line of vision but was back i nmedi ately carrying a heavy,
brai ded whip of a sort |I'd never seen before. The |eather braiding of the whip
was stained with reddish brown, and | didn't have to wonder where the stains
cane from Al | wanted to do right then was curl up and hide, but | forced
nmysel f, through waves of pain, to watch what was happening. | didn't
understand how | coul d have opened ny shield in the mdst of all that was
going on around me, but to mny distant, confused surprised that was exactly
what | had done. Watching for ne involved nore than just eyesight, and
something in me knew that and insisted on it.

The flare of lightning and crash of thunder hid whatever sound there was as
the nonster rel eased the coils of the heavy whip to snake out behind him but
they didn't hide the various reactions comng at ne. Dallan was so furious he
was nearly frothing, but he hadn't been able to free hinmself of the |eather on
his wists, nor had he been able to ignore the pain he felt. He watched the
whip with hel pl ess rage, aching with the pain already given him know ng there
was no avoi di ng anot her dose of it. Tanmad, too, was filled with rage, a
towering rage so strong and wide there was roomin his mnd for nothing el se.
Pain, worry, were gone beneath the weight of it, buried and forgotten as

t hough they had never been, as though they woul d never be again. Hi s mighty
body strained agai nst the | eather which bound him unable to brace itself to
pul | effectively yet continuing to strain, as though will alone would part the
| eat her. The nonster | ooked at both of them seeing Dallan's fury but nothing
of Tammad's rage, and satisfaction briefly touched his mnd. He had deci ded
whi ch of them he would hurt again first, and in his madness believed his
decision logical. H's rmuscles bunched as his arm brought the whip cracking
forward, and Dallan twi sted in the | eather he hung by, agony exploding in his
mnd in the same way that the storm expl oded outside. The doubl e crash, one
outer and one inner, blinded and deafened nme, and when the thunder faded the
nonst er was speaki ng agai n.



clearly shows that you have transgressed the nore," he said to Dallan
whi l e swinging his armback and striking again. "You dare to consider the girl
yours, as though you m ght be worthy of a female of my people. One of ours
wi Il never belong to the pal e darayse of your lands, and this you will know
before you die. You will end in the agony of the lash, having |l earned too |ate
how far you have overstepped yoursel f."

Dal l an uttered a strangled roar, half very intense pain, half insanity at the
hel pl essness of his position. The whip continued to cut at himover and over,
freeing his blood to run down his body, and | strai ned agai nst the |eather

holding ne to the stone, bathed in sweat fromhis pain and nmne, frantically

trying to get loose. |I'd suddenly becone convinced that if | could just put ny
hands over my ears, | could do whatever had to be done and everythi ng woul d be
all right. | felt the leather cutting into nmy wists without really noticing
it, panting with the unsuccessful effort to free myself, close to insanity
nmyself. | had to get loose but | couldn't, and then | gasped at what Tammad

did. He had started hinmsel f swi nging back and forth, not very far and not very
fast, but suddenly he | ashed out at the nonster with both of his bound feet,
and the small anount of arc he'd achi eved hel ped hi mreach his target. The
nonst er staggered when Tammad's feet struck him missing the next stroke at
Dal | an and al nost striking hinmself, and outrage dom nated his nind

"You dare!" he hissed, jerking around to the barbarian, who still swing slowy
back and forth. "For that it will be you who is the first to diel"

Wth that his armwent back and then came forward again, sending the |ash
against Tammad with all his strength, inmediately drawi ng nore bl ood anong the
lines already there. The new touch of the whip joining the ol der streaks was
nore than the barbarian could stand; despite the iron control he had al ways
shown, despite the denial he was still working for, the pain touched himand
reached himand hurt him That was the point that near insanity becane true
insanity for ne.

The feel of the stone beneath ny back and the clasp of l|eather on ny wists,
the raging of the stormoutside and the groaning in Dallan's sem -consci ous
mnd, the pain and fear | felt and the terrible desperation-all faded into
shadows as though a curtain had been dropped. The dark-haired nonster stood
spotlighted in my attention, and attention was the |least of what | wanted to
give him M/ mnd opened wide and flowed into his, thrusting aside preferences
and prejudices and inclinations alike, searching for the core and essence of
him It was |like wading thigh deep through dark sline and tw sting
putrescence, but his insanity no |longer repelled me. | knew there would be a
| arge store of buried fear |ying untapped and nearly forgotten, and the
nmonst er staggered physically when | reached it, forgetting the whip in his
hand as his mind began to fight nmine. He seemed to know what | was after and
was frantic to keep me fromit, but he had no nore chance against nme nentally
than | had against himphysically. | released the fears he couldn't face,
letting themflood his mnd, and then | began to help them

The nonster screaned as his face paled, fear of everything in the world
covering himlike a second skin. His whip fell forgotten to the stone of the
floor as he went to his knees, his mnd surprisingly fighting back harder than
it had. The phantons surroundi ng and possessing hi mbowed his head and caused
his fists to clench, closing his eyes as he continued to screamand fight. 1'd
been supporting his fears and keeping themfree of his restraint, but rather
than trying to resuppress them he was actually conquering them just as he
obvi ously woul d have if he'd faced them sooner. If | allowed himto go on nuch
longer he'd win and be free of the fears entirely, and that would al so free
himto take up where he had so recently left off with that whip. That was the



last thing | would allow, no nmatter the pity | mght have felt for himunder
ot her circunstances.

Personal fears really are personal, things that others, |earning of them

m ght well laugh at; to the individual involved, the last thing those fears
are is laughable. The single footstep in the darkness which i nmedi ately
becormes t he nightmare ghoul you were just reading about; the total |ack of
light below the last step of a stair which nmight be a botton ess pit instead;
the small, dark, distant cloud, which m ght be a hungry swarm of ravening

i nsects heading right for you; the squeak of a rodent, the click of a lock

the leap of a flane, the snmell of salt water, the reek of stale air. To people
with deeply buried terror experiences, these are all real, possible happenings
whi ch engender the poundi ng pul se and thunping heart, the shivering |Iinbs and
weakened bowel s, the punping lungs and dizzied m nd. The nonster kneeling on
the stone was nearly to the point of besting all his fears when | gave himny
lot, anmplified by ny power and driven in unceasingly, wave after wave of fear
wi t hout name, terror and horror | left himto put a face on. The
chill-tingle-up-the-spine fear, the seni-paral yzed quaki ng fear, the

breat hl ess-need-to-screamfear. all of it full volume and roaring in. Behind

t he shadow curtain containing all distractions, | became aware of the

i ncreasi ng viol ence of the thunderstorm outside, but although the curtain
rattled and shook | couldn't afford to let it distract me. The nonster had to
be slain, and I was the only one left to do it.

The dark-haired hunter-turned-victi mwas down on his side on the stone,
mewl i ng and cringing and gasping for breath, but still trying to fight inside.
H's mnd darted around | ooking for a corner of the fear to grasp even as it
searched for a place to hide, crying and crawing but still trying to resist.
| couldn't afford to wonder how nuch strength | had left, any nore than I
could afford to ease up on the way | was pressing him if | did, the battle
was | ost. Hand-away-fromfire fear, and falling-into-nothingness, fear, and
attacked-wi t hout -warni ng fear, strengthened and rolling in one after the
other, followed by cl austrophobia fear and acrophobia fear and xenophobi a
fear. A shadowcurtain-failing fear snuck in before | realized it, ny own fear
transmitting itself to himeven while | adnmitted deep down that it was nore a
certainty than a fear. The shadow curtain was fading even as | fought to deny
it, and I knew damed well what was on the other side. Dallan's pain and
Tammad' s rage, the nonster's suffering-and the thunderstorm Enotion and pain
as large and heavy as the nountain around us, and if | closed ny shield to
protect nyself, the nmonster would break free. | heard a whi npering noise and
knew | made it, felt the pain of stone scrapes on ny flesh, becane aware of

| eat her digging excruciatingly into ny wists and ankles, saw the shadow
curtain flickering madly. In another mnute | was going to lose it, the
protection of the curtain, the battle | fought, the very fabric of ny entire
exi stence. Terror gripped ne so strongly that | knew | would die of it, and
when the curtain collapsed all | could do in the blinding expl osion was scream
hysterically with pain. | heard nyself scream and thought | heard an echo of
that scream and then there was nothing el se.

CHAPTER 11

My head hurt. It seemed as though ny head had been hurting for quite sone
time, even before | awoke. | | ooked around vaguely at the small, closed-in
room sure | was still dreaming. |I'd been in such pain and disconfort for so
long that it didn't seem possible it could be over and done with. | didn't
know where | was or what had happened to make nmy head hurt so, but as soon as
| stirred on the pile of furs and groaned, a woman was at ny side with a
softly steaming bow in her hands. She helped ne sit up to sip at the bow ,



et me swall ow each nmout hful of broth before offering nmore, then took the bow

away when |1'd had all | could hold. By that tinme | was asl eep again, and
hadn't even realized that the scene should have felt famliar fromrecent
repetition. The next time | awoke ny head still hurt, but the msts of

confusion were already fading-and | had a visitor in place of the woman |
renenbered. Rellis sat anpbng the few cushions the small room boasted, sipping
froma goblet that snelled as though it held drishnak, his eyes already on ne
by the time | noticed him H's snmle was warm and sincere as he sat up, and he
rai sed his goblet to ne.

"Allow ne to be the first to congratul ate you, wenda," he said, a chuckle in
his voice. "It has been long and | ong since a battle was fought under the
aegis of the Sword, and you are the victor of the first battle since then.
saluted a Warrior of the Sword."

"What happened?" | asked, putting one hand to ny aching head, still sonmewhat
confused, and then | realized |I'd spoken in Centran. "l cannot renmenber what
occurred to nmake ny head ache so," | anended, erasing his frown. "I feel as

t hough much pain is no nore than a short way behind ne."

"Do not concern yourself with pain which is past," he answered gently, |osing
the teasing tone his voice had carried. He rose to his feet and cane to stand
over me, and his eyes were filled with conpassion. "You now lie in an inner
room of ny house, where you will be somewhat protected fromthe present storm
whi ch rages w thout. Does it give you disconfort?"

| paused to think about that, realized ny shield was closed so tight that

not hi ng cane through, then quickly decided against trying to open it. | didn't
feel up to coping with anything beyond just lying there in the furs on ny
back, and there seenmed to be no reason to do anything else. | shook ny head in

answer to Rellis' question, then | ooked up at him

"Was there-another storn?" | asked, able to reach just the w spy begi nnings of
the nenory. "I seemto recall another stormin another place."

"The resting place of the Sword," he nodded, sipping at his drishnak. "There
was the storm and Dallan and Tammad-and the intruder. Are you able to recal
the intruder?"

"He hurt them" | gasped, suddenly breaking through to the swirl of insane
confusion of that tine, beginning to sit up in shock. "I have to help them™

"Rest easy, wenda, rest easy," he soothed, crouching down and imedi ately
putting a hand to ny shoulder to gently push ne back down. "I cannot know the
words you speak, for you speak in your own tongue. Do you wish to be left to
rest a while |onger?"

No," | said with a headshake, switching back to Rimlian, the throb in ny
head growi ng worse. "Wat became of the one you call intruder? Was he able to
cause nmore harmafter I-" |1 choked on the words, but couldn't get them out.
After all mnmy boasting and great feelings of superiority, 1'd still failed.

"Wenda, no man is able to cause harmwhen he is no longer living," Rellis
said, softly and gently as though he spoke to an hysterical child. "Surely you
know t hat before the stormtook you you were able to slay hin®"

"Slay hinP" | said, feeling like an echo as | looked up into Rellis' face. "I
know not hi ng of what occurred after the stormtook ne. Before then, he
remai ned alive. What of Tammad and Dal | an?"



"My son and the denday of the Circle of Mght nowrest fromtheir ordeal," he
answered, putting aside his goblet of drishnak to pick up a bow fromthe
smal | table standing nearby. "This broth continues to retain sonme warnth
therefore shall | assist you in drinking in the while |I speak of what
occurred. "

He rai sed ny shoulders fromthe bed of furs, held the bow to ny lips, and
snmled down at me while | swallowed at the broth. | really did need it, and
the warnmth of it relaxed a tension in ne that | hadn't been aware of having.
Rel i s paused only | ong enough to make sure | was getting what | needed of the
broth, then he began speaki ng agai n.

"By tradition," he said, "those who seek the resting place of the Sword of
CGerleth do so alone, or in the conmpany of one or two others. Their experiences
are the concern of none save themnselves, therefore are they accorded the
privacy which is their due. Had Dall an and Tanmad undertaken the journey in no
conpany ot her than their own, such privacy would have been theirs as well; as
an unusual wenda acconpani ed them conplete privacy for themwas not neant to
be.

"When half the day was done, | |led a nunber of ny warriors slowmy down into
the mountain after your group taking care that we did not go so swiftly that
we woul d overtake you. | had the thought that you m ght take yourself from

t heir company, you see, using your powers to remain hidden frompursuit, |ater
energing and attenpting to retrace your steps to ny house. It was clear that
your journey to the resting place of the Sword was necessary, and | w shed to
see you conplete it."

"That m st brings dreans," | said, finding no word in the Rimlian |anguage
for hallucinogens. "It forces one to consider one's life froma new focus."

"Exactly," Rellis nodded, taking back the enptied bow and letting me lie flat
again. "It was necessary that you all experience your doings along with the
true reasons for having done themin the manner you had, and this was all owed
you. It was not known that an intruder had entered the place of the Sword

t hrough the | ower caverns in the nountain, nor that he was mad. A man is able
to dreamno nore than once in the msts, and the intruder had surely already
dreaned before your arrival. In such a way was he able to enter the msts the
whi |l e Dall an and Tanmad dreanmed, render them hel pless, then bind you as well."

"As he had al ready dreaned, why did he act so?" | wondered al oud, suppressing
a shiver at the menory of the nonster. "Surely he was shown the true neani ng
of his actions?"

"OfF ny own know edge, this | cannot say." Rellis shrugged, settling hinself
cross-1l egged on the carpeting next to nmy bed furs. "It is possible, however,
that his nadness had blinded himto the truth, so much so that he saw naught
save approval of that which he did. An honest, sincere man will at tines
experi ence doubt concerning the actions circunstances force upon him one
touched by madness will never experience such doubt.

"Be that as it may, we arrived in the corridor leading to the chanber of the
Sword, only to hear screans coming fromthe chanber. A woman's scream fol | oned
by that of a man, his by far the nore tormented. We hurried to see what
occurred, and beheld the sight you were so nmuch a part of. Dallan hung nearly
lifeless by the wists, Tammad struggl ed uselessly to free hinself, the wenda
Terril lay bound sensel ess upon a boul der, and a strange, outlandish man | ay
twi sted yet unnoving upon the rock of the chanmber floor. W knew not what had
caused such strangeness, yet were we unable to rush forward in a body to halt
it. The nmists of dream ng stood between us, and although I, nyself, had



visited the resting place of the Sword in nmy youth, no nore than two of ny
warriors had done the sane. W three left the others to await us and hurried
forward, first freeing Tanmad and then turning our attention to Dallan. It was
necessary that Dallan be carried back through the m sts, which was done by the

two |'l endaa who acconpanied nme. When | turned to of fer assistance of the sane
sort to the denday Tammad, | found that he was no | onger where we had |eft
hi m

"Looki ng about showed nme that he had forced hinself to his feet despite the
pain he surely felt fromthe touch of the whip, had taken hinself over to the
body of the intruder, and then, after a brief pause, had made his way to your
side. H's blood clearly marked the trail of his novenents, and | followed to

| ook down upon the body of the intruder, seeing no wounds and no sign of bl ood
save that left by Tammad. The face, however, was so twi sted by terror that it
di sturbed ne, yet the questions | would have asked were interrupted.

" “He no longer lives,' Tanmmad i nfornmed ne, bending over your form °The
worman, however, retains some spark of life, therefore do | ask your

assi stance. | cannot undo the knots of the |eather upon her.'’

" "My assistance is yours w thout asking,' | replied, nmoving quickly to stand
besi de hi mwhile drawi ng ny dagger. ~Wat has occurred here, and who is that
stranger? Rarely does one see a man with hair so dark. From whence does he
cone?'

" 1 know not,' the denday answered, watching as | carefully cut away the

| eat her whi ch bound you. "~The man was mad, and thought this wenda one of his
peopl e despite her denial of it. He would have slain us all had she not been
able to take his life, and surely did | believe that her |life was gone as
wel | . The thunderstormwas able to better her at last, yet she, in sone
manner, saw to himwith the end of her strength. | thought to find nyself
enraged that | was unable to take his life with my own hands, but instead find
no nmore than joyous thanks that she was spared. W nust take her at once to a
pl ace deeper within the nountain, where the stormw |l be unable to touch her
further.'

"'You cannot carry her,' | said, seeing that he was scarcely able to support
hinself. "I will take her, and you must allow yourself to be assisted by ny
'l endaa. In such a manner will we find ourselves able to bring her to safety
and peace w th adequate speed. Do you agree?

"Hi s agreenent was filled with reluctance, yet was it given for your sake,
wenda. W left the chanber of the Sword and returned you all here, and the
journey was not pleasant. You cried out often as though in the grip of a
fever, and each time you did so, Dallan and Tammad attenpted to go to your
side. It was necessary at the last to bring you ahead nore quickly, so that
your conpani ons would no | onger be disturbed. They sleep now due to a healing
potion within them and | was freed to await your awakening. |Is there aught
you require to increase your confort. O Warrior of the Sword?"

Rellis was smling again, but there didn't seemto be ridicule in his
anusement, only gentle teasing. | shook my head to show there was not hing

want ed, and his hand reached out to smooth ny hair.

"Then | will |eave you to rest and restore yourself," he said, rising again to
his feet. "After you have slept a neal will be brought you, one nore
substantial than the nedicated broth you have so far had. Should there be
anyt hing you require, you need only send word of it to ne. "

He smiled again as he reclainmed his goblet of drishnak, then he turned and



left the tiny room Al though ny head was still hurting | felt considerably
better, knowing that | hadn't conpletely failed after all. 1'd never really
know what had killed the nonster, but | suspected that it had been ny doing
only in that | hadn't broken the connection between us before the shadow
curtain had coll apsed. The terrible blast had driven fromny mnd straight to
his, unfiltered in any way that woul d have cushi oned the shock for him | my
have been nore sensitive to that sort of thing than a non-enpath, but | also
had nore defensive reflexes; ny defenses were able to cushion the blast, while
there were none in his mnd to do the same. | had survived the blast that had
killed him but | wasn't feeling well enough to know how good a thing that
was. The medi cated broth was making me sl eepy again, so | gave into it wthout
a fuss.

I wasn't awake long the next time before a woman cane in carrying a tray. She
snm | ed when she saw | was awake, then began hel ping ne to eat what she had
brought. She was dressed in white imad and cal din, what seened to be a servant
uniformin that place, and was considerably nore pl easant than the wonen who
had bat hed me. She propped nme up with cushions so that | would be nore
confortable, and once | had finished eating |left the cushions as they were
sinmply at my request. There was no nmedication in the food | ate, so after she

had left with the tray, | was able to spend sone tine thinking.
My head still throbbed faintly to ny pul se, but aside fromthat and the
tail-end of weariness, | seened to be all right. Under normal circunstances |

woul d have expected to be deluged with trenbling nenories of what the nonster
had done to me, but aside froma lingering urge to hide nyself in shane, ny
m nd seened nore concerned with the dream | had experienced. Pain and

hum liation were old conpanions for me on that world; brutal nose-rubbing in
enbarrassing truth wasn't.

| 1 ooked down at my hands |lying on the cover fur on nme, seeing the bruises ny
wists retained fromthe leather 1'd fought against, feeling very small and
very petty. In the dreaml'd seen nyself as blatantly overbearing, and while
knew t he dream had exaggerated the situation to prove the point, it wasn't al
that far fromthe mark. 1'd wal ked around convinced that | was better than
everyone around me, while the truth was | was nmerely different. Sure | could
do a lot of things other people couldn't, but they could do things | couldn't;
the main difference between us was that | kept beating everyone over the head
with ny abilities, while no one did the same to nme unless | forced themto it.
There wasn't a wonan on the planet-not to nmention nost of the men-who
couldn't, for exanple, cook better than I, but they hadn't spent their tine
par adi ng thenselves in front of ne, telling me how superior they were. |'d
waved nmy one unearned ability around like a flag, crowing while | strutted,

i nsisting on special privileges because | was so special. It was a stupid,
childish attitude to adopt, but | hadn't been able to see it until | saw it
fromthe outside. Whatever drug that mist contained, it certainly had the
ability to drive straight to the heart of a matter

| stirred unconfortably in the furs then turned onto ny right side, upset by
anot her point the dream had nade. Wen ny rescuer had died fighting to save ne

fromthe fruits off ny own arrogance, |'d experienced the npst conplete sense
of remorse that it's possible to feel. Wen we argue wi th sonmeone who is
extremely close to us, we usually assunme that the person will be available

later on to forgive, or condemm, or talk to, or in sone other manner interact
with. If that person beconmes unavail abl e, especially through death, whatever
was said or thought or felt becones forever irretrievabl e and unchangeabl e.
It's no | onger possible either to ask forgiveness or grant it, either to
profess |l ove or hear it professed. The nonment and person are gone, never to
return; whatever regret you feel is no nore than wasted effort. There had been
a lot of wasted effort during nmy time on Rimlia, but it was no | onger clear



whose effort had been wast ed.

| sighed as | renenbered all those conversations |I'd had with people, they
trying to tell me howwong | was, | maintaining an air of injured dignity no
matter what they said. Was it possible that | was wong, that |1'd spent nore
time conmplaining than trying to understand the reasons for what was bei ng done
around and to me? | could renenber feeling in the dreamthat | hadn't even
tried to see and understand his way of |ooking at things; even if the sane
could be said about him it didn't make me any less guilty. And | didn't have
to spend any time wondering who he was; there was only one he whose doi ngs and
opi nions held any true neaning for ne.

I lost nyself to deep thought for a tine, letting nmy mnd consider and argue
as it wanted to, finally coming back to my surroundings with a sigh. The room
was fine for uninterrupted thinking, but the better | felt, the nore bored
was becom ng. When Rellis had been here he'd said it was stormng again, but

maybe the storm had noved on since then. | was curious as to what was going on
beyond that cl osed door, and stretching ny m nd was easier than hunting for
clothes and going to see. All | had to do was thin the shield and peek out-but
for sone reason the shield didn't want to thin. | sat up in the bed furs with
a frowm and tried again, this time making the action nore deliberate than
casual, but it still didn't work. The shield whose presence | was al ways aware
of seemed to have been replaced by a blank wall, one which was w thout cracks

and totally imovable. My nind clawed at it and scurried around and cl awed
some nore-but there was no way out, no tiny opening through which | could

slip. | sank bank agai nst the cushions in vast confusion, not understanding
why my shield had turned so inpervious-then felt the ice-fingers of shock. Any
shield, no matter how how thick and inpervious, wuld still be subject to
renoval by me, would still be subject to nmy will. If I couldn't dissolve it,

even with effort, then it wasn't a shield, it was a literal blank wall. |
hadn't been killed by the thunderstormexploding in my mind, | had only been
crippl ed-and was now no different from anyone el se. No powers, no speci al
abilities, not even a talent for cooking. Distantly | thought | should be
reacting in some way-hysterics, insane delight, thoughts of suicide, waves of

relief-but all | felt was numb. | |lay propped up on the pile of cushions in
the bed furs, aware of my bare body being held by the furs, aware of the
crackle of candle flames in the small, w ndowl ess room aware of the deep

silence all around, both inside and out, breathing evenly but not thinking at
all.

The sound at ny door took a couple of mnutes to penetrate nmy awareness, and
when | finally | ooked up Dallan and the barbarian were already inside, Tanmad
cl osing the door behind both of them Neither one would have taken any prizes
in a perfect-physical-health contest, but Dallan was nore clearly marked by
the trail of the lash. They both seened to have al ready begun healing, but
they couldn't have been free of pain yet. | stirred in the bed furs, vaguely
wonderi ng why they had come, sonmehow unsurprised to see that they both wore
their swords. They may have been half beaten to death, but if they were going
to nove around, they'd do it arned.

"Wenda, how do you fare?" Dallan asked, his eyes concerned as he noved forward
ahead of Tammad. "My father tells us that you seemrecovered now, yet could
not at first recall what had befallen us. Are you disturbed in any manner? Do
you feel pain' ?"

"I feel no nore than a faint headache," | answered, |ooking down and away from
them "You need not have taken the bother to come here."

"I't was no bother, nmemabra,"” Dallan said, his voice warm and reassuring. "My
we seat oursel ves anbng your cushions? There are things which nust be spoken



of among us."

| heard them noving across the carpeting to the nest of cushions w thout
waiting for an answer from ne, show ng the question had been pure formality.
They didn't need ny approval to do anything, and they never would. In a world
of cataclysmic changes, that would never change.

"Terril, as you wear ny bands, | nust be the one to speak first to you,"
Dal | an sai d when he and Tammad were settled on the carpet. "I have learned a
thing fromthe dreans sent ne in the resting place of the Sword, and pai nful
though it is, | must tell you of it."

| 1 ooked over at himwhere he sat just a few feet away, seeing both disconfort
and determination in his light eyes. He appeared to be hol di ng hi nsel f
straight with difficulty, and fleetingly I wi shed | could ease his pain. He
was determ ned to say what he had to say no matter how much he hurt, and if |
couldn't help him the least | could do was let himget it said wthout

i nterruption.

"The dream sent me was scarcely one of pleasure,” he continued, |ooking away
briefly before forcing hinmself back into eye contact with me. "In it |I was a
man of great power and wealth, a |'lenda w thout equal, surrounded by |ovely
wendaa wi thout nunber. These wendaa were nine for the taking, and yet though I
used themas | willed, |I felt myself deeply drawn to none of them Muich tine
passed in this way, giving ne nothing for the nothing I, myself, gave, and
then | cane upon anot her wenda, one who was not mine. This wenda was |ovely
and desirable, wilful and the possessor of a great power, yet above all that
she was filled with a vast unhappiness. | found nyself touched by her

unhappi ness and able to soothe it to some degree, and fromthis |I derived even
greater pleasure than her body brought ne. The concern | felt for her was
deep, as deep as the concern | would have felt for the sister | had never had,
yet | saw this concern as |love and desire for possession, refusing to admt
even to myself even what | felt was scarcely to be considered as |ove. Wen
one who truly loved her cane seeking her, | sneeringly refused her to him
feeling much the man by doing so. | perceived it as keeping her from greater
unhappi ness, you see, and not as bringing greater satisfaction to nyself. |
concealed the truth fromall by noble speeches, and al so saw nmysel f as nobl e.
Never had | known before how low it is possible for a nman to take hinself with
sel f-del usion."”

"You cannot bl ane yourself for pitying ne," |I interrupted, alnost feeling the
air vibrate with the hurt inside him "Finding pleasure in hel ping others

gri pped by unhappiness is no evil thing. It shows you as warmhearted, Dallan
not callous and cold. It was not your intention to give ne greater unhappi ness
by bandi ng me, nor have | seen the doing in such a light. You need not berate
yoursel f for having shown conpassion."

"I't was not conpassion which | thought to show, " he answered, still sounding
upset. "In the dream| knew nothing of what | did till | found the wenda cold
and unnovi ng, having wasted away fromlack of the Iove she so cruelly had been
kept from It was inpossible for me to make reparations for what | had done,
and though I now know it for a dream | feel the ache even to this nmonent. You
must know that | mean to unhand you, nemabra; in also know ng nmy reasons, you
must strive to feel nothing of ahresta. "

"Such a doing scarcely comes as a shock," | sighed, |eaning back agai nst ny
cushions and closing nmy eyes. "You have ny thanks for first speaking to nme of
your intentions."

"Your unbanding is not ny sole intention," he said, for sone reason soundi ng



stronger. "Should I do such a thing and then nmerely turn ny back upon you, the
gesture would surely be as noble as ny previous actions. It has long since
cone to me that much of your unhappi ness stenms froma |ack of understanding

bet ween you and your chosen, therefore shall | stand as true brother to you
and speak of your hurt to himfor you. Should you find it possible to speak
for yourself, do not hesitate to do so; | shall remain to assist you solely

where you lack the strength.”

"I lack the strength for another confrontation," | said, feeling a tw nge over
the decision | hadn't known |I'd made. "I have no chosen nor shall | ever have
one, therefore would you be wise to return to your rest. You do no nore here
than nmerely waste your strength. "

"Have you taken to speaking lies, wenda?" he denanded with a snort, his voice
now soundi ng annoyed. "Though in the grip of great pain, ny observations of
the doings in the chanber of the Sword cane with unexpected clarity. Well do
recall that you offered yourself in place of Tammad and nyself, and well do
recall the pain you were given for having made the offer. Also do | recall the
poi nt at which you chall enged and engaged the intruder, which was neither when
you were given pain, nor when | was done so. It was the safety and well -being
of your chosen which drove you, a truth you cannot deny."

In ny menory | was suddenly back in that cave, not doing battle with that
nmonster but being hurt by him M mnd had been [ooking for a way to divert ny
attention fromwhat Dallan was saying, but the way it found nmade nme sick to ny
stomach and ashamed. Al the things | hadn't felt earlier cane rolling over

me, so strongly that |I threw nyself under the covering fur with a sob, pulled
it over ny head, then held my hands over ny ears. Even the Hanarda, who had
held ne and used nme as a slave, had been seeking normal pleasure; it was only
a nonster who would use his body to give pain, a tw sted nonster incapable of
feeling normal pleasure. He had used ne only to hurt me, and what was
infinitely worse, he had done it in front of him There were no tears to
soothe a feeling like that, nothing but shame unendi ng.

Less than a minute passed in the privacy of the hiding place | had nade for
nmysel f, and then the fur was pulled away again, letting in the light. The

dar kness behind nmy cl osed eyelids wasn't enough, but | couldn't take the cover
back, and ny hands were pulled away fromny ears. After that there was a broad
chest to be held against, but the gesture brought nore agony than confort.
"Hama, do not be tornented by that which you have done," the barbarian said,
showi ng that it was he who held me. "There are none about who woul d have
condemmed you had you this time let ne die, | least of all. Do not fear that
you wi Il regret your goodness."

"What is it that you speak of to ny sister, denday Tanmmad?" Dal |l an asked
gently, as though he purposely stood in the background of the conversation
"It strikes ne as odd that you seemto believe her actions m ght have been
other than that which they were. For what reason shoul d she have withheld her
assi st ance?"

"For what reason should she have given it?" the barbarian countered, his voice
so even that the bitterness barely showed. "Tine and again | beat her for
havi ng used her powers on those about her; would it not have been fitting had
she obeyed me at last and allowed ny life to be forfeit?"

" Per haps, "
so?"

Dal lan murnured. "Are you filled with regret for having done her

"No," Tammad grow ed, Unconsciously tightening his hold on me. "I regret none



of it-save the one tinme | allowed anger to take nme. It was for her own sake
that | punished her, and for the love | feel for her, yet | succeeded in
teaching her no nore than fear. O what worth is a man, who is able to teach
no other thing than fear?"

"I see that you, too, have dreaned," Dallan said, and somehow | had the

i mpressi on he was amused. "In what manner do you see that you have taught her
no other thing than fear?"

"When first | clainmed her she was a burning flane," the barbarian whi spered,
barely | oud enough to hear. "Her arrogance was full, and yet the life within
her was the same, bright and sharp and requiring all of a man's efforts to
neet her. You saw, in the nmountain, what she has now beconme, what | have nade
of her. She trenbled and recoiled in fear, filled with terror at ny presence;
but a monent ago she hid fromthe sight of me, no doubt at the urging of a
simlar terror. Even now her eyes remain tightly closed, and she hol ds her
body as far from m ne as possible. Sooner would | have lost ny life than to
have done such a thing to the wonan of ny heart."

H s words ended in an ugly croak, the sort of sound that cones from swall ow ng
down tears. | still felt too ashanmed to | ook at him but the inportance of ny
feelings dwi ndl ed when | realized how painful his were. Wat he believed was a
lie, and | couldn't walk away with a lie left between us.

"That isn't true,” | whispered, touching himgingerly for fear of hurting the
open whip cuts that covered him "It isn't you I fear, just your anger. And
only when I"'maguilty; only when I"'maguilty. "

VWhich is npost of the tinme, | added bitterly to nyself. | do as | please and
expect to get away with it, and when | don't | find someone else to blane for
what happens to ne. Taking the easy way out is a life style for sonme people; |
had never thought |I'd be one of the group

"What does she say, Tamuad?" Dall an asked, and when the barbarian had
translated with confusion and puzzlenent in his voice, the drin of CGerleth
chuckl ed. "The truth is of great inportance to one such as she, nmy friend, and
| somehow believe we have not heard the entireness of it. As you fear no nore
than the denday's anger, ny sister, and then only when guilt is yours, for
what reason did you fear himin the nountain?"

"For the reason of guilt,” | answered, relieved to finally get it said--no
matter what they did to ne. "H s accusation was true, for | did indeed force
you from me, despite your belief to the contrary. It was-necessary to ne that

| do so, no matter that you would find my reasoning foolish. To me it was nore
necessary than foolish."

"I see," Dallan said, his words failing in the thick silence conmng fromthe
barbarian. "And the reason for your having hidden yourself but a noment ago?
Was that equally as foolish?"

I found nyself adding ny own oar to the silence, nore than reluctant to

di scuss the way | felt. Is it possible for any nale, especially a Rmlian
mal e, to understand about being hurt |like that? Do they ever feel anything
nore than outrage over their territory having been invaded, or pure confusion
and puzzl enent? Can they know what it's like, even if it should happen to

t hen?

"Perhaps it may be considered equally as foolish," | said at last, stil
| ooking at neither of them "It has, at any rate, nothing whatsoever to do
with fear. Cowardice, perhaps, yet not fear."



"I had not realized you understood the difference between cowardi ce and fear,"
Dal | an said, his tone now approving. "There are those who believe the two the
same, yet this has no bearing on our true discussion. | feel certain | know

t he reasons behind this foolishness you speak of, which surely Iinks two
separate actions. Was it not the same thought which caused you to force ne
fromyou, and also to hide yourself at mention of the intruder'? Am| m staken
in believing so?"

| couldn't quite bring nyself to answer himas | slowy pushed out of the

barbarian's arnms to sit alone. | didn't know what point Dallan was trying to
make, and | couldn't check his attitudes any longer to find out; hell, |
couldn't even look himin the face. AIl | felt was very tired, and | w shed he

woul d finish up whatever he was doing and let ne go back to resting.

"What is this belief you speak of ?" the barbarian asked, his voice at |east
neutral if not yet returned to its usual calm "In what way m ght these things
be |inked?"

"The matter should be as clear to you as | find it," Dallan said to the
barbari an, but there was no accusation in his tone, only faint surprise. "MW
sister has spoken to nme of the barbaric beliefs of her former people, and the
torment she has felt when faced with our civilized ways. Surely, when these

t hi ngs were spoken of to you as well, you sawthat-"

Dal | an' s speech canme linping to a halt, and | could just inmagine the
expressions surroundi ng me. They'd exchange information, get a good | augh out
of my "backward" point of view, then hopefully go on their way and | eave ne
al one. Wthout opening ny eyes | groped for the covering fur 1'd lost a short
time earlier, found it and pulled it to me, then just sat there with two
fistfuls of covering at my throat.

"I have been told of no tornment faced by this woman," the barbarian said, and
he did sound accusing. "Little has been told ne concerning her beliefs, save
for her belief and that of her people that she is to be allowed her will in
all things. This cannot be the belief you refer to."

"Nor is it," Dallan agreed with a heavy sigh. "You are unaware, then, of her
feeling that to be used by any man save he to whom she bel ongs is a great
shane, shaming her also in the eyes of her chosen. Had | not seen her wacked
by this torment with ny owmn eyes, | would scarcely have credited it."

Again there was silence, undoubtedly cram packed with all sorts of overtones
and undertones, and then a gentle hand came to ny shoul der

"Terril, is this true?" the barbarian asked very softly. "For what reason was
I not told of this sooner?"

"What need was there to speak of it?" | shrugged, studying the dark gray and

red behind my closed eyelids. "Each time | was given as host-gift, | was
inforned that all choices in the matter bel onged to another. To speak of a
t hi ng which gives shanme is possible only when there is one who is willing to

listen with understanding."

"And such a one was not |," he said, so flatly that |I felt the weight of it.
"Even seetarr have proven thenselves filled with greater understandi ng than
this one who calls hinself |'lenda. | have not done as badly as at first |

t hought; | have done worse."

"Calmy, ny friend, calmy,"” Dallan said as Tammad's hand | eft ny shoul der



"You take the blane for all that has gone before on your own head, and yet the
worman i s not bl anel ess. How great nust be her pride, to keep her from speaking
of so pressing a matter! Had she truly wi shed to speak with you, would you
have refused to |isten?"

"No," came the answer along with a very deep breath. "Had she truly attenpted
to speak with ne, I would not have turned away from her."

"And you, wenda," Dallan said, switching victims. "How often have you spoken
to this man of that which disturbed you? Have you ever spoken of how you truly
felt?"

"Sure," | nmuttered, lowering nmy head as far as it would go. "Wy the hell do
you think | did all those terrible things to all those poor people? For the
fun of it?"

"A communi cation | all owed anger to keep ne from deci phering," the barbarian
said before Dallan could ask for a translation. "And yet, how else was | to
react, save with anger? Do you think ne possessed of a power simlar to yours,
wonman?"

"You al ways understand how everyone else feels,” | whispered, trying not to
| et the danpness seep out of ny eyes. "Why is it so inpossible for you to do
the sane with ne? Even a seetar sometines gets a pat of appreciation around
the reins of ownership. "

"There is little to understanding the needs of others, hama," he said very
gently, his hand coming to stroke ny hair. "Were a nan sees love, his vision
is often blurred, and if not blurred, then distorted. For a man to see his

| ove clearly, she nust stand very still for a tine; this you have never done
for me."

| turned my head and opened my eyes to | ook at himthrough a different kind of
blurring, seeing the strength in his broad face and light eyes. | was now
willing to believe | hadn't stood still |long enough to really understand his

t hi nki ng, but the revelation had come too late. He was trying to waken

somet hing that had died without his knowing it.

"Standing still during beatings isn't one of ny many abilities,” | said,
managi ng to come up with a small shrug. "I don't recall nuch el se between us
lately."

"You cone so close, then quickly back away," he said, his Iight eyes show ng
again the calmthat was so nmuch a part of him "lIs it fear or cowardi ce which
nmoves you so, hama? Do you keep your inner self so far fromme by design, or
are you merely unable to share with others that which you so often have from
then? It is ny fondest desire to listen with understanding to any words you
speak; for what reason do you refuse to speak thenP"

| stared at himfor a nminute, alnost tenpted beyond bearing, but even
considering the idea was useless. It was both cowardi ce and fear that had kept
me from speaking to him before that; fromthat point on, there would be
nothing to tal k about.

"Somehow, | think you'll be too busy fromnow on to listen to anything com ng
fromme," | said, unable to | ook away fromhim "You see, the reason that that
i ntruder died was because he was linked directly to nmy mnd when the

t hunder st orm broke through the barrier | had raised against it. | didn't
die-or at least not all of ne. Only the part you so quaintly call ny "~ power.'
I no |l onger have that power-and never will again.”



The shock in Tammad's eyes was too visible to be m ssed, not even by Dallan
who had been sitting back out of the way of the conversation he hadn't
understood. He stirred where he had remmi ned anong t he cushi ons, then | eaned
f or war d.

"Tammad, what has happened?" he demanded, his voice sharper than it had been
in sone nminutes. "What has she said to you?"

"She has informed ne that her power is no nore," the barbarian answered, his
tone reaching for cal mand not making it. "The strength of that storm has
taken it fromher as it took the life of the intruder. Hama, were you injured
in any other manner? How strong is the pain you feel? I will send for Lenham
i medi ately so that he may search for danage you may not be aware of."

He began getting to his feet fromwhere he'd been sitting on the bed furs near
me, determination tightening his jaw, and | didn't understand what he was

doi ng. Was he hurrying away in supposed concern, only so that he could be
away, to begin work again on nore inportant matters? Why hadn't he sinply

wal ked out ?

"You can send for Len if you like, but there's nothing he can do," | said,
wat chi ng the barbarian's distraction. "There's nothing anyone can do. 1've
been burned out by overload, and the circuit can't be replaced."

"I will know if there is any other damage," he nmaintai ned stubbornly, noving
t hose outrageous blue eyes to ne. "And you will speak only in this tongue, the
Rimlian tongue, so that the drin Dallan may understand you. Speaking to ne in
your own tongue with another present is a great rudeness.”

| glanced at Dallan, seeing how patiently he sat in the face of what really
was rudeness, but felt too confused to apol ogi ze.

"I will speak in any tongue you wish," | said to the barbarian in Rimlian
letting nmy hand go to nmy still-aching head. "I will also listen in any tongue
you wi sh; | ask only that you explain what you are about. O what concern can
any ot her danmage possibly be? | amnow a cripple, even nore usel ess than
before, no longer fit to be a pawn in the machinations of men. | find the
state filled with an unexpected peace and | ack of regret, yet not all wll
find it so. For what reason do you continue to flurry about ne?"

"Perhaps the reason is our concern for you," Dallan said as Tammad frowned.
"Have you forgotten that your current state-far from usel ess-has conme about
due to your efforts on our behalf? Are you able to believe we woul d now
abandon you?"

"Ah, you feel gratitude." | nodded, then put my head back and cl osed ny eyes.
"I had failed to consider the presence of gratitude. My questions have now
been answered."

I was telling nyself that disappointment was a stupid thing to feel under the
ci rcunmst ances, when | heard a sound next to ne on the bed furs, as though
someone had sat down. It didn't mean nmuch until a hand touched ny face, and
opened ny eyes to see Tammad | ess than a foot away.

"Shoul d you believe that it is gratitude which fills nme, wenda, you are
greatly m staken,” he said, his eyes hard and his voice tight with an
unexpl ai ned anger. "A man may feel gratitude for assistance given him yet he
is able to feel no other thing than anger when his wenda pl aces herself in
danger and comes to harm by cause of that assistance. Once were you told that



sooner would | see this |'lenda harmed than you, yet the | esson taught at the
time was clearly not remenbered. When your strength and health have been
regai ned, | shall teach it again.”

"But-but-lI do not understand!" | stunbled, uncontrollably |owering nyself
farther under the cover fur. "You cannot have further interest in me, for | am
no | onger of use to you! Wth the absence of ny power, | will be of interest
to no one!"

I know | expected an increase in his anger, but suddenly his beautiful blue
eyes were f-idled with sadness.

"Ah, wenda! How great must have been the pain you were given," he said with a
si gh, wrapping one of his great hands around mny fist on the cover fur. "To be
taught that your only value lay in the power you possessed, to be taught

di strust of those about you-I, too, amguilty in part of such a doing, yet are
your forner people nore guilty by far. It will give nme great pleasure to drive
themto their knees for having done such a thing to ny wonman."

"Your woman?" | echoed, my head swirling with confusion as well as throbbing.
"You cannot nean to keep me as your woman?"

"I mean exactly that," he said, staring at nme steadily. "Despite your penchant
for disobedi ence, despite the sharpness of your tongue and your untal ented
ways about a cooking fire, despite your vast and unconceal ed rel uctance--you
are mne and shall remain mne forever."

"Rel uctance," | whispered, reaching out with my free left hand to touch him
with the very tips of ny fingers. "My reluctance for breathing is greater.
cannot understand your desire for a cripple-and have not the courage required
to believe init."”

"You need not believe init." He shrugged, and the ghost of a grin was on his

face. "I shall no |longer spend breath attenpting to persuade you; | shal
nmerely continue to keep you beside nme, and shall ask of belief only at the end
of our lives. Should you fail to have belief in me then, | shall beat you."

| wanted to laugh at what he'd said, but instead | cried |ike a weepy infant.

Dal | an | aughed, and so did Tammad, but all | could do was cry. Tammad noved
closer and put his armaround me, and it was all | could do not to hurt himin
a vise-grip. | wanted to crush himto me with all ny strength, and for the

first time understood about those episodes where he'd hurt me without meaning
to. The urge was just short of conpulsion level, a purely enotional reaction
to the non-thinking of a mind filled with confusion. H s unexpected decision
hadn't solved all of ny problems, but wthout the worry of the worst one, the
others seened nore likely to be taken care of at another tinme. | was too tired
to cry for very |long-even happy-crying is draining-and Tanmrad under st ood

i mediately how | felt.

"You are weary and now nust take your rest again," he said, gently disengaging
my armfromaround him "You nust sleep and eat and regain your strength, and
then we will talk again. The drin Dallan, | believe, also requires further
rest, and we keep himfromit."

"I ndeed, " Dallan agreed, beginning to force hinself to his feet anong the

cushions. "I have indeed been too long fromny furs, and the healer will not
be pl eased. This heal er has known ne fromthe tine of nmy boyhood, and refuses
to accept my being |'lenda when | amin her care. Perhaps she is correct."”

"I will return when you have taken your rest," Tamad said, touching ny face a



final time before rising fromthe bed furs. Neither he nor Dallan were noving
as well as they usually did, which said they needed rest at |east as nuch as
I. | kept silent as they took thensel ves fromthe room letting themgo even
when there was so nmuch left to say, then closed ny eyes with a deep sigh.

i ntended doing a lot of thinking about what has just happened, but instead
fell asleep.

When | awoke there was another tray waiting for me in the care of the

whi t e-dressed wonan, and with her help | ate nost of what was on it. My head
was still hurting faintly-something | was al nost getting used to-and | was
gently but firmy refused when | spoke about getting up. Every |'lenda on the
pl anet seened to have left orders about how well | was to be taken care of,
and the woman seened to know wi t hout asking that ny head still hurt. | tried
telling her how bored I was, and got |aughed at for pretending to be a

'l enda. L'l endaa were the ones who conpl ai ned about being kept idle in the
furs when there were so many other things to be done; wendaa were w ser, and
were well able to appreciate the worth of uninterrupted rest. | can't say |
agreed with the viewpoint, but arguing wouldn't have gotten ne very far. The
worman wasn't only convinced she was right; she was also deternined to do

t hi ngs her way whether she was right or wong. | watched her take the tray and
| eave, then spent a couple of mnutes wondering what | was supposed to do to
keep from goi ng crazy.

The question was answered for ne in a very direct way; as if on cue the door
opened again, and Tammad came in. He | ooked slightly Iess well used than he
had earlier, and he smled as he came toward ne.

"Your rest appears to have taken the weariness fromyou, hama," he said. "I
too, have rested, after having sent for Lenham M worry will find no simlar
rest till he has pronounced you unhurt."

"I have nothing nore than a headache," | said, returning his smle as |

wat ched himsit down on the bed furs near me. "Conpared to the shape I'm
usually in on this world, that's tantamount to being in the best of health."

"You seek to ease ny worry," he said, his eyes bright with amusenent as he
reached a hand out to stroke ny hair. "Perhaps | should reply that now that ny
worry is eased, | may think about no nore than when | nmay beat you."

"I think | feel a relapse comng on," | said, trying to groan hollowy but

| aughi ng instead. "I nust have | ooked very foolish back then, trying to nake
you believe | didn't care if you beat nme. I'mtoo much of a coward not to
care."

"It is scarcely cowardice to fear punishment at the hands of one who is |arger
and stronger than yourself," he said, settling hinmself into a one-el bow

| eani ng position toward the foot of the bed. "Only one who is insane-or bereft
of all hope-will do such a thing. Do you truly feel no sadness at the |oss of

your powers?"

"I can't say | don't feel-enpty,"” | admitted, w shing he hadn't brought up the
subj ect, but determined not to avoid it. "l've been an enpath all nmy life, and
it's on a par with an untal ented person losing his or her eyesight. But | am
glad I can't be a pawn any longer, that there won't be people chasing after ne
for what | can do any nore. Wat 1'd like to know is how you really feel about
it. Even if you keep ne a thousand years, you'll never have an enpath in your
furs again."”

"Were it possible to feel joy at another's grievous |oss, hama, joy is the
sole thing | would feel," he said, putting his hand on ny | eg through the



cover fur. "Though | found great pleasure through the presence of a woman with
the power in ny furs, t shall find greater pleasure in her presence w thout
the power. | amno nore than |'lenda, ill-equipped for coping with your power.
I may face all manner of danger with a sword, yet am| unable to face one
smal | wenda with the power with equal unconcern. Such a wenda nost often
seened beyond ne; though I grieve for your loss, |I joy in knowi ng you are no

| onger beyond ne. "

"I was never beyond you," | answered softly, leaning forward to touch his
hand. "I was just so lost in the hurt of uncertainty and not being wanted for
nmysel f that you couldn't find me. | didn't let anyone find ne, and then I

bl amed them for wanting the only party they could find. Wiy didn't you ever
performthe rite of five-bandi ng?"

"Hama, it was not possible," he said, appearing nonentarily startled at the
abrupt question. "For a man to performthe rite of five-banding, his wenda

must be fully willing and eager to wear his bands. It is possible to force
wi | Ii ngness upon a woman by using the needs of her body, yet this course of
action was unacceptable to nme. | had no wish to force a willingness which did

not cone of its own."

"Somehow, | knew all along it was ny fault,” | sighed, |eaning back again

agai nst the cushions. "There are so many things | don't know about this world,
and your people, and you. How could |I believe | knew all there was to know
just because | read a report? I'mnot only foolish, I'mstupid."

"Merely ignorant,” he corrected with a chuckle, patting my leg. "Happily, the
i gnorant may be taught whereas the stupid may not. | have attenpted to teach
your ignorance, and shall continue to do so till it is no nore. In tinme you
will be as civilized and know edgeabl e as nmy people and nyself."

"You' d best watch those insults, |I'lenda," | said, |ooking at himdarkly.
"You're not over being hurt yet, which neans | just m ght have a chance
agai nst you. Wuld you like to have it said that you were beaten by a wenda?"

"No, |'lenda-hama, | would not care to have it said that | was beaten by a
wenda, " he | aughed, true delight filling his eyes. "I offer my apol ogies for
havi ng given you insult, and shall take care that the sane does not occur
again."

"Apol ogy accepted," | grinned, then began clinbing out fromunder the cover
fur toward him "To tell the truth, I'mgreatly relieved to have your apol ogy.
To beat you would nmean to give you nore pain-and | would rather die than give
you pain. You are not ny hanmak, you are ny sadendrak, the one who brings life
to ne in all things. Life would hold no meaning for ne beside another; this
you must believe above all things."

"Sadendra, | do believe," he said very softly, opening his arns so that |
mght crawm into them "There are many things we nust teach one another, to be
sure that doubt will never touch our belief again. | would have you begin wth

your feelings concerning host-use, so that | mght know at |ast the reason you
dislike it so. Ever did | believe that you refused as a di sobedi ence,
intending ne and ny brothers insult. To learn that | was m staken has given ne
pause. "

| lay carefully in his arms, trying not to touch his wounds, and forced nyself
to come out fromthe dark corner | was so used to hiding in. It was difficult
expl aining why | wanted to belong only to him and he had just as nuch
difficulty explaining why the nore he loved ne, the nore he wanted to share ne
with his closest brothers. W both agreed to think about the other's point of



vi ew before discussing the topic again, and then he held ne very cl ose despite
hi s wounds, in nmenory of what the darkhaired intruder had done to me. The sort
of rape |1'd been subjected to wasn't considered a sexual act by Rimlians,

| earned. It was considered assault of the worst sort, and any wonan who coul d
kill a man who did such a thing was praised and regarded highly by all who
heard of it. The way Tammad spoke, it was just as though he thought of ne as
havi ng been cruelly and badly beaten, with no shame attached to the
occurrence, nothing but synpathy and consol ation coming fromhim | renenbered
then that he and his people didn't believe it possible for a woman to keep
hersel f from bei ng used, and some of the lingering hurt and shame did go away.
Not all of it, and not all of the memory either, but enough of it to take the
terrible edge away.

W tal ked for hours as | lay in his arns, and not once in all that tinme did he
make a single sexual overture. | was sure he was hurting too nuch to change
our association fromverbal to physical, and the thought disturbed nme enough
so that | didn't nention it. | didn't want himtryi ng something out of a sense
of duty, and thereby hurting hinself all the nore. Wen ny next neal was
brought there was enough for two, and | insisted on feeding the barbarian the
way |'d been fed earlier by the womman. He | ay propped up on cushions, taking
what ever | gave him and it's hard to say when | last felt the sort of

pl easure | got fromperformng that silly little act. He kept his eyes on ne
the entire time, silent appreciation in his stare, making me glad I wore
nothing that would interfere with what he wanted to see. Wen the neal was
done we | ay down together again, the enptied tray still standing where the
woman in white had left it.

When the door opened a few minutes later, | thought it was the wonan returning
for the tray, not realizing ny mstake until | heard a chuckling behind ne. It
was a mal e voi ce chuckling, which imrediately started ne diving for the cover
fur, but Tammad and | were lying on it. | tugged futilely at the cover, not

m ssing the fact that the barbarian wasn't nmoving at all, and the chuckling
turned into out and out |aughter

"Do you mean to hide yourself fromme, wenda, the nan who has banded you?"
Dal | an' s voice canme, his amusenent so obvious it set nmy teeth on edge. "You
must sit as you are and allow me to | ook upon you, for it is ny wi sh that you
do so."

"I will be pleased to accord you your wish, if you will also accord ne nine,"
| answered sweetly, turning about to | ook at himwhere he stood, about two
feet fromthe bed furs. "Shall | tell you the pertinent points of my w sh?"

"Do you retrain frominsol ence, wenda," the barbarian commanded mildly, adding
atug on ny hair. "A man has the right to obedi ence from her whom he has
banded. "

"And yet he neans to unband ne, does he not?" | pounced, seeing that Dallan
was still anused. "As | am not permanently banded by him a partial insolence
shoul d be acceptable.”

"Yet only with a partial obedience,"” Dallan put in, still grinning. "First the
obedi ence, and only then the insolence. And perhaps it will be ny decision not
to unband you after all. You are, in final thought, a desirable wenda, one a

man may easily conme to love. It may well be nmy decision to retain you in ny
hands. "

"Shoul d such an event come to pass, it will then be necessary for the drin and
nmysel f to again face one another,"” the barbarian put in while |I frowned at an
all-too-serious Dallan. "As you are no longer able to interfere in the matter



we will this time find a satisfactory ending to the affair, one which wll
sati sfy honor rather than the stubbornness of a sharp-tongued wenda. Once
agai n the choi ce has becone one for |'lendaa."

| sat on the bed with what nust have been a dunbfounded expression, | ooking
fromone unsniling Rimlian face to the other. 1'd forgotten all about the
fight they'd almost had, forgotten all about the fact that | still technically
bel onged to Dallan. If they ever decided to fight again, there was nothing
could do about it, not even threaten to let nyself die with the loser. | was
not only absolutely helpless, | couldn't even think of anything to say.

"I hear no nore than a commendabl e silence, wenda," Dallan said, and
couldn't help but notice that he al so | ooked stronger than he had earlier
"Are you no longer interested in being accorded your w sh?"

| opened my mouth to answer him neaning to say sonething flip about now bei ng
willing to pass on ny turn at wishing, when | finally got the point they were
making. It was ny big nmouth that had started the trouble, just as it usually
did, and if |I didn't learn to think before speaking, the next time | m ght
start something | would not be able to stop. It was one thing to joke with a
man in the privacy of his furs or mne, quite another to enbarrass him even
mldly, in front of others. Courtesy given is courtesy asked for, and | knew
wel | enough what 1'd been asking for.

"I ask your pardon, nemabrak," | said in a very small voice with ny head down,
addressing himproperly as the nman who had banded ne. "I should not have
spoken to you as | did, for the matter is truly one between |'lendaa, and | am
not |'lenda. Please excuse nmy having intruded in so mannerl ess a way."

"Excel l ent, wenda, truly excellent,"” Dallan said, warm approval now in his

voice. "To see one's error is the necessary prelimnary step to correcting

that error. You may now kneel at the foot of your furs the while the denday
Tanmmad and | converse. "

| raised my head quickly to | ook at him and his eyes said that he wasn't
simply having fun with me. | was being punished for the way |1'd acted, and the
worst part was that | was now sure | would have had to do nothing of the sort
if 1'd answered himat first with courtesy. | noved to the end of the bed furs
and knelt there, filled with disgust, but the entire mass was ainmed only at
nmysel f. 1'd earned whatever | got, and had dammed wel| better renmenber it for
next time.

"You are truly lovely, nemabra," Dallan said, nmoving forward the two feet to
stand directly in front of ne. "You may retain your arns at your sides, yet do
I wish to see your head held higher. You are, after all, considerably nore
than a sl ave."

H s hands came to ny face, raising ny chin high, and then he turned and wal ked
to the cushions scattered on the carpeting, lowering hinself with | ess than
his usual grace despite the ease of his stride. He and Tammad began tal ki ng

t hen, about the weat her-whi ch was cl eari ng-about the intruder in the
nmount ai n-for whom they both continued to hold a bl ood-grudge-and about wendaa.
It didn't take themlong to get around to discussing me and al though | knew
they were only talking to waste time, | still ended up blushing vividly. I'd
probably never get used to having normally private topics and subjects

di scussed so frankly and baldly in front of nme, and there was nothing el se
could do other than blush. It went on so long | was sure |'d suffer a

per manent skin col or change, and then the subject was abruptly changed.

"Since our return, | find nyself tiring much too easily,"” Dallan said,



stretching carefully anong the cushions before rising to his feet. "As
dar kness has already fallen, | believe |I shall seek nmy furs again and hope to
fare better when | awake. Is it your intention to do the same, denday Tammad?"

"In truth, nmy intentions lie el sewhere, drin Dallan," the barbarian answered
from behind ne, his voice sounding lazy. "There are furs other than ny own
which | wish to seek, should you be of a nmind to see to a snall matter before
your departure.”

| found nyself suddenly clanping nmy jaw shut, to make sure the wong thing
didn't get said. Tammad was asking Dallan to unband ne, and Dallan was staring
at me without answering! It came to ne then that that was why Tammad hadn't
touched me, apart fromholding me in his arns. He had acknow edged the fact
that | was banded as Dallan's, and therefore wasn't entitled to touch ne

wi t hout perm ssion!

"It is such a small matter, denday Tamrad," Dallan draw ed, still staring down
at me. "Surely it would not inconvenience you to too great an extent if |
should allow it to be seen to at another time. Surely you, and this wenda as
well, would benefit fromrest as nuch as |."

"The decision is, of course, yours," the barbarian answered, his tone as calm
and lazy as it had been. For ny part, of course, | was frantic, especially
when Dal |l an turned away fromme and headed for the door. | didn't want to wear
hi s bands one minute | onger than necessary, and | was prepared to beg if | had
to. That was probably what he was waiting for, to have me beg, but | didn't
care. I'd do anything | had to do to be Tammad's again. For the second tinme |
opened ny nouth, this time ready with the prettiest please | could imagi ne-but
again the words weren't spoken. Sonething inside ny head kept insisting, "Mnd

your own business! M nd your own business!" "But it is my business!" | shouted
silently in answer, "And nore than ny business! It's my life!" The voice grew
still at that, refusing to argue, but | already knew what the argunent woul d

have been. It wasn't ny business because the nmatter stood between Dallan and
Tammad, and they didn't consider it ny business. If | was ever going to start
playing by their rules, that would have to be the time. |I closed nmy nouth
again and continued to kneel where |'d been put, but ny chin was no | onger as
high as it had been

I know | was waiting to hear the door open and close, sure that it would, and
was therefore caught off guard when Dallan was suddenly beside ne again.

| ooked up in surprise to see the grin that he wore, not understanding it or

t he reason he wasn't gone.

"A man sel dom wi shes to feel that he does a thing because anot her has demanded
it," he said to me, reaching a hand out to stroke ny hair. "Wen a decision is
his alone, he will, if left to his own devices, consider how his decision wll
af fect others. To wheedle or attenpt to coerce himnmerely takes his thoughts
fromthose others, and instills resentnent within himover the attenpt to

i ntrude upon a decision which is his to make. This applies equally to those
deci si ons which are a woman's to make, and should al so be kept free of a man's
i nvasions. As you have clearly learned this | esson, you need not be left to
agoni ze. | feel sure you will not take it amiss if | say it gives ne great

pl easure to now unband you."

He | eaned down to touch his lips to mne, and then his hands were at nmy wi st,
renoving the first of the bands. | can't say | really understood everything
he'd said, but one strange thought seemed to have forned out of it: it's
sometines possible to win by |losing. The concept nade no sense to me, but once
| had the time I'd have to think about it. Very little that Rimlians did nmade
sense, and that odd concept night just be the key to dealing with them w t hout



constant pain. Courtesy was anot her key, and one that was easier to put into
practi ce.

The | ast of the bands to be taken was the one around ny throat, and once it
was open | impulsively took Dallan's face in nmy hands and ki ssed himgently. |
didn't know if doing such a thing was proper, but it was the only way | could
think of to say thank you. He returned the kiss with his hand in ny hair,
chuckl ed softly when it was over, then gathered up his opened bands and | eft
wi t hout anot her word. | suddenly becane aware of how strange it felt to be
totally unbanded, a thing 1'd tried hard to achieve not too | ong ago, and the
t hought rmust have conmunicated itself to the man who sat behind ne.

"You rub your wist with a sense of freedom achi eved," Tamuad observed,
causing me to turn ny head to look at him "It seens you have as yet to
enbrace our custom of banding."

"You're right," | adm tted, wondering how he could | ook so cal mwhile
di scussi ng what had to be a disappointnment for him "I want to be with you,
but I still don't like the idea of being chained. "

"Then | shall not band you," he said, sitting up away fromthe cushions to
shrug. "I shall nmerely keep you in ny furs and beside me, and when others
appear to band one who is unclaimed, | shall face them Perhaps not all wll
fight, yet many will consider it a matter of honor to face the one who
chal | enges them They will, of course, be blaneless, yet blood will flow by
cause of msunderstanding. It is a snmall price to pay to keep the wonman of ny
heart fromfeeling herself slave."

"You're telling me I'mbeing selfishly inconsiderate,” | said, studying the

| ack of accusation in his blue eyes. "l've spent so rmuch tine enoting over
being 'chained' that | never had the chance to consider what would happen if |
wer e unbanded. | doubt if that many would conme after me with you standing

besi de nme, but would you really fight themjust to give ne ny way?"

"Harma, to feel free is of great inportance to a man," he said, returning ny
gaze. "Should he be chained he will fight those chains, often unto death.
Recently has it conme to ne that certain wendaa feel the same, yet their method
of battle differs. A wenda will use harsh words and flight in an attenpt to
escape, and should these attenpts prove unsuccessful she may | ose all hope and
will herself to death. It is scarcely ny intention to keep you beside ne so
that your death may be achi eved; sooner would | see the death of others."

"Or your own," | said, knowing it to be true. "And if | were really free, 1'd
know it even with chains all over ne. Len was right: |I'm maki ng excuses to
keep fromcomitting nyself. | wish we could find a place where no one woul d
bot her us and we could do as we pleased, but | have the terrible feeling there
is no such place-or if there were, it would bore you to death.” | took a deep
breath, then plunged in with eyes wi de open. "Sadendrak, it would give ne
great pleasure to wear your bands. | would have all nen know that | am yours
alone, till the end of ny days."

"Hama sadendra," he | aughed, opening his arns to nme. "W have becone one at
last, and it took no nore than the efforts of both of us."

| laughed along with himas | scranbled into his arns, finally appreciating
the fact that conpronise took two, not one demandi ng and the ot her

conprom sing. W'd both been guilty of that, and even as | hungrily sought
Tammad' s |ips, | wondered how | ong that understandi ng would stay with us. The
guestion didn't bother ne |ong, however; Tammad ended the kiss quickly, then
produced his bands fromhis swordbelt. He watched ne carefully as he put them



on me, searching for the smallest sign of reluctance, but reluctance wasn't

what | was feeling. | wanted himnore desperately with each passing m nute,
but woul dn't have rushed himthrough the rite of five-banding even if | knew
woul d burst. | savored the words as he spoke them crying like a fool and

l aughing like an idiot, and then hurried to help himget rid of his swordbelt
and haddin. He was as hungry for nme as | was for him but we'd both forgotten
about his wounds. This time I'mafraid | hurt him

CHAPTER 12

When t he new day dawned bright and fresh, | was finally able to see it. Tammad
dressed hinself, then wapped me up in a fur and carried ne to the roomhe'd
been given, a large blue and white roomw th arched wi ndows and adj oi ni ng
bathing room 1'd tried insisting on wal king so that his poor abused body

woul dn't be hurt any further, and he'd cheerfully agreed-on the provision that
| didit without the fur. He laughed as | glared at himwhile he carried ne
along, then | gave up on the glare to put ny arns about his neck. | |oved
heari ng hi m|augh-and knowi ng that he was happy-and was too happy nyself to
stay angry |ong over nonsense.

When we got to Tanmad's room we made use of the bathing facilities, then
sneared his wounds with the salve that did such a wonderful job of healing. He
was cut just about all over by the |eather of that whip, and fromthe depth of
nost of the cuts he probably wouldn't have been wal king at all if not for the
salve. He made not a single sound as the salve went on, but the sheen of
perspiration on his forehead when I was done told the story well enough. W
shared a neal -which | insisted on feeding himand then we shared a nap

When | awoke Tammad was gone sonmewhere, but a green gown lay on the furs in
his place, one like the silver gown Dallan had given ne. | put it on with a
great deal of pleasure, sure that it hadn't been the white-dressed woman who
had brought it. She seenmed to know how | felt w thout asking, and woul dn't
have brought ne clothing while nmy head still hurt. | was tired of having that
const ant headache, and couldn't hel p wondering how long it would take to go
away. | didn't care for the thought of going through life with a pernmanent

t hrob behind ny eyes, but also had no intentions of sinply lying still until

it decided to abandon me. Now that | had clothing, | could divert ny attention
fromit by wandering around the pal ace.

| was just about ready to concede defeat in nmy battle with the tie at ny right
wrist when the door to the room opened, ending the fight in a different way.
Len cane in with a broad stride that he managed to stop just short of running
me down, causing nme to junmp back with a squeak of surprise before it was clear
he did intend stopping. | looked at himwth the confusion | felt, wondering
why he was frowning, but just staring didn't get ne anywhere.

"I'f you intend naking a habit of entering roonms |ike that, don't be surprised
when people stop inviting you over," | said instead. "One nore step and this
gown woul d have becone carpeting."

"You really didn't know | was there, did you?" he asked, staring down at ne
and soundi ng as though he were in the mddle of a different conversation. "You
also didn't know | intended stopping just short of you. Wat's nmaking your
head hurt |ike that?"

"Pain," | answered suddenly understandi ng what was happening. "Did you really
think I was faking, Len? Do you believe it's that easy to just close your eyes
and pretend to be blind? No, obviously you don't believe it, or you wouldn't



have expected me to be peeking. Well, sorry to disappoint you, brother, but
there's nothing left to peek with. The only thing | do have left is this
headache. "

"Terry, I'msorry," he said, and there was tragedy in his eyes as he put out
his hand to me. "l guess | was hoping you were faking instead of being
convinced of it. Maybe there's something | can do."

"You can, but not for me," | smiled, taking his hand. "Dallan and Tamrad are
still hurting a lot nore than | am and could use a couple of sessions of pain
control. | wish |l could do it nyself, but I-can't. "

"I"ll give it atry, but I've never been very good at pain control," he said
as he squeezed ny hand. "But first I want a closer | ook at you and that
headache of yours. 1'd like to see for nyself whether or not |I can do
anyt hi ng. "

| briefly considered trying to talk himout of it, then changed ny mind with a
shrug. Len would not be happy until he'd poked and pried and satisfied hinself

t hat nothing could be done, and arguing would just be a waste of tine. | led
hi mover to the room s nest of cushions, we both sat, and he | ooked down at ne
with a distracted expression. | knew he was thunbing through nmy enotions and

feelings looking for the faintest hint of a response, but | couldn't feel a
thing. H's touch was usually light but very masculine, but | couldn't detect
his presence even with ny eyes closed and every nerve in my body straining. It
seened |1'd been hoping at |east as hard as he had, but sonetimes hope is nore
refl exive than voluntary. | pushed the feeling aside with inpatience, and made
nmysel f think about sonething else until Len was through

"I think | understand now," Len said at |ast, taking a deep breath as his eyes
cane back in focus.

"What do you understand?" | asked, faintly curious. "How the burnout broke the
circuit?"

"No," he answered, still |ooking sober. "There's a-gap of sorts where | used
to be able to detect your ability, but that's not what | neant. | think I

under stand why you aren't permanently hysterical and half insane."

"I'"ve made nyself one hell of a reputation around here, haven't 1?" | sighed
at the thought and shook ny head. "People notice only when | don't throw
fits."”

"That's not what | neant," he repeated, gesturing inpatiently. "If | ever
suffer burnout, you can be dammed well sure | won't get over it. Not many of
us would, but I think I know why you did. "

"Well, | was a Prinme," | shrugged, feeling unconfortable. "That has to count
for something."

"It doesn't count for anything except that you' ve |ost nore than nost other
enpat hs woul d have," he di sagreed with a headshake. "Have you ever heard the
anci ent myth about the goddess who fell in love with a nortal? No? Well, the
story tells that there was once a goddess who net a nortal man and fell in
love with him He | oved her too, but he had a I ot of trouble coping with a
goddess, in understanding her needs and actions, and with suiting his own
actions to hers. The goddess saw the trouble he was having, and knew that if
somet hing wasn't done, their |Iove would die. She couldn't make hima god, so
i nstead had herself turned into a nortal woman, one he had no trouble coping
with. She paid a high price for his love, but afterward they did nmanage to



live happily ever after.”

"Len, are you saying | did this on purpose?' | asked, feeling a tightening al
over ny body. "Because if you are . "

"No, no, | know you didn't do it on purpose,” he interrupted, |eaning forward
to enphasize the intensity of his words. "lI'mtrying to say | think you're
glad it happened. It was your enpathetic abilities that stood between you and
Tammad, and now that they're gone you're ready to live happily ever after.
can't really argue with a viewpoint that has |let you keep your sanity, but
Terry-Don't you think you' re selling Tammad short? You're the one who thinks
he can't cope with an enpath, just as you were the only one who didn't believe
he really loved you. | think he could cope-if you ever gave himthe chance."

"Don't you think this conversation is a waste of time under the current

ci rcunmst ances?" | asked, finding it inpossible to |ose the stiffness I'd
devel oped. "It doesn't natter whether Tammad could or couldn't cope. There's
nothing left for himto cope with."

"Terry, that's part of the point I'"'mtrying to nake," he answered gently,
taki ng my hand even though I didn't want himto. "I know al nost nothi ng about
burnout, and | doubt if you know rmuch nmore. What if your abilities just need
encour agenent to conme back? Wat if your denial is the only thing keeping them
away? They might not be as strong as they once were, but "

"No!" | shouted, pulling ny hand out of his grip. "They're gone for good and
don't want them back! Do you hear? | don't want them back!"

He opened his nouth to say something else, but | didn't want to hear it.
scranbled to ny feet and ran to the door, threw it open, then | ooked w ldly
about. Tammad stood in the corridor only ten feet to the right, talking to
some nmen, and he turned in surprise when | ran to him H's arnms opened to make
a safe place for ne as they always did, and I clung to himin an effort to
stop the shaki ng and shuddering that had for sone reason descended on nme. The
t hrobbing in ny head had become a pounding, but | didn't care as long as |
could stand with nmy cheek to his chest, held in those powerful arnmns.

"Hama, what occurs here?" the barbarian asked, his voice gently puzzl ed.
"Lenham why has she run to me in this way?"

"She didn't care for certain parts of ny conversation," Len answered as he
canme up, obviously having followed right after ne. "There doesn't seemto be
much | can do for her, except to reconmend that she rest as much as possible

whil e she still has that headache. The nore active she is, the worse it gets."
"I'f I could just walk around, spend sone time outside, I"'msure it would go
away," | said, looking up into Tammad's concerned face. "Being cooped up like

that is making it worse, and | thought we coul d

"She needs to rest," Len insisted, his tone pure calmand sweet reason. "If
she doesn't, it can only get worse."

"Then she will rest,"” the barbarian said, inarguable decision clear in the way
he picked ne up. "You may wal k about when the pain has gone from you,

nmemabr a. "

"No, please-" | began, but it was already too late to keep him from carrying
me back toward his rooms. | thought | mght be able to get himto listen to ne
once we were alone, but hadn't counted on the sudden waves of sl eepiness
washi ng over nme. The sl eepiness-sent by a grinning Len-wasn't strong enough to



put me out, but it did make me yawn uncontrol |l ably, adding to the inpression
that rest really was what | needed. Despite ny protests Tammd put ne to bed,
then set with ne until a neat soup was brought by the woman who was dressed in
white. | didn't know whose idea that was, but the soup contained that subtle
sweet ness that said it was nedicated. Len stood | ooking on while Tamuad fed it
to ne, and the last thing | saw before ny eyes closed was Len's expressionl ess
face surroundi ng deeply satisfied eyes.

When | awoke the roomwas enpty, and the gown that Tammad had taken from ne
was gone. | spent a few minutes cursing out Len, but all that did was send

ri ppl es through the headache that was still with me. It was pretty clear Len

t hought he was hel ping me by interfering, but that didn't change the fact that
| didn't want his help. He had no right appointing hinmself the one to Set
Things Straight, and had no right telling my I was wong not to want nmny
abilities back. If | was happier as | was, who was he to tell me | should try
putting things back as they had been? Al ny abilities had ever done was make
trouble for nme, and | was tired of trouble. If Len was right and they needed
nmy encouragenent to come back, then they were gone forever

| tried getting confortable in the bed furs, but it was only afternoon, | was
all slept out, and I was bored. Wen the door to the room opened | thought it
was Tanmmad comi ng back, but | was terribly wong. Len and Garth canme in
instead, big, friendly sniles on their faces, and insisted on visiting with e
for a while. | discovered that the sight of Garth's dark hair upset ne, but
that didn't nmake them|eave. As a matter of fact, nothing | said nade them

| eave. | knew when Len soothed ny upset at the sudden menory of the intruder
but I wasn't grateful and didn't care to be mani pul ated that way. Len just
grinned and began telling Garth how alive he felt when tie was awakened, and
Garth hel ped out by asking interested questions. | put ny hands over ny ears
and buried nyself under the cover fur, but was saved from suffocation by the
arrival of Tammad. He didn't press me when | said | couldn't tell himwhat was
wrong, but he didn't need the details to know that Len and Garth were
responsible for the way | felt. He overrode their attenpts at explanati on and
just sent them away, then spent a satisfyingly long time making |ove to ne and
hol ding nme. | quickly forgot all about Len and Garth, and didn't think about

t hem agai n.

Until the next day. Telling an untal ented person to stay away from soneone who
doesn't want them around usually solves the problem but the sane can't be
done with an enpath. Len didn't have to be in the sane roomwith ne to reach
nme, and reach nme he did.

The new day was as pretty as the one before had been, but | started out
feeling depressed that the headache wasn't gone and went downhill fromthere.
My depression deepened until | cried like a baby, feeling heartbroken and al
al one. Then, for sone reason, the depression |ightened, and kept |ightening
until | felt bubbly and deliriously happy. | left the bed furs and danced
around the room |aughing Iike an idiot and giggling over nothing. Tanmmad cane
in just then, and | pulled himto the bed furs, nmade himsit, then danced for
him He was absolutely delighted with the dance, his eyes consuming me with
every nmovenent, but when he stood up to take his swordbelt off, | suddenly
realized how shy and frightened | felt. He was so big and unstoppable that |
felt like a child in his presence, and | ran fromhimw th a squeak of alarm
maki ng hi mchase nme all over the room It didn't take | ong before he caught
me, and | was carried over his shoulder back to the bed furs, where he

conpl eted the game by raping ne. | didn't realize he thought it was a gane
until later, when it was all over and | had come to understand why |'d been
acting so strangely. Len nust have exhausted hinself, but he'd forced nme into
showi ng Tammad | coul d dance, and then had gotten nme raped. | couldn't tel
Tammad about what Len was doi ng without discussing Len's theories, and



didn't want to do that. | also couldn't protect myself from Len, which was
surely his purpose in doing what he did. If | got desperate enough to protect
nmyself I'd have to try getting ny shield back, which would surely bring the
rest back if it were at all possible. Len was trying to nake ne want ny
abilities back, but his plan woul dn't work. | wouldn't want them back no
matter what he did to ne.

| spent the rest of the day gritting nmy teeth and jumping at nmental shadows,
but the worst thing that happened was that Tanmad nmade me dance for him again
before he would let me eat the final neal of the day. 1'd spent a lot of tine
and energy keeping himfromknowi ng I could dance, and while it gave ne

pl easure to give him pleasure, his reactions to ny dancing al so nade ne
uneasy, just as |I'd known they would. Tanmad wasn't a civilized nan who woul d
smle politely and appl aud with noderate enthusi asm when the dance was over,
coming up to me to pat ny shoul der and congratulate ne. He lay stretched out
on one elbow in the carpet fur among the cushions, his eyes follow ng every
gesture of ny hands, every slide of ny hips, every turn of nmy feet. After a
few mnutes | couldn't take being stared at like that any | onger and turned to
dance with nmy back to him but that was a nistake. | suddenly found himright
behi nd nme, his hands sliding down ny upstretched arns to nmy sides and then to
nmy breasts and belly, his haddin no | onger encunbering him his appreciation
al ready reaching for me. | gasped as he lifted ne off nmy feet and took ne down
to the carpeting with him but he didn't hurt ne the way | feared he might. He
kept a tenuous but adequate control of hinself while he | oved me, but that
meant duration rather than intensity. | was given a good deal of pleasure in
return for the dancing, but by the tine | was able to get to the food, it was
cold. Tammad made up for that by warm ng ne again, and it was quite sonme tinme
before we got to sleep.

When | woke up the next norning, the headache was gone.

| stood by one of the tall, ribbed wi ndows and | ooked out, aware of the warm
sweet breeze but paying no attention to it. | was nmore aware of sonething

el se, and that sonething el se was maki ng nme sick inside. When the throb of the
headache had faded, it was as though a curtain had been |lifted, show ng ne
somet hing that had been there all along but obscured by the throb. The shield
| was used to using covered nmy entire nmind, but what | could feel then was a
smal  er shield, surrounding one snmall part of nmy mind. It was nost likely the
gap Len had encountered, and sonehow | knew that | could now thrust it aside
wi thout effort, and nmy abilities would be back as though they'd never been
gone. They hadn't been gone, only recuperating fromthe battering they'd
taken, the key to the shield hidden fromne so that | couldn't expose them
until they were ready to withstand use again. Instead of being legitinmately
blind, |I had becone a sighted person with eyes held closed, a pretend cripple
who didn't want to be whol e instead of a handi capped person going on despite
t hat handicap. | expected to feel cheap and small and | did, but I was also
afraid. "Once a pawn, always afraid" should have been an old saying, and it
wasn't just my relationship with Tammad that | was afraid for. My abilities
were the sort that would interest anyone with an urge to influence and contro
his fell ow man, which would put ne up for grabs again. | may have felt bored
fromall the lying around |I'd done, but being the center of that sort of
interest wasn't ny idea of sonething to do to chase away boredom

I ran a hand through ny hair then rested ny armon the w ndow edge, a nonent

| ater adding ny face to ny arm | felt absolutely no urge to renove the small,
thick shield and peek out, but that didn't mean | could just go ahead and
pretend that ny abilities weren't there. Too often their use was reflexive
rather than voluntary, l|ike blinking because of a finger poked toward an eye.
Ti me and agai n over the past few days |'d caught nyself trying to read
someone, and if the headache had di sappeared sooner | woul d have succeeded.



Using my abilities was too nmuch a part of me, and |I'd never get away with
pretendi ng never. And what woul d happen when Tamad found out? He'd told nme he
was happy | was no | onger an enpath; the last thing | wanted was for himto
think I was beyond himagain. Despite Len's opinions to the contrary, Tanmmad
had admtted that he couldn't cope with an enpath. Wat would he do if he
found out he had one to cope with all over again'? | didn't know, and | didn't
want to find out; speaking as a professional coward, | was nuch better off not
knowi ng.

I'd been hearing the sound of netal banging on nmetal for a nunber of mnutes,
but the noise hadn't been able to break through the agitation in my thoughts.
As soon as | decided | needed sonething to distract me | heard it again, and
this time | ooked out the window to see what it was. The room| stood in was on
the second floor of the palace, with a wide unrailed walk on the floor bel ow,
and an exerci se area perhaps ten feet bel ow and beyond the wal k. A nunber of

| 'l endaa had been | oosening their swordarns in this area, but just then there
were only two going at it, with the rest watching. | didn't understand why the
two were of such interest until | realized they were Len and Garth, and that
they were getting instruction fromthose who were watching. Garth had nore
famliarity with a sword than Len did, but Garth had the probl em of unlearning
some of what he already knew, while Len had no such obstacle standing in his
way. As | watched them | al so becanme convinced that Len was using his
abilities to predict when, and to a certain extent how, Garth would strike at
him evening up the level of ability between them even nore. Len sl ashed and
ducked and Garth ducked and sl ashed, and it took another m nute of watching
before | realized that they were using practice swords, blunted weapons that
they couldn't hurt each other with. Even fromthat distance | could see the
sweat slicking their bodies, showing they'd been at it for a while. They nust
have been tired, but they gave no sign that they intended stopping any tinme in
the near future.

I'd been | ooking at Len and Garth just to have sonething to | ook at, but
suddenly it cane to ne that | wasn't |ooking at themw th anything that could
be described as friendly feeling. | tried to brush the aninosity aside, but it
was growi ng too thick to be brushed. Those two down there were having a grand
old time, but they probably had plans for comng after ne again later, as they
had the day before. Under the guise of helping me they'd put ne through hell
not once considering the possibility that | really was burned out for good. If
| had been, Len's proddi ng woul d have been the equivalent of pulling w ngs off
i nsects, an attack agai nst the hel pl ess that could never be resisted or
countered. The nore | thought about it the angrier | got, and then

renmenbered what they'd done to me back in Aesnil's palace. They'd turned ne
into a whinpering, cringing slave begging to be used, and afterward |'d sworn

to get even. For all | knew Len was right about my having | ost sone of ny
ability, but right then all | wanted was revenge.
It happened so abruptly and strangely that even | was startled. | stood at the

wi ndow seething as | watched the two nmen, seeing themrun through a
conpl ex-1 ooki ng series of attacks and counters that nmust have been pretty
good. The nen watching themraised their voices in congratul atory approval as
the two finally lowered their weapons, and | could al nost see the chests
swelling on the two Amal gamation nen. They gripped | eft hands as they spoke to
each other with grins and | aughter, then rel eased each other's hand to slap
each other's shoul ders. They were so dammed pl eased with thensel ves that it
made ne furious, and | renmenber wishing with fists clenched tight that they
woul d do sonething to make thensel ves | ook unutterably foolish in front of al

t hose nen whose good opi nion they were so eager for

And that seened to be all it took.



| don't know whether | noticed first that the small, thick shield was gone, or
that Garth and Len were acting strangely. Instead of standing tall and strong
and | ooking like warriors, they were suddenly standi ng sl ouch-hi pped and
linp-wristed, enphasizing what they were saying with broad, feninine gestures
and | aughing in shrill giggles. They didn't seemto notice the change unti

the |'l endaa around t hem began to guffaw and point, and then they | ooked
around t hensel ves with confused | ack of understanding. | could feel their
enotions clearly fromwhere | stood, as clearly as the amusenent and ridicule
coming fromthe |I'lendaa around them Len had thought nmy abilities would comne
back | essened, but he couldn't have been nore wong. | felt strong and healthy
and raring to go, and that was all | needed. Tanmad was as good as lost to ne,
and there was nothing | could do about it. | slipped down to the carpeting and
buried ny face against ny knees, drowning in an ocean of distrustingly

vi gorous health and nental ability.

It couldn't have been nore than five mnutes before the riot burst into the
room stormng and screaning fromthe fury in Len's and Garth's m nds. |
didn't ook up until they were alnost on top of me, but not because |I was

trying to think of a way out of the ness. | wasn't thinking of anything at
all, or if I was it was that | didn't give a damm what those two did to ne.
The happi ness had | asted such a short time, but it was all | would ever have.

"That was a damed | ousy thing to do, Terry!" Len shouted as he stonped
closer, his face flushed and his eyes blazing. "Do you know what you nade us
| ook |ike out there? How could you have-"

H s words broke off as his mnd wenched to a halt, angry still but suddenly
aware of what he was saying. He'd been too wild to think about it sooner, and
he was genuinely surprised-and then i medi ately pl eased.

"Terry, you did it!" he shouted, this time happily. "Your abilities are back
and you used them You're not hiding your head in the sand any nore!"

"She's al so not junping up and down with joy," Garth pointed out, his hand on
Len's arm H s anger was also a lot less than it had been, and he | ooked down
at me with the disturbed sobriety in his mnd. "She's crying instead of
crowing, and that isn't the Terry | used to know. "

"She's crying inside a lot harder," Len said, sending me the confort of his
m nd as he cane closer to crouch next to nme and put his arm around ny

shoul ders. "Terry, | can feel that you' ve given up and you rmustn't do that.
It'11 all work out, just wait and see. "
"He doesn't want an enpath, Len," | whispered, feeling the tears roll down ny

cheeks. "He said he doesn't, and you know he never lies. Wiy did it have to
cone back?"

| buried my face against my knees again as Len's armtightened around ne, his
mnd frantically trying to keep the stricken feeling fromreaching ne. Len
knew as well as | that Tammad didn't lie, and there was nothing he could say
to alter the truth: ny life with Tammad was over before it had really started.
Garth came closer to reach down and stroke ny hair with an enpathetic echo of
pain in his mnd, as helpless as Len to do anything to stop it.

"What do you do near my wonan?" a cold voice growed angrily. | felt Len
flinch as | raised ny head again to see Tammad in the doorway, and then the
bi g barbarian was coming toward us, his left palmtouching his sword hilt with
a sliding caress that brought a flash of fear to both Garth and Len. They'd

| earned enough about Rimlian swordplay to really appreciate what |evel Tammad
stood at, which was considerably higher than any they were likely to attain in



t he reasonably near future.

"Tamuad, we have good news," Garth began, trying for hearty good cheer in his
tone instead of nervousness, but he gave up the attenpt when it was

i medi ately clear that he was being ignored. Tammad was staring at Len, and
the I ack of expression on his face was chilling.

"You were told, were you not, that you were not to approach Terril again?" he
said to Len, the grow in his voice echoing the anger in his mnd. "Now you
have not only approached her and put your hands upon her w thout perm ssion
you have al so brought her tears. No man may bring tears to ny woman and fee

hi nsel f safe fromny wath, no man! Stand before nme, Lenham and speak quickly
upon what occurs here."

| was trembling as Len took his armback and slowy strai ghtened out his
crouch, his mnd clanging with shock and fear. | felt the fear too, a reaction
to the deadliness flowing coldly from Tammad's nind, a deadliness 1'd felt
many times before. | knew | had to explain the m sunderstandi ng before he hurt
Len, but the trenbling fear that gripped nme was al nost physical in its hold,
freezing ny throat and paralyzing my will. Len straightened all the way, his
eyes w deni ng, and then he pointed a disbelieving finger at Tammad.

"You're projecting!" Len said hoarsely, the shock still bright in his mnd as
he stared up into Tacmmad's face. "I've never had it coming straight at ne
before, or I would have seen it sooner. No wonder you were able to stand

agai nst Terry's projections-when you're angry you're alnbpst as strong as she
isl"”

"What nonsense do you speak?" the barbarian demanded, frowning at Len in
annoyance at the way he was being stared at. For ny part | was frozen in
shock, staring up in a daze of dunbfoundedness. Wen the annoyance touched
Tammad his anger | essened-and so did the terrible fear 1'd felt! \Wat Len said
was true- Tammad was projecting!

"And you said you didn't want anything to do with enpaths?" Len | aughed, a
wild sound to it. "I'lIl bet you even receive a little w thout knowi ng you're
doing it. Hell, man, you have to, or you'd never be so good with people! You
work with what squeezes through that cloud of cal myou use as a shield,
groping around blindly, but stronger than any untrai ned enpath has the right
to be! And now that | think about it, I'lIl bet you're not the only one.

L' | endaa have too nmuch control over themselves for it to be an accident. |'lI
bet nost of you are latents!™

"So that's why | always found nyself drowning in panic when you were nmad at
me," | blurted, rising to ny feet to stare at Tanmad as w de-eyed as Len had
been. "You were projecting at me so strongly that | was conpletely bl owed
over. If I'"d known enough to shield-but | didn't know enough, not then and not
when the men of this world projected desire at nme. Unshielded, | couldn't have
resisted any of you in a mllion years. You forced ne with your mnds as well
as your bodi es-every one of you!"

"Wenda, | have no know edge of what you speak," Tanmad said, his mind filling
wi th confusion and di sturbance over the outrage | was showi ng. "Wy do you
| ook at nme so-as though I am no | onger the man who banded you' ?"

"Ch, you're the sanme one, all right," | said, putting nmy fists on ny hips as |
| ooked up at him "The one who was so nobly proud of never having taken unfair
advant age of anyone, and the one who said he couldn't cope with an enpat h-and
t he one who puni shed nme for using my abilities. Wll, what about you'? Wo
puni shes you for projecting every time you | ose your tenper? Which happens a



ot nmore often than you care to admt! Well? Wo gets to do the honors?"

| was too furious to really notice that he was actually backi ng up away from
me as | advanced on him but if 1'd stopped to think about it I wouldn't have

been all that surprised. | was projecting the sane sort of anger at himthat
he usually sent toward ne, and ny projections were still stronger than his.
I'd copied that sense of deadliness and thrown that in as well, giving hima

taste of what had tine and again sent ne cringing back fromhim He didn't
cringe the way | had but he did back up, shaking his head to throw off the
effects of ny projection. He was damed sensitive, all right, to know so
accurately when soneone was projecting at him but he didn't get anywhere
until that heavy calmswirled back into his mnd, blocking off nost of ny
efforts. He used that calmas both a shield and a control on his own enotions,
and once he had it in place he stopped backing up

"That's a good question Terry just asked," Len put in, coming up to stand next
to ne. "The | east she ever got for unauthorized projecting was a good whacki ng
on the backside, which is a lot |ess than what you gave me for doing the sane
thing to her. Now that we've found you doing it, what do you get for it?"

"You may attenpt to do to ne what | did to you,” Tammad told Len in a nutter
his hand to his head as he fought to throw off the lingering effects of ny
projection. "You need not even wait till this throbbing abandons ne, should
the matter touch you strongly enough. |I feel no regret for what punishnents |
gave, for your power was exercised willfully while mne was not. Should this
i nsanity be true."

H s |ast sentence sent a quiver through his mnd, a rippling in the cal mthat
showed how upset he really was. He didn't want anything to do with enpat hy,
especially fromthe inside out, and all the anger drained out of nme as though
it had been blotted up in a giant towel. | used pain control to soothe away

t he t hrobbi ng headache my projection had given him then turned and hurried
back to the w ndows.

"My thanks, Lenham" | heard himsay with a sigh as | sank down anong the
cushions. "To give aid rather than seek revenge shows you to be a nan of
strength.”

"Don't thank me," Len denied with a snort of amusenent. "I don't have that
sort of strength, character-w se or pain-controlw se. Don't you recognize the
touch of a Prime?"

"Terril?" Tammad said, and | could al nost see his incredulity even though
was facing toward the wi ndows. "Her power has returned?"

"That's the good news | was trying to tell you about," Garth said, a benused
quality to his mind. "I didn't know then just how nuch news there was."

"That's what brought us up here," Len said, his tone wy. "We-ah-discovered
that Terry had her ability back and cane to congratul ate her. You found her
crying because she had the foolish idea that you wouldn't be happy to have her
the way she used to be. Now wasn't it silly of her to believe you woul dn't
want her."

There was no answer from Tamad to that, and | closed ny eyes and put ny face
in my hands. That rigid cal mwas keeping me fromseeing how he really felt the
way it usually did, but I didn't have to read himto know the truth. He had
told me the truth, and he didn't lie.

"Terril, hama, you nmust not weep," his voice cane then, startlingly right



behind ne. H's hand stroked nmy hair as he sat down next to me, and then he was
pulling me to him "There is nothing that would cause me to not desire you,

this you cannot doubt. My love will not fail you.'

"You said you can't cope with an enpath,” | sobbed, throwi ng ny arns around
himas | buried ny face in his chest. "You can't tell nme you were lying to
make ne feel better, because | know you weren't. | don't want to be beyond

you-1'd rather be crippled!"

"No, hana-sadendra, | was not lying." He sighed as he tightened his arns
around ne, and | could feel the sadness flow ng through his calm "I did

i ndeed have difficulty coping with a woman with the power, yet this difficulty
did not, in fine, cause me to turn fromher. No less a thing than death could
do so. Fool that I am | should not have refrained fromsaying this sooner

yet | had not thought your power would return. As for being beyond ne-wenda,
shoul d Lenham be correct, that will never again be so. Perhaps now | may be
beyond you."

"You think you're better than a trained Prinme?" | exclainmed, shocked into

| eani ng back away fromhim And then | saw his grin and heard the chuckle in
his mnd, and understood what he'd done. "You said that deliberately to get a
rise out of me," | accused with a black Iook, then couldn't help |aughing.
"You're a nean, nasty beast of a barbarian, but | [ove you anyway. Even if you
are too good for ne."

"I may perhaps be too good for you after you have aided nme in the use of
thi s-power,"” he said with a grimace, wiping the last of the tears off ny
cheek. "Sooner would I have no nore than a woman with the power, for the
difficulties are bound to be nany and |l arge."

"We' || take care of themtogether," | reassured him huggi ng hi maround again.
I'd train himto use what he had, and sonehow get back to Central to retrieve
our child, and do ny dammedest to hel p hi m conquer the whol e dammed uni verse,
if that's what he wanted. 1'd heard that G nnan had rescued Aesnil from her
slavery, and the two of them had worked things out even better than Tamrad and
| had. We'd probably |leave Gerleth with them and go back to Gelana for the
rest of Tammad' s |'lendaa, and then we'd head back hone. After that we had the
Amal gamation to tackle, and I was actually |ooking forward to it.

"We' || take care of everything together," | repeated, still huggi ng him
"Especially getting you trained. | wouldn't want you in danger of being
puni shed any | onger than necessary."

" Speaki ng of punishnment,” Len drawled, "did | mention, Tammad, how Garth and
knew Terry had regai ned her abilities? You see, we were in the exercise court
just below this wi ndow, and all of a sudden . "

"Len, don't!" | squeaked suddenly filled with pure panic, but it was nuch too
| ate. The unreasonably large arms around me were no |onger gently soft, and a
cl oud of anger was rolling straight through the billowing calm | |ooked up to
see two hard blue eyes staring down at me, and frantically shook ny head. "It
was an accident!" | pleaded, trying to make Tanmad believe ne. "I didn't do it
on purpose just to get even for what they did to nme! | didn't! You can't
puni sh me for an accident!"

Damed barbarian. He did.






